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STARFARERS

"Look yonder." The man pointed northeast and aloft.
"That very bright star in the Milky Way. Do you know it?"

"Yes," answered his son. "Alpha Centauri. The nearest to
us. It's two, really, and a third that is dim."

Don Lucas Nansen Ochoa nodded, pleased. Juan was
barely past his seventh birthday. "Now look up from it, a
little to your right. That other brilliant one is Beta Centauri."

"Is it close, too?"

"No, it's far off. Almost seventy times as far, I have read.
But it shines thousands of times as bright as our sun. Most
of those we see are giants. Else our eyes could not find
them across their distances."

Man and boy sat their horses for a while in silence. They
had drawn rein after leaving well behind them the house and
its outbuildings, walled off by a cedar grove. The autumn air
rested cool, still, and altogether clear. They had light enough
without a moon, stars crowding heaven, galactic belt
gleaming frosty. The Paraguayan plain rolled away through
this dusk toward darkness, grassland broken by stands of
trees and big, stump-shaped anthills. No cattle were in view,
but now and then a lowing went mournfully through the
early night.

"Where are they?” whispered the boy at last. Awe
shivered in his words.

Don Lucas's hand traced an are along the constellation.
"Look on upward from Beta, to your left. Epsilon — do you
see it? — and, past it, Zeta. The name Zeta means it's the
sixth brightest in the Centaur. That's where the signs are."



PROLOGUE

"At Zeta?"

"No, as nearly as I can find out from the news, that star
just happens to be in our line of sight to the things. They are
actually far beyond it."

"Are they . . . are they coming here?"

"Nobody knows. But none of them are headed straight
toward us. And we don't know what they are, natural or
artificial or what. All the astronomers can say is that there
are those fiery points of Xrays moving very fast, very far
away. The news programs yammer about an alien
civilization, but really, it's too soon for anybody to tell." Don
Lucas laughed a bit. "Least of all an old estanciero like me.
I'm sorry, you asked me to explain what's been on the
television, and I cannot say much more than that you must
be patient."

Juan pounced. "Are you?"

“Um-m, 1 hope they'll corral the truth while I'm still above
ground. But you should surely live to hear it."

"What do you think?"

Don Lucas straightened in the saddle. Juan saw his face
shadowed by the wide-brimmed hat like a pair of wings
against the sky. "I may be wrong, of course," he said. "Yet I
dare hope someone is faring from star to star, and someday
men will."

Suddenly overwhelmed, cold lightnings aflicker in him, the
boy stared past his father, outward and outward. It was as if
he felt the planet whirling beneath him, about to cast him off
into endlessness; and his spirit rejoiced.

He became the grandfather of Ricardo Nansen Aguilar.

With never a sight of beautiful, changeable Earth, Farside
gained a night which stars made into no more than a setting
for their brilliance. And the Lunar bulk shielded it from the



radio noise of the mother world; and the stable mass
underfoot and the near-vacuum overhead were likewise
ideal for many kinds of science. It was no wonder that some
of the most gifted people alive were gathered here, in spite
of monastic quarters and minimal amenities. Besides,
Muramoto thought, those should improve. Already the
desolation of stone and dust was redeemed by an austere
elegance of domes, detectors, dishes, taut and silvery power
lines.

As his car neared observatory headquarters, he glanced
through its bubbletop and found the red beacon light that
was Mars. Pegple there too, nowadays. An old thrill tingled.
Yes, man does not live by bread alone, nor by economics
and politics. It was the vision of ships flying through heaven
that got us back into space in earnest. Damn it, this time
we'll stay, and keep going!

He reached the topside turret, linked airlocks, crossed
over, and descended. The corridor below felt doubly drab by
contrast. However, he could move fast along it, enjoying the
long, low-gravity lope. Ordinarily an officer of the United
States Aerospace Force was expected to be more formal.

He had called ahead. The director awaited him in her
office. She greeted him a little warily, offered him a chair,
told the outer door to close, and sat down again behind her
desk. For a few minutes they exchanged ritual courtesies —
how were things going here, how were things back home,
how had his flight from Earth been and his drive from Port
Apollo?

Then Helen Lewis leaned forward and said, "Well, I'm
sure your time is as valuable as mine, Colonel. Shall we get
directly to business? Why have you requested this meeting,
and why did you want it to be confidential?"

He knew she shared the distaste for the military that had
been common among intellectuals at least since the Siberian



Action. His best approach was straightforwardness. "You
seemed to prefer it that way, Dr. Lewis. May I be frank?
You've entered a request for a large expansion of your
facilities. The wide-orbit interferometric system, especially,
would count as high priced even in free and easy times, and
you know how tight budgets are at present. I'm afraid a
wish list of research projects won't open any purses soon.
After all, you're still discovering marvelous things with the
equipment on hand. What do you really want to search for?"

Her gaze challenged his. "Why do you, why does your
service, want to know?"

"Because we've gotten hints that this may be something
we'd go for, too." Muramoto lifted his palm. "No, please, not
with any idea of warlike application. If our guess is right, it is
an area that concerns us strongly, but 'we' are not just a few
men and women in uniform. We include civilians, scientists,
and certain members of the President's Advisory Council."

She flushed beneath the gray hair. A fist clenched. "My
God, does that clique decide everything these days?"

Muramoto had his own wistfulness about the republic that
Jefferson helped found, but it wasn't relevant today. "Myself,
I hope your request will be approved. Yes, and I'd like it to
be an international undertaking, as you've proposed. So
would my superiors, partly to save American money, partly
on principle. We aren't blind chauvinists."

Taken aback, she sat quiet for a while before she
murmured, "I... presume... not."

"But you haven't given us reasons to fight for what you
want," he said. "If you'll tell me what you have in mind and
why it shouldn't be publicized" — he smiled —"you'll find
we military are pretty good at keeping our mouths shut."”

Lewis reached a decision. She actually returned his smile.
"The truth is nothing desperate. It's bound to come out in
due course, and certainly should. But the potential for



sensationalism —" She drew breath. "You see, our latest
observations lie at the limits of sensitivity available to us at
present. They could be in error. An announcement, followed
by a retraction, would do worse than wreck several careers.
It would harm this whole institution."

"I see, I thought so," he replied. Intently: "You think you
have found more starship trails, don't you?"

She nodded. Although he was not surprised, his mind
whirled back through time, twenty-seven years, and again
he was a boy, watching the news, listening to the
discussions, feeling the dream explode into reality.

Pointlike sources of hard X-rays with radio tails,
crisscrossing a region in the Centaur. Some have come
suddenly into being as we watched, others have blanked
out. Parallax measurements taken across interplanetary
spans show they are five thousand light-years distant.
Therefore maximum transverse motion joins with Doppler
effect to show they are traveling at virtually the speed of
light.

What can they be but the trails of material objects
blasting through the interstellar medium?

Slowly, grudgingly, more and more physicists admit that
the least fantastic hypothesis is that they indicate spacecraft.

They aren't many, less than a hundred, and they seemed
confined to a volume of perhaps two hundred parsecs’
diameter. Why that is, why they don't range everywhere,
why they haven't come to us — those are among the
mysteries. But all at once, humans around the whole Earth
want us also to be in space.

Through a quickening pulsebeat, he heard Lewis's
carefully dry voice: "Lately, here, using the Maxwell
superconducting telescope, we've found what appear to be
similar phenomena elsewhere. The traces are faint,
scattered, from sources far more distant than those behind



Zeta Centauri. They are few, and none is as rich in objects
as that region is. But there they are. Or so we think.

"To confirm, we need better instruments. That will also let
us pinpoint them in the galaxy. More important, new
theoretical work suggests that improved data will give clues
to what the power source is. There's the great stumbling
block, you know. Where does the energy come from? I
honestly believe we're on the verge of a revolution in our
understanding of the universe.

"I can show you around, introduce you to the people
doing the research, let you judge for yourself before you
report to your group. Would you like that?"

". — I would," he answered inadequately. "And — no
promises, you realize, but — I expect you'll get what you
want."

It happened that Avery Houghton launched his coup on
the day that Edward Olivares recorded a television interview.
Nothing had overtly begun when the physicist reached his
office, but the crisis had been building up for weeks —
demands, threats, demonstrations, riots — and was now
unmistakably close to the breaking point. Most Americans
who could've stayed home, huddled over the newscasts. The
amber-hued Hispanic facades of Caltech stood on a nearly
deserted campus, impossibly sunlit and peaceful, while
fighter jets drew contrails across the blue above them.

Olivares was stubborn about keeping promises. He arrived
at the appointed hour. The camera crew was already on
hand, trying hard not to act nervous. Joanne Fleury
succeeded in it. She had her own professional pride.

"I fear we won't draw much of an audience," Olivares
remarked while the crew was setting up.

"Maybe not for the first showing," Fleury said, "though I
imagine a fair number will tune in around the world
regardless of our troubles here. But the rebroadcasts will



pull their billions."

"We could postpone —"

"No, if you please, sir. This is going to be a classic in
science journalism. Let's do it while we've got the chance."

Planning and a sketchy run-through had gone before, and
the business went more smoothly than might have been
awaited. But then, it offered a brief escape from what was
outside.

After the cameras had scanned the book-lined room, the
battered desk, the portrait of Einstein, while Fleury gave her

introduction, " scientist, mathematical physicist, as
famous as he is modest — We'll discuss his latest and
greatest achievement . . ." they moved in on her and him,

seated in swivel chairs. A projector spread a representation
of the galaxy behind them, ruddy nucleus and outcurving
blue-tinged spiral arms, awesome athwart blackness.
Somehow his slight frame belonged in front of it.

She gestured at the grandeur. "Alien spacecraft traveling
there, almost at the speed of light," she said. "Incredible.
Perhaps you, Dr. Olivares, can explain to us why it took so
long to convince so many experts that this must be the true
explanation.”

"Well," he replied, "if the X-ray sources are material
objects, the radiation is due to their passage through the
gas in interstellar space. That's an extremely thin gas, a
hard vacuum by our standards here on Earth, but when you
move close to ¢ — we call the velocity of unimpeded light ¢
— then you slam into a lot of atoms every second. This
energizes them, and they give back the energy in the form
of hard X-rays."

For a minute, an animated diagram replaced the galaxy.
Electrons tore free of atoms, fell back, spat quanta. The star
images returned as Olivares finished: "To produce the level
of radiation that our instruments measure, those masses



must be enormous."

"Mostly due to the speed itself, am I right?" Fleury
prompted.

Olivares nodded. "Yes. Energy and mass are equivalent.
As a body approaches ¢, its kinetic energy, therefore its
mass, increases without limit. Only such particles as
photons, which have no rest mass, can actually travel at that
velocity. For any material object, the energy required to
reach ¢ would be infinite. This is one reason why nothing
can move faster than light.

"The objects, the ships, that we're talking about are
moving so close to ¢ that their masses must have increased
by a factor of hundreds. Calculating backward, we work out
that their rest masses — the masses they have at ordinary
speeds — must amount to tens of thousands of tonnes. In
traditional physics, this means that to boost every such
vessel, you would have to annihilate millions of tonnes of
matter, and an equal amount to slow down at journey's end.
That's conversion on an astrophysical scale. Scarcely sounds
practical, eh? Besides, it should produce a torrent of
neutrinos; but we have no signs of any."

Fleury picked up her cue. "Also, wouldn't the radiation Kill
everybody aboard? And if you hit a speck of dust, wouldn't
that be like a nuclear warhead exploding?"

A jet snarled low above the roof. Thunder boomed
through the building. Cameras shivered in men's hands.
Fleury tensed. The noise passed, and she found herself
wondering whether or not to edit this moment out of the
tapes.

"Go on, please," she urged.

Olivares had glanced at the galaxy, and thence at
Einstein. They seemed to calm him.

"Yes," he told the world. "There would have to be some
kind of — I'm tempted to say streamlining. The new



spaceborne instruments have shown that this is indeed the
case. Gas and dust are diverted, so that they do not
encounter the object itself, but flow smoothly past it at a
considerable distance." An animation represented the
currents. The ship was a bare sketch. Nobody knew what
something made by nonhumans might be like. "This can, in
principle, be done by means of what we call
magnetohydrodynamics."

Fleury had regained her smile. "A word nearly as knotty
as the problem."

"It takes very powerful force fields," Olivares said. "Again
we meet the question of energy. Of course, the requirement
is minuscule compared to what's necessary for the speed."

"And nobody could build a nuclear power plant to supply
that."

"No. If you did, you'd find you had built a star."

"Then where does the energy come from?"

"The original suggestion was that it comes from the
vacuum."

"Could you explain that? It sounds like, well, Alice's
Cheshire cat."

Olivares shrugged. "A good deal of quantum mechanics
does. Let me try. Space is not a passive framework for
events to happen in. It is a sea of virtual particles. They
constantly go in and out of existence according to the
uncertainty principle. The energy density implied is
tremendous."

"But we don't know how to put the vacuum to work, do
we?"

"Only very slightly, as in the Casimir effect. You see, the
more energy you 'borrow' from the vacuum, the shorter the
time before it must be 'returned.' Both these quantities,
energy and time, are far too small to power a spacecraft."”

"But now you, Dr. Olivares, have shown how it can be



done," Fleury said softly.

He shook his head. "Not by myself. I simply pursued
some speculations that go back to the last century. And then
the new information started to come in from the new
instruments."

Fleury gestured. The galaxy gave way to the observatory
on Lunar Farside. After a few seconds the scene swept
across millions of kilometers to the devices in their huge
orbits. Representations of laser beams quivered between
them and back toward the Moon, bearing data. An antenna
pointed at a constellation. Briefly, the outlines of a centaur
stood limned amidst those stars. It vanished, and a
telescopic view expanded. It zoomed past a globular cluster
of suns, on toward the one called Zeta, and on and on
beyond. Tiny fireballs twinkled into existence, crawled across
the deep, and died back down into the darkness while fresh
ones appeared. "The bow waves of the argosies," Fleury
intoned.

The animations ended. The galaxy came back.

"Details we could not detect before, such as certain faint
spectral lines, are now lending confirmation to my
cosmodynamic model," Olivares said. "And that model, in
turn, suggests the energy source for such spacecraft. That's
all," he ended diffidently.

"I'd say that's plenty, sir," the journalist responded.
"Could you tell us something about your ideas?"

"It's rather technical, I fear."

"Let's be brave. Please say whatever you can without
equations."

Olivares leaned back and drew breath. "Well,
cosmologists have agreed for a long time that the universe
originated as a quantum fluctuation in the seething sea of
the vacuum, a random concentration of energy so great that
it expanded explosively. Out of this condensed the first



particles, and from them evolved atoms, stars, planets, and
living creatures."

Excitement throbbed beneath the academic phrases. "At
first the cosmologists took for granted that the beginning
involved a fall to the ground state, somewhat like the
transition of an electron in a high orbit to the lowest orbit it
can occupy. But what if this is not the case? What if the fall
is only partway? Then a reservoir of potential energy
remains. For an electron, it's a photon's worth. For a
universe, it is vast beyond comprehension.

"I've shown that, if the cosmos is in fact in such a
metastable condition, we can account for what the
astronomers have observed, as well as several other things
that were puzzling us. It's possible to tap energy from the
unexpended substrate — energy more than sufficient, for
lengths of time counted not in Planck units but in minutes,
even hours."

Fleury whistled. "How can we do this?"

Olivares chuckled. "T'll leave that to the laboratory
physicists, and afterward the engineers. In principle, though,
it must be by means of what I'll call a quantum field gate.
We can use a Bose-Einstein condensate to generate a
certain laserlike effect and bring all the atoms in two
parallel, superconducting plates into the same quantum
state. The consequences are nonlinear and result in the
creation of a singularity. Through this the energy of the
substrate flows. Presumably it will distribute itself evenly
through any connected matter, so that the acceleration is
not felt."

"Hoo, you're right, this is kind of technical." A touch of
practicality should liven it. "How does the, um, pilot get the
ship headed the way he/she/it wants to go?"

"A good question," Olivares approved. "I'm glad you know
the difference between a scalar and a vector. I think the



velocity vector must increase or decrease linearly. In other
words, when the ship acquires the new energy, she
continues in the same straight-line direction as she was
moving in. I'm still working on the problem of angular
momentum."

"More technicalities," Fleury said ruefully. "You mentioned
having this energy for a period of maybe hours. Must it then
go back?"

Olivares nodded. "Yes, just as with the familiar vacuum, a
loan from the substrate must be repaid. The product of
energy borrowed and time for the loan is a constant.
However, with the substrate the constant is immensely
larger — a multiple of the Planck energy, which is itself
enormous. The quantum field collapses, reclaiming the
borrowed energy for the substrate."

"But the ship can take out another loan right away?"

"Evidently. The instruments have, in fact, detected
flickerings in the X-ray outputs that correspond quite nicely
to this. From the inverse proportionality of energy and time,
it follows that every jump is of the same length. My
preliminary calculations suggest that this length is on the
order of a hundred astronomical units. The exact value
depends on the local metric —" Olivares laughed. "Never
mind!"

"Maybe we can talk a little about what a voyage would
feel like, aboard a ship like that," Fleury proposed.

"Why not? It'll take us back to less exotic territory."

"Could you review the basic facts? For some of us, our
physics has gotten kind of rusty."

"It's simple enough," Olivares said, quite sincerely. "When
you travel at relativistic speeds, you experience relativistic
effects. I've mentioned the increase of mass. The shortening
of length in the direction of motion is another. Of course,
you vyourself wouldn't notice this. To you, the outside



universe has shrunken and grown more massive. And your
observations are as valid as anybody else's."

"What about the effect on time? I should think that'd
matter most to the crew."

"Ah, yes. Time dilation. Loosely speaking, if you're
traveling at close to ¢, for you time passes more slowly than
it does for the friends you left behind you. One of those
spacecraft may take several hundred years to cross the
several hundred light-years between her home port and her
destination. To those aboard, whoever or whatever they are,
a few weeks will have passed."

Before she could head him off — but it could be edited
out later if need be — Olivares continued: "The new theory
modifies this a bit. If you travel by way of the quantum field
gate, you never get the full time dilation you would if you
accelerated to the same velocity by ordinary, impossible
rocket means. However, at high energies the difference
becomes too small to be worth thinking about. Contrastingly,
the less energy you borrow from the substrate, the worse
the ratio is. You could take an extremely long time by your
clocks — theoretically forever — to transit the fixed distance
of a jump at an ordinary speed. You'd do better to use a
regular jet motor.

"So the quantum field gate is not for travel between the
planets. Nor do I expect it will serve any other mundane
purpose.”

"But it will take us to the stars," Fleury breathed.

She guided the conversation from that point, retracing
much ground, expanding explanations, weaving in a few
personal, human matters. It would be raw material for a
program that should awaken eagerness in every thinking
person who saw it, around Earth, on the Moon and Mars,
faring to the ends of the Solar System.

At last the two stood up. She shook his frail hand and



said, "Thank you, thank you, Dr. Olivares, for this hour,"
which had actually been almost three, "and thank you
infinitely more for everything you have given the human
race." That would remain in the tapes.

Immediacy closed in. Blasphemous though it felt, she
could not help herself; she went to the television set in his
office and tuned in a newscast.

Terror leaped from the screen. Houghton's junta had
seized the Capitol and White House. He had declared a state
of emergency and martial law. A number of military units,
here and there across the country, had mobilized to resist,
and battle had erupted at several locations. She saw combat
in the air above Seattle, street fighting in Houston, a city
block burning in Minneapolis.

She turned and seized Olivares's hand again. Through her
own tears she saw his. "No, God damn it!" she cried. "We've
got work to do, you and I!"

— Conflict sputtered out in the next few days, as
Houghton prevailed. After all, he and his cause were widely
popular. He was now the permanent Chief Advisor to any
and every President of the United States. The trial and
execution of his predecessor assured the docility of Congress
and the courts. His reign lasted until his death, nineteen
years later.

Olivares lived much longer in history.

Once an aspect of nature is known, quantum computers
and nanotechnic construction make for rapid progress.
Barely ten years passed between the publication of his
theory and the departure of the first spacecraft for Alpha
Centauri.

Surely billions of eyes watched on screens as it left Earth
orbit. A few persons on Himalia were luckier. That little
moon of Jupiter chanced to be near when the vessel passed
by. For many hours before and after the moment, work



ceased. Almost everyone crammed into the habitation
domes from which it would be directly visible.

Dmitri Sumarokov and Karl Vogel did not leave their
station. They and their robots were prospecting the
Stephanos Crater area. It might have been more exciting to
watch with a group, but would certainly have been more
uncomfortable. The partners simply donned spacesuits, took
what optical gear they had, and went out of their roundhut.

Low above a topplingly near horizon, the giant planet
loomed close to fullness. Larger in this sky than Luna in
Earth's, lion-tawny, banded with clouds and swirled with
storms in subtle hues, a glimmer of rings offside, it flooded
most stars out of vision. The radiance fell soft over ice, rocky
upthrusts, scars, and pockmarks. Breath and pulsebeat
sounded loud in the silence.

Trouble with the air recycler had caused a delay. Repairs
couldn't wait; dead men can't watch anything. With scant
time to set up, they wasted none in speech, except for an
occasional muttered curse. But when they had their
telescope aimed and an image appeared in the display,
Sumarokov whooped, "There! See, Karl, see!"

A point of light swelled rapidly within the frame. It turned
into a jumble of glints and shadows. It became a bright
spheroid from which reached structures that seemed as
fragile as spiderwebs. The telescope swung, tracking. Vogel
peered along it. Pointing, he said, his tone not quite steady,
"Selbst das Schiff.” In the English they shared: "Someday
our children will envy us, Dmitri."

The naked eye saw a spark flit above a crag and across
the night. It could have been any satellite, catching the rays
of the sunken sun. Two Galilean moons outshone it. But
Sumarokov and Vogel stood enthralled.

It faded, dwindling away into distance. Their gaze went
back to the display. Abruptly the magnified image vanished



in a flare. They glimpsed the reality as a wink near the
Jovian disc. "What was that?" Sumarokov exclaimed.

"The jet fired," Vogel answered. He had studied the
subject more closely than the other man. "Approach
maneuver."

"So soon?"

"You would not want to operate a plasma jet in Jupiter's
radiation belt."

"No. . . . No, certainly not." Again the shape was in
telescopic view, coasting along on gravity and momentum,
shrinking, shrinking. "The day will come," Sumarokov said
raptly, "when none of this will be necessary."

"Um, I don't know," Vogel replied. "They, those robots,
they do have to be well away from the sun before they turn
on the zero-zero drive. Something about space not being too
warped."

Sumarokov blinked at him. "Zero-zero?"

"That is what they are lately calling the quantum field
gate drive. Have you not heard? A ship springs from the
energy state normal in this universe, what they call the zero
level, to the superhigh energy level it gets from below the
universe, and then falls back down again to normal, over
and over."

"I see."

"First they may as well save fuel by letting Jupiter pull
them out of the ecliptic plane and aim them at the goal."
Vogel spoke absently, his attention on the image. Soon it
would be invisibly small.

"Yes, yes, I know that," Sumarokov said. "Everybody
does." Enthusiasm thrust irritation aside. "I mean the
technology will improve. Jets will be screened. Fuel will be
less important. And it will be humans, not machines, who go
to the stars."

"If machines do not become as intelligent as humans, or



more so."

"That will never happen. I know some neuropsychology.
Consciousness, creative thought, that is not merely a
business of electrons in circuits. It is something the entire
living human organism does."

"Well, maybe. But all of us here would be in a bad way
without our robots."

Talk broke off. Both men were watching the starcraft too
hungrily.

