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PROLOGUE: THE MAKERS

PROLOGUE

The Makers had never heard of Homo sapiens Terra , nor would they have been particularly impressed
if they had. By their standards, mankind had little to brag about. The Makers' citieswere old when
Austral opithecus firgt ventured out onto the plains of Africa. By the timeHomo erectus was|lord of the
Earth, they had touched each of the twelve planetsthat circled their KO sun.

Individudly, Makerswerelong lived, industrious, and generdly content. Their population was stabilized
at an easily supported fifty billion and war was an ancient nightmare not discussed in polite company. So,
when the Makers cameto the limits of their stdllar system, it was with asense of adventure that they
prepared to venture out into the great blackness beyond.

Thefirgt shipsto leave the Maker sun were* dowboats , huge vessalsthat took alifetimeto visit the
nearer stars. After three dozen such ventures, the Makers found they had made two important
discoveries. Thefirgt wasthat life is pervasive throughout the universe. Nearly every stellar system
studied had a planet in the temperate zone where water isliquid. Such worlds were found to be teeming
with life. More exciting to the Maker scientists, on twelve percent of the worlds visited, evolutionary
pressures had | ed to the development of intelligence. Two were the homes of civilizations nearly as
advanced asthe Makers own.

The second gresat intellectud discovery wasthe redization that the Galaxy isavery large place, much too
large to be explored by dowboat. In aspirit of curiosity more than anything e se, the Makers set out to
circumvent the one thing that retarded their progress. They began searching for ameansto exceed the
speed of light A million years of scientific endeavor had taught them that the first step in any new project
isto develop arationd theory of the phenomenon to be studied. The Makers, being who they were, did
not stop when they had one theory of how faster-than-light might be achieved.

They devel oped two.

Each was supported by an impressive body of experimental evidence and astronomical observation.
Each should have resulted in the development of an FTL drive. Y et, every effort for ahundred thousand
yearsendedin falure.



Thereisalimit to the quantity of resources any civilization can divert to satisfy an itch of its curiogity
bump. The FTL program had long since passed the point of economic viability. Y &, the effort continued
gpace. For while the Makers were mounting their assault on the light barrier, they found amore
compelling reason than mere curiosity to break free of their prison.

Their gellar system was beginning to run lowon the raw materiads Maker civilization needed to sustain
itdf.

Thefirst Sgnswere barely noticeable, even to the economists who kept careful watch over such things.
Eventudly curves could be projected far enough into the future to foretell atime when civilization must
inevitably collapse of resource starvation. To avert catastrophe the Makers would have to obtain an
infusion of new resources, either by importing raw materials from nearby stars or else transplanting their
cvilizationto virginterritory.

Unfortunately, both options required aworking faster-than-light drive.

The frustrated scientists redoubled their efforts. It was not until another hundred millennia had passed that
aMaker philosopher began to wonder if they were asking the right questions. The Great Thinker had
dedicated hislife to the study of the yearsimmediatdly following the dowboats return from the sars. He
noted that Maker science had taken gresat intuitive legpsin those years. The old recordstold of many
cases where the combined knowledge of two races had led to discoveries unsuspected by either.

His questions were as fundamenta as they were smple: “Could it be that our concepts of how FTL may
be achieved are wrong? Isthe failure to break the light barrier smply a matter of having missed the
obvious? If so, might not some other civilization have avoided our error and found the true path to FTL?”

Once the questions were asked, they could not be ignored. A program was immediately begun to
provide an answer. At first, it was aminor adjunct to the FTL research project. But as answers kept
coming up negative, as each promising avenue of approach turned out to be a dead end, the program to
PROBE the knowledge of dien civilizations grew.

By the time humanity discovered agriculture, it was dl the program there was.

PART I: HOMECOMING

CHAPTER 1

Henning's Roostwas renowned throughout the solar system. Its reputation stretched from the
intermittently molten plains of Mercury to the helium lakes of Pluto, from the upper reaches of the Jovian
atmosphere to the subterranean settlements burrowed deeply into the red surface of Mars' dusty plains.
Wherever men and women worked at hard or dangerous jobs, wherever boredom and terror were
norma components of life, The Roost was a standard subject of conversation.

Henning' swas apleasure satellite, the largest ever built. I1ts owners had placed it in solar orbit ten million
kilometersin front of Earth. Therewas astory told of a spaceman who had arrived at The Roost with a
year's accumulated pay in his pocket, stayed ten days, | eft flat broke, and pronounced himsalf well
satisfied. It was atestimonial to the diversions provided by Henning ’ s management that the story was



widdly accepted as completely reasonable. Besides which, it wastrue.
Bethat asit may, Chryse Haller was bored.

Chryse had arrived at The Roost two weeks earlier for her first vacation in three years. She had plunged
immediately into the socid whirl, sampling most of the diversonsthat were not ultimately harmful to one's
hedlth. She had playedchemin de fir , blackjack, poker, roulette, and seven-card stapo on the gaming
decks. Later, she had enlisted as a centurion in aRoman Legion on the Sensie-Gamer deck and dogged
for two days through the damp chill of asmulated Gaul. Her first battle convinced her that the difference
between ancient warfare and amodern butcher shop is mostly amatter of attitude, and she began to cast
around for new diversions.

Sheturned to the most traditiona sport of dl, availing hersdlf of the large pool of mae companionship -
both professional and tourist - that The Roost had to offer. The previous evening she had attended the
nightly Bacchand on Beta Deck. That had been amistake She would become involved with a handsome
young man whose only goa wasto please her. Y e, in spite of the soft lights, therich smdll of incense,
and the warm glow of two drinkswithin her; she found herself losing interest with each passing moment.
She had ended up watching smulated clouds scud across a smulated sky. Afterwards, she made her
excuses and left early.

There was no doubt about it. Lotus esting was definitely beginning to pall.

Playing with afruit bowl, Chryse now sat aonein abreakfast nook pondering the curious emotiona state
into which she had falen. Her reflection stared dully back at her from the polished depths of the table.
Theimage wasthat of awoman in her early thirties, blonde, with shoulder length hair that framed awide,
honest face. The eyes were set wide apart above high cheekbones, anose that seemed atrifle small, and
amouth just then twisted into adight scowl. The eyeswere brown in the smulated mahogany of the
table, but green in actudity.

“Tenth-gtellar for your thoughts.”

Chryselooked up to find Roland Scott standing over her. Roland had been amember of her sectionin
the Gaul campaign. They had mustered out together and she had taken him as alover that same night. He
had been good for her psyche and they had spent three glorious days together before she suffered the
minor disgppointment of discovering that he was aRoost employee.

“Hello, Roland.”

“Why s0 glum?’ he asked.
“Jugt alittletired, | guess”
“Anything | can do to help?’

She shook her head. “I’ m afraid there’ s no cure for what ailsme. Y ou may have asest if you like,

though.”
He quickly did into the opposite Side of the booth. “Maybe it would help to talk about it.”

She amiled wanly at him, recognizing his autometic response to aprofessond chdlenge. Still, Roland
redly cared. Hewas paid to care. Of course, that was part of the problem.

“It sthisplace” shesad, glumly.



“What about it?’
“It depresses me.”

Hisface acquired alook of surprise. “ The Big Bossisn't going to like hearing that. He has put billions
intoThe Roost . No oneis supposed to be unhappy here, least of al Chryse Lawrence Haller.”

“Youweren't listening. | didn’t say | was unhappy. | said | was depressed. Different emotion entirely.”
“If you say 0.”

“Look around you, Roland. What do you see?’

“What am | supposed to see?’

“Have you ever looked closdly at your clientele?”’

He made a show of scanning the restaurant. “Okay, |’ ve looked.”

“You’ve got agood cross-section of humanity here. Both sexes, dl shapesand Sizes, every color. Yet, in
gpite of our differences, we dl have something in common.”

“Sure,” Roland said, nodding. “ Y ou’ re dl richer than anyone hasaright to be. If you weren't, you could
never afford us”

“True,” Chrysesaid. “I hadn't thought of that. Hmmm, that makes things even worse!”
“How 07’

“Can’'t you seeit? All your clients are compulsive persondities.”

“Aren't you being abit hard on yoursdf and the other guests?”

“If anything, I’'m not being hard enough. We're al on holiday, yet each of usis so desperate for diversion
that we play oursdlvesinto exhaustion.”

“Congdering the cost,” Roland said, “can you blame anyone?’

“1 suppose that explains afew cases. But take old Joshua V oichek over there,” she said, gesturing
toward a spry centenarian seated at a breakfast nook halfway across the compartment. “ After my father,
he' s probably the richest man in the system. He could spend alifetime inThe Roost without making a
dent in hisfortune. Y et, he wears himsalf out as quickly as the salesman who saves adozen yearsto
come here”

“Y our theory, Madame Psychotherapist?’ he asked, trying to lighten the mood.

“WEe re bored with life. The sense of adventure has gone out of us. There aren’t any frontiersleft. No one
climbs Mount Everest anymore.”

Roland chuckled. “Why should they? If you want to reach the Everest Summit Hotel, you board an
artramin Nepd. They leave every hdf hour.”

“Exactly! Where can you go in the solar systerm where you won't find someone e s s boot prints?’

Roland shrugged, but did not answer.



“Know what | think?1 think the human raceis suffering from claustrophobia. We ve learned the awful
truth that there are limits beyond which we cannot go, so we invent placeslike thisto help usforget.”

“lan’t that quite alot to blame on an overpriced whorehouse?’

Shelooked a him sharply, suddenly aware of the undercurrent of anger in hisvoice. “A trained
entertainment specidist isn't awhore, Roland.”

He raised one eyebrow quizzicdly. “ Perhaps you can explain the difference to me sometime.”
“| didn’t mean to insult you. Put it down to overwork. Forgive me?’
“Y ou don’'t need my forgiveness. Y ou can have mefired anytimeyou fed likeit.”

“I guess| deserved that,” she said. Shelet her gaze dip from his angry face and move to the viewscreen
at the end of the small restaurant. The view was from aremote camera somewhere out on the hull. It
showed ajumble of 1-beams, pressure spheres, and hull plates framed by the black of space. “Let’s
change the subject before we have an argument. | have been staring at that thing all morning. What isit?’

Heturned to follow her gaze. “ Just an old worker dormitory usedduring The Roost’ s congtruction. It's
abandoned now, of course.”

“I would think the owners would keep loca space clear of al such hazardsto navigation. Wouldn’t be
very good publicity for ashipload of touriststo run into that hegp on gpproach.”

He shook hishead. “Itisn’t as ramshackle asit appears. Look closely. Seethe thruster cluster jutting out
near the airlock? There are twenty more scattered over the hull. That hulk and ahaf dozen othersare
daved to theRoost’ s centra computer.”

“Soundslike alot of troubleto go to for ajunkyard,” Chryse said.

“It'spart of the service. The hulks make good destinations for clients with ayen to explore the mysteries
of space.”

“Thewhat?’
He laughed, his pique suddenly forgotten. “Haven't you ever skin dived on asunken ship?’
She shook her head.

“How about going up to Zeta Deck then? They have anear perfect smulation of theEsmeralda there.
That was a Spanish galleon that sunk off Key West in the Sixteenth Century. They took sixty million
gellars worth of treasure out of her back in thethirties.”

Chryse shook her head. “I’'m tired of smulated adventure.”

He smiled, turning on the boyish charm. “That' s the reason for the hulks. They arethered thing. We
could check out two vacsuits at North Pole Terminus and make aday long picnic of it if you like.”

She shook her head. Theidea of exploring atwenty-year-old work barge did not apped to her, but
Roland’ s suggestion had tweaked a stray memory. There was something in solar orbit she would very
much liketo explore.

“Do they rent shipsat North Terminus, aswell?’



“No need. The maneuvering gear on the vacsuitsisfirs rate and well maintained. Oh, they’ll rent you a
scooter if you want, but that costs extra.”

“I don’t want a scooter. | want aship! Something with legs.”
“It sexpengve”
“I can efford it.”

He shrugged. “ There are afew rental jobs at North Terminus. I'm afair-to-middlin’ pilot. I’ll take you
anywhere you want to go.”

“No thank you. Where | want to go, | would rather be alone. Maybe abit of solitude will snap me out of
thismood I’ vefdleninto.”

“Solo piloting is dangerous.”

“I'll bedl right,” she said. “ After dl, the computer runsthe ship. If | get into trouble, it'll scream for help,
won't it?’

He nodded. “Okay, it'syour neck. You' Il haveto sign arelease, of course.”
“Of course.”
“Whereareyou going?’
“I thought that | would go see the probe.”
#

Three hundred years earlier, a spacecraft had entered the solar system from the depths of interstellar
gpace. Limited two-way communications were established dmost immediatdy, and it was quickly
learned that the craft was an instrument package controlled by a self-aware computer.

The computer, which called itsel fPROBE, had been constructed by an advanced race of beings, that it
dubbed “The Makers.” These Makers had been working to develop a faster-than-light drive for their
gpaceshipsfor thousands of years. In dl that vast time, they had been singularly unsuccessful. So, faced
with dwindling resources at home and desperate to break free to the stars, they had hit upon the idea of
sending life probes to the surrounding stars to make contact with other advanced species. Once a probe
arived in astrange sellar system, it bargained with its hosts to exchange their scientific knowledge for
that of the Makers. When it had learned dl it could, the probe returned home to add its cargo to the
ever-growing pool of Maker knowledge. It was through this dow accumulation of the wisdom of many
racesthat the Makers hoped to eventually break free of the star that had becometheir jailer.

Over the centuries, thousands of life probes had been launched outbound from the Maker sun. They
cruised at speeds approaching ten percent that of light, taking centuriesto complete their journeys. While
they traveled, they listened to the cosmos, ever aert for the energy discharges that betrayed the presence
of atechnologicaly advanced civilization.

Life Probe 53935 had been unlucky. For ten millennia, it had searched for intelligence
among the stars and not found it. Even when it finally pricked an expanding bubble of human
radio noise, it was not sure that its luck had changed. For humankind was low on the Maker
scale of civilization, perhaps too low to be of use to a life probe in need of an overhaul. The
probe had considered the problem of human capabilities for months while it fell toward the
Sun. Finally, at almost the last moment possible, fate had intervened to make the probe’s



decision for it.

One hypothesscommonto al FTL theorieswasthat avesse traveling at superlight velocity would be
detectable in the sublight universe. Theoreticaly, any materia object moving faster-than-light will createa
shock wave in the interstellar medium, awave that appears to an outsde observer asa source of highly
energetic, Cherenkov radiation.

For ahundred thousand years, the Makers and their far-flung probes had scanned the skies, searching
for just such aphenomenon. They had done so in vain until, in the human year 2065 AD, just asit was
approaching the solar system, the hyperwave detectors aboard Life Probe 53935 began clamoring for
atention. An intense source of radiation that closely mirrored the hypothetica properties of astarship’s
wake had been spotted in the Procyon system amere twelve light-years beyond Sol. The age-old dream
of the Makers seemed findly at hand.

Except, there was a problem.

The struggle to climb to thirty thousand kilometers-per-second cruising velocity had cost the probe dearly
intermsof fuel. To dow itsheadlong rush at journey’ s end would cost more, leaving itstanksvirtualy
dry. The probe had no fuel reserves with which to change course.

It studied its options carefully. The only sure way of reaching Procyon was ajourney of two stages. The
first stage required stopping in the solar system to obtain new fud stocks and agenerd overhaul of its
tired mechanisms. Once returned to a Spaceworthy condition, the probe could launch outbound directly
for the Procyon system. The journey would last more than a century, but to aten-thousand-year-old
machine, such atrip wasamereloca jaunt.

Thus, humanity owed itsfirgt vistation from the stars not to any accomplishment of its own, but to the fact
that Earth was anaturd way station on the way to more interesting vistas.

#

Chryse Haller sat at the controls of the rented daycruiser and finished off the sandwich she had madein
thetiny galley aft of the control room. She was somefifty-two hours out fromHenning’'s Roost , and
decderating for rendezvous, when the ship’s computer interrupted the soft music that filled the cabin.

“Weare being chdlenged.”

Chryseleaned forward, her manner suddenly aert. “Identify challenger.”

“ Automated Guard Station, Department of Antiquities Registration Number 7155.”
“Put it on the speaker.”

“...WARNING. WARNING. YOU ARE APPROACHING THE RESTRICTED ZONE
OF A PROTECTED HISTORIC MONUMENT. YOU ARE HEREBY ADVISED TO TURN
BACK IMMEDIATELY. FAILURE TO COMPLY MAY LEAD TO CIVIL OR CRIMINAL
PENALTIES BEING ASSESSED AGAINST YOU. WARNING...”

“Trangmission, please”

“Ready to trangmit.”



“Attention, Guard Station 7155. | am Chryse Lawrence Haller, Ident MZH-93587116. | am
countermanding you. Return to standby mode.”

“‘“ORDER RECEIVED AND ACKNOWLEDGED. RETURNING TO STANDBY. BE
ADVISED, CITIZEN HALLER, THAT YOUR ACTIVITIES WITHIN THE BOUNDARIES
OF THIS PROTECTED HISTORIC MONUMENT WILL BE MONITORED. ANY
ATTEMPT TO DAMAGE OR DEFACE THE MONUMENT WILL BE IMMEDIATELY
REPORTED TO EARTH.”

“Acknowledged,” Chryse said. She called for library function from the computer. “ Reference: Life probe,
vigtation of same. Reference date: Twenty first Century.”

“Dataretrieved.”
“Show meapicture”

A thirty-centimeter, tranducent black cube materialized in front of her. Centered in the body of the cube,
filling itsinterior, was a mighty spacecraft. Its structure consisted of two spheres - each two hundred
metersin diameter - connected by along central column. One sphere, labeled CONTROL SECTION in
the hologram, was an open latticework of small beams arranged in the familiar pattern of geodesic
trusses. There were gapsin the sphere where bits and pieces of machinery poked through, but it was
otherwise whole. Arrayed around it were anumber of long boomstipped with irregularly shaped sensing
mechanisms.

Chryse shifted her attention to the sphere labeled DRIVE SECTION.Asshe did so, shelet her gaze
sweep aong the full eight hundred meters of the probe' slength. A number of long cylindrica tankswere
strapped to the thrust frame between the two mgjor spheres. The drive sphere at the probe’ s stern was
much more massive than the control sphere at its prow. The framework of beams was heavier, giving an
impression of massive strength. The sphereitsalf was more densaly crammed with machinery. Chryse
recognized the centra bulge of amass converter and the familiar shape of an eectromagnetic nozzle
among the unfamiliar bits and pieces of dien machinery.

“Big, ign'tit?" she muttered doud.
“Null program. Please repest,” the computer responded.

“Cancdl,” Chryse said absentmindedly. Her eyes were suddenly drawn to abright, Starlike point insde
the cube. “Center on Coordinates X-3, Y-5, Z-2. Expand view one hundred times.”

“Acknowledged.”

The view moved to one Side and expanded to resolve the spark of light into a spacecraft whose hull
reflected sunlight directly into the camera slens. The ship was an antique modd that had not been seenin
the solar system in nearly three centuries.

“Now, let’s see where we' re going. Show me our destination in red time.”
“Acknowledged.”

At firdt, the view seemed to be the same as before, with the exception that the speck of light was gone
and the viewing angle caused the probe to be considerably foreshortened. The daycruiser was



approaching at a thirty-degree angle to the probe’ s major axis, with the control sphere closer than the
drive sphere. Chryse called for aclose up view.

The awesome machine, that she had viewed in its splendor just seconds earlier, was no longer hae or
whole. As every schoolchild learned before they were ten, the probe had fallen victim to the most
celebrated incident of treachery in the history of the human race. Chryse gazed a the wreck in the
holocube and felt atug of remorse at what her people had done.

The evidence of the catastrophe was everywhere and unmistakable. The perfect sphere of the control
section had been caved in on one side, as though smashed by a giant fist. Opposite the blow, the sphere
bulged noticeably outward, stretched nearly to the bursting point by anirresstible force. Large sections
of interior structure had been vaporized in atitanic explosion and atwisted forest of support beams -
transformed into odd shapes by the force of the blast - gave the play of sunlight and shadow inside the
probe asurredigtic qudity.

Chryse gulped. “1 had noidea,” she said. It was only then that she realized she had been holding her
breath.

Not everyone, it seemed, had been happy with the discovery of the alien spacecraft on the edge of the
solar system. Most objections had come from the newly industridized nations of the Southern
Hemisphere, each of which saw the probe and its cargo of knowledge as athreet to their hard-earned
equality. It wasfelt that the older, longer industriaized nations of the north would be better equipped to
use the advanced knowledge that the probe carried. The nation that emerged as |eader of the opposition
was the Pan-African Federation.

The struggle had been wholly political at first. A resolution welcoming the probe into the syssem was
introduced into the Generd Assembly of the old United Nations. The Pan-Africans and their aliesfought
skillfully againgt it, but when it came time to vote, the southerners found themsdlves on the losing side of
thetally. By the narrowest of margins, the resolution passed. Five months later, the probe took up a
parking orbit around the Sun.

Negotiations between the probe and the UN began immediately. The complexitiesinvolved in arranging
for both the probe’ s overhaul and the exchange of scientific knowledge were considerable. Before any
agreements could be reached, there was much to learn on both sides. To speed the negotiations, the
probe had split off aportion of itscircuits to form a separate persondity. This new entity, which the
probe dubbed SURROGATE, was intended to act as trand ator between the probe and its hodts.

Shortly after the probe sarrival in the solar system, six Pan African spacecraft attacked humanity’ sfirst
vigitor from the stars. Two outgunned UN defenders and the probe itself met them. All six attackers were
destroyed in ahard fought battle, but not before they were able to unleash an irresistible wegpon against
their target.

In the twenty-first century asin the twenty-fourth, ships of deep space were powered by tiny antimatter
black holes known as I-masses. Human civilization was built on the limitless energy they provided. They
lit man’ s cities, smelted his ores, and drove his spacecraft. WWhen the Pan-African warships attacked the
probe, they were used for thefirst time as deadly weapons.

Each marauding warship took great care with its approach to the scene of battle, placing itsalf ona
precisetrgjectory for the probe. Even though each attacker was eventually destroyed before it could
reach the target, the probe found itself thefocal point of six converging I-masses.

Two reached their mark.



The primary probe personality was destroyed, but SURROGATE - housed at the end of one of the long
sensor booms - survived. Even so, the age-old dream of the Makers seemed at an end. Damaged as it
was, SURROGATE had no hope of reaching the FTL civilization around Procyon. Worse, theimpact of
the I-masses had destroyed dl record of the Makers. The surviving probe persondity possessed no
sngleiotaof knowledge concerning its creators, their history, their language, or the location of their star

in space.

Out of this stuation had come abargain born of desperation. Since SURROGATE needed to secure the
secret of FTL for the Makers, and humanity needed the Maker knowledge that had survived the attack,
each party agreed to help the other. For its part, the UN agreed to build a dower-than-light starship and
man it with acrew of ten thousand. When the ship was completed, the circuits that housed
SURROGATE was placed aboard, and the ship headed out on the century long trip to Procyon. In
exchange, SURROGATE agreed to shareitsvast library of knowledge.

The Procyon mission was launched outbound early in 2096. Allotting a century for the journey, and an
additiona decade for the crew to bargain for the secret of FTL with whatever native race they
discovered, the expedition was expected to return to the solar system (by FTL starship) no later than
2205.

They were now 183 years overdue.

CHAPTER 2

If the probe seemed large from the daycruiser control room, it was gigantic from the vantage point of the
outer framework of the damaged control sphere. Chryse Haller grasped a crossbeam as she carefully
snaked a safety line around ajutting side beam. She glanced across the rounded plain and shivered at the
suddenly redlization of just how aone shefélt.

“Status check,” the daycruiser computer said into her earphones. Its voice contained metallic overtones
of unease. The computer had been quite vocd inits opposition to her leaving the safety of the ship and
going out aloneto explore the probe.

“I want to seeit with my own eyes,” she had explained in announcing her intentions.”

“You are seeing it with your own eyes,” the daycruiser responded, referring to the holocube projection
that hung in midair before Chryse' s couch.

“No, | mean outsde. | want to touch it, to fed its solidity, to makeit red!”
“Itisfar too dangerous. Y ou could beinjured.”

She shrugged, and then remembered that the machine only responded to voiceinputs. “You'll be
monitoring my vital Sgns. If | get into trouble, you can fly my suit back by remote control.”

“I ill recommend againg this unnecessary risk.”

“Lifeisan unnecessary risk,” Chryse had said as she unbuckled from the pilot’s couch and aigned her
axiswith the daycruiser’ ssmal central passageway. “I’m going.”

She had suited up and let the computer do compl ete telemetry readout on her before entering the airlock.



Asin everything dsereating toHenning's Roost , the suit was the best money could buy. Itsair recycling
system was good for aweek or more, its water tanks and pharmaceutica storeswerefull, and its outer
covering of armor made it virtualy imperviousto damage. If the need arose, she would be ableto call the
ship for help, have her message relayed to Earth, and wait for the rescue craft to arrive. It would not be
comfortable, but it was safe.

Once outside the airlock, she had jetted across the two hundred meters of void separating the daycruiser
from the probe and grounded on its outer frame. Above her, the sun blazed hotter than the hottest day
Death Valey had ever seen. The beams beneath her boots reflected the light with adull metalic sheen.

After she assured her mechanica nursemaid that al waswell, Chryse turned her attention to the massive
mechanism benegath her feet. She peered down into the depths of the open sphere, feeling for amoment
like an ironworker in the upper stories of amegastructure. It took afew momentsto orient herself and
educate her brain to interpret the message her optic nerveswere sending it.

Thefirgt thing she noticed was that not al the damage had come from the collision with the [-masses.
Here and there, amid structures that appeared undamaged, were gaps that should not have been. These,
she quickly realized, were the results of the salvage operation that had gone on for nearly fifty years after
the probe’ s destruction.

Shefinished her ingpection and glanced up at the daycruiser. “I’'m going inside. | want to seewhat it's
like down where the main personality was housed.”

“l do not adviseit!”
“Objection noted,” shesaid. “I’ll be careful.”

She made her preparations. As alast step, she unhooked hersdlf from the safety linesand chinned a
control in her helmet. Two joysticks extended from her backpack to where she could reach them with
gauntletted hands. She took hold of the controls and gave each asmal twist. Chrysefdt the dight
pressure of her backpack jets responding to the command. A faint hissing sound superimposed itself over
the hum of her environmenta control system. She began to move across the face of the control sphere
toward afissurein the framework that appeared to extend into the center of the structure.

It took ten minutes for her to work down into the inner framework of the probe. The cabling and twisted
meta were like the trees of a dense forest. As she progressed ever deeper, she passed through
dternating regions of bright sunlight and ever-darker gloom. As her surroundings grew dim, Chrysefelt
the sudden twinge of unease that isthe legacy of athousand generations of ancestors who feared the
coming of darkness. She was considering turning back when a sparkle of light caught her eye.

Her fear vanished, to be quickly replaced by curiosity. Shejetted forward to find herself in astray beam
of sunlight that penetrated the interior of the hulk. As shedid so, the firefly speck died avay. She moved
closer, and was rewarded by a polychromatic flash directly into her helmet visor. She reached out, thrust
her armored glove into arecess surrounded by the frayed ends of reinforcing fibers, and pulled a
multifaceted crysta fromitsnest.

Shehddthe crysta closeto her eyes and laughed hollowly. The mystery was amystery no longer. The
crystal was an ordinary memory module, the medium in which the vast library of Maker knowledge had
been stored. They were also the functiond basis of nearly every dectronic gadget invented in the last
three hundred years. Billions were manufactured yearly, each identical to the origind designscarried
aboard the probe.

She carefully placed the crystd in her belt pouch and was in the process of resedling it when amechanical



voice suddenly blared in her earphones.”

“‘WARNING. WARNING. YOU ARE APPROACHING THE RESTRICTED ZONE OF
A PROTECTED HISTORIC MONUMENT. YOU ARE HEREBY ADVISED TO TURN
BACK IMMEDIATELY. FAILURE TO COMPLY MAY LEAD TO CIVIL OR CRIMINAL
PENALTIES BEING ASSESSED AGAINST YOU.”

“What the hell’?” she yel ped, forgetting her souvenir. She got her emotions under control and cursed
hersdf for being so jumpy. She growled her next stlatement: “ Thoseidiots a The Roost must have sent
someone to keep an eye on me!”

She consdered the possibility thatHenning ’s management was chaperoning her, and then frowned. The
thought did not fed right. Such a gesture was too extravagant, even for them. It could be another touri<t,
of course, but the fact that she had heard the warning meant that it was being beamed in the wrong
direction for aship from Earth.

She began the delicate job of turning around and working back the way she had come. Five minutes
later, she was once again at the outer framework of the probe. She shaded her eyes and craned her neck
ingde the hemet, scanning the black sky for some sign of the ship that had set off the guard station
dams

“Status check!” she ordered.
For the first time since she had | eft the daycruiser’ sairlock, the computer had nothing to say.
“Status check,” she repeated.
Again, therewasonly slence.

“Damn!” she muttered. She did not have timeto consider theimplications of the balky computer for it
was at that moment that she saw the ship.

It was spherical in shape and getting larger by the second. Even with the difficulty of judging relative size
in gpace, it was obvious that thiswas no rich man’syacht. If anything, it was close to being the largest
spacecraft Chryse had ever seen.

But its Size was merely something she noted in passing, hardly worth mentioning when compared to the
vessdl’ s obvious peculiarities. For amost aslong as men had built spaceships, their craft had ridden on
talls of plasmafire. A spacecraft drive flare was bright enough to be seen from one side of the solar
system to the other - or to burn out the retinas of anyone incautious enough to stare a one for more than
asecond. Y €, the newcomer was decelerating with no sign of aflare. Whatever shipyard had built it,
Chrysewaswilling to bet it could not be found anywhere in the solar system.

Mankind, it seemed, was about to welcome its second visitor from thefar sars.
#

Julius Gruenmeier scowled, as Achilles, the largest asteroid in the leading Trojan group, grew steadily
larger through the bubble of the supply boat. He watched as the domes, observation instruments, and
communications gear of the System Indtitute for the Advancement of Astronomica Observation -
SIAAO for short - dowly roseinto view over Achilles jagged horizon. Achilles Observatory (along with



itstwin on Aeneas asteroid in the trailing Trojans) looked farther out into space than any other
observatory in the solar system. When Achilles and Aeneas were working in concert, they anchored both
endsof a1.3 billion kilometer long basdline - far enough to be able to separate binary starsin the
Andromeda gdaxy into their component parts.

Not that they would be able to maintain that capability for long. Gruenmeier, in hisrole as Achilles
Operations Manager, was returning from ameeting with the SIAAO Compitroller. The occasion wasthe
Comptroller’ syearly trip out from Earth, and the subject - next year’ s operating budget. The newswas
bad.

It was common knowledge that the I ngtitute had made some unwise investmentsin the last severd years.
What no one outside the Board of Trustees had known was just how shaky financesreally were. They
knew now. Operating budgets were to be cut dragtically over the next three years until the Ingtitute’' s
portfolio could be returned to its former state of hedth. The cuts were sufficiently deep that Gruenmeler
did not see how hewould be able to keep both Achilles and Aeness operating.

Hewas dtill pondering ways to dash expenses without idling any prime instruments when the supply boat
entered Main Dome' s Number Three Airlock. Gruenmeier thanked the boat’ s two young pilots
absentmindedly, unstrapped, and pulled himsdlf to the coffin-sized airlock amidships. Since thetermina
was ingde the domeitself, there was no need to suit up. He exited the ship, grabbed hold of one of the
guide cablesthat crisscrossed the termind decking, and pulled himsalf toward the passenger lounge.

He was met by hisassistant, Chala Arnam. Arnam was an intense woman in her mid-forties, a
fair-to-middling neutrino astronomer, and the best administrative assistant he had ever had. Hewas
grooming her to take over Ingtitute operations on that inevitable day the Trusteesforced him into
retirement. He hoped there would be something to leave her when the time came.

“How did it go?’ she asked.

“Not good,” he answered.

She studied his dour expression intently, trying to read the degree of disaster there. “How bad isit?’
Hesghed. “Very. They are not cutting out fat thistime. They’ re amputating our whole lower torso.”
“Arewegoing to fight?’

“How?

“We could apped directly to the Trustees.”

“Simonson suggested that we do so. But you and | both know that his orders come directly from them,
so what isthe use? Besides, even if some of them were willing to listen, thereis the distance problem to
overcome. We are 800 million kilometers from home out here. The damned accountants are just down
thehal.”

“Perhgps you should plan atrip to Earth, Julius.”

“I’vethought of that, and just might do it if we can come up with aviable approach.” He chewed on his
lower lip as he dways did when he was worried, and then abruptly changed the subject. “ Anything
interesting happen herewhile | was gone?’

“Not much,” Chaasaid. “Doctor Chandidibyawasin to see methismorning.”



“Let me guess. Hewasraisng astink about not being able to monopolize the Big Ear, right?’

“Not thistime. He complained about the service techs. Saysthey are doing their usua dipshod job. He
thinks the wholelot of them should befired.”

“Does he have any suggestions asto how we can attract better people on the salaries we pay?’

“I doubt if Dr. Chandidibya cares about minor problems like personnel staffing and retention - unlessthey
adversely affect the operation of the thousand-meter radioscope, of course.”

“How’ d you leave him?’
“Grumpy.”
“I'll try to soothe him & dinner. Anything ese?’

Chaanodded. “ Thetechnicd staff has been going crazy searching for amafunction in the high energy
monitoring equipment for the last two hours.”

“What kind of mafunction?’
“They seem to be getting aghost image of some sort. They' vetried everything and it won't go away.”

“Ghogt?” Gruenmeier asked, suddenly happy to have something to think about other than the state of the
Ingtitute’ sdismal finances.

“I"d best let Doctor Bartlett explainit. Asyou well know, high energy opticsain't my field.”

Ten minutes later, Director Gruenmeier found himsdlf listening to the explanation of the Watch
Agtronomer.

“Wefirst began picking it up on the cosmic ray monitorsat 16:12, shortly after the start of Second
Watch. The monitors kept ingsting that they had spotted a diffuse source of cosmic rays somewhere out
beyond Neptune. We ran the usua maintenance checks and found nothing, so | ordered the neutrino
scopes and X-ray equipment to take alook. They can seeit, too.”

“What makesyou think it' saghost then?’

“Becausethereign't anything out there! Besides which, the sourceismoving.”
“Moving?’

“Yes, gr. Moving fadt. It gppearsto betraveling radialy outward from the Sun.”
“Have you asked Aeneasto do a pardlax measurement?”’

“Yes, gr. Two-and-a-half hours ago. | expect their reply momentarily.” Asthough to punctuate Bartlett’'s
comment, severa readout screens chose that moment to begin displaying data. The half dozen peoplein
the Operations Center turned to watch.”

“Wdll, I'll bedamned!” Bartlett muttered increduloudy afew seconds later. “ They seeit too.”
“Have you got ave ocity vector yet?’ Gruenmeler asked.

The watch astronomer nodded, and then hesitated as he read the figures silently. He looked up at
Gruenmeler and gulped. “It says here that the radiation source ismoving directly away from the sun,



toward CanisMinor, Sr. The exact coordinates are; right ascension, 0738; declination, plus 0518. And
get this. Whatever it is, it smoving at exactly the speed of light!”

Gruenmeier blinked. “It' smovingaway from the sun?’
“ YS, s r.n

Gruenmeier turned to Chala Arnam. “Get me atop priority line to Earth. | will be sending a coded
message to the Board of Trusteesin about ten minutes.

Heturned back to Bartlett. “ Get that data reduced fast. | want everything you can deduce about the
source in the next five minutes. | will need it for my squirt to Earth. | dso want every insrument we have
focused on this contact. Aeness, too. Understood?”

Gruenmeier stopped, suddenly aware of the expressions of his subordinates. “What' s the matter with you
two?Hoptoit!”

Chaafrowned. “What' sthe matter, Julius? What isit?’

“Don’'t you see? We have a phantom source of high-energy particles moving away from the sun a
300,000 kps on a vector straight toward Procyon. That can mean only onething.”

“They’re back, damn it. They’re back!”
#

Chryse Haller watched openmouthed as the starship completed its gpproach and began “ station keeping”
near the probe’ s bow. The daycruiser, that floated motionlessin space some two hundred meters over
her head, was dwarfed in comparison to the great metal-gray sphere. She craned her neck and let her
eyesdrink inamyriad of congtruction details. Everything she saw seemed to support the hypothesis that
the behemoth was extra-solar in origin. Y &t, the starship did not give her the same impression of alienness
that the probe did. There was something familiar about itslines.

She was s0 gtartled by the thought that she spent afew precious seconds andyzing it. Understanding
cameto her from asurprising direction.

Chryse Haller was an &ficionado of old movies. Not the old movies of her mother’ s or grandmother’s
times, but the prehistoric works originally recorded on red celluloid, in 2-D, and frequently in
black-and-white. The smple, uncomplicated lifestyles attracted her, making her wish she had been born
four centuries earlier. Besides, at age twelve she had fdlen in love with Errol Flynn.

In college, she had written a paper on the flaw of ethnocentrism (the egotistica assumption that things will
aways remain the same asthey are now) that seemed to have been universa in the early cinema. Her
subject had been the space adventures predating the first Moon landing - theBuck Rogers andFlash
Gordon serids,Destination Moon , The Conquest of Space , and afew others. Each epic wasfilled
with spaceships that were little more than obvious lineal descendants of the airplanes of thetime. Even
after man had gained atoehold in space, movie rockets continued to be aerodynamically deek machines
that darted about in maneuvers highly reminiscent of aerial combat.

The future, when it came, was nothing like that at al. Except for the shuttles and ferries that plied the
routes between the Earth’ s spaceports and low orhit, the ships of space were functiona, ugly things. Like
the probe beneath her boots, they were collections of geometric shapes hung together by naked beams,
with al manner of thingsjutting out at odd angles.



The newly arrived starship was different. True, it was no winged needle, but it was streamlined. There
seemed to be no protuberances at dl. Nor was this smoothness of line an accident. The starship’sskin
was broken by numerous airlocks, cargo hatches, machinery that might (or might not) be waste heat
radiators, communications gear, and things that were not readily identifiable. There were even anumber
of lighted, ova windows arranged in circular rows around one end of the ship. At the center of the lighted
rings was alarge transparent bubble. Each of these discontinuities had been smoothed over and faired
into the deek roundness of the sphere.

Suddenly, her introgpective mood gave way to asurge of adrendine. Obvioudy, if thiswere agtarship,
then Earth had to learn of it, and quickly.

“Computer on!”

Her urgent words were answered by continuing silence from the daycruiser’ s centra brain. She crouched
down, preparing to jump for her ship, when she was brushed by a strong wind from out of the depths of
Space.

Her reaction was more ingtinctive than intellectua . She chinned her maneuvering unit controls, reached
out to grasp the twin joysticks, and jumped for the daycruiser, adl in one smooth motion. Once
gpaceborne, she savagely twisted her power control full against the stopswhile fighting to keep from
goinginto asoin.

After ten seconds, she shut down her thrusters and twisted the sticks to turn head over hedls. Shefelt her
mouth go dry as she redlized that she had picked up too much speed. She was dready too closeto the
daycruiser and would hit with enough forceto give her flat feet for life.

Knowing that she had no hope of stopping in time, she applied full power anyway. As she did so, there
was the crackling of agtatic discharge insde her suit as every hair on her body stood on end. She
watched in disbelief asthe daycruiser suddenly did off to one side and she began to float toward the
garship. She could fed her heart pounding in her temples while her mind struggled with theimpossible.
She had executed what must have been afifty geeturn, yet had not felt the dightest sensation of
acceleration.

Whoever they were, they had her.

She was fast gpproaching the starship now, passing into shadow asits bulk eclipsed the sun. Chrysefdt
achill that had nothing to do with the sudden drop in temperature on the outside of her suit. She noticed a
wisp of vapor in front of her faceplate and redlized that she still had her thrustersfiring at full power.
Whatever the nature of the beam, it seemed to trap her exhaust gasses close to her suit. She switched off
her maneuvering unit.

She dowed to astop in the same visualy violent fashion as she had started the journey. Once again, there
was no sensation of acceleration. One second, she was zipping along on a course she didn’t wish to take,
the next found her hanging motionlessin front of aclosed airlock. As she watched, the airlock opened,
and perfectly ordinary light flooded out. Two figures stood silhouetted in the light. She gazed at them and
felt hot tears suddenly well up in the corners of her eyes.

There was no mistaking the characterigtic form of the vacsuits that the two creatureswore. They were
biaxialy symmetric, possessing of asingle cluster of sense organs mounted on a short, movable stalk,
with two each grasping and locomotive appendages emanating from athick torso. In other words -

They were as human as Chryse hersdlf.



CHAPTER 3

At the end of the twenty-first century, Andrea Sardi, Earth’s most famous sociologi<t, published a
scientific paper that was to become her magnum opus. Her theory was that no human palitical, economic,
or religiousingtitution survives longer than Six generations, and that any evidence to the contrary is purdly
anillusion. In support of her thesis, Mrs. Sardi pointed out that the United States of 2095 was not that of
1776, nor was the Catholic church of 1850 that of 850 AD

It was hardly surprising then - three hundred years after Pathfinder | departed the solar system - that
nearly everyone had given up the Procyon Expedition for dead. Of course, no onein the solar system
wasin any position to ask the colonists what they thought of such reasoning. Nor had the tenth generation
of human beingsto inhabit Alpha CanisMinoris VI (Alphafor short) studied the famouslady’ s magnum
opus.

Not knowing any better, the colonists had built a society whose prime motivation was the completion of
the search that their forebears had begun. To an Alphan, the goa of faster-than-light travel wasthe
Holiegt of dl Grails.

Thus, the crewmen of StarshipProcyon’s Promise approached the solar system with a strong sense of
destiny. Nowhere was the excitement more strongly felt than on the starship’ s bridge. Captain Robert
Braedon sat in hiscommand chair and listened to his crew chatter like children asthey approached the
breakout point.

Braedon gazed upwards in thoughtful contemplation. The bridge was roofed over by aten-meter
diameter, free blown bubble of armored glass that had been lovingly polished to optical perfection.
Beyond the glass was blackness - the fathomless, absol ute black that accompaniesflight at speeds
fagter-than-light.

WhenPathfinder | entered the Procyon system, its crew found no trace of the far-flung FTL civilization
they expected. What the colonists did find - on an idand continent in the northern hemisphere of
Procyon’s seventh planet - wasasmall exploration base. The starship’s wake detected by Life Probe
53935 had been that of atransient, an interloper climbing away from aminor outpost world, headed
toward an unknown destination somewhere farther in toward the gaactic core.

When the first human landing boats descended from orhit, they touched down at the spaceport in the
midst of the deserted base. The creatures that had built the outpost were gone - fifty years goneto judge
by the yellow-green vegetation that choked the Streets of their city. The city was a disgppointment to the
colonigts, merdly a series of featurel ess foundations of vitrified rock that marked where dwellings had
once stood. The spaceport proved more useful. A large building, that the colonists tentatively identified as
amaintenance hangar, stood in the middle of the port; and near it, sat two globular starships.

Both hangar and starships proved to be little more than shells. The scars of cutting torches could be seen
everywhere. Gaping holeslet sunlight shine through the ships' hullswhere plates had been removed. Y,
despite their stripped condition, the two starships till contained a considerable quantity of dien
machinery. Sometimes the reason why a particular mechanism had escaped salvage was obvious- one
crystaline unit was haf melted, another was buried deeply within aship’soversizeribs. More frequently,
however, the colonists had no ideawhy the creatures that flew the starships left behind particular devices.

The colonists studied the hangar, the starships, and the few other cluesthe Star Travelers had |eft behind,



hoping to learn something of their precursors on Alpha For two decades after their initial landing, the
colony’ s scientists struggled to make sense of the equipment remnants remaining in the starships. For two
decades, they failed utterly. Then, when it seemed that they would never make any progress,
archeologigsdigging inthe diens garbage dump unearthed asmall strip of bright-blue plastic that turned
out to bethe Star Traveler equivalent of arecord cube. It was ten years before the Alphans could access
the data encoded within the strip, and another twenty before they could read it. Eventualy, however, they

succeeded- the record strip turned out to be a maintenance manua for one of the abandoned starships. It
was the breakthrough the Alphans had sought so long.

It took two hundred yearsto go from theinitia explorations of the abandoned Star Traveler spaceport to
aworking FTL gtarship. In that time, the human population of Alpha climbed from fifty thousand to fifty
million. The vast mgority of Alphanswere average people with the same everyday concerns as people
anywhere/anywhen. Only atiny minority could work at any given time on the puzzle presented by the
gtarship hulks. Y et, in spite of Mrs. Sardi’ sthesi's, support for the FTL project continued high from
generation to generation.

#
“ Two minute warning! Prepare for breakout. T minus two minutes and counting.”

Robert Braedon took a deep breath and pulled his attention back from the utter blackness overhead. He
was atall man whose black hair was streaked with a greater quantity of gray than his 45 years should
have warranted. Like most Alphan men, he kept his hair close-cropped and in abowl-cut without
sdeburns. His weather-beaten skin showed the effects of having been exposed to sunlight with ahigher
percentage of ultraviolet init than Sol’s. His dark tan, plus the muscular frame beneath hisuniform,
betrayed him as an outdoorsman. His most prominent facia festure was his nose, which had been broken
in atraining accident and not reset properly. Hiswife had dways claimed that it gave him character.

Braedon stretched in the chair he had occupied nearly continuoudly for the last twelve hours, and leaned
forward to study his readouts. Two dozen instrumentstold him that his ship was operating normally. He
nodded in satisfaction. Things were going well.

“One minute to Breakout. Stand by.” The voice belonged toPromise ’ s compuiter, a direct descendant of
the origind SURROGATE. After ashort pause, the computer spoke again. “ Thirty seconds. Shields

going up.”

A series of wedge shaped sections rose from out of the metal hull at the perimeter of the viewdome and
quickly converged at the apex to shut off the blackness overhead. All over the ship, smilar shieldswere
diding into place.

Like any other vehicle,Procyon’ s Promise displaced the medium through which it traveled. InPromise’s
case, that meant avacuum thin mixture of hydrogen, cosmic dust, and primitive organic molecules. Had
the ship been moving a less than superlumina velocity, its progress through the void would have been
marked only by an undetectably small warming of its hull plates asit pushed the detritus of stellar
evolution aside.

However, oncePromise cracked the light barrier, things changed markedly. At FTL velocities, each
hydrogen atom became asignificant obstruction. Asthe ship bored its narrow tunnel through space, the
interstellar particles refused to be pushed. It was the classic case of the Irresistible Force meeting the
Immovable Object. In astuation analogous to the supersonic flight of an atmaospheric craft, the
confrontation resulted in ashock wave of high energy Cherenkov radiation.



Nor wasPromise 'swake the friendly upwelling that follows any watercraft. It was aravening sorm
intense enough to fry an unprotected human within seconds. Y &, the very speed that created the
phenomenon aso protected the starship from harm. Since the radiation of its wake was limited to the
mere crawl that islight speed, Promise |eft its deadly wake far behind in the instant of its creation.

There was atime, however, whenProcyon’s Promise would loseitsimmunity to thetitanic forcesthat its
speed had unleashed. For, as soon as the ship dipped below light speed, the trailing wake would wash
over it like awave over a hapless surfer. In that instant, the starship would be engulfed in radiation
equivalent to that encountered during aClass | solar flare.

“Everyone ready for breakout?’ Braedon asked over the command circuit. Around him, adozen
crewmen were monitoring the ship’s subsystems againgt the day when they might haveto fly home
without the computer’ s assistance.

“All ready, Captain,” Caver Martin, Braedon’ s executive officer answered from his console on the
starboard side of the bridge.

Braedon nodded. Severa seconds later, the computer began the countdown.” Ten seconds ... five ...
four ... three ... two ... one ... breakout!”

Braedon fet atiny lurch. That was al. There was amoment of silence, followed by two hundred voices
cheering over the ship’sintercom system.

“Breakout complete. Secure from breskout stations.

“All Department Heads report status and damage.” Braedon reached out and touched a control on his
ingrument pandl. A green statuslight lit up immediately, and the voice that had so recently echoed from
the annunciators spoke quietly in hisear.

“Y es, Robert?’
“We seem to have madeit, PROM .What' s our status?’

The computer answered amost before he had finished the question. “We are green across the board. |
am dill caculating a precise breskout point. Initid observations place us approximately six billion
kilometers from Sol. We will need twelve hoursto achieve intrasystem velocity.”

“How fast are you applying the brakes?’

“l am holding deceleration at 7000 meters-per- second-squared. Do you wish to order a
change?” Braedon hesitated momentarily. The figure cited was 650 times the force of
gravity on Alpha. Should the internal compensators fail, two hundred crewmembers would
be turned instantly to a thin red paste spread evenly over every interior surface facing Sol.
Unfortunately, that was an unavoidable hazard. To back down from light-speed at one
Alphan gravity would take most of a year.

“No changein programmed deceleration,” he said.
“Understood,” PROManswered.
“Isit safeto unshutter?” Braedon asked one of the technicians seated directly in front of him.

“The radiation storm peaked five seconds ago and is now declining as predicted, Captain,” the man said
without taking his gaze off hisinstruments. Stand by...” There was aten second period of slence,
followed by: “It isnow safe to unshutter.”



“Do 0. Continue to monitor. Inform me of any deviations from nomina,” Braedon ordered.
“Order acknowledged and understood.

Braedon keyed for the comm circuit that connected him to his executive officer. “ Set the watch, Mr.
Martin.”

The Exec acknowledged the order. Seconds later, the heavy metal coversdid silently back into their
recesses, and the light of the universeflooded in for the first time in aweek. It was a universe much
changed from that which Captain Braedon was used to seeing in the night sky back home.

He smiled as he remembered the last time he and Cecily had packed his three-centimeter reflector to the
top of Randal’ sRidge for anight of stargazing. Sol had been low on the horizon, an unblinking point of
ydlow light burning brightly in spite of the aurorathat danced across the sky. They had taken turns staring
through the eyepiece a the Mother-of-Men, watching it until it streamed below the horizon. A few
minutes later, the swiftly moving point of light that wasthe partidly constructedProcyon’ s Promise had
climbed into view in the east. They had watched that until it too was out of sight. Then they had zipped
their deeping bags together and made love in the cold mountain air.

Congtruction onPromise had been completed seven monthslater. And here he wastwelve light-years
away, saring at the sameydlow point of light.

Except thistime, it was no mere point and decidedly not yellow! The star of mankind’ s youth was now
an eye searing, actinic blue-white. It was as though old Sol had suddenly blown histop, surging out with
supernovaviolenceto sted the lives of hischildren. In fact, it wasPromise ' s breakneck speed that
caused the sun’ sraysto be blue shifted so violently. All the starsin the sky were shifted likewise and their
positions distorted by the relativistic effects of the starship’s speed.

Braedon reached out and punched for his executive officer again.
“Yes, Captan?’
“What' sthetally on bregkout?’

“No apparent damage, sr. We have spot-checked the radiation dosimeters. No problem there, either.
The shidlding appears adequate.”

“Very good, Mr. Martin. | am going off watch to get some deep. Y ou do the same as soon as you have
the second officer briefed.”

“Ya s'r..u
#

Twelve hours later, Robert Braedon was back in his command couch, watching amuch more normal Sol
grow dowly larger overhead in the bridge viewdome. A magnified view aso decorated the viewscreenin
front of him. In that view, Sol was abright yellow bal with three tiny sunspots arrayed acrossitsface. A
small planet could be seen trangiting across the face of the Sun aswell.

“Which oneisthat?’ Braedon asked, motioning toward the planet.
“That would be Mercury, | believe, Captain.

The speaker was awhite haired man of sixty, whose face was set in aperpetua smile. Behind thet idiot’s



grin was one of the most perceptive brains Alphahad ever produced. Scholar Horace Emanud Price had
contributed more to the fina assault on the Star Traveler’ s secret than any man aive. When thetime had
cometo buildPromise , Price had been the only crewmember with a sure berth aboard the starship.

Braedon nodded. The only four planetsin the solar system whose names he could remember were Earth,
Mars, Jupiter, and what’ s-its-name with the ring. Compared to the topography of Alpha CanisMinor,
the Solar System was arelatively boring place. Of course, the home system did not have Procyon’'s
white dwarf companion to liven things up.

“ Anything to report, Scholar?”’

“We managed to find Earth without difficulty. It isthe brightest radio star in the sky. PROMis monitoring.
Thelir neutrino count is higher than we expected, indicating our estimates of their productive potentid are
conservative. No surprises yet, Captain.”

“At least they didn’t blow themsalves up while we were awvay.”

“Thank The Promisefor smdl favors.”

Braedon signed off with Scholar Price and keyed for the computer. “PROM !”
“Yes, Robert.”

“How long to rendezvous with the probe?’

“SiX minutes, seventeen seconds.”

“Pleasetd| the Chaplain to get ready then. I'll give him twenty minutes for his ceremony, then everyone
goes back to his duty station.”

“1 have so informed him, Robert.”

“Let me know when we comein range.”

“Order acknowledged and understood.”

Four minutes later, PROMnotified him that she had visua contact with the probe.

“Put it on the screen,” he said. The screen jumped and suddenly there was avery tiny something at its
center, something that looked like two tiny marblesjoined together with atoothpick.

“We are being scanned, Robert.”
“Scanned? By what?”’
“A search beam of moderate power. | am aso picking up atransmisson.”

“Put it on speaker,” he said.

“‘WARNING. WARNING. YOU ARE APPROACHING THE RESTRICTED ZONE OF
A PROTECTED HISTORIC MONUMENT. YOU ARE HEREBY ADVISED TO TURN
BACK IMMEDIATELY. FAILURE TO COMPLY MAY LEAD TO CIVIL OR CRIMINAL
PENALTIES BEING ASSESSED AGAINST YOU.”



“What isthat?’ Braedon asked.
“It would appear to be an automated satellite of some kind.”
“Put alid onit before it squawksto Earth.”

The mechanica voice shut off in mid-cry and they continued their gpproach. Lessthan aminute later, the
computer had some more distressing news.

“Thereisaship beside the probe.

Braedon felt hismouth go dry. “ A manned vessdl ?’
“By itsdesign, yes. What should | do?’

“Nothing,” Braedon replied. “ Continue the gpproach.”

The probe had grown large enough to fill the screen. Braedon ordered magnification reduced. Sure
enough, there was a spacecraft hovering close by the probe' s control sphere. It was atiny thing about the
size of the scout boats thatProcyon’ s Promise carried. Its design was similar to that of shipsin use when
Pathfinder had departed the Solar System.

“What do you make of it, Scholar?’ he asked.

“Obvioudy powered by aplasmareaction jet. Itsengineis probably an I-massinitiated, hydrogen fusion
reactor. Standard design. By itssize, | would guess a runabout, two to four crewmen.”

“Sightseers?’
“Highly probable.”

“I have spotted asingle figure on the surface of the probe, Robert,” PROMsaid. “ She seesusand is
cdling the ship. | have blocked the signd from getting through.”

“ g]el?l

“By thetimbre of the voice, | estimate aninety percent probability that the person inside that spacesuitis
awoman.”

“What |anguage does she speek?’
“English. Thereisahigh probability that she recognizesthat we are astarship.”
“Better dap atractor on her then. We don’t want her getting away.”

PROMhad put the spacesuited figure on the main screen. Braedon could imagine her state of emotions as
shewatchedProcyon’s Promise approach the probe. Her mood would not be helped when they yanked
her off the probe with atractor beam. Braedon hated to do it. Still, he had to have information asto
conditions on Earth. This opportunity seemed too good to pass up.

As he watched, the woman jumped for her ship.

“She has evaded my beam,” PROMreported. “and is accel erating too quickly. She will be injured when
she contacts her ship.”



“Spear her inflight, then,” Braedon ordered. He gulped and watched the dow motion drama. 1t would be
abad omen if their firgt contact within the solar system ended in the Solarian being injured, especidly if
that Solarian were awoman. He held his breath until the figure suddenly changed course and came
floating towardPromise .

Braedon keyed his communicator. “ Chief Hanadal”

“Here, Captain.”

“Get two of your men into suits. Have them assst our visitor. Usethemain airlock.”

“Yes gr.”

Braedon swiveled to face his executive officer. “I’'m going to greet her, Mr. Martin. Y ou have the conn.”

“Very good, Captain.”

CHAPTER 4

Chryse Haller hovered ten meters from the starship’ s airlock and gazed open mouthed at the two men
slhouetted inside. One of them reached out to manipulate a control, and suddenly, the sensation of a
thousand ants crawling over her skin was gone. One of the spacesuited figures bent at the waist and
swept hisarm through a gesture that was dmost a parody of a host welcoming guests.

She twisted her backpack control stick and jetted forward, stopping only centimeters from the open
arlock. Thetdler of the two crewmen reached out, grabbed her by the utility belt, and pulled her indgde.
He secured her safety line to a bulkhead-mounted paddock while the shorter crewman pamed a control.
Theairlock door closed and there was suddenly gravity around her.

Chryse had been floating with her boots twenty centimeters off the deck, holding herself steady with one
hand wrapped around a convenient conduit. Her surprise was such that she did not attempt to soften the
blow as shefdll the short distance to the deck. The impact was strong enough to rattle her teeth.

“Wdl I'll bedamned,” she muttered. “Artificid gravity!”

The two crewmen waited for pressure to build up to safe levels - as evidenced when awarning light
changed from red to green - then removed their helmets. Both were Caucasians with traces of other
racial typesin their ancestry. The older of the two was solidly built, dark haired and bearded. His partner
was hardly more than ateenager, lanky, and blond.

A hand whed st in the middle of the inner airlock door turned of its own accord (obvioudy operated by
someone on the other side), and the door swung back on its hinges. The older crewman indicated by
means of sign language that she should step through into the ship proper. Chryse nodded vigoroudly,
unsnapped her safety line, and did so. She found hersdlf in asort of antechamber where four menin
uniform gathered around the airlock. She moved into the middle of the chamber, stopped, and surveyed
her surroundings.

The uniforms were blue one-piece jumpsuits. Each man wore an insigniaon his upper right chest - two
gold, eight-pointed stars (one large, the other significantly smaler) with asilver comet arcing away from
them. Besides the stars-and-comet design, the men wore ornamentation on their collarsthat Chryse
identified as being their inggnia of rank.



The man with four stripes on his deeves stepped forward and gestured for her to remove her helmet.

She reached up to undog her neck seal. Shefelt the usua “popping” in her ears, placed her handson
each sde of the helmet, and lifted. Once the helmet had cleared her head, she dropped it to the end of its
tether and cautioudy sniffed the air. It was tangy, but breathable. She turned to her hosts.

