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One

Out of the parsec abyss came little more than the twenty-one centimeter whisper of hydrogen, God's
favorite e ement. To the listeners, mechanica and human, it amounted to dead silence.

Alae Waunter entered the trand ucent blister of the Ear, rubbing deep from her eyes. She put the
equipment through severd reference tests. Everything checked out. She frowned and replaced a short

strand of reddish-brown hair.

A parsec away and over three years ago, the noise of an entire civilization had stopped. She tuned the
Ear up and down the spectrum, passing the harsh whikker of the star, the cold murmurs of the outer gas
giantsin the solar system, the song of radiation trapped in ballooning magnetic fields. Then she focused,
limiting her reception to thetiny point of the Perfidisan planet. There was nothing but cosmic



background. They had been on station, listening through the Ear, for twenty-six years and nothing likethis
had ever happened before.

Sheflipped the switch which cut the Ear out of the circuits and atered reception to non-radiative
communications. From the murmur of spaces below the Planck-Wheder length came an even more
profound silence.

Somehow, the Perfidisians had managed to blanket the most subtle signs of their presence. Or ...

Shefroze. If something drastic had happened, they could be out of a contract, out of the work they had
pursued for more than a quarter of acentury.

Oomalo Waunter walked into the Ear naked, drying himsdf with atowd after aswim in the seatanks. He
was the same height as hiswife, with thin brown hair and pae skin. Despite his congtant exercising, his
body was smooth and faintly chubby. “What'sup?’ he asked.

Alaedidn’'t answer. Shetook out specid attachments and plugged them in one by one. The Ear
expanded to thirty thousand timesits usud sze. The station’s power sourceswhined faintly.

“| don't hear anything,” she said.

“Let megiveit atry.” He repeated the tests she had made, then tried afew more. He checked the strain
on their power sources and pulled the Ear in severd thousand kilometers. “ Sounds like an empty hunk of
rock,” he said. For dl the time they had been on line, the Perfidisian planet — otherwise known only by a
long seria number — had presented an image of heavy overbuilding, industry, mining, agenerd air of
frantic if mysterious busyness.

The Perfidisans were unpredictable, prone to erratic migrations which no one had yet made any sense
out of. Though the distant world had been their base of operations for over five thousand years, it wasn't
inconceivable that they could have packed up and stolen away, evenin so short atimeasaday. Very
little was known about them; the Waunters had never found out anything significant, nor, o far asthey
knew, had any of the other listeners spaced at even greater distances.

Alae moistened her lips and looked through the Ear’ smisty walls at the fog of stars. “If they’ re gone—"
she began, her voice trembling.

“Shh. No.” Oomalo put his hand on her shoulder. For weeks at atime they didn’t touch each other, or
see each other. The station was huge and they had worked out aroutine over the years, leaving each
other aone much of the time. But they had not grown apart. Oomal o sensed her distress and it made his
stomach twist. “There may be more here,” he continued. “I mean, it may be an opportunity.”

They had relayed all they had heard for twenty-sx years, so that their employers could fed that the
puzzle of the Perfidisians was being solved, — how dowly. They had never known precisaly who their
employers were — the contract had been confirmed only on their end, with assurance in the form of
creditsformaly registered and accepted by proxy twice yearly on Myriadne, Tau Ceti I1.

“What kind of an opportunity?’ she asked.

“Maybethey’veleft ... that's possible. But if so, we'rethefirst to know about it. There could be an
entire planet down there, waiting for us, complete with artifacts.”

Alaenodded. “1 seethat. What if they haven't |eft?’
“Wetakearisk.”



Perfidisians had been known to go to greet lengthsto maintain their privacy. They were notorious for
ruses, double blinds, and subtle violence — the kind of mishapswhich couldn’t be blamed on any

particular party.

Alaedidn't regret the decades spent on line. She felt no resentment — there had been no hardships. The
work, in fact, had been idedly suited for them, bringing the peace they had never had working on other
jobs. Before they had bought into the station — an old, reconditioned Aighor starship — they had spent
thefirg five years of their marriage in miserable uncertainty, going after opportunitieswhich had collapsed
under them, twice declaring bankruptcy, with their equipment seized ... All because they had taken
chances, faced risks, and not been very lucky or smart. On line, whatever weaknesses had brought them
to ruin so often were not in evidence. They had done their work well.

But ill, hidden away was a yearning she would never rid hersdf of — thoughts of dl the thingsthey
could have done, could have been.

It would be days before the next line of listeners noticed the change.

Opportunity.

Alae dapped atest module on the panel and pushed her way past Oomal o, waking down the oval
corridor to the ship’s old Aighor command center. Her footfalls were the only noise. She wanted to put
her hands over her earsto hide from the silence. A quarter century of routine had made decisions
agonizingly difficult. Oomao followed. They sat in the twilight of the half-awake control consoles,
smdlling the dust and the cool dectronic odors. Human-form chairs had been welded to the floor plates
when the station had been re-outfitted thirty years ago.

Mogt of the pathways and living quarters had been tailored for human occupation, but the command
center was much asit had been for the past ten thousand years. The light on its consoles glowed with the
same spectrum chosen by the last Aighorsto crew the ship. Alien displaysindicated that the dormant
engineswere dill in working order.

They could be brought to life by touching three spots on ametd panel. The sation could revert to a
functioning starship in lessthan aminute. They could bein the Perfidisan system within aday. Withina
day they could be dead, or they could count themselves among the wed thiest and most influentia humans

inthegdaxy.
Alae glanced at her husband. “None of our riskswere likethis,” she said. “ Stakes were never so high.”

He turned to the ancient position charts around the perimeter of the direct-view dome. “We ve been here
alongtime,” he sad. “ Perhaps long enough. If you think it' sworth the risk.”

Alaelooked at the alien consoles with slver-flecked gray eyes, lipstight, onefist gripping and ungripping
thefabric of her pants. “Let’s start before the otherslearn.”

Oomao leaned forward and pulled aplagtic cloth away from the console. An amber metd plate with
sxty symbolsglinted in the red light of the dumbering monitors. He touched two of the symbals. The
console brightened. A human computer had been interfaced with the old Aighor machine. “We re going
to enter the Perfidisan system,” Oomalo told the computer. He consulted more up-to-date charts on his
tapas, asmal persona computer, then gave the tag-numbers and geodesics to follow. The computer
trandated. The old ship made hollow, resentful noises, but it complied. Their view of the garsinthe
direct-view dome was cut off.

Before pressing the third symbol, Oomal o broadcast aforma message to their employers, severing the



listening contract.

There was an old, established law. Thefirst beingsto set foot on aworld not inhabited (or likely to be
inhabited) by other intelligent beings could claim the world for themselves, or for the interests they
represented. Nothing in their contract held them torepresent their employers.

The Perfidisans were among the most powerful, and certainly the most mysterious, speciesin the Galaxy.
Information about them would command enormous prices. And the Waunters would command the
information.

The old ship went above space-time as smoothly as aleviathan through arctic seas. For three hoursthere
was nothing around them; the ship was their universe. It was at least ten thousand years old, from the
third-stage Aighor civilization, and asizable three kilometers from bow to stern. They had purchased it at
auction from Crocerian free merchants. Oomal o sat in the human-form chair, watching the dreams higher
gpaces always coaxed from his mind. Matter behaved with subtle differences when removed from the
reassurance of itsnatura realm. In grosdy tuned bodieslike aship’shull, the effect was minimal, but
computers had to be adjusted to override dangerous errors and misconceptions. The human brain and
the nerves of the body were self-adjusting over periods of severa minutes, but vague distortions and
fancies washed over a person and made concentration difficult. Some experienced ecstasies, others
nightmeares.

Alae Waunter gripped her chair amstightly, facerigid, eyes pressed shut. Her pupils twitched behind
closed lids. Shewaslost in aquandary of choices. After so many years, she could hardly imagine having
power over other people, havinginfluence . Perhapsit would be the same as never being ignored, never
being bothered for petty reasons, never disdained. When she spoke, otherswould listen. She had never
been influential before coming on line. She had never had much of anything before the partnership and
marriage, before the ship. Together they had earned agood living, but there was something more ...

Blue skies. Beautiful placesto live, human places. Spacious houses without ship noises. Sometimes she
felt she was becoming an Aighor, surrounded by so much that was non-human. But making choices had
always bothered her. So much to lose. So often, they had lost. For atime she had believed something
powerful and invisible had been appointed to punish them, discourage them, because they had not been
daring enough. Now they were daring. Now they would fly right into the realm of the Perfidisians, and
they would possibly die— or worse— would discover that the Perfidisans, or some power like them,
had been the appointed discouragers all dong. Shetensed. A small back portion of her mind pursued the
idea, flinging out vison after vision of aPerfidisian hdll, cages with sticks being poked incessantly, escape
opportunities turning into more chances for failure, orchestrated failure and disappointment. Her arm
muscles knotted. Until now, at least they had had peace. How foolish to risk peace for the chance of
cages and sticks, mud on their faces as they crawled away and were captured. How foolish evenin the
face of influence, beating the odds, blue skies and fine placesto live. She should have thought it out more
carefully, but it was too late now. The decision had been made.

Ooma o ungtrapped himsaf and made hisway carefully to rdlief facilities. There he defecated, washed,
and ordered ameal. He didn’t bother to ask if Alae needed anything. Warping was abrief visit to her
own private hell, and it was impolite to disturb someone so involved.

Hefdt mildly drunk. He leaned against the wall outside the relief center and ate a piece of bread, eyes
amost closed. He wondered what it would be like to havetrillions of words of desired information to
s, But hisfancieswere vagudy boring. He had never didiked life aboard the Sation. It was
comfortable, secure, and interesting. He could spend many more decades exploring the old ship, adding
to hispicture of the civilization that had built it. Being rich probably wouldn't give him problems any more
interesting than the ones he dready had.



But he respected Alag' s decisions. She had decided to contract-purchase the old ship and offer it asa
listening station so closeto the Perfidisian system. Her offer had been snatched up quickly by their
employers, and the ship had been paid off and signed over to the Wauntersfor athirty-year contract,
with reversion after twenty-five years. The ship wastechnicaly theirs now. And it was dueto her that his
lifewasasinteresting asit was. He knew exactly what he offered her in return: ameansto give her plans
olidity.

The period ended none too soon for Alae. The ship fell from strangeness, and the direct-view bubble

cleared. Stars and clouds of stars, perspectives amost unchanged, waited as aways. She pressed her
temples and nodded asif to sort her tumbling memories back into place. Then the hell passed and she
stood to go with Ooma o to the Ear.

Silence till. They put the ship into along, cautious orbit, down to thetiny pinprick that wasthe
Perfidigan planet.

From athousand kilometers the surface was gray and blue, splotched with rust-red and bands of ochre.
It was covered with a cross-thatch of what may have been roads at one time. No natural landscape
remained, and no prominent artificid structures. Everything had been scoured away, leaving the surface
reasonably smooth, with no irregularities greater than four to five meters. Alae shot the sunlit crescent
during one orbit, and swept microwave and other sensors from pole to pole. There was mild westher but
no oceans, updrafts but no mountains, oxygen but no plant life. No lifeat all.

“They made sure we wouldn’t find anything obvious,” Oomalo said.

Alae cleared her throat and put the instruments on deep-crust scan. “Either that, or they’ re masking it,”
shesaid. “It'shard to believe they’ d take the time to wipe aworld clean.”

“Hard to believe they’ d run away from aworld in thefirst place,” Oomao said. “But they have.”

The horizon scanner chirruped, and Alae amed the display projector at her retina. “ There sonething
left,” shead. “A dome Structure, about aslarge as our ship.”

“Thet'sit?’
“Standing done on asmooth plain.”

“That' swhereweland,” Oomalo said. Alae agreed with anod, and they prepared atiny probe for the
first surface venture. While Alae fueled the device, Oomal o went to get the lander ready. They dropped
the ship into atighter orbit and rel eased the probe into the atmosphere. The probe’ s cameras recorded
the areaaround the dome during its descent. The pictures were monotone and conveyed little more
information than was obtained in scans from high orbit. The dome was featureless, three thousand five
hundred and sixty-one metersin diameter, surrounded by aplain of concretelike materid.

Alaetook adeep breath to subdue her spookiness. Everything was going too smoothly. Shewasn't
apprehensive about being trapped — they’ d aready come too close to worry about that. But athird
aternative was becoming depressingly clear.

There might not be anything left to bother with.

The probe set down without incident. It scanned the featurel ess hemisphere in three sweeps, two vertical
and one horizontal. The dome's perfect outline was distorted dightly by interna supports— adeviation
of one or two centimeters where they touched the interior.

“Structureis sound,” the computer announced. “It isn't designed with much flair or efficiency.”



“What'sit made of 7" Alae asked.

The probe shot atiny charge of superheated gasinto the dome and anayzed the spectrum from the
resulting flash of light. “ Structureislargdly glass, with filaments of boron laced through it. There aretraces
of lead and molybdenum.”

The probe’ s signd faded asthey dipped into the planet’s shadow. There were no belts of trapped
particles, no way to anayze the aimaospheric effluent of the vanished Perfidisians. The air was very weak
but pure. The planet was cold and adeep. There were only dight gravitationa anomalies associated with
plate tectonics and the building of mountain chains— but there were no mountains. Alae guessed they
had been condensed, not scraped or blown away but smply pressed into conformity with adesired
referenceleve.

The swaths of red and ochre were due to impurities of iron and copper in the artificia surface, probably
caused by percolation of groundwater through the porous materia.

Monotonous. Empty. Alag sface wastight, and she pressed her teeth together grimly. 1t might be their
world now, but it was no treasure trove. She released some tension in aragged sigh. Her neck muscles
were tightening. She abhorred theidea of letting the medica units cam her down, but if she got any more
wound up she' d have to. She dmost wished everything were back to normal. Wanting something so
badly and not being sure it even existed was more distressing than anything she' d felt for decades. The
routine of the station had seeped into her body and thoughts, and she had no defenses againgt
overrescting.

“Med unit,” shesaid softly.

“Thisdevice will summon,” the computer replied. The smooth jade-green ceiling had been equipped with
tracks. Two medica units, cubes hanging from dender chrome poles, beeped behind her.

“Bring me down to relaxed and dert,” shesaid. “No impairment of CNS.” She stood and held an arm
out to the nearest cube. The second cube advanced and flashed lightsin her eyes. Shefet aprick inthe
skin above her bicep. Her neck muscles loosened, and she was calm.

“Med unit suggests a brief training regimen to establish complete CNS control of emotiona responses;”
the computer said.

“Noted. How’ s he doing with the lander?’
“It'sready,” Oomalo said behind her.
“Then let’sgo down.”

From outside, aview they hadn’t seen since being positioned for listening, the old Aighor ship looked like
an agteroid carved from malachite. It was flattened, twice aslong asit was wide, and featurel ess except
for the bumps and gouges covering its surface. It had been through at least adozen mgor battlesiniits
prime, with countless wounds inflicted by unknown weapons, some large enough to have required
rebuilding the ship in deep space. The repaired sections were detectable only where they obvioudy
deviated from the origina design of the ship.

The lander turned its thrust nodes against the orbital path and let |oose a steady wash of rainbow light.
The vessal shuddered and G-forcesincreased. They began to spird in.

Pearls and dugt, everything leached of color. Ice-crystal clouds formed athin haze at thirty kilometers.
The lander punched through them and thrust again. It touched down haf akilometer from the dome. The



surface under its engines cooled immediately. A quarter kilometer away, afew patches of snow liquefied,
then turned to glassy ice.

They put on full suits before opening the hatch. A ramp flowed from the outer wall and they walked
down to the plain. Their radios whistled, and the voice of the station computer announced that two other
ships had entered orbits around the planet.

“Nothing we can do about it now,” Oomalo said. “ Send arecord of our prior landing to Centrum
Archive. To our employers send anote that we are accepting bids for data mining on thisworld. We are
sole owners”

They approached the dome. From this side there was no visible entrance. They marched around it.
Oomalo kept his suit recorders on throughout the walk. On the dome' s north side they came acrossa
door. It was round and three meters high. A black spira in the middle wound to ared depression that
was obvioudy meant to be touched. Oomalo pushed it with agloved hand. The door vanished.

“It sfadt,” Aleesaid. “| bardly saw it flash aside.” They entered. It waswarmer indde, and theair was
thicker, richer in oxygen and nitrogen. The door was closed behind them when they turned to look.

They werein aperistyle. Five meters above them aroof jutted from the insde of the dome. To either sde
it extended around the curve, making acircuit. They stepped from the roof’ s shadow and stood under
the nighttime sky, with stars and the outlines of clouds. Directly before them was agrassy hill dotted with
broad, dark trees. Beyond the hill was atower, multistoried and ornate, like several houses stacked atop
each other. Climbing the hill, they came to a path, beside which stood a stone lantern with acap which
resembled the roof of the tower. A body lay on the path, pushed against the base of the lantern.

“It looks human,” Oomalo said, turning it face up with the toe of hisboot. A few seconds after he
touched it, it crumbled into white powder. Only its clothing and armor remained. The armor was made of
shiny black meta and beautifully decorated, like the cargpace of an insect.

Alae bent to pick up asword she' d stepped on. She held it out for Oomalo to examine. “These are
human artifacts,” she said. She shined her suit lamp into the dark at the top of the hill. Something moved.
“They’renot al dead,” she said. Oomalo nodded behind his faceplate, and they walked to the top.

From that vantage they could see that the dome was aterrarium, designed to mimic aterrestria
landscape. On the other side of the hill was avillage, with buildings made of wood and athin, trand ucent
materid, illuminated by spots of straw-colored light. Everything was slent and ill.

Alae had never been to Earth, but she' d experienced enough tapesto know it like anative. “It's summer
here,” shesad.

“Dead summer,” Oomalo added, coming across another body. He didn’t touch this one but bent over
and shined hissuit lamp into the face. “ These were never dive. They must have been smulacra” The hair
had been pulled back on the scalp to form a short topknot. The clothing was voluminous and
comfortable-looking. The eyeswere closed and the face was peacefully composed, but the back of the
head had aready begun to powder from the body’ sweight.

They walked around astonewall until they came to agate, which stood open. They entered the
compound and approached the tower. A square doorway beckoned at the base of the imposing wooden
structure. Ooma o stepped up to look inside.

A shadow jumped into the doorway with sword raised. Oomalo held up his arm and stepped back. They
stood two paces apart. The figure wore afierce metal mask. Oomalo stepped back again, and it



advanced aggressively.

“Dareni aitain desu ka?” it said.
“What?’ Alae asked.

“Dare?”

Oomalo held out one hand and reached up to draw aside hisface plate. “We' relikeyou,” he said. He
heard the voice of the station computer in Alag’ s hdmet, and hints of her whispered reply. Then shedid
aside her own faceplate and held her hands out, palms up.

“Nippongo wa yoku dekimasen,” she said. “We don't speak Japanese.”

Thefigure sagged and lowered its sword. In aflash it sheathed the blade, opened its helmet from the
front, and removed it. “ Forgive me,” the man said, bowing quickly. “1 have been herealong time.
Forgive me very much.”

|Go to Contents |

Two

Alae put the portable environment pack on the ground beside the armored man and |ooked up at the
descending point of light. Oomalo joined them, and the dome hatch shut swiftly behind. “ Take him to our
ship?’ Alae asked.

“Let the otherstake care of him,” he said. “We have to establish our claim now.”
The armored man stared steadlily at the ground and took a deep breath.

“Y oumean hehasaclam?’

“That’ swhat it amountsto. He was here before us.”

“Thet’ sinsane.”

“Thisisgoing to be contested by everyone who setsfoot here. We just keep silent and maybe things will
work out for us. But we don't dare touch him or we' |l be accused of —”

Even through the bubble of air around them, the sound of the landing craft drowned out hisvoice. Alag's
gray eyeslooked over the armored man coldly.

“Let’'sgo, then,” she said. They resealed their suits and dipped out of the bubble.

The second shuttl€' s engines had stopped. There was amark on its side Oomalo didn’t recognize,
though it bore aresemblance to the family crest of aman he had once freelanced for — Traicom Nestor.
Alae boarded their lander ahead of him. The ramp swung inboard just as another piercing whine cut
through the thin atmosphere.

“What's her registry?” Oomalo asked, going to the shuttle’ s computers and caling up lists of symbols.
Alaewatched over hisshoulder. “AnnaSigrid Nestor,” he said findly. “ United Starswon'’t be far behind.
Findigsinto the sretch.”

The second shuttle€ s outer shields flickered off, and aramp swung out from the base. Immediately a



bubble of air poked down and nestled around the landing vanes. A crowd of humansin colorful costumes
exited from the cargo lock. For amoment it looked like a circus had come to the Perfidisian planet. The
passengers milled in the environment bubble, blinking in the washed-out light, adjusting their e egant

capes and swirling ropes. The austere black and gray suits of three androgynes stood out, ong with the
russet fur of severd tecto dters. Onelast figure, awoman in an orange and red gown, watched from the
top of the ramp, carrying her own environment pack.

Thethird ship landed in acopper halo of light.

The woman in orange and red nodded to someone behind her and stepped down into the crowd of
twenty passengers. She left the bubble and began walking over the featurel ess pavement to the dome,
skirting the Waunters [ander.

Thethird ship dropped aramp, and immediately atall, well-muscled man with bright red hair ran out of
lock. He was wearing the uniform of a United Starsloytnant. His environment trailed after him with some
difficulty as he ran to catch up with the woman. Bresthless, he merged his bubble with hers, and they
walked on together.

She paid him no attention. “Heiress, have you riddled what I’ veriddled?’ he asked nervoudly.

“Noriddies” shereplied. “Plain assky. I’'m going to talk to the owner of thisplanet.” Shewaswdll
formed but not exceptiondly beautiful, not to his eyes a that moment, with ahard-edged, masculine face,
large eyes, arched brows indicating amusement, narrow jaw, and a sensuous mouth.

“I'm Elvox,” theman said. “ dulio Elvox, senior officer in charge of thislanding.”

“Good for you,” the woman said.

“And | recognize you — you're AnnaNestor.”

She nodded and arched one brow further, but till didn’t look at him. They were approaching the dome.
“Wedon't know who heis” Elvox sad, indicating the man, “or where he came from.”

“Nor |. Shall we be careful and courteous?’

“What language does he speak?’

“I haven’t any idea. I’ ve got atrandator tapas with me. | suppose you do, too. If he speaks any
terrestrid language, we' |l understand each other.”

“You'resure he shuman?’ Elvox asked.

AnnaNestor gave him an amused, ironic smile, looking him over for thefirst timewith asingle
up-and-down scan. She nodded to hersdlf asif making anote. “Y ou're only aloytnant,” she said.

Elvox opened his mouth to reply but nothing came ot.

The armored man watched without gpparent interest as they approached him. “ Careful,” Elvox said.
“He' swearing asword and another knife.” The armor was dented asif it had seen combat. The three
environment bubbles merged, and Anna stopped afew pacesin front of the man.

“Hello,” she greeted him casudly. He turned hisforlorn face toward her and blinked, but said nothing. He
looked very young, perhaps twenty-five — afew years younger than Nestor or Elvox. His skin waslight
brown and his eyes were black, with epicanthic folds, which marked him asafairly pure Orientad. Racid



purity wasn't unheard of on human worlds, but it was rare enough for remark. “How long have you been
here?’ He didn't answer. He seemed lost in some inner tragedy.

Annalooked his cosume over.

“If that' s an example of Perfidisan daily wear — assuming he' s been held prisoner or under study —
they must be pretty limited in their technology,” Elvox said.

“It' sbeautiful,” Annasaid. “He sno native.”

“Then they captured him,” Elvox said.

Nestor looked at the loytnant asif hewasn't entirely usdess. “When?”’
“A long time ago. Perhaps athousand years.”

“Where did they catch him?’

“Earth.” Thefull implications hit them both at once.

“If you'reright, he' sthe oldest living human,” Annasaid. “He svauable regardiess of this planet. Say
something to us,” she addressed the armored man, pretending to drag words from her mouth with a
hand.

“My nameisKawashitaY oshio.” he said. His English was doubly accented, by time and by the fact that
it wasn't his native tongue, which made him hard to understand. Nestor’ s trandator tapas went to work
and described his nationdity and time period.

“He s Jgpanese,” sheread from the display. “ Twentieth century.”

“His clothes put me off five hundred years” Elvox said.

“Yes, Jgpanese,” the man affirmed. * For you, my first nameis'Y oshio, my family name Kawashita.”
“When were you born?" Elvox asked.

“Chrigtian year one thousand nine hundred and eighteen.”

“When were you captured?’ Nestor asked.

“Chrigtian year one thousand nine hundred and forty-two.”

“Where?’

He shook his head and glanced between them, then looked down at hisfeet. “Forgive me, do not wish to
offend, but I have many things of asking, perhapswill trade, point for point,neh 7’

“Fair enough,” Nestor said. “ Y ou'll have to understand the situation clearly before you make any
commitments.” She pressed her tapas and the device trand ated her speech into Japanese. “Y ou're very
important now. Many people will want to talk to you.”

“Why?" he asked. “I havelogt.”
“By no means,” Nestor said.

“You'revery lucky. Y ou probably own this planet now.”



“Hemay not know what that means,” Elvox said.

“I am not ignorant,” Y oshio said defengively. “1 was et to read, many years.”

“It meansthat for atime you were the only being on thisworld. That probably makes you the owner.”
“Cannot own dl this” Yoshio said. “They ownit.”

“They' regone.” Nestor swept her arms around the empty prairies of concrete. “They took everything but
you and your habitat.”

“| am desolate,” Y oshio said, hanging hishead. “1 havelogt.”

Nestor and Elvox |ooked at each other with obvious questions. The man was unable to fend for himsdlf.
Who would be his adviser and guardian?

“There s not much you can objectively do for Y oshio Kawashita,” she said in aforma tone. “You
represent a consolidation with concerns of itsown.”

“And you don't?” Elvox said, indignarnt.

“I didn’t say that. I’'m just excusing myself if | look after hisinterests before you do.” She extended her
bubble to encompass Y oshio’s, picked up the portable environment pack the Waunters had |eft near
him, and grasped hisarm gently. “Comewith me.” He did ashewastold. Their environments broke
away from Elvox’ swith an audible pop. Elvox frowned, seeing his promotion march away after them.
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Three

Kawashitalooked over the lander’ sinterior without much surprise. It was more precisaly fashioned, with
fewer jutting pipes and beams, but essentidly it waslittle different from the inner spaces of theHiryu . He
wasn't very clear on what the ship did, but it was obvioudy aship.

Asfor the woman who escorted him, she behaved like aman, and that in itsalf told him things were
different here. The varieties of peoplein the entourage, now waiting in the ship’ssmall cargo area, meant
little to him, so heignored them — al except one who was covered with fur. Hefelt atingle go up his
back asif he'd seen ademon.

“My nameis AnnaSgrid Nestor,” the woman told him. *Y ou'rein alanding vehicle which will take usup
to alarger ship in afew days. If you don’t want to be here, if you don’t want to go with us, tell me now
and we'll put you back on thefield or in your dome.”

Kawashitathought that over for afew seconds. “No,” he said. I’ ve been there too long.”
“I'll say,” Nestor sighed. * Four hundred years.”
“Many lifetimes. | was many thingsthere, learned many things”

“Well aso need your permission to record everything we do with you. We don’t want to be accused of
kidngpping or anything illegd.”

“How ... record?’



She held up the tapas pad. “ Everything we do and say is kept in the pad’ s memory, and temporarily in
the lander’ s compuiter, too. | imagine dl thisisunfamiliar to you.”

“I waslet to read,” Kawashita said.

“Do we have your permisson?’

“Torecord, yes,” hesaid.

“Would you liketo rest, change clothes?”’

He held up hisarms and let them drop. Metd and heavy cloth shuffled together. “ Show me clothes.”

She motioned for the entourage to stay back and took him to a private cabin. “Y ou can take your pick of
any of these outfits. Some are designed to snug-fit once they’ re worn, but they aren’t the best-looking in
thelot.” Helooked through the small closet and felt for supports above the clothing. They werefloating
free. He didn't remark on it. Instead, he sadly and deliberately picked out agray and green robe with
baggy pants and abelt. It was something he could get used to. Many of the others were rather disturbing.

“Wdl.” Nestor Sghed again. “ Congratulaions. Y ou’ ve picked one that’ [l shug fit. | imagineyou're
modest, S0 you can dressin here” — she pointed to a separate bathroom — “while | wait outside.”

“I’m not so modest,” Kawashitasaid. “But wait outside anyway.”

“Of course. Where did you learn English?’

“I waslet to read.”

“Of course.” She smiled and backed out, the door diding shut behind her.

It was pleasant to be aone, even in astrange place. He' d almost become used to living alone — except
for Ko, of course. He put the costume down on a bunk and looked at the cabin and the bathroom. He
could learn much from smplefixtures, if he only knew how to interpret them. Some might be dangerous.
Some might look innocuous but be very important. While he removed hisarmor and clothing, hewhistled
tunelesdy. He put his bearskin shoes together next to the bunk, then removed the gauntlets from hisarms.
Thelacquered platesrattled against each other as he arranged them on a chair. With some difficulty he
reached behind himself to undo the cords and remove his bresstplate. He dipped off hishitatare , which
in the rush to get suited he had stolen from the body of alow-ranking samurai. Some white powder
filtered from the shoulders.

It would take some timefor his hair to grow out, he decided as he looked at the bathroom mirror. He
rubbed his scap, and the mirror flashed a question mark in one corner. Heignored it. While he figured
out how to use the urinal, avoice asked what he wanted. He looked at the walls but said nothing as he
used the facilities. They were relaively easy to understand. One of the fixtures looked obscene— an
obvious phalus and less obvious but identifiable femal e genitaliaformed in plastic and mounted on a
smooth black cylinder next to the washbasin. Above the basin, next to the mirror, was ablack cube with
many little doors outlined on its surfaces. Helooked at himsdlf in the mirror, and again it flashed a
question mark.

“Do you desire scap massage?’ the voice asked.
“No,” hesaid.

“Doesyour hair need trestment?’



He shook hishead. “Needsto grow.”

“Thismachine will adjust style by request.” The black cube turned red, then went back to black. He
wasn't ready to take that kind of risk. He refused as politely as he could — there might, after al, bean
actual human somewhere behind the walls— and put on the pants and robe. The pants shrunk
gppreciably until they weren’t baggy, just comfortably loose. The robe adjusted in asimilar fashion.
Looking in the mirror, bare chest peeking out between the lapels of the robe, he thought he had made a
good compromise.

If thiswas his cabin, he was much better off than he’ d been in the bunkroom aboard theHiryu . He
frowned and picked up hisarmor, adjusting it and sticking it into the closet, where something invisble
held it in place. His clothing was ragged, so he left it out to be mended or thrown way.

“Ko,” hesaid, looking around the cabin. “Where are you?’ He smiled and nodded at the opposite wall.
“It isgood of you to come with me. In awhile, we will talk. But now they wait.” Hisface sagged into a
frown. “So many years, and now there are others, real people. So strange. | think much has changed,
and | may never know how much. What?Y es, nothing will be the same now. Thekami have left in anger
and shame; they will not return. We deserve our confusion. Now hide again. | will cal the woman and go
with her.”

He went to the door and opened it. “1 am ready,” he said.

Annalooked over his clothing and nodded appreciatively. “Not bad.” She stepped through the door and
looked around the cabin. “ Are you ready to meet someone who actually speaks Japanese? She doesn't
even need atapas. I'll introduce you.”

“Isit common tongue?’ he asked.
“No, not exactly.”
“Then | speak English when possible.”

“That'll disgppoint our linguist. She knowsforty old human languages, and she likesto practice. But you
know best.”

“I know Chinese, Tagadog, and some Mday,” he said. “ Are those common?’

“Chineseis spoken widdy but probably not asyou remember it. Better stick with English for thetime
being. Y our accent isn't too thick to penetrate, and English hasn’t changed much in grammar and syntax
snceit was standardized, about a century and a half after you —" Shelifted her hand. “ After whatever

happened.”
“I will tdl,” hesaid. “But first | need food, and atour.”

“By dl means” shesad. “If you'll be patient, we'll take you up to the big ship. With permission, of
course.”

“Up?’ he asked. He pointed hisfinger meekly.
“To orbit. To awarper ship— aspace vessd.”
“Space,” herepeated. “Thisisaship for space?”’

Nestor nodded. “We have alot to explain, | can seethat.”



“Thisisnot the Earth?” He had suspected as much, but now he wanted to be sure.
She shook her head gently. “Earth isvery, very far awvay.”

“Then| amglad,” he said. “Have not lost as much as was thought.”

“If you' reready, afew of my friendswould like to meet you.”

“Oneswith fur and bright clothes?’

“No, not right now. Y ou can meet them later if you want. | have afirst officer who's very good at history.
Shetells me you were dressed as a samural warrior, but that you' re not from that time period. You've
made usdl very curious”

“Will spesk for exchange,” Kawashitasaid, hislipsthinning with determination. “Y ou will tdl and let me
read al | haveto know about this.” He gestured vaguely at the bulkheads.

“Of course. Inafew daysyou'll get to talk to people from the Centrum. They’ |l probably assign
someoneto look after your welfare. If you wish, you can leave with them. But for the moment you're
welcome here”

“Firg, food.”

“Comealong.” Nestor opened the door and he stepped cautioudy into the corridor, which circled the
periphery of the lander. She stood him on ablack spot beneath a hole and told him to keep hisarms
down. They were lifted gently to the next level. Y oshio reflexively clutched at the passing walls, sucking in
his breath through his teeth. Annatouched his shoulder. “Don’t worry,” she said.

They stepped out of thelift field. Walking away from the periphery — Y oshio tried to orient himsdlf, and
decided they were moving toward the center of the ship — they cameto asmall cabin with two round
tables. Four pearl-like spheres, each about forty centimeters wide, hung without apparent support just
beneath the celling. A bright, lively painting of astrange jungle covered onewall. At least, Y oshio mused,
it wasn't a photograph — it was three-dimensiond, very detailed, and seemed in constant motion.

“What would you liketo eat?” Annaasked. She pointed to a square in the table nearest them. He sat
down and looked into the square. Pictures of food flashed past, and hints of odor, aswell astaste. He
backed away, sucked in his breath — “Hht!” — then leaned forward more dowly. Some of the tastes
were unfamiliar, even unpleasant.

“You canlook at it again if you want, just ask for arerun.”

“Yes” Yoshiosad. “Again, please” The menu passed again. He settled for what looked like a plate of
fish and reasonably undtered vegetables. He then chose adrink very closeto beer, and ignored alist of
supplementary nourishment. “What isthethird list for?” he asked.

“Some of my crew have religious regimens which require specid dietsto be effective,” she said. “Some
are on selective sarvation diets, others modified intoxicants, and that means they need periodic
supplements to keep them healthy.” She pointed to the tapas, which had been silent for the past few
minutes, and asked if he needed trandation any longer.

He shook his head. “| would rather hear people speak and understand. Explain odd wordsto me, or give
medictionary.”

“Here.” She handed over the tapas. He hefted the device and looked at its pale gray screen. It fit easily



into the palm of hishand. “Simply punch these three buttons in sequence and spesk an unfamiliar word
into the face. The screen will give awritten trandation in Japanese.”

While he tested the pad, hisfood drifted down from an opening in one of the spheres and hisdrink rose
up from the table, glassand all. He tasted the beer and smiled dightly. “Itislike San Migue,” he said.
“Philippines beer.”