When it was gone from them they went back inside, and
presently back to work, as if awakened from a dream.

Yet the work had its fascination, establishing a settlement
in the Jovian System, coordinated with the outposts on the
asteroids — steps in the industrialization of space, until the
wealth of the planets flowed to Mother Earth and humans
need no longer maim and defile her.

Such was the hope of the far-seeing. The hope of most
people concerned in the endeavor was to make a profit. And
this was right and necessary. No civilization, whatever its
social and economic arrangements, ran continue forever
throwing resources into a void. It must eventually start to
reap some kind of material return.

— Eight and a half years after the spacecraft left Sol, its
first laserborne messages arrived from Alpha Centauri. What
they revealed was wonderful. Three vyears later,
transmissions ended. The unforeseeabilities of navigating
among rock swarms between two suns had overwhelmed
the computers. The vessel perished in a collision. Its
wreckage became another small heavenly body.

By then, however, the first ships designed to carry human
crews were taking their first flights.



CHAPTER 1

"Man down."

Ricardo Nansen was floating weightless, looking out a
viewscreen, when the alarm shrilled and the words followed.
He never tired of this sight. As the ship orbited into morning
and the sun rose red from a peacock band along the edge of
the planet, blue-and-white marbled beauty drove night
backward across the great globe. He could almost have been
at Earth. But the sun was Epsilon Eridani, there was no
moon, and here Sol shone only after dark, a second-
magnitude star in Serpens Caput. That fact turned splendor
into a miracle.

The call snatched him from it. He took off, arrowing along
a corridor. Captain Gascoyne's voice rang from every
intercom: "Pilot Nansen, prepare to scramble."

"On my way, sir," he replied. "Who's in trouble?"

"Airman Shaughnessy. Wrecked. And that was the only
flyer currently operating."”

Mike Shaughnessy! shocked through Nansen. The man
was his best friend in the crew.

This shouldn't have happened. Aircraft, like spaceboats,
had been tested for reliability, over and over, under the
harshest available stresses, before the expedition set forth.
Thus far they had come handily through everything they
met. And Shaughnessy had simply been on his way back to
Main Base after delivering supplies to a team of biologists on
an offshore island.

At least he lived. Nearly eleven light-years from home,
any human life became boundlessly precious.

Second Engineer Dufour waited at the launch hay of
Nansen's craft to help him make ready. Ordinarily that
wasn't needful, but urgency ruled today. While she got him
dressed and otherwise outfitted, he kept his attention on the



intercom screen at the site. His briefing snapped out at him,
verbal, pictorial, mathematical.

Information was scant. Shaughnessy had radioed a report
of sudden, total engine failure. He didn't think he could glide
to a landing and was going to bail out. Minisatellite relays
carried his message to the ship. When she swung above his
horizon, her optics found him at the wreckage. Evidently
he'd guided his motorchute to chase the crashing flyer. His
communications were dead, though, even the transceiver
built into his backpack. He seemed unhurt, but who could
tell? Certain it was that his tanked air would shortly give out.

To make matters worse, a hurricane raged along the
seacoast west of him. To wait in orbit till the window for an
approach from the east opened would squander time.
Besides, weather along that flight path had its own nasty
spots. This atmosphere was not Earth's. Steep axial tilt and
rapid rotation increased the treacherousness. Meteorologist
Hrodny was still struggling to develop adequate computer
programs. Crewfolk argued about whether to recommend
naming the planet Satan or Loki.

"We have a course for you that should skirt the big
storm," Gascoyne said. "Do you accept it?"

"Yes, of course," Nansen answered.

"Good luck," Dufour whispered. "Bonne chance, mon bel
ami." She kissed him, quickly. He cycled through the
airlocks.

As he harnessed himself before the control panel, the
boat told him, "All systems checked and operative. Launch at
will."

Nansen grinned. "Ay, la sensacion del poderio absoluto!"
Beneath tautness and concern, exhilaration thrilled. The
mission wasn't crazily reckless, but it challenged him. He
touched the go pad.

Acceleration pushed him back in his seat, gently at first,



then hard. Aft, the ship receded from sight. Forward, the
globe swelled until it was not ahead, it was below, the circle
of it bisecting his universe.

The drive cut off. Slanting steeply downward, the boat
pierced atmosphere. A thin wail grew into thunder, the view
turned into fire, he lost contact with the ship. The force on
him became brutal. He could have taken an easier route, but
he was in a hurry.

Slowing, the boat won free of radio blackout. Vision
cleared, weight grew normal. Wings captured lift. His hands
ordered the airjet to start. He flew.

An ocean gleamed below. Broad patches of weed and
scum mottled its azure. A darker wall rose over the rim,
higher and higher, crowned with alabaster cloud.

"Damn!" he muttered. "The hurricane. It's not supposed
to be dead ahead."

The ship had passed under his horizon and couldn't help.
His own Instruments probed. Unpredictably, incredibly fast,
the tempest had veered.

"Advise returning to orbit," said the boat.

Nansen studied the map unrolling in a screen. We can't
simply fly around, he agreed. The boat was too awkward in
the air for such a maneuver. Normally it dipped into the
stratosphere and released a proper aircraft when an
exploration party wanted one. The two made rendezvous at
that height when the time came to return. Someday we'll
have boats that can perform as well in atmosphere as in
space. But today —

"No," he decided. "We'll push straight through."

"Is that wise?" The synthetic voice remained as calm as
always. Once in a while you had to remind yourself that
there was no awareness behind the panel, no true mind,
only a lot of sophisticated hardware and software.

"Aborting and trying again would take too long," Nansen



said — needlessly, since command lay with him. "We have
enough momentum to transect the fringe at this altitude, if
we move with the wind." Unless we hit something unknown
to pilots on Earth. Into Your hands, God — "Go!" His
fingers pounced on the controls. The boat surged.

Far downward, he glimpsed monstrous waves on a sea
gone white. A skirling deepened to a cannonade. The hull
shuddered. Darkness and fury engulfed him. Rain hammered
like bullets. The boat dropped, battled upward again, pitched
and yawed. He did not now pilot it. With manifold sensors,
multiple flexibilities, computer nodes throughout, and a
nuclear power plant, it flew itself. His was the will that drove
it onward.

They burst forth into clear day. The violence diminished.
Nansen gusted a breath and sank back. His ears rang. Sweat
dripped off his skin and reeked in his nostrils. Flesh ached
where the forces had slammed him against his harness. But
what a ride it had been!

The storm fell behind, the air quieted. He flew over a
continent. Sandy wasteland, stony hills, gullies carved by
rain, and talus slopes spalled by frost stretched dun toward
distant mountains. Here and there, sun-flash off a lake or a
river gave bleak relief. Soon the map showed he was where
he wanted to be. "Land according to plan," he said. The
order was scarcely necessary, except as a sound of triumph.

Don't stop to celebrate, he thought. Not yet.

The site had been chosen from space, the nearest spot
that looked safe without being close enough to endanger
Shaughnessy should something go wrong. The boat slewed
into vertical alignment, landing jacks extended, dust whirled
up, impact thudded. The hull began to tilt. The jack on that
side lengthened itself to compensate, and the boat stood
stable.

Nansen unharnessed and squirmed his way downward,



aft, to the vehicle bay. He could have walked the rest of the
distance, but Shaughnessy might need carrying. For a few
minutes he was busy donning his equipment. He already
wore the gloves, boots, and hooded coverall that protected
him from ultraviolet. He slipped on his backpack, with its air
tank and other gear, snugged goggles and breathmask over
his face, opened the inner lock valve, and pushed the little
groundrover through. The chamber expanded to
accommodate them, barely. The valve closed, Nansen's
fingers directed the outer valve to move aside. A certain
amount of interior air was lost in the local atmosphere. He
gave the rover a shove to send it trundling down the ramp
that had deployed. On the ground, he climbed to the control
seat and drove.

Strange, he thought, as often before, how half-familiar
the scene was. The Solar System, where he had trained,
held more foreignness than this, from red-brown Martian
deserts under pale-red skies to the grandeur of Saturn's
rings. Here he weighed about the same as on Earth, the
horizon was about as far off, a sun that looked much like Sol
stood in a blue heaven, the breeze was just comfortably
warm, sand gritted under wheels and dust eddied lazily over
their tracks. But the oxygen-poor air would choke him, and
everywhere around stretched barrenness.

The thought was equally old in him: Well, why should we
ever have expected more? Life on Earth took three billion
years to venture from the seas to the land. Our giant Moon,
a cosmic freak, may well have hastened that by the tides it
raised. Give this life here a few more geological ages. Yes, of
course it was disappointing not to find woods and flowers
and big, fine animals. But we knew the odds were against it.
Meanwhile, what a dragon's hoard of scientific treasure
we're winning.

Steering by inertial compass, he topped a ridge and saw



the fallen aircraft. Although it had dug itself half a meter into
gravel, the composite body showed small damage. Impact
had doubtless smashed most things inside. Nansen's gaze
strained. Shaughnessy —

Yes, there, tiny across a kilometer but on his feet!
Nansen's heart sprang. The rover rumbled downhill.

Shaughnessy staggered to meet him. Nansen stopped
and dismounted. They fell into one another's arms.

"Are you all right?" Nansen gasped.

"Barely, barely. It's foul my air has gotten. Let me hook
up." Shaughnessy plugged into the large tank on the vehicle.

Weight penalty or no, Nansen thought, backpack units
ought to include recyclers, the same as on spacesuits. Yet
who could have foreseen? Every interstellar expedition was a
leap into mystery. Oh, yes, you could send robots ahead, as
had been done at first, but then you'd wait too long for less
news than humans would bring.

"Ah-h-h!" Shaughnessy sighed. "Like the breeze off a
clover meadow. Or so it feels by our modest standards
hereabouts. My father thanks you, my mother thanks you,
my sister thanks you, my brother thanks you, and I thank
you."

The crew seldom spoke of kinfolk. When they returned
home, the crossing would take a few days of their time —
and a quarter century would have passed on Earth. You
didn't want to dwell on what time might have done
meanwhile. Nansen forgave the tactlessness. He was too
glad that his friend lived.

Anxiety: "Are you well otherwise, Mike?"

"I am. I did take a tumble on landing, which split my
transceiver apart. We need a desigh more robust. Otherwise
just bruises, not like my poor liver. I'm afraid my fellow
airmen will have fewer missions in future, Rico, for I'll be
claiming my share of them."



"They'll get enough other work to keep them out of
mischief. So will you." The groundside teams were turning
up more surprises than they could handle. All extra help
would be jubilantly welcomed. "Have you any Idea what
caused this?"

"I have a guess, after prowling and poking. I recorded it,
in case I didn't survive, but indeed I'd rather speak it in
person over a mug of beer."

"I can supply the person. The beer will have to wait." A
tingle went along Nansen's spine. "What was it?"

"To my eye, the airscoop has corroded. You may recall,
earlier I deposited chemosamplers at the Devil's Playground
hot springs. Sure, the material of the flyer is supposed to be
inert, but that's a hellish environment. My guess is that
microscopic life is invading the land, and some kind of germ
somehow catalyzed a reaction, maybe with the fullerene
component. Let the scientists find out. The biochemistry
here is so crazily different from ours."

"Que es?"Nansen exclaimed. Alarm stabbed him. "Do you
mean . . . our ship —"

Shaughnessy laughed, rather shakily, and clapped him on
the back. Not to worry, I do believe. Otherwise the whole
gang of us would be dead. Those bugs must be confined to
that area. Anyhow, exposure to space would doubtless Kkill
them. We've lost an aircraft, but we may be about to make a
great discovery."

Discovery is what we came here for.

"If you're fit to travel, let's get back to the ship," Nansen
proposed. "I am, if you go easy on the boost," Shaughnessy
said. "Especially with that beer waiting!"



CHAPTER 2

"Oh, you'll take the high road and I'll take the low road,
And I'll be in Scotland before you,
But me and my true love will never meet again
On the bonnie, bonnie banks of Loch Lomond."”

Jean Kilbirnie sang only the chorus, almost under her
breath. It faded away into the silence that had fallen since
she and Tim Cleland reached the height. For a while, again,
all they heard was the soughing in leaves overhead.

They sat on a bluff above a river. The westering sun, Tau
Ceti, cast rays down the length of the vale, and the water
shone like molten gold. Trees shaded turf, which
nonetheless gave off fragrances to the mild air. After three
terrestrial years, the first humans ever to see this world
were calling it, in their different languages, Puerto, Limani,
Kiang, Harbor.

Yet little here truly recalled Earth as Earth once was. The
sward grew low, dense, a mat of minutely convoluted soft
nuggets. Some of the trees curved their twin trunks upward,
lyre-shaped, until they broke into shoots lined with feathery
foliage. Others lifted columnar in a pelt of leaves. Others
suggested huge, fringed spiderwebs. Nothing stood green;
everything was in tones of yellow or orange, save where a
patch flared red. Nothing could properly nourish the visitors,
and much would have sickened them.

It didn't matter. That two evolutions, sundered by half a
score of light-years, had been this alike — that you could
walk freely, breathe the air, drink the water, rejoice in the
beauty — was enough.

"You surprise me," Cleland blurted.

Kilbirnie turned her head toward him. "How so0?" she
asked.



"Oh, I, well, if you're feeling sentimental I ... I wouldn't
expect you to show it. You'd be extra cocky. Maybe you'd
sing one of your bawdy old ballads."

Kilbirnie smiled. Her husky voice took on more than its
usual slight burr. "We Scots can wax unco sentimental. Read
your Burns — or ha' you no heard o' him?" She dropped
back to everyday English. "This /s our free day, our last day
of peace." On the morrow their group would break camp
and ferry up to the spaceship. She had said she wanted to
go off afoot, into the countryside. He promptly proposed
coming along. She didn't refuse him, but had not spoken
much as they walked. "Our last look at this fair land."

"You could have taken more time groundside," he
reminded her. "I suggested it —"

"Often." She paused. "Don't mistake me, Tim. I'm not
complaining. There were simply too many wonders, in three
short years." Her gaze went upward, beyond white clouds
and blue sky. "I had to choose. And, of course, I had my
duty." She piloted one of the boats that not only bore
aircraft to and fro but had carried explorers throughout the
system.

" mean, well, you could have negotiated more
Harborside time for yourself. I wish you had. We could have
.. ." His words trailed to a halt.

She gave him no chance to continue them. "You were
aspace too on occasion."

"Very little." He was one of the three planetologists who
studied this globe rather than its sisters. His excursions off it
had been for the purpose of observing it from outside. "I
could wish I'd gone where you did. It was fascinating."

She laughed. "Sometimes too fascinating."

A ring of rocks whirling around the mighty fourth planet;
a sudden, chaotic storm of fragments headed for the moon
where Lundquist and his robots were at work; she, skillfully,



heedlessly, defiant of doctrine, blasting from orbit
elsewhere, down to the surface to snatch him off, even as
the first gravel sleet and stone hail smote. Cleland reached
toward Kilbirnie. "Oh, God —"

She didn't respond to the gesture, merely shrugged. He
flushed and said defensively, "Harbor hasn't been a hundred
percent safe, either, you know." He'd had a close call or two.

She nodded. "Untamed. Part of its charm. I envy the
future colonists."

"You've talked about. . . becoming one of them. I've
thought about it."

Kilbirnie sighed. "No, not for me." She glanced at him,
caught his stricken look, and explained: "I've been thinking
further. It'll be a long while before the first emigrant ships
leave Sol for anywhere. They'll need better information than
a preliminary expedition like ours could collect; and each
voyage to here means a twenty-two-year round trip, plus
time spent on site. And then the transports must be built,
except first they must ho financed, and — No, we'd grow
old on Earth, waiting. Likeliest we'd die. Better to starfare."

"Do you really want that? For the rest of your life?
Returning each time to ... to an Earth grown still more
foreign?"

The somberness that had touched her deepened. Her
voice lowered and shivered. The blue eyes sought his. "It
was foreign already when we left, Tim. What will we find
when we come back? After a generation. . . . At best, I'm
afraid, worse crowding, more ugliness, less freedom. I doubt
I'll care to stay. And the rest of the Solar System — well, we
know too much about it. Nothing really new there."

"You'd rather explore like this?" He groped for
understanding. "Back here?"

She smiled afresh. "That'd be grand." The smile faded.
"But probably no such berth will be available in any



reasonable time. Too few starships, too many stars."
Resolutely: "I'll take whatever I can get, as soon as I can
getit."

The wind whispered through the leaves.

"You — you've been brooding," he faltered. "That's not
like you. I hate seeing you ... bitter."

She had been hugging her knees, staring outward. Now
she straightened, flung her head back, and cried, "Why, I'm
not!" Quieter: "I'm sorry for other folk, but myself, no." Her
voice clanged: "A whole universe to adventure in!"

"Maybe never another world like this," he argued
desperately. "Nothing but d-d-desolation, poison air, like
those other places we've heard of — nothing but a ship for
your home, till you die somewhere terrible —" He spread his
hands in their helplessness. "Jean, no, please."

She patted his shoulder. "Och, T'll be fine. And so will you,
Tim. You're bound to get a high position at some research
institute or university or whatever they'll have when we
come back. The data we'll bring, and all from the other
expeditions, they can keep a scientist like you happily busy
forever."

He slumped. "Busy, yes. Happy, no."

She withdrew her hand and sat wary.

He clenched his fists. "Jean, I love you," rushed from him.
"I don't want to lose you. I can't."

She bit her lip. A flight of small creatures buzzed past,
their wings glinting.

"I'm sorry, Tim," she said at last, low. "You're a sweet
man. But — Well, but."

"Somebody else?" he mumbled.

"No." Her utterance sharpened. "Hasn't that been plain to
see? I just want to wander."

Shaken, he let loose what had been locked in his mind.
"Was your life so miserable before?" Immediately: "I'm



sorry. That was uncalled for. I'm sorry."

"No need," she answered. "I do wish, though, you'd take
me at my word. I've told everybody what a good childhood I
had, and then splendid times in Solar space before I got this
berth, everything I could ask for. If I am a bit cross today,
it's because I recall how the things I loved, moors, woods,
old towns full of kindness, old lifeways, I've seen them
crumbling and by now they may be gone." She shook her
head. Gladness flowed back. "But the stars!"

She got to her feet. He stood up likewise, awkward and
abashed. She caught his hands in hers. "Why this blethers
about me? Oh, Tim, poor dear, I know how you feel, I've
known for this past year or longer, and I am sorry."

She kissed him. His response was shy. She laid her arms
around his neck. His arms went around her waist. The kiss
gathered strength.

She disengaged lithely. "Come," she said, "we'd better get
back to camp before sunset."



CHAPTER 3

While they waited, Yu Weniji fell to remembering and
hoping. She could not but say it aloud. ". . . and this time T'll
show you much more than my home village. We'll go around
the valley. Where the Hwang Ho winds among springtime
blossoms — the loveliest land on Earth."

"You may be prejudiced, my dear." Wang Xi spoke
absently, most of his attention on instruments and controls.

Yu, seated beside him, smiled. "City boy."

"Well, I'm willing to be convinced."

The screen they faced did not show the heavens as the
naked eye would have seen them. At the center of the view,
an image stood steady athwart darkness. Its blinding
brilliance stopped down, Sirius A shone a hard blue-white;
prominences like red tongues licked from the disk. The
corona, its own light enhanced, was an opal mane. That
amplification also brought background stars into vision. Sol
happened to be in their direction, one spark amidst a throng.

The screen was not for scenery. It monitored an optical
system that Yu had lately had to overhaul. Perhaps a
lingering uneasiness about it — he was such a worrier, she
often thought, such an overconscientious darling — struck
through when Wang added, "Of course, you assume those
things we knew will be there still."

Yu stiffened. "They will be. They must. We won't have
been gone too long." A year here, observing, probing,
establishing robotic instruments which would remain to
transmit further revelations. Seventeen years to and fro —
aboard ship, less than a month.

"We'll see." They had been over this ground too often.

Happily, at that moment a hell tone sounded. "Hold!"
Wang said. "It's begun!"

Readings and displays came alive. He lost himself,



concentrating on them. Yu's attention ranged more widely,
watchful for any possible malfunction. He was a researcher,
she an engineer. But her work required a deeper knowledge
of physics than many physicists possessed. Husband and
wife had become a scientific team.

The data pouring in were more than an hour old. No
living creature dared come near that huge sun, nor to its
companion. They radiated too fiercely. This newly activated
station was the first to take orbit around Sirius B.

A visual showed the latter star white-hot. It flickered at
the edges. Ghostly whirls raced across it, flung in and out of
view by a frantic rotation: storms in an atmosphere
compressed to a thickness of a few kilometers. The image
drifted over the screen and out of sight, out of detection
range, borne by the thirty-odd million kilometers per hour at
which the white dwarf whipped around A.

But a probe had sprung from the station and hurtled
inward. Heavily shielded, its instruments had beamed their
findings with lasers that plasma clouds could not block. Rage
ramped —

The screen went blank. The probe's defenses had been
quickly overwhelmed. Yet its kamikaze dive had given far
more than a brief spectacle. Knowledge of mass
distributions, vectors, fields, fluxes, a thousand different
aspects of reality had been gained. More was still arriving
from the station, a tumble of terabytes.

"All seems well," Yu said, not quite steadily.

Wang leaped from his seat and danced across the deck.
This near the spin axis of the ship, weight was only about a
fourth of Earthside; he bounced around like a ball.
"Wonderful, wonderful!" he caroled. "Now we'll learn
something!"

Yu left her own chair and joined him. They were both
young.



"And we can soon go home," she said when they stopped
for breath.

His forebodings came upon him again. At this victorious
moment he defied them. "And we will cope with whatever
we find there."

Her gladness wavered. "Do you truly expect trouble?"

"We'll come back with a fame we can turn into power.
We'll cope." His fingers stroked her cheek. "Do not be afraid,
blossom."

"Never," she told him, "while we have one another." And
she murmured a few ancient lines that she treasured, from
the Book of Songs:

"Wind and rain, dark as night, The cock crowed and
would not stop.

Now that I have seen my lord, How can I any more be
sad?"



CHAPTER 4

The mad old man lay dying. To him came Selim ibn Al
Zeyd.

The suite was high in a hospital. Windows open to an
autumnal afternoon, let in the barest rustle of traffic. A
breeze fluttered gauzy white drapes. The windows looked
out over the crowded roofs of Istanbul, a Byzantine wall,
and the Golden Horn, on which danced boats and little
waves. Beyond, hills lifted in tawniness darkened by trees
and lightened by homes.

Zeyd trod softly to the bedside and bowed.

Osman Tahir squinted up from his pillow. Bald head,
mummy face, shriveled hands, brought forth the
massiveness of the bones underneath. His voice was almost
a whisper, hoarse and slow, but the words marched without
stumbling. "You are very welcome."

He spoke in Arabic, for Zeyd had no Turkish. Either one
could have used English or French. The courtesy was regal.

"I am honored that you wanted me here, sir," Zeyd
answered. "So many wish to pay you their last respects, and
the physicians will let so few in."

"Officious bastards. But, true, I've only driblets of
strength left." Tahir grinned. "Time was, you may recall,
when I could rough-and-tumble in the Assembly all day, run
ten kilometers before the evening prayer, carouse till
midnight, make love till dawn, and be back ahead of the
opposition, ready to browbeat them further."

You old scoundrel Zeyd could not help thinking.
Nevertheless it's more or less true. This man, soldier and
politician, had shaken history and gone on to reach for the
stars. We're all of us mortal, though Biomedicine may have
given us a hundred years or better of healthy life, but in the
end the organism has used itself up. "It is as God wills," he



said.

