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PROLOGUE

Fadorn of the Phelan stood on the bridge of the starshipFar Horizons and watched as thick bundles of
gossamer thread poured forth from their storage holds. The shroud lines had been streaming aft through
half adozen changes of the watch. Now the first phase of the star brake' s deployment was nearing its
end.

Fadorn let hiseyesroam the ship’ sinstruments asthe last fewkel of bundled lines legped free. His
attention returned to the screens as the star brake’ s millionkel long mass stretched to itsfull length and
suddenly grew taut.

“Sound theaarm,” Fadorn ordered. “Rebound coming.”

The warning echoed through every corridor of the giant starship. Thousands of crewmembers stopped
what they were doing and anchored themsalves. Fad orn wrapped a six-fingered hand around a nearby
stanchion and held on tight. Far out along the star brake, he could see the reflection wave racing toward
Far Horizons .

The rebound wave struck the ship and caused the deck to jump beneath his feet. He barely noticed the
rolling motion as stresses redistributed themsalves throughout the starship. All of his attention was taken
up by the screens. Histwin hearts beat alittle faster as he scanned the giant construct on which depended
his own fate, and that of one hundred thousand crewmates.

“No damage to brake or ship,” one of the deployment technicians reported.
Fadorn emitted the Phelan equivaent of asigh. “Very well. Cut the restraining straps.”

All dong thefolded brake, tiny glittering lightsilluminated the eterna night of space as the Strapsthat kept
the brake furled were cut. With the restraints gone, centrifugal force took over. There wasavast rippling
asthe gossamer fabric of the brake began to unfurl.

It was difficult to observe the progress of the deployment. The furled brake had been along line that
twisted and turned on itsway to the vanishing point. Asthe mass unfolded, it revealed the reflective film
that made up the bulk of its surface area. There is nothing in space more difficult to seethan aone
hundred percent reflective surface. It reflects the blackness of space, while distorting the reflected images
of stars. To an observer, it seems as though the universe has been wrenched into convol utions by some
giant, unseen claw.

Far behind the starship, a giant flower opened its petds to space, marking the end of avoyage that had
lasted more than three Phelan lifetimes. It was avoyage that had begun in fire and would end by grazing
the photosphere of the smal ydlow sun that wastheir destination, which, a the moment, was merely the
brightest point of light in the sky.

Fadorn’ swould likely bethe last generation of Phelan to live their lives between the stars. Within afew
dozentarn , they would encounter the thinking beings of the yellow sun. It was Fadorn’ stask, and that of
his shipmates, to win ahome among the strange bipedd creatures that styled themselvesHomo sapiens .
If he were successful, the next generation of Phelan would be born with solid ground rather than steel
deck benegth thelr feet. If not, then Fadorn’slinewould likely end with him.

“Look how it fillsthe sky,” hisassstant said. Overhead the star brake had expanded until it blotted out
the cold point of light that had once been home.



Fadorn's gesture was the Phelan equivaent of asmile. “That it does, Padar. It won't be long now before
they notice us”

Asthe commander of Far Horizons watched the continuing dance of deployment, he thought of the
difficult task ahead. It was somehow symboalic that the stars behind were dowly being blotted out by
reflections of the stars ahead.

Far Horizonswas committed. There would be no turning back. The fate of two intelligent species would
be decided by what happened next.

1 Starhopper

CHAPTER 1

The ruddy orb of Mars covered one full quadrant of star flecked sky and flooded the transparent dome
with aruby light. As beautiful asthe sight was, Victoria Bronson had eyes only for the pyramid shaped
collection of fuel tanks and piping slhouetted againg the planet. After twenty years of planning and three
years of congtruction, Starhopper was nearly ready. Soon tankers would pump a hundred thousand tons
of liquid hydrogen into the craft’ s capacious fue tanks. Ten days|ater, assuming no glitches were found
during the complex countdown, humanity’ sfirst visitor to another star would be hurled outbound onits
long journey into the deep black.

People had dreamed of travel to the stars for amost as long asthey had known the tiny points of light
were digant suns. While poets wrote paeans to starflight, engineers bemoaned the prodigious energies
involved. Writers of escapigt fiction dreamed up fantastic schemes for flitting between stdllar systems,
while physicigts attacked the problem with no lessimagination. Scientists speculated that wormholes,
extraspatia dimensions, or warped space-time might prove to be chinksin the armor of the Einstein
barrier. Unfortunately, the efforts of the scientists proved no more effective than those of the poets and
writers. Despite everything, the stars remained uncomfortably beyond the outstretched grasp of humanity.

That is, until the year 2217. In that year, ayoung Martian physicist named Dardan Pierce suggested that
the time had come to begin explorations of the nearer stars. In apaper published in theSystem Journal
for Astrophysics, Piercelaid out the parameters for asuccessful interstellar crossing. Pierce' s starship
was no fanciful faster-than-light speedster, but rather acraft requiring most of ahuman lifetime to make
the journey. At the end of his paper, he exhorted his colleaguesto build an instrumented probe asa
demonstration project and to send that device to explore the worlds known to circle Alpha Centauri,
Sol’ s closest neighbor in the firmament.

The engines that would drive humanity’ sfirg interstellar probe would be powered by antimatter, a
technology first developed in the middle of the twenty-first century. The earliest antimatter powered
gpacecraft had used micrograms of the volatile stuff to heat hydrogen, which was then expelled through
conventiona rocket nozzles. Modern craft consumed kilograms of antiprotons, converting hydrogen to
relativigtic plasmabefore channeling it rearward through a series of magnetic nozzles.

TheSarhopper booster would accelerate the instrument package to one-tenth light speed. As each tank
was drained of reaction mass, it would be jettisoned. At the end of the boost phase, the giant engines



would grow cold andStar hopper would coast outbound toward Alpha Centauri, having left atrail of
debris extending al the way back to Marsinitswake. Nearly half a century after launch, the instrument
package would command the booster to turn end for end and begin decelerating. Again, fue tanks and
their supporting structure would be jettisoned as they were emptied. Even the engineswould be
discarded once they finished their task of dowing the instrument package to intrasystem velocity.

TheStarhopper that entered the Centauri system would bear little resemblance to the one that Ieft Mars.
Theinstrument package represented only 0.1 percent of the origina vehicle mass. Even so, at 110 tons, it
was aslarge asasmal spaceship. The ingrument section contained maneuvering engines, antimatter,
reaction mass, a power reactor, communications gear, and instruments able to wrest the secrets from the
haf dozen dien worlds known to orbit the Centauri suns.

Tory Bronson lay on her back on the carpeted deck of a Phobos surface dome and gazed up to where
the interstellar booster maintained station on the larger of the two Martian moons. She thought of dl the
problems and crises that had been bested since the program’ s conception. At times, Dard Pierce had
often told her, it had seemed as though the probe would never be built. Even now, the codlition of
governments, universities, and corporations that supportedStarhopper were grudging intheir largesse.

Tory had been three years old when Pierce published his original paper. By the time he had gathered up
enough backersto begin planning in earnest, Tory had entered the University of Olympus on Mars. It had
been her intention to become alawyer. She first heard about the project a one of Pierce slectures,
which she attended because she needed the extra credit for a science class. That might have been her
only exposure to Starhopper had not her career plans changed at the beginning of her sophomore year.
The change came about when she was fitted with her first computer implant.

Like antimatter propulsion, the implants were an old technology that had been steadily improved over a
century of use. Thefirst implants had been smple aurd devices, little more than fancy hearing aids that
allowed the user to subvocalize acommand, and then receive the computer’ s response directly to the
inner ear. In those days, implants had been little more than status symbolsfor the rich, subminiature
cdlular phones for conducting business while pretending to do something else. Not until amethod for
directly stimulating the brain was devel oped did the modern computer implant become possible. The
heart of an implant wasits molecular computer and direct stimulus/response microcircuit. Once implanted
behind the left ear (theright ear for |eft-handed people), it sensed the complex dectricd rhythm of the
brain and trandated conscious thoughtsinto eectrica impulses that were then transmitted to aremote
computer. The computer’ s response was then trandated back into brain waves, and the required patterns
induced in the sensory centers of the brain.

There were limitations, of course. The wearer had to learn to think in such amanner that the implant
interpreted that menta activity asacommand, and not as the background noise that was normal thought.
It wasalittlelike learning to wiggle one s ears. No one could precisely describe how to accomplishit,
but once the skill was mastered, it was never forgotten. The implants did nothing to make the wearer
more intelligent. What they did do was provide a phenomena memory, to the point where one could
“remember” thingsthey had never known.

There were other practical limitations on implant use. Most people quickly reached a point where
additiond data merdly confused them. The problem, long known to students, was known as*“avalanche
effect” becauseit felt asthough one was being buried under an avdanche of data. The symptoms were
that anyone who tried to delve too far into a subject ended up disoriented and muddied.

Curioudy, afew people seemed immune to the problem. No matter how complex the task, theserare
minds were able to keep the god in view without becoming mired down in detail. Such clear-headedness
was an inborn talent. 1t could not be taught or learned. Those so blessed found themselvesin demand as



managers, organizers of complex projects, and most especidly, ashigh level computer synergists.

A synergist was not acomputer programmer since the computers had long ago been given the ability to
program themselves. Rather, synergists watched over the flow of the automated software generating
programs, and nudged them in the proper direction. For like the vast mgjority of human beings,
computers, too, tended to become bogged down in the details.

Upon learning that she wasimmune to avalanche effect, Tory Bronson switched from the College of Law
to Synergistic Science. There she met Ben Talen. He was another Synergism candidate. After dating for
most of their sophomore year, they agreed to move in together. Astime went on, they began to talk
about landing high paying jobs with some Earth-based megacorp, and though the subject rarely arose,
Tory, at least, had visons of marriage.

A month before graduation, Tory was accessing the list of companieswho would be interviewing & the
university placement center and discovered the Starhopper Project. She remembered the lecture she had
attended years earlier and decided to check it out. What she was not prepared for was Ben'sreaction
when shetold him about it that night at dinner.

“What the hell are you interviewing with them for?” he asked around acrust of pizza.
“I’ve got afree period and it sounds interesting.”

“Don't beafrump!”

“Who areyou cdling afrump, skinker?’

“You, if you interview with that damned black sky project. Y ou know who isbehind it, don’'t you? Old
Centauri Pierce over in Agtrophysicd! It is hishobby. He s gotten abit of funding from thelocal yokels
and isnow trying to scam Earth into lofting the rest.”

“So wheré stheharmin ligening?’

“The harm, my dear demented love, isthe damage you may do to your chances of getting on with an
EarthCorp. If they hear you' ve been talking to nuts, they might decide you aren’t the proper materia for
them.”

Ben'scrack about “local yokels’ irritated her. Like most Martians, Tory had a deep inferiority complex
when it came to anything concerning Earth. She was especidly aware that the University of Olympuswas
considered by someto be acow college. Ben, on the other hand, was aterrestria exchange student who
never tired of telling everyone he could have goneto New Y ae or Harvard. When asked why he had
not, he dways said something to the effect that he had wanted to improve the curve at Olympus U.
instead.

Tory till remembered the hot flash of anger that had surged through her at Ben's crack. “Well I’'mgoing
to interview with them and if the high and mighty corporations from Earth don't likeit, tough!”

She would have forgotten al about it if Ben had not decided to taunt her onefina time.
“Don't say | didn’t warn you!”

To her surprise, Tory found hersdf attracted to the idea of being part of humanity’ sfirst attempt to reach
the stars. The more she thought about it, the more attracted she became. Her interest, coupled with
Ben's clumsy attemptsto dissuade her, drove her to accept the offer -- at less than haf the going pay
scdefor newly minted synergists. Shetold Ben of her decision aweek before graduation. The resulting



argument led to their breakup.

Two weeks |ater, they sat together in the lounge of Olympus spaceport, waiting for the ferry that would
take Ben up to the interplanetary liner docked at Deimos. They made smdl talk and promised to write
every week though both knew the promises were empty. Tory remembered how awkward it had been to
kiss Ben goodbye and the fedling of relief as hislanky form disappeared into the embarkation tube.

That had been three years ago. Since then, Tory had held avariety of jobswith the interstellar project.
Her latest made her responsible for the software that would fly theinterstellar probe on its decades-long
journey. Since software was at the heart of the any modern system, her position placed her in defacto
command of construction on Phobos. There were others more senior, but no one with aclearer picture
of the state of the project at any given moment.

She was startled out of her contemplative mood by a silent voice that suddenly emanated from her
computer implant.

“ Are you awake up there?’

The voice belonged to Vance Newburgh. Vance, like Tory, was asynergist hired directly out of college.
His speech was marked by astrong Ausiralasian accent, a hint of which made it through the implant.

“1"m awake,” shethought.” What’ s up?”

Her custom of coming up to the surface once each week to view Starhopper ’s progress was well
known. It was, shetold the curious, her way of keeping onefoot planted firmly in redity. An
occupational hazard for those who dealt with direct computer-to-mind interfaces was that they
sometimes became unsure of what comprised redlity. More than one had falen to his death because he
hed forgotten that there is nothing theoretical about the concept of gravity.

“ Message from the university. Professor Pierce requests your presence at an emergency meeting
of the governing board.”

“When?”

“Tonight. Zero eight hundred hours, Conference Room 100, Lowell Hall.”

“I’ll attend via screen.”

“ Negative. The message says ‘in person.’”

“ But that’s silly. Doesn’t he know how much work we' ve got to do before next month’ s launch?”
“1 presume he's been reading our progress reports.”

“ Then he should know that software certification is a week behind schedule and still slipping.”

“ No argument there, partner.”

Tory let her anger cool amoment.” Does he say what this meeting is about?”

“No. Shall | tell himyou can’t make it?”

Tory shook her head. The habit of alifetime was hard to break though Vance was a kilometer distant
and the conversation was taking place insde her skull.“ Negative. You know how fragile the coalition
is. How long before the afternoon shuttle leaves for Olympus?”



“ Twenty seven minutes.”
“ Get me a seat. Tell themto hold until | get there.”
#

The ground steward who helped passengers aboard the Phobos-to-Olympus shuttle et his gaze linger on
Tory Bronson as she made her way up the embarkation tube. He saw an attractive woman of some 25
standard years. Like many Martians shewastall and lithe, her alabaster skin unmarked by the sun. Her
green eyes possessed a barely discernable dant and her hair was so black that it shown with ablue
luster. Sheworeit in ahair net to keep it out of her facein Phobos minuscule gravity field. He noted her
pert nose set above awide mouth, the lines of which fell most naturally into asmile. She was not smiling
now. She had that absentminded look common to people deep in thought or those actively accessing a
computer implant.

Tory swarmed through the embarkation tube by pulling herself hand over hand, ignoring the small moon’s
two-tenths-percent of a standard gee. She found an empty seat near aport and strapped down. Tory
failed to notice the stares of the other passengers as the steward went immediately into his pre-launch
briefing. She sared at her own dull reflection in the viewport and considered what could possibly have
triggered an emergency meeting of the project governing board. Whatever had happened, one thing was
certain. It could not be good news.

Almost as complex as the design of Starhopper were the paliticsthat went to sustain it. The University of
Olympus managed the project for aconsortium of ingtitutions of higher learning. Funding was provided
by severd private foundations and the governments of Mars, Lagrange 3 and four, and severa asteroid
colonies. Severa Earth megacorps had contributed to the project in the hope of being chosen to provide
materials and services. Some had, some had not.

It was an arrangement guaranteed to spark arguments. The prime function of the governing board wasto
arbitrate disputes and to apportion costs equitably. They also delved too much into decisionsthat, in
Tory’sopinion, a least, should have been | ft to the engineers.

Tory hoped she could divine the reason for the unexpected summons by reviewing the minutes of the last
severa board meetings. She had hurriedly run through them al the way to the spaceport. Her haste was
necessitated by the fact that her implant would not work once the ferry departed Phobos. The
broadband communications link would lose synchronization once the ferry passed beyond effective
transmitter range. Tory had gone through loss-of-sync oncein training. It was an experience she did not
care to repest.

She had often tried to describe what it was like to wear an implant to people who lacked the experience.
It waslike trying to explain sex to a six-year-old. Besides an eidetic memory, implants gave their usersan
extra set of eyeswith which to see. When Tory gazed at theStarhopper booster, she saw more than its
physica form. In her mind, she could visudize the vehicle s complex plumbing asit snaked through the
first stage boogter. She could visudize the temperature variations that would play acrossthe vehicle
during launch. To her Starhopper waslessamachine than aliving cregture straining to enter its naturd
environment, the cold black of interstellar space.

Tory was none the wiser when shefinished her review of the meeting minutes. Satisfied that there was
nothing she hersalf had done (or failed to do) to trigger acriss, she willed her implant into silence, leaned
back, and resolved to enjoy the flight.

The shuttle lifted away from Phobosport with aburst of attitude control jets. Once clear of Phobos's
inner traffic zone, the pilot turned the ship until its nose pointed back aong the orbit it shared with the



moon. Seconds later, the engines came dight and Tory felt agentle hand pressing againgt her. When the
initid burst of retrofire was finished, the pilot turned the ship to give his passengers a panoramic view of
Mars.

Despite being only half Earth’s diameter, the red planet was huge. Phobos had once been afreeflying
agteroid. Following its capture by Mars -- an event the astronomers il argued about -- the small moon
had stabilized in an orbit 6000 kilometers above the rust colored sands.

It had been nearly two centuries since the first humans had set foot on Mars and died there, a
century-and-a-haf since the establishment of the first Martian colony. Humankind till had a considerable
way to go before the planet would begin to grow crowded. For despiteits diminutive Size, Mars slack of
an ocean gave it aland areanearly as great as Earth’s. The red planet supported 250 million souls,
compared to the 10 billion who inhabited Earth.

Twenty minutes after leaving Phobos, Tory noticed acircular shadow detach itsdlf from the sunrise
terminator and strike out across the Tharss highlands. She frowned. Phobos was close enough to cast a
shadow on Mars, but in the wrong position. Deimos, on the other hand, was too small and distant to
have any hope of shading the Martian landscape.

Having eiminated the only two possibilities, Tory felt the thrill that comesfrom a suddenly recognized
mystery. She watched the shadow for several seconds before aspark of reflected sunlight caught her
attention. Understanding burst upon her like the gtatic discharges that illuminate the Martian sky during
summer dust storms. The reflection had come from sunlight bouncing off alight sail in alower orbit than
theferry. It had been the sail’ s shadow that she had been watching cross the Martian desert.

Light sails used the pressure of reflected sunlight to propel their nonperishable cargoes acrossthe Solar
System. They were dow, but |ess expengve than even aship in aHohmann transfer orbit. This sall was
probably towing aload of ice from Saturn’srings and usng Mars s gravity to shapeits approach to the
inner moon. The Phobos ditillery was the main reason they were buildingStarhopper there. The
hydrogen cracking facility was to be the source of theinterstellar probe’ s reaction mass.

Asthe shuttle dropped, the light sail grew larger beyond the viewport. The sail, Tory knew, wasalarge
circular sheet of metalized plastic only afew angstromsthick. It and its brethren were the largest
congtructs every built by man, and theflimsest. Thelargest sail ever constructed measured afull 100
kilometers across, yet massed only afew hundred tons.

Tory searched for the cargo pod, but could not seeit. Within afew minutes, the giant apparition floated
across her fidd of view and was gone. She noted with gpproval that the shuttl€' s pilot was giving the sall
awide berth. While the monomolecular “sail cloth” was aslight as the scientists could makeit, it could do
serious damage to even awarship if encountered at velocity differentials of severa kilometers per

second.

The shuttle dropped lower. Minutes later their destination came into view over the sharply defined
horizon line. Olympus Mons was the largest volcano in the Solar System; so large that it could be seen as
aspeck in Earth based telescopes. It was one of the dots that Percival Lowell’ s subconscious had strung
together to produce the most famous opticd illuson in the history of science, the famous cands of Mars.

Most Earth dwellers expressed surprise when they learned that the capital of Marswaslocated in the
cadera of avolcano. Olympus had been a spectacular volcano in itsday. Luckily, its day was severa
billion yearsin the past. The modern Olympus Mons spewed forth nothing more letha than water vapor
saturated with carbon dioxide. These milder eruptions were the reason the Olympus colony had been
founded in the first place. For nothing is more precious on dry Mars than water. Olympus Monswas a



primary source of water on the planet.

The ferry dropped precipitoudy toward the spaceport tail first, obliviousto the tug of therarified
amosphere againgt its non-aerodynamic shape. A thousand meters above the spaceport, theferry’s
engines came dive. Seconds later, it grounded on atail of plasmafire without abump.

CHAPTER 2

Tory emerged from the airlock into a transparent debarkation tube that ran a hundred meters acrossthe
fused sand of Olympus Spaceport. Beyond the tube, the Martian night wasit by million-candle-power
polyarcs. Another ferry lay near the Phobos craft. Passengers and luggage streamed through that ship's
connecting tube and into the subterranean passage that led to the main termind. Tory grimaced & the
sght. It meant that the weekly liner from Earth wasin orbit and that the spaceport would be more than its
usud madhouse.

Asshe entered the terminal, Tory willed her implant to synchronize with the Olympus city computer.
Once she received the connect signal, she sent acall to Dardan Pierce.

“Hello, Tory,” came back theimmediate answer.” Where are you?”

“ Spaceport.”

“ Good, get over here as soon as you can. The otherswill have gathered by the time you arrive.”
“What's up, Dard?’

“You'll have to ask Hunsacker,” camethe curt answer.” He called the meeting.”

“ But he'son Earth.”

“Not since noon, heisn’t. He showed up in my office and asked me to gather up everyone within
reach.”

“All right, I’'m on my way,”
“One morething,” Pierce sslent voice said.” Hunsacker brought some people with him.”
“Who?”

“ Praesert Sadibayan, the Underminister for Science in the Hoffenzoller Administration, and his
assistant. | want everyone to be on his or her best behavior. Pierce out.”

“ Bronson out,” Tory replied absentmindedly.

A tube car deposited her a University Station half an hour later. Like most Martian structures, the
University of Olympus was mostly underground. It was topped a ground level by alarge surface dome
anchored by cables woven from the monomolecular filaments used in the congtruction of light sails. The
most direct route from the tube station to Pierce’ s office was through a series of underground corridors.
After nearly ayear on Phobos, Tory decided to take afew minuteslonger and stroll through the dome.

The dome was home to University Park, acomplex of pathways, flowerbeds, and terrestria shrubbery
grown tdl in Mars sgravitationa field. During the day, the park was crowded with students hurrying



between classes. It was no less crowded at night, though less obvioudy so. After sundown, the surface
domewaslit in soft multicolored hues and suffused with herba fragrance. That made it afavored place
for couplesto seek solitude together. At the park’ s center bubbled one of the few water fountainson
Mars. The low gravity produced a spectacular display while providing the growing plants with the
humidity they required.

AsTory reached the stairwell leading down into the astrophysi cs department, she inhaled the fragrant air
one last time. Classes had ended hours earlier, leaving the corridors below deserted. Her Phobos boots
made londly clicking sounds on the fused rock floor as she walked. The clicks echoed the length of the
empty halls. Turning into aside corridor, she noted light spilling through atrand ucent office door at the far
end.

“Tory, thank God!” Pierce said when she knocked on his door. He was a balding man with intense eyes
and amanner to match. In hisearly fifties, the astrophysicist was il avibrant man. His enthusiasm was
contagious, especialy where the Starhopper Project was concerned.

The office was as she remembered it. Printouts and record cubes were stacked everywhere. Onewall
was filled with holograms showing Pierce and various companions posed in front of well-known Earth
landmarks. These were souvenirs of hislong hunt for money to fund the project.

“What'sgoing on, Dard?’
“What do you mean?’

“Don’'t give methat innocent look. Y ou would not have interrupted software vaidation for anything less
than afirgt rate emergency. Y ou especialy wouldn't have interrupted the work at Hunsacker’ s request
unless you knew what was going on.”

“Guilty ascharged,” hesaid. “ Y ou're hereto give a progress report.”

“Wefile daily progress reports, weekly progress reports, and monthly overviews! Would the board like
hourly reportstoo?’

“They’re moreinterested in your persona perspective on the project. In your position, you have a better
fed for how things are going than anyone.”

“Can’t you even give meahint?’ As she asked the question, Tory was struck by Pierce' sexpression. It
was hard to imagine bad news coming from anyone with that gleam in hiseye. It was the samelook a
child wears on Chrismas morning.

“Nope. Just so | won't be unpleasantly surprised, howare preparations going?’
“You've read the reports.”
“Humor me”

“All right.” Tory gave him aquick rundown on what they had accomplished in the last week or s0. Most
of the work involved software checkout, which could not be hurried.

“Sounds like you' re about to get back on schedule.”

“I would if | weren't interrupted so often. Give me another month and I’ [l deliver you a ship ready for



Pierce did not respond immediately. Instead, she noted the same look of anticipation he had worn afew
minutes earlier. When hefinaly did speek, it wasto suggest that they go to the conference room.

#

Conference Room 100 was large enough for a dozen participants to gather round an ova table. The
room was crowded as the two of them arrived, with the project governing board and staff standing
around in small groups chatting with one another. The scene resembled afaculty tea

“Tory, I'd like to introduce Boris Hunsacker, project coordinator on Earth,” Pierce said after steering her
to one of the groups. “Boris, thisis Tory Bronson, of whom you' ve heard so much.”

“Good to meet you at last, Boris.” Hunsacker was smaller than Tory had imagined from Pierce' s ories.
She reached out and shook his hand.

“Thesame, Tory,” he said as he converted the handshake to akiss on her hand. “I must confessthat |
envy you. Therest of usare politicians and bean counters. Y ou actualy work on humankind' sfirst
interstellar probe.”

Tory laughed. “Y ou sound like an engineer, Boris.”

Shereceived asmileinreturn. “I'm afraid that | haven’t been a practicing engineer for too many years. |
il haven't lost the urge to stroke the hardware, I'm afraid.”

“I’ d be pleased to show you around if you make it up to Phobosthistrip.”

“Isthat agenerd invitation?’ afamiliar voice asked from behind her. Smultaneoudy, her implant came
dive How you doing, frump!”

Tory turned around and gasped. Ben Tallen stood directly behind her with agrin on hisface.
“Ben! What are you doing here?And why didn’t you tell me you were coming, skinker?”

“The subminister brought me. | am his assstant. Per haps we can go out for a drink after thisis over?

“I"d like that. When did that happen? | thought you worked for Tramton Industries.”
“Not for the past year or so. | find the legidative arenaalot more interesting.”
“I takeit you two know each other,” Pierce said as he watched the two.

“We'reold friends, Professor,” Tallen replied. As he spoke, he caught the gesture from asmall dark man
acrosstheroom. “Y ou'll have to excuse me. The boss wants something. Would you like to meet him,

Tory?
“Certanly.”

The two of them threaded their way to the opposite end of the room. “Tory, may | present my boss,
Praesert Sadibayan, Underminister for Science. Sir, Miss Victoria Bronson. | think | may have
mentioned her on occason.”

“Oh, just ahundred times or s0,” Sadibayan replied with agrin. “Y ou broke this young man's heart, Miss
Bronson.”



“I doubt that, Mr. Subminister.”

“It'strue! He did nothing on the trip out but worry whether he would have time to see you.”
Sheturned to Ben. “Redly?’

He nodded. “1f you hadn’t been here tonight, | was going to hop the first Phobos shuttle.”
“I'm flattered.”

Sadibayan turned to face his assstant. “ See how easy it isif you' re honest with women, Ben?’
“l only wish | had your skill, sr,” Tdlen replied with mock humility.

The buzz of conversation around them wasinterrupted by the chime that announced the start of anew
class period. Dard asked everyone to take his or her seats. He gestured for her to take the chair next to
hisown.

Pierce began by introducing everyone. Besides Boris Hunsacker and the two terrestria government
representatives, Tory was surprised to learn of the presence of arepresentative of the Martian
parliament.

Piercesaid, “Y our show, Boris.”

“Thank you, Professor Pierce,” the project’ sterrestria representative said. He nervoudly shuffled aseries
of printouts before continuing. “I’'m sure al of you are wondering what the hell thisisal about, so | won't
keep you in suspense any longer than | must. However, | need to give you some background information,
30 please bear with me. Lights off, cube on!”

Thislast was addressed to the room monitor, which dutifully dimmed the lights and activated the
holocube perched at the center of the table. The cube showed an old fashioned two-dimensional
photograph. It was a picture of agtarfield, with ayelow point of light at the center. Therewereafew
other stars scattered acrossthe field of view.

“This, gentlemen and ladies, is a photograph of Tau Ceti taken late in the Twentieth Century. In those
days, Tau Ceti was atype KO ydlow-orange dwarf gar, quite unremarkable save for its proximity to the
aun. Itisjust twelve light yearsfrom here, practicaly next door.”

The scene changed. Again, the view in the cube was two-dimensiond. It was obvioudy the same starfield
since the scattering of arswaslargey the same. Only the centrd point of light had changed. It was now
abrilliant burst of white.

“Thiswastaken on August 25, 2001. That wasthe day that Tau Ceti went nova. The event created quite
agtir among astronomers. Like the sun, Tau Ceti was gill on the main sequence when it exploded, and
main sequence stars are not supposed to do that sort of thing. Even today, we have no theory that
explainshow agtar like Tau Ceti could possibly have exploded. The fact that it did, however, suggests
that our theories on the subject need somerevison.”

“Wasn't there another anomaly associated with the nova?’ Roger Aaron asked. Aaron was a member of
the faculty of the University of Olympus, and the governing board’ s recording secretary.

“Therewas. Initia recordings of the novasuggested a deficiency of afew percent in the nova slight
output. Those readings may have been in error, however, snce later observations showed the light curve
to bewel within tolerance for aTypell nova”



“All very interesting, Boris,” one of the board members said. “But what hasall of thisto do with us?”’

Hunsacker’ s response was to touch the cube control. The nova burst faded from the screen, to be
replaced by amodern holographic image. Again, the view was centered on the same starfield. Tau Ceti
was no longer abrilliant flame. The centra star had returned to the yellow spark that had preceded the
nova. That spark was surrounded by amilk-whitering of light. The ring marked the outermost expansion
of the gas cloud that had been gected by the explosion two centuries past. There was anew point of
light in the hologram. Ancther yellow spark had appeared just beyond the gas shell.

“What' sthat?” Sharon Milos asked, pointing to the point.

“That,” Hunsacker replied in triumph, “isthe reason for this meeting. This holo was taken two weeks ago
by the observatory on Luna The spectrumisthat of Sol, with adight Doppler shift toward the blue end
of the spectrum.” Hunsacker paused to let the import of what he had just said sink in. All around the
table, there were looks of perplexity that dowly turned to looks of wonder.

“A light sal!” Tory exclamed, remembering the glint of sunlight she had seen out the port of the Phobos
ferry.

“A light sail,” Hunsacker agreed. “We ve managed to triangulate it using the telescope on Europa. It is
two light months out, and moving in at five percent of the speed of light. Itsoriginisalmost certainly the
Tau Ceti nova.”

“Ladiesand gentlemen, it would see that we are about to receive our first vistor from another star!”
#

There was a stunned silence in the conference room for nearly a minute before anyone spoke. When
someone did, it was Carse Groschenko, the project comptroller and aretired astronomer.

“None of this has been on the newd!”

“That isthe doing of my boss,” Sadibayan replied. “Minister De Pasgual has requested that the Lunarians
not announce their discovery until after | spoke with you people.”

“And they lisened to him?’

Sadibayan shrugged. “ A congiderable portion of Luna Observatory’ s operating budget is handled
through my department. That made them amenable to theidea. | must impress on each of you that thisis
alL unarian discovery, and that it is only right that they have the honor of announcing. What you learn here
must not go beyond thisroom. Agreed?’

A mutter of assent ran around the table. There was atradition in science that those who make great
discoveries control the timing and method by which their findings are made public. It was atradition that
had grown out of some notable public relations disastersin the past.

“Y ou're saying we are about to havealien visitors 7’ Tory asked.

Sadibayan shook his head. “Not precisely. The vehicle will not be manned, except possibly by corpses,
not after 250 yearsin space. It may be aderelict cargo pod blown away from Tau Ceti by the nova, or a
message from the sentient speciesthat died in the noval”

“The urge to be remembered must be apowerful one,” Pierce muttered.



The revelations were coming too quickly. First, the shock of learning that humanity was not aonein the
universe, followed immediately by the redlization that the beingsthat built the light sail were dead. Tory
had a sudden vision of doomed sapients working desperately to get their ark away before Tau Ceti
exploded. The vison was s0 vivid that she almost missed Boris Sadibayan’ s next remark.

“How quickly canStarhopper be made ready for launch?’

Tory stared a him, not comprehending for long seconds. Then, suddenly, the reason for this emergency
mesting of the governing board made perfect sense.

“Y ou're planning to sendStarhopper out to meet the dien?’
“Of course”

“But you can't!”

“Why not?’

“Sarhopperistheonly interstellar probe we ve got. We can’t waste it. No telling when we will be able
to scrape together the resources to build another. Send another ship to look over the light sail. Leave
Sarhopper for the job it was designed to do.”

“I’'m afraid that isimpossible,” Hunsacker said. He touched the cube control. The starfield vanished, to
be replaced by agraph in which two brightly colored lines were suspended in athree dimensiona
gridwork. One line doped sharply upward, while a second followed a curve with much gentler dope.

“Thered line plotstheincrease in the observed strength of the Tau Ceti nova over thefirst two weeks
after the explosion. Five days after theinitial explosion, Tau Ceti’ s output had increased by 100,000
times. The blue line shows the ca culated velocity of ahypothetical light sail caught in such an exploson.”

“Proving what?’ Tory asked as she eyed the holocube.

“That thelight sail’ svelocity isthe result of its having been gected by the nova. Had it launched while
Tau Ceti wasanormal gtar, its velocity would be less than one percent that of light. What that meansis
that the light pressure from the sun isinsufficient to dow it much. It will arriveintheinner systemin 40
monthstime, zip from one sde of the system within afew days, and then head back out into interstellar
pace. If we areto have any opportunity of examining it, we must meet it asfar out aspossible.
Sarhopper isthe only vessd in the system with the delta velocity capability to make rendezvous.”

Tory thought about it for amoment and was forced to concede his point. A spacecraft’ s performanceis
measured by its ability to change velocity, itsdelta V capability. The dien light sail wasfdling toward the
sun at 15,000 kilometers per second. In theory, avessel able to accelerate to that speed could
rendezvous with it. In practice, things were not nearly that smple.

A human spacecraft must race away from the sun to intercept the light sail before it entered the
system. Once well beyond the orbit of Pluto, the explorer craft would turn end for end and begin
decderating. It would shed dl of its outbound velocity and then begin accel erating back toward the sun
with thelight sail in pursuit. If properly done, it would match velocitieswith thelight sail just asthe dien
derelict overtook it. Humanity would then be able to use theStarhopper probe’ sinstrumentsto learn
what they could about the dien intruder.

All of this maneuvering required a prodigious velocity change. To match orbitswith thelight sail intimeto
do any good was the equivalent of accelerating to 15% of light speed. As Hunsacker had said, only
Sarhopper came anywhere close to having the necessary deltaV capability.



“All right,Star hopper isthe only spacecraft in the Solar System that can catch thislight sail. That does
not mean wehave to send it out. How do we know we Il learn anything worthwhile?’

“Damnit, we retaking about avessd built by dien sapients,” an exasperated Hunsacker muttered.
“How can wenot learn fromit?’

“No sense getting upset, Boris,” Pierce said calmly. “Tory’ s questions deserve an answer. What do we
know about thislight sail 7’

Hunsacker put up the hologram showing Tau Ceti, itslight ring, and the sall just beyond thering's
milk-white boundary. “ From itsinfrared spectrum, we estimate the sail temperature to be 507K. That isa
bit high for that distance from Sol, but not excessively so. We can dso estimateitssize”

“Surdy itisn't close enough to show adisk,” Groschenko said.

Hunsacker laughed. “No, not anywhere near close enough. We can put an upper bound on its size from
the fact that we did not detect it before now. To have escaped our notice, the sail cannot be larger than
1000 kilometersin diameter. It may be smdler.”

Piercelooked at hiscomey assistant. “ They’ ve got the proxies of every one of our sponsors on Earth.
Even if we wanted to stop them, we couldn’t. How long before we can launch?’

She activated her implant and quickly reviewed the project’ s status. A moment later, she answered, “A
month, Dard. We will need to accelerate the certification process. That should not be a problem now that
the mission has been shortened. There' sabig difference between avoyage lasting afew years and one
lagting haf acentury.”

“What about fuel loading?’
“WEe |l need to get priority at the Phobos refinery.”

“I will take care of it, Miss Bronson,” Jorge Contreras, the Mars government representative, said from
across the table. He scrawled anote on his e ectronic notepad.

Pierce nodded. “ Then we launch one month from today. L et ustalk about what Star hopper isgoing to
do when it getsthere. Boris, you have had the most timeto think about it. What say we begin with you?’

CHAPTER 3

Victoria Bronson sat at the bar and nursed a double scotch, her second. Ben Stalling regarded her with
Curious eyes.

“What' sthe matter with you?" she asked petulantly after intercepting histhird siddlong glancein as many
minutes.

He sipped from his beer before answering. “ Of al people, | would expect you to be the most ecstatic
about this discovery.”

“l am ... sort of.”

“Then why the long face?’



“It shard to explain.”

“I'mligening.”

“I’ve spent the three years of my life working on that damned probe.”

gy

“So, we built it to go to the tars, not to take pictures of abit of space flotsam.”

“It' sdamned important flotsam.”

“Why? Just spotting it tells usthat we are not alonein the universe. What ese can we learn from it?’

“WEe Il learn how diensbuild light sails, for one thing. If an anthropologist can reconstruct the whole
history of a prehistoric people from afew pottery shards, just think what they will be ableto do witha
light sail to study. Y ou people are going to make it hgppen! Thereisnot aship in the syslem with
one-tenth of Sarhopper *s speed. Without it, we' d have to watch in frustration as the sail zipped right

past us”
“Then what you are saying, my ex-love, isthat | made the right decison when | went for that interview?’

She had meant the comment asajibe. To her surprise, the expected witty rejoinder did not materidize.
Both of them sat without spesking for along time.

For her part, Tory tried to analyze why she had reacted the way she had. Ben wasright. Normally she
would have been ecdtatic at the prospect of examining an dien artifact. Her negative reaction had
possibly been an unconscious response to the unfairness of it al.

What acrud jokefor God to play on those poor unknownswho had died with their exploding sun. They
must have known that another intelligent race inhabited Sol, amere 12 light years off. Y &, with both
species on the verge of atechnology that would have made contact a certainty, Tau Ceti had exploded,
snuffing out billions of inteligent mindsin asingleingant. What if it had been the sun that had gone nova
rather than Tau Ceti? Would some dien be Sitting in abar on hisdistant world at this very moment,
contemplating the lost bipeds of Sal 1117

Whatwer e the chances of two races at nearly equal technology levels springing up so close together, and
at the same moment in history? For along moment, Tory toyed with theidea of overriding her implant’s
safety interlocks and posing the question to the Olympus city computer. She resisted the urge. Compared
with operating an implant, driving agroundcar under the influence of acohol was an exercisein caution.

“Thereyou are!”

Tory and Ben Stalling both turned around at the shouted accusation. Dardan Pierce was striding
purposefully intheir direction. If anything, hislook was even stranger than the one he had wornin his
officeearlier in the evening.

“Hello, Dard. Drink?
“WEe ve been looking dl over for you two. Why aren’t you on the net? Never mind, | seewhy.”
“Ben and | wanted to talk. We' ve alot of catching up before | head back to Phobos tomorrow.”

“Not tomorrow and probably not for the rest of the week.”



“What' s happened?’

“ Sadibayan received an emergency flash from Earth. Two hours ago the light sail lit up like aChristmas
tree”

“Lit up?

“Began emitting blue-white light with a black body radiation curve equivaent to 50007K. It isalso
emitting charged protons at relativigtic vel ocity.”

“Huh?’

“Sofar aswecantdl,” Pierce continued, “ someoneisionizing hydrogen atoms and then using avery
strong electrica chargeto repd them away from the sail.”

“Why would they want to do that?’

“To dow down, of course. They are sweeping up the interstellar gasin their path and using it to retard
their velocity. They’ ve turned the sail into an eectrogtatic brake!”

“They?’ Ben asked.

Pierce did not appear to hear the question. “We were wrong about the size, too. The sail isahdll of alot
bigger than one thousand kilometers.” 1t was probably furled until quite recently.”

“Furled?’

“Folded up! A fully deployed light sail would produce a strong parasitic drag on a 250 yearlong voyage.
Better to stow it until you need it to decelerate. Less of a problem with wear and tear, t00.”

“Y ou speak asthough there’ sacrew aboard,” Tory said. Despite the warm fog the scotch had laid over
her mind, theimplications of Pierce' s satements were beginning to snk in.

“Wethink thereis. Come on; let’ s get you a sober pill. We have plansto make. This changes
everything.”

#

Therewere only three peoplel&ft in the conference room when Pierce returned with Tory and Ben
Tdlen. Tory walked with arolling gait as she sought her place at the table. It had been nearly a century
sgncetheinvention of Quiksober , yet the spatia disorientation that was the wonder drug's primary side
effect had never been completely tamed.

She switched on her implant and let it run through its self-test sequence. When she was certain it was
operationa, she asked, “All right, what do we know?’

Tory’ sintention had been to request the file reference for the new data so that she could accessit. Boris
Hunsacker misunderstood her request, or possibly the data had yet to be input into the computer. He
cdled for the lights to be dimmed and the holocube to be activated.

Thefamiliar sarfidld was much asit had been. Tau Ceti blazed bright from within itsshell of gas. Thelight
sail, which had formerly reflected an anemic version of Sol’s spectrum, now blazed forth like anew nova
The former dim yellow spot was now the blue-white hue of amercury vapor lamp.

“Brightened some, haan't it?”’



“An understatement, Miss Bronson,” Sadibayan replied dryly. “When it first happened, Lunathought it
had exploded.”

“Didit blaze up dl a once?’

Hunsacker nodded. “ The time from onset to maximum was only three milliseconds. That isthe primary
reason we suspect an eectrogatic braking device. If friction were the cause, the temperature would not
have shot up so precipitoudy. We aso wouldn't be seeing relativigtic protons.”

“Friction?’

“One of the Luna astronomers postulated that the sail had run into a gas bubble surrounding a comet
nucleus out in the Oort cloud,” Hunsacker explained.

The subminister shook his head. “ Anything dense enough to make it glow like that would have ripped it
ma_t-”

“Can we detect any deceleration yet?’

“No way to tell, damn it. We could judge its speed well enough when it was reflecting sunlight. Itisa
smple matter to measure Doppler shift from aknown spectrum. Now that it isemitting light on itsown,
we' velost even that clue”

“Sowedon't know how fast it isdowing?’

“Not directly. If they intend to stop insde the Solar System, they have to decelerate at something around
one-thousandth of astandard gravity.”

“That isn't very much.”
“More than enough to halt short of the sun. Remember, they’ ve got one hdll of along distanceto fall.”
“If they’ redowing, they won't arrive as quickly.”

“True. We now estimate that the sail will reach usin five yearsrather than three-and-a-half. A precise
figurewill have to await a better estimate of their decel eration congtant.”

Tory had been reviewing the technology of electrogtatic brakes ever since activating her implant. Theidea
had a surprisingly long history. An dectrogtatic brake was essentialy a device for sweeping up hydrogen
acrossavast region of space and funneling it into a spacecraft’ s path. In effect, the spacecraft would
plow through an artificialy enhanced solar wind. Every impact on the craft robbed it of momentum,
causng it to dow.

The literature contained dozens of proposas on how to accomplish thetrick. All relied on the fact that
there are some 100,000 hydrogen atoms per cubic meter even in deep interstellar space. Most used a
tuned laser to ionize the hydrogen over alarge region in front of the ship, and then attracted theionswith
apowerful negative dectrica charge. The dectrica field acted asagiant invisble funne that concentrated
theinterstellar gas onto a collecting device such asalight sall. If the surface of the sail was then negatively
charged, theions could be reflected back the way they had come before impact. Reflecting theions
alowed twice the momentum transfer of merely bombarding the sail, while protecting the sail’ s surface
from erosion a the sametime.

“Electrogtatic brakes work well enough when aship ismoving at high speed,” Tory said, quoting from an
encyclopediaarticle she had just scanned, “but their efficiency drops off drastically with reduced



veocity.”
“Once closeto the sun, they’ |l trangition to light pressure braking,” Hunsacker replied.

“I think not,” Pierce responded. He, too, had been busy with hisimplant. “Tory’ sright. Electrostatic
braking efficiency fdls off rapidly asyou dow. Even with optimistic assumptionsfor both eectrogtatic and
light pressure, they would sill be going too fast to stop by the time they reached the sun. They must be
planning an aerobraking maneuver near the sun to finish the job. That isaticklish thing. If they hit that
soup too fast, the passengers will be turned to red mush.”

“How do we know the mush would be red?’ Ben asked. The question sounded like ajoke and drew him
abaleful look from Sadibayan. In truth, he had been completely serious.

Tory fdt asmdl shiver run up her spine. Thedienswere using their light sall like agiant parachute. If they
wereto go into solar orbit, they would practically have to diveinto the sun. Whoever had thought up this
scheme must have been truly desperate. After amoment’ s thought, however, she chuckled quietly to
herdf.

Sadibayan turned his disgpproving look from hisaideto Tory. “What' s so funny?’

“Weare,” shereplied. “Here we re worried that they will fly too close to the sun and end up like Icarus.
Y et, they launched from out of the heart of an exploding nova. | doubt they will be frightened by the
prospect of diving headlong into our little star!”

#

“All right,” Pierce said after the technical discusson had gone on for nearly an hour, “now that we have
al reviewed the new information, what do we do about it?’

“Lunamakesthar announcement!”

“I’'m sorry, Miss Bronson,” Sadibayan said, “but that is not going to happen. My orders from Earth are
that no mention will be made of this discovery for thetime being.”

“Why the hell not?” Pierce demanded.
“We need time to study the implications of the Situation. We don’t know how people will react.”
“But that’ s censorship!”

“Neverthdess, that isthe way things are going to be. Anyone who divulges aword about the light sail
beyond thisroom will not be alowed to participate in the investigation. Isthat clear?’

Thethree scientistsin the room nodded, grudgingly.
“Perhaps we should look to our defenses,” Contreras said.

“Don’t be paranoid!” Hunsacker snapped. “ Surely you don’t think they crossed twelve light years of
space to attack us!”

“Who knowswhét they intend?’
“How many soldiers do you think one ship can carry, for God' s sake?’

“How many men did Cortez have?’ Contrerasreplied dryly. “ Some of my ancestors thought they could



handle him. History proved them wrong.”
“Not the same Situdtion a al.”

“lan’'tit? These are refugees from an exploded star. What are they going to do when they discover their
chosen refuge dready inhabited?’

“But they must have known this system was occupied before Tau Ceti exploded,” Tory said. “By thelate
twentieth century, Earth was the center of abubble of radio noise that stretched more than 70 light years
indl directions”

“Would an dien have found comfort in twentieth century news broadcasts?’ Contreras mused.

“| tend to agree with Boris,” Pierce said. “This ship has been in space 250 years. They areflesing the
destruction of their gtar, looking to Sart over. If we were to abandon Mars, would wefill our vessel with
weapons or seed corn?’

Contreras’ jaw set stubbornly. * Depends on how many potentia daves there were where we were
going.”

“Do we know theyare refugees?’ Ben asked.

“That,” Pierce replied, pointing toward the light ring that surrounded the image of Tau Ceti, “isavery
persuasive argument. Rather than preparing for conflict with these diens, | think we should make plans
how we can help them. After so much timein space, no telling what shape their shipisin.”

“Perhapstheir life support system has aready failed,” Hunsacker responded. “They may all be dead and
we are arguing about nothing.”

“Then who unfurled the sall?”
“ An automatic sequence triggered when the ship closed to within a predetermined distance.”

“We are speculating in avacuum,” Praesert Sadibayan replied. “What we need isinformation, as quickly
aswe can get it. Obvioudy, we can no longer send theStarhopper probe out to rendezvous with them.
They might mistake it for aweapon.”

“Whét other option have we?’
“| propose that we send a diplomatic misson instead.”

“Y ou said yoursdlf that Starhopper isthe only spacecraft in the Solar System with the ability to
rendezvous with the dien,” Tory pointed out. “How are you going to deliver your diplomats?’

“The probe masses one hundred tons, | believe. We will replace it on the booster with amanned
gpacecraft of equa mass.”

Tory nodded pengively. “That might work. Since the dien won't be herefor six years, we' d havetimeto
make the switch.”

“How long?’ Sadibayan asked.
“Twoyears”

“You'rejoking!”



Tory shook her head. “L ook, Starhopper isn't just any spacecraft. It' sahighly integrated system
designed to survive haf acentury in space and then perform a series of complex, autonomous
investigations. Y ou can't just dismount the instrument package and put amanned ship inits place. There
areliteraly thousands of interfaces to be redone. The main computers are in the instrument package, for
God' s sake. Dismounting the upper stage from the boogter is equivalent to performing alobotomy ona
human being.”

“The computers can be transferred to the manned craft.”

“Sure they can. What about the thousands of distributed processing units that go with them? Y ou dso
have to remount those and then cobble together the proper interconnections. Then al you have to worry
about is the software, which must be completely rewritten.”

“Surely what you have can be modified.”

“Not on your life! We have to strip the various modules down to their fundamentals, modify them to
account for the differences between ship and probe, then reassemble, debug, and recertify. It hastaken
three yearsto getStarhopper ’s control codesto the point where we think they ought to be. Changing
them will take e ghteen months, minimum!”

“There hasto be afaster way.”
“Thereign’t ... “ Tory froze while she consulted her implant. It took fifteen secondsfor theideato gd.
“What isit?" Sadibayan asked.

“I suppose the software could be rewritten en route. Y ou’ d need alarge team on the ground for the
actud reprogramming, then someone aboard ship who wasintimately familiar with every aspect of
Sarhopper "

“Couldyou doit?’

Tory blinked. So far, she had been solving apurdly intellectua problem in software management. It had
not occurred to her that the solution might affect her personally. “I suppose so. That is, if it can be done
aadl”

“Who ds=?’
“Vance Newburgh and possibly afew others on the project staff.”
“What would you need?’ Sadibayan’ s matter-of-fact tone sent achill up Tory’s spine.

“My implant, of course. The probe’ s computers. An interface linking the two, and alot of people backing
meup.”

“You’ d have them. Areyou interested in thejob?’

Tory swallowed hard. She had signed with Project Starhopper to do something important with her life,
but this was more than she had bargained for.

“May | havetimeto consder my answer?’

“Of course. Wewill want to consider al potentid candidatesin any event. Still, I d like to know whether
you areinterested in the pogtion.”



“Interested, yes. Brave enough to go through with it, I'm not so sure.”

“Good enough for the time being. Now, then, where are we going to find a ship that massesless than 100
tons?’

CHAPTER 4

Minister for Science Jesus de Pasqual gazed at the blue-white spark just beyond the Tau Ceti novaand
wondered whether he should feel blessed or cursed. It had been two weeks since Farside Observatory
had first detected the dim, Doppler-shifted reflection of Sol that betrayed the presence of the dien light
sl.

Thenews had initidly thrilled him. Often during his days as a university professor, he had told his sudents
that the universe was too large a place to be inhabited by a single sentience. It was pleasant to obtain
confirmation of what had always been an article of faith. The Doppler shift readingswerea
disappointment, of course. With the derdlict inbound at 15,000 kilometers per second, no ship in the
Solar System could possibly catchit ... no ship, that is, but onel

De Pasgua had been startled when he redlized that the Starhopper Probe had more than sufficient legsto
rendezvous with the dien light sail. Unfortunately, it was damnably awkward for him to ask for it to be
diverted to that use. Though he was personaly in favor of exploring the Centauri worlds, practica politics
had caused him to oppose the project on the two occasions when it had sought science grants from the
current administration.

The problem was that there was no congtituency currently in favor of interstellar exploration. After two
hundred years of hugely expensive space initiatives, Earth’ s multitudes were asking what they had gotten
for their money. So, to save therest of his department’ s budget from amest cleaver, de Pasqual had
gone before the science committee and testified: “Mr. Chairman, thereisno scientificaly valid reason for
exploring the Centauri sunsat thistime! 1t iswidely held that the Centauri worlds cannot support life, and
should we desire to examine lifdlessworlds, we have seven of our own to keep us busy.”

It had seemed awise move a the time. After al, he had traded nothing for something. With an dienlight
sall inthe sky, however, that bargain might begin to appear more than alittle shortsighted to his patrons
on the System Council. Nor would the man in the street remember how much he had complained about
the cost of science when faced with the prospect of a shipload of bug-eyed-monsters on his doorstep.
Hewould first demand that the military do something about it, and then go looking for scapegoatsto
blamefor humanity’ slack of preparation. The one thing working with the public had taught de Pasqual
over the yearswas that they never held themsdlvesto blame for anything.

Luckily, de Pasgua had done something even before he had known there were diens aboard the light
sal. It had been hisorigind intent that the Ministry for Science be seen leading the effort to examinethe
derdlict light sail. With the derelict suddenly blossoming into afull-blown starship, the ministry (and by
extension, de Pasqual) looked better than ever.

He thanked the patron saint of thieves and bureaucrats that he had wasted no timein dispatching a
message to L una observatory asking that they delay any announcement of the discovery. Then, after a
quick survey of the computer records, he had placed severd calsto terrestria sponsors of the
Starhopper Project. Since most of these were high on the ministry’ sgrant list, obtaining their proxies had
been ardatively easy matter. Once he' d obtained their proxies, he had dispatched Praesert Sadibayan to



Marsto negotiate for the probe.

As he congratulated himself on the foresight he had shown, de Pasgua considered how best to proceed
now that the light sail turned out to be manned. It seemed obviousthat if the Ministry for Science wereto
maintain control of the discovery, he would have to ensure that the alien starship remained a secret.
Otherwise, powerful men on the System Council would contrive to take the glory of discovery for
themsdlves. After passing the new data on to Sadibayan, dong with ordersto maintain strict security, de
Pasgual sat back to consider whom elseto let in on the secret.

Firgt Minister Hoffenzoller would have to be told, of course. He was de Pasqud’ s chief patron and a
man who never forgot asnub. There were afew othersin the administration whose cooperation he
needed, but was unlikely to get unless he let them know what was going on. In addition, despite De
Pasqual’ s distaste for al things military, someone from the admiralty would have to be co-opted to obtain
aship with which to meet the diens. Knowing the military, they would undoubtedly insst on one of their
own to command the expedition. Mostly, however, the council and the bureaucracy would have to be
kept in the dark, at least until after the survey craft was safely onitsway.

Luckily, aprevious minister for science had the foresight to convene a conference regarding first contact
with diens. De Pasqua turned to hisworkstation and spent ten minutes reviewing the results of that long
ago gathering. He finished with agrin. It was amost as though someone had foreseen the precise Situation
inwhich he now found himsdf. The regulations were written loosely enough o that they could be bent to
his own persona needs.

#

Captain First Rank Garth Van Zandt, Terrestrial Space Navy, frowned as he plodded down the ramp
from the landing boat at Olympus Spaceport. Seventy-two hours earlier he had been aboard hisship in
Earth orbit, preparing to go on leave. Instead of immersing himsalf in the Hawaiian surf, he had spent the
last three day's strapped to an accel eration couch aboard a navy speeder. Anti-accel eration drugs had
burned his eyes, dried out his nasa passages, and kept him from more than afew hours of fitful deep.
The journey’ s discomfort was the primary cause of his current irritation. His mood was not helped by the
fact that he had been given no clue why he' d been summoned to Mars.

A lanky, blond haired man with a sdf-important air waited just beyond the security gate that separated
customs from the main spaceport concourse.

“Cagptain Van Zandt?’

“Yes gr.

“I'm Benjamin Tdlen, Subminister Sadibayan’ s assgtant.”
“Pleased to meet you.”

“Good flight?’

Van Zandt laughed for thefirgt timein three days. “ Obvioudy, Mr. Tdlen, you' ve never experienced the
many luxuriesto be found aboard anavy speeder. They consist primarily of relief tubesfore and aft,
rations that taste like cardboard soaked in dog urine, and a sensation like having two people sit on your
chest. | enjoyed thetrip about as much asthe time | spent in traction when | broke my leg.”

