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wo of science fictions most renowned writers join
Tforces for a storytelling sensation. The historic
collaboration between Frederik Pohl and his fellow
founding father of the genre, Arthur C. Clarke, is both
a momentous literary event and a fittingly grand fare-
well from the late, great visionary author of 2001: A
Space Odyssey.

The Last Theorem is a story of one mans mathematical
obsession, and a celebration of the human spirit and
the scientific method. It is also a gripping intellectual
thriller in which humanity, facing extermination from
all-but-omnipotent aliens, the Grand Galactics, must
overcome differences of politics and religion and come
together ... or perish.

In 1637, the French mathematician Pierre de
Fermat scrawled a note in the margin of a book about
an enigmatic theorem: “I have discovered a truly marve-
lous proof of this proposition which this margin is
too narrow to contain.” He also neglected to record
his proof elsewhere. Thus began a search for the Holy
Grail of mathematics— a search that didnt end until
1994, when Andrew W iles published a 150-page
proof. But the proof was burdensome, overlong, and
utilized mathematical techniques undreamed of in
Fermats time, and so it left many critics unsatisfied—
including young Ranjit Subramanian, a Sri Lankan
with a special gift for mathematics and a passion for
the famous “Last Theorem.” N

When Ranjit writes a three-page proof of the
theorem that relies exclusively on knowledge available
to Fermat, his achievement is hailed as a work of
genius, bringing him fame and fortune. But it also
brings him to the attention of the National Security,
Agency and a shadowy United Nations outfit called
Pax per Fidem, or Peace Through Transparency, whose i
secretive workings belie its name. Suddenly Ranjit——
together with his wife, Myra de Soyza, an expert ip |
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artificial ntclligence”and their burgeoning family—
finds turnself swept up in world-shaking events, his
genius for abstract mathematical thought put to uses
that are both concrete and potentially deadly.

Meanwhile, unbeknownst to anyone on Earth, an
alien fleet is approaching the planet at a significant
percentage of the speed of light. Their mission: to
exterminate the dangerous species of primates known
as.homo sapiens.

Arthur C. Crarke has long been

considered the greatest science fiction

writer of all time. He was an inter-

national treasure in many other ways,

including the fact that a 1945 article

by him led to the invention of satel-
lite technology. Books by Clarke-—both fiction and
nonfiction-—have sold more than one hundred million
copies worldwide. He died in 2008.

Frederlk POHL is the author of

= many novels, including The Boy Who

I Would,Live Forever; Gateway, part of his

acclaimed Heechee saga; and Jem, for

which he won the National Book

Award. With Isaac Asimov, he was a

founding member of the New York—based science fiction

group known as the Futurians. In the sixties, Pohl edited

Galaxy magazine and its sister, magazine, if, which won the

Hugo Award three years in a row. In 1993, he became a

Science Fiction Writers of America Grand Master. He
lives in Palatine, Illinois:
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THE FIRST PREAMBLE
Arthur C. Clarke says:

The incidents at Pearl Harbor lay in the future and the United States was
still at peace when a British warship steamed into Nantucket with what
was later called “the most valuable cargo ever to reach American shores.”
It was not very impressive, a metal cylinder about an inch high, fitted with
connections and cooling fins. It could easily be carried in one hand. Yet
this small object had a strong claim to being responsible for winning the
war in Europe and Asia—though it did take the atom bomb to finish the
last of the Axis powers off.

That just-invented object was the cavity magnetron.

The magnetron was not in principle a new idea. For some time it had
been known that a powerful magnetic field could keep electrons racing in
tight circles, thus generating radio waves. However, this fact remained lit-
tle more than a laboratory curiosity until it was realized that those radio
waves could be used for a military purpose.

When it had such a military use, it was called radar.

When the American scientists working at the Massachusetts Institute
of Technology received that first device, they subjected it to many tests.
They were surprised to find that the magnetron’s power output was so great
that none of their laboratory instruments could measure it. A little later,
powering the giant antennae that had quickly been erected along the Chan-
nel coast, that British radar did a fine job of spotting the Luftwaffe’s myr-
iad warplanes as they formed up to attack England. Indeed, radar was
responsible, more than any other one thing, for allowing the Royal Air
Force to win the Battle of Britain.

It was soon realized that radar could be used not only to detect enemy
aircraft in the sky, but to make electronic maps ofthe ground over which a
plane was flying. That meant that, even in total darkness or complete over-
cast, the land below could be imaged in recognizable shape on a cathode-
ray tube, thus helping navigation—and bombing missions. And as soon as
the magnetron was available at MIT, a team headed by future Nobel Lau-
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reate Luis Alvarez asked the next question: “Can’t we use radar to land air-
craft safely, as well as to shoot them down?”

So began GCA, or ground-controlled approach, the landing of aircraft
in bad weather using precision approach radar.

The experimental Mark 1 GCA used two separate radars, one working
at ten centimeters to locate the plane’s direction in azimuth, and the
other—the world’ first three-centimeter radar—to measure height above
ground. An operator seated before the two screens could then talk the air-
craft down, telling the pilot when to fly right or left—or sometimes, more
urgently, when to increase altitude—fast.

GCA was welcomed enthusiastically by the RAF Bomber Command,
which every day was losing more aircraft over Europe through bad weather
than through enemy action. In 1943 the Mark land its crew were stationed
at an airfield in St. Eval, Cornwall. An RAF crew headed by Flight Lieu-
tenant Lavington was dispatched to join them. Lavington was assisted by
the newly commissioned Pilot Officer Arthur C. Clarke.

Actually, Clarke should not have been in the Royal Air Force at all. As a
civilian he had been a civil servant in H.M. Exchequer and Audit Depart-
ment and hence had been in a reserved occupation. However, he had
rightly suspected that he would soon be unreserved, so one day he sneaked
away from the office and volunteered at the nearest RAF recruiting station.
He was just in time. A few weeks later the army started looking for him—
as an army deserter who was wanted by the medical corps! As he was un-
able to bear the sight of blood, particularly his own, he obviously had a
Very narrow escape.

By that time Arthur Clarke was already a keen space-cadet, having
joined the British Interplanetary Society soon after it was formed in 1933.
Now, realizing that he had at his command the world’s most powerful
radar, producing beams only a fraction of a degree wide, one night he
aimed it at the rising moon and counted for three seconds to see if there
would be a returning echo.

Sadly, there wasn't. It was years later before anyone did actually re-
ceive radar echoes from the moon.

However, although no one could have known it at the time, something
else may have happened.



THE SECOND PREAMBLE
Frederik Pohl says:

There are two things in my life that 1think have a bearing on the subject
matter of this book, so perhaps this would be a good time to set them
down.

The first: By the time 1was in my early thirties, | had been exposed to
a fair amount of mathematics—algebra, geometry, trigonometry, a little el-
ementary calculus—either at Brooklyn Tech, where for a brief period in
my youth | had the mistaken notion that | might become a chemical engi-
neer, or, during World War I, in the U.S. Air Force Weather School at
Chanute Field in Illinois, where the instructors tried to teach me something
about the mathematical bases of meteorology.

None of those kinds of math made a great impression on me. What
changed that, radically and permanently, was an article in Scientific Amer-
ican in the early 1950s that spoke of a sort of mathematics | had never be-
fore heard of. It was called “number theory.” It had to do with describing
and cataloging the properties of that basic unit of all mathematics, the
number, and it tickled my imagination.

| sent my secretary out to the nearest bookstore to buy me copies of all
the books cited in the article, and | read them, and | was addicted. Over the
next year and more 1spent all the time | could squeeze out of a busy life in
scribbling interminable calculations on ream upon ream of paper. (We're
talking about the 1950s, remember. No computers. Not even a pocket calcu-
lator. If | wanted to try factoring a number that | thought might be prime, |
did it the way Fermat or Kepler or, for that matter, probably old Aristarchus
himself had done it, which is to say, by means of interminably repetitious
and laborious handwritten arithmetic.)

I never did find Fermat’s lost proof, or solve any other of the great
mathematical puzzles. | didn’t even get very far with the one endeavor that,
| thought for a time, | might actually make some headway with, namely,
finding a formula for generating prime numbers. What | did accomplish—
and little enough it is, for all that work—was to invent a couple of what you
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might call mathematical parlor tricks. One was a technique for counting on
your fingers. (Hey, anybody can count on his fingers, you say. Well, sure,
but up to 1,023?) The other was accomplishing an apparently impossible
task.

I’ll give you the patter that goes with that trick:

If you draw a row of coins, it doesn’t matter how long a row, I will in
ten seconds or less write down the exact number of permutations (heads-
tails-heads, heads-tails-tails, etc.) that number of coins produces when
flipped. And just to make it a little tougher on me, I will do it even if you
cover up as many coins in the row as you like, from either end, so that |
won't be able to tell how many there are in the row.

Impossible, right? Care to try to figure it out? I’ll come back to you on
this, but not right away.

The second thing that | think might be relevant happened some twenty
years later, when | found myself for the first time in my life spending a few
weeks in the island empire of Japan. | was there as a guest of Japanese
science-fiction fandom, and so was Brian Aldiss, representing Britain, Yuli
Kagarlitski, representing what then was still the Union of Soviet Socialist
Republics, Judith Merril, representing Canada, and Arthur C. Clarke, rep-
resenting Sri Lanka and most of the rest of the inhabited parts of the earth.
Along with a contingent of Japanese writers and editors, the bunch of us
had been touring Japanese cities, lecturing, being interviewed, and, on re-
quest, showing our silly sides. (Arthur did a sort of Sri Lankan version of
a Hawaiian hula. Brian got involved in trying to pronounce a long list of
Japanese words, most of which—for our hosts loved a good prank—turned
out to be violently obscene. |1 won't tell you what 1did.) For a reward we
were all treated to a decompressing weekend on Lake Biwa, where we
lounged about in our kimonos and depleted the hotel’ bar.

We spent most of the time catching one another up on what we'd been
doing since the last time we had been together. | thought Judy Merril had the
most interesting story to tell. She had come early to Japan, and had sneaked
a couple of days in Hiroshima before the rest of us had arrived. She was
good at describing things, too, and she kept us interested while she told us
what she had seen. Well, everyone knows about the twisted ironwork the
Japanese preserved as a memorial when every other part of that building had
been blown away by that first-ever-deployed-in-anger nuclear bomb, and
about the melted-down face on the stone Buddha. And everyone knows
about—the one that nobody can forget once that picture enters their minds—
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the shadow of a man that had been permanently etched, onto the stone stairs
where he had been sitting, by the intolerably brilliant nuclear blast from the
overhead sky.

“That must have been bright,” someone said— I think Brian.

Arthur said, “Bright enough that it could have been seen by a dozen
nearby stars by now.”

“If anyone lives there to be looking,” someone else said—I think it
was me.

And, we agreed, maybe someone might indeed be looking ... or at
least it was pretty to think so.

As to those mathematical parlor tricks:

I don't think 1 should explain them to you just yet, but | promise that
before this book is ended, someone will.

That someone will probably be a bright young man named Ranjit Sub-
ramanian, whom you are bound to meet injust a few pages.

After all, this book is basically Ranjit’s story.






THE THIRD PREAMBLE

Atmospheric Testing

Inthe spring ofthe year 1946, in a (previously) unspoiled South Pacific atoll
named Bikini, the American navy put together a fleet of ninety-odd vessels.
They were battleships, cruisers, destroyers, submarines, and assorted sup-
port craft, and they came from many sources. Some were captured German
or Japanese ships, the spoils of battle from the recently ended World War II;
most were war-weary or technologically outmoded American vessels.

This fleet was not meant to sail off into a giant naval battle against any-
one, or indeed to go anywhere at all. Bikini Atoll was the vessels’ last stop.
The reason the fleet had been assembled was simply so that a couple of
atomic bombs could be inflicted on it. One would come from the air, the
other from under the sea. The hope was that this travail could give the admi-
rals some idea of what their navy might suffer in some future nuclear war.

Bikini Atoll, of course, wasn’t the end of nuclear weapons testing. It
was just the beginning. Over the next dozen years and more the Americans
exploded bomb after bomb in the atmosphere, diligently noting yield and
damage done and every other number that could be extracted from a test.
So did the Soviets and the Brits a little later, the French and the Chinese
later still. Altogether the first five nuclear powers (who also happened, not
by chance, to be the five permanent members of the United Nations Secu-
rity Council) set off a total of more than fifteen hundred nuclear weapons
in the atmosphere. They did this in places such as the Marshall Islands in
the Pacific, in Algeria and French Polynesia, in desert areas of Australia, in
Semipalatinsk in Soviet Kazakhstan and Novaya Zemlya in the Arctic
Ocean, in the marshy waste of Lop Nor in China, and in many other places
all around the world.

It did not greatly matter where the blasts originated. Each one ofthem
produced an inconceivably brilliant flash—*“brighter than a thousand
suns,” was how the physicist Hans Thirring described it—a flash that
swelled out into space in a hemispheric shell of photons, expanding at the
rate of three hundred thousand kilometers in each second.
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By then the photons of that first puny radar flash that young Arthur Clarke
had aimed at the moon had traveled a long way from the place in the
galaxy where Earth had been when the photons were launched.

How far had they gone? Well, by then it had been some thirty years
since that radar flash of his had returned no data. Light—or radio waves, or
electronic radiation of any kind—travels at, well, at that velocity of
186,000 miles (or some 300,000 kilometers) per second that is the speed
of light. So each year those photons had traveled one light-year farther
away, and in their passage they had already swept through the systems of
several hundred stars. Many of those stars had planets. A few had planets
capable of supporting life. A small fraction of that life was intelligent.

Human beings never did know which star’ beings first detected what
was happening on Earth. Was it Groombridge 1618? Alpha Centauri B?
(Or, for that matter, A?) Or Lalande 21185, Epsilon Eridani, perhaps even
Tau Ceti?

The humans never knew, and perhaps that was just as well. It would
only have worried them.

Whichever star’s system they had inhabited, the astronomers among
those creatures (they didn’t call themselves astronomers; their term for
what they did was something like “inventoriers of externalities”) paid
close attention to that first weak pulse. It troubled them.

These people did not look in the least like humans, but they had cer-
tain nearly human “emotions,” and among them was something quite like
fear. The microwave emanations from Earth were the first things to worry
them. Then came those far brighter fire bursts that arrived a little later—the
ones from the first nuclear test from White Sands Proving Ground, and
then from Hiroshima and Nagasaki, and then from everywhere. Those
flashes set those alien skywatchers to clattering and squealing at one an-
other. Such flashes represented trouble, and potentially very big trouble.

It wasn’t that those first observers felt fear at what humanity was doing
on its remote little planet. They didn’t care in the least what happened to
planet Earth. What worried them was that that same expanding hemi-
sphere of radiation would not die out once it passed their star. It would
keep going on, farther and deeper into the galaxy. And sooner or later it
would reach certain other individuals who were likely to take it very seri-
ously indeed.
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ON SWAMI ROCK

And so now, at last, we meet this Ranjit Subramanian, the one whose long
and remarkable life this book is all about.

At this time Ranjit was sixteen years old, a freshman at Sri Lanka’
principal university, in the city of Colombo, and more full of himself than
even your average sixteen-year-old. He wasn’t at the university now,
though. At his father’s bidding he had made the long trip from Colombo
slantwise across the island of Sri Lanka to the district of Trincomalee,
where his father had the distinction of being chief priest at the Hindu tem-
ple called Tiru Koneswaram. Ranjit actually loved his father very much.
He was almost always glad to see him. This time, however, he was abit less
so, because this time Ranjit had a pretty good idea of what the revered
Ganesh Subramanian wanted to talk to him about.

Ranjit was an intelligent boy, in fact one who was quite close to being
as smart as he thought he was. He was a good-looking one, too. He wasn’t
terribly tall, but most Sri Lankans aren't. Ethnically he was a Tamil, and
his skin color was the rich dark brown of a spoonful of cocoa powder, just
before it went into the hot milk. The skin color wasn't because he was a
Tamil, though. Sri Lankans have a rich palette of complexions from near-
Scandinavian white to a black so dark it seems almost purple. Ranjit’ best
friend, Gamini Bandara, was pure Sinhalese for as many generations back
as anyone had bothered to count, but the boys were the same in skin hue.

The boys had been friends for a long time—since that scary night
when Gamini’ school had burned to the ground probably put to the torch
by a couple of upperclassmen smoking forbidden cigarettes in a storage
room.

Like every other nearby human being capable of picking up a splin-
tered piece of plywood and throwing it on the back of a truck, Ranjit had
been drafted for emergency relief work. So had all the rest of the student
body of his own school. It had been a dirty job, a lot harder than a young-
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ster’s developing muscles were used to, not to mention the splinters and the
scrapes and the endless cuts from the broken glass that was everywhere.

Those were the bad parts, and there were plenty of them. But there
were good parts, too. Like the time when Ranjit and some other boy
around his own age finally got down to the source of some plaintive sounds
that were coming from a debris pile, and released the headmaster’ terri-
fied, but intact, elderly Siamese cat.

When a teacher had carried the cat offto its owner, the two boys had
stood grinning at each other. Ranjit had stuck his hand out, English fash-
ion. “I’m Ranjit Subramanian,” hed said.

“And 1’m Gamini Bandara,” the other boy had said, pumping his hand
gleefully, “and, hey, we did a pretty good job here, didn’t we?”

They agreed that they had. When at last they had been allowed to quit
work for the day, they had lined up together for the sort of porridge that
was their evening meal, and plopped their sleeping bags next to each other
that night, and they had been best friends ever since. Helped out, to be
sure, by the fact that Gamini’ school had been made uninhabitable by the
fire and so its students had to double up at Ranjits. Gamini turned out to
be pretty much everything a best friend could be, including the fact that the
one great obsession in Ranjit’s life, the one for which there was no room
for another person to share, didn’t interest Gamini at all.

And, of course, there was one other thing that Gamini was. That was
the part of Ranjits impending talk with his father that Ranjit least wanted
to have.

Ranjit grimaced to himself. As instructed, Ranjit went straight to one
of the temple’ side doors, but it wasn't his father who met him there. It
was an elderly monk named Surash who told Ranjit—rather officiously,
Ranjit thought—only that he would have to wait a bit. So Ranjit waited, for
what he considered quite a long time, with nothing to do but listen to the
bustle that came from within his fathers temple, about which Ranjit had
mixed emotions.

The temple had given his father purpose, position, and a rewarding ca-
reer, all of which was good. However, it had also encouraged the old man
in the vain hope that his son would follow in his footsteps. That was not
going to happen. Even as a boy, Ranjit had not been able to believe in the
complex Hindu pantheon of gods and goddesses, some with their various
animal heads and unusual number of arms, whose sculptured figures en-
crusted the temple walls. Ranjit had been able to name every one of them,
and to list its special powers and principal fast days as well, by the time he
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was six. It hadn’t been out of religious fervor. It had been simply because
he had wanted to please the father he loved.

Ranjit remembered waking early in the morning when he was a small
child, still living at home, and his father getting up at sunrise to bathe in the
temple pool. He would see his father, naked to the waist as he faced the ris-
ing sun, and hear his long, reverberating Om. When he was a little older,
Ranjit himself learned to say the mantra, and the location of the six parts
of the body that he touched, and to offer water to the statues in the puja
room. But then he went away to school. His religious observances were not
required, and therefore ended. By the time he was ten, he knew he would
never follow in his fathers faith.

Not that his fathers was not a fine profession. True, Ganesh Subra-
manian’ temple was neither as ancient nor as vast as the one it had at-
tempted to replace. Although it had been bravely given the same name as
the original—Tiru Koneswaram—even its chief priest rarely called it any-
thing but “the new temple.” It hadn’t been completed until 1983, and in
size it was not a patch on the original Tiru Koneswaram, the famous “tem-
ple with a thousand columns,” whose beginnings had been shrouded by
two thousand years of history.

And then, when at last Ranjit was met, it was not by his father but by
old Surash. He was apologetic. “It is these pilgrims,” he said. “So many of
them! More than one hundred, and your father, the chief priest, is deter-
mined to greet each one. Go, Ranjit. Sit on Swami Rock and watch the sea.
In an hour, perhaps, your father will join you there, but just now—" He
sighed, and shook his head, and turned away to the task of helping his boss
cope with the flood of pilgrims. Leaving Ranjit to his own resources.

Which, as a matter of fact, was just fine, because for Ranjit an hour or so
to himself on Swami Rock was a welcome gift.

An hour or so earlier Swami Rock would have been crowded with cou-
ples and whole families picnicking, sightseeing, or simply enjoying the
cooling breeze that came off the Bay of Bengal. Now, with the sun lower-
ing behind the hills to the west, it was almost deserted.

That was the way Ranjit preferred it. He loved Swami Rock. Had loved
it all his life, in fact—or no, he amended the thought, at six or seven he
hadn’t actually loved the rock itselfnearly as much as he had the surround-
ing lagoons and beaches, where you could catch little star tortoises and
make them race against one another.
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But that was then. Now, at sixteen, he considered himselfa fully adult
man, and he had more important things to think about.

Ranjit found an unoccupied stone bench and leaned back, enjoying
both the warmth of the setting sun at his back and the sea breeze on his
face, as he prepared to think about the two subjects that were on his mind.

The first, actually, took little thinking. Ranjit wasn't really disap-
pointed at his father’s absence. Ganesh had not told his sixteen-year-old
son just what it was that he wanted to discuss. Ranjit, however, was de-
pressingly confident that he knew what it was.

What it was was an embarrassment, and the worst part of it was that it
was a wholly unnecessary one. It could have been avoided entirely if he
had only remembered to lock his bedroom door so that the porter at his
university lodgings would not have been able to blunder in on the two of
them that afternoon. But Ranjit hadn’t locked his door. The porter had in-
deed walked in on them, and Ranjit knew that Ganesh Subramanian had
long since interviewed the man. He had talked to the porter only for the
purpose, Ganesh would have said, of making sure that Ranjit lacked noth-
ing he needed. But it did carry the collateral benefit of ensuring that
Ganesh was kept well informed of what was going on in his son’ life.

Ranjit sighed. He would have wished to avoid the coming discussion.
But he couldn’t, and so he turned his attention to the second subject on his
mind—the important one—the one that was nearly always at the top of his
thoughts.

From his perch atop Swami Rock, a hundred meters above the restless
waters of the Bay of Bengal, he looked eastward. On the surface, at twi-
light, there was nothing to see but water—in fact nothing at all for more
than a thousand kilometers, apart from a few scattered islands, until you
reached the coast of Thailand. Tonight there had been a lull in the northeast
monsoon, and the sky was perfectly clear. A brilliant star, its light slightly
tinged with orangey-red, lay low in the east, the brightest star in the sky.
Idly, Ranjit wondered what it was named. His father would know, of
course. Ganesh Subramanian was a devout and sincere believer in astrol-
ogy, as a temple priest should be. But he had also had a lifelong interest in
secular science of all kinds. He knew the planets of the solar system, and
the names of many of the elements, and how it was that a few rods of
metallic uranium could be made to manufacture the electrical power that
could light a city, and he had passed some of that love on to his son. What
remained with Ranjit, though, was not so much about the astronomy and
physics and biology of the world, but most of all that one subject that
bound everything else together, mathematics.
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That, Ranjit knew, he owed to his father because of the book his father
had given him on his thirteenth birthday. The book was G. H. Hardys A
Mathematician Apology. It was in that book that Ranjit first encountered
the name of Srinivasa Ramanujan, the impoverished Indian clerk, with no
formal training in mathematics, who had been the wonder of the mathe-
matical world in the dark years of World War I. It was Hardy who received
a letter from Ramanujan with some hundred of the theorems he had dis-
covered, and Hardy who brought him to England and to world fame.

Ramanujan was an inspiration to Ranjit—clearly mathematical genius
could come from anyone—and the book had left him with a specific, dom-
inating interest in number theory. Not just number theory, in particular the
wonderful insights that were the work of the centuries-old genius Pierre de
Fermat, and even more in particular that towering question Fermat had left
for his successors, the proof—or the proofthat there was no proof—of Fer-
mat’s celebrated Last Theorem.

That was Ranjit’s obsession, and it was the subject he proposed to devote
the next hour to thinking about. It was too bad that he didn’t have his calcu-
lator in his pocket, but his best friend had talked him out of that. “You re-
member my cousin Charitha?” Gamini had said. “The one who is a captain
in the army? He says that some of the guards in the trains are confiscating
calculators. They sell them for what they can get. Your two-hundred-dollar
Texas Instruments calculator they would sell for perhaps ten dollars to some-
body who only wants to keep track of his cash outlays, so leave it at home.”
Which Ranjit sensibly had done.

The calculator’ absence was an annoyance, but not a particularly im-
portant one, for the wonderful thing about Fermat’s Last Theorem was its
simplicity. After all, what could be simpler than a2+ b2= c2? That is, the
length of one arm of a right triangle, squared, added to the squared length
of the other arm equals the square of the hypotenuse. (The simplest case is
when the arms are three units and four units in length and the hypotenuse
is then five units, but there are many other cases with unitary answers.)

This simple equation anyone could prove for himself with a ruler and
a little arithmetic. What Fermat had done to obsess generations of mathe-
maticians was to claim that such a relationship worked only for squares,
not for cubes or for any higher power. He could prove it, he said.

But he didn’t publish his proof.

(Ifyou would like a fuller discussion of the “last” theorem, one is in-
cluded at the end of this book, under the title “The Third Postamble.”)
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Ranjit stretched, yawned, and shook himself out of his reverie. He picked
up a pebble and threw it as hard as he could, losing sight of it in the dusk
long before it struck the water below. He smiled. All right, he confessed to
himself, some part of what he knew other people said about him wasn't to-
tally untrue. For instance, it wasn’t entirely wrong to say that he was ob-
sessed. He had chosen his loyalties early, and he stayed with them, and
now he was what one might call a Fermatian. If Fermat claimed he had a
proof, then Ranjit Subramanian, like many a mathematician before him,
took it as an article of faith that that proofdid exist.

By that, however, Ranjit certainly did not mean an aberration like the
so-called Wiles proofthat he had tried to get his math professor to discuss
at the university. If that cumbersome old turkey (it dated from the closing
years of the twentieth century) could be called a proof at all—and Ranjit
hesitated to use “proof” for something no biological human could read—
Ranjit didn’t deny its technical validity. He simply thought it was trash. In
fact, as he had told Gamini Bandara just before that confounded porter had
opened the door on the two of them, it certainly was not the proof that
Pierre de Fermat had boasted of when hed scribbled in the margin of his
volume of Diophantus’s Arithmetica.

Ranjit grinned again, wryly, because the next thing he had said to
Gamini was that he was going to find Fermat’ proof for himself. And that
was what had started the laughing put-downs and the friendly horseplay
that had led directly to what the porter had walked in on. And Ranjit’s mind
was so filled with the memories of that time that he never heard his father’s
footsteps, and didn’t know his father was there until the old man put a hand
on his shoulder and said, “Lost in thought, is that what you are?”

The pressure of Ganesh’s hand kept his son from rising. Ganesh seated
himself beside him, methodically studying Ranjit’s face, dress, and body.
“You are thin,” he complained.

“So are you,” Ranjit told him, smiling, but a little worried, too, be-
cause on his father’ face was a look he had never seen before, a worry and
a sorrow that did not befit the usually upbeat old man. He added, “Don’t
worry. They feed me well enough at the university.”

His father nodded. “Yes,” he said, acknowledging the accuracy of the
statement as well as the fact that he knew quite well just how adequately
his son was fed. “Tell me what else they do for you there.”

That might have been taken to be an invitation to say something about



The Last Theorem 9

a boy’ right to a personal life and some freedom from being spied upon by
servants. Ranjit elected to postpone that subject as long as he could.
“Mainly,” he said, improvising hastily, “its been math that has kept me
busy. You know about Fermat’s Last Theorem—" And then, when the look
on Ganesh’s face showed real amusement for the first time, Ranjit said,
“Well, of course you do. You're the one who gave me the Hardy book in the
first place, aren’t you? Anyway, there’ this so-called proofofWiles. Its an
abomination. How does Wiles construct his proof? He goes back to Ken
Ribet’s announcement that he had proved a link between Fermat and
Taniyama-Shimura. That’ a conjecture that says—"

Ganesh patted his shoulder. “Yes, Ranjit,” he said gently. “You neednt
bother to try to explain this Taniyama-Shimura thing to me.”

“All right.” Ranjit thought for a moment. “Well, I’ll make it simple.
The crux of Wiles’s argument lies in two theorems. The first is that a par-
ticular elliptical curve is semi-stable but it isn’t modular. The second says
that all semi-stable elliptical curves that possess rational coefficients really
are modular. That means there is a flat contradiction, and—"

Ganesh sighed fondly. “You are really deeply involved in this, aren’t
you?” he observed. “But you know your mathematics is far beyond me, so
let’s talk about something else. What about the rest of your studies?”

“Ah,” Ranjit said, faintly puzzled; it was not to talk about his classes,
he was quite sure, that his father had brought him to Trincomalee. “Yes.
My other classes.” As conversational subjects went, that one was not
nearly as bad as the one about what the porter would have passed along. It
wasn't really wonderful, though. Ranjit sighed and bit the bullet. “Really,”
he said, “why must | learn French? So | can go to the airport and sell sou-
venirs to tourists from Madagascar or Quebec?”

His father smiled. “French is a language of culture,” he pointed out.
“And also of your hero, Monsieur Fermat.”

“Huh,” Ranjit said, recognizing the debating point but still uncon-
vinced. “All right, but what about history? Who cares? Why do | need to
know what the king of Kandy said to the Portuguese? Or whether the
Dutch threw the English out of Trinco, or the other way around?”

His father patted him again. “There is an easy answer to your question.
The reason is because the university requires those credits of you before
they will grant you your degree. After that, in graduate school, you can
specialize as much as you like. Isn’t the university teaching you anything
you enjoy other than math?”

Ranjit brightened slightly. “Not now, no, but by next year I’ll be
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through with this really boring biology. Then | can take a different science
course, and 1’m going to do astronomy.” Reminded, he glanced up at the
bright red star, now dominating the eastern horizon.

His father did not disappoint him. “Yes, that’s Mars,” he said, follow-
ing Ranjit’s line of sight. “Its unusually bright; there’s good seeing
tonight.” He turned his gaze back to his son. “Speaking of the planet Mars,
do you remember who Percy Molesworth was? The one whose grave we
used to visit?”

Ranjit reached back into his recollections of childhood and was
pleased to find a clue. “Oh, right. The astronomer.” They were speaking of
Percy Molesworth, the British army captain who had been stationed at
Trincomalee around the end of the nineteenth century. “Mars was his spe-
cialty, right?” he went on, happy to be talking about something that would
please his father. “He was the one who proved that, uh .. .”

“The canals,” his father assisted.

“Right, the canals! He proved that they weren’t actual canals built by
an advanced Martian civilization but just an example of the kind of tricks
our eyes can play on us.”

Ganesh gave him an encouraging nod. “He was the astronomer—the
very great astronomer—who did most of his work right here in Trinco, and
he—"

Then Ganesh stopped midsentence. He turned to peer into Ranjit’s
face. Then he sighed. “Do you see what | am doing, Ranjit? | am delaying
the inevitable. It was not to talk about astronomers that | asked you to
come here tonight. What we must discuss is something a great deal more
serious. That is your relationship with Gamini Bandara.”

It had come.

Ranjit took a deep breath before bursting out: “Father, believe me! It is
not what you think! We just play at that sort of thing, Gamini and I. It
means nothing.”

Unexpectedly, his father looked surprised. “Means nothing? Of course
what you were doing means nothing. Did you think I did not know all the
ways in which young boys like to experiment with kinds of behavior?” He
shook his head reproachfully, and then said in a burst, “You must believe
me in this, Ranjit. It isn’t the experimenting with sexual behavior that mat-
ters. It is the person you were sharing it with.” His voice was stressed
again, as though it were hard for these words to come out. “Remember, my
son, you are a Tamil. Bandara is Sinhalese.”

Ranjit’ first reaction was that he could not believe what he was hear-
ing from his father lips. How could his father, who had always taught him
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that all men were brothers, say such things now? Ganesh Subramanian had
been faithful to'his beliefs in spite of the fact that the ethnic riots that
began in the 1980s had left scars that would take generations to heal.
Ganesh had lost close relatives to rampaging mobs. He himself had nar-
rowly escaped death more than once.

But that was ancient history. Ranjit hadn't been born yet in those
days—even his deceased mother had hardly been born yet—and for years
now there had been a well-kept truce. Ranjit raised a hand. “Father,” he
begged, “please! This is not like you. Gamini hasnt murdered anyone.”

Inexorably Ganesh Subramanian repeated the terrible words. “Gamini
is Sinhalese.”

“But Father! What about all the things you taught me? About that
poem you made me learn by heart, the one from the Purananuru. “To us all
towns are one, all men our kin, thus we have seen in the visions of the
wise.” ”

He was clutching at straws. His father was not to be moved by two-
thousand-year-old Tamil verses. He didn’t answer, just shook his head,
though Ranjit could see from the expression on his face that he was suffer-
ing, too.

“All right,” Ranjit said miserably. “What do you want me to do?”

His father’s voice was heavy. “What you must, Ranjit. You cannot re-
main so close to a Sinhalese.”

“But why? Why now?”

“I have no choice in this,” his father said. “I must put my duties as high
priest of the temple first, and this matter is causing dissension.” He sighed
and then said, “You were raised to be loyal, Ranjit. | am not surprised that
you want to stand with your friend. | only hoped that you could find a way
to be loyal to your father as well, but perhaps that is impossible.” He shook
his head and then stood up, looking down at his son. “Ranjit,” he said, “I
must tell you that you are not now welcome in my house. One of the monks
will find you a place to sleep tonight. Ifyou finally choose to sever your re-
lationship with Bandara, phone or write me to tell me so. Until you do,
there is no reason for you to contact me again.”

As his father turned and walked away, Ranjit dropped quite suddenly
into a state of misery. . ..

Perhaps that state needs to be examined more closely. Ranjit was cer-
tainly miserable with the sudden distance that had opened between himself
and his beloved father. Nothing in that fact, however, led him to think that
he himself was in any way in the wrong. He was, after all, just sixteen
years old.
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And some twenty light-years away, on a planet so corrupted and befouled
that it was very difficult to believe any organic creature could survive
there, an odd-looking race known as the One Point Fives was nevertheless
surviving.

The question now on the collective minds of the One Point Fives, as
they prepared themselves to meet the inevitable orders from the Grand
Galactics who were their masters, was how much longer that survival
would go on.

True, the One Point Fives hadn’t received their marching orders yet.
But they knew what was coming. They themselves had detected the trou-
blesome emissions from Earth as the successive waves of photons had
swept by. They knew as well just when those photons would reach the
Grand Galactics.

Most of all, they knew just how the Grand Galactics were likely to re-
spond. The thought of what that response might mean for them made them
shudder within their body armor.

The One Point Fives had only one real hope. That was that they would
be able to accomplish everything the Grand Galactics would demand of
them and, when that task was completed, that they would have enough sur-
vivors among their own people to keep the race alive.



UNIVERSITY

That year’s first few months of university classes had been the best kind of
holiday for Ranjit Subramanian. Not because of the classes themselves, of
course. They were totally boring. But they took up only a few hours a day,
and then he and Gamini Bandara had all the time that the university hadn’t
already claimed, with a whole exciting city to explore and each other to ex-
plore it with. They did it all, from the Pinnewala Elephant Orphanage and
the Dehiwala Zoo to the cricket club and a dozen less reputable places.
Gamini, of course, had lived in Colombo much of his life. He had long
since explored all of those places and many more, but introducing Ranjit
to them made them all fresh. The boys even managed to take in a few mu-
seums and one or two theaters—cheaply done, because Gamini’s parents
had memberships or season tickets to everything in Colombo. Or at least
to everything respectable; and the attractions that weren’t respectable the
boys found for themselves. There were of course plenty of the bars, toddy
joints, and casinos that gave Colombo its nickname as “the Las Vegas of
the Indian Ocean.” The boys naturally sampled them, but didn’t care much
for gambling and certainly didn’t need a whole lot of alcohol to feel good.
Feeling good was their natural state.

They usually met for lunch in the students’dining hall as soon as their
morning classes were over. Unfortunately none of their classes were
shared. Given Gamini’ father-inspired emphasis on government and law,
that had been pretty much inevitable.

When they didn’t have time to go into the city proper, there was nearly
as much fun to be had exploring the campus of the university itself. Early
on they found a penetrable service entrance to the school of medicine’s
faculty lounge. That was a promising target, with platters of goodies al-
ways laid out, along with endless supplies of (nonalcoholic) drinks. Unfor-
tunately, it was—permanently, it seemed—out of the boys’ reach; the
faculty lounge was almost always full of faculty. 1t was Gamini who found
the ventilation louvers for the girls' changing room in the school of educa-
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tions gym—and Gamini who made the most use of them, leaving Ranjit
somewhat puzzled. And at a not quite finished, apparently abandoned
structure attached to the Queens Road building they found a treasure. Ac-
cording to the decaying signage it had been intended to be the school of in-
digenous law, set up during one of the periods when the government had
been extending olive branches not only to Tamils but to Muslims, Chris-
tians, and Jews as well.

The structure itself had been nearly completed, with a row of unfur-
nished faculty offices and classrooms that had barely been begun. The li-
brary was much further along. It even had books. According to Gamini,
whose father had insisted on his learning simple Arabic at an early age, the
authors were such as Hanafi, Maliki, and Hanbali on the side of the room
meant for Sunnis, and mostly devoted to Jaafari on the side for the Shia.
And in a little alcove between the two sides sat a pair of silent but fully op-
erational computer terminals.

This whole unoccupied structure called out for the boys to take advan-
tage of it. They did. In short time they had discovered a reception room,
furnished but not lavishly; the receptionist’s desk was plywood and the
chairs ranked against the wall were the foldaway kind usually found in fu-
neral parlors. That wasn't their most interesting discovery, though. On top
of that plywood desk was an American picture magazine, one of the kind
devoted to the lives of Hollywood stars, next to an electric kettle bubbling
away and a foil-wrapped container of somebody’s lunch.

The boys’ private little den had not been as private as they had thought.
But they hadn’t been caught, and they had chuckled to themselves as they
hastened to leave.

Exploring this new territory was a delight for Ranjit. Studying at the
university, however, wasnt. By the time he neared the end of his first year,
he had learned a good many things, few of which he considered worth the
trouble of knowing. Not in the worth-knowing category, in his opinion,
was his newfound ability to conjugate most regular French verbs and even
to do the same for a few of the most important irregular ones, such as etre.
On the positive side, though, was the fact that he had somehow eked out a
passing grade in his French class anyway, thus helping to preserve his sta-
tus as a student for another year.