Tahir nodded. "We'll not waste time on politeness. I had
my reasons for insisting you come. Not that I'm not glad to
see you — however much I envy you, envy you —"

Zeyd had been to Epsilon Indi.

Tahir must draw several harsh breaths before he could go
on: "The damned nurse will throw you out bloody soon. I
need to rest — ha! As if an extra three or four days till I'm
done make any difference."

He was always like this, Zeyd thought. A trademark. And
he made shrewd use of it. "What can I do for you, sir?"

"You can tell me . . . the prospects . . . of the Envoy
mission."

Startled, Zeyd protested, "I'm not in the organization, sir.
I admire what you have done for us, but I know nothing
except what the news releases say."

An English word snapped forth. "Bullshit! With your
record, the connections you are bound to have in the space
community —" The voice had risen. Overtaxed, it broke in
violent wheezing.

Alarmed, Zeyd stooped close. Tahir waved him back. "Be
honest with me," he commanded.

Zeyd straightened, as if coming to attention. "Well, sir,
yes, I — I do hear things. I can't confirm or disconfirm them.
The status of the project is certainly unsure."

A fist doubled on the coverlet. "Because of the war, this
damned, stupid, useless war in space," Tahir rasped. The
hand unfolded, trembled outward, groped for Zeyd's, and
clung like a child's. "But they're not going to cancel the
undertaking, are they?" Tahir pleaded. "They won't?"

The most straightforward answer possible would be the
best, Zeyd decided. "As nearly as I can discover, no. It's on
standby now, as you know, and all the bureaucrats of all the
countries involved are being noncommittal. But it does seem



as if people within the Foundation, working together
regardless of nationality — I do get the impression they're
holding their own. We can hope work will resume not too
long after hostilities end." Whenever that may be.

Tahir's thought must have been similar, for he said as he
let his arm drop, "That lies with God. But thank you, young
man, thank you. Now I, too, dare hope —" A fleeting
wistfulness: "I did hope I'd live to see the ship set forth."

His achievement, his obsession for the past half century,
for which he used all the power he had been gathering:
wherefore they called him mad. But he got the mission
started, he got it started!

"You will watch from Paradise, sir," Zeyd said.

"Maybe. God is compassionate. Otherwise, what do we
know?" Tahir's eyes, sunken and dim, sought the visitor's.
"You, however, you can go."

Tahir stood mute.

"You want to go, don't you?" Tahir asked anxiously.
"Already you've sacrificed so much."

Strange, the lure that caught me. A spectrogram taken by
an orbiting network of instruments — oxygen at a planet of
Epsilon Indi, a sign of life — and I divorced Narriman, that
she be free to find another man, a stepfather for our
children — and here I am back, my reputation made but in a
world grown more alien than I had imagined. . . .

It would be wrong, a sin, to make a promise to this man
that might never be kept. And yet — "Any who go must
needs be ... somewhat peculiar," Zeyd said.

"Everybody realized that from the beginning. I'd like to
believe I've met one of them."

"What happens lies with God, sir."

Tahir tried to sit up. He fell back. His voice, though, took
on force. "This is to His glory. And, ten thousand years from
now, when everything around us today is gone with



Nineveh, you will remember, Zeyd, you will tell — But it's
not for that, it's for mankind. Mankind, and the glory of
God."

"Yes —"

A nurse entered. "I'm sorry, Dr. Zeyd, but you will have to
leave," she said in English.

Tahir did not roar her down as once he would have done.
He lay quietly, drained.

Zeyd bowed again, deeply. "In God's name, farewell, sir,
and peace be upon you." His eyes stung.

He could barely hear the answer. "Fare you well. Well and
far."

He is not mad, Zeyd thought as he departed. He never
was. It is only that his sanity went beyond most men's
understanding.



CHAPTER 5

Early sunlight slanted over old buildings. The mansion
stood as it had stood for centuries, red-tiled and amber-
walled. The same family dwelt there as always.
Modernizations throughout its history had not changed its
appearance much or stolen away its soul. Barn, shed, and
workshop were likewise little changed, although now they
held only artifacts of the past, exhibits. Trees — chestnut,
cedar, quebracho — shaded a broad stretch of lawn. Flowers
trooped their colors. Several members of the staff were
outside, some doing minor tasks, one showing a party of
tourists around. Their talk lifted cheerfully but was soon lost
in the wind.

It blew slow from the south, cool, scattering insect
hordes. The odors awakening in it were as green as the
grassland that billowed onward to the horizon. Anthills
dotted the plain like dull-red stumps; groves stood scattered,
murky except where tossing leaves caught the light. A few
emus walked sedately, not far off, and the sky was full of
wings, partridge, thrush, dove, parrot, vulture, and more:
wildlife that came back after the cattle were gone.

Ricardo Iriarte Nansen Aguilar and Hanny Dayan rode off.
He could have shown her more if they had taken a hovercar,
and later they would; but when he suggested an excursion
on horseback for her first morning here, she accepted
eagerly. To her it was an exciting novelty, to him a return to
memories.

Hoofs thudded gently, leather creaked, otherwise they
went in silence until they were well out in the open. The
whisper of wind through grass became an undertone to the
whistles, trills, and calls from above. Dayan looked right,
left, ahead, over immensity. She had arrived yesterday
evening, when the welcome she got took all her time before



she withdrew to her guest room.

"A beautiful country, Paraguay," she said in the English
they shared. "I've trouble seeing how you can leave it ...
forever."

Nansen shrugged. "It isn't my country," he replied without
tone.

"No? It's your family's, and I can see they're close-knit,
and your own roots are here, aren't they? Your
grandnephew told me —"

She hesitated. That man was gray and furrowed. The
man at her side was still young, under fifty He sat tall in the
saddle, lean, shoulders and hands big for such a build.
Under straight black hair, his face bore blue-gray eyes,
Roman nose, chin clean-depilated and strong. His garb was
nothing uncommon — iridescent white shirt, close-fitting
black trousers, soft boots — but he wore it with an air that
she thought might, long ago, have been a gaucho's.

Well, he had been to the stars and back.

" — your grandnephew, Don Fernando, told me your
ancestor who founded this place came from Europe in the
nineteenth century," Dayan finished. "A history like that
must mean a great deal."

Nansen nodded. "Yes. Though we weren't all estancieros,
you know. One son would inherit. Most others went into
trade, professions, the Church, the army, sometimes politics
in the democratic era — eventually, when the time came,
into space."

"Then don't you belong here?" Dayan persisted. "The
land, the portraits on the walls, books, goblets, jewels,
mementos, traditions — the family." She smiled. "I studied
you up beforehand, Captain Nansen, and now I'm seeing for
myself."

"You see the surface," he replied gravely "They are
cordial to me, yes, because I am of the blood, and they're



proud of what I've done and will do. But they're strangers,
Dr. Dayan." He fell quiet, gazing before him. A hawk
swooped low. She recollected from news accounts of him
that in his boyhood he had been a falconer. "Or . . . no, it is
I who am the stranger," he said. "I came home from Epsilon
Eridani, and many of the same people were still alive. Things
had not changed beyond recognition. Already, however —
It seemed well to join the 61 Cygni expedition."

"Surely not in despair?"

"Oh, no. An exploration. My calling, after all. I don't regret
it. Those planets, lifeless but full of astonishments and
challenges."

His look went aloft. Beyond the blue shone the Centaur.
Five thousand light-years hence, other ships fared, and their
crews were not human.

"You're familiar with our reports, I suppose," he said
flatly, as if realizing he had shown more of himself than he
wanted to.

Dayan would not release him. "You returned again and
everything was different."

"Yes." Once more his tone carried a trace of emotion.
"When I was growing up, something of the old way of life
remained," the seigneurial way, hard-riding, hard-drinking,
athletic, but also cultivated and gracious. "No doubt it had
already outlived its time, but it was alive, oh, very alive. For
instance, we still learned Guarani as a courtesy to the Indios
who worked for us, although they themselves spoke mostly
Spanish. Today the language is extinct. The Indios have
vanished into the general population. Cattle breeding is as
obsolete as the building of pyramids, and our few horses are
for sport. The Nansens have kept some of their property by
turning it into a nature reserve and themselves into its
caretakers."

"Is that bad?"



"No. It is simply change."

"But you feel rootless enough to make the great voyage."

He scowled. For a moment she was afraid she had given
umbrage. He was not one to tolerate prying. His laugh
barked, but relieved her. "Enough of me. More than enough.
I invited you for a visit — Fernando agreed — for me to get
acquainted with you." His glance sought hers. "The captain
needs to know his crew, doesn't he?"

She had expected that. "Ask whatever you like, sir. I do
hope you will accept me."

"Frankly, it is not clear to me why you volunteered."

She could not resist teasing a bit. "Maybe I'm crazy.
Maybe everyone aboard the Envoy will be."

"We can't afford any like that," he said sharply. Not when
sailing into the ultimate loneliness.

She sobered. "True." In an effort to show she had given
the matter hard thought: "Osman Tahir could become
obsessed with the idea of contacting the Yonderfolk. He
could spend the last half of his life and the whole of his
political capital to get a ship built that can go there. But he
was just obsessed, not insane. Why should anybody actually
leave? Ten thousand years' round trip! Each of us must be
an odd creature. I've wondered about you, Captain Nansen.
That's why I tried to sound you out."

He shaped a smile. "Fair is fair. Now explain yourself to
me."

"You have seen my resume, and surely a fat dossier as
well. We have talked."

"In some offices. Over some dinner tables. It's time for
me to get to know you.”

"And decide if you want me aboard."

"Yes. No offense. You seem too good to be true. As you
say, the volunteers have been few, and nearly everyone
wrong in the head or unfit for anything at home or otherwise



useless. You are young, healthy, apparently well-balanced.
You have proven your competence. You are personally
attractive."

Despite the reserve he wore like a cloak, he knew how to
say that, and how to regard her while he did. He saw a
woman small but firm and rounded of figure, with high
forehead and cheekbones, eyes large and hazel between
long lashes, curved nose, mouth full and accustomed to
laughter. Red hair fell wavy to her shoulders. A pendant in
ancient Egyptian style gave a touch of flamboyancy to her
coverall.

"Then why," he demanded, "do you want to go on a
voyage that will be like traveling beyond death?"

She straightened in the saddle. "You know why. I'm in
danger of my life."

He drew rein. She followed suit. They sat confronted. The
horses lowered their heads to graze. Butterflies and a
hummingbird flashed above rippling given. Wings beat on
high, cries drifted through the wind.

"Is that really true?" he asked.

She met his eyes. "You want to be sure I am not a
hysteric."

"T've read the biographical material you submitted. More
than once. But would you care to tell me the parts you think
are important, face-to-face?"

"For you to judge my personal style?" She had done some
of her graduate studies in North America; occasionally it
showed in her speech. "How far back shall I go?" She threw
him a grin. "Your family claims a distant kinship with Fridtjof
Nansen. I'm a direct descendant of Moshe Dayan. What else
is so special about my life?"

"Almost everything," he said.

She was born in Latakia, where her father was stationed,
an officer of the Israeli Hegemony. Her mother was a



reclamation engineer. Thus, as a child, she was exposed to
considerable foreignness, until they returned to Jerusalem.
Having taken her doctorate in physics, rather precociously,
she went to work for the Central Technical Supply Company,
mostly among the asteroids but also in the Jovian and
Saturnian Systems, helping develop instruments for
operations in a variety of surroundings.

"You should have a brilliant future," he added.

She grimaced. "Yes. I should have had. Then I ran afoul
of the Cosmosophists."

"That was a foolish thing you did."

"Probably. An impulse." Blood rose under the clear skin.
Her words throbbed. "But I hated them so. I always will."

His gaze measured her. "I agree in principle. Philo Pryor
was an outrageous charlatan, and his successors have done
questionable things. However, I am not violent about it."

"They are."

"What you did was provocative."

She tossed her head. "It needed doing."

Every northern summer solstice on Mars, the Order of the
Received Cosmosophy brought forth from Pryor's tomb the
device he related finding in a cave on Ascraeus Mons, left by
the Galactics to await a genius who could endure to use it.
Since his translation to a higher existence, it again lay inert;
but a procession carried it to the Temple of Truth for solemn
ceremonies before returning it to its resting place. Perhaps
another genius would appear, in whose brain the quantum
mechanical resonances would pulse anew, bringing further
manifestations from the Ones. Meanwhile its appearances
reminded the faithful of the doctrines their prophet had
received, which the Synod of Interpreters rendered into day-
by-day commandments. Such a communion will not take
kindly to an outsider who loads with instruments an
apartment that the procession must pass, afterward



publishing her data and explaining how they show that the
circuits in the box do nothing and never could do anything.

"Why did you?" Nansen pursued.

"T've told people over and over," she spat. "To expose the
fraud."

"You haven't, you know," he said. "Devout believers go
on believing, and call you the liar. You are not stupid. Nor do
I think you are completely naive. It was a good deal of
trouble to go to, for what you should have foreseen was a
pointless prank. Why? What drove you to it?"

She swallowed hard, red and white surging across her
face. The sun made flame of her hair. He waited.

"All right," she got out. "I didn't put this in my file
because I didn't think it was anybody else's business. But I
suppose it is yours, and you'll keep it to yourself. I had a
dear friend. He owned property on Mars. The Order wanted
it, and did him out of it, blackening his name in the process.
He ... got drunk, got careless about his air supply in the
desert, died. The body wasn't found till too late for revival. I
was angry."

Nansen nodded. "I see." He refrained from inquiring
about the friend. Instead, after a pause, he said, "Your
account describes several attempts on your life since then.
Police records corroborate three of them. How do you know
the Order is responsible?"

"Who else would be?" Dayan looked past him, toward the
horizon. "Oh, I have my connections in Israel. I could
arrange a well-guarded cocoon for myself. But what sort of
life is that? Or I could sign onto an interstellar expedition, if
one will take me, and come back after my enemies are
dead. But I doubt fifty years will be enough, and nothing
longer is planned, except yours." She was still for another
moment. The wind in the grass, the sound of the horses
cropping, seemed to louden. "How very much longer!"



"An extreme way to go for safety."

"I'd rather shoot those swine, of course. But the law
doesn't allow, and anyhow, I can't identify the individuals
who've tried for me."

"You would hardly be going into a safe refuge."

"I know!" As she went on, allurement overtook rage and
her mood brightened. "That's one thing making it ... not a
loss to me. Yes, I'll mourn for the people I love, everybody,
everything I'll never see again, but — What'll we find out
there? What'll we do? And when we return, this will be a
whole new world, too."

"We must explore the question further," he said quietly. "I
like your spirit."

"And I — I — well, I don't expect your company will be
dull," she told him.

For two or three seconds they considered one another.

Nansen touched heels to horse and took up the reins. His
briskness declared that the captain should not allow any
sudden, real intimacy to flower. "Come, that's plenty for the
time being. Let's enjoy the day. You're not an experienced
caballista, are you?"

She chuckled. "Isn't that obvious?"

"Let me show you a bit of technique, and then we'll ride!"



CHAPTER 6

From the stoep of Mamphela Mokoena's little house, Lajos
Ruszek saw widely. Westward the Transkei heights rose
green with plantations, shrubs and trees producing their
various organics under a hard blue sky. Northward and
southward the city reached beyond sight, towns swollen
until they ran together, brightly colored modules clustered
along traffic-swarming streets, towers rearing among them,
hovercars weaving above, and everywhere people on foot or
on motorskates, their voices a daytime overtone to a
machine throb that never ceased. Eastward the Indian
Ocean glared with sunlight. The city sprawled out into it:
platforms for residence, thermal energy, and mineral
extraction; maricultural mats; boats and attendant robots
plying between. No matter how pure the industry, a faint
reek lay in the air — chemicals, particulates, humanity.

Mokoena came from inside bearing a tray with a pitcher
and two tumblers of iced tea. She set it down on a table and
herself in a woven chair across from Ruszek's. Her guest
snatched his drink and gulped. "Ah-h-h!" he exhaled. "Goes
good. Thank you, mademoiselle." Mokoena smiled. "That
title doesn't fit me well, I fear," she replied in English less
accented than his.

"Eh? T meant — I understood you have not married."
"True. However —" She waved a hand at herself, a gesture
half humorous, half rueful. Her dashiki covered a frame fairly
tall and formerly slender but putting on weight now that she
was in her late thirties. Her face, brown-skinned, broad-
nosed, under bushy black hair, remained smooth, and the
eyes still shone like a girl's.

"No matter," she said. Her voice sounded twice melodious
after his gravelly basso. "I appreciate the thought. And it is
most kind of you to have come all this way just to pay a
visit."



"I want to meet everybody in the crew," Ruszek admitted
in his blunt fashion. "Get some beforehand knowledge of
them. We'll be a long time together."

Mokoena's smile faded. "Long —" It was as if the shade in
which they sheltered had gone chill. 7en thousand years and
more.

Ruszek's prosaic question brought her back. "What should
I call you?"

She studied him. Neither his manner nor his appearance
suggested courtliness. Of medium height but powerful build,
he had made the mistake of wearing a naval-style tunic and
trousers, and was sweating copiously and pungently. The
bullet head was totally bald except for bushy brows and
sweeping black mustache. Brown almond eyes looked out of
a broad, rather flat countenance. His age was fifty-five.

She relaxed. "Oh, I suppose 'Dr. Mokoena' will do till we
feel free to be less formal. What do you prefer for yourself?"

Ruszek poured more tea. Ice cubes clinked. "Whatever
you want. I've been many things."

"So I've gathered. Although the information's remarkably
scanty, considering how the journalists are after us. Did you
make them hostile to you on purpose?"

"I give the pests what they deserve."

"Forgive me, but is that quite wise? Especially when you
will be second in command."

"And a boat pilot," he reminded her, veering from a
subject he disliked. "That interests me much more."

She went along with him. "I'm sure it does, from what
I've heard about you."

"Besides, Captain Nansen won't really need any second."

His tone had altered. "You sound as though you admire
him," she said.

"There's no better man, in space or on the ground."

"Is that why you enlisted? To serve under him? I didn't



know you'd met before."

"We hadn't, till I applied. Then I found out.”

"May I ask why you did join?"

Ruszek forced a laugh. "I came here to ask you that, Dr.
Mokoena."

"It works both ways, Mr. Ruszek."

"Well, adventure, challenge, if you must have big words."

"There are closer stars, shorter voyages, no dearth of
discoveries and great deeds."

"Could I get a berth on any such expedition? Not fucking
likely — uh, pardon me. Too few starships so far. Too much
competition."

"Yes, I suppose so. As you say, adventure and challenge,
and the time away from home isn't usually too many years."

He grinned. "Don't forget the profits. Crew members get
their lecture fees, endorsements, book contracts, fat
Earthside jobs. The Foundation, or whoever has built and
backed the ship, gets the specimens and samples to sell —
and the entertainment rights, the documentaries and
dramas. Oh, it pays."

"It pays us all, in knowledge, in hope — hope of meeting
other intelligences, settling new worlds," she said earnestly.

"Why are we trading these duck-billed platitudes?" he
retorted. "To get to your point, Dr. Mokoena, Envoy’s the
one starship with no serious competition for berths."

"Nevertheless —"

He cut her off. "All right, God damn it, all right, I'll tell you
about myself. Don't blame me if you already know
everything.

"Born in Budapest, lower middle class, rough-and-tumble
boy, left home at sixteen and odd-jobbed around the world a
few years — yes, sometimes had to dodge the busybody law
— till I joined the Peace Command of the Western Alliance.
Surprise, I liked that and buckled down to getting an



education. Got posted to military construction on Luna and
in free space, got piloting skills, but kept being broken in
rank for this or that trouble. At the end of my hitch I found
me a civilian post, with the Solmetals Consortium, and
piloted around, everywhere from Mars to Saturn. Saw some
action in the Space War."

Her eyes widened. "Really? But you were a civilian then,
you said. And a European.”

He shrugged. "It wasn't a decent old-time kind of war,
remember. A nasty, drawn-out, sniping thing between the
cat's-paws of the big powers, for who should control this or
that out there. Even after Europe withdrew, the Chinks —
Argh, it's years past. I came through with experience, a
record, that made Captain Nansen push hard for the
Foundation to accept me. Are you satisfied?"

"An active life," she murmured, her gaze contemplative
upon him. "Often harder than you admit, I'm sure."

His irritation subsided. "You have an eye for people, Dr.
Mokoena."

She smiled. "Perhaps. My business."

"Your turn. I know hardly anything about you."

"There isn't much to know. Quiet years, unlike yours."

"Then why are you going?"

"I can be of service."

He sat back, ran a palm over the sweat that sheened
across his pate, and said, "Well, we certainly do need a
biologist and a physician, and if they come in the same
package, God is very obliging. But you do well enough on
Earth, no? Why should you want to leave it?"

She sipped her tea, buying time, before she answered
slowly, "The reasons are personal. Captain Nansen and the
Foundation directors know, of course. You shall eventually. I
would rather it not come out before the public, to avoid
embarrassing . . . certain persons." Decision: "Well, you



won't spill it to the media."

He grinned again. "Guaranteed."

"What do you know about me?"

"Um . . . you studied medicine, and worked for years
among the poor, first in this kingdom, later with relief
missions elsewhere in Africa. At last you stopped, went back
to school, became a biologist, and did good science,
especially on the specimens brought back from Tau Ceti. Is
this why you want to go with us, research?"

"It will be fascinating."

"You may never publish it, you know. When we come
back, we may not find any world here."

"I realize that. I dare hope — meeting the Yonderfolk,
learning from them — will matter to humankind." Mokoena
fanned the air dismissingly. "But I don't want to sound
stuffy, either. By going, I can set something right here and
now."

"What?"

She sighed. "It hurt, forsaking medicine. The need is so
great. I felt so selfish. But I — I did not think I could stand
seeing much more utter misery, unless I hardened my heart
to it, and I didn't want to do that. My parents are ministers
of the Samaritan Church. My work was through it, on its
behalf. When I quit, they felt betrayed." Her fingers
tightened around her tumbler. "Envoy badly needed one like
me. I joined on condition that the Exploratory Foundation
make a substantial grant to their church, a sum that'll make
a real difference. We are reconciled, my parents and I. They
say they'll wait for me in the afterlife and welcome me
gladly. I don't, myself, know about that. But they are
happy."

He regarded her somewhat wonderingly. "You're a saint."

She put down her drink, threw her head back, and let
laughter ring. "Ha! Absolutely not, Mr. Ruszek, nor ambitious



to be one. I expect I'll enjoy most of what happens. I usually
have."

After a moment: "In fact, since we'd like to get
acquainted, why don't you stay for dinner? When I cook for
myself, I cook well, but it's more fun to do for company."

"That's the best offer I've had all week," he said,
delighted.

"One thing —"
"Oh, I have a room at the Hotel de Klerk."
"No, no, what I meant was — It had slipped my mind,

but we have a chance to learn something about our second
engineer."

"Alvin Brent? I've already met him."

She grew grave. "What was your impression?"

"Why, . . . not bad. He knows his business. Not too much
the physics of the quantum gate, but the nuts and bolts. If
anything happens to Yu Weniji, Brent can get us home."

"But as a person? You see, I've never met him. I've only
seen the reports and some news stories."

"His background is no worse than mine."

American, born in Detroit, parents service providers
struggling to keep afloat amidst depression, taxes, and
controls. Alvin was their single child, apparently wanted
more by the father than the mother; she was dutiful, as the
New Christian Church commanded women to be and the
Advisor commanded citizens in general to be. A misfit in
school, he showed a talent for computers and machinery,
which his social isolation reinforced. On recommendation of
his local gang boss — the Radiums were in favor with the
regional commissioner — he won appointment to the Space
Academy. There he flourished. Though still not given to
camaraderie, he got along, and his grades were excellent.
Having trained on Luna and between planets, he became
involved in the Space War, aboard "observer" ships that saw



occasional combat. During those four years he did several
courageous things.

