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PROLOGUE

“It is said of the British Empire's acquisition of the Indian subcontinent that they did
not so much conquer India as win the prize in a fit of absentmindedness. Although
exaggeration, there is a modicum of reality in the statement. For the truth is that the
greatest jewel in Victoria's crown was won in large part through a streak of luck - bad luck
for the indigenous peoples and good luck for the inhabitants of what otherwise might have
been just another sleepy island nation.

“Nor can we modern humans make any great claims for our own recent acquisitions. Oh, we
speak loudly of our own prowess, and celebrate the memories of the brave men and women who
sacrificed their livesto our cause. Still, we should not lose sight of the undeniable fact that we
were lucky, perhaps far luckier than we deserved. | therefore ask you, my fellow citizens of Sol, to
join mein an exercise in humility. Consider for a moment all the things that might have gone
wrong--"

Froma Victory Speech by the
Right Honorable Jonathan Ambrose
To the World Parliament

12 October 2356

CHAPTER 1

Captain Dan Landon of the Survey ShipMagellan sat strapped in his desk and gazed at the large

hol oscreen that dominated the far bulkhead. 1t wasfilled by a blue-white planet bordered by a patch of
ebon sky. Stretched out before him to the curving planetary limb was a panorama of fleecy-white clouds
and seas of roya blue. To theright lay asprinkling of green idands; each surrounded by aguamarine
shods. At thetop of the screen, just coming into view, was the jagged coastline of one of the mgjor
continents. Soon they would be sweeping over amber plains blackened by herds of six-legged beadts,
mountain ranges capped by snowfields, forests of deep green, and ariver network that was equa to the
Nile, the Amazon, and the Mississippi combined.



In the two generations since humanity had won free to the stars, the race had found but twelve worlds
aufficiently like the Mother of Men to be considered even marginally habitable. Thiswasthe thirteenth,
and so far, the best. Preliminary results gave it double the highest habitability index previously recorded.
A solid month of orbital scanning, laboratory tests, and on-the-ground exploration had reveded a
paradise. For that reason, Landon scowled as he watched the scenery float by far below. A life spent in
the service of the Stellar Survey had | eft him with a philosophy that mirrored the organization’ s unofficia
motto: “If things are going well, you have obvioudy overlooked something!”

As he gazed at New Eden, the crew’ sunofficid namefor their find, he wondered what they were
overlooking. Even after amonth of study by athousand talented specidists, they had only scratched the
surface of what there wasto know. A world was just too large and too varied a place to be surveyed by
asgngle shipload of scientists. To understand New Eden completely would be the work of generations.
Where lurked the microorganism that would ultimately prove fatal to humans, the environmental factor
that would render colonists stexile, or the million-and-one other deadly possibilities that would turn this
beautiful new world into apestilentia hellhole?

Landon knew that his current black mood was a defense mechanism against the high hopes that New
Eden had spawned in him. It was easy to remain detached when the system to be surveyed consisted
totally of sterile rocks and gas giants, as most of them were. Therewas no lovein his breast for the usua
dust balls, volcano fields, and oceans of hydrochloric acid. However, to find this beautiful world and then
loseit because of some innocuous-seeming environmental factor would be too great a disappointment.
Better to keep expectations low until they knew more about it. Sghing, he moved to retrieve a bulb of
geaming hot teafrom its microgravity holder.

There was aquiet rattle as the cabin around him shivered. Landon froze for along second as hisbrain
anayzed what he had sensed largely on asubconsciouslevd. A chill had gone up hisspine asit
sometimes did when he wastthrilled or frightened. Y €, it had not been just him. Therehad beena
subdued clatter from the storage lockers that lined every unused centimeter in his cabin. The holoscreen
hed flickered with gatic, hadn’t it?

The introspection took lesstime than it takesto gulp. A moment later, his hand reached out of itsown
volition and dgpped down on the intercom plate inset into the desk.

“Report!” he snapped as the duty officer, apimple-faced ensgn, stared back at him.

“Don’t know, Captain,” the boy squeaked. “We are getting reports from al over the ship. Wait a
second. Scout Threeis reporting that they felt it, tool”

Scout Three was Jani Rykand' s ship, en route back from exploring the larger of the two moons of the
planet. The fact that she was ten thousand kilometers fromMagellan eliminated the thought that whatever
had happened was a problem only with his ship.

“Sound generd quarters, Mr. Grandstaff.”

“Ayeaye, Captan.”

Landon was aready out of his seat, pulling himself hand over hand toward the control room asthe alarms
began to bleat. A thousand past drills provided him with amenta picture of the organized bedlam that
was taking place al over the ship. Before the larms lapsed into silence, he was strapped into his control
console at the heart of the big survey craft, surrounded by dozens of screens, none of which told him
what he wanted to know.

“What wasit, Doc?’ he asked awhite-haired man in his persona screen after keying for the ship’s chief



sientis.

“Whatever it was,” Raoul Bendagar replied, “it wreaked holy hell with our instruments. Half of them lost
cdlibration at the same precise moment we felt the shock.”

“You must have someidea,” Landon persisted.

“Wait a second while | check something,” Bendagar answered. He stooped to manipulate a screen on
which a series of glowing red lines were superimposed on apolar coordinate grid. “Well I'll be damned.”

“Don’t keep mein suspense.”

Bendagar glanced up at the captain, alook of shock on hisface. “We just experienced the Grand
Hooting Mongter of al gravity waves, Captain. No wonder it knocked everything out of dignment.”

Landon frowned. He knew that gravity waves existed, of course. For more than a century, atrio of
satellites had orbited between Earth and Mars at a precise one thousand kilometers from one another.
They used |laser beamsto maintain their spacing to twelve digits of accuracy, forming avast right triangle
that detected the microscopic distortions caused by the collapse of distant stars and other more
catastrophic events. The largest gravity wave ever detected had distorted space by an amount lessthan
the width of aproton. This one had been heavy enough to rattle Landon ashe sat in his cabin.

“Come off it, Doc. Couldn’t have been.”

“The instruments recorded a distortion wave traveling from Equipment Lock Two to the boat deck at the
speed of light. Cdl it what you will, but | say it was agravity wave.”

“Captain,” the communicator on duty reported, “ Scout Three has asighting report.”
“Put her through.”

Asusud, Jani Rykand' sfeatures were framed in atouded copper explosion of hair. Unlike most women
who lived and worked in microgravity, she refused to bob her mane, or to keep it bound in ahair net. On
her, it looked good.

“Report!”

“Something weird going on out here, Captain. | am getting energy readings from a point thirty degrees aft
of my orbital path.”

Landon glanced at Bendagar.

“WEe ve got them, too,” the chief scientist reported.

“What do you make of it, Scout Three?’

“Hirayama s got the scope focused on it, Captain. It looks like a couple of ships.”
“Patch your view through to us,” Landon snapped.

Aningtant later, Jani Rykand' s features dissolved to show the blackness of space. In the background
were the usud congtdlations of stars, subtly or dragtically atered from the familiar congtellations of home
by the hundred light-yearsMagellan had crossed to reach thisworld. At first, there was nothing to see.
This changed when aviolet flash of light sparked the darkness. It put Landon in mind of summer lightning
back homein B.C. Except thislightning managed to illuminate two shapesin the blackness, one of which



glowed for long seconds after the bolt.

“Give usatighter view, Hirayama,” the captain ordered. Onboard the scout the geologist who was
operating the scope controls moved to comply. The distant starsjerked back and forth afew timesasthe
tel escope zoomed to maximum magnification. When it stopped, there was no doubt that they were
looking at two vessels and that one of them seemed intent on destroying the other.

The prey was the larger of the two, asquat cylinder - it looked remarkably like the pressurized cansin
which ground coffee was shipped to prevent vacuum damage. The ship was obvioudy intended to be
spun to produce artificia gravity. Itstormentor was athin cylinder with avariety of mechanismsjutting
from acentra core. While they watched, the attacker again sent abeam of violet to splash againgt the hull
of itslarger prey. They watched as ageyser of plasma spewed away from the strikein awide-angled
vacuum expansg on cone.

“All recordersto maximum,” Landon ordered without being aware of it. “Hirayama, track them!”

Even with the telescope focused on the battling duo, it was obvious that the larger ship was doing
everything in its power to escape. It jinked one way, then the other, waystrying to stay ahead of its
tormentor. The effort wasfutile. The small warcraft matched each violent maneuver with one of itsown,
hanging onto its prey likeasmal terrier harrowing alarge bull. Every few seconds another violet beam
would splash across the hide of the larger craft, leaving an ugly, glowing scar initswake. Y e, if the small
ship were attempting to disable the larger, it was having little luck. After each hit, the target changed
courseand tried to flee.

“They' re headed thisway!” Jani Rykand' s excited voice said over the intercom. Sure enough, the larger
ship had changed course and was now headed directly for the scout. As the observers aboardMagellan
watched, the squat cylinder became a perfect circle and began to grow on the screen. Whatever drive
principle the two unknowns were using was not obvious. There were no flares or other emissonsto
suggest they moved by means of reaction engines.

“Scout Three, take evasve action!”

“Any particular ideas?’ the young woman pilot asked. “ They both look as though they can fly rings
around thistub of mine. My God, look at them come!”

She wasright. Both shipswere growing at an unbelievabl e rate on the screen. Soon Hirayamawas
backing off on the magnification to keep them in view. It took |ess than aminute before both shipswere
within naked eye range of Scout Three. The larger prey flashed past at arange of ten kilometers with the
amal war craft in hot pursuit.

Then it happened.

Dan Landon had been dividing histime between the view from Scout Three and severd long-range views
of the battle fromMagellan ’s own tel escopes, which showed only an occasional spark of violet against
the ebon backdrop of space. Asit passed the scout, the warship fired another of itsviolet beams. The
beam reached out and momentarily bathed Scout Threein aviolet coronaof light. The sgnd from the
scout cut of f abruptly.

“Scout Three!” Landon screamed. “ Report. Jani, how badly are you damaged?”’

The answer was obvious on the screen. Where amoment earlier there had been atiny human spacecraft
too small to be seen againgt the blackness of space, now there was atiny speck of radiance, aglowing
cloud of plasmathat cooled asit expanded.



Landon felt asudden surge of rage. Hisvision was clouded by the memory of alaughing face framed in
wild red hair. Then, asquickly asit arrived, the rage was gone. He felt nothing as he watched the larger
ship again foreshorten until it was ahaf-lit circle of light expanding on the screen. It wasthe same asthe
view from Scout Three' s cameras, but with the difference that thistime,Magellan was drawing the battle
toit.

“Prepare message probe.”

“Captain, we can't do that,” Grandstaff said beside him. “We aretoo deep in the planet’ s gravity well.
The generators will never stand the strain.”

“Load message probe, damn you!”
A moment later, Grandstaff reported, “Message probe prepared for launch.”

Crammed with power reactors and a star drive generator, amessage probe was asmal, unmanned
garship.Magellan carried a dozen of the five-meter diameter spherica craft. They were used for sending
reports back to Earth. Not only did they obviate the need to return home after each system; they were
insurance againg the loss of valuable data should the ship meet with an accident.

Landon watched the oncoming pair while monitoring adisplay that showed their speed, course, and
relative bearing. Since no one had ever expected to fight a space battle out among the stars,Magellan
was |l equipped to defend itself. The ship’ sentire armory consisted of rifles, machine guns, and afew
heavier weapons to take care of pesky carnivores. Still, they had one potentia wegpon onboard that
might prove useful in sopping an dien marauder.

The two craft came on, with the smaller continuing to chew away at the larger. The damage was
beginning to take itstoll. Chunks of the prey were being shot off asacloud of gas and vapor issued forth
from dozens of ripsin the hull.

Dan Landon set up the probe’ s coordinates himself, not trusting anyone elseto do it. Asthe warship
neared the distance from which it had destroyed Scout Three, Landon keyed the control that would send
the tiny unmanned starship racing for Earth. Except, its target was not Earth thistime, Landon sent it
directly toward the dien warship.

Enggn Grandstaff wasright. They were far too deep insde the planet’ s gravity well for agtar drive
generator to remain stable. The message probe disappeared from itslaunching cradle and moved a
hundred kilometers at superlight velocity. Those few nanoseconds of operation were sufficient to
overload the probe’ s generators. They exploded, hurling the probe back into normal space. The excess
energy was converted to velocity. Therapidly expanding cloud of debristhat returned to normal space
moved at 0.6¢. There was no time for the unknown warship to react. An ingtant after the cloud of debris
appeared, one or more of its particles struck the small warship, turning it into astar that rivaled the
system primary for afew seconds.

#

Lieutenant Harlan Frees had joined the Stellar Survey because he did not relish the thought of taking over
the family businessin Woomera. The life suited him. To Frees, the opportunity to lead a party aboard the
surviving aien craft seemed too good to betrue.

“Report, Scout Two,” Landon ordered as Frees's command hovered just beyond range of the dowly
tumbling dien craft. Immediatdy afterMagellan had destroyed its tormentor, the large ship had put on a
burst of speed to escape the scene of the battle. It had apparently been too much for the craft’ s tortured



engines. Momentsater, the squat cylinder had gone ballistic. After checking the point where Scout Three
had been destroyed, Magellan went in pursuit.

“She’ snot human, Captain. No orbita shipyard anywhere near Sol ever built thisthing,” Frees reported.
He had ordered hisvessdl in as close as he dared. In front of him was avast gash where one of the
warcraft’s beams had struck adashing blow. In the compartment beyond floated abody. It was badly
muitilated, but enough survived to know that the being had possessed two arms too many.

“Get ashot of that,” he ordered Ensign Grimes, his copilot.

“Yes gr.”

“ After you get the body, do adow pan. Show them the extent of the damage.”
“Yes, gr.”

While Grimes took care to document the aien ship, Freeslooked for aplaceto dock. Thedien ship’s
dow tumbling motion was aproblem. They would have to latch on and use their own driveto hdt it
before anyone could explore. Otherwise, there was too much risk of an accident.

Freesfound what he was looking for and gently nudged the scout forward. He became conscious of a
srange stink in the helmet of his vacuum suit, and then redlized it was his own fear producing the odor.
Hewondered if Grimes smelled the same thing inside his own closed environmen.

Scout Two made contact without incident. Two minutes later, they secured their ship to the derdlict with
acable. Five minutes after that, they had the tumbling motion halted.

“Y ou have got the conn, Mister,” Frees ordered as he unstrapped. “If you see anything other than us
moving about in there, blow the explosive bolts and run like hell for the ship. Got that?’

“What about you, Lieutenant?’
“Don’t mind me or anyone. Anything with four arms comesinto view, you get out of here.”
“Ayeaye, Sr.”

Frees moved to the after compartment where the rest of his boarding party waited. The three were
sealed insde vacuum suits and looked dightly ludicrous with a collection of weapons strapped to their
chests. Firing agun in microgravity was atricky business. The recoil could send you caroming off inthe
wrong direction, not to mention the possibility of aricochet puncturing a suit. Nevertheless, consdering
what had happened to Scout Three, the captain had ordered the boarding party armed.

“I'll lead theway,” Freestold Able Spacers Goldstein, Vamoth, and Kurtzkov. “Monitor this frequency
and the emergency one at dl times. Everyone set?’

Hereceived severa clenched fists, the gesture that substitutes for anod in avacuum suit, in response.
After checking to see that Grimeswas prepared in the cockpit, he turned the valve that spilled cabin air
directly to space. Thiswas onetime, Frees reasoned, when they might not have time to cycle through the
arlock in the norma manner. When both inner and outer doors were latched open, each man floated
through the short airlock tunnel and entered the alien ship.

They encountered corridors that were two meters square and lined on two sides with equipment lockers.
This confirmed that the ship was designed to be spun to produce artificid gravity. In ships designed for
microgravity, the lockers would have covered walls, deck, and overhead. During fifteen minutes spent



exploring the dark, they discovered several members of the crew. There were more of the four-armed
beings that looked like beetles with fur. Another species had bulging eyes and thin manipulators that
seemed to have evolved from something like alobster’ s claw. Whether the bulging eyes were natura or
the result of explosive decompression was not immediately obvious.

Frees was examining one of the dead when aradio cal came echoing to him through the metal corridors.
“Comelook at this, Lieutenant. We' vefound asection with air behind it.”

“Stand by.”

Frees pulled himsalf hand over hand to where the able spacer shone hislight on a closed pressure door.
The door was similar to that found on a human spaceship, athough the proportions were different. So,
too, wasthe control inset in the door’ sface. It glowed in a script composed primarily of dots and swirls.
Kurtzkov braced hislegs against aledge that stuck out into the corridor and tried to lever the door open
with his own strength. The hatch did not budge. That was hardly surprising if there were air on the
oppositeside.

“Areyou sureit isn't jammed?” Frees asked as he floated to join the two spacers.
“Don't think so, Mr. Frees. None of the other hatches we came through was.”

“Right. Vamoth, get back to the ship and break out the portable airlock. We have atmosphere on the
other side of this bulkhead.”

Rigging the airlock took twenty minutes. The biggest problem was finding apoint to anchor thelock in
order to control the blow-off load when it was pressurized. The lock wasjust big enough for two menin
vacuum suits. Frees and Kurtzkov crowded together and | et the other two sedl them in before getting to
work on the hatch. A quick flash of light from Kurtzkov'sdrilling laser and the airlock filled with air.

As soon as his suit collapsed around him, Frees reached out to touch the hatch control. Pressing one
contact had no effect. He tried the other. The pressure door swung silently back on its hinges.

Inside, Frees swept hisflashlamp around the darkened room. In one corner, afigure lay huddied in atight
ball. At firgt, Freesthought it another corpse. Only after amoment did he notice the unblinking yellow
eyesthat stared at him and the quick panting breath.

“Tell the captain that we have asurvivor,” hetold the two spacers till in the vacuum portion of the ship.

Sowly, carefully, he moved toward the shivering mass of flesh. The being jumped and whimpered when
Frees reached out and touched it on a pointed shoulder. Sowly, gently, Frees and Kurtzkov unrolled it.

“Damn, Mr. Frees. It samonkey!”

CHAPTER 2

MoiraSimswasal any man could ask for in awoman. Long of limb and svelte of form, she was beautiful
enough that men sometimes waked into walls as she passed. Her dress of black gossamer set off her
pale skin while emphasizing her full figure. Her jewd ry was understated and expensive, her coiffure
perfect, and her voice that low, throaty purr much prized in holo actresses. She was poised, awitty
conversationdist, and had a sparkling sense of humor. Y et, Mark Rykand was becoming bored with her.



“Let’sgo back to your place, Markie. | amtired of this party.”

Mark glanced toward his companion who was sprawled beside him in the lounger on which he was
perched. She had dipped afinger under his cumber bun and was kneading the little rall of fat that he
worked so hard to keep under control. He tried not to frown despite the fact that she had interrupted
Gunter Perlman, hisfellow solar racing enthusiast, and the skipper of the yacht on which Mark
occasionaly crewed.

He made a conscious effort to swalow hisirritation as he turned to her. “In awhile, Moira. Gunter and |
need to settle this bet before we leave.”

“But solar racing is such abore!”
“Then why not go get yoursdlf another drink? We |l be through in abit.”

“Oh, pooh!” Hewas conscious of her warm body as she did off the lounger and stood up. Gunter
watched as she straightened the dress hiked up by the maneuver. Her answering smile showed that she
was aware of the attention. For some reason, that irritated Mark even further. The two of them watched
her sway her way past the string combo toward the bar.

“Why do you do that, man?’ Gunter asked.

“Dowhat?’

“Why do you treat her like furniture? She lovesyou.”

“Moiraloves my money.”

“Evenif true, that’ sno excuse. If you are not careful, sheisgoing to leave you theway Carol did.”
Mark’ sanswering shrug felt calous, evento him. “Therearealot morefishinthe sea”

“At therate you are going, you just might do afull-scale ecologica count on this particular ocean.”
Irritated with the way the conversation was going, Mark asked, “L ook, have we got a bet or not?’
Gunter smiled. “You il think Priceis going to beat Hoffman in the cis-lunar, do you?’

“Why not? Hisyacht just had a sail replacement and the word is that he has lightened his life support
system by twenty percent.”

“Doesn’'t matter. When Niels Falon quit him, helost al hope of winning the trophy thisyear.”

“I think Price' s advantage in equipment will overcome any experience loss from Faon’ sdeparture. In
fact, I'll put athousand on it just to makeit interesting.”

“Even bet? No distance handicap?’
“None”

“Then you have got yoursdf awager, Rich Boy. | just hope you aren’t too drunk to remember this
tomorrow morning.”

“I'll show you who'sdrunk,” Mark hissed as he stood. Suddenly, the room began to revolve dowly. He
reached out to steady himsdlf on Perlman’s shoulder. “Maybe you'reright. | think I'll find Moiraand call



itanight.”

“Don’t forget that | am having a practice session aboardGossamer Gnat in a couple of weeks. | would
loveto have you crew for meif you havethetime.”

“Sure, sounds likefun,” Mark said. “Nothing | like better than smelling mysdlf after being cooped upina
vacuum suit for asolid week. Cal mein acouple of daysand we'll arrangeit.”

#

The lights of the Phoenix-Tucson metroplex were abrilliant carpet of diamonds strewn across the dark
desert floor as Mark Rykand' s air car wended itsway west. In the intermediate distance were the
ribbon-like communities that lined the banks of the Colorado River, while on the horizon; the sky glow of
San Angeleswas just becoming visble. Within the sky car, the only illumination came from the blue glow
of theingtruments.

Mark scanned the horizon, searching for other agrid traffic while Moirasnuggled close, her left arm
draped around his neck and her head resting on his chest as she emitted soft, snoring sounds. There was
areason for hisvigilance.

Three years earlier, Mark’ s parents had been traveling this same flyway when a drunken pilot had chosen
Blythefor hisnext drink. It had been abusy Friday night and traffic control had refused changesin flight
plansal evening. Rather than take the chance that his maneuver would be disapproved; the drunken flyer
had illegaly switched to manua and started along sweeping turn to the right. Part way through the turn,
his car had encountered that of Mark’s parents.

The drunk had paid for his mistake immediately. His car’ sright side impellers had been smashed, robbing
him of haf hislift. The resulting asymmetry had turned his car over and sent it diving into the ground some
twenty kilometers east of theriver. Mark’ s parents had been marginaly luckier. With most of hisactive
flight controls smashed, Hugh Rykand had fought his car into a semblance of stability and headed for the
ground. He' d let down to land on asiretch of Old Interstate 10 only to discover asmall hillock, invisble
inthe dark, loom in the beams of hislanding lights at the last second.

Moiradtirred. “What' sthe matter? Y ou are shivering.”
“Sorry. The liquor must be giving methe twitches.”

“Oh, poor Markie! Y our heart is beating akilometer aminute,” she said as she burrowed her head into
his chest. “Isthere anything Moiracan do for her Markie?’

“No,” he said more sharply than he intended. “ Go back to deep.”

He had been a student at the time, studying to be a computer specidist, with aminor in astronomy. Life
had been good. Asthe son of rich parents, he had lacked for neither money nor clothes and had more
than his share of female companions.

“Areyou Mark James Rykand?’ thetaler of the two police officersthat called at his apartment door
had asked.

“What have | done, officer?’
“Nothing that we know of, Mr. Rykand. We are here about your parents. There' s been an accident.”
Theknifethat had entered his heart had been ice cold. “How badly are they hurt?’



“| am sorry, but they’re dead.”

The news had not redlly sunk in until Mark had goneto identify the bodies. He had managed to identify
hisfather’ s battered corpse without breaking down, but when he saw his mother lying naked on the cold
dab with no obviousinjuries; it had been too much. Thefeding of being done had been overwheming.
Despite hismany friends, he' d felt that only one person could remove the hollow fedling in the pit of his
stomach. That was his Sster, Jani, and unfortunately, she was exploring some nameless star syssemout in
the deep black.

Over the next severa weeks, he had wondered how he would break the newsto her when her ship
findly returned. Like atrip to the dentist, the anticipation of the event had proven worse than itsredlity. In
fact, he had not had to tell Jani at al. The Stellar Survey took care of that as soon as her ship materidized
somewhere beyond the orbit of Jupiter. Jani had nearly three weeks to compose hersdlf before her return
to Earth, and then she barely stayed aweek. She had visted Mark just long enough to have agood, long
cry with him and to Sign over her power-of-attorney, giving him carte blanche to manage their mutua
inheritance. After that, he had accompanied her to the spaceport, kissed her good-bye, and watched her
disappear back into the endless vacuum overhead. Her whirlwind visit had done nothing to dleviate the
gnawing feding of londiness.

Threeyears|ater, the feding was fill with him. Mark often awoke to find himself wrapped in
perspiration-soaked bed sheets, shivering, fists clenched around an invisible control column as he
struggled to gain just the few meters of dtitude that would have saved his parents. In the aftermath of
such episodes, Mark often wished that he had followed his sister’ s example. Better alife among friendsin
the midst of vast emptinessthan alife done among Earth’ steeming billions,

#

Moirawasthefirst to notice the blinking notice on the screen in the den. They had been hometen
minutes and were preparing for bed.

“Y ou have amax priority message, Mark,” she said as she entered the bedroom, head cocked as she
removed one of her earrings.

“Fromwhom?’ he asked with a start.
“Doen't say.”

He muttered under his breath as he padded in bare feet to the den. Sure enough, the diagonal red stripe
designed to draw instant attention was blinking on the screen. He cleared it and called up the message.
The face was that of no one he had ever met.

“Mr. Rykand, thisisHans Cristobd, duty officer at Stellar Survey Headquarters,” the recording said.
“Please give me acdl when you return. It simportant.”

The sober expression and matter-of-fact delivery was enough to shock Mark sober. A call from the
survey duty officer could have only one meaning. All that was|eft wasto find out just how bad the news
was. Mark punched out the numbers at the bottom of the screen with shaky fingers and waited an
eternity until he waslooking at the same face as had been in the recording.

“Yes, may | hdpyou?... Ah, Mr. Rykand. Good of you to call back.”
“What' s happened to my sister?” he asked without preamble.

The officer blinked, not knowing how to react to the direct question. The hesitation told Mark dl he



needed to know. He had seen that look before, on the face of the police officer that had delivered the
news about his parents.

Findly, after alag that was nearly four timesthat required to get a message hadfway around the world, the
officer said, “1 am sorry, Mr. Rykand. It ismy sad duty to inform you that your sister waskilled in an
accident three weeks ago.”

“How did it happen?’

“We have few operationd details a thistime. Perhaps we will know more whenMagellan docks. All |
can tell you now isthat we have received officid confirmation of her death.”

It was the recurring nightmare about his parentsdl over again. Mark felt the cold hand grip his heart
again, just asit had three years earlier. If anything, it was worse thistime. He barely heard his own voice
as he asked, “When will you be shipping the body home?”

The duty officer hesitated. When he resumed, hiswords gave no comfort. “1 am afraid thereis no body.
Wewill, of course, arrange amemorid service for Miss Rykand at the time and place of your choosing.
Thereisadso the matter of her standard insurance policy. | believe you are the beneficiary.”

“Damnit, I'm not interested in her insurance. | want to know what happened!”
“Asl sad, sr, | don't have that information at thistime. Perhapsin afew weeks--"

The screen rattled on his desk as he dammed hisfist onto the cutoff plate. He sat trembling before the
darkened screen for nearly aminute before Moira came in to see what the noise had been.

“What' sthe matter?’ she hissed upon seeing his expression.
“Jani isdead.”
“Oh, no, Mark! It can't betrue.”

“Itis. That call wasfrom survey headquarters. Sorry to inform you, Mr. Rykand. No, we do not know
anything else, Mr. Rykand. Sorry, but the body will not be returned, Mr. Rykand-- ”

Mark’ s voice evaporated as his body was wracked with sobs. A moment later, he found himsdlf cradled
in Moira sarms. She stroked his hair and cooed to him softly. It did not help. The old foreboding was
back. He could not shake the feeling that thistime hislondiness was permanent.

#

Mark Rykand watched the endless procession of vineyards sweep past as the bullet car soared between
success ve eectromagnetic accelerator ringsinitsusua gravity defying flight. This part of northern
Switzerland was especidly beautiful with its green hills and whitewashed houses dipping past at an easy
200 kph. Normally he would have been enchanted by the view. Not today. This morning he felt drained -
emotiondly, physicdly, mentaly, moraly. The human body has only afinite capacity for strong emotion
and he had used up hisfull quotain the previous twenty-four hours. The only trace left was apae anger,
amere shadow of the rage that had threatened to consume him during the dark hours before sunrise.

The bullet car topped ariseto reved the blue expanse of Lake Constance in the shalow valley below.
White sails were silhouetted againgt the dark blue of the lake. The view was a brief one. Soon the car
dipped behind alow hill asit followed itsline of pylons and accelerator rings. The lake flashed into view
onelast time. On the far shore, the glass-and-sted pyramid shape that was the headquarters of the Stellar



Survey seemed aslarge asthe distant Alps. The building fluoresced gold as early morning sunlight
reflected off the eastern flank of the pyramid. A moment later, the lake, its boats, and the pyramid on the
far shore were gone as the car hurtled into the black maw of the tunndl that would takeit acrossto the far
shore.

Mark’ s anger had been unfocussed at first. He had raged at an uncaring universe that had robbed him of
his entire family in the short span of three years. Y et, shaking one' sfigt at the starsisnot very satisfying.
Society taught that when a person dies, someoneisto blame. The culprit might be acrimind, the drunken
flyer of an aircar, or even the victim himself (if he dies of aheart attack after alife of dissolution).

Until he knew the details of Jani’ s degth, it would be impaossible to assess blame. The more he thought
about the duty officer’ srefusa to tell him how his sister had died, the angrier he became. How dare they
keep such vitd information from her only relative?

After along night spent in mental turmoil, Mark decided to do something. It was easy to ignore aface on
the screen, considerably less so when that face is close enough to fedl hot bresth issuing from an angry
mouth. The sun had not risen over the Sierras when he had booked passage on the first suborbital flight
to Europe. Even then, nature conspired againgt him. The eight-hour time difference meant that the first
direct flight did not leave until early evening. He had spent the day in anxious anticipation and usdless
recrimination before boarding a suborbita hyperjet for Zurich.

Inlessthan aminute, the car was out of the tunnel and in sunshine again, climbing thelow hillsthat
surrounded the ancient fortress at Meersburg. The bullet car pivoted about its long axis, compensating for
the sdeways surge of along sweeping curveto the right. The accelerator ring pylonsran paralle to the
shoreline, directly for the gleaming pyramid that towered above the trees. A minute later, the car
decelerated swiftly asit entered the pyramid and did to a halt in the subsurface transport station. Most of
the passengers climbed to their feet and waited patiently for the automatic doorsto open. When it came
Mark’ sturn, he moved likeaman in atrance.

“Mr. Rykand?’ ayoung woman asked as he exited the car.
13 YS?!

“My nameis Amathea Palan. | am special assistant to the director here. We received your message that
you were coming late last night. Director Bartok apologizes for not meeting you persondly, but he had an
appointment in Toronto today. He asked that | convey his sympathy for your loss. Y our Sster wasa
vaued member of our family and will be sorely missed.”

“Look, | don’'t want to cause any trouble, but | won't be quiet either. | came hereto find out how my
gster died. | think you owe methat.”

“I understand your concern, Mr. Rykand. Why don’t we go up to my office and discussit? 1’1l be happy
to share everything we know, little asitis.”

They rode an escaator up to the main level of the building. The public foyer of Survey Headquarters was
one of the eight architectural wonders of the world. It was the largest enclosed space on the planet,
exceeding even the ancient Vehicle Assembly Building at the Cape Canavera Museum. Finished in
polished marble, the great expanse reminded Mark of amausoleum - athought that he ruthlesdy put
down as soon asit occurred to him. Around the perimeter were views of worlds the survey had
discovered. It being early on Monday morning, the usual small groups of school children were absent and
the anti-echo field had yet to be turned on. Mark listened as his and Amalthea Palan’ s footsteps echoed
back from far overhead.



They took another escalator to amezzanine level and then an expresslift to the 27th level. The director’s
assistant ushered him into a plush office with adoping window that looked out over the lake.

“Refreshments, Mr. Rykand? Coffee, tea, perhaps something stronger?’ she asked as she motioned him
to aleather settee and then sat opposite him.

“No thank you.”
Amadtheagazed a her vistor.

She saw awell-muscled young man of dightly more than average height with ashock of sandy hair and
piercing blue eyes. He would amost be handsome except for the dark bags under each eye and the
turned down corners of hismouth. In addition, it looked as though he had not depilated today. “I hope
you don’t think me too forward, Mr. Rykand, “but you look as though you haven't dept inalong time.”

“Could you deegp if it had been your sster?’

“No, | suppose not. If you like, | will have our staff doctor prescribe something when we are through
here. We can even provide you with quartersin this building. We keep them for visiting VIPs.”

“Please, | just want to know what happened to my sister.”

She paused, seemed to come to adecision, and then said, “Very well. Areyou aware of your sister’sjob
out in the deep black?”’

“Shewas a scout pilot.”

“Quite correct. As| understand it, the systemMagellan was exploring thistrip is quite dirty compared to
most. It had alot of meteorites and space dust init. The astrophysicigstel usthat thisisnormal for a
new system. Persondly, | mgored in economics, so | do not redly understand these technical things. Do
you?”

Mark nodded. One of the courses he had taken in pursuit of hisminor had gone extensively into the
evolution of star systems.

“Anyway, your Sster’ s scout craft was transporting severa of the ship’s planetologists to amoon when it
ran into apiece of orbita debris. The ship was vaporized ingtantly. That iswhy we can't return Miss

Rykand’ s body to you.”
“There were others killed?’

“A totd of eight, according to the report byMagellan *s captain. | am afraid that is all we know about the
incident until the ship docks and sends down itsfull logs.”

“Perhaps| can talk with the captain to get more information,” Mark said.

Amalthea Palan sighed and cocked her head in an odd gesture. “| am afraid that isimpossible. The ship is
gtill out beyond the orbit of Mars and two-way communications are not yet practica. Speed-of-light
delay, you know.”

“Whenwill it arrive?’
“Within aweek.”

“Perhaps | can visit the captain then, both to hear what happened to Jani and to pick up her personal



effects”

“WEe I ddiver her effectsto you. Y ou certainly won't have to go to the expense of going al theway to
orbit to retrieve them.”

“I'amrich. | don’t mind the expense.”

“I understand your pain, but thereisreally nothing constructive you can do in orbit. Captain Landon will
not be able to meet with you, anyway. Firg, there is the mandatory quarantine period and he will be very
busy preparing the ship to go out again. | will tel you what. We will forward a copy of the captain’slog
entry as soon aswereceiveit. Will that be acceptable?’

Mark gazed at the pretty blonde opposite him. Her expression reminded him of the professional
lamentation of amortician. Perhapsit was hislack of deep or the fact that his senses had been stretched
taut. Something about her manner told him that she was not telling him the truth, at least not the whole
truth. He frowned, and then nodded. “1 supposeit will haveto do.”

They taked for another ten minutes, after which Mark found himself deftly herded back to the transport
gtation. He climbed into a bullet car headed south and watched Amalthea Palan as she stood on the
platform until hiscar had |eft the building.

Mark mulled over his next move. If the survey thought that he would go back to Cdiforniaand give up,
they werein for asurprise. Someone wasto blamefor his sster’ s death and he was not going to rest until
he found out whom that someone was!

CHAPTER 3

Nadine Halstrom, World Coordinator, and arguably, the most powerful single human being dive, sat in
the dark and watched the images shimmer in the depths of the holocube. Beside her sat Anton Bartok,
director of the Stellar Survey. Beyond the darkened office, alate afternoon storm sent booming thunder
across the Toronto cityscape while rain pelted the sde of the hundred-story office building that housed
the bureaucracy serving the World Parliament.

The record of Magellan ’ sfight with the dien starship and its aftermath ended in aflicker of static asthe
lights came on in the coordinator’ s office. Nadine Hastrom blinked rapidly in the sudden brilliance.

“My God, Anton. Soit’ strue!”

“Y es, Madame Coordinator. Captain Landon squirted that recording and his report to me via secure
comm link as soon asMagellan dropped sublight.”

“WhereisMagellan now?’
“Just crossing the orbit of Mars, inbound. She should be herein about aweek.”

“I have to admit to some skepticism when | received your initial message, Mr. Director. After seeing this,
| must say that you understated your case. Have you considered the implications?’

Bartok nodded. “I’ ve thought of nothing else for the last day and a haf, Madame Coordinator.”

Nadine Hastrom sighed. She, too, had thought of little else. “1 think we have amgjor problem here.”



“I agree”

“Havewe any ideaat al where these diens come from or their military potentia ?’

Bartok’ s expression was doleful as he shook hishead. “None.”

“Thenwe d best keep this under wraps until we ve learned more.”

“Isthat wise? The newserswill cut usto pieces when they learn we' ve been holding out on them.”

“That can't be helped. Do you have any conception of what it will do to the body politic if they Start
going to bed every night afraid they’ [l wake up dead in the morning?’

“I think you are exaggerating, Madam Coordinator.”

“I wish | were, Anton. Y ou should read more. The surest way to bring about psychosisin the human
animd isto give him something to fear that he does not understand. | can cite you chapter and verse from
higory if you like”

Nadine Ha strom had begun her career as a professor of history and had only gotten into politics through
afortuitous series of accidents. Her field of specidization had been the ultra-violent twentieth century. In
many ways, that century had been an aberration, a detour into mindless destructiveness. It had been an
erawhen the question of national surviva had turned logic on its ear. How e seto explain the fifty-year
stademate that had dominated much of thelast half of history’ s bloodiest century? Eastern and western
power blocs had both threstened to annihilate their foesif attacked, al the while professing their devotion
to the cause of peace. For more than two generations, people had lived in fear of death raining down
from the skiesand it had warped them. To think that the same thing could happen in her century sent a
shiver up her spinethat had nothing to do with the temperature.

“Very well,” Bartok replied, “we |l keep the dien asecret.”
“How do you propose to do that, Anton?’

Despite the lightness of her tone, it was obvious to the survey director that hisjob might well hinge on his
answer. He considered the problem for afew seconds while aternately puffing out his cheeks and
sucking them back in. It was amannerism of which he wastotaly unaware.

“Standard procedure calsfor holding the alien in quarantine aboard High Station until the biologists can
clear him. Obvioudly, we cannot do that. High Station istoo public for asecret of this magnitudeto last

very long.”
“Y ou aren’'t suggesting that we bregk quarantine!”

“No, of course not. What we need is someplace out of the way where we can perform the necessary
tests, somewhere we are able to control access.”

“Any suggesions?’

“What about PoleStar? The wegther directorate ownsit outright and there is virtualy no traffic to and
from the habitat.”

Nadine Hastrom |ooked pensive, and then flashed asmile familiar to billions of holovison viewers.
“Hmmm, not bad ... not bad, at dl! It isremote and in aconveniently difficult orbit for everything inthe
equatoria plane. | will seeto it that the weather directorate cooperates. What problems aretherein



turning it into abase of operations?’

“WEe |l need to duplicate High Station’ slaboratory facilities, of course, and man them with specidigts. If
we start moving people and equipment from High Station, someone will talk.”

“Thenwedon’t doit. You can useMagellan ’s specidists for most things. Those extrascientisswe
need, we will recruit here on Earth. Same with the equipment. That way no onewill have enough view of
the full pictureto realize what is going on. To further obscure things, haveMagellan ’ sflight plan pulled
from the Sky Watch computer. We may not be able to obscure the fact that the ship is home, but by
God, we can makeit difficult for anyonetryingto find it.”

Bartok scribbled a note on the face of his pocket computer before continuing. “ Then there isthe problem
of the people who werekilled. We ve notified their next of kin.”

“Any problems?’

“Thefamiliesarein shock at the moment. | think we can handle them well enough if they sart to ask too
many questions. The scout pilot was independently wedlthy. So is her brother. Heis at headquartersright
now making inquiriesinto how hissser died.”

“| suppose you have arranged a plausible cover story.”

Bartok nodded. “My assgtant is explaining to him that his Sister ran into an errant piece of space junk.
That should satisfy him. We will aso send someoneto help with the funera arrangements. | figureif we
are helpful enough, he will soon give up rooting around for details.”

“It sounds like you have thingswell under control, Anton. Now, then, what do you make of the fact that
these diens attacked our scout and starship without warning?’

“Obvioudy, they’ rewarlike.”

“| thought specieswho have achieved interstdlar travel were supposed to belong past the war stage. In
fact, | once wrote athesisto that effect.”

“Apparently, your thesisisin need of revison.”

“They must be very confident,” she mused. “ The speed with which they attacked the scout indicates that
they didn’'t consderMagellan athreat.”

“How could they know whether it was or wasn't?’ Bartok asked. “They’ d never seen ahuman ship
before”

“Paranoid?’

“Possibly. Still, thefact that they attacked us without provocation is less disturbing than what our people
found onboard that derelict. Y ou saw the bodies. Did they ook like the same speciesto you?’

“No, of course not.”
“The survivor represents a third species, and those who destroyed our scout, a possible fourth.”
“Where does that |eave us?’

“In avery precarious position, Madame Coordinator. The evidence suggests that somewhere not far
from here, there aretwo interstdlar civilizations at war with one another. One of these civilizations



contains at least three stars, probably more. Possibly, alot more! Maybe they both do.”

“Doesthat necessarily follow?’ Nadine asked as she stared at the director over steepled fingers. “ After
all, if someone boarded one of our starships, they’ d find humans, dogs, cats, parakeets, cockroaches,
and adozen other species.”

“Y ou haven't had time to read Captain Landon’ sreport,” the director said as he held doft areport
markedStellar Survey Confidential . “ Magellan’ s biologists autopsied severd of the corpses. The
sx-legged diens developed under a star cooler than our own, aK5 stellar type to judge from the
construction of their oculars. The second species of dead aiens came from a hotter star, probably onein
the F-class. The survivor comes from astar very like our own. In addition, the scientists say the survivor
and the six-limbed species have blood chemistry based on iron, same as human. Theinsectoid had a
magnesium-based circulatory fluid. The three could not possibly have come from asingle biosphere.
Human beings and oak trees are more closdly related.”

“So we face aminimum of three star systems and two contending interstellar associations--"
“Or asingle association infested with space pirates.”

“That doesn't cheer me up any.”

“No, Ma am. Still, thereis one bit of good news. They don’t know wherewelive.”

“Areyou sure? One explanation for their quicknessto attack a human starship isthat they recognized it
forwhatitis”

“Thefact thatMagellan destroyed the attacker would argue againgt that,” Bartok insisted. “And if our
ship wastheir target, why were they fighting the other vessel? No, | think we stumbled into someone
d<e sfight.”

“How do we confirm or refute that?’

“Two ways,” Bartok said, holding up asimilar number of fingersfor emphass. “If we canlearnto tak to
theaien, he cantdl uswhat isgoing on. For that, we will need agood linguist and knowledge of his
psychology. We need to establish abasdine sufficient to tel when heislying to us. Luckily, semantic
anaysis has devel oped into quite a science since the two of uswerein school. Given time, we will be
ableto tell when heliesto us merdly from anayzing theinternal contradictionsthat creep into hisstory.
Luckily, no knowledge of dien physologica reactionswill be required.”

“Not that we won't use bio-monitoring as well, once we learn how he reacts.”
“Agreed, Madame Coordinator.”
“What are your immediate personne requirements?’

“WEe I need alinguist and a psychologist to study the dien. Also, an astrophysicist. We can get him from
Magellan ’screw.”

“Why an astrophysicig?’

“Because,” thedirector replied, “ once he tells us where his star islocated, we' Il need someone who can
trandate his coordinatesinto our own.”

“Andif hewon't tdl us?’



“Semantic andlysis ought to help there, too. If we can get him talking about the sort of things he seesin
the night sky of whatever planet he lives on, we may be able to triangul ate the location of hishome
world.”

Nadine Hastrom nodded. “ All right, the alien isthe first approach. What is the second?’

“That oneisalittle more objective. Captain Landon wantsto return to New Eden to sdlvage the dien
hulk. We can learn a great deal about these people by studying their technology. Who knows, we might
even come away with their star maps.”

“I don't like that approach, Anton. As of now, they do not know where we live. However they got there,
New Eden has been visited by two dien starships. What isto stop it from being visited again while we
aretrying to salvage that ship? They could followMagellan homethistime.”

“I believethegainisworththerisk.”

“WE |l see. Before |l gpprove any such expedition, I’ [l want to see a detailed operations plan that reduces
our exposureto aminimum.”

“Yes Maam.”

“In the meantime, you can busy yoursdlf getting the PoleStar operation moving. | must emphasize, Mr.
Director. | want this secret held very tight. No more are to learn of the alien than are absolutely

necessary.”
“I undergtand.”

“I will also want someone thereto look after things from apolitica perspective. Any objectionsto Dieter
Pavd?”

“None”
“Excdlent. Whom will we get for our linguist?--"
#

Like the earliest space gtations, Soyuz and the Space Station Freedom, Equatorial Station orbited low to
keep benesth the Van Allen radiation belt. The rdative lack of atitude contributed to aview that made
the big triple-whed adestination aswell asatransfer point. The extraincome from tourists nearly
compensated for the cost of the additional reaction mass that had to be expended to counteract
atmospheric drag.

Like everyone else, Lisabeth Arden paused at the viewport in the non-rotating station hub as she exited
the transfer tube. Arden was petite blonde with a permanent tan and green eyes. Beyond the armor glass,
the Earth did quickly benegth them, avast blue circle too large to encompassin asingle glance. The
station was just passing over the eastern coast of Ecuador. The South Atlantic stretched clear to the limb
of the planet, with the Ivory Coast of Africadtill fifteen minutes away over the curving horizon. Theusud
bands of clouds were dominated by alarge spiral formation that was the beginning of atropica storm.
Directly beneath them, the thin white contrails of aircraft marked the air route between Limaand
Kinshasa

Lisawasaprofessor of linguigtics at the Multiversity of London. She had arrived at her office haf an hour
late that morning, not having gotten to deep until the early morning hours before dawn. Thefirst thing she
noticed when she powered up her work screen was a summons to the chancellor’ s office. The muttered



oath that accompanied the discovery was one that had come down unchanged from Anglo-Saxon times.

As she hurried down the hal toward thelift, sheran over in her mind al of the possible infractionsthat
might have earned her avist to the chancellor’ s office. There had been that expense report she had
turned in for the seminar in Mombassa. Or possibly, shewas over her budgeted alotment of time on the
university’ slibrary net. Still, neither matter should be important enough to be caled before Chancellor
Seston.

“Comein, Lisa,” Seaton said when she entered his office. “Have aseat.”
“Thank you, Sr.”

After gtting, she was surprised to note that Seston appeared nervous. If so, she redlized with astart, it
was the first time she had seen him that way. “ Before we go any farther, Lisa, | need your word that what
| am about to say won’'t go beyond this room.”

“You haveit.”

“The Stdllar Survey has asked me to recommend alinguist for a project they have going onin orbit.
Would you be interested?’

“Me?In orbit? Whatever for?”’

“They didn't give methe details. | can tell you that the World Coordinator has endorsed the request.
Whatever itis, you can expect that it will look good on your resume once you finish thejob. It will dso
reflect well onthe university.”

“Why me?’ she asked.

“Because tolerance for microgravity degrades with age and you are the youngest personin the
department. In addition, you are one of the best linguists | know. And, if you must have athird reason,
they said they preferred someone who isnot married.”

“What could they possbly want with alinguis?’ Lisamused, dmost to hersdlf. Then, when the comment
about her marital status sank in, “Just how long will | be gone?’

“The coordinator only said that you could expect to be avay for severa months.”

“Who will take my classes?”’

“ Ardmore can handle most of them, and we'll get Shipingdaeto help out. Don’t worry, we Il manage.”
“And you can't tell mewhat I'll be doing?’

“All I know isthat it isameatter of some urgency.”

“Thisisdlly, Chancdlor! They redly expect meto make up my mind without telling me anything about
the project?1 thought thingslikethisonly happen in historica holofilms”

“I’ve never seen anything likeit,” Seaton agreed. “ That, coupled with the coordinator’ sinterest, should
giveyou someideaof theimportance.”

“Or dsethe bureaucrats are merely playing their damned power games.”

“I am surethat if you find the assgnment not to your liking, you can dways resign. Nothing will be said if



we find you back herein aweek. Now then, your decision, please.”
“I suppose!’ll doit. Whendo | leave?’
“They’ ve booked you on this afternoon’ sflight out of Sahara Spaceport, if you can makeit.”

Lisalet her eyes go wide as she consdered the implications. She had thought his comment about being
back in aweek had been rhetorica. She had expected to have time to prepare for the trip and
coordinate with those who were taking over her classes. She could not possibly |eave this afternoon!

“Y ou're not serious.”

“| am very serious, Professor Arden. They were emphatic that | should put my sdection on this
afternoon’ s booster. Now then, are you still our volunteer?’

Despite her misgivings, Six hourslater, Professor Lisa Arden, Ph.D., found herself forced deep into an
acceleration couch as scramjet engines roared somewhere behind her and the outside sky turned from
dark blueto jet black.

#

Her ingtructions were to take the C-Ring lift down to Gamma deck, and from there, to proceed sixty
degreesto spinward, to Compartment G-103.

Asthelift descended into higher gravity, strange things happened to her inner ear. There was anamefor
the effect, she knew, but she could not remember it. When spin-gravity had climbed to approximately
one-quarter of astandard gee, the doors opened to reveal a corridor that curved sharply upward in both
directions. She turned to spinward (the direction being prominently marked on the opposite bulkhead)
and began striding. G-103 was closer than expected and she nearly missed it. She pressed arecessed
control in the corridor wall. A moment later, the door did into its recessto reved asmall anteroom of the
sort that guards the entrance to most airport and spaceport V1P lounges.

“May | help you?’ ahandsome dark-haired man of about twenty-five asked as she stepped into the
sumptuoudy furnished compartment. His glance quickly scanned Lisa sform and stopped at the
pink-and-white kit bag she carried.

“l amnot sure,” she said, suddenly very aware of the piercing eyesfocused on her. “The directions| was
given brought me here,” she ssammered. “ Perhgps | took awrong turn--"

“Not if you are Miss Arden from London.”
“lam.”

“Welcometo Equatorid Station.”

“Thank you.”

“It isashame you won't be with uslong. We just finished completely remodding the Ring-B shopping
mdl.”

“How long do | have?’

The steward consulted the work screen on the corner of hisdesk. “1t will be an hour before your shipis
ready for departure. They are topping off their reaction mass. Y ou can leave your luggage in the locker if
youwigh.”



“What ismy ship’ sdedtination?’
Heraised a questioning eyebrow at that. “I am sure | don’t know. Don't you?’
“No, they didn't tell me.”

“Interesting,” was his only comment. Somehow, he managed to cram that single word full of meaning far
beyond what it actualy said.

Lisastowed her gear on theindicated shelf next to an expensive leather bag. She pushed through the
inner door into the lounge beyond. There was one other person in the lounge. A tall redheaded manlay in
one of the recliners reading amicro book.

“Hello,” he said, returning her gppraising look.
“Sorry, | didn’'t mean to interrupt your reading,” she muttered.

“Youdidn't. | have been hoping someone would comein to talk to me. How long are you going to be
here?’

“Anhour.”
“Oh?" he asked in atonethat sgnified that hisinterest had been piqued. “Where are you headed?’
“They didn’t tll me. All my chancellor said wasthat astudy team isbeing formed in orbit.”

He smiled. “ Then you must be Professor Arden. He rose and crossed the curved floor of the
compartment. “My nameis Dieter Pavel. | am on the staff of the World Coordinator.”

“Then you must know what isgoing on.”
“Indeed | do.”
“Mindtdling me?’

He glanced around, making a show of ingpecting the walls. “ Once we are aboard ship, I’ [l answer that
question. Asfor now, you will haveto trust us”

“What' sthe big mystery?’ she asked, refusing to be put off.

Helaughed. “Look, | have my orders. | do not like them, but they are orders. | take it that you were
rushedinto ... ‘volunteering?”

Now it was her turn to laugh. “It all happened so fadt, | barely had time to buy this outfit,” she said,
gesturing toward her shipsuit.

“It isvery fetching. Now then, shdl we rdlax and talk about something wecan talk about. Why don’t you
gart by telling methe story of your life? After dl, we are going to be together for quite sometime.”

CHAPTER 4

LisaArden floated in midair before the orbit-to-orbit ferry’s small viewport and searched the firmament
infront of her. Savefor the yellow-white billiard ball that was the sun, there was nothing to see. The stars



were too faint to compete with the Great Hydrogen Bomb in the Sky, and the Earth was somewhere
behind her. Of the vast orbiting mirror that was their destination, there was no sign. It was as though the
artifact were hidden behind some greet black velil.

“Why can't we seeit?’ she asked. Dieter Pavel floated beside her &t the viewport inMercanter’sWind ,
the high-delta-V orbital ferry they had boarded at Equatorial Station.

“Seewhat?’ Pavel asked, moving to float directly behind Lisa. She thought he hovered closer than was
necessary, but decided not to make an issue of it. After al, they would be cooped up together for the
next severa weeks.

“PoleStar! Whereisit?”

“Rightin front of you,” Pave replied. As he spoke, he pointed over her shoulder. “ Seethe dimly glowing
patch?’

She strained her eyes, and sure enough, a patch of - something - seemed to be obscuring the blackness
of gpace. It was remarkably difficult to focus her eyes on the spot, however.

Theferry’ s pilot had announced that they were bound for PoleStar shortly after leaving Equatoria
Station, and while the information had answered one of Lisa s questions, it had generated several others.

PoleStar had begun life toward the end of the last century as a power satdllite. A giant orbiting mirror, it
had focused sunlight on a generator to produce dectricity. The eectricity, in turn, had been transformed
into microwaves and beamed down to arectenna on the ground, where it was reconverted and
distributed on the power grid. The project had produced a considerable number of kilowatt-hours, but
never any profits. After adecade of losing money, the Sol Sat One Corporation had filed for bankruptcy.

The power generators, habitat, and orbiting mirror had been moved out of geosynchronous orbit to free
up the vauable parking dot they occupied. Y earslater, the big mirror and its accompanying habitat had
been purchased by speculators who planned to change the orbit of the satellite. They reasoned that if
they could place the mirror into ahighly dliptica polar orbit, with its apogee above the North Pole, they
would be able to provide severa hours of illumination each day through the long northern winter.

On paper, at least, the scheme had appeared a sure moneymaker. Unfortunately, the new owners had
grosdy underestimated the cost of changing the big powersat’ s orbita plane from equatorid orientation to
polar. They had also failed to foresee the problems associated with municipaities and other regional
adminigrations signing up for their service. Since the mirror, renamed PoleStar, cast itslight on subscriber
and non-subscriber dike, people had little incentive to pay for the sx hours of haf-light they received
each day. Eventually, PoleStar had gone bankrupt and was taken over by the weather directorate to be
run asapublic service.

“l seeit,” Lisasaid as she gazed at the faintly luminous patch in the sky.
“That' sthe big mirror,” Pave replied. “ Naturaly, the habitat moduleis ill too small to see at thisrange.”
“But why isn'tit glowing like a home?”

“Because we aren't in the sunbeam. All we see reflecting back to us from the mirror isthe blackness of
gpace. A mirror in gpaceispracticdly invisble”

“| bdieveit.”

Fifteen minutes|ater, they passed into the beam of light that was currently illuminating the Alaskan night.



The trangtion was dramatic. One moment there was nothing to see. The next, asecond sun appeared in
the sky in front of them. This one, too, was aglowing yellow billiard ball, but with adifference. The
second sun was too bright to look at directly, but as Lisa observed it with peripheral vison, she had the
impression that it changed shape asit dowly drifted across the surface of the orbiting mirror.

She asked Pavel about it. He explained that the mirror was a sheet of thin reflective film stretched out
across aframework of gossamer braces nearly ahundred kilometersin diameter. It wasthe largest (and
most fragile) artifact humanity had ever constructed. When it had been an orbiting power sation, the
mirror had been much more concave than at present, in order to concentrate the heat of thesunona
collector satellite. The current shape was nearly flat; curved just enough to ensure that the light beam was
focused on whatever area of the Earth they were illuminating.

Beyond the reflective sheet of the mirror was the tiny spherical habitat module. They watched it grow
dowly larger as the second sun continued to keep pace with them. By the time they crossed out of the
beam, the habitat had grown a bulge on one side. It took severa minutes before the bulge resolved itself
into a second globe half the size of the habitat.

“It'sasurvey ship!” Lisaexclamed. “1 wonder which one.”
“Magellan,” was Pavel’ sonly reply.
#

Lisaobserved that docking with anon-rotating structure in space is child’ s play compared to the
maneuvers required to gpproach any of the rotating stations. The only maneuver came at the last moment
asthe dumbbell shaped ferry dewed sidewaysto present its dorsal airlock to the large airlock at the
habitat modul€' s“equator.” Their arrival was announced by a series of thunks as the station grappled
themin.

Therefollowed agenerd popping of earsasthe orbita craft’ s pilot bled his atmosphere down to match
that of the 40-year-old habitat. Lisa Arden and Dieter Pavel made their way with their luggage to the
airlock antechamber. They hung back until the round hatch swung inward. Beyond was a short tunnel
filled with equipment and truncated by alighted circle some four meters away. Lisa caught aglimpse of
someon€e' slower torso and legsfor amoment before Dieter Pavel cut off her view as he pulled himsdif
forward and disappeared headfirgt into the tunndl.

Shewaited for Pave to clear and then followed him. She found awelcoming committee at the other end
of the tube. There were two of them. The older was abad man of about fifty whose lack of hair
extended even to his eyebrows.

“Gretings, new fish!” he boomed out. “Welcometo PoleStar. My name is Hancock Mueller, Station
Commander. | am your hogt, soif you want for anything, give my office acal and wewill seeif we can
accommodate you. Please be patient with us. We do not usualy get visitorsin this orbit. Between you
and the survey ship, we are alittle overwhelmed just now.”

Mudler “swam” to where Pavel clung to aguide rope and thrust out abony hand. “Y ou must bethe
Coordinator’ srepresentative.”

“Dieter Pavel,” Pavel said. “Good to meet you, Commander. | take it that you received Coordinator
Hastrom’s message concerning me. I’ need an office and full accessto dl data”

“An office we can arrange. This old bucket has cubic to spare. Asfor the data, you will haveto handle
that withMagellan ’schief scientist.”



“Then please show mewhere | can find him. | am anxiousto get Started.”

“Very wdl. Give your bag to young Adams here. He will take you to Professor Bendagar and then get
you settled. The accommodations aren’t the best, | am afraid, but then we' ve had only forty-eight hours
to get this show organized.”

“| am sure the accommodations will be acceptable.”

Mueler’ s companion floated forward, took Pavel’ skit bag, and disappeared with him into the corridor
beyond. Mudler turned to Lisa.

“Y ou must be Miss Arden.”
She nodded.

“They didn’t tell me you were such alooker. Y ou will brighten things up around here. | cannot tell you
how tired we get of seeing the same old facesin this out-of-the-way orbit. Here, et me have your bag.
Il take you to your quarters.” The bald man turned in preparation to leave. Before he could plant his
boots on the nearby bulkhead, however, Lisaasked, “Would you mind telling me what isgoing on
around here?’

Mudler hdted in midair and turned back. “Y ou have an gppointment with Professor Bendagar at ten
hundred after he finishes up with Pavel. | expect he will tell you what you need to know then. Besides,
who am | to spail the surprise?” With that, he was gone down acurved corridor, leaving behind only a
bass chuckle.

#

Raoul Bendagar had watched the arrival of the ferry with mixed emotions - defined in this case as
observing your mother-in-law fly into adliff in your brand new sportster. On the one hand,Mercanter’s
Wind was bringing the reinforcements he had requested to beef up his research team. On the other, he
would have preferred to pick his own people from the staff of High Station. It had been made very clear
to him that any additiona scientific personnd required would be recruited on Earth, regardiess of his
persond wishes. Nor was that the chief scientist’ s only complaint. The ferry wasaso bringing a
government representative into hislife.

Bendagar had been in the service long enough to know that the most dreaded words any high-ranking
officid can utter are, “We are hereto help you.” Twelve hours earlier, he had heard that very statement
from the World Coordinator hersdf. To hischagrin, that “help” had arrived with unseemly speed.
Bendagar had pondered dl of thiswith afurrowed brow as he watched the docking procedure on his
office viewscreen. Too few minutes|ater, the annunciator chimed.

Sighing deeply, he conscioudy rearranged his fegturesinto aneutra mask before yeling, “ Comein!”

The man who entered was younger than expected, but bore the identifying look of all political appointees.
It was ahard ook to describe, but one familiar to anyone who has been in government service for along
time. It wasafusion of haughty salf-importance with the perplexed expression of someone who hasno
ideawhat is going on. Bendagar thought of it smply as“The Look.”

Dieter Pavel crossed Bendagar’ s office using the overhead gripslike achild on a set of monkey bars.
“Professor Bendagar?’ he asked, holding out his hand to be shaken. The gesture marked himasa
groundhog. Shaking hands was awkward in microgravity, especialy when the other hand was needed to
anchor onesdlf. Most microgravity dwellers confined themselvesto aquick nod of greeting. Despitethis,



Bendagar leaned across the desk as far as his sest belt would alow and took the proffered hand.
“Mr. Pavd?’

Pavel nodded. “Y ou were notified that | was coming, weren't you?’

“Y esterday.”

Pavd laughed. “ Sounds like you knew before | did.”

“What can we of the survey do to help you?’

Pave pulled himsdf into the framework that served asthe visitor' s chair and dipped hislegsinto the hold
down straps. “Y ou probably know that better than | do. They did not give me much guidance. Why
don’t we begin at the beginning? What has happened since your people found the dien?’

“I have full reports-”

Pavel held up hishand in arestraining gesture. “1 am sure you do, Dr. Bendagar. | will read them later. In
the meantime, | an merely looking for an overview of the Stuation.”

“Very well,” Bendagar answered with something approaching resignation. “As soon as the report of a
survivor camein, the captain ordered a cabin prepared to receive him. We had abusy time of it for an
hour or s0.”

“Y ou took the usud precautions againgt disease?”’

“Of course. The captain cleared out acluster of cabins at the end of a cul-de-sac corridor, al of which
are againgt the outer hull. The former occupants were less than happy to be evicted. We stripped the
central cabin of furnishings, sealed off its connection with the ship’ senvironmental system and ingtalled an
ar renewal unit before depressurizing the cabins around it.”

“Why did you do that?’

“To build aClass 1 bio-barrier, of course. We have yet to discover an organism more complex than a
gpore that can survive ajourney through vacuum. Weingtaled multiple contamination locksin the
corridor leading to our holding pen and implemented full decontamination procedures for everyone going
in or out. The precautions were as much for the dien asfor us. We did not want him coming down with
the common cold or something equally devastating. That mistake has been made far too often in the

“It sounds as though you were admirably thorough.”
“If thereis one thing we of the survey know, Mr. Pavd, it is how to establish a proper quarantine.”
“I never doubted it, Dr. Bendagar. What happened next?’

We equipped the holding pen with cameras and sdlf-contained sanitation facilities, gathered up everything
aboard the dien ship that resembled afoodstuff, and then brought the alien aboard in a decontaminated
rescue bag. We left the bag in the cabin, sealed the door, and sat back to watch.”

“What happened?’

“ After ten minutes or so, he figured out how to work the bag' s escape mechanism. He spent the next
severd hours exploring the cabin, randomly at first, then much more systematicaly. He seemed to



recogni ze the function of the waste disposal equipment amost immediately and soon had afair
understanding of the built-in controls. Then he found the bulkhead-mounted hol oscreen. Once he learned
to operate that, he barely moved for the next three days.”

“Then thereisno doubt heisintdligent?’

“Nonewhatever.”

“What does he do now?’

“He splits histime between watching the screen and watching us wetch him.”
“What about communication?’

Bendagar grimaced. “That isaproblem. He still shows no sign of recognizing that we are speaking to him
and has not attempted to communicate, at least, none that we have recognized. That iswhy | asked to
have alinguist assigned to my team. We need to take amore professional approach to the matter than
we' ve been able to manage up ‘til now.”

“How long do you think it will be before wewill be ableto talk to him?’
“Weren't you listening? We don' t know that wecan talk to him.”

“I meant no criticism by my remark, Sir,” Pavel answered. Humility did not come easy to him, but he had
learned long ago about the scientific temperament. In his opinion, scientistswere like poorly designed
computer interfaces. One must put up with their idiosyncrasiesif one wantsto obtain any information. “I
only meant that the coordinator has anumber of questions she wants asked. | would liketo give her
someideaof how long it will be.”

“Give our new linguist aweek or so, and perhaps we can tell you that. Believe me, Pavel, therearealot
of questionswe of the survey want answered, t0o.”

“Suchas?’

“Thefirst thing we want to know ishow long they’ ve had star travel.”

Pavel nodded. “ That way we can gauge their level of technologica development.”

“That, too, but mostly we want to get some measure of the distance between us and their civilization.”
“l am afraid | don't understand.”

“Y ou weretold they use some sort of wormhole transportation, weren't you?’

“Not that | know what that means.”

“It' samethod for moving between two widely separated points without crossing the intervening spacein

“What hasthat to do with where they are located?”’

“Everything. When their gate formed in the New Eden system, it produced a powerful gravity wave.

Now gravity waves are very persistent phenomena. Had any dien-induced gravity waves yet reached the
solar system, we would have detected them. Since none have, we can set alower limit on the distance to
the alien’ shome system. Their stars can be no closer than the number of light-years equa to the time that



has passed since they first devel oped this method of travel.”
“You have lost me, Dr. Bendagar.”

“Itisample, really. Let us say that they invented the Stargate athousand years ago. Since gravity waves
are omni-directiond and travel at the speed of light, the fact that we have yet to detect that first wave
would indicate that their systems are more than athousand light-years from here. Likewise, that wave
they set off in the New Eden system should be getting here in about a century.”

“Y ou speak of ‘ther stars.” Coordinator Halstrom believes we face at least one interstellar hegemony,
and maybe two. Do you agree?’

“Of course. The autopsies on the dead and our tests on the survivor conclusively prove they came from
different star systems. If you find widdly divergent organismstogether on the same starship, whet other
conclusonisthere?

“Any indication of how many stars we are talking about?’

“None. Of course, when we can finaly spesk to our guest, that is something we will ask him.”
“Why do you suppose they attacked you, Dr. Bendagar?’

“ Another matter we hope to explore with Butch.”

“Butch?’

“Thedien. We haveto cal him something, a least until welearn what he cdlshimsdlf.”

“Do you subscribe to thistheory that they areinherently warlike? | have dways bdieved that war was
incompatiblewith aninterstelar civilization.”

“| dways believed that too,” the scientist said, “right up until the moment they vaporized Scout Three.”

“Perhgps that was unintentional. Y ou know that such accidents aren’t unknown where automated
wegpons systems areinvolved.”

“Y ou have seen the tapes. Did it look like an accident to you?’

“What it looked liketo meisimmaterial,” Pavel said smoothly. “1 would hate to think that we were ready
to begin an interstellar war over asingle, regrettable incident.”

“Tell those who died how ‘regrettable’ it was,” Bendagar responded.

Pave noted that the scientist was becoming impatient. One thing alife in politics taught a person wasto
judge accurately when one' s welcome was wearing thin. He decided to change the subject.

“When can | seethedien?’

“Anytime you want,” Bendagar replied. He checked his chronometer and said, “ Except, heis probably
adeepjust now. Y ou may want to wait until after dinner. We' Il introduce you and Miss Arden to the
gaff, then take you down to meet Butch.”



CHAPTER 5

Dr. Bendagar waswrong. The dien was not adeep. Hewas ditting in his cdll, contemplating the strange
bipedsin whose custody he found himself. The same activity had consumed his every waking moment
since they had brought him aboard their ship. Nor was his name “Butch.” His persond labe was
Sar-Say, descended from the famous Sar-Dva and ortho-cousin to Sar-Ganth, a name recognized in
dozens of star systems spread across three quadrants of Civilization.

Sar-Say’ s species had been civilized too long for them to rail againgt fate or vent their frustrationsin
emotiona outbursts about what might have been. Even so, Sar-Say’ s recent experiences had been
enough to drive the most stolid being to wonder whether the universe might not have apersona grudge
agang him.

The ship on which he had been traveling was theHraal , commanded by a Vithian named Muulbra, with
amixed crew of Vithiansand Frels. TheHraal had been on the third stage of the journey from Vith to
Persilin, maneuvering to approach the stargate on the far edge of the Nala system. They had halted their
approach when the Naa stargate computer had warned of priority traffic astern. The traffic had turned
out to be aBroan Avenger-class warcraft on high gravs. Rather than make for the gate, the Avenger had
closed to within athousandfel of theHraal and opened fire.

Captain Muulbra had not even considered wasting his energy being indignant. Whatever reason the Broa
had for attacking his ship must seem good enough to them, and one thing the overlords never did was
explain their actionsto the lesser races of Civilization. Instead of fleeing back toward Naa, Muulbra had
ordered his ship into the stargate’ slocusin the hope of escaping to safety in the Perdllin system. If he had
thought the Avenger would bresk off the attack, he had quickly been disappointed. Both ships reached
theinvisible boundary of the sargate just asthe Avenger unleashed a sSingle massive bolt of energy at its

prey.

That bolt had never arrived. Onboard theHraal , Sar-Say had been thrown from the resting framein his
cabin as darms began to scream throughout the ship. The blow was not the sharpcrack of an energy
strike againgt meta, but rather amassive temblor in space. What had rocked the ship was the strong
gravity wave that ways accompanies ashift in the focus of astar gate. Sar-Say had barely regained his
perch when Captain Muulbra reported that they had indeed jumped through the gate, but not to the
Perslin sysem. A hillionfel below them was an unknown yellow sun.

In one sense, they had been extremely lucky. The energy surge that had sent the gate focus skittering
across some unknown number of light-vangcould easily have dumped them out in deep interstellar
space. Had that happened, they would have starved long before theHraal could have reached another
dar. Instead, they found themsalves close to a planet that reflected the blue-white glow of awater world.
There had been no timeto regjoice at their good fortune, however. Moments after the captain’s
announcement, they were again under atack from the Avenger’ s energy bolts.

Captain Muulbra, with haf his crew dead and his ship being carved to pieces around him, had made for
the nearby planet in the hope of taking to the lifeboats before their tormentor could vaporize them. They
had crossed half the distance to dubious safety when they discovered asingle ship in orbit around the
planet, and another, much smaller craft, in transt between the world and one of its moons. Muulbra had
atered coursefor the strangersin the forlorn hope of distracting his pursuer.

The running battle - or more accurately, the running daughter - had continued until the Avenger drew
closeto the smaler of the unknown ships and destroyed it with asingle bolt. The attack took lesstime
than the blink of an ocular. Even S0, it dlowed Captain Muulbrato widen the gap betweenHraal and the



Avenger. The order for lifeboat stationswent out to the surviving crewmembers. Once in the boats, they
would scatter while the Avenger took care of the large unknown ship in orbit. If they got well into
planetary atmosphere while their attacker was preoccupied, they might yet survive.

Pursued and pursuer had closed the range to the large ship visible only on instruments just above the
backlit planetary limb. Asthe Avenger approached weapons range with the stranger, something
mysterious happened. The powerful Broan warcraft had exploded, adding its own substance to the
detritus of space. Asfar as Sar-Say had seen, the stranger had taken no perceptible measures to defend
itsdlf. It was possible, of course, that the Avenger had run into one of thetiny bits of matter that cluster
closeto any planet. To have done so a so opportune amoment, however, was too improbable to
contemplate. Muulbra, redlizing that the danger ahead was as great as that which had been behind, used
alast surge of power from histortured enginesto throwHraal into an escape orbit. Then, asthe engines
died, so had the captain and his crew.

In time, the unknowns had boarded the derdlictHraal . Sar-Say had followed their progress by the
bumps and scrapes transmitted through the hull despite the airlessnessin the rest of the ship. Asthe
sounds grew louder, he had become more frightened. Anyone who would destroy a Broan Avenger
might show him little mercy. Then the moment of discovery had come, and despite his quaking, one part
of Sar-Say had observed the strangers with detached clinical interest.

They were, like him, bipeds. That was not surprising. Bipeds made up the mgority of Civilization's
species. The stientistis were still arguing over why this should be. Thefact that he did not recognize them
intheir vacuum gear did not particularly surprise him. The unfamiliar suits covered most of their form.
Besdes, Civilization waslarge enough that no single being could be familiar with al the breedswithinits
domain. Still, he had expected them to recognize him for what he was. When they did not, he had
become more than curious.

It was not until after he had been taken aboard their ship and the ship had spaced for the bipeds home
world that he began to understand what these strangers were. That knowledge had terrified him more
than the fight so recently ended.

#
Doctor Bendagar chose the end of the evening med to tell Lisawhy she had been summoned to orbit.

“You arekidding,” Lisasaid after Dr. Bendagar told her thatMagellan had brought an aien back from
New Eden.

“Not in theleast. Would you like to see him?’
HW},H]?’
“How about right now?’

Dieter Pavel joined them asthe party left the mess hall to pull themselves hafway around PoleStar's
perimeter using the “fire poles’ that lined the corridors. They soon found themselvesin a deserted section
of the gation lit only by widdly separated emergency lights. The section had once housed power station
personnel and their families, Bendagar explained, and would be reoccupied as the research program
grew. The corridors were currently cluttered with all manner of equipment, visible proof of the speed with
which thefacilities had been prepared for the dien’sarrivd.