Even the much-disliked biology course became almost interesting
when the (equally disliked) instructor ran out of frogs to dissect and then
turned from the theoretical discussion of disease vectors to some actual
news stories from the Colombo media. The stories were about a fast-
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spreading new pestilence called chikungunya. The name was a Swahili
word meaning “what bends up,” thus describing the stooped-over posture of
patients suffering from its ruinous joint pain. The chikungunya virus, it
seemed, had been around for some time, but in relatively trivial amounts.
Now it was suddenly reemerging, and infecting the region’ always avail-
able swarms of Aedes aegypti mosquitoes. Thousands of people in the Sey-
chelles and other Indian Ocean islands were coming down with rash, fever,
and incapacitating joint pain ... and, the instructor reminded them, Sri
Lanka still possessed countless swamps and stagnant ponds that were ideal
breeding spots for A. aegypti. He did not endorse, but did not deny, either,
the rumor that the chikungunya organism might have been “weaponized”—
that is, tailor-made to be used in biological warfare (by what country, and
intended to be used against what other country, no one would say)—and
had somehow escaped to the lands of the Indian Ocean.

It was the most interesting thing Ranjit had found in the wasteland of
Biology 101. Rogue nations? Weaponized disease? Those were things he
wanted to talk about with Gamini, but that wasn’t possible. Gamini had
one of those poli-sci classes just before lunch and thus would not be avail-
able for sharing for at least another hour.

Bored, Ranjit did what he had avoided doing for most of the term.
There was an open-attendance seminar for do-gooders, something about
the world’s water problems. All students were encouraged to attend, and, of
course, most students resolutely stayed away. That made it a place where
he could maybe drowse with nobody talking to him.

But the lecturer began talking about the Dead Sea.

Ranjit had given very little thought to the Dead Sea, but to the lecturer
it was a hidden treasure. What you could do, he said, was dig aqueducts
from the Mediterranean to the Dead Sea, four hundred meters below sea
level, and use the height difference to generate electricity.

Ranjit found his mind racing at the idea. It was problem solving on a
huge scale, and it was something worth doing! Ranjit couldn’t wait to tell
Gamini about it.

But when Gamini finally showed up for lunch, he wasn’t impressed. “Old
stuff,” Gamini informed him. “My father’s friend Dr. Al-Zasr—he% an
Egyptian; they went to school together in England—told us about it once
at dinner. Only it’s never going to happen. It was an Israeli idea, and the
other nations around there don’t like Israeli ideas.”
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“Huh,” Ranjit said. The lecturer hadn’t mentioned that it was an Israeli
idea. Or that it was twenty years old, and that if it hadn’t been built in
twenty years, it wasn't likely to be built now.

Gamini wasn't all that interested in chikungunya, either, and then it
was his turn to educate Ranjit. “Your problem,” he informed his friend, “is
what they call the GSSM syndrome. Know what that is? No, you don, but
its what you’re doing. Its your multitasking, Ranj. You're cutting yourself
into too many pieces. My psych teacher says theres a good chance it
makes you stupid because, you know, every time you switch from one
thing to another, you're interrupting yourself, and you can do that just so
much before theres a permanent effect on your prefrontal cortex and
you’ve got ADD.”

Ranjit frowned. He was fiddling around on Gamini’s laptop. Recently,
Ranjit had begun learning everything he could about computers. “What’s
ADD? And while we’re at it, what’s the GSSM syndrome?”

Gamini gave him a reproving look. “You really should try to keep up,
Ranj. ADD is attention deficit disorder, and GSSM s the initials of the
four people who led the research into the multitasking syndrome. There
was somebody named Grafman, plus people named Stone, Schwartz, and
Meyer. There was a woman named Yuhong Jiang, too, but | guess they
didn’t have room for any more initials. Anyway, it sounds to me like you’re
too concerned with events beyond your control.”

It was a fair cop. Nevertheless, that night, before turning in, Ranjit
made a point of watching the news, just to show that he wasn't ruled by his
friends notions. Not much of it was good. At least a score of countries
were still truculently declaring that they had every right to whatever nu-
clear programs they chose to implement, and most of them were in fact im-
plementing them. North Korea was, as usual, displaying itself as the very
model of a rogue state. In endlessly troubled Irag a Shiite incursion into
oil-rich Kurdish territory threatened to set off another round of the turmoil
that characterized that troubled country.

And so it went.

There was a personal item about to come up on the bad-news list at the
next day’ lunch, too.

Ranjit was not immediately aware of that. When he caught his first
sight of Gamini, there ahead of him and skeptically investigating what the
cafeteria rather charitably called their special of the day, all he felt was the
pleasure of seeing his friend again. But as he was seating himself, he be-
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came aware of the expression on Gaminis face. “Is something wrong?”
Ranjit demanded.

“Wrong? No, of course not,” Gamini said at once, and then sighed.
“Oh, hell,” he said. “As a matter of fact, Ranjit, there is something I need
to tell you about. It’s a promise | made my father years ago.”

Ranjit was instantly suspicious. Nothing good could be coming of that
sort of promise, told in that tone of voice. “What promise?”

“I promised the old man that | would apply to transfer to the London
School of Economics after my first year here. He visited there years ago
and he thought it was the best school in the world to learn about govern-
ment.”

Indignation fought with surprise in Ranjits voice. “About govern-
ment? In a school of economics?”

“That’ not its whole name, Ranjit. It really called the London School
of Economics and Political Science.”

To that Ranjit could only respond with his all-purpose “Huh.” But then
he added morosely, “So you're going to apply to this foreign school, just so
you can keep some promise you made to your father?”

Gamini coughed. “Not exactly. | mean, its not what 1’m going to do.
Its what | already did. I actually applied years ago. It was my father’ idea.
He said that the earlier | put my name in, the better my chances would be,
and it looks like he was right. The thing is, Ranjit, they accepted me. We
got the letter last week. I start at London as soon as the school year is fin-
ished here.”

And that was the second of the bad things that happened to the friend-
ship of Ranjit Subramanian and Gamini Bandara, and by a long way the
worse of the two.

Things did not get better for Ranjit. The biology teacher’ shipment of em-
balmed white mice finally arrived, and so the grisly business of dissection
started again, and interesting subjects like chikungunya didn’t come up
again. Even his math course, the one he had counted on to make the others
worth enduring, was letting him down.

By the end of his first week at university, Ranjit had been pretty sure
he already knew all the algebra he would ever require. Solving Fermat’s
great puzzle would not depend on conic sections or summation notation.
Still, he had breezed through the first few months; such things as finding
the factoring of polynomials and the use of logarithmic functions were at
least moderately entertaining. But by the third month it became clear that
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Dr. Christopher Dabare, the mathematics instructor, not only was not plan-
ning to teach anything relating to number theory, but didn’t really know a
lot about it himself. And, worse, didn’t want either to learn or to help Ran-
jit to learn.

For a time Ranjit made do with the resources of the university library,
but the books in the stacks were finite in number. When they ran out, Ran-
jits last recourse would have been some or all of the number theory jour-
nals, such as the Journal of Number Theory itself, from Ohio State
University in the United States, or the Journal de Theorie des Nombres de
Bordeaux, for which that hard-won sketchy knowledge of French might
have been useful after all. But the university library did not subscribe to
any of those journals, and Ranjit could not access them himself. Oh, Dr.
Dabare could, just by permitting the use of his private faculty member
password. But he wouldn’t do that.

As the end of the year approached, Ranjit needed a friend to unload his
disappointments on. But he didn’t have that, either.

It was bad enough that Gamini was going nine thousand kilometers
away. But to make it worse for Ranjit even those last few weeks were not
going to be reserved for the two boys to share. Gamini’s family obligations,
as it turned out, had to come first. First there was a weekend in Kandy, the
“great city” that had once been the island’ capital. One branch of Gamini’
family had doggedly stayed on in what had been the family home before the
mighty “Great Attractor” that was the bustling city of Colombo had drawn
the intellectual, the powerful, and even the merely ambitious to where
power now resided. Then another weekend to Ratnapura, where a cousin su-
pervised the family’ interests in the precious stone mines; still another to
where Gamini’s ancient grandmother ruled their cinnamon plantations. And
even when he was still in the city, Gamini had duty calls to make, and no re-
alistic chance of bringing Ranjit along with him when he made them.

While Ranjit himself had nothing at all to do . . . except to attend his
boring classes in the uninteresting subjects that he didn’t care about in the
first place. And then nearer worries appeared.

It happened at the end of the sociology class Ranjit had never liked. The
teacher, whom Ranijit had liked even less, was a Dr. Mendis, and as Ranjit
was about to leave, Mendis was standing in the doorway, holding the black-
covered notebook he entered grades into. “I’ve just been going over the
grades from last week’ exam,” he told Ranjit. “Yours was unsatisfactory.”

That wasn't surprising to Ranjit. “Sorry, sir,” he said absently, peering
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after his rapidly disappearing classmates. “I’ll try to do better,” he added,
poised to follow-them.

But Dr. Mendis wasn't through with him. “If you remember,” he said,
“at the beginning of term | explained to the class how your final grade
would be calculated. It is made up of the midterm examination, the spot
quizzes given out from time to time, your classroom attendance and partic-
ipation, and the final exam, in the proportion of 25 percent, 20 percent, 25
percent, and 30 percent. | must now inform you that, although you did do
reasonably well on the midterm, your performance in the classroom and
the spot quizzes is so far below an acceptable standard that you would have
to get at least 80 percent on the final examination to get a low C for the
course. | truthfully don’t think you are capable of that.” He studied the en-
tries in his book for a moment, and then nodded and snapped it shut. “So
what | suggest is that you consider taking an Incomplete for the course.”
He raised a hand as though to ward off objections from Ranjit, although
Ranjit had not been planning any. “lam aware, of course, that that will nat-
urally cause a problem with your hopes for a continuing scholarship. But
it would be better than an outright failure, would it not?”

It would, Ranjit was forced to agree—but not out loud, because he
didn’t want to give Dr. Mendis the satisfaction. By the time he got out of
the classroom, the one fellow student left in the hall was a Burgher girl,
nice enough looking, some years older than himself. Ranjit was aware that
she had been in the sociology class with him, but to him she had been sim-
ply another item in the lecture hall’ furnishings. He hadnt had much to do
in his life with Burghers, the name given to that small fraction of the Sri
Lankan population who traced a significant part of their ancestry to one or
another of the old European colonizers. Particularly with the female ones.

This particular female Burgher was talking on a cell phone, but closed
it up as he approached. “Mr. Subramanian?” she said.

Ranjit stopped, in no mood for casual conversation. “Yes?” he barked.

She did not seem to take offense at his tone. “My name is Myra de
Soyza. | heard what Dr. Mendis was saying to you. Are you going to do
what he said and take an Incomplete?”

She was really annoying him. He said, “I hope not. Why should 1?”

“Oh, you shouldn't. All you need is a little study help. | dont know if
you’ve been noticing, but I’ve been getting straight A%. 1could tutor you,
if you liked.”

That wasn’t anything Ranjit had expected to hear, and it immediately
triggered his most suspicious reactions. He demanded, “Why do you want
to do that?”
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Whatever answer might have been true—perhaps simply that he was a
good-looking young man—the one she gave was, “Because | don’t think
Dr. Mendis is fair to you.” But she looked disappointed at his response,
perhaps even offended. As she went on, her tone grew sharp. “If you don’t
want help, just say it. But, you know, what Dr. Mendis calls sociology is
just memorizing what it says in the books, and almost always only the parts
that are about Sri Lanka. | could walk you through it in plenty of time for
the final.”

For a moment Ranjit actually considered her offer. Habit won; she was
still irrevocably female. “Thanks,” he said, “but I’ll be all right.” He gave
her a nod to express enough gratitude to be polite, then turned and walked
away.

But, although he left the woman behind him, he carried away with him
what she had said.

There was wisdom in it—from a woman, yes, but still wisdom. Who
was this professor to tell him that he could not do well on the final exam?
There were others besides a Sinhalese schoolteacher and a Burgher woman
who knew Sri Lankan history. And there was one particular place, Ranjit
was quite sure, where such knowledge was stored, and those in charge
would be glad to share it with him.

Pass he did. Not with the “impossible” 80 percent on the final that Dr.
Mendis had found so amusing, but with a 91 percent—one ofthe five high-
est marks for those taking the test that year. And what would Dr. Mendis
say now?

Ranjit had been confident that the fact that his father wasn’t speaking
to him did not mean he would refuse his son help. Hed been right. When
hed explained his need to Surash, the old monk who had taken his call,
hed got the response he had expected. “I must consult with the high priest
about this,” Surash had said cautiously. “Please call me back in one hour.”
But Ranjit had had no doubt of the answer, and had already filled his back-
pack with toothbrush, clean underwear, and everything else he would need
for a stay in Trincomalee before hed called back. “Yes, Ranjit,” the old
monk had said. “Come as soon as you can. We will give you what you
need.”

The only way for Ranjit to get to Trincomalee had been to hitchhike in
atruck that smelled ofthe driver’s curry and its cargo of fragrant cinnamon
bark. That had meant arriving at the temple well after midnight. His father
had of course been long asleep, and the assistant priest on duty did not
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offer to disturb him. What the assistant priest was willing to do, however,
was everything Ranjit asked for: give him a cell and a bed and three plain
(but adequate) meals a day—and access to the temple’ archives.

The archives weren’t written on ancient parchment or animal skins, as
Ranjit had feared: this was his father’s temple, right up to speed with all the
modern necessities. When Ranjit woke that morning, there was a laptop on
the table by his cot, and through it he had access to all the history of Sri
Lanka, from the days of the tribal Veddas who were the island’ first inhab-
itants, to the present. There was much that his teacher had not touched on,
but Ranjit had brought his textbook along—not to study, but to give him a
guide to the parts of the nation’ past he could safely ignore. He had only
five days before he had to go back to the university. But five days of total
dedication to one subject was quite enough for a young man as bright and
motivated as Ranjit Subramanian. (Nor was he interrupting himself by
multitasking. Score one for the theory of the GSSM syndrome.) And he
had learned a number of things that would not appear on the final exam,
too. He had learned about the vast treasure of pearls and gold and ivory
that the Portuguese had looted from his fathers temple, just before they
tore it down. He learned that once, for fifty years, the Tamils had ruled all
of the island—and that the general who had finally defeated the Tamil
forces and “freed” his own people evidently was still held in respect by the
modern Sinhalese—even by Gaminis own family, because his own father,
Dhatusena Bandara, was named after him.

Ranjit headed straight for Gaminis room when the temple van
dropped him at the university. He was grinning to himself as he knocked
on Gamini’s door, thinking of how amusing it would be to tell him that.

That didn’t happen. Gamini wasn't there.

When Ranjit roused the night porter, the man said sleepily that Mr.
Bandara had left two days earlier. For his family’ house in Fort? No, not at
all. For London, England, where Mr. Bandara was going to complete his
studies.

When at last Ranjit got back to his own room, there was a waiting let-
ter that Gamini had left for him, but all it said was what Ranjit already
knew. Gamini’s flight to England had been moved up a few days. He would
be on it. And he would miss Ranjit.

That was not Ranjit’s only disappointment. It was natural enough that
the temple staff hadnt disturbed his father when Ranjit had arrived so late.
It was not quite as natural, perhaps, that his father had not chosen to dis-
turb himselfeven enough to look in on his son once in any other of the five
days he was living in the temple.
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It was almost funny, Ranjit told himself as he turned out the light by
his bed. His father had not forgiven him for his closeness to Gamini Ban-
dara. But now Gamini was not close to him at all, not by nine thousand
kilometers.

So he had lost the two dearest people in his life, and what was he to do
with that life now?

There was one other significant event at that time. Neither Ranjit nor any
other human being alive knew of it, however. It took place many light-
years away, in the vicinity of a star that human astronomers knew only by
its right ascension and declination numbers. One of those great expanding
hemispheres of photons, perhaps the one from Eniwetok, perhaps from
one of the Soviet monster bombs, finally reached the place where the pho-
ton pulses caused a major decision that meant bad news for the people of
Earth. The pulses had alerted certain high-performance sapients (or one
such sapient, their nature making it difficult to say which it should properly
be called) who (or at least some fraction of whom) inhabited a vortex of
dark-matter rivulets in that part of the galaxy.

These sentients were known as the Grand Galactics. Once alerted they
constructed a fan of probability projections. The display that resulted
matched some of their worst speculations.

These Grand Galactics had many plans and objectives, few of which
would then have been comprehensible to an Earth human. One of their
principal concerns was observing the working out of the galaxy’s natural
physical laws. Humans did that, too, but humans’ reason for doing so was
an effort to understand them. The Grand Galactics’ primary concern was to
make sure those laws did not require changing. Other interests were more
arcane still.

However, at least one of their concerns would have been quite clear. It
could have been translated somewhat like, “Protect the harmless. Quaran-
tine the dangerous. Destroy the malevolent—after storing a backup in a se-
cure location.”

That was what troubled the Grand Galactics here. Species that devel-
oped weaponry were all too likely to try it out on some other species, and
that could not be tolerated.

Accordingly the Grand Galactics by unanimous agreement (that being
the only kind of agreement they ever had) sent a directive to one of their
newest, but also most useful, client races, the Nine-Limbeds. The directive
came in two parts. The first was to prepare a radio message for Earth, in as
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many of Earth’ several thousand dialects and languages as were broadcast
in electronic form so that Nine-Limbed experts could pick them up and
learn to communicate in them. The message was to say, basically, “Cease
and desist.” (Languages were what the Nine-Limbeds were especially
good at. This was quite unusual among the client races ofthe Grand Galac-
tics. They did not encourage their clients to speak to one another.)

The second part required the Nine-Limbeds to continue, and indeed to
increase, their intensive close-range surveillance of Earth.

It was a curious thing (an outside observer might have thought) for the
Grand Galactics to give so much responsibility to a species that was, after
all, relatively new to their employ. However, the Grand Galactics had em-
ployed them on other matters in the handful of millennia since they had
been added to the roster of client races, and the Grand Galactics had ob-
served that the Nine-Limbeds displayed persistence, curiosity, and thor-
oughness in carrying out their assignments. These were qualities the
Grand Galactics prized. It did not occur to them that the Nine-Limbeds
might also have other qualities, such as a sense of humor.



AN ADVENTURE IN
CODE-CRACKING

There were nearly two months of summer vacation between the end of
Ranjit’s first school year and the beginning of his second. This tinkering
with the calendar was still regarded as a rather radical new experiment by
much of the university’s faculty. Until recently they had never allowed a
summer vacation on the grounds that, Sri Lanka being as close to the equa-
tor as it was, it never had seasons. But a few years of student unrest, fol-
lowed by the realization that college-age young men and women need a
break from discipline now and then, led to the experiment of following
Western university practices.

For Ranjit, the experiment was not so successful. Gamini was away, so
he had no one to enjoy it with, and world news remained bad.

What made it worse was that for a time things had looked good. There
had been a promise of a superpower meeting to stamp out some of the
worlds deadly little wars. That had sounded like a promising development,
but the selection of a site for the meeting went badly. Russia proposed Kiev,
in Ukraine, but when it came to a vote, Kiev lost by two votes to one. China
offered Ho Chi Minh City, in Vietnam, but it, too, was defeated, by the same
margin. As was the American proposal, Vancouver, in Canada. After which
the Chinese representatives stormed out of the UN building, declaring that
the Western powers had no real interest in world peace after all.

But the American and Russian delegates had expected that, and had
made a plan in readiness. In joint statements they deplored the Chinese
failure to subordinate national vanity to the needs of peace and announced
their intention to set aside their often-expressed and irreconcilable differ-
ences to go ahead with the meeting without China’s presence.

For a locale they chose that beautiful Venice of the north, the city of
Stockholm, Sweden. Their effort almost succeeded. They agreed on the ur-
gent need to put an immediate stop to the ongoing fighting between Israel
and the Palestinians, between the Muslim and the Christian fragments of
what had once been Yugoslavia, between Ecuador and Colombia—wvell,



The Last Theorem 25

between every pair of nations that was making war, declared or otherwise,
on each other all around the globe. There were plenty of candidates, and
there was no doubt that a few rockets in the right place could have made
any of them stop fighting. The Americans and the Russians agreed that it
was their simple duty, as the biggest bullies on the block, to do the job.

But there was one thing they couldn’t agree on. That was, in each com-
bative pair, which one to aim their rockets at.

Ranjit Subramanian decided to do his best to ignore all that sort of thing.
It was spoiling his summer, which was cherished, unprogrammed time for
Ranjit, meaning he could do pretty much whatever he wanted to do, and he
knew exactly what that would be. But when he trapped Dr. Christopher
Dabare in his office, the math teacher took offense. “If I would not allow
you to use my password during the school year, what gives you the lunatic
notion that | will let you have it while I’'m in Kuwait?”

Ranjit blinked at him. “Kuwait?”

“Where | have a contract to teach summer sessions each year for the
oil sheikhs’ sons, at, I might mention, a rate of payment quite a bit more
impressive than | receive trying to beat simple mathematical truths into the
heads of you people.”

To which Ranjit, thinking fast, responded only, “Oh, I’m sorry. | didn’t
know youl be away. | wish you a pleasant trip,” and headed out of the pro-
fessor’ office for the nearest computer. 1fbloody Dr. Dabare wouldn’t give
up his password voluntarily, there were other possibilities. Specifically
there were the kind of possibilities that existed in the case of a teacher who
would be making his fortune a couple of thousand kilometers away, and
Ranjit had instantly conceived a plan for taking advantage of them.

Step one in the plan was easy. Every faculty member at the university
kept a potted biography on file. It took only a moment for Ranjit to pull
Dabare’s up. Ten minutes later he was walking away, folding into his
pocket the printout that held a healthy beginning for all the preliminary
data he wanted—Dabare’ birth date, his personal phone extension num-
ber, his e-mail address, his passport number, his wifes name—and the
names of her parents, too—his own parents’ names, and even the name of
his paternal grandfather, included because he had once been mayor of a
small town somewhere in the south. Plus the name of his Jack Russell ter-
rier, Millie, and the address of his beach house down the shore in Uppu-
veli. It wasn’t everything. It almost certainly would not even be enough.
But it was certainly a good chunk of data to be starting with.
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The question was, where could he find a place to run the necessary
programs?

Certainly none of the terminals he was in the habit of using for his
schoolwork would do. They were far too public. Ranjit had no doubt that
when he finished programming the computer to do what he wanted, it
would need to chug along for a significant period of time as it worked all
the required combinations and permutations. He did not want some casual
passerby wondering what that computer was up to.

But there was an ideal place! The one he and Gamini had discovered
in the unfinished school of indigenous law!

When he got there, though, he got a shock. He came in the usual way
for Gamini and himself—the back way—and was pleased to see the two
computers still sitting there and lighting up at once when he hit the power
key. But he could hear a distant sound of music, the kind of tuneless this-
year’ trash that he and Gamini had agreed they hated, and when he peered
in at the reception room, the actual receptionist was there. An elderly
woman, rather fat. Making herselfa cup of tea to go with the supermarket
special “newspaper” in her hand.

She seemed to have the ears of a bat. She looked up at once to where
Ranjit lurked. “Hello?” she called. “Is someone there?”

For a time it seemed to Ranjit that he was going to have to find another
perfect spot for his computing, but it turned out that the receptionist did
not consider her duties to include security checks. Her name, she said, was
Mrs. Wanniarachchi. (To which Ranjit inventively responded that his was
Sumil Bandaranaga.) She was glad to have company in the stacks, because
sometimes it got lonesome. Mr. Bandaranaga did of course have at least a
minor in comparative religions? Ranjit assured her that he did, and that
was all it took. Mrs. Wanniarachchi gave him a friendly wave and went
back to her scandal sheet, and Ranjit had the freedom of the library.

Nothing had changed. The pair of computer terminals still sat ready,
and it didn't take Ranjit long to set up his program and feed in the bits and
pieces he had collected. As he left, the woman at the desk, already stand-
ing up and putting on her raincoat, said idly, “You’ve turned everything off,
haven’t you?”

“Oh, of course,” Ranjit reassured her. Actually, he hadn't; but the com-
puter would turn itself offwhen it had found the password Ranjit was look-
ing for, or when it concluded that the password could not be generated
from any of the data he had supplied. And in the morning he could get the
results.
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Which were, as he had more or less expected, nonexistent.

There had not been enough data for the program to do its job. By then
he already had more data to feed it, though, having spent one hour of the
night wearing the rough clothes of a garbageman and collecting all the
refuse Dr. Dabare’s household had set out for the real collectors of every-
thing unwanted. Most of what Ranjit acquired was not only worthless but
offensive to the nose, but there had been several dozen sheets of paper—
statements of account from various shops and service providers; offers for
tours, car rentals, and e-bank lending facilities; and, best of all, a dozen or
so personal letters. Tragically most of them were in German, the language
ofthe country where the professor had taken some graduate courses, a lan-
guage as opaque to Ranjit as Inuit or Choctaw, but from the letters in En-
glish or Sinhalese he extracted Dabare’ driver’s license number, his exact
height in centimeters, and the PIN for his cash machine card. (And
wouldn't it be only fair if Ranjit took a thousand rupees or so for the trou-
ble the math professor was causing him? No, he concluded, it wouldn’t.
Such a thing was feloniously illegal. But it was amusing to think about.)

The computer of course had long since run out of permutations to try
and so had stopped. Ranjit typed in all the new candidates, hit the go but-
ton, and left once more. Yes, he might be divorcing himself from the real
world. But the real world seemed to have very little to offer a friendless
and—at least temporarily—fatherless Tamil boy.

But then, when he got to his room to get a long-delayed sleep, there
waiting for him was something that brightened the whole day. It was a let-
ter with a London postmark, and it was from Gamini.

Dear Old Ranjit:

Got here safe and sound, also totally exhausted. It was a nine-hour
flight, counting changing planes twice, but when | got to London,
it was only four and a half hours later, which meant it was nearly
another eight hours before | could get to bed, and | was a physical
wreck. Oh, and missed you like hell.

It had taken long enough for Gamini to get around to saying the good
part, but there it was. Ranjit took the time to read that sentence over three
or four times before going on with the rest of the letter. Which was newsy
but not very personal. Gamini’ classes were interesting but maybe more
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demanding than he would have liked. The food at the London School was,
naturally, horrible, but there were plenty of Indian take-out places every-
where, and some ofthem knew what to do with a curry. The school’ hous-
ing wasn’t much better than the food, but Gamini wasn’t going to have to
stay in it forever. As soon as he got the go-ahead from his father’s London
lawyers, he was going to sign a lease on what the landlord called “a superb
maisonette” just a five-minute walk from most of his classrooms. Such
things you could do, Ranjit thought as he looked without enjoyment
around his own bleak room, when you were lucky enough to possess arich
father. And, oh, yes, Ranjit, the letter went on, you be thrilled to be here
because the school is no more than ten minutes away from the cluster of
theaters and restaurants around Leicester Square. Gamini had already
found time to see a revival of She Stoops to Conquer and a couple of mu-
sicals.

So Gamini Bandara, though nine thousand kilometers away, was hav-
ing fun.

Ranjit sighed, spared a moment to be glad that his absent friend was
doing so well—or, at least, spared a moment to tell himself that he was
glad—crawled into his lonesome bed, and went to sleep.

It took Ranjit long enough to get the code-cracking job done—eleven
days, actually, with much of each day devoted to dredging up additional
possible entries or inventing new ways for the computer to mix and match
them. But then there was the morning when he came in, expecting little,
and got the supreme delight of seeing his computer screen announcing
“Dr. Dabare password identified.” What it turned out to be was the motto
of the University of Colombo, Buddhih Sarvatra Bhrajate—“wisdom
shines forth everywhere”—uwith his wife’s birthday cut in halfand interpo-
lated between the words:

Buddhih.4- 14.Sarvatra. 1984.Bhrajate

And the world of mathematical documents was open to him!



FORTY DAYS OF
DATA DOWNPOUR

So in the remaining six weeks before the new school year began, Ranjit for
the first time in his life found himselfvery nearly drowning in the cascades
of the precise sort of information he most desired.

To begin with there were the journals of number theory. There were
two major ones in the English language and one or two apiece in French,
German, and even Chinese (but he decided early on not to bother with any-
thing he would need to get translated). And the books—so many books!
And all now available to him through the interlibrary loan! Ones that
looked interesting, though perhaps not directly relevant to his quest, were
those such as Scharlau and Opolka’s From Fermat to Minkowski and Weils
Basic Number Theory, which according to the reviews was not all that
basic, indeed quite advanced even for Ranjit. Less promising, because ap-
parently written for an audience not as informed as Ranjit himself, were
Simon Singh’s Fermat's Enigma and Yves Hellegouarch’s Invitation to the
Mathematics of Fermat-Wiles and the book by Cornell, Silverman, and
Stevens called Modular Forms and Fermat3 Last Theorem. Well, the list
was long, and that was only the books! What about the papers, the hun-
dreds, maybe even the thousands, of papers that had been written on this
most famous of mathematical conundrums and published—well, every-
where: in England’s Nature and the American Science, in mathematical
journals refereed and respected and circulated around the world, and in
mathematical journals issued in obscure universities in places such as
Nepal and Chile and the Duchy of Luxembourg, and perhaps hardly re-
spected at all.

Somewhat saddeningly he kept finding little curiosities that he would
have liked to share with his father. There was, it seemed, a strong tradition
ofelements of number theory in Hindu literature as far back as the seventh
century a.d. and even earlier—Brahmagupta, Varahamihira, Pingala, and,
in the Lilavati of all places, Bhaskara. As well as that seminal Arab figure
abu-i-Fath Omar bin Ibrahim Khayyam, best known to those who had ever
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heard of him at all, a number which had not previously included Ranjit
Subramanian, as Omar Khayyam, the author of the long collection of po-
etic quatrains called The Rubaiyat.

None of this was particularly helpful in Ranjits dogged pursuit of Fer-
mat. Even Brahmagupta’s famous theorem meant nothing to him since he
did not particularly care that in a certain kind of quadrilateral a certain
kind of perpendicular would always bisect its opposite side. However,
when Ranjit came across the fourth or fifth mention of Pascal’s triangle
and the taking ofroots in connection with Khayyam, he sat down and com-
posed an e-mail to his father telling of his discoveries. And then he sat for
some time with his finger poised over the send button before he sighed and
pushed cancel instead. If Ganesh Subramanian wanted to have a social re-
lation with his son, it was his duty, not his son’, to make the first move.

Four weeks later Ranjit had read, or read part of, every one of the seven-
teen books and nearly one hundred and eighty papers in his bibliography.
It hadn't been rewarding. He had hoped for some stray insight that would
clarify everything else. That didn’t come. He found himselfled up a dozen
different blind alleys—over and over, because many of the mathematician
authors were following the same paper trails as himself. Five or six times
each he was reexamining Wieferich’s relatively prime exponents and So-
phie Germain’s work on certain odd primes and Rummer’ theory of ideals
and, of course, Euler, and, of course, every other mathematician who had
innocently ambled into Fermat’ lethally inviting tar pit and, bellowing in
fear and pain like any other trapped dire wolf, mastodon, or saber-toothed
cat, had never escaped.

The plan was not working. With less than a week before the new
school year began, Ranjit faced the fact that he was trying to work too
many angles at once. It was something like the very GSSM syndrome
Gamini had warned him against.

So he determined to simplify his attack. Being Ranjit Subramanian,
his idea of simplifying was to make a head-on attack on that hated and
endlessly long Wiles proof, the one that only a handful of the world’ lead-
ing mathematicians dared claim they understood.

He gritted his teeth and began.

The first steps were easy. But then he worked further into Wiles’ ugly
chain of reasoning and it began to get—well, not hard, exactly, not for the
likes of Ranjit Subramanian, but at least it began to require concentrated
attention for every line. Because that was when Wiles began considering
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the equations for curves in the x-y plane, and for elliptical curves, and for
the many solutions to the equation for modularity. Which was when Wiles,
for the first time ever, was able to demonstrate that what was called the
Taniyama-Shimura-Weil conjecture—namely, that any infinite class of el-
liptical curves was modular—was valid. And then, while Gerhard Frey and
Kenneth Ribet had demonstrated that a certain elliptical curve could not be
modular, Wiles himself was able to demonstrate that that same curve nec-
essarily had to be modular. . ..

And, aha! There it was! A veritable contradiction!

A contradiction was the mathematical pot of gold that—sometimes!—
lay at the end of some interminable mathematical trail. A contradiction
was the thing that mathematicians gladly devoted their lives to finding, be-
cause if logical deductions from your starting equation wind up with two
conclusions that contradict each other, then your starting equation itself
must be wrong!

And so it was proved—sort of proved—that Fermat had spoken truth.
The square was the limit. The sum of no two cubes would ever be another
cube, and so on for every other exponent this side of infinity. But Ranjit
was no nearer to finding his own less daunting proof of what Fermat had so
casually mentioned so long ago.

And—oh, yes—he was not aware that his picture was being taken.

The beings that were doing the picture taking were another of those client
races of the Grand Galactics. These were called the Machine-Stored, and
of course Ranjit never saw them. They didn’t intend to be seen. They gen-
erally weren’t ever seen, either, although under certain rare combinations
of starlight, moonlight, and gegenschein, a few of them had occasionally
been detected by an occasional human being. When reported, these sight-
ings were generally referred to as sightings of flying saucers, thus adding
to the vast catalog of fakes, mistakes, and downright lies that made it
nearly certain no respectable scientist would ever pay any attention to
them.

What the Machine-Stored were doing on Earth at that time was antici-
pating a need of the Grand Galactics, whose needs and wishes the Machine-
Stored always catered to. The Grand Galactics hadn’t ordered this activity,
but the Machine-Stored were permitted to use their own discretion in certain
limited circumstances. The special quality of the Machine-Stored lay in the
fact that they had trashed their planet even more diligently than the One
Point Fives, to the point where organic life on its surface was now completely
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impossible. The One Point Fives had dealt with the problem by adding infi-
nite prostheses to their vulnerable organic bodies. The Machine-Stored took
a different tack. They abandoned their physical planet, and indeed aban-
doned everything physical at all. They reconstituted themselves as some-
thing like computer programs and allowed their now quite frail and sickly
bodies the privilege of death, while the individuals lived on in cyberspace.
(Since which their despoiled planet had begun to show the beginning signs
of regeneration. Not all of its liquid water was now toxic, for instance—
though it still would have been pretty much a hellhole for anything organic.)

And the Machine-Stored themselves?

Why, they made themselves useful. Sometimes, when the Grand
Galactics chose to move a certain quantity of objects or beings from one
star system to another, the Machine-Stored were instructed to do the mov-
ing. And when they had detected those first microwave and then nuclear
pulses from Earth, theyd known the Grand Galactics would take an inter-
est. They didnt wait for orders. They at once began to survey the planet
and everything on it, and to pass those findings at once to the corner ofthe
galaxy where the Grand Galactics swam in their dark energy streams.

Of course, the Machine-Stored had no good idea of just what the
human race was up to in its various activities. For that, they would have
needed to understand human languages. That didn’t happen. The Grand
Galactics preferred that their client races be ignorant of any languages but
their own, because if the races could freely talk to one another, who knew
what they might be saying?

Ranjit would have been astonished to know that his own picture had
been flashed across interstellar space in that manner. It had, though. So had
the pictures of everyone, and almost everything, on Earth, because the
Machine-Stored—if not omnipotent—were diligent.

And hoped that the Grand Galactics would appreciate, or at least tol-
erate, that diligence.

When Ranijits bedside radio woke him for the first day of his new term, he
leaped out ofbed in order to turn it off. His first class, Astronomy 101: The
Geography of the Solar System, was also pretty close to his last hope that
the university would provide him with anything interesting over the next
three years. That was mildly cheering in itself. And then, as he was leaving
the building, the porter handed him a letter—from London, and therefore
from Gamini—and Ranjit actually did feel a little bit cheerful.
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Hunched over his breakfast, he read the letter. It didnt take very much
time. The letter'was even shorter than its predecessor and almost entirely
devoted to describing Gamini’s “superb maisonette”:

You enter from the street and go up a flight of stairs. Then you’re
in the living room (the Brits call it the “reception”). Next to that
room is a doll-size kitchen, and that’ all there is on that floor.
There’ a separate flight of stairs going down from the reception to
the back, where there’s a spare room that looks out on a few square
meters of mud that might be supposed to be a garden. I guess I’ll
call that the guest room, but | don't plan to be putting up any
overnight guests in it. (Unless, my man, you want to drop by for a
weekend sometime!) Going back to the reception floor, there’s an-
other flight of stairs that takes you up to the bedroom and bath.
Not very convenient for anybody sleeping in the guest room if he
needs to have a pee in the middle of the night. And lets go back to
the kitchen. Its got everything youd want in a modern kitchen,
but in dollhouse sizes: tiny fridge, tiny stove, tiny sink, and the
tiniest washer-dryer you’ve ever seen. | said it was about big
enough to handle a pair of socks, but Madge said it could only if
you did just one sock at a time.

Anyway, such as it is, its mine! Even if all the furnishing is
Early Cheap. Only now I’ve got to run, because a bunch of us are
going to see the new Stoppard revival and we want to have dinner
first.

Ranjit managed a smile at the thought of Gamini doing laundry—the
Gamini for whom laundry had always been what you took home and gave
to the servants, who the next morning would return it to you, cleaned,
ironed, and folded.

That did not keep him from wondering just who this Madge was.

So he showed up for his first class prepared for disappointment. . . .

But then, wonderfully, miraculously, that was not at all what hap-
pened!



5

FROM MERCURY
TO THE OORT

The place where Astronomy 101 was given wasn'’t a regular classroom. It
was one of the rooms that were designed like miniature theaters, with
curved rows of seats enough for a hundred students. Almost every seat was
occupied, too, right down to the level that held a desk, a chair, and a lec-
turer who didn’t look to be much older than Ranjit himself His name was
Joris Vorhulst. He was obviously a Burgher, and it was almost as obvious
that he had chosen to leave the island for his graduate schooling.