They availed him little. Having been stripped of most of
its interplanetary possessions, the United States must needs
scale down. Discharged into a hand-to-mouth existence,
Brent finally got a minor position with Consolidated
Energetics. He was well aware that a robotic system would
replace him as soon as the capital to install it became
available. Envoy offered more. Whether for weal or woe,
nobody knew.

"I am thinking of his ideas," Mokoena said.

"What difference will they make, where we're going?"
Ruszek countered.

"Bad for our unity, our morale, if they are offensive. He's
been in the news quite a bit, you know, because of those
things he keeps saying. But what they mean isn't clear to
me."

"Don't worry. If he should get obnoxious, I'll sit on him.
But he struck me as fairly sensible. About as sensible as
anybody can be who'd go on an expedition like this."

"I saw on the news that he'll give a live talk in Australia
about that North Star Society he belongs to. At 2100 hours.
In a few minutes, our time."

"And we can watch it happen, hm? All right, if you want
to."

"I'd rather. When so much of all our input is recorded or
synthesized or virtual — Call it a superstition of mine, but I
think we belong in the real world."

"I do, too. When we can get at it."

Mokoena rose and led the way inside. Ruszek glanced
around. The living room was clean but cluttered: cassettes,
folio books, printouts, pictures, childhood toys, seashells,
souvenirs ranging from garish to gorgeous, woven hangings,
old handcrafted pieces — tools, bowls, musical instruments,



fetishes, masks, two assegais crossed behind a shield. She
sat down on a worn and sagging couch, beckoned him to
join her, and spoke to the television.

It came alight with a view of an auditorium. The building
must date back at least a century, for it overwhelmed the
hundred-odd people who had come in person to hear.
However, on request the net reported that some twenty
million sets were tuned in around the globe. Doubtless
several times that number would carry replays, or at least
excerpts. "Aren't we the sensation, we Envoy crew?" Ruszek
gibed. "Every sneeze and fart of ours is newsworthy. How
long till they forget, once we're gone? Six months?"

The scan moved in on Brent as he advanced to the
forefront of the stage. He was a forty-year-old of average
height and soldierly bearing, dressed in plain military-style
gray tunic and trousers, a Polaris emblem on the collar. His
black hair was cut short, his beard suppressed. His features
were regular and sallow, distinguished mainly by intense
dark eyes.

"He is attractive," Mokoena remarked.

Ruszek raised his brows. "Heh? I wouldn't know. He
doesn't seem to chase women."

Mokoena smiled. "Part of the attraction." Seriously: "And
his . . . his burningness."

The invitation to speak had come from a group
sympathetic to his views. Australia, too, had suffered losses
in space. The chairman introduced the guest speaker rather
fulsomely. By sheer contrast, Brent's level tone caught
immediate hold of the attention.

"Thank you. Good evening. To all on Earth who share our
concern, to all like us through the Solar System, greeting.

"I am honored to be here, I who will soon leave you for a
span longer than recorded history. Why have I come? To
offer you a vision. To tell you that hope lives, and will always



live while men and women are undaunted. My own hope is
that you will follow this vision, that you will redress our
wrongs and start the world on a new course, that what I
find when I return will be glorious."

The voice began to pulse, and presently to crash. ". . .
yes, the North Star Society says we were betrayed. In the
Federated Nations they bleated about 'peace' and brought
every pressure to bear on us they could; but no more than a
token on our enemies. The intellectuals, the news media,
the politicians squealed about nuclear weapons let loose on
Earth if the fighting got 'serious' — as if it wasn't! The
bankers, the church bosses, the corporation executives, they
had their hidden agendas. Believe you me, they did. And so
we withheld our full strength. We pretended we were not in
a war at all. And brave Americans, brave Australians, died
for lack of our aid. Do you want them to have died for
nothing?"

"NO!"the audience shouted.

"It's no wonder his government is discouraging that club
of his," Mokoena muttered. "This is explosive stuff."

"Oh, I don't know," Ruszek answered. "They're not
stirring up any mobs." His mustache bent upward with his
sneer. "The mobs are at home, wrapped up in their virtual-
reality shows. Maybe that's why he signed on with us —
frustration. He can't do any harm where we're bound."

Mokoena shook her head. "I don't think he is an evil man.
I think he's terribly embittered and — Yes, let's see if we can
help him heal."

"Let him do his job and I'll be satisfied. Not that he'll have
much to do, while Yu is in charge."

"A mere backup. It must be a hard knowledge."

Brent continued. His tone grew shrill when he denounced
the conspirators and called for a rebirth of Western will.
Toward the end, though, he quieted again; and tears were



on his cheeks as he finished:

"... I leave the work in your hands. I must go, with my
comrades, across the galaxy, to meet the nearest of the
great starfaring civilizations. You, your children, your
children's children, they must found our own, and take
possession of the stars for humankind. What we in our ship
will find, nobody knows. But we, too, will carry destiny with
us, human destiny. And when we return, when we bring
back what we have won, to join with what you and your
blood have built, humankind will go onward to possess the
universe!"

The audience cheered, a sound nearly lost in the
hollowness around them. Mokoena told the set to turn off.
For a minute she and Ruszek sat silent.

"Do you know," he said, "I think he really believes this."

"Destiny? Yes, I daresay he does. And you don't?"

"No. I believe in — slogging, is that your word? Slogging
ahead, the best way we can; and if we fail, then we fail. Bad
luck, nothing else."

"I feel there must be some purpose to existence. But the
purpose can't be that we take over everything at the
expense of ... everybody else."

"Words, just words. I tell you, don't worry about Al Brent.
I've known men with wilder notions who operated perfectly
well. Captain Nansen wouldn't have accepted him — no
matter how scarce qualified volunteers have been — if he
was any kind of danger."

She eased. "You two should be shrewd judges." Slyly:
"And I confessed he's attractive."

"That is something our crew members will decide about
each other," he answered.

She smiled. "We could begin now."

The evening and the next few days passed very
pleasantly.



CHAPTER 7

Seen from afar, against blackness cloven by the Milky
Way and crowded with stars, Earth a blue spark lost in the
glare of the dwindling sun, spaceship Envoy was jewelwork,
exquisite in her simplicity. Two four-spoked wheels spun
with glittering speed, an axle motionless between them.
From the after hub projected a lacy cylinder, the plasma
drive accelerator. From the forward hub reached, far and
far, thin and bright as a laser ray, a lance, the wave-guide
mast for the shielding force field. Both were now inactive.
The ship had reached the desired velocity and was outbound
on a cometary orbit. There was no immediate radiation
hazard.

Hurtling closer, Jean Kilbirnie saw the true enormousness
swell before her. Those wheels were four hundred meters
across, their toroidal rims ten meters thick, each spoke a six-
meter tube. They counterrotated almost one hundred meters
apart. The accelerator extended 40 meters, the mast a full
kilometer. Other starcraft had similar lines, but none were
like unto this. Envoy bore a quantum gate with capacity to
give a gamma, a relativistic mass-length-time factor, of a full
five thousand. She must carry everything that ten humans
and their machines might imaginably need on a journey into
the totally unknown.

Not yet had she embarked on it. This was a one-month
shakedown cruise within the Solar System. The zero-zero
drive would not awaken. Nothing about the ship required
testing. Robots had done that, over and over, and all flaws
were mended. The crew were testing themselves.

Kilbirnie peered at viewscreens and instruments. Subtler
clues flowed into her through the bioelectronic circuits.
Almost, she was the space-boat. The ship waxed as if
toppling upon her. The axial cylinder filled her vision, a



curving cliff of sheening metal plated on composite whose
strength approached the ultimate. Turrets, hays, dishes,
tracks, ports, hatches, the whole complexity leaped forth
athwart shadows. It was the outer hull, fifty meters in
diameter. The inner hull projected slightly at either end,
twenty meters wide, encased there in sleeves that held the
magnetic bearings of the wheels. Kilbirnie was overtaking
from aft, as doctrine required. No person was in that wheel,
only machinery, supplies, and equipment awaiting whatever
hour they would be wanted.

Time! Her fingers commanded full thrust. Deceleration
crammed her back into the recoil chair. Blood thundered in
her ears, red rags flew across her sight. The brief savagery
ended and she floated weightless in her harness. She had
not set those vectors. Living nerves, muscles, brains were
too slow, too limited. Yet hers was the mind that directed
the robotics that animated them. "Ki-ai!" she shouted, and
spun Herald around.

The next maneuver was actually trickier, but did not
rouse the same exuberance. Having matched velocities just
as she came even with her dock, half a kilometer off, she
boosted delicately inward. The dock extended arms, caught
hold, swung the boat parallel to the ship, drew her in, and
made her fast.

Kilbirnie sat still, letting her heartbeat quiet down. The
comscreen lighted. Captain Nansen's image looked grimly
out. "Pilot Kilbirnie," he said, "that approach was total
recklessness. You left no margin of safety."

She pressed for transmission. "Och, Herald and I knew
what we were doing," she replied.

He glared at her. Blood still atingle flushed a narrow face
with strong bones, straight nose, broad mouth, and blue
eyes under thick black brows, framed in light brown hair
bobbed below the ears. Coverall-clad, her body was rangy to



the point of leanness. It was thirty-three years old, but Tau
Ceti had added twenty-five to its calendar.

"You endangered your boat, the ship, the whole mission,"
he snapped.

Lajos Ruszek broke in, though he didn't bother with
splicing to video. His vessel, Courier, sister to Herald, had
barely come into naked-eye view, a blunt bullet tiny among
stars. "Captain, I gave her leave to do it," he said. "I knew
she could. We've maneuvered enough together, we two."

"Why did you?" Nansen demanded of Kilbirnie.

"Not to show off or experiment, sir," she explained,
slightly chastened. "That would have been foul, taking
unnecessary chances. It was to practice. We've unco short
time left for reinforcing our skills. Then we're off on the big
jump and can't again for a year. Who kens what we'll meet
at the far end? Lajos and I had better be well drilled."

"Pilot's judgment, Captain," Ruszek reminded.

Nansen relaxed a little. "Very well," he said. "I withdraw
the reprimand. But do not repeat this or anything like it,
either of you." He gave her a wry smile. "We aboard want to
keep our sanity in condition!"

Kilbirnie lowered her head. "I'm sorry, sir. I didn't think of
that."

"We learn by mistakes." Nansen switched off.

"Including you by yours?" she muttered. "Dinna think I
havena heard what a hotshot you were in your own piloting
days."

Her cheerfulness revived. She disengaged the sensory
interfaces attached to her skin, unharnessed, and floated to
the bow airlock. The dock had mated a transit module to it.
She passed through. Inside the great hull, a passage
stretched bare and bleakly lighted. Maybe someone would
brighten it up in the course of the journey. Hands grasping,
feet thrusting at inset rungs, Kilbirnie sped forward. At the



end, a perpendicular corridor brought her to a lock near the
inner hull. Beyond it she entered a padded compartment
with several seats, into one of which she secured herself.

The compartment was the cabin of a shuttle. It did not
jet, it jumped across the ten meters to the wheel.
Magnetohydrodynamic forces captured it along the way and
eased it into contact with a port in that spoke which
happened to be whirling past at the right instant. The radius
here being short, the impact was slight, as was the weight
Kilbirnie suddenly felt. She unbuckled, cycled through this
pair of locks, and emerged on a platform projecting into the
cylinder. From there she could have taken a railcar to the
rim. She preferred to climb the fixed ladder.

The climb could as well have been called a descent.
Weight increased as she proceeded, until at the end it was a
full Earth gravity. She came out into a corridor, lined with
doors, which curved upward to right and left, although the
deck was always level beneath her feet. The overhead cast
gentle light. At the moment, a breeze bore an odor of pine.
She inhaled gratefully. While a boat trip might be exciting,
undeniably the ship had a better air system.

Tim Cleland stood jittering to and fro. He was a tall young
man, carelessly clad, sparely built, his countenance round
and snub-nosed, with brown eyes and curly brown hair.
"Jean," he croaked.

She halted. "Losh, what a face on you," she said.

"T was . . . terrified." In haste: "Not for me. For you. If
you'd crashed —" He reached toward her.

She ignored the gesture. "No danger of that," she assured
him. "I like being alive."

His arms dropped. He stared at her. The ventilation
whispered.

"Do you?" he asked slowly.

Her smile died. Her look defied him.



"Do you?" he insisted. "Then why are you throwing it
away, ev — everything that is your life?... Ten thousand
years sealed inside this shell.”

Kilbirnie strengthened her burr. "Nobbut two vyears
altogether, ship lime. In between them, five years of
Elvenland."

"You don't like what Earth's become," he pleaded. "In ten
thousand years, it'll be — what?"

Her teeth flashed in the wide white smile that was
especially hers. "A high part of the whole faring, to see
what." The husky voice went low. "But if you feel like this
about it, why are you bound along?"

His shoulders slumped. "You know why. I've told you,
how often?"

She nodded. "It's because I am. Tim, Tim, that's not a
sane reason."

He attempted playfulness. "T'll wear you down."

"I think not, Tim. You're a dear, but I think not. Best you
resign, before 'tis too late. We do have some standby
volunteers, you remember."

Cleland shook his head. "No. They're second choices. By
now, I'd feel like a traitor." He caught a breath. "Besides,
well, the scientific prospects are dazzling, that's true. What
kinds of planets, what kinds of beings? And — and, uh, I've
explained how I never was very adept socially. Not a leader,
not a follower, not a joiner. I'm giving up less than most
men would." He gulped. "But I'm not giving up on you."

"Forgive me," she said softly. "I must go now. I have a
date."

He stared as if she had slapped him. She laughed. "With
Mamphela in the gym. We'll trade teachings of old dances,
Highland and Zulu."

He gaped. "Right after ... getting back from space ... the
way you did?"



"When would a girl more want to kick up her heels?" she
answered joyfully, and left him.

The engines of the plasma and zero-zero drives were aft
in the inner hull. Most of their servicing facilities were
nearby. However, the forward wheel held lesser workshops
of various kinds, as well as laboratories. Its circumference
gave ample room.

Passing by one of these, Chief Engineer Yu Wenji heard
sounds through the door, opened it, and went in to see.
Alvin Brent, her second, sat hunched over a table, at work
on a circuit board. Tools and materials lay scattered before
him. A faint ozone pungency in the air spoke of an ion torch
lately used. Computer screens displayed diagrams.

"What are you doing?" Yu asked.

Brent twisted around on his stool. For an instant he
glowered. She stood her ground, a short, sturdy woman with
blunt features between high cheekbones, bronzy
complexion, black hair swept up and held by a comb. Her
embroidered jacket and blue trousers seemed to rebuke his
soiled work clothes.

He smoothed the irritation off his face and said carefully,
"I've worked out an idea for an improvement in our missile
launch control. Minor, but it could make a difference
someday. Now I'm putting together the hardware. There'll
be time on this cruise to install and test it."

She stiffened. "You told me nothing about this."

"I saw no reason to, ma'am. It's not connected to your
engines. Not your responsibility."

"Every apparatus aboard and every program to run it is
my responsibility. Bad enough that we carry weapons —"

"How do you know we won't need them?" he interrupted.

She sighed. "I don't, of course. But I cannot believe that
civilizations thousands or millions of years old continue such



obscene follies." Coldly: "You will consult me in advance
about any further ideas you may have, Mr. Brent. Meanwhile
you will stop this project until I have evaluated it."

"What harm?" he protested. "You'd have known before I
tried anything. Everybody would have."

"I would not have had an opportunity to analyze it for any
effects on the entire, integrated system. Have you thought
of every possibility? Furthermore, this is a matter of
principle. You cannot decide unilaterally what use of your
time is best for the ship."

He slammed the board down on the table. "Use?" he
exploded. "What do you expect me to do? Stand idle like
another of your machines till you feel like switching me on?"

She lifted a palm and replied with quick mildness, "I have
wondered if you would care to teach our shipmates
something of what you know and can do, in case you suffer
misfortune. I need not explain to you the value of
redundancy. We do not have nearly enough."

"Who in this gang of freaks has that kind of talent?"

"Why, surely Mate Ruszek, Pilot Kilbirnie, and Dr. Dayan,
at least. Probably more. They will be wanting worthwhile
occupation on our journey. We all will."

"You the most," broke from him.

"I beg your pardon?"

"You probably have more need to forget than anyone else
does. Or do you imagine your precious Chinese culture will
still be here when we get back?"

"That will do, Mr. Brent," she clipped.

He swallowed, stood up as if at attention, and conceded
stiffly, "I apologize, ma'am. I shouldn't have said that."

Again she softened. "Well, but you are under stress. We
must not make it worse. If you will prepare a report on this
device of yours, I will be glad to review it and, if it has merit,
discuss it with the captain. Good daywatch."



Before he could reply, she turned and left. Her strides
down the corridor were quick but not entirely even. Tears
glimmered in her eyes. She blinked them away.

Presently she reached the common room. As yet it was
plain, monotone, like most of the interior. Decoration would
help occupy the time of voyage. Already it reached spacious,
comfortably furnished, equipped for games, recorded
entertainment, or live performances. Interference projectors
could block sound from those who might want to sit
undisturbed. It offered a change from their private cabins.

At this hour it was generally deserted. People were more
actively engaged. As Yu entered she saw Ajit Nathu
Sundaram in an armchair.

He rose and bowed. She returned the courtesy. He was a
small man on the verge of middle age, fine-featured,
chocolate-colored, the black hair beginning to frost. As
usual, he wore merely pajamas and sandals. "Good
afternoon, Engineer Yu," he greeted. His voice was rather
high, its English devoid of any regional flavor.

"Yes, it is afternoon by the clock, is it not?" she
responded more or less automatically. "Likewise to you, sir.
You look happy."

"I have no reason not to be." He regarded her. She had
not hidden every sign of distress. "A few of our friends are
less fortunate."

She grabbed after conversation. "What were you doing, if
I may ask?"

"Thinking. Not very productively, I fear."

She in her turn gazed long at him. "Can anything shake
you?" she murmured.

"Too many things. They should not, true." He smiled.
"Since you are here, apparently at loose ends, would you
care for a game of chess?"

"I — I suspect you notice more than you pretend."



"Not really. I am a theorist. Whatever expertise I may
have is abstract, in the underlying structure and logic of
language," said humankind's most famous linguist and
semantician. "But perhaps I can put some blood and fire into
my chessmen."

"Thank you," she said low. "A game is exactly what I
would like."

At 1930 hours the crew came to the wardroom from
wherever they had been in the wheel. Selim ibn Ali Zeyd
encountered Hanny Dayan near the entrance.

He halted to look her up and down. "Quelle surprise
delicieuse,” he greeted, politely but with unmistakable
appreciation.

She stopped, too. Her lips quirked upward. A deep blue
gown, full-length and low-cut, hugged her figure. The
Egyptian pendant was colorful above her breasts and a silver
fillet held the red hair. "Thank you," she said.

"When the captain requested that henceforward we dress
for dinner, I did not expect anything so splendid."

"We knew he would."

This was to be after acceleration ended, weight became
purely centrifugal, and the travelers had moved from the
cramped gimballed decks. This gathering would celebrate
the completion of settlement in their proper quarters.

"So I brought a few extra clothes along," Dayan finished.

"Greatly to the gain of the gentlemen among us," Zeyd
told her.

She gave him a glance as frank as his own. "You are quite
elegant yourself."

The biochemist stood slim and dark, hawk-faced, with
sleek black hair and closely trimmed mustache, in well-
tailored whites. "How kind of you," he answered. "Also to
wear that ornament. I am an Egyptian, you may recall."



"Not yet mummified."

"You seem in a merry mood."

She grew briefly thoughtful. "I've . . . put regrets behind
me, as best I could. Let's move onward."

"An attitude more than sensible. It confers radiance."

Wariness edged her tone. "Thank you, Dr. Zeyd."

"Since we are to play at formality," he said, his geniality
undiminished, "may I?" He offered her his arm. She smiled
back at him and took it. They went into the wardroom and
sat down together.

Savory smells mingled. The nanotechnics of the adjacent
galley could provide everybody with his or her choice from
the menus of the world. Tonight it was to be a surprise, but
individual preferences, religious injunctions, and the like
were in the database. Napery rested snowy beneath a gleam
of tableware. A servitor rolled about, its arms deftly placing
the hors d'oeuvres and the first bottles.

When the whole company was seated, Nansen tapped his
goblet with a knife. The chime brought talk buzzing to a
halt. Attention swung toward him, at the head of the table in
a gray tunic with gold trim. "Silence, please," he said. "A
moment for those who wish to bless our meal."

He crossed himself. He was nominally a Reform Catholic,
as observant as he felt good manners required. Ruszek did
likewise. Zeyd bowed his head. Mokoena looked down at her
folded hands and whispered. Yu and Sundaram grew
meditative. The rest waited respectfully.

"Well, ladies and gentlemen," Nansen resumed, "now that
we are properly on our cruise, let's do more than practice
being a crew. Let's lake pleasure in each other and in the
voyage we'll share." His cordiality gave way to seriousness.
"I promise not to make speeches at you as a regular thing,
but on this first occasion a few remarks do seem in order.
You are all aware of these matters and have given them



much thought. I would simply like to set them forth in a few
words, to make sure we share the same understanding.
Anyone who feels I am wrong about anything, please say so,
if not here then at our regular discussion sessions.

"We are going on what may be the greatest adventure in
human history. I believe it will be even more an adventure
of the spirit than of the body and mind. We've had our
different reasons for joining it, and not all those reasons are
happy. But let us leave sorrow, guilt, and doubt behind us.
Let us expect wonders.

"Nevertheless, we will be more alone than ten souls ever
were alone before. Only ten —"

Lesser expeditions had borne more, as many as fifty, not
individual scientists and technicians but teams of them.
Advances in computer systems and robotics had not brought
the desirable number quite this low. But willingness and
competence rarely came together for a voyage like Envoy's;
and, yes, a skeleton crew required less mass of supplies and
life support, which meant that the ship's drive,
unprecedentedly powerful though it was, could bring them
still closer to c, slicing centuries off the journey time; and,
psychologists thought, an uncrowded interior should make
for less human friction, which might well prove important.
When the very objective of the mission was unknown, you
proceeded according to your best guess to do the best you
were able with what you had.

"We can never return home. When we come back to
Earth, we will necessarily come as foreigners, immigrants. I
think that what we bring will make us welcome, and we will
find new friends and found new homes. But none can ever
be close to us in the way that we are — that we must be —
to each other. We have to become more than a crew. We
have to become a family.

". wish we could start with established, stable



relationships between us, especially between men and
women. But we are who we are, the handful of people best
suited for this voyage, and we cannot wait for a full set of
arrangements to develop, or the voyage will never begin. So
we must not only be brave, we must be tolerant,
sympathetic, and generous. Let us remember always, above
and beyond everything else in us, we are the crewfolk of
humankind's Envoy.

"All this is perfectly obvious. But — -word magic, if you
like — I felt it needed saying forth. Now, if you please, I will
propose one toast before we dine." He lifted his dry sherry.
"To the stars."

Coming from anyone else the speech might have been
pretentious. Don Ricardo knew how to carry such things off.



CHAPTER 8

After the ship returned to high Earth orbit, her people had
six weeks' liberty before she departed for the Centaur.

Steel rang. Nansen parried and riposted. Light flashed at
the tip of his saber as it made contact. "Touché!”
acknowledged Pierre Desmoulins. “Tres belle!" In a series of
lunges, glides, and thrusts, Nansen had driven him back
halfway across the floor.