“Sorry to hear that. It might not have harmed anything to alow you to travel on the Earth liner, but things
are beginning to boil here. The subminister thought it important for you to be in on planning from the very



beginning.”

“Planning for whet, Sr?’

“You'll learn that from the subminister himsdlf. Do you need to collect any luggage?’
Van Zandt held out the smdll kit bag he carried. “Thisisdl | had timeto pack.”

“We Il authorize adrawing account for you at the Bank of Mars. Take time tomorrow to properly ouitfit
yoursdlf.”

Van Zandt chuckled. “I’ ve heard about discretionary expense accounts, but | never expected the use of
onemysdf.”

“The gories are grosdy exaggerated, and the expenseistrivid when you consider the good it will do.
Remember that you represent Earth. The people you will be dedling with have little causeto love us,
Captain. It isimportant that you make agood impression.”

The younger man led the way to a car that sent them arching high above Olympus Mons before the guide
tube descended into one of the kilometer-high pressure domesin the new section of the city. The car
deposited them insde the lobby of aluxury hotel. Like al structures beneath the dome, the lobby lacked
aroof.

“I trust this establishment meets with your gpprovd,” Talen sad.

“It amost makes up for the journey,” Van Zandt replied, gazing across an opulent space where polished
fused sllicaglittered everywhere. The lobby was dmost aslarge as a spatbal field.

“Good. Let’sget you registered and down to the lower levels.”

Theritud of hotel regigtration had not changed gppreciably in haf athousand years. With one thing and
another, it took fifteen minutes before Tallen ushered Van Zandt into the subminister’ s suite of rooms.
Praesert Sadibayan had been working at his computer workstation. He strode to greet hisvisitors.

“Captain Van Zandt? Subminister Sadibayan of the Ministry for Science. Good of you to come so
quickly.”

“My admira said that it was urgent.”
“Itisindeed!”

Sadibayan returned to his desk and palmed a scanner plate. There was amuted click from somewhere
insde the desk as adrawer popped open. Sadibayan retrieved a sealed folder marked with various
Security Sgils. He thumbed the spot that would deactivate the self-destruct mechanism and removed
severd computer printouts.

The subminister opened the dossier and began to read: “Garth Martin Van Zandt. Age: 36. Born: January
9, 2204 in New Aberdeen, South Wales, Australasian Confederation. Graduated Terrestrid Space
Academy, 2226. Y ou ranked in the top one-third of your class. Y ou have held the usual progression of
shore and space jobs, and have served aboard ships of both the messenger and corvette class. Y ou were
promoted to command the destroyer Currant fourteen months ago. Y ou are unmarried, physicaly
hedthy, and overdue for leave. Correct?’

“On dl counts, Mr. Subminister.”



Sadibayan let hisbrown eyesfocus on Van Zandt. “ Y ou may beinterested in the fact that Admira
Carnevon speaks very highly of you. He saysthat you are one of his brightest officers, resourceful and
flexiblein your response to new stuations. ‘ An Origind Thinker,” was the way he described you.”

“I'll haveto thank the admird the next timel see him.”

Sadibayan continued reading. “ Y ou have dso served atour as military attachéin our LaGrange embassy,
S0 you are at least aware of diplomacy.”

“ YS’ s r.u
“Onething puzzles me, Captain. Why did you spend so much time in corvettes?’

Van Zandt shrugged. “1 made the mistake of embarrassing one of my superiors during my first tour asa
ship commander. It was during an exercise againg the fleet flagship.Minotaur wasinahigh dliptica orbit
around Luna, with alow perilune. | put my corvette down practicaly on the mountaintops, popped up
whileMinotaur was making its close gpproach to the surface, and put two smulated missilesinto her.

The flagship’s commander was Aaron Dagren. Hefiled aforma protest aleging that | had endangered
both ships and crews. The protest was not upheld by the referees.

“Unfortunately, Captain Dagren was promoted to admira shortly afterward, and given command of all
fleet corvettes. He madeit clear that he was very irritated with me. | only recently worked my way out of
purgatory and managed to get promoted to destroyers.”

“Y ou made quite aname for yourself consdering the fact that you werein officid disfavor. Y ou won the
Rickover Award, | bdieve”

“I had agood crew, and | was lucky.”

Sadibayan leaned back. He placed his elbows on the arms of the chair and steepled hisfingersin front of
him. “How would you like to go back to corvettes, Captain?’

“Gr7
“Y our superiors have given me the power to offer you command of a corvette. Interested?’
“Isthat what thisisal about?”

Sadibayan nodded.

“I’'m sorry to disgppoint you, Subminister, but my career plans do not include backdiding.”
“Isthat what you would consider it?’

“Yes, dr. You have to understand how it isin the space navy. An officer works hisway up through the
fleet, commanding ever larger and more important ships. There are not that many of them. If you miss
your turn, you become stuck in grade. If | give upCurrant , | have lost my opportunity to prove mysdf in
destroyers. That means| will never advanceto cruisers”

Sadibayan’ slook was one that VVan Zandt could not quite decipher. “ Captain, we would like you to
command isthe corvetteAustria . She was decommissioned two years ago and sold to the Martiansas a
customs craft. They just finished overhauling her. Aswe speak, sheis being modified to mate with the
Sarhopper booster. The mission isto take her out beyond Pluto, and once there, to intercept an
inbound dien garship.”



Van Zandt regarded the small chocolate colored man for haf aminute without speaking. He could not
decide whether the subminister was serious, or merely possessed a defective sense of humor. When the
slence had stretched uncomfortably long, he cleared histhroat and said, “Y ou can forget what | said
about not leavingCurrant , Sir. | accept the command!”

Sadibayan grinned. “1 thought you would.”
“How long will we be out?’

“Threeyears, moreor less,” the subminister replied in an off hand manner. “Depends on the diens, of
course.”

At the mention of diens, Van Zandt’s mouth popped open.
#

Sadibayan went on to review the data L una Observatory had gathered on the light sail. Van Zandt
listened with intense concentration. It became obvious that Admira Carnevon had not been told why the
Ministry for Science needed anava officer. He did not particularly like that, or the politica approach that
was being taken. On the other hand, it was not hisjob to like it. He had been offered command of the
expedition, which was more than sufficient for one career. He pushed the misgivings from hismind and
concentrated on what Sadibayan wastelling him.

Austriahad been one of the oldest shipsin Earth’sfleet before it had been sold to the Martians. The
extreme deltaV necessary for rendezvous required that the corvette be stripped of al nonessential
systems. The wegpons had been thefirst things dismounted from the ship. Not only were they excess
mass, no one wanted to send the wrong message by dispatching a functioning warship to intercept an
alien starship. Out beyond Pluto, it seemed, diplomacy would be its own reward.

With the weapons had gone the targeting computers, both magazines, and the crew bunks. Cold deep
tanks were being ingtaled in what had been the bunkroom. Austria ’ s new crew would spend much of
the outbound flight in suspended animation, both to extend their limited supply of consumables, and to
make the voyage go by more quickly. The ship’slife support system would sustain them for aminimum of
fiveyears, but they had only sufficient food stocks to keep eating for two.

“How many crew?’ Van Zandt asked after Sadibayan told him about the cold deep tanks.

“That is<till under study. A minimum of four. If the engineers can squeeze abit more margin out of their
caculations, we may send six. For now, the crew congists of yoursdlf, aship’sengineer, alinguist, and a
combination biologist/medica doctor.”

“Do get to pick the engineer?’

“Sorry, no. By Hobson' s choice, the ship’ s engineer will be ayoung lady by the name of Victoria
Bronson. Sheisthe only one who can make the necessary software modifications on thefly.”

“Surely anavd officer could learn what he needs to know.”

“Believe me, Captain. We have looked into this matter extensively. So far as this expedition goes, Miss
Bronson is more necessary than you are.”

“What about the other crew members?”’

“The ship’sdoctor and exo-biologist has tentatively been chosen, aswell.”



“Who?’
“Actudly, | believe sheis Dardan Pierce s persona physician.”
“Damnit, Subminigter, cronyismisno way to saff aship.”

“Actudly, Captain, I’'m told that sheis quite competent. Y ou will be given the opportunity to meet her, of
course, and if you find you can’t work with her, then | suppose we can bring the matter up.”

“What are thisdoctor’ s qudifications?’ Van Zandt asked. He was becoming less and |ess enchanted with
his new command by the second.

“The problem is political. Pierce demanded that he be alowed to choose amember of the crew other
than Miss Bronson. That was his price for allowing usto take over theStarhopper .

“I"'m surprised he didn’t demand to go himsdlf.”

Sadibayan smiled, as though he had just thought of ajoke. “Please, Captain, don’t give him any idess.”
“What about the fourth crewvman?’

“That would bethe linguist. We are searching for aqudified individua right now. Any suggestions?’
“I’d like the opportunity to review the candidates before any offers are made.”

“Of course, Captain.”

“What about someone to negotiate with the dliens once we get there?’

“Unlesswe re dlocated another berth, I'm afraid that job will fal to you, Captain Van Zandt. Think you
can handleit?’

“I can try. What other modifications are they making to the corvette?’

Sadibayan listed severa systemsthat were being upgraded for the long journey. Among these were
Sarhopper 'stwin computers that were being ingtalled in the corvette’ s Number One hold. A large
microwave communications antennawas being anchored to the ship’shull.

“Why microwave?’ Van Zandt asked. “A comm laser isalot more efficient acrossthat sort of distance.”

“A comm laser looks too much like awegpon. One powerful enough to punch a message from beyond
Puto also would be good &t carving on the alien ship.”

“It does't redlly matter, | suppose,” Van Zandt mused. “WEe |l betoo far out for two way
communications anyway.”

“Itisn’'t for conversations. We want a continuous broadcast of your approach to the dien.”
“In case they destroy us, you mean.”

Sadibayan nodded. “ That would be most unfortunate.”

“I would cal it amgor tragedy.”

The subminister was unsmiling as he shook his head. “It will only beamgjor tragedy, Captain, if they
destroy you and we don’t learn how it was done.”



CHAPTER 5

Moscow hasits St. Basil’s Cathedral; Paris, the Eiffel Tower; and San Francisco, the Golden Gate
Bridge. Every grest city possesses its signature monument or architectural masterpiece, asymbol by
which it isknown. Olympus, Mars, was no exception. The structure that symbolized the Martian capital
rose two full kilometers above the northernmost rim of the volcano’s caldera. Its builders had dubbed it
the Adverse Weather Communications Fecility. Everyoneesecaled itThe Aerie .

Communications between the surface and the orbital relay satellites were viacomm laser. No other
transmission medium had the bandwidth to handle the necessary volume of information. In the early days
of the colony, dust storms had blotted out the visible light lasers for weeks and even months at atime.
The colony had been forced to fall back on radio circuits, which were themselves none too rdligble in the
gpring and fal when the Martian dust was blowing.

Because the rim of Olympus Monswas aready some 25 kilometers above the arbitrary “zero elevation”
linethat subgtituted for sealevel on Mars, the Olympus city fathers built a communications tower to finish
the job of getting above the worgt of the obscuring dust. The comm lasers atop the tower were
maintained in continuous standby mode, ready to take over should their ground-based counterparts
become obscured. The glass sphere that housed them also included a restaurant, abar, and asmall
banquet facility. These made The Aerie afavorite dining spot for both Earth tourists and the Martian
upper crust.

Shortly after its completion, Victoria Bronson' sthird grade class had visited The Aerie. They had ridden
the lift two kilometers up the side of the tower to stand with noses pressed against the curved glasswall
astheyoohed andaahed at the panoramic view. Tory found hersalf again staring out across the lighted
domes of Olympus. Thistime she was degp in thought concerning the voyage on which she was about to
embark. Shedid not hear Praesert Sadibayan come up behind her until he spoke.

“Ah, Miss Bronson, thereyou are! May | present Captain Garth Van Zandt, Terrestrid Space Navy? He
will commandAustria on the expedition.”

Tory let her eyesfocus on the man with Sadibayan. He was medium tal, with sandy hair and alight
complexion. His features were nondescript save for his eyes, which were blue and commanding. His
figurewasterrestrid muscular. After afew seconds, she redized that he was examining her with equa
intensity. She blushed astheir eyes met.

“Captain Van Zandt,” she said, holding out her hand, “1’m pleased to meet you.”

“Thenameis Garth.”

“I'm Tory to my friends.”

“Very well, Tory. May | buy you adrink?’

“Of course”

Van Zandt turned to Sadibayan and bowed. “Thank you, Mr. Subminister. If you will excuseus... ”

“By dl means” Sadibayan replied. He quickly turned on hishedl and made hisway back to the main
reception.



There was an awvkward silence as they both stood |ooking out across the lighted city. It was broken
findly when Tory said; “1 didn’t expect you so soon. Mr. Sadibayan said that he would have to send to
Earth for anava officer. That was ... five daysago.”

Van Zandt laughed. “ Sounds about right. My ordersread * by the fastest available transportation.” The
subminister saw to it that | followed those ordersto the letter. | will be days recovering. | takeit that you
peoplearein ahurry.”

Tory nodded and explained the desire to meet the dien asfar out as possble. Van Zandt listened intently.
He had his own suspicions about why everyone was so rushed. As astudent of military history, he knew
the advantages that flow from being one of the few privy to aclosdy held secret.

When shefinished, hesad, “I’ d like to hear more. Let’ sget that drink and find some place quiet where
we cantak.”

An hour later, Tory found hersdf laughing at along improbable story about how Van Zandt had arranged
to have acase of caviar destined for fleet headquarters rerouted to his ship’smess.

“Didn’'t the admira ever figureit out?’ she asked.
“Never. My exec is now known around the fleet as the Great Stone Face.”

All of the awkwardness was gone as she laughed again. They were supposed to be reviewing the details
of the misson. However, their discussions | eft plenty of room for war stories.

“| haveto say, Garth, that you aren’'t what | expected.”

He arched hisleft eyebrow.

“When they sent for an Earth navd officer to command, | guess| expected some hard driving martinet.”
“A cross between Horatio Hornblower, Captain Bligh and Captain Kirk, perhaps?’ he asked.
“Something like thet.”

“There sakernd of truth in the popular misconception that commanding officers are sons-a-bitches and
martinets,” Garth admitted, “but only akernd. Commanding a spaceship is far more complicated than the
challenges those old sea.and wind sailors ever faced. The equipment requiresahigher leve of training,
the medium isfar more deadly than the ocean ever was, and space crews expect to be treated like the
professonasthey are. A captain who resorts to the cat-o-nine-tails may find his cabin suddenly vented
to space some night. No, people work best when you interfere with them least. Not that Situations do not
arisethat call for asteady hand on thetiller, you understand. On the few occasions| do pull rank, |
expect to be obeyed ingtantly.”

Tory nodded. “I can live with that. Just remember, that | never learned how to salute properly.”
He laughed. “ Another old wives' tale. Have you ever tried to salute in microgravity ?’
She shook her head.

“ Asthe arm comes up, torque causes the body to rotate in the opposite direction. Then, if you snap your
hand down smartly, you go into awobbly spinning motion. If your head happensto contact something
solid, you can knock yourself out. Any other preconceptionsthat | can lay to rest for you?”

Tory gnawed on her lip. One subject had been on her mind since she had agreed to go on the expedition.



She weighed the consequences of bringing it up now versus waiting. She decided that it was best to get
everything on the table as quickly as possible. “Isit true what they say about spacers?’

“Depends on what they say.”
“Theword isthat things get pretty friendly aboard ship on long patrols.”

Van Zandt stared at her for long seconds. His mouth curled up dightly at the edgesas Tory’ s ears began
to burn. “1 presume you' re asking about sexua liaisons aboard ship.”

She nodded, surprised at her own awkwardness. After dll, if shewasto becoopedupina
vacuum-seded can with this man for three years, she had every right to know what ‘ duties' he expected
her to perform.

He sighed and leaned back. “It istrue that space crews on long patrols often form close bonds, and
sometimes those bonds involve sexud liaisons. People get together for companionship, or just to have a
warm body next to them at night. Such relationships can last aday, aweek, apatrol, or alifetime. There
isbut asingleruleand it isinviolate. Whatever happens, it must be agreed to by both parties. There can
be no coercion involved. Doesthat set your mind at ease?’

“What happens when the spacers have wives a home?’

He shrugged. “ Some arefaithful, some aren't. The same goesfor the wives. | know of severa
arrangements where one woman is married to two spacers. It makes for a comfortable relationship unless
both shipsarein orbit at the same time. Or was your question asubtle way of asking whether I'm
married?’

She felt her complexion grow even redder. 1t wasn't. Areyou?’

“Divorced,” Van Zandt said. “My wifedidn’t like the long separations that go with patrol duty. We
ended our contract amicably and are till good friends. Y ou?’

“No.”
“Boyfriend?”

“No one steedy since | graduated from college.” Tory averted her gaze. “Y ou must think me old
fashioned.”

“Not at al. | am aware that Martian mores are different from those of Earth. No need to gpologize for
them.” Helooked down at his glass, which was empty. “1 need arefill. How about you?’

“Yes, please”

She watched him as him made hisway through the crowd toward the bar. After three years on Phobos,
her thoughts were of more than the misson.

#

Tory Bronson stared bleary eyed at her work screen and wondered what it was that she had been about
to do. She had returned to Phobos ten days earlier to a nearly insurmountable problem. In theory,
dismounting theStar hopper instrument package from the stack and adding afleet corvetteinits place
was little more than areca culation of vehicle mass and balance. In practice, it meant amgor overhaul to
the vehicle s control software.



Nor was there anyone el se to do the work. Once she decided what was to be done with each of about
ten thousand different subroutines, the smal army of programmers she had been promised would guide
the computersin their work. Determining what had to be done in the first place was ajob that required a
snglebrain and asingle vison. At the moment, that brain ached from overload.

The biggest heedaches were the subroutines that checked the instrument package’ s hedlth from
millisecond to millisecond. All were carefully designed to keep the interstellar probe functioning for the
half acentury of unattended flight required to get to Alpha Centauri. Every subroutine would interpret the
removal of the instrument package asamajor system failure, and would attempt to route around the
failed component. When that failed, God only knew what they would do. Mot of the health monitoring
routines could smply be deactivated, of course. Mogt, but not al. Some were vitd to the proper
operation of the boogter. Figuring out which category each routine belonged in was the difficult part of
the job.

Since her return to Phobos, Tory had been at her workstation from breskfast until long after the corridor
lightswent blue. She never redly caught up, but the extra hours kept her from faling farther behind. She
had forgotten what it was like not to fed tired. Fatigue caused her work to suffer, which made her less
productive, which required longer hours, which increased her fatigue. She had no difficulty in recognizing
thevicious cycle for what it was. Recognizing it and being able to do something about it were two
different things.

Her only respite from the tyranny of the computer came during meals hurriedly gulped down at her
workstation and the two hours each day she spent answering Garth VVan Zandt’ s questions. He, too, was
working long hours as he struggled to learn everything he could about his new command. She did not
envy him histask. Even after three years of watchingStarhopper go together beam by beam, she was ill
trying to master thetiniest details of the booster’ s construction. Van Zandt had lessthan six weeksto
cram three years of knowledge into his brain, and was handicapped by not even havingasmple
computer implant. Nor did he have timeto learn to use an implant even if he decided that he needed one.

Tory rubbed her eyes and turned her attention back to the workscreen. A schematic diagram of the
Sarhopper booster was displayed in its three dimensiond depth. To the untutored, the diagram
appeared ahopeless clutter of multicolored lines. To Tory, thiswas the least complex schematic that
would alow her to follow the smulation she was running. It helped that the project computer was
keeping track of the thousands of parameters affected by the modification she had just made to the
control software. Even for one certified immune to avalanche effect, it was enough to give aperson a
headache.

After fifteen minutes of following amillisecond-by-millisecond projection of plasmaflow in the booster’'s
energy converter, she became aware that someone was standing behind her. She glanced over her
shoulder to discovered Ben Tdlen'slanky form.

“Ben!” she cried with agart. “Make some noise the next time so you don’t scare me out of ten years
growth.”

“Sorry,” hesaid. “Y ou wereinto it pretty deeply there. | didn’t want to interrupt something important.”
“When did you get in?’

“I arrived on the evening ferry and came right over. Have you eaten?’

She shook her head, suddenly aware of the emptinessin her ssomach.

“How about showing me where one can get fed around here.”



She rubbed her tired eyesand said, “I redly shouldn't. I’ ve got four computer alarmsto check this
evening beforel cal it anight.”

“You've got to eat sometime.”
“Right. Give me ten minutesto seeif anything eseisgoing to pop up on thisrun.”
“What are you doing?’ he asked, gesturing at the diagram on the screen.

“I"m changing the bus timing on the booster control feeds to accommodateAustria 'sdatalinks. | haveto
check to seeif | messed anything up when | made the changes.”

“And did you?’

“Hundreds of things” shereplied. “ That’ sthe problem with this damned software. Everything affects
evearythingdse”

“Aren't the modifications going well?”

“They’re not going badly. Y ou just have to be damned careful about introducing problems, especidly in
thefuel feed system. Think of it as messing with your own genetic code.”

He nodded and studied the schematic drawing she had displayed on the screen. It was obvious that he
had no ideawhat he was looking at.

“Starhopper’sfud feed circuits and controls,” she explained, “plusabit of the engine control circuitry.”
“What doesit do?’

“It dignsthe antimatter before injecting it into the reaction chamber where the proton-antiproton
annihilation reaction takes place.”

“I'll take your word for it,” he said with alaugh.

Tory cleared her screen and accessed another schematic diagram -- one used for briefing visiting
politicians and university presidents. It showed generic drawings of the interstellar probe’ s antimatter
torus, reaction mass tanks, and the various engine circuits. She spent the ten minutes explaining the
operation of the booster to him, after which, she guided him to the deserted project cafeteria.

“How much of that explanation did you understand?’ she asked after gulping down haf a sandwich.
“About atenth,” he said.

“Before getting thisjob, | thought plasma physcswas difficult, too. Now | find | spesk this strange
language that people can’t understand.”

Ben put down adrinking bulb of coffee and nodded. 1 know what you mean. | never understood palitics
before | signed on with the science ministry. Now it' sall so clear to me.”

She shrugged. “Y ou can haveit. Paliticsinvolve people and peopleain’t logica.”
Helaughed. “'Y ou want to know who | fed sorry for?’
“Who?

“Those poor bastards riding thet light sail. If we have trouble figuring oursalves out, just think of the



troublethey’ Il have understanding us.”
“Or wewill have understanding them,” she said.
#
“All personnd! Final warning. Stand clear of the landing area. Monitors, report status.”

Katherine Claridge, M.D., stood in her vacsuit on asmall hillock at one end of Phobos and listened to
the ground controller issue find ingtructionsfor the landing of theStarhopper booster. She was not aone.
Around her were Garth Van Zandt, Tory Bronson, and most of the project personnel on Phobos who
could be spared from their other duties.

Kit Claridge was a short blonde woman who had to work to keep her weight down. Despite this, she
wasin exceptiona shape for her age (50 standard years). She was assistant chairman of the medical
schoal at the Univerdty of Olympus, aso the occupant of the Steinmetz Chair for Exo-biology. She was
aso Dardan Pierce' s persona physician.

Pierce had broken the news of the dien light sail to her two weeks earlier. She had been doubly
dumbfounded by the news. First, she had thought him incapable of keeping a secret of that magnitude for
longer than thirty seconds. Secondly, she had been struck speechless when he offered her aberth on the
ship that would go out to meet the diens.

“Areyou sure you want me, Dard?’ she had asked after regaining use of her lower jawv muscles.
“Why not?’

“Shouldn’t there be some sort of selection process? There are other exo-biologists who are far more
renowned than | am.”

“They aren't MDs. I ve checked. Besides, you arefilling two berthsfor the price of one. Efficiency indl
things, | dwayssay.”

“But damn it, you don't hand your doctor the biggest scientific plumb in history without consulting
someone. My God, they will hang you in effigy at the next meeting of the System Society for the
Advancement of Science. Y ou haveto at least appear to play the game.”

“Look, Kit. I don’t know al of those other biologists, but | do know you. | do not care what Sadibayan
thinks, or de Pasgual, or even the first minister. | want you.”

“But why, for heaven's sake?’

“Because you won't panic when you mest the dliens, no matter how dimy they may look. Y ou will look
at them with that same Olympian detachment you use with me every timeyou tdl mel amtoo fat. Thisis
the first opportunity human beingswill have to make agood impression on another species. | know you
will represent uswell. What' sthe matter, don’t you want to go?’

“Want to go? | will kill to go! | just don’t want you to get in trouble.”

“Look, if they wantStarhopper , they haveto let mefill abillet. The one | have chosenisthe biologist
dot. That'syou, unlessyou don’'t want it.”

She'd shut up at that point lest he change his mind. She had spent the next two weeksin adaze, Hill
unableto believe her good luck. Hell, after this expedition, she just might become the most famous



exo-biologist who ever lived.

Exo-biology had been ascience in search of a subject for nearly three centuries. Generations of
practitioners had written millions of scientific papers on what dien lifeforms ought to belike, al without
having even asingle non-terrestrial specimen to study. Y et, dangling from that blue-white light in the sky
wasaship, and in that ship wereliving, breathing,thinking beings from another sar. At the least, they
would bring with them the Tau Cetian equivadent of body lice, intestina bacteria, and perhaps even
shipboard cockroaches. To Kit Claridge, that was a veritable aien ecology!

Findly, al of her patients had been referred to other doctors, her classesreassigned, and her
adminigrative dutiesfinished. She packed asingle kit bag and caught the morning ferry to Phobos,
arriving the day before they planned to bring the booster down to dismount the instrument package. She
had spent much of her first day becoming acquainted with Garth VVan Zandt and Tory Bronson.

She shaded her faceplate with a gloved hand as Phobos' rotation brought the sun above the local

horizon. The ground in front of her was unnaturaly flat. It had been leveled off asalanding field next to
the Phobos didtillation facility. Thiswaswhere smal mountains of ice covered in reflective foil were
landed after being towed into position by light sails. Once landed, they were carved up and carted off to
therefinery. It was dso from the landing field that tankers ddlivered their cargoes of dush hydrogen to the
Earth Liners and other vessdsin orbit about Mars.

Kit listened as the safety monitors reported thefield clear of al personnd. When they finished, the
generd comm circuit resounded with the noise of aradio-borne siren. The clumps of vacsuited figures
arrayed behind safety barriers suddenly ceased their chatter.

“All right, Starhopper . Y ou are free to descend,” the chief controller radioed.

“Thank you, Control,” came the voice of the Phobos most experienced approach pilot. “Beginning the
descent now!”

There were a series of sparkslow on the western horizon where the pyramid shaped interstellar booster
hovered. For along time nothing seemed to happen. Slowly, the gap between booster and horizon began
to grow. Over the next ten minutes, Sarhopper climbed the sky. The sparks came again as the booster
was S|houetted againgt the ruddy orb of Mars. Attitude control jetsfired from a dozen places around the
body of the main boogter, giving theimpression of aset of anti-collison lights flashing in unison. Thetwo
hundred-meter wide truncated pyramid rotated about its yaw axisin response.

Kit had amomentary case of thejitters as she found hersalf gazing directly into the gaping maw of the
booster’ s powerful engines. Should those light off, everyone within line-of-sight would be ingtantly
vaporized. Kit shook off the morbid thought. Tory Bronson knew al there was to know about the
booster and she was standing calmly not ten meters away.

The smdl reection jets flared again andStarhopper began its descent. With the red planet as a backdrop,
the booster was enormous.

Sarhopper continued its dow descent. The port pilot was taking no chances with the only vessdl inthe
Solar System ableto caich the dlien starship. Threetimes, hefired the reaction jetsto dow the pyramid's
fal. Then, two meters above the field, hefired them for afew seconds. Blue-white exhausts splashed
down onto Phobos' rocky surface. Then the jets were silent andStarhopper beganto fal.

It took dl of five minutesfor the booster’ slanding feet to contact thefield. Asit grounded, adight shiver
went through the structure. Throughout the landing, the generd comm circuit had been unnaturdly quiet.
The sllence was suddenly broken as dozens of spectators exhaed heavily and resumed breathing.



“All monitors. Secure the booster,” the chief controller ordered. “Let’ s get it tied down now!”

Atop the instrument package, a single vacsuited figure unstrapped and began to clamber down the
gructure like a child moving across ajungle gym. Thiswasthe port pilot. He carried with him the control
box that had alowed him to manually operate the booster’ s attitude jets. He ignored the vacuum
monkeyswho were busily tying down the craft.

“All secure,” came the report from the chief monitor after cables were dipped through padeyesinset into
the rocky plain and made taut. A moment after the announcement, other figures went to work unbolting
the small instrument package from the two massive booster stages below it.

CHAPTER 6

Professor Elias Guttieriz had finished teaching for the day. It had been difficult to concentrate on ancient
Phoenician didects and their effect on the speech patterns of North Africawhen he had so much elseon
hismind. Still, Guttieriz had only lost his place once while wading through the prepared lecture. He
considered that an accomplishment. He was halfway to his office when he was overtaken by an excited
Sudent aide from adminisiration.

“Sir, the chancellor wantsto see you in his office right away!” the breathless student exclaimed.

Guittieriz, who had been expecting the summons, merely nodded. He gestured for the student to lead the
way and both of them moved off in the gliding motion that isthe mogt efficient means of locomotion on
Luna. Guittieriz wasasmdl man with black hair, anegtly trimmed mustache, and an incipient paunch. He
knew hislooks werefar from impressive. It was enough that severd influentia papers on the fundamental
gructure of human language had earned him his reputation asthe Solar System’ s preeminent linguist.

“Ah, Eli!” the chancdlor exclamed as Guittieriz entered his office. “Comein and Sit. Drink?’
Guitieriz moved to the chancdlor’ s couch. “Whiskey if you'vegot it, Hal.”

The chancellor poured amber liquid into two long stemmed, low gravity glasses and handed oneto
Guttieriz. He then sat on the opposite end of the couch.

“Have you made your decision, yet?’

“Not yet.”

“Timeisgetting short.”

“How can | make adecison when | haven't even been tendered aforma invitation?’
“Y ou’ ve been asked if you would consent.”

“That isn't the same as actudly being invited.”

The chancellor removed amessage flimsy from his pocket. “Y ou' [l have your invitation this afternoon. |
just received this from Jorgensen. He saysthat the board has reviewed the qudifications of severd
eminent linguists and has decided that you are most qudified to go out to meet these diens.”

“| could havetold them that.”



“What will be your answer?’

Elias shrugged. The hunching of the shoulders imitated the motion by which one climbs out of a moonsuiit.
ToaLunarian, that particular gesture represented a desire to escape the suffocating feding that comes
from adilemmawith no easy solution.

“Totel you thetruth, Ha, | didike being the subject of this.... this... cattle show! If they want me, why
didn’t they just ask me? | will not present myself like some prize pig down in thefarm tunnels. Frankly, |
have haf amind to turn them down.”

“Youmugn't!”

“Why not? Because the President won't like it?”

“Precisdy.”

“Then the President can step out the nearest airlock without a suit.”

The chancellor sighed. Not for nothing did Eli Guttieriz have areputetion for being difficult. Still, the man
wasageniusin hisfied. “Look here, Eli. Thisdien busnessisimportant for the whole human race. These
beings have crossed twelve light years of space. Think of what they know that we do not.”

“I have thought about it.”

“Have you redly? What industries will their knowledge make obsolete? Who will gain power from their
ariva, who will loseit? What will be the effect on those of usherein Luna?’

“What thehell do | care?’m ascholar.”
“Let usnot be coy, Eli. We both know that you have a soft spot in your heart for your adopted world.”

“A soft spot in my head, you mean. | like it here because the people are not quite asrude as at homein
Liverpooal. Although, | do missthe Englishrains”

“The Martians have dready snapped up two berths, and the terrestrials have aman in command of the
expedition. You are Luna slast hope. If you turn it down, then the offer goesto Hayward Wilson.”

Guttieriz, who had been enjoying his position of power, was suddenly scandalized. “ That poor excusefor
ascholar?'You can't be serious, Hal!”

The chancellor shrugged. “He scored rather highly on the board' s hedlth evauation.”
“Especidly the muscle between hisears, | imagine.”

The chancellor’ s expression clouded. “1 need your answer, Professor Guittieriz. Will you accept or reject
the offer?’

“Y ou are asking meto ignore the humiliation to which | have been subjected and do it for good old
Lune?’

“Screw the humiliation! Think of what thiswill do for your reputation. It won't harm the reputation of this
university, either.”

Guttieriz drained hiswhiskey and set the glass down on the end table. “If the invitation comesthis
afternoon, | will communicate my acceptance by early evening.”



“Excdlent.” the chancdlor said. “I'll get to work arranging transportation. Thank you, Eli. | was afraid we
were going to have to draft you into the navy and order you to go.”

Eli laughed. He could just see himself sent out to do battle armed with a copy of Hamad' s Encyclopedia
of Phonemes .

#

“So what did you think of our ship?’ Van Zandt asked Kit Claridge. He, Kit, and Tory were seated in
Phobos s premier (and only) drinking establishment. The work crews had finished mounting the corvette
atop theStarhopper booster that afternoon and the three of them had toured their future home.

“Impressive,” the doctor replied.
“What about you, Tory? Just another day at the office?’

“Any day that gets me away from my termina isagood day.” Tory sat Sdewaysin abooth while her two
shipmates shared the opposite Sde. She'd put in a particularly long shift the day before and was fedling
lethargic. She had been yawning throughout the tour of the ship.

“What word on our fourth?” Kit asked.

“The board finaly stopped frittering. They sdected Elias Guittieriz to join our little band.”
“Has he accepted?’

Garth nodded. “He should be here late next week. We |l start full crew training the day after.”
“Isit certain they aren't going to add afifth dot?” Tory asked.

“I convinced them that it wasn’t wise. | know the cal culations say we can get away with another
crewmember, but damn it, you do not go out on something like thiswithout amargin of safety. I'd hateto
run out of food amonth before we return.”

“Oh, | don't know,” Kit said lazily. “That never bothered the Donner party.”
“Who?
“Never mind. It was abad joke.”

Tory, who had let her eyesfdl to haf-staff while listening to the by-play, idly keyed the reference into her
implant. That brought a history of the Colorado Adminigtrative Digtrict of the North American
Directorate, and the history of Donner Pass. Kit wasright. It was avery bad joke. She sat up, drained
her drinking bulb with aquiet durping noise, and said, “Well, seeyou!”

“Whereareyou going?’

“Back to work. Lotsto do!”

“Likewhat?’

Tory listed the subroutines she was debugging.”

“I thought VVance Newburgh had already checked those out.”

“Hedid. I’'m running an independent andyss.”



“Do you have reason to suspect the quality of hiswork?” Garth asked, his manner suddenly serious.
“No, of course not. Vanceisone of the best we' ve got.”

“Have you found any errors?’

“Not sofar.”

“Then why double check Newburgh'’ s results?’

“Because I’'m the one getting in that ship, not Vance.”

Garth gestured for her to sit. “Let’ stalk. You listen to thistoo, Kit. We need to get afew things straight.”

Tory sat. Shefelt like shewasalittle girl again, about to be lectured by her father. Thiswas evidently one
of those timeswhen Van Zandt felt the need to play captain.

“Look, people, we ve al been working hard to get ready for launch. That isgood. It isnot good if we
wesar oursalves out doing it. Tory, how much deep did you get last night?”

Tory told him.

He swore softly. “ Y ou will not go back to the office tonight. | want you to go home and get eight hours of
uninterrupted deep. Doc, can you give her something?’

Kit reached into her medica pouch and withdrew asmall white pill. “Here, take thiswhen you get home.
Itwill relax you.”

She pouched it, but not before giving Van Zandt adirty look.

He continued without pause. If he saw thelook, he choseto ignoreit. “Let’s say you find amistakein
Newburgh'swork and fix it. What is the probability that you have taken a perfectly good piece of
software and ruined it?’

“l don’t know.”

“Eighty percent, according to the studies on fatigue we ve done in the Navy. That iswhy | want you fresh
when you are working. It could mean the difference between a successful mission and blowing up.”

“All right, I'll get agood night' sdeep.”
“You'll do more than that. When wasthe last time you saw your family?’
“I don’'t know. Last year sometime.”

“Anyonewho is about to embark on athree year misson hasto have timeto get their lifein order. If you
don’t, you will be worried about things at home and not concentrating on your job. | want you headed
down to Marswithin the next seventy-two hours. | don't care what you do, but you are to avoid thinking
about that damned booster and its software. Report back here on the 22nd. Guttieriz arrivesthat day. |
want you bright eyed and dert, and ready to work your buit off.”

“What about al the things | have backed up on my desk?’
“Turn over your dutiesto Newburgh and the programmers, then forget us.”

“But...”



“That' san order, Chief Engineer.”

“Ayeaye, Captan.”

“Good. Now gt gill whilel order another drink. We are here to celebrate gettingAustria mounted. Kit,
ready for another?’

“Ayeaye, dr,” the older woman mimicked.

Soon the three of them were chuckling at one of Van Zandt' s stories and dready Tory could fed the
weight begin to lift from her shoulders. Maybethe Old Man ... did they redly cal the captain the Old
Man anymore? ... knew what he was doing.

#

Tory felt her pulse pounding in her ears as she trudged up the doped side of the mountain. Besides her
own ragged breathing, the whir of a ventilation fan on high wasloud in her ears. Pea-size globules of
perspiration beaded on her forehead before breaking loose to run down into her eyebrows, only to be
captured by the headband of her helmet. Without that necessary accessory, she would be blind.

She trudged the last few metersto the flat spot she had been aiming at for more than an hour. As she
reached it, she turned to look down dope to where Ben Tallen was towing the equipment dedge behind
him. Her eyesfollowed the snakelike track of their ascent in the ocher dust to the vanishing point, and
then beyond to the rented Marsrover they had |eft parked at the base of the mountain. The big vehicle
looked like achild’ stoy from her vantage point.

“How’' sthis, skinker?’
“High enough for me, frump!” came back the gasping reply.

Shewaited for Ben to climb to her level before taking the towrope from him and hauling the dedge onto
theflat areathat had been carved by the thin Martian wind. By silent consent, the two plopped down on
the large bundle secured atop the dedge to catch their breaths. Tory gazed out across the spectacular
panorama as she rested.

Due ead, its base invisible below the steeply curved horizon, was Olympus Mons. The upper third of the
volcano’' sshidd wasin view, silhouetted againgt the nearly black sky. The mountain on which Tory sat
wasasmall volcano at the edge of the Plain of Amazons. They were some twenty kilometers|lower than
Olympus s peak, making it impossible to see the caldera, but by squinting hard, it was just possibleto
make out the threadlike vertica form of The Aerie.

Below and dl around them was the red surface of the high Martian desert. It wasloca summer, which
meant that windswere light and blowing dust was a aminimum. Vighility in the thin amosphere was
nearly as good as on Luna, with only aminute softening of detail with distance, and none of the bluing that
ischaracteristic of Earth’satmosphere,

“We d best moveif we don't want our legsto cramp up,” Ben said after they had rested for five minutes.

“Right,” shereplied without enthusiasm. As her joints creaked ingde her suit, she reminded herself that
thistrek into the wilderness had been her idea.

They worked as ateam to drag the pressure tent off the dedge and unfold it. After several attempts, they
got it spread out so that there were no foldsin the heavy underlining. Working in opposite directions,
Tory and Ben anchored the tent every twenty degrees around its circumference, driving stakes deep into



the crumbly ground. Finally, Ben hooked up the environmental unit and pressed acontrol. The tent began
todowly inflate.

Ten minutes|ater, it wasaslver igloo straining at its moorings. Ben set up the reinforcing rods that
maintained the shape of the smdll tubular airlock while Tory unloaded the case of food and other supplies
from the dedge. She piled the boxesinsde the airlock, crawled in after, and then sedled the outer flap
behind her before cracking the valve that let air in from the main section of the tent. She pushed the
suppliesingde and crawled in after.

Onceingde, Tory struggled out of her suit, pushing it to one side when shefinished with it. Sheresealed
theinner airlock flgp and signaled Ben that he could enter. He retrieved the chemicd toilet from the
dedge and repeated Tory’ s performance with the airlock. She unsealed theinner flap and pulled the toilet
ingde, moving it to its place behind the privacy curtain. She then turned to help Ben off with hissuit. It
was hard work with the two of them and al their suppliesin the tent. It took another twenty minutesto
arrange things so that most of the clutter was out of the way. Ben busied himsdlf unrolling the eectricaly
heated deeping bags while Tory plugged two prepackaged dinnersinto their power unit.

“Well, wasit worth the climb?’ Ben asked ten minutes later as he munched on pressed chicken loaf
covered in something that was advertised to be brown gravy.

“Don’t you think so? Where el se can you find aview this spectacular?’ she asked as she gestured
toward where the sun was setting. She had dialed the tent to full transparency so they could see out.
Because of the dust in the air, Martian sunsets were aways spectacular.

He smiled. “Too much red if you ask me.”
“I suppose | would think the same about blue and green if | ever went to Earth.”

“Careto make abet onthat?’ he asked. It was an argument they had had before. Ben maintained that
love of trees and water was imbedded in humanity’ s genes, while Tory thought it an acquired taste. “How
wasyour vigt home?’

“Not what I’d hoped for,” Tory said. Her parents had been happy enough to see her, but it had not been
twenty minutes before her father was grilling her about where she was going for three long years. She had
given him the cover story that she had accepted athree-year contract from an asteroid mining company,
to beginimmediatdy after Sarhopper launched. Her father had called her inconsderate for not telling
them earlier, while her mother and sster had made afuss over her.

She had stayed with her parentsfor three days, then called Ben and asked him if he wanted to go
camping. It had taken two more days to arrange transportation and rent the equipment. “Camping” on
Mars bore only the faintest resemblance to the same activity on Earth.

Thetwo of them lay propped up on one ebow, facing one another after dinner. Ben regarded her with
serious eyes.

“What?’ she asked when she noticed him looking &t her.
“Y ou're beautiful when you'rered.”

She laughed, glancing down at herself. Martian dust was the same consistency as talcum powder. It
covered the suits and the interior of the tent with afine ocher layer, and despite their best efforts, had
covered both of them from head to toe aswell.

“Do you think so?’ she asked.



“I do. Also, I" ve been noticing how much you' ve changed since college.”
“How s0?7" she asked, wondering what he was getting at.
“Y ou’ re more mature. Y ou seem to care less about what other people think than you did.”

“Hahl” shesad. “I’'m il crushed whenever anyone makes even thetiniest critical comment about my
work.”

“Wall, you show it less. | remember atime when you had to dress precisely right and go to dl of the
functions everyone dse was going to.”

“You should talk,” she said. “Who wasiit that had to have that new pocket computer because Bill Ames
had bought one?’

“Not the samething,” he said with agrin. “That was smple envy on my part. | didn’'t care what Ames
thought about me, | just didn’t want him to have a better computer.”

“| stand corrected.”

Although spectacular, because of the thin atmosphere, the Martian sunsets are over quickly. When it was
nearly too dark to see one another, Ben got to his knees and activated the overhead glowlamp. At the
sametime, Tory dided the surface back to silver. They had to be careful about heat loss at night. In their
scrambling, they met in the middle of the tent where Ben folded her into hisarms and kissed her.

When their lips parted, Tory asked, “Who’s Gloria?’

Tdlen blinked and was quiet for along moment. “Where did you hear about her?’
“Do you remember Hideki Sato from school 7’

Ben nodded.

“The project hired him as a programmer last week. We were talking about the software changeswhen |
mentioned that you were back on Mars. Hetold meto say hi for him and then asked me how you were
getting ong with Gloria Who'sGloria?’

“Someone | met on Earth. Her father is on the Board of Directors of Tramton Corp.”
“Oh, she'srich!”

He shrugged. “ Sheisn’t hurting for credit.”

“Isit serious between you two?’

“We vetaked marriage, but haven't agreed to anything yet. Lately, I’ ve been wondering if that would be
such agood idea.”

“Oh?’ Tory asked.
“I'verecently cometo redizethat | may gill beinlovewith someoneese”
“How recently?’

“Very,” hesaid as he leaned forward to kiss her again.



She pulled back thistime. “ Are you suggesting that we take up where we left off?’

“Why not?’

“Because I’m about to ship azillion kilometers out into space.”

“That' saproblem, but not an insurmountable one. Truly, | didn’t realize how much | missyou.”
“Areyou sureyou aren't just suffering from proximity syndrome? I’m hereand Gloriaisn't.”
He sighed and released her. “ So young to be so cynica.”

“Y ou still haven't told me how we are going to carry on aromance while I’ m out at the light sail and
you're back on Earth.”

“We could write each other long love letters.”
“Who'sgoing to ddliver them?’

“They’ll go out asofficid comm traffic. Y ou may be interested to know that Underminister Sadibayan has
assigned meto beliaison to the project technica staff.”

“Really?| suppose congratulationsarein order.”

“They areindeed. It ismy job to assemble the threat team. That isonereason | am till here. I’'m going to
ask Vance Newburgh to join once he finishes modifying the software for launch.”

“Threat team?”

“A poor title. It ismore an adverse impact eva uation group. Each datum you people send back will be
andyzed for adverse effects on our military capability, economy, and socid ingditutions. There will be
another team to eva uate positive impacts, and severd groups of specidiststo sudy any adien technology
you tell us about.”

“It'sniceto know we'll be able to get our questions answered when we call home.”

“You remorelikely to get along list of questionsthat need answering,” hereplied. “But don’'t change the
subject, which if | remember correctly, wasyou and me.”

She regarded him for long seconds before answering. “Y ou’ re serious, aren't you?’
“Damned serious.”

“What about Gloria?’

“That’s something | need to work out.”

Tory nodded. “1 need to work some things out aswell. Can wetalk about this later?’

“Sure. How about we get this dust cleaned off and get some deep?I’ll use the eectrostat on you, if you
useitonme.”

“That sounds like acomeon, Mr. Talen.”

Somehow, hislook of innocence did not ring true as he reached for the dust attractor and Tory wriggled
out of her undersuit.



CHAPTER 7

Phobosport, where the Mars ferries landed, was on the opposite end of the moon from the field where
Sarhopper was being modified. Despite this, Tory was able to catch a glimpse of the big booster during
final approach.Sarhopper looked like one of the pyramids of Egypt transplanted to the Martian moon.

Theferry landed and atired Tory Bronson pulled hersalf hand over hand through the embarkation tube.
It was a pleasant tired, nothing like the fatigue that had sapped her strength before going on leave. As she
exited the surface lock into the main terminal, Tory was surprised to discover Kit Claridge standing
among those waiting for the disembarking passengers.

“Kit! What are you doing here? Something wrong?’

“Nothing wrong,” the doctor assured her. 1 heard you were scheduled in and wanted to see how the
prescription took.”

“Prescription?’

“How wasyour leave?

Tory smiled. “ Great. Ben and | had amarveloustime. It was amost like our college days.”
“What did the two of you do?’

“Bédieveit or not, wewent camping! We spent two daysin environment suits trudging the Olympus
foothills. We watched the sunset from the top of Sutter’s Peak, then snuggled together dl nightina
pressure tent.”

“To each their own. Persondly, | would have preferred the diversions of civilization.”

Tory laughed. “We didn't rough it thewhol e time. Ben took me to the theater and the opera.”
“That'smore likeit. What opera?’

“The Barber of Saville.”

“With Standish Barnesin the lead?’

“Theoneand only.”

Kit 9ghed. “1 saw himinCarmen ten years ago. Is he as handsome as ever?’

“Hard to tdll under dl that makeup.

They waked asthey talked. Asthey entered the main Phobosport termina area, Kit asked, “How do
things stand between you and Ben?’ Suddenly, she sounded very like adoctor diagnosing a patient.

Tory shrugged. “He wantsto get back together. | told him we would have to wait until after my return.
Then if we re both il interested, we'll see what happens.”

“A wisemove. A lot can happen during athree year separation.”

“How go launch preparations?’



Kit sighed. “I never redlized there was so much to getting a ship ready for space. We are on schedule ...
barely. All supplies have been loaded except the antimatter fuel and hydrogen reaction mass. Garth hasa
full week of onboard smulations planned, by the way. They begin at 08:00 hourstomorrow. If he's
happy with the results, we fued in ten daysand launch in twelve.”

“ And software certification?’

“Going smoothly so far as| know. Garth has been meseting daily with VVance Newburgh. If there' sbeen
any screaming, they did it behind closed doors.”

Tory made amenta note to check with VVance viaimplant as soon as she was done. “What about
Guttieriz? Did he ever show up?’

Kit nodded. “He was able to get an earlier ship and arrived the day before yesterday.”

“How ishe?”

“A bit of astuffed shirt at first, but he' sloosened up somein just two days. | think he'll do dl right.”
“He' d better. 1t will be difficult getting a replacement out beyond Pluto.”

“There sdwaysthe airlock solution.”

Tory shivered. “On that cheery thought, | think I'll head for home.”

“Need any hdp with your luggage?’

“No, | don't redly have that much.”

“All right,” Kit said. “I’ll seeyou at the ship at 08:00 tomorrow. By the way, the captain has asked meto
tell you to get afull night’s deep. He saysthat you are going to need it.”

“Tel himthat | intend to do just that.”

Tory collected her luggage, and then sailed the kilometer to her gpartment in long dives down tunnels
bored straight through the moon’ sinterior. She did not even bother to unpack upon arrival. She merely
flung her kit bag into a corner, spent ten minutes in the bathroom preparing for bed, then laid down on the
rock shelf that was all that was needed in Phobos sgravity field. Shelightly fastened her restraining
straps, lay back and closed her eyes. Despite her best efforts, however, she found she could not deep.
She wastoo excited.

#

The four of them stood in their vacuum suits at the base of theStar hopper booster and gazed up at their
new home. Austria looked like an afterthought perched atop the booster. The fleet corvette was
composed of three spherical modules connected by an externa gridwork of braces. Acrossits surface
wasthe usua panoply of ungainly mechanismsthat make most ships of deep space look as though they
were assembled in ajunkyard. A dozen thruster clusters were mounted to the sides of the corvette, while
large hest rejection “wings’ werein their sowed position for launch. A long boom jutted at right angles
from the middle sphere. At the end of it was the sowed parabolic antenna that would be their primary
communicationslink with Earth.

The corvette had been anchored to the booster by a series of high strength cables. A forest of fiber
optics ran from the corvette s aft airlock to the body of the interstellar booster. InsdeAustria ’s Number



One hold were both of Starhopper ’s main computers. Though much of Austria ’sorigina equipment had
been gtripped to lighten ship, the corvette' s engines had been retained. So had the dozen cylindrica fue
tanks that ringed the rearmost sphere. The naval craft retained the capability of separating from the
booster and maneuvering onitsown if the deltaV requirements were not too large.

Garth turned to the three members of his crew and announced that he would go first. He stepped
forward and inserted hisright gauntlet through a strap that hung down from the doping cable that ran
from the corvette’ s midships airlock to an anchor point behind them. The strap was attached to a
powered cable tow. As soon as Garth touched the tow, he was jerked off hisfeet and lifted skyward as
the tow unit climbed the cable.

Hereminded Tory of acircus performer as he hung there by one arm, swinging in adow pendulum
motion. The cable tow hated as Garth cleared the landing stage outside the airlock. He dropped off the
hanging strap, sending the tow unit back for the next rider. A few seconds later, he disappeared through
the airlock.

Tory was next to ride the tow into the black sky. She, too, sent the unit back before palming the airlock
control. The outer door opened, she stepped over the raised coaming, and closed the door behind her. A
few seconds later, she was buffeted by abrisk wind as air refilled thelock. A green light illuminated
overhead, signifying that it was now safe to open the inner door

She found Garth in the airlock anteroom. He was dready half out of his suit. He waited until she removed
her helmet and let it drop to the length of its safety lanyard.

“Ready to go to work?’
“Reedy.”

“As soon as you' ve stowed your suit, get up to the control room and start the diagnostic routines. | want
continuous health monitoring on al systemsfrom now to launch. If anything isgoing to go wrong, I'd
rather have it happen whilewe re il tied to thisbig rock.”

“Right”

She stripped off her suit and dipped into the shipsuit that would be standard apparel for the next three
years. To her surprise, Van Zandt did not attempt to watch her. For ten long seconds, both of them
rubbed shoulder bladesin their underwear asthey studioudy ignored one another. Tory finished dressing
just asthethird member of their party entered from the airlock. She waited until he, too, had removed his
helmet.

“Y ou must be Professor Guittieriz. I'm Victoria Bronson, Chief Engineer.”

“Hello, Miss Bronson,” he said as he shook hands with her. “ Since we' re going to be together for quite
sometime, perhapsyou should cal meEli.”

“I’'m Tory. Sorry | wasn't here to greet you when you got in.”
“No problem. | understand you were on Mars.”
She nodded. “A little rest and relaxation prior to heading out.”

He laughed. “It'sbeen alifelong ambition of mineto see Mars. Herel am and | will not have the
opportunity. Oh well, another time.”



“Kit ill hasto cyclethrough,” Garth warned. The suiting chamber was the size of acomm booth and
one more person would cause it to overflow.

“Onmy way, Captain. I'll seeyou later, Eli.” Asshe moved through the middle sphere s circumferentia
passageway, she willed her implant to connect with theStarhopper computer just beyond the stedl
bulkhead. Sheimmediately received the connect tone signifying that the link between hersdf and the
computers was operating properly.

Tory pulled hersaf hand over hand to the axis passageway and from there up into the topmost of the
ship’ sthree spherical modules. It was from the upper sphere thatAustria was controlled. Besidesthe
control room, it contained awardroom, the converted bunkroom, and four tiny crew cabins. Each
spherical module had an independent life support system able to sustain lifefor long periodsin an
emergency. The control module, however, had the amenities that would make the voyage bearable.

Tory noted that her meager luggage had been ddlivered and secured in her cabin. She swarmed through
the axis passageway to the control room where she maneuvered hersdlf into one of two acceleration
couches. She drew a safety belt across her midsection and to loosely restrain herself. She then swung the
engineer’ s console over the couch and activated it.

The consolelit up with asatisfyingNO ANOMALIES message as she began turning on the hedlth
monitoring subroutines. She watched the progress of the sdlf-test softwarein her mind asit began
exercisng each system. It took the better part of an hour for the health monitorsto run completely
through asingle cycle. Shewas hard a work on the third such when Kit Claridge poked her chubby
features through the hatch.

“Lunch!”

Tory blinked. Aswas norma while under the influence of her implant, she had lost track of thetime. That
was adifficult concept for non-implant wearers to understand since the implant time signal was accurate
to the microsecond. Y et, knowing the time is not the same as being aware that time has passed. For that
Tory consulted her ssomach, which agreed that lunch was overdue.

#

Twelve days later, Tory was again strapped into her acceleration couch. Thistime shewasusing al of the
available restraints, including the ankle loopsthat kept her legs from flopping around. Starhopper was no
longer tied to Phobos. All cables and other ground connections had been removed following fueling of
the booster.

“Launch status check, Engineer!” Garth ordered from the couch next to Tory’s. All trace of the friendly
banter he had cultivated over the past six weeks was gone. He was now a ship’s captain facing the most
critical moment in any flight -- liftoff!

“We areready, Captain,” Tory responded as she finished checking the booster’ s status via her implant,
and scanned the readouts on the main viewscreen.

“Very wel,” Van Zandt replied. “ Pass control to the ship’s computer. Let us see what the brain can do.
Monitor and be prepared to override.”

“Aye, S r.n

DowninAustria ’shold, the twin eectronic brains came fully awake and began their own pre-launch
checks. They polled the hedlth of thousands of mechanisms, and then compared notes. The booster’ s 24



oversize reaction mass tanks were filled with dush hydrogen asten kilograms of antiprotons orbited in the
booster’ s four magnetic confinement tori. Starhopper s mass had increased by more than 100,000 tons
over the past forty eight hours, and the additiond inertiawould make the booster/corvette combination
response to commands duggish. The additiond inertiaof dl that reaction mass made it especialy critica
that everything work properly on lift off.

The automatic checkout continued for nearly ten seconds. At the end of that time, the computers
reported their readiness for launch.

“Ready, Captain. All systems check out nominal.”

“Stand by,” Van Zandt ordered. “ Professor Guittieriz!”

The smdl linguist was strapped down in his cabin &ft.

“Asready as!’ll ever be” camethereply.