The schools he had gone to impressed Ranjit, too. They were hallowed
names for astronomers. Dr. Vorhulst had got his master’ at the University
of Hawaii at Hilo, where he had interned on the vast old Keck telescopes,
and hed gone on to his doctorate at Caltech, with a side order of working
at the Jet Propulsion Laboratory in Pasadena. At JPL he had been part of
the team that ran Faraway, the spacecraft that had flown by Pluto into the
Kuiper Belt—or into the rest of the Kuiper Belt, as Vorhulst would say, be-
cause he was loyal to the old profession-wide decision that had stripped
Pluto of its claim to true planethood, so that now it was just one more of
the countless millions of Kuiper snowballs. (Actually, Vorhulst told the
class, Faraway had gone pretty much all the way through the Kuiper Belt
by now and was already taking aim at the nearer fringes of the Oort cloud.)

Vorhulst went on to explain what all those unfamiliar (at least to Ran-
jit) things were, and the boy was fascinated.

And then, when the class was nearly over, Vorhulst gave them some
good news. Everyone in the class, he announced, would have the privilege
of looking through Sri Lanka’s best telescope at the observatory on the
slopes of Piduruthalagala. “A really neat two-meter reflector,” he said. And
then he added, “It was a present from the government of Japan, replacing
a smaller one theyd given us earlier.” That got a smattering of applause
from the students, but that was nothing compared to what they did when he
said, “Oh, and by the way, my computer password is ‘Faraway.’ You're all
welcome to use it to access any astronomical material on the Web.” Then
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there were actual cheers, among the loudest the ones that came from the
Sinhalese boy in the seat next to Ranjit. And when the professor looked at
the timer on the wall and said the remaining ten minutes could be used for
questions, Ranjit was one of the first to have a hand up. “Yes,” Vorhulst
said, looking at the identifying board on his desk, “Ranjit?”

Ranjit stood up. “I’m just wondering if you’ve ever heard of Percy
Molesworth.”

“Molesworth, eh?” Vorhulst shaded his eyes to get a better look at
Ranjit. “Are you from Trincomalee?” Ranjit nodded. “Yes, he’ buried
there, isn’t he? And yes, | have heard of him. Did you ever look up his
crater on the moon? Go ahead. ‘Faraway’ will give you access to the JPL
page.”

That was precisely what Ranjit did, the minute the class was over. He
quickly located Jet Propulsion Laboratory on the World Wide Web on the
rank of computers in the hall and downloaded a splendid image of the
lunar crater named Molesworth.

It was indeed impressive, nearly two hundred kilometers across.
Though an almost flat plain, its interior was dotted with a dozen genuine
meteor-made craters, including one with a magnificent central peak. Ran-
jit thought of his visits to Molesworth’ grave in Trincomalee with his fa-
ther. How nice it would have been to let his father know that he had seen
the lunar crater for himself. But to do that seemed impossible.

The rest of Ranjit’s courses, naturally, were nowhere near as interesting as
Astronomy 101. Hed signed up for anthropology because hed expected it
would be easy for him to get through without actually thinking much about
it. As it developed, it was easy, although the other salient fact about it, as
Ranjit learned, was that it was very nearly terminally tedious. And hed
signed up for psychology because hed wanted to hear more about this
GSSM syndrome. But in the first session the teacher informed him that he
didnt believe in GSSM, no matter what some other professor in some
other class might say. (“Because if multitasking made you stupid, how
would any of you ever manage to graduate?”) Finally, he was taking phi-
losophy because it looked like the kind of thing you could bluff your way
through without the necessity of a lot of studying.

There he had been wrong. Professor de Silva was a devotee of the
practice of giving spot quizzes almost every week. That would have been
tolerable enough, perhaps, but Ranjit quickly also learned that the profes-
sor was the kind who required his classes to memorize dates.
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For a while Ranjit tried to take an interest in the subject. Plato was not
a total waste of time, he thought, nor Aristotle. But when Professor de
Silva began getting up to the Middle Ages, with Peter Abelard and Thomas
Aquinas and all those people, things got worse. Ranjit did not really care
about the difference between epistemology and metaphysics, or whether
God existed, or what “reality” really was, exactly. So his flicker of interest
flickered a bit more and then went out.

But, wonderfully, the joy of exploring Sol’s other worlds kept getting
better and better. Especially when, in the second session, Dr. Vorhulst got
into the possibilities of actually visiting some of the planets, at least per-
haps one or two of the least forbidding ones.

Vorhulst ran through the list for them. Mercury, no; you would hardly
want to go there because it was far too hot and dry, even though there did
appear to be some water—actually, ice—at one pole. Venus looked to be
even worse, wrapped in that carbon dioxide blanket that trapped heat. “The
same kind of blanket,” Vorhulst told the class, “that is causing the global
warming right here on Earth that | hope we may actually, one day, escape.
Or at least the worst parts of it.” On Venus, he added, those “worst parts”
had added up to a surface temperature that would melt lead.

Next out was the Earth, “which we don’t actually need to colonize any-
more,” Vorhulst joked, “because apparently someone, or something, did al-
ready, a good long time ago.” He didn’t give them a chance to react to that
but went right on: “So let’s look at Mars. Do we want to visit Mars? More
interesting, is there life there? That argument went back and forth for
years.” The American astronomer Percival Lowell, he said, had thought not
only that there was life on Mars but that it was a highly civilized, massively
technological kind of life, capable of building the enormous network of
canals Giovanni Schiaparelli had observed on its surface. Better tele-
scopes—with the help of the late Captain Percy Molesworth of Trincoma-
lee—ruined that idea when it was established that Schiaparelli’s “canali”
were only random markings that his eye had tricked him into linking into
straight lines. Then the first three Mariner missions ended that debate by
sending back pictures of a surface that was arid, cratered, and cold. “But,”
Dr. Vorhulst finished, “better photographs of the surface of Mars since then
have shown indications ofactual flowing water. Not flowing anymore now,
of course, but pretty definitely real water that did flow sometime in the
past. So the life-on-Mars people were riding high again. But,” he added,
“then the pendulum swung back. So which way is right?” Dr. Vorhulst
swept the audience with his glance, then grinned. “I think the only way
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we’ll know is to send some people there, preferably with a lot of digging
equipment.”

He paused. Then he said, “I guess your next question is, “‘What would
they be digging for?” But before | answer that, do any of you know of a
place in the solar system that we have left out so far?”

Silence for a moment while a hundred students counted on their fin-
gers—Mercury, Venus, Earth, Mars—until a young woman in the front
row called, “Are you talking about the moon, Dr. Vorhulst?”

He glanced at his finder plate for her name, then tipped her a salute.
“Right on, Roshini. But before we get to the moon let me show you some
pictures of a place I’ve actually been to, namely, Hawaii.”

He turned to the wall screen behind him, which had begun to display a
nighttime shot of a dark hillside running down to the sea. The slope was
dotted with splotches of red fires, like the campsite of an army, and where
the splotches reached the shoreline there were violent pyrotechnics with
fiery meteors flying above the surface.

“That’s Hawaii,” Vorhulst said. “The big island. The volcano Kilauea
is erupting, and what you see is its lava flowing into the sea. As it flows
along, each little stream begins to cool on the outside, and so it forms a
sort of a pipe ofhardened stone that the liquid lava flows on through. Only,
sometimes the lava breaks through the pipe. Then you see these isolated
patches of red-hot lava shining out.” He gave the class time to wonder why
they were looking at Hawaii when the subject had ostensibly been the
moon. Then he touched his controller again. Now the screen displayed Dr.
Vorhulst himself along with a rather good-looking young woman in a
skimpy sunsuit. They were standing at the entrance to what looked like an
overgrown cave in the middle of a tropical rain forest.

“That’s Annie Shkoda there with me,” Vorhulst told the class. “She
was my thesis adviser in Hilo—and don’t get any ideas, because about a
month after that picture was taken she married somebody else. What we're
just about to go into there is what Americans call the Thurston Lava Tube.
| prefer the Hawaiian name, which is Nahuku, because actually the man
named Thurston that the other name comes from had nothing to do with
the tube. He was just a newspaper publisher who campaigned for creating
the VVolcanoes National Park. Anyway, what happened was that maybe four
or five hundred years ago Kilauea—or possibly the earlier volcano, Mauna
Loa—was in eruption. It poured out lava; the lava formed tubes. When the
lava stopped flowing, the liquid stuff ran out of the tubes. But the tubes re-
mained as great big pipes of rock. Over time they got covered up with mud
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and dirt and God knows what, but they were still there.” He paused, look-
ing up at the rows of students. “Anyone care to guess what this has to do
with the moon?” Twenty hands "went up at once. Vorhulst picked the boy
next to Ranjit. “Yes, Jude?”

The boy stood up eagerly. “There were volcanoes on the moon, too.”

The professor nodded. “You bet there were. Not very recently, because
the moon is so small it cooled off long ago. But we can still see where there
were humongous ones, where the basaltic lava flows still cover hundreds of
square kilometers, and there are plenty of domes on the moon—on the
plains or actually inside a crater—that are probably volcanic in origin. And
if there are flows and domes, there was lava, and if there was lava, there
was what?”

“Lava tubes!” a dozen students said at once—Ranjit being one of
them.

“Lava tubes, exactly,” Vorhulst agreed. “On Earth, tubes like Nahuku
rarely grow to more than a couple of meters in diameter, but the moon is a
different matter. In the moon’ trivial gravity they could grow ten times as
big—could grow to the size of the Chunnel between England and France.
And theyre sitting there, waiting for some human being to come along and
dig down to one of them and caulk it—very thoroughly caulk it—and fill
it with air. .. and then rent out bedroom space in it to immigrants from
Earth.” He looked up at the timing light over the screen, which had gone
from green to amber and was now flashing red. “And that’s the end of
today’ session,” he said.

But, as a matter of fact, it really wasn’t because at least a dozen hands were
still up. Dr. Vorhulst cast a rueful glance at the implacably red timing light,
but surrendered. “All right,” he said. “One more question. What is it?”

Several of the hand raisers dropped their own hands to turn eagerly
toward a boy Ranjit had seen in the company of the boy who was his seat-
mate, Jude. He spoke right up, as though he had been waiting for his
chance. “Dr. Vorhulst,” he said, “a few of us would like to know your opin-
ion on something. What you say often sounds as though you think intelli-
gent life might be quite common in the galaxy. Do you think that is true?”

Vorhulst gave him a quizzical look. “Come on, guys! How do | know
some of you don’t have brothers-in-law who work as newspaper reporters?
And if | say what you want me to say, what’ the story going to be, ‘Uni-
versity Stargazer Claims Countless Alien Races Will Compete with Hu-
manity’?”
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The boy stood his ground. “Do you?” he asked.

Vorhulst sighed. “All right,” he said. “It%s a fair question and I’ll give
you a fair answer. | know of no scientific reason why there could not be a
number, perhaps a quite large number, of life-bearing planets in our
galaxy, nor of any scientific reason why some number of them have not de-
veloped scientifically advanced civilizations. That’ the truth. | have never
denied it. Of course,” he added, “I’m not talking about your crazy super-
beings out of the comics who want to make us humans their slaves, or
maybe exterminate us entirely. Like—what were their names? Superman’
enemies that his father had captured before their planet blew up and put
into a floating space prison that looked sort of like a cubical paperweight,
only something happened and they all got loose?”

A voice from the back row was already shouting, “You mean General
Zod?” And another voice came up with, “And the girl, Urna.” And then
halfa dozen others put in, “And Non!”

The professor gave them all a grin. “I’'m happy to see that so many of
you are so well versed in the classics. Anyway, trust me on this. They don’t
exist. No hideous space aliens are going to decide to exterminate us, and
now lets get out of here before they call the campus police.”

Although Dr. Joris Vorhulst had never heard ofthe Grand Galactics or any
oftheir client species—and would have been likely to give a very different
answer if he had—he, technically, was still quite right in what he said. No
space aliens were going to decide to exterminate the human race. The only
space aliens interested in the subject had already made the decision to do
so and had then gone on to more entertaining matters.

The Grand Galactics were not motivated to keep their turfclear of in-
imical species out of any notion of living in peace and amity. What they
desired, and attained, was an existence with the least possible distraction
from their main interests. Some ofthese interests had to do with their plans
for an ideal galactic environment, which they had some hope of attaining
in another ten or twenty billion years. Other interests were more like what
humans might call the appreciation of beauty.

The Grand Galactics found many things “beautiful,” including what
humans would describe as numbering, nucleonics, cosmology, string (and
non-string) theory, causality, and many other areas. In their enjoyment of
the fundamental aspects of nature, they might spend centuries—millennia,
if they chose—contemplating the rich spectral changes as, one by one,
some single atom lost its orbital electrons. Or they might study the distri-
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button of prime numbers greater than 1Gs0, or the slow maturation of a star
from wispy gas and thin-scattered particles through the initiation of nu-
clear burning to its terminal state as a cooling white dwarf or, again, as a
cloud of wisps and particles.

Oh, they did have other concerns. One, for example, was their project
of increasing the proportion of heavy elements relative to primordial hy-
drogen in the galaxy’s chemical makeup. (They had a valid reason for this
program, but not one that contemporary human beings would have under-
stood.) Their other concerns were even less comprehensible to the likes of
humanity. But, yes, they did consider the suppression of potentially dan-
gerous civilizations worth doing.

Therefore the data concerning planet Earth required action. Their
cease and desist order radioed to the human planet at light’s lazy stroll was
still years from reaching its target. It would not be enough. Would not mat-
ter at all, in fact, because more urgent action was required. These upstart
bipedal vertebrates not only possessed the technology of nuclear fission
and fusion to an extent capable of creating inconveniencing weaponry,
they already possessed a vast planetwide weapons industry to build on.
The situation was even more annoying than the Grand Galactics had sup-
posed, and they did not tolerate annoyance well.

They elected to terminate this particular annoyance.

When the Grand Galactics wished to convey an instruction to one of
their client races, they had several delivery systems available. There was,
for example, simple radio, efficient but ponderously slow. No electromag-
netic signal—Ilight, radar, that kind of thing—could go any faster than Dr.
Einstein’s beloved ¢, which is to say an absolute maximum speed of some
three hundred thousand kilometers a second. The Grand Galactics had de-
vised some faster machines, sneaking through loopholes in relativity, but
those were at most four or five times more speedy.

The Grand Galactics themselves, however—or any detachable frag-
ment of them—being what ineffably nonbaryonic beings they were, suf-
fered no such limitations. For reasons connected with the geometry of
ten-dimensional space-time, their travel was composed of a number of
laps, ato b, then b to c, then from ¢ perhaps a straight shot to their destina-
tion. For each lap, however, transit time was always zero, whether across
the diameter of a proton or from the galaxy’ core to its farthest-flung spi-
ral arm.

So they took the inconvenient step of detaching a fragment of them-
selves to carry the instruction to the One Point Fives, and so the One Point
Fives had their marching orders almost as soon as the Grand Galactics had
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decided to give them. And because the One Point Fives had anticipated
what the decision would be, they were already in full marching order by
the time the orders came.

The One Point Fives saw no reason to delay. Their invasion armada
was quite ready to launch. They launched it.

To be sure, the One Point Fives were wholly material and thus not ex-
empted from the speed-of-light rule. Roughly a human generation would
pass before the armada could reach its destination and exterminate the un-
desirable species. But it was on its way.



MEANWHILE, BACK ON EARTH

Things were looking up for Ranjit Subramanian—well, they were, that is,
if you didn’t count the fact that Gamini was still nine thousand kilometers
away and Ranjit’s own father might almost as well have been. And things
were hotting up again in Iraq, where muscular Christian thugs with assault
rifles were guarding one end of a bridge that they didn’t want crossed by
Islamists; the bridge was guarded at the other side by equally husky and
well-armed Islamists who didn’t want Christians polluting their side of the
river.

There were many more such things going on, but those certainly
weren’t the things that were giving-some provisional happiness to Ranjit.

Such things did exist, though. He was not only enjoying Astronomy
101, he was doing very well in it. The worst of his quizzes received scores
in the upper eighties, the goodwill of his teacher (as measured in the com-
pliments he gave Ranjits questions and discussion) scoring perhaps even
higher. Of course, Dr. Vorhulst found some way to compliment nearly
everyone else in the class, too. It wasn't just that he was an indulgent or
lazy teacher, Ranjit decided. More likely it was that no one would sign up
for his class who wasn't fascinated by the idea of sometime, somehow see-
ing human beings going off to visit some of those bizarre other worlds.
When Ranjit got his third straight hundred on a quiz, it occurred to him for
the first time that perhaps he might actually have the makings of the kind
of student who would make his father proud.

So as an experiment he tried taking his other classes a bit more seri-
ously. He checked his philosophy teacher’s list of extra-credit reading and
picked a book that had at least an interesting title. But when he took
Thomas Hobbes’s great work Leviathan home, it quickly stopped being in-
teresting. Was Hobbes saying that the human mind was like a machine?
Ranjit wasn’t sure. Nor could he make sense of, say, the distinction be-
tween meritum congrui and meritum condigni. And while he was quite
confident he knew what Hobbes was saying when he praised a “Christian
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state” as the highest form of government, that was not a notion that ap-
pealed to the doggedly agnostic son of the head priest of a Hindu temple.
Nothing in Hobbes, for that matter, seemed very relevant to the life of any-
body Ranjit knew. Glumly he took the book back to the library and headed
to his room, hoping for nothing but a peaceful hour’ nap.

He found two letters waiting for him. One was in a creamy-textured
envelope embossed with the university’s golden seal. Most likely, Ranjit
thought, a notice from the student banking people to inform him that his
father had sent along another quarter’s dorm rent. But the other was from
London and thus from Gamini. Ranjit ripped it open at once.

If he had hoped that hearing from Gamini would brighten this unsatis-
factory day, he was disappointed once more. It didnt. The letter was short
and it did not at any point say that Gamini was missing him. What it prin-
cipally talked about was attending a performance of one of Shakespeare’s
less amusing comedies at something called the Barbican. For some reason,
Gamini said, the director had dressed the entire cast in featureless white, so
that half the time neither he nor Madge had been able to tell who was
speaking.

It was, Ranjit realized as he reached for the letter on university sta-
tionery, the third, maybe the fourth, time Gamini had mentioned this
Madge person. He was contemplating the possible implications of this fact
while extracting a letter on the same creamy paper as the envelope, and
then Gamini’s possible failing went right out of his mind. The stationery
was engraved with the name of the dean of students, and the letter said:

Please present yourself at the office of the Dean at 2:00 pm. on
Tuesday next. It is alleged that during the school year just past you
made unlawful use ofthe computer password of a faculty member.
You are urged to bring with you any documents or other material
that you consider relevant to this charge.

And it was signed by the dean of students.

According to her nameplate the woman at the dean’ reception desk was a
Tamil, which was encouraging, but she was also as old as Ranjit’ father.
Her look was cold. “You are expected,” she informed him. “You may go
right into the dean’s private office.”

Never before had Ranjit had occasion to visit the dean of students. He
knew what the man looked like, though—the faculty file on the univer-
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sity’s home page supplied photos—and the elderly man reading a newspa-
per at the huge mahogany desk definitely was not him. But lie put down his
paper and rose, not exactly with a smile but certainly without the hanging-
judge look Ranjit had expected. “Come in, Mr. Subramanian,” he called.
“Sit down. I’'m Dr. Denzel Davoodbhoy, chairman of the mathematics de-
partment, and as mathematical matters seem to play a significant role here,
the dean asked me to conduct this interview for him.”

That hadnt been a question, and Ranjit had no idea what response
would have been appropriate. He simply went on gazing at the mathemati-
cian with an expression that, he hoped, conveyed attentive concern but no
admission of guilt.

Dr. Davoodbhoy didn’t seem to mind. “First,” he said, “there are a cou-
ple of formal questions | must put to you. Did you use Dr. Dabare’ pass-
word to earn money you were not otherwise entitled to?”

“Certainly not, sir!”

“Or to alter your math grades?”

This time Ranjit was offended. “No! | mean, no, sir, | wouldnt have
done that!”

Dr. Davoodbhoy nodded as though he had expected both answers. “I
think | can tell you that no evidence has been presented to suggest either
charge. Finally, how, exactly, did you obtain his password?”

As far as Ranjit could see, there did not appear to be any reason to try
to conceal anything. Hoping that this was so, he began with his discovery
that the teacher would be out of the country for a prolonged visit and ended
with that return to the library computer when he found the solution wait-
ing on the screen.

When he finished, Davoodbhoy gazed at him in silence for a moment.
Then he said, “You know, Subramanian, you might have a future in cryp-
tography. It would be a better chance than continuing to spend your life
trying to prove Fermat’s Last Theorem.”

He looked at Ranjit as though expecting a response. Ranjit didn’t
choose to give him one, so Davoodbhoy added, “You’re not alone, you
know. When | was your age, like every other math major in the world, 1 got
interested in the final theorem myself. It is compelling, isn’t it? But then,
when | was a little older, | gave up on it because—you know this, dont
you? Because the odds are pretty great that Fermat never did have the
proofhe was claiming.”

Unwilling to be baited, Ranjit kept his attention set at politely attentive
and his mouth closed. “I mean,” Davoodbhoy added, “look at it this way.
You do know, | suppose, that Fermat spent a lot of his time, right up to the
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day he died, trying to prove that his theorem held true for third-, fourth-,
and fifth-powerexponents. Well, think about it. Does doing that make any
sense at all? | mean, if the man already did possess a general proof that the
rule was true for all exponents greater than two, why would he bother try-
ing to prove a few isolated examples?”

Ranjit gritted his teeth. It was a question that, on dark nights and dis-
appointing days, he had asked himself often enough. Without ever finding
a good answer, either. He gave Davoodbhoy the not wholly good answer he
had usually tried to content himselfwith: “Who knows? How can someone
like you or me try to guess why a mind like Fermat’ went in any direction
it liked?”

The mathematician looked at him with an expression that somewhat re-
sembled tolerance but also resembled, to some degree, respect. He sighed
and spread his hands. “Let me offer you a different theory of what happened,
Subramanian. Lets suppose that in—what was it, 1637?—in 1637 Monsieur
Fermat had just completed what he thought was a proof. Then later that
night, while he was reading himself to sleep in his library, lets suppose he
just couldnt help himself, and in a fit of exuberance he scribbled that note in
his book.” He paused there for a moment, giving Ranjit what could only be
described as a quizzical look. When he went on, however, his tone would
have been appropriate for a respected colleague as much as for an under-
graduate expecting to be disciplined. “Then let’s suppose that sometime later
he went over his proof to double-check it, and found it possessed a fatal
error Itwouldn’t have been the first time, would it? Because that had already
happened with other ‘proofs’ of his that he later admitted were wrong,
hadnt it?” Mercifully he didnt require an answer from Ranjit but kept right
on going. “So he tried to repair his proofevery way he could. Unfortunately,
he failed. So, trying to salvage something from his mistake, he then tried the
more limited task of proving the argument for an easier case like p equals
three, and there he succeeded: and for p equals four, and succeeded again.
He never did get a proof ofthe p equals five case, but he was still pretty sure
that one existed. He was right, too, because somebody else proved it after
Fermat died. And all that time his scribble in Diophantus was sitting on a
shelf in his library. If he ever remembered hed written it, he thought, well,
he probably ought to go back and erase that bad guess. But, after all, what’s
the chance that anyone would ever see it? And then he died, and somebody
was riffling through his books and did see it.. .and didn’t know that the
great man had changed his mind.”

Ranjit didnt change expression. “That,” he said, “is a perfectly sensi-
ble theory. I just dont happen to believe that its what happened.”



46  Arthur C. Clarke and Frederik Pohl

Davoodbhoy laughed. “All right, Subramanian. Let’ leave it at that.
Just don't do it again.” He thumbed through the papers before him, then
nodded and closed the file. “Now .you can go back to your classes.”

“All right, sir.” He tarried for a moment after picking up his backpack,
then asked the question: “But am 1going to be expelled?”

The mathematician looked surprised. “Expelled? Oh, no, nothing like
that, ft was only a first offense, you know. We don't expel for that unless it%s
something a lot worse than stealing a password, and anyway the dean re-
ceived some extremely glowing letters of support for you.” He opened
Ranjit’ folder again and thumbed through the papers. “Yes. Here we are.
One is from your father. He is quite positive you are basically of good
character. In itself, to be sure, a father’s opinion of his only son might not
carry great weight, but then there is this other one. It is very nearly as com-
mending as your fathers, but it comes from someone who is, | think, not
very close to you but who is a person of considerable importance in the
university. In fact, hes the university’s attorney, Dhatusena Bandara.”

And now Ranjit had a new puzzle to mull over. Who would have sus-
pected that Gamini’ father would have exerted himself to save his son’%
friend?



GETTING THERE

The school year limped toward its end. It picked up speed remarkably in
the all too brief periods when Ranjit was in his astronomy class, but the re-
mainder of each week hours were in no hurry to move on at all.

For a little while Ranjit thought he had hopes of one bright—fairly
bright—spot. Remembering the lecture on what theyd called the hydro-
solar plan for Israel’s Dead Sea, he went back to the lecture series. But then
what the lecturer was talking about was the increasing salinity of a lot of
oceanfront wells, all over the world, and then about how some of the
worlds great rivers no longer ran to the sea, any sea, because they were
drained for farming and flushing city toilets and watering city folks’ front
lawns first. Ranjit didn’t need more discouragement. After that he stayed
away.

He even briefly considered trying to take, or at least pretend to take,
his schooling seriously. Studying, for example, could be considered a
game, and a fairly easy one to win. It did not at all resemble that insatiable
thirst for learning that had marked his early consecration to the Fermat the-
orem. Now all he had to do was guess what questions each of his instruc-
tors would ask on each test and look up the answers. He didnt always get
it right, but then to attain a merely passing grade he didn’t have to.

None of this, of course, applied to Astronomy 101.

There Dr. Vorhulst managed to make every session a pleasure. Like
what happened when they were talking about terraforming—that is, re-
working planetary surfaces so that human beings could live on them. And,
if you were going to do that, how did you get there to do the terraforming?

Ranjit’s answer would have been “rocket ships.” His hand was already
halfway toward the raised position so that he could offer that answer when
the teacher froze it mid-motion. “You’re going to say ‘rocket ships,”aren’t
you?” Dr. Vorhulst asked, addressing the whole class and particularly the
dozen or so who, like Ranjit, had been putting their hands up. “All right.
Let’s think about that for a bit. Let’s suppose that we want to start ter-
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reforming Mars, but all we have to work with is an absolute minimum of
heavy-duty earthmoving machinery. One very big backhoe, for instance.
One bulldozer. A couple of medium-size dump trucks. Fuel enough to run
them all for, let’ say, six months or so. Long enough to get the job started,
anyway.” He paused, eyes on a hand from the second row that had just
sprouted. “Yes, Janaka?”

The boy named Janaka eagerly shot to his feet. “But, Dr. Vorhulst,
there’s a whole plan to make fuel from Martian resources that are already
there!”

The professor beamed at him. “You're absolutely right, Janaka. For in-
stance, if there really is a large amount of methane under Mars% per-
mafrost, as many people think there is, then we could burn that for fuel,
assuming we could find some oxygen to burn it with. Of course, to do that
we really have to have a bunch more heavy machinery, which would need
a bunch more fuel to run it until the extraction plants were working.”
Vorhulst gave the boy a friendly smile. “So, Janaka,” he said, “I think that
if you wanted to start any terraforming in the near future, probably youd
want to fly your fuel in after all. So let’ see.”

He turned to the whiteboard and began writing. “Say six or eight tons
of fuel to start. The earthmoving machines themselves—what would you
say, at least another twenty or thirty tons? Now to get those at least twenty-
eight tons of cargo from low earth orbit, known as LEO, to Mars, we need
to put them into some kind of spaceship. | don’t know what that would
mass, but lets say the ship itself would run fifty or sixty tons, plus the fuel
to get it from LEO to Mars.” He stepped back to look at his figures on the
board and frowned. “I’'m afraid we have a problem,” he said to the class,
addressing it over his shoulder. “All that stuff won't start out in low earth
orbit, will it? Before the ship can start heading for Mars, we have to get it
into LEO. And I’'m afraid thats going to be expensive.”

He paused, looking with a sorrowful expression at his class. He was
waiting for some student to rise to the occasion, and after a bit, one of the
girls did. “That’s because it has to get out of the Earth’ gravity well, isn’t
it, Dr. Vorhulst?”

He gave her a big smile. “Exactly right, Roshini,” he said, looking up
at the class timer that had just turned amber. “So you see, it’ that first step
that’s a killer. Is there anything we can do to make it easier? We’ll try to
find out next time. But if any of you guys just cant wait for the answer,
hey, thats what search engines are for.”

And then, as everybody began to rise, he said, “Oh, one more thing.
You'e all invited to the end-of-term party at my house. Dont dress any
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differently than you do for class, and don’t bring any house gifts but your-
selves. But do come. You’ll hurt my mother’ feelings if you dont.”

One of the things that Ranjit liked best about his astronomy teacher—apart
from such unexpected surprising joys as end-of-term parties—was that Dr.
Vorhulst didn't actually spend a lot of time in the normal practice ofteach-
ing. When, at the end of each session. Dr. Vorhulst told the class what the
next session was going to be about, Vorhulst knew perfectly well that his
hundred eagerly motivated space-cadets would look all that material up
long before the next session started. (The few who hadn’t started out all
that motivated—the ones who had entertained the false hope of a snhap
course and an easy A—either soon dropped or were reformed by the en-
thusiasm of their fellows.) Thus, each time, Dr. Vorhulst had that next ses-
sion to play.

This time, however, Ranjit couldn’t hit the search engines right away.
He had other obligations. First there was the terminally tedious hour and
fifty minutes of philosophy to get through. Then came the quick gulping of
a detestable sandwich and a lukewarm bag of some anonymous variety of
juice, which was lunch, all swallowed in a hurry so he could get to the two
o’clock bus that would take him to the library.

But just outside the lunchroom his seatmate in Astronomy 101 was
standing with a few ofhis fellows, and he had news for Ranjit. “You didn’t
hear what Dr. Vorhulst had promised for our next session? | was just telling
my friends the news about it. The Artsutanov project, you know. Vorhulst
says we might get the project built right here! In Sri Lanka! Because the
World Bank’ just announced that it has received a request for financing a
study ofa Sri Lankan terminal!”

Ranjit was just opening his mouth to ask what all that meant when one
of the others said, “But you said it might not pass, Jude.”

Jude looked suddenly brought down. “Well, yes,” he admitted. “It’s the
damn Americans and the damn Russians and the damn Chinese that have
all the power—and all the money, too. They're just as likely as not to hold
it up, because once you’ve got an Artsutanov lifter going, any damn little
pipsqueak country in the world can have a space program of its own. Even
us! And there goes their monopoly! Don’t you think?”

Ranjit was saved the embarrassment of not having an answer for
that—indeed, of not having any really good idea of what Jude was talking
about in the first place—by the Sinhalese group’ growing hunger. And
then in the library—search engines working—Ranjit was soaking up in-
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formation at a high rate of knots. The more he learned, the more he shared
Jude’ excitement. That tough first step of getting from Earth’ surface to
LEO? With an Artsutanov skyhook it was no problem at all!

True, feasibility studies were a long way from an actual car that you
could hop into and have drawn at high speed up to low earth orbit, no
million-liter oceans of explosive liquid propellant required. But it might
happen. Probably would happen, sooner or later, and then even Ranjit
Subramanian might be one of those lucky ones who would circle the
moon and cruise among Jupiter’s satellites and perhaps even walk across
the hopelessly dry deserts of Mars.

According to what the search engines turned up for Ranjit, as far back
as 1895 Russia’ first thinker on space travel, Konstantin Tsiolkovsky, got
a look at Paris’s Eiffel Tower and then came up with his idea. A good way
to get a spacecraft into orbit, he said, was to build a really tall tower with a
built-in elevator and hike your ship up to the top before turning it loose to
roam.

However, in 1960 a Leningrad engineer named Yuri Artsutanov read
Tsiolkovskys book and quickly saw that the plan wouldn’t work. It was a
lesson the ancient Egyptians had learned long ago—as had the Maya, a
few thousand years later and on the other side ofthe world. The lesson was
that there is a limit to how tall you can build a tower or a pyramid, and that
limit is set by compression.

In a compression structure—which is to say, any structure that is built
from the ground up—each level must support the weight of all the levels
above it. That would be hundreds ofkilometers oflevels, to reach low earth
orbit, and no imaginable structural material could support that weight
without crumbling.

Artsutanov’s inspiration was to realize that compression was only one
possible way to build a structure. Another equally viable way was tension.

A structure based on tension—one made up of cables attached to some
orbiting body, for example—was a theoretically elegant but practically un-
attainable notion when considered from the point of view of an engineer
who had only mid-twentieth-century materials to make the cables out of.
But, Artsutanov contended, who was to say that the advanced cable mate-
rials that might be developed a few decades on wouldnt be up to that chal-
lenge?

When at last Ranjit got himselfto go to bed that night, he was smil-
ing—and kept on smiling even in his sleep, because for the first time in
quite a while he had found something that was really worth smiling about.
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He was still smiling the next morning at breakfast, and was counting the
hours (there would be almost a hundred and forty of them) until the next
session of Astronomy 101. There was no doubt in Ranjits mind that his as-
tronomy sessions were the brightest spots in his academic year. . ..

That being so, why not change his major from math to astronomy?

He stopped chewing long enough to think that over, but not to any suc-
cessful conclusion. There was something in his head that wouldn’t let him
take the official step of giving up on math. Rightly or wrongly that felt too
much like giving up on Fermat’s theorem.

On the other hand, it was pretty strange—as his guidance counselor
had pointed out in the one session he had been willing to allow her—to be
a math major who wasn’t taking any mathematics courses.

Ranjit knew what to do about that, and he had a whole free morning to
do itin. As soon as the counselor was in her office, Ranjit was there to clear
up his status with her, and by noon he was officially registered as a late
entry into the course in basic statistics. Why statistics? Well, it was, after
all, a kind of mathematics. But entering the class so late, how would that
work? No problem, Ranjit assured the counselor; there was no undergrad-
uate math course that he couldn’t pick up in no time at all. And so by
lunchtime Ranjit had solved at least one of his problems, even though it
was a problem he hadn’t really thought important enough to be worth solv-
ing. All in all, Ranjit attacked his boring lunch quite cheerfully.

Then things went bad.

Some fool had left the radio news on at high volume instead of the
murmur of music the college students were willing to put up with at their
meals. Nobody seemed to know how to turn it off, either.

Of course, it was inevitable that the principal news stories that day
were exactly the sort of stories Ranjit didn’t want to hear, because that was
pretty much all the world news there was.

Now that the news was on, however, Ranjit dutifully listened to it. Pre-
dictably the news was bad—all the little wars were still thriving, and new
ones were being promised, just like always. And then the news turned to
local Colombo stories. These were not of much interest to Ranjit, until one
word caught his attention. The word was “Trincomalee.”

Then he gave the news his full attention. It seemed that a man from
Trincomalee had been stopped because he had failed to give way in his old
van to a police car with its siren going. (Actually the police in the car had
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been heading toward a place to eat lunch.) When they pulled him over, the
police naturally looked around the van. That was when they caught him
with a load of toasters, blenders, and other small domestic appliances, and
no good explanation for how they came to be in his possession.

Ranjit had stopped with his spoonful ofrice halfway to his mouth, just
as the news reader mentioned the suspect’s name. Kirthis Kanakaratnam.

That left Ranjit worse off than before. He couldn’t place the name. It
did sound vaguely familiar, but from where? School? His father’s temple?
It could have been from almost anywhere, and try as he might, Ranjit
could not fit a face to the name. A later news story, long after lunch, after
Ranjit had nearly given up, said the suspect had left a wife and four small
children behind him.

It really was not his business, Ranjit told himself. He wasn’t success-
ful in convincing himself, though, because if he didn’t know for sure just
who this Kirthis Kanakaratnam was, how could he know it wasn’t some-
one who had in some context been a friend?

That was why Ranjit called the police. He called their central head-
quarters number, and he did it from a phone in a part of the campus he
rarely visited. The voice was a woman, not young, and not in the habit of
giving information away. A prisoner named Kirthis Kanakaratnam? Yes,
perhaps so. They had a good many persons held in one Colombo jail or an-
other, and they didn’t always give their right names. Could the caller give
more information about this person? The names of some of his associates,
for example? And was the caller himselfrelated to him? Or perhaps asso-
ciated with him in some enterprise? Or—

Ranjit quietly hung the phone up and departed that area. He didnt
really think that a squad of Colombo police was likely to come racing
down the hallway any minute. But he was also far from positive that they
werent, and saw no reason to wait around to find out.

When Ranjit got back to his rooms that night, there was the next best thing
to Gamini’s actual presence waiting for him, namely, an e-letter from Lon-
don. (There was also a message that Ranjit’s father had called and wished
to be called back—very good news, Ranjit thought, because at least the old
man seemed willing to speak to him again . . . but, all the same, it was the
e-letter from Gamini that he looked at first.)

Gamini was showing every sign of having a wonderful time in Lon-
don. Just yesterday (he wrote) he had walked over to the campus of Uni-
versity College London because Madge had told him that there was
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something she wanted him to see. Well, it was interesting, all right, assum-
ing you liked looking at dead—even long-dead—bodies, because what
was there to see was the waxed and mummified corpse of the two-hundred-
years-ago English utilitarian philosopher, Jeremy Bentham. He was always
there, Gamini said, but usually locked away in the wooden cabinet he
called his “Auto-Icon.” As a special favor to Madge it had been unlocked
for her by a smitten junior faculty member. This Bentham, Gamini went on
to explain, had been a really ahead-of-his-time early-nineteenth-century
thinker, had even once written a carefully thought out argument for ex-
tending tolerance—well, some tolerance, anyway—to homosexuals. Ben-
tham was revolutionary, Gamini added, but he was also somewhat
cautious. He didn’t publish the argument. He locked it away, and so it
stayed for a century and a half, until someone finally put it into print in
1978.

By then Ranjit was getting tired of Jeremy Bentham, and a little curi-
ous about why Gamini was telling him so much. Could it be because Ben-
tham had been one of the first significant figures to write with some
sympathy about homosexuals? And if so, what was it that Gamini wanted
Ranjit to understand about that subject? It certainly wasn't that either of
the young men considered himself homosexual, because they certainly did
not.

He found that subject uneasy to think about and went on. There wasn’t
much more of the letter anyway. A bunch of Gamini’s fellow students—
Gamini didn’t mention this Madge there, but Ranjit would have bet a large
sum that she had been in the group—had gone up to Stratford-upon-Avon
for a day. And then at the very end, in a brief afterthought, the big news:
“Oh, listen, 1've got some summer courses | need to take, but Dad wants
me home for a few days this summer so | can see Gram one more time be-
fore she goes. He says shes doing poorly. So I’ll be back in Lanka for a bit.
Where will you be? | don’t know if I’ll have time to get to Trinco—but
somewhere?”