“Good evening, Technician Vlacek,” Raoul Bendagar said asthey reached the transparent airlock that
served as a contamination control point. The technician sat in an open framework at a desk that had been



bolted to the deck.
“Evening, doctor.”
“Any excitement with Butch?’

“No, gr. He spent the afternoon just sitting in there. He took one nap and turned on the holo about an
hour ago.”

“Very well. ThisisMr. Pavel and Miss Arden. They are the first contingent of the help we have asked
for.”

“About time,” the technician grumbled. “We are stretched thin, what with the captain preparing the ship
for areturn to New Eden.”

Bendagar pulled himsdif to the portable airlock and said, “I'll go through first. Y ou two follow one at a
time”

Lisawasthelast to lock through into the corridor beyond. As she exited the contamination lock, she
could see the others clustered around an open hatchway a dozen meters farther down the corridor. She
moved toward the patch of light spilling forth from the compartment beyond. As she did so, she noted
that the hatchway was not open after dl. Rather, asheet of armor glass had replaced the hatch. AsLisa
reached the glass door, she turned to see the dien not two meters away. The alien regarded her with
ydlow eyes.

Her first impression was that she was looking at amonkey.

The dien was smdl, gpoproximately ameter-and-a-haf high, and covered with brown fur. Its head was
round, with two earsthat were vaguely humanoid and which stuck out at right anglesto itshead. The ears
gave the being adightly comic look. The mouth was adlit in asnout centered just below the eyes, with a
series of what seemed to be breathing holes spaced like the holes of a piccolo along each side. It seemed
an odd arrangement. Human nogtrils and those of most other species pointed down, shaped over the
eons by the smple need to keep water from running in when it rained. Surely the same imperative
operated on whatever world Butch was from. Or did it?

The being’ s body was thinner than that of ahuman, and looked more flexible. The six-fingered hands
seemed patterned after aflower opening its petasto the sun. The feet were solid clubs of flesh without
toes, making it ook as though Butch was wearing moccasins. Except for an equipment belt that encircled
hiswaig, the alien was unclothed. He was mae, but not as obvioudy so asahuman maewould beiif
smilaly attired.

Moreover, while they watched Butch, he watched them back with an intensity that was hard to match.
Except for an occasiond blink, he did not move.

Lisawasfagter than Pave in finding her voice. “What progressin communicating with him?”

Bendagar reviewed their attempts during the return to Sol and since they had transferred the dlien to
PoleStar. Hefinished with, “He seemstotally uninterested in our attempts a communication. Who
knows? Maybe his people are telepathic.”

“With those ears, he can obvioudy hear. How long do you work with him each day?’

“At least two hours”



She nodded. “ There' syour problem. The best way to establish communication with someoneisto live
with them. When can | movein?’

Thislast caused Dr. Bendagar to sputter. “Movein where?’

“With Butch, of course,” Lisareplied in atone that made it seem the most obvious thing in the world.
“You can't gointo that cage. It isn't safe”

“lsn’'t safe how?”

“We haven't absolutely diminated the possibility of interspeciesinfections, for one thing. Why esedo
you think we keep this section under quarantine?’

“Surely you must know the probability of us catching something from himislow or € se you wouldn't
have brought him aboard this station.”

“Low, but not yet zero. It will ill take severd monthsto be absolutely sure,” Bendagar ingsted. “ Uniil
then, you will have to work through the glasslike the rest of us.”

Lisalet loose with acomment that she had not learned in linguistics class. “1f | work through the glass, |
will have about as much success as you have had. If thisisto succeed, it must be a saturation learning
experience for both of us.”

The chief scientist hesitated and pondered his dilemma. He noted Dieter Pavel’ slook and knew what the
government man’ s recommendation would be. He had made it clear enough in the office that afternoon
that he wanted the alien speaking at the earliest possible moment. Then again, if thisimpetuous woman
wanted to risk her life, who was he to stop her? Findly, he nodded. “Very well. | hope you redize that
you are offering yoursaf up asahuman guineapig for the biologists' studies.”

“| redizethat.”
“What if he bites?’ Pavel asked.

Lisaturned to him and smiled. “ Then I’ ll bite him back. Serioudy, | would not suggest thisif it were not
important. Two rationa beings ought to be able to understand one another, but only if they can establish
common ground of somekind. Thisisthe only way | know to learn what | must to crack thisbeing's
language - assuming, of course, that he has one. | certainly won't succeed if | am limited to an hour aday
of ‘Me Tarzan, You Jane' through a centimeter of armor glass.”

She turned to Bendagar. “How do | get insde?’

“Do you meannow ?’

“Why not?’

He sighed, recognizing her determination. “What will you need?’

“A deeping bag, my kit bag, and enough food to last me aweek. Give me spacerations. | will switch to
real food once | am sure the smell will not upset our guest. Oh yes, and | want the cameraturned off in
the head whenever | need to useit.”

“Very wel.

“Now, how do | get insde?’



Bendagar reached for hiscommunicator. “Wait, I'll call for some of the station maintenance people. They
will unbolt this door for you.”

#

Sar-Say watched with apprehension asthe barrier was removed and one of the bipeds floated into his
cage. At first, he thought they were after more tissue samples. He prepared himsdlf to be prodded and
poked again. He was surprised when, after the others handed severa bundlesto the creature, they
replaced the thick transparency that kept him prisoner.

The newcomer was femae, he observed, or at least of the subgroup of creatures he had tentatively
identified as such. The cylindrical roll she carried had the looks of one of the null gravity beds they had
provided to him for deeping. In addition, the other packages were smilar to the small rectangular packets
from which Sar-Say had observed the guards eating on more than one occasion. It was then he redlized
that this creature intended to take up residence inside his cdll. Evidently, then, this knowledge seeker
would attempt to establish communication with him. It was aturn of eventsthat he had been expecting.

After sowing her gear on the far sde of the compartment from where Sar-Say’ s own deeping mattress
was hung, the femae pulled hersdf to apoint just beyond reach and lashed hersdlf to achair. Shethen
leaned forward, showed her teeth in the ferocious gesture that Sar-Say had learned signified mirth among
these beings, and spoke two syllables” Leee ... Saal”

As she uttered the sound, she gestured in her own direction, then bared her teeth again and gestured
toward Sar-Say. When he did not respond, she repeated the performance. He continued to watch her in
dlence ashis brain worked overtime to resolve a dilemma he had been consdering ever snce his

capture.

It had taken Sar-Say severa daysto cometo the redlization that these people were ignorant of
Civilization. The Situation was not without precedent, of course. There were stations throughout the
Broan dominion that swept the starsfor telltale sgns of atechnologically advanced species. Once
detected, aflotillaof warcraft would use dozens of refocused stargates to converge on that system.
Usudly ashow of overwhelming force was sufficient to gain aspecies grudging acceptance of Broan
domination. Sometimes actua fighting took place. In either event, the decison was never in doubt. A
species either submitted to the overlords or else they were exterminated.

However, thiswasthe first time such outsiders had, in effect, discovered Civilization for themselves. The
Stuation held great danger, but aso, the prospect of great opportunity. Properly exploited, it would bring
condderable profit to Sar-Say and dl hisline. Everything turned on what he told these beings of the
gtuation out among the sars. To be caught in aliewould be disastrous. It would likely end hislifeand dl
possibility of persond profit. Y et, the whole truth would be equdly disastrous. How much to tell these
strange bipeds and how much to conced? That was the dilemma.

There had been no need to commit himsalf so long as his captors were content merdly to watch him.
With thearrival of this knowledge seeker, however, the time for contemplation had ended. Eventualy he
must acknowledge their attempts at communication. Once committed, he would have to tell them
something of Civilization, and whatever that something was, it would have to be sdlf-consstent. He had
spent histimein captivity mapping out severd versons of “thetruth.” Each had its advantages and its
rsks.

The problem was that any advanced species possessed computers - by definition! With computers
comesinformation theory, and that |eads to ascientific theory of language. Shortly after inventing the
inferna machines, most species quickly developed software that could analyze an individud’ s speech -



say that of aprisoner - and determine from the content whether that individua told the truth. The method
was not 100% accurate, of course; and it worked lesswell on aliens than on one's own species.
However, given asufficiently large sample and the time to study the subject’ s pronouncements, the
internal incongstencieswould inevitably become apparent. No thinking being can remember everything
when forced to substitute imagination for actua experience over along period.

Since Sar-Say expected his captors would use the technique on him, he dare not stray too far from the
truth. In fact, the longer the bipeds studied him, the less he would be able to concedl. No, if hewas going
to lie, hewould haveto limit it to something smple, but vital. To escape detection, his secret must be
amadl, and heavily swaddled in awrapping of truth.

Sar-Say reviewed one last time what he knew of these people, of their current state of knowledge, and
what they were liable to learn about him in the future. He considered ... contemplated ... then made his
decison. Histwin hearts picked up their beat. For he was at a convergence of the star lanes. From this
moment on, hewould be committed. There would be no turning back.

Sar-Say sat and watched the female go through her el aborate pantomime for perhaps the twelfth time.
Aganthetwo syllables” Leee ... Saaa” echoed through the compartment.

Sowly, asthough he wasjust beginning to understand, Sar-Say bent his own arm to touch his chest. He,
too, bared histeeth, although that expression among his people was more an invitation to battle than a
sign of mirth. Then he opened his mouth and let the sounds that he had practiced mentaly athousand
timesissueforth.

“ Sssarrr ... sssaayy...”

His periphera vision was quite good, better he judged than that of his captors. Thus, he was aware of a
brief commotion beyond the glass, but not its significance. Had he been able to hear the oath that issued
forth from Raoul Bendagar, he would not have understood it, although some of the emotional content
might well have bridged the gap of interspeciesignorance.

“Wdl I will be goddamned!” the chief scientist muttered in alow monotone. It was more of aprayer than
acurse.

CHAPTER 6

Mikhail Vadoff strolled through the grand concourse of the headquarters of the Stellar Survey and gazed
at thelighted displays of worlds the survey had discovered. Here an ice world lay beneath the blue-white
actinic point of aB2 giant star; there an airlessworld orbited close to ared giant sun; besideit, twin suns
hung high in the purple sky of adusty, wind-swept desert planet. Everywhere he looked, Vadoff was
reminded of the fact that the universe had little love for arace of vainglorious upstarts who styled
themsalvesHomo sapiens . In dl the endless light-years of blackness, there was but asingle orb designed
for human life. What awagte it was to send men and women in search of new homes for humanity when
such were alogical absurdity.

True, here and there the survey had ssumbled across worlds that were marginaly habitable. There was
Lucifer, with its spouting vol canoes and boiling mud, where the domes floated amid columns of steam
and the habitats had to be cooled if their occupants were not to be boiled dive in their beds. Therewas
Malachi, with a pea soup atmosphere rich in oxygen. Fires there burned with the ferocity of explosions
and an unprotected human was quickly poisoned by the very gasthat made life possible. There was



Persephone, locked in apermanent ice age, where the winter wind smelled of almonds due to atrace of
cyanideintheair. Therewas Rio Verde, named by apractica joker, where there were neither rivers nor
green?

“Never mind,” Mikhail Vadoff thought as he turned away from the prideful display dedicated to the latest
inalong ligt of human arrogances. Everyone knew thelist of worldsonly dightly less deadly than most.
So why couldn’t they see the waste of resources inherent in planting colonies on these daghegps? What
wasthe quirk in human beings that made them glamorize scratching out aliving under conditions that
would not be dlowed in the most hellish prison? Whatever it was, Mikhail Vadoff had long ago set
himsdlf the task of combating this odd enthusiasm that resulted in Earth’ s best and brightest risking their
lives so far from home and to no good purpose.

Higtory, in Vadoff’s opinion, was along contest between the despoilers and those who would conserve
humanity’ slimited resources, they who saw awilderness as something to be tamed and otherswho
enjoyed wildnessfor itsintringc beauty. Mikhail Vadoff was satisfied with the world that God had given
man and saw no reason to go looking for areplacement. To his mind, there was something obscene
about the risksthe Stellar Survey wastaking in their quest to find another Earth. Even the most rabid
champion of interstellar expansion would admit (if pushed) that they did not know what they would find
Out There. What if one of the starships brought home a plague, or worse? The surviva of the race was
too important to be risked for something astrivid asidle curiosty.

He had begun his career asapolitica gadfly, one who lobbied parliament to end the huge subsidy given
to explore the gars. Often his struggles had been in vain, dthough there had been an occasond small
victory. Eventudly, his efforts had brought him to the notice of asmal coterie of wedlthy people who
thought as he did. With their aid, he had formed a grassroots political organization that he namedTerra
Nostra . It had grown into the largest and most influentia of the anti-interstellar organizations.

Terra Nostrawas not affiliated with any particular rdigion, though it garnered much of its strength from
the most fundamentaist denominations. Nor wasit officidly affiliated with the socidly progressive politica
parties, though its views often found fertile ground among those who believed that resources spent
exploring the stars could better be invested on Earth. Even people who were on opposite Sides of most
other issues found common ground in Vad off’ s organization when it came to opposing the huge drain on
resources that was starflight.

One place Mikhail Vadoff lacked supporters was the building in which he now found himsdlf, this
arrogant pyramid thrown up on the banks of Swan Lake. It felt strange to be striding across the vast
expanse of marble with which these latter-day conquistadors had floored their monument to themselves.
Hewas here a theinvitation of the enemiesthat he had fought for so long, invited to give hisviewsa a
conference concerning the troubles encountered in implanting human beings on dlien planets. In Vadoff's
opinion, theinvitation was agravetactica error on the part of his antagonists. Not only were they
conferring the boon of legitimacy, they were giving him aplatform from which to shout hisheresies. A
news mediathat would normaly yawn at the latest Terra Nostra press rel ease would take notice when
the high priest of isolationist philosophy spoke in the very temple of expansionist power. That he had
been invited at al was atestament to the growing influence of Terra Nostra .

“Mr. Vadoff!”

Vadoff turned to see awell-dressed young man striding across the marble floor in his direction. The man
had light brown hair and a determined expression on hisface. There were worry linesaround his eyes
and theway his mouth turned down at the cornerstold VVadoff that he was not happy.

“YS‘?’



“Hello,” theyoung man said, “my nameisMark Rykand. | am afriend of Gunter Perlman. He suggested
that you might be ableto help me.”

“How isGunter?’ Vadoff asked. “ Still wasting his fortune on those expensive toys of his?’
“Y ou mean hisyachts? Y eah, heishaving anew 3-micron light sail built in timefor thefdl regatta”
“How did you find me, Mr. Rykand?’

“Y our office said that you were coming here today. | have been staying at asmal villaon Lake Geneva,
50 | took achance on intercepting you. | dmost didn't. | wasin one of the side galleries looking at aien
rocks.

“What isyour interest in me, Mr. Rykand?’

Vadoff watched a hesitant ook turn to one of determination. “I am afraid my problem can't be put into a
few words. Perhaps we can get together for dinner to discussit.”

“I am not in the habit of alowing myself to be picked up by strangers, even oneswho clam amutua
friend, Mr. Rykand. A man in my position hasto be careful. | am sure you understand. Perhapsif you
cometo my officewhen | am there next week? ”

The answering smile wasingppropriate on Rykand' s sad countenance and out of place for the Situation.
Normally when Vad off brushed someone off, they stayed that way. “Would a substantial donation to
Terra Nostra change your mind?’

“How subgtantid?’
“Fifty thousand credits”

Y ears of fund raisng had honed Vad off’ sreflexes. Hisfrown dipped effortlesdy into aclosed-lip amile
as he extended hisright hand to Rykand. “Why didn’t you say so? Wherewould you liketo eat?”

“Meersburg Y acht Club?It’ sonly five kilometers down the lake.”

“Very well. My session ends with areception at 18:00. It will be sometime before | can break away.
Shdl we say 20:00 hoursfor dinner?’

“Hne. I'll bethere”
#

The Meersburg yacht club had served the sailors of Lake Constance for three centuries. Though its menu
was internationd, its decor was locdl, with the waitresses just rude enough to maintain the Bavarian
ambiance. Mikhail Vadoff exited the autocab and strolled into the low building nestled among the
vineyards just coming to ripeness. Hefound Mark Rykand in the bar, sSipping alarge stein of Beck's
Dark Bitburger Premium Pilsner.

Mark hopped off his barstool as he spotted his guest and came striding across the dimly lit room. “ Good
evening, Mr. Vadoff!”

Vadoff smiled. With histhin face and shock of white hair, he knew that the expresson made him look
lessformidable. That was one of the reasonswhy his officia portraits showed him in somber pose.
“Large contributors call me Mischa, Mr. Rykand.”



“AndI’'mMark.”

“Very well, Mark. Which shall we do first? Eat or talk business?’
“I imagine you' ve had atiring day. Why don't we egt firs?’

“An excdlent suggetion!”

Themaitre’ de convoyed them to an out-of-the-way table asfar from the small polkaband as possible.
Afterinitid drinks and while they shared a plate of knackwurst as an appetizer, Mark asked, “How was
the sesson?”

Vadoff finished off hisbeer and leaned back. “ Tiring, asyou surmised. It isvery difficult to maintain one's
equilibrium when confronted with asolid phalanx of nearsighted fools. Like most people, | think that if |
could just state my position more clearly, otherswill seethelogic of my arguments. Alas, such aresultis
far too utopian to ever be possible in the real world. May | inquire, Mark, whether you are atrue
bdiever?’

“Areyou asking my religion?’

Vadoff smiled again. “Not in the forma sense. How aman worships God is his own business. In another
sense, however, | suppose | am. Areyou expansionist or conservator in your outlook?

“I haven't thought about it dl that much, Mikhail. | supposethat | favor theideaof going out to explore
the stars. That iswhere our destiny lies, isn't it?’

“How do you know that?” Vadoff asked nonchdantly as he speared the last knackwurst.

"I have... that is, | had someone close to me who was part of the effort. Her enthusiasm infected me, |
suppose.”

Vad off watched the storm of emotion reflected in the younger man’ sface. Hedid not pry. “1 am amuch
older man than you. Would you grant that | may have learned something during my time on this battered
old world?’

“Granted.”

“When | was growing up in my home city of Perm in the foothills of the Urd Mountains, | used tofish
with my friendsin the KamaRiver. There are some of the largest fish you have ever seenin that river, and
ferocious! Y ou would not believe how they fight. I’ ve often wondered what they taste like.”

“Y ou never ate one?”’

Vadoff turned around to signa the waitress for another beer, then turned back to Mark. “No, | never ate
one. TheKamaisalargeriver, about the size of your Ohio, in fact. However, it has been contaminated
with heavy metas and industria poisons since Soviet times. No matter what we do we can never seem to
find dl of the old waste dumps|eft lying around by our ancestors. Fishing on that river, knowing that |
could never partake of its bounty, that more than anything iswhat convinced methat | was a conservator
at heart.”

“What hasthat to do with exploring the stars?’

“We have abeautiful river and fine game fish, yet because of contamination caused by people 300 years
dead, | cannot eat of the river’ s bounty. The lesson | draw from that fact isthat lifeis very precarioudy



balanced on thisworld. We tend to forget that because we ourselves are so precisely matched to our
own particular ecological niche. Y et, how could it be otherwise? We evolved to fit thisworld more
precisely than asurgeon’ s micron glovefits his hand. We are matched to this, our environment, and no
other. My poor Kama provesthat. A few heavy metalsloose in the environment, some old toxins, and
our food supply isno longer fit to edt.

“With such a precise ba ance between life and its environment, what are the odds that we will ever find a
world as closdly suited to our kind of life asthe Earth? So close to zero asto be nonexistent! That belief
leads me to the obvious conclusion: If there are no other ‘ Earths' out there, why spend our precious
resources|ooking for them?’

“I had a professor in college who taught us that the formation of terrestria type worldsisamost
inevitable given the correct planet sze and distance from the system primary.”

“Y our professor waswrong.”
“We ve discovered dozens of worldswith life on them and even have colonies on some of them.”

“Thelife we discover ispoisonousto us, or lacks the proper nutrients, or has too many things which will
make us Sck. Asfor our colonies, they arelittle more than outposts and never will be anything else. Each
of themisclinging precarioudy to the surface of worldsinherently inimica to our sort. The colonists
survive only by artificial environments and theinfusion of billions of credits of subsidies each year. Take
away their subsidies and those worlds will soon be abandoned. That, my young friend, isthe strategy of
Terra Nostra . Eliminate the subsidies and you diminate the colonies! We need that money to clean up
the KamaRiver, anong many other needs.”

“Y ou seem sure of yoursdlf, Mikhail. But what if you are wrong?’

Vadoff took another sip of beer and said, “ Then | am wrong and no one will listen to me. However, | am
not wrong. The Holy Grall that the survey seeks does not exist, yet they subject usto danger merely by
looking for it.”

“What danger?’

“Y ou know that the survey takes very great care with the biologica specimensit brings back, don't
you?”

143 Y&”

“To date there has never been an extraterrestrial microorganism that could live in Earth’ sbiosphere. This
fact done proves my point that the planets of the universe are no lessindividudigtic than snowflakes. We
cannot live on their worlds and they cannot live on ours. Y «, if we discover aworld where we can live,
then it aso follows that the pathogens of that world can migrate to Earth. What if the survey brings back
aplague, Mark? How will we dl fed about exploring the stars then?”

“Y ou are a persuasive advocate, Mischa.”

“Y ou haven't yet heard my most persuasive argument about why we should not go out to the sars. Let
us assume that your professor was correct and that aterrestrial world circles every star we can seeinthe
sky. Think the scenario through. What would be the primary characteristic of auniversefilled with
terrestria worlds?’

“Youtdl me”



“We know our environment eventually breedsintelligent life. Obvioudy, so would other terrestrial worlds.
So where are they?’

“Where arewho?’

“The other specieswho have progressed far enough up the scale of intelligence to build starships. If we
can do it, anyone can. Why haven't they visited us, or at least, sent aradio signa in our direction? That
guestion wasfirgt asked by the physicist who was primarily responsible for the invention of the atomic
bomb. It is called Fermi’ s Paradox. It isthefina proof that other Earths do not exigt. If they did, their
inhabitants would have found uslong ago. That they have not done so indicates that they do not exist.”

“| can see why you have chosen to spend your life crusading against the starships,” Mark said cautioudly.
Gunter Perlman had warned him that V adoff was afanatic on the subject.

“But you don't believe me, do you?’ Vadoff asked, suddenly all affable again. “Not to worry. The
inoculation seldom takes onitsfirst application. Giveit time and the truth of what | am telling you will
begin to sink in. Now then, shal we order? Afterwards, we can discuss whatever problem you fed is
worth givingme*® 50,000.”

Thefood matched its high cost and both men ate heartily. Vadoff turned out to be askilled raconteur and
enlivened the med with endless sories of the antics he had seen during histen yearsasapublic irritant.
When both men had full bellies and were lingering over their coffees and aperitifs, the white-haired
Russian asked, “Now then, what canTerra Nostra do for you?’

Mark found himsdf pouring out his story. He spoke of the death of his parents and that terrible call from
the survey telling him that Jani was dead. He recounted his meeting with Amathea Palan and hisfedling
that she had not been telling him the entire truth. He ended up by explaining his determination to find out
the details of Jani’ s death and to hold someone responsibleif there was even ahint of negligence.

“Their story sounds very plausibleto me,” Vadoff said after Mark had finished. “Y oung sars areindeed
surrounded by rings of matter and aship that ran into asmall piece would be ingtantly vaporized. In any
event, | do not see how you expect meto help you.”

“Gunter suggested that you know alot more about the operations of the survey than iswidely known. In
fact, he said you have spies at headquarters.”

“Spies, Mark?1 should say not! Sympathizers, possibly. But eveniif | do, what poss ble use can they be
toyou?’

“Ask them to report everything they know aboutMagellan ’slast misson. Why are they lying to me?’

“Arethey?’

“I believe so, and if not, then no harm done. The fact that they will not let me vist the ship or speak to the
captain tells me they have something to hide. Besides, they are back early.”

“Oh?

Mark nodded. “Usudly Jani would be out for more than ayear on one of these cruises.Magellan
returned after only six monthsin space. Why?’

“I redly can't say,” Vadoff replied.
“I think you can find out. Perhapsit was related to Jani’ s death. Maybe her ship did not collide with a



meteorite at al. Maybe there was an explosion onboard that killed those eight people and they had to
limp home for repairs”

“I might not learn anything of value,” Vadoff warned.
“I'll take that chance.”
“Very wdl, | will dowhat | can. When can | expect the donation?’

“Now,” Mark replied as he pulled his communicator from his pocket and began keying in numbers.
Anather gtring of numbersfrom Vadoff sent®® 50,000 flying from one account to another.

CHAPTER 7

LisaArden floated cross-legged and gazed at Sar-Say |lessthan ameter distant. It had been nearly a
month since she had moved into the dlien’ s cage and, except for quick jauntsto her own unused quarters
following the lifting of the quarantine, she had spent the entire time getting to know her roommeate. Her
world had shrunk to these six walls and Sar-Say. It took a moment of thought to remember what her flat
in London looked like, or for that matter, London itself. She knew she was nearing the limits of her
persona endurance, but was too fascinated by what she waslearning to quit.

The good news was that Sar-Say was a phenomendly quick study. He heard everything told him and
seemed never to forget anything. Indeed, lately he had taken to quoting entire conversations he had
overheard before he could speak aword of Standard. To be able to parrot back formerly meaningless
sounds was dl the proof she needed that the alien had an eidetic memory.

Lisawished that she had the same ability. Asan aid to Sar-Say’ slearning the language, she waslearning
histongue. Many anight she had awakened in her degping net pinned to the bulkhead with her mindina
whir as her brain tried to sort al of the new knowledge she wasforcing into it. She had dmost forgotten
what it wasliketo cram for finalsin school. She had been cramming for finals for 28 days now and fdlt as
if each day had aged her afull year.

Lisawasrestrained by twin straps attached to her belt while Sar-Say preferred to wrap hislegs through
the framein which he perched. Lisaheld aoft alarge photograph of atree.

“Tree” sheenunciated clearly.

Y ellow eyes encountered green eyes. “What ... is ... tree ... Leesaa?”’
“Itisaplant that growson Earth.”

“Isword ... generd ... or ... ... Specific?”

“Generd,” shereplied. “It refersto alarge number of different plants. Among the trees are pines, oaks,
redwoods, eucayptus, and hundreds of others. We group al of these under ‘tree’ for convenience.”

“Whet difference ‘bush’ 7’
“A bushisasmdler plant. Treesare much tdler than men are. Bushes are about the Size of men.”

Sar-Say blinked and made the gesture that signified that he understood. “The word in my languageis
‘swzdt.’”



“Sszdlt,” she pronounced carefully. “ That ought to be easy to remember. It soundslike our word ‘sdlt.””
“No, theword is different. Y ou are not hearing it well. It is ssszzadt.”

“ Sszzadt.”

“Much better,” Sar-Say agreed.

“Excdlent,” Lisasad withasmile.

“What is next word, Leesaa?’

Lisaglanced at her chronometer and said, “ That is enough for now. We need to get ready.”

“Ready for my interview?” Sar-Say asked.

“Yes. Dieter Pavel ismost anxious to speak with you.”

So far, Lisahad avoided asking the aien about the circumstances that had brought him to be humanity’s
guest aboard PoleStar habitat. That had not been her idea. Had she had her way, it would have been the
very first subject they talked about when Sar-Say had developed sufficient vocabulary. Unfortunately,

Dr. Bendagar had forbidden it. Therefore, she had spent her timetelling Sar-Say about Earth and humans
while he undoubtedly wondered at her lack of curiogity. But then, she often reminded herself, perhaps
curiosty was not auniversal trait among thinking beings - dthough she could not imagine a species getting
to beintdligent without it.

“What he-| talk about?’ Sar-Say asked after amomentary pause.
“I have tried to explain our government to you. Did you understand?’

The small apdlike figure shrugged, agesture that Lisahad learned was somewhat akin to anod, but with
more ambivaencetoit.

“Wéll, Pave isthe World Coordinator’ s personal representative. He wantsto learn al he can about your
people, how they live, what kind of economy you have, and your form of government.

“Pavd represents Earth government?’

“yes”

“And he wishesto ask questions from me?’

“Ask questionsof you. Yes.”

“I not speak Standard well enough.”

“Y ou spesk it fine. Don’'t worry, | will bethereto help if you get stuck.”

“Y ou mean poked with needie?’

Shelaughed. “No. Itisanidiom. In this context it meansif you do not understand something.”
“I not stuck. | understand.

“Do you need to use the toilet before we go?’



Sar-Say shook his head, a human gesture he had learned to copy. “I not eat or drink today.”

“Unfortunately, we humans are not built that way. Therefore, if you will excuse mefor amoment, | will be
right out. Then wewill go see Dieter Pavel.”

#

In the month they had been studying Sar-Say, the medical speciaists had concluded that the risk of
contagion was minuscule - not zero, but low enough that it was arisk worth taking. The dien's
biochemistry was smilar to human, but sufficiently different that one species’ bugswere unlikdy to find
the other tasty. Indeed, the exobiologists judged the risk to Earth to be less than the risk of an asteroid
impact. With that wel come piece of news, Dr. Bendagar ordered Sar-Say’ s strict quarantine ended. The
decision had been an easy one to make. Working through a couple centimeters of armor glass had
proved to be most inconvenient.

The past weeks had seen the arrival aboard PoleStar of twenty specidistsin the biologica and behaviora
sciences. As quickly asthey arrived, they had been put to work studying the living and dead diensthat
Magellan ’ s crew had brought back. While haf the team performed autopsies on the corpses, the other
half studied Sar-Say. They cataloged the dien’ s behavior, physique, and even the microscopic zoo that
inhabited his body. For, like humans, Sar-Say possessed a self-contained ecology without which he
would soon sicken and die. The research was giving the scientists anew appreciation for the biological
complexity of Sar-Say’shomeworld.

To house the scientists and provide them with space in which to work, alarge section of the PoleStar
habitat had been turned into aresearch center. The cabins around the dlien’ s quarters were filled to
overflowing with al manner of instruments and diagnogtic tools. To enhance the free flow of information
among the staff, alarge storage compartment had been outfitted as a conference center. It wasto the
conference center that Lisaled Sar-Say. His longer arms made him far more adept at moving in
microgravity than she was. Still, he was careful not to lose her asthey both transited the weightless
corridors. They found Dieter Pavel, Dr. Bendagar, and three scientists Lisahad yet to meet, aready
waiting for them when they arrived.

“Good morning, gentlemen,” Sar-Say said as he pulled himsalf to one of the two empty restraint frames
at the table. Lisanoted with pride how much his pronunciation had improved. Even aweek earlier, the
greeting would have been unintelligible to the untrained ear. The dien’ s accent was il thick, but
improving. In another month, she suspected, Sar-Say would speak Standard better than she did. She
only wished that her own progressin learning the alien speech had been asrapid.

“Good morning, Sar-Say,” Pavel replied. “I am pleased that you could join us. Did Lisaexplain to you
the purpose of this meeting?’

“She say you want to know about Sar-Say government.”

“Correct. We know that you come from an association of more than one star. Perhaps you can tell us

Sar-Say looked at Lisa and made a gesture that none of the others recognized. There was ahurried
conference. When it was over, Lisasaid, “You will haveto excuse usfor abit, Mr. Pavel. Sar-Say
understands our base ten numbering system, but has trouble converting from his own base-twelve math.
We need to do some calculating.”

“Goright ahead.”



Lisaretrieved a stylus from her pocket and began scratching numbers on awriting pad. Every few
seconds she would touch one corner to erase her scribblings and start over. Sar-Say made afew
commentsin his own language as she wrote. He, too, had a stylus and was making marks on a second
pad. The latter conssted of along series of dot patternsinterspersed with swirl marks. Findly, dien and
woman agreed. Lisaturned to the othersand said, “I makeit three times twelve to the fifth power.”

Pavel glanced at Dr. Bendagar, who was doing the math in his head. He gulped and looked at the
coordinator’ srepresentative. “ That’ s gpproximately one million!”

“You don't understand,” Pavel said to Sar-Say. “| want to know the number of star systemstherearein
your dvilization.”

“In baseten ... ten multiplied together Six times,” Sar-Say said.
“Sixty sars?”
“No. Ten to sixth power.”

Pavel’ seyes nearly bugged. * Y ou are serioudy telling me you come from an association of one million
uns ?’

“If that isword for ten to sixth power.”

“But that isimpossiblel”

“Why?" Sar-Say asked.

“The distance between gtars, for one. Y ou could never hold such amassive organization together.”

“Stargate--" Sar-Say halted and turned to Lisa. The two had a conversation that was half-Standard and
half-alien speech. Findly, Sar-Say turned back and said, “ Stargate make space between stars

unnecessary.”
“Irrdlevant,” Lisacorrected. “ The space between the starsisirrelevant.”

Sar-Say signaled his agreement and continued. “No difference travel near star or between stars.”

“My God!” Dr. Bendagar exclamed. “ A million of them! Considering the few truly habitable sarsthere
are, thisgroup must cover aggnificant fraction of the galaxy! How do you ever govern it, Sar-Say?’

“1 not govern. Broagovern.”
“Broa? What isthat? Some species or merely your name for your ruling class?’
“Broaone species.”

“How did they get the job? Are they so talented at governing that the rest of you decided to let them run
your affairs?’

“Don’'t undergtand. Tak too fast.”
“What Dr. Bendagar isasking,” Lisasaid, “iswhy do you dlow the Broato rule you?’
“Broanot ask. They have stargate. They contral ... al stars.”

“Y ou mean this one speciesrulesamillion suns?’



“ YS,”

Thisrevelation was like a punch in the somach to each of the humans. The concept was overwheming.
Humanity had but seven star systems, and wasin full possession of only asingle one of those. Y et,
Sar-Say claimed membership in agaactic empire encompassing amillion suns. Theimplicationswere....
horrifying!

Dr. Bendagar was the firgt to recover. “What isyour placein dl of this, Sar-Say?’
“Sar-Say is Taff.”

“What isthat?’

“Taff are people like Sar-Say. Wetrade.”

“You are atrader, did you say?’

The ensuing gesture was agood imitation of a human nod. “ Sar-Say go from Star to star, exchange
knowledge and high cost goods, take e sawhere, exchange again for extravaue.”

“If you are atrader, you must have seen agreat many of your civilization's stars.”
“No. Few. No being live long enough to see dl stars controlled by Broa.”

Like Dr. Bendagar, Dieter Pavel had difficulty contemplating amillion-star galactic empire. Then hehad a
truly frightening thought.

“Sar-Say,” Pavd said. “When we found you, your ship was being attacked by another ship.”
The dien turned to regard hisinterrogeator. “Istrue.”

“How many stars do those who attacked you rule?’

“Do not understand.”

“We have theorized that the ship that attacked you was from a second interstellar civilization. How many
gars?’

“Y ou wrong. Broa attack.”

“The Broaattacked you? It was one of their ships?’

“Yes. Warship of the third most powerful type.”

“But why? Had you done something wrong?’

“Do not know. Broanot communicate before attack.”

“But they must have had areason.”

“Broado not confide in Sar-Say, or in others. They wish, they do.”

“How many stars have you seen?’ Paved asked, returning to hisorigind line of questioning. Professor
Fenner from the University of North Americalooked as though he were about to explode, while histwo
companions were not doing much better.



“Fewer than twelve to the second power,” the dien answered.
“And each of these hasits own native species?’

The dien made agesture that Lisadid not recognize. “ Many have native species. Many have species
Broa put there.”

“Y ou mean they have seeded those worlds with new life forms?” Pavel asked.

“yes”

“Because they were previoudy uninhabited?’

“No.”

“No, they weren't uninhabited?’

The double negative clearly confused the dien, causing Dieter Pave to rephrase. Sar-Say responded

“Many worlds possess native species when discovered. Species prove troublesome to Broa. Planets
seeded with new lifeforms.”

“What about Earth? Would the Broa seed Earth with anew ecology?’

“Unknown,” Sar-Say replied. “If benefit Broa, humansruled by Broa. If not, humanskilled, Earth
reseeded.”

“If we benefit the Broa, what will our status be?’
“Not understand.”

“Will we be given limited home rule? Will we be alowed to send representatives to some central
government?’

“No government. Broarule. All others... servants.”
#

“Good morning, Captain. Good of you to come so quickly,” Anton Bartok said as he rose from behind
his desk and strode toward Landon.

“Thank you, Director.”
“How wastheflight down?’

“A little londy on thefirgt leg. Onitsreturn from PoleStar, the supply shuttleis just one big empty shell. |
fdtlikeafly inanar cylinder.”

“Any trouble a Equatoriad Station?”

“None, sir. | dipped into my civvies, boarded theferry at the last moment, and started a good book as
we reentered. Why the secrecy?’

“We have had afew people report conversations with inquistive strangerslately. They dl seem to want
to know about your last mission. They are probably reporters nosing around.”



It was then that Landon noticed they were not alone. A large, rawboned woman sat in one of thevisitor's
chair. Theface, which not even amother would classify as beautiful, was familiar to him.

“Y ou know LauraDresse, | bdieve”
“Hello, Laura” Landon said inreply.

“Hello, Dan,” shereplied in asultry voice. It was avoice that had origindly caused him to picture
someone quite different at atime when they had only spoken over voice circuits. In addition, Laurahad a
pair of archaic eyeglasses perched on her face. The glasses had did down her nose and she looked over
them at Landon. “It has been about five years, has't it?”

He nodded. “ Magellan’slast overhaul.”

Laura Dresser was aliving, breathing contradiction. The glasses were her announcement to the world that
shewasamedievaist, onewho lived her lifein harmony with the precepts of an earlier (and supposedly
sampler) age. In dlegianceto her bdiefs, she refused to wear synthetics, eat anything grown in avat, or
use perfumes formulated with human pheromones. Y &, she was aso the best stardrive specidist in the
survey. Sheled acrew of ahundred rugged individuaists who could strip down a ship and within afew
months, return it to a condition as close to perfection as was humanly possbleto attain.

Shewasdso aroya painin the ass. She and Landon had done nothing but argue when he delivered his
new command to her tender loving carefive years earlier. They had bardly been on speaking termswhen
she gaveMagellan back after the overhaul. Still, she had done a perfect job on his ship, and for that, he
could forgive everything.

“Captain, | understand you have worked out your operationd plan for going back and salvaging the hulk
of that alien wreck,” Bartok said, getting to the reason Landon had come down from orbit.

“Yes, gr. May | useyour screen?’
“By dl means”

Landon reached into a pocket and retrieved a record module, which he inserted into the reader dot built
into the director’ s desk. The window polarized automatically to shut out the light and a screen illuminated
inwhat had moments earlier gppeared to be alarge painting of a seashore.

On the screen was a star chart.

“New Eden, gr, isthe third planet of aclass G3 ar. The sar isjust under a hundred light-years from
here. Trangt time each way isten days. | figure that we can strip the wreck and transport everything of
value back herein three monthsif we use one of the big colony shipsfor transport.”

Bartok shook hishead. “No colony ship.”
“Damnit, Director, you can’t just throw away amonth’s planning like that!”

“I canand | will, Captain,” Bartok said, frodtily, “if that iswhat the coordinator wants. Y ou cannot have a
colony ship because it would be too conspicuous leaving the system. If it spaces within amonth of
Magellan s departure, people will notice and start to talk. Thereisalready arumor floating around
headquarters to the effect that you came back early because you found aterrestria planet.”

Landon smiled. “That rumor couldn’t possibly have started in this office asa cover for what redly
happened, could it?’



“Possibly. In any event, you cannot have one of our big ships.”

“Then how the hell do you expect me to transport the salvage back here, Director? We can't very well
tow it.”

“Maybe you won't haveto. Laurahasanidea.”

There was amomentary pause as the two men turned to the stardrive expert. She peered a Landon over
the top of her glasses and said, “My first thought upon learning of the wreck was the same as yours, Dan.
Obvioudy, that ship is much too big to take onboard one of our own starships whole, so | figured we
would haveto carveit up and ship it homein pieces. The only problem with that gpproach isthat we are
ligble to destroy as much alien technology aswe save. Just imagine what would happen if you gave an
able spacer a cutting laser and ordersto chop upMagellan !

“Anton first brought meinto thisto evauate the records you people brought home with you. About
halfway through my review, it occurred to me that we might be able to fly the ship home.”

“How? It isn't equipped with astar drive and we don’t happen to have a stargate handy.”
“What if weingall both adrive and areactor in the wreck?’

“Same objection as bringing the wreck back in pieces. To transport the drive generator and power
reactor, you will need acolony ship.”

“Not if we mount both onMagellan "shull,” Laura Dresser said. “We will cross connect the new
generator with the ship’ sown drive, thereby extending the field to cover everything.”

“Will that work?’

“My computer saysit will if we synchronize both generators properly. It might be alittletricky in
practice”

Right. Let us say you succeed with thisjury-rig. Have you considered the risk of flying the hulk home?
Wheat if the drive bresks down en route?’

“Then you will bethereto rescue us”

Landon snorted. “ Do you have any idea how much empty spacethereisin alight-year? If you disappear
in that blackness, you will starve to death or run out of air long before we will be able to find you.”

“Then we had best not break down.”

Landon turned to the director. “ Are you sure you want usto try this, sir? It sseemsagood way to losea
lot of talented people, not to mention our dien prize”

Bartok glanced at the chronometer inset into his deeve before fixing Landon with hisgaze. “ That isthe
reason | asked for this conference, Captain. Lauraisthe best we have when it comesto star drives, but
you have the practical experience. | want the two of you to work this plan, wring it out, and report back
to metomorrow on whether it isfeasible or not. If you conclude thereis too much risk, we will think up
something ese. Just remember, the longer we are in the New Eden system, the more likely it isthat other
dienswill show up.”



CHAPTER 8

Sdli Rheinhardt was atypica working mother. In addition to the job that kept her tied to the computer
workscreen in her den six hours each day, she had three children to get off to school, pick up after, and
shuttle around to various functions. She worked in the Princeton Medcenter four hours aweek and had
her clubs and hobbies. She was aso active in campus politics and had faculty teasto attend. Eveninthe
best of times, it was difficult for her to find afree hour in her day. With her husband away on an extended
businesstrip, the burden was nearly more than one woman could handle.

When Ben had told her that he was being assigned to an orbita research project, she had sighed and
played the supportive wife. In theory, he could have told his department manager to find someone elsg; in
practice, that would never do. Had Benjamin Eustus Rheinhardt turned down the assignment, it would
have been like announcing to the entire univergity that he no longer sought the chairmanship of the
microbiology department. Salli Rheinhardt understood that aswell as her husband. Still, after nearly a
month aone with the children, she no longer cared whether Ben was awarded the chairmanship.
Suddenly, theideaof hosting faculty teas and being deferred to by the other wives and the graduate
students had lost much of itsdlure. She had reached the point where she would gladly have traded dl of
that for Ben lounging on the couch in histattered bathrobe.

Because of her resentment over her husband’ s absence, shewasin an especialy bad mood when the
telephone begped for her attention while she was programming dinner.

“Yes what isit?’

“Mrs. Rheinhardt?’ an elderly, silver-haired man asked as he gazed out at her from the screen. A
perceptible accent accompanied the words. It took Salli amoment to redlize who he was.

“Citizen Vedoff!”

“Have| caught you at abad time, Mrs. Rheinhardt? My chronometer assures methat it is not yet
dinnertime in your zone. Perhgpsyou eet early?’

“No, you aren't interrupting, Citizen. And please, cal me Salli.”
“Very wdl, Sdli. And | an Mikhail.”
“Towhat do | owethis honor, Mikhail ?’

“One of the joys of my position, Salli, is the opportunity to spesk to organization members who have
done us particularly good service over the years. | understand from your section leader that you were
responsblefor coordinating our grassroots letter writing campaign in your city last year.”

“It wasn't difficult, Mikhail. | merely called afew friends, who cdled afew of ther friends”

Vadoff held up ahand in arestraining gesture that was distorted by his hand being too close to the phone
pickup on the other end.

“Please, dear lady. Do not make light of your efforts. If the truth betold, it isthe work of you and
thousands like you who makeTerra Nostra possible. | am afraid that those of us on the firing line do not
acknowledge our debts to the rank-and-file often enough.”

“Isthat why you are cdling me now, Mikhail ?’



Vadoff amiled. “I think you are sufficiently perceptive to know better than that, Sdlli. No, | am speaking
to you because acomputer check of the membership has revealed that you are uniquely positioned to
help the organization at thistime. Can we count on you?’

“Certainly, Mikhail. What can | do to help?’
“I undergtand that Professor Rheinhardt isin orbit at the moment, on assignment for the university.”

Sdli gazed at the bestific features of the man who was said to have done more to stem the uselessflood
of resourcesto the stars than any other. There was something in his expression that told her the question
was of more than passing interest.

“Why, yes. Heis aboard PoleStar doing microbiologica studiesfor the Stellar Survey.”
“PoleStar? | thought the survey confined its studies mostly to High Station.”

“Usudly, they do. At least, the other three times Ben hasworked for the Survey, that iswhere he has
done hiswork.”

“Sowhy PoleStar thistime?’

“I don’'t know. Ben does not speak about hiswork on an open telephone circuit. He does not want to
take achance on any discovery he may have made being ruled in the public domain. Also, | get the
impresson that information is being much more controlled thistime.”

“How 0?7’

“For onething, heisonly allowed to call once aweek. When he was aboard High Station, we used to
tak nightly.”

“And the other things?’
“When we do speak, thereisafive second delay between thetime | talk and the time he answers.”

“That should not be. PoleStar isin Earth orbit. Communications delay is no greater from there than for
point-to-point surface circuits. Y ou are telling me that they have acomputer monitoring his calls?”

“I believes0.”
“And he has not told you anything about what he isworking on?’

“Not ahint. Infact, the one time the conversation started to drift in that direction, he was quick to change
the subject.” Sdli Rheinhardt hesitated, wondering how much she should reved to thisfamous stranger.

Vadoff recognized the hesitation for what it was and smiled. “Y ou can be sure that any confidences will
be kept, Sdli, and | would not be asking if it weren't important to the cause.”

“He has neversaid anything, you understand, but we have been married long enough that | have no
trouble reading hisemationd state. Whatever heisworking on, hethinksit isimportant.”

“Oh, why?’
“When hefirst called to tell methat he had arrived safely, he was very excited. | could seeit in hiseyes.”

“Interesting. Isthere anything e se you can tel me?’



“Can you tdl mewhat thisis about, Mikhail 7’

“No, dear lady. Not at thistime. We will keep you informed as things devel op, however. And perhapsit
would be best if you do not mention this conversation to Professor Rheinhardt.”

“I cannot keep secrets from my husband, even if he does not think the way we do about thisinterstellar
foolishness”

Infact, Ben and Sdlli Rheinhardt often argued about the expense of exploring the nearer sars. Ben
maintained that understanding aien biospheres was necessary to the advancement of science. Sdlli
thought the money could better be used to solve problems at home. Neither was particularly interested in
planting colonies around other stars, especidly on the kind of marginaly habitable worlds that humanity
had found to date.

“Y ou may tdll him what you wish, of course. | had thought to keep him from having ... professona
difficulties, shdl we say?’

“I will think about it.”
“Then wewill bein touch dear lady. Thank you for your assistance.”
#

Mikhail Vadoff let hisfeaturesfal into afrown asthe view of Sdli Rheinhardt faded from the screen.
What he had learned was interesting, but not very satisfactory. What had begun asafavor to arich
contributor had taken on dl the aspects of amgjor mystery. Mark Rykand had been right about one
thing.Magellan had come home early - eight months early to be precise. Moreover, that had only been
thefirst of along list of odd goings-on.

The Stellar Survey had an operating procedure for ships returning from exploring dien sar sysems. They
would dock at High Station, which orbited more than 100,000 kilometers over the equator. The station
was so high, infact, that it appeared to orbit retrograde in the sky. Once there, the returning ship was
placed in routine quarantine until everyone was sure that it had not brought back any parasites or
diseases. Following the end of quarantine, the scientific community wasinvariably invited to attend a
conference at survey headquarters where the ship’ s discoveries were announced, and bids taken on
research projects.

Magellanhad done none of those things to date, despite having returned more than amonth previous.
The ship had materiaized out beyond Jupiter, and then made its approach normaly until, at thelas, it had
assumed a polar parking orbit rather than an equatoriad one. Polar orbit was much beloved by survey
satdllites and those with aneed periodically to scan the entire surface of the Earth, but by no others. The
truth wasthat it was damned costly to get to. Moreover, PoleStar was in an exaggerated dliptical orbit
that made it even more expensive a place to reach from the equatorid orbits.

Y et, despite the expense and difficulty associated with the change-of-plane maneuver required to reach
PoleStar, someone had set up aregular shuttle service to do just that. Vadoff had found that to be
curious when he had first learned of it. After dl, it was chegper to reach polar orbit from the Earth’s
surface than it was from equatoria orbit, so why would any cost-conscious company set up aferry
servicefrom orbit?

Then there were the scientists who seemed to be traveling to Equatoria Station and then vanishing into
the vacuum of space. At firdt, it had seemed sufficiently mysterious to have the makings of agood
technothriller. Vadoff’s computer had searched out their ticket records and verified their debarkation



aboard Equatoria Station, yet could find no other destination. They had not seemed to embark for Luna,
the outer planets, or any other of the usual destinations. In fact, it had been hisinvestigation into the
missing scientists that had first derted him to the shuttle service to PoleStar.

Apparently, PoleStar was the Site of a secret research project that was classfied at the highest levels of
the Stellar Survey. In addition to Rheinhardt, they had identified ten people, al top men and womenin
their field, who had been assigned to the task. It had been a stroke of luck when a computer check had
reveded Sdli Rheinhardt to be amember of one of Terra Nostra ' s affiliated groups.

Vadoff sat and pondered what Salli had told him. He had read a history book once that asserted the
Germans might have uncovered the Manhattan Project if only they had noticed the number of physicists
who were booked on trains from Princeton, New Jersey to Alamogordo, New Mexico. He wondered if
Benjamin Rheinhardt were not his Edward Teller in that respect.

“Wdll, Claris, what did you think?’

Claris Beaufort, Vadoff’ s second in command, was an intense blonde woman in her early thirties. Her
expression matched Vadoff’s, except on her, the frown was permanent. “We have confirmed our
uspicions.”

“But what do we redlly know?’

Claris shrugged. “ They have found something important enough that they do not dare use the resources
of High Station.”

“WI,]y?l
“Security. It istoo hard to keep a secret there.”

He nodded. “ Even more important, they are staffing the project from Earth. That tells me that they want
to keep the very existence of the project secret, not merely its subject. That means they have powerful
backing, possibly even the World Coordinator. They are using too many resources for thisto be solely a
survey operation. So what could they have possibly found that isthisimportant?’

“This mysterious Earthlike planet our people at survey headquarters have reported?’

“Possibly,” Vadoff said, nodding. Despite hislecture concerning the impaossibility of other terrestrial
worldsto Mark Rykand the previous month, he was not as convinced as he liked people to believe. “If
ever anyonetruly discovered atwin to Earth, it would be amgjor blow to the globa economy. Think of
the speculation that would break out, the jockeying for position, the out-and-out greed. What else might
it be?’

“Those people who died. Maybe they contracted some deadly plague.”
“Possble” he mused. “ That would explain the secrecy. If word got out that they have found an aien bug
that lives on human beings, they would be doing our job for us. We could get arecall order passed in

Parliament in aminute. All the shipswould be broken up and sold for scrap within ayear. | would seeto
it”

“Aswould weadl, Mikhail. What do wetell Rykand?’

Vadoff frowned. That wasaminor ethical dilemma. He had taken that rich young man’s money on the
clear understanding that he would be told everything that Terra Nostra found out about his Sster’ s degth.
Y et, what they had discovered was too important to share with someone whose only motive was revenge



rooted in persona grief. Whatever was going on out there might proveTerra Nostra ’s best hope (or
worse nightmare). He considered it amoment, felt his conscience tug at him, and then shook it off.

“Wetdl him aslittle as possble. Cdl him and report that we have confirmed thatMagellan returned early
and that thereisahint around headquarters of aworld marginaly less uninhabitable than our current
colonies. Asfor hissster’ sdegth, tell him the truth. We have learned nothing.”

#

Raoul Bendagar sat alone in the conference center and gazed at the holoscreen on the far bulkhead. The
screen dlowed PoleStar’ s scientists to hold secure tel econferences with their colleagues on the ground,
and was used to display computer data and the results of experiments. When not used for those
purposes, it was switched to whichever hull camera offered the best view of Earth.

The Earth was a sphere the size of amedicine ball, surrounded by the blackness of space. Centered on
the orb was the polar ice cap, with the northernmost reaches of Asia, Europe, and North America
surrounding it.

Without the familiar outlines as aguide, it was easy to imagine that thiswas New Eden asit had been just
before the gravity wave announced the arrival of two aien ships. Perhaps Sar-Say’ s planet |ooked
something likethis, or the Broan home world. How many other planets were there in the galaxy that
could passfor the twin of Earth? The answer, it seemed, was far more than even he had thought. Based
on humanity’ srather small sample - Earth and New Eden - approximately one system in fifty must harbor
aterrestrid world. That meant the Broan domain was spread among somefifty million suns. A sizable
number, but till only asmal fraction of the galaxy’ s one hundred billion stars.

His contempl ation was suddenly ended by the chime that announced the arrival that he had been waiting
for. He checked to see that the recording circuits were operating, and then told his visitor to enter.

“Good morning, Sar-Say,” he said asthe dien pulled himsdlf to the restraint frame opposite Bendagar. “|
trust that you dept well.”

“Very wdl, Profess ... or. How your night?’
“I hardly dept a al. Y our revelation of the Broayesterday hasusal in an uproar.”
“Uproar?’

“Upsat, agitated. Dieter Pavel had me up haf the night composing areport to his bosses on Earth, and
after that, | lay in my cabin and thought about the implications. They are very frightening.”

“Why?" the Taff asked.

Bendagar smiled. He had noted yesterday that the aien could relate the most horrific vision of the
universe poss ble without any outward sign of emation. In hislights, he was merdly explaining the way
things were. It was as though amodern had tried to discuss the population control act of 2312 with one
of the origind Filgrims. Their frames of reference were just too different.

“Leesasad that you want talk about astronomy.”

“Yes, | do. | am surethe political people will monopolize your time once they get ingtructions from home.
| thought | would get my licksin first.”

“Don't undergand.”



“Not important,” Bendagar replied with an airy wave. “ Just tell me about the stars you have seen.”
“I know very little of garsand gaaxies.”

“Y ou probably know more than you think. At least, | hope that you do. Would you like to go home
someday?”’

“Very lot!”

“I think I may be ableto find your homeif you will cooperate. | would like to start with the question of
how long the Broa have possessed the stargate.”

“WI,,Iy?l

Bendagar repeated the explanation he had given Pavel when that worthy had first arrived aboard, and
severd times since. Astronomy was not the politician’ s strong point, he had discovered. The concept that
light-years could be equated to time was an aien onefor him.

However, not for Sar-Say, he quickly discovered. When he finished, the dien shrugged in avery
humanlike gesture. “Leesaask methisonce. | must tell you that | not know. | not think it help if | do
know.”

“Why not?’ Bendagar asked.

“Broaexpand fagter than light using stargate. Maybe first gravity bump on way long after near bump
enter solsystem.”

“Hmm, | hadn’t thought of that.” The dien’s point, the scientist noted, was that as the Broa captured
system after system, the limits of their domain expanded faster than one light-year per year. Thus, the
borders of the Broan Empire dways moved outward faster than the gravity waves produced by their star
gates. Thus, if the Broa had invented star travel amillion years earlier and amillion light-years distant,
thosefirgt gravity waveswould just be reaching Earth. So would the waves from astar gate they had
established four years ago in the Alpha Centauri system. In other words, he could use hisideato locate
the center of the Broan domain, but not its edges. The conquerors might be much closer than anyone
liked.

“Let us explore the question anyway. How long has it been since the Broafirst found you Taff?’

Sar-Say’ sfeatures, which were as mobile as any human’ swas, twitched in some unknown expression.
“Storiesamong my people of the time before Broacame. Most told by old onesto cubs very late at night
and in depths of own den. Broanot like stories.”

Bendagar nodded. If you werein the business of subjugating an dien world, the first thing you would do
isrob theinhabitants of their native culture. The overlords would likely consider the teaching of
pre-Broan history treasonous. A Taff who wished to pass down the old traditions to his descendants
would do well to keep alow profile.

“How long do those stories say that it has been?’
“Lagt clan leader of Taff, Uuleri, who live end of last cold eraon my world.”
“How long ago wasthat?’

“Leesaand | work to convert Taff yearsto human. If accu ... accurate, Broa came to Taff 5000 years



The scientist whistled. Five thousand years ago on Earth had seen the first primitive stirrings of civilization
inthe Nile and the Po River valeys. Y et, the Broa had possessed interstellar travel for some period
before that.

“Was the Broan government young or old in those days?’
Sar-Say imitated a human shrug. “Who can say?’

“Right. I will report what you have told me to Dieter Pavel, dong with the fact that we have been
overlooking the expangon of the Broan relm. Now then, tell me about your travels.”

“l not understand.”

“Itissmple,” Bendagar said. “From your description of the places you have been, especidly the night
skies you have seen, | hope to identify some galactic landmark that we can use to establish where a
particular sunlies”

“Youlook for sars?’

Bendagar shook his head. “ They look too much dike to the naked eye. What about other things?
Glowing clouds at night, black shapes against the band of the galaxy, other odd objects?’

“Oneworld | vist have large cloud in night sky. Isinteres?’

“I am very much interested, Sar-Say. Please continue--"

CHAPTER 9

“ -- Despite all attemptsto shake his story, Sar-Say continues to maintain that his society spans a
million stellar systems and is under the absolute control of a race of totalitarians called the Broa.
As his command of Standard improves, he has provided his interrogators with ever more detailed
stories of atrocities committed on other species by these overlords. He recounts these horrors as
matter-of-factly as you and | would discuss the weather. Indeed, the psychologists have come to
believe that his attitude is the best proof we have that the Broa actually exist. They see an analogy
between Sar-Say’ s attitude toward the Broa and that of a dog toward its master. Perhaps a better
analogy would be the way the ancient Greeks looked at their gods on Mount Olympus. If Zeus or
Hera wanted to come down from on high and play a dirty trick on some mortal, then that was
their prerogative and not to be questioned. Even when it comes to his own near death at their
hands, Sar-Say seems strangely unconcer ned.

“Dr. Burrows, of the Alien Psychology Assessment Group, believes that Sar-Say’ s people, the
Taff, have borne the Broan yoke for so long that they have been selectively bred into a position of
permanent servitude. Professor Vining disagrees. He maintains that Sar-Say’ s attitude is merely
the rationalization of an intelligent being when faced with an unpal atabl e situation over which he
has no control.

“1 must tell you, Coordinator Halstrom, that | have my doubts. Sar-Say’ s stories of the evil Broa
seem to me to be too reminiscent of a dark fairy tale. Each time he tells us of a Broan abuse of
power, | am put in mind of the Hansel and Gretel legend about what happens to naughty children



who wander into the dark forest against their parents’ wishes. Frankly, the galaxy he describesis
counterintuitive. Many of the scientists have asked what reason he would have to lieto us, as
though that were an argument. Perhaps Sar-Say is not the simple trader he claims to be. He could
just as easily be a smuggler, or some other sort of criminal. If that is the case, then he wasin the
midst of being apprehended when his ship jumped into the New Eden system. He may be lying to
usin order to poison our minds against the lawful authoritiesin hisregion of space. What better
way to assure that we will not turn him over to those who would imprison him? | have expressed
this possibility in various scientific conferences, and | must report that the reaction has not been
favorable. Sill, asa story it is much more palatable than his tale of a galaxy controlled by a race
of paranoid megalomaniacs.

“It would appear, Madame Coordinator, that you were very wise not to release this news of
Sar-Say' s capture to the media. They would have a field day with the lurid stories he has been
telling us. Perhaps the return expedition to New Eden will provide facts with which to refute his
story. Asit stands now, we must keep the alien under absolute wraps if we are to avoid a
systemrwide panic.”

(Sgned)
Dieter Pavel
Coordinator’s Representative
#

Nadine Halstrom sighed as she finished reading Pavel’ s report. It had been aweek since thefirst reports
of Sar-Say’ s claims had been forwarded to her via secure communications link. She remembered the
knot that had formed in her ssomach, aknot that had yet to loosen. Wasit possible that asingle species
could control amillion inhabited star systems? If o, what chance did Earth and her six puny colonies
have againgt such arace?

What if Dieter Pavel wasright? What if Sar-Say waslying to them? He need not be an interstellar
criminad to make up such astory. Maybe he wasthe Taff equivalent of the garrulous old man who makes
up stories so people will notice him. On the other hand, if truly atrader, then he might be spinning his
yarnsin order to exploit humanity to hisown benefit. If he frightened them enough, they would remain
ignorant of the true Stuation in this great galactic empire, and would be correspondingly easier for himto
chedt.

Then there were the more grandiose possibilities. What if Sar-Say had been ddliberately planted on
them? What better way for his masters to avoid human competition than to stage afake space battlein
order to plant an agent among them? Perhaps Sar-Say’ s people were no stronger than Nadine
Hastrom’ s and that they hoped to keep human beings out of their space with stories of agigantic,
rgpacious, and totdly fictitious gdactic empire.

Findly, there was the mogt horrifying possibility of al. What if Sar-Say wastdling them thesmple,
unvarnished truth?

“Come now, Nadine,” she growled under her bregth. “Y ou are getting paranoid in your old age.” Of
course, she reminded hersdlf, in the universe Sar-Say had described, alittle paranociawas not necessarily
abad thing.



The problem with Pavel’ s hypothesis, her own maundering, and Sar-Say’ s story was that there was
nothing to prove or disprove any of them. Moreover, absent any method for telling the possibilities apart,
shewould have to assume that Sar-Say’ s worst-case scenario was fact.

An easy principleto proclaim, she thought, but not one that was easy to put into practice. For example, if
the gdaxy was under whatever the Broa used for thumbs, what should she do about the Stellar Survey?
It had been the survey that had brought the Broa to humanity’ s attention (and possibly vice versa).
Presumably, the more stars they explored, the higher the probability that they would tangle with the Broa
again. Logicaly, then, the survey should be curtailed or ended completely. Y et, by another logic, the
survey ought to be accelerated and the great starships sent farther into the void. For if human beings
shared the galaxy with the Broa, there was always the risk that they would discover Earth, and having
done o, destroy it. Under such ascenario, wouldn't it be best to spread the human seed asfar as
possible asinsurance againgt future catastrophe?

Then there was the problem of the public airwaves. For nearly two hundred years, Earth had been
blasting ever-greater levels of eectromagnetic energy skyward, forming agreat bubble of radio noise that
was even now expanding toward the Broan domain. Should they place restrictions on broadcasting, or
wasit aready too late for such precautions? Perhaps some Broan listening post was even now picking up
the theme song of | Love Lucy or one of the other legendary programs of the early age of broadcasting.

There were literaly thousands of such questionsfor which she had no answer. Not for thefirst time,
Nadine Halstrom wished that she had never decided to leave the comforting confines of the classroom.
Shewas put in mind of what the chief of the Lucayan Indians must have thought when he awoke one
morning to find an Italian navigator and a crew of gold-hungry Spaniards on his beach. “ Should |

wel come these pale strangers with the giant ships, or should | kill them immediately?” he must have asked
himself. History recorded that that name ess Indian chief had made the wrong choice that autumn morning
in 1492. Would the same be said in future centuries of Nadine Halstrom, assuming, of course, that there
was anyone diveto record it?

Frankly, she thought, the responsbility was far too heavy a burden to be placed on the shoulders of one
overworked bureaucrat. Unfortunately, that thought did not help resolve her dilemmaeither.

#

“Something iswrong,” Mark Rykand said into his drink, aManhattan, the olive of which was now
making awet puddle on the bar. He hated olives.

“IsMoiragetting on your nerves again?’ Gunter Perlman asked.

“Not Moira. ThisVadoff character you put me onto.”

“Vadoff? What about him?’

“I made adonation to his organization, but heisn't coming through with any information.”

“Doesn’'t sound like him,” Gunter replied. “ True, he’ s an absolute nut when it comesto starships, but he
isbasicaly honedt. If hetold you he would find out something and has not, then maybeitisn’t to be
found.”

“Don’'t be atoady, Gunter. The man isholding out on me!”

Hisfriend regarded him with careful eyes, gauging the degree of hisintoxication. Findly, Perlman said,
“Y ou know, heis not the only nut around here.”



“How do you mean that?’

“Just the way it sounds, pal. Y ou have known about Jani’ s death almost six weeks now. It istimefor you
to put away your little fantasy and get on with your life.”

“Screw you, Gunter!”

“Liglento yourself. The survey isagaingt you, Vadoff isagaingt you, and now | am againgt you. Frankly,
Mark, paranoiaill becomesyou. Hell, I heard how you bit Johnny Fargo’'s head off the night before last
because of some comment he made about your dead sister. Everyone has heard about it. If you don't
watch it, you are not going to have any friends left!”

Mark frowned and took another sip. Gunter was right. He had been ashamed of himself after he had
ydled at Fargo. True, Johnny was a boring, saf-important snob, but he meant well. He just happened to
be the unlucky soul who had told Mark that time heals all wounds one time too often.

“Do you want to prove you are on my side?” Mark asked belligerently.

“Not if it means humoring this delusion you have developed.”

“| don’t want you to humor me. | want you to help.”

“How?

“Let meuseyour yacht.”

“Sure, I'll loan youGossamer Gnat after | have sunk aquarter-million creditsin her.”
“I don’t want you to loan her to me. | want you to take me somewhere.”

“Where?’

“PoleStar.”

“Why?'

“Because that iswhereMagellan is”

“And | supposethey aregoing to alow usto light-surf right up to their midships airlock and let you out?’

“They might,” Mark agreed. “However, if they do, it meansthat you areright and | am imagining things.
Now, if | amright, they will warn us off and not let us near the ship.”

“So what good will it do you?’

“It will give me confirmation that they are hiding something. Don't worry, | will not ask you to violate any
restricted space, but if you can get me close enough, | will be able to get there on my own.”

“How?’
“Long range vacuum suit.”

“You'redrunk, Mark! Only afool would try to navigate asuit across a hundred kilometers of empty
space, and hewould need to be a skilled fool to have any chance of making it.”

Mark shrugged. “If | get into trouble, I will switch on my emergency beacon and they will send the gtation



taxi to pick me up. Either way, I'll get where | want to go.”
“And | will end upinjail for violating restricted cubic.”

“No youwon't. You will keep well clear. Y ou can claim that | am astowaway, that you did not even
know | was aboard.”

“Pretty difficult claim to make on asolar yacht, my friend.”

“Whether they believe you or not isn't important. | will back up your story. That way they will only throw
meinjal.”

“Y ou are forgetting one thing. How are we going to get theGnat into polar orbit?’
“Tug. | will pay the change-of-plane charges both ways.”

Perlman considered for amoment, and then shook hishead. “1 won't do it. If you want to kill yoursdlf,
do it without my help.”

“Please, Gunter, | am begging you.”

There was along pause while Perlman thought it over. Findly, heturned to Mark and said, “ Al right, Il
doit. I was going to take theGnat out and exercise her anyway. | ill think it'sadamned foolhardy thing
totry.”

“I havetotry, Gunter. | hope you seethat.”

“All I seeis someone who haslogt hisfamily and seems determined to join them. Talk to Sam Whedling
about avacuum suit. He knows about such things and will get you agood one. Do not scrimp on the
price. Y ou may be out there along time before they can rescue you.”

#

LisaArden watched Sar-Say as he moved effortlessy in the microgravity of PoleStar and wondered how
long it had been since his people had invented space travel. The pseudo-simian (as the scientists had
taken to caling him) seemed too well adapted to microgravity for it to be an accident. She felt clumsy by
comparison. Next to the Taff’ s fluid movements, she seemed all elbows and knees.

“Wait up, Sar-Say! Nothing' s going to happen for at least fifteen minutes.”

The supple neck twisted to revea two yellow eyes and comica ears pointed in her direction. “Hurry,
Lisa Wedon' wishto belate”

“Don’'t, witha‘t ending,” she corrected automatically. “It is one of those pesky contractions.”

Thedien blinked, asign that he wasfiling another fact away in his prodigious memory, and said, “We
don't wishto belate”

“Better,” shereplied gpprovingly as shefindly caught up with him. Sar-Say’ s speech wasimproving daily
with practice. Just that morning, they had engaged in a conversation that would have been impossible
only aweek before. The subject of what name applied to the Broan Empire had arisen.

“The Broado not rule empire. Thereisno single Broain charge, no emperor.”

“Then what would you cal it?’



“I do not know,” Sar-Say had replied serioudy. “I have not yet learned a Standard word thét fits.”
“What do you cdl it in your own language?’

The dien had uttered along series of syllablesthat consisted mostly of sibilants.

“What doesit mean?’

“It means*Civilization.” It meansthat the Broaruledl.”

“The Broan Tyranny, perhaps?’

“No. Theword istoo negetive.”

“Y ou have described them as pretty negative people.”

“They arenot maicious,” Sar-Say had replied serioudy. “ So long as things are done as they wish, they
dlow mogt to livewith aminimum of ... of interference.”

“Big of them,” Lisahad said sarcadtically. “What is the mechanism of their power over other species?
How do they maintain control 7’

“They have no need to control the worlds directly. They control the Stargates. The Broaarenot a...
pralific ... yes, aprolific people. They breed dowly. There are not enough of them to colonize every
world intheir ... whatever you humanscall it.”

“Then there are some worlds that are free of Broa?’

“Yes. Many worlds have only afew Broaon them, and others are visited infrequently by the masters.”
“These worlds are sovereign?’

“What does that mean?’

“It meansthat they have control over their own affairs and answer to no one else for what they do.”
“No, the Broaare ... sovereign. Those who rule do so in the masters name.”

“The Broaarethe kings?’

“No, that word too denotes asingle individua who rules. The Broa practice rule by kinship, not
kingship.”

Lisahad looked sharply at her star pupil. “Was that an attempt at humor, Sar-Say?’

1] It Wm”

“Not bad for abeginner. But you were saying--"

“A single clan or gathering will generdly control afew stars, or even an entire sector. They are sovereign
over dl theworldsthat are linked by the network of stargatesthey control. Generdly, the clan liveson a
singleworld and periodicaly visitstheir possessons. There are worldsthat go without avisit from the
masters for decades - so long asthereis no trouble, of course. When thereistrouble, then the Broan
warshipsvigt them quickly.”

“The Broan domain is organized around the Stargates?’



“How could it be otherwise?’
“Perhgps we should cal it the Broan Sovereignty?’
“Perhaps,” Sar-Say had agreed. “I will haveto think upon it.”

“Let ushurry, Lisa” Sar-Say said, gesturing for her to follow him as he again began his effortless
movement down the long corridor.

“Very well. Theview compartment isjust ahead there. Y ou go on and | will catch up.”

Sar-Say swarmed toward the open hatchway toward which she had gestured. She watched him go. The
ship bringing the stardrive and fusion generator that were to be trangported to the New Eden system was
due today. Sar-Say enjoyed watching the supply shuttle come and go, but today their cabin viewport
was facing the wrong direction. She had asked to take him on an excursion outside the research areaand
had gotten Dr. Bendagar’ s permission. It waslike taking ayoung child to the zoo.

She caught up with Sar-Say to find him hovering in front of the meter-wide viewport. Beyond they could
see the Earth with the Moon low behind it. To judge by the position of the Earth and Lunaterminators,
the sun was somewhere over their |eft shoulders. The Earth was as smal asit ever got, indicating that the
orbiting mirror and habitat were near apogee - the highest point in their orbit. Below them, the arctic
region of Earth waslaid out in adazzling mosaic of white. It was ill summer in the northern climes, with
little need of PoleStar’ s service. Indeed, if the weather directorate could ever figure out how to deliver
darknessto those climes at thistime of year, they could probably sdll that service too.

“Thereitidl” Sar-Say said, pointing. She followed hislong, nimble arm with her eyes. Not only wasthe
aien’ smemory better than hers was, gpparently, so was hisvision.

CHAPTER 10

“Watich what you are doing, you fumble fingered oafsl”

Lieutenant Harlan Freesturned his attention to the smallish figure in the day-glow orange vacuum suit
gesturing violently at the gang of swesting, cursing spacers who were manhandling the large burnished
cylinder towardMagellan *shull. Lucky for Frees future career in the survey, hisfaceplate was polarized
to golden-mirror sheen. Otherwise, Laura Dresser might have seen the look he gave her. He switched to
the dternate comm circuit and said, “Please keep quiet, Ms. Dresser. The command channel must be
kept clear for my ordersto the crew.”

“Damn it, Lieutenant, they almost bounced it off the hull that time. They need to be more careful. That
gardrive generator is a ddlicate piece of machinery.”

“We are doing our best. Now, either observein silence or elsel’ll hdt the job and have someone escort
you back to the airlock.”

Freestook the ensuing silence for assent and turned back to the six men who had their bootsin restraints
and who were spaced evenly around the large cylinder that hung ameter and ahalf aboveMagellan ’'s
north pole. Despite the mass of the generator, itslack of weight and the total lack of friction in space
made it a skittish load. The dightest touch was sufficient to Sart it wobbling and only careful, coordinated
work by the six spacers could damp out the oscillations.

Had they been at High Station, they would have used one of the big manipulator armsto position their
cargo. Unfortunately, at PoleStar they were forced to do it by hand. Asthe first astronauts who had tried



to build a space station had discovered, manhandling heavy objectsin microgravity hasits own specia
problems.