“Professor Claridge?’

Kit too was strapped down in her cabin. “Ready to launch, Captain.”
“Chief Engineer Bronson?’

“Ready, Captain.”

“Very wel. Control, thisisStarhopper . We are ready to lift.”

“Your trgjectory isclear of traffic,Starhopper . You are cleared out of the inner zone.”
“All right, Engineer, you may release the jinn from its bottle.”

Tory sent theimpulse that transferred find control to the computer. The effect wasimmediate.
Somewhere aft, adozen smal reaction jets came aight. Nothing happened for a second or two, and then
the radar dtimeter began to register adow climb. When the vel ocity indicator registered 10 meters per
second, the reaction jets grew slent.

Sarhopper continued to drift dowly skyward. It had effectively escaped the smal moon’ s gravitationa
hold and was now in orbit about Mars.

“We re safely away, Captain,” Tory reported unnecessarily.

“Very well, Engineer. Begin find checks of the antimatter system and el ectromagnetic nozzle. We head
into the deep black as soon aswe clear theinner traffic zone.”

#

Fadorn of the Phelan stared at theimage of Sol and its planets and marveled at the sight. His ancestors
had studied thisyedlow star from the moment they had discovered it to be the source of artificia
generated el ectromagnetic radiation. Following the destruction of Tau Ceti, his predecessors had studied
Sol to glean as much information as possible. For much of the long voyage from the home system,
however, Sol’ s nine children had remained invisible to Phelan telescopes. All the knowledge they had of
the system came from human broadcasts.

It had not been until the cycle of Fadorn’ s birth that the ship’ s telescopes had first picked out the faint
sparks of Sol’s attendant worlds. Jupiter had been first, of course, followed by Saturn, Venus, and Earth.



Over therevolutions, dl of the solar planets had been observed save two. The innermost, Mercury, was
lost inthe glare of the star, even when advanced obscuration techniques were attempted. The outermost,
Pluto, wastoo far out and badly positioned for observation. Neither failure was of much interest to the
Phelan. Their vison remained firmly fixed on the third of Sol’s children.

For dl thetime they could see them, Phelan telescopes had watched the changing pattern of sunlight on
the solar worlds. Each planet showed asanearly full circle when on thefar Sde of the sun, and asatiny
diver of light when near. Asthey watched, Fasorn and his crewmates saw a system very like home. Two
worldsin the home system had been twins of Jupiter, while hot, cloud shrouded Milsahad been Venus's
counterpart. Earth resembled lost Phelaas closdly as one world can resemble another. Even the oversize
Lunahad its counterpart in Phela slargest moon.

Fadorn’s current interest, however, wasin none of the worlds of Sol. His attention was fixed on a patch
of violet-white fog that would have been invisible had the computers not noted its presence.

“The astronomers are certain that thisisaship coming to meet us?’ Fadorn asked his chief advisor.

“There can be no doubt,” Rosswin replied. “ They have been observing the cloud for twenty watches. At
firg, they thought it the exhaust of an interplanetary liner en route from Marsto an outer world. They
became suspicious when the cloud did not move like aship in the main planetary plane. When it did not
fade away at the proper time, they began taking Doppler measurements. There can be no doubt. Itis
moving directly toward us”

“How fag?”’

“At the beginning of thiswatch, at 0.0413 fraction of lumina velocity.”
“What isthe ddlay inthe light reaching us?’

“One-quarter cycle”

“Thenif the vehicle continued boosting, it could actualy be moving much faster by now. Could it bea
wegpon?’

“Our human psychologists put the probability at less than two dozen partsin agross,” Rosswin replied.
“They think it morelikely that the humans have modified the interstellar probe they were building and are
using it to send a ship out to meet us.”

Fadorn’s posture showed his concern. “A development we had not foreseen.”

“What are your orders?’ the advisor asked. Hislower two arms hung at his Sde, much asahuman’s
would, while the upper set was clasped acrossthe barrel of his chest. The position wasthat of respect, a
subordinate awaiting ingructions.

Fadorn's earsflicked as he considered this new factor in their plans. “ Perhaps thisis not the problem we
had feared. It will give us the opportunity to fine tune the masquerade before we have to face the human
multitudes”

“Isthat wise?’

“What choice havewe? Y ou will issue ordersto al human specidigts. | want to be advised of their
preliminary assessments as soon as possible.

“It will bedone”



CHAPTER 8

Tory Bronson woke to bitter, biting cold. She lay there and wondered what had gone wrong with the
power to her deeping bag. Surely, Ben had not gotten up during the night and dialed the tent back to
trangparency so that he could look at the stars. He had been on Mars long enough to know better than
that, hadn’t he?

She found that willing her eyelids open was the hardest work she had ever done. When she could findly
see again, the tent on Sutter’ s Peak was nowhere to be found. In its place was atranducent barrier only
afew centimetersin front of her nose. She watched without understanding as the glass dternately fogged
and then cleared in time with her breathing. Then an ice cube melted somewhereingde her brain and her
memories came flooding back.

They had spent Six weeks climbing the mountain of velocity after leaving Phobos. Each day the sun
shrank alittle asthe thrum of the engines continued without |etup. Those long weeks had been punctuated
by periodic engine shutdowns as empty reaction mass tanks were jettisoned. Tory envisioned along
string of white spheres extending al the way back to Mars like astring of pearls. They had passed the
orbit of Jupiter at the end of the first week, that of Uranus during week two, and Pluto only three days
later. Once out of the Solar System, they had continued accel erating until they were moving as quickly
outbound asthelight sail wasfdling inward. By the end of the sixth week, Austria was two dozen times
Pluto’ s distance from Sal.

For much of the journey, Tory had been too busy to think about the enormous gulf of space between
hersalf and home. Thefirst week she had done nothing but watch the operation of the booster. Her only
breaks had been for meals, quick tripsto the head, and catnaps. She had used her implant to monitor the
flow of plasma, the interplay of magnetic fields, and athousand other parameters. The booster had
become aliving, breathing entity to her. The steady flow of antiprotons and hydrogen into the reaction
chamber wereitslifeblood, the network of fiber optic cables, itsganglia

At the end of along week, Tory had retired to her cabin to deep the clock around. After that, she had
joined the othersin standing the regular watches that Garth insisted on while the engines were operating.
When not on watch, Tory repaired software glitches uncovered by the health monitors. The worst of
these she shipped to the programmers on Mars and Earth, while the minor problems, she repaired
hersdlf. Besides watches and software maintenance, she took her turn cooking, cleaning, and performing
light maintenance.

None of which explained how it was that she was freezing with her nose pressed up againgt a piece of
frosted glass. Her situation reminded her of ajoke she’d once heard: *Y ou know it’ s going to be abad
day when you wake up lying face down in the gutter and can’t remember know how you got there!”
Then, asthough the thought had been a cataly<t, her duggish brain gave up another memory.

Shewasin her cold deep tank inAustria ’s converted bunkroom! Shewas sl puzzling over that fact
when aflesh colored blur entered her field of view. There was aquiet clicking noise from somewhere far
off. Her vison suddenly cleared asthe glass cover retracted into itsrecess. Severa moisture globules
were didodged by the sudden motion. They floated up and away, confirming what Tory’ s body had been
telling her for the past severd minutes. The thrum of the engines was absent and the ship wasin zero
gravity. She had no opportunity to wonder whether that was good or bad before a haggard Kit Claridge
leaned over her.



“How areyou feding?’ the doctor asked.

Tory let the words trickle down through her brain as she pondered their meaning. It was only after her
srangely lethargic menta processes converted the sounds into words that she thought to wonder the
samething. Howwas shefeding?

There wasthe cold, of course; but that was an externd stimulus, and soiit did not redlly count. As she
tried to swallow, she became aware that her throat and mouth were as dry as Martian dust. Her ssomach
wastied into asmadl, hard knot. She became aware of adull ache that suffused her muscles, and sharper
pains coming from the various places where the medicd cuffs encircled her limbs. The soles of her feet
burned, too. She could think of no reason why that should be.

Shetook along rasping breath and croaked out, “1’m cold.”

The doctor’ s concerned look was transformed into aquick smile. “Hell, who isn't? Here, let me help you
out of the tank!”

Kit did something out of her line of sight and the long cylindrical lid moved up and out of theway. The
doctor helped free her arms and feet from the cuffs, then leaned over, and lifted her bodily.

“Where s Garth?’

“Upin control catching up on themail. Y ou are third to be awakened. Eli’slast.” Kit maneuvered her
weightless form to the sanitary compartment as she spoke.

Tory nodded her understanding. The movement caused the liquid in her inner ear to dosh unpleasantly.
She wondered whether she should activate her implant, then put it off when another question occurred to
her.

“How long?’ she whispered. With her throat, a whisper was the best she could manage.
“Five hundred and twelve days,” Kit said. “ Right on schedule.”

“Andthedien?

“A hdl of alot closer than it was, but till nothing to brag about.”

“Then we madeit!”

The doctor nodded. “We begin decel erating one week from today.” She maneuvered Tory’ s body to the
ship’s zero gee shower. When they reached it, she anchored hersdlf to a stanchion and pushed Tory
ingde the closed cubicle. “I’ ve programmed it for aquick warm up,” she explained as she activated the
watertight door.

Tory grabbed therailingsinsdethe gall just as a stream of tepid liquid sprayed out of the overhead. The
water warmed swiftly asit flowed down her flanksin rivulets and then into the gridwork built into the
shower base. A siream of swiftly moving air carried the liquid away.

Tory lifted her head to face the oncoming stream. She opened her mouth and stuck out her tongue,
daking her thirst. Then she went limp and held on to therailings as thelife giving flow chased the cold

from her body.
#

When shefindly exited the shower, she found Kit ready with alarge, fluffy towe. She wrapped hersdf in



it. After the warm embrace of the water, it was a shock to return to the cold air of the cabin.
“What do you remember?’ the doctor asked as she handed Tory afistful of pillsto swallow.
“I remember launching, and the outbound flight.”

“Do you remember going into the tank?’

Tory concentrated. It seemed to her that shedid remember it, but hazily. She had been frightened, she
remembered that well enough. In her opinion the cold deep tank looked entirdly too much like a coffin.
There had been something else, too . . .

When she had arrived in the bunkroom, one tank had already been occupied and itstop frosted over. As
the oldest person onboard, Eli Guttieriz had the honor of being first into the tanks and the last out.

She remembered Kit ordering her out of her clothes, and giving her afistful of medicationsto swallow as
shefloated naked next to her open tank. They had reached cruising speed two days earlier and had shut
down the engines. Tory remembered pulling hersaf down against the soft interior lining as she dipped her
feet into the restraints at the base. Kit had helped snap restraints onto her arms. Shortly after that, Tory
had felt the sudden prick of aneedle, after which she had lost fedling from her neck down. She
remembered Kit' s explanation that the anesthetic wasto alow her to be intubated without discomfort.

“Wadll, then,” Kit had said, smiling down at her patient. “ Ready for dreamland?’
“l guesss0.”

“All right, I’'m gtarting the cycle. Y ou will find yoursef getting deepy in aminute or so. Meanwhile, try to
think of something dse”

“Likewhat?” Tory felt her inhibitions dowly drain away as drugs began to course through her veins.
“Anything at all. Eli took hismind off things by asking if | would share his cabin with him.”

“Wheat did you say?”’

“I told him that we would talk about it when we woke up.”

“And will youdo it?’

Kit shonealight in each of Tory’seyes. “I might. It getslonely out here.”

“That it does.”

“Y ou could ask the captain, you know.”

“Could I'?" Her voice had durred the words, as her eyelids grew heavier. How wasthat possiblein zero
ges?

“It would make things less awvkward.”
Tory remembered being puzzled as the doctor’ s voice faded into silence.

The present-day-Kit thumped on her bare knee, making Tory’ sfoot jump. “I said, do you remember
going into the tank?’ She wore aworried expression as she waited for Tory’ s response. There were
those who came out of the tank subgtantialy lessintelligent than they had gonein.



“I remember. We were talking about my asking the captain if he wanted to...”
“Wanted to what?' Garth’ s voice boomed from across the cabin.

Tory found it impossible to be embarrassed with al of the chemicals coursing through her veins. Still, she
realized that she ought to be. The doctor covered for her by saying, “ Just girl talk, Garth. Nothing to
bother command authority.”

“How’ sthe patient?’
“She seemsto be coming around. It will be afew hours yet before she fed's human.”

Garth looked at Tory and grinned. “When you fed better, come up to the control room and look at the
light sail. 1’ sahundred times brighter than the last time you saw it.”

#

Tory awoke again and thistime knew immediately where she was. She was clipped to the bulkhead in
her own cabin, having just dept an indeterminate time. She fdlt better than she had, which meant that she
merely felt lousy. She carefully unclipped and pulled hersdlf to the wash station. There she got her first
good look inamirror.

She grimaced. Her face bore the same haggard look that both Kit and Garth had. The gauntness, she
knew, was asde effect of cold deep. A few days of proper diet would fill out her cheeks, but how long
would it take to overcome the lingering lethargy?

She unclipped her hairbrush and ran it through her locks. Her hair was just enough longer to confirm that
she had been ayear-and-a-haf in hibernation. As she brushed it forward, she noted that she could now
see the ends of her bangs. She made a sour face as she broke out an ugly zero gee hair net and dipped it
on. She rummaged in adrawer for her makeup kit, and spent another couple of minutes putting on a
proper face. She checked her image in the mirror one last time and decided that it would have to do.

She opened the hatch and floated out into the passageway. As she moved, she remembered Garth’s
arrival in the bunkroom while she had been clad in atowel and looking like death warmed over. Shedso
remembered what she and Kit had been talking about, and blushed in retrospect. The memory aso got
her to thinking about the social arrangements aboard ship.

Asfar as she knew, everyone had kept to their own cabinsfor the six weeks they had accelerated into
the great black. If Kit had gone to bed with either of the men, she had been extraordinarily discreet about
it. One reason had been the watch schedule, which had been as effective a chaperon as any teacher a a
high school dance. With each of them on duty aquarter of each day, not to mention al their other duties,
there had been little enough time for acouple to spend timein private.

Kit had confirmed that she would be moving in with Eli Guittieriz as soon as he recovered from cold
deep, making the socia equation considerably more complicated. She had been right to suggest that it
would be lessawkward if Tory aso formed a sexud liaison with the captain. Tory wondered if that was
what she wanted.

She prodded her psyche and found no overwhelming objections. There was Ben to consider, of course.
A liaison with Garth would lead to awkward questions when she returned home. Still, she had made no
promises nor had she asked for any. Besides, the chance Ben would remain faithful to her for threelong
yearswas nearly infinitesmdl.

What about her fedingsfor Garth? He was certainly an attractive man, and she respected him for the skill



he had shown molding four disparate individualsinto ateam. However, that was not love. No, any
arrangement they made would be one of convenience only. She remembered their conversationin The
Eyrie, about relationships being based on nothing more than having awarm body to snuggle up to at
night. She had to admit that particular reason was alot more compelling than it had once been. There
was something about the immensity of space that drove people to seek reassurance wherever they could.

The only problem lay in how to let Garth know of her interest. After dl, she had grown up in asociety
where forwardness was frowned upon in young ladies. It made no difference that the attitude was a
holdover from the days when Mars had been abarren frontier. It was the way Tory had been brought

up.

Shefelt aflash of irritation at herself. Shewould be afool to let her inhibitionsrule her life for the next
three years. They were along way from home on a dangerous mission and no one knew what tomorrow
would bring. Why shouldn’t she seek the companionship of avirile, congderate man? All sheredly
needed was to screw up her courage and make Garth the offer. The worst he could do would beto turn
her down.

That, she redized, was what frightened her most. What if she asked and he said no? Wasit possible to
die of mortification, and if not, wasthat good? It was avery hesitant Tory Bronson who made her way to
the control room.

#

Garth was strapped into his acceleration couch, reading something on his screen as she drifted up through
the open hatch. He caught movement out of the corner of his eye and twisted around to look at her.

“Fed better?’

“Much,” shereplied. “How long did | deep?’

“Twelve hours”

Shelet out alow whistle“ That long?’

“About the same asKit and | did when wefirst came out of the tank.”
“What about Eli?’

“He was decanted eight hours ago. Heisin his cabin, recuperating. | predict that he’ Il need at least a
couple of daysto bounce back because of hisage.”

“And Kit?’

“She'sintheinfirmary, cleaning things up. Care to hear what’ s been going on a home since you went to
deegp?”
“Sure”
“Wall, it seems some enterprising reporter wondered why we launched in secrecy and hired an amateur
astronomer to get photos of the probe on itsway to Alpha Centauri. When he could not find it there, he

talked his editor into paying for asky search. When they found that we were headed toward Tau Ceti,
they dso found thelight sall.”

“What happened?’



“The shit hit the ventilator when the news broke. The system council went into emergency sesson and
demanded to know why the vast mgjority of the councilors had not been told. Our friend, Minister de
Pasqual came closeto losing hisjob. The storm blew over, and for the past year, they have been building
an impressive organization to eva uate data as we tranamit it. By the way, your friend Ben Tallen has been
promoted. He' s now the administrator in charge of dien investigations.”

“Good for him! Ishe ill on Mars?’

“Not according to the return address on the dozen or so private messages on file for you in the compuiter.
They were dl transmitted from Earth.”

“Oh”
“Want to seethelight sail?’
“I’dloveto.”

Garth did something to the controls and the screen cleared to show a bright spark of blue-white near the
now familiar ring of the Tau Ceti nova. Garth wasright. It was alot brighter than it had been. Even so, it
was gtill only adimensionless point of light, an dectric spark silhouetted against a background of black
velvet.

Tory stared at it for along time while she worked up the courage to broach the subject she had cometo
talk about. Finally, she took a deep breath and plunged ahead.

“Uh, Garth, do you remember what we talked about that night in The Eyrie?’
“Wetdked about many things.”

“Y ou weretdling me about relationships aboard ship...”

“What about them?’

“Areyou awarethat Kit and Eli are moving in together?’

“I’d beapoor captainif | wasn't.”

“And you approve?’

“It' snone of my business. It will only become my businessif they can’'t get dong and it affectstheir ...
work.”

“Wadll, Kit suggested that thingswould be lessawkward if ... you know.”

He sat up in his acceeration couch and stared at her, unwilling to help her by acknowledging what must
be blatantly obvious. She swallowed to regain control of her traitor voice and tried again.

“What | mean is, would you like meto movein with you?’

To her surprise, he did not answer immediately. When he findly did, he shook hishead dowly, “I don't
think it would work.”

A sudden flame engulfed her face and ears. She was so surprised that she blurted out, “Why not?’

“Doctor Claridge and Professor Guittieriz may look upon sex aslight exercise, but apair of romantics



such as oursalves need something more. | suggest that we fdl in love with one another first.”
“You can'tjust fal inlove the way you order anew air bottle!”

“Sure, you can. The human psycheisawonderful insrument. Provide the proper stimulus and you
always get the proper response.”

“What about after the misson?’

“Thenwefdlout of love with each other, if that iswhat wewant. | start durping my morning coffee; you
gtart leaving your underwear hanging in the sanitary cubicle. Inside aweek, we won't remember what the
attraction was.”

“You'reserious, aren't you?’

“Of course,” hesad. “ Take asurvey of old married people and see how many of them werein love
when they first wed. | think you'll be surprised.”

“How do we go about fdling in love?’

“Dinner in my cabin with the lightsturned low for starters. | have abottle of winethat | was saving for
when we get our first good look &t the dien starship. Wewill crack it open and drink to romance.
Afterwards, we'll it close together, watch aholo, and you can pretend to laugh at my jokes.”

“I'm gameif you are”

He bowed as low as he was able from his atting position. “May | cal on milady for drinksthis evening?’
Shegrinned. “1 doubt | will be very good company. | have to do a complete software scan.”

“Good poaint. | expect to be somewhat busy mysalf. What do you say to tomorrow night?’

“It sadate.”

“And to sed the bargan?’

She floated toward him and pressed her lipslightly to his. Despite their best efforts, the kisslacked ardor.
When they parted, Van Zandt sighed.

“‘Thespiritiswilling, but thefleshisweak.” WE Il try again later when we' re both more rested from the
colddeep.”

“You'rethe captain,” Tory replied as she moved to the other acceleration couch. She was both
disappointed and exhilarated. It was adecidedly odd frame of mind.

CHAPTER 9

“Bring the telescope to full magnification,” Kit Claridge ordered.

Beside her, Tory moved to comply. The two of them were running an observation program ordered by
the scientists on Earth. They were photographing the region around the light sail in the ultraviol et
wavelengthsto visudly map theriver of plasmathat flowed toward the dien craft. There ought to be



vigble effects where the inbound and outbound plasma streams interpenetrated. With luck, the scientists
might be able to estimate of how far in front of thelight sail the starship was suspended.

“Full mag,” Tory reported. “No problems encountered.”
“Right. Begin the observation cycle”

It had taken six weeks for Starhopper to climb to four percent of light speed, and twice that long to back
down again. Firg, they had to hdt their outbound flight, and then accelerate back toward the sun asthe
light sail overtook them. Austria had reached its maximum retreat from Sol at 10:34 hourson May 1,
2242, when it achieved an “dtitude’ of 650.378 light hours. Garth celebrated the occasion by sending a
message to Earth claiming the system record for amanned spacecraft. It wasindicative of the distances
involved that the message would require 27 daysto reach Earth.

The two women sat back in their acceleration couches and regarded the starfield in the middle of the
screen. Thetask of mapping the energetic hydrogen was made more difficult by the softly glowing fog
that hugged the screen’ slower edge. Thiswas spillover fromStarhopper ’s own plasmadrive. It would
continue to degrade their long-range sensors until they pulled dongsidethe dien.

A week earlier, Kit had attempted to perform the same experiment. The sail had just begun to show a
disk and the research teams on Earth had asked that they map the plasma flow to get a better idea of the
power the dienswere pumping into the interstellar medium. Midway through the hour-long observation,
something had gone wrong with the telescope. An unexplained glitch had overloaded the delicate
sensors, ruining the data. After reviewing the recordings of that session, Kit had requested that Tory
monitor the telescope with her implant to ensure that the instrument was working properly.

“Scanners are recording normally,” Tory reported.
Kit shrugged. “I can’t figureit out then. Maybe | flubbed a switch setting.”
“I’ll watch for abit more before going back to my other duties.”

“Thanks. | can use the company. | hardly have timeto go to the head, let a one engage in some good old
fashioned human interaction.”

“I know what you mean.”

With thelight sail so close, the relatively relaxed work schedule of theinitia approach had suddenly gone
by the boards. Demands for observations were rising asymptotically. It seemed as though every anayst
on Earth had suddenly decided that he must have new data soonest. The communications delay did not
help. With nearly two months between request and response, they were likely to get a dozen follow-up
requests for the same experiment.

“What wasthat?’

“What waswhat?’ Tory asked. She had been concentrating on following the software routines and had
not been looking at the screen.

“| saw aflash.”
“Where?’
“Thelight sall.”



“Areyou sure?’
Kit nodded. “It was like a beacon. The image brightened for an instant, and then was gone.”

Tory watched for adozen seconds, but saw nothing. She was about to put it down to overwork on Kit's
part when it happened again. The flash was too quick to properly register on the human reting, but it
seemed to originate from the center of the light sail.

They watched intently until the flash regppeared thirty seconds later. Tory noted that the telescope was
St to study the middle ultraviolet, which meant that whatever was causing the flash wasinvisbleto the
unaided human eye.

They watched the phenomenon for several more cycles. It appeared and disappeared at random. The
shortest interval between flashes was ten seconds, the longest, aminute and ahalf.

“What do you think? Are they trying to communicate with us?’

“Comm laser?’ Tory responded. “It’ s possible. They may have trouble locking onto us at thisrange.
They must know we are here. They’ ve been staring directly up our drive flare for eeven weeks now.”

“Wegpon?’

That, too, was apossibility. Tory remembered how paranoid it had seemed when they had insisted on
not including acomm laser onAustria because it would ook too much like aweapon. Suddenly, it did
not seem paranoid at all.

“Of course!”

“What?’

Tory indicated the telescope controls with a sweeping gesture. “What isit we are attempting to do here?’
“WEe re mapping theionized hydrogen cloud ... oh!”

“Correct. We are coming into range of the laser that isdoing theionizing! Every timeit scansacross us,
we see aflash. I'll bet thewavelength is precisaly the one that ismost efficient at ionizing intersiellar

hydrogen.”
“No bet. You d better notify the captain.”
#

Garth Van Zandt stared at the recording of the light sail and waited for the flash. They had dowed the
image down ahundred times. Even then, it was amazing how quickly the sudden brightness came and
went. It was atestimonid to the acuity of the ship’ s telescope and the human eye that the two women
had seenitat al.

“ Spectrum?’
“Pure monochromatic light,” Kit replied, reading off the wavelength.

The captain grunted hisassent. “You nailed it, Tory. It isdefinitely their ionization laser. We' d best get
this news off to Earth.”

“I’ve dready donethat. I’ m collecting data on power now.”



He nodded. “That ought to tell us how close we can approach without getting fried.”
Tory frowned. “1 hadn’t thought of that. Do you redlly think it could be dangerous?’

“Depends on how tightly the aliens have it focused. If we knew the scan rate, we could use the duration
of the flash to compute the beam spread. In any event, if they are harvesting hydrogen from across as
large avolume of space aswethink, they are not using aflashlight.

“Why aretheflashes so erratic?’ Kit asked.

“The beam probably misses us on most passes,” Van Zandt responded. “We only see the flash when it
scansdirectly over us”

“Doesn't that give usthe information we need to compute the width of the beam?’
“Doesit?’

“Sure” Tory said. “Wetake the minimum interval between flashes and assume that isthe result of our
seeing two successive scans. Then we take the maximum interva and compute how many scanswe
missed. If we assume they scan the beam so that it completdly fillsthe space in front of them, that tellsus
the maximum size of the beam at our distance from the dien. We then use that datato compute the beam
Spread.”

“Might work,” Garth agreed after severa seconds. | doubt it’ s quite that easy, however. What if your
min or max intervas between flashes change?’

“Then we recompute with the new data. Eventualy we' Il converge on thered vaue.”
“All right, setit up.”

“Right!” Tory suddenly got thet faraway look that told the others she had activated her implant. To dl
outward appearances, she had left the room.

“How are we going to approach the alien if the laser turns out to be dangerous?’ Kit asked.

Garth stroked his chin. “That could be aproblem. Still, | doubt they are scanning al of circum-ambient
gpace. That would beinefficient. If | were designing their system, | would limit the laser to the volume
from which | could sweep up hydrogen. No sense in wasting power on hydrogen they have no hope of
harvesting.”

“What does that mean?”’

“No matter how strong afield they’ re using the attract the charged ions with, there’ salimit to how far
they can pull them in at their current speed. The laser is probably confined to anarrow cone directly
aong ther line of flight. If we moveto the Side, we should be able to get out of itsfocus. Once Tory tells
us the scan rate and the width of the beam, we'll be able to compute the size of the cone they are using
... | hope.”

“And al we need do is steer clear?’
“Thet' stheidea.”
“What if they can point the laser like awegpon?’

Garth’ sshrug was Gdlic in its expressveness. “ That’ swhat we re hereto find out, isn't it?’



#

No longer wasthe light sail adistant point of light against the black velvet of the firmament. Over the last
severd daysthe dien congtruct had grown from atiny disk, to alighted moon, to an entire world that
seemed to hover just beyond the reach of Sarhopper *sdriveflare. Tory estimated the light sail’s
diameter at 19,987 kilometers from edge to edge -- three times the diameter of Mars and two-thirds
larger than Earth. Asfor the sal’ soveral mass, she could only guess. Thetrue scale of the dien artifact
wasjust beginning to register on her.

“Give me areading on the plasmadensty,” Van Zandt ordered.
“No changeinthelast hour.”

Austriawas submerged in the river of ionized hydrogen that was flowing out of space and onto the
surface of the light sail. The plasmadensity was high enough to affect the focus of the magnetic field in
their nozzle assembly. Of late, glowing coronas had begun to appear at various points aong the booster.
Worst of dl, theion fog had dramatically increased the glare produced by Star hopper ’ s own fountain of
plasma. The suffused radiance of their drive flare had effectively blinded many of their most sensitive
ingruments.

“Keep monitoring. Advise methe ingtant there is any change plus or minus.”

“Aye, Captan.”

Except for hurried breaks for persond hygiene, neither Garth nor Tory had |eft their stations for the past
three days. They ate and dept in rotation, with one of them awake and manning the controls aways. Nor
were there any of the soft touches or words of endearment they shared off duty. When on the bridge, the
captain and his chief engineer were dl business. Kit Claridge and Eli Guttieriz were likewise unableto
pursuetheir persond relationship. They were kept busy fulfilling the insatiable demands of the Earthside
scientists for observations during the gpproach. For thefirst time in the voyage, the communications delay
worked in their favor. Had the scientists on Earth been able to observe the approach in red time, their
demands would have quickly escalated to the point of overload. Asit was, they had been forced to
preprogram all of their observation requests on Earth amonth, and would not receive the results until a
month after Sarhopper rendezvoused with the dien.

Tory let her attention turn back to the light sail. They werefifty thousand kilometersin front of the light
sal, with aclosng rate that was little more than an interplanetary walk. They were seven minutesfrom
engine shutdown and had begun a search for the starship that must be somewherein front of the sail. At
this range, however, looking for the manned craft was very much like looking for the proverbid neediein
ahaystack.

The pattern of light and dark that had been discernable for weeks now stood out in stark contrast on the
viewscreen. The sail was billowed out as though filled with an invisible wind -- asindeed, it was. Where
some parts reflected the blackness of space, others concentrated the ion glow. The two effects combined
to produce moving spokes of light asthe sail rotated dowly. If God were ever to build a kaeidoscope
for Hisown use, then it would surdly resemblethelight sall.

By concentrating, it was possible to make out the points where individua shroud lines attached to the
main body of the sail. The attach points were arranged in twel ve concentric rings, with shroud lines
numbering over athousand. Thelinesthemselves wereinvisible, but their arrangement reveded a great
dedl about the sail’ s congtruction. Whatever material made up the sall, itsoverdl strength wasllittle better
than tissue paper. Thisresult surprised Tory until she remembered that tissue paper was many thousands
of timesthicker than even ahuman light sail. No matter what reasonabl e thickness she assumed for the



sall, the resulting requirement for tensile strength was far beyond anything known to human science.

Of theionization laser, there was no sign. It had been four days sinceAustria had last seen the ultraviolet
flash. As Garth had surmised, the laser scanned anarrow cone lying directly dong thelight sall’ sflight
path. The dienswere not wasting their precious energy on those portions of the interstellar medium
beyond the reach of their eectrostatic particle scoop. OnceAustria left its scan cone, the laser had
appeared to go dark.

“Thirty secondsto engine shutdown,” Tory reported.
“Make sure the others know that,” Garth ordered.

Tory made the announcement, and then turned back to the screen. The plan caled for them to shut down
their engine and drift, alowing the sail to overtake them. The specidists on Earth thought an unpowered
craft would appear |ess threatening than one that rushed directly at the diens spewing afountain of
charged particles beforeit. Tory hoped they wereright in their assessment.

The chronometer in the corner of the viewscreen counted off the seconds. Suddenly, the thrum of power
was gone. So, too, wasthe pull of acceleration. Tory rebounded into her straps. Her ssomach did a
quick flip-flop, and then steedied. On the viewscreen, the luminescent fog from the drive flare began to
disspate dowly. It reminded Tory of the dow clearing that follows a Martian dust storm.

“Stand by for aradar pulse.”
“Standing by.”

The ship’sradar had been oneinstrument blinded by the interaction between the light sail’ sion river and
Sarhopper 'sdriveflare. Garth waited several secondsto allow thefog to dissipate. When * seeing”
conditions had improved sufficiently, he ordered, “Pulsel”

The overhead lights dimmed as Tory funneled maximum power into the forward antenna. The disruption
lasted but amoment. It took less than half-a-second for aglowing apparition to begin forming on the
viewscreen. The object resembled an ancient parachute, except the “canopy” had far less depth to it than
any parachute. Perhaps amore apt image, Tory thought, wasthat of a dinner plate suspended from a
spider web. The shallow convex shape of the sail was dueto itsrate of spin, with “centrifugal force”
maintaining its shape. Tory quickly calculated the amount of rotationd energy stored in the sail and
wondered if that were not the diens' power source.

The shroud lines, invisible at this distance to either eye or telescope, stood out starkly in the wavelength
the radar used. They formed afuzzy conica shape on the screen, the point of which converged ten
thousand kilometersin front of thelight sail. A tiny dot of light at the cone’ s gpex hinted at a solid object
there.

“Magnify!”

The screen was dow to paint thistime. Eventualy they found themsdlves staring at the very tip of the
shadowy cone. Around the apex was ashape so indistinct that they could tell little beyond the fact that it

possessed dimension.
“That'sit!” Garth exclaimed.

It wasdl Tory could do to nod agreement as large globular tears came unbidden to her eyes. The surge
of feeling was dl the more intense for the speed of its onset. Here were the people who had crossed
twelve light years of emptiness to meet their human counterparts. The dien starship wasin sght and dl of



the speculation was about to end!
#

The control room was crowded for the final approach. Garth and Tory continued strapped into their
couches, while Kit and Eli floated behind them. The two observers had anchored themsalves to handy
stanchionsin an attempt to keep out of the way.

“Seeanything?’ Kit asked.

“Not yet,” Tory answered over her shoulder. Tory had the telescope dowly scanning the point in space
where the starship waslocated. They were closing with the alien craft at afew hundred kilometers per
hour, and from adirection well removed from the ionization laser’ s cone of operation.

“Therel” Eli shouted.
“Where?" Garth snapped.
“Lower right hand quadrant. Just above the edge of the sail.”

Tory looked to where he directed. Sure enough, something glinted where there had been no star afew
seconds earlier. Coming in from the flank asthey were, the sail showed alimb like aplanet. Despite their
proximity, however, the shroud linesremained invisbleto al but the sensors.

1] M @rify! ”
“Can't. We rea maximum dready.”
“Right. Keep the scope trained on that spot.”

The object on the screen began to take shape dowly. The diver was transformed over severa minutes
into abullet shape. A minute later, the bullet became two shapes -- alarge cylinder and asmaller sphere.

Garth gave the order to paint the starship. The scanning radar was far less powerful than the single pulse
they had used earlier, but more discerning of surface detail. Everyone held their breath and hoped the
garship’s crew would not interpret the new signa asan unfriendly act.

“How isthe microwave link?’ Garth asked Eli.

The linguist glanced down at ahand held monitor and responded, “ Going out strong, Captain! Earth will
be watching this same scene in another 630 hours.”

“My God, how largeashipisit?’ Kit asked when the radar began to paint the alien vessel’ simage on the
screen. Dimensiona information appeared unbidden to answer the question. The central cylinder was
dightly more than four kilometerslong, with adiameter of one kilometer. Its shape was highly reminiscent
of ahuman LaGrange colony -- hardly surprising since both were designed to smulate planetary
conditionsin a space environment. The shroud lines terminated in the spherica structure at the aft end of
the cylinder. Doppler measurements showed cylinder and sphereto be rotating at different speeds. The
gphere’ s movement was synchronized with the twice-an-hour rotation of the light sail, while the cylinder
rotated once about its axis every/ 48 seconds.

“How much centripeta force at the periphery?’
“I makeit 87% of Earth standard,” Tory reported.



“That provesthey’re from an Earthlike world, at least in terms of gravity.”

“Not necessarily, Captain,” Kit said. “Remember, Saturn’ s gravitationa field isn’t much stronger than
Earth’s. They may befrom agasgiant.”

“Let’sget asurface temperature reading from the hull.”
“Infrared radiation pesksat 207C.”
“Still soundslike Earth to me. Still, Kit has agood point. Let’s not jump to conclusions.”

Just then, the screen switched from radar display back to the view from the ship’ stelescope. A tiny
cylinder lay slhouetted against the black of space just above the limb of the light sail. The resemblanceto
aLaGrange colony was uncanny. Complex machinery could plainly be seen covering the starship’s hull.
Some of these would be heat rejection mechanisms, Tory knew. Rejecting waste hest to the vacuum of
space was amuch larger problem than most people redized. Other bits were undoubtedly sensors, while
gl others might be wegpons. Distance and lack of familiarity with Tau Cetian technology made it
impossibleto be certain of anything.

“Why arethere no lights?’ Kit wondered aoud.

Until then Tory had not redlized the dien cylinder was completdy dark. It wasdimly illuminated by
digant Sol and the glow emanating from thelight sall.

“Maybethe shipisaderdict after al.”
“Why should there be lights?’ Guttieriz asked. “Who is going to see them out here?’
“Whatever the reason,” Garth replied, “lets make sure that we' re getting pictures of everything.”

“Scanning,” Tory reported. Through her implant, she was aware that a dozen different data streams were
wending their way back toward Earth. Each passing second gained humanity severa million bytes of
additional data concerning the dien craft.

Their concentration on the viewscreen was suddenly broken by amuted tone. The noise was so ordinary
that it took afew secondsto register. Four sets of eyes were drawn as one to the small symbol that had
suddenly appeared in the lower corner of the viewscreen. Theicon wasthat of an old style telephone. It
sgnded the arriva of amessage on the short range, ship-to-ship communications band. The only
problem was that there was but one other ship within six hundred light hours of them ...

Garth looked sharply at Tory. “ Y ou aren't playing ajoke with your implant, are you?’
Thelook on her face convinced him of her innocence.
“What do we do?’ she asked

Hetook a deep breath and reached for the communications control on hisinstrument pandl. “We answer
it”



2 The Phelan

CHAPTER 10

The viewscreen broke up into multicolored static, and then cleared. It took amoment for Tory’seyesto
focus on the being that stared out at them.

The dien was covered in dense white fur. Its mouth was buried in ashort black muzzle, above which
were two large eyes. The eyes showed horizontal ditsin place of round pupils. Atop the craniumwasa
pair of motile ears from which tufts emanated. The ears were carried erect, like aGreat Dan€e's.

Before anyone could respond, the alien opened its mouth and words began to stream forth from an
overhead speaker. Thewordswere in precise, colloquial Standard. “ Ladies and gentlemen, welcometo
the Phedlan starshipFar Horizons . We have watched your progress with much excitement. Do you wish
to come aboard?’

Therewas along slence while Garth regained his composure. Hefindly said, “ Y es, please.”
“Very well,” the being in the screen said. * Recorders on and we will transmit approach ingtructions.”
“Recorderson!” Tory annhounced

There was a sudden high-pitched keening noise over the comm circuit. It lasted less than a second, but
sgnified that consderable information had been received.

“The recording will give you an gpproach corridor and velocity profile, Captain. We will monitor your
progress and guide you back on path should you stray.”

“Stray?’

“Y ou must be aware of the laser with which we ionize interstellar hydrogen. It isvery powerful. Y ou do
not want to encounter it during your approach. The control lineswith which we attach our ship to our
propulsion device are dso apotentid hazard. Y ou could severely damage usif you collide with one. It
would not do you any good either.”

“l canimagine...”
“Not to worry, Captain. If you follow our ingtructions, you will remain quite safe.”
“Acknowledged.”

Thedien turned dightly. The movement, which was vaguely reminiscent of ahuman being moving to
break contact, brought a strangling noise from behind Tory.

“Wait!” Eli Guttieriz shouted.
Thebeing' s ears cocked in the direction of the screen. “Is something wrong?’
“We have questionsto ask.”

“We adso, Professor Guittieriz. However, would it not be better to wait until you are safely aboard our
ship? Satisfying your curiosty is undoubtedly amatter of many hours.”



“How do you know my name?Y ou can't seeme!l”

Tory glanced at the small repeater screen that showed them what was going out over the commlink. Sure
enough, the pickup was still tightly focused on Garth. Howhad the alien known it was Eli who had
spoken?

The barely seen white shoulders performed an e aborate shrug. While recognizable, the movement was
obvioudy unsuited to the dlien’ s physique.

“Y ou four have been profiled in broadcasts from Earth, Professor. Since | saw that it was not Captain
Van Zandt who had spoken, | assumed that it must be the only other human male aboard your ship.”

“Who am 17?7’ Kit asked.
After amoment’ s hesitation, the dien replied, “ Katherine Claridge, Ph.D. and M.D.”
“How can you possibly know that?’

“We have arecording of alecture you gave afew yearsago on Mars,” the dien replied. “We matched
your voice pattern to that in storage.”

“Who the hell are you people?’

“My personal nameis Fadorn, Doctor. My people are the Phelan. Asyour scientists have dready
surmised, we are refugees from the Tau Ceti nova. The ship you see before you is namedFar Horizons .
It isthe ark that carried usto safety when our star exploded.”

“What isyour purposein coming here?” Garth asked. The question wasinane, he thought, but he wanted
to get the answer on the officia record being transmitted back to Earth.

“That should be obvious, Captain. We come seeking a home to replace the one we lost. We hope that
you will allow usto settle near the warmth of your star. We are not beggars. We are prepared to pay for
your assgtance.”

“Inwhat medium of exchange?’

“Thereisonly one currency that holdsits value over interstellar distances. That isknowledge. Aboard this
ship, we carry the accumulated knowledge of our species. We are prepared to share al we know with
humanity if you will alow usto establish acolony inyour syssem. Our requirementsin termsof land are
quite modest. We need afew thousand hectares on which to grow food and to settle our people, and will
be pleased to settle land humans consider worthless. | hope you will advise your superiors of what | have
told you.”

“How did you know to come hereto Sol in thefirst place?’

The alien made agesture, the sgnificance of which was lost on the humans. “My ancestors picked up
your radio sgnals some fifty years before they learned that our star was unstable. When it became
obviousthat our world was doomed, we built this ship and three others. We sent the othersto the stars
you know as Epsilon Eridani, Epsilon Indi, and Alpha Centauri.Far Horizons was assigned Sol. There
weren't very many other choices.”

“Only four ships?’ Tory asked. “Were you so few then?’

“Onthe contrary,” Fadorn replied. “ The population of Phelawas twenty percent greater than the current



population of your Earth. All but those few on the ships perished in the nova.”
Tory shivered. Tothink of dl thoselives snuffed out in asingleingant.
“How did you learn to speak our language?’ Eli asked.

Fadorn emitted a sound that was reminiscent of a chuckle. “We have monitored your communications for
mogt of the time we have been in transit, Professor. Aboard this ship, we use the human tongue more
than our own. I’'m afraid, that you will find little use for your specidty here.”

“Onething d=e...” Eli sad.

Thedieninterrupted him. “Please, we will have severa weeksin which to learn al about one another.
Our immediate problem isto get you safely aboard our ship. Please play the audiovisua and set up for
your gpproach, Captain Van Zandt, and notify uswhen you are ready to begin the procedure.”

“Right.”
“Fadorn out.”
“Austriaout,” Garth replied as the screen went blank.

No one spoke for nearly a minute. Except for the recording symbol that had replaced the telephone icon
on the screen, it would have been easy to convince Tory that what had just transpired was a case of
mass hypnosis.

#

When he had regained control of histhinking, Garth punched for the audiovisud the diens had sent them.
It was a diagram showing the light sail with itstwo conical zones of danger -- one forward and one aft --
an hourglass shape into which they must not stray. Asthey watched, a stylized booster/corvette
combination moved dowly toward the cylindrical starship. Glowing aphanumerics showed position and
velocity vectorsfor every moment of the approach. A broad three-dimensiona highway of glowing light
marked the gpproach lane. The symbology the dienswere using wasright out of theSpace Pilot’'s
Handbook .

Garth froze the display on the screen. “Can we feed thisinto the autopilot?’

Tory consulted the raw dataiin the computer. “No problem. They’ ve followed standard database format
precisdly.”

“Then st it up.” Garth keyed the display back tolife.

The cylindrica starship continued to grow on the screen. At ten kilometers, the icon representing the
human spacecraft halted and split in two. An aien voice announced that it would be necessary to
separate their propulsion and crew modules at that point, leavingStarhopper in station keeping mode
until it could be taken under tow. The unseen alien was apol ogetic, but explained that the big booster
would nat fit throughFar Horizons ’s ship lock. It also represented too great a safety hazard to be taken
aboard the starship.

“Anyone have a problem with separating from the booster?” Garth asked after the short announcement
concluded.

“It will take haf an hour to unplug everything. The engineers made it possible to separate, but not easy.”



Eli muttered, “If anything goeswrong, we' |l be helplessin there”

“WEe re hdplessright now,” Tory reminded him. “All they need do is shinethat laser in our direction.”
“Kit?

“| agreewith Tory,” the doctor replied. “We came hereto learn dl we can. Let’ sget on with it.”

The display continued. After separation, the truncated cartoon spaceship moved aong a gentle curve
toward the forward end of the dien cylinder. Thereit halted while arectangular hatch on the front face of
the cylinder opened wide and theicon moved insde. The audiovisua ended as the hatch closed again.

Kit wasthe first to speak. “Doesit strike anyone that these people know us entirely too well?’
“What do you mean?’

“They speak our language with absolute precison, they are conversant with our conventions for
computer graphics and data storage formats, they imitate both our facia expressons and involuntary
gestures. They even have arecording of me lecturing severa years ago. Where did they get that and for
God' s sake, why did they saveit?’

Eli shrugged. “ Asrefugess, it benefits them to know everything they can about us”
“Butisit toour benefit for them to know so much?’
#

Tory and Garth were alone in the control room again. Garth had shooed the two others back to their
cabins and made them strap down as a precaution. The accel erations they were using during the
approach were moderate, but he did not know when he might have to throw the ship into aviolent
maneuver.

Where most objects in space show a sharp demarcation between sunlight and shadow, the cylindrica
craft glowed dl over, asthough from someinner light. The effect was due to one sde being illuminated by
awan Sol while the other reflected the e ectric blue sheen emanating from the light sail. The ship was
sheathed in glowing plasma Streamers of St. EImo’ sfire hundreds of kilometers long danced up and
down the shroud lines. The eectric glow was surrealistic asthey dowly drifted toward their rendezvous

point.
Asthe cylinder rotated about itslong axis, they were treated to an ever-changing panorama. The hull had

the cluttered look of ajunkyard. As Tory watched each new bit of aien technology comeinto view, she
was reminded of atrip to the Olympus Museum of Science and Technology when she was sixteen.

The museum had featured a retrospective on humanity’ s conquest of the air. The centerpiece of the
exhibit had been an ancient bomber borrowed from the Smithsonian in New Washington. As Tory
walked beneath the huge wing of the old aircraft, she had been impressed by the number and variety of
objects protruding into the air sream. Having just finished a classin high school physics, shewas aware
of the need for streamlining. Whatever function these bumps and protrusions had served must have been
important, or € se the designers would not have compromised their flying machine so. Y et, she could
think of no function they might serve.

So it was with the Phelan starship. Each mechanism on the outer hull obviously had a purpose of some
kind. Preciselywhat purpose, no one could say. In spots, the alien cylinder looked as though it had been
infested with a plague of piping. Other regions were swept as clean asaMartian plain after adust storm.



Wheat function did those interlocking crosses of black and silver serve? Or the oversize metal Christmas
tree? Or the amdl glass spheresjutting outward on thin stalks? There were many hatch-like openingsin
the hull. Were these access ports used during the ship’s construction, or saly ports ready to spew forth
fighter craft to do battle with humanity’ s small space navy?

“Impressive, isn't it?” Garth asked. Tory turned her head to find him watching her
“‘Daunting’ ismorelikeit.”

“Oh, I don't know. We probably could do aswdll if we had to.”

“Areyou suggesting that we could buildthat ?” she asked, gesturing at the screen.

“Why not? If we knew decades in advance that the sun was going to nova, who knowswhat we might
build?”

“I admireyour optimism.”

“They aren’t that far ahead of us. If they were, we would not be able to recognize their machinery at al.
Asitis, our two speciesare at surprisingly comparable levels of development.”

Tory laughed. “ So just because the damned thing is akilometer in diameter and three kilometerslong
doesn't hide the fact that it’sonly a Starship Mark 1.”

He reached across the divide between the accel eration couchesto caress her arm. “ Precisdly, love. Do
not let them overawe you. Remember, the eyes of a skeptic see more than those of an acolyte. They put
their pantson oneleg at atime.”

Shetried to visudize a Phelan putting on apair of pants and realized that she did not know enough about
their anatomy to make an informed judgment. She had no ideawhat a Phelan looked like from the neck
down. Still, Garth’s point was well taken. She was a professiona observer on thistrip. It was necessary
that they dl keep an open mind and adightly jaundiced eyeif their information was to be of useto the
people a home.

“Range and velocity check!” Garth said, Sgnifying that the time for philosophical discussion had passed.

“Five kilometers distance, down to 50 kilometers per hour approach speed.” Tory answered after
consulting three separate instruments. It would be atragedy for the starship to cross 12 light years of
emptinessonly to end in atraffic accident thiscloseto Sal.

Asthey closed to three kilometers and made directly for the front end of the cylinder, Tory noticed
something that had not been visible before. Suspended nearly akilometer in front of the cylinder wasa
much smaller sphere than the one behind. The new sphere was adull ebon that matched the blackness of
space. Nor did it provide much of aradar return. Extending forward from the sphere was athin
conductor with ahighly negative dectrical charge. This, then, was the device that swept up ionized
hydrogen after the laser excited it. Tory reported her discovery to Garth.

“That sphere must be where they house the laser,” he said. “It hasto be vibration isolated from the rest of
the ship if they’ re going to have any kind of pointing accuracy. What better place to put it than suspend it
from a cable held taught by the ship’s deceleration?’

To confirm Van Zandt' s guess, Tory checked the surface temperature of the sphere. Sure enough, it was
radiating considerable heat to space. The black coating gave the radiation signature a pure “black body”
digtribution, and made it likely that the sphere was the hegt rejection device for the ionization laser.



“Veocity?’ Garth asked asFar Horizons swelled to fill the screen. No longer were they approaching
another vessdl. The starship was now a planet-sized object hanging above them, poised to crash down
on the unwary.

Tory announced their velocity. The attitude control jets hissed twiceto further dow the ship. She held her
breath asthey crossed in front of the starship. The forward face of the great cylinder was as cluttered as
itsflanks.

“There sthe shiplock.”

Infront of them wasthe opening in the starship’shull. The port looked just asit had inthedien’s
audiovisud. What hadn’t been obvious was the proximity of the ship lock to the cable from which the
laser sphere was suspended.

“Tight fit,” Tory muttered.
Garth agreed and wondered doud at the level of energy being fed to theionization laser.
“Brush that cableand we'reliableto find out...”

Of necessity, the ship lock had been placed closeto the giant ship’saxis of rotation. To do otherwise
would have made it nearly impossible to dock with the rotating cylinder. Their screens went momentarily
blank asthe hatch opened to reved abrightly lit interior. They regained their sght asthe light
amplification circuits adjusted for the sudden brilliance. There waslittle to see of the starship’ sinterior
savefor the brightly lit, cavernous compartment beyond.

“gi”
“Yes, Gath.”
“Tell Earth that they’ re about to lose contact.”

“| dready have. | don’'t know whether they heard me. The plasmadensity iswreaking havoc with my
sgnd-to-noiseratio.”

“Tell them again,” the cgptain ordered, “and keep telling them until we' re aboard the dien ship.”
“Aye, gr.”

Garth hatedAustria with two quick bursts from the attitude control jets, and then waited for the open
port to rotate into line with their prow. Thirty secondslater, with the rectangular port sweeping
ponderoudy toward them and the axis cable but afew tens of meters over their heads, Van Zandt
twisted his control stick again. Thistime along burst from the jets sent them drifting forward.Austria ’s
nose turned white asit drifted across the threshold and into the lighted interior. Soon, the whole of
Austria had passed through the open port.

[13 Da..r]n! ”
“What' sthe matter?”’

“Ther€ s not enough room in hereto rotate the ship. I’'m just going to haveto let her flop down onto the
deck.”

“There can't be much spin gravity thiscloseto the axis”



“We re dill liable to bend something. Can't be helped, | guess.”

With that, hefired another burst to kill their forward velocity. A gentle hand seemed to gripAustria ,
pulling it toward the bright blue deck that made up one side of the compartment. The landing was more
sensed than felt. Only when she found hersdlf floating into her straps did Tory redlize that they hed
grounded againgt the starship’s curved deck.

She switched the aft view onto the main viewscreen. Shewas just in time to see the oversize hatch swing

ponderoudy into place. The black firmament became aribbon, then a string, then nonexistent. Things that
happen in vacuum do so in totd slence. Even so, Tory wondered if the sound she heard in her mind was

that of acell door damming shuit.

#

Fadorn watched the strange craft float through the open hatch and then settle down. He had to admit that
the humans seemed to know their business. The gpproach had been as smooth as anything a Phelan pilot
could accomplish. Hewondered if the computer had been alowed to control the ship, or whether Van
Zandt had been flying it himsalf. He suspected the | atter. The human psychologists aboard had spent
generations refining their picture of the human psyche. Soon the accuracy of their deductionswould be
put to the test.

With the human ship safely aboard, Fasorn ordered the hatch closed. The order was passed on just as
the technicians analyzing the communications signa the humans were broadcasting made her report. Their
sgnd wasin the millimeter band, with a respectable bandwidth. Fad orn wondered why they did not use
the much more capable laser links that had given his eavesdroppers so many problems over the years.
He resolved to ask them when he had the chance.

“Rosswin.”
“Yes, Fadorn,” his second in command responded over the ship intercom.

“Announce to dl members of the crew that the humans are aboard. The masguerade begins now. Make
that a Prime Message and demand acknowledgements from al sector heads.”

“That message has dready gone out. Acknowledgements are coming in now.”
“What about our preparationsto receive them?’

“Complete. | just finished checking them mysdlf.”

“You are cartain?’

The return gesture was a human affirmative rather than the flexed arm stance that served the same
purpose among Phelan. “We have profiles on each of the crew and predictions of how they will react to
any predictable stimulus, both singularly and in groups. They will be under full observation whilethey are
aboard, and we will update our behavior predictionsin red time.”

“What about our specia need?’

“It'sfar too early to make arecommendation, of course. | suggest that we concentrate on the two
femaesfor the time being. The biologists think they may be inclined to be more sympathetic to our cause
than themales”

Fadorn sgned off and then moved to the high-speed lift that would take him up three levelsto the axis



transport system. From there, he would move to the forward end of the ship and the hangar where the
humans had landed.

Excitement coursed through histwo hearts as he hurried to the waiting lift. Thiswaswhat he had trained
for dl of hislife. Hewould soon know if dl that training had beenin vain.

CHAPTER 11

Neither Tory nor Garth moved for along minute after Austria cameto rest. Theredlity of being insdethe
alien starship was too overpowering. Months of menta preparation had not prepared them for the storm
of fedlings that accompanied their canted view of the surrounding white walls and blue deck.

Garth wasthefirgt to recover. He used hisarmrest controlsto cycle through the views from the various
hull cameras. They showedAustria surrounded by a compartment shaped like awedge of cheese. At the
apex ran acomplex structure of tubes and beams akin to the climbing gyms popular with Martian
children. Opposite the maze lay the spongy blue covering whereAustria had cometo rest. In severa
views, it was possible to see where their ship had sunk ameter deep into the covering.

“What do you supposethat is?’ Tory asked, pointing to the complex framework running along the
darship’sspin axis.

“Probably the kedl. Traceit far enough back and you'll find the light sail anchored to it.”

WithAustria lying on her Side, their acceleration couches seemed to be attached to the aft wall of the
control room. Van Zandt unstrapped and floated to aformerly vertical bulkhead that was now a deck
listing at a 20-degree angle from horizonta. Tory followed Garth' s example. Soon the two of them were
balanced on the bals of their feet, flexing their leg musclesto get the kinks of long inactivity out.

“Five percent standard,” Garth estimated the pull of local spin gravity.
Tory consulted the ship’s computer and shook her head. *Y ou’ re high. Two point three percent.”

A shiver suddenly ran through the ship. A moment later, the faint sound of rushing air could be heard
beyond the hull. Within seconds, expansion fog began to swirl across the view from the outside dorsal
camera Austria , accustomed to the vacuum of space, creaked and groaned as pressure built up around
her.

“ Atmosphere check,” Garth said asthe hurricane noises died away.

“Pressurer 1.02 standard. Temperature: minus 100 degrees and warming. Composition: Nitrogen 74%,
oxygen 24%, helium 1%, carbon dioxide 0.05%. The rest are trace gasses. It’stoo cold for water vapor
to register, of course.”