Well, wasn't that grand news? It was. And the only thing that slowed
Ranjits quiet exultation was the fact that his father’ call needed to be re-
turned.

The old man picked the phone up on its first ring. His voice was cheer-
ful, too, as he said, “Ah, Ranjit"—affectionate, pleased—“why do you
keep secrets from your father? You didn’t tell me that Gamini Bandara had
gone to England!”

Though no one was there to see, Ranjit rolled his eyes. Ifhe had failed
to tell his father the news, it was almost entirely because he had been con-
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fident his father’s watchers would make sure it got to him. The only sur-
prising thing was that it had taken so long. Ranjit considered for a moment
whether or not to mention that Gamini would at least briefly be coming
home, and decided not to do the dormitory staffs work for them. He said
guardedly, “Yes, he going to school there. London School of Economics.
His father thinks it’s the best school in the world, I think.”

“And I’'m sure it is,” his father agreed, “at least for certain kinds of
studies. And | know you must miss him, Ranjit, but | have to say that it
goes a long way toward solving a major problem for me. No one is going
to be worrying about your closeness with a Sinhalese boy when there’ an
ocean or two between you.”

Ranjit didn’t know what to say to that and sensibly said nothing. His
father went on. “The thing is, | 've missed you very much, Ranjit. Can you
forgive me, Ranjit?”

Ranjit had no need to think over his answer to that. “I love you, Father,”
he said at once, “and there is nothing to forgive. | understand why you had
to do what you did.”

“Then,” his father said, “will you come and spend your summer holi-
days here in Trinco?”

Ranjit assured him he would like nothing better, but he was beginning
to feel uneasy. The conversation was getting sticky. He was glad when he
remembered the question his father might be able to answer. “Dad? There’s
a man from Trinco who’ been arrested in Colombo, Kirthis Kanakarat-
nam, and | have a feeling | might have known him at some time. Do you
know who he is?”

Ganesh Subramanian sighed deeply—whether because the question
was troubling to him or because he, too, was grateful for the change of
subject, Ranjit could not tell. “Yes, of course. Kirthis. Don’t you remem-
ber him, Ranjit? My tenant? The one with all those little children, and a
wife in somewhat poor health? He usually worked as a coach driver for one
of the hotels along the beach. His father used to do odd jobs around the
temple until he died—"

“l remember now,” said Ranjit, and he did. The man they were talking
about was short and as black as Ranjit himself. He had lived, family and
all, in the tiny house at the edge of Ganesh Subramanian’s property: by the
most optimistic count, three rooms all told, for two adults and four tiny
kids, and no interior plumbing. Ranjit’s clearest memory was ofthe mother
despondently washing children’ clothes in a huge tin tub .. . and the chil-
dren whining around her feet as they assiduously dirtied more clothes, and
themselves.
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When Ranjit got off the phone, he readied himself for bed, feeling
pretty good about the world. Things were going well. He had made up with
his father. He was going to see Gamini, at least briefly. And that mystery
concerning the identity of this Kirthis Kanakaratnam was solved, and he
would never have to think of the man again, he thought.

Statistics wasn't quite as boring as Ranjit had feared it might be. It wasn’t
much fun, either. Long before Ranjit entered the class, he had a pretty
good understanding of the differences between mean, median, and mode
and knew what a standard deviation was, and it didn’t take him long to
learn how to draw any kind of histogram the teacher wanted. But the
teacher surprisingly turned out to have a sense of humor, and when she
wasn’t teaching the class what stem-and-leaf and other statistical plots
were, she was almost—well, sometimes she was almost—as entertaining
to listen to as Joris Vorhulst himself.

But on second thought, Ranjit told himself, no. That was going too far.
She was a nice enough person, but she just didn’t have the material of As-
tronomy 101 to work with. Such as the space elevator and its wondrous
ways.

Even Artsutanov’s lift wasn’t the only game in town. What (asked one of
the students one day in astronomy class) about something like the Lof-
strom loop? For that you didn’t have to start by putting some humongous
satellite into orbit because the thing just sat on Earth’ surface, from which
it flung your space capsules into orbit.

But there Dr. Vorhulst began to rein in the class’ speculation. “Fric-
tion,” he said succinctly. “Don’t forget friction. Remember what reentry
did to a lot of the early spacecraft. If you used a Lofstrom loop, youd need
to accelerate your capsule to that seven miles a second of escape velocity
that | was talking about the other day before you let go of it, and then the
air friction would bum it right up.”

He paused, eyes roving over his class, expression as good-natured as
always but with a faint twinkle that made Ranjit expect some sort of sur-
prise was coming. “So,” the teacher said sociably, “have any ofyou junior-
grade astronauts figured out what kind ofrocket drive your ship is going to
have yet?”

Ranjit hadn’t thought of anything beyond the usual fuel-plus-oxidizer.
He kept his mouth shut, though, because he knew, from the fact that the
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professor had raised the question in the first place, that Dr. Vorhulst had
something else in mind.

So did his seatmate, but he responded in a different way. His hand
went right up. “You'e not talking about a chemical rocket, are you, Dr.
Vorhulst? So, then, what do you think? Maybe a nuclear-powered one?”

“Good guess,” the teacher said, “but, no, | dont think a nuclear-
powered rocket would be your best bet, at least not the kind of nuclear
power you mean. Oh, there are designs around for rockets that were driven
by exploding atom bombs, one after another. We can talk about them ifyou
like, but for getting from LEO to Mars 1think there are two much better
possibilities. Both of them are tailor-made to be used with some kind of
space elevator to boost them into low earth orbit because theyre both way
too feeble to lift anything off Earth’s surface and into space. One is the
solar sail. The other is the electric rocket.”

Ten minutes later Dr. Vorhulst had given short and convincing reasons for
avoiding nuclear explosions as rocket propellants—the need for heavy
shielding to protect astronauts from the deadly radiation, and anyway who
wants to shoot a few hundred atomic bombs off into space? Solar sails had
a lot to recommend them, he conceded, but they were dreadfully slow and
not very maneuverable. However, the electric rocket, while also pretty
slow to accelerate, required no fuel storage and produced no undesired by-
products. Where did the electricity come from? Perhaps from an onboard
nuclear power plant, Vorhulst conceded, but just as easily from solar
power—that is, from solar power in space, where there were no nights or
cloudy weather, so that the sun always shone. “And what do you do with
that electricity? You use it to ionize some working fluid—a gas like xenon,
for instance—and the gas fires itselfout ofyour rocket nozzles at very high
velocity, and off you go.”

He paused for a breath. “All right,” he admitted, “an electric rocket
would not accelerate very fast.” But it would keep right on accelerating as
long as you liked, and the longer the acceleration, the greater its velocity
would be. You could accelerate until you were halfway there. Then you
could turn around and decelerate until you arrived. Did anyone see what
that implied?

Vorhulst gave them a few moments to figure it out, but no one did. “It
means,” he told them, “that the farther your trip, the faster the speed that
you’ll attain. You wouldn’t want to use an electric rocket to go to the moon.
Short trip; you don't really have time to get going very fast. For Mars,
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though, its optimal. And for the outer planets, say Uranus or Neptune,
why, that trip doesn’t take much longer than to Mars! And if you're really
going to go a far piece, say to the Oort cloud, you build up so much veloc-
ity with all that acceleration that that enormous journey in fact becomes
feasible!”

Then he stopped and grinned. “Well,” he said, “I don’t want to oversell
you on the electric rocket, because it has one serious fault. That is, we
don’t have any.” He overrode the faint groans of disappointment. “Oh, it%
legitimate in principle, all right. But nobody has ever built one because if
you have to start your flight from Earth’ surface, they won’t work. They
need something to lift them into low earth orbit first, and then they can
strut their stuff. Something like an Artsutanov space elevator, and, as you
know, we just don’t have one of those around anywhere.”

He gave them a rueful smile. “Oh, one day we will,” he promised.
“Then we’ll have electric rockets by the zillion, and I'd be willing to bet
that more than one of you will be riding to all sorts of weird and wonder-
ful places. But not yet, because at the present time they don’t exist.”

Which, when you stopped to think about it, was true enough, at least
for the little volume of space near Earth, though it wouldn’t be for long.

Actually, somewhat farther away, there were 154 of those electric rockets
that were already taking direct aim for Earth, and the individuals aboard
them didn’t think they were unusual at all.

These individuals were the One Point Fives, and they (or their ances-
tors) had been traveling from star to star in spacecraft just like these for
many, many generations. Always on much the same errand, too. The fact of
the matter was that the One Point Fives had a unique place among the sub-
ordinate sapient species of the galaxy.

Basically they were the Grand Galactics” hit men.

To a casual observer the One Point Fives might not have seemed to be
good candidates for that sort of employment. Stripped of their shields and
prostheses the average One Point Five wasn’t much bigger than a terres-
trial cat. That casual observer would not be likely, however, to see a One
Point Five in that stripped-down condition. A One Point Five’s indispensa-
ble protective devices massed just about half as much as his body itself
(hence the name One Point Five), and every last bit of these devices was
vitally necessary. Some of the devices guarded the fragile organic being
inside against radiation—from the ionizing spillover from their nuclear
power plants or from the residues of their many long-ago nuclear wars. Or
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even against the lethally high ultraviolet rays that came from their star and
were no longer warded off by their planets ozone layer because their ear-
lier activities had resulted in their planet’s no longer having one. Some of
their chemical processors removed poisons from the air they breathed or
the food and water they ingested. Some merely kept them from going in-
sane from the unbearable din that suffused every part of their world (that
took blanketing sound absorbers backed up with frequency nullifiers).
Other processors toned down the maddening flashes and flares that accom-
panied their industry.

There were a few isolated spots on their planet where a One Point Five
could strip naked and survive. Those places were the breeding rooms and
the birthing rooms, as well as a scattering of spots where medical and sur-
gical procedures were performed. There werent many of those. Because
there was so much to guard against, neutralize, or prevent on that ravaged
world, such places were not only scarce but expensive.

That being so, one might wonder why a species as technologically
savvy as the One Point Fives didn’t just go ahead and build themselves a
fleet of spaceships and proceed to start a new life on some unspoiled planet
somewhere else in space.

Actually, the One Point Fives had done that. . . once.

The project had not been a success, however. Oh, the ships had got in-
vented and built, all right, and a benign enough planet had been located.
But the Grand Galactics had stepped in. After that happened, it had been so
little of a success that, though many thousands of years had passed, the
One Point Fives had never considered trying it again.



SUMMER

By and large the school year had been a disappointment, but the summer
began well for Ranjit Subramanian. Take his grades, for instance. When
they were posted, he was not surprised at the gentleman’s C he got in phi-
losophy (his grade in psychology didn’t matter, because he'd dropped it out
of boredom) and not particularly surprised, either, though pleased, by his
A in astronomy. But the A in statistics had been a total mystery. Ranjit
could only conjecture that it was the result of the advanced reading he had
picked up for himselfwhen he couldn’t stand to see one more box plot or
density histogram. The library had saved him, with advanced texts on such
matters as stochastic methods and Bayesian analysis.

The bad part about the term’ end, of course, was that the astronomy
course was over as well. But there was at least a postscript in the form of
the party at Professor Vorhulst’s home.

Still, as he walked from the bus to the address that had been on his invi-
tation, Ranjit was beginning to have second thoughts. In the first place, the
neighborhood was refined and therefore unfamiliar to him because he and
Gamini had avoided it in their browsings in the city. (Gamini’ family lived
in this neighborhood, too.) Then, the Vorhulst home was not only bigger than
any single-family home needed to be, it was surrounded by totally unneces-
sary columned verandas and set in an exquisitely maintained garden.

Ranjit took a deep breath before he pushed the gate open and climbed
the couple of steps to the veranda. The first thing he noticed once inside the
door was the cooling breeze from overhead fans. That was welcome in
Colombo’s heat. More welcome still was catching sight of Joris Vorhulst
himself, standing next to a woman almost as ostentatiously oversize as the
house they lived in. The professor greeted Ranjit with a wink and a nod.
“Ranjit,” he said, steering him down to where the woman stood, “we’re so
glad you could come. 14 like you to meet Mevrouw Beatrix VVorhulst, my
mother.”

Unsure of what action to take in greeting a woman—and an exceed-
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ingly fair-skinned one—who towered over him by at least three or four
centimeters and outmassed him by more kilos than that, Ranjit experimen-
tally offered a small bow. Mevrouw Vorhulst was having none of that. She
took his hand and held it. “My dear Ranjit, | am delighted to meet you. My
son doesn’t have favorites in his classes, but if he did—please don’t let him
know | said this—I’m sure you would be one of them. And I've had the
pleasure of meeting your father. A wonderful man. We worked together on
one of the truce commissions, back when we needed truce commissions.”

Ranjit sent a quick glance to Dr. Vorhulst in the hope of getting some
clue as to what he should be saying to this good-looking perfumed force of
nature. He got no help there. The professor was already bantering with
three or four new arrivals, but Mevrouw Vorhulst, well aware of Ranjit’s
difficulty, helped him out. “Don’t waste your time with an old widow
lady,” she advised. “There.are quite a few nice-looking girls inside, not to
mention things to eat and drink. There are even some of those horrid
American sports drinks that Joris came back from California addicted to,
but I would not myselfrecommend them.” She relinquished his hand with
a final pat. “But you must join us for dinner one of these days, after Joris
gets back from New York. He’ll be depressed. He always is after he’ tried
one more time to get the UN to act on the Artsutanov lift. But of course,”
she added, already turning toward the next guests, “you can’t entirely
blame them, can you? People just haven’t learned how to play nicely to-
gether.”

Entering the house’s wide salon, Ranjit observed that there were indeed
some nice-looking girls present, though most of them seemed to be al-
ready taken by one or more young men. He exchanged nods with three or
four classmates, but what most interested him at that moment was the
house itself. It was very little like his father's modest home in Trincoma-
lee. The floor was made of polished white cement, and the walls were
punctuated with open doors leading out to the vast garden with its palms
and frangipani and an inviting pool. As a precaution Ranjit had already
eaten lunch, so the great spread of food the Vorhulsts had set out was su-
perfluous. The American sports drink Mevrouw Vorhulst had spoken of he
passed with a shudder, but was glad to find a supply of good old-fashioned
Cokes. When he looked for an opener, a servant appeared from nowhere,
whisked the bottle out of his hand, snapped the cap off, and emptied the
soda into a tall glass, already iced, that also came from nowhere.

The servant left Ranjit blinking after him until, from another direction,
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a female voice said, “You were breaking his rice bowl, you know. If the
guests opened their own Coke bottles, the beverage wallah would be out of
ajob. So, Ranjit, how are you?”

When he turned, he recognized the young Burgher woman from his
unhappy first years sociology class, Mary—Martha—no, “Myra de
Soyza,” she supplied. “We met in sociology last year, and it’s nice to see
you again. | heard you were working with Fermat’ theorem. How is it
going?”

It was not a question Ranjit had expected to be asked, especially by a
young woman as good-looking as this one was. He gave her a noncommit-
tal answer. “Pretty slowly, I’'m afraid. | didn’t know you were interested in
Fermat.”

She looked faintly embarrassed. “Well, | suppose 14 have to say that
you were the one who got me interested. After we heard that youd stolen
the math professor’s password—oh, are you surprised? But of course all of
his classes heard about it. I think if the semester hadn’t been over, there
would have been a movement to elect you class president.” She gave him a
friendly smile. “At any rate, | couldn’t help wondering what would so ob-
sess a person like you—is ‘obsession’too strong a word?” Ranjit, who had
long since come to terms with the technical description of his so-far-failed
quest, shrugged. “Well,” she went on, “lets just say | couldn’t help won-
dering what would account for your strong interest in trying to find a proof
for Fermat’ claim. Wiles’s work was certainly not what Fermat had had in
mind, was it? If only because nearly every step in Wiles comes from work
somebody else did long after Fermat was dead and gone, and there was no
way Fermat could have known— Oh, Ranjit, please be careful of your
drink!”

Ranjit blinked and saw what she was talking about. He had been so
taken aback by the turn the conversation had taken that he had allowed his
Coke glass a dangerous tilt. He straightened it and took a quick swallow to
clear his head. “What do you know about the Wiles proof?” he demanded,
past the point of caring if he was being polite.

Myra de Soyza didn’t seem to mind. “Not a great deal, really. Just
enough to get an idea of what it was all about. Certainly not as much as a
real mathematician might. Do you know who Dr. Wilkinson is? From the
Drexel Math Forum? | think his was the best and simplest explanation of
what Wiles really accomplished.”

The thing that was now paralyzing Ranjits vocal cords was that he
himself, in the days when he had just begun to try to comprehend the Wiles
proof, had been really grateful for that same Dr. Wilkinson’s analysis.
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He realized that he must have made some sort of vocal sound, because
the de Soyza woman was looking at him inquiringly. “I mean,” he clarified,
“are you telling me that you can follow Wilkinson’s gloss?”

“Of course | can follow it,” she told him sweetly. “He was very clear. |
just had to read his explanation—well,” she admitted, “five times, actually.
And had to look up quite a lot in the reference books. And | don’t doubt
that | missed a lot, but | do think | got a sort of approximate understand-
ing.” She looked at him silently for a moment before she asked, “Do you
know what | might do if I were you?”

With total truth Ranjit said, “I have no idea.”

“Well, I wouldn’t bother with any part of Wiles. 1 take a look at what
other mathematicians had done in, say, the first thirty or forty years after
Fermat died. You know. I’m talking about work that Fermat might have
heard some anticipations of, or perhaps even worked on himself. And—
Ah,” she said, with an abrupt change of subject, looking past Ranjit’ right
shoulder, “and here is my long-lost Brian Harrigan, with my long delayed
champagne.”

The long-lost Brian Harrigan was another of those outsize Americans,
and he came trailing a pretty girl of about twenty. He gave Ranjit a one-
microsecond glance. Then, “Sorry, hon,” he said to Myra de Soyza, talking
through the space occupied by Ranjit Subramanian as though it were
empty, “but I got to talking to, uh, Devika? She more or less grew up in this
house and she promised to show me around. Its got some great design fea-
tures—have you noticed the cement floors? So if you dont mind ...”

“Go,” Myra said. “Just give me the champagne if it isn’t warm by now,
and then go,” And he went, arm in arm with the girl, who hadn't said a
word to either Ranjit or Myra de Soyza.

The best part of Brian Harrigan’s departure was that it left Ranjit in exclu-
sive possession of the company of this surprising, perplexing, altogether
quite unusual young woman. (Although Ranjit was pretty sure she wasn’t
all that young. At least two or three years older than himself, he conjec-
tured. Maybe even more than that.) He did not regard their tete-a-tete as a
romantic event. He was too ill-informed on boy-girl dating to take that
leap, and anyway there was the matter of this Brian Harrigan, who rou-
tinely addressed her as “hon.” Given a hint or two, de Soyza filled in part
of the Brian Harrigan portrait for him. Turned out he wasnt American
after all. He was Canadian. Worked for one of those world-girdling hotel
chains, currently doing some sort of planning for another luxury hotel on
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one of Trincomalee’s beaches. She did not, however, supply the one datum
about which Ranjit was most curious. Still, he told himself, it really was
none of his business whether they were sleeping together.

When Ranjit picked up on the name Trincomalee, de Soyza looked
embarrassed. “Oh, of course. | didn’t think. Thats your home. Do you
know the hotel Brian was talking about?”

Ranjit admitted that about all he knew about Trinco’s tourist hotels was
that they were really expensive. But then she asked him about his fathers
temple, about which she, again astonishingly, seemed to know a great deal.
She knew that it was built on what was called Shiva’ holy hill, knew that
it had—or at least the big temple that the Portuguese had sacked in 1624
had—been one of the richest houses of worship in all of Southeast Asia,
with the vast stores of gold, silk, jewels, and every other sort of thing that
the monks had amassed over its thousand-year history. Knew even about
that terrible 1624 day when the Portuguese commander, Constantine de Sa
de Menzes, ordered the temple’ head priest to strip the temple of every-
thing of value and deliver the treasures to the Portuguese ships in the har-
bor, because if he didn’t, de Sawould turn his ships cannon on the temple.
The head priest had had no choice. He did as ordered ... and then de Sa
cannonaded the temple into rubble anyway.

“Huh,” Ranjit said when she had stopped. “You really know a lot about
that time, dont you?”

She looked embarrassed. “I suppose, but I imagine what | know isn’t
quite the same as you do. Actually, my ancestors were generally some of
the looters.”

For that Ranjit had no better response than another “Huh.” They had
strolled out into the garden with its frangipani and flowering ginger, and
were sitting companionably side by side in a cluster of palms. They were
within sight of the VVorhulsts’ vast swimming pool, where a few of Ranjits
classmates, somehow having obtained the right swimsuits, were playing
aquatic volleyball. One of the Vorhulst servants had brought refills of
Myra’s champagne and Ranjits Coke Other guests had greeted Myra as
theyd strolled past, and one or two had said hello to Ranjit as well. Still,
de Soyza showed no interest in ending their tete-a-tete. Ranjit had no inter-
est, either. Which was, he reflected, a bit curious, since he had seldom been
willing to protract any other chat with a young woman.

De Soyza, Ranjit discovered, had traveled all over the island of Sri
Lanka with her parents, and loved every centimeter of it. And was aston-
ished to hear that Ranjit had seldom been away from Trincomalee, apart
from his present time in Colombo and a few school trips. “But you’ve
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never been to Kandy? Or seen the way the tappers climb the trees to get the
palm wine they make toddy from?” And no, in each case the answer was
the same. He hadn't.

At about that time Mevrouw Vorhulst passed by, making the rounds to
ensure her guests were well cared for. “You two seem to be doing all right,”
she offered, peering in at them. “Is there anything | can get you?”

“Not a thing, Aunt Bea,” de Soyza said. “Its a fine party.” And then
when Mevrouw Vorhulst had moved on, she responded to the question in
Ranjits look. “Well, all we Burghers know one another, of course, and
Aunt Bea really is some kind of a relative. When | was little, | spent about
as much time here as | did in my own house, and Joris was the big brother
I never had. Made sure | didn’t drown when he took me to the beach, and
got me back home in time for my nap.” Then she noticed the signs of puz-
zlement on Ranjit’s face. “Is something wrong?”

Apologetically he said, “1’m just a little confused. You called her Bea.
I thought her name was—what is it?—Mevrouw.”

Myra was polite enough not to smile very much. “Mevrouw just
means Mrs. in Dutch. Her name is Beatrix, all right.” Then she glanced at
her watch and looked concerned. “But | don’t mean to keep you from your
friends. Are you sure you wouldn’t rather take a dip in the pool? The
Vorhulsts keep a selection of bathing suits in the changing rooms... ”

He was sure, no doubt ofthat. How long they would have gone on talking,
Ranjit could not have said. Myra de Soyza didn’t seem in any hurry to ter-
minate it, but that was taken care of, sometime later, by the nearly forgot-
ten Brian Harrigan. He reminded them of his existence by peering into,
then entering, their little palm garden. He looked annoyed. “I’ve been all
over this place trying to find you,” he told Myra.

She stood up and gave him a smile. “It looked to me as though you had
plenty of company,” she said.

“You mean the girl who was showing me around? She was very help-
ful. It's a grand old house. Walls three feet thick, all sand and coral and
plaster, and what would they need air-conditioning for? But did you forget
we had a dinner reservation?”

Myra had forgotten, and apologized for it, and told Ranjit how much
she had enjoyed their talk, and was gone.

Ranjit didnt leave the party. He stayed on, but it didn’t seem to be as
much fun as it had been. He considered, and rejected, the idea of a dip in
the pool; spent a little time in the cluster of students that had formed around
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Joris Vorhulst, which was discussing pretty much the whole range of things
they had already discussed in class; sat in for a bit with a handful of guests
who were watching, and talking about, the news program on the TV in the
little tent by the garden wall. The news, of course, wasn’t amusing. In
Korea some of those troublesome North Koreans had, apparently deliber-
ately, released a pack ofvicious and perhaps rabid dogs near the boundary
between north and south. Nobody had been bitten. Three of the dogs died
when one stepped on a land mine, and the rest were quickly machine-
gunned by a Republic of South Korea guard detachment, and everybody
agreed that something needed to be done about North Korea.

Actually, Ranjit found it surprisingly easy to have conversations with
these strangers—on the parlous state of the world, on the need for Artsu-
tanov skyhooks to be deployed so ordinary people could have some hope
of traveling in space, on what nice people the Vorhulsts were, on a dozen
other topics. What finally put an end to it was when the guests began to
thin out. Ranjit took that to mean that it was time for him to go as well.

He had enjoyed the party, especially the first part of it, and he had no
doubt that what had made it so good was the meeting with Myra de Soyza.

On the way back to the campus Ranjit found himself thinking—not in
any boy-girl way, of course—about what an interesting person Myra de
Soyza was. And wondering what the best way would be to go about mur-
dering Brian Harrigan.

All the same, Ranjit was glad when he got back to Trincomalee for the
summer. Ganesh Subramanian had assumed his son would want to spend
the time on fresh attacks on that bafflingly elusive Fermat conundrum. He
was only partly right. Ranjit hadn’t forgotten Fermat’s theorem. It kept
popping up in his mind at inopportune moments, more often than ever
since Myra de Soyza had reawakened the memories. But each time it did,
Ranjit did his best to dismiss it. Ranjit Subramanian knew when he was
licked.

In any case he had other things to occupy his mind. One of the monks
had told him that, down on the beach, where they were refurbishing one of
Trincomalee’ older tourist hotels, vacationing college students could get
easy jobs that paid good money. Ranjit checked. There were such jobs. He
got one, and for the first time in his eighteen-year-old life, Ranjit Subra-
manian was able to pay his own way in the world.

The job was, as promised, not at all difficult. Its technical title was
“supply expediter.” Its duties were, one, to make a note of the contents
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every time a truckload of material arrived; two, to run and tell the foreman
at once if any one ofthose trucks attempted to leave the premises with part
of the goods still on board; and,.three, each morning upon arriving at the
workplace to quickly scan all the stacks of building material that had ar-
rived the day before to make sure that no large fraction ofthem had disap-
peared during the night. The private security guards hired by the hotel
corporation had orders to assist him whenever necessary. They were well
motivated to do a good job, too, because they had been informed that any
losses due to pilfering would come out of their pay.

And Ranjit also had four small but very active assistants of his own.

They weren’t on the hotel company’s payroll, and neither they nor their
mother had figured in Ranjits plans for the summer. In fact, Ranjit had ac-
quired them one day when old Ganesh Subramanian had given his son a
couple of sacks of food that his cook had said would spoil if not eaten
soon. “Take them to Mrs. Kanakaratnam,” he said. “You know, Kirthis
Kanakaratnam’ wife. You remember Kirthis? He was arrested in Colombo
for possession of what they called stolen goods?” Memory refreshed, Ran-
jit nodded. “I’m afraid the family is having a rather hard time,” his father
went on. “I’m letting them use my old guest house. You remember where
it is, I’m sure? Well, just drop these off for me, please.”

Ranjit had no objection. Had no trouble finding the place, either. One
of his earliest playmates, the son of a railroad engineer who had done odd
jobs for the temple, had lived there when Ranjit was small, and Ranjit re-
membered the house well.

It had not changed much. The little garden the railway man’ wife had
kept up in the front yard was now partly used for growing vegetables and
partly reverted to weeds. The building itself, Ranjit thought, could use a
fresh paint job. It was smaller than Ranjit had remembered, though, three
little rooms with a privy out back and a pumped well at the farthest edge
of the property.

The house, however, was empty. Ranjit debated the propriety of going
inside when no one was at home, but he couldn’t just drop the food on the
ground. He knocked on the unlocked door, called a greeting, and then en-
tered.

The first room he came to was the kitchen—propane stove; sink with
no faucets but a drain and a large plastic waterjug, nearly empty; table and
chairs; not much else. Just off it was a smaller room, evidently a bedroom
for someone because of the couch with the pillows and the pile of folded
sheets at one end of it. And the third room was the largest yet, but also the



The Last Theorem 67

most crowded: two cribs, two cots, three or four chests of drawers, a cou-
ple of chairs ...

And something else.

Something was different from the way it had been when Ranjit had
been there as a boy. Then he saw that in the corner of the childrens room
there was a trace of something on the wall, and when he looked more care-
fully, he saw that it was a nearly obliterated religious poster, written in San-
skrit.

Well, of course! This was the house’s northeast corner, and this had
once been the homes puja corner, the sacrosanct space for devotion and
prayer that every gods-fearing Hindu household possessed. But what had
become of it now? Where was the idol of Shiva—of any one of the gods,
anyway—on its little stand? Where was the incense container or the plate
to hold flowers for the offering or any other of the ritual necessities for
worship? There was nothing! It had been a good many years since Ranjit
had thought of himselfas in any sense religious, but when he looked on the
heap of washed but unfolded children’ clothing in what had once been the
home’ immaculate and holy puja space, he did feel a sense of, well, al-
most revulsion. Itjust wasn’t the way a proper Hindu family, atheist or not,
should conduct itself.

When he heard voices approaching from outside and went out to intro-
duce himself, he became less sure that this was a proper Hindu family. Its
head, the wife of Kirthis Kanakaratnam, did not dress like a proper Hindu
woman. She was wearing men’ overalls and a pair of men’s boots, and she
was pulling a child’s coaster wagon that held, along with some smaller items,
two of those big plastic jugs of water and one small female child. There were
three more children, a ten- or twelve-year-old girl bearing another girl, the
tiniest one yet, on her back and a boy, gamely shouldering a canvas sack of
something. “Hello,” Ranjit said in general to them all. “I’m Ranjit Subra-
manian, Ganesh Subramanian’ son, and he sent me down with some stuff
for you. It inside on the table. You must be Mrs. Kanakaratnam.”

The woman didn’t deny the charge. She dropped the handle ofthe cart
and cast a glance at the sleeping passenger to make sure she was still sleep-
ing. Then she held out her hand to be shaken. “I am Kanakaratnam’ wife,”
she agreed. “Thanks. Your father has been very good to us. Can | offer you
a drink of water? We don't have any ice, but you must be thirsty after car-
rying that stuffall the way down here.”

He was, and gratefully drank the tumblerful she poured him out of one
of the jugs. (All of their drinking water, she explained, had to be portaged
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in. The long-ago Boxing Day tsunami had flooded their well water with
salt from the bay, and it had never recovered. It was all right for washing
and for some kinds of cooking, but not to quench thirst.)

Mrs. Kanakaratnam, he observed, was a woman in her thirties, appar-
ently healthy, not unattractive, not particularly stupid, either, but seriously
at odds with a world that had turned against her. Another thing about Mrs.
Kanakaratnam was that she didn’t especially like to be called Mrs.
Kanakaratnam. She explained that both she and her husband really had not
liked being stuck in this tropical nowhere that was called Sri Lanka. They
wanted to be where things were happening—which was to say, probably
America. But they had had to settle for another country because the Amer-
ican embassy had turned down their request for visas. They had immi-
grated to a different place entirely—it was Poland—and then that hadn’t
worked out, either. “So,” she said, her tone something close to defiant, “we
did the best we could. We took American names. He wouldn't let me call
him Kirthis anymore. He took the name George, and | was Dorothy. Dot
for short.”

“Its a nice name,” Ranjit volunteered. He didn’t actually have an opin-
ion about the name. He simply wanted to cool down the hostility in her
voice.

Apparently he was successful, because she became chatty, explaining
that they had given the same sorts of names to the children when they came
along. It seemed that for a time Dot Kanakaratnam had popped one out in
every even-numbered year. First Tiffany, the oldest at eleven, then the only
boy, Harold, now nine, and Rosie and Betsy, seven and five. In a very off-
hand way, she mentioned that her husband was now injail; she announced
the news in such a manner that Ranjit thought it best to reserve judgment.

When he did have a chance to make ajudgment, Ranjit thought they
were reasonably nice kids, sometimes sweet and sometimes entertainingly
impudent, and always working hard at the tricky and difficult, but amusing,
business of growing up. Ranjit found himself liking them. So much so that
before he left the Kanakaratnam house he volunteered to take the children
to the beach on his next day off.

That was forty-eight hours in the future. Ranjit spent a fair share of
that time wondering whether he could handle the responsibilities that went
with it. For instance, what if one of them had to, you know, go?

In the event, Tiffany took over without being asked. When Rosie had
to pee, Tiffany directed her into the gentle surf, where the massive dilution
afforded by the Bay of Bengal took care of the sanitary requirements. And
when Harold had to do the other thing, Tiffany led him by the hand to one
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of the construction workers’ portable toilets without bothering Ranjit
about it at all. Between times they marched splashingly around the shal-
lows together, Ranjit leading the procession as gander of the group, the
kids his gosling train. They lunched on sandwiches swiped from the work-
ers’buffet. (The workers didn’t seem to mind. They liked the kids, t0o.) In
the hottest hours of the day the children napped in the palms above the
high tide mark, and when Tiffany ordered a taking-it-easy time, they sat
and listened while Ranjit told them wonderful stories about Mars and the
moon and the great brood of Jovian satellites.

Of course, in other parts of the world things were less amiable.

In Israeli school yards ten-year-old Palestinian girls were blowing up
themselves and everybody around them. In Paris four husky North
Africans demonstrated their feelings about French politics by killing two
Eiffel Tower guards and hurling eleven tourists offthe top platform. Things
just as bad were going on in Venice, Italy, and Belgrade, Serbia, and even
worse ones in Reykjavik, Iceland . . .and those few of the world leaders
whose own countries didn’t happen to be in flames—yet—were at their
wits’ends trying to find some way of dealing with it.

Ranjit, however, didn’t really care. . . .

Well, no. He cared quite a lot about such things when he thought about
them, but he did his best not to think about them very much.

In this he somewhat resembled the giddy revelers in Edgar Allan Poe’s
story “The Masque of the Red Death.” His world, like theirs, was termi-
nally unwell. But meanwhile the sun was warm and the children were
thrilled when he showed them how to capture star turtles and try to get
them to race, and told them stories. The kids enjoyed hearing Ranjit’ sto-
ries very nearly as much as he enjoyed telling them.

Funnily enough, at that same time some, or all (it was rarely possible to say
which), of the Grand Galactics were trying to teach a wholly other phylum
of living things a somewhat similar lesson.

These other creatures of course were not turtles, though they did have
turtlish hard shells and turtlishly low 1Qs. What the Grand Galactics were
trying to teach them was the use of tools.

This was one of the many, many matters that were the self-imposed
concerns of the Grand Galactics. A human might think of it as an attempt
to raise the standards of the galaxy’s living things.

Their idea was that if the hard shells learned to use a lever, a hook, and
a striking stone, they might be taking the first steps toward dawning intel-
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ligence. And if that happened, then under the micromanaging tutelage of
the Grand Galactics they might go further. Indeed, they might go all the
way to primo technology, without ever having discovered such unwanted
distractions as subjugation, exploitation, or war.

Well, this program would take a long, long time. But the Grand Galac-
tics had plenty of time to spend, and they thought it was worth a try. They
considered that it would be worth their while if, in the long future history
ofthe universe, just one species could manage to evolve all the way to mat-
ter transmission and space colonies without having learned the art of mur-
der along the way. The Grand Galactics were assuredly intelligent and
powerful. But sometimes they were also nai've.
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LAZY DAYS

Everything considered, Ranjit was reasonably pleased with his summer.
The job was easy, and no one seemed to mind if he brought his four
goslings along to work. He was only to bother with babysitting them, Dot
insisted, on the days when she absolutely had to be away from the house.
There were a fair number of those days, though. Sometimes that was be-
cause she needed to look for work, although there she didn’t have much
luck. More often she had to sell offa few more of their possessions to keep
the children fed and clothed.

Ranjit noted that the absences did get more frequent. He thought that
perhaps Dot was gaining confidence in him. He didn’t mind. Whether it
was interest or mere politeness, the kids seemed enthralled by both his sto-
ries and his mathematical tricks. Ranjit’s years of puzzling over number
theory had not been entirely for nothing. With his fellow students he had
learned ways of playing with numbers that the average layman had never
heard of.

There was, for instance, the one called Russian peasant multiplica-
tion. To begin with Ranjit determined that only Tiffany had got far
enough in school to learn to multiply. To the others he said, “Don’t feel
bad if you don’t know how to multiply numbers. In the old days there
were plenty of grown-ups, particularly in places like Russia, who didn’t
know how to do it, either. So they invented a trick. They called it ‘Rus-
sian multiplication,” and it goes like this. First write down the two num-
bers side by side, like this. Say you want to multiply twenty-one by
thirty-seven.”

He pulled from his pocket the little notebook he had had the fore-
thought to take with him, wrote quickly, and displayed the page:

21 37
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“Then—do you know how to double a number? Fine. Then double the
number on the left, thats the twenty-one, and halve the number on the
right, and write them under the first numbers. So then you get...”

21 37
42 18

“There’ a one left after you halve that number on the right, but don’t
worry about it. Just throw that leftover one away. Then you do the same
halving and doubling thing with the next numbers, and the ones after that,
until the number on the right side gets down to a one.”

21 37
42
84
168
336
672

NS 0B

“And whenever the number in the right-hand column is even, you just
strike out that whole line.”

21 37
84 9
672 1

“And you add up the numbers in the left-hand column.”

21 37

84 9
672 1
77

Under it Ranjit wrote triumphantly “21 X 37 = 777” and said, “And
that’s the answer!”

Ranjit waited for a response. Actually, he got four different ones. Lit-
tle Betsy took her cue to clap her hands, applauding Ranjit’s success. Rosie
looked pleased but puzzled, Harold was frowning, and Tiffany politely
asked if she could borrow Ranjits pen and paper. He peered over her
shoulder as she wrote:
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37
x21

37
74
111

“Yes,” she announced, “that’s right. Give me two other numbers,
please, Ranjit.”

He gave her an easy one, eight times nine, and then another even eas-
ier one when Harold demanded a chance. He got it, and seemed as though
he would gladly have gone on doing elementary Russian multiplication for
some time longer, but the youngest girls were beginning to look rebellious.
Ranjit deferred the thought of showing them why Russian multiplication
was an example of binary arithmetic for another time. Well pleased at the
success of his first infliction of number theory on the kids, he said, “That
was fun. Now let’ catch some more turtles.”

Gamini Bandara got to Sri Lanka right on schedule, but when he called
Ranjit, he was apologetic. His time was even more overprogrammed than
he had realized. He wouldn’t be able to visit Tricomalee at this particular
time, so would Ranjit very much mind coming up to Colombo for their
visit instead?