“All right, let’ stry to get it right thistime. Murphy, you lead off. Do not |et it rotate, and for God' s sake,
keep your boots clear when it bottoms out on the hull. On three, let us see you plant it square on the
thrust frame butt-plate with no more than a centimeter-per-second of velocity. Ready? One... two ...
threel”

Thistime the operation went more smoothly. The cylinder drifted across adecreasing diver of space,
moving dead dow toward acollision with the starship. It took a sharp eye to note that the drive generator
was in motion. Even s0, Freeswondered if they had given it too much velocity. When the gap between
ship and generator dropped to 20 centimeters, he gave ordersto begin retarding the heavy generator
casng.

Frees noted the resultingthump through the soles of his boots when the generator touched down. He
wondered just how loud the noise had been inside the ship.

“Right. Haskens, Baker, Donner, Kurtzkov. Y ou four stabilize it while Murphy and Goldstein get it
anchored properly.”

Two of thefigures around the generator immediately moved to where a series of monofilament straps had
been strung from the generator in preparation for this moment. They quickly and expertly threaded the
straps through the circle of padeyes that surrounded the generator to form a spider web of restraints.

“All secure, Lieutenant,” Murphy’ s voice said over the command circuit.
“Very well. Ms. Dresser, would you care to check the restraints?’
“I would, Lieutenant.”

Freesfelt amoment of irritation. He had made the offer out of courtesy, not expecting her to take him up
on it. Hadn’t she watched them while they worked? He stood with his boots againgt the starship’ s hulll
and a crescent Earth overhead as Laura Dresser checked the tension meters built into each strap. Findly,
sheturned to him and said, “Good job, Lieutenant. Now let’ s go back and get the power reactor before
we patch the generator into the ship’s star drive.”

“Very well, Ms. Dresser. Y ou heard her, men! Back to the freighter. We ve a power reactor to offload.”
#

Ensgn Niles Pendergast sat at the sensor station in the bowel s of Magellan and watched an impossibly
large ship make the dow climb from Earth. According to the glowing green digits on his screen, the vessel
was more than one hundred kilometersin diameter. In fact, the ship was nowhere near that large. Or
rather, it was, but it was not.

The vessdl climbing toward them was a solar-sail-powered racing yacht out of Earth parking orbit. They
had watched it climb laborioudy away from the planet for the past three days. The sail was every hit as
large as the computer claimed, but so thin that a thousand sheets of the mirrored polymer made a stack
thinner than tissue paper. Asfor the yacht itsdlf, that was a pod barely large enough to carry its crew of
three and minimal life support equipment. Conditions aboard were so primitive that the yacht’s crew lived
inther suits. Pendergast had heard that at the finish of each year’ s Solar Regatta, there were so many
showers taken aboard the host station that water had to be rationed.

“What' sthat you arelooking a Mr. Pendergast?’ Chief Newman asked from his sation beside the



ensgn’s. The chief was monitoring the team swesating the new stardrive generator in place onMagellan’s
hull. There was considerable profanity on Channel 3, not coincidentally; the onethe Lady VIP s suit was
not equi pped to receive.

“That solar yacht isback, Chief, bigger than ever.”

“Wonder what ayacht isdoing in polar orbit, sir?” the chief asked doud. His tone was respectful
enough, but the words conveyed the message that Pendergast should be wondering too.

“Heiscose enough, maybe we should find out,” the ensign agreed. He punched a control and caused a
high gain antennato dew to point where the control pod ought to be. * Space yacht, thisisMagellan .
Y ou are gpproaching aredtricted area. Advise your intentions, over!”

There was no reply for more than aminute as Pendergast sent the same warning threetimes. Finaly, a
voice responded.

“Hello,Magedllan , thisisGossamer Gnat . What restricted area?’

“Orhita Control has declared a 100 kilometer buffer zone around PoleStar Station to be off-limitsto dll
traffic. What are your intentions?’

“Well, damn it, why doesn’'t anyone ever tel methesethings?’ the exasperated voice exclaimed.

“If you kept up with your Notices to Spacers you would know that this station has been restricted for
amogt two months now.”

“What the hdll for?’
“l am surel don't know,Gossamer Gnat . | just work here.”

“Beadvised,Magellan , that | am having control problems. One of my anchor unitsislooseandin
danger of separating. | could lose some of my rigging if it goes. | had planned to reef my sail and cdl at
PoleStar for repairs.”

“Sorry,Gossamer Gnat , that will not be possible. | suggest you shift your sail and start spirding down
again. Y ou can have atug meet you for areturn to equatoria orbit.”

“I need to make repairs,” the peevish voice replied.

“Areyou declaring an emergency?’ Pendergast asked. Since the days of airplanes, those words have
held magic when spoken by a pilot-in-command. In this case, they would automatically clear the yacht
for its gpproach to PoleStar Habitat. Coincidentdly, the declaration would also leave the pilot liable for
crimind and civil pendtiesif the emergency turned out not to beredl.

There was along pause before the voice responded, “Negative. The problem isnot that bad. | will begin
maneuversto return to parking orbit immediately.”

“Good day to you, Sr,” Pendergast said before switching off. “Well,” he thought, “that’ s about dl the
excitement | can expect thiswatch.” He reminded himself of atime he had been on watch in the New
Eden system when things had gotten much too exciting.

Just for fun, he used one of the big ultraviolet lasersto paint the light sail. The target was so frinking large
at this close range that the picture took nearly thirty seconds to build on the screen. The sail, he noted,
was the usua spinning disk with outrigger panelsto aid inftilting the axis of rotation. Emanating from the



sal were thefixed rigging and the control shrouds used in maneuvering, al of which weretoo thinto be
seen againg the blackness of space. Even to the laser display, it looked as though the tiny pod was
suspended by magic from the vast dish shaped sail.

He ordered the computer to zoom in on the pod and waited whileit did itswork. The yacht’slife pod
was little more than aformless splotch on the screen. He was about to return to the normal watch screen
when he noticed atiny speck separated from the pod by afew millimeters of blackness.

“Computer,” he commanded. “Whet isthe speck of light at? " Hereded off the coordinates without
bothering to mark the spot with his cursor.

“Object istoo smal to identify,” camethe musica reply. “ It separated from the pod four minutes ago.”
“Doyou dill haveitingght?’
“Negdtive. Itisnot visblewith norma waveengths”

“What do you think, Chief?” Pendergast asked Newman, who was now more interested in theensign’s
screen than hewas in listening to the work party.

“Hit it with another scan.”

Pendergast ordered another laser sweep of the light sail. Suddenly, his screen wasydling at him and
flashing aternate red and white,

“Warning! Object isunder power. Repest. Object isnot in balitic flight. Possible hostile intent.
Warning! ...”

For the second time in his young career, Niles Pendergast found himsdf in the unenviable position of
calling the captain and telling him that something bad was happening.

#

Harlan Frees sreflexestook over the moment the General Quarters alarm began to beepin his
earphones. His crew of vacuum stevedores had just maneuvered the bulky fusion generator into position
next to the stardrive generator, but had not yet started the long, dow descent to the hard point on the
hull.

Tothe six spacers arrayed in acircle around the generator, he ordered. “ Stand by to jettison! On the
count of three. One, two, three, jettison!”

At the“Stand By” order, the six shifted their grips on the half-sphere. Twelve gloved hands moved under
the outer rim of the generator, pamsforward and up, astwelve knee joints flexed to prepare to lift. At
the end of Frees'scount, al sx put their backsinto shoving the generator straight into the black sky. The
velocity imparted was not great, but the big mass rose perceptibly asit began itsjourney away from the
garship. Freesdidn’t care where it went so long as Magellan had room to maneuver if needed.

“Haskens, Baker, get Ms. Dresser back to the airlock. Double time!”

The two spacers grabbed the surprised stardrive expert by the harness and jerked her off her feet. Using
their free hands, they pulled themselves dong the safety linesleading back to the lock. Frees chinned the
control that would put him on the ship’s main command circuit.

“Frees, on the hull with six spacers and Ms. Dresser. | have her and two men headed in, awaiting



orders”

“Wher€e sthat generator, Lieutenant?’ the duty officer asked.

“Onitsway toinfinity, Sir. It will clear the danger zone in another thirty seconds.”

“Very well, stand by for orders.”

A moment |ater, the captain’ s voice crackled on the circuit. “ Frees, what is your consumable sate?’
“WEe ve oxygen for another four hours, Captain. Everything elseistopped off.”

“There san object coming in from that solar yacht below us. Flight profile indicatesavisitor in avacuum
auit, athough we have yet to confirm that. The object does not show alocator beacon. | repesat, no
beacon! | want you and a couple of your men to hook on maneuvering packs and go out to meet
whatever it is. Understood?’

“Ayeaye, Captain.” Frees switched to hislocal frequency. “Donner, Kurtzkov, you are with me. You
other two get on packs and see if you can stabilize that damned reactor before it floats out of sght. Move
it!”

#

Mark Rykand was more frightened than he had ever been in hisentirelife. He remembered the night he
had thought up this scheme. He had been haf smashed and feding mad at the world. That wasthe only
combination he could imagine that would cause him to consder such adamn fool stunt. He remembered
how confidently he had assured Gunter Perlman that he could reachMagellan on hisown, or failing thet,
merely call the gation for someone to come pick him up. No problem, right? Somehow, the origina
picture of himsdf in avacuum suit, sailing confidently toward a ship and station too smal to see, had not
included the heart that was now pounding in his ears and the adrendine that saturated his blood. If only
he hadn’t been so damned persuasive?

Where he had made his mistake, he decided, had been the next morning when he had not phoned
Gunter, and called the whole thing off. Instead, he had placed acall to Sam Whedling and explained his
need. Wheding, in turn, had recommended aloca vacuum supply company where he could purchase the
necessary equipment, and aloca mechanic who would do the suit modifications he needed. The reason
for not having the manufacturer modify the suit was Smple. The modsin question wereillegd.

The vacuum supply company had been more than happy to sal him their top-of-the-line spacesuit,
maneuvering pack, extra oxygen tanks, power supply, sensors, and the navigation system required for
long jaunts orbit-to-orbit. The difficulty had come when Mark realized that the entire ensemble massed
more than a hundred kilos under Earth gravity and wasill suited to the sport runabout he was driving.
Eventualy the suit occupied the passenger seet, looking like an oversize gorillaasit sat there with the top
down. Maneuvering pack and extra oxygen tanks had filled the rear seet to overflowing. Even strapped
in, the suit tended to flop onto the driver during aright turn. Thefirst timeit happened, Mark nearly lost
control of hiscar.

The next step had been moreticklish. Mark drove to the small shop the freelance mechanic operated out
of hisgarage and after twenty minutes spent fegling the man out, had contracted to have his suit modified
to his specifications. The first mod involved spraying the exterior with anon-reflective black coating thet
absorbed radar waves. The second involved a software change to the suit’ s three computers. A vacuum
suit’ s locator beacon was supposed to operate as long as the electrical system was energized, and for up
to amonth thereafter on battery. The change in system software alowed Mark to turn off his beacon



merely by speaking a password aoud.

While the mechanic was working on his suit, Mark made sure that Gunter remembered agreeing to let
him useGossamer Gnat . Gunter had been as reluctant to take part in the scheme sober, as he had been
drunk. Mark reminded him that he had been planning for monthsto try out theGnat s new three-micron
sall, and that he could now do so without paying the usud tug charges. Solar sailing was the most
expensve hobby ever invented by human beings, and as such, was a strain on the finances of even
someone as rich as Gunter Perlman. The thought that he could defray the cost of what was essentialy a
training cruise finaly overcame his caution. As J.P. Morgan had once said about ocean yachts, if you had
to ask the price, you could not afford one.

All this passed through Mark’ s mind as he hung suspended in space with nothing but the universe to keep
him company. His voice sounded especially thin as he ordered the computer to display hisorbital path on
the suit’ s head-up display. Soon he was staring down a ghostly hollow tube that receded into the distance
as he closed onMagelan at three hundred kilometers per hour. He noted that he was sailing along very
closeto onewal of the spectral highway and pondered whether he should adjust his path or compute a
new one based on his current position.

According to his guidance computer, he had another forty minutes before he could start decelerating,
with another twenty minutes or so before he had to make adecision. If being dightly left of orbit washis
only problem, he decided, he would light candles for whatever god looked after spaceborne novices.

Onething he did not have to worry about wasinterception by those aboard the station. With his beacon
switched off and the black, radar absorbing coating on his suit, he was confident that the starship would
not be able to detect him until he closed to practicaly spitting distance.

Thus, it was a shock when the same voice he had heard talking toGossamer Gnat echoed in hisears.
“Youinthevacsuit! You arein restricted space. Retard your velocity and prepare for pickup! Thisisan
officia order. Retard your velocity. We have people on their way to intercept you!”

CHAPTER 11

Thereisthat ingtant of total panic when you look up to discover the girl’ sfather sanding in the doorway,
or that first flash of ared light in your rear view mirror, or the step that isn’t there. Mark felt al of these
and more at the sudden hail from the ship hidden somewherein theinfinite blackness. The panic quickly
gave way to aflash of anger.

He had been swindled! Instead of switching off his beacon (something reputed to be impossible short of
destroying it), that damned mechanic must have gone into the program and inserted afew lines of code
that returned abeacon off response whenever the password was spoken. Such swindles were common
among itinerant unlicensed programmers. Why go to the trouble of debugging a program containing afew
million lines of code when aquick cosmetic change to the user interface would serve long enough to be

pad?
What if he had not been swindled? What if the mechanic had done precisaly what he had been
contracted to do? Were the starship’ s sensors good enough that they could track him without the aid of

the beacon? If they were, what sort of sensors were they using? The first thing he needed to do, he
decided, was determine whether he was shining like astar in the radio frequencies.

“Computer.”



“Ready,” the clear contralto voice answered in his earphones.
“Run adiagnogtic. Report status of |ocator beacon.”

“Running,” camethereply. Mark sweated out the next two minutes. The diagnostic program was as
inflexible as a graphite I-beam, and therefore, nearly impossible to fool. Whatever the mechanic had done
to his suit, the diagnostic could not have been affected ... could it? He waited through the checks of the
environmenta control, communications, and navigation systems. The answer came after what seemed an
eternity. “ Beacon isinoperdtive.”

“Radio check.”

“Radioisturned off.”

“Status of any system that might radiate energy to space.”

“Therma control isoperating nomindly. All other energy rejection sysems are disabled.”

Mark frowned. Therma control! Werethey tracking him by hisinfrared emissons? If so, there was not
much he could do about it. So long as he was dive, he would show up as aspot of radiance on any
infrared detector.

What wasthe likelihood that they had him in the focus of an infrared telescope? If that was how they had
spotted him, then they were operating under amajor handicap. For, as his old astronomy teacher had
often lamented, telescopes suffer from an inability to directly measure the range of an object under
observation. Ever since Copernicus stime, astronomers have known the angular position of every star
visible to the naked eye to within afew fractions of an arc second. Y et, despite the accuracy of their
angular measurements, they have been lucky to guessthe distance of al but the closest arsto withina
dozen light-years. Infact, only with the advent of star travel had humanity managed asufficiently long
basdineto triangulate the stars directly. Asfor the more remote galaxies, their disanceswere dill largely
only informed guesses.

If the watchers aboardMagellan had him in the crosshairs of an infrared telescope, they would not be
ableto estimate his range closer than afew kilometers. Any interception in spaceisacomplex problemin
vector andysis. Without range information, it was unlikely his pursuers would be able to catch him.

What else could they be using to track him? It could not be laser radar. The coating of his suit absorbed
more than 99.9% of thelight that fel onit. A laser beam should not reflect sufficiently to give areadable
return. The samefor any other kind of radar.All light or merely that small bit of the electromagnetic
spectrum that people can see? The thought struck like afist in the ssomach. What about the ultraviol et
waveengths? Was his suit black in the ultraviolet spectrum? He kicked himsdlf for afool for not having
checked the possibility when he had tested the suit.

Whatever detector they were using, he was faced with the problem of spoofing it until he could get close
enough to make astraight run at the ship. The problem with being suspended in space wasthat oneisas
naked asafly on awall with no placeto hide. Or was there?

He caled up the long-range display on hisfaceplate. The view was not redl time. It had been
downloaded to his suit fromGossamer Gnat the moment before he stepped out of the airlock. So long
asMagelan did not move, the view ought to serve his purposes.

The survey ship waslying beside the PoleStar Habitat while another ship, an interorbit freighter, hovered
some distance away. To one side of hisorbita path and two-thirds the distance to the starship lay the



PoleStar reflector. Gunter Perlman had warned him severd times of the danger the big mirror presented.
Although Mark’ s speed was minuscule compared to orbital velocity, it was till fast enough to turn him
into bloody pulp if he hit the reflector. Gunter had hoped to close to aposition where Mark could giveit
awide berth. The warning fromMagellan had cut short that effort. Asit now stood, Mark would barely
missthebig mirror.

The map display defaulted to what isknown colloquidly as Godview - high overhead at right anglesto
the plane of the ecliptic. Mark commanded the map to rotate in modd spaceto aign the viewpoint with
his own current position. The display showed him what thingswould look like if only he possessed the
vison of an exceptionally keen-eyed eagle. The habitat and two shipsweretiny pinpointsin the distance
with the ghostly glowing mirror nearly occulting them.

Nearly occulting them...!

Mark smiled as he savagely twisted the backpack controller in hisright hand and began boosting
perpendicular to hisflight path. Regardless of what they were using to track him, he doubted it could see
through the PoleStar reflector. So long as he kept the mirror between himself andMagellan |, his pursuers
would beblind.

#

Harlan Frees scanned the display being relayed from the long-range sensors aboard the ship and
demanded, “Whereis he, Control ?’

“Wevelogst him,” came the squeaky reply from Niles Pendergast.
“What do you mean ‘you'velog him?”

“He was there one minute and gone the next.”

“Hecan't havejust disappeared.”

Even ashe said it, Frees had to admit that the quarry had indeed disappeared. Theicons denoting
Magellan , PoleStar, and the freighter were al there, aswere he, Donner, and Kurtzkov. He could even
see the beacons of the two spacers he had ordered to stabilize the fuson generator. Of the quarry,
however, there was no sign.

“Full display, radius 100 kilometers,” he ordered. The ghostly linesin front of him changed asthe
computer showed him aview of circumambient space from somewhere near Polaris. The shipsand
habitat shrank until they were one symbol. At thisscale, only the PoleStar reflector was large enough to
show as other than apoint. The reflector wasasmall dish-shape with apink fan radiating out behind it.
The pink zone showed the cone of shadow, the region of space blocked fromMagellan ’sview by the
body of the big mirror. Thelast known position of the intruder, he noted, was on the edge of the zone.

“He has dipped behind the reflector!” Frees reported to control. “Kurtzkov, Donner, jet for the mirror!
Kurt, you take the zenith point, Donner, you take four o’ clock, and | will take eight. We will hover out of
sght until he passes back into view of the ship. Then wé'll nail the bastard from behind!”

The spacers acknowledged their orders. Brief sparks of control jets flashed above and to the side of
Harlan Frees as the other two changed their vectorsto intersect the mirror. He did likewise and soon the
giant construct was swelling a a perceptibly faster rate. Speed is deceptive in vacuum where thereis no
way to judge Size or distance. However, thereis apoint where very large objects in microgravity cease
to be“out” and suddenly become “down.” Itisapsychologica quirk of the human eye and brain brought



about by millions of years of evolution at the bottom of Earth’ s gravity well. Freeswas still akilometer
from the reflector when the vertigo struck him. When the dizziness passed, the universe had rotated
through ninety degrees. Freesfound himsdf descending toward avast plainlit by Lunaglow and starlight.
From this angle, the mirror was an oversi ze tambourine filled with a honeycomb of support trusses.

With his suit radar taking continuous range readings, Frees switched to automatic and let his computer
worry about hating hisflight. His suit jets burped automatically and the thin reflective film that made up
the big mirror began to flgp in theinvisble wind. He quickly switched back to manua and dided his
thrusters down to minimum power. The rippling continued, but much lessviolently. Despite his care, the
disturbances radiated outward like wavesin apond and soon the whole mirror was shaking.

“Watch your exhaust,” he warned the two others. * Gentle, continuous thrust!”

Frees cameto ahat with his boots nearly touching the supporting trusswork of the reflector. After
rotating about both spin and yaw axes, he jetted toward the edge of the Structure to await the intruder’s
ariva.

#

Mark’ s eyes hurt. The PoleStar mirror occulted more than athird of the sky, yet was virtudly invisble,
He had not planned for this complication. He needed to be able to see the mirror to judge when to begin
thrusting laterdly to avoid acollision. Y et, except for avery faint glow that disappeared when he stared
too hard at it, the mirror was as black asthe spaceit reflected.

He checked hisinstruments every few seconds. He had departedGossamer Gnat with gpproximately
300-kph inbound velocity, which meant that he would require at least aminute of laterd thrust if he were
to avoid smashing into the mirror. That would be easy enough if he were able to use his suit radar for
range information. Y &, if he began sending out radar pulses, his pursuers would not need their ship to tell
them where he was. They would be able to use suit instruments alone.

Nor was he able to ignore the fact that somewherein front of him were men whosejob it wasto cut him
off fromMagellan . Every few seconds he anxioudy scanned the sky. Hisintellect told him that eyeball
reconnai ssance was less than usaless in the vastness of gpace, but some impulse within made him look

anyway.

Mark was engaged in one of his periodic scans of the black sky when he was overcome with anearly
overpowering urge to vomit. Again, hefound hisheart in histhroat as he wildly scanned hisingruments.
Whatever waswrong, it was not hissuit. All hisdisplays read normal. Gritting histeeth, he forced himself
to concentrate on the blackness in front of him athough it caused shooting pains at the backs of his eyes.

Something was terribly wrong with the universe! The few stars he could see seemed to be wavering and
blinking on and off. What could cause such a phenomenon? Correction. What could distort areflection
of the starsthat way? Of course! Something had disturbed the mirror and it was distorting his view of the
dars.

“You aretoo close!” hismind screamed as his brain used the new information to recdibrate the sze of
the mirror before him. He had migudged, waited too long, and now nothing could prevent acollison! As
he felt hisheart pounding in histemples, he forgot his resolve about not radiating, and ordered asingle
ranging pulse from his suit radar.

The answer came back at the speed of light. He was ten kilometers from the mirror and closing at 320
kph. He had cut it too damned fine. In another fifty seconds, it would have been too late.



A clammy chill ran down his spine as he began the maneuvers that would give him enough laterd velocity
to missthe mirror - maybe. He twisted the thruster control and was rewarded by a quiet hissing from his
backpack accompanied by a gentle hand pushing in the small of his back.

Thiscloseto the mirror it was possible to see imperfectionsin its surface - micrometeoroid punctures and
places where the coating had flaked off over the years. The round edge of the mirror was flashing toward
him at afrightful speed. Mark flinched asthe mammoth wal reached up to swat him?

#

Niles Pendergast was worried. For long minutes, he had been effectively blind. He could see Harlan
Frees and his two companions, but not the quarry. The PoleStar reflector had effectively masked him
from sght. He was sweeping the vicinity of the reflector with the ship’ s ultraviolet laser for the hundredth
time when Frees s excited voice burst forth from the comm speaker.

“Kutzkov, Donner, the son-of-a-bitch just zipped past me! He could not have been more than three
hundred meters out when he entered the sunbeam. All | got wasthe impression of ahelmet. He must
have his suit coated with something. Whereis he, Control?’ This last was addressed to Pendergest.

“Three kilometers above you, Harlan,” the young ensign reported, having reacquired the intruder. He
reeled off astring of numbersthat told Frees the position vector from hislocation, and then listened as
Frees cautioned the other two against damaging the mirror with their jets. A moment later, al threerose
dowly away from the reflector on minimum power. A kilometer above the mirror they began accelerating
asfast astheir backpacks would alow. Even so, it was obvious that they werein for along chase.

Frees st the laser to automatic and began painting the intruder continuoudly. He smiled. Whoever this
maniac was, if hisfaceplate did not stop ultraviolet, he was going to have quite a sunburn when he woke
up tomorrow. Serve him right!

Pendergast was startled by a voice from close beside him. “Who e se have we got out there?’
He turned to discover the captain floating behind his chair, watching the pursuit on the screen.
“Uh, Murphy and Goldstein, Captain. They’ re trying to recapture that generator.”

“Order them to secure and join the chase. We Il trap him between them and Frees.”

“Ayeaye, Sr.” Pendergast issued the orders and received an acknowledgment from the two affected
spacers. By thetime they jetted away from the ship, the intruder had closed haf the distance toMagellan
. If he did not begin deced erating soon, he would overshoot.

“Put me on the emergency circuit,” Landon ordered.
“Circuit live, Cgptain.”

“Y ou there! We have you surrounded. Begin decelerating or €lse you will be fired upon. | repest, we are
tracking you and will fireif you do not halt.” He made athroat cutting motion and Pendergast killed the
crcuit.

“Fireon himwith what?" Pendergast muttered.
“Hopefully, Ensign, he doesn’t know that starships are unarmed.”

“And if he does know?’



“Obvioudy, he has at least heard rumors about our guest. Maybe he has aso heard that we destroyed
that alien ship back at New Eden. If s0, that knowledge aone ought to give him pause.”

L ong seconds passed without anything happening. Then Pendergast noted that the visible light telescope
had recorded severd actinic sparksin the location of theintruder. “It lookslike that did it, Captain. Heis
decelerating.”

“Good! Tel Lieutenant Frees where he can pick up his captive.”
Pendergast reached out to activate the comm again then froze. “ Damn, Captain, he' s changing course.”
“For where?’

Pendergast glanced at his commanding officer, his mouth agape. “ The habitat, Sr. Heismaking directly
for the PoleStar Habitat!”

CHAPTER 12

The PoleStar Habitat andMagellan were two crescent shapes that mimicked the Earth-Moon system
when viewed from outside Earth’ s orbit. Had Earth been in the background rather than somewhere
behind Mark Rykand' sright shoulder, the station and starship would have presented one of those
picture-postcard-from-space shots that first time tourists to orbit are so fond of sending home. Asit was,
the beauty of the scenewaslost on Mark. He was far too busy to pay any attention to scenery.

Mark was still shaking from his close encounter with the PoleStar reflector. He could not get thevison
out of hismind of that giant mirror rushing toward him. The only good thing about the near miss had been
that it had frightened him into closing his eyes, and thus, he had not been blinded when he passed through
the sunbeam. His moment of closest gpproach had been signaled by sudden brightness behind closed
eydidsand then dark again.

Oncethe mirror lay behind him,Magellan had had no problem picking him up again.” You there! We
have you surrounded. Begin decelerating or else you will be fired upon. | repeat, we are tracking
you and will fire if you do not halt.”

The voice was the sort that people obey ingtinctively. Mark put down the sudden urge to begin
decderating and turned instead to the problem of this new threat. Did Starshipsredly carry space
wegpons, and if so, would they actudly fire on him?

The problem, he soon redlized, was academic. Throughout his ordedl, he had constantly scanned space,
attempting to locate his pursuers. As he scanned the starship shortly after flashing through the sunbeam,
his eyes were drawn to two sparks that could only come from backpack thrusters. The sparkswerein
front of him and undoubtedly vectoring to cut him off!

Mark’ s attention had been focused onMagellan ever sinceit had grown large enough to bevisible. The
new threat caused him to scan the vicinity of PoleStar, looking for other sparks of radiance. The habitat
was larger than the starship and closer. With no intervening atmosphere to soften the details, hehad a
sharp, clear view of the lighted portion of the ation. The lighted haf of the hull was ajumble of gas
tanks, piping, conduits, heet exchangers, and bowl-shaped communi cations antennas. Away from the
lighted crescent, Mark could see nothing at dl of the station save for afew lighted ports.

The gtation’ smessy exterior gave him anidea. Again, he faced the problem that he was hanging in empty



gpace with nowhere to hide from the questing sensors of the starship. With PoleStar between him and
Magellan , it might be possible to pull the same trick he had with the reflector. If he grounded in the
shaded hemisphere and hid among the externd machinery, his suit’s non-reflective coating ought to make
him invisible. He could use the cover to make hisway around to the opposite side of the station. From
there, it would be astraight jump for the starship and a short enough trip that it was unlikely anyone
would intercept him. If he could make it to one of Magellan s airlocks without interference, then he
could put his case to Jani’ s commanding officer.

#
LisaArden wasindulging in her one luxury. She was taking a shower.

She had expected that her workload would be reduced once Sar-Say |learned to speak Standard.
Instead, she found herself working harder and longer as her job description evolved to keep pace with
Sar-Say’ sincreasing sophigtication. Shewas lessalinguist now and more ateacher/explainer. Despite his
surface fluency with the language, there were till many human concepts Sar-Say had difficulty grasping.

Nor did the education flow in only one direction. Even as he learned to spesk Standard, the smdll dien
continued to teach Lisathe Broan lingua franca. She was frustrated by her progress and worried that her
lack of ability reflected badly on humanity. After dl, weren't humans as smart as Taff?

Nor had her transformation from teacher to student been the only changein her role. Increasingly she
was Sar-Say’ sinterrogator. Instead of spending her entire day answering the alien’ s questions, she often
asked him questions sent up from Earth. In addition to the scientists aboard PoleStar, the Stellar Survey
had established aworking group of scientists on Earth to study the alien’s claims. From the number of
guestions they transmitted each week, it seemed to Lisathat they were taking their jobs entirely too
serioudy.

All of these new responsibilities had her working sixteen-hour days and left her tired and irritable. Once a
week, shewould giveinto her indolent impulses, sed hersdlf into a shower cylinder, and let thewarm
water/air mixture run over her until her tension ebbed away. There was nothing quite so sensuous as
tilting her face up into the stream and letting water trickle down her flanks. Thewarm air that
accompanied the water had the effect of pulling her down to the open grillwork floor, giving at least the
illuson of gravity.

She was startled out of her reverie by asharp rap on the glass of the cylinder. Opening her eyesand
wiping the water from them, she noted the silhouette of Sar-Say’ s compact form through the frosted
glass. Sighing, shereached out and punched the control that would turn off the water.

“What isit?’ she asked, her voice echoing strangely in the enclosed space asthe flood reduced to a
sprinkle.

“Dieter Pavel ison the screenfor you,” the dlien said.

“Tdl him | amin the shower and will call him back.”

“Hesaysthat itisurgent.”

“It never falls,” she muttered. To Sar-Say, she said, “Hand me atowe.”
#

Mark was swegting inside his suit despite the best efforts of the environmental control system to keep him
cool. Like every other phase of thisfoolhardy stunt, he was surprised that he was till alive. He had



ordered his suit computer to get him to the PoleStar habitat in minimum time. It had done just that. It had
taken al of hiswillpower not to override the program as he had falen rapidly toward the very solid
looking half-sphere with the lighted ports. At the last minute, the suit had automaticaly fired itsjets,
shutting them off just as his boots touched down on PoleStar station.

He had landed on the shadow side of the station, yet his surroundings were not as dark as he had
expected. One glance behind him showed him the reason. The Earth was low above the station’slimb
and bathed the areaiin reflected sunlight a hundred times brighter than afull moon. He skimmed low over
the various outcroppings that turned the hull into aminiature landscape until the Earth dropped below the
horizon. He again grounded on the hull and lost no timein pulling himself into anearby maze of pipes. He
discovered that he could dign himsdlf between two pipes and pull himsdf hand over hand with relative
ease. It was, he decided, the space equivaent of crawling through aditch on one' s belly.

After five minutes of scrambling through a stygian forest of unseen plumbing, he decided that he had
moved far enough from hislanding point to take a breather. Besides, he was lost and needed to orient
himself. He anchored behind the blunt, square shape of awaste heat radiator and gazed skyward. Above
him, looking like awide, shallow cake pan, floated the reflector he had come so closeto hitting. A bright
spark in the sky just above the mirror drew his attention. He was surprised to see atiny human figure
attached to the spark.

As he watched intently, the vacuum suit grew larger and brighter as the man arrowed toward where
Mark had first grounded. Soon the figure disappeared under the short horizon and Mark decided that he
had best move aong.

It was easy to see his surroundings now that his eyes had adapted to the darkness. His pursuers, on the
other hand, were hovering in sunlight and would be unable to penetrate the stygian pit in which hewas
hiding. Evenif their suits were equipped with light amplifiers, he would merely appear to be another
diffuse shadow amid a confusing jumble of shadows.

Mark found hisway blocked by a massive machine he did not recognize. Casting about for another path,
he discovered that he had reached one of the lighted viewports he had seen from space. Turning avay
before the light streaming forth ruined his vison; he reversed course until he found awiring conduit
headed in the direction he wanted to go.

#

The shower door opened and abrown furry hand dipped through. A large towel was suspended from
the ax fingers. Lisathanked Sar-Say and wrapped hersdf carefully in the towel, making sureit would not
ride up in the absence of gravity. Her modesty was not aimed at Sar-Say. She felt no more concern
about undressing in front of him than she would in front of apet dog. What shewas modest about,
however, were the video camerasin therr living quarters. She was damned if shewas going to give an
eyeful to whoever had monitoring duty tonight.

Lisaand Sar-Say no longer lived in their origina cage. They had been given a suite with acentra
living/dining compartment, a persond hygiene sation, and individua deeping cubicles. The new
gpartment even had aviewport on the outer hull, allowing them to see the Earth when the Station wasin
the proper phase of its orbit.

The only illumination showing as she floated into the compartment came from a.comm unit on which
Dieter Pavel’ sfeatures were frozen in a perpetua grimace. She anchored hersdlf in front of the screen
and noted the surprised reaction that often overtook people placed on hold.

“What isit, Dieter?’



“Why iseverything so dark?’

“I have the overhead lights turned off. | was taking a shower.”

“You areintheliving area?’

“yYes”

“Please 9gn off and cal mefrom your cubicle. | have apriority message for you.”

She opened her mouth to ask the reason, saw the expression on Pavel’ sface, and then decided against
it. “Right. Cadl you back in thirty seconds.”

She pulled herself viathe handholds in the overhead to her cubicle, closed and locked the door, then
asked the communicator to connect her with Dieter Pavel. AImost too late, she ordered the camera off.
She had shed her towd upon entry and was hunting around for something to wear.

“Now | can't seeyou a al.”

“I have the pickup off. | am getting dressed.”

“Areyou done?’

“| am. Sar-Say isin the commons watching the entertainment screen. What' sthe matter?’
“We have an intruder dert. Heis somewhere on the station hull.”

Shefrowned. “ Anintruder? From where?’

“Apparently heflew in from aship below us.Magellan has been chasing him for the better part of an
hour, but they just decided to let usin on it. Probably areporter with astory heistrying to follow up.”

“He knows about Sar-Say?’

“Hard to say. Better not take any chances. | want you to close the viewport cover and dog it down tight.
Make sure that Sar-Say does't have a chance to communicate with this guy before they catch him.”

“Right. I'll do it assoon as | get dressed.”
“Doit now!”

“All right,” she muttered peevishly. She switched off the comm and rotated in midair to look for her
towel. Asusud, it had floated to the most inaccessible corner of the cubicle. She debated going after it,
then decided that Pavel had been serious when he said he wanted it done immediately. She sighed and
hoped the security people would not make copies of the record module.

As she opened the hatch, the lightsin the living area brightened automatically. Sar-Say took thisasasign
tolook at her inquisitively. She mouthed a curse under her breasth and made ready to push off for the
viewport. As shelined up her jump, she happened to look at the viewport itself. Her scream was entirely
involuntary, but enough to aert the startled Sar-Say. The alien turned to follow her gaze.

#

Sowly Mark cameto the redlization that his surroundings were getting brighter again. That worried him.
In one of hiszigs or zags, he must have become turned around and headed back in the direction he had



come. He craned his neck to look through the top of his hemet. Just coming into view above the station
limb was anew crescent moon. It, too, had agray exterior cluttered with al manner of plumbing and
equipment. It wasMagellan .

Mark froze asafigurein avacuum suit suddenly roseinto view on hisright. The spacer hovered in the
black, gazing down intently as he scanned the station hull. He drifted across the black sky and
disappeared once more below the too near horizon. Mark decided the time had come to sacrifice stedlth
for speed. Hefloated down into thelittle valley of pipes he had been following and began to pull toward
the starship. Again, he found hisway blocked, thistime by alarge antennacluster. To one side was bare
hull on which, if hetried to crossit, he would be silhouetted for al to see. On the other Sdewasa
viewport with adim light emanating fromiit.

He decided to risk the dim glow in order to keep to abroken surface. He pulled himself forward, skirting
the port. There was insufficient room to pass around it. He carefully pulled himsdf to the edge and
glanced down into the station interior. 1t was then that severa things happened dl at once.

Thefirst wasthat the interior lightsflashed bright. For an ingtant, Mark thought he might have triggered
some kind of sensor. Then, before he could react, a hatch opened, and awoman floated through. She
was especidly captivating in that she was nude. Her eyesroseto lock with his (though he knew she could
not see anything but a helmet) and the back of her hand went to her mouth. The scream was silent, but
obvious.

Under normal circumstances, a beautiful naked woman glimpsed through an open viewport in space
would have hdd Mark’ sfull attention for aslong as she dlowed it. However, there was something elsein
the compartment, afigure that turned to face him in response to the woman's scream. Mark suddenly
found himsdlf saring into the yellow eyes of something that looked very like amonkey.

CHAPTER 13

Nadine Halstrom'’ s temper was one of her most carefully guarded secrets. Her public persona was that
of an unflappable professiond palitician, someone who could mediate a dispute between God and Satan
without betraying ahint of partiality toward either sde. Many a pundit had commented on the ice water
that must flow in the World Coordinator’ s veins. Most of the time, they were correct in their perception.
However, those who worked closaly with her occasionaly saw another side of her personality. When
shewas angry, the Coordinator could sweear like a spacer. This happened sufficiently often that she had
borne the sobriquet “Iron Maiden” for more than three decades.

As she stared at the features of Anton Bartok, director of the Stellar Survey, Nadine was not angry - she
had passed through angry twenty minutes earlier on her way to furious.

“How did it happen, Anton?’

Bartok flinched visibly at his desk half-a-world away. He had known his report would bring areaction.
He just had not expected it this quickly.

“My fault, Coordinator. My people should have followed up with Rykand to make sure he was taking
the news of hissster’ s death better than he obvioudy was. In addition, no one considered the fact that
his credit bal ance gives him freedom of action not available to mere mortals. After dl, it isn't every citizen
who can afford to whistle himsdlf up ayacht to deliver himto orbit.”



“Areyou sure dl we are dedling with hereisaspoiled rich brat? This story that he was merdly trying to
find out about his Sster’ s death seems weak considering that we caught him actudly staring at our guest
through aviewport.”

“Dieter Pavel interrogated him rigoroudy. Heis sticking to the story that he does’t believe his Sister was
killed by space debris and that he was trying to get toMagellan in order to confront Captain Landon.”

“Hewould hardly claim otherwise if heisaprofessona. How did he happen to make abedinefor that
particular viewport?’

“Hedamsit was coincidence.”

Nadine' s response was a rude sound that was especialy incongruous when coming from the World
Coordinator. “1 don't believein coincidences. | say there hasbeen aleak.”

“If s0, why haven't there been any storiesin the media?’
“Because they are afraid to broadcast anything so outlandish without proof,” she responded acidly.
“Wewould have gotten an indication of something if they were snooping around.”

“How do you know we haven't had hints? Do your underlings rush to report bad news? What did your
peoplein orbit tell Mr. Rykand after they took him into custody?’

“Nothing.”

“Areyou sure?’

“Quite sure. | gave Pavel specific instructions on that point as soon as he reported the incident to me.”
“Have you considered what we are going to do with Mr. Rykand?’

“WEe Il charge him with damaging public property, reckless endangerment, failure to heed warnings, and
anything sewe can hang on him.”

“Oh? And when is his court date?’
“Court date?’

“Y ou have arrested him and are about to charge him. Y ou don't think we can just order him thrown into
the castle dungeon, do you? We will haveto arraign him in open court. If you will give methe date, | will
arrange to be there. It ought to be interesting to watch his defense lawyer work.”

“Uh, | seeyour point,” Bartok said. The director’ s expression was that of onewho hasjust bitteninto a
rotten lemon. “But we can’t let him go. He has seen too much.”

“What are you suggesting, Anton, that we toss him out an airlock?’
“No, of course not.”

“I didn’t think so. So what are you going to do with him?’

Bartok considered for amoment, and then grimaced. “1 don’t know.”

“Perhaps you should offer him ajob.”



“Excuse me?’
“Y ou know, afunction that you perform for which someone paysyou.”
“But what could he do?’

“That isyour problem, Mr. Director. All | know isthat if we are to keep him from talking, we will haveto
keep him aboard PoleStar. To do that, he hasto stay of his own free will. Ergo, we need to entice him.”

“But the man' sadilettantel”

“Perhaps he will welcome alittle honest work for achange. Look, Anton, you have dl the piecesto the
puzzle. He wants to know what happened to his sister, doesn’t he? Tdl him! Make sure he understands
that we are working to identify the cul prits. He might even volunteer.”

“I'll issue orders a once.”

“Good. Now then, let us consider the more far-ranging consequences of thislittle drama. Just for the
sake of argument, et us assumethat Rykand istdling the truth and he stumbled across our little secret by
accident. If he can do it then someone else can, too. Frankly, when | agreed to this secrecy, | didn’t
expect it to last aslong asit has.”

“But we are not yet in aposition to go public.”
“Agreed. | suggest we take stepsto get ready.”
“What steps, Coordinator?’

“Frgly, we getMagellan away just asfast aswe can. A ship that has disappeared into superlight isa
ship that cannot be recalled. When will Captain Landon be ready to space?”’

“By the end of the week.”

“Very wdl. Tel himthat | want his sorry ass gone by Saturday at the latest. When Rykand does not
show up in hisusud haunts, hisfriends are going to start to talk. They arethe socid stratawherethe
reporters are likely to pick up the story. In addition, even if they do not gain the scent from Rykand's
friends, havingMagellan at PoleStar is too damned conspicuous.

“The second thing | want you to do, Anton, isto set up a conference here on Earth where the scientists
can go over everything we' ve learned. | want one of those long-winded free-for-allswhere they try to dig
each others' hearts out with their pocket computers. Let them fight aslong as necessary, but | want a
consensus on whether our guest istelling us the truth. We can't afford to have adozen *expert’ opinions
in opposition when the news bresks.”

“A conference will be noticed by the press.”

“Not if you hold it in some out-of-the-way place. Find aresort in the hinterlands we can take over for a
couple of weeks. | want that conference convened within the month. Isthat clear, Director Bartok?’

“Perfectly clear, Coordinator Halstrom. | will have my staff get to work on it immediately.”
#

The cdl inwhich they had thrown him seemed to have once been used as adormitory room. Normaly in
gpace, things retain the luster of newnessforever. However, PoleStar had been continuoudy inhabited



snceits days as apower station, and the presence of atmosphere alows the growth of organisms. The
amdl inthe cdl wasthat of mildew and old corruption.

The eventsthat had followed his arrest had been nearly as exciting as those preceding it. He had been
dragged bodily away from the viewport where he had seen the ...thing , and towed to anearby airlock.
They had delivered him to a suiting cubicle where he had stripped off his suit under the watchful gaze of
severd hard-eyed guards. Then he had been towed once more to a bare cubicle where he had to wait
for more than an hour before they noticed him again. When someone had finally checked on him, it
turned out to be ared-faced functionary who screamed in hisface for ten minutes before ordering him
takento aholding cell.

Mark had lain awake for hours after strapping himself into adeeping net, unableto turn hisracing mind
off. Dozens of times hisbrainingsted on rdiving the long flight in fromGossamer Gnat , the near miss of
the reflector, the chase across PoleStar’ s darkened hull, and dways, the yellow eyesthat had stared
intelligently into his own as he had crouched over that well of light. Suddenly hisirritation at the survey for
not telling him about his Sster seemed petty. Something much bigger was going on.

He had eventudly drifted off to deegp and dept more than six hours, waking in late morning, according to
thewall chronometer. Thelack of aday/night cycle in space was complicated by the fact that al orbital
ingtalations operate on Greenwich Mean Time, while Mark’ s body rhythms were still hafway between
Cdliforniaand Europe -- and in the wrong direction!

His stomach was just beginning to growl when he heard scrabbling sounds outside the hatchway. A
moment later, the hatch opened and a bald man floated in with a covered food packet tucked under one
am,

“Who areyou?’ Mark asked.
“Hancock Mudller, station manager. | brought your lunch.”
“I am honored that the manager of this station would deliver it to me.”

“Everyone dseisbusy. Besdes, | wanted to see the man who created al the commotion last night. |
must say, you have gutsto do what you did. I’ ve twenty yearsin vacsuitsand | would not have pulled
that sunt of yours.”

“It seemed agood idea a the time. After leaving the ship, | wasn't too sure.”

The manager clipped the food packet to asmall table with asitting rack in front of it. He swam to where
Mark perched and stuck hisface directly into Mark’s. Suddenly, his manner was as cold as Pluto. “I
have another reason for seeing you. If you had hit my mirror, | would have made it a point to gather up
every tiny piece of you we could find and piss on the entire collection. Goddamn it, don’t you know what
that mirror cog?’

“I didn’'t planto cut it asclose as| did.”

“A hundred kilometersistoo damned close. Hell, the men chasing you amost ripped the film with their
exhaugts. | understand you have alot of credit with the bank.”

Mark shrugged. “1 am comfortable.”
“Wdl if you had damaged my mirror, | would have made sure you ended up destitute and then some!”

“Look, I'm sorry. If they would let me book passage on aregular ship, | would have done so. All | redlly



wanted was to talk to Captain Landon aboardMagellan .

Mueler’ s manner returned to affable as quickly asit had changed. “ Then you arein luck. Eat up, you
have an appointment with the cagptain in forty minutes.”

#

Mark had expected the interview to take place aboard PoleStar, but when the time came, two spacers
arrived to escort him to a passenger lock and into asmall interorbit ferry. A few minutes later, they
docked with the starship and Mark found himself following one of the spacersto the captain’s cabin.

Mark had never been aboard a starship of the survey, but had heard Jani talk about them. The captain’s
cabin was astudy in luxury, with microgravity furniture clamped to the deck and bulkheads. Soft lightslit
the overhead and the whole cabin was surfaced with sound absorbing carpet. The place smelled good,
too.

“Sit down, Rykand,” Landon said without offering agresting.

“Thank you, Captain,” Mark replied, ignoring the implied insult.

He pulled himsdlf to theframein front of Landon’s desk and strgpped himself in.
“| understand you wanted to see me.”

“Yes, gr. | wanted to find out how Jani died.”

“Y ou weretold that on Earth.”

“I didn't believeit.”

“Why not?’

“Maybel just didn’t like thinking Jani died as the result of arandom accident.”

“Shedidn’t.” Landon leaned back in his seat and told Mark about the encounter near New Eden. He
told him everything, from the whispering chatter of the gravity wave passing through the ship, to thefirgt
reports from Scout Three, to the space battle that followed. He told him of Sar-Say’ s capture and of the
reason why the discovery of intelligent dliens had been judged too sengtive for public disclosure. Through
ital, Mark listened without interrupting. WWhen he finished, Dan Landon asked, “Any questions?’

It took Mark amoment to answer. When hefindly did, it waswith ahuge sgh. “You say my sister was
thefirg to report Sghting these diens?’

“yYes”
“May | seetherecording?’

“Areyou sure you want to, considering how it ends?’
“l ansure”

“All right, after we are through here, | will have my aide show it to you. We ve something eseto discuss
firs”

“What isthet, Captain?’



“How would you liketo help find the dienswho killed your sster?’

“| beg your pardon.”

“| am offering you ajob that will help you get back at the beingswho killed your sister. Areyou
interested?’

“Why me?’

“I won't beat around the bush with you, Rykand. Y ou know about Sar-Say, which means that we cannot
let you go. Since you are trapped here, why not make yourself useful? My ship and | will be going back
to space in afew days. Those who stay behind can use your help.”

“But what will | do?’
“Anything you are qualified to do. What did you take in school 7’
“I mgored in computers and minored in astronomy.”

“Wadl, we ought to find ause for both of those. | will assign you to Dr. Bendagar, our chief
astrophysicist. Heis staying here to work with Sar-Say afterMagellan goes out.”

Mark thought for long seconds, and then nodded. “ Seeing that the dternative is prison, | suppose | will
sgn onwith your project, Captain.”

Landon’ s smile was so broad that Mark almost forgot that he did not mean it. “Welcome aboard,
shipmate. WE |l just get you to Sgn afew papersto make everything legd, then get you settled into your
new quarters.”

#
CHAPTER 14

LisaArden sat at atablein the project mess and ate her breakfast done. She had been up past midnight
with Sar-Say, quizzing her charge on hisknowledge of Broan politics, and then had dictated her
impressions of the session for two more hours before findly getting to deep. Asshe bit into amuffin
covered with yeast butter, she pondered her knowledge of the Broan language - if indeed; itwas the
Broan native tongue. Because of the amplicity of its structure, shewondered if it was an artificid
language - like the ancient Esperanto - designed to be spoken by a multitude of beings with different
brains and voca apparatus.

“Hello, mind if | join you?’" adisembodied voice asked, shaking her out of her reverie.

She lifted her gaze from her plate to see apair of ship boots hovering just above the deck. Asshe
scanned higher, the figure of Mark Rykand came into view. She had spent the past couple of days
avoiding him and her complexion now reddened involuntarily as she remembered how her weekly
shower had ended.

“Hello. No, | don’t mind.”
“I an Mark Rykand,” he said, holding forth a hand after he had strapped himself down across from her.
“LisaArden,” shereplied, shakingit.



“Look, Miss Arden, | want to gpologize for intruding on your privacy the other night. Believe me, |
would have never...”

“Never sneak a peek at anaked lady, Mr. Rykand?’ she asked, her tone one of mock incredulity.

He grinned. “Wél, now that you mention it, | suppose | have taken the occasiond opportunity. Still, I did
not intend to cause you any embarrassment. Infact, | did not intend anything. | wastrying to get to
Magellan

“So I've heard. Have you met Sar-Say?’
Rykand nodded. “Y esterday. Dr. Bendagar let me Sit in on one of the interrogation sessons.”

“Wherewas 1?7’ Lisaasked. Generdly, she sat in on dl interrogations to work out any misunderstandings
Sar-Say might have.

“The professor said that you were ... ‘answering some damnfool question from some addle-brained,
cretin of abureaucrat who seemed to think we have nothing better to do here than answer his piss-brain
questions,” or something to that effect.”

Lisalaughed. “ That sounds like the good professor, al right. What did you think of Sar-Say?’

Mark hesitated as he chased a globule of scrambled eggs around with afork before replacing the cover
to histray. Findly, hesaid, “1 suppose | was a bit disappointed.”

“Disappointed?’
“Hejust doesn’t seem dien enough, know what | mean? | keep thinking | am looking at amonkey.”

Shenodded. “Yes, | sometimesfind mysdf having the same reaction. | supposeit would be better if he
were a big, throbbing mass of gelatin or maybe arock with eyes. Y et, if you think about it, form follows
function in evolution asin everything ese. The Broa have naturally endaved beingsmore or lesslike
themselves, and since they are apparently our kind of creatures, so are most of their subservient species.
That, at least, isthe way the biologists explain how it isthat the three species we ve seen to date are so
amilar”

“Three species?’

“Sar-Say and the two types of corpses we took off the aien ship.”

“Oh. | didn’t know that.”

“That' swhyMage lan is going back out this afternoon, you know. To salvage Sar-Say’ s ship.”
“I didn’t know thet ether. | am afraid I’ m alittle out of my league here.”

She amiled. “1t can be abit overwheming when you first come aboard. | liken it to drinking out of afire
hose”

“They gave mealot of old reportsto read, but | haven't had the time. Tell me, has Sar-Say told you why
the Broawere after him?’

Lisaexplained the Taff’ s strange attitude toward the overlords, using the pet dog analogy. Mark was
doubtful.



“He seemstoo intelligent for that.”
“Weadl have our blind spots, Mr. Rykand.”

“Please, cdl me Mark. After dl, one of us has seen the other naked. That should put us on afirst name
bad's, right?’

Lisadid not answer. She wastoo busy turning bright crimson.
#

Sar-Say sat in his cabin and ignored the entertainment screen on which a buxom young woman
breathlesdy related the details of the latest scandal involving awell-known actor and actress. His
unseeing gaze was directed not at the screen, but inward.

Like humans, Sar-Say had the capacity effectively to switch off his externa senseswhen he concentrated
deeply. Also, like humans, he could worry endlesdy over whether he had made the right decision at some
time in the past. The decision he was worried about now was whether it had been smart to tell the
humans essentidly the truth about Civilization, whet they were calling “the Sovereignty.” In retrospect, it
might have been better if he had told them the gal axy was an association of free beings arrayed voluntarily
inagreat interstellar union. That, at least, would have piqued the curiosity they seemed to havein
abundance. Instead, he had awakened fears inherited from ancestors who once cowered in cavesto
avoid beasts with fangs and claws. That he had known nothing of humans at the time of his capture, and
therefore could not have risked such alie, did little to calm hisracing thoughts.

Sar-Say had learned agreat dedl about humanity since he had been brought aboard this orbiting prison.
Hewas not sufficiently conceited, however, to think that he understood them very well at dl. Experience
hed taught him that thinking, rational beings are the most complicated thingsin the universe. Humanswere
no different in thisrespect from Vvrdians, Antaks, or the Broa. For Sar-Say to understand humans
would have required him to think like one, and that was a physiologica impossibility. Hisbrain structure
was as different from the human cortex astheir brainswere from Vithians. Indeed, one thing he hoped to
keep from them wasjust how different his thought processestruly were.

Evenif he could never truly understand them, his study of humans had yielded afew tentative nuggets of
knowledge. One stroke of luck had been the human language. It possessed arigid structure, with word
meaning often determined by position within the thought-unit. Compared to High Lantean or the multitude
of didects on Sgporsva, the human tongue was a study in smplicity. Infact, it was nearly as structured as
thelinguafrancacof Civilization.

After obtaining grounding in structure and pronunciation, he had devoted himsdlf to gaining fluency. In
this, he had been largely successful, or so Lisa Arden assured him. With fluency had come a plan to bend
humankind' s actions to his own purposes. For Sar-Say had goas beyond merdly being rescued from the
beams of aBroan Avenger. His continued surviva would mean littleif he wereforced to live hislife
circling thisunknown planet of an unknown star, asendalth sentenced to an eternity of pokes and prods
by human scientigis.

To be successful, to gain the fabulous wealth and power due him and his sept, he must not only survive,
but return to his home. At first, he had been at aloss of how to accomplish this. After dl, he had no idea
wherein spaceto look for Civilization. Indeed, until histalkswith the astronomer Bendagar, it had never
occurred to him to think of geography as something that might be gpplied to sars. In the Sovereignty, the
physical positions of starsin space were of interest only to afew licensed philosophers.

He had thought long and hard about the problem while he was learning the human language. Sowly, as



he became aware of the strength of human curiosity, his plan had begun to take form. There was one
world that he was sure he could locate among the stars. It was marked by one of the most spectacular
sky sghtsin dl of Civilization, acloud of gas so prominent that even the humans must know of it. Broan
masters had traveled from as far away as Pryxd to see the Sky Flower Nebulain the night sky of
Zzumer, created in historica times by the explosion of anearby star. Sky FHower had been the third
picture he had painted for Bendagar.

Ashesat in front of the flickering screen and stared unseeing into its depths, Sar-Say considered the one
factor that might wreck the plan he had so carefully constructed. Thismorning Lisahad let dip that
Magellan was about to leave on amission to salvage theHraal . It had taken all of his concentration not
to let her see how much the news disturbed him. So long as he remained the humans sole source of
information concerning the Broaand their domain, he would be able to guide eventsto hisown
advantage. If these curious bipeds were successful in slvaging theHraal , they would have an
independent source from which to check his alegations. Though the risk of discovery was minimd, this
plan of theirs was acomplication he did not need. The stakes of the game he was playing were too great
for even the smalest of risks.

#

Lev Bukovsky was new to Sky Watch, having just completed his mandatory three-month training
assignment. In fact, he had been standing aregular watch for less than aweek and had yet to get over the
godlike sensation of it dl.

Physically, Bukovsky wasthirty meters below ground in Sky Watch'’ s operations center outside Omaha,
Nebraska. Mentdly, hewasamillion kilometersaway - literdly. With the aid of the latest full sensory
interface, his disembodied self hovered amillion kilometers above the Earth in the direction of Polaris,
From that vantage point, he could look down on ablue-white sphere the size of an apricat, its surface
haf light/haf dark. From his position “One Meg North,” Bukovsky could survey al of the sky junk that
orbited Earth in the plane of the equator -- everything from worn out communications satellites scheduled
for savage to the orbiting space docks that were the largest structures ever |ofted by humanity.

Much of the sensation of godlike omniscience came from the supernaturaly sharp vison granted to his
“virtud sdf.” Beyond the orbiting satdllites |ay the double curve of shipsin transit between Earth and
Luna. Beyond the half-sphere of gray-white that was the Moon, other ships headed for the planets and

beyond.

Bukovsky's vantage point was courtesy of alarge sensor array at One Meg North. Strictly speaking, the
array was not actualy “in orbit.” It neither circled Earth nor traveled about the sun in an orbit whose
focuslay at the center of mass of the sun. Rather, the sensors (and their twins at One Meg South) were
maintained in position by electric thrusters that precisely balanced the gravitationd pull of Earth and Sol.

Lev Bukovsky lay in his couch and smiled vacantly as he watched a series of numbersfloat past his eyes.
The emerad green apparitionstold him that Luna Lines 502 had just begun the orbital insertion maneuver
that would placeit a Tyco Station three days hence. Lev concentrated on the spot where the ship lay.
Instantly, adim red curve sprang forth. Other multicolored curves materidized to intersect the first. The
various curves showed the orbits of 502 and dl objects that would pass within athousand kilometers of
the liner during itsvoyage. A moment later, the curves vanished automatically, Sgnifying that therewasno
possibility of amid-gpace collision.

Lev was about to return to his routine when a crimson star appeared high above Earth and asilent darm
beganringing in hisbrain.



“What isthat?” Bukovsky muttered to himself in his native Russian. High above the northern hemisphere,
an unidentified ship had just begun to accelerate away from Earth. The “no record” message that flashed
in response to Lev’ s unspoken question was unprecedented in his short experience. Heimmediately took
the action called for by training when confronted with a problem he did not know how to solve. He called
his supervisor.

“What isit, Lev?’ Mélissa Carter asked her newest operator. She had been a Sky Watcher for nearly
twenty years and sometimesfet nostagic for the old flat panel displays on which she had learned. This
jumping about mentally over millions of kilometers every few seconds was disconcerting.

“I have aship leaving orbit with no flight plan. Think it could be ahijacking?’ Lev asked as he sent her
the transgressor’ s coordinates.

Melissaread off the numbers, asked her own mental question, and then smiled. Thiswould be agood
test to see how the kid handled the unexpected. “What do you make of it?’

“Someone sin big trouble,” the young operator said, the grimnessin hisvoice barely covering his
suppressed excitement. “ It isagaing the law not to file aflight plan.”

“Perhapsthey filed one, but it's coded so that our computer won't pick it up.”
“Who would do that?”’
“Youtdl me”

Lev chewed hislower lip. There had been something about this Situation in training, but what?“ Uh,
Space Guard can do it, of course, under extraordinary circumstances.”

“Who es=?’

“The World Coordinator, the grand admiral ... director of Sky Watch ... director, Stellar Survey, |
think.” | can’'t think of any reason they would do that, though.”

“Nor can |. Apparently, they have such areason. Now what are our dutiesin this Stuation?’
“Uh, to take no notice?’

“Officidly correct, Operator Bukovsky. Still, it will not hurt to be alittle curious. What do we know
about this mygteriousflight?’

“Weknow itspoint of origin.” There was amoment’ s silence while Bukovsky checked the traffic
database. “ PoleStar. Those are the current orbital elements of the PoleStar mirror and habitat!”

“Good. Now whereisit heading?’
“I don't know.”
“Shouldn’t you find out?’

Bukovsky’ s brows knit together benesth the heavy helmet that covered half hisface. Suddenly he was no
longer amillion kilometers out in space, but near the ship so blatantly trangting the traffic zone without so
much asa“ by your leave.” The green aphanumerics next to the ship symbol changed dmost too quickly
to read.

“We have a change of plane maneuver going on here,” Bukovsky reported, “and heis movingaway from



the edliptic.”

“Very good, Lev. What doesthat make him?’
“A garship, of course.”

“What garship?’

“Uh, | don’t know.”

“No reason you should,” Melissasaid mysterioudy. In fact, she had watched that same ship inbound
severa weeks earlier. On that occasion, too, the ship’ s data had been encrypted; as though someone
thought they could enter the Earth-Luna traffic zone without anyone noticing! That had piqued her
curiosity and she had watched it rendezvous with PoleStar rather than High Station. Her inquires on the
subject had dicited the comment that it would be unwiseto inquire further. “ Good andysis. We will make
a Sky Watcher of you yet. Now, back to work.”

Lev Bukovsky, junior among Omaha swatchers, returned to his duties. He watched the unidentified ship
climb away from Earth for therest of hiswatch. They werein ahurry, whoever they were. Their
acceleration rating stayed congtant at 1.0 g thewholetime.

He checked them one last time just before hiswatch ended. As helifted the helmet from his shoulders, he
wondered again what ship it had been and where they were bound.

CHAPTER 15

Captain Dan Landon lay in his acceleration couch and watched the screens around him asthe
chronometer continued its march toward zero hour. The six-day voyage from Sol had been gretifyingly
free of mechanica difficulties, with nothing more serious than the breakdown of the wardroom coffee
maker to turn hishair gray. He was especidly gratified with the working of the stardrive. He had been
skeptica when Laura Dresser had firgt suggested splicing the new generator intoMagellan ’sown
circuits. True, the jury-rig was running at only one percent of its rated capacity, just enough to envelop
the externd cargo in the combined drivefield. Even so, Landon did not like trusting hislifeto such an
obvious band-aid.

The near perfect condition of the ship left him plenty of time to handle other problems -notably, Laura
Dresser and her crew of primadonnas. Organizations, like people, develop persondities of their own.
Most often, an organization’ s personality isareflection of that of itsleader. Never had he found that
more true than in the case of the stardrive specidists. The arguments had begun amost as soon asthey
had jumped superlight out of Sol. First had come Laura s complaints that her people were not provided
private cabins, followed by criticisms about the food, the noise, and the smell of the ship. Then had come
her demand that her people be given control of one of Magellan ’ s primary computers so they could
modd the salvaged derdlict’ s handling characteristics. To give up one of the ship’s computers meant a
reduction in operationd redundancy. Still, he judged that in this one case, the demand was judtified.
Preplanning was worth the risk if it would get them out of the New Eden system even one day earlier.

Nor were Laura Dresser’ s people the only problem. Along with the stardrive experts, hewas
transporting alarge contingent of scientists hurriedly recruited from Earth. They would search for telltale
signsleft behind by the New Eden stargate. If Sar-Say’ s dlegations were true, then the ability to detect
where gates once existed could prove highly useful. The leader of this second group of scientidts, Dr.



Pomerance, had tried to explain the physicsinvolved, but the explanation had been so much gibberish to
Landon.

“Breakout in thirty seconds, Captain,” Grandstaff announced from his station in front of Landon’s couch.
“Very wel, Ensgn. Make the announcement.”

“ All Hands. The ship will transition to sublight in thirty seconds. Take all precautions! | repeat,
sublight in thirty seconds.”

“The ship has been natified, Captain.”
“Thank you, Enggn.”

Landon watched the chronometer tick off the seconds. There was no countdown or other such silliness.
When the numeras al reached zero, the quiet hum of the stardrive died away and the stars returned to
the bulkhead viewscreen.

“Wherearewe, MissMullins?’

“Stand by, Captain,” the astrogation officer said. She monitored while the computer measured the
positions of severa thousand stars and compared the results to the sky survey they had done the last time
they were here. Finally, she said, “1 make us 65 astronomical units from the New Eden sunand 12 AU’s
abovethelocd ecliptic.”

“Sensors, begin your sweeps. | want to know if there is even the dightest evidence of dien activity inthis
sysgem.”

“Ayeaye, Captain,” came the response on the intercom.

They had broken out on the outskirts of the system as a precaution. If the Broa had traced their missing
ships, they might have been able somehow to reconstruct the battle. If they had also found the derdlict,
they might have discovered evidence of the brief human presence aboard. In that event, it was
concelvable they would set atrgp forMagellan ' sreturn.

“Dr. Forham, any evidence of gravity waves?’ he asked Bendagar’ s assstant. He had not liked leaving
his chief scientist back at PoleStar, but felt the search for Broan home worlds more important than this
savage operation.

“None, Captain.”

“If you get even awiggle out of your instruments, let me know immediately. We Il be out of here so fast
that our own photonswon't catch us.” Which, Landon thought, as he disconnected, wasthe literd truth.

Twenty minuteslater, he was gazing at a very-long-range view of New Eden when his communicator
buzzed.

“Captain, thisisLauraDresser.”
“Yes, Ms. Dresser. What can | do for you?
“I would like to begin assembling my team. Y ou still haven't given me names”

“I will meet you in my ready room.”



In addition to her own technicians, Laura Dresser would need a crew of competent spacersto fly the
derdlict. The only source of such people wasMagellan 's own crew. He had chosen those who would
man the salvaged craft three days earlier. The worst difficulty had been deciding who would command.
He needed someone who understood the dangers involved and was sufficiently familiar with the
jury-rigged stardrive to get the derdict home safdly, an officer respected by both the unruly stardrive
speciaists and his own crew. In the end, there had only been one suitable candidate. He smiled ashe
pulled himsdlf hand over hand toward the bridge hatchway that led to his ready room.

He wanted to see thelook on Laura Dresser’ s face when hetold her!
#

Three days|ater, those who would operate the derdlict on its perilous journey to Sol gathered in
Magellan ' s mess compartment. They sat at the long stedl tables bolted to the deck and waited for Dan
Landon to begin the briefing. Magellan was under power, giving them haf-a-gravity of acceleration for
the next dozen hours.

“All right, let’ s get started,” Landon ordered as he scanned their expectant faces. “Y ou al know why you
are here. Thiswill be our only gathering asagroup. If you have a problem with any part of the sdvage
plan, | want to hear about it before we finish today. Before we get to the details of the mission, | want
everyone to think about something. Y ou all know the worst-case scenario. | want you to look deep into
your heart and decide if you want to teke therisk.”

Landon folded hishandsin front of him and let hisfeaturesfdl into the pattern of onein contemplation.
Hedid not really expect anyone to quit, although he would not be surprised if someone did. Crossing a
hundred light-years of black vacuum in a cobbled together starship was as risky an undertaking as he had
faced in his career. Still, that risk was as nothing compared to the worst-case scenario.

The question of what to do if the Broashowed up hafway through the salvage effort had plagued the
expedition’s planners from the start. Before Nadine Hastrom agreed to let him return to New Eden, she
had extracted aprice, namely that he rig the derdlict to self-destruct in case of imminent capture. That
way, al evidence of human presence would be obliterated. Landon had assumed that the job would be
done by conventiona high explosives, and had been surprised when the coordinator’ s office offered a
nuclear device for thetask. In fact, they had provided two.

Earth’ s nuclear arsenad wasasmall one, aholdover from the bad old days. There had been no need for
such weapons for more than a century. Not only was humanity largely at peace, accessto space
provided dl the destructive power anyone might need. There was nothing fisson or fusion wegpons could
do that asmall asteroid could not emulate. In fact, there were two-dozen rocksin Earth orbit that were
available to smash cities should the need ever again arise. An asteroid strike released megatons of
therma energy without the concomitant problem of radioactive falout.

Like most people, Dan had atouch of superstition where nuclear weapons were concerned. In fact, he
had never expected to lay eyes on one. Now he had two in his ship’s hold. Onewould be ingtaled in the
derdlict whilethe other remained withMagellan . In the event the Broa showed up before the derelict
was spaceworthy, the salvage crew would evacuate and then vaporize the derdlict. If evacuation proved
impossible, then it would be the duty of the salvage crew’ s commander to blow up the ship. Human
beings must not fal into the hands of the Broa, whether alive or dead. Human physiology carried far too
many cluesto Sol’ sidentity. It would take a strong man to set off the bomb while ill aboard the derelict.
For that reason, Dan Landon had chosen to command the salvage crew himsdif.

After afull minute had passed, Landon asked, “Isthere anyone who would like to stay behind?” When



he did not receive an answer, he continued, “All right, Dr. Forham, |et us have your report.”

The acting chief scientist glanced down at his portable computer before clearing histhroat. “We have
swept this system with every sensor we own, Captain. We have spotted the iron-rich gas cloud that was
our adversary. Had the Broa investigated, at least one of their shipswaslikely to pass through that cloud.
Long-range analysis shows no disturbance to the cloud structure. Nor have we found any other indication
that someone has been here snce we left.”

“Anything elss?

“I am afraid we have been less successful in plotting the position where the stargate materiaized. If the
gate had any effect on theloca vacuum, it istoo dight to see from this range. Perhaps when we get
closer.”

“Right. Laura, your report, please.”

“We areready, Captain. My specidists have been training with your people. They al know what is
expected of them. We have picked a spot to ingtal the generator and the power reactor, aso thelife
support system and the flight controls.”

“What about the conductive sheath?’

“That may represent a problem. We will have to see when we get there. We have enough copper mesh
onboard to bond the whole damned hull if we haveto, but it will be time consuming.”

He nodded. To establish the drivefidd, the ship’s hull had to be unbroken and dlectrically conductive.
The damage done by the Broan warship meant that they would have to patch al the holes. They would
bond copper mesh to any point on the hull that produced a“hol€” in the drive fidld. Such a hole would
concentrate energy asthey flew superlight and vaporize the ship.

“Chief Douglas, how arethe supplies?’

“We have rearranged the cargo in the holds for quick offloading, Captain. We' Il have consumables for
sx months, though we will be on suit rations for the last three monthsif it comesto that.”

“Enggn Pdmer, communications?’
“Wewill have full communicationswithMagellan within an hour of boarding, sir.”

Landon continued down the table. They were ayoung crew, but eager. He had chosen them with an eye
toward their intelligence and ability to stand up to the hardship this voyage would entail. They had neither
thetime nor materiel to make the dien ship luxurious. He would settle for livable. Ashe quizzed his
department heads, he was satified that they were asready asthey would ever be.

Findly, he nodded. “Very well, people. We arrive in eeven hours, twenty-two minutes. | want you al in
your vacuum suits and assembled in the hangar bay at least an hour before arrival. Any questions?’

There were none, not even from the stardrive specidigts.
“Digmissed!”
#

“Degjavu, all over again,” Lieutenant Harlan Frees thought, echoing a sentiment first spoken by a
philosopher lost to history. Freeslay in his acceleration couch encased in his vacuum suit and watched



the squat cylinder with gaping holesin its hull grow dowly in hisviewscreen. When last he had made this
approach, he had not known whether he would be met by adiensfiring the blasters so beloved by
purveyors of space adventure. In that respect, nothing had changed. Again, he was being sent to scout a
potentidly hogtile dien craft. There wasone difference, of course.

“Looks clear enough, Captain.”

“Right,” Landon said from Scout Twao' s right couch where he had displaced Frees s copilot. “If the Broa
havelaid atrgp for uswewill know in afew minutes.”

“We have you on screen, Scout Two,” Commander Scott Heinrich, Landon’ s executive officer, reported
over the command circuit.

“ Acknowledged, Magellan . Everything looks clear so far. Nothing to report.”

Frees turned on his close gpproach radar and watched as the derdlict’ s picture was painted on an
auxiliary screen. Except for the false colors supplied by the boat’ s compuiter, there wasllittle difference
between radar and visua images.

“Wejugt closed to twenty kilometers, Captain.”
“Right. Sow to find gpproach velocity,” Landon ordered.

Bright attitude jets flared out in front of Scout Two, making their characteristic popping noise as Frees
issued the command. Thetug of dece eration sent both men rebounding into their restraining straps.

“Get ready,” Landon ordered over the intercom. In the passenger compartment were a dozen armed
spacers. They were jammed in so tightly that the shoulders of their suits rubbed one another acrossthe
narrow aide. In the back of the cabin was the large square box that contained the destruct device. There
had been severa attempts at black humor about being so close to an atom bomb. Most had falen flat.

Asbefore, in preparation for boarding the hulk, the atmosphere was pumped out of the scout’ s cabin,
causing everyone ssuit to puff up. Over the next several minutes, Landon reduced the magnification of
the screen image as they continued their approach.

“We detect no artificid energy sources within range of our sensors,” Commander Heinrich reported from
Magellan . “You are cleared to board.”

“Roger,” Landon responded before turning to Frees. “ All right, Lieutenant. Take her in.”

The reaction control jetsflared again as Frees dowed the ship, then turned her sdeways. The approach
was like watching a collison in dow motion. The ragged coffee can of aship grew until it filled the sky,
then came the popping sound of jets, and it was suddenly stationary a dozen meters off their port quarter.
Severa more bursts of jets caused the scout to drift until abare meter of empty space separated it from
the derelict. Somehow, during the past severd months, the dien had picked up adight tumbling motion.
Freesfired thejets to compensate before chinning the intercom.

“Fird party, disembark!”

Behind them, both doors of the port airlock snapped open and six spacers with riot guns jumped the gap,
arrowing for theinterior of the aien derdict. Landon watched on the screen, wishing that he could be one
of them. Terse ordersissued over the radio as the boarding party dispersed to sweep the ship. All of
them had been aboard before. They were charged with determining if anyone else had visited thedienin
theinterim.