“Not precisdly what we're used to, but close enough for government work,” hereplied. “All right. Safe
al propulson sysems.”

“ %fw.n
“All radars off.”
uoﬁ.n



“Computer power to internd...” The safing procedure took afew more minutes. When it was over, Garth
sad, “Shdl we go find Eli and the doctor?’

“After you,” Tory responded.

The two of them clambered aft through the axis passageway. Spin gravity, even though minuscule, was
strong enough to disorient them as they moved through passageways made strange by the starboard list.

They found Kit and Eli in the wardroom. Garth reported Tory’ sanalysis of the surrounding air. Kit
concurred, having just run her own evauation.”

“ S0 breathing won't be aproblem?’

“Not dueto chemica composition, anyway. | cannot say the same about microbes, unfortunately. I'm
afraid we don't have many toolsto evaluate that threat.”

“Isthere athreat? | thought current theory didn’t dlow for the possibility of extra-solar microbesliving off
human beings”

“It doesn't. Careto bet your life on the theory being right?’
“I see your point. What can you do?’

“I suppose | can culture skin grafts from each of us, expose them to theloca air and water, then check
for dlergic reactions and other problems. It's crude, but might be effective in identifying hazards.”

“How long to run tests?’
“A week, maybe two.”
“Youcan'tdoit any faster?’

“Not if I'm going to prove Tau Cetian biochemigtry is safe. The skin testswould only be preliminary
anyway. To doit right, one of us should live outside for afew weeks while the rest of us stay bottled up
in here. If our human guinea pig does't diein 30 days, maybeit's safe out there ... maybe not.”

“And that’ s your medical recommendation?’
“Actudly, no,” Kit said. “I recommend that we don’t worry about microbes.”

“Why not?’ Eli said. From the pinched expression hewore, it was evident that he did not relish the tack
the conversation had taken.

“Because cross-gpecies infection works both ways. We are as big athreat to the Phelan asthey areto
us. Bigger, infact. We are merdly risking our individua lives. They arerisking wheat isleft of their whole
species. Obvioudy, if they thought there were any danger, they wouldn’t havelet usaboard a al.”

“Y ou hope.”
Kit nodded. “I hope.”
“All right. Tory, log my decision, please. Eli, what is our communications satus?’

“We're off theair, Captain. | shut down as soon as we came aboard. All | was getting back were
reflections. Even if we were penetrating the hull, welost our lock the moment we lost the guide stars.”



“Right,” Garth responded. “We Il have to see about getting back ontheair.”
“Do you think the Phdan will help us?’

“All we can do isask. Any movement out there yet?’ Garth asked, gesturing toward the wardroom
viewscreen.

“Nothing.”

“Temperature?’

“Minus40 and still warming,” Tory reported.

“Shdl we call our hosts and see what they have planned?’

Guttieriz manipulated the intercom. He had to stretch to reach the controls. All it took was one
depression of the attention key to receive an immediate response.

“Yes?' aPhdan said from the depths of the screen. Tory was not sure, but she thought it was Faslorn.
“Doctor Claridge has expressed some concern about the possibility of disease.”

“Y ou may rest easy, Captain. Our biochemigtries are sufficiently different to preclude any contagion.”
“You'resure?’

“Quitesure.”

Kit Claridge gave therest of them an “1 told you s0” look, but said nothing.

“Then we'reready to leavethe ship.”

“Excdlent. Pease wait afew more minutes, Captain. We need moretimeto heet the air in the hangar.”
“When shdl we venture out?’

“Wewill meet outside your ship in ten minutes. | will then guide you to our administration center ... what
you would cdl our ‘city hal.””

“We are honored. I'm sure you must have many other duties aboard this ship.”
“I have waited my entire life for this moment. It isyou humanswho do me the honor.”
#

WithAustria lying on her sde, the only airlock not obstructed was asmal one normally used for
maintenance. After ten minutes that seemed like ten hours, the four of them made their way through
canted corridorsto the port side of the ship. Garth opened the circular hatch manually and levered
himsdlf into the maintenance tunnel beyond. The other three watched as he worked himsdlf up thelong
doping tunnel like amountain climber negotiating arock chimney. It took afew secondsfor himto
wrestle the outer door open. Tory’s ears popped as he did so and she was suddenly engulfed by ablast
of frigid ar. They crowded around the tunndl and watched as Garth climbed out into the pure white light
from the hangar bay, then disappeared.

“Who wantsto go next?’



“I'will,” Tory said with more courage than she felt. She dipped into the tunnel and reached the open outer
door fifteen seconds later. Once there she gingerly clambered out onto the perch formed by the open
hatch. She was afull five meters above the blue covered deck. A foreshortened Garth VVan Zandt
squatted below her, gazing intently benesthAustria .

“What' sthe matter?’ sheyelled.

He glanced up at the sound of her voice. “Nothing. Just checking for damage.”

“Find any?’

“Nope. This stuff seemsto have cushioned usnicely.”

She glanced around for handholds and found none. “How do | get down from here?’
Hegrinned up a her. * Jump!”

Shefelt chagrined at being reminded that afive meter drop in atwo percent gravity field was nothing to
fear, and after she’d lived al those years on Phobos! Even on Mars, such adrop was the equivalent of
jumping off asingle story house on Earth. ThisclosetoFar Horizons ’ s axis of rotation, they were nearly
inmicrogravity. It was ameasure of Tory’s current menta state that none of these rationalizations did
anything to calm her nerves.

She dangled her feet over the edge, sought purchase with her hands, and pushed off. She hung for long
secondsin the air before landing feet first on the cushioned deck with flexed knees. The precaution
proved unnecessary. The blue covering proved to be thick and yidding. She barely noticed the impact.

“Some sort of low dengity foam,” Garth responded to her unvoiced question a finding hersdf standing
ankle deep in the stuff. He returned to peering benesthAustria .

“What are you doing?’
“Wondering if the four of us can right her in this gravity fied.”

“Don’t think so. Even at two percent, we' re talking a couple of tons of weight and afull 100 tons of
inertia”

“Perhapswe could roll her over,” he said, “at least far enough to clear the midships airlock.”
“Maybe,” she sad, her tone doubtful.

Just then, Kit Claridge appeared in the open hatchway above them. She stood precarioudy on the ledge
before stepping off. Like Tory, she seemed to hang forever in midair. She landed on her rounded
posterior and quickly bounced up again, grinning.

“Not very dignified,” Tory commented.
“But fun. Where are our hosts?’
“They haven't shown up yet. Maybe they’ re waiting for al of usto get here”

Lessthan aminute later, Eli Guttieriz joined them. As he picked himsalf up, ahatch opened in thefar
bulkhead. Tory could have sworn it had not been there amoment earlier.

The being that entered moved toward them in the scuttling motion of an Earth crab. It was, Tory redlized,



the natural motion any quadruped would take moving in low gravity. Except the Phelan was not a
quadruped. Or rather, he was a quadruped in that he used four of hislimbsto move. There were two
other limbs, however, for atota of sx. It made him look like one of the many armed Hindu or Shinto
gods.

Like humans, the Phelan was axidly bisymmetric, with atorso from which various appendages sprouted.
The triangular shaped head was mounted on along, flexible neck that gave every impression of alowing
him to look directly behind. The motile ears were constantly moving, asthough scanning their
surroundings. The thin torso was topped by awide set of shoulders atop a second, somewhat narrower
set. Two small, nimble arms were suspended from the upper shoulders. Two more arms were suspended
from thelower. Thislower pair waslong and heavily muscled. Fadorn used the intermediate limbs along
with his short, sumpy legsto move in aknuckle wak like an ape or achimpanzee.

Fadorn quietly spread al four of hishandswith his pams up in agesture of welcome. In so doing, he
displayed his various sets of fingers. There were six fingers on each hand, with two opposable thumbs
outboard of four long fingers. The gesture aso displayed the fact that the upper Phelan arms had two
elbow joints and awrigt joint. One of the elbows operated backwards to that of a human elbow. The
arrangement alowed Fadorn to extend his armsin amotion reminiscent of the operation of a scissors
jack.

The Phelan’ s body was covered with what, on closer inspection, appeared to be a soft white down, not
feathers, but not individual strands of hair, either. Tory filed amenta request to ask to ingpect that
marvelous pelt when she knew the aliens better. Fadorn had black patches arrayed across his body
seemingly a random. His clothing consisted of a pair of shorts and an equipment harness. The gold
comet of aspaceship captain was pinned to the harness. Theinsgniawasidentical to the one on Garth's
collar, making Tory wonder whether the costume was native to the Phelan, or merdly an attempt to
conform to human ideas of dress.

For along minute, humans and Phelan regarded each other. The gulf between them wasfar larger than
the three meters of cold air that separated them. It consisted of al the developments that had taken place
during 6 hillion cumulative years of separate evolution. Not for thefirst time, Tory wondered if there were
some universd principle that allowed for two races so dike physicaly, amere 12 light-years apart, at
practically the same moment in history. It seemed too big a coincidence to shrug off. Perhaps, she
thought, it merely seemed a coincidence, like the seeming coincidence that lunar eclipses on Earth only
happen when the moon isfull. Whatever underlying phenomenon had resulted in Phelan and human living
S0 close to one another, shelooked forward to learning al about it.

No one spoke. It was as though they had each silently agreed to savor the moment. In away, both
gpecieswerein the process of losing their virginity. Never again would either meet an dien intelligencefor
thefirgt time. Tory felt ahot, stinging sensation aslarge globular tears began to form. Nor was she done.
A quiet sniff from Eli Guttieriz proclaimed that he, too, was having difficulty controlling himsaif.

Fadorn wasthe first to speak. “1 do not know whether you appreciate how much your presence means
to us aboard this ship. We have studied you humansfor al of our lives. To actudly meet you &t lagt...”
The too perfect voice subsided into inaudibility.

“Wefed much the sameway,” Garth said.
“Doyoutruly?’
“To meet other intelligent beings has been adream with usfor half athousand years.”

“It has been one much longer with us,” Fadorn replied. “In fact, our ancestors were contemplating ways



to contact you humans even before Tau Ceti went nova.”
“Werethey?’

“I must admit,” the alien said with the closest his physiology would alow for asmile, “that they hadn’t
contempl ated making the journey in person. Before we enter the habitat proper, isthere anything | can
do for you?’

“Our ship...” Garth said. “Can it berighted?’
“Righted?’
“Set erect onitslanding jacks.”

“Of course,” Fadorn sad. “I will havethe ordersissued. Also, you will beinterested to know that we are
preparing to take your power modulein tow.”

“How?

“Y ou may find the operation enlightening. | have arranged for you to observe it when it takes place
tomorrow. Isthere anything ese?’

“Communications. We are currently off the air. Earth will be getting worried.”

“Our technicians are working on the problem. The difficulty liesin our lack of knowledge asto how you
were communicating with your base. We weren't able to make arrangementsin advance.”

“We use abeam of coherent microwaves...” Eli began.

“Y es, we became aware of that as you came aboard. We are setting up a maser with the same frequency
distribution. Y ou should be back in contact within the hour.”

“Excdlent.”
“Also, wewill be sending our own messages of friendship now that you are aboard.”
“Why didn’t you do that months ago?’ Eli asked.

“Wethought it best to wait for your arrival, Professor Guittieriz. Come; let us go where thereismore heat
and gravity.

Fadorn led them toward the hatch in the bulkhead. The humanstrailed him in asmal, compact knot.
Once outside the hangar bay, he directed them to asmadll lift. It was atight fit, but they al managed to
crowd insde. The door closed and the lift began to move. Thelir weight started to increase dmost
immediately.

#

Thefirst thing Tory noticed after thelift door closed was Fadorn’s smell. The odor was not unpleasant,
just different. It reminded her of acombination of peppermint and paint thinner. She was surprised that
she had not noticed it before. Perhapsthe air in the hangar deck had been too cold; or else, coming from
storage tanks, it had been purged of telltale traces of the starship’s builders.

The next thing she noticed wasthat her implant had lost touch with the computer inAustria *shold. The
loss-of-signa warning sounded silently in her skull the moment the door closed. Garth noticed her pained



expression and asked what was wrong.
“My implant. It just went off line.”

Fadorn, who had taken up position in front of Tory, demongtrated the flexibility of Phelan vertebrae by
turning his head completely around. She found hersdlf looking up into two dark eyes.

“The hangar walls areimperviousto radio Sgnas, Miss Bronson. Isthisaproblem?
“It causes meto lose contact withAustria 's computer,” she explained.

“| confess that we have nothing like your implants and do not, asyet, have afull understanding of how the
devicefunctions”

“No secret there” shereplied. “Animplant isjust a particularly wide band radio transceiver with adirect
mind interface.”

Fadorn emitted a sound unlike any they had previoudy heard. Whether it sgnified humor, or distress, or
something else, Tory had no idea. “One of the unavoidable pitfals of studying your race from afar isthat
most of our information comes from those entertainment programs that are broadcast. We are forced to
infer agreat ded from very little solid information. We have seen your actors s mulate implant use, of
course, but have been frustrated by the lack of hard data.”

Eli Guttieriz frowned. “1 shudder at the impression you must have of usif holovisonisyour primary
source of information.”

“Y ou would be surprised how much useable information is buried in such abroadcast, Professor.
Unfortunately, very littleis of the hard, technical variety. Miss Bronson, would you consider it forward of
me to ask questions concerning your implant?’

“Go ahead.”

“Thislossof sgnd. Did you suffer mental anguish? Disorientation?”

“Not a dl. It was more like walking from anoisy room into slent one. A minor nuisance, no more.”
“Y et, disorientation can occur.”

“Sure, but only when transmission delay causes an implant to fall out of sync with its base computer.
Usudly if you stay within ahundred kilometers of your source, there’ sno problem.”

Fadorn’'s head bobbed up and down in agood imitation of ahuman nod. “ Then implant transmissonsare
never placed on the satellite feeds?’

“Of course not. Thetime delay involved in getting the signd out into space and then down again would
cause auser’seyesto Cross.”

“Would you be willing to explain the human/computer interface to our scientists? Perhapsthey can
duplicate the signd so that we can place you back into contact with your ship.”

“I'll do better than that,” shereplied. “I’ll haveAustria s computer print out the interface specs.”
“That would be most kind of you.”

Fadorn turned to face front just asthelift cameto ahalt. The ride had taken the better part of aminute,



yet spin gravity still had not risen to the level they had cal culated for the starship’ s outermost deck. Asthe
lift doors retracted, they found themsalves facing alarge compartment with more than ahundred diens
arrayed intwo groupsin front of the lift doors. The smdll of peppermint and paint thinner was suddenly
overpowering. There were other smells aswell. In addition to the machinery odor common to spacecraft,
there were lessidentifiable fragrances. It was the smell of athousand aromatics that had developed on a
world far from Earth, the byproduct of an entire alien biosphere.

Tory paid not the dightest attention to the impending olfactory overload. Beyond the waiting dienswasa
transparent wall, and beyond, an artificia world.

Asevery member of the crew had commented at one time or another,Far Horizons bore an uncanny
resemblance to a human LaGrange colony. Like the big coloniesthat orbited in the gravitationaly stable
pointsin the Earth-Luna system, the sarship was avast hollow cylinder that had been spun onitsaxisto
produce an artificid gravity field. The ends of the cylinder had then been sedled off and atiny replica of
the Phelan home world built in the enclosed cylinder.

The compartment in which they found themselves was high up in the forward end cap of the great
cylinder -- that is, the end farthest from the light sail. Ther vantage point gave them a panoramic view of
atubular green-gold world. Overhead, at the cylinder’ saxis of rotation was a glowing tube of light. It
glowed with alight more orange than that of Sol, but more yellow than photographs she had seen of the
pre-nova Tau Ceti. The sun tube must surround the thrust kedl they had seen in the hangar bay, but then,
Tory redized, there was no reason why an artificial sun could not be hollow.

Half akilometer below the sun tubein every direction lay the artificid terrain that hugged theinner walls
of the kilometer wide cylinder. There were undoubtedly numerous decks below the “farmland” and
inboard of the hull cluttered with machinery that they had observed during their approach, yet the
cumulative volume of al such decks must be but asmall percentage of the vast cavern that wasthe ship’s
habitat. On a planet, the human eye seeks out the natura bound of the horizon, allowing the brain to put
thingsinto perspective. Here there was no horizon, only agently rising landscape where the details grew
smaller with distance until eventually they werelogt in the radiance of the sun tube.

Tory raised her eyesto follow the sun tube to where it disappeared into the far end cap some four
kilometers distant. Twin rivers gushed from the far end cap just outboard of the sun tube, then fell in
matching spiral waterfalsuntil they disappeared into acloud of white spray a quarter kilometer abovethe
habitat floor. Twin rivers emerged from that spray and meandered across the curved surface of the
cylinder walls until, having negotiated the full length of the ship, they turned around and headed back.
Tory let her gaze follow the course of the nearer river, but the mouth waslost in the distance.
Presumably, it entered the far cylinder wall at its base and was then pumped back to the spin axisto
begin thelong fal once more.

From theriver, Tory turned her attention to the fieds. She found hersalf looking down on aminiature
world of neat hexagond farmsinterspersed with villageslaid out in six pointed stars. She remembered the
gx fingers on each of Fadorn’s hands and smiled. It would seem that the Phelan had learned to count on
their fingers just as humans had, and, as aresult, used abase 12 numbering system.

The scde of the ship madeit difficult to takein everything a once. By focusng on asingle spot, Tory
found that she could make out details on an ever-decreasing scale. She focused for amoment on abend
in the meandering river where it reflected the yellow fire of the glow tube. She continued her scan, pulling
her gaze toward the spot directly beneath her vantage point. She found herself gazing down on afootpath
that connected two villages. The villages were composed of severa beehive shapes painted in contrasting
colors. Midway between the two villages was a stream with a footbridge spanning it. The bridge would
have been a homein a Japanese formal garden.



As she watched, aforeshortened pedestrian strolled onto the bridge and moved rapidly toward the
nearer village. In their native gravity, the Phelan gait was smooth and naturd. It reminded her of the
knuckle walk of the great apes, or possibly ahuman being who isespecialy skilled at moving about on
crutches. Y et, no human being on crutches moved so quickly while carrying such aload in hisextrapair
of ams.

Fadorn let them drink in the breathtaking beauty of the view for nearly aminute before booming out.
“Ladies and gentlemen of Earth. We welcome you to our home. We hope you will do likewisefor us.”

CHAPTER 12

“Spectacular!” Kit Claridge enthused without taking her eyes from the panorama. “Isthiswhat the Phelan
home world looked like?’

“It isan idedized rendition. They wanted to remind future generations of what we had lost.”
“A spectacular reminder.” Garth said.

“To those of usborn aboard this ship, Phelais but aseries of imagesin our data banks. This...” Fadorn
moved hisoddly jointed armsin an dl-inclusive gesture toward the little world beyond the glass, “isdl the
home we ve ever known.”

“It' struly beautiful,” Tory said.

“Thank you.” Fadorn gestured toward the waiting throng of Phelan. “ Come, let me present my
shipmates...”

A Phdan stepped forward a a gesture from Fadorn. This particular being moved stiffly. Therewere
wide streaks of gray in hisfur and his eyeslacked the shiny black sheen of the others. The overal
impression was one of great age.

“Captain Van Zandt, | present Rosswin, my chief advisor. Heis our acknowledged expert on your race
and itsworks.”

The Phelan extended his six-fingered hand to grasp Garth’ s. The handshake had dl of the formdlity of a
treaty being signed. “1 look forward to many hours of enjoyable conversation, Captain.”

“Asdo |, Advisor Rosswin. May | present my crew...” Garth introduced Tory, Kit, and Eli Guttierizin
turn. The rest of the introductions followed this same pattern. First Fasorn would introduce one of the
Phelan, and then Garth would return the honor. Tory sensed formalism behind the ceremony that went
beyond mere politeness. It was amost as though she was a performer in an ancient, stylized balet.

The routine was interrupted severa introductions later. A female stepped forward at agesture from
Fadorn. Asamong humans, Phelan femaes tended smaller than their male counterparts. The other
differences were subtle, with few of the outward sexud differences so gpparent among humans. Or
rather, none of the differences so gpparentto humans. The differences between Phelan mae and femde
were undoubtedly as noticeable to them as were bulging biceps and bust lines among the denizens of
Panet Earth.

“MissBronson. | wish to present Maratel. She will be your persond guide while you are with us.”



“Hello, Maratdl,” Tory said, holding out her hand.

“Miss Bronson,” the dien replied in avoice whose timbre matched that of Tory’sown.
“Please, cdl meTory.”

“I am honored, Tory. | hope we will become grest friends.”

“Sodol.”

The next Phelan to step from the crowd turned out to be a Phelan medica specidist and Kit Claridge's
persond guide. Then Garth and Eli Guitieriz were each introduced to their respective guides. Finaly, with
Phelan ranks and names buzzing in everyone s head, Fadorn signaled an end to the greetings.

“What now?’ Garth asked asthe crowd of diens began streaming toward an opening to their right.

“We have arranged awel coming banquet for you, Captain. | believe that is the human custom when an
important guest arrivesin one shome.”

“That isindeed the custom in many human cultures.”

“It ismy understanding that the custom is nearly universal. Asit turns out, the custom is one of ours, as
well. Let us break bread together and toast our good fortune at having finally met. After that, we can
discussthe details of your educeation.”

“Education?’

“We know agreat deal about you humans, but you know nothing of us. We have arranged to teach you
something of our history, our society, and our customs so that you can better perform your function.”

“Function?

“Your orders areto discover al you can about us, are they not?’

“Y ou are most perceptive, Fadorn.”

“Not at al. Weintercepted a news account to that effect severa months ago.”
“Y ou seem to have thought of everything.”

“We have had 240 yearsin which to do s0,” the alien commander replied. “Asyou will quickly learn, we
Phelan are serious students of the human condition, perhaps as serious as you yoursalves. In studying
you, we have learned to admire you. Humans have much to be proud of. Come, let usgoin.”

He led them through the same doorway taken by most of the crowd. Beyond lay abanquet hall with a
head table on araised dais fronting severd other tables arrayed in arectangular pattern. It was a scene
familiar to generations of public speakers and other habitués of the rubber chicken circuit.

#

The Phelan conducted the humansto the dais and the head table. Tory found hersdf Stting next to
Maratel three placesto the left of Fadorn. Each of the humans was placed next to their persona guide.
The rest of the crowd had dispersed to the lower tables. If there was a status order to the seeting, it was
not apparent. Still, everyone seemed to know precisely where they belonged, making Tory wonder just
how many timesthey had practiced sorting themsalves out. The thought made her wonder how many



times they had rehearsed their welcoming ritual, and for how many years.

The chairsin which she and her shipmates sat were standard designs. The Phelan, on the other hand,
were seated in chairs -- for want of a better name -- that fit their frames better. As soon as everyone was
ettled, other Phelan entered the hal and began moving among the diners. They carried pitchers of rose
colored liquid, which they poured into long semmed wineglasses. Before she redlized it, one of the
waiters stepped up behind her and filled her glass. The action caused her to drop her attention to the
table setting. It was, sheredlized, a perfect rendition of the place setting to be found at swank restaurants.
At each plate were severa forks, two types of knives, and spoonsin three sizes. All the flatware
appeared to have been carved from crystal. The plates, cups, and saucers had floral designs around the
edges, dthough the flowers were like none Tory had ever seen before. She picked up the smdl plate
normaly used for bread. It massed but afew grams and was constructed of amateria that seemed to be
neither meta, nor porcelain, nor plastic.

“What' sthis made of 7’

Maratd glanced down at the plate and said, “| lack the vocabulary to give the proper chemica name.
However, it iscast from the same materid that isused in our light sails.”

Two positionsto Tory’ sright, Garth overheard the comment and began a close examination of hisown
crockery. Meanwhile, Tory put the plate down and gazed out across the hall. Those at the lower tables
appeared to be engaged in their own conversations as they ignored those at the head table. Still, she
caught occasiona surreptitious glances. She wondered if the Phelan had been taught that it isimpoliteto
dare.

“I am struck by how much this reminds me of home,” shetold Maratd. “1 presumethat is no accident.”

The femae Phelan’ s chuckle was very human sounding. “ Y ou are correct in your presumption. We have
copied thisfrom one of your old movies. | can find out which oneif you areinterested.”

“Itisn't necessary. Why have you goneto al of thistrouble for us?’

“Because thisis the most important day in the history of our species since the nova. In addition, we
thought familiar surroundingswould aid in calming your natura gpprehension toward us. Have our
andydssered in their reading of the human psyche?’

Tory lifted the smallest of her forksand let the light play acrossits surface. Every detail was perfect. The
three carefully sculpted tines flowed smoothly into the shank, and then down to the lavishly detailed
handle.

“No, you haven't erred.”

Tory raised the wineglass to her nose and sniffed. Thered liquid inside had adefinite dcohol smell toit.
Shelifted it to her lipsand sipped. It turned out to be agood imitation of arosé. As she experimented
with her wine, she listened to Eli talking to Fadorn to her right.

“Phela? That was your world orbiting Tau Ceti?”

“As|’m sureyou must redlize, Professor, most of our names have been chosen for ease of pronunciation
inyour language. In our own language, Phelais (snort) and we ourselves are the (snort wheeze).”

Guttieriz' slinguist trained ears pricked up at the sudden adien sound. “Quite adifference.”

“I’'m afraid our language will be adifficult one for you to learn. We will be glad to teach you if you would



like”
“Damned right, | would like! 1sn't that what you spesk among yourselves?’

“Actuadly, no. We use Standard for most day-to-day activities. The old tongueis used only for
ceremonies and forma occasions. There are many aboard who have spoken nothing but human speech
sncethey finished schooling.”

“Don't you find learning the human speech as difficult aswewill find learning yours?’
“No, why should we?’

“Because it isaxiomatic that speech reflects the thought processes of the speaker. Asdiens, you must
look at things quite differently from us, and those differences should be reflected in our two languages.”

“Y ou may be surprised at how much aike our two species are, Professor.”
“How can that be?’

“Quite smply. Both cultures have their basisin the sdf-interest of the individua, even though you humans
tend to be much moreindividudigtic. Part of that isculturd. Living aswe do in aclosed ship, we cannot
afford the same degree of liberty that most humans take for granted. However, we till identify closdy
with you. We even laugh at some of your jokes, athough often not for the same reasons.”

“What about our tendency toward belligerence?’ Guittieriz asked with deceptive composure. “Do you
have that human trait aswell?’

“We have our quarrds. Arguments are inevitable whenever two individuas percave thar sdf-interestslie
in different directions. Also, any speciesthat survivesto dominate aworld learnsto be assertive.” Fadorn
noticed the exchange of 1ooks between Eli and Garth. The captain was seated on the other side of
Fadorn from thelinguist. “Would you have believed mehad | clamed otherwise?’

“Y our honesty ismogt ... refreshing,” Garth said.

“My honesty is salf serving, Captain. We seek ahome. For that, we must demondtrate to your people the
benefits of helping us. To gain your trust, we must speek plainly. | hope that you will not be offended and
that you will return thefavor.”

“Far from being offended, we are honored that you respect us enough to be honest. Now then, there are
some things my superiors wanted me to ask as soon as possible.”

“By dl means, ask.”
How many of you are there?’
“Far Horizons’ s populationis 112,365.”

Tory had a sudden flashback to the night she had first learned Tau Ceti had been inhabited. She
remembered the sense of loss at the thought of an entire intelligent species wiped out.

Fadorn noticed the sudden change in mood among his guests. “Grieve not for us, our newfound friends.
They died avery long time ago. We, their descendants, must seeto it that they did not dieinvain.”

The silence that followed lasted only afew seconds. One of the advantages of training asa synthes <,
Tory had akeen eyefor detail. She noticed that each of the guides casualy engaged their chargesin



conversation while aso changing the subject. Once again, Tory had theimpression she waswatching a
well-oiled machine,

The waiters returned, some ba ancing a chafing dish on each of four arms. These Phelan moved as
bipeds. Tory waited for her own food to be served before picking up afork. “ Are you sure we can eat
this?’ she asked Maratel as she poked at the lime green substance on her plate.

“Our biochemigtries are smilar, but not precisdy the same. Y ou humans can eat most of our foods. Still,
they lack essentia proteins you need for your hedlth. The sameistrue of your foods, of course. We can
egt them but not sustain oursaves on them. However, everything you will consumethiseveningis
guaranteed safe and nutritious. | am afraid that | cannot vouch for the taste. Y ou may want to face this
medl in the sirit of ascientific experiment.”

Tory smiled. “Thiswon't bethe first banquet I’ ve atended in that spirit.”
#

The medl turned out to be one of the most memorable of Tory’slife. AsMaratel had said, the Phelan
understood how human taste buds worked, but not the combinations that people found appeding. Even
50, they did remarkably well. Only twice did Tory fed the sudden urgeto retch -- once from adish that
had the odor of rotting garbage, and again when she bit into a nondescript square patty and was nearly
overcome by thetaste of half cooked liver. To confuse matters, Eli Guttieriz gave the latter dish his
highest recommendetion.

Generdly, however, the first sgn of awrinkled nose or a sour expression was sufficient to whisk acourse
from sight and replace it with something new. Even the Phelan’ s successes proved interesting. While the
tastes were generdly palatable, the combinations were odd. Who had ever thought of mixing soy sauce
with chocolate, for instance? Or flavoring meat loaf with root beer? There was a purple pear-like fruit
that possessed a peppery flavor and acitrus tang; aclear broth that might well have been eggnog mixed
with tartar sauce; and amest dish that had overtones of vanillaice cream. The genera impression was of
some Phdan chef sprinkling flavorings over food at random, hoping to discover the optimum combination
by trid and error.

The Phelan guides made ashow of eating their own food, but mostly they watched their human charges.
Following each course, they quizzed Tory and the others asto their reactions. Tory noticed that their
mistakes became | ess noticeable as the meal progressed. Whatever the Phelan were doing, they seemed
able to make correctionsin red time. Tory filed this observation under the category, “How well do the
Phelan understand us?’ So far, she had been forced to conclude they understood human beingstoo
damned well.

After “dessert,” which camefairly close to apple pie damode, Fadorn rose from his seat and moved to
the lectern that had been set up in the middle of the head table. There was none of the dow ebb of dinner
conversation that usually greets a human spesker. The Phelan audience ceased talking, dropped their
utensils and turned their attention to Fadorn. It was as though they had rehearsed this whole banquet a
thousand times -- which, considering the time they’ d had to prepare, was aquite possible.

“Ladies and gentlemen, fellow shipmates, friends...” Fadorn began in traditional fashion. “We meet here
tonight for amost auspicious occasion. We celebrate the first meeting of two greet races -- we, the
refugee peoples of Phela and these representatives of Homo sapiens Terra . It isa Phelan tradition that
two strangers who partake of sustenance together are no longer strangers. The breaking of bread with
travelersisaso avery ancient human custom. | hopethismedl is but the first of many in our long journey
of mutud underganding.



“To our human friends, | again say welcome. Y ou have come far to meet us, and braved dangers on your
journey. We appreciate your efforts. Frankly, we had not expected to meet human beings until after we
had dowed to intrasystem velocity. That you were able to come out so far and match velocitieswith usis
most impressive. We Phelan have agreat ded that we can teach humanity. 1t would appear that you have
much you can teach us, aswell.

“To my fellow Phelan, both thosein thishal and to all who watch us throughout the ship, I command
your cooperation. Our guests are to have the run of the ship. If you are approached by ahuman, you are
to help dl you can. Answer their questions honestly and fully, and show them whatever they wish to see.

“And now, my human guests, we have prepared a presentation for you. Sit back and relax whilewe
show you some of thewonders of lost Phela”

Thelightsin the banquet hall dimmed asthefar wall filled with adeck to ceiling hologram. The scenewas
aview from space. A star outwardly identical to Sol glowed in the background, while a blue-white water
world hovered in the foreground. That world could well have been Earth save for the strange outlines of
the continents and the presence of two small moons.

The world expanded suddenly as the camera swooped. A quick pass over the planet’ s night side showed
aglittering carpet of city lightsthat limned the coasts of the mgor continents. Then whatever ship carried
the camerareturned to sunlight just asit entered atmosphere. It continued to swoop until it was racing
across an expanse of azure water toward awhite city that stretched horizon-to-horizon.

Tory found hersdlf eyewitnessto cities where spindle-spired buildings broached the clouds and wide
swaths of purple-green foliage cut across the landscape. There were domes larger than any ever builtin
the crater of Olympus Mons, and boxlike buildings larger than smdl mountains. Villages were arrayed
much as she had dready seen aboardFar Horizons , only far larger in extent.

Phelahad aso been aworld of pristine beauty. In quick succession,Austria ’ s crew found themsalves
looking upon wide bays, snow-capped mountains, and beaches of bright white sand. They saw the
gligening blue-white glow of distant glaciers on ahorizon, and the sullen red fire of avolcano illuminating
the nighttime sky. Therewas agiant waterfal that tumbled two kilometersinto acloud of perpetua mist
and avadt river that wandered like a snake to the sea.

Then camethe catd og of Phelan activities and commerce. Massve ships glided silently above sted blue
oceans, while small gossamer craft danced before the wind among the idands of some lost archipelago.
L ong tubes arched across the landscape with swiftly moving shapes dimly perceived through their
tranducent walls.

There were crowds of Phelan hurrying about their business, much as could be seenin any large city on
Earth. Day turned to night and a different crowd dominated the scene. This crowd wasin repose on a
hillsde as hundreds of diensligtening to acurioudy lilting music that arose from arainbow of glittering
lights. The next view was of a playground where young beings moved amid the branches of agiant,
tangled bush, pursuing some incomprehensible game. There followed a parade of views of daily life
among the Phdan.

Then the intimate |ook into Phelan life was behind them. On the screen, aglobular ship rosefroma
spaceport on atail of violet-whitefire. The ship was soon lost in the bright star of its own exhaust plume.
The bright star of the ship exhaust segued into the redl thing as the camera zoomed in on the face of Tau
Ceti. Even to the untutored, it was apparent that something was amiss. The star’ s surface layers were
roiled by vast plasma storms and stellar prominences that climbed for millions of kilometersinto space.

Tau Ceti exploded in tota silence.



The camera pulled back from the exploding star. When it was again something other than agenerd
whiteness, they could see atiny black circle and two small dots marring the face of the nova. No one had
to tell Tory that the circle was the world of Phela. She watched in horrified fascination as the shock wave
from the exploding star reached out and engulfed the planet.

The scene changed again. Thistimeit showed acylindrica ship in mid space. The object wasFar
Horizons, or her twin. The ship was attached to alight sail visibly smdler than the one Tory was used to.
The sail began to glow red, then white, and findly indigo asit absorbed the energy of the nova
shockwave. The sall billowed as though filled by astrong wind, and the ship began to accelerate
outbound. The travel ogue ended as the starship dwindled into invishility.

Throughout the hour, the only sound in the banquet hall had been the background noises that
accompanied the many scenes. There had been the crash of waves onto beaches, the twittering of
children, and the noises of living, breathing cities. Now the hal was slent. It was asilencethat filled Tory
with a deep sense of loss. The lights came up just as she reached up to wipe away the tears that were
moigtening her eyes.

Fadorn did not speak for long seconds. “Y ou now know atiny percentage of what we lost when our star
exploded. Over the next severa weeks, we hope to show you something of what we were ableto save. |
think you will agreethat it is more than sufficient to repay humanity for the small effort required to make a
home for us around your own star. We rely on your good will and your sense of what isright. Our fateis
now in your hands.”

CHAPTER 13

Following the banquet, the Phelan conducted their human gueststo their quarters. The guest gpartments
were built a the sameleve in the end cap asthe banquet hall, with each crewmember assigned to an
gpartment off acommon living area. At thefar end of the commons was another transparent wall that
looked out over the ship’s habitat volume. The scene was considerably changed from what it had been
earlier. The sun tube was no longer abright orange-white. It now put out asoft blue glow asagentle mist
floated dowly from out of the sky. Only the distorted lights of afew villages were gpparent directly below
their perch.

“It'sraining!” Kit exclaimed as she strode to stand in front of the window.
“Of course,” Rolan, Kit' sguide, responded.
“But why?’

“The storm is scheduled regularly. It cleansthe interior, freshensthe air, and otherwise makeslife more
interesting. Don’t humans enjoy wesather that changes?’

Tory, who had lived her life beneath the artificid domes of Mars, had never seenrain. To her, weather
was adust sorm. Even at the lowest eevations, the Martian atmosphere was so diffuse that itswinds
were little more than gentle puffs. At the dtitude of Olympus Mons, the atmosphere waslittle thicker than
apoor vacuum. As she watched thetiny rivuletsfollow their gently curving Coriolus paths down the
window, Tory understood better the terrestria prejudice in favor of weeather.

When no one answered, Rolan continued his explanation. “We delayed the fall of night and this storm so
that you could see the ship before the banquet. We ve now returned to our normal weather program.”



Fadorn suggested that each guide show their charge to their quarters. Maratel guided Tory to the door
nearest the window on theright side. Asthey entered the apartment, Tory discovered that she, too, had a
transparent wall in what she took to be the living room. The other three roomsin the small suitewerea
bedroom, bathroom, and study. The rooms were decorated in “ modern renaissance’ style, which, while
currently popular on Earth, Tory thought exceedingly ugly. Maratel guided her through her new quarters,
demondtrating the hidden machinery that seemed everywhere.

The bathroom was the same low gravity design found on Lunaand Mars. The shower wasfully enclosed,
with alaminar flow grid in thefloor that sucked the water out as quickly asit could beinjected from the
overhead spray celling. Thetoilet, likewise, was aconventional space design.

In the study, Tory found adesk and afull suite of office machines. The workstation, Maratel informed
her, had adirect line to the computer aboardAustria . It would serve Tory’ s needs until the Phelan
technicians reestablished her link.

“Y ou can interface withFar Horizons ’slibrary using thismachine, dso,” Maratd said. She showed Tory
how to call up the alien database. The work screen suddenly divided into two unequa parts. On the left
Side of the screen, rows of dots dowly scrolled upward. On the larger right Side, sentences and
paragraphs were formed from growing letters.

Tory ignored the words and pointed to the moving patterns of dots. “Isthis Phelan script?’

“Itis. Thetrandator operates on adirect subgtitution algorithm. That is, it takes specific Phelan phrases
and convertsthem to the closest human equivaent.”

“Thenthisisdl we need to sudy you!”

“I wish it were that smple. The substitution agorithm does not attempt to explain the background and the
unspoken assumptions underlying the data. Much of what you see will gppear to bein complete Standard
sentences, but will not make senseto you.”

Tory laughed. “I had the same problem when | first began studying computers.”

“We, too, have difficulties with human broadcasts because we do not share the audience' s conceptions.
For instance, most of us missthefiner points of certain types of humor that are broadcast late in the night

cycleof programming.”

Tory consdered how she might explain to Maratdl that much of human humor (perhaps most) had its
basisin sex. Not that she thought Maratel ignorant of that fact. The Phelan had shown far too great an
understanding of human beings not to beintellectudly aware of it. Still, how much could an dientruly
understand? Instead of trying to explain, she pointed to the screen and asked, “How do the dots work?’

“Phelan verba symbols are represented by a five-by-five matrix of dots. Each word-phraseisadistinct
dot pattern, which we then string together into multiple matrices to form complete thoughts.”

“Like we use letters to form words?”’

“No, morethe equivaent of Chineseideographs. The full matrix gives us two-to-the-twenty-fifth power
permutations, more than sufficient. For common expressions, we use afour by four subset of the full
matrix. In your base ten numbering system, that gives usatota of 65,535 separate symbols, not counting
the null matrix.”

“How do you remember them dl?’



Maratel emitted the barking Phelan laugh. “How do you remember the difference between two, to, and
too?’

Tory joined in her laughter. “ A good point.”

They continued the tour. In the living room was arefreshment unit identical to the one in the common
area. By placing an order, she could have her choice of non-alcoholic and acoholic drinks, aso those
containing amild euphoric.

The bedroom was the last stop on the tour. The bed was agiant fluffy thing that looked as though it had
come from the set of an orgy holo.

“Where do you deep?’

“We haveliving quarters nearby,” Marate replied. “ Our understanding of the human need for privacy
suggests that you would prefer aroom of your own. Or are you mated to Captain Van Zandt or
Professor Guittieriz?”

Tory hesitated, wondering how she would explain the living arrangements aboardAustria . She decided
not to. Since the Phelan undoubtedly would monitor their every action, she was not about to seek
Garth’s bed while she was onboard the starship. If the Phelan wanted to study human sexudlity, they
would have to do so from books and recordings like everyone el se. “No, we' re not mated...”

“Then you have someone a home.”

“Maybe,” Tory replied. She was surprised to redlize that she had not thought of Ben in weeks. She
wondered if he had thought of her.

“If you require my services, you need only say so out loud and | will quickly joinyou.”

The comment confirmed what Tory dready suspected; namely that every square centimeter of the
gpartment was monitored. She wondered idly how many Phelan would be watching her whenever she
went to the bathroom, then thrust the thought from her mind, lest dwelling on it give her a serious case of
congtipation.

“Arethe quarters satisfactory?’
“They’ redownright luxurioud!”
“Fadorn thought that you and your friends would wish to deep now.”

Tory checked her deeve chronometer, something that was unnecessary when her implant was working.
She was surprised to find that it was approaching midnight. Not only had it been abusy day, but dso the
long approach had been a series of catnaps. She stretched and yawned widdly. “Now that you mention
it, | anfeding abit tired.”

“If you need deeping atire, you will find it in the locker behind you.”

Tory turned and discovered a disguised door in the bulkhead. She opened it to find awalk-in closet. On
three sides were clothes of al descriptions. It did not take long to discover that they were adl in her exact
size. Now how, she wondered, had they done that?

She quickly undressed and dipped into a deeping gown that felt like silk. She normally dept in the nude
aboard ship -- as much a precaution should it prove necessary to suit up in ahurry, asit was persona



preference.
She dipped into bed and was adeegp in lessthan aminute.
#

Tory woke to soft music emanating from somewhere. Shelay there for long minutes, integrating the
events of the previous day. Her overdl impression of the Phelan was one of agentle people who were
eager to please. Of course, that was precisaly the impression they wanted her to have. She remembered
Garth’ s comment about maintaining the eyes of skeptic. She had to admit that if Fadorn and his people
continued as solicitous as they had begun, it was going to be difficult to maintain the proper objectivity.

Just as she was about to stir, the door opened and Maratel entered bearing atray on which severa
steaming plateswere piled.

“Good morning. Did you desp wdl?’
Tory stretched to get the blood flowing, and said, “ Better than | have in months.”

“Good. Here, I’ ve brought you breakfast.” Maratel sat the tray across Tory’s lap and then straightened
the pillow behind her so that she could sit up. Tory picked up apiece of what appeared to be buttered
toast and hit in. Thetaste, she discovered, was very closeto the original. Shetold Maratel to compliment
the chef.

“Hewill be pleased. Of course, we cheated.”
“How s07’

“Captain Van Zandt gave us permission to sample your food stocks aboardAustria . Our synthesstsfind
it much easier to duplicate your food when we have a sample to work with. Isthe bed comfortable?’

“Very. The spin gravity helps, too. | have never been to Earth, but | have had the usud centrifuge
training. Thefull 9.8 meters per second squared does pull a person down!”

“In that respect | am more fortunate than you. Phela s gravity is 87 percent of Earth’s. |, at least, won't
develop fdlen arches when we vist humanity’ shome world.” Maratel moved to the closet and began
laying out ablack-and-silver jumpsuit in the latest Earthside style.

Tory pointed. “Those clothes. Thisfood. How many people do you have working at providing uswith
provisons?’

“A few hundred.”

“Y ou know, it isn't necessary to wait on us hand and foot. We' ll giveyou afar hearing even if we have
to rough it and eat shipboard rations.”

“By providing you with these items, we demondtrate our abilities. Y ou could live aboard your ship and
take guided tours of Far Horizons , of course, but which makes the greater impresson on you: Having
Fadorn talk while you watch workers performing tasks you can't possibly understand, or biting into a
piece of warm toast you know was synthesi zed within the past few hours?’

“A good point. Possibly, you people know what you are about.”

Maratel gave her “human smile.” “We have considered how best to approach humans for more than two
centuries. | believe there are specidists aboard this ship who could go into practice as human



psychologigtsif they wished to. Who knows? Perhaps they will.”

Tory took asip of “tea.” Herethe taste was not nearly as close to the origina asthe toast had been. The
liquid, while palatable enough, had adight cily aftertaste. “Have you consdered that it might not be wise
to let usknow how well you understand us?’

Maratdl looked genuinely puzzled, which in turn made Tory wonder how she managed to leave that
impression since her brow was obvioudy not suitable for wrinkling up.

“Why?’ the guide asked.
“It makes usfed insecureif we think someone knows ustoo well.”

“Not nearly asinsecure asyou will fed if you catch usin alie. AsFadorn explained last night, ‘honesty is
the best policy.””

“That’ s one of those aphorismsthat is more honored in its breach than in its observance.” Therewasa
long silence while Tory finished breskfast. When she had polished off the tea, she asked, “Is Captain Van
Zanck ill adeep?’

“He has been awake for severd hours. He wished to monitor our technicians when they took your power
unitintow.”

“Sarhopper’ s now attached to this ship?’
“Tothelight sail,” Maratdl said, her head bobbing up and down on her long neck.
“But how can you do that? Thelight sal isroteting!”

“Therigging is somewhat complex. Sufficeto say, we attached towlinesto your power unit and then to
various shroud linesfrom the sall. By actively changing the tow line lengthsin concert with the sail’s
rotation, we maintain aconstant tension onStar hopper .

“I'll haveto seeit.”
“We recorded the entire operation. Y ou can view it a your leisure.”
“What do we have planned for today?’

“Fadorn thought you might <till be weary. He suggested that we tour the habitat level so that you could
see something of our people and our ship. Y our formal education begins tomorrow.”

“Formal education?’

“We have afull program laid out for you. We hope to teach you something of our culture, history, and
science so that you can properly advise your people when you make your reports. Y ou do not haveto
participateif you don’t wish to.”

“What do the others say?’
“Professor Guttieriz is off with Corwin and Raal. Doctor Claridgeistouring a hospital.”
“Y oumean I'mthe only one il in bed?”

Maratel shrugged expansively. It was agesture that encompassed dl four arms. “We thought it best to let



you deep.”

Tory set the tray aside and siwung her bare feet out onto the carpeted deck. “I can deep anytime. Come,
let’ sseethe ship!”

#

Garth Van Zandt was strapped into a chair somewhere near the spin axis. The compartment around him
had disappeared, giving theillusion that he and Fad orn were floating in the black firmament. How the
Phelan managed theilluson was amystery. That did not prevent his enjoyment of it.

He moved thejoystick control inset into the arm of his chair and caused the view to expand until it
centered onStarhopper . Thelinesthe Phelan had attached to his ship’s booster were too smdl to be
visible againgt the background of space. Still, their presence meant that the attitude control jets no longer
burped every few minutes to match vel ocities with the dowly decelerating starship. Sarhopper now
dangled like afish on ahook at the end of several thousand kilometers of fishing line.

“A marvelous ship you have here, Fadorn,” he said as he continued his video tour. Garth panned across
the body of the starship and zoomed in on the control line anchor sphere. The sphere was a porcupine
shape with athousand lines streaming away from it. Each linewas encased in asurredidtic violet sheath
of plasmaglow.

“Look a them glow!” Garth exclaimed. Thiswas nothing like episodes of St. EImo’sfire he had
experienced on gpproach. It was as though the Phelan were concentrating the plasmafied intentionally
around the control lines. No wonder they stood out so starkly on radar!

“The control lines are superconductors,” Fadorn explained. “We are siphoning e ectrons off the light sall
through them. The dectrica field naturaly attracts the free protonsin the plasmawind.”

“I think that you' d eventudly run out of eectrons”

Fadorn laughed. *Y ou would be wrong, Captain. At this distance from the sun, one hydrogen atomin
fiveisnaturaly ionized. Aswe sweep past, free dectrons are attracted by the sail’ s positive charge. They
rain down continuously on the reverse side and must be extracted continuoudy. We use them to operate
theionization laser.”

“We wondered about that on our approach. Tell me more...”
#

Thelift was empty except for Tory and Maratd. Maratel had guided her through a maze of corridorsto
reach adifferent lift from the one that had delivered them to the banquet. The cylinder end cap was
honeycombed with corridors and living space. Tory wasjust beginning to realize how big avolumethe
shdll of the starship enclosed.

“Areyou dl right?” Maratel asked when the gravity increased to twice Marsnorma.

Tory’ sanswer was atrifle unsteady. “ So far, so good.” Coriolus forces were doing strange things to her
balance.

The door opened into areal, honest-to-God forest. Tory blinked as Maratel ushered her outside to stand
on astone paved path that disappeared benesath a canopy of vegetation. The plants were like nothing she
had seen on Mars, nor any of theterrestrid florashe had studied in school. Phelan treeswere globular in
shape, thrusting their limbs out radidly from a centra point near the ground. At the end of each limb, a



sngle hexagond leaf fitted in with those around it to produce a hemisphere of unbroken green. The effect
was the same asif someone had exploded abomb in apile of leaves afew milliseconds earlier.

The path led directly into atunnd cut through the globe of atree. It took amoment for Tory’seyesto
adjust to the gloom within. She was surprised to discover more than one pair of eyeslooking back at her.
The eyes belonged to severd smdl six legged animal s that otherwise resembled spider monkeys.

Tory pointed at one smdl beadt. “ The exobiologists on Earth will tear their hair out when they seethis.
They have proved beyond adoubt that evolution will dways reduce the number of legs on an animal to
four.”

Maratel laughed. “ Our own anima speciaists can prove just as eadly the benefits of having six. It will be
interesting to see which rule the next inhabited planet we discover follows.”

“They' d probably havefive”
“Perhaps dl numbers are possible, and chance a one determines the path of evolution on each world.”

“You may beright,” Tory replied as she watched onelittle animal that seemed fascinated by her. “Are
they intelligent?’

“No more than one of your own monkeys at home. In fact, we have named themhexamonkeys in
Standard.”

“Aredl Phelan lifeforms hexapods?’

“Many of them are. Some lower animals -- the equivaent to terrestria insects -- have eight and twelve
legs. We have one genuswith no legs at dl. They resemble terrestria snakes, but occupy adifferent
ecologica niche”

“You'll haveto point one out to me. | have never seen asnake. The onein the Olympus zoo died before
| was old enough to remember tripsto the zoo.”

Maratd led her dowly dong the path. They came out of the globe tree to find themselvesin warm,
orangetinted tube light. There were numerous flowers bordering the walk. Some were strange indeed,
but otherswere aimost familiar. Tory commented on one flower that could have passed for arosein

poor light.

“The resemblanceis coincidenta,” her guide assured her. “Interndly, theardt is quite different from any
terredrid plant.”

“Anardt by any other name would smell as sweet?’

“William Shakespeare!” Maratd said, laughing. “ Romeo and Juliet, | believe.”
“I’'mimpressed.”

Marate gestured toward the flower. “ Go ahead and smdll it.”

Tory did so and was nearly overcome with the odor of rancid bacon.”
“Whew!”

“The different biochemistry Fadorn mentioned to you.”



“l guesss0.”

They waked dowly for two hundred meters, by which time beads of sweat had begun to pop out on
Tory’ sforehead. Maratel noticed and directed her to abench beside the pathway. This, too, must be for
her benefit, sheredlized. The proportionswere al wrong for the short Phelan legs.

As Tory caught her breath, shetilted her head back and gazed upward at the leading end cap. She
gasped as her eyestried to make sense out of the apparent cliff that towered over them. From this
vantage point, the end cap seemed solid rock, with thousands of concentric circles of windows rising into
the sky until they disappeared in the glare of the sun tube.

There were even plants growing from out of the rocks, and wet rivulets still streaming down the base
from last night’ srainstorm. Tory spent severd minutestrying to find the level where their apartments were
located.

“Areyou rested?” Maratd finally asked.

Tory nodded. “Let’ s proceed.”

“| thought you might like to see our young at play.”

“Very much. How many youngsters are there aboard ship?’

“A few thousand at any given time. The Phelan adolescence is gpproximeately the same length as human.
Naturally, we are very careful to match our birth rate to our degth rate.”

“Areyou taking meto a school 7’

“Of sorts. We require our young to spend some period of their livesliving in the habitat so that they can
know what life on aplanet islike”

“Like ascout camp?’
“Again, of sorts”

The two of them walked a hundred meters a ong the stone path, crossing a Japanese style bridge over a
stream. The path passed through a hedgerow of some yellow-brown plant. On the other side was one of
six pointed villagesfilled with beehive buildings that Tory had spied from above.

Like human children, Phelan youths were smaler versons of their parents, and seemed as naturally
curious as any other young anima. As soon as Maratel and Tory entered the school village, they found
themsalves a the center of a chattering circle. Small hands reached out to pluck at Tory’s clothesand
hair until Maratel said something in their native language. The tactile investigations ceased, but no onelost
interest.

Tory’sgazelit on avery smdl child standing directly in front of her. He (or she) was barely ahalf-meter
tall. She sought permission with her eyesfrom Maratdl, and then knelt down to pat the baby. Shewas
rewarded by alow humming noise.

“That meansthat shelikesit,” Maratd reported.
“How old?’

“About three of your years. Standard years, not Martian.”



“lsn’'t that alittle young to be separated from her parents?’

“Weraise our children communaly. The human nuclear family isdien to us, athough we have, of course,
experimented withiit.”

“With what success?’ Tory asked, getting to her feet.

“Varying. I’'m afraid that some of your socid forms are not applicable to our species.”
“I"dliketo learn more.”

“Y ou shdl, beginning tomorrow. Today wearejust ... how do you say it? ... Sghtseeing.”

“Sightseeing is correct,” Tory agreed. She made note of thefirst instance she had ever seen of aPhelan
grasping for aword.

“Do you wish to continue the tour or go back and lie down?’
“Lead on. | will have sore musclestomorrow for sure. Still, that’sasmall priceto pay.”

“Very wdl. Thereisafarm just beyond that next stand of trees. | thought you might like to see how we
grow our food.”

“I'mright behind you.”

CHAPTER 14

The next few weeks were busy onesfor al concerned. Asthey had promised, the Phelan set about
educating their human visitors. As befitted an enterprise centuriesin the planning, progress was rapid.
Indeed, Tory would not have believed it possible to absorb so much information so quickly without the
ad of her implant.

The briefings began with an overview of Phelan history. Like humans, the Phelan were descended from a
race of hunter-gatherers. They had discovered agriculture somewhat earlier than humanity. Ason Earth,
farming had led to irrigation, cities, and the complex socid structure both require. Thus had both species
begun their long climbstoward technologica civilization.

Y et, the amilarities between Phelan and human were mideading. A world isalarge and wondrous place.
The tapestry of Pheld s history had been woven every bit asintricately as had that of Earth. Just as
human culture was sufficiently broad to encompass Aztec and Roman, Viking and Sioux, Han and Zuly;
0, too, had Phelaseen therise and fall of civilizations. Nor were the Phelan themsavesamonalithic
people. They, too, had their share of saints, Snners, heroes, villains, yeomen, and rogues over the
centuries. Like humans, civilization had not so much tamed them as taught them the necessity of
cooperating with one another.

Y t, there were general observations that could be made about the Phelan. They appeared somewhat
more ratiiona and lessemotiond thanHomo sapiens . Their history was|less punctuated with wars and
grife. Asaresult, they had progressed somewhat faster up the ladder of civilization. Not thet the early
Phelan had been pacifists. The few warsthey had fought had been ferocious affairs, with the victory going
to the survivorsrather than the winners.



The Phelan had put their wars behind them soon after they developed spaceflight. Thefirst Phelan
gpaceship had lifted off in 1625 by human reckoning, and by the time of the American Revolution, they
had colonized much of the Tau Ceti system. It had seemed that the future would be an unbroken stream
of progress, with the Phelan scientists eyeing the vast blacknessthat lay beyond their own small dtar.

Then had come severd years of anomalous wesether. The reason for the change had not been difficult to
discover. Tau Ceti’ s output of radiant energy had begun to shift erratically. The swingswere not large --
indeed, they were difficult to detect at al. Still, they violated every known theory of how amain sequence
star ought to behave. It had taken severa years before the astronomers realized that the surface
oscillations were a symptom of amuch deeper problem within the star. For reasons the astronomers
could not explain, the core had started to convert greater quantities of helium to carbon than was normal
for agtar in the hydrogen-burning phase of life. The excess energy turned the core unstable, and if some
way to stabilizeit could not be found, the oscillations would dowly build until Tau Ceti went nova.

