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Nervous and excited and rushed and lale, J. D. Sauvage hur-
ried down the corridor of the terminal. The satchel carrying
her personal allowance thunped agai nst her hip. The other
passengers had al ready begun to board the spacepl ane.

"J.D. "

Victoria Fraser MacKenzie strode toward her. J. D. was aware

of the attention of the other people in the waiting area, surely
recogni zing Victoria, perhaps al so wondering who the heavy-

set, sunburned newconer mght be. Victoria was the sort of
person one noticed. Though she was small and compact, she

had a powerful presence. Everything about her was intense:

her energy, her eyes, the black of her hair, her passionate
defense of the deep space expedition. She had been nuch in
the news | ately.

She extended her hand. J.D. took it. The contrast of Vic-
toria's hand, dark and snmooth, the nails well groomed, to her
own, the skin roughened by exposure to wind and sea. the
nails pared down as short as they could get, made J.D. w sh
she had had nore tine to prepare for this trip.

"I"'mglad to see you," Victoria said.

"Were you afraid 1'd changed ny m nd agai n?"

"No. Not once you agreed. J. D. . . . | know how i npor-
tant your research is to you. But the expedition is unique.
The orcas will still be here when we get back. The divers,
too. "

I hope so, J.D. thought, but she did not say it al oud.
"Come on," Victoria said. "W'd better hurry."

2 vonda N. Mintyre

They wal ked into the entry tunnel and joined the end of

the |ine.

"This is your first trip up. eh?" Victoria said. "Is there
anything you want to know thai they didn't cover at the ori-
entation?"

"Un ... | mssed the orientation."

"You mssed it?"

"I was down at cargo. It took longer than | expected."”
"Was there a probl enP"

"They didn't want to | oad ny equiprent."”

"Whyever not ?"

"Because it didn't look |ike equipnment to them They tried
to redefine it as personal and nake nme take only what | could
fit in ny allowance."

"What ki nd of equipnent is it?"
"Information, nostly."

"Way didn't you put it on the web? Arachne can al ways
give it back to you."
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"Most of it is books, and nbst of the books | have aren't
i n any databases."

"You coul d have had them scanned."

"Sonme of them are unique, though, and they get so beat
up when you send themout for scanning. | didn't have tine
to do it nyself."

"What ki nd of books are you tal king about?"

"dd ones. You won't understand until you see them" ,
"How nmany did you bring?"

"Three hundred fifty-seven kil os."

"Cood lord."

"That isn't really very nuch, when you're talking about
books. "

"And it isn't half what any experinmental physicist would

bring. As for a geneticist— Victoria | aughed. "Considering
all the stuff Stephen Thomas brought, you'd think he was
singl e-handedly in charge of diversity and cloning."

"lIs he?"
"No, that's his boss. Professor Thanthavong."

"I'mreally | ooking forward to neeting her," J.D. said.

"Do you think I'lIl get a chance to?"

"Sure. She's not standoffish at all. The nore you can forget
she's fanmous, the better you'll get along with her, eh? Any-
STARFARERS 3

way, Stephen Thonas still does sone bioel ectronics. though

that's pretty much been taken over by the devel opers. He's
branched out into theories of non-nucleic-acid inheritance.
Exogenetics. One of our cel ebrated 'nonexi stent' disciplines.
The equi pnent he needs is pretty standard |ab stuff, but when
he cane up, he brought a | ot of extraneous things."

"How did he talk it all through cargo?"

Victoria made a strange little notion of her shoul ders, a
gesture of anused disbelief. J.D. wondered why she did not
simply shake her head. Maybe it had sonething to do with

her bei ng Canadi an. J.D. had studi ed a nunber of different
cultures, but had never |ooked past the superficial resem

bl ance of Canadian culture to the mgjority culture of the U S
She decided not to adnit that to Victoria.

"If you ask Arachne for the definition of 'charm' " Vic-
toria said. "it gives you back a picture of Stephen Thonas
G egory."

J.D. followed Victoria to their places. Victoria hel ped her
transfer her allowance into a string bag, then showed her how
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to strap in against the upright lounge. It held her in a position
with her hips and knees slightly flexed.

"VWhere are the controls for this thing?" J.D. |ooked for
the way to turn the lounge into a chair. "How do you sit
down?"

"You don't," Victoria said. "It takes a |ot of energy to

keep your body in a sitting position in mcrogravity. It's nuch
easier to lie nearly flat. O stand, depending on how you | ook
at it."

J.D. thought about how it would feel to sit and stand and
lie stretched out in space, conparing it to her diving experi-
ence.

"Ckay," she said. "I see. That makes sense." She grasped

the arnrests. Fright tinged her excitement, not unpleasantly.
Her fingers trenbled. Victoria noticed her nervousness and
patted her hand. The sound patterns changed as the space-

pl ane readied itself for takeoff. J.D. would have sworn that
like a bird or a dolphin she could fee! the increase in the

magnetic field, the shift and slide of it as il oriented itself to
thrust the spacepl ane down the long rails. O course that was
absurd.

Victoria finished transferring her own allowanc fromthe
4 Vonda N. Mclntyre

carrier to the conpartnent. She had several accel eration-
resi stant packages, but nost of her allowance consisted' of
fancy clothes, simlar to what she was weari ng.

"Victoria," J.D. said hesitantly, "do people dress, um
nmore formally on board then they would back here?"

Victoria was wearing an enbroi dered shirt and w de suede
trousers caught at her ankles with feathered ties.

"HmP" Victoria closed the conpartnment and gave J.D.'s
satchel to the artificial stupid waiting to take them off the
pl ane. Getting out of earth's gravity well was too expensive
to spend the accel eration on suitcases. The AS buzzed away,

"I couldn't help but notice what you're wearing. | didn't
bring anything like that, if that's what's called for on the
ship."

Victoria glanced at her, then chuckled. J.D. shifted uncom
fortably. She had thrown away nost of her beat-up ol d clothes,
and ordered new ones that she packed without trying on. She
had not had tinme even to consider buying anything formal.

"I"'mnot |aughing at you," Victoria said quickly. "Just
imagining going to the lab in this outfit. W're pretty casua
on canpus. But sonetimes | get tired of casual. | always fill
up the extra coners of ny personal allowance with silly

cl ot hes- You can get necessities back hone. It's the things
you can do without that you start to mss."

"l see," J.D. said, relieved-
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"Don't worry, you'll fit right in. There's no dress code,
and the environnent is noderate. Too noderate, | think. W
don't have weather, we have climate. | wouldn't m nd sone

snow, or a thunderstorm Satoshi thinks it's too cold, but he's
spoi | ed—he grew up in Hawaii."

Victoria | eaned agai nst her couch and fastened the straps.
"I"'mready," she said. "So let's get going."

"l should tell you sonething," J.D. said.
n G.]?Il

The careful neutrality in Victoria's tone told J.D. that her
own original decision—+to turn down the invitation to join
Siarfarer's alien contact department—-had had an effect mat
woul d take tine to overcone.

"I resigned fromthe Departnent of State,"” J.D. said.
"And turned back ny grant."

"Did you? I'mglad. I'msorry | snapped at you about
STARFARERS 5

havi ng such close ties to your government. But these days
you never know when they might slap 'classified all over
your research." Suddenly Victoria grinned. "Though if you
were still an anbassador, that would put you higher on the
protocol list than the chancellor, eh?"

"I was nore on the | evel of special attache, and anyway

the orcas don't use titles. They don't even understand them

as far as | could ever tell. It's one of those human concepts
i ke ownership or jealousy that if you finally get through a
hint of what it neans, they just think it's funny. We're pretty
funny to themin general. | used to wonder if they let ne

hang around for my entertai nnent val ue."

"What nade you decide to quit?" Victoria asked bluntly.

"1 thought about what you said, about the argunments be-
tween the U S. governnent and EarthSpace. | worried."

"As do we all."

"I didn't want divided loyalties." J.D. felt guilty for nak-
ing two true statements and inplying a direct connection be-
tween them For the noment, though, she could not explain

to Victoria, to anyone, her real reasons for all her decisions
of the | ast few days.

She stared out the window at the nountain slope, the tree-
line a few hundred neters bel ow, the peaks receding to blue
in the distance.

"Don't worry," Victoria said, mstaking her distraction
"The acceleration isn't bad at all."

""" msure I'll be fine."

The plane jolted slightly as it released itself fromthe gate.
J.D. gasped and clutched Victoria's hand.
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Victoria smled and let J.D. hold on as the plane slid for-
war d.

Victoria |loved riding the spacepl ane. She enjoyed the |and-
ings, but she liked the takeoffs even better

The pl ane accel erated, racing over its magnetic rails, its

del ta-vee increasing, pressing Victoria against her couch. The
pl ane reached the bottom of the long fast slope and pul sed
forward al ong the magnetic lines of force, driven faster and
faster by a great roller coaster with a single unending rise.

The magnetic rail flung the plane off its end and into the
air. The acceleration ceased abruptly: heart-fall hit.

"Ww' J.D. said, breathless
6 vonda N. Mintyre
"What do you think?"

"That's the first tine | ever rode a roller coaster that |
liked."

Victoria felt the slight pressure of her body agai nst the seat
belts as, in weightlessness, gravity no |onger held her against
her couch. Beside her, J.D. peered eagerly through the roof

wi ndow as the blue sky gave way to a deep indigo that grad-
ually faded to starry bl ack

"It's just beautiful."
"It is, isn't it?"

The spacepl ane rotated around its long axis and thfc earth
cane into view through the roof wi ndow Despite the |ack of
gravity, the arrangenent of the couches nade the w ndow

feel like "up." Earth appeared to | oom above her. Pof her

first fewtrips into space, Victoria had tried to cultivate®n
attitude of nonchal ance about the sight of earth spinning
slowy before her. Gadually, though, she realized that even
the veterans of space travel never lost their awe, never grew
hardened. No natter how matter-of-fact they acted about the
dangers or the hardships of the early days, they never pre-
tended to have the sane cool indifference to earth, vulnnerable
and wi thout boundaries, whole in their sight, a sphere they
could cup in their hands.

Victoria glanced at J.D., who stared up through the wi n-
dow with her nmouth slightly open. Her short |ank hair stood
out fromher head as if she were underwater.

"1 never thought . . . I've imagined this, I've seen it in
pictures and on film even on sensory recording. | thought
I"d know what it felt like. But it's different, seeing it for real."

"It is,
real ."

Victoria said. "It's always different, seeing it for

The earth fell behind. The spacepl ane slid snmoothly into
an orbit to catch up and dock with the transport to Starfarer.
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"What's it like to swimwth the orcas?" Victoria said.
"It's like this,” J.D. said.
"Li ke space travel ?"

"Uh- huh. Looking at earth fromspace is the nearest thing

I"ve ever felt to being underwater and suddenly realizing that
the light at the linit of your vision is the white patch on an'
orca's side. Then when they cone closer . . . They're magi-
cal. Until now | thought that if | could find the right words,

STARFARERS 7

I'"d be able to explain it to everyone. But no one ever found
the right words to explain—+to nme, anyway—-how it feels to
| ook at earth from space. Maybe no one can explain either."

"Dam, " Victoria said. "I wish we'd had this conversa-
tion a couple of days ago."

" W]y?ll

"Because |'d have stolen your line, when | talked to the
premer last night. And I wish I'd thought of saying that to
your M. Distler, when | testified | ast year."

"/ didn't vote for him" J.D. said. "Not for senator—
don't even cone fromthe sane state—er when he ran for
president. Never mind, | know what you nean."

"That's what | should have told hi mthat he couldn't un-
derstand why we wanted to be here unl ess he cane and saw

it for himself." Victoria made herself rel ax, bal anci ng her
body between the contour couch and the seat belts. She

si ghed. "Probably even that woul dn't have hel ped."

"The orcas are interested in Starfarer," J.D. said.
"The orcas? The divers, you nean?"

"There's a diver who's interested, yes. But | nean the or-
cas thensel ves di scussed applying to the expedition."

"Qutl andi sh," Victoria said.
"Wy do you say that?" J.D. asked mildly.
"I can't imagine a cetacean on board a starship.”

"That's the trouble,"” J.D. said. "Nobody imgined it when
they designed the cylinders- The ecosystem was evol ved
around salt marshes, but there isn't nmuch Jeep water."

"Wbul d you have proposed transporting an orca to Star-
farer if there was deep water?'

"Not one—several. They're social beings,-even nore so

than us. They get bored and slowy go crazy and die, al

al one. They don't like to be confined, either, but they pointed
out that when humans used to catch themthey lived in nuch
smal l er places than the | argest bodies of water on Starfarer,
for longer than the expedition is planned to last."
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"Then you think it's a good idea."

"I think it woul d be wonderful to have two different Kkinds

of intelligent beings along on the expedition. | |ove the orcas,
though. | love their freedom They woul d have been w lling
torisk it, and I think they could have survived. But | wonder
if they would have been happy?"

8 vonda N. Mintyre

J.D. gazed out at space, at earth, where the oceans doni -
nated. A weather system had just passed over the Pacific
Nort hwest, |eaving the area clearly visible.

The clicks and squeals and stutters of the orcas echoed
across the inlet. The cold, clear water noved with a gentle,
irresistible power, rolling fist-sized stones one agai nst the
other on the rocky shore, creating a rumble of counterpoint
to the calling of the whales.

J.D. swam The artificial lung, nestled against her back,
absor bed oxygen fromthe sea and transferred it to her nask.

Kel p waved bel ow. A bright orange nudi branch swam past,
propelled by its frilly mantle. At the linit of J.D.'s vision, a
sal mon flashed silver-blue in the filtered Iight.

She shivered. Her netabolic enhancer could produce only
so much heat. She could have worn a wet suit, but it l[imted
her contact with the sea.

Soon she would have to swimaway fromthe nouth of the

inlet and return to shore. She stroked upward and broke the
surface of the clear green water. Before her, the inlet opened
out into a part of Puget Sound where no one could go without

an invitation. Apparently the divers would not invite J.D. into
the wi | derness today.

The orcas remmi ned out of sight around the headl and. She

coul d i magi ne them pl aying, oblivious to the cold, their sleek
bl ack and white bodies cutting the swells. By norning they
woul d be gone. They could swima hundred kil oneters be-

tween one dawn and the next. Orcas never stayed in one place
for |ong.

The sun on her face nmade the water feel even colder. J.D
turned and swam toward shore. Her cabin stood back anong
the Douglas firs that grew to the edge of the stony beach.

Just of fshore, she stopped at the anchored deck. She teased
the artificial lung fromher back and tethered it beneath the
pl anks, where it would feed and breathe and rest and punp
seawat er through itself until she needed it again. She dove
fromthe deck and swam easily home. Wthout the |lung. she

no longer felt a part of the sea.

Bar ef oot, she picked her way anong the beach stones. It-
was getting on toward evening. In the shade of the trees it
was cool, and inside her cabin it was chilly. She plunged into

STARFARERS 9

the shower. The sun-warned water splashed over her. After
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a few m nutes she stopped shivering.

Towel i ng her short straight hair, she turned the heat on
under the kettle for a warmdrink

"J.D. ?"
She started and w apped the towel around her
"Zev, you're so quiet. You scared ne."

"l never neant to." The diver stood in the doorway. Fine
white-gold hair clothed his mahogany body in a transl ucent
sheen. He | ooked awkward, seeking her out on land. She felt
awkward, talking to himwhen she did not have any cl ot hes
on. That was strange, because she swam naked with him and
his famly, divers and orcas alike.

"Sit down, excuse ne a minute." She funed her back and
took a last swipe with the towel beneath her heavy breasts,
then pulled on a shirt and a pair of baggy bl ack pants.

"l thought to find you in the sea," Zev said.

J.D. deliberately finished tying the drawstring. "I hoped
to find you there. But | can't stay in the water forever."

"W were talking," he said- He | owered his gaze and
gl anced at her sideways, with an expression both nischievous
and shy. "W sonmetimes talk for a long tinme."

"I've noticed that." On the solar stove, the kettle steaned.
Being in a wilderness area, the cabin had to be rustic. It
contai ned no el ectronics beyond her web |ink. Nothing op-
erated by voice activation. Now that she knew how everyt hi ng
wor ked, it amused her to remenber how long it took her to
figure out all the nechanical switches. But it had not been
very funny at the tinme.

"Do you want a hot drink? I'mcold, and ny fingers and
toes are shriveled up |Iike prunes.”

Zev | ooked at his own hands, turning them over, spreading
his fingers, stretching out the translucent sw nming webs.

"My fingers never do that." he said. "Wy not?"

"I haven't the faintest idea," J.D. said. "Physiology isn't
one of ny specialties. Don't you know?"

"We are different," he said.

"That's for sure." The kettle hissed. "What did you de-
cide? Do you want sonme tea, or maybe sonme cocoa?

"Some ice crean?" he said
J.D. laughed. "Sure."
10 Vonda N. Mcintyre

He perched on the wi ndow seat, his knees pulled up, his
feet apart, conpletely unconsci ous of his nakedness. Wen
she first nmet hi mshe wondered about his gender, for he had
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no external genitals. H s people had engi neered their basi-
cally human bodies into a nore streaniined form nmale gen-

itals drawn inside, fermale breasts small and flat. Both genders
possessed a | ayer of subcutaneous fat that burned away during
any | ong underwater exertion, leaving the individual etherea

and with an appetite |like a shark. Zev always amazed her

with how nuch he could eat. She nade herself sone tea,

gave hima dish of ice cream and sat on the rag rug in a

patch of sunlight. She still fell cold. She sipped her tea, glad
of its sweet spicy warnth.

"What was your fanmily tal king about?" she said.

"Ch," he said. "You, of course. That was why we did not
invite you out today.'

"l don't see that it would have nmade nuch difference,"”
she said, "since | can't understand your | anguage yet."

"You will never begin to understand true speech, as you
are." He spoke quite matter-of-factly. "I will never under-
stand it conpletely, either. But the next generation will."

If there is one, J.D. thought, but she kept her silence. She

found the idea intolerable, that the divers mght be permt-

ted—er encouraged—to die out. It was all too possible, if the
new admi ni stration acted on its prejudice agai nst genetic en-
gi neering.

"Besides," Zev said, "it is rude to tal k about someone in
front of them when they cannot understand. |s that right?"

"That's right. Sone people would say it's rude to tal k about
someone behi nd her back, though, too."

"Ch. We did not know. We did not nean to be rude."” He
hesitated. "J.D. ?"

"Yes?"
"When is it polite to tal k about soneone?"

"Good question,"” she said. "Anytinme they don't know it,
| guess."”

"That is strange."

"Yes, it is," J.D. said. "But never mnd. Everybody does
it, anyway. Wat did you say about me? Or can you tell me?"

"No one said | should not. But perhaps you woul d rather
have a surprise."

STARPARERS 11
"I''"d rather know. "

"It is all right, then." He put down the enpty ice cream
bow . "W played and tal ked. Some said you were strange,
swi mm ng nasked agai nst the sea.”

I might as well have stayed in the city, J.D. thought. The
divers aren't the only people who think |I'm strange.
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"But | said you felt the sea as well as any diver, and would
feel it nore deeply when you coul d di spense with your na-
chi nes. "

Zev noved his hands |ike waves. Underwater the divers
communi cat ed by sound, and by touch when they were close
enough. On land they retained the very human quality of
adding to their speech with gestures.

"W are aware that we know things you would like to un-
derstand. And we all agreed that you know a | arge numnber
of things about which we have fallen into ignorance."”

"Thank you for the conplinent," J.D. said.

"My famly thinks it is too bad that you are still entirely
human. Many of us wonder if you have consi dered changi ng
your nature."

J.D. clenched her hands around the nug of tea, oblivious
to its heat.

"J.D. ?" Zev said. "I have surprised you. | did not nean
to. Are you angry?"

"Not angry," she said. "Stunned. Zev . . . all | ever hoped
for was that you'd invite nme to stay in the open water—that
you'd give ne perm ssion to bring ny boat so | wouldn't have
to come back to the cabin every evening. Wat you' ve asked
me is nore than | dreaned. |Is it possible?"

"OfF course," he said. "You have visited our |ab. W know

what to do. We were never born from human and orca, as

sone say. Nor did people throw little children into the ocean
and say, *Swim grow fins and extra lungs!' W chose our
creation, like alt changelings."

"I know where divers canme from-but no one's gone from
human to diver in a generation," J.D. said. "Were are you
going to get the biotechs?"

"My fam ly has resources."

J.D. blew on her tea and sipped fromthe cooling surface,
taking time to think.

What Zev offered her was attractive. It was also illegal
12 vonda N. Ml ntyre

Even before becomng U S. president last fall. Senator Dist-

| er had repeatedly sponsored a bill to force the divers to
change back into ordinary humans. J.D. feared that now, as
president, he mght be able to force the bill through Con-
gress. The divers had few vocal supporters, and they em

pl oyed no | obbyists. It would be terrible public relations for
the government if it rounded themup and forced themto
undergo reversion against their will. That m ght be the divers'
only protection. After all, any individual could decide to re-
vert at any time. The divers chose to remain as they were.

As far as Distler and his supporters were concerned, pre-
venting genetic di seases was one thing, changing the hunman
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speci es sonmething quite different. The enthusiasm for hunan
engi neering had peaked and faded rapidly, |eaving a sizable
group of divers and a few other changelings. Only the divers
had increased their nunbers.

"How wi || you deci de?" Zev asked.

"I don't know," J.D. said slowy. "I feel like saying yes
wi t hout even thinking about it. But | should think about it."

"But how will you decide? Wth divers, the whole fanily

pl ays and tal ks. Then we decide. WII you go to your famly
and talk with then? WII you play? You should play nore,
J.D."

She | aughed, though Zev's was a perfectly serious com
nment .

"My fam|ly— She started to describe her famly, half-
siblings, half-parents, step-siblings, step-parents, dispersed
and reconbined. It was an unusual famly even in these nod-
ern tines.

"My famly never swins together," she said, and left it at
that. "This is a decision I'll have to rmake by nyself. My |
have sone tine?

"My nother will talk to you tonorrow," Zev said. "That
will be the real invitation. But | think . . . you will have to
deci de quickly."

That was the |last thing she had expected Zev to say. She
had never known the divers to nmake an inportant decision in
hast e.

" \My?u

"l cannot tell you," Zev said. He scooped up the nelted
ice creamon the bottomof the bow with his finger and |icked

STARFARERS 13

the chocol ate from his knuckle and fromthe sw mrmi ng web.
He stood up. "Thank you for the ice cream"

"You're wel conme. "

He crossed to her and hugged her, holding her close. He

was shorter than she. He laid his head on her shoul der, and

the curis of his pale hair tickled her skin just bel ow the holl ow
of her throat. J.D. put her arns around Zev, giving hima
big-sisteriy pat on the shoulder. On land the heat of his body
was even nore noticeable than in the water.

He sighed deeply and stroked her breast. Startled, she put
her hand on his, noved his fingers, and drew away.

"VWhat is wrong?"
"You shouldn't do that."
"But why? We touch each other when we're swi nmmng."

"It's different on land, Zev. In the sea it's just playing. On
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| and, touching is nore serious."

"Ch," he said. "You see? W need you, to tell us these
things we have forgotten, so we will not forget everything
about living on land."

H's sem-retractile claws clicked on the linoleum then his
feet scrunched in the gravel of the beach. He noved with a
| anguorous grace, as if he were already in the water. He
waded t hrough the gentle surf. The water rose around his

| egs. When it reached his hips he breaststroked forward and
vani shed. The waves obliterated the ripple he Ieft behind.

Each wave reached a handsbreadth hi gher on the beach
J.D. watched the tide cone in. Her tea grew cold.

The invitation gave her nore than one decision to nake.
Accepting it would conpletely change her life. She would be
able to resurrect her career, though she would have to restrict
its focus to a single blended society. The story of the inte-
gration of the divers with the orcas deserved to be told. If
she accepted, she would be in a position to tell it.

I shoul d have accepted on the spot, J.D. thought.

She could not conme up with a single good reason to re-
fuse—aside, of course, fromthe fact that she could be put in
jail for beconming a changeling. This frightened her nore than
she cared to adnit. She had been raised to obey authority,

not defy it.

This is the best chance you're ever going to have to practice
your profession, she told herself. If your application to Star-

14 Vonda N. Mcintyre

farer hadn't been rejected, things mght be different. But you
were turned down. And, anyway, why shoul d human cont act

with aliens off the earth be nore inportant than human con-
tact with the beings that live on the sane world, and still are
alien to us?

The change in her life would include her form She would
becone not only a chronicler of the divers, but a diver her-
sel f. Somewhere, somehow, the divers would obtain the sen-
sitizing virus, and the changing viruses; they would inocul ate
her with the one, then with the others. As the changing vi-
ruses spread through her body and integrated thenselves into
her genes, she woul d begin to change.

She i magi ned her lungs enlarging, altering, the tissue- of

one | obe of each transnuting into a substance like the artifi-
cial lung. In that respect the divers differed fromother marine
manmal s: they coul d breathe underwater, absorbing oxygen
directly fromthe sea.

She woul d di spense with the metabolic enhancer, because

her body would gain the ability to accelerate into a nore
efficient state. Spreading her strong square hands, she imag-
i ned swi nm ng webs between her fingers. She inmagi ned her
I'ight conpl exi on darkening to protect her from exposure to
the sun, and wondered if her brown hair would pale to gold

or red.

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Vonda%20N%20Mclntyre%20-%20Starfarers.txt (12 of 240) [11/1/2004 12:30:54 AM]



file:///G)/Program%20Files’eM ule/lncoming/V onda%20N %20M cl ntyre%20-%20Starfarers.txt

She curled her toes to feel phantom claws extending,
scratching the floor. Her breasts were heavier and her hips
wi der than any diver's, and her inmagination failed when she
tried to think of her body changing to resenble their sleek
shape. She wondered if her breasts would shrink and flatten,
if her hips would narrow, if the changing virus could alter
even a person's bone structure.

The idea of the change both frightened and intrigued her.

She wondered what her famly would say. They woul d not

obj ect. Her dad might nake one of his offhand renmarks, so

dry that J.D. often found herself |aughing before she realized
what was funny, so offbeat she could not inagine what it

woul d be.

The shadows of the Douglas firs | engthened across the

beach and pierced the water with their tips. The breeze fresh-
ened. J.D. felt cold again, as if she had never really been
war m

STARFARERS 15

She had to give herself time before deciding. So nany fac-

tors cane into the mx. The opportunity of joining a group

of beings that she loved, of telling their story, had to be bal -
anced agai nst the possibility—ndeed the probability—that
academ c col | eagues woul d no | onger take seriously the work

of a researcher who had, in the ol d-fashi oned phrase, gone
native.

And she had to face the | egal question of naking the
change.

Perhaps a few years ago it would not have mattered. It was
possi bl e that even now, no one would notice. But if they did,
the current fashion of despising science and technol ogy woul d
cause her a great deal of trouble. And that did worry her.

So did Zev's uncharacteristic reluctance to tell her why she
woul d have to nake her choice so quickly.

The sun set. Darkness crept into the cabin.

Needing the famliarity of sinple actions, J.D. put her tea-
cup in the sink, puttered around straightening up the cabin,
and, for the first time all day, asked her web link for mai
and nessages and the day's report.

It reported.

Victoria's invitation to join the alien contact team suddenly
made her life even nore conplicated.

Victoria watched J.D. as she gazed back at earth. She was
gl ad the contact specialist had agreed to join the expedition
on such short notice, after Nakanura quit.

It must have been hard on her, Victoria thought, to be
turned down and then invited again. It takes a lot of guts to
put aside hurt feelings.
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Nevert hel ess, she wi shed she knew all the reasons J.D. had
changed her mind about staying with the divers. Victoria felt
certain that she did not yet have the whole story.

"J.b. 7"

J.D. continued to stare out the wi ndow for a nonent.
When she turned to Victoria, her expression was wi stful,

| onely.
"Time to board the transport.”

In low earth orbit, the spacepl ane docked with the
Eart hSpace transport, an ungainly-looking but efficient craft,
one of the trucks that ferried cargo and passengers from | ow

16 Vonda N. Mcintyre

earth orbit to the ONeil! colonies and the |labs, to lunar orbit,
and to Starfarer.

As Victoria helped J.D. negotiate the zero-g path fromthe

pl ane to the transport, she glanced over the passengers shar-
ing the journey. The spacepl ane, which should have been ful
with a waiting list, was half-enpty. These days, too few peo-
ple traveled out to Starfarer. Far too many travel ed away,
recal l ed by their governnents, or, |ike Nakanura, giving up
in despair.

Wil e the plane resenbled a regular jetliner, with well-

mai nt ai ned uphol stery and paint, the transport | ooked nore
like a tranp freighter. Its workings hung out in plain sight,
exposed, grow ng shabby with age and use.

"Quite a difference," J.D. said, glancing around. She held
the net bags stuffed with her and Victoria's personal allow
ances. Her possessions were drab next to the bright colors
and textures that showed through the nesh of Victoria's bag.

"There's one new transport,"” Victoria said. Towing J.D.

by one hand, she pushed off down a corridor. "They al ways
schedule it so it's the one that picks up the VIPs on their
junkets. | never have figured that out. if we let them see the
ol d equi pnent, we m ght gel enough nobney to keep it prop-

erly maintained."”

"Can | try this nyself?" J.D. said

"Sure." Victoria took the two nesh bags, "Renember
that even though you haven't got any weight, you still have
mass and nonentum "

J.D- planted her feet, kicked, and headed for the far wall
too fast and too hard. Victoria winced and pushed off after
her, but somehow J.D. managed to turn in mdair, catch her-
sel f on her toes against the bul khead, and bounce back, awk-
ward but safe. Victoria used her arns and | egs as springs to
give all her nomentumto the nmetal surface. She fl oated be-
side J.D., who hung upsi de down nearby, |aughing. Her hair,
short and linply dry from exposure, flew around her head.

"Even better than diving," she said. "And you don't need
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half as nuch force to get you where you're going. |I'lIl |eam
to conpensate. | thought maybe |'d let ny hair grow, but I
think 1"l keep it short."

They found their closet-sized cubicles, where they could
rest during the trip to the starship.

STARFARERS 17

"One of Satoshi's departnent nenbers says the transport

remi nds himof his college days," Victoria said. "He used

to travel cross-country in a bus. But | think of the transport
as the China dipper. Crossing space like a prop plane cross-

ing the Pacific." The transport was |ess |uxurious but safer,

not as unbearably ronantic.

"The mddle of the Pacific is scarier,"” J.D. said.

The transport freed itself fromthe spaceplane with a | ow
clang and a vibration that trenbled through the ship. J.D
started, then flushed with excitenent when the gentle accel -
eration provided nmicrogravity.

"We're really on our way, aren't we?"

"W really are,"” Victoria said

Starfarer lay in the far distance, barely visible to the naked
eye. Charge-coupl ed binocul ars brought the ship into view,

its dual cylinders spinning, the mirrors lined with light, the
sai |l house an eerie glow floating anong the cabl es, and beyond
h all a silver line that soon would unfold into a trenmendous
sol ar sail.

Each house in the canmpus cylinder of Starfarer |ay under-
ground, partly hidden by a low hill, daylit by one whol e wall

of floor-to-ceiling windows. In the house where Victoria lived,
her partner Satoshi Lono trudged into the main room | ooking

for coffee, anticipating its smell. Gass mats rustled under his
bare feet. He yawned. He had stayed late at a | ab neeting,

with no solution in sight to the problem of one of his graduate
students. Fox could not apply for a permanent position on

the expedition because her twenty-first birthday fell six

mont hs after the starship's departure.

When the meeting ended, knowi ng he woul d not be able

to sleep, he had spent several nore hours on the web, ana-
lyzing map compl exes- When he finally slept, he dreamed
those maps. Bright images of stacks of contour descriptions
still filled his m nd.

He stopped.

A weird piece of equipnment stood in the niddle of the main
room The AS that cleaned the house circled the contraption,
like a cat stalking a gigantic insect. The AS rolled forward,
its antenna outstretched. It backed off and circled again.

19
20 Vonaa N. Mintyre

The piece of equipnent, conplicated in formbut prinitive
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in design, consisted of twi sted glass tubes fastened together
and supported by a netal rack. The feet of the rack dug into
one of Satoshi's better grass nats.

The AS, hovering, tapped the glass tubes again.

"It's all right," Satoshi said- "Look at it and renenber it

and leave it alone." The AS hesitated, assinmilated the infor-
mation. then rotated and rolled away. Wen the partnership
first got it, it had had the sane reaction to, and the sane

i nstructions about, the shins Stephen Thonas stored on the
floor. Satoshi wondered how Stephen Thomas so often con-

trived to leave things lying around that the cleaner coul d not
figure out what to do with. Satoshi liked living in a 'neat
environment. It irritated himto be put in the position of hav-
ing the urge to pick up after one of his partners.

"It's too early for this,"” Satoshi nmuttered. Deciding to
assinilate his own advice, he deloured around the ness in
the middle of the main room and stopped in the kitchen nook,
wonderi ng what had happened to his coffee.

He was not at his best in the norning.

Everything did not always go exactly as planned on Star-
farer. The canpus was rough and new, the equipnent at the
shakedown stage. But the kitchen nook was hardly | eading-

edge technology. It should have had his coffee ready for him

I nstead, the pot stood on the counter, half full of cold, mal-
odorous dregs. He poured it out and started over

St ephen Thonmas strolled into the main room put his arns
around Sat oshi from behind, and rested his chin on Satoshi's
shoulder. H's long blond hair tickled Satoshi's neck

"Good norning."
"Did you drink my coffee?"
"Huh? | drank sone | ast night when | got in, why?"

"Dami t —+" Satoshi woke up enough to be irritated.
"You could have left it the way you found it."

"*I didn't think of it. It was late and | was tired."
"It's early and I'mstill asleep!"
"God, all right, I"'msorry. 1'll nmake you some."

"I't's done now." Satoshi took the cup to the table and sat
in a patch of sunlight by the sliding windows. He deliberately
i gnored the contortion of glass tubing.

For the thousandth or the mllionth tinme, he m ssed Merit.
STARFARERS 21

Tinmes |ike these rem nded hi mof before the accident, when
the everyday details of the partnership ran snoothly, practi-
cally unnoticeably, under Merry's managenent. It was weird
how sonet hing as i nconsequential as a cup of coffee could
bring back the grief. He hunched his shoul ders and si pped
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the bitter coffee and tried to put the feelings away.

Sat oshi | oved Stephen Thonmas, of course, but living with

hi mt he past couple of weeks had not been easy. Satoshi could
ftot figure out why his youngest partner's idiosyncrasies and
occasional blithe self-centeredness bothered himnore with
Victoria away.

"You're mad at ne," Stephen Thomas sai d.

Sat oshi took a gulp of coffee. "No, I"'mnot. Yes, | am |
don't know. It's early and |'mstill tired and | just wanted
sone coffee."

"I offered to nake you sone."

"You give strangers nore respect than you give the people
you sleep with."

St ephen Thonmas | aughed and ki ssed him "I respect you

in the norning. Except nmaybe right after you wake up." He

| eft Satoshi sitting in the sunlight, returned to the kitchen
nook, and started openi ng drawers and cupboards | ooking for
sonet hing for breakfast.

Sat oshi made al | owances for Stephen Thomas. He thought

of Victoria as the strongest one in the partnership, and of
hinself as the calnest in a crisis, and of their younger partner
as the nmost flighty. But only Stephen Thomas had kept his

center after the accident. Satoshi doubted the partnership
woul d have survived w thout him

He wi shed he could get coffee to taste right. Starfarer was
not yet self-sufficient for food; half of what they used they
had to inport, not fromearth, but fromthe O Neill col onies.
Maybe coffee plants could grow properly only on earth, the
way sone types of vegetables and fruit grew properly only in
certain places. Like Walla Walla onions. No anount of re-
search or experinment ever reproduced that sort of biologica

syner gy.

Sat oshi found it sonme confort to suspect the existence of
unknowabl e secrets, |ike perfect coffee. Walla Walla onions,
and his younger partner's |ab equi pnent.

He woul d be glad when Victoria got home. It seened like
22 vonda N. Mintyre

forever since they had tal ked. Before she left they had all
agreed to conmuni cate via the web, which was relatively

cheap, rather than by voice link from Starfarer to earth, which
was expensive. What with the eagle eye being kept on canpus
expenses, everyone was on their best behavior about keeping
personal calls on their own accounts.

She'l| be back soon, Satoshi rem nded hinself. She'll'even
be back in tinme for the solar sail's first full test.

St ephen Thomas returned fromthe kitchen nook carrying

a bowl of white rice with a raw egg on top, a plate of pickles,
and a cup of mlky tea. He knew better than to offer any of

it to Satoshi
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"I mss her, too," he said.

"Yeah," Satoshi said, then, "Dammit, | w sh you wouldn't
do that. h bothers ne, and it drives Victoria crazy."

St ephen Thormas | aughed. "You guys act |like | was reading
your mnds. | don't read minds—

"Of course not, but you do answer questions before people
ask them and you comrent on things people haven't even
said yet."

"—+ read auras.”

Sat oshi groaned. He wi shed Stephen Thomas woul d stop

this silly joke, even if he believed it, because it did nothing
either for his credibility or for that of the alien contact team
St ephen Thomas was unusual ly sensitive to other people's

moods and feel i ngs—when he wanted to be. That, Satoshi

believed. But he did not believe Stephen Thomas coul d see
sonet hi ng nonexi st ent.

"Let's splurge and call her." Stephen Thomas said.

Sat oshi sipped his coffee, tenpted.

"Conme on," Stephen Thonas said. "She's on the trans-
port, it won't cost that nuch.”

"Ckay. "
They connected with Arachne.

Because the hypertext |link was on, as usual, the web boxed
recent references to Victoria Fraser MacKenzie. The screen
refreshed, adding a new article about the banquet that British
Colunbia's premier had hosted in Victoria's honor. Curious,

Sat oshi brought it up to read.

"Ch, ny god," he said.
"Wat ?"

STARFARERS 23
"Look. "

"Dr. Victoria Fraser MacKenzi e, when asked whether she

coul d describe the scientific advances we may expect to

achi eve fromthe voyage of the Starfarer, replied with a single
word: ' No.'

"Last night, British Colunbia's prenier hosted Dr. Victo-

ria Fraser MacKenzie, the Canadi an physi ci st-astronaut who
heads the deep space expedition's alien contact team at a
formal dinner. This is Fraser MacKenzie 's last trip to earth
before Starfarer departs for an alien star system overconing
relativity's limts on speed and achi evi ng superluninal tran-
sition energy via the 'cosnmic string' that has noved within
range of our solar systemduring the past decades.'

"Cosnic string" and "superlum nal transition energy"
were highlighted, indicating that the reader could obtain fuller
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expl anations of the ternms through the hyper. Satoshi and Ste-
phen Thomas continued readi ng the nmain body of the article.

"After dinner, Fraser MacKenzie conversed informally with

the prem er and others about the expedition. The first ques-
tion put to her concerned the U S. proposal that Starfarer be
converted into a mini-0 "Neilt colony, to help relieve earth's
popul ati on pressure. Eraser MacKenzie acquitted the star-

ship 's cause well, pointing out that the O "Neill col onies were
constructed not as popul ati on val ves, but as bases which

woul d create and supply the necessities: food, water, air, and
shelter fromthe vacuum in order to permt human beings to

live in space without draining earth's resources.

"Starfarer,' Fraser MacKenzie stated, 'is much smaller

than the existing O Neills, neither of which have nade any

di fference whatever in the population of earth, nor were ever
intended to.' She al so expl ained cogently why the starship
had to be | arge enough to sustain its own ecosystem ' Sending
the expedition out in a traditional ship would be extrenely
costly,' she explained. "The starship was created out of left-
over lunar material fromthe O "Neills. By living within a
functional ecosystem we can plan to be self-sufficient. M-
dame Premier, we hope to return within a year or two, but

the truth is that we have no idea how | ong we mi ght be gone.
We don't know what we 're going to find or how far we 're
going to have to go to find it. If we set out with nothing but
processed stores, we run the risk of running out of every-

24 vonda N. Mclntyre

thing: food, water, and air. Mechanical recycling, as on a
traditional ship, isn't efficient enough.'

"It was at that juncture that the prem er asked Fraser
MacKenzie for a description of the benefits to be gained from
the expedition, and Fraser MacKenzie declined to offer one.

"The premier, reacting with surprise, pressed her for a
nmore conplete reply to her concerns about what the country
m ght expect to gain fromour enornous investnent.

' Madane Premer,' Fraser MacKenzie said, 'f cannot

tell you what scientific advances will result fromthe deep
space expedition. If | could, there would be no need for
us to go on the voyage at all. | could specul ate,' Fraser

MacKenzi e continued. 'So could anyone with a mniml |eve

of scientific literacy. But speculation is a game. The history
of humanity is a record of explorations intended for one pur-
pose that have conpletely different effects. People didn 'l walk
east across the Bering | and bridge, or sail west across the
Atlantic, because they expected to find North Anerica. W

didn't go to Mars expecting to break through to supercon-
ducting bio-electronics.'

"The premier pointed out that we did go to Mars with a
purpose in mnd. Fraser MacKenzi e agreed, and suggested
that anyone who wi shed could access a |library database and
i nspect half a thousand gi gabytes of information on the ex-
perinments already planned for Starfarer- However. Fraser
MacKenzi e woul d not describe any benefits that would surely
accrue to society on account of these experinents.
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"The head of Starfarer's alien contact teamoffered two

reasons for her refusal. The first was the pure science node

of many of the proposals. 'Science,' she insisted, 'is not neant
to create useful applications of scientific know edge.' Her sec-
ond reason was nmore esoteric. 'A proven hypothesis may have
useful applications,' Dr. Eraser MacKenzie stated. 'However

a scientist does not do an experiment to prove a hypothesis.

A scientist does an experinment to test a hypothesis. You may
guess about the answer that nature m ght give back to you
You may even hope for nature to give you a particul ar an-
swer. But you can't know what answer you 'Il get until you
performed the experinent. If you did, or if you thought you
did. you 'd be back two thousand years when experinmentation
was | ooked upon as unnecessary and vul gar, or, worse, back

ve

STARFARERS 25

a thousand years when belief was nore inportant than know -
edge, and peopl e who chal l enged beliefs with know edge were
burned at the stake.'

' The prem er observed that the new president of the United
Slates, M. Distler, occasionally behaved as if he would |ike

to consign research scientists in general and scientists at-
tached to Starfarer in particular to precisely that fate. Eraser
MacKenzi e admitted that she had, on occasion, felt singed by
sone of his conments. 'Science involves risks,' she ex-

pl ai ned. 'One of the risks involved is that of failure. President
Distler, unfortunately, chooses not to acknow edge the pos-
sibility of risks, or of failure.' Fraser MacKenzi e added that

she did not expect the expedition to fail—-after all, her life
will be at risk if it does fail. But the risk of failure is a
possibility.

"The premi er then asked Dr. Fraser MacKenzie if one risk
could be that Canada's investnent in the starship mght result
in no benefits at all.

"Victoria Eraser MacKenzie replied with a single word:

"Yes.'

Satoshi read the article, frowning, but Stephen Thonas
| aughed with delight.

"About tine sonebody said straight out that we're not up
here to discover the twenty-first-century version of Tenon!"

"The Tenon hypot hesyi slides down nore easily."

"No, it'll be great. People |ove nystery, and that's what
we're heading for."

"I wish you were right," Satoshi said. "But you're not."
"Hey, Satoshi?" Stephen Thonas sai d.
" HmP"

"Does Victoria really talk |ike that when she's in Canada,
or was it just the reporter?"
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"Alittle of both. You've been to Vancouver with Victoria,
didn't you notice she uses nmore Canadi an and British speech
habits there?"

"l noticed her accent got stronger, but | was putting nost
of my energy into trying to make friends with her great-
grandnot her. For all the good it did nme."

"Grangrana's okay. She di sapproves of the partnership in
theory but she likes us as individuals."

"She likes you. She's not so sure about ne," Stephen

26 vonda N. Mintyre

Thomas said, with his usual certainty about the accuracy of
his perceptions. "Wiy did the article keep calling Victoria
' Fraser MacKenzie'?"

"They don't nuch go for middle nanes—that's a British
tradition, | think. They figure Victoria' s got one of those un-
hyphenat ed doubl e | ast names- Li ke Conan Doyl e.

"Wbonder what they'd do with my name?"
"Probably figure you didn't have any last nanme at all."

St ephen Thomas | aughed and hit him 1ight and playful, in
the ribs.

The nessage filter suddenly beeped and started to fill up
with call requests, nostly from strangers, nostly from peopl e
outside Starfarer, and nmostly for Victoria. Satoshi' sifted

t hrough t hem

"Good lord,"” he said. "If we call these people back, we'll
use up our commruni cations budget for the next six nonths."

"Call themcollect," Stephen Thonas said. "And tell them
Victoria isn't here."

"How to win reporters and influence public opinion, by
St ephen Thomas Gregory," Satoshi said.

The nessage filter in Victoria's cubicle signaled and then

sang. Still hal f-asleep, disoriented by darkness, Victoria tried
to sit up. The restraints of her sleeping web held her gently

in place and she renenbered where she was. A streak of

light fell across her; the fabric door did not quite close.

"Answer," she said. "Hello?"

After the short tine-delay, Satoshi spoke.

"Love, have you seen the news today?"

"I"'mnot even awake yet." She was surprised to hear his

voice. "I think I slept the clock around. What tine is it?
Never mind, what's up?' she said quickly, not waiting

through the reply delay of Starfarer comunications |aser-to-
satellite-to-transport and back. She did not want to waste ex-
pensive time on trivialities.

"You have a huge slug of nessages from adnmirers of your
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interview," Stephen Thonas said
"VWhat interview?"

"I"'mnot sure you can call themall adnmirers,
Thomas sai d.

St ephen
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"Some are from people up here," Satoshi told her, "but
alot are fromearth."

Victoria waited through the delay. She and Sat oshi had per-
fected the technique of holding two sinultaneous conversa-
tions on the comunications |laser, letting their comments
cross and recross, one exchange being held during the reply
del ays of the second. To his own irritation, Stephen Thomas
had not quite got the hang of it. Keeping himin the discus-
sion, Victoria restricted herself to one |ine of thought and
tal k.

"The web's reporting on your banquet," Satoshi said.

"And your conversation with the premer. You' d better |ook
at it. They enphasi zed your not wanting to specul ate on what
benefits Starfarer mght bring back."

Victoria fell a hot flush of embarrassment spread across
her face.

"I''"ll read it, of course. | thought | was having a conver-
sation, not doing an interview for the record. Nobody was
introduced to ne as a reporter, and who ever reports Cana-

di an news, eh?" She sighed. "I never net the premer be-

fore. She's honorable, | adnmire her. | wanted to tell her the
truth, so she could understand what it is we're about."

Wth growi ng unease, she waited out the delay. Despite her
cyni cal remark about Canadi an news, she shoul d have real -

i zed that anything the head of Starfarer”™ alien contact de-
partnent said to the premier of British Colunbia was fair
game for reporters.

It was late and | was tired and keyed up, she told herself.
And then there were those toasts

But | know better, she thought. | know better than to |et

my guard down, ever, and still sonetines | do it. Wiat is it
about peopl e? Wiy do they prefer it when we clai mwe know
everything? What's wong with the truth, that not every-
thing's been discovered?

"l understand what you were trying to do," Satoshi said.
"But | wonder if there's any way to downplay it after the
fact ?"

"Ch, bull," Stephen Thomas said. "Don't do that! You
said just what needed to be said, Victoria, and anybody who
doesn't back you on it has shit for brains."

"l can defend ny comrents. | can't retract them Satoshi,
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not if | was quoted correctly. And it sounds like what | said
is what got reported."

Victoria was glad of the privacy scranble that kept in-

qui sitive types with backyard antennae fromlistening in on
| aser calls. She had nmore or |ess becone accustonmed to the
casual profanity Stephen Thomas used, but in public it stil
enbarrassed her. And the first time he swore in front of
Grangrana .

"W just wanted to nake sure you'd seen the articfe,”
Sat oshi said. "So you'd have sone warning if people pounce

on you about it. We'd better get off the Iine. | |ove, you
Goodbye. "

"Wait," Stephen Thomas said. "Did Sauvage finally show,

or not? And | |ove you too."

"Yes, she's on board. I'lIl tell all about that when | get
hone. It's conplicated. | love you both. I wish we had a

pi cture. Bye."
She ended the connection

Wiy did | feel so confortable about telling the prenmier the

cold hard truth about science? Victoria wondered. | was ready
to back off if | picked up disapproval, if she wasn't prepared
to hear it.

She had not picked up on di sapproval because the prem er

had not shown any. Whatever her reactions to Victoria's com
ments, she had let Victoria nake them She had |istened, and
Victoria still believed she had understood.

Victoria closed her eyes, linked with the web, and let it
play the article behind her eyes. Wen it ended, she decided
it had been witten without nmalice, but with an eye for the
flashy line.

Victoria sighed and unfastened the restraint net. She w shed
she were already home, in bed with Satoshi and Stephen

Thomas. She felt so lonely. She grabbed her shirt and strug-
gled into it and sw ped her sleeve across her eyes, pretending
her vision had not blurred. Ri ght now Satoshi and Stephen
Thomas were al nobst as far out of her reach as Merry. But

she was on her way hone.

Chandra left the inn and used the pedestrian tunnel to cross
beneat h the hi ghway. The cold danp tunnel snelled of ce-
ment. On the other side she stepped out into dry hot sunlight.
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Traffic rushed past on the nagnetic road behind her. Al |ast
eveni ng the other guests had babbl ed interm nably about the
good weat her. Chandra, however, felt cheated. She had cone
to visit a rain forest. She expected rain.

She started recording, waited until the nerve clusters gnari -
ing her face and hands and body started to throb, and stepped
beneath the trees. The light dinmed to a weird gol d-green,
and the tenperature dropped from unconfortably hot to cool
She hurried deeper into the forest, hoping to outdi stance the
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sound of the traffic as well as the next group of visitors. At
first she wal ked gingerly, preparing for pain to catch up to
her, waiting for the dull ness of too much nedication. To her
surprise, her body worked fine, swinging along the trail. She
had bal anced the pills perfectly against the pain, astonish-
ingly intense, of having spent all the previous day on horse-
back. This norning the nuscles of her inner thighs had hurt
like hell. Until she took a painkiller she could barely wal k.

Time pressed too hard for her to give herself a day off to
recover, so she masked injury with drugs and hoped to get
the dosage and the nmixture right. If she had to w pe any
recordi ngs because of distorted body reactions, those images
woul d be | ost forever.

Chandra i ntended never to repeat an experience. She could
reMre themon recording, if she felt like it, but she wanted
every bit of reality to be new.

The nerve clusters that ridged her face felt hot and swol | en.

She |l eft the sunlight behind. Inside the forest, the |ight
possessed nore di nensions. The trail |ed through cool green
shadows. To her left, dusty gold Iight hung suspended in a
shaft that passed through a rare break in the cover. In every
direction, great tree trunks stretched a hundred meters high.
Chandra stepped of f the path, though she was not supposed

to, and spread her arns against a tree she could not begin to
span. Three people m ght have reached hal fway around it.

Moss covered the bark. She rubbed her cheek against it.

Its softness astonished her. She conpared the feel to feathers,
to fur, but neither description acknow edged the gentle green
irregularity. She | ooked up. Every branch bore a coat of nobss
that | ooked like it had dripped on, then begun to solidify.

The ends of the branches, the new year's growh of intense
green needl es, had begun to outdi stance the relentless creep

30 voncfa N. Mintyre

of the nmpbss. When the branch stopped growi ng for the sea-
son, the nbss would catch up. The cycle would conti nue,
anot her turn.

Sone other artist would have watched the tree | ong enough
to detect the growh of the noss. Wth a few hours' obser-
vation, Chandra could have stored enough inmages for fracta
extrapol ation. But she had no interest in electronic nmanipu-
| ation of the inages she collected. She edited when she
want ed t o—she despi sed no-cut purists—but her aimwas to
collect as many inmages as she could, as accurately as she
could, to preserve every sensation and inpression. She-rose
and wal ked farther, deeper into the jungly forest.

The sounds of vehicles faded. The tourists passed beyond

her hearing while she stood out of sight off the trail. Mre
peopl e woul d soon foll ow. She wanted and needed solit ude.

Not even the Institute had been able to persuade the park
service to close the park and the highway for a few hours
whil e she made her recordings. It had been difficult enough

to get an entry reservation out of turn. Odinary people, tour-
ists, signed up two years in advance.
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Knowi ng she woul d be ejected, perhaps arrested and pros-
ecuted, if anyone detected her presence off the trail, Chandra
nmoved on.

She passed into a different silence than she had ever ex-
perienced. It was a cool, danp quiet, far fromtotal. A stream
rushing steep frompool to pool, created a transparent wash

of background. The el ectronic Doppler of a passing nosquito
added a bright sharp line. An invisible bird warbled an inter-
mttent curtain of sound. Chandra sat on the bank of the
streamand let the snmell and sight and sound and feel of the
rain forest perneate her body. She gathered in the foam ng
rush of negative ions. The whole world snelled green

At the top of the slope, the waterfall split. One rivulet

spl ashed into a bubbling, swirling caul dron of water whitened
by the agitation. The other spilled over a curved stone and
ran snoothly into a still, clear pool. Wen she | eaned over,
her translucent gray eyes peered back at her

Chandra stripped off her clothes. Naked, she clinbed down

the bank and slowy thrust herself into the frigid water. The
nunbi ng col dness crept up her gnarled feet and al ong her
nerve-streaked | egs. The flowing water rose into her pubic
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hair, lifting it as if with a static charge. She never hesitated
when the icy streamtouched her powerfully sensitive clitoris.
She gasped and sank in deeper. Her nipples were always erect
fromthe extra nerves; now they throbbed and ached as the

wat er caressed her. Her toes dug in anbng the round, snooth

st ones.

She let the chill seep into her till all pleasure faded. She
shivered uncontrollably, as if the glacier upstream had taken
over her whol e body. She turned and cl anbered awkwardly

onto the bank. too nunb to feel stones or roots, alnpbst too
nunb to grab them and haul herself fromthe water.

The stream made a narrow break between the trees. A bit

of sunlight crept in through the | eaves. Chandra crawmed to it
and col | apsed, exhausted and trenbling and el ated by what

she had captured. As she sprawled in the sunlight, trying to
regain the full use of her body, she could not resist replaying
the streanml s sensations

When the pl ayback ended and her experiential body re-
joined her physical form she shuddered with the shock of
the change fromintolerably cold to nearly warm again.

As she rested, seeking the strength to rise and conti nue,

she stretched out to touch everything within her reach. The
range of softnesses in the forest amazed her: the green and
feathery softness of the nmpss, the crisp softness of a liny-

| eaf ed vascul ar plant growi ng am dst the noss, the unresist-
ing plasticity of a circle of sline nold. The top of a funga
shelf felt like danp velvet- A slug glistened out from beneath
a fallen branch. It was slick as wet silk, but it left behind a
sticky, insoluble secretion on her ridged fingers.
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A nmosquito | anded on her arm She watched it dispassion-

ately. Unlike a fly, it wasted no tinme with careful groom ng

It set itself anong the fine dark hairs and plunged its probos-
cis into her skin. She submitted to the thin, keen pain. She
had read that the insect would bite, drink, and neutralize its
own henol ytic enzynes before it withdrew

The nosquito had read different texts. It filled itself with
Chandra's bl ood and whi ned away; then Chandra watched the
itchy lump of the nmobsquito bite swell and darken. She con-
centrated on the unpl easant sensation

When she had added the bite to her store, she realized that
the cold of the stream had brought back the ache of her nus-

32 vonda N. Mintyre

cles. She quickly disconnected the recordi ng, grabbed up her
cl othes and funbl ed through her pockets, took another pill,
and waited for the soreness to dissipate. She reconnected and
got dressed as if nothing had happened.

Chandra clinbed the stream bank and entered the trees

again. Ferns grew in clunps and clusters, but the ground

| evel was surprisingly clear. She had to nake her way around
an occasional enornous fallen tree. Wenever a tree tell, it
opened a passage for sunlight and encouraged new grow h.
Saplings sprouted on the logs, then grewto full-sized trees,
reaching around and to the ground with Iong gnarled roots.
Sonetinmes the nurse log rotted away conpletely, |leavng a

col onnade of six or eight trees rising on roots |ike bow egs.

Di sconnected fromthe web, Chandra passed through the

forest in ignorance of the nanes of nost of the plants. She
wanted to make a record of perceptions uncol ored by previ-
ous know edge. Anyone who wanted to use her piece as a

study tape could do so by hooking into the web and request-
ing an information hypertext |ink. Chandra thought that would
be like using a Renbrandt as a color chart.

Ahead, the sun streaned through a break in the upper story

of the forest, illumnnating a cluster of large, flat |eaves that
gl owed gol d-green. Light shimered over the thick silver

hairs covering their stal ks. Chandra wal ked toward the plant,
concentrating on its color, on the way the | eaves spread them
selves to the light, each parallel to all the others, as if the
bush were arranged and lighted by sone alien attention

The silvery covering on the stens consisted not of soft

hairs, but of sharp, w cked thorns. Chandra touched one with
the nerve-thick pad of her forefinger. Like the nosquito, the
thorn pierced her skin. The pain of the stab burst into acid
agony, and she had to exert her will to keep from snatching
her hand away. Her blood welled in a glistening drop around
the thorn, spilled thick and warm down her finger, and pool ed
in her palm

She expected the pain to fade. Instead, it increased. Her

hand burned. Angry at herself, she jerked away fromthe

thorn: too fast. Its tip broke off beneath her skin. She snarled
a curse and put her hand to her nmouth, trying to suck out the
point. Her blood tasted bitter, as if it were poi soned.
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Pai n and shock separated Chandra fromterror- Though her
STARFARERS 33

band felt hot, the rest of her body felt as cold as if she were
still in the pool. Chandra stunbled away fromthe gol d-green

pl ant. She had no idea which direction to nove to neet the
trail. If she kept going she nust hit it eventually, for it nade
a conplete circle, and she was inside. Hoping to extricate
hersel f, she kept going as |ong as she coul d.

The t hornbush di sappeared behi nd and anbng a thousand

tall, straight tree trunks. Chandra sank to the ground. The
illusion of softness di sappeared when the rotting evergreen
needl es poked through her clothes and scratched her skin.

She cursed again and sent a Mayday to the web.
She wait ed.

Pain altered Chandra's perceptions. Time stretched out to
such a distance that she feared she woul d use up all her sen-
sory storage. Yet when she checked the remaining vol une,

she had filled it only hal fway.

She heard the ranger approach; she rai sed her head slowy.
He towered above her, scow ing.

"\What ever possessed you to |eave the trail?" H s face wa-
vered. When it solidified again, it carried an expression nixed
of pity and horror. "Good |lord! What happened to you?"

She lifted her hand. Bl ood obscured the swelling. He knelt
down and | ooked carefully at the place where the thorn had
penetr at ed.

"I got a lot of good stuff," she said, to reassure him and

hersel .

"You stuck yourself with a devil's club thorn," he said,

bot h uni npressed and contenptuous. "But. . ."He touched
the other swellings, the ridges of nerves tracing her fingers
and pal m

"That isn't pan of it," Chandra said. Talking tired her. "I
mean, it's part of nme." She took a deep and frustrated breath
and blew it out again. "Don't you know who | an®?" Ex-
haustion tangl ed her words. "I1'm supposed to be like that."

He was staring at her eyes. The biosensors covered her eyes
with a filmof translucent gray.

"My eyes, too," she said

The ranger kept his expression neutral as he returned her
to the | odge.

Chandra slept for a long tinme. Wen she woke, the nedi-
cation had caused her hand nearly to finish healing. Only a
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residual swelling remained, but it was enough to squeeze the
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accessory nerves and disrupt all her finer sensations. As for
the pain, it had faded till the persistent ache took nore of her
attention.

She spun into the web. Her agent and her nmanager were
fighting with each other, the one urging her to take care of
hersel f, the other urging her to get back to work. lgnoring
them both, she called for her schedule to | ook at which ex-
peri ences had been arranged, which arrangements were caus-
ing problens, and what she mi ght have to rearrange.' She
resented the delay, but her results would be worth it.

She thought she would still have tine for the sea-w | deness
visit before catching the spaceplane to Starfarer. The starship
contai ned no oceans, only shallow salt marshes and fresh-

wat er | akes. Chandra wanted to collect diving beneath the

ocean before she left earth. Since she hated to swim since

the whol e idea of diving nmade her cl austrophobic, the com ng
task was a challenge. Odinarily she preferred to go out on

her own. but this once she was gl ad she woul d be acconpa-

ni ed by an expert-

Bef ore her schedul e appeared, the web displayed a priority
message. The ranger had witten her a ticket for |eaving the
trail. The fine was considerable. She could contest it if she
wi shed.

She thought of staying, in order to explain about the results
being worth it, but that would nean nore del ay. She could
stay and explain and record, but |ots of people nade record-
ings of court cases. Chandra was not interested in repeats.

She signed the ticket so it could subtract the fine from her
account .

It was worth it. She had a | ot of good stuff.

Victoria and J.D. floated near the transparent wall of the
observation room watching the stars and the distant starship.

"I thought the sky was beautiful fromthe wlderness,"”
J.D. said. "But this . . ."

Victoria gazed at the regi on of doubl ed i mages created by
the local strand of cosnic string.

"Coul d you see the lens effect fromwhere you were? There
it is." She pointed, tracing out the line where the string bent
light fromthe stars behind it.

STARFARERS 35
"I see it," J-D. said. "But you' ve been out there."

"I've been as cl ose as anyone. Yet." Cosm c string had
fascinated Victoria fromthe tinme she was a child. It drew her
to astronony, thence to physics.

Cosmic string, a remant of creation, forned a network

through the gal axy. The strings vibrated in a cycle neasured
in eons, a cycle now taking a strand past the solar system and
within reach of earth's current technol ogy.
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The cosmic string nmade Starfarer possible. The starship woul d
use the nmoon's gravity to catapult it toward the string. Then it
woul d grasp the string with powerful nagnetic fields, and tap
the unlimted power of its strange properties. Starfarer would
rotate around the strand, building up the transition energy that
woul d squeeze it out of Einsteinian space-tinme and overwhel m
the inpossible distances between star systens. Wen it returned
to the starting point of its rotation-

It would not return to its starting point. Fromthe point of

vi ew of those |l eft behind, the starship would vanish. It would
reappear . . . sonewhere el se

That was the theory. Victoria had spent the better part of
her career working on that theory.