“Our gpologies,” the four striper said as he executed a passable bow, “for treating you so roughly. Y ou
weren't injured, | trust.”

She blinked. She was dmost as surprised by hiswords as she had been when the gravity suddenly
switched on in the airlock.

“Y ou speak Standard!” she said, struggling to keep her voice calm.
“Isthat what you cal it now? It isgill Englishto us”

She nodded. Suddenly everything fit. The officer had an accent that was dightly archaic - to match the
archaic name he gave to the language. Their badges of rank were those common on Earth dl through the
twentieth and twenty-first centuries. The emblem on their uniforms showed a system with two stars - one
large, one smdll. She had had a suspicion about the starship’ s origin since she had first potted it.

“| takeit that you people are from the Procyon system?”’

The officer smiled. “ Permit me to introduce mysdlf. | am Captain Thomas Braedon, commanding Starship
Procyon’s Promise . The gentleman to my right is Chaplain Havanita lbanez; to my left, Scholar Horace
Price; to hisleft, Scholar Louis Lavoir. The two men who fetched you are Able Spacer Smmonsand
Cadet MacKenna

She bowed. “1 am Chryse Hdller.”
“Y ou honor uswith your presence,” the Captain said. “Isthere anyone € se aboard your ship?’
“No, Captain. | an done.”

“I hope you will forgive our brusque method of bringing you aboard. It was necessary to make contact
with someone from Earth as quickly aspossble”

“| understand.”
“Youaremos kind...”

“*Citizen’ iscurrently invogue, Sir. It applies to both men and women regardless of marital status. The
older formsare dso used.”

“Thank you, Citizen Haller. Asyou can see, we Alphans have considerable catching up to do.”
“Alphans?’

“A term less cumbersome than ‘ Procyonian.’ It refersto the long name for our home star, Alpha Canis
Minor.”

“Perhgps Citizen Haller would like to get out of that bulky suit,” the man identified as Chaplain Ibanez
sad.

Captain Braedon nodded. “We have prepared a cabin for you if you would care to change. Have you



shipweaxr?
“Onboard the daycruiser. Perhaps someone could fetch it for me.”
Braedon’s manner changed abruptly. “ Simmons, MacK enna, on your way!”

Heturned back to Chryse. “It istwo hours until the evening medl. Will you do me the honor of being my
guest for dinner?’

“I look forward to it, Captain.”
#

Chryse Hdler lay in an oversize tub and luxuriated in her first hot bath in three days. Cadillac class
runabout or no, the daycruiser had included only the most primitive of washing facilities. She had been
soaking for twenty minutes, considering the implications of her current Situation, when someone knocked
on her cabin door. She climbed hastily to her feet, dipped into arobe of some absorbent materid, and
cinched it around her. She padded across the carpeted deck of the spacious cabin in her bare feet,
awkwardly worked the unfamiliar mechanical latch, and did the door into its bulkhead recess.

A young woman stood in the corridor with Chryse' skit bag dangling from one hand. She noted her
vidgtor'sgray-green eyes, lustrous black hair, upturned nose, and full figure. She estimated the girl’sage
to be twenty plus or minustwo.

“Wdl, hdlo.”

“Hello,” thegirl said, her voice pleasantly husky. “I’'m Terra Bragdon.”
Chryse reached out to shake hands. “ Any relation to the Captain?’
“He'smy father.”

“Glad to meet you, Terra. I'm Chryse Hdler.”

“Father asked meto bring your clothes and possibly answer any questions you might have before
dinner.”

Chryse opened the cabin door completely and gestured for her guest to enter. “1’m honored that you' ve
taken thetime and trouble.”

“Oh, notrouble,” the girl said hagtily. “He knew he wouldn't be able to keep me away once |l heard a
woman from Earth was aboard.” The girl entered the cabin, gave Chryse the kit bag, and closed the door
behind her.

Chryse amiled. The girl’ senthusasm was infectious. “ Somehow | got the impression that this ship had an
dl-mdecrew.”

“It very nearly does. Except for PROM, I’ m the only woman aboard.”
“PROM ?”
“Our ship’s computer. She' sadirect descendant of the origind SURROGATE module”

“Y ou speek of this computer asthough it were dive.”



“She'snot an'‘it’ PROM’sfemadein everything but glands. Shethinks, sheisaware of her own
exigtence, she experiences emotions. Sometimes, she even gets mad. Don't you?’ Thislast was
apparently addressed to thin air.

“It comes from associating with you flesh-and-blood types,” afeminine voice said from out of a bulkhead

Speaker.
Chryselooked up sharply. “Has the computer been monitoring me?’
“PROMmonitors everyonedl thetime. That is her function. Would you like to meet her?’

“Yes, | would.”

“PROM ,may | introduce Chryse Haller from Earth? Chryse, PROM.”

“Good evening, Citizen Haler. | am honored to make your acquaintance,” the voice said.

“And | yours, PROM .My people have been striving to construct a self-aware computer ever since your
ancestor |eft the system. We haven't had much luck.”

“True atificid intelligence involves the congruction of highly complex computationa agorithms. | would
have been greatly surprised if you had managed it in the short time we' ve been gone.”

“Short time? It’ s been three hundred years!”

Terralaughed. “You'll haveto forgive her, Chryse. Her memories go back thousands of years.
Sometimes she takes too long aview of things, don't you, PROM ?”

“I prefer to think of myself as being more mature than my ephemera associates.”

“And not thedightest bit vain, ether.”

“No, of course not. | would like to ask our guest aquestion.”

“Do you mind, Chryse? Y ou do not have to answer, you know. I’'m afraid PROMis abit of a snoop.”
“Go ahead,” Chryse said.

“I’'m curious asto why you are aone so far from home.”

“I’m on vacation. | was curious about the probe, found mysdlf relatively close by, and decided to have a
look.”

“If that isthe case...”

“Say good night, PROM,” Terrahurriedly ordered. Sheturned to Chryse. “She'll pester you to degth, if
you let her.”

“It was good to meet you, Citizen Haler,” the computer replied. “ Call if you have need of me.”

“Good night, PROM .”

Chryse turned to the bed where her vacsuit lay sprawled out like a headless, deeping monster. She
pulled it off the sheet and laid it carefully where she would not trip over it. She untied her robe, dipped it
off, and opened her kit bag. She was sorting through the few extra clothes she had brought from



Henning's Roost when she heard a quiet gasp somewhere behind her.

Sheturned to face Terra. The girl’ s gaze was riveted to a bare section of sted bulkhead while her face
dowly turned red. Chryse frowned for an ingtant before understanding cametto her.

“Did | just make amistake? How strong are your peopl€ staboos againgt nudity?’

The girl reddened even more. When she spoke, it was with grest care. “Among us, one does not disrobe
before strangers. Isit not the same with your people?’

Chryse shrugged. “ Some places till maintain strong opinions on the subject, others not. Mostly, not.” As
she spoke, Chryse selected a shipsuit and dipped into it, smoothing the sticktite ssamsinto place with the
pam of her hand. Terra s reaction had confirmed her suspicions about Alphan society - technologically
advanced (as evidenced by Procyon’s Promise ), but sociologicdly retarded. Not surprising, of course.
Mogt frontierswere.

“All right, you can look now.”

Terraturned toward her, obvioudy relieved, but also alittle embarrassed. “1 hope you don't think us
backward.”

“No, of course not. Customs differ. | just hopethat | haven't offended you with my own behavior.”
“Oh, no!”
“Good. Then we can be friends?’
“I would like that very much.”
#

Chryse continued to make herself presentable while she chatted with Terra. Terra sdesire to talk madeit
easy for Chryseto steer the conversation in directions she wanted it to go. After ten minutes or so, she
found hersdlf listening to Terra s account of the history of the Alphan colony.

“...Of course, the Founders were dreadfully disappointed when they discovered the Star Traveler base
was deserted. A minority wanted to head back to Earth immediately, while most voted to stay and study
theesteestarships.

“Those early years were busy times. Building the colony had first priority over research, of course, so
progresswas sow. It wasthirty years before anyone learned how to operate the estee strip readers, and
another century and a hdf before the scientists understood enough to buildPromise . They launched the
first load of sted into orbit the week | was born. We ve been building ever since.” Terraglanced at the
chronometer on the bulkhead over the bed. “It’ s getting late, we' d best be going.”

Chrysg' s eyes focused on the reflected image of the red glowing numeradsin the mirror. “Plenty of time
yet.”

“I thought you' d like to see the ship before we go up.”
Chryse grinned, rising hadtily to her feet. “I'd loveto.”

Procyon’s Promise, it turned out, was even bigger than she had originally thought. Seeing the whole
thing inless than twenty minutes turned out to be aphysica impossbility. Ther first sop wasthe
communications center, where two communicators sat amid the high-speed clicks and whines of the deep



space comm net.
“What arethey doing?’ she asked.

“WEe re monitoring your communicetions, trying tofill in the gapsin our history books. Actualy, PROMis
doing the monitoring. | hope you don’t think we' re spying on your people, Chryse.”

“Not at al. Y ouwould be foolish to barge into the system without knowing what to expect. There have
been times when we would have shot first and asked questions later. Luckily, those days are long gone.”

After the communications center, Terrahurriedly showed her through environmenta control, the auxiliary
power room, and the hydroponics gardens. Whenever they passed a crewman on duty, Terrawould
stop to introduce her. During the third such encounter, Chryse found hersdlf intrigued by the attitude the
crewmen seemed to have toward their captain’s daughter.

Even the most brusque, hard-bitten spacer softened noticeably when speaking to Terra. Thefirst timeit
happened, Chryse dismissad it as the norma reaction any woman would receive aboard aship with an all
male crew. A few more random encounters, however, convinced her that what she was seeing was more
complex than the operation of the mae glandular system. The older crewmen, especidly, seemed to view
Terrawith something approaching avuncular pride.

“You seem to be very popular,” Chryse said.

The younger woman grinned. “ Because of the need to expand our population, we' re expected to marry
early and have large families. | am elghteen, and dready people back home have begun caling mean old
maid behind my back. | don't care. | take after my father. All | ever wanted to do was go into space.

“I remember when he used to take me along on hisinspection trips. The technicians thought it was cute of
meto beinterested in ‘man’ swork’. They used to talk to me about the ship. When | wastwelve, |
applied to the Spacer Academy in First Landing. Everyone was scanddlized. When they checked the
rules, though, they discovered there was no regulation prohibiting women from taking the entrance
examingtion.

“I cameinfirgt that year and they had to enroll me. | worked hard, did well, and graduated at the top of
my class. | was assigned as second pilot on one of the scout boats. The rest of the crew seemsto have
adopted me askind of amascot. | don’t mind. I'm where | most want to be.”

They reached an open hatchway through which the sound of many male voices emanated. Terra stopped
and gestured toward it. “Here we are. Officer’ s Mess - Quadrant Four, Outboard Corridor C-3, Beta
Deck.”

#

The voices stopped as Chryse stepped over the raised coaming of the entry hatch. A dozen men
clustered around the hatch. They all wore dress uniforms, darker blue and with more elaborate
decorations than the uniforms she had seen earlier in the day.

“Heresheis, Father,” Terrasaid after guiding Chryse to Captain Braedon.

Braedon nodded. “ Thank you, Terra. Citizen Hdler, | wish to present my First Officer, Commander
Cadver Martin.”

“Charmed,” Martin said, leaning forward to kiss her hand, a courtesy that had died out on Earth two
hundred yearsearlier.



“An honor, gr,” shesaid inreturn.
“I’ve been looking over your vessel. A beautiful piece of work.”
“It' sarentd. Itisbeautiful, though.”

While she was busy with the Firgt Officer, a noncom entered through a door opposite the one she and
Terrahad used. He hed asilver bell doft and tapped on it threetimes. “Ladies, gentlemen, dinner is
served!”

Chryse offered Captain Braedon her arm and found herself escorted to one end of atable carved from
dark wood with an intricate grain structure. The table was covered with matching place settings of cut
crystal. Braedon held her chair for her, and then moved to take the seat at the head of the table.

Chryse glanced around. Commander Martin had the chair at the foot of the table, with Terra Braedon on
hisright. When everyone was seated, four white-coated stewards entered and immediately began
pouring ared-purpleliquid into glasses whose pattern matched those of the place settings.

Chryse watched with interest, suddenly aware that the mood was subtly changed. Where the men around
her had been relaxed, they were now aert. There was an air of expectation. When fourteen glasses had
been filled, Captain Braedon nodded to the chaplain from the airlock welcoming committee.

“Padre.”

Chaplain Ibanez pushed back his chair and stood up. His voice, when he spoke, was the soft, yet
penetrating instrument of atrained speaker. “1 will read from theBook of Pathfinder .

“We go out to the stars seeking neither advantage nor dominance. We will not be
masters, nor shall we be slaves. We will be proud, but not vain. For with this ship
we have finally expunged the sin of fratricide from our souls.

“Thus spake the secretary-generd of the United Nationsin the year of our Lord, two thousand and
ninety Six. Let uspray.”

The double row of men in blue bowed their headsin unison. Chryse did the same.

“Father of usall; Creator of the Universe and Man; Builder of Worldsand Suns...” Out of the corner of
her eye, Chryse saw severa people cross themsalves. Others made less recogni zable gestures. 1banez
continued: “We, Y our servants, are of many faiths. We worship Y ou in many different ways. Some know
You asAllah, othersasVishnu or Siva; still others call you Father of Chrigt, or God of Moses.

“We, who are nothing without Y our intercession, thank Y ou for delivering us safely hometo Father Sol.
We ask that Y ou continue to guide us, that we might once again walk the mountains and valeys of
Mother Earth. We further ask, humbly, that Y ou blessthis, our greatest undertaking. We have come far
with Y our help. We beg Y our continued ass stance in helping us meet our obligations to those who have
gone before. Thiswe pray, in the name of Saint George and Saint Francis, of Joseph Smith, and of Y our
Prophet, Mohammed.

“Amen.”

There were severa seconds of silence following what Chryse decided was the most ecumenical prayer



she had ever heard. She could only guess at the stresses that had shoehorned so many competing
ideol ogies together, or at the shared god that must keep them there.

The Captain got to hisfeet. Hewas quickly joined by his officersand Terra. Chryse, caught off guard,
hurried to follow. Braedon stood, his back straight, his eyes shining with athin patina of emotiond tears.
He picked up hiswine glassand held it doft.

“Ladiesand gentlemen. | giveyou, The Promisel”
“The Promise!”
#

Chryselifted her glassto her lipsand drained it with the rest of them. When the toast was over, and
everyone had retaken his or her seat, she turned to Captain Braedon.

“An inspiring ceremony. What isits sgnificance?’

The captain’s expression showed his puzzlement and some unidentifiable, degper emotion. “ Surely Earth
hasn't forgotten the pledge humanity made toSURROGATE before receiving the gift of the probe's
knowledge!”

Chryse sensed the underlying intendity in hisvoice. It made her fed like an impostor in church, onewho
has just been asked to lead the prayer service. She answered very carefully: “I’'m well aware that pledges
weregiven.”

Braedon leaned back and gazed upward. “ PROM !”
“Yes, Robert.”
“Explain The Promiseto Citizen Hdler.”

“Gladly,” the computer responded. “Asyou are aware, Chryse, the main probe persondity was
destroyed in the attack of 2066. The subordinate personaity, SURROGATE, survived, but was avirtua
prisoner in the shattered hulk.

“Itisdifficult for ahuman to comprehend the depths of SURROGATE ’ sdespair in those first moments
after the attack. The probe had been on the verge of obtaining the secret of FTL, and that chance was
suddenly lost. The knowledge of how close success had been was too much for SURROGATE . He
resolved to follow his parent into oblivion.

“Luckily, he aso considered that he owed a debt to the fleet that had defended him. He could not
destroy himsdf without damaging the vessds around him, SSSURROGATE contacted the UN
commander and warned him to move his shipsto a safe distance. Instead of complying, the commander
convincedSURROGATE that the Maker dream would never die so long as any portion of the probe
continued to function. He promised that humanity would repay the destruction by building a
dower-than-light starship and sending it out to contact the FTL civilization believed to inhabit the
Procyon system.”

“ThePathfinder expedition,” Chryse said, nodding.

“That was not the whole of The Promise, however. SURROGATE never intended that the secret of
garflight be humanity’ saone. Hisloyaty wasto the race that built him. His contract with your ancestors
required that, once the secret of the stardrive was obtained and a starship constructed, that information



would be carried to the Makers as quickly as possible.”
Chryse turned to Captain Braedon. “I’m not sure | understand.”

“What PROMistrying to say isthat we are honor bound to take what we discovered on Alphaand give
it to the race that built the probe. That is one of the reasons we have returned to the solar system. If we
areto search out the Maker civilization and share our good fortune with them, we will need Solarian

m p.’l

Chryse frowned. “But is't that impossible? After dl, the location of the Maker sun waslost when the
main personality was destroyed.”

“Not entirely true, dear lady.”

Chryse turned toward the new voice. The speaker was the white haired man from the airlock reception
committee: Scholar Horace Price.

“If you would permit an old man to correct you,” Price said, “you are laboring under acommon
misconception. Whileit istrue that al knowledge of the precise location of the Maker sun was lost; we
do have quite agood idea where to start looking. The old records speak of their star being
approximately one thousand light-years distant in the direction of the constellation of Aquila”

“When speaking of athousand light-years, Sir, ‘ gpproximately’ covers considerable territory.”

“Soitdoes” Price agreed. “ Even if we managed to get within ahundred light-years of the Maker sun,
we would gtill have adismayingly large number of Starsto search. Infact, conservative estimates put the
number at well over ten thousand. Considering that we lack any knowledge of our target’ s stdllar type, its
precise location in space, or even the number of companionsit may have, we admit that our task isfar

from easy.

“Compounding the problem is our ignorance of the Makers themsalves. What do they look like? How
large are they? Are they fish or fowl, mammal or reptile, insect or amphibian? What language do they
speak? Would we recogni ze their writing if we saw it? No doubt about it, my lady. When those madmen
attacked the probe, they cost us more dearly than they could ever have imagined.”

“So what' sthe answer?’

“The answer? Smply that what we seek isno single, isolated star. Rather, we are looking for aquite
large globe of stars. Y ou see, practicaly every inhabited system within reach of the Maker sun was
vigted by one or more life probes. It will be they who will serve as our guidesto the Maker stellar
sysgem.”

“| don’t understand.”

“It'squitesmple, redly. The arriva of alife probe must be ared-letter day on any species calendar.
Sincethe probes only stop where they find atechnologically advanced civilization, there will be records
of their visits. Among those records will be astronomica sightings of the direction they took when they
returned home. Once we enter the volume of space where the probes once operated, we should be able
to make contact with the locals and ask for the direction their probe took on its return voyage.

“Given three such vectors, we will be able to triangulate the location of the Maker sun with considerable
precison.”



CHAPTER 5

Professor Colin Williams, Professor of Advanced Alien Studies, University of North America, watched
with half-hearted interest asthe lights of Mexico City Megaopolis cameinto view directly ahead.
Williams stretched to relieve the generalized ache that had devel oped from hislegsto hislower torso
during the hour-and-a-haf flight from Greater New Y ork. He was barely settled into adightly more
comfortable position when the car’ s robot brain announced that it was leaving the high dtitude
transcontinentd traffic lanes for more sedate surroundings.

Within minutes, the car had dowed to just under sonic speed and was winging itsway over the solid
barrier of tourist hotels that hugged the Gulf of Mexico’ s eastern shoreline between Tampico and Vera
Cruz. Williamswatched the pseudo-Aztec pyramids of Mexopolis dide sllently benegth, their thousands
of lighted windows shedding adim ydlow light across the countryside. In seconds, the man-made
mountains were gone and he was over agreenbelt. He found himsdlf gazing down upon apark ablaze
with soft, pastd glows. He waslow enough that he could plainly see the figures of individuals and family
groups strolling the cobblestone walkways.

A short time after, another lighted cliff bulked up before him. The readouts on the car’ s autopilot changed
pattern as the engine increased its drone. He sat with hands resting lightly on the controls asthe car
dowed to its prelanding hover, then lowered itsdlf to the megastructure’ sroof car park.

Two minutes later, Colin Williamsfound himsdf standing in the midst of two square kilometers of
rooftop. Benegth hisfest, the great anthill that was western hemispheric headquartersfor the Community
of Nations seemed blissfully unaware of his presence.

#

To acasud observer, the map of Planet Earth in the last decade of the twenty-fourth century was not
obvioudy different from any drafted in the previous half-a-thousand years. All land masses remained the
same shape, no new mountain ranges had risen from the planetary crust, most mgjor rivers continued
unhindered in their journeysto the sea. Human efforts to change the topography remained relatively minor
affairs. Mother Nature maintained her powerful monopoly when it cametoreal geography.

Asfor the other kind, school children continued to study maps arbitrarily colored in contrasting shades
having nothing whatever to do with dtitude, climate, or native vegetation. Mogtly, these imaginary
boundaries continued in the tradiitiona patterns. However, with the advent of instantaneous worldwide

communications- first in theform of the primitiveINTERNET , later in ever more sophisticated computer
arays- acurious thing had happened. People began to gravitate together because of common interest

rather than physical proximity. Therise over two centuries of powerful aliances of industrid, public, and
personal interest groups had weakened the old geographic administrative digtricts.

In their place had risen the Community of Nations- or Communion, asit was popularly caled. It had
begun lifeasamutud aid society, one of many formed after the collapse of the old United Nations. Its
purposes, as enumerated in the Great Charter, were only three: 1) prevent war, 2) provide amodicum of
economic stability, and 3) regulate the introduction of Maker knowledge into Solarian society. Asade
facto world government, the Communion was far from perfect. It did, however, have one overpowering
virtue



It had successfully governed the solar system for nearly two hundred years.
#

Colin Williamsfollowed ayoung lady in the green and gold of the Communion Federa Service through
the bowels of the great building. They entered lifts, rode didewalks, and passed through a seemingly
endless succession of corridors. Within two minutes, he had lost all sense of direction. Hisonly clue that
they were nearing their destination came when the pandling in the halls turned from pseudo-wood to the
red article.

Eventually, his guide stopped in front of adoor outwardly identical to athousand others. Sheinserted a
cardkey into adot, there was amuted clicking sound, and a centimeter thick stee door did quietly into
itsrecess. The guide gestured for Williamsto step through.

“They rewaiting for you, Citizen.”

Williams thanked her and stepped inside. As his eyes adjusted to the light, he could seethat hewasin a
large, circular conference hal. Around the perimeter were workstations for ahundred or more delegates.
At the moment, the stations were deserted, their computer consoles darkened. In the center of the room
was arectangular tableilluminated by asingle bank of overhead lamps. Of the Six people clustered
around the table, two were reading glowing text from workscreens while the others chatted quietly.
Williams recognized Sergei Vischenko, Senior of the Communion’s Planetary Advisors, and the man
who had invited him to thislate-night sesson in Mexico City. The purpose behind Vischenko' s request,
however, was still amystery.

Vischenko glanced up as Williams approached the circle of light. “ Ah, Colin, glad you could makeit.
Come down by deep subway?’

Williams shook hishead. “Aircar. You'll find the charter listed as an expense when | submit my
conaulting fee”

Vischenko laughed. “ Of that, | have no doubt. Do you know my assistant, Javral Pere?’
“I seem to know the name, but | don’t think I’ ve had the pleasure,” Williams said.

“Y ou must read the gossip columns, then,” Vischenko said as histone turned suddenly mischievous.
“Javrd isrenowned asaladies man throughout high society.”

Pere nodded and coolly shook Williams' hand. Vischenko took Williams by the arm and led him toward
the two women seated at the conference table.

“Professor Colin Williams, University of North America; Congtance Okijimarafrom the League of
University Women. Beside her is Jutte Schumann, Deutscher Farben Industrie. The shaggy fellow isKird
Papandress, SIAAO Board of Directors. Beside him, Admira Michagl Smithson, Space Guard.

Williams nodded to each committee member in turn, and then took his place at the foot of thetable.
Vischenko sat at the opposite end.

“Now that we'redl here,” the advisor said, “we can begin. Please enter your names and organizations
into your screens.” There were afew moments of silence as everyone complied. When the last member
looked up from hiswork screen, Vischenko continued.

“Javra will now explain why | have asked each of you heretonight.”



The younger man leaned forward, rested hisarms on the table. “Earlier today, Kiral Papandreas
approached Advisor Vischenko concerning a source of radiation SIAAO’ s Achilles Observatory first
observed some twelve hours ago. When first sighted, the source was on the outskirts of the solar system.
Sincethat time, it has been moving outward from the sun in astraight line on a vector towards the star
Procyon. The astronomers are convinced that we are seeing the wake of an object traveling faster than

light”
“Y ou said the source was moving away from the sun?’ Jutte Schumann asked.

“Merely an optica illusion, Jutte,” Kira Papandreas said from acrossthe table. He quickly reviewing the
theory of superlumina shock waves, ending with: “ So you see, asit travel s through space, a starship will
excitetheinterstellar medium quite vigoroudy. It will do so over vast distancesin essentidly zero time.

Y et, the resulting radiation propagates only at the speed of light, taking afinite timeto arrive where our
instruments can observeit. Those particles with the shortest distance to trave arrive firgt, those from
farthest away, last. Thus, it appears as though the source is receding from the observer at the speed of

light”
“Then thismystery ship wastraveling from Procyon to Sol 7’

Papandreas nodded. “And, since that was the goa of thePathfinder expedition of the late twenty-first
century, it has been suggested that the expedition has now returned to the solar system.”

“Do we know where?’

“We have determined the point where the ship dropped sublight very precisdy. It issix billion kilometers
out from the sun. We have attempted to spot the ship by scanning an ever-widening volume of space
around that point. As of thirty minutes ago, we had not had any success. Hardly surprising, of course,
Our standard search techniques rely on the fact that our vessels emit highly conspicuous drive flareswhile
under power. Itislogical to assumethat aship with an FTL drive would be propelled by different
principles entirely.”

Admira Smithson lounged back in his chair, stroked at his silver beard, and regarded Papandreas with
the squint of someone whose eyesight islessthan optimum. “If they’ re returning explorers, why haven't
they contacted us?’

“Unknown,” Pgpandreas said. “It has aso been suggested that the starship is crewed by the dliens
Pathfinder went to find.”

“Then what took them so long?’ Smithson asked. “ They should have been here a hundred-fifty years

The astronomer shrugged. “Who can say? Perhaps the expedition had equipment failure en route and
was ddayed.”

Constance Okijimarafrowned. “It seemsto me that we are speculating to no purpose here. After dl, the
ship dropped sublight more than six billion kilometers out. Whether crewed by humans or diens, they will
be months en route to the inner system.”

“I think not, Connie,” Papandreas muttered. He manipulated a keyboard and alarge, three-dimensiond
graph sprang into existence ameter off the table. “ This data comes from the gravitationa project insde
Achillesagteroid. | am afraid thet in al the excitement, no one remembered to check the gravtenna
readouts for severd hours. When they findly got around to it, they discovered a high frequency
disturbance superimposed on the norma background noise. Quite frankly, we ve never seen anything like



it

Two quick keystrokes yielded aglowing arrow that floated dong one axis of the hologram. “You'll
notice, for ingtance, that the Doppler shift in the secondary waveform is extremely high. Whatever caused
these peculiar gravity waves was moving at high speed when first detected - our calculationsindicate just
under 300,000 kilometers-per-second.

“LLight speed!”

“Closetoit,” Papandreas said, manipulating the screen controls once again. Another graph replaced the
fird.

“That was congtructed from data taken six hours after the initial sghting. Note that the secondary phase
shift is much reduced. The source has obvioudy dowed. Now, with two observation pointsto work
from, we can estimate our intruder’ s propulsive capabilities.” A series of equations replaced the two
graphs. Papandreas glanced up a them and nodded in satisfaction.

“It appears that our mysterious visitor is capable of accelerations on the order of ten thousand meters per
second squared. For the soft scientists among you, that’ s one thousand gravities!” Heturned to
Constance Okijimara. “If it were coming here to Earth, it should have arrived severa hours ago.”

#

By midnight, Kira Papandreas had convinced nearly everyone that hisfigures were correct. After that,
discussions turned to the problem of finding one small craft in the vast blackness of the solar system.
After severd other people had offered suggestions, Colin Williams offered his deci-stellar’ sworth.

“It'sonly anidea, mind you, but if | were aPathfinder descendant, | think | would want to see the wreck
of the probe. The old Lowell Orbiting Telescopeisgtill inuse, | believe. It should be large enough to get
some kind of useableimageif it were turned in that direction. Who knows, we might get lucky and
discover that thewreck hasvisitors.”

Vischenko nodded. “Add that to your list, Kird. Any other suggestions?’
Jutte Schumann yawned, stretched, and said, “1 move that we call it anight, Herr Chairman.
“Seconded!” Papandreas muttered. Fatigue durred his speech.

“Not quiteyet!” Colin Williams shouted. He waited for the othersto turn bleary eyesin hisdirection
before continuing more quietly. “1 have one other point to bring up before we adjourn. | don’t expect any
resolution on this subject immediatdy, but it is something that needs to be considered.

“Thehour islate, Colin,” Vischenko said.

“I'll take aslittle time as possible. However, | must speak now, before events outpace our ability to
control them.”

“Proceed.”

Williams regarded the others around the table. “ Colleagues, | get the distinct impression that we are
reaching a consensus regarding the nature of our intruder here. No one has serioudy suggested that we
face anything other than our own returning expedition. | have heard many of you make referenceto the
fact that finding this starship on our doorsteps could well be agodsend.”



Javrd Pere nodded. “ Going to the stars has been a dream of mankind’ sfor haf athousand years.”

“Precisaly the reason we should be careful!” Williams exclaimed. “For five hundred yearswe ve let the
writers of escagpist fiction do our thinking for us. Shouldn’t we at least pause to consder their basic
assumptions - or better yet, come up with some originals of our own - before we commit the human race
to the unknowns of interstellar space?’

Williams paused. He was pleased to note that the tired expressions were gone. He continued speaking,
only thistimein the heavy rhythm he usually reserved for the lecture hdl. “If asked to describeHomo
sapiensin asingleword, | think | would choose * conceited’ over al others. | supposethereisno help for
it. After dl, we have been the lords of this planet for fifty thousand years or more. For two thousand
generations we have had no natural enemies but ourselves. Over the centuries, we have used and abused
our fellow creatures shamelesdy, and there has been no one to stop us.

“Colleagues, I’ ve spent my entire professiona life studying the probe, its mechanisms, and the cargo of
knowledgethat it carried. | would like to remind each of you of asingularly unplessant fact. In spite of
our inflated egos, we humans are not the end-all and be-all of evolution. Far from it. We share this galaxy
with abillion other sentient species, many of who were civilized before our ancestors came down from
thetrees. Far from being the Lords of Cregation, we are merely the largest minnow in avery smal pond.
Before we venture forth into the great interstellar ocean, shouldn’t we at least consider the possibility that
sharks may be lurking among the reefs?’

#

Sergel Vischenko had started his political career asalabor negotiator. In the old days, he had been
known to go seventy-two hourswithout deep during many amarathon bargaining sesson. Hisstaminain
that period had been renowned by compatriots and adversaries dike. They had caled him “Old Iron
Eyes”

Unfortunately, those days were gone. In spite of the best efforts of modern medicine, the years till took
their toll. Nothing brought that message home more clearly than the al-night sesson just ended.
Vischenko had finally managed to adjourn the working group just before dawn. Upon returning to his
small hacienda on the Pacific Coadt, it had been dl he could manage to kick off his shoes, turn hisdeep
fidd to high, and tumbleinto it before dipping off into adeep deep.

He woke dowly, aware that the phone had been buzzing for long minutes. He forced his eyes open,
noted the angle of sunlight coming through the dit in the draperies, and groaned. It was barely
midmorning. He could not have dept more than two hours - three at the most. That explained the
sandpapery burning on theinsde of his eyelids and the parched tongue that seemed two sizestoo large
for hismouth.

Nor had he dept peacefully. He remembered disturbing dreams. A dozen bug-eyed-mongtersin plaid
zipauits had chased him through alien landscapes. They had offered him mountains of glass beadsin
exchangefor the Earth. He had been in the act of signing abill of sae when he woke to the sound of his
phon€e sincessant blesting.

He keyed the phone for audio only. “Vischenko here.”
The screen lit to show Kira Pgpandreas. The man's eyes had prominent bags under them.

“Areyou there, Sergei”?’ Papandress asked. Hisimage had that worried ook of someone confronted by
ablank phone screen.



“I'm here. What' sup?’

“Lowdl just reported in. That damned Williamswasright! We have two sunlit objects where there
should only be one. Resolution islousy, but not so bad that we can’t identify the second object asavery
large ship, roughly spherical. Since everything of oursthat size has been accounted for, I'd say we' ve
found our starship!”

Vischenko pushed his hands into the sponginess of the deep field and levered himsdf to asitting position.
Helicked dry lipsand tried to concentrate on the news.

“Did you hear me?’ Papandreas asked.
Vischenko nodded into the dead pickup. “1 heard you. Suggestions asto our next move?’
“Admiral Smithson’s herewith me. Let me put him on the extension.”

There was afive second wait, after that the screen split into two parts, adding the features of Michael
Smithson to those of Papandress. Of the two, Smithson looked the more rested by severa orders of
magnitude. Vischenko wondered if he had managed to stedl anap sometime since dawn.

“Smithson here, Sr.”
“What have you got, Admira?’

“I’ve got three cruisersin position to intercept within the next thirty-six hours.Victrix isclosest. Sheis
coming in from Mars and can reach the probe no later than thistime tomorrow. | psilante andVerdugo
arein Earth orbit, and will take abit longer. Do | have your permission to launch?’

Vischenko struggled to grasp the possible consequences of sending warships out to make contact with
the FTL craft. Offhand, he could think of no reason not to. If they were returning colonists, the starship’s
crew would understand. If they were diens, it might be prudent to let them know that humanity was not
totdly helpless againgt them.

Vischenko shivered and reminded himself that against any vessa capable of one thousand gravities of
acceleration and FTL velocity, they probably were helpless. He looked bleary eyed at the two expectant
faces on his phone screen.

“Go ahead, Admird. But warn those commanders that getting trigger happy will be a guaranteed shortcut
to adesk job on Pluto.”

“Yes, gr. I've dready drafted amessage to that effect.”
“Isthat dl, gentlemen?’ Vischenko asked.

“One morething, Advisor. We ve got areport of asmal civilian vessal out of contact in the vicinity of the
probe.”

“Whose?’

“It belongstoHenning' s Roost , the pleasure satellite. However, the pilot is reported to be Chryse
Hdler.”

“Harrold Haller’ s daughter?’

“Thesame”



Vischenko thought through this new complication for ahaf dozen seconds. “Have the cruiser captains
keep an eye out for her. Makeit clear that this changes nothing. If she has met foul play at the hands of
diens, that is her tough luck. I do not want any incidents until we figure out what we are up against. And
with that, gentlemen, | bid you good night!”

The phone flickered to darkness and Sergel Vischenko surrendered once more to the embrace of the
deep fidd. Hisbody had not stopped its customary oscillations before gentle snores echoed through the
bedroom.

CHAPTER 6

The morning after Chryse Haller’ sarriva aboardProcyon’s Promise , Terracaled at Chryse' s cabin.
She explained that she had been assigned as Chryse' s official guide and invited her to breakfast.
Afterwards, shetook her guest on amuch more extensive tour of the ship than that of the previous
evening, including alook into the engine room at the stardrive. About al Chryse got out of the experience
wastheimpression of gigantic, incomprehens ble machines jammed into an oversize compartment. It
reminded her somewhat of the generator roomsin an orbiting power station.

After the engineroom, Terraled Chryse up severa decksto the bridge. There she explained the
operation of each duty console and how the bridge crewmen monitored the operation of the ship.

“Why so many insruments?’ Chryse asked. “1 would think that PROMwould fly the ship.”

Terranodded. “ She does. All of thisisinsurance againgt the possibility of computer faillure. Wekeepin
practice just in case we might haveto fly ourselves home one day.”

“Sengbleattitude,” Chryse said, nodding.

Terraglanced at the chronometer display on the astrogation console. She turned to Chryse, whose
attention was directed overhead where the probe hovered close enough to the viewdome that it
dominated the whole of the ebon sky.

“Father asked meto invite you to amemoria ceremony we're holding today,” Terrasaid. “That is, if you
want to come. Y ou don’'t have to, you know.”

Chryseturned to face her host. “I' m honored to be asked. What sort of memoria ceremony?’

“It'saRequiem Mass honoring al those who gave their lives that we could return home to Mother Earth.
We were scheduled to have it immediately after arrival yesterday, but plans were changed when we
spotted your ship next to the probe.”

“I can't say that I'm sorry,” Chryse said, smiling. “ Thisis more excitement than I’ ve had in years. When
isthe ceremony, and where?’

“Any minute now in the airlock ready room.”
“Lead theway.”

There were adozen Alphansin dress bluesin the compartment where Chryse had been greeted the



previous day when the two women arrived. Chryse recognized Captain Braedon, First Officer Martin,
and Chaplain Ibanez. There were two officers whom she had met the previous evening, but whose names
she could not remember. The others were strangers. Two spacers - Smmons and Mackenzie - werein
vacsuits with their helmets cradled under their arms.

A moment after the two women arrived, a chime sounded throughout the ship. The Alphansformed a
double line on each side of theinner airlock door, with Chaplain Ibanez at its head. Chryseand Terra
stood to one side, as did Captain Braedon.

When everyone wasin position, Braedon turned to Ibanez and said, “Y ou may begin, Padre.”

The chaplain began by reading the Prayer for the Dead, followed by another passage from theBook of
Pathfinder . When the prayers were finished, the two spacers knelt before him, and reverently accepted
asmall metal box. Simmons clipped the box to his utility harness. Both rose to their feet and clamped
their hdmetsinto place before entering the airlock.

There was alarge hol oscreen mounted on the bulkhead opposite the airlock. Chryse was sure that it had
not been there the day before. As soon as Smmons and Mackenzie disappeared, the screen lit to revedl
an exterior view of the ship’s hull. While Chryse watched, the outer airlock door opened and the two
spacers stepped out. They dowly jetted acrossto the probe, their boots grounding expertly on the outer
skeleton of the drive sphere,

Chryse turned to Terraand was surprised to find the younger woman’ s eyes were glistening with tears.
“What' s happening?’ she asked in awhisper.

Terraleaned close, and whispered back, “That box contains the ashes of Eric Stassdl, Pathfinder ’sfirst
commodore. He did not live to see the ship arrive, of course; none of the original crew did. However,
when he lay dying, he asked that his ashes be returned to Earth and sprinkled across the wreck of the
probe. That'swhat they’ re doing now.”

Chryse considered asking Terraif Alphans always honored such wishes, regardless of the inconvenience
involved. She thought better of it and remained silent. Firgtly, such aquestion would have been impolite
under the circumstances; and secondly, she suspected the answer would be “yes.” From what little she
had seen of the Alphans, they had some very strong traditions.

The two spacers disappeared into the interior of the probe. They reemerged afew minutes later, and the
chaplain said afind prayer to adouble row of bowed heads. Then the ceremony was over and Captain
Braedon dismissed the ship’s company. Ashedid so, his eyes sought out Chryse and Terraand he
moved quickly to where they were standing.

“Citizen Hdler, | would like to see you in my office, please.”

Something in histone told Chryse that her days as an honored guest might well be over. Shedid her best
to keep her tone even when shereplied, “ Of course, Captain.”

Braedon glanced & Terra. “Join us, Terra”
“Yes, father.”

Chryse amiled in spite of herself as she followed Braedon into the corridor. She made amental bet with
hersdlf that Terrahad been invited dong as a chaperone so as not to compromise her (Chryse's)
reputation.

Oncein Braedon's cabin, Chryse and Terrasat in chairs bolted to the deck in front of the captain’s desk



while Braedon took his place behind it. Chryselet her gaze move swiftly around the office, noting a
display casefull of dien looking artifacts on one bulkhead. Two holocubes graced the desk. Inone, a
handsome woman held asmall baby in her arms and laughed into the camera In the other, two young
boys - one minus hisfront teeth, the other an acne-faced teenager - flanked Terrain front of a
whitewashed stone house.

“Arethose Star Traveler artifacts?” she asked, pointing to the display case.

Braedon nodded. “From the estee city outside of First Landing. | unearthed them from what we think
wastheir refuse dump when | was astudent.”

“And | presumethisisyour wife, Captain. May 17" Chryse asked, reaching for the holocube.
“By dl means”

She made ashow of examining the photo carefully, and then replaced it on hisdesk. “You have a
beautiful wife. | can see where Terragot her good looks.”

“Thank you for saying s0.”
“How isit that she has alowed you to travel so far away from her?’

“Weadl do what we mugt, Citizen. My wife knew | was deeply involved in the stardrive project when she
married me”

“Still, it must be astrain being separated from her.”

“Unfortunatdly, it' snecessary.” The Captain stared wistfully at the holocube for afew secondslonger,
then turned his atention to the business a hand. “ Citizen Haller.”

“Yes, Captain?

“Who areyou?’

Chryse blinked. That was the last question she had expected.
“I'vedready told you. My nameis Chryse Hdler.”
“ChryseLawrence Haler?’

“Oh, oh! | presumethat I" ve been reported missing.”

Braedon nodded. “ PROMintercepted the report an hour ago. | confess that | was surprised to find out
that | had kidnapped one of Earth’ smost influentid citizens. This could have seriousimplications
regarding my mission; therefore, | ask again:Who are you? ”

Chryse sighed, leaned back in the chair, took a deep breath, and launched into a condensed recounting
of her life. “Asl said, my nameis Chryse Haler. | am 35 years old, and have been married twice. The
first time my family broke it up after three days, the second marriage was astandard five-year contract. If
it makes any difference, he elected not to renew.

“It has been reported that | am one of the ten richest individuasin the solar system. That isfase. My
persona fortuneisonly about 3.5 million stellars. However, my father isHarrold Haller, and heis one of
the ten richest. He's Chairman of the Board of Haller Associates, the family conglomerate; | am president
aslong as| don't do anything to displease him. The family fortune is based on the exploits of one



Blackpool Haller, an enterprising individua who got his start gouging singularity prospectorsin the
agteroid belt back in the claiming rush of the early twenty-first century. Our holdings are primarily in
heavy industry - shipyards, powerstats, and large construction projects. We aso control several research
|aboratories, ashipping line, and afew hundred lesser enterprises. Anything €l se you wish to know,

Captain?’

“How isit that you just happened to be on the probe when we arrived?’

“Asl told you, | was on vacation.”

“It seems something of a coincidence that out of al of Earth’ shillions, you were the person to greet us.”

“Nothing coincidenta about it,” Chrysereplied. “I’'m one of the few people who can afford to charter
daycruisersfor pleasure jaunts.”

Braedon pursed hislipstogether in concentration. “Thiswould seem to change things.”
“How s0?7’ Chryse asked.

“I had hoped to have time to quiz you about the Situation on Earth. Asit is, they are bound to launch an
immediate search for you.”

“Not dl that immediate,” Chrysereplied. “ Searching spaceis expensve. Usudly they will check all
possible destinations where a pilot might have gone before dispatching Space Guard. Y ou' d be surprised
how many spacersforget to closether flight plans upon arrival. Asfor quizzing me, go ahead. I'll tell you
anything you want to know.”

Terra, who had been listening to the interchange between Chryse and her father, frowned. “Y ou dmost
sound as though you are unhappy that you' ve been missed.”

“I am,” Chrysereplied. “As| mentioned earlier, I'm more excited than | can remember being in along
time. | want to help you people attain your goal.”

“What do you know of our goa?’ Braedon asked.

“Y ou said you wanted to mount an expedition to search for the Makers, didn’t you? That' sjust the sort
of chdlenge the human race needsright now. Count mein!”

#

Space Guard CruiserVictrix was twelve days out of Phobos Spaceport on the last leg of athree month
patrol. Ensgn Ricardo Santos was on duty in the communi cations center and very bored. He looked up
at the chronometer on the bulkhead in front of hiswork console. The red numerals read 04:30:28,
exactly five minuteslater than the last time he d looked. He sighed and turned back to his workscreen.

The crescent Earth, its blue-white brilliance achingly beautiful after three months of constant black, was
poised in the center of Santos' screen. To the east of the sunrise line, great swirls of white clouds hid the
Indian Ocean. To the west, the lights of Northern Europe reflected againgt ablanket of new fallen snow.
Santos' gaze was drawn to one particular dim patch of radiance on the Iberian Peninsula. Hisbrain
supplied theimage of awhite walled, red tiled villaon the outskirts of Barcelona.Madre Mia , it would
be good to be home again.

The view was from an aft cameradaved to the high gain antennamounted on the cruiser’ s port Sde. A
lighted reticul e pattern was centered about where Addis Adaba ought to be. Santos twiddled with the



antenna controls, and watched as the focus of the big dish moved afew seconds of arc to the west. He
unconscioudy chewed the end of his mustache as he made the delicate adjustments, taking his eyes from
the big workscreen only long enough to check asmaler screen besideit. The small auxiliary screen
continued to display aripple of white snow, while a soft hissing noise issued from Santos' s headphones.

“ Damnacion!”

Technician Senior Grade Laret “Larry” Coxin glanced up from the bookfilm he was scanning &t the duty
dation next to Santos s. “Might aswell giveit up, Mr. Santos. Until the Captain points our exhaust plume
somewhere other than directly at Earth, we' re stone deaf to the entertainment bands. Hell, with al that
plasma spreading out in front of us, we're lucky to be able to receive FleetCom.”

Almost as though the technician’ swords had provoked aresponse, Santos's screen cleared and words
began to flow acrossitsface.

“Code,” Coxin grunted, sitting suddenly erect in hischair. “I’d say Commanding Officer Sequence,
athough it could be the new Officers-and-Chiefs variation, too.”

“Read off the authenticators,” Santos ordered.

“Ayeaye, Sr. Authenticators are Arbiter, Pendulum, and Vaccination. Priority codeis A7. Sequenceis
Zeta”

Santos keyed the information that served to verify the message' s authenticity into the ship’s computer. As
quickly as he completed hisinput, a klaxon tone began sounding in his ears. Santos gulped and turned to
histechnician.

“Holy shit, Larry, it sagoddamned fleet dert!”

“Can’t be! It’'s been better’ n fifteen years since the last big alert, and that turned out to be amistake by
some wet-behind-the-ears ensign aboardConqueror . Better check again.”

Santos keyed in the information a second time and was rewarded with the same result.

“No doubt.” Santos hesitated for a split second before deciding that duty took precedence over
discretion. “ Get me the Captain on the interphone.”

“Areyou sure you want to do this, Mr. Santos? Y ou know how irritable the Old Man getswhen he's
minus on his shuteye.”

“That was an order, Larry.”
“Ayeaye, Sr.”

“Y ou been drinking, Migter?” Commander William Tarns asked shortly after Santos rousted him out of a
warm bed with news that there was a fleet dert brewing.

“Uh, no gr!” Santos ssammered. “Computer verified the authenticators. Twice.”
“Okay, | believe you. Squirt it to my cabin and stand by.”

Tanskeyedin his persond identifier as severa dozen lines of glowing text superimposed themsaves
over Santos simage. Without further human intervention, the scrambled message began to unscramble
itsdlf.



FLEET ORDER 1735816Y RELAY 325.1 A7

ROUTING: SGC VICTRIX (CN3612.

AUTHENTICATORS: ARBITER, PENDULUM, VACCINATION

FROM: M. K. Smithson, Admiral, COMNATWES.

TO: Commanding Officer, SGC Victrix.

DATE: 04:30 hours GMT, 18 October 238 .

SUBJECT: OBJECT ENTERING SOLAR SYSTEM FROM INTERSTELLAR SPACE

MESSAGE BEGINS

1.0 At 14:20 hours GMT, 16 October 2388, SIAAO Observatories on Achilles and Aeneas Asteroids
reported contact with powerful radiation source at position 0738/+0518. Source believed to be caused
by extra-solar spacecraft entering Sol Sys with velocity substantially in excess of light speed .

2.0 Subsequent tel escopic observation places spacecraft at the wreck of the probe, position
72.03/00.00/1.0 Earth Relative .

3.0 Be advised: Rough estimate of propulsive efficiency indicates decelerations on the rough order of
10,000 meters-per-second- squared. .

4.0 You are hereby ordered to proceed a maximum accel eration to position noted in 2.0 above and
make contact with target spacecraft.

5.0 Under no circumstances will you take any action that could be construed as hostile.



FLEETCOM MESSAGE ENDS”

“... Velocity subgtantialy in excess of light speed ... decelerations on the rough order of 10,000
meters-per-second-squared ... take no hostile action.”

Tarnsblinked and banished al thought of deep. “ Get me the bridge, Santos.”

“Ayeaye, Sr.”

“Bridge,” Lieutenant Huyck, Victrix *s second officer answered after amoment’ s delay.
“Sound generd quarters, Mr. Huyck.”

“Generd quarters, Sr?”’

“That'swhat | said, Lieutenant.”

“Ayeaye, Sr.”

Tarnsturned to his closet and was reaching for his pants when the aarms began to sound. By thetime
they ceased their clamor, he was nearly dressed. He found himself whistling off-key while he combed his
hair. He amiled. After 20 years of uneventful patrols leavened only by boring desk jobs, something had
finally happened to make lifeworth living. On awhim, he punched for an externd view on his screen. By
chance, he tuned to the same camera Santos had been using to aim the high gain antenna at Earth. Tarns
hesitated in the act of tilting his cap at the proper jaunty angle and noted that it was raining in Calcutta,
Gresater India- Tarns hometown.

Ah, rain! He remembered the fed of the drops on hisface, the smdll in his nodtrils, the gentle warmth asit
soaked through hisfavorite cotton shirt.

It looked to be a beautiful day for ahunt.
#

Robert Braedon stood before the viewport in the office adjoining his cabin and gazed across athousand
meters of void at the machine that had sent his ancestors to the stars. From this angle, the probe' s
wounds did not seem quite so extensive. It was easy to imagine an dienintdlligence still very much dive
somewherein the open latticework of the control sphere; an eectronic ghost that waited in silence,
watching to see whether the strange bipeds of Sol 111 were going to live up to their end of the bargain. He
(Braedon) wondered the same thing.

“Robert.”

Braedon glanced over his shoulder at the speaker grill set in the bulkhead behind him. “Y es, PROM .”
“You seem very quiet. | hopel’ m not interrupting your work.”

He amiled, suddenly struck by the incongruity of the computer’ sremark. For the entire voyage,

PROM had watched him (and every other crewmember) with unceasing vigilance. She wasthe ultimate
voyeur. When she could not see someone, she listened for them with ears sendtive enough to triangulate
the position of bare footsteps on thick carpeting. Y e, in spite of the constant surveillance, she worried



about invading his privacy.

“Y ou are welcome, PROM .What'sup?’

“I think the Solarians know wherewe are.”
“Areyou sure?’

“| estimate the probability to be eighty percent.”

He dowly relaxed and turned back to the desk he had recently vacated for afew minutes of probe
gazing. “ Give methe sordid details”

“I am currently tracking six thousand twelve individud targets that represent mgor Solarian space
ingdlations. Included in this number are three hundred twenty-seven spacecraft under power. These
latter are tracked by both the light emissions put out by their fusion generators, and the radio noise of
their plasma exhaudts. Over the last several hours, two ships have departed Earth orbit and athird en
route from Marsto Earth hasradically changed its orbita track. All three are now headed thisway.”

“|dentification?”

“I believethem to be military.”

“Any possibility they are a search party looking for Chryse Haller?’
“Three warships for one daycruiser? Unlikely, Robert.”

“How the devil did they find us?’

“Unknown. No search beams have impinged on my surface. It is possible that they have devel oped
something of which we are unaware. However, they may aso have guessed who we are, in which case,
they could easlly have deduced that we would vigit the probe.”

“How long before they arrive?’
“Twenty hoursfor thefirst. Thirty-two for the other two.”
Braedon sighed. “Wall, it had to happen sometime, | suppose. Where isthe contact team?”

“They arejudt finishing breakfast, with the exception of Scholar Price, who isgoing over communications
interceptsin hiscabin.”

“Inform them of everything you' ve told me, and have them join mein the wardroom in fifteen minutes.”
“I amin the process of doing so now, Robert.”
“Anything e se we should be doing to prepare for vigtors?’

“I would suggest that we not make it too easy for them until you have made your decision. Those vessels
undoubtedly carry telescopic cameras and will be able to image us within another few hours.”

Braedon nodded. “Logical. So how do we stop them?’

“I suggest that we move indgde the probe’ s cone-of-shadow. That won't hide us from radar, but it will
make reflected light photography impossible.”



“|deaaccepted. Begin preparations for getting underway.”

Ten minutes later, the dazzling disk of the sun did behind the probe. As darknessfell outside for thefirst
time since they entered the solar system, Braedon caught sight of aflash of light near the limb of the
backlit drive sphere. The flash was followed by another, two more, then dozens - until the probe
gppeared clad in ahao of swirling, sparkling diamonds.

“PROM ,what makes the probe sparkle so?’

“Doesit, Robert?1 redly hadn’t noticed, but then, | do most of my seeing at shorter wavelengths than
you humans. Now | seeit. Quite pretty. Obvioudy, numeroustiny particles around the probe are
refracting the sun’srays.”

“Particles?’

“Bits of reinforcing fiber from the composite beams that make up the probe’ s structure. A large quantity
must have been vaporized during the destruction. They recrystalized in the surrounding vacuum, and
underwent gravitationd agglutination. Obvioudy, the loose particles were didodged when the edge of our
drivefield brushed against the probe just now.”

“How long before they settle out again?’
“It will take years. Isthere something wrong?’

“No. | wasjugt curious about something | didn’t understand.” Braedon shook his head sadly. “It’ sjarring
sometimesto redlize that destruction can aso be beautiful.”

“Philosophy, Robert?”

“Merdly an observation. Keep meinformed. I'll be in the wardroom with the contact team.”

CHAPTER 7

Long beforeProcyon’ s Promise left Alpha, those in charge of the expedition had begun writing a book.
Itstitlewas Smply, Contingencies . Its purpose was to provide guidance to the expedition commander
for every concelvable stuation in which he might find himself. Contingencies offered advice for such
diverse stuations aswhat to do if Procyon’ s Promise discovered evidence of agtarfaring civilization
during itstravels (drop everything and investigate); how to proceed if the expedition found Earth a
radioactive wasteland (stay long enough to take photographs, then return home); what precautionsto
takeif the crew became sick asaresult of contact with terrestrial micro-organisms. Although
Contingencies had been recorded in PROM’ s memory banks, computer failure was one of the
contingencies the book dedlt with. Thus, afail-safe backup supply of a dozen printed-and-bound
volumes had been provided.

Although seemingly straightforward, the problem of making first contact with Earth’ s billions had turned
out to be one that troubled the planners greetly. Possible scenarios ran the gamut from finding the solar
system under control of areligious dictatorship to an armed attempt to take possession of the ship and its
FTL drive. A lessdangerous, but perhaps more disquieting possibility: That no one on Earth would be
interested in the return of the descendants of the origina Pathfinder explorers.

So, upon entering the system, Robert Braedon had followed standing orders and assigned various



specidigts the task of assessing the current political situation. From their observations, he hoped to devise
aplan.

The five members of the contact team were waiting for him in the Gamma Deck wardroom. Seated
around the table, sipping mugs of krasni, were Chaplain Ibanez, First Officer Morton, Scholar Price,
Scholar Watanabe, and Scholar Lavoir - the latter two being the expedition’ s sociologist and historian,
respectively. Terrawas dso present. She sat gpart from the others and leafed dowly through her favorite
book, a compendium of Earth scenes Braedon had given her asachild.

The captain took his place at the head of the table. “I presume PROMhas briefed each of you concerning
the Solarian warships she has spotted. Any questions? If not, let us get about deciding how we areto
make contact. Scholar Watanabe, you are our expert on the home world. What isyour assessment of
current conditionsthere?’

The sociologist tugged at hisright ear [obe, a nervous habit that invariably surfaced when he was asked to
addressacrowd. “I’'m afraid ‘least ignorant of those present’ better describes my current level of
understanding, Captain. Forty hoursisn’t avery long time to understand another culture, you know.”

“You'redl wehave, Grigori.”

“Ah, the Situation appears excdllent, Captain. The old rivaries are very nearly dead. This Communion of
theirs seemsto have supplanted the old sovereign nations.”

“Surely there are new rivaries.”

“Oh, of course. There are dwaysrivalries, though | doubt wewill understand them in the next twenty
hours. Below the level of the Communion, they have fractionated rather badly. Determining who ison top
islike understanding vars-bal without knowing therules”

“PROM ,do you agree?’

“Y es, Robert. | have monitored the equivaent of several thousand hours of communications. | confess
that | am as much in the dark asto how they make their system work as Scholar Watanabe.”

Braedon sat back and regarded his subordinates with a sour expression. “In other words, we don’'t
know any more than we did shortly after breakout.”

“Not at dl, Robert,” Scholar Price answered. “We are much smarter. It isjust that the problem is
exceedingly complex. We need more study before we will be ableto give you intelligent advice.”

“We don't have time for more study, Horace. We need an answer now.”

“l am wdl aware of that, sr. However, our needs do not dter thefacts. And thefact is, we don't know
how to avoid getting amissile down our gullets at the moment.”

“Oh, | don't think there is much danger in that, Horace,” Scholar Lavoir replied. “In spite of their arcane
socid dructure, they seem quite peaceful. 1, too, have been reviewing PROM’ s communications
intercepts. Just last evening | viewed a documentary that asserted that the Earth hasn't seen awar this
century.”

“They 4till keegp warships” Firgt Officer Morton reminded him.

“Moreapoaliceforcethan amilitary, | should think,” Lavoir replied.



“A policeman can shoot you just as dead asasoldier.”
“Unfortunately, true.”

“What about just showing up on their doorstep?’” Chaplain Ibanez asked. “What can they do if wetake
up orbit about the Earth and announce our identity?”’

Scholar Price dowly shook his head. “1 wouldn’t think that wise, Padre. A spacecraft of obvioudy
advanced capabiilitiesis not conducive to unemotional, reasoned thought when it is orbiting directly
overhead.”

“QOrhit the Moon then?”

“Same objection. We are getting considerable radio spillage from the lunar surface. It ssemsto have
been extensvely urbanized since our ancestors I eft this system.”

“What then?
“Father.”

Braedon turned to look at Terra. She had the picture book open in her Iap to her favorite part - the two
page panorama of the Grand Canyon.”