A smadl being named Delwin was their ingtructor in Phelan history. When Delwin reached the moment
when astronomers redlized that their world was doomed, however, Fadorn took over the recounting.
For, as Fadorn explained with sorrow in hisvoice, what had followed had been an era of shame. The
news had caused the rational, peaceful Phelan to go berserk! A culture that had successfully avoided war
for half athousand years had dissolved into uncounted warring factions, each attempting to gain control
of the resources needed to build the evacuation craft needed to flee the destruction of their sar.

Thewar had been fought for nearly twenty years. When it was over, much of the home planet and the
colony worldslay in ruins, and the victors discovered that much of what they needed to escape had been
destroyed in thefighting. In the end, when the surface oscillations of the star had grown so greet asto
make Phelapractically uninhabitable, only four escape ships had been built. Into each of these, the Phela
had placed a carefully chosen crew of 100,000. The ships had departed after many solemn ceremonies,
to position themsalves where the nova that would propel them toward their varied destinations.

Four ships had ridden the nova shockwave toward four different stars, leaving billions of dead behind
them.

#

“They seemed so rationd for most of their history,” Tory said. “Why do you suppose they fell gpart so
completely?’

She and the other humans were gathered around the dinner table in the common room in their quarters.
They were donefor once. Thisdid not mean they were not being monitored. All of them took it for
granted that the Phelan watched them continuoudy.

The medl had been excellent. The mood was solid after afull day of watching scenes of chaos. The
Phdan caled it the Time of Troubles.

Eli Guttieriz put down his cup and reached for the last dinner roll. The Phelan cuisine was beginning to
show inthelinguist’s pudgy cheeks and expanding waistline. Tory had noticed her own shipsuitswere
getting tight in various places. Eli looked up from buttering hisroll.

“We probably would have done the same if we' d discovered Sol about to nova.”
“But it was so sensdesd! If they’ d just cooperated, they might have saved millions.”

Guttieriz shrugged. “Which would have still been an inggnificant percentage of thetota population.”



“Aren't you the heartless one, Eli!” Kit chastised.

He grinned and shrugged. “If they saved alarge enough gene pool to start over, what difference how
many individua s were saved?’

Kit continued. “ At least we know the Phelan aren’t keeping thingsfrom us.”

“How do we know that?” Garth asked. He had been looking dour throughout the meal. Tory had put it
down to the effect of the day’ s history lesson.

“Because if they were going to hide something, the Time of Troubleswould be adamned good place to
gat.”

“I wonder.”
“Careto expand on that comment, Captain?’

“It'snothing | can put my finger on. Still, don’t any of you find it sirange that the Phelan are so like us?
How can two races separated by twelve light-years of vacuum be so smilar?’

Eli shrugged again. “ Smilar environments produce Smilar solutions.”
“Right down to overlgpping senses of humor?”
“What do you mean?’

“The other evening, Fadorn and | weretdling dirty jokes. | told him the one about the Mother Superior
and the Blind Man. He got it!”

“Hewas, of course, smulating hislaughter,” Eli said. “The Phelan sense of humor is considerably skewed
fromours”

“How do you know that?’

“Fromtheir language. | am beginning to get aglimmer of the underlying structure. Fadornisright.
Learning it isquitedifficult. It isnothing like any Earth tongue | have ever studied.”

“What has that to do with their sense of humor?”

“Languageisawindow into the brain. All human languages have certain characteristicsin common
because dl human brains are constructed adong identical lines. If the Phelan brain Sructure were smilar to
ours, their language would be smilar, at least inits most basic Sructure.”

“Then why do theyseem so human?’ Tory asked.

“Because they go to grest lengthsto leave that impression. That isthe purpose of the human gesturesthey
use and the colloquiaisms with which they pepper their speech. They know that we have astrong
tendency to anthropomorphize everything, even inanimate objects. They are playing on this defect in our
character to make us like them. Their motives are obvious.”

“You've picked thisup in only afew days?’ Garth asked.

Thelinguist shrugged. “It'smy job. Besides, most of my conclusonsare highly preliminary. | may change
my mind tomorrow.”



“Then keep at it. It might be important when we make arecommendation concerning whether we will
dlow them colonies”

“How can wenot dlow them?’ Tory blurted. “Where e se can they go?”’

“A point not lost on the politicians back home. They’ ve been peppering me with demands for more
information about Phelan military capabiilities”

“Doesthat mean they plan to refuse the Phelan request?” Kit asked.

“No, just that they’ re being cautious. The more we learn, the better off everyone will be. That includes
the Phelan. We need more information, if for no other reason, than to put afair price on our services.”
Garth turned to Tory. “How istheimplant work going?’

“Sowly. They managed to produce a carrier wave | could detect on their last attempt. When | attempted
to synchronize, though, | developed a splitting headache.”

“It'sniceto know there are afew things we' re better at. | was beginning to develop an inferiority
complex.”

“I know what you mean. | thought they’ d whip up alink as soon as | provided them with specifications.”

“Wadll, keep trying. It's damned inconvenient to have you go up to the hangar bay every time you want to
use the computer.”

“Tdl meabout it.”

“ Anything more we need to discuss?’ When no one spoke, he suggested that they al turnin. Between
the education and entertainment, the Phelan were running them ragged. One by one, they drifted to their
individua apartments. Tomorrow was going to be another busy day.

#

Over the next severa weeks, the education sessions became lessforma and more amatter of individua
ingruction. As Garth had suggested, Eli Guttieriz threw himsdf into his study of the Phelan tongue. Kit
Claridge spent most of her time soaking up Phelan medicd knowledge. All four humans submitted to
extensve medical examinationswhile severa Phelan spent hours dlowing Kit to prod and poke them.

Garth Van Zandt continued receiving demands from Earth that he provide information on the Phelan
request for colonies. They had been aboard the Phelan ship seven weeks, and were just receiving
requests generated shortly after the first contact report had reached Earth. The speed-of-light
communications delay was aggravating for parties on both ends of the microwave link. Mostly, they
blindly transmitted everything of interest home, with the preparation of reports often absorbing more than
hdf each day.

With Kit and Eli absorbed in their respective specidties, and Garth engaged in negotiations with the
Phelan, Tory was assigned thejob of becoming the expedition’s synthes . It was her task to learn dl she
could, then corrdate it with everything in the ship’s computer, and hopefully, to come to useful
conclusions. Mostly she wandered around the ship with Maratd, taking in the sights.

In the long weeks since their arriva, they had sampled avariety of Phelan activities. One of Tory’s most
memorable visits had been with Maratel to asymphony orchestra practicing for a concert they would be
giving in the humans honor. Tory noticed with some amusement the modifications they had madeto the
traditional instruments. The entire brass section, for instance, had gppended intricate bits of plumbing to



their mouthpieces. With their snouts and lack of lips, it wasimpossible for a Phelan to blow atrumpet.
The gtring adaptations were equaly interesting.

AsTory and Maratel |olled on agrassy knoll beneath the sun tube (it wasto be an “open air” concert),
they listened to the orchestra practice Beethoven' s Fifth Symphony in short spurts. Between sections, the
conductor would cal ahdt and critique the performance. Tory noted that there were advantagesfor a
conductor to have four arms rather than two.

During alull intherehearsal, Tory turned to Maratel and asked, “Why do you do this sort of thing?’
“What sort of thing?’

“Thid” Tory said, letting her hand sweep the orchestra. “We' re honored, of course, but why should you
try to emulate our music, let done adapt our instruments so that you can play them?’

“Why do your people hold concerts, Tory?’

“Becausethey enjoy music.”

“Sodowe.”

“But surely you have music of your own. Why not play that instead and honor your own culture?’

“I thought we had explained that,” Maratel replied. “If we are to make our homes among humans, we
must learn tofitin. Y our cultureis now our culture.”

“Itisn’t necessary for you to paint yourselves gray. If your ways differ from ours, we' |l respect them.”

Maratdl got that sorrowful look on her face that she adopted whenever she had to disagree with Tory. “I
believe you are wrong, my friend. We have studied your race most carefully. Y ou have an inbred ingtinct
for conformity. Asone of your wags once put it, ‘that whichisnot illega shal be compulsory!’”

“Hewasjoking.”

“In jokes often lie degper truths. One of the most constant of al human traitsis your intolerance for those
who are different. One must therefore conclude that fitting in requires that we be aslike you as possible.
Since thereis nothing we can do to change our physicad form, we mugt strive to be ‘ more human than
human’ in other ways.”

“I think you underestimate us.”
“| don’'t believe so. Have not those who are different been persecuted throughout your history?’
“WEe ve outgrown such prejudices.”

“Y ou have covered them up with athin veneer of civilization. Y ou have not outgrown them. We once
prided ourselves that we had outgrown our passions, too. The Time of Troubles taught us otherwise.”

“But you aren’t human and can never be human.”

“Nevertheless, we have freely embraced human culture. We have done so because it isamatter of
urviva.”

“But you'refakingit!”



“Not at al. Areyou faking your beliefs?’

“That'sslly.”

“Isit? Why do you believe what you do?’

“I don't know,” Tory replied, suddenly uncomfortable with the way the discusson was going. “I just do.”

“You acquired your beliefs at an early age from your parents. They inculcated you with al their
prejudices, preferences, superdtitions, and values.”

“I think you are being alittle harsh.”
“Not at dl. Would you like an example?’
“All right.”

“Like most humans, you are an adherent of what was once cdled ‘western civilization.” Overlaying those
basic bdiefsisanother set that you inherited from the period of Martian Independence. Y ou believein
the rights of the individua, the benefits of democracy, the superiority of science over dl other methodsfor
ganing wisdom. Deep down, you truly believe that every problem has atechnologica solution. Need |
comment on how different these attitudes are from those of a Confucian scholar of athousand years

ago?’
“What' syour point?’

“Simply that |, too, have been programmed with those same vaues. Alien though | may be, | am dso an
adherent of ‘western civilization.” | believein dl these things no less than you do.”

“Butyou'reandien!”
“So what? Are not canines able to learn human vaues of right and wrong, at least in alimited sense?”’
“I think it's more amatter of learning what will get them rewarded and punished.”

“Doesthat differ so from the way most human beings go through life? Do people obey laws because they
areright, or because to break them will bring punishment?’

“I'll have to get back to you on that. | have some thinking to do. Meantime, how about introducing meto
the conductor? I’ d like to complement him on his skill with abaton...”

#

Rosswin sat acrossthe table from Eli Guittieriz and listened asthe linguist practiced his Phelan vocabulary.
The human’ s accent was atrocious, but he was picking it up dowly. Rosswin was impressed. For,

despite the cover story that Phelan had little trouble learning human speech, he remembered hisown
struggles many cycles earlier. It had seemed as though he would never utter anintelligible sentence.

“Very good, Professor,” he said when Guittieriz finished the exercise. “We will have you giving the oration
before the next meeting of the ship’s council if you keep improving thisway.”

Despite his attempt to gppear blasé, Eli was obvioudy pleased by the complement.

“I bedievethat is sufficient for one sesson,” Rosswin said. “ Shall we get to the next item of business, the
seemingly endless series of questions your people a home have asked you to answver?’



Guttieriz laughed. He was normally cold and stiff with people, but he liked the old Phelan. They were
kindred spiritsin many ways. “Notseemingly endless, Rosswin. Endlessin fact! | shudder when | think
of how many more questions are in the data stream winging their way toward us.”

“Yes, curiogity isthe most human of al traits. Well, if we are to keep our snouts above flood tide, we had
best diminate afew.”

Eli reached into his belt pouch and pulled out arecorder aong with a printout of the numerous questions
the specidists at home were asking. Rosswin spent twenty minutes answering queries ranging from how
the Phelan economy was organized to the fertility rate among Phelan femaes of childbearing age.

Findly, astheir alotted timewas nearly up, Eli said, “Here' s one from Professor Pierce. He' sthe
agrophysicist who built Star hopper

“Yes” Rosswinreplied, “1 am familiar with Professor Fierce’ s accomplishment. What does hewish to
know?’

“He sasking for dataon the Tau Ceti novaand wantsto know if you understand what caused it?’

Rosswin raised his upper hands pams up. “We were hoping that your astronomers might have
progressed to the point where they could explainit to us”

“Not much chance of that,” Eli said as he checked off the question and scanned the list preparatory to
putting it away. It was then that he noticed that Pierce’ s question had included asecond query. “Uh,
another thing. Our astronomers recorded a 2.5 percent deficit in the light curve from the nova during the
first severd hours. After that, it conformed precisely to theory. Pierce asksif your own observations
might throw some light on the discrepancy.”

Rosswin considered the question for nearly five seconds before responding, “I am not an astronomer,
Professor Guittieriz. However, | will makeinquiries. Now then, | must attend a conference, whileyou, |
believe, are scheduled at one of our schoolsthat teach Standard.”

Eli gathered up the printouts he used to study Phelan vocabulary, and made his farewells. After hel€ft,
Rosswin sat where hewas. Only another Phelan would have detected his agitation.

“Didyou hear?’ heasked thinair.

“I heard,” Fadorn replied. The ship commander had been summoned by Rosswin’s emergency signd via
amethod the humans did not suspect. He had replayed the recording of Rosswin's discussion with Eli,
listening carefully to the incriminating question and Rosswin's noncommittal answe.

“Do you understand the significance?’
“Only too well. Do you think they suspect?’

“I do not. | believe it was just what Professor Guttieriz said it to be, aroutine question from Earth that
requires an answer. Still, | think it best that we move up our timetable. Do we have sufficient information
to make the selection yet?”’

“Not yet. We have a candidate, but the psychologists want several more watches to eva uate the
observations.”

“Tell Raalwin to expedite hisandysis. If they ever redize the Sgnificance of what they just asked me, we
will bein serioustrouble”



“What answer will you eventudly give?’

“That we have no data concerning any luminosity deficit of the nova. Perhapsther insruments
mafunctioned.”

CHAPTER 15

Maratel was especialy cheerful ten dayslater as she glided into the commons after breakfast one
morning. “How would you like to see thelight sail attachment?’

Tory glanced at her guide with as much enthusiasm as she could muster. After two full months of playing
touri<t, details of her many visits about the ship had begun to blur into one long string of images. Had it
been yesterday that she had sat through the interminable ceremony honoring Phela s dead, or the day
before? What had been the name of that artisan who showed her his scul ptures? He had been especidly
proud of hisrendition of ahuman maeala Michdangd o' sDavid . She had not had the heart to tell him
that he' d grosdy oversized the sex organs -- at least, insofar as her own rather limited experience was
concerned.

“Would | liketo seewhat?’ Tory asked. She had had a headache when she awvoke. A tablet had largely
solved that problem, but |eft her fedling out of sorts.

“I thought we' d travel to the opposite end of the ship so you can see where the shroud lines are
anchored. It isquite an impressive sight. Also, your captain expressed an interest in the arrangement
when he surveyed the ship following our taking your power unit in tow.”

“Is Garth going with us?’

“No, heiswith Dr. Claridge today. They’ re discussing the safeguards required before Phelan plants can
be introduced into Earth’ s biosphere.”

Tory nodded. Earth would require rigorous testing before they alowed any plant or animal to enter
atmosphere. Even then, it would require avote of the full system council to overcome the usud
not-in-my-backyard protests. With human foodstuffs aslacking in certain critical proteinsfor Phelan
chemical processes asthediens food was for humans, no one saw any other choiceif acolony wasto
be established. It would be a great dedl |ess expensive to grow food than to synthesi ze the needed
additives (asFar Horizons ' s chefs were doing with their human fare).

“If we' re going to the opposite end of the ship, may we stop and seethe fals?’
“If youwigh.”

Having been raised on Mars, theidea of free running water fascinated Tory. She had become used to the
gentle streams she had seen during her travels, but was il in awe of the pair of half-kilometer tall
waterfdls at the other end of the ship. She had often gazed across the kilometersto that spectacular
double waterfal spilling down from the central axis, trying to imagine what it was like to hear the roar of
al that water pounding down in acloud of white spray. Despite her intention to visit them, something
aways seemed to come up to short circuit the vigt.

“Thenletsgo.”

Maratel led her through the now familiar maze of corridorsto thelift. Instead of dropping toward the



outermost deck and the rim of the habitat volume, they rose upward toward the spin axis. Tory fdt the
pull of gravity diminish with each meter climbed. Her foraysto the outer decks had done wondersin
developing her muscles. Still, after aday in heavy gravity, it was dl she could do to hold her eyes open
through dinner. Microgravity would fed good again.

The sun tube extended like an axle from one end of the starship to the other, with the structure held taut
by the tension of the entire ship hanging from the space parachute behind them. Despite the energy
radiating from the sun tube’ s surface, itsinterior contained both atransport system and vita utility lines.

The transports were small capsules not unlike those of Olympus City. Tory and Maratd clambered into
one. Both sat hunched forward, their heads afew centimeters gpart, their bodies braced against the
spherical wallsto keep from floating away. The smdll of cinnamon and paint thinner was overpowering.

“Mindif | ask you apersona question?’ Tory asked asthe car accel erated smoothly away from the
dation.

“Not at all. We arefriends, are we not?’
“How do we smdll to you?’

Maratel made adisplay of inhaing deeply. She wrinkled her nose as she did so. “That isdifficult to
describe.”

“1 mean, do we stink?’

“Your odor is... strange, but not unwholesome. We have asmdl flower that blooms during the high
summer phase of our weather program. Its odor isvaguely reminiscent of your own. What of us? How
do we Phelan smdll to you humans?’

Tory smiled. “Y our odor reminds us of ahighly valued spice mixed with asmall amount of acertain
chemical solvent.”

“That doesn’t sound too bad,” the Phelan said with an expression so seriousthat Tory had to laugh.

They were both laughing ten seconds later when the capsule Sgnaed itsarriva a the opposite end of the
gtarship. The whole journey had taken less than aminute. Maratel et them out and led the way past the
lifts that would take them down into the higher gravity sections of the ship. Asthey moved through the
spin axis corridor, Tory redized that the Phelan had an advantage over humanswhen it came to moving
about in microgravity. Their extrapair of appendages alowed them to move hand over hand with far
more grace than humans could manage. While Tory plodded along behind, Maratel swarmed forward
like aspider initsweb.

The corridor ended at the junction of six downward-leading passages. Unlike the lifts she had gotten
used to, these small shafts had ladders affixed to their sdes.

“These arefor maintenance,” Maratd said, indicating the tubes. “We Il have to climb down.”

Tory suppressed agroan and told Maratel to lead on, which she did. The dien positioned her body to
enter the tube feet first. She then grasped the rails of the ladder with her intermediate hands and pushed
off with the upper set. A moment later, she was drifting downward like aterrestrid diver snking into a
deep wll.

Tory followed Maratd’ s example. She wrapped her feet around the outside of therails and pushed off
with her hands. Shethen let therailsdip dowly through her lightly clenched fist. Looking down, she could



see Maratel adozen meters below, il falling. Thetwo of them passed severa openingsin thewalls of
the maintenance tube. Asthey fell, spin gravity began to reassert itslf. Tory found hersdf accelerating.
She gently gripped therailsto dow her descent so that she would not overtake Maratdl.

Finally, when the pull had increased to approximately one half the gravity she was used to a home,
Maratel halted her fall and stepped off into a horizontal accesstube. Tory followed. She felt clumsy
compared to the Phean’ sliquid grace. They had gone fifty meters through the too small tunnel when they
came to acompartment that was little more than awidening of the corridor. Except, haf the cylindrical
wall had suddenly turned transparent. Through the window shone the pearly glow of thelight sall.

Tory moved to the window and gazed out. The sall was aglowing wall that covered haf the universe. In
front of it, barely akilometer distant, hovered the large spherica shape from which sprouted aforest of
infinitely long lines. The lines glowed with the violet glow of dectrons shimmering in vacuum. This, then,
wasthe anchor point from whichFar Horizons was suspended asit fell toward Sol.

Because of the difference between the starship’ srate of rotation and that of the light sail, the whole
assemblage seemed to be performing agiant dance. It was like standing near the hub of agreat bicycle
whed and watching the spokes turn. Except no bicycle had ever possessed so many spokes asthe
Phelan starship. The shroud lines crisscrossed one another so thoroughly that they formed an
ever-changing kaleidoscope, violet and black over pearl white, asthey pin whedled acrossthe sky.

Tory stood hypnotized for long seconds before she shifted her gaze to the attachment itsdlf. A cable as
large around as a human torso extended forward from the anchor sphere, disappearing asit dropped
behind alump on the starship’ s stern. She did not have to see the end of the thick cable to know that this
wasthe point fromwhich dl of Far Horizons was suspended. Like a seagoing ship of old, the starship
rode at anchor asit fell toward the distant yellow star.

Above the attachment sphere, the shroud lines fanned out. Each line was as thick asthe handle on awhip
whereit exited the black sphere, and diminished in cross-section until it becameinvisibly thin.

“How do you adjust linelength?’ Tory asked Maratdl. The mystery of how the diens controlled so
unwieldy an object asthelight sail had been the subject of saverd discussionsin the commons after
dinner.

“Seethethick portions?’” Maratel said, pointing to the whip handle shapesjutting from the sphere. “We
vary the linelengths by contracting or extending them. The thick region iswhere we store the extra
meterid.”

“| do not seeany dip jointsto alow rotation,” Tory said, gazing at the sphere. To do itsjob, the
attachment must take up the difference in rotation between starship and light sail. How it managed that
task was not obvious.

“We use amolecular dip system. If you' reinterested, I’ [l have someone explain it when we get back.”

Tory laughed hafheartedly. “ Explain it to Garth or Kit. My brain is about to explode from information
overload.”

They stood for long minutes watching the grand pirouette in the sky. Findly, Maratel asked if Tory was
ready to leave.

“Sure. Arewe going to thefallsnow?’

Maratel ‘nodded.’” “We must work our way around the periphery abit to reach a power lift. | presume



you have no desire to climb down the maintenance ladder.”
“Inyour gravity field? Not likely!”

“Do you mind if we make one stop on the way?’

“Where?’

“You'll see”

Tory did not push. Severd times Maratel had been mysterious asto where she was taking Tory. Each
time the destination had proved worth the wait. She had sometimeswondered if springing surprises on
people was a Phelan trait, or merely something Maratd liked to do asan individuad.

Thedien led her back the way they had come. They were forced to climb fifty metersto reach the
intersection of amain corridor. After that, it was amatter of hiking aong acircumferentia corridor. This
closeto the spin axis, the curvature of the corridor was pronounced. They aways seemed at the base of
alarge dip, with the corridor doping upward in both directions. Y et, no matter how far they walked, they
were never ableto reach theincline.

Maratel approached a heavy double door. The entryway swung back at their approach, as though
someone inside had been watching their progress. Beyond the door lay alarge pie shaped compartment
filled with busy Phelan. The compartment walls were covered with viewscreens displaying scenesfrom dl
over the ship. Tory saw passageways, compartments filled with machinery, and panoramic views of the
habitat interior. She saw exterior views aswell, including one that showed atiny Sarhopper keeping
dation with the starship.

Tory had no timeto gawk. Maratel led her along arai sed wakway to another door. It, too, opened at
their gpproach. Within she found adimly lit room with asingle massive console. A floor to celling
holoscreen provided a backdrop for the being that waited there. Standing before the console was
Fadorn.

#
“We cometo Command Central,” the Phelan commander said.

“Towhat do | owethissingular honor?’ she stuttered. Asfar as she knew, no one elsein their party had
ever been dlowed ingdeFar Horizons *s command center. Requests to seeit had aways been met with
polite evasions.

“| asked Maratd to arrange this visit because | have aproposition for you.”
“Oh?

Fadorn made the Phelan gesture of assent. “We Phelan know agrest deal about your species. | think we
have amply proved that point in the last few months.”

“Y ou haveindeed.”

“Y e, asdiens, we can never hope to understand you as well as you understand yourselves. It has been
obviousto usfor centuriesthat if we areto be successful in obtaining refuge in your system, wewill need
to gather talented human beingsto our cause. Not hirelings, but true advocates of our position. We
would like you to be our principa advocate.”



Tory blinked. “Why me?’

“Y ou have much persona empathy for us and are sympathetic to our cause. Y ou are aso equipped with
acomputer implant and know something of human law. Of the four humans we have met so far, you are
the best candidate by far.”

“There are probably millions on Earth who would better meet your requirements, people who make their
living aslobbyists. Once you reach Earth, you' | have your pick of the very best.”

“Wewill hire such people, of course. However, they will be employees. We need an dly. Our
extrapolaionstell usthat you are possibly the best dly we will ever meet. In any event, we cannot wait.
Y our captain and | have already spoken of your return to Earth.”

“Y ou have? He hasn't said anything to us.”

“The decision to plan for areturn voyage was made less than an hour ago. Perhaps he will tell you
tonight. In any event, when you go, severd of uswill go aongin cold deep. It isimportant that we select
our advocate before departure.”

“WW?!
“For good and sufficient reasons that will become clear if you accept our offer. Will you help us convince
your peopleto give usrefuge?’

Tory hesitated. The truth was that she had cometo like the Phelan. They were like eager little puppiesin
their mimicry of human culture. Except there was very little resemblance to an eager puppy in Fadorn’s
manner. He seemed far more distant than she had ever known him. No, he seemed morealien ! It was as
though the thin veneer of human mannerisms had been stripped away, leaving behind a core that was
pure Phelan. She noticed that he had ceased using human gestures atogether.

She stdled with aquestion. “What if | agree to represent you, then find that your interests run counter to
those of humanity?1 could never betray my people, Fasorn.”

“Therewill be no question of betrayal,” he assured her. “ On the contrary, by serving us, you will be
serving your own people, too.”

“You arereferring, of course, to the advanced technology you will give usin exchange for accepting you
on our worlds.”

“That and more important things.”
“That seems arather extreme statement. Can you back it up?’

“Should you accept our offer, | promisethat you will know the truth before you leave this chamber. Do
you accept?’

“1"d like sometimeto think about it.”

“I am sorry, but we require your response now. There is much we must teach you, and little enough
ti rTe”

Tory swalowed hard. She would have liked to talk this over with the others, but something in Fadorn’'s
manner suggested that she would not be alowed to. The truth was that shedid bdievein giving the Phdan
sanctuary. With Earth going through its current bout of xenophobia, obtaining sanctuary forFar Horizons



'srefugees was going to be difficult enough. It might not be possble at dl if the dienswereleft on their
own. Ther ability to mimic humanity reminded her of the old tale of the dog who could growl afew
phrases. That he spoke badly was of less sgnificance than the fact that he could do it at all.

If shewereto sgn on asthe Phelans ambassador to humanity, she just might make the difference they
needed. She had no false modesty about her own abilities. She was good, having excelled at everything
she had ever attempted. If she became their advocate, she would do a much better than average job for
them. Could there be any greater god in life than helping this shipload of likegble dienscomein from the
cold and dark of interstellar space?

She considered her options and discovered that they were few indeed. It was as though fate had been
steering her toward thisfor most of her life. She chewed her lower lip, took adeep bresth, and findly,
nodded. “Based on your assurances that | will be helping my own people, | accept your offer. When do
we sart?’

“Immediately,” Far Horizons’ commander said. He touched acontrol stud. The lightsdimmed. Thelarge
hol oscreen behind him came immediately to light. From out of its pseudo-depth shown athousand cold,
digant stars. Dimly lit by starlight in the foreground were rank upon rank of cylindrical shapes. Tory fdta
geyser of puzzlement well up within her. Each cylinder looked just asFar Horizons had upon approach,
except that there was no evidence of alight sail on any of them.

“What the hdll isthis?’ she asked as she gazed at the perplexing scene.

From somewhere nearby, Fadorn’s disembodied voice said; “Y ou arelooking at the Phelan Third Fleet,
some Sx years behind us”

“What are you talking about? The other three ships of your fleet are dl headed for other star systems.”

“The story of the four shipsisawork of fiction. Nor wasthere ever any Time of Troubles. It is pure
fiction.”

“But why lieabout it?’

“To keep you asking some rather obvious questions,” Fadorn replied. “For one, how arace with our
industria potentia only managed to congtruct four escape ships with fifty yearswarning of the coming
nova. Also, we hoped to engender sympathy for our cause.”

“Then there aren’t three other ships heading for other star systems?”’

“That wasn't wholly alie, Tory. Except the three ships are actudly three other fleets. Y ou see before you
asmadl part of thefleet for whichFar Horizons isa scout vessd.”

Tory fet her throat congtrict around the next words as she formed them. She barely managed to croak
forth the question: “How many?’

Fadorn fixed her with asteady gaze as shein turn stood transfixed by the dimly glowing shapesinsdethe
holoscreen.”

“The Third Fleet numbers dightly more than twenty two thousand vessels.”
“And the number of Phelan en route to Sol?’

“During the last census, the fleet population numbered three billion individuds.”



CHAPTER 16

Tory felt rage building within her. How could they have studied humanity for so long, yet be so damned
stupid? Hadn't their centuries of eavesdropping told them anything? Earth was deep in the throes of
isolationism, and Mars could barely support her current 250 million. She had been worried sick for the
last few weeksthat Earth would rgjectFar Horizons’ paltry one hundred thousand refugees! How did
Fadorn think the terrestrid s would react when they learned there were 22,000 other shipsfollowing right
behind?

Sheretrieved what little self-control remained her and screamed,“ Are you out of your skinking
minds?”

“I hope not,” the Phelan commander said. If he noticed the murderous ook she gave him, he showed no
sgn. Hisoutward calm had the desired effect on Tory. With each gulp of air, she became alittle lesswild

eyed.

“But damn it, Fadorn, be reasonable! Earth cannot absorb another three billion mouths, not even if they
wanted to. They do not have the resources. Neither can Mars. We would have trouble resettling the
people off even asingle ship, et done the whole damned fleet. We d al sarve together!”

“We recogni ze the magnitude of the problem, and we wish we didn’t have to impose on you, but we
mug.”

“Well fight if you try to force yoursdveson us.”

Fadorn fixed her with asteady gaze. “I hopeit won't cometo that. Far Horizons ismerely the Third
Fleet’ s advance scout. It isour privilege to revea ourselvesto humanity so those who follow can observe
our fate. If peaceful meansfail, they are prepared to try others.”

“Areyou threstening war?’

“War iscertainly an option,” Fadorn agreed. “'Y ou cannot imagine how powerful aweapon even asingle
light sail can be. We have studied severa scenarios. Unfortunately, none of them offers us much hope of
conquering an indigenous species on its home territory. We can exterminate humanity, but not conquer
it”

“Damned right!” Tory said. A moment later, she wondered at the sudden surge of adrendinein her veins.,
It was not fear so much asthe prima call to armsthat was affecting her. The hot blood that coursed in
her veins was the legacy of athousand generations of warrior ancestors.

“Unfortunatdy, while exterminating humanity, we would aso exterminate most life on the worlds we hope
to inherit. The Earth would not support our colony afterwards. It would be aPyrrhic victory.” Fadorn
emitted a sound that Tory knew to be the equivalent of ahuman sigh. “1f your people rgect us, wewill

be forced to do something far worse than war.”

“What can be worse than war?” Tory asked, her anger suddenly submerged by her curiosity.

“Know this, Victoria Bronson. Our star was not avictim of stellar evolution. The reaction that eventually
destroyed Tau Ceti was artificidly induced. I'm afraid that we Phelan destroyed our star.”

“ You destroyed your own star?”



Fadorn signaded his assent. “ Those who began the nova reaction were from afaction we call the
‘usurpers.” | will not attempt to describe their reasons, as no human could possibly understand them.
Even we, raised aoof from Phelan custom, have difficulty understanding the nature of the argument that
caused Tau Ceti’ s destruction. Suffice to say that the usurpers am wasto gain advantage by threatening
the rest of our species with awegpon of ultimate destructive power. They planned asmal demonstration
to convince their opponents the threat was real. Someone miscal culated and so upset our star’ s
equilibrium that the damage could not be repaired. Our scientists were ableto retard the reaction, but not
to sop it. Fifty-two cycles after theinitial mistake, our sun went nova.”

“What happened to the usurpers?’

“They remained behind to observe the culmination of their handiwork &t close hand.”
Tory shuddered. “How awful!”

“We prefer to think of it asjustice.”

“You redlize, of course, that we'll never accept you once this story becomes public. People who explode
their own star are capable of anything.”

“Y ou do not yet understand,” Fadorn replied. “If those who command the Third Fleet fedl their causeto
be hopeless, they will seek another star by initiating a novareaction within Sol.”

Tory’s mouth dropped open. It took her amoment to regain control. “Y ou’d blow up the sun?’
“With the greatest reluctance, | assureyou.”
“But why?’

“We require the novato propd our light sails. Without it, the journey between starsis amatter of
millenniarather than centuries. None of our shipswould remain operable over such along journey. The
Third Fleet would be peopled by corpses by thetimeit arrived at the new destination. So you see,
Victoria, | spokethe litera truth when | said that you would help humanity by helping us. Find usaplace
to live and we will make your speciesrich. Deny us and your race is doomed!”

#

It was nearly aminute before Tory ran out of obscenitiesto hurl at the two Phelan. Only when she began
repeating hersdlf for the third time did she begin to wind down. Through the whole outpouring of
vituperation, Fadorn and Maratel stood impassive.

Her words dripped sarcasm as she asked, “ And thisisyour plan? After two centuries, thisisal you've
been able to come up with?’

“Unfortunate, but true.”
“There hasto be a better way.”
“We ve spent dl our liveslooking for a better way. Thereisnone.”

Tory brushed back an errant lock of hair and tried to think. There were timesin life when matters are too
seriousto dlow emotionsto interfere with on€e' s judgment. When she had been achild, adome had
ruptured at home. Those who had kept their wits about them had mostly survived. Those who panicked
had died. That incident had been trivial compared to what she now faced. Tory ruthlesdy forced her



raging emationsinto atightly locked compartment in the back of her mind and began to think furioudly.

“Look, | don’'t buy the crap you' re shoveling for a second, but for the sake of argument, let’s say you are
telling the truth. How can you possibly expect to get away with it? In Sx years, your fleet will beginto
unfurl their sails and anyone with apair of binocularswill see the 22,000 tiny lights blossoming in the sky.
Therewill beriotsin the Sreetd”

“By that time, we must achieve aposition in your society that will alow usto ride out the shock just as
we once rode the nova s shock.”

“How the hdll do you expect to do that?’

“We have observed that human motivation is steeped in sdif interest. Therefore, if we are to be accepted,
there must be a strong congtituency whose self-interest lieswith us. With your assistance, we will
demondtrate to certain powerful and influentid humans how they will benefit from our advanced
technology. If properly done, we will have enough dlies when the time comesto ride out the storm.”

Tory gave alow whistle. “That’ sa powerful order.”

“That iswhy we need your help. Without you, we have no hope of success. With you, thereisadim
chance.”

Tory fdl slent. Her mind raced wildly as her somach did nervousflip-flops. The taste of bile was strong
in her mouth. Too late, she recognized the trap Fadorn had set for her. It was a construct of almost
fiendish cleverness, and one that reinforced the ideathat the Phelan knew humans better than humanity
itsdf.

For if ahuman were to attempt such an outlandish scheme, he would most likely recruit her with fanciful
lies. By telling her the awful truth, Fadorn had bound her to him and his cause moretightly than if he had
used a chain and awelding torch. She could trumpet the warning to Earth, but to what avail? The news
would lead to panic. The Phelan request for sanctuary would be rejected out of hand, and sometime
within the next Six years, Sol would explode into atwin of the Tau Ceti nova

No, if shewereto avoid the sun’s destruction, she would have to keep Fasorn’ s secret for him. That, in
turn, had other implications. If she kept the secret, then humanity’ s safety would depend on her done.
She must guard her every word and action for yearsto come. Even asingle dip of the tongue could end
everything. Theweight of responsibility would be crushing. Could shedoit? Did she have theinner
strength to stand up under the pressure?

Y et, even if successful, she was doomed. When the truth of the Third Fleet became known, she would
appear atraitor to her species, aMata Hari who had suborned others to treason. She wondered what
penaty would be meted out on that inevitable black day. Would she be arrested or smply torn limb from
limb by an enraged mob? Theworst of it was the redization that she would be hated for aslong asthe
human race survived. She would go to her grave with the knowledge of the service she had rendered to

her people.

She had a sudden wild urgeto tell Fadorn to go to hell. She suppressed it. It would be hugdly satisfying,
but counterproductive. No, there was no choice in the matter. She must ignore the gnawing emptiness
within and aid these engaging mongtersin their scheme, at least until she could think her way out of the

quandary.
“All right, Fadorn, you skinker! | will keep your secret because | must.”



“Thank you, Victoria. With your help, perhaps we will succeed.”

Fadorn’s gpparent sincerity was too much for her. She had reached the point where she could no longer
ignore the weakness of the flesh. Thefrightened little girl locked away deep ingde had to belet out. Tory
opened the locked door in her mind and let her emotions come gushing forth. She sank to the carpeted
deck and succumbed to a storm of wracking sobs. Neither alien moved to comfort her. Therewas
nothing they could do.

#

Hours later, Maratel guided her back to the forward end of the starship. They sat again in the small
capsule with nose and snout close together. Again, the odor of cinnamon and paint thinner was
overpowering. Only thistime, Tory felt none of thebonhomie that she had felt on the outward journey.
Suddenly, Maratel was no longer an oddly shaped friend. She was as dien as Fadorn had become, an
enemy who Tory was being compelled to help.

“You must not think too badly of us,” Maratel said, breaking a sillence of many minutes. “Y ou would do
the samein our place.”

“Sorry, but | can't accept that.”

“That isn't your brain speaking, Tory. Itisyour heart. | can cite you thousands of incidentsin which one
group of humans did far worse to another group.”

“That’ s our business, not yours.”
“True. | merdly point out that we wish your race no harm. We must, however, ensure our own surviva.”

Tory thought about it, then nodded. “I suppose | can recognize that intellectudly. Still, | can't help hating
you for it.”

“Y ou must get over your hatred. We do not ask you to love us. If we are to be successful, we must work
well together. If you hate us, you will not be an effective advocate.”

“You'll at least give me afew daysto get used to my servitude, won't you?’
“We owe you that. What will you tell your fellows? They are bound to notice the change in you.”
“I'll tell them | don't fed well.”

“That you areill?” Maratel mused. “Will not Doctor Claridge then examine you and discover that you
are, infact, wel?’

“Do you have a better solution?’
“Perhaps we can blame your condition on afailed attempt at getting your implant working.”

Tory thought about it, then nodded. “ That’ Il work. A loss of synchronization accident often leavesthe
victim feding abit suicidal. We |l usethat asthe excuse for why I’ m sngpping everyone s head off.”

“Would it hdp if we activate your implant now?’
“Areyou saying that you' ve been faking these troublesin establishing alink?’

“It seemed wise. After dl, had you been in touch with your ship when Fadorn told you the news, you



would have recorded it inAustria ' s computer. There might have been a chance that the recording would
have been viewed by someone dse”

Tory looked at Maratd and thought of dl the times she had wished her implant were working. All dong,
they had never intended to activate her link with the ship’s computer. After what she had just been
through, the anger shefelt a the news seemed oddly misplaced. “Well ... I'll ... be... double...
damned!”

Two obsidian eyes stared into her own. “If we are successtul in the coming venture, Tory Bronson, |
think it morelikely that you will be declared ahuman saint!”

When Maratel ddlivered Tory back to the human living quarters, it was well past the beginning of the
deep period. She found the common room dark and deserted. Tory had lost dl track of time during the
mesting with Fadorn. Despite not having esten al day, she was not hungry. She wondered if shewould
ever be hungry again. What she mostly felt wastired down to the marrow in her bones. All she could
think of wasto hop into bed and deep for aweek. Maybe when she woke, this nightmare would be
over.

As sheturned to enter her own apartment, she felt another stirring deep within. It was on alevel so primal
asto be below theleved of conscious thought. She hesitated for amoment as she wrestled with an
impulse that was not only slly under the circumstances, but aso potentialy dangerous.

Againgt her better judgment, she made her way to the door. It was not that of her own apartment, but
Garth's. Onceingde, she quietly dipped out of her clothes as she listened to the soft sound of his steady
breathing. She managed to climb into bed and press her body to his before he stirred. He came awake
quickly, sputtering, “Wheat the hell?’

“Hold me,” she commanded him.

Heingtinctively reached out and enfolded her in his embrace. After afew moments, gentle hands began
to stroke the bare skin of her back.

“What' sgoing on?’ he whispered.

“| fed like company tonight.”

“Why, what' swrong?’ he asked, dl the deep induced blurring suddenly gone from hisvoice.
“I'll explain in the morning. For now, just hold me.”

“All right.”

They lay together for what seemed an eternity. Then, at awelcoming gesture from Tory, Garth initiated
that most ancient of al means of ddivering solace.

#

Fadorn and Maratel watched the display carefully. Thelow light sensors were working perfectly,
rendering an image that, had they been human, would have been considered pornographic.

“Do you suppose shewill tel him?’

Maratd did not answer immediately. She had studied Tory more carefully than most beings studied their
offspring. The complexity of the human mind awed her, and frightened her alittle. Tory wasintdligent,



possibly even agenius by human standards. When coupled with her implant, her intellect was enhanced
far above normd. Still, ahuman with direct mind access to acomputer was till ahuman. Their actions
were ruled by unpredictable emotions. Tory might well charge into the common arein the morning and
announce their secret to everyone. Or she might bide her time, pretend to cooperate with them, and then
send amessage to Earth as soon asAustria was away from their ship. Or she just might cooperate.

“Unknown,” was Maratdl’ sanswer to Fadorn’s question.

“Monitor carefully,” her commander ordered. “We will take no chances. If you even suspect an attempt
to pass the information on through subtle signas, we will go to the backup plan.”

“That would beamigtake,” Maratel said. “ The death of the explorersin asudden accident would be
viewed with great suspicion on Earth. It is doubtful we could ever overcome the impression that would
leave with the human masses.”

“Mistake or no, it would be necessary. The safety of the race is not to be gambled with.”

Maratel made no answer. She did not have to. Fadorn’ s statement was more than acommand; it was a
lesson drilled into every Phelan child dmost beforeit could talk. The species had been threatened with
extinction once. It must never face that risk again.

CHAPTER 17

Tory woke next morning to find Garth adeep on the next pillow. His mouth was open and he was snoring
gently. “Typicad man!” she thought. Then the events of the previous day came flooding back to her. She
rolled over to face the wall while she came to termswith her raging emotions. So preoccupied was she
that shefailed to hear the cessation of snores behind her.

She jumped when Garth asked, “What was lagt night about?’

Tory composed hersdlf, turned over, and beganto lie. “ Sorry if | frightened you. | just didn’t want to be
aone. Maratel and | had alittle accident yesterday.”

“What sort of accident?’

“| thought the Phelan had solved their problem with the implant link. I would not havetried it otherwise.
Honest!”

His complexion blanched and his voice turned gruff as he asked, “What happened?”’

“| established contact here in the commons and it worked fine. Maratel suggested atest a the opposite
end of the ship. We made a picnic of it. She showed me the sail anchor mechanism and we were on our
way to Spira Falswhen | tested the link. | made contact without difficulty, then tried afull sensory
trangmisson.”

“Arﬂ?,

“I lost synchronization. Maratel saysthat | passed out. Anyway, when | cameto, | found her leaning over
me. If you want to know what fright lookslikein aPhdan, | cantdl you.”

“Never mind. Areyou dl right?’



“Except for feding sck down to my soul, | think s0.”

Tory carefully studied his expression as she embroidered her lie. His concern had turned to open fear at
the mention of loss-of-synchronization. More than one synergist had been driven permanently insane by
such anincident.

Garth reached out and stroked her cheek with gentle fingers. “We'll have Kit look you over.”
“Later. Now | need my deep. | didn’t get much rest last night,” she said with total honesty.

“I remember,” hereplied.

Thistime Tory sad it doud. “Typica man!”

Garth got out of bed and went into the refresher while Tory pretended to fall back to deep. She nearly
succeeded. After Garth had returned to dumber around midnight, she had tossed and turned for hours as
her overheated brain refused to cam down. It had been like somewild anima in a cage, pacing back and
forth between the boundaries of her dilemma, dwayslooking for the weak spot that would signal away
out. She did not remember blessed unconsciousness overtaking her, but she knew that she had dept less
than two hoursthe entire night.

Besides needing her rest, there was another reason for avoiding Kit Claridge. A loss of synchronization
accident left indelible marks on the victiny' sreflexes. Tory could not submit to amedica examination
because the resultswould reved that there was nothing wrong with her reflexes. She would have to avoid
the doctor until enough time passed that she could plausibly clam to be throwing off the effects.

Garth came out of the refresher wiping depilatory cream from hischin. “Y ou will make no further
attemptsto link with the ship’s computer. We ve lived without that receiver in your skull thislong, we can
do without afew weekslonger.”

Just intime, Tory remembered that she was not supposed to know that their departure had been fixed.
“What do you mean?’

“I mean we re going home.”
“Huh?’

“That' sright. We launch three weeks from tomorrow if we can get ready intime. Thereisalot to do.
Fadorn and three otherswill be coming with us. We |l haveto ingtal their cold deep tanksin the hold,
aong with asupply of Phelan dietary supplements.”

“What of our own food?’
“We Il moveit into the living quarters. W€ Il be alittle crowded on the trip home.”

Three weeks! No wonder Fadorn had been in ahurry to find an advocate. If she was going to think her
way out of the dilemma, she had amaximum two monthsin which to do it. OnceAustria climbed the
mountain of velocity again; the human crew would follow their Phelan passengersinto deep tanks. Their
return to Earth would take ayear. It would be ayear lost to al but cold dreams. A great deal can happen
inayear. Earth might see through the Phelan masquerade, or they might discover the Third Fest, or
reect the Phelan petition for sanctuary. Tory had anightmare vision of waking to find the sun exploding
around her, except, if the sun exploded, there would be nowaking ... ever.

For just amoment, she considered blurting out her problem to Garth. Even if she were being monitored,



the Phelan would not be able to react fast enough to stop her. Theimpulse died before it was born. At
best, the Phelan would take dl of them prisoner and cut off communications with Earth. Or possibly, they
would maintain the charade that everything was normd, stageAustria s departure on schedule, and then
explode the engines. It would be easy enough to send their condolences for the brave lives|ost.

Perhaps there was some signal she could give Garth that the Phelan would not recognize. To what end?
If she alerted him and he were clever enough to get amessage off to Earth, then the sun would shinea
million times brighter than normal in six short years. As she discovered the previous day, Fadorn’s bonds
upon her were dl the stronger for being immaterid.

“Areyou sureyou'redl right?’ Garth asked again as he prepared to leave.

She gave him awan smile that was as much alie as her recounting of the implant accident had been. “I’'m
fine. All I need to put my psyche back together isrest.”

“I'll explain what happened to the others. Kit can examine you this evening.”

With that, Tory found herself alone. It was afeding she had best get used to, she decided. It would be
with her for avery long time to come. She gathered the covers about her with hands that had begun to
shake.

#

Everything continued as before. The Phelan guides showed up each morning to take their chargesto
various gppointments. Kit was excited by the medica techniques the Phelan doctors were demonstrating.
Her reportsto Earth werefilled with superlatives and the impenetrable jargon with which doctors
communicate. Eli continued hisdow, plodding progressin learning the Phelan language. He could now
converse with the younger children if they did not speak too quickly. When Garth was not supervising the
modificationstoAustria , he spent histime conferring with Fadorn, Rosswin, and the other high-ranking
starship commanders. Tory, too, spent hoursin the hangar bay watching over Phelan technicians. Her
shiftswere usudly in the afternoon. Her mornings were spent with Maratel.

Except, for Tory, not everything was as before. She now recognized the whole operation for what it was
-- acarefully staged ballet in which every muscle twitch and phoneme was as tylized as a performance
of Japanese Kabuki Theater. Outwardly, the Phelan remained as charming as ever. The only problem
was that she could now see the strings holding the puppets erect. That soured the play for her.

Sowly, Tory began to regain her equilibrium and her appetite. She gill hated what Fadorn had doneto
her, but she could at least think about it without flying into arage. The nightmares came less often, and
she could go for dayswithout having visions of the sun suddenly blazing forth to swallow her world. Kit
thought her counsdling helped, and it had. However, much of Tory’ srecovery from her “implant
accident” wastheresult of her own inner resilience. “People,” awise man had once said, “ can get used
to anything except death!” In the daysfollowing her recruitment, Tory found reason to believe him.

Her tripswith Maratd were ostensibly to show her some part of the ship. Sometimes, theywere tours.
One of thefirgt places Maratel took her was Spird Falls. The two of them sat for an hour where the
roaring torrent splashed down on the habitat’ s outer deck. The noise was so loud that it was difficult to
think (and easy to forget). The white spray quickly soaked Tory to the bone and she dipped into a
shivery trance into which no externa stimulusintruded. Later, she and Maratel warmed ther frigid bodies
under the distant sun tube. Baking oneself on ahot rock, Tory discovered, was as pleasurable asit was
aavidic.

However, most of her tourswith Maratel were clandestine training sessions. Before shewould alow the



Phelan to spesk of anything else, Tory demanded to know how Tau Ceti had been destabilized and
destroyed. The explanations were concise, and as far as she could tell, complete. They involved the
interaction between neutrinos a a particular energy level and the super dense hydrogen plasmathet is
found at the heart of stars. She lacked the background to understand dl that she wastold, but what she
was able to understand sounded plausible. In any event, she had no desire to put the Phelan explanation
to apractical test.

Once the Phelan had convinced her that they could indeed do what they threatened, they immersed her in
the details of their master plan to ingnuate themsalves into human society. She had to admit that they
seemed to have thought of everything ... everything, that is, except the obvious.

In the abgiract, the aliens might well win over enough of Earth’ sinfluentia classthat they could ride out
the public furor after Third Fleet’ s discovery. Asthe Phelan were forever pointing out to her, it was only
logicd.

Except Tory knew that people follow their own brand of logic. In practice it would matter little how many
Captains-of-Industry the Phelan bought, politicians they bribed, or scholars they convinced asto the
rightness of their cause. The average man or woman can be pushed only so far before rebelling. Once the
magnitude of their deception became known, no one would dare spesk well of them. Those foolish
enough to do so would be swept away by a hurricane of public outrage. Like Tory, the Phelan
ambassadors probably would be lynched, as would anyone who had hel ped them.

Therefore, while pretending to play tourist, Tory aso pretended to play aong with the Phelan while she
searched for away out of her dilemma. In this, she was aided by her implant, which (unknown to Garth
and the others) she used dmost continuoudly.

“When do wetdl my shipmatesthat I’ m to be your advocate?’ Tory asked Maratel one day whilethey
were touring afood synthesis plant. Kit had accompanied them, but was being distracted by her guide
while Tory and Maratel talked.

“Best not to reved our arrangement until we reach Earth. To bring it up sooner will pique curiostiesand
might get the wrong peopleto thinking.”

Tory agreed, but not for Maratel’ s reasons. The Phelan was concerned about awkward questions while
Tory worried that her friends would think her traitor. She was human enough that she did not want to
face ostracism any sooner than she had to.

#

The farewdl banquet was held in the same hall as the wel coming banquet with the same important
functionariesin attendance. Again, the four humans shared the raised diaswith Fadorn and their Phelan
guides. The two Phelan who would accompany Fadorn and Maratel to Earth were also present. Neirton
was aspecidist in human psychology while Raawin, an ortho-sibling of Rosswin's, wasapolitica
specidist. They would design the public relations and |obbying campaign that the Phelan hoped would
breach the indifference of human public opinion.

All four Phelan would be placed in cold deep inAustria ' s hold in the morning. After that, the four
humans would board, check out the ship’s systems, and if dl went well, depart the hangar bay. They
would stop to mate up with theStar hopper booster and spend severa more hours making sure that
nothing had gone bad during their long absence. Then they would line up their bow on the bright yellow
gar in the congtellation of Virgo, and boost for home.

Wheretheinitid banquet had been iff and formal, the farewell included agreat ded of humor. The



Phelan grasp of human humor had improved since they had first come aboard. Severa Phelan, their
lower arms strapped to their bodies, put on acomedy sketch for their guests. They presented a parody
of each human explorer so perfect that Garth, Eli, and Kit clutched their aching ribs asthey laughed. Even
Tory laughed as one of the Phelan pranced about in arecognizable version of her own wak. For awhile,
a leadt, it was easy to forget what underlay the entertainment.

At theend of themedl, Fadorn rose a his place and regarded the human beings on either sde of him. It
seemed to Tory that his gaze lingered on her afraction of asecond longer than the others.

“Friends, | stand before you as host one last time. Tomorrow | will become your cargo, and then your
guest. During these months we have tried to give you some understanding of who and what we are...”
Tory, who had just begun to Sip the excellent ersatz wine, sputtered momentarily asliquid went down the
wrong way. Shefet Fadorn’s stare as she quickly moved her napkin to her lips, both to clean the liquid
and to hide her expression. The Phelan leader went on without seeming to miss a begt.

“Wewho have crossed the great gulf came hereto find peace around your beautiful yellow sun. We have
found much more. Separately, our two species have overcome much to reach this point in our individua
hitories. Together, thereisno limit to what wewill do.”

Fadorn lifted hisglass, asdid everyonein the room. Tory was dow, but managed to retrieve her glass
without anoticeable delay. “ To the descendants of Mother Earth, from the children of lost Phela. May
our association belong and fruitful!”

There were shouts of agreement from around the crowd. As Tory drank, she had to admit that she
shared the sentiment. Of al the humans on the dai's, she done knew the aternative.

#

“They’re coming home!” Dardan Pierce said to Bernardo Lucci asthe Italian astronomer strode into his
office.

“When did you hear that?’

“Just this minute. The communications supervisor switched off asyou came through the door. Garth's
message announcing the departure arrived about twenty minutes ago. They are coming home and bringing
four Phelan with them. They’ |l be here thistime next year.”

“When do they leave?’

Pierce glanced up at the chronometer on the wall. “If they kept to their timetable, they’ ve dready |eft.
We should seetheir drive flarein a couple of weeks.”

Lucci rubbed his handstogether. “ Any news asto the data they will be bringing back?

“Unknown,” Pierce said. “I imagine they will have agreat dedl of science with them as samplesto
convince usto alow their colony.”

“Any close-up views of the exploding nova?’

“How the hdll should | know? Besides, didn’t they already send usthat travelogue? It showsthe nova
exploding.”

“That travelogue isn't much better than ahome holo of some stranger’ slittle darlings at play,” Lucci
sneered. “Where are the cdibration curves, the time marks, and al the other data we need to do redl



science?’
“Seemsto methat Tycho Brahe did pretty fair astronomy with just his naked eye and a sextant.”

“It was aquadrant, not a sextant,” Lucci replied. “No, we need real datato work with. About all we can
get out of that travelogueisthat their star exploded, something we can see with our own eyes.”

“Don’'t be so glum. They’ ve solved one mystery for us”

“Y ou mean the light deficiency? | hardly call putting it down to experimental error asolution. If the
instruments were bad, why did they track the theoretical curve so precisely for several weeks
afterward?

“I havenoidea. Instead of complaining about it to me, why don’t you seefor yourself? The Union
undoubtedly hasthe origina datalocked away in their archives somewhere. Get acopy and seeif you
can't find out where our predecessors went wrong.”

Lucci struck Pierce’ sdesk with hisfist. “By damn, I'll do just that! If our modern techniques can’t
resolve the discrepancy, we don't deserve to be caled astronomers.”

CHAPTER 18

Garth Van Zandt lay in his control couch aboardAustria and stared pensively a the main viewscreen.
The small telescope that had once scanned the skiesfor afirst sght of Far Horizons was now focused on
two tiny crescent disks. At full magnification, Earth and Lunawere twin marblesthree-quartersin
shadow. Earth’ s night hemisphere was ablaze with tiny diamond sparkles, the lights of vast

megal opolises. Even three centuries after the race had first won free of the homeworld; fully ninety five
percent of humanity lived beneath blue skies and fleecy white clouds. Most had never been higher than
the peak of asuborbital transport’ strgjectory. Most never would.