“Wetry,” Annasaid. “If that meansit’ sgood.”
“Yes” Yoshio sad.

Annaleaned back in the chair as he ate. “Would you like to know what you' re eating? Might be agood
placeto start asking questions.”

Kawashitaheld abite of food in mid-air and looked at it suspicioudy. “Thisisnot fish?” he asked.

“Wedon't kill animasfor food anymore. It’'s genericaly known as synthecarn. It sartificia, but | doubt
you can tell the difference. Some of usobject to it because it looks like dead animal flesh, but that’sa
pretty fine digtinction. The vegetables are cloned products grown in afew secondsin specid containers.
Most of what you' re eating was aliquid nutrient solution afew minutes ago, and reclaimed waste
products before that.”

“Thefutureis not appetizing,” Kawashitasaid. But he took a bite of the fish and decided it was
acceptable. “ And the beer?’

“Artificia. I’'m not sure how it’s produced.”
“Do people anywhere et thingsas | once did?’

“Probably. There are quite afew colony worlds where people have chosen to go back to old ways—
maybefive or six thousand. But most are more rational. Thisis much more efficient, and just as
satisfactory to anyone but azealot.”

Kawashitatook the pad and said, “ Cloned.” Writing appeared and continued for several minutes, moving
at an easy pace across the tapas screen. “1 will not need alibrary with this,” he said.

“Itisalibrary. Don't get too dependent on it, though. We have aclinica name for people who can't stay
away from atapas.”

“Tapas,” Kawashitasaid to himsdlf. “In Sanskrit it means heet.”
“Weget it from aMitd Allemain root. Mitd Allemain—"
“Middle German,” Kawashitatrand ated.

“Yes. It'salanguage used on colony worlds with mixes of French-, German-, and English-speaking
peoples. There sanother form caled PlatAllemain, which has Spanish and Russian influences, and athird
caled Soyuvet, which ismostly Russian and afew other Savic tongues. But they’ re not standard.
Centrum English and Demotiki — that’s mostly Greek, | think — are quite common. Most people are
willing to speak English, unlessyou'rein political Stuations where native tongues are important. Y ou
seem to be anaturd — knowing Sanskrit, trandating quasi-French and German.”

“Many years of study when let aone, when let to read. | know only bits and fragments. Y ou seem to
have easy waysto learn languages, however. Could | be taught?’ He was amost finished with hismed.



“I don’t see why not. Would you like to meet the others now?’
“Firgt, atour,” he said.
“Fine” Shesmiled broadly. “Y ou’ re ahard bargainer.”
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Elvox had requested historica records from the orbiting United Stars ship. Displaying them rapidly and
running an autometic search, he found no listing for aterrestria citizen named Y oshio Kawashita. But the
records were incompl ete before 1990. He shrugged and handed the display tapasto his
second-in-command, a heavyset unterloytnant, Lawrence Tivvers. Tivversreplayed the search and
agreed with the negative results.

“I don’t think they’ Il coerce him,” Elvox said. “We could proveillega persuasion in any judgment
dispute. But he' s open gamefor any kind of persuasion. He snaive.”

“All thisison thefringes of thelaw,” Tivvers said, clearing the outside view portsto seethewoman’s
shuttle and the dome. “But it’ s pretty clear, even so. HE sinherited the planet.”

“And we can't investigate adamned thing unless he gives us permisson.”

Tivvers punched up their work schedule and began to reviseit. “I think we' re going to have to freeze
everything until the Centrum ship getshere.” The Centrum oversaw the actions of mercantile
consolidations like United Stars, and mediated when disputes arose. “USC won't like us taking chances
with apunitive decison.”

“Larry, | blew my chancesfor apromotion out there.”
“How? By not taking him in? That may work against her.”

“She’ stoo smart to do anything that will work againgt her. But she' s getting friendly with him, and we're
out inthe cold.”

“Wait until the Centrum arrives. We Il get our orders from the CO next accession, ten minutes from
now — patience!”

Elvox rubbed hisface. “ She stepped right in, no weaknesses, no doubts. She swept him away likea
gorm. | didn’t have achanceto think.”

Tivvers acknowledged a beep on the intercom.
“Sir, thisis Ruysmd. We reready to examine the dome.”

“Hold off onthat,” Elvox said. “We re going to St tight for awhile.” He dapped hispam on apand and
good. “That’ stimid, isn't it? Would she be timid?’

Tivverslooked a him, afaint grin surfacing.
“Shewouldn’t betimid, would she?’

“Hdl, no. She' sAnnaNestor.”



“She'sno older than | am, no more experienced.”

“No,” Tivversmused, “not in thissort of thing, maybe.”

“You believe dl those stories about her?”

Tivvers grin was open now.

“She' s something to go up againgt, you know that? If we it tight, she’ sgoing to run circles around us.”
“Y ou' re not thinking about taking chances, are you?’

“How did the CO get hiscommand?’

Tivversshook hishead. “Julio, that wasthirty years ago, things were different. The Centrum controlsthe
show now. No consolidation dares go up against the Centrum — not when every other consolidation will
jump dl over itsass. Thisisatime of honor and decorum.”

Elvox made arude noise, then punched up the cargo lock. “Ruysmal, get your team out to the dome and
go over it with every detector we have. Don't disturb anything, but find out everything you can.” He
sueezed past Tivvers and took the ladder to the next deck, hisvoice rising up the shaft. “ She can't
refuseto let me see him. They'll say shewas holding him out of communication. She hasto let metak to
him”

“Jdulio, before we do anything, let’ s at least see what the legal advisers haveto say.”
The sound of Elvox’ s steps on the ladder stopped. “Okay. But make it quick. I’'m getting a pack ready.”

|Go to Contents |
Five

Elvox crossed thefield, rehearsing what he would say and how he would behave. AnnaNestor was an
imposing figure, but thiswas too important to alow himsdf to be cowed. As he neared her shuittle,
Tivverstold him by radio that the legal advisers concurred.

“Good,” he breathed. “Now | hope the CO goes a ong with me, too.”
“Hewill, if you succeed,” Tivwerssad.

“Succeed at what? I’ m not even surewhat I’ m after.”

“Influence, Sr. Make him think we refriendly, too. We can help.”

“Clear enough.” He closed the channd and opened another to talk with Nestor’ s shuttle. His environment
merged with the bubble around the base of the lander.

“Canwe help you?’

Helooked up and saw atecto ater standing in the cargo-lock hatch. Nestor seemed to have afair
number of dtersin her entourage. Usually, dters chose to stay with their own kind — in societies of less
than athousand, since there were seldom more than that number of any particular type. Elvox didn’t
approve of adaptive breeding and tectonogenetics programs, persondly, but USC did, and he wasloya
to USC. “I’d like to speak to AnnaNestor.”



“And you're’ — the dter consulted atapas—* Loytnant Elvox, correct?’

He nodded. The dter stepped back into the lock, leaving Elvox to rub his hands at the base of the ramp.
“Loytnant Elvox,” Nestor’ s voice ran out from the outside speaker. “ Come aboard, and be welcome.”
“Thank you,” he murmured.

The dter took him to the lander’ sbridge. Nestor and severd others were giving Kawashita rudimentary
ingtruction on the state of modern technology. He referred to atapas frequently. Elvox made amental
note to subpoenathat tapasin any lega dispute, to seeif it was biased.

The Japanese seemed at ease. He was listening studioudly to everything said, though he couldn’t possibly
understand atenth of it, Elvox thought.

Annatook Elvox aside and welcomed him aboard the ship. “What can we do for you, Loytnant?’

“I''m here to speak with Kawashita, find out how he cameto be here, offer him our congratulations ....”
Hetrailed off and smiled nervoudy. Kiril Kondrashef, Nestor’ s shuittle pilot, was explaining the craft’s
power system. Annaturned away to explain adetail more smply. She then turned back to Elvox and
motioned him to take a sest.

“We revery interested in your welfare, Y oshio,” Elvox said duringalull. “As... uh ... AnnaNedtor is.
And we want you to understand how important your postionisnow.” Nestor smiled enigmaticaly. Elvox
suddenly felt likeaclumsy child.

“I beginto see” Kawashitasaid. “ Things are being explained well.”

“I hope you see that there are agreat many thingsthat will be very difficult for you to understand ... right
away.” He smiled ingratiatingly at Nestor, by way of experiment. Her smile shifted dightly and seemed to
mirror hisown. “Our technology istoo complex for even amodern individua to absorb quickly. Some of
the conceptswill probably teke yearsto snk in.”

“Probably,” Kawashitaadmitted. “I am not unfamiliar with some, however. Was talked about for along
time, thiswarper ability.”

Elvox was taken aback. “In your time, they ... uh ... knew about higher and lower spaces, how to use
them?’

Kawashitashook hishead. “Not in my time. After. | waslet to read.”

Elvox itched to ask what he had been alowed to read, but aglance at Nestor told him the Japanese
was't willing to divulge such things yet. She shook her head and pursed her lips.

“Y oshio isup on quite afew thingswe wouldn’t expect himto be,” she said. “He slearning very
quickly.”

The lander shuddered dightly, and amournful hum vibrated through the bulkheads. The pilot cleared the
direct-view plates. Dark thunderheads were piling up al around the dome and landing area. Elvox saw
Ruysma and Dean walking toward the dome, leaning into a gtiff breeze.

“Lookslike the Waunters are settling in for ablow,” the pilot said.

Stabilizers were spreading out and bolts were being driven into the concrete. Nestor chuckled. * Until
we're sure about al this, let’ s prepare to stay.” Shelooked at Elvox again. “Loytnant, unlessyou wish to



risk lifeand limb, | suggest you remain here as our guest. | hope that won't be too inconvenient.”

The winds outside were aready rising above a hundred kilometers an hour. He shook hishead in
resgnation. “I’ [l have to send amessage to my lander.”

“Fed free” Nestor said, pointing out the communications panel.

Within the hour dl three ships were firmly rooted into the concrete. The winds began to show their true
faces. By early evening the cloud cover was clear and starstwinkled in the oncoming night. Minutes later
avadt wet front swept over and dropped aflood on the plains of concrete.

Most of Nestor’s entourage were preparing to deep in the cargo bay. Spare deeping pads and blankets
were being brought out, and hot drinks were served. Two women came up to the bridge to talk with
Nestor, carrying ampoules of liquid for al of them.

Elvox watched Nestor closaly. The women were musicians from her entourage, and their manner with
her wasinformal, relaxed. Theway her lander crew acted, the whole affair might have been afamily
outing. Elvox wondered how she kept discipline. But it wasn't his concern. The drink was relaxing him,
but he couldn’t shake akind of awe at being in Nestor’ s presence.

Some of her women were very attractive. He hadn’t seen so many women in one place for amonth or
more. The USC ship in orbit was crewed by both men and women, but on this mission the proportions
had been hagtily mixed, and before that, Elvox had served on an al-male ship. Most of the women on the
main ship were married or career-minded. Here, things seemed much looser. Not that hewas aLothario
under any circumstances. Still the old, familiar pressures were building, and he tried to push them aside.
Thedrink wasn't helping.

It hardly seemed possible for Nestor to be scheming al the time. Perhaps she was letting her guard
down. He decided to play along, make the best of an awkward situation. If Nestor was offering her
hospitality out of some ulterior motive, perhaps he could turn the tables on her. It wouldn't be an
unpleasant job.

While Kawashitataked with the pilot, Nestor took Elvox aside. “I’ve given up my own cabin,” she said.
“I'll be degping inasmal cubicle usudly reserved for Kiril.” Sheindicated the pilot. “He Il degp onthe
bridge. | don’'t recommend you deep in the cargo bay. My friends are always on the lookout for fresh
provisions. | doubt you' d get any deep.”

“Doesn’'t sound too unpleasant,” Elvox said.

“Y es, but you don’'t know my crew. Beyond that, spaceis pretty limited. I’ m giving Y ashio complete
privacy for awhile, and as you can see, there' s not much room here for more than one.”

“I candeepinacorridor,” Elvox suggested. Was she joking with him, about the crew? He had heard
dories—

“The best ideamight be for you to share my cubicle. There' sroom enough for two, and | don’t want to
be accused of shirking my socia obligationsto United Stars.”

Hefdt asif hewere dreaming. Nestor and her family were celebrities, to say the least. Some maintained
they were sacred mongters, necessary in society but hardly respectable. Still, she seemed reasonably
decent. She was a0 attractive when not bent on business. Thetotality was not undesirable. He didn't
know what to say, however, so he just nodded.

“Good,” Nestor said. “This |l give Y oshio achance to get used to the modern facilities.”



The utilities on her lander were fancier than those on the main USC ship. Kawashita, considering his
position and status, would probably never have to make do with less. Elvox watched Nestor from behind
asshe gave her pilot ingtructions for the morning.

Outsde, the storm was |etting loose with darming fury.

“What held it al back so long?” Nestor asked. Elvox tried to get aview through arain- and
dush-spattered port.

“Landersaren’t made to withstand hurricanes,” the pilot said.
“Maybe they were just being humanitarians,” Elvox suggested. “ They just wanted Y oshio rescued.”

“That does't answer my question.What did they |eave behind that controlled this until welanded?1s
there aweather machine someplace? Or were we just lucky to bein time for the waterworks?’

They were dmost shouting to overcome the noise outside. “We can investigate when things clear up,”
Elvox said. “Right now, I'm alittle afraid to go to deep.”

“It'smy job to worry about it,” the pilot said.
“Kiril, don't forget Loytnant Elvox isalander captain, too,” Nestor said.

“Of course. But | think our ships are tough enough. Everybody go to deep. I'll yell if we get blown
wa,t-”

“Very reassuring,” Kawashitasaid. He looked up from atechnica manua on the lander’ s primary
operating systems. Histapas was busly trandating from aqueue of definition requests, and hiseyeswere
squinty. “1 know nothing about wesather. | was never outside dome until now.”

“Torest withdl of us,” Nestor said. “Y ashio, you know the way to your cabin. Mr. Elvox, are you
happy with the deeping arrangements?”

“Yes.” Happy was not quite the word. Uncertain, perhaps.

“Good. You'll find the cabin just around the curve clockwise from Y ashio’' squarters. I'll bedownina
while”

Elvox walked with the Japanese. He was curious about the man’s story, but discretion was best for the
moment. It was acredit to Nestor and her people that the man was accepting things so camly.
Kawashitagestured for Elvox to wait asthey cameto hisdoor.

“I am not familiar with somethings here,” he said. “It would embarrass to askher about them. Could you
explan?’

“I cantry,” Elvox said. “What don't you understand?’
“The bed. | was shown, but it isnot easy.”

“Of course.” The deep-field was easy to operate but difficult to explain. He showed Kawashitahow to
lieacrossit for maximum comfort, and how to set the timer for a gentle let-down after however many
hours he wished to deep.

“And these?” Kawashita pointed to the deep-induction phones.



“Try them on,” Elvox suggested. “Over your ears, just like old-fashioned ... like the onesin your time.”

Kawashita put them on and Elvox adjusted the knob for mild relaxation. Kawashita s eyes began to
droop, and hisface relaxed. Suddenly he tensed and removed the phones, handing them back to Elvox.
“Don’'t need that now,” he said. “ Slegp enough without.”

“They’' re not the most pleasant way to deep. But you do wake up fegling you' ve dept awhole night,
when only ahaf hour has passed. They’ re useful for long watches.”

“Yes, | seethat,” Kawashitasaid. “| wasapilot. There were many days| could not deep, thinking about
the battle, flying. Thiswould have been good. But not now.” He waked across the cabin. “The lavatory
bothers me very much. Have questions—" He cut himself short and smiled politely, then shook his head.
“No, never mind. | will ask later. | thank, and ask you forgive me very much.”

“No forgivenessfor asking questions,” Elvox said. Kawashita sfacefdll. “I mean, questions are essential.
We expect them and don’'t mind at dll.”

He till looked worried when Elvox |eft. Before the door closed, Elvox heard him muttering.
“He sbeen doing that alot,” Nestor said behind Elvox. Heturned in surprise.

“Oh?

“It'snot the most palite thing to do, but we' ve been taping and listening.”

“l see”

Nestor held up atrandator tapas. “ He' stalking to someone named Ko. Every chance, he discusses
Japanese history with Ko. | suspect it’ s been going on for sometime, since they — he— makes
reference to different events across about a thousand years. Right now,” sheindicated the tapas screen,
“they’ re talking about the Japanese invasion of Manchuria, the Chinese incident, and the destruction of an
Earth city caled Nanking. In detail. Assgning blameto individuds.”

“Why?
“Wedon't know. We don't know whether this Ko ever existed.”

“Perfidisan, perhgps?’ Elvox said.

No..There doesn’t seem to be anything in the cabin with him. Ko, whatever he or it was, is purdly
Imaginary now.”

“But why the debate?”’

Nestor shook her head. “ Go ahead to the cabin, Mr. Elvox. I’ [l be with you shortly.”

There was only one deep-field in the cubicle he and Nestor were sharing. He wondered if he should use
it, and decided it was more polite to take out the secondary mattress and lie on that. With the lights out,
and the ship shuddering, hefdt an odd smugness, something he hadn’t known in years.

He was dmost adeep when Nestor entered the cabin. Sheleft the light off and removed her clothesin the
glow from the corridor. Then she bent over Elvox. “Loytnant,” she said, “unlessit violates your creed, I'd
much rather have something warmer than just adeep-fied.”

“| —” He heditated, knowing his barriers were down, and not particularly caring. “Sowould |.”



“Thank you, Mr. Elvox.” Shefitted herself againgt hisback and put her asamsaround him. “You'rea
gentleman and ascholar.”

|Go to Contents |
SIX

It was aterrible time. Alae marched back and forth in their cabin, screaming at Oomao — though he
knew very wel shewas only screaming in his direction — and twirling a piece of bedding like a banner.

“Why should we have given up? There s nothing here, and if thereis he has it — a damned savage!
What do we end up with? Nothing!”

“Our job was over anyway,” Oomalo said softly. “When the signd's stopped. We don't need any more
money. Our employers could care less where we are or what we' re doing now that the job is over. They
might relocate us if we make up another contract — and that is't likely. But it al amountsto the same
thing.” The disappointment hadn’t hit him as deeply, but resentment gtill gnawed at him. “Itisv't dl over
yet,” he said, aware he was contradicting himsdlf. “We may gill have aclam. We haveto wait until the
Centrum ship arrives.”

“I"d rather leave now before we go through any more humiliation.”

Oomalo shrugged. “We re bolted down and we can’t leave until the storm passes. | suggest you relax
md _”

“It was peaceful out there,” she said. “With the routine, the jobs that always needed doing, and no way
we could ever lose our home or get into trouble. It was secure. We traded that for this. For concrete and
emptinessand afoul little man who wouldn’t even tell uswhere he came from!” She flung the sheet away
and sat hard on the deep-fidd frame. “We should have killed him. Hidden him or broken him down in the
lander waste units. We re just not ruthless enough.”

Oomalo nodded and sat across from her on apile of bedclothes. “Wedidn’t do it, and now it’ stoo late.
It just takes patience from herein ...”

Alaelay back and stared at the overhead blankly, her gray eyeswide. “Toys,” shesad. “Baubles. The
most dangerous thingsimaginable. Passon and need.” She straightened up. “How long hasit been since
we conjoined?’

“I don't know.”
“Y ears. Even that passon had |eft us.”
Helifted up his hands and shook his head. “It was no longer needed.”

“It was apoison. But you know that it sreturned? Don't you fed it? It's come back to add to the
misery.”

Hewasn't sure hefdt anything. Alag' sfemininity had never been very strong, and in time he had smply
blanked out the fact that they were man and wife. They were companions above and beyond anything
dse

“| even needthat now,” she said.



Oomalo took adeep bregth, put his hands down to lift himsdf off the bedclothes, and hesitated. Alae
looked at him almogt fiercely. She untied her robe.

The ship vibrated in the wind, and aweird whistling noise made Oomalo open hiseyes. Alae was
breathing through her teeth as she rode him. Abruptly he sat up and held her around the ribs, squeezing
with al his strength. She exploded a breath and struggled to take in another. He didn't et her. “Damn
you,” she grunted. “Let me breathe.” Herolled her over and pinned her against the yielding deep-field
with an arm across her neck.

“Areyou done with the histrionics?’ he asked. Her eyes widened and she groaned, twisting her hips
agang him. “Areyou done?’

“No,” she wheezed.

He pulled hisarm up and fdlt the anger getting stronger in him. He didn’t know who or what he was
trying to hurt. With typical restraint he didn’t hit her hard. For both of them it seemed to work. She

screwed her face up and screamed into his breast. He felt nothing as he camein her, but histension

subsided.

Outside, the rain increased and the wind drove drops of water and ice againgt the hull like acrowd's
fids
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Seven

When Kawashitaawoke, the sorm was il raging. Helay in the deep-field, listening to the muffled
noises of the wind, the rain, acclimating himsdlf to the surroundings. Each morning he awoke, he had to
swallow back anamedessfear — that it was dl Hill illuson, that hewas till in the dome. He sat up,
rubbed hisface with his hands, and went into the lavatory. Ignoring the strange devices, he washed his
face off with athin stream of water and held his hands out, examining the fingernails. How often—in
how many different situations— had he gone through just such aritual? It seemed to be a connection, a
common thread through al of hislives. Hefdt ready to talk to Ko again.

“Ko!” he cdled. There was no answer. “ Come, we haven't finished yet. Many yearsyet.” He looked
around the cabin, frowning. “Ko?" The panic arose again. Ko had stayed with him when dl the others
had |eft. Was he to be deserted again, left in a strange, empty ship, with Ko gone, and all the others, too?
He sucked in his breath and tried to bury hisfear, concentrating on the strength in his ssomach. He
reached down to fed histesticles. They weretight, drawn-up. Centuries ago, lifetimes ago, he had been
told that was asign of impending panic and disgrace. He pulled the testicles down as best he could, and
his fear seemed to subside.

Thefact that Ko was gone did not necessarily mean the others were gone. He groped for away to that
foggy redization — to understanding the difference between Ko and the oneswho had found him.
Perhaps Ko ...

He had been brave so long, had witnessed the strangeness and newness. It would do no good to
examine things too closaly before he was ready. What he and Ko had been doing had helped, for there
was blame to be established, but perhaps they had been on the wrong track.

He exercised briefly, regulating his breath to cam himsdf. Then he dressed and opened the door. He
remembered hisway around the ship well enough.



When the others awoke, Kawashitawas in the lounge ahead of them, eating from a plate of what looked
like partidly cooked vegetables. He had learned how to customize the menu’ s offerings. The machinery
presented few problemsto him — hewas aquick learner, aways had been — but the people ... hewas
not used to so many people.

Without Ko, he would have to pursue another tack. He made his decision.
“Good morning, Y oshio,” Annasaid.
He stood and bowed quickly to Nestor and the man cdled Elvox. “ Good morning, if it ismorning.”

“For us, close enough,” Annasaid.

“I amready to tell my story.”

“Fine. I'll get my first officer and an unabridged tapas bank.” Sheleft and returned afew minutes|ater
with the woman, who carried a suitcase-like object and two tapas pads. She was about seventy, though
shelooked younger. Annahad explained juvenatesto Y ashio, and he understood their effectsfairly well.
Thefirgt officer sat down beside Y oshio and smiled at him.

“My nameis Carina,” she said, arranging her equipment. Annaand Elvox sat together on the opposite
Sdeof thetable.

“I am honored,” Y oshio said, standing and bowing, then bowing to the others. He sat again, folding his
hands on the table top. “If you areready ...”

“Weare” Carinasad.

“| was born in the twentieth century,” Y oshio began, “ thirteen years after my nation’ svictory over the
Russansa Tsushima.”

“That was 1905,” Carinasaid, “so youwerebornin 1918.”

“Yes. | joined the armed forcesin 1940 and became aflier. | flew in airplaneslaunched from large,
flat-topped ships called aircraft carriers. | was a part of Kido Butai , the carrier strike force of Japan. |
was an enlisted pilot, not very experienced at first, and | did not take part in the early battles with the
United States of America— in the attack at Pearl Harbor, or the Philippines. | flew my first missonsin
the Coral Sea, near Austraia, and was proud to shoot down three aircraft, and help sink theLexington
arcraft carrier. We aso thought we sank Yorktown , another carrier, but not so. My airplanes were Aichi
type 99s, what the Americans called Vals. | wasagunner usualy, seated behind the pilot, but | had done
much flying doneintrainersand fightersafew times.

“My air group was assigned to the carrierHiryu. | flew atype 99 to capture the smdll
American-occupied idand on Midway. Thiswasin the middle of 1942. Many things escape my memory,
0 if | aninaccurate, tell me...”

“Why tdll usthe story now, Y oshio?" Annaasked.
“Hht!” He drew in his breath, stood, and bowed. “Many pardon. Y ou are not ready.”
“No, no!” Carinasaid, giving Annaawithering glance.

“WEe' reready. Annameans, are you sure you' re ready to tell us? We are most interested in your
welfare”



“I am ready. Appreciate your thoughts. | will go on.” He sat down. “We lost many shipsin that battle. |
was | et to read how many, but that was long ago. Have not paid much attention to numbers since.”

“Who let you read?’ Elvox asked.

“Those who capture me. | never saw them, | think. | tell you how. Idand was attacked early in the
morning, about Six. | flew in thefirst wave of planes, led by Lieutenant Joichi Tomonoga Before wefly,
we eat victory breakfast — rice, soybean soup, chestnuts and sake. We leave at twenty minutes after
four — | am looking at a Rolex watch my father gave me.” He pointed at hisbarewris, hiseyesintense.
“Later, lost the watch at sea. | climbed in the back of my dive bomber. It isgoing to be glorious. My pilot
has scarf around his head, and bt of athousand gtitches is wrapped around my waist under the flight
suit. My mother stood on street corner, asking passers-by to add stitch, until al prayers and wishes go
with me, athousand.

“Thereis not much resistance. American pilots from Midway fly twenty, twenty-five fightersto attack,
but our Zeros engage. They shoot down clumsy old planes, called Buffaos, and new fighters not yet
proved, Wildcats | think. Twenty-two shot down!” He spread his hands out.

“Wefed likejust having donekampai — like long bout withsake. Then we bomb Midway, two idands,
Eastern and Sand. A companion flies around Sand Iland and drops his bomb on a storage tank for ail. It
lookslikewholeidand is carried away in the explosion. Eastern Idand looks very bad, too, but our
commander calsfor asecond attack. Thisis about seven o' clock, and we fedl upset that second wave
might be needed to finish our work. But we return toHiryu , refudl, and load more bombsin casewe are
needed in athird or fourth attack. Thisis between eight and ten o’ clock.” He tapped hiswrist again.

“We aretold that Americans have attacked our carriers, are dtill attacking, but the bombs miss, the
torpedoes are awful, our shipsjust swerve around them. And the Americans die, whole squadrons. Very
brave. But when we land, there is much confusion on our decks — planes being brought up and down
elevators, being loaded with bombs, then the bombs removed and replaced by torpedoes, because we
do not know just where American planes are coming from, and whether we must attack Midway, or
carriers, or both. This confusion goes on and stories are everywhere — that we have sunk American
carriers, that some of our ships are damaged. We don’t know what to believe.” He smiled gpologeticaly.

“It isdecided, after more than eighty American planes have been shot down, that if aircraft carriersare
nearby, they have been exhausted. So we re-arm planes with bombs. At ten-fifteen, another attack —
but from where? Twelve torpedo bombers. Three get through to our ships and are brought down by
guns, two escape. Seven are shot down by our fighters. Very brave. Our carrier is separated from the
others, under cloud cover, very fortunate. We hear sounds of more attacks across ocean, see bomb
sprays, smoke, fire. At noon, | fly with another strike. We are looking for the American carrier — but
which one? It cannot beYor ktown ; she was sunk or badly damaged at Coral Sea—"

“Just amoment,” Carinainterrupted, looking over her tapas screen. “ The Japanese lost three carriers by
ten-thirty —Akagi, Kaga, Soryu . They weredl burning badly by that time. TheHiryu wasthe only one
left functioning.”

Kawashitanodded. “ Y es. But we did not know thisfor sure, not on the flight deck. Welearned in the
air, and some of usdid not believe. | didn’t. How could it have happened? Rear Admira Y amaguchi
orders usto attack the American carrier or carriers, and just an hour later, we findYorktown . She has
been fixed in just days— ajob that should have taken months. What power the Americans have! Thisis
very frightening. But what they had brought back by miracle, we can sink al the same. Our flight leader,
Michio Kobayashi thistime, gives us courage. Our courageisin the center of our being, in our somachs,
hetdlsus. But our luck is not good thistime. We are attacked by American fighters and lose five or Six



planesimmediately. We gpproach the American carrier flying in aformation of Vs—" he held hishands
up with palms together, fingers apart, and spaced severa gesturesin abigger V — “and attacked from
the port side, at an angle of seventy-two degrees. Two more planes are shot down, one Kobayashi’s. |
watch hisplanefall gpart and hit the ocean. Helpless, just shooting at American fighters, not knowing
when wewill go down like K obayashi.

“I remember onething. | think it was before we bombed theYorktown . An American fighter pullsup
behind our plane, very close, not firing. | think heisout of ammunition. He swings back and forth, and |
follow him with my gun, trying to guesswhere hewill go so | can fireinto him. Then he comesvery close,
amost touching our tail with his propeller. But he decides not to and fliesaway. | see hisface. | seehis
anger. Itisthefirst time | have seen an American close-up since | was ayoung child. It frightensme. He
looks very brave and fierce, like he is aout to destroy his plane and ours, just for vengeance. | think |
just look scared.

“We drop our bombs and start to pull away. | see one bomb heading for the carrier, and one landing in
the water near it. The explosion in the water tilts the ship, and the second bomb strikesit. Another bomb
fliesright down the stack. Three hitdl For awhile we fly around the carrier, firing our guns. Two more
planes are shot down. | remember watching men throw burning trash off the fantail, dl likein adream.
Boxes of wood and other trash float behind the carrier.

“We have only five planes|eft, so we return to theHiryu and land, very tired. We edt, Lieutenant
Tomonogatakes off with five planesto make sure theYorktown isout of action. But we are not ableto
finish our meal before we are attacked again. | run to the plane and meet my pilot, who does not smile or
say anything. We are al deadly tired. We take off to defend our ship. The Aichi Type 99 will not be very
good againgt the American fighters, we know, but it is better to bein the air rather than on deck asa
target.

“We do not stop dl the planes. Severd bombs hit the forward flight deck. The forward eevator isblown
up against the bridge, like acan lid pried by agiant’s hand. We know that we cannot land now. We have
fought fiercely, and have lost everything. It isbest to die fighting. So wetry to pursue the Americans. My
pilot isshot in the arm and acrossthe neck. | talk to him, but he islosing consciousness. The planeflies
for some distance, going lower, waves striking wings, and we are down. The nose crushes him, comes up
with theimpact, and | am thrown through the back, crack my ribs on the canopy. | climb off thetail as
fagt as| can, for the plane will go down likearock. It is painful to swim, but | haveto, or the plane will
suck me down with it. Then, inmy lifevest, | tread water and wait for the battle to be over.

“It isearly evening when | seethat theHiryu has come closeto me. Sheisnow dead in the water, listing
to the port side. Destroyers — theKazagumo andMakigumo — are taking away her crew. Sheisbeing
abandoned. | swim toward her, shouting asloud as| can, but no one hears me. The ship isgroaning,
belching steam, meta screaming louder than | can. The destroyersleave, sailing away from me. | see men
il on the carrier’ sflight deck, waving at the other ships. They may be on board to scuttle the ship, or
perhaps the destroyers could hold no more. But after awhile they walk out of my line of sight.

“Inthetwilight, I climb up agangway hanging from the side. It takes me haf an hour to reach the hangar
deck. Thereisno one. | fed very adone.

“Itisdark before | am well enough to walk around. | find an eectric lantern and go to a battle dressing
station on the hangar deck, coughing in the smoke. | take afirst-aid kit into the open air on agun mount
and bandage my side. There are bodies near the gun. They have no heads.

“I wander over the ship for an hour, looking for the men | have seen. There are explosions from below,
and | hear screams, but | don't know if they are men or metal. In the officer’ smess| find food, changing



lanterns after my first wears out. Then | go to the bridge. | hear two men speaking, and it frightens me—
perhapsthey are ghosts. But | recognize one voice. It is Captain Tomeo Kaku. The other hasto be
Admira Tamon Y amaguchi. | shine my light into the bridge and see they are strapped to the helm,
talking, waiting for the ship to go down. When they see me, Y amaguchi askswhol am. | say | ana
pilot.

“ ‘The pilotsdid well today,” he says. ‘It isan honorable fight, and we have sunk many American
carriers, many ships. They will never recover fromthis’ He said it would be best, since the ship wasn't
sinking fast enough, that we al go below and commitseppuku . But | am not willingto die. ‘1 will fight
again for the emperor,’ | tell him. He becomes angry, but the Captain talks to him, reasons. | am young,
ableto fight again. So | help them untie themsdves, then leave and go down to my bunkroom. | search
for things | want to take with mewhen | leave. My Rolex isgone, ripped off in the crash, so | takean
adarm clock. | find boxesin the corridor filled with tinned fish, and a storage locker with bottles of
medicina brandy and somesake . | load these into a canvas bag tied to arope, which | swing out over
thesde. It will wait for me at the water line. | haveto find araft fagt, then, because the ship islisting more
and the bag will soon be underwater. A raft hangs from asingle cord tied to agirder, so | cut it loose and
drop it into the water near the gangway. | climb down, more rapidly thistime, and put my findsinto the
raft. Then | push away from theHiryu with an oar.

“In the early morning, after | have dept for some hours, | hear atremendous roar, and | see the dawn sky
light up with blasts. | wait for day, but the carrier is gone. She has been scuttled. There are no planesin
the sky, no oneto rescue me. A few starsare il out.

“Then | see something | cannot explain. It isabright spot in the sky, like astar but moving. It winks and
goesout, just asaplanewill wink when it isflying in sunlight and turnsto flash itswings. Perhgpsitisa
plane, very high, | think.

“But then it comes back, much larger, the Size of my thumbnall. It iscompletely slent. It swoops down to
where oil fromthe Hiryuistill bubbling, and | seeit isvery large— perhaps twice the length of the
carier. Itisaflattened bdl, with glowing tear-drops sticking from its sdes. When it fliestoward me, the
water around the raft beginsto steam. | ook up and see myself mirrored in the bottom of the thing, dl the
world reflected from horizon to horizon. I know wein Japan have no aircraft like that, and | think
perhapsthisiswhat redly sank theAkagi, Kaga, Soryu . And | am not afraid any more.

“I know | angoingto die”
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Eight

Kawashitahdld his breath for amoment, then smiled and drank haf aglass of beer. “1 fed odd then, like
eectricity isgoing through me.” He looked around the cabin. “Pardon. | have been talking about your
people, about the war, and | do not know what you think. It is very hard — what we did —"

“Wearen't Americans, Yoshio,” Annasaid softly. “1t was along time ago, things have changed.”