“Terra?

“I suggest that we contact the ship aready en route. We can send out one of our scout boats. An
auxiliary isfar lesslikely to provoke them thanProcyon’ s Promise would. In addition, by demonstrating
our gravitic propulson, wewill piquetheir curiogty. Ladtly, if they do shoot, then wewill havelost only a
scout boat and aminimum crew.”

“I'd liketo seethemtry,” Cd Martin said gruffly. “If our boats can’t outrun or out dodge anything
they’vegat, I'll give up my place on the expedition to the Maker sun.”

“Youwon't haveto,” Braedon said dryly, “I’m assigning you as command pilot of the boat they’ Il be
shooting a.”

The ensuing laughter was louder than it should have been. Braedon let it go on for adozen seconds
before sgnaling once again for quiet. “'Y ou need a copilot. Any suggestions?’

“| am second pilot, Father. It smy placeto go.”

Braedon turned to his daughter, his expression contorted by several competing emotions - anger, horror,
and more than alittle pride. “ Out of the question!”

“Why?" she asked.
“Y ou'retoo young, and it’ stoo dangerous.”

“It islessdangerous for me than for anyone ese. In fact, I'm the only member of the crew whose
presence on thismisson is absolutely vita.”

He lifted one eyebrow in an unspoken question.

“It'strue! | am awoman. They'll find a ship with afemale copilot less threatening than one with an all
mae crew.”



Scholar Price cleared histhroat, sgnding his reluctant entrance into the argument between father and
daughter. “ Ah, normdly that would be true, Terra. However, the Solarians routingly use women on their
ships. I'm afraid they will attach no significance to your presence.”

She shook her head violently. “I disagree. | have talked to Chryse about it. She says that Space Guard
remains apredominately male service. | think any maewill dways hesitate amoment before ordering a
misslelaunch when awoman is staring out of the screen at him.”

“She hasapoint, Captain,” Price said.

Braedon considered his decision for amoment, then reluctantly gavein. “May the gods of space save me
from your mother if anything happensto you.”

He glanced around at the rest of the contact team. “ Anything e se? If not, | suggest we make our
preparations. Maximum acceleration in fifty-five minutes. Meeting adjourned. PROM !”

“Yes, Robert.”
“Whereis Chryse Haller now?’
“In the hangar, Robert.”

“I’m going to the bridge. Please ask her to join me there. | want to review our proposed course of action
with her. If she agrees, we'll proceed as planned.”

#

After breakfast on her second morning aboard the starship, Chryse Haller had been informed by
PROMthat Chief Engineer Reickert had requested atour of her ship, if it would not be too much trouble.

“Notroubleat al,” Chryse had replied. “Have him call at his convenience. I'll bein my cabin.”

Ten minutes later, the chief engineer had knocked on her door. Sheinvited himin, making sureto leave
the door open asrequired by Alphan custom. Reickert was a hulking, redheaded bear of aman who
seemed only a ease when discussing machinery.

“Itisgood of you to accommodate me, my lady,” he said with adight trace of astammer.

“I'm happy to doiit. Still, what can possibly interest you in my little runabout?’

“No secret there. | hope to obtain agood idea of how far Alphan technology trailsthat of Earth.”
Chryse blinked at the unexpected answer. “Don’t you have that dightly backward?’

“Not a al,” the engineer said, growing visibly more relaxed by the second. “With your vastly greater
population, it isinevitable that you will have developed many capabilities that we have missed in our
preoccupation with the stardrive.”

“I guess| hadn't thought of it that way.”

Severd minuteslater, still mulling over theimplications of the engineer’ s comment, Chryse found hersdlf in
aportion of the ship where machinery bulked large at nearly every turn of the corridor. The quiet of the
crew decks had given way to the muted throbbing of compressors. Reickert stopped in front of a hatch,
undogged it, and pulled it open to reved asmal personnd lift. He gestured for her to enter.



“Besureto grab hold of the restraints, my lady.”

Chryse hooked her toes under arailing like those found in Earthside drinking establishments. Thus
forewarned, she was prepared when the force of gravity evaporated around her as Reickert closed the
hatch. Her ssomach did aquick flip flop as the car moved through the stedd deck and cameto restinthe
cavernous space beyond.”

“Hangar bay,” Reickert said.

Chryse surveyed her surroundings. The hangar was a bewildering jumble of beams, conduits, and cargo
handling equipment. The scenewaslit by the harsh glare of floodlights mounted high up the metal dome
over her head. Above the lights was the starship’ s “ south pole,” where the six massive hangar doors
came together in acomplex locking mechanism.

Her gaze was drawn to an egg shaped craft suspended near one side of the dome, halfway between apex
and deck. Similar (but not identical) vessels were secured at two other points around the hangar. These
werePromise 'sscout boats. Liketheir parent, they lacked any evidence of exhaust nozzles, plasma
ports, or blast tubes. They made the daycruiser; lashed securely to the deck in front of her, look dowdy
and cumbersome.

Reickert helped her out of the lift and led her hand-over-hand along a series of lines strung dong the flat
expanse of deck. They were met at the daycruiser airlock by one of his assistants. Chryse spent the next
hour showing the two engineers around. She demonstrated each piece of equipment, set up the
computer, and ran a series of dummy astrogation problems. Her companions seemed especidly excited
when she removed the computer’ s mai ntenance coversto show them the interna construction.”

“Memory crystald” Reickert practicaly shouted as he caught sight of the rows of scintillating nuggets.

Thethree of them continued the tour. Eventually the chief engineer and his assstant drifted off into a
technical discussion of their own. Chryse was about to excuse herself when the communicator at her belt
beeped for attention. She detached it and acknowledged the call.

“ThisisPROM,Chryse. The Captain would like to see you on the bridge.”

“Iimor] rr]yww.”
#

Commander William Tarns sat uncomfortably at his consoleinSGC Victrix 's combat control center and
listened to the subdued muitter that came over the tacticd circuits. The ship wasfdling tail first toward the
probe, decderating at two-and-a-half gravities after a high-speed dash across amillion kilometers of
empty void. Around him, technicians were arrayed in front of consoles devoted to astrogation,
communications, detection, engineering, fire control, and 3-D tacplot. On the forward bulkhead, an
oversze screen displayed alarge Situation plot showing only Victrix and the probe.”

“Wedl?" Tarns asked Senior Lieutenant Garth Hocuitt, histactical advisor. Hocutt occupied the console
immediately to Tarns right. His job wasto supply his superior with any data needed in a potentia
combat Stuation.

“Earth saysthey’velost contact, Sir,” Hocutt reported. “They think the target may have dipped into the
probe’ s shadow.”

“Detectord” Tarns snapped. Sixteen hours at high gravs and in battle armor had made himiirritable.



“Yes gr.”
“| want aradar scan of the probe.”
“We reout of range, Sir.”

“I'm not interested in why you can’t do it, Zerbliski. Earth thinks there is something hiding in the probe' s
cone-of-shadow. Use the comm-maser if you have to, but check it out. Now!”

“Ya S'r.n

Tarnswatched hisreadouts as one of Victrix ' s four communications masers swiveled to point directly at
the probe and then spat forth asingle high-powered pulse. Bouncing amaser pulse off an object in space
was crude, athrowback to the earliest days of radar. It lacked sophistication, but it had its uses. One
such was determining the presence (or absence) of an unseen object near the probe.

Tarnswaited. Three seconds after the pul se was dispatched, its echo came back right on schedule. A
small yelow-green marker flashed onto the main screen. Tarns studied the small block of text dongside
the new symbol, and muttered a short, sharp obscenity. The new object’ srange, bearing, and closing
gpeed were correct, but it was much too small. Tarnsturned to Hocuitt.

“What isit, Migter?”

“The Department of Antiquities guard satdllite listed in the catdlog, Sir. It ssemsto be inoperative.”

“So whereisour quarry? And where is this missing plutocrat we' re supposed to be on the lookout for?”
“Unknown, Sir.”

Tarns intercom buzzed.

“C.O. here”

“Specidigt Donlan, Captain. Termina defense console.”

“Go ahead, Donlan.”

“Y ou asked that we keep our eyes open for anomalies. | have one. My screen just reported alarge
object ten thousand kilometers off our beam. The bearing is due gdactic north.”

“What velocity vector?”

“Sameasus, gr. It' s pardleing our path.”

“How did it make its approach?’

“Don’'t know, sir. One second it wasn't there, the next it was.”

“I want afull circum-ambient scan, maximum range, Donlan. Let’ s see what else might be out there.”
“It’'ll take ten minutes or more to do acomplete spheric, Sir.”

“Five minutes, no more. | need information.”

“Ya S'r.n



It took only three minutes for Specidist Donlan to returnto Tarns screen. “You wereright, Sr. Thereis
asecond contact back dong our flight path. It is much smaler than the prime contact and coming on
fast. Computer saysits accelerating at better than nine hundred gravsl Might beamissile. It sureashell
actslikeone”

Tarnsturned to histactical advisor. “ Orders be damned, Lieutenant. Go to battle stations.”
“Ayeaye, Sr.”

At the same moment the battle stations darm began to clamor, Tarns console beeped for attention. He
ignored it until he had his helmet clamped in place and sedled. All around him, technicians were doing the
same, struggling againgt the force of high gravs. Tarns reached out to accept the call.

“Enggn Santos, sr. Communications.”
“Go ahead, Santos.”

“I'm recaiving acdl on the genera frequencies. It is coming from the contact back along our orbit. Some
woman asking permisson to rendezvouswithVictrix , Sr.”

In spite of the acceleration pulling him into his seet, Commander Tarnsfet asthough a great weight had
suddenly lifted from his shoulders. “ A woman, Ensggn?’

“Yes, dr. Quite attractive, too. She saysthat she's a descendant of thePathfinder Expedition.”
“Wdll don't just St therelike alog, son. Tell her permissionis granted. And Santos.”
“Yes, ar?’

“Tell her, welcometo the solar system!”

CHAPTER 8

Henri Duva had forgotten why he had once sought the office of Chief Executive of the Community of
Nations. A dozen yearsin the post had nearly convinced him that the reason, whatever it had been, had
not been good enough. Severd times, he had informed hislong-suffering wife that he was ready to quit in
aminute- if only this problem (or that crisis) were not so godawful critical. Frau Duva’sresponse was
ever the same. She reminded him that he only threatened to resign at times when there was no chance the
Grand Assembly would take him up on it. “Besides,” she aways concluded, “where would you find
another office with so scenic aview?’

Henri Duvd’ s office had been carved from native stone, with its floor-to-celling window set in the face of
acliff high up amountainsde. He often stood on the edge of the precipice and gazed into the distance.
Thevisua grandeur had acaming effect that few other activitiesin life could match.

One hundred kilometersto the south, the blue-white wall of the Mont Blanc massif formed an eternd
barrier between himsdf and the far horizon. Closer, but till dimmed by the haze of distance, Lake
Genevaglittered with an icy sheen. Around the lake, the city of the same name sprawled to the base of
the surrounding mountainsin al directions, reminding Duvd of ahigh water mark |eft over froma
particularly bad spring flood.



All of thiswas overlooked by terraces of black cubesjutting from the dopes of the mountains north of
the city. The cubes were that portion of Community of Nations Headquarters that showed above ground.
The rest of the sorawling warren lay deep within the mountains. It was from the highest leve of this
underground complex that Henri Sebastian LaForge Duval stared down on the city below.

A chime sounded behind him and Duval turned to face the paneled eegance of hisinner officewith a
sgh. In addition to histoo large desk, the office contained a conference table with seeting for twelve, and
(in another section) an intimate conversation areareplete with settees and overstuffed chairs. To hisleft,
the Great Sedl of the Community of Nations was displayed prominently on ateak covered wall.

The armored door between inner and outer offices hissed quietly into itsrecess. Two men entered. They
were Sergel Vischenko and Javra Pere.

“Ah, Sergd, right ontime asusud,” the Chief Executive said, striding forward to greet hisvisitors.
“Good morning, Sir. Y ou know my aide, Undersecretary Pere, | believe.”

“Citizen Pereand | met three years ago in Buenos Aires.”

“Yes, gr,” Perereplied. “ Good of you to remember.”

Duval led Vischenko and Pere to the conference table. When they were seated, and after histwo visitors
hed politdly refused refreshments, Duval |eaned back in his chair and said, “Now then, gentlemen, my
secretary informs methat | can afford to devote afull twenty-eight minutesto this conference. Y ou may

begin when ready.”

Vischenko nodded. “Javra, please bring the Chief Executive up to date on the latest developments.”
Pereleaned forward and energized his notepad. “Asyou know, sir, SGC Victrixmade contact with a
small spacecraft of unusud design somefifty hours ago. The craft was an auxiliary from the starship that
Achilles Observatory detected entering the system five days ago. The craft carried a crew of two. They

confirmed that they are descendants of the Procyon interstellar expedition. The starship itself
rendezvoused withVictrix some four hours after theinitial contact, and there have now been anumber of

exchangevigts”
“Have you had time to study the reports I’ ve forwarded, Chief Executive?’ Vischenko asked.

Duvd nodded. “I confessthat | find it difficult to credit some of the numbers| read. Especidly the
accderdion levels”

“Yes, dr. | had asmilar reaction. However, the figures are correct. Both starship and auxiliary craft are
capable of sustained accel erations on the order of one thousand gravities. Their engines seemto be
graviticin nature.”

“What about armament?’
“So far aswe can tdll, they have no wegpons at al onboard either ship.”

Duvad leaned back in his chair and placed hishands over his paunch. “Armed or not, Sergel, these
Procyonians could cause Space Guard serious problemsif they were so inclined.”

“They cdl themsdves Alphans, ar. I ve spoken to Admiral Smithson and he fedsthey can be handled in
an emergency.”



“Whereisthis starship now?’

“Maintaining sation onVictrix . Thetwo will bejoined by the cruiserslpsilante andVerdugo, and the
entirefleet will arrivein Earth orbit in gpproximately seventy-two hours. We' ve directed them to Space
Guard' souter terminus.”

Duvd frowned. “Why there?’

“We choseit for its privacy, Executive,” Vischenko said. “We re buying time. There are important policy
decisionsto be made.”

“Such as?’
“The Alphans spesk of a cooperative venture to find the Makers.”
“For heavens sake, why?’

“It seemsto have something to do with their religion, Executive. Whatever the reason, we need apolicy
position concerning thisvoyage of theirs, and quickly.”

Duva shrugged. “What concernisit of ours?’
Vischenko laughed, bitterly. “ Do you know Professor Colin Williams, Sr?’
“The Solarian Laureate? No, | don’t believel do.”

“Williamsis concerned that there are agreat many speciesin this galaxy who would regard a starship full
of humans the way we would ook upon an ownerless cow with abag of gold strapped to its neck. He
fears an attack on Earth should the Alphans|ose the secret of the FTL driveto diens”

“Why attack us?’
“We are potential competitors.”

“Surdly there are security measures we could take to hide the location of our home system, Sergel.
Hypnosis, drugs, orders for astrogators to suicide on capture, that sort of thing.”

Vischenko shook his head. “It might not be that smple, Executive. An FTL starship leavesaradiaion
wake wherever it goes. Using the proper instruments, thistrail can be detected decades later. That was
how the probe knew that Procyon wasthe site of an FTL base. It is aso the reason we were so quick to
detect the Alphans' arrivd. By the way, we are dtill tracking their wake. Scientiststell mewe |l be ableto
watchit dl the way back to Procyon, some twelve light-years distant.”

Duva consdered Vischenko’' swords for long seconds, and then nodded dowly. “I’m beginning to see
your point. We Il proceed with caution, at least until we know what we' re up againgt.”

#

Robert Braedon sat at his control console onProcyon’s Promise 's bridge and surveyed the space
station poised five kilometers beyond the viewdome. The sation  included ahabitat module; adozen
spherical cryogen tanks, a gpace dock for repairs, and the usud floating debristhat any orbita ingalation
accumulates with time. The habitat module was adowly rotating cylinder with aforest of communications
gear perched at one end, and a despun docking structure at the other. The free-floating tanks were
snow-white spheres, each containing amillion liters of deuterium enriched cryogen fuel. Beyond the
station was the three-quarters full crescent Earth.



“Any newsreportsyet?’
“None, Robert,” PROManswered from close by hisleft ear.”
“Isit possible that they’ re keeping our arrival asecret?’

“Quitelikely,” the computer replied. “Higtorica dataindicates the Solarian news services are highly
competitive. Thelogica explanation for this continuing slence isthat the government has yet to make a
formal announcement of our presencein the system.”

“What of the meeting aboard the station?’

“The Communion representative gpologizes for the delay. He saysthat it will be another hour yet before
they’ re ready to receive you.”

“Ask Chryse Hdler to join me on the bridge.”
“Will do, Robert.”

Five minutes later, Chryse' s head and shoulders poked through the hatch leading from the bridge to the
next deck down. She scrambled up the ladder, glanced around at the duty crew, then made her way to
where Braedon was segated in his command chair.

“Y ou wanted to see me, Captain?

Braedon nodded and gestured for her to take the seat next to his console. He explained the lack of news
reports regardingPromise 'sarriva in the system, and the fact that they had been directed to what
appeared to be an out-of-the-way refuding station. He concluded by saying, “I don’t understand what is
going on, Citizen.”

Chryse glanced up at the space station beyond the viewdome. “Neither do |. Obvioudly, Space Guard is
keeping you under wraps. If | had to guess, I’ d say that the Communion has't yet formulated a policy to
cover thisSituation, and they’ ve placed you in cold storage until they can get themsalves organized.”

Braedon shook his head ruefully. “I don’t understand your government. I’ ve studied Scholar Lavoir’'s
reports until my eyeswater, yet it never seemsto get any clearer.”

Chryse shrugged. “ Nothing mysterious about the Communion. Firg, it isnot agovernment in the classica
sense of theword. It isasort of ‘ Better Business Bureau' that encompasses the whole of Solarian
society. They stop wars, oversee the more cutthroat forms of industrial competition, and occasiondly
suppress dangerous dien ideas dredged up out of the data banks. Other than that, they don't take much
of aninterest in the private lives of the citizenry.”

“It soundslike anarchy.”

“It works. Usually not fast or well, but better than some other things that have been tried on agloba
scae”

“I ill don’t understand, that isthe reason | asked you up here,” Braedon said. “Would you beinterested
in accompanying meto thisfirst series of conferences. Y ou would have the satus of an advisor.”

Chryse laughed. “1 was on my way up here to suggest something similar when PROMsummoned me,
Captain. | was about to point out that | am a skilled negotiator. I'll get you the best deal | can.”

#



Three hours|ater, Braedon relaxed in the copilot’s couch aboard Scout BoatCommodore Stassel ashe
gazed up at the gpproaching space station habitat. There were five bands of viewports interspersed with
the usud plumbing and eectrical conduits on the habitat’ s black-and-white checked exterior.

“One hundred meters, Captain,” Chief Hanada said from the pilot’s position.”
“Take her in, Chief. Maximum care.”
“Ayeaye, Sr.”

Braedon watched awall of stedl dide by overhead as Hanada carefully eased the landing boat’ s nose
into the docking mechanism. As quickly as the oscillations caused by the minor impact ceased, atube
snaked toward the boat’ s airlock. A few seconds | ater, the instrument panel indicated the presence of
both pressure and oxygen beyond the airlock’ s outer door.

“Docking complete, Captain.”

“Very good, Chief. | will cal on the communicator as soon as we are safely aboard the station. When |
do, you uncouple and return to the ship.”

“Areyou sure you want meto do that, Sir? 1’ d fed alot better if | were standing by.”
“Not needed, Chief. Thereisnothing you could do in an emergency. If | need transport, I'll call you.”
“Ayeaye, Sr.”

Braedon unstrapped from his couch, moved to open the hatch at the back of the pilot’ s compartment,
and stepped through into the main cabin. Horace Price and Chryse Haller were waiting for him. He led
them into the cramped airlock, switched off the interna gravity, and opened the outer door. Beyond the
door was an accordion-pleated transfer tube. Braedon leaned forward and kicked off, sailing head first
into the tube. The othersfollowed close behind. Beyond a second airlock, they found alarge, spherical
compartment. A dozen Space Guard Marines stood anchored to adeck constructed of open meshwork.

“Honor guard,ten-hut! ”

The Marines stiffened and saluted as martia music emanated from somewhere overhead. Two men stood
at attention in the center of the sphere. Braedon recognized one asVictrix s captain. The other man was
astranger. Asthe last notes of the sonorous anthem died away, Commander Tarns kicked off and
floated to where the Alphan party waited.

“Sowe mest a last, Captain,” he said, holding out a hand to Braedon. “WEe' ve spoken often enough by
screenthat | fed | know you already.”

“| fed the same,” Braedon said, taking the proffered hand.

The Solarian captain gestured toward the sllver haired man at the center of the docking sphere. “ Shdl we
mest the boss?’

They followed Tarns. “ Captain Robert Braedon of StarshipProcyon’s Promise , | have the honor to
present the Right Honorable Sergel Ivanovich Vischenko, Senior Member of the Council of Planetary
Advisors.”

“Welcometo the solar system, Captain,” Vischenko said.

Braedon found the advisor’ sgrip surprisingly firm. Afterward, he introduced Scholar Price. Vischenko



shook hands, welcomed the scientist to the solar system, and then turned to Chryse Haller.
“Andthisisour guest, Chryse Lawrence Haler.”

“Yes,” Vischenko said. “1 know the lady’ sfather. I’ m pleased to see you, my dear, but also a bit
confused at your presence here.”

Chryse smiled. “ Captain Braedon gracioudy offered me the hospitality of hisship. I'm repaying him by
sarving astrandator.”

Vischenko's eyebrows rose dightly. “1 find the Captain’s command of Standard to be excellent. Why
does he need atrandator?’

“The language has changed a great dedl since my ancestors time,” Braedon said. “ Chryse has been very
helpful in asssing usin learning some of your modern idioms.”

Vischenko nodded. “Asyou wish. Shall we move this up to the habitat? I’ ve never liked zero gee.”
#

Aboard the habitat, they were led to a compartment labeled MESSHALL. Inits center was along metal
table where a dozen chairs were fastened to the deck. Four of these were occupied when they arrived.

Sergel Vischenko strode to the table and gestured for the Alphansto follow. “Citizen Haller, | believe
you are acquainted with my assistant, Undersecretary Pere.”

“We'reoldfriends,” Chrysesaid. “Hello, Javrd, how are you?’
“I'm fine, Chryse. Glad to find you safe. | was very worried when you were reported missng.”

“Nothing to worry about. Captain Braedon has been amost gracious host and I’ ve been having the time
of my life”

“Indeed?’

Vischenko interrupted the interplay between Chryse and Pere by continuing the introductions. “ Colin
Williams, Professor of Alien Studies, University of North America; Kird Papandress, Professor
Emeritus, System Indtitute for the Advancement of Astronomical Observation; and Admiral Michael
Smithson, Space Guard.”

There was another quick round of handshakes, followed by a pause in which everyone took their seats.
Uniformed stewards entered from the kitchen area carrying trays of drinks and pastries. When everyone
had been served, Vischenko signaled for sillence.

“Captain Braedon, we are dl quite anxious to hear what happened to the Procyon Expedition after it left
the solar syssem. Would you mind?’

Braedon turned to Scholar Price. “More your bailiwick than mine, Horace.”

Price nodded and launched into aswift recounting of Alphan history - the arriva of Pathfinder inthe
Procyon system, the discovery of the Star Traveler base, the long struggle to unlock the secret of the
esteerdics, and findly, the effort to build and launchProcyon’s Promise .

The Solarians asked half adozen innocuous questions, that Price answered. Then, Colin Williams leaned
forward and said: “ Scholar, you say you were able to congtruct this remarkable ship of yours from



information obtained by deciphering these estee records. That indicates that the technology iswell within
current human scientific capabilities”

Price nodded.

“That being the case,” Williams mused, “how isit that the Makers have been unable to develop such a
drivein aquarter-million years of intense effort? Why have they failed to see what, in retrospect, must
appear obvious?’

Price chuckled wryly. “Thereis nothing obvious about the drive, sir! While the equipment is mechanicaly
quite smple, the theory behind it is highly complex. The estee records spesk of agreat insght; some
theoretica breakthrough without which the drive would not exist. Unfortunately, the records we have
managed to decipher do not tell uswhat that breakthrough was.”

Kira Papandreas mouth was suddenly agape. “ Surely you aren't claiming that you crossed twelve
light-years of space in aship whose operation you don't fully understand?’

Price nodded. “That is precisaly what | am saying, sr. We know which leversto pull and what buttonsto
push, but of the underlying principles, we aretotdly ignorant.”

CHAPTER 9

Henri Duva blinked sharply asthe lights came up in the projection theater and the images faded from the
screenin front of him. Beside him, Josip Betrain reached up to rub his own eyes. Both men had spent the
last two hours Sitting in the dark, watching images of life on another world.

The Alphan documentary had displayed Procyon VI asaworld of sweeping vistas and breathtaking
scenery; of jagged mountains and crystaline beaches, of small, neet villages and mysteriousdien ruins.
While the movie had progressed, Duva had had a strong fedling that he was looking back into timeto an
era before humans had become the undisputed masters of the Earth. Y et, there had never been an era
when three small moons climbed the terrestrial horizon, nor when the tiny speck of anearby white dwarf
gar hung low in the night sky above the dull red radiance of an active volcano.

“Wadl,” Duvd asked, turning to his one-time mentor, “what do you think?

Josip Betrain was an old man, even by contemporary standards. He was also a sick man. He suffered
from adegenerative nerve disorder that caused his body to twitch continuoudy. After fifteen decades of
life, Betrain had not long to live. That fact gave him an unusudly clear view of things, and madehima
particularly valued advisor to the Chief Executive.

“Sergel Vischenko obtained thisfrom the Alphans?’
Duva nodded.

“And you are trying to decide whether we should participate in this adventure of theirsto search out the
probe' s creators?’

“ Ya”

“And you want my advice?’



“I presume that was arhetorica question since you know damned well that | do.”

“My adviceto you, Executive, issmple. Y ou are going to end up going out to the stars whether you like
it or not. You had best likeit.”

Duva sghed and gazed down &t the liver spotted hand that covered Betrain’ s cane. Once that hand had
been rock steady, the professiond tool of one of the most skilled microbiol ogists the planet had ever
produced. Now it shook. “Y ou know, Josip, | sometimes think you overplay your role as my Oracle of
Delphi. Would you careto explain your last remark?’

“Nothing mysterious about it. If you decideto alow the expedition, you will have to build afleet of ships
of your own to accompany them. It is patently obviousthat they will never find the Maker world on their
own. Thelogisticsarefar too greet for their society to handle. And, Henri, if you decide that fulfilling this
‘Promise’ of theirs endangersthe Earth, then you will need that star fleet even more.”

“I don't follow you.”

“Sure you do. However, when the facts are unpleasant, even a Chief Executive tendsto avert hiseyes.
Therefore, let history record that it wasfrom my lipsthat the fateful wordsfirst fell.” Betrain drew himself
up and seemed to gather strength from somewhere within. When he spoke, the usua hoarse whisper was
replaced by areedy monotone.”

“If Professor Williams' scenariois correct, Executive, it isyour solemn duty to prevent the Alphansfrom
giving the FTL secret to any dien species whatsoever! That includes the beings that built the probe. Once
the secretisout, itisout! Obvioudy, the only way to stop the spread of a dangerous technology isat the
source. To do that, you will have to take control of Procyon VI itself. Y ou may well beforced into
becoming that which you have long despised - an imperialist aggressor who launches an unprovoked
attack against people who have done nothing to deserveit.”

“| takeit then, Josip, that you agree with Professor Williams assessment of the danger?”’

“I do not!” the old man growled. There was adeep rattle in his chest and he was overcome with a
wracking cough. After the spasm passed, he lifted himsalf upright, stared a Duva with rheumy eyes, and
continued. “ Study your history, man! Every forward step the race has ever taken was opposed by
someone afraid of what we would find. So far, the ‘naysayers have been 100% wrong. Asaresult,
history does not speak kindly of leaderswho losetheir nerve at critical moments.

“But my opinion doesn’t count. Neither does yours. We cannot lose sight of the possibility that the Colin
Williams s of thisworld might be right thistime. Maybe the gdaxy isfull of dien mongersjust waiting for
ashipload of hayseed humansto blunder into their clutches.”

Duvd sghed. “What do you suggest?’

“Use the data banks, of course. Dredge up al you can about the laws, customs, and traditions of the
known races. Build computer smulations of each species’ ethic structure and put the question to themiin
absentia. Once you know how each islikely to respond, you can extrapolate the probability that the
Alphanswill cause some three armed, green furred, Ghengiz Khan to descend on Earth with blasters
blazing.”

Duval considered Betrain's advice for long seconds. Finally, he looked up and regarded his old mentor.
“Y ou know, it just might work! The xenologists have been publishing that sort of thing for decades. We
begin with alarge data base dready.”



“Not large enough, I'll wager. The sheer bulk of the data banks makes a complete survey of any subject
well nighimpossible. Y ou will need some damned skillful programming of search routines before you are
through. Still, that’ saminor technicd detail.”

“A minor technical detail that will require saverd thousand information specidiststo solve. How arewe
going to hide aresearch effort of that size?’

“No need to hideit. That Alphan scholar -- Price, wasn't it? -- gave you the perfect dibi. He clamsthat
these Star Travelersinvented the drive because they stumbled onto some physical law everyone else
seemsto have overlooked. That gives usaclueto gnaw on.

“Scienceisn’'t aloose collection of arbitrary facts, you know. It is a coherent whole! Whatever the Star
Travelersdiscovered is dtill out there. It iswaiting to be found again. There must be some physica
phenomenon that everyone has seen, but which only the Star Travelers have understood. We Il announce
that we re collecting data regarding observed phenomena that no one can explain, and that our purpose
isto identify areasthat require further investigation.”

“And what do we do with the Alphanswhilethisisgoing on?’

Betrain’s chuckle was bardly distinguishable from his cough. “We accept their terms, of course!
Whichever way you decide, you are going to need that fleet of starships. | suggest that you put on your
broadest smile, pledge your undying friendship, and hope like hell that you mean it!”

#

A week passed in negotiations with the Solarians before Robert Braedon redlized that they were holding
back. That they had orders not to make any decisions until higher authority could be contacted, they
freely admitted. What bothered Braedon, though, was a deep-seated worry that they were not being
completely honest with him.

Asthe discussons became more far ranging, the Alphan delegation had grown. At firgt, Grigori
Watanabe had demanded to be included. Then Chaplain Ibanez. For the last two days, Terrahad
cadged a place aboard the scout boat that |eft each morning for the Solarian station.

Chryse Haller aso continued attending the conferences. Her cover story wore thin by the third day. It
had become apparent to everyone that she was taking an active interest in the negotiations on the Alphan
gde. Whatever Sergel Vischenko thought of her defection, hewas careful to let no hint of it dip past his
meask of urbane politeness.

Nor were the officid sessionsthe only contact between the two sides. After thefirst session, the Alphans
and Chryse Haller had been invited to stay for dinner. Champagne flowed fregly. Braedon and Javral
Perefinished the evening by swapping off color jokeswith each other.

Two nightslater, Braedon hosted a dinner aboardProcyon’ s Promise for the Solarian delegation, the
officers of the three cruisersthat had escorted them, and the commandant and executive officer of the
gpace station. The party was a huge success, with Upper Plateau brandy substituting for champagne,
krasni replacing coffee. Afterward, smal parties of dightly tipsy guides and guests toured the ship,
stopping in the engine room to marve at the massive field coils of the stardrive. Braedon noticed that
severa of the Solarian officers seemed to sober up in record time astheir eyes darted over the stardrive
generator casings.

Following the fifth session, Space Guard hosted a party aboardlpsilante . The ship waslarger than
Victrix , and the dozen Alphans who attended were trested to atour of the Solarian cruiser. Thistime



the colonists pretended to be more affected by the liquor than they truly were.
By the end of the week, it was the Alphan turn to play host once more.

“I"'m getting fat from dl these dinners,” Braedon complained to his daughter asthey both stood in the
hangar bay control room and watched the great doors swing open like the petads of alarge stedl flower.”

“Y ou should take the time to get more exercise.”

He nodded, but did not answer. Above his head, stars appeared in the black firmament, surrounding a
snglevessd. Theinter-orbit transfer craft was Smilar in congtruction to Chryse Haller’ s daycruiser,
except that its source of power was achemicd rocket rather than an [-mass initiated fusion reaction. The
hangar officer carefully played hisfingers across acomplex control pane, there was aquiet hum of
power, and the Solarian craft moved forward, cradled in a supporting net of tractor beams. The craft
grounded against the deck where the daycruiser had once rested, the hangar doors reclosed, and a
sudden hissing noise signaed the beginning of hangar bay repressurization.

“One-tenth gee, Garald,” Braedon said to the technician on duty.
“Coming on, Captain.”

“Welcoming party, Mr. Martin.”

“Ayeaye, Sr.”

Within seconds, severd Alphanswere moving briskly to form up in adouble line on both sides of the
Solarian boat’ s airlock. Braedon followed with Terrain tow. The aimosphere inside the hangar bay was
frigid from expanson cooling, causing each of themto trall long streamers of exhaation fog. Braedon
reached the boat just as the airlock opened and Sergel Vischenko stepped out.

“Hello again,” Vischenko said, shaking Braedon’s hand. “ Ready for another hard night of diplomacy?’
Braedon chuckled. “I wasjust commenting to Terrathat al this partying isbad for my waistline.”

“I know what you mean,” Vischenko said, patting his own midsection. “By theway, | recelved a
communiqué from the Chief Executive shortly after we adjourned this afternoon.”

“Good news, | hope,” Braedon said.
Vischenko smiled crypticaly. “1t' Il keep until after dinner, Captain.”
#

Dinner was an assortment of roast beef and sautéed rabsine (a smal, beaver-like creature of the Alphan
highlands), avariety of Alphan vegetables, and a cakefilled with melted chocolate chips. The latter wasa
gift from the Solarians. They had introduced the Alphansto chocol ate two nights earlier and had been
surprised at the excitement it had caused.

After desert, the crystaline glasses were refilled with red-purple brandy and everyone toasted The
Promise. Following the toast, Sergel Vischenko glanced at hiswrist chronometer, stood, and tapped a
spoon on the side of hisglass. The buzz of conversation quickly died away.

“Y our attention, please. | have an announcement to make.” Vischenko removed arecord cube from an
insde pocket and held it doft between thumb and forefinger, whereit scintillated in the overhead lights.



“I received ingtructions today from my superior. Executive Duva has asked meto play this here tonight.”
He turned to Braedon, who was seated across the table from him. “We' ve brought along a cube player,
Captain. If you will show uswhereto plugitin.”

Braedon raised hisvoice, “PROM !”
“Y es, Robert.”

“Can you sense the output signa from astandard cube reader without having it tapped into your
information circuits?”

“Of course. However, if it ismore convenient, Advisor Vischenko need only hold the cube steady. | will
reed it now.”

Vischenko looked startled. “Isthat possible?’
“Eminently, Mr. Advisor,” PROMreplied.

Vischenko muttered something under his bresth that sounded suspicioudy like* 1’|l be damned!” ashe
held the cube further doft.

“Y ou may lower your arm, Mr. Advisor. | have completed the task.”

The screen at the far end of the wardroom lit to show a heavy-set man with alarge bald spot. Hewas
Seated at amassve desk, with the Great Sedl of the Communion behind him. The man looked into the
camerawith the ease of long practice. He smiled.

“Grestings, Captain Braedon. Greetings a so to your officers and crew, to the people of Alpha, and to
your Governing Council.”

“My officid representatives have told me of your plan to search out the Makers and to redeem the
pledge that our ancestors made to the probe so many, many years ago. | salute both your courage and
your faith. Most men would have been satisfied to rest on their laurels after the voyage you have just
completed. Y et, you are dready considering a much longer and more difficult exploration.

“With such an exampleto follow, we can hardly refuse your request for aid in thisworthy project. We
will therefore provide whatever manpower, facilities, and materiel required to build afleet to accompany
you. Inthisregard, | ask that Chryse Lawrence Haller present hersdlf in my officein Genevaat 09:00
hours three days hence. At that time, we will begin discussions concerning the use of the Haller space
yardsfor this project.

“Nor isthat dl. In support of Alphan effortsto discover the underlying physica laws that make the
dardrive possible, | am authorizing our best computer technologists and information speciaiststo begin
an immediate search of the library of Maker knowledge. Their purpose will be to discover whatever
cluesexigt in the data banks concerning the true nature of the stardrive.

“And findly, Captain, | would like to extend my invitation to you and your people to come and visit
Earth. | fear thisbattered old planet cannot match your Alphain beauty, but it isthe mother of usall and
you have been too long gone.

“I ook forward to meeting you.”



In her cabin aboardProcyon’s Promise , Chryse Haller readied her kit bag for the journey home. She
was surprised at how little there was to pack. The vacsuit was gone, returned toHenning' s Roost with
the daycruiser. That |eft the underwear, toilet articles, and three shipsuits she had taken on her expedition
to the probe; and three more that Terra had loaned her. She had surrendered the latter to PROMthe
previous evening. The blue uniforms now lay at the foot of the bed, neetly pressed and folded. Chryse
dipped into one of her own shipsuits and discovered the waistline tighter than she remembered. “Oh
well,” she muttered to hersdf, gazing a her reflectioninthe mirror. “It wasal in agood cause.”

She finished packing, pressed the sticktite seams of the kit bag together, and glanced once more around
the cabin. She was just about to leave when there was a discreet knock on the cabin door.

“Whoisit?
“It sme” Terra smuffled voice replied.
“Comein. Itisn't locked.”

Terradid the cabin door into its recess, stepped inside, and then closed it again. The two women faced
each other in awkward silence for severa seconds before Chryse cleared her throat and gestured toward
the uniformslying on the bed. “Thank you for the use of those. | had them cleaned and pressed for you.”

“You'rewedcome”

Chryse noted the sudden glistening in Terra seyes. Her own eyesfdt hot and full. Within seconds, the
two women had entered a quick, tearful embrace.

“I’'msorry, but I’ ve never been any good at farewells,” Terrasaid as she backed away.
Chryse' sanswer was aknowing smile. “I thought | had outgrown this foolishness mysdlf.”
Terraheld out her hand. “Wadll, it was good knowing you.”

Chrysetook the hand and squeezed. “ Don’'t make it sound so find. Everything’ sworked out just
perfectly so far. The Communion has agreed to build your fleet, my shipyardswill get apiece of the
work, and half of Earth has gone wild with excitement at the news. That isno reason for tears. Besides, it
isn't asthough we' Il never see each other again, you know.”

“That'sright, isn’'t it? W€ ve been directed to adot in low polar orbit.”
Chryse frowned. “ Polar orbit?’
“That'swhat Commander Tarnssaid. Why?’

Chryse shrugged. “Oh, nothing. It isjust that the polar orbits are normally reserved for Space Guard
vessals. Y ou need specid permission to launch acivilian craft on anorth-south track.”

Terranodded. “ Advisor Vischenko mentioned something about that. He said that our parking orbit had
been carefully chosen to keep the ship from being bothered by sightseers. In addition, they are going to
dation acruiser near usfor protection. ‘ To minimize the nut factor’ wasthe way Vischenko put it.”

“It'sprobably for the best,” Chryse agreed. “But | interrupted you. Y ou were saying?’

“That we'll be coming down as soon as the health people clear us. They say that will take about ten days.
Father, Scholar Price, Chaplain Ibanez, |, and possibly afew otherswill go to Genevato make the socid
cdl onthe Chief Executive. Afterwards, | want to see as much of Earthas| can.”



Chryse nodded. “I’'m planning agaaparty at my father’ sforest estate. I’ ve enough influence that they’ |l
haveto let you attend if you express an interest.”

“Y ou makeit sound asthough we' Il be prisoners.”
“You'refamous, hon. That sometimesfedsalittlelike prison.”

Terrareached into her pocket and pulled out asmall package wrapped in white paper. “I would very
much like you to havethis”

Chrysetook the gift and carefully unwrapped it. Insde was asmal box containing asilver locket with the
Alphan stars-and-comet design engraved on its case.

“Look indde” Terrasad.

Chryse opened the locket. Inside was a picture of Terraengraved in such microscopic detail that it
looked like a photograph. The opposite case was a so engraved.

To
CHRYSEHALLER.
From Her Friend.

TERRA BRAEDON

“It' sbeautiful,” Chryse said.

“PROMmadeit.”

Chryse smiled. “I loveit. Thank you. And thank you, PROM!”

“Y ou are welcome, Chryse,” the computer said from an overhead speaker.

Chryse turned to the foot of the bed where the kit bag lay. She fished around inside until she found what
shewaslooking for.

“Here, my present to you.” She dropped a haf mdted, crystdline cube into Terra' s hand.
“What isit?’ Terraasked.

“Just amemory crysta, but onewith ahistory. | found it imbedded in the wreck of the probe.”
Terra seyesgot wide. “ This comes from the probe?’

Chryse nodded.

“I'll treasure it dways PROM ,can you mount it on anecklace for me?’

“Of course,” the computer responded. For amoment, Chryse thought she detected a hint of piquein
PROM'’ svoice, and then decided that she had to be mistaken.



Terratook the cube to the bulkhead ddlivery chute and put it insde. A minute later, the green light beside
the chute turned on. She opened it and reached insde to remove the cube, now mounted on asilver
chan.

“Helpmeputiton.”
“Gladto.”

Terraheld her hair out of the way while Chryse operated the necklace clasp for her. Then, they
exchanged places and Terra heped Chryse with her locket.

“Now, let’sget to the airlock,” Chryse said. “I want to speak to your father before | leave.”
#

That evening (ship'stime), Terrasat cross-legged on her bed and examined Chryse' s gift. She held the
half-melted crystal closeto her face as her eyes scrutinized every detail. She had been gazing at it for the
better part of an hour, fascinated by the interplay of diffracted colors, when PROMsaid. " Be careful with
that.”

Terragtarted dightly at the sudden sound. She glanced upward as small worry lines began to form across
her forehead. “1 didn't redizeit was so fragile.”

“Itisn’t. However, you should be careful dl the same. When we get home, you' |l be ableto sdll it for any
price you careto name.”

“Doyouredly think 0?7’

“A relic of the probe? No doubt about it.”

“Well,itisn'tfor sale”

“Perhaps | should keep it safefor you, then.”

Terrafrowned and glanced down at the lump of crystd in her hand. “But | was going to wear it.”
“Place your crystdl on the bed and go to the ddlivery chute.”

Puzzled, Terradid off the bed and padded to the small dot in the cabin bulkhead. She opened the access
hatch. Insde was asmall gray box. She pulled it from the dot and opened it. Inside was another
half-melted crystd at the end of asilver necklace. It was an exact copy of the crystal that Chryse had
given her.

“What isthis?’
“A duplicate for you to wear while | lock up the origind. That way, there’ sno risk of you losing it.”

“I don’'t know,” Terrasaid, hesitantly. She glanced at the necklace on the bed. “After dl, that oneis
Chrysg' sgift to me, not thisonein my hand.”

PROMsighed, a sound that she imitated so perfectly that it was easy to forget that she had neither the
need nor the equipment. “Thetruth is, | have an ulterior motive for manufacturing the duplicate, one that
must be kept absolutely secret, even from your father. | need your oath on that.”

Terraconsidered the request for long seconds, and then nodded. “1 suppose, although | don’t see what



could possibly be that much of a secret.”

“You'll understand when | explain.”
CHAPTER 10

Chryse sreturn to Earth was ajourney of three stages. Thefirst involved the intra-orbit ferry that picked
her up inProcyon’s Promise ’ s hangar bay and transferred her to the refueling terminus habitat. At the
habitat, she was put through arigorous medical examination. After four hours of poking and prodding,
the doctors satisfied themsdl ves that she was not carrying any dien diseases and adlowed her to get
dressed. She was then guided to a conference room where several Communion functionaries quizzed her
about her adventure. Bowing to the inevitable, she answered questions for two hours. At the end of that
time she asked the leader of the group, somewhat frodtily, if the interrogation was about over.

“I presume you will make yourself available to the proper authorities should the need arise, Citizen,” he
replied.

“Once | get my business affairs put back in order, you may question me until the sun goesnova.”
“In that event, have a pleasant journey, Citizen.”

The second stage of the trip was by inter-orbit trangport to VVon Braun Station, one of the half-dozen
primary transfer points for the Earth-to-orbit shuttles and the ships of deep space.

She entered the station and immediately transferred from the zero gravity hub to the grest rotating
cylinder that served as hotd, trangit lounge, shopping center, and restaurant. Her first warning that her
arriva had been anticipated came when alarge crowd surged forward to surround her as she stepped
from one of the ation’s spoke lifts.

“Citizen Haller! Isit true that you were captured by these Procyonians? Did they harm you? What about
reportsthat this starship businessis ahoax?’

Chryse gazed in distaste at the solid wall of bodies, microphones, and cameralenses. It seemed as
though hdf the journdistsin the system had gathered at this one spot to shout questions at her. She
peevishly shoved a microphone pickup from out of her face and turned to the questioner who had asked
about the hoax.

“What are you talking about?’ she asked. “What reports?’

“Some members of the Grand Assembly have been quoted as saying thiswhole thing isaploy by your
father and the current adminigtration, a scheme to funnel a Communion payoff into your shipyards.”

“Payoff for what?’

“His support for the McAuliff/Tseng Export Control Act.”

“My father is opposed to McAuliff/Tseng. So am |. We hope it goes down to defeat.”

“Y ou aren’t denying that the Chief Executive has summoned you to meet with himin Geneva, are you?’

“No, of course not. Executive Duval has requested the meeting to discusswhat I’ ve learned during my
time among the Alphans.”



“Citizen Haller, what of Professor Carlton Creighton’ s statement that exceeding the speed of light isa
physica impossibility?” another reporter asked.

Chryse amiled atight-lipped smile. “ Professor Creighton would seem to be mistaken. I’ ve seen the
Alphan gtarship with my own eyes”

“Did they demondtrate its faster-than-light capability for you?’
“Not while | was aboard.”
“What arethey like?" avoice shouted from the fringes of the crowd.

“Friendly, competent, and very determined to make good on the pledge that the human race made to
SURROGATE following the probe' s destruction. If we wish to sharein the age-old dream of starflight,
we had better help them. Now, if you will excuse me, | have aship to catch. Any further questions may
be forwarded to my corporate headquarters.”

Clutching her kit bag, Chryse shoved her way into the crowd. Hafway through, she felt a strong hand
grip her left arm. Her assailant was a young man with closdly cropped, sandy hair.

“Citizen Hdler?
[13 YS?I

“I’'m Jm Davidson. Y our office chartered my ship to take you down to Earth. They thought it would be
less conspicuous than one of Haller Associates corporate shuttles.”

“They seem to have been wrong,” she said, shouting into hisear in order to be heard over the crowd
noise.

“It would seem s0,” he said. “Follow me.” Davidson plowed hisway through the crowd with Chrysein
tow. Oncein the clear, they set off down the corridor at afast run, trailing camera crews behind like
beads on astring. When they came to another spoke lift at the opposite end of the Von Braun Grand
Hotdl, her protector thrust her inside with enough force to rattle her teeth. He punched for the spin axis as
they both hooked their boots under the floor restraints. The lift begantorise,

Davidson turned to her. “ Sorry about the crowd. | was misinformed asto the docking porta your ship
would use, otherwise | would have gotten to you before you descended into that lions' den.”

“No problem,” Chryse replied. When the lift doors opened, they were back in zero gravity. Shefollowed
Davidson to a berth operated by one of the three space taxi servicesthat transported passengers and
cargo between Von Braun and outlying ships. They entered a computer controlled personnel pod and
were Soon out in space on their way to Davidson's ship.

#

Nearly ayear had passed since Chryse had last visited Moose Hill, her father’ sestate in that part of the
North American Adminigtrative Digtrict known as British Columbia. She sat in the jumpseat between
Davidson and his copilot, and watched the runway carved from dense forest expand steadily before the
ferry’ swindscreen.

Beyond the runway was a black complex of glass and metal. She watched as Davidson brought the
gpace ferry to asmooth stop near the private airport’ssmall termina building. She unstrapped and turned
to theferry’ s pilot-in-command. “ Thank you for rescuing me from that crowd of reporters, Captain. |



had amost enjoyabletrip.”

“Part of the service, Citizen.”

Chryse was met at the midships airlock by the head of the Moose Hill guard force.
“ Afternoon, Roderick.”

“Good afternoon, Ma am. Y our father said to expect you sometime today.”
“Whereismy favorite bull eephant, anyway?’

“Up at themain house. I’ ve aready notified him of your arriva.”

“Excdlent. Cdl thejitney and I'll ride up.”

‘The Jtney’ was a Rolls-Royce Catamount ground cruiser. The estate' s stable of the eight whedled, fully
articulated crawlers were used primarily to patrol the outer perimeter fence, stretching some two hundred
kilometersthrough virgin forest.

Marcus Easton, her father’ s persona assistant, met her at the front door of the main house. “Welcome
home, Chryse.”

“Thank you, Marcus. It'sgood to be home.”

“We were worried sick when we got the report that you were missing.”
“Washe worried?’ she asked.

“More s0 than he caresto admit. By the way, he' swaiting for you.”

Harrold Haller presented an imposing figure as he sat behind the mammoth mahogany desk surrounded
by workscreens and comm-links. As Chryse entered, he crossed the room to meet her halfway between
desk and door. Haller had married latein life and largely left theraising of hisonly child to hirelings. Asa
result, Chryse had never been close enough to her father for either of them to be at easein the other’s
company. Their embrace was tiff and formd.

“Good to have you home,” Haller said, cracking atight-lipped smile.

“Good to be home, Harrold,” shereplied. Chryse was struck by the contrast between her current unease
and the happy camaraderie she had experienced aboard the Alphan starship.

“Areyou dl right?’ Haller asked.

“I'm fine. Have you been keeping to your pill schedule?’

“I have,” hesaid, rleasing her. “That damned fool of a doctor doubled the dose on me again.”
“Then you had best take it easy.”

“Who hasthetime?’ Haller asked. With that, he returned to his chair behind the desk, signding that the
father/daughter conversation was over, and a business discuss on was about to begin. Chryse sat on the
couch at one side of the office and braced hersdlf for the tongue-lashing she knew was coming.

“Going off donelike that was adamfool sunt. Damfool! It cost usafortune.”



Chryse nodded. She' d used the time aboard the inter-orbit transfer ship to catch up on thefinancia
news, including the fact that Haller Associates' stock had dropped five pointsin thefirst hour after she
was reported missing. The conglomerate had lost nearly abillion stellars supporting the price after that.

“I can't argue with you there, Harrold, although | hope it may yet turn out to be a profitable, damfool
sunt.”

“How do you figure that?’

“Because, I've put usin apogition to hel p the Alphans build their exploration fleet. Afterwards, we'll be
freeto build as many starships as our shipyards can handle.”

“What makes you think | want to get involved?’ Haller asked.
Chryse blinked. For thefirgt timein many years, her father had surprised her.

“Don’t want to get involved?’ she asked more shrilly than she had intended. “We re talking about the
gars here! Think of the possibilities for trade and colonization. Think of the money to be made! What do
you suppose an Earth-type planet goes for these days on the open market?’

Haller consdered her words for amoment, then leaned forward and activated the intercom on his desk.
“Marcus, give ustwo minutes, then comein, please.”

“Yes, dr,” the assstant’ s voice acknowledged.

Haller leaned back in his chair and gazed at his daughter. “ Chryse, when | took over control of this
corporation from my father, the entire power station industry was going through a period of economic
upheava. Someivory-tower academic had discovered amore efficient method of transmitting electrica
power from orbit to ground while searching through the data banks. The transmission device was so
efficient, in fact, that it made the massive microwave rectennas we had used up to that time obsolete.
Haller Associates and most of the other power satellite companies were in danger of going bankrupt.

“I made mysdlf apromise the day we put our first new power receiver online. | vowed to never again be
caught unawares by atechnologica breakthrough. That iswhy | sarted investing heavily in research while
otherswere calling for tighter controls on the data banks. That isthe reason, over the past forty years or
S0, that Haller Associates has been the wielder of the double-edged sword of progress more often than it
has been the victim.

“Let metel you something, Chryse! The moment | heard of this ship from the star's, | began making plans
to get in on what is obvioudy agood thing. In other words, | am dl in favor of your effortsto help these
Alphansbuild their fleet.”

“Thenwhy didyou say ...7’
“| wastesting to see how strongly you fed about helping them.”

The office door opened and Marcus Easton entered. He seated himsdlf in achair near Chryse, took a
recorder from his pocket and placed it on the table between them.

“Marcus,” Haller began, “1 want al of the Divison Managers here for amesting at 20:00 hourstonight.”

The secretary nodded. “Yes, gr. All are available except Haskel. Heis en route to the asteroid belt and
will not be back for another three weeks at the earliest. Shdl | call hisassstant?”’



“No, we'll do without.”
“Subject, Sr?’

“The subject? How Haller Associates goes about capitalizing on the excdllent groundwork of its
president regarding the Alphans”

“Yes, gar.”
“Now then,” Hdler said, turning to Chryse. “Tdl usal about it, and don’t leave out anything.”

Chryse launched into a description of her decision to leaveHenning's Roost and visit the probe. She
moved swiftly through her first Sight of the Alphan starship, her encounter with the tractor beam, and her
first few days aboard ship. She had intended to speak for no more than fifteen minutes. An hour and a
half later, she was dtill describing the wonders of Procyon’s Promise . Indl that time, neither man
interrupted. Haller listened quietly, occasondly scratching notes onto a notepad while Marcus Easton
ingpected hisfingernails and otherwise seemed to ignore her. Finally, she recounted the content of
Executive Duva’ s message asking her to come to Genevato discussthe building of an exploration flet.

Haller nodded. “Why do you suppose the Executive threw this plum into our laps? We ve been on his
‘mogt didiked' list sincethat flap about the cost overrunsfor those new Space Guard destroyers.”

Chryse shrugged. “| suspect it was a ploy to get me away from the Alphans. Severa times during our
discussions, | managed to keep Vischenko more honest than he intended to be.”

Harrold Haller looked at his secretary and frowned. “What' s the matter, Marcus? Y ou look asthough
you just bit into an overripe pickle.”

“Maybe| did.”
“Meening?

“I"ve been thinking about the Communion’ stiming on this matter. They seem to have made the decision
to support the Alphans with uncharacteristic speed.”

“What areyou dleging?

“I'm not sure. It just seemsto me that the Chief Executive took alot on himsalf. At theleadt, there should
have been amgjor debate in the Grand Assembly.”

“Do you suspect atrick? Haller asked, hisfeatures set in a scowl. He had had dealings with the current
administration before and had good reason not to trust them.

“Possible, Harrold. In any event, awell orchestrated public relations campaign might be a prudent
investment right now.”

“Good idea, Marcus,” Chryse said. “We |l want articles about the glorious past of space exploration, that
sort of thing. Maybe we could finance a holo epic about thePathfinder expedition.”

Harrold Haller laughed. “ Y ou' retoo late. Three are dready in pre-production.”

“Then pick the one with the best chance of success and back it to the hilt. We have to keep the public
enthused to prevent the GA from killing the project once they discover what itisgoing to cost. And if I'm
right about Duvd'’ s offer to let Haler shipyards build the fleet being a ploy to get me out of the way, we
can't take anything for granted.”



“What about his other ideato search the data banks for some clue asto how the stardrive operates?’
Marcus Easton asked. “Isthat a ploy, too?

Chryse shrugged. “Out of my area of expertise. Y ou need to ask one of our caged scientists.”

“I’'m way ahead of you,” Haller said. “1 screened Professor Chiardi in Rome yesterday. He thinks the
ideaisadroke of genius.”

“He does?”’

“Hesays, and | quote: * Since the physical laws of the universe are the same everywhere, each species
works with the same basic observations of redlity. There must be an entire class of observed phenomena
that no one can adequately explain. Cata og these and perhaps the direction the Star Travel erstook will
become obvious.””

“Then | suggest we keep the bureaucrats honest by launching our own investigation into the matter,”
Chrysesad.

Hdler chuckled. “Chiardi isorganizing it right now.”
“Then what eseisthereto do?

“ Strengthen your ties with the Alphans, of course. It never hurtsto have theinsdetrack on aded like
this”

“I wasthinking of throwing agalain their honor in afew weeks”

“Good idea. We will haveit here at Moose Hill. That way, we can kegp Communion interferenceto a
minimum.”

CHAPTER 11

The Earth, as seen throughProcyon’ s Promise ’ s viewdome, was more beautiful than ever. It had grown
huge since the ship had been moved from the refuding terminus to a thousand kilometer high pole-to-pole
parking orbit. Nor was the planet’ sincreased size the only change. Promise ’s new ball-of-string orbit
gaveits crew abreathtaking, panoramic view of the Mother-of-Men.

A typicd circuit began with the glare of the Antarctic ice cap. A few minutes|ater, the rugged brown tip
of South Americawould riseinto view. Then would come the long climb up the backbone of the Andes,
across the Gulf of Mexico, and aong the eastern coast of North America. Night would fall asPromise
crossed the Arctic Circle. The planet would remain adarkened orb against the deeper black of space
until the lights of the Asian mainland climbed over the curved horizon. Then would comethe widely
separated cityscapes of western Australasia, and anew dawn that brought the reappearance of the
frozen southern continent.

WhilePromise circled the globe, asmall band of Space Guard doctors worked diligently to ensure that
the Alphans carried no unwanted microbia parasites.Procyon’s Promise ’sown physician, Dr. Axd
Pollard, worked tirdlesdy to reassure his colleagues that Alphan microorganisms were incompatible with
terrestrid biochemistry. Asthe Solarian doctors came to believe him, the search turned increasingly to the
identification of diseasesthat had been prevaent at the time of Pathfinder ’ s departure, but which had
subsequently been exterminated. The discovery of one such fossi| pathogen delayed the medical



clearance for three days until tests could be run onPromise s entire crew.

While he waited for medica clearance, Braedon kept his crew busy surveying terrestrid industria
potentia. The ship’s cartographers mapped the planet at severd different wavelengths, noting such things
asthedidribution of energy facilities, agriculture, and heavy and light industry. They watched the hourly
ebb and flow of ground traffic, the movement of aircraft, and the operations of the vast coagta fish farms.

In conjunction with the ground survey, PROM scanned the skiesfor exo-atmospheric artifacts. Within the
gpan of adozen circuits of the globe, she counted 42,712 separate space ingtalations. These varied in
szefrom the great habitats orbiting in the L4 and L5 gravistable points to tiny research satellites skimming
the upper reaches of the atmosphere.