Ten minutes |ater, the boarding party reported no sign of intruders. Landon keyed for the intercom and
said, “All right, Johnson. Get the bomb aboard and set up.”

“Ayeaye, Sr.”
The captain chinned the command circuit in hishelmet. “ Derdlict secure, Scott. Bring up the ship.”
“Aye aye, Captain. We will be therein half-an-hour.”

Landon reached up and began undoing his straps. “ Good approach, Lieutenant. As soon aswe
disembark, move the scout to a safe distance to giveMagellan room for its approach.

“Ayeaye, ar.” Freeswatched the captain pull himself through the cockpit hatch and &ft toward the
airlock. Hewondered if Landon’s heart was besting as fast as his had been when he boarded the derdlict
thefirg time.

CHAPTER 16

Two weeks after hisarrival aboard PoleStar, Mark Rykand stopped in the mess compartment for alate
breakfast and discovered Lisa Arden seated at one of the long tables. He arrowed for the auto chef,
dialed his order, and then waited 30 secondsfor it to heat. When the tray appeared in the dot, he dipped
it benesth his chest harness and pulled himsdf to where Lisawas Sitting.

“Hi,” he said as he moved the tray to the stedl table top, making sure that its magnetic base stuck before
letting go. Then he used both hands to seat himself, wrapping hislegs around the anchor frameto keep
from floating away. “Eating late, aren’t you?”

Shenodded. “Late night again. And you?’

“Same. | was up until thismorning’s midwatch running comparisons of spectral typesfor Professor
Bendagar.”

“How isit going? Find any matchesyet?’
“Not yet,” he said. “We are making progress, though. Have you seen our art collection?’

She smiled. It had been Professor Bendagar’ sidea, but she had hel ped with it. In addition to possessing
anear photographic memory, Sar-Say was afair artist. He had been using acommercid illustration
software package to paint sky scenesfor the past severd days, scenes from planets with unusual
phenomenain their heavens.

“I'veseenit.”
“One of the paintings has ahuge nebulain its sky. Professor Bendagar iswondering if it isn’t the Crab!”
“The what? Remember, you are talking to a near illiterate when it comesto astronomy.”

“The Crab Nebula. It isthe remains of a gtar that went nova some 8,000 years ago. It appeared in the
sky in 1054 AD and was seen by Chinese astronomers.”

“What' s S0 important about this nebula?’



“From the size Sar-Say painted it, the nebulamust have been within afew hundred light-years of the
world he vigted. If the identification holds up, we are well on our way to discovering our first world in the
Sovereignty,” He dipped the cover from histray. She noticed that he had gotten the pseudo-eggs and
bacon again. Her mother had overdosed her on artificial eggs when she was achild and the sight and
smdl made her abit queasy.

“But Sar-Say tells me he can't identify where arsarein the sky.”

“True,” Mark replied with afull mouth. “That’ sthe problem with traveling viastar gate. Classical
astronomy is of little use to people who use seven league boots. They are far moreinterested in the
sequence of gtar gates than in where the stars lie with respect to one another. Sort of like the subway

mapsinalargecity.”

“And like subway gations, wouldn't they string the stars together in more or lessthe same order they
occur nauraly?’

“Why should they?’

“Because warping space takes power. At least, Sar-Say saysit does. The farther they drive astar gate,
the more energy isrequired to maintain it.”

Mark looked thoughtful. “1 didn’t know that. What else did he say?’

“Not much. Heisatrader. He redlly does not know any more science than is necessary to survive in that
profession. Still, if the energy needed to hold astar gate open is proportional to the distance being
spanned, doesn't that argue that stars on any particular jJump sequence must be relatively near one
another? It just makes economic sense, doesn't it?’

His brow wrinkled as he consdered the idea. *'Y ou might beright. It would take less energy to connect a
series of starstogether like beads on a string than it would to connect them at random. There would be
less doubling back that way. If the starsin a particular jump seriesare dso in natural order, then maybe
we can run a search on their spectra types and find them on our star charts.”

“Especidly if we are able to anchor such a sequence to alandmark like the Crab Nebula--" she mused.

Mark lifted his bulb of hot tea and sipped dowly. He was afast learner and had surprised Bendagar with
how much he had picked up since he had come aboard. Even <0, thistalk with Lisaproved he ill had a
great ded to learn.

“Look, could we get together sometime and explore what else you know that | don’t?’

She looked at him quizzicaly. Nearly every mae aboard had asked her for adate. She had turned them
al down, not wanting to complicate her aready overburdened life with aromantic entanglement. Still, if
they could identify anew method for finding the Sovereignty in achance meeting over breskfast, what
could they do if they compared notes systematically? Besides, his suggestion did not sound like a pickup
line... not exactly like one, anyway.

“Sure, why not? How about tomorrow night after dinner?’
“Tomorrow will befine”

Shefinished her breakfast and disengaged her legs from the anchor frame. “ Unfortunately, it is back to
the salt minesfor me. | have another raft of questionsto ask Sar-Say and he probably has as many for
rre”



“Thanks. See you tomorrow, then.” He watched in silence as she arrowed expertly through the mess
hatch, bounced off the far corridor wall, and was gone. His thoughts were not solely on hiswork as he
finished his own breskfast. In fact, he hardly noticed that his eggs had gotten cold.

#

“It'sthe Crab, dl right,” Dr. Bendagar remarked as Mark entered the darkened office. Between them
floated the ghostly image that Sar-Say had offered up as Painting No. 3. It showed aturbulent starburst
of gas and dust shooting outward from the remnants of asupernova Beside the image of the painting
floated another. The second cloud was smdler and three-dimensiondl. It was an image of the Crab
Nebula

AsMark pulled himsdlf to a convenient rack, the nebularotated dightly about its vertica axisand
pitched up around one of the horizontal axesin response to Professor Bendagar’ s hand on the trackball
control. “ There, | think we have amatch.”

Mark Rykand stared at the side-by-side etheredl projections. “I don’t agree. Look at the differencein
these tendrils here, and in thisformation. There’ saresemblance| grant you, but nowhere near amaich.”

Dr. Bendagar’ sface waslit by the light from the holographic projection. His smile was apparent even
through the trand ucent tendrils of the fake nebulas that separated them. “Y ou took four years of
agtrophysics, my boy. Can you think of anything that might cause the difference?’

Mark frowned, then grinned sheepishly asthe truth hit him. Of course, the two pictures were not the
same. One was a painting done from memory - though to judge by the detail, Sar-Say’ s memory was
damned close to perfect - and the other was a computer-generated image done from Earth-based
telescopic observations. The differences were the result of the two vantage points. The world Sar-Say
had visited (he had caled it Zzumer) was probably within a hundred light-years of the nebula, while Earth
was seven thousand light-years distant. What Sar-Say’ s painting showed was the nebulain near
real-time. If accurate, they were viewing the way the Crab Nebulawould appear to Earth some seven
millenniahence.

“Speed of light delay, of course,” Mark muttered.

“Givethat student apassing grade!” Bendagar exclamed. “We Il do acomputer smulation of the
nebula s expansion pattern to confirm that it will look like that when the time comes, of course. Thereis
aso thefact that the Zzumers view the nebulafrom adifferent direction. Still, | think we have found a
match. Did you run those color checkswith Sar-Say?”

Mark nodded. In addition to the fact that it was near this spectacular nebula, they had one other clue as

to the location of the Zzumer sun - its color. Mark had shown the alien dozens of star images and asked

him to pick the one that most closaly resembled the star where he had seen the nebula. The star Sar-Say
chose was spectral type G3. It was, in fact, anear twin to Sol.

“He says G3, assuming of course that he sees color the same way we do.”

“Hedoes,” the astronomer replied. “One of the first tests the biologists ran was for color perception. We
know that he can pass acolor blindnesstest and does not see any farther into the infrared or ultraviol et
than we do. Of course, we figured that out as soon aswe saw his eye structure. Wherever the Taff
species evolved, you can bet that it was under a star that looked agood dedl like Father Sol.”

“Then we have enough for a positive identification of the Zzumer sun.”



“Think s0?’ the old astronomer asked. “How many G class stars are there within a couple hundred
light-years of the Crab?’

“l don’t know.”

“I had the computer do a count. One hundred and twelve. Cut that down to the range of GO to G5, and
you get fifty two, fewer but till not easy to check out.”

“Damn, | thought we had it for sure.”

Bendagar laughed. “Cheer up. Finding one star out of a hundred isvastly easier than one out of 100
billion. Besides, if the Broatruly control amillion suns, they may be abit easier to find than we humans
might like”

#

Dieter Pavel was strapped behind his desk, going over the day’ s reports before sending them via secure
datalink down to Friedrichshafen for Anton Bartok’ s attention. These scientific reportswere largely
written in impenetrable jargon, yet he disciplined himsdlf to scan each one. A hard lesson that he had
learned early in his career was that scientists could write the most amazing thingsin their reports, things
that caused the powers-that-be cons derable embarrassment when they became known. When that
happened, it was never the scientists who were blamed. Rather, it was the administrator in charge. He
had resolved never to fal into that sametrap.

Pavel had been working sixteen hours aday for the past severd weeks. Even with the human body’s
reduced need for deep in microgravity, there never seemed to be enough hoursin aday. Not only were
the ground research teams becoming more insistent about answersto their never-ending stream of
guestions, there was the upcoming ground conference to organize.

The plan wasto gather the principa investigators together to let them compare notes, and hopefully, to
provide a definitive answer asto whether or not the Broawere afigment of Sar-Say’ simagination. Each
day that passed without that answer placed the existing power structure at greater risk.

Asonewho dedt with ‘the public,’ Dieter Pavel waswell aware that people are much lessintelligent en
masse than asindividuas. Since thefertility riots of the previous century, mob psychology had been a
standard course for those who wished to enter the public administration. Histeacher inempie (asthe
students caled it) had stressed that mob action is caused by massfear. Dieter could think of nothing that
would produce mass fear quite so quickly as anews story about the Broa and their supposed empire.

The annunciator on Pavel’ s door buzzed and Lisa Arden floated across the threshold amoment | ater.
“Busy?

“No more than normd.”

“I have something to show you.”

In her left hand was a sheet of plastic of the kind the printers used for output. The flash of color told him
that thiswas agraphical plot of somekind. Lisaused her freearm to pull hersalf awkwardly to his desk
and spread the printout in front of him.

The being pictured was a biped. There the resemblance to ahuman stopped. Blue-greenin color, the
alien wasreptilian and covered with scales. It had ashort tail, stood upright but leaned forward, and
balanced on stumpy legs. Two beady black eyes were inset beneath prominent eye ridges. The snout



completed the resemblance to a snake' s head. The mouth was open and filled with pointed teeth. The
body was wrapped in narrow gtrips of materid something like an Egyptian mummy. At itswaist, thedien
wore abelt from which hung severa implements.

“Ugly,” Pave noted. “What isit?’
“That, Mr. Adminigtrator, isaBroa”

Helooked at the picture more closaly. There was something about the being that raised the hairs on the
back of hisneck.

“Wheredid you get it?’

“It occurred to methat if Sar-Say can paint accurate astronomical scenes, he can paint other things.
That’ sthe output from hislatest artistic effort.”

“Doesthisjibe with what he hastold us about the Broa?’

“To date his descriptions have been abit vague, which iswhy | had him draw this. | thought it might be
good for usto know what our adversarieslook like.”

“Asl| sadthefirg time, ugly!”

As he gazed at the picture, he had visons of thisimage being flashed to every household in the solar
system.” Forget riots,” hethought. “ Think revolution!”

CHAPTER 17

Melissa Trank pulled herself hand over hand through the darkened corridor and prayed that she would
not come face to face with agoblin. That had happened on her first day aboard and she still shuddered to
think about it.

She had been surveying Quadrant 3, Deck 5, checking out the overdl condition of theRuptured Whale
(the name had mysterioudy entered generd use within their first few hours aboard). She and her partner,
Emil Vadez, had separated to check two small tunndsthat branched away from the main corridor
leading down into theWhale ’ s cgpacious holds. After more than four hours of exploring the dead ship,
her initid excitement had begun to wane. She remembered thinking how good a nice hot shower would
fed at that moment as she inserted the upper body of her suit into the “ maintenance tunndl.”

The tunnel was just wide enough to passthe torso of her suit and its backpack, after which it wasa
matter of pulling hersdlf forward like amountain climber negotiating arock chimney. She had not noticed
the turning of the tunndl until she was nearly on it. Sighing, she braced her boots and scooted up until her
head was above the turn.

Theinsectoid crewmember must have been doing maintenance in the shaft when the ship had
depressurized. With his body obstructing the rushing air, he had been whisked dong thetube like a
ping-pong ball in the hose of avacuum cleaner. Hisbody had wedged just in front of theturn. The
being’ s mouth was open, frozen initsfina scream, or possibly alast attempt to draw the rapidly thinning
ar intoitslungs. There had been some cranid damage inflicted during the trip down the ductwork,
causing one bulging eye to hang down from its socket.



The unexpected discovery had caused Méelissato emit asingle, sharp scream that reverberated dl around
her viaradio. Melissaremembered nothing after that until the shouts of her partner had managed to
overcome the sound of her own heart in her ears. Emil had towed her out of the tunndl, and then focused
his helmet light on her faceplate. With acatch in her voice, she had explained the reason for her scream,
and then apologized to Emil for frightening him. By that time, her cheeks had been hot from
embarrassment.

A week later, she again found hersdlf following the narrow beam of her helmet lamp into the dark
unknown. Thistime she was partnered with Hideki Furosawa, one of Laura Dresser’ s specidigts. Their
task was to map the ship’ svarious utility systems. Asamember of Magellan ’ s crew, it was her placeto
break trail in virgin territory. Her place or no, she would rather have been cowering in her bunk back
aboard the starship.

“Wait asecond, Miss Trank,” Furosawa said, his voice echoing hollowly in her earphones. “1 think we
want to turn right up ahead.”

“Areyou sure, Mr. Furosawa?’ she asked, playing her headlamp aong the corridor overhead. “ The main
cable seems to be headed off to our left.”

“I need to check thisbranch,” the small Japanese replied after consulting the portable computer strapped
to the chest unit of hissuit. The dim glow of the map reflected in aseries of colored linesfrom his

faceplate.
“Totheright, then,” Melissaagreed.

Cautioudy she swept the branch corridor with her lamp. Asusud, the beam wasinvisble; with only the
moving spot showing were she had it pointed. A pair of doors very like the pressure doorsin ahuman
gpacecraft was retracted into the walls of the corridor. Their condition was the same as every other pair
they had discovered aboard this ghost ship.

Mélissa s spot reached the end of the corridor and disappeared. Rather than a doorway or some other
boundary, there was just ... nothing. She stared into the stygian darkness for along second before astar
drifted into view.

“Damn, look at the sze of that holel”

“I seeit, Miss Trank,” camethe reply. The words held the faintest hint of reproof, as though Furosawa
wanted to remind her that proper ladies did not swear.

They pulled themsdves cautioudy toward the end of the corridor. Close up it was obvious that they were
garing out of alarge holein the bow of the cylindrical ship (bow being the end directly opposite the usua
direction of thrust). Most of the damage inflicted by the Broan Avenger had been to the aft of the ship,
which was only to be expected since theRuptured Whale had been fleeing its attacker. A holethisfar
forward surprised them.

Melissareached out with her safety line and snapped it around a handy stanchion. She made sure that
Furosawa did the same before they investigated further. By floating to the end of their tethers, they found
they could just reach the corridor end. Beyond lay agaping hole easily three metersin diameter.

“Thisisn't battle damage,” the engineer said after amoment of ingpection.
“Agreed,” Médlissareplied. “It istoo damned circular. What do you suppose happened?’

“It lookslike aloading hatch might have blown out,” Furosawasaid. “ Strange.”



“How 0?7

“Thisship is compartmentalized againgt |oss of atmosphere just as our ships are. Despite the damage
inflicted, they maintained pressure integrity in large sectionsfor along period, then at the end, they
suddenly lost it.”

Melissanodded. “Y our point?’

“With dl of the safety doors open, it islikely that theloss of this hatch was the primary cause of the
explosive depressurization.”

“Itiscertainly big enough,” she said, sweeping her lamp around the edge of the hole. Therewasno Sgn
that this was battle damage. There were none of the spherical globules that marked the Siteswhere metal
had melted. It was as though someone had punched a perfectly round hole in the bow of the alien
gtarship. “Wonder what happened?’

“Perhaps abeam triggered amalfunction in the safety systems, opening al of the safety doors at the same
time this hatch was jettisoned.”

“Funny, you wouldn't think aspacefaring species would make amistake like that.”

“Agreed,” Furosawareplied. “Whatever the reason thisship logst itsair, it is not the sort of engineering a
professiona would be proud of.”

#

“Damn it, how much longer are you going to take on that generator, Laura?’ Dan Landon demanded of
his chief engineer. Both were in vacuum suitsin one of the compartments where the salvage crew was
gringing cables.

“Thework is proceeding as quickly asit can, Captain,” came the surprisingly mild reply. Onething
Landon had noted about Laura Dresser, her personaity improved when she was working. If she could
just magter the techniquein her private life, people might actually begin to like her.

“How long doesit take to cut through six decks?’

“Not long at al once you have identified what other equipment you are dicing through aswell. Y ou
wouldn’t want usto dice through anything vita, would you?’

“If it would get us out of thisdamned system even an hour earlier, | would consider it.”

“Not to worry, Captain. The crews have the star drive in position and anchored. All that’ s needed isto
hook up these power cables...” She gestured at the thick cables the crew had anchored to the bulkhead,
“... and cover the outer hull with meshwork.”

“We need to speed up.”
“I told you, we are working as quickly aswe can.”

Dan thought about that and had to admit that he could not think of how to make them move any fagter. “I
am just tired of not being able to scratch where |l itch.”

“Don’t remind me,” she said with alaugh. “1 am okay aslong as| don’t think about it. We should have
the living spaces sedled and pressurized within another watch. Then we can al strip down to our long
johns and have an orgy of scratching.”



“I am looking forward to it,” Landon replied with more fedling than he had intended. Vacuum lamps
attached to bulkheads lighted the compartment where they were comparing notes. Around them wasthe
aien machinery they were trying to understand. He had not had much time to study his new command as
well ashewould have liked. What he had seen of the dien machinery, however, had caused him to come
to an odd conclusion.

“Doesit strike you that these machines aren’t nearly as dien asthey ought to be?’
“What do you mean?’

“Take that microwave conduit over there. If Sar-Say’ s tory istrue, the Broa have ruled the galaxy since
the pyramids were young. How isit that we can recognize a microwave conduit as a microwave conduit?
What is an advanced race like the Broa doing usng microwavesa al?’

Laura sanswer was alaugh. “One of the early space age philosophers maintained that any sufficiently
advanced technology would be indistinguishable from magic. Y ou are asking the same question.”

“Perhaps | am. The machinery aboard this ship does not appear to be sufficiently magica to me. Some of
itiseven ahit crude, like something from out of the 21t century.”

“Form followsfunction, you know.”
“Even 50, you can refine the hell out of something in 5000 years.”

“Perhaps the Broa don’t worship at the altar of progress the way we humans do. Possibly they have
learned to respect the dangers of unrestricted curiosity.”

“That isastrange thing for an engineer to say.”

Laura s head bobbed in away that told him she had just shrugged her shoulders. Inside a vacuum suiit, it
was difficult to tell. “ Technology isthe engine that drives human progress. That has been true sncethe
days of when people lived in caves, and ‘ progress has not always been pleasant. If asmplething like
the printing press caused The Reformation, isit any wonder that the Broaare wary of introducing new
inventions?”

“Didit?’
“Didwhat?’
“The printing press caused The Reformation?”’

“Sure. Martin Luther had afew criticisms of the way the church conducted business and nailed hisNinety
Five Theses up on the door of his church in Wittenburg. Not agreat deal would have come of it if
people hadn’t used the new printing presses to run off afew million copies.”

“And by andogy, the Broawould naturally be dlergic to new inventions.”

“Of course. Infact, | can think of one invention that would destroy their empire within afew centuries”
“What'sthat?’

“Thedardrivel”

Dan thought about it and had to admit that she was probably right. In many respects, the human method
for interstellar travel was vadtly inferior to star gates. Human ships were forced to crawl acrossthelong,



dow light-years, taking days or weeksin trangt. The ships of the Sovereignty, on the other hand, legpt
effortlesdy from star to gar. Y et, asinefficient as the human method was, it had the advantage that a
starship could go anywhere its captain chose. He was not bound to fixed pathways controlled by
al-powerful overlords.

“Interesting,” he mused aloud. Then another thought hit him. “ Do you suppose the Broadid invent the Sar
drive, then suppressed it asadanger to their empire?’

“Entirely possible,” Lauraresponded.
#

Commander Scott Heinrich had worked diligently toward asingle god for hisentire professiond career -
command of astarship. That his ascenson toMagellan s command couch was temporary did little to
blunt the respongbilities that had fallen on his shoulders. Now that he had them, he was not sure that he
likedit.

Magellanhad flown in formation with theRuptured Whal e for three days while suppliesfor the sdvage
crew had been offloaded. When those aboard the derdlict had all they would need to convertitto a
functioning Starship, Heinrich had takenMagellan and set out on the second phase of their mission, to see
if the brief appearance of the stargate had |ft any evidence.

Firgt, of course, there had been the problem of where they should look. They knew precisaly where the
dargate had origindly materidized. Magellan ’ s sensors had caught the dien shipsin the moment of their
appearance. But where was that point now?

The question had caused the scientists to splinter into two camps (as usud). There were the
“gravitocentrists’ who claimed that the entry point could be located with respect to New Eden’ s sun, and
therefore, they should look at the point in New Eden’ s orbit where the planet had been at the time of the
battle. Then there were the “ universdists,” who thought stargates independent of local gravitational
influences. It was their contention that the point was fixed in space and that it could only be found by
backtracking the path of the New Eden sun through the firmament.

In the end, the gravitocentrists won the argument and the scientists directed Heinrich to a point halfway
around the system primary. Since they were deep in the star’ s gravity well, they made the movein normal
space, taking aweek to reach their survey area. They then spent the next three days quartering the region
with instruments so sengtive that they would be knocked out of cdibration if the ship closed towithina
thousand kilometers of them. That morning they had made their 27th survey of the region.

“Wdl?" Heinrich demanded of Dr. Pomerance.

“Nothing,” camethe reply of the disgusted scientist as he watched athree-dimensiona graph come up on
the screen. “Theloca curvature of spaceis unaffected to within the limits of our instruments. Nor do
there gppear to be any density variations.”

“Damn!” Heinrich muttered. To his non-scientist mind, the thought that stargates ought to leave variations
inthe local densty seemed the most logica. Even the hardest vacuum was not completely empty of
matter. Insde planetary systems, there were tens of thousands of atoms per cubic centimeter, and evenin
interstellar space, the particle count wasin the hundreds. It waslogicd to think that if pointsin two widely
Separated star systems were connected via Stargate, then material from the more dense system would
pour through into the less dense. Logica or not, there was no evidence that this had happened at New
Eden.



“Nor do we see any shock wavesin the gas, or roiling due to the passage of the gravity wave,”
Pomerance continued.

“So what do we do now?’

The scientist, who was asmall man with closaly cropped sandy hair, rubbed at hisscdp in frustration.
“Our bag of tricksisfast running low. | can only think of two more thingswe can try. Perhgpsthe
universaistiswereright after dl.”

“Whether they were or not, we have to get back to the derdlict. We have left them helplesstoo long
aready.”

“Two more passes, Captain,” Pomerance pleaded. “If we don’t have anything at the end of that time,
then we will write off thiswhole avenue of inquiry.”

Heinrich nodded. “ Two passes. After that we collect our instruments and head back.”
#

Dan Landon moved through vacuum toward the airlock that the salvage crew had grafted to the side of
theRuptured Whale . Thismorning, thelock had looked like an oversize garbage can carelesdy cast
asde by some giant junkman. No longer. As he pulled himsdf hand over hand dong the guiddine, hewas
greeted by a curving surface consisting of hexagona sections of superconducting mesh anchored to the
underlying structure and interconnected with thick cables.

Ashereached the airlock, Landon rotated his body to gaze at the bright star that was New Eden. Near
the half-moon shape of the planet was the bright star that markedMagellan ’ s position. His ship had
ended her sweeps of the late stargate’ s position - ended them in failure. Save the gravity wave, now
approaching haf-alight-year in diameter, there was no sgn that loca space had been turned insde out.
Her separate mission completed, the big survey ship had returned to theWhale and now hovered some
twenty kilometers distant, ready to evacuate the salvage crew should the Broa appear.

He entered the airlock bootsfirst. As soon as he wasinside, he anchored himself against the barrel of the
pressurewall and levered the outer door closed with his upper body. The airlock was a makeshift affair
with none of the power controlsthat were normal for such ingtalations. Once the hatch was dogged
down, hetwisted the valve that bled air from the ship’ sinterior into the lock chamber. He was buffeted
by aminiature storm as his suit drooped around him. When the wind had died to inaudibility, he pressed
agloved hand againgt the inner door that had been held closed by tons of pressure. With air in the lock,
the door swung easlly inward.

Landon pulled himself out of thelock to find Laura Dresser hovering in front of him. Her mouth was
moving, but only the barest hint of sound came through his helmet. He commanded the suit’ s computer to
activate the outsde pickup, something that was almost never done in avacuum suit. Her voice sounded
tinny in his earphones as he caught the end of her sentence.

“-- Spesk with you!”

“Canitwait until 1 get out of my suit?’ he asked, hiswords tranamitted by a smal speaker mounted flush
to hischest.

He noted with professonal interest theinner struggle apparent in Laura s expression. She was like many
engineers; expert in her field, but nonethel ess missing something that allows peopleto interact well with
others.



“Certainly it can wait that long,” shefinaly muttered, signding that her rough socid graces had won the
gruggle

“Very good,” hereplied. He pulled himsdf to the suiting cubicle, hooked into one of the waiting frames,
then spoke the code word that would rel ease the hinged backpack and swing it out of the way. He
extracted his arms from the deeves, pushed off the rigid chest structure, and did backwards through the
open rear hatch, nearly doubling over in the process.

Like most people, Landon wore awaste control and telemetry belt under his suit, and nothing else. He
noted the distracted interest Laura showed in his nearly nude form as he dipped into a one-piece shipsuit.
Another thing he noted was the smd |, much of which was coming from him. Among theWhale s other
shortcomings, it lacked washing facilities. No one aboard had had a bath in three weeks. He wondered
what they would al smdll like by thetime they got to Earth.

Findly, he turned to her and asked, “What can | do for you?’

Two hourslater, hewas dill listening.

CHAPTER 18

Laura Dresser was suspended like a spider in itsweb as she watched the readouts that detailed the
hedlth of the stardrive and itsfusion generator. There were five members of the salvage crew inthe
compartment they had chosen for a control room. Each was encased in a vacuum suit and suspended like
Laura, facing outward, with the back of their hdmets nearly touching. The arrangement meant that none
of them could see the others. She did not need to see her fellows. She could follow their progress by the
comments on the command circuit.

They werein suits despite the fact that the compartment was pressurized. TheWhale was about to be
subjected to anumber of stresses for which it had not been designed. It was possible that one or more of
their 200 patches might give way when the stardrive was activated, returning the interior to vacuum.

“Engineer, how isit going?’ Dan Landon’ s voice asked abruptly as she worked her way through the
pre-start checklist on one of her auxiliary screens. In addition to the captain’ s voice, the command circuit
carried the breathing of ten other people. The sound was like that of asubdued hurricane.

“Ready for power in afew minutes, Captain.”
“Give me some warning before you bring the generator on line.”
“Yes, gr.”

Landon went on to question Ensign Grimes, who wasin communication withMagellan . The survey ship
would trail them at a safe distance as they moved toward their jump point, ready to render assistance if
needed. After they jumped superlight, theWhale would be on her own for the six daysto Sal. If the
gardrive failed after that, they would likely never be found in the trackless vacuum between the stars.

“Ready now, Captain,” Laurasaid afew minutes later as she stared at the screen and wished that
someone would invent away that ol d-fashioned eyeglasses could be worn in avacuum suit. In truth,
someone probably had once upon atime. That solution had been logt in the passage of years.

“Bring the fuson generatorsto power.”

Lauradid so, watching her screensfor any sign of ingtability in the generator’ s output. “We have



minimum drive power, Captain.”

“Very good, Engineer. Stand by.” Landon switched to the general suit circuit and announced,” Attention
All Hands. We will begin maneuvering in two minutes. Make sure you are strapped down securely.
Two minute warning and counting. Stand by! ”

“Commander Heinrich reportsthat heisready for chase duty,” Grimes reported.

“ Acknowledge the report, Ensign. Tell him we will be bringing our field to power in ninety seconds.
Suggest that he do likewise”

“Aye aye, Captain.”

Laurawatched the chronometer that seemed to be hanging ameter in front of her faceplate. The glowing
apparition was part of the head-up display of her helmet. It dowly counted down toward zero.

“All right, thirty seconds,” Landon reported. “ Begin the automated countdown.”

A computer generated voice echoed through Laura s helmet. When the display reached zero, she
released theWhale *s computer to follow its preprogrammed flight plan. The effect wasimmediate. Her
externa speaker picked up awoeful moan from the ship as the beams took the stress of the building
drivefidd. The empty soace in front of the ship suddenly curved more steeply while that behind flattened
by the same minuscule amount. Smoothly, slently, theRuptured Whale fdl in the direction of curvature.
In effect, the ship did down the dope of the smdll invisible hill that its drive generator had created. Asthe
ship moved, so did the localized curvature of space, and like adog chasing itsown tail, the ship followed.

Lauradid not need to watch her instruments to know that they were accelerating. Her body gave her the
necessary clues. For thefirst time in weeks, her ssomach settled down against her backbone as her toes
did deeper into her armored boots. Asweight swept over her, she felt amomentary bliss astheinterior
fabric of the suit scraiched severd irritating itches. Therelief was short lived, however. The new
arrangement of forces conspired to set off acompletely new rash of prickling.

“So far we are nominal for flight plan,” Technician Gonzalvo reported after afew seconds of powered
flight.

“Accderateto one gravity!” Landon ordered.

“Yes, Captain,” Laurareplied as she keyed in the change. She suddenly felt very heavy astheWhale
curved space around it sufficient to drive it forward at a vel ocity that grew by 10 meters per second each
second.

She smiled insde her helmet. Score one for the engineers! The old derdlict flew ... after afashion. Shefdt
pleased with hersdlf for having won asmal victory, but tried to control the emotion. After dl, thered test
of her skill and that of her team would come in two days. It would take that long for the two starshipsto
pull away from the New Eden sun to adistance where they could attempt the transition to superlight.

#

Dan Landon was out of hissuit for thefirgt timein aweek, sponging himsdf off with adamp cloth and
wishing it were a shower bag with jet spray controls. He was in a compartment that had once been
devoted to quartersfor the ship’sdien crew. The damage here was surprisingly light. In fact, had it not
been for the misfortune of having one of the maintenance hatches blown away, coupled with the
unexplained opening of virtualy every pressure door throughout the ship, Harlan Frees might have found
dozens of survivors aboard theWhale when first he boarded. Asit was, those members of the crew who



had survived the Broan attack had all been killed by explosive decompression just moments before
Landon had won his battle with their tormentor. When the techniciansfirst reported that fact, Dan had felt
amomentary twinge of conscience for not having acted sooner. So many deaths coming so near salvation
was the stuff of Greek tragedy.

It had been twenty hours since theWhale shook itself free of its parking orbit and began thelong climb
out of the New Eden system. Another twenty hours would see them en route to Sol (or aplasmacioud
dowly expanding across amillion cubic kilometers of space).

Dan was taking advantage of the hours under acceleration to continue exploring his command. He noted
the various dien devices atached to the bulkheads. Some were obvioudy functiond, while others
appeared to be decorative. Onein particular caught hiseye. In front of him was ahexagond frameinsde
which was a picture that might well have been an abstract painting. Then again, he decided, it might be
ether alandscape or portrait, but one painted in pigments to which the human eye was not sensitive. The
painting wastypica of the dien craft’ s furnishings and fixtures - astrange mixture of thefamiliar and the
odd.

If it were indeed apiece of artwork, it had at least performed one of the functions of art. It had triggered
more questionsthan it answered. He liked to think that humanity would find kindred spirits among arace
that painted pictures. Intruth, of course, he had no way of knowing. The artist might have been engaged
inamating ritua, or relaying amessage, or possbly just wanted to break up the dull grayness of the
bulkhead. Perhaps the picture was asigna to the others aboard that this particular section belonged to
the beetle things.

Dan used the water bottle to soak the sponge again. From what he had seen of the beetle corpses, they
had not been handsome beings. Then again, he doubted they would have found humans attractive, either.

The next best thing to having alive dien to question was to know what they had stored inthe ship’s
computer. A team of specialists had been working for more than two weeks on understanding the alien
ship’sbrain. The team was finally making some progress. They could not read the information they had
extracted from the alien compuiter, of course, but they could do an analysis on how the information had
been stored ingde the memory banks of the machine.

Curioudy, nearly sixty percent of the data bank’s memory had proven to be empty, with the unused
portion divided among severa large gaps. The pattern suggested that there had once been information
stored in these sections, but that it had been erased. Whether the hypothetical erasures had been the
result of battle damage or of norma computer operation, the specialists had, as yet, been unable to say.

#

“ All Hands! Stand by for superlight velocity in ten minutes. Secure for jump and report status. T
minus ten minutes and counting!”

“Ten minute warning complete, Captain.”
“Very wel, Ensign,” Dan Landon replied. “ Engineer, how are your generators?’

“Fusonisnomina, Captain,” Laura Dresser responded. “ Stardriveis on-line and functiond. Standing by
for jJump order.”

Again, they were suspended from their webs in the control room asal through the ship other vacuum
suited figures hurried to secure their equipment for jump. Landon let his gaze sweep the readouts in front
of him that showed his ship ready for stardrive. He wondered which of them were lying to him.



“Grimes, get meMagellan .

After amoment, the ensign reported. “ Commander Heinrich on theline, Sir.”

“ Scott, are you ready to jump?’

“Ready, Captain. We Il wait five minutes after you go superlight to observe, then we will follow you.”
“Right. See you back homein sx days.”

“Yes, ar. Wewill belooking for you. Good luck!”

“Luck to you aswel,Magellan . Landon out.”

The voyage to Sol would take six days and would be made in utter isolation. So far, no one had ever
invented amethod for detecting a ship traveling faster than light and it was doubtful that anyone ever
would. Once theRuptured Whale departed New Eden, she would be totally on her own, wrapped in a
private dark universe.Magellan would stick around for five minutes to make sure that theWhale did not
fal out of superlight the same instant she went in - or to monitor the debris cloud if the ship exploded.
However, once ether ship transitioned successfully to superlight, there would be no contact.

The great danger, of course, wasiif their drive broke down en route. The distance between the sarsis
too vast for the human mind to comprehend, let alone for humanity’ s small fleet of starshipsto search. If
theWhale fdl out of superlight, they would starve to death or suffocate long before anyone could possibly
find them.

“Find check. Have dl stations report status.”
“ All stations! Report status.”

The reports began flowing into the control room. Dan Landon listened carefully as each station reported
that they were secured and ready for superlight. He noted that their voices carried overtones of
repressed excitement, but no more tension than was to be expected. He smiled. They were agood crew.
If anyone survived the next few minutes, they had adamned good chance of making it home.

“All stations report ready to jump, Captain,” Grimes reported to him.
“Engineer, begin your fina pre-jump check of the stardrive.”
“Stardriveisnomina, Captain.”

“Very well. Stand by. Two minute warning.”

“ All hands. Two minutes to superlight. Sand by.”

Landon watched the digits of his suit chronometer click down toward00:01:00 . At the one-minute
mark, he ordered Laura Dresser to place the stardrive in automatic mode. A computer-generated voice
began to echo softly in his earphones, counting down the seconds. Asit dways did, the countdown sent
shivers up his spine. His eyes scanned the readouts continuously now, his gauntletted hand poised over
thekill button. Then came the surge of adrenaline asthe final secondsticked off...

“Five... four ... three...two ... one...”

Dan Landon took a deep breath and held it as the mechanica voice finished.



“ Zero. Energize!”

CHAPTER 19

Dr. Bendagar, Professor Rheinhardt, the project’ s chief exobiologist, LisaArden, and Mark Rykand al
sat in the transient lounge aboard Equatorial Station and watched the Earth periodicaly appear inthe
viewport in front of them. They were en route to the Tangier Conference, traveling incognito. All wore
tourigt-type clothes, which isto say, they dressed normally.

“Fedls good to get a solid deck underfoot again, doesn't it?” Rheinhardt asked. The biologist made no
secret of hisdidike for microgravity. He had lost twenty pounds since the project’ s inception and was
looking forward to meals that had never seen the inside of an autokitchen. If he could only arrange to see
hiswife while he was aground, thingswould be perfect.

“I don't know,” Lisaresponded. “1 kind of like floating through life.” There was one definite benefit to
microgravity in her opinion. Thiswasthefirst time in weeksthat she had to wear her bra

Raoul Bendagar sighed, “1 agree with Ben. Man was not intended to swim everywhere he goes. Besides,
it will be good to breathefresh air again.”

The others looked at where he lay sprawled in a pneumatic couch. It had been the better part of ayear
since the scientist had breathed anything but ship’s atmosphere. He had missed his opportunity to set foot
on New Eden and since the starship’ s return to Sol, had not |eft PoleStar.

Lisawas aso looking forward to breathing molecules not tainted by the numerous smellsthat
accumulated in aclosed environment. Therewas one smell in particular that she would not miss. She had
long since gotten sufficiently used to Sar-Say’ s body odor that she no longer made any conscious note of
it. Still, it was good to breathe air not clouded by Eau de Taff . She suspected Sar-Say felt the same
about her body odor.

Officia invitations to the Tangier Conference had gone out the week before. Most of the attendees were
from the universities and think tanks that had been et in on some part of the secret. A dozen scientists
aboard PoleStar had a so been directed to attend. As a precaution against accident, and to make them
less conspicuous, they were traveling to the conference by three different routes. Mark Rykand had had
to pull stringsin order to get himsdf assgned to Lisa Arden’ sgroup.

Sar-Say, of course, had not been invited. Not only was there no way to get him to the conference
without people noticing, the biologists still weren't positive that the risk of infection was zero. There had
been long technical arguments about whether the caution involved was protecting humanity from Sar-Say,
or viceversa

Whichever it was, everyone returning to Earth from PoleStar had been given a very thorough physica
examination. One who had shown signs of an incipient runny nose had been refused permissonto leave
the station. Whatever disease he had contracted would have to run its course before he could again enter
Earth’ s biosphere.

“Here comes our ship,” Lisasaid, pointing overhead to where adart shaped craft highlighted by flashing
attitude jets was growing dowly larger against the backdrop of the spinning Earth. Asthey watched, the
Earth again did out of sight on the right of the port, to be replaced by the black of space. The ship was
noticeably larger the next time the Earth wasin view. “ Perhgps we should get to the loading lock.”



“Plenty of time,” Mark said. “They have to dock and offload before we can go aboard. Besides, docking
isthe best part.”

Just then, afunctionary in the uniform of the Equatoriad Station staff entered the lounge and scanned its
occupants. He carried asmall hand screen clipped to his belt and halted as he spotted the party from
PoleStar. He threaded his way among the pneumatic furniture that dotted the lounge until he stood in
front of Bendagar.”

“Dr. Raoul Bendagar?’
The chief scientist looked up and nodded.
“I have amessage for you from your office. Will you accept it?’

“Certainly.” Hetook the small reader from the messenger and pressed histhumb againgt the screen. A
terse few paragraphs of glowing letters flowed up the face.

“What isit?’ Lisaasked.

Bendagar looked up, hisface a mask. When he spoke, it was in a hushed tone that barely carried to his
audience. “It’' sfrom Pavel. He wanted to pass on the news thatMagellan has just been spotted out
beyond Jupiter.”

“JugtMagellan ?

Bendagar’ s wizened features broke into abroad smile. “No. Pavel reports that she has another ship with
her!”

#

“Hello, Luna Approach Control,” Dan Landon said into his communicator. “ Thisis Survey Auxiliary
Flying Cloud , inbound for landing at Lomonnosow Station.”

“Hello,Flying Cloud . We have you on our scopes. Y ou are cleared for fina approach. Be advised that
you have a plasmaresearch satellite crossing your orbit from the northeast twenty seconds behind you.
Pease maintain your flight profile.”

“Thank you, Approach. Wewill do so. Standing by on guard frequency.Flying Cloud , out!”

Dan Landon lay back in hisimprovised acceleration couch aboard theRuptured Whale and watched his
instruments. Around him, other members of the command staff were doing the same. Because the
arrangement of their couches a the center of the cylindrical control room made it difficult to see one
another, Dan had had amirror ingtalled in the overhead. The view reminded him of the overhead camera
shots of dance troops or possibly of the mirrored ceilings above bedsin certain speciaty hotels.

They had |eft the New Eden system six days earlier. The tension of whether or not the jury-rigged
stardrive would work had peaked at the moment of jump. Nor had the tension redlly subsided until they
had finally dropped sublight on the outskirts of the Solar System. Dan had found the constant tension of
waiting for disaster nerve wracking.

Hetried to relax by continuing his explorations of theWhale . Nothing he found atered his opinion that
Broan technology was no more advanced than human. Indeed, anumber of artifacts had seemed crudely
made. The shipyard that had built theWhale seemed not to have been overly concerned with esthetics.
Good enough had been good enough.



TheWhale dropped sublight precisaly according to flight plan. Landon was surprised to discover that
Magellan ’ s breskout point was only amillion kilometers distant from his own. Considering that both
ships had just crossed 100 light-years of void, to arrive so close to one another was either extremely
lucky or phenomend piloting. Dan knew enough about the factorsinvolved to discount the latter
possibility. The truth was that sometimesyou just got lucky.

He wasted no time transmitting hismission log toMagellan , which had then sent it on to Earth via secure
laser. Hisorders arrived by return laser dmost asfast as speed-of-light delay alowed. Magellan was
ordered back to PoleStar to deliver their recordsto the project scientists. TheRuptured Whale was
ordered to the old Space Navy base a Lomonnosow Crater on Luna Farside, where the dien ship could
be hidden from the curious. To preserve thefiction, they had taken the name of acargo vessd.

“How isthe reactor holding up, Engineer?’

“Fine, Captain,” Laura Dresser replied. “Norma space driveisfar lesstaxing on the power system than
dardrive”

Despite her tendency to respond to command inquiries with long, extraneous explanations, Dan Landon
had to admit that Laura Dresser had the makings of afine ship’sengineer.

“Comm officer,” he said asthe radar atimeter began to register their height above the pockmarked lunar
surface. “All departmentsto report landing status.”

Each of theRuptured Whale s crew acknowledged their readinessin turn.
“Altitude is 100 kilometers and closing, Captain,” the spacer who operated the sensor board reported.
“| seeit, Benton. Stand by for acceleration warning, Comm Officer. Stand by for power, Engineer.”

Hewas greeted by a series of acknowledgments. A large crater with lights strung out acrossiits floor was
growing below them. At 50 kilometers, he washed al extraneous thoughts from hismind and
concentrated on hisflying. There had not been timeto rig an auto landing system on theWhale . Besides,
the cylindrical shape made the ship’s mass ditribution sufficiently different that he would not have risked

itanyway.

“Reactor to power,” he ordered as he applied thefirst few control movements. Superimposed on the
view of their landing site was a graph showing velocity versus dtitude. Dan worked at keeping the small
ship icon centered between lines representing the maximum tolerance of their approach curve.

“Ten kilometers,” the sensor operator announced. The warning was ddlivered in that quiet, matter-of-fact
tone that denotes periods of high tension aboard shipsin space. He acknowledged the report and kept
his attention on the small, descending blip on his screen. So far, everything wasnomind.

“Onekilometer.”
“Right. Comm officer, find landing warning!”

Theal hands announcement echoed through theWhale ' s makeshift habitat volume. All over the ship,
people began holding their breath. Dan made a conscious effort not to do likewise. The landing curve
caled for faster deceleration now and he sank into his couch as he adjusted the controls. TheWhale
dowed, then stopped, hovering ten meters above its assigned landing pad. Dan checked their aignment
visually, and then reduced power to the drivefied. Sowly, theWhale began to sink toward the surface.
Therewasasmal swirl of dust asthefield intersected the surface, then a gentle shock as they contacted
the lunar soil.



Despite the one-sixth gravity, the ship groaned audibly on touchdown.

“Cut power, Engineer.”

“Cutting power now, Captain.” Laura Dresser responded.

“Comm. Have all crew prepare for debarkation. We are home, people!”
#

Mikhail Vadoff stared out his office window at the old houses that lined the opposite bank of the Prinsen
Cand.Terra Nostra maintained its headquartersin the old section of Amsterdam despite the usurious
rental rates commanded by the old cana houses. The benefits that accrued from the address on the
organization’ s letterhead more than offset the cost.

It wasatypica cloudy day in Amsterdam, with an occasiond dectro cycligt gliding Slently down the
narrow street on the opposite bank. The city fathers were talking about outlawing the modern
contraptions, forcing areturn to the more picturesgue foot pedd bicycle in an effort to spark tourism.
Vadoff noted that there was no corresponding suggestion that the city bring back the smelly gasoline
powered canal boats of two centuries past. Even quaintness had itslimits.

Old Amgterdam’ s administrative problems were not his concern, of course. He had bigger thingsto
worry about. One of these was the mysterious research program that Mark Rykand had brought to his
attention. Hisinitia inquiriesinto what the Stellar Survey was doing aboard PoleStar had been tentative at
best. Gradually, over a span of many weeks, he had begun to gain insight. For reasonsthat no one
seemed able to explain, there was a giant research project being assembled in orbit amid secrecy torival
that of the legendary Manhattan Project. The comparison was an apt onein Vadoff’smind. Classfied
research, secret projects, and the mysterious disappearance of some of the planet’ sbest brains - these
were the things of historicd fiction, of the dayswhen men fought and died amid the mud and blood of
war. Theimplications of such a project in the modern day were too frightening to contemplate. The very
existence of the PoleStar project meant that someone had a secret too terrible to tell, and worse, that he
did not know what it was!

Frowning, he turned from hiswindow and pressed the control inset into his elghteenth century desk. A
minute later, the door to his office opened to reved the narrow staircase that led down to the lower levels
and up to the attic. At the door was Claris Beaufort, his assstant, with her own office visble behind her.

“Comeinand sit down,” he ordered gruffly, not bothering to use the orator’ s voice that so impressed
important vigtors. “What' sthe latest on the PoleStar investigation?’

Claris sat and wrinkled her face. “Same aslast week, | am afraid. Lots of data, but nothing conclusive.
The search programs are running up quite abill. Perhapswe should curtail them.”

“No. Any more news about Mark Rykand?’

Her blonde hair momentarily covered her face as she shook her head. “I talked to Moira Sims two days
ago. She has not heard anything since that short message telling her that he was staying aboard PoleStar.
Sheisgetting worried.”

“What have you learned this week?’

She sat and flipped open the thin binder that she carried congtantly. A moment later, her face glowed
with the reflected light from a computer screen.



“Y ou wereright about how useful Salli Rheinhardt would bein this. She gave usthe data code off the last
letter her hushand sent her from PoleStar. We got one of our peoplein the Postal Union to put a
monitoring program on it and have now intercepted nearly two hundred persond letters from scientists
aboard the station. We cannot read them, of course, but we now have their identities pretty well locked
down. We have fleshed out the organization chart consderably. Careto seeit?’

“Later. Just asummary for now.”

She shrugged. “They have alot of exobiologists and other life science people, aswell as asmattering
from the physica sciences. About what you would expect if they were investigating aloose
extraterrestrid disease.”

“Or merdly handling sample overflow from High Station, which is probably what they will say if wereved
this project to the press.”

“True,” Clarisreplied. “The personnd lists have some oddities about them.”
“Such as?’

“There'sMark Rykand of course. He is the same genotype as his sister. Perhapsthey need him for a
guineapig to figure out what killed her.”

“Inthat case, they will be pulling in relatives of the other victims. Arethey?’
“Don’t know, boss”

“Wel, check.”

“Yes gr.”

“What other oddities?’

“Here sonethat has me stumped,” Claris said, gesturing at her screen. “One of the first scholarsto go
aboard was Lisabette Arden, out of the Multiversity of London. Sheisnot even ascientist. Sheisa

linguist”

“A linguist? Now what would they need with a--?" Vadoff had been listening whileleaning back in his
power chair with hisfingertips stegpled in front of him. At the sudden thought, he sat bolt upright, moving
fast enough to dicit awhine from the chair mechanism. A moment later, Clariswas treated to the sight of
her imperturbable superior swearing hotly in Russian.

“What isit?’ she asked, worried.
“Think, Clarisl What kind of a project would be of interest to both exobiologistsand alinguit?’
“I don’t know. What kind?’

Hetold her in short, pungent syllables. After haf a dozen words, her own eyes opened widein horror. It
made sensel At leas, it fit everything they knew now.

Wasiit possible? Would they dare keep such a secret from the media and the people? If so, what else
would they dare?



CHAPTER 20

Al-Hocemawas asmdl city surrounding amassive resort hotd that rose above the Mediterranean’s
southern shore like agranite cliff. Built nearly acentury previous during the heyday of the Great Sahara
Reclamation Project, the resort had originally been designed asarest and relaxation facility for the highly
paid foreign workers who had been the backbone of the project.

The reclamation project had been one of the largest and most ambitious ever undertaken, rivaling even
the early space program in the resources committed. A dozen pipdines, each with aflow capacity nearly
equd to that of the Nile, had snaked north from the rain-saturated interior highlands toward the great
desert. Once they reached the wastelands, the pipes branched many times asthey delivered their
precious fluid to thousands of artificia oases. The plan called for theseidands of green to be the nuclei
from which lifewould spread until it covered the whole of the Sahara. The plan had been bold and grand,
but had not considered that the desert might not be as easily tamed as human hubris alowed.

For fifty years, swesating workers by the thousands had |abored to make the reclamation project a
success, and for atime, they had. However, keeping the sand at bay was an eternd job, and humans are
not built for eternity. Eventudly the world tired of the never-ending battle and found other projectswith
greater claim on humanity’ slimited resources. Slowly, dmost imperceptibly, the desert returned to
overwhelm the oases and pumping stations. Pipes ruptured and were judged too expensive or difficult to
repair. Pumps wore out and were never rebuilt. People moved on to other jobs and were not replaced.
Over time, the great arteria network fell into disuse. Shortly theresfter, large gaps would appear in long
stretches of pipe asthe nomads who still roamed the desert found them aready source of metal. Other
places, the snaking lineslay unrusting in the hot, dry desert climate. Only in afew spots was there any
trace | eft of the vast effort and even there the sand was working at reclaiming its own.

For the past few decades, the Al-Hoceima resort had scraped aong on loca tourism and those who
could not afford the prices charged on the Mediterranean’ s northern shore. Thus, the resort had been
receptive to an offer from the Stellar Survey to host a conference on the dynamics of stellar evolution.
Their financia Stuation was such that they had not even objected to the strange restrictions that the
survey had insgsted on placing on the resort staff.

Raoul Bendagar, Professor Rheinhardt, Lisa Arden, and Mark Rykand arrived from Tangier ina
dilgpidated flying bus whose mismatched compressors produced an irritating three cycles-per-second
harmonic best. The vehicle sair conditioning worked, however, afact made evident asthey exited its
interior into afurnace blast of heat. They hurried across a cobblestone courtyard toward the eye-searing
white facade of the resort, only to find themsalves blinded as they passed into the gloom within. An
efficient young woman liveried in the uniform of Survey Security met them just ingde the door. She
ushered them Straight past the usud registration desk and into an acove where they were each asked for
their identification papers before being subjected to retinascans.

“Wecometo Al-Hoceima, ladies and gentlemen,” Aretha Higgins said after the computers had confirmed
their identities. “1 trust that you aren’t too fatigued from your journey.”

“Being on Earth again is good enough to cure any minor ills| might have,” Dr. Bendagar answered.
“Whét is the conference schedule?”’

“Thefirst sesson begins tomorrow in the main ballroom, Doctor. Y ou will brief the delegates at 09:00,
after which the working groups will go to their various conference rooms and begin their work. Lunch will
be at 12:00 and dinner at 18:00. Most have agreed to dressfor dinner.”



“What about --7" Bendagar asked, jerking his thumb toward where severad members of the hotdl staff
lounged on the opposite side of the lobby.

MissHigginssmiled. “They will be kept out of the main hdl beginning a dawn tomorrow. Wewill sweep
for eectronic listening devices every hour and, of course, we have full antieavesdropping messuresin
effect now. Y ou scientistswill be able to speak your minds without fear of being overheard.”

“What do we do when we aren’t attending conferences?’ Lisa asked.

“There are swimming, scubadiving, and tours of one of theloca villages. In addition, parties of two or
more can catch the ferry over to Spain for aday of shopping if that isyour desire. The hotel has aso
agreed to open the casino each night after dinner, including afloorshow that is considered good by loca
standards. It isnot San Moritz, but it isthe best we could do on short notice. Now, if none of you have
any more questions, we will have Achmed and his people show you to your rooms.”

#

Raoul Bendagar presented his paper on the Sky Flower Nebulato the Astronomy Working Group on
thethird day of the “Conference on Stellar Evolution.” There was dso aBiology Working Group, a
Psychiatric Evauation Group, and even a Technology Assessment Working Group. The latter was dated
to depart for Lunato begin studies of the dlien derdlict. The small audience of specidistslistened quietly
as Dr. Bendagar pointed out the similarities between the Sky Fower and Crab Nebulas. When he had
finished his presentation and the lights came up in the conference room, asmall, dark professor of
astrophysics from the Sorbonne stood and signaled for attention.

“Dr. Parmentier?’

“I think you have been conned by this pseudo-smian liar, Raoul.”

“Come now, Saul, don't hold back. Tell uswhat you redly think!”

Thejoke provoked more laughter than it deserved from the assembled scientists.

“Mock meif you will, but you will never convince methat you can identify anebulajust because some
monkey drew apicture that purportsto show it seven millenniahence.”

“Y ou have seen our smulations of the Crab’ s expansion patterns. They match Sar-Say’ s artwork
ressonably well.”

“So do haf the planetary nebulasin the genera catalog. We cannot very well recommend an expedition
on the strength of someone’ sdoodling. Now if he' d taken precise measurements of the pulsar’ s rotation
rate as viewed from this Zzumer, then we' d have something to sink our teeth into.”

“Sar-Say was atourist, Saul. How many tourists do you know who carry atiming synchroscope in their

luggage?’

“He should have showed more foresight,” the dissenting astronomer replied. There were mutters within
the crowd to show that others agreed with him.

Mark Rykand watched his boss handle the heckler with amixture of irritation and admiration. The
irritation came from the fact that he had worked haf the night preparing this morning’ s presentation. To
have its conclusions dismissed so cavdierly was difficult to take. The admiration came from Bendagar's
gplomb at fieding the objection.



Dueto ashortage of chairs, Mark had watched the presentation while leaning against the wall at the back
of the room. Halfway through the talk, hisfeet had begun to hurt and he had rested them by periodicaly
shifting hisweight. He was not the only one having trouble adjusting to gravity. Dr. Bendagar spent most
of histime soaking in the resort pool when he was not attending to conference business.

Mark felt acool breeze on his cheek as the door beside him opened. The breeze bore with it the whiff of
afamiliar perfume. Mark turned to see Lisa standing in the half-open doorway .

“How arethingsgoing?’ Lisawhispered.

“About like the other working groups,” he replied in abarely audible voice.

Shesmiled. “Asbad asthat, en?’

“How was your presentation this morning?’

“Interrupted about every ten seconds for questions. It took nearly two hoursto get through my speech.”
“It showsthat they’ re interested.”

“l amjust glad that it sover. What is your schedule for tomorrow?’

He shrugged. “I’m free unless some work comes out of this sesson. Why?’

“I am looking for a partner to go on aday trip. Interested?’

Mark’sbroad grin told her his answer even before he managed to ask, “Where?’

“I thought we would take the ferry acrossthe strait to Gibraltar. I’ ve always wanted to seeit.”
“Arewe dlowed? What about the radiation?’

“Pooh, that’ s just a scary story!”

He shrugged. “If you say so. Anyone else going?’

“I'll ask around,” Lisasaid, “but | think everyoneisbusy. | redly ought to prepare for the
end-of-the-week summary sesson mysdlf, but | figure | deserve at least one free day on Earth.”

“I agree,” hesaid. “Even though I’ ve only been away afew weeks, | am surprised at how much | have
missed thisold planet. We will have to go back to PoleStar soon enough. We might aswell get some sun
whilewe are here. Il contact security and sign usout.”

“Fine. | will ask the front desk to call Tangier and arrange for usto be dropped off on the daily ferry run
to Cadiz. Let you know later how early we have to be down at the dock.”

“I'll bearound,” he whispered as she dipped once more out the door. Suddenly the fact that hisfeet hurt
and he was sgnificantly minus on his deegp did not seem to matter.

#

The golden sun was just peeking above the eastern horizon asthe hydrofoil departed Al-Hoceima. The
boat had been specidly chartered from atour company in Tangier. A dozen conference atendees were
aboard, but only Lisa Arden and Mark Rykand were bound for Gibratar. The others were headed
through the straits and ninety minutes beyond to the shopping streets of Cadiz. The long curving wake of



the boat pointed back toward the North African shoreline now nearly lost in the early morning mist. The
resort hotel itself waslittle more than arectangular spot of white, with no outward sign that the future of
the human race was being argued withinitswalls.

Mark was dressed againgt the early morning chill, clad in long pants, shirt, pocket belt, and alight jacket.
He and Lisahuddled behind strategically placed transparent windbreaks where the air was turbulent
enough to toude hair and pluck at loose clothing, but nowhere near the strength of the boat’ s 100-kph
dipstream. Lisawas smilarly attired, except for shorts that showed off her legsto good advantage, but
which caused her to shiver in the breeze. Both wore hiking shoes that made up in comfort what they
lacked in elegance. Each of them carried a canteen on one hip and the makings for apicnic lunch spread
around various pouches of their belts. They had purchased the clothes and equipment at the hotel gift
shop, paying fivetimeswhat it was worth after Lisahad warned him that they faced adry day if they
wereto explore The Rock properly. Mark noticed that Lisawas shivering and suggested that they go
below where it would be warmer.

“No!” she said, shouting to be heard over thewind noise. “| find this exhilarating. But then, it’ s probably
very routinefor you.”

“Why?" he asked. As he spoke, he dipped an arm around her and guided her to acorner where they
received more protection from the overhead dipstream. Lisasnuggled closer to gain more of the warmth
of hisbody against her own. She obvioudly had no objections to the closeness. Besides, it made talking
esser.

“Isn’'t this the sort of thing you rich people do?’

Helaughed. “1 don’t know about the other ‘rich’ people, but | work for aliving. | did, that is, until |
happened to spot a certain young lady through alighted viewport.”

Lisa's complexion turned crimson as she recaled the circumstances of their first “meeting.” Sheturned to
face the glasswall between her and the bow so that he could not see her reaction. They huddled
together, swaying to the gentle action of the waves againgt the ship’ s hydrofoilsfor nearly aminute before
Mark broke the uncomfortable silence.

“Why Gibrdtar?’

She shrugged. The motion made him aware of her closeness. “ Gibratar occupiesa proud placein my
nation’ shistory. Being so close, | thought | would liketo seeit.”

Lessthan an hour after leaving Al-Hoceima, awhite smudge appeared on the forward horizon amidst the
long black line of the distant shore. It grew quickly larger to reved itsalf agray-white mass of rock that
vaguely resembled a crouching lion with its head to the north and itstail to the south. Anirregular wound
showed in the lion’s Side just where the shoulder blades should have been and tiny buildings could be
seen crouched al around its feet. From a distance, they appeared to be whole.

“How comeit doesn't look likeits pictures?” Mark asked, staring through the electronically stabilized
field glasses that he had borrowed from the boat’ s teward. Beside him, Lisahad apair of her own
focused on their destination.

“Thetraditiond view isfrom the land side of the northern face. We are approaching from the seaand the

“What isthat white massin the center? It looks like someone has been doing extensve quarrying.”



“Those are the old water catchments,” she replied. “ They used to collect rain water and ddliver them to
underground reservoirsfor drinking. They werelargely destroyed in the Sixteenth Siege.”

“Thewha?’

Lisadropped her binocularsto hang by their strap around her neck. “On Gibrdtar, they measured history
by counting the number of siegesthey have survived. There were sixteen of them, dthough the sixteenth
was just abattle. See that discolored spot to the right of the catchments?’

He stared with his binoculars and nodded.

“That’ swhere the warhead from the doomed Turkish fleet landed. Luckily, it was only atactica nuke, so
the mass of the rock protected the town from the direct blast. Of course, they had to abandon Gibratar
afterwards. The water catchments were destroyed, people were afraid of the fallout and many of the old
buildingswere no longer safetolivein.”

Mark let loose with alow whistle as he studied the battered side of The Rock. “ They took adirect hit
from anuclear shell and gtill went on to win the battle? No wonder people sarted talking about things
being ‘ safe as the Rock of Gibrdtar!’”

“No, slly,” Lisasaid with alaugh. “ That came about as aresult of theFourteenth Siege”

CHAPTER 21

The hydrofoil sat back down into the water asit gpproached the long ruin that had once been Gibrdtar’s
southern harbor mole. When it wasjust aboat again, the ferry motored past the sunken hulks of ships
caught in port during the last attack. Once clear of the rusting idands of stedl and sea growths, the captain
turned toward the stone quay that had been old when Victoriaruled England.

“We will be back to pick you up at sunset,” the chief steward told the two explorers asthey clambered
from rocking deck onto stone steps leading up to the quay.

“Right,” Mark replied. He and Lisawaved to the scientists ensconced in the lower dining deck, then
turned their backs as the hydrofoil’ s turbines began their growling song. By the time they had reached the
top of the quay, the boat was heading toward one of the two ancient harbor exitsfor the voyage to
Cadiz.

“What do you want to do first?” Mark asked as they reached the top of the steps.

Lisadid not answer. Instead, she stared out across the blue waters and pointed. “ That must have been
where D’ Arcon’ s battering ships anchored during the Fourteenth Siegel”

“Beg your pardon?’

Lisaturned to Mark. When she spoke, it was with the breathless excitement of onewho isexperiencing a
lifdong dream. “ For dl the centuries Britain owned Gibratar, Spain tried everything they could to get it
back. From 1779 through 1782, the Spanish and French navies blockaded The Rock and tried several
timesto take it by storm. That was the Fourteenth Siege, so called The Great Siege.

“TheKing of Spain had ten big ships of the line turned into floating artillery batteries. It was an early
attempit to build ironclads, except, of course, they did not use iron. They stripped the ships down to their



bare hulls and built up one side with afase hull thick enough to stop British cannonbdls. Then, because
the British had been experimenting with firing red-hot cannonballs, the Spaniardsingtalled pumpsto keep
the whole thing from catching fire.

They spent monthsin preparation. On 12 September 1782, the combined Spanish and French fleets
entered Gibratar Bay. The next morning, the ten battering ships anchored less than 900 meters off the
town. They opened fireand dugged it out dl day with the battery at King' s Bastion. The British firewas
not very effective for thefirst few hours because it takestime to heat acannonball. It wasn't until shortly
after noon that the defenders began to lob their red hot shot.”

“Unfortunately for the Spaniards, their captains hadn’t pumped enough water to keep their hullswet. The
first fires broke out in the afternoon, and by dark, several shipswere ablaze, so much so that the British
gunboats sent to harass them ended up rescuing their crews. By morning, only two ships were left. One
burned while the other exploded. All in dl, the Spaniardslost a couple of thousand men that night.”

“Somehow you don’t sound as though you are quoting from some dry history lesson.”

“Family higtory,” she said. “ Generd Elliot was an ancestor of mine. He commanded The Rock during
The Great Sege.”

Lisaturned and glanced up at the massive outcropping of limestone that loomed over them while Mark
looked down the quay. A dark complexioned man in tan shirt and shorts was swiftly moving to meet
them. The brassard on his|eft breast told them that he was the loca constable.

“Hello,” he said in tones that mirrored Lisa s own speech, but with Mediterranean undertones. “Who
might you two be?’

Mark introduced himself and Lisato the constable, who in turn informed them that his name was Maurice
Farner-Smythe. Despite hiswarm manner, his gaze was penetrating, as he looked them over.

“What brings you here?’ the constable asked.

“We thought we would explore Gibrdtar for the day,” Lisareplied.

“Have you a permit from the Ministry of Monuments?’

“I didn’t know we needed one,” she said, sudden disgppointment apparent in her voice.

“Tourigts!” Farner-Smythe said with alaugh. “Y ou are dl the same. Never read the rules and regulations.
Wéll, | suppose with your boat gone | can't very well order you back where you came from, now can

1?7’

“We d be glad to purchase apermit if you have them available, Constable,” Mark said, reaching for the
pouch where he carried his credit cards.

“Not to worry, Mr. Rykand. We are informal here on The Rock. Y ou and the lady appear to be
adequately equipped for the day. Just this once we' || make an exception.” The congtable' stonetold them
that he made exceptions more often than not.

“Arethere any radiation hazards we should know about?’

He answered with asnort. “If there were, Mr. Rykand, do you think | would be living here with my
family?’



“1 guessnot.”

“Therules are that you must not disturb any artifact or natura formation. No chipping your initidsinto the
battlements, no picking up souvenirs, no throwing rocks off the summit to watch them bounce off the old
walls. Severd of the old tunnels were rendered unsafe by the blast on the eastern dope. They arewdll
marked and you would do well to stay out of them. Do you agree to these terms?”’

“Weagree,” Lisareplied.

“Also, stay out of the ruins of the town. The buildings are not safe and there are some hermitsin there
that might not react well to seeing ayoung woman dressed in hiking shorts. Other than that, use good
judgment. | do not want to have to rescue you two from some ledge in the middle of the night. Arewe
dill agreed?

They both nodded.

“Inthat case, have apleasant day. Y ou can follow that road off to theleft there. 1t will take you to the
upper gdleriesand St. George' sHall. From there, you can climb the trail to Rock Gun if you are feding
especidly ahletic. Most people dso want to see St. Michadl’ s cave while they are here. Just follow the
summit path to the south. It will take you right to it. Damage any of the salagmitesand | will persondly
hang you up by the nearest available appendage. Oh, and welcometo Gibrdtar!”

#

Mark had thought himself in good shape. By the time he and Lisa had trudged haf the distance to the
upper gdleriescut into Gibratar’ s north face, he was not so sure. Either the weeksin microgravity
aboard PoleStar had caused his musclesto atrophy more than he had thought; or else, he had been
kidding himsdlf. Asthey hiked up the path separated from the old road by afence of rusted cable strung
between pipe posts, they passed through a mixed forest of scrub pine trees, scraggly grass, and stubby
pams. The Rock was covered with green across the lower two thirds of its western face, while aabaster
blocks of limestone rose precipitoudy to the jagged summit where the dope became too steep for topsoil
to take hold.

They were each panting heavily as they reached the entrance to the galleries. They rested for afew
minutes and then climbed the doping tunnel to St. George' sHall. The clammy air inthe tunnd did not
alow the perspiration to evaporate.

“What' sthe story on this?” Mark asked as he tottered to one of the openingsthat let light and air into the
long underground galery. There wereiron boltsin the tunnd floor and the wals that might have once
anchored guns.

“They began work on thisduring The Great Siege. One of the regimenta artificers had worked asa
miner. He suggested that they tunnd up to aformation called The Notch to mount a cannon there and lob
shellsinto the Spanish rampartsa LaLinea. After twenty meters of tunneling they blasted an air holein
the cliff and suddenly redlized that they had no need to go asfar as The Notch. Theair holeitsdf madea
firgt-rate gun port. For more than a century this place was crowded with artillery pieces ready to rake
any army stupid enough to try a charge across the ishmusfrom Spain.”

They explored the hall for more than an hour, poking into nooks and crannies. When they tired of
exploring St. George' sHal, they set out along the footpath that led upward through a series of
switchbacks.

If Mark had thought the climb to St. George' sHall difficult, the climb to the summit made him wonder if



he was ever going to get there. By the time he and Lisa climbed to Rock Gun, their clotheswere one
large perspiration stain. From the top, it was possible to see how narrow the summit of Gibratar truly
was. It reminded Mark of the spine of arazorback hog. Here and there aong that spine were the twisted
and rugting remains of indallations that had taken the direct blast of the Turkish shell.

“| am beat. Let’ssit down and rest,” Mark panted asthey reached asmall flat area on the lower of two
ummits

Lisapushed astrand of wet hair from her eyes and nodded. The two of them found a boulder and
plopped down on the hard rock with asigh. Asthough of one mind, they reached for their canteens and
drank deeply. Crushed ice dtill floated in the water, kept frozen by the canteen’ s near perfect insulation.
Mark could not remember when anything had tasted so good.

After afew minutes, Lisa stood and stretched while Mark continued sprawled out on the rock. He
watched her limbering up exercises with an appreciative gaze. As she bent over and touched atoe with
the opposite hand, she glanced back at him from somewhere near her knee. “Y ou had better get up or
else you will be so Hiff that you won't be ableto move.”

He nodded, tearing his eyes from her with reluctance. He tried to emulate her movements, but found that
he was too stiff to reach much lower than hisknees. He noticed aso that she watched him asavidly ashe
had watched her.

Lisaturned away to admire the view that until now had required too much energy. To the north, were the
dusky brown hills of Spain acrossthe thin isthmus that had kept invaders at bay since the dayswhen
Gibratar was aMoorish fortress. To the northeast lay the Mediterranean coast. To the west, the
Gibrdtar Straits Bridge was an impossibly thin line stretched againgt the dark blue of the sea. The few
towersthat rose to support the bridge’ s vast span looked like toothpicks at this distance. Severd
massive shipswere in trangt through the straits, moving like black water bugs across a blue carpet. Along
the coadt, an air cushion vehicle made its swift way on apillow of white foam.

Despite the haze of the morning, the day had turned out to be cloudiess. A wind from the east cooled the
swest on his brow and suddenly made him cold. Acrossthe straits, he could see Morocco and the
sprawling metropolis of Tangier. A much smaller mountain than Gibratar sood on the African shore,
softened by the blue haze of distance. Thiswas Mons Abilia, the other hdf of the Fillars of Herculesthat
had once marked the limits of navigation for Mediterranean sailors.

“Beautiful, isn't it?” Lisabreathed in awed tones as he stepped close behind her.
“Itisindeed,” hereplied, dipping hisarms around her waist.

They stood there for nearly aminute, neither of them moving. Then Lisadumped back into Mark,
pressing her body to his. Shetipped her face up and back to present her lips. He leaned forward and
kissed her, at firgt lightly, then with fervor. Breaking away, she turned and embraced him again. Still
embracing, they sank to the white limestone and for long minutes, questing handswere busy. Findly, Lisa
broke away, gasping. She sat up, caught her bresth, and said, “I am hungry. Let’ sfind aplace to est
lunch.”

Mark frowned, confused by the loud throbbing of his pulse. Then, he took a deep breath, stood, and
brushed the dirt of centuriesfrom his clothes. “ Sure, why not? | am famished.”

They waked hand in hand dong ameandering trail that paraleled the spine of The Rock, past theruins
of the old cable car station, and eventua ly came to aweather beaten Sign directing them to St. Michad’s
Cave. Nether of them spoke through the long minutes of their stroll, afraid to breek the building sense of



anticipation.

The cave turned out to be a disappointment. The stalagmites and stal actites were impressive, but
centuries of human activity had somehow dulled their beauty. That and the constant drizzleinsde the cave
aswater dripped from thetiny pores of the rock made their visit ashort one,

“Down or up?’ Lisaasked asthey stood at the entrance of the cave. Below them in the distance was
Europa Point, and all around the base of The Rock, the ruins that had once been the town of Gibratar.

“Let’stakethistral to theleft,” Mark replied with studied nonchadance that he was sure fooled neither of
them. There were scrubby treesin view to the left and afew flat places where one might spread apicnic
lunchin privecy.

Walking arm in arm, they rounded a steep bluff to find asmal rectangular areathat was obvioudy
artificid. Whatever reason someone had for grafting this platform to the sde of the cliff wasnot clear.
Perhapsit had been a sentry post from which to watch for strange sails on the horizon, or aradar site, or
even the perch for aground defense laser. Whatever its one time use, the space was severa meterson a
sde and absolutely flat. A tiny grove of stubby broad-leafed trees had taken root in thefill dirt around the
periphery and the center was covered by wiry grass. To the eyes of the young couple, it was as beautiful
asany forest glen, and asinviting.

Without aword, they dropped their pocket belts and canteens and stepped forward to embrace again.
This coming together held none of the tentativeness of the last. They kissed with the ardor of new lovers,
parting only when breathing became a necessity. Both of their chests heaved with desire asthey stared
into one another’ s eyes.

By unspoken agreement, they began to shed their clothes. The race to disrobe was hated by the
discovery that their hiking boots were too large to alow the passage of either pants or shorts. Had a
distant watcher had them under observation, he would have been treated to the comica sight of two
half-naked people collgpsing to the ground to begin franticaly pawing at the seals on their footwear.
After that, things would have become confusing as the ownership of various arms and legs became
tangled and indistinct. Nor were the boots the only impediment to love. Small pebbles hidden by the long
grass made the ground an uncomfortable bed. Neither noticed as they came together, limbs entwined in
that most human of al embraces. Indeed, it was along time before their conscious minds registered
anything but one another.