Actually, Ranjit was a little put out, and didn’t very well conceal it.
“Well,” he said, “I don’t know if | can get away from myjob.” But Gamini
was persuasive and, in the event, the foreman at the construction job was
glad enough to let Ranjit take as many days as he liked (having a brother-
in-law who would gladly take Ranjit’s place, and paycheck, while he was
away). And Ganesh Subramanian positively went all out to help him. Ran-
jit had been afraid his father would be upset at the prospect of Gamini
coming back into the picture. He wasn’t. Apparently a short visit, espe-
cially one that took place a considerable distance away, was not a problem.
Ganesh made it as easy as possible for his son. “Bus?” he said with a dis-
missive gesture. “Certainly you won't take the bus. 1’ve got a van that’ as-
signed to me and | don’t use it. Take it, Ranjit. Keep it as long as you like.
Who knows, the temple insignia on its doors may discourage some ill-
intentioned people from letting the air out of your tires.”

So Ranijit arrived in Colombo with a bag in the back of the van packed
with several days’ worth of clothes. Puzzlingly, Gamini had let him know
that he would be staying at a hotel instead of his fathers house. Ranjit un-
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derstood the choice of that particular hotel—it had a bar the two boys had
visited frequently enough in their explorations of the city—but it surprised
him that Gamini’ father had let him get away for even one night.

When Ranjit asked to be announced, the desk clerk shook his head,
pointing to the bar. And indeed there in the bar was Gamini, and not alone.
He had a girl on either side of him, and a nearly empty wine bottle on his
table.

All three got up to greet Ranjit. The blond girl was named Pru; the
other, whose name was Maggie, had hair of a lipstick color that had never
been produced by human genes. “Met them on the plane,” Gamini said
when he had finished the introductions. “They’re Americans. They’re stu-
dents in London, they say, but the school they go to is the University of the
Arts—that’s the one where the only thing you learn is how to look good.
Ouch!”

That last part was because Maggie, the improbably redheaded one,
had pinched his ear. “Pay no attention to this slanderer,” she instructed
Ranjit. “Pru and | are at Camberwell. That’s the college at Arts where the
instructors make you work. Gamini wouldn't last a week there.”

Making an assumption, Ranjit stuck out his hand. The two girls
pumped it earnestly, one after the other. “I’m Ranjit Subramanian,” he said.

The one named Maggie spoke up. “Oh, we know who you are,” she in-
formed him. “Gamini told us everything there is to know about you. You're
a short person with a long name, and you spend all your time solving one
single math problem. Gamini says if anybody ever does, you’ll be the one
who does it.”

Ranjit, who still suffered occasional attacks of guilt for having ne-
glected the Fermat problem, wasn’t sure how to respond to that. He looked
to Gamini for help, but actually the expression on Gamini’ face was itself
a little like guilt. “Listen, Ranj,” he began, his tone even more remorseful
than his face, “Id better tell you the bad news right away. When 1 wrote
you, | was hoping you and | would have at least a couple of days together.”
He shook his head. “Won’t happen. My dad’ got both of us booked up
solid for every day, starting tomorrow. Family, you know.”

Ranjit did know, remembering those days before Gamini left for Lon-
don. He let his disappointment show on his face. “I’ve got a week, car and
all.”

Gamini gave him arebellious shrug. “Can’t be helped. He even wanted
me for dinner tonight, but I told him positively no.” He studied Ranijit for
a moment, then grinned. “But, damn, 1’'m happy to see you! Give us a
hug!”



The Last Theorem 75

That Ranjit was willing to do, first so as not to embarrass Gamini in
front of the girls, then, as Gamini’ lean, hot body pressed against his own,
with a return of real affection. “Anyway,” Gamini said, “you haven’t even
had a drink yet. Pru, take care ofthat for me, will you?”

Aware that both girls had been studying something or other artistic,
Ranjit tried conversation. “So you want to be an artist?” he asked Maggie.

She gave him an incredulous look. “What, and starve to death? No
way! I’m pretty sure that what I’ll be doing is teaching art in some commu-
nity college near Trenton, New Jersey, where my folks live. Or wherever
my husbandsjob is, when | have a husband.”

The blonde, Pru, spoke up. “Oh, 1d love to be an artist, Ranjit. | won’t
make it, though. | have no artistic talent at all, and | don’t want to go back
to the family in Shaker Heights. What 1’m hoping for is a job as auction-
eer at someplace like Sothebys. Good money, interesting people to work
with, and 1d be around art even if | wasn’t creating any.”

Maggie handed Ranjit his arrack and Coke, laughing. “Fat chance,”
she said.

Pru reached around Gamini’s legs with one of her own and kicked her.
“Pig,” she said. “l don’t mean right away. You start out as an intern, and
mayhbe the first thing they give you to do is get the numbers from the bid
paddles that people at the back of the room are holding up—you know,
where the actual auctioneer won'’t be looking. Ranjit? Don’t you like ar-
rack and Coke?”

Ranjit didn’t have a good answer to that. Actually, he had liked it pretty
well when he and Gamini had been exploring Colombo but hadn’t had any
of that particular drink since Gamini had left. But when he tasted it, it went
down pretty agreeably. So did the next one.

Although the evening wasnt what Ranjit had expected, it wasn turning out
badly at all. At some point the girl named Pru had detached herself from
Gamini and settled in next to Ranjit himself. He immediately noticed three
things about her. She was warm, she was soft, and she smelled quite nice.
Oh, not as nice as Myra de Soyza, or perhaps even as nice—in a quite differ-
ent way, of course—as Mevrouw Beatrix Vorhulst, but still quite pleasing.

Ranjit not being a fool, he was quite aware that the way women smelled
was primarily an artifact purchasable at any pharmacy. No matter. It was
still quite pleasing, and Pru had other virtues as well, which included feel-
ing good against his arm and, quite often, saying amusing things. Taken all
in all, Ranjit decided that he was having quite a good time.
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But as the evening wore on, he was aware that he had some unan-
swered questions in his mind. When the two girls went off to the powder
room, he had a chance to approach some of the questions. As a beginning
he asked Gamini if he had seen much of them in London. Gamini looked
surprised. “Never set eyes on either one of them until they turned up on the
plane from Dubai and we got to talking.”

“Oh, | see,” Ranjit said, although he wasn’t sure he did. For clarifica-
tion he asked, “What about your friend Madge?”

Gamini gave him a long and amused look. “You know what your prob-
lem is, Ranjit? You worry too much. Madge is in Barcelona, | guess with
whoever it is that sends her texts every other hour. Have another drink.”

Ranjit did. In fact they both did, and so did the two girls when they re-
turned. It wasn't quite the same as before, however. Ranjit’s drink sat un-
finished before him, and so did most of the others. And then Maggie
whispered something in Gamini’ ear. “Oh, all right,” Gamini said to her;
and then to Ranjit he said, “I’m afraid its about that time. It been good
seeing you again, but my father and | have to take off for Grandma’s first
thing in the morning. So we’re going to pack it in.” He stood up, smiling.
“Give us a hug, will you?”

Ranjit obliged, and got one from Maggie as well. “By the way,”
Gamini added as they turned to go, “dont worry about the check. It all
goes on my father’s tab. Come on, sweets.” And as he and Maggie threaded
their way between tables to the door, Ranjit understood what the plural
pronoun had implied.

And there Ranjit was, just him and the girl named Pru.

He lacked experience to tell him what was expected of him under these
circumstances. He had, however, seen enough American films to get a clue.
“Would you like another drink?” he said politely.

She shook her head, grinning. She nodded at the nearly full glass in
front of her. “I’ve barely wounded the last one. Anyway, | think another
drink would be pretty superfluous, don’t you?”

He did, but he was running out of ideas for the next step. In the films,
at this point the man might ask the woman if she would care to dance. That
wasn’t an option here; no dancing was going on in this hotel bar, and any-
way Ranjit didn’t know how.

Pru saved him. “Its been a very nice evening, Ranjit Subramanian,”
she told him, “but | want to get up and do some sightseeing tomorrow. Do
you think the waiter can get me a taxi?”

Ranjit was surprised. “You aren in this hotel?”



The Last Theorem 77

“Booked the accommodation before we left London, and we took what
they gave us. Its only about a five-minute ride away.”

At that point Ranjit knew what to do, and did. Pru was glad to be given
a ride in the temples van—even if Ranjit was a little drunk behind the
wheel—and she was interested to hear about Ranjit’s father’ position in
the temple, along with a sketchy outline of the long and colorful history of
Tiru Koneswaram. Enough so that she invited him in to sober up with a
cup of coffee when they got to her hotel.

The travel agency in London had given the girls a young peoples
hotel, with a lot of young people making the lobby a bit too noisy for a
conversation, so Pru invited Ranjit up to her room. They talked, sitting
companionably close, and propinquity worked its magic. Within an hour
Ranjit had lost his virginity, or at least his cross-gender virginity. He en-
joyed it very much. So did Pru, enough so that they did it twice more be-
fore they finally got to sleep.

The sun was high and hot when the sound of a key in the lock woke them.
It was Maggie, and she did not seem surprised to find both Ranjit and Pru
in one ofthe room’ twin beds. Gamini? Oh, he was long gone, had jumped
out ofthe bed and into his clothes when reception called to say that his fa-
ther was waiting for him in the lobby. “And anyway,” Maggie said, giving
Pru an inquiring look, “we’re supposed to be taken to lunch by your life-
drawing instructor’ cousin at the embassy, and its a quarter after ten.”

Ranjit, who was getting into his clothes as fast as he could, took that
for an exit cue. What he wasn't sure of was how to take leave of Pru, and
this time she was not helpful. She did give him a hearty good-bye kiss. But
when he tentatively suggested that if they wanted sightseeing he was avail-
able, she couldn’t see a way of fitting him into their other obligations that
day, or any other day, for that matter.

Ranjit got the message. He kissed her again, with the intensity
dimmed down much lower this time, waved a farewell to Maggie, and left.

Back in the van, he considered. He had the van and his own freedom
for at least a week. But there was nothing to keep him in Colombo, and
nothing to attract him to any other part of Sri Lanka. So he shrugged and
started the engine and began the long drive back to Trinco.

An hour later he was outside of the Colombo city limits, and wonder-
ing what his father would say when he returned the van so early. Most of
his wondering, though, was devoted to the subject of Ms. Pru Never-Did-
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Know-Her-Last-Name. Why had she behaved in the way—no, in the sev-
eral contradictorily different ways—that she had in their short but, at least
for Ranijit, highly significant relationship? He was nearly thirty kilometers
down the road before he came to a satisfactory answer.

Well, “satisfactory” wasn’t the best word to use. He was fairly sure he
had the explanation, but he didn’t like it at all. His conclusion was that
Pru’s actions were a function of his skin color. Having sex with a short and
dark-skinned Asian man—what was the name people in Pru’ social class
used for that sort of person? Oh, yes. “Wog.” For wily Oriental gentleman.
Having sex with such a man might be an enjoyable experiment when no
one knew about it except another young woman engaged in doing the same
thing. But it was not acceptable where one might be seen by people who
might speak of it to people in London, or to people in Shaker Heights,
whatever Shaker Heights might happen to be.

So for the next hour or so Ranjits thoughts were glum. They didn’t
stay that way, though. Whatever thoughts might have been in Pru’s mind,
the things her body had been doing while she was thinking them were
quite pleasing for him to remember. It had been, Ranjit admitted to him-
self, one ofthe most intensely pleasurable experiences ofhis life. All right,
it appeared that it was to be a one-time-only event with that particular part-
ner, but there were other women in the world, were there not? Including
some who were not concerned about the color of his skin?

Including, for instance, Myra de Soyza?

That was an interesting new thought for Ranjit. Experimentally he set
his imagination a new task, which was to replay his memories of the night
in bed with Pru Something, but replace Pru in the role of Female Partner
with Myra herself.

Ranjit had not previously been thinking of Myra in that way, exactly,
but he discovered that it wasn’t hard to do. It was pretty enjoyable, too,
until, unfortunately, the thought of the Canadian hotel man, Brian Harri-
gan, began to come up in his mind. That part wasn’t pleasant at all.

Reluctantly Ranjit gave up that experiment and, doing his best not to
think of anything at all, simply drove on.

The sun was nearly setting by the time he at last got to Trincomalee. Ran-
jit thought about going back to his lonely room, but what he wanted was
someone to talk to about—well, not about Pru Last-Nameless, of course,
but anyway just to talk. He took a chance on driving to the Kanakaratnam
house, and won.
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They were all inside. Though the door was closed, he could hear Dot
Kanakaratnam’ voice, but no one elses. When Tiffany answered his
knock and let him in, he saw that her mother was sitting at the table and
talking into a cell phone. (Ranjit hadn’t known she owned one.) When she
saw him in the doorway, she said a few quick words into the phone and
folded it shut. There was something in the look on her face that troubled
Ranjit—anger? Sadness? He couldn’t tell. What she said was “Youre
early, Ranjit. We thought you'd be spending more time with your friend.”

“So did I,” he said, a tad ruefully, “but it didn’t work out. | had a good
time, though.” He had not been intending to tell them exactly how good,
more about what an interesting place Colombo was, but the expressions
on the faces of the children stopped him. “Is something wrong?” he
asked.

Dot answered for the whole family. “Its George. My husband. He’ es-
caped.”

That was news that trumped anything Ranjit might have said. He
pressed for details. George Kanakaratnam, for some inscrutable police
reason, had been in the process ofbeing transferred from one prison to an-
other. There had been a car crash. The guard and the driver had been killed.
Kanakaratnam had not, and he had simply walked away.

“The Trinco police were here all day,” Harold volunteered when his
mother paused to breathe. “They said Da might have got away on a boat.
There was a bridge that went over a pretty big river right down the road.”

“But there wasn't any blood there,” Rosie said triumphantly, puzzling
Ranjit. It seemed to him that with two dead, there had to be some spilled
blood somewhere around the scene.

Tiffany clarified the matter. “She means there wasn any blood inside
the bus, except for right around the front seats. So our father probably
didn’t get hurt.”

Dot met Ranjit’s look with a hostile look of her own. “YouTe thinking
of George as a jailbird, but to them he’ their father. Naturally they love
him,” she informed Ranjit. Then, in a friendly tone, “Can | give you a cup
oftea? And wed like to hear all about your trip.”

Obeying her gesture, Ranjit sat at the table. He didn’t get a chance to
tell them his story, though, because Tiffany was waving her hand. When
the girl spoke, it wasnt to Ranjit but to her mother. “Is this when we
should tell him about the letter?” she asked.

Dot gave Ranjit a stricken look. “Oh, 1’'m sorry. There was so much
going on here that I just forgot.” She scrabbled in the litter of papers on the
table for a moment, then pulled out an envelope and handed it to Ranjit.
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“One of the monks brought it. Its been sitting in the temple mail room for
a week because nobody told them where you were staying.”

“And then this morning, when they figured it out, they tried to deliver
it to your room, but you weren't there,” Tiffany put in. “And our mother
told them they could leave it here and we see that you got it.”

Dot looked embarrassed. “I did, yes. The police were here, and I just
wanted everybody to go away. . ..”

She stopped when she realized Ranjit was no longer listening to her.
The envelope had the return address of the beach hotel nearest the con-
struction site. So did the sheet of notepaper inside, and what it said was:

Dear Ranjit,
I’ll be here for a few days. Is there any chance we could get to-
gether for a cup of tea or something of the sort?

It was signed Myra de Soyza.

Ranjit didnt wait for the tea with the Kanakaratnams. “I’ll see you
later,” he said, already on his way out the door.

Driving to the hotel didn’t take longer than twenty minutes. The young
woman at the desk was as helpful as she could be, but when it came down
to it, all she could tell him was, “Oh, but they checked out yesterday, Ms.
de Soyza and Mr. Harrigan. | think they may have gone back to Colombo.”

Back in the van Ranjit allowed himself to admit how much he regret-
ted having missed her—and how much he disliked the fact that she and the
Canadian were traveling together. His mood depressed, he drove slowly
back. At the turn that would have taken him to the Kanakaratnam house he
paused, then turned the other way. It was interesting, in a way, that Dot%
husbhand had managed to escape from a federal prison. Ranjit had looked
forward to telling the children about his trip, too. Well, about parts of it.

But not right now. Right now he didnt want to talk to anybody about
anything.

The next day he went back to his job. The foreman’ brother-in-law was not
at all happy to see him, but when Ranijit picked up the Kanakaratnam chil-
dren, they were happy enough that it made up for it. When it became story
time, they loved hearing about how the kings of Kandy had fought offthe
European invaders for so many years (as Ranjit had read off his computer
first thing that morning) and did not seem to want to talk about their es-
capee father.
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Neither did their mother, not for several days, at least, and then when
he stopped off for-the kids one morning, he didn’t get them.

Dot Kanakaratnam was seated at the table, putting clothes and house-
hold goods into sacks, and all four of the children were packing little bun-
dles oftheir own. When she saw the question in Ranjit’ eyes, she gave him
a great smile. “I have wonderful news, Ranjit! Some old friends have
found me ajob! It right here in Trinco, too, although down by the port.
I’m not sure what the work is, exactly, but they say it will pay well and an
apartment of our own comes with it!”

She gave Ranjit an expectant look. “That’s—wonderful,” he said,
doing his best to supply what she wanted. He found himself wondering
how she couldn’t know what job she was taking, but he realized she was
desperate, so he didn’t pursue it. “When would you start?”

“Almost immediately. There is one thing, though, Ranjit. You still have
your father’s van, dont you? And taxis are so expensive. Could you give us
a lift to the port?”
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He did have the van, because his father had told him to keep it for commut-
ing to work, so he could drive them. At least he could as soon as he had no-
tified the foreman that his brother-in-law could have his payday a little
longer. By the time he got back to Dots house, everything was ready.
Twenty minutes later he had the children, squealing with excitement in the
back of the van, while Dot sat beside him, studying the harbor as they ap-
proached.

The port was not a sight Ranjit had seen much of since Sri Lanka had
attained peace. True, there were reminders of the unruly outside world. On
the far side of the harbor he could make out the shark shapes of a couple
of nuclear submarines, probably Indian, and so much else! There were
fishing vessels, of course, and not of the four- or five-man kind that were
pulled up on every beach around the island. These were the deepwater craft
that would sail a hundred kilometers or more from land for the commer-
cially valuable schools. There were freighters of all kinds and sizes, being
relieved of their containers or bulk cargoes or having new ones loaded.
And Ranjit saw with astonishment that there were several ships of a differ-
ent kind entirely—painted brilliant white, festooned with lifeboats hang-
ing in their davits, lined with rows of portholes. Why, the cruise ships were
back! Ranjit couldn’t help pulling over to let the children get a look. He ex-
pected childish whoops of excitement and was puzzled when what he got
instead was the children’ endless whispering in each other ears.

Dot, however, was having no delays. “Settle down,” she ordered the
children. Then to Ranjit, “14d like to get there as soon as | can. Do you see
the souvenir shop next to where those white ships are docked? I think thats
the place.”

It was a fairly shabby little kiosk, not particularly busy, either. A few
elderly tourists in bright-colored shorts and imitation Hawaiian shirts were
desultorily studying its picture postcards and plastic elephant figurines.
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But it was where Dot Kanakaratnam insisted on going, children and all.
She reassured him. “Yes, this is the place. Our friends will come for us,
and now, Ranjit, you must go. And,” she added, suddenly flinging her arms
around him, “the children will miss you, and so will I!” One after another
the children gave him their own hugs. And, as Ranjit drove away, he could
see that they were all crying.

Of course Ranjit didn’t cry. He was a grown man. Anyway, people
were looking at him.

Ranjit was in no hurry to get back to his job on the beach, no longer with
any small children there to amuse him. Four or five little restaurants and
snack shops were nearby, ready for the custom of the cruise ship passen-
gers. He parked near the least unattractive of them for a cup of tea and sat
for a time musing over how rapidly little children could win over a heart.

It was odd, he thought, that Dot should know details such as, for in-
stance, that she was going to get an apartment with the job but not seem to
know what the job itself was going to be. It almost made Ranjit wonder if
Dot was being less than truthful with him.

But that was a thought easy to dismiss. What reason could the woman
have to keep secrets from him? When he left the shop he cast a quick
glance at where he had left them.

They were gone.

Ranjit wished them a silent good-bye and good luck, and drove unhur-
riedly along the bay front. He passed a sweet-smelling little freighter being
loaded with cinnamon for export, next to a container ship from Singapore
now unloading (it was safe to assume) cars, computers, and domestic appli-
ances from the factories of China. Next was the cluster of cruise ships, a
good deal more bedraggled at close range than they had at first seemed. A
few passengers who apparently had had no interest in the ground tours to
Swami Rock or his father’s temple lounged around the railings of the upper
decks. One was a little girl who was wavingjoyously in his direction. . . .

No! It wasntjust any little girl. It was tiny Betsy Kanakaratnam! And
running rapidly toward her, apparently with the intention to scold her, was
her big sister, Tiffany, and a few meters away was the one boy in the fam-
ily, holding the hand of a squat, dark man.

Could that be Kirthis Kanakaratnam? It could hardly be anyone else.
Tiffany was already calling to the man, dragging her baby sister toward
him.
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The man nodded consideringly. Then he turned toward Ranjit, who
was leaning out ofthe van window below. Grinning broadly, the man ges-
tured to him.

What he was trying to say was not hard to understand: He was waving
Ranjit to come aboard the ship, pointing to a parking space not far away,
pointing to himself and then to the gangway that linked the ship to the
dock. Ranjit didn’t hesitate. He turned toward the indicated parking space,
shut off the engine, slammed the van door, and trotted up the gangway.

As he climbed, he saw that this ship was clearly not one of the fifty-
thousand-ton behemoths that cruised the Caribbean and the Greek islands.
It was a lot smaller, a lot dirtier, and had a lot more places in its paintjob
where chipping indicated the need for a new coat. At the head of the gang-
way a large black-bearded man in a white ships uniform stood before a
badge reader and a little gate. Next to him, however, stood the presumed
George Kanakaratnam, who said something in the man’ ear and then
spoke welcomingly to Ranjit. “Come aboard, come aboard! It%s grand to
meet you, Mr. Subramanian. The kids have had so much to say about you!
Now—this way, please—we’ll go down and have a word with Dot, and you
can see what a nice stateroom the children have, all their own! And I’'m
getting good pay, and it looks like they’ll find ajob for Dot, too. Itsjust the
luckiest break we ever had!”

“Well,” Ranjit said, “I guess you were pretty lucky—"

Kanakaratnam wasn't slowing down for interruptions, especially am-
biguous ones that could refer to ajailbreak. “You bet,” he said. “Good pay,
too! Now we just go down these steps—"

They did, and walked through another passage, and down more steps,
with Kirthis (or George) Kanakaratnam never stopping his recital of how
lucky his family was and how fond his children were of Ranjit Subraman-
ian. They passed through seven or eight doors, all of the kind that would
spring irrevocably closed in an emergency, and most marked no admit-
tance. Until at last they came to a door of a quite different kind, a kind that
Kanakaratnam stopped before and knocked on. It was opened by a large
bearded man. “He% Somalian,” Kanakaratnam told Ranjit. “They all look
like that, pretty much.”

And he gave the bearded man a nod, and the man nodded back. Then,
in a quite different tone, Kanakaratnam said, “Now sit down. You’re going
to have to stay here for a day or two. You don’t want to make any loud
noises or try to leave, because if you do, he’ll kill you.”

He gestured at the Somalian. Evidently the man understood enough of
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what was going on, because he patted a wide-bladed kind of knife that he
carried thrust into his belt.

“Have you got all that?” Kanakaratnam asked. “No noise, dont try to
leave, you stay here until somebody tells you it’s all right to leave. So dont
make trouble and you’ll turn out to have an interesting trip—after we take
over the ship.”
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It was a little longer than Kanakaratnam had suggested before Ranjit was
freed. It took long enough, anyway, for him to be fed several times—quite
well, actually, because the kitchen was after all on a cruise ship. At least
twice Ranjit fell restlessly asleep on the hard cot that stood against the wall.
The Somalian left him alone several times, but not without locking the
door behind him. Ranjit thought it over carefully before taking the risk of
trying it; it was thoroughly locked. Kanakaratnam looked in a couple of
times, apparently just to be sociable. He was quite willing to explain to
Ranjit what was going on. On the second day the pirates—that was the
word Kanakaratnam himself used, “pirates”—stormed the bridge, dis-
armed those of the crew who were not actually already colleagues, and an-
nounced that the ship was changing course for the port of Bosaso in, yes,
Somalia. Before Ranjit was released, the pirates looted everything of value
from the ship’ strong room and everything easily portable from the state-
rooms of the passengers—who, they were informed, would fairly soon be
on their way home, unharmed, provided only that their families or friends
came up with the appropriate ransom money. (“You would be surprised,”
Kanakaratnam told Ranjit, “what some people will pay to get Grandma
back.”) And then there was the ship itself. If they got it safely to the right
port in Somalia, a paintjob and some decent false papers could make it the
most saleable item ofall.

It was all very businesslike. It was, in fact, Kanakaratnam explained,
pretty much like any other commercial enterprise. Since the beginnings of
the twenty-first century, piracy had become a fairly big business on its
own, with established brokerage houses prepared to collect a ransom and
pass it on to those demanding it, in return for which they guaranteed the
safe return of captives. “In fact,” Kanakaratnam told Ranjit with satisfac-
tion, “getting caught with that stolen junk was the luckiest thing that ever
happened to me. My cell mate at Batticaloa was supposed to be in on this,
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but he got picked up for something else. But he told me all about it, and
when | got a chance to get away, 1knew just where to go.”

Even businesslike piracy did, of course, sometimes have its unpleasant
side. One bad side, Ranjit was pretty sure, was what the pirates did with any
crew members who resisted them too vigorously. (Ranjit asked Kanakarat-
nam, but he simply didn’t answer. Which was answer enough for Ranjit.)

When Kanakaratnam told Ranjit that the takeover was complete and
he could come out of his cell, Ranjit found out there had been at least one
unsavory occurrence. It was because of the ship’ captain, who had pos-
sessed an excessive sense of duty. He hadn't wanted to turn over the keys
to the strong room. Of course, that problem had been readily solved. The
pirates had shot the captain on the shufBeboard court and promoted the
much more cooperative first officer, who himself had pulled the keys out
of the deceased man’ pocket and handed them over.

Ranjit had never been on a cruise ship before. Despite the grim circum-
stances, this one still offered all sorts of absurd amenities. There was a
swimming pool on the top deck (though not conveniently usable when
there was any significant wave action, which was almost always). The
kitchen produced quite good meals, even if the actual passengers were
clumped despondently together on one side of the dining room, watched
over by pirates with assault rifles. The casino was closed, but that made lit-
tle difference since all the passengers had already been relieved of the cash
and credit cards they might have gambled with. The bars were closed, too,
and there was no nightly show in the barroom theater. But there were
canned movies on the TV screens in every stateroom, and the weather was
balmy.

Too balmy, according to Kanakaratnam. “14 rather have more clouds,”
he said. “You don’t know how many eyes are up there, watching us. Satel-
lites,” he clarified, when Ranjit looked puzzled. “Of course, they dont pay
much attention to an old rust bucket like this, but you never know. Oh,” he
added, reminding himself of an obligation, “and Tiffany’ looking for you.
Wants to know if you’ll help her with the kids up on the sundeck.”

“Why not?” Ranjit said agreeably, in fact rather looking forward to
seeing his four playmates again. He was miserable, yes, but doing every-
thing he could to hide it. When he came out of the stairwell into the bright
tropical daylight of the sundeck, he couldn’t help casting a quick look at
the sky.

Of course he couldn’t see any of those eyes in the sky. He hadn’t ex-
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pected to but could not help wondering just who it might be whose eyes
were staring down at them at that moment. . . .

And, of course, he had no idea of what totally nonhuman eyes some of
them were.

There turned out to be about twenty children among the ship’s passengers,
ranging from six or seven up to about fourteen. Most of them spoke rea-
sonable approximations of English, and what Tiffany wanted Ranjit to
do—of course—was tell them stories so that they would forget having seen
the murdered captain’ body exposed all day near the shuffleboard courts.

That turned out to be a tall order. Two of the ten-year-olds never
stopped crying, and several of the others could not seem to take their eyes
off the rifle-carrying pirate who patrolled the deck. It may have been that
Ranjit made it even harder on himself, because rather than doing the sim-
ple and never-failing Russian multiplication thing again, he decided to
show the children how to count on their fingers, binary style.

It was not a success. Clearly none of the passenger children had ever
heard of binary numbers before. When Ranjit informed them that if you
wanted to say you had one of something in binary, you could just write the
old familiar one, but if you had two, you had to write it as one-zero, and
three as one-one, the incomprehension was palpable.

He pressed on gamely. “Now we come to the counting-on-your-fingers
part,” he told them, holding up his two hands. “What you have to do now
is assume that every one of your fingers represents a numeral—and, yes,
Tiffany, | know what you’re going to ask. Yes, we do count the thumb as a
finger.” (Tiffany hadn’t said anything, but cheerfully nodded.) “Each nu-
meral has to be a one or a zero because that’ all you have to work with in
binary arithmetic. When the fingers are retracted”—he made two fists—
“each finger is a zero. So now look here.” He laid his two fists on the table-
top before him. “In binary these ten retracted fingers represent the number
Zero zero zero zero zero zero zero zero zero zero. Which is just another
way of saying that zero is the number all ten ofthe zeros represent, because
no matter how many zeros you write down, it$ still just zero. But now look
at this.”

He stuck out all the fingers on both hands. “Now they'e all ones, and
the binary number I’'m displaying is one one one one one one one one one
one. And that means, if you want to express it in the decimal equivalent,
that you’re writing a one for the last numeral one in the line, plus a two for
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the numeral one next to it. Plus a four for the one next to that—doubling
each time, you see, all the way up to five hundred and twelve for the last
numeral one at the end of the left hand. And so you have written—"

He did the arithmetic with a crayon on a scrap of paper:

o AN e

16
32
64
128
256
+512

“And if you add them all up together you get—"

1,023

“And so you’ve counted on your fingers all the way up to one thousand
and twenty-three!”

Ranjit paused to look around at his audience. What he got back was
not what he had hoped for. The number of weepers had risen to four or five,
and the expressions on the other faces ranged from simple confusion to re-
sentful bafflement.

Then, tardily, questions did begin.

“Do you mean—"

“Wait a minute, Ranjit, are you trying to say—"

And finally, rewardingly, “Oh, lets see if | got it right. Let’s say we’re
counting fish. So what that numeral one at the right-hand edge means is
that there’ one pile of fish that has only one fish in it, and the numeral one
next to it means there’ another pile that has two fish, and piles with four
fish and eight fish, all the way up to the pile—that’s the numeral one at the
other end—that has five hundred and twelve fish in it. And you add all the
piles together, and altogether you’ve got one thousand and twenty-three
fish. Is that it?”

“It is,” Ranjit said, gratified in spite of himself. Gratified despite the
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fact that the only children who had responded at all were Dot and Kirthis
Kanakaratnam’ kids, and the one who had really understood was, of
course, Tiffany.

Kanakaratnam himself didn’t seem to worry about Ranjit’s poor recep-
tion. When he joined Ranjit for lunch—two kinds of soup, three different
salads, and at least halfa dozen entrees on the menu—he said approvingly,
“You did yourself some good today.” He did not say in what way, though
Ranjit—who had also caught a glimpse of the late captain’ splayed and
riddled corpse—had a pretty good idea of what it was.

When Kanakaratnam returned, an hour later, he made it explicit. “You
need to keep on showing my friends that you’re cooperating with us,” he
told Ranjit. “There’ been questions. So look, here’ the thing. We need to
get biographical information about every passenger—to know how high to
set the ransom—and most of our guys don’t speak any language the pas-
sengers can understand. So you can help us out that way, right?”

There was a question in the tone of Kanakaratnam’ voice, but in the
realities of the situation Ranjit faced, there was none. It was clear to him
that his best hope of survival was to be useful to the pirates, so he spent a
few hours of each of the next two days questioning elderly couples—
sometimes terrified, more often belligerent—about their bank accounts,
pensions, real-estate holdings, and possibly wealthy relatives.

That only lasted for a couple of days, though, just until the trouble
struck.

It was still dark when a change in the ship’ noise level woke Ranjit. The
comforting sound of the ship% engines was no longer the languid kerplum,
kerplum but had become a fast and frantic beggabegga! beggabegga! Even
louder was the yelling back and forth that came from the passage outside
his room. When he peered out, he saw members of the original crew trot-
ting as fast as they could toward the exits. Each of the men was carrying
two or three suitcases, obviously purloined from the passengers’ state-
rooms—and, Ranjit was quite sure, stuffed full of passengers’ stolen valu-
ables. Most of the yelling came from one of the pirates, urging the crew
members along with a rope’s end. The pirates looked angry and worried.
The captive crew members looked scared to death.

Once again it seemed to Ranjit that it would be a good idea to make
himself useful. He backtracked the bag carriers to one of the ship}’ stair-
wells, where other crewmen were throwing stolen bags down to his level.
As Ranjit was about to pick up a couple of the bags to carry, he heard a
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childish voice calling his name, and when he looked up, Dot Kanakarat-
nam and her brood were coming down the steps toward him. All of them,
even the tiny Betsy, were carrying a share of the loot, and Tiffany was full
of information. An hour or two earlier, one of the pirates had spotted what
looked like ship’ lights far astern. “But nothing showed on the radar,”
Tiffany informed him excitedly, “so you know what that means?”

Ranjit didn’t, but he was capable of a decent guess. “A naval vessel
with stealth antiradar?”

“Exactly! We're being followed by some destroyer or something! That
means we cant make it to Somalia anymore, so we'’re going to have to
beach this ship somewhere—I guess it’ll be India or Pakistan, probably—
and then just disappear into the woods. Up on the bridge they’re working
the radio now, trying to arrange for one of the local gangs to help us.”

“And why would a local gang of crooks want to do that, when they can
just take the loot away from us?” Ranjit asked.

But the children didn’t even try to answer that, and Dot said only,
“Come on. Let’s get some of this stuff down to the departure place.”

Once everything worth stealing had been lugged to the B deck exit, there
was nothing useful for any of the pirates to do. They mostly wound up on
one of the outside decks, worriedly scanning the horizon for some trace of
their radar-blind pursuer, or even more worriedly studying the horizon
ahead for a glimpse of where the ship would be run aground.

There wasn’t actually much to see but water. If there was another craft
or point of land anywhere near them, it did not reveal itself to Ranjit.
Around noon he tired of the sport, went down to find something for lunch,
and then returned to throw himself onto his bed. He was asleep in min-
utes. . ..

And then awakened again when a violent metallic screeching and a
rocking and bouncing motion that almost threw him to the floor told Ran-
jit they had arrived.

Then the ship was at rest, though tilted a half dozen degrees from the
vertical. Ranjit looked around to make sure there was nothing for him to
take—there wasn’t—and then, clutching the safety rails, made his way to
the exit port. Nearly all of the spoils were already off the ship and being
licked by wavelets from the sea behind them. So were most of the peo-
ple—pirates, passengers, and captive crew alike. Some ofthe pirates were,
quite ungently, ordering the crew and the passengers to carry the wet suit-
cases above the high-water mark.
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Ranjit cast one look around, found no human beings on the shore, and
let himself down into the warm calf-deep water.

Humans had been on that shore at one time. They had left unmistak-
able signs of their presence. This was one ofthose deserted Indian Ocean
beaches that once had been used for low-cost (and low-safety) ship
breaking. The whole place stank of oil and rust. All up and down the edge
of the water were fragments of old hulls, or of discarded bits of ship’
furnishings—chairs, beds, tables—too old and damaged to be worth re-
moving. What was nowhere in sight, though Ranjit knew they had once
been there, was any trace of the desperately poor men who had taken the
jobs of cutting up the hulls and separating out the commercially prof-
itable sections of engines and drive shafts ... the men who had died on
that beach, as often as not, from the toxic substances that would have
made the job too expensive on any better-policed stretch of coast. How
much of those trapped poisons and carcinogens might remain in the
sands and waters around him, Ranjit could not guess.

The best way to deal with that problem, Ranjit knew, was to get offthat
beach as quickly as possible.

There didnt seem to be any good way of doing that. If there was to be
help from local gangs, Ranjit could see no signs of it. Well, there might
have been something—a quick glimpse of some shadowy something half-
concealed by the brush, but when he looked again, nothing was there.

Wading just behind Ranjit, Dot Kanakaratnam was doing her best to
keep hold of four little hands at once without letting go of her loot bags.
Finally she gave up and shoved one of the bags at Ranjit. “Here,” she said.
“Its George’ spare clothes. You hang on to them until he shows up; | want
to get these kids out of the water.”

She didn’t wait for his consent. Kids attached, she shuffled through the
hot sands to the high-water mark, where she stood and looked all around
for her husband. Ranjit himself was suddenly the target of one of the pi-
rates, waving his gun approximately at a cluster of the captive crew but
clearly shouting at Ranjit. Who wasn’t sure what the man was ordering but
thought it was not likely to be anything he wanted to do. So he bobbed his
head as though in agreement, while turning and running, as fast as he
could, around the stem of the beached ship. He didn't stop until he was out
of sight of the pirate. . ..

That was when he heard the first distant, mournful hooting.

It was a scary sound, not musical exactly but reminiscent of the back-
ground to a horror film, as the undead begin to clamber out of their coffins.
Nor was he the only one who heard it. Up on the beach a pirate who had
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flung himselfto the sand, panting with the exertion of getting there, sat up
and looked wonderingly around. So did another pirate, and a couple of the
crew, all sitting or standing and trying to see where the sound had come
from.

Then Ranjit saw them, a string of distant aircraft coming toward them
from the sea. Helicopters. At least a dozen of them, and every one fitted
with curious soup plate-like disks, all rotating with every shift in the chop-
pers’course to remain pointed at the people on the beach ... and the sound
grew louder. . ..

And kept on growing louder and louder.

For all the rest of his very long life Ranjit Subramanian never managed to
forget that day on the beach. True, there were even worse days that fol-
lowed it, but those terrifying and degrading moments under the acoustic
barrage from the helicopters were bad enough for anyone. Ranjit had never
before been exposed to the sublethal armorarium of a modern assault
force. He had not known what it would mean for the sound to bypass the
brain. It was the belly that caught the worst of its effects, the bowels loos-
ened, the vomiting profuse, the sick pain remorseless.