The Communion gavePromise aclean bill of hedlth ten days after itsarrival in polar orbit. With the
clearance came aresponsihility that Braedon had been avoiding - the selection of those who would
accompany him to the planet. After long discussions with the contact team, it was decided that four was
the optimum number for the delegation. Braedon quickly chose Scholar Price and Chaplain Ibanez tofill
two of the three available spots. Choosing the last member of the team turned out to be more challenging.

“| suggest Terra,” PROMsaid.
“Terra? She' sthelast onel’d consider.”

“That’ s because you haven’t been monitoring their communications as closdly as| have,” PROMreplied.
“They are enchanted by her. AImost every news story includes pictures of Terramaking contact with
Victrix

“| don't care. It stoo dangerous.”
“Then | must protest the inclusion of Scholar Price. Heisfar too vauableto risk.”
“I need Priceto handle the technica discussons.”

“Y ou aso need to make influential Solarian friends. Terracan perform that function better than anyone
€lse onboard.”

Braedon shook hishead vigoroudy. “| ill don't likeit.”

“As her father, your atitude is understandable. However, you are letting your ingtincts get in the way of
your judgment. Shewill gain usthe greatest goodwill, and therefore, isthelogical choice”

#

The meeting with Chief Executive Duvd turned out to be a state dinner with nearly athousand guestsin
attendance. Braedon was seated at the head table while Terra, Scholar Price, and Chaplain Ibanez were
spread out among the crowd. High up the walls, automatic cameras scanned the assemblage, coming to
rest on the three Alphans. Terranoticed at least two lenses tracking her as she followed a uniformed
waliter to her table. The guide introduced her to her tablemates, most of who sported impressivetitles.

“How do you find Earth, my dear?’ abegeweled dowager asked after several minutes of Smalltalk.

“I don’'t know yet. | have only been here twelve hours, you know. What I’ ve seen though has been very
exating.”

“Redlly, my dear? | cannot think of what thereisto excite you about this battered old globe. Not after the



views of your home planet | saw on the news last week. If | lived amid such wild beauty, | don't think |
would ever leave home.”

“I guess| look at it from just the opposite viewpoint,” Terrasaid.

“Perhaps we can cgjole our guest into telling us something about our far colony,” afat maninan
expengvekilt-suit said.

Terrafelt amoment of irritation at the reference to “our colony,” but let it pass. She described her life at
home, relating what it was like to climb Randdl’ s Ridge, or skin dive on the Long Reef a Murphisburg,
or ski thewindward dopes of the Sawtooth Mountains. She described the estee relics, related alittle of
Alpha s history, and explained how the quest for the Maker sun would be conducted.

She stopped talking only when it came timefor the after dinner speeches. Midway through the third
gpesker’ slong winded welcome to “our lost brethren from the far star Procyon” - he mispronounced it
Prock-ee-on - Terraglanced toward where her father sat on the raised dais next to Executive Duval. He
and Duva were engaged in a conversation of animated whispers. Even though she could not hear what
was being said, Terrathought she detected ahint of exasperation in her father’ s gestures.

“Didn't you and the Chief Executive get dong?’ she asked him later when they were back at their hotel.
Braedon frowned and glanced at his daughter. “| beg your pardon.”

Terratold him of her impression of hismood during the banquet. He listened with awry expression.

“Y ou're getting as bad as PROM. A man can't even have a private thought around you.”
“Istheretrouble?

“Probably not,” hesaid withasigh. “It’ sjust that Executive Duvd isvery skilled at making conversation
without making commitments. He was unable to give me afirm schedule on when we could Sgna
congtruction agreement.”

Shefrowned. “Isthere anything | can do to help?’

Braedon smiled. “Y ou’ d better have agood time while you can. Once construction starts, we will be too
busy to scratch. Speaking of which, | understand they have afull day planned for ustomorrow. You'd
best get to deep.”

The“full day” turned into three full weeks, a the end of which Terrawas averaging less than five hours of
deep anight. The Solarians seemed eager to show their guests everything. In one grueling ten-day span,
they flew thefour Alphans halfway around the world, starting in Athens and progressed through
half-a-dozen stops to the Grand Canyon of the Colorado River (Terra s requested addition to the

itinerary).

By the twentieth day, after they had toured Japan, Australasia, and Hawaii, Terrafound hersdf in San
Francisco suffering from amild hangover and an acute case of chrono-circadian displacement (the aptly
named “time zonefatigue’). The day was overcast and drizzling. Terrd s persond guide, an extroverted
young woman named Mischa Altman, gazed at Terraover haf-a-grapefruit.

“Y ou said you wanted to see one of the data banks, didn’t you?’

Terra s hand moved unbidden to the counterfeit memory crystal she wore about her neck, and she
nodded.



Mischa continued, not noticing the gesture. “1 thought we' d take it easy today and stay in the city, thet is,
unlessyou prefer to go with Chaplain Ibanez and your father to view another cathedra.”

Terrarubbed her templeswith her fingers and shook her head. “I’'m al cathedraled out. The data banks
will befine”

“Then I'll arrange for thetour right after breskfast.”
#

The San Francisco Data Banks were situated atop one of the hillsthat overlooked the city and its bay.
They were housed in asix story, truncated pyramid that more closely resembled afortressthan alibrary.
Terracommented on that fact astheir autocab glided silently through the green, rain soaked park that
surrounded the white building.

Mischa nodded. “All the banks were designed to be defended in case of war or civil disorder. They
represent our civilization’s most important asset and we mean to protect them.”

“How many arethere?’

“At last count, one hundred and twelve, with two more scheduled to go into operation sometime next
ym..”

“Why s0o many?’

“Redundancy, of course. We wouldn't want some madman blowing up our sole repository of advanced
scientific knowledge, would we?’

“No, | guessnot.”

The autocab pulled up to a curb and they dashed through the wet drizzle to the sanctuary of a covered
walkway. At the end of the wakway, they found along doping tunnd obviously designed to beused asa
choke point in case of attack. They descended the ramp and exited into the interior courtyard at the other
end. The courtyard was roofed over with glass and filled with tropica plants. There was an information
kiosk at its center. Mischa announced their business, and was directed to alift, that they took to the
topmogt floor. Once there, they followed signsto the office of the chief archividt.

“Youmay goin, Citizen,” thearchivis’ s secretary said after Mischaintroduced hersdlf. “He' s expecting
you.”

Philip Gascoyne met them halfway between desk and door, shaking their hands as Mischaintroduced
hersdlf and Terra.

“A pleasure, ladies. | have followed the news of our visitors from Procyon with the utmost interest. A
great thing your people have done, Miss Braedon. A great thing indeed! Please, won't you be seated?
Coffee? Tea?”

“Nonefor me” Terrareplied. “I just finished breakfast.”
“I'll passaswell,” Mischaanswered as she settled into achair in front of the archivist’s desk.

Gascoyne nodded and returned to his seat. He leaned back and regarded his guests. “Now then, how
may | help you?’

“As| explained by screen, sir, Terrahas expressed a desire to see the banks. We have somefreetimein



our schedule, so | suggested that this would be as good an opportunity as sheislikely to get.”

Gascoyne turned his attention to Terra. “1 am honored that you chose the San Francisco branch, Miss
Braedon. | fear, however, that you may be disappointed. Thereis not very much to see, you know.
Except for our computer work stations, everything is sealed underground.”

“I undergtand, r. I'm gtill most interested in seeing them.”.

Gascoyne shrugged. “Well, you can’t say that | didn’t give you fair warning. If | begin to
ramble, just stop me.”

The tour was extensive, but asthe archivist had promised, not particularly exciting. He showed them a
series of cubicles containing fully equipped computer workstations, most of which were occupied.
Eventudly, however, they came to one that was empty. The archivigt ushered them insgde, motioned
Terrainto the operator’ s chair, and punched an authorization code into the keypad set flush with the
surface of the console. A hologram materidized in the depths of the screen.

INFORMATION RETRIEVAL SYSTEM ENGAGE
STATE YOUR REQUEST PLEASE

Gascoyne cleared histhroat and said: * Information retrieval. Random access mode. Subject: Alien
Landscapes with Inhabitants. Display at five second intervas. Execute.”

As quickly asthe words were out, a cityscape flashed on the screen. It was acity of domes. Small
quadrupeda creatures could be seen scurrying in the background, but too far away for Terrato get a
good look at them.

Five seconds after it first gppeared, the city was gone, replaced by adifferent view. It was night and they
were looking across aclearing in aforest of fernlike growths. Overhead, asingle blue star glowed with
enough brightnessto etch the forest’ s shadows in blue-black ink. In the foreground, huddled around a
firethe color of burning magnesium, severd reptilian beingslay in acircle. After five seconds, they too
weregone.”

“What you arelooking at are random visua records from the library of Maker databuried in the
foundation,” Gascoyne said asthe pictures continued. “1 liketo cal up thisrandom retrieva program
whenever | give ademondration. It helps people understand just how big the data banks truly are.”

“Doesit ever repeat?’
“It hasn't yet, not in the twenty-odd yearsthat I’ ve been giving these tours.”
“I’'mimpressed,” Terrasaid, as an dien landscape was replaced on the screen by another.”

“Of course,” Gascoyne continued, “thisisardatively smpleinformation retrieva program. For anything
more complicated, retrieval efficiency quickly becomesthe limiting factor regarding what we can learn
from the banks. Unfortunately, when the probe was damaged, the data directory was destroyed. If there
isrhyme or reason to the order in which the information was originally recorded, we have yet to deduce
it. Asaresult, we can only access the data banks at random. Not avery efficient method, I'm afraid.”

“Perhaps you should talk to PROM.”



“Who?’

“Our ship’'s computer. Sheisadirect descendant of SURROGATE and has accessto al hismemories.
She may be able to explain the recording pattern to you...”

“Is something the matter, Miss Braedon?’

“The matter?’ Terra asked, suddenly aware that she had stopped speaking in mid-sentence. “No,
everything sfine. Wherewas|?’

“Y ou were explaining your ship’s computer to me.”

“Oh, yes” Terraexplained that if asked nicely enough, PROMmight be willing to output severd thousand
pages of hardcopy on the subject of memory structure. Her explanation had a distracted fed toiit, as
though she were not concentrating totally on what she was saying - asindeed, she was not.

For, while she spoke, the counterfeit crystal nestled in her cleavage was becoming noticeably warmer by
the second.

CHAPTER 12

Sergel Vischenko sat in the rear seat of a chauffeured limousine and watched wind driven snowflakes
swirl through the twin beams of the groundcar’ s headlamps. Beside him, Javral Pere sat bundledina
heavy coat and stared at the back of the driver’ s head silhouetted against dim glow from the instrument
panel. Asthe car began to climb the curving mountain road leading to Communion Headquarters,
Vischenko turned to his assstant.

“Have you any ideawhy Executive Duva requested this meeting?’

“None, gr,” Perereplied. “All | know isthat he called on the secure line this afternoon and told meto
have you in his office by twenty-two hundred hours.”

“What do you suppose has happened?’

“I wish | knew. He has been worried that the Stuation with the Alphansis getting out of hand, of course.
Stll, I hadn't thought it anywhere near the emergency stage yet.”

“How ‘ getting out of hand’ 7’

“Executive Duvd doesn't like the favorable press they’ ve been getting - especidly the girl. Hethinks
public opinion may be shifting too strongly in their favor.”

Vischenko nodded. “I agree. Who would have thought Terra Braedon would turn out to be such a
chamer?’

“Sheisthat,” Pere agreed.
“What newsfrom Space Guard?’

“Admira Smithson reports preparations were completed two days ago. All that remainsisfor Executive
Duvd to make hisdecison.”



“Do the Alphans suspect anything?’

“Wedon't think so. At least, we have picked up no indication from their ground-to-orbit
communications.”

“Good.” Vischenko leaned back in his seat, and stared pensively out the window. The lights surrounding
the main tunnd entrance to Communion H.Q. were just coming into view.

A security policeman was waiting for them astheir limousine pulled into the cavernous parking garage.
“Advisor Vischenko?’

“yYes”

“The Chief Executive has requested that | guide you to the meeting.”

Vischenko frowned. “Isn’'t it in his office?”

“No, gr.”

“Wherethen?

“That, gr, isdifficult to explain. You d best follow me.”

Instead of taking alift to the upper levels of the warren as Vischenko expected, the guide led them down
asarvice ramp. Ther route wandered through along series of tunndsfilled with eectrica ductsand
steam pipes, down several levelson arusty spira staircase, and into apoorly lighted section that had
once held the old UN archives. A thin film of condensed moisture caused the undressed concrete wallsto
gligeninthelight of widely separated overhead lamps, while their footsteps echoed hollowly about them.

Finally, the security man stopped in front of an ancient steel door covered with rust. He pushed againgt it
with hispam. In spite of its decrepit look, the door swung silently open on well-oiled hinges, reveding an
unlighted cul-de-sac passageway beyond. They entered and closed the door behind them. Therewasa
deep rumbling from insde the rock as amassive section of wall did into ahidden recess. Beyond was a
room illuminated solely by soft bluelightsin which fifty men and women in Space Guard black-and-silver
sat before computer workscreens.

Sergel Vischenko stepped through the heavily armored portd into the blue-lit room, blinked in surprise,
and surveyed his surroundings. Even though he had never seen this place before, he had no doubt asto
where he was. Thiswas the nerve center of Earth’s extensive defense network - the half mythical
Command Centrd.

A lieutenant stepped forward, clicked hishedls, and saluted. “Welcometo The Hole, gentlemen. This
way, if you please. The Chief Executive iswaiting for you.”

Their new guide led them through another door into a conference room where floor-to-celling data
displayslined thewall. Executive Duva and three others stood before the far display, their attention fixed
on athree-dimensiona representation of the Earth around which anumber of colored dots moved dowly.
The dots were very closeto the surface of the blue sphere and all digned in the same vertical plane.

“Ah, Sergel, comein,” the Chief Executive said. “What do you think of our little command post?’
“Impressive, gr. I ve often wondered if this place redlly existed.”

Duvd looked pensive. “When | think of al the hell that can be unleashed from down here, | sometimes



wishit did not.” The CE turned to his companions. “ Gentlemen, may | introduce Sergel Vischenko,
Senior of the Planetary Advisors, and his assistant, Undersecretary Javrd Pere. Sergel, these are
Professors Geoffrey Richter and Chaim Golev. Y ou dready know Professor Williams. Lieutenant, please
ask Citizen Betraintojoin us”

“Yes, dr.”

In lessthan aminute, Josp Betrain was whedled in through a side door by anurse. Vischenko was
surprised at how the Executive' s personal advisor had deteriorated since the last time they had met.
Betrain' s cheeks were hollow, his breathing labored, his complexion sallow. His hands shook worse than
ever. Still, the deeply sunken eyes were quick to sweep the assembled group, taking in detailswith asure
swiftness that many younger/hedlthier men could not have managed.

When everyone had taken a seat around the table, and the lieutenant and nurse had | ft the room,
Executive Duva leaned forward, frowning. “ The subject, of course, isthe Alphans. Professor Richter,
your report, please.”

“Asyou wish, Executive,” the scientist said, bowing toward Duva from his sest. He turned to look at the
rest of them. “For those who do not know me, | am Chairman of the Socio-biology Department at
Heidelberg University. The Chief Executive recently asked thet | head an effort to evaluate dl existing
data concerning the socio-biological behavior of the even hundred known races. The purpose of this
study wasto determine, insofar as we were able, the likely reception humanity will receive out among the
dars.

“I informed Executive Duvd at thetime of hisregquest that he was asking theimpossible. A study of this
magnitudeisthetask of years, not weeks. Recognizing the time congtraint, | directed my team to make a
cursory examination of the data and come up with some*quick look’ conclusions.” Richter hated his
monologue and waited for questions from the audience. There were none. The only sound in the room
wasthat of Josp Betrain’s raping breaths and the soft sighing of the air conditioner.

“Right,” hesaid, turning to his partner. “Chaim, will you please describe our methodology?’

Chaim Golev was a bronzed man with an unruly shock of white hair. He leaned forward and stroked the
screen control. The displays at each side of the table changed to show identical 3-D carpet plots.

“Through both historica and real time research, we were able to obtain meaningful dataon dightly more
than six hundred sentient species. These we broke down into sub-groups depending on how closdly the
particular species seemed to fit human socio-biologica standards. | emphasize that word * seemed'. In
somethirty cases, for example, we were unable to characterizethe dataat al. That is, the ideas and
atitudes of the speciesin question seemed completely illogica to us.”

Golev manipulated the control once more, causing anew graph to appear on the displays. “In order to
judge aparticular species Humanity Quotient, we arbitrarily picked anumber of character traits
prominent in human beings. We labded these: * Aggressiveness, ‘ Curiosity,” ‘Honesty,” ‘ Intdligence;’
and ‘' SAIf Interest.” Even though highly subjective, we fed that these categories give us enough
information to make at least a qualitative judgment asto where aspecies H.Q. fallsonthe scale.

“| don't wish to suggest that we have discovered something new here, gentlemen. Expertsin thefield
have long suspected that form followsfunction in cultura evolution just asit doesin biological evolution;
that two societies shaped by smilar environmentswill tend to resemble one another. Our research
indicates that thisisindeed the case for amgority of the species studied. Given smilar simuli, most
intelligent beingswill react smilarly.”



“Our results are far less ambiguous than | would have expected, gentlemen,” Richter said. “Most species
studied seemed to have a highly developed sense of their own sdif interest, which they pursue vigoroudly.
That should not surprise us, of course. Even the lowly crab will attack when itsfood supply is threstened.
When one considersthe fact that the Alphans are in possession of the most sought after prizein the
gdaxy, the probability of conflict approaches unity.”

“If I may summarize, Professor Richter,” Executive Duvd said, “you seem to be saying that by alowing
this Alphan expedition search for the Maker sun, we may be endangering the Earth?”

“That isprecisely what | am saying, Sr.”

Duva hesitated for amoment, and then let out aheavy sigh. “If that isthe case, | suppose we' ll haveto
do something about it.”

#

After San Francisco, the Alphan tour of Earth broke up into its component parts. Robert Braedon and
Scholar Price returned to Genevato begin discussions concerning congtruction of afleet of starships.
Chaplain Ibanez returned to Rome to dive happily into the Vatican Archives. Terra, in the company of
Mischa Altman, turned south.

Thetour of Latin Americawas |ess hectic than the previous jaunts. Terrawas not sure whether thiswas
due to waning public interest, or merely the fact that her Higpanic hosts respected her privacy more than
their North American and European predecessors had. Whatever the reason, she found it easy to forget
her specia status while she and Mischawalked the broken paving stones of the Mayan ruins at Chichen
Itza

Not that they weretruly aone, of course. Terranoticed several dark haired and mustachioed men
walking theruins around her. Severa were attired in conservative bus ness tunics that bulged noticeably
a the left armpit. That observation, coupled with the fact that Mischa averted her gaze whenever one of
these other “tourists” appeared, indicated to Terrathat the Communion security apparatus was out in
force,

After Chichen Itza, they flew south to Brasiliawhere Terraappeared on aloca holovision program. It
was an gppearance Smilar to dozens of others she had made during her tour, and she had long since
devel oped a series of standard answersto all the usua questions. Upon her arrival at the ation,
however, she was surprised to learn that the interview would take place in Portuguese-Spanish.

“But | don't speak it,” she had protested to the interviewer, one of Latin Americal s most popular
newscasters.

“No need, Senorita. We are used to such difficulties. | assure you that our computer will handle matters
very well.”

Terradiscovered an hour later what he had meant. She found hersdlf in front of the cameras, listening to
the interviewer’ s rgpid-fire Portuguese-Spanish delivery while alinguistic computer droned the trandation
into her ear. Her answers used the same process, but in reverse. The effect was much like listening to an
echo of one'sown voice, except that the echo spoke a different language. Afterward, she asked Mischa
Altman about the experience.

“Y ou have to understand these people,” Mischa said, chuckling. “ South Americais currently making a
bid to take over industrid domination of the planet. Like the ancient French, the Latinos see no reason
why they should learn the old English tongue. They’ d much prefer to have everyone elselearn their



language.”

Terrahad nodded, not entirely sure that she understood. There was but a single language on Alpha, the
sructure of which wasrigidly maintained by SURROGATE in his capacity of educator of the young.
Since the approved didect was the verson of English used at the timePathfinder |eft Earth, Terrahad
received anumber of comments about her “quaint but charming” accent during her travels.

Terrarecounted her experiencesin the holovision station to PROMthe next time the starship wasin range
of her pocket communicator. This usually occurred twice each day whenProcyon’s Promise rose above
theloca horizon. At those times, Terrawould check in and briefly report her observations sincethe last
contact. The computer in turn would relay the latest shipboard gossip and messages from her father.
These contacts had become very preciousto her, dispelling ever more frequent bouts of homesickness.

The second night after she and Mischaflew from Brasliato Buenos Aires, Terrawasin her room waiting
for the numbers displayed on her communicator to count down to zero. Almost simultaneous with that
event, PROM’ s voice issued from the comm unit.

“Areyou there, Terra?’
“Here, PROM.”
“How was your day?’

Terraquickly sketched out her just completed itinerary. In the morning, they had laid a cornerstonefor a
new civic building and toured the Museum of Natura Science. In the afternoon, the Argentine viceroy, a
florid man whose knowledge of astronomy was as limited as his Standard vocabulary, had hosted a
reception for her at the Palacia de Government. “Tomorrow we' re flying across the continent to the
Pecific. Mischa promised to show meawhale.”

“Sounds exciting. Did you get pictures of the museum?’

“I did,” Terrapressed the stud that transmitted the images stored inside the communicator. Therewasa
brief, high-pitched whine from the spesker, then silence. “ Any news for me?’

“Yes, quitealot. Chryse Haler hasinvited you to adinner party at her estate next Friday evening. Can
youmakeit?’

“Of course,” Terrasaid. “I’'ll ask Mischato arrange for meto fly north after the whae expedition. Is
anyone dsegoing?’

“Chaplain Ibanez has declined. He saysthat he has an appointment to see His Holiness. However, your
father and Scholar Price will bethere”

“I'll be glad to seethem. Tdll father that I’ ve missed him terribly, and that | love him.”
“Will do. I will cal you tomorrow. Get agood picture of awhae. PROMout.”

“I'll try. Terraout.”

CHAPTER 13



The sun was high in acloudless sky when the aircar touched down on the Moose Hill landing gtrip.
Chryse Haller watched as the Communion-owned aircraft rolled to astop in front of the small private
termind building. Moments later, the whine of the engines coasted into inaudibility and a porta popped

open.

An excited Terra Braedon bounded down the airplane s boarding stairs and ran open armed across the
tarmac to where Chryse waited. The two women embraced happily for several seconds, each assuring
the other that she had been missed. When the greetings were over, Chryse directed her young guest
toward the catamount that was standing ready to transport them to the main house.

The main house was two kilometers viadirt road from the airstrip. Chryse drove the big machineat a
leisurdly pace while pointing out Sghts of interest to afirst time visitor. Moose Hill had been built in the
foothills of asmall mountain range. Each part of the estate - main house, servant’ s quarters, maintenance
yard, motor pool, stable, and airfield - was centered in a separate forest clearing, out of sight of every

other part.

The main building was a structure built in the glass-and-stone motif popular in the twenty-second century.
Besdeit, looking somewhat out-of-place, was alarge inflatable dome decorated in circus hues. Chryse
drove the catamount up awide gravel path and parked in front of the front entrance of the permanent
sructure. She turned to Terra, who was staring at the dome.

“Ugly, isn't it? Father had it coptered in for the banquet this evening. Otherwise, we would have run out
of placesto put everyone.”

“Isyour father here?’ Terraasked.
Chryse shook her head. “He s at the main officesin Toronto. He' |l be arriving later this afternoon.”

Chryse guided Terraup the front steps and to a guest room on the second floor. The room decor was
early-Canadian rudtic, but the split log pandling did little to conced the underlying opulence of the
accommodations. Chryse demondirated al of the facilities - from the tunable deep field to the whirlpool
in the bathtub - then activated the closet control. There was a soft whirring noise as the closet door
opened. The space thus revealed was filled with more than a dozen evening gowns. Terragasped as she
caught sight of the collection.

“You'll find underwear and dl the accouterments in the dresser next to the deep fidd,” Chryse said.

Terrawas not listening. She opened the seam of one of the hermetically sealed garment bags and pulled
forth ashimmery, lavender gown. Holding the soft materid in front of her, she posed before the full-length
mirror.

“Y ou shouldn't have, Chryse!”

“Nonsense. Y ou were kind enough to loan me your shipsuits when | needed them. | am just trying to
repay the favor. Do you want to try it on?’

Terraheld the dress at armslength and surveyed itsintricacies. “I’'m not sure I’ m smart enough to work
everything.”

“I'll helpiif you like”
Terrablushed, but to Chryse' s surprise, agreed.
“Before we do, though, may | ask you aquestion?’ Terraasked.



“Go ahead.”

“The government people who arranged my flight up from Santiago didn’t seem too happy when | told
them | was coming here.”

Chryselaughed. “I’m not surprised.
“WM!

“Because, my dear, the Communion does't totaly trust my father and me. They know Haller Associates
isinterested in getting into the business of building starships. Not just shipsfor your expedition, but
commercia vesss, too. Thisworriesthem.”

“Why should it?

“Because gtar travel will mean areturn to the days of the space pioneer and unlimited expansion. The
universe will not be a safe and predictable place anymore. It won't have the precisdy defined limitsthat
are 0 dtractive to the swaddling cloth mentality thet afflictsalot of Communion functionaries.”

“But what has that to do with my coming here?”
“They probably think we arranged this party as abribe to get an insde track on our competitors.”
“And did you?" Terraasked.

Chryse regarded her young guest with a serious expression. “ Star travel is much too important to be
monopolized ... by anybody!”

Captain Braedon and Scholar Price arrived later in the afternoon in one of Promise ’ s scout boats. The
egg shaped craft caused a consderable stir asit floated sllently to alanding on the airfield tarmac. A
curved hatch opened afew seconds later to revea two figuresin Alphan blue-and-gold. Chryse greeted
them as effusvely asshe had Terra

“Thank you for coming,” she said, reaching up to kiss Braedon on the cheek.
“My plessure, Chryse”

“And you too, Scholar Price.”

Price leaned forward and kissed her hand. “Enchanted, Milady.”

Chryse turned and indicated the landing boat. “ Are you alone?’

Braedon shook his head. “Chief Hanadais aboard. Also, Javral Pere.”

“Chryse, hdlo!” Pere said from the open hatchway. He was attired in ashimmering blue daysuit with
matching cloak and polished knee-length boots.

Chryse bussed Pere on the cheek before turning back to Braedon. “Have Chief Hanada move the ship
next to that stand of trees over there. I'll post aguard to keep curiosity seekers awvay.”

Braedon plucked his pocket communicator from his belt and gave the order. As quickly as hefinished,
the boat lifted and drifted dowly toward the indicated parking area. Chryse watched the maneuver with
wide-eyed interest.



The remainder of the two hundred invited guests began arriving at dusk. Aircars orbited overhead like
jetlinersat an old-fashioned airport. As quickly asthe craft touched ground, Haller Associates
employees ass sted the passengers to a catamount waiting to ferry them to the festivities.

Thefirst event of the evening was to be the welcoming dinner. Within the inflated dome, tables were
arranged in acircle around the periphery, leaving the centra areafree savefor asmdl raised platform. By
19:00 hours, the platform was occupied by aworld-famous string quartet playing quiet music whilea
hundred or so invited guests milled about spping cocktails before dinner.

Chryse knocked on Terra s door forty minutes before the banquet was to begin. Terraanswered
wearing abathrobe, her hair piled high on her head, and her features till ruddy from being scrubbed.

“Hi, need any help?’ Chryse asked.

“By The Promise, yes! | can't figure out anything!”

Terra s gaze fastened on Chryse’ s dress as the older woman crossed the threshold.

“What' sthe matter?’ Chryse asked, noting her attention.

“Why, nothing! It isabsolutely stunning. | wasjust wondering how you keep it from faling down.”

Chryse glanced down at her dress, ahit of iridescent film that both revealed and obscured. She laughed.
“Willpower.”

“Could you make melook like that?’
Chryse shook her head. “Y ou don’'t need it.”

Terrawas crestfalen for amoment, and then brightened. “ At least you can help me pick out agown.
They'redl so beautiful that | don’t know which oneto wear.”

“How about the powder blue?’
“Isthat your choice?’
Chryse nodded. “I1t would be were | you. It sets off your skin tones.”

Chryse directed Terrato seat hersdlf in front of the mirror, and then helped her with the various
appliances that science had devel oped over the last three centuriesto assist alady in gpplying her
makeup. After awhile, she noticed that Terra s gaze, rather than being drawn to the young beauty in the
mirror, was fixed, trance-like, onthefar wal.

“What' sthe matter?’
Terrashook hersdf with agtart. “What?’
“Y ou look as though you have something on your mind.”

“I"ve been thinking about what you said this afternoon about the Communion not being in favor of star
trave.”

“Oh, they'reintdlectualy in favor of it, | suppose,” Chryse said. “They just haven't made the emotiona
adjusment yet.”



“Hmm, | thought --”
“Y ou thought what?’
“Nothing. | was just wondering about something PROMtold me.”

Chryse frowned. She had long been familiar with the unconscious signds that human beings useto
telegraph their moods. It was obviousthat Terrawas disturbed about something.”

“What' swrong?’
“I gave my word that | wouldn’t talk about it.”

Chryse locked eyeswith Terrain the mirror for long moments, and then shrugged. “I wouldn’t want you
to betray a confidence. However, | an agood listener, and | just might be ableto help.”

Terrahestated for amoment, and then told Chryse about the duplicate memory crystal and the visit to
the San Francisco DataBanks. “... While | wastalking to the director, the crystal suddenly began
radiating heat againgt my skin. It got so hot that | thought it was going to burn me.”

Chryselifted her eyebrowsin surprise. “Obvioudy, PROMwas communicating with the data banks. Did
shetdl you why?’

Terrashook her head. “ She only said that she was worried that the Communion might not honor their
pledgeto help us”

“What reason did she haveto think that?”’

“No reason that she could explain. She said the Situation just did not fed right. When shetold methat, |
got scared. PROMis very perceptive, you know. And sheisusualy right when it comesto people. After
all, she’' sbeen observing us for three hundred years.”

“Have you told anyone else about this? Chryse asked.
“No one, although I’ ve been thinking that | should tell Father.”

“Perhaps you should. I'd wait until I got him aone somewhere where | was positive that | couldn’t be
overheard.”

“I'll doit firgt thing in the morning.”

The next several minutes were spent in silence as Chryse completed touching up Terral s makeup. Then
she helped her with the long, flowing gown cut in a conservative strapless’backless pattern. She brushed
Terrd shair into awindblown style that accentuated her high cheekbones. Asafina touch, she sprinkled
glowing gemsthrough the girl’ stresses.

“Okay, you're done.”
Terraglanced into the mirror and gasped. “Why, I’ m beautiful!”

“Indeed you are. Y ou will haveto be on your guard with the men here tonight. Just keep in mind that
what isimmora on Alphasometimes passes for polite manners here.”

“Y ou mean someone might --”



“Oh, they’ll try, of course.” Chryse glanced at her chargein the mirror, and then at hersdf. “Well, I'd say
we' re about ready. Shdl we join the festivities?’

#

Chryse led Terradown the hal to where Captain Braedon was housed. Scholar Price and Chief Hanada
were dready in Braedon' s room when the women arrived. All were clad in dress uniforms. After afew
minutes of small talk, Chryse led them down the back stairsto the pressurized tunnd that connected the
dining dometo the main house.

A wave of gpplause preceded them as they pushed their way through the crowd. Harrold Haller greeted
them hafway to the dais. Chryse performed the introductions, and noted with gpproval that Braedon
seemed to respond well to her father. She had to admit, the old bear could be very charming if he put his
mindtoit.

Haller stepped up on the dais and invited his gueststo join him. The gpplause, which had died down
during the introductions, redoubled. He gave the prearranged signal that would send waiters laden with
champagne glasses surging through the crowd. When the drinks had been distributed, he signaled for
Slence.

“Ladies and gentlemen, those of you who know me know that | hate long speeches. Therefore, | will
keep thisshort. If | have not already done so in person, let me welcome you to Moose Hill. Fed freeto
celebrate as much asyou like this evening and do not worry if you overdo it abit. We have enough room
for everyone to spend the night if they want to. Y ou will find your quartersin the annex out back. Just ask
any Haller Associates employeefor directions.

“Now, then. Itismy plessureto introduce our guests...” Haler introduced the Alphansin turn and was
interrupted each time by applause. When the last of the clapping had quieted down, he continued. “...
Now then, to the festivities. Find your name cards on the tables, rearrange them if we have not placed
you by the member of the opposite sex of your choice, and please be seated. Dinner is about to be
served!”

Therefollowed five minutes of disorder that ended in filled tables and waiters with full plattersissuing
forth from the kitchens. While they were being served, Haller introduced the Alphans again, thistimeto
their tablemates. One of thesewas Luigi Chiardi.

“Scholar Price, you will be interested in Professore Chiardi’ swork,” Chryse said. “He has been
attempting to identify the line of research that led the Star Travelersto the FTL drive.”

“Then, you are with the Community of Nations group, Professor?” Price asked, looking up from theroll
he had been buttering.

Chiardi, aportly, balding man with awhite goatee and bushy sdeburns, said, “No, I'm with Haller
Asociates. We are doing asmilar study to that of the Communion.”

“And have you any results?’

“Itisdifficult totell,” Chiardi replied, choosing hiswords with care. “ There does seem to be one
particular, consstent scientific mystery throughout this galaxy. Of course, it may be completely unrelated
to the stardrive.”

“What isit?’

Chiardi smiled dightly. “Perhaps you would care to take aguess.”



“ haven't aclug,” Pricesad.

“Sofar aswecantel,” Chiardi said, “not one of the known races has ever managed to adequately
explain the exigence of the I-mass.”

Pricelooked sharply at the European professor, searching his expression for some sign that he was
engaged in apractica joke. “Areyou serious?’

“It isso obviousthat it'sawonder none of us has thought of it before, no?’
“Areyou certain of your findings?’

Chiardi’ s shoulders moved in an exaggerated shrug. “Who can be sure of anything when dedling with
dien data?’

The two scientists quickly lapsed into bursts of excited speech so thickly laden with technica jargon asto
be incomprehensble to the others around them. Harrold Haller listened for several minutes before
interrupting their dialogue.

“Pardon my ignorance,” he said, “but what are you two talking about?’
“I-masses, of course,” Chiardi said.

“| gathered as much. What about them?’

“By dl current theories, they shouldn’t exist.”

Haller frowned. “But that’ s crazy.”

“Of courseitis,” Price said. “We know that they do exist - but have never been able to adequately
explain why. Professor Chiardi’ swork suggests that we are not lone in our confusion.”

“Not sofast. You' velost me”
Chiardi sighed. “Perhapsit would be best to sart at the beginning.”
“Pleasedo.”

Chiardi leaned back and assumed the tone of one who is used to speaking from alecture hall podium:
“When black holes were first postulated, my dear employer, it was assumed that any mass crossng an
event horizon isforever logt to the outside universe. Eventualy that theory had to be discarded. Y ou see,
singularities tend to lose mass due to quantum mechanica effects. Large holes are not affected very
much, but thistendency to ‘leak’ massinto the outsde universeis catastrophic for very smdl holes.”

“An example will makethe principle clear, | think. Take ablack hole the same mass asthe sun. The
lifetime of such ahole isten-to-the-sixty-third-power years. That is consderably longer than the
postulated lifetime of the entire universe. However, a hole that masses a mere one thousand tonnes will
lose dl of its mass after only one-tenth of a second. From the equations, it is possible to calculate the
minimum sze hole with along enough lifetime to have survived the fifteen billion yeaers sncethe Big Bang.
The critical massturns out to be severd billion tonnes. Anything smaler should have disappeared long

ago.

“Now, theory and redlity agree nicely in the case of norma matter. The universeiswell populated with
oversize black holes composed of norma matter. Quasars and Seyfert galaxies are the most conspicuous
examples. Smilarly, we have never found anorma matter hole smaler than the critica sze.



“Where the theory breaks down is on the antimatter sde of the ledger. Tiny antimatter black holes are
everywhere. We, of course, know them by the name I-mass. They account for half the total mass of the
universe. Yet, try aswewill, we can see no logica reason why they should be longer lived than their
norma meatter cousins”

For the rest of the dinner, the two scientists continued to confer in bursts of jargon interspersed with
quick mouthfuls of food. They finished early and excused themselves. Price was anxiousto go over the
notesthat Chiardi had left in hisroom.

Harrold Haller watched the two scientists out of sight before turning to Chryse. “ At least those two won't
complainthat | giveadull party.”

Neither, asit turned out, would anyone e se.

After dinner, the crowd broke up into smaler groups. The dome was cleared away, the string quartet
was supplanted by afull orchestra, and couples began whirling together under colored lights. The guests
who were not dancing wandered off to other diversions. Gamblers moved to the main house, sports
enthusiaststo Haler’ sindoor swimming pool. Some couples donned heavy coats and sought solitudein
the arctic night. Othersretired to their roomsto practice the oldest sport of al.

Chryse Haller rescued Robert Braedon from agroup of her father’ sfriends by asking him to dance with
her. Sheled him onto the dance floor and alowed hersdlf to be folded into his embrace. They danced for
severa minutes without speaking as they allowed the dow strains of awaltz to sweep them around the
floor. She was surprised to discover that he was a good dancer, and told him so.”

“Why surprised?’ he asked.

“It'sjust not something | would expect astarship captain to be good at. When did you ever find thetime
tolearn?’

Helaughed. “ Dancing is very popular on Alpha. There are dances every ten-day or so in Founder’ sHall
in Frgt Landing. | used to attend quite regularly.”

“Its niceto find aman who can both lead and not step on your feet. That isarare combination. | know
from experience.” She sghed, shuggled close, and laid her head on his shoulder. Almost ingtantly, shefelt
the muscles beneath his uniform tunic tense. She raised her head and looked a him in surprise.”

“What' sthe matter?’
“Nothing,” hereplied.

She searched his features and decided that she had not imagined it. Moments earlier, he had been
relaxed and friendly. Now he wasformd and distant. It was as though an invisible barrier had suddenly
did between them. She frowned, and then redlized the reason for his reaction.

“Sorry,” she said, moving away until her body no longer pressed so tightly againgt his. “I almost forgot
that you' re ahappily married spaceman twelve light-years from home, and that I'm only half dressed.”

“Your gownislovey,” hesaid with only ahint of astammer.
“Doyouredly likeit?’

He grinned and relaxed once again. “It isn't exactly what we' re used to back home, but yes, | likeit very



When the dance ended, Chryse suggested that they find aquiet corner to talk. Braedon agreed and they
moved toward the entrance. They did not make it. Harrold Haller intercepted them en route.

“Mindif | borrow the captain for abit, Chryse? There are some people | want him to meet.”
“I suppose not,” shesaid. “You will bring him back, won't you?’
“Of course”

Braedon thanked her for the dance, and then followed her father into the crowd. Chryse watched them
go. There was awistful look on her face as she did so.

For the next haf hour, she circulated through the crowd, stopping briefly to talk to various guests. She
was thus engaged when someone grabbed her about the waist from behind, pulled her close, rubbed a
rough cheek againgt her neck, and said, “Want to dance?”’

Chryse noted the strong smell of acohol on her assailant’ s breeth and sighed philosophicaly.
Discouraging amorous advances by boozy men at her father’ s parties had been second nature to her
sgnce shewas Terrd s age. She extricated hersdlf, turned to face her assailant, and changed her mind
when she saw who it was.

“Hdlo, Javrd. Dance? Why, I'd loveto,” shelied. They moved out onto the dance floor and shefitted
her body to his. “Did you enjoy your flight in the Alphan landing boat today?”

“Very much. Just what we need to do away with our archaic rocket ferries, don’t you think?”

“Not only the Earth-to-orbit fleet,” Chrysereplied, “but our ships of deep space aswell. The gravitic
drive makes everything we own obsolete. Even if we can convert our existing shipsto the new
technology, the change-over isgoing to be long and expensive.”

Pere gazed at her asheled her into agrand pirouette. Hafway through he said, “Not aslong asyou
might think. I’ ve seen sudiesthat say wecan do it infive years”

Chryse shook her head. “Y ou bureaucrats ought to come to some of usin the business before issuing
those reports of yours. Thereisno way we can convert the existing fleet so quickly, not whileall of our
capacity isdevoted to building starships. We haven’t enough tooling, facilities, or skilled manpower to do
both.”

Pere’ s expression changed subtly in response to her comment. “What makes you think you'll be doing
both?’

Chryse frowned. “Beg your pardon?’

Pere seemed to sober up ingtantly. “Forget | said anything,” he said hadtily. “Dumb comment. Chalk it up
to too many drinks.”

“Asyouwish, Javrd.”

After the dance ended, Chryse excused herself with the statement that she had to get back to her guests.
Oncefree of Pere, she quickly found Marcus Easton in the crowd.

“Ask Captain Braedon and my father to join mein the study, Marcus. It simportant.”
“Understood.”



She watched her father’ s secretary disgppear into the crowd. After afew minutes of idle conversation,
she handed her glassto a passing waiter, moved nonchalantly to the exit, and made her way to the
second floor study. She had just finished mixing another drink when someone rapped softly on the study
door. She opened it to find Robert Braedon and Marcus Easton waiting in the hal. They were joined by
Harold Haler dmost immediately.”

“Comein,” shesaid quietly, her voice bardly audible over the far off drumbeat of dance music.
“What' sthisabout?’ Haller asked.

Chrysetold them about Javral Pere sdip.

“What do you suppose he meant by that?” Haller mused as he rubbed his chin.

“That the Communion is having second thoughts about helping us?’ Braedon asked.

Haller shrugged. “Possble. AsVischenko's assistant, Pere would certainly bein aposition to know.”

Chryse shook her head. “ At therisk of sounding naive, | don’t see how the Communion can possibly
back out now. The Chief Executive has announced publicly that he will support the Alphan request in the

“It wouldn’t be thefirgt time a CE has changed his mind. Remember, people have short memories,”
Haler said. “Infact, | think...”

No one had a chance to hear what Haller thought. He was interrupted by afrightened voice issuing from
the intercom on his desk.

“My God, we re being invaded!”

“By who, damniit?’ Haller yelled as Braedon reached into histunic for his communicator. His thumb had
just flicked the safety guard out of the way and pressed the red emergency button when the study door
crashed inward in an explosion of sound and arain of splinters.

Two men inwaiters uniforms hurled themsd ves through acrid smoke and brought hand lasersup to
cover the room’ s occupants. At the same moment, agravel-toned voice yelled: “Communion security
forces! Nobody move.”



CHAPTER 14

“I''m picking up an SOS, Caver.”

Commander Caver Martin, temporarily in command of StarshipProcyon’s Promise , glanced up from
the daily report he had been studying and quickly scanned the sky beyond the bridge viewdome for sign
of trouble. The reaction was automatic, the result of amillion years of evolution. Thelimitations of the
human eye being what they are, there was nothing to see but the ever changing panorama of Mother
Eath.

“Identify source,” Martin ordered.

“The ship istheJuanita Gallegos , an Earth-to-orbit shuttle outbound from Brasilia spaceport,”
PROMreplied. “ They report a cabin depressurization accident with casudties: two dead, one
hemorrhaging interndly.”

“Why call us?”

“They were en route toSGC Sentinel with replacements and supplies. We are the closest available ship.
They are asking for immediate medicd aid.”

Martin frowned. Sentinel was the Space Guard cruiser that had been assigned the task of guarding
Promise , ostengbly to keep sightseers away. It occupied the same orbit as the starship, but ledPromise
by ahundred kilometers.

“What doesSentinel say about dl this?”
“Captain Hansen has confirmed the shuttl€’ sidentity. He requeststhat we give dl possibleaid.”
“Patch meintotheGallegos .

A reedy voice with aNorth American accent suddenly filledPromise 'sbridge: “What' s keeping you,
garship? | have aman dying here. We need help.”

“Attention,Gallegos !” Martin replied. “ Permission to rendezvousis granted. Make your approach from
the out-orbit side and we will take you aboard via the hangar deck. Our doctor will be standing by.”

“Understood, starship. Out-orbit gpproach. We |l be there in five minutes.”
“Notify Doctor Pollard, PROM.”
“I have dready done so, Calver.”

Martin scanned the Earth’ s horizon until atiny speck appeared just above the soft blue line that wasthe
edge of the atmosphere. The shuttle grew perceptibly larger as he watched. Its pilot was obvioudy ina
hurry. His attitude control jetsflared in amanner guaranteed to waste reaction mass. The winged
gpacecraft had closed to within five kilometers when the generd dlarm began its ululation. PROM’svoice
immediately echoed through the bridge.

“Alert! Captain Braedon hastriggered his emergency beacon on the planet’s surface.”
“Areyou in communication with him?’ Martin asked.

“Negetive. We are not in range for voice transmissons.”



“Open achannel to theGallegos .
“Open, Calver.”

“ Shear off, shuttle! Permission to rendezvousisdenied! | repeat, permission isrevoked. Get the hell
away frommy ship.”

“Toolate,” PROMsad. “He' slaunched missiles”

“How long?” Martin' s question wasinterrupted by a sudden, deafeningCLANG! againgtPromise ’shull.
“Multipleimpacts,” PROMannounced. “No explosions, no penetrations.”

“What the hdl?” Promise * s executive officer asked, more perplexed than frightened.

“Senting is atempting to communicate, Caver.”

“Put it on the box, then bring the convertersto power. We re getting out of here!” He turned to the
command consolein front of him to see the features of Captain Sven Hansen, commanding officer, SGC
Sentingd , solidify on his screen.

“Do not attempt to move your ship, Commander,” the Solarian officer said without preamble. “We have
attached limpet minesto your hull. They are fuzed to explode a the dightest distortion of thelocal gravity
field by your drive generators.”

“What isthe meaning of this, Captain?’

“I have been authorized to tell you that my government has reluctantly ordered your ship impounded.
Sorry, Caver. It' sorders.”

Martin drew himsalf up straight and jutted his chin belligerently at the screen pickup. “ Then hereare my
orders, Captain. | want that pirate shuttle of yours away from my ship. Y ou have one minute. After that, |
grav out of here, minesor no mines.”

#

Philip Gascoyne was awakened by the ingstent buzz of the phone on his nightstand. Hiswife muttered in
her deep as Gascoyne fumbled for the remote control. The screen cleared to reveal the worried features
of Clive Barton, his assstant at the data banks.

“What' sthe matter?’ he demanded as he hoisted himsdlf to asitting position in bed.
“The banks have shut down, Phil.”

Gascoyne struggled for afew secondsto grasp the import of the man’ swords. * Shut down? What the
hell do you mean ‘ shut down’ ?’

“Just what | said. We ve power to the system, all the readouts appear norma, but al input/output
functions refuse to respond.”

“Have you tried the emergency overrides?’

“I tried everything. | even took a chance on switching to emergency power and cutting the remote lines.
Nothing has helped. The system’ s till locked up tight.”



“Transfer control to me a home,” Gascoyne growled. After aminute of punching commandsinto the
phone keyboard, Gascoyne had to admit that his assistant was right. No matter what he tried, the only
response was, DATA BANKSNOT READY . Gascoyne gulped hard and switched back to Barton's
ashen features.

“Begin preparations for opening the vaullt. | will cal Genevaand get ateam of specidistson their way. I'll
be therein thirty minutes, twenty if | catch the tubesright.”

“Y%, S'r.u
#

Henri Duva wasin Command Centra supervising the operation to captureProcyon’ s Promise when the
first reports concerning the data banks began coming in. He and the usua complement of Space Guard
and civilian advisorslistened gravely as an excited duty officer reported the extent of the disaster via
screenlink.

“... It began with areport that something was wrong with the Buenos Airesfacility, sir. Within minutes,
half-a-dozen other banks had reported the same thing. That was when | ordered afull survey. We are
just completing it now. So far, it appears to be one hundred percent. At 06:12.016 UST, every data
bank on Earth ceased responding to input. So far aswe can tdll, the whole system just shut itsdlf off.”

“Thank you for the information, Mgor. Keep usinformed through channels.”
“Yes gr.”

Duva turned to the various subordinates, advisors and aides clustered around the table as the screen
went dark. “We need to know who isdoing thisto us, people. Any suggestions on how wefind out?’

“I would think it obvious, Henri,” Josip Betrain said from beside him. “L ook at that time. It' samost
precisely the same moment when our Q-boat peppered that damned Alphan starship with limpet mines.”

“Y ou think the Alphans had something to do with this?”
“Who ds=?’

Duvd turned to glance at the wall-size screen that showed a schemetic representation of the Situation in
orhit.

The plan had been supposedly foolproof. A military shuttle loaded with assault troops was to have faked
an emergency and persuaded the Alphansto take it into their hangar deck. Once inside, two dozen
Marinesin vacsuitswould blast their way into the engine spaces. There they would set off afew carefully
placed pyrotechnic charges and rob the ship of maneuvering power without damaging the priceless
gardrive generators. WithProcyon' s Promise immobilized, it would then be asimple matter to send
other boarding partiesin to take tota control of the starship.

Something had gone wrong. Somehow, the Alphans had gotten suspicious before the shuttle was safely
insde. They had ordered the raider to stand clear. Unable to conquer from within, the shuttle pilot had
initiated the backup plan. He had launched severa specidly designed missiles from point-blank range.

Logicaly, once the mines were attached, the Alphans only viable course of action wasto capitulate
gracefully. They had done nothing of the kind. Insteed, they were now threatening to blow themsaves up
if any Solarian ship cametoo close. Somehow, Henri Duva did not think they were bluffing.



“Let me seeaclose-up of Procyon’s Promise ,” he growled. The screen changed to show aview of the
Alphan starship from the long-range cameras aboardSentingl . Duvd studied the hdf-lighted spherefor
severa moments. He was about to order atighter close-up when the status display flickered and died.
The overhead lights died with it, plunging the conference room into sudden blackness. The emergency
lights came on amoment later. Duva noted excited voices coming from the Operations Center next door.

“Seewhat’ sgoing on out therel” he demanded.

One of hisaides hurried to the conference room door and pulled it open. For thefirst timein nearly a
century, the Operations Center was dark except for emergency lights. Weapons officers were hunched
over their consoles, frantically attempting to reestablish communi cations with the outsde world.

“We seem to be down across the board,” the aide reported.

“All of headquartersis affected, Sir,” anew voice reported from behind Duva. The spesker wasDuvad’s
emergency communications operator, who carried the briefcase with the traditional red phoneinit. The
comm operator had his case open and was relaying status reports amost the same moment the lights
died. “Communications disrupted ... emergency circuits are intermittent ... the main computer system
seemsto havefailed.” The operator fell silent asapuzzled look crossed his features.

“What' sthe matter?’ Duva demanded.

He dowly extracted the earphone he had been listening to and stared at it as though to confirm that it was
gtill working. Hisnormaly dark complexion had gone gray under the emergency lighting. He looked at
the Chief Executive and gulped. “ Some woman just broke into my circuit, Sir. She' s asking to spesk to
you persondly.”

“That’simpossible! No one knows|’m here.”

“Yes, sr.” The comm operator reinserted the earphone and listened intently for afew more seconds. He
looked up a Duval. “ She still wantsto talk to you, sir. She says her nameis PROM. She wants to know
if you'reready to surrender yet.”

#

Robert Braedon paced the floor of the room that Chryse Haller had assigned him earlier that afternoon
and considered his changed circumstances. Instead of fawning servants eager to supply his every need,
he was now surrounded by armed Communion Marines. A sergeant stood just inside the open doorway
and watched him with hawklike interest while two enlisted men lounged in the halway beyond. All were
polite, but their hands never strayed far from their weapons.

From what little Braedon had seen following hisignominious capture, the envelopment of Moose Hill had
gone off likethewd| planned military maneuver it was. Marines had reached the main house lessthan a
minute after the first darm. Within ten minutes, dl was quiet save for the far-off hiss of airborne soldiers
patrolling the perimeter.

He and the others captured in Chryse Haller’ s study were quickly separated and placed in confinement.
Nothing much happened for the next three hours until afuzzy cheeked lieutenant appeared and
transported Braedon to the landing field. Most of the private aircars were gone, as was the Alphan scout
boat. They had been replaced by avariety of military vehicles, some of which sported wicked looking
missile launchers and laser cannon. A supersonic jet transport sat at the end of the runway with its
enginesrunning. Theair jeep carrying Braedon landed next to the long-range aircraft, and the lieutenant
requested Braedon to board.



Besides the crew and auniformed steward, the only other person onboard the airplane was Chryse
Hdler.

“Hédlo,” he said as he dropped into the seat across the narrow aide from Chryse’ sand fumbled for his
safety harness.

“Helo, yoursdf.”
“Any ideawhere we are going, or why?’
“None.”

They spent the short night talking over the evening’ s events. The seward periodically served
refreshments, but otherwise |eft them done. Eventudly, the aircraft began its descent and Chryse was not
surprised to discover that their destination was Geneva. The plane banked over the mountains west of the
city, then dropped precipitoudy toward the airport to the south. It touched down with a double squeal of
tires againg tarmac, and then taxied to wherealong line of limousineswaited. They were quickly hustled
to awaiting groundcar. When they were seated, one of the limousi ne guards picked up a communicator
and spoke briefly into it. When he was through, the motorcade sped toward an airport entrance on the
far dde of thefidd.

“That' sstrange,” Chryse said after they had been driving for several minutes.
“What?" Braedon asked.
“We just passed the turnoff leading to Communion Headquarters. We seem to be headed downtown.”

Ten minutes later, their convoy pulled up to alarge, gray building and stopped. A small man with an
obvious excess of nervous energy rushed forward, opened the door, and gestured for them to step out.

“Good afternoon, Captain Braedon, Citizen Hdller,” he said, bowing. “I am Herr Dietrich, Geneva
protocol office. | have been assigned to assist you during your stay. If you will but make your needs
known to me, | will do my best to satisfy them. Now, if you will follow me, the Chief Executiveis
waiting.”

Chryse and Braedon followed the protocol officer into amassive entrance hall whose decor showed a
strong rococo influence. They were led beneath a small dome and into a corridor fronting along line of
outwardly identical doors. A brass plaque near the corridor entrance noted that the building had been
built in the early twentieth century to house various departments of the League of Nations.

Thelr destination was ahdl aslarge asa sparsbal court and nearly as empty. The only furnishings were
two tables and a holoscreen. Scuff marks on the marble floor showed where a considerable quantity of
other furniture had recently been cleared. Dietrich led them to the table closest to the entrance.

“The Chief Executive will join you in afew moments, Captain. Isthere something | can get you inthe
meantime?’

“Nothing, thank you.”
“Very good, sr. Have | your permission to withdraw?’

Braedon nodded and the guide’ s retreating footsteps echoed hollowly through the hal. The sound had
bardly died away when two Marines entered and positioned themsalves on either Sde of the entrance. A
minute |ater, the door opened again and Chief Executive Duva stepped through the ornately carved



portal. He was followed by an ancient in awhed chair, Sergei Vischenko, and Admira Smithson.

The Solarian delegation moved to the second table and took seats behind it. Duval leaned over and
conferred hagtily with the man in thewhed chair. After aminute of whispers, he nodded and turned his
attention toward the two prisoners. “Do you know why you are here, Captain Braedon?’

“I presume to accept your apology for the barbarous behavior of your people last evening, sir! Or have
the respongbilities of the host changed radically since my ancestors | eft Earth?’

“Savethe protestations!” the Chief Executive snapped. “ Advisor Vischenko will bring you up-to-date on
recent events. Afterwards, perhaps we can talk and find some way out of this mess. Proceed, Sergei!”

Vischenko first assured Braedon that his ship and crew were safe, and then told him of the abortive
attack onProcyon’ s Promise and the aftermath. Braedon, whose heart had stuttered at the mention of an
attack, listened to the whole story without comment.

“Areyou saying that PROMhad something to do with the failure of your computer net?’ Braedon asked
when it became obviousthat Vischenko had finished hislitany.

“Y ou know damned well that shedid,” Duva replied, heatedly. “ She' sturned every last data bank off
and has demanded our total capitulation. | myself have spoken to her.”

Chryse had listened to Vischenko' s explanation of the previous night’ s events with growing interest.
Suddenly, Terra s tory of the ersatz memory crystal made agreat deal more sense. Obvioudy,
PROMhad used the occasion of Terra svigit to the San Francisco data banksto infiltrate the terrestrial
computer network. Once ingde the net, she had taken control of all the data banks, and then waited for
the proper moment to demongtrate her power to the Communion. Chryse was so wrapped up in the
implications of PROM'’ sraid that she nearly missed hearing Duval’ s next comment.

“At this moment, Captain Braedon, you are undoubtedly angry at usfor what wetried to do last night.
However, before you judge ustoo harshly, | suggest you listen to our reasons.” Duva went on to explain
in detail the Communion’s concern that any interstellar expedition to find the Maker sun would run a
substantial risk of encountering hostile diens, and that in turn could lead to the loss of the secret of the
gardrive. “... And once an alien species possesses FTL travel, they will have decadesin which to track
the expedition’ swake back hereto Earth.”

“Aren’'t you being a bit paranoid?’ Braedon asked.

“Of course heis, but then, dl you humans share that trait,” avoice said from the holocube in the center of
thehdl.

Every eyeturned in that direction. A solitary figure now sat where multicolored static had been only
seconds earlier. Thefigure wasthat of awoman of indeterminate age. Two intelligent eyes stared coolly
at them while afull-lipped mouth pursed in an expression of mild disapproval. Theimage seemed to scan
the faces of the shocked humans.

“Three hundred years ago, gentlemen and lady, your ancestors entered into a binding agreement with my
ancestor. It was agreed that, in exchange for the data carried by the probe, human beings would search
out the secret of faster-than-light travel and take that knowledge to those who built the probe. With the
attack onProcyon’s Promise afew hours ago, the mgor human government demonstrated that it is not
prepared to honor The Promise. 1, therefore, had no choice but to repossess that which my ancestor
provided your speciesin good faith.”



PROMregarded Henri Duval for long moments as ateacher regards a naughty child. “A moment ago,
Chief Executive, you attempted to justify your treachery by discussing the fearsthat caused it. Thetime
has come when | must speak of my fears, and those of my ancestor, SURROGATE .