#

The sun waslow in the west when they quit The Rock, strolling arm in arm in long strides down Europa
Road. They reentered the town where they had |€ft it, on the dope above Ragged Staff Wharf. Thelong
shadows cast by the setting sun turned the scene surredlistic asthey reached the turning in the old road
that would take them to the wharf.

Mark glanced at Lisabeside him and noted the changein her appearance. Her immaculate hiking outfit
was now dirty and rumpled and perspiration lines streaked her well-scrubbed face. Her hair was
plastered flat againgt her skull and much of her skin was caked with grime that disappeared benegath her
clothes. Two of her buttons were missing (the result of being too hurried in their private glen). Their loss
caused her to show considerably more cleavage than she had this morning. Her face was set in abroad
smilethat was only now beginning to show signs of weariness.

Mark suspected that his own appearance was not much different and, despite the warning twinges that
told him that he would be sore tomorrow, he would have been happy to have this day go on forever.



“Look, aboat at thewharf!” Lisasaid, pointing over the roofless ruins that had once been people's
homes. “More tourists, do you think?’

“Good thing we didn’t run into them about noon, isn't it?” he asked with alaugh. He held out ahand to
block the sun in his eyes and scanned the water of Gibratar Bay. So far, there was no sign of the
hydrofail. It was haf an hour until sundown.

“They had better hurry. | don’t think the captain would like to navigate through those wrecksin
darkness.”

They were laughing when they reached the wharf and found Maurice Farner-Smythe waiting for them.

“Did you enjoy your tour of The Rock?’ he asked in a hearty booming voice. Theway his eyes scanned
their dilapidated condition made it obviousthat he knew they had.

“Very educationa,” Mark said to the accompaniment of Lisa's swallowed giggle besde him.

“Excdlent. We dwayslike our vigtorsto have agood time. Y our ship sent amessage to my office. They
will be gpproximately 20 minutes late. Apparently, some of the women in your party did not want to
leave the shops of Cadiz. Oh, and there is someone here who iswaiting for you.”

13 Wm’?i
“Good afternoon, Mark. It has been months.”

Mark froze a the sound of the familiar voice. He turned to discover Mikhail Vadoff standing behind him.
He had approached from the small office a the end of the wharf while the constable occupied Lisaand
Mark.

“Helo, Mikhail. What bringsyou here?’
“I think we' d best discussthat in private. If you will excuse us, Congtable.”
“Of course, Mr. Vadoff.”

Vadoff gestured for them to follow him. They trudged up the wharf in the direction of the old dry docks
until they werewd| out of hearing distance from both Farner-Smythe and Vad off’ s boat.

“Whoisthis, Mark?’ Lisaasked, her tone perplexed.

“Lisa, | would like to present Mikhail Vadoff, founder and chief executive officer of Terra Nostra .
Mikhall, thisis-"

“Yes, Lisabette Arden,” he said, taking Lisal s hand and leaning forward to kissit. If he noticed the grimy
condition, he made no sign.

“How do you know me, Mr. Vadoff?’

“By reputation, dear lady. | must say that you have done somefinework inlinguigtics. | especidly like
yourMonograph on the Dispersion of Phonemes in the Farsi Dialects .

“What are you doing here, Mikhail?” Mark demanded.

“That isalong story,” the white haired man said. “1 missed you at Cadiz, so | hired aboat and came
here”



“How did you know we were on the boat to Cadiz?’

“ Safety regulations. The moment you boarded, your personal serid numbers were flashed to the cruise
line€ s home office in Paris. Our computer search program intercepted the data stream and notified us of
your wheregbouts. | rushed down.”

“Why?

Vadoff’s eyes sparkled in triumph as months of effort came to fruition. He paused amoment, cleared his
throat, and said, “1 want to meet the alien.”

CHAPTER 22

For long seconds, Mark’ s universe consisted solely of the piercing cries of seabirds, the quiet dapping
noise made by smal waves as they encountered the weathered stone of the wharf, and his own heart
pounding in hisears. He was able to regain control of hisvoice long enough to squesk, “What dien?’

His response was met by abroad grin from Vadoff. “Too late, Mark. | can see by your reaction and that
of MissArden that | amright.”

“I don't know what you aretalking about,” Lisasaid, alittletoo shrilly.

“Then let me enlighten you,” Vadoff replied. “ Magellandiscovered intelligent diens. They brought one or
more back here to PoleStar Station, where you and alarge group of scientists have been studying them
ever ance. Your team includes-" Vadoff reded off adozen scientists names and watched histwo
listeners’ complexionsturn paler each second.

When he had finished, Lisalooked Vadoff in theeye and said, “If you think we are harboring aliens, why
haven't you gone public with your information?’

The older man’s smile, which had waned, but never truly disappeared, grew broader again. “ Good, we
are through the denia phase and can begin negotiations. To answer your question, | have not released the
news because | do not think having this become public isin anyone sbest interest. | would much rather
come to aquiet agreement with you people than have this news dominate the holoscreensfor the next
severd months”

“| thought your organization was opposed to al thingsinterstelar, Mr. Vadoff?’

Vadoff noted that Lisa s color had returned to something like normal, an indication of the speed with
which she was throwing off the effects of shock. “ An overamplification, Miss Arden.”

“How 0?7’

“I opposeinterstellar colonization for what | consider to be good and valid reasons. | believe that such
activity drains us of resources we can better use here a home and promises the public something they
can never have, namely aworld as good asthis one. It does not necessarily follow, however, that | must
aso oppose contact with intelligent diens. After dl, Earth isunlikely to be any more attractive to them
than their world isto us. Moreover, given the basic hodtility of the universeto dl living things, doesn't it
make sense that we al band together? Think of the possibilitiesfor cultural exchanges, the potentia for
discovering new ways of looking at things, the different philosophical viewpoint! Doesn't that excite
you?”



“Wehaven't said that thereare diens”

Vadoff frowned. So far, the two had been reacting like the surprised innocents they were. His mention of
cultural exchanges had caused them to exchange alook that was nothing like what he expected, as
though they knew something that he did not. He responded to Lisa cautioudly. “ Of course not. | fully
understand that we are speaking hypotheticaly.”

“But you would support contact with diens?’
Vadoff shrugged. “How can | possibly know that until | know the details of that contact?’
“You arelooking for veto power?’” Mark asked.

“Not a al. | have spent most of my life as an outsider agitating to change the existing order. Believe me,
Mark, | know the limitations of therole. What | am looking for in this caseisasay in whatever isto be
done. | want to be listened to for achange.”

“Your offer, Mikhal?’

“I will suspend my campaign against the Stellar Survey for the time being and keep quiet about whét |
know. In exchange, you people will give me full accessto your dataand to the diens.”

“Evenif thereare aliens, what you ask is beyond our power to grant.”

“Then take me to someone with the power. Otherwise, | will call a press conference tomorrow morning
and announce what | know.”

Mark looked at Lisafor amoment, and then turned back. “1 think you had better come back to
Al-Hoceimawith us”

“Precisdly the thing | hoped you would say.”
#

The lights of Toronto shimmered out to the horizon as Nadine Halstrom gazed down at the world from
the ninetieth floor of the World Secretariat. Her office was on the south side of the building, facing away
from the equally tall World Parliament building to the north. She had chosen the office for that very
reason. Instead of having her view blocked by her putative masters, she could ook out over the tops of
lesser skyscrapersto the distant greenbelt that surrounded the city. It was avista she had studied for
countless hours as she stood at her window and worried through some knotty problem.

She sighed as she returned to her desk and sat in the high-backed chair. Asimpressive asit was, the
view from her office window had begun to take on the aspects of a prison wall. More often than not, she
watched the sunset from this chair, and occasiondly, the sunrise, aswell. How had she ever dlowed
hersdlf to be trapped into this thankless job? Would the world fall apart if she managed to get hometo
her husband and children in daylight just once? Perhaps next week she would try the experiment.

Naturaly, this week was much too busy to contemplate any such foolishness. There was the breaking
Nielson scandal tospindoctor (why couldn’t men learn to keep their flies sealed?), the fish harvesting act
wasin trouble in Parliament, and, of course, there was dways that damned aien at PoleStar to worry
about! For months, she had devoted an ever-larger percentage of her time to the problem of Sar-Say.
Asthough she did not have enough on her mind aready--

The cal from Morocco came through precisaly on schedule. As soon as she keyed for acceptance, she



gpoke the command that transformed her work screen into a secure commlink. Anton Bartok’ sface
appeared on the screen. The director of the Stellar Survey looked as though he had not dept much
ather. Shefdt amoment of irrational satisfaction &t the thought.

“All right, Anton, who talked?’

Nadine noticed adight degpening of the frown lines around the corners of his mouth astired eyes stared
back at her from the screen. “I don’t know that anyone did, Madame Coordinator.”

“Y our flash message said that Mikhail Vadoff knows about the dien. Wereyou in error?’
“No. He kegps asking to see them.”

“Them? More than one?’

“yYes”

“That, a leadt, tells usthat his spy ison the project’ s periphery, not inits heart. God grantsusasmall
boon, at least. How the hdll did Vadoff get wind of this anyway?’

“He had something to do with that damned fool stunt Rykand used to get aboard PoleStar.”

Nadine sat straight up in her chair. When she spoke, her voice had logt dl of its cultivated friendliness.
“Why haven't we heard this before today, Mr. Director?’

“No excuse.”

She sighed and relaxed once more. “At least you are honest, Anton. Where is Vad off now?’
“Here. | have himin asuite under guard.”

“Recommendations?’

“We could deny everything.”

“And have him tak to the newsers? Hardly.”

“| agree,” Bartok said, nodding. “ The conference here is on the verge of recommending an expedition to
go in search of this Zzumer that Dr. Bendagar has|ocated. Perhaps we can buy time with Vad off until
that expedition isunderway.”

“An expedition? That hasn’t been in any of your reports.”
“It isarecent development, Coordinator.”

“Itisnot awelcome one, Mr. Director. | let you talk meinto returning to New Eden againgt my better
judgment. Now you want to barge into the heart of this nest of paranoid aiens Sar-Say haswarned us
about?’

“It may bethe only way to find out whether heistelling thetruth.”

“Then knowing the truth isaluxury we cannot afford. Let me make my position clear, Mr. Director. | will
not risk the safety of the human race to satisfy the curiogity of afew scientists. Barging into the Broan
sovereignty strikes me asfoolhardy. While | am coordinator, we will take no unnecessary risks
whatsoever ! Do we understand one another?’



“Message received, Coordinator, loud and clear.”

“Good. Please deliver it to your deep thinkers. Tl them that it is up to them, using whatever gray matter
God gave them, to answer the question as best they are able. If this group of scientistsis unableto do the
job, wewill find otherswho will.”

Bartok sighed. He had seen the coordinator in this mood before. Once she had her back up, therewas
no reasoning with her. Oh well, Captain Landon would soon arrive with reams of new datafor the
scientists to quibble over. Perhaps the unambiguous clue for which they searched would beincluded in
the new data. The thought nearly made him miss Nadine Hastrom’ s next comment.

“Now then, we were speaking of buying timewith Vadoff.”

“Hewantsto seethe ‘diens.’ | proposethat welet him, but only on the same terms we gave Mark
Rykand. Hewill join the project staff and agreeto full secrecy before wetell him adamned thing. I'll see
to the pendty clausein hisemployment contract myself.”

“A monetary pendty won't stop him if heis determined to get the news out.”
“Itwill & least give him pause”

Nadine consdered Bartok’ s suggestion for amoment, and then nodded. “Very well. Tak to Vadoff and
cal meback. | will be herefor severa more hours.”

#

Mikhail Vadoff paced thefloor in hissuite. It had been hours since they had looked in on him and he was
becoming impatient. His sense of euphoriahad long since subsided. Now the worry had begun.

That day in hiscana house when he had ssumbled onto the truth had been one of the most painful of his
life. If there was one human failing with which Vadoff wasintimately familiar, it wasthe public’ sthirst for
new forms of excitement. The source did not much matter. Beit fire, flood, or famine, the newserswould
swarm to any event that promised to hold their viewers' attentions for even afew hours.

The search for dien intelligence was astory that had held their interest for decades. Infact, it had beena
staple of journdism and holomovies sincethe fabled SETI project of the late Twentieth Century. Now
that aiens had actualy been discovered, the public would go wild over them. He could see the images
clearly: millions of tiny toddlers clutching adorable little dien dolls, holovision comics making jokes about
beings with bulging craniums, people clamoring for an expedition to the dien homeworld. Vadoff could
even predict the names of the expedition’s ships - theNina , thePinta , and theSanta Maria .

In such aclimate, the cautionary voice of Terra Nostra would go completely unheard and he, Vadoff,
would see alifetime of fighting to kegp humanity a home rendered irrdlevant overnight. If he followed his
natural inclination and spoke out in opposition, he risked being branded a crackpot. That did not bother
him. He had been called “ crackpot” before. It was the impotency that would accompany the charge that
he hated.

No, the discovery of intelligent beings beyond Earth required him to be both clever and subtle ... and
more than alittle dishonest. His opponents might have been surprised to learn that last necessity bothered
him to the depths of his soul. Still, asalegendary actor had once observed, “ A man’ sgot to do what a
man’ sgot to do!”

There was aquiet knock on hisdoor. He opened it to find a young woman standing there. She wore the
survey uniform.



“Mr. Vadoff, Director Bartok would liketo seeyou if that is convenient.”

“Most convenient,” hereplied. Y ears of practice in masking his emotions stood him in good stead. None
of the seething fedings was evident in histone or manner as he dipped from his posh prison and followed
the young woman at astaid pace.

Bartok occupied an office-bedroom suite much like the one in which they had imprisoned him, VVad off
observed. The director received him at the door, then ushered him to a couch before taking his own
place on the opposite end.

“Coffeeor tea?’

“No thank you.”

“ Something stronger, perhaps?’

“Nothing.”

“Very wel. Merilee, you may excuse yourself.”

The woman guide bowed dightly, then turned, and left the suite, closing the door behind her. Vadoff did
not need to hear thelock snick into place to know that it had. The air within the room had that dead
quadlity that signifies an anti-eavesdropping field in full operation.

Bartok stared for along moment, perhaps hoping that VV ad off would spesk first. When the older man
failed to comply, the director sighed and leaned back in his chair. “Mr. Vadoff, | have been an admirer of
your work for many years. | am pleased to finally meet you.”

“Anadmirer , Mr. Director? | hardly think so.”

“It' strue. One must admire the skill of aworthy adversary even if you cannot agree with his postion. |
only wish we had you on our Sdeinstead of againg us. Frankly, | confessto having difficulty
understanding your objectionsto our starships.”

“I think I’ ve made that clear enough over the years. | object to you people wasting our species scarce
resources pursuing that which does not exist, namely other Earthlike worlds.”

“How do we know they don't exist unless we go look for them?’

“Theimprobability of our form of life coming into being somewhere dsein the universeiswell knownin
scientific circles, Mr. Director.”

“What would you say if | told you that we' ve recently found atruly terrestria world?’
“Istha where you found the diens?’

“No comment,” Bartok said. “1 understand that you might be willing to cooperate on the matter of our,
shdll we say, guests? What do you propose, Sir?’

Vad off repeated the offer that he had made to Mark Rykand and Lisa Arden.
“And your statusin thisaffair?

“My gatuswill be whatever you wish, Director Bartok. Y ou hold the more powerful hand in thisgame.”



“How do | know that your people on Earth won't make trouble once we' ve dlowed you into our little
group?’

“Y ou have my word, gr.”

“That hardly seemsenough.”

Vadoff shrugged. “Neverthdess, it isthe only guaranteethat | haveto give.

Bartok chewed hislower lip for amoment, and then said, “Very well. Here are our terms--"

Mikhail listened carefully asthe director laid out his conditions. They were harsh, but not unexpectedly
s0. He, Vadoff, was to be formally employed by the project aboard PoleStar and under their authority.
He would be held effectively incommunicado and would be given no opportunity to pass amessageto his
people on the ground unless approved by the project director. Findly, he would beforced to signa
secrecy agreement with monetary pendties equivaent to threelifetimes earnings should he bregk his
oath. In exchange, Vadoff would be given accessto al data concerning “the specimens being studied and
reasonable access to said specimens to conduct his own investigations.”

“What do you say?’ Bartok asked after finishing hislitany.
“If | agree, when do | get to meet thediens?’

“As soon as you sign the contract, you will depart for Sahara Spaceport with Mr. Rykand and Miss
Arden. They will accompany you to PoleStar where dl of your questionswill be answered.

“Very well. | accept your terms. Y ou have the contract, | presume.”

Bartok’ s response was to stand, walk to the desk across the room, and pull a voluminous stack of plastic
sheetsfrom the drawer. They were, Vadoff noted, very officia looking.

CHAPTER 23

Anton Bartok stood at the podium and watched people stream into the main ballroom of the Al-Hoceima
resort. As each person entered, he or she would halt, sweep the room with their gaze, and then stride
directly for whichever empty seet was closest to the dais. Long years spent arranging public hearings had
taught Bartok that people usudly fill churches and auditoriums from the rear - the “back pew effect.” The
fact that they were not doing so today indicated their interest in this specia plenipotentiary session. He,
too, was looking forward to Captain Landon’ s presentation. It would be hisfirst opportunity to learn the
details of the latest expedition to the New Eden system.

Bartok watched asthe |last few stragglers made their way through the guarded door. Virtudly every one
of the conference’ s sixty-five scientists had asked to attend this session. The guard officer flashed the
count to the director using two quick hand signds, then snapped to attention and saluted. A moment
later, he was gone through the double doors, which closed behind him.

Bartok glanced down in timeto see arow of icons change shape and color on the screen inset into the
doping surface of the podium. The readouts indicated that severa security systems had just come online.
When dl indicators showed good, he reached out and tapped the small tympanic surface built into the
podium. From unseen speakersin the celling came the amplified sound of agavel pounding wood.



“All right, let’ s get this sesson going,” he announced as he waited for them to cometo order. The
conversations halted with gratifying swiftness. When the scientists were silent, Bartok cleared histhroat
and said, “Ladies and gentlemen, without further delay, | give you Captain Danid Landon, commanding
officer of Survey ShipMagellan .”

Dan Landon rose from his seat and moved to stand behind the podium. He noted sixty or so faces
wearing various expressons of impatience.

“Screen, please”

A holoscreen descended from the ceiling to hisleft. Occasiond sparkles of light in the interior showed
that the screen was energized, but not yet displaying any picture. A moment later, the overhead lights
dimmed and the screen lighted to show theRuptured Whal e silhouetted against a black backdrop with a
sprinkling of stars surrounding it.

“Thisisthedien derelict asweleft it--" he said. He went on to describe their cautious approach to the
ship, the reboarding operation, and their subsequent explorations. As he spoke, he worked through a
series of holographs taken ingde the damaged craft, including severd showing the additiond adien
corpses they had discovered. Finally, he displayed the cutaway diagram of the derelict compiled from
information garnered during athousand person-hours of explorations. The cutaway showed not only the
basic congtruction of theWhale , but aso the modifications that had brought it to a state of minima space
worthiness. The damage sustained during the running fight with the Broan warship was marked in red.

“Asyou can see, theWhale isasquat cylinder designed to haul cargo.” He manipulated the control that
moved a glowing arrow insde the holocube, marking three large volumesinside the dien ship. “Wefound
these holds filled with what can best be described as ‘ general goods.” We did our best to catalog the
ship’s cargo, but we lacked the people or time to do athorough job. That will be thejob of some of you
bound for Luna. What will emerge from that cataloging will be the best picture we can obtain of the
Broan civilization short of going there.

“Hereyou seethe ship’sliving quarters. Though a cargo vessd, theWhale had accommodations for a
few passengers. Passengers and crew lived together, although each species seemed to haveitsown
section. Whether this was due to clannishness, different life support needs, or a caste system aboard ship,
we were unable to determine. Perhaps it was as Smple asthe fact that the members of the crew objected
to each other’ s body odor.

“The ship’ s engines occupy thislarge volume near the center of the ship. The generatorsthe Broauseto
warp space operate on essentidly the same principlesthat ours do, dthough the implementationis
somewhat different. In fact, much of what we found aboard was recognizable as being similar to our
equipment. The one overriding impression | had of the ship isthat it wasn't nearly advanced enough to
have come from a spacefaring civilization as old as the Sovereignty.” Dan went on to recount Laura
Dresser’ stheory that the Broawere afraid to introduce new technology lest it destabilize their empire,

One by one, he outlined the expedition’ sfindings. He told the audience about the safety doorsthat had
opened smultaneoudy through some disastrous mafunction at the precise moment a maintenance hatch
had blown away. He reviewed the condition of the computers as they had found them - operative, but
with vast holesin their memory. He showed view after view of the stern where the Avenger’ s beams had
seared the hull plates. Findly, after nearly two hoursin which no one said aword save for afew muttered
oaths, hefinished by saying; “ The damage to the ship was much less extensive than we feared. In fact,
patching up the wreck was the easiest task that faced us. It was much more difficult to ingtall the stardrive
and fusion generators and ensure that we had an unbroken conductive surface through which to transmit
the drivefield. In the end, theRuptured Whal e proved herself agood ship. We were able to makeit



back across one hundred light-years without incident. Now then, if there are any questions, | will be glad
to answer them.”

#

In daylight, the verandah of the restaurant of the Al-Hoceimaresort provided diners with a panoramic
view of the Mediterranean. At night, the open dining areawas an idand of light at the edge of astygian
seq, the blackness made more intense by the faint sky glow emanating from the opposite shore far below
the horizon. Here and there, specks of white light punctuated the darkness where vessel s passed en route
to and from the Strait of Gibraltar. Dan Landon sat in awicker chair beneath an umbrellano longer
needed as protection against the vanished desert sun and watched the brilliant speck that marked a
Mediterranean cruise ship asit did dowly from view. He wondered if its captain ever became bored with
voyaging around what was, after dl, merely aglorified lake. The thought was enough to trigger
claustrophobiain one who had recently crossed a hundred light-years of vacuum.

“I think it went well today, Captain,” Anton Bartok said from acrossthe table. The director of the Stellar
Survey wasidly chasing an olive around his martini with acrystal tirrer as he, too, decompressed from
what had been atough couple of days. Theflickering candle a the center of the table illuminated

Bartok’ sface with ared-orange glow. The candldight improved his salow complexion while softening
the worry linesthat were beginning to be etched permanently into his countenance. “Do you agree,
Doctor Bendagar?’

“Quitewdl,” Magellan s chief scientist said. “1 was surprised a how good a shape theWhale isin.”

“It' sabig ship,” Landon replied. “It looked to me like the Broan Avenger wastrying to disableit rather
than destroy it outright.”

“Why would they do that?’

“Good gquestion. | am afraid | do not have the answer. Perhaps we should put the question to Sar-Say
again. Or maybe the scientistswill be ableto tell us after they’ ve had time to study the derelict and its
cargo.”

“| doubt they will have much of an opportunity,” Bartok muttered as he stared at the fuzzy image of the
candleflameinsdeitssmall sphere of red tinged glass. The smell of hot wax was evident in the night
breeze that blew directly into hisface.

“What do you mean?’ Bendagar demanded.

The director gazed at the scientist, then sighed audibly. “I wonder if either of you recognize the fact that
we' ve had it easy up until now? Only afew people know about Sar-Say and those of uswho do are
largely in agreement asto our course of action. Even the scientists at this conference tend to be of one
mind ... an amazing phenomenon when you condder the argumentsthat usualy bresk out at these things.

“Unfortunatdly, al of thisisabout to change. We have kept this secret about aslong asit ispossbleto
keep any secret. Soon, possibly tomorrow or the next day, our little conspiracy is going to break wide
open. When that happens, the excrement is going to hit the ventilator! The public isgoing to go positively
ape when they start hearing what Sar-Say has been telling us. They are going to fed very frightened and
demand that their el ected representativesdo something. Parliament will react asit dways does, namely
by caling hearings and demanding that the civil servants explain why they havelet thismess get out of
control. And, of course, they’ll blame everyone involved because they weren't let in on the secret in
advance.”



Bartok drained hisdrink and looked first at Bendagar and then at Landon before continuing. “1t isgoing
to be apolitical zoo, gentlemen, and we are going to bein it up to our necks. Wewill be hogting visiting
dignitaries aboard PoleStar so often that we won't be able to get any work done ... if they let us continue
aadl’”

“Why would they stop us?’

“Control, Dr. Bendagar. Have you ever known a politician to give up control of anything ? They will dl
want to ensure that we make them look good to the voters and science be damned. If they cometo
believe they can’t control us, then they will get rid of usand bring in those they can control.”

“Then we had best keep the lid on until we discover the truth of Sar-Say’ s dlegations oursalves.”

“Eader said than done. The circle of people who know at least some part of the secret isgrowing
rapidly. It isonly amatter of time before some newser gets wind of what isgoing on and putsit on the
infonet. In fact, we have dready had our first incident.”

“What happened?’

“Mikhail Vadoff happened.” Bartok went on to explain the surprise that had been awaiting Mark Rykand
and LisaArden at the end of their tour of Gibratar.

At the end of his explanation, Landon swore under his bregth. “1f the secret isthat closeto lesking, |
think we had better advance our timetable.”

“Timetable to do what?” Bartok asked. The durring of his speech indicated that he was beginning to fedl
the effects of the drinksthat he had consumed.

“I’ve studied Raoul’ s plan to go out and find this Zzumer. | propose we spend a month gettingMagellan
stocked for the expedition, then head out before the news breaks.”

“| am afraid thet isimpossible. Coordinator Halstrom has forbidden any more expeditions.”
“Why, for God' s sake?’

“The coordinator refuses to take even thetiniest risk that we will be discovered. Frankly, | agree with

“A good policy, Mr. Director,” Bendagar said, “but hardly viable for the long term. Isthe human race
going to cower herein our own system for the next thousand years while we wonder whether thereis
truly an evil empirelurking out there among the stars? Y ou know we do not think like that. Curiosity is
built into our genes. Someone will be going out to ook, and probably not too long after the news bresks.
So why shouldn’t it be us?’

“Raoul’ sright,” Landon agreed. “How many would-be Columbus types will discount Sar-Say’ s horror
stories and go off in search of the riches to be had from a spacefaring civilization?’

“Parliament will forbid it.”
“When did that ever stop anyone when money wasinvolved?’
Bartok looked skeptical.

“Look, boss, if even one-tenth of what Sar-Say saysistrue, we are going to have a serious decison to
make. We dig ahole, crawl in, pull it in behind us, and hope they do not sumble across us - the Mikhail



Vadoff gpproach - or else, we figure out some way to deal with the Broa. In either case, we do not dare
remain ignorant. Wehave to go out and see what is out there. | say that we do it as quickly aswe can,
before events get away from us.”

Bartok frowned. “Let’s say we let you go, Dan. What will you do when you get there?”

“Wewill look the place over from alight-year out, then work our way closer in severd stages. If it looks
practica to do so, we will make contact and seeif they’ ve ever heard of this Broan Sovereignty of

Sar-Say's”

“Don’t you think they will report you to the Broa the moment you arrive? After dl, you will be ashipload
of aliensno one has ever seen before.”

Landon shook his head. “ According to Sar-Say, the Broan yoke islightly held so long as no one revolts.
There are not enough Broato keep their eyes on everything. They arelightly spread, usually keeptoa
central adminitrative world in any given sector, and generally leave their subjects done so long asthey
pay their taxes on time. Hell, the stargates are not even manned! They are fully automated. Y ou fly your
ship up to one and jump to the next star in the chain.

“Asfor being reported, | doubt we would be. The Zzumer are amphibian octopoidsto whom al land
dwelling bipedslook aike. We will 1ook just like athousand other speciesthey have seen. Beside, there
are S0 many racesin the sovereignty that no one can possibly know them dl. If we claim to be from some
far-off part of the Broan domain, especidly if we speak the Broan patoisthat Lisa Arden islearning, then
they will likely accept usat face vdue.”

“Does that seem reasonable to you, Doctor?’
“Why not? The Sovereignty istoo big for the Broato control everything that goes on there.”

Bartok looked stubborn. It was obvious that he was |ooking for areason not to confront the World
Coordinator. “Sorry, it won't wash. Y ou said yourself this morning that you think the Broa keep tight
control over sarship design and technology. The Zzumer may not recognize you as being from outside
the Sovereignty, but you can be damned sure that they will recognize your ship as having come from a
non-Broan shipyard.”

“Wedon't know that,” Bendagar said. “ Again, there must be considerable variation in ship design across
the Sovereignty, so much so that it islikely no one knows all the formstheir spacecraft may take. Even if
they have standardized designs, thereisaway we could lesson the risk of them recognizing ahuman ship
forwhatitis”

“How 0?7’

Raoul Bendagar drained his drink, and then began to speak rapidly. Both Bartok and Landon were
curious asto what he had in mind. Their curiosity turned to amazement as the scientist outlined hisidea
for disguising the origin of ahuman expedition to Zzumer. By the time hefinished, both of their brains had
switched into overdrive.

CHAPTER 24

Mark Rykand hovered in front of the viewport aboardMer canter’ s Wind and watched as the PoleStar
habitat dowly expanded to fill hisfield of view. The mirror was out of Sight somewhere behind them as
the orbit-to-orbit ferry made its final approach.



“Credit for your thoughts,” Lisasaid as she floated into the compartment, swarmed aong the handhol ds,
and cameto rest with her arms around hiswaist and her softness fitted tightly againgt his back.

Hesamiled. “1 wasjust thinking how much more civilized thisisthan thelast time | saw thisview.”

She continued hugging him for long seconds. “ That was adamnfool stunt, Mark Rykand!” she said with
mock saverity. “You could have killed yoursdlf.”

“I didn’t. And if | hadn’t taken the chance, | would never have met you.”

“| suppose not,” she sighed. They drifted that way for long seconds until the hooting of the acceleration
alarm drove them gpart and toward separate handholds.

Asinadl of theferry’s maneuvers, they need not have bothered. There was a sudden tug of perhaps
one-twentieth gravity for afew seconds, followed amost immediately by aseries of clanging sounds as
theWind mated her dorsal airlock to one of those on the habitat. The two loversleisurely collected their
bags from where they had stowed them, then swam in the direction of the debarkation lock. Mikhail
Vadoff had arrived there afew seconds before them.

“How areyou feding, Mr. Vadoff?’ Lisaasked, grinning. The great man had been spacesick dmost
from the moment they had made orbit out of Sahara Spaceport some thirty hours earlier.

“I'll live,)” came the weak reply.

Mark waited until the white-haired Russian’s back was turned before winking at Lisa. He wondered if
Vadoff’ sinherent bias againgt space travel was smply the result of hisweak stomach.

There were several more soundstypica of the routine of gpacecraft docking. Mostly they were the quiet
hissing noises caused by flowing air. Eventuadly, theinner lock opened and they found themsalvesooking
down anarrow well that held Hancock Mueller’ s smiling, bald countenance at the bottom.

“After you, Mr. Vadoff,” Lisasad.

Vadoff pulled himself forward while the two of them held hisfeet to steedy him. Once he had
disappeared into the tunnel, Lisalunged forward to follow him. She moved with considerably more
dexterity than she had a dozen weeks earlier. Mark brought up the rear. When he popped out into the
arlock vestibule, hefound Dieter Pavel waiting beside the station commander.

“Gospodin Mikhail Sergeivich Vadoff, may | introduce Hancock Mudller, Station Commander, and
Dieter Pavd, Project Officer,” Mark said formally. Both men nodded to Vad off, who nodded back
weakly as he clung to one of the hand lines.

“Mr. Vadoff, itisan honor, Sr,” Pavel said without atrace of irony in histone. “I trust you had a pleasant
flight.”

“Not as pleasant as| had hoped,” Vadoff said.

“Don’t worry, sir,” Mudler boomed with hisusua hearty laugh. “No one has yet died from
weightlessness, dthough innumerable people have wished they would. Y ou should gain your spacelegsin
another day or s0.”

“I hope you areright, Station Commander.”

“Y ou look asthough you need rest, sir,” Pavel went on smoothly. “ Commander Mueller will show you to



your quarters. After you have had alight mea and perhaps some deep, we can begin your briefings.
Director Bartok has forwarded instructions that you are to be given full accessto our data and to our
gues.”

“Thank you, Mr. Pavel. | would appreciate that,” Vadoff said weakly. “And yes, | suppose| could use
some rest before you brief me asto what you people have been up to--" If he'd meant that |ast statement
asacomplant, the way hisvoice had trailed off at the end had ruined the effect.

When Mudller had taken Vad off in tow and disappeared through the hatch, Pavel turned to Mark and
Lisa If he noted the proprietary way Mark’ sarm encircled Lisa swaist, or the way shefitted hersdlf to
him as the two of them hung in the middle of the compartment, Pavel showed no sign.

“Come dong, people. We have some things to talk about.”
#

Sar-Say was engaged in hisfavorite pastime. He hung in midair in front of the viewport in his cabin and
gazed a the haf-light/haf-dark globe of the Earth. The planet filled the port, indicating that the PoleStar
Habitat was nearing the lowest point of its highly elongated orbit. The habitat was sweeping acrossthe
glacier-covered southern continent, approaching the line of the terminator. The name of the continent,
Sar-Say had learned, was Antarctica. Why they cdled it that, he had no idea.

That part of theice-locked land still in sunlight was bright enough to hurt hiseyes. Ahead, the glare
quickly gave way to an expanse of darkness bereft of city lights. The glaciers of the Antarctic night were
lit only by theflickering, dectric glow of ayelow-green aurorathat danced above the dark line of the
planetary limb. It was one of Sar-Say’ sfavorite Sghts.

Auroras were nothing new to Sar-Say, who had once made the long journey to Ssdlt, the eighth planet of
ablue-white giant of agtar. Such starswere too short lived for lifeto evolve naturdly on any of their
attendant worlds. Ssdlt had been lifeless when Broan explorersfirst opened astargate into the system to
search for heavy metas on the raw worlds that had so recently coaesced out of the primordia dust
cloud. Ssdlt had proven to berich in transuranics, so much so that the Broa had decided to seed the
gerile world with their own kind of life. The project had been an expensive one, but ultimately successful.
Ten thousand cycles after the first seed ships dumped their loads of bacteriainto the upper atmosphere,
the planet hosted athriving ecology and a native population of hard working quadrupeds.

Being eighth from the star, Sselt orbited out where gas giants are to be found in norma systems. Even at
that distance, however, the pinpoint star was sufficiently energetic that liquid water covered much of the
planetary surface. A side effect of the prodigious energy output of the star was a permanent auroral
display that danced continuoudly over the darkened hdf of the planet. The night sky of Ssalt was
renowned as one of the most beautiful Sghtsin al the Sovereignty.

Sar-Say had never regretted the long, arduous journey that had taken him to that far distant world. It had
been ajourney reminiscent of the one that had brought him to his current predicament. Despite thelr
Strange attitudes and untamed ideas, human beings reminded Sar-Say of his own people. That was hardly
surprising since the world that had produced them was the near twin of Home, aswas the star that
illuminated it. That Earth was beautiful to his eyeswas afact that would prove of inestimable vaue to him
and his sept should he ever make it home.

The subject of going home was the one that had set him on this particular mental orbit. Lisahad gone
down to Earth ten days earlier. She had not told him the reason for her absence, but the fact that severa
of the scientific staff had disappeared at the same time suggested that something important was
happening. Y &, the news channels continued with their usua mixture of crime, scanda, and political



jockeying for position. Nor had the news made mention of humanity’ sfirst encounter with intelligent
aliens. Not once since Sar-Say had learned enough Standard to understand the broadcasts had they
hinted at what had happened in that far off system where he had been captured. In fact, he had often
listened to supposedly learned humans pontificate on the fact thatHomo sapiens waslikely the only
inteligent speciesin the universe. The self-centeredness of such dlamswas astonishing to Sar-Say, who
hed persondly interacted with more intelligent species than there were individual humans aboard
PoleStar.

Hislong captivity had given Sar-Say agreat ded of time to think about humans. He was coming to
understand them about as well as one species could understand another. The most powerful of human
ingincts wastheir curiogty. Like the lesser primates of Earth, which Sar-Say knew he resembled, that
curiogty ssemmed from the fact that human beings were omnivorous fruit eaters. Just as the ability to spot
aripe bananaacross aforest clearing had led to humanity’ s ability to seein color, the search for
sustenance had sharpened their monkey curiosity.

Sar-Say’ s people were a so descended from dwellers of trees, or at least, large plants. Like the humans,
his ancestors had traveled in the tops of the tangled vine forests of Home. Like the humans, they had
been chased out of the vines by bigger, more rapacious predators. Forced to live largely in the lower
forests, his people had developed the intelligence that eventudly alowed them to dominate Homein
precisely the same way that the humans had come to dominate Earth.

None of Sar-Say’ s thoughts was apparent to those who monitored him at the security workstations. To
them, he appeared to be hanging from a pipe in the cluttered overhead of his cabin. In actudity, hewas
merely holding his body steady in the weightless environment, but the position made him look like an
orangutan dangling from atree limb. Sar-Say was aware that the humans found his resemblance to the
lower primates humorous, even comicd. He did not mind. Better to be the butt of jokes than the object
of fear. Sar-Say was learning how much he had in common with his captors.

It would have been better for them had it been otherwise.
#

Dieter Pavel led the way through the corridors of the PoleStar Habitat to his office. En route, they
encountered severa people Mark Rykand did not recognize. They had been gone only ten days, and in
that short time, the populace of the station seemed to have increased by a significant percentage.

“Who are these people?’

“Scientigsfrom al over Earth,” Pavel replied over his shoulder as he pulled himsdlf aong the “barber
pole’ used to navigate the weightless corridor. “We had twenty-two scientists and technol ogists dumped
on ustwo days after you left. Hancock Mudller has started doubling up on the room assignments. Before
too much longer, you both may be getting roommeates.”

Lisalaughed. The sound sent an dectric thrill down Mark’ s spine. “And | remember how empty the
habitat seemed when we first came aboard!”

They reached Pavd’s office. He ushered them inside, then sealed the door before floating to his desk and
securing himsdlf behind it. He gestured for the two of them to dip into the foot restraintsin front of the
desk. When they were properly anchored, he leaned back and regarded both of them.”

“Welcome home, you two. Did you have fun on Earth?’ He noted the exchange of glances that took
place between the two lovers, and felt amoment of irritation that Lisa seemed to have taken herself out
of crculation.



“Mark and | toured the Rock!” Lisagushed.
“What rock?’

“The Rock of Gibrdtar, of course.”

“Why?

Shetold him about her famous ancestor and his part in the Fourteenth Siege. She cut the explanation
short when he seemed to lose interest midway through her story. Shefinished lamey with, “What' s been
going on here?’

“You don’'t know?’
“Know what?’
“Whendid the two of you leave the conference, anyway?’

“Three daysago,” Mark answered. “We were held up at Equatorial Station whenMercanter’s Wind
picked up amaintenance squawk. They had to fly a part up from Earth.”

“Then you missed the last couple daysin Al-Hoceima”

Both of them nodded, puzzled at the direction the conversation was going. “What about Al-Hoceima?’
“Nothing much. For the last two days, they have been arguing over the coming expedition.”
“Expedition?’ Lisaasked. “What expedition?’

“Director Bartok convinced Coordinator Halstrom thet it isimperative for usto go find the Zzumer sun.”

Both listeners et their jaws drop. Mark wasthe first to recover. “That man must have the persuasive
powers of an Arkansas bible thumper.”

“Don’t be so modest, Mark. You and Lisaare at least partially responsible for the decision.”
“Ug

“Y ou are the ones who brought Mikhail Vadoff back to the conference with you.”
“Hefound us, not vice versal”

“No criticism intended. Apparently, the Director told Coordinator Halstrom that if Vadoff could figure
out what was going on, otherswill, too. The coordinator doesn’t want to go public until after we know
whether to believe Sar-Say’ s stories.”

“The public is bound to find out sooner or later,” Mark said.

“Perhaps, but if we move quickly, we may be able to get the expedition away before someone goes
public with our secret. Oncethe ships are safely away, it won't really matter, now will it?’

“How long will we have to get ready?’
“The expedition heads out into the deep black in 90 days, or they don't go at dl.”

Mark gave alow whigtle. “I don’t know much about starship operations, but that seemsatrifle



aggressve.”

Pavel smiled. “More than atrifle when you consider that we are sending adozen starships seven
thousand light-years out into space.”

“Aslong asthat?’ Lisaasked.

“Bethankful for God' sblessings. If Sar-Say istelling usthe truth about the Sovereignty, seven thousand
light-yearsisn’t nearly enough separation between us and them.”

Mark frowned. “1 didn’t redlize there were twelve starshipsin the Solar System at the moment.”

“There aren't. The survey has nine shipsin-system. Three others are out among the stars. The
coordinator has given the director only one month to get them to Neptune.”

“A goodtrick if hecan doit,” Mark mused. “ And why Neptune?’
“That isthe rendezvous point.” Heturned to Lisa. “How are your Broan language |essons coming?’
“Sar-Say saysthat | am becoming fluent. Why?’

“Because you and Sar-Say are going to have to set up acrash course in the Broan trade speech for the
expedition membersto study en route. Y ou will be going on the expedition, of course. We will need
someone to handle Sar-Say.”

“Y ou said you wanted to speak to both of us. What do you want meto do?’

Pavel amiled and leaned back in hismetal frame as he steepled his fingerstogether in front of him. “Ah,
yes. | think you will find your assignment uniquely suits your talents. Besides, you are sort of respongble

CHAPTER 25

Mikhail Vadoff was back in space. It had been amost three months since he had taken up residencein
the PoleStar habitat and his bout with space sickness was abad memory. That fact was small comfort.
His microgravity nausea had been replaced by another illness, asickness of hissoul. After alife spent
obstructing humanity’ s steady march to the stars, he finally had proof that hislife’'swork wasnot in vain.
Sar-Say’ s description of the Broan Sovereignty was every nightmare Vad off had ever had, and more.
Months after hearing the pseudo-smian describe the subjugation of amillion sentient speciesin his
unemotiond, matter-of-fact voice; Mikhail Vadoff till woke up in the middie of anight, surrounded by
small beads of floating perspiration.

They had been frugtrating months for Earth’ s leadingLuddite . Having penetrated to the heart of the
Stellar Survey’ smost secret project, he found himsalf constrained to keep their secret. The contract he
had signed was not what kept him silent. Even had he been worried about the financia pendlties, the
magnitude of Sar-Say’ s revelation would have released him from any mord obligation he might have felt.
The knowledge he carried was far too important to allow such petty considerations as his personal oath
or legd contractsto interfere with his trumpeting the news.

No, hisfrustration resulted from the constraints under which he lived aboard PoleStar. The survey had
kept their part of the bargain. They had given him accessto dl their data, and had even assigned him an



assigtant to aid in his search -- Mark Rykand. He had been suspicious of the young dilettante’ s motives,
at firgt, but Rykand had proven very helpful in teaching him about the dien and his civilization. Over the
past three months, Mark had devoted three hundred hours to answering Vad off’ s questions and hel ping
him look up scientific reports. This had been in addition to hisjob asssting the project astronomers.

His current Situation was very different from the onein which Vadoff usudly found himsdlf. Usudly he
was an outsider, looking in. Now he was an ingder, but one with no access to the public. His contacts
with Earth were limited to a single 50-word message each week. It was not even a private message.
Dieter Pavel required that he deliver it to the communications office, where acomputer paraphrased it
before sending the message on.

The security measure had not been 100% successful, of course. While there were anumber of code
systemsfor imbedding information in seemingly innocuous messages, the pargphrase dgorithm made any
word-specific code inoperative. If “cat” meant something specific in a coded message, then * house pet”
would probably not carry the same meaning. Moreover, if there was anything worse than a coded
message turned to gibberish by paraphrasing, it was that same message, but with the meaning
transformed, possibly to the exact opposite of what was intended.

So long as communication exists, however, it isimpossible to completely block the transmission of secret
messages. Vadoff’ s code relied not on specific code words, but rather, on code concepts. Hisfirst
message had smply told Claris Beaufort that he had arrived at PoleStar and was in no danger. Whatever
the rearrangement and subdtitution of wordsin the message that finally went down to Earth, it had passed
along the core ideathat he was not in danger. That concept was part of the impromptu code he and his
assistant had devised. It meant, “Hypothesis confirmed.”

Claris smessages to him were laundered through the same system. She did not have the same word limit,
however, and so her messages generdly carried more content than hisdid. The system wasfar from
foolproof, but it worked -- after afashion. The way he communicated reminded Vadoff of the troubles
faced by submarine commandersin the East-West confrontation known as“ The Cold War.” In those
days, scientists had discovered that very low frequency radio waves could penetrate into the depths of
the ocean. They had built aradio transmitter with an antennaseveral hundred kilometerslong to transmit
at those frequencies. While effective, the low frequency radio had possessed an extremely limited
bandwidth. It had taken an hour or more to transmit athree-letter code group.

Vad off would have been thrilled had his own secret communication channd been asfast. Oneidea per
week was about the maximum for which he could strive. Still, he had managed to get some significant
information out over the weeks, onefifty-word message at atime. He had told his assstant, “ hypothesis
confirmed,” “singledien,” and “make dl preparations for a press conference.” Her replies had included
“message understood,” and “public relations apparatus has been derted.” All that was needed now was
for Vadoff to find away to pass on what he had learned.

That was turning out to be more difficult than he had expected. Initidly, he had thought to stow away
aboardMercanter’ sWind . With luck, he might stay hidden long enough to reachEquatorial Station .
Without luck, he would try to transmit amessage from the orbita ferry. Unfortunately, events had
conspired to thwart his plan.

Although most people thought of VVadoff as an agitator, hisred job was public relations specidist. Ina
world with anearly infinite number of communications channels, getting even atiny percentage of the
people to notice one' s message was nearly impossible. In order to move entire populations; it was
necessary to havethefull attention of hundreds, if not thousands, of communications channelsfor along
period. He had built Terra Nostra largely by knowing how and when to manipulate the mass media.



Unfortunately, for the past three weeks, the news channels had been awash with astory unrelated to
diens. Just as Vadoff had been planning his clandestine departure, news had broken of amgjor Helium-3
grike on Triton, the largest of Neptune' s eight moons. Helium-3 was the most precious substance in
history - literally millions of times more valuable than gold - and the news had set off arush unrivaed
gncethe Cdiforniagold strike of haf amillennium earlier.

For the past month or so, ships had been hurriedly filled with refining equipment and then headed out into
the deep black, racing to be the first to set up arefining station to separate the precious helium isotope
from the frigid ammonia seas of Triton. The exodus had caused interplanetary shipping ratesto double.
There had even been unconfirmed reportsthat the Stellar Survey leased one of their precious starshipsto
trangport processing equipment to Triton. Director Bartok had denied the report, of course, but Vad off
automatically discounted just about everything Bartok said.

Normadly, even the hint that humanity had contacted intelligent dienswould have been front-page news.
With Helium-3 fever running wild, Vad off worried that hiswarning would be buried down in the
third-level news menus. Worse, it might be restricted to the highbrow information nets where science
papers were published. The common citizen might not even hear of it, or if he did, might cancel the
transmission in favor of the latest sparsball scores.

The need to let the Neptune story cool had caused Vad off to delay his prison bregk. The previous
evening anew shuttle had docked at the PoleStar habitat and Dieter Pavel had summoned himto a
mesting.

“Thereyou are, Mikhail Sergeivich!”

Dieter Pavel’ suse of his patronymic irritated Vad off, although he refused to | et the emotion show. To do
so would be to acknowledge weakness. “Y ou wished to see me, Sr?’

“How would you liketo go on alittle trip?’
“Trip? Where?’

“To Luna. Theteam surveying Sar-Say’ s ship has need of hisadvice. My orders are to cooperate fully,
and we have an extraberth if you would liketo go.”

“How long will Sar-Say be gone?’

“Not long. Why? Planning atrip of your own?’ Pavel’ s smile was friendly enough, but V ad off wondered
if hewere being sent asubtle message.

“Cometothink of it, | don't have anything urgent on my caendar,” he replied with just the right hint of
humor. Two can play this game, you bastard!

“Good. Gather up your kit and meet Mark Rykand at the No. 3 Airlock in twenty minutes.”
“Twenty minutes? Y ou could have derted me earlier.”
Dieter Pavel smiled everywhere but hiseyes. “Yes, | could have, couldn’t 17’

#

Most peoplethink of the Moon as bright, when in fact, it is surprisingly dim. Its albedo, the percentage of
light that the Moon reflects back into space, isonly 10%. That compares to Earth’ sabedo of 38%. The
difference was readily apparent to Mark Rykand as he watched Earth rise above the Moon'slimb. Like



the other passengers aboardParthenon , Mark was strapped into a spider-web harnessthat left himina
gtanding position. Unlike takeoffs and landings from Earth, the one-sixth lunar gravity made it
unnecessary to take the stresseslying flat.

LisaArden was hanging like afly in an adjacent spider web as she strained to catch her first glimpse of
their destination. The journey from PoleStar had been uneventful, as were most spacejourneys? thatis,
those that one survives. Still, Mark could not help the rising sense of anticipation at what was about to
happen. That he could not outwardly display hisfedings made the Situation even more exciting. Of the
four passengers aboard the lunar landing craft, only he and Lisawere privy to what wasredly going on.
The other two, Sar-Say and Mikhail Vadoff, thought they were on their way to ingpect theRuptured
Whale . In one sense, that was precisely what they were going to do.

Mark had initidly resented being assigned as Vad off’ s babydtter. Being the dissident’ s liaison had
proved less odious than he had feared. Save for his paranoia on the subject of colonizing the stars,

Vad off was agood man to be around. He was an interesting speaker and raconteur, with awealth of
ready stories concerning hislife asayoung boy on the KamaRiver. Hewas dso aquick sudy. He had
shaken off hisreaction to news of the Broan Sovereignty in lessthan aday, approximatdy threetimes
faster than average. Moreover, having recovered from the shock, he had studied the alien with an
intengity that reflected his antipathy. He had studied long hours, absorbed scientific reportsthat even
senior members of thetechnical team found difficult, and kept hispolitica opinionslargely to himsdf. In
fact, his behavior had been so good that the Project Security Officer wondered what Vad off was up to.

It had been Director Bartok’ s fear of a premature public announcement that had caused him to make his
devil’ sded with Vadoff in thefirst place. So far, the head of Terra Nostra had kept his bargain. Whether
he had done so honorably and willingly, or because he could find no way to transmit amessage, Mark
was not sure. Whatever the reason, the secret had kept far longer than Mark thought possible. However,
no secret lasts forever and this one would not either. Luckily, it did not haveto.

The public announcement was aready scheduled. Two weeks hence, at an hour guaranteed to glean a
huge audience, the World Coordinator would go on holovison and reved Sar-Say’ s existence to the
waliting Solar System. The more sensationd aspects of Sar-Say’ s story would be de-emphasized, but
none of what they had learned would be held back. Even couched in the most benign terms, the
announcement was expected to spark areaction ranging from riotsto religiousrevivas.

However, the reaction to the coordinator’ s message was not a concern to those aboardParthenon .
They would not be around to seeit. If al went well, by the time Coordinator Halstrom spoke to the
assembled masses, they and severad thousand others would be embarked on the longest journey ever
attempted.

Thirteen starships, humanity’ s entire fleet, would make the 7000 light-year journey to the Crab Nebula.
By thetimetherioters and the revivaists flooded into the streets of every mgjor city on Earth, the fleet
would be moving superlight through the deep black. Once they dipped Einstein’sleash, no power inthe
universe could recal them.

CHAPTER 26

The space dock at Lomonnosow Crater resembled nothing quite so much as one of those sports coloss
of the 20"and 21%centuries, the domed football stadium. The old Space Navy base had been built to
overhaul large exo-atmospheric craft that lacked both landing gear and the structura integrity to survive



terrestrid gravity. Had the captain of any such craft attempted to touch down on the Mother of Men, his
hull would have cracked like the shell of an egg. However, most ships of deep space were sufficiently
grong to survive Luna s gentle one-gixth gravity.

The space dock’ s original purpose was to maintain the big Space Navy blastships, weapons-festooned
globes more than 150-metersin diameter. Eighty years of peace had taken itstoll on the Space Navy.
Most of its blastships and cruiserswerein high Earth orbit, mothballed against the day when they might
again be needed. Lomonnosow Base now eked out a meeger living overhauling planetary transports and
the Stellar Survey’ s sarships.

The dock had an unobstructed interna volume of four million cubic meters. Its designers had started with
an impact crater, excavated a hollow bowl, and then roofed the bowl over with a multi-segmented dome.
The dome was normally closed, alowing the working volume to be pressurized with athin atmosphere of
pure oxygen. While the pressurization and pumping systems had added mightily to the expense of the
dock’ s condtruction, the shirtdeeve environment it provided had paid for itsdlf through increased
efficiency. Whenever anew ship was due or ajob complete, the atmosphere in the enclosed dock was
pumped into storage tanks and the dome opened. Its eight segments lay flat againgt the Lunar plain,
alowing shipsto enter or depart. WWhen open, the dome had the appearance of a sunflower growing out
of the grey-black soil of Luna.

Mark Rykand, Lisa Arden, Mikhail Vadoff, and Sar-Say entered the dock through atunnd that pierced
the crater wall high up one side. Entering the giant manmade cavern, they streamed to the edge of an
observation platform and gazed down at the activity below. The cold air of the dock had ametallic taste
to it and exhdation fog surrounded their heads as they breathed. The distant throbbing sound of pumps
was more felt than heard. Unlike the humans, Sar-Say’ s exhalation fog camein short pants. Whether the
aien’' srapid breathing was caused by excitement or the thin atmaosphere was not readily apparent.

TheRuptured Whale lay at the bottom of the pit that had been hollowed out of the lunar landscape,
perched on awork stand cobbled together from one of the mighty docking frames that had once held
Space Navy dreadnoughts. Overhead, multiple banks of million-candle-power polyarc lampsilluminated
the dock interior, turning its entire volumeinto a brilliant idand of white light. This latter feature completed
the dock’ s resemblance to one of the legendary football stadiums of three centuries earlier.

In the bowl of the dock, surrounding theWhale , work stands and scaffolding lay scattered as though
playthings dropped by agiant child. Although there waslittle activity now, the ordered chaos gave the
impression of the frantic effort that had taken place herein the past severa weeks. At various places
around the bowl, ant-size individuals or small groups continued to work &t indecipherable tasks. Mostly,
however, the dien starship was an idand of order in asea of maximum entropy.

TheRuptured Whale before them was not the same ship as the one that had limped into dock ten weeks
earlier. That ship had been tattered and torn, its hull deeply scarred by the touch of energy beams, and its
compartments open to space in adozen different places. The ship below them was unbroken asfar asit
was possible to see from their vantage. Gone were the deep gouges and the broken hull plates of a
damaged craft. In their place was a smooth, amost mirrored hull, with itsinlay of dien technology. It was
asthough the Battle of New Eden had never taken place.

“What isthis, Lisa?" Sar-Say asked as he halted at the guardrail of the observation platform.
“It' syour ship.”

“Why haveyou repaired it?” the dien asked. “I would have thought that your seekersfor knowledge
would have disassembled it further to learn its secrets.”



“They would have, except we have a more important need.”
“What need?’ Vadoff asked as his sscomach reacted with asick twinge to the view below.

“Let’sget down to the ship,” Mark Rykand said hurriedly. “1n case none of you have noticed, they are
pumping the air out of thisthing even aswe spesk!”

Vadoff opened his mouth to reply, and then noted the popping in his ears. Whatever was going on would
wait until they got inside an airlock. A space dock being pumped empty of life-giving oxygen was no
place to hold an argument.

Thefour of them made their way quickly to the spindly eevated wakway leading from their perch down

to the starship’ sairlock. The few workersthey passed en route did not exactly stare at the dien, but they
did not look away either. If Sar-Say noticed the interest, he paid it no attention. He moved quickly in the
knuckle-walking gait that enhanced his resemblance to amonkey.

Mark and VVad off followed the alien, with Lisabringing up the rear. Despite the low gravity, Lisafound
the half-wal king/ha f-skating movement required for locomotion on Luna unnerving. Looking down, one
eye tended to focus on the narrow catwalk, while the other focused on the dock floor some thirty meters
below. The split view had triggered athrobbing behind her eyes by the time she passed through the
Ruptured Whale s airl ock.

Onceingde, they found the ship’sinterior astransformed asitshull. The air stank of newly applied paint
and other, lessidentifiable odors. White lights had replaced the yellow-orange lighting of the former
owners, and the surrounding bulkheads lined with spacesuit storage lockers. A large woman wearing a
pair of old-fashioned pectacles met them there. She wasin the process of checking her wrist
chronometer asthey cleared the airlock hatch.

“Welcome aboard. My nameis Laura Dresser, and | will be your chief engineer for this cruise. Stand
clear of the hatch.” She did not wait for them to comply as she touched the control that would resed the
arlock. There was another general popping of ears asthe ship'sinterna pressure returned to normal.

“What cruise?’ Vadoff asked before the echoes had died away.
Laurafrowned. “ Surely you have been briefed.”

“Not al of ushave been,” Mark Rykand answered smoothly. “We |l take care of that once we are
underway.”

“Underway for where?” Mikhail Vadoff demanded in a sudden burst of exasperation.

“Neptune, of coursel” Laura Dresser replied. “That iswhere we rendezvous with the fleet. Now, let us
get you to your compartments. The depressurization cycle should be complete in another fifteen minutes.
We launch as soon as they open the dome.”

#

“What' sgoing on here, Mark?’ Vad off demanded after the two of them were guided to one of the ship’s
passenger compartments. Laura Dresser had ingsted that they climb into their bunks and strap down
before she guided Lisaand Sar-Say to the compartment across the passageway. Out of deference for
the Russan’'sage, Mark had given VVad off the lower bunk. Once they were in space and weightless, the
distinction between upper and lower would be academic.

“AsLauraDresser said, we are headed for Neptune.”



“Why Neptune?’ Vadoff puzzled as he frowned upward at the bottom of Mark’ sbunk. “ Surely this
can't have anything to do with the Helium-3 strike --” Hefdl silent, and then let his mouth snap closed as
he redlized the truth. Long seconds later, helet out an audible sigh. “Of course, the Strikeis cover for
something else, ign't it?’

Vadoff was not in aposition to see Mark’ snod. “ Director Bartok arranged for the Helium-3 story as
cover for our preparations.”

“Preparations for what?’
“We are sending afleet to the Crab Nebula about seven thousand light-years from here.”
“Seventhousand light-years! Kind of far to go for an astronomy experiment, isn't it?”

Mark chuckled at Vad off’ s unintended joke. “ Depends on what kind of experiment. We are going to try
and find the Zzumer sun.”

“Thewhat?’

Mark quickly explained the program for locating one of the stars of the Broan Sovereignty. “Most of
Sar-Say’ s paintings were aien skyscapes, but one showed anight sky with aclose-in planetary nebula
that Sar-Say cdled * Sky Flower.” Wethink Sky Flower might be the Crab Nebula.”

“The Stdllar Survey islaunching an expedition into the heart of the Broan Sovereignty? Y ou can’'t be
serioud”

“Very serious, Mr. Vadoff.”

There followed a sputtering noise that segued into a stream of invectivein Russian. After awhile, the
invective stopped and there was nothing but silence from the lower bunk.

Mark considered explaining what the expedition planned, but decided not to. There would be plenty of
timefor that later. Instead, he turned his attention to the bulkhead-mounted viewscreen that displayed the
view from atopside camera. Above them, the banks of lamps began going out one by one. Then, when
the dock wasin twilight, eight bright lines gppeared to be radiating from the zenith. They grew wider, and
suddenly, theRuptured Whale was bathed in naked sunlight.

An unidentified voice issued from the annunciator. “ Dome retracted. Ready for takeoff.”
“Very wdl,” thevoice of theWhale ' s captain answered. “ Generators to power. Stand by for liftoff.”

L ong seconds passed in which nothing seemed to happen. Then, the periphery of the landing dock
disappeared at the edges of the screen. There was no sensation of motion as theRuptured Whale rose
dowly into the black sky.

Mark was jolted by Vadoff’ s strained tones from beneath him. “Listen to me, Mark. The Broakilled
your sster. They are evil beingsand it iscrimind for the Coordinator to take thisrisk. We have common
cause here. Y ou have to help me convince themto call off this expedition.”

“Don’t you want to know thetruth?’
“But think of therisk, man!”

“Therikisminima. They haveit al planned. Wewill scout from afar, never getting within alight-year of
any target system until we are ready. We rebuilt this ship in order to dip in and out without arousing



suspicion.”

“Damnit, Mark, thisis not the sort of decision that can be made by afew bureaucrats and scientists. This
involves the whole of the human race. At the least, we should take thetimeto put it to avote.”

“Sorry, Mikhalil, but the fleet will be long gone when they make the announcement. They can vote when
we get back.”

It had been afull minute since the ship had firgt risen from itslanding cradle. Now the viewscreen
changed to show the view below. They could see the open Lomonnosow Space Dock a kilometer
beneath them, itsinterior partidly bathed in sunlight. The rest wasinky shadow. As Mark watched, a
gentle hand pushed him into the bunk and the crater-strewn lunar landscape receded more swiftly. Soon
the Moon was round again, and shrinking by the minute. Ahead lay the dim point of light that was
Neptune.

#

Mark Rykand had been wrong. It did matter who was in the upper bunk. More than aweek after leaving
Luna, that gentle hand on his chest was il there. Initsinfancy, space travel had been ameatter of
extremes. One spent afew minutes blasting off on athundering pillar of fire, and then weeks or monthsin
freefd| asthe ship coasted towards is destination.

The advent of the reactionless drive had brought about arevolution in space trave for shipslarge enough
to mount one. No longer did a ship need to throw expensive reaction mass overboard in order to
maneuver. The space drive generator warped space asymmetrically around itself and did down the
artificid hill thus created. In the days of rockets, when fudl was a a premium, it would have taken aship
thirty-one yearsto reach Neptune in aminimum energy orbit. TheRuptured Whale would make the same
voyage in two hundred hours, reaching avelocity of 1100 km/sec at turnover.

For most of that time, sharing acompartment with Mikhail Vadoff waslike having acabin al to himsdf.
Despite Mark’ s attempts to engage the Russian in conversation, Vadoff remained withdrawn and
uncommunicative. Whether he was sulking or planning something nefarious was difficult to tell.

Mark spent most of the voyage with Lisain the ship’s communications center. She had been working
feverishly to complete the software program that would train the fleet in the Broan linguafranca. She, too,
was having roommate problems, but of adifferent sort. Far from being morose at the prospect of the
voyage, Sar-Say’ s joy seemed boundless.

“One would have thought that arace of traders would have learned to hide their emotions better,” Lisa
remarked one morning &t breakfast.

“You can't blame him. Heisjust excited about going home.”
“I wish he would calm down enough to deep at night.”

The language course they prepared was atypica multimedia education program. It had been culled from
hundreds of hours of surveillance recordings of Sar-Say, aswell aslessons Lisahad recorded back at
PoleStar. Userslistened first to Sar-Say, and then Lisa, asthey enunciated aword in Broan. The
students were then asked to repeat the word and a voice analysis was displayed to compare the results.

Mark had learned quite alot of what Sar-Say called “trade talk” already. He was surprised that the
language was s0 logica and easy to learn.

“Of courseitiseasy tolearn,” Lisareplied in response to his observation. “It hasto be smplefor a



million sentient speciesto make themsalves understood iniit.”
“Why isthat?’

“Because those million species have amillion different ways of communicating with their own kind. Thelr
brainsadl work differently. Actudly, it is quite an accomplishment for the Broato design suchasmple
language. In fact, | think most people have the wrong idea about the Broa.”

“What do you mean?’
“What isit about the Broa that make them capable of ruling amillion other species?’
“That’ s easy. They control accessto the Sargates.”

Lisanodded. “That isright. So long as no one can travel from system to system without their tacit
agreement, they do not have aneed for alarge presence on any individua planet. Sar-Say saysthat there
are systemsthe Broadon't visit for yearsa atime.”

“So they are not the evil imperiaists we have been led to believe?” Mark asked.

“Actudly, they are probably worse than we imagine. No, their domain isnot ruled like ahuman empire
becauseit can't be”

“I don’'t follow you.”

“Think about it. Would you try to control arace of civilized dolphins using the same techniques you
would use with human beings? How could you? Human and dolphin brains and cultures are too
different.”

“For one thing, dolphins don't care anything about money.”

Lisalaughed. “ And the females are in charge, amuch more sensible system than the one we use. Think of
the problemsinherent in controlling amillion-star interstellar empire, where every speciesisadifferent
sort of ‘dolphin.” What sort of government do you set up that works with humanoids, quadrupeds,
octopoids, and God only knows what other forms there are to be found among the stars?’

“I guessyou don't,” Mark replied. “Y ou have to find something that they dl agreeon.”

Lisabeamed asthough gazing a astar pupil. “What the exo-biologists cal an Objective Redlity. Inthe
case of the Broa, the objective redity isthat if you do not do what you aretold, amillion starships
suddenly materidize in your sky and proceed to kill every male, femae, and pup of your race. That isthe
sort of thing anyone can understand, regardless of the shape and size of their brain case. Conversdly,
however, that is about theonly level of control the Broa have over their subjects.”

“Interesting, but it isn't getting this program debugged.”
“Sorry,” Lisasad. “I'll leave you doneto work.”
Somehow, she did not sound sorry.

Asthe days passed, the need to finish the training course became ever more pressing. The software
program would be distributed to the fleet before it departed Neptune and the human spacers would
spend the next year learning the dien language. Those aboard theRuptured Whale would have the added
advantage of Lisa s persond ingtruction and daily practice with Sar-Say.



Specidists aboard each starship would be fluent in the common language of the Sovereignty by thetime
they arrived. However, every member of each crew wasto learn as much of the Broan language as his or
her dutieswould dlow. At the very least, the misson planners hoped any ship that sumbled into contact
with dienswould be fluent enough to lie their way out of trouble.

Eventualy, the blue star they had been tracking for aweek grew into avisible disk. Then, over aperiod
of hours, it filled the viewscreen. TheRuptured Whale had dowed to afew dozen kilometers per second
when they caught thefirst laser beacons of the shipsthat had gathered at Neptune.

An hour later, they were among the gathered starships of the human race asthey prepared to go out into
the great unknown.

CHAPTER 27

Neptune is an oversize marble thirty times more distant from Sol than Earth, acold gas giant so far from
the sun that it radiates twice as much heat to space asit receives. Theinternd heeat isthe engine that
drivesthe planet’ s 2000-kph winds, the fastest in the Solar System. The winds give the planet the
characteristic banded appearance of agas giant. In the case of Neptune, however, the bands are blue,
the result of the red wavel engths being absorbed by methane in the upper atmosphere.

Like Saturn, Neptune possesses afull set of rings, athough of much darker appearance than the orbiting
ice shavings of itslarger sibling. One of therings has atwist in it, a phenomenon never adequately
explained by astronomers. The largest of its moons, Triton, isin aretrograde orbit a about the same
distance that Lunaorbits Earth. The odd orbit, along with Triton's physica smilarity to Pluto, dong with
thefact that Pluto’ s orbit actualy cutsinside that of Neptune, had long fueled a dispute over whether the
ninth planet was actualy one of the blue giant’ slost moons.

LisaArden lay strapped in her bunk and watched the big blue world on her cabin’ s viewscreen. Likethe
rest of the crew, she had been briefed on what to expect during their gpproach. And, like the rest of the
crew, she was not particularly interested.

For even though Neptune was just about the farthest point in the Solar System and Sol’ s outermost “real
planet,” when one considered the length of the voyage on which they were about to embark, it was akin
to waking down the hdl to the bathroom in one’ sown flat. Behind them lay 4.5 billion kilometers of
empty space, and before them, agulf so largethat “billion kilometers’ wastoo small aunit of measure.

After afew minutes spent looking down into the blue complexity of Neptune' s upper atmosphere and
gazing at the enormous cyclone that had been dubbed “ The Great White Spot,” she shifted her gaze to
the pulsing red beacon just above the gas giant’ s limb. Over the next several minutes, the laser beacon
resolved itself into atiny sphere, and then into an ever-larger globe. Finally, they were close enough to
recognize the globe asthe StarshipMagellan .

“That isthe ship that brought meto Earth, isit not?’ Sar-Say asked from the upper bunk. Like her, the
pseudo-simian would have preferred to have his face pressed against aviewport during the approach.
However, the Stellar Survey’ s regulations stated, “ All passengers to be strapped down under conditions
of variable acceleration,” and the captain had proved a stickler for regulations.

“Right,” Lisaanswered. “That isMagellan . Sheis back from fetching the starships we had out on
urvey.”



Earth’ s starships were clustered as close together as such ships ever get, yet the scale of spaceissuch
that only afew of the starships and giant freighters servicing them were within visua range.

Since she did not expect to see any other ships, Lisawas surprised when atrio of ungainly mechanisms
drifted into view, and then off the edge of the screen as theRuptured Whale passed them. The things-
she was sure they had not been ships - were gone too quickly to gain more than an impression of their
shape. Thefact that they had been vishble a al meant that theWhale had come close to amid-space
collison.

“What were they?’ Lisawondered aoud.

“| wastaking to Chief Engineer Dresser,” Sar-Say said. “ She wastelling me about the scientific
instruments used to detect gravity waves. | believe that those were the same instruments.”

Lisanodded. Of course! What she had just seen were the gravtenna units they would be taking aong.
Usudly the gravtenna congtellation orbited between Earth and Mars. However, the Solar Systems’ only
gravity wave observatory had been requisitioned for their expedition. Once at the Crab Nebula, they
would begin “listening” for the characteristic gravity waves produced by stargates.

The physicigts had broached the subject of gravity waveswith Sar-Say as soon asthe dien’ s vocabulary
improved to the point where the answerswere intdligible. Travel viastargate involved the disgppearance
of aship from one point in the universe and its S multaneous regppearance at another. Because aship
literdly falsinto awormhole, one terminus of which isanchored to the gate, the discontinuous mass
function producesripplesin the fabric of space-time -- gravity waves. Each jump resultsin two such
waves being produced, one centered at the point of departure and the other at the point of arrival. These
waves radiate outward in al directions at the speed of light and are detectable to distances of severa
thousand light-years.

Most travel within the Sovereignty was between pairs of stargates and the gravity waves thus produced
were of low-to-moderate intensity. It was not necessary to have a stargate at both ends of ajump,
however. Given sufficient power, a sargate can drive asingle-ended wormhole acrossthe galaxy. That is
what had happened to theRuptured Whale *sformer owners when the Broan Avenger fired on it during
ajump. Wormholes anchored at only one end produced the equivaent of a gravity tidd wave wherever
they emerged. It was just such a mega-wave thatMagellan had fdlt following Sar-Say’ s abrupt arriva in
the New Eden system.

By detecting the gravity waves produced by shipstrangting stargates, and then plotting their points of
origin, the expedition hoped to discover at least afew systems of the Broan Sovereignty.

“I would think that if it were that easy, we would have discovered your people long before now,” Lisa
had said to Sar-Say one night while they had been discussing gravity waves.

Sar-Say explained to her about interstellar distances and the communi cations delay imposed by the
speed of light. He concluded with, “The fact that you have not detected us indicates that none of the
gravity waves we have produced have yet reached the Solar System. If this nebulathat you people cal
‘The Crab’ istruly Sky Fower, then you will not see awave produced today for at least 7000 years.”

AsLisalay in her bunk and watched, the spherica ship swelled until it filled the viewscreen.Magellan
was as she had first seen it at PoleStar, with the exception that the starship was the center of abeehive of
activity. Everywhere she looked, there were smdll inter-orbit scooters and microgravity haulersfloating
around the big starship. One small vessal would undock from the starship, only to have another take its
place afew moments later. SinceMagellan had been out combing the cosmos for the other starships, she
had been late in arriving and the crews were working overtime to prepare her for the coming voyage.



Thefedling of weight disgppeared and Lisafloated into her restraining strapsjust asthe ship onthe
viewscreen ceased its expangion. The cessation of acceleration announced that they had arrived. Lisa
reached for the strap release just as an authoritative voice issued from the cabin annunciator to order her
(and everyone else onboard) to stay asthey were.

The reason for the order became clear afew minutes|later as a vacsuited figure rocketed away from one
ofMagellan ’sdocking ports, trailing a cable behind. The figure approached directly into the camera, and
then disappeared from view. Only thelazily twisting cable was visble for long minutes. Then, the cable
grew taut and they began to dide smoothly forward.

StarshipsMagellan andRuptured Whale were about to engage in an act of intercourse.
#

“Comeaong, Mr. Vadoff,” Lisashouted as she followed Sar-Say’ s diminutive figure around the
circumferentia corridor towardRuptured Whale ’smain cargo hold. The hold, which sill contained much
of itsorigina manifest of alien gadgets, had anew addition. Insde was an Earth-standard docking portd.
When the hatch doors were opened, the portd tel escoped out from the ship and latched onto amating
device aboardMagellan . Once docked, the two ships could exchange personnel without the bother of
auiting up first. Buried asit wasingde the cargo hold, when the cargo doors were closed, the non-Broan
technology was out of sght of any inquisitive aien eyesthey might encounter. The docking port was
merely one of the additions the work crews had made to the dien starship, and like dl the other
enhancements, greet care had been taken to camouflageit.

Lisa, Sar-Say, and Mikhail VVadoff were en route toMagellan , where thefina pre-launch mission
briefing wasto take place. All over thefleet, ships captains and first officers embarked for the vessdl that
would serve asthe expedition flagship.