“Desu-ka? Yes, of course. | continue. | find I am not in my raft. For along time | am examined by
things— metd tools, buzzing machines. | lie on ameta bench with a soft part in the middle. | am naked.
Twenty meters away, perhaps, in the dark, thereisacircle, and in the circle aface. No mouth, no nose,
just wide black eyes. | dso see one arm — could be an arm — with a hand. Nothing holds me down, so
| stand, walk into dark, stop by thelighted circle. Thereisnothing behind it — it floatsin air — but face
and arm arefull, likein three dimensions. Nothing moves. | turn away and see the bench is gone. Another



circleisinitsplace, with what looks like bird — but not abird. A man with a sharp, besked face and thin
fur or feathersal over him, with large, naked ears. | see four circles, back and forth across the dark
place, before | fed floor going away. | think | deep.”

“Sounds like you were shown aMinkie and a Crocerian,” Elvox said. “What did the others ook like?’
“Not sure. Uglier — onelikefish that sucks on other fish— what do you call it?”
“Lampreys,” Carinasad.

“But with snake body and limbs ... reversed.” He demonstrated by trying to bend his arms backward at
the elbow.

“That could be an Aighor,” Elvox said. “It’sobviousthey didn’t show you what they looked like
themsdves”

“I do not know. | believe | never saw them, never saw anything trulyfrom them. But may have seen and
not recognized. When | awake, | am in ahouse like my grandparents house near Y okosuka. Thereisa
forest around it. | canwalk asfar as| want, in any direction, but | know it isnot for rea. The house was
burned in nineteen thirty-five. And the forest cleared for lumber. For along time, | think | am dreaming.
Then people appear, mostly women, but now — how to say — personable? Most cooperétive, likeina
pillow-book, but not redl. | think perhaps my baser ingtinctswill be provided for by captors.”

“The women change, however, and soon will not do everything | want. Beforelong, awholevillage
grows up around me, a building added each night when | deep. | am not dreaming. | am making things
appear. | decide captors, whoever they are, have the power to let me create whatever isin my mind.
They mugt bekami — divine spirits. Very divine spirits. So | worship them. | build asmall shrine and put
one part aside for my ancestralkami , one part for these new inhumankami , new powers.

“Each day | walk farther. Findly | leave theforest and cometo acity, very much like Y okohama.
Thousands of peopleliveinit. | am proud to be ableto think of so much, but | don’t take advantage of it.
| try to find recruiters so | can go back to my ship, to the war. Perhaps | am really home, | think — hope
againgt hope. But there are no ships, no war. Just city. | cannot redeem myself for cowardice. | cannot
sacrifice mysdlf for my emperor. | am truly captured, not just insane. | decide to create other things, and
find my limitations,

“Inmorning, | squat in my shrine— | have built another in the city — and concentrate on as much of
Japan as| can. Then | take atrain and go away from the city, which is very much like Y okohama, to
Kyoto. And there| live, work, marry. Have a child. But nobody growsold. | help design arplanesina
factory — airplanes nobody uses, probably — waiting for war to come and find me. | fedl that none of
my workers or friends change, become more worthy. Everyone stays the same. Soon | am bored. | think
of other things— about heroic times, when there were waysto gain honor and live afull life. | think of
days after Japan was created, and of the Sun hiding in acave, and what happened to Her. | think of
Jemmu Tenno. But nothing changes outsde — it isjust very deep night. | don’t know enough about such

things

“So | think of alibrary. It isbardly clear in my mind before | am wandering through stacks of books and
racks of newspapers, reading about al sorts of things. | learn what has happened since | left. | find news
about the war. Real news?| don’'t know. But thereis so much, so self-consistent, that | decide | cannot
have madeit al up. My captors must inject some of red world into my creation. | find English books
about the war, and other subjects, so | learn how to read and speak English. | don't needtorest, so |
study for days, weeks, time no matter. | learn the war had gone badly. We had lost. And surrendered.
The emperor declared that the beginning of Japan was amyth, and he was not descended from the Sun



Goddess, but was amortal.”
“Emperor Showa,” Carinainterjected.

“Y es, Hirohito when he was aive. That night, to soothe mysdlf, I hang aribbon for Japan in my shrine.
Then | go to other parts of the library and find books on Japanese history, besides traditional ones| have
read in school. My thoughts about the past are clearing. | decidefirst on nineteenth century, sincel had
heard alot about it from my grandfather, who was actua samurai. | learn aboutBushido , the warrior’s
way. Next morning, | go outside library, and nineteenth century isoutsdedoor. | goout toliveasa
traveling priest. That lagts, | think, for many decades.

“But after turn of century, aswar with Russagrows near, | become unhappy. | go to shrine and make it
night outside. With that night goes two wives, one who had died in childbirth, three children, many
friends,

“When day comes, | amin aJapan | have never seen before. | haven't created it mysdlf, not intentionaly.
| decideit has been created for me by thekami .

“It isthe twelfth century. | am aman named Tokimasa, avery important adviser. | begin to see what the
kami wish meto do. | am to examine Japanese history, to find what has flawed us.”

“They told you that?’ Elvox asked.

“No, never speak. Never show. But thisis strong suggestion, no? | think perhaps | will see how to
change history, to bring Japan to enlightenment before my time comes— an experiment. To decrease
pain and killing and ignorance. [ try to .....”

He stopped and looked down at the table. “That isal my shame. From the very beginning it ismy shame,
to be captured dive, to accept the destruction of my land, to act so before thekami who are testing me.
Y ou say there are things| will have trouble understanding. Well, you cannot easily understand my
shame”

“Hoji Tokimasawas amember of the Tairaclan,” Carinasaid. “He was given charge of two Minamoto
boys, Y oritomo and Y oshitsune, sons of Kiyomori, achieftain killed by the Taira. Y oritomo married your
daughter ... uh, Masa, but you didn’t accept the marriage until they had achild. When Y oritomo staged
arevolt againg the Taira, you ... uh, Tokimasa switched dlegiance.”

“That ishistory,” Kawashitasaid. “And | was too weak to change it second time around. When |
created, what | meddled with — it would have been better if | had killed Masain her bed as an infant.”
His voice was quavering with bitterness, and his eyes brimmed with tears.

Elvox wasimpatient. “How long before the Perfidisans|eft and everything stopped?’

“I don’t know. | try to change things, but everything snaps back. | try to run away by making another
world, but I have to return. Time does not mean much under the dome. Thelast years, | advise Y oritomo
after he makes himsdf thefirst universa shogun — the first to establish the place of theshogunsin

“When did the trouble begin?’ Annaasked.
Kawashita shook hisheed. “It was awful.”

“Storm’sletting up,” the pilot observed, entering the lounge. “ Anna, we have asignal from thePeloros .
Two Centrum ships have entered orbit. They’' re waiting for permission to send down landers.”



Annalooked acrossthe table at Kawashita. “Well?’
“y e

“Y ou seem to be provisona owner. Can they land?’
“Of course”

The pilot handed atapas insert to Elvox. “And here’ s amessage from the two men you sent into the
dome”

“Yes. | have some questions abouit that. Y oshio, we measured that dome. It couldn’t possibly hold
everything you' ve told us about. How do you explain that?’

“1 do not know.” He bowed to them. “I will go rest now. Isit possble—" He paused, his eyebrows
coming together and hislipsworking. “Isit possble to destroy the dome and everything under it?’

“l wouldn't advise that,” Annasaid. “ Go rest now and we' Il talk about it later.” Kawashitanodded
sharply and | eft the lounge.

“Lookslike you' re mother to the oldest child in theworld,” Elvox said.

Nestor shook her head. “He shad arough time,” she said, hugging the loytnant’ sarm. “Have to wait until
we hear the rest of the Story, right? Patience. If I’ velearned anything, it' sto let timeslike these unfold at
their own pace. I’ d pay attention to the Waunters now, frankly. But what about your investigations? Can
we share and share alike?’

Elvox looked at the tapas insert, then nodded. “I don’t see why not. Y ou can investigate as easily aswe.”
Hetook atapas from Carina, programmed the decode sequence, and held the machine out for them to
watch.

When it was done, they leaned back in their seats and Elvox sighed. 1 gpologizeif my menthink it's
haunted.”

“It' sunderstandable,” Carinasaid. “Two hundred bodies, haf looking like they’ vejust falenin their
tracks, and the rest daughtered, throats cut, limbs scattered.”

“How could it happen?’ Elvox asked. “Who would want to go around killing androids?’
“Maybethey killed each other,” Annasaid. “Maybe they thought they werered, and held red grudges.”

“It doesn’t seem to have been one big battle,” Carinasaid. “They seem to have attacked each other at
random. No sides chosen, no specia uniforms, no banners. Just streets filled with bodies. What did
Y oshio haveto do with it?’

Elvox put his hand on the pad. “1 think the Perfidisans|eft just when the daughter was getting good. They
kept the basic environment for him but cut back on the androids, the scenery, most of theilluson. Sothe
androidsfel in the middle of apitched battle, whatever sort of battle it was.”

“They left him because he started aruckus?’ Carinasaid, incredulous.

Annashook her head. “1 don’t pretend to understand Perfidisians, but they must have |ft for better
reasonsthan that. A scientist just doesn’t leave hislab because the rats squabble. But think what
Kawashitamust have gone through. All of asudden, his dream was over. He was surrounded by bodies.
Who knows? They might have been friends, fellow soldiers, wives, nobles. Hell, he was there long



enough to have had children and grandchildren. Suddenly they dl died, stopped functioning. Well,
because of the battle, maybe it seemed like a punishment from God — from thekami . Maybe he went
crazy for awhile, till lived with phantoms.”

“And the Wauntersfound him that way,” Elvox said. “Buit if they had him living whole livesin the dome,
they had to provide more than isthere now. The roads just end at the walkway around the perimeter.
Some buildings are cut in haf. Whole forests are bisected, and that does't make for acredible world.
Something had to keep the cage out of hisview.”

“What?' Annaasked.

“I haveanidea,” Kiril said. “It' salittle hard to conceive. Maybe he redlly did have awholeworld at his
disposa. Whenever he headed for the walkway, for the cage wall, everything changed behind him, and
he was somehow turned around to head back toward the center of the dome. To him, it would have
seemed like onelong walk.”

“Hewouldn't havejust lived in one restricted section, then,” Elvox said.

“Hedready told us about that,” Annasaid. “He had dl of Japan to travel in. But whereisthe dome now?
| mean, what localeis set up ingde?’

“Perhaps Helan-Ky0, or Kamakura,” Carinasaid. “He was dressed like asamurai, but he could have
put on the armor when the illusions stopped. He was probably scared out of hiswits.”

“That much seems certain,” Annasaid. Shelooked a Elvox. “Do you have afew hours before you have
to go back?’

“If | leave amessage.” He removed the tapas insert from the pad. “1 assume my men delivered this after
sending it on from the lander.”

“If you trained them right. I’ d enjoy your company here. Place your message?”’

He agreed. In thelift, he stood behind her, frowning. Until now, he hadn’t violated any of the codes of a
United Stars Officer. He had been completely loya and dedicated. \Was he compromising his duty by
staying with Nestor? He didn’t think he was. On the whole, they would both benefit by not being evasive
or hiding information.

Nestor took care of Kawashita honorably and without apparent guile. She could afford to — shewasn't
desperate. But then, neither was United Stars. Asthe largest human consolidation, USC had itshand in
thousands of similar enterprises. How could he decide without bias? She was a persuasive woman. And
was that persuasiveness deliberate? Or perhaps even worse, it was possible that her actions— while not
ddiberate— were part of the unconscious matrix of behaviors which made her what shewas, Anna
Sigrid Nestor. Her ingtincts could be far more dangerous than any subterfuge.

“| fed alittle guilty,” he said asthey entered their cabin.

“Why?’ she asked.

“Thismay not bein the line of duty.”

“It may not befor me, either. So we are both consorting with the enemy.”

“No, not exactly, but —" Helaughed.



“My peoplewill get as much out of thisasyours, everyonewill be happy. So far, it looksalot likea
farce”

“How'sthat?’ He thought she meant their own behavior, and he stiffened.

“Thiswhole affair. An empty planet, heavily explored and charted — for nothing. Blank date”
“Oh”

“Don’'t worry. Everything will turn out fine. What would you be doing in your lander now?’
“Filing reports”

“WEe ve dready sent an unedited transcript of Y oshio'stalk to your ship in orbit. What € se could you
report about?’

“Nothing my crew can’'t handle,” Elvox admitted.
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If most people could be compared to dull glows, Nestor was white heat. Her eyes were wide and full of
energy even while her voice was measured and restrained. She never said athing that hadn’t been passed
through a dozen self-contained censors. But she had ways of |etting out her energy. Onewasin a
deep-fidd.

She was amost too much for him. On his home world, such cooperation and enthusiasm would have
been unseemly. Hewas amost afraid of her independence, of having to satisfy both of them. Y et she
didn’'t demand more than he could give. All in dl, they matched each other rather well.

After they’ d made love, he sat up in the deep-field and folded his hands on his stomach. “1 wasraised on
apretty straight-laced world,” he said.

“So was | — though my world was aship.”
“No, | mean whereloveis concerned.”
“Y ou' ve had some good teachers, wherever you came from,” she said, smiling at him deepily.

He stroked her shoulder and reached down to caress her breast. Her skin was soft, just taking on the
meatte texture that shows awoman isleaving girlhood behind. He found it much more attractive than the
pladtic tightness that usualy brought approva.

“Thismeansagrest deal to me,” he ventured. “Where | come from, we believe in commitments.”
“Mm,” she bresthed, snuggling againg him.

“I know it' sarelease ... shared release of tensgons.” Hiswords sounded incredibly inept to him. “And |
don't think you' retrying to win me over.”

“Already have,” she said under hisarm.

He shook his head and said no more.



The Centrum team visited Nestor’ slander the next day. Four men and six womenex officio judges took
the case under consideration after listening to the depositions. Half of the proceedings were held aboard
the USC lander, and atour of the Waunter vehicle was made as well. The Waunters watched without
expression, grimly confident — it seemed to Elvox — that they had no case at dl. True enough, the
Centrum was seldom cdlled in to intervene on the behdf of individuds, dedling instead with entitieslike
USC or Nestor’ sfar-flung operation.

The Waunters could not give up al hope, however. Alae prepared adeposition on her own, using what
legdl advice she could glean out of the lander’ slibrary. The Centrum took it under advisement.

Nestor — in the presence of the judges — behaved according to strict protocol. Elvox was an officer
attached to United Stars, she was a representative of separate interests. They were cordial but a oof.

The next evening, however, he was again afriend and confidant. They ate alate snack and made love.
Before deep, he redized how beautiful she realy was. He had thought of her as moderately attractive
before, but when she laughed, she went right over the lineinto beauty. It was like watching a monument
turn into aliving woman.

Asthey ate breakfagt in the lounge— aone, asif by assumption of the crew and Kawashita— hefet a
moment of emotiona vertigo. It was worse now. Not only did he not care about duty, he hardly cared
about returning to United Stars. He chastised himsdlf for thinking like an adolescent.

“I’ve been working for USC for seven years,” he said.

“They must have gotten you young.”

“Nineteen. How does that stack up against your crew, in terms of experience?’

She shrugged. “ Depends on what you' re an expert at.”

“Generd ship work, | suppose. Command of equipment watches, sortie captain.”

She cocked her head and looked at him. “ Julio, you're not thinking of transferring, are you?’

Hedidn't know how to answer. “It crossed my mind,” he said finally. “I’ ve been comparing services.
Y our crew —”

“Worksvery hard,” shethrew in.

“Y es, but the work seems much more basic, important. In the action.”

“WE re both here. USC can't be that far away from the good stuff.”

“And besides,” hesad, “you’'re here” He chuckled knowingly but watched her expression.
“Closeto the action, asit were,” she joked, eyestwinkling.

“yes”

“Indeed | am. Some of my crew never see me for weeks at a stretch.”

Hefdt like afish being played on aline. Her words were double-edged. “1 dways honor my
commitments,” hesaid.

“Yes, | would think that.”



“But alaterd trandfer, with warning, isalowed in our contracts.”
“I could offer you apost,” Annasaid. “Thework’shard, but ... | think you' dfitin.”

He grinned broadly, caught himsdlf, and felt hisface flush. She laughed and patted him on the shoulder.
“But I’'min command, and I’'m not dways reasonable. Sometimes | do monstrous, foul things— and
make my officers drop years off their life-gpans, right and | eft, like dandruff. Y ou don't believe that, do
you?’ she asked, thistime with abite in her tone.

“I believe you can be tough,” Elvox said.

“Toughisnot theword,” she said, looking away from him. Something seemed to cloud her expression.
“We'll think about it.”

In the days following, he redlized that there were competent people, and there were masters. Nestor was
amaster at what she did. She wined and dined the Centrum lander crew — not so intimately as Elvox,
and not beyond discretion — and got into their good graces. Because she was obvioudy staying neutral,
they had no objection to her tutoring Kawashita, and Kawashita had no objection to amost anything she
did. By being pleasant and cooperative, she got her way.

The judgment of mgjority ownership was made in the Centrum lander, with dl parties attending. The
lander lounge was turned into asmall courtroom, and the ten judges opened their records of ddliberation.
Elvox amost felt sorry for the Waunters. They looked totally defeated asthey read the judgment. Alag's
face was grim as death. She took her copy of the proceedings and walked out of the ship with Oomalo
close behind.

Even after the judgment, the Centrum work wasn't over. It took two weeks for Centrum satellitesto
thoroughly scan the planet. Percentages of ownership had to be established, and vaues assigned for
taxation.

In that time, Elvox’ s confusion seemed to evaporate. His time with Annawas smooth and regular. His
awe at her status became subdued.

The planet yielded dmost nothing— and what it did yield was an insult. The ruins of awesther machine
were discovered practicaly at antipodes to the dome. Like the smulacra and equipment in the dome, the
machine had powdered to asandy mix of minerals and metd traces. How such asmal device could
control the weather wasimpossibleto tell, but nothing else was found, and the ruin’s outlines were a
least suggestive of its purpose — field vanes, seeder guns, and the like. They anadyzed the marksthat
resembled roadbeds, and found they were geological. The planet was till mildly active. The concrete
plains were dready being re-formed. In ahundred million years al traces of the Perfidisanswould be
buried or ground to rubble. It would be no gresat |oss.

Of the nothing that the Perfidisans had | eft behind, Kawashitawas given aninety-percent interest. The
Waunters, because of the unusua circumstances, were given aten-percent share. The planet itsef wasto
be controlled by Kawashita, but of any profits he might make from its eventual sale or lease or other
dealings, ten percent would go to the Waunters. The Waunters could orbit and land anywhere on the
planet they wished, at any time, so long asthey did not interfere with operations that Kawashita could
profit from. And soon, and on ... al thefinelegd points established over centuries of planetfalsand
millenniaof property settlements.

Inthefina proceedings, Kawashita didn't seem the least disappointed that he wasn't going to be
weslthy.



“Has the mgjority owner decided on anamefor thisworld?’ thefirst judge asked him.
“I have” Kawashitasaid. “It will be known as'Y amato.”

Annahad coached him on the presentation, and he performed flawlesdy.

“ And does this name have ameaning?’

“Yes, your honors. It isthe old name for my native land, Japan.”

“Well and good. This court has made its decisions, executed its responsbilities as arbiter and mediator,
and any further judgments must be apped ed to Centrum courts on Myriadne. These proceedings are at
anend.”

Four hourslater, the Waunters returned to their old Aighor ship and broke orhit.
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“My God, Julio, you're an officer, not a Casanoval” Tivvers stood in the door to Elvox’ s cabin, handson
his hips, the perfect picture of outraged sensibility.

Elvox smiled wanly. “We re doing our work, aren’t we? Nothing' s dacked. All the decisons have been
mede.”

“Y es— and you' ve found an excuse to keep us down here for another three weeks. Think the CO likes
being ddayed?’

Elvox stood in the cramped quarters and stretched. “We can help Kawashitareadjust. We shouldn’t just
leaveit to Annaand her crew.”

“Why bother? This planet’ s stripped — worthless.”
“I’m not so sure of that.” He frowned and rubbed his heed. “ Cdll it agut feding.”

“I cal it being lovesick. She’ sgot you right where she wants you. Let’ s up-ship and go to arighteous
liberty, for Christ’s sske— not this blasted billiard ball. Y ou' re the only one getting—"

“Goddammit, Tivvers, I’'m your superior officer!”
Tivversgrinned sardonicdly. “Not that you' d notice by your actions.”

“If you see me dacking, report it to the CO,” Elvox said, bristling. He raised his hand and swept it to
indicate the USC shuttle. “ Thisis my command, and my decisions stand.”

“Shelsuang you.”

“SheisAnna Sigrid Nestor. She could have her pick of any man, and if sheis settling for me, doesn't that
mean something?’

“What?’
Elvox backed away and shrugged.



“She' sgot you bad, doesn’'t she? How the hell could you let this happen to yoursaf?’
“I’'mafool, | suppose” Elvox said blankly.

“What about that planet you come from, with al the zealots. Didn’t any of their sense get through to
you?’

Elvox rubbed his eyes and laughed. “ Sense? Tivvers, they were Baptists and three or four other kinds of
fool. They schismed from thelot that colonized God-Does-Béttle, but they have the same goad — to
bring Christian heaven down to Earth. Wdll, they couldn’t have Earth, so they settled for Ichthys. Their
ideaof heaven doesn't include arationa approach to worldly things. God' skingdom isruled by aline of
patriarchs. That’swhat | grew up with, not sense. It was fine when | was a boy, but when the world
darted explaining itsdlf to me through my gonads, it became hdll. | thought | was a sex maniac, that my
family would disown me. Wéll, | grew out of that but not completely. Not yet. | can't rgject what I’ ve
been taught since | wasachild.”

“Thenwhy is she getting to you?’
“Her dtitude. She'sso freeand loving.”
“Dross, pure dross. She' s abusinessvoman. She' susing you for al you' re worth.”

For amoment Elvox seemed to be considering that. Then he shook his head. “No, she'shelping meto
grow up. She' snot the first woman I’ ve had, not by along shot. But —’

“She'sgot you, dl right.”

“I will not give her up easily! | fed like I’m willing to give everything to her.”

“Concessions.”

Elvox shook hishead. “Y ou' reablock of ice, Tivvers”

“No, I'man officer, and I’m your friend. Thisisgoing to cook your career if it goes any further.”

Elvox pushed past the unterloytnant and took the ladder down to the equipment bay. Tivversfollowed,
keeping quiet, trying to figure out what he was up to.

“I’'mgoing to her ship,” hesaid.
“Y ou’ ve been staying here off and on to keep up appearances, right?’ Tivverssaid. Elvox didn’t answer.

On the concrete, walking to Nestor’ s shuttle, he felt asudden didike for Kawashita. He envied the
Japanese and hisimmediate accessto Nestor. They were dl so concerned with Kawashita, but he was
little more than afresk.

Elvox shook his head vigoroudy. They’ d haveto leave soon. He' d have to make his decison. Nestor
would take the Japanese to Earth for avist, fulfilling her obligations as aguide and tutor. And Elvox? He
couldn’t stand the thought of returning to norma duty. But lately the idea of joining Anna s crew had
seemed — as Tivvers would undoubtedly comment if he knew — a bit off the beam.

The last few days she had seemed more reluctant, preoccupied. Was that because of Kawashita? His
thoughts were jumbled. Separation. Disgrace. Disgust. What the hell was he doing?

His bubble merged with the environment around the ramp. The russet-furred dter stood at the top of the



ramp, amsfolded. Elvox looked away from her anima femininity. She was one of the few that had
stayed behind after another shuttle had picked up Nestor’ s entourage. “Can | help you, Loytnant?’ she
asked, her beautiful voice incongruoudy human.

“I"d like to speak to Anna.”
Thedter cdled Nestor to the intercom.

“Jdulio!” Annd svoice, over the speaker, sounded tired. “ Listen, things are redlly hell around here. We're
making dl thefina preparations. Weleavein four days. Will you— be coming with us?’

“I don't know,” he said, suddenly fedling unclean. “I’ll have to see you soon.” He couldn’'t havetold
Tivversabout the offer. It would have meant cutting the last thin threads of respect still between them.

“I’'vegot alot of questions,” he said, looking down at the concrete.
The dter seemed to regard him with pity.

“Fine. Cometomorrow morning. I’ [l have some clear time then.”
That night hewasamost sick.

The next morning he was mad but still queasy. He said nothing to Tivvers as he left the lander, and
Tivverskept hiscounsd to himsdf.

It wastime to have things out.
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“I have run out of things to see about the new Earth,” Kawashitasaid.

“There' s much more on the main ship,” Nestor said.

“I do not know if I'm prepared for Japan.”

“I haven't seen Earth mysdlf for fifteen years.”

Kawashitagmiled. “A blink,” hesaid.

“Sometimes | think you enjoy being aMethusdlah.”

“A Rip van Winkle, you mean.”

“Enjoy thehdl out of it.”

Kawashita s smilefaded. “No. Not dways.”

“I don't see how you could have done anything harmful when you were aone for four hundred years.”

“Not to others who were unreal perhaps — but they saw themselvesasredl. | felt agreat dea for some
of them, and what | did hurt them much. Some | had killed.”

“Y ou were haf-crazy.”



“No,” Kawashitasaid. “I was sane. | did everything with excuses. | had history to follow and did not
have the strength to break loose. | wanted to create a better place, but —” He shrugged. “ Perhaps later |
cantdl it sraightly.”

Annalooked out the direct view port a the USC lander. “| think it must be impossible not to hurt
people.”

“What will you do about him?’

She gave him asharp look. “Y ou see an awful lot,” she said, *even when you seem to look the other
way.”

“Remember, | wasahigh-ranking officia for many decades”

“Don’t presume too much, Y oshio. Y ou' re more responsible than atrained monkey. You're sill a
human.” Her glare softened suddenly and she shuddered. “Oh, God, I’ m sorry. That was unforgivably
blunt. There salot of poison in me, too.”

“Heisvery involved inyou.”

“When | firgt saw him, | thought | could fed strongly, too. But it hasn’t turned out that way. Physicdly, in
most other ways, he' severything | want inaman ... but there' s something weak in him. Not just weak,
more ...” She gestured the thought away.

“It isunwiseto play with aman when you are not certain how you fed.”
Annasparked again. “ Dammit, thisis none of your business”
“True” Yoshio sad, hisfaceimpassive.

“| offered him aposition on the ship. Now | don't think he's good for the job. Sometimes I’ m acomplete
ass, and | don’'t know why.”

“Maybe you are crazy,” Kawashitasaid.
“No,” Annasaid, turning away. “1 had my reasons. | did everything ... with excuses. My shame.”

“Itisnot unusua for peopleto be hurt by lovesthat do not work,” Kawashitasaid. “It isapart of
growth, not like betrayd.”

“Sometimes it seems very much abetrayd, though,” she mused. “Like giving promises without meaning
them.”

“When the body rules, soulsdie. Loss of loveislike grieving for the death of a person who never was.”
“I don’t love him,” Nestor said. “He may not even love me. Maybe my vanity isimagining it al.”

Kawashita shook his head. “Kill it quickly,” he said. “Don’t settle for anything but a morta wound, a
quick end.”

Annaavoided his eyes. But she understood what he meant.
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Twelve



When shelet himin, shewouldn’t look at him, and hisinsides seemed to turn to ice. He Straightened
himsdf and went to the cabin they had shared so often. She walked just behind him, robes swishing back
and forth. She had lost some of her vitality. Elvox didn’t say anything until they were done and the door
was shuit.

“What happened yesterday?’ he asked, trying to be cheerful and casua. She smiled weakly and said
everything had been worked out. Then shetold him that Kawashita wanted to see Japan.

“Won't be anything like what he remembers,” he said.
“Some partsare fill preserved,” she said. “But he knows how different it will be.”
“What does he want to wander for? Why not just settle here and tend his property?’

Shelaughed ashort, hard laugh. “ There' s nothing here. Even his memories are faling apart with the stuff
inthedome.”

“It'sjust about gone now.” Elvox said.

“I hopewe |l part asfriends.”

“I"'ve never known anyone likeyou,” he said, dmost in the same ingtant. “I’ ve been wanting to —"
“Clarify,” shesaid. “All this should be made clear.”

“yYes”

“Alak,” shesaid.

“Not to me.” Hefdt hiseyeswater and resisted the pressure. “Very serious.”
“We gave each other rdlaxation in ahard time.”

“Thet'sdl?’

“And affection. | appreciateit.”

“What was so hard about it? 'Y ou got everything you wanted.”

“Which turned out to be nothing.”

“Yougot me”

“dlio, itis't—"

“Itwas,” hesaid. They were quiet for afew moments. “Giventime.”

“Not for me.” And that wasit. He had to salvage something, so he said, “Not expedient, hm? 1 couldn’t
accept aposition on your ship, anyway. | have better opportunities elsewhere.”

“Of course”

“| can see where you might have alot of work to do. I'd only beintheway.” She did fed for him, Elvox
thought, more than she was letting on — but something had come up. That wasit. A stronger motive was
making her back away. “Kawashita knows more, right?’



“What are you talking about?’

“Ill leave. | won't even report it.”

“Report what?’

“The Waunterswill never hear of it.”
“Jesus Chrigt, what are you talking about?’

He left the cabin, bumping past Kawashita on the way to the cargo lock. He gave the Japanese awild,
desperate glance, dmost aquestion, then made his features blank and walked quickly down the ramp.
He picked up his environment pack and pushed through the bubble. Nestor watched from the cargo
lock, tearswelling in her eyes, feding like the youngest, cruelest child. She shrugged off Kawashita's
hand and ran to the | eft to go to the bridge.

Elvox gave terse orders and sent a quick message to the orbiting USC ship. “Our job’sdone here,” he
told Tivvers. “They'releaving in afew days. Kawashita s going with them. Everything' s okay, no
problems, so why should we stay.” Hisvoice was level. Tivvers nodded.

“There salot of work to do beforewe go,” Elvox said.
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Thirteen

Kawashita sat on the edge of the deep-fied, in the dark, thinking about what he had said to Nestor and
what she had said back. She was a strong-willed woman but not crudl. Still, she could cause pain.

He held hishands over hiseyes, though it didn’t make the surroundings any darker. Hetried to count his
fingers

His daughter, in the world beneath the dome, had been a strong-willed woman, whose recognition of
necessity drove her to court machinations, and finaly to murder. Masahad held dl the evil inherent in
living packed tight in her smd| body. She had stopped him when hetried to step out of history. Their final
contest had resulted in adaughter so disgusting thekami had abbandoned him.

For three years he had lived aone— with Ko, he knew, he had been alone— surrounded by the
evidence of hisfolly. He could not force the scene to change. Everything necessary to keep him dive ill
operated, but nothing more.

Perhaps his plans had failed because of his eterna youth. He could not behave like an old man, no matter
how much experience and wisdom accumulated in him, for his body aways reacted like the body of a
young man. In hisyears of lonelinesshe' d learned how to control some of those reactions, saving his
sanity; but now the congtraints were off. How should he behave in a culture where sexua proscriptions
appeared to be few and far between? The encounters between the woman and the United Stars officer
had bothered him because he didn’t have the courage— or the knowledge— to find hisown
companion. He still wasn't familiar with protocol and socia behavior to take such arisk.

He ordered the lights to turn on again and went into the lavatory to look over the equipment. Somehow
the variety soothed him. It was so dien, so fascinating. But one piece still bothered him.

“How isthat used?’ he asked, pointing to the cylinder with the phallus and vagina. He had long since



learned the voices weren’t human, so he wasn't embarrassed to ask questions.
“It'sadevicefor solitary release, fantasy encounters, or noncontact encounters.”
“How?’

“A request is placed, and if the request matches that of someone else on the circuit, you may engagein a
noncontact encounter. Holograms of each participant are projected around the tube, and the full
sensations of sexua contact are mimicked. If you wish afantasy encounter, you may select from a
multitude of stored sequences. Solitary release can be achieved in severd ways.”

Hewrinkled his nose and |eft the lavatory. He wasn't ready to couple with ghosts again. He ordered the
lights out and activated the deep-field. Despite alulling vibration effect, he had adifficult two hours of
restlessness before he dept.

In the morning Nestor chimed on his door to wake himin time to see the USC ship launch. “It'sgoing up
intwenty minutes,” she said. “ Since you' ve never seen aspacecraft launch before, | thought you'd be
interested.”

“Yes, very much.”
“Let’'sgo outsde. There sno danger a thisdistance, and you'll get the full effect that way.”

The brass-colored, bullet-shaped lander rested on its extension pads, flat belly toward them, bottom
ports showing the motion of savera men in the control center. The Perfidisian planet was giving abright
send-off, with skies dmost blue and sun amost bright enough to warm the air. All they required were
skin suits and breathers, and as environmenta fieldswould have “dulled the effect,” Nestor subjected him
to the dight discomfort of suit up.

The ports were opagued, and asharp klaxon warned of imminent takeoff. The ground vibrated
underfoot, but he couldn’t see athing. He knew the landers weren't powered by chemical-fue

rockets— he' d read the manua and understood at least that much. But something, he reasoned, had to
boost them up and out. He thought it would come from the bottom, so he kept his eyestrained there. The
ship began to glow al around. The concrete benegth it hissed and popped asit expanded. With a
sustained whine that grew louder and deeper at once, the lander rose dowly for ten or twelve meters,
then morerapidly. It vanished with ascream, leaving a plugged sensation in hisears.

“What do they fed ingde?’ he asked when the noise had died.

“You'll see” Nestor said. “Nothing drastic, so don't worry. But you' re going to experience alot of new
fedings before thisweek isout.”

Kawashitanodded. “ That is something | think about but am not sure what to think.”
“Frightened?’ Nestor asked.

He shook hishead. “What isthere to be frightened of 7’ he asked. “It’ s been along time since anything
frightened me”
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“It' sashig asthe Perfidisian ship,” Kawashitasaid, looking at the image of Nestor’ svessel on the lounge
screens. “And it has teardrop shapes on gtruts ... just the same.” His voice was shaky.

“No coincidence. It sapractical design for shipsbuilt to travel through higher spaces. Don't ask me why,
though. | leave that to my engineers.”

“|"ve never seen the stars so clear before”

“Give us magnification two thousand on the nine-W-nine-N square,” Annaregquested. The screen
fogged, then cleared, and a bright wreath of gas appeared, surrounded by the stars of the galactic disk.
“That' sthe Lily, asupernovaremnant. Beautiful, no? And vauable. She has afew planets ill, one of
them the stripped core of agas-giant. United Stars has a mining operation on that world — Kiril, what's
the name of the Lily’ smining planet?’

“Amargosa,” the pilot answered through the intercom.

“ Amargosa strained the supernovacloud of quite asampling of superheavy eements, al useful in
warper-ship technology. But her surface is made of solid hydrogen. The centra city hasto be isolated by
thermd shields. I’ ve never been there— USC has never invited me— but someday I'd liketo seeit.
Back to full screen. Now look just beyond the shadow of the ship — seethat ring of stars? They're
surrounded by fields of radiation so intense they can’t be gpproached through norma space. And if a
ship triesto get to them through higher spaces, she' s never heard from again. We suspect it’ san Aighor
stronghold, but we don’t know whether Aighors are dtill there. The Centrum is negotiating with them right
now to find out what's going on. It could be dangerous to have a phenomenon like that in our midst and
be completely wrong about what it is.”

“Thereisso muchto see” Kawashitasaid wigtfully. “1n the beginning | thought perhaps| was dead. The
denseregion of gars— from Earth, it istill called the Milky Way?’

Nestor nodded.