"It's incredible it could be so close and not affect the sol ar
system" J.D. said.

"We're lucky," Victoria said. "If it came close enough to

cut through the sun, then we'd*ve seen sonme effects." She
touched her thunbs together, and her fingertips, formng a
sphere with her hands. "The string distorts space-tinme so
thoroughly that a circle around it is | ess than three hundred
sixty degrees. So if the string passes through a region that's
full of mass . " She slid the fingers of her right hand be-
neath the fingers of her left. "Double-density starstuff. In-
stant nova." She snapped open her hands. "Bl ooie." She
grinned, "But that mssing part of the circle gives us an open-
ing out of the solar system"

"What do you think of the idea that the string is a life-
l'ine?"

Victoria chuckled. "Thrown to us by a distant civilization?
I think it makes a great story."

J.D. sniled, a bit enbarrassed. "I find the idea very at-
tractive."
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"I''"ll admit that | do, too—though | might not admit it to
anyone else. |'d need sone evidence before | got serious about
it. And let's face it, a civilization that could directly manip-
ulate cosmic string—they'd think we were pretty snall pota-
toes. O maybe snall bacteria."”

"Excuse nme ... You are Victoria MacKenzie, aren't you?"

Victoria glanced around. The youth smiled at her hope-
fully.

"Yes," Victoria said- "And this is J.D. Sauvage."

"J.D. Sauvage! I'mglad to neet you, too."
"Thank you."

"And you are—=2" .

"Feral Korzybski." He offered Victoria a card.

"Real | y—+" She took the card and gl anced at the printing:
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a sketch of a quill pen, his name, his nunbers.

"I've seen your articles," Victoria said. "I think you do
an excellent job." Victoria had not expected to encounter the
public-access journalist here.

He bl ushed at her exclamation. "I just read your inter-
view," he said, "and | wanted to tell you how nuch | admre
your straightforwardness. | wonder . . . would you like to

expand on what you said? | thought your comments made the
begi nning of a provocative piece."

Despite his name, he | ooked quite donesticated. Victoria
regarded him He was not at all the way she woul d have

i magi ned fromhis nane and his articles. He had curly red-

brown hair cut all the sane length. In weightlessness it fluffed
out around his head. Hi s eyes were a gentle browmn. H's chin

was round, his lips nobile and expressive.

"It wasn't exactly an interview, and | think I've said as
much as | need to ... or want to." Victoria snmiled to take
the sting out of turning himdown. "I nmean .-. . | said what
I neant. If | start explaining nyself, it would sound like
weasel i ng. "

"When | interview sonebody," he said,, "they only sound
like they're weaseling if they really are weaseling."

"l don't have anything nmore to say right now Maybe the
opportunity will cone up while you're visiting Starfarer, eh?
I"msure you'll find nost people happy to talk to you."

Feral Korzybski wrote about the space program He had
resisted junping on the new U. S. president's anti-tech band-
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wagon. As far as Victoria knew, all his articles appeared in
public-access, not in sponsored news or feature informtion
servi ces.

"I really would like to talk to both of you about the alien
contact team"”

"Have you been in space before?" Victoria said, changing
the subject without much subtlety.

"No, first trip. First time | could afford it."
"You' ve got a sponsor, then. Congratul ations."

"Sponsors are nothing but unfilled censors!" he said with
startling vehenence. "Wen you read sponsored stuff, you're
payi ng extra for the privilege of reading work that's been gut-
ted to make it acceptable. If | can't nmake nmy name as an

i ndependent, | don't want to do it at all."

"How d you get up here?"
"By saving for a ticket, like any other tourist."

"But tourists can't cone onto Starfarer anynore. We're
too close to final naneuvers."
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"That took a lot of persuasion and a lot of calling in ob-
ligations. Including a few nobody owed ne yet." He | ooked
away, obviously enbarrassed by the admi ssion of any flaw in
hi s i ndependence.

"Alf | can help you find your way around," Victoria said,

"I"d be glad to."

He smled shyly from beneath his heavy eyebrows. "I'd
appreciate that. Alot. WIIl you talk to me off the record?
' Deep background,' we call it in the trade."

"OF course I'Il talk to you," Victoria said. "I just like to
be warned when sonebody's about to start quoting ne. Al
right?"

"Sure. What do you think about the Senate bill to trans-
formStarfarer into a mlitary base with renmpote sensing ca-
pabilities?"

"You don't ease into anything, do you?"

"No," he said cheerfully. "The argunent is that we need
nmore i nformati on about the M deast Sweep, and nore de-
fenses against it."

"l understand the argunent, but the proposal has already
damaged the expedition. You know about the recalls. |I'm
sure."

38 vonda N. Mcfntyre

He nodded. "It's last century's space station all over
again."

"That's right. We lost a couple of decades' worth of orig-
inal research and intercultural cooperation right there. Now,
as soon as we start to recover, as soon as there's hope for
peaceful applications, your country is making the same
damed m stake. You contributed nore than half the funding
and nore than half the personnel, so your president thinks
he can get away with this bullying."

"He's not ny president. | didn't vote for him™"

Victoria quirked her lips in a sardonic smle. "Nobody did,
it seems |like. Nevertheless, he is your president and he is
bullying us. He's violating several treaties. Unfortunately,

your country is still sufficiently powerful that you can tel
everybody el se to take a high dive if we don't |ike your
pl ans."

"What about the M deast Sweep?"
"What about it?"
"Don't you want to keep an eye on thenP"

"JProm here? You con do renote sensing fromvery high
orbits, but why would you want to? You m ght as well use
the moon. You don't need sonething the size of Starfarer for
spying. You don't even need it for a mlitary base powerful
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enough to blow the whole world to a cinder. Starfarer as a
mlitary base—even as a suspected nmilitary base—becones

vul nerable. 1 hope it won't conme to that. Look, Feral, your
country is trying to make itself so powerful that it's beconing
paral yzed. Wen you rely solely on your weapons, you | ose

the art of conpromi se that created the U.S. in the first place.
Soon your only choice will be between staying in the coner

you' ve backed into, doing nothing ... or blasting the whole
bui I di ng down."

"Do you think we can talk the M deast Sweep around to a
reasonabl e position?

Victoria had no fondness for the M deast Sweep. To begin

with, there was the sexual and racial discrimnation they prac-
ticed. If she lived under its dom nation she would subsist at

a level so lowthat it would barely count as human.

"I don't know how nuch can be achieved with talk. But |
hope— have to believe—that the United States is a country
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too ethical to destroy a whol e popul ati on because it |ives un-
der the control of an antagonistic hierarchy."”

"Does everybody el se on the crew agree with you?"

Victoria chuckled. "Getting everybody to agree on any-
thing is one of our biggest problens. One thing we do agree
on, though, is that we aren't 'crew.' "

"What, then?"

AStarfarer isn't a nilitary ship—ot yet, anyway, and not

ever if nost of us on board have anything to say about it. It's
only a ship in the sense that it can nove under its own power.
There's a hierarchy of sorts, but it isn't based on a nmlitary
structure. There's faculty and staff and technical support. It's
more like a university. O a university town. Mst of the
deci si ons about how things are run, we try to decide by con-
sensus. "

"That sounds awkward," Feral sai d.

"Only if you hate five-hour neetings," Victoria said,

strai ght-faced

"Don't you have to be able to react fast out here? If there's
an energency and there's nobody to give the order to do
sonet hing about it, doesn't that put everyone at risk?"

AStarfarer has redundancies of its redundancies. Wth nost
energenci es you have plenty of time. As for the others
everyone who lives there takes an orientation course that in-
cl udes possi bl e energenci es and what to do about them You
have to pass it if you expect to stay. That's how fast you'd
have to react to an acute emergency—you woul dn't have time
to call some general and ask for permssion.”

"What about sabot age?"

"There's nmuch nore reason to sabotage a mlitary instal-
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lation than a civilian one. And a | ot nore expl osive-type stuff
sitting around to use to sabotage it with." Victoria | aughed.
"Besides, in a group run by consensus, all a saboteur would
have to do is cone to neetings and bl ock every proposal

That wouldn't stop us cold, but it would sl ow everything down
and drain a lot of energy." She sighed. "Sonetinmes | think

we already have a few saboteurs aboard."

"How woul d you respond to an attack?"

"W have no response to attack. We're unarned. W had
to fight to remain unarnmed, but it's an inportant part of the
phi | osophy of the mission."

40 Vonda N. Mcintyre

"l meant response to an attack fromearth, or on earth. If
you were arned-suppose sonebody attacked the U S. or
Canada. What coul d you do?"

"Not nmuch. Even if we were arnmed, Slarfarer's in a |ousy
strategic orbit. It's too far fromearth to be of use as a defen-
sive or offensive outpost. Any of the O Neill col onies would

be nore effective. And nobody is tal king about making them

into mlitary bases."

"Yet," Feral said.
"Yeah," Victoria said. "Yet."

"You're pretty enphatic about Slarfarer in relation to solv-
ing earth's problens. Or not solving them"

Victoria frowned. "I hoped you were on our side."
"I"'mnot on anybody's side! It's my job to ask questions."

"A'l right. People want the expedition to promise to go
out and find easy, quick solutions. W can't."

"Promse it, or do it?"

"Ei ther- W already know how to solve a | ot of our prob-

| ens. Take food. | don't know the exact numbers—y part-
ner Satoshi could tell you—but if we stopped the expansion
of a couple of deserts for one year, we'd gain nore arable
land than ten Starfarers. If the U S. hadn't opposed famly
pl anning in the 1990s—

"There's not nmuch we can do about that," Feral said.

"After all."

"But don't you see? We act in stupid and shortsighted ways

and then we behave as if we didn't have any responsibility

for those actions. Sonehow that justifies our continuing to
behave in the same shortsighted ways. Instead of trying to

change, we hope it works better this tine."

"Do you see the expedition as a change?"

"Yes. | hope it is.

"You use the word 'hope' a lot," Feral said.
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"l guess | do."

"VWhat do you hope for the expedition?”

"I"'mthe head of the alien contact departnment," Victoria
said. "That should give you an idea of what | hope for."

Near by, a nondescript passenger |listened to the unguarded
conversation. Giffith, of the General Accounting Ofice, had
hi dden hinmself so deeply within his objectivity that he would
not permt the comments of Victoria MacKenzie to anger

him He filed them away, along with the opinions of the jour-
nalist, for future reference and use.

He wi shed he had the observation roomto hinself, so he

could ook at the stars in silence and solitude. He envied the
early space explorers, who had put their lives on the line. He
wi shed he had been one of the Apollo astronauts. Not the

ones who | anded on the lunar surface: the one who rensined

in the capsule, orbiting all alone, conpletely cut off from
every other human being, fromevery other life form out of
contact even by radio during the transit behind the noon

But those tinmes were |ong over. Nowadays, traveling into
space neant a few minutes of disconforting acceleration and
a few hours or days of weightlessness. He had already heard
several people conplaining about the trip: conplaining of
boredomi The journey fromlow earth orbit to Starfarer's |i-
bration point took too nuch tinme for them they were bored
and restless and a few even conpl ai ned about the | ack of
gravity.

They' ve seen too many no"ies, Giffith thought. They don't
under st and anyt hi ng about the way things work. Wy did they
cone up here? If they wanted earth-nornmal gravity, they
shoul d have stayed on earth. These are the peopl e who think

41
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they know how to use space. Researchers. An old wonan. A
witer. An alien contact specialist, for God' s sake!

In disgust, he left the observation room and fl oated through
the cranped corridors of the transport. If he had anything to
say about it, this would be the last transport taking civilian
personnel to Starfarer.

He wi shed he had pulled sone rank and seniority in order

to demand a larger private conpartnent. But that woul d have
been as suspicious as getting into an argunent with Mac-
Kenzie and the journalist about the proper function of Star-
farer. Giffith of the General Accounting Ofice could
reasonably expect only the sanme sl eeping closet as any reg-
ul ar passenger.

He made another circuit of the transport's corridors.
Though he tried returning to the observation room all the
conversations he heard angered himwi th the self-centered
short si ght edness of their participants.

Having failed to tire hinmself, he sought out his cubicle,
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wrapped hinmself in the restraint blanket, and nade hinself
fall inmediately asleep. He woul d keep hinsel f asleep unti
the transport reached the starship.

J.D. sailed slowy through the corridor, trying to keep her-
self an even distance fromalt four walls. In sone ways free-
fall was easier than diving; in sone ways nore difficult.
Everyt hi ng happened faster, so her reactions needed sone
retraining.

She passed one of the other passengers, going the other
direction.

"Hel |l 0," she sai d.

He passed her wi thout speaking, w thout acknow edgi ng
her presence- The second time they passed, she respected his
privacy. After that, he di sappeared.

J.D. had begun to reaccustom herself to what she thought

of as the real world. She felt both nore crowmded and | onelier
Since returning fromthe wilderness, she had touched no one
nmore cl osely than a handshake. Several tinmes she had to re-
m nd herself not to hug someone, or stroke their arm or pat
their shoulder. In this world such behavior was unaccept abl e.
Wth the divers it was expected. Perhaps it was necessary.
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The wi | derness had begun to feel |ike a dream yet a dream
of such intensity that she could bring it back in vivid nenory.

Three orcas breached, one after the other, bursting free,
turni ng, splashing hard and di sappearing beneath the sl ate-
blue water. A nonent |ater they |eaped again, heading the
opposite direction. The white spring sunlight glazed their
bl ack flanks and the stark white patches on their sides.

WAl ki ng down the path to her cabin, J.D. watched the
beautiful, elegant creatures, and wondered how she coul d
even consi der | eaving them

The three half-grown orcas swamto the nmouth of the har-

bor, cutting the choppy surface with their sharp dorsal fins.
They joined a | arger group of whales. Wthout her binocul ars,
J.D. could no longer tell which three had | eaped and pl ayed.
The whol e pod swam toward shore. Five or six divers, sleek
in the water, swamw th them

J.D. expected Zev to clanber out and greet her, but orcas
and divers alike swamto where the beach shelved off into
deeper water. There, they stopped. One of the divers—she
thought it m ght be Zev—waved and gestured to her

She sent a signal to her netabolic enhancer and scranbl ed
down the bank. A rush of heat radiated from beneath the

smal | scar on her side. The enhancer kicked her netabolism
into high gear. Stripping off her clothes, she left themin a
pile on the rocks and waded into the frigid water. She gasped
when the water reached the |evel of her nipples. She hesi-
tated, shivering, then plunged underwater

When she surfaced, Zev bobbed in front of her. A wave
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sl apped her face, remi nding her that she was in an alien el-
enent. She sputtered and noved past Zev so she could turn
her back to the swells.

"W cane to talk to you," he said. "WII| you come?"

"OfF course," she said. "But | have to get ny lung."

He swamwith her to the anchored platform The orcas and

the ot her divers acconpani ed them The dorsal fins all around
rem nded her of the trunks of the trees in the center of the
forest, prinordial and eternal, multiple yet individual. The wa-
ter transmtted the pressure of the orcasl passing, and the

vi brations of the first level of their speech. She could hear
themwi th her body as well as her ears.

At the platformshe put on her swmfins and let the arti-
44 Vonda N. Mintyre

ficial lung slide onto her back. Warm a little slinmy, it spread
itself across her shoul ders. She slipped her mask on. By the
time she had cleared it. it had connected with the lung. She
breathed in the nmusky, warm highly oxygenated air.

J.D. sank beneath the choppy waves. The peaceful ness of
the sea enfol ded her, and the atienness and fear vani shed.
Her e she was at hone.

She wondered if space woul d have surrounded her with the
same experience. She supposed she woul d never find out. She
had deci ded to choose the ocean over space, the divers over

t he starship.

Zev dove with her. Hi s sleek body and pale hair collected
I'ight and bounced it back. Even under the gray surface, he

gl owed.

J.D. swam farther fromshore, till the surf rolling onto the
beach faded to a sound like the wind in new spring | eaves.
The whal es encircled her, each great ebony body a shadow

in the wavery light, the white patches glowing |ike Zev. The
young di ver acconpani ed her |ike a puppy, dashing ahead,
spiraling around her, falling behind and speeding past.

The change in the current, the drop in water tenperature,
told her they had left the inlet.

They traveled for a | ong way. Except for Zev, the other
divers forned an outer circle beyond her range of vision

J.D. swam rmuch nore slowy than Zev, never nind the

orcas. They noved at quarter speed to accompdate her
Squeaks and clicks flowed through the water and through her
body. She recogni zed the phrases of encouragenent to very
young whal es. She managed to snmile. But if she really were
a young orca, an adult would be sw nmi ng cl ose besi de her,
drawi ng her along within the pressure wave forned by its
body in the water

She struggl ed onward, resolute. Her |egs began to ache.
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She breasl stroked for a nonment. That slowed her even far-
ther. She kicked in the metabolic enhancer again, know ng
she woul d pay for it tonorrow.

She wondered how far they had come, and where they were.
Drifting upward, she broke the surface. The offshore fog-
bank, a pretty white curtain, had nmoved in with a vengeance
It flowed over the water |ike a second sea. J.D. could see
not hing of the island, nothing but a few neters of ocean, no
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| onger choppy but glassy calm Even the dorsal fins were dim
i magi ned shadows in a distance inpossible to estimate. A
snoot h wake of tiny parallel ripples angled across her. One
of the orcas swam past, and out of sight.

She trod water. Uneasily, she circled. The view was the
same in all directions: flat water, dense fog.

Surfacing had not restored her Iink with the information

web. The contact, which diving always interfered with, re-
ftised to re-form Reflexively she | ooked up, as if she could
see the electromagnetic radiation pouring out of the sky,
sonehow mi sdirected, and could call it to her. But the web
remai ned silent.

One of the orcas surfaced beside her and bl ew, exhaling

expl osively and drawing in a deep breath. Its dorsal fin cut
the fog in swirls. The whale raised its head above water and
| ooked at her. Unlike ordinary hunmans, the orcas—and the

di vers—eoul d see equally well in water and in air. It spoke
to her in phrases beyond her vocabul ary. She coul d recognize
the tone. If she had been a young orca, or a diver child, the
tone woul d have been patient. But she was an outsider, she
was an adult, and she was tediously slow.

Orcas were easily bored.

J.D. let herself sink, w shing she had never surfaced. She
tried to shake off fright. Nothing could hurt her, for she was
with powerful predators who had no enem es. They them

selves had no nalice; she trusted the orcas. They could injure
her or kill her without effort or consequence. For that reason
she found herself able to place herself in their power equally
without effort or fear.

The divers, however, were nore nysterious. Essentially
human, they retai ned human notives, human rationalization

VWhat if this is a test? she thought. Wat if they plan to
bring me out here and |l eave ne, to see if | can nmake ny way
back to shore by nyself? Lots of cultures won't accept a new
menber wi t hout proof of the person's conpetence.

The loss of the link gained a stronger and nore sinister
significance. Wth it, she could start fromthe center of the
Pacific, if she Iiked, and navigate to any shore within a ne-
ter's error. Wthout it, she was hel pl ess and disoriented. Left
alone in the fog, she might swimin circles as if she were

wal king in the desert.

Vonda N. Mclntyre
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46
She struck out sw nming.

Zev appeared before her and guided her in a slightly dif-
ferent direction. This drained the |ast of her confidence, be-
cause she thought she had resuned swiming in her origina

di rection.

J.D. spoke to Zev, awkwardly, with her arnms and her body

and vi brations fromher throat, a sort of twos-toned hum tell-
ing himshe was frightened and confused and tired. He en-
couraged her, and again she found herself surrounded by

whal e baby-tal k. No expl anations acconpani ed t he encour -
agenment, which quivered at the edge of inpolite urgency.

J.D. swam on. She shivered, oblivious to another jolt from
t he netabol i c enhancer

The texture of the water changed. Abruptly the opaque

depths turned translucent, transparent, as the sea bottom

shel ved toward | and. Wavel ets | apped softly at the precipitous
rock sides of a tiny island.

The divers and the whal es gathered in a sheltered cove.

The shore rose gently to tide pools. J.D. stroked gratefully
into shallow, warmwater. She stood, waist-deep, and pushed
her mask to the I op of her head. Her legs trenbled with fa-

tigue. The lung stopped breathing for her and clung to her

back.

Beyond the tide pools, fresh water bubbled froma hot

spring. It spilled into the salt water, billow ng steam The hot
spring raised the tenmperature of the shall owest part of the
cove. Wthin the steam the ghostly shapes of divers |ounged
and played. The whal es renmined in the deeper, col der water

J.D. knew Zev well, and she had spent time with the

younger divers, the adventurous adol escents of the fanily.

She had met a few of the standoffish ol der divers, the adults.
The youngest divers, children and babies, stayed close to a
parent or to an auntie, whether diver or orca. Now here they
all were, two dozen of them newbons to mature adults,

wai ting for her.

Zev beckoned. J.D. foll owed.
"Mt her," Zev said, "this is ny friend J.D."

J.D. accepted the diver's gesture to join her, and sank onto
the rough rock in the warm water.

"My nane is Lykos," Zev's nother said
"I'"'m honored to neet you," J.D. said.
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Zev resenbl ed his nother closely, beyond the genetically
engi neered changes, common to all divers, of body type, dark
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skin, and dark, large eyes. Lykos had a square, strong face

and deepset eyes of a coppery brown. Her close-cropped curly
hair was red-gold, her skin a deep mahogany. The other div-

ers arrayed thenmsel ves around and behi nd her, watching

J.D., content for the monent to |let Lykos speak for them all
Afewdrifted with only their heads out of water: intense faces
hal oed by bright hair of any shade from white through gold

and auburn.

"Zev told you of our discussion.”

J.D. glanced at Zev, wondering if he knew his nother knew
he had spoken to J. D., and if she should admt it. He gl anced
at her sidelong, enbarrassed, yet sniling.

"I could not keep it secret," he said.

"This is a flawin Zev's character,'
ever, he is working to inprove hinself.
icismwith a fond | ook

Lykos said. "How
"' She eased her crit-

"I didn't tell her—

"I will tell her the rest," Lykos said, interrupting. "J.D.,
what Zev told you is true. This fanmly of divers and orcas
invites you to join us. Have you consi dered?"

"Yes," J.D. said. "And decided. But it frightens nme. It
woul d be . " She searched for words. Unable to think of
anyt hi ng strong enough, she ended up with a comrent of
compl ete inconsequentiality. "It will be a big change."

"And it is illegal."

"It is.
"Does this trouble you?" Lykos asked.

"It does," J.D. admitted. She had tried to persuade herself
that no one woul d even notice, unless she went out of her

way to nmake it public. Whether she could publish without

decl ari ng what she had done was another nmatter entirely. J.D
had never deliberately broken a lawin her life, even an un-
necessarily paternalistic one. She kept rem nding herself that
her action woul d affect no one but herself.

Lykos nodded, nore to herself than to J.D. "Zev thought
it might. He describes you as an honorabl e being."

"That's kind of him"

"He is perceptive."

J.D. felt the diver's gaze |like a physical touch. Behind her,
48 vonda N. Mintyre

the orcas hovered at the edge of the shallows. They, too,
wat ched and |i st ened.

"W are al so honorabl e beings, | think," Lykos said. "I
must not permit you to accept without telling you everything
that is involved."
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"What do you nean?"

"Before | speak, | nust ask you to pronise not to repeat
what | say. To anyone."

Her voice and her expression were serious. The other div-

ers waited, listening, intent on J.D.'s reply. Even the orcas
st opped spouting and ruining the water with their nippers and
fl ukes.

J.D. hesitated. She was not in the habit of breaking confi-
dences- But Lykos was so serious-

"I prom se," she said. She sounded nore confident than

she felt. She had thought the decision was hers al one, but the
divers could refuse to accept her if they thought she did not
trust them if she nade it inpossible for themto trust her.

"You are aware of... increasing tensions between human
countries."

"The permafrost,” J.D. said.
"l do not understand—="

"They used to call it the cold war—hostility, aggression,

but no direct physical attack of armies. Now, there still isn't
any shooting war, but the hostility is so cold and so hard it
never thaws. Permafrost."

Lykos nodded. "I see. It is a good netaphor. But not,
per haps, eternal."

"It's better than the alternative,"

"There are two alternatives. The other is peace. You are
correct, though, in that the nost preferred alternative is the
least likely. | think it is possible that the worst possibility
may be provoked."

A psychic chill replaced the confortable warnmh that had
di spersed the physical chill of J.D.'s body. She waited in
silence for Lykos to conti nue.

"W are in an unusual position with regard to your gov-
ernment, " Lykos said. "They do not approve of us, yet they
permit us to cross freely over the boundary of their country;

they have set aside a portion of wlderness within which no
ordi nary human may travel w thout our invitation and per-
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m ssion. They are willing to expend resources to naintain
this prohibition. They have expended ot her resources on us.

"Now, " she said, "they claimus as their debtors, and
demand repaynent. "

"Repaynent! Wat do they want?"
"They want us to spy."

"But . . . what about the treaty?"
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"They speak of setting it aside.”
"Can they do that?"
"Can they be prevented fromdoing it?"

"I ... 1 don't know." J.D. thought: | guess | can't bl ane
the mlitary for wanting hel p agai nst the M deast Sweep.

"W are nuch | ess detectabl e than nechani cal devices,"
Lykos said. "W are also nore vulnerable. And ... | think
the denmands woul d soon include other tasks than spying."

"What are you going to do?"

"W do not wish to spy."

"l don't blame you. It's terrifying! | wouldn't . . ." She
stopped. "But | would have to, wouldn't |? That's why you're
telling nme this, isn't it? So I'll know what I'll have to do if

| accept your invitation." She shivered. J.D. thought of her-
self as having | ess than the average anount of bravery, and
doubt ed she woul d make much success of spying.

"W do not intend to conply with the demands. W will

not conply. We do not believe in boundaries, or hostilities
between intelligent beings- However, we nust take the de-
mands seriously. Your governnent nmay rescind our right to
live here, they may interfere with our research." Lykos ges-
tured around her, at the beautiful island and the sky and the
water. "We have accepted the boundary of the wil derness,
though we never learned to like it. W do think of this terri-
tory as our hone. In order to resolve our problens, we nust
give it up. W will travel north to Canada. W will not be
able to cone back. That is what you nust know. " She paused
"Soon the government will demand that we act—

Oh, no, J.D. thought. This is all my fault. It's ny publi-
cations that brought this on the divers! | described their abil-
ities, their incredible stam na and speed, their know edge of
coast al geography .

"Lykos, stop it, please! Don't tell me any nore. |'msorry,
| didn't realize—+ shouldn't have let you tell nme this nuch."

50 vonda N. Mintyre

Lykos stopped. Zev splashed to J.D.'s side, distressed by
her fear. He stroked her arm

"J.D., what is wong? It will be exciting!"

"Zev, I"'msorry . . . Lykos, | said |l wouldn't tell, and I|"]I
do ny best not to—not to tell anything nore about youl But
it may be too late. If you resist, there's no telling how our

governnent will react, much | ess the Sweep. You'll be fugi-
tives, unprotected—you nmust have sone i dea of the power
you'll be opposing."

"I think we have no choice, J.D. It is true that | cannot
see all the inplications of our plan. Your know edge of the
land world is one of the reasons—though not the only 'one—
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we asked you to join us."

"I can't," J.D. said, her voice fiat with pain and di sap-
poi ntment and guilt. "I thought | could, but I can't- I'd be
more of a danger to you than a help.'

"Yet you know the governnent will react unfavorably, per-
haps even behave badly, if we act."”

"But that's obvious," J.D. said. "They woul dn't have any
choi ce. "

"It is not obvious to ne. Nor is it obvious why the M deast
Sweep woul d have any interest in us at all."

The chill that centered in J.D.'s spine, just behind her heart,
had nothing to do with wind or water or waves. She had to

stop talking with Lykos before she found out nore things that
could injure the divers if she were conpelled to say what she
knew. But they accepted her, and she admred them and she
wanted to warn them

"If you said publicly your reasons for rebelling, the Md-
east Sweep woul d see that you might be a threat against them
I don't think it would matter that you'd chosen not to be.
Maybe you' d change your mind, or maybe you'd be forced to
act against them You wouldn't be safe in the open sea."

Lykos pl aced her hand flat on the water, sw mm ng webs
spread, and thoughtfully watched her hand rise and fall, tilt
and rock with the notion of the wavelets. J.D. blinked back
sudden tears

"W understood that we would not be safe if we agreed.
No one suggested we would not be safe if we refused."

"I wish | were wong," J-D. said. "But | don't think
am " She had watched the rising | evel of paranoia in her own

STARFARERS 51

country. She feared it. And she knew that in the Sweep, the
third of the world that was cl osed and suspi cious, the para-
noi a was even stronger

One of the orcas spouted suddenly behind her. It articu-
lated a train of clicks that she could both hear as sound and
feel as vibration. The other divers nodded and mnurnured.

"You are correct," one of the other divers said. "You have
made an observation that is obvious only after it is made."

"It is true," Lykos said. "J.D., please join us. W have
the facilities to support your change. You would be wel cone
with us, and you would be val uable. You m ght nake our
survival possible."

J.D. shook her head. "I can't." Water splashed as she
rose. "You don't understand, this is all ny fault."

Lykos and Zev and the other divers gazed at her, benused,
not yet conprehendi ng.
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J.D. was afraid to remain, to see, inevitably, the change in
the divers' feelings about her. She was afraid to see the | ook
of pain and betrayal in Zev's face when he understood what

she had done. And she was perversely angry at the divers for
waiting until a crisis to offer their invitation

She turned and plunged between two orcas, dragged her
mask down over her eyes and nose, and hit the boundary
bet ween warm spring and frigid sea. She swaminto the tide.

Soon she had | eft the snmall harbor behind. Every shadow
of a ripple through the water startled her, though she knew
that the divers would not force her to return against her wll.

As she swam she tried to clear her faceplate. Only after

she failed did she realize she was crying. She stopped sw m
mng, let herself rise to the surface, and pulled off the mask.
It was hard to tread water while she was crying. She struggled
to get herself under control. Blinking away the tears, she
ducked her face into the water and shook her head.

The droplets she flung away vani shed into the fog that stil
lay flat on the glassy water.

She tried to link up with the web, but the interference re-
mai ned. Scared, J.D. |ooked around, hoping rather than fear-
ing to see one of the divers or one of the whales.

She remai ned al one.

She had failed to find her bearings while swiming with
the divers. This tinme she could not afford to fail
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If she chose the right direction, she would eventually end
up sonmewhere on the |ong north coast where her cabin |ay.
Choosing the right direction was the problem If she got
turned around, no other land lay w thin her range.

J.D spat into her mask, swished it around with seawater
enptied it, and put it back on. The air of the artificial |ung
was the only warnth in the world.

She dove, but renmi ned near the surface. If the fog cleared
she wanted to know it immediately.

By the slant of the seafloor and the novenent of the water
relative to the fog, she chose a direction and set out swim
mng. Tiny jellyfish passed overhead, bobbing just beneath
the interface of air and water.

J.D. swam refusing to listen to the voice in her mnd tell-
i ng her she needed the web, clear sight, and the help of the
divers to find her way anywhere

Her mnuscles already ached fromthe long swimout, from

the abuse by enhancer overdose. The lung tired, too, and its air
grew cool and thin. She rose to the surface and si destroked,
saving the lung's capacity in case she struck rough water. The
darkness of deep water |ay beneath her.

The current was a presence that surrounded her. Wthout
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a fixed point she could not tell its direction. It might be
strong enough to sweep her conpletely past the island, no
matter which direction she swam

Her breath came in a sob. The netabolic enhancer reached
its limt, like the artificial lung. Successive doses did nothing
but shoot pain through her exhausted mnuscl es.

When she thought she could not swimanother stroke, when

she had convi nced herself that she was swimmng in circles
and woul d never find her way back, her link began faintly to
respond. Though its connection was too feeble for any usefu
information, its return encouraged her to continue.

The link grew stronger.

Al'l at once she burst fromthe fog into clear skies, clear

sea. As if the mist defined the limts of the interference, the
link returned full force. The north shore lay a hundred neters
away. She recogni zed a headl and a kil oneter east of her cabin.

She was afraid she could not cover the distance without a
rest, but she was also afraid to stop. She forced herself on-
war d.
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She fetched up on the gravelly shore, gasping for breath
like a drowning victim and dragged hersel f beyond the wa-
teriine. tf she passed out with the tide comng in, she night
wake up in the sea again.

She never quite |ost consciousness, though a long tine

passed before she wanted to nove. Exposed to dry air, the
artificial lung shrank agai nst her back. Al she could do was
feel sorry for it

War m hands hel d and rubbed her cold fingers. A soft
crooni ng noi se, a doubl e-noted hum surrounded her

Zev crouched beside her. He stopped humm ng, but kept
hol d of her hand. Even his swi mm ng webs felt warm

"J.D., J.D., | amsorry. W did not think when we let you

| eave by yourself. W forgot about the interference and we
forgot that you cannot hear the seafloor. W thought only that
you wi shed to be left alone. Then | renmenbered! How did

you find your way?"

"Beats the hell out of ne," J.D. said. She could barely
speak. Her nmouth was dry. This struck her as funny.

"Ch, you would make such a good diver," he said.

J.D. freed her hands from his grasp, pushed herself to her
feet, and wobbl ed back to the water. The idea of diving again
nauseat ed her. She peeled off the lung and imrersed it. Its
unheal thy drying dark red col or bloomed to deep pink

"Zev, would you do ne a favor?"

"Yes."
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She | ooked at hi m askance. He agreed w thout hesitation
or question, still trusting her despite everything.

"I"'mgoing to wal k horme,"” J.D. said. "I'd appreciate it if
you'd put the lung in its place underneath the floating dock."

"That is easy," he said, sounding dowcast. "Wuld you

not like to swin? W could help you." He gestured: offshore,
several of the orcas circled, waiting. "They would even | et
you ride."

"No. | wouldn't like to swim Tell themthank you." The
orcas did not enjoy letting hunman bei ngs ride them

Zev wal ked down t he beach.

"Zev . . . goodbye."
He faced her. " 'Goodbye* nmeans for a long tinme."
"Yes. "

"But you could cone with us! Then we'd all be safe
54 vonda N. Mintyre

"It isn't that easy. You're free out here, but | have connec-
tions to the land worid, and they could make ne cone back
Then ... | mght not be able to help putting you all in nore
danger than |'ve already done."

"But where will you go?**

"To the starship. If they'Il still have ne."
"VWhat if they will not?"

"Then . . . I'll have to wing it."*

He | ooked at her. "I did not know you could fly, too:"
J.D. |l aughed.

"I will mss you."

“I'"ll mss you, too, Zev."

"Come wade in the water."

"\ 2"

"So that | can hug you when | say goodbye."

It was too conplicated to try to explain why she had told

hi mnot to touch her yesterday, but why it woul d have been
all right for himto hug her now. She walked with himinto
the water until they were knee-deep, and then she hugged
hi m and stroked his curly hair. He spread his fingers against
her back, and she felt the silky sw mrm ng webs agai nst her
ski n.

"Goodbye." His breath whi spered warm on her breast.

Zev took the lung and slid beneath the surface. J.D. did
not see hi m again.
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Floris Brown rested in the soft grip of a zero-g | ounge,

hel d gently against it with elastic straps. At first, weightless-
ness had disoriented her, but by the time the spacepl ane

docked with the transport she had begun to find it wel cone

and conforting. It eased the pains of eighty years of fighting
gravity, and even the bruises of seven minutes of crushing

accel erati on.

The brai ded strands of her hair floated in weightl essness.

She let three patches grow | ong, but shaved the rest of her

hair to a soft short fuzz. The shells and beads strung into the
braids clinked and rattled softly- The end of the |ongest braid
drifted in the coner of her vision. It was conpletely white.

The central patch was streaked with bright pink, the right-

hand strands were green. But she al ways kept the | eftnost

| ong patch the natural color of her hair. She also | eft her eyes
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their natural blue, but wore heavy bl ack eye nakeup on her
upper and | ower eyelids and her eyel ashes.

She gazed out the wi de bubble wi ndow. It provided an
unendi ng source of interest. ,

As the transport powered gently out of low earth orbit, it
passed within sight of the deserted Soviet space station. To
the unaided eye it |ooked |like any other satellite, noving
fromsunlight to shadow. Wth binoculars it |ooked ol d.
Though the vacuum of space protected it fromrust or other
deterioration, cables dangled and twi sted eerily; and the an-
tennae all hung notionless, ainmed at not hing.

Floris renmenbered the vigor and assurance of the Sovi et

space program as it outdistanced that of her own country

when she was very young. All its promise had been lost, its

| unar base abandoned and its Mars expedition never begun,

when the M deast Sweep gai ned power and elimnated the

space program as usel ess, extravagant, an insult to the face
of god, a tool of Satan. It nmade Floris sad to | ook at the old
space station, drifting dead in its orbit, kept as a nonunent
to the past.

Once they left low earth orbit, her nostal gia dissipated. The
transport pilot, showi ng off the sights, oriented the observa-
tion window first toward earth, then toward the noon, then
toward the stars. Undi mred by earth's atnosphere, the con-
stell ati ons stunned her. She could i magi ne the sky a hundred
or a thousand or a mllion years ago, the air free of the pol-
lution of human activities, the gal axy sweeping in a brilliant
path from one horizon to the other. Back on earth she had
seen the M1l ky Way as a fuzzy patch of light across the m d-
dl e sixty degrees of the sky. Qut here she knew that if she
could see all the way around her, she would see the entire
disk of the MIlky Way. For the first time she understood why
prehi stori c peopl e—and even sone nodern peopl e who ought

to know better—eoul d believe that the stars contained esoteric
meani ng.

Cccasional ly one or another of the passengers canme by and
greeted her. She was a curiosity: not the ol dest person ever
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to travel into space, but the oldest to nake a first trip, the
first nenber of the Grandparents in Space program

One of the benefits of her years was that her lifelong dif-
ficulty remenbering names and faces could not be ascribed
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to age. She sniled and nodded and said hello and thanked
people for their welconme; but after five or ten she gave up
trying to remenber any individual

"Ms. Brown?"
She | ooked around, seeking the voice.

Soneone drifted into her vision fromabove the | evel of her
head, upside down from her orientation

"Please call me Floris," she said.

"Thank you. |I'mVictoria Fraser MacKenzie. |I'mon the

faculty of Starfarer. | just wanted to wel conme you into space,
and see if you needed anything. | could show you around, or

hel p you to your sl eeping net."

"I"'mnot ready to sleep,"” Floris replied. She found herself
tilting her head to try to get the faculty nmenber's face right
side up. "I seldomsleep nore than a few hours at night."

This was not strictly true, but Floris had occasionally found
the claimuseful. No one had ever disputed her when she
repeated the cliche about old people and sleep. "I'mjust
going to stay here and watch the stars."

The faculty nmenber smled. That's interesting, Floris

thought, that a smile upside down still |ooks like a smle, and
not like a frown. She had never had occasion to observe this
bef or e.

"They're beautiful, aren't they? The whole galaxy as if you
could touch it. And in alittle while I think Esther is going
to orient the transport so we can see Starfarer."

"Est her ?"

"She pilots this transport.”

"Thank you for your welcone." Floris tried to keep her
attention on the young wonan speaking to her, but it was
hard to talk to soneone upsi de down. Besides, her gaze kept
returning to the stars.

"If you need anything, just let nme know "
"All right."

Victoria hovered solicitously, protectively, near Floris
Brown. She wi shed she had cone right out and said that she
had been one of the major proponents of the Grandparents in
Space program arguing that the expedition needed a w der
age-m x. Perhaps she could work it subtly into a conversa-
tion.
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Victoria felt confortable around Floris Brown. She hoped
they would be friends. No one could take the place of Vic-
toria's great-grandnother, but Grangrana refused to apply to
the expedition. Victoria would not see her again for at |east
a year. Probably nore than a year. Already Victoria nissed
her .

But she liked to think of Grangrana living confortably in
the house that Merry had arranged for the partnership to buy.
On the rare occasion that property came up for sale, corpo-
rations bought it, not ordinary people. Victoria had never
expected her famly to own a house. But there it was. It even
had some land of its own, away fromthe city. on the edge of
t he Vancouver |sland wi | derness.

Only yesterday she had run up the front stairs of the house
for her last visit with Grangrana before the expedition de-
part ed.

The door recogni zed her. Expecting her, it opened. Inside,
the air was hot and dry.

"G angrana?"

She went upstairs. Soft bright tight filled the hallway, spill-
ing through the glass wall separating the corridor fromthe sun
porch. Beyond the w ndows, Victoria's great-grandnother

sat sleeping in her favorite chair.

Victoria entered the roomquietly, trying not to wake the

el dest menber of her extended famly. She sat in the other
chair and wat ched Grangrana doze. Heat radiated up at her
fromthe black flagstone tiles. She slid out of her jacket and
settled back, content to wait, confortable despite the oppres-
sive warmh. G angrana had al ways wel coned her.

Victoria |l et he"- surroundings create another nmenory to take
with her on the long trip. G angrana wore her hair shorter
these days than the way Victoria first remenbered, still in an
iron-gray Afro, but nore subdued and easier to care for. Her
bl ack skin was snmooth except for the ritual scar on her cheek,
obtai ned on a research trip before Victoria was born. G an-
grana coul d have had the scar renoved, but she chose to keep
it. She adnmired the people she had visited; they refused to
condescend conpletely to the nmodern world- They paid trib-

ute to ancient traditions with a single, elegant facial scar.

Whet her they still carried on their new tradition or had
been forced to change, Victoria did not know. Their territory
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had been swall owed up in the chaos of the M deast Sweep
two decades before, alnpbst as an afterthought, a brief south-
ern lunge of the greater wave that overtook the U S. S. R

Victoria hoped this house woul d be a haven for G angrana,
the way Grangrana's snmall apartnent in Vancouver had been

a haven for Victoria, for Grangrana's friends and col | eagues
and former students; even, once in a white, for a nenber of
the group she had lived with in Africa. A few of them had
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been trapped in the West. They could not legally return to
their hones. Victoria's nost powerful recollection of them
was the dignity with which they bore their grief and displace-
nent .

Gradual |y they had stopped visiting; gradually even G an-
grana |l ost contact with themall. She believed they had re-
turned home, no matter what they had to do to get there. No
matter what happened to them when they arrived.

"Victoria?"

Victoria started awake. Grangrana stood before her, a little
stooped, frailer than six nonths ago.

"I fell asleep,” Victoria said, abashed. The heat and the
few m nutes' sleep made her groggy.

Grangrana smled. "So did I."

She touched Victoria's hair, brushing her fingertips across
the soft, springy surface. Victoria wore her hair shorter than
Grangrana used to, |longer than her great-grandnother kept

hers now.

"I'mso glad to see you," Grangrana said. "I thought |
m ght not again."

"l know," Victoria said. "I was afraid of that, too."

She stood and hugged her great-grandnother and ki ssed

her cheek.
"I"'mstill afraid of that, G angrana. W're going to be gone
so long ..."

The house AS rolled into the sun-room

"Conme have tea," Grangrana said.

They sat at the white wought-iron table in the comer, on
spi ndly white wought-iron chairs.

"The time will seemlonger to you than to nme," G angrana
said. "The older | get, the faster tine passes. | think we
perceive tinme as a proportion of our lives. A year isn't a large
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proportion of my life anynore. | think 1'll still be here when
you get back."

"l hope so. But won't you reconsider com ng? Wn't you
at | east apply?

G angrana shook her head. "No, |'ve finished nmy adven-
turing. I'lIl wait here for you to cone back to ne and tell ne
all about it. Tell me things now. Are you happy?"

"Worried. Distler has only been in office a couple of
mont hs, but he's already started trying to carry out his cam
pai gn prom ses . "

"Don't tell ne about the United States, don't tell me about
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sword-rattling. | can hear all that on the news, | can remem
ber it fromtwenty years ago. forty years ago. It's all cycles
I want to hear about you. Has it been a year. since . . . ?"

"Alittle nore," Victoria said. Al the nmenories surround-
ing the accident came back to her. Time had begun to dim

the pain, but she had to work to keep her voice steady. "Ste-
phen Thomas got through it better than Satoshi and I|."

"You're stilt with themboth," Grangrana said hesitantly.

Victoria turned away fromthe wi ndow and toward G an-
grana, the relative she loved nbst in the world. Her vision
bl urred and she blinked furiously. She had thought and be-
Iieved she woul d never hear that particular querul ous tone
agai n, and never have to live through this conversation

"Yes, Grangrana," she said. "I'mstill with them They're
still with ne. We're a partnership, personal and professional
The acci dent—Merry's deat h—ehanged things. But it didn't

end the partnership.”

"I thought it would," Grangrana said, softly, as if she were
speaking to herself. "Wen it happened, | was sorry for your
grief, but I thought it would rel ease you."

"It isn't like that!" She sat on the floor at Grangrana's feet
and cl asped one frail hand in both of hers. "I'mnot en-
trapped, |I'mnot blinded—+ never was. It's true that Merry

was the catalyst for the fanmily. Merry loved falling in |ove
and being in love and staying in love with a |ot of people and
managi ng the partnership. But . . . Wy can't | explainit
right to you? I love you and | want you to think well of ne.

I don't want you to be ashaned of me—

"Ashanmed! Victoria, nothing you could ever do could
shame ne. No, |I'mso proud of you. but when you told ne
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about this arrangenent, | remenbered sone of the foolish
things | did when | was your age—-younger than you."

"But it isn't like that. It isn't a cult. Merry didn't use cha-
risma to keep us as pets, or worshippers, or slaves."

"Cherie, you never know it until it's over. It's so easy to
persuade yourself to give up yourself for someone. Especially
sonmeone you | ove."

Anger nixed with despair. "l1've nade nyself believe it
happened to you, because you say it's so. Wiy can't | make
you believe it isn't happening to ne?"

"Because |'mold and stubborn and | | ove you." She drew
Victoria up and enmbraced her. "I want you to be happy."

"I am Gangrana." Victoria |l et her cheek rest against her
great - grandnot her's shoul der. She breathed the cool cedar
scent of Grangrana *s perfune, the fragrance of clothing kept
in cedar trunks and a huge freestandi ng cedar-I|ined cabinet,
Victoria's favorite hiding place during chil dhood ganes.
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"They seem i ke good nen, Satoshi and Stephen Thomas, "
Grangrana said. "But don't stand for it if they pretend to be
better than you.. Men like to do that, even when they don't
realize it."

Victoria knew the struggl e her great-grandnother had had

to endure to succeed, in a different tinme. It seened, to her,
nearly as bizarre and incredible as the lives of Gangrana's
great - grandparents, who had escaped to Canada fromthe

United States during the years of slavery. Grangrana's stories
of times past had taught Victoria the fragility of freedom

"They woul dn't, Grangrana," she said. She sat down again
in the wought-iron chair, in the warm sun-room The rays
sl anted through the wi ndows, nearly horizontal, casting

bl acker shadows agai nst the bl ack flagstones. Victoria sud-
denly chuckl ed.

"What is it, cherieT

"I't's that you think nmy household is outrageous,” Victoria
said, "and all my other friends think it's terribly ol d-fash-
i oned. "

Next norning, orbital time, Victoria floated into the transport
cafeteria. She wanted a cup of strong tea. Stephen Thomas

used to tease her about the British influence on her eating
habits, but once she persuaded himthat a single taste of En-
glish breakfast tea with mlk and sugar would not kill him

he decided he liked it. He still drank coffee the rest of the
day and night, imune to the effects of caffeine, but sone-
times he drank tea in the norning. Victoria thought she had
done himno favor, for tea was scarcer than coffee outside
earth's gravity well, and m |k was expensive.

She passed Floris Brown, so far the only nmenber of G and-
parents in Space, acconpani ed by a nenber of the transport
crew,

"Good norning, Ms. Brown." Victoria smled. "I mean,
Floris. How are you enjoying the trip?"

"Ch . . . hello. It's fine, thank you." Nothing in the tone
of her frail voice indicated she renenbered Victoria from
yest er day.

She nust be tired fromthe stress of lift-off, Victoria
thought, trying not to be disappointed.

"Victorial"

J.D. and Feral called to her fromacross the room She was
i npressed that they had both already |earned not to nake
unnecessary gestures in zero-g.

Feral, who | ooked |ike he had been up for hours and had
already hit his stride, pushed toward her and handed off a
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hot - pack to her. He kicked against the wall and passed her
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again going the opposite direction, still facing her
"Good norning. Docking in an hour."

They both reached J.D. at the sane tinme. Feral grabbed a
handhol d; Victoria brushed her hand al ong the bul khead, us-
ing the friction to dissipate her nonentum

Victoria extended the hot-pack's straw and sipped it. Tea,
with mlk and sugar.

"Thanks," she said to Feral. Mst Anericans, even if they
had noticed how she |iked her tea, would have put creamin
it. "Have you guys had breakfast already?"

"Just finished,” J.D. said. "I wanted to be sure to get a
good spot to watch the docking."

"I don't think you'll have any trouble," Victoria said.
"Most of the folks on board are ol d hands. You and our new
grandnot her are the only new permanent residents, and Fera
and that other guy are the only tenps."

"What ot her guy?" Feral asked.

"He was in the observation bubbl e yesterday norning, but
he di sappeared and | haven't seen himsince."

"l don't renmenber him"

'"He has kind of brown hair, or was it bl ond—you know,

that color that you think is blond but when you really | ook at
it, it's bromn. And . . ." She tried to renenber what col or

his eyes were. Her imge of himshifted and faded. "Medi um

hei ght, maybe a little taller." Height was difficult to judge in
wei ghtl essness. "Medium buil d." She searched for a distin-

gui shing characteristic.

"I saw hima couple tines in the corridor,” J.D. said.
"But he didn't say anything."

"I guess | didn't notice him" Feral said, frowning

"Not much to notice. Anyway, even if he and all of us

here and half the crew go to watch the docking, it won't be
crowded." She sighed. "This is the first tinme |I've ever taken
a transport to Starfarer that hasn't been full."

"So Chandra's not on board?" Feral asked.
"Who?"'

"The sensory artist. | heard she was | eaving earth soon. |
thought | might get a chance to interview her."

"Ch, dear," J.D said. A blush crept up her cheeks.

"What's the matter?"

STARFARERS 63
"l was supposed to take her diving. | conpletely forgot
about it. I just . . . left."
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"Didn't she call you?"

"No. Isn't that odd . . . Maybe she forgot our appoint-
ment, too," J.D. said hopefully. "Excuse ne, |'d better try
to reach her and apol ogi ze, at |east."

Her eyelids nickered closed and she fell silent as she
connected with the web.

Letting the hot-pack drift in place, Victoria took a sand-

wich froma service nodule, lore off a conmer of the w apper

and pulled off a bite-sized piece of the sandwi ch. She left the
rest inside the paper so it would not shed crunbs. She ate

the bite, then ate the coner of the wapper as well.

Feral watched her with an expression that indicated he
thought Victoria was pulling his |eg.

"Rice paper," Victoria said. The crinkly filmdissolved on
her tongue. "W try to nake everything we can from renew
abl e resources, and as recycl able as possible."” She grinned.
"One way or another."

She ate another bite of her sandw ch, and anot her coner
of the rice-paper w apping.

J.D. opened her eyes again. "I left her a nessage." She
sighed. "How could I just forget? | guess I'lIl have to do somne
seriously apol ogetic groveling when she cones on board."

"You folks didn't exactly nmake it hard for your opponents

to take potshots at the expedition," Feral said. "You' re tak-
ing along artists, and grandparents, and the social structure
is a pretty weird m x—

"Should | take that conment personally?" Victoria asked.

"Only if you want to. You've got to adnmit that polygany
i s unusual . "

"But ny famly isn't polyganous."

"What, then?"

"The technical termis 'famly partnership.' It isn't as rig-
idly denned as pol ygamy. A famly partnership is gender-
transparent. It doesn't require a particular nix, |ike severa

menbers of one gender and one nenber of the other."
"But that's what yours has."

Victoria forced herself to answer without hesitation. "It
does right now. But it doesn't have to."

"Can | have an exclusive on your next engagenent ?"
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"I was only speaking theoretically." Victoria tried to snile,
but the idea of bringing in another partner hurt too ruch. It
woul d not be replacing Merit—no one could replace Merit-

but it would feel like trying. "Besides, the last tinme some-
body wrote about our personal |ives, we got insults from

wei rdos who think we're reactionary, even stranger nessages
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congratul ating us on our traditional values, and a handful of
proposal s from peopl e who thought they'd fit right in. It takes
too long to answer the mail."

"Why' d you choose the arrangenent, if |I'mnot being too
nosy? Are you ... | don't know what the parallel termfor
' monoganous* woul d be for a fam |y partnership, but you
know what | nean. Don't you trust the Thanthavong vira
depol yner ase?'

Victoria found herself nore anused than of fended by Fer-
al ' s unapol ogeti c nosi ness.

"I admire Professor Thanthavong trenendously. She's the
head of the departnent where ny partner Stephen Thonas
has tenure, and he's el oquent about her achi evenents."

"Her work nmade a big difference," said J.D., who was

ol der than either Victoria or Feral. "It's hard to explain how
scared everybody was, to anybody who's too young to re-
menber . "

"Then why the partnership?"

"U. S. law provides for it, and it hel ps ease sone of the

problenms of a nmultinational famly arrangenent,"” Victoria

said. "But the real reasonis ... it seened like a good idea

at the tine. It still does. But it's a long story. I'll tell it to
you soneday. | have a couple of things to do before we dock

so I'lIl meet you both in the observation bubble. Al right?"

Feral | ooked di sappointed. Victoria had | earned, in their
short acquai ntance, that Feral would tal k about anything for
as long as anyone el se could stand it.

"I wouldn't mnd the condensed versi on—

"The orcas have an interesting social structure." J.D. gave
Victoria a synpathetic glance as she interrupted Feral without
appearing to. "You can draw parallels between it and a fam
ily partnership ..."

Victoria extricated herself gratefully.
She felt a bit guilty about inplying that she had some kind
STARFARERS 65

of inportant errand to run before the transport docked. In
fact, she wanted to take a shower and change cl ot hes.

Zero-g showers amused her. The water skinmred over her

pul I ed across her body by a mld suction at one side of the
compartment. Wen she was wet, she turned off the water

and | athered herself with soap, scraped off nost of the suds
with an inplenent like the sweat-scraper of an ancient G eek
athl ete—er a racehorse—and turned the water on again til

the last of the soap washed away. It felt like standing in a
warm wi ndy rain. Wien she finished, she was covered all

over with a thin skin of water. She scraped herself off again,
got out of the shower and closed the door, and turned the
vacuum on high to vent the last of the water out of the com
partnment and into the recycler. Her whole body felt tingly
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and refreshed.

As she dressed in her favorite new fancies, the warning
si gnal sounded softly through the ship. A few mnutes |ater
m crogravity replaced zero-g as the transport decel erated.

Victoria hurried to the observation bubble, anxious to be
home.

Al'l alone, Zev swamthrough the cold water toward the
harbor. He had cone this way by hinself a hundred tines,
maybe a thousand, and he had never felt alone. Before, he
al ways knew he would find J.D. in the cove or on the shore,
and his famly back in the open water.

The tidal outflow fromthe harbor, just perceptibly warmed
by the sun, flowed over him He swam between the headl ands
that protected the beach.

When he reached J.D.'s anchored dock, he stopped and

fl oated beneath its shadow. He could hear the artificial |ung
respiring in its conpartnent, waiting and waiting for some-
one who mght never return. It was full of oxygen, ready,
with a willingness bred into its cells, to give up the oxygen
whenever a human needed it. It had no consci ousness, of
course, no brain, only the bare m ni mum of nerve tissue nec-
essary to make it function. Yet Zev had the urge to reach in

- and stroke it, confort it, like a pet.

oS I nstead he dove deeper and swam toward shore al ong the
N harbor bottom taking the environment into his menmory |ike
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a bal een whal e scoopi ng up pl ankton to store up energy be-

fore its long migration. He gathered the details of scarlet and
yel | ow and green anenones, great gooseneck barnacl es kick-

ing their feet in the water to draw in their food, |ong strands
of kelp reaching up toward sunlight, a pretty little octopus,
wat chi ng curiously, follow ng hi mcephal opod-fashion,

squirting water and trailing its |egs.

Zev's cousins, the orcas, did not forage for plankton. They
hunt ed; they hunted what they found wherever they found

t hensel ves.

He had al ways done the sane; he would continue to do the
same, despite a changed environnment. He ki cked hard and

burst through the surface, nearly |eaving the water before he
spl ashed down agai n.

A hurman stood on the beach. He did not m stake this hu-
man for J.D.. though he had net precious few other true
humans in his life. J.D. was gone.

The water becane too shallowto swmin. He stood up on
the rocky shel f and waded forward.

The human saw hi m coming and hurried toward him She
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Wi. different fromJ.D., her eyes without pupils and all gray.
She wore a wet suit and carried a mask and fins.

"Hell o," he said. "I am Zev."

"My nane's Chandra. | don't suppose you ever heard of
me, either. Do you know where J.D. Sauvage is?"

"She left for the starship.”
"Ch. great."

He had no idea why her voice held anger, nor why she

snelled of fear. Snells carried poorly in air, compared to
water, and the wet suit covered all the places that would send
of f useful odors.

Chandra extended her hand to Zev. Zev slid his fingertips
al ong her knobby fingers, up the back of her hand, and al ong
the wist- He felt her start to draw away, then rel ax again.

"Goodbye." he said.
"Wait! Where are you goi ng?"
"To represent the divers on the deep space expedition."

"Hey, great, maybe I'l|l see you on board. WIIl | find other
divers in the water?"

"Where el se?" he asked, anused.
"l mean nearby."
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"No, " he said.

"Where are they?"

"They have gone sonewhere el se.™
Zev started up the beach.

He heard nore humans com ng toward the cove. They were
still out of sight, beyond the hill and anpong the Douglas firs.
He gl anced back at Chandra.

"Are your friends conming to swmwth you? |I'msure the
orcas would not mind, if you asked, but you are supposed to
ask. "

"I't's Just ne," she said. "I was supposed to dive with
Sauvage, but since she's not here |I'mgoing in anyway."

A group of people, all dressed the sane, appeared between
the trees. They crashed down the slope, not bothering to be
qui et .

"Mlitary exercises, maybe?" Chandra said. "Those folks
are in uniform and they're carrying guns."

Zev hesitated. He was not entirely sure what the mlitary
was, but he knew they were responsible for the difficulties
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his fanmly faced. He did know the neaning of the word
"gun." @ns were not permitted in the wlderness.

Zev was fearless, but he was not foolish. If he knew a

shark was nearby and he was all alone, he would avoid it if
he could. If the famly were around, that night be different.
But his famly was far away.

He wal ked back down the beach and waded into the water.
"Wait!" Chandra called- "I'll go with you!"

He could tell she knew not hi ng about sw mm ng as soon

as she pushed off into the | ow waves- Instead of diving into
them she tried to rise above them They splashed her in the
face and made her cough and choke and try to find her foot-
ing. Instead of turning back, she floundered on toward the
dock. Terror poured out of her, the flavor carried strongly by
the sea. Zev wondered what frightened her so.

He stroked beside her. "Put on your nmask," he said.

She had junped in so quickly that the nmask still dangled
fromher armby its strap, further hanpering her attenpts to
swim Zev noved closer to her, put one arm around her, and
hel d her steady. She pushed the mask over her head. It pressed
agai nst the growths on her face. Zev wondered if it hurt. He
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pulled a few | ocks of her hair from beneath the edges of the
mask, and hoped it would not |eak

The ot her humans reached the shore. They saw Zev and

Chandra in the water. They broke into a run. Their feet made
| oud noi ses on the rocks. J.D. sonetinmes wore shoes, but

not great heavy ones. The hunmans wore thick clothing and

wi de web straps from whi ch depended chunks of metal and
plastic. The snell ofoli and fire drifted across the water-

Zev dragged Chandra toward the dock
"Hol d your breath!"
" No—wai t —

She gasped and got a mouthful of water as he pulled her
under. She struggled. He let her go and she rose toward the
surface. She came up in the airspace beneath the dock,
coughi ng again. Strips of bright sunlight poured through the
cracks between the dock's fl oorboards.

"What's this all about?" she said. Her voice shook, and

the water transmtted the trenbling of her body. Excitenent
flushed her face. She had not trained herself to draw the bl ood
fromher skin and fromher extremties while she swamin

cold water.

"I do not know for sure," he said. "Bul | think they are
dangerous to nme. Perhaps not to you. | should not have pulled
you like that, but you said you wanted to cone and | thought
you were in distress. Do you want to use the lung, or do you
want to go back to shore by yoursel f?"
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"I want the lung," she said.

"Take one deep breath, hold it, and relax." Though his
request further intensified her fear, she did as he asked.

Zev pull ed her underwater. He freed the lung and urged it
toward her. Wen it touched her she shuddered, but she did

not fight. The lung fitted itself against her and extended its
processes toward the mask. When it had established itself.
when Chandra coul d breathe its oxygen, Zev towed her deeper
underwat er and swam away with her. |eaving the other,

stranger humans behind on the beach

Sat oshi stretched, arching his back and spreading his arns.
Hi s research i mage, displayed above himin the air. cast col-
ored light over himand across half the geography theater.
Hi s hands noved through the reflection of delicate |lines.
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He pressed his head back agai nst the contour couch, tens-

ing all his nuscles, then relaxing them He had barely noved
for four hours, as he put all his attention and energy into the
map overlays. He kneaded his trapezi us muscles.

Stefan Tomas of the world's best back rubs, Satoshi thought,
where are you when | need you?

The display was so pretty he hated to put it away, but it
took up half the theater. Though it was past eight o'clock,
soneone el se mght want to use the theater |ater on

"Gve ne a projection," he said to Arachne. "Hard copy.
Then file and store."

A two-di nensi onal projection of a three-di nensional rep-
resentation of a four-dinmensional problemwas little nore than
a renm nder of what he was doi ng. Neverthel ess, he enjoyed

the artistic aspects of it. He rolled up the hard copy and slid
it into the accordi on pocket of his cargo pants.

Twenty mnutes to transport docking. Twice as nuch tine
as he needed to get to the waiting room but he was eager to
see Victoria. He wanted to be there when she arrived.

Pausi ng near the only other patch of light in the theater, he
regarded the overlays critically.