Nor was the attack entirely sublethal. At least two of the pirates man-
aged to fight back the miseries of their bodies long enough to fire a few
rounds at the helicopters from their assault rifles. (Unfortunately for Ranijit,
this included Kirthis Kanakaratnam.) That was a mistake. Each ofthe chop-
pers contained two open doorways, one occupied by a machine gunner, the
other by an equally death-dealing man with a grenade launcher, and neither
pirate survived firing his weapon by more than a minute.

And as to those other watchers from the skies . . .

They found this incident puzzling, even the ones called the Nine-
Limbeds.

Oh, the Nine-Limbeds had seen human firefights before. The Nine-
Limbeds were the only client race the Grand Galactics encouraged to be lin-
guists, and their main mission was to tell their masters what these humans
said to one another—but you couldn’t spy on humans for very long without
encountering violence. The Nine-Limbeds had thought they knew what was
coming this time. When they had identified a surface craft abristle with
chemical explosive weapons lurking in slow-motion pursuit of another that
was apparently unarmed, they had supposed the outcome would be another
human bloodbath. They had even wondered if it was worth their while to
stick around to observe just one more example of human mass murder.
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It was a surprise to them that so few of the humans on the beach were
put to death as a result of having their integuments penetrated by the pro-
jectile weapons from the aircraft.

They recognized the nature of the choppers’ primary weapons—the
compression air device, the ring vortex cannon, and all the others—
because they had seen their like before. After all, there were few weapons
employed by the human race that had not been employed, over and over, by
other races at other places and times in the galaxy. And the Nine-Limbeds
well understood, from the histories of other species who had employed
similar weapons in the long galactic past, what unpleasant and debilitating
effects such weaponry might have on an undefendable animal body.

The puzzle for the Nine-Limbeds was this: Why would these primi-
tives employ such weapons in preference to their usual armorarium of ex-
plosively propelled penetrants, which produced even more destructive
effects on organic bodies?

When the encounter on the surface was over, the decision makers
among the Nine-Limbed crew debated for many minutes before deciding
whether to report what they had seen.

In the long run they did. They reported it exactly and in detail, letting
the Grand Galactics make of it what they would, although the Nine-
Limbeds did attempt to give themselves a little wiggle room by the title
they gave the report: “An Example of an Anomalous Encounter.”



JUDGMENT

Ranjit didnt see much of the actual bloodshed, being totally absorbed by
his own humiliatingly nasty problems. Apart from the fact that he felt as
though a herd of mad swine had been stampeding through his digestive
system, the subsonics had, as they were programmed to do, caused him vo-
luminously to foul himself. He had not done anything like that since early
childhood, and he had forgotten how repulsive a process it was.

He managed to strip off the soiled garments and stagger back into the
warm wavelets, using the least filthy of his own clothing to scrub himself
nearly clean. After that he had a plan. He looted the bag of George
Kanakaratnam’ clothing that Dot had given him. There were no shoes in
the bag, and Ranjit chose not to put on another man’s underwear, but all the
rest was there: slacks, and pullover shirts, and thick woolly socks that Ran-
jit hoped might protect his feet from the sharp-edged pebbles of the beach.
Then he stepped out of concealment to take stock of the situation.

It looked bad and smelled worse. The choppers had landed and posi-
tioned themselves in orderly ranks, and now they disgorged at least a hun-
dred armed troops—probably either Indian or Pakistani, Ranjit guessed,
though he was not familiar enough with either to guess which. Whoever
they were, they had efficiently separated the former cruise ship population
into four clusters. Two were made up ofthe former passengers, one group
for men, one for women, and what the clusters amounted to were enclo-
sures made up of hastily strung-up sheets along the waters edge. Halfa
dozen soldiers were handing out towels and blankets to the passengers
who had cleaned themselves as much as they intended to. Ranjit noted that
the soldiers helping the female passengers were female themselves; in the
uniforms, wielding their weapons, they had all looked interchangeably
sexless.

A couple of dozen meters down the shore twenty or thirty men and
women, unguarded, were doing their best to clean themselves as well.
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They didn’t have anyone to hand them towels, but a stack of the things was
available for the taking on the beach. Ranjit could identify them as rescued
crew by the few he recognized ... but he actually would have known who
they were anyway, by the rapturous looks of relief these saved-at-the-last-
minute souls wore on their faces.

There was one other cluster. These had not been allowed to clean
themselves or change their clothes. They lay flat on their faces, fingers
locked atop their heads, and they were guarded by three or four of the sol-
diers, weapons at the ready.

There was no doubt which group they represented. Ranjit scanned the
prostrate forms, but if any of the Kanakaratnams were there, he could not
recognize them from their backs. None looked small enough to be any of
the younger children, either.

One of the soldiers guarding them was taking an interest in Ranjit,
shouting something Ranjit could not make out and waving his rifle mean-
ingfully.

It seemed to Ranjit that walking around on his own made the soldiers
suspicious. “Right,” he called to the soldier, hoping he knew what he was
agreeing to, and looked around at his options.

Which group Ranjit actually belonged to was hard to say. Still, there
was no doubt that the former passengers were getting the best treatment, so
he flipped a soft salute to the soldier and then strolled over to those wait-
ing for fresh clothing at the men’ side and attached himself to the line,
nodding pleasantly to the oldster just ahead of him.

Who didn’t nod back. Instead he scowled at Ranjit for a moment and
then opened his mouth and let out a yell for the soldiers. When a couple of
them came running, the man was shouting, “This one no passenger! He’s
one ofthem! He’s the one who was trying to get me to tell how much my
kids would pay to ransom me!”

Which is why, a moment later, Ranjit wound up lying facedown, his
hands on his head, between a pair of the largest and—because they had
been given no chance to clean themselves up—smelliest of the pirates.

He kept on lying there, for hours.

Those hours were not totally without anything happening, because in
the first of them Ranjit learned two important lessons. The first was that he
shouldn't try to lift his head enough to try to look for the Kanakaratnams,
because when he did, he was hit with a stick just above his left ear, while
whoever was wielding the stick yelled, “Lie still!” The pain of the strike
was like a lightning bolt. The second was that he shouldn try whispering
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to his neighbors for information. That got him a serious kick right about
where his lowest right-hand rib was. The pain from the kick was indescrib-
able. And the kicker was a soldier, all right, because he was definitely
wearing steel-braced army shoes.

After about two hours—when the tropical sun had mounted high in the sky
and Ranjit was beginning to feel as though he were being baked alive—
something did happen. A new fleet of helicopters arrived, bigger and a
good deal more comfortable-looking than the first, and immediately
boarded all the passengers—and all those passengers’ reclaimed posses-
sions—to take them to what no doubt would be a nicer place than this. An
hour or so more and there was a sound of heavy-duty engines from the
brush, and a couple of flatbed trucks pushed their way onto the sand to take
the rescued crew away. And later still—much later, when the sun had done
its best to parboil the helpless pirates, Ranjit included—it was their turn. It
was helicopters again this time, big ones that didn’t look comfortable at
all. The man in charge was identifiable by the amount of metallic embroi-
dery on his uniform and cap and by the facts that he arrived in his own he-
licopter and that before he got out of it, other soldiers had immediately
prepared a chair and a table—well, an upended box, to be more accurate—
for him to sit at as he dispensed judgment.

Each of the pirates, one by one, was commanded to stand up and an-
swer the officer’s questions. Ranjit couldn’t hear the questions or answers,
but the verdicts were delivered clearly enough to be heard by all.
“Rawalpindi, central jail,” the officer said to the first prisoner, and again,
“Rawalpindi, central jail,” to the second and the third.

Ranjit was next to be summoned before the dispenser of justice. He
took advantage of the few moments he had between getting to his feet and
facing the officer to hastily look over the remaining pirates for a sign ofthe
children, but if they were there, Ranjit could not identify them.

Then he was standing before the officer and did not dare look farther.
His questioning was brief. The officer listened while another soldier spoke in
his ear, then addressed Ranjit. “What is your name?” he asked—gratefiilly,
in English.

“l am Ranjit Subramanian, son of Ganesh Subramanian, who is the
high priest of the Tiru temple in Trincomalee in Sri Lanka. | was not one
of the pirates—"

The officer stopped him. “Wait,” he said, and said something inaudible
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to his aide, who equally inaudibly replied. The officer mulled over that in-
formation in silence for a moment. Then he leaned forward, his head close
to Ranjit, and inhaled deeply.

Then he nodded; Ranjit had passed the smell test and could therefore
be tolerated as a traveling companion. “Interrogation,” he said. “Put him in
my aircraft. Next!”



A CONVENIENT PLACE
FOR QUESTIONING

Beginning to end, Ranjit was in the hands ofthe interrogators for just over
two years, but it was only in the first six months that much actual interro-
gation went on. His stay, however, was not at any point comfortable.

Ranjit’s first inkling that this would be the case was when he was
blindfolded, gagged, and handcuffed to a seat in the judging officer’ helo
before it took off. Where he was then flown to he could not say, although it
took less than an hour to get there. Then, still blindfolded, he was helped
down the steps to some sort of paved surface and then was walked twenty
or thirty meters to some other steps, these going up into some other air-
craft. There he was cuffed once more to his seat, and then the new plane
took off.

This one wasn't a helicopter. Ranjit could feel the bumps in the runway
as the aircraft gained speed, and then the sudden transition to bumpless free
flight. It wasnt a short flight, either, and it certainly wasn’t a sociable one.
Ranjit could hear the aircrew talking to one another, though in what lan-
guage he could not say, but when he tried calling out to let them know he
needed to go to the bathroom, the answer he got was not in words. It was a
sudden, hard blow to the side of his face, unexpected and unbraced-for.

Nevertheless they did, ultimately, let him use the plane’s little toilet,
though still blindfolded and with the door kept open. They fed him, too—
that is, they opened his seat’s tray and put something on it and ordered,
“Eat!” By feel he determined that it was some kind of sandwich, possibly
cheese ofan unfamiliar variety, but by then it had been nearly twenty hours
since Ranjit had had anything to eat and he devoured it, dry. He did take a
chance to ask for water, and got a repeat of the blow to the side ofthe head.

How long they flew, Ranjit could not say because he drifted off to an
uneasy sleep, waking only when the jittery bouncing of the aircraft told
him they were landing, and on a much worse runway than before. He
didn’t get the blindfold removed. He did get helped out of the plane and
into some kind of vehicle, in which he was driven for more than an hour.
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He wound up being led, still blindfolded, into some sort of building,
down a hall, and into a room where his captors sat him down. Then one of
them spoke to him in a gruff, accented English: “Hold out hands in front
of you. No, with palms up!” And when he did, he was struck on the palms
with something brutally heavy.

The pain was sharp. Ranjit couldn' help crying out. Then the voice
again: “Now you tell truth. What is name?”

That was the first question Ranjit was asked under duress, and the one
asked most often of all. His questioners did not choose to believe the sim-
ple fact that he was Ranjit Subramanian, who chanced to be wearing some
garments belonging to somebody else, whose name, as shown by the la-
bels stitched to the garments, was Kirthis Kanakaratham. Each time he
gave the truthful answer, they exacted the penalty for lying.

This was different for each of the questioners. When it was the stubby,
sweaty man named Bruno asking the questions, his favorite weapon for
gaining truth was a length of electrical cable, four or five centimeters thick
and capable of inflicting extreme pain wherever it was employed. Alterna-
tively Bruno would give Ranjit a violent open-handed slap on his bare
belly; this was not only painful, it made Ranjit wonder every time it was
applied if it might not be rupturing his appendix or spleen. But there was
something comforting about Bruno’ technique. No fingernails were ex-
tracted, no bones broken, no eyes gouged out; it seemed, hopefully, to Ran-
jit that they were not doing anything that would leave a permanent mark,
and what that suggested to Ranjit was that they might ultimately be plan-
ning to let him go.

That hope, however, didn't last. It vanished when, one day, Bruno ex-
asperatedly threw his electrical cable across the room, grabbed up a short
wooden club from the table of useful implements, and repeatedly smashed
Ranjit across the face with it. That cost Ranjit a black eye and a knocked-
out front tooth, as well as most of his tenuously held hope for ultimate re-
lease.

The other main torturer was an elderly man who never gave a name but
had one eye always half-closed. (Ranjit thought of him as “Squinty”) He
seldom left a mark on Ranjit, and he was curiously reassuring in his con-
versation. On the very first day Ranjit met him, Ranjit held by two power-
ful assistants flat on his back, Squinty held up a square of cloth. “What we
will do to you now,” he warned politely, “will make you think you are
going to die. Youwon't. |1 won't let that happen. Only you must answer my
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questions truthfully.” And then he spread the cloth over Ranjit’s face and
poured cold water over it from a metal pitcher.

Ranjit had never experienced anything quite like it. The effect wasn’t
so much pain as brutalizing, incapacitating terror. Ranjit had not failed to
hear and understand that Squinty had promised he wouldn’t die of this ex-
perience, but his body had understandings of its own. It knew that it was
being terminally, lethally drowned, and it wanted the process stopped at
once. “Help!” Ranjit cried, or tried to cry. “Stop! Let me up!” And all that
came out was a bubbly, choky splatter of watery parts of sound, none of
them like any English words—

The trickle of poured water stopped, the cloth was pulled off his face,
and Ranjit was lifted to sitting position. “Now, what is your name?”
Squinty asked politely.

Ranjit tried to stop coughing long enough to get the words out. “I’'m
Ranjit Sub—" he began, but he didn’t even finish saying his name before
his shoulders were slammed back onto the floor, the cloth was over his face
again, and the terrible pouring of water began once more.

Ranjit managed to hold out four times more before the heart was gone
out of him, further resistance was impossible, and he gasped and managed
to say, “I’m whoever you want me to be. Just stop!”

“Good,” said Squinty encouragingly. “We are making progress, Kirthis
Kanakaratnam. So now tell me, what country were you working for?”

There were, of course, many other ways of making a subject become co-
operative, but, of course, none of them produced any truthful confessions
from Ranjit since he had no crimes to confess.

This exasperated his interrogators. The one he called Squinty com-
plained. “You are making us look bad, Ranjit, or Kirthis, or whoever you
are. Listen to me. It will go easier for you if you just stop denying you are
Kirthis Kanakaratnam.”

Ranjit tried taking the advice. Then it did go easier, a little.



14

RENDITION TO THE
HIGHEST BIDDER

Although Ranjit hadn’t known any part of it, quite a few things had been
going on outside the walls of his place of detention. Cathedrals had been
blown up, railroad trains derailed, office buildings poisoned with radio-
active dust in their ventilation systems. And assassinations? Oh, yes, there
had been plenty of assassinations, by throat-cutting or defenestration from
an upper floor; by handgun, shotgun, and assault rifle; quite often by poi-
soning, administered in sometimes quite ingenious ways. Not to mention,
in one case, assassination by dropping a piano on the victim’ head, and in
another, by standing on the victim’ chest to hold him to the bottom of his
bathtub as its taps filled it with lukewarm water. And, of course, there were
the wars. Perhaps the most violent of the new ones revived an old plague
spot as a Sunni incursion into Kurdish territory threatened to set off an-
other round of the turmoil that characterized post-occupation Iraqg.

However, not everything that had transpired had been bad. Under the
close supervision of four of the five Scandinavian nations—Iceland, with
its own domestic unrest, stayed outside the group—several of the most bit-
terly fought wars were in, however brief, remission. Even Myanmar, the
country that was more commonly called Burma (except by its own intran-
sigent governing clique), had without warning released all of its political
prisoners and invited foreign diplomats to monitor its next set of elections.
Finally—a development that would have greatly pleased Ranjit, if he could
have known of it—after endless stalling, the World Bank had come through
with a decent billion-dollar start-up grant for an actual Artsutanov space
elevator. True, a World Bank grant was a long way from the actual wheels
turning, with the cars going up and down the cables, the hardware that you
could hop onto and be drawn to low earth orbit at three hundred kilometers
an hour. But it was a real first step.

Those, of course, were not the only data with a significant bearing on
his own life that Ranjit did not know. For example, he didnt know why he
had been taken to this place and why he had been tortured in it. And then,
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when the torturing had stopped, he didn’t know why that had happened, ei-
ther. Ranjit had never heard of extraordinary rendition or the momentous
decision that had been handed down, decades earlier, by the British Law
Lords.

Of course, Ranjit’s torturers could have helped him out with some infor-
mation if they had chosen to. They didn’t choose to.

After the first day without inflicted pain, he didnt see Bruno, the
belly-slap and electrical-cable guy, again at all. He did see Squinty quite
often, but only after Squinty had extracted a promise from him that he
would stop asking why he had been tortured and whether he would ever be
released, and indeed pretty much any question that Ranjit really wanted
answered. Squinty did supply atiny bit of information. (“Bruno? Oh, he’s
been promoted upstairs. He just doesn’t know what to do with a prisoner
unless he’s hurting him, and it doesn’t look like we’re going to be hurting
you anymore.”)

That was, Ranjit reminded himself, a fact of life not to be scorned. It
was a big improvement over the previous diet of thrashings and water-
boardings. But it was, especially after Squinty quit coming around because
Ranjit couldn’t keep his promise to stop asking forbidden questions, pretty
damn boring. Ranjit wasn't left entirely without human company. There
was a limping old man who brought him his food and carried away his slop
buckets, but that one was no use for conversation. He no doubt spoke some
language or other, but it didn’t seem to be one that Ranjit possessed.

Ranjit didn’t know when he first began to have long one-sided talks
with his friends. With his absent friends, that is, since none of them was
physically present in his cell.

Of course, none of them could hear what he said to them. It would
have been interesting if, for example, Myra de Soyza could have, or Pru
No-Name. Less interesting for Gamini Bandara because, after reporting
on his own emptily monotonous existence, about all Ranjit had to say to
his absent lifelong friend was that he really should have budgeted more
time to be with Ranjit and less for the American woman, who, after all,
would never see him again.

Some of Ranjit’s best absent friends were people he had never known
in the flesh. For instance, there was the no-longer-living Paul Wolfskehl.
Wolfskehl had been a nineteenth-century German business tycoon whose
best-beloved sweetheart had turned down his proposal of marriage. That
meant that, in spite of all his wealth and power, life was no longer worth
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living for Wolfskehl, so he sensibly decided to commit suicide. That didn’t
work out, though. While Wolfskehl was waiting for the exact right moment
to do himself in, he idly picked up a book to read.

The book chanced to concern Fermat’s Last Theorem, written by a
man named Ernst Kummer. As it happened, Wolfskehl had attended a cou-
ple of Kummers lectures on number theory; curiosity made him read the
new essay. ...

And, like many other amateur mathematicians, before and after,
Wolfskehl was immediately hooked. He forgot about killing himself, being
too busy trying to plumb the mysteries of a-squared plus b-squared equals
c-squared, and the paradox that ifthe quantities were cubed, they never did
equal each other.

Then there was the also long deceased Sophie Germain, whose
teenage years had been spent during the frightening time of the French
Revolution. Why this should have persuaded young Sophie to resolve on a
career in mathematics is not immediately obvious. But it did.

Of course, that was not an easy ambition for a female to accomplish.
As Elizabeth | of England had once put it, Sophie was cursed by being split
rather than fringed, and so everything she tried to do was vastly harder for
her than for her fringed colleagues.

Then, when his imaginary conversation partners ran out of steam,
something Myra de Soyza had said began to cudgel Ranjit’s mind.

What had it been? Something about seeing what tools other mathe-
maticians had possessed at the time Fermat had jotted his cursed boast in
the margin of his book?

Well, what tools were they?

He remembered that Sophie Germain was said to have been the first
mathematician of any gender to make any headway at all with the Fermat
proof. So just what headway had she made?

Ranjit, of course, had no way of looking that up. Back at the university,
equipped with a password, all he would have had to do was hit a few keys
on the handiest computer and the damn woman’ entire life production
would have been laid out for him to study.

But he didn’t have the computer. All he had was his memory, and he
was not sure that it was adequate to the task at hand.

He did remember what a “Sophie Germain prime” was—that is, any
prime, p, such that 2p + 1was also a prime. Three was the littlest Sophie
Germain prime: 3 x 2 + 1= 7, and seven was a prime, all right. (Most of
the other Sophie Germain primes were much larger, and thus hardly any
fun at all.) Ranjit was quite pleased with himself for remembering this,
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though no matter how much he thought about it, he could not see any way
in which a Sophie .Germain prime could lead him to a solution of the Fer-
mat problem.

There was one other thing. After profound labor Germain had pro-
duced a theorem of her own:

Ifx, y, and z are integers, and if x5+ y5= z5 then x, y, or z must be di-
visible by five.

Like every other stepping-stone toward a proof that Ranjit had man-
aged to quarry out of the refractory stone of his mind, this one was a dis-
appointment. The equation made no sense. Fermat’s whole theorem was
supposed to prove that no such equality as x5+ y5= z5could ever exist in
the first place. So it wasnt ofany use atall.. ..

Or was it? That is, forget Sophie Germain’ useless theorem itself, but
how did she get to it?

And wasn*t that what Myra had suggested to him at Dr. Vorhulsts
party, back in the days when Ranjit could sometimes go to a party?

There was one other person (well, sort of person) with whom Ranjit had
never, or never yet, had any personal dealings, but who (or which) could
have supplied him with very useful data. It is probably about time that we
spent a little more time with him (or them, or it, or maybe even her).



INTRODUCTION TO ONE (OR MORE)
GRAND GALACTICS

The first thing we need to straighten out about this Grand Galactic person
is whether in fact he was a he, or indeed a person, or, ultimately, “a” (rather
than some fraction of “a”) Grand Galactic.

None of those questions has an easy answer. So what we're going to do
here is, were going to ignore the facts and settle for answers that are no
problem for us to deal with, apart from their being just plain wrong. First,
we will say that this person is really a person, in spite of also being a part
of that larger “person” that was all the Grand Galactics combined.

There were Grand Galactics all over the place, from the galaxy’ accel-
erating fringes to its relatively motionless core, and just about everywhere
in between. How many Grand Galactics were there? That’s also a meaning-
less question. There were many, many of them, but when you came right
down to it, the many were also one, because whenever he chose, every
Grand Galactic was instantly merged with any or every other.

As you have noticed, we just arbitrarily assigned gender to the Grand
Galactics’ pronoun. Don't assume from this that they practiced sexual in-
tercourse in any sense understandable by a human being. They didn't. It is
just that we can’t go on with that “it” or “he” or “they” business forever, so
we just cut the Gordian knot and made him a “he.”

We have just taken one rather large liberty. Lets take another. Let’s
give “him” a name. We’ll call him “Bill.” (Not Bill. “Bill.” It is a major lib-
erty that we have taken, and we should acknowledge that we know it to be
so by the use of the quotation marks.)

Now, what else would it be useful for us to know about the Grand Galac-
tics at this time?

For example, would it be helpful to know how big they are? Or at least,
since one node of Grand Galactics may be thousands, or billions, of light-
years from some particular other node, how they measure distance?
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Lets assume it would indeed be helpful, but we must also recognize
that, as with all questions about the Grand Galactics, the answer is going to
be complicated. Start with the fact that the Grand Galactics don't like the
kind of arbitrary units of measurement human beings use. When you track
those down, they are always based on some human value, such as the dis-
tance from a mans fingertip to his armpit, or some calculated fraction ofthe
distance from a pole to the equator on the particular planet that humans
chance to occupy. Grand Galactic measurements are always made on the
Planck scale, which is actually quite tiny. The measure of a single Planck
unit is 1.616 x 10~Hmeters. The easiest way to understand how little that is
is to remember that it so small it is impossible to measure anything smaller.

(Why impossible? Because you can’t measure anything you can’t see,
and nothing can be seen without employing those light-carrying particles
called photons. And any photon that was powerful enough to illuminate a
Planck-scale distance would be so extremely powerful—and thus so ex-
tremely massive—that it would immediately transform itself into a black
hole. The word “impossible” is sometimes taken as a challenge. In this
case, though, itsjust a fact.)

So to measure anything in any ofthe three dimensions, whether it’s the
circumference of an electron or the diameter of the universe itself, Grand
Galactics simply count the number of Planck distances along a line from
point A to point B.

That is invariably a large number, but that’ all right with the Grand
Galactics. Looked at in one way, they are pretty large numbers themselves.

So, having found ways of at least identifying the un-understandable, lets
get back to that much simpler being, Ranjit Subramanian.

When Ranjit was quite young, his highly ecumenical father encour-
aged him to read some rather strange books, one of which, by a writer
named James Branch Cabell, was about the nature of writing and writers.
(For a time Ganesh Subramanian thought that might be a career choice for
his son.) What some would-be writers were trying to say to the world, Ca-
bell wrote, was, “I am pregnant with words, and | must have lexicological
parturition or | die.”

And, curiously, that is almost exactly the condition Ranjit now felt
himselfto be in.

For days now Ranjit had been pleading for help, shouting into the
empty hallways, explaining, though no one seemed to be listening, that he
had something that absolutely had to be communicated to a journal at
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once. There were no answers. Even the limping old man was now just put-
ting Ranjit’s meals inside the door and limping away as fast as he could.

So when Ranjit heard the old nian’s step-slide coming along the empty
corridors, he felt little interest, except that this time there was, along with
it, the rap-tap-tap of the footsteps of someone who wasn’t limping at all.
A moment later Ranjit cell door opened. The old man was there, but def-
erentially a step or two behind another man—a man who wore an expres-
sion of shock and dismay on a face whose lineaments Ranjit knew as well
as he knew his own. “Sweet God Almighty, Ranj,” Gamini Bandara said
wonderingly, “is that really you?”

Of all the questions Ranjit might have asked this unexpected visitor
from his past, he chose the simplest. “What are you doing here, Gamini?”

“What the hell do you think I’m doing? I’m going to get you out of
here, and if you think that was easy, you're crazier than you look. Then
we’ll get you to a dentist—what happened to your front teeth? Or, no, |
suppose first you need to see a doctor— What?”

Ranjit was standing now, almost quivering with excitement. “Not a
doctor! 1fyou can get me out of here, get me to a computer!”

Gamini looked puzzled. “A computer? Well, sure, that can be
arranged, but first we need to make sure you’re all right—"

“Damn it, Gamini!” Ranjit cried. “Can you understand what I’'m say-
ing? | think I’ve got the proof! | need a computer, and | need it right now!
Do you have any idea how terrified | am that I’ll forget some part of the
proofbefore I can get it refereed?”

Ranjit got the doctor. He got the computer, too—in fact got both of them
at the same time, but not until Gamini had walked him out of his prison to
where a helicopter waited, its vane turning over. As Ranjit climbed into the
chopper, he saw a couple of men standing nearby. Squinty was one of
them; Squinty looked astonished and worried but didnt even gesture a
good-bye. Then a twenty-minute downhill flight, among great mountains
that wore brilliant caps of ice. In the helicopter Ranjit could not help turn-
ing to Gamini with questions, but this time it was Gamini who didn’t want
to talk. “Later,” he said, nodding at the chopper pilot, who wore a uniform
Ranjit had never seen before.

They landed at a real airport, a scant dozen meters from a plane—and
not just any plane, Ranjit saw, but a BAB-2200, the fastest and, in some
configurations, the most luxurious aircraft Boeing-Airbus had ever built,
and it wore the blue globe-and-wreath United Nations insignia. Inside, it



The Last Theorem 109

was even more so. Its seating was in leather armchairs. And its crew con-
sisted of a pilot (wearing the uniform of a colonel in the American air
force) and two very pretty flight attendants (wearing the same uniforms
but with captain’ bars, and over the uniform fluffy white aprons). “Head-
ing for home now, sir?” the pilot asked Gamini. He got a nod for an answer
and immediately disappeared into the cockpit. One of the attendants led
Ranjit to a chair (which, he discovered, swiveled) and belted him in.
“That’s Jeannie,” Gamini informed him, while himself being belted into
another chair. “She’ a doctor, too, so you better let her check you out—"

“The computer—" Ranjit started to object.

“Oh, you’ll get your damn computer, Ranj, but first we have to get air-
borne. It’ll just be a minute.”

By then the two women had already retreated to their fold-down seats
against a bulkhead and, sure enough, the plane had begun to move. And as
soon as the seat belt sign went off, the second of the attendants—*“I’'m
Amy. Hi!”—was magicking a laptop out of the table next to Ranjit’ chair,
while the one named Jeannie was approaching with stethoscope, blood
pressure machine, and several other instruments at the ready.

Ranjitdidn’t protest. He let the doctor poke and prod and listen as much
as she liked while he himself slowly and clumsily typed out pages of a
nearly six-page manuscript, pausing every couple of lines to ask Gamini if
he could find the address of the magazine called Nature for him. “Their of-
fices are in England somewhere.” Or just to scowl at the keyboard until
memory at last told him what the next line should be. It was a slow process,
but when Gamini ventured to ask him if he wanted anything to eat, Ranjit
ferociously and unarguably told him to shut up. “Just give me ten minutes,”
he demanded. “Oh, maybe half an hour at the most. | can’t stop now.”

It wasn’t ten minutes, of course. Wasn'’t half an hour, either. It was well
over an hour before Ranjit looked up, sighed, and said to Gamini, “I need
to check everything, so 1'd better send a copy to your house. Tell me your
e-mail address.”

And when he had typed that in, he at last pushed the icon marked send
and then sat back.

“Thanks,” he said. “I’m sorry to have been such a pest, but it was
pretty important to me. Ever since | figured it out, five or six months ago,
I’ve been terrified that | might forget some part of it before | could get it
refereed.” He paused, suddenly licking his lips. “And one other thing. For
a long time I°ve been thinking about real food. Do you have, say, any fresh
fruitjuice on this plane, any kind? And maybe something like a ham sand-
wich, or maybe a couple of scrambled eggs?”
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Gamini refused to listen to any talk of American breakfasts but simply sig-
naled to the flight attendants. Who produced a fine Sri Lankan meal—
string hoppers of woven rice, a rich curry of meat and potatoes, and a plate
of poppadoms—causing Ranjits eyes to bulge in wonder. “Tell me,
Gamini,” he ordered, already chewing, “when did you get to be God? Isn’t
this an American plane?”

Gamini, sipping a cup of tea that had come from the fields around
Kandy, shook his head. “It’s a United Nations plane,” he said, “which hap-
pens to have an American crew, only its not on either UN or U.S. business
right now. We just borrowed it to go after you.”

“And ‘we’is—?”

Gamini shook his head again, grinning. “Can’t tell you, or anyway not
right now. Pity. | knew youd be interested, and as a matter of fact, | was
considering asking you if you wanted to join us, when you went offon your
little cruise.”

Ranjit didn’t put his spoon down, but he held it motionless while he
gave his friend a long and not entirely friendly look. “You're telling me that
youYe such an important person that you can just borrow a plane like this
to run your errands for you?”

This time Gamini laughed out loud. “Me? No. They didn’t do it for
me. They did it because my dad requested it. He’s got this high-up UN job,
you see.”

“And what job is that?”

“Can’t tell you that, either, so don’t ask. And don’t ask what country
you've just got out of, either. Finding where you were wasn't hard, after we
got hold of Tiffany Kanakaratnam— Oh,” he said, taking note of Ranjit’s
response to the childs name, “that’s something | can tell you about, any-
way, at least up to a point. I, uh, used my father’ position to run my own
computer search for you. Sort of the way you got your math teacher’ pass-
word; | fed in every name | could think of that might possibly know any-
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thing about where you were—Mpyra de Soyza, and Maggie and Pru, and all
your teachers, and all the monks that worked for your father, and the
Kanakaratnams. No,” he said, again answering the look that had appeared
on Ranjits face, “there wasn’t anything to embarrass you. We were just
looking for meetings or conversations youd had, after the day you disap-
peared. We got nothing. Didn’t get any data on the adult Kanakaratnams at
all, which I think means they were shot out of hand along with the rest of
the pirates by the first court that tried them. But | kept adding names as 1
thought of them, and when | put the names of the four children in, we
found them. Theyd been arrested, of course, but they were too young to be
tried even on a piracy charge, so they were taken to some relatives near
Killinochchi, and Tiffany gave us a description of the people who took you
away. She described the helicopters and where you washed ashore; it took
a lot of searching after that, to be sure, but at last | located you. You might
have sat there for years more.”

“And the people who took me were?”

“Oh, Ranj,” Gamini said, “there you go again. | can’t exactly tell you
that, except, | guess, in sort of general terms, without mentioning any
specifics. Have you ever heard of extraordinary rendition? Or the Law
Lords’ findings on torture?”

Ranjit hadn’t, but Gamini filled him in after his friend had woken from a
deep sleep that had lasted hours. Back in the bad old days some great pow-
ers, such as the United States, were on record as opposed to using torture
to extract information. However, they kept finding themselves in posses-
sion of some captives who surely knew things that were important but that
they would never voluntarily say. Torture was an unreliable way of making
people give truthful answers—at a certain stage almost anyone would say
whatever their interrogators wanted to hear, true or not, just to make it
stop—but these great powers had no better way available. So they worked
out a little plan. Captives of that sort were handed over to the intelligence
services of some other country, one that had never promised to abjure the
infliction of pain as a technique in questioning, and then the information
would be passed back to the United States or whatever other great power
had requested it. “And that,” Gamini finished, “was extraordinary rendi-
tion. ‘Extraordinary’because that’s what it was. ‘Rendition’in the sense of
rendering—meaning, ‘turning over’—like rendering unto Caesar the
things that are Caesar’, as the Christians say.”
“Huh,” Ranjit said thoughtfully. “And that5 still going on?”
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“Well, sort of. The superpowers don’t commission it anymore. There’
been too much publicity. Anyway, they don’t have to because there are
plenty of uncommitted countries that automatically pick up and question
people with inexplicable criminal records. Like pirates, who are beyond the
pale for them anyway, and especially like pirates who seem to be hiding
their identities. Like you, they thought, because of the name business. And
then they trade off information to the sanctimonious countries, because
thats where the Law Lords’ decision comes in. The Lords did a commission
on information derived from torture way back when, and concluded that,
for moral reasons, such information could never be used in any legal pro-
ceedings. On the other hand, it would be perfectly proper, they said, to turn
it over to, say, the police.” He looked up as the two women were advancing
on them. “And now we have to buckle up because | guess we’re coming in
to Bandaranaike. Only, listen. You wouldn’t believe what deals we had to
make and what promises we had to give to spring you loose from where you
were. So help me keep those promises. No matter what, you don't ever tell
anybody anything that can identify any of the people who held you. Or I’ll
be in deep trouble, and so will my dad.”

“I promise,” Ranjit said, meaning it. And then he added mischievously,
“You said you checked on the girls. How’ good old Maggie doing?”

Gamini gave him a pained look. “Oh, good old Maggie’ fine,” he said.
“She married a U.S. senator a couple of months ago. Sent me an invitation
to the reception, as a matter of fact. So | went to Harrods and picked out a
nice fish slice to send her, but | didn’t go myself.”
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HEAVEN

As the BAB-2200 rapidly taxied toward a gate, Captain-Doctor Jeannie
delivered her verdict: What Ranijit really needed was rest, kindly care, and
food, enough food to put back the eight or ten kilos of body mass that his
extraordinary-rendition diet had taken from him, although (she added) it
wouldn’t hurt for him to spend the next couple days in a hospital, cither.
The party waiting to greet him at the gate, however, vetoed that. That party
was only one person, but that person was Mevrouw Beatrix Vorhulst, and
she was not in a mood to be contradicted. The place for Ranjit to recuper-
ate, Mevrouw Vorhulst declared, was not some impersonal factory that
generated quantities of medical care but very little love. No. The right
place for Ranjit to regain his strength was a comfortable, caring home.
Hers, for instance.

So it was. Beatrix Vorhulst was certainly right about her promise of
great care, too, because at the moment Ranjit arrived, every resource of
their quite resourceful household was devoted to him. He had a room as
vast and cool as his hottest and sweatiest prison night could have imag-
ined. He had three wonderful meals a day—no, more like a dozen of them,
because every time he closed his eyes for a moment, he woke to find a per-
fect apple or banana or icy-cold pineapple spear waiting beside his bed.
Better still, in the long run he won his argument with the doctors that
Gamini had ordered to double-check him. True, he first had to convince
them that for all the time of his captivity he had been up and about every
day without harm, or at least every day when he wasnt so bruised and
beat-up that walking hurt more than it was worth. But then he had the free-
dom ofthat grand house and its grander gardens. Including the swimming
pool, and what a delight it was to backstroke dreamily across that gently
cool water, with the hot sun blessing him from the sky and the palms sway-
ing overhead. And he had access to the news.

That was not altogether a good thing. His time without access to print
or television had not prepared him for the details of all the things that had



114  Arthur C. Clarke and Frederik Pohl

been going on around the planet Earth—the murders, the riots, the car
bombings, the wars.

None of those were the worst of the bad news, though. That came
when Gamini looked in for a minute before leaving Sri Lanka for some
more urgent (but, of course, unspecified) errand. As he was actually at the
door to leave, he paused. “There’s one thing | didn* tell you, Ranj. It%
about your father.”

“Oh, right,” Ranjit said remorsefully. “1d better call him right away.”

But Gamini was shaking his head. “Wish you could,” he said. “The
thing is, he had a stroke. He’s dead.”

There was only one person in the world Ranjit wanted to speak to at that
moment, and he had him on the phone before Gamini was out of the
Vorhulst house. That was the old monk Surash, and he was overjoyed to
hear Ranjit’s voice. Less so, of course, to discuss the death of Ganesh Sub-
ramanian, but curiously not particularly sad about it, either. “Yes, Ranjit,”
he said, “your father was moving heaven and earth to find you, and I think
he just wore out. Anyway, he came back from another visit to the police
complaining he felt tired, and the next morning he was dead in his bed. He
had not been in really good health for some time, you know.”

“Actually, I didn’t know,” Ranjit said sorrowfully. “He never said.”

“He did not wish to worry you—and, Ranjit, you must not be worried.
Hisjiva will be greeted with honor, and his funeral was good. Since you
had been taken from us, | was the one who said the prayers, and made sure
there were flowers and rice balls in his coffin, and when he had been
burned, | myself carried his ashes to the sea. Death is not the end, you
know.”

“I know,” Ranjit said, more for the monk’s sake than his own.

“He may never even need to be born again. And if he is, | am sure it
will be as someone or some creature near you. And, oh, Ranjit, when you
can travel, please come and see us. And do you have a lawyer? There is a
little bit in your father’ estate. Of course it all goes to you, but there are
documents to file.”

That troubled Ranjit. He had no lawyer. But when he mentioned it to
Mevrouw Vorhulst, she said that wasn’t a problem, and from then on he did
have a lawyer. Not just any lawyer, either, but a partner in Gamini’ father’s
firm, whose name was Nigel De Saram. What troubled Ranjit a good deal
more was the stabbing guilt he felt. He hadn’t known of his father’s death,
and the reason for that was that he had not bothered to ask.
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Oh, sure, he told himself, he had been full of a thousand other con-
cerns.