“In my Japan there were stories about the Milky Way. It was called Heaven' sRiver. On onesdewas a
woman weaving, on the other alover who could crossthe river only on the seventh night of the seventh
moon. And some thought that when you died, you crossed the river to become astar. | crossed
Heaven'sRiver, yet | didn’'t die. Can | expect much more out of life after amiracle like that?’

“Don’'t seewhy not,” Annasaid. “Y ou didn't get to do much sight-seeing dong the way.”
Kawashitashook his head and grinned. “1 wonder whether you have much poetry in your soul.”

Annamirrored his smile, a particularly ambiguous response. “\Women don't need to be poets, not as
much asmen.”

“In Japan some of the best poets were women. The men were too busy with wars and palitics.”

“Wdll, maybe I’m aman at heart. My poetry liesinwhat | do. My ambition isto give other people
reasons to be poetic, and timeto do it in. Inreturn, | have a certain amount of freedom to do and be
what | please. I'm not dry indgde, though. I’'m just not very good at putting my thoughtsinto words.”

The pilot interrupted. “Docking in three minutes. We ve dready had six requests for matched quarters
with Yoshio.”

“Wel?" Annaasked the Japanese.



“Matched quarters?’
“Isthere anyone you'd like to share aroom with?’
Kawashitathought it over for amoment, then shook his head back and forth once, quickly. “Not yet.”

Annanodded. “He s not taking offersyet.” She turned back to Kawashita. “Y ou know, that means
they’ Il accuse me of keeping you to mysdif.”

“But we have not —"

“Gossp doesn't feed on truth. Don't worry, though. It can't tarnish my reputation any more.”
“| gpologizefor inconvenience.”

“Docked,” the pilot announced.

“Not a dl,” Annasaid. “We cometo my home away from home.”

Only asmadll portion of Anna s entourage had come to the planet’ s surface with her. The rest had stayed
inther various quarters, laboratories, and studios, going about life as though nothing unusua were
happening. A few cameto the lander bay to meet the boarding party, and among them was one of the
furred tecto dters Kawashita had seen before. She kept her gaze on him and he was confused. Nestor
took him by the arm, introduced him around, and led him out of the bay. “We cdll itPeloros . One of my
more extravagant tools and toys.”

“Peloroswas amonster,” Kawashitasaid, looking at the robot conveyors on the other side of the
corridor’ s glass partition.

“True, but another Peloros was a navigator of great ill. | like the mix. My father suggested it before the
ship was built. Y ou are now an officid guest, and protocol demands| give you the best. But thebest isa
bit too rich even for my blood, and you probably won't be used to it, so you have achoice.”

“| wasjugt getting used to your cabin in the lander.”

“That's Spartan fare, Y oshio. Only my ascetic friends live in such deprived surroundings. But maybe
something can be arranged.”

“I beginto fed homesick,” Kawashitasaid. “Actudly, I’ ve been homesick for sometime now. Itis
probably crazy, but | had peace in the dome, after the Perfidisians went away. Much time to think. Now
| have aflood of thinking to do, and too littletimeto do it in. Can | have just aplace to rest, recuperate?
And atapas pad. And food | am used to.”

Nestor nodded at each request. “ Easily arranged. | was kidding — not al of us are sybaritic. A lot of
useful work gets done on board. | don’t put up with people who wastetime.”

“What will | do as guest? How will | pay my way?’

They cameto the corridor’ send, awider hall lined on each side and on the ceiling with hatches leading to
cabins. Nestor didn’t answer for amoment, and there was an awkward silence.

“Y ou can keep us entertained, | suppose, telling about old history. Stories of life in the dome. But most of
all, for my pleasure, you can survive and try to be content. One part of me saysthat aman who has roots
asfar in the past as you do won't be able to stand our cultures. HE'll go crazy. There are ways of
repairing him, but hewon't be the same. But you aren’t going crazy. Y ou' re adapting, and rather well.



That fascinates me. Y ou improve my view of humanity, and that' savauable gift. You'reaso a
planetholder, which makes you a potentia business partner. No matter how barren a planet might be on
first look, someone, somewhere, will think of ause. Y ou control how your planet will be used, and if you
control it wisdly, wedl benefit.”

“Which comesfirg,” Kawashita asked, “human interest or mercenary?’

“Persondly, human interest. As afredance adviser, the mercenary aspects can't beignored. Socidly,
there’ s prestige in having you as my guest. Take your pick of any aspect — therearealot more. |
haven’t bothered to sort them out.” She cocked her head to one side and lifted the corners of her lips
with the barest indication of asmile. “Our cultures may be more complex, but the people probably aren't.
A lot of what you knew on Earth and in the dome still gpplies. I'm interested to see how you apply it.”
Shetook asmadl card from her pocket and handed it to him. “Y our room is number forty-five on theright
sdeof thehdl. Going in and out, pay attention to the access light above the hatch. Y ou can tell whether
someone s leaving the room above you, and avoid bumping into him, her, or ... it. No, it' sthisvoyage.”

Hehdd upthecard. “Thisisakey.”

“Hold it in whichever hand you' re most inclined to use, leave it therefor thirty seconds, then dipitinto
the notch under the accesslight. That keys you into the room. Only you can open the hatch by touching
the entrance panel — except in an emergency, of course. If you wish, you can key it to voice activation.
The machineswill explain themselves. Forty-five is an adjustable cabin. It'll do anything you tell it to,
short of expanding. Make it as spare as you wish. When you' ve gotten used to it, I’ d like you to join me
on the bridge for dinner.”

“When do we leave?”’
“We dready have. A few hours after dinner, we'll enter higher spaces.”

Kawashita nodded and watched her walk down the long corridor back to the vehicle bay. Then he
entered his room. When he opened the door, he saw that the closet was putting away his clothesfor him.
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The old Aighor ship was silent and cold. Water dripped softly in the sea-tanks that circumnavigated the
midriff, and asmal motor in the engine sentry syslemswhined briefly, but the usud sounds of ship life
were absent. The old wegpons storage chambers were littered with equipment, and scaffoldings had
been set up aong the sixty-meter inboard bulkhead, but there was no one to put them to use.

Two kilometers outside the ship, the Waunters ingpected their last two weeks work. The lander swung
inadow, lazy arc around the green hulk. Its occupants watched the screensin akind of stupor.

“We should go back insde. It'sal done,” Oomalo said.

“Why even bother to do maintenance?’ Alae asked. “What will we do when we get back? Nobody’s
commissioned us. W€ re not listeners unless we have acommission.”

“We don't need one. Nothing’ swrong with the ship. Systems will last another two hundred years before
they incur any expense.”

“Two hundred years” Alae said. “1 don't think | want to live that long.”



“Wait until we get back to routine. We can do basic research. We're freglance, remember. We can
peddle information without acommisson.”

Alae nodded absently. “I’ d like to shift the quarters around. Open up new rooms and move into them.
Have fresh surroundings. The old rooms make my guts ache.”

Oomalo agreed to that. “If nothing else,” he said, “you can help me explore and record the ship. There's
an awful lot left to do.”

“Nothing useful,” she said. “Nothing we can sll.”

“Probably not. The Crocerianswouldn't have sold it to usif they thought anything unusua wasin it. But
who knows?’

“Every ten years, for the next two hundred years, we' Il go out and inspect the ship al around, plant new
monitors on the hull, live our lives, and nothing will happen. Does that sound like much of alifeto you?’

“We could always go back, sdll the ship now. I’'m sure we could get agood pricefor it. It'sagood
ship”

“Big. Likeaworld. I'velived in it too long to be happy where other people are. The quiet getsin my
blood, settlesthe waves. I'll be okay. Let’ s go back and start shifting things around.”

“That’ s better,” Oomalo said. “Back to routine. We |l sart listening on our own tomorrow.”
“Back toroutine,” Alae said dowly. “Peace.”
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“I have two thousand people on thePeloros ,” Nestor said, laying out the hard-copy plans on atable for
Kawashitato see. “Five hundred crew and researchers— only about ten active crew, but the roles mix
sometimes — and fifteen hundred friends, hangers-on, artists, entertainers. Mostly | keep them around to
gauge their reactions when we find something new.”

“How often isthat?’

“Two or three times avoyage. We ve scouted athousand systemsin this ship and explored about a
hundred. We ve found fifteen habitable worlds, five without indigenous life forms. The other ten we
turned over to the care of the Gaactic Socid Engineers. They make sure nobody bothers the natives until
they’ re ready to join the fun on their own. We put survey teams on the other five, mapped and charted
and sampled them, and staked claims. Some of the information we sold to afew consolidations, someto
the Centrum. We even sold information to Hafkan Bestmerit for agenedogica survey.”

“How wasthat?”’

“A million years ago the Aighors developed interstellar travel — that is, an ancestral speciesdid. Ina
short time they got into awar with the Minkies and destroyed about fifty civilized worlds. God knows
why they went to war. Peaceful coexistence is so much cheaper, and there’ s room enough for everybody
but the most die-hard propagationist. Even then, and the Galaxy was more crowded at the time. At any
rate, they reduced each other to prespace technology. That was the first-stage Aighor civilization.



“The second stage rediscovered interstellar travel and made an experiment. They took severa dozen
intelligent species, dtill locked on their home worlds, and transplanted them by force to other planets.
Nobody appreciated that, and when the Aighor watchdogs over the experimenta planets became lax,
some of the transplants devel oped space technol ogies and attacked them.

“That was the end of the second stage. Because of that, the lineage of alot of species has been called
into question. We found three far-flung vestiges, relatives of groups sill active in Hafkan Bestmerit. One
had survived with only prespace technology. The other two had sunk even lower, down to minimal
exigtences, completely overcome by the natura planetary ecologies. Some species are ill pressing a
kind of lawsuit againgt the Aighors, and in theinterest of unity within Hafkan Bestmerit, the Aighors are
complying with the judgments.”

“Hafkan Bestmerit isthe only consolidation with no human members?’

“If it can gtrictly be called a consolidation. It' sarather exclusive group. Aighors, Minkies, Crocerians,
and — some think — Perfidisans. But there' s no evidence Perfidisians associate with anyone. We guess
there are about twenty distinct species within Hafkan Bestmerit, some of whom we know little about.”

“These Aighors, arethey totaly irrationad?” Kawashitasaid.

“Not at dl. They’ re among the most inventive and intelligent species we' ve met. They' re aggressive, but
then they developed from a background where extreme aggression was the only way to survive. Still,
we're lucky they didn’t find us before we were ready to compete.”

“But they destroyed their civilization severa times.”

“That' snot unheard of,” Annasaid. “We vefound the remains of four thousand spacefaring civilizations,
of which maybe a hundred are going concernstoday. That appears to be the norm, judging from
transmissions received from other galaxies”

“Y ou have not traveled between gdaxies?’

“Only to the Magdlans. A few exploratory ships are planned. But higher space warps depend to a
certain extent on large loca bodies of massfor guidance. The distances between the galaxiesare
forbidding because they’re practically empty. On the other hand, we ve yet to investigate the gaactic
core because the stars are too densdly packed. I’ ve heard the Aighors have away of navigating
hyperdense and hypodense geodesics—"

“Excuseme,” Kawashitasaid. “I can't keep pace looking up definitions on the tapas.”

“Don’t worry. You' redoing fine. | understand alot lessthan | know, mysdlf. Poeticimagery isthe only
way some of these ideas can be grasped, unless you' re hooked up to a computer with specialy
augmented circuitry.”

“Back to the Aighors. Have you had awar with them yet?’

“Some skirmishes but no official wars. We may not be especialy adept, but we do develop fast, and our
technology isthe equd of theirs, point for point — at least in transportable weapons and shields. They
may have something — but no, that’ stop secret. I'm not supposed to know about it.”

Kawashitagrinned. “Now | am curious.”

Anna suddenly resembled alittle girl about to divulge asecret. “Don’t tell anyone,” she said. “But we
found parts of some of the shipsthat went into the Ring Stars. Not my group — humans, though.



Something very odd had happened to the scraps. I'm not sure what it was, but one older physicist had a
heart attack when he saw them.”

Kawashita shook his head dowly; whether in disbelief or wonder, Annacouldn’t tell. “Do you believein
gods?’ he asked.

“I don’'t dishelievein anything. I’ ve seen too much to be a complete agnogtic, so | suppose | do believe
in something, yes”

“When | was ayoung boy, my mother let me attend a Christian Sunday school servicein Hiroshima. It
was taught by an old Jesuit from Spain, and he said that someday, when men looked far enough into
space with their telescopes, they would see the face of God glowering at them. Have you seen anything
likethat?’

Annasmiled. “I’m sorry to berude, but you' re still asking quaint questions. Not bad ones— just quaint.
We have legends. Lost ships, planets that disappear when they’ re landed, paradises— but they’re fairy
talesfor the most part.”

“For a Japanese from my time, the universe would be filled withkami ,” he said. “ Aighors would bekami
, and so would Perfidisans.Kami are not the same as the Christian God, but they are intelligent beings,
gpecia ancestors, pirits sometimes, not omnipotent, however. And every sar is agoddess, every world
apearl. Doesthat give you awe?’

Annapaused. “ Sometimes | think I’m too dense to be awed,” she said, “or too busy having fun. But
somewhere, yes, | suppose’m alittle scared of it al.”

“I’ve been lucky, coming to seeit graduadly,” Kawashitasaid. “ The person who was apilot, back in the
twentieth century — he would be mad by now. Me, | am just made nervous most of thetime.”

“Wecometo the world-anxiety of the modern human,” Annasaid, laughing. “ Some night, cometo my
observation bubble and ook at the magnified and annotated stars with me. Be prepared to shiver alittle.
We haven't scratched the surface yet. Maybe God' s face will glower down on us some day. Maybe at
the Galaxy’ s core.”

“No, there are Sx wings at the Galaxy’ s core,” Kawashitasaid crypticaly. Annacouldn’t get him to
explain what he meant, but it seemed akind of joke.

She pointed out the ship’s engines on the chart and asked if he' d like to do something he could only do
once.

“It does not sound pleasant,” he said. “ * Once a philosopher, twice apervert,’ asVoltaire said.”
“Oh, it isn’'t dangerous, and it doesn’t change you any way you' d notice. But you can only do it once.”
“I'll decidewhen| seewhat itis.”

Shetook him down the long tube separating the living quarters from the vehicle bays and engines, then
pointed him through around hatch into aroom gleaming with bare metal surfaces. Therest of thePeloros
was decorated with avariety of coordinated color schemes, but here, at its heart, there was no speck of
color. A stedd-gray cube approached and asked their business. Annaheld her hand out for identification
and requested its presence a an initiation. Apparently she had done this sort of thing before; the cube
complied without objection. It led them down another tube to aweightless spherica chamber. A
trangparent globe was suspended in the center. Kawashitafelt agluey kind of force fingering him asthey
floated toward the sphere, like moving through webs of invisble gelatin. Hishair sood on end, and his



eyes flashed with sparks when he closed them.

Anna, resembling acomedy harridan, took his hand and pressed it against the transparent surface of the
sphere. “It'snot glass,” shesaid. “It isn't even matter. It' safied of probabilities. It dictates that the
chances your hand will passthrough it are zero. So you can't pass through. But there’ saway.” Shetold
the cube to open atest hole.

“ At the center of the probability zone is something which makes up about one third of the ship’smass.
Y ou were reading about black holes afew wake-periods ago, weren't you?’

Kawashita nodded. “ Something was said about their usein ship’sengines.”
“Then you read about black holes separating virtual particles out of space and radiating energy.”

“Virtud particles— they are the onesthat are always being created and destroyed, but so fast nothing
can detect them?’

“Right — created in pairs of opposites, and they annihilate each other after being created, so the total
energy content of the universeis stable. Around ablack hole, however, apair of virtua particles can be
separated before they annihilate each other. One particle fals below the event horizon — which nothing
can escape from — and the other escapes as created energy. But that defies the conservation of energy,
so0 we haveto think of the particle that fell into the black hole as actualy emerging in reversed time. It's
much more complicated than that, but what it meansisablack hole radiates energy. The smaller the hole,
thebrighter it is— until we get down to quantum black holes. At the center of the spherethereé sa
collapsed mass about the size of an ectron. But size doesn’t mean much down there because we
protect oursalves by wrapping it in thirty or forty layers of probability —”

“Thirty-seven thisvoyage, madam,” the cube said.

“Right. Each layer isequal to asdlf-contained universe, each with its own separate rules and constants.
Every opposite layer has precisdly the reverse character of the layers above and benegath it. Nothing can
interact between regions with qudities and constants so dragticdly different. Thefind layer, surrounding
the hole, puts enormous pressure on it — in effect, makesit probable the black hole will radiate severd
trillion times more energy than it naturally should. Thismakesit leak out through itself — aconcept I’ ve
never understood — and from that leakage below the Planck-Wheder length —”

“Pardon,” Kawashitasaid, bringing up histapas.

“Something like ten to the minus thirty-three centimeters” Annasaid. “Much smaller than an eectron.
Anyway, we get our power from the leakage. The interesting thing—and it can only be done once— isto
reach in and touch the outermost probability field.”

Kawashitalooked doubtful. “Why can it only be done once?’

“Touch it once, nothing happensto you. But touch it twice— with alapse of severa minutes— and it
increases your chances of dying. Don't ask me how — it has to do with Parakem functions and
world-line energy theorems. I’ ve doneit. It' san initiation for spacefarers, like crossing the equator used
to be for seafarers on Earth.”

“What doesit fed like?’

“Not painful. Y ou asked about seeing the face of God. Wdll, thisisn't quite as spectacular, but it'll do
until Judgment Day.”



Kawashitanodded reluctantly. He didn’t want to seem afraid, and he understood the idea o little that he
didn’t know whether to be afraid or not. Annaguided him to therift in the sphere using the hand wires
strung across the chamber. She guided his hand through the gap. “ Reach in to the black spot in the
middle— lookslikeamarble.”

He dowly brought hisfinger closeto the center.

“Y ou have ten seconds to touch it — touch it however many times you want, without taking your finger
more than afew centimeters from the center. It really amountsto touching it once. Go ahead.”

Hisfinger made contact. “It' smoving,” he said. “ Everything’smoving.” Helooked around the chamber
nervoudy. Annawas haloed with rainbows and lightnings. Her eyes were pits of ice and fire. The cube
was surrounded by flashing feathers of light. Angdls, thrones, dominations, and cherubim.Kami . The
wallswere covered with neon signs of such complexity he couldn’t begin to andyze them; they were
layered withkatakana figures, numbers, and insignia. He could see through hisarm, and at the center of
his bones he saw athin line of black, which opened onto elongated stars, acosmos within his marrow.
Then something pushed hisfinger away, and he floated in the round chamber, shaking, smiling, and finaly
aying. “Me ga areba, miru koto go dekimasen!” he said through his sobbing. “We can seeif we have
eyes”

Annagrasped hisarm and pushed him out of the chamber. She was frightened by hisreaction. He
seemed to be coming apart, breaking into a babbling child. “I’ ve been anidiot ,” she hissed. “Oh, Jesus,
Buddha, and Lords!”

She punched an emergency button on the way to Kawashita s quarters. “Get a physics cube and a
human doctor down here, forty-five port quarters, immediately!”

She guided him into hisroom and lay him down on the deep-fidld. He shut hiseyes. “ Me o tojireba nani
mo miemasen.”

“What did he say?’ she asked histapas.
“*If we close our eyes, we cannot see anything,” ” the tapas trand ated.

The cube floated in, and Dr. Henderson followed immediately after. The cube dropped down and
hovered over Kawashita' s hand. Annaheld her knucklesto her teeth. “1 was stupid, Stupid,stupid . |
didn’t even think of what the Perfidisians could have done to him. Maybe thiswas his second time!”
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“| don’'t care how safeitis, I've never liked theidea. There are ahdll of alot of thingswe don’t know.”
Henderson stood by the edge of the deep-field, rubbing his forehead with athick-fingered hand. “1’m not
sure what happened to him, but the attendant cube would have detected him if he’ d done anything smilar
before”

“You touched it Sx years ago,” Nestor said.
“Under socia duress, yes”

“Y ou know what happens. Why did he behave differently?’



He shook his head and ordered the physics cube to leave the cabin. “ Anna, you' re not dealing with an
inhabitant of the twenty-fourth century. He's probably never even looked at his phosphene patterns,
much less the backside of his skull. We re used to complex intoxication — to us, it' sasafe and
reasonable science. But in hisday, if it occurred at all, it was regarded as areligious experience.”

“| understand that. | joked about him seeing the face of God.”

“Whatever he saw, it pushed him over into atemporary seizure. Not that he' s epileptic; he just locked his
doors and decided to retreat for afew minutes. Do you understand what happens when we touch the
hole?’

Annashook her head. “Not completely.”

“I won't chide you for your ignorance. But if you' re going to play with something so powerful, at least try
to know what’ s going on. That's common sense, right?’

Annanodded.

“When we touch it, we come in contact with aweak outer field of probability, which dictates that our
nervous system will behave with greater efficiency than norma. Theresult isakind of supersimulus—
we become sengitive to everything. Blake called it opening the doors of perception. It' s not unlike what
happens when we pass through warp.”

“I think he was ad eep when we entered warp the first time.”
“Hedidn’t talk about it?’
“No. Hewas on the inducer that evening. He was too keyed up to deep naturaly.”

“Next time, let him get used to our fun and games through easy introductions. Can you explain dl thisto
him?’

“I think s0,” Annasaid meekly.
“ *Canyou explain why he should never touch the hole again?’
1] NO-”

“It'sample. Next timethe field will behave exactly in reverse. His nervous system will suffer reduced
efficiency. All hisvitd functionswill stop. HE'll be dead before amedica cube can reach him.”
Henderson looked down at Kawashita. 1’ ve always wondered what somebody who's never lived in our
society would think of us. They’ d probably decide we' re ill children. We still do silly, dangerous things
for ridiculous reasons. Right?” He looked sternly at Nestor.

She shivered. “Right,” shesaid.

“Like children. We never redly grow up.”

“That' s enough, Henderson,” she said. “1’ ve got your point. No need to grind it in.”
“Asyou wish. Isthe hole off limits, even for initiations?’

She nodded.

“He |l comeout of it soon. | can stay with him, if you have other thingsto do, but he needsto have



someone around him for awhile”
“I'll say.”

The doctor |eft Kawashita' s cabin. Nestor pulled her robes out around her knees and sat on the chair,
looking at Kawashita sface, dtill touched by adight inclination of the eyebrows, asquinting of the eyes,
but quiet now and amost peaceful.

“It cregps up on us, and we don't even suspect,” she whispered to his deeping form. “It takes someone
like you to trip us up and show our flaws. We owe a great dedl to the innocents.”

She sat by the bed for an hour, watching the rhythmic motion of his chest, the taps of pulsein hiswrist
and inavein near histemple. “Y ou're not atame monkey any more,” shesaid. “ Y ou're not my toy.”
Then shefdt arise of heat in her throat, and she hated hersdf more intensdy than she had in years.

Y ashio stirred on the deep-fidld and murmured something in Japanese. His eyes opened and he stiffened,
then relaxed.

“Y ou were dreaming,” Annasaid, smiling down on him.
“I went tovist afriend,” hesaid.

“Who wasthat?’

“A man who tutored my daughter.”

“Tutored Masa?’

“Y es, awise gentleman who tried to warn me about her, that she was not going to behave the way |
wished her to behave. Before she married Y oritomo.”

“What happened?’

“It wasonly adream,” Kawashitasaid.
“Dreamsareimportant.”

“Hesaid | wasfreenow, | did not have to search.”
“For what?’

“A reasonwhy | did thethings| did.”

“Why shouldn’t you search anymore?’

“Because thereis no one to demand satisfactory answers. When | put my finger on the black hole, | saw
things clear, and al the complexity behind them. But there was no spirit waiting to ask questions.”

“Youdidn't seetheface of God. Don't be disgppointed — it really isn't that sort of thing.”
“Y ou do not understand. | saw the face, but it wasn't asking questions. It waswaiting.”
“For what?’

“I don't know.” He turned his head away and closed hiseyes. “When | wasachild, | saw ademon. It
scared me so0 badly | never went into that room again, not willingly. It was the room where my



grandmother dept. But she had died recently, and without my knowing it, my parents changed dl the
furniture. | woke up from anap, dreaming about grandmother, and went to her room to tell her about it. |
forgot she wasn't with us anymore. When | opened the door and walked in, everything was different, and
| couldn’t understand why. | looked at the different furniture, the new prints on thewall, and became
frightened. | had never seen the room before. It waslike | had opened adoor into another world, a
nightmare place. | accepted that so completely that | looked into acorner and saw ademon squatting
there, staring at me. He looked like afrog with horns and had a man’ slegs, and his eyes were huge and
white, like ablind fish's. He stood up — hewas half astall as| — and came at me with sharp claws. |
screamed and ran away. When | stopped running, | wasin the kitchen, aone, with nothing chasing me.
Now | know where the frog-demonis.” He tapped his chest. “Me. | am the one who has crossed over
into thewrong world, not alittle boy. Divine spirits abducted me, tested me, and found me wanting. So
now thereisno reason to look for answers.”

“I don’t follow you,” Annasaid.

“Since no onewantsto know why | did such things, | only haveto satisfy mysdlf. That makesme
heppier.”

“Areyoufeding dl right?’
Kawashitasmiled. “A little confused, weak. But much better, yes.”

“You scared me. Y ou il scare me. All thistalk about demons and divine spirits. | thought we were
joking about seeing God' sface.”

“Yes” Kawashitasad flatly. “1t wasajoke.”
“I'll never understand the punch line, then.”

“When East meets West — even so extended aWest asyou are— it’ s like different species meeting,
no?’ Kawashitaheld out hishand and patted her cheek gently. “We are what you cal unknowable?’

“Inscrutable,” Nestor supplied.
“But don’t worry. Show me Earth, let melearn, let mefind my own way.”
“I won't stop you,” she said. “I’m too curious.”

|Go to Contents |

Eighteen

Thewarm brown line of sunrise was so beautiful it made him acheinsde. He could follow dawn’s
progress, imagine the daylight hitting cities and towns, graying skies, closing night flowers and opening
day flowers, closing owl’ s eyes and opening peopl€ s eyes. Benegath the clouds, woven over the green
lands and blue-black seas, were many white specks he knew weren’t snow-capped mountains. He
asked Annawhat they were.

“Cities” shesad.

“But | see them on the horizon, like bumps.”

“Someare pretty big,” she said. “Bigger than mountains, anyway.”



“They’reeverywhere”
“Y ou' ve gone through the tapas, haven’t you?’
“Yes, but they aren’t the same. Thisisred.”

Annafloated to the center of the bridge bubble and shielded her eyes againgt Earth’ sglare. “L ook off to
thirty degrees, just beyond the edge of the ship’shull.”

He pressed againgt the transparent materid and followed the line of her finger. Therewas atiny sparkle
of light floating in space, which he could just barely resolveinto acircleif he squinted. “What isit?’

“Thefirg gpace gation to carry a permanent aff. One hundred fifty meters across— tiny littlething. It's
kept as amuseum now. It was hoisted — let’ s see— fifty years after you left Earth. Y ou might have
lived to seeit.”

“Ihave lived to seeit,” Kawashitasaid. “ There are advantages to being aRip van Winkle.”
“If we st here much longer, well probably seefive or ten shipsin parking orbits. It'sa crowded sky.”

Three landers were prepared, each carrying fifty passengers. ThePeloros carried only afew tons of
materia cargo, which was being prepared for ship-to-surface transmission. Nestor took Kawashitainto
the transmission chamber and pointed out the items that could legaly be broken down into energy and
radiated to surface receiversfor reconstruction.

“I have sx works of art from a human colony around Epsilon Eridani. Certified origind works have
tagged atomsimplanted in them which scramble asigna so they can't be transmitted. Exotic materids—
organics, perfumes, drugs, and so on — are difficult to transmit because their structures haven't been
completely analyzed, and loss of detail can be disastrous. Humans and anything but the smplest living
things are forbidden by law — not because we can’t send them down and re-create them but for
philosophica reasons.

“I’ve been told that anyone who understands how matter is put together doesn’t have any doubts that
received and origina objects are the same, but there’ sabig emotiona question involved. Most members
of Hafkan Bestmerit allow transmission of known living creatures, but by Earth standards that’ s barbaric.
Mysdlf, I'm not so certain— but | won't volunteer for atest, ether.”

“I’ve read that most things can be duplicated. What does this do to the economy?’

“You'll see. Come on— we' ve got alander to catch. Economics still decrees that we use launch
windows.”

“The Perfidigan ship cameto the surface to pick me up. Why can’t thePeloros 7’

“They may have beenricher than | am, | don’t know. At any rate, thePeloros refusesto have anything to
do with an atmosphere. Shetellsmeit’ sapersonal prejudice, but frankly | think it goes deeper than
that.” She grinned and took him by the arm, leading him around the curve of the ship to avehicle bay.

|Go to Contents |

Nineteen

The city of Tokyo occupied astrip of land three hundred kilometers wide, from the Sea of Japan to the



Pecific. On the Pacific coast, where Y okohama and Kawasaki had once been, werefive Soleri
sructures, each twelve kilometerstdl, surrounded by a hundred thousand hectares of city greenspace,
then avast jumble of townships, each following its own architectura plan, each with over ten million
citizens. The centra city wasacubic Masserat structure, twenty kilometers from base to top shuttle
terminds, each vertica sde interrupted by a hemispheric depression lined with thousands of apartments,
avast honeycomb dripping with people. The four corner supports, once bare and for structura purposes
only, were now frosted with residentid didtricts.

No materia edifice could support such astrain, so the fabric of the cube was laced with thousands of
intertwined energy fidds. At night, light from the field junctions turned the Sdes of the city into lattices of
red, blue, and green stars. Their glow brightened the skiesfor athousand kilometers around.

Theidands of Japan supported one billion human beings. The coasta waters carried interlinked floating
cities. Heat production in the larger population centers was so greet that the tops of forty citiesglowed a
dull brown-red at night. Every fifteen minutes bursts of coherent hest from the cities were shot into space,
amed by computersto avoid the complex network of shipping in orbit above. Every so often the
computers misdirected fire, and a city’ s waste would temporarily blind awarper ship or cook the crew of
asmdler vessH.

The southern idand of Kyushu was areserve, carefully maintained by gardeners and scientigts. In the
citiesand townships lotteries were held every day, choosing the lucky citizenswho would be given
permitsto tour the forests and sample the uncrowded life of preindustrial Japan.

Kawashitareceived a permanent pass. Nestor was given amore limited pass, with atotal of four years
occupancy alowed to her, to be taken in periods of any size.

The governments of Japan, China, and the Hispano-Anglo Republic — the largest nation on Earth,
encompassing England, North and South America, Austrdia, New Zealand, and Borneo — welcomed
them with specia ceremonies.

“Theradio temperature of the Earth isten billion degrees Cdsius,” Kawashitaread from his new tapas, a
gift from the Hispanglo ambassador to Japan. “ Thetotal population isone hundred billion human beings.
The keeping of private animalsisillega in most nations. Onethird of Africaisazoo. Another thirdis
unreclaimed wasteland from the combined effects of amisguided asteroid in 2134, and the only nuclear
war, which was fought between Algeria, Libya, and Morocco in 1995. There are plansto convert this
wagtdand into anew African population center, with thirty Soleri structures and sixty field-reinforced
Masserat structures.” He put the pad down and looked outside his apartment window at the blue and
purple of the horizon. Stars didn’t twinkle at this dtitude. The sun’s brightness was grayed by polarized
crysdsin the glass. “ Fifteen years ago arocket bus carrying two thousand passengers hit Tokyo's
central city at an dtitude of nineteen kilometers. The population of Japan hit zero growth that day.”

Annawas peering at a private data screen in anook just above the dining room. Kawashita stood on the
lower step of the nook and tapped her on the shoulder.

1] HrTT?i
“What are you looking at?’

“One of the Ring Stars went supernovaforty-eight years ago. I'm looking at alower-space transmission
from the closest ligtening station. Want to see?’

“No, thank you. Anna, this Earth isinsane.”



“Crowded, yes, but | wouldn't call it insane.”
“Why not?’

“Because the median incomeisthe highest of dl the human worlds. The poorest families have living
alowances that would be the envy of afamily on any handful of colony worlds. Franklin Wegener took
the global economy and geared it to information processing, and that put Earth in acrucia position. What
she couldn’t have by mandate and imperialism, she took over by sheer necessity. Y ou're visiting one of
the five most important information centersin the human Gaaxy — and that includes the Aighor
birthworld, Myriadne, and ... Mars?Isit Mars or the Crocerian birthworld now? Have to look it up.”

“But what do they do? How do they think?’

Annaturned away from the screen. “No more wars, no more mgjor diseases, no starvation, poverty only
for those who want it, and aliving environment atiny bit better than most spacefarers put up with.”

“But they’ velost something.”

“I’d like to know what.” She returned to the screen. * Christ, what did they have around that star? | see
hyperfine structures I’ ve never heard of ...”

“I do not know,” Kawashita said, standing by the window, barely three meters from the thin, cold air of
the tropopause. “ Something.” There was a catch in hisvoice. Annaswung her chair around and noticed
the glitter of atear running down his cheek. For thefirgt time she saw Kawashita crying. She climbed out
of the nook. She had never hugged him before, but she did so now without hesitation.

“I am ashamed,” Kawashita said between hard sobs.
“What isit?’ she asked, holding him to her.
“Where my grandparents once lived. It is covered with five kilometers of concrete and stedl.”

Annawondered whether the crack-up was beginning. Half a dozen expert psychiatrists had counseled
her to expect it. “Hell, Y oshio, to tell the truth, | wouldn't live on Earth for aweek longer than | had to.
Maybe that’ swhat you' re talking about.”

“Thisisn't my land anymore,” he said. “Not where | can search. But if what you say istrue, most people
are happy.” He wiped hisface quickly with adeeve.

“One way or another. Happy may not be the exact word.”

“So they are not like me, not like the people | knew. And | haveto find answersin relation to myself.
Thisisnot theworld.”

“Thenyou'll haveto find ancther.”

“I learn day and night, and till | amignorant. | don’t have the appropriate menta conditioning for this.
No matter how hard | Struggle, it doesn’'t come naturdly.”

Annasqueezed him harder, asif to hold him together.

“We vedl known it would be difficult,” she said. “Maybewe didn't redly know how difficult. Perhaps
we shouldn’t have come back.”

“Then how would | have known?’ Kawashita asked. “Besides,” and he backed away from her,



draightening, “there are fill things | must do and see”
The gpartment voice announced, “Mr. Joseph Nakamurais at the door.”
“Let him enter,” Kawashitasaid, wiping hiseyesquickly.

Nakamura, appointed by Independent Consolidations to chaperon them around Earth, came in wearing a
smileand very little ese. He was blond, with the vaguest hint of asurgically induced epicanthic fold. “Fine
day out, | see” he said, walking past the window but not looking down. His eyes swept the gpartment
with nervousinterest.

“Minus sixty degrees up here,” Kawashitasaid.

“Sunny and fair in the tropopause. | have our schedule for today. We' re due at the Kyushu visitor's
center in an hour. | hear Y oshio isgoing to be offered a permanent residence there, on the spot of his
choice. Then—"

“I'm not up for exhibition.” Kawashitasaid. Helooked imploringly & Anna “Y ou're my tutor, my guide.
Help me out of this. | don't want to be a museum piece.”