"What do you think?"

Fox peered out frombeneath the display. Its lights striped
and shadowed her face

"Not bad," Satoshi said. He | ooked at her quizzically.
"You don't have to spend twenty-four hours a day in here,
you know. |'m already on your side."

"I's that what you think?" she said belligerently. "That |
hang around here all the time just to inpress ny thesis pro-
fessor? Thanks a lot."

"You're wel cone,"” Satoshi said, nettled. Fox had that ef-
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fect. She did not want synpathy. She wanted to stay with the
expedi tion.

"Maybe | wanted to get the damed research done before
I get kicked out. Maybe I'mtrying to age nyself six nonths
prematurely so | can get exenpted fromthe stupid rules.”

"Maybe you're lucky to be up here at all. |'msurprised
your famly let you stay this |long. How did you arrange that?"

"l do creative hysteria very well," Fox said sulkily.

"I"'msorry," Satoshi said. "lI'mafraid you' ve reached the
limts of creative hysteria. Even if your uncle approved—
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"Don't call himthai!" She | ooked around, theatrically.
"Jeez, I'll never live it down if people start finding out the
president is my uncle!"

"There's nobody else in here. Even if he approved of the
expedi ti on, he woul dn*t be able to exenpt you. He doesn't
have the authority, and pulling strings would | ook bad."

"I don't nuch care how it would | ook," Fox said. "All
care about is that | want to go on the expedition, and you
won't let nme."

"I know you're di sappointed,"” Satoshi said. "But | did alt
I could. Now |l 'mleaving. Don't stay too late."

She made a sound of anger and frustration and di sappeared
beneath the research displ ay.

The conversation had taken up nbst of Satoshi's extra tine.
Fortunately, the theater lay at the sanme end of the cylinder as
t he docking hatch. He went outside, blinking in the bright
dayl i ght.

Sat oshi jogged to the end of canpus, where the floor of the
cylinder blended into the cylinder's conical end, form ng a steep
slope. He sprinted up the hill. As he clinbed, the gravity

fell. His strides turned to long | eaps. He bounded across a
surface nearly perpendicular to the floor of the cylinder

Sat oshi junped over the transition between the rotating cyl-

i nder and the stationary axis, grabbed the rungs of a guide

| adder, and drew hinsel f fast through the zero-g environnent
of the central cylinder. He clinbed past the ends of the solar
mrrors and ducked through the hatch that led to the docking
port. Spotting Stephen Thomas on the other side of the wait-
ing room he threaded his way anong the other people here

to greet returning friends. The crowd was nuch smaller than

it would have been a few weeks ago. A lot of people had

been recalled. If the United States continued to insist on the
conversion of the starship to mlitary purposes, even the Ca-
nadi ans woul d pull out in protest. Satoshi had no i dea what

he and St ephen Thonmas and Victoria would do then

Satoshi drifted to a stop. Stephen Thomas, who hated zero-
g, waited uneasily with one hand cl anped around a grip. He
managed to smle when he saw Satoshi. Satoshi floated to his
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side and put one armaround him Stephen Thomas hugged
himwith his free arm then nassaged the junction of Sato-
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shi's neck and shoul der. Satoshi groaned as the tight nuscles
started to | oosen.

"Thanks. That feels great."

A hol ogramcreated itself in the center of the waiting room
As the inmage of the transport approached the image of the
cylinder, all the people within the volune of the hol ogram
drifted out of it and surrounded it, watching. The bul ky,
asymmetrical transport touched the docking port. The faint
vibration of its attachment quivered around them

Victoria had been away for less than two weeks. It felt |ike
nmont hs.

St ephen Thonmas patted Satoshi's shoulder. "I1'Il give you
a proper nassage when we get hone."

"It's better already." He let hinself drift in the quiet air.
St ephen Thomas did his best to appear nonchal ant about the
| ack of gravity.

"When are you going to let ne take you out for a space-
wal k?" Sat oshi sai d.

St ephen Thormas pushed back his hair with his free hand.
As usual, he had conme into zero-g with his hair flying | oose

"Probably never."

"You'd like it."

"Probably get sick in ny spacesuit," Stephen Thonas sai d.

Satoshi let the subject drop. He was convinced that Stephen
Thomas woul d leamto like zero-g if he experienced the com
pl ete freedom of an untethered spacewal k, but Stephen
Thomas grew sullen if he was pushed to do somet hing he
preferred to avoid. Gentle encouragenent worked better.

The docking port opened and the transport passengers en-
tered Starfarer. The nore experienced travelers cane first. A
couple of helpers went in to assist the novices.

Sat oshi and St ephen Thonas greeted their friends and ac-
quai nt ances. The people who had traveled all the way to earth
stood out fromthose who had just visited one of the O Neill
colonies; all the veterans returning fromearth wore bri ght
new cl ot hes.

Victoria appeared, wearing a gold scarf around her hair, a
mat chi ng vest, and a swiriy black split skirt. She soared to-
ward him hand in hand with a plain, heavyset woman who

must be J.D. Sauvage, though Sauvage was supposed to be a
novi ce in space. This worman noved with the assurance of a
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veteran. Behind her she towed a young red- headed man whom
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Sat oshi coul d not place.

Victoria let go ofJ.D.'s hand and fl oated toward Sat oshi
They cl asped wists, tumbled one around the other, and drew
cl ose enough to enbrace. Victoria kissed him

"Ch, | mssed you."
"Me, too," Satoshi said

Victoria fended off the wall with her foot, and, in doing
so, danped nobst of their spin and changed their direction
back toward Stephen Thonmas. A second touch stopped them

in front of him He enbraced Victoria with his free arm but
kept hold of the grip with his other hand.

"Wl cone hone. "

"Thanks," she whi spered, not trusting her voice any

| ouder. After a nonment hol ding them both, she opened the
circle to include the two newconers. "J.D.," she said,
"these are ny partners, Satoshi Lono and Stephen Thonas
Gregory. Quys, J.D. Sauvage, our alien contact specialist.
And this is Feral Korzybski, the journalist. He's cone to do
a story on the expedition."

"Wl cone to Starfarer.”
St ephen Thomas gl anced at J.D. quizzically.
"Are you all right?"

"Yes, of course." She stared at Stephen Thonas. "Wy
do you ask?"

Sat oshi hoped Stephen Thonmas woul d | eave auras out of

the introductions. Sauvage apparently had some reservations
about joining the team and the expedition. The last thing they
needed was to have her decide Stephen Thonas was too

strange to work with, and go straight back to earth on the
same transport that had brought her. Never nind tal king about
auras in front of a reporter.

"Ch—no reason," Stephen Thonas said. "You | ooked
worried, that's all."

"Have you been up here before?" Satoshi said.

"What ?" She | ooked away from Stephen Thonas. "No,
never."

"You |l ook like an old hand in zero-g- But everybody knows
everybody out here, and | know |'ve never net you."

"I't nmust be because of diving, though there are a | ot of
di fferences. You nbve a |lot faster than underwater." She took
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themall in with her glance. "Thank you for inviting ne into
the team | know |I'mgoing to like it. This feels . . . natu-
ral."

"Not to ne," Stephen Thomas said plaintively. "Can we
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get back to solid ground?

J.D. followed her new teammates fromthe transport wait-
ing room anxious for her first view of Starfarer.

St ephen Thomas di sappeared over the lip of the tunne
entrance, hurrying toward the fl oor of the cylinder and Star-
farer's normal seven-tenths gravity.

J.D. stopped short at the outlet of the tunnel, ammzed by
Starfarer. She sank toward the floor in the |Iow false gravity,
at the | ast nonent renenbering to get her feet under her.

The sun tubes, reflecting and di spersing sunlight fromthe
solar mrrors, stretched along the axis of the cylinder, from
above her to the distant far end. Their heat warmed J.D.'s
face and shoul ders and their |ight dazzled her

Victoria glanced at her froma few meters down the hill.

"J.D., don't stare at the tubes

J.D. | ooked down fast. An abrupt wave of dizziness over-
took her as the cylinder rolled back and forth around her
Victoria bounded to her side and grabbed her arm before she
| ost her bal ance.

"Stay still. It'll stop in a mnute."

"I"'msorry." J.D. felt foolish. "I know better—about
| ooki ng at the tubes am about noddi ng or shaking ny head."

Victoria snmiled and patted her shoulder. "It's all right.
Everybody ' knows' when they get up here that the light is

direct fromthe sun, and that the inner ear reacts to the spin

of the station. But the sun tubes look |ike great big fluorescent
lights, and the acceleration feels just like gravity, so it takes
a while to devel op the new habits. Have you stopped spinning
yet ?"

"I think so." The dizziness had begun to disperse- It was

a very strange sensation, one that would change dependi ng

on whet her she nodded or shook or tilted her head, and de-
pendi ng on her relative orientation to Starfarer's spin. For the
monent she had no wish to experiment with it.

Victoria let go of her elbow "The light's filtered, so it's
safer than |l ooking at the sun, but it can dammge your eyes.

Vonda N. Mintyre

You have to be more careful in the wild cylinder, if you cross
over fora visit. The light's even less filtered there."

"Il remenber."” J.D. |ooked around, her gaze oblique to

the sun tubes. "I know Starfarer is big—+ knew exactly how
bigit is before | came up here. But | didn't realize how big
it would feel.'

At the foot of the hill, the ground curved upward to her

left and to her right. Far overhead, hazed by distance, the
sides of the cylinder curved toward each other. The sun tubes
obscured the side of the cylinder directly opposite, but the
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rest lay spread above and around her like a map.

"Al nmost everybody has that reaction, their first tine here."

"Come on, you guys St ephen Thomas shouted from

hal fway down the cylinder's end-hill. Below, the interior of
the starship stretched out into the distance. Feral and Satoshi
wai ted, ten neters down the slope. J.D. and Victoria joined

t hem

Feral squinted past the sun tubes toward the cylinder's far
side. "Amazi ng how the people up there can keep their bal -
ance, wal ki ng upside down and all."

Victoria glanced sideways at him
He grinned. "You've heard that one before, huh?"
"I't's about the first ol dest joke."

"I love your accent," Feral said.

"What accent?" Victoria said.

"You say 'oot' and *aboot' instead of 'out' and 'about.' "
"l don't have an accent," she said. "It's all you Americans
who tal k funny. Parlez.-vous franfais?"

"Huh?" Feral said.

"Un pen, " J.D. said.

"You do?" Victoria said to J.D., surprised. "I don't re-
menber it fromyour vita—=

"It isn't academ c French," J.D. said. "I picked it up the

| ast few nonths. Mist of the divers speak it."

They reached the bottomof the hill, and joined Stephen

Thomas. On solid ground he was at ease. and he noved with
grace and certainty. As Victoria and Satoshi canme off the hill,
St ephen Thonas ki ssed Victoria intensely, and drew Sat oshi

into the enbrace. J.D. envied thema bit, and she felt gl ad
for them and a tittle enbarrassed.

"I'"l'l see you all tomorrow," she said. She started away.
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"J.D.," Victoria said, "do you know where you're go-

i ng?"

"Um no, but I'msure Arachne will get me to where I'm

supposed to stay."''’
"Don't be silly. W'll show you, and get you settled."

Victoria and Satoshi went with J.D., while Stephen Thonas
set off with Feral to show himto the guesthouse.

Thi ck, weedy grass and flowers covered rmuch of the I and
of the canpus. At first J.D could not figure out why it | ooked
so famliar to her, until she realized that the ecosystem of
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Starfarer, planned as a natural succession, reproduced the
first growmh in a forest after a big fire. O course the canpus
| acked the bl ack tunbl e of half-burned trees, snags, uprooted
trunks.

They followed a small stream J.D tried to trace its course
along the inside of the cylinder, but soon lost it anong hedge-
rows. Above, on the other side of the cylinder, a network of
silver streans patterned the raw ground and sprouting grass.

The interior radius of one end of Starfarer's cylinder was
slightly shorter than that of the other end. The resulting slope
formed a gentle gradient of artificial gravity that caused the
streans to flow fromthis end of the cylinder to the other
They erupted at the base of the hill and flowed in spirals
around the interior of the campus. Every so often a stream
spread out into a clear |ake, or a bog or swanp thick with

wat er hyaci nths and other cleansing plants. At the far end of
the cylinder lay a salt nmarsh, the main buffer of the ecosys-
tem Evaporation and transpiration and rain recycled sone of
the water, and sone flowed underground through punps and
desal i ni zers, back to its starting point.

At first Victoria and Satoshi followed a resilient rock-foam
path, but after a few hundred neters Victoria turned down a
dirt trail that had been worn into the grass.

"Do you have deer on campus?" J.D. asked.

"Not in this cylinder. These are people trails. If one gets
awful Iy popular, we foamit."

J.D. | ooked around curiously. Along the length of the cyl-
i nder she could see clearly only a few hundred neters, be-
cause wi ndbreaks of saplings or bushes separated the fields.

She stopped short. "What's that?"
Several dog-sized ani mal s bobbed toward her through the
76 vonda N. Mintyre

hi gh grass of the next field. Back on the island, a pack of
hal f-wi |l d dogs ran free, far nore dangerous than any wol f
pack or coyote band.

"That's the horse herd," Satoshi said.
"Horse herd'"

Their tiny hooves tattooed the danp ground, the thick

grass. Five niniature horses skidded to a stop in front of
J.D., whinnying in high-pitched voices, snorting at each
other. A pinto no taller than J.D's knee squeal ed and ki cked
out at a bay that crowded too close. They whuffl ed expec-
tantly around her feet.

Victoria reached down and scratched one behind the ears.

"I'"'mfresh out of carrots," she said. "Satoshi, have you
got anything for thenf"

He dug around in the side cargo pocket of his pants, un-
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derneath a crunpled map printout, and found a few peanuts.

He opened them rubbing the shells to powder between his
fingers before letting themfall to the ground. The miniature
horses crowded cl oser. Satoshi gave J.D. the peanuts. The
horses |ipped themsoftly from her hands. They nuzzled the
backs of her knees, her ankles, and her shoes.

** | didn't know horses |iked peanuts,” J.D. said

"They m ght prefer apples," Satoshi said, "but the trees
aren't established yet. Next year we may get sone fruit.

Sugar's still fairly expensive up here, since we haven't started
processing it. Lots of carrots, but peanuts are easier to carry.
Drier."

Victoria chuckled. "He left a carrot in his pocket once,
for I don't know how | ong. The laundry sent it back."

"It wasn't that bad," Satoshi said to J.D. He shrugged
"It was nore or |less fossilized before anybody found it."

"Why are they here?"
"The minis, you nmean, not the carrots?"

"People do better with pets around," Victoria said. "And
they keep the grass fromgetting conpletely overgrown."

"I see," J.D. said. "The nmini-horses are easier to keep
track of than cats or dogs or hansters—and easier on the
ecosystem too, | suppose." She sat on her heels and rubbed
the soft nmuzzle of a seven-hand Appal oosa.

"Ri ght. Al zena-Al zena Dadkhah, she's the chief ecol o-
gist—s trying to get sone birds established. A lot of people
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woul d i ke to have dogs or cats—+'d like to have ny cat. But
I can see her point about predators. And donestic rodents
are too adaptable. According to Al zena, once you' ve got them
you' ve got them everywhere. So far we haven't had any rats,
but it could happen. Then there's the waste problem™

"Sorry, little one, that's the end of the peanuts," J.D. said
to the Appal oosa. "I see the point about waste. Herbivore
waste isn't quite as unattractive as carnivore waste."

"Easier to conpost, too," Satoshi said.

J.D. patted the Appal oosa one last tinme- She straightened
up. The mini tossed its head, |ooking for another handout. It
was a cute little aninal.

Sonet hi ng about it nmade J.D. unconfortable, and that was
exactly the problem it was cute. In being bred down from
magni fi cence, the horses had been nade trivial, converted
fromstrong, powerful animals to |apdogs.

She cl apped her hands sharply. The mnis snorted and
started and gal | oped away. They scattered, gall oping and
bucking, and re-formed their herd a hundred neters across
the field.
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J.D. saw her new house for the first tinme. She had known the
houses forned part of the topography, built into hillsides with
one wall of w ndows. But she had not expected hers to be

beauti f ul

"I love it," J.D. said. "It |ooks organic, sonehow. But

why do it like this? Not to conserve energy, surely.”" Wile
Starfarer still fleww thin the solar system the sun would

provide all the power it could possibly use. Once it cl anped
itself to the universe's web of cosmic string, the probl em
woul d be to keep from bei ng overwhel med by the energy

fl ux.

"Not here and now," Victoria said. "But we can't know

all the conditions we'll face after we | eave. The basic reason
is aesthetic and ecological. The nore plants on the surface,
the less ground we cover with buildings and pat hways and so
forth, the nore stable and resilient the ecosystemw | be.
The plants keep the air fresher, they soak up the runoff from
rai n—

J.D. glanced up. Starfarer was |arge enough to have its

own weat her patterns, including rain. Two different systens
of clouds drifted over the |and on the other side of the cyl-
i nder.

Victoria pointed at the nost distant cloud system "That
far-overhead systemw || be near-overhead in half a rotation
The ecosystens anal ysts encourage rain in the cylinders—t's
easi er and cheaper than air-conditioning. Snells better, too."

"No thunder and lightning, though. I"'msure," J.D. said
79
80 vonda N. Mclntyre

wistfully. That woul d be too risky, both because of all the
electronics within Starfarer, and because of the anount of
energy even a small lightning bolt can let |oose.

"No, you're right.'
cour age. "

Victoria | aughed. "That, they dis-

"It's the one thing | mssed in the Pacific Northwest," J.D.
said. "There was lots of rain, but hardly ever any thunder."
She hesitated. She wanted to ask so nany questions about
Starfarer and the alien contact departnent. But she woul d
have tinme. "I'Il see you tonorrow, right?"

"First thing," Satoshi said.
"We'll cone and get you and go watch the solar sail test."

They bid each other good night. J.D. watched Victoria and
Sat oshi wal k away, hand in hand.

Giffith glanced back at earth one last time before |eaving

the transport. This was his first trip into space. He had known,
intellectually, how far he would be fromthe planet, but the

di stance struck himenotionally only when he could hold out

hi s hands and cup the world between them
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At this distance, it would take the very best surveillance
equi prent —per haps even the next generation of surveill ance
equi pment—to get fine detail fromearth- The starship woul d
have to nove to a | ower orbit.

Giffith hated waste. Starfarer shoul d never have been built
this far out to begin with. A great deal of tine and noney
and reaction mass had gone into its construction. Even though
nost of its mass cane fromcheap |unar material, O Neil
colony leftovers, it had required a significant nunber of
earth-to-orbit payl oads.

Giffith noved into the starship, hand over hand al ong the
grips. He was getting the hang of zero-g navigation, but he
envi ed people with the experience to nove naturally and
graceful ly.

He I eft the docking gate and entered the main body of
Starfarer. He stopped at the center of the slope where he
could | ook out into the cylinder.

Where earth had been too small to believe, the cylinder

was far too large. He was anmazed and appal | ed by the anount
of space. From where he held hinself, the end of the cylinder
appeared to slope up to neet the walls of the cylinder, the
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living space of Starfarer. He knew, though, that when he
started to travel along one of the numerous paths |eading
away fromthe gate, the apparent gravity would increase. He
woul d perceive himself clinbing down to the floor.

Di sorientation dizzied him He closed his eyes, but that
only nade it worse. Keeping his gaze away fromthe weird
sl ope and the enornous cylinder, he found the path | eading
to the proper section. He drew hinself onto it and gri pped
the rail.

Lower on the slope, the artificial gravity held himon the
stairs. He released his death grip on the railing. O her people
on the path at the | evel he had reached were | eaping up and
down the slope |ike gazelles, |ike moon-wal kers, ignoring the
swi t chbacks, but Giffith noved slowy and steadily and cau-
tiously. He felt dizzy. He supposed it was a psychosonatic
reaction that resulted fromhis knowi ng that the cylinder was
spi nning, for he was bel ow the | evel at which his inner ear
ought to be able to detect the spin. The dizzi ness bot hered
him for he was not nuch given to psychosomatic reactions.

He made sone qui ck cal cul ati ons about the popul ati on den-
sity of the starship. Though he knew he had done the cal cu-

| ations correctly—-he made a policy of exercising his mind in
this way, so as not to beconme too dependent on outside da-

t abases—the nunber struck himas so absurdly | ow that he
sent out a line to the web and had it check his arithmetic. It
was accurate. Then his amazenent at the size of the cylin-
der—and there were two of them one conpl etely uni nhab-

ited, designed and intended to renmain that way—hanged to
resentment and envy. The people who |ived here had all the
space in the world
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He | aughed, a quick sarcastic bark. Back in the world,

there was arable | and, there was useless land, there were
restricted wldernesses, and there were cities. Not much space
remai ned for stretching out. The spoil ed acadenm cs who |ived
up here had no idea how fortunate they were. O, nore |ikely,
they knew perfectly well. No doubt they had planned it this
way.

They had better enjoy their luxury while it lasted. Soon
everyt hi ng woul d change.

The path forked. He I et Arachne guide himto the proper
track. Below him on the slope, the pathways branched and
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branched again, like a river splitting and spreading its fingers
across a delta. Ot herw se the pathways that had begun so

cl ose together, in the center of the cylinder cap, would end

at great distances fromeach other. By follow ng the correct
branch, Giffith could reach the proper |ongitude of the cyl-

i nder.

No one had cone to nmeet him which was as he had

pl anned. He preferred being left to hinself. He would ob-
serve in anonymty and nmake his recommendati ons wi thout
any fuss.

The departure of several of the associate nations could only
help in the conversion he planned. It could be nade to | ook
as if they were grasping at a conveni ent excuse and cutting
their losses, finding the starship project to be too big, too
expensive for their budgets. And, who knew? That m ght even
be true.

A few associates mght hold out, but the change had begun

and it could not be stopped. At this point, objecting to the

use of the starship as a mlitary base cane close to treason
Unfortunately, it would not |ook good to arrest half the fac-
ulty and staff of the expedition even if Giffith found evidence
agai nst them Never mnd. Arrests would be unnecessary. By

the tinme he finished his work, the scientists would give up

and go hone.

Giffith knew there nust be people on board who disagreed
with the majority view, but who feared to speak up agai nst
it. He hoped to discover them

He took a nental glance at a map of the canpus transmt-

ted by the web. His perception of the transm ssion made it
overlap his sight, like the tactical display on the w ndow of a
fighter jet. Mst people had to close their eyes to receive
visually oriented information fromthe web.

The map led himto the guesthouse. He clinbed the path

and wal ked under the hill and through the open doorway. It
irked himthat he would be forced to stay in an underground
room Back on earth he lived high in a skyscraper, and he
had waited a |ong time—and paid several bribes—+to get an
apartnent | ooking over the city and the flat stark plains be-
yond. Having paid the bribes still troubled him
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The | obby was deserted and enpty. Not even an AS waited
to serve him
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"Hel | o!'"

No one replied. Giffith went behind the desk, intending
to go into the back and rout out whoever or whatever was
supposed to be in attendance.

A sheet of paper rustled beneath his shoe. He picked it up

a sign, blown to the floor by a breeze. It carried a notice in
several |anguages, beginning with French. He gl anced farther
down and found the English version.

"W regret that we are not here to aid you. Qur govern-
ment has called us home for consultations."”

Giffith snorted at the idea of hotel keepers* being called
honme for consultations. H's briefing had neglected to nention
that France held the guesthouse concession and that all its
personnel woul d be gone by the tine he arrived.

"Pl ease choose a chanber from our diagram and consi der

our house yours during your stay. W have no | ocks so no
code is required. Please put soiled linen into the |aundry
chute. Fresh linen may be retrieved fromthe arnoire in the
hal | way. "'

The lack of |ocks irked himeven nore than the idea of
stayi ng underground. Not that he was stupid enough to bring
anything sensitive with him but if anyone found out who he
was they would not know that, and they m ght search his

bel ongi ngs. Besi des, sone peopl e woul d snoop even w t hout
suspi cions to go on.

Giffith was a very private person.

He gl anced at the diagram Two roons out often had been
spoken for. He left signing in till after he had seen what the
guest house had to offer.

He strode along the ranp leading to a second-story hall -
way. The interior wall was blank. Doors to the guest apart-
ments opened fromthe exterior wall. Each end of the hallway
|l ed out onto a bal cony and exit ranp.

The guest house was nore pl easant than he expected, and,

though it was indeed underground, each roomflowed into its
own snall terrace just beneath the crest of the hill. Al the
roons were simlar, with one wall of w ndows. The hillside
sloped to a streamand a snmall grove of trees. The furnishings
were Spartan: a futon, a small desk, woven mats on the floor.
Hi s shoes crunched on the fl oor coverings.

To give hinself the nobst privacy, he chose the room next
84 vonda N. Mintyre

to the nost distant exit. He dunped his things, apparently at
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random on the futon, then left to |lake a | ong expl oratory
wal K.

Floris Brown waited in the transport until someone came

along to help her. The excitement of the trip had begun to
catch up with her, and she felt tired. She dreaded the return
to gravity. Wightlessness was a bl essing, easing the aches of
lift-off as well as the aches of age that she had suffered for
twenty years.

As she waited, she | ooked out the dorsal port.

The bow of the transport obscured her view of the inhab-
ited cylinder, but the wild cylinder spun slowy in the dis-

tance. Even farther away, the furled sail lay waiting for its
test deploynent. It |looked Iike a huge, tautly tw sted silver
cabl e.

A young man dove into the transport, sailed through the

ai sl e, and stopped hinmsel f just above her. She smiled at him
Everyone on the transport had been so clean-cut. This was

the first person she had seen who dressed in a nmanner she
found fam liar and confortable. He was a big nman, wi th dark
skin and hair so black it had blue highlights. He wore ragged
bl ue jeans and a bl ack | eather vest; he was cl ean-shaven but
his hair was long, tied back in a ponytail, fanning out behind
his head. Despite his youth, sun-squint lines radiated from
the coners of his eyes.

"I'"'myour liaison. Infinity Mendez."

"Hel l 0." She extended her hand. "My nane is Floris
Brown. "

He took her hand and held it rather than shaking it. H's
hand conpl etely surrounded her skinny, winkled fingers. She
felt enbarrassed by the gnaried blue veins.

"W don't shake hands nuch in zero-g, Ms. Brown," he
said. "One nore force to counteract."

"Please call me Floris."

He unfastened her seat belts with deft and inpatient nove-
ments, then turned his back to her. The fringe on his |eather
vest dangl ed raggedly.

"Grab your stuff and grab hold,"” he said

The fastenings stuck. She funmbled at the net.

He made a peculiar motion of his hands and shoul ders that
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caused himto rotate toward her. Wthout comrent, he un-
fastened the net, stuck it under his arm and presented her
with his fringe again. She wound her hands in the cut |eather.
It felt warmand slippery. He gathered his strength, like an
ani mal about to | eap.

She was afraid he woul d wench out her arns, but he
pushed off carefully and glided with surprising snoothness
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between the seats of the transport, drawi ng her after him
They were the | ast people to | eave the passenger conpart-
ment. Even the waiting roomhad cl eared out.

"How are you on hills?" Infinity asked.
"Slow, " she said.

"Ckay." He took her to an elevator. "Hold on, and keep
your feet near the floor.'

He pointed to one surface, which Floris would not neces-
sarily have chosen as the floor except for the orientation of
the grasps and the painted outlines of footprints.

"This'I| feel weird. Sonething to do with the spin. You
need a physicist to explain it, but you get used to it. Down,"
he said to the elevator. It conplied.

At first she thought he nmust have told her the wong surface
to keep her feet near, for she felt a force drawi ng her toward
the surface of the elevator at her back. G adually, as the el-
evator slid toward the floor of the cylinder, the force slid,
too, pulling froma nore and nore horizontal orientation till
it fell and acted Iike gravity, staying steady and "down."

The el evat or st opped.

"Most folks don't conme this way," Infinity said. He set off
toward the bright end of the tunnel

Floris stepped out of the el evator. She stunbled. Strange
how she coul d have gotten so used to wei ghtl essness in two
days. She steadied herself and followed Infinity Mendez, try-
ing to keep up.

Returning to gravity was not as hard as she had feared.
Starfarer's seven-tenths g made wal ki ng easi er than back on
earth.

She stepped cautiously out into the cylinder, into fresh coo
air. She | ooked around, then up. For a noment she shrank
back, as if the whole incredible construction m ght coll apse
upon her. Pictures failed to reproduce the feeling of observ-
ing one's world fromthe inside, fromabove. Floris felt as
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she inmagined a fifteenth-century expl orer mght have, had he
crossed the equator and discovered the people on the other
side really did wal k upside down on the far side of the world.
She stepped gingerly out of the tunnel, crossed the senicircle
of rock foamat its base, and stood on the new grass.

She gl anced at her liaison
"Why are you | ooking at ne |ike that?"

"Not many ol d people on board Starfarer," he said. "Not
as old as you, anyway. 1 hardly know anybody who's old."

She tried not to be offended. She wondered how many
ot her people on board Starfarer had grown up in space, in a
society that was nmissing the entire el dest generation
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"Don't you have grandparents back on earth?"

"Somewhere. 1 don't know. Come on." Carrying her

things, he strode off across a bright green |awn that |ay be-
tween rougher fields. H's unshod feet barely marked the grass.
She foll owed, wondering if she, too, should take off her shoes.
When she gl anced back, the tender new bl ades had sprung

back fromhis tread, but she had | eft marks on the grass and
on the ground.

He had already crossed half the field. She gave up trying
to match his speed; it was inpossible. Instead, she wal ked
at her own pace. She wondered if the people on board Star-
farer woul d be able to accept her limtations.

Her limtations were one of the reasons for her being here:
to hel p people renmenber the variety of human bei ngs.
Infinity turned and watched her from a di stance.

"What's the matter?"

"Not hi ng," she said.

"Then why are you goi ng so sl ow?"

"This is as fast as | can go."

"oh "

She hoped he woul d conme back and help her, but he simply
wai ted, watching with puzzlenment rather than inpatience.
When she reached him she wapped her thin fingers around
his el bow before he could stride off and outdi stance her
Though his forehead furrowed when she took his arm he
tol erated the touch.

Floris found it astonishing to walk inside a starship in the
same way she woul d wal k through a nmeadow. She tried to
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remenber the last time she had wal ked through a neadow.
She had been living in the city for many years.

The starship seemed enpty. Cccasionally she would see
someone at a distance, but Infinity took her to the next
meadow, a rougher, wlder one, and after that she saw no
ot her peopl e.

Floris kept up as long as she could. Wen she was young

she loved to take long wal ks. She hated to admt that even in
| ow gravity she no longer could do it. Finally she |l et go of
Infinity's armand sank down on a boul der with a sound of

di stress and exhausti on.

"I"'mgoing to get you a cart."

Floris remained silent until her heartbeat steadied. "You
said it wasn't very far. But we're in w | derness! \Were are
the peopl e?" Above, on the other side of the starship, there
were tracks and paths, streans and buil di ngs, and the nove-
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ment of small spots that she took to be hunman bei ngs.

"There's lots of open space, but plenty of people live
around here. Some of them have, you know, l|eft, but they'l
be back. We're al nost there.”

She pushed herself to her feet.

They wal ked through a wi de, shallow valley that cut diag-
onally across the cylinder floor. A creek ran through its cen-
ter, bubbling over jagged cracked stones to a confluence with
a larger stream Bushes grew in ragged scatters. Straight bare
vertical branches crowded together along the creek bank

"Pretty, huh?" Infinity said.
"I't's hal f-finished. Like everything else |'ve seen."

He nodded. "Yeah. That's true. You should've seen it be-
fore the ground cover sprouted. Miud. What a ness. Wen

the lilacs grow some nore, it'll be solid green over there
They' ve already got buds. And look at the willows. See the
pink and red and yellow at the tips? That's where they're
growi ng."

Floris tried to find confort in the faint haze of color that
ti pped the bare willow twi gs, but the ragged | andscape de-
pressed her.

"How do you know so much?" She did not nean her tone
to be so sharp.

"I planted nost of it," Infinity said nildly. "There's not
much call for station builders anynore, but | didn't want to
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go back to the O NeiHs. | like working outdoors. So | trans-
ferred to gardening."

She barely heard him The far curve of the cylinder |ooned
overhead, and the bright reflected sunlight dazzled her. She
wanted to get inside, beneath a roof. She wanted to rest.

"Do you even have roofs here?" she said. Her voice was
faint.

"Sure," Infinity said. "How el se would we keep t,he rain
of f?" He stopped. "And here's your roof itself."

Fforis stared, appalled. "They pronised nme a house," she
said. She felt near tears.

It | ooked |ike pictures she had seen of ancient puebl os,
abandoned for centuries. This one had been abandoned so

Il ong that even the climte had changed, and the clean dry
rock was covered over with dirt and nobss and grow ng things.
It was full of wi ndows and doors and pat hways and stairs.
She knew she woul d have trouble getting around in it.

"Here you are,
| ed her inside.

he said. He opened a sliding window and

"I don't want to live in a cave," she said. "They prom sed
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me a house."

"This is a house. Wiat's wwong with it? It's as good as
anybody's got, and better than nost. The chancellor lives
down the path a way."

He | ed her across a treacherous carpeting of slippery woven
grass mats to a stone wi ndow seat. She sat, gratefully.

"All these mats are gifts,"” Infinity said. "People on cam
pus made them for you. There's a wel cone party for you
tonorrow ni ght."

The underground apartnent felt dank and cold. Floris shiv-
ered.

Hearing footsteps, she glanced up. Atall figure strode past
her outer doorway and vani shed.

Infinity stared out the w ndow.

"You know who that was?" Awe took his | ow voi ce down
anot her hal f octave.

"l have no idea," Floris said.

"It was Ni kol ai Petrovich Cherenkov. He lives here, but
I"ve only seen hima couple of tinmes. You know, the Rus-
si an—

"l renenber."
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Ni kol ai Petrovi ch Cherenkov had defected when the M d-

east Sweep recalled the Russian cosnpbnauts. Now tie lived
permanently in space. He was nearly Floris's age, and very
famous. He could not return to earth because the Sweep had
convicted himof treason, in absentia, and sentenced himto
deat h.

"He lives here? In ny house?"

"No, sure not. The way it works, it's easier to put together
a bunch of houses at a tinme, then put a hill over top of them
You're in kind of a triplex arrangenent, and Cherenkov has
the one hi ghest up."

"Who lives in the third part of the triplex?"
"Thant havong. The geneticist."

Floris frowned. The strange name sounded famliar, but
she could not place it.

"They say she cane up here because she couldn't gel any
wor k done back on earth. She was too fanous, and the pub-
licity just kept going on year after year."

"Publicity about what?"

"The anti-virus. She invented it- Before | was even bom
but don't you remenber ?"
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"Ch. Yes."
"Ms. Brown—
"Floris. Florrie."

"—+'msure they won't bother you. |'ve been planting here

for weeks and this is the first tine |'ve seen Cherenkov. Than-
thavong | eaves for her |lab at dawn and hardly ever cones

back before dark. | bet you won't see Thanthavong any nore
than you see Cherenkov. '

"But | want to se6 people! That's why | canme up here! Do
you think I want to be all alone? *'

She m ght as well have stayed on earth. Only two things
prevented her fromdenmanding that Infinity Mendez take her

back to the transport. The first was that she felt so tired. The
second was that though the starship would fly into the dark-
ness and di sappear, it had a good chance of returning. Back
hone. entering the darkness forever was a possibility she had

to face every tine she worked up the nerve to | eave her apart-
nent .

"I didn't nmean nobody would talk to you. Sure they wlt.
90 vonda N. Ml ntyre

I nmeant nobody woul d bother you if you didn't want to be
bot hered. "

Floris turned away fromthe wi ndow and huddl ed on the

seat. Wen she applied to the program it had all sounded
wonder ful . A house of her own, and people to talk to anytine
she wi shed, and no worry about being sent away. |nstead,
here she was in an unfurni shed concrete apartment, with only
two nei ghbors, both foreigners, both so fanbus they .would
probably not even deign to speak to her, and one of thema
hermt.

And both of them she suddenly realized, elderly.
She tried to remain calm

"You' ve brought nme here and put ne in an old people's
hone, " she sai d.

"VWhat? No, | didn't, | mean, there isn't any such thing on
Starfarer.”

"l don*t believe you. My children wanted nme to go to an
old people's honme. | can't. I'Il die."

Floris pushed herself to her feet and crossed the slippery
mat s.

"l don't want to live here anynore," she said, and wal ked
out into the valley.

The net bag full of presents bounced gently against Vic-
toria's side, and the muscl es of Satoshi's back noved snoothly
beneath her hand. As she wal ked beside himtoward their

house, she slid her fingers under the black tank top that
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showed his shoul ders to such good advantage. The heat of

his skin nmade her shiver. He tightened his arm around her

wai st. Victoria covered his hand with her free hand, and | aced
her fingers between him

Everyt hi ng around her felt and | ooked and snell ed and

sounded sharp and clear and vivid, as if happi ness had inten-
sified all her perceptions, as if she possessed nore than the
normal nunber of senses. For tonight, she would put aside
both her desire for some uninterrupted work tine, and her
worries about the expedition

The low round hills had gone gray in the shadow ess twi -

light. The sun tubes dimed nearly to darkness as Victoria

and Satoshi turned off the main path and strolled up the gentle
sl ope toward the house. Hills fornmed the interior topography
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of both the canpus cylinder and the wild cylinder. HllIs in-
creased the sense of privacy as well as the usable surface
area, but they made Victoria feel closed in. Despite her years
i n Vancouver, she had spent nuch of her chil dhood in and
around W nni peg. She al ways expected to be able to see |ong

di stances to the horizon. Starfarer had no horizon

Dwnarf fruit trees lined the approach to the house. Because

of her trip, Victoria had m ssed the peak of Slarfarer's first
real spring. The cherry bl ossons had already fallen. The pet-
als lay in pink and white drifts across the path.

The hillside that covered Victoria's house stretched one |ong
lowridge in a semicircle to forma courtyard in front of the
mai n wi ndows. Victoria and Satoshi rounded the tip of the

ri dge. They were hone.

Victoria stopped. Scattered patches of flowers covered the

inner slope of the ridge. In the fading light, the blue-gray
foliage |l ost nost of its color, but the petals glowed a brilliant,
| umi nous white.

"They bl oonmed!"
Satoshi smiled. "I thought you'd be pleased."

When Victoria left for earth, the pinks she had pl anted had
been not hi ng but hard gray buds. Now they spotted the sl ope
with color and spiced the air with their scent.

Victoria bent down, cupped one of the pinks between her
hands, and breathed its carnation fragrance. She left it un-
pl ucked, though there nust be a thousand flowers on the hill-
side, white ones, pink ones, white with bright red veining.
When they spread and grew together, they would cover the
bank wi th dusty-blue ensiformleaves.

The house was still dark—Stephen Thomas nust not be

hone yet. As Victoria and Satoshi approached, the inside
lights cane on, casting bright patches across the courtyard.
French wi ndows forned the entire exterior wall of the house.
They were, as usual, wi de open- Only Stephen Thonas in-
sisted on using the front door, which he had chosen. It was
solid and opaque, a tall rock-foamslab with a rounded top
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St ephen Thomas was an unregenerate fan ofJ. R R Tol ki en
Victoria liked to tease himthat he was far too tall to live in
a hobbit-house. He nmust be of elven stock. Sonetines she

wonder ed.

The British countryside had influenced Victoria, too. The
92 Vonda N. Mclntyre

grass on the roof grew so long that it drooped, and occasi on-
ally Victoria trinmed the edges to resenbl e the thatched roof
of an ancient Devon cottage. The thick shaggy grass made

the house look as if it had eyebrows.

Victoria and Satoshi stepped through the open French wi n-
dows. As Victoria kicked off her shoes, she noticed the con-
traption of glass and netal tubes that hunkered on the fl oor

"I give up," Victoria said. "What is it?"
"It's a still. Stephen Thomas was going to find sonepl ace
else to put it. | guess he didn't get around to it."

"What's it/or?"

"He says that when his vines are established, and after he
|l earns to make wine, he'll be able to distill brandy."

"What happened to the chanpagne he was going to
make?"

Sat oshi chuckl ed.
They circumavi gated the still.

The main roomwas plainly furnished. Wven nats covered

the solar-fired tiles on the floor; the furniture was of rattan
and banboo. Al zena prom sed that soon a few trees could be
harvested, but for now everyone who wanted furniture nmade

of organic materials had to make do with nenbers of the

grass famly, fast-grow ng annual s.

Victoria wanted a rug, but in order to get one she night

have to persuade Al zena to approve growi ng a coupl e of
sheep—+t was probably too late to inport any fromthe

O Neil k—then raise themand | earn to shear and spin and
weave the wool herself. Victoria barely had tinme for her gar-
den, not to nention the problem of persuading Al zena that
sheep woul d not denude the hillsides. As indeed they mght:

one nore factor Victoria would have to research if she pro-
posed the project.

Victoria signaled the interior illumnation to dim As the

| ast sunlight faded and the sun tubes began reflecting star-
light, the wall of wi ndows and the skylights filled the room
with a soft silver illumnation

" St ephen Thomas?"
No one answer ed.

"He better cone hone soon," Victoria said. She |let the
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carrying net slip fromher shoulder to the floor, and flung
herself onto the fol ded futon they used for a couch
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Sat oshi joined her. Their shoul ders touched, and their
thighs. Satoshi's kiss left his taste on Victoria's lips.

Victoria heard Stephen Thonas's voice, |ow and |ight and
cheerful, unm stakabl e even at a di stance. A second voice
replied.

St ephen Thomas strode up the path and opened the front
door. Kicking off his thongs, he took two |long strides and
flung hinself onto the couch beside his partners.

"Let's go to bed and screw |i ke weasels," he said.

Feral Korzybski, carrying a net bag, followed himinto the
house.

Conpl etel y unenbarrassed, Stephen Thomas ki ssed Vic-

toria and Satoshi and sprawl ed on the | ounge beside them
one arm around Satoshi's shoul ders, fingertips brushing the
back of Victoria's neck. O the nmenbers of the partnership,
he was—at | east in public—the nost physically denmonstra-
tive.

"Uh, hello, Feral," Victoria said. "Was the guesthouse
full?"

Victoria felt glad that her dark conplexion hid the blush

mat crept up her face. Stephen Thomas was only voicing the
thought all three partners had. One of the things that first
attracted Victoria to himwas his ability to say exactly what
he thought under nost circunstances; and his ability to get
hi nsel f out of the trouble that sonetinmes caused him She
reached up and touched his coo! slender fingers where they
rested agai nst the back of her neck

"There's hardly anybody at the guesthouse," Stephen
Thomas said. "Feral checked in, but it's kind of creepy over
there. So |l invited himto stay with us."

Victoria | ooked at Stephen Thomas, surprised and unbe-
I'ieving.

"I really appreciate the hospitality," Feral said. "I don't
think 1'd get a good feel for what it's like to live here if | had
to stay in the hotel."

"But— Victoria stopped, not wanting to hurt Feral's feel-
i ngs.

"Let nme show you to the spare room" Satoshi said
qui ckly. He got up

Sonetinmes his good manners were too good to be believed.
This was one of those tines.

94 Vonda N. Mintyre

He took Feral into the back hallway. Stephen Thomas fol -
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| owed.

D sgruntled, Victoria sat with her el bows on her knees and
her chin on her fists. After a nonent she got up and went
unwi | i ngly down the hall

The corridor was al nost dark. Lit only by daylight or star-
I'ight shining through roof windows, it ran behind the main
room and t he bedroons. The rough rock foam remai ned un-
finished. No one had taken the tine to pretty it up. She passed
Sat oshi's room and St ephen Thomas's room and her own

room

She hesitated outside the fourth bedroom the roomthat

shoul d have been Merit's. Then she berated herself silently.

She woul d have an excuse for her feelings if anyone had ever
used this room if it had real nenories in it. But the accident
occurred before they ever even noved here. Overcoming her
reluctance to go in, she followed her partners. Overcom ng

her reluctance to |l et a stranger use it would be nore difficult.

The partnership used the room for nothing, not even stor-

age. Victoria had seldomgone into it. The AS kept it spot-
less. It remained as inpersonal as a hotel, with a futon fol ded
in one comer and no other freestanding furniture, only the
built-ins. Stephen Thomas stood just inside the door, sud-
denly uneasy, and Satoshi stood by the cl osed wi ndow, | ook-

ing out into the front yard.

"W weren't expecting conpany," Victoria said.

Feral tossed his duffel bag on the floor

"No, this is great. | don't need much, and | prom se not
to gel in the way. This will really help. Isolation is no good
for getting decent stories."

J.D."s house was very quiet. The thick rock-foamwalls

cushi oned sound. Wbven mats, gifts from co-workers as yet
unnet, softened the floor. A futon lay in her bedroom Vic-
toria had apol ogi zed for the sparseness of the furnishings, but
after the beach cabin this house of three roons felt perfectly

| uxuri ous.

Still, alot of work renmai ned before her new place woul d
feel |ike hone.

She ought to try to sleep, but she was still w de awake.
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The season on Starfarer was spring, and the days were
| engthening. It |acked at |east an hour till darkness.

Her equi prrent —-her books—-had not yet arrived fromthe
transport. She could ask Arachne for sonething to read. In-
stead, she curied up on her futon and dug her notebook out
of the net bag.

She worked for a while on her new novel. She tried to wite

alittle every day, even when she was busy wi th other pro-

jects. Witing helped her to inmagine what it could be like if
when, she told herself ... the expedition net other in-
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telligent beings.

Her first novel had enjoyed | ess than magnificent success.
Critics conplained that it made them feel off bal ance and
confused. Only a few had realized that it was supposed to
make them feel off balance and confused; of those, all but
one had objected to the experience. That one revi ewer had
done her the courtesy of assum ng she had achi eved exactly
what she intended, and she val ued the comments.

She knew that nothing she could inagine could approach

the strangeness of the expedition's first contact wi th non-
Terrestrial beings. She could not predict what woul d happen
It was the sense of immersing herself in strangeness that she
sought, knowi ng she woul d have to neet the reality with
equanimty, and wing it fromthere.

Her library contained a nunber of novels and stories about
first meetings of humanity and alien beings. Those she reread
nmost, her favorites, enbodied that sense of strangeness. But
it troubled her considerably to find so many fictions ending
i n m sjudgment, inconprehension, intolerance; in violence

and di saster.

J.D.'"s stories never ended |ike that.

She put the novel away, got up, and opened the floor-to-
ceiling windows. Qutside lay a long, narrow terrace, bright
green with a m xture of new grass and wi | df | owers-

Victoria had said she could do whatever she liked with the
terrace—what ever she could find the time to do. J.D. recog-

ni zed some of the neadow flowers fromthe w | derness, but

she had never done any gardeni ng. She had no idea where to
start. She liked the big rock over at one edge. Barefoot, she
wal ked across the delicate new grass and sat on the heat-
polished stone. It had been blasted to slag sonetinme during
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the creation of Starfarer. The nelted curves sank gently into
the earth. The rock was warm fromthe heat of the day, but
J.D. imagined it remained hot fromthe blast that had shat-
tered it fromits lunar matrix. She inmagi ned heat continuing
to radiate fromit for eons.

The starship had no sunsets, only a long twlight. Darkness
fell, softened by starlight shining on the overhead mrrors.
Rect angl es of light, other people's uncurtai ned wi ndows and
open doorways, |lay scattered across the hillsides. The air
qui ckly cool ed, but J.D. remained in her garden, thinking
about so suddenly finding herself a nmenber of the alien con-
tact departnent.

J.D. liked Victoria. She fell grateful that the expedition's
original rejection of her application, and her brief rejection
of their subsequent invitation, had not destroyed the possi-
bility of friendship. Satoshi and Stephen Thomas she did not
know wel | enough to assess.

J.D. shivered. She thought about kicking in the netabolic
enhancer, but decided against it. The rush would rem nd her
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of the sea and the whales, and the divers, and Zev.

She mght as weil let the artificial gland atrophy. She would
probably never need it again.

She rose and went i nside.

The interior of her house was as cool as the terrace. She

had not yet told Arachne her preferences for tenperature and
hum dity and |ight | evel and background sounds. |f she took

off the outer doors and the curtains, as Victoria suggested, to
open her house to the artificial outdoors, nobst of that pro-
grami ng woul d be superfluous. J.D. thought she would | eave

the doors and the curtains as they were. After the danp, cold
nmor ni ngs of the cabin, the idea of stepping out of bed onto a
warm fl oor appeal ed to her.

Fl i cking her eyelids closed, she scanned the web for mail.
Not hi ng i nmportant, nothing personal

Not hi ng from Zev.

She could send hima nessage. But it would be easier for

both of themif she |eft himalone. Best for all concerned if
she and Zev never tal ked again. Her eyes bumed. She blinked
har d.

She took off her clothes, craw ed into bed, ordered the
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lights off, ordered the curtains open, and |ay on her futon
gazing into the darkness.

A quick blink of light startled her. She thought it was a

flaw in her vision until it happened again, and again. Short,
cool, yellow fl ashes the size of a match head decorated her
terrace.

They were fireflies. She had not seen one for a long tine.
They did not exist on the West Coast. They were even be-
comng rare in the East, in their honme territories, because
of the size and effects of the enornobus coastal cities. Here
they nust be part of the ecosystem

The ecosystem fascinated her. If it contained fireflies,
l'ightning bugs, did it contain other insects? She would |ike
bees—bees nust be essential. But what about | adybugs?

Surely one could not inport |adybugs w thout inporting

aphids as well. No one in their right mnd would introduce
aphids into a closed environnment intended to be agriculturally
self-sufficient. If no noxious insects existed, but the ecol o-
gists were trying to establish songbirds, what did the song-
birds eat? Did anything eat the songbirds?

J.D. drifted off into conplexity, and sleep
Victoria tapped lightly on Stephen Thonmas's door.
"Come in."

The scent of sandal wood surrounded her. Stephen Thomas
of ten brought incense to canpus in his allowance. The in-
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cense stick glowed, a speck of pink Iight nmoving downward
through the darkness. The sliding doors stood open to the
courtyard, letting in the breeze and m xing the sandal wood
with the spice of carnation. The pale white wash of reflected
starlight silvered Stephen Thonmas's gold hair and his face in
quarter profile. He turned toward her

"Your hair sparkles," he said.

"And yours glows." She let her kinmono fall from her

shoul ders and slid into bed beside him He wore nothing but

the crystal at his throat, as black as obsidian. He rolled onto
his side. The crystal slipped along the Iine of his collarbone,
glinting in scarlet and azure.

"Where's Satoshi ?" Stephen Thonmas asked. "You guys
aren't mad at ne, are you? Feral |ooked so downcast when
he saw he'd be practically alone in the guesthouse ..."

98 vonda N. Mclntyre

Victoria felt Stephen Thomas shrug in the darkness, be-
neat h her hands.

"Satoshi's in the shower," she said. "He'll be here in a
mnute. I'mnot nmad at you, exactly, but, god, Stephen
Thomas, your timing is |ousy."

She brushed her fingertips down his side and stroked the
hard nuscles of his thigh and wi shed Satoshi would hurry

up.

St ephen Thomas drew her closer. His soft breath tickled
her shoul der.

"I think it's damed nice of us," Victoria said, "to use
your roomtonight so we don't keep Feral Korzybski awake
till norning!"

"What's the matter with nmy roon?" Stephen Thomas said
plaintively. H's roomwas a joke ampong the partnership. He
collected stuff the way a magnet collects steel shavings- Vic-
toria's roomwas al nbst as Spartan as the fourth bedroom

and Satoshi's works in progress were always organi zed. Ste-
phen Thomas kept a desk full of bits of equipment and print-
outs, a comer full of potted plants, and he never picked up
his clothes until just before he did his |laundry.

"Nothing," Victoria said. "I enjoy sleeping in a nidden
heap. But ny roomis right next to our guest, and we've never
tested the soundproofing."”

Sat oshi cane in, toweling his hair. He | aunched hinsel f

across the roomand cane down flat on the bed beside Vic-
toria. He snelled of fresh water and mint soap. A few drop-

| ets nicked off the ends of his hair and fell across Victoria's
face. His skin was cool and just barely danp fromthe shower.

He | eaned over her and kissed her. The cool droplets of wa-

ter disappeared in the warmth of his |lips and his tongue. Sa-
toshi reached past her and took Stephen Thomas's hand. Their
fingers intertwined, gold and silver in the dimlight. Victoria
reached up and joined her hand to theirs, adding ebony to the
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pattern. She hooked her |eg over Satoshi's thighs, and as she
turned toward himdrew Stephen Thonmas with her, closer

agai nst her back and side. Hi s breath quickened and his |ong
silky hair slipped across her shoulder. Mnt and carnation and
sandal wood and arousal surrounded themw th a dizzying

m x. Victoria and Satoshi and Stephen Thonas surrendered
thenselves to it, and to each other

Victoria woke when the sun tube spilled Iight through the

open wall of Stephen Thomas's bedroom Stephen Thonas

lay on the far side of the bed, stretched on his side, his hair
curling down across his neck and shoul der, one hand draped
across Satoshi's back. Satoshi sprawled in the mddle of the
bed, facedown, arns and |legs flung every which way, his hair
kinked in a wing frombeing slept on wet. Victoria watched

her partners sleeping, w shing they could stay in bed al
morning, in the mdst of the confortable clutter. The scent

of sandal wood | i ngered.

St ephen Thonmas yawned and turned over, stretching. He

rubbed his eyes and blinked and yawned agai n, propped him
self on his el bow, and | ooked at her across Satoshi. 'Satoshi
snored softly.

"Good norning," Stephen Thonas whi spered.

"Good norning." Victoria, too. kept her voice soft. "Is
that how weasel s screw?"

He | aughed.
"Shh, you'll wake Satoshi."

They got up, creeping quietly away so Satoshi coul d wake

up at his own pace. Stephen Thomas grabbed some cl ean

clothes fromthe pile in the corner. Victoria had no idea how
he al ways nmanaged to | ook so good. Wen she referred to

his roomas a midden heap, she was only half joking.

After a shower, Victoria snoothed the new clothes in her
closet but resisted the urge to wear them They were party

99
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clothes, inappropriate for work. She put on her usual jeans
and shirt and sandals, reflecting that back on earth, on al nost
any ot her canpus, what she had on woul d be considered in-
appropriate for a professor.

Victoria smelled sonething burning. Something burning?

St ephen Thonmas's incense—2? She hurried into the hall way.
She stopped short. The snell of food, cooking, filled the
apart nent.

None of the three surviving nenbers of the partnership

was nmuch of a cook. Merit had known how to cook. These

days Victoria and Satoshi and Stephen Thomas ordered neal s
fromthe central kitchen when they had time to eat together.

Victoria drew a deep breath. Getting upset because sone-
one had decided to nake breakfast was silly. It was just that
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the honey snell brought back nenories

Sat oshi was the best cook anong them but Victoria knew
fromlong acquai ntance that Satoshi was not cooking break-
fast. If he was even out of bed she would be surprised. That
| eft Stephen Thonas.

"He can bum water" had al ways been a netaphorica

phrase to Victoria, until Stephen Thomas once put water on
for coffee, forgot about it, and nelted a kettle all over the
heati ng el enent.

The breakfast smelled nuch better than burning water or
melting kettles. Stephen Thonas was al ways trying new
t hi ngs; maybe cooking | essons were his newest enthusiasm

Victoria headed to the main room At the stove. Feral Kor-
zybski gl anced over his shoul der.

"Morning," he said. "I wanted to make nyself useful."
He gestured to the set table, the skillet. "You fol ks sure don't
have much equi pnent."

"W don't cook here very nuch," she said. "No tine."

"It's a hobby of nmine," he said. "I think this wilt be
edible." He poked the edges of the big onelet, letting the
uncooked egg run underneath to sizzle against the hot pan
"Are you ready for tea?"

"Sure."
He poured boiling water into her teapot.
"l talked to the database—

"Arachne," Victoria said.
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"Right, thanks. | talked to Arachne about what was avail -
abl e for people to cook. Strange selection.”

"Not if you consider how and where it's produced. W're
beginning to grow things ourselves. But a |lot of fresh stuff,
and nost everything that's processed, is fromone of the col-
oni es. "

St ephen Thonmas sauntered barefoot into the main room

He wore orange satin running shorts and a yellow silk | ank
top. Victoria tried to inagine the conbination on anyone el se,
and fail ed.

"What's for breakfast?" he said.

Feral dunped the filling into the onelet and folded it ex-
pertly. "Let nme see if | can remenber everything | put init.
The eggs were fresh—that surprised ne."

"W grow those here."
"Wth or without chickens?"

"Wth." Victoria |aughed. "W aren't that high-tech."
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"The rmushroons are reconstituted but the green onions

and the tomatoes were fresh. | was hoping | could get nicro-
grav vegetables, but Arachne didn't offer them 1've seen them
in magazi nes—perfectly round tomatoes, and spherical car-

rots, and beans in corkscrews—but | don't know anyone who

can afford to cook with them"

"W don't get any of those out here. The col oni es export
themall to earth. There are problens with growing plants in
quantity in mcrograv, so whatever you get is |abor-intensive.
Especially those corkscrew beans."

"I can see where they would be. That's it—except for the
cheese. The package said, 'Tillanook Heights.' "

"That's froma col ony. The people who run one of the
dairies there em grated from sonmepl ace called Till anook—=

"It's on the West Coast of the United States," Stephen

Thomas said to Victoria. "A few hundred kil oneters south

of Vancouver." He liked to tease her about her Canadi an
chauvi ni sm about the way she sonetinmes pretended to know

| ess about the United States than she really did. He could get
away with it.

"—and they wanted to nanme the dairy after their origina
place. But 'Tillanook East' or 'Tillanmook South' didn't sound
right, so: Tillamok Heights."

"I like it." Feral rubbed his upper lip and gazed bl ankly
102 vonda N. Mintyre

at the onelet, filing the information away, thinking of howto
use it in a story.

"Your onelet's about to bum™" Victoria said.
He snatched the pan off the single-burner stove.

"Dam!" He lifted the edge of the onelet. "Just in tine.
Where's Sat oshi ?"

"Still asleep, probably.”

"Dam, " he said again. "I thought you were all up. This
is no good cold. I'lIl go get him"

"Don't, if you value your life," Stephen Thomas said.
"Trust me, he'd nmuch rather eat your onelet cold than have
you wake hi mup. You would, too."

"Al'l right," Feral said, doubtful and di sappoi nted.
The onel et tasted wonderful.

"The coffee's great," Stephen Thomas said. "Wat did
you do to it?"

Victoria took his cup and tried a sip. It was nmuch stronger
than she was used to, but tasted less bitter, alnpbst the way
cof fee snell ed
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"I''l'l show you. It's not hard, but if you boil it you night
as well throwit out and start over. That's what | did with
what you had in the pot."

Feral ate part of his onelet, occasionally glancing with
some irritation at the warmer where he had | eft Satoshi's
share.

"It isn't the same warned over," he said. He got up,
poured coffee fromthe thernos into a nug, and di sappeared
down the corridor.

Victoria and Stephen Thonas | ooked at each other. Ste-
phen Thomas shrugged.

"I't's his hide," he said.

Feral returned unscathed. He got the last quarter of the
onel et out of the warnmer and put it at Satoshi's place. A

m nute |ater Satoshi hinself appeared, wearing Victoria's hap
coat, carrying the coffee cup, and apparently w de awake. He
joined themat the table.

"Nice norning, isn't it?" He sipped his coffee. "That's
very good," he said. He put it down and started eating his
onel et .

Victoria watched him anazed.
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"Do you want a job?" Stephen Thonmas said to Feral
"No, thanks. |'m self-enployed."

J.D. woke very early in the norning, too early, she thought,
to call the other menbers of the alien contact team Feeling
restless, she went for a wal k. She suspected that on board
Starfarer she would have trouble getting enough exercise, here
where she woul d have neither opportunity nor tine to swm
several hours each day.

A streamtrickled past her house. She followed it. Soon a
second streamjoined it, and the conbi ned watercourse cut
down through the hill. J.D. found herself wal ki ng between
sheer cliffs.

The cliff nust be designed, J.D. thought. There had been no

time for the streamto cut it. Starfarer's interior topography was
carefully sculpted. Striped with stone colors, this scul pture

| ooked li ke a water-eroded cliffside of sedimentary rock

J.D. rounded a bend and stopped in surprise.

Besi de the stream soneone scraped at the bank, probing
with a slender trowel. A blanket lay on the ground, covered
with bones.

"H, good norning," J.D. said. "Wat are you doi ng?"

The young di gger glanced at her and stood up, stretching
her back and her arms. She was small and slight, with a
sweat band tied around her forehead. It runpled her short
strai ght black hair.
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"Digging for fossils," she said.

J.D. |l ooked at her askance. "It seenms to ne." she said,

"that if you'd found fossils in lunar rock, the news woul d be
all over the web by now '’

"Not digging to take them out,"
themin."

she said. "Digging to put

"You're making a fossil bed?"

"That's right."

"\ 2"

"Don't you think we deserve sone prehistory, too?"

J.D. leaned over the blanket. The relics resenbled the exo-
skel etons of huge insects nore than any mamal i an bones.

"Whose prehistory is this?" she asked.
"Whoever canme before."

"Whoever canme before didn't | ook nuch |ike us."
104 vonda N. Mintyre

"Of course not."

"What departnent are you in?"

" Ar chaeol ogy. "

"But— J.D. stopped. "1 think I'm being had."
"I"'mCrimson Ng. Art departnent.”

"J.D. Sauvage. Alien contact—

"You're the new AC specialist! Welcome on board." She
stuck out her grubby hand. J.D. shook it.

"But why are you burying fossils of a different species?"

"I"'mjust one of those crazy artists,” Crinson said.
"Come on," J.D. said.
Crinson opened up to J.D.'"s interest.

"Every tine the argunent about evol ution cones al ong

again, | start wondering what would happen if it were true
that god invented fossils to fool us with. What if god's got a
sense of humor? If | were god, 1'd plant a few fossils that

woul dn't fit into the scheme, just for fun

"And that's what these are? Does that nean you're playing
god?"

"Artists always play god," Crinson said.

"Don't you believe in evolution?"