But if it had been the other way around, would Ranjit have slipped his
fathers mind?

Not counting servants, Mevrouw Vorhulst was his only visitor for the first
few days, but then he argued (and the doctors had to agree) that no stress
any visitor might cause him would come anywhere near the stress caused
by strong young jailers hitting him with clubs. The barriers were reduced.
The next morning, while Ranjit was experimenting with some of the
Vorhulsts’ exercise machines, the Vorhulsts’ butler came into the gym,
cleared his throat, and said, “You have a visitor, sir.”

Ranjit’s mind had been far away. “Have there been any messages for
me?” he asked.

The butler sighed. “No, sir. If any messages come, they will be
brought to you at once, as you requested. Now Dr. De Saram would like to
see you. Shall I show him in?”

Ranjit quickly put on one of the Vorhulsts” infinite supply of dressing
gowns. Lawyer De Saram quickly took charge. He didn’t seem very junior
to Ranjit—he was maybe fifty or sixty, maybe more—and he was clearly
good at what he did. He didn’t have to be told about the bequest from Ran-
jits father. Although he had been asked to handle Ranjit’s affairs barely
forty-eight hours before, he had already established Ranjit’ existence with
the appropriate Trincomalee court and had a pretty good idea of the value
of the bequest. “Not quite twenty million rupees, Mr. Subramanian,” he
said, “but not far under it, either—or, at the current rate of exchange, about
ten thousand U.S. dollars. The bulk of it is two pieces of property, your fa-
thers home and a smaller house that is currently unoccupied.”

“l know the house,” Ranjit told him. “Is there anything | have to do?”

“Not just now,” De Saram told him, “although there is one possibility
that you may wish to give some thought to. Dr. Bandara himself would
have wished to do this for you, but, as you know, he is involved in some
highly classified matters with the United Nations.”

“I do know, but I don’t know much,” Ranjit said.

“Of course. The thing is that you might normally have a claim for
damages against the people who, ah, prevented you from coming home for
so long, but—"

Ranjit said, “I know. We aren't to talk about those people.”

“Exactly so,” De Saram declared, sounding relieved. “However, there
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is another avenue you may wish to take. It would be possible for you to
bring an action against the cruise line company on the grounds that they
should not have allowed their ship to be taken over by pirates. That would
not be for as large a sum as the other, of course, both because their respon-
sibility is a little harder to establish and also because their solvency is not
very strong—”"

“No, wait a minute,” Ranjit said. “They had their ship stolen, which |
was on because of my own stupidity, and now | should sue them for letting
it happen? That doesn’t sound fair.”

For the firsttime De Saram gave him a friendly grin. “Dr. Bandara said
you would say that,” he announced. “Now | think my car should be about
ready....”

And indeed just then there was a knock on the door. It was Vass, the
butler, to announce that that was the case. And then, before Ranjit could
say anything, the butler addressed him directly: “There are no messages
for you, sir,” he added. “And, if I may—I didn’t want to trouble you be-
fore—we were all deeply saddened to learn ofthe loss of your father.”

It wasn't that what the butler said reminded Ranjit of his father’ death. He
didn’t need reminding. The loss was part of him, day and night, a wound
that did not heal.

The worst thing about death was that it irrevocably ended communica-
tion. Ranjit was left with a long list of things he should have said to his fa-
ther and never had. Now that the opportunity was lost, all those unsaid
expressions of love and respect were silting up inside Ranjit’ heart.

And, of course, there was no more cheer to be found in the news.
Fighting had flared up between Ecuador and Colombia, new squabbles
were arising over the division of Nile water, and North Korea had filed a
complaint before the Security Council accusing China of diverting rain
clouds from Korean rice paddies to their own.

Nothing had changed. It was just that the world population was now ir-
retrievably one person short.

But there was one thing he could do—should have done long since—and
by his sixth day as a guest in the Vorhulst home, Ranjit finally demanded,
and got, a copy of that frantic communication he had rushed off from the
plane. He studied it as critically, as demandingly and as judgingly, as any
freshman composition teacher had ever looked over a students final term
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paper. Ifthe kind of mistakes that might disqualify him were there, he was
going to fmd them. He was crushed to discover that there indeed were
some—two of them on his first look, then four, then one or two additional
passages that weren't entirely wrong but did seem to be not entirely clear,
either.

Ranjit had excuses. It was all due to that last stretch of seven or eight
weeks, when he had at last completed the proof in his mind—all that he
could manage to complete, since he was lacking paper, ink, or computer—
and only kept rehearsing it, step by step, terrified that he might forget some
crucial step.

The question was, what to do about those mistaken bits?

Ranjit worried over that question for all of one day and much of that
night. Should he send the magazine a list of corrections? That would seem
the sensible thing to do . . . but then Ranjit’s pride got in the way, because
the “mistakes” were really rather trivial, things that any decent mathemati-
cian would spot at once and almost as quickly see how to repair. And he
had a horror of seeming to beg.

He did not send another communication to Nature, though most nights
after that, while trying to go to sleep, he all over again worried the ques-
tion of whether he should have.

Ranjit wished he had a better idea of what a publication such as Nature
did with submissions like the one he had sent them. He was pretty sure that
ifthey had any idea of publishing it, their first step would be to send copies
of it to three or four—or more—experts in that particular area to see that
there weren’t any glaring mistakes in it.

How long could that take?

Ranjit didn’t know. What he did know was that it had already taken a
lot longer than he would have liked.

So every time the butler knocked on the door to announce a visitor,
Ranjits hopes soared, and every time the butler announced that visitors
trivial errand, his hopes crashed again.



COMPANY

On the seventh day of Ranjit’s stay with the Vorhulsts the butler announced
another visitor, and it was Myra de Soyza. “Am | intruding, Ranjit?” she
asked at once. “Aunt Bea said I could look in on you as long as | didn’t
keep you from resting.”

Actually he had in fact been resting, and Myra de Soyza was certainly
keeping him from it. He didn’t want to say that and did his best to manu-
facture conversation. “What are you doing now?” he asked. “l mean, are
you still at the university?”

She wasn’t. Hadnt been since that sociology class they had shared;
had in fact just come back from a postdoc session (postdoc! He had had no
idea how far up the academic ladder she had climbed) at MIT in America,
and naturally he asked, “Studying what?”

“Well.. . artificial intelligence, more or less.”

He decided to ignore the cryptic “more or less.” “So hows artificial in-
telligence doing?”

She grinned at last. “If you mean how close are we to getting a com-
puter to have a reasonable chat with us, terrible. If you go back to the kinds
of artificial intelligence projects that the people who started the field were
trying to solve, not bad at all. Did you ever hear of a man named Marvin
Minsky?”

Ranjit consulted his memory and came up empty. “I don’t think so.”

“Pity. He was one of the best minds ever to try to define what thought
was, and to find ways of getting a computer to actually do something you
could call thinking. He used to tell a story that cheers me up sometimes.”
She paused there, as though unsure of her audience’ interest. Ranjit, who
would have taken pleasure in hearing her announce train delays or closing
stock prices, made the right sounds, and she went on. “Well, the thing is
that in the beginning of Al studies, he, and all the other pioneers, too, con-
sidered pattern recognition as one of the hallmarks of Al. Then pattern
recognition got solved in a rather everyday way. Checkout counters in
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every supermarket in the world began reading the prices of every item
from bar codes. So what happened? Al simply got redefined. Pattern
recognition got left out of the recipe because theyd solved that one, even
if the computers still couldnt make up ajoke or figure out from the way
you looked that you had a hangover.”

Ranjit said, “So can you get a computer to make up a joke now?”

She sat up. “I wish," she said moodily. And then she sighed. “Actually,
my main interest isn’t in that kind of thing anymore. Its more in applica-
tions. Autonomous prostheses, mostly.” Then she changed expression, and
the subject. Without warning she asked, “Ranjit, why do you keep cover-
ing your mouth like that?”

It was a more personal question than he had expected from her. He
was, however, quite aware of the way his hand kept covering his face. She
persisted. “Is it your teeth that bother you?”

He conceded, “I know what | look like.”

“Well, so do I, Ranjit. You look like an honest, decent, and extremely
intelligent man who hasn’t gotten around to letting a dentist repair his
bite.” She shook her head at him. “It’ the easiest thing in the world, Ran-
jit, and you will not only look better, you’ll chew better.” She stood up. “I
promised Aunt Bea that | wouldnt stay longer than ten minutes, and she
promised me that | could ask you if you wanted to swim in the ocean for a
change. On Nilaweli beach. Do you know where that is? We've got a little
beach house there, so ifyoudcareto ...”

Oh, yes, Ranjit would care to. “We’ll work it out,” she said, and sur-
prised him by giving him a hug. “We missed you,” she said, and then drew
back to look at him. “Gamini said you asked him about his old girlfriend.
Do you have any of that kind of question for me?”

“Uh,” he said. And then, “WEell, yes, | suppose you mean about that
Canadian.”

She grinned. “Yes, | suppose | do. Well, the Canadian was in Bora-
Bora, last | heard, where they were building an even bigger hotel. But that
was long ago. We don’t keep in touch.”

Ranjit hadn’t even known that Gamini and Myra were aware of each
other’s existence, much less that they were apparently on easy chatting
terms. That wasn’t all he hadn’t known. His density of visitors was getting
more so, with the lawyer from Dr. Bandara’s office coming in with more
documents to sign—*“It’s not that your father’ estate is at all complicated,”
he told Ranjit apologetically. “Its just that you were reported missing and
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somebody in the bureaucracy interpreted that to mean presumed dead. So
we have to clear that up.”

And then there were the police. Not that anybody was filing any
charges against Ranjit himself. De Saram made sure of that, before he
would allow any questioning at all. But they had loose ends to tie up about
the piracy, and Ranjit was the only one who could help tie them.

Then there was the question of Myra de Soyza’ “autonomous prosthe-
ses,” whatever they were. His data searches were of limited help. True,
they coached him to the right spelling, but what had Al to do with artificial
limbs or hearing aids?

Beatrix Vorhulst helped him out there. “Oh, they’re not talking about
smart wooden legs, Ranjit,” she told him. “It’s more subtle than that. The
idea is to manufacture a lot of really tiny robots that they inject into your
bloodstream, and they’re programmed to recognize and destroy, say, can-
cer cells.”

“Huh,” he said, considering the idea and liking it. It was, of course, the
exact right kind of project to interest Myra de Soyza. “And these little ro-
bots, are they working out?”

Mevrouw Vorhulst gave him a sad little smile. “If theyd had them a
few years ago, | might not be a widow today. No, they’re still just hopes.
There just isn’t the funding for the research—even Myra has been waiting
and waiting for her own project to be funded, and it just doesn’t happen.
Oh, there’s plenty of money for research—as long as what is being re-
searched is some kind of a weapon.”

When at last Ranjit was able to take Myra de Soyza up on her invitation,
Beatrix Vorhulst was happy to provide him with a car and driver. When
they were well along the road to the beach, he began to recognize land-
marks. He and Gamini had of course checked this beach out in their explo-
ration of everything the area had to offer. Not much had changed. The
beaches still had their quota of good-looking young women in trivial
bathing costumes, of which there were quite a few.

Ranjit had no idea what the de Soyza beach house would look like,
until the driver pointed it out: tile roof, screened lanai around the door,
nicely planted with bright flowers. It was only when the door opened and
Myra de Soyza came out, wearing a light robe over a bikini that was fully
as fashionable, and trivial, as any other along the beach, that he was sure
he was in the right place.
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Then not quite so sure, because right behind her was a five- or six-
year-old girl. Ranjit experienced a quick, dismaying reality shift.

Six-year-old girl?

Myra’s?

Had he been gone quite that long?

He hadn’t. Ada Labrooy was the child of Myra’s sister, now seriously
pregnant with another and for that reason quite happy to grant her daugh-
ter’s wish to spend as much time as possible with her favorite aunt. Myra
herself was happy to have Ada there, not least because Ada’s mother had
sent along Ada’s nanny to make sure the child was no inconvenience.
When Ranjit had changed and been anointed with UV-repellent cream by
Myra, which in itself was one of his nicer recent experiences, the two of
them minced across the hot sands to the pleasingly cool waters of the gulf.

What was most wonderful about a Sri Lankan beach, apart from the
company, was that the water deepened so gradually. Many dozens of me-
ters from the shoreline he could still stand up straight.

He and Myra didn’t go much farther than waist-deep, and they didn’t
swim as much as they happily threw themselves about in the water. Ranjit
didnt resist the temptation to show how far he could swim underwater—
nearly a hundred meters; a lot less than he had done as a teenager near
Swami Rock, but still enough to get compliments from Myra, which was
what the purpose had basically been.

The shrewdness of Myra’s deal with the nanny then became evident.
By the time they were showered and changed, a pleasant luncheon had
been laid out for them. When they finished with that, the nanny took Ada
away for a nap, and herself away to wherever it was she went when not vis-
ibly on duty.

By and large, that was one ofthe pleasantest parts of the day for Ran-
jit. However, when Myra announced that she really needed to put in the ex-
ercise of at least a couple hundred yards of actual swimming—and, no,
Ranjit shouldn’t come with her, because he needed to keep his time in
bright sunlight down to a safe minimum until his skin got used to the stuff
again—he was comfortably aware that she would be back. And for the last
twenty minutes or so he had been beginning to wonder if he had properly
expanded one of Sophie Germain’s terms.

He had just about convinced himself there had been no mistake when
little Ada came back from her nap. She looked around for her aunt, but was
sufficiently reassured when Ranjit waved an arm in the direction of where
Myra’ arms and kicks were propelling her along.
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Then Ada got herself a fruit juice and sat down to oversee whatever it
was that Ranjit was doing.

By and large Ranjit preferred to be unwatched during his tussles with
mathematics. Ada, however, seemed to have her own rules of audienceship.
She didn’t wail about being kept on the beach, wasnt even morose about it.
When Ranjit bought her an ice from one of the beach’s wandering vendors,
she ate it slowly, her eyes fixed on the things he was writing in his notebook.
When she finished, she ran down to the waters edge to wash the stickiness
off her fingers before she asked politely, “Can | see what you’re doing?”

By then Ranjit was quite reassured about his use of the Germain for-
mulation. He opened the notebook on the table before him, interested to
see what she would make of the Germain Identity.

She studied the line of symbols for a moment, then announced, “I
don’t think | understand that.”

“It’s difficult,” Ranjit agreed. “I don’t think | can explain it to you just
now, either. However—”

He paused, examining her. She was a lot younger than Tiffany
Kanakaratnam, of course, but then she had the advantage of a better edu-
cated and more sophisticated family. “Maybe | can show you something,”
he said. “Can you count on your fingers?”

“Of course | can,” she said, just one moiety of courtesy short of indig-
nation. “Look,” she said, raising one finger at a time. “One, two, three,
four, five, six, seven, eight, nine, ten.”

“Yes, that’s very good,” Ranjit said, “but you’re only counting up to
ten. Would you like to know how to count to one thousand and twenty-
three?”

By the time he finished showing the child the all-fingers-extended binary
representation of 1,023, Myra was back from her swim and listening as in-
tently as Ada.

When he was done, the child looked at her aunt, now toweling her hair
dry. “That’ quite good, dont you think, Aunt Myra?” And to Ranjit, “Do
you know any other tricks?”

Ranjit hesitated. His one other trick he had never even shown to
Tiffany Kanakaratnam, but Myra was in this audience.

“Actually,” he said, “I do,” and moved off the boarded part of the bun-
galows lanai so he could scratch a circle in the sand:

O
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“That’ a rupee,” he said. “Well, of course it% really just a picture ofa
rupee, but let’s say it a real coin. Ifyou flip it, there are two possible ways
it can come down, either as heads or as tails.”

“Or, if it fell in the sand, it could land on edge,” Ada said.

He looked at her, but the child Ada’s expression was innocent. “So we
don’t flip on the beach. We flip on a craps table in the casino. Now, if you
flip two coins—"

0O O

“—each ofthe coins can come down either heads or tails. That means there
are four possible outcomes. They can be heads-heads, heads-tails, tails-
heads, or tails-tails. While if there are three coins—"

O 0O O

“—there are eight possibilities: heads-heads-heads, heads-heads-tails,
heads—"

“Ranjit,” Myra interrupted him, smiling but with the faintest hint of
annoyance in her voice, “Ada does know what two to the third power is.”

“Well, of course she does,” he said meekly. “Now, here’ the thing. You
take this stick and draw in as many more coins to the line as you want to. |
won't look. Then when you're done, within ten seconds or less, | will un-
dertake to write down the exact number of possible outcomes if that num-
ber of coins are flipped. And,” he added, holding up one finger, “just to
make it more interesting, what 1’m going to do is let you cover up as many
of the coins as you like, from either end of the line, so | won’t be able to
tell how many coins are there.”

Ada, who had been listening carefully, said, “Wow. Can he do that.
Aunt Myra?”

Myra said firmly, “No. Not if he doesn’t peek or cheat in some other
way.” Then, to Ranjit, “You aren’t going to peek?”

“No.”

“And you won’t know how many coins are actually in the row?”

He pursed his lips. “l didn’t say anything about what | would
know. .. but, no, | won’t.”

“Then its impossible,” she declared. But when Ranjit invited her to
put him to the test, she made him turn around and set Ada to watch his eyes
to see that he wasn’t making use of some accidental window that could
serve as a mirror. Then she swiftly smoothed most of the coins out of exis-
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tence, leaving just three. She winked at Ada, and then draped her beach
towel so that it covered two of the remaining three, and also covered a full
meter of no coins at all—

—and said, “You’re on.”

Ranjit turned slowly, as though he had all the time in the world, while
Ada squealed, “Hurry, Ranjit! You only have ten seconds! Or five, now. Or
maybe only two—"

He gave the child a smile. “Don’t worry,” he admonished. He leaned
forward and for the first time glanced at where the row of circles had been,
took the stick, and at one end of the row scratched a straight line. Then, as
he was removing Myra’s towel, he said, “There% your answer,” and
grinned. “Huh,” he said, admiring the result “Very clever” He waited for
a reaction from Myra to the drawing in the sand—

1000

Myra stared in puzzlement for a moment, and then her expression
cleared. “Oh my God! Yes! It’s the binary number for—wait a minute—for
the decimal number eight! And that’s the right answer, too!”

Ranjit, still grinning, nodded and turned to Ada, now a little apprehen-
sive. Should he explain again how binary notation worked— 1, 10, 11, 100
for one, two, three, four? He hesitated.

But the child’ lips had broken into a smile. “You didn’t say you were
going to go binary, Ranjit, but then you didn’t say you weren', either, so |
guess thats all right. It’s a good trick.”

She delivered her verdict with enough adult gravity to sustain Ranjit’s
smile. His curiosity was piqued, though. “Tell me something, Ada. Do you
really know what binary numbers are?”

She became mock-indignant. “But of course | do, Ranjit! Dont you
know who Aunt Myra made my parents name me after?”

Myra was the one who responded to Ranjits puzzled look. “I’'m
guilty,” she admitted. “When my sister and her husband couldn’t agree on
a name for the baby, | suggested Ada. Ada Lovelace was my heroine and
role model, you know. All of my friends fixated on women like Shiva or
Wonder Woman or Joan ofArc, but the only woman | wanted to be just like
when | grew up was Countess Ada Lovelace.”

“Countess—" Ranjit began, and then snapped his fingers. “Of course!
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The computer woman in, when was it, the 1800s? Lord Byron’ daughter,
who wrote the first computer program ever for Charles Babbage’ calculat-
ing machine!”

“That one, yes,” Myra agreed. “Of course, that machine never got
built—they didn’t have the technology—but the program was good. She’s
why they named the software language Ada.”

The daily beach drive had become a fixed date, and then Ranjit thought of
away to make it even better. De Saram had opened a line of bank credit for
him, based on the anticipation of his father’ estate, which meant not only
that he then had an actual bank account with actual rupees in it that he
could spend, but meant he had a credit card as well. Ranjit had noticed the
beachside restaurants up above the tree line, and decided to take Myra to
dinner.

His driver stopped at one of the restaurants along the road, but when
Ranjit opened the door to investigate, the smells were not encouraging.
The second he tried was better. He actually went inside, got a menu,
sniffed thoughtfully, and told the person who gave him the menu that he'd
probably be back, but he made no promises about when. But in the third,
Ranjit got a menu but hardly looked at it. The aroma from the kitchen, the
way the few diners were lingering over their tea and sweets . . . Ranjit in-
haled deeply and made a reservation. And when he issued the actual invi-
tation to Myra, she looked uncertain for only amoment, and then said, “Of
course. It would be lovely.”

Which meant Ranjit had only the day to get through before he could
have the pleasure of being the one who provided something for her.

Ada wasn' there, so they actually swam together, farther out than
usual, and when they came back, they dressed and sat with drinks on the
lanai, idly talking. Well, Myra was doing most of the talking. “It used to be
a lot livelier here,” she said, gazing out over the nearly empty sand. “When
I was tiny, there were two deluxe hotels right down the beach, and a lot
more restaurants.”

Ranjit looked at her curiously. “You miss the lively times?”

“Oh, not really. | like it peaceful, the way it is. But my parents used to
go dancing there, and now there’s nothing.”

Ranjit nodded. “The Boxing Day tsunami,” he said wisely.

But she was shaking her head. “Long before that,” she said. “It was
1984. The beginning of the civil war. Some of the first battles were fought
right here, Sea Tigers making a landing so they could launch an attack on
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the airport. The army took the hotels over as firing positions, so the Tigers
took care of the hotels. My parents were right here, couldn’t get away until
things calmed down a little and the roads reopened. My mom said the trac-
ers were like a fireworks display, screaming in from the assault boats and
back out from the hotels. They called it ‘the entertainment.” ”

Ranjit wanted to make a response but didn’t know how to do it. Not in
words, maybe. What he really wanted to do was put an arm around her. He
settled for a sort of first step, putting his hand over hers as it rested on the
arm of her chair.

She didn’t seem to mind. “The ruined old buildings were still there
while | was growing up,” she said. “You know what finally took care of
them? That was the tsunami. Otherwise | think theyd still be right there.”

She turned toward him, smiling . . . and looking quite a lot as though
she wanted to be kissed.

He put it to the test.

It turned out that his estimate had been correct. She had. And she was
the one who took his hand and led him back into the beach house, with that
welcoming couch, just right for two, and Ranjit discovered that sexual in-
tercourse with a woman was not only a good thing in itself, but was several
times better when the woman was someone you liked, and respected, and
really wanted to spend a lot of time in the company of.

And then there was the dinner that he hosted, and that was great, too.
So all in all that day on the beach was a great success, and Myra and Ran-
jit at once made plans to do it again. Often.

It didn’t quite work out that way, though, because the very next day
something happened to change their plans.

Ada Labrooy was with them that day, and so was her nanny, who kept giv-
ing sidelong glances at Myra and Ranjit, convincing Ranjit that what the
two of them had done was written all over their faces. It was a perfectly
normal day, though—if you didn’t count that when he arrived, Myra kissed
him on the lips instead of the usual cheek—until they were back from their
outing in the water, and wearing their robes and helping themselves to
their drinks.

And then Ada saw something. Hand shading her eyes from the sun, she
asked, “Is that that man who works for the Vorhulsts again?”

And when Ranjit stood up to get a better look, yes, it was the Vorhulst
butler, moving a great deal faster than Ranjit had ever seen him move be-
fore, and holding a sheaf of papers clenched tightly in one hand. He
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seemed excited. Not just excited, impatient to get the pages to Ranjit, so
that he was still five or six meters away when he called, “Sir! 1think this
may be what you’ve been waiting for!”

And it was.

Well, it sort of was. Well, what it was was a lengthy analysis of Ranjits
paper, or actually five different analyses ofthe paper, each apparently writ-
ten by a different (but unnamed) person, and what theyd done—in exact-
ing and almost unreadable detail—was go over every last passage that
Ranjit himself had already found to contain a mistake or an unclarity. Plus,
theyd found no fewer than eleven other passages that needed cleaning up
just as much but that Ranjit hadn’t caught in his own reading. There were
forty-two sheets of paper in all, each densely written over with words and
equations. As Ranjit quickly scanned each one and hurried to the next, he
passed the sheets to Myra, his frown getting deeper with every page. “Holy
gods,” he said at last, “what are they saying? Are they just telling me all the
reasons they have for rejecting the bloody thing?”

Myra was biting her lip as she reread the final page for the fourth or
fifth time. Then a smile broke through. She handed the page back to Ran-
jit. “Dear,” she said—in the excitement of the moment neither of them no-
ticed that she had never used that word to him before—*“what’ the very
last word at the end of the message?”

Ranjit snatched the page from her. “What word?” he demanded. “You
mean at the very bottom here? Where it says ‘Congratulations’?”

“That is exactly what | mean,” she informed him, the smile now broad
and tender and in every way exactly the best kind of smile he could ever
have wished for from Myra de Soyza. “Have you ever heard of anyone
being congratulated for a failure? They're publishing your paper, Ranjit!
They think you've finally done it!”



FAME

“As soon as that magazine prints your article, you're going to be famous.
Really famous!” Beatrix Vorhulst declared as soon as Ranjit was back in
her house that night.

She was wrong, though. It didn’t take that long. Days before the mag-
azine’s printing presses began to turn out the hundreds of thousands of
copies that would bring Ranjits fame to the world, the fame had already
arrived. Someone—perhaps someone on Nature's, staff, or among their ref-
erees—had leaked the story and so reporters began to call. First it was the
BBC, then someone from The New York Times, and then it was everybody,
all of them wanting Ranjit to explain just what it was that Monsieur Fermat
had been playing at, and why it had taken all this time to prove hed been
right.

All that was easy enough for Ranjit to answer. What was harder was
what to say when the callers asked about the rumor that hed been jailed for
something or other, too, but there De Saram was a help. “Simply tell them
that your attorney has instructed you not to discuss any of that because
there is a suit pending. I’ll make that true by bringing an action on your be-
half against the cruise line.”

“But | dont want to take their money,” Ranjit objected.

“Don’t worry. You won't get any. I’ll make sure ofthat, but that’ a suf-
ficient reason for anybody to refuse to answer any question . . . since Dr.
Bandara has impressed on me that that whole matter is not to be dis-
cussed.”

That stratagem worked fine, but did nothing to decrease the number of
people who wanted him to sit down in a quiet one-on-one with them—that
is, with them and their team of anything up to a dozen recording techni-
cians—and tell them all about this Fermat person and why he had behaved
so peculiarly. For that, explained De Saram when Ranjit again turned to
him for help, the only way to temper their curiosity about him was to go
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public. That is, to have a press conference and tell the whole story at once
to everyone who wanted to hear.

They were sitting by the Vorhulsts’ pool, De Saram and Ranjit and
Myra de Soyza and Beatrix Vorhulst herself; trips to the de Soyza beach
house were no longer much fun for Ranjit and Myra, because the press
pests had found them there, so Myra now came to swim with Ranjit in the
pool. “I've spoken to Dr. Bandara about it,” De Saram said, inching his
chair closer to the shade of the great pool umbrella. “He is confident the
university will make a space available for you to hold your press confer-
ence. Indeed, he says it would be an honor for the school.”

Ranjit said uncomfortably, “What would I say?”

“YouTl tell them what you did,” De Saram answered. “Leaving out, of
course, all the specifics that Dr. Bandara feels must be kept secure.” He set
his cup down and smiled at Mevrouw Vorhulst. “No, no more tea, thank
you. | need to get back to the office. And I’ll find my way out.”

Mevrouw Vorhulst let him shake her hand, but didn’t protest as he left.
“Actually,” she observed to Ranjit and Myra, “that sounds like an excellent
idea. 11 love to hear that talk.” Then, turning to Myra, she said, “Dear, do
you remember the room we used to put you to sleep in when your parents
were going to be really late? It% still there, right next to Ranjit’s. If youd
like to use it from time to time—or as often as you like—it’ yours.”

So when he went to sleep that night, Ranjit had to count that a good
day. He had very little experience in public speaking, and that worried him
a bit. But right there was Myra’ head on the pillow next to his own, and,
all in all, things seemed to be going very well for him at last.

The auditorium that the university donated for Ranjits press conference
was quite big, and needed to be. Every one of its 4,350 seats was filled, and
not just with newspeople. There were several hundred of those, but it
seemed half of Sri Lanka had decided it wanted to be there as well. Besides
the lucky 4,350, an additional 1,000, nearly, watched on closed-circuit tele-
vision in another campus hall, leaving quite a few extremely important (or
so self-described) other people consumed with indignation over having to
watch the event on (ugh!) broadcast television.

To Ranjit Subramanian, peering out at them through a peephole in the
curtain, they looked like a great many people. It wasn just the number of
the human beings in the room, either. It was the particular human beings
they were! The president of Sri Lanka was seated in the front row. Two or
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three possible candidates for the next election were there, and so was the
Vorhulst family, and—Dbelieve it or notl—so was Ranjit’s old math profes-
sor, not having the grace even to look as embarrassed as he should have felt
but instead smiling and nodding to everyone in a less favored seat than his.

As the curtain began to rise, the man sitting in the armchair next to
Ranjits gave him a reassuring look. “You’ll be fine,” said the august Dr.
Dhatusena Bandara, unexpectedly having flown in from his hush-hush UN
job just to introduce Ranjit. “I wish Gamini could have been here, and so
does he, but he’s busy recruiting in Nepal,” he added, and then the curtain
was up and the lights were on him, and—without explaining just what it
was that Gamini had to go to Nepal to recruit—Dr. Bandara moved to the
lectern.

And then, sooner thereafter than Ranjit would have imagined possible,
it was he who was at the lectern, and every pair of hands in that hall began
to clap.

Ranjit waited patiently for the sound to stop. When it didn’t seem to be
stopping, he cleared his throat. “Thank you,” he said. “Thank you all.” And
then, as it abated only slightly, he began:

“The man who presented this problem to me—weell, to the world—was
named Fermat, an advocate, or lawyer, in France a few centuries ago—"

By the time he got to the famous jotting in the margin ofa page of Dio-
phantus the applause had subsided, and the audience was intent. They
weren’t quiet throughout the talk. They laughed when he commented that
a lot of trouble could have been saved if the book Fermat had been reading
had had larger margins. And they applauded again, though not in quite as
unruly a fashion, as he described each step in his growing comprehension
of what Fermat had been talking about. Then, when he described Sophie
Germains work and how that turned out to be the key at last, they ap-
plauded a lot. And kept on doing so at every opportunity until Ranjit
reached the moment when he had become pretty sure, or at least pretty
nearly sure, that he had by-God actually completed a defensible proof of
Fermat's Last Theorem.

Fie stopped, smiled, and shook his head at them. “Do you have any
idea how hard it is to memorize a five-page mathematical proof?” he
asked. “I didnt have anything to write with, you see. | couldn’t write it out.
All I could do was go over it, over and over again, repeating each little step,
I dont know, hundreds of times, or thousands. ... And then when | was
rescued, all I could think of was getting to a computer and getting it all
down atonce.. ..

“And | did,” Ranjit finished, and let them clap the skin off their silly
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hands at that until they got tired of it. Which took a long time, until he
managed to cut in again to say, “And so Gamini Bandara, my oldest and
dearest friend, is one of the people | have to thank, and so is his father. Dr.
Dhatusena Bandara.” He gestured toward the older man, who politely ac-
cepted his share of applause. “And there are two other persons | owe. One
is my late father, Ganesh Subramanian of the Tiru Koneswaram temple in
Trincomalee. The other person is hiding backstage here, but she is the one
who first suggested to me that the clue to finding out what Fermat had dis-
covered lay in looking at the mathematical procedures known to have been
in use at around that time, and trying to figure out what other procedures
Fermat might have deduced from them. | don’t know what | might have
done without her, and | don’t intend to take that chance again. So come out
here, Dr. Myra de Soyza, and take my hand—"

Which she did, and though Ranjit was still speaking when she ap-
peared, it was hard to make out just what he was saying. Myra got easily
the biggest hand of anyone other than Ranjit himself, perhaps because the
audience could read what was written all over his face when he spoke of
her, perhaps only because she was definitely the best-looking.

Ranjit might have let her applause go on forever, but Myra was shak-
ing her head. “Thank you,” she called, “but let’s hear the rest of what Ran-
jit has to say.” She stepped back, and sat down in Ranjits own chair to
listen.

He turned back to the crowd. “That’ the end of what | wanted to say,”
he informed them, “but | promised | would take a few questions.. .

And then it was over, and he had successfully ducked all the questions
about where he had been jailed and why. They were back in the Vorhulst
residence, along with a pared-to-the-bone residue of guests from the uni-
versity hall. That included nearly all of the first two rows of the auditorium
and a scattering of others, as well as a hired-for-the-occasion staff of ser-
vants to pass around the drinks and snacks. (That was so the actual
Vorhulst household staff, each one of whom felt personally responsible for
some part of the event, could attend as guests.) Ranjit and Myra sat side by
side, holding hands, and quite remarkably happy to be there. All of the
guests were just as happy, so that the champagne the hired staff was pass-
ing out was very nearly superfluous.

Dr. Bandara, of course, was already on his way back to New York in
his own BAB-2200, but before hed left, he had taken Ranjit aside for a few
words. “You’ll be wanting ajob, of course,” he began, and Ranjit nodded.
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“Gamini said something about going to work with him,” Ranjit said.

Dhatusena Bandara said, “And | hope that will happen, but I’m afraid
not right away. Meanwhile, | understand the university is prepared to offer
you a faculty position, teaching a few advanced classes and doing your
own research, if you wish.”

“But I’m not a professor! | haven’t even graduated!”

Dr. Bandara said patiently, “A professor isjust a person the university
has hired in that grade. And dont worry about degrees you may lack. 1ex-
pect people will be offering you all the degrees you could wish for.”

All of this, naturally, Ranjit passed on to Myra. But Beatrix Vorhulst,
sitting on the other side of her, was looking dubious. “You know,” she said,
“I’m not sure you even need ajob. Look at these.” She held up a sheaf of
printouts, vetted by her personal secretary, who was now supplemented by
an assistant just to handle the traffic Ranjit was generating. “People want
you to come and speak to them, or to be interviewed, or just to say that you
drink their beer or wear their shirts. And they're willing to pay for it! If
you’ll wear their track shoes, these people will give you a good many
American dollars. And if you’ll let them interview you, 60 Minutes will
pay, too. Harvard University will pay you to come and talk to them—they
don’t say how much, but I understand theyre rich.”

“Whoa,” said Myra, laughing. “Let the poor man catch his breath.”

But the secretary-screener was waving another piece of paper just off
the printer at Mevrouw, who glanced at it, bit her lip, and said, “Well, this
one isnt about money, but | think you’ll want to see it, Ranjit. And you,
too, Myra.”

“Me?” asked Myra. “Why me?”

But when it had been passed to Ranjit, who looked thunderstruck but
handed it over to her, Myra quickly understood why. The note was from the
old monk at his father’s former temple, and what it said was:

Your father would be even more proud of you, and as delighted as
we all are, that you are going to marry. Please don't delay too
long! You dont want to wait until the unlucky months of Aashad,
Bhadrapad, or Shunya. And of course, please, not on a Tuesday or
a Saturday.

Myra looked up at Ranjit, who was staring in confusion at her. “Did |
say anything about getting married?” he asked.

This brought about a faint blush. “Well, you did say some nice things
about me,” she admitted.
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“I have no recollection of saying anything like that,” he said. “Must
have been my subconscious.” And, taking a deep breath, he said “Which
proves that my subconscious is smarter than | am. So what about it, Myra?
Will you?”

“Ofcourse | will,” she said as though that had been the dumbest ques-
tion she had ever heard. And that was that.

Later, when the two ofthem played news clips of the speech out of cu-
riosity, they found that what he had said was simply the obvious truism that
he could not imagine spending the rest of his life without her . . . but that
was enough, and anyway, by then they were already thoroughly married.

Was everything perfect for the loving pair?

Well, pretty close. The one big question that had to be settled was not
about whether they should get married because there wasn't the slightest
doubt about that, or even when, because the answer to that was as soon as
could be. The real questions were where, and by whom. For a time it
looked like that was easily answered too, because the Vorhulsts and the
Bandaras and the de Soyzas among them had access to every church in the
city of Colombo, not to mention every registrar’s office, and were well
along the process of eliminating the less attractive of them when Myra no-
ticed the faraway look in Ranjit’s eyes.

When she asked he shrugged it off. “Nothing, really,” he said. “No.
Nothing at all.”

But, since Myra did not give up easily, at last he relented and showed
her yet another text from the old monk: “Your father would have been so
happy to see you marry in his temple.”

Myra read it twice and then smiled. “What the hell,” she said. “I don’t
think the presbytery of Ceylon is going to care. I’ll tell everybody.”

And of course, “everybody” understood at once that what Ranjit
wanted was what Myra would enforce, and so it was. If there was a little
disappointment in some circles in Colombo, there was wild delight among
others inTrincomalee. The old monk quickly understood that it would have
to be a stripped-down ceremony. He wistfully considered what a wonder-
ful Paalikali Thalippu they could have had for the bride—if they could
have had them at all—and how the groom’s Janavasanam arrival at the tem-
ple would have been decorated with the finest fruits and flowers. Well, that
would have pretty nearly amounted to a full-scale parade, wouldn it? And
anything like that would have attracted vast attention just when the couple
wanted to be ignored. So no Paalikali Thalippu and no Janavasanam,
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though the monk did make sure that the bride’ party carried the requisite
supply ofparupputenga and other sweetmeats to give to the groom.

The good part of the stripped-downness of the wedding was that it
could all be done quite quickly, for which reason it was less than a week
before the bride and the groom were in Trincomalee—well, in hiding in
Trincomalee, to be exact, because they tried to avoid showing their in-
stantly recognizable faces in public.

For that reason there were few people at the ceremony, as Ranjit spoke
the words the old monk had written out for him and Myra allowed the monk
to tie around her wrist the holy thread that would ward offevil, with the end-
less flowers all over the room and the unending blare of the Naathaswaram
horns and the melam drums. Then it was all over and the two of them, now
indissolubly wed, got back into their police car for the long ride back to the
Vorhulst estate. “Long life!” called the monks as they left, and indeed Ran-
jit and Myra felt confident that that was what lay ahead of them.

However, other persons, farther away, had quite different expectations.