The sight of hometriggered aflood of emations. It was common for travelerslong absent to fed acute
longing &t therr first Sght of home. Garth felt that and more. Mixed with the longing were exhilaration, and
acertain sadness. The exhilaration was naturd: They were dive and the mission successful. More than
once he had had his doubts on both counts.

The sadnesswas natura, too. The smal family they had become these past severa months would soon
be sundered. Each expedition member would go his or her separate way. Tory, Kit, and Eli would
undoubtedly be assigned to the alien assessment teams, while he would return to the fleet. With this
voyage on his record, there was agood chance he would be assigned command of acruiser.

The emotion hefdt wasthat of an ending. A part of hislife was over, never to be regained. It was natural
to fed alittle bit of aletdown at the end of along patrol, but this was more than that. Thiswas not just
the end of amission, but of an era. Never again would humankind look to the night sky and think the
lights there sterile. Everyone henceforth who tilted their head back to gaze at the stars would wonder if
other eyes were gazing back at them. There were more starsin the sky than al the grains of sand and
motes of dust on Earth and Mars combined. No matter how wildly improbable life wasin the universe, a
billion trillion stars must have thousands of space faring cultures sprinkled among them. The Phelan were
thefirst. They would certainly not be the last.

His sense of melancholy had amore persona cause aswell. The end of the voyage a so meant separation



from Tory. He had had more than afew shipboard romancesin his career, and they had aways ended
amicably enough. Come home orbit, the partners packed their bags, kissed each other passionately one
last time, then moved on to the next assgnment. Lately, Garth had found himself thinking about making
his arrangement with Tory permanent. He had been serious enough to suggest alimited marriage
contract. To hissurprise and hurt, she had turned him down. Her reasons for rejecting him had become
increesingly evasive as he pressed her.

Of dl of them, Tory seemed the most changed by contact with the dliens. She had been pensive,
withdrawn, and preoccupied ever since leaving the starship. He had tried to cgjole her out of her mood,
with only limited success. Even on those few nights when she made her way to his cabin, she had seemed
astranger.

Nor had Garth been the only one to notice the change. Kit ascribed the personality changeto the lagting
effects of the loss-of-synchronization accident. Eli had no cause to offer, but had tried to be a
sympathetic listener, arole for which he lacked talent. Nothing seemed to help. Whatever waswrong,
Garth hoped areturn to human society would snap her out of it.

As he stared vacantly at the blue-white world on the viewscreen, he heard a quiet sound behind him.
They were under boost with half a standard gravity of deceleration on the ship. He recognized the quiet
thud of bare feet mounting the rungs of the ladder leading up from the deck below. Tory’ s head and
shoulders appeared out of the access tunnel amoment later.

Shewasclad in her usua costume of singlet and shorts. The outfit showed off her long legsto good
advantage. Her hair had been trimmed short just prior to departure, and had not grown much during their
year in cold deep.

“Won't belong now, will it?’

“Not long,” he agreed. “We take up parking orbit in another seventy-two hours. Where' sEli?’
“Oh, he was complaining about getting behind in hisstudies. | told him I’ d take hiswatch for him.”
“What about your own watch?’

She shrugged. “So I’'ll dotwo inarow. | can do my correlation here aswell as anywhere.”

“All right, but don’'t overdo it.”

“Yes gr.”

Shelounged againgt an instrument console and stared at the viewscreen while he made some
end-of-watch notationsin thelog. A long sigh brought his attention back to her.

“What' sthe matter?’

“Nothing. | never redly expected to get to Earth.”

He smiled. “Just ahick from the sticks, eh?”

“A what?’

“Sorry. Antique dang. Just adigger from the darly, | should have said.”

“That'sme.” Sheflexed her amsin away that hiked her bosom up in thelow gravity. “1 wonder if | till
have my high gravity muscles”



“Fromwhere I’m gtting, you do.”

“Lecher!”

“Can| hdpitif | appreciate the human form?’
“Wadll, onthat note, | relieveyou, Sr.”

“I stand redieved,” hereplied formaly. In amore conversationd tone, he asked, “Who was that
showering about haf an hour ago?’

“Kit.”

“Did sheleave me any water?’

“Don’t know.”

“She better havel | fed like | haven't washed in aweek.”

Tory made ashow of sniffing the air and screwed up her face. In truth, the smells aboard a spaceship
were such that it was often difficult to tell where the ship’ s odor |eft off and that of the crew began.

Garth turned to leave. Out of the corner of his eye, he caught Tory’'s expression. The impish look was
aready beginning to fade, to be replaced by the long face she had worn habitualy since leaving the
gtarship. Whatever her private demon, he thought, it seemed to be getting the best of her.

#

Tory gazed for long minutes at the Earth and Moon. As more than one poet had noted, there are few
sights more beautiful than the Earth from space. To aMartian, oneraised amid the driest desert in the
Solar System, the water encrusted home planet held acertain intellectua beauty. Still, Tory would have
preferred to be back in Dome 3 on Phobos, gazing up at the ocher plains and walking walls of red dust.
Thelittle girl within her wanted to dink back to the womb, to return to the familiar sghts of childhood
where she could forget her terrible secret.

She had to admit that there was something restful about watching the home world grow dowly larger day
by day. She drew peace from the evidence that humankind till lived beneath awell-behaved star. Or
maybe her newfound tranquility was the result of fatalism. Like the heroinein a Greek tragedy, she was
resolved to play her part in the Phelan dramathough she knew it to be hopeless. Any other action on her
part would only accelerate theinevitable.

Having resigned hersdlf to her fate, Tory had turned her intellect to the problem of pushing theinevitable
asfar into the future asit would go. To do that required her to take some actions she did not want to
take. Still, she faced her choices squardly. Her synergist training helped her in that respect. Asa
professor had once said, “A synergist facesfacts. To do otherwiseis dishonest. Besdes, it doesn't
work.”

To play her part in the drama, she would have to hurt people she cared for. She had aready claimed the
first of her victims. Garth had asked her to sign alimited marriage contract. She remembered the hurt
look in his eyeswhen she had refused and the even greater hurt he had felt when she would not tell him
why. Despite the ache she felt within, she had remained steadfast. How could she let him know that she
could not be his wife because she was bound body and soul to agaggle of aien monsters? What if he
wanted children? What kind of woman would bring children into aworld that had fewer than Six yearsto
live?



Garth had been her first victim. He would not be the last. After she came out of cold deep, shefound a
string of messages from Ben Talen. He had been promoted again. He was now the principa aideto his
old boss, former Underminister for Science Sadibayan, now humanity’ s ambassador to the Phelan. He
had spoken in glowing terms about resuming their reationship.

Funny, but she had trouble remembering what Ben looked like. Could cold deep damage aperson’s
memories, or wasit the time-heal s-al-wounds principle at work? His letters had a so spoken of a
position waiting for her on the ambassador’ s saff. Ben had gushed on about how good it would be to
work together. She fretted over how she was going to break the news that she wasjoining the

opposition.

How many otherswould she hurt before this was done? Hundreds? Thousands? In a sense, she would
be hurting dl the billionswho lived throughout the Solar System. For the short time they had left to live,
the name Victoria Bronson would be synonymous with that of Judas Escariot.

#

Even thelongest journey must eventually end, Tory thought as she listened to the silent countdown in her
brain. Their voyage had been the longest in human history, and was likely to remain so for quite some
time. On the aft viewscreen, Earth had grown from atiny spark amid infinite blacknessto agreet
blue-white bl that overflowed the camera sfield of view. The only part of the homeworld il visble
wasthe curving arc of the planet’ slimb with itsimpossibly thin atmosphere line. The scene was softened
by the iridescent fog that spewed from their exhaust and spread outward in agently glowing cone of light.

Then, without fanfare, the countdown ended. Thefires of matter/antimatter annihilation were extinguished.
Thrust waned and Tory rebounded into the straps that lightly held her in place. Her body had not
stopped oscillating when Garth ordered her to prepare for booster separation.

Tory issued the command sequence while Garth took the necessary precautions for separatingAustria
from its booster. Thistime there was no tedious effort to unplug the fiber optic assemblies from their
interface boxes. Unlike atFar Horizons , their links with the booster were severed by a pyrotechnic
charge. The giant power unit had dwindled in size until it was barely larger than the corvette. All the
gleaming white fuel tanks but one had been jettisoned, and dl but afew milligrams of antimatter
consumed. They were home and would have no further need for the module.

Garth handled the separation with practiced deftness. At the sight of the truncated pyramid receding into
the black, Tory fet asudden flash of nostalgia. Thiswould be the last time she laid eyes on the machine
she had hel ped build. The used-up booster would be towed into solar orbit whereit would be parked
amid other space junk. When the neutron-induced radioactivity of its power section had cooled for afew
decades, it would be broken up and its components reclaimed. Nothing in space was ever thrown away
forever.

They watched the booster until it had dwindled to invisibility before Garth switched to forward view.
There, dightly off center on the viewscreen, lay arotating cylinder. It was not until one noticed the small
ships hovering around one end that the scale of the thing became apparent.

Elysium Station was one of the oldest of humanity’ s space habitats. It had been built asa
proof-of-concept design for the first LaGrange colony. The station had seen its share of history. It had
been the ste where the treaty that ended the Martian rebellion had been signed, and the launching point
for adozen voyages of exploration to the outer planets. One of these had been theill-fated
Brandenburg-Cheng expedition to the moons of Saturn. The station was about to make history again.
Today it wasto bethe greeting place for humanity’ sfirst dien vistors.



The station had been added to and modified extensvely over the years. Originally asolid cylinder, its
latest incarnation had converted it to ahollow tube. A dozen circumferentia decks surrounded an axis
passage that was two hundred metersin diameter. Clusters of communications antennas sprouted from
both ends of the station, while the interior was kept clear of clutter. It wasin the long tunndl that the ships
of deep space were moored during loading operations. Smaller vessals such asAustria and the hyperjets
of Earth were winched inside hangar bays that dotted the inner cylinder walls. Larger shipswere spun
about their long axes until synchronized with the station, and then moored at the axis of rotation.

Garth kept the controlsin manua as they made their approach. Every few minutes, he would fire attitude
control jetsto correct adverse drift. Slowly they glided toward the station’ s open maw. Tory noted that
there were stars in the bottom of the deep well toward which they werefdling.

The light around the ship changed as they passed out of sunlight and into shadow. There were lights dl
around the cylinder’ sinterior. Some of them were large flood lamps focused on them to give the station
controllersaclear view. A line of colored lasers on the opposite rim of the station kept them aligned with
the station axis. In front and bel ow, an open hatchway blazed forth with interior lights. There were other,
smaller lighted squares around them. They could see severa foreshortened figures craning their necks
upward to catch aglimpse of Ausdtriathrough these windows.

Garth pushed on his control one last time, to be answered by aburp of jets. A quick twist followed and
Austria began to dowly rotate about its own axis. The stars at the bottom of the well began astately
dance around their prow, while the moving wall overhead began to dow. A minute later, it wasthe sars
that rotated and the surrounding station that seemed rock steady. Tory felt amoment of discomfort asthe
fluid in her semicircular canalstried to come to termswith the new forces exerted upon them. Garth
released his control stick and watched the alignment lasers for long seconds. Satisfied, he reported their
arriva to the gation controllers.

A second later, three lines snaked upward from around the station interior wall. They attached
themsdvesto different pointsonAustria ’s hull with adull clang, and then grew taut asthree
computer-controlled winches took up the dack. After afew seconds, the ship began to drift out of
position toward the open hatchway.

The light outside changed again asthey entered the docking bay. The ship lurched alast time asthe
landing jacks touched deck. Two of the winch cables released and quickly disappeared upward through
the open hatch, which then closed. There followed a silence of 1ong seconds before aminor hurricane of
wind sounds buffetedAustria as air was returned to the bay. In half aminute, the wind sounds died as
well.

Garth let out ahuge sgh, and then switched on the generd intercom. “All hands! Securethe ship. We're
home!”

CHAPTER 19

Garth, Tory, Kit, and Eli gathered at the midships airlock. They were each in newly cleaned and pressed
shipsuits. The small suiting chamber just inside the airlock was crowded. For, besidesAustria ’shuman
crew, Fadorn, Maratel, Neirton, and Raalwin were aso there. The four Phelan had been revived three
days earlier to give them time to recuperate from the effects of cold deep. The eight of them crowded
together asthey waited for the embarkation bridge to be moved into place. The mixed scent of human
and Phelan was strong in the enclosed space.



Garth had exercised the privilege of rank to be thefirst to disembark. Fadorn would be next, with Tory,
Maratel, Kit, Neirton, Eli, and Raawin following close behind. They would be welcomed by dignitaries,
news people, and alarge crowd of the merely curious. Despite the generd anticipation with which
everyone viewed the end of the journey, Tory was nervous at the prospect of so much attention. The
Phelan, too, were exhibiting signs of stress.

“Ready?’ Garth asked Fadorn after the loading bridge was secured.
“Very much so, Ceptain.”

Garth opened the airlock door and stepped out onto the spidery framework of the bridge. Tory watched
as he disappeared through the opening in the station bulkhead. Fad orn followed somewhat more dowly
using the Phelan knuckle walk. She noticed severd people pointing from behind the thick glass window
that overlooked the landing bay. She could amost hear their gagps of amazement as Fadorn came into
Sght.

Thenit was Tory’ sturn. She hesitated in the airlock chamber as she looked over the narrow footpath
strung two meters above the landing bay deck. Loca spin gravity was gpproximately half a standard gee.
It would increase as they moved to the outer decks. As she stepped onto the bridge, she was parayzed
with amomentary spasm of fear. She drew adeep breath of frigid air, and then willed her legsto move.
She moved asthough in atrance acrossthe dowly oscillating bridge. As she reached the station airlock,
the crowd noise enveloped her. There was an excited buzzing and then a cheer as Fadornraised his
upper pair of armsto wave at the crowd.

Tory stepped over the inner airlock coaming and into the station proper. She found the compartment
jammed with people, someliteraly hanging from the overhead. Many held smal holocameras. The
professona news mediaand private citizens seeking their own record of this historic event were mixed
indiscriminately.

She moved to where Garth and Fad orn had stopped in front of asmall clump of dignitaries. She
recognized the familiar face of Ambassador Sadibayan. She scanned the crowd and spotted Ben Tadllen
at therear. Hewas difficult to miss. Hisface was split into awide grin and both arms were flailing over
his head to draw her attention. She smiled at him, and then returned the wave sdlf-conscioudy. Shewas
acutely aware of that she was the focus of dozens of cameras.

Therest of Austria ' s passengers and crew followed. Each time a Phelan entered the reception hdll, a
cheer went up from the crowd. For their part, the Phelan looked alittle bewildered by the attention.
Pandemonium continued for severa minutes before Ambassador Sadibayan stepped onto the small dais
that had been set up for the occasion.

Sadibayan gestured for silence severd times before the crowd subsided. He smiled into the cameras
focused on his broad brown features, then gestured for Fadorn to join him. There was a sudden hush as
the Phelan climbed onto the smal platform and Sadibayan began to spesk.

“Fadorn, on behalf of mysdlf, the first minister of the system council, and the people of the whole Solar
System, let me welcome you to Earth. We have awaited your arrival these long months with growing
anticipation. Thefirst minister asked me to convey his good wishes and to tell you that he looks forward
to working with you and your people. | am sure that together we can work out amutualy beneficia

arangement.”

The crowd erupted in cheers and whistles. When the commotion again died away, Fadorn took his place
asthe focus of adozen directiona sound pickups. “ Ambassador Sadibayan, people of Earth and Mars,
and of the great spaces between. | thank you for your wel coming words and the honor you show us here



today. | would like to publicly commend those you sent so far to meet us. Captain Van Zandt and his
crew were mogt diligent in representing al humanity among us. We learned much from them, and | dare
say they learned agreat ded from us. We have made agood beginning toward the god of interspecies
understanding and cooperation. Our task is now to build on that beginning. Our two races stand today on
the threshold of anew era. Let uslink arms and step together into the future!”

There were severd more speeches, including one from Garth in which he told everyone how good it was
to be home again. Tory found hersdlf thrust before the microphones. She suffered a spasm of stage fright,
but managed to get out afew words. Afterwards, she could remember nothing of what she said. Then
they al posed for pictures before being led by security peopleto thelifts that would deliver them to the
outer decks.

Oncein the plush corridors of the Elysum Station Hotel, they were ushered to individua suiteswhere
they could rest before the evening' sfedtivities. They would stay afew days aboard the station while the
doctors examined everyone. Though no one believed there was any danger, doctrine demanded a
guarantine check.

Some twenty minutes after leaving the ship, Tory found hersaf done. Her head was awhirl with the
excitement of homecoming. Suddenly, her misgivings and weeks of worry seemed very distant indeed.
She was among her own kind and determined to enjoy it while she could.

#

The suite had a carpet of bio-engineered grass. On Mars, such adisplay would have been considered
ostentatious. Tory suspected that the same was true of Elysium Station. She felt delicioudy decadent as
she removed her shoes and ran her toes through the short green blades. Moving into the bedroom, she
noticed that someone had delivered her kit bag. She busied herself unpacking. She was interrupted by
the suite’ sannunciator and hummed as she padded barefoot to the entrance.

The door retracted into its recessto revea Ben Tdlen in the corridor beyond. He carried alarge bundle
of flowerstucked into the crook of hisarm and abroad smile on hisface.

“Welcome home, darling,” he said as he stepped forward, enfolded her in hisarms, and then stooped to
kiss her. After amoment of surprise, she concentrated on cooperating. After long seconds, he released
her. “I’ ve been waiting three yearsto do that.”

“I'dsay it wasworthit,” shereplied as shetried to catch her breath. “Please, comein.”

He stepped across the threshold, causing a sensor in the wall to note that the door was no longer
obstructed. It did silently back into place. Ben presented the flowers with aflourish. “For the loveliest
lady between here and Tau Ceti.”

Shetook the flowers and buried her nose amid the blossoms. The scent was awelcome change after
bresthing recycled air. It was reminiscent of the smell of the bushesthat had lined the stone walkway
Maratdl had guided her down that first day aboardFar Horizons . “I'll call room servicefor avaseto put
thesein.”

“Later. We'vealot of catching up to do.”
“Sowe have,” she agreed, leading him toward the couch.

Hisleft eyebrow lifted as he managed to leave the impression that he had been thinking more in terms of
the bedroom.



“It'sbeen along trip, Ben,” she answered the unspoken question.

“Andyou'retired. | understand.” He sat facing her. She, in turn, tucked one foot beneath her and gazed
a him. He had changed. He was heavier than she remembered, his expression was haughtier, and he was
older. She remembered that he had lived through those long months when she had been in suspended
animation. Effectively, Ben was now two years older than she was. An ingignificant difference seemed
sgnificant somehow.

The silence stretched uncomfortably long as they gazed at one another. Shefinaly brokeit by saying;
“Y ou' ve made quite aname for yourself while I’ ve been gone.”

“Not nearly as great aname asyou' ve made for yoursdf. All of you are heroes, you know. Still, those of
uswho stayed behind have done our hit for the cause. For instance, | wasin charge of the politicking that
got Underminister Sadibayan his current job. Asyou can imagine, the competition was rather keen.”

“Redly?’
“Indeed. We had to fight off several council members. Infact, some of them are ill disgruntled.”
“I would have thought they would leave dedling with the diensto specidigs.”

“Areyou kidding? Can you imagine how much exposure the ambassador to the Phelanisgoing to
receive over the next severa months? A politico cannot buy that kind of publicity. If we play our cards
right, Ambassador Sadibayan just might end up the next system comptroller.”

“Doyouredly think s0?’

“Absolutdy! Guesswho hisright hand man will be as he Stsat theright hand of thefirst councilor?’
Shelaughed. “1 can't imagine!”

“Y ep, none other than Mrs. Talen'sfair haired little boy. Enough about me. Tell me about your trip.”
She shrugged. “Nothing much to say beyond what we sent back in afew million words of reports.”

“Comenow, Tory. Thisisold Ben. Remember me? Wewill leave that dry technica stuff to the boyswith
crinkled foreheads. I'm interested in what these diensreally want.”

“They want sanctuary. They want usto givethem asmal plot of land somewhere where they can grow
food for their people,” shelied. “ They want to be accepted into human society so they can at last live
without fear their environmenta systems are going to wear out and smother them dl. In other words, they
want the same things we would want in their place.”

“Sanctuary can certainly be had -- for aprice. Just tell me how far you think we can push them. No
reason we have to help them for nothing, isthere?’

“Frankly, Ben, | don't see any advantage in haggling. They have atreasure trove aboard that ship.”
1] B,]?i

“Knowledge. Everything they learned in severd thousand years of civilization. If we help them, they’ll
giveitdl tous”

Tdlen laughed. It was ahigh-pitched laugh that had aways gotten on Tory’ snerves alittle. “My poor
naive darling! Some are going to obtain palitical advantage out of this Stuation, others are not. How can



we wring the most advantage from the predicament these Phelan are in? Come now, you must have
thought about it alot on the trip home.”

“Actudly, | diddo alot of thinking.”

“Good. So how does one go about parlaying negotiations with these diensinto the comptrollership? Y ou
have lived with them. Y ou must have someinsght into how they think.”

Tory’slaugh carried no mirth with it. “Y ou' d be surprised, Ben.”

“So surprise me. How do we turn this thing to our own advantage ... while serving good oldHomo sap
at the sametime, of course.”

“Sorry, but | can’'t advise you on that.”

“Sureyou can.”

“No, | can't. Infact, | can’t giveyou any adviceat dl.”
“Huh?Why not?’

“Because, | don’t work for you.”

She could see the preconceptions melting away as his gaze became suddenly caculating. “1 don’t
understand.”

“WEe re not on the same side, Ben.”
“Has some other councilor offered you aposition?’

She laughed. “It isn’t that. I’ ve accepted Fadorn’ s offer to be advocate for the Phelan in the coming
negotiations.”

“Impossiblel Why would you do such athing?’

She looked into hisfamiliar eyes and saw a stranger there. It was asight she knew she would see oftenin
the monthsto come. It was asight that frightened her to her core. When she spoke, it wasin avoice so
soft that he had to strain to hear her.

“I'had my reasons.”
#
If Praesert Sadibayan had been angry when he heard the news, Boerk Hoffenzoller wasllivid.

“Whét the hdll’ sgoing on here, Sadibayan?’ thefirst councilor demanded from out of the phone screen.
“| sent you up there to run asimple welcoming ceremony, and you tell me one of our * heroes' has gone
over to the enemy?’

“l amafraditistrue, first minister,” Sadibayan said. He did not particularly like the leader of the council,
but had to admit that he knew hisjob. In addition, he had the votes, which in the world of politicswasthe
only recommendation that mattered.

“Did thisassgtant of yours. . .7’

“Tdlen, gr. Benjamin Tdlen.”



“Did hetdll you why Victoria Bronson has gone over to the diens?’

“Shewouldn’'t say. He pressed her on it for an hour. Things became pretty heated toward the end, so he
backed off. He thinks he' sin love with the girl, you know.”

“Any chancethisisjust alover’s spat? Maybe she told him that because she was mad a him.”

“Not achance, minister. The head dien issued a press rel ease two hours ago. He announced that heis
retaining the Bronson woman as his aide-de-camp. The rel ease speaks of her dedication to building
peaceful bonds between our two greet races.”

“What do we do now? Arrest her?’
“Onwhat charge?’

Theirritation was evident on Hoffenzoller’ sface. “How should | know? Charge her with smuggling in
rare alien gems, or treason, or endangerment of a space habitat by leaving the window open. For God's
sake, be crestivel”

“I don't think that wise, Sir. The press seems to have taken Miss Bronson to its heart. Sheisthe better
looking of the two women who went on this expedition, and seems quite personable when sheis
tongue-tied in front of the cameras.”

“What are you suggesting? That we do nothing?’

“For the time being. We may yet turn thisto our advantage. She may work for them, but sheistill a
human being. Perhaps we can prevail on her to act asaconduit of information from ingdethe dien
camp.”

“Y ou mean shewould spy for us?’

“Possibly.”

“Do you have any leverage on her?’

“Tdlen”

“| thought they had an argument.”

“Asyou suggested, Sir, aspat. I'm sure Talen can convince her to forgive him.”

Hoffenzoller' s pained ook suddenly disappeared. He had not redly enjoyed life since about the time the
light sail had been discovered. These diens presented him with an entire range of problems, most of them
magjor. Y e, every problem isaso an opportunity. If they could convert VictoriaBronson into aspy inthe
aien camp, then her recent conversion might work to his advantage.

“Very well, Pert! | leaveit in your hands. I'll expect weekly reports, and more often if things get
interesing.”

“Yes, gr.”
“Goodbye and good luck.” With that, the phone screen went dark asthe first minister cut the connection.

Praesert Sadibayan sat and stared at the blank phone screen for long minutes. What he had just received
was his hunting license. Now how best to useit?



3 Earth

CHAPTER 20

Tory Bronson stood at the edge of the roof garden and stared pensively out across the lighted city.
Spread before her was acarpet of diamonds that overflowed the nearby shore and swept out into the
pier communities beyond. A cool evening breeze drowned out what little traffic noise survived the
kilometer-long climb out of the manmade canyons below. Despite the city lights, the Sky was an obsidian
dome, with conditions perfect for sargazing. The lack of sky glow was dueto the polarizing effect of the
city’ swesther fidd.

Tory craned her neck until she fastened on ared star halfway to the zenith. Mirawas along period
variable that was normally too dim to be seen with the naked eye, but which occasionaly flared into one
of the brightest starsin the sky. Mirawas flaring now, making it the perfect guide star for Tory’ s search.
From Mirashelet her gaze drop down and to the eat, tracing the invisible path to Tau Ceti. The nova
remnant lay low on the horizon, near the lights of severa digtant aircraft. By squinting, Tory could just
make out a second star that almost touched the nova. The second star was the color of an ectric arc
and so dim that it kept fading from view. Tory found that if shelooked away every few seconds, then
back again, she could reacquireit.

She redlized that she had been holding her breath. Shelet out along sigh and breathed deeply of the cool
evening air. Twice before she had made this search and had come away disappointed. TonightFar
Horizons was close enough for itslight sail to be visblein theterrestrid sky. Thetiny star would grow
Steadily brighter for months until it disappeared behind the sun. Asit grew brighter, it would spark asurge
of interest in the Phelan and their works. Thiswas the goal toward which Tory and her employers had
worked ever sncether arriva on Earth. The Phelan master plan was about to enter itsfind (and most
dangerous) phase.

It had been five years since the tel escopes of Farside Observatory had first detected the alien light sail at
the edge of the Solar System. For al that, timeFar Horizons had been faling sunward asit shed its
velocity to the surrounding interstellar medium. The light sail had crossed the orbit of Pluto months ago,
and would soon crossthat of Mars. It was ashame, Tory thought, that her home world was on the
wrong side of the sun just now. The 9ght of it diding acrossthe indigo sky of home would have been

Spectacular.

As shewatched thetiny point, Tory thought of al that had transpired in the nearly two years she had
been on Earth. They had been busy years, with little time to brood. Still, she was bothered by her fellow
humans low opinion of her. She still winced at the memory of that last fight with Ben Talen aboard
Elysum Station.

Ben had taken her announcement that she was going to work for the Phelan badly. They had argued until
she had asked him to leave. Afterward, she cried herself to deep, and then spent the whole next day
rerunning the incident in her mind. When Ben called to invite her to lunch, she had resolved to patch
thingsup withhim.

She should have suspected something was wrong when he acted uncharacteristically humble during the
medl. It had not been until after dessert was served that he broached theidea of her being aspy for
Ambassador Sadibayan while working for the Phelan. Tory had been so surprised by the suggestion that



she had spilled hot coffee down her front. After a minute spent dabbing at the stain, she had asked Benin
alevd voiceto repeat hisoffer. To her amazement, he had!

Rather than say another word, she had gathered her things and left. Except for business, that had been
the last time she had spoken to Ben. Even two years later, shewas sill angry that he could think o little
of her that he would even suggest such athing. What the hell did he think shewas? It wastrue that she
had prostituted hersdlf to the Phelan, but God damnit, at least she was a high priced whore!

Nor had Ben been the only one who had tried to talk her out of working for the Phelan. She had seen
Garth off on hisway to his new command. He, too, had quizzed her about why she was throwing in with
the diens. Since she could not tell him the real reason, she had stuck to her cover story -- that she truly
believed that the Phelan deserved ahome and that she wanted to work for that goal. Later, when she
was interviewed by severd government officials, Tory had discovered that the most effective tactic was
to swear that her motives were dtruidtic, yet leave theimpression that she was doing it for the money.

Eventualy the doctors gave everyone a clean hill of hedlth and there was no longer reason to hold the
Phelan aboard Elysum Station. Tory and the four diens had taken thefirgt ferry down to Mojave
spaceport, where they had transferred to a suborbital flight to New Y ork. It had taken lessthan amonth
for the Phelan to auction severa of their technologies to industry for more money than theStarhopper ’s
entire budget.

Having solved the problem of finances, they leased a penthouse and the upper two floors of a Manhattan
residence tower for use as an embassy. They hired talented people and set about casting their net of
power and influence around the globe and out into Space. Theinitid phases of the master plan had gone
very well. Partly that was due to centuries of careful planning, but aso, Tory discovered that shehad a
taent for lobbying.

The old Tory Bronson had avoided cocktail parties and university teas whenever possible. Her ideaof a
good time was afew friends, soft music, and Martian beer to keep the vocal chords lubricated. Yet, in
the space of twenty months, aided by an unlimited line of credit, she transformed hersdlf into a
high-society hostess. The weekly parties a the Phelan embassy were the talk of three continents.

Tory had discovered other skillswithin hersdf, aswell. Running the Phelan conspiracy was not very
different from buildingStar hopper . Instead of watching over theinterstellar probe’ s development, she
now organized publicity, arranged junkets, and entertained the rich and powerful. Where her implant had
once informed her of the progress of construction, it now kept her current on a hundred different
schemesto gain influence. Her daily cgjoling of programmers, construction workers, and engineers had
given way to Smilar activitieswith paliticians, indudtridists, and influence peddlers. Asfor the gifts,
bribes, and politica contributions, they were merely the obverse of theStarhopper fundraisers. She now
knew what Dard Pierce had suffered for the twenty yearsthat had preceded the interstellar probe's
congruction.

Shefdt arosy glow at the thought of her old mentor. She had learned that Dard was on Earth, and had
invited him to thisevening's party. He had been hesitant &t first, but had finally agreed. The fedtivities
were ostensibly to honor a scientist who had been awarded one-fifth of aNobel Prize. The real purpose,
of course, wasto collect afew more |OUs againgt the day when the Third Fleet began unfurling itslight
salls at the edge of the Solar System.

Tory felt rather than heard the quiet sound behind her. She glanced over her shoulder to seeasix limbed
figure slhouetted againgt the light, making itsway in her direction.

“I thought | would find you out here,” Maratel said. “What are you doing?’



“Star gazing.”

Maratdl’ s eyes adso sought out Miraand the small yellow dot on the horizon that was Tau Ceti. Tory had
long ago learned that Phelan vision was not quite as sharp as human, making it impossible for Maratd to
gpot thelight sail. “ The stars are beautiful tonight. It must have been like this at home before the nova.”

“Phelawas very like Earth,” Tory mused. She had seen many views of the destroyed world aboardFar
Horizons , but had not redlized how dike the two worlds had been until she cameto Earth.

Maratel |et her eyes scan the city lights and the dark seabeyond. “| wasn't sure about this place when
wefirg arrived, but now | think we' re going to likeit here.”

The two of them lapsed into silence. In the two years they had worked together, Tory had lost dll
resentment toward Maratel. Their relationship had grown into true friendship. After dl, Tory often
reminded hersdlf, the Phelan was merely doing the best she could for her people. Besides, Maratel
worked at being likable.

Each Phelan ambassador had a speciaty. Fadorn wasin charge of policy while Raalwin concentrated on
the day-to-day details of human palitics. It was his job to convince the System Council that their interests
lay in granting the refugees’ request for a home on Earth. Negotiations had progressed to where there
wastak of ceding atract in the Australian outback to the aliens. Neirton speciaized in psychology and
sociology. He guided the public relations campaign aimed a convincing the average human that the
Phelan were harmless. The holomovies and other entertainmentsin which Neirton invested did not
mention the diens, but dl of them preached tolerance and understanding.

Asfor Maratel, her primary job waslooking after Tory. Not that they doubted her loyalty to the task --
not with the surviva of the human race a stake. Still, Maratel was dways around to jolly Tory out of her
periodic bouts of depression, or to give her asympathetic shoulder (actualy four of them) to cry on. Tory
could have done much worsefor ajailer.

“It' sabout time for the first gueststo begin arriving,” Maratel reminded her after afew seconds spent
gazing a the sars.

1] Ri gl,]t-”

Thetwo of them turned and made their way insde. The penthouse that served as Phelan living quarters
wasfilled with last minute preparations. White-coated waiters hurried about, stocking the refreshment
gations. One floor down, other waiters were laying out the chinaand silver service for dinner. A few
discordant musical notes announced that the string ensemble in the main salon was al so getting ready.

Tory moved to afull-length mirror and checked for wind damage. Her hair was piled high tonight, with
jewe s sprinkled through the black tresses. Her complexion, which had been unmarked by the sun upon
arriva, was now severa shades darker. Tory found the change distasteful, but most terrestrials
complimented her on her tan. Her gown was atrand ucent fabric that revealed as much asit concealed.
She carefully rearranged the few wisps that had been blown out of place, and then adjusted the smple
chain of gold around her waist. Pendant earrings and asmall gold bracelet made up the remainder of the
ensemble, dong with mirrored high hedl shoesthat peeked out from under the hem of her gown.

“You are very beautiful tonight,” avoice said from behind her.

She glanced in the mirror to discover Fadorn standing behind her, and sighed. “If only those weren't just
words.”



“Nonsense. | have studied the human parameters of beauty most carefully. By nearly dl of them, you are
beautiful.”

“Thank you.”

Fadorn was dressed in an expensive copy of ahuman gentleman’s evening tunic and formd kilt. Like
Tory, hisjewdry was understated and very expensive.

“Iseverything reedy for thisevening?’

Tory consulted her implant. “ Just about. The hostesses are doing their final primping and the kitchen
reports dinner will be served at 21:00 sharp.”

Fadorn used the Phelan gesture that corresponded to anod. “Let’ s get someone down to the tube
station to receive our guests. Make sure they can recognize the guest of honor.”

“All taken care of. Two greeters are standing by. Both have severa holograms of Professor Garrity.”
Fadorn‘gamiled.” “You are not only beautiful, Tory, but efficient.”
“Thank you again.”

He reached out, took her arm in his upper right hand, and squeezed reassuringly. “I understandFar
Horizons isvisble to humanstonight.”

She nodded. “1 was just outside to see for mysdlf.”

“Then we are entering our find phase. If we al do our jobs properly, both of our species will benefit from
our efforts.”

Tory looked a him sharply. Over the past year, she had learned to read Phelan gesturesfairly well. It
would not have been apparent to another human being, but she thought Fadorn betrayed more anxiety
than usud. Could it be that he was as frightened as she was?

It was something she would have to think abot.
#

“Dard, you look marvelous!” Tory enthused. The party had been in progressfor an hour and it was
getting along toward dinner. Tory, who had been circulating among the guests, finaly spotted the balding
figure of her old boss. She crossed the salon to where he stood with aman and awoman. All three had
thelook of new arrivas.

“Hello, Tory. You look postively ravishing tonight!”

Tory found hersdf blushing at the compliment, or wasit the presence of afriend? Her officid postionas
advocate for the Phelan required that shelook upon virtudly every other member of her speciesasan
adversary. It felt good to let the old emotionsflow again, if only for afew minutes.

“Thank you. Who are your friends?’

“Victoria Bronson, may | present Professors Bernardo Lucci and Pauline Francovich? Pauline works out
of Farsde Observatory. Sheisthe discoverer of your dien friends ship. Bernieisfrom the University of
Lyon where he occupiesthe Galileo chair of astronomy. His recent enthusiasm is paleo-astronomy.”



“Huh?’

“The study of old astronomica records, Miss Bronson,” Lucci replied.
“Please, call me Tory. Everyone does.”

“Tory, then.”

Sheturned back to Rierce. “Wdll, Dard, what do you think of our little party?’

Pierce sipped from the drink he had snagged off a passing tray, and gazed about the sdlon. “I’m envious.
Look, thereis Angus MacCrory and RaphaellaHiggend! If I"d been able to attract them to my fund
raisers, we could have launchedStarhopper adecade early.”

“Then wewouldn’'t have had it available to send out to meetFar Horizons .”

Pierce scratched at one ear and regarded her with aquizzical look. “ As| remember, you were opposed
to using the probein that manner, and quite voca about it!”

“So | was. It just goesto prove that we all make mistakes.”

She remembered him at timesin the past when he had been avoiding painful subjects.
“Out withit, Dard.”

“I don't know what you mean.”

“I want to hear whatever it isyou aren't saying.”

He shrugged. “I had a conversation with your ex-beau the other day. He seemsto think that you are
making amistake right now.”

Shesghed. “Yes, | know. Ben and | had along discussion about my helping the Phelan the night | came
home, and again at lunch the next day. We haven't spoken socialy since.”

Hegrinned. “Well, if the truth be known, | never redlly liked Tallen that much. He was awaystoo
damned smug for my taste.”

“Why, Dard! Y ou never told methat.”
“Do | look like someone who is dumb enough to catalog aman' s defectsto his beloved?’
“What isimportant enough to bring you to Earth?’

“I"m attending a scientific conference Bernie arranged. We re trying to clean up some mysteries that have
hung on far too long.”

“Actudly,” Pauline Francovich said, “it’ sjust an excuse for alot of academicsto gather, it around the
pooal, and lap up acohol. Wejustify our expense vouchers by talking about astronomy while working on
our tans.”

“I love old mysteries. What' s this one about?’

Pierce hooked histhumb in the direction of Neirton, who was talking to another group afew meters



digtant. “Indirectly, it relatesto your friends.”
“The Phdan?’

“WEe re studying the Tau Ceti nova,” Lucci explained. “I1t was arather anomalous event, you know. Not
only are Single stars not supposed to nova, but when it did, it got the light curve completely wrong.”

“Oh?" Tory said asdarm bells began to ring insde her head.

“We asked the Phelan about it and they suggested that our instruments were fouled up. Well, | cantell
you that | have studied the old data for the last three years and there is nothing at al wrong with it. Tau
Ceti was putting out 2.6 percent lesslight than it should have for thefirst severd hours after it exploded.
We havenoideawhy.”

Tory tried to keep her voice under control as she asked, “Noneat al?’

“Nary aone,” Piercereplied. “That' swhat makesit interesting. If one main sequence star can
explode...”

“... Then why not another?” Pauline Francovich said, finishing his sentence for him. “Thesunisamain
sequence gtar, you know.”

“Do you need any help?’ Tory asked as she thought furioudly about how to change the subject. Unlike
her guests, she had a good ideawhat had caused the nova s light deficiency.

“What sort of hdp?’
“Funds, facilities, computer time?’

“What are you suggesting?’ Pierce asked. At the mention of possible support, the old fundraiser’s
reflexestook over.

“Since your studies concern Tau Ceti, the embassy might be willing to underwrite your conference, and
possibly even some origina research. The Phelan are as baffled as we are about why their sun blew up.”

“I find that hard to believe,” Pauline replied.

“Remember, their civilization fell gpart as soon as the astronomers announced what was to happen. The
observatories were hit epecialy hard by rampaging mobs. Many records were destroyed.”

“I didn’t know that.”
“We can send you information on the Time of Troublesif you like”

“Never mind that,” Pierce said. “The Phelan would be willing to underwrite aline of inquiry into why their
gar blew up?’

“Sure, if they thought it would be productive.” Tory left unsaid the fact that Phelan funding would give the
Phelan some measure of control over the research. They could make sure that inquiriesinto natural
causesfor the Tau Ceti novawere well supported while any suggestion that the cause had been unnatural
was quickly snuffed out.

“What about their space observations of the buildup and aftermath of the nova?’ Lucci asked. “I know
they have such recordings. They sent one with that travel ogue they beamed to Earth.”



“There are probably hundreds of hours of observations aboardFar Horizons .
“Can we get those?’

“Not until after the ship reaches parking orbit, I’ m afraid. With close encounter only 94 days away, they
are going to be much too busy tofill ordersfor historica data. I’ m sure the Phelan will have no objection
to you rummaging around in the records once they make orbit.”

“Excdlent!”

“Infact, why don't | get you an appointment with Fadorn to discussit?’

“Y ou would do that?’ Pauline asked.

“Certainly. IsWednesday at ten dl right with you?’

“Bernie and Pauline can attend,” Pierce said. “1 have another engagement then.”
“Wednesday at tenisfine” Lucci said.

“Very well. The appointment is confirmed. | notice Dard hasfinished hismartini. May | interest each of
you in some Martian scotch insteed?”’

CHAPTER 21

The Phelan embassy occupied the top two floors of one of Manhattan’ s most [uxurious towers. Except
for the holographic views of lost Phela scattered about the public aress, there wasllittle to distinguish the
aien misson from hundreds of smilar establishments. Nor were the embassy’ s routine operations much
different from those of any other large politica or commercia |obbying operation. Each day the
receptionist recelved asteady stream of favor seekers, politicians, peddlers, job seekers, and the merely
curious. The visitors were directed to low ranking functionaries with the task of routing them to the
proper departments. Job seekers were given applications, peddlers were directed to the procurement
office; paliticians were given over to protocol officers. The rest, those with no place in the Phelan master
plan, were given refreshments, afew minutes with asympathetic ear, and then sent on their way.

Some visitors were school children. These were given aquick tour, shown aholo program about Phela,
and then dlowed to circulate around alarge cutaway mode of Far Horizons . They, too, were given
refreshments before being sent on their way with a packet of literature that contained acommemoretive
medallion.

Some visitors were VIPs. These bypassed the screening process. They were met at the embassy’s
private tube station by high-ranking protocol officers, then escorted directly to the penthouseliving
quarters.

The embassy employed more than a hundred human beings directly, and severa thousand others through
various contractors that included caterers, public relations firms, hotdliers, surveyors, geologists, and a
hundred other speciaties. No human but Tory knew the red reason behind their employers' frenetic
attempts to gain public acceptance. Nor did the embassy staffersfed they were being didoyal to
humankind. The lower ranking employees mostly viewed their employment asjust another job. The more
motivated percelved that the diens interests pardleled their own. In this, they were correct, athough not
for the reasons they imagined.



Despite the studied ordinariness of the embassy, oneingalation set it gpart from its surroundings. The
Phelan had built alarge sphericd structure on the roof of their tower where it loomed over the penthouse
that served astheir living quarters. Known colloquidly as“The Egg,” the sphere wasthe one place on
Earth where they could spesk freely with areasonable assurance of not being overheard.

Once each week the five conspirators shut themsalves inside The Egg, activated six concentric layers of
electromagnetic shielding, and discussed their progress toward completing the master plan.

“How go your lobbying efforts?” Fadorn asked Raawin midway through the weekly conference.

The Phelan politica scientist made agesture Tory had yet to learn. “I believe we have been successful.
Councilor Norris has confided to me that the council will probably offer usthe Austraian digtrict for our
colony.”

“|sthat the wisest choice?’ Neirton asked. “Would not the Antarctic site be more suitable to our needs?’
“Your advice, Tory?’
“I recommend againg it. The climateisfar more severe”

“Climates can be modified. A suitably positioned light sail could provide Antarcticawith an optimum
environment within afew decades”

“Not without melting the ice caps and raising sealevel dl over theworld!” Tory said.

“Therewould be disruptions, certainly. The overdl result would be anet gain for both our species. In
exchangefor ardatively narrow grip of margina farmland on the edges of the continents, we would
make the south pole the breadbasket of thisworld.”

“Y ou forget that most Earth cities are located in those coastdl strips.”

“| agree,” Fadorn said. “Even ahint that we plan to modify the Earth’ s climate would wreck our cause,
Therewill be no more such talk.”

“But the Third Fleet will need that land,” Raalwin persisted. “ The southern continent isice bound and
largely gterile. Introducing our cropsinto such soil isfar eeser than competing with the terrestrid
organismsthat infest the rest of the planet.”

“For the same reason, there will be no talk of introducing our cropsinto the bare soil. We will rely on
sedled domesto grow our food. The humans must be given plenty of timeto get used to the idea of
Phelan organismsloosein their biosphere.”

Raalwin was obvioudy not convinced, but averred to Fadorn’ s authority.

“Arethere any other objectionsto the Austrdian colony site? If not, let us move on. Tory, you havethe
last item on the agenda.”

She nodded and went on to recount what she had learned about the scientific conference looking into the
mystery of the Tau Ceti nova

“Do they suspect the novawas not anatura event, then?’

“How canthey?’ Maratd asked. “No, our arrival has merely caused renewed interest inthe nova. It's
just another case of monkey curiosity.”



“Doyou agree, Tory?’
“Soundsright.”
“Then we can safely ignore this conference.”

Fadorn's gesture was sharply negative. “| think not. Remember that these scientists have adatum their
predecessors lacked. They know Tau Ceti to be inhabited. If they can find no other explanation for our
gar’ s destruction, might they not wonder if we are the cause?’

“So what do we do?”’

“Wefollow Tory’ s suggestion and sponsor this conference. We provide research grants to anyone who
shows an interest in investigating the nova. That way we gain some control over events. If nothing else, an
investigator islesslikely to be suspicious of his benefactor than of astranger. Fadorn turned to Tory.

“Y ou know these people. Will you set it up?’

“Gladly.”

“Very wdl. Isthere anything else? If not, | declare this session adjourned. Raalwin, open the shields and
transfer us back to external power.”

#

Boerk Hoffenzoller, first among equas, chief terrestria del egate to the system council, and by anarrow
plurdity, thefirst councilor, stood with his hands clasped behind his back as he gazed out his office
window. Thewindow faced the manmade cliffs of Manhattan acrossastrip of green. The park that
fronted council headquarters was a gathering place for lunchtime strollers. From Hoffenzoller’ svantage
point the people sporawled on the grass or walking among the colorful beds of flowers al seemed
diminutive dolls. Y et as powerless as they might gppear individualy, collectively they held the power of
lifeand death.

They cdled it “The Will of the People.” He knew it for what it reglly was, afickle, ravening beast. A
politician might bask in the soft, purring embrace of public gpprova one moment, then find himsdlf
devoured in acarnivorous feeding frenzy of public outrage the next. Hoffenzoller had seen too many
promising careerstorn gpart because of sometrifling misstep. Y e, despite alifetime spent studying the
beast from which dl rea power flowed, he was no closer to understanding it than when he had been a
young legidator from the Zunderdorp district of Amsterdam.

What, for instance, was the Will of the People with regard to the aliens? At the moment there seemed to
be three basic opinions on the subject. A voca minority strongly opposed alowing them to settle
anywherein the Solar System, let done on Earth. The most extreme demanded that the Navy drive off
the starship. A second group, equally passionate, lobbied strongly in favor of the alien request for
sanctuary. Some of these came close to wetting themsalvesin their eagernessto gain accessto Phelan
technology.

Neither group particularly worried Boerk Hoffenzoller. After dl, committed, passionate activissswere a
breed with which he had successfully dealt for decades. He understood them, and even more important,
they were predictable. Their strengths were well matched, for anet sum of zero in the political equation.

The group he worried about was the largest by far. These were the people who professed no knowledge
of, nor interest in, the aliens. Thelatest opinion polls showed fully 60% of the public unable to identify the
word “Phelan” when asked, while another 25% knew who they were, but had no opinion regarding



them. As usual, the masses were preoccupied with day-to-day living and too busy to worry about things
that did not directly affect their lives.

The moment of danger would come when they decided that the Phelan had begun to affect them
personally. The masseswould stir themsalves &t the deventh hour and fifty-ninth minute to demand why
they had not been consulted. Posturing politicians would make thundering speeches demanding to know
how things had gotten so far out of control, and a council investigation would be launched. This, too, was
SOP -- standard operating procedure. All that was required for political survival wasto be ontheside
doing theinvedtigating.

The danger lay in not knowing which side that was. Those who asked the questions and those who
answered them would be determined solely by where the man and woman on the street came down with
regard to the Phelan question. Would they buy the idedlistic propaganda being pumped out by the Phelan
embassy and demand a sanctuary for the noble refugees from the stars? Or would the raging monster of
xenophobiabe let loosein the land, devouring al that had ever said akind word about the six limbed
diens?

Hoffenzoller noted that the palitical question had little to do with the facts. The fact wasthat the dliens
were hereto stay. The astronomers who trackedFar Horizons had been warning him for months that
they had lost too much velocity to seek another star. At its current speed, the starship would take 10,000
yearsto cross the blackness to its next destination. Those who studied the reports sent back by the
Starhopper Expedition estimated the starship would not support its passengers much more than another
century. If they sought another star, the Phelan would be dead 99 centuries before they arrived.

So, whatever the outcome of the council vote to cede atract of land to the diens, the light sail would
grow largein the night sky come late summer. The question was reallywhere to settle them, notwhether .
How to tdll that to the masses though?

Theterrestrid media had lately been touting Mars or Luna as settlement sites. Not surprisingly, neither
the Martian nor Lunarian governments were keen on theidea. Neither was Hoffenzoller. Not only would
the cost of establishing a Phelan colony on either world be terrible, having the diens settle somewhere
other than Earth would give non-terrestrials the advantage in access to their technology. Boerk
Hoffenzoller wasthefirst councilor, but hewas aso the chief terrestrial delegate. He had learned forty
years earlier which side his bread was buttered on.

No, for avariety of reasons, the Phelan must be given a home beneath the blue skies and fleecy clouds of
Earth, but where? They themselves had provided alist of three possible sites. One was atract midway
between Alice Springs and Brisbane in Audtrdia. Another was located in the Wilkes Basin of Antarctica,
thethird, and the d-Quatrun district in the southern Sshara Desert.

Hoffenzoller wondered how the aiens had chosen their colony sites. The Austraian outback wasthe only
onethat was even margindly habitable. The other two would require nearly as greet an effort asMarsor
Luna. About the only common denominator was the totd isolation of the three. Each was surrounded by
millions of hectares of sparsely inhabited (or uninhabited) desert. Did 100,000 refugees require such vast
tracts, or was there some factor at work of which he was unaware?

Hisreverie was cut off by the sudden sound of achime. He turned away from the window in timeto see
his office door open to revea Jesus de Pasqud, his minister for science.

“You'relate, Jesdl”

“Sorry, First Councilor. | was ddlayed in dataintegration. The report was still coming off the printer.”



“Let’ s have the recommendation.”
“Audrdia”

Hoffenzoller ghed. “ That’ sjust great. How am | going to explain to 300 million gtiff necked Aussiesthat
they haveto share their continent with diens?’

“That, 9r,” de Pasqua said without any sign of regret, “isnot my problem.”
“No, it' smine. Why not another ste?’

The science minister shook his head. “Too environmentally sengitive. If you give them the Wilkes Basin,
half the councilors will be screaming about damage to the last true frontier on Earth. Asfor a-Quatrun,
the Saharareclamation project plansto turn that into farmland in another fifty years or so. The North
Africansare counting on it.”

Hoffenzoller nodded. “ And we need the North Africansto keep our codition intact.”
“Whereas the Aussies are already in oppostion...”

“Y ou dways were one to keep the important pointsin mind, Jess. Very well, Audrdiait is. When dowe
makethe offer?’

“I proposeto dangleit in front of them at next week’ s regular negotiation sesson. \We can raise our price
a thesametime”

“What do you plan to ask for?’

“Some free samples as atoken of good faith. Doctor Claridge says she witnessed some amazing medica
procedures. Perhaps we can ask for those.”

Thefirst councilor looked sourly at his science minister as he rubbed his ssomach. “ Do you think they
have acurefor congenita heartburn?’

De Pasqua grinned. “It won't hurt to ask.”
#

Praesert Sadibayan gazed at hisaide and scowled. “1 am unhappy with the qudity of intelligence that has
been coming out of the Phelan embassy, Ben.”

Ben Tallen scowled back. One good thing about being a synergist was that you did not have to take any
crap off anyone. Theworst Sadibayan could do was fire him, which meant that he would have another
job -- probably better paying -- within twenty-four hours. Still, the boss had a point.

“| agree, but what the hell do you want me to do? Nobody in that damned place seemsto know
anything.”

“Someone does, but you handled her recruitment poorly.”

Tdlen swallowed his anger, though his complexion reddened in response. The knowledge that Sadibayan
was correct did nothing to soften hisire. He remembered the night he and Tory had spent in the
environment tent on the side of amountain. He had commented on the fact that she had matured since
college. Y et, when she had returned from the starship, she had not looked a day older than when she had
left (the result of two yearsin cold deep). Subconscioudy, he had thought of her asakid, and had



assumed she would do what hetold her. Asaresult, he had lost the best opportunity to penetrate the
Phelan ranksthey would ever have.

“So what do you want me to do about it? She's barely spoken to me these past two years.”
“Perhapsthetime has cometo try again.”

“How?

“Y ou might try gpologizing for your behavior.”

“| did that last time. It didn’'t help.”

“Perhgpsif you meanit thistime, it will. I know such things come hard to you, Ben, but sometimesin this
lifethey are necessaxy.”

Tdlensghed. “I'll gpologize, but she'll probably spit in my face”

“Having observed her across the table for nearly two years now, | dare say that she will be civil. Besides,
perhaps we can give you some bait for your hook.”

“Yes, sr. When should | make my approach?’
“The regularly scheduled meeting istomorrow. Why not then?’

Tdlen grew pensive, asthough he was deep in thought or accessing hisimplant. After afew seconds, he
gmiled. “It' sworth atry!”

“It isworth far more than that,” Sadibayan warned. “We are getting down to the end of the negotiations.
If we are to succeed, we need a better source of information. Unless you care to romance one of the
Phelan, VictoriaBronson isour only hope.”

CHAPTER 22

The Headquarters Building of the System Council wasalarge airy pile of glassand sted constructed in
the architecturd style of the early twenty-second century. As such, Tory found it to be morethan alittle
ugly. Shewas especidly put off by its stark use of angles and overhanging upper tiers. Standing closeto
the building and looking up, one had the impression of a pyramid baanced on its point. It was easy for
the mind to stray into thoughts of how well such a precarious structure would withstand an earthquake. In
this one aspect, the building mirrored the organization that it housed. How well the council would
withstand the discovery of the Phelan Third Fleet was aso open to question.

Though the system council’ s publicists had recently taken to referring to it as* The Parliament of
Humeanity,” itsrootswere far more humble. The council had originally been established by the newly
independent space coloniesto present Earth with aunited front on matters of mutual interest. Thefirst
terrestrid nation to join had been France in 2120. The French had petitioned for membership to arguein
favor of avoluntary limit on the export of vacuum distilled spiritsto Earth.

The unofficial bar to terrestrial nations broken, several others had petitioned over the next few decades.
They had been admitted as observers, and later, as full-fledged voting members. It had not been long
after that the council headquarters had been moved to New Y ork from Luna City.



It had been twelve weeks since the Phelan petition for a colony site had been formally presented to the
council. As Tory, Fadorn and Maratel arrived for their usua Wednesday session, Tory wondered if
today’ s meeting would be different from the previous deven. If their informants were right, they would be
offered the Audrdian Ste.

The three of them made their way toward the public lifts. Despite the presence of a sound-deadening
field, Tory’ sfootsteps echoed hollowly in the vast open space, while the Phelan knuckle walk was slent.
Rising above them was atdl atrium roofed over by tranducent panels. Surrounding the atrium was a
dizzying collection of office baconies from which severad heads watched the two diens.

“Tory, may | speak with you a second?”

Thecal to her implant startled her for amoment, amaost making her lose stride. Not only had such direct
messages been few since she had taken up service with the Phelan, the source was unexpected. The
voicethat echoed in her brain wasthat of Ben Tallen.

“Where are you?” she asked to cover up her surprise.
“Look to your left.”

Shedid so and discovered Tdlen standing next to an idand of potted plants that broke up the glimmering
expanse of marble floor. He waved to her.

“What isit?’ Fadorn asked.
“Ben Tdlen. He wants to spesk to me.”

Fadorn consulted the human watch he wore on us upper left wrist, and said, “Make it quick. We re due
in the committee room in five minutes.”

Tory strode to where Talen was standing. The two Phelan watched her go. She had long since gotten
used to their silent gazes that followed her everywhere. Despite the terrible secret that bound her to them,
Tory knew they worried about her loyaty. She could not blame them. She often worried about it hersalf.