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Vonda%20N%20Mclntyre%20-%20Starfarers.txt (87 of 240) [11/1/2004 12:30:54 AM]



file:///G)/Program%20Files’eM ule/lncoming/V onda%20N %20M cl ntyre%20-%20Starfarers.txt

"That's a tough word, 'believe.' Believing, and know ng

what the truth is—you're tal king about two different things.
Human bei ngs are perfectly capabl e of believing one thing

met aphorically, and accepting evidence for a conpletely dif-
ferent hypothesis. That's the sinplest definition of faith that
I know. It's the people who don't have any faith, who can't
tell the difference between netaphor and reality, who want to
force you to believe one thing only."

"I can't figure out who you're making fun of,"” J.D. said.

"That's the point," the artist said with perfect seriousness.
"Everybody needs to be nmade fun of once in a while."

"Ch, | don't know," J.D. said. "I can get along without
bei ng made fun of for two or three days at a tine without
per manent damage."

Crimson gl anced at her quizzically, then picked up one of

the artifacts. The long and delicate claw nestled in her hand.
J.D. could imagine an intelligent being with those claws in-
stead of hands, a being as dexterous and preci se as any hu-
man.

"What happens if everybody forgets you've put these things
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here," J.D. said, "and then sonebody cones al ong and di gs
t hem up?”

"My god, that would be wonderful."
"What will peopl e think?"

"Depends on who they are. And how smart they are. |I'm
trying to create a consistent prehistory, one that doesn't |ead

to us. Maybe future archaeologists will figure it out. Maybe
they'll realize it's fiction. Maybe they won't. And naybe
they'Il think it was god playing a joke, and they'll [augh."
"And then they'|ll figure out that you nade the bones."

"Ch, | don't think so," Crinson said. "I grew themvery

carefully. You shouldn't be able to tell themfromreal. And
| cooked the isotopes, so the dating will be consistent." She
grinned. "CGot to get back to work."

She returned to her fossil bed.

J.D. watched her for a few m nutes, then continued on
beside the stream She smled to herself. She w shed she
could tell Zev and the whal es about this. They woul d, she
thought, find it very funny.

Though she was curious how J.D. had liked her first night

on the starship, though she was eager to get out to the sail-

house for the first full test of Slarfarer's solar sail, and though
she was anxious to get over to the physics departnment and get

back to work, Victoria also wanted to give Satoshi and Ste-

phen Thomas the presents she had brought fromearth. But

she wanted to do it when they were al one. As she was think-

ing up a polite way to ask Feral to |l eave for a while, Stephen
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Thomas put one hand on the reporter's shoul der

"Feral ," he said, smling, "thank you for breakfast. Wy
don't you go | ook around, and we'll see you in the sail house
|ater.”

"Huh? Ch. Ckay." He drained his coffee cup. "I'd like to

visit the alien contact departnent,” he said to Victoria.

"Wul d that be all right?"

"Sure. This afternoon."

"Thanks." He sauntered cheerfully out of the house.
"How do you get away with that?" Victoria asked.

St ephen Thonas | ooked at her quizzically. "Get away with
what ?"

106 vonda N. Ml ntyre

"Never mnd." She picked up the carrying net and opened
it flat on the table.

"This is for the household," she said. She pulled out a
package of snoked sal non.

"W should save this for sonetinme special," Satoshi said.
"Maybe even after we |eave."

One thing habitat designers had not figured out was a way
to grow anadronous fish in a space colony. The salt marshes,
so inportant to the ecosystem could not support deep-water
fish.

Victoria handed Stephen Thomas a rectangul ar gol d box.
He took it carefully and hefted it gently.

"l know what this is," he said.

"I had my fingers crossed at lift-off," Victoria said. "It
survived. "

St ephen Thomas grinned, opened the box, and drew out a
bottl e of French chanmpagne

"Victoria, this is great, thank you."

She had known he would like it. And she knew why he

liked it. Before Stephen Thonas joined the partnership, she
had never drunk good chanpagne. By now she had tasted it
several tinmes. Saying that she had drunk it hardly seened
accurate, for each sip flowed over the tongue and vani shed in
a tickly barrage of mnuscul e bubbl es.

"Sonmet hing el se for a special occasion," Stephen Thonas
said. He was never stingy with his things. Wenever he man-
aged to get good chanpagne to Starfarer, he shared it with
hi s partners.

"I bought it in a fit of enlightened self-interest,"” Victoria

sai d.

She handed Satoshi one of his presents. "Not quite on the

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Vonda%20N%20Mclntyre%20-%20Starfarers.txt (89 of 240) [11/1/2004 12:30:54 AM]



file:///G)/Program%20Files’eM ule/lncoming/V onda%20N %20M cl ntyre%20-%20Starfarers.txt
sane scale, but ..."

He smiled, carefully unfolding the tissue paper fromthe
package of chili paste. Victoria and Stephen Thomas al ways
brought back chili paste for him Victoria could not stand the
stuff herself. Sonetimes she wondered if, in fifty years, Sa-
toshi would confess that forty years before, he had devel oped
a loathing for chili paste, but wanted to spare the feelings of
hi s partners.

"We' Il have to get sonething good to drink with it," he
sai d.
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"Ch, no, not ny chanpagne,” their younger partner said.
"If you're going to blast your taste buds, you can do it with
| ocal beer."

Victoria gave Stephen Thomas his second package. This

one was as light as the first had been heavy. He untied the
scarf that wapped it. Victoria never wapped his presents in
paper, because wrapping paper was hard to come by in the
starship and he always tore it.

She had brought himtwo of the | oose silk shirts he |iked.
The ones he had now he had worn alnost to rags. He stil
wore them He lifted the new turquoi se one, and saw t he
bright red one beneath it.

"Victoria, these are incredible!" He put on the turquoise
shirt. It intensified the clear blue of his eyes. He stroked the
smooth fabric. "How does it | ook?"

"How do you think?" She put one hand on his shoul der

and | et her fingers slide down his back. The silk felt soft; his
nmuscl es, hard. He met her gaze and reached out, letting his

arm match the curve of hers

"I't looks terrific, kid," Satoshi said. "Don't wear it into
any dark bars—wae'll have to wade in and rescue you."

They all |aughed. Victoria wished it were evening; she
wi shed they were sitting around the dinner table getting silly
on chanpagne. She handed Satoshi his second present.

He unfol ded the wrapping, snmoothed it, set it aside, and
opened the plain white box.

He pushed aside the cushioning and lifted out the white
bow . The sunlight touched it and turned the graceful round
shape transl ucent. Satoshi caught his breath.

"It's absolutely beautiful.”

"I't rings," she said.

He tapped it with his fingernail. The porcelain gave off a
soft, clear tone. Satoshi |ooked at her. The smile-lines at the
corners of his eyes crinkled.

"Thank you."
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"When | saw it Victoria said, "you know. if anyone
had told nme |'d be noved nearly to tears by a porcelain dish,
I"d" ve told themthey were nuts."

Last she gave himthe stones she had picked up on the
beach after her first neeting with J.D

108 Vonda N. Ml ntyre

"These . . . they aren't really anything, just sonething
found. | thought you mght Iike them"

They were gnarled and smooth, |ike wi nd-blasted trees;

sone had hol es bored straight through them A few carried

hol es bored partway through, with the shell of the creature
that had nade the hole |left behind, stuck inside after it bored
its way in, and grew. One stone was a nass of holes, till

not hing was | eft but a | acework of edges.

"I kept hopi ng nobody woul d pick up ny all owance and

say, 'Wat have you got in here, rocks? If | adnitted | was
carrying plain rocks out of the gravity well, no telling what
Distler would do with that."

Sat oshi chuckl ed. "These aren't just plain rocks." He held
one in his hand, rubbing it with his thunb. Victoria recog-
nized it as the one she had kept in her pocket all the way
back hone; rubbing it had given it a slightly darker color.

Victoria found herself in a nood nore suitable for the end
of Christnmas norning: glad her partners |iked what she had
brought for them but sorry that the occasi on had ended.

They spent a few ninutes tidying up, giving the dirty dishes
to the house AS, then left to meet J.D. and go out to the
sail house to watch the solar sail's first full depl oyment.

As Victoria left the house, she saw Satoshi's porcel ai n bow
in the center of the table. The gnarled sea-worn stones | ay
artlessly, precisely placed within its snooth white concavity.
Victoria gazed at the stones, at the bow . The arrangement's
effect was calmng, yet it was also arousing, and in a defi-
nitely sexual way. Victoria wondered how Sat oshi had managed
t hat .

Giffith woke at the silent arrival of an AS with his break-
fast fromthe commnal kitchen. He had slept as he al ways

sl ept, soundly but responsive to his surroundi ngs, waking
once just before dawn when a bird startled himby singing
out si de his w ndow.

Only one of the other guests had slept in the guesthouse.
The other had yet to nmake an appearance; Giffith would have
heard if anyone had conme in during the night. No one had
taken any notice of Giffith, and his things remained undis-
t ur bed.

He wol fed his breakfast, hungry after two days in zero-
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gravity. Leaving by way of the energency exit rather than the
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front door, he set off to continue his exploration.

Giffith had read all the plans, all the speculations, all the
reports. He knew why Starfarer resenbled a habitat instead

of a vehicle. He understood the reasons for its size. He even
under stood the benefits of designing it to be aesthetically

pl easi ng. Nevertheless, both his irritation and his envy in-
creased as he strode along paths that |ed through what for

hi mwas, even in its raw and unfinished form a paradise. He
had no chance at all of living in a simlar environment back
on earth. He did occasionally work with—aore accurately,
for—peopl e who were extremely wealthy or extrenely weal t hy
and extrenely powerful. They owned places like this. But
regul ar scientists, regular adm nistrators, regular governnent
enpl oyees, lived in the city and liked it. They figured out
ways to like it, because they had no choi ce.

Peopl e who had |ived here woul d never consider going back

to the crowds and noise and pollution of earth. Not willingly.
Back on earth, Giffith had been skeptical of the suggestion
that the personnel of the starship intended to take it away and
never bring it back, either turning it into a generation ship
and living on it permanently, or seeking a new, unspoiled

pl anet to take over. That suggestion snmacked too baldly of
conspiracy theories for Giffith. Now, though, he found the

i dea nore reasonable to contenpl ate.

The contenpl ati on nade his anal ysis easier
He | ooked up.

The sun tubes dazzled him He blinked and held out his

hand to bl ock off the nost intense part of the light. To either
side of the mrrors, the cylinder arched overhead, curving all
the way around himto neet itself at his feet.

He had seen such views | ooking down from a nountain,

during brief training exercises outside the city. Looking up
for a view was disorienting. A nmultiple helix of streans

fl owed fromone end of the canpus to the other. Here and
there the streans flowed beneath the green-tipped branches

of a newy planted strip of trees, or w dened and vani shed
into a bog of lilies and other water-cleansing plants; cr wd-
ened into silver-blue | akes or marshlands. A wi nd-surfer

ski mmed across one of the |lakes. The brightly col ored sai
caught the norning breeze. Small gardens fornmed square or
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irregul ar patches of nore intense green in the mdst of inter-
mttent blobs of ground cover.

It would all be very pretty when the plants finished grow ng
toget her over the naked soil. But it was unnecessary. M-

chines could clean the water and the air nearly as well as the
pl ants could. Well enough for human use. A ship a fraction

this size could store years and years' worth of supplies. Gif-
fith found the claimof the necessity of agriculture to be ques-
tionabl e at best. Wnd-surfing was a quaint way of getting
exercise, but treadnills and exercise bikes were far nore ef-
ficient in ternms of the space required, not to nention the

time. If the scientists had intended to set out on a proper
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expedi tion they woul d have designed a proper ship.

Giffith tried to i magi ne what the cylinder would | ook Iike
when all the plants reached their full growth. As yet the in-
tensely green new grass remai ned thin and tender, brown

earth showi ng between the bl ades. O her ground cover lay in
pat ches, not yet grown together, and nost of the trees were
sapl i ngs, branchy and brown. Sonme of the vegetation in the
wild cylinder, according to the reports, had been transported
fromthe O Neills, but nost came from single-celt clones
engendered on board Starfarer. It was far too expensive to

i mport bedding plants or trees all the way fromearth. The
cell banks of Starfarer boasted sonmething like a mllion dif-
ferent kinds of plants and animals. Giffith thought it extrav-
agance and wast e.

He kept wal king, following a faint, nuddy path worn

t hrough new grass. They should at |east pave their paths. He

saw practically no one. Half the people working on Starfarer

had been call ed back by their governnents in protest over the
changes the United States was proposing in Starfarer's ms-

si on.

Giffith had drafted nost of the changes.

Now t hat he was here, he could see even nore possibilities.

If he had to, he would accede gracefully to the objection that
the cylinder was too large to use as a mlitary base. He would
turn the objection to his advantage. The body of the cylinder
was a treasury of raw materials, mnerals, metal ore, even

ice fromdeposits of water that had never thawed since the
moon's formation. Starfarer could be mined and re-created.

He woul d rather see it used as an observation platform and
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staging area. That way its size would be useful. It could be

as radical a training ground as Santa Fe, the radiation-ruined
city. Giffith had spent a lot of time there, wearing radiation
protection, inventing and testing strategies agai nst urban ter-
rorismand tactical weaponry. He imagi ned working up here

under simlar conditions. It would be easy to evacuate the air
fromthe cylinders. A spacesuit could hardly be nmore cum
bersome than radi ation garb

He did not see any problemin taking over the starship.
Now that Distler had won the election, Giffith's politica
backi ng was secure. MacKenzie's ill-considered conments
could only speed things al ong.

When he first started studying the starship, he could not
believe it was unarnmed, that its naive philosophy allowed it-
required it'—o vanish into the unknown w thout weapons.

Getting weapons on board was Griffith's next priority.

Victoria and Satoshi and Stephen Thomas wal ked over to
J.D.'"s house. Victoria wi shed she had invited her to break-
fast. She would have, if she had known that Feral would be
ar ound.

None of the paths on board Starfarer, even the paved ones,
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had been designed for three people wal king abreast. In this
the starship was nmuch like Terrestrial towns. Saioshi was in
the mddle, so Victoria and Stephen Thomas al t ernated wal k-
ing on the verge. Knee-hi gh bushes sprinkl ed dew agai nst
Victoria's |egs.

"Hel | o!'"

They paused at the edge of J.D.'s yard. She appeared in
the open doorway and beckoned them i nside.

"Good norning."
"How did you sl eep?"

"Just fine. Sonetinmes it takes nme a few days to get used
to a new place, but this feels like home."

They followed her into the main room Her boxes of books
stood in stacks; books from opened boxes stood in stacks.
J.D. had set several of the packing boxes together to form
makeshi ft shelves. Starfarer's houses contained few book-
shel ves, since everyone used the web or tenporary hard copy.

"This will have to do till | can get sonething nore sub-
stantial. What do | do to requisition sone boards?"
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"Plant a tree," Stephen Thonas said.

J.D. looked at himcuriously.

"Whod is scarce,” Victoria explained. "The trees are stil
growi ng. Wat you want is some slabs of rock foam"”

St ephen Thomas picked up one of the old books, handling
it gingerly, as if it would disintegrate in his hands. As it
probabl y woul d.

"Wy do you have all these?"
"For research. They give ne ideas that | try to build on."

"Not hing a human being is going to think of is going to
match a real first contact," Stephen Thomas sai d.

"No," J.D. said. "It's not. But the ideas are for m nd-
stretching, not script-witing."

She picked a book out of an open box. The cover painting
| ooked |i ke a peel ed eyeball.

"Here's one," she said. "It's got a story init called 'The
Big Pat Boom' by Danpbn Knight. Aliens visit earth and

deci de that cowpats are great art. They want to buy them and
take them back home—to alien planets. So everybody on earth
tries to coner the narket in cowats. Wat woul d you do?"

Victoria |aughed. "Wat would | do with a cowpat? Yuck."

"WWhat," Stephen Thomas asked plaintively, "is a cow
pat ?"
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Sat oshi expl ai ned. Stephen Thonmas snorted in disbelief.

"I can't even think how I'd nove a cowpat," Victoria said.

"I haven't read the story in along tine," J.D. admitted.
"I forget the exact details. | think they let the cowats dry
before they try to nove them"

"What did they do about the dung beetles and the mag-
gots?" Satoshi asked

"I don't know," J.D. said. "I didn't know about the dung
beetl es and the maggots."

"Your science fiction witer nust have used sonme poetic
license," Satoshi said.

"How did you get to be such an expert on cowpats?" Vic-
toria asked.

"I'ma font of wisdom" Satoshi said, doing a subtle im
itation of Stephen Thomas in his occasional ponpous node.

He grinned. "And | used to spend summrers on Kauai herding
cattle. | saw a lot of cowpats. Or steerpats, as it happens.”

"Conme on," J.D. said, "what would you do?"
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"I'"d go |l ooking for sone different aliens,'
sai d.

St ephen Thomas

"I guess I'd let thembuy the cowpats," Satoshi said.
"I think we should try to get the cow farners—
"Ranchers," Satoshi said.

"Ckay, ranchers—to give the aliens the cowats as a ges-
ture of friendship." Victoria chuckled. "Though | don't know
how that would go over with the proponents of free trade."

"That's a good idea," J.D. said. "I hadn't thought of that
alternative."

"The government woul d buy them and form a whol e new
bureaucracy to decide which aliens to give the shit to," Ste-
phen Thomas sai d.

Ever ybody | aughed.

"1'd nom nate our new chancellor to be the mnister of that
departnent," Satoshi said.

J.D. glanced at himquickly, startled. Victoria found it in-
teresting that the chancell or had earned Satoshi's dislike so
qui ckly. Satoshi was notoriously slow to take offense.

"Here's one," J.D. said. "About sone kids who snuggl e
a cat onto a space station.”

"Don't show that one to Al zena," Victoria said. "She
swore she'd draw and quarter anyone who smuggl ed a pred-
ator on board."
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One of the makeshift shelves collapsed. J.D. tried to catch
the books as they spilled out in a heap on the floor.

"Ch, this is hopeless,” J.D. said. "But it's been so |ong
since | had ny books out. | was afraid they'd ml|dew at the
cabin."

Sat oshi picked up sone of the fallen books and put them
back in the box, setting it on its base rather than trying to
use it as a shelf.

"I''"l'l walk you through requisition," Victoria said. "The
supply departnment can't be busy these days. . . . You can
probably get sone real shelves in a day or two."

"AH right. Thanks."

"No problem" Victoria said. "Cone on, let's go watch
the sail test!"

Infinity led Nikolai Petrovich Cherenkov toward the guest-
house, trying to explain the problem about Floris Brown. The
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trouble was, he felt so intimdated about talking to the cos-
monaut that he kept getting tangled in his words.

" 'l took her to the guesthouse last night. | didn't know what
else to do. | couldn't just | eave her in the garden. | sleep
there sonetimes, but you can't let an old person sit out al
night in the dew Do you know what | mean?"

"l do have sone experience speaking English."
"I know that, | nmean, | didn't nmean—=

"l suppose you could not |eave her to sit in the garden,
but she m ght have come to her senses and nmoved back into
her house if you had."

"She's pretty stubborn.”

Infinity glanced sidel ong at Ni kol ai Petrovich. This was the
first tine he had talked to the cosnonaut. Physically, Che-
renkov was still vigorous. He had been tall for a cosnonaut,
nearly two neters. The bone | oss of years in space, in

zero-g, had given hima pronounced stoop. Hi s posture caused
himto peer out at the world from beneath his brows. Expo-
sure to sun and radi ati on had weathered his skin as severely
as if he had spent his life in the desert. H's dark brown hair
was turning gray in discrete streaks. Gray striped his bushy
eyebr ows.

He turned his head and caught Infinity |looking at him His
gaze locked with Infinity's.

H's age was in his eyes. Infinity felt a chill, a prickle of
awe.

Ni kol ai Petrovich sm | ed

"Why do you think an old stranger |ike me woul d change
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her m nd, when you could not?"
"You can tell her it isn't a nursing hone."
"That is what she fears?"
"That's what she said."
"She t hi nks Thant havong and | are geriatric cases.

Enbarrassed, Infinity tried to think of something to say.
"She doesn't understand . "

Cher enkov chuckl ed.
"Where does she wish to live?" the cosnpbnaut asked.

"She wasn't quite clear on that. It sounded |i ke she wanted
to live in her own house by herself, but she al so wanted her

famly around. | guess she couldn't have either one back on
earth."”
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"So she cane here. Alone."

"Right. She said they'd put her in a nursing hone, and

she'd die."

"l see. | remain here ... for simlar reasons."

"I know," Infinity said.

It was not a nursing hone that would kill Nikolai Pelrovich

if he went back to earth. The executioners of the M deast
Sweep did not wait for their victins to turn thensel ves in.

"Why did you conme to ne, instead of going to the housing
conmittee?"

That was a good question. Infinity realized that the answer
was, he wanted an excuse to neet the cosnobnaut face-to-
face. He was enbarrassed to say so.

"There are lots of enpty houses, but they either belong to
people or they're just shells. Nothing's been finished in a
couple nonths. There's hardly anybody I eft on the housing
committee to do the finishing. Just a few Anericans and a
Canadi an and a Cuban."

"You are still here. You are Cuban, perhaps?"

"No. | use the U S. passport nostly, but my father was
Japanese and Brazilian and nmy mot her was United Tribes, so
dependi ng on what rules | pay attention to, | can claimfour
citizenships."

"And four political entities can claimyour allegiance.
Conplicated.”

"It could be, but political entities don't spend nmuch tine
clainmng allegiance from netal workers turned gardener."

"More fools they," N kolai Petrovich said.
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"Anyway," Infinity said, "I can't ask the committee to

put her in somebody's house, because we're all pretending
everything is going to be all right and they're com ng back
and the expedition will go on the way it's planned."

" Pr et endi ng?"

"Yeah," Infinity said. "Wat else? If the Defense Depart -
ment deci des they want us, they'll have us, just |ike they get
everything el se they want."

"You are cynical."

"I know how it works!" Infinity said. He fell silent, w sh-
ing he had not spoken with such bl untness.

Ni kol ai Petrovi ch wal ked al ong beside himin silence for a
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she was fromthe United States?

whi l e. "Your nother
The Sout hwest ?"

Infinity shrugged. It did not mean nmuch to be from one of

the Sout hwest tribes anynore. He w shed he had not given
Cherenkov the key to his background by bringing up the De-
partnment of Defense. They had ripped the Sout hweé&t | and

away fromthe people who inhabited it, and in doing so they
had ri pped the heart and soul out of nobst of the people Infin-
ity had been cl osest to.

"W will not speak of it further,*" N kolai Petrovich said,
"and we will continue to pretend. So Ms. Brown has the

choi ce of the guesthouse, or the first level of our hill. You
wish ne to help you persuade her to live in the hill."

"I thought she'd like it. Especially the garden ... | think
the best | could get for her, for a while, would be a pl ace
with no wi ndows yet, and nud puddl es outside."

"The garden you made for her is beautiful,” N kolai Pe-
trovich said. "I notice the changes."

"l saw your footprints sonetinmes, where you stood to | ook

at things. | wondered what you thought about it," Infinity
said, feeling unreasonably pleased. "It'l|l | ook better when
it's finished. When it has tine to settle in and grow for a
while. The other thing is, there's a welcone party tonight
and if it isn't going to be at her hill | need to tell people
where to go. Or whether to go at all. Un, are you com ng?"
The invitation was general, but he had done a special one for
Cosnonaut Cherenkov, and left it not only in electronic form
on the web but in witten formon his doorstep

"l seldom accept invitations these days,** Nikolai Petro-

vich said in a neutral tone. Infinity did not know if that neant
he was going to nake an exception, or if he was put out to

have been invited. "A party, you say. |Is this sort of thing to
become a conmon occurrence?"
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"I don't know. Depends on her, | guess."

"Perhaps | shoul d encourage her to stay in the guest-

house, " the cosnonaut said drily. "I value ny privacy."
"Ch," Infinity said. "I didn't ... 1 mean—Pmsure it

won't get too noisy. I'll tell people to keep it down." He
stopped. "lI'msorry."

"Ni chivo, " N kolai Petrovich said. "The truth is | am sel -
STARFARERS 117

dom at hone and | probably would not notice. | had planned

to go away |ater."’

"Then you will talk to her?**

"I amhere with you, after all," the cosnobnaut said.

Giffith relumed to the guesthouse. He had ten kil obytes of
notes filed away in the web, scranbled and guarded, and
plans for a tour of the infrastructure tonorrow. An inspector
for the General Accounting Ofice had conplete freedom and
no one on board to answer to.

In the hall, he hesitated. Beyond the central stairway, one
of the occupied roons stood open. Several people |aughed,
and soneone spoke. Giffith frowned, trying to place the fa-
mliar voice.

He strode quietly down the hall.

"You see that | would not be such a disaster as a neigh-
bor. "

"No one will cone to visit," a second voice said, a voice

that was quivery, feathery.

"Gve it a chance, ma'am" The third voi ce bel onged to
someone who had grown up speaki ng Spani sh and English

both, and at | east one other |anguage that Giffith, to his
annoyance, could not pin down. He wal ked past the open
doorway and gl anced i nsi de.

"They will visit if you wish. Believe ne. | had to train
them very hard before they gave up and accepted ne as a
hermt."

Giffith stopped, staring at the man who sat hunched on

the window seat. Giffith was nmore fanmiliar with himas he

had | ooked when he was younger, but age could not distort

t he wi de, high cheekbones, the square line of the jaw It only
intensified the unusual gray streaks in the man's dark hair.

"My god!" Giffith said. "You are Cherenkov!"

The younger man junped to his feet, startled; the elderly
worman flinched. The old nan turned toward Giffith.

"Yes." His voice was as calmas before. "But | prefer ny
acquai ntances to address ne as Kolya. Who are you?"

"Griffith, GAO | heard your voice, | recognized it. Sir, |
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just want to express ny admiration for your exploits, your
bravery—

"I was very young," Cherenkov said. Suddenly he sounded
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tired. "Only young people are foolish enough for that kind
of bravery. WIIl you join us? This is M. Mendez, who is an
artist of the earth. This is Ms. Brown, who has just noved
here. "

"You frightened nme," the old lady said with frail dignity.

"I didn't nean to," Giffith said. He | ooked her up and
down. Grandparents in Space was a program he intended to
use agai nst the expedition. Wth Ms. Brown as the program s
first menber, he thought his attack would be even nore ef-
fective.

"WIIl you have sone tea?" M. Brown said.
The chance to talk to Cherenkov lured himin.
"Sure."

As Giffith entered the room Mendez sank down on the

edge of the bed. Giffith could feel his attention, his suspi-
cion, his fear. He was a strange-| ooking character, with |ong
thick black hair tied up on the top of his head. He wore a
coupl e of earrings and a grubby, fringed | eather vest. Dirt
was ground permanently into the knees of his pants. Pretend-
ing to be oblivious to the younger man's disconfort, Giffith
sat next to him Cherenkov had the wi ndow seat, and M

Brown the only chair. The old wonan | eaned forward and

tremul ously poured another cup of tea.

"What is GAO?" Cherenkov asked. "I'mnot famliar with
that branch of the nmilitary.'

"GAO s the CGeneral Accounting O fice, sir," he said. "It
isn't mlitary at all. I"'mjust here to do a few surveys. Check
the outlays and so forth."

"Ah. By your carriage, | took you for a mlitary man."
Giffith made hinmsel f chuckle. "Well, sir, the drill sergeant
woul d accept that as a conmplinent. She said | was hopel ess.

I did my time. Ceneral, |ike everybody else.”

"Your sergeant drilled into you too much mlitary courtesy.
You nust not call nme 'general* or 'sir.' If you nust use a
title, '"tovarishch' will do. |I still prefer 'Kolya.* "

“I''l'l try to remenber, sir, er . . . Kolya. It wasn't the

sergeant who drilled that into me so rmuch as ten years in
governnent." Cherenkov put himoff bal ance. He sipped his

tea to cover his disconfort, to conceal the intensity of his
interest. He wondered if he could get Cherenkov to tal k about
the past without putting his own cover at risk. Giffith glanced
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at Mendez, sitting beside himand holding a teacup with sur-
prising delicacy. "So you're part of one percent for art," he
sai d.

"I'"'ma gardener," Mendez sai d.
"But the general said—
"It was a joke," Mendez said, |ooking down, enbarrassed.

"A joke'" Cherenkov said. "Hardly. You are an artist, and
my admration is sincere. Floris, did you adnmre Infinity's
wor k when you wal ked t hrough the garden?"

"*1 used to have roses," she said. "But when | noved, there
wasn't any room for roses."

"W don't have too nmany roses up here yet," Infinity said.
"W needed ground cover first. Annuals are fastest. Roses
take a while to get established, and they need a | ot of hand
| abor . "

"Ch." Ms. Brown's voice was small and sad and di sap-
poi nt ed.

"I could try to get sone, though,” Infinity said.

Giffith decided the old wonan was self-centered at best

and getting on toward senile at worst, and he did not under-
stand what she was doi ng here. The one percent program was
bad enough; who ever heard of an art departnent on a sci-
entific expedition? But grandparents”® Next thing, they would
be shi ppi ng kids up, or having their own. He supposed that

if he were planning to create a generation ship he m ght want
to begin with a conplete age-m x. He filed the information
away for further use.

"Floris," Cherenkov said, "will you consent to be ny
nei ghbor for a week? If at the end of that time you prefer to
move, | will speak to the housing committee on your behal f.

I have sonme credibility here."

She hesitated, watching himand blinking, |ike sone el-
derly col d-bl ooded reptile waiting for the sun to warm her
enough that she could nobve and think

"They said | had to stay even if | didn't like it," she said.
"I had to sign a paper." She waited expectantly.

"Transportation is expensive," Cherenkov said. "But pa-

pers can sonetines be changed. This | cannot prom se, but

if in a week you ask for ny help in the respect of returning
to earth, I will do what |I can."

Though it would be better for Giffith's purposes if M.
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Brown stayed, he thought Cherenkov woul d be doing the ex-
pedition a favor to have the old woman sent hone whet her
she wanted to go or not. He could not inmagi ne anyone refus-
ing a request that Cherenkov made.
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"I'"d like to go to ny house now. "

Ms. Brown nmade Giffith fee! creepy, the way she re-
sponded to comments without really acknow edgi ng them

"Excel l ent," Cherenkov said. "Infinity, 1 will entrust
Floris's confort to you. | nust hurry—+ have another obli-
gation."

He left the room Giffith put his cup down with a clatter
and hurried after him

"Sir! | mean, Kolya—*

He caught up to Cherenkov, who continued w thout pause.
The cosnpnaut had a strange, careful way of walking, as if
he feared that gravity would trap himforever on the ground.

"You said your name was Giffith," Cherenkov said. "Is
that your surnanme or your given nanme?''

"Sur nane. "
"And your given nanme?"

Giffith felt a blush rising. He had not blushed for years.
He hoped his tan concealed it; he hoped Cherenkov did not

noti ce. Then Cherenkov glanced at him and Giffith knew

that even if his tan did conceal the blush, Cherenkov noticed

it.

"It's Marion, sir.

"It's Kolya, sir," Cherenkov said, mocking hima little.

"I don't use ny given nane." Giffith tried to keep his
reaction cool, his tone cold.

"Everyone uses given nanes here. The informality is re-
freshing."

Giffith kept his silence.
"You do not agree."

"I think informality | eads to sl oppiness. There's no cl ear
chain of-command here. | think that's dangerous, especially
in an environnment as severe as space."

"Spoken like a mlitary man," Cherenkov said, "ora gov-
ernment worker," he added before Giffith could object. "But
you are wong. |In such a self-contained environnent, a cer-
tain denocratic sl oppiness can be turned to advantage. Wy
did you foll ow me?"
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"You said you were going outside. Wuld you iet ne tag
al ong?"

"Qutside? | think not. That is dangerous without train-
ing."

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Vonda%20N%20Mclintyre%20-%20Starfarers.txt (102 of 240) [11/1/2004 12:30:55 AM]



file:///G)/Program%20Files’eM ule/lncoming/V onda%20N %20M cl ntyre%20-%20Starfarers.txt
"Just to the staging area, | nean."

"You may do that wi thout ny perm ssion. The ship is open

to inhabitants and visitors alike. You may be required to pass
training to engage in certain activities, but no one is denied
the opportunity to attenpt the training."

Giffith frowed. "That seenms awfully | oose to ne."
"Spoken |ike a true—governnent nman."

Giffith wondered again if Cherenkov were |aughing at him
deep down under the intensity of his gaze. And yet even if
the cosnonaut had pegged himas a mlitary observer, what
could he do? Exposed, Giffith m ght expect some uncom
fortabl e monents. The nore recal citrant expedition menbers
m ght denounce him It would be verbal, not physical, abuse;

of that he was certain. |If Cherenkov blew his cover, Giffith
woul d have to return to earth. Having to send anot her ob-
server could delay Giffith in inplementing his plans. On the
ot her hand, he already had nbst of the information he needed.
A few nore days .

He found it difficult to understand the core of resistance

agai nst the changes that had to occur. The deep space expe-
dition was all very well when it was planned, two decades

ago in a tine of prosperity, civil international relations, and
silence fromthe M deast Sweep. Al of that had changed.
Starfarer had to change, too

Giffith's job would have been nuch easier if he had not

had to deal with thz researchers, the stubborn, self-centered
idealists. As the starship had to change, the people had to
change, too

If Giffith coufd arrange to antagonize a few nore countries
into withdrawi ng fromthe expedition, the renaining person-
nel would not be able to continue al one.

He was doing a good job. No one would fault himfor

giving hinmself a few mnutes. He wanted to get Cherenkov

to tal k about his experiences, and he knew it would not be

easy. The general obviously felt no nostalgia for the past.
Giffith held no power over this man; he could not demand a
reply. He would have to be patient.

122 Vonda N. Ml ntyre

Kol ya wi shed the young officer would foll ow soneone el se.

It mattered little to himif Giffith were here under false pre-
tenses. Kolya ignored politics with the strength of viscera
aversion. He hated politics alnbst as nuch as he hated vio-

| ence.

He also did not Iike to be followed. N kolai Petrovich Che-
renkov had been foll owed by people who wanted to kill him
and by people who wanted to worship him The two experi -
ences were not all that different.

He had become nore and nore private over the past two
decades. One norning in the conpany of Infinity Mendez
and Floris Brown tired himto a startling degree. The effort
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of remaining civil, pleasant, even cheerful, had drained him
of the anticipatory energy he experienced before his space-
wal ks. Human contact affected himw th a kind of sensory
overload that only the enptiness and conpl et eness of space
coul d overcone.

Kotya entered the el evator to the outside, hoping Giffith
woul d remain at the inner surface.

"I't is boring and dark down there," Kolya said. "Unpleas-
ant. Stay in the sunshine."

"I't's all right," Marion Giffith said. "I want to see." The
of ficer stayed with him

Giffith mde Kolya unconfortable. He showed too nuch

interest in Cherenkov's past. But Cherenkov did not exist any-
more. Only Kol ya existed. Kolya was not a pioneering cos-
monaut or a heroic antiterrorist or a terrorist traitor. Kolya
was an old man who | oved space

The el evator fell through the inner skin of fertile dirt,
t hrough the underground water |evel, through the nassive
radi ati on-sl oppi ng shell of lunar rock.

Paying Giffith no nore attention, Kolya analyzed his rea-

sons for letting Infinity persuade himto talk to Floris Brown.
What did it matter to Kolya if she lived on the bottom | eve

of his hill, or in the guesthouse, or back on earth, or out in
the garden in the dew? Thant havong never bothered hi m—

she was no recluse, but she did spend all her tine in the
genetics |ab. That was what she had cone up here for, after
all, to escape the demands of achi evenent and publicity and
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public adoration, to get on with her work. Like Kolya, but
with nore nmeaning to her life.

A lonely old woman |iving downstairs would denmand at -
tention, whether from Kolya or fromothers who would visit.
Kol ya coul d see nothing com ng fromthe change but an in-
vasi on of his privacy.

He felt no obligation to offer anything to Floris, but Infinity
was di fferent. Kolya thought Infinity was far nore adnirable
than any of the scientists, who worked in their mnds, or he
hi nsel f, who did not work at all anynore, except at tasks he
chose, tasks that took himinto space. It would have been
possible to programan AS to do nost of what Kol ya chose

to do, and an Al to do the rest. But no one had ever suc-
ceeded in programmi ng an expert systemto replicate a master
gardener. To approximate, yes. Not to replicate. There was
somet hi ng about technol ogi cal conplexity, mechanical com

pl exity, that machi nes coul d handl e, and sonethi ng about or-
ganic and aesthetic conplexity that befuddl ed them Kolya
thought the gardeners, like Infinity, to be the nmpst inportant
peopl e on board the starship.

The el evator stopped. Assuming a strong young mlitary
of fi cer woul d be enbarrassed to have his disconfort noticed,
Kol ya said nothing to explain the strange sensati on produced
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by riding an elevator through a rotating environnment. If Gif-
fith had neglected to read his introduction manual on the way
to Starfarer, that was his problem

The artificial gravity was perceptibly stronger here, nearly

one g. The radius of the cylinder's outer skin was significantly
| onger than the distance fromthe axis to the inner surface.

The increased radial accel eration increased the sensation of

wei ght .

At the outer surface of the cylinder, the corridors were
solid, rough, and ugly. Few people cane this far down. If
they wanted to spacewal k, they went out at the axis and
avoi ded the rotation. Kolya liked the rotation. He clinbed
into his pressure suit as Giffith watched.

"That doesn't |ook too hard," Giffith said, breaking the
silence for the first tine since they left the inner surface.
"How | ong does the training take?"

Kol ya had already drifted into the strange and vul nerabl e
state to which he surrendered in space. Wthout a word, he
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stepped into the airiock and sealed it, leaving Giffith behind
as abruptly as he had left Floris and Infinity.

The punp drew the air fromthe | ock and back into the

shi p- Surrounded by vacuum Kol ya opened the outer hatch

He let the radial acceleration press himpast the skin of the
cylinder and into the harder vacuum of space. Wth the ease

of long practice, he |lowered hinself onto the narrow frane-
work that crept over the cylinder's surface. He stood in the
same orientation as he had inside the cylinder, with his head
toward the axis of rotation. The outer skin of the cylinder |ay
a couple of nmeters above him Nothing separated himfrom

space except the cables of the inspection net.

Beneath him the wild cylinder and the furled sail slipped
past. Kolya sank to his knees, then inched fiat. He let his
arns dangle toward the stars. Soneday, he thought, he would
let hinmself slip fromthe framework and be flung away into
space. But not quite yet. He was not quite ready yet.

Rot ati on took himout from between the cylinders. Before
him the stars made a fine, spangl ed sheet.

He lay there, still and silent, staring at the gal axy.

The transparent skin of the sail house placed no barrier be-
tween the room and space and stars and the sail outside.
People floated in zero-gravity al ong one side of the curved
gl ass wal | : fewer people than should have gathered to watch
the first full test of Starfwer's solar sail.

Sat oshi floated farther into the transparent chanmber. The
sensors surrounded himw th nel odi c chords. | phigenie

DuPre, the sailnmaster, drifted with eyes closed, listening to
the musical reports, invisibly connected to the conputers and
control strands of the sail. Her long, lithe, dark |inbs reacted

with reflexive, mnuscule notions as she ordered a strand
ti ghtened here, bal anced there.
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The sail, untwisting fromits cable configuration, now ap-
peared as a great sheet of silver, closely pleated.

Victoria and J.D. and Feral joined Satoshi. Still inside the
access tunnel, Stephen Thomas hesitated. He pushed off gin-
gerly, awkwardly, with one hand. In the other he carried a
sack, which he had avoi ded expl ai ni ng.

Sat oshi | ooked around. Al nbst everyone in the sail house

was faculty or staff". There were a few sponsored reporters,
and Feral, and a nunber of renptes transmtting the event

back to earth, but none of the VIP visitors the expedition had
prepared for. Chancell or Bl ades had chosen not to attend the
test, and he had not even sent his usual deputy, Gerald Hem

m nge, the assistant chancell or.

Feral pushed off and started interview ng people, setting
t he background for his story. Starfarer navigated from one

125
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star systemto the next via cosmic string. But once it reached
a destination, it required other nethods of propul sion: pri-

marily the sail. Cosmc string provided macronavigation, the
sail, mcronavigation, though it sounded strange to apply |he
term"micro" to distances nmeasured in nmillions of kil ome-
ters.

The sail was slow, but near a star it was steady. It had the
great benefit of operating without reaction mass or onboard
fuel. It would propel the starship fromits entrypoint into the
star systemto a point fromwhich it could reenter the tw sted
space-time of a cosmc string. The alien contact team had a
smal |, fast explorer to use in traveling between Starfarer and
a new system s worl ds.

Feral drifted over to the sail naster

| phi geni e DuPre's astonishing mathenatical ability reached
so deep that it appeared instinctual to anyone who overl ooked
her years of experience and practice. She was one of the first

people to build a sail-ship and to sail it in space. She had
desi gned nost of the sail systens that racers used down
around the O Neill colonies. Once her sails started w nning

races, she retired from amateur conpetition and put her tine
i nto devel opi ng and nmarketing. She was probably the wealth-

i est person on board Starfarer, thanks to the popularity of
sail -ship racing

The chal l enge of a starship's esoteric conbination of pro-
pul si ons had brought her to EarthSpace, and to Starfarer.

"Ms. DuPre—=* Feral said.

"Hush, now," she said quietly. The tenpo of the sensor
mel odi es qui ckened.

Everyone fell silent, and the change began.

Tension eased at the ends of the pieated surface. The folds
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turned to cl ose-set ripples.
The sail opened.

Liquid silver spread over blackness, w dened, flowed |ike

a flooding | ake across the path of the MIky Way, and cut off
the stars. One edge quivered. A vibration shinmered through
the satin film The shivering threatened to twi st the surface
out of shape, but control strands shifted and tightened and
eased away the oscillation

The sail grew.
Its complex harnonies filled the sail house. No one spoke.
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The sail shivered with one final ripple, then lay quiet,
stretched out across space. Satoshi imagined that he could

see a slight curve in the surface, as the sail filled with the
invisible solar wind. He imagi ned he could already feel the
accel eration, already detect the nost infinitesiml w dening
of the starship's orbit.

The sensor nel ody decreased to a whisper.
"Ful | depl oynment."

I phigenie's quiet statement filled the sail house Iike a shout.
Her voice held suppressed | aughter and excitenment. She

opened her unusual cinnanmon-brown eyes. For a few sec-

onds, no one el se nade a sound. Satoshi released the breath
he had been hol di ng.

"Watch it!"

The shout and an expl osive "pop!" broke the silence. It
sounded |i ke damage, |ike deconpression, |ike a breach of
the sail house wall into the vacuum of space. Satoshi tensed,

forcing hinmself not to jerk toward the noise. Any quick nove-
ment in freefall would send hi mtunbling.

A projectile shot past.

The champagne cork slanmed into the transparent wall

beyond him It rebounded nearly as fast, hit the glass on the
ot her side, and bounced again. It narromy m ssed Satoshi

and several other faculty menbers

Sonersaul ting slowy backward, Stephen Thonmas | aughed

as the cork flung itself around the glass cylinder until it used
up its nonentum Chanpagne pressed itself out of the bottle

he held. Wthout gravity, the bubbles forned on the sides

and bottom of the bottle instead of exploding upward; their
pressure pushed the chanpagne out. As Stephen Thomas

tunbl ed he left a liquid rope twisting in his wake. It fizzed
softly.

St ephen Thonas | ooked |ike the star of sonme weird zero-
gravity sport, celebrating a chanpionship by trying to spray
his teammates w th chanpagne, but being defeated by

wei ght | essness.
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He'd have to be the star of sonething yet to be invented,
Sat oshi thought. He's wong for the nbst popular earth sports:

too slender for football, not tall enough for basketball, and
far too beautiful for hockey.

St ephen Thonas spoiled the effect by bunping into the
128 Vonda N. Ml ntyre

wal | and snatching awkwardly at a glass handhold to stop his
tumble. He cane to a hall, still laughing, still holding the
bottle. The tw sting stream of champagne broke itself into
spherical globules that drifted anbng the spectators.

"I was wondering howto split it up," Stephen Thonas
sai d. The pressure of the bubbles slowy pushed the |ast of
the chanpagne into the air.

The cork tumbled lazily, having |l ost nost of its monmentum
wi thout hitting anyone in the eye. Everyone was | ooking at
St ephen Thormas rather than at the sail.

He tossed his head. His | ong blond hair nipped back for a
second, then fell forward again to drift in front of his eyes.
He tucked it behind one ear.

"Congratul ations, |phigenie," he said.

"Yes," Victoria said. "lphigenie, the sail's beautiful."

"Thank you." She reached out and waved a rippling sphere

of chanpagne toward her, placed her lips against it, and drank
it with a kiss. Unlike npst zero-g workers, she kept her hair

I ong, but she wore it in a snpboth mass of thin, heavy braids
caught up at the back of her neck

| phigenie's action broke the tension of waiting for depl oy-
ment, and the fright of Stephen Thomas's expl odi ng cham
pagne cork. Everyone clustered around | phigenie, sphering

her with their congratul ations, surrounding her like the bub-
bl es surroundi ng the wi ne; people caught and drank the fizz-
i ng gl obul es of chanpagne that drifted and trenbled in the
air currents. Satoshi kissed one and let it flow between his
lips. It dissolved against his tongue, dry and gentle and
epheneral .

Near by, J.D. floated al one, watching the sail, occasionally
glancing at the celebration with a slight smle on her Iips.
Sat oshi waved a bubbl e of chanpagne in her direction

"J.D., catch!"

I nstead of reaching for the rippling bubble, she pushed her
hand toward it to create a counterdraft in Satoshi's direction.

"Thank you," she said. "It's very kind of you, but | don't
drink. |1 quit when | started diving."

St ephen Thomas paddl ed awkwardly toward them

"Are you guys playing tennis with nmy good chanpagne?"
He tried to capture it with the air pressure of a gesture, and
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succeeded only in breaking it into several smaller drops. Sa-
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toshi caught one in his nouth and pushed one toward Stephen
Thomas.

"Victorial Feral!"
They joined him Together, they drank the |ast bubbl es.

"I knew |'d think of sonething good to drink this with,"
St ephen Thomas sai d.

Sat oshi chuckled. Victoria sniled and drifted cl ose enough
to brush her |ips against his cheek

In one direction, the sail lay taut. In the other, the twn
cylinders of the canpus rotated, one clockw se, one counter-

cl ockwi se, toward each other, and away. Beyond campus, at

a great distance, the earth hung in space, one linb bright and
the rest of its face dark, a new earth.

Most of the spectators had | eft the sail house. Stephen
Thomas fl oated near the transparent wall. For once he felt
al nost confortable in freefail.

Maybe, he thought, | ought to combine it with chanpagne
nmore often.

"Are you com ng?" Victoria asked.
"I''"ll be along inalittle while."

Sat oshi passed the sailmaster. "Thanks for the show, | phi-
genie."

"My pleasure," she replied, too experienced in zero-g to
di sturb her equilibrium by turning.

St ephen Thomas watched his partners glide out of the sail-
house. He envied their grace. He knew he woul d get the hang
of navigating in weightl essness soon enough—+t had better be
soon, because he hated feeling physically inconpetent and
of f bal ance, baffled and awkwar d.

St ephen Thormas was the | ast spectator. Intent on the sail
| phigenie paid himno attention

The sail lay al most notionless in space, but every now and
again the silver surface shimmed. Wen it did that it | ooked
alive, like sone huge aether-breathing animal, twitching its

flank to drive off a fly.

St ephen Thonmas wondered if a space-living creature would
have an aura. ldly, he narrowed his eyes and focused his

vi sion beyond the center of the sail. He had never thought of
seeking the aura of an inanimate object. The idea anused

him He did not expect to find anything.
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He | ooked.
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Gradually, as if the act of searching for i( caused it to ap-
pear and grow. a pale violet light glimrered al ong the edges

of the sail. It flowed down the feedback |ines and crept across
the sail's face

St ephen Thomas gazed at the | avender light until it swept
all the way to the sail house, surrounded the transparent cyl-
i nder, and wapped it in a transparent gauze of illum nation

I phigenie did not react to it, though every now and again

she glanced out at the sail as if her eyes and her instincts
could tell her nore than the feedbacks and conputers and

nmusi cal sensors. Stephen Thonas sai d not hing of the aura.

She woul d probably shrug it off or laugh or refuse to | ook for
it, or all three.

It al ways amazed hi m when he saw sonething so direct, so
spectacul ar, and everyone el se was oblivious to it. He could
never persuade his partners to try to see what he could see.
Victoria, in particular, was so open-m nded about other
things: she had to be, or she would never have won her job.

The effort of seeing began to tire him He let his concen-
trati on wander. The perception vani shed as if he had snapped
off the current powering the violet light. The sail billowed
silently before him plain silver again.

Chandra tried to persuade herself that being on the run

hi di ng out fromwho were those guys?—n a fishing canp

woul d be good stuff to record, but the truth was that she hated
this part of it. The cabin snelled stale and fishy. The bed

was both lunpy and too soft. The w ndow, which could have

| ooked out on the water, opened onto a grotty gravel drive-

way sprouting dusty weeds. And the bathroomwas really

nasty.

The diving sequence woul d be great. It would reproduce

her utter terror at being pulled underwater, her certainty that
she was about to drown. But this place would ruin the rest of
the experience. It would do nothing for either her reputation
or her bank account. It had to go. She had to end the se-
quence sonehow, but she did not see how she would find the
time to do any restaging and still make it onto the spacepl ane.

"How do the fol ks who own this place make a living?"
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she said. "We're the only ones here. | bet we're the only
ones who were ever here."

"I't is not fishing season," Zev said. "This is a place where
humans fish. | nean where they sl eep when they are too tired
to fish."

" d]. "

"If it had not been here,
be swi ming. "

the diver said, "you would stil

"Listen," she said. "that was a great sequence. That was
real terror. Nobody has ever gotten anything that intense be-
fore. They all think their sex scenes are so great. Hah."
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The young di ver wandered around the wooden cubicl e,

touchi ng things at random the rough, threadbare ticking on
the mattress, the franme supporting the upper bunk, the planks
of the drafty door, the doorknob

"1l don't think that's a good idea," Chandra said.

The diver |ooked at the handle curiously. "Why? WII ii
br eak?"

"I mean | don't think you should go outside. Those guys
are probably still |ooking for you."

" O,]. "
"What do they want?"
"All I wanted was to join the deep space expedition."

"Distler hasn't made thai a crimnal offense,” Chandra
said. "Not the last tine | heard, anyway. There nust be
sonet hing el se.”

The diver took a deep breath and let it out slowy. "They
want divers to do things for themthat we do not w sh to do.
I think they would have taken nme away and kept ne until they
made ny fanmily cone back from Canada."

"They were going to kidnap you?"

The di ver shrugged and changed the subject. "What is that
roonf?"

"It's the bathroom Only there isn't any bath. | guess you
don't need to take baths out in the ocean.”

"W |ike to rub oursel ves on snpboth rocks or scrub our-
selves with sand."

"Cl ose enough. Turn on the faucets in the sink if you need
water. Do you have to stay wet like the guy in that old tv
series?

"No. Do you like that show? | do, too. But divers are not
132 Vonda N. Mclntyre

fromAtlantis. There is no such place. Divers can live on
|l and. | never have, though. I amnot used to it."

Suddenl y sonet hing protruded fromthe diver's crotch
Chandra wat ched, startled, as the male diver, whom she had
assuned to be femal e, extruded his penis and began to pee
on the floor.

"Wait! Stop! What are you doi ng?"

His penis slid back inside. "Peeing," he said, equally star-
tled. He | ooked down. "I never did it on land before. It is
not very aesthetic, is it?"

"No, especially if you do it on the floor!"
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"What should I do?"
"Wpe it up, to begin with."
"But | need to pee."

Chandra sighed and showed himthe toilet, then fled, em
barrassed, when he started to use it in front of her. Very few
thi ngs enbarrassed her, but this sequence of events was get-
ting weird.

He cane out of the bathroom carrying their single ragged
towel . "Why did you run away?"

"Because—wait!" she said again. "This isn't a hotel."

She snatched the towel, put it back in the bathroom and
threw hima wad of paper tissue. **I don't think we get maid
service and clean towels every day with this room"

He wi ped the floor, gazed at the sodden paper for a no-
ment, then carried it into the bathroomand got rid of it.

"I didn't run away," Chandra said when he canme back. "I
left to give you sonme privacy. It isn't polite to piss in front
of other people.”

Fine gold hair, nearly transparent, alnost invisible except

when the light struck it just right, covered his whol e body.

His pubic hair was slightly thicker, slightly coarser. She stared
at the snmooth fl esh between his | egs. She could stare at any-

one or anything, anytine she |liked, because no one could tel
where her eyes were focused.

"It is not considered polite to piss on |and, you nean,"

the diver said. "Divers think nothing of it. | did wonder what
that small roomin the comer ofJ.D.'s cabin was. She al ways
kept the door closed."

"J.D. I J.D. Sauvage? Do you know her?"
"Yes."

STARFARERS 133

"This is all her fault!"

"I do not believe it," the diver said. "She would not |end
herself to this occurrence. Please do not talk of nmy friend
that way."

"She was supposed to be there! Were does she get off,
forgetting our appointnent?"

"She left for the starship,” the diver said. "And if she had
not, she would be hiding along with us."

"Yeah. Maybe." Chandra scow ed. The nerve ridges on
her forehead tw sted. "Serve her right."

"She woul d probably know what to do," he said.

Chandra glared at him but the silver-gray nerve tissue that
hid her eyes and all owed her to stare also prevented her from
gl owering effectively.
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Zev changed the subject. "Are you allowed to eat in front
of each ot her?"

"OfF course. What a dunb question.”

"Way ' dumb' ? You do not pee in front of each other. | do
not understand why eating is so different. | know only one
| and- bound human. J.D. is alnost a diver herself. | cannot

conpare her customs with yours."

"Ckay, | see your point. Are you a guy, or are all divers
built like you?" Chandra said.

"I ammale, if that is what your question neans. | am
physiologically mature, though | have not yet fathered any-
one."

"You nmean you're a virgin?' Then she had to explain
"virgin." The diver |aughed.

"No—how foolish. W don't even have a word for that.

We play all the time—whenever we neet another famly. J.D
says regul ar humans don't do that. And she said regular hu-
mans have to learn how not to be fertile. You have to con-
centrate on it. Divers have to |l eam how not to be sterile.”

" \My?u

"Because that's how we designed oursel ves. External gen-
itals woul d cause hydrodynam ¢ drag."

Chandra waited for himto conti nue, but he seened to think
that told her all she needed to know.

"Nobody ever put it quite like thai to nme before," she said.
"Which is probably a good thing, since | haven't got the
faintest idea what you're tal king about."

134 Vonda N. Mclntyre

"Mal e humans have to leamto raise their tenperature in
order to becone steril e—you know this?"

"Sure,"

"I had to learn to extend nmy scrotum-do you understand?

And when | father sonmeone, when a diver from another fam
ily chooses ne, | will have to |l eave it extended | ong enough
to overconme the sterility ny body tenperature causes."

"Sounds dangerous, if a hungry shark comes al ong

"If a hungry shark canme along, | think | would not mnd
putting of f parenthood a few nore weeks in order to wthdraw
mysel f." Zev grinned.

"What about wonen?"

"Wbrmren who are divers |leamto ovulate, and do so only
when t hey choose soneone to conceive with."

"How did we get off on this subject?"
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Zev | ooked hurt. "You expressed interest."

"l guess so. But I"'ma lot nore interested in how we ended
up being here.”

"That does not interest ne anynore. | aminterested in
how to get out."

"Me, too."

"Excuse nme a noment," Zev said. "l nust tell ny nother
where | am" Hi s eyelids flickered.

"Wait!" Chandra grabbed hi mand shook hi mroughly be-
fore he could hook into the web.

He opened his eyes again. "Wat is wong?"

"The web's probably being nonitored!"

“Ch. | did not know that was allowed."

"Maybe not, not usually, but | bet they're doing it."
"Lykos will be worried."

"She'll be a lot nore worried if they catch you!"

"That is true," Zev said

Kol ya cane in from outside, drugged with dizziness and

wonder. The path of stars lay before him a web passing

across his image of reality. The vision would remain for a
while; then, as it faded, he would be drawn to the stars again.

He opened the fastenings of his spacesuit-

He had watched the sail unfurl. He hated it. It cut off a
significant portion of the sky. But he loved it, too, because
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every increnent of tinme added anot her increnent of velocity
to the ship's speed, pulling it toward the stars. Soon—

"CGeneral Cherenkov? |Is everything all right?"

Kol ya started violently and stunbled in the awkward hal f -
renoved suit. Marion Giffith lunged forward, caught him
and held himon his feet.

" Boj enoi , Kol ya said, "don't you know it's dangerous to
startl e a—sonmeone with a background |i ke m ne? Have you
been waiting all this tinme?"

"Yessir. My apologies, sir, | didn't nean to scare you.

t hought you sawne ... and then | couldn't tell."

"Several hours outside will affect the vision- Wy are you
still here?"

"I wanted to talk to you, and since you said | couldn't go
outside, | decided to wait."

"If 1 reward your preposterous devotion, will | encourage
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its continuation?"

"l don't understand what you nean, sir.

"I mean that | like my privacy. | have not nade that suf-
ficiently clear to you. Wat do you want?"

"Only to hear what it was like in the early days, in space.
When you didn't have all this. Wen it was tough, and dan-
gerous. About the years when you went back to earth. And
about com ng back up here, when you knew you'd never be
able to | eave again."

"I believe that the expedition will be both tough and dan-
gerous. Mre than we can conceive. As for the rest—all that

is in the archives. | sat for the caneras answering questions
for ... far too long."

"I know," Giffith said. "I saw you. | watched the tapes.

But it isn't all, there's nothing about the years when you dis-

appeared. And it isn't the same as hearing it straight, being
able to ask questions ..."

"The years when | ... disappeared ... are not fit stories
for civilized people. Are you civilized, Marion?"

“I ... | think so."

"I"'mgoing to wal k back to ny house,"” Kolya said. "If

you wi sh, you may walk with me, and I will answer what
questions | choose. In return you nust prom se not to trouble

me again.”

136 Vonda N. Ml ntyre

Giffith hesitated.

"It is that, or nothing," Kolya said.
"Al right," Giffith said. "Deal ."

Victoria returned to canpus feeling a little drunk, nore
from excitenent than from chanpagne

"That was sonething, wasn't it?" She giggled.

"It was," J.D. said. "It was. | guess . . . we're really on
our way."

"W are." Victoria turned down the path toward Physics
Hll. "Come on, I want to show you your office."

"l don't really need an office," J.D. said. "I've never had
one—1 won't know what to do with it."

"First rule of academc life," Victoria said. "Never turn
down the perks."

They reached a long | ow barrow with strips of w ndows

that squinted out along the bushy slopes. The hallway behind
the offices was cool and dank, a tunnel lined with gray rock
foam On the left, doors opened into offices. Someone had

made an attenpt to brighten the hallway with photos of par-
ticle interactions, abstract art of lines and curves and colli -
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sions, and fractal novies.

"Nobody needs offices anynore," Victoria said. "But if

we did all our conmunicating through Arachne, we'd never
get out of bed. Here's my office." She opened a door. Few
of the doors in the main cylinder of Starfarer opened auto-
matically. The sinpler things were, the |less there would be
to fix, light-years out in interstellar space

"We're ol d-fashioned here in Physics Hill," she said. "W
even have a conference room down at the end of the hall.
know | ot s of people who claimthey can do conferences by

link, but I |like being face-to-face."

J.D. followed Victoria into her office- The entire exterior
wal | was a wi ndow, open from wai st height to ceiling. The
hill side dropped away steeply, ten neters to the ground be-
low. Victoria' s desk was an extruded slab of rock foam the
chair was banboo and rattan

A display hovered in the conmer. Victoria glanced at it.
Nunbers and synbols crept across it, a new one every few

seconds.
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"Still working," Victoria said.
"What is it?"

"Cosnic string cal cul ati ons. For navigating, once we reach
transition energy. It's ferociously conplicated to figure out
where you're goi ng once you grab a piece of cosmc string,
and even harder to figure out a reasonabl e way back.'

"But those cal cul ations are already done. Aren't they?"

"The set for our first trip, sure. But |'ve been spending a
|l ot of time working out better methods of doing the cal cul a-
tions."

"How |l ong before it's finished?"

"Don't know. No way to tell. This is a new synbolic ma-

ni pul ation routine. Solving cylindrical stress-energy tensors
is tough. This one's been running for two weeks al ready, but
that's nothing. The shortest solution so far took fifty-three
days. "

She watched the display for a few seconds, then bl ew out
her breath and turned away. "I never |let Arachne send this
stuff straight into my head- It's hypnotic."

Suddenly she stared at the display again. "Except . . ."
She fell silent for so long that J.D. grew concerned.

"Victoria?" she said softly.

"What ? Oh, sorry." She squeezed her eyes shut and
opened themagain. "I have an idea. | think it might speed
things up sone nore. Solve the problemnore elegantly ..."

"CGo ahead and work on it. The office can wait."
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She was tenpted. "No, it's okay—your office will only take
a mnute.”

Victoria led J.D. to her office, two doors down, and tried
to open it. It remmined cl osed.

"I't's supposed to have been cleared by now, " she said.

"Maybe it's fixed on me. Open ny office, please,

Arachne,"” J.D. said. She echoed the request over her Iink.
Not hi ng happened- Then she remenbered it was a sinple
mechani cal door. She tried the door handl e. Nothing hap-
pened.

"I'"l'l be damed," Victoria said. She described a query
path to J.D., who followed it into Arachne's web.

The bursar had not yet assigned her any office space. Nor
had the chancel | or accepted her appointnent as alien contact
speci al i st .

138 Vonda N. Ml ntyre

"This is outrageous,"” Victoria said. "It's ny decision to
invite you onto the team Accepting your appointrment is
nothing but a formality"'"

"The rul es nust have changed," J.D. said.
"A lot of things are changi ng around here."
"This is scary. Victoria."

"It's ridiculous, that's what it is. Damm! Cone on, you can
use Nakamura's office till we get things straightened out. |
know | have access to it."

"I don't know ... |I'd hate to invade his privacy."

"He didn't |eave anything behind to invade. He's not com
ing back. He quit."

"For good? Are you sure? Wiy did he quit?"
"I"'mnot sure | can tell you."
"I's it a secret?"