“Then,” Nakamura continued, hardly skipping a best, “we ve set up asubmarine tour of the Marianas
trench, including avist to the old Kraken Works. The Japanese il eat squid, you know — and the
bigger they are, the more economical. After that —”

“Wewon't be getting that far, Mr. Nakamura, so don’t bother with the rest. Y oshio doesn’t appreciate
the attention he’ s been getting, and | understand why. From herein, you can help us by serving one
function only — keep our whereabouts secret.”

Nakamurakept smiling. “That’ d be no function a dl, Anna I’'m assgned to—"

“Then your assgnment isover. | can put my own people to work, and nobody will know where we are.
Infact, | like that idea better. Y ashio, we' re leaving the centra city in afew hours— want to pack your
souvenirs?’

“After my own heart,” Kawashitasaid, heading for the next room.

“What will it be, ahoneymoon?’ Nakamurasaid jovidly.

“We re not married, and we don’t cohabit,” Nestor said. “We're friends.”
“Come on, Anna. Y ou’ re known far and wide as a connoisseur of —”

“Any timel let you finish asentence, Mr. Nakamura, interrupt yourself for me. Voice, Mr. Nakamura
would like to ingpect the halway.”

“Sir,” the gpartment said pleasantly, “the features of centra city’ s many corridors are famous around the
Gdaxy. Firg to be noted is the unique shifting design of the carpets, changed every hour, featuring the art
of the Earth’ sfinest —”

“Your wish,” Nakamura said. “ Pleasure to serve you thisfar. To be candid” — and hisface became
candid — “1 think you' re better off that way. More relaxing. Any time, however, you wishto—"

“Voice”

“— craftsmen. Thisway, Mr. Nakamura.”



Annasighed and returned to the screen. The apartment voice cleared amechanica throat. “Mr.
Nakamuraison hisway, madam. I'm afraid there’ s another interruption, an ingstent one.”

“Who?’

“Time-and-motion planner aboard thePel oros wishes to speak to you.”
“Jason DiNova. Put him onto the visit circuits.”

“Any time limit before technical difficulties should interrupt?”

“No. Jason’ sone of us, usudly. Thanksfor your concern.”

“Gracious madam. HereisMr. DiNova.”

A man appeared in the center of the room looking tired and upset. DiNovawas just over ameter and a
haf in height, stocky but trim, with fierce eyes, ashort chin, and ascap haf bad, haf covered with wiry
white hair. “Anna. You're not clear yet.” Hisddivery was rapid and husky.

“Gives me an advantage, Jason. Wait asecond and it’ [l al come through.”

“Ah. Okay.” His eyesfocused on her, and he looked around the room. “Fancy. But we ve got important
thingsto talk about. | gave you one month for Kawashita— is he here?’

“Packing.”

“And you' ve gone over by two more months. Y ou've lost two billion in revenues because of that and put
two acquirable planetson USC'slig. Y ou've got to tell mewhat’ s coming up. | understand taking the
USC guy under your wing on Kawashitd s planet, but isn't thisgoing abit far?’

“Probably. Kawashitaisafriend now, Jason. Y ou know | give friends moretime than | should.”

“I’ve got aschedulefor the next six weeks, and I" d like you to examine it before it goesinto ship’'s
planning.”

“Trangmititand I'll look it over.”
“Areyou going to start ascene with thisguy?’
Nestor’' sface hardened. “Don’t push it.”

“Y ou ordered meto push it whenever necessary. | think it’s necessary. Does he go with us, become part
of recreation hours like the rest of the entourage, or do we—" He stopped. “Hell, | don’t even want to
suggest an dternative. Y ou might takemeup oniit.”

“Kawashitais an honored guest of thePeloros . HE I stay with us”
“WM!
“Because I'm interested in what’ s going to happen to him, and because | like him.”

“Yes andsodol, butif | let my interests get in the way of my work, you’ d have every right to restaff my
billet”

“I’'m glad you can't reciprocate. | have plansfor Y ashio, don't worry.”



“He holdsasingle planet, and not a very important one, asit turnsout. I’ ve had to turn down mesetings
with five Independent Consolidations reps— and at my guess, that means we' ve passed up business
with ahundred planets. Anna, isthis caled love, or some new kind of insanity?’

Nestor turned away from DiNova simage and climbed into the screen nook. “ Jason, you' re getting
persond.”

Theman hdd up hishands. “All in the line of duty. Remember. Don't restaff until | start insulting you
during rectime.”

“I'll okay ship’splanning assoon as| get it. And I’ll send check-inswith my position every few hours.
Hire a security team, or send one down from the ship — make them discreet. We'll probably be back by
week’ send, and unlessyou' ve got plansto putPeloros on starshine duty —”

“Nothing at the moment, but | may have to hire her out as adance hdl to pay the orbit renta.”
“— unlessthat happens, | don’t think I’ [l be needed for aweek.”
“How’shedoing?’ DiNova asked.

“He sgot courage. HE swalking on the edge of the cliff, but he's aready overcome more than the
psychs said was possible. Riding out culture shock, coming to termswith himself — and dl thetime
questioning his deepest values. Think you could do that, Jason?”

“I wouldn’t want to try.”
“Nor |. So let me run this through its course. We won't lose anything we really need.”
“What are you going to do about the Ring Stars?’

Anna pointed to the screen. “I’' m kegping my eye on them. Looks like the supernova has dusted the
whole areawith superheavy eements. We might stake afew clams.”

“No word from the Aighors, and no word on whether the disrupters are till operating.”
“Keegp meinformed. I’'m not beyond the pale, Jason. I'm il interested and aware.”

“Glad to hear it. Follow your wyrd, Anna, but keep my heart and arteriesin mind, al right?’
“I'll try, Jason.”

“Thank you.” Helooked very worn, and Nestor felt atwinge of guilt. Her dightest whims could teke
years off agood man’sworking life.

“Jason, you have my love and respect. If anything goes critical, pull me up no matter what | say. And
Y oshio too, of course.”

“I'll do my damnedest. Out.”
1] Otjt_”

A faint haze hung in the air where DiNova simage had been. The voice spoke up. “Where may | send
your commodities, madam?’

“Kodiak, Alaska, and book us right behind them. Voice, you've donewell by us so far. Can you get us



an agent who'll be discreet and too set in hiswaysto care about world news?’
“I"ve anticipated madam. One iswaiting your ingtructions at this moment.”

“Good. Voice, have one of your programs charged to the ASNWSPeloros . You're afird-class
desgn.”

“My children thank you.”

|Go to Contents |

Twenty

“I lad afdsetrail,” Annasaid. “We have two days |eft on Earth before thePeloros can take advantage
of aconjunction. Where do you want to go?’

“I heard Nakamura say we had an gppointment in Kyushu.”

“It'sbeen canceled.”

“Then let’ skeepit.”

Annasmiled. “1 know why you' re doing so well. Y ou’' ve got adevious mind.”

He shook hishead. “1 have two placesto visit there. | haveread of aman | would like to meet, and a
museum | would liketo vigt.”

The surface effect ship, rented just hours before, made its leisurely hundred-knot passage with amost no
sound but the whoosh of spray and music coming through speakersin the bulkhead. They sat on an
upper deck, letting the sun shine on them between the shadows of high, woolen clouds, watching the
blue-gray sea and the distant haze of the Japanese coast. Just an hour before, they had passed a maritime
city farm, like agiant snowflake laid gently on the sea, surrounded by thousands of submarine pens
marked with brilliant orange buoys.

Now the air was cooling, and it looked like a storm was coming. Nestor handed Kawashitaa pair of
polarized glasses and told him to look through them. He peered up and saw adistant curtain of
shimmering light marching across the sea ahead.

“Westher controls,” she explained. “We re entering a planned low-pressure disturbance. I'll tell the pilot
where to take us, 0 he can chart his course and skirt the weather.

When shereturned, he said, “ Thisshipisold. Can it stand the strain?’

“Eadly. They'll ding atarp across the upper decks, warn uswe' Il get wet, then go below. About the
worse that can happeniswe'll blow alittle off course. Do you want to stay up here or go below?’

“What are you going to do?’

“I haven't felt abig blow in fifteen years. I'd like to stay.”
“Then | will gay.”

“Why?" Nestor asked.

Kawashita patted her hand. “In case you go overboard, | will throw alifering.”



“I meanit,” shesad, her face straight and serious. “We ve been around each other for along time now.
Everything has gone smoothly, we always stick together, we never complain. We joke and laugh and
sympathize. Why do you want to stay around me?’

“Not because you remind me of Mother, if that’ swhat you' re worried about,” Kawashitasaid. “I could
find someone else to guide me. But I’ m curious about you.”

“Why, because I’'m famous?’

He shook his head.

“Rich and powerful 7’

“Oh?’ Heamiled. “1 didn’t know that.”
“I said I'm serious. Why?”

Kawashitalooked uncomfortable. He took off the glasses and folded them, then swiveled back and forth
in his seet, tapping the railing with one foot. “1 haven't used any of the devicesin the laboratories,” he
said. “And | haven't accepted any requests for shared quarters.”

“ &?!

“I think things would go badly between myself and someone from the future— my future. I'd seem
childish, asavage. Japanese men are not by nature discreet. But I’'m not redlly from the past now, am 1?
I”ve been too many people, lived too long.”

Kawashita stopped swiveling his chair. “1’m curious about you because you' re so hard, but you worry
what happensto others. Y ou behave like aman —"

Annacleared her throat.
“— tough and capable, but when you cause pain, you hurt yoursdf. Y ou cannot be very happy.”
“I don’t know about that. Why shouldn’t 17’

“Because you never know why aman lovesyou. Or if helovesyou at al. Y ou must ook very hard,
search carefully. Have you found anyone yet?’

“No,” Nestor said. “Sometimes | think | have, but then ... nothing. | haveto breek it off.”
“| am afraid to mix, and you are afraid to trust.”
“So what are we going to do?’

“I haven't been to bed — isthat an obsolete phrase? — | haven't conjoined with awoman in over three
years— with areal woman in more than four centuries. For awhile| thought it didn’t matter anymore.
But around you it does matter.”

Nestor winced asadrop of rain hit her face. The crew unrolled tarps and plastic roofing behind them.
Thefirst rush of cool wind made the ship’s stabilizers complain. “Usudly, when I'm curious, | explore.
But I’ ve been shy for some reason. Perhaps | think you' retoo ddlicate.”

Kawashitalaughed. “I’ ve survived battles a seg, air crashes, sinking ships, therise and fall of dynasties,
the viciousness of an ambitious daughter and ashogun , not to mention four hundred years. Ddlicate? |



don't seethat.”
“Then | shouldn't be afraid of you.”

“Héll, no!” Kawashitaamost roared. “I am ill young, and there are better things to do than get blown
around and soaked. Madam, you who are so much younger and more ddlicate than I, will you
accompany me below? We have much to catch up on.”

Nestor shook his hand. “I’ ve heard that Japanese men were—"
“A base and danderous rumor,” Kawashitainterrupted.
“Now you don’t even know what | was going to say!”

The ship lurched asit hit the squall line, and the sudden scream of wind drowned out their laughter as
they wobbled down the stepsto their cabin.

Kawashitawas neither as strong nor as exotic as some she had had, but there was a hint of hisyearsin
hislovemaking, a perfection of nuances which she found disarming. She relaxed with him, something she
couldn’t remember ever doing before. Her back and neck became almost fluid, and her jaw musclesfelt
s0 good shewas afraid to talk. They held each other for an hour after, then lay apart on the
old-fashioned fluid-filled bed, taking. Kawashitatold her about his parents and grandparents, his
brothers and sisters and cousins and what they had done in old Japan.

“I don't talk about my family much,” Nestor said. “1’m not ashamed of them, or anything, but it just
doesn’'t occur to me. After what you' ve gone through — battles between Tairaand Minamoto, and al
that — we' d probably be pretty humdrum.”

“I"d liketo hear,” he said.
“With you, | don't mind,” she said. “But you may haveto prod me. I’'m not used to confessons.”
“I'll prod.”

She looked up at the ceiling and tapped her fingers on hisarm. “My grandfather pioneered fifty planets
and sold their contracts to United Stars. Then he pioneered sixty more and soldtheir contracts to Hafkan
Bestmerit. Hafkan Bestmerit wasn't quite the same then asit is now, becauseit dlowed asmdl group of
humansonits ‘board,” or what served the same function. Otherwise, even then it was a consortium of
alien species. It took some bloody-minded bastards to stay sane among the Crocerians and Aighors and
Danvelters— and they didn’t stick it out long anyway. They splintered and formed Ddllat Enterprises—
and that may explain why Dallat’ s been so long achieving respect and decorum.

“But my grandfather — Traicom Nestor — stayed away from most of the politicsuntil hewas older. He
married when he wasfifty, after along fred ance career. Some people thought my grandmother,
Joyaness, was anovabaiter — in old terms, an incorrigible bitch. But that was till atime when strong
women were looked on as perverse, something against nature.

“I knew her better. Joyanesstook over Traicom’s disorganized finances and suggested he offer himsdlf to
high officein aneconomische — which is another word, now obsolete, for consolidation. At thetime,
United Starswas strongly socidist and wouldn't have anything to do with entrepreneurs like Traicom,
except to buy worlds from him. So Joyanesstook alook at new-formed Dallat, saw great possibilities,
and suggested he go with them. Dallat was moreto his style.

“He was accepted into the origina group of nine men and two women who had founded and splintered



the consolidation. And he promptly took a second wife, Diana He had Joyaness sfull approvad. If
anything, Dianawas more sanguine than Joyaness. He had afinancid seraglio in the making. The three of
them got dong famoudy. Joyaness and Dianawere ssters by persuasion if not flesh; and besides, Diana
owned agreat deal of Ddlat’ s exploratory branch.

“Traicom became head of exploration. Joyaness became adviser to contract maintenance, and Diana
oversaw the design and congtruction of the ships. Both women had daughters, one of whom died ona
difficult colony world at age ten. Both had sons. Traicom, histwo wives and three children — my father
included — were nearly killed during the Dallat purge years. They became leery of that and put their
assetsinto cultural dataon afolio of developing worlds. They stored the datain two exploration ships
and vanished for twenty years. Their two ships were among thefirgt to reach the Greater Magellan. My
father, Donatien, married aculturd biologist four yearsinto the journey. She was Juanita Sigrid, my
mother. | was born ayear and ahdlf later.

“When we came back from the Greater Magellan, our cultura datahad grown in value, just as Traicom
had predicted. We were very, very rich— and we had information on things found in the Magdlan,
too—"

“Whet things?”

“Maybel’ll tell you sometime,” she said, smiling, “but for the moment, let it Stay adelicious mydery.
United Starswasless sociaist and more willing to deal, so my family established ties with them. Some
day | may exercise ajoining option and get support from USC — but I'm till having too much fun on my
own. The family stayed independent, sdling information when our funds ran low, reinvesting in datafrom
freelance expeditions to the Horsehead and Lesser Magellan. We doubled our assetsin lessthan ayear.
Then, when we were just about ready to deal with Dallat and USC as equals, everybody went off on
their own. After atour of Earth, Traicom boarded me at the Centrum Astry’ s best schools. | was fifteen.

| quit them when | was nineteen, on my own. We weren't nearly asrich then. Everything had gone
downhill. So | took my share of the remains and formed an independent consolidation.

“By thetime | was twenty-one, | had found and explored four worlds. Good ones, too. | sold their
contractsto USC, since | didn’t have sufficient assets to devel op them on my own. Two others| sold to
my grandmother, Joyaness. Hereconomische died with her — just two years ago. Father still runsan
independent consolidation. We compete with each other now and then. But | haven’t seen himinalong
time. And s0, herel am.”

“How did you become rich? | mean, asrich aseverybody saysyou are ... it doesn't seem afew handsful
of worldswould be enough.”

“Two years ago | inherited Joyaness s share of the family lode. When Grandfather died the sameyear, |
got that, too. | put alot of it into improving thePeloros . Since then I’ ve been very busy. Most of it has
comein the last year. Then some auspiseers and journaists decided | was news— to be so rich so
young. They set out to make me alegend. | guessthey succeeded. News travelsfast — even trivid stuff,
asif there weren't enough important information to spread around. That' sit, on achip.”

“It makes me more curiousthan | was,” he said. “1 will lay trapsfor you — lead you into more details.”
“You canonly try.”

They lay quiet and listened to the noises of the ship and the high seas outside. Rain skittered on the deck
abovether bunk.

“I read that some Japanese study the past very closely,” Kawashitasaid. “But | had to laugh when | saw



some of their reconstructions. | can't return to that time, so | might as well leave Earth. But this man —
he seems to be more thorough than the others. | will ask him afew questions, seeif hefulfills the purpose
hiskind used to be good at.”

“What ishe?’” Annaasked.
“A priest. After that, wewill vist amuseum.”

|Go to Contents |

Twenty-One

The Kyushu Preserve was like an emerald set in marble. Not dl of it was strictly preserve, however.
Kagoshimawas an amusement park and cultura center, which doubled as a sea protein farm. Those who
water-skied on Kagoshima Bay were warned to be on the lookout for the occasiona escaped Kraken or
whale-bass.

Much of Kyushu was hauntingly familiar to Kawashita. The city of Moji stirred him deeply. He knew it
better as Majigaseki, which had been fortified by the Tairabefore their defeat in the sea battle of
Dannoura. That battle had been fought in the Shimonoseki Straits, not far from Mojigaseki.

Kawashita s— or Tokimasal s— future relation, Y oshitsune, had assured the power of the Minamoto
by defeating the Tairadecisvely. But Y oshitsune' s karma had gone againgt him, signaled perhaps by the
loss of the infant emperor in the battle, and virtualy asimportant, the loss of the Sacred Sword.

Y oritomo, Jgpan’ sfirst universal shogun , had later removed his vaiant younger brother from thisEarth in
aburst of suspicion and jealousy. Had Tokimasa' s daughter figured in the plot? Perhaps, perhaps ...

Annaplucked at his deeve, and he broke from hisreverie. She smiled and pointed to the corner where
they were supposed to turn. Moji had been restored to its twelfth-century state, and the Streets were
filled with people dressed to fit thetime. Not dl of them looked Japanese. Though most were citizens,
many were blond and robust, and some spoke English, Russian, and Chinese. The confusion pained
Kawashita. His memories of the decades he spent as Tokimasa were muddled enough. Hewas rdlieved
to be taken off the Street into an immaculate wood-frame house with rice-paper walls. They removed
their street shoesin an acove and were greeted by a plain young woman, pure Japanese, who led them
through ashoji screen into the waiting room. There she served green tea and a choice of sake swith a
minimum of ceremony. Thiswas't traditiona but an accesson to possbly ignorant visitors. Politeness
was more important than ritual, and Kawashita approved of this.

They sat on cushions on thetatami mat floor. Anna squatted easily, Spping thecha and admiring the
smplicity of the decor. The woman opened another screen and gave them aview of arock garden
planted with purple-blooming irises. She then bowed and | eft.

“Thisisbeautiful,” Annasaid. “Did you live like this under the dome?’

Kawashita nodded thoughtfully. “When not otherwise engaged,” he said. “I tried to keep my lifeas
smpleaspossible”

From the opposite side of the room ashort, heavily muscled man entered. He wore a plain black kimono
and hishair was cut to afuzz on his mahogany-brown head. He smiled and bowed deeply. “1 am
honored, Nestor-san, Kawashita-san. | am Ichiro Yamamura. Y ou will please pardon the lack of proper
ritual, very sorry, Kawashita-san, but thisisto benefit Anna Nestor, who may not realize the point, no?’
His eyeswere pitch-black with very large pupils, and his hands were rough with hard work — a
digtinguishing characterigtic on Earth.



Kawashita bowed and spoke only English. “By al means. No need to gpologize.”

“Andtotel thetruth, | liketo relax from the masque now and then. Theritua isvery enjoyable, but I'm
not from your time, Kawashita-san, nor from the twelfth century — which, | understand, isyour time
aso?

K awashita assented with adight nod.

“Y our message and reservation were met with greet joy here. All of Kyushu would like achance to meet
you — both of you,” he added, smiling. “1 am very privileged. Of course, therewill be no charge.”

“I won't hear of it,” Kawashitaresponded quickly. “Thisisyour work, your business. We' Il pay the
regular fee”

“Ah, inthisday it ispolite to say such things, but let me reach back to atime when refusing such an offer
was the height of boorishness, no? Very sorry, but thiswill be— as some Americans have said — on the
house.”

Kawashita smiled and gracioudy agreed.
“Now what may | do to help you?’ Y amamura asked.

“You may help meto find my placein thisworld,” Kawashitasaid. “ Of dl the people here, you are
perhaps the best for answering such arequest.”

“So desu,” Yamamurasaid. “That isso, or maybe so. But | am many things now — still however, not a
psychologist. | design rdligions for many kinds of people or lead them to find their own harmonies. I'm
not just a Buddhist, please understand.”

“Understood,” Kawashitasaid. “1 don't seek ardigion for mysaf, smply answers about where | will
best fitin.”

“How do you see your universe now?’ Y amamura asked. Anna shifted on her pillow and concentrated
onthetea

“I"'m not sure.”
“How did you seeit before this marvelous life of yours reached the point of ... crossng over?’

“Asavad, complete whole ruled by the laws of karma, occasiondly influenced by the’ — he hesitated
and lifted a hand to speed expression — “ Spirit which occupiesal.”

“You bdieved in reincarnation?’

Kawashitanodded. “As a match passes aflame to another match, or candleto candle. The passing of an
impulse”

“Then you were much more sophisticated then many of your contemporaries, even in the twentieth
century. Did you believe in the accretion of karmafrom past lives?’

1] Ya”
“Then there must have been some belief in you of continuation of persona characterigticsfromlifeto life”

“No, | don’'t think so.” Kawashita said. “Karmawas passed on regardless of the connection.”



“Doyou believein karmanow?’
Kawashitashook hishead. “I don’t know. Not very much.”

Yamamuraturned to Anna. “I’m sureyou' Il find atour of the gardens very enjoyable. My wife, Aiko, will
show you around. Y oshio and | have many thingsto discuss, and we must use Japanese for best reaullts, |
think, very sorry! Please.” The woman who had shown them in reappeared, bowed, and motioned for
Annato follow her.

“What does Y amamura-sando to help hisclients?” Annaasked asthey followed a curving flagstone
walkway through the exquisite gardens.

Aiko smiled asif at some secret joke and shook her head. “I don’t know for sure,” she answered in very
good English. “I’m more dedicated to playing my role than heis. When we mest, he plays hisrole
deeply — apriest of long ago. When we are apart, he does most of hiswork, and | don’t know what it
isvery much. He builds, I think, worlds of faith for many people, many besides the Japanese. Isthiswhat
your companion needs?’

“I don’'t know,” Annasaid. “Maybe another Japanese can help him.”
“Perhaps.”

They ate alight lunch of pickled vegetables and raw fish on asmall frame porch overlooking an artificia
waterfal. Geese wandered through the shrubbery, and Annawas delighted to feed them bits of fish and
specid biscuits. She avoided more than just tasting the fish hersdlf, but admitted it wasn't bad. “1’m used
to much more processed foods,” she said.

“Of course. It isvery ungracious of me, but | have aquestion about Y oshio-san. May | beg your pardon
and ak it?’

“Certanly,” Annasad.

“I find myself caught between times, now and then, like aghost stepping out of asilkscreen painting. This
ispart of my role, and | accept it. But for him it must be athousand times more difficult. Ishe doing
wdl?’

“Overdl, heé sdoing very well,” Annasaid.

“That isfineto hear. Japanese are very hardy people, and in some ways the people of Y oshio’'stime
were used to being between two worlds.”

“How’sthat?’
“Allow metotdl you afairy story, till very popular. It isthe story of Taro Urashima. May 17?7’

Annanodded. The woman's whole manner was foreign and absolutely delightful. She had never felt so at
peace as shedid in Aiko's company.

“Y ashio isvery much like Rip van Winkle, but even more like the fisher-boy Urashima Taro — our way
of placing names. Fifteen hundred years ago, Taro was fishing when he captured aturtle, sacred to the
sea. So helet theturtle go. To reward him, the Dragon King of the Sea sent his daughter, who was very
beautiful, and she took Taro back with her to the palace of her father. The Dragon King's daughter
became Taro' s flower-wife. For atime he was quite happy, but one day he desired to return to hishome
and visit those he had left behind. His bride begged him not to go, but he was resolute. So she gave hima



box and tearfully ingtructed him to go if he must, but to always carry the box with him, and never openit.

“When he returned to hisfishing village of Suminoye, he recognized no one. Buildings and forests had
changed. He came across an old man and asked him where the Urashimafamily was. In answer, the old
man led him to acrumbling, amost forgotten graveyard. There, Taro saw the grave markers of hisfather
and mother — and his own marker, for he had been supposed to have died at sea, four centuries ago.

“Taro became suspiciousthat atrick was being played on him. He opened the box given to him by the
Sea God' s daughter, and awhite mist escaped, like the clouds swept from the skies of amillion clear
summer days. Before he had time for regrets or second thoughts, his hair grayed, his skin wrinkled, his
teeth fell out, and he collgpsed in apile of dust.

“Tothisday, that dust may be found in the concrete and stone of Japan’s new realm. The ghost of
Urashima Taro — and the gentle sin of his doubt — haunt us even now, for we live between two worlds,
just as he does. Just as Y oshio. In Y oshio’ stime, adjustments were very hard. And if he searchesfor
answers, perhaps he should know that, remember. His people were like Taro in anew world, and they
could not know how to behave properly.”

Annalooked down at her hands, close to weeping. She couldn’t tell Y ashio this, not now. But it seemed
s0 clear and compdl ling. Perhaps too much so. She glanced back at Aiko.

“And if you doubt that Y oshio islike Urashima Taro, then remember ... He vanished from agreat stedl
ship four hundred years ago, and was not seen to this day. And what was the name of that ship?’

Annathought. “TheHiryu ,” she said.

“Y es. That means ‘ Heaven-bound Dragon.
Annanodded.

“Now. May | explain to you about these gardens? My husband does not like me to meddle, so | return
to my duty, proper and honored.” She smiled at Annaand took her hand.

Two hours later, filled with peace and a better appreciation for the patternsin the garden, Annawas led
back to the main part of the house and shown into the chamber where Y amamura and Kawashitawere
dill gtting. Aiko left.

Between the two men were three swords, two long killing swords and a short blade. They looked very
old, not by being decrepit or fragile, but by the exquisite workmanship. The handle of the short sword
was an artfully arranged lobster carapace, each segment acting asafinger grip. Y amamura bowed as she
sat beside them. Kawashita seemed lost in thought.

“We have reached some decisions, | think,” Yamamurasaid. “Y oshio has decided againgt suicide, and |
concur with him — though that may be because | am not truly accurate in my replication of the past.”

“Thank God for that,” Annasaid, looking at the short siword with more respect.

“And,” Kawashitasaid, taking adeep breath, “we cannot stay here. There’ s no place for me here, asl
thought. Even Kyushu isn't Japan as| knew it. Thisisaplace for historians and tourists— for games, not
ampleliving”

“I am not the one to answer Kawashita s questions,” Y amamura said, his eyesfar awvay on the rock
garden. “No one on Earth can answer his questions for him. But he has asked about the Perfidisansand
what sort of beingsthey are.”



“Yes” Kawashitasaid.
“I think ...” Yamamura s mouth tightened. “If they are gods, they are lackey gods, servants.”
“What do you mean?’ Annaasked.

Y amamura shook his head and broke the spell, grinning. “Pardon my foolishness,” he said. “What can |
know about such things? Y ou see, | wasright in not charging you, because | have answered nothing and
solved nothing, only perhaps verified what was aready suspected.”

“What do you mean about the Perfidisans?’ Anna persisted.

“A guess, based on intuition, if you will. From my work. Again, | am proud to have served in my small
way.” He smiled again, and it was obvioudy time for them to leave.

Y oshio was quiet asthey took ground transportation to their next stop. Asthey approached the bay,
Annasaw ahuge series of hangars stretched aong the shore.

“What are those?’ she asked.

“We are going to seethem. Be patient.”

“Chrigt,” Annasaid. “1 may not have much patience left in me. Why are Japanese so mysterious?’
“Inscrutable?’ he said, and she grinned.

“WEe ve been through that aready.”

“Weliketo give surprises,” he said. “We are like children that way.”

“Oh””

The entrancewas atal archway, a least two hundred years old. Blowers hummed faintly in the huge
hangars, but otherwise they were quiet, dmost empty. Annathought that whatever they held wasn't very
popular any more.

“It' samaritime museum,” she said, reading adisplay at the opening to the first hangar. She walked ahead
of Y oshio and stopped, astonished.

The hangar contained aship. It had to be just under three hundred meters long, mounted on acomplex
series of risers and supports. The hull was scored and scraped and badly mangled in places— huge
holeswith sted projecting inward, revealing twisted decks, passageways, engines. The propeller shafts
were bent and the propellers themsel ves covered with acrusty growth.

She looked at more displays projected in the open air around the ship. “Thisisan aircraft carrier,” she
said, reading quickly. “Japanese. It snot yours, isit?’ Shelooked a him sharply, suddenly worried.

“No. ThisisAdmird Nomura sflagship,Akagi . She was built on a battleship hull, not very stablein
heavy seas. But she did well enough. The airplanes which bombed Pearl Harbor flew from thisship.”

The huge hangar wasfilled with adightly acrid smell which Annacouldn’t quite identify. She guessad it
was amix of the smell of the seaand the ship, burned and scored and decayed.

“I read in the guidebook,” Kawashita said. “ These ships were raised two centuries ago, during a period
of intenseinterest in Japanese military history. Great expense, greet effort. Opening the tomb of the sea.”



They took amoving wakway through the first hangar, into the second, which contained alarge battleship
in even worse condition. Scaffolding hinted at hafhearted restoration work. “ ThisistheYamato ,”
Kawashita said. “ She was sunk at the end of the Second World War. At onetime, before his death, she
was the flagship of Admira Y amamoto. It was here that he heard about our defeat at Midway, and
became sick with fear and rage.”

The third hangar contained a collection of smdl ships and submarines. They passed through quickly to the
fourth.

“Another aircraft carrier,” Annasaid. It was smdler than theAkagi . Not much restoration had been
completed. The hull was broken into three sections, held together by specid lift fidds. Theidand
superstructure was on the port side, and ahuge chunk of skeletal metal had been lifted up by an
explosion on theforward flight deck.

“Thisismy ship,” Y oshio said.
Annaheld his hand tightly. Histhroat was taut and hisarm wasadmogt rigid asiron.

“They bring my ship back, and now you bring me back. We are not very much like we were, last time
we saw each other.” Hetook her over to abronze plague under the looming propellers, darkened with
age, on which hundreds of names were inscribed in Japanese characters. Two other plagues on each side
trandated in Cyrillic and Roman |etters.

Annaread the Roman |etters, found a sub-heading, “Pilots,” and went down the alphabetica list.
She found what she was|ooking for. “ Kawashita, Y oshio, Sub-Lieutenant.”
“These arethe dead,” he said.

Onthe hovercraft, Y oshio waslogt in thought, chin held in hisfingertips, frowning dightly. Anna sat
beside him for an hour before breaking the silence.

“Whereto now?’

“I"d like to go to many places. Can we arrange that?’
“] think s0. DiNovawill bitch, but —"

“Doyou trust me?’

Annahed aknuckleto her teeth. “No, not completely. | haven’t been around you long enough.”
“Do you want to take achance?’

Shefdt her heart jJump. “Onwhat?’

“On an old pet monkey, suddenly become alover?’
“You'recrud.”

“Wel?”

“What kind of achance?’

“Thewhole shat,” Y oshio said. “Whatever the ceremonies are now.”



“You'repicking ahell of atimeto ask,” Annasaid, her voice cracking.
“Thenthisisahdl of atimefor an answer.”

She had never been inclined to spend along time making decisions. She weighed everything but found no
rationa arguments oneway or the other. “Buddhaand Lords,” she breathed. “1’m supposed to love
him — you, the man. I’m supposed to —”

“Doyou?’

“All?

“Thewhole shot.”

“Except financid,” shemused. “Y ou don't need that. Y ou’ re a planetholder.”
“Okay.”

“You'reafool, Yoshio.”

“Then you're abigger one, n0?’

“Where, and when?’

“On the ship, when we return, soon.”

“Youwon't believethis,” she said, her voice breaking. “ Y ou're the first who's ever asked. And you're
the only one | thought | could say yesto.”

“Then?’

“Yes!” Sheran away from him, down the stairsto the covered lounge. Y oshio sat in the starlit dark,
nodding his head, whistling an old popular Japanese song.
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Twenty-Two

“Goddammit, let’ s get some order on this ship!” Annastormed across the bridge, glaring at the officer of
the deck in orbit. “ Social occasionsaren’t worth thelossintime.”

“Congratulations, madam,” the ODIO said, smiling at her over his shoulder.

“Leavethis ship for afew weeks and everything fals apart.” She ordered her chair out of its nook and
st initimperioudy, lifting her hand to warn away an attending sphere. “Mister Oliphant,” shesaidtothe
ODIO, “cal Mister Kondrashef to the bridge. We are about to do unspeakabl e things to space-time.”

Oliphant stepped back from the bridge monitors and stood with his hands clasped behind him. He was
officidly relieved of duty until another port of call was made. Kiril Kondrashef gppeared on the bridgein
auniform dightly fancier than the occasion called for. Nestor looked him over with awithering Sare.

“In celebration, madam,” he explained.

“Of what? Having something to do for a change?’



“Of your impending marriage.”
“What cause do you haveto celebrate? Think I’ll softenin my conjugd bliss?’
“A contented captain isagood captain, so the legends say.”

“Tell meif you notice any difference. Request permission to leave orbit, and make damned certain a
waste beam doesn’t cook our sensors. 1’1l expect you to dodge.”

“Request made,” Kondrashef said, watching the automeatic sequencer. All orbit organization was handled
through computers. “ Permission granted. Rental charges halted.”

“I have a series of worlds plotted on my duty tapas,” she said. | expect to orbit around the first
objectivein about seventy hours.”

“How many objectives?’ Kondrashef asked.
“At least twenty. We relooking for agood place to honeymoon.”
“Kyushu wasn't good enough?”

“Terrestrials don't think the way we do, Kiril. Y oshio and | are seeking peace and quiet on far, sparsely
peopled worlds. A romantic quest.”

“Very wdl. We Il enter first warp in ten hours.”

“Fine. Yeoman,” she addressed the hovering sphere, “ notify DiNovathat I'm canceling dl business
dealings which can’t be handled by ship-to-ship or deep-space communications. He' Il select the best
dedingsfor me, to be ddivered to my cabin.”

“When'’ sthe happy day?’ Kiril asked.
“WEell be married on Bayley’s Ochoneuf,” Nestor said. “If you do your job right, in seventy-two hours.”
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Twenty-Three

“Do you remember what it was like, deeping through the warp?’ Annaasked.
Kawashitashook hishead. “I’ [l beready for thisone,” hesaid. “Aslong asit isn't too strong.”
“One of the hazards of the trade, like getting seasick on aboat.”

“I was seasick for two weeks on my first deployment,” Kawashitasaid.

“The effects are minor on awell-tuned ship. Without warp it would take us a thousand yearsto get
where we re going, and ten times the fuel.” Kawashita nodded but didn’'t seemto listen closely. He
watched Anna s body in thelight of the cabin modifier, like aghost, her shadows brownish-warm from
the floor’ s afterglow. As sheturned, the air fluoresced around her, leaving a series of hest-images.

“You like?' she asked.