For a minute they stood breathing hard, faces agleam
with sweat and smiles. Other pairs contended around the
salle darmes, a dance of bodies and blades, but several had
stopped to watch these two. "Encore une fois?" Desmoulins
invited.

Nansen shook his head. "Merci, non. Jai —" His French
broke down. He spread his palms. "Une femme."”

Desmoulins laughed. “AA, mais naturellement. Bon jour.
Bonne nuit.” Jauntiness dropped from him, forced off by
awe. "Et. . . bon voyage, M. le capitaine.”

Nansen shook the preferred hand. His own smile died. He
could not altogether keep a catch out of his voice. "Adieu,
mon ami.”

This had probably been the last fencing he would ever do.
He didn't think anyone aboard ship would care to learn, and
virtuals were a pathetic surrogate. Ten thousand years from
this evening, who would know there had been such a sport?

He could come back here if he chose, of course, but he
wouldn't. Too little time remained for too much else.

He walked quickly off, turned in his outfit, put his street
clothes on, and went forth to the rue de Grenelle. Though
the air was warm, he wore a cloak with the hood up — not
uncommon hereabouts, and it might keep him unrecognized.
A gaily striped awning over a sidewalk cafe tempted. He



could use a cold beer. But no, he had to bathe and change
garments at his hotel before he met Odile Morillier. She'd
wait if need be — few women would not have waited for a
man of the Envoy — but someone so beautiful wasn't used
to it, nor did he want to seem arrogant.

A live symphony concert in the Parc Monceau, then dinner
in a private room at the Vert Galant, then perhaps a walk
along the river or under trees fragrant with spring, and then,
yes, the night, and the days and nights to follow. He had cut
enough swathes in the past and had begun to think wistfully
about marriage, children. . . . No, the stars had made him an
alien. Let him know one woman well and learn to hold her
dear — as well and as dear as time allowed — and take the
riches away in his memory. That would be worth the pain of
farewell. He hoped she would not share it, but remember
him kindly and with pleasure.

A constabulary guard in the foyer verified Yu's identity
and saluted as he admitted her to the ascensor. She rode in
blessed solitude to the fiftieth floor. After the crowded
streets, people yelling and shoving toward her even as she
crossed from her cab to the entrance, this cool quiet was
like another world. She found the number she wanted and
touched the door. It must have been instructed from below,
for it immediately contracted and let her through.

The room beyond was spacious, furnishings sleekly up-to-
date, but the vases from which lilies and jasmine perfumed
the air were antique. Set for transparency, the south wall
showed bustling modern Rehavia. Eastward she saw the Old
City, the Temple of the Reconcilement, and the Mount of
Olives under a Mediterranean sky where aircraft darted like
glittering mites.

Dayan had sprung from a chair. She ran to meet the
visitor. "Wenji, welcome — shalom!" she cried, and hugged



her. "Come, make yourself comfortable." She led her to a
recliner. "What would you like: tea, coffee, something
stronger?"

"Thank you, whatever you take," Yu replied. She sat
down but remained tense.

"Speak up, do. I can barely hear you. It's kind of early in
the day, but, I decree, not too early for a beer. One minute."
Dayan went through an arch to the inner suite. She returned
almost as soon as promised, bearing a tray with two frosty
steins and a bowl of salted nuts. Setting it down on a
minitable, she dropped into the seat opposite and beamed.
"Oh, I am glad to see you."

"Thank you," the engineer whispered.

The physicist raised her drink. “Mazel tov. 1 don't know
what they say In Chinese."

Yu smiled a hit. "Kan bei, in my part of the country." She
barely sipped.

"What a grand surprise when you called."

"I... hesitated. Are we not generally keeping away from
each other on this last furlough?"

"No doubt. But you're a breath of pure oxygen, Wenji."
Dayan scowled, drank, and made a chopping gesture. "This
damned guarded existence."

Compassion deepened Yu's voice. "Do you feel
imprisoned?"

Dayan sighed. "Not exactly. I do want to be with my . . .
parents, brother, sister, their children, our kin, our friends —
be with them as much as possible. But the government's
carrying its concern for my safety too far. I'm not supposed
to leave Jerusalem, or go anywhere outside without an
armed escort, or — All those eyes, always watching. I don't
want to disappoint or grieve anybody, but —" She snapped a
laugh. "That's plenty about me! Tell me why I'm having this
break in the routine."



Yu was still for a moment before she said, with difficulty,
"I, too, feel watched."

"How? I took for granted you'd spend your leave in China.
You've spoken of your home so lovingly."

The old tile-roofed village in the old green countryside,
the Hwang Ho mightily flowing, a bell at twilight, lifeways
and a reverence for them that had changed their outward
guise only a little as the millennia swept past; science and
machines could ensorcel a girl, she could snatch at a
scholarship and lose herself in the marvels of city and
university and a certain young man, but always, always she
would yearn back.

"T cannot," Yu said. "No, I mean I will not."

Dayan stared. "What?" When the other did not respond at
once, she murmured, "I've heard something about your
having political difficulties, but you didn't seem to want to
discuss it and I didn't want to pry. We've ample time ahead
of us." Her tone sharpened. "Surely, though, you, your fame
and . . . and standing — they can't deny you admission. I
should think they would make you a national hero."

Yu had gathered resolution. "They would," she said
starkly. "I will not . . . appear in public with them, accept
their medals and praises, let them lick glory like dogs."

"This must be hard for you to talk about."

"It... is. I divorced my husband. You will all on the ship
hear the real reason . . . eventually. I can trust you now,
Hanny, if you care to listen. But first promise me to say no
word to anyone until we have left. If the truth came out,
they — my beloved government — would be embarrassed.
They have a hostage who would suffer."

Dayan caught Yu's hand. "I swear. May God and my
mother forsake me if I don't keep silence till you set me
free."

She let go and sat gripping her mug tight, while Yu's



words trudged. "When Xi and I came back from Sirius, we
were horrified. The Space War had occurred, and in China
the Protector was overthrown but the Council of Nine was
worse, and — Nevertheless he took the professorship
promised him at Nanjing University. I did interplanetary
work, developing some of the asteroids China had annexed.
We were too much apart. We planned on emigrating to
Australia. But without my knowing, he became involved with
the Free Sword Society. Yes, he believed democracy could
be raised from the dead, in our country and around the
Earth. They caught him. They told me they would pardon
him if I volunteered for Envoy and was accepted — pardon
him and let him go wherever he wished after I was gone,
but I must take this on faith and the truth about the bargain
must never come out. They want the credit, they want to
say they sent a Chinese to meet the Yonderfolk, but they
had nobody else quite suitable. I went through the
pretenses and the motions. I did tell the Foundation
directors I am still fond of Xi and asked them to press for his
release. They promised to. I can hope it will happen, and he
will guess what is behind it, but I will never know."

She fell silent, staring before her, her tears long since
exhausted. Dayan shed a few, rose, leaned over, and
embraced her. "Oh, my dear, my dear."

The steely calm in Yu entered her, too, and she sat back
down.

"Do not pity me," Yu said. "We will experience wonders.
And it does honor me far beyond my worth, that I will keep
alive something of what my country and my people were."

"You . .. haven't yet told me . . . why you came here."

"I thought I would spend these weeks seeing the best
things on Earth. But there is no peace for it. Everywhere the
journalists, the cameras, the crowds. And always I must
watch my tongue."



Dayan nodded. "You need a refuge, where you can take a
meal without twenty hands sticking autograph pads under
your nose and a reporter firing questions about your love
life. Well, you've come to the right place."

"I do not wish to intrude," Yu said, diffident again. "A day
or two, if you will be so kind —"

"Nonsense." Dayan's tone grew animated. "You'll stay
with me till we go. I have tough men with firearms to keep
me unmolested, and we'll share them. My family, my friends
will be delighted to meet my ship-sister." She rubbed her
hands together. "We'll show you some fun, too. And maybe
we'll learn to eat gefilte fish with chopsticks,"

"You are too generous."

"Not at all. Self-interested. I told you this existence was
getting dismal. You'll liven it up, in your quiet way." Dayan
paused. "And — hm — I would like to slip out by myself
once in a while, alone, nobody knowing. A gentleman or
two, do you understand?"

"That is not for me," Yu said gravely.

"I suppose not. But I think we could work out a scheme
where you cover for me. If you will be so generous."

For the second time, Yu smiled. "An interesting technical
problem."

"Hoy, you've hardly touched your beer. Don't you like it,
and too polite to speak?"

"No, no —"

"What will you have instead?" Dayan jumped up. "Don't
hang back. We have a lot of living to get done in the rest of
this furlough."

Mokoena's living also included gentlemen — more than
one or two — and festivities that sometimes became
uproarious. After she complained about pestiferous
strangers, her king issued an edict, which was enforced with



discouraging sternness. However, her guards were mostly a
jolly lot, who contributed their share to the fun, as well as to
traditional pageantry in her honor.

Yet this was, actually, a rather small part of what she
engaged in. She was much with her parents and their
immediate circle, calmly and piously. As time passed, she
spent increasingly more of it in hospitals. The patients, the
children among them above all, were heartwarmingly happy
to meet and talk with a person who was going to the stars.

Isla Floreana loomed steep and dark from a brilliant
heaven. Light burned on the sea. Jean Kilbirnie waded out
from the beach and went under. Salt kissed her lips. The
water slid around her like a caress, cool and silken. Its colors
deepened from tawny green toward blue as she swam
downward. The bubbles from her breathmask glinted,
streamed, danced. Fish darted past. Two seals drew
playfully nigh. Farther off, ghost-dim, a dolphin went by. She
exulted.

Poor Tim, she thought for a second or two. It had not
been easy to deny him leave to come along. She didn't want
to hurt him. But he would have been sure to spoil the tricks
by which she traveled about incognito. Besides, in any case,
she couldn't be bothered. For the same reason, she had
declined an offer of company from a quite charming young
man she met. She enjoyed male society and had had a few
affairs, but acknowledged cheerfully to herself that her sex
drive was low. The energy radiated outward, into the world
and the universe.

Last week Alaska and Mount Denali. This week the
Galapagos. Next week the Andes, followed by a trek through
Amazon Park — Virtuals were adequate for historical and
cultural monuments. Here was the reality of living Earth,
what remained of it; she had not many days left, and



nobody knew what lay at the far end of her voyage or what
she might find if ever she returned.

For a generation after he was gone, memory of Ruszek's
passage through taverns and women lingered in the rowdier
corners of cities around the globe. Several men felt the
weight of his fist, and twice only his status kept him from
jail; the authorities strongly suggested he go elsewhere. But
when not provoked to anger he was a leviathan of
openhanded, noisy good humor.

He had other interests that would have surprised his
drinking companions and partners in bed, but he reckoned
they could wait.

His shipmates were unwittingly indebted to him. The
colorful copy he provided took some of the publicity pressure
off them.

Evening light slanted long above the roofs of Cairo. The
call to prayer rang from minarets that it touched with gold.
Zeyd heard directly, not electronically, for he had opened
the windows of his apartment now that the day's heat was
waning. He prostrated himself on the carpet. Its biofabric
responded with a sensuousness lost on him in this moment.

After the words had been said and the thoughts had been
thought, he stayed for a while, his mind still speaking to
God. He knew that was not quite orthodox, but he had been
influenced by a largely European education.

Peace to the soul of Osman Tahir, greatest man of the
Ahmaddiyah Movement since Abdus Salam. He inspired me
to this, for Your glory.

Peace to you, darling Narriman, and to the children. You,
God, Who see my inmost heart, You know I was not being
wholly selfish when I forsook them to go to Epsilon Indl.
Was I? Yes, the science lured, but it would surely benefit
mankind. It did. Primitive though the life on that planet is,



we learned much there, and already the physicians have use
of our findings. And always, as Your prophet Ahmad taught,
through the knowledge of Your works we exalt and come
nearer to You.

A visiphone sang. Zeyd rose to answer. The caller, an old
acquaintance, gave him specific information about
arrangements to bring him discreetly to a certain
establishment. A Cordon Bleu meal was in preparation —
yes, vintage wines — and the entertainment afterward
would be rather special.

"Indeed I will come," Zeyd said. "Many thanks." He had
his ideals, but no pretensions to being a holy man.

A nearly full Moon rose over the mountains and threw a
trembling glade across Lake Louise. A breeze lulled, cold and
pure. Cleland wished he could linger. He had an
appointment, though, and the chance might not come again.
With a sigh, he made his way to the lodge.

Banners still flapped around the paved lot, but the torches
and their bearers were gone. The speaker had spoken, his
listeners had cheered, now the rally was over. Police were
the last solid evidence of it, a squad that had not yet left,
hostility and suspicion on their faces.

Cleland passed unchallenged, unrecognized, and went
inside. An ascensor took him from the fake ruggedness of
the lobby to the top floor. The speaker's door admitted him
to the suite.

Brent got up from a table on which stood whiskey, ice,
and splash. "Hi," he greeted, advancing to shake hands.
"Sorry I couldn't meet with you sooner, but you saw how it
was."

"Ye-es," Cleland said hesitantly. He hadn't attended.
Instead he had enjoyed the beauties nearby: manicured,
overused, nonetheless beauties such as he might well never



see again in anything but virtuals.

"Not that it was a big deal," Brent admitted. He took the
other man's elbow and urged him to a chair. "The
government, you know, did everything possible to damp us
down. I wish they had more reason to. How do you like your
drink?"

"Mild, please. . .. Thanks."

Brent took a stiffer one and seated himself also, leaning
back, legs crossed, attitude and quasi-uniform suggesting a
soldier at ease after a battle. "Well," he said, "I can hope
we'll grow. That our cause will, everywhere."

Because his aim was to explore this man, Cleland made
bold to reply, "We'll never know, you and I, will we?"

Though Brent's voice stayed level, something kindled in it.
"Maybe we will. Even after ten thousand years, what we do
in this day and age may matter." He shrugged, smiled, and
sipped. "At least it'll be nice having a sympathizer aboard
ship."

Cleland mustered bluntness. "I — I came ... to find out. I
don't necessarily agree with you."

"Besides," Brent said shrewdly, "you hadn't anything
much better to do, did you?"

Taken aback, Cleland floundered. "Uh, well — why, I
could have —"

"Sure, all sorts of stuff. Most of our crew are taking
advantage, I gather. But you're not the type."

"Since we — we'll be living side by side —"

Brent took him off the hook. "Okay. Why don't I give you
just a few words tonight, then we'll relax? We can argue on
the trip if you want."

"I — when I got in touch, I told you I was interested to
hear your side of things. The news —"

"Yeh, the news," Brent scoffed. "It makes the North Star
out to be a pack of ravening chauvinists who want to start a



second Space War and wouldn't mind nuking targets on
Earth. How many people /isten to us?" His lip curled.
"Governments find us inconvenient. We might stir up a real
popular feeling. Naturally, they and their toadies make us
out to be dangerous lunatics."

Cleland swallowed before he managed: "I must say, I
don't think Americans should die to get General
Technology's asteroids back for it."

Brent slammed a fist on the arm of his chair. "Slogans!"
he exclaimed.

More calmly: "Okay, the North Star has a slogan, too, but
is it really unreasonable? 'Renegotiate from a position of
strength.' Do we have to be forever victims? Look, the Jews
decided two, three centuries ago they'd had a bellyful of
that; and today, the Israeli Hegemony. Are we any
different?"

"What do you mean by 'we'?" Cleland challenged.

"Ordinary folks like you and me. North Americans,
Australians. I'd say Westerners, if the Europeans hadn't
crawfished and the South Americans hadn't stood aside. You
were born and raised hereabouts, weren't you? Well, think
back. Look around. What's wrong with our people having
their fair share of the Solar System? What's wrong with the
whole human race, if we can get it together under the right
leadership, taking its fair share of the universe?"

A vision, Cleland thought. A certain grandeur.

He wasn't convinced, but Brent was worth hearing, and
proved surprisingly likeable.

Sundaram sat on the ground, on a bank of sacred
Ganges, and gazed across the water. It rippled and sheened
beneath the Moon, through the night, broad, powerful, with
now and then a glimpse of darkling wings or a crocodile
gliding past. One could forget that works of man controlled



and purified it, and imagine it as eternal. Leaves rustled
overhead, a stand of bamboo rattled ever so faintly, in a
breeze warm and full of silty odors.

He was alone in this mite of a park. The multitudes who
revered him and clamored for a touch of his hands gave
their mahatma his solitude when he needed it, and fended
outsiders off.

They might have been bewildered to know that, sitting
there, he did not contemplate the Ultimate. His thoughts
were of the Yonderfolk. What language was theirs? The
principles of mathematics and physics hold true across the
cosmos, from fiery beginning to cold extinction. Is there,
then, a basic law for communication? How shall we talk with
that which is utterly strange to us?

He had won his fame by proving relevant theorems. More
stirred within his mind.



CHAPTER 9

Falling free, each second laying more than a hundred new
kilometers between her and a shrunken Sol, Envoy was
about to enter the deep.

Her crew had not been aboard during the weeks of
outward acceleration. There was no need of adding that to
the unforeseeable stresses ahead of them. Two high-boost
spacecraft overtook while the living cargo rested dreamless
under brainpulse in weight-supportive tanks. Roused at
rendezvous, they said their farewells and shuttled across to
the starship.

It was the last valediction. Word from Earth would have
taken an hour to reach them. After all the pomp and
speeches, they agreed this was a mercy. Nevertheless it was
lonely watching the other craft vanish into remoteness.

Here, at their distance from the sun's mass, space had
flattened enough that the quantum gate could function. As
nearly as instruments could tell, they were aimed close to
Zeta Centauri, a marker on their way to the goal. It set the
direction in which the energy from beyond space-lime would
take them: speed, a scalar, becoming velocity, a vector.

They went quickly to their individual stations, a business
rehearsed so often that now it was automatic and felt not
quite real. In a sense, the feeling was right. Computers,
circuits, machines would do everything. Humans only
commanded, and at this hour the only commander was the

captain.
His voice rang over the intercom: "Stand by for shield
generation" — purely ceremonial, but ceremony had grown

very needful.

A whirring followed as the main fusion plant came to full
power, and ebbed away in steadiness. Eyes watching
electronic viewscreens saw no change. The stars crowded



brilliant against blackness, images reconstructed to hold fast
though the wheel turned and turned. But gauges registered
current through great superconducting coils, and
magnetohydrodynamic fields sprang into being as a shell
surrounding the ship at twenty kilometers' remove.

"All well," said the quasi-mind governing them.

"Stand by for zero-zero drive," called the master.

Muscles tightened, fists clenched, throats worked. No one
feared. Crews had traveled like this, unharmed, for
generations. Though Envoy’s gate was the most capacious
ever built, to bring her gamma factor to an unprecedented
five thousand, robots had tested and retested it, had even
taken animals along, proving utter reliability.

However, the gate was mighty because the journey would
be.

"“Go, " said Nansen quietly.

Aft in the inner hull, switches flipped. Most of them were
not material, but the quantum states of atoms. An eerie
oneness awoke to existence. Between the two plates
appeared a naked singularity, wherein the familiar laws of
physics no longer held. Through it flowed a little of that
underlying energy which the universe had not lost at the
instant of its birth.

A little — enough to multiply the mass of ship and
payload five thousand times and send her hurtling forward
at a minuscule percentage less than the haste of light.

No sensation struck, except that viewscreens went
chaotic, with swirls and flashes of formless hues. The energy
entered everything equally, almost instantaneously, a
quantum leap.

Notwithstanding, the power plant within labored close to
its limit, while the governor of the shielding fields calculated
and issued orders at a rate possible to nothing but a
quantum computer. Space is not empty. Apart from stars



and planets, it may be a hard vacuum by our standards; but
matter pervades it, dust and gas — hydrogen, some helium,
traces of higher elements — averaging about one atom per
cubic centimeter in Sol's neighborhood, and cosmic rays
sleet through it well-nigh unhindered. Had the ship rammed
directly into this at her speed, radiation would soon have
been eroding her; the crew would have been dead within
the first few seconds. No material defense would have
availed. Multimegawatts must go to work.

Guided and shaped by the boom forward, the fields were
an envelope of armor. Laser beams, aimed forward, ionized
neutral atoms, which the forces thereupon seized and sent
as a wind that bore other stuff with it, flung aside and aft. In
effect, a giant, streamlined shape flew through the medium,
cocooning the vessel inside.

X-rays did pierce it from dead ahead, made fiercer by
Doppler effect, but no more than wheel and hull could ward
off. Otherwise aberration caused them to pass through an
aftward cone, attenuated both by distance and by
lengthening of their waves. Well did Envoy guard her
people. Yet the battle was incessant and the power
requirement high. Meanwhile she must fill her capacitors
with still more energy.

Thus did she run, for some two hundred astronomical
units, far out into the Oort cloud of comets. Observers
orbiting Sol registered the time as a bit more than an Earth
day. To her and those aboard her, it was slightly under
twenty seconds. And both were correct. Her relativistic time
dilation was the inverse of her gamma factor, and just as
real.

Then the loan fell due. The quantum field collapsed, the
high-energy state ended, she moved on trajectory no faster
than she had done before, about 150 kilometers per second;
for her, lengths and passages of time were the same as they



had been at home. Like the acceleration, the deceleration
happened too swiftly and pervasively to be felt.

She must repay her loan in full. She had done work,
moving interstellar matter aside, moving herself farther from
Sol. The collapsing field would have reclaimed the deficit
from her atoms, disastrously, were she not prepared. As it
was, the energy in her capacitors flowed into the field and
satisfied. The net expenditure had been precisely zero.

"Jump one!" cried the captain, as was traditional.

It was a gesture, not repeated. Already, in a fractional
second, the gate had reopened and Envoy was again
running on the heels of light.

The optical system soon compensated, and viewscreens
once more displayed the stars. Three showed the heavens
weirdly distorted by speed, for purposes of monitoring the
flight. The rest took photons captured in the brief intervals
between jumps and let computers generate an image
shifting evenly from point to point. Thus far the scene had
scarcely changed. A few light-days, a few light-years, are of
little consequence in the vastness of the galaxy. But Sol
dwindled fast from a small disk to the brightest of the stars,
and second by second it diminished further, as if it were
falling down a bottomless black well.

Nansen and Dayan stood in the command center, looking.
They belonged together in this first hour, captain and
physicist. Theirs were the intuitions, instincts, judgments
that no artificial intelligence could ever quite supply. Did it
seem best to abort the voyage, they would decide.

They found no reason to. Around them instruments
gleamed and gave readings, the ship murmured
impersonally, a breeze pretended to blow off a field of new-
mown grass. They watched their sun waning, and silence
was upon them.



Nansen broke it with a whisper. ". . . e/ infinito Mapa de
Aquel que es todas Sus estrellas. "

"What?" asked Dayan, almost as softly.

"Ay —" He came out of his reverie and shook himself, like
a swimmer climbing ashore. "Oh. A poem that crossed my
mind. 'The infinite map of the One who is all His stars,' By
Borges, a twentieth-century writer."

She regarded the lean, grave face before she said, "It's
lovely. I didn't know you were such a reader."

He shrugged. "There is much time to fill, crossing space."

"And it makes a person think, doesn't it?" She stared out
at the cold galactic river. "How insignificant we are to
everything except ourselves."

"Does that trouble you?"

"No." The red head lifted defiantly. "Ourselves are what
we have to measure everything by."

"I am not so sure of that. The fact that there are
countless things we will never know, and many that we
could not possibly know, does not mean they do not exist —
only that we cannot prove it. I am a philosophical realist."