"No. It's just that it's hard to explain why sonmeone quits
when they're brought up to be infinitely polite and never men-
tion when sonething is wong or tell you what it is. | don't
even know that anything was wong. Except it nust have

been, or why woul d he have quit? He wasn't recalled. Maybe

he deci ded we don't have a chance to get out of orbit. He

m ght have decided to cut his | osses."

"Maybe he read the article about the sel ection process.
Maybe he felt humliated.”

"That article was all speculation," Victoria said.

"Was it?"
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Victoria hesitated. The article had clained that the sel ec-
tion of Starfarer's personnel depended nore on political con-
siderations than acadenic qualifications.

"I don't like to think so," Victoria said. "I like to think
my famly's application blew all the other possibilities out of
contention. But I'Il never know if a bunch of politicians got

toget her and | ooked at the candi dates and said, Say, we need
nmore Canadi ans to make Otawa happy, and never mind the
qualifications. | decided to stop worrying about it."

J.D. followed Victoria uncertainly to another office.
It, too, refused to open.

"This is enbarrassing," Victoria said. "I amangry."

"Victoria, please don't go to any trouble for me- | have
nmore than enough roomin ny house, and that's where all ny
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books are. 1'll see you later, okay? What should | wear to
the party?”

"The party? Ch, anything you like. It's informal, and you
dress better than nost of us."

J.D. sniled. "It will take a white before I fit in with the
Starfarer |ook," she said. "Mst everything | brought with
me is new." She shrugged. "Ch well. | never was in the

hei ght of fashion."

"Don't worry. | usually don't dress up, but | night tonight
because | haven't had a chance to wear ny new clothes. Ste-
phen Thomas al ways dresses up, and Satoshi never dresses

up. "
"You have an interesting famly."

"That's sure true," Victoria said. "Wiat's your famly
i ke? Do you have any sisters and brothers?"

J.D. giggled.
"W ong question?”

"No, not at all," J.D. said. "But it's conplicated."

"Tell nme." Victoria said, intrigued.

"Ckay, you asked for it. My nomwas fifty, past child-

bearing, when she and ny dad got together. | have a half-
brother and a half-sister fromher previous biological famly.
Her partner in an internediate relational fam |y brought al ong
his daughter. He and Mom didn't have any children with each
other, but his daughter is also ny half-sister."

"You lost ne there,"” Victoria said.

J.D. grinned. "That's where | | ose everybody. Wat hap-
pened was, ny dad didn't want to father children. Chem ca
toxi n exposure. He worried about gene defects."”
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"Couldn't he get themfixed?"

"That was expensive and chancy. It was another few years
before the technol ogy was perfected. Anyway, when ny fol ks
decided they did want to raise a kid together, ny dad' s ful
si ster donated an ovum and ny noml s previous partner do-
nated the sperm?"”

"So your dad is your half-father and your nother isn't ge-
netically related to you."

"No, it's nore conplicated than that. My nomis ny nu-
cl ear nother—nduced nei osis and nucl ear body transpl ant
into my aunt's ovum"

140 vonda N. Mintyre

"And you're related to your father through mtochondria
i nheritance."

"Ri ght, even though | got the nmitochondrial DNA from
his sister. But those are naternally inherited, so Dad's and
his sister's are identical."

Victoria whistled. "That's as conplicated a personal ped-
igree as | ever heard. You have four biological parents?”
"Five, since they needed a surrogate.”

"Truly inmpressive. Family reunions nust be interesting.”
"We've never had one," J.D. said. "W get along all right,
but we aren't particularly close. Cool but cordial."

"VWhat did they say when you joined the expedition?”

" ' Congratul ati ons, dear. Have a good tine.'
"Hm" Victoria contrasted that reaction with the reactions

she and her partners had received. G angrana was quietly and
fiercely proud, Stephen Thomas's father disbelieving, and Sa-
toshi's folks ecstatic for himand for themall. Practically the
whol e range, Victoria thought.

After J.D. left, Victoria hurried back to her own office, sat
at her desk, and conposed herself outwardly. She cool ed her
anger, persuading herself that the m x-up about J.D.'s office
must be just that, a m x-up. Reacting uncivilly would not
hel p. It mght even slow up a correction.

The research display kept catching at the conmer of her vi-
sion. Al she really wanted to do right now was work on her
new approach. Instead, she put in a call to the chancellor's
of fice.

J.D."s remarkably cal mabout this, Victoria thought. She
hasn't spent enough time in the academ c wori d.

The office was only part of the problem Until all J.D.'s
paperwor k went through processing, the bursar woul d not
activate her salary. Victoria had been handling the partner-
ship's accounts since Merry's death. She suspected Iife could
qui ckly becone difficult in the face of a financial setback

Chancel | or Bl ades had arrived on the transport incom ng
that Victoria had taken, outgoing, back to earth. She had
never spoken to himor net himand she knew very little
about him She wanted to be fair to him But he was from
the U S., so she found it hard not to suspect that he was
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purely a political appointnent.
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She supposed he woul d be at the wel come party tonight.

The rest of the faculty and staff would use the opportunity to
wel come him since he had pled the press of work and de-
clined to have a party of his own. Perhaps it woul d have been
better to wait till then to talk to him.

"Chancel | or Bl ades's office." Chancellor Blades's Al an-
swered the call. It possessed a deliberate, soothing voice, a
di splay pattern of pastel colors.

"Victoria Fraser MacKenzie. Director Blades, please."

"The director cannot speak in person at this tinme," the Al
said. "Wuld you | eave a nessage, pl ease?"

"Yes. Chancellor, there's been an unfortunate oversight.
J.D. Sauvage's appoi ntnent hasn't been formally accepted.
Her office is |locked. This is awkward. And |'m concerned
that her salary not be del ayed."

"The nessage has been placed on his register," the Al
said. "Thank you."

The voice and the pattern faded.
Victoria swore softly.

Trying to think of some other way of solving J.D.'s prob-
lem Victoria glanced at the research display. Its noving
background figures took her in. Soon another display forned
before her. Her thoughts began to manipulate its space. She
forgot everything el se

Victoria hurried through the courtyard and into the house.

"I'mlate," she said to Satoshi. "I knowit, sorry, but |
had to get that new mani pulation up and running. | think it's
a real breakthrough! 1'Il be dressed in a m nute—dam!™"

"Victoria, relax. Wiat's wong?"

"I want to take Ms. Brown sonme carnations. It won*t take
long to dig them= She opened the storage cupboard and
runmaged around for the rock-foam pot she knew was in

t here sonewhere.

Sat oshi cane up behind her and put his arns around her

"I'mall ready. I'll dig themfor you." He was wearing his
usual cargo pants and tank top

"Wbul d you? That would be great."

"You've got plenty of tine. Stephen Thomas just got hone,
too."

Victoria took a quick shower and stood in front of her

142 vonda N. Mintyre
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closet for a minute, deciding what to wear. Finally she chose
her suede pants and the new | ace shirt. She liked the way the
|lace felt, softly scratchy agai nst her skin.

St ephen Thomas fini shed dressing just when she did. They
returned to the main roomtogether. J.D. had already arrived.

"You all | ook wonderful!" she said. She | ooked as if she
had tried to dress up, but did not quite know how.

St ephen Thormas wore his turquoise shirt for the first tine.
Instead of his usual plain gold stud, he wore an earring Sa-
toshi had given himon his last birthday. It tw sted up behind
his ear and drooped forward again, dangling small enerald
crystals all the way to his shoul der. A second |oop of crystals
branched of f fromthe back and draped across his |ong bl ond
hair and over his other shoul der

Sat oshi handed Victoria the newly potted carnation, and
they set out for the party.

Victoria wal ked with Stephen Thomas, J.D. with Satoshi

J.D. evened out the group and nade wal ki ng on the narrow

pat hways | ess awkward, though of course not the sane as
before, walking with Merit. It surprised Victoria to find her-
self thinking of before with only a dull ache, instead of a
deep hard pain. Maybe she was beginning to heal. Finally.

She shook herself out of that train of thought, knowi ng how
fast the depression could hit her

Sat oshi and J.D. chatted as they wal ked ahead. J.D. was
beginning to relax with her new teammates. Victoria enjoyed
talking with her. If sonmeone had told her that discussing the
plots of old short stories would be fun, she would not have
bel i eved t hem

The di scussi on brought the team nenbers as well as the
menbers of her partnership into closer contact. Victoria had
never known of Satoshi's sumer herding cattle.

Victoria shifted the flowerpot fromone hand to the other.
She stroked the gray-green | eaves and separated the bl os-
sons. The scent of carnations rose around her and she sm | ed.
She hoped Sfarfarer's first grandparent in space would |ike
her gift.

St ephen Thormas reached out and took her hand in a com
pani onabl e way.

"You're pretty excited," he said.
"More m nd readi ng?"
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"Hardly necessary."

"I think I worked out sonething qualitatively different this
afternoon,"” Victoria said. "Areal 'a-hah!' experience. I'm
ready for a party! I'mso glad Ms. Brown is here—+t isn't the
same as if Grangrana had agreed to cone. But |I'mglad she's
on board all the sanme."
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"l don't understand why they picked her," Stephen

Thomas said. "She's not a colleague. Even if she wasn't past
retirement, she was never a scientist. She doesn't have a
proper vita. | don't even know what to call her."

"By her name, probably."

"You don't need to be sarcastic. |I'mjust saying | have
sonme doubts about the grandparents program" Stephen
Thomas gri naced.

"I thought you were neutral on the subject of age-mx. 1
didn't realize you were opposed.”

"I can't help it if my personal |andscape is different on that
subj ect than yours. And, look, if we get into a bad spot. we'l]l
have to worry about her."

"Why? How wi Il worrying hel p? She knows the risks as
well as any of us. And she's just as capabl e of making an
i nformed decision."

"There's no nore excuse for bringing elders up here than
for bringing kids."

"No excuse—t | never heard you tal k about Thant havong
or Cherenkov like this, by the way."

"They're different."

"Not in terns of their ability to decide whether to Join the
expedition."

"That isn't what | neant. | meant they both have reasons
to be up here. They have things to do."

" St ephen Thomas, next you're going to try to tell me that
Ni kol ai Cherenkov was a hero of the Soviet Union for naking
scientific discoveries."

St ephen Thonas bl ushed.

"I admire him too," Victoria said. "But let's face it. hold-
ing the tine-in-space record doesn't mean much nowadays.
There nust be a coupl e of hundred people who can neasure
their experience in decades."

"Ckay, I'lIl grant that Cherenkov is here because he wants
to be and because a lot of us adnmire him And naybe because

144 vonda N. Mcintyre

he's the only person in existence who'll be safer on the ex-
pedition than they woul d be anywhere in the solar system
That doesn't change anything. | still don't see any reason to

bring a grandmot her up here just because she's a grand-
mot her. Besides, if she's such a great grandnother, why isn't
she grandnot heri ng her own grandchil dren?’

"Maybe for the sane reason we aren't parenting any chil -
dren," Victoria said.

"That isn't fair!"
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"Sure it is. W chose to put off having children so we could
join the expedition. Maybe her grandchildren are grown up
Maybe she deci ded we needed her nore than they did. Mybe
she didn't feel needed back on earth at all. Muybe she has a
spirit of adventure."

"What's going to happen if we do neet aliens—
"When," Victoria said.

"What ever, and they see her and say, 'Wiy in the world
did you bring her along? "

"VWhat woul d happen when we neet aliens if they didn't

see her and they said, 'Were are your elders? How can we
talk to people who cut thenselves off fromtheir w sest indi-
vi dual s?' Stephen Thomas, your argunent has been used

agai nst every mnority in history. 'You can't represent us,
because you' d be talking to people who think you' re | ess than
human. For the sake of getting along, we're going to pretend
to agree.' "

"I didn't nmean it that way."

"Then don't suggest we deform our society to try to pl ease
sonme other culture. They're going to have to take us as we
cone. "

**|f you take that argument as far as it can go, we ought to
bring kids along."

"There's a case to be nmade for that suggestion,"” Victoria
sai d. "Maybe you should bring it up at the next neeting."

"Maybe this is a dunb argunent. The age-m x decision's
made now, we have one grandparent in space and maybe
more to cone. That's that."

"You're awful ly passionate about it, nowthat it's too |ate.
Why didn't you say anything at the conmittee neeting when
we tal ked about age-mix in the first place?"

"Native shyness."
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Victoria | aughed.

St ephen Thonmas gave a snmall and sel f-deprecating shrug.
"Everybody sounded so enthusiastic. | didn't want to break
consensus. "

"If you weren't concerned enough about the subject to talk
about it at the neetings, | don't think you should second-
guess it now. '’

"I"'mnot going to enbarrass you at the party, if that's what
you nean."

"You haven't had good experiences with grandparents. G ve
Floris Brown a chance before you convince yourself she's
going to be nore of the sane.”

"l wish you woul dn't psychoanal yze ne."
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"And | wish you wouldn't read ny aura, but that doesn't
stop you."

Quite a way ahead, Satoshi turned back and beckoned to
t hem

"Conme on, we're going to be late!"

He and J.D. waited till Victoria and Stephen Thomas caught

up. Various tributaries had brought other people to the path.
They passed the fossil bed, which was nuch farther al ong

than the last time Victoria had seen it. She wondered if Cim
son Ng intended to | eave even a bit of bone showing, to

i ndicate the bed's presence, or if hiding it conpletely was
pan of its aesthetics.

The party was going great. Infinity had never run a big

party before. Small ones, a few friends and strangers, sure,
but nothing on the scale of an open invitation to everyone |eft
on canpus. If Florrie and J.D. Sauvage had arrived a few
transports before, it would have been much | arger, but as far
as Infinity was concerned it was plenty big enough. Guests
crowded the main room listening to Florrie tell stories in her
feathery voice; other folks had spilled out into the garden

Pr of essor Thant havong, the geneticist, and Al zena Dadkhah,

the head ecol ogist, stood in the garden drinking fruit juice
and chatting. Even the new chancell or had made an appear-

ance, though he had already left. Infinity had hoped Kol ya
Cherenkov ni ght come, but maybe that was too nmuch to ask

An hour before, Infinity had watched a cl oud form di ago-
nally far-overhead, close to the spiral path that would bring
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it over the hill garden just as the party was about to start.
Rai n had not been predicted anywhere on canpus till |ater
toni ght, but even inside a starship, weather remained wld
and free. Inside a starship it was only gently wild, but a
drizzle woul d danpen a party as badly as a downpour.

The cloud drifted by. shadowi ng the garden. Infinity stood
outside, watching it and talking to it in an undertone. Perhaps
it listened. As its edge trailed past, it sprinkled a few drops
onto the hill, leaving the air fresh and the fl owers sparkling
and the grass barely danp. Infinity thanked the cloud.

Arachne had arranged to | eave bright one section of the

sun tubes. A great shaft of sunlight washed down over the
hill, keeping the garden full day while the rest of the canpus
| ay dark, spangled here and there with light. Infinity would
have preferred |l anterns, strung |ight bul bs, even darkness and
fireflies, but the attention, the trouble sonmeone had gone to-
even if the soneone was a conputer—elearly thrilled Florrie.

Infinity took a glass of fruit juice and wandered out into

the garden. The area around the hill lay in bright sunshine.
Sunshi ne on canmpus was always noon in direction; only its
intensity varied as the day progressed. Darkness encircled the
pool of 1ight.
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Most everybody stood in clusters nore or |ess on the paths,

ei ther because of the danpness or because they understood
that the grass needed a few nore weeks of growth in which

to becone established. WIdfl owers glowed with jewel ed col -
ors. They had blooned just in time, and Infinity felt pleased.

As far as Infinity could tell fromthe conversations he over-
heard, the guests had nmade a tacit agreement, just for tonight,
not to discuss the troubles facing the expedition. They
sounded nore cheerful and rel axed than al nost everyone had
been for a long tine.

He had worried that the guests m ght be bored with nothing

but snacks and fruit juice, but no one appeared to mind the

| ack of npod-altering refreshnents. The canpus kitchen

woul d supply food and drink for any reasonabl e gat heri ng,

but did not consider beer or wine to be nutritional necessities.

Infinity found al cohol uninteresting as a recreational drug,
so he had never bothered to | eamto nmake either beer or wine,
nor had he gone out of his way to nmake friends with anyone
who did. As for inporting anything stronger fromthe
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O Neills, that was out of the question on his salary even if
he had had tine to arrange it. The expedition paid himbetter
than any job he could get on earth, but nothing Iike what it
cost to inport |uxuries.

He sipped his fruit juice and sidled through the flower gar-
den till he stood anbng the cactuses, in the penunbra be-
tween |ight and dark. He hoped people could see well enough
out here; pulling cactus spines out of somebody's hand, or
their butt, was no picnic.

Voi ces approached, disenbodied by the darkness. A group
of four people appeared out of the shadows. The alien contact

team stood at the edge of the garden, still chatting with each
other as they blinked and squinted and waited for their eyes
to accustomthenselves to the illumnation. Infinity knew Ste-

phen Thomas slightly; the geneticist had asked him for advice
on planting grapevines. J.D. Sauvage was an unknown, and
Satoshi and Victoria he had barely met. The personnel of the
expedition liked to believe they avoi ded dividing thensel ves
along class lines, but gardeners and scientists had very little
to do with one another.

The team nenbers strolled through the garden toward
Florrie's house. Victoria carried a carnation plant, Satoshi a
reed mat, Stephen Thomas a paper scroll

Infinity took note of the alien contact specialist. She was
pl ai n and heavyset, pleasant enough but unnenorable. He
wonder ed what alien contact specialists did.

The three old hands took J.D. through the garden, intro-
duci ng her to everyone they passed. People greeted her and
wel comed her and gave her small gifts.

"Victoria!" Sonmeone Infinity did not know | oped across
the yard toward the team
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"H, Feral. Enjoy your first day on StarfarerT
"It's fantastic—t'*

Kol ya Cherenkov's voice spun toward Infinity out of the
darkness, that odd, |ow, powerful voice. Kolya, too, paused
at the edge of the light to let his eyes adjust. He continued
tal ki ng, though he stared strai ght ahead and never gl anced
toward hi s conpani on.

Giffith stepped into the Iight and stopped besi de Cheren-
kov.

Giffith gave Infinity the weirdest feeling. An easygoing
148 Vonda N. Mcfntyre

man, Infinity seldomtook an imredi ate dislike to anyone. In
Giffith's case, he was willing to make an exception. He dis-
I'i ked his pushiness, he disliked his rudeness and his disre-
spect toward Florrie. Infinity adnmred Cherenkov, too, but
Giffith's reaction bordered on worship. Such intensity in any
area of life struck Infinity as dangerous.

Infinity had been on canpus since before there was a cam
pus, and had never net Cherenkov before today; Giffith,
havi ng just arrived, had spent the whole day with the cos-
monaut. Disgusted with hinself for feeling jealous. Infinity
turned away fromthe pair and headed for the house to make
sure everything was goi ng snoothly.

Florrie sat in the window seat with her guests arrayed in
concentric circles around her. She wore bl ack pants, and red
ankl e boots over them a long fringed black tunic, and bl ack
eye makeup.

The alien contact team approached her. J.D. turned aside
to put the awkward handful of presents people had given her
in a neat stack in the corner.

Victoria handed Florrie the carnations.

"I hope you're getting settled in," she said. "I hope you
like Starfarer."

"Yes .
name—=2"

Florrie said. "I"msorry, | don't know your

"Victoria—fromthe transport?"

"Ch ... of course." Florrie bent down to sniff the car-

nations.
Looki ng puzzled, Victoria stepped back
Sat oshi handed her the nat.

"It's not the sanme as having a rug," he said apol ogetically.
"The mats last for quite a while, though."

"Thank you. You made this yoursel f?"

"Yes, nma'am"”
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St ephen Thomas knelt formally at her feet. Bowi ng slightly,
he of fered her a scroll that he held in both hands.

She untied the ribbon, unrolled the paper, and read it. Per-
pl exed, she |ooked up at him "A tea cerenony? | don't think
[

"I"'mtrying to add the cultural roots of my famly to ny
own personal |andscape,"” he said- "Tea cerenpny is an an-
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cient Japanese custom |'mlearning it, and |'d like to do it
for you sonetine."

"Are you . . . Japanese?"

"No, but that's part of Satoshi's background. | keep trying
to get himto study it, too, but he doesn't want to."

"My famly is pretty well Anericanized," Satoshi said

"And I'mtrying to trace Victoria's fanmly so | know what
to study from Africa.”

"Dreamon,"” Victoria said, in a tone that sounded to In-
finity just a shade bitter. "It woul d nake nore sense to study
sone Canadi an custons, eh?"

"I would," Stephen Thonas said, "but |I don't |ike beer."
Victoria and Satoshi | aughed.

"You are all three in the sanme fam|ly?" Florrie asked.
"Right, a fam |y partnership.”

Infinity thought the famly partnership was a fairiy weird
arrangenment. No necessity existed anynore to prom se sexua
fidelity to one person or to a group. He wondered if J.D.
Sauvage had to join the partnership in order to becone a
menber of the alien contact team

Florrie smled, accepting the ol d-fashioned system

"Goodness," she said, "I had no idea young people did
that anynore. | was born in a conmune. Sit here near ne.
I"'msorry | don't have any chairs."

St ephen Thomas continued to kneel at her feet, like the

hero of a martial-arts interactive, attending the dowager em
press of Japan. Stephen Thomas | ooked pretty good, sitting
seiw. Infinity thought, though he ducked his head | oo far
when he bowed.

Sat oshi sat on the floor cross-legged, shirting unconfort-
ably now and then. At a little distance, Victoria drew her
knees up under her chin and w apped her arns around her

|l egs. J.D. sat beside her, arns fol ded on her chest, her |egs
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outstretched and crossed at the ankl es.

Infinity listened contentedly as Florrie recounted her par-
ents' story, in which a group of people tried to formtheir

own rural tribe, despite being culturally mal adapted to com
munal |iving and inexperienced at subsisting off the land. O
course it ended badly, when Florrie was very young, but In-
finity had a high aesthetic appreciation for well-neaning trag-
edi es.
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Suddenly the atnosphere changed. Infinity felt it as surely
as a change in tenperature or a sudden wi nd. Stephen Thonas
turned. Infinity | ooked toward the door. Kolya entered, car-
rying a small package.

Giffith paused in shadows, right behind him

Infinity noved to one side of the room farther fromGif-
fith, trying to act natural rather than surreptitious about his
desire to get as far away fromthe other man as possible.

W thout neaning to he glanced back, and found Giffith gaz-

ing after him the conplete, deliberate neutrality of his ex-
pression nore frightening than any degree of enotion. Anger,

or hatred, or contenpt. Infinity m ght have confronted. The
neutrality could not even be commented upon, though Infin-

ity knew, and Giffith knew, that it neant: | notice you. |'ll
watch you, if it pleases ne.

Soneone toward the front of the roomnoticed Kolya. Flor-

rie continued to tell her story, but people were distracted by
t he unexpect ed appearance of the cosnonaut. They began

nudgi ng each other, glancing back, exclainmng softly in sur-
pri se.

As far as Infinity could tell, no one el se paid the | east
attention to Giffith.

Kol ya acted as if he never noticed that anyone had noticed
him He hunkered down in a clear space and listened. Infinity
wondered if Kolya found it anmusing to hear Hone's tal e of

a failed fling with communismin the md-twentielh-cenlury
United States. If he did, he was too well mannered to | augh
in any of the wong places.

When Florrie finished, her audi ence appl auded and Kol ya
unfolded to his feet. People nmade way for him He stopped
besi de Stephen Thomas, who still knelt in front of Florrie.

"*1 brought you both small gifts of welcone," he said to
Florrie and to J.D. He handed Florrie the package. "It is
rather delicate.”

As she opened it, her fingers trenbled. Infinity was afraid
she would slip and drop it, whatever it was, but the w apping
unfol ded and floated to the floor, leaving a delicate, intri-
cately painted eggshell in her hands.

"A souvenir," Kolya said. "I believe that they do not nmake
themin ny country anynmore. O, if they do, they do not
export them™"
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"Why, thank you, M. Cherenkov," Florrie said.

Kol ya handed J.D. a slip of paper. J.D. unfolded it, read
it, and | ooked up.

"Thank you,'* she said softly, and buttoned the slip of
paper into her shirt pocket.

Florrie held the eggshell up and | ooked at it against the
light. Infinity wondered if she understood what giving gifts
meant here. Gfts were, nore often than not, nonphysi cal

oners of help or tine or the gift of a skill. The kind of thing
Kol ya, apparently, had offered to J.D. People did not have

many things to give, up here. Kolya probably had fewer than
nost. He had not, as far as Infinity knew, been back to earth
in two decades. Other people returned to earth on | eave and
came home with full allowances; Kolya |acked this |uxury.

Per haps he had brought the egg into space with himon an

eariy trip, or the |ast one.

Florrie | ooked around. "I don't know where to put this,"
she said. "If | were back home |I'd put it on the mantel pi ece,
but | have none here."

"There is a thread strung through it, to make it easy to
hang up."

"In the wi ndow, then."

"Ch— Kol ya stopped. He | ooked unconfortable, un-
happy, but he said nothing nore. Infinity had no i dea what
troubl ed him

Florrie rose and turned toward the w ndow, |ooking for a

pl ace to hang the egg. Before she found one, Giffith ap-
peared. Infinity had not even noticed himnmove. Giffith took
the egg from her hand.

Florrie reacted to Giffith even nore negatively, nore no-
ticeably, than Infinity had. She drew back; the egg would

have fallen and shattered if Giffith had not taken it carefully
fromher hand. He was nore concerned about the eggshel

than he was about Florrie, for he showed no reaction to her
fright.

"Sunlight will fade it," Giffith said. He took the eggshel
to the corner farthest fromthe wi ndow, stretched up, and
hung it froma hook set into the ceiling.

Florrie *s aesthetic sense was better than Giffith's. The egg-
shel |l | ooked odd and lonely high up in the comer, where it
was safe. It would have | ooked fine in the wi ndow, but not
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at the expense of its existence. Infinity could see that some-
one would have to build Florrie a table or a stand or a little
cabinet for the egg, maybe with a bit of mirror behind it.

"Well!" Defending herself with indignation, Florrie sat
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stiff and straight on the w ndow seat.

Both relieved and enbarrassed. Kolya offered Florrie a
smal | bow.

"I hope you will be happy on our expedition," he said. "I

hope you will be happy, too, J.D."

"Thank you, Kolya," J.D Sauvage said.

In a nonent the cosnpbnaut was gone.

Though the party inside took a little while to ease again,
the party outside had | oosened up considerably. As the |ight
faded to dusk, people put lines out to Arachne for nusic.
Coupl es and groups danced on the grass, unsynchronized,

each to a different interior nmelody. Infinity would have to
reseed the center of the yard, after all. He did not mind too
much.

He kept an eye on Giffith, trying to figure out what both-
ered himabout the man. After Kolya left, Giffith acted like
everyone el se, mngling, chatting. But every so often, when
Infinity glanced around, he found Giffith gazing at himw th
that scary neutral expression

Infinity went inside. Florrie sipped | enbnade. Stephen
Thomas still knelt at her feet—as far as Infinity could tell, he
had not noved. They chatt ed.

Infinity adm red Stephen Thonmas's new earring. He won-
dered who had nade it and whet her they would nmake a sim
ilar one for him only with synthetic rubies instead of
ener al ds.

He joined Florrie and Stephen Thonas.

"You let ne knowif you get tired, Florrie," Infinity said,
"and 1'Il chase all these fol ks hone."

She peered out the French doors. "Who is that man?"
Giffith stood al one on the porch.
"He said he's with the GAQ " Infinity said.

"The GAO " Victoria frowned, doubtful. "What's he do-
ing, auditing our books?"

"Coul d be, | guess."

"He's a narc," Florrie said.

"What ?"
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"A narc."

**| heard you, | just don't know what that neans."

"I's the governnent going through anti-drug hysteria
agai n?" she asked. "I gave up reading |ocal news years ago."
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"The main tantrumthe U S. is going through right nowis
about Sfarfarer and the expedition," Infinity said. "Plorrie,
pl ease, what's a narc?"

"Be careful around him" she said. "If you use any kind
of drugs, he'll put you injail."

Infinity and Stephen Thomas | ooked at each other, con-

fused. What kind of drugs could get you put in jail? Most
recreational substances were designed so their effects wore

of f quickly, and anyone who chose sonet hi ng nore power ful

ought to have the sense to check out their tolerance for it and
make adjustnents. Infinity had known people who too fre-
quently sought out effects that were too strong—watching

them was one of the reasons he did not drink—but he could

not imagine involving the law in the problem A supervisor,

or a doctor, sure. Even the conmunity council. But the | aw?

"You don't know nuch history, do you?" Florrie said.
"Not enough, | guess," Stephen Thomas said politely.

"You be careful. If you do anything they don't like, if you
make trouble, they'll accuse you of using drugs and they'l

ruin you. They take a real problem and they pervert the so-
lution to it to increase their power over you. They'll take your
job away. That happened to a friend of nine, and he didn't

even use al cohol, nmuch less sonething illegal. But he was a
troubl emaker! And they destroyed himfor it!"

"I don't think you need to worry," Victoria said, keeping

her voice gentle, neutral, alnmost as neutral as Giffith' s ex-
pression. "W're all troubl enakers up here, in one way or

anot her. They can't get us all."

"Don't patronize ne, young lady!" Florrie snapped, wth
a spark of real anger. "If you ignore ne because you think
I"'ma senile old coot, you'll be sorry!"

"I don't think—t wasn't nmy intention— Victoria's voice
broke. She stopped. Her dark skin flushed, "—to patronize
you."

Infinity suddenly shivered. He | ooked out the w ndow at
Giffith, wondering if Florrie was worried over the wong
details, but for the right reason
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When he gl anced back toward Florrie and the alien contact
team Victoria had di sappear ed.

Victoria hurried to the edge of the garden, out of the |ight.
She felt as if soneone had punched her in the stomach. Not
sonmeone. Floris Brown.

"Victoria?"
J.D. crossed the shadows and stopped besi de her
"What's wong?"

"1 don't know. It's just . . ." She fell silent. "She had a
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perfect right to react that way, 1 was being patronizing.'

"There's a difference between being patronizing and bei ng
reassuring. | thought her reaction was kind of extreme."

Vi ctoria shrugged.
"Why did what she said hurt you so nuch?" J.D. asked.
Victoria told J.D. about her own great-grandnot her.

"I tried to get Grangrana to apply to the expedition, but

she woul dn't. She's older than Ms. Brown, quite a lot. She's
frailer. She traveled all over when she was younger, and now

. she's tired. |"'mworried about her. | don't want to | eave
her behind. | miss her, J.D., | mss her so nuch." Victoria
smled. "Grangrana can give you what-for, but she wouldn't

ever slap you down."

"You wanted Ms. Brown to |ike you, didn't you?"

"I did. I think she's admrable, to apply for the program
and cone all this way. | thought she did like me. On the
transport. But tonight she didn't even renmenber me."

"I"'msorry."

"isn't it strange," Victoria said, "how sonebody can say
a couple of words to you, and nake you feel |ike a four-year-
ol d?"

"No," J.D. said. "Not strange at all. Especially when it's
somebody you want to rmake a connection with."

Victoria squeezed J.D.'s hand. "Thanks. For talking. For

noticing." She still felt shaken, as nuch by surprise at
the intensity of her reaction as by Ms. Brown's words. She
made herself smile. "Wat did Cherenkov give you?"

"Hey, Victorial!" Satoshi joined them He carried J.D.'s
presents in the crook of his arm "J.D., you forgot these."

"Ch. Sorry. Thank you." She took them fromhim "Kol -
ya invited ne to lunch," she said to Victoria. "He offered

STARFARERS 155

to make piroshki. | don't know what piroshki is, but I'm
| ooking forward to finding out."

"Piroshki are the Russian version of fried dunplings or
pasties or ravioli," SatoshJ said.

Sat oshi put his armaround Victoria's shoulders. H's bare
skin touched hers through the open | ace of her shirt. She put
her arm around his waist, glad of his warnth.

"He doesn't spend tinme with people very often," Victoria

said. "He's given you a unique gift."

"What' s wong?" Satoshi asked her. "The way you rushed
out "

"I'"'mokay now, but |I'm going honme."
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"WAit just a minute and we'll all go."
"There's no reason for you to | eave, too—=

" St ephen Thomas is al ready naking our excuses. It's get-
ting late. There he is."

St ephen Thomas wal ked toward them staring at the ground.
When he reached them he stopped and | ooked up. His fair
skin was pale, his blue eyes dark-circled.

" St ephen Thomas—=2"
"Let's go," he said shortly, and strode into the darkness.

Peopl e began drifting home soon after the Iight faded. In-
finity was spared having to urge anyone to go, Since everyone
had to work the next day. Stephen Thomas surprised hi m by

| eaving so early—he could usually be counted on to cl ose out
any gathering, no matter how late it ran. He had bid good
night to Florrie, then he had risen fromhis kneeling position
as snoothly as if he had knelt at her feet only for a nmonent.
Infinity wondered how he kept his feet fromgoing to sleep

The AS fromthe canpus kitchen had already collected the

bent o boxes and taken them away. The housekeeper roll ed

about, | ooking for other things to do. As usual after parties
on canpus, no litter renmmi ned. Disposable eating utensils and
suchli ke did not exist out here. The AS carefully placed
crunpl ed wrapping paper in a stack by Infinity's feet. Infinity
smoot hed the sheets out and fol ded them

"You shoul d keep this, too, Florrie," he said. "It's as
much a gift as anything el se you got tonight. Nobody man-
uf actures wrappi ng paper out here."

She hardly heard him She had not cal med down from her
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Inaction to Giffith. Though she trenbled with weariness, ex-
citement and fear brightened her eyes.

"You will watch him won't you?" she said. "Watever
he's about, you'll find out and make himstop."

"I can't do that," Infinity said. "How could I make him

stop anything? He's a governnment representative, |I'ma gar-
dener. "'
"You've got to, that's all. You' ve got to."

"Please try to be easy. There's nothing I can do, and if
there were | couldn't do it tonight. And, look, if he is some
ki nd of spy or sonething, maybe you ought to be careful what
you say about him or anyway who you say it to. It mght get
back to him™"

She glanced at Infinity, quickly, sidelong, and i mediately
fell silent.

"I don't nean ne," Infinity said. "I don't like himei-
ther." He stopped, w shing he had kept that admission to
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hinself. "Florrie, do you need any help, or shall | |eave you
al one?"

"l don't need help."

"Ckay, then, | just live over the next hill if you want to
call me."
"But . . . you could brush ny hair."

"Al'l right," he said uncertainly. "Sure."

Except for the three long | ocks, she kept her hair cropped

so close that he worried about scratching her scalp with the
wel | -wom bristles of her brush. Her papery skin felt fragile.
The brush made a soft, whispery noise, like her voice. A
bristle caught agai nst one of the unshorn and brai ded patches.
He disentangled it. The shells and snall pierced stones rat-
tled together.

"Go ahead and take those out,"” she said.

Thr ee di anond-shaped patches of hair lay in a diagona

line across the back of her head. There, her hair was heavy

and thick. She had divided each section into two hanks and
braided themwith a soft |eather thong from which dangl ed

the shells and stones. He laid the thongs on the counter and
brushed the | ong sections. She let herself relax into the chair;

she pushed her foot against the floor. Just once, then stopped
trying to rock a chair that had no rockers

Infinity found it pleasant to brush her hair. He had never
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done that for anyone before. After a while he thought Florrie
had gone to sl eep. He stopped brushing. He would have to
wake her —

"Thank you," she said. She opened her eyes. "Maybe |'|
see you tonorrow. "

"Sure," Infinity said. He put the brush beside the shells
and stones and | eft her al one.

He wal ked home across the darkened campus, thinking

about the strange day. Once he heard a noise: he stopped
short and spun toward it, expecting to see Giffith gazing
expressionl essly at him hal f-hidden by shadows.

The miniature horse herd's mniature stallion scanped the
ground with its mniature hoof, snorted at him and reared
and whinnied. A nonent |ater the whole herd gall oped away
into the darkness, making a noise like rain. Infinity smled.
When he got honme, he took a blanket into his own garden,

to sleep in the reflected starlight.

Giffith returned to the guesthouse in the dark, know ng he
could wal k safely anywhere and anytinme up here, yet unable

to shake off a practiced tension. H s aggressive swagger |et
potential assailants know he was no easy target. Here he tried
to tone it down, for it did not fit the character of Giffith of
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GAO. On the other hand, he was not willing to be accosted
even for the sake of his assignment.

He had conplied with the rules of canpus—ef all the or-
bital habitations—+o the extent of going unarmed. Even Gif-
fith of GAO would never do that in the city. Being unarned
made hi munconfortable, and he wi shed he had at |east tried
to circunvent the |aws.

He went to bed in his silent room Lying on the thin hard
futon, he listened. He heard nothing, no sign of the other
guest, only the evening breeze brushing through the open
wi ndows.

Cherenkov had talked to him

Giffith's thoughts kept returning to the question of howto
persuade the cosnmonaut to continue talking to him to con-

ti nue answering his questions. Giffith's mssion to Starfarer
seened i nconsequential in comparison to his need to | eam
everyt hing he could about N kol ai Cherenkov. Today was the
first tine in along time that he had felt the drive to know
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everyt hi ng about anything or anyone. At the party, Giffith

had felt as if he wore his nerves outside his skin, sensitive to
every stinulus that passed. He gathered everything in: ob-
servations of Cherenkov and information about the rest of the
faculty and staff of the expedition as welt, the kind of indis-
crimnate data that would collect in the back of his m nd,

work |ike fernenting beer, and help himdiscover a way to
conplete his mssion. But after Cherenkov left, the party

bored him the interactions between the people bored him

their negative opinions about the new adninistration bored
hi m

The agreenent he had nmade with Cherenkov nust not stop

him As Giffith lay in bed, he |l et the prospect of the quest
excite him It pushed away the depression that had settled
when he could no | onger keep Cherenkov in sight. It re-
charged him

In the darkness, he drafted a quick nenmo to his superiors.

Bef ore he ever cane here he had tried to tell themthat di-
rectly co-opting the personnel woul d be hopel ess. Now he
coul d denmonstrate it. The hope had been a foolish one to
begin with. The crew of Snrfarer, the faculty and staff, as
they referred to thenselves, would all have to be recalled in
one way or another. Then the starship could be converted.

Giffith encrypted his nessage, sent it back to earth, and
fell asleep- He dreamed all night.

Kol ya wanted to go outside again, but he knew t hat

Arachne, fussing over his radiation exposure, would go so far
as to call out hunman help to persuade himto stay inside.
Since he recogni zed his desire as a selfish one, he refrained
fromindulging init. The only result would be that soneone
woul d be fetched, probably out of a warmbed. to cone and
talk to him
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He feared he had nmade a tactical error in conversing with
Marion Giffith. The intensity of the officer's questions trou-
bled him He should have seen the probl em coni ng when the
fellow waited in the access tunnels for him Even before that.
Kolya tried to excuse himself on the grounds of having been
spared the nore obvious forns of hero worship during the

past few years

The person he | ooked forward to talking to was the alien
STARFARERS 159

contact specialist. J.D. Sauvage and her profession fasci-
nated him He thought that if he were younger, if he had a

di fferent background, he nmight have tried to go into her field
hi nmsel f.

Si nce yesterday, he said to hinself, you ve added a party
and a lunch date to your socializing. Soon your reputation as
a hermit will be ruined.

Do you even renmenber how to nake piroshki?

J.D. enjoyed working at night; she enjoyed the solitude and
the I ong uninterrupted hours of quiet thought. She m ght have
to change her schedul e around, though, in order to spend

time with the rest of the alien contact team Victoria and
Sat oshi and St ephen Thomas kept awfully normal hours.

She liked themall, which surprised her a bit. She |liked
Victoria in particular. The team | eader sparked off ideas |ike
phosphor escent waves. Satoshi was quieter, but what he said
usual Iy counted. As for Stephen Thonmas .

She decided not to think about Stephen Thomas for a while.

She stayed awake for a long tine after the party, reading,
gazing out into the dark courtyard- Once she got up and re-
arranged the new woven mats on her floor. For all their home-
made roughness, they made her happy, and a little scared.

The gifts represented a wel come that made her believe she
had found a place where she m ght be at hone. This dis-
turbed her, because she had al ways believed that being an
alien contact specialist neant remaining an outsider in her
own cul ture—not just the culture of her country, but the cul-
ture of humanity as a whol e.

J.D. took Kolya Cherenkov's note from her pocket and

snoothed it out. He had given her, as Victoria said, a unique
gift. She did not understand why he had given it to her, but
she knew it was not to be trifled with or abused. In sonme
ways, his was the wel conme that neant the nost to her

Before she finally went to sleep, she checked her mail: the
usual tsunam of junk, npst of which she filtered out w thout
even scanning; scientific journals; nagazi nes of experimental
fiction (interior |andscapes, nostly; deliberately, stolidly hu-
man, but every now and again a story she could savor, save,

and think about); no personal nmil. Nothing from Zev. She
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scanned the news summary, lingering just perceptibly over
the Pacific Northwest.
The divers, as usual, received no nention

Victoria propped herself on her el bow next to Satoshi, who

lay in the mddle of his bed with Stephen Thomas on his ot her
side. Stephen Thomas lay fiat on his back, staring at the ceil -
ing, his arnms crossed on his chest.

"Do you think J.D. had a good tine?" Victoria asked
Sat oshi

"She seened to."

"I wasn't about to say anything in front of her, but I'mso
mad at the chancellor | could spit—he cane early, he left
early, he was too rude to stay and wel cone her to canpus
Geral d was there—did he even speak to her?" She tried to
renmenber seeing the assistant chancell or anywhere near J.D

"I don't think so," Satoshi said. "W can't take this stuff
personally, Victoria. It's all politics."

"They nean it personally and | take it personally, politics
or not."

They heard a noise fromthe front of the house, sharp and
loud, quickly stilled. Victoria sat up

"What was that?" She started to rise. "Ch—eral com ng
in." They listened as he tiptoed down the hall to the end
room

Concerned by Stephen Thomas's uncharacteristic silence,
Victoria glanced over at him The crystal lay dull and bl ack
in the hollow of his throat. He had taken off his sexy enerald
jewelry, but he had not replaced the regular gold stud.

"The hole in your ear is going to close up," Victoria said.

He shrugged.

Victoria slid out of bed and went into Stephen Thonas's

room His jewelry hung in a tangle on a rock-foam stand that
soneone in the materials |ab had nmade for him The gold

stud was nowhere she could see it, so she picked out a little
platinumring and returned to Satoshi's bedroom She stepped
over both her partners, sat cross-|egged beside Stephen
Thomas, and snoothed his hair away fromhis ear. In the
darkness, she had trouble finding the hole to put the earring
in.

"Quch, shit, that hurt!"
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Victoria | eaned down and ki ssed his ear. "Better?"

"Gve it here, I'll put it in." He took the earring from her
and put it on. Victoria lay down beside himand put one hand
on his hip.

"I"'mglad to know you can still talk," Satoshi said.
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"You've been awfully quiet since we left the party."

"You remenber that conversation we had with Florrie?"
St ephen Thomas asked.

Victoria said nothing, wshing Stephen Thomas had not
rem nded her about talking with Ms. Brown.

"You hit it off pretty well with her, didn't you?" Satoshi
sai d.

"Yeah, | did. I like her. | thought she'd be reactionary, but
she's nore open-m nded than half the people up here."

"You just like her because she approves of our sl eeping
arrangenents,"” Victoria said.

"That doesn't hurt. And you don't have to be careful of
every word you say to her. But she goes off at a different
angl e, sonetines."

"What do you nmean?" Satoshi said.

"What she said about Giffith."

"He was on the transport," Victoria said. "But | hardly
ever saw him | al nost forgot about him"

"He's weird. When Florrie said he was a narc—after she

told me what a narc was—+ tried to shrug it off." Stephen
Thomas shifted uneasily. "But | think we ought to pay atten-
tion to her intuition."

"Ch, no, not another aura reader!" Victoria flopped for-
ward and hid her face in Stephen Thomas's pill ow.

"l don't know whether she is or not, but / |ooked at him
Damrit, that guy doesn't have an aura."

"Wul dn't that nmean he's dead?" Satoshi asked.

"I don't know what it neans,"” Stephen Thomas said.
"Since he obviously isn't dead."

Victoria raised herself fromthe pillows and propped her
chin on her fists. "Maybe they've been inproving robot tech-
nol ogy in secret—

"Laugh if you want. He said he's with the GAO+that may
be worse than being a narc. | think he's trouble. Even if he's
just an ordi nary governnent accountant."
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"There's not nmuch we can do about himthat | can see.”

"There's got to be sonething." Stephen Thomas | ay back

and stared at the ceiling with his arns crossed over his chest,
as if he intended to try to think of sonmething right now, and
stay where he was until he succeeded.

The sol ar sail drew Starfarer beyond the orbit of the noon.

During its construction, the starship held steady in the |i-
bration point |eading the nmoon. Wth the sail deployed, Star-
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farer accelerated out of its placid orbit. Each inperceptible
increment of velocity widened and altered its path.

oy Because the starship took longer to circle the earth in its
" wi der orbit, the moon began to catch up to it. Soon it would

pass beneath Starfarer, and the ship would use the |unar

passage to tilt its course into a new pl ane.

oi - As the orbit increased in conplexity, the |ogistics of trans-
ANt port to Starfarer would becone nore difficult and nore ex-
pensi ve.

In the mddle of Starfarer's night, Iphigenie DuPre set in

nmotion the interactions of gravity and magnetic field and so-

11 lar wind to tilt the starship out of the plane of the lunar orbit.
AT The angl e woul d grow steeper and the spiral w der: the sai

N plus the effect of traveling past the earth and the noon woul d

n soon drive the ship toward a nysterious remant of the cre-

N alion of the universe, a strand of cosnmic string that woul d

n provide Starfarer with superlum nal transition energy.

Starfarer prepared for lunar passage. Afterward, it would

be well and truly on its way.

i /e

n Grangrana was maki ng breakfast. Victoria could snell bis-
y cuits, eggs, a rice curry. Coffee.

. Cof fee? I n Grangrana's house?

< Jk Victoria woke fromthe dream She was on board Starfarer
M 163
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Grangrana renai ned on earth. The strai ght up-and-down sun-
I'ight of norning, noon, and evening reflected fromthe porch
Nevert hel ess, she snelled breakfast.

Sat oshi, beside her, half opened his eyes.
“lI's that coffee?"
"Uh- huh."

"Your friend Feral can stay if he wants," Satoshi said, and
went back to sl eep.

Victoria smled, kissed the curve of his shoul der, tucked
t he bl anket around him and slid out of his bed.

In cutoffs and one of Satoshi's sleeveless shirts, Victoria
went out to the main room Stephen Thomas was up and

dressed, in flowered cotton Bermuda shorts and a purple silk
shirt. Victoria remenbered rising partway out of sleep in the
m ddl e of the night when he left Satoshi's room and returned
to his own.

Victoria dodged around Stephen Thomas's still.

"Good norning."
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"H ." The circles beneath his eyes had faded. He | ooked
better this norning, not as shaken as after the party. But if
he had thought of what to do about Giffith, he made no
mention of his plans.

"Morning." Feral set a pot of tea in front of Victoria as
she sat down.

"This is areal treat for us, Feral," Victoria said. "But
you don't have to make breakfast every norning." The plea-
sure of having breakfast cooked and waiting gave her m xed
enotions- She m ssed having a fam |y manager, but it seened
disloyal to enjoy it when sonmeone el se did the tasks Merit
had al ways smoot hly, alnost invisibly, taken care of.

"I know. | like to cook." He grinned. He had nobil e,
expressive lips that exposed his even white teeth when he
smled. "And everything | made this nmorning will reheat.

Sat oshi can sleep in if he wants to."

"Speak of the devil," Stephen Thomas sai d.

Sat oshi arrived wapped in his threadbare bathrobe, his wet
hair dripping down his neck

" St ephen Thomas, there's no clean laundry,” he said in a
neutral tone. "And you used the |last towel."

"Uh-oh," Stephen Thomas sai d.
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"You might at |east have hung it up so | could use it."

"I't was wet," Stephen Thomas sai d.

"Yeah, welt, so am|." Satoshi accepted a cup of coffee.
"Thanks, Feral."

Victoria sonetimes wi shed Satoshi would sinply bl ow his
stack. He hardly ever did.

St ephen Thomas sighed. "I'Il do some |laundry. Today. A
little later. Okay?"

Sat oshi did not answer him
"Want some curry?" Feral said.

"Sure." Satoshi wi ped the sides of his face and his neck
where water had dripped fromhis hair. H's el bow stuck
through a hole in the blue terry cloth. He had gotten away
with bringing the robe to Starfarer by using it as packing
mat eri al when they first noved here. He needed a new one,
but terry cloth was far too heavy and bul ky for an ordinary
al | onance.

Sat oshi dug around in the cupboard anpbng his collection

of condiments. There was a hole in the back of the robe, too,
just below his left hip. His tawny skin showed through it.
Victoria was glad he hated sewi ng and woul d probably never
darn the battered fabric.
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Feral brought breakfast to the table. Satoshi opened the
new hot chili paste.

"I"'mlooking forward to trying this stuff.”
Feral |aughed. "Don't tell ne they inport that here."

"Victoria brought it up in her allowance. Wat's life with-
out red chili paste?"

"Quieter," Victoria said, and Satoshi snil ed.

"This is pretty hot already." Feral offered Satoshi the
curry.

" CGood. "

Feral passed the food around and sat across from Sat oshi

As she wat ched Satoshi put chili sauce on his curry and on
his eggs, Victoria hoped he and Feral would not get into a
competition of who could eat the hottest food- Despite |ong
acquai ntance with Satoshi, Victoria had never understood the
lure of the nore violent forns of Cajun, Chinese, or Mexican
cooki ng. Even from a distance, the volatile oils were enough
to nmake her eyes water.
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Feral tasted the curry. "You're right, it isn't hot enough
Steve, would you pass the chili sauce?"

"Pl ease don't call ne Steve," Stephen Thomas said.

Feral | ooked up, surprised by the sudden change in tone of
St ephen Thonas's voi ce.

" St ephen Thonmas has this phobia about nicknanes," Sa-
toshi said.

St ephen Thomas scowl ed at Satoshi. "Do | have to let ev-
erybody call me anything they want? Maybe | shoul d nake

up a nicknanme for Feral? In the North American style. Perrie.
O the Japanese style, Feral-chan. Maybe the Russian style,
Fer ushkababushka. '

"Damit, Stephen Thomas!"

Feral started to laugh. "It's okay, Satoshi," he said. "I

can do without the Russian style, but | kind of |ike 'Feral-
chan.' Stephen Thonas, | apologize. | won't try to change

your name again. After all, if you ve got three first names, it
only nakes sense to use at |east two of them"

St ephen Thomas scowl ed, unwilling to be placated. "I
don't have any first names," he said. "They're all |ast
nanmes. "

"WII you accept ny apol ogy anyway? And pass the chil
sauce?"

St ephen Thonmas tossed the jar across the table. Sal oshi
wi nced and grabbed for it, but Feral caught it easily.

"You're really acting |ike an adol escent."” Satoshi said to
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St ephen Thomas. "And | wish you'd quit."

"I thought | was performng a public service." Stephen
Thomas said. "That's one of the problenms with this cam
pus—o kids live here."

Victoria went straight to her office. She had sone nore

i deas about the cosmic string problem Four different dis-
pl ays, each working on a separate mani pul ation, hovered in
the corner. She glanced at them though it was too soon to
expect results.

One had st opped.
"I'"I'l be dammed!" Victoria said.

Her "a-hah!" equation had produced a sol ution. Already.
The qui ckest one yet, by several orders of nmagnitude. If it
was correct- She looked it over. She felt like a bottle of Ste-
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phen Thomas's chanpagne, with the strange invigorated

lightness that the joy of discovery always gave her. The so-
lution felt right, as the problemhad fell right when she chose
it to work on.

"I''"l'l be damed," she said again. And then she thought.

if | hadn't had to go back to earth. | would have finished the
al gorithm a couple of weeks ago. We would have had plenty

of time for Iphigenie to recalculate the orbit for the cosnic
string encounter. We could have substituted this approach to
the string for the first one we chose.

The approach promi sed a faster, nore direct route to their
destination. And it hinted at a safer and nore usabl e way
honme from Tau Ceti, but Victoria could not yet prove that.
Nevert hel ess, she was outrageously pleased with her success.
Victoria collected the arrival coordinates and set the return
cal cul ations going. At the sanme time she packaged up the
string sol ution.

As she was about to tell Arachne to send the information
to Eart hSpace for archiving, she thought better of it.

Then she did sonet hing that abashed her. But she did it
anyway.

She made a hard copy of the solution and slipped the crys-
"t( talline nodule into the pocket of her cutoffs and took the
results out of the web altogether.

n St ephen Thonmas sat sipping his coffee until Feral and Vic-
A toria and Satoshi had | eft the house. He hated it when Sat oshi
n got so annoyed about trivial things like laundry, and then

A woul d not even adnmit he was nad.

% Al three nmenbers of the fanmily had begun to deal with

17~ the grief of losing their eldest partner, but that did not resolve
n the probl em of being without a manager. The strain was

-K showing as plainly as the holes in Satoshi's robe. Stephen

J' Thomas knew what needed to be done, but he did not know
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N- how to make Satoshi and Victoria adnit that (hey needed a

manager. He had even tried to figure out how to make the

N famly finances stretch to hiring someone. It mght have been
n possi bl e back on earth; it mght even have been possible on
Nt Starfarer if they were not buying the house. As things stood,
3, that solution was out of the question

Ji, ! Maybe Victoria, having finally begun to accept Merit's
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death, was al so beginning to accept the need for other

changes. She had, after all, started the connection with Feral
She made no obj ecti on when Stephen Thonmas invited himto

stay. Stephen Thomas found Feral attractive, and he believed
Victoria did, too, though he could not be certain she had
admitted it to herself. And then there was the interesting fact
that fora houseguest. Feral was naking hinsel f spectacul arly
useful .

| probably shouldn't have snapped at himabout calling ne
"Steve," Stephen Thomas t hought.

He finished his coffee. In no hurry, he left his bike on the
porch and wal ked on over to the genetics departnment. He

enj oyed watching the changes in the | andscape he passed every
day. Wien he first arrived, the naked earth-col ored hillocks
sent off rivulets of eroded mud with every rain shower. Pud-
dles on the path turned red or yellow or blue with clay or
white with sand: stark pure col ors unl eavened by organic con-
tent. Slowy the grasses and succul ents, the bushes and bam
boo, sprouted into pale green |ace covering the new | and.

The erosion slowed; now it had nearly stopped, and the veg-
etation covered the ground as if it had al ways been here. In
many spots the gardeners had planted sapling trees, species
either naturally fast-maturing or genetically altered to grow
at enhanced speed. The prinmary colors of the soil had begun
to dull into fertile shades of brown as the plants and the
bacteria and the earthworns worked t hem

According to Infinity Mendez, nmost of the wild cylinder

woul d be permitted to grow and change by normal processes

of succession, until in a hundred or five hundred years it
woul d contain mature climax forests of several climates. The
pl an presented difficulties—never mnd that no one expected
Slarfarer's first expedition to last nore than a few years; the
starship itself should be essentially imortal. But many types
of forest required periodic fires to maintain their health, and
that of course could not be permitted within the confines,
however |arge, of a starship. O her nethods, mechanical and
bacterial and | abor-intensive human work, woul d have to sub-
stitute. Some of them had only been tried briefly and exper-
imentally. This both troubl ed Stephen Thonas and excited

hi s appreciation of the unknown.

He strolled through the stand of snoke banboo grow ng
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above the genetics departnment and wal ked down the out door
ranp to the main level. As he headed for his |ab, he brought
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his current project to the front of his perceptions and im
mersed hinself in it

He passed the conference room the first door after the
entrance, so engrossed in his thoughts that he was five paces
past it before he noticed the yelling. He stopped and went
back.

"W et ched fucking governnent plots— Anger and pro-
fanity sounded particularly odd in the beautiful faint accent
Pr of essor Thant havong retai ned from her chil dhood in Sout h-

east Asi a.
Gerald Heminge replied in a cool voice. "I cane all the
way across canpus to give you this news in person. | didn't

expect to be abused for ny courtesy."

"But it's outrageous!" Thant havong excl ai med, unrel ent-
ing- "How did you expect ne to react?"

"Ch, come now, it's sinply your Congress on one of its

toots. They haven't passed their budget, or appropriations bill,
or sonesuch. Then all you Anericans rush about pretending

that the governnment is packing up and goi ng hone. Anerican
congressi onal shenani gans give the rest of us enornous en-
tertainment."

St ephen Thormas had never been able to tell if Gerald pa-

troni zed his coll eagues deliberately, or if it was just the effect
of his upper-class British background and accent. Stephen

Thomas i gnored acadeni c hierarchies on principle, but even

he thought it was not a survival characteristic for an assistant
chancellor to patronize a Nobel |aureate. Beyond that, he felt

an enornmous respect for Dr. Thanthavong, and he felt hinself
fortunate to work with her. CGerald' s attitude annoyed him

"I think I can tell the difference between a nornmal govern-
mental screwup and a conspiracy!" Thant havong excl ai ned.

"I'"m al ways astoni shed when you criticize your adopted
country with such severity," CGerald said.

"I't's bad enough when other Anericans expect blind | oy-
alty, but—=

"What's the matter?" Stephen Thomas said, before Than-

thavong could finish. Having found a topic that could ruffle
Thant havong' s usual restraint, Gerald managed to bring it into
conver sati on whenever possible.
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St ephen Thomas joi ned them Thant havong glared at Ger-
ald for another nmonent, then broke away and turned toward
St ephen Thonmas. The tension eased just perceptibly.

"You haven't heard." Thant havong bl ew out her breath in
annoyance. '*No, | suppose not. Cerald came over to be sure
I got the news in person, as he's been so kind to point out."

"Al'l 1've heard this nmorning is that the noon's going to
pass w thout crashing into us."
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"Di stler has inpounded the United States' share of Star-
farer's operating funds."

"Maybe it was the only way your president could think of
to get your attention,"” Gerald said.

St ephen Thonmas | ooked at himw th disbelief. Wen the
expedition first cane together, Gerald had been as enthusi -
astic as anyone, as convinced of Starfarer's necessity. His
attitude had changed recently, with the arrival of the new
chancellor. He had not quite said out loud that he agreed with
the idea of sending Starfarer into |ower orbit, or even dis-
mant|ing the ship. Stephen Thomas had gi ven up arguing with
hi m because the argunents never went anywhere. Since Ger-
al d never acknow edged anyone el se's points, discussions be-
gan and ended in the sane place. Besides, Stephen Thonas

had finally realized that Gerald liked to argue, and would do
it for fun. Arguing was not Stephen Thomms's idea of a good
time.

"How can you be surprised?" Thant havong asked Stephen
Thomas. "Didn't you see it com ng?"

"No. | didn't. The idea never crossed ny mnd."

"Sonmething like this," Thanthavong said. "It had to hap-
pen."

"This isn't 'congressional shenanigans,' Gerald," Stephen
Thomas said. "This is a serious attack."

"Yes, in the nost vul nerable Anerican area—the pocket -
book. "

St ephen Thomas let the jab fly past.

"I't would be easier to prepare the expedition w thout any
nmoney than to continue wi thout half our personnel," Than-
t havong sai d.

St ephen Thomas frowned, trying to put a hopeful spin on
the news. "Maybe it's not as bad as it |ooks. W' re supposed
to be self-sufficient eventually ..."
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"He's suspended the salaries of all U S. citizens," Than-
thavong said. "They*!! send out enough transports to pick
peopl e up, but they won't send supplies beyond what are al -
ready in preparation."

"That isn't quite true," Gerald said. "W can have any-
thing we want, as long as we pay for it ourselves."

"Does he think he can starve us out?" Stephen Thonas
said. "How long can it take to grow, | don't know, pota-
toes?"

"Somehow, " Cerald said, "I cannot see you hol di ng out

for long on a diet of potatoes. You're |ooking at the situation
froma far too personal point of view Qur civilization is
faced with problens nmuch bigger than ours—
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"And the problens of one starship don't amount to a hil
of beans," Stephen Thonas sai d.

"This isn't funny, Stephen Thonas," Thant havong sai d.
“Yeah. | know. "

"Putting off the expedition for two or three years," Cerald
said, "might make the difference between survival and de-

struction.”
"Starfarer cannot fill the new role the president suggests."
Thant havong said. "If the ship noves to a lower orbit, it wll

never |eave the solar system And | believe you knowit."
She left the conference room

"The same thing could happen to Europe and Britain as
happened to half of Asia and Africa," Cerald said. "Perhaps
it can't happen in North America—ote that | place enphasis
on 'perhaps.' | don't expect any native-born Americans to
have a conception of what that neans, but surely a natural -
ized citizen—=

St ephen Thomas renenbered sone of the stories Victoria's
great - grandnot her told about her friends and the M deast
Sweep. He felt distressed and off bal ance, unable to counter
Geral d's arguments

"Gerald," Stephen Thomas said, though it was hardly a

survival characteristic for a professor to antagoni ze an assi s-
tant chancellor, "shut up." He followed Thant havong out of

the main roomand went to his |ab.

" St ephen Thonmas!" His two grad students and his post-
doc converged on him
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"Gve ne a fewmnutes,"” he said. He went into his office

and shut the door.

St ephen Thormas cane out of his office and into the de-
serted | ab. He wondered where everyone had got to. He
wanted to talk to them he had spent the whole norning with
Arachne, and he thought he had figured out a way to keep
the lab going. At least for a while.

The president's announcenment had conpletely disrupted

everyt hing he had planned for today. In addition, the staff
and faculty had put in enough recomendati ons to schedul e

a general meeting. Even Stephen Thonmas had joined in that
proposal, though he hated meetings. It would eat up the eve-
ni ng.

St ephen Thomas | eft the genetics building and headed for

the park. As he wal ked, he set up another problemfor
Arachne to work on. Every twenty paces or so, his stride
faltered as he rejected the results, changed a variable, and
started another report cycle.

He barely noticed the bl ossons that had opened since his
last visit to the park. A kitchen AS stood next to a round
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table, waiting patiently with lunch. Qherw se, the nmeadow
was deserted. In nornmal tinmes every picnic table by the stream
woul d be in use.