“Beautiful ”



“Meor themodifiers?
“Women haven't changed much in four centuries. Stll full of vanities”
“Hal | saw you trying on new hairstylesin the mirror. Vanity, thy nameis Methuselah.”

“When | read through the libraries under the dome, there were so many books fearful of technology,” he
sad. “ Afraid computers would take over mankind —”

“They did,” Annasaid. “On Myriadne, three hundred years ago. And maybe one or two times since—
mechanica shutdowns, balky systems, that sort of thing. We design around them now.”

“Or that technology would leave us neck deegp in poisonous muck. They hardly ever mentioned atime
when something like amodifier could turn every motion into art. Or when ships could bring the treasures
of other civilizationsto dl corners of the human Gaaxy, without wars—"

“Thewarsexig,” Annasaid. “But they’ re chiefly economic, or psychologica.”
“So now I'm filled with optimism,” he said. “I’ velived long enough to see.”

“Youdidn't like Earth, though,” Annasaid, bringing her face down to him and pointing afinger a his
chest.

“In my time there was only three percent of the population Earth has now, but more than hdlf lived
miserable lives. Who am | to complain?I’ll go somewhere lsetolive”

“Don't think it’'sdl rosy, Yoshio,” Annacautioned, lying beside him. “Y ou’ ve only sampled the surface.
And you' ve had dl thefacilities of therich to fal back on. Lots of people are till unhappy. Most.”

“Then they'refools. They' rewell fed, educated, have the resources of agadaxy’ sinformation within afew
minutes reech—"

“On Earth perhaps. But when you get to the fringes, the new colonies, lifeis much harder — harder than
it needsto be. There are ill tyrannies and wars and torture. I’ ve seen some of it. Earthisold and stable
now, but very few of its citizens can experience new things directly. They’relocked into their lives by the
security they’ ve built up. On some colony worlds people can experience athousand different lives— and
face the consequences. Adventure and novety are hellish things most of the time. For every asset, there's
an equal or greater number of debits.”

“What are your debits?” Kawashita asked.

“Estrangement from my family. Loneliness— even now, though you fill abig gap. But one future husband
it enough. How many friendsdo | redlly have? A few, subject to the vicissitudes of employment. A
few in the entourage, people who accept me as | am, without trying to get more from me. But none | can
cdl close, not likeafriend | had when| wasagirl —”

DiNova svoice brokein. “ Anna, my regrets. Thisis an emergency. We have twenty minutes until warp
sequencing. The Aighors have officidly denied dl knowledge of activity inthe Ring Stars”

Annasat up on the bed. “How many ships are headed there now?’
“Who can count them al? Five hundred, athousand.”

“Can we beat them?’



“If we use our geodesic buildup and blow haf our fuel.”

“Wewon't find any more around the Ring Stars. Tdll Kiril to get usthere, and usethree eighthsif he
absolutely hasto. We can't afford to gamble with the rest. Our dlowanceisinflexible.” Shelooked at
Kawashita, her face wreathed inasmile.

“What' s hgppening?’

“If the Aighors deny any respongbility for the Ring Stars, we aren't limited by treaties. We can mine as
much information aswe want.”

“What will we do when we get there?’

“If we get there ahead of everybody dse, we'll put some specia equipment to work. If you' re going to
be my husband, you'll have to learn some family secrets. Think you' re ready for them?”

“If you don't expect full understanding.”
“Hél, | don't ask that of mysdlf.”
“The Waunterswill bethere?’

“Not before us. Their ship will run along, long time, but it won’t push through higher spaces nearly asfast
asPeloros. Hell, Y oshio— we' reriding ahard, gemlike flame!”

Kawashita had never seen Annalike this. She paced back and forth across the cabin, talking of things he
knew little or nothing about — pinching the ship’s hole to increase spatid evaporation, analyzing the Ring
Starsfor charm and cohesion effects after yearsin a probability-atered space— and so on, for the
quarter hour until warp sequencing. A bell chimed on the ship’ sintercoms.

“Beat peace, mates,” Kondrashef advised in somber tones. “We'reriding into hdll again. God save your
bloody souls”

Kawashitashivered involuntarily. The modifiers were automatically cut, and room lights became bright.
Annalay next to him with her head on his shoulder. “Y ou'retrembling,” she said.

“It wasthe same before | received inoculations as a child. Waiting and not knowing what it would fedl
like”

The lights dimmed to orange. His nervestingled.
“Warp status,” theintercom said.

Kawashitashut his eyes, then found he preferred them open. The dark was too pregnant. “We'll force
thePeloros pretty near her limits,” Nestor said. * Squeeze the hole until it gives up three eighths of its
mass. That will degpen our plunge. The farther we go from status geometry, the more energy we haveto
expend to keep ourselvestogether. It savicious circle. So we play our cards and stay within the limits of
the hand aready dealt — we have no ideawhat we' |l pick off the table when we get there. It's not
pleasant being stranded. The cost of a Combine or USC expedition to rescue us could break my fortune
into littletiny pieces. Are you ready for afew family secrets?’

“I don’t know. | can’'t seem to think straight.”

“The ample ones, then. What we found on Grandfather’ strip to the Great Magellan.”
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Twenty-Four

Kawashitalay in the dark, watching Annadeep, watching the play of lights on the ceiling— designed to
soothe warping passengers — and thinking about his fiancée' sfamily. He closed hiseyesand tried to
picture hisfirst fiancée — an eighteen-year-old girl from Nagasaki, with smooth, pale skin and eyeslikea
flinching do€'s. But there were only bits and pieces|eft. At any rate, there was no comparison. Anna, if
less beautiful to a Japanese, was certainly more dynamic and suited to him now.

But what price her energy? Born in the Greater Magellan, tens of thousands of parsecs from the nearest
human outpost, she' d been raised among her family and the crews of the exploratory ships. Her mother,
Juanita Sigrid, acultura biologist hired by Anna s grandfather, had fit into the unusua family aswell as
could be expected. Annahad assumed some of her traits. empathy, a certain cynica view of things,
which masked uncertainty, and atouch of bitterness. For when the family broke up, Anna’ sfather and
mother went separate ways, and Juanita Sigrid got the worst of everybody’ s opinions. Traicom Nestor,
Anna s grandfather, regarded her asatraitor to the son he didn’t quite trust himself. When she remarried,
she broke dl tieswith the past — including her daughter.

Anna sfather was now head of an independent consolidation. He seldom communicated with Anna, but
shefdt agreat deal of affection for him. Her mother shefelt lessregard for.

Behind them dl, like the background of acomplex painting, was the Greater Magellan. Juanita Sigrid had
found her job cut out for her.

On the near sde of the cloud of starsthey’ d discovered an abandoned artifact — the largest structure
ever found. It interconnected three stars a parsec distant from each other and contained the mass of
seven rocky planets. Like an old spiderweb strung across the light-years, spun from carbon and silicon
and coated with athin film of metal, it had been abandoned long before. Without extensive energy to hold
it together, it had separated into afine cloud of debris. But that cloud till retained a haunting shape— a
cupped disk with three triangular wings, amed at the center of the Milky Way — or where the center
had been forty million years before. Two worldsin the area had once supported life, and there was
ample evidence that beings on both worlds had supported each other in the project. They’ d apparently
never developed warp technology. Their greatest effort had been spent on easing their londliness, trying
to communicate with unknown beings, for unknown reasons.

Beneath the shallow seas of oneworld, in ruins scattered by geological forces, the expedition managed to
piece together glimpses from the distant past. Then, in anear miraculous find, they rescued afew meta
tetrahedrons from deep trenches that had once been the coast of a continent. Stored in the atoms of the
tetrahedrons were the histories of both civilizations.

The Nestors sdlectively sold the information for a dozen years after their return.

But the financial angle didn’t interest Kawashita. He wondered how the two species had felt, locked in
by the agonizingly dow means of traveling between their three stars. He wondered if they’ d succeeded. If
they had, where did they go? And if they hadn’t, did they die anatura desth or commit suicide?

He couldn’t deep. His head wasfilled with visons. No matter how hard hetried, he couldn’t dispel the
notion that al of space and time was haunted, that every centimeter of every parsec, in dl directions, was
filledwithkami ,watching and listening.

And at this moment, stretched through some higher space that was making his degpest thoughts scatter



back and forth likerain in astorm, they were traveling to see the creations of still morekami .

Everyone wasfoolish not to seeit. Everything was wrapped in plan and deceit. He couldn’t begin to
guesswhere hefit in, but he knew hisrole wasfar from minor. And he had failed. Once he knew why, he
had two choices — the same choices he projected onto the builders of the Web asthey faced their
success or fallure. He had lived avery long time. Not even hislove for Annacould color hisdecison.

For that reason he stayed very quiet now and put on the masks of knowledge, acculturation, matrimony.
He hoped they would come off easily when thetime came,
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Twenty-Five

Shipswent into the Ring Stars and, if they survived the outer fields, were swept out of existence just
beyond. Sometimes, light-years away, like the cast-out debris of acarnivore’ slunch, bits and pieces of
them would return. Sometimes the emergency signa beacons were till working. Ships outside the fields
would pick up the Sgnds, intercept the debris, and find nightmares, things from other universes mixed
with the fragments of thelost ships.

Odricheswith large heads, gelatinous blobs with chunks of crystalline seawater adhering to their bristled
skin. And worse. Ship fragmentsthat were dive. Everything had been mixed into a cosmic grab bag, and
samples had been plucked out.

The Aighorsdidn’t deny that they were responsible, in the beginning. The theory of the moment was that
they had developed probability disrupters, weapons that could exchange mass-for-mass with world-lines
dightly askew from status geometry.

Then the supernova spread its shell of light out through the fields, through the anomdies, following with a
tag-along shdll of particles. The flower bloomed in deep space, deadly and timeless.

The pyrotechnics had ended long ago. An expanding nebula of gas and hard radiation surrounded the
remnant of the Alphadar.

Leaving higher spaceswithin the small solar system of the Delta star, thePeloros immediately began
absorbing data. Beneath afaintly silvered energy shield, robots normally deployed for cleaning the warp
nodes were ingtdling new equipment in the sensor clusters of the outer hull.

Annasupervised everything with obvious enjoyment. Thefirst few hours out of warp, she wasin congtant
moation, giving orders and making decisons. Jason DiNovafollowed afew steps behind, grinning. This
was the Nestor he was used to working for. Domesticity seemed asill suited to her asawool comforter
onadar.

Then, asif on cue, Nestor withdrew from the activity and sat down in an unused corner of the cargo bay,
chinin hand, brows together, deep in concentration. Two yeoman spheres hovered nearby. DiNova
stood to one Side, leaning againgt a bulkhead.

“All right,” she said. “Bring the chapd furniture down from inner C, manufacture afew runners of white
linen, clone some flowersin Specid Projects. I’ ve recorded plans and designsin my notes. Look them
up. | want it al down herein six hours. Send invitationsto dl ship’s personnel, and specid dispensations
to watch-holders. ThePeloros can run without supervison for afew hours, right?’ She looked at
DiNova. He nodded.



“Fine. Pardon mefor amoment,” shesaid. “I have some gpologiesto make.”

Kawashitawasin her cabin, exercisng with four light meta poles he' d borrowed from Materids
Dispensary. She watched him st to a pattern of moving abstract hologram images, wiping them away
with intricate swings. When the exercise was over, sheinterrupted.

“I'm sorry,” she said. Kawashitalooked up. “For running off likethat. But | can’t promise I’ ll mend my
stl”

“So? We both took chances, no?’

“But | know you' ve till got quite abit of masculine pride. | shouldn’t go out of my way to treed onit.”
“Y ou have work to do, obligations. Any discomfort they cause meisminimal.”

“What are we going to do when you find a place you want to settle?’

“I know what | will do but not what you'll do.”

“Mogt of thisisinmy blood. So | tell mysdlf, anyway. Without it | might be adifferent person. But —”
“Y ou shouldn’t giveit up, then.”

“| was going to say, | need sometime to decide what I’ m going to do, how I’'m going to be. | don’t want
to traipse across the Galaxy after every will-o'-the-wisp of potentid profit — not for the rest of my life. |
saw what that did to my family. After thisl want to put it away for awhile, try something dse.” Shesatin
adesk fidd. “Do you beieve me?’

“Not completdy,” he said.

“Willing to takearisk?’

“yYes”

“We re both idiots, you know,” she said.

“Y ou, who take risks every day of your life— risksthat can decide the future of everything you've
done — you worry about one small chance?’

“I'macoward. | have soft underbellies that can be ripped open. I’ ve never let anyone get at them
before. When | commit myself to you, you'll have dl the road maps to them, and a set of claws.”

He put the poles down and held out hisarms. She stood and came to him. She was sweating and her
back was stiff. “If | knew | had any soft partsleft, I'd tell you where they are,” he said. “Fair exchange.
But | don't know where they are mysdlf. | have only one god, and there’ s no reason anyone would try to
set me on adifferent course— not even you. WE |l give each other more freedom, not less, if only
because we provide points of rest for each other — seaanchorsin astorm.”

She pulled back from him and smiled. “ Talk about May—December marriages,” she said.
“Iseverything ready?’

“Will be shortly. Kondrashef has agreed to be your best man. And DiNovawill give me away, whichis
symbolic, | suppose. | can hear him worrying about al the projectswe' |l pass up after I'm married. |
have friendsin the entourage who'll act as maids of honor, flower girls, and thelike.”



“I'm not familiar with thiskind of wedding.”

“Nor am|, believe me. But you told meto designiit as| saw fit.
“I"ve never been much at remembering lines.”

“It'll besmple. A short walk, aceremony, withessngs.”

“And aworking honeymoon. It does seem crowded.”
Annasighed. “I couldn’t pass this one by. Too much at stake.”
“To the Japanese, awedding means agreat ded.”

“It meansalot to me, too. Still, | see ... it would have been nice to have time to ourselvesright away.”
She put her hands on her hips and shook her head. “ Are we getting off to abad start?’

“Y ou were worried about knowing what you want. Do you redlly want this?’ His face betrayed nothing.
Histone was reasonable, and Nestor couldn’t tell if he was expressing dissatisfaction, or if shewas
merdly fighting her own guilt. “Yes. | do.”

Hesamiled. “Theonly thing | ask isthat you know what you want. I'm flexible. | can do what | wish
amos anywhere”

“I wish | knew what you redlly thought” she said. “Y ou seem too damned reasonable.”
“Your risk,” hesad, smiling.

“One part of me says you should stand up and make me back the hell out of the Ring Stars. The other
saysyou're letting me follow my wyrd, like | was some kind of summer thunderstorm, usdlessto interfere
with. | don’t know which | prefer.”

“What you'll find hereinterestsme,” hesaid. “If thekami who call themsdalves Aighorsdidn’t have
anything to do with these stars, then who did?’

“Y ou think the Perfidisians had something to do with it?” She paused, her lips held tightly together.
“Damn you. Y ou're taunting me. Whét the hell do you want? Tell me straight, or I'll cancel thewhole
thing!”

“Areyou angry?’
“Goddamn right I’'mangry! You're playing melikeafishonaling! Tl medraight!”

Kawashitafolded his hands behind his back and took arelaxed, at-ease position. “I’ ve seen you before
when you'reangry. You lose dl reason. So— don't interrupt — listen carefully. Y ou don’t control me.
Y our circumstances don’t control me. | decide for mysalf and base those decisions on things you cannot
understand — experiences | haven't told you or anyone else about. | can return to my own world and
livewd I enough. | don’'t depend on you for anything but the dubious luxury of traveling dl over the
Gdaxy. It samatter of interest, not necessity. It isn't for mysdlf that | criticize condensing the ceremony,
or holding it out here, where its ghost isrooted to nothing, where no one can ever pinpoint its place with
any certainty. It swhat you will think later, how you'll fed about our bonds. | marry you to stay married.
| don't consider it apact of convenience. | learned that a variety of bed partners doesn't satisfy me. |
don’t want to be alone any morethan | haveto be. If you wish to wander far from me, at any time, then
don’t marry me.”



“That isn't what you said afew minutes ago.”
“ S0 love makes meincons stent.”
“| don’t know what | want to do.”

“Then don't marry me. | know what | want to do — haveto do. If | am the anchor, and you'rea
far-straying ship on athin chain, we might aswell not marry.”

“No,” Annasaid. “It would be atravesty.”

“I might have done that once, if I'd married during thewar. | might have |eft awife a home and fought far
at seq, perhapsdied. But | didn’t. That philosophy has stayed with me.”

“We shouldn’t get married?’

It was Kawashita sturn to be irritated. He turned away from her and squared his shoulders. “1 want to.”
“Sodol. But I'mnot surel can live up to everything. Shall we compromise?’

“Do we even know the limitswithin which we can compromise?’

“I think I can set them out. Fiddlity.”

“If that iswhat you want,” Kawashita said.

“I wantit. I'll consult you on al businessjourneys— dl journeys, of any kind. But we can’t make afixed
rule about them. It just wouldn't work.”

“ NO_”

“I don’t know how much | have to wander, just to stay sane. But | will let you help me decide.” She held
him around his shoulders, laying her head onto the back of his neck. “We ve both contradicted ourselves.
| guess neither of us knows how to work thiskind of thing out. Being reasonableisn’t enough.”

“Wewon't make lasting decisons now. We Il work things out aswe go along.”
“Wherever | go, | want you with me.”

Kawashitalaughed. “We re both crazy. Y ou morethan 1. Y ou have everything you want, and you want
more— you want to be satisfied with less. I'm willing to put up with anything but not willing to be
separated from you.” Heturned around in her arms, rolling her chin on his shoulder until she was looking
up at him. “The thought of doing without you scaresme. | don’'t know who esel’d turnto.”

“That’snot fair to you,” Annamurmured.

“So isthere anything different about us? We make a contract, just as billions of humans have done for
thousands of years— wefed afraid for each other, afraid of living without each other, which isthe height
of immaturity. Like two adolescents.”

“I’m not that far from adolescence,” Nestor said. “Not compared to you.”

“So?Look a me. My body hasn't changed since | was twenty-five years old. My needs haven't
changed. I’ ve never fdt like an old man, even when al those around me thought | was apatriarch.”

“You don’'t conjoin like an old man.”



“Until now, I’ ve been mating with ghosts. Shadow-fucking. I’ ve been adeep four centuries— and now
that I’ m about to marry you, my life sartsup again.”

“I want to please you.”

“Now that we ve said these things, the wedding isjust aformdity, aparty for the rest of the ship, no?’
“I"'ve never been much for formalities, myself.”

“It sample. A short walk, the ceremony, witnessings,” Kawashitasaid.

Nestor tapped her chin on his chest and grinned. “Wish usluck?’

“No wine, for atoast?’

“At theflick of awrigt,” Nestor said. She ordered wine and it rose up from the food table in two
long-stemmed glasses. “Vintage,” she said. “Not manufactured. Tapped from kegsin the cargo bays. |
bought some on Earth before we left, for the wedding. Let’ s sample it before we forceit on the guests.”

They drank to each other. “ Chrigt,” Annasaid, laughing as shewiped her lips. “It'sgreen. I'll haveto run
it through the processor anyway.”
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Direct excerpt from the tapas records of Yoshio Kawashita. Translated from the Japanese by
Language Program (Trevor) — 1360-C Twentieth.

Married. Almogt trivid, four hundred and some years old, recording amarriage. Married before, seven
times, but to peoplewho didn’t exigt. | know the ingtitution, but through the distortionsimpaosed by divine
Soirits.

Married to Anna Sigrid Nestor, strong, loving, fragile. Like jumping off acliff. Beneath the dome, | was
never nervous about being married, any more than an actor on stage. What was | committing myself to?
But now | can chooseto let my time run short — to die. A marriage can take up asubstantial portion of
therest of my life— perhapsall of it. For Annait was anervoustime, too. Between us we swesated
lakes. Surred our speech. Laughed at our mistakes. Some cried with Anna. Some laughed with me when
| delivered my linesin suddenly broken English, asthough I’ d forgotten.

Married in the cargo bay, by an interdenominational minister. License withessed by thePeloros
Testament aslegd counsd for the ship, under supervision of three human lawyers, these sgned our
license. Belong to no country; our legd obligationsare minimd. Things are much smpler thisway. Any
children— naturd or, more common,ex utero — are automaticaly entitled to a percentage of our
holdings equa to the number of children, divided into half of the estate, subject to legal dterations by our
personal Testament programs. Are other ramifications from common law, but have no place here.

After the ceremony and hours of celebration, Annatook me aside and suggested it wastime to begin the

honeymoon.
And sowedid.
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Twenty-Seven

The next wake-period, thePel oros announced its presence in the Delta system of the Ring Stars. Anna
assigned Kawashita as a second officer aboard alander, and Kondrashef acquainted him with
exploration procedures.

Cdl sgnasfrom four hundred other shipswerelogged in the first week. Among them was her father’s
flagship. Arrangements for a meeting were made, and the two warper ships docked in stellar orbit.
Vistors, luxury supplies, and news not available through generd transmissions were exchanged. Then,
without announcement or ceremony, Donatien Nestor came aboard thePeloros . Annamet him at the
makeshift vistor' s station in the lander bay.

Hewasatdl, lean man, with powerful festures that reminded Kawashita of some of the armor masks he
had worn — asharp, hooked nose, eyesinclined upwards at the sides, thin lipswhich, inasmile, aways
seemed to have the advantage of you. He gave Annaa peremptory hug, congratulated her on being
among thefirgt to arrive, then turned to Kawashita

“Isthisour long-lived new family member?’ Hisvoice was mellow, mid-ranged, plessant. He held his
hand out, and Kawashita clasped it firmly. Donatien’ s grip was light and unassuming. The Japanese
bowed, and he returned the bow, but with adiffident ook to one side. “Y ou have quite a history.
Unfortunate it was interrupted.”

“I’velived agreat ded longer because of that,” Kawashita said.

“Anna” Donatien hugged his daughter again, till with some reserve, asif unsure exactly what to do.
“I’'vemissed you, Father,” shesad.

“We ve missed you, too. Much work was done, however. | hear you' re doing well.”

“Very well. Yoshio and | think we can afford to take afew years off after we' re done here. We planto
travel around for awhile— astourists.”

“Never donethat, mysdlf,” Donatien said. “ Probably never wanted to. Kawashita-san, how do you get
aong with my srong-willed offoring?

“Very well,” hesad.
“Remarkable. Not abit of accent. Y ou seem to be adjusting.”
“I’ve had along timeto prepare.”

“Soyou did. Arethere refreshments, aplace to reax for my party? Anna, thisis my domestic partner,
JuliaHorgen” — atdl, thin woman, amost skeletd around the wrists and ankles but smoothly filling out
around hips and breasts—"and your half brother, Marcus.” The boy was about ten years old,
sandy-haired, and husky. He smiled politely.

“You flew airplanes?” Marcus asked.

Kawashitanodded. “A long time ago.”

“Sunk aircraft carriers?’ the boy pursued.

“More sinned againgt than snning,” he answered, shaking his head.



“The socid sdeiswhat I'm herefor,” Juliasaid, peering around the lander bay like an exceptionaly
dignified deer. “But I’ m sure Donatien wants to discuss partnerships and pacts.”

“Partly. Anna, isyour sensory equipment asgood as| think it is?’

“Father, we' re on different pledge-sheets now.”

“Sowe are. Is she breaking you in, Y oshio, or are you on adifferent pledge-shest, too?’
“Wearecommund, | believe”

“Totdly,” Annasaid. “But Y oshio has hisown fortune. He doesn't rly on me ....” Sheinterrupted
hersdlf, unsure the implication had even been made. Then she cdled DiNovafrom the shrouded sensor
equipment waiting to be loaded onto the lander and introduced him to the family. * Jason knows more
about the ship than | do, and he' s probably dying to talk business, but he' s even more interested in
escorting abeautiful lady and fine young brother around thePeloros . Correct?’

DiNovanodded with studied enthusiasm. Julialooked a him with afaint air of disdain but took his
proffered hand and told Marcus to come with them.

“Very good,” Donatien said. 1 assume you have the specia sensors ready — you’ d be foolish not to use
them, and you’ re no fool. Daughter, thisisn't going to be asimportant afind as some people think. Do
you havethat feding?’

Annacocked her head in query.

“I'll give you some free information. None of the matter in the three syslems we' ve scanned has been
dtered in theleast. The supernova cloud appearsto have an unusua hyperfine structure, but there
does't seem to be any correlation between that and the probability distortion.”

“If we re exchanging data, Father, | don’t have anything to offer in return.”

“Not a al. What I'm saying is, the evidence will haveto be purely artifactual. Nothing subtle seemsto
have changed.”

“Except the Alpha gtar itsdf.”

They began to walk around the perimeter of the lander bay. Annakept edging them away from the
shrouded equipment packages. “ Purely anatural event. Despite what the Aighors say, | think they had
something to do withiit.”

“They didn't,” Kawashitasaid.
“Oh?’ Donatien looked at him with achalenging smile. “What do you think, Kawashita-san?’

“The Aighorsare brilliant, if Anna slibrary isaccurate, but they aren’t secretivein theleast. Their claims
about the Ring Stars show nothing but their willingnessto take advantage of amystery.”

“True,” Donatien said. “ They’re not known for human honesty. Their idea of truth varies considerably
fromours”

“I think the Perfidisianswere responsible”
Donatien nodded. “Either way, artifactswill be the only things|eft behind.”



“Therewon't be any artifacts of value if they were Parfidisans,” Kawashitasaid.

“You're correct there, of course, but theif exists. Anna gpparently thought therisk wasworthiit. | do,
too. So the chaseison?’

“I was hoping we could rdax for awhile)” Annasaid, “without discussing busness”

“Sorry,” Donatien said. “1'll leave Marcus and Julia here for the socidizing. | have to be back as soon as
posshble”

“No,” Annasaid, smiling coldly. “No spies, no hindrances, Father. They leave when you do.”
“They'relambs,” he said. “Tota innocents.”

Annalaughed. “ Different pledge-sheets, Donatien. Y ou' re welcometo stay awhile, dl of you. If you
want.”

“Theraceison. There are sixteen chunks of rock in this system, fourteen in Gamma, threein Epsilon, and
oneremaining in Alpha. I'll see every one as soon as possible and sweep them asthoroughly as| can.”

“Luck toyou, then,” Annasaid.

“Areyou up to her, lad?’ Donatien asked, looking over his shoulder at Kawashita. He turned and held
out hishand.

“Someday you will ask whether she was up to me,” Kawashita said without expression, shaking his hand
with amatched light pressure.

“Perhaps. If Mr. DiNovawill roust Juliaand Marcus, we' |l be off. Thanksfor thetime.”
“Not at dl,” Annasaid. “ Relatives, evenif on different sheets”
“Certainly.”

They left as quickly asthey’ d come, and with aslittle ceremony. Kawashitafollowed Annato her cabin.
She paced aimlesdy for afew minutes, then dlowed afew tears. “He wouldn’'t even stay an extra hour,”
shesaid.

“He sagrong man.”

“Oh, | could stand it if he were just astrong man, agood businessman. But | have this cursed,
old-fashioned notion that families are supposed to be loya to each other, not to pledge-sheets.”

“Y ou mentioned them fire,” Kawashitasad.

“Because | know my father. Donatien would try to seduce an angel if he thought it would increase a
voyage s profit margin. Well, | think he'son thewrong track, Y ashio. | ill love him, but I'm going to
teach him alesson. We re not looking at chunks of rock. I’m going to examine the old forbidden zone
and see what thereisto see”

“Wrecks,” he said. “ Scattered debris.”

“Exactly. Whatever happened here, it spent itsforce outward, and it was long gone by the time Alpha
blew.” She rang up DiNovaand ddlivered her ingructions. “Turn al sensorsto the old boundaries, and
give usashort warp out there. We' re going to gamble a bit.”



There were thirty physicists aboard thePeloros, each with a specidty, al the specidtiesaddingupto a
well-integrated whole. When the new sensors were deployed, they began a patient search for things
much finer than needlesin haystacks, or individua sand grains on abeach — the remains of spacecraft
intercepted by the Ring Stars probability disrupters.

They listened for the dim emanations of atomsthat had been violently shunted between closdy smilar
universes. The sphere of disruption had had aradius of twenty-five light-years from the orbital center of
the Alphaand Beta components; since the frequency of remainsincreased inversdly with the distance
from the center, the best concentrations would be found inward from that, if any gtill existed.

Nothing wasfound in the first week. Y oshio tried to comprehend the scale of the search, calculating on
his tapas the volume to be covered. Since the physicists consdered it unlikely that any debriswould have
been released within aradius of twenty light-years, the volume was reduced — only about 2.7 x 10%
cubic kilometers. He shook his head and grimaced.

In the second week, further reducing the search volume by following the complex curves of warp exit
pointsfor vehiclesfrom mgor known civilizations, they found athree-ton mass of dightly radioactive
scrap metd. Therewas no clear indication of its source, and though it had been through adisruption, it
could just aswell have been an asteroid used for target practice. Neverthelessit was taken aboard,
examined, and stored.

At the end of the first month everyone wastired and the search was dowing. Reports from shipsin the
first three systems being studied indicated nothing had been found there, either. DiNova, looking at the
energy budget and schedulesfor possible projectsin other areas, made hisfirst suggestion that the
Peloros should return to regular duty. Annaignored him.

Kawashitafinished histraining on the lander and began taking instruction from DiNovaon Nestor’'s
persond economics. Thiswas harder for him than most of the technica and scientific materid. Despite his
work with early Japanese economics under the dome, as adviser to theShogun Y oritomo, he had little
acquaintance with the art. DiNovaingtructed him well but somewhat impetiently. Neither wasvery
impressed with the other.

Kawashitathen took aturn at standing low-activity bridge watches. Hisfirg fitness reports, compiled by
the ship’ s second officer and delivered to Kondrashef, gave him high marks. The work reminded him of
the long nights on theHiryu when he had stood on the bridge with the flight officer, waiting for dawn. In
deep space there was no dawn, unless he counted the distant torch of the Alpha component in one of its
last shows of glory, now twenty yearsold.

In the sixth week atiny chunk of debriswaslocated. To confirm the trace, dl the ship’s equipment was
shut down for ten minutes and the sensors were subjected to a rigorous cool-down. The trace remained.

“It measures at akilogram mass, two hundred thousand kilometers from us,” the leader of the search
team reported when Anna cameto the bridge. “Thetrace is very weak, and it seemsto be fluctuating,
declining at the moment. We may not be ableto find it if we move closer —’

“Or even if we stay here,” Annasaid. “Keep track and send alander after it. Coordinate — have we got
equipment mounted on alander? What are you usng?’

“Virtud particle disruption with subsequent production of —”
“Which lander can match it?’
“Four.”



“If we can't find it within five days, tell Mr. DiNova he can lay in acourse for Bayley’s Ochoneuf.” She
sighed. “I’'mtired. A new bride shouldn’t be so tired, should she?’

Theleader grinned. “ Depends.”

“Think about putting yourself on report for flippancy, and let me know what you decide,” Annasaid,
turning to leave the bridge.

“YS, ma1 a,n.n

The lander was loaded with retrieval robots and launched from the bay an hour later. Sowly, likean
animd gtaking prey much smdler than itsalf, the lander nudged itself acrossthe distance, deployingits
finest sensors. The robots went out into the silent dark, specia dampers muting their electrical
interference.

Kondrashef and DiNovajoined the team leader on the ship’s bridge. “We vegot it,” he said when the
indicators came on. “One and ahaf kilograms. They’re bringing it back.”

Most of the ship’s crew and at least athird of the entourage gathered in the cargo bay astheretrieval
robot was wheeled in on a cart. It produced a transparent package like a proud mother.

“Lookslike a piece of something larger,” Kondrashef said, touching the capsule with onefinger. “The
edges ook abraded, perhaps by contact with other debrisin asmadl cloud.”

“Ship’s store memory hasasource, Sir,” an attending sphere said.
“Oh?" Annasaid. “Where does ship’s store think it comes from?”

“It recognizes the fragment as part of an outdated STW-67 unit, madam. A ship’ stoilet, weightless utility.
Definitely terrestria in origin and manufactured prior to 2300.”

“Ship'stoilet,” Annasaid, peering through the packaging. “It doesn’t make our voyage, doesit?’
“Unlesswe can traceits ship,” DiNova said wesrily.

“Twenty thousand units were made,” the sphere said. “ Essentialy identica, no records detailed enough to
dlow idertification.”

“Jason, I’'m ready to go. W€ ve had our share of snipe hunting.”
“Gladly.”

“Y ou're going to be snippy too, hm? | suppose | deserveit. | wonder what Father isthinking now?1
doubt he' sfound anything.”

Kawashitacameto the bridge. “1 can fed them here,” he said. “I know they were here.”
“Doing what?’ Kondrashef asked. “ Playing cosmic checkers with our spaceships?’

“Play’ sasgood amotive asany,” Annasaid. “Maybethey’ rejust youngsters playing hide-and-seek, and
we'reit.”

Kawashitashook hishead. “Very old children.”

“Never growing up, never having work to do, never creating arationa pattern of behavior? Sounds good



tome” Annasaid. “I'll log that over abig ‘don’t know.” Our first theory designed to fit the lack of facts.
Congratulate us. And send congratulationsto Father, Kiril.” Shetook Yoshio'sarm. “I wasn't kidding
about a sabbatical. Jason’ s going to wipe the schedule now. We re going to have areal honeymoon, just
you and I, in about two dozen places very far from here. | don’t want to turn into another Donatien.”
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Twenty-Eight

Kawashitavisted the observation sphere sx times. Each time, he approached it with trepidation. He
could never predict the full flavor of hisreaction.

In the sphere, douched in comfortable weightlessness, he looked the stars over with afrown.
For the sixth time, he requested the same lecture. The sphere chimed and began.

“The distances between stars are lost when ships use higher spaces. An awful immensity isreplaced by a
short disorientation of the nerves. It is an economic exchange, but one which can give afalse perspective.
When travel isjudged by the consumption of energy, when the longest voyage usudly attempted isthree
months, and economics rules the sway of awandering heart, paceiscivilized, some say, and the
adventureisgone...”

Kawashitawas barely lisening. His mind was e sawhere. Hewas well fed, well loved, busy enough.
Most of the time, his driving questions were in the background, where they didn’t occupy hisfull
attention. The centuries under the dome were memories that seemed to have little effect. But a pervasive
maaise ill churned in him. Under the dome hislimits had been broad, practicaly infinite. But here,
suddenly mortd, everything he did wasfina. He fdt hisscadein an indirect way — not asameatter of Size
but as amatter of accounts. One side of the account book was filled with the daily minutiae of life, the
other with the number of things he' d be alowed to do before death closed in. The number in the second
column was vanishingly smal compared to the actions required for perfect knowledge. So perfect
knowledge was a perilous way to wisdom.

“... But nothing is further from the truth. Between warps, dl atraveler hasto do istake ashort glide
down an access tube to the observation sphere, ten meters outside the ship. The ship ssems motionlessin
ablack universe pricked with stars. Weightless, the traveler can position himsdf in the middle of the
sphere, his back to the access tube, and fed asif hiseyes are the only things for endlesstrillions of
kilometers. The darknessis profound. After afew minutes, the mind relaxesinto blankness....”

Anna’ s people took the path of perfect knowledge as a matter of course, rushing here and there to build
acomplete picture they could never see. But another way was just asfutile, even perilous— the way of
abgtracting and symbolizing. Soon enough, the language of abstraction would swalow its devotee and
leave histhoughts mired.