"Oh, me too. No physicist today takes seriously any of
that metaphysics that sprang up like fungus around
quantum mechanics in its early stages. I meant just that
we're tiny, an accident, a blip in space-time, and if and when
we go extinct it won't make, we won't have made, a
raindrop's worth of difference to the cosmos."

"T am not so sure of that, either."

"Well, your religion —" She broke off, half embarrassed.
"I'm not observant of what's supposed to be mine."

Nansen shook his head. "If anything, what faith I have
comes from this material universe. It doesn't seem
reasonable to me that something so superbly organized, its
law reaching down beneath the atom, out beyond the
quasars, through all of time, that it would throw up



something as rich as life and intelligence by chance. I think
reality must be better integrated than that, and we are
somehow as much a part of it and its course as the galaxies
are." His smile quirked. "At least, it's a comforting thought."

"I guess I'd like to share it," Dayan said, "but where's the
actual evidence? And we don't need comforting, or ought
not to. Whatever we are, we can be it in style!"

He considered her. "Yes, you would feel like that."

She met the look. "You would, too, regardless," she
answered.

For several pulsebeats they stood mute, unmoving.

"I should get back to my laboratory," she said quickly.
"Everything seems in order here, and you remember I have
some experiments going. At our gamma factor, who knows
what we might detect?"

Journey commenced, the rest of the expedition had, in an
unspoken mutuality, sought the common room. Together
they sat watching Sol recede. In a few more hours of their
time, it would no longer be the dominant star. In a day and
a night of their time, thirteen and a half years would pass on
Earth.

Sundaram rose from his chair. "I believe that suffices
me," he said. "If you will pardon me, I shall retire."

"For a nap?" Kilbirnie asked, as lightly as she was able.

"Possibly," he replied in the same spirit. "Or possibly I can
pursue an idea a trifle further." He went out.

Brent squinted after him. "Good Christ," the second
engineer muttered, "is he anything but a thinking machine?"

"Much more," Zeyd told him sharply. "I have taken the
trouble to become acquainted."

Brent lifted a palm. "No offense meant. If he doesn't care
for women, it makes things easier for me, if he doesn't make
a pass at me." He saw frowns and tightened lips. "Hey,



sorry, just a joke."

Yu stood up. "I think we would be wise to inspect the
recycler systems," she said.

"Why, is there anything to fear?" Zeyd wondered.

"No. I am confident they have themselves well in hand.
However, the final responsibility lies with my department,”
— responsibility for the nanotechnics and processings that
turned waste back into fresh air, pure water, food, and the
luxuries that were almost as vital. "One more go-through,
now that we are under zero-zero, will secure us more firmly
in our teamwork."

"Oh, all right," Brent said.

"Actually, a welcome diversion." Zeyd made a gesture at
the awesome-ness in the screen. As the biochemist, he was
involved.

"Should I come, too?" asked Mokoena, biologist and
physician.

"No need, unless you wish to," said Yu. She led Brent and
Zeyd out.

Mokoena stayed. "That was neatly done," she told those
who also remained. "She defused what could have become
an awkward situation."

Cleland stirred, cleared his throat, and spoke tentatively.
"Do you mean Al might have, ah, lost his temper? I don't
think so. He's not a bad man."

"I didn't say he was," Mokoena answered.

"Besides," Ruszek put in, "I think what Wenji wants is to
give her group something to do. The sooner everybody's
busy, the better. Sitting and gaping at... this ... is no good."

Mokoena chuckled. "As for that, we can trust our captain
to have some ritual planned for our first supper."

Ruszek shrugged. "Probably. He didn't approach me
about it."

Kilbirnie jumped to her feet. "Meanwhile, we do jolly well



need a break," she exclaimed. "Who'd like a hard game of
handball?"

Ruszek brightened. "Here's one," he said. Side by side,
they left for the gymnasium.

Cleland started to follow but sank back down. "Wouldn't
you care to join them?" Mokoena asked.

His glance dropped. "I'd be too slow and clumsy."

"Really? You've handled yourself well in some difficult
places."

He flushed. "That was . . . competing against nature . . .
not people."”

"You mustn't let jealousy eat you, Tim," she said gently.

His head jerked up to stare at her. "What do you mean?"

"It sticks out of you like quills." She leaned forward and
took his right hand in hers. "Remember what the captain
told us on our shakedown. We cannot afford hostility or
bitterness or anything that will divide us."

"I suppose we ... should have made . . . our personal
arrangements before we embarked."

"You know that wasn't practical. Especially when
relationships are sure to change as we go."

"You and Lajos —"

"It is friendly between us," she said. "But it's not binding
on either one." Her smile offered no more than kindliness, a
kindliness without urgency or need to be anything other
than itself.



CHAPTER 10

The town began as a district in a small city. Humans tend
to cluster together, the more so when their way of life
makes them ever more foreign to everybody else. As time
passed, the district became a community in its own right.
And it abided, while change swept to and fro around it like
seas around a rock.

On this day, descending, Michael Shaughnessy saw it as
roofs and sun-domes nestled among trees. A powermast
reared from their midst as if pointing at the clouds that
drifted by, billowy white against blue. Otherwise grass
rippled boundless. Sunflowers lifted huge yellow eyes out of
its silvery green. A herd of neobison grazed some distance to
the south, unafraid; only wild dogs and master-class men
hunted them, not very much. Crows flocked about, black,
noisy, and hopeful. Northward a long, high mound and a few
broken walls were the last remembrances of Santa Verdad.
Grass hid scattered slabs and shards, as it had hidden the
remnants of earlier farmsteads. This region of central North
America was now a vicarial preserve.

Shaughnessy set his rented vehicle down in a lot on the
edge of settlement and got out. Air blew mild, full of odors
the sun had baked from the soil. There was no guard, but
neither was there any call for it. He walked on into town.

The street he took was immobile, with antique sidewalks.
Its indurate was beginning to show the wear of feet and
wheels through centuries. The trees that shaded it were
younger, replaced as they grew old and died. Behind their
susurrant leafage, homes stood in rows, each on its patch of
lawn and garden. The houses were ancient, too, but not the
same age. Most were half underground, topside curving in
soft hues up to a dome: a style archaic enough. Some,
though, harked further back, even to times when forms still



more outmoded were enjoying revivals — a rambling ivy-
grown bungalow or a peaked roof on two stories of brick,
with windows and a chimney. Most displayed a token of the
family who held it — a nameplate, a mon, an ancestral
portrait, a line of calligraphy, a stone from a far planet —
and the crests of ships on which members had served.
Nevertheless, perhaps because they were all of modest size,
perhaps because they were all in one way or another
marked by time, they engendered no disharmony; they
belonged together.

Not many people were about at midafternoon in this
residential section. A few children sped past, a whirl of color,
shouts, and laughter. A few adults walked or rode purring
motorboards. Here among their own kind, they were
generally in traditional groundside garb, which ran to
flamboyancy. The headbands of men glittered, their tunics
were of shimmering metalloid mesh, colorful trousers
banded with gold went into soft half-boots. Women's
coronets were gemmed or plumed, filmy cloaks fluttered
from shoulders, lustrous biofabric shaped and reshaped itself
to them as they moved. None of them knew Shaughnessy,
but they greeted him with an upraised palm, a gesture he
returned.

A young woman who came striding toward him stood out
amidst them. She was in uniform, an opalescent sheathsuit
with a comet emblem on the left breast, beret slanted across
the black curls. Doubtless she was bound for a rendezvous
with other officers of her ship, a business meeting or a
party. Although her outfit was new to him, he realized what
the ship must be.

Seeing him, she broke step. Her hand snapped to her
brow, a formal salute that had not changed. He stopped and
reciprocated, enjoying the sight. She was short and dark —
as more and more starfarers seemed to be — and comely.



He smiled. "That was kind of you, Ensign," he said.

Her eyes searched him. He stood gaunt, tall, and gray; his
own uniform, which he had donned on impulse, was blue
with red trim. "You are ... a captain, aren't you?" she asked.

Her accent was not too strong for him to follow.
Spacefolk's English was apparently stabilizing — especially
after English ceased to be the main language spoken on this
continent.

"I am that by rank, though not a shipmaster," he replied.
"How did you know?" The bars on her shoulders were the
same as they had been when he wore them, but his present
sunburst was quite unlike the spiral nebula that identified a
captain nowadays. No doubt emblems will also eventually
stabilize, he thought.

"We learn the history in school, sir."

"You do? I am happy to hear that. We did in my youth,
but a lot has happened since then." Yet what are we without
our history?

"You must be newly back from a long voyage, sir," she
said. "That would be the Our Lady.”

"Indeed she is, home again from Aerie and Aurora."

"I'm leaving soon," she said eagerly.

"And that would be the Estrella Linda, for a longer circuit
than ours was. May the passage be easy, the worlds
welcoming, and your return gladsome."

Her eyelashes vibrated. "Thank you, sir."

She'd like to talk more, he thought, and I would, too, but
we're bound on our separate ways. Later? Yes. "A good day
and evening to you, Ensign."

Both of them proceeded.

Shaughnessy's route took him past a number of shops
and service enterprises. Some were family-owned, operated
by hirelings or retirees. Others belonged to outsiders: who
might, though, have lived here for generations. All were



antiquated. Well, when you are gone for twenty, thirty, fifty,
a hundred years, you had better have something familiar
waiting for you.

He came to a house on another street of homes. A
veranda fronted its stucco walls. He had called ahead from
his aircar and the occupant stood in front. "Greeting,
Captain," Ramil Shauny hailed. He waved the visitor ahead,
onto the porch. "Please have a seat. What may I offer you?"

Stooped and white-haired in a plain brown robe, he
somehow kept the bearing of an officer. His aspect was not
a shock; Michael Shaughnessy recalled the young Ramil
Shauny, but you had to expect that decades would do their
work, and anyhow, they had met again, not long before.
What felt odd was that Ramil, a hundred and ten biological
years of age and the mayor of the town, should defer to
another who was just seventy. But then, Ramil was Michael's
great-grandson.

They settled into formchairs, side by side. A neochimp
servant — a type of creature new to Michael, and the idea a
bit repugnant — took their orders for drinks. For a while
they sat unspeaking in the shade and breeze, looking out at
the street. One girl who walked by carried a batcat on her
wrist. Michael wondered what provision she'd make for it
when she grew up and shipped out. If she did, of course.
Maybe she would rather forsake the kith of the starfarers.
Theirs wasn't an easy life. Maybe she, being smart as
kithfolk usually were, could get a well-paid position in a guild
or in the vicarial bureaucracy. Or maybe she, being pretty,
could become a mistress of a local magnate and ride forth in
twilight to fly her batcat at homing crows. Or maybe she
would choose the stars.

She passed on out of sight.

"And how did your travels around Earth go?" Ramil asked.

Michael grimaced. "Not well. I thought something of



Ireland would be left. I was away less than a century."

A swing around by two suns with a planet apiece where
humans can live. I should be grateful for the few such we've
found. Without them, would any starships besides Envoy be
running yet? It is the colonies and their need, their need less
for material goods than for human contact, novelty, more
word than a laser beam can bring — and, rarely, a
passenger or two — it is they and what trade they carry on
among each other that keeps us going.

Oh, yes, we make our
occasional exploratory ventures, and sometimes one of them
reaps a great profit, but most do not. I think the only reason
for them, or for any starfaring, is that some people still
wonder about what there may be beyond their skies.

May they keep on wondering. The voyages, the
discoveries, the adventures!

But meanwhile, at the heart of it all, is Earth growing old?

"T have no more wish to settle there," Michael said.

"Well, it's been a hard century," Ramil conceded.

"So I gather."

The servant brought the drinks, whiskey and soda for
Michael, wine of Maian skyberries for Ramil, together with
kelp crackers and garlic nuggets. Ramil gazed into the air.
"In many ways I envy you," he said. "I wish I could have
gone back to where you've been. But Juana would never
have been happy aboard a ship. And now it's too late for
me."

"She was worth giving up space for, though, wasn't she?"
Michael replied softly.

Ramil nodded. "Oh, yes. You remember her."

Michael did — her, and the wedding, for it chanced to be
when he was last on Earth. From time to time starfarers
were bound to marry outside their kith. And Ramil's earlier
voyages had been rather short. He was not too alien for her.



Yes, Juana was a darling. But my Eileen — your great-
grandmother, Ramil — who died in my arms while the light
of Delta Pavonis streamed through the ports — I had the
better luck.

"Don't mistake me," Ramil added. "I am not sorry for
myself. There's still fight and fun to be had."

"Keeping our autonomy here?" Michael asked, partly for
the sake of tact, partly because he didn't know. He hadn't
yet caught up with events. When he left, the Greatman of
Mongku had been Earth's ruler, not a figurehead for
whatever cabal had most recently seized power.

"No, that isn't in any danger," Ramil said, obviously
relieved to get away from matters too close to him. "Not so
far. Our ships, our cargoes give us leverage. Nothing critical,
you know, but the pure chemical elements, the special
feedstocks, the new data — vyes, above all, the new
information, for science or industry or sparking fresh,
saleable ideas — those pay off."

"As always." Does always mean forever?

Ramil's tone harshened. "The Vicar of Isen, though, the
overlord hereabouts — he's a greedy sod. Unless we can
keep playing him and his fellows off against each other, the
taxes will eat us."

Michael frowned. "Why can't you be getting help,
pressure on your behalf, from the Lunarites, the Martians, or
the Outerfolk?"

"None of them have any strong incentive to give it. They
do help indirectly, just by being. I've lately been hinting that
if we're pushed too hard and drained too dry, we can take
our business elsewhere in the Solar System."

"Why not? From what I've heard about the current
situation, mightn't we be more comfortable?"

"It would not be Earth," Ramil said.

No, Michael thought, Luna, the asteroids, the moons of



the giant planets, even Mars can never be, no matter what
humans have done for them. Earth is our mother, no matter
what humans do to her.... Oh, the colony worlds at other
suns may beckon, but they're changing their people still
more than happens here. We starfarers — our starfaring
keeps us changeless.

"I understand," he said low. "Without this much of a tie
between us, a home port, we'd drift away from what we are.
Earth is where we meet."

And marry. Those who love space will marry into us,
those who can't stand the hardships will leave us, and so as
genetics and usage work onward, we evolve from a handful
of crews to a people, a kith.

Ramil smiled wistfully. "Besides," he said, "they'd be sad
aboard Envoy if they came back and found nobody like
ourselves to greet them."

Michael sighed. "I am not sure they will, whatever we do.
Ten thousand years is an unholy stretch of time." And they
are only — what? — 750 years into their journey. To them,
less than two months, hasn't it been?. . . Nonsense, sheer
malarkey. Under these conditions, "simultaneity” is an empty
noise.

Ramil glanced at him. "You knew Ricardo Nansen, didn't
you?"

Michael nodded. "I did. We were on the first Epsilon
Eridani expedition. He saved my life on that grim world."

Ramil took a goodly swallow from his tumbler. "Well," he
said, "this has wandered from the subject.”

Michael chuckled. "Do you mean we had one?"

"I'm sorry your visit has disappointed you."

Michael's humor faded. "You did not tell me the Ireland I
knew is gone."

"But it isn't," Ramil protested. "They've kept part of it, at
least, green and beautiful."



"For the pleasure of its vicar," Michael spat. "Oh, common
folk may nest in their villages if they choose, like us given
leave to stay in this burg of ours, but they are not my folk
anymore."

"I'm sorry. I would have told you, if I'd understood what
you had in mind." Their histories had flowed too far apart.
"Well, if not there, why not here? We would be honored to
have you in Kith Town, and a man like you would never lack
for work. In fact, brokerage —"

Michael shook his head. "I thank you," he interrupted,
"but for now I have given up the idea of settling on Earth."

Ramil gave him a startled look. "What? But —"

"I've queried. Estrella Linda could use another
experienced officer."

"But . . . but she's leaving soon and — you've only been
here a few weeks. Surely, if you must go, you can take your
ease for a year or two first, till Our Lady heads out again."

"Ordinarily I would," Michael said. "But Estrella Linda is
off on a wide sweep. As far as I can find out, nothing else
like that is planned for the next several decades, just
twenty- or thirty-year shuttlings. I'll snatch the chance and
—" His gray head lifted. He laughed. "Greatmen, vicars, T'll
outlive the bastards."



CHAPTER 11

As the days aboard Envoy mounted to weeks, her crew
settled into their various ways of filling their abundant free
time. You could share sports, games, recorded shows of
every kind; you could pursue hobbies, studies, even
research; you could teach two or three interested shipmates
something you were knowledgeable about, such as a skill or
a language; you could help arrange live entertainment, a
play or a concert or whatever; you could think about
questions that were not trivial but for which there had
always somehow been too many distractions; you could
simply talk with someone, long conversations, perhaps over
a drink or two, and get to know that person better.

It did not work perfectly for anyone, and did not work as
well as it should for certain ones. Then the temptation was
to seek the pseudolife of an interactive virtual-reality
program. Every cabin was equipped. But you rationed
yourself pretty strictly; prudence and unspoken social
pressure remained powerful.

A popular, productive activity was the improvement and
decoration of the interior. Individuals or teams contributed
according to talent and inclination, after general agreement
had been reached on what to do in a given area. One
daywatch about three ship months after departure, Mokoena
and Brent met in the common room for this purpose.

With the two of them alone there, it felt cavernous.
Kilbirnie, Dayan, and Zeyd had painted the bulkheads and
overhead in cheerful colors, with flourishes. A wall screen
showed a mural composed by Yu: black-and-white scene of
mountains and river, house and bamboo grove, a poem of Li
Bo inscribed in the upper right. She was programming a
second picture. Mokoena thought the place also needed
something dynamic, but something that was solid,



touchable, not an engineered mirage. Nobody objected.

Brent hunkered at the base of an aluminum framework. It
suggested a miniature fir tree stripped bare, with intricately
curved boughs and subbranchings. Motor-driven, they could
undulate, twirl, and interweave, swiftly, randomly. He had
built it in the machine shop according to her design and
today, with strength and skill she lacked, secured it to the
deck and made sure it operated properly. As it whirled back
to quietude, he rose. "There," he said. "Seems okay. Will it
do?"

She beamed, a flash of whiteness in the dark face.
"Splendid. I can't wait to put on the ornaments." Mirrors,
jewels, shining fractals — her creations; they should move
and gleam and glitter endlessly variable, almost alive.
"Would you like to help with that, too?"

"No, I'm not the artistic type."

"Well, then, thank you twice as much."

"No trouble. I had nothing else to do. With my hands,
anyway."

Mokoena's smile dissolved. "Yes, I have thought that
must be difficult for you, AL"

Resentment broke abruptly loose. "Yu Weniji's just-in-case
backup."

"Why, you stand your watches, you have your jobs —"

"Busywork. Nothing a robot couldn't do as well or better.
Keep the clod occupied, because if you don't he might stir
up trouble for lack of any other interests."

She frowned, straight into his eyes. "Now, that's
nonsense. In the first place, you knew full well what the
situation would be en route —"

"Oh, yes. In theory. Practice turns out to be harder. Don't
worry, I'll last out the monotony, hoping we'll find What'll
make it worth going through."

"In the second place, Al, we all know you are not an oaf



or a monomaniac, and you know we know it. We've heard
you mention pieces of history we never learned, and
snatches of the music you play for yourself, and on
Christmas Eve," celebrating a date that existed only in the
ship's calendar, "over the cognac, when you fell to talking
about —" She stopped. Abashed, she had to ask: "What was
his name? The composer."

"Beethoven."

"Yes. I'd like to know more about him and his music."

His countenance brightened, his voice lightened. "You
would?" Bitterness returned. "You'd be damn near unique.
How many give a politician's promise any longer about the
heritage?" The last word he used quite without self-
consciousness.

"Times change," she answered. "Ideas, tastes, ways of
doing and saying things, even thinking and feeling."

"Not necessarily for the better." He grew earnest. "That's
one reason I came along. So that somebody would
remember what Western civilization was, and bring it back
again to Earth."

Surprised, she said, "You never made that dear to us, Al."

"I didn't expect anybody would understand. Well, Tim
Cleland, a little. And Nansen, maybe, except he's given up
on it. He hugs his traditions to himself and just tries to be
the perfect captain, the perfect robot."

"You're being unfair. Speaking for myself, I admit I don't
know much about this. We had other things to think about in
Africa, including our own traditions. But I'd be happy to
learn."

"Really?" Brent stood motionless. When he spoke again, it
was warmly. "Why, that's wonderful, Mam."

"I'm not sure how —"

"We'll find our way forward. Look, let me put these tools
away and then we'll go off by ourselves and begin."



He edged closer. She retreated a step. "That may not be
wise, Al."

He halted. "Huh? You —"

"I think I see what you have in mind. No, I'm not angry.
It's very natural." She trilled a laugh. "A compliment,
actually. Thank you."

He stiffened anew. "But you won't."

"Not so suddenly."

"You and Lajos Ruszek are open enough about what's
between you."

"Our business."

"And Tim, lately —"

"Hold on!" she snapped. "For your information —" She
paused. "Do you mean you didn't know? I thought, as often
as you two have been talking — Well, he is a private
person. He's having a thorny time. I'm trying to help him
through it. I do not want to make matters worse."

He reddened. "Instead, you're serious about that Ruszek
hooligan? Because if you're just screwing for fun —"

"I told you, mind your own business!" she shouted. "And
keep a civil tongue in your head, fellow."

He gulped and glowered.

She relaxed, bit by bit. "Oh, I understand," she said after
a while. "You're overstressed." Less stable than we believed,
she did not add. "Please come see me at my medical office.
There are plenty of helpful pharmaceuticals. And I don't
gossip about my patients, Al."

"I don't need that kind of help."

"Well, I can't compel you," she sighed. "Only remember,
do, it's always available and you're always welcome.
Meanwhile, shall we forget this incident?"

"All right." He sounded half strangled. Collecting the tools,
he stalked off.

In his cabin he selected a program, made the



bioelectronic connections, lay back, and went questing
through the wilderness with Daniel Boone. The native
women were very hospitable.



CHAPTER 12

On a hilltop above the valley of the Kshatriya, old Michael
Shaughnessy sat alone. Delta Pavonis warmed him, akin to
the sun of his childhood, but two daylight moons hung wan
among clouds whose whiteness was streaked orange and
amber by tiny life. The air he breathed blew pure and sweet,
but through its odors of grass and wild thyme drifted a
sulfury hint of surviving firebrush. The land swept down to
the shining river and rolled back upward on the farther side
in familiar curves sculptured by wind and rain, but from one
slope jutted a many-towered bulk of clay and small stones
that had been the nest of animals now extinct. Beside the
river stood a town, but its rounded pyramids and spiraling
spires were like nothing he had ever beheld elsewhere. The
people who dwelt there were peaceful and kindly, but time
and their world had made them altogether foreign to him.

The old man sat on a log and plucked a harp. He had
fashioned it himself, and he half spoke, half sang to its
notes, in a tradition that died before he was born and would
die anew, forever, when he who had resurrected it was
gone.

"I have come to you, Feng Huang, who have never been
another Earth and never can be nor should, I have come to
lay my bones in your soil. First, however, I will tell you of
Earth, I will say to your winds what Earth was when last I
walked upon her.

"She lay bleeding, Feng Huang, and the shadow of many
deaths over her, and the fear of many more to come. New
dreams were astir, as ruthless as the new ever are, and the
ancient overlords with their ancient ways stood against it,
hoping to kill the newborn dreams and those who bore
them. A mighty war was In the making, and none could
foresee what ruin it would wreak or what the whims of



chance might spare.