St ephen Thormas waited for Victoria and Satoshi. He pil -

| owed his head on his arms. The bento boxes breathed a warm
snel |, but Stephen Thonmas had no appetite. He was stil
l'inked up with Arachne, juggling numbers and trying not to
see the pattern they insisted on producing.

" St ephen Thomas. "

St ephen Thomas started when Satoshi touched his shoul -
der.

"Sorry."
"l was thinking."
"Yeah."

Victoria joined them They enbraced. Victoria and Satoshi
| ooked as sonber as Stephen Thomas felt. They had probably
been doing the sane cal cul ati ons as he had.

Sat oshi set the bento boxes out on the stone table, then sat
on the rock-foam bench beside his partners.

"So," Victoria said.
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"They've really done it this tine," Stephen Thomas sai d.

"How many graduate students are you | osing?" Satoshi
sai d.

"No one has bailed out yet," Stephen Thomas said, add-
ing, to hinself. As far as | know.

"All mne are Canadian," Victoria said. "The tenps plan
to stay as long as they can be sure of a transport hone. But
with the supply runs curtailed, ny kids are scared."”

Most of the researchers on board had several graduate stu-
dents and post-doctoral students: till now, at least, it was
considered quite a coup to win a position hel ping prepare the
expedition. Mst of the students were tenps, pernitted to

stay only while the starship remained in range of the trans-
ports. Sone had applied for positions on the expedition itself:

the ultimte make-or-break dissertation project.

"Leavi ng now sounds kind of shortsighted to ne," Ste-
phen Thomas said. "They wouldn't | ose that nuch—dnl ess
sonebody rai sed grad salaries when | wasn't |ooking." He
tried to grin.

"What have you been doing all norning?" Victoria
shapped.

"What ? What arc you mad about ?"

"Didn't you even read the new rul es?"
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"l got as far as 'Salaries and grants are suspended unti
further notice,' and |I spent the rest of the norning figuring
out how to keep the I ab together."

"The new rul es are that Anmerican grad students who quit
now and go home still get their trips free. If they stay and
change their mnds later they have to pay for it thenselves."

IIG.]. n
"Ch," Victoria said.

"Conme on, Victoria, this wasn't ny idea, don't take it out
on nme. And the noney's only been inpounded for a couple

of hours. Distler will get overrul ed, or whatever they do.
wn't he?"

"l hope so, for you guys* sakes." Victoria turned to Sa-
toshi. "What about your students?"

"Fox volunteered to slay on," he said drily.
Victoria | aughed despite herself.

"I"'mglad to hear sonmebody's expecting to cone out ahead
in this," Stephen Thomas said sourly. He opened his | unch,

174 vonda N. Mclntyre

closed it again, and stared at the variations in the table's sur-
face.

Sat oshi rubbed his shoul der gently. Stephen Thomas | ooked

at his partners and | ook Satoshi's hand. Victoria reached
across the table to him her irritation dissolving into synpa-
t hy.

"Have you tal ked to your father yet?*'

St ephen Thomas shook his head—and i mredi ately regret-

ted it. The interaction of the cylinder's rotation with his inner
ear made his field of vision twist and tilt. He squeezed his
eyes shut and wailed for the weird sensation to stop

"Ch, shit!" By now he should have got over the habit of
shaki ng his head or nodding, or adapted to the weirdness.

He opened his eyes hesitantly. The world steadi ed. Satoshi
put a cold glass in his hand. Stephen Thonas rubbed the side
of the glass against one tenple, then sipped the iced tea.

"Thanks."
"You okay?" Satoshi said.

"Yeah," Stephen Thomas replied, w thout noddi ng. "No,
| haven't talked to ny father. Yeah, |I'mgoing to have to. And
I don't think | can get away with text only."

"No, of course not," Victoria said. "It's alt right, don't
worry. Go ahead and call himdirect. W'Ill nanage."

"What are you going to tell hin®"
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"It beats the hell out of nme," Stephen Thomas said. He
felt not only enbarrassed but huniliated. The feeling would
only get worse when he called his father.

" St ephen Thonmas— Sat oshi said, speaking tentatively.
"Satoshi— Victoria said.
"W've got to work out sonething fair."

"I know it! But with only ny salary, we're going to be

lucky if we can keep the house. If we lose it, that's five years
of work and all Merit's planning down the drain. G angrana

will have to nove back to the city ..."

"I'"1'l work something out with Greg nyself!" Stephen

Thomas surprised hinself with his own vehenence. "And it

won't be at the expense of Grangrana or the house. Dammit,
I've never pulled ny financial weight in the partnership, I'm
not going to start being a drain on it, too!"

"Maybe Greg will reconsider nmoving to Canada," Victo-

ria said.
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St ephen Thormas flinched. "I don't think that's within the

range of possible solutions." He tried not to sound defensive,
but failed. That nmade himfeel guilty and angry, for he knew
Victoria was not leading up to a lecture on the best ways to
save noney. Her fam |y had worked hard and |l ong to pul

itself into the middle class, but she sel domtal ked about their
history. Wiat few details Stephen Thonmas knew, he knew
from Sat oshi. Stephen Thonmas canme froma fanily that had

been m ddl e or upper middle class since before Victoria's
ancestors escaped to Canada. It was his father's own fault—
per haps not so nuch fault as bad | uck—that had pushed him
down to an income that did not meet subsistence without his
son's hel p.

Victoria, reacting to his defensive tone, withdrew fromthe
conversation, turning aside and gazing across the park.

"If you thought ny financial responsibilities were such a
y drawback, why did you invite nme into this partnership in the
n first place?

n Victoria's shoulders stiffened, but she neither spoke nor
turned toward him

St ephen Thomas stared at her, stunned.

-5, "W invited you because we | ove you," Satoshi said
v "Merry did. Maybe you do. But dammit, Victoria, some-
times | wonder—" Stephen Thonas rose and started away.

" St ephen Thomas— Satoshi called after him

St ephen Thormas flung his hand to the side, a gesture of
anger and denial, warning Satoshi off.

St ephen Thomas crossed the park. He Janmmed his hands
into his pockets and hunched his shoulders. He felt hurt and
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confused by Victoria's reaction. He could not think of a way
/- to explain the sudden change to his father

Back at the park table, Victoria opened her bento box and
stared at her lunch. She no longer felt |ike eating, either.

"How coul d he say that to nme?" she cried.

"AH he wanted was a |ittle reassurance," Satoshi said.
"He can't face this alone, Victoria,"

"H's father isn't our only responsibility."

"But his father is one of our responsibilities. Stephen
Thomas was open with us about it."

"He was. You're right. He's right." She sighed. "It's just
that | get so tired of Stephen Thonmas and G eg pl ayi ng out
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the archetypal Anerican father-son relationship. And | stil
don't see how we're going to be able to juggle fast enough to
keep everything in the air on one salary.'

"They can't inpound the noney for |ong—+'msure Ste-
phen Thomas is right about that."

"Sal oshi, |ove, you and our partner are brilliant scientists.
You arc ethical people. Stephen Thonmas is charm ngly neu-
rotic and too spiritual for his own good—=

"Be fair."

"—and you are both great in bed. But between you, you

have the political sense of the average nudi branch. This could
take nonths to get resolved, and it will drain the expedition's
energy the whole tine. Don't hold your breath waiting for

your next pay deposit."

Sat oshi had not even opened his lunch. He | ooked down at
hi s hands, flexed and spread his fingers, turned them over,
and stared at his pal ns.

"I won't," he said. "And | don't see how we're going to

keep everything in the air on one salary, either. If we help
Greg out— He hesitated, but Victoria knew as well as he

did that they had a responsibility to the elder Gegory. Ste-
phen Thomas had al ready nmade the comm t ment when they
invited himinto the partnership. "If we help Geg out, the

house ..."

Victoria, scowing, rested her chin on her fists. "Let's not
tal k about |osing the house until we have to."

"Maybe it was a dreamall along.”
"I't was—but it was working, dammt!"

Under ordinary circunmstances, they woul d never have had

a hope of buying their house. Nobody living on ordinary

i ncones—even three ordinary incomes—ould atford to buy
property. But several years on the expedition, with no living
expenses, gave themthe chance to put nost of their incone
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against the price while they were gone. It was Merit's idea
and Merit's plan. Merit even, sonehow, found a decent house
that a real estate corporation was willing to sell.

"If one of us went back to earth for a few days ..

"They will have to send wild horses up here on a transport
to get me otf Starfarer\" Victoria said. "This is exactly what
they're hoping will happen, and it's only taken us three hours

to start thinking about |eaving. If they shoot down our no-
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rale, we'll argue, we'll abandon the expedition, we'll go
groundsi de and get new jobs. | wouldn't go back even to

| obby for us—they want us out of the sky, no nmatter what.
They' re coll ecting excuses. They have the associates' with-
drawal to hold against us already. If the rest of us |eave,
they'll just conme in and cl ai m sal vage—

"I wasn't tal king about |eaving permanently."

"Let's not talk about leaving at all. If we |ose our house,
we | ose our house. If we |ose the expedition . "
"You're right," he said. "OfF course you're right."
"Besides," Victoria said, trying to smle, "if we |lose the
expedition we can't afford a house anyway."

They hugged each other, then packed the bento boxes into
the AS and sent it hone to put the food away for dinner

Victoria wondered i f anyone woul d be hungry then, either.
"The neeting tonight is going to be sonething," she said.

Hi s graduate students had reappeared by the tinme Stephen
Thomas got back to the lab. He wanted to talk to them but
the tension of having to explain things to his father would
enotionally distort everything he said to them He reached
his office. Wien he touched the door, it crashed open without
his neaning to slamit. He hesitated, then turned. Al three
students stared at him startl ed.

"Don't anybody go anywhere," he nuttered. "I1'll be back

in a couple of mnutes."

In his office, Stephen Thonas asked Arachne to connect

himto earth, and his father. The conversation woul d be awk-
ward, because of the distance of Starfarer fromearth and the
resulting tine delay. His father was no nore proficient at
hol di ng two si nul t aneous conversations than was Stephen
Thonas.

"Steve? | didn't expect to hear fromyou."

"How are you, G eg?" Stephen Thomas said. "My part-
ners send their regards."”

"Ch- Well. You say hi to Vicky and Satoshi for ne."

St ephen Thormas could not help but smile. H's father was

the only person in the world who called him"Steve"; his
father was probably the only person in the world dense enough
to keep calling Victoria by a dimnutive. He was sure Geg
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woul d have shortened Satoshi's name if he could have figured
out howto do it.

"Long tinme," Greg said. "Wat's the occasi on? Have you
settled the plans for your visit?"

"That's pan of why | called," Stephen Thomas said. "1
don't think I'mgoing to be able to get back to earth again."

"What ? Why not? You didn't nake it over here the |ast
time you were on earth. You sai d—=

"1 thought you understood about the conference. And how
hard it is to reschedule transport trips—

"What's the probl em now? Have you—

"Greg, have you heard any news today?" Stephen Thonas
spoke before his father finished his question

After the two-second delay, his father replied. "I never pay
any attention to the news."

"There's a problemwi th the starship's operating funds,"
St ephen Thormas said. "WIIl you be all right if the next de-
posit is |ate?"

This time the delay was nore than the two-second |ight-
speed | ag.

"What ' s happened? You're overext ended?"

"I'"'mnot! It hasn't anything to do with ne directly, but it
makes a personal trip out of the question. The noney's held
up in Washington. | don't know when I'll get paid next."

Agai n he waited, hoping for nonchal ance, reassurance.

"This is cutting pretty close to the bone, Steve," Geg
sai d.

"I"'msorry. | don't have any control ... | can't . . ."
Wiile he was still trying to think of howto explain, the |ag
began and ended.

"Is it all up to you? In ny day, when you got married, you
didn't just marry your wife, you married her whole famly,
too."

"We're nmenbers of each other's famlies, Geg," Stephen
Thomas said. "And Satoshi's got the same problem Every-
body up here who's fromthe U S. has had their funding im
pounded. "

G eg had taken a while to accept Victoria and Satoshi as
i ndi vi dual s; accepting themas partners, and |overs, of his
son was taking a good bit |onger. Stephen Thomas wondered
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how Sat oshi would react to being referred to as a wife, not
to mention how Victoria would react.
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"I'f you'd given ne a little notice that you intended to cut
me of f—=

"Greg, that isn't fair!"

"—+'d ve tried to nake sone other plans."

"That isn't fair," Stephen Thonas said again. Sonething

el se Stephen Thomas di sli ked about voice conmuni cation

over this distance was that it was inpossible to interrupt any-
one, inpossible to head them of f from sayi ng somet hi ng they

m ght regret, inpossible to keep from hearing sonething he
woul d regret. Stephen Thomas could not even react with an-

ger, because he understood Greg's fear. He had hoped for

some under st andi ng, sone encouragenent, even just a little

sl ack; and he knew he should have known better. Al he could
do was pretend not to be hurt.

"You don't even have any expenses up there," Geg said.
"At least that's what you told me. Haven't you put anything
away in all the time since you got out of school ?'

"The famly's finances are too conplicated to explain on
| ong-di stance transm ssion," Stephen Thomas said. "Wth
the i npoundnent, we aren't going to have much extra."

"I't's none of ny business, you nean," Geg said.

"That isn't what | said. That isn't even close."

"I''"l'l have to nove," Geg said. "It will take me a while
to find a cheaper place."

"Don't do that!" Stephen Thomas said. "It will cost you

nmore short-termthan you can possibly save, and with any
luck this will just be a short-termproblem | wouldn't even
have bothered you with it except | thought you should hear
about the problemfromnmne. | thought you'd be worried."

"I amworried. There's no way | can keep up the rent on
this place. | never should have taken it to begin with. |
woul dn't have, if you—=

"If you're set on noving, nove to Canada!"

St ephen Thomas stopped. He could not even afford an ar-

gunment right now. Though his hands were steady, he felt as

if he were trenbling. The trenbling began in his center and
spread outward, a reaction not of anger or fear but of disap-
poi ntment and hurt, guilt that he felt though he did not be-
lieve he deserved it, and a wish to nake everything all right.
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"Canada? forget it. I'mnot noving to the ass-end of no-
where just to make things easier on you- |If that neans—

"Greg, |I'll do what | can, but | just can't manage as mnuch
as before. For a while. That's the best | can do."

"And | don't have any choice, do I ?"

The web signal ed that the communications |ink had been
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broken fromthe other end.

St ephen Thomas hunched down in his chair. Wen he

started getting an ulcer in grad school, he had studied a num
ber of relaxation techniques, ways to control stress, nethods
of releasing anger and pain. Today none of them worked. The
shaki ng had reached his hands. H's chin quivered as he
clenched his teeth and tightened his throat and squeezed his
eyes shut. He felt like a forlorn child. He despised hinself
for his reaction. He clenched his fists and jamed them be-
tween his knees. Soundl essly he began to cry. Hot fat tears
forced thensel ves out from beneath his eyelids. H s nose be-
gan to run.

St ephen Thomas t hought of hinself as an enotional per-

son, a person with open feelings. But he did not often cry.
He knew it was supposed to nake himfeel better, to rel ease
endor phi ns or hornobnes or enzynes or sonme damed t hi ng-

he knew what he could rmake all those biochenmicals do in his
experinents; he did not need to know what they did inside
him But crying never did nake himfeel better. It made him
feel sick and slack and stupid, and he hated it. Oher people's
crying made himneither unconfortable nor inpatient. The
partnership had seen a lot of crying over the past year. Ste-
phen Thomas thought it was probably a good thing that after
the accident, one nenber of the partnership grieved inwardly
and alone. Victoria and Satoshi had both needed soneone

they did not have to confort.

St ephen Thormas still grieved for Merry, the nenber of the
partnership he had al ways been cl osest to, the first of the
three he had net. When Merit first took him home to neet
Victoria and Satoshi, the experience was disturbingly |like be-
ing taken home to neet a date's parents for the first tine.
Never mind that Merry was considerably ol der than Victoria
and Satoshi, who were both ol der than Stephen Thonas.

It was a long time before he could think fondly of the
awkwar dness of that first afternoon.
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"Are you done now?" he muttered. "Enough nmaudlin
rem ni scences?" The tears dried into salty tracks, stinging
hi s skin.

Once in a while one of his students cane into his office
and cried. For those times, Stephen Thomas kept a coupl e of
cl ean scraps of silk, remants of a womout shirt. He dug
around until he found one, then scrubbed at his face. He

wi shed he coul d splash cold water over his head w thout hav-
ing to see anyone first. But that was inpossible.

Now t hat he had stopped crying he could bring the rel ax-
ation techniques into play. He practiced until he felt certain
he woul d not break down again.

He returned to the lab. H's students worked steadily, pre-
tendi ng he had not been upset when he arrived and di sap-
peared, pretending not to notice his reappearance.

He crossed to the water fountain, bent down for a drink,
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and | et the stream of water splash over his face. As he

strai ghtened, he ducked his head to wi pe the droplets away

on the shoul der of his shirt. The water plastered a cold patch
of thin silk to his skin.

Now everybody in the | ab was | ooking at him

"They' ve given us sonme new probl ens from groundside,"”
he said, as he should have said that norning. "W'd better
sit down and tal k about them"

Giffith wandered through the places aboard Starfarer

wher e peopl e congregated. Everyone expressed conplaints

and outrage; gossip not only flowered, but forned seeds and
di spersed themto sprout anew. lIgnored in his guise of Gif-
fith of GAQ, Giffith travel ed anong ne nenbers of the ex-
pedition, pleased with hinself for the chaos his m nor
suggesti on had al ready caused. Yet the chaos bothered him
too, alittle: finally he realized he was di sappointed in the
reacti ons he saw. He had assuned everyone would react this
way; he had assured his superiors they would. But sonewhere
he held a suspicion—er had it been a hope?—that they night
not .

Wt hout neaning to, he found hinself near the hill where
Brown and Cherenkov and Thant havong |ived. He wal ked

into the garden. He could always claimto have cone by to
pay his respects to Ms. Brown. She had acted weird at her
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party. Maybe she was tired. Maybe she was crazy. Maybe

she was senile. She must have taken health exans to be al -
lowed to join the expedition, but maybe the stress of the trip
fromearth had affected her. O naybe the exans had nade

a mstake in passing her. Maybe Giffith could find a use for
t hat .

"Did you need sonet hi ng?"

Giffith | eaped around, startled, crouching, ready to react.
I medi ately he knew he had threatened his cover. He pre-
tended to stunble, catching hinself awkwardly.

"Good god, you scared ne," he said, forcing a petul ant
tone into his voice.

"Didn't nmean to."

Infinity Mendez stood, brushing the dirt fromhis ragged
kneepads. The rosebush at his feet had laid thin red scratches
across his hands and wists. He avoided |ooking into Gif-
fith's eyes, and this made Giffith suspect that he had not
fooled the gardener in the least. He scared Infinity far nore
than Infinity scared him and he knew that if he decided to,
he could terrorize the gardener into keeping secrets for him
Maybe even into working on his behalf. Giffith preferred to
wor k al one, and though he would use a terrified ally, he would
never trust one.

"I just thought I'd stop by and say hello to Ms- Brown."

"There's sone fol ks already visiting her."
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Giffith could not tell if he was being invited in or warned
away. He | ooked toward the hill-house, over Infinity's shoul -
der, seeking even a glinpse of Cherenkov.

"And Kolya's out," Infinity said in a flat, neutral tone.

"Kol ya? You nean Ceneral Cherenkov?" He feigned dis-
i nterest.

"VWhat are you doing up here?"

Giffith frowned at Infinity Mendez. He was not accus-

tomed to being questioned by gardeners. Cone to think of

it, he was not accustoned to going to parties to which the gar-
deners were invited, either. It occurred to himthat the star-
ship's extrene denocracy had probably gone too far. The

word "anarchy" came to mnd, and gave hi m anot her open-

i ng agai nst the expedition.

"What business is it of yours?" Giffith said sharply.
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"Sorry," Infinity said, confused and scared. "Just a
friendly question.”

Giffith thought of saying that he was interested in nore

i mportant things than whether the service staff put in all their
time, but decided to withhold even that much reassurance.
Sendi ng sonebody all the way to lunar orbit to check on

trivia was exactly the sort of thing one of EarthSpace's as-
soci ates m ght decide to do

He gave Infinity a cold, wordless glance and wal ked away.

Victoria crossed the courtyard and headed toward the cool

" mai n room of her house. She hesitated on the threshold, nar-
rowi ng her eyes with a twi nge of annoyance. In the low |light.

the distillation equi pment hunkered on the mats |ike a giant

spi der.

She found Stephen Thomas, bare to the waist, sitting cross-

| egged on the floor in a tunble of silk shirts, carefully picking
y each one out of the pile, snoothing it, and folding it. He
lifted the | ast one, the turquoise one Victoria had just given
him He stroked his fingertips across the fabric, changing the
patterns of reflected light. He folded it fast, tossed it on the
stack, picked the stack up and stuffed it into a cloth bag.

Al Victoria' s annoyance at hi m evapor at ed-

" St ephen Thomas. "

He jerked the ties shut and knotted them stood up, and
, threw the bag in the comer.

"No point in wearing everything out before we even go,"

he said. "Wwo knows how long it will be until | can get any

nmor e—bef ore we cone back, | mean."

f What he neant was that he could no | onger afford to buy

'< new cl othes- No one in the famly could, but the restriction

woul d hit Stephen Thonmas worst. He | ooked upon cl ot hing
as decoration. It troubled Victoria to see hi mpacki ng away
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his pretty shirts. She wi shed she had sonething to say to
encourage him

He had on regulation pants, gray twill with a Starfarer

patch on the front of the thigh. EarthSpace maintained the
tradition of its predecessors in designing a patch for each new
space mssion. Starfarer's was an eight-pointed star, flaring
wide at its horizontal points, with the EarthSpace | ogo above
and the starship's name bel ow. Stephen Thomas picked up a
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gray t-shirt fromhis runpled bed and dragged it on over his
head. It carried the Starfarer |ogo across the chest.

On board the starship, a few people wore the patch, but

only newcomers wore the t-shirt. She was surprised to see

St ephen Thomas in it because he had been annoyed by it: the
design was all right, he said, but who wanted to wear a gray
t-shirt?

The real benefit of regulation clothing was that it was free.

" St ephen Thomas," she said. "About this afternoon—

He interrupted her. "Wat | said was inexcusable." He
reached out to her; Victoria took his hand.

*'1 love you," she said. "Maybe | don't say so often
enough. "
"You do," he said. "You tell nme, you show ne ... But

sonetines 1 can't hear it and | can't see it and | can't believe
it."

He put his arns around her and | eaned his forehead on her
shoul der. She spread her fingers against his back and patted
hi m gently.

When she stepped back, she appraised him "I nust say,
you look all right in nmufti."

"This isn't nmufti —

"It is for you," she said. "Who's going to recogni ze you,
out of wunifornP"

At that, he sm | ed.

J.D. sat in Nakanura's office, which Victoria had sonehow
contrived to have opened for her. She tried to work on her
novel , but nostly she worried. Too many things had hap-
pened too fast; nobst of them scared and depressed her. She
knew t oo nmuch about the perversion of technology to be con-
fident that the expedition would fend off this assault. She
wi shed she had half Victoria' s courage or Stephen Thonas's
outrage or Satoshi's calm

She | eaned back and cl osed her notebook. Her shoul ders

hurl from | eaning over it. The office had no desk, only mats
and cushions. If she got her own office, she would ask for
one with a desk.
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Because of the shortage of wood and the absence of plas-
tics, the furniture on canpus | ooked odd to newconers. |f
she got an office with a desk, the desk would be rmade of rock
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foam a built-in extrusion of floor or wall. The fabric scul p-
ture that served as a chair was far too soft to sit in for |ong.
At first it was confortable, cushiony; then her back started

to hurt. She supposed she could requisition a banboo chair

like the ones in the main roomof Victoria' s house. O maybe
she woul d have to nake it herself.

She had no reason to have office furniture, because she had

no reason to have an office. Her work required no |lab or
speci al equi prment; she could even get along w thout Arachne

if she had to. She was attached only to the alien contact team
unli ke her teamates, who al so held departnental positions:

Victoria in physics, Satoshi in geography, and Stephen
Thomas in geneti cs.

J.D. had asked to be in the literature departnent, which

coul d have used a few nore nenbers. Like the art depart-

ment, it was far too small to represent the cultural diversity
of earth.

Her request had been turned down. An alien contact spe-
cialist did not qualify to be a professor of literature. Wat
she did was too nuch like science fiction

J.D. existed in |linbo as far as the academ c hierarchy of

the canpus was concerned. None of that bothered her. No

matter how dempcratically the expedition tried to run itself,
every departnment woul d have its office politics. She felt her-
self well out of them

The chancel |l or had not yet accepted her credentials. J.D
wondered if that was canpus politics, or sonething bigger;

or an oversight: nothing at all

J.D. had to adnmit that she |iked having a place of her own
where she could go out and talk to other people if she wanted,;

and right down the hallway fromVictoria's |ab, too

She had no office hours because she had no graduate stu-
dents, not even students of Nakanura's to take over. It had
been deci ded, somewhere in the planning of the expedition,
that it would be premature to train nore alien contact spe-
cialists before anyone knew if any aliens existed to be con-
tacted. Even the hal f-dozen specialists left out of the
expedi tion, back on earth, had—tike J.D. hersel f—begun to

di versify.

Her stream of consci ousness brought her, as it often did,
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to the divers. She closed her eyes and asked Arachne for an

update -
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The news sent her bolting awkwardly fromthe | ow, soft
chair. She stood in the mddle of her bare office, her eyes
open, the line to the web broken, but the information stil
hangi ng before her like the afterinage of a fire.

J.D. sank into the chair, pillowed her head on her crossed
arns, and demanded that Arachne nmake a full search on the
subj ect of the di sappearance of the Northwest divers.

She was still there, shivering, when Victoria cane | ooking
for her.

"J.D. ? A bunch of us are getting together to talk—3.D. ?
What's w ong?"

"It's the divers . . . They've noved out of their reserve."
She managed to smile. "To Canada."

Victoria smiled back. "That's a fine old tradition for po-
litical exiles—but why the divers? What's political about liv-
ing with a pod of porpoises?"

"Orcas," J.D. said. "Nothing, fromtheir point of

view. . . Ch, Victoria, | can't talk about this. Maybe Lykos
wi |l make some kind of statenment, but unless she explains in
public— prom sed."

"This is why you alnost didn't accept ny offer to join the
team isn't it?" Victoria said suddenly.

"I't was involved." She chuckled sadly. "It's an invol ved
story. It's rococo. One night al nbst say Byzantine."

Victoria patted her arm "They made it to Canada, eh?
Then they'll be all right. Don't worry about them"”

"It's hard not to. They're wonderful. Victoria. They're so
conpletely innocent. | nean that in a good sense. They're

unt ouched by fears that twi st us up, they've learned fromthe
orcas what it neans to live w thout hating anyone. But when
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they conme in contact with our world, the innocence turns to
nai vete. "

Victoria let herself rock back so she was sitting on the floor
beside J.D.'s chair.

"That coul d get dangerous."

*'1 knowit. Oh, | hope they're all right.
"Tell ne about them™

"Most of them are shy—nuch shyer than the orcas. | got

to know one of them well—that was Zev—and | met nearly
everyone in his extended famly. Zev is different fromthe
others. He's nmuch nore extroverted. He used to visit ne at
my cabin. He likes ice cream Victoria, |'m making himsound
like a pet, and that isn't right at all. He's smart and”el
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educated in the things that matter to the divers. He's the div-
er | told you about, who wants to travel into space. | niss
him... At one point we tal ked about his applying to the
expedition."

"But he didn't."

"No. | advised himagainst it. There isn't any ocean up
here. | think he woul d have been m serably unhappy. The
divers need their freedom They travel a |ong way every day.
I couldn't keep up unless they chose to let ne. No ordinary
human can."

"Did you ever think what it would be like to be one of
t henP"

J.D. hesitated. "Al't the tine. But it's illegal."

"In the States, it's illegal.’
cally.

Victoria gazed at her quizzi-

J.D. wanted to tell her nore, but held her silence instead.
"Did your friend apply to Starfarer”"

"I"'msure he would have called ne if he decided to. He
must have left with his famly." She sighed. "It's just as well.
| guess."”

"I't woul d have been interesting to have a diver along with
us," Victoria said. "I wish he'd thought of it earlier. And
done it."

"He woul dn't have liked it."

"Maybe sone of us won't like it. But we'll be here."
"l hope so."

"Do you want to conme along to this neeting?"

"l guess so," J.D. said doubtfully.
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She pushed herself out of the chair and followed Victoria
into the hallway.

"I still can't get through to the chancellor,"” Victoria said.
"It irks ne not to be able to get you into your own office."

"The one | have will do fine," J.D. said, follow ng Vic-
toria's lead in making conversation. "Except the furniture. Is
it all standard, or can | get something different? Should
build it myself?"

"You can if you like. If you know how. O call the main-
tenance departnment. They'll furnish your office for you." She
paused. "Or they would until yesterday. Who knows what
today's rule is?"

They left Physics H Il and headed down a fl agstone path,
side by side
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"l expected the starship to be nore automated than it is,
J.D. said.

"Wth things like robotic furniture factories?"
"Yes."

"Slarfarer isn't big enough. W' re planning to take al ong
quite a few spare parts, for the ASes and so on. But we
won't have the capability of building themfrom scratch
Wth an automated factory you need another whole |evel of
mai nt enance, either human or machine, to fix it when it
goes wong. No matter how advanced your robotics, human
beings are nore flexible. A lot of people who aren't scien-
tists wanted to be involved in the expedition. The pl anning
took that into account." She grinned. "Besides, can you

i magi ne how boring it would be if nobody was on board but
scientists?

J.D. nmade a nonconmittal noise. It would be bad manners
to point out that nost of the scientists on board associ ated
mostly with other scientists.

Victoria stopped short. "A nonent— Her eyes went out
of focus and her face relaxed into a blank expression.

Her attention returned. "Damm!" she whi spered. She
| ooked shaken. "Cone on, let's go!" She sprinted across the
grass, ignoring the path.

J.D. pounded al ong beside her. "Wat's w ong?"

"l set Arachne to signal me if we got any nore orders.
The chancel | or has forbi dden gatherings of nore than three
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people. This is outrageous'" She stowed so J.D. could keep

up.

Li ke nost people, J.D. needed to stand still and focus her
attention inside her mind in order to conmunicate with
Arachne. She would have to wait till they reached her desti -
nation to read the orders.

She had never noticed before that sw mm ng and runni ng

used muscles differently, and she was used to sw nm ng. She
i nduced a pul se of the netabolic enhancer and gasped for
extra air as the adrenaline hit.

**it really buns ne," Victoria said, sounding not the |east
out of breath. "The U S. denanded that we run the expedi -
tion under your constitution, and nowit's breaking its own
articles left and right. Who do they think they are?"

At the large humock that covered the genetics depart-
ment, she slowed and stopped. J.D. stopped beside her, stil
breat hi ng heavily, her heart pounding fromthe enhancer.
When she had caught her breath, she straightened up

"W think we're powerful and rich, I'"'mafraid," she said.
She felt both attacked and embarrassed because she had no
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defense. "It's an old habit."

Victoria | ooked abashed. "I shouldn't junp down your
throat about it," she said.

They hurried into Stephen Thomas's office. Satoshi and

Feral Korzybski had already arrived. Professor Thanthavong
stood by the w ndow, staring out, her arns fol ded. |phigenie
DuPre let herself gently into a worn banboo chair, noving

wi th caution outside zero-g.

St ephen Thormas stonped in. He stripped off his gray Star-
farer t-shirt and attacked it with a pair of dissecting scissors.
Li ke Zev, he had fine gold hair on his chest and his forearns.

"There's not a goddammed decent pair of scissors in the

pl ace," he said. He sawed at the neckband of the t-shirt. The
crystal at the hollow of his throat changed fromblack to red
to bl ue.

"What are you doing?" J.D. said.

"Conplying with regulations.” He ripped away the | ast
few i nches of the neckband and set to work on the sl eeves.

J.D. closed her eyes and read the new orders. First, the
prohi biti on agai nst neetings. Second: "Starting inmedi-
ately, personnel of Starfarer will wear standard-issue cloth-
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ing. Only regulation apparel will be tolerated.” Third: "All
faculty nmenmbers will imrediately suspend current research
and prepare detail ed papers describing the defense applica-
tions and inplication of their work."

"You'd better shut the door," Victoria said bitterly.

"I think we should | eave the dammed door open,
Thormas sai d.

St ephen

"I think we're in for a fight," Satoshi said. "The clothing
rule is trivial—=

"Speak for yourself," Stephen Thomas said.

"—put forbidding public assenbly, and suspending re-

search . . . This is serious.”

J.D. sank down on the thick windowsill, her shoul ders
slumping. "I don't know what to do," she said. "My work
doesn't have any defense applications, and nobody issued me
any standard clothes. | didn't know there was such a thing."

"Don't worry about it, J.D.," Stephen Thomas said. "The
orders are obviously illegal." He put on the shredded t-shirt,
inside out. The printed enblem showed faintly through the
wong side of the fabric. "How do you like my 'regulation
apparel ' ?"

Thant havong turned away fromthe wi ndow. She was wear-
ing a gray junpsuit with Starfarer's insignia on the left chest.
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"The orders may be judged illegal." She spoke in a calm
and reasoned tone. "But defying them especially publicly,
could cause us a great deal of trouble before we ever get to
court, much less win."
- "Professor, don't you think they're just trying to provoke

us?" Victoria said. "Neither Chancell or Bl ades nor Earth-
n Space has any authority to tell us who we can talk to or what
research we're all owed, never m nd what we wear!"

"Victoria, have you read your contract?"

"Sure," Victoria said. "I nmean | skimed it when it ar-

rived. It was about a hundred negabytes of |egal ese, whoever
reads that stuff? EarthSpace said do you want to go on the
expedition? and | said sure and they said sign here, so | did."
She stopped, abashed by the adm ssion, then | ooked around

and realized that no one el se, except Thanthavong, had read
the contract through.

"The standard contract gives thema certain authority over
you and your actions.”
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"The authority only extends as far as they can get sone-
body to enforce it," Stephen Thomas said

"You can be as flippant as you like, Stephen Thonas,"
Thant havong sai d. "But EarthSpace can ask any of the pri-
mary governmental associates to declare martial |aw"

The comment astoni shed everyone but Feral

Thant havong continued. "If they declare martial |aw and
send troops—

"Troops!" Satoshi said. "Good | ord—"

"—to enforce it, | think that our chances of continuing
with the expedition are vanishingly small."

"You nean we're screwed," Stephen Thomas sai d.
"Wl put.”

"You aren't exaggerating, are you?" |phigenie said. "You
believe they may send arned forces to take us over.'

"I think the possibility is measurable."

For a few nonments, no one could think of anything else to
say.

"l don't understand why the chancellor decided these or-
ders were necessary in the first place," Satoshi said. "Never
m nd whether he'll get away with them"

"It's the neeting tonight," Victoria said. "They don't want
us to hold it. The other stuff is just for distraction."

"It's nore than the nmeeting," Feral said.

"What can you tell us about this, M. Korzybski ?" Than-
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t havong asked.
"It begins with the divers."

J.D. started. "What do the divers have to do with any-
t hi ng?"

"They applied for political asylumin Canada—
"l know, but—=

"That's an enbarrassnment to the U S. governnent. Wich

doesn't want to be enbarrassed twice in a row. So you get

the flak—npre restrictions. | can't tell you where | heard this.
I haven't been able to confirmit, but it feels right. The runor
is that the divers fled because if they stayed they'd be coerced
into spying."

Victoria turned to J.D. "Did you know about this?"

J.D. stared at the floor. "If Lykos makes a public state-
ment about why the divers left, | can talk about what | know.
O herwise, | can't. Victoria, it doesn't nmatter—whether |
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knew or not, | wouldn't have made this connection. | should
have, but ..."

"We're a resource," Victoria said. "W are. The starship

is. The divers were a resource- Governnents can tol erate un-
expl oited resources. But not |ost ones. Sonebody has deci ded
that letting the expedition proceed is equivalent to |osing
Starfarer.''

"So now they don't intend to allow us to proceed,"” Iphi-
geni e said-

"l don't think so."

"But— J.D. heard soneone in the hall. As if she were a
conspirator, as if she were breaking a reasonable !'aw by sit-
ting in a roomand talking with her co-workers, she fell silent
and gl anced toward the doorway. Her reaction caused every-

one else to look in the sane direction

And so Gerald Hemm nge appeared in a nonent of quiet

during which they were all staring at the doorway, during
which it | ooked as if everyone, not just J.D., felt frightened
and guilty.

"Perhaps you haven't heard the new rules," Geraid said.
"Dr. Thanthavong, |I'msorry to cone twice in one day bear-
i ng unwel comre news—

"W heard the damed rul es. Geral d—ew " St ephen
Thomas wi nced when Victoria el bowed him too late to shut
hi m up.

Gerald scow ed. "Haven't you any loyalty to anything?
You've all put me in an unpl easant position."

"I'"ve about had it with you accusing ne of treason every
time | disagree with you!" Stephen Thomas sai d.
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n He rose, but Victoria put one hand gently on his arm and
] drew hi m down agai n.

Geral d backed one fast step into the hall. "I can hardly
L pretend | never saw you."

"You coul d," Stephen Thomas sai d, sounding cal mer than
he | ooked. "But you won't."

"Bl oody right," Gerald said. "You have a great deal to
| eam about conspiracy. Perhaps you might close the door next
time." He hurried away.

"As | aws of conspiracy go," Feral said, "closing the door
is a good one to start with."

Victoria buried her face in her hands, |aughing. Satoshi
194 vonda N. Ml ntyre

started to chuckle, too, and soon everyone but J.D. was
| aughi ng. J.D. saw not hing funny about being reported to
whoever represented the |aw on Starfarer

"What's he going to do?" J.D. asked.

"Wite a neno," Stephen Thonas sai d.

"You aren't taking this very seriously."

"Bl oody right," Stephen Thomas said in exactly the sane
| one of voice Cerald had used.

"You could have let himlecture us, Stephen Thomas, in-
stead of insulting him" Thanthavong said. "W could have
thanked himsincerely for correcting us. That way we woul d
have a few nore hours before it becane obvious that we
intend to defy the orders,"

St ephen Thomas | ooked abashed. Then he smiled, and J.D.
wonder ed how anyone could see that smile and not let him
get away wi th anythi ng he want ed.

"I"'msorry," he said. "It's just that Gerald asks for it, and
| can't resist.”

"It is not necessary," Thanthavong said, unnoved, "to
take advantage of every opportunity with which one is pre-
sented. "

"D(? we intend to defy the order?" J.D. w shed her voice
did not sound so thin and scared-

They | ooked at each ot her.

"You are all young," Thant havong said. "You have your

achi evenents ahead of you. If we defy the order and fail, you
will find that you have nade Hfe difficult for yourselves. No
one could blanme you if you acceded to what nay becone

i nevitable."

"I's that what you plan to do?" Victoria sounded shocked.

"No," Thant havong said. "On Starfarer, | have been able
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to work—to do real work, the work |I spent ny life preparing
for—for the first time in nany years. | cannot go back to
notoriety and pronoting good causes- Nor will | pervert ny
science to war. My cause is the expedition."

"You aren't alone," Victoria said.

"No," Satoshi said. "You're not." A display forned over
the desk. "J.D. had a great idea. There's ny report."”

He had sent a single sentence to Arachne:
"My research has no defense applications."
STARFARERS 195

Despite their defiance, the group in Stephen Thomas's of -
fice could not help but be affected by the orders. They left
the genetics buil ding one by one: Thanthavong, then Satoshi,

| ooki ng overly casual; |phigenie, and Victoria close behind
her. Feral hesitated by the doorway, both anxious and ex-
cited.

As the office enptied, J.D. contacted Arachne for an update
on the divers- Nothing further had appeared on the public
news services: no statenent by Lykos, no confirmation of
the runors Feral had heard, no nessage from Zev. Until the
di vers spoke out, J.D. felt she should remain silent about
what she knew. She w shed she had renmi ned silent about
them from the begi nning. Then none of this would have hap-
pened.

She shoul d have seen this coning. It was herjob to nake
connecti ons between apparently di sparate events. She shoul d

have realized, as Feral had, that the effect of the divers* night
could spread to the expedition.

I let nyself get too close, J.D. thought. | got sidetracked
into . . . personal considerations.

As she was about to break the Iink, Arachne signal ed her
with a nmessage

It was from Lykos
J.D. hesitated before accepting it.

Wiy am | so frightened? she thought. They got away,
they're safe, and | said nothing that could have put themin
nmor e danger.

She traced her reaction deeper: she was afraid sone ob-
server mght violate privacy |aws, record her comruni cation
with the divers, and brand her a troubl emaker.

But she had al ready crossed that |ine.
J.D. accepted the comuni cati on.

"J.D. Sauvage: where is Zev? His fanmily has had no word
fromhimsince he stayed behind to join your expedition. W
are concerned. "

The nessage ended. J.D. |ooked up bl ankly. Nearby, Ste-
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phen Thomas and Feral tal ked together. Feral glanced across
at her and grinned.

"l think it's safe out there,
slunk off |ike spies.”

he said. "Everybody el se has

196 Vonda N. Mintyre

St ephen Thomas | ooked over his shoul der, also smling,
but his smile vani shed as soon as he saw her

"Good god, J.D., what's the matter?"
"A friend of mine has disappeared.”

Searching for the connections she had failed to see earlier,
she told Stephen Thomas and Feral what had happened.

"l don't see that there's anything to be worried about,"
St ephen Thonmas said. "So he went off by hinself and didn't
tell his mother. How old is he?"

"Seventeen or eighteen, | guess.”

St ephen Thomas shrugged. "Sounds normal to ne. He's
growi ng up."

"But that isn't how divers act." ~

"That isn't how nost divers act. But you've just said nost
of the divers went to Canada. He stayed behind. So he isn't
‘nost divers.' QED."

"He woul dn't scare Lykos."
"Not deliberately. Maybe he forgot."

"l guess it's possible ..." But she did not believe it. She
could not make herself believe that Zev forgot to tell Lykos
he was all right, forgot to ask if his famly had made it to
Canada, forgot to tell J.D. he was going to try to join the
expedi tion, even forgot to check his mail

"No," she said. "It sounds perfectly sensible when you
say it. but it couldn't have happened that way."

"If he tried to apply to the expedition, and he's only eigh-
teen, they turned himdown," Stephen Thonas said. "So he's
probably on his way to join his famly."

J.D. made connections she wi shed she coul d have over-

| ooked. "Or he applied, and they realized if they kept him
they'd have a hold on the other divers. And what about Chan-
dra?"

"The artist? What does she have to do with this?"

"She di sappeared too. At the sanme tinme. She was sup-

posed to neet nme at ny cabin, but 1'd already |eft. Feral,

you renenber, you reninded nme about her on the transport

the other day. | tried to call her, | left a nessage. She never
replied, but | didn't think anything of it. Now . . ."

"W've got enough to worry about w thout addi ng con-
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"If the diver is being held," Feral said, "if Chandra saw
sonet hing she wasn't supposed to . "

"Where are they?" J.D. cried. "How am| going to find
t henP"

"If your friend wanted to join the expedition," Stephen
Thormas said, "why the heil didn't he wait till he got asylum
in Canada, and apply fromthere?"

"I don't know. He probably didn't realize there was any
danger. It's a long swmto Canada, and he was probably in
a hurry. Maybe he came ashore to catch the bus into town!
And sonebody was waiting for him"

She | ooked at Feral for confirmation. He shrugged unhap-
pily.

"I't could have happened that way."

J.D. rose.

"What are you going to do?"

"Find him of course. Feral, will you help ne?"
"Il try," he said. He | ooked troubl ed.
"What ?"

"Not hi ng. Not hing that hasn't happened before. But never
on this scale.”

"What ?"
"My conmmuni cation budget is running | ow "
"You can use ny credit. Conme on."

"You're going to try to find this guy fromway out here?"
St ephen Thomas sai d.

"Fromway down there, if necessary."
J.D. left the office.

St ephen Thomas followed. "J.D. ! If you go to earth now,
you m ght not be able to get back!"

"I knowit. | can't helpit."
" But —
She swung angrily around. He stopped short.

"If he's in trouble, it's ny fault! If he's in trouble and
Lykos finds out where he is before | do, she and the other
divers will | eave whatever haven they've found to go and get
him™"

"Why?" H s voice was full of skepticismand amazed dis-
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bel i ef .

"Because he's part of their fanmly. Because that's how div-
ers are."

198 vonda N. Mintyre

The deri sion vani shed fromhis expression. "I wi sh—= he
said. "Never mind. But if there's any way | can help you, |
will."

"Thank you," she said, startled into curtness.

"I phigenie!"

The sail master turned and waited for Victoria.

"Are you goi ng back out?"

"Mmhmm | feel nore confortable watching the sail.'

"Woul d you take a | ook at this?" Victoria handed I phi-
geni e the nodule that held her new string cal cul ations.

"What is it?"

"Results out of a new synbolic manipul ation. Usable re-
sults. ™"

"Wy do you want ne to | ook at then?" she said. "I'm
in charge of intrasystem navigation. Not transition."

" 'l ran some other numbers. If you use the sail during |unar
passage, we could take this approach ..."

I phigenie | ooked at Victoria, |ooked at the nodule, and
gave it back.

"l don't think so," she said.

"But it's faster, nore efficient, and . . . sooner." The
modul e lay cool in Victoria' s hand. "Just take a | ook
Pl ease. "

"But transition's already planned! And |I'm not finished
testing the sails." Iphigenie did not take the nodule. "It's
too risky!"

Victoria | aughed. "Riskier than what we're already pl an-
ni ng?"

"l suppose not," |phigenie said, nonplussed. "But why
do you want to change things?"

"Have you figured out whether Starfarer can outrun a
transport if it has to?"

"It can't,’
for weeks."

Victoria said. "And we won't be out of range

"OfF course not. W planned it that way. W have a | ot of
supplies still to take on."
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"So if... what Professor Thanthavong said, happens, we'd
have no way to stop it, eh?"

STARFARERS 199

| phi geni e pushed her hands across the tight braids of her
bl ack hair.

"I't won't conme to that. It can 'r.

"Don't be naive."

"Victoria, if we're called back, |'mthe one who has to
take the order. I'mthe one who has to reverse the sail and
decelerate ... | don't want to do that."

"l know you don't. But everything that's happened makes
me think that's what's next. No matter what we do."

| phigenie pointed with her chin toward Victoria's hand,
toward the nodule carrying the new cal cul ati ons.

"Sooner, you sai d?"

"Much sooner. The string section we're aimng for nowis

way to hell and gone out by the orbit of Mars. If you change
the sails as we go around the moon, if we use the new sol u-
tion . . . we'd only need one pass around the noon."

"One! "
"Yes. We'd be aiming for the nearest point on the string."

I phigenie frowned. Victoria could imagine her setting up
the problemin her nmind, solving it. The sail master rocked
back on her heels, astonished.

"Tomorrow! We'd encounter the string late tonorrow But
we're not ready. We're not supplied, half our people are
gone. "

"We're being set up to be stopped!"

"What about the people who are planning to stay behind?

What about the rest of us? Everyone has agreed to a certain
plan. If we do this secretly, the expedition menbers will be
peopl e who have been lied to and abducted. They'd rebel,

and | couldn't blanme them™

"I don't intend to do this in secret. A transport docks to-
nmorrow, just before |unar passage." Victoria discussed out-
rageous possibility with deliberate calm "After passage it
can | eave again, right on schedule. Anybody who wants to
can go."

| phi geni e gazed bl ankly through her.

"The alternative," Victoria said, "is getting slapped down
to low earth orbit."

"Are you sure of your sol ution?"

"Yes. "
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200 vonda N. Mintyre

Victoria held out her hand and opened her fingers. As if in
stow notion, |phigenie reached out and took the nobdul e.

"That is," Victoria said, "I'mas sure of those nunbers
as | was of the others."

I phigenie snorted. She, |ike everyone on board, was aware
of the inherent uncertainty in cosmc string solutions. The
uncertainty was small . . . but it existed.

"I''"ll look at it," Iphigenie said.

"Thank you."

I phigenie started away. A few paces on, she turned back

"You know, Victoria, if | agree to this, we'll be at Tau
Ceti without a conplete test of the sails. Navigating will de-
pend on a propul sion systemthat's nearly experinental."

"But you built them You're the best."

"Yes. Except once you get beyond a certain size, solar sails
are all different. You cannot know for sure how they'll be-
have." She tossed the nodule in the air and caught it.

"That's the only copy of those nunbers,” Victoria said.

| phi geni e caught the modul e and lowered it carefully. The
modul es were abuse-resistant, but they had linits.

"I didn't have to Join this expedition, you know," she
said grunmpily. "I could have stayed hone and spent ny
nmoney. "

"I know. Why did you join?"

"Because just building the sails wasn't enough. Nor was
spendi ng noney." She put the nodule in her pocket and
patted it. "I make no prom ses."

J.D. gave Feral access to her credit account so he could
get in touch with his nysterious sources. J.D. herself made

a call she wished she could put off.
She expected to have to | eave a message for Lykos through

the web. Instead, she reached the diver quickly, voice and
screen both. Lykos | ooked strange with her pale hair dry,
standing out in loose ringlets instead of soaked with seawater,
slicked agai nst her skull.

"You haven't heard fromhim have you?"
J.D. waited through the annoyi ng, awkward pause.
"No," Lykos said. "I would have |l et you know. | have

been searching. "
"Lykos, | think it's possible that he's been ki dnapped."
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When J.D.'s message reached Lykos, the expression on the
diver's narrow, wild face changed from di straught to confused
to angry.

"Only one entity would do such a thing, and 'ki dnapped

is not the proper word for it. Let us speak plainly, J.D. Be-
cause of his famly's actions, he has been taken into custody,
arrested—he is under restraint."

"I't's possible—but if they offer to trade his freedom for
your return, you' ve got to say no and you' ve got to nmake it
public. You've got to make everything public."

"At the risk of Zev's |ife?"

"The one thing they can't afford is to hurt hinm If we can
get any proof—even any evi dence—that he's under arrest,
they'll have to | et himgo. He hasn't done anything!"

"He has refused to spy for them"

"He's got no obligation to spy for them and they have no
authority to make him Oh, Lykos, don't |et them use your
| oyal ti es agai nst you."

The diver spread her fingers and snoot hed her springy

hair with the translucent sw nmng webs. J.D. had seen
divers on their return fromweeks-long trips with the whal es,
and she had never seen anyone as drai ned with exhaustion

as Lykos.

"W cannot abandon him J.D."

"I knowit. | do knowit. | can't either. | prom se you—=
"No nore promises! | amfinished with humans' prom
' i ses." Lykos cut the connection. Her inmage faded.

J.D. collected herself. She could not blanme Lykos for her

n reaction, but it upset her nonethel ess. She gl anced over at
?-! Feral . He had only been working for a few nminutes. Never-
theless, J.D. wanted to ask if he had found anything yet. She
knew he would tell her when he did. If he did.

J.D. spent the afternoon running up a |large debit agai nst
her account, trying to track Zev down. She was afraid to
spend too much. If she went back to earth, she would have
to pay for it herself.

After several hours' usel ess work, she canceled all the
communi cations and cut herself off from Arachne. She | ooked
over at Feral, who had barely noved in an hour. His eyelids
flickered. He was lost in the web, lost in a fugue of com
muni cati on.

202 vonda N. Mintyre

Infinity sat cross-1egged under a spindly aspen sapling. The
Iight faded around himas the sun tubes changed from day-
time orientation to night.

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Vonda%20N%20Mclintyre%20-%20Starfarers.txt (172 of 240) [11/1/2004 12:30:55 AM]



file:///G)/Program%20Files’eM ule/lncoming/V onda%20N %20M cl ntyre%20-%20Starfarers.txt

He felt discouraged. Maybe not hing woul d have been set-

tled at the neeting tonight, or maybe everyone woul d have
agreed that Starfarer should be given over to the mlitary. But
at |l east they would have cone to sone resolution if there had
been a neeti ng.

He snel |l ed snoke. Burni ng was dangerous on the starship,
so he followed the snmell- The scent was vaguely famliar, but
not a grass fire.

Kol ya Cherenkov sat on a boul der beneath the overhangi ng

branch of a magnolia tree. He held a thin burning black stick
cupped in his hand. As Infinity watched, Kolya tapped the
cigarette on a projection of the boul der, adding a few feathery
flakes to a small pile of ashes. Infinity watched, fascinated,
as Kolya lifted the cigarette to his lips and drew snoke into
his nouth, into his lungs.

Infinity had found other tiny scatterings of ashes and, now
and then, snelled a wisp of snoke. But he had never actually
seen anyone snoke a cigarette, not for real, only in very old,
unedi ted novies. Back in Brazil, when he was a child, his
adult relatives had passed around a pi pe of tobacco on rare
occasi on. The smoke made themact as if they were mldly
drunk. He wondered if Kolya would act drunk; he could

hardly imagine it.

Kol ya breathed curis of snoke fromhis nouth and nose

The snmell was unpl easant, nuch harsher and stronger than

what Infinity recalled of the pipe snoke. He wondered why
people in old novies bl ew snmoke at each other. He woul d

not like it if a lover blewthis snmell into his face. Suddenly
he sneezed.

Startled, Kolya turned. He closed his cupped fingers
around the cigarette. He let his hand hang idly down. He
bl ushed.

"I didn't nmean to scare you," Infinity said- "I just
It was all too obvious that Kolya preferred no one to know
about his cigarette.

The cosnmpnaut brought the cigarette back into view.
STARFARERS 203

"l suppose | had to be discovered eventually, but | hope
you won't say anything about ny ... vice."

"Everybody has vices." Infinity believed in | eaving people
al one. Neverthel ess, he was shocked to see Kol ya doi ng
sonet hi ng as dangerous as snoking. You could get cured of

t he danage nowadays, but the damage was unpl easant, as

was the cure. So was the cause, as far as Infinity was con-
cerned. Nobody had ever succeeded in removing all the fac-
tors that caused |ung damage and still ending up with
somet hi ng anyone wanted to snoke.

Kol ya drew in one | ast |ungful of snoke, then stubbed the
hal f - smoked cigarette out against the black |unar stone. He
put the cigarette away.
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"I only have a few of these left," he said wistfully, "and
then "Il have to stop, for I won't be able to get any nore.
And I'man old man. | doubt I'Il come back fromour trip."

Not meaning to, not wanting to. Infinity felt a sudden anger
at the cosnpbnaut. Kol ya never participated in canpus neet-

i ngs, never nmade his preferences public, never criticized the
attacks on Starfarer. He did nol care that tonight's neeting
had been cancel ed, that neetings had been forbi dden. He
probably did not even know. He woul d not have cone to the
meeting if it had been held.

"Maybe there won't be any trip!" Infinity exclained.
"What ? Why?"

"Don't you know? How can you not know they want to

turn us into a warshi p? How can you spend all your tine with
that Giffith guy and not know he's trouble? Florrie took one
| ook at him and knew he was after us!"

"Ah. | did wonder why he was here ... But all he seened
interested in was plunging ne into nostalgia." He rubbed his
fingertips across a snooth place on the rock; he raised his
head and gazed across the cylinder, past the dinmng sun
tubes. Far-overhead | akes, ruffled by a breeze, sparkled gray
with the last Iight.

"If you want this expedition to happen,” Infinity said,
"you've got to help us. Only | don't know how you can
Maybe it's too late.”

Kol ya made a low, inarticul ate sound of understanding,
per haps of acceptance.

204 vonda N. Mclntyre

"Infinity," he said kindly, "you are making it nost diffi-
cult for ne to retire as a hermt."

Infinity said nothing.
"There is a neeting tonight?"

"There was. It's illegal, now.

"Truly? | have not done anything seriously illegal in many
years. Shall we attend this neeting?"

He rose and headed for the anphitheater. After a nonent,
Infinity shrugged and fol |l owed him

"FeralI'"
J.D. shook the reporter's shoul der.
"Feral! Come out of it!"

Hooked deep into Arachne's web, he jerked upright as if
awakened from a deep sl eep.

"What ?"
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"You're going to have to stop."

"Why? No, J.D., |I've got sone good leads. Alittle nore
time—=

"I"'msorry. It's inpossible. This is costing too nmuch, and

it isn't doing any good. I'mreserving a place on the next
transport to earth. They won't sell nme a ticket if |I've run ny
credit past its limt."

"But Stephen Thormas sai d—

"And | said | have to go!"

" Ckay. "

Dej ected, they stared at each other.

"You like him don't you?" Feral said suddenly.

"What ? Who?" J.D. was confused by the abrupt change
of subj ect,

Feral grinned. "Stephen Thomas. You like him™"
"I like al nost everybody |I've net up here so far."
“That isn't what | meant."

J.D. shrugged, unconfortable. "I think he's a very attrac-
tive man. What has that got to do w th anything?

"Are you going to do anything about it?"

"Don't be ridiculous." J.D. felt herself blushing. "Wat
205

206 vonda N. Mintyre

kind of a question is that? Are you a stringer for gossip mag-
azines, too?"

Feral |aughed. "No. | was just curious."

"l have nore inportant things to think about!"

Feral grinned at her, unabashed. "I think he's beautiful,
mysel f." He junped to his feet. "I'mstarving! What tine is
it?"

"I't's alnost eight. The tine the neeting would have started,
if we were still having a neeting." Just in case, she checked
to see if the newrule had been reversed. It had not.

"I didn't get any lunch,"” Feral said. "I'mgoing to go find
something to eat. Want to come al ong?”

"No, thanks. |'mnot hungry."

"Don't give up, J.D. | put out a lot of feelers. Sone of
them m ght touch sonething."

"l hope so." He regarded the search for Zev as a gane to
be won, and no great tragedy if he lost it; nevertheless, J.D

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Vonda%20N%20Mclintyre%20-%20Starfarers.txt (175 of 240) [11/1/2004 12:30:55 AM]



file:///G)/Program%20Files’eM ule/lncoming/V onda%20N %20M cl ntyre%20-%20Starfarers.txt

appreciated his help. "Thank you, Feral. Whatever hap-
pens."

"See you later."
He can go on to the next story, J.D thought. But | can't.

She rose and paced back and forth. She w shed she were
near the ocean, where she could swmuntil she was ex-
haust ed. Sonetimes exhaustion hel ped clarify her thoughts:

it left her with no energy for confusion or extraneous infor-
mat i on.

She made contact with Arachne again and requested a pl ace
on tonorrow s transport. It was full. Al nbst enpty com ng
in, full going out. Under any other circunstances she woul d
have taken the news with resignation and waited for the next
ship. This tinme, she used her status, demanded a place, and
got it.

She sniled bitterly. The chancellor's refusal to accept her
credentials had worked to her benefit, if being helped to | eave
Starfarer was a benefit. As far as the records were concerned,
she was still attached to the State Departnent, still an asso-
ci ate ambassador.

She had nothing to do now except wait, and worry. She
tried to put Zev out of her mind.

She coul d not help but think about what Feral had said.
She wondered if she were as transparent to anyone besi des
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the reporter. Another blush crept up her neck and face. If
Victoria had noticed, or Satoshi . . . they nmust have thought
her reaction to Stephen Thomas terribly anusing. She did not
worry particularly that Stephen Thomas had noticed. Ex-
trenely beautiful people learned to blank it out when ordi-
nary people found themattractive. J.D. supposed it was the
only way they coul d manage.

She woul d have to get over his extraordi nary physica
beauty. He was a real person, not sone entertainment star
she woul d never have to worry about neeting.

Maybe it won't matter, she thought, downcast again, | have
to go to earth. | may never nmeke it back into space; | may
never see Stephen Thomas, or Victoria, or Satoshi, again af-
ter tonorrow.

"J.D. '" Victoria said.
J.D. junped.

"H, sorry, didn't nean to scare you," Victoria said. "Do
you want to conme to the nmeeting with ne?"’

"I thought there wasn't going to be one.”

"There isn't supposed to be one. But everybody |'ve tal ked
to is going anyway."
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"l don't know ... are you sure—2 | nean—damm!" She
stopped and bl ew out her breath. "AH right." What el se can
they do to ne, she thought, even if they do decide |I'ma
troubl emaker ?

"Did you find your friend?"

"No." J.D. started to tell Victoria that she was leaving in
the norning, to find Zev and try to free him but she could
not bring herself to say it.

They crossed the canpus. As they wal ked up the last snal
hill before the anphitheater, they heard voices welling up and
tunmbl i ng past |ike water.

"Maybe we shoul d outl aw neetings nore often,"” Victoria
said drily. "Usually we only take up the first few rows of
seats."

J.D. followed her along a path cut around the hillside. The
daylight was slowy fading.

"Couldn't you run the neeting electronically, rather than
havi ng to get everybody together, having to build a place—
and what do you do if it rains?"

"If it rains, we usually postpone the neeting. If it rains
208 Vonda N. Mcintyre

tonight, | suspect we'll all sit here and put up with getting
wet. Every hill had to be scul pted; we designed one as an
anphi t heater. Someti mes people put on plays. As for meeting
electronically . . . you haven't been to a ot of electronic
meeti ngs, have you?"

J.D. renenbered in tine not to shake her head. "A few
They worked all right."

"Smal | groups?"
"Five or six people.™

"That's about the limt. Sonehow it's easier to interrupt

sonebody's image than to interrupt themface-to-face." She

gestured at the flat crown of the next hill, coming into sight n
as they circled the smaller rise. "Besides, if people have to

put in sone physical effort to attend, the ones who cone are

nore conmitted. The neetings are snmaller, and believe ne

that nakes a difference."

"Not tonight, though." C
"No. Not tonight. Satoshi! Stephen Thomas'" ~

Victoria's partners, twenty neters ahead, stopped and
waited for Victoria and J.D. to catch up. n

The path brought themto the foot of a circular slope, grass- |

covered, shaped like an ancient crater. Trails led up its sides nr
to tunnel openings, where a couple of dozen people nilled n
around on the hillside. A
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"What are they doing?" J.D. asked.

"Beats me," Satoshi said. "I thought it was the customto
go inside and then m Il around."”

About half the people already there wore either standard-

i ssue junpsuits or t-shirts and reg pants. J.D. wi shed she had
taken Thant havong's advi ce and found sone regul ation cloth-
ing to put on, but the whol e subject had vani shed from her

m nd whil e she searched for Zev.