Then there was the way of contemplation. As he now understood this time-honored path, contemplation
led to asugpension of certain menta programs and the enhancement of others, and with this camethe
magtery of mentd life. But throughout history, isolation had been necessary for the thorough
contemplator. Kawashita enjoyed hislife too much for that.

“... After afew minutes, the mind rdlaxesinto blankness. The patterns of the stars seem very important a
while later, and the craziest notions about religion and philasophy pass through the mind — childish
questions. How did God place the stars where they were? Why do they suggest animals, people, or
faces? That passes. The next phaseis cold terror, and the traveler hasto grip himself — clasp hisarms



with both hands, lift his knees up to seeif they're fill present — and force himself to stay. Thereé sno
horizon, no circle of familiar objects, no orientation of any kind. The distances come back as areminder,
and though the eye doesn't redlly believe them, some part of the mind — perhaps the part most
superdtitious about written records— does believe ...”

Kawashitasquinted at the stars, knowing he was seeing much less than there was to see. The tide of
sadnessrose until hiseyesfilled with tears. He couldn’t even pray any more— the faces of the spirits
were too far gone, too confused with the faces of smulacra; thekami had taken new forms, not to be
prayed to; God (or Goddess) waited implacable, silent. He wasn't searching for them.

“... Somewill try to calculate how many human bodies, Sretched end to end, would reach from the ship
to the nearest sar. Or, at abrisk walk, how many lifetimesit would take to traverse asdewak magically
extending from heretothere . That passes. Numbness takesitsturn ...”

Then what was he searching for? However much heloved Anna, he couldn’t beginto find it in her. Her
life was dictated by immediate problems, practical solutions. But hislovefor her wasthe only thing he
could fully, deeply believe wasred. Everything €lse was adream — starships and distant worlds, divine
kidnappers and historical fantasies beneath a glass dome. Touching the hole of probabilities. Plucking
debris out of space — atoilet! He smiled. It was one vast comedy, a shadow-show.

He was|ooking for — (a deeper frown).
For — (clenched fists).

“... Itmay dl end in giggling and child-like behavior. That' sabad sgn. The regresson may continue until
the traveler amply closes his eyes. Then the sphere administers amild shock, hustles him back to the
body of the ship, and recommends afew hours of exercise and conversation. Few ever forget the
experience. Somewish to haveit erased, or itsterror will haunt them for years after. Some reflect upon it
asthey would upon ardligious experience. Others are unaffected, too blind, unimaginative or numb to
pay it any attention. They look at the starswith less curiogity than an animal, convinced the universeis
produced within them and exists for them done.”

He waslooking for the way to an easeful end, afineend, full of dignity, obligationsfulfilled. He wouldn't
find that way until he knew why he refused to commit suicide. According to dl histradition and training,
he was a prime candidate for self-destruction. He had failed to reroute history, out of aweakness he ill
didn’'t understand — and he had inflicted suffering on myriad ghosts. Four centuries ago, he had failed to
join his honored leadersinseppuku on the bridge of theHiryu. He had failed to kill himsdf on hearing of
Japan’ s defeat and the renunciation by the emperor.

He had sidestepped every basic bdlief he had ever held. The shadowplay had surrounded him
completely. He had no choice now — he had to flow with it and let it point out his new direction.

“Entering higher spacesin haf an hour,” the voice warned. “ This sohere will closein ten minutes”
He twisted around and grasped the handrailsin the tunnel.
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Twenty-Nine

“Coloniesin space, colonieson al kinds of planets, free states, consolidation worlds, worlds yet to buy
their independence by paying off consolidation loans ... we can even skim by forbidden worlds, where



intelligent life exists or will exist in the foreseeable future— and don't thinkthat isn't acontroversia
digtinction! Take your pick. An atlas of seventy thousand worlds. | can take four years fud dlotment in
advance, and if we combine business with pleasure every five or sx worlds, DiNova sayswewon't go
broke. Half the entourage wants off before the trip begins, but ten thousand others have applied.”

“Long trips?’ Kawashitaasked. “How far can we go?’

“End to end, theoretically, but the atlas covers only about one percent of the galaxy. Anything seis
exploratory, and we' d need to change our trip description. | think you'll be satisfied to see a couple of
dozen known worlds.” Annasmiled. “Besides, if we go exploratory, | can’t guarantee | won't get
enthusadic agan.”

“Areyou surethistrip will be useful to you?’

“Y es. There' snothing like seeing aplace firsthand. | can suggest afew places where we can think things
over in complete privacy — not just planets, but O’ Neill colonies, eggworlds, asteromos.”

“Soon?’

“Three days. DiNovais down at the Centrum licensing center now. In three dayswe' Il leave Myriadne,
leave everything behind.”

“If we're agreed.”

“We'reagreed,” Annasaid. “I fed better now than | havein five years. Sometimes| get so used to being
hagridden that the hag steps down and | miss her. But not now.”

“To Bayley’ s Ochoneuf fird?’
“I don’t know how much more honeymaoon | can take.”
“Strong woman. You' ll survive”

|Go to Contents |

Thirty

Bayley’' s Ochoneuf; Lament; Potter’s Field; Santa Tsubaraya, Death’s Vineyard; lolanthe; Ithaca;
Orb Vecchio; Orb Nuova; Sar’s Lee; Phoenix; Seep; Catter Van Sees, Angel Rookery; Dirac;
Farther; Old Mao; Quantico; Perspect; Black Pool; Plurabelle; Gautama; Gift-of-Isis;
God-Does-Battle; Veronike ...

God-Does-Battle was being terraformed; city builder Robert Kahn was designing palatia organic cities
for the Judaeo-Christians and Mosems who had contracted the world, determined to bring heaven down
to solid ground, far from the unfaithful.

Dirac was ableak world, circling a supernovated star at one end of the Pafloshwa Rift. Annapicked up a
chunk of silicon doped with five superheavy eements, which shelater turned into severa pieces of
jewdry.

On Seep, athickly misted world renowned for its floating forests, they swam in the living Omphalos Sea,
letting the ails of the hundred-kilometer creature soak into their skins, and the halucinogenic pollen carry
them into dreams.



On Gift-of-1gsthey watched a sunrise from the tallest volcano in the Galaxy. It was atriple sunrise, on
cue, which happens oncein amillennium.

On Plurabelle, aworld of twenty thousand rivers, they journeyed for aweek up and down tributaries,
through tortuous canyons etched from rock, breathing oxygen generated at aterraforming station at
Ninety North.

None of them were satisfactory to Kawashita. They were beautiful, soothing, even heavenly — but on
none of them could he find any trace of what he was looking for.

Thekami had never been to them, had never |eft their mark.
There was only one place he could go.
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Thirty-One

The Perfidisan planet hadn’t changed appreciably. Weether patterns were more regular, the air was
thicker from the outgassing of fresh volcanic ventsin the southern hemisphere, and clouds were more
obvious.

“You'resure,” Annasad, haf inquiring.
“I'msure”

“Back to the scene of the crime.”

“Back to quiet.”

“The domeisdtill there. We can outfit it with asuitable environment, build agood home. Stay for afew
years.”

Kawashitatook her hand and pressed it softly. “'Y ou sound tired.”
“A little. I'll rlax for awhile— it’ syour game now.”

“What will DiNovado?’

“He |l standin my place. He sdisgusted, but he'll do it.

Two years shot to hell — for him — aready, afew morewon'’t bother him appreciably. My empireis
large enough to go on for along time without me. It may not grow asfast, or do as many spectacular
things, but it' [l survive. And should someone sweep it out from under me, | can build it back in twenty or
thirty years”

“You sound willing totry it.”

“A chalengeisachalenge. But if | thought there was much chance of it happening, | wouldn't be here
now.” Shelay downin front of himin the observation sphere. “I' m enjoying my own soul-searching. |
don’t worry about being another Donatien anymore — | don't use the deep inducers as much. | see
people more clearly. Y ou've taught me alot.”

“It wasthere before | came,” Kawashitasaid. “It will remain after I’'m gone.”



Annafrowned. “What do you mean by that?’
“I| won't choose any morelifethan I'm due.”
“You'regoing to abstain?’

He nodded. “There still plenty of timeleft, but when it’sover, | see no reason to continue my
long-running show.”

“I’'mnot sure| even know what it meansto grow old and die,” Annasaid. “I’ d hate to make adecision,
not knowing.”

“Growing old and dying isn't difficult. It's knowing there’ s no choice in the matter that' s hard. A choice
has been given to me, by men I’ll never have achancetothank ... and | politely turn it down.”

Annahedd out ahand to encompass gars. “How long will we live together, then?’
“Aslong aswe can. We haven't killed each other yet.”

“Any other man, | think I"d fight with him at least once aweek. Bad fights, nasty. But you take fights out
of me. DiNovadoesn't think that’ s good. The mellowing of Anna Nestor — bad for business. But having
more control should console him.”

“Youtrug him?’

“I trust no one, Husband — save you, and even there | have an intellectual byway set aside for doubts.
Y ou know that.”

“I don't ask trust,” Kawashitasaid. “ Only your presence when | wish to touch someone warm. Speak to
someoneintelligent. Be silent with someone love.”

Annalooked down at the Perfidisian planet. “I think everything we need for the domeis on thePeloros .
How degant should it be?’

“Smple, comfortable.”
“Arewe going back to nature?’

“Perhaps for ahobby. A sun under the dome — we can renovate the soil, which is probably pure
mineras now — recirculate the water, and draw what more we need from artesian sources. We' ll do
wdl.”

“I think s0,” Annasaid. “Timeto read, plan, createlittle things.” She mock-grimaced. “I might go crazy,
al that tranquility.”

“Youmight.”
“But probably not.”
Kawashita grinned and bowed as best he could in freefall. “We Il see”
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Thirty-Two



Elvox saw the old Aighor ship and visibly flinched. The pursuit ship’ sfirst mate looked aside from their
instruments and raised an eyebrow.

“Dead stop to us, gir,” hesaid.
Elvox nodded. “1 know the ship.”
“Yessr — Third Aighor, isn't it?’

“I know who ownsit. Run acheck on Alae and Oomalo Waunter and seeif they’re in the employ of
anyone we know.”

It wastheir duty to keep awatch on the shipsthat tried to illegally enter the Ring Stars area. United Stars
was trying to keep the area closed, with the cooperation of Dallat and Hafkan Bestmerit, until everyone
was sati sfied there was nothing important to find. The Waunters' ship had amost made it through the
thinly spread sensor nets.

They hadn't tried to run once spotted and hailed. Now Elvox’ s pursuit ship was closing rapidly, likea
fleanear adog.

“Their equipment answersfor them, ar,” said the duty watch officer. “ They won't speak persondly. They
accept a boarding request”

“Any explanation about what they’ re doing here?’

“No, gr, but it' simplied. They're down and out. Most of the independents trying to break through are
indigent.”

Elvox nodded. He had dmost managed to forget. Now it was al coming back. He had spent ayear’s
lonely, dull duty overseeing experiments on Precipice 5, trying to redeem himself after the Perfidisian
fiasco; he had succeeded and was now working hisway through ranks, amost back to where he had
started. There had been no overt disapproval — just the unexplained pass-overs for promotion.

“Find the best entrance, and have Davis dia an gppropriae fitting. We' |l board after sanitation checks.”
“Yesdr,” thefirs mate said.

Elvox went to the research room to prepare a brief on the boarding. They’ d have to search the ship from
end to end. That would take a couple of days, with officers stationed on the ship until they were
cleared — if they were cleared. Usudly the independents found nothing of value.

He wondered why the Waunters were desperate, if they were. His old twinge of guilt returned. He could
be responsble—

“We vegot afitting, Sir. Edging up,” the first mate reported.

Theinterior of the old ship wasin good condition. Unlike many independents, the Waunters had kept
their vessdl in repair. There were no unusud microorganismsto ded with.

Elvox’ steam of three, including himsalf, boarded five hours after linking. They crossed anarrow bridge
over the seartanks, following their charts and the scant directions given by computer voices, and headed
toward the forward living quarters.

“I've seen old Aighor shipsin projections,” the first mate said, “but thisis something ese”



“They’reimpressve” Elvox said tersdly.

The Waunters waited for them on the bridge, standing by human-form chairs, dressed in forma attire.
Elvox deployed his men to begin the search.

“Weregret you' ve inadvertently entered forbidden space,” he said, following the paliteritud. “United
Starswill reimburse you for any inconvenience. This action is sanctioned by the Centrum.”

Ooma o Waunter nodded and smiled wanly.

“Y ou're the officer that was on our planet,” Alae said, looking him over coldly.
“Yes mdam.”

“Have things gonewell for you snce?’ she asked.

“Wdl enough.”

“Not so well for us.” She shrugged. “That was aturning point. Now we freelance listen, survey. No
commissions. But we have enough to listen comfortably for acouple of centuries.”

Elvox didn’t contradict her.
“Something will show up,” shefinished, turning away from him.

He kept his slence, though the pressure was building up. He conducted his men through the first day of
examination, then dept aboard the linked pursuit ship.

The next morning he talked to Oomalo.
“I don't think you' re doing aswell as your wife says.”
“Wdl enough,” Waunter said, his voice neither denying or assenting.

“Thisship’san archaeological curiosity, you know. Y ou could sell her and settle on a comfortable estate
someplace, perhaps even Myriadne.”

“I'm not through cata oging and investigating. Lots of research left to do. Besides, Alae prefersthe
employment. We' d go insane on aplanet.”

“Y ou’ ve heard about Nestor and Kawashita,” Elvox said, hisvoice fatering.
“No,” Waunter said. “Don’t pay attention to communicationsif they don’t concern busness.”

Elvox nodded. The next day’ s examination turned up nothing, and everything but the most difficult
recesses were checked. Elvox decided he trusted the Waunters.

“| fed acertain camaraderie with them,” hetold the first mate. “I think they’ re honest enough; we can
take them at their word.”

“Sir, we weretold to scrub any suspicious ship until it gleamed —’
“That' snot dways practical. Let’s clear her and send them on their way.”

The young officer nodded reluctantly. Something had changed in the CO since they’ d seen the Aighor
ship, but he couldn’t say exactly what. A loss of impetus, perhaps.



Elvox went aboard the old ship for onelast time to tell the Wauntersthey’ d be free soon. He sat next to
them in the human-form chairs on the dien bridge, watching the ancient lights gleam steadily, folding and
unfolding hishands.

“I have something of aconfesson to make,” hesaid. “I lost an important part of me on the Perfidisian
planet. My self-respect. | didn’t tell you something which | thought could be important.”

Alaelooked a him without apparent interest, but Oomalo smiled hisold, wan smile. “ Y es?’

“Nestor and Kawashita, they’ re married now. Living on the planet, in the dome. Y ou know | was
involved with her for awhile.”

Alae made no move, but Oomalo nodded.
“Her — their — marriage shook me considerably. Until | figured out their motivation.”
“Y ou mean, why shedidn’t go with you.”

“No ... not exactly.” Hetried to find the right way to say what he needed to say. Confession was such
an awkward, painful means. |1 spent ayear working off the mistakes | made on that planet. Very
unpleasant duty. | had alot of timeto think.”

Alae stared at the green bulkhead to her |€ft, blinking.
“They fooled dl of us” Elvox said. “And the Centrum.”
“We'revery tired,” Alae said. “Finish your check and let usgo.”

“Y ou don't seem to be catching what I'm saying. They must have found something on the planet,
something they don’t want anyone to know about yet. Especidly you.”

When Alae looked a him thistime, her eyes were steady and frozen gray. “We don't care about that
anymore. Our luck has run out. We didn’t even want to come here, but there was nothing |eft. Leave us
be”

“They had an orgy, you know, after they were married. They went to two dozen planets, trying to find
something for the Japanese. He never could find it. It was like they were trying to waste time until they
felt more comfortable about doing whatever they planned to do. Or perhaps they were running away
from themsdves, until they got their courage back again.”

“Y ou are saying she would never have preferred him over you,” Oomalo said, ill smiling. “Unlessshe
waswell motivated.”

“No,” Elvox said, lying. “I don’t care about that now. Don’t you even want to claim what’' s due to you?’
“Nothing' sdue,” Oomalo said. “Go, please.”

“Everything'sdue!” Elvox said loudly. Oomalo frowned at histone of voice,

“Y our men have finished the inspection. They have no more business here.”

“She married the Japanese to control him because she found something valugble. Together they
conspired to keep it a secret so you wouldn't get your share. They want it al. And if she' swilling to be
secretive over S0 smdl ashare, it must be a huge find — monumental. Enough to make even ten
FH.(:a1t _11



“| don’'t ever want to seethat planet again,” Alae said softly. “I don’t ever want to see these stars again.
WEe releaving now. Nothing but disappointment for five years. We don’t need any more.”

“What are you talking about?’ Oomalo asked, asif coming out of atrance. “When did they marry?’

“Jugt after the decison. Do you know that you get everything if you prove they’ re holding out on you?
Everything! Thewholeworld, and al rightsto what they’ ve found.”

“That planet was searched from poleto pole. There wasn't anything on it.”

“How do we know that? The Perfidisians were obvioudy far advanced from us— how do we know
what covering devicesthey might have used? | think Nestor sumbled on something important. If you
don'tlook into it, you'reinsane.”

Oomalo assumed the same level, burnt-out gaze as Alae. “Go,” he said. “ Take your crew and go.”

Elvox was shaking when he left the ship. He was dso smiling, though he didn’t know it. He was too mad
to talk to anyonefor severd minutes, but he'd just let an ugly monster off his back, something he'd
carried for years. Now it was on somebody else.

It made him fed fine when he thought about it afterward. The injustice had been revealed to those who
could do something about it. The Waunters had the legd right to call for an investigation. They could
subpoenaal of Nestor’ srecords. It would cause her so much trouble, and he would be behind it al.

The ships separated.
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Thirty-Three

Record of Yoshio Kawashita.

Building our house. A sun hangs at the upper center of our dome. The powdery hills carry grassand
bushes and trees again — red thistime. Rain fals at unpredictableintervas. Theair iscoal, vivid,
changeable. Anna designs the rooms, which will be made in the Japanese style of my day. | study dl that
is known about nonhuman beings. We have purchased a huge library of sdlect source materia for my
work. Here, | can fed the weight of my past lives, and the eyes of those who watched me, every ingant,
who watched dl | did, and recorded it perhaps, and studied me as| now try to study them. Anna
maintains they were not Gods — not evenkami — but | wait for my own conclusions.

The domeis broad enough to have its own kind of wegther, a playfulness which contradicts the
environment machines. We may, if we wish, have afew animals— birds, insects. They wait to be cloned
or grown from eggs. A luxury of terrestrid life waitsin one box, more than we could ever need, but most
human colonies have such abox, Annasays. It’ sthe germ plasm of Earth, insured againgt loss by its
presence on thousands of worlds. Perhgpswe |l find such abox from another world, left behind by
beingslong dead. Thisworld? No. | think not! (Laughter.) That would be too much to hope for. But
elsawhere,

| take walks outside the dome at |east once aweek, surveying the plains but mostly looking and trying to
fed for the missing things. At one time there must have been buildings, streets, perhaps vehicles— and
Perfidisans. Sometimes Anna goes with me. We have asmall cart which we use for longer trips, and a
larger one which hasn't been used yet. Intimewewill cover afair portion of the planet, place instruments
at various points, and study itslong-term behavior. Annathinkswe'll find very little of interest. She's



probably right. But it serves as adistraction while | work on other problems.

Reading histories of many races and beings now, starting with my own kind. Aighor literature— most of
the worksthat have been trandated — Crocerian saga-histories. With electronic amplification, | can read
abook of a hundred thousand words in twenty minutes, from atapas. Still not fast enough. My head
swimswith dissociated facts. Lifetimesto processthem al! So | am more selective now. | go back to
source documents, earliest records, experience tapas when possible.

Of greet interest at the moment isthe period of first contacts, when two species acknowledged
awareness of each other and began to set up relationships. For humans most such contacts occurred
between 2035 and 2145. The politics and cultural changes of this period are fascinating.

Each day my love for Annagrows. Sheisgtill strong, independent, but we touch whenever we can. She
enjoys being stroked, like a cat. She feels some embarrassment about this, but it comes so naturaly the
embarrassment is an afterthought. Sometimes she will try to avoid contact, but we aways come together
again to touch, compare our thoughts, reenergize. All of my past lifeislike a shadow compared to this.
Memento mori — itcannot go on! Not forever. What will we fed when one or the other is gone?
Unimagineble.

A week ago wetook the small cart out on one of the (to her) monotonousjourneys. She grew bored
early. After suggesting we turn around before dark, which we didn’t, she became silent. In the dark, the
cart’ s roof-mounted lights shining across featurel ess concrete, we felt more aone than we had between
the stars. Here was isolation at its most extreme — just oursalves, ten thousand kilometers of planet
under our feet, and afew machines. She said she was afraid we' d lose our souls here but couldn’t
explain why. The hair on my neck raised and the dark wasfilled with ghosts. She began to cry. Humans
have long since learned that some residue of living things persists after deeth, asarecord of organized
particlesmoving in persona spaces. Why not with the Perfidisans? By the time we reached the dome,
we were both terrified. It took us severa hoursto cadm down. She was angry with me for two days after.

But the Perfidisans were too thorough to leave ghosts behind. So what do | ook for, when | go from
point to barren point on the plains?

For that one overlooked item. No living being is perfect. Perhaps some individua Perfidisian forgot one
tiny artifact, the equivalent of anut or bolt, too minor to be detected by the Centrum and USC
ingruments. Anything. And whilel look, | work, try torecall ... What isthat key | know exigts, but
which can’t be remembered?

Annais patient. She may last me out.

ThePeloros has been gone for amonth. It will take another four months to complete its missons and
return to check up on us.
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Thirty-Four

Oomalo Waunter took away the sheet of paper from the bulkhead, leaning against afoam pad on the
scaffolding. If there was the faintest hint of aseam, he' d find it. He was convinced the ship had secret
hiding places. The conviction wasn't entirely rationa — the Crocerians would amost certainly have
found any hidden artifacts of vaue. But it was something to do. While he did it, he worried.

Since the saizure by the USC ship, Alae had brooded and done very little work. They’d left the Ring



Stars and set up a deep-space orbit around galactic center while they considered where to go next.
Perhaps that was what she was brooding about.

He took a graphite block and marked an X on the bulkhead to indicate how far he' d searched. When he
shined alight from below, the X would reflect the glare and he could tell where to move the scaffold.
He d covered atenth of the ship thisway.

Hisdlotted work for the wake-period done, he went to the sea-tanks, scattering his clothes along the
way. Under the calling’ s strip sunlight — the inner perimeter of the ship’shull — he swam for kilometers,
circumnavigating the tanks. The water wasfaintly dippery from some reaction with the meta bottom, but
he was used to that. The ineradicable smell of iodine didn’t bother him ether. The Aighors had kept this
artificia ocean stocked with severd varieties of dangerous aguetic life, to “play” with onlong voyages—
mainly to keep fit and maintain socid order. Dozens of ship’s commanders had been chosen through
combat in the tanks. Now they were quiet, except for the dap of waves on the far bulkheads and the
sounds of his splashing.

Alae sat in the oblong booth which looked down across the port warp node generators. The old
trangparent metal had taken on abeautiful green tint across the millennia. Below, even when dormant, the
generators which started the chain reactions of spatia shifting were surrounded by spikes of red
fluorescence.

A half-broken tapas pad sat on her lap. It was good only for writing with ascriber and erasing with a
finger. She had had it since childhood, and it served her asakind of doodle pad. Written on its screen
now were the words, “Baubles, toys, blue skies.”

She had bought al the information she could about Anna Sigrid Nestor. She had studied the woman
again and again during the judgment, covertly glancing at her, measuring her. What the USC loytnant had
said about Nestor and Kawashita made sense. Nestor had planned, schemed, hidden, won. They —
Alae and Oomalo, most deserving — had lost. The Centrum, as dways, had ruled against independents.
Glamour over labor and discovery. Power over —

She put the pad aside dowly and backed out of the booth. Without the subtle presence of her body’s
energy field, the sengitive spikes on the generators cooled to a deep, steady blue.

Oomalo was on his second lap when he heard Alae cdling his name. “Waunter!”
“What?’ He stopped swimming and lifted his head out of the water.

“We'regoing.” She waked aong the edge of the tanks. He siwam in place with dow, regular strokes.
“Where are we going?’ he asked.

“To clam our property.”
“How?’
“I don't know. But we' re going.”
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Thirty-Five

Kawashitaremoved a chart from a plastic pouch and unrolled it for Anna. The hot bricksin ahibachi
benesth the table kept their feet warm in the cold room, but little else. They were wrapped in severa



layers of clothing, but Annawas Htill chilly and not very aitentive.
“WEe ve covered these paths so far,” he said. “ Together, 100k at the patterns.”
“So? Straight lines, curves, dl the norma waysavehicleruns.”

“I’'mnot so sure,” he said. “I’ ve numbered the times we went certain ways. Some paths have been
covered adozen times, with variations of only afew meters.”

“ &?!

“I don't know. | thought maybe you could suggest something. After dl, you were born into amore
complex world.” That had become a standing joke between them. Annaignored it and said in astage
whigper, “I don’t understand why we should freeze to desth when we have a perfectly good
environmental system. All we havetodoisturnit up.”

“I think better when I’'m cold.”
“I don't,” shesaid. “Can’t think at al. Maybe | could decipher your squigglesif it waswarm.”
“We can find warmth within ourselves,” Kawashita said, rolling the paper. “ Just concentrate on your —”

“I’m no good at meditating,” Annasaid. “Not asgood as you are, anyway. And I’ m getting tired of all
this pretense. Why give up the comforts of home? And don’t dodge the question — I'm getting irritated.”

Kawashita nodded and dipped his feet from under the table. “1 am trying to reproduce asituation,” he
said. “It must have been ten years ago. | had adream.”

“About what?’

“I'm not sure now. | was o involved intheillusonsthat | thought it was asimple nightmare. Just after we
came back, it occurred to me there was more to the dream than fear. But | cannot remember details.”

Annalaughed. “ So you' re going to nudge your memory with abit of tea cake? Search for timeslogt?’
“I don’'t understand.”

“I never finished the book, but some French author from your time wrote about incredibly detailed
memories conjured up by the taste of ateacake.”

He shrugged. “ The cold helps. It wasin agtuation likethisthat | ate breskfast, ten years ago, after the
nightmare. It waswinter outside, and | warmed my legswith an urn of hot bricks under atable. And | did
something that related to the dream ... but I'm not sure what.”

“Wrote it down? Taked it over with someone?’
“No. It wouldn't have made senseto them.”

Annaswung her legs out of the pit and stood up. “Well, this experiment is at an end, unless you want me
to livein another part of the dome. Jog your memory some other way. If you want, we'll order amemory
andyzer.”

“Yes, | thought about that, but the brochures said such devices are very bad at retrieving dream memory.
When the mind wants adream forgotten, the processis pretty thorough.”



“Themind, or your hosts” Annasaid.

“Yes. It was something about my stuation.” Hefrowned. “1 think ... wait. | know! | wasagresat king, in
amagnificent paace, watching ahuge spiritud hand scrawl something on astonewall with afingernall
made of fire. But what did it write?”

“Read theBible”
“| don’t understand.”

“ Y ou have been weighed in the balance, and found wanting,” or something to that effect. An old biblica
tde”

Kawashitalooked at her with brows lifted, mouth open dightly, eyes showing prominent whites. “Yes”
he whispered. He scurried off, robe shustling behind him, to another room in the house.

“Annathemuse,” she said to hersalf. Shereached into afold of her robe and brought out aremote
switch. “Let’ sget this place heated. And clear the hibachi out. Bring back the usud furniture.”

“Yes, madam,” thevoicereplied.

Kawashita scribed busily on the surface of his tapas pad. The memory extenson units— containing all
the libraries he thought would prove useful — rested in their cases next to hisdegping pad. A meter
away was Annd s deep-fied, aluxury she had refused to give up.

The dome followed a twenty-four-hour cycle. Judging from the brightness of the artificid sun, and the
color of the sky projection, it was | ate afternoon. Annaleft Kawashitain their bedroom and walked
among the bare shoots of trees and bushes planted around the house. The hills were beginning to green
with fresh grass. After the recent shower the air was fresh and smelled of wet loam. The dome didn’t
have al the conveniences of thePeloros , but it was pleasant, and she had little cause for complaint.

Since early adolescence she had wanted to use an artist’ s modifier to create and record four-dimensional
abgtract experiences. Shefulfilled her dream in a shed a hundred meters from the house, working an hour
each day. In amonth or so, she thought she might have something worth showing to Kawashita.
Attached to the shed was a cloning laboratory with an agricultura attachment, which she was adapting
for landscape and gardening purposes. That took another hour or two aday.

Next camethefive years of business records to examine and assimilate. Using atapas, she looked over
the bases of her financiad empire and worked out theories for improving profits and efficiency. Asan
adjunct to that study, she was brushing up on planetary geology, exobiology, xenopsychology, and a
touch of warper science. Since she foundered on anything beyond algebra, sherelied on her tapasto
solve complex problems.

Stll, shewasrestless. She didn’'t say anything, but it was clear Kawashita knew. She guessed she might
last ayear, even two, but beyond that she' d have to become active again. She watched the approaching
orchestrated sunset. “1I’'m burned-in,” she said. “Fixed and unchangeable.” She turned to take another
path, this leading past the truck-garden plots. A few lettuce heads were making their debut, but
everything else was gtill dormant or undecided. An earthworm — one of sixty thousand born two weeks
before — struggled on the concrete path. She reached down and carefully removed it to the soil.

Two weeks ago Kawashita had shown her afew entriesfrom histapas journa. They’ d interested her but
had been too rough and esoteric to mean much. Still, hisideas seemed to be reaching some conclusion.
She hoped their scheduleswould coincide.



The stars came on. They were set to mimic the outside sky. A sensor on the top of the dome followed
the skies closdly, and if any event presented itsalf — meteor, aurora, or ship in orbit — the inner
projector reproduced it.

“I"ve become awful domestic the past year,” she whispered to hersalf. She knedled in the dirt and sniffed
the flowers on a blackthorn hedge. The routine was pleasant, her life was settled; for thefirst timein her
memory shewas content. Yet ... not. The pressurein her throat began and moved up to squeeze afew
drops of moisture from her eyes. Shewas afraid. If she had to leave, would he love her enough to come
with her? If not, what would she do without him? They’ d twined like the squash vines— separation
would tear afew roots and |leaves, bloody them both.

She repeated her name to hersdlf, like some mantra of strength, but al the power had gone from it. She
knew, now, of things more important than her planet-swapping career and reputation. There was peace
to think about, and salf-knowledge, and asking questions — probing for the sources of human
corruption.

She respected Kawashita s search, but she wasn't anxiousto joinin onit.

It was clear what her life would be like, one way or the other. Peace would never last long. She’ d dways
rush from god to god. “ Dammit, that’stheway | am,” she said through clenched teeth. Shefiltered the
dirt through tightened fingers. A worm, squeezed in half, wriggled out and fell to the pegk of thelittle pile.
She stood up quickly and brushed her hands on her overals. Shelonged for the clean, certain corridors
of her ship. Her dlumsinessdidn’t result in any tiny daughtersthere.

The dome, despiteits far-reaching night sky, seemed to cramp her. Her lips worked as she haf walked,
half ran, to the perimeter. A honeycomb of shelvesfor equipment storage stood by the air lock. She
chose an environment backpack and cycled through the lock. Outside she dipped on sunglasses— the
planet’ strue time was il before sunset — and turned up the shidd' sradiation filters.

The stretches of concrete were heartbreaking. They went on and on without relief, like some nightmare of
infinity brought down to human terms. A few kilometers off was onetiny rdief in the expanse— the
Waunters abandoned probe. She stared at it speculatively for afew minutes. Before she could reachit,
dark would fal on the outside, and she didn’t want to be caught on the plains at night — not again.
Tomorrow, then. It would be something to look forward to.
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Thirty-Six

Kawashitasat in thetiny rock garden, eyes closed, listening to the water splashing acrossthe narrow
sreambed. Earlier in the morning he had exercised in the sandpit behind the house, swinging the silver
rods, ripplesforming in histightened cheeks with the intensity of his concentration. Now hewasdoing in
his head what he had done with his body. His thoughts shot at different targets, abstractions,
conundrums, child’ s puzzles. He made up afew smple poems. Just as promptly, he forgot them.

That wasthefirst stage. He then put al these aside and lulled his body into deep withpranayama ,
breath control. When the hands and feet were pleasantly buzzing with the total relaxation of deep, he
thought of sexua pleasure. The body’ s breathing increased rapidly, but it remained adeep. The past few
days he had done this again and again, and found no sign of what he waslooking for. Hatred didn’t find
much purchasein a purely sexud response. On the other hand, he could not concentrate long on violent
impulses without waking himself up. He had to approach the issue at an angle, keeping theimmediate
impulse behind the screen.



It wasn't his purpose to meditate into a state of samadhi . He was purposefully keeping hisego dert, to
let himself explore certain parts of hismind hidden by wakefulness. They could be caled up by thinking
of certain functions. When he thought of duty and discipline, the musclesin his neck and upper back
tightened. Therewasliterdly atiff neck involved. If hethought of Annain anonsexua context, the top of
his head grew warm — a peaceful response — and he felt a pressure behind his eyes, which was
ambiguous.

Then, still calm, body adeep, he asked himsdlf particular questions and sought out their answers by pure
body response. Where had Masa s dagger nicked him on the last night of the world? On the inside of the
elbow. It ached briefly. He put the pain aside. Where had he landed when he' d fallen from arock pile as
aboy? Hisright rib cage chafed and ached. He continued until he’ d mapped most of hisbody’s memory
of past injuries.

The exerciseswere dl preparatory to assembling and posing afind series of questions, each very
complex. Hewas trying to know himself thoroughly before he embarked on thefina stage.

He' d had enough for one day. He concentrated on apoint, drifted onto ahigher level of uninvolved
awareness, then let himsdlf down at a chosen signa — the vibration of atoe.

After plucking afew vegetables from the garden, he went into the kitchen and prepared lunch for Anna
and himsalf. When she didn’t arrive, he ate his portion, placed hersin aholding unit, and went to find her.
The dome monitor couldn’t place her, so he went to the air lock. The lock light was on. He picked up a
radio and held the sgna button down.

“Hello,” she answered. “Get a unit and come outside. | want you to take alook at this.”

He dipped on a shoulder pack and cycled through the lock. The finder on the radio pointed hisdirection
for him. He put on glasses and saw her stlanding on the plain beside the Waunter probe.

When he merged hisfield with hers near the small vehicle, she said, “It’ s been looking at us. At the dome,
at least. Seethislittle diode? It glows when the probeis storing up data. Why isit still looking at us?’

“Maybeit’sjust started. We re only mgority owners, remember. The Waunters have aright to orbit and
land.”

“Of course. They're spying on us. We haven't looked at the recorders recently, and | haven't been
paying much attention to the night sky. I’'m not sureit’ s polite to orbit without telling us”

“Hardly amatter of etiquette,” Kawashitasaid. “Let’sgo look at the recorders.”
“| fed like pulling amuff over thething,” Annasaid. “But no senselooking for trouble.”
“When they want to talk, they’ Il cdll. Let’s go back to the dome.”
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Thirty-Seven

In the middle of the next day’ s meditation, he felt the touch of an answer. It vanished for amoment, then
came back with strength renewed. With every dow pulse of hisheart it brightened until the light hurt the
ingde of hishead. His breath quickened and his muscles ended their deep.