“What do you want, Ben?’

He smiled. “Firdt, | want to gpologize for theway | acted aboard Elysum Station. | was afool for
blowing up theway | did, and an even bigger onefor trying to get you to go againgt your employers.”

“It’ s been amost two years. Why apologize now?’

He shrugged. “I guessit’ staken methislong to redlize what ajackass | was. Y ou have your reasons for
going over to the Phelan and | should have respected them.”

“I didn’t ‘go over’ to them, Ben” shereplied with ahint of frost in her voice. “I’m aiding them because
they need my help, and because | think it benefits both of our species.”

He held up his hands as though to ward off her attack. “ Peace! | never meant to imply anything else. Like
| said, | should never haveydlled a you theway | did.”

“Thenwhy did you?’
“I suppose | was hurt. | had plansfor us, and they didn’t include yonder beagties.”

“So what do you want?’



“How about having dinner with methisevening?’

“Why?

“I’d hoped you might want to. If you need another reason, | have something to discuss that your bosses
might liketo hear.”

“What isit?’
“Unh, unh. I'll only tell you over dinner.”

She chewed her lower lip and weighed the possibility that thiswas aruse to get her drunk and take her to
bed. In truth, shewould not mind al that much. She had been celibate since that night she and Garth had
said goodbye aboardAustria . She missed having awarm body to cuddle with. She was dso tired of
being on duty every second of every day. She wanted to let her hair down, if only for awhile,

“Very wdl, I'll go out with you.”

“Excdlent. Where should | pick you up?’

“Itisn’t necessary. | can meset you.”

“I wouldn't hear of it. Shall we say the penthouse, about twenty-hundred?’
“Twenty-hundred isfine”

“I'll sseyou then.”

He turned and walked toward a side entrance leading down to the tube station. Tory hurried back to
where Fadorn and Maratel waited.

“What was that about?’ Fadorn asked.

She recounted the conversation, finishing with, “ Asto what herealy wanted, | guess!’ll find out this
evening.”

#

Ben arrived precisely on time. He was wearing aforma dinner outfit consisting of cerise coat, shorts, and
caf-length boots. For her part, Tory was oultfitted in a conservative deevel essjumpsuit.

“I forgot to ask you what sort of dinner it wasto be,” shesaid. “Shall | change into something more
formd?

“No need,” he replied with a smile as he presented her with asmall bouquet of flowers. “Y ou look
beautiful just theway you are.”

She made ashow of smelling the flowers. “Thank you, Ben, but you redly shouldn’t have.”
“Why not? As| remember, you dways liked flowers.”

“I dill do, but they aren’t really appropriate at abusinessdinner.”

Hegrinned a her. “Then we'll just haveto talk about something else, won't we? Ready to go?’

“Sure. Where are we going?’



“1 know alittle Italian restaurant out on theidand.”
“Sounds wonderful. | haven't had Italian food sincel left Mars.”

Half an hour later, they were wending their way along a country road. The only sign of civilization wasthe
distant row of lights that marked the residence towers that stood three degp adong the Long Idand shore.

The restaurant was housed in asmall building that had once been a private home. Ground carswere
parked haphazardly in front, forcing Ben to park on the narrow street. Ben folded her arm in hisand
guided her to the entrance under asmal sign that reed, “Emilio’s.” He hdted on the front step and
suggested that she run her hand across the building’ s facade. She did so, and then peered closdly at the
ancient surface.

“|sthat real wood?’
“Thesame”

Mentdly, shelet out alow whistle. Treeswere preciousin the domed cities of Mars and the idea of
cutting one down for building materials was close to sacrilegious. Y &, here before her was proof of the
outlandish notion that people had indeed once felled treesto build homes.

Themaitre d was an ebullient man with awaxed mustache and abelly that hung over hisbelt. Their table
was covered with awhite-and-red checked tablecloth and had the required candle atop awine bottle.
They were handed awineligt, from which Ben ordered Chianti. She noticed as she looked it over that
there were no priceson thelist.

“Nor themenu,” he replied to her question. “Y ou know the old saying. ‘ If you haveto ask...”
“Youcan't affordit,” shefinished. “Can you afford aplace like this?’

He grinned. “I’m not quite asimpoverished as when we met.”

“Neither of usis”

He reached out across the table and laid a hand atop hers. “ Do you miss those days?’

“Morethan is good for me sometimes. The universe was such asmple place then. All weredly had to
worry about was finals week.”

“And getting our research papers done.”

Shelaughed. Early intheir relationship, they had often been in bed before 22:00, but had seldom gotten
to deep until well after midnight. She had accused him of trying to keep her from completing her senior
thesis. It had become a private joke between them.

“I missyou, Tory,” he said as he squeezed both her hands. “It' s adamned shame we have to be on
opposite sdesof thisPhean thing.”

“Asl| tel everyone who will listen, Ben, we aren’t on opposite sides. We are on the same side. Y ou
haven't seenFar Horizons .”

“I've seen the pictures of it.”

“Not thesame at all. Y ou have to stand at the base of the end cap and stare out across the habitat
volume toward Spird Falls before you can get an idea of the size of the thing. 1t would be adamned



shame for them to come so far and fail. They deserve better than that.”
Hegrinned. “Y ou never could resist taking in strays, could you?’

Shefelt amoment of irritation a his comment, and then wondered if hewere not right ... just alittle.
After dl, she had been in the Phelan camp even before they had reveded the horrible truth to her. That
was the main reason they had approached her. How much of that sympathy remained? She probed
gently at her conscience and concluded that she could not answer the question. This provesthat old
adage, she thought, about people' s motives being mysterious, even to themselves. After along silence,
she asked, “What would you have us do? Turn them away?’

He shrugged. “ That’ s up to the council. | certainly didn’t ask them to come here.”

“Neither did they. People forget that the Phelan who launchedFar Horizons arelong dead. Fadorn and
the others had no say in the matter. Now that they are here, they have no choice but to stop. There are
no other starswithin reach.”

“We on the advisory committee are well aware of the Situation.”

“If you know that, then why al thisfoot dragging? Why not pass the resol ution wel coming them and
cease these endless Wednesday interrogations?’

“Y ou know how the bureaucracy works. We have to at least pretend we are earning our pay. Besides,
who isfoot dragging? Didn’t we offer them adte at today’ s meeting?’

“I thought that was supposed to be secret,” she said. At the meeting, Science Minister de Pasqual had
emphasi zed that there was to be no public announcement until the council cleared it. Hewas clearly
concerned about upsetting Audtrdian sensihilities.

“Y ou forget who | work for. My boss had to sign off on the selection. One thing bothers me, though.”
“What' sthat?’
“The three sites your bosses asked for. Why did they choose such God-forsaken places to settle?’

“I don’t understand the question,” Tory replied. In truth, she understood it al too well. The Phelan had
asked for the three sites because they were surrounded by vast tracts of sparsaly populated land that
would be needed by the Third Fleet. She could not very well tell Ben that, of course.

“What do they find so attractive about the hinterlands?’ he asked.

Sheforced alaugh and hoped it would not sound too phony. “Actudly, Antarcticaand the Saharawere
my idess”

“I thought you liked the Phelan.”

“I figured that the assmilation would go better if they were isolated from the mgjor centers of population.
Not all the Phelan are like Fadorn and the others, you know. On average, they’ re about as diplomatic as
the ordinary human.”

“That bad, huh?”

“Perhaps| exaggerate just abit. Stll, it would be better if the two populations do not mix until the Phelan
get used to us. Then there isthe need for land to grow crops on. Y ou have no idea how difficult it will be
for them to compete with the Earth’ s natural biosphere.”



“Just s0 they don't release any plagues or anything.”
“Impossible,” shereplied.
“That' swhat the biologigtstell me. | hopethey’ reright.”

Tory emptied her glass. Ben refilled it for her. He studied her for along moment, and then cleared his
throat. “ Have your people given any thought when we should hold the vote?’

“Isthat why you invited meto dinner thisevening?’

“My boss thought we could discuss afew dates in private and seeif we could come up with onethat is
mutudly agreegble”

“How about scheduling the vote for next week?’

He shook his head. “Too soon. The population hasto be psychologically prepared for it, otherwise the
anti-Phelan factions will monopolize the agenda and the news.”

“Y ou have a better idea?’
“We thought two weeks after the starship’ s close encounter with Sol.”
“Why so late?’

“Easy. Y ou people are planning an extravaganza when the light sail dips down into the corona, aren’t
you?’

“How did you know that?’

“The council’ sintelligence agents would be a sorry bunch of spiesif they didn’t. How about briefing me
on your plans?’

Tory quickly sketched the embassy’ s arrangements to publicize the starship’ s brush with Sol. The event
was sufficiently newsworthy that the magjor news organswould cover it. They would be drawn by the
drama of the encounter and the very red possibility thatFar Horizons might not surviveits plungeinto the
thick soup that surrounds Sol. The embassy’ s contribution was to make available sympathetic experts
who would emphasizethe diens courage. Besides straight news reports, the Phelan planned alive
telecast of the severa-hours-long encounter. The program would be loaded with pro-Phelan propaganda
and every trick of the advertisers art.

When Tory finished, Talen nodded. “As soon as the starship rounds the sun, we will officidly schedule
the vote. If your embassy has doneitsjab, the vote will be overwheming in favor.”

“BegdesifFar Horizons doesn't makeit, the council will be off the hook,” Tory observed.

“Thereisthat factor to consder, of course. Let us be optimistic. Assuming the resolution passes, when
does Fadorn propose to turn the Phelan library over to us?’

“Hirgt disclosure will coincide with the first shipload to land on the colony site. We' | make further
disclosures asthe colony is congtructed, and the find one at the end of the tenth successful year.”

“Agreed,” Ben said. “It will take us agood decade to absorb the new technology anyway. Thefirst
councilor has asked for ademongtration of good faith by the Phelan.”



“What sort of demonstration?”’

“Nothing mgor. Perhgps afew medicd tricks we can display to the populace. Y ou will make pointswith
Hoffenzoller if the Phelan can do something about his ssomach pains. It seemsthat he has ulcersin an age
when ulcers have been eradicated...”

“I'll haveto ask Fedorn.”

“Of course”

“Anything dse?’

“There are afew more points we should discuss...”
#

Tory returned to the penthouse shortly after midnight. She had expected Ben to invite her to hisplaceto
spend the night. He had surprised her by acting the gentleman. Only when they shared a goodnight kiss
had even a shadow of the old ardor returned. She found Fadorn waiting for her as she let hersef into the
living quarters.

“Just likethe old days,” she said.

“I beg your pardon.”

“My father used to wait up for mewhen | returned late from adate. | think he did it to intimidate the
mys.”

Fadorn laughed. He had the best laugh of any of the Phelan. “Despite al of my years of study, | haveto
admit that human sexua moresare dtill amysery tome.”

“They are dill amystery to most humans.”
“What did Tdlen want?’

She recounted her discussion with Ben concerning the vote and the establishment of the Phelan colony
afterward.”

Fadorn ‘frowned.” “Who do you suppose he was representing in this overture?’
“Praesart Sadibayan, possbly First Minister Hoffenzoller.”

“Why do you suppose they asked for this back channel discussion? Why not discuss dl these things at
the meeting thismorning?’

“Maybe they thought they could learn more if | were donewith Benin asocid setting. He plied mewith
wineal evening. Maybe he wastrying to get me drunk.”

“Did he?’
“No, worse luck! That iswhat | hate most about thisjob. | don't dare let myself get out of control.”

“It will only be afew more months. After that,Far Horizons will be safe and we can begin building our
colony.” Hiswords were for the benefit of anyone who might be eavesdropping. The truth wasthat they
had another six years of hard work to preparefor the arriva of the Third Fleet. “ Did he say anything



dse?

“Hewanted to know why we picked the colony siteswe did. | explained our concern about getting your
people acclimated before they mixed with large numbers of humans.” (Thistoo wasfor the benefit of
unseen ligeners)

“Did the two of you patch up your quarre?”’

Sheamiled. “A little, | suppose.”

“Areyou going to seehim again?’

“He asked me out next week. | have not decided whether | will go, or not. Depends on my schedule.”

“I think you should,” the Phelan replied. “I1t will be good for you to spend more time with your own
kind.”

“Oh?’
“I think you’ ve been working too hard.”
“What did you havein mind?’

“Perhaps you can show Maratel something of Earth. She' s expressed a desire to meet peoplein apurdy
socid stting.”

“I'll have the embassy travel desk arrange something.”

Later in her gpartment, shefound that she had difficulty drifting off to deep. She kept thinking about Ben.
Weasit possible to rekindle an old flame? She was il asking hersdf the question as she drifted off into a
fitful deep.

CHAPTER 23

The arch of the solar prominence reached out toward the tiny black dot of the Phelan light sail likethe
tentacle of some glowing mongter. The scene was a striking one, emphasizing how smal the planet-size
light sail waswhen slhouetted againgt the most diminutive of stellar features. It was one of those defining
images that stick in the public consciousness for decades, and no lessimpressive for being anillusion.

Intruth,Far Horizons was gtill some three million kilometers from Sol, and would not reach perihelion for
another three hours. Asfor the “tentacle,” it was afountain of charged particles that had erupted from
somewhere behind the sun’ s limb, which was being wrenched into the arch shape by the solar magnetic
field. The gtarship would not pass within amillion kilometers of the glowing arch. Only thefact that both
werein the same line of Sght made them appear on acollison course.

The scene originated in Earth’ slargest solar telescope perched high in the Andes Mountains a the Cerro
Tololo Observatory. To make the corona visible, the astronomers had e ectronically blanked out the
sun’sdisk, transforming it into adark hole encircled by aghostly hao. The halo wasthe sun’s corona,
normaly visble only during atotd solar eclipse.

Despite being three million kilometers out, those aboard the starship were dready feding their coming



encounter with the sun. The light sail was now a giant parachute stretched taut by the thick soup of gasses
through which it flew. The gasses would grow steadily thicker. Just beforeFar Horizons reached its
closest point of gpproach, the ship’s decel eration rate would peak at over three gravities. That is, if
nothing went wrong.

If the sail wereto rip or any significant number of shroud lines parted under the stress, the dien craft
would be hardly dowed at al. It would continue around the sun in a hyperbolic orbit and head back into
theinfinite black with no way to return.

The opposite would occur if Far Horizons passed too close to the sun. If it did not burn up from a
combination of solar and frictional heeting, it would climb back into spacein ahigh lob, then plummet
back into the Great Hydrogen Bomb in the Sky.

Tory, Fadorn, and Maratel were acutely aware of the things that could go wrong asthey sat in front of
the entertainment holoscreen in their penthouse living quarters. As the three watched, the view expanded
until thetiny black dot became asmadl circle. A moment later, abrilliant violet spark gppeared next to the
light sail.

“We have acquisition of signa,” the narrator, one of Earth’ s most popular actors, announced. Tory had
worked long and hard to obtain his services for thistelecast. “ Stand by for pictures from inboard the
Phelan starship!”

The laser that had once swept the interstellar medium to harvest ions now carried information on its
modulated beam. The view from Cerro Tololo faded from the screen, to be replaced by a blinding white
light. It took amoment for Tory to recognizeFar Horizons ’s anchor sphere with its thousands of
converging shroud lines. The sphere was ablaze with light. Behind it, the light sail was asheet of fire that
blanked out the sky with adistorted reflection of the sun. The scene was straight out of Dante’ s Inferno .

The view changed again. When Tory’ s eyes readjusted to the dimmer scene, she recognized the
panoramaof Far Horizons’ habitat volume. The camera mounted high up in the forward end cap looked
graight aft dong the lighted sun tube. She had amoment of disorientation as she redized that Spird Fals
was gone. So too werethe farms, villages, forests, lakes, and streams that had graced the outer walls of
the great cylinder. What had once been a patchwork of greens, yellows, and blues, was now a
monotonous gray, broken only by anew forest of beams, columns, and braces.

For most of the past year,Far Horizons s crew had been preparing for the coming encounter with the
sun. Thetransformation of the habitat volume was merely the most obvious of their preparations. For
more than two centuries, Spin gravity had been the mgor force aboard the starship. “Out” had always
been “down” and the spin axisthe zenith. Even thelight sail’ s deployment had meant little to the starship’s
inhabitants. The deceleration that came from plowing the interstellar medium had produced too small a
forceto notice.

That was about to change. Soon the “floor” of the habitat volume would becomeits“wals,” and the solid
ground underfoot would turn into a sheer diff. Three gravities dong the spin axiswould cause the
volume' sloose contents -- plants, animals, Phelan, water, soil, and houses -- to dide forward until they
lodged againgt the forward end cap. To prevent this,Far Horizons ' s crew had dismantled the small
artificia world of the habitat volume. Villages were taken down and packed into storerooms, crops
harvested and seeds collected, the great waterfdls turned off and al free water pumped into tanks. Even
the soil that covered the decks had been scraped up, and replaced with beams and braces to tiffen the
garship’sspine.

The narrator droned on, describing the scene for the billions watching. Then the screen changed again,



thistime to a compartment where thousands of Phelan lay strapped down in regimented rows. Already
the temperature in mogt of the ship was near the boiling point of water. Soon, the outer decks would
begin to glow from the heat. Only in afew hundred shielded and refrigerated sanctuaries were conditions
suitablefor living things. It wasin thesethatFar Horizons ' s thousands waited their fate with astoicism
few human crowds could have managed.

“It looks as though they’ ve prepared well enough,” Tory said, moreto relieve the tenson than to inform
her two companions of anything they did not already know.

She got no response. Both Phelan were totally absorbed in the holo scenes. Their expressonswere dien;
reminding Tory of the day they had reveded their terrible secret to her. She had gained some facility at
reading Phelan body language since then, and knew that Fadorn and Maratdl were asfrightened as she
hed ever seen them.

Logicdly, they had little reason to fear. After dl, any craft capable of surviving insde the heart of anova
should be able to dip close to Sol without difficulty. However, those who had ridden the ship outward
from their exploding star were long dead. Fadorn’ s generation had no experience with stars, except as
distant points of cold light. To see one close up was more daunting than anyone born on aplanet could

possbly imagine.
Onimpulse, Tory reached out and laid acomforting hand on Fadorn’s shoulder. Black eyesturned to
lock with green.

“Take heart. It will all be over in another Sx hours.”

“That iswhat worriesme,” he said. He reached up to pat her arm, showing that her attempt at comfort
was appreciated.

On the screen, Far Horizons continued its long fal toward the sun that would soon captureit.
#

Two hours, 27 minutes later, the violet spark of the comm laser winked out asFar Horizons dipped from
view behind the sun. Though Marswas on that side just then, there was no solarscope or other
equipment on the red planet able to read the laser. Indeed, not even Cerro Tololo could pick the comm
laser out againgt the backdrop of the sun’ s disk. There would be no communication with the starship until
it resppeared above the eastern limb of the sun 124 minutes hence. Only then would they learn itsfate.

Maratel shivered in the Phelan gesture that equates to a human sigh. “Now we wait. How long to
perihdion?’

“Sixteen minutes,” Tory replied.
“We should have arranged some method for maintaining contact throughout the encounter.”

“WEe ve been over thisargument ahundred times,” Fadorn said, hisvoice empty of human inflection.
“There just wasn't time to build the necessary equipment, nor to get it into position. Wewill just haveto
wait.”

“It will be hard,” Maratel murmured. She, too, made no effort to maintain her human persondlity.
“ Someone should make an appearance in the pressroom.”

“I'll go,” Tory said.



“Perhaps | should,” Fadorn replied.
“Y ou have too much on your mind. Let me.”
“Very wel.

The pressroom was equi pped with alarge holoscreen, two dozen folding chairs, and a coffegpot kept full
always. Those assigned to the embassy during the close encounter were not media stars, but working
journalists. Mostly they watched the same video as everyone e se. Their assignment involved background
goriesfor the afternoon faxes with which their serviceswould fill out the mgjor news of the encounter.
The only holo reporter present hovered near a pocket size stereo camerathat looked like apair of
binoculars mounted on a spindly tripod.

Only about one-quarter of the chairs were occupied as Tory stepped into the room. Four news people
clustered around the refreshment table. There was a sudden reaching for recorders as she entered the
converted conference room and moved to stand behind the lectern flanked by terrestrial and Phelan flags.
(The Phelan flag had been designed by apublic rdationsfirm.)

Tory scanned the faces of the assembled reporters as she waited for the rattling of chairsto dieaway. “I
have abrief statement to make before taking your questions.

“* At 11:20 hours, 27 June 2245, Standard Caendar, the Phelan starshipFar Horizons passed behind
the sun. Ambassador Fadorn has asked me to pass on his overa| satisfaction with theway things are
going. He requests dl people of good will to pray for the safety of the starship and those who sail aboard
her. The ship is now approaching perihdlion and maximum dynamic stress on the light sail and its shroud
lines. Analysisindicates that the sail has sufficient strength to withstand the stresses, but the degree of
turbulence during the encounter is unknown. If all goeswell, ship and light sail will reappear at 13:23
hours.’* Tory looked up from her notes and said, “1 will now take your questions.”

“How are the Phelan ambassadors taking this?’” areporter in the third row asked.

“How would you takeit if your family, neighbors, and everyone you ever knew wasin imminent danger
of being broiled dive?’

“That doesn’'t exactly answer my question.”
“Sorry. Fadorn and Maratel are naturally anxious about the fate of their shipmates.”
“What about the other two?’

“They aretraveling, so | can't tdl you their moods from persond observation. However, | imagine they
are equaly anxious about the safety of their people.”

Another reporter held up hishand. “ Tad Matthews, Interplanetary Newsfax. How long after the ship
reappears will you know whether thisworked?’

“Immediaey. The very fact that it regppears when we predict will tell usthe capture maneuver has been
successful. If the ship dowstoo little while behind the sun, it will resppear early; if it dowstoo much, then

it will regppeer late”

Another hand went up, thistime from areporter Tory had met at afew embassy parties. “ Yes,
Joy-Anne?’

“How long after this encounter can we expectFar Horizons to reach Earth?’



“Latest projections are for asixty-day trangit time. That can vary depending on how they adjust their
orbit with thelight sail, of course.”

“How doesthat work exactly?’

“Just like asailboat tacking in front of the wind, or so they tell me. Y ou have to understand that we don't
sail that much on Mars...” That drew apolite laugh. Tory waited for the noise to die down before she
continued. “ Essentidly, alight sail derivesits propulsive force from light pressure, or to be technica about
it, from the change in momentum of the reflected photons. That force acts normal to the sall’ s surface no
meatter its orientation. In other words, by tilting the sail, they can steer the Starship. That isnot aPhelan
invention, by theway. Our own light saills move cargo between the planetsin the same fashion.”

“I supposethey’ll be coming straight out from the sun,” the reporter said.

“The orbit will be more of asweeping curve. Left unmodified, their post-encounter orbit would take them
to where Earth was three months ago. As soon asthey leave the vicinity of the sun, they will orient the
sail to put them on asweeping curve. They will passinboard of us, then take up asolar parking orbit a
million kilometersforeorbit of Earth.”

“Why not aregular parking orbit?’

“The sze of the sail makes maneuvering difficult in the vicinity of aplanet. Remember, assmdl asit may
look on the screen, the light sail is nearly twice aswide as Earth!”

“Now that the starship gppearsto have arrived, can you tell uswhat plansthere arefor bringing the
Phelan Resolution to avote?’

“I cantell you that we hope to see the bill reported out of committee fairly soon, and then acted upon by
thefull council. We expect that it will passlong beforeFar Horizons actudly reaches Earth.”

“How will the opposition respond to today’ s events?’

“I hope they will recognize that their demand for the Phelan to find another star is unredistic, and that
they will join the rest of usin welcoming our cousins from another sar. They have made some excellent
pointsthat the council will surely factor into their deliberations. There comes atime, however, when
congtructive criticism turns to obstructionism. The Phelan are hereto stay. It isto everyone' s benefit that
they be absorbed into our society with aminimum of friction.”

“May we quote you?’

“Thetruth should dways be quoted!” Tory made ashow of glancing at her wrist chronometer athough
her implant kept her congtantly aware of thetime. “1 have time for another question.”

“What are the Phelan ambassadors plansfor the rest of the day?’ Matthews asked.

“They will remainin their quarters until we have reacquired communications withFar Horizons and they
have talked to their people onboard. After that, Ambassador Fadorn will have a statement to make.”

#

Thelight sail reappeared from behind the eastern limb of the sun at precisaly 13:23:18 hours. Two
minutes later, the violet spark of the laser beam sought out the giant solarscope to announce that al had
gonewsdl. An hour after that,Far Horizons set sall for Earth.



CHAPTER 24

The restaurant was 200 stories up and occupied one entire quadrant of an office tower. The prices
reflected the dtitude and the panoramic view. Tory paused with her knife hafway through area
beefsteak smothered in grilled onions as she glared at Ben Tallen. He stared back with that insufferably
superior look she knew so well.

“What the hdll istaking so long with the council ?”

“Now, now!” he chided. “We had an agreement, remember? There isto be no shop talk after the food
arives”

“I"'m serious, damnit! Y our people promised usthey would bring the Phelan Resolution to avote within
two weeks of Far Horizons rounding Sol. Six weeks later, the damned resolution is till bottled up in the
Interior Affairs committee.”

“Thesethingstaketime,” he said as heraised acrysta glassto hislipsand sipped hiswine.
“Space dust, Ben! Hoffenzoller isstdling.”

Talen sighed and put down the glass. He stared at her with serious eyes. “If we discuss this now, can we
then drop the subject for the rest of the evening?’

Her smilewasthe barest lifting of the corners of her lips. “Maybe.”

“Not good enough.”

“All right, | promise. Y ou tel mewhat isgoing on and | won't bring it up again tonight.”
“Good.”

Tory smiled broadly thistime. She and Ben had turned their first dinner date into something of atradition.
Each Friday since then, he had shown up at the embassy at 20:00 hours with an armful of flowers, ready
to escort her to dinner. Afterwards, they would go to a show, or museum, or acity nightspot. Twice she
had succumbed to his advances and accompanied him to his gpartment at evening’ send. Most often,
however, after the obligatory pass, Ben would deliver her back to the embassy and accept his goodnight
kiss without complaint. Though the spark of their college days had not been rekindled, they till enjoyed
one another’ s company. Their dates had aso become an informa channel of communication between the
Phelan embassy and the system council, also afriendly contest to see who could gather the most
information while giving up the leest.

In the Sx weeks since the dien starship had survived its brush with the sun, there had been no visible
progress toward acquiring the tract of land the Phelan sought. Each week seemed to bring anew excuse.
Now, withFar Horizons only two weeks out, the Phelan were beginning to suspect bad faith by the
council leadership. Asaresult, Fadorn had given Tory very specific ingtructions concerning the subjects
to be covered during her weekly tryst with Talen.

“What do you want to know?’ Ben asked.

“I want to know thereal reason for thisdelay. Has the first minister gone back on hisword?’



“Absolutdy not.”
“Isthat the truth, Ben, or what they told you to say?’

He grinned. “ Are you asking whether | would lieto you if it were in the best interests of my principas?
The answer isyes. Wouldn't you?’

Despite hersdlf, Tory blushed. The question reminded her of the many lies she had told in the service of
the Phelan. No amount of rationalization about the greater good would totally salve her conscience.

Seeing her reaction, Tallen pressed the point. 1’ ve been watching you, Tory. Something is bothering you,
something big. What isit? What sort of hold do they have on you?’

Shefet her face grow crimson. “Let’ s get back to the subject, shal we? What the hell’ s going on with
the council?’

He studied her for amoment, and then decided not to push it. “ Unfortunately, we can’t condemn the
outback site without afunding authorization, and that hasto go through the Internd Affairs committee. As
you know, Joshua Kravatz, the committee chairman, is violently opposed to alowing the Phelan to settle
on Earth, or anywhere dsein the Solar System. We have not been able to determine his motivation.
Ambassador Sadibayan thinks he may have rdigious objections.”

Tory shook her head. “No, he's merely peeved with us.”
“Oh?’

“I first met Joshua Kravatz at an embassy party about ayear ago. He camein his capacity as
representative of the univeraty facultiesrather than asInterior Affairs chairman. He wanted the Phelan to
license their information retrieval technology to his group free of charge. Fadorn refused because he was
aready negotiating to license the same technology for ahefty fee. Kravatz somped off and we didn’t
hear from him again until the bill entered his committee”

“And | thought the Phelan understood human politics” Ben said, laughing. “ Tell Fadorn that he should
never,never , NEVER, refuse the request of a councilor for abribe.”

Tory shrugged. “1t seemed agood cal a thetime. Anyway, what isdoneis done. The question before us
is how we spring the resolution out from under Kravatz' s hobnailed boot!” Tory had never actualy seen
ahobnailed boot, of course, but the expression lived on two centuries after the item it described had
ceased to exis.

“It won't be easy. Besides Kravatz we ve got the Aussies againgt us, dso amanure pile of industria
interests who are betting they will do better under the status quo.”

“So we are supposed to accept thisimpasse?’
“It won't be animpassefor long,” Talen assured her.
“How’sthat?’

“Thefirg minigter thinks he can get Kravatz to cavein, at least enough to alow the resolution to go to the
full council. If Kravatz continues to obstruct things, Hoffenzoller is ready to declare it amatter of vita
interest and invoke an order of first councilor privilege. That will bring it to the floor for immediate
debate.”



“Then he should have done that four weeks ago!”

“Invoking privilegeisn't something you do lightly. For onething, it triggers an automatic
vote-of-confidence. If Hoffenzoller risks such avote and loses, your precious Phelan would find
themsalves stuck in orbit for the next century or two. Which, by the way, may not be dl that bad.”

“Areyou joining the oppogtion, Ben?’

“I only meant that we' re rushing things because of an artificiad deadline. So what if they haveto say in
parking orbit for afew weeks or months until we get things settled here on the ground?’

“You know aswdl asl do,” shereplied acidly. “WEe ve orchestrated our whole campaign aroundFar
Horizons ' encounter with Sol. The plan wasto hold the vote just as public interest peaked. Well, that
happened five weeks ago. The longer we wait, the smdler the congtituency the Phelan will have here on
Earth. Y ou have seen how essy it isto inflame public emotions, Ben. What do you think the political
climate will be like ayear from now if we give the demagogues freerein?’

“The only outright propaganda |’ ve seen to date appears to have come from you and the embassy,”
Tdlen responded.

“We ve made no secret of the fact that we' re funding apublic relations campaign,” Tory said defensively.
“Can you blame us? WEe re trying to overcome fifty-thousand years of inbred human distrust of
srangers”

“I wasn't “blaming’ you, merely making an observation. Anyway, Hoffenzoller is scheduled to talk to
Kravatz thisevening. If herdents, fine. If not, wewill hit him with awrit demanding that he report the
resolution to the council. In either event, debate begins Wednesday morning. Satisfied?’

She thought for amoment, and then nodded. “| suppose.”

“Good. Then let’ sget back to discussing the important thingsin life, namely how beautiful you arethis
evening.”

#

The Great Chamber of the Solar System Council was abowl shaped auditorium surmounted by a
polarized geodesic dome. The chamber reminded Tory of asports arenawith its doped sides and
multipletiersfor spectators. In the council chamber, the spectators were the councilors themsalves. Each
del egation was assigned an enclosed observation box connected viaashort halway to the offices
clustered around the chamber periphery. The observation boxes were fronted by glasswallsthat could
be retracted to alow those insde to follow the floor debate directly, or via screen. The arrangement was
intended to promote efficiency. Despite this, council ddliberations often flowed with the speed of
lubricating oil exposed to the cold Martian night.

However, even the dowest snail must eventudly reach its destination. Monday evening the Phelan
embassy was notified that debate on their bill would begin promptly at 10:00 hours Wednesday, August
21, 2245 -- precisaly the time predicted by Ben Talen. Raalwin |eft shortly after the announcement was
received to poll his many contacts within council heedquarters. He found a disturbing lack of consensus
concerning how the Interior Affairs committee had disgorged. Some maintained that they had done so
voluntarily, hinting that the opposition expected to defeat the bill. Others reported mysterious meetings
among opponents and supporters. The only thing on which everyone agreed was that there had been no
need for the first councilor to invoke his privileges.



Along with word of the impending debate had come passes to the galery where interested VIPs could
watch the action. Despite invitationsto the four Phelan, Fadorn decreed that only Tory would attend in
person. Otherwise, the Sght of diensin the galery might awaken primitive impulses anong some
councilors. Once the resolution passed, there would be plenty of time for the Phelan to expresstheir
gratitude in person.

Tory wasin her place when the foreshortened figure of Boerk Hoffenzoller strode to the presiding
officer’ sbox and called the session to order. A small screen inset in aconsole before her showed thefirst
councilor’ sfeaturesin close-up. There followed agenera stirring up and down thetiers. For once, every
glasswall wasretracted and each councilor’s seet filled. Tory’ s gaze was drawn to where the small
Martian delegation sat on the third tier opposite. Next to them were the Lunarians, and down atier, the
Lagrangians. The representative of the tiny Europa colony sat on the topmost tier, one-third of the way
around the circumference from her. These four del egations had once been the whole council. Now they
were but afew idands of space dwelers adrift in aseaof terrestria humanity.

“Ladies and gentlemen of the council,” Hoffenzoller announced without preamble. “We will waive the
reading of the minutes. | draw your attention to Docket Number 184394, * A Resolution To Cede
Certain Territories On The Continent Of Audtrdia To The Tau Ceti Refugees For The Purpose Of
Establishing A Phelan Colony.” Know you that thisisto be afull debate of the pros and cons of this
resolution, followed by avote. Pursuant to Special Chamber Order Number Ten, there will be no
amendments, clarifications, or riders. Know aso that it isthe intent of the leadership to support this
measure. Now, then, Councilor Kravatz of the Alliance of University Professors has requested the honor
of gpeaking first. Councilor Kravatz will speak in opposition.”

Tory watched as a portly man ascended the steps to the speaker’ s box. She remembered Kravatz
primarily for hishabit of jutting his chin out when he was not speaking. On the one occasion she had met
him, she’ d thought the mannerism faintly ridiculous. There was nothing ridiculous about him now ashe
stared out across the chamber with angry eyes. Nor did he have the manner of someone recently mauled
inapolitica fight. As she watched him, Tory’s scomach began to knot into ahard ball.

“Ladies and gentlemen of the council,” the councilor began in aclipped British accent. “1 stand before
you an ogre and a monster, amolester of children, arobber of graves, and adenigrator of dreams. You
must believe that of me, and more, for have you not listened to the deluge of propaganda flowing from
that nest of diensafew blocksfrom here?

“Or isit mere coincidencethat | and others who have spoken againgt this abomination we debate today
have been pilloried ever since the alien ship rounded the sun? | leave it to you to decide, my colleagues,
and to consider what right these dliens have to meddiein our affairs.”

Kravatz sared directly into the camerawith flaring nodrils. “ These diens charge that | am aninsensitive
brute who would cast their poor brethren into the infinite black from where they came. To this charge
aone, | plead guilty. How can anyone be so heartless, you may ask. Thereis but asingle answer to that
question. Despite what the Phelan Embassy’ s propaganda would have you believe, these interlopers from
the stars have no claim to this, our world. Nor do they have aright to any of the planets of Sal, nor to its
golden sunshine or life giving warmth. These things belong to humanity. It is humanity, and humanity

alone, that will decide whether they are to be shared.

“Please, do not misunderstand me, colleagues. Likeyou, | fed for their plight. I, too, am saddened by
their loss. Likeyou, | thrill a the epic Story of their two century long voyage to find another sar. Yet,
their plight isnot of our doing, their voyage made necessary by no act of humankind. We have heard
enough sentimental mush about the sanctity of al living things. Thetime has comefor dear visonand a
strong understanding of our own sdlf-interest. The time has come for usto determine what is best for



humanity!”

Kravatz paused to let hiswords sink in. After afew seconds, he glanced down at his prepared speech,
and then continued. “We are met here, my colleagues, to decide whether we will award the survivors of
the Tau Ceti novaafew thousand hectares of largely uninhabitable scrub land. Some of you argue that
theland islargdly worthless, and that the Phelan technology we receivein return will pay usfor our
troubles many times over. | respect your right to that opinion. Asfor me, I would no more lend these
diensmy world than | would lend them my wife. To do so would beto sell our human heritage for afew
shiny baubles. Our higtory is replete with such bargains. | hope we have learned to recognize their folly.”

Kravatz turned to thefirst councilor. “ Sir, | have additional remarksthat | wish to makelater. | am
prepared to yield to the next spesker.”

“Very well,” Boerk Hoffenzoller replied formally. He turned to the cameras. “1 now call on Minister for
Science de Pasqual, who will speak for the leadership.”

Jesus de Pasgual was cool and reasoned where Kravatz had been emotiona and demagogic. He pointed
out al of the reasonswhy it wasimpossible for the Phelan to seek anew star. He then listed the benefits
to be gained from Phelan technology. It was along list. Tory and Maratel had worked on it most of the
previous night.

When the science minister completed his speech, an opposition councilor took his place at the podium.
The debate continued that way throughout the morning. The two sides took turns. Opponents maintained
that the Phelan starship could be refurbished and sent on itsway by abank of lasersthat would substitute
for the power of the nova. Supporters called such claims fantasy, and did their best to explain the
technicd difficulty of interstellar flight. Just before noon, the councilor representing Mars made hisway to
the podium. He followed an opponent of the resolution, and thus, was to speak in support.

The Martian began by lauding the far-reaching vision of the scientists who had constructed the
Starhopper Probe. Without it, he reminded them, there would be no debate this day. Rather, they would
be awaiting the arriva of the dien starship with no knowledge of who or what was aboard. He spoke of
the genius of Dardan Pierce, the kill of Garth Van Zandt, the courage of Katherine Claridge, and the
knowledge of Eli Guttieriz. After long minutes, it became clear that he did not intend to mention the
daughter of Marswho sat inthe gdlery. Asfar as hiswords were concerned, Tory Bronson had never
exiged.

Tearswelled up in Tory’s eyes as she sat wooden faced, staring straight ahead, lest some questing
camera see her react. The snub, coming from an unexpected quarter, had breached the carefully
constructed wall within her subconscious. Every doubt, fear, and worry she had faced in the past two
years came boiling to the fore. It took al her willpower to Sit and listen as her planet’ s representative
droned on. Her inner turmoil was so greet that she missed much of what he was saying. Only after he
relinquished the podium did she redlize that he had said not asingle word in support of the resolution.

Before the next speaker could rise, Boerk Hoffenzoller ordered the debate suspended for two hours for
lunch. He, too, seemed shaken by the non-endorsement of the Martian councilor. Tory waited for along
minute to compose hersdlf before she left the gallery to face the reporters who would be clustered
outsde.



CHAPTER 25

Tory found herself awash in reporters as soon as the lift doors opened. They swarmed forward to stick
their pickupsin her face as she pushed through the jostling crowd to freedom. “Miss Bronson! How
would you score the debate so far? ... What about the Martian councilor’s speech? ... What will the
Phelan do now?’

“I don’t know what you' re talking about,” she muttered.
“Areyou saying your home planet hasn't defected to the opposition then?’

“All'I heard was Councilor Mannheim extolling the virtues of the Starhopper Project. He said not aword
againg theresolution.”

“Nor infavor of it. Any comment?’

“Only that you should ask Councilor Mannheim what he meant by his speech. He spesks for Mars, not
rTe”

“How do you fed about his snub of you persondly?’
“I didn’t notice any snub.”

Sheignored the rest of their shouted questions until her security entourage extricated her. A flying wedge
of uniformed guards cleared her way to the tube station, where they al rode back to the embassy.

“What the hell happened?’ Tory demanded as she dammed her ataché case down in the living quarters.

Maratel was standing in front of the holoscreen, watching areplay of her encounter with the news people.
Tory winced at the wild look in her eyes and the grim expression on her face as she snarled her answers.

“We re not surewhat isgoing on,” Maratel replied without taking her eyesfrom the screen. “Raalwinis
checking his sources. Things are definitely not going as planned.”

“Do you suppose Hoffenzoller has double crossed us?’
“Itistoo early to say. Wait for Raawin’ sreport.”

Five minuteslater, the politica specidist entered the living quarters and sgnded themtojoin himin The
Egg. Fadorn waswaiting for them. Neirton was on the West Coast of the continent, arranging a specia
public opinion poll. The wait for the € ectromagnetic sedsto activate seemed an eternity.

“Something isup,” Raalwin announced as soon asthe light board showed it safe to speak. “| spokewith
Ben Tdlen. He told me about the first minister’ s session with JoshuaKravatz.”

“And?’ Fadorn asked.

“Apparently, Kravatz volunteered to release the resolution to the full council even before Hoffenzoller
could bring it up. Thefirst minister’ s people assumed Kravatz had counted the votes and wastrying to
lose gracefully. Thismorning's session would appesr to explode that theory.”

“Maybe he' d counted the votes and figured he could win,” Maratel said.
“What happened to Mars?’ Fadorn asked Tory. “Y our people have been the strongest advocates of



gaining accessto our technology.”

“That iswhat makesit so srange. Y our light sail materid will revolutionize dome building. | have seen half
adozen other things aboardFar Horizons that will transform how we live a home. 1t would take one hell
of ashock to make Marsthrow al of that away.”

“Y ¢, they seem to have done just that. Use your implant to scan our informants' reportsfor the last few
weeks. Seeif we have anything unusua on Councilor Mannheim or his people.”

“I can’t without dropping the spy shidds.”

“Right,” Fadorn said, remembering that they werein The Egg. The oversight was an indication of how
distracted he was. “ Then use the hand termind.”

Tory set about manually coding the command. Sincetheir arrival, the Phelan had engaged the services of
severd politica operatives. They had dso gained areputation for paying well for useful information
developed by fredance informants. Their network generdly kept them well apprised of events at council
headquarters.

While Tory worked, Fadorn turned to Raalwin. “When did you last poll the Martian delegation?’

“I spoke persondly with Mannheim'’ s political assistant Sixty hours ago. He gave me assurances of
Mars' s support.”

“Could he have been lying?’
“I monitored the call with the usud instruments. They say he wastdlling the truth.”
“Perhaps Mannheim didn’t confidein him.”

“The profile we have on the Martian councilor saysthat he is not an independent actor. It isunlikely that
he would change sdes without confiding in his assstant.”

“Then we must conclude that something has happened within the last three days to change the equation.
Wha?'

“I know,” Tory anhounced.

Shefdt three sets of black eyesfix on her as she fidgeted before the workscreen. Liketherest of The
Eqgg, the securefacility’ s computer was cut off from the outsde world a the moment. However, it was
connected to the embassy computer whenever the spy shields were down. That gave Tory accessto
everything in the embassy computer until the moment they had seded themsalvesin. In fact, much of the
delay in that process was caused by thefinal computer update instruction that preceded raising the
shidds

“Dardan Pierceis back on Earth. He was seen having dinner with Councilor Mannheim last evening. Our
informant filed hisreport at 07:30 thismorning.”

“What isthe significance?’ Fadorn asked.

“Thelast time Dard was on Earth was the night he cameto our party. | asked him to call me next trip so
we could go out to dinner. Hedidn't cal.”

“Perhaps he was too busy,” Maratdl interjected.



“Then he would have contacted me to express hisregrets. That sort of thing takes about a second via
implant. | know Dard. He bdievesin keegping hisword. No, if | haven’t heard from him, it’ s because he
has something to hide.”

“What?’

“It might be connected with the Tau Ceti research project. Wait asecond.” Tory typed another
command into the computer, cursing the clumsiness of fingers asinput devices. Because the Tau Ceti
research project was partialy funded by the Phelan, the embassy had adirect link to the project filesin
Paris. Updates of al project datawere made every six hours, including the guest 1og. In seconds, thefile
she had been searching for began to flow up the screen in glowing letters. “Hereit is. Professor Dardan
Pierce, gppointment for 10:00 hours last Thursday.”

Fadorn snapped something in the Phelan tongue to Maratdl. Shereplied in Standard. “ There have been
no reports of useful findings from the research project, especialy none questioning the origin of the nova.
So far as everyone there believes, our star exploded of its own accord.”

“What else could they have discovered from 250-year-old data?’

“Nothing,” Raawin hissed. “Wetransmitted their data to our own astronomers. They claim thereisno
way to tell that the explosion was not natura.”

“I canthink of oneway,” Tory sad.
“How?’
“What if they penetrated The Egg's security and heard ustalking about it?”

Fadorn considered theidea, and then signaled his disbelief with asharp Phelan negative. “If true, then the
spieswould report to the first councilor. He seems as much in the dark aswe are.”

“That may beatrick,” Maratel said.

“Towhat purpose?’ Radwin asked. “The Martian councilor made him look like afool this morning.
Surdly Hoffenzoller would not allow that with everyonein the system watching.”

Tory nodded. “1 agree. | saw his expression. He was shocked by what Mannheim did.”

“Thenwewill trust your human ingtincts. What can we conclude from this? Apparently, the astronomers
studying the old data have uncovered something that hurts our cause. We are agreed that it isunlikely
they know the novawas artificialy induced, so what else can it be?’

When no one spoke, he said, “We have but an hour to solve this puzzle and find away to counter it. Any
uggestions?’
#

A very worried Tory Bronson found herself seated in the gdlery for the start of the afternoon council
session. During the morning, she had been virtually aone. Now, every seat was taken. Word that
something was up had spread through council headquarters at the speed of light. Suddenly, everyone
who had the power to obtain apassto one of the visitors gallerieshad done so. Addingto Tory’s
discomfort was the hurriedly gulped sandwich that lay in her somach like arust red rock from home.

Again, Boerk Hoffenzoller strode to the presiding officer’ s box and took his place behind the large,



ceremonia desk. He reached out and pressed a control. The amplified sound of agavel echoed through
the great hall.

“The council will cometo order.”

Hewaited until the banks of glasswalls were retracted and the del egations had returned to their seats.
Thetiers, likethevigtors galleries, were now packed.

“Ladies and gentlemen of the council. | ask unanimous consent to interrupt the scheduled roll of the
debate so that we may hear again from Councilor Kravatz. Those opposed, please sgnify.” The hal was
slent for haf-aminute asthe dectronic taly board remained blank. There had been no objections.

Kravatz emerged from a side tunnel and made hisway to the podium. Hewas no longer done. A familiar
figure strode beside him. It was Dardan Pierce.

“Colleagues,” the committee chairman began, “I have shocking newsthat | do not fee competent to
express. For that purpose, | ask that Professor Pierce of the University of Olympus, Mars, be given the
courtesy of the hal. If there are no objections, Professor Pierce.”

It seemed to Tory that Dard looked directly at her as he stepped to the podium. She decided that she
wasimagining things. After al, from the speaker’ s position, shewas adimly perceived figure behind a
glasswall. Sheleaned forward to closely study her ex-boss on the screen. His expression reminded her
of the time when she had been invited to attend the faculty Friday night poker game. That had been the
night he had been dedlt a straight flush and strove mightily to conced the fact.

“Ladies and gentlemen of the council,” he began. “1 am here today to report on arather startling
discovery made by my colleagues at the Sorbonne. Before | do so, it will be necessary to give you some
background. Please bear with me. It will al become clear in afew minutes.

“Throughout human history Tau Ceti was a nondescript fifth magnitude star of spectral classKO. Sightly
cooler than Sal, it had very littleto digtinguish it until it lit up the sky on the night of August 25, 2001.
Many people took it asan omen to mark the beginning of the new millennium. Astronomerswere
mydtified. Y ou see, Tau Ceti, like Sol, was amain sequence sar. That is, it wasin the hydrogen-burning
phase of itslife, with more than five billion years remaining before it should have swelled into ared giant,
and then eventudly ended life asawhite dwarf. It was believed at the time that main sequence starsdo
not nova. Our ancestors were very mystified by this novaand never truly explained how it happened.

“Because of the public interest in Tau Ceti caused by the appearance of the Phelan starship, severa
colleagues and | decided to look again at the old data. We thought that, with 250 additional years of
science on which to draw, we might be able to solve the mystery that had stumped our predecessors. In
this effort, we have been unsuccessful. We have devel oped severd theoriesto explain how amain
Sequence star might nova, but none of theseis particularly compelling. Nor are any of our theories
supported by the data, which have severd peculiaritiesthat | will now address.”

Dard Pierce reached down and pressed a control on the podium. His face disappeared from Tory’s
screen, to be replaced by ajagged curve. “What you are looking at isthe spectrum of the Tau Ceti nova
in the first moments after telescopes were brought to bear on it. Y et, in studying the spectrum, our
ancestorsfound a deficit of some 2.5 percent in the star’ slight output in theinitia phases of the
explosion. In non-scientific terms, some light that should have been produced when the star exploded is
missng.”

The graph disappeared and was replaced by an image of the exploding star. “Here we have a
photograph from an orbiting observatory taken within hours of the nova sfirst gppearanceinthe ky. Itis



one of aseries of observations made at different wavelengths. Here, ladies and gentlemen, isamodern
composite image using data from the entire observationa series ... “ The screen changed to show a
different image of the exploding star. The bright star burst showed a subtle texture in the image. Where
before Tau Ceti had been an intense blue-white spark, now it was mottled. The texture of the star faintly
resembled that of an orange ped.

“What we discovered,” Pierce continued, “was that 2.5 percent of the star’ s visible surface was
obscured by multiple smal objects during theinitid stages of the explosion. This phenomenon lasted for
approximately 16 hours. Afterwards, the light output of the exploding star was precisaly what theory
predictsit should have been. We have postulated that the objects, whatever they were, became
submerged in the expanding shell of superheated gas and thus became invisible. Why our ancestors did
not detect this mottling is something of amystery. Perhapsthey never thought to combine the multiple
wavelength images, or lacked our computer routines for doing so. Maybe they did detect the
phenomenon and failed to note its significance. In any event, our people in Paris have analyzed thisimage
extensvely. The obscuring objects are gpproximately 20,000 kilometersin diameter -- precisdy the size
of aPhdan light sail. What we have here, ladies and gentlemen, isapicture of Far Horizons and her
sgter shipsasthey launched!

“Y ou can imagine our excitement when we redlized what we were looking a. However, aquick
caculation proved that four light sails could not possibly have obscured 2.5 percent of the nova slight.
To cover up that much of the expanding firebal would have required many more light sails”

Pierce took adeep breath and glanced up from his prepared text. There was no mistaking the look of
triumph in hiseyes. “ Ladies and gentlemen, if we assume that the Phelan craft were arrayed twenty
degreesto either sde of their system’ s ecliptic when Tau Ceti exploded,the number of light sails
required to produce the observed obscuration is more than one hundred thousand!

CHAPTER 26

Tory stood on the ba cony outside the embassy living quarters and scanned the sky for aircraft. There
were asurprising damned lot of them. Immediately above and beyond the railing were three police hover
cruisers, each balanced on underjets as though pinned to that particular patch of sky. Their normally quiet
hissing sound was amplified to ashout in the sounding box canyons below. The warm wind induced by
their hot jets washed across the roof, tugging at her clothes and ruffling her hair.

Much higher up and farther away, severd bright sparks orbited in the clear blue sky. These were military
craft. Unseen in the canyons below were the squads of uniformed police that had blocked off eight full
city blocks. The police had taken over the whole of the office tower below the embassy, evicting the
thousands who normally worked in the building. There were guards everywhere. The lower two floors of
the embassy were aso deserted. None of the human staff had shown up for work in the past three days.

Tory grimaced as she watched the patrolling aircraft. She had fully expected to reach this point, but not
for another six years. Now they would never know whether the Phelan grand plan could have worked.
Like the carefully woven tapestry of fiction that it was, the plan had been unraveled by asingle dangling
thread of truth.

The reaction to Dard Pierce’ sreve ation had been both instantaneous and devastating. Even the normally
unflappable councilors had risen to their feet to shout defiance at the Phelan. There had followed ringing
denunciations as various politicians rushed to place themseves on record opposing the Phelan



Resolution. The denunciations were still going strong three days later. It seemed as though every public
officid on the planet wanted to make known hisor her loathing for the diens.

The story had flashed around the world and out into space at the speed of light. With it had gonea
shockwave of dishdlief and anger. Asthat first shock subsided, news organizationsturned to
embellishment to retain public interest. A gold rush had begun to find scientists willing to make
increasingly lurid estimates of the size of the Third Fleet. The highest Tory had heard so far was 250,000
starships carrying more than 30 billion refugees. The embassy had not attempted to correct these
exaggerations. Thetruth, after al, was bad enough.

For two years, Tory had suffered through swesty, deepless nights worrying about what people would
think of her part in the deception. She need wonder no longer. Within minutes of Dard Pierce' s
revelation, she' d found hersdf apariah among her own people. She had barely made her way to the exit
of the vigitor’ sgallery when she was intercepted by asquad of Fleet Marines decked out in riot control
gear. A lieutenant whose courteous manner had not extended to his eyesinformed her that he had been
assigned to escort her back to the embassy. Of Tory’s own security detachment, there had been no sign.

At least they were still respecting the sanctity of the deserted embassy. She had warned Fadorn and the
othersthat this probably would not last. The Phelan had no method for protecting their representatives.
Any courtesies rendered were just that --courtesies.

A flash of light from anearby office tower told Tory that her watcherswere not only in the sky. She
wondered how many telephoto lenses were currently focused on her, and how many telescopic sights?
She found the ideadisturbing. It robbed the open air of its usua freedom. Frowning, she turned and
made here way back to the living quarters through the rooftop garden.

What would happen next did not bear thinking abot.
#

All five of them were sedled into The Egg to discuss Strategy. Except for asingle warning message
flashed toFar Horizons , there had been no communication with either the starship or the system

council. The commlink to the starship was till operative, however, aswas Tory’ slink with the city
computer. How long before the authorities decided to cut even these tenuous lines of communication was
anyone' s guess.

It was a somber group who gathered around the small conference table at the center of the spherical
enclosure. Thear wasthick with the smell of human swest, paint thinner and cinnamon. The overhead
lights had been dimmed, with the primary illumination provided by the glowing holoscreen on which was
displayedFar Horizons ’s orbital track.

“What are they waiting for?” Maratel asked. “Why don't they arrest us?’

“It' sFar Horizons ,” Tory said, gesturing toward the screen. “ The authorities don’t know whether to
board now or wait until your people make parking orbit.”

“They mustn’t!” Fadorn warned. “ That will convince thefleet that al islost. Those who command will
begin preparationsfor another interstellar voyage.”

“They’ d blow up the sun if your ship were captured? Just like that? No warning?’

“Preparations at this stage would involve repositioning the fleet to passwell clear of Sol. They would not
want to be caught too close to the nova. The actud seeding of your sun would not begin for three or four



years,
“Then thereis dill timeto change minds.”

Raalwin’s gesture was a Phelan negative. “ The capture of the scout ship at thistime would dmost
certainly trigger aredeployment of the fleet. Once that is completed, the decision to continue on to
another sar isirreversble”

“What do you mean, ‘at thistime?” Tory asked.

Fadorn signaed permission before Raalwin responded. “ There have been devel opments we thought best
to keep from you, Tory.Far Horizons ’s primary communications array, the one we use to communicate
with the fleet, was damaged during the trangit through your star’ s corona.”

“Damaged how?’
“Thearray isimbedded in thelight sail. Severd vita junctions were eroded by whipping gas.”
“Y ou must have a backup.”

“Thedternate array ison thetrailing end cap near where Maratel showed you the anchor sphere. Itis
currently masked by the sail. We cannot useit until the sail isdiscarded afterFar Horizons achieves
parking orbit.”

“| dill don't seethe problem.”

“For threelong months, those who command will have only human news sources and their own
imaginations to judge our progress. Y ou have experienced the vitriol of the past three days. How do you
expect those who command to respond when the speeches of denunciation reach them in afew months?’

“Badly,” Tory sad glumly.

“Correct. Now imagine their reaction when they receive reports of Far Horizons ’ s capture or
destruction.”

“But they’ve come so far! Surely they won't throw everything away onawhim.”

“Itisn'tawhim,” Raalwin said. “Thefate of our speciesisat stake. We must know absolutely that
humans can be trusted or we must seek another star.”

“Damnit! Most of your ships cannot take another interstellar voyage. Y ou’ ve told methat yoursdlf a
dozen times or more.”

“True,” the Phelan palitica scientist replied. “ Projections call for a 75% failure rate on the second leg of
the voyage. Hundreds of millionswill die dowly astheir life support systems degrade to ussdessness.”