“Obvioudy, you do not wish to utterly suppress the knowledge of FTL trave. If you did, you would have
destroyedProcyon’ s Promise outright rather than trying to capture it. Nor wouldPromise ’s executive
officer have been able to thwart you by threatening to destroy the ship himsalf. Since destruction was not
your plan, | assumethat you haveit in the back of your mind to establish ahuman interstellar empire.
After dl, if you stay well clear of those systems containing technologicaly advanced species, thereisno
way for them to hurt you. A quarantine of your competitors would aso leave you free to roam the
universe, claming any uninhabited world you find.

“Y ou should know, however, Executive Duvd, that the power which flows from possession of the
gardrive is much greater than any human can possibly imagine. Any atempt to exploit that power for the
benefit of Homo sapiens adonewill result in catastrophe. For, ahuman interstellar empire would suffer the
samefate asdl your previous empires. The day would come when your competing factions could no
longer peacefully settle their differences. There would be war among the stars, and the result would be
thetotal destruction of your race. Frankly, for you to exterminate yourselves would be atragedy, but far
from the worst thing that could possibly happen.

“For, while you possess the stardrive adone, you are a danger, not only to yourselves, but to every other
intelligent speciesin thisgaaxy!”

CHAPTER 15

PROM’ s statement was greeted by a dozen seconds of shocked silence. The idea that the human race
could be athrest to the Makers, or any of the other million-year-old civilizations, wastoo ludicrousto
contemplate. Sergei Vischenko wasthefirst to regain his composure.

“Surely you arejoking, PROM! There are racesin this galaxy who were civilized before our ancestors
came down from the trees.”

PROMshook her head dowly from side-to-side. “ The length of time that arace has been civilized has no
bearing on the problem. Anyone who possesses the meansto travel faster than light has an overwhelming
advantage over everyone who does not. The stardriveis easily the most powerful weapon ever
concelived.”

At the mention of “wegpon,” Admiral Smithson snapped to attention in his seat. “ The Alphanstold us
Procyon’s Promise was unarmed.”

“The weagpon of which | speak, Admird, isinherent in the physics of the Sardrive. A ship exitsthe
superlumina state moving very close to the speed of light. Congder the effect of such aship gecting a
large mass - or even an |-mass - on acollison course with an inhabited planet.”

Smithson considered the problem for afew seconds, hislips moving in silent calculation. When hewas
finished, helet his gaze return to the figure in the holocube. His expression was a mixture of surprise and
horror. “My God! Theimpact would split the Earth in two.”

“At thevery leadt, it would cause a considerable quantity of magmarto be splashed across the face of the
Moon. It would certainly kill every living organism on Earth. Worse than the sheer destructive power of
such an attack, however, isthe fact that the victims would have no warning. A starship can drop sublight,
releaseits cargo of destruction, and be gone long before the photons comprising its wake impinge upon



theloca detectors. Such aship could go from system to system, destroying planets with complete
confidence that the news of its depredations could never outpaceit.”

“If the stardrive is so dangerous, why did the origind SURROGATE ask usto buildPathfinder 7 Duvd
asked.

“Y our specieswas enlisted to aid the Makers for the best of all possible reasons. SURROGATE had no
other choice. Also, my ancestor fully expected to find astarfaring civilization at Procyon. The danger to
yourselves and to the galaxy asawholeis consderably lessened if the secret of star travel is shared
among many species. Each acts as a counterbalance to the others' ambitions.”

“But we do sharethe secret!” Braedon exclaimed. “What of the Star Travelers?’

“Unfortunately, Robert, we do not know where the Star Travelers have gone. Their home system may be
as close as Proxima Centauri, or asfar as the Andromeda Galaxy. The human race may well beamillion
years extinct before an estee ship passes thisway again. They cannot act to moderate human impulses
unlessthey are avare that humansexist.”

Duvd, who had long ago learned to sense when an argument was going againgt him, signaed for
attention. “'Y ou have given us considerable to think about, PROM. | propose that this meeting be
adjourned so that we can do just that.”

“Isthat acceptable to you, Robert? PROMasked.
“Acceptable, so long as no Space Guard vessal goes near my ship.”
“Y ou have my word on that, Captain,” Duva said.
“Very well,” PROMannounced. “ Until tomorrow at the sametime.”

The holocube went blank immediately. Braedon turned to glance at Chryse Haller. Shelooked up with a
dart.

“Something the matter?’

“I wasjust thinking,” Chryse said.

“What about?’

“About thingsin general, but mostly, about how badly | need to use the ladies room!”
#

TO: Robert Braedon

FROM: Henri Duva

My wifeand | would consder it an honor if you and Citizen Haller will join usfor dinner thisevening.
Afterwards, we can discuss matters of mutud interest.

Henri DuvA.



#

Frau Duval greeted her guests a the front door of the Chief Executive s residence. She took their coats
and directed them to the living room where Duval and Sergel Vischenko were already seated before a
flickeringfire,

Duva stood to greet them. “ Ah, Captain Braedon, Chryse, my dear. Welcome! May | get you adrink?’
“Yes, thank you,” Chryse said. “ Scotch on the rocks for me.”

“Robert?’

“The same, Executive”

Duva laughed. “1 leave Executive Duvd at the office. | am Henri a home. Two scotch/rocks coming up.”
Duvd disappeared into the apartment’ s kitchen. Thetinkle of ice cubes swiftly followed.

“Good evening, Robert,” Vischenko said, striding across the room to shake hands with Braedon.
“Good evening, uh, Sergel.”
Vischenko' s arm executed a sweeping gesture. “How do you like our Chief Executive' sdomicile?’

“Not exactly what | had expected,” Braedon said, gazing about the room. “1 envisioned something
grander, lesshomey. | like the decor, though | can’t say that | recognizeit.”

“No reason you should,” Duvd replied. He had returned from the kitchen with the drinksin time to hear
Braedon’s comment. “It's called Renaissance Cubism, very popular in the late twenty-second century.
The style enjoyed a brief resurgence about the time my wife and | were married, that accounts for our
fondnessfor it.”

The next haf hour was spent in small talk concerning the waysin which fashions differed between Earth
and Alpha. At the end of that time, Frau Duva announced dinner. They followed her into asmall, intimate
dining room bathed in soft candlelight and even softer music.

Dinner was excellent; even though Braedon wasn't sure what he was egting haf thetime. By thetime
desert and coffee had been served, he was feding pleasantly stuffed. There followed another ten minutes
of socidizing, after which Duval quietly suggested that they adjourn to his study. Braedon nodded,
thanked Frau Duva for the dinner, and followed his host to part of the residence he had not yet seen.

The study was alarge room filled with books - not memory crystals, but real paper and leather volumes.
Unliketherest of the immaculate gpartment, the study had adightly disheveled look. Papers were stuffed
haphazardly into the pigeonholes of an antique roll top desk in one corner, while the center of the room
was dominated by four overstuffed easy chairsarrayed in acircle.

“Haveasedt,” Duva sad, following his own suggestion. He reached out and touched a control built into
the arm of hischair and aquiet humming sound immediately began to emanate from the walls. He noted
Braedon’ s sudden start of surprise.

“Privacy fidd to thwart eavesdroppers.”
“A handy deviceto have,” Braedon replied.

“Essentid for someonein my position,” Duva responded.



The Chief Executive leaned back in the easy chair and regarded Braedon with a steady gaze for long
seconds before speaking. “ It seemsto me, Robert, that in this Situation, we are like two Sumo wrestlers
who' ve managed to grab each other by the family jewels. We are both hurting, but neither of us seems
willingtolet gofirs.”

“I only want my ship back.”

“And | only want to protect those | have taken an oath to serve. Now surely there must be some way to
satisfy both of those eminently reasonable goal's, don't you think?”

“Youtdl me”
“Sergel, please explain our plan to Captain Braedon.”

“Yes, sr. We propose, Robert, that joint Alphar/Solarian expeditions plant coloniesin dl the nearby
systems possessing unoccupied Earth-type planets. As PROM suggested this afternoon, we will avoid dl
inhabited dtar sysemsto diminate any possihility of astarship faling into the wrong hands.”

“How doesthat hdp fulfill The Promise?” Braedon asked.

“By removing the primary reason for the Communion’ s objectionsto your proposed expedition,”
Vischenko replied. “While we occupy only two star systems, we are far too weak to risk contact with
the older races of thisgaaxy. Therefore, we are proposing that, instead of rushing out into the unknown,
we build up our strength. We do that by establishing colonies and giving them time to grow to

s f-aufficiency. When we are strong enough, when our race is safely dispersed away from these two
vulnerable systems that we now occupy, then we will bein apostion to safely honor The Promise.”

“How long do you estimate that will take?’ Braedon asked.

Vischenko shrugged. “ That' s hard to say. At least acentury, maybe two.” Braedon opened his mouth to
object, but Vischenko held up hishand to stop him. “1 know that seemslike along time, but look at it
from the Makers point of view. Let us say that you agree to our plan, and that it takes two hundred
years before humanity is strong enough to risk contact with the other races of this galaxy.

“Let usfurther gate that our distant descendants build afleet, go off in search of the Makers, find them,
and provide them with the secret of the stardrive. Consider the fact, Robert, that in spite of the delay, the
Makerswill sill obtain FTL travel 9500 years sooner than if the probe had survived and carried the
secret back to them!”

“Aren’'t you forgetting something, Sergal?” Chryse asked.

“I don't think s0.”

“What makes you think PROMwill agree to such a postponement?’

“Shewon't have any choiceif we present her with aunited front,” Duva said. “ She needsus.”

Chryselaughed. “ Before you go too far down that road, | think there is something you should know.”
She quickly recounted how PROMhad recruited Terrato deliver alive memory crystd to the San
Francisco data banks, and her own deductions as to the significance of that action.

“Obvioudy,” Chryse continued, “ PROMmust have had some inkling of what you were planning,
Executive. Still, shetook quite achance. | began wondering what could possibly have been so important
that shewould risk it. Since | had no ready answer, after the session thismorning, | used the phonein the



ladies room in the conference hall to call the Geneva Data Banks and ask PROMa&bout it.”
“But the data banks are out,” Duva said.

“They are only out to those PROMdoes’t wish to speak to. She answered immediately. | told her what
| knew about the memory crystal and asked her to explain her actions.”

Chryse paused and looked at her three listeners. “Y ou will be surprised, gentlemen, to learn that besides
the program to take over control of the data banks, the crystal contained dl of the information the
Alphans possess concerning the stardrive!”

“WHAT?"
Sheturned to look at Braedon, whose face was frozen in shock.

“It appears, Robert, that PROMtaked your daughter into transferring al of your most closaly guarded
secretsinto the Solarian data banks.”

“But why? It doesn’t make sense.”

“It doesif you think about it. When the stardrive was merdly an Alphan secret, it was possible to control
it a the source. Now, however, it can be made common knowledge any time. In asingle masterstroke,
she hastaken away dl hope of any singleindividua or group gaining absolute control of the drive. Once
theinformation is released, there will be starships building al over this planet.”

“If true,” Duva sad, “why hasn't she released the information al ready?”

Chryse shrugged. “Perhagpsfrontal assaultsaren’t her style. She might be planning something sneeky,
such as subverting the Communion. Don't look so shocked. Remember who we are dedling with here.
PROM is the descendant of an dien machine. From her viewpoint, the surviva of the human raceisless
important than the Makers need to win free of their star system. Do you serioudy think she will hesitate
to topple the current Solarian government if she perceivesthat it tandsin her way?’

“She hasn't the power!”

“Areyou kidding? With control of the data banks, she has dl the power thereis! Considering what she
can offer in exchange, there would be no shortage of potentia revolutionaries.”

“Y our recommendetion, then?’

“Do precisdly what she wants, of course. It's what we should want, too.”

“Y ou seem to have thought about thisquitealot.”

“I have not only thought about it, Executive,” Chryse said with pridein her voice. “I’' ve acted.”
“How?

“I made PROMan offer while| was on the phone this morning.”

“Anoffer?

Chryse nodded. “1 told her that if the Communion didn’t build the star fleet, Haller Associates would.
She accepted my offer.”



Duva glowered at her for nearly aminute before speaking. “Y ou seem to have placed usrather neatly in
abox. Have you considered the effect this could have on your future business dedings with the
Communion? Remember, PROMwon't aways be around to protect you.”

Chryse leaned back in her chair and regarded Henri Duva for severa seconds. “If that isathrest against
my father, it won't work. He thrives on power palitics. Asfor me, save your bregath. | will not be here.
When the expedition spaces for the Maker sun, | plan to go withit!”

PART II: THE QUEST

CHAPTER 16

Robert Braedon sat at his desk and watched the glowing lines of the morning report scroll up the face of
his workscreen. As his eyes scanned the screen, his other senseswere dert to the ship around him. His
earslistened to the steedy susurration of the ventilators; his skin registered a barely discernible vibration
in the deck benegth his boots; the hairs on the nape of his neck stood erect under a cool artificia wind;
his nose reacted to the faint smells of electrica ozone, baked bread, and paint not yet completely dry.
Underlying each of these smellswas afainter odor yet, the metallic-sewer smell of people and machinery
in too intimate contact.

“Half an hour to breakout, Robert,” PROM said from the workscreen speaker in front of him. “You
asked to be notified.”

He nodded at the same time he keyed his acceptance of the morning report. “Inform the bridge that I'll
be up shortly.”

“Will do.”

Braedon’s screen cleared, to be replaced by the numerals of the standard time/date display. As hiseyes
focusad on the glowing numerds, he was reminded that it had been Sx years Sncethat fateful night the
Communion attacked Moose Hill. Consdering everything that had happened since then, it seemed more
likesx lifetimes.

Events had moved quickly after the Communion had capitulated to PROM’ s pressure. Within hours,
Space Guard engineers had arrived atProcyon’ s Promise to begin the delicate job of removing the
limpet mines. Then, as quickly asPromise was declared safe, Braedon had ordered the ship transferred
to adistant solar parking orbit. At the precise moment, the starship had crossed theinvisible line marking
the Earth-Moon Interdiction Zone, PROM had released her control on the data banks, and the crisswas
declared officidly ended.

Trueto hisword, Executive Duvd logt no time in setting up ateam of specidiststo coordinate planning
for the expedition to the Maker sun. For two months, the planners met daily and considered the
difficultiesinherent in operating athousand light-years from home base. Smadl working groups argued the
esoteric points of balancing logistics with fusion power requirements, and trading both of these off against
necessary life support levels. These arguments frequently went on until late at night, and occasiondly, until
dawn.



Eventually, a plan was adopted. It caled for twelve starships to cross 980 light-years of spaceto a
not-yet-formed protostar in the Congtellation of Aquila. The protostar, which project planners had
dubbed Sanctuary, was a cloud of gas and dust whose central regions glowed with dull red light. The
shipswere to establish abase in orbit about the cloud’ s central mass, a base from which the expedition’s
scientists could scan the surrounding stellar systems for sgns of intdligent life. Once the sky search
identified a system as a potential candidate for investigation, starships would be dispatched to make
contact with theinhabitants.

The shipswould travel to Sanctuary in two waves. Six giant starship-freighters would make up thefirst
group. Each freighter was large enough to trangport half a cubic kilometer of materiel, consumables, and
supplies, dong with athousand crew and passengers. It would be thejob of the freighters and their scout
boats to explore the Sanctuary system; find a suitable planet, moon, or asteroid; and begin construction
of the expedition’s forward base.

Ninety days after the freighters departed Earth, six smaller starships would follow them into the Great
Black. To the second wave would fal the honor (and the risk) of making actua contact with the alien
civilizationsthat the sky survey uncovered. Since they were to go into harm’ sway, they wereto be
heavily armed and equipped with both FTL and non-FTL auxiliary craft. The second wave included both
Procyon’s Promise , and her sster ship,Procyon’s Hope, dong with four Solarian starships.

Asquickly asrequirements for the number and types of shipswere findized, desgners got busy at their
workscreens. They soon had engineering specifications worked out for vessalsranging in size from the
giant freightersto tiny stardrive-equipped cutters that the larger vesselswould carry in their hangar bays.
Thaose specifications were turned over to the ten shipyardsinvolved in the project for coding into their
automated congtruction robots. Considering that Procyon’ s Promise had taken aquarter-lifetime to
build, Braedon was amazed at the speed with which the Solarian shipyards began “ cutting chips.”

He had atended the first kel laying at one of the Haller shipyards. Following the traditiona speechesfor
such occasions, the dozen or so invited guests had clustered around alarge viewport in the Haller
“congtruction shack” habitat and watched while the spiderwork skeleton of a ship four times the size of
Procyon’ s Promise was moved carefully between two large hemispheric frames. Blue-whitefire had
lanced out from thrusters when the framework was in place, and the massive dock-halves began to move
ponderoudy together. After the globe was secured, there were more speeches, and everyone adjourned
to the shipyard cafeteria. It wasthere that Harrold Haller invited Robert Braedon on a privately
conducted tour of the shipyard facilities.

“| undergtand you' re planning to takeProcyon’ s Promise to Alphanext month, Captain,” Hdler said as
he guided Braedon through one of the cavernous e ectronics shopsin the habitat.

“I am,” Braedon replied. “ The Situation here seemswell launched, and our people at home have waited
far too long to hear from us.”

“I imagine there will be quite a cdebration waiting for you when you get home.”

Braedon grinned. “| suspect s0,” he said in deliberate understatement.

Harrold Haler was quiet for amoment, then said, “Mind if | ask afavor of you?’

“Please, do.”

Haller grinned wryly. “1 want you to take my daughter home with you as part of Promise s crew.”
Braedon frowned. “ Chryse? But, why?’



“Surely you know that she' s got some fool notion of becoming a spacer!”
Braedon nodded. “ She mentioned it.”

“Wadll, | think it' sa perfectly stupid idea,” Haller said. “ She has no right to go galivanting acrossthe
universe. | need her here to run the business. I’ m not getting any younger, you know.”

“Y ou look hedlthy enough to me,” Braedon said, taking in hishost’ s gray-haired trimness.

“That’ s not the point. | need Chryse' shelp in keeping track of Haller Associates. Sheismy strong right
arm. | can't afford to lose her.”

“Then why do you want meto take her to Alpha?’

Haler chuckled. “It may surpriseyou to learn that | crewed aboard interplanetary spacecraft in my
younger days, Captain. My most lasting impression of those voyagesis one of stupefying boredom.”

Braedon nodded. “*Weeks of boredom, punctuated by moments of sheer terror!’”

“Exactly. Now, | am hoping that once she gets ataste of a spacer’slife, shewill outgrow thissilly
infatuation. If she goes home with you, she will probably be back at her desk in afew months. If, on the
other hand, sheingsts on going along on this expedition to find the Makers, | could lose her for years”

Braedon considered for amoment, then mused, “I could use someonein my purser’ soffice.”
“You could doworse” Haler said. “Chryse' safirst rate administrator.”
“Y ou may not get her back, you know,” Braedon cautioned.

Haller’ s expression suddenly showed amix of emotionsthat Braedon found difficult to decipher. “I've
lost her completely now. I'm willing to take the chance.”

Asit turned out, Chryse Haller was not the only Solarian aboardProcyon’ s Promise when the starship
spaced for home. Braedon received regular requests asking that Alphan technicians and engineers be
placed on detached duty in the shipyards. Scholar Price wasthe firgt to go. Within afew months, virtualy
al of Promise ’s second and third tier speciaists were assigned full time to the consgtruction effort.
Eventudly, Braedon had lost so much of his crew that Promise was as effectively immobilized aswhen
the limpet mines had been clamped to the hull.

To resolve the problem, he requested that the Solarians provide replacements. Space Guard quickly
ordered a hundred of their best to report for duty aboard the starship. The officers and men thus assigned
wereto be the nucleus of the Solarian starfleet.

WhenProcyon’'s Promise findly swept away from Sol, its holds were stuffed to overflowing with the
products of Solarian industry. The ship carried human cargo aswell. Nearly ahundred Solarian
diplomats, engineers, and scientists were onboard. The diplomats were en route to Procyon to establish
an embassy, while the engineers and scientistsintended to study the estee relics firsthand. Passenger
country was overcrowded to the point that Braedon was forced to implement asystem of eating and
degping inrotation.

Breakout on the edge of the Procyon system was an emotiona experience for the Alphans. It took
severa hoursfor them to dow to a speed where contact with home was possible. By the time they had
done 0, the first “welcome home’ messages were already beaming out into space from First Landing.
The messages made it clear that the populace had gone insane with joy the momentPromise’s



hyperwake was detected in the sky. The planet-wide celebrations had aready begun.

Forty-eight hours later, Procyon’s Promise arrived in parking orbit a hundred kilometers behind the
nearly completedProcyon’s Hope . PROM flashed amagnified picture of First Landing on the screen as
soon asthe grav generatorsfell slent. Even from orbital dtitude, it was possible to see the giant bonfires
that had been set dll around the town. Later, when the landing boat touched down &t the old estee
spaceport, amillion people managed to crowd into the narrow streets of the capital to welcome them.

One of thefirst people Braedon saw as he disembarked from the landing boat was Cecily, hiswife. She
burst from the crowd, and ran to shower him with wet kisses. Seconds later, both of them were engulfed
by the surging crowd. Braedon quickly found himsdlf torn from hiswife' s embrace and lifted on countless
friendly hands, to be passed above the heads of the crowd.

It took nearly aweek for him to disengage himself from the officia receptions, functions, and parties that
his position demanded he attend. Luckily, public attention quickly shifted away from the Alphan
crewmembers and focused on the Solarians who had returned with them. It got so that aterrestrial
couldn’'t walk the streets of Firgt Landing without gathering acrowd, being offered afree drink, or being
asked to someone' s home for dinner.

For his part, Braedon was more than happy to let the Solarians take the brunt of the public display. Five
days after stepping from the landing boat, he and hiswife took a groundcar to their home at the base of
Johngton’ s Ridge. There he spent two glorious weeks being reacquainted with hisfamily. Toward theend
of hisleave, he and Cecily lay entwined in their bed. She had her head on his shoulder while her fingers
played contentedly with the hair on his chest.

“I haven't given you much of alife, have |7’ he asked, stroking her silky black hair.
Shelifted her head and looked at him sharply. “What kind of a question isthat, Robby?’

“A sensble question,” hereplied. “How many months have we been together in dl the years we ve been
married?’

“Enough to have managed to conceive three beautiful children,” she said, wrinkling her faceimpishly.
“Maybe four after thisweek!”

He reached out and dapped at her bottom. “Harlot!”

“Only with you, my darling,” she said. Then her expression changed. “ Serioudy, Robby, you' ve given me
dl thelifel’ ve ever wanted.”

“What kind of husband willingly abandons hiswife and family for yearsa atime?’

“Onewho knows his duty and does it. Stop talking nonsense. | knew you were committed to The
Promise when | married you, remember? | will not hear any more talk about ‘ abandonment.” We will
have decades together once you have found the Makers. All | ask isthat you do not waste any time
doing it. And speaking of wasting time, darling...* She reached up and kissed him and they made love

again.
A month later, he was back in his command chair aboardProcyon’s Promise , headed once more
toward Sol.

He had been home twice more in the four years that followed. Other than those brief visits, he had had
no contact (except for letters) with hiswife and two youngest children. He had concentrated instead on
the job of building the starfleet. The problems encountered along the way were greet, but eventudly the



job was done and the fleet was ready for space.
“Bregkout in five minutes!”

Robert Braedon glanced up to scan the sky beyond the bridge viewdome. His eyes encountered only
blackness, an absence of light so complete that it exerted a pa pable force on on€e' s psyche. He lowered
his gaze from the hypnotic expanse of nothingness and pressed the control on the arm of his chair that
activated the intraship communications system.

“Department heads, report satus.”

The communications circuitsimmediately came dive. The crew was as eager astheir cgptain to end the
long voyage. Two minutes later, Braedon’ s second-in-command responded to the survey.

“All departments report ready, Commodore.”
“Very well. PROM, raise the viewdome shield.”

“Shields, Robert.” Normally, the ship traveled with its shields up as a safety precaution, but Braedon had
ordered the viewdome uncovered so he could gaze out at the blackness of FTL travel. Within seconds of
the order, wedge shaped radiation shields rose to cover the viewdome, shutting off the black sky.

“Wegponsto full dert.”

“Full aert on wegpons.”

“Communications”

“Reedy, Sr.”

“Time?’

“Two minutes and counting.”

Braedon nodded. “Y ou have control, PROM. Count us down before we jump.”
“Order received and understood,” the computer responded.

Having done everything he could, Braedon relaxed. He leaned back in his chair and listened to the
pounding of hisheart in hisears. If anything went wrong now, desth would arrive too quickly for human
sensesto notice.

“Ten seconds,” PROM reported after an interminable wait, her voice echoing through the far corridors of
the ship. There was another wait. Then, she said: “Five seconds. Four ... three ... two ... one...

“Breskout!”

CHAPTER 17

“ No object possessing that property known as mass can ever be made to travel faster than
electromagnetic radiation in a vacuum. The speed of light is an absolute, inviolable limit. It can be
approached, but never attained. Anyone who claims otherwiseis a fool, a charlatan, or a
goddamned liar!”



Physicist to a reporter for The Luna Gazette,
July 16, 2068.

Much of the impressive edifice that is modern science has been erected upon the foundation provided by
Albert Eingtein’s Specid Theory of Rdativity. Specid Rdativity satesthat the speed of light in avacuum
isthe universal speed limit, that both mass and time are afunction of velocity, and that matter is equivalent
to energy (the famous E=M C?equetion).

With the return of the Alphan coloniststo Earth, it became obviousthat Specid Relativity was serioudy
flawed. Y et, even with aworking starship to study, the human race’ s most eminent scientists continued to
ingst that travel faster than light appeared to violate naturd law. Nor did the campaign to survey the data
banks on the subject reved any new ingghts after the initid, tentative linking of the I-massto the
dardrive.

If the principles behind the stardrive were e usive, the mechanics of its operation turned out to be
relatively straightforward. The drive was activated and controlled by acomplex series of waveformsfed
into the FTL generators over thousands of individua control channds. Every input signal waslocked into
aprecise frequency and phase relationship with every other. Scientists theorized that these individual
sgnas combined within the generators to form acomplex series of harmonicsthat drove the starship out
of the norma universe dtogether.

It became fashionableto talk of the FTL generator as being ana ogous to the sounding box of aviolin or
guitar. Researchers began to use the term “amplifier” (amplifier of what, no one could say for sure). Yet,
in spite of their generd ignorance of the underlying principlesinvolved, scientists quickly discovered that
the more precisaly the optimum frequency/phase relationship was maintained, the faster agtarship’s

Speed.

By thetime the solar system’ s shipyards were placing the final touches on thefirst of the
garship-freighters, engineers had improved the stardrive control mechanismsto the point where they
would doublePromise ’ stop velocity. Construction work was hated and the necessary modifications
were madeto al ships. All, that is, exceptProcyon’s Promise herself. Humanity’ sorigina starship
continued to shuttle back and forth between Alphaand Earth, providing the only communications link
between the gaaxy’ stwo human-occupied planetary systems.

Eventually, ships began coming out of the congiruction docks and it came time forPromise to undergo
modification. The work went dowly. Aslarge as she was, Promise was now the smalest starship inthe
fleet (if oneignored the small stardrive-equipped cuttersto be carried in each starship’ s hangar bay). The
problem of moving the new generator housings into the engine room and anchoring them to the ked
proved more difficult than expected. In the end, it was necessary to strip out large chunks of hangar deck
to provide access to the ship’ sinterior.

While Alpha s millions had devoted themselves to the stardrive project, Earth’ shillions had concentrated
on adapting the vast knowledge in the data banksto virtually every aspect of human endeavor. Many of
Promise ' s subsystems were considered crude by Solarian standards. In the fields of life support,
communications, forcefield generating devices, and wegponry, Alphan technology was three hundred
years behind Solarian.

Especidly in wegponry!



The Communion’ s administrators had not forgotten their worries about alien marauders. They inssted
that every ship going on the expedition had to be able to protect itsalf. Thiswent doubly for the ships of
the second wave, which would actualy seek out dien civilizations. Thus,Procyon’s Promise , whose
heaviest weapon had been the sidearms of the Marine guards, was outfitted with rocket launchers, lasers,
antimatter projectors, and particle beam accelerators.Promise ' s hull was equipped with flush mounted
weapons blisters and launch tubes. To control the new weapons, several independent fire control systems
were ingtdled. These were hooked up in parald, giving both PROM and the human crew the ability to
fly or fight the ship.

The date for the expedition to be on itsway was only eighteen monthsin the future when modificationsto
Procyon’s Promise began. Time dipped quickly by, with each passing week bringing more pressure to
speed the job to completion. Braedon drove the construction gangs mercilesdy, demanding that his ship
be ready for space afull month before the first wave launched into the unknown.

The accident came whenProcyon’ s Promise was undergoing final systems checkout preparatory to
joining thefleet. A welder' s plasmatorch brushed againgt the insulation in one of the secondary field coils
in the stardrive generator compartment. Theinsulation - which kept the superconducting coils at
cryogenic temperature - caught fire. By the time the workers could be evacuated and the engine
compartment vented to vacuum, the field coilswere atwisted, haf-melted lump of dag.

Braedon was a alate planning session Earthside when he learned of the trouble. He immediately
returned to the ship and sought out Chief Engineer Reickert, who was supervising asix-man repair crew.

“How bad isit?’ Braedon asked anxioudly.

“Pretty bad, Commodore,” Reickert muttered through teeth clenched around an Alphan zongas root.
“The generator will have to be replaced, and the whole system reba anced.”

“How long?’

“Sx months”

“No good, Chief. The second wave launchesin ahundred days. | want to be ready a month before that.”
“Yes, gr. | anwel aware of that. But it’ s still going to take time to get everything tuned to spec.”

Braedon had regarded his chief engineer for long secondswith firein his eye. Reickert stared back,
unflinchingly. Findly, Braedon sighed. “ Do the job as quickly asyou can, Hans.”

“Will do, Commodore.”
“I"ll inform Vice Commodore Tarns.”

“Yes, gr.” Thefirst wave left Earth right on schedule. Braedon watched fromPromise *sbridge as six
immense globes swung close by, blinked their running lights, and headed out into deep space.

Thelagt shipinlinewasSword of Aragon. Braedon felt arush of emotion asit reached conjunction with
Procyon’s Promise . Terrawas aboardAragon , having volunteered as command pilot of one of the
scout boats that would survey the Sanctuary system. Later, when actua construction began on the
expedition base, the scout boats would be used to transport supplies and workers from the freightersto
the congtruction Site.

Braedon stared upward into the black void for long minutes after Aragon disappeared. Then he rose
from his command chair and made hisway to the bridge hatchway. Halfway through the hatch, he hated,



turned, gazed one last time after the departed ships.

Thirty-six hourslater, thefirst wave fleet entered hypervel ocity and was gone.
#

“Breakout complete. Stand by to unshuitter.”

Braedon sat in his command chair and gazed upwards as pie-shaped shields retracted into their recesses.
The sky beyond the viewdome continued black, but not the unrelieved, stygian darkness of
hypervelocity. A cluster of bright, blue-shifted stars hovered at the viewdome' s zenith.

“Where arewe, PROM?’
“| edtimate hdf-a-light-year from Sanctuary.”

“Areyou sure?’ he asked, tilting his head backwards to stare up at the foreshortened constellations
overhead. “| can’'t see adamned thing.”

“Quite sure, Robert. I'll have an exact figure in afew moments.”
“Any sgn of the fleet beacon?’

“Not at thisdistance,” the computer responded. “ Our first group of ships only arrived three months ago.
Thelaser beam hasn't had timeto travel thisfar out.”

“Right,” Braedon said, mildly chagrined that PROM had been forced to remind him of the most
elementary fact of Sar travel, namely that the 300,000 kilometers per  second of light-speed isavirtua
crawl when measured againgt interstellar distances.

“What about starship wakes?’

“Our own wake is masking the entire sky behind us. It will be at least an hour before 1’|l be able to see
throughit.”

Braedon nodded. As a gtarship punched its way through the thin matter of interstellar space, dust and
hydrogen were swept up in abow wave before it. Thetitanic energies inherent in the stardrive hested the
trapped matter to incandescence, causing it to spew forth x-rays and severa varieties of energetic
particlesin anarrow cone along the ship’ sline-of-flight. To an observer fixed in space, the wake would
gppear asasingle point of radiation receding into the distance at the speed of light. The point would fade
with time and distance, and eventualy, would disappear atogether into the cosmic background noise.

PROM’ s problem was that the radiation storm kicked up by Promise ’s passng was till only afew
light-minutes distance away. It was S0 close that it covered the sky, completely blanking out the entire
hemisphere behind them. Later, when the radiation source had receded farther, its gpparent diameter
would be reduced and it would be possible to see the much more distant wakes left behind by the first
wave of the expedition.

“Do you wish to delay until we can get areading, Robert?” PROM asked.
“Negative”

“Then | have computed a short hypervel ocity jump to take usto the edge of the Sanctuary system. Do |
have your permisson to engage the sardrive?’



Braedon nodded. “ Permission granted.”

PROM'’ svoiceimmediately echoed from the intraship annunciators. “ All hands, prepare for areturn to
hypervelocity. ETA for the Sanctuary system, two hours.”

Shidds did over the viewdome andPromise once again thrummed with the power of the stardrive. Two
hours later, the breakout ritua was repeated. Thistime when the shilds were lowered, their destination
was aoftly glowing, blue-shifted glow in the sky.

“I have the fleet beacon in sight, Robert.”

“Where?’

“Approximately thirty degrees off our orbital linein the plane of the gas cloud' s equator.”
“How far?’

“I makeit Six billion kilometers”

“Timeto rendezvous?’

“Thirty hours, including termind maneuvering.”

“Decderation leve?’

“Nine hundred gravs.”

“Engage dece eration program when ready.”

“Order received and understood, Commodore. Deceleration is beginning now. | am aso receiving a
message superimposed on the beacon. Shall | read it?’

“Go ahead.”
“It says ‘Welcometo Sanctuary. What kept you? All going well. Tarns.””
#

Terra Braedon deftly threaded her way through crowded corridors toward the Gamma Deck mess
room, hurrying as quickly as she was able without actualy breaking into arun. She was ten minutes late
for dinner and her deliberate speed emmed from two conflicting imperatives. On the one hand, she did
not want Jm Davidson to think she had kept him waiting on purpose. On the other, she had no desireto
reved how much she had been looking forward to this evening. After al, complete honesty was not
necessarily agood thing thisearly in their rdationship.

It had been nine months sinceAragon left Earth. During the departure, Terrahad lain on her bunk and
watched the ceremonies on the holoscreen in the cabin she shared with three other women. She had
watched the familiar round form of Procyon’ s Promise well up on the screen and grow large againgt the
blue-white backdrop of the crescent Earth.

The ship quickly settled into aroutine for the voyage to Sanctuary. Counting scientists and other idlers,
Aragon’s crew numbered over athousand souls. While some complained about the cramped quarters,
Terrafound life aboard the starship to be endlesdy entertaining.

Six months later, the giant ship and her counterparts had arrived at the great cloud of gasand dust called



Sanctuary. The months since arrival had been busy onesfor Terra. She, dong with two dozen other
scout boat pilots, had gingerly penetrated the misty reaches of the cloud, searching for solid planet-like
objects. They had found four such, right where theory said they ought to be. Two were quite large, with
ringslike Saturn’s, only more so.

Terra s scout boat, Sren Song, had a so taken part in the expedition that skimmed quite closeto
Sanctuary’ s protostar center. It had been exhilarating to swoop aong, with dimly glowing swirlsof gas
above and a coal-red central mass below. It had come as a shock, therefore, when fleet operations
reported communications had been lost with one of the other boatsin the formation. All three scouts il
in contact had broken out of their orbital tracks and swept back to search for the missing boat. What
they found was a dtill-glowing gas cloud that spectrum andysis proved to be the remains of the missing
boat. Fleet operations concluded that it had rammed a chunk of solid matter at severa tens of kilometers
per second. The scouts had extricated themsalves with great care from the cloud. They had not gone
back. Vice Commodore Tarns had decided that there were entirely too many rocks in the maglstrom to
make such explorations advisable.

The fleet had surveyed space beyond the cloud’ s edges and found severd frozen collections of loosely
bound matter that would one day become comets. Mixed in with the primordial comets were stony and
nickel-iron asteroids. Terra s boat scouted literally dozens of these, as did the other scout boatsin the
fleet. Eventually, Tarns chose one, and congtruction began on the primary base of operations, which the
mission plan caled Expedition Central.

At about the time operations switched from exploratory to construction, there was a shakeup in the scout
boat crews. Terrafound herself teamed with alanky, soft-gpoken man by the name of Jm Davidson, a
recent transfer fromGoliath . She found that the two of them had a number of interestsin common. They
began having dinner together nearly every night. Their mutua attraction quickly grew into something
more.

Jm was seated at one of the long, metal tables when she arrived in the Gamma Deck messroom. He
was talking to Aeneas Spatz, one of the younger physicists aboard. She walked up behind Davidson,
placed her arms about his neck, and planted akiss on hisright ear. He responded by reaching up and
stroking her hair with his hand as Spatz watched in obvious envy.

She released Davidson and did onto the bench seat beside him, facing Spatz. “ Sorry, I'm late. We' ve a
balky comm-module aboardSren Song and it took the ship’s computer most of the watch to track it
down.”

“No problem,” Davidson replied. “ Aeneas was entertaining me with amodern fairy talewhile | waited.”
“It' snothing of thekind,” Spatz growled. “It'slogic.”
“May | getinonthisargument?’ Terraasked, glancing from one earnest male face to the other.

“Better than that,” Davidson replied. “Y ou can resolve the dispute. Aeneas says that the Communion
didn't redlly mean it when the tried to grabProcyon’ s Promise after you peoplefirs arrived in the solar
sysgem.”

“I never said any such thing,” Spatz replied. “What | did say was that Executive Duva overreacted asa
result of bad advice from his advisors. He would have come to his senses sooner or later, even if PROM
hadn’t taken the data banks hostage.”

“I don’'t know, Aeneas,” Terrareplied. “1 spent forty-eight hoursin Communion custody. They seemed
serious enough to me.”



“Nonsense! Thewhole policy of suppressing the stardrive was merdly the central government’ sinitial fear
reaction. They were like amouse hypnotized by a snake, so frightened by the potential dangersthat they
could not see the unparalleled opportunities. But people are not mice, Terra, and they do not stay
hypnotized for long. Eventudly, the mystery surrounding the stardrive would have forced them to seek
out the Makerson their own.”

Terrashook her head. “Huh?1 think | missed something in the trandation there.”

“Jugt think about it,” Spatz ingsted. “It' sthe only logical thing they could have done. The stardrive
represents achalenge to the existing order in physics that cannot be ignored. Once it became obvious
that we lack the ability to solve the mystery of faster-than-light travel, we would have had to seek out the
most technologicaly advanced race we could find to assist us. Since the Star Travelers are unavailable,
that leavesthe Makers.” Spatz glanced at histwo listeners. “ Y ou look dubious.”

“Aren't you reaching abit, Aeneas?’ Davidson asked.

“Not at dl. Congder this: What isthe most disturbing aspect of learning that materia objects can exceed
light Speed?”

“Explaining how it isthat amateria object can be accelerated throughc , where its massis supposedly
infinite,” Terrareplied, parroting something she had once heard Scholar Pricetell her father.”

“Actudly,” Spatz responded, “there are severd mathematica models explaining the so-cdled ‘infinity
plusone paradox. No, the most troublesome aspect of dl thisisthe result caused by plugging anumber
greater thanc into the time dilation equations. If you take the math serioudy, time becomesimaginary at
Speeds greeter than light.”

“Imaginary, how?" Davidson asked.

“Y ou know. The square root of a negative number. Can you imagine how many theoriesthat screws up?
Had the Chief Executive blocked this expedition, he would have been lynched by hdf the physicistsin the
Solar System.” Heturned to look at Terra. “Haven't we cooperated fully with you Alphansin preparing
for thisexpedition?

Terranodded.

Davidson shook his head. “ Cooperated because we' ve been forced into it. Remember, we still do not
believe in The Promise the way the Alphans do. | agree that we ve managed to rationalize our fears, but
give us one good scare, and you' Il have people dl over thisfleet screaming to go home.”

“| don’'t believeit - “ Spatz began. He halted in mid-sentence as his eyes refocused somewhere behind
Davidson and Terra. Hefrowned. “Terra, | think Commander Barksdon islooking for you.”

Terratwisted in her seat. At the entrance to the messhal, Aragon ' s executive officer ssood gesturing for
her to join him. “Excuse me,” she said, rising to her feet.

She threaded her way between tables while around her there was the clatter of tableware on metd trays
and the buzz of adozen conversations.

“Yes, Sr?' she asked when she reached the executive officer.
“The Captain would like to see you, Filot Braedon.”

“Me?" Teraasked. “What for?’



“Y ou mean you haven't heard yet?”’

“Heard what? 1 just came off duty.”

“They’ ve spottedProcyon’ s Promise 'swake on the outskirts of this system.”
“Promiseis here?’

Barksdon nodded. “ Captain Smith wants you to transport him to headquartersfor aplanning on
tomorrow.”

“Yes dr,” Terrasad, excitedly. “Thank you for teling me.”

She hurried back to Davidson and Spatz and breathlessly told them the news. “I’'m sorry, Jm, but we'll
have to reschedule our dinner date for some other time.”

“I understand. Let me know when the Old Man wants usin the boat bay tomorrow.”
“Will do.”

Terraturned on her hed and hurried from the mess room. Once out in the corridor, she headed inboard
toward the personnd lifts and the captain’s cabin.

CHAPTER 18

Robert Braedon sat on the darkened bridge of Procyon’ s Promise and stared upward at the dim red
glow that was the Sanctuary protostar. The protostar illuminated the gas and dust around it, causing the
cloud to shine from within with adeep rosetint. All over the bridge, other faces were likewise lifted to the
light. The scene might well have been the work of one of the surredist holographers of the early
twenty-third century. Foreheads, cheeks, and gaping mouths reflected the red hued starlight while
ydlow-tinged expanses of chins and necks reflected the faint amber rays radiating upwards from the
ingrument panels.

“I seeone!” camethe call from one of the disembodied faces staring intently skyward. Simultaneoudy, an
arm, smilarly unattached from any torso, streaked upward in Braedon's peripherd vision. The pointing
finger indicated a section of sky some twenty degrees below the viewdome zenith.

“| seeit, too,” another excited voice called out. “ And there’ s another!”

Braedon anxioudy shifted his gaze to the indicated region of sky. Then, he too saw theregular, white
pulse of light silhouetted against the red of the protostar. As he watched, another point blazed into being,
and then another. Almost immediately, the white sparkles resolved themsdavesinto a constdlation of
suspicioudy regular form. A few minutes later, Promise had moved close enough to the lights for the
watchersto discern the dark forms of the starship-freighters amid flashing navigation beacons.

While he watched, PROM'’ s voice echoed in his ear. “Vice-Commodore Tarns sends his respects,
Robert, and requests that we take our place in the vanguard of the fleet.”

“Thank the Vice-Commodore for me and take usin.”

“Will do,” the computer responded.



After afew more minutes spent watching the approach, Braedon ordered the bridgeillumination
increased to normd. Thefire-glow in the Sky immediately dimmed to near invisibility aswhite light
flooded the compartment.

“Any of the other ships check in yet?’ Braedon asked the communications officer, an industrious young
woman who had been in continuous communication with Expedition Centra al during the approach.

“Yes, dr,” sheresponded. “Centra reports spottingGolden Hind ’swake less then ten minutes ago.
Hope, Mayflower, MacArthur , andKung Fu Tzu are dl decelerating behind us”

“Very good,” Braedon replied, histone carefully neutral as he heaved amenta sigh of relief. Theentire
fleet was now accounted for. All twelve ships had successfully crossed the interstellar vastness between
Earth and Sanctuary.

Considerable genius had been poured into the problem of what to do if a starship wereto suffer a
breakdown en route. Even ardatively benign malfunction could lead to catastrophic consequencesin the
long, dark light-years between Earth and Sanctuary. Thefirt line of defense lay in the design of the ships
themsalves. Engineers had provided the starships with triple and quintuple redundancy in critica
subsystems. However, as an ancient philosopher named Murphy once pointed out: if anything can
possibly go wrong, it will, and at the worst possible moment. Therefore, each ship had been provided
with enough spare partsto practicaly rebuild the Sardrive if necessary (excluding the main fidd coils
which were an integrd part of the shipsthemsalves). In abit of bet-and-suspenderslogic, each ship
carried within itshangar bay asingle FTL cutter. Any ship that found itself marooned among the stars
could digpatch the cutter to summon rescue. That, at least, was the theory.

Unfortunately, summoning rescue might well proveto beimpractical. A captain in interstellar space never
knows precisaly where heis. Even the most meticulous analyss based on course and speed isrardly
accurate to within better than afew tenths-percent of the totd distance traveled. Cumulative inaccuracies
in agtrogation could easily result in aship being two light-years off course at the end of the flight from
Earth. Nor would star sightings after breakout be of much assistance. Astronomy has aways been a
science that is extremely good at measuring the angular positions of starsin the sky, but not their
distances. Without knowing the exact location of the starsin three dimensions, it would be impossiblefor
aship’ scaptain to pinpoint his own position with sufficient precision to alow arescuer find himinthe
blackness of space.

The approach continued without incident as PROM maneuvered the starship toward an asteroid more
than a billion kilometers from the Sanctuary protostar. Braedon watched asthe freighter City of Buffalo
bulked large beyond the viewdome before diding to one side and astern. ThenPromise was sationary in
space, hovering nose down ten kilometers above the asteroid into which the sprawling warrens of
Expedition Central were till being drilled.

Floating just above the asteroid’ s surface, held aoft by beams of force tuned to balance therock’s
minuscule gravitationd pull, were the long-range observation instruments. These were pointed skyward in
avarigty of directions. Although theinstruments’ orientations seemed to be completely random, Braedon
knew that each telescope, radio telescope, gravtenna, and neutrino detector was focused on a nearby
dar system. These were the eyes and ears with which the expedition’ s scientists were scanning the sky
for evidence of nearby dien civilizations.

“The ship ison her assgned orbitd station, Robert,” PROM said.
“Very good. Tell the engine room that they may power down except for station keeping functions.”

“Message trangmitted, received, and understood.”



“Order the ship secured.”

Immediately, the intraship communicators began to blare. “ All hands. Secure from maneuvering sations.
Begin orbital routine. Alpha Section hasthefirst watch.”.

Braedon observed the sudden spurt of activity around him for afew moments before risng from his
command chair. “Y ou have the conn, Captain Garcia,” he said, speaking to the Space Guard officer who
was nomindly in command of Promise ; but who actually served as Braedon's exec. “I’ll be going down
to Centra to confer with Vice-Commodore Tarns.”

“Ayeaye, Sr,” Garciaresponded as he abandoned his own duty station and dipped into the command
chair. Commodore-of-the-Fleet Braedon stepped briskly through the hatchway |eading to the lower
decks and the hangar bay. Now that he wasfindly in Maker space, he was anxious to get on with the
job.

#
“ Ten-hut! Right hand, salute! Commodore arriving!”

A dozen expedition Marines snapped to attention as Braedon stepped from the lift car that had brought
him down from the asteroid’ s surface. He was accompanied by Vice-Commodore Tarns and Scholar
Price. The severa other department heads that had welcomed his ship were queued up fifty meters
overhead, waiting their turn at the lift.

The cavern that Braedon faced had been cut from the native nickel-iron body of the asteroid. Thewalls
were mottled with the scars of thousands of passes by a plasma-cutting torch. The floor was covered by
the crinkled meshwork of an artificia gravity array. The meshwork sat on a bright-blue plastic mat and
was anchored every few meters by heavy headed, non-conducting bolts and washers. To judge by the
spring in his step, Braedon estimated that the cavern’s AG system was St to one-quarter gee - enough
to make life predictable, but not tiring. Crowded onto the meshwork floor were nearly ahundred
expedition members.

Tarns sauted Braedon and said formaly, “ Commodore, | hereby return command of this expedition to
yw.”

Braedon returned the sdute and replied with equd solemnity, “I thank you, Sir.”
“Your orders, sr?’

Braedon half turned to face the waiting expedition personndl and raised hisvoice. “Therewill bea
mesting of al department heads and ship captainsin one hour. All personne will continue to follow
gtanding orders and perform their regular duties.”

“Sergeant!” Tarnsordered, “Dismissthe assembly.”

“Yes, gr,” the burly Marine in charge of the honor guard replied. He waited until Braedon and Tarns hed
made their way to atunnel entrance on the opposite Side of the cavern before barking out, “ Dismissed!”

Forty-five minutes later, Braedon found himsdf in alarge conference room. Except for the silvery
meshwork on thefloor, it was outwardly identical to ahundred others he had occupied in the previous Six
years. The room was crowded to overflowing. Besides the expedition’ s department heads and the
captains of al the starships, several members of the scientific staff were also present. Braedon took his
place at the head of the table and |ooked down the double row of expectant faces.



“You al know why we are here, 0 let’ s begin. Vice Commodore Tarns, status report, please.”

Tarnsgave aquick report, reporting on the status of the expedition sinceitsarriva at the Sanctuary
protostar, including the loss of the scout boat during the initid explorations. When the Vice-Commodore
finished, Braedon leaned back in his chair and fixed his gaze on the small Solarian astronomer sitting two
placesto hisleft.

“How isthe sky search going, Professor Fontaine?’

“Very wdl, sr. We have postivey identified one nearby star thet isradiating artificial gravitationad pulses.
There are two more that we suspect to be the sites of dien civilizations. Unfortunately, absolute proof is
difficult to obtain.”

Braedon lifted his eyebrows. “ One positive and two potentials after less than amonth’ s observations? |
am impressed! Has the species generating the gravity pulses been identified yet?’

Fontaine turned to gaze at Colin Williams, who was seated at the midpoint of thetable. “Y our
department, Colin.”

“We have atentative identification, Commodore. The scientific computer seems convinced that the
gravitational pulses match atype characteristic of Known Race Number 875, the Grelsho Civilization.
The Grelshos are areptilian speciesinhabiting an M3 spectral class star. The observed star isan M3.”

“Grelshos? Never heard of them.”

“They are somewhat obscure, Sir. However, if our identification holds up, it will beagood sign. The
Grelshos are one of the earliest races to appear in the data banks. That would indicate that we are fairly
closeto the Maker system.”

“How long until we obtain aone hundred percent postive identification?’

Williams shrugged. “If we can obtain some sort of picture of the inhabitants, we should be ableto pin it
down immediatdly. Of course, that islikely to be less useful than one might think.”

“I'mafraid | don’t understand.”

“It isimportant to remember, Commodore, that some of the records we are using date back more than
two hundred thousand years. It islikely that the Grelsho have changed considerably in that time. Their
level of technology has most certainly evolved, and they may have evolved physicaly aswell.”

“What plan have we for checking out these maybe-Grelshos?’
“Commander Ebert can best respond to that question, Commodore.”

One of military men rose and moved to the wall holoscreen. “ Commodore Braedon, Sir. My tactical team
has worked up one approach based on the theory that these are indeed the Grelsho, and another that
assumes that they have been misidentified ... with apologiesto the aien assessment team,” he said,
bowing dightly in thedirection of Colin Williams. “Both plansvary only dightly in detail. With your
permission, | will summarize the salient points common to both.”

“Continue, Commander.”

“Yes, ar.” The holoscreen lit to show abright point of light silhouetted against ablack background. “As
has been noted previoudy, the star in question is an M3 spectral class, orange-red dwarf - asmaler



verson of Antares, if you will. It is some twenty light-years from Sanctuary and as yet unnamed in our
catalogs. We have taken to caling it Target One Primein our planning sessions.

“The star’ s surface temperature is 3200 degrees K vin. Its spectrum shows the presence of many heavy
metals, with the absorption bands for titanium being particularly strong. We have determined from gravity
wave observations and some inconclusive neutrino readings that there are a |east three inhabited planets
inthe Target One Prime system. That would indicate a spacefaring race, dthough one with an
interplanetary rather than interstellar capability.

“We propose to use two ships to make contact with the Target One Prime inhabitants. Both will
synchronize their departures from Sanctuary in amanner that ensurestheir arriva in close formation. One
ship will hang back to observe while the other approaches the outskirts of the system. Both ships FTL
cutterswill assume secondary guard positionswell away from the main ships. Once the lead starship has
entered the system, it will digpatch its scout boats to make the actua contact with the inhabitants. Once
an amicable first meeting has been concluded, standard safeguards will be observed.”

Braedon glanced down the rows of spectators and fixed his gaze on Javra Pere. Pere wasthe
expedition’ s official Communion observer, the persona representative of Chief Executive Duva. Rumor
hed it that his assgnment was adisciplinary action resulting from hisinadvertent warning to Chryse Haler
the night of theraid on Moose Hill.

“Wall, Citizen Pere?’ Braedon asked. “ Do you have any objections to Commander Ebert’ s plan?’
Pere looked at Braedon. “No objection, Commodore.”

Braedon turned his attention back to Ebert. “When do you propose this expedition be launched,
Commander?’

“In ten daystime, g, after the second wave vessels have had a chance to perform maintenance and
resupply from the freghters.”

Braedon nodded. “1t seems a sound enough plan. We will seeif we cannot improve onit in thetime
remaining. Which ships do you propose take part?’

“Y our choice, sir. Any two will be acceptable.”

“All right, we |l tentatively makeitProcyon’s Promise andGolden Hind .” Braedon glanced at Caver
Martin, now captain of Procyon’s Hope . “ Sorry, Caver, but rank hath its privileges, you know.”

“Yes, gr,” Martin replied. “1 suppose there will be other opportunities.”
“Yes, | sugpect therewill. Anyone else?’
There were no further comments.

“Very well, then. We launch in ten daystime. Meanwhile, let’ stry to pin down those other two possible
gghtings”

CHAPTER 19

Like the other scout boat pilots who had delivered starship captains to the department heads



conference, Terra Braedon and Jm Davidson found themsalves at |oose ends as soon as their
commanding officer disappeared into the spaceport lift. Like most of the other idled pilots, they made
their way toward the messhall for ahot cup of coffee and asnack. They had just settled down at atable
with four of their compatriots when Commander Chen, Vice-Commodore Tarns' aide, entered the
messhdll.

Jm Davidson glanced up, saw Chen, and grinned a Terra. “Don’t look now, but it' s happening again.”
Terralooked a himwith aquizzica expression. “What are you talking about?’

Davidson nodded toward Chen. “Every time we sit down to egt together, someone comesin to break us
up. I’'m beginning to think your father doesn't like me.”

“Oh, pooh! Father doesn’t even know about usyet,” Terraexclaimed. “Cometo think of it though, when
he finds out, he may send you home by dowboat.”

“Ah, Pilot Braedon, | thought | would find you here,” Chen said as he came up behind Terra.
“Yes, sr! What can | do for you?’

“Y our father has requested that you meet him in his quarters after the briefing. Do you know where they
ae?’

“Uh, not exactly.”

“Lower leve, Corridor Five, Suite 510. Shall | have someone guide you there?’

“No, I'll find it. Did he mention atime?’

“The briefing is scheduled to last an hour. | suggest you give him sometime after that to get settled in.”
“Yes, gr.”

After Chen left, Terraglanced down nervoudy at her coverdls. “Damnit, | didn’t expect to see him until
tonight!”

“What' sthe matter?’ Davidson asked.

“Look at me! My hair needs combing, my coverals have dried grease spots al over them, and my boots
need polishing.”

“Y ou're beautiful. Besides, heisyour father. Hewon't mind.”

“Hewon't, but | will. Thisisthefirst timein my lifethat | have been out on my own. | want to convince
him that | can take care of mysdlf.”

“Wdll, he gave you an hour. If I’m not mistaken, one of your dress uniformsis hanging in your vacsuit
locker aboardSren Song .

“Soitid” Terraexclamed, jumping up from thetable. “1’d dmost forgotten. Will you excuse me,
darling? It' simportant to me.”

Davidson grinned. “I understand. I'll meet you here afterwards.”

“Thanks!” Terrasaid over her shoulder as she moved briskly toward the messhall entrance. She entered



the corridor beyond without dowing, and promptly ran into a passerby.

“Sorry, my fault entirdly,” Terramumbled as shetried to get around the haplessvictim.
“Terral”

Terralooked up in surprise to discover that she had runinto Chryse Haller.

“Chryse! What are you doing here?’

“What do you mean ‘what am | doing here? | am Assstant Purser aboardProcyon’s Promise . Where
elsewould | come to arrange to have our consumables replenished after six monthsin space?’

“But I'd heard ... | mean, well there was this rumor aboardAragon after weleft Earth that ... uh, that you
had resigned.”

Chryse laughed. “ Sounds like something Harrold would start. We had quite aspirited discussion
concerning my coming on thistrip the week before the second wave launched. Believe me, | have never
even conddered leaving the expedition. After al, | couldn’t let my sailing partner down, could |7’

Terralaughed. During that first trip home to Procyon, Terra had been Chryse' s guide to the sights of
Alpha. The two of them had done everything together. They had gone shopping in First Landing, where
Chryse made the shopkeepers fed asthough they were sdlling the latest fashions from Parisand
Moscow. They had gone horseback riding up Randall’ s Ridge. One memorable weekend, Terrahad
arranged for two of her ex-classmates to take them sailing on Mandan Ford.

The weather forecast for that morning wasfor clear skiesal day. However, heavy black clouds scudded
in across the Western Sea around noon and a freak storm began whipping up whitecaps within the fjord.
For awhileit had looked as though their five-meter sailboat was going to be dashed onto the rocky
coadtline. When they findly fought their way back into the lee of the Murphis Beach breskwater, al four
were soaked to the skin and blue with cold. Chryse had laughed and told Terrathat she looked like a
drowned rat. Then she had taken amirror out of her bag, looked at her own face, and began to laugh
uncontrollably. Shelooked even worse. Terraheld out for awhile, and then joined in. When their dates
returned from securing the sailboat, they found the two women holding their Sdes, unable to stop laughing
long enough to explain. Taking about it later, they agreed that had been the high point of their vigt.

“I have somefreetime,” Chryse said, gesturing toward the messhall. “Let’ sgo insde and talk.”

“Oh, | can't!” Terrahurriedly explained about the summons from her father, finishing with, “I wasjust on
my waly up to the boat to get cleaned up and into my spare uniform.”

“Fing” Chrysereplied. “I'll comewith you. We can talk while you get ready.”

On their way up to the scout boat, they chatted about events since they had seen each other last. Terra
told Chryse about Jm Davidson.

“I"dliketo meet him,” Chryse said.
“Y ou know him!”
“| do?’