"I, who neared the end of my days, wept for the young. I,
who was about to depart, went about bidding good-bye to
those things that remained on Earth, wonderful, beautiful,
and defenseless, from all the ages she had known. I would
not be content with images and illusions; I wanted memories
of having myself met what had been shaped by hands, seen
by eyes, trodden by feet, kissed by lips long down in dust.

"In a green country wet with springtime I found the great
stones of Newgrange, where a folk forgotten once buried
their kings; and along its western cliffs, where the sea
roared gray, I went into a little parish church from when the
people found their hope in Christ, and I knelt before his
altar.

"Light streamed on me in many colors through the
windows of faerie York Minster and soaring Chartres
Cathedral. At the University of Salamanca, which remembers
the wise Moors, I lost myself in books.

"I looked into the big eyes of the Empress Theodora at
Ravenna and knew why men had loved her. I saw
Michelangelo's Judgment Day in Rome and wished that the
doom in our cosmology had such a meaning.

"The columns of the Parthenon rose before me, broken,
eroded, but softly golden from centuries of weather, and
they made my spirit stand as true as they.

"In the tombs of Egypt, where the paintings still cried
forth love of life, I wondered at the steadfastness that
hewed them from the rock beneath that furnace sky.

"Shwe Dagon recalled another faith, which yearned
beyond life for oneness but which wrought splendor.

"I stood on the Great Wall, where brave men had kept
watch against the barbarians, and I searched through the
Forbidden City for the loveliness that dynasty after dynasty
had gathered together.



"Under blossoming cherry trees in a Kyoto twilight, it was
as if I heard temple bells ringing again.

"The halls where Washington and Jefferson spoke of
freedom are no more; but I have walked over the Virginia
hills that they knew.

"On an Andean mountain I did homage to the stones of
Machu Picchu, whose builders followed dreams of their own.

"I tell this to your winds, Feng Huang, that they may
strew it wherever they will. There is no other remembrance
known to me.

"Now soon I shall lay my bones in your soil, where my
Eileen laid hers these many centuries ago."



CHAPTER 13

Sixteen hundred light-years from home, her clocks
reading four months into the journey, Envoy paused.
Shielding force fields down, she moved on intrinsic
momentum, at mere tens of kilometers per second, through
space that was not shrunken and time that went not as in EIf
Hill, among stars that the eye saw in their own colors and at
their own stations around the heavens. Need was to take
fresh, more accurate navigational sightings and realign the
velocity vector accordingly. Here was an ideal place for that,
where those aboard who were able to could meanwhile do
science.

Spacesuited, Dayan worked outside. Induction boots held
her fast to the outer hull; similar footings secured her
instruments. Cleland stood by, her assistant.

The great cylinder reached fifty meters right and left. At
either end spun the wheels, cliff-sheer, but stars agleam
beyond them and aflicker when spokes hurried across. Metal
glimmered in the light of star throngs, icily tumbling Milky
Way, querning nebulae, galaxies dimmed only by distance.
But instruments and minds were aimed straight outward. It
had been planned that £nvoy would pass within a few light-
years of the open cluster NGC 5460.

Some forty suns were gathered close together, a fire-
swarm of ruby, gold, and diamond. The brightest burned
with the radiancy of more than a hundred Sols. Like Venus
at its most brilliant in the sky of Earth, they cast shadows,
but they did not glow, they were frozen flame.

Dayan adjusted a spectrometer, switched off the control
panel illumination, and waited in weightlessness for night
vision to return to her. The noises of her body were the
barest flutter beneath silence. When she again saw fully, she
breathed, like a prayer, "Yafeh — The glory of it."



"And — and the questions," Cleland stammered louder.

"Yes. I'll be analyzing these data for I don't know how
long. I think we'll discover things they never could, peering
from the Solar System."

"There may well be some remarkable planets. Formed
under those conditions," in the roiling gravitational fields of
huge masses swinging near each other. "And life?"

"I doubt we'll find signs of that," in the spectra of
planetary atmospheres. "Supernovae going off at such
quarters, within ten parsecs or thereabouts, wouldn't they
kill it off?"

"Be that as it may, what could exist — Do we Aagve to go
on right away?"

Dayan's rapture yielded to sympathy. "We're committed,
Tim." Her gloved hand patted his. "Don't worry. You'll find
plenty of interesting stuff where we're bound, I'm sure."

His mood plunged. "No doubt. I can keep busy."

Dayan looked at him. His face in the helmet was a
chiaroscuro of darkness and faint highlights. "You miss Earth
badly, don't you?" she asked.

"No point in that, is there? The Earth we knew is — is in
its grave, with . . . all we cared about. . . forgotten."

"And you are maybe feeling you have given it up for
nothing?"

He had avoided mention of the situation between him and
Kilbirnie, obvious though it was to everyone. He straightened
so fast that the motion was plain in his spacesuit. "No, of
course not. I said I'll have my work. Everybody will. Work
like, uh, like no work ever done before."

Again Dayan's hand sought his, and now squeezed.
"That's the spirit, Tim. Don't give up personal hope, either."

He stared through the enormous night. "What? Do you
really think —" Dayan and Kilbirnie were friends, often
talking privately.



"We'll have to see," the physicist replied. He could not tell
whether she was unwilling to disclose confidences, or had
none to share, or had been too sharply reminded of her own
losses. She turned back to the instruments. "Let's get on
with our observations."

Like the voice of a providence, Nansen's sounded in their
helmet receivers. “Hola, out there. I think you two should
suspend your project and come inboard as soon as
possible."

The physicist tautened. Unknownness reached
everywhere around. And lately the captain and chief
engineer had seemed troubled about something they did not
speak of. "What's the matter?"

"Nothing wrong." Nansen's tone had regained a lilt. "But
Yu has tuned the neutrino detectors as you requested. They
seem to be registering a nonstellar source — from the
cluster."

Dayan and Cleland poised rigid. The blood thundered in
their ears.

"My God," the planetologist said, "that could mean
nuclear power plants. A high-tech civilization."

"Life after all," Dayan whispered. "In spite of everything."
"Now we do have to go see!"

"First we learn whether this is real. Come on, let's bundle
up our gear and get inside. We have more urgent business!"

In a dozen zero-zero jumps, the ship took as many
vantage points and harvested data for the computers to
interpret: interferometry, spectroscopy analysis, done on
every aspect of matter and energy available to her. Among
those crew members not engaged, talk rattled and swirled,
except for those who drew back from the excitement to
think.

They all met in the common room, as they did whenever



Nansen called a session. He stood before his crew, who had
taken chairs in a semicircle. For a short while, nobody spoke.
Ventilation rustled, stronger and cooler than usual. Views of
space filled two large screens, the cluster splendid in one of
them, the Milky Way chill in the other.

His glance went over the gathering from left to right.
Sundaram sat calm, a trace of a smile on the full lips.
Cleland's gaze kept wandering to Kilbirnie, then springing
back to the captain. Now and then Yu shivered just a bit.
Brent held himself upright, hands flat on thighs. Ruszek had
folded powerful arms across broad chest. Mokoena's eyes
glistened — tears catching the light? Kilbirnie well-nigh
crouched. Zeyd looked deceptively at ease. Dayan's fists lay
clenched on her lap.

Our good biochemist seldom fails to position himself with
a woman on either side, Nansen thought. The amusement
flickered out. "Order, please," he said without preliminary.
The dryness was a mask for the turmoil within him, where a
fledgling eagerness danced above the concern that had
more and more gnawed. "We know why we're here. May we
first have a report from Dr. Dayan?" He believed formality as
well as reserve was necessary when he presided over a
gathering.

She cast a look across the group but addressed herself to
him, though he was aware of what she would say. "It's
definite. Unless nature is playing some trick we never
suspected she could, we've found a source of neutrinos near
the heart of the cluster. It appears to be at a star, but is not
a star itself. The distributions of energy and type don't fit.
However, they do fit a thermonuclear reactor more or less
like ours."

A sigh and a stirring went among them. Rumor and
conjecture had become fact.

Sundaram raised his hand. "Excuse me," he said, "I am



no physical scientist, but how can anything artificial be
strong enough to detect at this distance, especially above
the background emission of that many crowded suns?"

"Our equipment has the sensitivity, given sufficient data,
bearing in mind that the emission /s different from any that
a star would give off," Dayan explained. "Actually we haven't
identified a point source. It may be a number of reactors
within a limited region. I expect it is."

"If beings there have such power plants," Kilbirnie
wondered, "why haven't they spread through space?"

"No zero-zero drive, apparently," Dayan said.

"But yon stars are clustered! They could reach others
using plasma jets, or could at least send robots to explore,
and you could detect the ships boosting, could ye no?"

"We can't project our psychology on them," Mokoena
said. "They may be nothing like us."

"We'll go find out," Ruszek boomed.

Mokoena winced. Nansen had overheard part of an
exchange between them. The mate had not taken well her
reluctance to approach the suns. He hungered for a break in
a sameness that seemed to wear on him more heavily than
he had awaited.

Kilbirnie waved clasped hands above her head. "Whoops,
aye, and hear, hear!" she cried.

"Wait a minute —" Brent began.

"Is it wise?" Yu asked simultaneously.

"Would you really pass by a chance like this?" Zeyd
demanded of them both.

"Unique," Cleland put in.

Yu lifted her hand. They listened. "I thought likewise at
first," she said. "But then I thought further. We have not
reached our goal. Here is no starfaring." She cast a glance at
Nansen. He stayed impassive. "The environment is unlike
anything of which humans have had experience."



Mokoena's face showed complete agreement.

Kilbirnie could not refrain from interrupting. "At the time
we left Sol, anyhow. The more reason for us to discover
what we can."

"We don't know what the hazards are," Yu continued. "Or
the gains, compared to" — her words stumbled —"to what
we hope for from the Yonderfolk."

"And the time we'd spend," Brent said.

Zeyd shrugged. "A few extra cosmic years. For us,
perhaps a few months."

"How could we learn anything worth knowing about
utterly strange planets, whole worlds, in a few months?"
Mokoena retorted.

"People worked hard and made sacrifices to send us on
our mission," Yu finished. "We should keep faith."

Even if the mission turns out to be empty, Nansen
thought. The same foreboding must be in her. Maybe
especially if it does.

But here we have a fresh prize close by. It may even
somehow bear on the mystery of the Yonderfolk, which is
beginning to seem darker than we knew.

Yu's reminder had given Zeyd pause. He stared into the
air. "True," he mumbled. "Osman Tahir."

"Damn it to hell, this is a scientific expedition!" Cleland
exclaimed. They had not seen him so vehement before.
"We've come on a scientific treasure hoard. I say our duty is
to at least go take a /ook."”

"Hurrah for you, Tim!" Kilbirnie cheered. "I second that."

"We'd proceed with due caution, of course," Dayan said.

"What do you think, Captain?" Ruszek called. "You've
been as silent as an unpaid spy, these past days."

Yu Wenji knows why.

Nansen had chosen his words beforehand: "I personally
favor a reconnaissance, taking no avoidable risks. If we



make it, we should make it now. Who knows what will have
changed in several thousand years? Besides, on our way
back we will likely be tired, we will certainly be older, our
ship or equipment may have suffered damage, and in
general, the venture will be more dangerous. Here we may
possibly learn something that will help us later, in our
primary mission."

Kilbirnie bounced on her chair. Ruszek's mustache jutted
upward from his grin. Dayan smiled. Cleland nodded jerkily.
Zeyd retreated into thoughtfulness. Mokoena appeared to
resign herself and then start lightening up; if all she got here
was a tantalizing glimpse of some biology, it might still give
a new insight. Sundaram sat quiet, with his customary
expression of mild friendliness. Yu could not entirely conceal
her distress.

Brent stirred. "One thing," he barked. "One thing. If we
go on into the cluster and spend time, how does that time
count?"

Nansen raised his brows. "What do you mean, please?"

"The contract. The articles we signed. Five Earth years
max, after we get where we're going, before we start home.
Will a side trip count toward that? I say it should."

"Pardon me," Sundaram said, "but may I ask what
difference this makes across ten thousand years?"

"A difference to us. Our lives."

"The question is ridiculous," Dayan snapped. "The articles
also provided we can vote to stay longer than five years."

"Yeah, if seven out of ten want to."

"Don't you want to come home with the knowledge that's
our whole purpose?"

"Sure, sure. I'm not saying I wouldn't vote to stay, even,
if we need to. I just want this point clarified."

"It's valid," Nansen ruled, "but not relevant yet. We'll take
it up if we find we should remain in the cluster any



substantial length of time. That is if we do choose to
investigate here. At present, don't waste thought or energy
on incidentals."

Brent glared, swallowed, but kept his mouth shut.

"Captain," Yu said, "we really ought to continue as we
were. The traces —"

Nansen's chopping gesture cut her off. "Please, Engineer
Yu, we agreed to keep that matter aside till we have better
information." She sank back.

"What the devil is this?" Ruszek rasped.

"You will hear in due course," Nansen assured him. "Now
I'll only say it would be a distraction, when we need our
heads clear." To them all: "I shall not dictate the decision. If
there are no further questions or comments, we will adjourn
for twenty-four hours. Think, inquire, discuss it among
yourselves, and tomorrow we will vote."

It wouldn't be that simple, he knew. For instance, most of
them would be calling up everything about open clusters
that was in the database and doing their best to understand
and evaluate it. He had done so himself.

Nevertheless, he knew what the decision would be.



CHAPTER 14

In carefully planned leaps, £nvoy neared and entered the
cluster.

Within, she all but lost the galaxy. Nebulosity lingered
here, dust and gas, still a hard vacuum but enough to dim
most of the distant stars out of naked-eye vision. The
members of the group shone practically unhindered, to
overwhelm the rest; you could see those faint glimmers, but
you gave them no heed. Almost half a hundred radiances
gemmed the sphere of heaven. Even dwarfs shone as bright
as Rigel or Aldebaran above Earth; giants blazed, the red of
fire or the blue of steel, like scores of Siriuses come
together, and when you turned your gaze aside an
afterimage burned in it for a while. The crew fared onward
in awe.

Yet the everyday needs of life stayed with them. To these
were added the needs of science, which might prove
necessary to survival.

"I definitely know the sun we want," Dayan told Nansen
at their third stop for observations. The computers had
integrated the new data with previous findings and she had
read the meaning in the numbers and graphics. "It's a late G
type, about four-fifths Solar mass, and, yes, it has planets.
The second one shows oxygen absorption lines in its
spectrum.

"It is not the source of the neutrinos," Yu added. "Their
generators move about through interplanetary space,
favoring what's probably an asteroid belt, although we can't
pick out something so small at this distance. They are
intermittent. It suggests engines, powerful engines, boosting
spacecraft to hyperbolic velocities and decelerating again."

"How many?" Nansen asked. The question sent an electric
thrill along his spine and through his skin.



"Impossible to say. I have found ninety-five so far, but
can't tell which are from the same ship, especially when we
jump about across light-years and confuse the proper dates
of events. And no doubt most of the time they are all on
trajectory, with their reactors running at too low a level for
us to detect before we get much closer."

"A big fleet, de calquier modo. Has all the industry of
those beings moved into space?"

"That doesn't quite make sense to me." Dayan clicked her
tongue. "One more anomaly to put on the list."

Nansen seldom barked a question. Now he did. "What
else?"

"Well, the sun is hotter than would be standard for its
mass. That indicates it's old, still on the main sequence but
well on the way to moving off. The metallicity of others in
the cluster support that. So does the frequency of white
dwarfs. In fact, there's a recurrent nova just a few light-
years from the star we're interested in."

"Won't it have harmed life on its planets?"

"I said 'nova,' not 'supernova.' "

Nansen nodded. "I heard that, also that you said
'recurrent.' The outbursts aren't violent enough, then, across
such a gap, to raise the background count very much?"

"Right, to judge by what I've observed. The companion is
only middle type M. The spectral data show there was a
recent eruption, several thousand years ago — I can work
out exactly when, if you like — so it'll be quiet for a goodly
while to come. But it must have been a spectacular sight in
the skies that we are bound for."

Nansen stared into the viewscreen. He didn't know where
to find that faded resplendency. Imagination evoked it: two
stars whirling close about each other, one a dim and long-
lived red dwarf, one a spendthrift giant that had flared up
before collapsing into the tiny, superdense, incandescent



globe of a neutron star. It kept most of its great mass and
gravity. Thus it stole material from its companion. A fiery
bridge of gas joined them — no, a river, a cataract, tumbling
from the red to the white — hydrogen piling up on the
neutron surface, jammed together by weight, heated by the
energy of its Lucifer-like fall, until it reached the
thermonuclear flash point and exploded, a cosmic bomb,
briefly outshining fifty or a hundred Sols. . . . The cycle went
on and on, through millions of years, but slowly the one sun
would dwindle to a fragment while the other would grow
and grow. . . . Finally, perhaps, in a remote future, the last
catastrophe, a supernova of Type I, and afterward the
mystery that humans called a black hole. . ..

"Of course, the radiation in its vicinity is fierce," Dayan
was saying.

Some places in the universe we will never visit ourselves.
Only our machines, our robots, dare go, and even they may
find they are in danger.

"But I suppose it's irrelevant to us, except as an extra
indication that things hereabouts are old," Dayan continued.
"We may be bound toward a civilization that was ancient
when the dinosaurs ruled Earth."

"Why are they not starfaring, too?" Nansen wondered,
half under his breath. "Why have they never come to us?"

"That's what we want to learn, isn't it?" Dayan answered.

Learn. Yes! Nansen straightened where he stood.

The quantum gate could function as near to a sun like
this as seven astronomical units. By adroit zero-zero
maneuvers, Envoy arrived in the ecliptic plane at
approximately that distance, with less than it between her
and the living planet. However, her relative velocity was of
little help. She must go the rest of the way by means of her
reaction drive. Nansen chose a continuous half-g with



turnover at midpoint. That would take about ten days. A
higher acceleration was possible but would have squandered
more delta v than the time it saved was worth, while
building up a velocity not easily changed. As it was, she
would reach speeds at which she was less nimble than he
preferred.

Under such thrust, when linear and angular vectors
combined to skew the direction of "down," people must
move from their private cabins, from all their comfortable
and convenient facilities, to cramped quarters on the
gimballed decks, which swung to give horizontally underfoot.
The crowding couldn't be avoided. The flexibly coupled
sections of deck must be short, to fit in the curvature of the
wheel; also, they must not interfere with whatever else was
around them, everything from laboratories to the park.
There and on the upper level, objects that were not
permanently fastened in place had been well secured.

Between the gimbals, the captain occupied his own
cubicle, but, crammed with instruments and controls, it
doubled as the temporary command center. Two dormitory
rooms, for men and for women, shared a bath. Small
wonder that the crew spent most of their waking hours in
the saloon-galley, where they found screens, games, and a
limited selection of hobby materials. An exercise chamber
adjoined, where couples or trios could take turns doing
workouts that didn't require much space.

On the whole, they took it well. They had rehearsed it in
the past; it would not go on too long; and at the end they
would find surprises, revelations, adventures. Even those
who had spoken against the diversion were, mostly, excited.

Besides, they could leave the area for limited times, if
they were careful. Some had to, in the course of their duties.
Others chose to.



Hilbirnie Shipped along a corridor, leaning over, flexing to
and fro with every leap, as if it were a steep hillside. The
biomat gave some grip to her shoe soles, but it was slight
and she risked taking a tumble. Around the curve into sight
came Nansen, bound the opposite way. Though he moved
agilely, too, it was not so fast and his left foot used the
bulkhead that angled from the deck. They saw one another,
paused for a startled instant, and continued more slowly.
When they met, they stopped.

Zeyd had decorated this stretch in Pharaonic style — the
overhead royal blue studded with stylized golden stars, sides
with a marshscape of papyrus, lotus, and wildlife,
transcribed from the database. The air happened to be right
for it at this hour, warm and moist, simulating a scent of
growth. Kilbirnie and Nansen were a little sweaty; flesh
odors mingled. They both wore skinsuits, bringing forth his
wide shoulders and narrow hips, her spare curves and small,
firm bosom.

"Hola, " he greeted. "What are you doing here?"

She grinned. "I might ask you the same."

"T've been on inspection rounds. What else?"

Kilbirnie shook her head. The light brown locks stirred
across her brow and beside her cheekbones. "I have my
doubts," she said merrily. "For what, then, are you doing
here?" The burr thickened in her voice. " 'Tis no on any
direct route frae bridge or transfer bay or where'er, nor e'en
your ain cabin."

"Bien —" He cleared his throat. "Well —"

She laughed and lifted a hand. "At ease, skipper! You
have my leave to be honest."

He stared, got back his composure, and said, "I beg your
pardon?"

"T'll believe you were making your rounds, dutiful as
always. But on the way back, you couldn't resist taking a



while to scramble about on these crazily slanted decks, could
you? Like me. Except I need no excuse."

Nansen smiled. "Well, yes. We do come to feel rather
hemmed in, don't we?"

"Now, I was making for the gym, the real gym, to swing
on its rings and wrestle with its machines at twenty-six and
a half degrees from the vertical. Do you care to join me?"

He frowned. "That would be hazardous."

"Not really. I know we can't well afford broken bones, but
we're in good condition and space-trained. Why don't you
join me?"

He stood silent, between an ibis and a crocodile.

She touched his arm. "Oh, skipper, I know you think you
must always be reserved and correct and impartial and
everything else that goes with a proper aristocrat." Again
she went Scots. "But dinna be pompous."

"I did not think I was," he replied stiffly.

She stepped back, stricken. "I — I'm sorry. I didna mean
— No, it was, was altogether the wrong word. I am sorry."

His pique had dissolved. He smiled more warmly than was
his habit. "That's all right. If we couldn't let out a frank word
now and then, we would soon have real trouble."

Through the skinsuit, he could see how she tensed
herself. "But you won't let yourself speak free."

He could only reply, "How do you know I have anything I
need to speak?"

"You're human, aren't you? Maybe you try not to be, but
—" She veered off to a kindred matter that had been on her
mind. "You and Weniji are certainly keeping a secret."

His face turned expressionless. "No," he said. "It is a
matter that we are not yet sure of. Temporary administrative
confidentiality —"

She regarded him. He sensed the wicked flicker behind
her eyes, threw up his hands, and laughed. "Ha! You're



right, Pilot Kilbirnie. I do get pompous."

Gladness flooded. "That's better." Softly, half reaching
toward him: "Dinna fash yersel' aboot whate'er 'tis, not till
the bogle comes at ye for sairtain. Belike he ne'er will."

He let out a breath. "I dare hope so."

"And meanwhile, here's this grand discovering ahead of
"Yes."

His brightening waned. He stood pensive, a crease
between his brows. She had recalled to him the
unforeseeables and the decisions he must make, which
could prove lethally mistaken.

She took his arm. "And meanwhile," she said, "we have
our canted gym. What say you to a bout of handball? It
ought to be wild."

He hung back. "Well, really —"

"Come along, now." She tugged. He stood for a second
more, then yielded.

That was two days before the onslaught.

us.



CHAPTER 15

The sun cast bleak light and knife-edged shadows across
Envoy. Brightness reduced in a viewscreen, the disk showed
tiny; but it was no longer another star. The ship had passed
turnover and was decelerating, backing down toward her
goal.

Nansen retrieved an image and frowned at it. The optical
system had obtained it an hour ago, across a distance of
some two million kilometers. A large asteroid lay athwart the
sky, slowly rotating. The shape was too perfect a sphere to
be natural, and just half a dozen small meteor craters
pocked the gray surface. Therefore they must be recent,
probably under one hundred thousand years old. It was
other gouges and pits that disfigured the surface, black in
their depths, jumbled with debris around outlines that were
not round but angular. A squared-off bluff came over the
horizon as the body turned. Its top was flat, except where
holes showed that something had been dug out and taken
away.