“And you consder that better than making peace with us?’

Maratel reached across the table and placed ahand on top of Tory’s. “Y ou don’t understand. Many will
die, but not al. Theracewill survive. That iswhy we chose to build so many smdl shipsrather than afew
large ones. We can make up to three voyages like the last one before the last ship wears out.”

“If your people blow up the sun, they will kill you and everyone aboardFar Horizons .” Even as she said
it, Tory realized that her objection was too obvious not to have occurred to them.



Fadorn’slower hands fluttered in agesture that Maratel had once demonstrated for her. It was an
acknowledgement that some things are beyond on€e' s control, agesture of absolute resignation.

“That isour function, VictoriaBronson,” he said, usng her full namefor thefirs timein months. “We
were sent here to determine if human beings could be made to accept us. Our studies of your peopletell
usthat the risk has always been very great. Perhaps we would have succeeded if we had been giventime
to prepare humanity for the shock, perhaps not. We have dways known that our own liveswould be
forfat if wefailed. After dl, aship of specidists onHomo sapiens is of little use once your race no longer
exigs”

“Damnit, you can't just give up!” Tory ydled. We need to buy time while we think of some way out of
thismess”

“Things have progressed too far. Y our people have decided to regject us. Thereis no chance that we can
changethar minds.”

“Nonsense. There salways achance.” Tory noticed the glances the four diens exchanged. She was not
sufficiently skilled at interpreting Phelan emotions to recognize the nuances, but it did not take ageniusto
know what they were thinking. They were wondering if their poor human servant was suffering a
breakdown.

“What do you suggest, Victoria?’

Shefrowned. In truth, she had no ideawhat they should do next. In desperation, she said, “You'll have
to tell thefull council that you will destroy the sunif they reject you. L et them know the consequences of
their actions”

Fadorn shook his head dowly from sdeto Sdein avery human gesture. “ That is something that we must
never do.”

“But why?”

“What was your first reaction when we revealed our secret to you?”’

“I wanted to tell you to go to hdll!”

“Why didn’'t you?’

“Becauseit wouldn’t have done any good, except possibly to make mefed better.”

“And having concluded that, you reasoned that it was better to assist usin our deception than it was for
you to tell your peoplethe truth.”

“Of course”

“And how have you dept these past two years, knowing that you were doing the right thing for
humenity?”

“Y ou know damned well how I’ ve dept.”

“Precisdly,” Fadorn said. “Y et you areahighly intelligent individua,, ableto rationaize adecison with
which you are not comfortable. Too bad the psychology of individua humans does not hold for humans
enmas=. If it did, we might be able to reason with your people.”

“Y ou can't know their reaction in advance.”



“But wedo know. We have run the smulation millions of times, dwayswith the same result. Y our people
arein ahighly emotiond state just now. They have, in effect, ceased thinking and have gone on automatic
control. They are resolved to punish us because we concealed the existence of the Third Fleet. By telling
them that we a so have the power to destroy your sun, we only reinforce their opinion that we are evil
incarnate. In addition, revealing the truth will give your people reason to fear us, and you humanstry to
destroy that which you fear. Y ou cannot help it. The ‘fight or flight' response is buried too deeply in your

genes.,

“Besides, no onewill believe us. Mot will refuse to face the unpleasant truth. They will damwe are
lying. Otherswill be defiant and dare usto do our worst. Any leader who counsdls conciliation will be
shouted down by those who demand war. And in the end, there will be war, and those who command
our fleet will order the sun destroyed.”

Tory’ sfrown turned into a scowl. He was right, of course. Since there was no possibility of fleeing the
menace, the natural reaction would be to fight. The drums of war would sound; afleet would be raised,
defenses seen to. Probably, hundreds or thousands of aien starships would be intercepted or destroyed
asthey swept in from deep space. Y et, whatever score the Space Navy ran up, it would not be enough.
A single surviving Phelan ship could still destroy Sol and ride the shockwave outbound. Indeed, neutrinos
of aprecisaly regulated energy would penetrate the sun long before the Third Fleet came within range of
the Navy. Once the instability was started, there would be no stopping it. Had it been otherwise,
one-quarter of the Phelan species would not now be transiting the outlands of Sol. Besides, with their
light sails as weagpons, Tory doubted the Navy could kill more than asmall fraction of the 22,000
inbound starships.

Light sails as weapons...

Tory treated the errant thought gently, lest it escape her. There was something about it that sparked a
resonance in her mind. Perhaps the Phelan had not considered the problem properly, she thought.
Reveding their power would indeed frighten the people of the solar system. However, would it frighten
them enough? She chewed her lower lip as she considered what she was about to suggest. It wasatruly
hair-brained idea, and one with amillion things that might go wrong. Even if everything went right, there
was no guarantee of success.

She glanced at the screen that marked the progress of Far Horizons toward its parking place in solar
orbit. The ship was only afew days away from the end of itsjourney. There were the problems of
communications and timing, of course. Would they be dlowed to communicate at al?Would the Navy
giveFar Horizons the time needed to make the plan work or would they board it and sedl humanity’s
doom with pictures of Marines marauding through the starship’ s corridors?

Shethought of Garth Van Zandt somewhere out in space. Was he even now closing in on thelight sail?
What about the other craft the Navy must have shadowing the starship? How close were they? Would
they figure out whatFar Horizons was up to in time to prevent it?

Lastly, she considered her own responsibility in dl of this. She was aready judged atraitor by practicaly
everyone. What would they think when they learned this had been her idea? Would they ever
understand, or would the name of Victoria Bronson be added to those of Judas, Quidling, and Daman on
the black list of human history?

She found that she had no answersto any of her questions. To one used to the instantaneous information
flow of acomputer implant, not knowing was a hard thing to endure. Still, she did not see that shehad a
choice in the matter. To do nothing would lead to the sun’ s destruction.



She took a deep breath, looked at Fadorn, and said, “I may have an idea on how to retrieve the
Stuation. It carries somerisk. They may just decideto kill usoutright...”

#

It was abeautiful day outside when next Tory found hersdlf in the Great Hall of the System Council.
Shafts of late summer sunlight shown down through the transparent dome overhead, pierced theair, and
lit up the floating dust motes that had somehow evaded the air scrubbers. Again, the hdl wasfilled. It
seemed as though everyone on the planet wanted to be present at this critica moment. Those who had
not been able to obtain passes were planted in front of their viewscreens at home.

The timing had been the hardest thing to arrange. When Fadorn first requested permission to address the
council, Boerk Hoffenzoller had suggested an emergency session that same evening. He had been
mystified when the Phelan had refused the opportunity, and had inssted on adelay of four full days.
Hoffenzoller’ sinitia impulse had been to deny the request as unreasonable. He had not done so because
the matter was too important to play the usua dominance games. Besides, he was curious to hear what
the aliens had to say.

Tory and the four Phelan arrived at the appointed hour and were immediately ushered to their seatson
the floor of the great hdl. The Phelan had dropped their human personas for the occasion and were again
dien creatures doing the bidding of their species. Tory felt hersdf a the focus of athousand hogtile glares
asshetook her seat next to the four white furred diens.

At the agreed upon minute, Boerk Hoffenzoller stepped to the podium and called everyoneto order. A
hush fell over the delegates as the first councilor shuffled papers on the lectern. When he began to spesk,
it was in the heavy, sonorous voice paliticians use for funerals and the gravest announcements.

“Ladies and gentlemen. One week ago, we learned that we are about to be descended upon by
thousands of dien starships bearing God knows how many new mouthsto feed. The Phelan leader has
asked to addressthis council to clarify the Situation. | ask that you hear him out, and leave it to the
conscience of each of you to determine how much stock to placein hiswords. | give you Fadorn, leader
of the Phelan.”

At the mention of his name, Fadorn rose and knuckle walked to the podium. He and Hoffenzoller passed
one another, pausing long enough to exchange afew words. The contrast between the white-furred alien
and the graying elderly human was stark.

Fadorn reached the podium and began to speak. “L adies and gentlemen of the council. People of Sal. |
bring you greetings from the people of Tau Ceti, who are sorely in need of your help. Many of you fedl
betrayed because we did not tell you of the numerous shipsthat are now inbound for your star. | do not
blameyou for that. | do ask, however, that you try to put aside that emotion to consider the very serious
Stuation in which both our speciesfind themsdves. | think you will find what | have to say worth listening
to.

“There have been many specul ations about the number of ships now en route to Sol. The Third Fleet
consists of 22,318 starships, each the same size as the scout vessel you know asFar Horizons . The
total Phelan population aboard these shipsis 2.8 billion.”

Fadorn waited for the angry buzzing noise that followed his announcement to dieaway. “Thisthenis
what we have been protecting. We had hoped to convince you of our worthiness before the fleet made
its presence known, but that is now impossible. So beit.”

Hetold of the terrible day when the Phelan redlized that their star was doomed, leaving out only the fact



that it had been the Phelan themsalves who were the cause. Fadorn told of the massve effort to construct
the ships necessary to save the Phelan race. He described the nova and the violence with which the four
fleets had been flung starward on their long voyages. He described what it had been like to grow up
watching thetiny yellow spark of the sun grow steadily brighter, and to wonder what humankind's
reaction would be once they |earned of the Phelan.

Thosein the hdl listened in complete slence as Fad orn reminded them of the wondersthat would flow if
only they would give his people refuge. For more than twenty minutes, he painted aglowing picture of the
bright future that awaited human and Phelan dike. Findly, he stopped and scanned the sea of round
human faces around him.

“If you accept usinto your lives, ladies and gentlemen, wewill provide you al of the benefits that flow
from superior knowledge. However, | would be remissif | did not remind you that we have another
option. For the past 100 hours, many of your leaders have urged that your ships of war be used to drive
us back into interstellar space. Sinceretreat isimpossible, we will resst dl such effortswith al of the
means at our disposa. Any attempt to interfere with the Third Fleet will be considered an act of war.

Many of you are undoubtedly wondering whether we have the power to fight the human race on itshome
territory. That isonly naturd. After dl, somein this body have accused us of being liars and braggarts. A
healthy skepticism isauseful thing in any thinking being, but too grest amistrust can be dangerous. So
that you know that we can do what | say, we will now provide asmall demonstration of our power.”

Fadorn turned and walked back to his seat. The hall wasfilled with expectation as Tory scanned the
bewildered looks that followed him. It was afew minutes before anyone noticed that the light streaming in
through the windows had begun to fade.

CHAPTER 27

Garth Van Zandt sat on the bridge of the Cruiser Aurora and watched thelight sail climb the black sky as
Luna s Orientale Basin did slently astern below him. The jagged pesaks and jumbled floor of the giant
impact crater were crossed by long shadows as both the alien starship and the glowing orb of the sun
climbed into view above the tan-brown horizon line. At arange of only 200,000 kilometers,Far
Horizons’slight sail wasthe largest object in the black sky. It dwarfed even the full Earth that hovered
directly astern.

“Target insght,” Terence Bremer, Van Zandt’ s second in command commented over the intercom.
“That'sone Big Mother!”

“Big, but fragile,” Van Zandt replied. “Thelight sail isonly afew angstromsthick most places”

Following the revelation in the system council that ahuge number of Phelan light sails and starshipswere
inbound toward Sol, fleet headquarters had orderedAurora and four other warcraft to Lunato await the
passage of Far Horizons en routeto itsfina parking orbit. Headquarters' orders were to shadow the
dien craft and await further orders. Since Van Zandt was the only officer in the Navy who had been
aboard the starship, he had been given overall command of the small fleet. It was acommand hewould
have as soon foregone.

“Gawd, Captain! Look at that!”

“l seeit.”



A bright spark had formed at one edge of the sail and was dowly gliding acrossits surface toward the
sall’ s center. Garth was perplexed by the phenomenon until the spot revedled itsdf adistorted image of
the Earth. The angle of incidence betweenAurora and the light sail wasjust right that the mirrored surface
was reflecting thelight from the full Earth directly at them.

“What’sgoing on?’ Bremer asked.

“They must be reorienting the sail for acourse change. Comm officer, notify fleet command. Eyes, get me
areading on the sail attitude and a projection of their new tack.”

“Right, Captain.”

If the Phelan commandingFar Horizons had detected the fleet orbiting Lunaand was attempting to flee,
he was wasting histime. It would be hours before they would build up any significant changein their
velocity. Even this closeto Sol, the starship’ s accel eration rate was only afew hundredths of a standard
gravity. The ships under Garth’s command could make three gees of sustained acceleration. They would
overtakethelight sail before it could possibly move out of range.

Ten minutes passed. Thetilt of the sail was such that Earth’ s reflection was no longer being diverted
precisely in ther direction. The surface of the sail was now undulating dowly. Whoever was controlling it
wastaking arisk. If the flapping became severe, the sail could be ripped asunder. Wherever the sarship
commander was going, hewasin ahurry.

“It lookslike they' re tacking hard to reflect light dong their line of flight, Captain,” the radar operator
reported.

“They’ redowing?’

“Lookslikeit. No measurable velocity change yet, but tilting the sail in that direction will have the effect
of robbing them of orbital velocity.”

“Course projection?’
“Noneyet.”

“Kegp meinformed,” was Garth’s only response. Something had apparently spooked the aliens. He
wondered what it had been.

Ten minutes|ater, the sail wastilted even moreradicaly in the direction to reflect sunlight forward along
the ship’sline of flight. The undulations were becoming much more pronounced as whoever was
controlling the shroud linesfought for contral.

“Any suggestionswhat he' sdoing, Mr. Bremer?’

“Don’t know, Captain. It amost lookslike heistrying apanic stop. He s very nearly matched velocity
with Earth.”

“Captain,” the sensor operated reported. “ They are definitely dtering their course track to the north and
dowing. They are approaching the ecliptic. It looks like they’ re planning to head back in-system.”

“Comm!”
“Yes, Coptan.”

“Generd order to thefleet. It lookslikethey are trying to run away. All ships stand by. We Il pick up the



chase on the next orbit.”

“Aye gr.”

“Captain!” Bremer shouted.

Van Zandt fdt irritation at hisfirs officer for interrupting him while he was issuing ordersto his command.
“What isit, Mr. Bremer?’

“Captain, look at the Earth!”

Van Zandt glanced at the &ft viewscreen. The Earth was around glowing bal hanging low over the lunar
limb. It would st in another few minutes asAurora ’ s orbital velocity carried it across Luna Farside and
out of sight of the homeworld. At first Garth did not understand what hisfirst officer wastalking about.
When hefinaly understood, he redlized the starship did not intend to run away. He swore under his
breath and issued orders for an immediate departure from lunar orbit. Unfortunately, he and his command
were out of position. There was not adamned thing he could do to counter the alien maneuver.

#

Thelight streaming through the transparent dome of the great hall weakened minute by minute. As
darknessfdl in the world outside, panic ensued within. Tory had never seen asolar eclipse. The moons
of Marsweretoo smal. Only the inner one was capable of casting ashadow on the surface, and then
only flegtingly.

She had heard about eclipses, of course, and was surprised at the psychologica effect the eclipse was
having on her. It was as though the superdtitious dread of athousand generations of ancestors who had
feared the dark suddenly came boiling to the surface. Her reaction was especially surprising sncethis
eclipse had been her idea. She wondered what thoughts must have been running through the minds of
those who had no idea what had happened to the sun.

Inanaturd eclipse, the shadow of Luna sweeps across the Earth in aband of totaity lessthan five
hundred kilometers wide, while people afew hundred kilometersto either sde barely notice any change
a al. Tory had read of nineteenth and twentieth century scientists who had traveled hafway around the
Earth to be present for the few minutes that an eclipse lasted.

This eclipse would not be normd in any fashion. The Earth was a sphere 12,800 kilometersin diameter.
Far Horizons’slight sail was more than 20,000 kilometers across. At Fadorn’singtruction, the Phelan
commander of the starship had atered his course dightly to interpose hislight sail directly between Earth
and the sun. Since the starship was only 600,000 kilometers distant -- one-and-a-hdf timesthe distance
between Earth and Luna-- Earth fit completely within the light sail’ s cone of shadow. Nor wasthe solar
coronavisible asit was during natura eclipses.Far Horizons had plucked the sun totaly from the sky,
causing night to fal dl acrossthe planet’ slighted hemisphere.

Asthelight sail’ s shadow firgt touched the Earth, FarHorizons's commander reoriented the sail to match
hisship’sorbital velocity with that of Earth. The sun would remain blocked for more than an hour before
orbital mechanicsforced the sail out of pogtion. To the frightened billions of terrestridss, that hour would
seem an eernity.

To judge by the reaction of thosein the hdll, the eclipse was having all the effects Tory and the Phelan
had hoped. Not a hundred meters from her, agrizzled veteran of the political wars cried like ababy ashe
stared upwards with mouth agape. Everywhere couples were holding onto one another for comfort. A



chill had fdlen in the chamber. Whether that was psychologica or red, Tory was not immediately sure.

She activated her implant and tuned into the news channels. They too were in pandemonium.

Correspondents were crying freely as they announced that darkness had fallen across the planet. Only
those reporting from the hemisphere that had aready been in night seemed calm. Y et, the panic of the
daysiders seemed contagious as more of those for whom night had fallen began to question what was

going on.

Tory cdled up the views from various traffic control cameras throughout the city. Everywhere people
were pouring into the streets to congregate under the lamps that had come on automeatically as darkness
fell. As she scanned randomly across the city, she discovered a park where the lamps were few and far
gpart. It, too, wasfilled with surging humanity and avast crowd that heaped fuel onto anewly lit bonfire.

Tory glanced upward through the dome. Someone had dialed for full trangparency, giving thosein the hall
aclear view of the stars overhead. She estimated where the sun should be and squinted at that particular
patch of blackness. No, the darkness was not total. She could see afaint grouping of starsthat looked
like the Pleiades |ooks from Mars. These were caused by sunlight shining through smdll ripsin the surface
of thelight sall, the sameripsthat had disabled the Phelan ship’ s ability to communicate with the fleet.

She dowly became aware of frantic activity to her left. Therein thewell of the chamber, dozens of
councilors were crowded around information screens. Some of these were tuned to news channels, while
others communicated directly to the councilors homes around the globe. There followed curses and
prayers asthe Solar System’ smighty redlized the full extent of the darkness.

By the time the eclipse had lasted twenty minutes, Tory was no longer in doubt about the temperaturein
the chamber. It was definitely getting colder. She thought of the quintillions of ergsthat normally shine
down on the Earth each minute, ergsthat were being intercepted by the light sall far out in space. She
shivered as heaters turned on to glow cherry red around the walls. The temperature continued to drop.
What had been abamy late summer day was now frigid. It would get colder. A lot colder!

At forty-two minutesinto the eclipse, snowflakes began to fal. Tory had made a point of looking at the
sky before entering the building. There had been afew fleecy white clouds, but nothing to indicate a
midday storm. “Warm air is able to carry more moisture than cold,” her sixth grade teacher’ svoice said
ingde her brain. At the time, the concept had been an dien one for atwelve-year old on aplanet where
atmospheric moisture was unknown. The concept was aien no longer. She watched thetiny flakes pelt
againg the dome transparency, then melt as they contacted the till warm glass.

Shewas't the only one. A thousand ashen faces were upturned in astonishment at the mid-summer
snowstorm. Much of the pandemonium had subsided. News channels carried reports from shipsout in
gpace that described the cause of the eclipse. Officias were pleading with the populace to stay cam. The
ame| of smoke coming in through the air conditioning ductstold Tory that not everyone wastaking their
advice.

Reporters at naval headquarters cited unconfirmed reports that the entire fleet had sortied toward the
dien garship. Still, the closest ship was reported more than a hundred thousand kilometers from the light
sall, il too far away to do any good.

Throughout it dl, the four Phelan sat impassive and observed the frightened humanity around them. Only
Neirton showed any emotion. Hewasin avast |aboratory practicing his specidty, and had to be
fascinated. Tory found hersaf watching various people around her. The most interesting were the FHeet
Marineswho had surrounded the central dais within minutes of the onset of totality. They, too, shot
worried glances a the sky every few seconds, but that did not stop them from doing their duty. They



formed a cordon around the aliens who had caused this calamity, both to make sure they did not leave
and to protect them.

At precisaly one hour into the eclipse, Fadorn stood and mounted the podium. It took a minute before
anyone noticed him, then saveral more before sufficient order had been restored so that a speaker could
be heard above the din. Order might never have been restored, but for the wan light that was beginning
to show through the snow flurries. Fadorn waited until twilight returned to the world outside before he
continued hisinterrupted speech.

“Know you, people of Sal, that thisisthe least of our powers. Our ship’slight sail could just aseasily
have concentrated the sunlight onto this planet and vaporized great regions of its surface. Twenty
thousand such ships can plunge you into darknessfor years on end, leaving this orb afrozen ball of ice;
or else erilize it completely with enough heat to boil your oceans.

“But let us speak no more of horrors. We Phelan are not monsters, merely desperate. Work with us,
humanity! Help usl We ask for nothing more than that you have given yoursalves -- aplacetollive,
sufficient food to eat, and amodicum of safety. | beseech you, humanity! Make room for us closeto the
welcoming fires of your star so that we too may be warmed by its golden rays.”

Fadorn paused to dlow hiswordsto sink in. It was difficult to tell what effect his entresties were having.
Tory detected an angry undercurrent in the susurration of voices around her. Besides, the outcome would
depend greatly on how the news media chose to play the story over the next several days. Theterror that
people felt would fade in memory, to be replaced by adeep, dark anger. Asthe Phelan had told her, a
frightened human being is a dangerous human being. She only hoped they had frightened people enough
that they would contempl ate the consequences of their actions. It was vitd that they begin reasoning
again, and stop reacting as though they were on autopilot.

Thelight overhead had very nearly returned to normal when Fadorn said, “Ladies and gentlemen of Sol.
We of the starshipFar Horizons place our fate into your hands. Y ou may do with us asyou will. What
will it be? Lifefor dl or war to the death?

Fadorn moved away from the podium and made his way toward the steps that would take him down to
the main floor. Maratel, Raalwin, and Neirton rose to follow. So, too, did Tory. The Phelan eschewed
their knuckle gait, choosing instead to walk erect like humans. Tory held her head high as she descended
the steps side by side with Maratel. They reached the bottom to find their way blocked by an officer of
Fleet Marines.

“Fadorn, Maratd, Neirton, and Raawin. | arrest you in the name of the council, and of al humanity. The
charge is threatening to make war upon the human race. Victoria Bronson, | arrest you on the same
charge, and on the charge of treason. Will you come peacefully, or must | order my men to useforce?’

CHAPTER 28

Tory’scdl might easily have been mistaken for asuitein ahotd. In addition to bedroom and bathroom, it
held asmdl living room with an entertainment screen. Only thelack of a phone revealed the true nature of
thefacility -- and, of course, the fact that her implant steadfastly refused commands to synchronize with
the city computer. No doubt there were hidden cameras in the overhead to follow her every move asa
precaution againgt suicide. Twice biological necessity had forced her into the bathroom, and both times,
she had answered nature’ s call with clenched jaw and a salf-consciousness she had not suffered since the



second grade.

The plush furniture was more an obstacle than a comfort as she paced alopsided triangle around the
living room. It had been hours since she had been locked up, hoursin which she had been cut off from
the Phelan. They might bein the adjacent cdlls, across town, or on the other side of the planet, for al she
knew. It was the not knowing that wore on her nerves.

Earlier she had made the mistake of turning on the screen. The airwaves had been filled with news of the
eclipse and its aftermath. She'd turned it off after the third time she had watched hersalf and the Phelan
being arrested by thetall Marine officer. 1t Sickened her to think of those same images winging their way
toward the dien fleet. She could imagine the reaction afew months hence when the Phelan commanders
saw how their emissaries had been treated. In Tory’ simagination, six-fingered hands were dready
powering up neutrino generators and swinging them into line with the sun.

For the thousandth time, Tory had visons of the sun’ sfires reaching out to engulf terror stricken humanity
asthey filled thelight sails of the Phelan. The vison had anew, terrifying solidity about it. Always before
she had been able to rationalize that thingswould never go that far. No longer. The last few days had
made Sol’ s destruction seem amost preordained.

It was al so damned stupid!

A mind numbing, consciousness-defiling rage descended on Tory as she contemplated the full import of
the disaster. The emotiona storm was like aphysica blow as she dowly sank to the carpeted floor and
curled into atight fetdl ball.

The rage was unfocused and al consuming. Damn Boerk Hoffenzoller and the system council for the
foolsthey were! Couldn’t they see that the Phelan had no choice but to seek sanctuary around Sol? And
damn the Phelan for thinking they could lie their way into favor with humanity! What fool had thought up
that ideain thefirst place? Damn the Usurpers, without whom none of thiswould have happened! But
most of al, damn Tory Bronson for being too dimwitted to think her way out of this mess!

The redlization that the human race was going to die because of her ate at Tory’ sinsdes. Her parents,
her aster, her friends, her relatives, even that pimple-faced boy she had had acrush on al through high
school -- al were doomed. It was hard to grasp the idea that everyone she had ever loved, hated, or
been indifferent to; everyone she had yet to meet and would never mest; dl would be dead within afew
years. Hard? No, impossible. Even the babesin armswould die.

It just wasn't fair!

With that most usdless of al complaints, Tory began to gain agrip on her emotions. Slowly she
concentrated on dowing her breathing and quelling her racing heart. When she could no longer fed her
heartbeat in her temples, she unwound and got unsteadily to her feet. The aftermath of the sorm wasa
lethargy that was papable. It required al of her concentration to make her way to the bathroom where
she dashed cold water on her face. Glancing into the mirror, she noted red-rimmed, puffy eyesand
wished she could repair her makeup.

Her sdlf-ingpection was interrupted by a quiet chime from the living room. It took amoment to get over
the incongruity of placing an annunciator inajail cdl. It was with abitter smile that she moved to the door
and voiced aloud permission to accept the visitor.

“Hélo, Ben,” she greeted as Tallen stepped across the threshold. The door hissed quietly closed behind
him. She did not need to hear the click to know that it was locked to her.



“Tory,” Tdlen responded with anod.

“What can | do for you?’

“| thought we could talk. 1sn't it about time you told me what the hell has been going on?’
“I don't know what you' re talking about.”

“Thehell you don’'t! Y ou have been bothered about something for months. | want to know what it is.
What hold have the aiens on you that you would betray your own people?’

“I haven't betrayed them.”
“Haveit your own way. What did the diensthink they were doing with that fool stunt with the light sail?”

Tory shrugged. “ As Fadorn said, demonstrating their power if it isto be a choice between peace and
wa.”

“If they expected to win converts, they went about it the wrong way. There have been hundreds of death
threats againg al five of you in the past severa hours. We have had to put extra security on dert to
discourage lynch mobs. People seem especialy upset about your part in dl of this, by theway. They are
cdlingyou ‘traitor.””

Theinformation came as a blow, despite the fact that it was what she had expected. She said nothing in
reply.

Ben continued as though he had not noticed the sudden quiver in her lower lip. “We re il talying the
casudlties, you know.”

“Therewere casudties?’

He nodded. “ At least 1500 heart attacks, alike number of suicides, countlesstraffic accidents, more than
one hundred thousand arson fires, and God knows what other damage. Why didn’t you warn us? Don't
you think you owed us that much as afellow human being?’

Tory’ssudden burst of laughter sounded unhedlthy, even to her.
“What'sso funny?’

“If I had warned you, Ben, you would have stopped it.”
“Damned right we would have.”

“Then our point would never have been made. | couldn’t warn you, Ben, because the eclipse was my
idea”

“What?’

“We had to do something. Everyone had turned their minds off. The council was determined to punish
the Phelan for lying, theindividua members were sumbling over one another making bellicose speeches,

and the public was demanding blood. | hoped the eclipse would scare everyone into thinking again.
Apparently, | wastoo optimigtic.”

“You scared us, dl right. Y ou demonstrated just how dangerous aweagpon alight sail can be. Asaresult,
people are screaming for the Navy to vaporizeFar Horizons before they usetherr light sail to vaporize



our oceans.”
Her heart stuttered at the news. “They wouldn’t!”

Tdlen shook hishead ruefully. “Camer heads are prevailing at the moment. Thefirst councilor has
ordered the starship boarded, however. If the Phelan resst, no telling what the Navy will do.”

“You' ve got to stop them, Ben. Tell thefirst councilor to rescind the order.”
“Why should |7’

Tory fought down arenewed wave of panic. She opened her mouth to respond, and then closed it so
hard that her teeth rattled. Anicy calm descended over her asthe analytical part of her brain took over.
The conundrum she now faced was the same one that had deviled her sincethat terrible day inFar
Horizons’s control room. All the work, the lies, the politica maneuvers had been for naught. The
question of whether she should blurt out the danger or hold her tongue was till with her. Either way,
disaster seemed inevitable. If the eclipse had driven people even deegper into frenzy, what of news that
the Phelan could blow up the sun? Compromise might till be possibleif they could limit the knowledgeto
the dark confines of the council’ sinner workings. But what could be done once the man and womanin
the street learned they were in danger? Once the news became public, the only thing more powerful than
the demands forFar Horizons ' s destruction would be the novathat followed.

On the other hand, perhaps she had been on the right track with the eclipse, but too timid. Surely, news
of the sun’s pending destruction would drive some sense into people. Were the Phelan so bad that
humankind would rather die than accept them? All that was required was for the great mass of peopleto
believe the Phelan would do what they threatened.

What if they didn’t believeit? That was the most chilling prospect of dl. What if she revedled the Phelan
threat and no one bdieved her? What then? Being honest might accomplish nothing more than trading her
current cell for onein amentd hospital.

Tory’sintestines knotted up and the taste of bile was strong in her mouth as she consdered the most
important decision of her life. She became aware of Ben's steady gaze and wondered how many other
pairs of eyeswere watching her just now. The thought waslike an icy knife shoved into her boweds. It
was the shock she needed. If she were going to reveal what she knew, at least she would know to whom

she was spesking!

Tory set her jaw and looked directly into Ben'seyes. “I'll talk, but only to Boerk Hoffenzoller and only
with the Phelan present.”

“You'rein no position to make demands, Tory.”
“That ismy price, Ben.”

Tdlen spent along minute, apparently deep in thought, but more likely accessng hisimplant. Findly, he
nodded. “Very well. I'll make the arrangements.”

“Tdl thefirgt councilor that the fewer who hear what | haveto say, the easier hisjob will be afterward.”
“I'll tdl him.”
“Also, hemust call off the boarding party. He can orderFar Horizons captured later.”

“Sorry, but things have gonetoo far. For dl | know, the Navy isaready boarding the starship.”



Tory blinked. Events were moving too swiftly to control. She felt asthough she had fdlen into ariver and
was being swept dong by the current. It was a chilling thought, especialy for adaughter of Mars, but one
that crystallized her resolve. After threelong years of searching for an answer, she knew what she must
do.

“Then make the arrangements quickly. Y ou have no idea of the danger!”
#

Garth Van Zandt gazed at thetactica display on his screen and cursed silently from within the confines of
his pressure suit. The corvettesXenia andHaver were closing onFar Horizons at high speed while
Aurora and two destroyers, Battle andEvanston , followed at amoreleisurely pace. The target of the
two corvettes was the sphere containing the ionization laser akilometer in front of the main habitat
cylinder. Out beyond Pluto, Van Zandt had worried about running into the laser by accident. Here, with
Earth and Lunalooming large in his rear viewscreen, he was more worried about being shot down.

Theionization laser was aweapon of immense power. The same energy that had once stripped the
electrons from hydrogen atoms would work just aswell againgt ships and men. At any moment, the violet
beam of light might reach out to vaporize the five Space Navy warcraft. Garth did not doubt that the
Phelan had the power to destroy his entire command. The only unknown lay in whether they would have
timeto launch their weapons before being converted into acloud of glowing ges.

He breathed in the stink of his own fear asthe two corvettes continued to close on converging orbits. If
al went well, they would use their own lasersto cut loose the ionization laser from its mother ship, and
clear the way forAurora and her ssters.

“Captain Perlman announcesthat heisinrange, Sir,” the communicator said over the intercom. “Captain
Savimbe aso reports ready.”

“Give them weagponsfree.”
“Ayeaye, Sr.”

Van Zandt listened as the order went out and the corvettes powered up their batteries of x-ray lasers.
Therefollowed two interminable minutes as the attackers closed to optimum range. Then, with no more
vigble sgn than asmdl flash, the cable was cut and the laser cast adrift.

“Both captains report mission successful, ir. No collaterd damage to the alien ship. They have passed
their closest point of approach and are now receding.”

“Send them *Good job!” and ‘returnto Luna.’”

Battlesin space were nothing like the stylized ballets of atmospheric craft. Orbital mechanics are a matter
of momentum, acceleration, and vectors. Xenia andHaver had spent hours getting into position for their
attack. Their single pass completed, they lacked the fud to reverse course. In terms of velocity, Luna,
300,000 kilometers distant, was closer to them than the ship they had just attacked.

Garth’ smouth was dry as he gave his next command. “ Order Battle andEvanston to begin their attacks.
Firg Officer, takeusin.”

He watched on the screen asthe two other ships' drivesflared and they accelerated toward the quarry.
Van Zandt sank into his acceleration couch as the muted roar of Aurora ’ s engines carried through the
hull. Ten minutes | ater, the three shipsturned end for end in preparation for dowing.”



“Marines are ready, Sr,” the commander of the boarding party announced over the battle circuits.
“Stand by, Mgor.”
“Ayeaye, Sr.”

Asit had once before, Far Horizons loomed large in the viewscreen. The cruiser was aimed for apoint
amidships and just beyond the starship’ s hull. Her velocity was precisely matched to the starship’s
rotation rate. In her launch bays, four powerful armed-pods were filled with men ready to do battle. The
two destroyers closed on other portions of the starship’s outer hulll.

When the giant rotating cylinder had become awall in the black sky, the battle pods leaped acrossthe
hundred-meter gap.

“All pods report contact, Captain,” the communicator announced. “ Battlereports al pods launched and
attached. Evanston wasforced to break off their approach dueto debrisin their path.”

“What sort of debris?’
“Shreds of the cableXenia andHaver cut.”
“Vey wdl. TelEvanston to proceed to the aft end cap. Order the Marinesin.”

The order was sent to the two corvettes, now functioning as communications relays to men and machines
out of sight around the curve of the starship’ s hull. When nextFar Horizons ' srotation brought his
boarding party into view, Garth could see men dangling from cables anchored to the starship’shull as
they worked to set explosive charges. The points of entry had been carefully chosen to minimize damage
to the starship. Within seconds, the starship’ s rotation carried them once more from view.

Garth found the wait for their regppearance nerve wracking. When the pods came again over the
cylindrical horizon, the Marines had disgppeared into asmall dark hole punched through the starship’s
hull.

Haf an hour later, the Marines reportedFar Horizons had been secured. There had been no casudties
on either side.

#

A guard escorted Tory down awide hal to aconference room. It had been four hours since her
interview with Ben Tdlen -- and fdlt like four centuries. Insde the conference room, Fadorn, Marate,
Neirton, and Raawin were al seated in human-style chairs a the far end of along table. Separated from
the diens by half-a-dozen empty seats were Boerk Hoffenzoller, Jesus de Pasqual, Praesert Sadibayan
and Joshua Kravatz. Ben Tallen hovered over Sadibayan as he whispered something in hisboss s ear.
Ben straightened and strode to greet her asthe guard removed the wrist restraints she had worn for the
fifty-meter trip down the hal. Ben made a sweeping gesture that encompassed the whole of the
conference room.

“Arrangements are as you requested.”
“May | speak with Fadorn before we begin?’
“Certanly.”

Tory moved to the Phelan end of the table and took the placeimmediately to Fadorn’sright. She



huddled with the four diens and quickly outlined the reason for the meeting in a bregthless whisper.

“| thought we settled this three days ago in the embassy, Victoria,” Fadorn said when she'd finished. “To
reved our secret will only end in disaster.”

“Things are already headed for disaster. The Navy has ordersto boardFar Horizons .

Fadorn's ears drooped at the news. “Then it matterslittle what wetell them. Thefleet will begin
preparations for another voyage as soon as the news reaches them.”

“Not if we can convincethe first councilor to cdl off the boarding party. To do that, he hasto understand
the true stakes of thisgame. HE Il bdieveit moreif you tell him.”

Fadorn hesitated, then “nodded.” “Very well. It will make no difference, but perhaps| will have the
pleasure of seeing their faces when they learn what they have done.”

Tory nodded and turned to face Boerk Hoffenzoller while the four Phelan straightened in their seets. “ Sir,
| asked you here so that Fadorn can explain some thingsto you.”

“Y ou have thefloor, Miss Bronson,” thefirst councilor said. “1 must warn you that none of usare likely
to believe what any Phelan hasto say.”

“Therewill be no morelying, Mr. First Councilor,” Fadorn replied. “ Because Tory has served uswell, |
will honor her request. It will make no difference to humanity’ sfate, but at least you will understand the
service she attempted to render your species.”

Fadorn began by explaining how neutrinos, normally the most usive of adl subatomic particles, could be
made to interact with the stdlar firesthat burn in the heart of every star. His audience wore perplexed
expressons as he recounted the tale of the Usurpers and how their miscal culation eventualy grew into the
Tau Ceti nova

“Doesany of thismake sense?’ Hoffenzoller demanded of his minister for science.

De Pasgua chewed hislower lip and shrugged. “We ve known that supernovas produce neutrinos since
the late twentieth century, but thisisthefirst I ve heard of them creating anova.”

“The process relies on certain quantum mechanica resonancesin stellar reactions of which your scientists
are dill unaware, Mr. Minigter,” Fadorn explained. “ Have you another explanation for how amain
sequence star may nova?’

“Nonethat we buy.”
Hoffenzoller sgnded hisimpatience. “ Thisisdl very fascinaing, Fadorn, but what hasit to do with us?’

“Everything, Mr. First Minister. To reach another star we require anew nova. Thistimeit will be your
sun that providestheimpetusto our light sails”

For several minutes, it appeared to Tory that Boerk Hoffenzoller was going to have astroke. She did not
recognize the language he was cursing in, but there was no mistaking the emotiona content of the words.
Fadorn waited impassvely for him and the othersto run down before continuing.

“Gentlemen, let me be perfectly clear. My species has the power to destroy your star. It isapower we
areloath to use, for we aready have our own star on our consciences. Do not take false hope from our
reluctance, however. Wewill blow up the sun if you force usto do so. If we cannot settle here, we must



find another system. We have come much too far to meekly die without afight!”
“Why the hell didn’t you tdll usthisbefore?” Hoffenzoller asked.

Fadorn explained the Phelan reluctance to tell the whole truth, even when it seemed as though everything
waslogt.

“Sadibayan?’ thefirst councilor asked when Fadorn finished.
The ambassador to the Phelan shrugged. “ He' sright about there being hell to pay when this gets out.”

Tory interrupted by saying, “ That iswhy it must never get out. It hasto remain a secret among those of us
inthisroom.”

Hoffenzoller cast aglarein her direction. “This newsistoo damned important to be kept from the
people.”

“I repest, Mr. First Councilor. Their lives depend on it being kept secret.”
“What would you have usdo?’ thefirst councilor asked.

“ Accept the Phelan, of course.”

“| doubt it possible to accept them, Miss Bronson. They can't be trusted.”

“That isthe same reason the commanders of the Third Feet will give when they blow up the sun. Surdly
you prefer talking to dying!”

“There would appear to be very little to talk about,” he said. We cannot very well absorb 2.8 billion new
mouths on thisplanet. We' d dl starve.”

“It' saproblem, but possibly not asintractable aone as you think.” She strained to sound as reasonable
as she could. She had no idea how successful shewas.

Joshua Kravatz spoke for thefirst time. “How do we know they can do what they clam?’

“Thereisthe Tau Ceti nova,” Tory reminded him. “Care to bet the lives of your congtituents that they are
bluffing?’

“We vethe Navy to protect us, you know.”

“The starships will start beaming well beyond the orbit of Pluto. By thetime even asingle light sail comes
into range of the Navy, it will betoo late.”

“Itisdready too late,” Fadorn said from beside her. “If Marines have boardedFar Horizons , the fleet
commanderswill order immediate redeployment.”

“Have they boarded, Mr. First Minister?’

Hisanswer wasto avoid her gaze. His eyes were downcast as he reported; “ The Navy gained control of
Far Horizons two hours ago.”

There was aquiet wail from the Phelan end of thetable. It was Maratel. “All islost! Capture or
destruction of the scout ship isthe one thing that will convince the fleet that humans can't be trusted.”

Tory’s head snapped around so quickly that shefdt the strain in her vertebra.” Then don't tell them!”



For thefirgt timein along time, Tory thought she had truly surprised Fadorn. His blink of astonishment
wasamost human. “What?’

“If news of the boarding will set them off, then don’t tell them,” she repeated, once again straining to be
the voice of reasonableness. “Y our ship’s communications are inoperative, so they couldn’t have gotten
off awarning message. Nor has the operation been announced in our media. How will they find out?’

“Therewill be such reports.”

“Not if the first councilor acts quickly to clamp alid of secrecy onit. There are still some secrets we can
keep when we haveto.”

“Y ou are asking meto lieto my commanders.”

“Y ou've had melying to my peoplefor threelong years. Now it isyour turn. With the fate of both our
species at sake, don't you think afew littlewhiteliesarein order?’

Tory felt despair seeping forth as Fadorn did not answer. The emotion was overtaken by a bubbling
sense of hope as the senior Phelan turned to the others and began spesking in rapid-fire alien speech. It
went on for severa minutes, with al four of the Phelan taking part. When it was over, Fadorn turned to
hishuman audience.

“Mr. First Councilor. Do you think you can keep the attack from being lesked to your media?’
“| cantry.”
“Do you believe thereis something to negotiate?’

“| didike very much talking under acloud of threats, Fadorn, but considering the stakes, I'm willing to try
if youare”

“Then we will makethe attempt. It will likely be fruitlessin the end, but we owe both of our speciesthe
attempt. Please, let us resume our negotiations.”

“When and where?’ Tory demanded.

Thistimeit wasthe humans' turn to huddle. When they had finished their impassioned whispers, thefirst
councilor said, “ Since there are preparations to be made to ensure that the Situation stabilizes, | suggest a
24-hour delay.”

“And the Marines aboard my ship?’ Fadorn asked.

“I won’t order them to withdraw, but | will order them to treat your people correctly. So long asno
attempt ismade to use your light sail asaweapon, no hogtile act will result. | will dso provide you with a
secure channel of communicationsto your ship so that you can give your own orders.”

Fadorn turned to Tory. “Do the arrangements satisfy you, Victoria?’
Shelet out ahuge sigh of reief. “They’re not perfect, but they beat blowing up the sun.”

No one answered, but from their postures and expressions, it was obvious that, for once, Phelan and
humans agreed on something.



CHAPTER 29

Tory Bronson stood at the edge of the roof garden and gazed out across the lights of the city toward
wherethefirst glow of impending dawn was visble. The spot of gray on the horizon matched her mood
precisaly. Thetension of the past two years, followed by the agony of the last two weeks, had |eft her
feding drained and empty. It was as though nothing reslly mattered any longer. To hell with the fate of
gars, planets, or entire species! All she redlly wanted was to be |eft done, to submerge hersdf in the
sensual caress of thewind, and to forget the marathon bargaining sesson in the living quarters behind her.

Fadorn, Boerk Hoffenzoller and their respective staffs had been at it for six days solid, with halts called
for hurried meals and afew hours grudgingly devoted to deep. Progress had been dow. Y €, after
severd fadse garts, they had findly hammered out aded that both human and Phelan could live with.
What had seemed impossible the day before the eclipse had now become merely improbable.
Intellectualy, Tory could cheer the progress they had made. Emotionaly, she found it impossibleto
dredge up any enthusiasm.

Nor had they made home orbit yet. There was still a plethora of detailsto work out, any one of which
might yet prove insurmountable. Even if Fadorn agreed to adraft treaty, there were the masters of the
Third Feet to convince. It would be afull year before amessage outlining the treaty reached them and
they made their opinions known. A year was along time to wait for an answer when the fate of al
humanity hung in the balance.

The tentative language of the treaty caled for humanity to cede the Phelan dl the large tracts that had
originaly been considered for their use. Phelan colonies would be established in Australia, Antarctica,
and the Sahara Desart, but limited to atota population of lessthan one hundred million. Marswould
accept half that number, while the other space colonies would open their doors to token numbers of
refugees.

Asfor ninety percent of the two billion Phelan en route to Sol, they would remain aboard their ships,
orbiting between Venus and Earth. Having dready survived two-and-a-haf centuriesin space, they could
survive afew more decades while they constructed large space coloniesin which to live. Oncein orbit
about Sal, the fear that their shipswould dowly break down was no longer vaid. With the resources of a
sar system at their disposd, they could overhaul dl their shipsand, if need be, livein them for another
century or two. With so many humans aready dwelling above atimosphere, it waslikely that neither
species would ever again betotaly planet-bound.

The Phelan would be given long term, low interest [oansto finance initid congtruction of their colonies. As
each colony was occupied, it would be expected to become economically independent. The Phelan
would sdll their technology to the highest bidder, while paying fair market pricesfor the resources they
consumed.

To ad in the assmilation, humanswould be encouraged to emigrate to dl the dien colonies. There they
would live, learning Phelan ways, and hopefully, helping both species|earn the hard lessons of living
together.

In return for the colonies, the Phelan shipswould disarm immediately upon arrival. As soon as each ship
achieved its permanent orbit, it would jettisonitslight sail. Theloss of thelight saillswould produce two
highly beneficid (from the human viewpoint) conditions. It would deprive the Phelan craft of their most
fearsome weapon, while committing their passengersirretrievably to the assmilation process. Without the
means to ride anova shock wave to the sars, it was unlikely the Phelan would trigger an explosion in the
un. Y, by retaining their ability to do so, the diens protected themsel ves against human treachery. Any



serious attempt to exterminate them in the future would become an exercisein mutud suicide.

It was far from a perfect solution, but the best that could be worked out. For the past forty-eight hours,
negotiations had centered on working out the details of the treaty. As often as not, the human factions
had turned to arguing with one ancther, while the Phelan maneuvered for as much advantage asthey
could wrest from the chaos. More times than she could count, Tory had found hersdlf the target of evil
looks as she advised Fadorn that he was walking into atrap.

That had been what had finally sapped her will. The hatred toward her had been palpable. After one
particularly violent clash with Praesert Sadibayan, she had stalked away from the table and disappeared
into the predawn darkness. It had been her intention to cam her raging thoughts, and then return to the
task. Calming her emotions had proven more difficult than expected. Nearly two hours later, she stood
aone under the stars and watched the impending sunrise.

Dawn was only minutes away when amomentary increaseiin illumination behind her announced that
someone else had come out into the garden. Irritated, she turned to see Katherine Claridge walking
toward her. Though Kit had been working with the alien assessment teams since they had reached Earth,
their paths had rarely crossed. Because of their experience with the Phelan, Kit and Eli Guittieriz had both
been called in to support the first councilor during negotiations.

“Hello,” Kit said as she reached Tory’ s Side. The crunching sound her shoes madein the gravel of the
pathway seemed supernaturaly loud in the predawn quiet. “ Aren’t you freezing out herein thet light
outfit?’

Tory ran her hands over the goose bumps that dotted her upper arms even as she shook her head. “It
helpsto clear my mind.”

Kit tilted her head back to look straight upward. She said, “1 see you' ve found a good vantage point for
the show.”

“Something like that,” Tory muttered. “Isthat why you' ve come out here?’

“I was feeling bad about the way Ambassador Sadibayan treated you in there. When you did not come
back, | decided to find you. Y ou look like someone who needs afriend to talk to.”

“Arewe? Friends, that is?’

“Of course! Why wouldn’'t we be?’

“I"'m surprised anyone would want to be my friend after...”
“After what?' Kit asked inamild voice,

AsTory turned to Kit, she felt adam burst somewhere deep within. For more than two years, she had
guarded her every word. Suddenly, al the things she had wanted to say came gushing forth in atorrent.
She sobbed as she recounted how she had been trapped into helping the Phelan, and what it had been
like to be the sole human to know that the sun could explode any time. Shetold of the constant fear of
discovery, and the uncertainty that came from living alie twenty-four hoursaday. By thetime she
finished, tears were flooding freely down her cheeks.

Through it dl, Kit listened without comment. When Tory finaly turned away to wipe her eyesin the near
darkness, Kit asked, “Fedl better now?’

Kit sensed rather than saw the tiny upturnings at the corners of Tory’s mouth. Her voice wasless



anguished aswdl. “A litile”

“No wonder. Y ou have had agreat dedl bottled up insdefor along time. I’'m surprised you were able to
handleit aslong asyou did.”

Tory turned back to the doctor. She pleaded, “ Tell methetruth, Kit. Did | do theright thing?’

There was along pause. When Kit finally spoke, it was with more hesitation than Tory had expected. “I
think | understand why you did what you did, Tory. | am not qualified to answer whether it wasright
thing or not. Neither, | might add, are any of those loudmouthsinsde. If dl thisworks out, then you did
theright thing. If not, | guessit redlly doesn't matter.”

“Y ou should hear what they’ re saying about me on the talk shows.”
“I have. Saying something loudly doesn’'t make it so, you know.”
“But damnit, | did it for them!” The anguish had crept back into Tory’ svoice.

“Unfortunately, gratitude is not one of our species strong points. It will be along time before people
understand what you'’ ve been through.”

“Doyou think they’ Il ever forgive me?’

Kit shrugged. “ Somewill, somewon’t. Y ou pay that price sometimes. Besides, it isnot important
whether the public understands your motivations or not. Y ou know why you did it, and dl that really
countsiswhether you can live with yoursdf afterward.”

Tory took a deep breath, and then exhaled heavily. It was not what she had wanted to hear, but it was
probably right. Whatever others might say, her own opinion was the only one that really counted. Others
had not been there. She had. She alone had faced the terrible knowledge, and she done had made the
decison to help the Phelan with their deceit. Only the future would tell if she had donetheright thing.
Meanwhile, she would try not to let the opinions of the smdl-minded bother her. A nice Olympian
attitude, she thought, but how successful would she bein actually maintaining it? That, too, was something
she would have to wait to see.

Behind her, the broad doors |eading from the living quarters moved slently into their recesses, and a
crowd of humans and Phelan ambled out into the rooftop garden. Tory and Kit turned at the sudden
commotion to see Boerk Hoffenzoller and Fadorn striding toward them side by side.

“That'sit,” thefirst councilor boomed. He was rumpled and sported atwo-day growth of beard.
Fadorn, too, looked as though he was near the end of his endurance. Hisfour-limbed gait was not its
usuad seamless motion and his deek fur was ruffled. “We shook hands ten minutes ago and Fadorn sent
hisorderstoFar Horizons .”

“Jugintime,” Kit sad, pointing.

Directly overhead was adisk twice the size of the full moon, but lacking Luna s distinctive festures. The
disk glowed softly with reflected sunlight. When Tory had first come out into the garden, the gpparition
had been halfway up the eastern sky. Now it was approaching zenith.

Following the eclipse, the Phelan starship had attempted to flee back toward the inner Solar System, but
had been overtaken by Garth Van Zandt' s squadron. The Navy had been herding it toward parking orbit
ever snce. Theviolent maneuversthat had plunged Earth into darkness for an hour had required six days
to correct. Sowly, the giant light sail had curved outward toward an invisble point amillion kilometersin



front of Earth, placing it directly overhead at local dawn. By coincidence, it would reach itsfina resting
place just as the sun poked itsfiery orb above the Manhattan skyline.

The mixed crowd of humans and diens stood with their headstilted back. Asthefirst golden light
illuminated their rooftop, the strange moon overhead began to change shape.Far Horizons had matched
velocities and, with no further need of the light sail, had jettisoned it. No longer tethered to the heavy
ship, the sail crumpled aslight pressure pushed it back toward open space. In the coming months, the
loose sail would accelerate to Solar System escape velocity and return to the interstellar void from
whenceit came. Hopefully, it wasthe first of many such.

Humans and Phelan dike watched in open-mouthed wonder asthe sail grew perceptibly smaler by the
minute. No one spoke, lest they puncture the mood. Findly, when the sun had risen completely out of the
seato paint the sky blue and blank out the image of the sail, Boerk Hoffenzoller cleared histhroat. “ All
right, everyone back to work. We' ve afuture to plan!”

Tory found hersdf trailing after the small crowd of diplomats, scientists, and four aliens. She was struck
by the symbolism of the grouping. Never again would human or Phelan be donein the universe.
Wherever they went, they would go together. The start of the new erawould forever be measured from
the moment whenFar Horizons had relessed its sail. With hard work and good will (and alittle luck dl
around), the collaboration could benefit both species beyond the dreams of either.

Then there were the other three Phelan flegts to consider. Would they, too, find intelligent beingsin orbit
about their star sanctuaries? If so, the fleet headed for Epsilon Eridani, only 5.4 light years from Tau Ceti,
had aready done so. That fleet had arrived afull century earlier. Those headed for Alpha Centauri and
Epslon Indi, (13.5 and 15.8 light years from Tau Ceti) would not make starfal for decadesto come.
Whatever dliances they must make werefor the future.

Who knew? Perhapsit would one day be possible to contact the other Phelan fleets. It would not be
difficult to send Starhoppersto those other systemsto learn the fate of the Phelan First, Second, and
Fourth fleets. Having made contact, communications could be established viaradio tel escopes.

Tory halted amoment and prodded her own psyche. An hour ago, she could not bring herself to be
interested in whether her own race lived or died. Now she was scheming to contact the other Phelan
fleets. Sometime whilewatchingFar Horizons ™ arrival, she had come to adecison. The turmoil that had
dogged her and interrupted her deep for months was gone. Deep within hersdlf, she had found a
wellspring of peace. Tory felt her step grow lighter as she reentered the hot, crowded living quarters.
Unlike Atlas, she no longer had the weight of the world on her shoulders.

Whatever else might happen, she had done the best she could. Whether people understood or not redlly
did not matter. Besides, Boerk Hoffenzoller wasright.

Therewas afutureto plan!

TheEnd
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The new comet found near Jupiter was an incredible treasure trove of water ice and rock. Immediately,
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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, dl Earth waited
to seeif humanity had any futureat dl...

7. The Clouds of Saturn - US$4.50

When the sun flared out of control and boiled Earth's oceans, humanity took refuge in aplace that few
would have predicted. In the greatest migration in history, the entire human race took up residence
among the towering clouds and deep clear-air canyons of Saturn's upper atmosphere. Having survived
thetraitor star, they returned to the all-too-human tradition of internecine strife. The new city-states of
Saturn began to resemble those of ancient Greece, with one group of citiestaking on the role of
militaristic Sparta...

8. The Sailsof Tau Ceti - US$4.50

Sar hopper was humanity'sfirst interstellar probe. It was designed to search for intelligent life beyond the
solar system. Before it could be launched, however, intdligent life found Earth. The discovery of andien
light sail inbound &t the edge of the solar system generated considerable excitement in scientific circles.
With theinterstellar probe nearing completion, it gave scientists the opportunity to launch an expedition to
meet the dienswhile they were till in space. The second surprise came whenStarhopper's crew

boarded the dien craft. They found beingsthat, despite their alien physiques, were surprisingly
compatible with humans. That two species so Smilar could have evolved amere tweve light yearsfrom
one another seemed too coincidenta to be true.

One human being soon discovered that coincidence had nothing to do withit ...

9. GIBRALTAR EARTH - First Timein Print -- $6.00

It isthe 24th Century and humanity isjust gaining atoehold out among the stars. Stdllar Survey Starship
Magedllan isexploring 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 aien ship, spacers discover asurvivor with afantastic story.

The dien comesfrom amillion-star Galactic Empire ruled over by amysterious race known as the Broa



These overlords are the magters of thisregion of the galaxy and they alow no competitors. This news
presents Earth’ srulers with aproblem. Asyet, the Broaareignorant of humanity’ s existence. Does the
human race retreat to its one 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...

1
0. Gridlock and Other Stories- US$4.50

Wherewould you vigt if you invented atime machine, but could not steer it? What if you went out for a
six-pack of beer and never came back? If you think nuclear power is dangerous, you should try black
holes as an energy source -- or even scarier, solar energy! Vist the many worlds of Michag 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| - 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 System and learn astronomy from the sciencefiction
writer’ sviewpoint. We don’t care where the stars appear in the terrestria 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 - Coming October, 1999

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 gpped to anyonewith an interest in astronomy.