Neither Victoria nor Satoshi had changed: Victoria wore a

tank top and shorts that had started out as reg pants but were
no | onger recogni zabl e; Satoshi had on baggy canmies with

all the pockets, and another, or the same, sleevel ess bl ack
t-shirt. Stephen Thonmas wore his fornerly regul ation clothes
as an insult to the orders. Though he had turned the t-shirt
right side out, he had obliterated "EarthSpace," and he had
pai nted designs on the legs of his trousers as well.
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They joined the group outside the entrance to the anphi-
t heater.

"What's the matter?" Victoria asked Crinmson Ng.

"Look." The artist nodded toward the opening of the en-
try tunnel

A piece of string blocked the anphitheater.
"Al'l the entrances are like that."

VWoever had put up the stnng had chosen a synbol far
more powerful than any gate or |ock, a synbol for the fragile
rule of |aw

Victoria pulled down the string. One part of her tried to
justify her actions, but another knew she had passed a bound-
ary she had never wanted to cross. She felt neither anger nor
triunph, only sadness.

She wal ked into the anphitheater. Satoshi and Stephen
Thomas and the ot hers foll owed.

Victoria had never been the first person inside the anphi-
theater. It felt bigger than usual. The sound of her sandal s
scraping the ramp echoed in the silence.

The anphitheater, conmpletely circular with rising ranks of
stone benches all around, contained only a small platformin
its center. Al the plays presented here had a |imted nunber
of cast nenbers.

Victoria headed toward the I eft entrance and Stephen
Thomas went to the right. Satoshi |oped down the ranp,
across the stage, and up the other side to the opposite en-
trance.

On a hillside facing the anmphitheater, Giffith watched Sa-
toshi Lono of the alien contact teampull the string barricade
away from one of the entrances.
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Giffith had decided not to attend the nmeeting. Though he
could not listen in, in real-time, since there would be no
voice link for a nmeeting that was not supposed to exist, he
woul d be able to watch the recording. He woul d do not hi ng
tointerfere with the meeting or to alter its course. He would
not inject the presence of a stranger.

Then he saw Ni kol ai Cherenkov clinbing the hill.

Giffith bolted to his feet and stood poi sed between duty
and desire. For one of the fewtinmes in his life, the desire
won out .

210 vonda N. Mclntyre

Wen Giffith reached the anmphitheater, he could not find
Cherenkov in the crowd. Disappointed, he stood in the shad-
ows and wat ched.

Victoria hurried through the far tunnel. Qutside the fourth
entrance, her coll eagues watched as she pulled down the bar-
rier and wapped the string around her wist.

"I's the prohibition off?"
"No." She went back inside.

Odinarily she and Satoshi and Stephen Thormas renmai ned

apart at neetings, preferring to speak and act as individuals.
Toni ght they nmade an exception, sitting together as the alien
contact team She rejoined her partners and J.D. Stephen
Thomas | ounged on the wi de seat, stretching his |long |egs.

"I didn't think there were this many of us left on canpus,"”
Victoria said as the seats began to fill.

Peopl e gathered in clusters to argue and tal k.

"Why isn't anyone standing on the platforn?" J.D. asked
Victoria.

Victoria glanced down the slope. "Nobody ever stands on
the platform"”

"Isn't it for whoever's speaki ng? Wioever runs the neet-
i ng?"

"No. We don't work that way, with one person trying to

direct the rest, or only one person allowed to talk at a tinme."
She sniled. "Though you have to be willing to face di sap-
proval if you interrupt sonmeone who's interesting, and some-
body eventually tal ks to anybody who interrupts a lot."'

The anphitheater filled quickly, infinity Mendez. passing
the team did a doubl e take.

"What's that?" he said to Stephen Thomas, with a gesture
of the chin toward the decorations on his pants. "War paint?"

"I'n a manner of speaking,
suggesti ons?'

St ephen Thonmas said. "Any

"Wong tribe," Infinity said, and found hinmself a seat.
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"Did he mean he's fromthe wong tribe to ask, or | picked
the wong tribe to use synbols fron?" Stephen Thomas said,
benused.

"You're the cultural expert in this famly, ny dear," Sa-
toshi said.
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St ephen Thomas grinned. "Maybe | should | ook up some
samurai synbol s. "

"Maybe | should gel you an ostrich feather headdress,"”
Victoria said.

"From Africa?"

"OF course not. | wouldn't know whi ch band to choose. |
meant fromthe Queen's Quards."

"Hey," he said, "if you're really going to go ethnic on
me, get me— Wthout any signal, the anphitheater fell si-
| ent around him Stephen Thonas | owered his voice to a

whi sper. "Get nme a red Mountie jacket."

The lower third of the anphitheater had filled; another
hundred or so people sat scattered around the renmining
two-thirds of the terraces. It was a less colorful group than
usual : people of all shapes and colors would ordinarily have
been wearing clothes of all designs and colors. Victoria felt
conforted and strengt hened by the nunber of her coll eagues
who complied with the trivial rule, but broke the inportant
one.

By a couple of mnutes after the schedul ed begi nni ng of
the original neeting, all the participants sat together silently
in the dusk.

Suddenly a wide patch of bright sunlight illumnated the
meeting. The sun tubes spotlighted the anphitheater and | eft
the rest of the canpus dark.

Victoria took a deep breath and ignhored the warning of the
I'ight.

"Victoria Fraser MacKenzie," she said. She renamined sit-
ting; though she projected her voice, she spoke in a nornal
tone. After a pause of a few seconds, she continued. "To-
day's changes, particularly the inmpoundrment of funds, affect
my famly and my work just as they affect everyone on the
expedi tion, whether or not they're citizens of the United
States. I'mangry, and |I'mfrightened by what the actions
imply. | think we're expected to panic. | think we nust not.
I think we must continue as if nothing had happened. And
think it would be polite to send a message to the United

St ates, expressing our regret that they are no |onger finan-
cially able to participate in the expedition.”

Victoria kept her tone serious and sol emm, and did not
react to the murnur of appreciative |aughter

212 Vonda N. Mcintyre
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O her nmenmbers of the expedition said their names and aired
their frustrati on and anger.

Sone of the Americans defended their governnment and

sone apol ogi zed for it; some of the non-Anericans exco-

riated it; several people explained, unnecessarily, the polit-
ical situation that had caused the trouble. Sone defended

the right of any associate to withhold funds, to which the
response was that no one questioned the new U. S. presi-

dent's right to act as he had. It was his good sense they
wonder ed about .

"Infinity Mendez." He paused after saying his nane.

"I think it's true that we can't panic. But if we pretend
not hi ng' s happened, if we don't fight back, they'll take
more and nore and nore until they |eave us nothing."

The intensity of his soft voice |left the anphitheater in
absolute silence. He raised his head and gl anced around.
"I think . . ." Tension grabbed his shoul ders; sonething
nmore than shyness silenced him He ducked his head. "I
have nothing nore to say."

"My nane is Thanthavong." The genetici st paused. "W

have a guest."

Thant havong drew the attention of the neeting to Giffith,
standing in the shadows at the entrance of a tunnel. For a
monent he | ooked as if he mght try to fade into the shadows
completely. Instead, he noved forward and took a stance both
bel li gerent and defensi ve.

"I have a right to be here," he said. "Mirre right than you
do. I'ma representative of the U S. governnent, and this ship
was built with U S funds."

"Partially,"” Thanthavong said. "But this starship is a pub-
lic institution of the world, and by |aw and custom our neet-
ings are open. No one has suggested that you have no right

to attend. But you are not a nenber of the expedition and
aminviting you to introduce yourself."

"My nane is Giffith. I"'mfromthe GAQO "

"You are welcone to sit down, Giffith . . . if you wish to
observe nore closely.'

He sat, reluctantly, on the top terrace, as near to the exit
as he could be. He must have heard the soft, irritable nutter
that rose when he announced his occupation. Gadually the
complaints fell to silence.
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"Satoshi Lono." Satoshi paused. "If we fight—what form
of action will we take? Legal battles? Public relations? If we
consi der physical resistance, where do we set the limts?"

The silence that answered the words "physical resistance"

| asted sone tinme. Then, inevitably, people began to | ook to-
ward Infinity, the first person to nmention fighting. Uncom
fortable at the focus of the attention, he glanced up the sl ope
toward Giffith.
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"I can't say," Infinity said. "I don't know. "

"Sat oshi, what do you nean when you say 'physical resis-
tance' ?" Thant havong opened her strong, square hands.
"Bare hands against mlitary weapons?"

"I had in mind civil disobedi ence, nonviol ent resistance,

like this neeting, but—we do need to consider what we'd do

if . . ." Helet his sentence trail off, unwilling to conplete
the conment.

"If we were invaded?" Thant havong sai d.

"Gerald Henmmi nge." Unlike the other speakers, he |eaped

to his feet, and he barely paused. "You have gone from at -
tending an illegal neeting to a discussion of fighting and

i nvasi ons' lnvasions? You are all conspiring agai nst our own
sponsors' Satoshi, who do you believe you're speaking to,
revol utionaries and terrorists?"

At that, several people tned to speak at once.

Sat oshi rose, folded his arms, and stood quietly | ooking at
Gerald until the comotion died down. Beside him Victoria
prepared hersel f.

"l see nothing revolutionary," Satoshi said, "about want-
ing to do the job we were sent up here for."

"Even if a nore inportant job has devel oped back hone?

W' re needed. The ship is needed. None of you is willing to
admt it, and I'msick of you all. You forget—The price of
liberty is eternal vigilance.' "

"I"msick of hearing that quote abused,"” Satoshi said. "Jef-
ferson wasn't tal ki ng about the danger of foreign powers-
even King George and the whole British Enpire. He was
tal ki ng about the danger of handing over our freedonms to a
despot of our own!"

Gerald picked out Giffith at the top of the anphitheater
"Did you hear that? He's called your president a despot!"

214 vonda N. Mclntyre

Giffith glanced around unconfortably. "I'mjust an ac-
countant,” he said.

Geral d nade a noise of disgust. "The chancellor sent ne
here in the hopes of talking sense into you all. | see that |'ve
wasted ny tine." He stal ked out of the anphitheater

"Ni kol ai Petrovich Cherenkov," the cosnonaut said in the
formal way of the neeting. He was only a few rows away
fromGiffith, who could not understand how he had m ssed
himtill now.

"I amyour guest," Cherenkov said. "You have given ne

your hospitality and asked nothing in return. But now | nust
behave as a guest should not, and assune privileges that a
guest does not possess. Your governnents tell you that if you
give up your anbitions and turn this starship into a watching
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and |istening post, you will be benefiting the security of your
countries and of the worid. They tell you that if you accede
to these demands, you will be helping my country return to
itself." He paused.

Giffith tried to calmhis own rapid heartbeat, but his usual
control deserted him He anticipated what Cherenkov woul d
say. The cosnpnaut woul d accept this chance to work agai nst
the peopl e who had overwhel med his country and sentenced
himto death. He woul d speak to the neeting; he would bring
everyone together in an agreement to evacuate the starship

wi t hout resistance.

Cherenkov and his wi sdom and his patriotismwould give
Giffith a spectacularly successful conpletion to his task

"What your governnents have told youis alie," Che-
renkov said. "Whether it is deliberate fal sehood or igno-

rance, | will not speculate. But | tell you that outside the
M deast Sweep, nhothing anyone can do will hel p anyone
withinit."

Giffith clenched his fingers around the edge of the stone
bench. He was shaki ng.

"The changes are com ng," Cherenkov said- "But they

must cone fromw thin, they nust evolve- Evolution requires

pati ence. The changes gather slowy, until they reach a | eve
that cannot be held back. | tell you that if the rulers perceive
danger fromoutside, they will find scapegoats within their

own territory. You will only visit nore death and nore pain
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upon i nnocents. The changes will be elinmnated and the ev-
olution will cease.™

He waited to be questioned. No one spoke.

"Thank you for permitting a guest to speak," he said. He
slowy clinbed the stairs. Wen he reached Giffith, he
st opped.

Giffith gazed up at him stunned and confused. The ex-
pressi on on Cherenkov's face, full of nenories and grief,
broke his heart.

"Come with ne, Marion," Kolya said. "Neither of us has
a place in this decision."

Giffith had to push hinself to his feet. Kolya took his
el bow and hel ped him They wal ked out of the tunnel. The
darkness closed in around Giffith |ike an attack.

Giffith swung toward Cherenkov, his shoul ders hunched
and his fists clenched.

"How could you say that? | thought you, at least, would
understand!" He fought to keep his voice steady. "Do you
want to go on the expedition so nuch that you can throw
away your patriotisn? Is your brain so buned by cosm c rays
that you've forgotten what the Sweep did to you back there,
what they did to your fam|y—
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"l do not permt anyone to speak of nmy famly," Cheren-
kov said in a quiet voice that stopped Giffith short. "And
my menory of what happened to ne is clear."

"I'msorry," Giffith said. He could not recall the last tine
he had apol ogi zed to soneone and neant it. "But this is a
chance to stop them™

"It is not. | said what 1 said because it is true."
" But =

"Why are you so concerned, Marion, if you are nothing
but an accountant ?"

"I = At the last nonent he caught hinself and kept
hinself fromadmtting his purpose. He turned away. "I
admire you," he whispered. "I thought you'd want this to
happen. "

"No," Cherenkov said gently. "There's too rmuch bl ood
already, on the land | cane from Blood is too expensive to
use as fertilizer.”

Giffith glanced back at him Cherenkov sniled, but it was
a strained and shaky smle, and after a nonent it vani shed.

216 vonda N. Mintyre
"But freedom—

Cher enkov nmade a noi se of pure despair. "You cannot get
freedom by shedding nore blood in ny country! You can
only get nore bl ood!"

"Then what should we do?"

"I told you. You should do nothing." He took Giffith by

the shoul ders. "Your neddling hel ped create the problemin
the first place. So did our own. We cannot pretend ot herw se.
We cannot continue to meddle, as if we never did any dam

age." Hs fingers tightened, as if he wanted to shake Giffith
hard. Instead, he let himgo. "I amwong, of course. You
can still do that."

Giffith felt as if he had plunged into an icy sea. He shook
fromthe inside out, with a deep, cold trenble. He knew that
if he tried to speak, he would be breathl ess.

"You have al ways done that,"
al ways will do that."

Kol ya sai d. "You probably

He wal ked away.

Cher enkov departed. Everyone understood the effort it had
taken for the cosnonaut to speak. Beside Victoria, Stephen
Thomas sat slunped with his el bows on his knees, no |onger
spraw i ng rel axed and cheerful on the anphitheater bench

He had watched Kol ya closely, and Victoria recogni zed the

i ntensely focused expression: Stephen Thomas sought his

aura. Though Victoria did not believe in auras, she knew t hat
St ephen Thomas coul d be pretematurally sensitive to other

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Vonda%20N%20Mclintyre%20-%20Starfarers.txt (184 of 240) [11/1/2004 12:30:55 AM]



file:///G)/Program%20Files’eM ule/lncoming/V onda%20N %20M cl ntyre%20-%20Starfarers.txt

peopl e's feelings, that he could imagi ne and experience Kol -
ya's grief and desperation.

Victoria felt the chill of frightening truth: what happened
to the expedition, to Slarfarer, would affect far nore than the
peopl e on board.

She searched the neeting for |phigenie DuPre- She found
her. The sail naker was watching her. 1phigenie inclined her
head slowy, carefully, down, then up

"Crinson Ng." The snall, conpact artist |eaned forward

and gestured toward Victoria. Red river-valley clay was
ground permanently into the knuckles of her delicate hands.
"What did you nean when you said we ought to go on as if
not hi ng had happened? How far do you think we should take

it?*!
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Victoria spoke carefully, deliberately. "I think," she said,

"that we should take it as far as it can go."

She i magi ned that she could feel the stream of tension and
excitenent, anger and fear, coalescing into a powerful tide
of resol ution.

"W now have even nore reason to continue the expedition
as i f nothing had happened.”

"That's easy to say, Victoria, but it's hardly a plan of ac-
tion. How do you propose to continue if we're put under
martial |aw and under guard? We're risking that already just
by neeting."

"W were already at risk of that. W nustn't let it hap-
pen. "

"Have you joined Satoshi and Infinity in wanting to fight?"

"I never said | wanted to fight," Satoshi said. "I said
was afraid we m ght have no alternative."

"Satoshi is right," Infinity said. "We'll have no choice,
and what we want doesn't matter."

' "W do have a choice," Victoria said. "W can choose
not to be here if they try to take over."

"Great. So, we abandon ship? How is that going to—
Crinmson cut her words short. "That isn't what you nean, is
it?"

"No. | mean nove Starfarer. Use a different approach to
the cosmic string. A nmuch closer one. One that takes us to
transition tonorrow night."

J. D. gasped-
The neeting's order slipped abruptly into chaos.

Despite the confusion, Victoria felt the neeting flowin the
direction she had chosen. She felt opinions and deci sions
gather together like the individual streans of a watershed,
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froma state of unfocused, chaotic indecision and rage, to-
ward a cohesive opinion flowing like a river

She waited until her voice coul d be heard.

"The expedition nmenbers nust agree to the change," she

said. "There will be tinme—ot nuch, but enough—for any-

one who wants to return to earth to | eave by the last trans-
port."

"We aren't fully provisioned," Thant havong said. "Half
our equi pnent hasn't arrived—

218 vonda N. Mintyre

"And half our faculty and staff has left! | can't help it. If
we want the expedition to exist, this is our only chance."

"We'd be trying to outrun a—a cheetah with an el ephant."”

"The el ephant has a big head start,"” Victoria said drily,
keepi ng up her bravado. The others were | ess successful; their
response was a feeble, frightened |augh.

"Christ on a nongoose, Victoria," Stephen Thonmas sai d.
"You want to steal the starship.”

St ephen Thonmas's coment, thoughtl ess and casual, threw
Victoria off center and broke her influence. The gathering's
flow toward agreenent, toward decision, splashed up agai nst
a dam of doubt and fear.

"l can't believe you said that," Satoshi muttered
"Steal it!" Victoria said. "That's ridicul ous."

"But | think it's a great idea!" Stephen Thomas said. "I'l|
vote for it."

No one el se spoke. Victoria stood alone in the silence.

St ephen Thormas and Sat oshi stood up beside her. J.D. re-

mai ned in her place, fidgeting. She |ooked at Victoria,
stricken, then plunged to her feet. Victoria took her hand and
held it.

They wai t ed.

Scientists, researchers, nodem m ddl e-cl ass peopl e, had

no experience with taking such risks. Intellectual risks, yes,
sonetines; even risks to the reputation, if the subject was

| arge enough, the potential great enough. But this kind of
risk .

"You' re asking us to becone | awbreakers," said a senior
menber of the geol ogy departnent. "Renegades."

"W did that just by com ng into the anphitheater to-
night," Satoshi said drily.

"1'"msuggesting that we change the schedule,"” Victoria
said. "We've always left the possibility open.™

"Don't downplay the seriousness of what you suggest,"

219
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Thant havong said sharply. "If we adopt your plan, we'll be
goi ng agai nst powerful forces—

"l thought you agreed with ne!"

"l do. But we cannot go into this light-hearted or I|ight-
headed. Everyone who chooses to go should know the conse-
quences. Everyone who isn't sure should | eave the expedition.”

"Wait a minute," Crinson said. "You're talking as if we've
al ready agreed to this—we haven't! And it sounds like if we
do ... we can never cone hone."

"W'd have to face the consequences when we did cone
back," Victoria said.

"You're asking us to give up our famlies, our friends ..

"Crinson, those risks aren't new. They have nothing to do
with the question we have to decide right now "

"Hey," Stephen Thomas said, "if we conme back at all
we'll bring enough with us for the politicians to overl ook our
n sbehavi or. "

"Victoria herself said we mght not find anything "

"What do | have to do to live that down?" Victoria said,

an edge in her voice. "I wasn't trying to predict the future,

I was trying to explain what science is about and how you
conduct it! But | wouldn't be here if | thought the expedition
was for nothing, and nor would you."

Al zena spoke. "I cannot agree to risk ecological stability

by | eaving our support systens prematurely. It could nean

di saster.”

Infinity spoke again. "I tell you that if this starship is held
back fromits journey for one year, for three years, it wll
never recover. It will never leave orbit- It won't have an eco-
system”

They had all seen films of the central plaza of Santa Fe,
bl asted i nto rubble, poisoned, destroyed.

No one disputed what Infinity said. But Al zena' s warning
coul d not be shrugged off.

"Despite the dangers, | propose that we accelerate the ms-
sion's departure to Tau Ceti," Thanthavong said, as if it were
the most ordinary thing in the worid. "I propose that we take
advantage of Victoria's new transition solution.” She rose to
her feet.

Victoria waited.
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By ones, by twos, by small groups, the nenbers of the
deep space expedition rose to signify their agreenent.
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On the way hone, Victoria felt sinultaneously el ated,
frightened, and drained. She wal ked with Stephen Thomnas;

J.D. and Satoshi followed cl ose behind.
"Say, Victoria . . ." J.D. said.

"Victoria, you did it!" Stephen Thomas said at the sane
time.

"No thanks to you," Victoria said.

"Now you're mad at ne. Shit, | couldn't resist the |ine.
And after all, it's true."

"It is not, and even if you had to say it, you should have
realized what lousy timng it was."

"Come on, now," Satoshi said mldly. "It turned out all
right."
"Maybe. W still have a long way to go."

Victoria fell silent, knowi ng that the argunment enbarrassed
Sat oshi, especially since J.D. was with them She w shed she
could get into a straight-ahead fight with Stephen Thomas. It
seenmed as if ever since she got hone. every other conversa-
tion she had with himdeteriorated into bickering. She could
not understand why. Maybe they just needed to clear the air.

"J.D., what were you going to say a mnute ago?"
“I ... this is hard—=

They heard footsteps approaching at a run.

"Hey, wait for me!"

Feral rushed up, panting.

"Sonmebody said you had the neeting! Wiy didn't you tell
me? What happened? Damm!"

"You shoul d have been there,’
m ssed the creation of —

St ephen Thomas said. "You

" St ephen Thomas!" Victoria said sharply.
"What ?"

"1 think we have to start being careful what we discuss in
front of Feral."

"He was in ny office while we were 'conspiring,' for god's
sake," Stephen Thonmas said. "You didn't object then."

"I didn't think of it then. So shoot ne."

"Don't you trust ne to tell your story straight?" Feral
excl ai ned.

222 Vonda N. Mcintyre

"Your interests can't always coincide with ours."
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"Maybe we could tell himwhat happened, off the record,"”
J.D. said hesitantly.

"This is bullshit,"” Stephen Thomas said. "W made the

decision in a goddamed public nmeeting. It's to our advantage

if Feral tells our side. Gherwise it'll all come fromthe chan-
cellor—er the GAO. Feral, Victoria's research produced a

second transition solution. Faster, shorter, better. And sooner.
At the neeting we agreed to nove the schedule up."

"And | mssed it—=2 Dam! | obviously haven't cultivated
my sources properly."

"I't's been a tough day," Satoshi said. "W didn't exclude
you on purpose—

"Never mnd the apol ogies. Tell ne everything that hap-
pened. How soon—=2"

Victoria wal ked ahead, angry at Stephen Thonmas nore
because he was right then because he was telling Feral every-
thing. J.D. hurried to keep up with her

"Victoria, | have to go back to earth."
Conpl et el y-shocked, Victoria stopped short and faced J.D
"What ?"

"It's Zev. The diver. He's disappeared. This is hard to
explain, but | have to help him=

"Hel p him What about us? My god, J.D., this expedition
exi sts to support you! You can't leave it now. "

"I have to. | have responsibilities—

"What about your responsibility to us? You |l et us put our-
selves on the line without telling us what you'd decided, you
stood with us for the change—how coul d you do this?"

"I"'msorry," she said, unable to neet Victoria's gaze, star-
ing at her feet like an enbarrassed child. "I tried, but
The expedition isn't only for ne, that's silly—=

"If you think it's silly, then maybe you'd better |eave."
" But —

They reached the tunoff to J.D.'s house. J.D. stopped;
Victoria continued, into the darkness.

"Un nmaybe |'Il see you tonorrow?" J.D. said.

Victoria could not trust herself to speak. Satoshi, Stephen
Thomas, and Feral, unaware of what J.D. had deci ded,

paused | ong enough to say good night to her; their voices,
the words indistinct, faded behind Victoria.
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"Victoria, wait!"
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She broke into a run

The courtyard surrounded her with a soft carnation scent.

The lights glowed on in the main room of the house, respond-
ing to her approach. At the open French wi ndows. Victoria

ki cked off her shoes and stepped inside, onto the cool, rus-
tling reed mats. Their texture usually pleased her. Her vision
bl urred. Stephen Thonas's conplicated distillation equip-

ment hunkered on the floor |ike some msbegotten creature

in a cheap special -effects novi e.

Qpeni ng the door, Stephen Thomas cane in and stood be-
side her, just gazing at her

Victoria wal ked across the reed nats, passing the still.
"I wish you'd nove that thing," she said. "Good night."

St ephen Thomas wat ched as she vani shed into the back
corridor. Satoshi and Feral cane in behind him

"I's she all right?"
St ephen Thomas shrugged, nystified and upset.

"Maybe 1'd belter go stay at the visitor's house," Fera
said. "l've really throwmn a nonkey wench into this

"No," Satoshi said. "You're our guest. Victoria and Ste-
phen Thomas and | obvi ously have some m sunder st andi ngs
to clear up between us, but we shouldn't inflict themon you."

"Come sit down," Stephen Thomas said. "I want to tel
you about the neeting."

Feral hesitated, tenpted.
"Go ahead," Satoshi said. "I'lIl talk to Victoria."

In her bed, Victoria curled around her pillow and thought
about going back into the main room behaving the way Ste-
phen Thomas al ways did, acting as though she had said not h-
ing for which she needed to apol ogi ze. But she did need to
apol ogi ze. And she could not quite face it tonight.

"Victoria?"

Sat oshi tapped lightly on her door. Victoria remained si-
lent. He slid the door a handsbreadth open. He knew she was
awake; she never went to sleep this fast, even when she was
exhausted. Especially when she was exhaust ed.

"Can | cone in?"
"Yes."
224 Voncfa N. Mintyre

He slid into bed beside her, kissed her on the forehead,
and held her till she fell asleep.

J.D. lay in bed in the darkness, unable to rel ax.

I mght as well have stayed with the divers and never even
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cone to Starfarer, she thought. Damm! Wy is this happen-
ing?

Staying with the expedition tenpted her with such force

that she had to stop thinking about the possibility, the good
reasons, the rationalizations. She would return to earth with
the reputation of being a troubl emaker. She m ght be barred
from her adopted profession. She might fail to find Zev; she
m ght be arrested and put in jail as soon as she touched down.
If she stayed here, she would be an alien contact specialist.
And Victoria would not be angry with her

She put aside the tenpting thoughts and tried to sleep

When she left, everyone would think she was runni ng away,
afraid to continue on the expedition. But for once in her life
she was not runni ng away.

Trying to sl eep was hopel ess. She took her notebook and
pen into bed with her, and tried and failed to work on her
novel .

At least | won't have to get used to witing electronically,
she thought. Now | will be able to just go out and buy anot her
not ebook.

The thought gave her no confort.

As he often did, Infinity went into the garden to sl eep
Carrying his bl anket past the rosebush, he snelled the snoke
of a cigarette near the battered | unar rock where Kolya |iked
to sit. The cosnonaut was nowhere to be seen; his footprints
| ed away across dewy grass.

Infinity went farther around the edge of the garden, beyond
the lingering cigarette snoke. He spread his bl anket between
sonme juni per bushes, where the snell was clean and pungent.
He wrapped hinself up in the peace of the garden

He did not mind the chill. Dewdrops formed on his bl an-

ket, glowing silver on the black | eaves of the rosebush, which
had hardly wilted despite being transplanted when it was wi de
awake. Though it woul d have been better to wait till Starfar-

er's mld winter, during the bush's dormant season. Infinity
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had decided to risk the rose rather than risking Florrie's age.
He had wanted her to have her roses.

But of course she would | eave the expedition now-she

woul d have to. She had nothing to do with Infinity and the
ot her renegades, and she would not want to remain on board
Starfarer now that everything had changed.

Though the neeting had chosen the path he desired, he

still felt unconfortable with his part init. He was not used
to speaking up, using the force of his past to influence events.
The expedition had to nake the change. Wthout it, they were

| ost.

But if they failed in their attenpt
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Hearing footsteps, he rolled onto his chest. The silence of
the garden anplified the stealthy sound.

Giffith wal ked into the garden and stood in the starlight,
| ooking up at the hill. Looking for Kolya. But the cosnbnaut
had wal ked away in the other direction.

You don't need to worry about Kolya, Infinity thought. Even
if Giffith stops us, he can't have Kol ya Cherenkov taken off
Starfarer.

O can he?

For anyone el se up here, the plan's failure would nean the
| oss of job and anbitions and hope. It mght even nmean
prison. But if Kolya went back to earth, it would nmean his
life.

Infinity lay without noving for an hour, watching Giiffith
wat ch and wait, wondering what he could do, how he could
guard agai nst the danger his outburst had caused.

After Giffith cursed softly to the night and wal ked away,
Infinity lay thinking and worrying for a long tine.

Victoria woke alone. She lay in bed, trying to enjoy the
sunl i ght stream ng through her open, uncurtai ned wi ndow.

For sonmeone who achi eved the inpossible |last night, she
said to herself, you are surely in a terrible nood.

She had to apol ogi ze to Stephen Thonas for snapping at

hi m Maybe she shoul d al so apologize to J.D., but that was
harder. She understood prior conmitnents and responsibili -

ties ... it would be difficult to tell Gangrana that she night
have to | eave the house, and G eg was sure to grind Stephen
Thomas t hrough anot her enotional winger. But the expedi-
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tion nmenbers were putting their commtnment to Starfarer
first.

Victoria did not feel up to talking to J.D. Sauvagej ust now. A
Every way she inmagi ned the conversation, she ended up an-
grier than before, and J.D. ended up hurt and confused.

She burrowed deep under the covers and tried to go back
to sl eep.

Arachne's signal chilled her fully awake. She sat up and
|l et the web display Starfarer's new orders.

When she finished reading the display, she gasped. She had
been hol ding her breath with disbelief. She threw off her /*
bl ankets and ran into the main room

St ephen Thomas | ounged in the sunlight Iike a cat. He rose n
abruptly when Victoria storned in.

"Victoria, good lord, if you're still mad—" -
"Look at this." She fornmed a display so they could | ook
at it together. N
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St ephen Thormas read the nessage, frowning. "Jesus H. i
Christ." -f-

Sat oshi wandered in, blinking, blank with sleep. "If you' ve n
got to fight, why don't you fight quietly?"

"W aren't fighting. Look at this."
He, too, read the nessage.
It woke himup even better than coffee.

Giffith sat on the balcony of his roomin the enpty guest-
house. Small puffy clouds drifted between himand the sun
tubes. He was as oblivious to the shadows they cast over him
as he had been to the bright sunlight shining on hima few
m nutes before. He had not slept, he had not eaten. Al he
had done, all he could do, was think about N kolai Petrovich
Cherenkov, and the M deast Sweep, and the plans he hinself
had so carefully brought into being.

"Marion."

Giffith froze. He would not have believed anyone coul d
come up behind himw thout his know edge. He was fast and
he was wel | trained, but he knew Cherenkov woul d be nore
than ready for anything he tried.

Maybe he deserved what ever Cherenkov chose for him
"Are you responsi ble for the new order?"

"It was perfect,” Giffith said. "It would alienate the
STARFARERS 227

Eart hSpace associ ates and convert the ship to mlitary pur-
poses, all at the sane tine."

"You are such a fool."

Giffith turned, carefully, slowy. Cherenkov faced him
enpt y- handed.

"All | ever wanted was to be like you," Giffith said. "As
good as you—

"You prove ne right," Cherenkov said. "As good as nme?
My country was destroyed! | had no little part in its enslave-
ment. |s that what you want for yourself?"

"That isn't what | neant. | didn't know ... | didn't
think . . ."

"No. OF course not. We old nen send you young nmen out

to do our dirty work, and we teach you not to think. Start
thinking now Is there any way to turn the weapons carrier
back? Any way to stop this abom nation?"

Giffith shook his head. The interaction dizzied him He
flinched down, cursing, and closed his eyes till his bal ance
st eadi ed.
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"No," he said. "It's out of my control. If | were back on
earth they might listen to me. Probably not, though. This is
what they want to do. | just helped find a way to do it. If |
changed nmy mind, they'd think you'd found a way to force
me. "

"And here | believed," Cherenkov said wyly, "that you
were not permitted any weaknesses we m ght make use of."

"I"'mnot a robot!" Giffith glared at him "I'mgetting
married next nmonth! But when I'm. . . working ... | don't
let nyself think ..."

"Yes. That is the problem isn't it?"

"That isn't what | neant, either, and you know it! What
do you want nme to say? That |'msorry? | am for all the good
it wll do!"

Cherenkov's expression was mld. "I didn't think you could
surprise ne, Marion, but you have." He sat on the wall of

the bal cony and | et hinself |ean back over the ten-nmeter drop
"Several times over."

"Don't do that," Giffith said.

After a few nmonents, Cherenkov pushed hinself forward
again. He sat slunped, his hands hanging |inp. H s heavy,
streaky hair shadowed his face
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"Have you any idea," he said, "how the | eaders of the
Sweep will react to Starfarer |oom ng over them after you
have supplied it with nuclear mssiles?"

Infinity entered his dimfront roomand brushed his finger-
tips through the commeal in the small pot by the door. He
tossed his blanket toward a chair.

" G]I "

"Florrie!** Infinity hurried forward | o take the bl anket from
her tap where it had fallen. "I didn't see you, |I'msorry. Wat
are you doi ng here? What's the matter?"

She wore her multilayered bl ack cl othes and the shells and
beads in the | ong patches of her hair. Her gray eyes | ooked
very pale within their circles of dark kohl. Infinity wondered
if the admi nistrators had really thought they could bully her
into wearing regul ation cl ot hi ng.

"I'"ve been trying and trying to get you," she said.

"Way didn't you call nme on the direct web? You could
have said it was urgent."

"I don't know, | didn't want to, 1 thought you m ght be
asl eep. "’

He guessed that all her contradictions neant that she, |ike
a lot of others, felt unconfortable using the direct |ink.

"Ckay, |'mhere now. What's wong?" He had seen her a
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couple of times since the party; she always had people with
her, conme to talk with her or help her, eat with her or cook
for her. Her presence was a trenendous success. At |east one
thing had been going right, anong so nuch el se goi ng wrong.

It was too bad she woul d be | eaving. She ought to be hone
packi ng. The EarthSpace transport a few hours ahead of the
armed mlitary carrier would be the last civilian vessel to
approach until Starfarer” situation was resolved one way or
anot her. EarthSpace had al ready sent out orders for no one

to disenbark, but it had no way of enforcing the demand or
calling the transport back. The transport had to pick up nore
reaction mass from Starfarer. Gtherwise it would have to
power itself hone with only enmergency reserves: a tricky.

ri sky maneuver.

"He was there again last night. He's always there. Can't |
make hi m st op?”

"You nean Giffith?"
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She nodded.

"l don't know. You could report himto the chancellor for
har assi ng you."

"I"'msure he's figured out sonething to report nme to the
chancel l or for, and you know who'd be believed."

"I know he scares you. But, Florrie, you know, he isn't
really interested in you or ne or anybody except Kolya. That's
why he's always in your garden at night."

"He hasn't actually done anyt hi ng

"Isn't it kind of pointless to worry? You'll be going back
to earth on the transport. | guess he will be, too, but once
you're home you'll probably never see himagain. Are you

packed? There isn't that nmuch tinme. You do understand that
it's the last chance to | eave?"

She sagged in his chair as if she had suddenly reached the
limt of her energy.

"Are they sending nme away?" she said, so faint he could
hardly hear her.

"No, not sending you, exactly .

"Way should | have to go, when 1 didn't even have any-
thing to do with the neeting? Nobody even told ne it was
happeni ng! "

"Don't you want to go home?"
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"This is ny hone now | cane all the way out here—why
do you think I'd want to | eave agai n?"

"Because everything's changed," Infinity said.
“Not for nme," Florrie said.

One of Slarfarer's telescopes trained itself on the mlitary
carrier as it accelerated toward the starship. It hung in the
center of the screen, apparently unmoving, but pushing for-
ward at twi ce the delta-vee of a regular transport.

Victoria found her gaze and her attention drawn to the im
age no matter how hard she tried to concentrate on all the
other things she had to think about.

The prospect of nucl ear weapons on board Starfarer an-

gered and di stressed and saddened her nore than any ot her

el ement of the attenpted takeover, even, strangely enough,
the possibility that the starship would be turned into a | ow
orbit watchpost. The battle against arm ng the starship was
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the hardest fight the alien contact team had taken on. Victoria
stilt sometines felt astonished that they had won it.

The one good thing the approaching nmilitary carrier had
done was unify the faculty and staff- There were plenty of
menbers who believed the expedition could present itself as
peaceful while carrying defensive weapons, but even they
were angered by the neans being taken to armthe ship.

Victoria stared at the screen, at the dark ungainly carrier
with its exterior cargo of shrouded mi ssiles.

"They' ve been planning this for a long tinme," Stephen
Thomas said. ' They nust have. They can't have gotten it al
in place and made the decision just since our neeting." He
gl anced at the imge on the screen

Feral stood beside him They both | ooked at the carrier

"I"'mnot so sure," Feral said. "I think they realized they
had to work fast. | think | would have heard sonething, ru-
mors ..."

"Li ke about the nmeeting?" Stephen Thomas sai d.

"Thanks very much," Feral said. "Rub it in. Wait till |
get ny sources lined up, there won't be anything on this ship
I don't know about."

"Sounds intriguing."
"And see if | tell you any good gossip."

Victoria pulled her attention away fromthe inage of the
carrier.

" St ephen Thonmas, please, | can't stand that. WIIl you turn
it off? O let ne use the screen for a few mnutes, then ||
go sonmewhere el se and you can watch sone nore."
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"Sure."
St ephen Thormas and Feral stood aside for her.
"I's this private?" Feral asked.

"I"'mcalling ny great-grandnother. She'll have heard
what's happening, she'll be worried."

St ephen Thomas gl anced away, his expression frozen. He
had to make a call to earth, too

"What's the carrier's |atest ETA?" Feral asked. "WII it
get to us before we reach transition point?"

For a second Victoria could not figure out why Feral would
ask Stephen Thomas a question to which he al ready knew t he

answer .
"W can't tell," Stephen Thomas said. "It depends on
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how efficient |phigenie's orbit is and how much extra accel -
eration the carrier's got-which is classified information."

Sonme animation returned to his face and entered his voice.
Feral had asked just the right question to distract him and
he had given himan opportunity to lecture a little.

As Victoria requested an earth connection through the web,
she wondered if Feral knew about Stephen Thonmas's rocky
interactions with his father, or if he had sinply noticed his
unease. Stephen Thomas did not often open up to anyone on
such short acquai ntance. She wondered, absently, if Stephen
Thomas and Feral had slept together |ast night. Probably not;

no one in the partnership found rmuch attraction in one-night
stands. It would be uncharacteristic of Stephen Thomas to
start sonething that would have to end so soon, with Fera

| eaving on the transport.

"The satellite relay is currently overl oaded. Please wait.
then try again."

Impatiently, Victoria conplied with the unusual request.

"We'll get to the cosmic string before the carrier gets to
us," Feral said

"How the hell do you know that?" Stephen Thomas sai d.

"Because it wouldn't be aesthetically pleasing the other
way around," Feral replied. "And besides, if the carrier gets

here before we hit the string ... | won't be allowed to report
the story."
"Feral ," Victoria said, "do you know the ol d joke where

the punch line is 'Wat do you nmean "we," white nman?' "

"You're right,’
j oke. "

Feral said, grinning, "That is an old

"So, what do you nean, 'we'?"
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"You don't think I could | eave now, do you? This is the
best story I'll ever get the chance to cover! |I'mone of you."

"You can't sign on at the last mnute—

"The last minute! | only applied about eight hundred
times!"
"And you were turned down. |I'msorry, but—=

Feral |aughed. Stephen Thonmas started to chuckle.
"It isn"t funny!"

"But it is, love. I'msorry, it is."

"You're trying to pull off the biggest theft in the history of
232 Vonda N. Mcintyre

humanity," Feral said, "and you want nme to worry about
application rul es?"

That brought her up short.

"Yes," she said. "I do. Maybe it sounds nuts, but if we
use this rebellion as an excuse to throw out our |aws and
custons, we'll be in worse trouble than if we'd let Starfarer

be taken over."

Returning to Arachne, she tried once nmore to make the
connection. Once nore she received the "Ail |ines busy"
nessage

St ephen Thomas and Feral, both nmade sonber by her com
ment . | ooked over her shoul der.

"What' s going on?"

"Everybody calling out, just like me. Explaining why
they're going. O why they' Il be back sooner than they ex-
pected. "

Al'l the nenbers of the team and everyone el se on the

faculty, had spent the whole norning naking sure that every-
one knew that they had to decide, inmmediately, whether to

go or stay. Satoshi was off trying to reason with his graduate
student. Fox, who had to | eave and did not want to.

It was only a few hours till lunar transit, a few nore hours
till intersection with the cosmc string ... or takeover by the
mlitary carrier.

Victoria made a third attenpt to connect with the web.

"Your comunication request is in the queue. Please be
patient."

Victoria frowned. "This is weird, eh?"

"Yeah." Stephen Thomas said. "Even if everybody up here
called at the same time, Arachne's got plenty of channels.”
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They | ooked at each ot her

"We're being cut off," Feral said.

"I don't ..." Victoria let her voice trail away,

"I't's easy. Just interfere with our access to the relay sat-
ellite. Damm' | got two stories out, but the third—and the one
I haven't done yet, the live report on reaching transition ..
He tangled his fingers in his thick hair and turned away with
a shout of angui sh.

Victoria stared at the blank screen. Not to be able to talk

to Grangrana, maybe ever again . . . She slunped on the
bench.
STARFARERS 233

St ephen Thomas knelt behind her, put his arns around her,
and enfol ded her.

"She'll understand,” he whispered. "She'll know you
tried. She'll understand."

Victoria put her hands over his and held himtight. A tear
spl ashed down and caught where their fingers neshed, be-
tween his fair skin, her dark skin.

Victoria kicked off fromthe nouth of the entry tunnel and
swaminto the sail house. |phigenie, entranced in Arachne's

web, drifted in the center of the crystalline cylinder, in the
m dst of the eerie harnmonies of the sail's controls. Only a
few ot her people floated, scattered, within the sail house. This
shoul d have been a cel ebration. The changes nade a cel ebra-
tion inpossible.

The noon's shadow sped toward Starfarer as the noon

caught up with the starship. Wth Starfarer's orbit w dening,
the moon woul d pass below. By then the enormous sol ar sai

woul d have deflected the starship fromits original course,
setting it to skimthe surface of the nbon and arc out of the
pl ane of the solar system straight to the nearest point of the
| ocal strand of cosmic string.

(bservers on earth saw the full nobon about to occlude a
bri ght new star.

Victoria waited in silence until |phigenie' s eyelids fluttered.
The sail master gazed around, disoriented.

"Victoria ..."
"All set?"

| phigenie's mouth quirked up at one coner, a wy snile.
"I sure wish | had sonme ground support."

"You can do it without."
"COf course | can," Iphigenie said.

She | et herself spin, visually checking the starship cylin-
ders, the sail, the npon, and beautiful blue-white earth in the
di st ance.
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"I keep inmagining | can see the carrier already," |phigenie
said. "And the bonbs . . ."

" Soon. "

"Too soon. It's going to be close. And the transport, Vic-
toria—the pilot's got to take on reaction mass and undock as
soon as she can. Gtherwise we'll have a civilian transport
along for the ride. The last thing we need is a ship full of
ki dnapping victins." She pressed her hands against her tight,
smoot h braids. "Can we even conmunicate with the trans-

port? Or are their systens 'overloaded,' too?"

"We're realigning an antenna," Victoria said. "The trans-
port will hear us. W might get one voice link to earth. But
that's it."

"I wanted a test," Iphigenie said- Her eyelids fluttered.

"How cl ose do we have to cut things?"

"I won't know until after lunar passage. W won't have

nmore than a couple of hours. Everybody who's leaving is

going to have to cramthensel ves onto the transport fast. Are
there a | ot?"

"Not as many as | was afraid there would be."
"They' Il all fit on one transport?"

"I't will be crowded." Victoria shrugged- "They'll man-
age." She did not want to think about who was leaving. It
made her too unhappy, too angry.

"l've got to concentrate,
to link in?"

| phigenie said. "Do you want

"Yes!"

She slipped into Iphigenie' s nultidinensional mathemati -
cal space. |Inmages poured through her connection with
Arachne. Starfarer fell behind the noon.

I phigenie drifted in her accustoned position, all her senses
focused on the sail and the connection between Arachne and
the sail, measuring control in mcroneters.

The craters and naria on the sunlit linb of the npbon van-
i shed abruptly into darkness at the term nator.

The sun di sappeared behind the earth; the earth disap-
peared behind the dark |inb of the noon. Darkness overtook
the starship. The bright sail dinmmed. In starlight, it began to

collapse. In the illumnation of Iphigenie's instructions, Vic-
toria felt the slackening sail's control strands tighten and shift
and nove.
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The dark noon | ooked huge, a great black shadow i n space
Starfarer plunged toward it.

Then the ship passed over it, as if over the dark depths of

a sea. For a strange, unsettling tine Victoria felt as if she
were traversing the airless surface in a hot-air balloon, im
possi bl y hi gh.

As Victoria' s eyes grew accustoned to the change in con-
trast, she saw features in the shadows, faintly illum nated by
starlight.

Suddenl y | phigenie shouted in anger and in pain. An in-
stant |ater Arachne jerked the web's connections from Vic-
toria, flinging her into darkness and enptiness. Victoria
gasped for breath and fought for consci ousness.

The light was very dim Far beyond the spinning cylinders

of the starship, the nmoon |lay shadowed with starlight, craters
black at the rim fuliginous inside. On the other side of the

sail house, Victoria could see the sail only as a shadow agai nst
the starfield. But she knew that w thout | phigenie' s control,

wi thout the solar wind to stabilize it, it would collapse, tangle,
destroy itself.

The starship plunged toward the surface of the nobon. The
illusion of stillness changed abruptly into the reality of tre-
mendous vel ocity.

The harmony of the control chords coll apsed into disso-
nance. Victoria heard the other people in the sail house, all
shadows, shouting in confusion, npaning in pain. They, too,
had been hooked i n.

Awkward wi th shock, she dog-paddl ed toward | phigenie,
who tunbl ed, rigid and quivering, through the air.

"I phigenie!"

She had a pul se, but she did not respond to Victoria's voice
or touch. She had taken the brunt of Arachne's abrupt with-
drawal . Qutside, the sail began to collapse upon itself. Iphi-
geni e's eyelids nickered.

"Hard connection . . -" the sail naster nurmnured.

Victoria grabbed her shirt and towed her toward the backup
consol e at the edge of the sail house. She had never seen any-
one use it, for the interface with Arachne made it obsol ete.
Unt hi nking, Victoria sent Arachne a signal to enliven the
console. O course nothing happened. Victoria felt foolish,
and crippled. Losing her connection with the webworks was

Vonda N. Mcintyre
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like losing a linb- Its phantom renmi ned, perceptible but use-
| ess.

Victoria slapped the controls of the console. It registered
activity. It connected with the starship's conputer. Victoria
|l et out her breath. If it had been Arachne itself that was dam
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aged, rather than the conputer's connections to the outside
worid, the expedition would have ended right there.

"I phigenie, are you all right? It's on, it's here, what should

| do?"

"Just . . . feed in the nunbers .

| phi geni e reached for the interface, but her |ong slender
hands trenbl ed. Her eyes rolled back and she fainted.

"I phigenie!"

First Victoria had to remenber her password, which she

had not used in nonths. Wth the direct connection, the web
recogni zed the pattern of her brain waves. At the first try she
m styped it. Whoever had to type anything anynore? Victoria
never typed. On the second desperate try she got it right.

Then she had to search for the files in which she had so easily
i mrer sed herself under the sailnmaster's tutelage. Al Victoria
could do was change Starfarer's path by rote, wthout the

m nute alterations |phigenie would have made as she flew.

The ot her people in the sail house, recovering, paddled to-
ward her through the di ssonant notes of chaos.

"What happened? |Is she all right?"

"I hope so," Victoria said. "She talked. Get her to the
health center. Anne, please, would you log in and try to keep
the tension even on the |ines? Maybe there's a control pro-
gram here sonewhere, | don't know. "

She heard at the edge of her hearing and saw at the coners

of her vision that others were hel ping, working, taking Iphi-
genie to aid. Letting them go, she disappeared into the math-
ematical space that controlled the starship, seeing only the
strange di mensions and hearing only a cacophony that she
urged toward harnony.

The noon's gravity drew the starship out of the plane of

the nmoon's orbit. In the original plan, Starfarer spent the next
six nonths in a shakedown cruise. The alternate path drove

the ship imediately to the nearer but nore conplex transi-

tion point.
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If the new pl an succeeded, Starfarer woul d escape before
the mlitary carrier arrived with its nucl ear arns.

The tones bl ended. To Victoria' s ear the nusic | acked the
simpl e beauty of Iphigenie's solutions.

The noon passed beneath the starship. The nmoon's sunlit

limb changed froma bright flaring line, to a bow, to a cres-
cent: dark of the noon to new nobon to hal f-noon in the

space of a few m nutes

The sail caught the sunlight again, silver, shimering. The
winkled center filled; the edges straightened.
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Starfarer passed beyond the noon.

Wthin the cylinder, J.D, paused when the noon's shadow

cut off the light to the sun tubes. She | ooked out the w ndow

of her house to watch the eerie m dday eclipse pass over the
land. It lasted too brief a time for the auxiliary power to kick
in and illum nate the canpus.

The light returned. Everything had, J.D. assuned, gone
snoot hl y.

She gl anced around the main room of her house. Mts

given to her at the welconing party renained rolled up and
stacked. She had put off laying themout till she finished
bui |l di ng her shelves. Slabs of rock foamlay just inside the
door, unused, perhaps never to be used. Her books renmi ned

in their boxes. She could not take them back with her, for

the transport would be too crowded. Many of the people |eav-
ing felt like refugees, forced to abandon everything. J.D. had
heard the sadness and distress and anger in their voices. She
synpat hi zed with them and knew she should feel |ucky, if

she had to |l eave, to be |eaving before she could put her roots
down very far.

Nevert hel ess, she felt uprooted.

Though the transport woul d not dock for an hour, J.D. left
her house, enpty-handed, and trudged down the path toward
the cylinder's end.

Victoria crept silently into Iphigenie's roomin the health
center. The sailmaster lay bundled in a blanket with the edge
pul l ed cl ose around her face. Victoria sat nearby, prepared
for a long wait.

"What happened?" | phi geni e whi sper ed.
240 vonda N. Mclntyre

"Sonebody crashed the web. Turned off the safeguards

and crashed it. It was deliberate. It " About to say that
it blasted the web to shreds, she stopped herself. It scared
her to think what the crash m ght have done to Iphigenie. "It
caused a | ot of disruption. But things are getting back to-
gether. How are you feeling?"

"l mean the orbit."

"It's pretty close to what you planned. But w thout any
refinements. "

"Did it work, Victoria? | want to know if it worked."

Victoria drewin a long breath and let it out. "I don't know
yet. W won't know till we outrun the carrier ... or get
caught . "

I phi geni e noved weakly, rising fromthe bed, wapping the
bl anket around herself.

"1'"m goi ng back out."

"Do you feel up to it?"

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Vonda%20N%20Mclintyre%20-%20Starfarers.txt (203 of 240) [11/1/2004 12:30:56 AM]



file:///G)/Program%20Files’eM ule/lncoming/V onda%20N %20M cl ntyre%20-%20Starfarers.txt

"I don't like being in gravity, |'ve got to get out of here."

Though everyone else in the sail house had been hooked

into Arachne through |phigenie, and had felt the web's dis-
integration only secondhand, many ot her nenbers of the fac-
ulty and staff had been routinely hooked in on the web during
the crash. The overworked health center staff were treating
everyt hing from headache and nausea to coma. No one even

noti ced when | phigenie and Victoria left.

Victoria hel ped | phigenie out of the center. The sail naster

| ooked gray beneath her dark skin, and her hands were cold
and clammy. But if she could inprove the course by a fraction
of a percent, it night nmake the difference between the con-
tinuation of the expedition, and its conplete, permanent fail-
ure. They had gone too far now to back off fromrisk

Once nore in the crystal bubble of the sail house, |phigenie

gl anced at the sail, at the moon, the earth, the sun, as if she
could plot out the best course w thout any technical support
at all. She gazed across at the hard-link, warily.

"I's Arachne back yet?" she asked.

A strange question; easy enough to check for herself. Vic-
toria had been querying every couple of mnutes, to no avail

"No. No answer yet."
| phi geni e pushed herself toward the console. Drifting in
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wei ghtl essness with the bl ue bl anket w apped around her, she
| ooked |i ke a forlorn baby-blue ghost. She reached the con-
sol e and worked over it for a few mnutes, every so often
reaching up to pull a drifting coner of the blanket closer.

"That's it," Iphigenie said. "That's as good as it gets. You
did well, Victoria. Thank you."

Ret urni ng, exhausted, fromthe sail house, Victoria realized

that it lacked only a fewmnutes till the transport's departure.
She had vowed not to go to the waiting room not to bid

goodbye to anyone who chose to | eave the expedition

But when she reached the corridor that led to the transport
access, she realized her vow was a cruel and petty one.

She pushed off toward the waiting room

Ten neters ahead, someone wearing |ong black garnents

pul I ed hersel f doggedly forward, trying to maneuver with one

hand while using the other to hold the excess fabric of her

long, drifting skirt. Each tinme she let it go, the skirt crept up
around her knees.

Such heavy clothing was rare on board the starship, and
Victoria could not think who m ght be wearing it. She caught
up and gl anced curiously sideways.

"Al zena! "

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Vonda%20N%20Mclintyre%20-%20Starfarers.txt (204 of 240) [11/1/2004 12:30:56 AM]



file:///G)/Program%20Files’eM ule/lncoming/V onda%20N %20M cl ntyre%20-%20Starfarers.txt

The chi ef ecol ogi st continued w t hout pausing. Her chador
covered everything except her hands and her face.

"Where are you goi ng? Wiy are you dressed |ike that?"

"I'"'mgoing back to earth. | can take only one set of
clothes."

"But you can't |eave'"
"I must. If | remain, illegally, nmy famly will be shamed."

"What about your work? The ecosystem depends on your
know edge. The whol e expedition could succeed or fail—=

"You don't understand, Victoria. You can't. Al the
branches of your family are Western. My family is different.
I have obligations that have nothing to do with my work."

"So you're going to wap yourself up in nourning—

"It is not mourning, and you know it. It is traditional, and
| nust be wearing it when | reach earth. It's one thing to
adopt Western dress up here, in private, quite another to ap-
pear in public—there will be caneras . . . My fanmily will see
me. | cannot enbarrass them™

242 Vonda N. Mclntyre

Victoria | ooked away. This was a facet of Al zena she had
never known about. She would rather not have net the Al -
zena who woul d abandon a position of respect, authority,
acconpl i shnent, and freedom in order to return to a circum
scri bed exi stence and subnit herself to rule by accident of
bi rth.

The ecol ogi st was correct. Victoria did not understand. She
coul d not understand actions that seenmed to her nore alien

t han anyt hi ng she coul d i nagi ne encountering in a distant star
system

"I"'msorry," she said. "I"'msorry for your decision. I'm
sorry things worked out this way."

"So aml," Al zena said.

Di stressed, Victoria hurried on. |eaving the ecol ogi st be-
hi nd.

J.D. let herself hover by the wall of the transport waiting
room She felt linp and distressed; if there had been any
gravity at all here she would have been sitting slunped in a
chair. O her soon-to-be-ex-expedition nmenbers filled the
room The noise |l evel was high and harsh, but the tal k and
argunent and recrimnations and | ast-m nute goodbyes often
fell into the niddl e of strange abrupt silences.

As the transport approached, the public address speaker
broadcast the conversation between its pilot and Starfarer's
traffic controller. They had a direct radio |link, independent
of communications satellites. They exchanged information in

a sort of technological ritual, just the sane as always, as if
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not hi ng had happened.

J.D. knew about the attenpted sabotage of Starfarer by the
di sruption of the web. The web had safeguards, to protect
peopl e hooked in during crashes. Someone had deliberately
overridden them J.D. could not understand the nmind of
someone who woul d hurt people on purpose. Wrst of all, it
had to be soneone on board Starfarer.

The sabot age had angered a nunber of people to the point

of changing their mnds about |eaving. J.D. would have been
anong themif she had been departing for any reason but the
di vers.

She shivered, closed her eyes, and extended a tentative ten-
dril toward Arachne. |If the web was re-fornmed, if the con-
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nection to the satellite had been restored, she could ask once
more if Zev had been found.

No reply.

She was about to go |ooking for a hard-link to the comnputer
when Victoria entered the wailing room She paused in the
hat chway and | ooked around. J.D. averted her gaze, wi shing
Victoria were seeking soneone el se, but know ng why she
nmust be here.

The transport docked with a faint |owfrequency thud, a
faint vibration of the walls.

Even without |ooking, J.D. knew it when Victoria touched
the wall nearby and brought herseif to a halt at J.D.'s side.

N
s
Victoria took J.D.'s hand. J.D. flinched, startled by her
t ouch.
"Pl ease," she said. "Victoria, |I'msorry. | have to |eave.

I can't—= Her throat tightened. If she kept speaking she
woul d break down.

"I know," Victoria said. "I knowit. That's why | cane.
To tell you that | do understand. |'mfurious, but not at you
I think you're an admirable person. | wouldn't have the cour-

age to do what you're doing."

"Thank you for trying to nake ne feel better ..." Her
smile felt shaky. "It isn't working."

The hatch door opened and people cane out. A crowd had

al ready formed around the hatchway. The |ast transport woul d
be packed. Half its incom ng passengers were refusing to

di senbark. J.D. could not blame them and besides, as Sa-
toshi said, anyone who could be tal ked out of being on the
expedition for any reason probably should not have joined it
in the first place.
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Though J.D. was one of the passengers who actually held

a confirmed reservation, she did not expect to claimher
couch. The transport could accommpdate all its passengers
only because freefall gave themthree dinensions rather than
two in which to place thensel ves

"l hope you find your friend," Victoria said.
"Thank you."

The | ast few people straggled out of the hatchway. Hardly
noticing them J.D. hugged Victoria, who enbraced her

244 Vonda N. Mclntyre

tightly. Finally they drifted away fromeach other, still hold-
i ng hands.

"1 guess ...

J.D. noticed a pair of youths, strangely famliar, mnoving
through the waiting room anong the other new people. She
| ost sight of them

"I guess |'d better go." Everyone el se had al ready crowded
into the transport.

Victoria put one hand on either side of J.D.'s face, |eaned
forward, and kissed her lips. J.D. felt herself blushing, but
did not pull away.

Victoria let her hands slip away fromJ.D.'s face. Reluc-
tantly, J.D. pushed off fromthe wall, noving backward
t hrough the hat chway.

" Goodbye. "
The doors began to cl ose.
" Goodbye. "

Beyond Victoria, the strange youths headed for the exterior
hatch. One, awkward in wei ghtl essness, pushed off too hard.
She tunbl ed toward a group of equally inexperienced peopl e.
The other youth, of indeterm nate gender, wearing an incon-
gruous baggy business suit and an even nore i ncongruous
hat, swam after her, caught her, and steadied her. This youth
was an old hand up here, swiming in the air |ike water-
Even as J.D. thought, It couldn't be! she lurched forward
through the | ast crack between the closing doors. They

sl ammed open, then shut again as she barreled back into the
wai ting room

"Zayl "

The youth in the business suit spun toward her—and con-

tinued turning. He pulled off his hat, freeing his astonishing
pal e hair, and flung the hat hard in the opposite direction of
the spin. His rotation slowed. He touched the wall and

| aunched hinself toward J.D.

"J.D. I I did not see you—how did you know | was com
ing? We thought we kept it a secret. | have a different nane
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now. And | am Chandra's assistant."

J.D. looked at him baffled. He dodged around her, skim
m ng past her, very close, never touching her.

Chandra nade her way to them hand over hand al ong the
STARFARERS
245

transport wall. "Thanks for leaving nme hanging like that. Is
that your idea of gratitude?"

"This is Chandra. Chandra, | forgot my new nane."
"It doesn't matter. You can go back to being Zev."

"What happened?” J.D. cried. "I don't understand any of
this!™"

Zev | aughed and hovered above them "What does it nmat-
ter? We're here now."

Chandra answered her. "It's like Zev said. He's ny grad
student in the art departnent. My agent got hima temnporary
new i dentity."

"Your agent nust be pretty extraordinary."

Zev swooped between them pushed off gently fromthe
surface beyond their feet, and passed behind J.D

"She is. She knows some amazi ng peopl e. She even knows
peopl e who can nake publishers pay themtheir royalties on
time."

"That is ammzing. Zev, stop, slow down!"
"l cannot help it, this is exciting."

She took his wist as he passed, and drew himtoward her.
She had forgotten how warm his skin always felt. In the sea,
heat radiated fromhim perceptible a handsbreadth away.

"Conme here, let me hug you."
"But you said, about being on | and—

"Never mnd what | said. For a mnute, we can be divers
again.”

Zev smled his lumnous snile and pulled hinself to her

and hugged her tight- He hid his face agai nst her neck. His
breath whi spered agai nst her collarbone. J.D. felt as if she
had been dying of starvation and thirst and | oneliness without
knowing it, until this nonent, and now it did not matter
because she was no | onger dyi ng.

Victoria hovered nearby while J.D. and Zev hugged each
other, floating upside down in relation to Victoria's orienta-
tion.

The artist grabbed onto a handhol d. She clung tight, her
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eyes shut, the weird swellings on her face and hands dark
with increased circulation.

She opened her eyes. They were a dull silver-gray. She
seenmed to |l ook directly at Victoria.

246 Vonda N. Mclntyre

"l have to hook into the conputer!" she said. She thrust
her chin toward Victoria, arrogant, desperate. "Qtherw se
I"'mgoing to start losing stuff. Wiy isn't it respondi ng?*

"The web's been disrupted,” Victoria said. "W're in a
|l ot of trouble here—are you sure you want to stay?"