Those persons included the One Point Fives, the designated assassins
for the Grand Galactics. They were executing their order to clean up the
mess on Planet 3 of that trivial yellow star, and their armada was progress-
ing on its flight. Since their vessels were material, they could not go faster
than light speed. There would be many years of transit time, followed by a
few days of actual extermination, after which the newlyweds, and every
other human being anywhere, would be dead.

It might not be a very long life after all.
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MARRIAGE

Now that he was everything that he had dared to dream of being, namely,
free, famous, and married to Myra de Soyza, it seemed to Ranjit that his
personal world just kept getting better and better. There was, however, a
larger perspective that kept intruding itself on his private musings, and in
many ways that wasn’t good at all.

Take the situation in North Korea, for instance. First off, there seemed
to have been a regime change. Blustery luxury-loving Kim Jong Il was
gone.

In some ways that was almost a pity. Km might have been a nut, but
he had been the kind of nut that had always stopped just short of an actual
large-scale attack on his neighbors. Now there was this new guy. He was
always referred to as “the Adorable Leader.” If he had a proper name, it
seemed to be too precious to share with the decadent West.

But if the Adorable Leader’ identity was secret, what he did was all
too public. Their latest generation of nuclear rockets, the Adorable
Leader’ generals claimed, could easily cross the northern stretches of the
Pacific Ocean. This meant that they could strike actual United States of
America soil—at least Alaska, perhaps even the northern corner of Wash-
ington State. Whats more, the generals boasted, the new rockets were def-
initely reliable. This talk made all of their neighbors increasingly nervous.
Those that didn’t already have their own nuclear stocks were under in-
creasing pressure to acquire them.

Nor was the rest of the world much better off. In Africa the continent
had backslid to some of the worst days of the twentieth century. Once
again they were seeing the armies of boy soldiers, some of them barely
into their teens, drafted when their families were murdered, and fighting
for stocks of illicit diamonds and even less licit ivory. ...

It was discouraging.
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There was, though, one thing that did trouble Ranjit when he let himself
think of it, and it came up when Mevrouw Beatrix Vorhulst looked in on a
conversation with lawyer De Saram to ask, “What would anyone like for
dinner?”

It was the same question that someone had to ask every morning, but
this time it got a different reception. Myra turned to look inquiringly at
Ranjit, who cocked an eyebrow at her, sighed, and spoke to their hostess.
“That’s something we’ve been talking about, Aunt Bea. We think youd
probably like to have your house back.”

It was the first time Ranjit had ever seen Beatrix Vorhulst look indig-
nant. “Dear boy, not at all! We’re glad to have you stay here as long as you
like. You'e family, you know. We like having you here, and we’re honored
besides, and—"

But De Saram, having studied Myras face, was shaking his head.
“Perhaps we’ve missed the point, Mevrouw,” he said. “They’re married.
They want their own home, not a piece of yours, and they’re absolutely
right about it. Lets all have another cup of tea and consider the options.
And as to a place for the two of you to live, you already have one, Ranjit.
What used to be your fathers home in Trincomalee is now yours, you
know.”

Ranjit turned to examine Myra’ face. The expression on it was very
much what he had been expecting. “I don’t think Myra wants to live in
Trinco,” he reported sorrowfully to the group, but she was already shaking
her head.

“Trinco’ beautiful,” she said. “Id love to have a place there, but—"

She didn’t finish. “What then?” De Saram asked puzzled.

Ranjit answered for her. “It was a very nice house for one elderly
man,” he said. “But for us—that is, for a couple who are probably going to
want washing machines, dishwashers, all sorts of appliances that my father
had no reason to bother with—well, what do you say, Myra? Do you want
to start making changes in my father’s house?”

She took a deep breath, but managed to compress her reply to one
word: “Yes.”

“Of course you do,” he said. “You wouldn’t rather tear it down and
start over from scratch? No? All right. Then the first thing we do is get
Surash to find us an architect who can make floor plans of what we’ve got
to work with—he knows every Tamil in Trinco—and we invite him here
with the plans and you and he start creating. With,” he added “me avail-
able for creative inputs any time 1’m asked. Meanwhile, Myra, you and |
move our bodies into a hotel. How does that sound?”
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Mevrouw was frowning more deeply than Ranjit had ever seen her.
“There’s no reason for that,” she declared. “We’re perfectly comfortable
with you here until the place in Trincomalee is ready for you.”

Ranjit looked at his wife, then spread his hands. “All right, but | do
have another suggestion. Myra, love? Didn’t | once hear you say some-
thing about a honeymoon?”

Myra looked surprised. “No. You haven’t. | admit 1think a honeymoon
would be grand, but I haven't said a single word about it—"

“Not since we were married,” Ranjit agreed, “but | remember exactly
what you said to me, right in this room, a few years ago. You told me about
all the wonderful parts of Lanka that 1d never visited. So lets go visit
them, Myra. While everybody’ getting the rest of our lives ready for us.”

The best place to start was the easiest, Myra declared, so the first place
they tried was the turtle hatchery in Kosgoda, because Myra had loved it as
a child and, mostly, because it was close enough for practice, then Kandy,
the island’s grand old city. But a week later, when they had done them both
and were back in the Vorhulst house and the staff wanted to know how
theyd liked it, their responses were tepid. They had been recognized in Kos-
goda, and small crowds had followed them about all day. Kandy had been
worse. The local police had taken them around the town in a police car.
They had seen everything, but hadnt once been allowed to wander at will.

Over the dinner table Beatrix Vorhulst listened sympathetically as
Ranjit explained that it was nice to be driven around, but they really would
have liked to mingle with the crowds. She sighed. “I don’t know if that can
happen,” she said. “You’re the best sight the people have for sightseeing
purposes. You see, the trouble is that we’re a bit short on world-famous
celebrities here in Lanka. You're about all we’ve got.”

Myra disagreed. “Not really. There’ the writer—”

“Well, yes, but he hardly ever comes out of his house. Anyway, it’s not
the same. If we were somewhere thick with movie stars and all kinds of fa-
mous people—Los Angeles, for instance, or London—you two could just
put on some dark glasses and yout hardly be noticed.” And then her ex-
pression changed. She said, “Well, come to think of it, why not?”

And when everyone was looking at her, she explained: “You've got all
these invitations from all over the world, Ranjit. Why not accept a few?”

Ranjit blinked at her, then turned to Myra. “What do you think?
Should we try to have a real 'honeymoon—Europe, America, whatever you
like?”
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She glanced at him, then around the table thoughtfully. She finally
said, “1think that would be wonderful, Ranjit. If we're going to do it, lets
do it soon.”

He gave her a curious look, but turned at once to questioning about
what specific invitations were available. It wasn’t until they were heading
to bed that he thought to ask her, “You do want to do this, dont you? Be-
cause if you don’t want to—"

She laid a finger across his lips and then, unexpectedly, followed with
a kiss. “It5just that | think if wee going to do long-distance traveling, it
might be better to do it soon. Might be a little more difficult later on. 1
wasn’t going to tell you until the doctor confirmed it, but 1won* see her
until Friday. The thing is, I’m pretty sure I’m pregnant.”



HONEYMOON, PART TWO

While Myra and Ranjit were making their way to London, a trip as long
and wearing as Gamini had described it years before, the world was going
on its own way. Which was, of course, the way of death and destruction.
They had booked their flight the long way around, by way of Mumbai, so
Ranjit could get a quick look at the city. But their plane was forty minutes
late because of circling before being allowed to land. Artillery fighting had
broken out again in the Vale of Kashmir. No one knew what underground
Pakistani agents might be planning to do to targets in India’s heartland, so
the couple spent their whole time in the old city in their hotel room, watch-
ing television. That didnt have much good news, either. Units of the
Adorable Leader’s North Korean army, no longer limiting themselves to
creating incidents along the border with South Korea, had plucked up the
courage to have a few incidents with the country that fed it, the one that
was pretty nearly its only real friend in the world, the People’ Republic of
China. What they were up to no one seemed able to guess, but four sepa-
rate incursions, no more than a dozen or so troops each, crossed into PRC
territory, where there was nothing but hills and rocks, and set up camp.

Myra and Ranjit were three hours later boarding their London plane,
too, but by the time they were airborne, skirting Pakistan’s shoreline en
route to Heathrow in England, the Kashmir fighting had died down and the
North Korean army had turned around and gone back to its barracks, and
no one could figure out what they had been up to in the first place.

And then there they were, in London.

It did not disappoint, exactly. The great sights of the city were as fas-
cinating to Ranjit as they had been to millions of visitors for hundreds of
years. All of them—nhuge old St. Paul’, the Tower of London, the Houses
of Parliament, Westminster Abbey—all the famous ones that every tourist
had to see and a fair number of sights that were not really famous at all but
were of particular interest to Ranjit—like the London School of Econom-
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ics and a certain superb maisonette a few squares away on Arundel Street,
because both had once been inhabited by Gamini Bandara at a time when
Ranjit himself had had no hope of ever visiting them. When Myra per-
suaded him to take an excursion to Kew Gardens, he really loved the vast
greenhouses. He loved all the great and famous structures of the city, al-
most without exception. What he did not love in the least, however, was all
the open and unroofed spaces that lay between them, the spaces that he had
to traverse in order to get from one to another.

And which were, without exception in this month of November, terri-
bly, unbearably cold.

This soul-searing experience was one that Ranjit had never before en-
countered in all of his life. Oh, perhaps sometimes he had suffered a brief
chill, maybe at the tip of Swami Rock when the winds were strong, or
when he was just coming out of a plunge in the surf in the early, early
morning. Not like this! Not when it was so cold that the sparse snows of
the week before, and even the ones of the week before that, still left their
blackened remains on the margins of parking lots and the edges of lawns
because it had never warmed up enough since to finish melting them away.

Still, London’s shops were full of garments designed to keep the cold-
est visitor toasty, or anyway somewhat warm. Thermal underwear, gloves,
and a fur-collared topcoat made the London streets bearable to Ranjit,
while the first mink coat of her life improved things for Myra.

Then they met Sir Tarig. It was he, on behalf of the Royal Mathemati-
cal Society, who had invited Ranjit to become a member, and to come to
London to tell them about his feat. (And had produced a foundation that
paid their expenses.) Sir Tariq al Diwani turned out to be a plump elderly
man with unruly Albert Einstein hair, a kindly heart, and no trace of any
accent but the purest OxCam. (“Well,” he explained when pressed, “I’'m
fourth generation London, after all”) And when he found that Ranjit was
freezing most of the time, he struck his forehead. “Oh, blast,” he said. “I
let them give you posh instead of comfort. I’ll have you moved.”

What they were moved to was a brand-shiny-new but not particularly
fashionable hotel in South Kensington. Which puzzled Myra a bit until she
had a talk with the concierge and, grinning, reported to Ranjit that Sir Tariq
had chosen this particular hotel because, a, it was convenient to some of
the city’s best museums, ifthat should interest them while they were there,
and, b, it was frequently occupied by Arab oil sheikhs and their large ret-
inues, an entire floor or two at a time. The importance of that was that what
the oil sheikhs hated most, even more than Ranjit did, was being cold, not
just in their private rooms but in a hotel’s lobbies, fire stairs, and even ele-
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vators as well. And what the owners of the hotel hated even more than that
was to fail to give those free-spending Arabs every last thing they might
desire.

Though not himselfa free-spending oil sheikh, Ranjit was happy to re-
ceive the fallout from their spending. Over the next couple of months, his
mood improved visibly—improved enough, indeed, for him to take a shot
at that other reason for the particular hotel they were in, its proximity to
Museum Row. The Natural History Museum (though drafty) was a delight,
inspiring Ranjit to agree to the crosstown odyssey to the great British Mu-
seum itself, back in Gamini’s part oftown—even grander (if even drafticr)
and making him agree that yes, cold countries might after all have some
advantages over the hot ones.

It wasn't all tourism. The lecture for the Royal Mathematical Society
took some thought, though actually what Ranjit said in London was pretty
much what he had said at the press conference in Colombo. Two maga-
zines had urgently requested a visit, Nature because they were the ones
who had published his paper and New Scientist because (they promised)
they would take him to the best pub on their side ofthe Thames. And there
were a couple of press conferences, too, set up at long range by De Saram
in Colombo. And even so, with their pictures in print on every newsstand
and occasionally on the telly as well, Myra persuaded Ranjit to put his
thermal underwear to the test by standing outside Buckingham Palace one
evening to observe the changing of the guard. When they were back in
their hotel, and Ranjit had to admit none of his parts seemed to be at all
frostbitten from the ordeal, he also pointed out that, of all the cameras held
by their fellow tourists, every last one had been pointed at the guards, and
not one at them. “So it% true,” he said. “We can move around London all
we like, and no one pays any attention to us at all. 1d really like this place
if theyd just move it a thousand kilometers or so south.”

Well, they wouldn’t do that, so after a few hours of bundling up to get from
the hotel lobby to a taxi, and from the taxi to some other lobby somewhere
else, Ranjit gave up. He took SirTariq aside. Then he got on the phone with
De Saram in Colombo, and then, grinning, reported to Myra, “We’re going
to America. It what they call the Triple-A-S—the American Association
for the Advancement of Science?—and next month they’re having their
annual convention and De Saram has it all worked out. Oh, we’re not
through here, Myra. Not permanently. We’ll do everything there is to do
here, but not until the weather a little warmer.” So they were booked first
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class—another of those generous foundations—to leave on the American-
Delta flight to New York City (Kennedy) at two p.m. that afternoon.

Which they did, though with many sincere protestations of thanks to
Sir Tarig, and by two-twenty they were leaving England behind and ap-
proaching the eastern coast of Ireland.

Ranjit was all solicitude. “I haven’t rushed you too much, have 1?
You're not—?” The whoopsing gesture he made at his mouth elucidated
the question for Myra, who laughed. She held up her glass for an orange
juice refill from the attendant, who was quick to oblige.

“I’'m fine,” she said. “And yes, you and | can come back to England
when it’s nice and warm—say June. But are you sure you’re doing the right
thing now, going to America?”

Ranjit finished spreading the clotted cream and strawberry preserves
on his scone and popped the product into his.mouth. “Of course | am,” he
told her, chewing. “I checked the New York weather reports for myself.
Right now they’ve got a low of nine, looking to a high for the day of eigh-
teen. |'ve been colder than that in Trinco.”

Uncertain whether to laugh or cry, Myra set down her glass. “Oh, my
darling,” she said. “You’ve never been in America, have you?”

Suddenly worried, Ranjit turned to face her. “What do you mean?”

She reached out to stroke his hand. “Just that you haven’t noticed that
they’re pretty old-fashioned there in some ways. The way they still use
miles instead of kilometers, for instance. And—I hope this wont upset
you—the way they cling to the Fahrenheit thermometer scale instead of
going to Celsius along with the rest of the world?”
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THE NEW WORLD

Apart from the great thermal disappointment that the climate of New York
represented for Ranjit, the news that kept coming over their hotel suite’
large supply of TV sets was even more disheartening than usual. For exam-
ple, South America had been relatively quiet, war-wise, for some time. No
longer. Now (as one of their American hosts explained itto Myra and Ran-
jit) what had changed was the fact that the United States had revised most
drug crimes down from felonies to, at most, misdemeanors. That had de-
criminalized nearly all the stock in trade of the Colombian drug mer-
chants. That change in the laws made it possible for any American addict
to get what he needed for his habit, cheap and without gangster interven-
tion, at any local pharmacy, thus effectively putting the gangsters out of
business. (It also made it pointless for any neighborhood pusher to hand
out free samples to twelve-year-olds. That would no longer ensure him a
supply of addicted customers for the future, since none ofthose future cus-
tomers, if there were any, would be buying from him anyway. And so each
year the census of American addicts slowly dwindled as the oldest ones
died or went dry, and few new ones came along as replacements.)

But that was only the good part of drug decriminalization. There was
a bad part as well.

The bad part, or the worst of the bad parts, was that the drug cartels,
deprived of the profits from their coca plantations, began to look longingly
at the equally addictive stuffthat was being exported by their neighbors in
Venezuela. Why, there was even more money in oil than there ever had
been in drugs! And so armed parties from the Colombian drug citadels
were infiltrating the oil fields of their neighbor. The relatively small (and
often quite purchasable) Venezuelan army was putting up a show ofresis-
tance, sometimes, but the powerful motivation was all on the Colombian
side, and so were almost all the victories.

All this, of course, in addition to the latest list of vicious little es-
capades from the Adorable Leaders North Korea, and in addition to the re-
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newal of violence in the irreconcilable fragments of what had once been
Yugoslavia, and more and more heavy fighting in parts of what had once
been the Soviet Union, and the Middle East. . . .

It was all bad. What made up for it, a little, was the city of New York
itself, not in the least like Trincomalee, or even Colombo, and in fact not
all that much like London. “It% so vertical,” Ranjit told his wife, as they
stood at the sixty-sixth-floor picture window oftheir hotel suite. “Whoever
heard of sleeping this high up?” And yet in the panorama of the city that
lay before them there were a dozen or more buildings much taller, and
when they walked in the city streets, there were times when the sun seldom
appeared because steep concrete walls shut it out except when it was di-
rectly overhead.

“But it does have that beautiful park,” Myra pointed out, gazing at the
lake, the giant apartments that lined the far side ofthe park, and the distant
roofs of the Central Park Zoo.

“Oh, I’m not complaining,” Ranijit told her, and indeed he had little to
complain about. Though Dr. Dhatusena Bandara’ office in the UN build-
ing was just across town, the doctor himselfwas somewhere else, on some
errand that no one chose to discuss. His office had, though, provided them
with a young lady who had taken them to the top of the Empire State
Building and introduced them to the Lucullan joys of oyster stew in the old
Grand Central railroad station, and who stood ready to get tickets for them
for any show on Broadway. Which wasn't a great thrill to Ranjit, whose en-
tire lifetime experience of performances had been on a flat screen, but
greatly pleased Myra. Which itself much pleased Ranjit, not to mention
that he had discovered the American Museum of Natural History, only a
few blocks away—wonderful in its own right as an exemplar of that new
delight in Ranjit’s life, its museumness, but thrilling in the great planetar-
ium that filled its northern space. “Planetarium” was hardly the right word,
in fact; the structure on Central Park West was so much more than that. “I
wish Joris could be with us!” Ranjit said, more than once, as he strolled its
thrilling exhibits.

And then, following a long enough interval that Ranjit had stopped
thinking he might actually show up, appeared the one person, totally un-
expected, who could make a pleasant visit unforgettable. When Ranjit
opened the door of their suite to a knock, supposing there would be no
more than a chambermaid with an armload of fresh towels on the other
side of it, there in fact, grinning, stood Gamini Bandara, with a spray of
fresh roses in one hand for Myra and in the other a bottle of good old Sri
Lanka arrack for the two of them. It was the first time they had been to-
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gether since the wedding, and the questions came thick and fast. How had
they liked England? What did they think of America? What was it like
back in Lanka these days? It wasn’t until the men had poured their third
round of arrack that Myra noticed that all the conversation went in the
same direction, questions coming from Gamini, answers from her husband
and herself. “So,” she said at last, “tell us, then, Gamini, what are you doing
in New York?”

He grinned and spread his hands. “One damn meeting after another.
Itswhat I do.”

“But | thought you were based in California,” Ranjit put in.

“l am, right. But there’ all sorts of international stuff going on, and
this is where the UN s, isn’t it?” Then he swallowed his third shot and
looked serious. “Actually, the reason I’'m here, Ranjit, is that | want to ask
you to do me a favor.”

Ranjit said promptly, “Name it.”

“Don’t say yes so fast,” Gamini chided. “It means making a commit-
ment for some time. But it5 not a bad commitment, either. So let me get
right down to it. When you’re in Washington, you will be contacted by a
man named Orion Bledsoe. He’ a cloak-and-dagger guy, and he’ high up
in the part of the government most people never hear about. For that mat-
ter, he has quite a record of his own. He’ a veteran of the first Gulf War,
and of the troubles in what used to be Yugoslavia, and then of the second,
and much worse, war in the Gulf, the one in Irag. Thats where he got, in
that order, the wound that cost him his right arm, the Purple Heart, the
Navy Cross, and, finally, the job he’s got now.”

“Which is what?” Ranjit asked, as Gamini seemed to pause for a mo-
ment.

Gamini shook his head. “Come on, Ranj. I’ll have to let Bledsoe tell
you that—there are rules | have to follow, you know.”

Ranjit tried again. “Is it going to be about a real job?”

That made Gamini pause for thought again. “Well, yes, but | can't tell
you what that is right now, either,” he said at last. “The important thing
about thatjob is that you’ll be doing something useful for the world. All we
need Bledsoe for is to see that you get the security clearance you need.”

“Need for what?” Ranjit asked.

Gamini, smiling, shook his head. Then, looking faintly embarrassed,
he said, “I have to warn you that Bledsoe is a kind of old-fashioned Cold
Warrior and a bit of a silly ass, too. But once you're in the job, you won’t
have to see much of him. And,” he added, “since when I’m in America |’'m
usually based less than halfan hour’ drive from his part of the world, you
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probably will be seeing a lot more of me, if you can stand that.” He winked
at Myra. And then reported that he was late for another of those damn
meetings way on the other side oftown, and he hoped theyd all see one an-
other one day soon in Pasadena, and was gone.

Ranjit and Myra looked at each other. “Where’s Pasadena?” he asked.

“In California, 1’'m pretty sure,” she said. “Do you suppose that’s
where youd be based? If you took this job, | mean.”

He gave her an exasperated grin. “You know what? Maybe we should
ask Gamini’ father about all this.”

Which they did, or at least left a query at his office. They didn’t get an an-
swer right away, though. They didn’t get an answer at all until they had
made the short hop from New York (LaGuardia) to Washington National
(Reagan) and were already welcomed by the people from the Triple-A-S
and booked into their new hotel, in sight of the Capitol and walking dis-
tance from the Mall. And all Dr. Bandara5 communication said was
“Gamini assures me this person he wants you to see can be of great help to
you.” But it didn’t say great help in doing what, or why Gamini cared in the
first place, and so Ranjit sighed and gave up. Which actually was not a
great disappointment, because Washington turned out to be full of things
that interested him more than some unspecified job to be offered by some
still unmet person named Orion Bledsoe.

The first thing—with Ranjit and Myra escorted there by enthusiastic
volunteers from the AAAS—was the famous (which, actually, Ranjit had
never heard of before coming to Washington) cluster of museums collec-
tively known as the Smithsonian Institution. London’ British Museum
and New York’s American Museum of Natural History had delighted him;
this Smithsonian, not just one fabulous structure but a whole row of the
things, staggered his imagination. All he could make time for was the Air
and Space Museum and a quick peek into one or two of the others, but the
space collection had, among countless other things, an actual working
model (though not to scale) of the Artsutanov space elevator, which was
even now beginning to be spun out in the skies above Sri Lanka. And then
he had his own keynote speech to give the Triple-A-S convention, and (that
having been done, and once again declared a triumph) he had their whole
damn convention to pick and choose among. Bear in mind that this cele-
brated genius among Earth’s most honored scientific minds, world famous
and already possessed of three actual doctoral degrees given by three of
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the worlds most prestigious schools (although in fact he had never quite
achieved even a bachelor’s degree for himself)—this modern Fermat or
even Newton had never in his not very long life been lucky enough to sit
in on a single scientific convention of any kind, except ones for which he
was the principal speaker. He had no idea so much could be learned on so
many subjects. His own chores attended to, he had the freedom of the con-
vention, and he used it, attending sessions on cosmology and Martian (and
Venusian and Europan) tectonics and something called “Machine Intelli-
gence: Awareness of Self” (that primarily for Myra, but it fascinated Ran-
jit almost as much when he listened), and heaven only knew what arcane
aspects ofwhat previously unexplored (by Ranjit) other areas of human in-
vestigation turned up somewhere on the vast and challenging menu of
events.

Myra kept right up with him, too, as fascinated by the panoply of
human learning as he, with a few exceptions. The principal exception was
the daily nap after lunch that he insisted on, because one of their doctors
had insisted. “You are getting ready to have a baby, you know!” he in-
formed her every day, although in fact she was never in any doubt of it.
And then, on almost the last day of the convention, when Ranjit was tuck-
ing her in, they heard a gentle beep-beep from their telephone. It was a
fresh text message, and what it said was:

I would be grateful if you could join me in my suite sometime
today to discuss a proposal that I think will interest you.
T. O. Bledsoe, Lt. Col. USMC (ret.)

Ranjit and Myra looked at each other. “Its the man Gamini was talk-
ing about in New York,” Ranjit said, and Myra nodded briskly.

“Ofcourse it is. Go ahead, call him, see what he wants. And then come
back here and tell me all about it.”

The suite belonging to Lt. Col. (ret.) T. Orion Bledsoe was noticeably bigger
than the one the AAAS convention had provided for Ranjit and Myra. Even
the bowl of fruit on the conference table in the drawing room was larger, and
it wasn’t alone on the table, either. Next to it was an unopened bottle of Jack
Daniel’s whiskey, with the ice, glasses, and mixers to go with it.

T. Orion Bledsoe himselfwas not much taller than Ranjit, which for an
American was hardly tall at all, and at least a couple of decades older. But
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he still had all his hair, and a pretty muscular handshake, though it was the
left hand he offered and used to pull Ranjit in. “Come in, come in, Mr.
uh—nhave a seat. Are you enjoying our District of Confusion?”

He didn’t wait for an answer, either, but led the way to the conference
table. “Care for adrink, Mr. Subra—uh—? | mean, if Jack isn’t going to be
too strong for you?”

Ranjit repressed a smile. Anyone who had spent his wild sixteenth
year ingesting arrack was not likely to find some American tipple too
strong. “That would be fine,” he said. “Your message said something about
a proposal.”

Bledsoe gave him areproachful look. “They say we Americans are al-
ways in a hurry, but in my experience it’s you foreigners that are always
jumping the gun. Sure, | want to talk about something with you, but I like
to get to know a man a little bit before we do business.” And all the time
his previously neglected right hand was gripping the whiskey bottle while
the other was opening the seal. Bledsoe noticed where Ranjit’s eyes were
focused and gave a little chuckle. “Prosthetic,” he admitted—or boasted.
“Pretty good design, too. | could even shake hands with it if | wanted to,
but I don’t. I can’t feel your hand if | do, so what’ the point? And if | got
absentminded and squeezed a little too hard, you could suddenly be in the
market for one of your own.”

The artificial arm was actually quite efficient, Ranjit observed, re-
minding himselfto tell Myra about it. The bottle open, the hand was pour-
ing an even two centimeters of whiskey into each glass, and then passing
Ranjits over to him. Bledsoe watched attentively to see if Ranjit was going
to use any of the mixers. When he didn*, Bledsoe gave a little nod of ap-
proval and took a taste from his own glass. “This is what we call sippin’
whiskey,” he said. “You can chug it down if you want to—hey, it% a free
country—but you ought to give it a chance. Ever been in Iraq?”

Ranjit, sipping a little of the sippin” whiskey out of politeness to his
host, shook his head.

“Its where | got this.” He tapped the imitation arm with his good one.
“With all the Shiites and the Sunnis doing their best to kill each other, but
taking time out to kill as many ofus as they could along the way. It was the
wrong war, in the wrong place, for the wrong reasons.”

Ranjit tried his best to sound interested enough to be polite, wondering
whether Bledsoe was going to say the right war would have been
Afghanistan, or maybe Iran. It wasn’t, though. “North Korea,” Bledsoe
proclaimed. “They’re the ones we should’ve pulverized. Ten missiles in the
ten right places and theyd have been right out of the game.”
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Ranjit coughed. “As | understand it,” he said, swallowing a little more
of his Jack Daniel’s, “the trouble with fighting North Korea is that they
have a very large and very modern army and they’ve got it sitting right on
the border, less than fifty kilometers from Seoul.”

Bledsoe waved a dismissive hand. “Hell, sure thered be losses. A lot
of them, no doubt. So what? Theytd be South Korean losses, not Ameri-
cans. Well,” he corrected himself, grimacing at the annoyance, “all right,
there are quite a few American troops right up there, sure. But you can’t
make an omelette without breaking eggs, can you?”

It seemed to Ranjit that the party was getting unpleasant, and then as
Bledsoe tossed a crumpled napkin into a wastebasket, he thought he saw a
reason. The napkin bounced off an empty whiskey bottle. Apparently his
was not the first conference Bledsoe had convened that day.

Ranjit cleared his throat. “Well, Mr. Bledsoe, 1 come from a small
country with problems of its own. | don’t want to criticize American pol-
icy.”

Bledsoe bobbed his head in agreement. “And that’ another thing,” he
said, and interrupted himself to offer a refill with the bottle. Ranjit shook
his head. Bledsoe shrugged and recharged his own glass. “Your little is-
land,” he said. “Shree— Shree—"

“Sri Lanka,” Ranjit politely corrected.

“That’ the one. D’you know what you’ve got there?”

Ranjit considered. “Well, I think it’s probably the most beautiful island
in the—"

“I’m not talking about the whole damn island, for Christ’s sake! My
God, there’s a million beautiful islands around all over the world and |
wouldn't give you a nickel for any of them. I’m just talking about one lit-
tle harbor you've got there, Trinkum— Trinco—"

Ranjit took pity. “I think you mean Trincomalee. | was born there.”

“Really?” Bledsoe considered that datum, found no use for it, and con-
tinued. “Anyway, | don’t give a damn about the town. It’s the harbor that’s
a world-beater! Do you know what that could be? It could be the world’s
best base for a nuclear submarine navy, Mr. Sub— Subra—"

He had refilled his glass once again, and the sippin’ whiskey was be-
ginning to show its effects. Ranjit sighed and rescued him again. “It’s Sub-
ramanian, Mr. Bledsoe, and, yes, we know what a base it could be. In
World War Il it was headquarters for the Allied fleet, and before that Lord
Nelson himself said it was one of the world’s greatest harbors.”

“Oh, crap, what does Lord Nelson have to do with it? He was talking
about aplace for sailing ships, for God’s sake. 1’m talking nukes! That har-
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bor’s deep enough that submarines can dive well below what any enemy
could find, much less attack! Dozens of them! Maybe hundreds. And what
did we do about it? We let goddamn India snap up treaty rights for the
whole damn port. India, for Gods sake! And what the hell India needs a
navy for in the first place, | cant—"

Ranjit was getting tired of this opinionated drunk. Gamini was
Gamini, but Ranjit couldn’t be expected to put up with much more of this.
He stood up. “Thanks for the drink, Mr. Bledsoe, but I’m afraid I have to
be getting along.”

He held out a hand to be shaken in farewell, but Bledsoe didn’t recip-
rocate. He glared up at Ranjit, then deliberately put the top back on the
whiskey bottle. “Excuse me one second,” he said. “We have some unfin-
ished business.”

He disappeared into one ofthe suite’s bathrooms. Ranjit heard running
water, thought it over, shrugged, and sat down. It was more than one sec-
ond, though. It was close to five minutes before T. Orion Bledsoe appeared
again, and he hardly seemed the same man. His face was scrubbed, his hair
was brushed, and he was carrying a partial cup of steaming black coffee—
no doubt from the coffee machine that seemed to be standard equipment in
any American hotel bathroom.

He didn't offer Ranjit any of the coffee. He didn’t offer any explana-
tions, either, just sat down, glanced at the whiskey bottle as though aston-
ished to find it there, and said briskly, “Mr. Subramanian, if | should
mention the names Whitfield Diffie and Martin Heilman, what would they
mean to you?”

Slightly confused by the abrupt change in both subject and de-
meanor—Dbut a little encouraged by the fact that the conversation had sud-
denly entered into an area he knew something about—Ranjit said,
“Public-key cryptography, of course. The Diflfie-Hellman-Merkle proce-
dures.”

“Exactly,” Bledsoe said. “l dont think | need tell you that Diffie-
Hellman is in serious trouble, because of the quantum computers.”

He didn’t. Although Ranjit had never taken any particular interest in
codes or code-cracking himself—not counting his exploits in learning one
professor’s computer password—every mathematician in the world had a
pretty good idea of what had gone on.

Diffie-Hellman was based on a very simple idea, but one that had been
so difficult to execute that the idea had been useless until the age of really
powerful computers. The first step in encoding any message that one
wished to keep private was to represent it as a series of numbers. The sim-
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plest way to do that, of course, would be to replace the letter A with a one,
the B with a two, and so on through Z equals twenty-six. (Naturally, no
cryptographer in the world, or at least none over the age of ten, would take
seriously such a trivial system of substitutions.) Then these numbers could
be combined with an enormous number—call it “N”—in such a way that
the original simple substitution was concealed. Simply adding the substi-
tuted numbers to giant N might do the trick by itself.

But N had a secret of its own. The way it was generated by cryptogra-
phers was by multiplying two large prime numbers together. Any decent
computer could do that kind of multiplication in a fraction ofa second, but
once the two large primes were multiplied together, trying to discover what
the primes themselves had been was a brutal job that, even with the best
computers, could take many years. Hence the description “trapdoor ci-
pher"—easy to get into, virtually impossible to get out of again. Still,
public-key cryptography, as it was called, possessed one great virtue. Any-
body could encrypt any message from the product of the primes—even,
say, some harried member of the French Resistance in World War 11, one
step ahead of the Gestapo, with some crucial knowledge of where a bunch
of panzer divisions were moving to. But only the people who knew what
both those primes were could read the message.

Bledsoe took a sip of his rapidly cooling coffee. “The thing is, Subra-
manian,” he said, “we have some pretty important traffic going around the
world right now—don't ask me what it is. | have only a bare glimmering of
anotion, and I can’t tell you even that much. But at this moment it is more
important than ever that our code be unbreakable. Maybe there’s some way
of decrypting that doesnt involve all this factoring of prime numbers
hocus-pocus. And if there is, we would like you to help us figure out what
itis.”

Ranjit tried his best not to laugh. What he was being asked to do was
what every code agency in the world had been working on ever since
Diffie-Hellman had published their paper way back in 1975. “Why me?”
he asked.

Bledsoe looked pleased with himself. “When | saw the news stories
about your proof of Fermat’s Last Theorem, it rang a bell. All those math-
ematicians that work on this public-key stuff use what they call the Fermat
test, right? So who would know more about that than the man who just
proved his theorem? And there were others around who liked you, so we
started the machinery going to recruit you for our team.”

When Ranjit considered all the ways in which Bledsoe’ notion was
ridiculous, he was tempted to get up and walk away. Fermat’ test was cer-
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tainly the basis for many more recent ways of identifying prime numbers.
But to leap from that to the notion that the man who proved Fermat’ theo-
rem would be any good at public-key code-cracking was, well, simply pre-
posterous.

All the same, this was exactly the offer that Gamini had asked him to
accept. Ranjit controlled the impulse to laugh in Bledsoe’ face and said
only, “ ‘Recruit’ me. Does that mean you’re offering me ajob?”

“Damn straight it does, Subramanian. You’ll be provided with all the
resources you need—and the U.S. government has plenty of resources—
and a generous salary. How about—w’

Ranjit could not help blinking at the figure mentioned. It would have
supported several generations of Subramanians. “That seems adequate,”
he commented drily. “When should | start?”

“Ah, well,” Bledsoe said moodily, “not right away, I'm afraid. Its a
matter of your security clearance. You did, after all, spend a couple of
months in the slammer back home, under suspicion of being associated in
terrorist activities.”

Then Ranjit did come close to blowing his top. “That’ ridiculous! |
wasn’t involved in any—"

Bledsoe raised his hand. “I know. Do you think |1'd be offering you this
kind of ajob if I didn’t know that? But the security clearance people get
real antsy when theres a connection with a certified terrorist bunch like
your pirates. Don’t worry. It all just about straightened out. We had to go
right to the top. It took actual White House intervention, but you’ll get
your clearance. Only it will take a bit more time.”

Ranjit sighed and bit the bullet. “How long?”

“Three weeks, maybe. At most a month. So what | suggest is you go
ahead and do all those speaking dates you’ve accepted, and when the word
comes through, I'll get in touch with you and arrange for your coming to
California.”

There didn’t seem to be much help for it. “All right,” Ranjit said. “1’ll
need an address for you so | can keep you posted on where to reach me.”

Bledsoe grinned. He showed a lot of teeth, a lot of sharklike teeth,
when he smiled, Ranjit observed. “Don’t worry,” he said. “I’ll know where
you are.”

Three weeks turned into six, and then into two months. Ranjit was begin-
ning to wonder how long the generosity of the foundation that paid their
hotel bills would last, and he still had not heard from Bledsoe again. “Its
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just typical government red tape,” Myra said, consoling. “Gamini said to
take the job. You took it. Now we just have to live by their timetable.”

“But where the hell is Gamini?” Ranjit said sulkily. He hadn’t ap-
peared again, and when Ranjit e-mailed his father’s office to see if they
could supply an address, they had simply replied, “He is in the field and
can’t be reached.”

At least Myra had the visits to her old friends at MIT to amuse her.
Ranjit didn’t have that much. When she came back to the hotel, puffing
and—yes, youd have to say it—waddling but full of news about the great
new accomplishments of some of her old buddies, he greeted her with an
unexpected question: “What would you think about catching the next
plane back to Lanka?”

She eased herselfand her great belly into a chair. “What’ the matter,
dear?”

“This is going nowhere,” he announced, not adding that it was also
very cold outside. “I’ve been thinking about what Dr. Bandara said. Being
a full professor at the university wouldn’t be a bad life. 1d have a chance
to do research, too, and you know there are plenty of other big problems
that nobody has solved. If you wanted to be rich, I could see if I could work
the bugs out of the Black-Scholes equation. Or, if | wanted a real chal-
lenge, there’ always P equals NP. If anybody could solve that, it would
revolutionize mathematics.”

Myra shifted her weight around in the chair, trying to find a comfort-
able position. She decided there wasn’t one and leaned over to press her
husbands hand. “What’s P equals NP?” she asked. “Or that other equa-
tion?”

It was worse than shet thought; Ranjit didn’t take the bait. “The thing
is,” he said, “we’re just wasting our time here. We might as well give it up
and go home.”

“You promised Gamini,” she reminded him. “Just give it a few more
days.”

“A very few,” he said stubbornly. “A week at the most, and then we’re
out of here.”

It didn’t come to that. It was the very next day that the teletext message
came from ex-Lt. Col. T. Orion Bledsoe. “Clearance granted. Report to
Pasadena ASAP.”

And they were certainly about ready to get out of Bostons worst-yet
climate. But when they were all packed up, and just waiting for the limo
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that was to take them to Logan Airport for the flight to LAX, Myra sud-
denly put her hand to her belly. “Oh, my,” she said. “I think that was a con-
traction.”

It was.

Onc