“He says he piloted you home from Von Braun Grand Hotel after you leftProcyon’s Promise thet first
time”



“Maybe | do. Sandy hair, tall, handsome?’
Terranodded.
“Wdl, congratulationdl”

Chryse brought Terraup on events that had transpired sinceSword of Aragonleft Earth. When they
arived aSren Song , Terratook her dress uniform from itslocker and moved to the tiny washroom at
the rear of the boat. She | eft the door open so they could talk as she stripped off her coveralls.

The boat’ sartificid gravity system wasinoperative, leaving them in the asteroid’ s native gravitationa field,
which amounted to only about one-thirtieth of a standard gee. Chryse anchored hersdlf to the deck with
boot clamps. She watched as Terrasponged herself from the tiny zero-gee washbasin.

Chryse chuckled.
Terralooked at the older woman. A thin film of sogp rimmed her eyes. “What' s the matter?’

“I wasjust thinking about the first time we met. | remember how embarrassed you were when | peded
out of my shipsuit so nonchaantly. Now, look at us.”

Terraglanced down at the single, wispy strip of sk that was dl she normally wore under her coverdls,
and then grinned. “1I’ll have to admit that contact with you Solarians has certainly liberdized my atitudes
about certain things. | can now walk to the shower aboardArrogant with adozen other women
watching, and not blush at dl; at least, not noticeably. | think | might even be able to handle asituation
that called for mixed nudity if I'd had afew drinksfirg.”

“Don't pushit,” Chrysereplied, her manner turning serious. “Y ou Alphans would be making aterrible
mistakeif you tried to make yoursalves over into our image. If anything, we should try to be more like
you.”

Terradried her face and turned to combing her hair. “I’ m curious about something, Chryse. If you don't
want to answer, just tell meit’ s none of my business”

“What isit?’

Terralowered her brush and stared at her friend and mentor. “Y ou had everything at home. Why did you
come on thisexpedition?’

Chryse hit her lip and did not speak for severa seconds. “If | tell you the truth, do you promise not to let
asingleword of it go beyond these walls?’

“I promise.”

“It' sredly quitesmple” Chrysesad, wigtfully. “I’ vefaleninlove with your father. | want to be where
heis, evenif that meanstraveling hdfway acrossthe gaaxy.”

“WHAT?" Terraasked, her mouth hanging open in astonishment.
“Y ou heard me. I’ ve devel oped ajuvenile crush on your father.”
“How?When?’

“I’'mnot sure. | think | first began to love him that night we flew across the pole together on our way to
Geneva”



“Haveyou told him?’ Terraasked.

“No, of coursenot,” Chrysereplied. “Besides, | talked it dl out with my psycho-analyst beforeleaving
Earth. Hesaysthat | don’t redly love Robert at all. I ve just got asimple case of transference
syndrome.”

“I beg your pardon.”

“Transference syndrome. According to my andyst, what | redlly want isfor lifeto be smpler. He says
that isthe reason | have dways been addicted to ancient movies, and why | was so dissatisfied heading
up amagjor conglomerate. My ‘ supposed love' - hiswords - is merely a byproduct of my subconscious
desireto lead amore structured life. My solution wasto join this expedition, and | fdll in love with your
father to give me agood reason for doing s0.”

“Andisheright?’

Chryse shrugged. “ Could be. | know | have never been happier than | am right now. | have ajob at
which | am highly skilled, | am with people| care about, and | am doing something important. What more
isthereinlife?’

“Isthereanything | can doto help?’

“Y ou dready have. Y ou have given me someone | can talk to. Now, you had best finish up. Timeis
getting short.”

#

The Marine guard on sentry-go outside Suite 510 snapped to attention as Braedon waked hesitantly
down the rough-hewn corridor.

“Arethese my quarters, Corpora?’ Braedon asked, gesturing to the curtained doorway behind the
guard.

“ YS’ s r.u
“Where sthe door?’

“Uh, the congtruction people are running late on doors, sir. They are casting ‘em from loca iron, and they
ain't got their big foundry set up yet. That iswhy | am here. I'll make sure nobody bothers you ‘ cept you
want to be bothered.”

“Fine” Braedon replied. “Everything in order?’
“Yes, gr. Vice-Commodore Tarns s gear has been cleaned out.”

“Seems a shameto put him to the trouble,” Braedon mused. “After all, in another ten days, he'll be
moving right back in.”

“Y ou are the expedition commander, sir; and these are the expedition commander’ s quarters.”
“Quiteright, Corpord. One shouldn’t go against natura order.”
“No, gr! It hurtsmorde.”

Braedon shoved the curtain aside and entered the suite of rooms beyond. Except for adesk, a



workscreen, asmal wrought-iron table with six chairsaround it (undoubtedly the product of loca
congtruction), an inflatable sofa, two bare glow tubes, and anaked bundle of wires running acrossthe
ceiling, the room was devoid of decoration.

Braedon pushed aside another curtain to find similarly sparse furnishingsin the bedroom beyond. A
deeping bag had been stretched out on the floor next to agravity control box. Apparently, the occupant
was expected to turn the artificid gravity down until hefet comfortable. A saf-contained toilet had been
set up inasmall alcove off the bedroom, as had awater tank and washbasin topped with amirror and a
singleglowtube.

Braedon glanced around his new quarters, and nodded his approva. Consdering that the whole asteroid
had been asolid lump of nickd-iron just three months earlier, the construction battalion had performed
miracles. He made amenta note to tour the rest of the facilities and see how the average expedition
member lived. Thisfar from home, afew amenitieswere worth their weight in platinum.

Hisluggage had been piled next to the deeping bag. He took afew minutesto open histravel-kit and
hang his spare uniforms on ahook someone had thoughtfully welded to the wall. He had just finished
when he heard the guard’' svoice.

“Commodore, Sr!”

“Yes, Corpord.”

“Ther€ salady out here who says she' syour daughter. Shal | show her in?’
“Absolutely!”

Terrapushed her way through the curtain and stood at attention just inside the door. What Braedon saw
was alithe, tan young woman in the blue-green dress uniform of an expedition pilot.

“Hdlo, father.”

“Don't just stand there. Come over herewhere | can hug you.” She moved to be enfolded by his
embrace. “My God, you' ve grown up!” he exclaimed. He pushed her out to arms length to look at her
again as hisface broke into abroad smile of paternal pride.

“I got aletter from your mother just before leaving Earth. She sends her love. Also, Captain Smith tells
me you’ ve been doing an excellent job aboardAragon .

“I’ve certainly done my best, father.”
“How would you like to do your best for me?’

“| beg your pardon.”

Hetold her of hisplansto takeProcyon’s Promise andGolden Hind to the red-orange star of the
Grelshosinten days time. “I’ll exchange your scout boat for one of Promise’s”

To hissurprise, Terradid not accept his offer immediately. Instead, she chewed her lower lip for afew
moments and then asked, “What about my copilot? Does he come aong, too?’

A smile spread across Braedon' s lips as he began to understand what was bothering his daughter.
“Captain Smith mentioned that you are seeing quite alot of a certain young man. He wouldn’t happen to
be this copilot of yours, would he?’



“Hisnameis Jm Davidson, and yes, heis,” Terrasaid, obvioudy flustered.

“Sit down.” When they were both seated on the inflatable sofa, Braedon said, “1 don’t mean to intrude
on your persond life, Terra, but how seriousisthis thing between you and Davidson?’

“I’m not sure yet. Neither isJdm. It ismore than affection, but we aren’t lovers... not yet, anyway. That is
what you are asking, isn't it?’

Braedon nodded. “Itis. | think you will agreethat | have not been atypica Alphan father. If | had been,
you would never have been dlowed to apply for admission to the academy.”

“I know that, father. | so know the anguish | put you through when | quaified forPromise 'screw. I'll
aways be grateful to you for not blocking my gppointment.”

“Then accept some fatherly advise. Be very sure about your fedingsfor thisman. Y ou are athousand
light-years from home, in constant danger, and your job requires you to be shut away for long periods
with him. Itisonly natura that the two of you are attracted to each other. However, remember your
upbringing. We are not the same as these Solarians. Their cultureisnot our culture. Be very sure before
you do anything irreversible”

Terralaughed nervoudy. “Funny, someone just gave me amost exactly that same advice.”
“Who?’

“Oh, just afriend.”

“Will you ligten to your old man?’

She leaned over and kissed him on the cheek. “I'll listen, and father ... thank you.”

“For what?’

“For letting melivemy own life”

“You'rewelcome,” hesaid. They stared at each other for afew uncomfortable seconds, then Braedon
continued in amore normal conversationd tone: “When do | get to meet this paragon of virtue?’

“When would you like to meet him?’

“| undergtand that | am hogting adinner this evening for the congtruction battalion. Why don’t you bring
him around then?’

“I will if we can get apassfrom Captain Smith.”

Braedon guffawed. “1 don't think that will be any problem. Now then, would you like me to transfer you
back toProcyon’s Promise 7’

“Yes, gr. | would like that very much. Thank you.”
“Not at dl,” Braedon responded. “What else are fathersfor?’
#

Thetask of makingProcyon’s Promise andGolden Hind ready for space turned into around-the-clock
marathon of cargo shifting. First, the supplies that Promise had transported out from Earth had to be



off-loaded. Then, when its holds were empty, they had to be refilled with the supplies that would be
required during the expedition to the Grelsho sun. And, considering the number of scientistswho found it
essentid that they (and al their equipment) be present at humanity’ sfirst contact with an aien species,
Braedon wondered if the holds were big enough to hold it all.

A week after hisarrival at Expedition Central, Braedon wasinProcyon’s Promise ’s hangar bay
watching crewmen transfer cargo from an orbit-to-orbit lighter into the starship’ sinterior. To make room
for the operation,Promise ' sthree scout boats and single FTL cutter had been temporarily moved out of
the bay. The smdll fleet now hovered near their parent astheir crews feverishly checked them over for
the mission about to begin. With only asingle vessd in its maw, the hangar bay |ooked almost spacious.

“Thisisthelast load of foodstuffs, Commodore,” Chryse Haler said from beside him. Sheheld a
portable computer terminal and watched as the total s tallied up on the book-sized workscreen. A stray
strand of blonde hair had worked down into her eyes, and she moved to push it back into place. It wasa
gesiure that Braedon found overwhelmingly atractive. If only...

He ruthlesdy clamped down on the thought as he told Chryse: “Fine, let’ stop off the ammunition
magazines next. Passtheword. We |l want full safety precautionsimposed in twenty minutes.”

“Full precautions, twenty minutes. Yes, Sr.”
“Any other problemsin your department, Assistant Purser Haller?”

“WEe re having trouble squeezing in al the new personnd going aong on thistrip, Sir, but we'll work
something out.”

“| undergtand you' ve billeted Terrain your cabin.”
Chryse nodded. “I1t was her cabin before it was mine.”
“Look after her for me, will you?’ Braedon asked.

“My plessure, Robert,” Chrysereplied, smiling. Then shefrowned. “1 am confused about one thing. If the
Commodore will permit meto ask apersona question?’

“You'dask it anyway, | suspect. Go ahead.”

“Why did you transfer Terrato this ship? Asascout boat pilot, sheisgoing to have one of theriskiest
jobs when we get to the Grelsho sun. Why not leave her aboardSword of Aragon where she would be
safe here at base?’

“| thought about it,” Braedon replied. “However, if | eft her behind, she' d only find away aboard
Procyon’s Hope orMayflower when they go out on the Target Two Prime mission. Thisway, at leest, |
can keep my eye on her; or rather, those of you kind enough to act as my agents can watch over her. It
wouldn't do to have the expedition commander showing favoritism to hisrelaives, now would it?’

Chrysemade arude noise. “I think practicaly everyone onboard would help you toss Terrain the brig if
that waswhat it took to keep her safe. | know for certain that there are members of Promise s origind
crew who would cheerfully kill anyone who threstened her.”

“Would they redly?’ he asked, surprised at the vehemence of her comment.

“Damned right! Sheisthisexpedition’sunofficid mascot. If anything happened to her...” Chrysetrailed
off without finishing the sentence.



“Thank you for the advice, Assstant Purser Haller. Carry on. I'll be on the bridge if you need me.”

“YS, S'r!n



CHAPTER 20

“Are we about ready?’ Robert Braedon asked as he glanced across the control consoles to the rocky
shape of Expedition Central ten kilometers“below.” The asteroid lay low on the viewdome horizon, its
form silhouetted against the reddish haze of the Sanctuary gas cloud.

“Just about, Robert,” PROM'’ s voice answered from close beside him. “Vice-Commodore Tarnsison
theline. HE sasking if you have time to spesk with him.”

“Puthimon.”

Tarns features appeared on Braedon’ s workscreen.

“Hdlo, Bill,” Braedon said. “Have you moved back into your quarters, yet?’

Tarnsgrinned. “Yes, ar. | had my gear transferred about five minutes after you left. Don't hurry back.”
“I understand completely.”

As Braedon had suspected when he saw them, Commanding Officer’ s Quarters were the equivalent of a
penthouse suite when compared to the other living spaces hollowed out of the asteroid’ sinterior. Most
personng were housed in low gravity bunkrooms where nylon mesh had been strung between supports
to alow deepersto be stacked four deep. Even the ranking officers and scientists stationed in the
asteroid were forced to share small four-man cubicles. Bathing was a once-a-week [uxury involving a
washbasin and a sponge. Compared to conditionsin The Rock, life aboard the overcrowded starships
was a Sybarite’ sddight.

“Y ou know the plan, Bill,” Braedon continued. “If you haven't heard from usin three months, send help.
Only, be damned cautious about it. If we get sucked into atrap, | do not want thiswhole expedition to
follow us one ship at atime. Understood?”’

“Understood, sr.”

“TdlHope andMayflower | wished them luck with Target Two Prime, and for God’ s sake, remind them
that | expect them to be careful, too.”

“Yes, gr. Anything ese?’

Braedon considered for amoment, and then shook hishead. “ That coversit, | guess. | hereby leave
command of this expedition once morein your capable hands, sir!” Thislast was ddivered with al the
solemnity he could mudter.

“| thank the commodore,” Tarnsreplied in like manner.
“See you when we get back. I'll bring you a souvenir of the Grelsho, if you like.”
“One clean vector to the Maker sunisdl | require, sir. Good hunting!”

Braedon watched as the holoscreen faded to black, then turned his attention back to the flurry of activity
on the bridge. Asusud, even though PROM would by flying the ship, the human crewmembers were
doing their best to perform independent crosschecks of the computer’ s calculations. Senior Lieutenant



Janos Corusk, the astrogator, was working the hardest. He was cal culating the course to the jump-off
point for the Grelsho sun. When he finished, he would compare hisfigures with those PROM had
caculated. A difference of even one percent would cause Braedon to order the launch delayed until the
discrepancy could be resolved. At the start of the voyage from Earth to Sanctuary, Corusk and PROM
had managed to agree with each other to three significant decima places.

“Captain Garrity, Robert.”
“Connect him, PROM.”

Lafe Garrity’ sfeaturesimmediately appeared on the screen that Bill Tarns face had just vacated.
Golden Hindis ready for space, Commodore. We await your orders.”

“WEe I bewith you in amoment, Lafe. Astrogation check out your central computer’ s calculations?’
“Yes, dr. We have acceptable correlation.”

“Very good. TdlGoldie to dave herself to PROM and stand by.”

“Yes, gar.”

Braedon keyed for the annunciator channel on his console. His voice immediately echoed throughout the
ship. “Thisisthe Commodore speaking. All department heads, report status.”

“Engineering, ready for space.”

“Purser, ready for space.”
“Environmenta control, ready for space.”
“Combat control, ready for space.”

Braedon listened to the countdown run through the ship without a single bump. Findly, it reached the
bridge, where the speciaists completed the check.

“Communications, ready for space.”

“Agtrogation, ready for space.”

“Executive Officer, ready for space.”

“Central compuiter, ready for space,” PROM’ s voice said from an overhead speaker.

“Commanding Officer, ready for space,” Braedon concluded. “PROM, you have the conn. Take us out
gently.”

“Command received and understood, Robert. On my count. Ten seconds ... Five ... four ... three.... two
... one. Grav generators to power. We are underway!”

Procyon’'s Promisedipped dowly from her parking orbit. Two positions behind her, another globular
gtarship followed close behind. The other ten shipsin the formation took thisasasigna to begin blinking
ther formation lightsin slent gpplause.

Forty-eight hours later, the two starships were separated by amillion kilometers of vacuum and speeding
out of the Sanctuary System at ninety-eight percent of the speed of light. There was aquick flurry of



messages between them, alast minute updeating of astrogation data, and five minutes of consultation
between the two commanding officers. Then came the silence as accumulators charged and FTL
generators came up to power. A last “Good Luck!” flashed between the ships and then came the change.
One moment, their hulls reflected the blue-white glow of starlight. The next, they were gone.

#
“Damnit, Warrick, | told you to secure that packet for zero gee!”

“Aw, come on, ma am! We were off watch five minutes ago. It can wait until tomorrow, can’t it? Surely
the captain ain't going to order zero gravs anytimein the next twelve hours.”

“Y ou heard me, Spacer!”

Able Spacer Warrick glared a Chryse Haller while he remounted the ladder leading up the face of atall
stack of packing cratesinPromise 's Number-one Hold. All around them, smal mountains of hexagond
crates were secured into interlocking frames by bright metal latches. The latches on the crate in question,
however, were dangling free. The crate had dipped far enough out of alignment to catch Chryse'seyeas
she performed her inspection of the ship’s cargo.

The Number-one Hold was bordered by the environmenta control compartment forward, the stardrive
compartment inboard, the hull outboard, and the hangar deck aft. With the stardrive just one bulkhead
away, the thrumming of the generators reverberated around Chryse.

“There, that suit you?” Warrick asked after he had secured the latches.

Chryse made a show of studying his efforts from three meters below, then nodded. * Next watch, | want
you to check out Holds Two and Threefor loose latches. | will have PROM remind everyonein the
stevedore gang about the regulations concerning loose cargo. Y ou can go now.”

“YS, maz a..n.n

Chryse' sstern expression dowly melted into agrin as Warrick hurried toward the ladder leading up and
out of the hold. Back on Earth, it had not taken long for word to get around thatPromise ’s new
Assstant Purser was to be the rich and powerful Chryse Haller. The effect had been eectric on the other
Solarians aboard. It had taken weeks of patience on Chryse's part before her fellow terrestrials began to
forget her background and accept her as one of the crew. Warrick had been a prime example. When he
had first been assigned to work with her, he had been literally tongue-tied in her presence. Now hefelt
comfortable enough to protest her orders.

She glanced up at the stack of cargo, let her eyes scan the multi-colored crates with the arcane
descriptions taped to their surfaces, and then turned back to the inventory that was her origina purpose
for being in the hold. In lessthan forty-eight hours, Procyon’ s Promise would bresk out of hypervel ocity
near the Grelsho sun. Chryse had resolved to make the most of the time remaining.

#

Terra Braedon was seated at the pilot’ s console inSren Song when Jm Davidson stuck his head through
the hatch in the aft bulkhead.

“Aren’'t you ready yet?’

Terraglanced up from the workscreen where she was running a diagnostic on the scout boat’ s systems.



“Ready for what?" she asked with ablank expression.
“For Professor Williams slecture, of course.”
Terragroaned. “Isit that time aready?’

“‘Fraid s0.”

“Can’'t we skip it? W€ ve got a thousand thingsto check over here if we' re going to be ready for
breakout.”

Davidson shook his head. “ The boss said the commodore wants al first contact personnd to attend.
That’ sus, remember?’

Terrasoftly mouthed a Solarian expression unsuited for use by aproper Alphan lady. Shetappedina
few brief ingructionsfor the scout boat’ s non-sentient computer to follow while she was gone, then got
up from her couch.

Terraand Jm Davidson descended the ladder fromSren Song *sairlock toPromise ’s hangar deck. The
scout boat occupied one of the docking mounts high up the hangar doors. Two other egg shaped craft
occupied the other “high docks,” while ablunt cylinder with arounded prow was squeezed onto the
hangar deck between the three scout boats.

The cylindrical ship wasthe FTL cutter - capable of interstellar travel, but just barely. After designers had
made room in the cutter’ s hull for the I-massinitiated fusion generator, the gravitationd drive, and the
gardrive, they had barely enough room left over for the two-man crew and environmenta control system.
Infact, the cutter’ s control cabin was only dightly larger than that of the first Apollo space capsules.

Terraand Davidson made their way through the clutter of the hangar deck, to the personnd lift, and up to
Epsilon Deck where the ship’s messhal waslocated. The compartment was eighty percent filled when
they arrived. They drew cups of coffee from astainless sted urn, carried them to two empty seats at one
Sde of the compartment, and then turned their attention to Colin Williams. The white-haired xenologist
was standing behind a makeshift lectern at the front of the compartment. His gaze scanned the audience
impatiently. After afew minutes, he glanced &t the chronometer on thewall, and then cleared histhroat.

“Let’ sget started, people, shall we?’

Hewaited for the buzz of two dozen individual conversationsto quiet down, then turned to the large
holoscreen that adorned one of the messhall bulkheads. “PROM has informed me that Commodore
Braedon will be unable to attend. In his absence, let me say that | have been commissioned to give a brief
overview of the Grelsho to those of you who will beinvolved in theinitia contact effort. What you will
seetoday isonly asmall portion of the datawe have available in PROM’ s public accessfiles, however. |
want each of you to review thisinformation in detail sometime before breskout. If you have questions, |
will bein my office during al of first watch tomorrow. Now, then, for those of you who have never seen
apicture of one before, thisisaGresho...”

The screen lit to show agray, hairless centaur-like cresture that put Chrysein mind of atal aligator.
That, at least, was her initia impression. The being was outwardly reptilian, but without the characteristic
“bent-elbow” stance of areptile. Itsfour legs hung verticaly below itstorso. Thelegswere articulated in
the normal way, and ended in splayed feet with prominent claws. A small tail lay curled around its hind

legs.
The upper torso sported two arms that ended in grasping members whose details were obscured by the



fact that the being was holding a piece of equipment in its“hands.” A long, supple neck wastopped by a
bulging skull, in which the being’ s eyes were deep set. The eyes were protected by heavy bony
overhangs and irised like acat’ s, except the dit was oriented in ahorizonta plane rather than vertical.
There was no evidence of external ears except for afeature that might (or might not) be atympanic
membrane near the top of the skull. The Grelsho' sfeatures protruded in asnout with asingle, dit-like
nostril located between the eyes. The mouth was open, displaying long rows of teeth.

“... Notethe teeth,” Professor Williams said after describing the Grelsho’ s other physicd features. “The
being is obvioudy an omnivore. Also, you will note thet thisis an outdoor scene; there are small patches
of snow in the background; yet, the Grelsho is not wearing clothing. That would indicate thet it iswarm
blooded, and that its temperature control system may be somewhat more efficient than our own.
Obvioudy, then, the Grelsho isnot truly areptile.

“Which brings me to the most important thing | have to say to you today, people! When you leave this
ship, you must discard al preconceptions you may have concerning these beings. It may look likea
couple of meninalizard suit, but it isa Grelsho. If you learn nothing else about it, understand that it is
totally dien to anything you have ever seen or experienced before.

The picture on the holoscreen changed to show agroup of Grelsho doing something incomprehensible.
The view changed again, thistime displaying a Grelsho city benesth ared-orange sky. Professor Williams
went on to survey the data that had been dredged from the data banks concerning the Grelsho
civilization. They were far from the most advanced species among the twelve hundred known dien races,
athough they were especialy capablein thefieds of chemistry and solid-state physics. Based ona
review of existing data, the xenologists had assigned the Grelsho civilization arating that placed it
gpproximately five hundred years ahead of current humanity.

“I would remind you, however,” Williams said, casting abaeful gaze over the audience, “that not only are
such ratingsinherently unredliable, but the data on which we base this opinion is overtwo hundred
thousand years out of date! When we get to the Grelsho system, we will very likely not recognizethe

pl me.”

#

Robert Braedon had been about to leave the bridge for Professor Williams slecture when PROM
notified him that Chief Engineer Reickert had an urgent need to speak to him.

“What' sthe matter, Chief 7’ Braedon asked, noting Reickert’ s troubled expression.
“I don't think we want to discussit by screen, sir. Will you cometo my office?’
“Of coursg, if it' simportant.”

“Itis”

Braedon informed Captain Garciathat he would be off the bridge for an indefinite time and asked
PROM to tdl Williamsto proceed without him before heading for Reickert’ s office. The chief engineer
occupied a cubicle set high above the stardrive compartment, with an entire wall constructed of armor
glass through which he could survey the drive compartment below. A large holoscreen dominated the
oppositewall. When Braedon arrived, he found Reickert and Scholar Price studying a series of graphs
on the screen.

“What' s the matter?’ Braedon asked.



Horace Price glanced over his shoulder. For once, he was not smiling. “ The drive has suffered some sort
of anomaly, Robert. We re not yet sure how seriousit is.”

“What' s happened?’

Reickert cleared histhroat uneasily. “PROM sounded the darm about twenty minutes ago after she
detected a disturbance in the secondary phase-lock loop circuitry. It only lasted a couple of milliseconds
and never redlly reached the limits of variance allowed by the specifications. | couldn’'t explainit, o1
thought it best to call in expert assstance.”

“Whet happened, PROM?”

“The secondary field coils drifted out of synchronization with their control loop for just an instant, Robert.
The backups caught them and righted the situation within two milliseconds.”

“Sowhy did it happen?’

“That isn't clear from the data. The most likely cause is degradation in one or more componentsin the
feedback loop. In essence, the Stardrive settings are drifting dightly.”

“Itislikely one of the components we ingtaled after thefire,” Reickert said. “We might not have gotten
everything synchronized perfectly.”

“Isthe shipinany danger?’
“Wedon't think so,” Price said.
“Y ou don’t sound overly confident.”

“Damn it, Robert, how can | be confident? After more than thirty years of studying the stardrive, | il
haven't any clue asto how the damned thing works!”

“Can we make the Grelsho sun?’

“Certainly. However, it might be prudent to shut down for afew hoursto check out the system. If we
lose our phase-loop lock completely, we would drop out of hypervel ocity before we could shunt the
energy inthefield. I’d hate to hazard a guess as to what would happen then.”

Braedon turned to Reickert. “Do you concur?’

“Yes, sr. My people can't troubleshoot the system whileit is operating. Give usafew hoursto look
things over and we' Il be able to diagnose the problem with good confidence.”

Braedon nodded. “ It will cause usto miss our timetable withGolden Hind , but better safe than sorry, |
suppose. If we are going to break down, | would rather not do it where the Grel shos can see. PROM!”

“Yes, Robert.”
“Prepare for emergency breakout. Shields up and dert the crew.”

Immediately, PROM’svoice cameon al over the starship. “Attention All Hands! Prepare for emergency
breakout in ten seconds. Prepare for emergency breakout.”

“Five, four, three, two, one, bregk...”



PROM did not get a chance to complete her statement. At that moment, a blinding flash and a deafening
roar emanated from the generator compartment behind Braedon. The armor glasswall of the Chief
Engineer’ s office bowed inward, held for an ingtant, and then exploded into amillion tiny glassbdls. At
the same moment, Braedon found himsalf being lifted bodily into the air asthe gravity field reversed. An
instant later, it reversed again, and he was dammed into the deck below.

CHAPTER 21

Thefirst few seconds after the explosion seemed to stretch interminably for Robert Braedon. A wave of
heat washed over him as a sharp, breath stealing pain shot through hisright shoulder. Herolled with the
impact, only to fed anumbing blow to the base of his spine as he encountered something hard and sharp.
Hiswhimper of panic was drowned out by the clanging of darms and the hissing roar of automatic fire
extinguishers. He covered his eyeswith crossed forearmsto protect them from flying glassand lay il as
wave after wave of nauseathreatened to send him regling into unconsciousness. Someonein the drive
compartment below began to scream.

Asquickly astheroiling ingde his skull subsided, Braedon uncovered his eyes. He found that he was
laying face up, his body wedged at an odd angle between Reickert’s desk and abulkhead. Theair inthe
compartment had grown thick with smoke and the acrid smdll of burning insulation. The emergency lights
had come on, but there was something wrong with the beams they cast through the smoke-laden air.
Instead of being gray and fog-like, the narrow rays scintillated brilliantly.

Braedon stared stupidly upwards for long seconds, watching the sparkling lights without comprehension.
His mind was drawn to amoment six years earlier. PROM had just reveded that the Solarians had
spotted the starship, causing Braedon to order Procyon’ s Promise moved into the shadow of the probe.
The grav field had brushed the hulk and disturbed thousands of loose crystdline fibers. Thefibers had
scintillated brilliantly in raw sunlight asthey floated freein zero gee.

Floated freein zero gee!

The revelation came with a speed that caused his head to throb. The scintillations were caused by shards
from the armor glass window, none of which showed the dightest tendency to settle to the deck. The
atificid gravity had failed.

Braedon groaned and scratched at the deck, attempting to gain afirm handhold. He caught one of the
desk pedesta s with hisright hand and used that to lever himsdf into asitting position. Heimmediately
regretted his rashness as the compartment began to rotate about him and red afterimages danced before
his eyes. Hislungs burned with chemica fire that caused him to double over in agpasm of coughing.
When the attack passed, Braedon felt gingerly at the base of his skull where the pain seemed to be
centered. He winced as his hand encountered awet mass of matted hair and warm blood.

Braedon ignored the pain and the stinging smoke as he scanned the compartment for his companions. He
found Horace Priceimmediately. The scholar was floating near the overhead in afar corner of the
compartment, hanging in the air as though he were floating facedown in apool of water. Braedon peered
through the haze, straining to catch sight of the chief engineer. With the glow panels off and only two
emergency lightsfor illumination, the compartment wasfilled with unfamiliar shadows. It took severd
seconds for him to notice the booted foot sticking out of one of the small equipment lockers at the back
of the office. The force of the explosion had torn the locker door loose from its hinges.



Braedon carefully made hisway to where Horace Price was floating. He anchored himself to Reickert's
chair and reached up to grab Price s belt. He pulled the scholar down to the level of the desk and quickly
probed at hisjugular, searching anxioudy for apulse. He dlowed himself adeep sigh of relief when he
found a strong, steady throbbing beneath hisfingers.

Price stirred and opened his eyes. “What happened?’
Braedon described the explosion. Price’ s nod was barely noticeable.

“I should have thought of that,” he whispered hdtingly. “It was the shunt circuit, the one we useto bleed
energy out of thefield. Our anomaly was awarning that the shunts were going out of synch! Something
failed as soon as PROM began to channel energy to the shunts.”

“Save your strength,” Braedon said.

Pricelooked around the smoke filled compartment in wide-eyed surprise, asthough he were seeing it for
thefirg time. “I don’t understand why we aren’t dead.” With that, he fainted.

“PROM, get ussome help in here, quick!” Braedon called.

The computer did not answer. He cursed and glanced around for some place to secure Horace Price. He
finaly decided to shove Price into the same cubbyhole that he, Braedon, had just vacated. After the
scholar was anchored, he swarmed to where Reickert’ s boot was protruding. He noted with alarm that
the smoke was now mixed with afog of red droplets. He pulled Reickert free of the equipment locker
and carefully checked him over. The Chief Engineer’ s only wound appeared to be adeep gash on his
forehead from which blood was oozing fredly.

Working quickly, Braedon moved to the bulkhead behind the desk and unclipped the firs-aid kit that
regulations required in every compartment. He opened it, removed azero gee pressure patch, and
clapped it over Reickert’ s wound. Upon touching skin, the specia polymer adhered and sedled the cut.
The bandage immediately ballooned outward asit filled with blood, but no more fluid escaped into the
compartment.

Braedon glanced up at the chronometer on the wall and was surprised to see that less than aminute had
elapsed since the explosion. He moved to the empty frame where the armor glasswall had been. Thefire
was out in the stardrive compartment below. Several watch-standers were swarming through the
close-packed machinery, looking for their fellowswho had been unlucky enough to bein direct linewith
the blast when it had come.

“You two!” Braedon called.

Two engineers glanced up, their faces black with soot and shock.

“Scholar Price and the Chief areinjured up here. Come help me get them to sick bay!”
#

In the messhall, Colin Williams had just finished answering a question from the audience when PROM
announced the emergency breakout. Worried looks were exchanged by several crewvmembersasa
muffledwhump! shook the compartment. Williams watched in surprise astherear row of hisaudience
bounced into the air, as though on the back of an invisible wave, and then crashed to the deck. Inan
ingtant, the wave had traversed the messhall, uprooting unsuspecting victims. When it reached the
podium, Williamsfdt himsdf being lifted asthe artificial gravity reversed polarity. It reversed again,
throwing him the meter-and-a-hdf to the deck before failing atogether.



TerraBraedon lay where she had fallen, her breasth knocked momentarily from her. Around her, people
were beginning to float away from the deck. Shefdt hersdf rise, twigting into the air, but lacked the
ability to do anything about it. The struggle to get her lungsworking took al of her energy. Smultaneous
with her first gasp, she felt strong hands pulling her back down to the deck. A worried face suddenly
gppeared in her blurred field of vision.

“Areyou dl right?” Jm Davidson asked.
After severd tries, she managed to nod. “What happened?’
“Whatever it was, it ain’'t good news,” he said, glancing about nervoudy.

Terratwisted her body to an upright position, making sure to keep afirm grip on the messtable, and
surveyed the damage. The messhdl was a shambles. Plates, pots, pans, and utensils were spilling out of
the open galley door. Everywhere she looked, people were floating hel pless, holding injured heads, arms,
legs, or Sdes. Their crieswere amplified by the stedl walls until the din was deafening. A dozen people
seemed to be unconscious. Here and there, a hardy individual moved to succor the wounded. The glow
panels hed falled, leaving the emergency lightsthe only illumination.

“Anything broken?’ Davidson asked, probing Terra sarms and legs gently with his hands.
“I don't think so0.”

“Then, let’ sget out of herel”

“Wecan't,” she protested. “ Someone' s got to help the injured.”

“Leave them. Others can get them to sickbay. Right now, the most important thing isto find out what's
happened to the ship.”

Sherductantly followed him to the messhall entrance and out into the corridor. The corridors seemed
filled with people. Some were moving purposefully and urgently to their duty stations while otherswere
merdly floating obstacles. Davidson ignored them &l as he made hisway resolutely toward the bridge. If
he had considered that two scout boat pilots might not be welcomed in that sanctum sanctorum during an
emergency, he showed no sgn.

With dl the confusion in the corridors, it took nearly ten minutesto work their way up to Beta Deck and
the main corridor leading up to the bridge. For some reason, Beta Deck was nearly deserted. Asthey
emerged from an emergency stairwell, Terraspotted afamiliar figure moving avkwardly through the
dimly lit corridor.

“Father!”

Braedon turned at the sound of her shout, saw who it was, and let alopsided grin emerge from his
worried features. “ Thank God, you' re safel”

“You'rehurt!” sheexclamed.

“Not serioudy,” he said. “What about you?’

“Oh, afew bruises and contusions, plus a splitting headache! Nothing that alittle rest won't fix.”
“And you, Jm?’ Braedon asked Davidson.

“I'mfine, dr. What happened?’



Braedon quickly explained about the explosion in the stardrive compartment. “ It seems to have knocked
out thelights, artificia gravity, and God knowswhat ese. Have either of you heard from PROM?’

Terragasped, suddenly aware of what had been bothering her during the whole difficult trip up from the
messhall. There had been no orders from PROM, who should have been directing the crew’ s efforts at
damage control. “Not aword, Father!”

Braedon sighed. “Me neither. | am afraid that she may be among the casuaties. Our circuitstook quite a
jolt.”

“Surely, not PROM!”
“I hope not. Come on, | have to get to the bridge and see how badly we' ve been hurt.”

Terraand Davidson followed as he pulled himsalf dong the emergency handrailsin the direction of the
bridge. They turned a corner and found themsalves facing a closed door with aflashing red light aboveit.
The door was part of the automatic pressure control system aboard the ship. Normally open, it was
designed to close the instant sensors detected a difference in pressure between compartments on either
sde of the bulkhead. That the pressure door was now closed could only mean that the compartment
beyond had lost its pressure integrity.

Promise’ s bridge was open to vacuum.
#

The sight of theflashing red light reflected in the burnished stedl of the pressure door unnerved Braedon
more than he was willing to admit, even to himsdlf. It had been adozen years since hefirst settled into the
leather embrace of his command chair and gazed upward at the vaulting black sky beyond the
viewdome. For more than a decade,Promise ' s bridge had been the focus of his existence, the one
congtant in his persond universe. The thought that asilent, airlesstomb now lay beyond the pressure
door was nearly too much to bear. With acry of anguish, he rushed forward to peer through the small
glass spy holein the center of the door. There was nothing to see except the ladder leading up to the
bridge hatchway. The ladder flashed dternately red and white as awarning light on the other side kept
time with the one above Braedon’ s head.

“Damn!” hesad.
“What' sthe matter, Father?’

“Can’'t seeadamned thing,” he reported. He scrunched down to angle hisline-of-sight as high asit
would go, but with the same resuilt.

His hands shook as he reached for the small valve set in the pressure bulkhead next to the door. He
savagely wrenched the handle as he prayed that the door had been activated by a mafunctioning sensor
rather than aloss of atmosphere on the bridge. His heart stuttered when abrisk wind began flowing into
the valve with the unmistakable sound of lesking air.

“It looks bad, doesn't it, Sr?’ Davidson asked.

A shudder ran up Braedon’' s spine as he closed the vave. He nodded. “ The viewdome must have
cracked under the stress of the gravity surge.”

Globular tears formed at the corners of Terra s eyes. They were mirrored by the sudden hot wetnessin
Braedon’sown eyes. “Timeto grievelaer,” he said more gruffly than he intended. “Right now, | need



runners. You two are eected.”
“Yes, dr.”
“Anything, Father.”

“| want thetwo of you to find the highest ranking officer in each department. Tell them that they areto
organize their own DC teams and not wait for orders from Damage Control Central. Find Colin Williams
and tell him that | expect his scientists to keep out of the passageways. Tell him I’ll order the Marinesto
clear them by forceif | haveto.”

“After you ve donethat, go to communications and requisition their entire supply of hand communicators.
Digtribute them to the department heads and have them assign onerating in every compartment to
monitor the emergency bandsfor orders. W€ Il use hand-comms until we can get the annunciators
working again.”

“Wherewill you be, Sr?” Davidson asked.

“I"'m going to try and see how badly we' ve been hurt. If anyone wants me, | will be on the command
circuit. It had better be damned important, though.”

Terraand Davidson asked afew more questions, and then kicked off and arrowed down the length of

the corridor to the ladder that they had come up afew minutes earlier. Braedon watched them go before
turning back to gaze up at the baleful red light above the pressure door. He could not help thinking that it
was mocking him, telling him that only afool leaves hiswife and home to go adventuring among the stars.

#

An hour later, the shock had begun to wear off as Braedon threw himsdlf into hiswork. Hisfirst task had
been to elbow hisway through crowded passageways to Damage Control Central. He found afrantic
damage control officer seated at adarkened control board trying to coordinate repair effortswith asingle
hand held communicator. The officer, a Lieutenant Mo’ anda, jumped hastily to hisfeet as Braedon
entered.

“For God' s sake, sit down and get back to work!” Braedon ordered. He verbally sketched the Situation
he' d found forward and told Mo’ anda to get a portable airlock set up in aposition to sed off the
corridor just beyond the pressure door. He finished by telling the hulking DC officer: “Makeit asfast as
you can. There may be survivors running out of air in there”

“Survivors, Sr?” Mo’ anda asked. “With the viewdome gone?’

Braedon felt arush of anger. “1 know itisn't likdly, damnit, but it' s possible! Some of those instrument
lockersare airtight. If those poor bastards had even alittle warning, one or two might have had the
presence of mind to get ingde one and button it up. Check everywhere, understand?’

“Yes, gr. I'll have acrew there within five minutes.”

Braedon did not wait to see the damage party dispatched. Instead, he set off for the compartment in
which PROM’ s central processors were housed. When he arrived, he found a party of spacers cutting
into the two-meter diameter, armored kiosk that protected both PROM and her vital machinery. “How’s
it going, Gomez?’

The engineer-second glanced up momentarily at the sound of Braedon’ s voice, and then continued to
wield the plasmatorch with careful precision. Since PROM’ s main processing units required no



maintenance, the engineers who designed the kiosk had not seen any reason for including an access
hatch. “We re dmost through the armor plate, Commodore. We have managed to splice into the power
lines and have confirmed that PROM is il drawing power from the emergency circuits. | think theré sa
good chancethat she' sdiveinthere”

“I hope you'reright. Get to her as quickly as you can. She thinks so much faster than we do, that an hour
of sensory deprivation may be enough to unbalance her.”

“I'mworking asfast as| can, Sir. Onewrong cut and I'll dice her brainin two.”
“Do the best you can.”
“Yes gr.”

Braedon’ s next stop was Engineering. Assistant Chief Engineer Chou had taken over Reickert’ s office.
Braedon stood before the gaping hole where the armor glasswall had been and stared down into the
gtardrive compartment. “ Give me the bad news, Chou.”

“It was definitely the shunts, Sir,” Reickert’ sassistant said. “ One of the components we replaced after the
fire earlier thisyear had aflaw init. | guess we rushed abit too much getting it ingtalled. My department
will take full reponghility for the oversght.”

“I'm moreinterested in fixing the ship than the blame, Chou. How long for repairs?
“Assuming wecanfix it.”
“Isthere any doubt of that?’

“Not redlly, sr. Actudly, the driveisin remarkably good shape considering that we could easily have
blown its guts out. The primary coils have come through in good order. The secondaries are singed a bit
in gpots, but in working order. | estimate a couple of weeks minimum to get the sparesin and rebalance
the system.”

“What about the other repairs?’

“Chief Hanadareportsthat his people will havethe artificia gravity working within the hour. Asfor
everything ese, it will have to wait until 1 can free up some people. We have put temporary patcheson a
couple of hull plates that were sprung when the gravity reversed polarity. In addition, severd generators
burned out when the dectrica system surged. Asaresult, our electromagnetic shids areinoperative. At
our current speed, it would be decidedly unhealthy to go outside in avacsuit. Luckily, we were buttoned
up for breakout, so the mechanica shields and the hull are blocking out most of the seepage. I’ ve asked
auxiliary control to keep us pointed butt-first long our orbitd track so the hangar deck will absorb what
little radiation getsthrough the hull.”

“And the grav generators?’
“Undamaged so far aswe can tdl, Commodore.”
“Then| can maneuver?’

“Yes, gr. Although where you' re going to maneuver to half adozen light-years from the nearest Sar is
beyond me.”

Braedon snapped open his communicator and said, “ Auxiliary control!”



After afew seconds, areedy voice acknowledged hiscal.
“| want one-quarter gee, positive, dong the ship’saxisin one minute. Bring it up dow. Repeat!”
“Pogitive zero-point-two-five gravs, one minute, gentle as she goes! Order received and understood, sir.”

Braedon switched to the emergency frequency on his communicetor. “ All sations! Securefor
acceleration. We are going to one-quarter gravity in fifty seconds.”

He waited for the sensation of weight to build up beneath his boots, and then left Chou’ s office. After
engineering, Braedon visited sickbay. He found amadhouse of activity, with injured people spilling in
both directions along the passageway outsde. He hunted until he found Doctor Prakolova,Promise’s
chief medic. Her normaly immaculate white tunic was splattered with blood and other, lessidentifiable
dans.

“How are things going, Doctor?’ Braedon asked as Prakolova bound up the arm of one of the Solarian
sientigs.

“It could have been worse, Commodore,” she said, gesturing toward the sickbay annex where the dead
were being housed temporarily. Braedon had made it a point to check the eight corpseslaid out in aneat
row on the steel deck.

“I'mafraditisworse,” he explained, telling her about the conditions on the bridge.
“How many?

“A dozen, including Captain Garcia, maybe more if there was maintenance underway.”
“Dear God in heaven!”

Braedon nodded. “If only | hadn’t ... Never, mind. It does no good to dwell on it now. What have you
done with Horace Price?’

Dr. Prakolovafrowned. “I'm not sure. There have been so many. No, | believe he' sbeen transferred to
the wardroom with some of the other ambulatory wounded.”

Braedon made his way to the wardroom, stepping over bandaged bodies in the corridor as he went. He
found Scholar Price seated on the deck with his back against asted bulkhead. Chryse Haller was leaning
over him, wrapping Price’ s head with awhite bandage.

Braedon squatted next to her. He was surprised at the strength of the sudden fedling of relief he felt at
seeing her unharmed. “Areyou dl right?’

Shelooked at him and smiled. “Nothing broken but my pride. I waslucky.”
“How areyou feding, Horace?’

Price glanced up from the pocket calculator he had been manipulating. The emergency lights caught his
white hair, creating ahdo effect. “1’m confused.”

“How 0?7’

“Unless|’ve misplace quite afew decima points, we should have been vaporized when that shunt blew.
There was enough energy locked in the field to fuel asmal sun. It had to go somewhere, but | have not
the foggiest ideawhere! The surge that damaged uswas just aminor spillover from the main flow.”



“Apparently, the Star Travelers built better than weredized,” Chryse said.

“That they did,” Price agreed. “ They a'so may have violated acouple of basic universal lawsin the
process. Damned curiousif you ask me.”

Braedon was about to answer when the communicator at his belt beeped for attention. He unhooked it
and lifted it up to hislips. “Yes?’

“Mo’anda, Commodore. My crew just reported in from the bridge. I’ m sorry to inform you that there
were no survivors.”

“Who?’

“I don’'t have the completelist, sir. Captain Garcia, Astrogator Corusk, Communicator Spencer.”
“How many tota ?”’

“Fourteen, Sr.”

“Wasit the viewdome?’

“No, sir. The dome seemsto be intact. However, the dome' s perimeter seals ripped under the load of
the gravity reversal. My man estimates that decompression took less than a second.”

“Thank your peoplefor me, Mo’ anda.”

“Yes, sr. Uh, Engineer Gomez asked that | pass along amessage, sr. He would like you to stop in the
computer compartment at your earliest convenience.”

“Tdl himthat I’'mon my way.”

Braedon left the wardroom and headed down to where the engineers were working to free PROM.
Braedon found Gomez' s people clustered around the jagged hole the plasmatorch had cut into the
kiosk. He glanced inside to see Gomez' s feet braced against the support brackets that supported the
cluster of memory modulesin which PROM was housed. Gomez' s upper torso disappeared above the
entry hole.

“Y ou wanted to see me?’ Braedon shouted into the kiosk.

“That you, Commodore?’ came the muffled reply. “1’m about to plug ajumper into PROM’smain 1/0O
circuits. | thought you would like to be on hand when | do.”

“Y ou thought right.”

“Charmal” Gomez called out.

A small, dark skinned spacer ducked his head into the hole and twisted to ook upward. “Y esh, Juan?’
“Give Commodore Braedon your call box and I’ll route this circuit out to him.”

“Will do, Juan.” The engineer’ s mate gave Braedon asmall box with akeypad set initsface. “Y ou punch
thiskey here, sir, and you spesk into the top. Wait for the light to come on first. There, that isit. Now,
justtalk.”

Braedon tentatively cdled out, “PROM?’



A familiar voice responded immediately. “I'm here, Robert. Thank you for rescuing me, | was beginning
to worry that | would go insane from sensory deprivation.”

“Thank Mr. Gomez. He did dl thework.”
“Thank you, Juan.”

“De nada, PROM,” the distant voice called out. “ Stand by while | hook into the outer detector loops and
we Il give you your eyes back.”

There were severa seconds of silence, followed by Gomez asking, “ There, how’ sthat?’

PROM did not answer for several seconds. When she did, there was an undercurrent of urgency in her
voice that had not been there before.

“Robert, the sky here-”
“Whet about it?”

“It’ sfilled with the radiation wakes of starships. Thousands of them!”

CHAPTER 22

The mass funerd was held the next day. By long tradition, the dead of space are dways buried quickly.
Whether laid to rest beneath adusty lunar plain, or sedled into a crypt carved from the nickel-iron surface
of an asteroid, or zipped into aplastic body bag and g ected with full ceremony out of aship’sairlock,
custom demanded interment within twenty-four hours of death. Like most customs, this one had its
originsin hard necessity. The primitive environmental control systems of the first spaceships had not been
up to the task of fully cleansing the air after a corpse began to decompose. Theisolation and danger that
were anintegrd part of early spacetravel had a curious effect on the human mind. Spacemen were found
to be especidly sensitive to the morbid thoughts that naturally arise when one' s partner, pouse, or loved
oneislying stone cold in the next cabin.

Thusit wasthat the morning after the explosion in the stardrive compartment, al of Promise ’s
complement turned out in full dress uniform to pay their respects to the twenty-two who had died. Their
coffinswere laid end-to-end around the main corridor circlingProcyon’s Promise swais. Each coffin
was draped with the flag of the deceased' s planet of birth. The rainbow hues of Earth were interspersed
with the dark blue of Alpha, while one coffin showed the dusky red colors of Mars, and another, the
midnight black of the Asteroid Republic.

Each coffin sat on its own bier, several messhdll tables having been unbolted from the deck and covered
with black cloth for the occasion. At each station, asingle guard of honor stood rigidly at attention while
Chaplain Ibanez and a Solarian scientist who was aso a Buddhist monk paused to pray for the soul of
the deceased. Following prayers, four pallbearerslifted each coffin from its resting place and boreit to
the main airlock. Drumsrolled as two vacsuited spacers reverently lifted the enshrouded body from its
box and carried it into the airlock. Onceinside, they cycled the airlock closed. When the door reopened,
the lock would be empty save for the spacers, and the process would begin again.

When the last of the deceased had been set on hisor her final orbit, Braedon ordered the ships
company to attention viathe intra-ship annunciators. He stepped up to the podium that had been



hurriedly rigged in the corridor, and began to read fromThe Book of Pathfinder .

”... And what does one say to those who warn that people will diein this great quest of ours?
Indeed, what can one say except to acknowledge the obvious? Of course, people will die! Out of
the billions of soulswho have inhabited the Earth Since the beginning of time, not one has yet
succeeded in living forever. Nor, | suspect, will many of uswho make upPathfinder ’sorigind
crew liveto see planetfall in the Procyon syssem a  hundred years hence.

“What matters, then, is not the fact of degth, but the manner in which we chooseto die. Areweto
expirein bed, with the covers clutched over our quaking heads; or will our last sght be avista of
glowing stars stretching outward to infinity? Each of us has consdered that question, and our
presence hereisdl the answer we need give. Therefore, |et us face the unknown eagerly aswe
crossthe gulf of interstellar space that stands  between our goa and us. For, asagreat poet once
spoke of life and desth.

“*The woods are lovely, dark and deep.
But | have promises to keep.

And milesto go before | sleep.

And milesto go before | sleep.’”

Braedon waited for the amplified echo of his voice to cease reverberating through the ship’s
passageway's before concluding: “Thus spoke Commodore Eric Stassdl to his crew on the eve of
Pathfinder ’s departure from the Solar System.”

Braedon’ swords were followed immediately by the mournful notes of asingle trumpet blowingTaps,,
whiled|l over the ship,Promise ’s crewmen silently prayed for their dead.

#

The last trumpet notes were still echoing when PROM’ s voice emanated from the annunciators. “All
hands, resume damage control duties!”

In the messhall, fifty crewmembersin dress uniform broke ranks and headed for the hatchway. Chryse
Haller was one of them. Where most people were on their way to their billets to change into fatigues,
Chryse turned | eft out of the messhall and headed for the purser’ s office. As she walked, her mind was
busy with thoughts of fate.

She remembered very little of the accident. One moment, she had been checking cargo in the
Number-one Hold, and the next she was dammed into the deck by agiant fist. After that, she had
awakened to find hersdf beneath a pile of packing cratesthat would have crushed her had the artificia
gravity been working. That she had survived the collapse of the cargo stacks was amiracle. Spacer
Warrick had not been as lucky. He had been hurrying back to his bunkroom after Chryse dismissed him.
The explosion and gravity field reversal had caught him descending aladder between decks. The resulting
fall had broken his neck and he was now one of the twenty-two silent forms drifting toward infinity.

The ship itsalf had not been visibly hurt, save for the fire damage in the stardrive compartment. However,
some of the energy in the drive field had made its regppearance as surplus dectrical charge and played
holy hell with the ship’selectronics. Virtudly every overload protector aboard had been blown. As
Chryse walked, she detoured around severd places where access covers had been removed and loose
wires strung aong the passageway asPromise ' s crew worked nonstop to repair the damage. It had



been eighteen hours since the explosion and the job was barely begun.
“Chrys!”
Chryseturned at the sound of someone caling her name.

Jm Davidson was running down the corridor behind her. “The Cagptain asked meto find you,” he said,
panting from the exertion. “He wants to see you in the wardroom.”

“The wardroom? That is the department head’ s conference. Are you sure you haven’t made a mistake?’

“No mistake,” Davidson said. “He told me he needs the best advice he can find, and that | wasto find
you if | had to tear the ship apart looking. He would have had PROM locate you, but most of her internal
sensorsare ill out of commission.”

“When does he want me?” Chryse asked.
“Ten minutes ago!”
#

The wardroom was crowded when Chryse arrived. Besides Braedon, representatives of every major
department aboard ship were present. Scholar Price, Chaplain Ibanez, Chief Engineer Reickert, Second
Officer (Acting Executive Officer) Chamberlain, Javra Pere, Colin Williams, several members of the
scientific saff, and the command pilot of the FTL cutter were arrayed around the wardroom table.
Braedon caught her eye and gestured for her to take the seat next to his. She did so and let her gaze scan
the compartment. She noted a varied collection of bruises and bandages, and the sharp smell of
ointments and acohoal.

Braedon pounded on the table with afused lump of metd that had once been an overload protector. The
compartment immediately grew quiet.

“Asyou have al undoubtedly heard by now, PROM has detected alarge number of radiation sources at
right angle to our present course. Since these sources bear a strong resemblance to starship wakes, and
snce our starships are not responsible for them, we must assume that we have uncovered evidence of a
widespread, Sarfaring civilization. Obvioudy, this discovery changes agreat many things. | have asked
you here to advise me on what, if anything, we should do about it. Before we begin, however, | want an
up-to-date briefing on the condition of my ship. Hans, you lead off.”

Chief Engineer Reickert, his head swathed in grease-stained bandages, rested his elbows on the table
and regarded Braedon. His haggard eyes and gaunt face testified to hislack of deep.

“We pretty much have the damage categorized, Sir. It isbad, but it could have been alot worse. Asyou
would expect, the most damage was to the secondary generator that took the full force of the shunt
falure. It isbeyond repair. My engineers are removing it from the system and getting its replacement
reedy for ingtdlation.”

“How long?’
“ Another hundred hours, not counting the time we need to recdibrate.”
“What about the rest of the ship?’

“WEe vetaken alot of damage to the comlinks and power distribution network; somewhat lessto the



non-sentient computer systems, long range sensors, and external communications; and - except for afew
sprung plates - very little to the main frame and hull. The grav drive dso seemsto be undamaged. At
least, it worked well enough before we got the artificia gravity operating again. We havethe
electromagnetic shieds running at just about fifty percent efficiency. They should be back up to full
grength by thistime tomorrow. In the meantime, | strongly recommend against lowering the mechanica
shields. The particlewind is particularly brisk out there at the moment. Uh, that’ s about it, Commodore.”

Braedon acknowledged Reickert’ sreport and turned to Lieutenant Maclntire, the FTL cutter pilot.
“What about your ship, Mac? Any problemsto report?’

“TheI-mass generator field coilswerejarred abit out of dignment by the gravity surge, but nothing we
can't tune out again. I’ ve got acrew working oniit.”

“When would you be able to take the cutter out?’
“Anytime, dr. Shal | order my crew to begin the countdown?’

“Hold off for now. I’'m just exploring my options at the moment.” Braedon’ s gaze scanned the assembled
department heads and scientists. “\What about the rest of you?”

The reports continued around the table, with each department head summarizing his section’s satus. The
picture that emerged was of a ship and crew that had been bloodied, but not defeated. Repairs were
underway, but a disheartening amount of work remained to be done.

By thetimethelast status report was finished, severd of the scientists were beginning to fidget. Braedon
recognized the Signs, and immediately suggested that they move on to the main subject of the mesting.
“Y our report, please, PROM.”

The wardroom holoscreen lit to show the black of space and a cluster of stars. The scene was normal,
showing no sign of relaivigtic distortion - which meant that PROM had run it through aprocessing
routine, snceProcyon’ s Promise was gill moving in the generd direction of the Grelsho sun &t better
than0.9c.”

“My first action after Engineer Sanchez restored my datalinks was to command afull hemispheric scan
by al sensors il operating. Thisisthe view at eighty-seven mark sixteen degreesto starboard of our
current velocity vector. You arelooking at the scene asit would appear in the visible light band with zero
relaive velocity. Asyou can see, there is nothing specia about this particular section of sky inthevisible
wavelengths. Observe, then, the same view at cosmic ray frequencies!”

On the screen, the stars dimmed as they turned color. Other points of light blazed forth in their place.
Some were sharply defined; others were fuzzy clouds of radiance. The scene reminded Chryse of a
particularly bright and well populated star cluster. PROM continued: “What you are looking & are
two-thousand-six-hundred separate sources of high energy radiation, each of which bearsthe
characteristic pattern of astarship’swake.”

“How far, PROM?" Scholar Price asked.
“The nearest wake is some twenty light-years off; the farthest, twice that.”
“Any ideawhere these hypertracks originate?’

“There are severa dtar systemsthat lie close to the apparent line-of-travel, but none that intersect it. The
origin could be any of ahalf-dozen sars”



“Would we be able to backtrack dong the line if we wanted to?’

“It would require our dropping out of hypervelocity every few light-years to make observations; but yes,
we could backtrack the sources.”

Braedon turned to Chief Engineer Reickert. “What about it, Hans? Can the drive take the abuse of that
many breakouts?’

“No problem if we get the system properly cdlibrated, sr.”

Javrd Pere leaned forward with a scowl on hisface. “ Surely, Commodore Braedon, you aren’t thinking
of taking this ship on such afool’serrand!”

“I"m not convinced that itisafool’ s errand, Citizen Pere”
“But what purpose would it serve?’

“Obvioudy, to find the people responsiblefor that!” Braedon said, pointing at the constellation of fuzzy
radiances in the depths of the holoscreen.”

“I’'m sorry, Sir, but | must protest such aplan vigoroudly. My government agreed to help find the Makers,
not to chase after will-0'-the-wisps. We have an obligation not to be diverted from our quest until The
Promiseisfulfilled.”

Pere' s protest was suddenly interrupted by feminine laughter. The source was Chryse Haller.
Heturned to her, glaring. “Have | sad something funny?’
“I seem to remember when you weren't quite such afervent supporter of the Promise, Javral.”