"OF course. How |l ong before you've got a functiona
web?"

"l don't know. "

"I can't afford to wait—do you have portabl es? Backups?
A hard-1ink?"

Victoria al nost snapped at her, alnbst said, | have better
things to do than worry about art.

But the truth was that she did not have anything better to
do, with Iphigenie capable of watching the course, and al so
bei ng wat ched over to be sure she did not slip into shock
Victoria had nothing better to do than worry. She m ght as
wel | worry about sonething.

*\VWere did you get that suit?" J.D. was asking.
“Chandra had it made for ne."

"It fit himbetter," Chandra said, "before he decided he
ought to be able to swimin it."

"She says it should fit nore closely, but | like it this way.
Is it good space clothes?"

"It's unique," J.D. said. "And so are you."

Victoria smled. "Conme on," she said to Chandra. "I1'lI
get you to a link." She reached out to lead the artist, who
i gnored her hand and pushed off past her, dog-paddling.

"I'"'mnot blind, you know. "

Victoria kicked off after her, nonplussed, but relieved to
know t hat Chandra had not chosen sone form of altered sight,
even blindness, in pursuit of her art.

I nstead of ricocheting toward the hatchway, Victoria

grabbed a handhol d and stopped herself, her attention caught

by a change in the fanmliar tones of the conversation between
the transport pilot and Starfarer's traffic controller. Chandra
reached the hatch, turned to look for Victoria, scow ed, and
dog- paddl ed back toward her

"Starfarer control, no go, repeat, no go. Abort undocking
procedure. "
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"What's the trouble, transport? Your pattern's normal."
STARFARERS 247

"Eart hSpace orders. The transport isn't to di sengage from
the starship.”

Victoria cursed softly. If the pilot followed orders, if the
transport remained with Starfarer. the expedition would have
the choice of aborting transition, or vanishing with a trans-
port full of people who did not want to go. At worst, hos-
tages, kidnapping victinms; at best, a bunch of very hostile

i ndi vi dual s.

Chandra reached Victoria, still dog-paddling, slow but
steady. She clutched Victoria's armand pulled. They tunbl ed
until Victoria grabbed the wall and stopped them

"Conme on!" Chandra sounded as desperate as a child who
badly needed a bathroom For all Victoria knew, the sensa-
tion of full sensory recorders was the sanme as full bl adder
and bowel s.

"Just a second, this is serious."

The di scussi on between pilot and controller frayed around
the edges, the pilot's voice |osing some of its good-old-boy,
fem nine version, self-confidence, while the controller held
desperately to the precise, rigorously unaccented EarthSpace
communi cati ons Engli sh.

"Transport, you are cutting your wi ndow very thin. Star-
farer will not, repeat not, approach another before transition
You will be at risk of needing a tow. "'

A transport pilot would never |ive down naking a nistake
that required a tow, but this pilot's actions were deliberate.

"Hurry!" Chandra wail ed.

"Shut up!" Victoria whispered, out of practice with doing
the math in her head, hanpered by being cut off from
Arachne. Just how long did Starfarer have, to persuade the
pilot to change her mind and di sobey EarthSpace orders? If
Chandra felt unconfortably full, Victoria felt desperately

enpty.

J.D. and Zev swam over to her, Zev already snooth and
graceful in freefall. He had taken off the suit coat, but stil
gave the inpression of swinming within his clothing.

"WIIl they be stranded?" J.D. asked. "If they undock
| ate—wi || anyone rescue thenP"

"They' re probably coordinated with the earner, hoping to
stop us. The real question is, what if they don't undock?
don't want to go into this as ki dnappers."

248 vonda N. Mclntyre

"That's what they're counting on," J.D. said. "It nust
be. "
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"No'" the pilot shouted at the controller. Her angry voice
sounded even nore startling com ng through a speaker which
ordinarily transnitted the nost civilized of exchanges. "I've
got ny orders. W're staying."

The controller replied. "I hope you are all prepared for a
very long trip.'

Abandoni ng the sensory artist, Victoria headed for traffic
control

Giffith retraced the route he had followed w th N kol ai
Cherenkov, to the outer skin of the starship's canpus cylin-
der. He had no need of Arachne's guidance, for he never
permitted a conputer hookup to substitute for his acute nem
ory. He noved with quick caution. Everyone still on board
must have plenty of things to worry about, but he did not
trust their preoccupation to protect himfromtheir anger. He
doubt ed he would have tine to explain if he were cornered

by an infuriated nob; he doubted anyone woul d believe him
anyway.

He wi shed he had rmade time to go through spacewal k ori -
entation. A line through to Arachne woul d have hel ped make
up for that deficiency, but the web was still down. He won-
dered who had crashed it, and why he had not been told of
an ally on board the starship.

The tunnels grew increasingly dim increasingly rough. He
reached the tunoff to the airiock.

A dozen spacesuits hung in the access room He touched
Cherenkov's, but left it inits place. Even if it might have fit
him he lacked the gall to wear it.

I"ve lost a lot of gall in the |last couple of days, he thought.
Maybe now is where | get it back.

He picked a suit fromits hanger and inspected it carefully,
checking how the fittings worked. It was no nore conpli -
cated than a radiation suit. He clinmbed into it.

"Strosvuitye."

Giffith turned, disbelieving. Fromthe doorway, Cheren-
kov regarded himwi th an expression as matter-of-fact as his
Voi ce.

"My faith in human nature is obviously at a | ow ebb,"
STARFARERS 249

Cherenkov said. "Otherwi se | mght have expected to see
you here. You did understand what | said to you, didn't you?"

Giffith could not trust hinself to answer the question. "I
didn't expect to see you," he said. "This is the | ast place
expected to see you. What are you doi ng down here?"

"The same as you. Trying to save the expedition. Acting
an old part, the part of an unregenerate hero." He spoke
drily, self-deprecatingly.
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"You can go back up, then," Giffith said. "There's no
need for you to | eave the expedition."

"You said you wanted to be like me, and | said you were
a fool for it. You're still a fool."

"Thanks a lot,"” Giffith said. "What do | have to do, to

make you— He stopped.

"I'f you junp out into space and call for the carrier to
rescue you, it won't turn aside fromits prey. Its nmasters wll
not permt it."

"I think I know them better then you do, and you're
wrong. "

"I will not let you enter the airiock, Marion," Cherenkov

sai d.
"How are you going to stop ne?"

"I may be out of practice, but one does not forget certain
survival techniques." He smiled. "Especially when one per-
forns them agai nst an opponent handi capped by spacesuit

| egs hal fway down around his ankles."

"Don't laugh at nme!" Giffith jerked the bottom of the
spacesuit straight so he was no | onger hobbled by the | egs.
The back hung down behind himlike an enormous tail. Che-
renkov was right about his being handi capped, |ess by the
suit than by his desperate wish not to fight with the cosno-
naut .

"You can't seriously think I'd let you junp out instead!"

"That would be the nore rational course," Cherenkov sai d.

"Because you're sure they will turn around to go get you?
That's fucking egotistical."

"I"'mnot sure. But | amsure that | have the better chance
of slowing themlong enough for Starfarer to reach transi-
tion."

"Maybe we ought to both junmp out,"” Giffith said sarcas-

tically.
250 vonda N. Mintyre

"Al'l right," Cherenkov said. "That would be an accept-
abl e conprom se. "

Giffith hesitated.
"No," he said. "I can't allowit."

Curious, Cherenkov cocked his head. "But why? |I'msorry

if | hurt your pride, believing your superiors will not stop to
rescue you. Is that any reason to abandon a version of the

pl an that woul d work?"

"It's too risky," Giffith hesitated. "If they won't stop for
me ... maybe they won't stop for you, either."
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"l see." Cherenkov let his long legs fold up; he sat on the
stone fl oor and gazed at Giffith.

"You don't want to fight ne, either,"” Giffith said. "1'lI
take that as a conmplinent."” He managed to smile. "Check-
mat e. "

"Not yet," Cherenkov said. "Only check."

J.D. watched Victoria soar away wi thout a backward | ook

She hesitated, tenpted to follow But surely Victoria would
have asked for her help if she had wanted it. Besides, J.D
did not want to | eave Zev.

"Just tell ne where there's a link!" Chandra said. "Cod
forbid | should use any of your precious time."

"I"'msorry," J.D. said. "Things are a little conplicated
up here right now. Come on, I'll find you a place to transfer
your information."

She and Zev towed the artist out of the waiting room past
the people listening, fascinated and appalled, to the conver-
sation between Slarfarer traffic control and the transport
pil ot.

"Zev, where were you all this tine? Lykos has been wor-
ried, and I was just about to go back and help | ook for you."

"It was exciting. We al nbst got arrested.”

" '"We'? You and the other divers? | thought—=

" 'We,' himand nme," Chandra said. "I alnost let them

I'"ve never been arrested, it would have been good stuff to
collect. But they didn't look Iike regular police, and | was
afraid it would take too long to get out."

"l suspect that's an understatenent,"” J.D. said.

She | ed them down the corridor toward one of the auxiliary
equi prent roons.

STARFARERS 251

"Do' both of you realize that we're headed for transition
right now? That if you stay, you'll be on the starship perna-
nently? The expedition may be | onger than we pl anned

we' ve gotten ourselves in a lot of trouble."

Chandra | aughed. "You think / was making an understate-

ment? '’

"There's still tine to get on the transport."”

"J-D.," Zev said, "it would be silly to get on the trans-
port. It is not going anywhere." He | oosened his tie and
pulled it off.

"l hope they change their m nds about that, because Star-
farer isn't about to change course."

"W can't go back," Chandra said. "By now they'll have
figured out that my assistant doesn't exist, and maybe they'|
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have figured out who he really is. Besides, I'min the art
departnent, | signed on for the trip."

"Me, too," Zev said cheerfully. He pulled the shirttail out
of his trousers and unbuttoned his shirt so it flapped behind
hi m

"Al right . . . Wpoa, stop."
They turned in at the equi pnent room
"There's a link."

Chandra dove toward it. She would have piled headfirst

into the wall if J.D. had not grabbed her as she passed. She
had nothing to hold on to, to stop her, but their conbined
mass slowed themso they drifted to a halt before the consol e.
Chandra did not notice. She hooked in with Arachne, fitting
the direct sensors over her head.

The rhythm of her breathing changed: |ong deep breaths
changed to quick hard gasps. Her body quivered, and the skin
over the nerve clusters grew livid. She npaned. It enbar-
rassed J.D. to watch her. She turned away and pushed of f,
letting herself drift toward the other side of the room

"I"'mglad you' re here," she said to Zev.

"I, too." He glanced at her frombeneath his arm He hung
sideways in the air inrelation to J.D., with his knees pulled
close to his chest so he could reach his feet. He was untying
hi s shoes.

"Your nother nmust be glad you're all right."

"Did you call her already? Wen?"

"No, | haven't called her. Haven't you called her?"
252 vonda N. Mclntyre

"I could not. Chandra said they would know who | was if
| did that."

"She was probably right. Poor Lykos!"
"May we call her now?"
"We can try."

Leaving Chandra, J.D. led Zev to another equi pment room
and anot her hard-1i nk.

But they could not get through to Lykos.

The transport pilot, having run out of argunents, turned
recalcitrant, then surly. It was a quarter of an hour since she
had replied to anyone.

Victoria took a second to check the position of the carrier.
It was only a few thousand kil oneters away, a hairsbreadth

in astronomcal terns, and its relative speed was fast enough
that as she watched, it cane perceptibly nearer
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"They're close," she said. "They're really close."

"Not cl ose enough,"” the traffic controller said. "They can't
accel erate enough to catch us and still have time to decelerate
enough not to crash."

"First good news |'ve heard all day."
Dr. Thanthavong arrived at traffic control
"Can | be of any hel p?" she asked Victori a.

"Pl ease," Victoria said with relief. "Surely she'll listen to
you." She noved aside so the worl d-renowned geneti ci st
could come within reach of the sound pickup

"Esther, ny nane is Thanthavong."

There was a | ong sil ence.

"What ?" the transport pilot said.

"My nane is Thant havong."

"So? Am | supposed to know you?"

Dr. Thant havong drew her eyebrows together in surprise.

"I am Prof essor Thant havong, the geneticist. | devel oped
viral depolynerase- | want to try to persuade you not to in-
terfere with the expedition.”

"I never heard of you and | don't want to talk to any ge-
neticist. Wat happened to Victoria?"

Thant havong spread her hands, defeated, enbarrassed, and

yet drily anused. "And here | thought | was a universa
historical figure." She returned the controller's sound pickup
to Victoria.

STARFARERS
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Victoria gathered her thoughts and tried again.

"Esther, you don't want to be responsible for the first hi-

jacking in space, do you? You've got a duty to your passen-
gers."

"The first hijacking'" the pilot said angrily. "You're a
good one to tal k about hijacking!"*

"We've all agreed what to do. Everybody on the transport

has chosen to return—and everyone who chose to return is

on the transport. Starfarer isn't going to change course. There
isn't much time. If you stay docked ..."

"l don't believe you'll kidnap us," Esther said.
Victoria backed out of the pickup' s range.
"l don't know what to say to her."

"I's there anyone on board she m ght respond to?"
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Victoria could not think of anyone. She felt as if her
t hought s were doi ng nothing but going around in confused
little circles.

"Sure!" the controller said suddenly. "She's a pilot. Get
Cher enkov. '

"OfF course," Thant havong sai d.

"Where is he?"

They both gl anced at the controller, as if he could divine
the cosnonaut's whereabouts.

He shrugged. "No idea."

Victoria reached for the web, but found only the enpty
bi ankness of the blasted connections.

"Maybe we could go look . . . ?"

But there were too many places to | ook, and too short a
time left in which to look for him

The traffic controller groaned. "Onh, shit. Listen."
The voi ce on the speaker changed.

"Starfarer, this is the carrier Hector. Reverse your sai
i medi ately. The starship nust begin to decelerate i medi -
ately or we'll be forced to take drastic action.”

Kol ya grabbed Marion Giffith and kept himfrom crashing

to the floor. Kolya knew many ways of killing a human bei ng,
but very few ways of taking a person's consciousness without
causi ng danmage.

He hoped Giffith would be all right. The young officer |ay
254 vonda N. Mintyre

unconsci ous, but his pulse was strong, his breathing regular,
and his |arynx uncrushed.

Kol ya coul d not have overcome Giffith by a direct attack.
Instead he had let Giffith believe he saw an openi ng. Wen
Giffith came at him determned to overwhel mhim Kolya
gai ned the advantage by knowi ng what he pl anned.

Kol ya considered fitting Giffith into a spacesuit and taking
himalong. In the end, he decided against the plan. It was

too dangerous. Giffith mght be right to fear that the carrier
woul d not pause to rescue one human being, or even two.

You will not thank ne, | suppose, Kolya thought. But you
are fortunate. You will continue with the expedition, while
must stay behi nd.

Victoria wanted to be in the sail house, in the observatory,
anywhere but here. She wanted to be watching as Starfarer's
magnetic claws grabbed the cosmic string; she wanted to be
in the center of everything that happened.
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"If you do not reverse the sail, Hector will shoot to cripple
your ship."

"They can't be serious!" Victoria cried.

"Wait a minute!" the transport pilot shouted. She began
to curse at the carrier.

St ephen Thomas shi ver ed.
"l don't know about you. Fox, but I'mgetting cold."

He did know about her. She was sitting on a washing-
machi ne-si zed ultra-centrifuge, and her teeth were chattering.

"You coul d' ve picked a warnmer place to hide. A nice
meadow in the wild cylinder, maybe."

"You have to sign in," she said. "You would have known
where to | ook."

"Through all sixty square kil oneters?”

"CGo ahead, make fun of me. I'mnot getting on the trans-
port."

"I really appreciate this," Stephen Thomas said. "Wen
we get back, we all get to go straight to jail for kidnapping a
mnor. A minor president's niece, at that."

"Look on the bright side, Stephen Thomas," Fox said.

"You'l| get a lot |longer sentence for helping steal Starfarer
STARFARERS 255

Besi des, maybe we won't get back." She sniffled. "It isn't
fairt!"

"I"'msorry. It isn't fair. But you still have to get on the
transport and go hone."

"I thought you were my friend!"

" St ephen Thomas?"

St ephen Thomas gl anced over his shoulder. "In here, Sa-

loshi. | found her."

Sat oshi canme into the cold room
"Hel l o, Fox."

"Hel | o, Lono."

"This is not a great place to hide."

"I didn't think anybody woul d | ook here." She gl anced at

the rock in her hand. "You know ... if you tried to force
me out, and | busted a fewthings in here, I mght infect the
whole ship with . . . with ..." She searched for a suitably

horrible possibility. "Wth black plague.”

"Forget it," Stephen Thomas said. "W don't keep path-
ogens on board except in transcribed form You mght as well
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try to infect sonebody with a book.'
"l bet | could do some damage to the gene stocks."

"You're a good geographer," Satoshi said, "but you
haven't done any homework on genetics—er on the expedi -
tion's backups."

" Says who?"
"Says ne," Stephen Thomas said. "Dr. Thant havong

doesn't take chances. W keep backups of everything at the
other end of the building."

"Ch, yeah? Then how cone you guys don't drag ne up to
the transport?"

"I don't believe in physical violence."

"I don't either," Stephen Thomas said, "but |I'm begin-
ning to understand its attraction."

The final countdown to transition began. As the carrier

sped toward Starfarer, the starship's sail changed. Not re-
versing, as the carrier comanded, but withdrawing entirely.
In the sunless, starless place they would soon enter, no solar
wind existed to fill it and keep it untangl ed.

"Redepl oy the sail," the voice of the carrier comuanded.
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"You wilt not be permtted to drawin the sail. You nust
reverse it."

"The starship won't go into transition!" the transport pil ot
shouted. "I know t hese people, they won't—

"Est her, undock now, dammt!" Victoria cried.

Victoria let her breath out hard. She w shed she were with

St ephen Thonmas and Sat oshi. She wi shed they were all with

I phigenie in the sail house. The halyards drew in the great
silver sheet, stretching and conpressing it into taut folds,
gently twisting it into a cable kilometers long, but only a few
meters in dianeter.

"Magnetic fields at full strength," Arachne said through
the speaker of the nearby hard-1ink- "Magnetic fields en-
gaged. "

"Shit!" Esther shouted. "Undock!"
"It's too late!"
"Undock, dammt!"

"Encounter," Arachne said, in its conpletely natter-of-
fact conputer voice

The magnetic claws engaged with the cosmic string, trans-
formed an infinitesinmal percent of its unlimted energy, and
began to build transition energy.
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The countdown reversed, |eading toward transition. Vic-
toria inmagi ned she could feel the increase of the starship's
pot enti al

They can't stop us, she thought- No matter how fast the
carrier noves, it can't catch us, it can't followus, it can't
stop Starfarer.

Ecstatic, she shouted in triunph and flung her arns around
Thant havong.

The voice of the carrier spoke.
"Fire."

A point of light detached itself fromthe carrier and accel -
erated at terrifying speed toward the starship.

The missile hit.
Starfarer shuddered.

Victoria gasped. She held Thanthavong tighter, as if she
could protect her if the starship collapsed around them

Drifting free, Victoria saw the ship vibrating, and felt the
trenbling of the heavy, oppressive air. The runble of the attack
pressed agai nst her hearing, a drumm ng of such |ow frequency
that she felt it in her bones.

"Esther!" The traffic controller's voice rose as he tried to
reach the transport pilot.

J.D. and Zev propelled thenselves into the traffic contro
cubicle, J.D. pale with shock, Zev excited.

"What happened?"

"The missile," Thanthavong said. "Was it arned?"

"It can't have exploded," Victoria said. "Ww'd . . . we'd
know. " She dove for the hard-1ink and desperately denanded
real-tinme information on Starfarer's status.

Arachne responded sluggishly, but it did respond. The
canpus and the wild side both nmaintained their air pressure:

neither cylinder had been seriously breached. They had been
built well, to retain their integrity under the stress of the spin,
the pull of the solar sail, the unknown changes of transition

Equal |y inmportant, the starship renmained magnetically
bound to the cosmic string, gathering energy.

"We're still docked!" The transport pilot's voice sounded
hol | ow and feverish. "I don't believe they—+'m going to—=

If the transport undocked now, Starfarer would pull it into
transition, like a rowboat caught in the wake of a cruiser. But
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the transport possessed insufficient nass to survive transition
al one.

"Don't let them | oose!" Victoria shouted to the controller.
"What ? Why?"

"It's too late—we're | oo near transition' Get everybody
back i nside!"

The controller | ocked the transport into the docki ng nod-
ule. The pilot swore at him swore at their pursuers, swore at
Eart hSpace and Starfarer and scientists.

But at the sane tine she understood what was happeni ng;

she understood the danger. No one knew for certain what the
conditions mght be outside the starship between the point
when it vanished from space-tinme and the nonment of its reap-
pearance. Esther slammed the transport's hatch open, and,
still cursing, ordered her passengers back into Starfarer

Victoria searched the display. Arachne sent confused and
erratic signals.

"The missile nmust have hit us a glancing blow, " Victoria
sai d.

"They can't have planned to do this," J.D. said. "How
could they . . . 2"

"They are very deternmined to get what they want." Zev
did not sound like the innocent J.D. had descri bed.

Thani havong hovered beside Victoria.

"Arachne's called in the danage control team" Victoria
said. "But the cylinder's not seriously breached and the m s-
sile didn't detonate. Maybe it wasn't arned. Maybe it was

only nmeant to cripple us. At least we're still on course-
hope there isn't an eight-point-five earthquake zone right over
where it hit . . ."

Staring at the display, Thanthavong suddenly gripped Vic-
toria's shoul der.

"I't hit us directly beneath the genetics departnment,"” she
said. "The gene stocks . . . sensitizing viruses . . ." She
drew back, turned, and pushed off toward the exit. "I've got

to get down there—

Victoria went with her. J.D. and Zev fol |l owed cl ose be-

hi nd. They passed the transport waiting room where the out-
bound passengers nmilled around in anger and outrage and
despair.

They reached the hill leading to the floor of the cylinder.
STARFARERS
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At first everything appeared normal in the interior of the star-

shi p.
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Victoria saw the destruction around the genetics buil di ng.

It was as if soneone had placed a circle of |land on a plate.
and tossed it, so it fell back alnbst into place, but collapsed
and junbled. The earth, so recently covered with the |acy

green of new grass, broke open to reveal streaks of harsh red
clay. Saplings and bushes |lay uprooted, flung agai nst each
other, in irregular concentric circles |eading outward from
the point of danmmge.

The cracks in the earth cut across a hill, the hill that housed
the genetics departnent.

Victoria plunged down the slope at a dangerous speed,

| eaving the other three behind. First she pulled herself along
the handhol ds, nearly in freefall, then she took great | eaping
strides through mcrogravity, and then she ran, toward the
eart hquake zone, toward the broken streaks of earth.

The inpact flung Kol ya against the wall of the tunnel. He
slid toward the floor, half-stunned. The body of the starship
nmoaned around him the bonded rocks grinding together be-
neath the stress—eof transition? O had |phigenie been forced
to reverse the sail? He did not know whether to feel joy or
grief. He turned on the radio in his spacesuit, but heard only
confused fragnents of talk. The web renai ned usel ess.

Kol ya heard the faint high hiss of escaping air.

Startled, he flanged his hel net shut and hurried to Giiffith,
who lay half in, half out of his spacesuit. Kolya struggl ed,
but soon realized he had no chance of getting Giffith into
the suit. He grabbed a survival pouch fromthe energency
rack, dragged Giffith free, and nmanhandled himinto the
sphere. He sealed it and activated the oxygen reserve. The
gover nnment agent renmai ned unconsci ous.

1 did far too expert a job on him Kolya thought.

He tried to drag Giffith in his silver sphere all the way to
an el evator, so they both could escape to the surface. After
ten nmeters he knew it was hopeless. Giffith, though not a

| arge man, nmade a heavy, awkward weight in the full gravity
of the starship's | owest |evel

The sound of escaping air grew fainter as the atnospheric
pressure fell.
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Kolya felt a low, grinding vibration. The baffles were slid-
ing shut. The el evator was already closed off. Wth one fina
burst of exertion, Kolya dragged Griffith beyond the noving
baffle. He did not want to | eave him but he could do himno
good if they both were trapped between airtight doors. Kolya
pl unged through the narrowi ng space and ran toward the air-

| ock. Behind him the misaligned panels shrieked in their
tracks with a high-pitched squeal that travel ed through the
ground, vibrated into his body, and pierced his hearing.

I"l'l have to travel around the outside of the ship, Kotya
thought, and find an undanmaged entrance—er go all the way
to the axis, if need be—and bring help. From outside, | mght
detect the position of the air |eak, the extent of the damage.
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He hoped he would be able to tell what had happened, what
caused the inpact.

Am | still willing, he wondered, to fling nyself into the
void and hope our pursuers will stop to rescue ne? | wll
probably never know the answer to that question. By now our
escape or capture must be seal ed.

Kol ya entered the airlock and started its sequence. The

i nner door slid shut, but refused to close the final few centi-
meters. Kolya shoved it until it caught, then waited inpa-
tiently while the airlock cycled. He held tight to the grips,
afraid the |l ock mght open prematurely and fling himout into
space with the last of the air. It evacuated properly. At his
feet, the hatch | eading onto the outer skin of the starship
opened hal fway and stuck. He clinbed down and squeezed

through, no easy matter in the bulky pressure suit.

He | owered hinself onto the inspection cables and headed

for the next nearest of the access hatches that dotted the ship's
exterior. Wth the outer surface of the starship at his back,

he craw ed rapidly over the cables like a four-I|egged spider

Only the cables |ay between himand space.

The spin took himin view of the saithouse, the furled silver
sail, and the nmagnetic claws that reached to the cosmic string.
Both claws and string should have been invisible: the claws,

an energy field, had no substance, while the cosm c string

had enornous mass but only the single dinmension of |ength.

Yet Kol ya perceived an odd, pointillist imge: two flexing
arms like tentacles, grasping a distant, slender thread. He
could only see it when he observed it fromthe comer of his
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vi sion. Perhaps he inmagined it all; perhaps he saw sone per-
fectly natural phenonenon. Coul d Hawki ng radi ati on appear

in the visible spectrun? Kolya did not pretend to understand
cosmic string, or Hawking radiation for that natter.

The starship spun himpast the magnetic claws and into the
canyon between Star forces two cylinders.

He continued to crawl. He had nearly reached the next
hat ch.

But he had al so noved into a regi on where the starship's
snoot h rock surface becane cracked and junbl ed.

Kol ya raised his head. The ship curved gradually upward,
form ng a close horizon

The cosnpnaut stopped, horrified, disbelieving. He had
conme upon the cause of the inpact and the danmge.

Far fromstriking a glancing blow, then tunbling off harm
lessly into space, the mssile had plunged itself into the star-
ship. It was |lodged a neter deep in Starfarer's skin.

When the earthquake hit, Infinity knew what had happened.
He never doubted the accuracy of his perception

"What was that?" Florrie jerked her head up, and the snall
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shells in her hair rattled- In the conmer of her main room the
pai nted egg snapped fromits thread. It fell, bounced on a
woven mat, rolled in a half-circle, and stopped. It lay nirac-
ul ously unbr oken

Infinity picked it up gently and handed it to Floris. He

wat ched hi nmsel f perform such an ordi nary gesture, astounded.
He was in shock, he knew he was in shock. But he was

powerl ess to shake away the stunned certainty that Starfarer's
pursuers had behaved every bit as badly as he had feared they
m ght. No: not quite as badly. They nust not have used a

nucl ear warhead, or Starfarer woul d be dead.

Arachne's web renmained silent. Infinity activated the con-
sole in the coner of Florrie's main roomand used the hard-
link to find the location of the damage and the condition of
the ship. One of the few people left on board with hard-
vacuum construction experience, he was part of the damage
control team He would liave to go below i mediately. Star-
farer possessed self-healing capabilities, but it had limts.

"What happened?" Florrie denanded.
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Despite everything, the ship remained on course. Infinity
was anmazed.

"W've encountered the string!" He gave her the good

news and kept the bad to hinself. "I have to go for a while,
Florrie. I"'msorry. WIIl you be okay?"
"Yes." Her snmile was quiet, relieved, joyful. "Yes, I'Il be

fine. They can't make me | eave now, can they?"
Despite everything, Infinity grinned- "They sure can't."

He left her sitting in her wi ndow seal, cupping the fragile
egg in both hands.

Victoria broke into a run. Oher people joined her, disori-
ent ed, shocked, appalled. She reached the edge of the tum

bl ed earth. The genetics building | ooked |like it had been
shaken until it broke. She clinbed across the rough ground.
She was the first to reach the entrance. The doorway had
partially coll apsed. Soneone was trying to crawl between its
crushed supports. Victoria grabbed the clutching hand.

"Help . . ."

"It's all right," Victoria said. "You'll be out in a mnute,

it's all right."

The green scent of crushed grass mxed with the dry tang

of mneral dust and the nmeaty, organic snell of spilled nu-
trient medium Broken rock scraped Victoria' s |egs and sides,
and dirt fromthe sagging hill's turf sifted onto her. In the
di mess of the destroyed building, Victoria could see Fox,
Satoshi's recal citrant graduate student. Fox gripped desper-
ately at her hand.

"Hang on. Can you get a foothold? Pull yourself up, there's
nore room above you."

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Vonda%20N%20Mclintyre%20-%20Starfarers.txt (223 of 240) [11/1/2004 12:30:56 AM]



file:///G)/Program%20Files’eM ule/lncoming/V onda%20N %20M cl ntyre%20-%20Starfarers.txt

Wth Victoria's help. Fox scrambl ed higher. Panting, nearly
sobbi ng, she dragged herself out of the rubble. Beyond her it
was dark except for the light that reflected froma pill owy
cloud of fog: evaporating liquid nitrogen

"I's anybody else still in there?"

Fox gasped for air. "Satoshi, and Stephen Thomas, in the
cold room. "

Victoria pushed past her and dove through the opening.

Sliding over the destruction and into the dark corridor, she
sprawl ed on the floor beneath a | ayer ot cold vapor. She stum
bled to her feet. The nitrogen fog fl owed across her shoul ders
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and swirled around her |egs. Above it, she could breathe
Emergency lights glowed faintly, but the dense m st con-

cealed the floor. She had to feel her way along. Was the cold
roomthe third door of the back side of the hall, or the fourth?

"Sat oshi! Stephen-Thomas! ™"

"Victoria, down here

Satoshi's voice: Victoria caught her breath with relief. Re-
sisting the urge to try to hurry, she noved cautiously through
the dimess. Tendrils of freezing mst, so thick and cohesive
they |l ooked like a liquid, swirled around her hips.

Infinity struggled with an access hatch that led into Star-
farer's underground. It opened about a handsbreadth, then
stuck. Though the worst of the missile' s inmpact had hit the
genetics departnment, a couple of hundred neters away, the
eart hquake had janmed this hatch as well. He tried again to
nmove it, not wanting to backtrack to a nore distant entrance.

"Let ne hel p.

J.D. Sauvage squatted beside him grabbed the edge of the
hatch cover, and settled herself.

Infinity nodded.

They both pulled. The alien contact specialist was a big
woman. She powered her effort with her |egs, not just her
back.

The hatch gave, springing open and slamming out of their
grasp. They junped away. It thudded onto the ground,
bounced, and settl ed.

"Thanks. "

"Do you need hel p?" J.D. said. "Should | cone with
you?"

"I mght have to go outside," he said.

He pl unged through the hatchway.

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Vonda%20N%20Mclintyre%20-%20Starfarers.txt (224 of 240) [11/1/2004 12:30:56 AM]



file:///G)/Program%20Files’eM ule/lncoming/V onda%20N %20M cl ntyre%20-%20Starfarers.txt

Infinity Mendez di sappeared into Starfarer's underground
tunnels without really answering J.D.*s question. He was so
shy and quiet that J.D. could not be sure whether he had

been trying to ask her for help, or trying to tell her to stay
behind. But he was all alone, and she could see that whatever
the problemwas at the genetics department, Victoria already
had as much hel p as she needed. Maybe nore hel p than she
needed.
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J.D. clinbed into the tunnel

She could not be sure which way Infinity had gone, so she
kept goi ng down whenever she coul d.

She entered a region in which the effects of the inpact

becane evident. An automatic baffle-door creaked open ahead

of her. She stopped, scared: if the baffles nalfunctioned they
m ght bl ast her out into space.

Not hi ng happened: no wi nd, no shocking cold, no vacuum
drawi ng the air out of her lungs. The door had closed in
response to the inpact, but the ship's systens opened it again
when they detected no difference in the air pressure on either
si de.

Nevert hel ess, she accepted the warning. As soon as she
reached an airlock's access room she clinbed into a pressure
Sui t.

"—Cherenkov. Can anyone—

The sound startled her. The di senbodi ed voi ce emanat ed
fromthe suit radio. She pulled the hel net shut. The trans-
nm ssion faded, then returned cleariy.

"This is Kolya Petrovich. Slarfarer has been hit with a

m ssil e, which has penetrated approximately one nmeter into
the surface. | cannot nove it myself. | need help, tools, a
radi ati on gauge. Can anyone hear ne?"

" Kol ya?"
"Yes! | amhere, who is it?"
"J.D."

"J.D., | do not suppose you have space construction ex-
peri ence?"

"No. "
"l must have help."

"I"ll go get sonebody."

"There may not be tinme. WII you risk it?"

"I've never been outside in space' | wouldn't know what
to do!"

"This is not a conplex job," he said. "But | need nore
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strength. Mre strength than | have."

By his voice, she knew he was tiring. J.D. |ooked around,
hoping to see Infinity or some other danage crew nmenber.
But she was al one.

"Al right. 1"l try."

She entered the airiock. The controls were all too sinple.
STARPARERS
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The 'cycl e began. The | ock punped away the air and opened
the exterior hatch.

J.D. | ooked down. The stars streaked past beneath her feet.

The only point of stability was the end of the exit |adder. She
gri pped her end of the |adder and | owered herself hesitantly.
The starship | oomed above her. Space |ay bel ow and all

around, separated from her by nothing but the fragile web of
cabl es.

The suit's airgun hung agai nst her |leg, useless. |If she |ost
her grip, the cylinder's spin would fling her out into space.
No airgun couid power her back.

" Kol ya?"
"I amstill here. It is still stuck. Hurry, please."
"Where are you?"

"Orient yourself in the sane direction as the spin. | am
just over your horizon."

She did as he asked, clutching the cables. She knelt there,
bal anci ng precariously. It was as if she were being flung
headl ong into the M1l ky Way. She squeezed her eyes shut and
took a deep breath.

"J.D. lee

She opened her eyes again. "Yes," she said. "I'mcom

ing."

She had wat ched recordi ngs of spacewal ks; she had even
experienced several direct sensory recordings. In every one,
the effect had been of floating weightless in silent gentle
space, with the stars a notionl ess background.

This was entirely different. She crawl ed across the cables
with the stars bl azing past beneath her. The spin gave her the
perception that gravity was pulling her dowward into an
unendi ng fall.

Her breath sounded harsh and sweat ran down her sides,
more fromfear than fromexertion.

J.D. searched the upward-curving surface of the starship.

The cabl es shuddered beneath her hands and knees, | oosened
by the inmpact of the missile. In places the snmooth stone sur-
face had cracked, and broken rock projected toward her from
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above. One slab shifted and scraped agai nst her back, star-
tling her with its touch and vibration. She shrank down, grip-
pi ng the cabl es.
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After a noment she pushed herself up again and craw ed
f orwar d.

And then she saw the missile, a sleek shape designed for
space-to-air flight, wedged in the cracked surface of the star-
ship. Hs legs twined in the cables, Kolya struggled to | oosen
the missile. Hs perilous position terrified J.D. She hurried

on.
"Kol ya! Wil —=
"J.D. ' Bojempi. I'mglad to see you."

She reached Kol ya's side. The cosnonaut touched the flank

of the missile and drew his gloved hand along its side. It
shifted slightly, vibrating against the cables so they quivered
in J.D.'s hands.

"Be careful.*'

"An el egant bit of warfare, this," Kolya said. "Go around
to the other side, and brace yourself. Hook up your work
line."

"Can it detonate?" J.D. asked.
"That | do not know. "
"They couldn't have used an arned missile!"

"J.D., of course they could. Perhaps they thought that the
threat alone would stop us. But | amnot willing to bet the
life of the starship onit."

J.D. saw what Kol ya pl anned. She noved into place and
hooked up her work line.

"I"'mready."

Suddenly the starship shuddered. The spinning stars wa-
vered and brightened and di sappeared. J.D. was surrounded
by a multicolored, speckled, stream ng haze. She gasped in
wonder .

The starship had entered transition.

J.D. wanted nothing nore than to | ose herself in the sight
of it. It flung itself toward her, upward, in an optical illusion
of continuous approach that never came near. She shivered.

The cabl es fl exed beneath her. She forced her attention
away fromtransition, back to the missile and Kolya. But the
cosnmonaut, too, gazed downward past the cables, past the
end of the missile, into transition.

"Kolya," J.D. whispered. "Kolya, we've got to get rid of
this thing!"
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"So |l felt . . ." Kolya did not |ook up. "But do we have
the right to loose it in this unknown pl ace?"

She wanted to follow his gaze. Instead, she reached out
and touched his arm

"Kolya," she said respectfully, without any irony or sar-
casm "Conrade Cherenkov, this missile could destroy Star-
farer and all our friends."

Kol ya | ooked at her. The faraway expression slowy faded
fromhis face.

"Yes,
right."

he said finally. "You're right. O course you're

Victoria slid between the crushed interior walls of the hill.

It was freezing. The cold fog of evaporating |liquid nitrogen
fl owed past her feet. The snell was intense, of yeast and agar
pl ates and nutrient nmedi um

"Over here. He's bleeding. | can't get it stopped.”

She found Satoshi, awkwardly trying to hold Stephen

Thomas above the unbreathabl e vapor, at the sanme tine try-
ing to staunch a bl eeding head cut. There was blood all over,
spattering Satoshi's hands and arns, covering Stephen Thom
as's face, |eaking between Satoshi's fingers.

Victoria pushed away bits of broken equiprent, frag-
ment ed gl ass, crunbled rock foam She reached Satoshi's
si de.

"What happened?"

"I don't know. He was bl eeding, but he said it was just a
scrape. W& were on our way out, and he keel ed over."

St ephen Thomas was heavily unconsci ous. Hi s hand was

cold, his pulse weak and fast. He nmust be badly wounded,

there was so nuch blood, it covered his face and sprayed the
front of his battered t-shirt and pasted his pal e hair against
hi s skin.

Rock foam panels grated together, rasping each other to
dust that sifted down in the dimlight. The nitrogen fog crept
to Victoria' s waist.

St ephen Thomas ni ght have a concussion, or even a frac-
tured skull. Victoria knew they should not nmove him but she
was afraid not to.

"Let's get himout of here.”
They lifted Stephen Thomas and dragged and carried him
268 vonda N. Mclntyre

into the corridor. Satoshi tried to keep pressure on the head
wound. A bright light glimered along the top of the fog. It
flashed in Victoria's eyes, dazzling her.
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Zev appeared silently before them carrying a flashlight.
He gl anced at Stephen Thomas.

"Let nme see." He noved Satoshi's hand. Bl ood pul sed
from St ephen Thonas's forehead.

"Zev, don't, he'll bleed to death!"

Victoria and Satoshi both tried to reappiy pressure to the
wound, but Zev pushed between them and | eaned over their
partner.

Victoria watched, shocked and appal |l ed, as Zev bent down

and placed his |ips against the cut on Stephen Thomas's fore-
head. Before she could protest or push himaway, he straight-
ened up. Bl ood covered his nouth and his chin. Satoshi
reached out to put pressure on the wound again, but Zev

st opped him

"Leave it be."
"What did you do?"

Victoria's horrified expression anmused him "I stopped the
bl eedi ng—what did you think?"

"I thought you were drinking his blood!"

Zev grimaced. "Do | look like a lanprey? Wiy didn't
you—eh. This nust be a difference between divers and peo-
ple."

He pushed bl oody, sticky blond hair away fromthe wound.
The cut had stopped bl eedi ng.

"He is lucky," Zev said.

"Lucky! "

"This is not a serious wound—ot on | and. Divers fear

head cuts because they bl eed so, even a scratch like this one.
Sonetinmes you can't stop them before the sharks snell the

bl ood fromfar away, and conme to eat you. But here there is
no ocean and there are no sharks."

St ephen Thomas groaned. He opened his eyes, then closed
t hem agai n.

"\Mhat - 2"

"I't's okay," Satoshi said. "We'll be out of here in a mn-
ute."

"This place | ooks so weird . he muttered.
"Yeah, it's failing down around us. Let's go."
STARFARERS
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In the uncertain light of Zev's flash, they hel ped Stephen
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Thomas to the entrance, boosted himout of the ruins of Ge-
netics Hll, and clinbed after him

As Victoria energed fromthe frigid darkness of the ruined
genetics building, the light fromthe sun tube abruptly faded.

Victoria | ooked up, as startled as a creature beneath a total
sol ar ecli pse.

She let out a cry half triunph, half sob
Starfarer had reached transition

Qut of reach of its pursuers, the ship progressed toward an
alien star system Victoria had nade its escape possible.

And right now, instead of feeling triunph, she asked her-
self if it was worth it.

Li ght, strange and watery, rose again as the starship drew
energy fromthe magnetic claws and fed it into the tubes.

Peopl e surrounded her, sonme in protective suits, sone car-
rying tanks of liquid nitrogen, sonme with isolation canisters-
ASes and Als al so congregated around the entrance. Profes-

sor Thant havong stood in the mddle of it all, coordinating
the begi nnings of a salvage operation. As soon as she saw

St ephen Thomas, she called a paranedic over to help him

St ephen Thormas stunbl ed and opened his eyes. Their bl ue
was startling in the mask of drying blood. He | ooked around

groggily.

"VWhat did you do to the light?" he said. He sank to the
ground. "Wy does everything | ook so weird?"

Victoria | ooked around. The canpus was different, alien
and frightening, in the light of transition.

"You' ve got blood in your eyes," Thanthavong said.

"Ch, yeah, I"'ma real blue-blood . . ."

"Be quiet and sit still for a mnute," the paranedi c said.

Victoria knelt beside Stephen Thonmas, concerned. At first
she had thought she understood what he was tal king about,
but now she could not make sense of what he was sayi ng.

Besi de her, Satoshi rested his head on his knees, breathing
deeply.

"You're going to have one hell of a black eye,"
medi ¢ said to Stephen Thonas.

the para-
"A black eye!" Victoria exclained. "He was uncon-

sci ous!"

"There's no serious trauma."
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"Then why—

St ephen Thonmas | aid his hand on her arm
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"I'"'mokay,*' he said. "I am Honest. | fainted." He | ooked
away, enbarrassed. "l can't stand the sight of blood."

Rel i ef made Victoria shiver, and then she started to |augh
When St ephen Thonas gl ared at her, she hugged him

Thant havong hurried over, trailed by Fox and a coupl e of
ASes. Machi nes had begun to work to clear the entryway of
the genetics departnent.

"Did you see anyone el se inside?"
"There's no one," Satoshi said.

"You' re sure?" Thanthavong gazed at the ruined hill, her
expressi on unreadabl e.

"Yes. | passed every lab and every office, fromthe top
down, |ooking for Fox. There wasn't anybody."

"Yes. Al right. Good . . ." Her voice trailed off.

Dr. Thant havong, whose surface so sel dom even ruffled,
suddenly cried out in anger and in pain.

Victoria junped to her feet, startled and scared. Then she
went to Thant havong and enbraced her. "I'mso sorry," she
said. "Al your work—

"It isn't that," Thanthavong wailed. "It's— She sobbed

and struggled for control. "It is that. But in forty years ny
| abs never had a serious accident. And now, ny god, | ook

what they've done!"

J.D. and Kolya strained to nove the missile. J.D. could
feel the nmetabolic enhancer punping inside her, but it was
usel ess. It hel ped her endurance. What she needed ri ght now
was brute strength. Brute strength and the will to keep her
attention away fromthe weird effects of transition.

Suddenly the missile shifted in its crater. The squeal of

metal on stone vibrated through the skin of Starfarer, through
J.D."s suit, to her ears. It was the only sound except her
breat hi ng, her pul se.

Suddenl y, unexpectedly, the nmissile slipped free.

"Hold it!" Kolya shouted. "Keep hold of it!"

J.D. alnpbst let it go. That was what they had been strug-
gling for—+ But the desperation in Kolya's voice stopped her

She cl anped her arns around the missile. It noved like a
live thing. It escaped Kolya and wiggled half a neter down-
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ward through J.D.'s grasp. Nothing but J.D.'s safety |ine and
her feet hooked around the cables held it.

The spin had brought theminto the canyon between the
two cylinders, if J.D. let the missile go, it would ricochet
against the wild cylinder.
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Her feet slipped, inexorably. Kolya grabbed her and the

m ssile. She could see the sweat on the cosnonaut's face.
Sweat poured down her own face, down her body. Her arns
shook with strain. She feared the warhead mi ght detonate at
any second, but she could not let it go. The spin, which had
felt so fast a few ninutes before, now slowed in her percep-
tion to a craw .

Her feet sprang free of the cables. She gasped as her safety
line snapped taut. It vibrated in the bass range |ike a huge
alien instrunent. Kolya shouted as the missile slid through
his grasp. J.D. held it tighter. Kolya tried to pull her back,
but all he could do was keep hinself twined in the cables and
clutch J.D."'s ankle.

Sonet hi ng changed.
She enmerged fromthe canyon. Space opened out around her
"Now " Kol ya sai d.

She rel eased the missile. Starfarer's spin Hung it away, away
fromthe starship, toward the constell ations barely skewed by
the vast distance the ship had travel ed.

' Kol ya dragged J.D. to safety.

J.D. tried to speak. Her nouth was too dry.

"Come on," Kolya said. "Hurry."

S As quickly as J.D. could nove, they made their way to the
y hatch and into the airiock. As soon as the inner door opened,
I Kol ya grabbed her arm and rushed her deeper into the ship,

n through the suit roomand up, w thout even pausing to open

; his face mask.
n "What's wong?" J.D. said. "W got rid of it!"

Kolya finally slowed and stopped. He took off his hel net.
"W should be safe here. | wanted to be sure—"

He cut hinself off. The ship trenmbled with a faint vibra-
tion. J.D. | ooked down, toward the outer surface, as if she
could see the missile through the floor.

Qut si de, the warhead detonated, sending out a wave of de-
bris and radiation that blasted against the starship's thick skin
of lunar rock.
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Water slicked and darkened the floor of the | owest tunnel
Infinity kept watch for the teak. He could hear no rush of
water, so the seal ers must be working. He hoped the attack
had not breached the main flow systens and | et any signifi-
cant anount of water escape into space.

It hurt himto see so nuch danage to the structure he had
hel ped to build. Making Starfarer whole again would take
nmore than letting the self-sealers creep into the cracks and
cenment the broken bits. That would be like letting a snmashed
bone heal without setting it.

Infinity hurried along the upcurving corridor. It truncated
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abruptly in a closed baffle.

As a precaution, he fastened the helmet of his pressure suit.
Getting outside mght be quicker and easier through another
hatch, but that would be a ten minute walk, and nore than
that much again to return along the outside of the ship. He
felt a certain urgency. He kept expecting to encounter other
menbers of damage control, but so far he had seen no one

He read the display on the baffle. It showed nornmal air
pressure on the far side. He cautiously opened the door with
the manual controls, stepped through into the next conpart-
ment, and closed the baffle behind him

Soon he faced another airtight baffle. This display showed
very low air pressure on the far side, a fewnillimeters of
mercury, nowhere near enough to breathe.

Infinity paused, listening carefully. The rhythmc, nuffled
poundi ng was real, not his imagination. It came from beyond
the cl osed door.

The poundi ng stopped. Infinity hit the baffle with the side

of his fist. Nothing happened- Perhaps the poundi ng was
not hi ng but a nmechani cal mal function, or perhaps whoever

was on the other side of the baffle could not hear or feel the
vibrations of his fist. He stanped his foot.

One loud "thud!" answered him
Infinity stanmped again. Another "thud!" replied.

He enptied the air fromthe conpartnent he was in. Wen
the pressure equalized, the baffle allowed itself to be un-
| ocked, but Infinity had to force it open

A burst of ice crystals exploded through the doorway, scat-
tering like tiny needles against Infinity's suit. Ice crystals and
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snowf | akes filled the chanber with sparkling white Iight, then
fell straight to the floor and nelted in the thin | ayer of water.
At the same time, the tenperature of the roomfell abruptly

and the floor froze in a slow wave. Infinity noved forward,

his boots crackling on the ice.

Snow bl anketed the room covering a large lunp in the

m ddl e of the floor. The lunp |urched as whoever was within
it pounded on the floor. The snow sifted off the silver emer-
gency pouch and fell into small drifts.

Infinity turned the pouch to see its transparent panel

Curled up like the wormin a junping bean, Giffith glared
out. He said sonmething, angrily, but of course Infinity could
not hear him Instead of turning on his suit radio, Infinity
grabbed the handl es of the pouch and dragged Giffith back
into the second chanber.

He left himlying there, hel pless—he had no choi ce about
that—while he closed the baffle. He nobved sone air into the
chanber.
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He was | aughi ng uncontroll ably.

By the tinme the chanber held enough air to carry sounds,
he managed to stop | aughing. He took off the suit hel net and
wi ped his eyes.

The survival pouch withed against the floor.
"Get me out of here!"

Infinity unseal ed the pouch. Giffith scranbled up and
ki cked away the energency sphere.

"Dam! What's goi ng on? Were's Cherenkov?"

Infinity did not know the answers, so he did not reply- He
settled back on his heels. Giffith strode angrily away, but the
cl osed baffle stopped him

"How the hell do I get out of here?"
"Open the door."

Giffith funbled at the controls. The baffle creaked. Radi-
ating anger and inpatience, Giffith waited. But when the
door had finally slid aside for himto pass, he swung around
and glared at Infinity.

"Don't you ever-—ever—tell anyone about this!

A day ago, an hour ago, Giffith would have terrified Infin-
ity Mendez to silence with such a command. Now, Infinity
regarded himaquizzically. Giffith no |onger held any power
to frighten him
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"Il tell anybody I want. anything | want. Don't you even
have the guts to say thank you?"

And then—he tried not to, but could not help hinself-he
started to | augh again.

A mcrosecond' s blast of bright white |ight spread through

the interior of the starship, a flash alnpbst too brief to perceive
before the filters damped and darkened it. Stephen Thonas

cried out and turned away, flinging his arms across his face.
Starfarer plunged into dusk.

"That wasn't what | had in mnd," Stephen Thomas said,
his voice muffled, his eyes still covered, "when 1 said 1 didn't
like the light."

The whol e cylinder trenbled faintly.

The sun tubes slowy brightened, radiating a nore nornal
light. Victoria knew what mnust have happened. There was

only one explanation for that kind of intense actinic blast.
Sonehow the m ssile had followed the starship through tran-
sition. And it had detonated. But sonmehow it was free of the
starship, distant enough for Starfarer to survive the expl o-
sion. She started to shake. Satoshi knelt beside her and held
her, and they drew Stephen Thomas into the enbrace. Zev
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sat on his heels nearby, watching them

"W made it," Victoria whispered. "W're out of transi-
tion." Suddenly she caught her breath. "If the mssile did
det onate—+phigenie is in the sail house! Is she—=2"

Pr of essor Thant havong swi tched frequencies on her AS
controll er and opened a voice link to the sail house.

"I phigenie, this is Thanthavong. Can you reply?"

"Are you all right?" Victoria said.

"Yes." Her voice was a whisper. "It's been . . . quite
exciting out here."

"The shi el di ng—=2"

"It held. Victoria, | sawtransition . . . And we are in the
Tau Ceti system”

"I't'"s incredible, Victoria!" The second voice fromthe saii -
house belonged to Feral. "God, | think I'll change nyself to
be a sensory recorder |ike Chandra!"

"Don't do that." Victoria struggled to her feet, pulling
Sat oshi and Stephen Thomas with her. "W ought to be in
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the explorer," she said. "W're supposed to be conti nuing
the expedition as if nothing had happened."”

She reached for the web, expecting enptiness. To her sur-
prise she touched a fragile strand, a tangle of thread tossed
over the surface of the nmassed databases. Though Arachne
woul d not reply, Victoria felt it growi ng and spreadi ng, in-
terconnecting, conpelled to regain its nmultidinmensionality.

" St ephen Thomas, do you feel up to going out?"

"I told you I'mall right! But. . ."He stared at the rubble
of Genetics Hill.

"There's nothing you can do," Professor Thanthavong sai d.

"No nore people are going in there till the Als and the ASes
have been through it." She spoke to all of them "You aren't
in danger of illness—we store no pathogens. But | want bl ood
sanples. | may have to mix you a depol ynerase if you were
exposed to sensitizing virus. It isn't something you want per-
manently floating around in your system" An AS buzzed up

to her and offered her a hal f-dozen sampling kits. She took

bl ood from Victoria and Satoshi and Zev and Fox, then came
toward Stephen Thonas.

"You can have ny shirt," he said hopefully.
"Very funny."

As the kit pulled ten centiliters of blood out of him Ste-
phen Thomas pal ed. Victoria was afraid he would faint again,
but he averted his gaze and coll ected hinself.

"Where is J.D. ?" Zev said.
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"I don't know. " Victoria |ooked around. "I thought she
was right behind us."

"She does not like to run,"” Zev said. "She likes to swm"

Automatically, Victoria queried the web, but it was com
pletely involved with its own reconstruction.

"I"'mgoing to the explorer,"” Victoria said. "That's where
I'"m supposed to be, and that's where I'm going." She felt
near to screaming with frustration. "J.D. knows where it is—
maybe she'll meet us there.”

They crossed the fields to return to the axis and the expl orer
dock. Zev tagged along. Victoria wal ked on one side of Ste-
phen Thomas and Sat oshi on the other, just in case.

"I really am okay," Stephen Thomas said. "But |'m going
hone for a few mnutes." He turned toward Victoria, defen-
sive, expecting her to object. "W're all a ness—
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"You're right," she said. They al! |ooked a weck, par-
ticularly Stephen Thomas. Victoria grinned. "W can4! go
exploring like this. Renmenber what your nother always told
you about cl ean underwear."

St ephen Thomas said, "No, what?"
"What i s underwear?" Zev asked.

The m ni -horses pounded past, running, as horses run, in
response to fright, their ears back, slick with sweat. Victoria
snelled their fear.

On a hillock near the path, Kolya Cherenkov raised hinself
out of an access tunnel and clinbed to ground level. He
reached down and gave a hand to Infinity Mendez, then to
J.D., and finally to the accountant fromthe GAO

Zev ran toward J.D. and hugged her and swung around
with her. She gathered himin and kissed his hair, his cheek,
his lips, murnuring to him telling himwhat had happened.

For a fewmnutes it seenmed as if everyone tried to talk at

the sane tine, explaining, questioning. Only Giffith stood
apart. Victoria did not quite turn her back on hi mshe dis-
trusted himtoo much for that—-but she would not | ook di-

rectly at him she could neither neet his gaze nor bring herself
to speak to him

"W had a plan to stop the takeover, Giffith and I," Kolya
said. "A very foolhardy plan ... it mght have worked. But
then the missile hit, and things becane nore conpli cated.
Then we entered transition."

"You saw it? What did you see? Tell me!"

Kol ya' s expression sobered. "I ... | cannot describe it. |
amsorry."

Envi ous and jeal ous and angry, Victoria |ooked for Gif-
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fith. She did not know what she wanted to say to him Per-
haps not hi ng. Perhaps she only wanted to gl are.

"I didn't see it at all," he said. He turned around and

strode away.

"He has ... things to think about," Kolya said apol oget -
ically.

"No kidding," Victoria said.

As soon as she and her partners had cl eaned up, Victoria
led the way up the hill to Starfarer”s axis, where the teanms
explorer waited in its dock on the hub
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"Victorial!" J.D. sounded breathl ess. "Touch the web. The
expl orer—

It took Victoria a noment to make her way through the
reconnecting pat hways.

Her steps faltered.

"Holy shit," Stephen Thomas sai d- Satoshi | ooked
stunned. Zev reacted with a smle.

The explorer was receiving a transm ssion: a strong, reg-
ul ar signal of precise frequency. Fromoutside Slarfarer. From
within the Tau Ceti system

"Let's go'"

Victoria broke into a run. She | eaped through the gravity
gradi ent, skimmed across the microgravity, and entered the
Zei 0-g core

The team nmenbers sail ed weightless through the hall ways.

They had to pass the transport to reach the next dock, where
their explorer waited. Victoria glanced through the transpar-
ent partition into the transport's waiting room

Though the transport passengers had di senbarked, npst of
themremai ned at the starship's axis, as if they had been de-

| ayed by some mnor nechanical glitch and would soon re-

turn to their places and fly hone. Alzena, in her black clothes,
huddl ed in a corner staring at the wall.

Geral d Hemm nge saw Victoria. He | aunched hinself to-
ward t he doorway, grabbed the doorfrane to change his vec-
tor, and plunged down the hallway after her

"Victorial"
"I can't talk to you now. " She kept going.

"But we've still a chance to recover fromthis awful m s-
t ake. "

"Did your boss send you out to tell us that?" She was too

excited to be bitter, but not too distracted for a little sarcasm
"I didn't see hi mdoes he have his own private waiting

roon®?"
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"The chancell or wasn't on the transport," Cerald said.
"He accepted the | eadership of this expedition, and he deter-
mned to remain."

"Nobody cares now, Cerald," Satoshi said. "Leave us
al one. "

Geral d saw Stephen Thomas. As the paranedi c prom sed,
he was devel opi ng a spectacul ar bl ack eye.
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"Good god! What happened to you?"

"W nearly got squashed when your dammed m ssil e—=
"My nmissile! It belonged to your governnent—

St ephen Thomas iunged awkwardly toward Geral d and
grabbed himby the | eg. Both nmen tunbl ed, bouncing from
one wait to the other.

"Let go!"

Ignoring Gerald' s protest, and his kicking, Stephen Thonas
clinmbed up himuntil they were face to face.

"As far as |'mconcerned, that fucking mssile belongs to
all the jerks who wanted to stop the expedition, and you're
one of them " He shouted, furious; he shoved Ceral d away.
The reaction knocked Stephen Thomas against a wail. He had
to scranble to get his balance. Gerald, nore experienced in
wei ght | essness, caught himself with his feet and pushed off
again, still followng Victoria.

"Victorial"

"I told you I can't talk to you now. Ceral d—we've got a
signal. Fromthe Tau Ceti system"

"But—+hat's wonderful'"
Victoria reached the explorer's hatch.
"I"'mglad you understand. Now | et us get to work, eh?"

"l do understand! This changes everything. If we go home

now, with this evidence, we can start with a clean slate. Re-
pairs, provisions, all our personnel—-and then we can come
back ..."

H's voice trailed off. Al four nenbers of the alien contact
team stared at him unbelieving. Victoria felt conpletely un-
able to cone up with a sufficient response to what he had

sai d.

When Zev followed J.D. into the explorer, Victoria neither
objected nor tried to stop him The alternative was to | eave
himout in the hall with Gerald.

Victoria headed for her couch. Before she relaxed into it.
before the safety straps eased around her, she had al ready
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begun the explorer's system checks.

As the systens signaled green and ready, the sensory over-
| oad of the | ast few chaotic hours flowed away, |eaving Vic-
toria physically drained but nentally hypersensitive.

Sat oshi and St ephen Thonas and J-D. settled into their
places in the circle. Zev drew hinself into one of the places
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reserved for auxiliary, tenporary menbers of the alien con-
tact team a place next to J.D

Victoria glanced at each of her teammates in turn.
" Ready?"
"Let's go."

At Victoria's signal, the observation ports cleared and the
expl orer noved smoothly out of its dock. Starfarer fell away,
its sail illumnated and filled by the new starli ght-

They all gazed at their first close-up view of an alien star
system

A display formed, mmcking the system but exaggerating

the planets so they woul d appear |arger than pinpoints. Vic-
toria conpared the display to the system before them and
showed her teammates the tiny disks of the planets, one half-
full, and the other, closer one a slender crescent acconpanied
by the smaller crescent of its satellite.

"Christ on a unicorn," Stephen Thomas sai d.

"I'"'mrecording now," Victoria said, "and transnitting

back to Starfarer. W have not one but two terrestrial worlds—
the second and third planets of the systemerbiting Tau Ceti.
Starfarer entered the system nmidway between the two orbits.

A |l arge noon, approaching |lunar proportions, circles the in-
ner terrestrial planet. The signal we are receiving emanates
fromthat inner planet."

"Fromits moon," J.D said hesitantly.

"You're right," Victoria said, surprised.

Arachne's web renai ned unstable, inconsistent. Victoria
created a display and routed the signal into it. A hol ographic
i mge formed at the center of their circle.

"Thi s beacon wasn't neant to reach outside the system™
Victoria said. "It's too weak. It was waiting. Waiting for us."

J.D. suddenly giggled. "Look at that."

Acting as a two-dinmensional screen, the hologram!laid out

the transm ssion a single picture elenent at a tinme, in a Sagan
franme one prinme nunber of pixels wide by a second, different
prime nunber of pixels high. A handsbreadth of the inmage

was al ready visible, sonme structure already detectable.

"This is incredible," Victoria said. "W're getting it right
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the first time."

"It'll be a map," Satoshi said with a snile.

"Genetic structure," Stephen Thomas said, joining in the
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game they had often played, of trying | o decide how one alien
intelligence would attenpt its first conmunication with an-
ot her.

"Uh-uh,"” Victoria said. "Electron orbitals."”

"I't won't be any of those things," J.D. said. "I don't
know what it will be, but it will be sonething different."

"How wi || you reply?" Satoshi asked.

"Good question," Stephen Thomas said. "W've got a lit-
tle explaining to do."

They wat ched as the beacon built up another scan |ine of
bl ack or white dots. Victoria began to think she could nmake
out the pattern that was formng to greet her.

"What can you say to an alien being," she said, "after
you' ve announced yourself with a thernonucl ear expl osion? "

"I don't know yet." Joy and excitenent filled J.D.'s voi ce.
"l guess I'll just have to wing it."
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