"A foundation," he muttered. "This was some kind of
space center. A port, I would guess, perhaps supporting
communication relay towers as well, and who knows what
else?"

"And everything was demolished and abandoned," said Yu
as low at his side. "Why? Did it become obsolete? A
technology capable of building it would scarcely have
needed to salvage parts. And why do we find no signs of
what replaced it?"

"Spacecraft moving about — Something seems to be
going on at a few sites —"other asteroids, two moons of
giant planets, but they were off Envoy’s path. Nansen
glanced at a viewscreen. The living world stood as a blue
spark near the sun. "Well, we are on our way to inquire."



A voice broke in, melodious, calm, sexless, the central
computer speaking. "Attention. Attention. The detector
program reports a thermonuclear power plant brought to full
output, driving a plasma jet. It maybe a spacecraft moving
to intercept."

Yu caught her breath. Shouts, whistles, and a Magyar
oath flew over the intercom. Nansen sprang from his seat.
"Quiet!" he ordered. "Stand by, ready for action. We need
more information."

Kilbirnie could not resist calling back, "You might show a
bit of enthusiasm, skipper."

Nansen's grin was brief and tight. "I'm rather busy. We'll
have time to cheer later."

Tears shone in Yu's eyes. "Oh, wonderful, wonderful," she
whispered.

"No surprise," Nansen said needlessly. "They were bound
to notice us." After a moment: "What is surprising is — No,
first I have to study the parameters. Engineer Yu, please
take your emergency station."

"Not an emergency, Captain. Surely we have nothing to
fear. But, yes, we should be alert ... for surprises." She left
the cabin. Nansen sat back down and threw questions at the
computer.

Presently he reported to the crew. "Yes, it is an
interception boost. She's going at nearly eleven gravities.
We just picked up another acceleration farther off, which will
bring a meeting, too. The first will be in about three hours.

"That's if we continue decelerating as we are. Instead, we
will shut down. We'd want to anyway when we come
together, and this will give us time to settle in. It won't
affect the rendezvous time much, if those ships change
vectors when they see what we have done, which they
doubtless will."

"Eleven gravities?" Zeyd cried. "But that planet has only



— what? — seven percent more than Earth's on the
surface."

"Drugs or fluid immersion for the crews," suggested
Mokoena.

"Or they are machines, or God knows what," Nansen
answered. "You may all take one hour after shutdown for
personal preparations, food, drink, change of clothes,
whatever you need." His tone gentled. "A prayer, perhaps.
Then go to your stations and make ready for duty."

He entered a command. The drive cut off. Still facing
rearward, Envoy flew on at high speed, almost in a straight
line. Weight inside returned to normal, decks level,
bulkheads upright, walking easy.

Time sped, time crept. The crew waited at their posts —
Yu and Brent in central engine control, Dayan in the nerve
center of instruments, Ruszek and Kilbirnie at their boats,
Mokoena in the sick bay-surgery, Zeyd and Cleland at
opposite ends of a wheel diameter, poised to go wherever
summoned. Sundaram had joined Nansen in the main
command center. There might be a sudden need for one
who could guess what was meant in an alien language, and
immediate physical presence was somehow better than
intercom. Words did pass through now and then, fugitive
speculations, small talk, attempts at humor. They died away
after a spell, and silence brimmed the ship.

She signaled on every available band, and silence replied.

"It is not to be expected that their equipment will be
compatible with ours, is it?" Sundaram wondered at last.

Dayan's voice: "They jolly well know the electromagnetic
spectrum. If they can't pick up any of our transmissions, and
can't at least send a burst of the same kind, they're more
stupid than I think is possible."

Cleland: "Maybe they're, uh, sizing us up first. We could
be the f-f-first visitors they've ever had."



"We'll see," Nansen said.

Mokoena: "Will we necessarily?"

The stranger hove in optical range, maddeningly minute
and blurred to begin with, then the magnified image
strengthening second by second. Nansen and Sundaram
strained forward, peering.

They did not need to describe what they saw. Every
station had a readout screen. A long cylinder terminated aft
in an accelerator lattice not unlike £nvoy’s, the same plasma
fire blue-white to drive it onward. At the bow another
meshwork formed a great, shallow bowl, pierced by a mast.
The hull was dull metallic, well-nigh featureless — except
for the second fourth of its length, counting from the bow.
That section was bare ribs and stringers, open to space. It
enclosed an intricate web, in which solid shapes bulked. No
details came through the screening effect of the metal and
the tricky light-and-shadow of vacuum.

"About one hundred meters long, apart from the drive
assembly, and thirty maximum diameter, apart from that
dish in front," Nansen reported. "I can't be sure, of course,
but I suspect the dish is intended more for transmission than
reception, if it uses radio frequencies. It must be made from
a composite as strong as any of ours, to stay unwarped at
the acceleration it's been through."

"The entirety seems more and more as though it is purely
robotic," Sundaram ventured. "That would fit with an
industrialized planetary system, and perhaps the mother
world a residential park. When the dwellers became aware
of us, they dispatched patrol machines to investigate."

"Too much that we have seen does not fit with that,"
Nansen said. "Wait. Soon we may know." The tension hurt.
He willed his body to ease off, muscle by muscle.

The stranger matched velocities and terminated boost.
Half a kilometer away, it hung as if motionless against the



huge stars.

"Still no response,”" Nansen told his crew. "We — Hold!"

Magnification showed him and Sundaram the forms that
climbed out of the skeleton. Instruments gave dimensions
and movements. To unaided vision they would have been
mere glints, but they swept swiftly nearer in a V formation.

No screen at a station gave so clear a view. "Robots,
yes," Nansen said like a machine himself. "Fifteen of them.
Each a cylinder, about three meters long. Four assemblies
with nozzles around the circumference at the waist — jet
motors, I think, probably chemical. Four landing jacks aft, or
so they appear to be. . . . Claws at the ends, perhaps they
double as grapnels. Four arms forward, branching and
rebranching . . . yes, at the ends, what must be
manipulators and assorted tools. An array projecting at the
nose — a lens in it? A laser? Gleams and housings elsewhere
— sensors? — Esperad! They are turning about . . . interior
wheels, minijets?" Flame flickered. Vapor roiled, thinned,
disappeared. "Yes, they are on approach, they are coming
in."

The shapes drew close. The optical program tracked them
and displayed the images.

"Que es? They . . . they approach aft — they touch down
— induction grip like our boots? But it is — Madre de Dios,
no!”

The machines were on the plasma drive lattice. They
clung as wasps cling to a prey. Radiance sprang from their
lenses. Metal glowed suddenly white, sparks fountained, a
cable writhed loose, a thin girder parted and a second robot
seized the pieces to bend them before they could fuse.

"They're attacking us," Mokoena said, stunned.

"Start the drive!" Ruszek roared. "Burn the bastards off!"

"No," Yu told them. "We have already lost too much
feedback for the guide fields. We would melt the entire



assembly."

"Stop, please stop," Sundaram begged. His little brown
hands bounded over the keyboard before him, seeking to hit
on a message that might be understood.

"Shoot their ship!" Kilbirnie yelled.

Sweat stung Nansen's eyes. "Not yet. We know nothing,
naaa.”

Brent's voice rang: "Well, we can defend our own. Lajos,
you and me go out and kill those things before they take our
whole hull apart.”

"By God, yes!" the mate shouted. "Tim, you're nearest the
small arms locker. Bring us weapons. Selim, come help us
suit up."

"T will go, too," Zeyd said.

"And I," Kilbirnie put in.

"No," Nansen decreed. "Not you two. Ruszek and Brent
have the military experience. We cannot risk more." A groan
escaped him. He also must stay behind.

Dayan sent him a benediction. "We know how you feel,
you, our captain."

"This must be s-s-some tragic mistake," Yu gasped. "They
would not — rational beings —"

"They are doing it," Zeyd said.

Sundaram had won back his inner balance. "I am working
out a program to transmit," he said fast. "Basic
mathematics, flashes for numbers up to one hundred, digital
symbols for operators, operations conducted to identify
them. And we will vary an amplitude, sinusoidally,
parabolically, exponentially, and present a succession of
prime numbers. All to show we are not automatons but
conscious minds. You can begin now, at every wavelength
you have. I will continue adding more."

Nansen set it up for him, without hope, What harm?
Doing so took a fraction of his awareness from the



destruction outside. Parts were floating free in space,
bobbing off into the distance. Several robots left the work to
move forward. They flitted around the after wheel and
parallel to the hull, slowly, on feathery gusts of jet. Ahead of
them lay turrets, bays, locks, vulnerable sensors; beyond the
forward wheel stretched the mast that generated and
controlled the radiation shield. If he could just bring those
forces to bear — But they heterodyned to form a hollow
shell, and the requirements of feedback made their very
creation dependent on a high background count.

The mother ship waited, mute. Instruments registered its
mate, speeding closer.

A shuttle jumped from forward wheel to main hull.
Sweeping about on his order, the optics gave Nansen an
image of it. The shuttle reached a port and secured itself.
The men aboard were cycling through, into the passage
beyond. They were bound for the nearest exit to space.

He knew which that would be, and focused on it. After
endlessness, while the wrecking went on aft and the scout
robots advanced forward, the valve drew aside. Two
spacesuited figures clambered out and took stance to peer
around them. Their boots clung fast, their hands gripped
firearms. More were slung at their shoulders. In the harsh
sunlight, they shone like armored knights. The jetpacks on
their backs were like the wings of the warrior angel Michael.

They were not symbols, though. Individually fitted suits
gave recognition; burly Ruszek, slender Brent. An antenna
picked up their radio speech.

"On to the drive," the second engineer said. Ardor pulsed.
"Shoot on sight. Bullets. A rocket would blow one into scrap.
We want them in condition to study."

"Give them a chance first," the mate growled. "Maybe
when they see us they will — Hold! Cover me."

A robot rounded the hull, flying low alongside its great



curve. Light sheened off smooth alloy, dendritic arms,
watchful pseudoeyes. Still clutching his rifle, Ruszek spread
his arms high and wide, a token of welcome.

The laser lens came aglare. His helmet darkened barely in
time to save his sight. He leaped, tore free of the hull,
floated. Metal glowed where he had been and bubbled along
the slash the energy beam left.

Brent was already firing. The robot spun back from
impact. The slugs tore through its plating. It gyred off, jets
dead. The arms flopped.

Two more appeared. Ruszek knew better than to shoot
from free fall. He twisted around, activated his motor, struck
the hull, went step by gripping step to join his partner.
Brent's rifle hammered.

From aft rose the other machines, a swarm across the
monstrous stars. Ruszek slung his rifle and freed his rocket
launcher.

Lasers flashed, seeking range. Metal seared.

"The orders for that came from the ship," said Nansen. To
it: "No, you shall not kill my men."

A rocket streaked on a white trail of smoke. Its radar
found a target, its warhead exploded. A rose bloomed
soundlessly, spread thin, vanished. Fragments tumbled
where two robots had been, winking in the sunlight.

In vacuum, the concussion had merely tossed the others
a little. However, their pack dispersed. For a minute or two
they drifted in several directions, as if uncertain.

Nansen had entered his command.

The robots regrouped. They moved again toward the
men. Ruszek and Brent stood back to back.

A torpedo slipped from a launch bay in Envoy. Nansen
sent instructions. The lean shape slewed about and jetted.

Low-yield, the nuclear blast nonetheless filled heaven with
incandescence. The fireball became a luminous cloud. When



that had dissipated, shards whirled red-hot and molten
drops hurtled like comets gone insane.

Nansen's attention was back on his men. They had had
the hull between them and the explosion, sufficient shelter;
else he would first have used a counterrotator to swing his
vessel around. They had not moved from their position. As
he watched, Brent shot an approaching robot. Again the
bullets ripped thin skin and tore circuits asunder. The
machine wobbled backward. Pieces dribbled from it.

The sight was almost pathetic, because the entire band
had lost purpose. Momentum bore its members past. Two of
them encountered the ship, took hold with their jacks, and
stood. Tools on the arm-branches plucked empty space. The
rest of the robots drifted by and dwindled in view.

"Hold your fire, Al," came Ruszek's hoarse mutter. "I think
we've won."

A few fragments of the slain vessel struck £nvoy, not too
hard, sending faint drumbeats through her air.

Nansen let out a breath. His skin prickled. He smelled his
sweat, felt it on brow and in armpits, heard himself as if
from afar: "Return inboard, you two. Well done."

"We'd better stay here awhile, on guard." Brent's words
were a little shrill, but they throbbed.

"No hay necesidad — no need." Nansen hesitated. His
thoughts hastened, he believed; it was language that had
gone heavy. "At least the probability of more trouble in the
near future seems slight. We destroyed the mother ship, do
you know? It must have been in charge. The robots
doubtless have some autonomy, but without orders, they
don't. . . don't know . . . what to do. At any rate, they don't
when they meet something as unheard-of as we must be."

Horror spoke from Mokoena: "You destroyed — whoever
was on board?"

"They were after us," Kilbirnie snarled.



"No, the ship must have been robotic, too," Dayan said.
"The wreckers were — agents, organs, corpuscles serving it.
I can't believe intelligent beings would mount a senseless
attack. It was most likely due to a program not written for
anything like us."

Nansen's tongue began to moisten. It moved more
readily. "We'll discuss this at leisure, and lay new plans," he
said. "Meanwhile, Mate Ruszek, Engineer Brent, we'll not
hazard you further. Come back."

"To a heroes' welcome," Kilbirnie cried.

"First I'd better blow these two here apart,” Ruszek said.

"No!" Brent exclaimed. "We want them to study, dissect.
The military value — lasers that powerful, that small —"

"Well, I'm God damn not going to leave them squatting
on our hull unless I've put their lights out. Right, Captain?"

"Can you do that with a rifle?" Nansen asked.

"We did already."

"Don't shoot them in the same places," Brent urged.
"Leave different sections intact. We need the knowledge, I
tell you."

"For war?" Yu protested. "Why? I thought we are agreed
this was essentially an accident."

"We are not certain of that," Nansen replied. "We'll try to
find out. First, of course, we'll assess the damage and
commence repair."

Sundaram stirred. "No," he said. "First we should attempt
contact with the second ship. It will be here in another hour,
won't it?"

"It will not," Nansen declared. "I am about to launch a
second missile."

"Oh, no!" Yu screamed. "You cannot tell —"

"I can gauge probabilities," Nansen answered, "and that
robot brain yonder may have learned something from what
has happened. It shall not get a chance to apply the



information. I hope the rest of the fleet will take that as a
lesson to leave us alone."

"But, Captain —"

"I am the captain. Let any gquilt fall on me. I am
responsible for all of us."

Sundaram parted his lips and closed them again.

Nansen's fingers wrote a command. Another torpedo
eased into space. It turned, searched, found its target,
plotted its course, and spurted off. After a while, very
briefly, a new star winked.

There was no further sound from the engine center.
Perhaps Yu had turned her intercom off. Perhaps she wept.



CHAPTER 16

Robots and humans working together restored Envoy's
plasma thruster. It had not been too badly damaged, as
short a time as the wreckers were granted. She came about
onto a new path and at length took orbit around the planet
that bore life.

No more raptors troubled her. "They must have passed
word back and forth," Kilbirnie said. "They've learned we're
bad medicine."

"Yes, they aren't conscious, but they can learn — within
rather broad limits, I'd say — if my guess about them is
right," Nansen replied.

"Oh, what is your guess?"

"T'll wait until we have more data."

"Aweel, meanwhile the rest of us can have the fun of
making our own." After the brush with ruin, mirth ran high,
if a trifle forced.

Moonless, a fourth again as massive as Earth, turning
once in forty-two hours on an axis barely tilted, atmosphere
more dense, the planet still looked familiar enough to rouse
an ache in a human breast. Although ice caps were lacking,
oceans shone sapphire and lands sprawled dun beneath
white swirls of cloud. The air was nitrogen, oxygen, water
vapor, carbon dioxide; it knew rain, snow, sunshine. Life
flourished. The reflection spectrum off plants was not that of
chlorophyl, but the chemistry was of protein, and animals
were abundant.

They included sentient beings. High resolution found large
brown creatures with stumpy legs and six-digited hands in
villages (?) that consisted mostly of dome-shaped dwellings.
They cultivated fields, mined and milled and manufactured,
shipped and traveled, with the help of domesticated beasts
and modest machines. They crossed the seas under sail;



sometimes they flew in lighter-than-air craft. Dams,
windmills, and solar collectors supplemented fueled power
plants to furnish a certain amount of electricity. Designs
were exotic and often suggested sophisticated engineering,
but the main energy source seemed to be the combustion of
biomass, and apparently much land was given over to
growing this. Local variations in everything were noticeable,
but nothing like what Earth had known through most of its
history. Here might well be a world united under one
dominant culture.

It was the ruins that leaped out at eye and mind.
Remnants of cyclopean walls and sky-storming towers
reared above forest crowns, brush-grown plains, deserted
islands. Lesser relics lay everywhere; some had been
incorporated into later works. Other traces — old riverbeds,
peculiarly shaped mountains, anomalous patterns of
vegetation — likewise told of past grandeur.

"Did a war destroy what was here?" wondered Zeyd one
evening in the common room. "Could the shipkillers be left
over from it?"

"I doubt that," said Dayan. "Nothing looks as if it was
broken by anything but neglect and weather."

"Besides," Ruszek added, "those aren't really shipkillers.
They tried to dismantle us, is all. When we fought back, they
went straightaway kaput."

Mokoena shuddered. "Not straightaway." She caught his
hand. "If the captain had been one minute slower, you
would be dead now."

"But Lajos is right," Yu said. "They had no real defenses,
they were not military machines. Let us not project our
psychology onto the souls here. Perhaps they have never
made war."

"That would be lovely," Sundaram mused. "If we could
get to know them — an enlightenment —"



Nansen dismissed that idea at the formal meeting several
days later. "We are pledged to go to the Yonderfolk," he said
starkly.

"But the science to do," Mokoena demurred. "A whole
new biology."

"The beings," Sundaram added in his quiet fashion. "Their
thoughts, feelings, arts, their mysterious history."

"I know," Nansen replied. "But you know, all of us know,
we could spend our lives here and not begin to understand
it. We're in search of a starfaring race. I only agreed to this
diversion because it might somehow bear on" — he faltered
—"on certain questions about the stability of high
technology."

"Well, doesn't it?" Cleland made bold to ask.

"Yes and no," Nansen said to the half-circle he faced.
"Clearly, they never achieved the zero-zero drive. It does
appear their time of glory was long ago. Perhaps the
civilization we are bound for did not yet exist. Perhaps the
haze in this cluster prevented their finding traces of any
farther off. It was discoveries like that which led us to the
principles of the quantum gate."

"Somebody had to do it first, independently,” Kilbirnie
argued. "I suspect we would have regardless."

Nansen shrugged. "Who can say? In any event, I have
had a few thoughts about the situation here and how it
came to be. I've discussed them with Engineer Yu and
Physicist Dayan, who carried them further. We have what
we believe is a reasonable hypothesis."

Brent glanced at Yu, Kilbirnie at Dayan, with a flash of
jealousy. Kilbirnie lost hers in fascination as talk continued.

"A high technology, including nucleonics and doubtless
genetic engineering, arose on this planet, and evidently
there was world peace, too," Nansen said. "Perhaps there



always was. They explored the planetary system. They
began to use its resources: energy, minerals, industrial sites
that did not harm the biosphere at home. In all this they
were like us.

"Then why should they not do what our ancestors
thought of doing, and would have done if zero-zero had not
made it irrelevant? Send probes to the nearer stars — and in
a cluster, every star is near. Robots to survey and study and
beam their findings back."

"Our ancestors did, a few times," Cleland pointed out.

Nansen nodded. "True. But they never took the next step,
which was to send von Neumann machines."

"What?"

Nansen looked at Dayan. "Would you like to explain?"

"It's simple enough," she said. "We use the same principle
every day in our nanotech, and in fact it's the basis of life
and evolution. Send machines that not only explore and
report to you, but make more like themselves and dispatch
those onward, programmed to do likewise."

Brent whistled. "Whew! How long would they take to eat
the galaxy?"

"It wouldn't be that bad," Yu told him. "It would be
enough to make a few score in any given planetary system.
An asteroid or two would suffice for materials."

"A probe wouldn't be a single unit," Dayan added. "We've
seen. A carrier, housing the central computer and its
program; a number of robots to do the actual work,
including to build the next generation of machines."

"But none ever reached us," Ruszek argued, puzzled.
"Why not? If it began here, oh, a million years ago — well,
we've seen what kind of boost the carriers have. Sixteen
hundred light-years, they should have spread through that
before now."

"High boost," Brent said, "but limited delta v.” He had



been pondering the recorded data, as well as starting to
dissect the slain robots. "Maybe a fiftieth or a hundredth ¢.”

"Even so —"

Zeyd narrowed his eyes. "The shipkillers," he hissed. "Can
they be the reason?"

"Not that simple," Dayan answered. "Our conjecture —
But, Captain, you can probably explain it with the least
technicalese."

A smile tugged at Nansen's mouth. "Thank you. I'll try.

"Essentially, we think a von Neumann probe went to the
double star soon after it had gone nova. We don't know if
that was the most recent eruption or an earlier one, but our
guess is that it was the latest. The mission was a very
natural one, to a remarkable thing, fairly nearby. And
doubtless the system has kept a few planets, or at least solid
debris in orbit, to use for construction material.

"Now, the von Neumann principle does not mean that
immediately on arrival, a machine makes more machines to
launch toward farther stars. First it will make more like itself
to investigate the system that it has reached. They must
cope with many unforeseeables. Their hardware must be
complex. But even more, they need sophisticated software,
programs capable not just of learning but of developing
solutions to problems that arise — and programs that can
take advantage of any opportunity they see to do things
better, more efficiently.

"Well, our hypothesis is that in the dreadful radiation
environment shortly after the nova outburst, a program
mutated. Probably several did, in different ways, and
perished. It would make sense to take the useable parts of
those machines for making new ones. But this mutant went
beyond that. It found it could reproduce still more efficiently
by actively assaulting others, or any machinery it found, and
processing what it took."



"My God, a predator!" Kilbirnie blurted. She stared before
her. "No awareness to tell it this was wrong, a bad idea.
Evolution, blind as wi' life."

"I imagine the . . . cannibals . . . aren't too specialized,"
Yu murmured. "They must retain the ability to use raw
materials. It is simply a loss of ... inhibition. But in the end,
they devoured all others in the nova system."

"And then they went after new prey," Dayan said, flat-
voiced.

"Is that why no such machines ever reached Sol?"
Mokoena asked. In her expression, shock struggled with
professional interest.

"No," Zeyd said. "How could they overtake the wave of
exploration?"

"Wolves didn't wipe out buffalo," Brent added.

"Predator and prey developed an integral relationship,"
Sundaram said. "We learned on Earth how unwise it is to
interfere with the web of life."

"Please," Nansen said. "These are side issues. Argue them
later."

"The analogies to organic evolution are not exact," Yu
admitted.

"Our guess is that machines capable enough to be useful
interstellar explorers are necessarily so complex as to be
vulnerable to mutation in their programs," Dayan said. "They
need not visit a nova. Sooner or later, if nothing else, cosmic
radiation will do it. Generally, they lose their 'wits' and just
drift on aimlessly forever. Probably no line of von Neumanns
gets beyond a few hundred light-years before it goes
effectively extinct."

"More speculation," Nansen said. "We, our crew, will
never know with certainty. But the suggestion is that this
one mutation was successful in a way. And sonic of the
predators