Mark Rykand was not with their small group as they made their way through the accordion-pleated tube
that connected the two ships. He had gone ahead to help with the astronomical details of the briefing. He
had aso transported severa hundred record cubes containing Lisa Arden’ s course inConver sational
Broan . The software was to be distributed to the fleet at the briefing.

Their destination wasMagellan s hangar bay, the largest compartment aboard the ship. Even so, when
the three of them arrived, they discovered the bay packed with auxiliary craft, twelve-sided crates, and a
milling mob of humanity. Sar-Say’ sarrival set off amuted wave of muttering and agenera turning of
heads. The pseudo-smian hated in the airlock and gazed upward at the surrounding faces. Beside him,
Lisahdted aswdl. Shewondered if the Taff had the equivalent of human horror holos. If so, atypica
scene would probably ook like this one -- asingle Taff surrounded by staring naked dien faces. The
compartment was aso thick with the odor of packed humanity. She wondered what Sar-Say thought of
thesmdl.

“Over there,” Lisasaid, pointing to three empty microgravity perches near the anchored podium. She,
Sar-Say, and Vad off made their way to where Dan Landon floated behind an anchored podium. For her
part, Lisatried not to put her foot in anyone' sface.

“Welcome,” Landon said to her and Sar-Say. He ignored Vad off, who did not seem to take offense at
the dight. “We have been waiting for your arrival to begin the briefing.”

“Thank you, Captain,” Sar-Say said formaly. “ Also, please transmit my appreciation to your superiors. |
know the difficulty your people had in deciding to ad mein my return home.”

“We have reasons of our own to go in search of the Broa,” Landon replied.



The three of them anchored themselves next to Dr. Faraday, Ruptured Whale 'smedica officer. The
captain turned back to his preparations, and within afew minutes, pressed the control that caused a
raucous klaxon to echo through the hangar bay. The “prepare for impact” darm had the intended effect.
The buzz of dozens of conversations ceased with the dying echoes of thedarm.

After afew seconds wait, Landon began the briefing. “We al know why we are here. | should not have
to tel you that thiswill be the longest voyage ever attempted by human beings, and possibly, the most
hazardous. If anyone breaks down en route, there will be no rescue. We would not know where to begin
looking for you.

“Now then, you have dl studied the mission plan, so thereisno need to go over it again. However, on
the theory that there is aways onegoofer who never seemsto get theword, that is precisely what wewill
do. Chief Scientist Bendagar, you have the floor --”

Raoul Bendagar had been huddled with Mark Rykand when Lisa entered the hangar bay. He now
floated forward to replace the captain at the lectern.

“Good morning, ladies, gentlemen, Sar-Say. | imagine that Columbus, Cook, and this ship’s namesake,
Magdlan, must have fet smilarly on the verge of their own great voyages of discovery.”

“They were more likely hung over from drinking and whoring...” avoice caled out from the back of the
compartment.

Without missing a beat, Bendagar responded, “ My point exactly!”

The ensuing roar of laughter was more than the joke deserved, but it had itsintended purpose. The
tension in the compartment dropped noticeably. Bendagar waited for the reaction to subside before
continuing. He pressed a control on the lectern and the holocube lit to show astar chart.

“Here, then, isthe operationa plan. Twelve starships will leave Neptune orbit in three days. We will
depart in line-astern formation and accel erate out to where we are clear of the planet’ s gravity well. We
will then jump to superlight and head directly toward the Crab Nebula. The distance is 7000 light-years,
and we will bein trangt for 380 days.

“Asyou are dl aware, astrogation over such adistance will be a problem. We have yet to venture far
enough from Sol to be able to triangulate stars at that distance, so we can only estimate these things. To
keep cdibration errors to aminimum, each ship will drop sublight once each week to zero their basdlines.
Onour arival, wewill al head for the assembly point --”

The scene in the cube changed to show ayellow gtar at the edge of the glowing nebulacloud. The green
identification letters next to the star identified it as No. 184-2838 in the New General Astronomical
Catalog, Twenty First Edition.

“The gtar isa G3 giant, approximately the same size and type as Capella. Unlike Capella, it isavariable
and only about ten light-years from The Crab. In fact, it iswithin the nebula s gas shell. Once your ships
have reached the nebula, you will make directly for this star. The rendezvous point will be whichever
planet is closest to the middie of the temperate zone. If that proves unworkable, we will rendezvous 100
agtronomica units due gdactic north from the gar.”

“What if we discover diens?’ someone shouted.

“That isunlikely. The system was stexilized by radiation from the supernova less than ten thousand years
ago. In addition, as| mentioned, it isavariable star. However, you are advised to drop sublight well



distant from this star and to sweep the system with your instruments before approaching. If you find
anything, you will divert to thefirg dternate assembly point.”

“Won't the Crab Pulsar mask gravity waves emanating from the Broan stargates?’ someone asked.

“If anything, the metronome regularity of the pulsar will make anoma ous gravity waves more obvious.
Now then, asto other details, | will hand you back to Captain Landon.”

#

The briefing continued for two more hours. After it ended, Mikhail Vad off asked to see Dan Landon.
Thetwo of them made their way through the milling humanity to Landon’ s office.

“Yes, Mr. Vadoff?’

“I have arequest, Captain. | understand that | am dated to return to Earth aboard one of the freighters
after the fleet’ s departure.”

Landon nodded. “1t will be good to get home again, | imagine.”
“I don’t want to go home. | want to go on the expedition.”
The captain blinked. “I beg your pardon.”

“I want to accompany you on the coming voyage.”

“Considering your views on interstellar exploration, | would expect you to be the last person to make
such arequest. Why are you?’

“Sothat | will bein aposition to influence events and see that my own point of view is represented.”

“And why should | take someone opposed to interstd lar exploration aong on the most important voyage
of exploration since Magd lan?

“Y ou should take me because itis the most important voyage, Captain. Y ou need me.”
“Begging your pardon, but | need you like | need hemorrhoids.”

“Y ou need me because my viewpoint is different from your own, and | might add, that of just about
everyone e se on this expedition. Y ou are about to embark on avoyage into the unknown. It would be
shortsighted not to make sure that you have the widest possible pool of talent at your disposal.”

“Not if one of thosetalentsisintent on disrupting the rest of the talent.”
“I would not be disruptive, Captain. | know how to fitin.”

“Frankly, sir, were it up to me, you would be headed home this afternoon. However, it isnot up to me.
Coordinator Halstrom predicted that you would make the request and ordered me to take you aboard if
you asked. | suppose she wantsto get you out of her hair for acouple of years. Do you have any tdents
other than agitation?’

“I am apretty fair cook.”
“Then that will be your assgnment. Welcome aboard, Crewman. Now get the hell out of my office.”

“Ayeaye, gr!”



#

Sar-Say hovered at the viewport in what had once been the passenger section of theHraal
subsequently renamed theRuptured Whale . For once, he was not required to strap himsdf into that
ridiculous bunk.

The humans were taking him home!

After so many months under their control, he had thought that he understood them. Now he was not so
sure. He had expected it to take years before they would be ready for an expedition into Broan space,
yet here they were, preparing an entire fleet to jump to superlight velocity. He had not thought them
capable of such decisveness.

Sar-Say was philosopher enough to know that he must accept that there were some things till beyond
his understanding. For instance, there was the mysterious change in the status of Captain Landon. Shortly
after the briefing, it had been announced that Landon would command theRuptured Whal e rather than
Magellan on the long voyage to Sky Flower. When Sar-Say asked Lisato explain the abrupt change,
shetold him it was because Mikhail Vadoff would be accompanying them in theWhale . Since Mikhall
Vadoff’s status aboard PoleStar had dway's been amystery to Sar-Say, her answer did nothing to
enlighten him. Nor did her comment that had ended their conversation: *1 suspect the captain wantsto
keep an eye on the old scoundre.”

The statement had been unsettling to Sar-Say. It implied that Captain Landon was not the expedition’s
true master and that Mikhail Vadoff was, even though he had no officia status asfar as Sar-Say could
determine. The strange thought was so counterintuitive that it nearly ruined Sar-Say’ s ebullient mood.
Luckily, hewould have afull Earth year in which to ponder the mysteries of human socia organization.
For as difficult asit wasto understland humans, understand them he mugt if he were to implement hisown
plans oncethey entered Civilization.

In the meantime, he would play their little games and help Lisain her effortsto train the others to speak
proper language. He would work assduoudly to gain their trust, even to the point of seeming to work
agang hisown interests. For if they did not trust him by the time they found one of the outlying systems,
al of hiswdl-laid planswould come to naught.

Sar-Say contemplated the interesting universe into which he had falen while he watched the beacons of
the various starshipsin thefleet. A dozen ships had departed Neptune ten hours earlier and were
accderaing in formation. They had finaly crossed the invisibleline that marked the point where it was
safe to use sardrives, and they were even now preparing to jump.

As he watched, one of the distant beacons winked out. One moment the ship was solid and redl, the next
it vanished without atrace. A few minuteslater, another ship performed the same disappearing trick, and
then, athird. One by one, the beacons winked out of the sky in front of him.

The sght was mesmerizing. His excitement grew with each departure. He waslliterdly quivering when a
raucous alarm sounded aboard theRuptured Whale . The darm cut off, and Dan Landon’ s voice issued
from the annunciator. “ All Hands. Stand by for superlight infive.... four ... three... two ... one!”

The throb of the engines changed pitch subtly, and suddenly, there were no stars outside the viewport.
Beyond the ship, therewas only stygian blackness.

Thejourney home had begun!



CHAPTER 28

Nadine Halstrom stood at her office window and |ooked down on the cityscape below. Snow had come
early to Toronto this year and alight dusting of white reflected the city lightsto her in her glassed-in aerie.
The covering of new snow made the sceneidyllic and peaceful, not the least because the storm had put
out the stubborn fires that still raged here and therein the city.

It had been two weeks since she had gone on the full infonet and announced that humankind was no
longer donein the universe. She had worked hard on her speech and she thought it one of the best she
had ever given. It certainly should have been. The psychologists massaged it thoroughly, fine-tuning every
phrase until the words struck just the right balance of caution and concern, confidence and competency.

She had begun with astraight recitation of the facts of first contact in the New Eden system. She
explained in matter-of-fact phrases that one of their scouts had been destroyed in the encounter, but
emphasized thatMagellan had taken its revenge only minuteslater. She recounted how the brave men
and women of the Stdllar Survey boarded the remaining aien ship and discovered its sole survivor.

At that point, Nadine Halstrom'’ s features had faded out of the picture, to be replaced by views of
Sar-Say in captivity. Theimages had been carefully chosen to highlight the pseudo-smian’ sfaintly comic
look. Following what she referred to as “ our short nature film,” the camera had again focused on the
World Coordinator, and she ddlivered the bad newsin her most restrained, concerned style. Shetold the
viewing masses about Sar-Say’ s revelation of the Broan Sovereignty. She gave them the bare facts
without embellishment, and then, emphasized that none of the alegations were yet proven. She offered
the dternative explanation that Sar-Say might be spinning tall tales.

After adramatic pause in which the camerazoomed in for aclose-up, she gazed earnestly into the lens
and said, “Fdlow citizens of Sol. Thisaien clamsthat somewhere beyond our little bubble of known
gace liesalarge interstellar empire, an empire that may not be sympathetic to our aspirations. Our
scientists have studied al available evidence and report that they are, asyet, unable to conclusively and
independently verify what Sar-Say hastold us. For thisreason, | decided that our best course wasto
seek thetruth for oursalves. That effort is now underway.

“Two weeks ago, we launched an expedition to the vicinity of The Crab Nebula, some 7000 light-years
from here. There they will seek out this so-caled Broan Sovereignty in order to learn the truth of things?

Her tone had turned soothing. She discussed in general terms the precautions that would be taken to
prevent the Broa from learning of the existence of ether the human race or its home world. Her words
were designed to inspire confidence and to downplay the dangers. She ended her speech with, “You
may rest assured that our people aboard the starships will learn the truth and bring it back to us.
However, we must al have patience. It is 7000 light-years to the Crab Nebula, and 7000 light-years
back. To put it in termswe can dl understand, the light we see today from that nebula began itsjourney
before thefirst pyramid was erected. It takes time to cross that much space and more time for the return
voyage. We should hear something from our expedition in approximately 30 months.

“I know each of you will join mein praying for the success of our brave men and women on this, the
longest journey ever undertaken by our species. They will remain in our thoughts and in our prayers until
they return safely hometo Mother Earth. That isall | have to share with you this evening. Good night, and
May God blessthe Human Race!”

There had followed afull week of cam. It seemed that the speech had worked its magic better than



expected. However, the calm had proven illusory. Nadine Halstrom blamed herself for not noticing the
danger signals. Sherationdized her failure with the fact that, following her speech, she had been forced to
meset with virtualy every faction in Parliament. Still, as her conscience insisted on reminding her, that was
NO excuse.

The meetings had filled her day from sunrise to midnight, and they had al had the same script. The
Honorable Member from East Podunk would arrive, begin by demanding to know why he or she had not
been let in on the secret, and then launch into a twenty-minute oration on the defects of the Coordinator
and her adminigtration. About halfway through the diatribe, her visitors would assure her that keeping the
news from the public had been smart palitics, and even their fellow MPs had no “ need to know.”
However, not telling the Honorable Member had been inexcusable, and if she thought it had not, wait
until the next yearly appropriations bill was before the Honorable Member’ s committee!

While Nadine Halstrom suffered through a parade of sdlf-important legidators, the various media outlets
were filled with news of the aliens. There were learned debates as to whether any species could possibly
control amillion gars. There were emationd arguments regarding the advisability of sending humanity’s
amall fleet of sarshipsto investigate. There were rdigiousinquiries asto where diensmight fitin God's
grand scheme of things. But most importantly, below the level of public discourse, were the quiet
conversations held in bars and homes; frightened whisperings between two or three individuasin which
the participantstried to reconcile their worldviewswith amillion-star alien empire. The more people
struggled with the concept, the more frightened they became.

There had been opposition, of course; but it had seemed surprisingly light. One opposition group, in
particular, was conspicuous by their slence. Terra Nostra , after abrief news release stating that their
founder was en route to The Crab Nebulawith the expedition, and that he would look after humankind's
interests, had said nothing. However, lack of public pronouncements did not mean that Mikhail Vadoff’'s
vassalswereidle. They worked tirdlessy behind the scenes to organize amovement with the ultimate
god of recalling the starships as quickly as afollow-on expedition could be organized.

Seven days after Nadine Halstrom’ s speech, the building tensions reached a breaking point. The dormant
volcano of public opinion was ready to erupt. All that was needed was atriggering event. That event
occurred on the evening of October 6 in front of the New Y ork Metropolitan Administrative Complex.

It was aFriday and the streets of Manhattan were crowded with people. In addition to the normal
crowdsto be found in the “ city that never deegps’ on aFriday evening, there were severa demonstrations
in progress. The fact that people were not sure what to demongtrate for or against did not help their
mood. However, the crowd was orderly, asit had been the previous three evenings. Police were out in
force, but did not expect trouble.

All of this changed abruptly at 20:16 hours when acab driver made anillega lane change on the dlevated
thruway that cut across one corner of Administration Plaza. Thetaxi driver, late for shift change, sped
around the curve and ducked into the insde lane to make the off ramp for the New Holland Tunnel.
Halfway through the turn, hisleft front wheel smashed into another vehicle and he wastossed highin the
air, clearing the traffic barrier and crashing down into the milling crowd below.

Four people were killed outright and three others survived long enough for their screams to be heard
throughout the crowded plaza. A full dozen wereinjured sufficiently to require hospitdization. The
screams of the dying and the wounded proved too much for those whose nerves had been stretched taut
by news of the diens. Those close to the wreckage took out their anger on the hapless driver, who had
survived the ten-meter plunge into the crowd, only to be pulled from hiswrecked vehicle and begat
sensaless by the mob. Those beyond fist range turned their rage againgt the symbols of authority. Severd
police were beaten. Violence spread like fire in a pure oxygen atmosphere and within an hour, the whole



of the municipal complex had been set ablaze.

News of therioting flashed instantly around the planet. The direct cause somehow became logt inthe
reporting as breathless newsers|eft the impression that the riot wasin responseto the dien criss.
Disorders proliferated with the speed of communication. In virtudly every mgor city, crowdsthat had
gathered to seek solace from their governments suddenly turned on their leaders. The disorders began
with smashed windows and quickly escaated to looting and arson.

Therioting had gone on for four days and cost more than athousand people their lives. Shipsin orbit
reported that they could plot their progress through the night sky by thelight of burning cities. Eventually,
theirrationdity of the violence seeped into peoples brains, or esethey just grew tired. Sowly, the police
began to regain control. The rampaging crowds thinned until they were composed primarily of looters.
Eventudly, even the looters seemed to lose interest and it wasfinally over.

Nadine Halstrom looked out the window into the cold winter night and shivered at the memory of the
long nights of rioting. Whenever humankind began to believe that the ancient beast of mob rule had been
tamed, there was dways something to remind them that they were no more civilized than their caveman
ancestors, only moreinsulated from the redlities of life. She wondered how many more such disorders
her career could withstand. Already, most of Parliament was angry with her. A few moreriotsand she
would find hersdf signing onto the database at the unemployment office,

As she gazed out the window at the dowly hedling city beneeth its blanket of clean white snow, she
wondered if that would be such atragedy. It was tempting sometimes to think of laying down the mantle
of respongbility and returning to the ranks of the citizenry. Then she would have moretimefor her family
and someone e se could worry about this headache with the diens.

She dlowed hersdf the fantasy for another minute, and then with asigh, she returned to her desk. There
were problemsto be solved and that was not being accomplished by staring out the window.

#

Six months after their departure from Neptune, Mark Rykand decided that he had had enough of the
romance of star travel. The problem with flying at multiples of light-gpeed was that there was nothing to
see. No one had ever invented away for astarship moving at superlight velocity to detect the outside
universe. Such an instrument was not even theoreticaly possible. So, as much as he would have liked to
watch the stars march mgjesticaly by asthe light-yearsflew past, dl there was beyond the viewports was
blacknessfor 167 hours out of 168.

Once each week, they would drop sublight for an hour to confirm their position and take sightings of the
surrounding stars. Then it was back into the absol ute blackness of wherever it isthat a ship goeswhen it
breaks through the light barrier. With nothing to see most of the time, there waslittle for the astronomy
dtaff to do.

That was the reason that he had lately taken up an “ dternate professon.” Ever since theRuptured Whale
left Neptune, Mark Rykand had been teaching himsdlf the intricacies of Broan computer science. The
subject of his study wastheHraal ’s main computer, the machine the specidists on Lunahad studied
extensvely. They had sought the cause of the massive dataloss about the same time the ship suffered
explosive decompression during the Battle of New Eden. They had not found it.

Like everything ese onboard theRuptured Whale , the Broan computer was a study in contrasts. Like
the Broan trade language, actualy operating the machine seemed childishly smple. Theinterfacewas akin
to the early graphical user interfaces that had been the fashion for human computers through much of the
Twenty First Century, athough “point and click” was a concept that seemed to have eluded the Broa.



Stll, the computer displayed information on a holoscreen in dot-and-swirl script and with easily
comprehended iconic representations. Scientists who had studied the computer back at Lunahad done a
good job of deciphering its basic structure and operating principles. A large amount of this datawas
intact, including sections detailing the operation of most of theRuptured Whale ’sorigind systems. In
fact, it had been those records that alowed human engineersto rebuild the Vithian freighter so quickly.

However, there remained the puzzling gapsin the computer’ s memory. Whatever had caused them was
asmuch amystery as ever. Perhaps one of the Broan Avenger’ s energy bolts had sent an ectrica surge
through the ship, wiping out sections of memory at random in the same moment al the pressure doors
retracted. The only problem with the “dectrica surge’ theory was that Broan equipment did not suffer
from dectrica surges. Unlike humans, who strung wires everywhere, the Broa equipped each of their
machines with its own self-contained power cell. Save for the hull, electrical charges had no conductive
pathsto follow to reach the computer circuitry inside its protective case.

By thetime theRuptured Whale was gpproaching the midway point of itsjourney, Mark Rykand had
read all of the reports and learned to query the Broan computer amost aswell as ahuman model.
However, nothing in his studies shed any light on the mystery. Therefore, with Captain Landon’s
permission, he and Chief Engineer Dresser had opened the machine and were exploring itsinterna
circuitry, looking for some clueto its mafunction.

The computer was located in what was now the Engineering Department. It was a cube that measured
two meterson aside. If their power cell technology exceeded humanity’s, Broan skill with computers
seemed to lag that of Homo sapiens . The computer was powerful by any measure, but ahuman-built
meachine with smilar capabilities would have occupied one-tenth the volume.

The computer was ahybrid. Parts of it appeared to be purely eectrical in nature, while others glittered
with the glass of a holographic memory system. Alien or not, Mark recognized the genera purpose of
mogt of the mechanisms. There were afew devices, however, whose functions were amystery.

“It reminds me of some of the antiquesin the Smithsonian’s computer collection,” Laura Dresser said as
she used aneedle probe to track one particular conductor back to its source. Because the individual
traces were nearly invisible to the naked eye, she had pushed her old-fashioned spectacles up on her
head and replaced them with apair of micromanipulator goggles.

“How 507" Mark asked from where he was monitoring the readout from Laura s probe.

“It'sso damned ‘modular’ in here. Y ou would think after al thistime, the Broawould learn that you
never usetwo edementsif you can combine them into asingle integrated circuit.”

“Maybe they had areason, or maybe the specidists are right when they speculate that the Broa suppress
new inventions to keep from destabilizing their empire. ... There, | think you just touched it.”

“Right,” shereplied. “It seemsto belive at Junction Alpha Six Two. Let’sseeif we cantrack it tothe
next junction.”

At that moment, Sar-Say floated through the hatchway.
“Sar-Say!” Mark yelled across the cavernous space. “ Join us.”

The pseudo-simian moved with the assurance of along-time spacer. He quickly reached the point where
Mark and Laura Dresser were working and anchored himself to ahandy stanchion.

“Hello, Mark. Hello, Laura. Y ou asked to see me?”’



“Hello, Sar-Say,” the chief engineer responded from where she had her upper torso inserted into the
alien computer case. “Y es, we need your help.”

“How may | hdp you?’
“Thisisyour ship’s computer. We are trying to determineif it was damaged in the battle.”
“WM!

“Because we would like to understand the cause of the massive data loss about the time your ship
depressurized. Can you help us?’

“I do not know. | am atrader, not acomputer technician.”

“Y ou must know something,” Mark perasted. “Not the technicd details, | grant you, but surely the stuff
that everyone knows. Y ou probably have plenty of knowledge stuffed down in that eidetic memory of
yours.”

“I will tell youwhet | know.”

“We have most of the circuitry identified, but thereis one particular trace that has us sumped.”
“Stumped?’

“Anidiom. It means that we do not understand.”

Sar-Say nodded. “1 do not know that | can help, but | will try.”

“Comeover here,” Lauracalled.

The Taff moved to the computer, where he anchored himsdlf to Laura s belt and gazed over her shoulder
a theinterior of the massve thinking machine.

“Do you seethissmdl trace here on this module?’

“Itisvery smdl, but | seeit.”

“It seemsto come out of the power module and run off into this crystaline thing. Any ideawhat it isfor?’
“No, Laura. | have no knowledge of such things.”

“Couldit beaninterrupt line?’

“What isthat?’

Laura opened her mouth to explain, but was cut short by aquiet beep from her comm unit.

“Get that, Mark!”

“Right.” Mark stretched to where Laura Dresser had |eft her equipment belt. He

unsnapped the communicator and pressed the face to activate.

The cdll was from the communi cator-on-duty. The captain wished to speak with the chief engineer. Laura
muttered something uncomplimentary under her breath, extricated herself from the computer, and pulled
the magnifier goggles down to dangle around her neck. She then restored her glassesto her face before



pulling hersdf to where she could reach the comm unit that Mark held at arm’ slength.
“Yes Tyler?

“The captain wishes to speak to you, Madame Chief Engineer. Stand by.”

“Yes, Captain.”

“About those figures you sent methismorning ...”

Suddenly, aflash and crackling noise emanated from somewhere behind Laura Dresser. She pivoted her
body to look. At first, there was nothing to see. The open front of the computer case blocked her view
such that only Sar-Say’ slegswere visible. Then, while they watched in horror, the rest of hisbody
floated dowly into view.

The pseudo-smian was limp, histonguelolled from hismuzzle, and hisyelow eyes sared Sghtlesdy into
space. He looked dead.

CHAPTER 29

Captain Dan Landon sat at his control station aboard theRuptured Whale and let his eyes scan the banks
of instrumentsin front of him as he sipped lukewarm tea. The teawas heavily sugared (the way he liked
it), but abit too strong for histaste. After six monthsin space, the autokitchen program should have
learned his tastes better than that.

His control station was the same basi¢ setup he used aboardMagellan . It had multiple display screens
inset into a horseshoe-shaped console surrounding his high-backed command chair. The chair included a
lapboard with an imbedded touch screen that provided dl of the fingertip controls he needed to monitor
every section of the ship. Though the instruments were the same as on the big starship, outwardly, they
looked completely different.

Theinstrumentation aboard theRuptured Whale , dong with everything el se, was part of agrand
masguerade. Despite the fact that the control station was a standard design for human starships, the
design of the console was such that it blended into the alien décor of the ship.

That was the way it had been with al of the human additionsto the dien craft. Those that a casua visitor
(for instance, a Broan port officia) might see were camouflaged to look like part of the ship’s origina
equipment, while those not easily camouflaged were hidden from view. The object had been to makethe
ship operable by humans without advertisng the extra-Broan origins of the equipment. Nor had the effort
to disguise the ship ended when they departed Luna. Ever since leaving the Solar System, the crew had
worked tirdesdy to enhance the interior camouflage until Sar-Say proclaimed it would pass muster
anywherein the Sovereignty. Landon hoped the pseudo-smian was right. They were betting the future of
the human race on his opinion.

The plan to masguerade as a species from afar-off part of Broan space was made possible by the fact
that (according to Sar-Say) there were no standardized layouts for Broan starships. Rather, the various
gpecies used afew common hull designs, but customized them to fit their varying physiologies and needs.
A ship of Broan manufacture crewed by humans would be expected to be equipped with couches,
chairs, tables, and viewscreensthat displayed picturesin wavelengths to which the human eyeis sensitive.
Infact, had they tried to use the same furnishings and instruments as the previous owners, any diensthey



met might find the fact sufficiently odd to pass on to Those Who Ruled.

Therefore, the Whale now had two completely different propulsion systems - the Broan origind and the
human add-ons. Since they could not be passed off as being of Broan manufacture, both space-drive and
stardrive generators had been instaled in the capacious cargo hold, surrounded by heavy bulkheads, and
then hidden behind afacade of dien packing crates. If they did find one of the worlds of the Broan
Sovereignty, any port inspector who came aboard would discover nothing but ahold filled with genera
merchandise.

Nor had the heavy equipment been the only additionsto the ship’ s equipment. Also buried in the hold
were three of the most powerful computers humanity had ever built. They were attached to thousands of
sensorsimbedded in the hull. While in aBroan star system, the Ruptured Whale would record more
sgnasthan one of the fabled Soviet intelligence trawlers of the mid-20th century.

The Ruptured Whale had originaly been designed to be spun about its axisto provide artificia gravity.
That particular capability had not survived the overhaul. The star drive generator, in particular, had badly
dtered the ship’sdynamic balance. Any attempt to spiniit inits current configuration would causeit to
thump like agroundcar tire with aknot init. Asaresult, the entire voyage was being madein
microgravity.

Other preparations for disguising their origins were also underway. Each member of every starship's
crew was being ingtructed en route in the Broan trade language. As quickly asthey gained proficiency,
alternate computer displays were programmed with the Broan dot-and-swirl script. In case of an
ingpection, the display language of every screen could be converted ingtantly to Broan. In addition, al
permanent writing and markings had been changed over. Even those shipsthat would never comewithin
alight-year of aBroan vessel were taking the precaution.

Landon sipped histea and scanned hisinstruments. Asthey had for half ayear, they told him that his ship
was hedthy. Even Mikhail Vadoff had given him little trouble en route. Not only had the agitator proved
to be afirgt-rate cook, he was an asset at any of the ship’s frequent socia gatherings. He had even
become aregular at the captain’ s weekly poker game.

Thinking of Vadoff, Landon wondered how the public announcement had gone back home. From a
distance of 4000 light-years, the political squabbles of Earth seemed lessimportant than they once had.
Of much greater import were Dan Landon’ sworries about his ships and people.

One of the biggest worries waswhat he would do if one or more starships failed to make rendezvous.
Stardriveswere inherently reliable and fail-safe, and each ship had message probes and auxiliariesto
send off in case of abreakdown. Still, space was too damned vast. Even knowing aship’s position to
within the accuracy of her instruments would not help much. There were just too many cubic kilometers
inacubic light-year to do a proper search.

Then there wasthe worst worry of al. What if, after 380 days at superlight velocity, they arrived at their
destination to discover no evidence of the Broa? What if the Sky Flower Nebulawas not The Crab and
they had just journeyed 7000 light-years in the wrong direction? That was the worst-case scenario.
Better to discover that Sar-Say wastelling the gospel truth than not to know. A threat was something
humanity could handle. It wasfear of the unknown that sapped the human spirit.

Dan Landon took another sip of teaand mentally shook himself. He had noted atendency in himsdf to
brood of late. It was the isolation, of course. With blackness beyond the hull for six days, 23 hours each
week, they were dl going alittle stir crazy. In fact, the crew as awhole was displaying the symptoms of
sensory deprivation. Asthe commanding officer, it was his job to see that they were kept too busy to



think about their troubles. That was good advicefor al aboard, including him.

With agrimace, he pulled the morning report up on his screen and began to read. It was not his most
enjoyable task of the day and he had been putting it off. He scanned the report and then scowled. Things
were not as shipshape in Engineering as they should be.

“Communicator, get me Chief Engineer Dressey.”

“Working,” adisembodied voice said in hisear. A few seconds later, the communicator said, “Mr.
Rykand answered, Captain. He' s caling Chief Engineer Dresser now.” Then after another short walit, he
heard, “Y es, Captain.”

“About those figuresyou sent methismorning ...”

Hedid not get any further. There was amoment of static on the circuit, followed by asharp intake of
breath from Laura Dresser on the other end. Then three long seconds of silence passed before the
shouting began.

“What' sthe matter!” he demanded.
“It's Sar-Say, Captain. He has electrocuted himself. | think he's dead!”
#

Dr. PamelaFaraday had been in the Stellar Survey for twenty years and she would not call her duties
strenuous. Therejust was not much that could go wrong aboard astarship. Save for the real possibility
that the entire ship would be vaporized by asmall piece of space junk -- a possibility that did not require
the attention of amedica doctor -- there were few instances of injury. Mostly she spent her daysin her
dispensary treeting sprains from too active calisthenics and sporting contests, and keeping current with
her medica databases. It was thus a shock when she received the panic call from the control room.

“Doctor, thisis Landon. Grab your kit and get down to Engineering. Sar-Say’ s hearts have stopped.”

“Onmy way, dr!” sheyeled over her shoulder as she grabbed an emergency kit and arrowed for the
hatch that offered the most direct route toward where the engineers kept watch over the stardrive.

When she arrived, she found Mark Rykand and Laura Dresser knedling over the prone figure of the
pseudo-simian. Both had their legs tucked beneath anchor frames and they were physically holding
Sar-Say’ s body down againgt the deck. Or rather, Mark was using one hand to keep the Taff from
floating away. He covered one side of Sar-Say’s muzzle with the other hand. Dr. Faraday wondered
what hewas doing until she redlized that he was giving the adien mouth-to-mouth resuscitation. He had
covered haf the horizontal ditsthat Sar-Say used for nostrils with hisright hand and was blowing air into
the muzzle from the opposite side.

Laura Dresser was a0 active. She crouched over the alien’ s chest and was pressing her palms down to
siimulate both of the Taff’ s heartsin aquick, dternating rhythm. Pamela Faraday wondered where she
had learned enough about Sar-Say’ s physiology to know to do that.

“Let meinthere, please,” the doctor said as she floated above the trio. “No, you keep respiration going,
Mark. Laura, you move. | need to get some adrendineinto him!”

One of the things that had kept the doctor busy for the last six months had been reading the extensive
medical reports written by the biologists who had studied Sar-Say. The Taff was not human, but his
biochemistry was sufficiently smilar that most standard medica techniques worked on him. Like human



beings, the rate at which histwin hearts beat was controlled by achemica in his bloodstream. It was not
exactly adrendine, but it was close enough that the substitute would work.

She whipped an injector out of her emergency kit and made certain that it was set to dispense the proper
drug before jamming the injector end against Sar-Say’ s chest just below where she knew his primary
heart to be. She pressed the stud and there was a momentary hissing sound. She moved the injector a
few centimetersto the right and repeated the procedure. Then, without wasted motion, she pulled a
self-sedling monitor pad from her bag and adhered it to the brown fur midway between the alien’ shearts.
On her wrigt, her monitor immediately began emitting a strange double-thrumming sound.

“That'sit,” sheexcamed. “We have heart rhythm again.”

A moment later, Sar-Say shuddered and drew aragged breath. His eyestwitched and lost some of their
glazed look. The dien did not, however, wake up.

After examining his pupils-- the medica reports said their responseto stimuli was asinvoluntary asin
human beings -- she turned to Mark. “All right, you can stop blowing now. His hearts are begting again
and heisbreathing on hisown.”

Mark gtraightened up from where he had been crouching for what seemed an eternity. For thefirst time
he noted the crowd watching through the open hatch. There was a sudden commotion and the crowd
parted for the captain.

“All right, what’ sgoing on?’ Landon demanded as he elbowed hisway through.
Pamela Faraday gave her medical report in afew well-chosen words.
“Will helive?”

“Too soon to tell. We do not know enough about his species for meto offer an intelligent opinion without
further observation. | need to get him to the infirmary.”

“Right.” He singled out a couple of spacers who were hanging around outside the hatch. “Y ou two, help
the doctor. Mr. Rykand, Chief Engineer Dresser, you come over herewith me.”

Mark had aworried look as he watched the two spacers gently lift Sar-Say’ s body from the deck. In the
microgravity environment, it was lessamaiter of lifting the limp form as guiding it through the hatch and
out into the passageway beyond. The crowd parted to make way as Dr. Faraday |ed the small party out
of dght inthe direction of theinfirmary.

“What happened?’ Landon demanded.

Laura Dresser recounted the events up to the moment that Sar-Say’ s unconscious form had floated out
of the computer.

“What was he doing indde the damned thing in the first place?’

“Weweretracing one of the circuits. | left him to answer the call from you. He must have reached inside
and short circuited the power cell.”

“On purpose?’

“Hardly, Captain. | doubt hetried to eectrocute himsdlf. He certainly didn’t seem suiciddl just before the
accident.”



“Mark, isthat theway you saw it?’
“Yes, gr. Sar-Say was happy when he showed up and eager to help.”
“Right, what happened next?’

Onceit was obvious what had happened, we grabbed his body and held him down on the deck while we
performed first aid.”

“Quick thinking on both of your parts. Y ou may have saved hislife. What about the computer?”
“I don’t know. We ve been too busy to check.”
“Please check now, Mr. Rykand.”

“Ayeaye, sr.” Mark pulled himself to the computer and gazed inside. One did not need to be a speciaist
to see that the big machine would never think again. He could see severa spots wherethe circuitry had
actudly melted.

“It'strashed, Captain.”

“Well thisisonefine hell of amess!” Landon muttered.

Neither of the others responded. The captain had said it all.
#

Lisawasworried.

She had been working to improve her pronunciation of Broan trade talk when word had reached her of
Sar-Say’ s accident. Those who saw her between her cabin and the infirmary saw amaniac arrowing
through the corridors, heedless of her own safety and that of others. Had she encountered traffic at the
passageway junctions, there might have been other patientsfor Dr. Faraday’ s care.

When she arrived in the medical office, she found Sar-Say strapped to a bed with a makeshift oxygen
mask over his snout. Helooked so smadl and helplesslaying there that large, globular tearswelled up in
the corners of her eyes. The dien’s own eyes were open and staring into space. They showed no sign of
recognition, however. The two orbs were not even pointed in the same direction.

Lisaarrived to find the doctor working on Sar-Say, too busy to answer her questions. Nor was Mark
availableto tell her what had happened. With nothing to do, Lisahad waited in the passageway outside
theinfirmary. One problem with microgravity, she discovered, wasthat it was not conducive to pacing,
and without that physical release for her tengon, shefdt ready to jump out of her skin.

Eventually, Dr. Faraday stuck her head out through the infirmary hatch.
“How ishe, Doctor?’

“I think he'll live. Whether there will be brain damage ... well, wewill have to wait and see. The chances
are good that he will recover fully. Because of quick work by Mark Rykand and Laura Dresser, hisbrain
wasn't deprived of oxygen very long.”

“Whencan | seehim?’

“Not until morning. Now go find something e seto do.”



“Isthat wise, Doctor? Heisligble to be disoriented when he wakes up. Wouldn't it be better if thereisa
friendly facefor him to see?”’

“In other words, how about letting you stick around?’
“That, too.”

“All right. Y ou will probably just pester me with comm cdlsif | send you away. Y ou can play nurseif
you like, dthough | warn you, | don’t expect him to wake anytime soon.”

Lisaquickly agreed. Pamela Faraday showed her how to read the monitoring equipment that displayed
Sar-Say’ s heart and respiratory rates and explained that since he was an dien, she would have to
monitor everything manualy. The automatics were off line.

“Why not usethem?’ Lisaasked, puzzled.

“Because they might mistake anormal Taff reaction for an adverse human one. We wouldn’t want the
machine to attempt to cure that strange, double-thump in his hearts, now would we?’

“ NO_”

So it wasthat Lisaspent the night listening to the “ double thump” and mulling over how things might have
been different. The longer the Taff remained unconscious, the more extreme the scenarios her anguished
mind thought up. What if he never woke up; or worsg, if his mind was gone? What atragedy for the
small diento come sofar, only to befelled by afew Stray eectrons.

Mark showed up with breakfast the next morning.
“How ishedoing?’

“No change. His hearts are beating normally; his breething is shalow and thready, but adequate. The
oxygen content of hisblood iswithin tolerance. If only he would wake up!”

Mark had pulled her to him and held her close. “Give him time.”
“What happened down there?” she asked, haf-sobbing into his shoulder.

“WEe' re gtill not sure. From the evidence, it looks like he picked up one of Laura Dresser’ s manipulators
and stuck it into the power cell.”

“Why would he do that?’

Shefdt his shrug rather than saw it. “No way to tell until he wakes up. Maybe he saw something. Maybe
curiosity just got the better of him. We' Il haveto wait and ask him.”

Mark stayed an hour and then left to return to duty, leaving Lisa once again with her thoughts. Strange
how quickly life can change, she mused. One moment, she had been settled into her familiar, daily
routine. The next, afriend was at death’ s door. She had not felt this morose since her father had died.
Funny that she could be 0 upset over an dien.

She was on the verge of beginning another cycle of “what might have been” when she was Sartled by a
noise from the bed beside her. She looked up from her readouts to note that Sar-Say had moved an arm.
It had been floating free asit did when he dept. Now, however, it moved upward to grab his head.

Lisalevered hersdlf from her seat and pulled hersdlf to hover over the bed. The alien’ s eyeswere ill not



focused, but they did not stare off in two different directions either. Sar-Say’ stongue had retracted into
his mouth. She was not sure whether thiswas agood sign. What if he swallowed it and choked? She
thought of sticking her hand into his mouth, but decided not to. An involuntary spasm & an inappropriate
moment might cost her afinger.

Sar-Say emitted alow sound like agroan and then dowly turned his head to look at her. She hoped the
aien had regained enough consciousness to recognize her broad smile for what it was, despite the
copioustearsthat were making it difficult to see. Sar-Say had told her that among his people, the baring
of teeth was asign of aggression, not friendliness. When she thought his eyes were tracking well enough
to prove him awake, she said, “Welcome back.”

Sar-Say said something in an unintelligible language, and then switched to Broan trade tak. “Whereis
this place?’

“You arein the infirmary aboard the Ruptured Whale. Do you remember what happened?’

Thedien' sanswering blink was dow in coming, but something seemed to clear inhismind and hesaid in
Standard, “ Yes. | saw something that made me curious. | used one of Laura Dresser’ stoolsto retrieveit.
That isthelast | remember --”

“That isenough,” Lisareplied quietly. “Y ou have been injured, but are mending. Rest now. Wewill talk
agan after you have regained your strength.”

Consciousness seemed to seep from the Taff as quickly asit had come. His eyes closed and soon he was
breathing with the same, dow rhythm that Lisa had watched many anight when they shared his cage
aboard PoleStar. A quick glance at the medical readouts confirmed that Sar-Say was deeping normaly.

Lisasighed. She now knew what it was like to be the parent of asick child. She could not say that she
liked the sensation!

CHAPTER 30

“Wake up deepyhead'”

Mark Rykand stirred and tried to escape the feminine hand shaking his shoulder. He could not seem to
get awvay. Slowly, with great reluctance, he climbed out of the million-kilometer thick pillow that was
deep and dowly let his sensesregain control over hisbody. When he finally opened his eyes, he found
Lisa sgrinning features staring down a him, framed by atouded blonde mane.

“What timeisit?’ he groaned asthe overhead light set off athrobbing in histemples.
“Oh five hundred. Get up!”

“Go back to deep. | have second watch thisweek and | was up until 02:00 this morning.”
“Don’'t you remember what day it iS?’

He groaned and threw an arm over his eyesto protect them. Suddenly, it came back to him. Today was
the day! 1t had been 380 days since they had left Earth. In acouple of hours, they would arrive at their
degtination. Theinterminable waiting was nearly over!



It seemed unreal somehow. They had been sealed up in this vacuum flask of aship for so long that it was
hard to remember when it had not been the whole universe. Everything that had gone before - his
parents, MoiraSims, ... Jani!!! - dl of them seemed afading memory. Earth was hazy in hisrecollection,
aswas every sngle human being he had ever met who was not currently aboard this ship. Even the earlier
parts of the voyage, likethe day Sar-Say had dectrocuted himsdf, seemed indistinct and hazy in his
mind.

Findly, he yawned, stretched, and noticed the old-sock tastein his mouth. *It's breakout day, isn't it?’

“You are degpy, aren’'t you? Damned right it’ s breakout day! We are going to have something to see
other than blacknessin afew hours, and al you can doislay here and sare at the overhead.” Hefdt a
movement on the bed and turned in time to see her back disappear into the sanitary cubicle. He found
watching her movementsin microgravity endlesdy fascinating.

If it had surprised the ship’s quartermaster back at Neptune when the two of them asked to room
together, that dour-faced individua had not shown it. He had merely checked his computer list, arranged
for the transfer of one name to another cabin, and then assigned the newly emptied compartment to the
two lovers. Nor had that been the only change in berth assignments during the voyage. Severa other
couples had set up housekeeping during the long outbound months. Some had changed their
arrangements severa times, in fact. It islonely in space, and especialy so when oneis so far that the light
from home was older than human civilization.

Staccato banging in the overhead announced that Lisa had turned on the shower. Just as quickly, the
noises subsided as she used up her 15-second ration of fresh water. The water system was another
improvement they had added to the dien transport. The previous owners, it seemed, had used hot sand
for cleaning their fur. Much of the sanitary system’ singtallation had taken place on the outbound voyage,
and no matter how long they ran the filtration plant, there never seemed to be enough clean, hot water
onboard.

“Done!” she cdled out from the cubicle.

He untangled himsalf from the light sheet that was al the covering one needed in space, and floated to the
cubicle just as she exited, her hair wrapped in atowel. She smiled up at him as they passed close enough
for an intimate touch. Bleary eyed, he pulled himsdlf ingde and closed the door.

Ten minutes later, he floated out again. After attending to hisbody’ s basic needs, he had brushed his
teeth, shaved, and wiped himsdlf down with adamp washcloth. It was not as satisfying as a shower, but
it wasdl that he could afford this week, having recently discovered that he was overdrawn at the water
bank. Hefdt at least alittle human, which was a one-thousand-percent improvement over afew minutes
ealier.

Lisahad put away the deeping net and was lounging in midair as she watched him dress.
He saw her looking a him and said, “What?’

“Oh, nothing. | am just admiring my manisal.”

“Careful, Wench! Y ou don't want to miss breskout, do you?’

Her gaze shifted from hisface to alower spot on his body, then up again. The contented look she wore
suddenly transformed itself into ataunting grin. “Methinks, Sir, that thou doth brag to excess.”

#



The whole ship’s crew was awake and anxious as the Ruptured Whale droned on through the stygian
blackness of superlight velocity. Breakouts were a socia occasion aboard ship, a chance to confirm that
the universe still existed beyond the smal bubble of curved space that their stardrive generator wrapped
around them.

This breakout would be different. Thiswould be the last before they rendezvoused with the rest of the
fleet.

System 184-2838, which the crew was dready referring to as The Hideout, would be their first stopin
what could prove to be the outskirts of the Sovereignty. As Dr. Bendagar had mentioned in their final
pre-launch briefing, The Hideout was very likely to be uninhabited. Not only was the star avariable
G-Classgiant, but aso the system had been Sterilized by radiation from the Crab Supernovawithin the
past ten thousand years. Should their speculations prove incorrect, however, they had an dternate system
mapped for fleet rendezvous. In fact, there were four such star systems mapped -- just in case.

Oncethefleet rendezvoused, the first order of businesswould beto find asuitable small planetoid on
which to set up housekeeping. They would aso erect their gravity wave observatory, positioning itsthree
ddicate instruments a precise 1000 kilometers gpart. With luck, they would be able to pinpoint the
location of theloca Broan starswithin afew weeks or months of beginning observation. Without luck,
they would be forced to search the surrounding stars one by one.

After inhabited stars were located, starships would approach to within one light-year of the targeted
systems and quietly spy out their communications and other energy signatures. Those emanations would
be recorded and studied until the expedition scientistsfelt it was safe to move closer. The scoutswould
then move to the outskirts of the system for follow-up survelllance. Only when they had evauated thelr
observations would they send the Ruptured Whale in for acloser [ook.

The best method of injecting the Whale into a Broan-held system had been the subject of hot debate for
much of the voyage. Since Sar-Say claimed the stargates were unmanned, most favored placing the
Whaeinto along cometary orbit that would pass near a stargate, then pretend to be a ship that had just
arrived from some other system. Assuming the local authorities had no way to verify the clam, they
would request permission to gpproach. The masquerade would begin in earnest when they took up orbit
about a Broan world. Under the guise of disposing of their cargo, they would spy out the true state of
affairsin the Sovereignty.

Dan Landon gazed at the other members of the control room crew without being obvious about it. Two
of the crew he had brought with him from Magellan. Raoul Bendagar was again his Chief Scientist, just as
he had been nearly two years ago on that fateful day in the New Eden system. The other crewmember
was Perry Grandstaff, now Lieutenant Grandstaff. The boy had grown up since hisfirg cruise with
Landon. No longer did hisvoice occasionaly squeak during “All Hands” announcements, and his skin
had amost completely cleared up.

The other members of the crew had been recruited for various aspects of the project. Two - Fairfax the
astrogator, and Klein, the sensor operator - were merchant spacers, while Laura Dresser continued to
pamper her beloved generators. Her obsession with the operation of the stardrive was one of which
Landon approved. After 7000 light-years, the stardrive was still running as smoothly as the day they had

gone superlight.
“Two minutes, Captain!” Agtrogator Fairfax announced.

L andon acknowledged the report by repesating the information. He could see the countdown
chronometer aswell as Fairfax could, but there are certain traditions in the space services. One wasthat



the astrogator kept the captain apprised of the countdown whether he needed to or not. On at least two
occasionsin the historical past, that custom had averted impending disasters.

In this case, the maneuver the Ruptured Wha e was performing was closer to areentry than alaunch.
Having vaulted over the mountain that is light speed, they were now diding down thefar dope, preparing
to reenter thered universe.

“One minute, Captain,” the astrogator announced.
“One minute, aye. Mr. Grandgtaff, make your announcement!”

“Attention, All Hands. Breakout in one minute. | repegt. Prepare for breakout. One minute warning, and
counting.”

The numbers on the countdown chronometer continued rolling downward. After an indeterminate time,
the numbers on the screen read 30. Then sometime later, they read 20. Finally, they began to count
backwards at a variable rate, with each second taking approximately twice aslong as the one that
preceded it.

“Ten...” camethevoice of the communicator. Some of the high pitched overtones had crept back into
Grandgtaff’ stone, reminding Landon of those moments after the gravity wave had rattled the ship at New
Eden. Still, the boy recovered intimeto pick up the count at five.

“Five... four ... three...”

Dan Landon found hisfingers hovering over the “kill” switch of their own accord. He was ready to
interveneif anything went wrong with theflight system. Findly, it wastime.

“Two ... One... Breakout!”

CHAPTER 31

The bridge viewscreen had been black for nearly the entire 9,000-hour journey from Earth. No longer.
One moment it was a stygian pool, the next it cleared to reveal ... more blackness. Except, this
blackness was punctuated by a scattering of diamond-like points, atypica deep-space star field.
Arrayed before them were the stars of that section of the galaxy’ s spird known asthe Orion Arm.
Despiteits yearlong voyage, theRuptured Whale had traversed considerably less than one-tenth the
diameter of the Milky Way. That was the problem. They were ill in Earth’s backyard and so,
potentidly, were the Broa

The few gtars visible began to move in unison asthe ship’s computer found its bearings and began to
execute a preprogrammed command. Slowly, so as not to disorient viewers, the star field flowed off the
upper-right corner of the screen, to be replaced by new stars at the lower |eft. For afew secondsit
seemed as though nothing else had changed as the dimens onless points marched one after another. Then
something did change. At the corner of the screen, afoggy line appeared, followed by atranducent
wraith through which the background stars remained clearly visible. The dimly glowing cloud brightened
asmore of it climbed up the screen, then took on theillusion of depth as the observers' brains worked to
make sense out of the swirling patterns of light and dark. After long seconds made longer by racing
hearts, the ghost climbed fully onto the screen.

Dan Landon let out the lungful of air he had been holding, attempting not to sigh audibly ashe did so.



Whether the Broalived around here or not was something to be determined. However, one thing was
certain. They were closeto their planned breakout point. They had definitely arrived!

#

About the time humanity waslearning to farm the Po River Vdley of China, a star ten times more massive
than Sol findly cameto theend of itslife. After billions of years spent transmuting hydrogen into helium,
then helium into carbon, and findly, carbon into iron, the star had used up dl of the available fud at its
heart. Had it been of average size, adwarf star like Sol, it would have dowly dimmed over time,
becoming redder and redder, until eventualy, it would extinguish itself completely.

Thiswas not to be. The size of the Sar prevented it from leaving the scene in such an inconspicuous
manner. With the last carbon atoms transformed into iron, the star’ s nuclear fires went out and the
ever-present pull of gravity took control of itsfate. With no new energy being produced, the core of the
gar fel inward, and the energy of podtion stored in gigatons of star stuff wasingtantly converted to hest.
In amatter of seconds, the temperature within the“ cold” star had risen to the point whereiron nucle
began to stick to one another.

Ironisuniquein theuniverse. It isat the top of what scientists call “the curve of binding energy.” Fusing
lighter dementsinto heavier ones (or splitting heavy e ementsinto lighter) resultsin energy being released,
aprocess that human beingsfirst harnessed in the atomic and hydrogen bombs. Iron, being at the top of
the curve, isadead-end in terms of energy production. Iron has nowhere to go but down. Fusing iron
consumes more energy than it produces.

Theiron-iron fuson reaction in the core robbed the star of whét little energy remained to fight the
implacable pull of gravity. Far from hating the collgpse, the fusing of iron nuclel acceerated it and again,
in-faling matter heated the center of the star. Suddenly, the interior was hotter than anything seen since
the first moments of the Big Bang, and within the boiling cauldron, neutrinos began to condense from pure
energy. The“neutrino sorm” phase of the star’ s death throes had begun.

In the menagerie of subatomic particles, the neutrino isthe most dippery of them al. Where photons,
protons, and dectrons might spend millions of years bouncing around inside the star as they worked their
way to the surface, neutrinos were not so constrained. A neutrino can pierce the body of amassive star
aseadly asit can fly through hard vacuum, and that is precisely what the new-formed neutrinos did. In
the moment of their creetion, they leapt skyward as though the intervening layers of dense plasmadid not
exigt - which, to the neutrinos, they did not. This powerful, invisible stream of energy robbed the star of
asmuch energy per second asit had produced initsentirelife.

Of dl the reactions taking place s multaneoudy, the neutrino slorm predominated. All other effectswere
relatively minor byproducts of the exploding neutrino population. However, “minor” isardative term,
especidly on the scale at which the universe operates. What happened next was spectacular, even when
the aftermath was viewed ten thousand years after the event.

To say that the star had lost all of itsfuel isnot correct. It ot the fuel down where the nuclear fires had
aways burned. Out in the gaseous envel ope surrounding the core, however, there remained plenty of
nuclear fuel intheform of hydrogen and helium. With an interior temperature measured in the billions of
degress, it was suddenly hot enough to fuse hydrogen even in the outermost layers of the star. Suddenly,
the entire star was aflame with nuclear reactions. Gravity, which had been on the verge of winning its
ages-old battle with the star, was suddenly inadequate to the task of holding the gas mass together.

The star exploded!
Three hundred generations of farmerstilled the Po River Vdley before light from that explosion reached



them. On July 4, 1054, the star that had previoudly been invisible to the naked eye wasinvisble no
longer. Infact, it was difficult to miss, (although everyonein Europe seemsto have managed thefeat). In
China, astronomers noted with alarm the sudden appearance of a*“guest star” in the sky, asdid the native
people of the North American continent. The new star sivelled until it rivaled Venusin brightness. In fact,
it was S0 bright that it was seen in daylight for three long weeks. After that, the star dowly sank back into
obscurity.

The star was discovered again soon after the invention of the telescope. In place of the dead star was

now amisty cloud of materia thrown out by the explosion. In the 18"Century, CharlesMessier made a
list of thingsin the sky that appeared to be comets, but were not. The remains of the dead star were so
prominent that Messier gave the supernova remnant the preeminent place on hislist. He labeled it M-1.

Later astronomers gave the cloud aname. They called it the Crab Nebula.
#

The gpparition on the screen resembled nothing so much asthe puff of smoke from an exploding artillery
shell - which, inaway, was precisaly what it was. At the center was afurioudy radiating star that
gppeared dull, dmost black, againgt the whiteness surrounding it. In redlity, it was anything but dull. The
dar, though dead, radiated furioudy in the ultraviolet region of the spectrum and would burn out any
unprotected human eye that observed it. The ship’ s sensors were even more senditive than human vision,
and the hull telescope’ s overload circuits automaticaly protected the pixels onto which the sar’ simage
fdll by reducing their sengtivity, making the image little more than arepresentation of the Star’ strueimage.

Surrounding the star was alarge expanse of eectric-white gas and dust, aregion that glowed with the
pure light of afluorescent lamp. Beyond this central glow, the cloud darkened and became tranducent,
showing the stars and the blackness of space beyond before transitioning to an opaque reddish-purple
band at the periphery. The whole central region was striated with tendrils of glowing gas and darker dust
that appeared as though they had been whipped together by some giant hand. The contrasting strands
were tangled into a complex Gordian knot that had been frozenintime.

The cloud was dl that remained of those outermost layers of the pre-nova star. Unable to dissipate the
400 million-fold increase in energy resulting from the furious fuson reection in its outer layers, the star
exploded. That explosion ripped away the star’ s atmosphere and much of its mass, gecting fully 70% of
its substance out into space. The explosion had done more than merely blast the outer layers of the star
skyward, however. The pressure on the core forced the el ectrons of the individua atoms out of their
orbits and down into the nuclel with the protons. The collapse of the e ectrons was accompanied by the
collapse of the star’ s core. Before the explosion, the star had been aglowing ball of gasaslarge asthe
orbit of Mercury. After the explosion, it was amadly spinning sphere with a mass more than three times
that of Sol, yet adiameter of only 20 kilometers.

Out of thefires of the supernova had been born aneutron star.

“Gawd!” someone muttered as the image of the dead star floated at the center of the screen. Even though
it wasten light-years distant, the computer had the hull camera set to maximum field of view, and the gas
cloud till overflowed the edges of the screen.

Tearing his gaze away from the gpparition on the screen, Dan Landon pressed the control that would put
him on the command circuit. “ All ations, report!”

The reports quickly flowed in from al over the ship as departments announced their successful return to
norma space. When it came time for the communicator to report, he said, “ Strong interference across al
of the radio bands, Captain. Itisal 30-cycle hum, just as predicted. Lookslike we |l be tranamitting via



laser for the duration.”

Even with the atomic nuclel jammed together, the star retained both its origina angular momentum and
magnetic flux. The neutron star rotated on its axis more than 30 times each second, sweeping surrounding
gpace with amagnetic field that was abillion times stronger than the oneit had formerly possessed. The
spinning magnetic field whipped the surrounding gas and dust into afrenzy and broadcast an intense
beam of light and cosmic raysto the heavens like alighthouse on some unknown shore.

“Understood, Kelly,” Landon replied. “Dr. Bendagar.”

“The background radiation is high, Captain; but well within the capability of our shidding. We have
nothing to fear aslong as we stay insde the hull. Work parties are another story. | wouldn’t want to be
out in that tuff for any longer than necessary.”

Landon touched another control. * Sar-Say!”

“Yes, Captain?’ came the pseudo-simian’ svoice.

“Isthat * Sky Flower?”?

“Yes, Captain. Itisjust as| remember it, dthough much larger and more complex.”
“But it isthe nebulayou saw in the skies of the Zzumer world?’

“No doubt about it, Captain. It isthe Sky Flower Nebula.”

For the second time in as many minutes, Dan Landon let out aslent sigh of relief. They were near one of
the worlds of the Broan Sovereignty. That meant thiswhole expedition had not been awild goose chase,
the result of misidentification of the nebula

“Very well. Agtrogator, find us our target star!”
“I have it on the dternate screen, Captain.”
“Switch to main viewscreen.”

At thefront of the bridge, the screen changed to show ayellow-white star silhouetted against the
blackness of space. Hideout was where it was supposed to be, too. So far, so good.

“Take her in, Mr. Fairfax. Mr. Klein, | want continuous circumambient Sweeps on sensors. Let me know
if thereis even atwitch that indicates the presence of aship other than our own. Also, keep afull watch
on the Broan communications bands.”

Landon waited for acknowledgement of his orders, and then grinned widdly for the first time in amonth.
“All right, people, let’ sgo find the rest of our fleet. Twist her tail, Chief Engineer!”

Laura Dresser’ swords echoed ingtantly in hisears. “Congder it twisted, Captain.”
Thrugt followed amoment later.
#

“Isit truly Sky Flower?” Lisa Arden asked Sar-Say after the captain signed off and the thrust-gravity had
caused the two of them to settleinto their acceleration couches.



“Yes, Leesg, itisredly the nebulaof the Zzumer sun. My memory for such thingsis quite good.”

Lisanodded. The dien had subtly mispronounced her name for the firgt time in months, making the long
“€’ too long. That was as good an indication as any of the excitement that Sar-Say fdlt. She could not
blame him. She was excited hersdlf.

“How doesit fed to be nearly home?’ she asked.

“It fedsvery good,” Sar-Say replied. “But there is still much work to be done. We must find your fleet
before we can begin looking for the Zzumer world, no?’

“Wemust find our fleet, yes Spaceisabig place, asyou well know.”

Sar-Say “nodded.” As he often remarked to himsdlf, living with humanswas hugely educationd, if not
aways pleasant. Frankly, the thought that Stars were arrayed in the universe much ascities are arrayed
across the surface of aplanet was anew onefor Sar-Say. He had no use for astronomy before coming
to live among these strange people.

He had ausefor it now.

Travel viagargate meant that you did not have to concern yoursdlf with the space between the stars.
Rather, you moved from stargate to stargate. It was the topology of the gates themselves that was
important, not the positions of stars around which the gates orbited. Lisa had related an apt anaogy to
explain the Situation in human terms early in their language lessons. She had likened Sar-Say to atraveler
on one of theterrestrid subway systems.

As she had explained, the average rider of the London Underground cared not what buildings he or she
was passing benegth at any given moment, nor even the subway car’ slocation with respect to the
Thames River, which the cars crossed without hindrance or notice. What was important to arider of the
Underground was that South Kensington came before Victoria Station, which in turn came before
Westmingter. Because of thisindependence from actual geography, the map that subway passengers
used was a stylized representation of the Underground rather than atrue map of London. For example,
the scale of the map was larger in the centra region of London where the stations were close together
and smdler in the outlying districts where they were farther gpart. The map had been designed to give
riders maximum information about that which was important to them, namely the arrangement of the
gations along therail line; and suppressed irrelevant information about the lay of the land overhead. In
other words, the map showed the topology of the system without too great a correlation to its geography.

That was precisdly the stuation in Civilization with regard to interstellar travel viastargate. When he
traveled, Sar-Say had not been concerned with the “lay of theinterstellar land,” only with the sequence of
gargates that would get him where he was going. On hisfateful final voyage, for instance, he had been en
route from Vith to Perslin. The norma stargate sequence was Vith, Armador, Nala, Colsta, and Persilin.
Where each of those stars was located with respect to one another, Sar-Say had no idea. They might
wel beinadgraght line, or on different sdes of Civilization. With astargate at one’ sdisposd, it redly did
not métter.

The human method of star travel was completely different. He remembered the shock he had felt when
he had realized thisawful truth. The human ships traversed the space between the Sars, rather than
jumping over that same space. Asthe interminable journey they had just completed had demonstrated,
where the stars were | ocated with respect to one another was the most important thing to ahuman
starship captain.

The disadvantage of not being able instantaneoudy to jump from star to star was compensated for by the



fact that human ships were not congtrained in their choice of destinations. Astrogetion involved pointing
the nose of on€ s ship a any star one chose, and then going there. This freedom of movement would not
gt well with Those Who Ruled once they heard of it. Moreover, until they learned the location of the
human home world, there wasllittle they could do about it.

That made knowledge of where the human sun was located potentialy vauable, and therefore, Sar-Say
had quickly decided to seeif he could determineitslocation for himsdf. Aspart of his education, the
humans had provided him accessto their planetary database system, and he had called up various
educationd filesrelating to astronomy.

Determining where the human sun waslocated had proved to be childishly smple. Not that he had
actualy succeeded in answering the question himself. His knowledge of astronomy was too rudimentary
for that. However, he carried in hisbrain the data that would alow an astronomica specidist to
determine Sol’ slocation within afew hundred heartbests.

Like most self-centered species who believed themselves done in the universe, the humans had

devel oped a science of the heavensthat was Earth-centric. They thus recorded the position of every
object in sght, not with respect to some universal coordinate system, but rather, where they appeared in
the night sky over Earth. The human sky maps were marked much astheir maps of the human world
were marked, namely in lines of longitude and latitude. They caled their lines of longitude “right
ascenson” and their lines of latitude “declination.” Consequently, each astronomica coordinate wasa
vector pointing directly back toward Sol and Earth.

The positions of the local stars around Sol were of little useto Sar-Say. Being locdl, it waslikely that the
astronomy specidists at home would not know of these particular stars, or if they did, would not be able
uniquely to identify them. However, certain features around the galaxy were sufficiently prominent that
they appeared in the skies of both Earth and the worlds of Civilization. The Sky Flower Nebulawas one
such object and the great blue-white beacon stars such as S Doradas (the human name) were others. By
memorizing the human-assigned coordinates of these most prominent features of the galaxy, Sar-Say
could provide his peopl€ s astronomers with dozens of vectors pointed directly back to the human home
world.

With the identification of asfew as sx prominent landmarks and their corresponding right ascension and
declination values, the humans secret would be a secret no longer.

CHAPTER 32

Mark Rykand floated in front of the viewport of one of the Ruptured Wha€ slanding craft and gazed at
the blue-white world in the distance and the black-brown moon below. They had dubbed the planet
“Brinks’ and the moon “ Sutton,” in keeping with Hideout' simpromptu system of nomenclature. The
arless moon, which was three times the size of Earth’ s Luna, had been the terrestrid expedition’s
headquarters for the past three months.

They had been busy months, if frustrating. They had been months of preparation, necessary work to
support their primary god of finding aworld of the Broan Sovereignty, but work that did not obvioudy
advancetheir cause. AsLisaliked to say, “they had been making progress sideways.” Now thet their
preparations were nearly complete, things would go more quickly - he hoped. It was a hope shared by
every one of the expedition’s three thousand members. Aboard the starships and in the newly carved
maze of tunnels beneath Sutton’ srocky surface, the feding of anticipation was dmost papablein the



metdlic-taging air.

Their frustrations had begun shortly after the Ruptured Whale had flashed out of superlight and began its
approach to the star they called Hideout. Their mission ordersread, “... Upon reaching the staging area,
each ship will make contact with the others of the force, while being on the aert for the presence of diens
inthe system.” That there were no aiensin the system had become more obvious hour by hour, asthey
swept toward the yellow-white giant sun that was their god. Had the Hideout system once supported
native life, that life had cometo an untimely end nine thousand years earlier when the nearby novalit up
the sky and sent aletha dose of radiation deeting through the system. If the nova had appeared three
timesas bright asVenusin Earth’ ssky at arange of 7000 light-years, Mark had difficulty imagining the
awesome sight that must have greeted Hideout’ s denizens a mere ten light-years from the cataclysm.
Congdering the high background radiation that the nearby nebula continued to send through the system,
the supernovaat full blossom must have been sufficiently powerful to strike crestures dead where they
stood.

However, native life was not the only thing they had to guard againgt. There was dso the possibility that
the Broa had established a presence in the system, either for scientific or commercia purposes-- such as
mining minerd deposits. Y e, though they had gone in with every sensor a maximum gain, they detected
no energy source beyond the rhythmic radio noise emanating from the giant cloud behind them. Nor had
they detected a gravity wave that would indicate a nearby stargate in operation.

At fird, they had been relieved when their sensor sweeps came back negative for two days running. Then
they began to worry. For not only was the Hideout System devoid of dien intelligence, it seemed equaly
devoid of human intelligence. Of the other ships of the expedition, there was no sign.

“Hardly surprisng,” Dan Thompson, the ship’s chief astronomer and Mark’ s nominal boss, had said
when Mark asked him about the negative results on the third day after their arrival inthe system. “A gar
sysemisabig place. Hell, we are just now getting to the point where we can identify Hideout’ s planets,
and aplanetisinfinitely larger than the biggest sarship.”

“I would have thought our tel escope sweeps would have found the planets by now.”

Thompson had chuckled. “ Typically, an astronomical telescope has afield of view of about
half-a-degree, which meansthat you are looking at about one five hundred thousandth of the area of the
sky. Worse, even though we have the fastest computers in existence, there is so much data on the sensor
chipsthat it takes severa secondsto read each one. That meansthat we can only sweep so fast. We will
be at thisfor another half aweek unlesswe get lucky and stumble across something that shows either a
disk or ahdf-disk. Once we find afew planets, we' ll be ableto plot this system’ s ecliptic and things will
gofaster.”

Mark had nodded. In Sol System, the“ecliptic” was the plane in which the Earth orbited the sun, and to
alesser extent, dl of the other planets. That al of a system’ s planets must lie close to the same plane was
one of the basic tenets of astrophysics. Stars and planets both formed when an interstellar dust cloud
collapsed under the influence of its own gravity. Asthe cloud contracted, it began to rotate in order to
conserve its angular momentum. Asthe contraction continued, the cloud formed alarge sphere at its
center and amuch thinner “accretion disk” around its middle. The sphere contracted until it became astar
(or didn’t), and the disk broke up into smaller clumps of matter, which eventualy becamethe star's
planets. Sincethey dl formed from the same disk, dl planets orbited in gpproximately the same plane -
the systlem’ secliptic.

The problem was that the orientation of the ecliptic israndom from star to star; the result of local
conditionsin the primordid cloud at the time the system first coalesced. There was no unifying principle



to dign them in space as the magnetic domains dign in apiece of lodestone. Thus, when agtarship
arrived in anew system, it had no clue asto where to find the plane of the planets, and accordingly, was
forced to scan the whole sky ahead looking for them.

Once aminimum of two planets were identified, however, the task became infinitely easier. Asafavorite
geometry teacher had once informed Mark, “three points determine a plane,” and with one star and two
planets located, that was adl the computers needed to map out the ecliptic. From then on, the telescopes
could sweep anarrow corridor of space, looking for more planets.

They had found Brinks on thefifth day of their search. A world twice the Sze of Earth, it orbited some
500 million kilometers from Hideout and possessed amoon even larger than Luna Misson parameters
caled for the fleet to rendezvous at the planet closest to the center of the temperate zone in any system
where they found themsealves. Brinks had proven to be nearly perfectly situated in that respect. Its orbit
practicaly bisected the zone where temperature assured that water wasliquid.

Asthey continued their approach from the outermost reaches of the Hideout System, theRuptured
Whale swept past both of the outer system gas giants - Bonnie and Clyde - and above alargish asteroid
belt that orbited between the two. Mark knew that the asteroid belt in the Solar System was the result of
Jupiter’ soverpowering gravitationa pull, and he wondered what complexities were involved when two
such giants contended for the same set of loose rocks.

Unlike the voyage out from Earth, the approach to Brinks had been mercifully short. That was because
Captain Landon had ordered theRuptured Whal e to make the approach a more than 100 kilometers
per second, some five times the speed at which the planet orbited its star. It had been adive that would
have made any hawk proud. Nor had it been asfoolhardy a maneuver asit might first appear. For, not
only would they arrive a the planet within daysinstead of months, keeping their speed up meant that they
had a good chance of escape should they encounter an aien craft.

They had not encountered one, of course. Therewas no lifein the system other than aboard the human
gtarships and as one wag had commented on the outbound trip, “ Y ou cdl thisliving 7’

That the gpproach was necessary at dl wasthe result of the laws of trandumina physics. They had
dropped sublight on the outskirts of the star system where space was agreeably “flat.” To dive more
deeply into Hideout’ s gravity well would have been dangerous. The sardrive sfield might have
imploded, rleasing dl of its hellish energy into the ship. Mark had seen what a collapsing drivefield
could do interms of destruction when he viewed the recordings of Magellan ’ s brief combat with the
Broan Avenger.

That was one recording that he would as soon have missed seeing; yet it held amorbid fascination for
him. Every time he watched it, his eyes clouded up when Jani’ s tangled mane appeared on the screen. At
least, she had not been afraid. Death had come too quickly for fear. Just seconds before the end, he had
watched the auxiliary comm channdl that had recorded Jani’ s expression throughout the quick, deadly
fight. His sster had looked excited and curious, but never afraid.

For that he was eterndly grateful. Now if he could only get the nightmaresto stop!

“Damn the Broato hell!” he muttered to himself asthe landing craft descended across the sun-baked,
arlessplain of Sutton, arrowing for the place where the expedition had built their home away from home.

#

The tunndls the congtruction crew had drilled intoSutton were four meters square and wide enough for
four people to walk abreast, or they would have been had they not been jammed with packing crates of



al descriptions. Asit was, he was barely able to maneuver through clutter that |ooked like someone
would shortly be erecting the barricades of Parisfor arevivd of Les Miserables .

He made hisway through the organized chaos until he reached the compartment that he shared with Lisa
Hefound her there, ill in her degping tights, conversing with Sar-Say in the Broan trade language.

“ Greetings, my partner in attempted procreation,” she said as he walked through the door.

Hewalked over to her and kissed her on the errant strand of blonde hair that she was forever brushing
from her eyes. * Greetings, female, someday to be of my clan and sept. How goes the
perspiration?”

“I think you mean “ respiration,’” she said conversationally, switching to Standard.
“I know what | said,” hereplied. “1 asked ‘How goesthework? Hello, Sar-Say.”

“Hello, Mark,” the pseudo-simian answered without looking up from the screen he and Lisa had been
studying when Mark entered. The Taff showed noill effects from his brush with death on the outbound
voyage, but had developed anew respect for eectricity.

“Inthat case,” Lisareplied, “thework isgoing crappy. Not apeep on any of thelong-range sensorsor a
twitch out of the gravity wave detectors yet. How wasthe ship?’

“Starting to look deserted,” he replied. “ Just about everyone is down here, burrowing into this
God-forsaken rock.”

“Don’t speak ill of our new home. At least we have more room here than in our compartment aboard
ship. Besides, they are going to get theice heaters working one of these weeks. We will havedl of the
fresh water we can possibly use and | will be able to give up that damned sponge!”

He gazed a the pouting expression with which she accompanied her complaint and could not help
laughing. She looked dmost as comica as Sar-Say. Except she had done it on purpose. The Taff could
not help the way he looked.

“What do you say about that, Sar-Say?’

Y dlow eyeslocked with hisand hereplied, “1 will be happy for the water because we must drink it to
survive. However, what you humans see inimmersing yoursdlf inliquid is one of the mysteriesthat | have
yet to comprehend. Give me awarm box of sand to sift through my fur any day.”

Mark nodded. “The beingswho originaly crewed theRuptured Whale used hot sand, too. What did you
cal them?’

“They were Vithians, inhabitants of the planet that | had visited earlier. And yes, they use hot sand for
cleaning their bodies, athough with an additive that we Taff find distasteful, achemicd that smellsrancid
tous”

“To each hisown,” Mark said absentmindedly before redizing that it was probably a sentiment that was
not widely voiced among the Broan stars. To the Broa, the sentiment would be “to everyone, our own.”
Hewondered if Sar-Say even got the reference.