Pere blushed at the reference to his part in the raid on Moose Hill. Nevertheless, he refused to retrest.
“Thereisno incongstency in my position, none whatever. The Communion agreed to this expedition on
the assumption that we would be making contact only with races that lack the stardrive. Obvioudy,
should such arace react badly to our presence, we can alwaysleave their system and be assured that
they cannot follow.”

“Whoever made those wakes does possess starships. If we are able to follow their hypertracks, surely
they can do the same with ours! Frankly, the possibility that something like thiswould happenisthe
reason my government opposed this expedition in thefirst place. A decision to make contact with an
FTL-capableraceinvolves the safety of the human race. It isaquestion for the authorities back home,
not for us herein this compartment.”

#

TerraBraedon sat amid ajumble of dectrical and fiber optic cables, intently watching the screen of a
machine whose distant ancestor had been an oscilloscope. As she did so, she probed gently at a
color-coded cable with an inductive pickup. The complex waveform on the screen remained unchanged -
not agood sign.

“Anything?’ she asked.
“Nothing,” PROM replied. “The overload must be higher up.”

“l don't seehow it can be,” Terrareplied. Shelet her gaze drift away from the waveform on the screen
and up the side of the stainless stedl kiosk in front of her. The four-meter diameter cylinder extended



from deck to overhead and was featurel ess save for the jagged hole that had been carved initsside. The
cluster of memory crystalsin which PROM’s central processors were housed lay exposed beyond the
cylinder wall. “I checked continuity between junctions Tau-Sixteen and Zeta-Nine less than an hour ago.”

“Nevertheless, one hasto bethere. I'm totaly blind on every deck aft of Gamma.”

“All right, I'll check again.”

“Hédllo, there”

Terratwisted around at the sound of the new voice. She found Aeneas Spatz standing over her.”
“Hélo, yoursdf,” Terrareplied. “| seethat you' ve been dragooned into spaghetti tracing, too.”

He hoisted acircuit tester identica to the one she was using and grinned. “Y ou mean thisthing? There |
was, enjoying aleisurely cup of coffeein the messhal when Chief Hanadacamein and said ‘| want three
volunteers - you, you, and you!’ | wasthethird ‘you.””

“Did you come past the wardroom on your way down?”’
Spatz nodded.
“How isthe conference going?’

“They were arguing as | came past. At lead, that wasthe interpretation | put on the angry buzzing that
makesitsway out through the soundproofing.”

“How long hasit been now?’

Spatz glanced at the chronometer on the bulkhead. “ Six hours, going on seven.”

Terrd sresponse was alow whistle. “I wonder what can be taking so long?’

“Good question. How long doesiit take to decide that discretion is the better part of valor?’

“I beg your pardon.”

“Old Earth expression,” he explained. “In this caseit means, ‘ Knowing when it’ stimeto turn tail and
run.’”

“Run?’

“Likearabhbit. Y ou haven't seen PROM’ s data yet, have you? Well, my boss had me up dl night doing
correlation and anadyss. Based onwhat | saw, | can safely predict that I’ [l be sunning myself on Waikiki
Beach thistime next year.”

Terrafrowned. There was something about Spatz’ s bantering tone that irritated her. Like everyone else,
she had heard the rumors about the starship wakes. So far, access to the data had been restricted to her
father, afew officers, and senior scientists like Horace Price and Colin Williams.

“There Il be no running, not until we ve fulfilled The Promise!”

“Did you know that there are more than twenty-six hundred separate hypertracks clustered together ina
region of sky lessthan half-a-second of arc across?’

“|sthat true, PROM?’



“I'm sorry, Terra, but that information is classified until your father releasesit.”

“You can tekeit fromme,” Spatz said. “It’ strue. Do you have any idea of the significance of PROM’s
sghting?’
Terrashrugged. “It meansthat someone dse hasinvented starflight.”

“It meansalot more than that,” Spatz ingsted. “We have obvioudy stumbled acrossamajor trade route
between the gars. | did some calculationslast night. | assumed that this trade route isthe only such for a
hundred light-yearsin any direction, then ca culated the probability of our breaking out in postion to see
it. Careto estimate the odds | came up with?’

“A thousand to one againgt, perhaps?’

Spatz laughed. “Not even close. The number is so large that only an astronomer would understand it.
Think of trying to find a particular grain of sand in the Sahara Desert and you' |l be close”

“Y et, we have seen the trade route, asyou cal it.”

“Which only means that my assumption has to be wrong. Therefore, | gpproached the problem from
another direction. | assumed that there are afixed number of *trade routes’ within ahundred light-year
radius, and then caculated the probability of our having Sghted any one of them. | kept increasing the
number until 1 had the odds whittled down to amere ten-to-one against. Then | estimated the number of
starships required to make that many hypertracks. | even assumed that asingle ship could be responsible
for multiple wakes by traveling the same route severd times. Care to hear my concluson?’

“Of course,” Terrasaid, not at al surethat sheredly did. Some of what Aeneas was saying was
beginningto snkiin.

“| estimated a population of more than abillion starshipsl What'smore, | wasintentionaly conservative.
It could be severd timesthat number. If we' re up againgt acivilization that large, isthere any doubt that
we'll be hightailing it for home just asfast aswe' re able?’

“Colin Williams has explained your work at quite some length to the department heads, Aeneas,” PROM
said from the overhead speaker. “Y ou are to be congratul ated on a perceptive piece of deduction. |
couldn’t have done better mysdlf.”

“Thank you, gentlelady,” Spatz said, bowing toward the exposed memory crystalsinsde the stedl
column. “Coming from you, that ishigh praise!”

“You'rewelcome,” the computer replied. “By the way, Commodore Braedon has just brought the
discussion in thewardroom to aclose. He has asked that | dert dl hands to an announcement in ten
minutes.”

Spatz nodded. “WEe re going home, right?’

“Not exactly. The FTL cutter isreturning to Sanctuary to inform the fleet. We, however, will follow the
‘traderoute’ toits point of origin and will attempt to make contact with the beings responsible.”

CHAPTER 23

“All handsto duty stations. Make al preparations for getting underway. All handsto duty stations...”



Robert Braedon sat in hiscommand chair onPromise ’sbridge and listened to the “All Hands’ call. It
wasacal that usualy sent an eectric chill racing up his spine. Not thistime. Too much pain and
heartache lay behind him, too much uncertainty lay ahead. The old exhilaration had been crowded out of
him.

Overhead, the viewdome showed no sign of the disaster that had cost fourteen good men and women
their lives. The failure had come, not in the dome, but rather in the structure that anchored the great armor
glasslensto the hull. Like most spaceships,Procyon’ s Promise operated with an oxygen-enriched
breathing mixture maintained at half a tandard atmosphere pressure. To combet the severd thousand
tonnes of “blow-off” load that this pressure exerted on the viewdome,Promise ' s designers had provided
an anchor ring around the dome' s periphery. The ring assembly included a massive slicone gasket, both
to sed the interface againg air leakage and to distribute the load evenly through the glass.

When the stardrive shuntsfailed and the artificid gravity reversed polarity, the dome had been shoved
upwards with aforce savera timesnormal. The additional siress had been too much for the perimeter
sed. The dlicone gasket had ruptured, dlowing the life sustaining air on the bridge to immediately vanish
into interstellar space.

It had taken two days of careful effort to reseal the dome and repressurize the bridge. In addition to
repairing the perimeter sedl, the work crew had done what they could to minimize the possibility of a
repetition of thefailure. Unfortunatdly, that was little enough. Asaresult, Braedon had issued orders that
al personnd would henceforth don lightweight emergency vacsuits before reporting to duty on the bridge.
Helmets could be removed - so long asthey were kept nearby - except during transition to and from
hypervelocity. During such critica periods, every crewman was required to maintain a state of
sdf-aufficient pressure integrity.

“Lieutenant Maclntire reportsthat heisready to launch, Robert.”
PROM'’ s voice echoed in Braedon's ears and pulled him from hisreverie. “Put him on the screen.”

Braedon’ sworkscreen lit to show the FTL cutter pilot. His features were obscured by avacsuit helmet
that glinted with red and green reflections of instrument lights. Braedon knew that he presented asmilar
pictureto Macintire.

“Report your gatus, Lieutenant.”

“All checklists complete, Commodore. Fud state is one hundred and ten percent. Our larder is stocked
to overflowing, our power plant reads green across the board. We're asready aswe' |l ever be.”

“Repeat your orders.”

“Yes, dr. We areto return to Sanctuary and inform the fleet of both PROM’ s discovery and the need to
relieveGolden Hind at the Grelsho sun. Vice Commodore Tarnsisto take no action regarding the FTL
hypertracks for one hundred twenty days. If at the end of that time you have not returned to Sanctuary,
heisto use hisown judgment.”

“Have you double checked your course tape?’ Braedon asked. During the two weeks since the
accident, Procyon’ s Promise had been bending her course through space to line up on the cluster of
hypertracks. The cutter would have to swing its course through an additiona ninety degrees of arctoline
up on Sanctuary, in effect, reverang the sarship’ sdirection of flight at the time of the exploson. The
misson would grain itsfue reservesto the limit, and even the dightest mistake in astrogation would leave
it stranded between the stars.



“Yes, sr. We'reready to launch.”
“Very good, Lieutenant. Stand by. PROM, open the hangar doors, please.”
“Hangar doors coming open, Robert.”

The view on the workscreen changed to one transmitted from a camera high up one of the hangar bay
doors. Theview focused on the cutter asthe great metd flower petals swung open.

“Doors open. Ready for launch.”
“Hear that, Mac? Y ou can launch any time.”
“Launching now, Sr.”

The ungainly form of the cutter rose dowly from the hangar deck. It glistened in the light from spotlights
mounted in the hangar bay. Braedon watched the smal ship move away. It did so in asweeping curve
that took it in front of the starship. Braedon lifted his eyes from the screen to search the black sky
beyond the viewdome. Already the cutter was too far away to see.

“PROM, put me on the generd circuit and make sure the cutter isrecelving me.”
“Connection complete, Robert.”

“Attention, dl handsl” Braedon paused amoment while his amplified voice echoed through the corridors
of the ship around him. “We began this quest with very little knowledge of what we would find. Asyou
aredl well aware, one thing we did not expect wasto discover evidence of other starfarers. It has been
suggested by some that we have chanced upon the home civilization of the Star Travelers, and indeed this
isapossihility. For the probe to have seen the wake of a Star Traveler vessel departing Alpha, that ship
must have been bound in thisdirection. In fact, its course would have been the same as the onewe
followed from Sol to Sanctuary.

“However, it matterslittle whether the hypertracks bel ong to estee ships or to vessels of another
FTL-capable civilization. What does matter isthat our misson has now taken on additiona complexity
and importance. Our primary goa remains the successtul fulfillment of The Promise. Beyond that, we
must discover theingght that led the Star Travelersto the stardrive, and learn al we can about the other
garfaring racesthat inhabit this galaxy.

“I have determined that all three of these goals are best served by tracing the starship wakes back to their
point of origin. I will not try to jolly you about thismission. It will involve an dement of risk. However, if
wedl do our jobs, that risk will be the absolute minimum we can makeit.

“Now, then, for the sake of our race and The Promise, prepare for hyperve ocity!”
#

Asin Sanctuary Asteroid, Braedon’ s position as expedition commander gave him clear title to the most
luxurious quarters aboard ship. As had been the case in the asteroid, luxury aboardProcyon’s Promise
was only ardative thing. The expedition commander’ s quarters consisted of two adjoining
compartments. The larger of these served as both office and living quarters, while the smaler was
devoted to deeping. A tiny bathroom was separated from the deeping cabin by afolding door. Even
though the cabin was smdll,Promise ' sdesigners had done their best to maximize its utility. All furniture
folded into the bulkheads or overhead when not in use. Numerous lockers, in which Braedon stored his
books, papers, clothing, and persond vacsuit, lined thewalls.



Eight hours afterProcyon’ s Promise entered hypervel ocity, Braedon wasin his cabin preparing for
dinner. All of the office furnishings had been stowed in their recesses. In their place sat asingle table and
two chairs requisitioned from the messhall. Two place settings of silver and crystal decorated the white
lace tablecloth, asdid asmdl crysta vase containing asinglered rose. A chilled bottle of wine sat in an
ice bucket next to the table, its dender green neck wrapped in awhite napkin. A quiet melody issued
from the hidden speskersin the overhead as the faint scent of roses diffused the air. The only other
furnishingsin the cabin were asmal sofaand a holographic view window. Beyond the window, Procyon
seemed to be setting behind a saw-toothed range of mountains. High above the setting star; theintense
blue-white spot that was Junior gave the lengthening shadows asiivery sheen.

The chronometer on the bulkhead read 20:00 hours when the annunciator buzzed. Braedon checked
over hisuniform, then | eft the bedroom and strode quickly to the cabin door. The door did back into its
recessto revead Chryse Haller in the corridor beyond. Like Braedon, she was wearing the
blue-and-green dress uniform of the expedition.

“Wedcome” hesad, amiling.
“Thank you, Robert. | hope I’m not too early.”

“Right ontime.” He guided her to the couch and offered her a glass of wine. She accepted gracioudy. He
quickly filled two goblets with purple liquid, handed oneto Chryse, and sat down at the opposite end of
the sofa, facing her.

“Y ou’ ve changed your hairstyle”
She nodded. “Doyou likeit?’
“Very much. Something smilar was popular at home severd yearsago. Smdl universe, isn't it?’

Chryse laughed. “1 could be coy and agree with you. Thetruth isthat | have been quizzing Terra about
your likes and didikes ever since weleft Sanctuary. I’ m wearing this particular style because | knew you
would likeit.”

Braedon let theimplications of Chryse's comment pass unchallenged, and said instead, “Hungry?’
“Starved! | didn’t have lunch today.”

Braedon raised hisvoice out of habit, and said, “PROM, tdll the cook that we' re ready for dinner.”
“He saysit will befive minutes, Robert,” the computer answered.

Chryse got to her feet and moved to stand in front of the holographic window. She touched the control
that moved the view through its full 360-degree panorama. In the opposite direction from the setting sun,
thelightsof asmall city werejust beginning to blaze forth in the twilight.

“Wherewasthistaken?’

Braedon moved up behind her and gazed over her shoulder, acutely aware of her closeness. “Those are
the Hydra Mountains on Second Continent. The villageis caled Anderson. The Andersonites are fisher
folk. They work off of Swanson’s Bank where thegrudfish go to spawn.”

“It' slovely.”
“Still pretty much afrontier, I'm afraid.”



Five minutes later, one of the white-coated wardroom stewards knocked on Braedon’ s door. He was
trundling a covered cart. Braedon seated Chryse, then himself. The seward served them with the flair of
aheadwaiter in a star-class restaurant. When he had finished, Braedon said, “Leaveit, Delwin. I'll have
PROM notify the cook when we're ready to have the dishes cleared away.”

“Yes, dr.”

Dinner was taken up with small talk about the ship and the expedition. Time passed quickly, and sooner
than elther would have liked, dinner was over. Braedon poured the last of the wineinto their glasses.

“Hmmm, | don’t remember drinking dl of this”
Chryselaughed. “Theway my head is swimming sayswe must have.”

“Inthat case, I’ d better stop putting off telling you the reason | asked you here tonight. If | wait to much
longer, I'll be too drunk to remember.”

Chryseleaned back in her chair and Sghed. “1t ssems ashame to end this beautiful dinner with talk of
business; but | suppose we must.”

He leaned forward, rested his elbows on the table, placed his chin on cupped hands, and stared at her
for several seconds. “First off, | want you to know that | appreciate what you did for me yesterday in the
wardroom.”

“I didn’'t do anything.”

“The hdl you didn’'t! Who punctured Javral Pere’ s baloon before he had achanceto get it properly
inflated? Who adways said the right thing at the right time to push the discussion in the direction | wanted
itto go? I don't think I’ ve ever seen anyone steer a meeting So effectively from the Sdelines before.”

“Why thank you, Robert. That isthe nicest thing anyone has said to mein along, long time.”
“Y ou're welcome. Where did you learn the technique?’

Chryse shrugged. “From my father, of course. Heis a past master at maneuvering the Haller Associates
Board of Directorsinto anything he wants done. Y ou should see him operate sometime.”

“I"d liketo. Anyway, | just wanted you to know that | knew what you were doing and that | appreciate
the help. It dso reminded me that your talents are wasted in the Assistant Purser dot. How would you
likeapromotion?’

“Towhat?’

“Pick your ownttitle. | like * Staff Assistant to the Expedition Commander in Charge of Getting usHome
with our Skins Intact.””

Chryse mused for amoment, then laughed. “ An impressivetitle. What' sit mean?’

“Asmuch as| hate committees, | think we need one. | want to get our best minds together to think up
ways to protect oursalves from whoever it was that made these hypertracks we' re following.”

“Interesting. Who' s on the committee?

“I would recommend that you consider Horace Price, Hans Reickert, Colin Williams, maybe Javral Pere;
but the number and composition of membersis drictly up to you.”



“What powerswill | have?’

“The power to try and convince me what I’ m doing is dangerous and that you’ ve got a better idea. If |
believeyou, we Il doit your way.”

“A pretty nebulous commitment, Commodore.”

“I’'m afraid it sthe best | can give under the circumstances. Are you interested?’
Shesmiled. “Oh, I'll take the job. | do have one question to ask, though.”
“AK.”

“Doyou like me, Robert?’

“What?’

“Do you like me? Do you find me attractive, desirable, sexy?’

“Of coursg, | do.”

“Then why have you been ressting my charmsdl evening?Why do you pull your hand away every timel
let my fingers*accidentaly’ brush againg yours?’

A look of surprise crossed Braedon' s face, followed by some less definable emotion. Eventualy, his
features settled into amildly pained look.

“Because| do find you atractive, Chryse. | see no reason to torture mysaf with thoughts of something |
can never have.”

“Who saysyou can't?’

“I do,” hesaid. “I haven't given Cecily much of amarriage. Theleast | can do isremain faithful to her.”
Chryse muttered something under her breath.

“What?" Braedon asked.

“| said * Damned Alphan mores!” Why couldn’t you have been a Solarian? Two Solariansin our Situation
would have been in the bedroom an hour ago.”

Braedon sighed. “Believe me, Chryse, | am well aware that your culture looks upon the marriage
contract differently than mine does. | am also aware that romantic liai sons take place between Solarian
crewmembers of this ship, and sometimes with Alphans, aswell. | have often wished that | could adopt
such an attitude, but | cannot. | suppose I’m something of afanatic.”

Chryse reached out and took his handsin her own. “Y ou aren’t afanatic, Robert. Y ou are alatter-day
Roman centurion. All of you Alphansare. Y ou guard the frontiers against the barbarian hordes while the
rest of usget drunk, go to orgies, and waste our livesin dissipation. That iswhat we are al doing out
here a thousand light-years from home. We re guarding the frontiers of our honor, making good on a
three hundred year old IOU.”

Chryse got unsteadily to her feet. “Whew! That purple stuff sneaks up on one, doesn't it? Must be
stronger than it looks. | apologize, Robert, for any embarrassment | may have caused you. It will not
happen again. Now, then, | think | had best be getting back to my own cabin while my resolve holds.



Good night, Commodore. Seep well.”
“Youtoo.” Braedon watched her go. Afterwards, he cursed himsdlf for being afoal.

CHAPTER 24

Unlike thelong jump from Earth to Sanctuary, the search for the origin of theinterstellar “trade route’
wasto be ajourney of many small steps.Procyon’s Promise had traveled less than three light-years
when Braedon ordered PROM to sound the “ Prepare for Breakout” call. The starship’ sreturn to the redl
universe was normd. Like awhale breaking the surface of avast, black sea; Promise burst from
hypervelocity, only to be engulfed in the roiling radiation storm of its own wake. With the ship’s sensors
blinded by the torrent of charged particles just beyond the hull, there was nothing for Braedon to do but
wait and watch the changing of the oversize numerds on the bridge chronometer.

Hewaited an eternity lasting three minutes. At the end of that time, PROM reported, “ The hypertracks
are dtill there, Robert. No change in gppearance or relative position.”

“All right, do a complete sky scan as we discussed, then prepare to reenter hypervelocity.”
“Scan underway. Estimated time to completion: Seven minutes, Sixteen seconds.”

“Notify me when we re two minutes from hypervelocity.” He punched for the engine room. Chief
Engineer Reickert answered immediately. “How did we come through breakout, Hans?’

“No problem, sr. Our chewing gum and bailing wire seemsto be holding nicely. I'm having my people
do aquick survey of the critical repairs now.”

“Tel them to hurry. We jump in just under seven minutes.”
“WEll beready.”

That first stop between the stars had proven that one starship can track another, but had been otherwise
bereft of information regarding their quarry. The cluster of starship wakes was unchanged, and no other
wakes appeared to PROM’ s questing sensors.

Life aboard ship quickly fell into aroutine governed by the twice-daily breakouts. Crewmembers
continued to stand normal watches; preventive maintenance, housekesping, and systems monitoring
functions were performed as usud ; bull sessions, poker games, and catching up on lost deep remained
the most popular activities during off duty hours. For twenty-two hours each day, the starship’s
passengers and crew lived much as they had since leaving Earth. But at 08:00 hours each morning (and
again twelve hours|later) the whole of Promise ' s crew found themselves at duty stations and weapons
consoles.

Procyon’s Promisechased the cluster of hypertracksfor the better part of aweek. Y et, in spite of the
fact that the starship had traversed forty light-years at maximum velocity, the distance to the nearest
wakes never seemed to diminish. If anything, theinvisible lightsin the sky seemed farther away than ever
- which, in fact, they were. They were two hundred billion kilometers more distant. Nor was there any
hope that the distance between hunter and quarry would ever be narrowed. For, the wakes were more
opticd illusonthanred.

Since agarship traverses normal distances (such as those found within asingle planetary system) in



essentidly zero time, itsline-of-flight is marked by along wake of energetic photons and particles, all
created in the moment of passage. However, photons and particles are both limited to propagation
velocitieslessthan that of light. Thus, an hour after astarship has|eft the vicinity; afixed observer sees
only those particles that have been in trangt for that hour. Likewise, day-old particles are observable
after twenty-four hours, year-old particles ayear later, and twenty-year-old particles at the end of two
decades. The natural consequence isthat astarship’s wake appears to flee before a pursuer at the speed
of light.

It was not until the sixteenth breakout that PROM announced achange in the cluster of starship wakes.
“What have you found?’ Braedon asked.

The computer answered, “1 can no longer locate severa of the most distant radiation sources, Robert.”
“How many are gone?’

“Nearly eight hundred.”

“I presume that there is a star near the point where they disappeared?’

“Affirmative. The tracks extend directly to aKO0 star. They do not seem to go beyond.”

“How far?’

“Twenty-seven light-years.”

“Looks like we' ve found the source of our ‘trade route’, Horace,” Braedon said to Scholar Price, who
was hunched over a bridge display, monitoring PROM’ s observations. Price glanced up in response to
Braedon's comment. A shock of silver hair was visible through his helmet visor.

“I’'m beginning to wonder if ‘trade route’ isa proper description, Commodore.”

“Why?

“Because the name implies commerce, that in turn suggests a steedy stream of traffic in two directions.
From the evidence, this particular route was heavily used for outbound traffic over atwenty-year period
and then abandoned. Nor do there seem to be hypertracksin the opposite direction to suggest any return

voyages.”
“They probably came back by another route.”

Price nodded, making the gesture broad enough to be interpreted through the suit. “ Possible. If that isthe
case, then we should begin to see quite anumber of additional sightings aswe near the source system. |
presumeit’ s<till your intention to vigit it.”

“That' swhat we re herefor. PROM!”
“Yes, Robert.”

“Please ask the rest of Chryse' s people to come to the wardroom in fifteen minutes. It’ s about timewe
began planning our gpproach.”

“Order received and understood, Robert.”



Chryse Haller had wasted no timein recruiting origind thinkersfor the working group Braedon had
asked her to organize. As she scanned the starship’s crew and passenger lists for candidates, shewas
reminded of an ancient (and no doubt apocrypha) story about a plane carrying several government
bureaucratsto a conference. Hafway to its destination, the aircraft had lost awing in flight. Upon finding
their trangport hurtling nose-first toward the ground, one functionary turned to a colleague in the next seat
and said: “1 think thefirst thing we should do is gppoint alanding committee!”

The problem was that the old joke was more than alittle apropos to the situation in which Chryse now
found hersdlf. WithPromise dready committed to follow the starship wakes, it waslikely that anything
she and her people came up with would prove to betoo little, too late. Still, she had never been oneto
believe in predestination. In aspirit of defiance, she decided to name her group theLanding Committee .

Long years as amanager had taught her that committees are something to be avoided if possible. If
unavoidable, they are best kept smdll, but not so small asto foster intellectud inbreeding. After careful
thought and considerable soul searching, Chryse had asked Scholar Price, Professor Williams, Javra
Pere, Aeneas Spatz, and an Alphan technologist by the name of Corzan Biedermann to be on her
committee. Their first meeting had lasted ten hours and they had met frequently since then. Slowly, and
with considerable argument, a consensus began to emerge regarding the minimum precautionsto be
taken during initiad contact with FTL-capable diens. To Chryse' ssurprise, Javra Pereturned out to be
one of the most productive members of the group. When she commented on it after one particularly
grudling session, he gazed at her with calm eyes and shrugged.

“Since Old Iron Head is determined to walk into thelions' den, theleast | can doisto try and keep him
from getting the rest of uskilled in the process”

Chryse, having been relieved of dl other duties, was working on her notesin the cabin she shared with
Terra Braedon when the sixteenth breakout took place. She thought nothing of it when twenty minutes
passed without the usud “Prepare for Hypervelocity” warning. Thefirst sheredlized that something out of
the ordinary had happened was when PROM notified her that the commodore wished to see her in the
wardroom.

Mogt of the Landing Committee had aready assembled when she arrived. A few minutes later, Braedon
and Horace Price entered. The commodore quickly reviewed what PROM had found, concluding with:
“Any suggestions about how to handle the approach?’

Severa peoplelooked in Chryse sdirection. She leaned back in her seat, cleared her throat, and said:
“We suggest ahigh speed run by alanding boat through the target system. We can then observe the
inhabitants response.”

“A flyby?" Braedon asked, puzzled. “What happened to theidea of sneaking up on them?’

Chryse sighed, thinking of dl the hoursthat had gone into what had come to be known asthe“ Thievesin
the Night Plan.” Unfortunately, afew simple calculations had caused it to founder on the rocks of redlity.
“We gave it up as unworkable, Robert. A starship is just too damned conspicuous. There are adozen
ways they could detect us as soon as we dropped below lightspeed.”

“Sincewe can't hide, we rely on surprise instead. We break out high above the ecliptic, aim directly for
theinner system, and then launch a scout boat filled with dl the survey equipment it can carry. The boat
will traverse the inhabited region of the system whilePromise maneuverslateraly to keep on the
outskirts. Once on the opposite side, Promise will rendezvous with the boat and take it aboard. After
that, we study the data and come up with a plan for making contact.”

“What makes you think the boat will survive long enough to make rendezvous again?’



“We agreethat it' sacaculated risk,” Chryse replied, “but one worth taking. PROM has andyzed the
orbital mechanics and calculatesthat it will be virtualy impossible to intercept aboat traveling at point
ninelightsa ahigh angleto the ecliptic.”

“Have any of you consdered that they may not try to intercept our boat? They may just shoot it down.”
“Animportant datum initsdf,” Corzan Biedermann said.

Braedon glanced at the technologist with a sour look on hisface, and then turned back to Chryse.
“Which boat did you havein mind?’

“Sren Song. It hasthe largest cargo capecity.”

“And the crew?’

“Mysdf, apilot, and someoneto help with the equipment.”
“You?

“It wasmy ideg, so | should be the oneto executeit.”

Braedon chewed hislower lip and considered Chryse' s plan for long seconds. In truth, theideawas a
good one. The boat, moving withPromise ' s speed following Breakout, would be virtualy impossibleto
catch in thefew hoursit would take to traverse the target system. Passing through the heart of the system,
it would be able to observe the dlien civilization close up. Such observations could prove invauable later
on. However, when dedling with diens, there were no certainties. Whoever inhabited the target system -
bethey Star Travelers or some other race of FTL-capable aiens- might find it childishly smpleto
intercept the interloping scout boat. Or, they might destroy it outright. Try as he would to be objective, a
single thought kept intruding on Braedon' s concentration.

Sren Songwas Terra s boat.

“Breskout!”

“Give me aview as soon as the radiation ssorm subsides,” Braedon said. Overhead, the radiation shields
were closed. Around him, the bridge was bustling with activity.

“Will do, Robert.” Three minutes later, Braedon's screen flashed to life and the shields rolled back into
their recesses. The scene overhead was much the same asit had been onPromise ’ s approach to
Sanctuary - ablue-shifted star and ardativisticaly distorted universe. On the screen, however, asmal
orange-white star lay centered in afield of black.

“Any planetsyet?’ he asked after aminute or so. In answer to his question, the star on his screen was
replaced by aschematic that showed six small dotscircling a central representation of the gar.

“I make it two Jupiter-class gas giants, two smaller gas planets - Neptune-size - and two smaller stony
orbs, closein. There are undoubtedly others| have not yet located.”

“What about energy emissons?’
“None detected so far, Robert.”

“None?’



“I am scanning each of the planetary bodiesin turn. So far, | have detected neither eectromagnetic
radiation nor neutrino emissions. Perhaps I’ m not looking in the proper locations.”

“Keegp searching, they haveto bethere.”

Ten minuteslater, PROM had some more distressing news. “I have completed my initid sky scan,
Robert. | cannot find any of the norma indications of an advanced civilization. If they are here, they do
not use dternating eectrica current or any of the many variants of radio. If they are communiceting, it is
with tightly focused laser beams, or something similar. Nor are there any drive flares from mass converter
powered spacecraft, gravity wavesfrom grav generators, or neutrino emissions from fusion or fisson
power sources.”

“Could it bethat they are so far ahead of usthat we don’t recognize their emissons?’
“Possible, | suppose. However, | also can't find any hypertracksin the sky.”
“Areyou positive about that?’

“Yes, Robert. The sky isempty of radiation sources.”

Braedon lapsed into a state of concentration. Thelast of the hypertracks had disappeared whilePromise
was gill twenty light-years out in space. That had been expected. However, to actudly bein the sar
system itsalf and find the sky devoid of the tracks of returning starships, that was a subject of mgjor
concern.

“Keep looking. Arewe ready to launchSren Song 7’
“All isinreadiness,” the computer responded.

“Open hangar doors.”

“Hangar doors coming open.”

On his screen, Braedon watched the same scene that he had when the FTL cutter had launched itsdlf into
gpace. Only thistime, the egg shaped hull of ascout boat floated away from the giant sted! flower petals
of the hangar doors. While he watched, the doors began to close.

“Get me ChryseHaller.”

Chryse' sface appeared on Braedon’ s screen. Behind her, out of focus instruments showed in the
background. “ Report system status.”

“Everything checks out nomina, Commodore,” Chryse said, glancing up a something out of the
comm-unit camera sfied of view. She glanced back. “1 il think you should have alowed usto go
aong. Automatic control isal right for some things, but thisvoyage may require human initiative.”

Braedon shook his head. “We ve been dl through this before, Chryse. The flyby istoo dangerousto risk
ahuman crew. The boat goesin on automatic pilot aswe agreed.”

13 Y&, S r.”
“Y ou may transfer control to the scout boat when ready.”

“Tranderring control now, Sr.”



“Very good. PROM!”
“Yes, Robert.”
“Begin laterd maneuvering, maximum accderation.”

“Acceleration to begin in five seconds ... four ... three ... two ... one ... Acceleration!”

CHAPTER 25

TerraBraedon stood in the hangar bay on the empty expanse of deck that the FTL cutter had once
occupied and gazed upward toward whereSren Song lay nestled in her docking frame. Shewasdonein
the frigid bay, adiminutive form in afur-lined parka, wrapped with long streamers of exhdation fog. The
fog was highlighted by the harsh, blue-white illumination of adozen spotlights mounted high on the
segmented dome above her. She was so intent on examining the scout boat after itslong dive through the
system of the KO sun that she was oblivious to the sound of footsteps behind her.

“How’ d the old girl come through?’ Jm Davidson asked from close beside her right ear. The unexpected
voice caused Terrato jump in startled surprise.

She glanced at her copilot and said accusingly, *Y ou shouldn’t snesk up on aperson like that.”
“I wasn't sneaking. Y ou were just too preoccupied to notice. A deci-stellar for your thoughts.”
“I wasthinking thatSren Song haslooked better.”

“That she has,” Davidson agreed.

The scout boat’ s hull, once asmooth, unbroken dlipsoid, was now dotted with antennas, telescopes, and
other lessfamiliar sensor devices. Most had been welded into place, mounted on tripods constructed of
thin walled tube stock, or otherwise hung on the scout boat with little or no regard for esthetics. To make
matters worse, the job had been donein haste. Sren Song ’ s flanks bore the scars of ahundred careless
passes by the cutting torches. Here and there, actua holes had been drilled through the hull to pass
cablesinto the compartment within, and then doppily closed with silicone sedling compound.

Besdes the manmade scars, the scout boat had a so acquired a“weathered” look. The surface coating
on itsrounded prow had been worn away as though by sand blasting. In fact, that was what had
happened. The space around any star isfilled with athick, primordia soup - at least, in comparison with
the pristine vacuum of theinterstellar void. Sren Song had plunged into the system at nearly the speed of
light. Particles from the stellar wind had scoured the boat’ s leading edge, baring the meta of the hull
benesath the abl ative surface coating.

“What say we go aboard and check the interior damage?’ Davidson asked.

Terrashook her head. “No time. We are duein abriefing. The scientists are going to tell uswhat they
found out.”

Davidson shook his head and gestured toward the mutilated hull of the scout boat. “It had better be good
tojudtify that!”

The briefing was originally scheduled for the wardroom, but had been moved to the messhall when it



became apparent that seating would be a problem. Every officer, department head, and scientist aboard
wanted to be present when the Landing Committee reported its findings. Interest was also keen among
the ordinary spacers. Those off duty would watch viathe ship’ sintercom; those on duty would view a
recording of the briefing as soon as they came off watch. Terraand Davidson found a place near one
side of the messhdll. Terranoticed her father and Chryse Haller seated in the front row, as were Scholar
Price, Professor Williams, and Javrd Pere. Corzan Biedermann stood behind a podium in front of a
wall-s ze holoscreen. Biedermann had been one of Terra s professors a the Alphan Academy for
Astronautics. In those days, he had seemed a humorless, cold fish of aman; yet, on the trip out from
Earth, he had developed areputation as a skilled raconteur. Terrawondered if the change were not
merely that he was now doing something that interested him.

Biedermann glanced out over hisaudience and said, “ Please be seated, people!” in aclear, penetrating
voice. When the buzz of conversation died away, he manipulated acontrol on the podium, causing the
overhead lightsto dim and the holoscreen to cometo life,

“In thefour days since we arrived in this system, we have been trying to learn everything possible about
the gtar, its planets, and inhabitants. Thisis hardly news since most of you have been working
watch-and-watch to assst in the effort. Eight hours ago, we finaly managed to rendezvous with our
errant unmanned scout boat after along stern chase. We have spent the intervening time reviewing the
boat’ sdata. | would remind you that eight hoursis not along time to become an expert on an entire star
system. Therefore, please consider what you are about to hear as preiminary - | repesat,preliminary! -
information. | would not stake my life on the accuracy of what | am about to say. Nether should you.

“Now, then, the facts as we know them: The star is an orange dwarf of the KO spectral type. At 3500
degrees Kelvin, its surface temperature is significantly cooler than that of Sol or Procyon. Like al
members of itsclass, it isrich in metds, with the cacium lines particularly strong in its spectrum. We have
positively identified at least eleven mgor planetary bodiesin the system, with indications of apossible
twelfth. Of these, the second, third, and fourth are in a zone that we would consider habitable.

“Firg dide, please.” The screen changed to show asingle Earth-like world centered againgt ablack
backdrop with afew stars sprinkled acrossit. The planet displayed a distinct crescent shape.
Biedermann continued: “Thisis our best candidate for the home world of whatever race inhabitsthis
system. It isthe second world out from the star. The photo was taken by automatic cameras aboard the
scout boat at adistance of forty million kilometers. The world is approximately the size of both Earth and
Alpha, although somewhat colder. Next dide.

Biedermann continued his catalog of the planets of the KO sun in the order of their likely habitability. The
last three planetary bodies appeared aslittle more than fuzzy dots of light on the screen. When he had
finished, he turned to face hisaudience.

“So much for theloca red estate. To discuss the inhabitants thereof, Il turn the discussion over to Colin
Williams”

The Solarian professor bounded up to the podium and accepted the screen control from Biedermann. It
was a particularly humorless face that stared out over the expectant rows of expedition members.”

“I'm afraid, ladies and gentlemen, that after four days of careful observation from the fringes of this
system, and eight hours spent examining the scout boat data, we are till unable to confirm that there are
any inhabitants. The local equivaent of Space Guard certainly has not come out to investigate our arriva.
Nor have we been able to detect any of the normal radiation emissions associated with an advanced
technologica civilization. If it weren't for the fact that more than two thousand starships seem to have
departed this system over the last forty years, it would be easy to conclude that the place is uninhabited.”



“Could they be hiding from us?’ someone called out from the back of the messhall.

Williams shook his head. “Highly unlikely. It took half aday for the photons and particles from our wake
to reach theinner system. Even if they shut down al their industry the moment they detected us, we
should have had afull day to observetheir capabilities.”

“What if those capabilities are so far beyond us that we don’ t recognize their emissions for what they
are?’ one of the Solarian scientistsin the third row asked.

“It' spossible,” Williams agreed. In spite of hiswords, histone was dubious. “Who' sto say what
scientific principles remain to be discovered? Having conceded the point, however, | must tell you that |
do not believeit for asecond. One of the prime tenets of scienceisthat there are certain universal
congtants. The process of fusing hydrogen into helium emits neutrinos. That is true whether it happens
deep within astar or insde amass converter. When wefail to detect any artificid neutrino emissonsfrom
this system, it' seasier to believe that there aren’t any mass convertersin operation here than the
dternative, which isthat the inhabitants have discovered away to suppress neutrino emissonsin the
fusion process.”

“So where do we go from here?’ someone asked nervoudly.
“For that, | yield to the expedition commander.”

Terrawatched her father climb onto the rostrum and order the lighting returned to normal in the messhall.
It seemed to her that he looked very tired. She had heard that he' d been practicdly living on the bridge.
She wondered if she should talk to him about getting more rest. Braedon took his place behind the
podium and began to speak. “Because of our lack of hard information regarding the locals, I’ ve decided
to take the ship into the system to investigate. Frankly, | do not like going in blind, but | fail to see any
dternative. | will keep each of you informed asto our progress via general announcements over the

ship’ sannunciators. Are there any questions? If not, thisbriefing isat an end. Scout pilots, pleaseremain
for afew minutes!”

“Procyon’s PromisetoSren Song .”

TerraBraedon, her supple form encased in abulky suit of space armor, gazed intently at the dark blue
planet centered in alightly populated starfield on the scout boat’ s main viewscreen. Also on the screen
were various readouts giving range and velocity data, as well asthose that compared the boat’ s actua
position with its pre-computed flight plan. At the call from the distant controller aboardPromise , Terra
reached out and keyed for the long range communications channdl.

“Sren Song. Go ahead,Promise
“Lessthan twenty minutesto orbit, Terra. Anything to report?’
“Negative,” shereplied. “We re just coming up on maximum range for the search radar now. Stand by.”

Terraturned to her copilot and grinned. “ They must be getting anxious. Check the aft cabin and seeif
thereisanything they aren't tdlling us”

“Right,” Jm Davidson said. Like Terra, hewas clad in space armor. With the two of them suited up, the
control cabin seemed even more cramped than usual. Terra heard theclick that indicated he had switched
to another channd to talk privately with the techniciansinSren Song ’s aft cabin. There were three of
them packed in among the various computers and instruments that processed the steady stream of data



from theinstruments on the hull.

After half-a-minute, Davidson was back on the main circuit. “ Technician Ramirez reports that you are
getting it asfast asheis,Promise . He put it more colorfully, but that wasthe gist of his comment.”

“Understood,” the unseen controller aboard the starship replied. It was obvious from histone that he,
too, was fedling the heat from above. Terrasmiled. She suspected that Chryse Haller had probably
gnawed her manicure out of existence by thistime. Even in an age of ingantaneous communications,
being on the scene was somehow |ess nerve wracking than waiting for reportsto filter their way back up
the chain of command.

The plan for exploring the KO system was relatively straightforward. The starship had been headed out of
the system at nearly light speed when Robert Braedon decided to risk entering it to investigate the
mystery of the missing inhabitants. It had taken three days to shed that velocity, and seven moreto return
to the system outskirts. WhenPromise had bent its orbit into the plane of theloca planetary orhits,
Braedon ordered al three scout boats out as insurance against unpleasant surprises. The plan caled for
two boats to guard the starship’ s flanks while the third preceded the starship toward the system’ s second
planet.

With aforest of sensing gear aready strung out acrossSren Song s hull, the choice for point boat was
obvious. SinceSren was Terra s boat, she had made sure that she and Jim Davidson were given the
assgnment. Her father had not liked the idea of her going into danger, but was agood enough
commander not to use hisinfluence to rearrange the duty roster.

Terralistened while the controller aboardProcyon’ s Promise checked withDivine Wind andCaroline ,
the other two scout boats. Both reported negative results aswell. Being two million klicks farther from
the target, however, that was not surprising.

“I’'m going to long range search mode now,” Ramirez reported from the aft cabin.
“Pipeit on the screen, Juan,” Terraordered.
“Will do. Stand by.”

The telescopic view of the planet was ringed with a glowing green line asthe radar confirmed its
presence. Suddenly, the screen changed and a series of bright green dots appeared in quick succession.
Each was accompanied by a pale-violet arrow indicating velocity vector. As Terrawatched, ten dots
became ahundred, the hundred quickly multiplied into a thousand. The process continued until the planet
was surrounded by two broad bands of green dots and violet arrows.

“Madre de Dios!” Ramirez exclamed in Terra s headphones. “We have encountered more than twenty
thousand contacts on the first sweep, and they al read out as artifacts!”

“WEe ve got contacts!” Jm Davidson reported toProcyon’s Promise .
“We seethem,” camethe response.
“Lookslikewe vefound our inhabitants,” Terrasaid to the controller. “What are your ingtructions?’

A new voice answvered after atwo second communicationslag. “ Terral” The voice belonged to her
faher.

“I"'m receiving you, Commodore,” Terrasaid formdly.



“Do you have any evidence of activity?’

“WEe re getting dight energy spillage from the contacts,” Ramirez’ s second-in-command reported, “but
dill nothing from the planet below.”

“Stand by, “ PROM’svoice said. “We are going to give you a course change for a close pass by one of
the contacts.”

“Standing by, PROM,” Terrareported.

There was a high-pitched whine on the communi cations circuits as the new course was passed from
starship to scout boat. S multaneoudy, the pale red line on the main viewscreen showingSren ’s
projected orbit changed shape dightly.

After adozen minutes of waiting and watching the now cluttered screen, PROM’ s voice once more
echoed in Terra' sears. “ Three minutesto first contact. Y ou’' d best turn your camerason.”

In the aft cabin, the three technicians switched their recording gear to high speed, while Jm Davidson did
the same for the main screen recorder.

After that, there was nothing to do but wait. The seconds passed with surprising rapidity, while on the

screen, the dark blue planet dowly expanded and began to dide to one side. Then it drifted off the screen
entirely, leaving only the blackness of space and a shimmering galaxy of eectronic contact markers. Terra
cdled for maximum magnification and strained for her first Sght of whatever it wasthat lay ahead of them.

“Therel” Jm Davidson ydled.

Terrafollowed his pointing, gauntletted finger, but saw nothing. Then, shetoo saw the glint of sunlight off
metal. The contact grew in Sze with surprising rapidity. Terrareduced the screen magnification. Even so,
it continued to grow alarmingly. Then, suddenly, it was upon them.

Terramanaged to gain an impression of two spheres joined together by a central framework of girders
before the object disappeared from the screen. She sat for long seconds, transfixed, before taking a deep
breeth and punching for the long-range communication channdl.

“Hdlo,Promise . We have postive identification.”
“What isit?’ Chryse Haller' s excited voice asked.
“It saMaker life probe!”

#

Silencefollowed Terra srevelation. For the span of a dozen heartbests, the only sound emanating from
her earphoneswas the faint hissing of thefar stars. At the end of that time, Robert Braedon asked: “Are
you absolutdly sure of that identification?’

Terra, recognizing the restrained excitement in her father’ s voice, turned to Jm Davidson, who was
aready punching commandsinto hislgpboard. The viewscreen flashed and the orbital object once again
filled the forward quadrant with its bulk. Only thistime, the image was Sationary. There was no longer
any need for Terrato rely on afterimage or impression. She scanned the object carefully, noting amyriad
of detailsthat she had missed during the original encounter. The object’ s shape was that of two
framework spheres attached to both ends of a solid column of intricately woven beams. The bulky shape
of amass converter was clearly visbleingde the larger of the spheres, whilethe smdler enclosed a



jumble of complex mechanisms. At severa points aong the object’ slength, dender staksjutted outward
into space.

“There sno doubt at dl,” Terrareported. “It looksjust like the old recordings of the probe that visited
Eath.”

“Okay, we ve got a picture now. Stand by for further orders.” For more than aminute, there was silence
on the comm circuits. Terra could imagine the hurried conference that was probably taking place on
Promise 'sbridge.

“Bet they ask usto go back for another pass,” she said, speaking to Davidson on a private channe.”
“No bet. I'll begin plotting aminimum e apsed time |oop-back maneuver.”
The order, when it came, was nothing like what Terra had expected.

“Hdlo,Sren Song ,” Braedon said. “Y ou are hereby recalled. Stand by for new rendezvous
coordinates.”

Terramuttered a comment about overprotective fathers and began setting up the course that would take
them back to the starship. She was till fuming two hours later whenSren Song was pulled aboard
Promise in anet of tractor beams. Terra, Davidson, and the three techs were met by Lieutenant
Carpenter, late of the Space Guard Marines, nowPromise ’s Master-at-Arms.

“Y our father asked meto conduct al of you to the wardroom, Miss Braedon,” Carpenter said, saluting.
“What'sup?’ Terraasked.
“Strategy session. | don’'t know what you found out there, but things seem to be stirred up asaresult.”

The wardroom was occupied by Robert Braedon, Scholar Price, Chryse Haller, Colin Williams, Corzan
Biedermann, and Braedon' s yeoman-secretary. Terraand her people, still clad in vacsuits and carrying
their helmets under their arms, were ushered to seats at the foot of thetable.

“What'sgoing on?’ Terraasked her father as she unclipped the blood oxygen sensor from her right
earlobe. “Why did you pull us back?’

“We may beforced to run for open space,” he said. “Y our mother would never have spoken to me again
if I wereforced to leave you behind.”

“Who' staking about running?’

“I may well beif we get afew more surpriseslike that last one.” Braedon turned to Ramirez and
indicated the carrying casein the senior tech’ shand. “Isthat the data, Juan?’

“Yes, gr.” Ramirez opened the case and handed arecord cube to Braedon’ s yeoman-secretary, who
inserted it into the cube reader lying in the middle of the wardroom table. “1 took the time to consolidate
the mogt interesting datainto asingle summary, Commodore. First photograph, Sven.”

The clerk manipulated the cube reader and the orbital object flashed onto the bulkhead holoscreen. “As
Terrareported, it appears to be a carbon copy of our life probe prior to the attack of 2066.”

“Not quite,” PROM said from the overhead. “ There are anumber of important differences. The
proportions between the control sphere and drive sphere are different, and the overall dimensonsare
somewhat larger. There are also discrepanciesin the way the fudl tanks are mounted and in the number



and placement of sensor booms.”

“Butitisalife probe?” Terraasked.

“Obvioudy,” PROM replied. “ The differences may be dueto evolutionary improvementsin the design.”
“Areyou saying this probe isanewer moded than the one that visited Earth?’

“A digtinct possibility.”

“What other data have you for us, Juan?’ Braedon asked.

“Wall, sr,” Ramirez responded. “We were able to obtain some fairly good long range views of other
orbiting artifacts.”

A different shape appeared on the screen. This one looked like abox kite, with eight small spheres
mounted at the corners of arectangular frame. With the range data from the scout boat’ s radar, PROM
quickly superimposed dimensions on thefigure. The“kite” was nearly akilometer long and haf that wide.

“Next.”

Thethird figure was asingle sphere. It had the samelook about it as the life probe and the box kite. The
black maw of an eectromagnetic nozzle could be seen jutting from one side.”

“Half alife probe?’ someone guessed.

“No,” PROM replied. “The massis approximately the same asfor the others. Merdly adifferent form, |
would think.”

“Why would the Makers have constructed more than one kind?’ Chryse asked.

“For the same reason we built more than one kind of starship for this expedition,” Horace Price
answered. “Form follows function. Maybe the box kite typeisfor short distances, the dumbbell shape for
intermediate, and the spherefor very long range.”

“Morelikdy, they are equivalent designs from different eras or different manufacturers,” Braedon said.
“Congdering that the Makers have been building life probes for two hundred thousand years, they’ ve
had plenty of timeto tinker with the design.”

The fourth shape was another box kite, while the fifth was different from anything they had seen yet. The
sixth was another of the classic ‘ dumbbell’ shapes.

“But there are thousands of them out there. Surely the Makers wouldn't have sent o many probesto this
onesystem,” Terrasaid. “Which means”

Braedon gazed at his daughter with alarge grin on hisface. “ By The Promise, we ve found them!”

CHAPTER 26

“Father of usall; Creator of the Universe and Man; Builder of Worlds and Suns. We, Y our servants, are
of many faiths. We worship you in many different ways. Some know Y ou as Allah, othersas Vishnu or
Siva, dill otherscal Y ou Father of Christ, or God of Moses. We, who are nothing without Y our



intercession, thank Y ou for delivering us safely to this place, that we may properly honor our ancestors
and our obligations. We pray that Y ou will guide usin our dealingswith our ancient benefactors. In the
name of Saint George and Saint Francis, of Joseph Smith, and of Y our Prophet, Mohammed.

“Amen.”
#

Scout boat Divine Wind was chosen for the first photographic reconnai ssance mission over the Maker
planet. While the sensor ladenSren Song watched intently from ahundred thousand kilometers
overhead, Divine Wind whipped around the planet in atight, hyperbolic orbit. Its path took it over the
largest continent in the southern hemisphere, which long-range observation had identified asthe Site of
one of amgor planetary population centers.

“Photographic mosaic in memory and I'm coming home,” Zou Chou Ling,Divine Wind ’ s pilot reported
after five heart-stopping minutes spent just above the upper fringes of the planet’ s atmosphere. “No
evidence of dien activity noted. No industrid emissions observed.”

“Nothing here either,” Terra Braedon reported from her position high above Zou' s ship.

Zou began to transmit his data back to the starship viacomm laser as his scout boat maneuvered for the
long journey home. Even at maximum transmission rate, it took ten seconds for each high-resolution
frame to be built up on the pseudo-surface of aholoscreen. All overProcyon’s Promise , small groups
sat quietly together and watched in fascination as swiftly moving points of light painted views of an dien
world.

One of thefirg things they noticed was that the second planet of the KO sun was thoroughly civilized. The
population center that had been the primary target of Divine Wind ’ s cameras turned out to be far larger
than anyone had suspected. It covered half the continent, even spilling into the seafor adistance of a
hundred kilometers a one point. The agrid view of the city was subtly different from asmilar view of one
of its human counterparts. Human cities tend to expand or contract in strict adherence to whatever
economic conditions exist at thetime. Theresult isavariegated ook that is evident to even the casua
observer.

The city on the screen had alook of sameness about it, as though it had been built inasingle night, or in
strict compliance to amaster plan. Not that there were not architectura variations among itsindividud
components. There were, lots of them. Long, dender towers sood side-by-side with squat domes; small
box-like structures were intermixed with airfoil shaped skyscrapers; the clean lines of aglassrectangle
stood next to aseemingly haphazard jumble of pyramids. However, the variations seemed well mixed,
with no obvious clugtering of amilar stylesin any particular location. If there had once been acity center,
the passage of time had erased dl evidence of it. The Maker city was different from human citiesin
another way. It was crisscrossed by wide swaths of vegetation and open spaces - some paved, others
left in park-like splendor.

Even though the city was breathtaking, the views that most excited the scientists were those taken far
beyond its perimeter. Everywhere the cameras pointed, they found evidence of intelligent beings at work.
The southern continent appeared to be asingle, giant park. Riversran in straight lines acrossthe
countryside, occasionally disappearing into tunnels drilled through mountain ranges. Whole forests
appeared to have been planted in careful, geometric patterns. V egetation with markedly different
characterigtics grew side by side with no evidence of intrusion by ether type into the other’ s habitat.
Grasdands were contoured and planted with thousand-kilometer-long hedgerows to cut the force of the
wind. All dong the continent’ s coasts, vast bays and inlets gppeared at too regular an interva to be



natural. By their shapes, it was obvious that they had been dredged for the convenience of the Makers.

“I wonder if thewhole planet islike this,” Robert Braedon mused as he and Horace Price pored over
scene after scene of idyllic beauty.

“Why not?’ Price responded. “ Y ou can do alot of gardening in amillion years.”

“PROM!”

“Yes, Robert.”

“Any estimate on the population of that city, yet?’

“Still insufficient data. More than one hundred million, but lessthan abillion, | should think.”

Braedon whistled and returned to watching the data being displayed on the screen. Twenty minutes | ater,
PROM spoke again.

“Y ou had best study the frame coming in now, Robert.”

Braedon reached out and manipulated the control that would return the holoscreen to redl-time display.
He and Price had dowly falen behind in their studies as one or the other found something that interested
him and froze the display to study it more closdly. A partid frame appeared on the holoscreen. It
continued to build, until half adozen seconds later, it was complete. The view was an extreme close-up
of asmal village surrounded by fields of purple vegetation. The village had been built around the
perimeter of aperfectly circular lake with anidand at its center. It was acommon pattern for Maker
villages, and one they had seen dozens of times before. Only, this particular village was different from the
othersthey had observed.

It wasonfire.

What had happened was evident from the raw, black wound that cut through the vegetation at the upper
left of thevillage. A billowing, white smoke plume flowed out of the frame at the lower right and
confirmed their suspicions. A wild fire, pushed before the prevailing winds, had burned through the
vegetation to the edge of town. It had not stopped there. Half the village wasin flames. Even buildings on
the edge of the small |ake were ablaze.

“That' sstrange,” Price said. “ Even abackward place like First Landing has enough fire protection to
prevent that from happening. Y ou wouldn't think arace as old asthe Makerswould alow aforest fireto
get sarted in thefirgt place.”

“Maybe they’ ve had an equipment breakdown,” Braedon said.
“If 50, they’ ve had quite anumber,” PROM replied. “Look at this.”

The scene changed. Thistime they were looking down on asection of the megdopalis. A singletadl tower
stood in an open square, rising athousand stories above the ground. Beside it, the rubble from what was
obvioudy itstwin lay collapsed in a heap. The collapse of the second tower had completely blocked a
magor thoroughfare. The pile of rubble expanded to fill the screen as PROM increased the magnification.
Asit did s0, thick vegetation could clearly be seen poking up through the rubble,

“It fell down and no one seemsto have made any attempt to clean it up,” PROM said. “ Then, thereis
this”



The next view showed another part of the city on the seacoast. They were looking down on aharbor in
which the shapes of severd large shipsweretied up to docks. At first, Braedon could see nothing wrong
with the view. Then he noticed that one of the ships had a different appearance than the others.

“Zoomin on the onein the middie, PROM.”

Once again, the view expanded to fill the screen. The reason the ship in question had caught Braedon's
eyewas obvious. It had sunk at the dock, settling afew meters beneath clear, green waves. Itsoutline
was gtill clearly visible, but softened by the intervening blanket of seawater.

“What do you make of al of this, PROM?" Price asked.

“I have spent the last savera minutes scanning al datawe have received to this moment. From a
distance, the city appearsto beintact. It seemsto be in an excedllent ate of repair. However, | have
noted anumber of discrepancies of the same class. I’ ve seen roadways washed out, buildings with
collapsed roofs, vegetation that has choked avariety of structures.”

“Maybetheir civilization has collapsed. That would certainly explain your observations.”
“It would not explain another observation | have made, Robert. Or rather, onel have not made.”
“Whichis?’

“Y ou will note that the city is crisscrossed with pathways for vehicular traffic. | have yet to seeasingle
vehicle usethem. The city was built for at least ahundred million Makers. Y &, of dl the organisms| have
seen on the planet’ ssurface, | cannot positively identify any of them as being the city’ s builders. The most
common animal type within the city appears to be something that fits the same ecologica niche as
terrestrid cattle. There are large herds of them grazing in the grasdands east of the city.”

Price stroked hiswhite hair. “Would the Makers be herbivores?”’

“No. The basic layout of the mgjor population center istoo like that of ahuman city. That suggests beings
that are omnivores. The few herbivorous races we know of all tend to be nomadic.”

“What are you getting at?’ Braedon asked.
“I think the city has been abandoned, Robert.”
#

“Of course! That explainsthe starship wakes!” Aeneas Spatz muttered to no onein particular after
sudying frame after frame sent up from the orbiting scouts.

Colin Williams heard his assstant’ s comment and favored him with anirritated glance. There were dark
circlesunder the scientist’ s eyes, the result of his having spent most of the previous two deep periods
garing into aworkscreen. “What the hell are you talking about?’

“Obvioudy, the Makers have packed up and moved out of the system. That’swhat created the
hyperwakes.”

“A stientist should avoid jumping to conclusions at dl times, Dr. Spatz.”

“Nonsense,” Spatz said before remembering whom he was speaking to. “Uh, what | mean, gir, isthat it
al fitd Don't you see? They were migrating. One of their probesfinally came through for them and they
decided to moveto greener pastures. Hell, we weren't lucky in stumbling acrossthat flyway! When you



consider how many shipsit must have taken to move the entire species, thiswhole region of space must
be crisscrossed with the wakes of Maker starships.”

Williams frowned and considered the younger man’s comment. “ An intriguing theory, Dr. Spatz.
However, until you provide some solid evidence to back it up, it isstill only atheory.”

“WEe ve got the hypertracks! What more evidence do you need?’