Hedid not havetimeto find out. Lisasaid, “We have made some progresstoday. | think we have
adjusted this three-dimensiona mode of the nebulato match the orientation found in Sar-Say’ s painting
of the Sky Flower Nebula.”



“Interesting,” he responded, looking over Sar-Say’ s shoulder. The screen showed a phantom image of
the Crab Nebula superimposed over Sar-Say’ s painting. What' s the point?’

“If we know which sde he was|ooking at, we can get arough line of direction on the Zzumer sun, of
course. If | haven't screwed up and Sar-Say’ s memory is still good, we should find them more or lessin
the direction directly opposite the Galactic Center.”

“How far inthat direction?’

Lisafrowned and bit her lip, amannerism of which he doubted that she was aware. In any event, he
found it fetching.

“Not sure. We can guess, of course. Considering al of the constraints on the problem, | would suspect
that they are somewhere between one and two hundred light-years from here.”

“Why those limits?’

She shrugged. “Logic. If they had been closer to the supernovathan 100 light-years, their world would
have been gerilized asthoroughly asBrinks...”

Mark nodded. Just to satisfy monkey curiosity -- their own and Sar-Say’ s -- Captain Landon had sent
an expedition down to the planet to check it out. Sure enough, it had once had life onit. The surface was
covered with the toppled remains of continent-wide forests and the seas still harbored afew small
swimming things. These latter lived in the narrow layer between where the radiation wasfiltered out by
the seaand the depth to which Hideout’ s rays penetrated. One of Magellan ’ s biologists had captured a
few specimens and had been happily researching them in his sparetime.

“... Andif they were much farther than 200 light-years distant, then the nebulawouldn’t be so prominent
inthar night sky.”

“Seemsreasonable,” he agreed. “ Can't you pin it down more closaly using Sar-Say’ srecollection of the
Sky Flower Nebula?’

“Wish we could. Unfortunately, the size of objectsin the sky is highly subjective. The problem isthat
thereis nothing with which to compare their scae. Didn't you ever do that slly experiment with Lunain
high school ?”

“What slly experiment?’
“Y ou know how large the full moon looks when the moon isjust rising, right?’
He nodded.

“Next time we are home and the full moon isrising, face away from it, bend over, and ook at it between
your legs”

“Y ou mean upside down?’
“Exactly.”
“Other than getting meinto an undignified position, what would that prove?’

Shelaughed. “Try it! You will be surprised. That giant bal rising from out of the sealooksthe same size
between your legsaswhen it ishigh in the sky. The harvest moon isan opticd illusion caused when your
brain has the horizon to use as areference. The brain percelvesthe moon larger than it redly is,



“The samething istrue of the Sky Flower Nebula Sar-Say saw it high in the sky. He had nothing to
rdaeitssze. Asaresult, heredly can't give usaquantitative idea of itstrue sze”

“That true, Sar-Say?’

The Taff made the gesture that Mark had learned was his equivaent of ashrug. “I am afraid that it is,
Mark. Lisaand | have discussed this point extensively, and unfortunately, my brain playsthe sametricks
of sght asyour own.”

“How about just telling us how far it isfrom the Zzumer world to the Sky Flower Nebula? Surdly your
guidestold you that.”

Some alien emotion crossed Sar-Say’ s features. When he spoke, it was with great seriousness. “I am
afraid that no onetold me, nor would it have done much good if they had. The Zzumer, like you humans,
messure distancesin light-years -- Zzumer years, of course. Since | do not know the orbital period of
their planet around its star, | cannot convert Zzumer light-yearsinto human light-years.”

“That would have madeit too easy, | guess,” Mark muttered. “ So we look for the Zzumer star
somewhere between 100 and 200 light-years from here in the direction opposite Galactic Center.
Perhaps | can talk the boss into running asurvey of that region of space.”

“Would you?’ Lisaasked. “We know the Zzumer sun isaK-spectra class. There cannot be that many
off inthat direction. Maybe we |l get lucky.”

“More than you might think,” Mark replied. “ Do you have any ideahow many K-Class sars are within
200 light-years of Sol?”’

“No.”
“Thousands. Still, having avector to scan will cut down the work. Perhgpswe will get lucky.”

Just then, the bulkhead annunciator squawked and the voice of the duty officer issued forth.” Attention.
Ladies and Gentlemen, attention! Dr. Thompson reports that the gravity observatory trapped a
verified gravity wave about twenty minutes ago. Triangulation is beginning now. We should know
where it came from within the hour.”

“Then again, maybe we just got lucky without the search...”

CHAPTER 33

The main auditorium in Brinks Base was a gallery hacked from the solid rock of the moon. Thewalls ill
bore the scars of the digging machines' circular teeth and the overhead lights were a series of naked glow
tubes bolted to the rock ceiling. Each bank of lights was connected to its fellows by long, looping strands
of black electrical cable. The seats were actudly packing crates -- the same crates that cluttered the
corridors of the base -- and the tables had been constructed by spreading flat panels across upended
foodstuff containers. These latter gave the auditorium an interesting smell since some of the cases
hermetic seals had been broken during handling. The aroma of coffee beans and various spices mixed
with the smdl of machine oil and humanity. Anyone back on Earth shown a picture of the place would
have been more likely to guessthat it was ajunkyard than the main conference center of humanity’s
farthest outpost among the Sars.



Mark Rykand hurried among the ramshackle tables, digtributing briefing books asthe first conference
attendees came drifting through the door from the main tunnel. That they were arriving nearly fifteen
minutes before the scheduled time of the briefing was an indication of their excitement at recent events. It
was an excitement Mark fet himsdf. After months when nothing seemed to have been happening,
suddenly there was activity aplenty. Their long delayed mission to a Broan-held star was about to get
underway.

It had been more than two months since the gravity wave observatory had first detected a
gargate-induced gravity wave. That had come from astar system some three hundred light-years farther
from the galaxy’ s center than Hideout. The position vector had not been near Sar-Say and Lisa's
estimate asto the direction to the Zzumer sun, but it had been in adirection generaly opposite the vector
to Earth.

That was potentially good news. It was their second indication that the bulk of the Broan Sovereignty lay
outboard of the Crab Nebula. If true, it meant that humanity had no reason to fear that a Broan listening
post would one day pick up Earth’s expanding bubble of radio noise. Thefirgt radio wavesfrom Earth
would not arrivein thisvicinity for aspan of timelonger than the onein which humans had inhabited
cities

On the other hand, one detected system and another presumed one were insufficient datato justify any
sweeping generdizations asto the location and extent of the Broan Sovereignty. Thelocation of the
Broan stars was one of the most important things they had come to discover.

As hefinished digtributing the briefing books, Mark noted that the auditorium wasfilling faster than he
had redlized. More than haf the seats had filled while he concentrated on histask. Up on the dais --
another shipping container, this one for some unidentified piece of oversize equipment -- Captain
Landon, Captain Heinrich of Magellan , and Captain Erickson of Columbus , were conferring with Dr.
Thompson, Mark’ s boss.

Mark turned to retrace his stepsto the front of the artificial cavern and noticed Sar-Say enter the
auditorium. The pseudo-simian moved through the door in his space-eating knuckle walk. Lisafollowed
closely behind her charge and directed him toward the dais. She answered Mark’ s wave with abroad
gmile. Thetwo of them had not seen much of each other snceMagellan andColumbus returned from
their scouting expedition. Both had been too busy at their respective jobs -- Mark assisting the
expedition’s astronomers reduce the two ships long range observations, Lisa helping Sar-Say transcribe
some of their communicationsintercepts.

Lisaand Sar-Say took their places on the dais at one minute before 10:00 hours, with Mark 15 seconds
behind them. Then, precisaly on schedule, Captain Landon rose and strode to the lectern, which looked
oddly out of place amid the ad hoc collection of boxes and crates. It had been acquired from one of the
starships and was congtructed of polished mahogany, with built-in lamp and holoscreen controls. The

hol oscreen was suspended from the rock celling. It currently showed amisty cloud of static withinits
vue-space.

“Good morning, ladies and gentlemen,” Dan Landon began in aquiet, conversationa tone. “We are here
to review the results of the scouting mission just completed by Magellan andColumbus . To start off, |
give you Dr. Thompson of the astronomy department. He will set the scene by discussing the target star
and its planetary system. Dr. Thompson...”

Willem Thompson was asmall, ba ding man with afacid tic that had become more pronounced over the
last three days. The nervous habit was evidence of the strain he had been under since the two starships
dropped severd terabytes of astronomical observations on his department. Despite the fact that he had



been up al night preparing the briefing, he moved to the podium with aspring in his step -- anatural
consequence of Brinks s one-third gravity. As quickly as Dan Landon vacated the lectern, Will
Thompson punched up thefirst holograph. It showed aview of the Crab Nebula and surrounding space
out to five hundred light-years. One particular point of light was blinking abright crimson.

“Here you see the star we have dubbed Orpheus. We detected it some 58 days ago when a gravity
wave from its sargate passed through this system. It is currently the only unambiguous jump wave we
have identified, athough the instruments may have had indications of two others.”

Dr. Thompson paused amoment to gaze at the audience. * Before we go any further, 1 would like to
impress upon each of you the sgnificance of that gravity wave that rolled through this system two months
ago. The distance between Hideout and Orpheusis 287 light-years. Like dl other wave phenomenain
normal space, gravity waves propagate at the speed of light. That meansthat the jJump wave we detected
came from aship that transited the Orpheus system almost three centuries ago!

“Never forget that the Broa had stargates before we humans invented steam engines. It is possble that
the first Broan conquerors were contemporaries of Julius Caesar. | hope that thought will give you pause
when it comes time to make contact with these dliens. No matter what you think of them, it would be
disastrous for our race to underestimate their knowledge and power.”

Thompson touched the holoscreen control. The view changed to show asmall, yellow star with six
planetsaround it. A violet-tinged stargate symbol flashed not too far from the third world out from the
ydlow dar.

“This, ladies and gentlemen, is the Orpheus system. There may be more planets than we have displayed
here -- the survey was arather quick one -- but these are the largest worlds in the system and the ones
that are inhabited, based on their energy sSgnatures.

“The main inhabited world in the sysem isthethird. That isnot very surprisng sncethethird planetis
most often the temperate one in G-Class systems with dwarf primarieslike Orpheus or Sol. From our
long-range scans, it gppearsthat the third planet is definitely Earth-like. That isalucky bresak for us. It
meanswe will likely be ableto visit with no more protection than suntan lotion or possibly aheavy winter
coat.

A hand went up in the second row. It was one of the project scientists, Dr. Roonavong.
“Yes, Padhil?’

“Y ou say you cannot be sure that you located al of the system’ s planets, yet our scouts found the
dargate. Sinceit isinfinitely smaler than a planet, how did they manage?’

“That turned out to be the easy part. BothColumbus andMagellan detected a gravity wave shortly after
breakout and were able to triangulate the position. In fact...” Thompson reached for the holotank
controls, but was stopped by a hand on his shoulder.

“A moment please, Doctor!” Dan Landon said. The commander regarded the audience with the serious
expression hereserved for chewing out hapless crewmembers. “Ladies and gentlemen! | appreciate your
curiosity about what Captains Heinrich and Erickson discovered. However, we have agreat deal of
information to impart today and we do not want to become distracted. Please hold your questions until
the proper time and alow the presentersto get through their reportsfirst. Thank you.”

If Padhil Roonavong noticed that he was being chastised for interrupting, he showed no sign. After afew
seconds, Thompson continued.



“Now, then, having located the planets, we were able to eavesdrop quite extensively on the system
inhabitants. | am happy to report that the two ships ersatz Broan communications gear worked
flawlessy. Our compatriots recorded voice, video, and data Sgnals and analyzed those they could on the
spot. The rest they brought back to have you specidists take a crack at them.

“I cantdl you that Orpheans have six tentacle-like grasping members encircling the upper portion of their
torso about where their necks should be and their heads are immobile. They make up for thiswith six
eyes, each spaced equidistant around the full circle, giving them omni-directiona vision. They aretripeds
who move with atwirling motion, sort of like aWhirling Dervish. They do not appear to be equipped to
gt.

“Here, then, isan Orphean.”

The holoscreen cleared to show an dien figure. The being’ s skin was vaguely reptillian. He was pae gray
and hairless, with abullet-shaped head surmounted by six protruding orbs. The being was built on the
hexagond plan, with Six eyes, Six tentacles, and tripod legs.

“The expedition’ sinstruments picked up hundreds of hours of communications, much of it in alanguage
that we could not identify. We have enough intercepts in the Broan trade tongue; however, to confirm
that thisisindeed aworld of the Sovereignty.

“Wewill have an astronomy session following thisgenerd briefing. It will take place in the astronomy
group’ s spacesin Compartment B7, Corridor 9. | would now like to turn you over to Captain Erickson,
who will describe the details of the scouting expedition.”

#

The briefing lasted more than three hours. Captain Erickson took one-third of that time to describe the
recent expedition. He related howColumbus andMagellan had dropped sublight well beyond the orbit
of the system’ smogt distant planet, and near the inner boundary of Orpheus s Oort cloud.

The Oort cloud isa standard feature of every star system. It contains the excess materid left when the
primordial cloud of gas and dust collapsed to form the star and its planets. The Oort cloud is the source
of asystem’ scomets. Literaly hundreds of billions of nascent balls of rock and icefall congtantly inward,
but at aveocity so low that they will never reach the star that is pulling them down. They wait with infinite
patience for something to disturb their “orbits,” and when that happens, comets by the thousands are sent
hurtling into theinner star system. There afew of them encounter planets, and eventudly collide with
them, bringing desth and destruction to entire biospheres. Sol’ s Oort cloud sends a storm of comets
sunward every 26 million years or s0. It was acomet storm that killed the dinosaurs 65 million years ago,
and another that murdered the trilobites.

However, the Oort cloud aso represented safety for Earth’ s starships. It was unlikely that the Orpheans
had a space watch system that reached as far astheir Oort cloud, but if they did, it would be next to
impossible to pick up two starships againgt such a cluttered backdrop.

Erickson described the excitement when agravity wave strong enough to rattle cups in cupboards swept
through the two starshipswithin aday of their arrival. Triangulating the jump wave, they esslly
backtracked to Orpheus s stargate, and from there, to the third planet. Then, with Orpheus's ecliptic
identified, they had found five other worldsin only asingle day. Two of those worlds were Jupiter-class
giants.

“That jump wave was alucky break for us,” Captain Erickson told the rapt audience. “ It cut our mission
time by more than amonth.”



Close andysis of the energy emissions of each of the five worlds proved that they wereinhabited, or in
the case of the two gas giants, that their moon systems were. That was hardly surprising considering that
starships had been entering and leaving the system for at least three hundred years.

Astantdizing asthe long-range intercepts were, however, they raised more questions than they
answered. Both captains would have liked to head in for acloser look, but their orders were explicit in
that regard: “No gpproach to target star or world under any circumstances during initial scouting
expeditions.” Humanity’ s shipswere to emulate black catsin cdllars at midnight, except ablack cat
would have sparkled in the infrared wavelengths, and the ships were shidded far better than that. Each
radiated its waste energy into space in adirection opposite Orpheus. On the sde of the ship facing the
dtar, surface coolers kept the hull temperature at the same level asthe surrounding ice and dust.

The next few speskers were mission scientists briefing their colleagues on the communi cations intercepts.
Despite the volume of data collected, the last speaker, Sar-Say, highlighted that they had alot moreto
learn. Instead of delivering prepared remarks, the pseudo-simian stood on abox behind the lectern and
looked out over the sea of expectant human faces. “Y ou have donewell, my friends,” he said, hisyellow
eyes sweeping the audience in a perfect imitation of the human speakers. “1 do not know what | can add
to the conclusions you have aready heard today, but | stand ready to answer questions.”

One of the scientists near the back of the room shouted, “What do you know about these creatures with
the octopus-like collars?’

“Nothing. | have never encountered them.”
“Not even ahint?’ the questioner asked.

Thedien shrugged. “ The Sovereignty isalarge place. It isimpossible for any single entity to know al of
the species and worlds the Broa control.”

A tal woman stood up in the third row. “And what of the Broa? How many areliableto bein the
Orpheus System?’

Sar-Say thought for long seconds, and then replied, “If there are any Broain residence, they will likely be
few in number. The system appearsto be amargina one with but asingle stargate. It cannot be very
important to the Broa.”

The questions continued for another fifteen minutes, but eventualy they dribbled away to nothing.
Sar-Say returned to his seat and Dan Landon stepped up to the podium. He seemed none-the-worse for
having sat through the technica jargon and densely packed graphs and tables.

“I think al of you will agreethat we have a potentialy viable target here, people. The question iswhether

we go for Orpheus or we wait patiently for another jump wave to trangit this system. | want your working
group recommendations by this time tomorrow. In the meantime, get some lunch, use thefacilities,

gossip. Just make sure that you are in your working groups by 15:00 hours so we can give the problem a
thorough evauation.

“Digmissed!”
#

Three dayslater, Lisa Arden hurried through the rock tunnel toward the main airlock and the last shuttle
before theRuptured Whale left orbit. Sar-Say was adready aboard, along with the rest of the starship’s
crew. Lisa had stayed behind to help with the anthropology working group’ sfind report on socia mores



among the Orpheans. She had nearly stayed too long.

While physicd data and language studies were important, knowing the Orpheans customswould be
crucid if they wereto keep news of their impending vist from reaching the Broa. Socid interactions
among humans were difficult enough, but a least human cultures shared afew universal precepts.
Marriage and children, for instance. There had never been a human society that did not have some form
of marriage, or onethat hasfailed to cherish their children. Though generations of sallors had routingly
violated the principle, most people knew enough to stay away from women in astrange land until they
had at least an inkling of the loca sexud taboos.

Lisadoubted that they would have any trouble among the Orpheans on that last point. The bullet-headed,
octopus necks (as one of the anthropol ogists had dubbed them) were about as far from the human
standard of beauty asit was possible to get. She suspected the opposite was aso true.

What concerned her was the possibility that an unintentiond dight or insult might create an inter-species
incident. Among an unknown race of aiens, that was almost inevitable. For example, what was the local
attitude toward bodily functions such as defecation? An dien visting Earth might find it odd that public
toilet facilities were segregated by sex while the onesin private homes were not. Likewise, the human
custom of wearing clothesin climates where they were as much hindrance as help would be confusing to
an aien who lacked a nudity taboo.

The Orpheans undoubtedly had smilar idiosyncrasiesin their socid arrangements. It had been the job of
the Anthropology Working Committee to see what they could learn from the intercepted broadcasts.
They had done their best, but too often, the aien actions had seemed pointless.

Except for their physica peculiarities, the Orpheans were not that different from humans. They had
holovison -- that is, communications broadcasts intended for entertainment purposes -- or so the
maority of scientists thought. They aso seemed to have alarge number of “talking heads’ programs,
possibly even “argument shows,” in which several Orpheans appeared on screen, chattering at one
another in their native tongue, and waving their tentacles. The whole scene reminded Lisaof aforest of
seaweed waving in agitated surf.

From the behavior they displayed in their holo programs, most anthropol ogists thought the Orpheans
individudigtic. The consensus was that they appeared more salf-centered than humans did, although Lisa
found that difficult to imagine. Most agreed that they were argumentative and would have no averson to
cheating strangersif given the chance.

Lisawas carrying the record tile containing the scientists' multi-thousand-word tome in her kit bag. The
report had only been finished half an hour before she was to depart. She had thought that she would be
the only passenger, and was thus surprised when she found Mikhail Vadoff waiting at the airlock for her.
Hiskit bag waswith him and he had the air of someone about to embark on an adventure.

“Whét are you doing here, Mr. Vadoff?’

“I am going aong. It took some convincing, but Captain Landon gave his permission an hour ago. | anto
go up withyou.”

“I would have thought you would stay here a Hideout,” Lisareplied cautioudy, suddenly aware that she
might have blundered into senstiveterritory.

“Why would you think that?’

“Y ou haven't exactly been this expedition’ s biggest booster, now have you?’



Instead of growing angry, the Russian put his head back and laughed. When he stopped, he said, “1 have
never heard a statement made more diplomatically, Miss Arden. Perhaps | should recruit you for my little
caba of fanatics”

“I’ve never cdled them ‘fanatics’ Mr. Vadoff.”

“Y ou are about the only onein the Stellar Survey who has not. But then, you aren't redlly Stellar Survey,
aeyou?’

“No, gr. | wasrecruited specificaly for thisjob.”

“Then, you can probably understand my position better than anyone. | am going aong to make sure that
themore ... shall we say, enthusiagtic? ... that the more enthusiastic members of our party don't take
leave of their senses.”

“How 07’
“By reveding the location of Earth to these dliens, of course.”
“No onewould do that.”

“Not intentiondly. Still, we cannot know precisely what information we are divulging just by reveding the
fact of our existence. Surely any reasonably knowledgeable Orphean biologist will be able to divine what
sort of star we evolved under.”

Lisanodded. The human body was a veritable signpost to the fact that Sol was a G2 yellow-white gtar. It
telegraphed that fact merely from the wave ength of light at which human eyesfocus most sharply. There
was no telling what other secretstheir bodies might reved to an dien who knew what to look -- or sniff

-- for. The human body odor must reved facts about the chemica composition of their home world.

How that would adso give the dliens cluesto thelocation of Earth, Lisacould not imagine. The problem
was that an aien might prove to have a better imagination.

“So how do we know what we are revedling to them?’

Vadoff shrugged. “Wedon't. Alien capabilitiesare, by definition ... dien. That iswhy | am coming
aong. | will be more on guard than the rest of you. | will seeto it that no unnecessary chances are taken.”

“In that respect, we al want the same thing, Mr. Vadoff.”

“Of course. We dl want the same things; we just go about it differently. | have no desireto offend, Miss
Arden, but perhaps | can explain my point better with an example.”

“Go ahead.”
“Doyou like Sar-Say?”’

The question took amoment to congider. In fact, she did like Sar-Say. He had ceased being aresearch
subject more than ayear earlier. He was a quick study and had empathy for human ways of looking at
things. Besides, he could be very funny when he put hismind to it. She remembered how devastated she
had been during that day and night she had watched over him in the infirmary. It had seemed asthough
shewaslosing achild.

“Yes, | supposel do.”
“Then you would be more likely to believe something he tells you than not?’



Lisathought about her answer for amoment and then said, “We ve never caught himin alie, but that
doesn’'t mean hetdllsusthetruth, | suppose.”

“lan’'t that what this entire expedition is about? Determining whether Sar-Say has been tdlling usthe
truth?

“We would befoolsto take hisword for something as big and bad as he saysthe Sovereignty is.”
“But if hewere going to lie about it, wouldn't he put ahappier face on it?’
“That seemslogicd.”

“Yes, it does. To ahuman. However, isit logicd to a Taff? That iswhy | am coming along. Likethe rest
of you, | planto learn dl | can about the Orpheans and the Broa, but | will learn through the eyes of a
skeptic, not an advocate.”

“Wadl, Mr. Vadoff, whatever your motives, it isgood to have you dong.”

At that moment, a speaker mounted on the rock wall announced that the orbital shuttle to theRuptured
Whale was ready for boarding. They gathered up their meager belongings, and Vad off ushered her
through the porta leading to the docking tube.

A few minutes later, they were spaceborne.

CHAPTER 34

Theydlow star in the viewscreen might have been atwin of Sol wereit not for the great cloud of gasand
dust that lay beyond. The Sky Flower Nebulawas not the same universe-spanning wall asin the Hideout
System, but it was till the most prominent feature in the sky. In one respect, the Broan conquest of
humanity had aready begun. Already, bits of trade talk were infiltrating the crew’ sdaily conversation. It
seemed fitting to call the nebula by its Broan name while here in Broan Space.

Dan Landon sat at his station and considered what lay ahead as he sipped tea from amicrogravity bulb.
The Crab/Sky Flower Nebulawas the unofficia boundary between human space and Broan, at least until
they knew better how far the Sovereignty extended adong the Orion Arm of the Milky Way.

Nor was the name they called the supernovaremnant the only evidence that they were in Broan space.
Around Landon, the bridge crew was checking and rechecking their instruments, al of which had been
converted to the dot-dash script of the overlords. A great deal of the symbology used on the screens had
been changed aswell. Nor were the screens the only things tagged with Broan script. On the long trip out
from Earth, virtudly al interior markings had been changed over until therewereno Latin letters or
Arabic numerasvisble anywhere acasuad observer might spot them. Even the ship’s name had been
changed, dthough shewas il officidly The Ruptured Whale to her crew. Her camouflage name was
Wanderer , or the Broan trade-talk equivaent. Whilein orbit about Brinks, awork party had carefully
gtenciled the name on the hull in patterns of meter-high dots and swirls. They had done everything they
could to make theWhale appear atrading vessdl from adistant region of the Sovereignty.

The crew’ slooks had changed as well. During the outbound voyage, every crewmember had goneinto a
shower cubicle, to emerge with skin the color of aripe orange. A few minutes under ahood had finished
the job by dying their hair eectric blue. The transformation had triggered numerousjokes, many
off-color; and cohabiting couples reported taking agreat dedl of time to check the completeness of their



partners skin dye. The masquerade was not supposed to make humans look like any particular race of
the Sovereignty. Rather, it was to make identification difficult should the Broalater become suspicious
and request data on the ship full of strangersthat had briefly visited the Orpheus System.

Dan Landon wondered if the subterfuge was worth the trouble. After dl, though alarge change in human
eyes, he doubted dienswould notice anything astrivia asthe color of their skin.

It had been amonth since theWhale and her consorts,Magellan andColumbus, had dropped sublight
deep within Orpheus s Oort cloud. Because Orpheus 111 was currently on the far side of the star from the
nebula, they had circled around and approached the system from directly opposite the Galactic Center.
Thus, they had the star between themselves and the nebula. Having safely reached the outskirts of the
system, the two accompanying starships resumed their long-range eavesdropping while theRuptured
Whale garted itslong fal into theinner system.

The orbit they adopted would make them appear a comet, athough one moving substantialy above loca
escape velocity. If spotted, they hoped the local astronomers would take them for arare bit of debris
from out of interstellar space. In any event, imitating an intrasystem comet was out of the question since
such an orbit would take years beforeit delivered them to the stargate. Asit was, it had taken three
weeksfor them to diveinto the heart of the Orpheus System using a hyperbolic approach orbit. In
another few hours, they would begin decelerating to intrasystem vel ocity such that when they reached the
vicinity of the stargate, they could pretend to be anewly arrived trading vessdl.

#

“Report!”

“Stargate is 200,000 kilometers ahead, Captain. We are closing at 60 kps. Decdleration is holding
steady at 2.5 gravities and will continue for two more minutes. Closest point of approach to the stargate
isintwo hours”

“Very well. Keegp me posted.”

Dan Landon’ swords were |abored by the heavy weight dragging him down. All over the ship, bodies
made soft by monthsin microgravity lay in acceleration couches while their ownerslabored to bresthe
and counted the seconds until the sandbags would be lifted from their chests.

“I have acontact, Captain!” the sensor operator announced.
“What sort of contact?’
“It looks like aship headed for the sargate.”

Landon frowned. A ship was the last thing they needed to encounter in the last phase of their approach,
when they were most vulnerable to premature discovery. During the long fall from the Oort cloud, they
had looked like an extra-system rock. In afew hours, they would be well into their masquerade asa
trading vessdl from beyond the stargate. Now, however, they were engaged in avery "un-cometary”
maneuver, decelerating at 25 meters per second squared. Any ship that spotted them now would know
that they were 1) not anatura phenomenon, and 2) coming in from the outskirts of the star system. If
they were spotted before they were ready, they would have to abandon the mission and try againin
another star system.

113 nge?l

“No way to tell other than to note it is approaching the gate. Do you want me to power up the radar?’



“Negative. Maintain e ectromagnetic emissions blackout. Continue to track visualy.”
“Ayeaye, Sr.”

“What do you make of it, Sar-Say?’ he asked. The Taff was seated in the observer’s chair and was
having as much trouble breathing as the humans. Somehow, his comica figure looked alittle lesscomica
as he struggled to turn his head toward Landon. Despite his discomfort, he gazed at the captain with
wide-eyed excitement. He had been excited during the entire approach. Even those who had not had
much contact with the alien recognized the changein him.

“I would say that it isroutine traffic, Captain. This particular sargate isthe only onein the system. Al
shipping must converge on thispoint.”

“Right. Wewill continue the approach then. Sensors! Stay dert to any sign that he has spotted us.”

A ship inthe vicinity was acomplication he did not need, but it was not the source of the sudden fedling
that he had forgotten something important. Landon didiked having the hair on the back of his neck
standing up in the middle of the most important approach orbit of hislife. Hetook afew momentsto
prod his subconscious for the stray thought. Suddenly, he knew what it was that was bothering him and a
sck knot formed in the pit of his ssomach.

“Damn!”

“What isthe matter, Danid?’” hisfirst officer asked.

“Gravity wave!” he answered. “We ve overlooked the damned gravity wave!”
“I beg your problem.”

“Don’t you see? Even if that ship failsto spot our approach, the localswill know we did not come
through the stargate. Our arrival will not be accompanied by agravity wave!”

Raoul Bendagar, who was operating the science console two places down from Landon, grimaced. “ Y ou
areright! How could we have possibly forgotten something so dementary?’

“Itisonehdl of atimeto think of it now. Sar-Say, your opinion.”

The Taff had been observing the humans, wondering at their sudden agitation. When addressed, he
shrugged. “I do not believe it important, Captain. The planet’ s gravity masksthe wavesand it isunlikely
that anyone monitorsthem closdly.”

“Raoul, do you agree?’

Bendagar a so shrugged. “No data on which to form aconclusion. | propose that we go with Sar-Say’s
evauation.”

Landon pondered the problem. Instead of making a decision, he snapped, “ Sensors. How far isthat ship
from the gate?’

“Asl said, we can't get itsrange unlesswe ping it with radar.”
“That isn't what | mean. What isits angular separation, and how fast isthat separation closng?’

“Uh, about half adegree. It has closed perceptibly while | have been watching it.”



“Egtimate asto when it will reach the gate?”’
“An hour, maybe two.”

“Right. We may bein business. Pilot, reprogram the computer to adjust our deceleration. | want to arrive
inthe vicinity of the stargate as near as possible to the moment when that ship entersit.”

“The timing cannot be exact, Captain. Not without range data.”

“Understood. Just measure the closure rate of the ship’ simage and change our decel accordingly.”
“Yes, gar.”

“What do you havein mind?’ Bendagar asked.

“Smple, Mr. Chief Scientist. We dow to an intrasystem speed compatible with reaching the gate at the
sametime asthat target vessel, and then we reved oursalves afew minutes after he goes through the
gate. That way, the Orpheans may mistake his departure for our arrival.

Sar-Say uncovered histeeth in amock human smile. “Very clever, Captain. If | amwrong and they do
monitor the ships by their gravity waves, they may mistake hisjump wave for one that we would have
produced as we came through the stargate.”

#

Two hourslater, they had dowed to 28 kilometers per second and closed to within 20,000 kilometers of
the stargate. The other ship, which appeared adim star on the viewscreen, still had not jumped. Landon
was beginning to wonder if that other captain were ever going to quit dawdling. He was about to swear
under his breath when the image winked out and a clatter ran through the control room.

“Moderate-strength gravity wave detected, Captain,” the sensor operator announced. “I1t came directly
from the Sargate.”

Landon quietly let out the breath he had been holding, before asking, “ Sar-Say, how long would aship
normally wait after arriva beforeit contacted Orphean approach control ?"

“Between five and ten minutes, Captain. There are machines to tame and other duties to perform when
arriving in anew system. The crew would do these things first before announcing themsalvesto those
who control ship traffic.”

“Right. Wewill givethem five minutes and then cal in with our arriva announcement. Thank you,
Sar-Say; you have been agreat help. Now, if you will please return to your cabin, we will start our
preparations for contact.

“But | can help, Captain. Please let me stay.”

Landon frowned. Sar-Say’ s request was not a new one, but he thought the alien understood the situation.
He certainly did not need the distraction. “Miss Arden...” Thislast was spoken to thin air, or rather, to
the ship’s computer, which routed the message to where Lisawas waiting out the approach.

“Yes, Captain?’ her voice answered from the samethin air.

“Please come and hel p your charge back to his cabin. Report to me when things are securein
accordance with General Order Sixteen.”



“Yes, ar.”

Generd Order 16 covered first contact with any alien race of the Sovereignty. It ordered that Sar-Say be
locked in his cabin and cut off from al means of communication with his compatriots. He was to have no
contact whatever with them.

Lisafloated into the control room lessthan aminute later. She pulled herself to apostion just in front of
Landon’ sgation.

“Take Sar-Say back to his cabin, Miss Arden, and make him as comfortable as Genera Order Sixteen
dlows”

“Yes, ar.”

The Taff unbuckled and scrambled toward the hatchway before Lisa could turn around. He paused in the
hatch and looked back at her with hisyellow eyes. She turned to follow.

“And, Lisa...”
“Yes, Coptan.”

“Patch Sar-Say into the main command circuit. Let him monitor our progress. If he has any advicefor us,
| want you to passit on. You areto do al of the communicating - not him. Understood?’

“Understood, Sir. Sar-Say isto monitor and if thereis anything he thinks you should know, | will relay it.”
“Good. Now get him out of here. | can't open the circuit until | know heis safely locked up.”
“On my way, Captain.”

Landon watched her float back out of the control room, following the small hairy shape that was so much
more skilled than any human was while maneuvering in microgravity. Then heforgot about Lisaand her
aien charge as he turned his attention back to histask.

“Oneminute, Captain,” hiscommunicator said.

Suddenly, the tension in the control room was palpable. It was aheavier weight than the 2.5 gravsthey
had undergone so recently. Unlike the deceleration, this pressure was mentd.

At thirty secondsto zero, Lisaannounced that Sar-Say was ensconced in his bunk and that the two of
them were safely locked in the alien’ s cabin. Landon glanced at his readouts. Sure enough, the security
system showed dl passagesinto and out of the dlien’ sareato be secure. The cabin would not have met
the standards for amodern bank vault, but did not miss them by much.

“Ten seconds, Captain. Shal | count down?’
“No need to be dramatic, Mr. Pedle.”

Even ashe sad it, Landon redlized the incongruity of his statement. If there was ever adramatic moment
in human history, thiswasiit. Suddenly, alesson from his school days floated unbidden to mind.

They had been watching adocumentary in tenth grade history about the first atomic wegpon ever used in
battle. It had been dropped, he remembered, on a Japanese city with a name that sounded like a sneeze,
but one he could never remember. Asthe ancient bomber approached the city, the pilot had announced
to his crew that everything was being recorded for posterity and that they should watch their language.



Symbolicaly, he wasin much the same position as that |ong dead bomber pilot. Just as the world hed
never been the same after that first atom bomb, the human universe was about to change. Whether
Sar-Say had told them the truth no longer mattered. However, the next few minutes turned out, the
human race would not be the same afterwards. A galaxy empty of other intelligent specieswas on the
verge of dying, and one crowded with sgpients was about to be born. The moving finger, having writ,
would move on.

Dan Landon cleared histhroat, wished he were redlly the imperturbable captain he pretended to be, and
sgnaed the communicator. “ End E-M isolation and give me atight beam aimed at the planet.”

“Beam coming to power, sir. Beam at full power. Modulator is operable. Whenever you are ready.”

Landon took a deep breath and said in his best Broan trade talk,“ Planetary approach center. Thisis
gpace freighter Wanderer.We are clear of the stargate and request approach instructions. We will
await your reply. End message.”

There was nothing but silence on the comm circuits. They had not expected anything else. Orpheusll|
was afull light-minute distant from the stargate. Any message would take 60 seconds to get there and
another 60 to get back. No reply was possible for at least two minutes, and that was assuming that the
authorities on the other end answered promptly.

Dan Landon sat back in hischair to await the response. Despite his outward calm, he could fedl beads of
perspiration forming on his face and between his shoulder blades. Thiswould be the longest two minutes
of hislife

CHAPTER 35

“How long now, Communicator?’

“Two minutes, 22 seconds, Captain.”

“What do you think, Raoul? Shall we cdl agan?’

Bendagar pursed his bushy eyebrows and said, “ Give them another minute, Captain.”

Suddenly, there was a sound from the Broan communicator. It was not avoice. Merely an eectronic
noise that was midway between abeep and abuzz. Then, amechanicd voice said:* Sarship Wanderer.
ThisisKlys kra't Soace Control. Where are you from and what is your business?’

Dan Landon let himsdlf giveinto the luxury of abroad grin. Infact, the Broan trade talk wastoo smple
for long-winded discussions. Evenif it had dlowed him to render Hamlet’ s soliloquy into Broan, the
two-minute communications delay would have tifled any extended didogue. Thelitera trandation of
what the communicator had said was: “ ShipWanderer. We Klys kra't orbit monitor. Where and what
business?” However, the brain’s ability to analyze digointed verba input is one of the wonders of the
human body. With the few cluesthat trade talk provided, he had understood what was being asked and
evenfilled inthe missng words.

“Klyskra't orbital monitor. We are a trading vessel originally from Shangri-La on an extended
voyage to develop new markets. We request permission to approach and show you our wares.”

Two minutes went by before the words came again.



“We are unfamiliar with your world/star. You may approach to within communications range. We
will discuss your species’ peculiar needs then. Klys kra’'t Control. End transmission.”

Therewere grinsdl around as Dan Landon sat back in his acceleration chair and smiled. After afew
seconds, he said to no one in particular, “Well, that wasn’t so bad. | wonder what | was worried about.”
It took afew seconds for him to order the ship’s enginesto power. Thefeding of relief wasjust too
good not to savor. Finaly, however, he keyed the command circuit that would send his voice echoing
throughout the ship.

“ All hands! Thisisthe Captain speaking. For those who have not been monitoring
communications - both of you! - | have an announcement. \We have made contact with the aliens
of this system and we are going in. The masquerade begins now!”

“Pilot, take usto power and close the distance to Orpheuslil ... no, Klys kra't, if that isthe name of the
planet and not the species. Remember, we are just a poor ramshackle old freighter, so don’t show them
anything spectacular in the way of propulsion.”

“Ayeaye, Sr.”

“Sensors”

“Yes, Captain.”

“Everything you haveto full gain. If they so much as sneezein our direction, | want to know about it.”
“Yes gr.”

“Communications”

“Here, gr.”

“Download everything we have to date and send toColumbus andMagellan on atight beam. Use the
maximum power that won't leave an ionization trail that could be traced back to them.”

“Yes, dr.”

Having placed his crew in motion, Dan Landon glanced around the control room. Everyone was bent
over their console, working at their assigned tasks. The scene was incongruoudly ordinary. It seemed as
though life should now be different. With the thought came fatigue. The tension leading up to first contact
had been palpable, but now that it was gone, he missed it. As adways, thedoing had been easier than the
waiting . For now, at least, thefirst giant hurdle had been overcome. He wondered how many more
such hurdles they would have to surmount before they found their way home again.

He had not finished the thought when a gentle hand forced him down into his seat and the stars began to
move on the viewscreen. When the stars stabilized, a small blue-white crescent had taken its place
center-screen. It wasjust hisimagination, but it seemed to be growing even as he watched.

#
“Have you ever heard the name ‘Klys krat' ?’ Lisaasked Sar-Say.

Thetwo of them reclined on their respective bunks as they watched the same view of the planet that
Captain Landon was seeing in the control room.

“No, Lisa | have only been in this part of the Sovereignty onetime. That wasthe ... uh, week ... that |



spent on Zzumer. These Klys kra't beings were not the subject of any of my conversations. Do people
think that | am lying when | deny knowledge?’

Lisalaughed. “No, it’ sjust abad human habit. If ahuman has afriend who livesin adistant city, and they
meet someone else from there, they will aways ask if that person knowstheir friend -- even if the city has
20 million inhabitants. It comes from our species difficulty in comprehending the scale of the universe, |

suppose.”

“We Taff look at the universe differently, Lisa. We spend so much of our time in space that we tend to
cling toimmediate surroundings. It is ... psychologicd, is correct?”’

“Psychologicd iscorrect.”
Sar-Say paused for amoment and then said, “| fear that Captain Landon isangry with me.”

“Why?

“Because | asked to remain in the control room during the contact. | know that you humans fear that |
have lied to you, and that you wish to take precautions against my acting againgt your interests, but | can
be of much useto you if you would just let me.”

Lisacongdered her reply carefully. Thiswas, she bdieved, an important point with the dien and she did
not want to be misunderstood. Over the past eighteen months, their moments of misunderstanding had
dropped nearly to zero -- Sar-Say wasthat quick alearner -- but occasionaly he said something that
reminded her that beneath that funny looking cranium there lay an dien brain.

“I know you understand how dangerous this expedition has been for my species, Sar-Say. Try to put
yoursdlf in our shoes. Would you take such arisk with your own species?’

“| understand, Lisa, perhaps better than you. | have persona experience with the Broa, while you have
only my word. It does not bother me that you do not take everything | say at ... face value. | would do
the samewere | in your position. It isright to take precautions. However, precautions can be taken too
far. Y ou are about to interact with an aien species of which you have no knowledge, not even the
knowledge of the name they give themsdves -- | believe Klys kra tisthe name of their planet. True, | am
asignorant of them asyou are. However, | am familiar with customs throughout the Sovereignty and |

can be of great ad in guiding you.”

“I' know you can. Y ou must understand that our orders from our rulers do not allow usto take advantage
of your offer. Not now, anyway.”

Sar-Say nodded. “But later. Once you have visited Klys kra't and have discovered that al | havetold
you isthetruth, what then?’

“Then I'll talk to the captain aout it. | agree that you can help us grestly in getting the information we
seek. Y ou know right where to look and we do not.”

“| can perform another servicefor you.”
“What?’

“Although | personaly have no knowledge of these diens, surely others of my kind have visited this
world. We Taff are awell-traveled race, you know. My presence in your party will convince thelocals
that you are what you say you are, atrading ship from some distant corner of the Sovereignty.”



“| hadin't thought of thet.”

“Please bring the matter to the captain’ s attention. It isto my benefit to prove my trustworthinessto you if
| am ever to see my family again. Agreed?’

Lisadid not reply. Sheliked thelittle dien, but was redist enough to know that if the Sovereignty was as
he said it was, that there wasllittle chance that he would ever see home again. No matter how much they
trusted him, it was very unlikely that the Coordinator or Parliament would alow him to return home. So
long asthe Broaremained ignorant of humanity’ s existence, the Earth was safe. She doubted that
Sar-Say would betray them intentionaly, but what if he got drunk, or the Taff equivaent, and started
talking about the strange bipeds that had rescued him off a damaged wreck of astarship?

She quickly put the thought out of her mind. What to do with Sar-Say after dl of thiswas over wasa
conundrum with no solution. Thinking about it depressed her.

#

“All right, shall wetry again?’ Dan Landon asked. The blue-white world had grown considerably on the
forward viewscreen, dthough they were il nearly haf amillion kilometers distant -- dightly more than
the distance between Earth and Luna. This“Earth” was unlike homein at least one important respect. It
lacked the Earth’ s massive companion. In Luna s place where haf-a-dozen smaller objects, dl inthe
asteroid sSize class. There aso gppeared to be numerous large objectsin orbit, one of which might have
been classed as an asteroid were it not obvioudy artificial.

“Klys'kra't Orbital Control. Thisistrading vessel Wanderer, prepared to communicate. Please
respond.”

The wait was consderably lessthistime. The reply came four seconds later, as though they had been
waiting for the call. “ Trading vessel Wanderer.\We have been monitoring your approach.
| dentification of species!”

“ Our speciesis called Vulcan. We are from the Shangri-La system on the other side of
Civilization.”

“We are not familiar with your species. Switch to screen so that we can converse like advanced
beings.”

“ Sand by.”

“All right, everyone. Here goes. Send our picture and put their reply on the main viewscreen.” To his
unseen interrogator, Landon said,” Visual transmission activated.”

The being on the viewscreen could have been the twin of those in the long-range recordings made by the
two starships. The Orphean, or Krys ka'tian, was in close-up, which made him (or her) look like afat
fence post near the top of which someone had pinned three oversize obsidian marbles. The ocularswere
attached near the top of the cranium, each in its own bulged-out eye socket. Whether the eyes were fixed
or mobile was not obvious. What was obvious was that the three eyes (and the three others they could
not see) gave the being full circular vison. Below the eyeswere a series of small circular membranes that
might be the being’ s hearing apparatus, and below that, ditsthat periodicaly widened in timewith his
bresthing. Whether the method used to extract oxygen from the atmosphere involved lungs or gills could
not be discerned merely by looking at him. There was no evidence of amouth, but nowherein the book
of nature wasit written that the mouth must be in the head. And, in truth, the creature lacked ahead as
humans defined the term. Itstrunk went al the way to the top.



Below the breathing dits, if indeed that was whét they were, the attachment point of the tentacles could
be seen, dthough the tentacle ends were out of the picture frame. Their previous studies of the physiology
of Orpheans measured the average tentacle at more than one meter in length, giving the creaturesthe
same reach as human beings. There were six tentacles, each sprouting from a point on the torso
equidistant between two eyes at the top of the trunk. The skin was gray and leathery, like alizard, adding
to the being’ sresemblance to atree trunk.

The physiology of the Orpheans had been a subject of hot debate back at Brinks Base. The upper
portion of their bodies appeared to be axiadly symmetric -- that is, designed around the central axis of the
body, like astarfish. The peculiarly jointed tripod legs were obvioudy designed to move primarily through
rotation of the full body. The argument had raged over what sort of environmenta conditionswould result
in such an odd arrangement of limbs and sense organs.

“| seeyou,” the orbital controller said after afew seconds.” However, our data base does not appear
to have any reference to your species or star.”

“Nor does our database include your esteemed world,” Landon replied. Ashesaid it, an irreverent
thought flashed through hisbrain. It occurred to him that he wasteling hisinterrogator the litera truth.

“ One reason that we are on this long voyage of trade is to seek new markets for our wares. The
people at the last star suggested that you would be interested in what we have to trade.”

“The Bool’ € are not usually so helpful to us.”
“It isthat way everywhere, isit not?”

“It should not be so. Those Who Rule would be better served if their various servants cooperated
with one another more.”

“We agree.”
“ But enough of thistalk. They might not like it. What sort of beasts are you?”

Landon reeled off a code number that Sar-Say and the biology department had developed together. The
code was Broan shorthand for defining the environmental conditions human beingsrequired. The
biologists had tasked even Sar-Say’ s patience with their requests for explanations regarding the meaning
of the code groups. Their concern was to provide dienswith information that roughly defined the
parameters human beings needed to survive, but not to define them so precisdly that they would givethe
Broa a description of Earth. On the other hand, any exo-biologist worth thetitle should be ableto learn a
great dedl about Mother Earth merely by looking at the creaturesit had spawned. So telling the
Orpheansther environmenta needs ought not reveal any secrets that they would not soon find out

anyway.

Dan watched the screen for signs of any adverse reaction to the code he gave. That was the problem
with having to rely on an advisor that you did not know to be perfectly trustworthy. Each time you used
his advice, you had to ask whether things were as you had been told. For al he knew, Sar-Say’ s code
could have ranged from pure gibberish to, “Help, | an being held hostage by diensin afortune cookie
factory.”

The adien appeared to have no reaction to the code at all. Of course, with his eye arrangement, it was
impossibleto tell where he was looking. Perhaps the Orpheans did not “look,” in the human sense.
Perhaps they had equal awareness of circumambient space at al times. What the brain that could take
sgndsfrom six different eyes smultaneoudy would look like, he could not imagine.



That was one of the dangers of thismission. Just aslooking at afew hundred hours of holovision would
not alow aiensto understand human beings; so, too, their knowledge of Orpheanswas virtudly nil. After
perhaps 30 seconds, the being responded,” You appear to have no need for special environmental
support here on Klys' kra't. You are approved to approach Za'ltrel Sation. Stand by to record
approach instructions.”

“ Sanding by.”

A few seconds later, there was a short burst of sound and a diagram popped up on their screensin
Broan symbology. Liketradetak, the ingtructionswere in asmplified format that sacrificed elegance for
efficiency, but which they had no trouble understanding.

“Message received,” Landon sad.

" Proceed to Zal’ trel Sation on the path we have given you. Contact their orbit control when you
are 123srota fromthe station. Klys' kra't orbit control ends communication.”

“ Shangri-La trading vessel Wandererends communication.”

CHAPTER 36

Zd'trel Station turned out to be the large habitat that was nearly the size of one of Klys kra t’smoons.
Radar measured the globe at more than 20 kilometersin diameter. If the sation had originated on an
agteroid, over the centuriesit had completely engulfed its parent. Alternatively, perhapsit had been built
freefloating and had merely consumed an asteroid or two for raw materias. Whichever the case, it was

huge!

Mark Rykand was seated at his workstation in the cramped astronomy cubicle and watched the artifact
grow ever more giant as they dowly made their gpproach. Down in the control center, the captain wasin
nearly continuous communication with the diens. They had discovered that Klys kra't wasindeed the
name of the planet, and that itsinhabitants called themsdlvesthe VVoldar’ ik, with afina syllable that would
make one sthroat soreif pronounced too enthusiasticaly. In fact, they had discovered that the Voldar'ik
voca apparatus was substantialy more adaptable than its human counterpart. That fact had not been
surprising once they finaly identified the mechanism by which the diens generated sound.

It turned out that they spoke not through their “mouth,” but rather through their “ears.” They made
sounds by vibrating the tympanic membranes spaced around their upper torsos, just under the eyes. One
of the biologists noted that whenever their interrogator had spoken, a concave circle on his upper torso
had become indistinct. By zooming in on that spot, it became obviousthat one of histympanic
membraneswas vibrating at high frequency. Rather than vibrating stringsin alarynx, the Voldar’ ik voca
mechanism seemed to have evolved from the woofer in an ancient stereo system. That the aliens could
generate substantia volume with the arrangement was surprising, but no more so than the inordinate noise
acricket makeswhen it rubsits hind legs together. The holo recordings also reveded that the tympanic
membrane next to the vibrating one seemed not to be moving. Evidently, the alien used oneto transmit
sound and the other to receiveit, or possibly, they were interchangeable. The discovery started an
argument asto whether the VVoldar’ ik used the capability for sonar sensng, much asabat or awhale on
Earth.

With the discovery of the beings' speaking apparatus, the exo-biologists began looking for the aliens
food intake orifice. They found it tucked inconspicuoudy away about where a human being has hisor her



navel. The discovery caused aspate of ribald and insengtive jokes to circulate through the ship. Upon
hearing one, Lisamade the observation that the VVoldar’ ik would probably have the same reaction to
human anatomy. Her observation did not stop her from chuckling at the improbable menta picturethe
joke had triggered.

The last severa hours had seen a steady stream of findings broadcast throughout the ship and put on the
tight beam toward their two consorts out in the Oort cloud. When theWhale closed to within one
hundred thousand kilometers of Klys kra't, however, Captain Landon ordered the long-range
communications system shut down. There was too much chance of their hosts detecting it asthey got
closer to the planet.

While most of the starship’s crew manned their stations and listened to the interchange between the
control room and Zal’ trel Station, the exo-biol ogists and anthropol ogists worked feverishly to evauate
the transmissions they were recaiving from the hull sensorsin red time. Mark sat at hisworkstation in the
cluttered astronomy cubicle and listened to the continuous chatter on the science channdls. He found that
he was devel oping an aversion to the whiney voice of Dr. Mendoza, the ship’s exo-sociologist.
However, he had no thought of switching to something else, or even turning the communicator off
atogether. For asirritating as the scientists sometimes were, he had a strong reason to learn about the
Voldarik.

“Big, ign't it?” Will Thompson asked from his own workgtation. It was approximately the Sixth time he
had made that comment or one Smilar. “Aren’'t going to get lost in there are you, Mark?”’

“I hope not.”

Shortly after making contact with the aliens, Captain Landon had announced the composition of the first
shore party that would be going aboard Zd'trd Station. (If one could call transferring from one
vacuum-packed sardine can to another “going ashore.”) To no one' s surprise, the captain had decided to
lead the party himself and to take Lisaadong astrandator. To Mark’ s surprise, Landon chose him as
computer specidist, and Mikhail Vadoff to play theroll of Master Trader.

“Why me?’ Mark had squesked when Thompson gave him the news.

“Because | recommended you,” the astronomer replied. “Y ou have worked hard to learn Broan
computer technology since we | eft the Solar System. Y ou know enough to recognize their astronomical
observations when you find them and to separate the wheet from the chaff.”

“I thought you would be going!”

“Dr. Bendagar vetoed my participation. | agree with him. | am good enough at my job, but my
personality does not lend itsdlf to feats of daring. | would likely wet my pantsthe first time an aien looked
at me cross-eyed -- dthough, it does not ook as though the VVoldar’ ik can crosstheir eyes.

“Doyouthink | candoit?’
Thompson nodded. “If anyone can.”

Thosefirst few hours after first contact had been exhilarating onesfor al aboard. The exhilaration had
quickly worn off, however, asthey returned to the mundane business of attempting to learn dl they could
about the diens as quickly asthey could. The mood aboard ship for the past severa hours had been one
of growing frustration. It seemed as though each communication with the VVoldar’ ik reminded them of the
extent of their ignorance. Mark, in particular, felt like the proverbid ten-year-old lost in aforeign land, a
country in which he can neither speak nor read the language. Everything about Klys kra't seemed



oversize, wondrous, and more than alittle frightening.
#
“Lisa areyouill?’

Lisaglanced over her shoulder at Sar-Say. She had been sorting through her clothes, trying to pick the
two outfits she would take with her when they transferred to the big Voldar’ ik space habitat. They did
not yet know whether they would be staying overnight or coming back to the ship after each meeting.
The captain had advised her and the rest of the members of the shore party that they had better come
prepared. Despite her meager supply of belongings, she had been sorting through her clothesfor the
better part of an hour. The problem wasthat al of her outfitswere in colorsthat clashed with her new
orange skin.

“I anfine” shereplied. “ Just opening night jitters.”
“I beg your pardon.”

She explained the expression.

Sar-Say absorbed it as he absorbed everything, then commented, “ But surely the Voldar’ ik will not care
what it isthat you wear.”

“But | will care. It isahuman thing. Actudly, it isahumanfemal e thing.”
“Y ou forget, you areaVVulcan now.”
“That’ sright. | had better start practicing, hadn’t 17’

At firg, she had thought it Silly not to call themsalves human when the diens asked. After dl, it was not as
though any of them had ever heard so much asasingle word of Standard. However, just asintelligence
agenciesin the bad old days had gone to extraordinary effortsto conceal seemingly trivia details, it had
been decided that they would obscure their origins as much as possible. That way the Voldar’ ik (and
through them, the Broa) would not be able to assemble a host of meaningless detailsinto avery
meaningful whole.

It had been one of the scientistswith ataste for classic literature that had first suggested the name
“Vulcan.” What their visit to Klys kra't had to do with the god of volcanoes, Lisahad no idea.

“The captain is speaking to the habitat now,” Sar-Say announced. He had an earpiecein one ear and
was following the did ogue on the command circuit. Lisahad turned her receiver off. She found that
listening to the dry comments on both ends of the circuit raised her anxiety levd. It had gotten to the point
where she had felt like her favorite sparsball team wasin the playoffs, the score wastied, and they had
just entered sudden desth overtime. Sherelied on Sar-Say to let her know if anything important
happened, or if she needed to relay a message to the captain. “We are nearly in our assigned parking
orbit. Y ou should get ready.”

“Right,” she said, picking up thefirst two outfits she found and stuffing them into her kit bag. Sar-Say was
right. The Voldar’ ik would have no standards by which to judge her appearance. To them, shewould be
adtrange, bi-axialy symmetric biped who looked funny -- no matter what she wore.

There was abrief return of gravity asthe astrogator applied afew seconds of thrust to match their
velocity to that of the dien habitat. Then a spate of orderswas issued over the ship’ sannunciators. The
last of these was,” Shore party to the wardroom, ten minutes! | repeat, shore party to the



wardroom.”

“Wadl, | guessthisisit,” Lisasaid to the dien while repressng an urgeto hug him.

“Please be careful, Lisa,” Sar-Say replied.

“lwill.”

“And you will speak to the captain about my going along on afuture shore party?’

“I will talk to him, but not before we get this one under our belts.”

“Good luck.”

“Thanks.” With that, she signaled the guard beyond the cabin door that she wanted out.
#

Captain Landon was dready in the wardroom when Lisaarrived. So was Dr. Bendagar. Mark arrived a
few seconds later, and Mikhail Vadoff showed up within aminute. For some reason, Lisafound the sight
of thefive of them with their bright orange skin and dectric blue hair amusing. Shewondered if the
Voldar’'ik would have the same reaction.

As soon as Vadoff sat down, Dan Landon looked at each of them in turn and said, “Well, shipmates, it
appears that the time has come to put theory into practice. Any of you want to back out?” There
followed afew seconds of silence. When no one answered, the captain continued. “Good. Now, let us
make sure that we al know our respective roles before we meet our hosts. Mr. Vadoff.”

“I amnto betherich capitaist merchant,” he said with atwinklein hiseye. “I am afraid my ancestors
would not approve.”

“Do you think you can act the part?’

“Oh, eadily. We Russans gave up communism severa centuries ago. In addition, | have been studying
our cargo in my sparetime, of which | have had agreat dedl lately. It seemsto methat the energy
conversion unitswill be of most interest to our hosts, aswill the control unitsfor that strange silver box
thing down in the hold. There are dso severa other devicesthat the Voldar’ ik may find interesting. Asfor
the rest, we can use our cover story of being new in these partsto find out their likes and didikes.”

“Have you consulted with Sar-Say on your choices?’

“Miss Arden and | had along chat with him. Even though he knows not this particular species, he gave
me considerable guidance asto what islikeliest to have universal gpped within the Sovereignty.”

Landon nodded. “Y ou seem well prepared. Of course, that iswhy | chose you. Remember, we want to
keep the haggling going long enough to give Mark and Lisaachanceto do their jobs”

“Understood, Captain.”

“I’ve noticed that you do seem to have an interest in dien technology, Mr. Vadoff,” Lisasad. “Frankly,
that surprisesme.”

The Russian looked sheepish. “Perhaps you mistake my intentions, my dear. | am studying the devicesin
the cargo hold to understand their impact on human society, not because | personally have adesireto
possess such adevice. If anything, the introduction of these new technologies will hurt my cause insofar



asthey prove acceptable to the public. They will cause aclamor for more and better gadgets rather than
fewer.

“That isone of the problems with our species. We cannot think ahead when faced with the opportunity
for immediate gratification. Luckily, | have sufficient time on my handsto consider the long-term impact
... and, asit turnsout, to play aleading roll in our smdl thesatrica production.”

“Right,” Landon said. “Mark, isit clear what you areto do?’
“Uh, crack thelr computers open.”
“Y es. Have you got your safe cracker tools?’

Mark held up asmall hand computer. Insde was stuffed enough circuitry to suck the habitat’ s computer
system dry, athough the limited storage capacity meant that he would haveto return to the ship
periodically to download what he had learned. Mark’ s primary mission was to discover the breadth and
depth of the Broan Sovereignty and to determine the extent of their penetration in the Orion Arm of the

Gdaxy.

The captain turned to Lisa. “You and | have the most delicate task, Miss Arden. We need to get the
Voldar'ik talking about the Broawithout advertising our ignorance. Frankly, I am not sure how we do
that.”

Lisafrowned. It had been a subject that she had thought alot about lately. How does one approach an
alien and get them to talk about the overlords without reveding the degree of their curiosity? It was
something akin to awoalf infiltrating apack of domestic dogs, claiming to be one of them, and then asking
if any of them knew what a human being looked like.

“Perhaps we can make an offering to the local gods. Wetdl them that our custom isto pay homage and
ask where we send the bribe.”

The captain thought about it and nodded. “ That might work. We will have to improvise, though. We
cannot seem to be ignorant of the Broa, not if we are to kegp them from having suspicions about us.”

“I can search for historica information, things like articles on the Broan conquest of Klyskrat,” Mark
sad. “Anything | find, I'll include in the download.”

“Of course,” Landon agreed. “ Just remember what Sar-Say has said about the Broan fetish for privacy.
If true, you are not liable to find much. On the other hand, if you find alat, it will tell us something about
the truthfulness of our littlefriend.”

Lisafelt apang at the comment, asthough afriend of hers had been accused of lying. Sherefrained from
commenting. After al, the captain had said nothing that was not true.

“I'll search.”

“Dothat. Seeif you can find apicture of aBroa. We'll want to confirm that they are as ugly as Sar-Say
has painted them.”

Their briefing continued for ancther fifteen minutes, the last five of which Dr. Bendagar spent looking at
the chronometer. Findly, they were finished.

“All right, people. Everyone have hisor her backpack?We will stop in the commissary and load up on
rations and water. If you haveto go, | suggest you do it now. No telling what thetoilet facilitiesare like



on that station. We rendezvous at the main airlock in ten minutes. The Voldar' ik taxi will be waiting to
ferry usover to the habitat by then.

CHAPTER 37

The Voldar'ik taxi was atransparent ovoid with naked space-bender coils at each of its cardina points.
Inside the bubble, agridwork deck held aplace for the pilot to stand and room behind him for
passengersor cargo. In front of the pilot station were afew instruments that bore aresemblance to the
newly redesigned displays aboard theWhale , but which were otherwise dlien in their congtruction.
Apparently, as Sar-Say had told them, each speciesin the Sovereignty customized the common
technology to fit their own peculiar needs. Save for the pilot station and aseries of tubular hold-downs,
the bubble craft was devoid of any hint of furnishings or decoration. Apparently, engines and
environmental control system were hidden somewhere benegth the deck.

A Voldar'ik pilot was aboard the tiny craft, anchored in the pilot station when the four humans floated
through the airlock. Despite the fact that he had never seen their kind before, Lisa Arden could detect no
sign that the pilot was paying attention to his orange-skinned passengers. Of course, with the Voldar'ik’s
peculiar hexagond-symmetric layout and omni-directiond vision, it wasimpossbleto tdl precisey where
the creature was looking. He stood on histripod legslike atree growing out of the deck, unmoving save
for adow undulation of his meter-long tentacles. The pilot's lack of gpparent interest reminded her of
many of the spaceport and airport workers she had seen on Earth. Eventually such people became so
used to travelersthat they relegated them to the Status of scenery.

The four of them spent afew seconds dinging their kit bags and grabbing hold of anchor points. It was
then that Lisanoticed the smdll of the cabin air. It held anot unpleasant odor, but one that was unlike any
that she had smelled before. In that air were cluesto four or five billion years of non-paralel evolution, an
entire biogphere that before this moment, had never known the scent of humanity. Moreover, the air was
colder than she found comfortable. Already goose bumps were forming on her exposed skin. She
congdered fishing in her backpack for ajacket, and then decided that anchoring herself held ahigher

priority.

Without warning, the taxi de-coupled from the\Whale ' s Broan-designed airlock and used a short burst of
power to back away before turning end-for-end. The maneuver caused thefluid in Lisa's semicircular
canasto do interesting thingsinside her head. By the time her vision cleared and she had her ssomach
under control, she was treated to a panoramic view of Zal' trel Station that made her forget her incipient
space nausea. Save for the pilot in front and the deck below, the four of them might have been floating in
midspace. It was aview sufficiently unobstructed to give an agoraphobe the shakes. It was awe-inspiring.

They had parked theWhale in orbit nearly ten kilometers distant from the Station. Even so, it was aslarge
asaplanet in front of them, covering half the sky. In fact, the body of the station obscured part of
Klyskra't'sblue-white disk. Its exterior was as cluttered as any of its human counterparts. The overall
impression wasthat of flying over awooded farmland. Here and there, the surface was ajumble of piping
and aien equipment; while other places, she could see large expanses of naked hull plates. Many of these
latter surfaces showed random patterns of light and dark windows. From their size at the current

distance, those windows must be huge. Perhaps she was |ooking down on farmland, but farmland within
theartificid asteroid, with the oversize windows providing sunlight to the growing thingsinside.

Thetaxi closed the distance to the station more quickly than she had expected. Asit grew, the oversized
habitat seemed to be drifting to the right. She glanced back toward where they had |eft theWhale and



suddenly realized the reason. Rather than heading straight in, the pilot was taking them around to the
opposite side of the station. As she watched, the smal, dim star that was their ship dipped below the
horizon of the large structure. Lisafelt asudden chill that had nothing to do with the temperaturein the
taxi. As soon asthey were out of line-of-sight, they were out of communications. Had the Voldar’ ik
planned anything nefarious, they were now free to proceed. The humans had no way to call for help. Her
companions rigid postures revealed that they too recognized the danger.

Thetaxi madeitsway toward alarge open airlock, one of several in the habitat’ s skin. It looked large
when they first saw it, and asthey approached, it became massive. By the time they passed into the
shadow of the gtation, the gaping maw had been transformed into a huge cavern that could easily swallow
theRuptured Whale and dl the human starships at Brinks Base.

Thetaxi sailed into the vast open space and made for the far bulkhead in which there were rows of
lighted windows. Around them were anumber of dimly it shapesthat further inspection reveded to be
spaceships. None of these looked exactly like theRuptured Whale , dthough severa had smilar lines.
Some of the ships floated with their airlocks attached to tubes that ran into the cliff-like walls of the
cavern. Otherswere swvarming with machinery, either loading cargo or undergoing repairs. Still others
had been extensively disassembled.

Obvioudy, the cavern was a busy spaceport, possibly even the crossroads of the Orpheus star system.
Sincethey had yet to learn what the locals called their star, Lisa continued to think of it by its human
name.

Asthey floated past the spaceport tableaux, the humans craned their necksto take in the sights. Their
Voldar'ik pilot sat immobile and appeared to take no notice of their curiosity. Perhaps curiosity was an
emotion the Voldar’ ik lacked, dthough Lisa could not imagine how a species developed intelligence
without it.

Asthey neared the cavern wall, a snakelike tube came out to meet them. An amber beacon illuminated
the end of the tube. The pilot rotated the ship and pressed its dorsa airlock against the end of the tube.
Therefollowed adight bump and the sound of rushing air. Then, the airlock opened and the pilot said,
“Go!” in Broan trade talk.

That wasthefirst and only sound he had made during the entire flight.
#

They found aVoldar' ik waiting for them asthey pulled themsaves single file through the station airlock.
Dan Landon wasfirst out of the tube. He used a netlike series of cablesto pull himself hand over hand to
wherethe Voldar’' ik was anchored.

“You are of the Vulcan trading shipWanderer?” their reception committee asked.

“We are. My personal label is Dan Landon and | am the One Who Rules aboard our ship. Thisis
Mikhail Vadoff; heis The One Who Trades. Behind him are Lisa Arden, a female of our species,
and The One Who Speaks for Others. Finally, we have Mark Rykand, the One Who Operates
Computers.”

“ Greetings, Vulcans. | fear that we do not have your customsin our database, so | cannot greet
you in proper fashion. My apologies if this gives offense. It is not my intent.”

“ No offense taken,” Landon said.” | apologize that we also lack knowledge of your species and can
therefore not give you a proper greeting.”



“It is not important,” the Voldar’ik replied.” My personal label is Zha and it is my function to aid
those who come to this system to exchange value with us.”

“We thank you for your aid, Zha.”
“It isnot necessary. As | have told you, thisis my function.”
“We are strangers here. How do we begin?”

A slence lasted three seconds, dmost as though the Voldar’ ik greeter was sizing them up. Then his
tympanic membrane began to vibrate and he said,” There is the matter of fees for use of our
facilities.”

“ There are always fees,” Mikhail Vadoff said in hismost unctuous tone, which produced just the right
effect, but which was unfortunately lost on the dien.” How much?”

“ One twelfth of your cargo.”

If the dien had intended to provoke a surprise response from the humans, he was not disappointed.
Vadoff pulled himsdf up to hisfull height (or rather, length, in microgravity) and said,” If you will call
your little ship back, we will leave your system now.”

“ Perhaps we can discussit later,” the greeter said.

“ Perhaps we can,” Vadoff agreed.” What arrangements have been made for our visit? Do we
return to our ship each day after our discussions, or do you have accommodations for us?”

“We have quarters suitable for your species type, although you will have to provide your own
food. Without data concerning your dietary needs, it would be foolish for you to experiment with
our foods. Besides, it has been my personal observation that beings with an intake orifice such as
yours find our nourishment unpalatable.”

“We have our own supplies,” Landon said.” Space with the proper atmosphere control equipment
and a means of communicating with our ship will be all that we require while we are aboard.”

“ That we can provide you. Will you be traveling to Klys kra't?”
“ That depends on our discussions with Those Who Trade among your people.”

“Yes, | supposeit does. Be aware that we need at least four of our planetary days to arrange such
travel. Travelers do not appreciate the difficulty associated with introducing aliens into the
Klys kra't biosphere.”

“We will try not to be a bother. Shall we go to our compartment now and speak of our exchange
of value later?”

“If that is your custom.”

Lisaheld up her hand asthe captain had instructed her to do aboard ship.” Don't forget the offering.”
“Of course,” Landon said.” It would not do to forget the offering.”

“What isthis offering?’ Zha asked.

“It isa custom among our species. Whenever we enter a new system, we make an offering to the



ruling administrator, some small gift to acknowledge his authority and to gain his good will.”
“What sort of gift?”

“Whatever the administrator judges has value. Perhaps we could discuss the matter with him or
her at some time during our visit.”

Therewas along pause. Finally, with considerable waving of tentacles, the Voldar'ik said,” We area
distant system, at the end of a long series of stargates, and on the outskirts of Civilization. The
Overlords only visit us occasionally. There are none in the system now. | will be happy to accept
your offering and save it for the next time one of the Broa arrives here to oversee us.”

“1 am sure we can wor k out something mutually beneficial,” Landon said. Thethrill that went up his
pine a hearing theword “Broa’ was evident only to his crewmates. They fet it too. They had beenin
conversation with one of the locasfor less than five minutes, and they had dready confirmed one
important piece of Sar-Say’s story. Whatever ese they were, the Broa did, indeed, exist!

#

With alittle work, their quarters would have made a first-rate flophouse back on Earth. They consisted
of afive-meter by five-meter bare cubicle with an overhead three meters above the deck. In addition to
bare deck and bulkheads, they had amicrogravity attachment for dispensing water and the same sort of
waste diposd facilitiesthatMagellan ' s spacers had found aboard theRuptured Whale that firgt time
they boarded her. There were raised platforms that might (or might not) have been intended as anchor
pointsfor deeping. There were no interior partitions, doors, or any hint that privacy was of concernto
the Voldar'ik.

“Isthis satisfactory?” Zha asked after ushering them into the quarters.

“|sit possible to change the temperature?” Mark asked the dien. Like Lisa, he was beginning to get
goose bumps on his exposed skin.

“You may change the temperature, composition, and water content of the atmosphere using the
control panel on the bulkhead. | will demonstrate. Be assured that the safety constraintsare in
place that will prevent you from making an adjustment that would be harmful to creatures of
your type.”

“Then we will raise the temperature to a level our species finds more comfortable and the
guarterswill be acceptable,” Landon said.“ What of communication?”

Zhagestured to an instrument that was obvioudy acommunicator. It was similar in desgntothe
communications stations onboard ship, and very like anumber they had in their cargo bay.“ The station
computer isaware of your identity. If you activate the communicator and ask for “ Wanderer,”
you will be able to speak to your crewmates.”

“ Are such communications monitored?”

TheVoldar'ik hesitated for long seconds before responding,” | am afraid that | do not understand
your guestion. Could you please restate it using another formulation?”

“Never mind,” Landon replied.” | think you provided me with all of the information we need.”

“Isthere anything else?”



“ We would speak to those who wish to trade with us as soon as possible. When can it be
arranged?”

The greeter answered with atime span that was the equivaent of four hours.
“That is acceptable. Thereis one other thing.”
“What isit?”

“ Because we are far from home, we wish to learn all we can about the local region of spacein
order to see what opportunities exist here. He Who Operates Computers would like access to your
databases in order to explore the possibilities for exchange of value.”

“ Quch accessis not without cost.”

Vadoff dipped smoothly into hisrole. “We are a trading people, Zha. We under stand the concept of
giving value for value, and will see that anyone who helps usis properly rewarded for both time
and effort. Now, how much will it cost to gain access to your database? Nothing confidential, just
the information that any Voldar’ik can access ... and, of course, only those things recorded in
trade talk.”

“| suppose we will have to work out a rate of exchange between our two species’ products before
we can set a price,” Zhareplied.” What sort of goods do you have to exchange?”

“It has been a long voyage and we have traded away our own products. Our current cargo
consists mostly of goods from the star system of Vith.”

“That is one star that | have heard of.”
“Our Shangri-La is twelve stargates beyond Vith.”
“ Twelve, you say? That does put you a good distance to the other side of Civilization.”

“Yes, it does. It isa shame that it takes so long to reach your beautiful world. Obvioudly, if we are
to trade value for value, we will have to find something that is worthwhile shipping that far. That
iswhy we need access to your computers. WWho but a Vulcan can predict what other Vulcans will
prize?

“True,” Zhasad.” One species prizeisanother species’ offal.”

“Very true,” Vadoff sad.“ However, there is no reason why individuals from both systems cannot
participate in a mutually beneficial arrangement if we are able to find the suitable items to
exchange...”

Lisasuppressed asmile. She did not think that he had ever heard a bribe offered so skillfully, and in an
dien languageto boot!