“Asyou yoursdf pointed out, a species-wide migration would require millions of starships. Surely, they
didn’t build them out of hard vacuum. Where are the mines from which they obtained their metd? Where
arethe shipyardsthat built their fleet? Where are the spaceports from which they launched their
migration?’

“I'll getright onit,” Spatz said, turning back to his workscreen. He pondered a few seconds before
starting to code search parameters for PROM.

#

If charting the Maker world had been hard on Colin Williams, it was doubly so on those who manned the
scout boats. Three boats were not enough for everything that had to be done. The pilots, copilots, and
sensor operators did their best; often spending eighteen hours at a stretch strapped into their control
couches. More often than not, meals consisted of cold yeast concentrate and day-old coffee; deep was
by rotation; and showers were nonexistent. The initial excitement at the prospect of exploring an dien
world had quickly been replaced by a dogged determination to get the job done.

As so0n as the second planet was mapped to Braedon' s satisfaction, he gaveDivine Wind andCaroline
the task of exploring the remaining planetsin the system for Signs of the Maker civilization. With the
departure of two-thirds of the expedition’s scouts, he grudgingly agreed to useProcyon’s Promise to
observe the Maker world directly, and had PROM place the starship in afive hundred kilometer high
equatorid orbit. Twelve hourslater, he orderedSren Song back to the ship.

“What'sup?’ Terraasked.

“Modifications. We re going to dismount your sensor gear.”

“By The Promise, what for?’

“I'll explain when you come aboard. Now, stand by for coordinates.”

Four hours later, Terra, Jm Davidson, andSren Song ’ s three sensor techs climbed wearily down the
ladder from the high docking cradle to the hangar deck. Chryse Haller was waiting for them at the airlock
leading to the engineering spaces.

“What'sgoing on?’ Terraasked. “What can possibly be important enough to place us eight hours behind
schedule?’

“I bring news. All your assigned tasks are hereby canceled. We ve anew job for you after you're
rested.”

“How long?’

“A minimum of twelve hours, maybe awhole day,” Chryse answered. “ Depends on how long it takesto
restore your boat’ s aerodynamic efficiency.”



Terradtared at Chryse. Fatigue made her dow to react. “What' sthe job?’
“We ve found a spaceport! We want you to check it out.”
“WEe ve found lots of spaceports.”

“Nonethat cover ten thousand square kilometers and that have facilitiesto service athousand ships at a
time. From the cradle dimensions, we estimate the average Sze to be about two kilometersin diameter.”

Jm Davidson whistled softly. “That’ salot of tonnage!”
“Now comesthe best part,” Chryse answered. “One of the cradlesis still occupied.”
“Huh?’

“Y ou heard me. W€ ve located a Maker starship!”

CHAPTER 27

TerraBraedon and Jm Davidson sat inSren Song ' s control couches and listened to the first tenuous
wisps of atmosphere keen againgt the hull. In front of them, the main viewscreen displayed thelimb of the
Maker world, its gentle curve backlit by the system primary. The planet itsalf was black except for the
occasiond pinprick flash of lightning that marked the location of severd widespread thunderstorms. The
vast carpets of lightsthat are the mark of atechnologically advanced species were conspicuous by their
absence. By comparison, the lighted cityscapes of Earth on aclear night are one of the most impressive

gghtsin space.

“Funny we didn't notice that right away,” Terrasaid.

“Noticewhat?’ Jm asked, glancing up from the navigation display he had been studying.

“That the planet is pitch black after the sun goesdown. Artificid light is practicaly thefirst thing an
intelligent speciesinvents.”

“Not if they’re nocturnd, I'll bet.”

Terrashook her head. “Intelligent owlswouldn't build al those glasswalls and skylights. Nor would they
orient their structuresto catch the sun the way the Makers do.”

“Maybe they’ re nocturna sun worshipers.”

Terrawas about to answer Davidson’s comment when she redlized that he was grinning. She made a
face ingtead, following it with ashort, pungent comment regarding what he could do with his nocturna
sun worshipers. She was about to follow up when the hatch in the aft bulkhead opened and Chryse
Haller stepped through. Like Terraand Davidson, she was wearing alightweight vacsuit whose folds
hung loose in the pressurized compartment. Her helmet was hinged up and back, leaving her head free.

Terraglanced around at Chryse and smiled, catching aglimpse of the main cabin through the open
hatchway.Sren Song had been stripped of its cargo of instrument consoles. In their place were six
passenger couches. Five of these were currently occupied by other vacsuit-clad figures intent on
watching the planet on the cabin viewscreen. The other members of the first expedition to the surface of



the Maker world were Scholar Price, Assistant Engineer Gomez, and Aeneas Spatz. Rounding out the
eight-member crew was atwo-man Marine security detachment. Chryse closed the hatch behind her.

“Excited?’ sheasked Terra.
“Alittle”

“Alittle ?1 can hardly sit still back there! | fedl like aschoolgirl out on her first date. Too bad | cannot be
more like Horace Price. He just Sitsthere calmly enjoying the view. How do you suppose he doesit?’

“I’'ve known Horace Price since | wasalittlegirl,” Terrasaid, “and | can assure you that he' sfar from
cadm a thismoment.”

“Hehidesit wdl. How isit that your father let him come dong?’

“My father didn’t have much choice in the matter. Oh, he hasthe legal right to bar Horace Price from this
mission, but he would never do so if Priceingsted on coming along. That white haired old man has done
more to unravel the secret of the stardrive than anyone alive. He practicaly builtProcyon’ s Promise with
his own two hands. He' s earned the right to be the first human to set foot on the Maker world.”

“I’'m not arguing the point,” Chryse said, “just surprised that your father would take the risk.”
“Wadll, I’'m surprised he let you come!”

Chryse shrugged inside her suit. “1 merely pointed out that as chairman of the Landing Committee, |
should be on the scenein order to evauate the Situation at first hand. | also noted that this expedition
needs someone to do the cooking, guard the ship, answer the radio, and generally keep things organized
whilethe rest of you are off clambering around insde strange machinery. Findly, | threatened to pout dl
the way back to Earth if he refused my generous offer.”

“In other words, you used logic on him.”
“Say what you will about my methods, young lady. They worked.”

“ Seventy-five kilometers dtitude,” Jm Davidson warned. “We could encounter buffeting in another
minute or s0.”

“You'd best return to your seet and strap down,” Terrasaid. “The artificia gravity in these boats leaves
something to be desired in turbulence.”

Two minutes later, they were approaching the mgjor northern continent at an dtitude of fifty thousand
meters. Local time was early morning and the KO star behind them cast an orange glow across the fluffy
clouds below. Terradisengaged the guidance compuiter, took hold of the manua controller, pushed
forward, and placed the boat into asteep dive. Sheleveled out at an atitude of one thousand meters just
asSren Song crossed acoast of black sand on which purple waves crashed ashore in frothing orange
breakers.

“Recorders till on?” Terraasked.
“On and dlicking away,” Davidson confirmed.
“PROM, you there?’

“Still here, Terra,” the unseen computer high overhead replied.



“WEe re going to start our run for the spaceport. Turning, now!”
“I have you on the scope. Be careful!”

Everyone aboard the starship had recognized the necessity of sending an expedition down to the planet.
The problem was how to do it safely? One faction, led by Javra Pere and Colin Williams (as usud), had
argued vigoroudy for caution. For once, they had found an aly in Robert Braedon. His concernswere
twofold: Firgt, if the Makerswere anything like humans, they had | eft alot of automatic machinery running
when they abandoned their world. There was no telling what forty years of neglect had done to such
machines, or what would happen to thefirst careless explorer who tried to use one. Secondly, and of
greater concern, was the possibility that not al the Makers had abandoned their world. The reaction of
such holdouts to a boatload of aienswas something Braedon would have given ayear’ s pay to know in
advance.

Since neither concern could be answered from orbit, Terra sflight plan caled forSren Song to make
close observations of severa targets-of-opportunity before risking alanding at the Maker spaceport. The
first such target was to be one of the small “villages.” Terrd s orders were clear - having been spelled out
both in writing and in ablistering, private sesson with her father. At thefirst sgn of trouble, shewas climb
for space asfast as the scout boat would carry her.

“Smallville coming up,” Jm Davidson sad, referring to the name Chryse had given their target. Neither
he nor Terrawas familiar with the ancient legend from which the name had been drawn.

“Lock the nose camera straight ahead, then switch your screen to starboard view.”

“Done,” Jm reported. On his haf of the main viewscreen, the Maker countryside began to move laterdly
past a blinding speed. Terranudged the manua controller to the right until the cluster of buildings below
was a the center of awide, sweeping turn. Terrastudied the village while using it asaguide point for the
turn.

The layout was circular, with adozen structures arrayed more or less evenly about the perimeter of a
central park-like expanse of vegetation. The buildings varied consderably in Size, but were architecturally
amilar. The style was something like a mixture of neo-classica Greek and twenty-second century
Functiondist, with vaguely oriental decoration.

Ontheir fifth circuit of the village, Terraasked, “ Shall werisk ahover?’
“Looks safe enough. Besides, we aren't going to learn anything more hanging around up here.”

Terrabrought the egg-shaped scout boat out of itsturn and pointed its nose directly for the large open
area at the center of the village. She brought the boat to a hat three meters off the ground, then initiate a
dow, hovering turn to the right while her eyes drank in the dow panorama on the viewscreen.

Infront of them was abuilding with one glasswall - or at least, something that |ooked like glass. In spite
of athick coating of dust, she could seeSren Song ' sreflection asit hovered over atangle of
deep-purple plants with scarlet growths that might (or might not) be flowers. Sunlight flooded into the
interior through a skylight on the roof, illuminating anumber of raised table-like objects.

“ Eating establishment with aview of the park?’ Jm asked.

“Or art museum, or sensie palace, or maybe thelocal courthouse,” Terrareplied. “Think we should set
down for alook?’

He shook hishead. “ Againgt orders, remember? No landing before the spaceport.”



She sighed, and nodded. For once, the orders made sense. With an entire world to explore, they would
haveto disciplinetheir curiosty. If they stopped to investigate everything, they would never get

anywhere.

Terra continued to rotate the scout boat dowly. Below them, loose leaves and dust were stirred up
wherethe grav field touched the ground.

“Stop!” The voice belonged to Horace Price and issued from the overhead spesker. Terraimmediately
halted the boat’ s rotation.

“What isit, Horace?’ she asked, her tone tense, her whole being ready to send the scout boat into
sudden flight. Before Price could answer, her heart skipped a best, and then began to thud against her
ribcage. At the same moment, there was a sharp intake of breath from Jm Davidson.

At firg, she thought the figure was dive. Only after long seconds of study did she recognize the object for
what it was.

The statue stood in the open air at the very center of the small park, but was now nearly drowned in
purplish-red vines. It had been invisble from the air, but agap in the vines now gave them aclear view -
once their brains sorted out the patterns of light and dark beneath the canopy of growth. Terra sfirst
impression was of avaguely humanoid creature poised in acrouch. The being was biaxidly symmetric,
possessing a central, barrel-like trunk that ended in two ambulatory appendages at the base. Two arms
emerged from the round body where ahuman’s shoulders would have been. Both arms possessed two
elbows and an extraforearm, giving them considerably more length and flexibility than their human
counterparts. Both terminated in acluster of six grasping digits. The head was mounted directly to the
barrdl, with no evidence of aneck. Nor were there any eyes or ears. Instead, the hemispherical skull was
covered with scale-like features that might serve the function of either or both.

“Scholar Price, do you suppose that thing isaMaker?” Terraasked breathlesdy.
“It will do until wefind a better candidate,” came the answer from the aft cabin.
“PROM, are you getting this picture?’

“lam.”

“Doesit look familiar?’

“How canit?| have no memory of the Makers.”

The eight humansin the scout boat, and severa hundred more in orbit above, continued to Stare a the
datue for long minutes. Finally, Robert Braedon’ s voice issued from the spesker inSren Song ’ s control
cabin. “Y ou arefaling behind your timeline, Terra. Get views of that piece of art from every angle, finish
your sweep of the village, and get on to your next target.”

“Y%, S'r.u

When they had finished their panoramic sweep of Smdlville, Terraasked, * Everyone seen enough back
there?

When no one objected, she pulled back on her controller and sent the scout boat climbing back into the
sky. When they had altitude, she set course for the large city to the southwest, then sent the boat leaping
toward its next assigned survey site.



The city wasimmense!

Terrahad known that it would be, of course. PROM had been careful to give her the raw statistics -
250,000 square kilometers, two million separate structures, a population of between 100 million and half
abillion Makers a its height. She could quote the numbers (and many others) aswell as anyone.
However, she had not realyunder stood them. Not until she found hersdlf flying over the
horizon-to-horizon cityscape.

Thefirgt thing she noticed was that the buildings were al much larger than she had expected. Inthe
photographs, she had mentally tagged them as being roughly the same s ze as the megastructures of New
York City. Those cubicd city blocks, constructed after the great dum clearance project known to history
asthe Near Miss of 2005, were still standing. Y et, compared to the buildings of “Metropolis’ (Chryse's
name again), New Y ork’ s mammoths were minor doodles by afirst year sudent of architecture. One
Maker structure alone had an arealarger than Manhattan Idand and wastall enough that Terrahad to
adjustSren Song ’scourseto avoid crashing into itsside.

For more than an hour, the scout boat flew above and around such behemoths, acrossthe vast prairies
and park landsin between, and caught glimpses of ariver that - in spite of being larger than The New
Amazon on Alpha- was nearly roofed over by Maker bridges and other structures. Twice, they circled
to watch herds of four legged animals grazing where groundcars once rode. Y et, with eight sets of eyes
intently scanning every screen, they saw no sign that the Makers il lived in their city.

In addition, the signs of neglect were more evident than they had been from orbit. Not one of the massive
structures was completely whole. Here and there, windows had been broken by windstorms and never
repaired. The excrement of avariety of smal, four-winged flyers stained the sdes of needle-shaped
towerslike great, mottled waterfals. A carpet of dead leaveslay in thelee of most buildings, and
everywhere, the wild growth of the Makers feral gardens struggled to gain afoothold on the deek-sided
skyscrapers. Once the scout boat flew above a small watercourse, the source of which appeared to be a
break in the city’ swater system.

“Thisisdepressing,” Jm Davidson said after they had been flying over the city for nearly ninety minutes.
“How much longer are we going to survey this graveyard?’

“Not much longer,” Terrasaid, glancing at her eapsed time indicator. “Let me check with the paying
passengers.” Terraswitched the guidance computer back online, released the side controller, and
dretched her aching left arm before activating the intercom.

“Scholar Price.”

“Yes, Tera?’

“It'sbeen an hour-and-a-half. Ready to cdl it quits on this phase?’

“Affirmative. I ve seen more than enough of this city, thank you.”

“Chryse?’

“Agreed! This place makes me fed humble. Too much of that could ruin a person.”
“Engineer Gomez.”

“I cameto seethe ship, pilot. The sooner the better.”



“Aeneas?’
“Ready, Terra”
“PROM?’

“| was about to suggest that you move on, aso. Y ou will need the remaining daylight at your next
objective.”

“Thenit'sunanimous.” Terrakeyed in the command to sendSiren Song on a high-speed dash toward the
gpaceport. At just under Mach 1, the trip would take forty minutes. Halfway to their destination, they
encountered the blanket of clouds PROM had warned them to expect. With the ground below hidden by
alayer of white, it was easy to imagine that they were on Earth or Alpha Much of the unesse Terrahad
felt during the flight over the city began to dissipate. Findly, it wastime to descend again. Terratook the
boat off autopilot and dowly dropped toward the cloud layer while watching the instruments closdly.
Then the viewscreen was sheathed in white. They broke through the overcast and into acold, gray day.

“My God, look at that!” Jm Davidson exclaimed.

Terradid not have to ask him what he meant. The spaceport was nowhere as large as Metropoalis, but it
wasjust asimpressivein adifferent way. Likethe city, it was a place of immense spaces and huge
buildings. They passed over one structure that seemed to be an immense hangar. Ten-story-high doors
stood agape, revedling acres of empty floor space. The plain on which the port had been built was
covered with immense craters spaced in aperfect hexagona pattern. The craters, presumably landing
cradlesfor starships, were lined with heavy machinery. Domes of indeterminate Sze were positioned in
the center of each group of landing cradles. Covered passages radiated outward from the buildings,
stopping just short of the crater rims.

Terrasized up the system of landing cradles and debarkation buildingsin asingle glance. A close study of
their intricacieswould have to wait. Something far more interesting riveted her attention (and that of
everyone el se onboard the scout boat).

In the distance, its base half buried and itstop reaching nearly to the cloud layer above, wasthe starship.
LikeProcyon's Promise , it was a sphere. Around it, two-dozen ramps led to airlocks, each large
enough to hold aregiment of Space Guard Marines. A variety of mechanismsjutted outward from the
hull, including a spire on the ship’ s prow.

“Horace!”
“| seeit, Terra”
“What’ sthe matter, you two?’ Chryse Haller asked from the main cabin.

It took severd secondsfor Terrato find her voice. “Except for its Size, Chryse, this ship looksjust like
those wefound & First Landing!”

“Isthet Sgnificant?”’
“It tellsuswho it was that gave the Makersthe stardrive.”

“Of coursel” Chryse exclamed. “ The Star Travelers must have encountered one of the Maker life
probes and followed it home!”



CHAPTER 28

Events moved quickly afterSren Song touched down at the Maker spaceport. As Terra had explained
to Chryse, alifetime of accomplishment had earned Horace Price the honor of being first to set foot on
the Maker world. Terrahelped Price run through the suit safety checks before letting him enter the scout
boat’ s airlock. Peering through the clear plastic bubble of the vacsuit’ s helmet as she helped him adjust
his backpack, she was struck by how much he had aged sinceProcyon’s Promise had entered the
Maker system. Terrahad heard that he was working too hard, but up until that moment, she had not
redlized the strain he had been under since the accident with the Stardrive.

“Y ou should rest, Horace.”
He smiled wanly. “I have worked al my life for this moment, Terra. I’'m not about to deep throughit.”
“Look at you! You're practicaly dead on your feet.”

“I'll rest later. Now, young lady, are you ever going to finish whatever it isthat you are doing back
there?’

“Done,” she sad as she gave one of the harnesses afinal tug. Terrahelped himinto the airlock, closed
theinner door, and then moved to the flight deck for abetter view. The airlock warning indicator on the
control board turned from green to red as she climbed into her control couch. A few seconds later, Price
cameinto sight on the main viewscreen. He was descending the ramp leading from the airlock. He
stepped gingerly onto the scarred surface of the spaceport. He walked a dozen paces toward the dien
gtarship, stopped, gazed upward at the curved meta cliff towering over him, then dowly, avkwardly, got
down on hisknees.

“What' she doing?’ Jm Davidson whispered.
Terrashushed him.

Scholar Price was slent for nearly two minutes. The only sound that emanated from the scout boat
speaker was the soft susurration of hisbreathing. At the end of that time, he climbed to hisfeet with
difficulty and sgnaed for therest of themto join him.

Twenty hours after the scout boat’ s landing, the physicians aboardProcyon’ s Promise decided that the
planet’ sair was safe to breath. The ground party gladly exchanged their vacsuits for winter clothing and
hiking boots. At the same time, they moved their base of operations from the cramped quartersinsde the
scout boat to severd tents they had pitched outside. The atmosphere of the Maker world had higher
oxygen content than Earth, and its pressure was higher. The oxygen-rich air brought forth an exhilaration
that partially compensated for the debilitating effects of the Maker planet’ sfive percent greater than
standard gravity and twenty-seven hour day.

They spent the second day after landing poking around the base of the starship, seeking away inside.
The KO star was just sinking below the horizon when they broke off their search and returned to camp.

“How long before we can get in, Gomez?’ Aeneas Spatz asked over dinner.

The assistant engineer looked up from the scribbled notes he had been studying. “ Tomorrow, maybe.
The day after, for sure. The airlock mechanism appears straightforward enough. | just have to make sure
that I’'m not overlooking something subtle before | force it open.”



Trueto hisword, Gomez succeeded in prying open one of the starship’s smdller airlocks on the third

day. With a passageway open into the black interior of the ship, Gomez, Aeneas Spatz, and the two
Marineslost no timein exploring the interior. Each man went in with two canteens, ten kilos of supplies, a
respirator, apistol, two flashlights, and an inertia tracker. Thelatter could be set to backtrack to the
airlock entranceif anyone got lost or separated.

“It' sthe biggest goddamned thing | ever seen!” Corpord Cibolo, the senior Marine guard, said upon
emergence four hours later. “ There must be room for ten million peoplein there!”

Aeneas Spatz quickly confirmed the corpord’ s observation. “ The bunk rooms are designed to hold a
thousand deepers a atime. The mess hdls are even bigger.”

“How much did you see?’ Price asked.

“We barely scratched the surface, Scholar. We managed to penetrate almost to the center of the ship.
The deck we were on appears to be devoted entirely to living quarters. Gomez found severd liftsleading
to other decks, but they were inoperative. There are dso emergency stairs, though | would hateto face a
kilometer-high climb in this gravity. At least, I'd hate to face it more than once.”

“Not necessary,” Gomez said in hisdightly accented Standard. “ The lift mechanisms are salf contained,
sedled units. Once | get apower pod hooked into their circuits, we should be able to go up and downin

syle”
“Any sign of engine or control rooms?’ Scholar Price asked.

“Negative,” Gomez replied. “ However, the whole center section of this deck is blocked off by a heavy
bulkhead. I ll wager wefind the stardrive behind that wall when we find away around it.”

The next day they learned that Robert Braedon had recaledDivine Wind , leavingCaroline with the
dangerous and lonely job of mapping the rest of the Maker system. They learned of the decison when
the scout boat touched down with supplies and eight new passengers - and orders for Sren Song to
return to the starship. After Terraand Jm Davidson had docked their scout boat inPromise ’shangar
bay, they found Chief Engineer Reickert and Colin Williams waiting with their kit bags, aswell asalarge
pile of packing crates. Upon delivering their passengers and freight to the spaceport, they learned that
Gomez had managed to get two liftsworking, and that Chryse Haller and Aeneas Spatz had discovered
the starship’ s control room.

“Y ou should have seen it!” Chrysetold Terralater. “There were things like barber chairsal over, and
horseshoe shaped control panels wrapped around every one. To work al the buttons, a human would
have to be built like achimpanzee.”

“Or aMaker,” Terrasad, remembering the length of the arms on the statue they had seen.

Two days later, Price and Reickert managed to patch into the ship’ s dormant computer system. Even
though PROM knew nothing of the Makers, she was a descendant of the same technology that had built
the starship’ s brain. Horace Price was of the opinion that al they need do to tap the starship’ s data
bankswas o link the two computers together. Hans Reickert was less sure, but willing to try it.

Once again, Terraand Jm Davidson found themselves ordered to orbit, thistime to pick up the
equipment that would provide the link. Once again, they found a passenger waiting for them.

“Father!” Terraexclamed. “What are you doing here?’



“I’'mtired of reading reports about this starship. | want to see it with my own eyes.”
“Butisit safefor you to leavePromise? | mean, what if there’ san emergency?’

“I can handle it from the ground just as easly asthe bridge.”

“Glad to have you aboard, sir,” Jim Davidson said. He took Braedon’s kit bag and
stored it in a locker. “Itll be another fifteen minutes or so before we're ready to launch. You
can go forward and sit in one of the pilot's couches until we get our cargo loaded, if you
like.”

Braedon grinned. “ That' s the politest anyone ever told meto get the hell out from underfoot, Mr.
Davidson!”

“Y%, S'r.n
#

Braedon stretched and opened his eyes. Above him, green fabric flapped in a gentle breeze that bore
with it dien smells mixed with the odor of frying bacon. He groped for the depolarizer on hisdegping
bag, found it, and felt cool air swirl around his bare legs as a seam appeared in the fabric where none had
existed previoudy. He threw back the covers, levered himsdlf into sitting position, and regretted it
immediately as every musclein hisbody seemed to cry out in protest.

It was his own damned fault, of course. He had inssted that Aeneas Spatz show him everything aboard
the Maker starship. For sixteen hours, they had trudged through compartment after compartment, until
everything had become one continuous blur. They had visted the cavernous engine room with its
generatorsthe size of small mountains. They had waked between bone-dry tanks in the hydroponics
gardens, crushed desiceated leavesin their handsto sniff their tart aroma. They had visited theliving
quarters and wondered at the lack of privacy: Were Makers naturally more communa than humans, or
had the task of moving their entire race to some far-off star forced them to congregate in such
concentrated masses? Finally, they had visited the control room high in the prow of the ship. There they
found awork gang struggling to instal the computer link between PROM and the starship.

“Areyou sure there’ sany information sill in there?” Braedon had asked, gesturing at the alien computer
modules, as hetried to ignore the dull achein hislower legs.

Horace Price looked up from the schematic he was studying. “ There ought to be. A smilar set of data
banks managed to store the probe’ s cargo of Maker knowledge for a hundred centuries.”

“What about language?”’

“Since PROM doesn't speak the Maker tongue, that could be a problem at first. However, | talked it
over with her. PROM thinks she should be able to crack any code she encountersin relatively short
order.”

“How long before the link-up will be ready?’

“Another four hours, at least. Y ou might aswell go back to camp and have dinner, Robert. I ll radio for
you assoon aswe' real set.”

“Right,” Braedon had said. By the time he and Spatz returned to camp, however, he found that he was
nearly ready to drop from exhaustion. He remembered eating amedl of hot stew, warm bread, and
coffee; but after that, nothing.



Braedon pulled on his clothes and then crawled from the tent. He stood up and stretched to get the kinks
out. As hedid s0, he noted the height of the KO sun above the horizon. It was dready hafway to zenith.

“Good morning,” Chryse Haller said to him when he walked into the messtent. Braedon sat at a
makeshift table someone had constructed by laying a sheet of light alloy acrosstwo pieces of dien
machinery of unknown function. Chryse stopped fussing with the dishwasher, and poured him a cup of
coffeeinstead.

“Why didn’t someone wake me?’

“I wouldn't let them,” shereplied. “Y ou fell adeep during dinner. Some of the men put you to bed. |
figured that you needed your rest.”

“I guess| did,” hesaid, yawning. “How isthe computer tie-in going?’

“I understand they findly got a hard link-up about midnight. Scholar Price bunked in the control room last
night. | sent Sven Jorgenson up with food for hiswork party two hours ago. He hasn’'t come back yet.”

Braedon took a sip of coffee, then said, “I’ d better be getting up there.”
“Not until you’ ve had breakfast,” Chryse replied. “How do you like your eggs?

Braedon started to argue, then gavein. It was nearly an hour later when he pushed himsdlf back from the
table. “1 didn't redize | wasthat hungry.”

Chryse smiled and turned back to her stove. Braedon watched her work. A wild strand of hair fell down
in her eyes. She absentmindedly brushed it out of the way. The gesture reminded him of Cecily. Braedon
smiled as he remembered long ago mornings when he would sit at the bregkfast table back home and
watch hiswife move about the kitchen.”

“What are you grinning about?’
Braedon glanced around in time to see Terra seat hersdf next to him.
“Jugt enjoying the morning and the company. What brings you here a thistime of the morning?’

“| stopped by your tent, saw you were up, and took achancethat I’ d find you here. | wanted to talk to
you about Scholar Price.”

“What about him?’

“I'just left him up in the control room. He looks ghadtly, father! | don’t think he dept more than acouple
of hourslast night, if that much. Y ou may have to send him back up to the ship for arest.”

“Y ou shouldn’t worry about Horace. I’ ve seen him work on a problem seventy-two hours straight, then
be fresh as aterl after agood night' sdeep.”

“That wasalot of years ago. He stoo old to push himself like that now.”

“I agree,” Chryse said. She had filled three coffee cups while Braedon and Terrataked, and sat down
across from them. “Y ou remember how tired you were yesterday, Robert. Think of how it must fed to
bethirty yearsolder.”

Braedon glanced at the two women and shook his head. “Y ou have to understand. Horace Priceis
pushing himself because he hasn't very long to live. Oh, | don’'t mean that heisill, or anything like thet.



Heisin remarkably good shape for aman of seventy. He has been driving himsalf ever since the accident
because thereis so much to learn. Discovering al the secrets of thisworld will be thework of severa
lifetimes. Horace Price doesn't even have asingle lifetimeto devoteto it.”

“All the more reason why he shouldn’t work himsdlf into apremature grave,” Terrasaid.
Braedon sighed and nodded. “1 have to go up and check on progress. I’ll talk to him about it.”

“May | comeadong?’ Chryseasked. “I haven't been out of thistent except to deep in the last thirty-six
hours”

“If youlike,” hereplied, smiling.

Terraglanced at her father and a Chryse. She bit her lip, hesitated, and then came to some inner
decision. “I redly should get back to work, too. May | accompany you?’

Braedon gave his daughter a strange look, then nodded. “If you like.”

Thusit wasthat the expedition commander, the camp cook, and their reluctant chaperone made their
way through bright sunshineto the airlock that led into the interior of the Maker starship.

#

Thejourney from airlock to control room involved aten-minute hike through darkened corridorslit by
widely spaced glow tubes. Half akilometer inside the ship, they cameto abank of lifts, one of which had
been restored to operation. The familiar barrel shape of aterrestrial power unit squatted in one corner of
thelift car and was connected to the dien machinery via severa heavy cables. There was the acrid smell
of ozoneintheair. Ozone was one of the power unit’snormal byproducts.

Therewas a brief surge of acceleration as Braedon activated the lift, and asimilar period of deceleration
afew moments later. When the door opened, they found themselves facing another long corridor dimly
lighted by glow tubes. Braedon let Terraand Chryse lead the way while he brought up the rear. Asthey
marched along the corridor, his sense of unease grew stronger. There was something about the old hulk
that caused the hairs on the back of his neck to stand on end. It was the same fegling he' d experienced
while watching transmissonsfrom Terrd s scout boat during itslong aerid tour of the Maker city. It was
the feding of being watched, of trespassing where one doesn't belong, an irrationd fear that the rightful
ownerswill show up any minuteto claim their property. Braedon tried to shake the feding as he followed
his daughter toward the control room. He was only partialy successful.

Severa hundred meters beyond the lift, they came to an intersection of corridors. The guide path of
human-ingtalled glow tubes turned to the right, while far to hisleft, Braedon noticed adistant glow the
color of daylight.

“What' s down there?’ he asked, pointing toward the sky glow.

“That' s the open access hatch where they ingtalled the high gain antennafor the link-up,” Terrasaid.
“Remind meto show it to you after you' re through in the control room. The view from up hereis

Spectacular.”

The control room was acylindrical compartment nearly ahundred metersin diameter. It wasfilled with
horseshoe-shaped control stations arranged in concentric rings about a central dais. The arrangement
was smilar to that of the control consoles onProcyon’s Promise ' s bridge. The coincidence would have
surprised Braedon if not for the obvious fact that both human and Maker starships were based on the
same Star Traveler design.



The perimeter of the control room was lined with deck-to-ceiling viewscreens. Other screenswere inset
into the horseshoe-desks of the control stations. On Braedon' s previous visit, Reickert’ s technicians had
been experimenting with the viewscreens, displaying avariety of interior and exterior views. Now,
however, the large wall screenswere dark. On the far side of the compartment, severa scientists and
technicians were intent on dismantling one of the control stations. In the center of the compartment,
Horace Price sat a another station and read glowing text from the screen of a human-style workscreen.

Braedon, with Chryse and Terrain tow, strode to the center of the compartment.
“How arethings going, Horace?’ he asked when he reached Price.

A pair of hollow, sunken eyeslooked up a him briefly, and then immediately returned to the screen.
“Héelo, Robert. Things are going well. PROM has cracked the Maker language and is nearly aquarter of
the way through the ship’s data banks.”

“Any reason why she can’t handle things for afew hourswhile you get some deegp?’
“| appreciate your concern, Robert, but | can’t quit right now.”
“Why not? What can you possibly belearning that isworth ruining your heglth?

Price slaugh was dhrill, with atouch of hysteriatoit. “What am | learning? More than you can possibly
imagine. For ingtance, in the last six hours, PROM and | have discovered the principle that makes FTL
possible, and more. Do you remember Luigi Chiardi’ stheory that the I-mass must be somehow related
to the stardrive because they represent the two universal mysteries of physics? Hewasright on target
with thet one!”

“Areyou saying that you' ve learned the physical principles behind both the stardrive and the I-mass?’
“Principle, Robert. Singular. The stardrive and I-mass are two aspects of the samething.”
“Whichis?’

Pricelaughed again. “The criticd mistake everyone made wasin misunderstanding the true nature of
antimatter. Actualy, it does not have a nature. Antimatter doesn’'t exist!”

CHAPTER 29

Scholar Price waited patiently while histhree listeners vented their surprise. After adozen seconds,
Braedon and Chrysefdl silent, and Terrasaid: “ That' ssilly, Horace! Of course antimatter exists.”

Price gazed at her as one does afavorite pupil who has neverthel ess obtained the wrong answer on a
quiz. “How do you know that, Terra? Because your schoolmasterstold you so?’

“Well, yes”

Price sghed. “Never forget that schoolmasters are human, too, young lady. In science, truth isamoving
target. The knowledge of one generation is merely the jumping-off spot for the next generation’s
inquiries”

“Make your point, Horace,” Braedon said.



Scholar Price turned to face his commander. If he was offended by the sharpness of Braedon's
comment, he failed to show it. “In amoment, Robert. | have some groundwork to lay if you areto
understand the full import of what | have discovered. Forgive meif | fall back to basics, but thereis much
to unlearn. Chryse, would you be so kind as to explain the concept of antimatter?’

Chryselooked sheepish. “I mgjored in business, Scholar. Physicswasn’t high onmy list of ‘mugt’
courses.”

Pricelaughed. “Never mind. | will answer my own question. Conventiona theory holdsthat for every
kind of subatomic particle thereis an antiparticle that possesses the same mass and spin, but with the
opposite dectrica charge. Thus, the antiparticle for the eectron isthe positron (sometimes caled the
anti-electron). The positron masses five-point-four-eight-eight times ten to the minus fourth Atomic Mass
Units - exactly the same asthe ectron. It also has the same spin as the electron. However, asthe name
implies, the positron’s charge is positive rather than negative.

“Likewise, the positively charged proton is complemented by the negatively charged antiproton. The
neutron’ s antiparticleis the antineutron, and although both are eectrica neutral, the two possess opposite
magnetic moments. Since norma matter is composed of protons, neutrons, and dectrons, itisasmple
progression from particles and antiparticles to aform of matter composed entirely of antiprotons,
antineutrons, and positrons. The name we have given to thisform is antimatter.

“Because of the opposite dectrica charges of thetwo forms, if they were ever to comeinto physical
contact, both would be annihilated in aburst of pure energy. Indeed, the first antimatter observed by
human beings was manufactured in particle acceerators. Since the process was both difficult and
expensve, astronomers began to search the sky for signsthat large quantities of antimatter existed in
interstellar space.

“Of course, no such evidence was ever discovered. Asfar asthe astronomers could see, the universe
wastotdly devoid of antimatter. This negative result caused cons derable consternation among the
cosmologists of thetime. By then, the Big Bang waswell entrenched as the cosmological theory, and one
of the inescapable consequences of the Big Bang was that both types of matter should have been created
inequd quantities.

“The problem of the missing antimatter was resolved with the discovery of the -massearly inthe
twenty-first century. Not only are I-masses composed entirely of antimatter; they are sufficiently
numerous to account for al the missing massin the universe. There are good reasonsto believe that the
Big Bang left the two forms of matter well mixed, and by God, that is precisely how it has turned out!
Luckily, the antimatter isal buried ingdetiny black holes, thusinsulating it from the norma matter and
preventing atitanic exploson.”

“I knew that,” Chrysereplied. “Maybe Harrold didn’t waste dl that money he spent at Miss Claridge's
school after dl.”

Price did not react to the comment that was intended to lighten the moment, He continued as though he
hadn’t heard her. “If cosmologists had left well enough done at that point, everyone would have been
happy. However, they noted that black holes composed of norma matter tend to evaporate due to
quantum mechanicd effects. Y et, antimatter black holes do not. Since the two formsreact smilarly in all
other respects, the question arose asto why this should be. It isaquestion that has resisted solution for
nearly four hundred years. That is, until now.”

“And you know the answer?’ Braedon asked.

Price samiled mirthlesdy. “I've dready told you. The fault liesin our theory of antimatter. Thereisno such



thing asan antiparticle.”
“But we ve detected them!”

“No, what we ve detected is an illusion based on afundamental misunderstanding of the nature of the
universe. Nor, might | add, am | the first man to advance such atheory. Ever hear of Richard Feynman?

Braedon frowned. “No, should | have?’

“Possibly. He was atwentieth century physicist who specidized in quantum mechanics, alate
contemporary of Albert Eingtein’s and awinner of the Nobel Prize back in the days when that meant
something. He invented the Feynman diagrams often used in I-mass physics. | had PROM check the
data banks and Feynman appears to be the first person to suggest the true nature of antimatter.”

“Whichis?

“Smply put, Feynman’s hypothesis was that the behavior of antiparticles could be explained if one
assumesthat they are standard particlesmoving backwards in time!”

“Surely, you can't be serious!” Terraexclaimed.

“I am very serious. Take the most elementary thing we know about them - that they possess an opposite
electrica charge from the norma particles. How did we cometo that conclusion?’

“Easy,” Tarasaid. “Put thetwo in amagnetic field and one will curveto theright, the other to the left.”

“Precisely!” Price agreed. “If the eectron follows a curved path to the right in amagnetic fidld and the
positron follows an identica curveto the left, then they obvioudy have opposite charges. But wait!
Doesn't such an analysis make an assumption regarding the particle sdirection of travel? By definition,
doesn't the starting point of ajourney aways predate its end? If the positron is actualy an electron
traveling backward in time, its starting and ending points must be exchanged end-for-end, and the particle
curvesto theright during its flight through the magnetic fidd, just asthe negatively charged dectron does!
The concept is strange, but not particularly difficult. Think of aholomovie being projected backwards.”

Braedon’ s brow was furrowed in concentration as he stroked his chin. “An interesting theory. But how
doesit explain such things as pair production or matter/antimatter annihilation?’

“Quite easily,” Price said. “For Chryse' s benefit, pair production takes place when two high-energy
photons collide. Both disappear and are replaced by an eectron/positron pair with exactly the same
energy date. Y, isit not equaly valid to think of the eectron/positron ‘pair’ asbeing asingle eectron
(inthiscase, origindly moving backward in time) that has been knocked forward by its collison with the
photons? Smilarly, the annihilation of matter with antimatter can be explained by the reverse process. A
forward-moving electron that has reversed its direction in time. The conservation of energy and
momentum would require it to emit ahigh-energy photon at the moment of reversd. To an outsde
observer, himsdaf moving forward in time, it would appear as though the eectron/positron pair had
disappeared and been replaced by the photon.”

Price paused and gauged hisliseners' level of understanding before continuing. “All of thishas merely
been a pleasant intellectua exercise unlessthis new theory can explain some things that the old cannot.
S0, let us consider the effect of this new model of antimatter on current cosmologica theories. Robert,
please describe the best current guess asto the structure of the universe.”

Braedon licked dry lips, and hesitated. When Price had begun his explanation, he (Braedon) had been
skeptical. Now, however, hewas unsure. It al sounded so logicd, yet ... He ordered hisviolently



swirling thoughts, and said, “Uh, there doesn’'t seem to be any doubt that the Big Bang actudly
happened. Everywhere we [ook in the sky, we see evidence of the primordid firebdl in the 3 degree
Kelvin background radiation. The universeisaso closed. That is, the gravitationd attraction of all the
matter in the universeis sufficiently strong that it will eventually overcome the momentum imparted by the
Big Bang. One day, the universe will stop expanding and beginto fal in upon itsdf. At the end of the
contraction phase, the galaxies will be crushed together into another Big Bang.”

“Very good, Commodore! Let ustake your hypothesis one step further. If thisistruly an oscillating
universe, then we livein asort of trough between tidal waves. There are cosmic explosionsin both our
future and our past.”

“Obvioudy,” Braedon said.

“Try to visualize what such an event must be like. The universe explodes and matter is spewed across
billions of light-years of space! It isadso spewed forward in time to the next Big Bang. Remember
Feynman's Theory. If antimatter is norma matter moving backwardsin time, then the Big Bangin the
future must be the source. There are two opposite currents of matter in the universe. Onetravels
past-to-future and we perceive it as norma matter; the other travels future-to-past and appears as
antimatter.”

Chryse Haler, who had been following the discuss on with some difficulty, frowned. “ Thet till does't
explain why dl the antimatter ended up insde |-masses.”

“It doesif one assumesthat the Big Bang futureward from here will be aparticularly violent one,” Price
said. “The pressures and temperatures involved must be far in excess of that required for sngularity
formation. The Big Bang in the past wasfar lessviolent - as evidenced by the fact that it |eft vast
quantities of ‘norma matter’ in the free ate. And, since dl the universe' s physica laws are scrambled by
each Big Bang, that aso explainswhy I-masses don't follow exactly the same rules as normal meatter
black holes”

“What does dl this have to do with the sardrive?’ Terra asked.

Price leaned back in hischair and grinned. “Ah, leave it to the young to keep the objective firmly fixed in
mind. Up until now, | have not mentioned the principle that we know as entropy. Terra, will you do the
honors?’

Terrashrugged. “ Entropy isthe measure of randomnessin the universe. It dwaysincreases. In other
words, thingstend to run downhill.”

Price nodded. “Isit not strange, then, that we are moving from alesser explosion to one of greater
violence? Isthat not a case of the universe ‘ running uphill? Can anyone see where | am heading?’

No one answered. Braedon's and Chryse' s expressions, that had seconds earlier reflected some degree
of understanding, once again displayed bafflement.

“The reason why faster-than-light travel is so difficult, people,” Price said, triumphantly, “is because no
one understands the true nature of time. It is not the antimatter that is going backwards. It' sus. We are
the antimatter! That was the great breakthrough the Star Travelers made. They redlized that time (asswe
measureit, a least) isanegative quantity. Without understanding that crucid fact, FTL trave is
impossible”

No one breathed for long seconds. Scholar Price, hislined face alight with excitement, stared at Braedon
and the two women. Braedon' s expression showed the turmoil he felt at the sudden deluge of facts.



Terra sface mirrored Price’ s as the sense of wonder overtook her. Chryse Haller looked thoughtful.
Findly, Braedon said, “What does PROM think of thistheory?’

“Why don't you ask her? She' s been ligening on the intercom the whole time.”
“PROM?’

“Yes, Robert.”

“Do you agree with Horace' s assessment?’

“Yes, indeed. My andysis of the starship’ s data banksis nearly thirty percent complete. The sequence of
theories Scholar Price has detailed iswell documented. The Makerswere able to crack the FTL barrier
only when they recognized that timeisanegetive.”

“Y ou mean when the Star Travelers pointed it out to them, don’t you?”

The computer hesitated, something computers never do. When she spoke, her tone was cautious. “|
didn’t want to interrupt while Scholar Price was speaking. However, | have encountered a piece of data
| think you should see, Robert.”

“What sort of data?’

“A photograph.”

“Put it on the screen.”

“It would be better to use one of the large peripherd viewscreens.”
“Hine”

Across the control room, awall-size viewscreen suddenly came dight. There were afew seconds of
multicolored static, and then a scene appeared. In the foreground were severa of the Makers doing
something incomprehensible. Behind them, in the background, were a ship and severa buildings.
Something about the buildings drew Braedon' s gaze to them. It took him afew momentsto realize what
he was seaing.

“That' s the spaceport a First Landing! Look, thereisRandall’ s Ridge behind it. What' s the meaning of
this, PROM?’

“The meaning is clear, Robert. | discovered this scenein the starship’ s data banks afew minutes ago. It
clearly showsthe exploration base a First Landing whileit was still occupied.”

“But that means...”

“That the Makers and the Star Travelers are one and the same,” PROM agreed. “ 1t would appesr,
Robert, that the Makers discovered the stardrive sometime before Life Probe 53935 entered the solar
sygem.”

CHAPTER 30

A dtiff breeze whipped across the concrete plain of the Maker spaceport and tugged at Robert



Braedon’ s clothing and hair. The wegther, clear and bright in the morning, had turned cold and gray inthe
afternoon. Braedon had barely noticed the change. The dark, scudding clouds matched his mood too
well to intrude on hiswhirring thoughts. It had been four hours since he had departed camp. Most of that
time he had spent walking amlesdy, hands thrust deeply into pockets, head bowed againgt the wind.

Braedon glanced in the direction of the great spherical mountain that was the Maker starship. Even from
five kilometers - the distance he had wa ked during his introgpection - the ship was ave-inspiring. He let
his gaze dide from the point where the great white hull split the overcast to the diminutive collection of
tents at its base. Braedon frowned. In the middle distance between himself and the camp, asolitary figure
strode purposefully acrossthe plain in his direction. Despite the distance, he had no trouble recognizing
Chryse Hdler’ sdidtinctivewalk.

“What brings you out here?’ he asked ten minutes later when they had closed the gap between them.

“I was looking for you, of course. | have news. The doctor has Horace Price sedated and would like
your permisson to transport him up toPromise firg thing inthemorning.”

“Permission granted. He can useSren Song . That way, Terrawill have something to do to take her mind
off her troubles”

“Who is going to take your mind off your troubles?” Chryse asked.

“I don't have any troubles.”

“Then why do you look as though you just had to shoot your pet dog?” Chryse gestured
toward a small blockhouse a few hundred meters to their right. The spaceport plain was
dotted with such structures. Although their function had not been positively identified, the
most popular theory held that they were bunkers intended to protect delicate instruments
against the weather. “Look, would you mind if we get out of this damned wind for a few
minutes? | haven't felt anything on the right side of my face for the last half hour.”

He reached up and touched her cheek. It wasice cold. “ Y ou should have worn ajacket with aweather
hood.”

Hetook her arm and they walked quickly toward the bunker. 1t was featurel ess save for a single opening
just large enough for a human being to enter on hands and knees. Chryse squatted down and peered into
theinterior. This bunker was empty, dthough it showed scars where equipment had once been rigged.
Opposite the doorway, an open hatch and meta ladder led up to the roof. Gray light flooded through the
opening, illuminating theinterior.

Chryseled theway inside. Braedon followed, keeping an eye out for the local rodent-equivalents.
Severd expedition members had undergone involuntary cardiac stresstestswhen the smdl, scay animals
had unexpectedly darted out of nooks and crannies.

Chryse sank down against onewall and patted the ground beside her. “ Please, sit with mefor afew
minutes”

Hejoined her. They looked at each other without speaking for along time. Chryse findly broke the
Slence

“What' s the matter with me, Robert?’

“| beg your pardon.”

“Y ou heard me. There werefour of us present in the control room this morning when PROM flashed that



picture of First Landing on the screen. Shortly theresfter, Horace Price collgpsed from nervous
exhaugtion, Terrawent to her tent and refuses to come out, and you took off for the wilderness without
saying aword to anyone. | seem to be the only one who didn’t react as though PROM were announcing
the end of theworld. All | felt wasamild excitement at learning afascinating new fact. What iswrong
with me? Am | that obtuse?’

“Y ou reacted as any Solarian would, Chryse.”
“I would 4till like to know what | missed thismorning.”

Braedon sighed, and nodded. “WEe' ve spoken often enough about the differences between our two
peoples, yet | wonder if we truly understand each other. Y ou say that you were mildly excited when
PROM placed that image on the screen. | have no doubt of that. In your life you have probably viewed
hundreds of smilar scenes from the data banks. And that isall they areto you -- scenes, imageson a
screen, nothing more.”

“But consder how we Alphans felt when we saw the Maker advance base on Alpha Canis Minoris VII.
Those mountains in the background were our mountains. | have climbed their dopes, camped in the
shadow of their peaks, made love to my wife amid their forests. Those hangars behind the Makers were
buildings were Horace Price and | spent much of our adult lives. They're placesthat | took Terrato see
when shewas barely old enough to walk. All of our lives we Alphans have been indoctrinated in the
sanctity of ThePromise .

“SURROGATEIsour firgt teacher in school. He tells us stories of our ancestors who braved therigors
of interstellar space to keep The Promise. Hetells us of the privations they suffered, of the timeswhen
there wastoo little food, of the children born deformed because of the high radiation levels aboard the
garship, of the dozens who committed suicide because they couldn’t adjust to the redlity that they would
never see Earth again.

“When we are older, our parents speak to us of the Founders and their great disappointment when they
discovered Alpha deserted. They tell us of the hardships encountered in those first few decades, years
when therewas red doubt that humans would be able to survive on Alpha. We swdl with pride when
our fatherstell us of the proudest tradition of our people - that we never forgot our pledge.

“Think of the cost! For two hundred years we poured our excess resourcesinto the effort to understand
the records I eft behind in the old maintenance shops. Then, for two decades, we builtProcyon’s Promise
, Sraining what little heavy industry we possessto itslimits. We braved danger and hardship to crossa
thousand light-years of space. Finding thisworld cost us twenty-five good men and women, including the
crew of the scout boat destroyed exploring the Sanctuary protostar. Ten generations of Alphans have
giventheir livesto The Promise.

“ And all of it was totally unnecessary!”
#
“What are you talking about?’ Chryse asked. “Of course it was necessary.”

“Didn’t you hear PROM? The Makers discovered the stardrive long before the probe fell into the solar
system. The wake the probe detected near Procyon came from a Maker starship! We' ve been on a
three-century-long fool’ s errand!”

Chryse stared into his eyesfor long seconds, then leaned close. She kissed him. It was not the kiss of a
lover, but rather, that of acompassionate friend. A dozen heartbesats passed before she broke off the



embracewith asmile,

“Don’t you see? Far from being wasted, your struggle has succeeded beyond your wildest dreams!
Y ou' ve undergone atest of strength, passed glorioudy, and will now reap the rewards of victory.”

“What rewards?’ Braedon asked sourly.

“The stardrive for one! Remember, if your ancestors had not takenPathfinder to Procyon,Homo
sapiens would now be as starbound as the other races of this galaxy. And what about al the life probes
orbiting above our heads? Each of them carries the entire knowledge of adifferent dien speciesto add to
our aready existing stock of knowledge.

“By proving that humans can be trusted, your people have given our race the whole gdaxy! You've
made us heir-apparent to the Makers. From now on, it will be humanity that controls accessto the stars.
Any aien species that doesn’t measure up to our standards will never be released from its cage.”

“What of PROM’ swarning that a human interstellar empire would be salf-destructive?’ Braedon asked.

Chryse shrugged. “A problem, of course. However, | know people well enough to be confident that we
won't hoard the secret. The lure of knowledge, adventure, and interstellar trade will betoo grest to
maintain any kind of an embargo on the universe. We'll be hard pressed to keep adventurers and
entrepreneurs out of the systemswe find dangerous, let done all of them!” Chryse got up, reached out,
and pulled Braedon to hisfest. “Comeon. I'll show you a sure cure for what ailsyou!”

“Where are we going?’
“Up top!”

Climbing as quickly as she could find the too-widely-spaced rungs, Chryse swarmed up the ladder
leading to the roof. Braedon followed as soon as she was through the hatch.

The wind was stronger than it had been on the ground. It plucked a them with cold fingers, pushing and
tugging, asthough to sweep their alien presence away. From the roof of the blockhouse it was possible
to see severa of the cratersthat had served as docking cradles for the departed Maker fleet. Ten
kilometersto their right, one of the massive structures that had been tentatively identified as a passenger
handling facility disappeared into the clouds.

“Look out there,” Chryse said as she used one hand to sweep the horizon. “It’sabrand new world, a
world that now belongsto usif wewant it. Nor isit the only one. There are billions of habitable planetsin
the galaxy. How many of them are just waiting for someone to come aong with the courage to clam
them? Let’shave no moretak of fool’ s errands, Commodore Braedon,” Chryse said with mock severity
as she snuggled closeto him.

“You'vegiven us an entire universe to explore. That should be enough accomplishment for any single
lifeime”

“We'reready, Father!”

Braedon glanced up from hiswork at the sound of his daughter’ svoice. Terra, resplendent in the dress
uniform of the expedition, stood in front of the desk in his office.

“Isit that time aready?’



“Yes, ar.”

He sighed. He wondered where the time had gone. Not just the minutes since he’ d sat down to catch up
on hisreports before the ceremony that would mark the departure of Procyon’s Promise ’sfrom the
Maker world; but the days, the months, the years of hislife. He looked at Terraand wondered at what
precise moment had the pigtailed urchin been transformed into a beautiful young woman. It seemed like
only the day before yesterday when she had climbed into hislap to listen to the Legends of Old Earth.

“I suppose we had best be off to the ceremony, then. Wouldn't do to have the Expedition Commander
show up late for his own departure.” Braedon rose from behind the desk and alowed Terrato help him
dip into his own dress tunic. When she had sedled the last of his seams, he pulled her to him and kissed
her gently on the forehead. “When we started on thistrip, | never thought I’ d be leaving you stranded on
andienworld. I'm going to missyou.”

“I’m going to miss you, too,” she said, her words muffled against his chest. When Braedon released her,

he saw that she had tearsin her eyes. She wiped them away with asniffle. “Why do | get so emotiond a
timeslikethis? It isnot asthough you were going hafway acrossthe universe. Y ou'll be back in amonth
or so!”

“Lessif I canhdpit,” hesaid. “Thisship isabout to set anew speed record for the round trip between
here and Sanctuary.”

Terralaughed. “ That shouldn’t be too difficult. Don't hurry so much that you forget to bring the fleet back
withyou.”

“No chance of that,” he said. “Hopefully, Bill Tarns has managed to extricateGolden Hind from
whatever trouble she got into at the Grelsho sun. I'll start sending the big freighters through as soon aswe
can strip Sanctuary and repack the equipment.”

“We Il bewaiting,” Terrasaid. “With ahundred people in the ground party, and with Chryseto organize
things, we should begin to make good progress on our explorations of the Maker starship. By thetime
you get back with the fleet, we may even be ready to begin work on the spaceport itself. If there are any
clues down there concerning where the Makers went, we' Il find them, Father.”

“I know you will,” hesaid. “ Still, no great lossif we come up empty handed thistime. Wewill runinto
them in our travels eventualy. When we do, | wonder if they’ll be interested in learning what happened to
their logt life probe?’

“Of course, they will. It wasfaithful to itsduty, wasn't it?’

Braedon nodded. “Not a bad requiem for the probe, or anyone else, for that matter!”

TheEnd
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A Virtual Science Fiction Bookstore and Writer’s Workshop
Michael McCollum, Proprietor
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If you enjoy technologically sophisticated sciencefiction or have an interest in writing, you will probably
find something to interest you at Sci Fi - Arizona. We have short stories and articles on writing- al for
freel If you like what you find, we have full length, professionally written sciencefiction novelsin both
electronic form and as hard copy books, and at prices|ower than you will find in your local bookstore.

Moreover, if you like space art, you can visit our Art Gallery, where we feature the works of Don Dixon,
one of the best astronomical and science fiction artists at work today. Don isthe Art Director of the
Griffith Observatory. Pick up one or more of his spacescapes for computer wallpaper, or order ahigh
qudlity print direct from the artist.

We have book length versions of both Writers Workshop series, “ The Art of Writing, Volumes| and I1”
and “The Art of Science Fiction, Volumes| and 11" in both eectronic and hard copy formats.

Soif you arelooking for afondly remembered nove, or facing six hours strapped into an airplane seat
with nothing to read, check out our offerings. We think you will like what you find.

NOVELS

1. Life Probe-"s $4.50

The Makers searched for the secret to faster-than-light travel for 100,000 years. Their chosen
instruments were the Life Probes, which they launched in every direction to seek out advanced
civilizations among the stars. One such machine searching for intelligent life encounters 21t century Earth.
Itisnot surethat it hasfound any...

2. Procyon’s Promise -* $4.50

Three hundred years after humanity made its deal with the Life Probe to search out the secret of
fagter-than-light travel, the descendants of the original expedition return to Earth in agtarship. They find a
world that has forgotten the ancient contract. No matter. The colonists have overcome far grester



obstaclesin their single-minded drive to redeem a promise made before any of them were born...

3. Antares Dawn - US$4.50

When the supergiant star Antares exploded in 2512, the human colony on Altafound their pathway to
the stars gone, isolating them from the rest of human space for more than a century. Then oneday, a
powerful warship materidized in the system without warning. Alarmed by the sudden appearance of such
abehemoth, the commanders of the Altan Space Navy dispatched one of their most powerful shipsto
investigate. What ASNS Discovery findswhen they finaly catch the intruder is a battered hulk manned
by adead crew.

That isdisturbing newsfor 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 wasthat best it. Something must be done. ..

4. Antar es Passage - US$4.50

After more than acentury 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 dien race whose
god isthe extermination of humanity. If they areto avoid defeet at the hands of the dliens, 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-gtarved Luna 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
Eath!

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, al 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 al-too-human tradition of internecine strife. The new city-states of
Saturn began to resemble those of ancient Greece, with one group of cities taking on the role of
militaristic Sparta... \

8. The Sails of Tau Ceti - US$4.50

Sar hopper was humanity'sfirst interstellar probe. It was designed to search for intelligent life beyond the
solar system. Beforeit 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 whenStar hopper's crew

boarded the dien craft. They found beingsthat, despite their alien physiques, were surprisingly
compatible with humans. That two species so Smilar could have evolved amere twelve light yearsfrom
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 stars. Stdllar Survey Starship
Magellan is exploring the New Eden system when they encounter two aien 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.

Thedien comesfrom amillion-star Galactic Empire ruled over by amysterious race known as the Broa
These overlords are the magters of this region of the galaxy and they alow no competitors. This news
presents Earth’ srulers with a problem. Asyet, the Broaare ignorant of humanity’ s existence. Doesthe
human race retreat to its one small 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 vist if you invented atime machine, but could not steer it? What if you went out for a
sx-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! Visit the many worlds of Michael McCollum.
| guarantee that you will be surprised!

Non-Fiction Books

11. TheArt of Writing, Volume| - US$10.00

Have you missed any of the articlesin the Art of Writing Series? No problem. Thefirst 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, didogue, and the business of writing,
al in one documen.

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 VVolume | of this popular series.

13. The Art of Science Fiction, Volume|l - US$10.00

Have you missed any of the articlesin the Art of Science Fiction Series? No problem. The first 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 Systemn and learn astronomy from the sciencefiction
writer’ sviewpoint. We don’t care where the stars appear in the terrestrial sky. We want to know their
true postionsin 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
gpace and more than ten times as many stars. The expanded handbook includes the positions of 3500
gars as viewed from Polaris on 63 maps. This handbook isauseful resource for every sciencefiction
writer and will apped to anyone with an interest in astronomy.