#

Mark Rykand floated in front of his Broan computer and rubbed eyes that were beginning to fed like
boiled onions. It had been two weeks since he began searching the Zal’ trel database for facts of interest
to humanity. It ssemed more like two years. For 20 hours out of 28, he watched the Broan symbol ogy
scroll across the screen. Save for periods when he hurriedly gulped down rations, or visited the Voldar'ik
“facilities,” or grabbed afew fitful hours of deep, he had spent histime glued to the screen. Oh yes, there



had been two glorious trips back to the ship to upload what he had recorded and free his portable
ingrument’ s memory for new searches.

It had been a successful two weeks, but aso frustrating. Initia success had come early. Almost from the
moment hefirst input the symbol for “Broa’ into the computer, he had been awash in details about
Klyskrat' s placein the Sovereignty. There was no doubt in the Voldar’ ik mind whether the Broa
existed. The overlords occupied approximeately the same position in their culture that Jewish culture
assigned to Jehovah. Except, a heretic who doubted the existence of these particular gods learned the
error of hisways much more quickly than anyone in the Old Testament had.

Indeed, not only had Sar-Say been telling the truth about the Broa, if anything, he had not painted them
black enough. The VVoldar’ ik records were full of cautionary tales about what happened when the
Overlords were displeased. Mark had recorded severd hours of scenes showing burned-out cities and
dead worlds. At first, he wondered why the Broawould alow such recordsto exist. Then he redlized
that were he the master of amillion-star galactic empire, the one class of information he would not
suppress was the fate of rebels and others who had displeased him. In fact, he would makeit required
viewing for al of his subservient species.

Despite the ample evidence that the Broa existed and controlled every star within reach, there appeared
to be adearth of information regarding the overlords themselves. The closest he had yet discovered was
alibrary of their published decrees. Most of these involved rulesfor the use of stargates, but the decrees
ran the gamut from banned information to restrictions on the diens' reproductive practices. There seemed
to be no command too invasive for the Broato issue or the VVoldar’ ik to follow. Remembering some of
thebiologists' initid theories about Sar-Say, namely, that he viewed the overlords much as a pet viewsits
master, Mark wondered if the same were not true of the Voldar’ik.

However, try as hewould, Mark could find nothing on the Broa themselves. There were no descriptions,
no pictures, no regd portraits hung in government offices, nothing. For example, inputting
“Broa-gpecies-biology” had yielded no response from the station computer, not even achiding notice
that the datain question was classified. It was as though the idea that the Broawere biologica organisms
was anull concept in the computer’ s brain, and perhapsin the brains of its masters.

Unfortunately, the paucity of persona information on the Broa made sense. Just as agaactic overlord
would want his subservient species to understand the consequences of revolt, he would want to limit their
accessto data of apersona nature. Take Broan biology, for instance. A subservient species unhappy
with theloca Broan ruler could use their knowledge of his physiology to poison him. By denying the
Voldar'ik biologicd information, the Broawere protecting themsel ves from harm. More to the point, they
were denying their subjectsinformation that could evensuggest there were ways that an overlord might
bekilled. Furthermore, if keeping one class of persona knowledge from their subjects was beneficid,
why not dl such knowledge?

That, at least, was Mark Rykand’ s working hypothesis. So far, it seemed to be holding up. Of course, he
would have been better ableto test it if he had not been so constrained in the questions he could ask the
computer.

No one really knew whether his caution was warranted, but they al agreed that it was needed.
Presumably, the Voldar’ ik either were monitoring his efforts or had the capability to do so. To prevent
the dliens from learning too much about humans by anayzing the questions they were asking, Mark had
to approach matters of interest indirectly. If he were asking questions about Broan biology, for instance,
that question had to come at the end of along string of other queriesin which he gppeared interested in
matters of trade. To do otherwise risked leaving arecord of human ignorance, arecord that would
grongly intimate that they were from somewhere beyond the Sovereignty.



It was this need for indirection and obfuscation that had dowed Mark’ s effortsto a crawl. What they
needed, Mark had long since decided, was a copy of the vast Voldar’ ik database of their very own.
Once back aboard theWhale and at Brinks Base, they would be able to ask pointed questions directly.
They could seek out al the Voldar’ ik knew about the Broa and their empire. They could probe, and
correlate, and hypothesize at their leisure, with no concern that hostile eyes might be peering over their
shoulders.

It had been the third day of their stay aboard Zd’trel Station that Mark explained his problem to Captain
Landon, who had turned the matter over to Mikhail Vadoff. By Day 3, Vadoff was deep in negotiations
with hisVoldar’ ik counterparts and it had seemed only natura for him to inquire asto the price of acopy
of the station database. Asking the question had proved the easy part. Ten dayslater, Vadoff was il
haggling with Zhaover how much the information was worth.

The sociologists' predictions about the Voldar’ ik personaity had proven uncannily accurate. As Raoul
Bendagar had remarked during one of their calsto the ship, “ Certain principles are universa. The Law of
Greed isone of those.”

Such observations were interesting, but they did not get the job done. What Mark needed was someone
far more knowledgeable than he on this particular snipe hunt. What he needed was Sar-Say’ s help.

CHAPTER 38

“Come on, Captain. Be reasonable. He hastold usthe truth so far, hasn't he?’ Lisaasked in ahoarse
whisper.

She and Dan Landon were on atour of Zal’trel Station and had stopped in the middle of one of thewide
fiddswhere the Voldar' ik grew bottle-plant tubers, their primary source of sustenance. Overhead, the
sky was black savefor the glowing yelow ball of the star they till called Orpheus. Some indefinite
distance above their heads was one of the giant windows they had observed during their approach, a
window so clear that it looked as though the field was open to space. Only thefrigid, dien-scented air
that curled around them in long streamers of exhdation fog proved that their eyes were deceiving them.

“I have to admit that everything he hastold us has checked out so far,” Landon whispered back in
Standard. If the Voldar’ ik had a voice pickup focused on them, al they would hear was dien gabble.
“Still, he has no reason to beloya to us, and therefore, we have no reason to trust him.”

“He satrader. We can give him reason to trust us. W€ |l offer him the sole trade concession in the Solar
Sysemif hehdpsus”

Therewas aflashin the cgptain’ s eyesthat told Lisa she had triggered something unintended with her
comment. “ Trade? What tradeisthat?’ he asked, his voice a hoarse murmur. “How do you think they
will react a home when we report what we have found? Do you think any human starship will be dlowed
near the Orion Arm after this?’

She frowned. The captain wasright. Just afew of the pictures Mark had dug out of the Voldar’ ik
database would cause Parliament to run screaming for cover. So long asthe Broaruled the Sovereignty,
there would be no trade with humanity.

“Right. Then we will gain his cooperation some other way. How about if we agreeto leave him here with
our cargo when we go?’



“Do you think hewill promiseto keep quiet about us?’
“We can ask.”

Landon’s scowl degpened. “Really, Miss Arden! Do you think | would risk the safety of the human race
on theword of onesmadl dien?’

“What could hetdl them? He doesn’t know where Sal is.”

“Heknowswe exist. That isenough. Besides, how do you know heisignorant of our location? Has he
been studying our astronomy books?’

“Some,” she agreed, nodding.
“Tell me, whereisthe zero-zero point in al of our astronomica position data?’
She frowned, not liking the way this conversation was going. “ Earth, of course.”

“So, if Sar-Say happens to have memorized the right ascension, declination, and distance datafor the
Crab Nebula, how difficult will it be for the Voldar’ ik to make the corrdation?’

“Not difficult, | suppose.”

“Not difficult a al. | suspect they will know where Earth islocated about two minutes after Sar-Say tdlls
themweexis.”

She chewed on her bottom lip, unhappy with the conclusion toward which her brain was scrambling.
“You areright, of course.”

“Damned right, | am right. Now, let us have no more silly suggestionsthat we alow Sar-Say to compare
noteswith our hosts. Agreed?’

She nodded.

“Good. Let usrgoin our guide. He seems curious about what we are doing with our heads stuck
together, whispering like a couple of schoal girls.”

“Ya s'r.u

While she, the captain, and their Voldar’ ik guide continued the tour of the station agricultura spaces, Lisa
considered Landon’s comments. For thelife of her, she could spot no flaw in hislogic and that depressed
her even more than thinking about Sar-Say’ sfate. The truth was that despite the vastness of space, the
Earth was not that difficult to find, not if one merely had afew smple cluesto itslocation.

It seemed there was no solution to the dilemmabeyond totdl isolation. If they were to remain safefrom
the Broa, they would have to dig themsalves ahole, climbin, and pull it in on top of them. There could be
no contact with any species of the Sovereignty. Even ahint of their existence and the Broawould come
looking for them. In fact, their presencein this system might well have put the human race at risk aready.

It ssemed that Mikhail Vadoff and hisTerra Nostra fanatics had been right al dong. It wastime for
humanity to pull initshorns. The universe was too dangerous a place for them to bumble aout in.

She continued to mull over the consequences of what they had learned of the Broaand their empire. The
more she pondered, the more depressed she became. Her companions found her very quiet for the rest
of thetour.



#
Two dayslater, Mark came up behind Lisaand gave her ahug.
“What isthat for?” she asked, still despondent over her conversation with the captain.

“I haveto go back to the ship,” he said, letting his hands move playfully over her form. She enjoyed the
attention and molded her body to hisfor afew seconds. “Are you going to be okay?’

“Sure. Out of memory again?’

“You got it. I will transfer thisload into theWhale ’ s computer and come back for afresh batch. Anything
| can get you?’

“No. | have everything | need.”
“And if Sar-Say asks about a certain subject?’

Shefrowned. It had not taken Mark long to cgjole her into talking about what it was that was bothering
her. They had had along session of pillow talk the night before. Somehow, lying in the dark, cuddling
with him, urgently whispering in hisear, dl of those actions had been therapeutic for her. She had not
even been shocked when she discovered that Mark agreed with the captain. No matter what else, they
could not allow Sar-Say accessto the Voldar’ik, or any other diensfor that matter.

She was till depressed about their discoveries and what they implied for the future of humanity, but she
was beginning to snap back. Her natura resilience told her that things could not be as bad as she
imagined. There had to be a solution other than running home with their tails tucked between their legs.
Unfortunately, she had no ideawhat that solution was.

Findly, she shook her head. “No, | don’t want you to upset him. Besides, itisonly fair that | give him the
bad news mysdlf. How long will you be gone?

“A couple of hours. See you tonight. What exciting thing have you planned for today?’

“I am supporting Mr. Vadoff. He seemsto get off on this negotiation stuff. He has Dravv offering about
ten percent more for the energy modules than he did yesterday. Apparently, we are demanding hisfirst
and third born in exchange for our modules, to hear him tell it. I think Mikhail missed hiscaling when he
went into politica agitation. He would have made ahdll of agood used-groundcar sdlesman!”

After afew more seconds holding hiswoman, Mark reluctantly let go and gathered up his compuiter. It
was S0 packed with information that he thought it ought to have moreinertiathan it did ashe dipped his
arms through the straps and made sure that it was secure on his back. He checked therest of his
equipment, then opened the hatch, and floated out into the public corridor beyond.

He enjoyed these short trips back to the ship. Not only did they get him away from the computer screen;
they alowed him to see something of hisaien surroundings. The first two times he had made thetrip, one
of thelaconic Voldar' ik guides had accompanied him. Thiswas hisfirst attempt to find hisway on his
own.

A hundred meters down the corridor; he cameto alarge volume in the form of an open
dodecahedron-shaped compartment. The volume was more than one hundred meters across. It was light
and airy, and reminded him of what the interior of ahollow golf bal would look like. Asthe corridor in
which he floated opened up into the large space, he hated his progress and considered his next move.



Spacersin the holo epics who encountered such interior volumesinvariably kicked off onewall and
sailed fredy through the air to the opposite side. In practice, it was dangerousto fly freein large enclosed
gpaces. Human beings had not evolved in microgravity, and among many other shortcomings, lacked the
depth perception needed to properly judge distance. If he pushed off too hard, he would dam into the
opposite wal with enough speed to break something; if too lightly, he would spend minutes suspended in
midair, dowly tumbling.

Neither prospect appesaled to him. Then there was the problem that while in flight he would be out of
control. He could just see himsdlf caroming off Voldar' ik pedestrians, thrashing the air ashetried to grab
anything with which to anchor himsalf. Rather than risk embarrassng himsdlf in front of diens, Mark
decided to take the long way around.

Around the periphery of the open space were the ever-present VVoldar’ ik mobility nets. The aliens used
their tentaclesto “roll” aong the nets, spinning dowly and efficiently through space. He grabbed a handful
of webbing and pulled himsdlf along the curved wall. It would take severd minutesto reach the corridor
that was his degtination, but he would suffer no collisonsin the process.

Occasondly aboard Za' trel Station, they had caught sight of beings from species other than the
Voldar'ik. Mark noted that one such alien seemed to be on an intercept course with him. The being was
abig, blue, furry fellow and he moved across the netting with the skill of one who had spent alot of time
inmicrogravity. When it became clear that the being was indeed converging on hislocation, Mark halted
and waited for him.

“You are one of the Vulcan traders?” the blue dien asked in trade talk. “ The one known as He Who
Operates Computers?’

Mark was about to respond, “Y ou have the better of me,” when he redlized that he lacked the
vocabulary. He satisfied himsdlf with,” | am He Who Operates Computers. My personal label is Mark
Rykand. Who are you?”

“1 am Effril. | would speak with you, Mark Rykand.”

Mark hung from the net like a dangling Christmas tree ornament and studied the stranger. At least, he
was congtructed on afamiliar pattern. He possessed two arms, two legs, and ahead. Recognizable
hands surmounted the arms, although they had six fingers each; and the legs ended in club-like pads that
could fairly be called feet. The dien had ashort tail attached about where atail should be, and his head
approximated a sphere, with two eyes, adit nogtril, and a mouth about where their human counterparts
were located. The being’ s teeth were sharp and pointed, the mark of acarnivore; and his ruby-red eyes
gave him aferocious |ook.

“What should we speak about?” Mark asked, trying not to let the big blue alien’ s appearance
intimidate him.

“ Matters of mutual value. | would adjourn to yonder refreshment area if you are willing to
speak.”

“Very well. | have a few minutes to spare before | must return to my ship. Let us speak of that
which you wish.”

Mark found himsdf led to alarge rectangular compartment where Voldar’ ik gained sustenance from their
bottle fruit. They did so by placing thefruit in their navel orifices and sucking on them until the skinswere
deflated husks. The Voldar’ik kept their feeding areas as dark as humans kept their expensive
restaurants, possibly for smilar reasons. The other members of their shore party had attended severd



“dinners’ with potential VVoldar'ik clients. He had stayed in their quarters and surfed the diens
information net.

When the blue dien anchored hisfeet to the deck in front of one of the pedestals on which bottle fruit
were placed before consumption, Mark followed suit. The stranger made a gesture that Mark did not
understand and said,” It is a shame that these tripod-sitters have nothing for usto eat or drink, or
else | would purchase you a libation.”

Mark gestured to his microgravity canteen.” | carry my own libation.”

A clear bottle gppeared in the dlien’ s hand from hisbelt pouch.” Asdo I. Shall we drink to one
another’s health and prosperity?”

Mark smiled at the toast 0 closeto the traditiona “Live long and prosper.” Had the situation been
different, he would have liked to travel the Sovereignty to see how widespread was the custom of
drinking together. His limited experience -- first Sar-Say and now this blue fellow -- indicated that it was
nearly universa among thinking beings.

“My timeisshort,” Mark said after Spping water from the canteen. “ What can | do for you?”
“1 understand that you people come from the other side of Civilization.”
“You understand correctly.”

“1 amatrader like yourself. | would discuss an exchange of commercial information for our
mutual benefit.”

“What sort of information?”

“Thelocal systemsin which your people have sold goods, lists of that which sells best in each
system, customs that help the exchange of value between sapient beings. | will, of course, supply
you with what information | possess.”

“Yes, that would be good,” Mark answered. In redlity, of course, humanity had no such information to
share. Thisbeing had no way of knowing that, of course. In addition, he presented them with another
avenuefor gaining information about the Sovereignty. If itinerate traders here were anything like those at
home, they probably did not report everything they knew to the overlords.” Perhaps we can come to an
arrangement. You can begin by telling me what sort of being you are. | am afraid that | don’t
recognize your type.”

The blue being took another long drink of whatever it wasthat he had in hisflask. A whiff convinced
Mark that it was not water. The blue alien looked at Mark with ruby-rid eyes and said,” You must be
from a distant system indeed not to recognize a Taff trader when you see one.”

#

Mark blinked and waited for the sudden buzzing in his earsto disspate. The danger sgndsin hisbrain
had begun ringing &t the alien’ s revelation. He thought furioudy about how to ask the question that most
needed answering. Luckily, his past two weeks of practiced indirection served him in good stead.

When he spoke, it was with the caution of someone who has discovered that he has been strolling
through aminefield for some indeterminate period.

“You are a Taff? | have heard of your kind, of course. | was under the impression that you |ooked



different. Isthere another species that uses the same verbal 1abel to describe itself?”

“1 know of none. We Taff travel all over civilization to trade, so | suspect that | would have heard
of it if it existed. What did you think we Taff looked like?”

“It’s not important. | am happy to meet you now. Tell me more about this deal between us.”

“Itisour customto get to know those with whom we would do business before beginning
negotiations. Do you have the same custom?”

“Wedo.”

“ Then perhaps you will tell me something of this Shangri-La system that you inhabit, and why |
have never heard of it.”

“ Certainly. However, my people do not like to brag about their accomplishments before giving
their guests a chance to extol their own virtues.”

The blue Taff emitted a sound like asnort. He followed it with,” Looking to take my measurefirst, are
you? That is acceptable. Let me tell you about my visit to...”

Thedien proved garrulous. Hetold of hisown exploitsin asystem named “ Srenthon,” if Mark heard him
right. Hewas atrader who gloried in obtaining “vaue’ from merchandise that another species considered
nearly worthless. His story reminded Mark of the sort of tale one traveling salesman would tell another.
When he wasfinished, Mark responded with astory of hisown, largdly fictiond, about how his ship had
found itself hopping from stargate to stargate in search of abargain. The only system he mentioned by
name was Vith, which was from where theRuptured Whal e had been sailing when the Broan Avenger
had jumped it.

Somehow, Effril got him to talking about their arrival aboard Zd' trel station. Mark did not think he had
been steered onto the subject, but the Taff had the air of someone who was expert at such things. The
two of them each drank out of their mutual canteens, and if Effril knew that Mark was drinking water, he
showed no signs.

Soon Mark found himself relating thelr first meeting with Zha, and how the VVoldar’ ik greeter had tried to
charge them one-twelfth of their cargo asaport fee. This brought another fit of snorting from the trader.

“ These Voldar’ ik know value when they smell it,” Effril agreed.” What did the master trader do?”

“Hetold Zha to bring back the ferry so that we could return to our ship and leave this wicked
place.”

“ Good for him. We traders must resist these extortionists wherever we find them. Then what
happened?”

“ Then we made an offering to the local Broan master and discovered that there are none such on
Klys'kra't at the moment.”

The snorting noise came again, thistime louder and longer. Effril finished by saying,” It would be a poor
overlord indeed who had this miserable pile of excrement as his sole possession. No offense
intended to our hosts or to you, honorable Mark Rykand.”

“Why would | take offense at your description of Klys kra’'t?”



“My impression is that your own world is not very central to Civilization. | would say that
Shangri-La also possesses but a single stargate and that you do not get many visitors.”

“What makes you think that?”

“ The fact that my own species judges your world to be unworthy for trading ... no offense.
However, if you had anything of value, you would have seen my kind before now. Also, if you
were a major world, you would not have had to send an expedition to the opposite end of
Civilization to look for species with which to exchange value.”

“1 admit that we are small,” Mark said, relieved at the trader’ s misconception.” However, we are
growing.”

“1 will wager that you do not have an overlord of your own in residence.”
“That isalso true. In fact, | amyoung and | have never seen a Broa.”

“ Count yourself lucky, cub.”

“ You have experience dealing with them?”

“ More than any sane trader would like.”

“How are they to deal with?”

“They like their privacy. They also do not bargain. They will tell you what value they are willing
to give for your goods, and you accept their offer. Sometimes you come out ahead, sometimes
behind. But you do not bargain, not if you want your ship left in one piece.”

Mark took a deep breath and asked the question that he had been leading up to for much of the past
haf-hour.“ What do they look like? | hear they are ferocious beings who tower over ordinary

species.”

“Not at all,” Effril said.” In fact, they are only half my size. One should not let size influence one
when dealing with the Broa, however. When they are around, there is no disputing who is the
more powerful.”

“1 believe that | must be the victim of my brood mates. Please describe a Broa so that | will know
anoverlordif | seeone.”

“You will know. Trust me. As for their appearance, as| said: They are small beings, usually brown
in color and covered with fur. They look a great deal like you, but smaller and with hands like
mine -- that is, six appendages rather then your five. Their ears are smaller than yours, and
protrude more toward the front. They have a muzze of sorts, with rows of breathing holes along
each side. It istheir eyes that one notices when dealing with them. They are yellow...”

CHAPTER 39

Sar-Say was frightened. He hadn’t been this darmed since that long ago day when an oversize biped
floated into his compartment aboard this very ship and kidnapped him to a star beyond the edge of
Civilization. Something had gone terribly wrong on the Voldar’ ik station and he knew not what. It was



the not knowing that gnawed at hisbrain. If only they would tell him what had happened, he would meet
his fate with some degree of equanimity. Asthings stood, the only thing that stopped him from rolling into
aball and retreating from redlity was that his captors were watching him viatheir holo-cameras.
Therefore, instead of withdrawing into himsdlf, he hung from the overhead and turned his back to the
cameraas he contemplated the blank wall of his prison.

Things had been going so well! The humans used the hints he had provided to seek out Civilization. True,
they found a system other than the one he had intended, but they had returned him to hishome, which
was the point of the exercise. He assisted them to make contact with the speciesin this system and for
fourteen deep periods, matters seemed to be progressing satisfactorily. Then, without warning, something
had gone awry!

First came word over the command circuit that the shore party was returning to the ship. There were no
explanations, no eaboration. One moment the universe had been in its place, the next, Captain Landon
issued the terse announcement, “\We are coming home. Make al preparations for departure.”

Sar-Say’ s kind was susceptible to heart problems and he thought one or both of his hearts would stop
when he heard those words. Then his monitoring circuit had gone dead and he found himself totaly
isolated. His cabin aboard theHraal (in hismind, he till called the ship by itsoriginal name) did not even
have aviewport to let him look outside. For more than four human hours, no one answered his calls, nor
had the guard responded when he pounded on the hatch.

Two hours earlier, there were the hull-borne sounds of aship docking. A few minutes later, acceleration
aarms sounded, and weight returned. Hisweight built steedily to one-quarter of a standard human gravity
asthe norma space generators came online. It had been that way for nearly two hours now.

The continuous thrust told him al he needed to know about the humans' intentions. They were en route
to their compatriotsin the Oort cloud. Had they merely been changing their parking orbit, thrust would
have lasted but afew seconds. Even hdf an hour at thisleve of acceeration was sufficient to reach local
Orpheus-escape velocity. If they were headed back toward the stargate, they were taking a high speed,
hyperbolic orbit to get there.

For the hundredth time since that |ast terrible message reached his ears, he considered what could
possibly have happened. His plan had seemed to be working flawlesdy. The way the humans responded
to him on apersond level proved that he had correctly grasped their psychology. He had even formed
friendshipswith individua humanslike Lisa She kept him sane during the long months of captivity. That
one could have dien friends was a new thought for Sar-Say. That he actudly liked humanswas a
revelaion. In many ways, they were an admirable species. Too bad about their foibles, but then, they
would not be human without them.

Shortly after his captivity began, he had concluded that the best route to freedom lay in being friendly and
helpful to his captors. He had been that and more. Had he not helped them camoutflage their ships so that
they would fed secure while penetrating deeply into Civilization? Had he not assisted them during their
contact with the Voldar’ ik? Through these services, he felt sure that they would eventually relent and
alow himto join their shore party, which was the whole object of this nearly two-year-long exercisein
diplomacy. He had been so close!

Now, however, his careful planswerein shambles. The humanswere leaving Klys kra't at a speed that
suggested they would never return. If only they would tell him what had gone wrong, perhaps he could
help them put it right.

There was one worst-case scenario that fit al the known facts, apossibility that he did not like to think



about, but which he faced squarely. That was the prospect that the humans had learned his carefully
guarded secret. As he pondered the ultimate disaster, Sar-Say was surprised by an unbidden thought that
floated up from his subconscious.

It was not very often such athing happened to one of hiskind. The thought was so surprising that he took
amoment to consider itsimplications. There was a strategy - no, aploy of desperation - that just might
work if hisworst fears were confirmed. The probability of successwaslow. In fact, his chances of
carrying the day in the coming battle were about the same as winning one of the government-sponsored
gambling pools of which the benighted bipeds were so fond. Still, there was a chance for victory if he
took action and no chanceif he did nothing. Merdly thinking about the risk made him lightheaded. It
would be the biggest gamble he had ever taken. Success would bring riches and power. Failure might
cog himhislife.

#

A somber group geathered inRuptured Whale ’ s wardroom. The whole shore party -- Dan Landon,
Mikhail Vadoff, LisaArden, and Mark Rykand -- sat around the long table and stared somberly at one
another. Raoul Bendagar and Laura Dresser completed the group. The mood in the compartment
reminded Bendagar of afunera. It was athought he was careful not to express aoud.

The hatch opened and Sar-Say stepped through. In the corridor beyond, the four guards who had
escorted him were momentarily visible. They stayed outside and closed the hatch after the dien. Sar-Say
moved to stand before the humans. He looked at each in turn with unblinking, yellow eyes.

After the uncomfortable silence had gone on for adozen seconds, Dan Landon said coldly, “Good
afternoon, Sar-Say.”

“ Afternoon, Captain,” Sar-Say replied affably.

“By now you have probably figured out that we are on our way to rendezvous withColumbus and
Magellan .

“Y es. We have been under thrust too long for anything else.”
“Do you want to know why we left Klys kra't in such ahurry?’
“I have been wondering that very thing these past four hours.”
“Mark, pleasetell our guest about your beer-drinking buddy.”

“Yes, dr.” Mark avoided eye contact with Sar-Say, and then fixed the dien with his coldest stare when
he realized what he was doing. “1 met an interesting being aboard Zd’trel Station. Y ou would have liked
him. Big bluefellow, garrulous. Hetold me quiteagtory...”

Sar-Say nodded. Hisworst fears were confirmed. It wastime to jettison dl that had gone before and to
dart boldly anew. It wastimeto rub the humans muzzlesin the hard facts of the universe. They were not
fools. They could think logicaly when forced to do so, and if the problem was not overly complex. He
willed his heartsto dow their pounding and regarded hisinquisitors.

Hewas reminded of an ancient human movie he had watched on the ship’ s entertainment system the
previous month, onethat chronicled the life of ahuman ruler named Cesare Borgia Most human
entertainments | eft him cold, but this one had struck achord. The Situation in Renaissance Italy reminded
him of home, especially the court intrigues. He had been especidly struck by the motto on the Borgia
family crest -The Dieis Cast . Somehow, it had never seemed more appropriate than at thisvery



moment.

Drawing air through his breathing holes to provide extra oxygen to his brain, and hopefully, to sharpen his
wits, Sar-Say said, “Y ou met aTaff trader. Hetold you my true identity.”

Mark nodded. “Then you admit that you are aBroa?’
“I do.”
“What was that thing you painted for us?’

“Ananima fromaworld | oncevisited. It isnon-sentient, but ferociouslooking to human eyes. That is
why | choseit asamode for what we Broalook like.”

“What did you hope to accomplish by this charade, Sar-Say?’ Raoul Bendagar asked.
The dienimitated a human shrug. “I hoped to gain Earth as my persond possession.”
“You areone bravedien, I'll giveyou that,” Landon muttered.

“Thank you, Captain. Among those of uswho would rule dl creation, that is high praise. Of course, | am
one of the actua lords of creation. Y ou humans merely believe yoursavesto be.”

Laura Dresser, who had been quietly absorbing events as they unfolded, cleared her throat and said, “I
am sorry, Sar-Say, but there are some things that | don’t understand. Would you please clear them up
for me?’

“Of course”

“If you are aBroa, what was going on in the New Eden system when you popped up in range of
Magellan with aBroan Avenger on your tail?’

“We Broahave our internd intrigues and rivaries, just asyou do. | cannot tell you which of my rivals sent
that ship to ambush mewhile | wastraveling from Vith to Persilin. All | know isthat they came at usas
we were preparing to jump from one system to another, and the rest -- asyou humans say -- ishistory.”

“When we boarded your ship to sdvageit, we noted that the damage, while extensive, was not sufficient
to have killed the crew. A hatch blew out at the sametime al of the safety doorsfailed open, and
depressurized the ship. It has always struck me as being a doppy way to engineer a spaceship.”

“| depressurized the ship at the same time | wiped the computer memory.”

“So you were the cause of the computer malfunction!”

“l wes”

“Then what were you doing down in engineering when you nearly fried yoursdf nine months ago?’

“Mark was getting too close to discovering that the data had been deleted intentionally. | wastrying to
destroy the computer. Unfortunately, as| told you at thetime, | am not atechnica expert. | honestly had
no ideaof how much dectricity | was setting loose. Had | known better, | would have made surethét |
was not grounded before punching through the power cdll.”

“Okay, so that was an accident,” Laura Dresser conceded. “Y ou didn’t kill your crew or erase the
computer by accident. Why doit a al?’



“To hide my true identity from those who defested the Avenger.”
“Y ou mean you knew there were humans onboardMagellan 7’

“Y ou presume too much,” Sar-Say said with the gesture that Lisarecognized as signifying wry
amusement. “I was never so surprised aswhen | realized that my ‘rescuers did not recognize what |

was. No, | thought you were from some star within the Sovereignty. | merely wanted to hide my clan and
sept in case you humans were in league with my enemies. My best chance for doing that wasif | werethe
sole survivor and there were no records for you to consult aboard ship.”

“Y ou sacrificed your crew on the mere chance that they would complicate your lie?’
“Yes. Asit turned out, their sacrifice proved necessary.”

Lisafrowned. She was the human Sar-Say knew the best, and the one whose facia expression he could
read most easily. She had worn a pained expression ever since he had entered the wardroom. “ Sar-Say,
| have aquestion, if you don’'t mind.”

“I amin no pogtion to mind.”

“Y ou knew that we were from outside the Sovereignty when | first moved into your quarters, right?
Apparently, you had dready learned quite abit of our language. Y ou knew that we were ignorant of the
Broaand of the Stuation out herein the Orion Arm.”

“All of thisistrue”

“Soif you could havetold us just about any story and we would have believed it, why did you tell usthe
truth? 'Y ou scared the daylights out of us. Y ou could as easily have concocted some fairytae and we
would have walked unsuspecting into your species clutches”

“| considered fabricating astory, but | did not want you to catch mein alie. Among my people, we have
computersthat andyze semantic content, looking for incons stencies that indicate when someoneislying.
Y ou have the same, athough not as advanced. With such systems, it isimpossibleto sustain a
complicated lie for very long. | decided to mask the lie about who | was with amuch larger truth.”

“My compliments,” Dan Landon said. “Y ou dmost got away with it. What would you have doneif we' d
alowed you contact with the Voldar’ ik?

“I would have ordered them to seize you and this ship the moment | set foot onboard their station.”
“Not exactly grateful that we saved your life, are you?’

“I am well aware of my debt to you humans. However, in this matter | would have had no choice. The
Voldar’'ik would know what | was as soon as they saw me and would have reacted accordingly. The
moment | stepped into view, my masguerade would have been over.”

“What makes you think we would have adlowed oursaves to be taken without afight?’

“Solong as | made good my escape, it would not matter whether the Voldar’ ik succeeded or failed. If
you had escaped, you would have found a Broan fleet waiting for you when you returned to Sol.”

“Thenyoudo know where Sol is?’

“Not persondly. However, | have memorized the location in human coordinates of the one hundred most
prominent featuresin the galaxy. Surely it would not have been difficult to convert your coordinate system



into our own.”
“Not bloody difficult at dl,” Lisamuttered.
“Why areyou telling usthis?’ Landon asked. “Y ou must know it is not helping your case.”

Sar-Say shrugged. “ There is no reason to deceive you any longer. Deception is no longer feasible. No,
honesty isnow caled for. It isatactic that just might work under these circumstances.”

“Work to what purpose?’

For thefirgt time since entering the wardroom, Sar-Say deflected their question with one of hisown.
“What are your plans for me? Will you kill me outright, or merely lock me up in azoo for the rest of my
life?”

“We haven't thought about it.”

“Beforeyou decide, | have something to say.”

“Go ahead. | think you should know, however, that no one will believe you.”
“Youwill believethis, Captain. The truth of my statementswill be self evident.”
“Areyou pleading for mercy?’

“Not at dl,” Sar-Say replied, pulling himself to hisfull 150-centimeter height. 1 intend to makeyou a
counteroffer.”

“Go ahead, we areligening.”

Sar-Say nodded. “Very well. Until that day in the New Eden system, you humans believed yourselves
aone among intelligent races. It is no surprise, then, that you have devel oped some odd ideas about your
own importancein the universe. In fact, it iscommon for isolated pecies to develop delusions of
grandeur.

“Unfortunately, redity isquite abit different than you imagined it. Y ou have seen the wed th and power of
the Voldar’'ik. That isour wealth and power. So, too, are the products of amillion other star systems.
Thetruth isthat no matter how vaiant you humans are, no matter how skilled in bettle, you have no
chance againgt us. Those Who Rule can easily muster 100,000 Avenger-class warcraft to send against
Sol once they discover your existence. How many can you muster to defend your world?’

Landon’ sreply waslaconic. “Not that many.”

Sar-Say gestured toward the white-haired man whose scowl transfixed him. “Mr. Vad off hasmade a
career of preaching the danger to humans of leaving your cradle and coming out to the stars. The danger
isgrester than even he hasimagined.

“My friends, you must consider the objective redity of your situation and put aside your childish
ddusions. Frankly, you are nothing. Y ou are atribe of howling, primitive, South Seaidanders who fancy
that their stone-tipped spears might be effective against space dreadnoughts. | can assure you that any
such effort isworse than futile. It issuicidd. If Those Who Rule find your species difficult to subjugate,
they will not conquer Earth. They will gerilizeit!”



Dan Landon smiled grimly. “1 takeit thisis the buildup to the offer, Sar-Say. Perhaps you can spare us
the bombast and just get on with it.”

“I think we know who is speaking bombast, Captain Landon. However, asyou wish. My offer isthis. If
you will turn this ship around and take me back to Zd'trel Station, then | will guarantee your individua
lives during the assmilation. Y ou will bewell treated and live in comfort for the rest of your days. | give
you my word on that. The dternativeisthat you will die with your species”

“You are hardly in apogtion to make threats.”

“Nor do | make one now. | am merdly explaining the way thingswork. If you rdlease me, | will lay claim
to your planet for my clan and mysdlf. By Broan custom, that will make you my chattels, to do with as|
choose, within certain broad limits, of course.”

“Youwould register uslikeagold mining clam?’ Mikhail VVadoff asked.
“An gpt andogy. Yes, | would register you likeagold mining claim.”
“Wewould still be under the Broan yoke.”

“Thereisno choiceinthat. A wild star system represents too great a danger to my speciesto be
tolerated.”

“And you are suggesting that we cooperate in our own endavement?”’

“Is not endavement preferable to extinction? | have studied you humansand | can tell you that you are
not prime candidates for subservience. In fact, you are about the least suitable species| have yet met.

Y ou are haughty, proud, and do not bow your heads eadly. A less patient Broa, or one with lessto gain,
might decide that you are not worth the effort.”

“Sowe six areto be your persona daves?’
“Yes. | can promisethat each of you will be treated with kindness.”
“That ismighty big of you!”

“Sarcasm is not warranted. Either you accept me as your master or else you take your chances with
Those Who Rule. That ismy offer.”

“We could hide,” Vadoff said, harshly.

“Perhaps,” Sar-Say agreed. “For awhile. However, the Sovereignty expands year by year and eventually
wewill find you. It isinevitable.”

“Areyou through?’ Dan Landon asked.

“Not quite yet,” Sar-Say replied. “ Thereis one other consderation. Y ou have seen Klys kra't. You
know that savefor their yearly tribute, they live out their lives unmolested. Thereis no reason that Earth
cannot one day enjoy the same ... shall we say, semi-autonomy? That cannot happen immediatdly, of
course. Y ou have too many independent tendencies that must be weeded out first. However, later, after
the eugenics program has had an opportunity to work, there is no reason that your people cannot be as
effectively freeastheVoldar'ik.”

“Any other thoughts on the future of humanity?’



“I could go onfor quite abit longer, but | can see that you wish to speak among yoursalves. Thank you
for listening. Now, if you will recall the guards, | will return to my cabin to await your answer. When
consdering my words, | urge you to think with your brains and not with your glands.

“Thefate of humanity depends on your decison.”

CHAPTER 40

No one spoke for more than aminute after Sar-Say |eft. The tenson in the compartment had risen to the
point whereit felt like ahot, heavy blanket that sapped the will and deadened the mind. There seemed
nothing more to say. God was dive and well and a pseudo-smian. The hopes and dreams of amillion
generations of men and women had been smashed on the rocks of redlity. Life had turned out to be
about nothing more than the perpetuation of asingle, favored chain of chromosomes, and the golden
pattern had not evolved on Planet Earth.

For thefirst time, Lisa Arden knew what it felt like to contemplate suicide. Her black mood was not
unique. The despair was apparent on al of their faces. Findly, Raoul Bendagar cleared histhroat and
sd:

“Cheeky little bastard, isn't he?’

The juxtaposition between Sar-Say’ sthreats, their own depression, and Bendagar’ sirreverence, struck
everyone as somehow funny. What began as a nervous chuckle quickly escalated into afull-throated
roar. Within seconds, people were holding their sides and had tears rolling down their cheeks. Had
Sar-Say heard them, he might have been offended. He might aso have detected an underlying tone of
desperation in the mirth. For the pseudo-simian was right about one thing. Their Situation was nothing to
laugh about. Somehow, that made it even funnier.

Finally, when they had gotten control of themselves again, Dan Landon signaled for silence. When he had
it, he asked, “Isthere anyone here who wants to accept his offer and deliver him to the Voldar’ ik? How
about you, Mikhail ?’

“Damnit, just because | have dways disagreed with you Expansionists doesn't make me atraitor to
humanity!”

“Sorry,” Landon replied. “No such implication wasintended. | merdly thought you might have adifferent
reaction to Sar-Say’ s ultimatum than the rest of us.”

“I would liketo shoveit up hisskinny little assl”

The captain smiled. “ Anyone else?’ When no one spoke, he continued. “Good. For the record, thereis
no way in hdl thisship isturning around while am in command.”

Therewas agenerd murmur of agreement. Only Laura Dresser refrained from nodding. Landon noticed
and turned to his chief engineer. “Laura, you have a better idea?’

“About getting away from here as quickly as possible? No. That isthe best-damned ideal have heard
snce coming on thisexpedition. | wasjust thinking about the Voldar'ik.”

“What about them?’



“We | eft rather quickly, with no real explanation, and without paying our fees. It occursto methat they
may be curious as to why, curious enough to track us all the way to the stargate and to take notice when
wedon't go throughiit.”

“Y ou have an dternative?’
“I wasthinking that perhaps we ought to go through the stargate.”
Landon frowned. “Head deeper into the Sovereignty? Haven't you been listening to what Sar-Say said?’

“Mark obtained agreat dedl of astronomical data during his two weeks of database diving. One of the
gars he identified was Nanda, which isan M-Classred giant a dozen light-years from here. Right,
Mark?

Mark was not listening. He wastrying to isolate a stray thought that had been eluding him ever since
Sar-Say |eft the compartment. Laura Dresser’ s question jolted him back to redity. “What?’

“We were talking about the adjoining star system. Y ou identified it in the astronomical data. Correct?’

“Yeah, Nanda. M3 classred giant. It hasthree stargates. The one from Klys kra't is at about Jupiter’s
distance from the star. Why?’

“| am proposing that we use the Nanda gate to make our getaway.”

He thought about it, and then nodded. “Not abad idea. That way, the Voldar'ik see usleaveina
conventiona fashion and then hopefully forget about us.”

Dan Landon looked pensive. “What are the risks?’

“From the technical side, nonethat | am aware of, Captain,” Laura Dresser replied. “ Our Broan jump
generator isoperationd. No telling who or what we might run into on the other side, but considering how
far out the Nanda gateis, we can probably dip away without anyone noticing that we even arrived. By
the time the gravity wave getsto somewhere e sein the system, we will be long gone.”

“Any other suggestions?” When there were none. He thought about it, and then shook hishead. “It'sa
good idea, but too risky. We do not redlly know what we would find there. The information we carry is
too valuable to take even asmall chance. No, we continue as before.”

The mercurid chief engineer’ s expression showed what she thought about the decision. She said nothing,
however. She had had ayear to learn the futility of arguing with the captain once he had made adecision.

Landon noted her expression and said, “L ook people, the cargo of knowledge we carry is perhapsthe
most vauablein the history of the human race. We must get what we know back to Earth as quickly as
possible. To ensure that it getsthere, as soon aswe have put alittle more distance between Klys kra't
and ourselves, | want everything we have put on atight beam toColumbus andMagellan . Anything dse
before we get back to work?’

“What about Sar-Say?’ Lisaasked, broaching a subject that everyone had been avoiding.
“What about him?’
“Do you redly think the Broa can do what he threatened?’

“I am afraid this expedition has dispelled whatever doubts we had,” Raoul Bendagar replied. “We must
now placedl of our effortsinto ensuring that the Broa never learn of our existence.”



“How do we do that?’

“Wefollow theTerra Nostra program,” Mikhail Vadoff said. “We abandon our interstellar colonies and
pull back to our home star system. We control our electromagnetic emissions and pray they do not
stumble across the radio noise we have already pumped skyward. If we don’t make ourselves
conspicuous, then we should be safefor quitealong time.”

“Wecan't just hide!” Lisaexclamed.

“We can and we must,” Vadoff replied. “ Sar-Say was right about one thing. My fears have aways been
low key and generdized. | had no ideathat something like the Broan Sovereignty existed. If | had, |
probably would have awakened every night screaming ... just as| will from now on.”

“But..."

Dan Landon raised his hand in arestraining gesture. “ Enough, you two. What to do about the Broaisa
decision made above our pay grade. Our job isto get the news back to Earth, and to do that, we have to
get out of this system. Raoul, get everything we have on what we have learned and get it off to our
consorts. Lisa, do you think you can till stand being with that little bastard?”

She nodded. Her eyes glistened with incipient tears, but her festures showed anew determination.

“Good. | want you to pump Sar-Say mercilesdy for information. We will interrogate him the whole way
home if we haveto. | want to know everything there isto know about the Broan Sovereignty, the truth
thistime. Check his quartersfor anything he might useto injure himsdlf. We do not want asuicida
monkey on our hands when he discovers that we have rejected hiskind offer to allow usto be his
personal daves.

“What about me?’ Mark asked.

“I want you to collate dl of the astronomical data you have. Too bad we did not have time to complete
our purchase of the Voldar’ik database. Still, wewill go with what we have. Everyone know what he or
sheis supposed to do? Good, then let’ sdo it. We gtill have a mission to complete and not al of the
bogeymen in crestion are going to stop us from warning Earth.

#

The compartment was dark save for the ever-present blue night-light. In space, no one ever degpsinthe
dark. Fumbling in the dark for one' s pants might well prove fata in the event of ahull breach or any
number of other emergencies. Mark woke and stared at the dimly percelved overhead. Something had
awakened him, something far off, but infinitely disturbing.

Then he heard the quiet sobs and felt Lisa s body shaking beside him. He rotated his body in the deeping
net and folded her into hisarms.”

“What' sthe matter?” he asked quietly, nuzzling her cheek with hislips. They were again in microgravity,
having achieved dl the velocity they thought prudent en route to the stargate. They would decelerate
again, asthough they planned to pass through, and then when they had swept past, would undergo afull
eight hours of acceleration at 2.5 gravities. The plan wasto get away from the stargate as quickly as
possible, and disgppear from the screen of any Voldar’ ik who might be making periodic checks of their
position. Lisa s cheekswere wet with large, globular tears. He tasted the st in them.

“I can't get over how close we cameto losing everything,” she sobbed. “And | was the one who argued
that we let him join us aboard the station!”



He kissed her gently. “Y ou didn’t know.”

“But | should have known. | have studied Sar-Say for more than ayear and he fooled me completely. |
even fdt sorry for him when | redized the authorities would never let him return home. What adolt I've
been!”

That last had been more of aquiet scream than a statement. Into those few words, she had packed dl of
her doubts and her fury.

“Look, stop kicking yourself. Y ou could not have known. No one could have. Sar-Say was clever. He
was honest with you as far as he went. He told us everything we wanted to know and he told us the truth
inaway that was not flattering to the Broa. It was damned clever of him. He gave us so much true
information that it never occurred to usto wonder if he were holding something back.”

“But thefuture, Mark. Mikhail Vadoff isright. We are going to have to hidein our onelittle system,
quaking in fear lest some Broan listening post pick up acenturies-old game show.”

“Mikhail isnot right,” he said. “I refuse to believe that the human raceis going to quakeinits collective
boots merdly because of the bullies next door.”

“But what else can we do?’ she sobbed. “If we allow our shipsto leave the Solar System, sooner or
later one of them is going to stumble across the Sovereignty. Worse, some people will convince
themsalves that they can do business with the Broaand will probably seek them out.”

“I can't believe that people would be that stupid.”

“Bdieveit. When it comesto being vend, corrupt, and just plainidiotic, you can't beat the human race.”
“I wonder.”

“Wonder about what?" Lisaasked, snuggling closer.

“I wonder if wetruly hold the galaxy’ stitle for vendity, corruption, and idiocy.”

“Huh?’

“Y ou heard Sar-Say this morning. The Broahave internd arguments sufficient that hisrivas sent aship to
kill him. That was alucky shot that bounced theRuptured Whale into the New Eden system.”

“Hraal
“What?’
“The ship'snamewasHraal then.”

“Whatever they called it. | submit that the day those two ships popped out of that wormhole and into the
New Eden system was the luckiest day for the human race since the asteroid killed the dinosaurs.” He
felt a sharp tug from his conscience even before the sound of hiswords had died away. There had been
at least one human being for whom that day had been far from lucky. He remembered her smiling face
framed in awild tangle of copper-red hair. Even after two years, it still hurt him to think of poor, dead
Jani.

“Lucky?How do you figure?’

“Because we now know about the menace and have timeto plan for it. Think of what it would have been



like to merely stumble across one of the systems of the Sovereignty. We would have been so fascinated
by finding other intelligent beingsin the universe that we would have fadlen dl over oursdveslike anxious
puppiesto make friends. The first the Earth would have known of the danger would have been when a
hundred wormholes formed in the Solar System and whole fleets of Broan Avengers came boiling out.”

Lisamoved close and kissed him tenderly on thelips.

He gazed at her in the blue gloom. Her eyes peered deeply into his. He continued histhought. “Asit s,
we have time to do something about the menace. Maybe Mikhail VVadoff has the right approach. Maybe
we hide out and pray they do not find us. Frankly, that thought does not sit well with me either, but that
may be what the authorities decide to do when we get home. Somehow, | cannot see usdoing that. Itis
not our style. But maybe, just this once, we will let discretion be the greater part of vaor.”

Shekissed him again, thistime making it abundantly clear that she wastired of talking about the Broa. “|
love you. No matter how dark things seem, you adways cheer me up.”

“I wasn't trying to cheer you up. | wasexplaining...” Hiswords were smothered by her kisses. He
abandoned himself to her embrace, and soon, their deeping net took on thelook of a pupafrom which
the butterfly is struggling to emerge. Their lovemaking was quick and urgent. Later, he held Lisauntil her
breathing had turned from ragged gasps to asmooth, steady susurration.

He closed his own eyes, but deep would not return. Too much had happened today and his mind refused
to give up its hold on the memories. There was dso that same nagging feding that had come over himin
the wardroom as Sar-Say had left. He was missing something important. If only he could think of what it
was.

Hewas gl wrestling with the thought when he drifted into afitful deep an hour later.
#

Breskfast the next morning was asomber affair. During the yearlong flight from Earth, it had becomethe
custom for the morning watch to gather in the mess compartment and talk about the coming day.
Mesltime gatherings had become important eventsin the life of the crew. It was anatural human reaction
to being so far from home.

When Mark and Lisaarrived afew minutes after 07:00, they found the compartment haf empty. Among
those present were three others who had been present for the interview with Sar-Say. Mark noticed that
Laura Dresser wasin earnest conversation with Raoul Bendagar, with Mikhail VVadoff 1ooking on. Of
Captain Landon, there was no sign. He had not expected the captain to be at breakfast. Because of the
“maesty” of command, the Landon usudly ate done.

“Good morning,” he said as he floated to his customary seet, dipped the covered tray into its
microgravity restraints, and then belted himsdlf to the bench. Besde him, Lisadid the same.

“Morning,” Bendagar replied. “How did you two deep last night?”

“Not very well,” Mark replied. He thought the dark bags benegth his eyes that had appeared in the
mirror this morning would have made that obvious.

“I dept fine,” Lisasaid beside him. Perhapsit was hisimagination, but Mark thought her tone carried with
it asubtext that ought to have hisearsturning red in aminute.

“Everyone recovered from the shock?’ he asked.



“Asmuch aswe could have, | suppose,” Laura Dresser said before sipping from adrinking bulb full of
black coffee. When shefinished, she carefully returned the drinking bulb to its recess and reached for the
magnetized fork beside her tray. “1 il think we should go home through the stargate. The captainis
correct that getting our news home the safest way possibleisthe only thing to do now. Still, I think we
should worry about the impression we leave with the VVoldar’ ik. If they detect that we have not gone
through the stargate, they are going to be very curious and word may get back to their masters. What do
you suppose the Broawill do if they recelve areport of aship that left the system without transiting the
dargate?’

“Begdes” Mikhall Vadoff sad, “it will give you achanceto play with your toys”
“Thereisthat,” Lauraagreed, nodding.

Buried intheRuptured Whale ’ s hull was just about every sensing device ever invented by human beings.
They watched surrounding space continuoudy and fed the data to the three oversize computersin the
cargo compartment. Traversing astargate would be abonanzafor the scientific community back on
Earth.

“It seemsto methat the stargate isthe linchpin to thisentire problem,” Lisasaid around a piece of toast
with butter and strawberry topping. The others regarded her while she chewed the mouthful and
swallowed. Mark noted that she had athin line of yellow butter on her upper lip, thought abouit telling
her, and then decided that it looked good on her.

“What?’ Lisaasked as she noted the four sets of eyeson her.
“You are going to put out that statement and say no more?’ Laura Dresser asked.

“It'sobvious, isn't it? The Broa depend on their stargates for everything. They are the doorwaysto the
gars, and he who hasthe keys to the doors has control of the house. In addition, the stargate makes it
possiblefor the Sovereignty to be aslarge asit is. We could never build amillion-star empire with our
technology.”

“Why not?" Vadoff asked.

“Becauseit takes ustimeto go from Point A to Point B,” Lisareplied. “Look at thetrip out here. It took
usayear to get from Sol to the Crab Nebula. The Broa can do the samejump innotime at al. Sar-Say
isright. Had we let him contact the VVoldar’ik, it would have been over, even if we had escaped. By the
time we rushed back to Earth, the Broan occupation force would have been in place for six months.”

“Which iswhy our only defenseisto make sure they never have ahint asto our existence,” Vadoff said,
nodding sagdly. “ As soon asthey know we exig, it will be over too quickly for usto do anything about
it”

“Please, Mikhall,” Laura Dresser said. “We al know your opinion on the subject. Let ustry to get
through one breskfast without hearing it again.”

“Areyou saying that | am wrong?’

“No. Infact, | cannot think of an aternative, but that conclusion depressesme and | do not want to
spend the day holding back tears. Let usjust sit here and drink our coffeein peace.”

“Too bad,” Lisasaid.
“What' stoo bad?’ Bendagar asked.



“It'stoo bad we can't defend the solar system against star gates,” Lisamused. “What weneedisa
fortressthat blocks accessto our system, like Gibratar once guarded the entrance to the
Mediterranean.”

Suddenly, Mark knew what it was that he had been trying to remember for nearly afull day now. Hewas
so surprised that he dammed his open palm down on the stedl table. Everyone jumped at the explosion
of noise. Even some of the crewmembers at other tables looked up.

“You scared me,” Lisaaccused. “What wasthat for?”’

Mark smiled. He avoided laughing. It would sound too much like that hysterical cackling he had emitted
in the wardroom after Raoul Bendagar had called Sar-Say a“ cheeky little bastard.”

“We don't need afortressto guard our system,” Mark said, in awe of theideathat had struck him likea
punch to the ssomach. “We dready have onel”

CHAPTER 41

“I beg your pardon,” Vadoff sad.

“Y our own words, Mikhail,” Mark replied. “To prevent the Broa from exterminating us, we need to
make surethey never learn of our existence. Failing that, we mustkeep them from finding out where we
livel

“What has this to do with afortress?’

“Everything,” Mark said, warming to his subject. “ So long as the Broadon’t know where to find Sal,
they can't attack us. Our anonymity isour best defense. It makes Earth asimpregnable as The Rock ever
was. Our armor lies not in millions of tons of hard stone overheed, or in tunnels drilled kilometers deep
into mountains. Our armor liesin the fact that the Broa have no ideathat we exist. Moreover, even if they
become aware of humanity, they gill will not know wherein the galaxy to look for us. There areliterdly
millions of starsthat might be our home and they can’t very well search dl of them.”

“Waan't that Mikhal’ s point, namely that if we keep alow profile, thereisagood chance they will
overlook us?’ Laura Dresser asked.

“Oh, | agree that we should hide from the Broa,” Mark said asawild surge of hope jolted through his
veinslike apowerful drug. “But | don’t advocate keeping alow profile. | propose that we use our
anonymity as awespon. Wework secretly to destabilize and destroy the Sovereignty. By thetime they
figure out that we exigt, it will betoo late. They will have too many problems at home to come looking for
s”

“Now | know you have goneinsane,” Vadoff exclamed. “We can no morefight amillion stars than we
can fight asupernoval”

“Y ou can fight a supernova by being somewhere el se when it goes off,” Mark retorted. “ And we don't
haveto fight amillion stars. At best, we only haveto fight asingle planet, and a worst, adozen planets.”

“I am sorry, but | missed something there,” Raoul Bendagar said.

“Look,” Mark said, “the Broa have problems aready. Otherwise, their factions would not be sneaking



around, ambushing each other in stargates. We dl know that they are not the most prolific speciesin the
universe. If they bred like rabbits, or even human beings, it would not be a decade or more between
Broan viststo Klys kra't. They must have ahome world, or a most afew worlds, where the bulk of
them live. We seek out those worlds and target them.”

“Y ou mean we attack the Broan home world?’
“Sure, why not? Cut off the head of the snake and the tail won't bother you again.”

“Won't that just infuriate them and ensure they exterminate us? After dl, there will be alot of Broawho
survive any attack we make on their home planet.”

“Then we give them something to keep their minds busy. We desiroy their hold over the subservient
species. Infact, if we do that well enough, we won't have to attack their home world. What istheir
power base?

“Their monopoly over the stargates, of course. What if alarge number of stargates were Ssmultaneoudy
put out of action? With our own starships able to move at will among the Broan stars, we could destroy
their economy and socid system over large parts of their domain before they could figure out who was
responsible. Better yet, think of the confusion if severa key species suddenly started building shipswith
our kind of stardrives!”

“TheBroawould go gpe,” Lisasaid with asmile, obvioudy unaware of the unintentiona pun.
“Y ou are suggesting that we start arevolution in the Sovereignty?” Vadoff asked.

“Why not? They areripefor it. The Sovereignty isapyramid with trillions of workers at the bottom and a
few mastersat the top. It isthe sort of oligarchy that even Hitler and Stalin could not have thought up in
their wildest dreams. Destroy enough stargates, disrupt their economy, hand out the secret of the
gardrive wholesale, and the whole top-heavy structure will collapse of its own weight. | would bet my life
onit.”

“That is precisdy what you would be doing,” Vadoff replied. “ Y our life and the lives of every other
human being in the gdlaxy.”

“Aninteresting idea,” Bendagar replied. “It will need agreet dedl of fleshing out before it becomesaplan,
however.”

“Of courseit needsfleshing out,” Mark said with alaugh. “1 just thought it up over breskfadt. It isnot
evenanidea Itisafeding. But unlikewhat Mikhail is advocating, itfeels right.”

“That'sal you have? A feding?’ Vadoff screamed.
If Mark’ s outburst had angered VVad off, it had clearly intrigued the rest of his companions.
“Just how would we go about this plan of yours? What isour first step?’ Laura Dresser asked.

“Youwill likeit. Our first step isto leave this system viathe Stargate. We are going to need both stardrive
and stargate if we areto pull this off. What better time to begin learning the technology than now?’

“What do we need stargates for?’ Bendagar asked.

“If we are going to take on the Broa, we can't spend ayear in transit between their domain and our own.
We |l need to set ourselves up in bases along the periphery of the Sovereignty, bases like we have on



Brinks”

Ever snce Mark had begun explaining hisides, Lisa s mind had been awhirl with the possibilities. Like
most good idess, this one was breathtakingly smple in concept, but would be maddeningly complex to
execute. His excitement was contagious. “Mark isright,” she said. “We will need stargates of our own if
we are to chdlenge the Broa, and not only to establish forward bases. We will need them to set up an
insurance policy, in casewe lose”

“Insurance policy?”

Lisanodded. “Despite our cleverness, the Broamay somehow find Earth. On that day, we will facea
cruel choice. We can either surrender -- and likely be exterminated when they figure out who and what
we are -- or we can fight, and likely be exterminated when they overwhelm us.”

“Not much of achoice,” an obvioudy disgusted Vad off muttered. What had begun as a quiet breskfast
had turned into anightmare. Mark Rykand had sucked the othersinto hisfantasy and the Russian could
see no way to pull them back.

“Thereisawaysachoice, Mikhail. | admit that it would be a shame to lose dear, old Earth; but the
possibility isrea whether we oppose the Broa or knuckle under to them. Obvioudly, if we areto follow
Mark’s plan, we need to take steps to ensure the survival of the species. To do that, we need stargates.

“How 0?7’

“Far from pulling back and giving up our interstellar colonies, we need to search for Earthlike worldsfar
from the Sovereignty. Once we find such worlds, we have to keep their location a carefully guarded
secret while we colonize them. We will be able to move millions of people through the gates with dl of
their equipment in the same time we could only move thousands via starship. It will not be chegp and it
will not be efficient, but we need to make these ‘lifeboat’ colonies saf-sufficient as quickly as possible.
That way, if the Broa destroy Earth, they won't wipe out our entire species.”

“Y ou speek rather blithely of the destruction of the Earth,” Laura Dresser said.

Lisashrugged. “I am with Mark on thisone. If we givein to our fears, we have no hope for the future. As
itis, wetossthe dice and take our chances. However, even if welose, so long as a single unmolested
human colony survives, we win. That istrue whether wefight or whether we hide.”

Mark nodded. “I hadn’t thought of that, but you are right. My idea of using Brinks Baseisaso too
limited. We are going to need at |least a planet, and possibly severd. That way we will not have to mount
our operations directly from Earth. We can build shipyards and factories on our bases on the fringes of
the Sovereignty. That way, even if they track us back to base, the home world will be protected.”

“A breathtaking plan,” LauraDresser said. “But isit truly practical? Think of the cost.”

“Think of the cost if we do nothing,” he retorted. “No, it won't be easy. It will require every erg of
energy the human race has, but what other choice have we? We have the armor of our anonymity for
defense. For offense, we have something far better than coastal batteries. We have the stardrive. Once
we establish our bases on the Sovereignty’ s perimeter, we will be able to move at will through their
gpace. Our ships can drop sublight at the edges of their systems and spy on the Broawith impunity.
While our war fleet isbuilding, we can search out their points of weakness. We can secretly gain dlies
and spread sedition in the form of stardrive technology. Once we find their home worlds, we attack with
overwhelming force and surprise on our Side, and with as many dlies aswe can muster. We'll keep them
too busy defending their own home worldsto have timeto look for ours.”



Mark was out of breath as he finished detailing his plan for turning Earth into the galaxy's Rock of
Gibrdtar. He could tell by the others looksthat they are intrigued. Only Mikhail Vadoff looked unhappy.

However, Captain Landon had been correct the previous day when he said that there was no way for a
few specidists aboard theRuptured Whale could make such aweighty decison. Whether humanity
would choose to hide or fight was something for the First Coordinator and Parliament to decide, and
ultimately, for the ten billion people of Earth. It wastheir task to dert the public to the danger and to give
them aternatives. No doubt, Mikhail Vadoff and the other members of Terra Nostra would seeto it that
their own view waswdl publicized. It would be interesting to see which course of action the public would
choose; or indeed, if they would choose either.

“Wall, it hasthe virtue of being audacious,” Laura Dresser said. “Let’ sgo find the captain and see what
he thinks of it, especialy the part about leaving this system through the stargate.”

#

Mark Rykand and Lisa Arden sat Side by side in the darkened Astronomy cubicle and watched the
approach to the Klys kra t stargate while they listened to the interplay on the bridge. They were currently
in freefall, athough the ship had undergone short bursts of acceleration for most of the past hour. The
gtargate, which had been invisible for most of the approach, had just come into view on thelong-range
scanners. The gate, which was half-lit by Orpheus srays, stood out in stark relief against the blackness of
thevoid. It was asmpletoroid, athin featureless ring that looked as though it had dipped off some

giant’ sfinger. The Ruptured Whale had shed most of its hyperbolic velocity during the gpproach. It was
now moving dower than an aircar in the lower traffic lanes. In afew minutes, it would enter the gate and
don seven-league boots. The next step they took would be to another star.

Nandawas alarge, reddish beacon that was clearly visible beyond the gate. Although it isdifficult for the
human eye to judge things in space, the axis of the gate seemed aimed at the star. Mark wondered if that
was a coincidence. Maybe astargate had to be aimed at itstarget like arifle. That was adisturbing
thought. It meant that when the Broan Avenger had thrown itself and theHraal into the New Eden system
by firing on the stargate, that it had done so dong apredictable line. If the Broaever redized thatHraal
andWanderer were the same ship, it would give them avector toward human space.

“How did Sar-Say take the news?’ Mark asked as he listened to the captain authorizing them to make
their find approach to the gate.

“Better than | expected,” Lisareplied. “He seemed stoic about it. Sometimes | wonder if | truly
understand him, or he, us.”

“I thought he had a pretty good idea of what makes humanstick.”

“Perhaps,” Lisareplied. “Still, you would have thought he would have predicted our reaction to his offer
that we sl oursalves and our species voluntarily into davery.”

Mark chuckled.
“What'sso funny?’

“Sar-Say,” he said. “He reminds me of adog | once had. He was abig dog, a Great Dane. He used to
drive my mother crazy by placing his butt on the couch and sitting like a people. My mother used to say
al thetime: ‘ That dog thinks heisahuman being!” What she did not redlize was that the dog did not think
he was a human being a al. He thought we were dogs, and that was the way dogs were supposed to Sit
on the couch!”



Lisalaughed. It was good to hear the sound again after her depression. “What has that to do with
Sar-Say?’

“Well, deep down | suspect that he feelswe arejust funny looking Broa. | know that we have atendency
to think of him as human. Asaresult, we react to one another as though we were members of the same
species, never quite understanding that inside that other brain, there are sometruly dien thoughts.

Perhaps the Broa have afadigtic streak in which they give up in face of overwhelming odds. He
probably findsit shocking that we react to the same stimulus by fighting harder. Y ou will have to watch
him, you know. When it snksin, he may try to harm himsdlf.”

She nodded. “ The captain has increased the security monitoring, if that seems possible. Now they will
have apair of eyeswatching him every second. They’ ve even put acamerain the bathroom!”

“So, usethe facilitiesin our cabin before you go to see Sar-Say every day, or when you get back. L ook,
we are nearly there ...”

The stargate had grown more quickly than they had redlized, until it nearly filled the screen at minimum
meagnification. Up close, it looked no different than it had far away. It was afestureless silver ring floating
in space. Whatever power source it used or control mechanisms must be inside because nothing marred
the mechanism’s skin. Mark wondered if the featurel ess surface was necessary to the operation of the
gate, or merely conformed to the Broan idea of beauty.

“ All hands, stand by! We jump in two minutes.”

Asthe echoes of the general announcement died away around them, Mark reached out and took Lisa's
hand. He squeezed it as they watched the key to humanity’ sfuture grow il larger on the viewscreen. I
Earth were to become a space-based Rock of Gibraltar, an unassailable fortress from which would pour
forth ships and men to do battle; then they would have to master this new technology. Magter it they
could and master it they would. All they needed was time and knowledge.

“Hopefully, we will be able to provide humanity with both,” Mark muttered.
“What?" Lisaasked.

“Beg your pardon?’

“You jus said something.”

“Did I? Sorry, | must have forgotten to disengage my mouith. It was nothing.”
“You'resure?’

He nodded as he watched one section of the gate touch the edge of the screen and disappear from view.
Now it was not aring in space, but rather an arch. A sudden force tugged him forward in his sest,
indicating that they were dowing till further. On the intercom, the voice of the chief engineer wasissuing
ordersto bring the Broan jump generators online.

Thiswaswhereit could get dangerous. No one had ever tested the jJump generators, not since the battle
with the Broa. By themsdlves, of course, they were merdly inert metal. When coupled with thefield the
gate put out, they would force theRuptured Whale somewhere e se for an ingtant, and then back into the
red universe a apoint adozen light-years distant.

The chief sensor operator’ s voice announced that al instruments were a high gain and recording.
Whatever physica forces and energy patterns they encountered in the next few minutes, they would



captureit in their computers.
“Wadl, herewego ...” Lisasad.

Therewas acatch in her voice that told him that she, too, was frightened of the coming jump.
Intdllectudly, he knew it was safe, but hisracing heart was not listening to hisintdllect. If something went
wrong, there would beColumbus andMagellan to carry the news home. Still, he did not want to be the
second Rykand to die in space.

He had amentd flash of Jani’ s smiling face framed in wild, red hair. He wondered how much of her
memory had goneinto fomenting the wild-eyed scheme that he had blurted out at breskfast three days
ago. Whatever ese Mark knew, he knew that it would be wrong to hide from the monsters that had
killed Jani. In adangerous universe, death isinevitable; but a pointless death isatragedy. He could not
bring Jani back, but he could do his best to avenge her, and that was the course on which they were
about to embark.

Mikhail Vadoff wasright about one thing. His Gibrdtar Earth plan did not suffer from an excess of
caution. He believed that it was necessary to ensure the long-term surviva of the species, but that did not
makeit any less dangerousin the short term. In fact, it would subject the human race to the greatest risk
it had ever known.

On the other hand, when had that not been s0? The first men to venture forth from the caves to confront
the saber tooth tigers had risked all. So, too, had the veterans of ten thousand wars, from the charioteers
of Egypt, to the legionaries of Rome, to the combatants of four world wars. In an uncaring universe,
everyoneslifeisat risk every moment. The dinosaurs had lived for hundreds of millions of years, only to
be snuffed out in less than a single year when an errant rock fell out of the sky. The sun could go novaat
any second. TheRuptured Whale could run into a pea-sze meteorite and be vaporized fagter than
thought. Or, his heart could give up its pounding inside his chest.

No, to bedive wasto beat risk. Mark’ s ancestors had never shrunk from the challenge; nor, he was
sure, would the current generation. It was not in the nature of human beings to cower in aholeto await
inevitable discovery. Human beings do not cower, even when it would be smart to do so!

The Broadid not know it yet, but they had just acquired a competitor. Human beings from Gibratar
Earth would someday sweep outward to free the gdaxy.

God help the overlords when they did!

TheEnd
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abehemoth, the commanders of the Altan Space Navy dispatched one of their most powerful shipsto
investigate. What ASNS Discovery findswhen they finaly catch theintruder is a battered hulk manned
by adead crew.

That isdisturbing news for the Altans. For the dead battleship could easily have defeated the whole of the
Altan navy. If it could find Alta, then so could whomever it was that begt it. Something must be done...

4. Antares Passage - US$4.50

After more than a century of isolation, the paths between stars are again open and the people of Altain
contact with their sster colony on Sandar. The opening of the foldlines has not been the unmixed blessing
the Altans had supposed, however.

For the reestablishment of interstellar travel has brought with it news of the Rydl, an alien race whose



god isthe extermination of humanity. If they areto avoid defeat at the hands of the aliens, Altamust seek
out the military might of Earth. However, to reach Earth requiresthem to diveinto the heart of a
supernova.

5. AntaresVictory - Coming, 2000

The long-awaited conclusion of the Antares Serieswill be available on Sci Fi-Arizonain the summer of
2000. Watch for it!

6. Thunderstrike! - US$6.00

The new comet found near Jupiter was an incredible treasure trove of water ice and rock. Immediately,
the water-starved L una Republic and the Sierra Corporation, aleader in asteroid mining, were
squabbling over rightsto the new resource. However, al thoughts of profit and fame were abandoned
when a scientific expedition discovered that the comet’ strgectory placed it on acollison course with
Earth!

As scientists struggled to find away to ater the comet’ s course, world leaderstried desperately to
restrain mass panic, and two lovers quarreled over the direction the comet wasto take, dl Earth waited
to seeif humanity had any futureat dl...

7. The Clouds of Saturn - US$4.50

When the sun flared out of control and boiled Earth's oceans, humanity took refugein a place that few
would have predicted. In the greatest migration in history, the entire human race took up residence
among the towering clouds and deep clear-air canyons of Saturn's upper atmosphere. Having survived
thetraitor star, they returned to the all-too-human tradition of internecine strife. The new city-states of
Saturn began to resemble those of ancient Greece, with one group of citiestaking on the role of
militarigtic Sparta... \

8. The Sails of Tau Ceti - US$4.50

Sarhopper was humanity'sfirs interstellar probe. It was designed to search for intdlligent life beyond the
solar system. Before it could be launched, however, intdligent life found Earth. The discovery of andien
light sail inbound &t the edge of the solar system generated considerable excitement in scientific circles.
With the interstellar probe nearing completion, it gave scientists the opportunity to launch an expedition to
meet the dienswhile they were till in space. The second surprise came whenStarhopper's crew



boarded the dien craft. They found beings that, despite their dien physiques, were surprisingly
compatible with humans. That two species so smilar could have evolved amere tweve light years from
one another seemed too coincidenta to betrue.

One human being soon discovered that coincidence had nothing to do withiit ...

9.GIBRALTAR EARTH - First Timein Print -- $6.00

It isthe 24th Century and humanity isjust gaining atoehold out among the sars. Stellar Survey Starship
Magellan isexploring the New Eden system when they encounter two alien spacecraft. When the
encounter is over, the score is one human scout ship and one dien aggressor destroyed. In exploring the
wreck of the second alien ship, spacers discover asurvivor with afantastic sory.

The dien comesfrom amillion-star Galactic Empire ruled over by amysterious race known asthe Broa
These overlords are the masters of thisregion of the galaxy and they alow no competitors. This news
presents Earth’ srulers with aproblem. Asyet, the Broaareignorant of humanity’ s existence. Does the
human race retreat to its one smal world, quaking in fear that the Broawill eventually discover Earth? Or
do they take a more aggressive approach?

Whatever they do, they must do it quickly! Timeisrunning out for the human race...

10. Gridlock and Other Stories- US$4.50

Wherewould you vigt if you invented atime machine, but could not steer it? What if you went out for a
six-pack of beer and never came back? If you think nuclear power is dangerous, you should try black
holes as an energy source -- or even scarier, solar energy! Vit the many worlds of Michag McCollum.
| guarantee that you will be surprised!

Non-Fiction Books

11. The Art of Writing, Volumel - US$10.00

Have you missed any of the articlesin the Art of Writing Series? No problem. Thefirgt sixteen articles
(October, 1996-December, 1997) have been collected into a book-length work of more than 72,000
words. Now you can learn about character, conflict, plot, pacing, dialogue, and the business of writing,
al in one document.

12. The Art of Writing, Volumell - US$10.00



This collection coversthe Art of Writing articles published during 1998. The book is 62,000 wordsin
length and builds on the foundation of knowledge provided by Volumel of this popular series.

13. The Art of Science Fiction, Volume| - US$10.00

Have you missed any of the articlesin the Art of Science Fiction Series? No problem. Thefirst sixteen
articles (October, 1996-December, 1997) have been collected into a book-length work of more than
70,000 words. Learn about science fiction techniques and technologies, including starships, time
machines, and rocket propulsion. Tour the Solar System and learn astronomy from the science fiction
writer’ sviewpoint. We don't care where the stars appear in the terrestria sky. We want to know their
true positionsin space. If you are planning to write an interstellar romance, brushing up on your
astronomy may be just what you need.

14. The Art of Science Fiction, Volumell - US$10.00

This collection coverstheArt of Science Fiction articles published during 1998. The book is 67,000
wordsin length and builds on the foundation of knowledge provided by Volume of this popular series.

15. The Astrogator’s Handbook - Expanded Edition

The Astrogator’ s Handbook has been very popular on Sci Fi - Arizona. The handbook has star maps
that show sciencefiction writers where the stars are located in space rather than where they are located
in Earth’ s sky. Because of the popularity, we are expanding the handbook to show nine times as much
space and more than ten times as many stars. The expanded handbook includes the positions of 3500
dars asviewed from Polaris on 63 maps. This handbook isauseful resource for every sciencefiction
writer and will apped to anyone with an interest in astronomy.