“NO!" he shouted.



The pain stopped, but the answer remained, like apiece of iron quenched in water, not luminous but
permanent. He uncrossed his legs and stood up, swinging his arms and shaking his head. He took deep
breaths to loosen up his protesting body, dragged too quickly from trance. The iron-hard answer put out
crystals and pointed to memories— father dapping his hands when he blamed another boy for asmall
house fire; mother crying for hours when he announced he was entering the military; schoolbookswith
talesfull of valor, brave death, God-descended history. Women — the nonfighters — are weak; it is
the triumph of man that heis built strong, so he can fight and die honorably, with calm precision
and no conscious cruelty, but without quarter, without relenting, willing to inflict death on himself
should he fail; forever concerned with status in society, face, honor, facing the honor of his
ancestors, willing to carry that honor into the future, a vehicle for glorious victory or expunged
death, for the honor of the Emperor-God, descendant of the Sun; with the precision of Buddha,
like a fierce warrior donning his armor, the armor is history, the sword is faith, the strength is his
year s of meticulous upbringing in the supremacy of society over self ...

The answer spread out like an iron snowflake, sending beautiful sharp bladesinto al corners of hismind,
each tip pointing and spearing memories, facts.

The end of Japanese history was the birth of the twentieth century in Japan. The slow, dull
plodding of the Japanese people was ended by a horror they had never known, the horror of their
own blindness and weakness. The blood-red sun rose over two cities; here was the new honor, the
new war, no wor se than the fire-death which shrank bodies into pugilistic dwarfsin Tokyo and
other cities, but more precise, Buddha-like, uncompromising.

Yet the revealed weakness was not a lack of fighting strength or honor, but the weakness of
clinging to all the old boats which had ferried the Japanese across so many rivers. Old
conceptions, old, enchanting myths, carried out by hand and sword, hand and gun, hand and
moder n technology, turned into blood and ash and bits of whitened bone sticking from smoking
darkness. Like a beast, the gorgeous past wrapped itself in silken folds, and when the outside
blood soaked through, it had taken so long the blood was mixed with their own ...

The answer would not be banished.
“| carried it withme,” hesad.

Thefirst impulse was overwhdming. If he' d had a blade handy, he would have killed himsdlf. Then he
stepped away from the mat on the grassin horror, staring &t it asif aghost was sitting there. “I’'ma
robot,” hesad. “Rigid.” He held hishandsto his head. The anguish was like an incineration. He had
thought the answer would bring relief, but now he faced an unacceptable, impossible solution that would
neither break gpart nor dissolve. It had come on him too swiftly to absorb piece by piece. All its barbs
were sunk deep, growing more complex with every heartbest.

Theinvisible presence on the mat waited for him. It wastoo old to chase after him, but now, shriveled
likeamummy, its eyeswere il bright. The frog-demon waited. “ Clockwork warrior, clockwork
leader,” he said, “battling adaughter with al of history built into her ... Sanity didn't have achance” He
felt achill and picked up hisrobeto warm him.

He had forgotten about the tapas. He picked up the palm-sized pad from the rock where he' d lft it.
“Reasoning mode,” he said. “ And speech.” The screen lighted. “Arguewithme,” he said.

“ State the argument, please.”

He told the machine about the hideous answer. The tapas hummed. “It is not customary for asmal unit to
ded with such complex issues. Y ou may refer to an augmented unit or connect this unit to an extension.”



He put the pad down and walked into the house, to Anna s room. She was napping soundly on the
deep-fidd. He found the suitcase-sized extension and carried it quietly back to the rock garden.

Connected, the pad hummed again, then listed the access numbers of banks it was going to consullt.
“Jugt arguewith me,” Kawashitasad. “Dissuade me.”

“Y ou fear being the dave of culturd tradition,” the tapas said.

“| fear being athing without will.”

“Butitisclear that dl living things are bound by guidelines, some of which may not be crossed without
great effort.”

“What guiddines?’

“Without tecto surgery, a human may not have three arms. Without juvenates, ahuman may not live more
than two hundred years.”

“ And the boundaries of the mind?’

“Large, but they exist. A human has more difficulty conceiving of warp technology than a Crocerian does.
But al of these boundaries may be overcome. Humans refer the problems of visudizing higher spacesto
their machines. The more choices one has, the more freedom to choose — and human extensions such as
this unit were designed to expand those choices.”

“But does my culture limit me? Was my heritage the cause of the evil things | dlowed to happen, the evil |
mysdlf caused?’

“It isnot thetaent of thisunit to know individual humans and their character. But if the problem isput as
atheoretical —’

“Doit,” Kawashitasad.
“Thenitispossible your actions were determined by prior culturd conditioning.”

“But | won't accept lack of persond responsbility. That'saworse Sn— giving in to that answer — than
my origind crimes.”

“Explan”

“I refuse to blame the beauties of my heritage for thethings| did! Or for the things any Japanese has
done.”

“Thereis something in every heritage, every philosophy, that rendersit useless before certain problems.”
“I don't understand.”

“In time no philosophy or creed can prevent the commission of acts contrary to its sense. No creed is
detailed enough to cover dl the possibleinterpretations that can be made. Thus, Chritianity brought
more swords than peace, Buddhism unleashed more wars than contemplations, and the worst of any
creed has been magnified. More examples can be given. Thetrait doesn’'t end with humans. Living beings
are too complex to be encompassed by any single set of rules.”

“But why do men choose to be perverse? Why are some week, others strong? Why did | fail?”



“Thisunit is specificaly enjoined againg attempting further answers.”
Kawashitastammered for amoment. He d never heard atapas refuse to answer. “What enjoinsyou?’

“Thisunit sensesthe upseat state of the questioner and suggests he speak with another human. Thisunitis
specificaly enjoined againg acting asapsychiatrist.”

Kawashita clenched hisfistsand lifted them in fury. “1 don’t request psychiatric help! | just want to know
why we do the thingswe do!” The tapas hummed. “Damn you, don't lock up on me! I’ll put the question
differently ...” But no matter how he phrased it, the tapas merely hummed. He picked up the pad and
attached case and sivung them againgt awall. “ Damn dl these things,” he muttered in Japanese, shoulders
stooped, arms hanging at hissides. “ All my learning. Nothing has helped me. Half-answers ... | don’t
even know the proper questions.” He held one hand to hisforehead, pam to skin, and leaned his head
back. “1 have to go to the source,” he said. “ Thekami . They must know.” His hand came away damp
with swest.

Outsde, the day sky was up in the dome. He could see afew stars even so, and the moving point of the
Waunters ship — but it was amachine' sinterpretation. Somewhere sensors were relaying the heaven's
patterns. Wherever thekami had gone, they might il try to reach him, to explain. And he wouldn’t have
their answersinterpreted by machines. The damned thingswould dl lock up on him at the crucia
moment.

He picked up abox and stuffed afew provisonsinto it — apiece of fruit from the garden, some
vegetables |eft over from dinner the night before, ahandful of cooked rice. He carried the box under one
arm, crossing the compound to the gate in the stcone wall. He swung the gate wide. Behind him something
started beeping, and voi ces spoke throughout the house.

It wasimportant to ask his questions outside. He ran across the lawn and through the young forest, under
the peristyle roof to theair lock.

“Open,” he ordered. The door siwvung wide and he stepped into the chamber. “ Cycle.”

“This unit cannot cycle unless the occupants are adequately protected by environment packages or suits.”
“Cycléel | gavean order!”

“Thisunit—"

He ran outside and picked up a stone, then returned to the lock and hammered at the light, which
indicated avox mechanismwasworking. “Let ... me... out ... now!” Therock smashed the light, but
theair lock stayed closed.

“Y oshio!” someone cdled.

Heignored it. He was kicking the door with the Sdes of his bare feet, bruising them and splitting the skin,
when Nestor ran up, her gown swirling. “Y oshio! Stop, please stop!” She grabbed at him, and he turned
to her, glaring.

“Youdl try to sop me. Everything ismideading, fouling my mind! Impure! All the progress, al the
learning, makes my brain rot with disgust!”

Nestor backed off. “Med unit,” she said. Y oshio returned to kicking the lock door. “It won't let you out
unlessyou put on asuit,” she said. “Where do you want to go?’



“Out to speek,” he said. “Everything ssopsme.”

“You'rejust forgetting, there’snot much air outside. Y ou can't ask questionsif there sno air to breathe.
Nothing will hear you, and you'll die anyway before you get an answer. Who are you going to ask?’

“Thekami , the stars.”
“Then it'sbest to use atrangmitter, don’t you think? Reach them much quicker, wherever they are.”
Kawashitalooked at her sadly. “Anng,” hesaid. “It' sal going wrong.”

“I' know, | know.” She wiped tears from her eyes. “1t's been too much. Y ou asked too much of
yourself.”

“Never too much! I'mawarrior !” He pushed away from the hatch and tried to kick the hatch again, but
lost his balance and fell to the floor with asickening jolt. “1 am not week, | make up my own mind. I'm
anindividua, and | candowhat | will ...” hesaidin harsh gasps. Helifted hishead up, then let it fall
back.

“MED UNIT!” Annascreamed. The sphere and two cubes floated up. “ Don’'t make him deep, don't
impair CNS, just cdm him down.”

When they were done, Y oshio stared at nothing, hislips moving. His eyesfocused on Anna, and he
gmiled a her faintly. “My love,” hesaid. “All that | love, dl that | believe.” The cubes dropped armsand
gently lifted him back to the house.
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Thirty-Eight

On the fourth day of orbit the circling hawk decided to come down. Anna stood outside the dome,
watching the lander’ s star fdll, then grow larger and rise, then seem to sit motionlessin the sky. It was
describing agraceful curve, getting brighter every second. The last few ingtants of itsflight it seemed to
burn, plunging toward the concrete, leaving atrail of cloud and glowing air. It touched down gently asa
feather.

She seded the air lock and walked under the peristyle roof into the light of dome day. Her hand reached
down to the sgnaing sensors and flipped off the darm. In the house Kawashita sat on a cushion, looking
out the open doors at the rock garden. “They’re down,” she said. “How do you fed?’

“Better,” heanswered. “I’'m sorry —’

“Y ou' ve dready apologized twice. That's enough. And nothing to apologize for, unlessyou say it to your
foot, or your ankle, or the lump on your skull.”

“Youareangry.”

“I am. Not at you — not just a you, anyway. At everything. ThePeloros won't be back for aweek.
Until then, we're stuck. No way out, andthem outside.”

“Y ou worry about the Waunters?’

“| don’'t know. They didn’t answer our transmissions, didn’t even send notice to our orbit sensors.”



“Perhapstheir shipisn't equipped to send.”
“Ligeners? Don’t beslly.”
“Sowewait.”

“I'm sck of waiting. Waiting for you to findly crack up, feding my back tingle every time | wonder if
they’ ve landed or not sick of not knowing why I’m so anxious.”

“I have abused you,” Kawashita said. “ Expected too much from you.”

“Shit,” Annasaid. “I’marock asfar asthat goes, but | havetheright to beirritated, don’t 1?1 don't like
seeing your goddamned quest tear you apart. Save me from saints and revolutionaries!”

Kawashita stood and flexed hislegsin the shaft of light coming through the doors. “I am cam now. It
won't happen again. | didn’t know | could be dangerous.”

Nestor held her hand to her mouth and bit lightly at her knuckles. “1’m glad to hear it' sover,” she said.
“You d gart me biting my nailsagan.”

“I don't think it sover, but | won't be violent again. | think | ssewhy | call the Perfidisanskami. They
can't belike you and me, not like the Aighors, the Crocerians. They’ re something e'se, in another

category.”

“I won't dispute that. If anyone has aright to atheory, you do. But how are you going to face yourself? |
mean, that’ swhat you' ve been after, isn't it?’

“I can face mysalf without knowing al the answers. I'm not the one to know — but the Perfidisans, they
know for me.”

Annasat down and held both handsin her lap. “ Are you done here?’

Kawashitasmiled. “Poor restless Anna. Anxiousto get on with things.”

“Wel?

“Y es. We can go wherever we want. They aren’t here anymore.”

Shetook a deep breath. “We both took risks,” she said. “I'm surprised we madeit thisfar.”

The radio chimed and they went into the equipment shed to answer it. “This unit has amessage from Alae
and Oomalo Waunter,” the device said. “ They request permission to visit and talk.”

“It'sdomedtic,” Kawashitasaid, grinning & her. “They’ ve cometo vist.”

“They' re not the casua type. But | suppose we' re obliged to talk to them. I’ll answer,” shetold the unit.
“Nestor here. What can we do for you?’

“Greetings, madam. Thisis Oomao Waunter. We ve come to discuss transferring deed to our share of
the planet’ s profits. When can we meet with you?’

“Whenever you wish, Mr. Waunter. We have no set schedules here.”

“Then my wifeand | will be a the dome entrance in an hour. We have to store our probe first — forgot it
intherushlagt time”



“Weawait.” She switched the radio off and shook her head. “Who the hell would buy aten-percent
share of eventud profitsfor this place?’

“A foal, or afar-sghted speculator. We re inviting them insde?’

“We ll tak for an hour — that should be enough — then show them out. They’ re not my favorite
people.”

|Go to Contents |

Thirty-Nine

“It’ s beautiful — redly remarkable, what you' ve done here,” Oomalo Waunter said. Hiswife agreed
with anod and tight smile,

“Thank you,” Annasaid. “It passesthetime. My husband is deeping now. He had abad fal yesterday.”
“Oh?" Aleesaid.

“So I'll conduct the business. There satable under the treg” — she pointed — “and it’ s very pleasant to
gtintheshade”

“Do you have an affidavit from Mr. Kawashita stating you' re empowered to conduct his business?’
Oomalo asked. Annadidn’'t show aglimmer of irritation.

“Ashiswife, I'm legaly empowered without any affidavit, so long as he gives recorded and witnessed
goprova beforefind dispensation.”

“Of course”
“So — what are the circumstances?”’

“We plan to settle down on acolony world, sell the ship, sell our holdings here— isthisbeing
recorded?’

“Of coursenot,” Annalied.

“We don't want certain people to be ableto trace us,” Alae said. Oomao’s grin shifted anotch, but he
held it firm and continued. “We need to build up enough capital to see usthrough the next couple of
centuries. We're not Abstainers, you know, so we have to make our plans way ahead of time.”

“l see” Annasaid. “ Do you have abuyer?’

“The purchasers wish to remain anonymous. We' Il represent their concerns until the dedl isfind.”
“What' sthebid?’

“We renot a liberty to discuss that with you. They’re quite interested, however.”

“I can't consent to the deal until 1 know who the purchaser is, and what’ sbeing bid.”

“Y ou can't interfere with our attempt to sell,” Alae said, cocking her head to one side, eyeswide.

“It seemsthe provisions of the contract conflict here—" Oomal o began.



“No,” Annasaid camly, “not at dl. Read it carefully. Mgority holder hastheright to approve any
changesin ownership which might affect his holdings. We can't interfere with your attempt to set up a
ded — but if you want any sdeto go through Centrum files, we must know the particulars. W€ ll be
circumspect, of course.”

Alae sghed withiirritation. “Well,” Oomao said, “I think we can trust you. Hafkan Bestmerit isinterested
in buying our share”

“Very good,” Annasaid. “They'retough characters to negotiate with. And their bid?’

“Option of seven hillion, roydties of one degree, consderationsfor twelve million.”

“Morethan afair offer,” Annasaid. “1 doubt they’ Il make anything off the dedl. There snothing here.”
“I’'m not sure that’ s been determined yet,” Alae said sharply. Annashook her head.

“I"'m convinced, my husband is convinced. But if Hafkan Bestmerit isn't, that’ sdl to your advantage.”

“Fina word should come through in the next few days.” Oomalo took a deep breath and |ooked across
thelow hills. “It' sredlly quite pleasant here. We re having difficulties with someinsirumentsin our lander.
Do you have replacements for aDNG65 inertid guidance rotor?’

“Noneto spare,” Annasaid.
“How long before your ship returns?’
She caught hersdf before answering. “ Any time now.”

“Would it be possible to purchase one from your lander? 1’ m sure you have severa redundant
systems— but our craft ismuch older ...”

“Asl sad, noneto spare.”

“No lander,” Oomao said. “ Of course not. Where would you go? I’m being silly. But that putsusin a
fix. Without that rotor, we' d take a substantid risk trying to get back to the ship. | hope you won't mind
if we gtay here until your ship returns?If it'sno impodtion.”

Annatapped her fingers on the table, pausing before saying, “No. No imposition. We have asmall
building not far from here which should hold you comfortably.”

“Arethere any animals?’ Alae asked.
“Only insects. They won't bother you.”

“I think we' re a bit premature, approaching you before everything isworked out. But we expected to
receive the transmission on theway. If Alae could get some of our things from the lander, we' Il take
advantage of your hospitaity and rest for awhile. Then, may we cook you dinner? I’ m sure your
foodstuffs are preferable to our own — but I'm afair cook, and Alae does wonderful thingswith
hydroponic materias.”

“Of course” Annasaid. Shefollowed them to the air lock and stood talking with Oomao while hiswife
walked back to the lander. The man was too smooth, too relaxed. He made her nervous. His calmness
didn’t seem to have the same source as her own — amask used while conducting business. The business
seemed to mean very littleto him.



“She' s coming back now,” Waunter said, watching the outer haich light comeon. “Thisisredly very kind
of you. WEe re used to much bigger spacesthan alander affords.”

“Not at al. I’'m sure you have lotsto tell us— stories about your experiences, how you found the planet
deserted ... keep usvery entertained.”

What would she carry in the luggage? Was there any way to detect it? Thelock sensors— but not with
Oomalo watching. Why was she worried?Calm. If they were planning, it was best to appear

unsuspecting.

“WEe re not very used to company ourselves,” Oomalo was saying. “Living alonefor so many years. |
can adjust, but my wife may not react in the most acceptable manner.” He smiled. Hissmile, Anna
thought, was redlly quite genuine and warm. When it wasn't used, however, Oomalo’ sface became a
waxy blank, eyes bright and observing but somehow insulated.

Alae stood in the lock. She was carrying acloth travel bag. “Just afew things. We won't be herelong.”

Y oshio met them on the path to the compound. He was dressed in blue coverals and carried a piece of
paper on which he drew curved and straight lines. He held up his scriber in greeting and shook Alag's
hand, nodding to Oomalo. “Welcome back,” he said. “1 trust things have gone well for you.”

Alae shrugged. “We dtill haveto sdll out.”

“We were used to having one employer and steady work,” Oomalo explained. “We were fred ancers
only technically ... and theredlity, so soon, was hard for awhile. But we' re getting by. Aren't we,
Alee?’

The woman nodded, looking between Kawashitaand Nestor. Annaingtinctively turned to see what she
was staring at — nothing but ahedgerow. A smdl shiver wriggled up her back. “They’ re staying for
dinner,” shesaid.

The med was highly spiced, not to Anna staste. Kawashita ate it without comment. He said very little.
The dome evening settled onto the open patio.

Oomd o dominated the evening' stalk. Annathought his quest for hidden artifacts on the Aighor ship was
compulsive, but shelistened intently to his description of the old guidance systems and computers.

Alae sat as quiet as Kawashita, face expressionless. Everything was cordia, but Anna could not relax.

She escorted the Waunters to their shed, followed afew yards behind by Kawashita, who still clutched
his piece of paper and scriber.

On theway back to the house, she cursed softly. “We haven't gotanything ,” she said. “No weapons,
no escape ... damn!”

“Y ou're worried about them. Why?’

“Their story falls gpart every time | come closeto it. Who would buy this place? Certainly not the Hafkan
Bestmerit negotiators. If they were interested, they’ d contact us first — money is no object to them, since
most don't use it the way we do, anyway. So | ask myself why the Waunters are here, and — | don't
know! I’ ve told them the ship will be back any time now, but they know we re done here. We need
something — the garden tools, something from the shed. A cutter.”

Kawashita had his hand to his head and frowned. “Y es. Onefor each of us.”



“What' sthe matter?’
“Thebruise”

“Do you want amed unit?’

“No. Just athrob. It's gone now.”

“Toolsfrom the shed. Two cutters — anything more powerful ? Can we remove the torches from the
welders? No. Power supply istoo big. Anything ese?

He shook his head.

“And let’snot get separated while they’ re here. We should stay within sight of each other at al times.
Let’'sgo into the garden.” Hefollowed and stood in the cricket-filled dusk while she rummeaged in the
shed. “Carry itin your pocket,” she said as she came out. She showed him how to collapse the handle of
the pistol-shaped tool.

“When it sfolded, it won't work. To unfold it, push this button, and to release the safety, push again. I'm
going to do something illega here. Donatien taught me thisalong time ago, dong with genera lessonsin
dirty fighting. When the handle is partidly collapsed, agap appears between the upper grip and the

body — here, see? There’ sasmall brain in the cutter which decides whether or not activating the tool
will harm an animdl. If it thinksit will, the cutter shuts down temporarily. The sensor wiresare on one Sde
of the gap — but if we cut them, it just deactivates the whole tool. We can, however, smash the brain
with ashort blade.” Shetook out a pocket knife and performed the operation on both cutters.

“Now look. My cutter ison, st to threeinches. I'm going to dice my finger abit.” The glowing field
nudged her index finger and drew adrop of blood. “It’ Il extend to twenty feet and cut flesh down to
bone — but it won't cut through bone. It'sasmall garden tool, not set for anything tougher than awood
stem. So aim at someone' sthroat, or the abdomen, and remember — thefield isrigid. It extends across
twenty feet, but it’ll take quite aswing to cut anything at the extreme end. It' s best at edge-cutting, and
not very good at puncturing.”

Kawashitafolded the dtered cutter and put it in his pocket.
“Promisemeyou'll be careful,” Annasaid.

“Everything will befine” He smiled.

“Areyoufedingdl right?’

“Not super, but I'll do.” He walked back to the house, moving dowly from side to side on the path. He
stopped once and bent to pick ahandful of rye grass, sniffing it.

“Why give lessonsto an old warrior?’ she asked hersdlf doud. “He sthe one should be lecturingme. ”
But something was gill wrong with him. She shook her head. Holding the cuitter tightly, she swung around
on impulse and activated the fidld. She swept through arow of irises, cleanly severing the purple flowers.
Then shefolded the tool and put it in her waist pocket, checking to seeif it made abulge. The outside
didn’'t look much different from atapas.

Later, in her degp-fidd, with Kawashitain alotus position on his mattress, she closed her eyesand tried
to relax. It was possible she was being too jumpy. Their excusesfor getting into the dome were on the
edge of believahility, and Alae had opened her bag wide enough severa timesfor Annato see there were
no large weagponsin it. But aperastent voice said,Knife ...wire ...don’t let themnear ...



Still, it was business. She' d conducted busi ness before under worse circumstances.

The house and compound were surrounded by sensor nets. For the moment they were secure. Sherolled
over and looked at Kawashita. He was drawing on his piece of paper again — straight lines, curves,
squiggles. Therewasacirclein the middle of the page, and dl the linesradiated fromit. “What are you
drawing?’ she asked.

“Wherewe haven't been,” he said.

She nodded and lay on her back. A kind of numbness crept over her. Who was crazier, Y oshio or
hersdf?

In the morning the communications equipment announced a message from thePeloros. Annalisened to it
before waking Kawashita, who had stayed up far into the night. As she bent over to shake him, hiseyes
came open and he stared at her. Hiswhole body had tensed as she approached. Now he grinned and
relaxed. “What wasthat al about?’ she asked.

“Alert,” hesad. “Youtdl meto be aware.”

“WEe re okay in the house, done. The ship saysit’ll be herein three days. Are you willing to leave by
then?’

Y oshio scowled and looked at his paper. “I don't know,” he said. “ Perhaps. But | have to go outside
with the cart firg.”

“Okay. WE Il take the Waunters with us— can’t leave them in here done. A group journey.”
“No,” hesaid.
“I don’t trust them anywhere but in their lander, or right with us.”

“I have no fear of them, but | should not be disturbed by too many people. One can come— | will
watch out for mysdlf.”

“We shouldn’t separate,” Annasaid doggedly. “Don’t you understand?’

“Y ou underestimate me,” Kawashita said, sitting up and putting on hisrobe. “I dept with one eye open
for many years, remember?’

“Y ou haven't been feding well.”

“I'll admit that. But I'm il dert. And I’'m much closer to figuring out the puzzle.”
“The paths?’

“Yes Stetidtics, digtributions.”

“| don’'t seewhat you're after.”

“You'll understand.”

The compound sensors announced intruders. Annawent into the rock garden to meet them and offer
breskfast, and Y oshio came out in coverdls. The med was quigt, lessrelaxed than the night before. Alae
commented on the garden’ s precison. “I admire asolid view of things,” she said softly. “Thingsin their
place, dl’sright inthemind.”



“Japanese tradition,” Annasaid. “ Tranquility of the surroundings, tranquil thoughts.”
“Yes. | canseethat,” Alaesaid. “ Certainties.”

“We were wondering what it’ sliketo live here,” Oomalo said. “ Thisisn't exactly achoiceworld — | say
that despite our sharein it — and surely both of you have lived in better surroundings. Yoshiolivedina
better time, and Anna..... well.” He smiled.

“It’ sinteresting. We re dways coming up with surprises,” Y ashio said.
“Oh?" Alaelooked up.

“Annahasfound she doesn’t like going out after dark.”

“You wereabit upset, too,” Annasaid.

“We both fed the pressure of something unidentifiable outside. Ghosts, perhaps? At any rate, thereé sa
lot more than meets the eye, and when the dark takes away the eye’ sdominion, it becomes more
obvious”

“Y ou think there are artifacts?’ Oomalo asked. Alae s face became animated, and she followed her
husband’ s question with asilent movement of her lips.

Kawashitashook his head. “ Probably not. Everything has been searched, and the Perfidisians were too
thorough. But, like you and your ship,” he looked at Oomalo, “I can't quite give up hoping.”

“Look at dl of us” Alae said. “Spending our lives chasing after the garbage of the past. Wasted
information, wasted debris ... very foolish. No certainty at al, no neatness even.”

Annawas gartled by the woman’'s concise evauation. “A syndrome,” she said, nodding in agreement.
“Shdl weinvent anamefor it?’

“I think Y oshio and | would disagree with you women,” Oomao said. “It addsrichnesstolife ... an
expectation. The potentia of discovery iswhat keepsall good people working.”

“Still, it' scrazy,” Kawashita admitted. Hisfingersfolded and unfolded the piece of paper. Oomao
dropped his glance every time the drawing was fully revealed, examining it closdy. “1 am going for a
walk,” the Japanese said, standing up suddenly. Anna started to say something, but closed her mouth and
clenched her teeth.

“Outside?’ Alae asked.

“ Something has occurred to me,” he continued.

“What'sthat?’ Oomalo asked.

“I'm not certain. Anna, will you come with me?’

“We d better stay in here.”

“Nonsense, the wegather’ sfine outside,” Oomalo said. “ Do you need company?’

“No,” Kawashitasaid. Annatried to catch his gaze but couldn’t. A sharp taste began at the back of her
throat.



“I'll goaong,” she said.

“There are some questions I’ d like to ask, things we might decide more easily if we had some quiet,”
Oomalo said to her. * Alae has preparations to make on the lander, and we could —"

“Areyoutaking acart?’ Alae asked Kawashita. “Perhaps| could hitch aride.”

“I think we' d better stay here, dl of us,” Annasaid.

“Why?" Alae asked sharply.

“We can get the negotiations done more quickly,” Annasaid lamely.

“I'll ride out with your husband and walk back. We can talk just an hour or so from now.”

Annafdt like shouting but kept her outward cam. Thiswastoo pat, too obvious ... and yet, unless she
ddiberately accused them of planning foul play — and perhaps forced their hand, made them even more
dangerous — she had no argument worth voicing. And if her fears were groundless, she'd be afoal,
accused of inhospitdity at the very least. That might be a perfectly reasonable exchange for safety. But
her suspicions couldn’t override her caution. Thismorning Y oshio had demonstrated that he was aert,
capable. He could probably handle Alae without trouble, and she was evenly matched against Oomalo.

Re uctantly, she watched Kawashitaand Alae walk to the peristyle. Oomao sat in his chair, finishing the
lagt of aglassof freshjuice. “Thisisvery good,” he sad, licking hislips. “ Quite refreshing.”

|Go to Contents |

Forty

Kawashita said nothing to the woman beside him on the cart. He was concentrating on steering. When he
triedtoturnitinonedirection ...

He forgot making the effort. But now something was lingering behind the erased memory. Somewherea
persuasive force was weskening. Hetried to turn the cart aside again and felt atug in hishead, directing
him to another course. The tug was more obvious as they approached the Waunters' lander. “What' sthe
matter?’ Alae asked.

“Something’ swrong.”

“Can| hdp?’

“I can only go acertain number of ways.”

“What do you mean?’

“Something limits our pathways, stops us from going off given courses.”
“But theré snothing here.”

He held up his hand and motioned for her to take the whedl. She did so, the cart sped up again, and she
maneuvered it back and forth. “Goes any way | want it to,” she said.

Kawashita shook his head, irritated. “But you aren’t pulling it whereitshouldn’t go. Try ... here.”
They both forgot. He shook his head to clear it. Alae stared ahead asif nothing had happened. “What?’



she asked.
“We'rehere)” hesad, indicating the lander. “1 must go farther.”

“If it ssoimportant, | can go with you.” She was clearly as excited ashewas, but it seemed for different
reasons. He was in too much of a hurry to argue. He spun the cart around and set it on automatic pilot,
then examined his chart. When he snapped out of thelull of forgetfulness again, the paper was on the
floor of the cart, dmogt faling out. He bent to pick it up. Their direction had changed, but he wasn't sure
how. Hedidn't try to change the cart’ s course again until they were six kilometers from the dome. This
time he digtinctly remembered giving the order to hisarm musclesto turn the whedl. And he remembered
thearmsrefusng. He dammed the cart to ahalt. Alae dmost fell out, curang. Something clattered by the
edge of the seat cushion, but he didn’t ook to seewhat it was.

Alaedid. Shewasfrightened by hisirrationa behavior. When he stepped out of the cart, she did, too.
Their environment fields separated with afaintplop . Then she saw the folded cutter on the floor of the
cart. Shepicked it up, adjusted it, and nicked her finger accidentally. She swore, too low for Kawashita
to hear.

If the cart wouldn't turn, he reasoned, something wasin itsway. If he stepped from the desired path, he
would encounter whatever the obstacle was.

He held out his hands. Sweat broke out on his forehead. Whatever the persuasive force was, it was
weakening. Just as the weather machines had weakened and collgpsed, just asthe environment in the
dome had findly given out, alast device wasfading.

Alaewatched him with dismay. He was acting like amadman. Or he wastrying aruse on her, to catch
her off guard. “ Yes,” she said to hersdlf, “kill me, get rid of both of us.” Sheturned to look at the dome.
She wanted to warn Oomalo, but it wastoo late.
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Forty-One

It wasdl out in the open now. “What are we going to do, then?’ Nestor asked.

“Bemoredirect, | hope,” Oomao said. “I"d like both of you to accompany usin the lander. It' ssilly
wadting your time. Y ou’ re such apowerful and intelligent woman — slly wasting dl that here. Neither of
you wantsto giveit al up— your lives, everything, for this stupid world.”

“What' Il happen in the lander?’

“My wife and your husband will be there. We' redl partnersin thisventure. Y ou'vetried to hide
something, but we know now, and we' |l just teke our fair share.”

Annalooked for some sign of insanity in the man but couldn’t find any. Hewascadm, rationd, and
seemed to befollowing aplan.

“I don't know what the hdll you' re talking about.”

“We have good evidence you' ve found artifacts here. We intend to get our share of the sale of any such
finds. That'slegd. We re prepared to use dightly illega means, however, to convince you.”

“Legd orillegd, | don't know what you' re talking about. We haven't found anything here since the first



landings. Who' s been telling you these lies?’

“That doesn’t matter now. Alae—"

“What' s she doing to Y ashio? Have you got something planned?’
“Things are working out fine asthey are. Y our husband is strange.”
Annalaughed.

“We're serious. Welost just about everything we va ued when this place turned into abust. We have
nothing moreto lose, and alot more to gain. We re taking you back to our ship.” Hereached into his
collar and drew out atiny diver of slvery metd.

“What' sthat?’

“It's Crocerian. Our employers— our original employers— provided them in case we should get in
trouble at our post. The Aighor ship wasn't alowed to have registered weapons. We weren't rich
enough to have afew rulings reversed. These will do, however. Alae hasone.”

“Yoshioisn't well — hetook afal severd daysago.”
“We have med units on the ship.”

Annashook her head. “1 don't believethis” shesaid. “Y ou're everything | thought you' d be. Everything!
| shouldn’'t have even let you land.”

“We were prepared for that, too.”
“What will you do when my ship findswe re gone? Hold us for ransom?’

“No. They won't know where you are, and we won't tell them. We'll just keep you until you tell uswhat
you' ve found, and make a recorded confession.”

“We haven't foundanything !” Anna shouted.Oomalo brought up the diver.

“Becdm,” hesaid. “I’'m calm. Nothing will go wrong.” He pointed to the peristyle and the air lock.
“We Il put on environment packs and walk to the lander. Let go.”
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Forty-Two

Kawashitafaced the unseen barrier with afrown. He placed one hand on apparently empty air and
pushed.

“What are you doing?’ Alae asked. She stood five paces behind him, fingering the cutter.

Hedidn't answer. He backed away and felt the pressure stop. Theillusion, the restraints, were dowly
letting up. Two days ago none of them could have even considered leaving the assigned pathways. Now,
with an effort of will, at least he could do so. He squinted and saw afew patches of fog.

“See anything?’ he asked.

“Nothing. What are you doing?’



“There sawal or building here. We can't seeit. But something is changing. If | concentrate, | can seeit
alitlteand fed it.”

“Who are you trying to fool ?' Y ou knew there was something here, you knew it the day we met. Y ou
planned it al from the beginning, to keep us out, keep us away from what we deserve, And then you arm
yourself to kill us.” Shedidn’t bother to remove the diver from her collar. She extended the cutter’ sfield.

Kawashitalooked over his shoulder at her and fdlt the dice across hisarm. He held his hand againgt the
blood and winced at the searing pain. He forced his watering eyes open and stepped back against the
invigblewall. Alae gritted her teeth and moved into finish her work.
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Forty-Three

They stood inthe air lock, Oomalo behind her, waiting for the cycle to complete. Their fidlds came on
smultaneoudy.

“Out,” he said. They walked away from the dome.

At first the ground looked like it was covered by mist. Then the mist began to rise, filled with captured
ranbows, forming walls, then buildings, then blocking their view of thelander. A city rose around them,
ancient and decrepit, walls collapsed, rubble scattered. Oomalo twirled around and shouted something.
Annashut her eyesfor amoment and reached into her pocket. He was facing away from her as she
extended the field and cut the back of his hand. The diver dropped. He screamed and rushed to merge
their envel opes. The second swipe caught him in the neck, and he swayed, then went down, clutching at
the gash, taking the cutting tool with him.

She garted screaming and cdling Y oshio’' sname.

|Go to Contents |

Forty-Four

Record of Yoshio Kawashita. Impounded in the Archives of Anna Sigrid Nestor. Not for release
until A.D. 2600.

Transcription of all-body record:

The pain and darkness are complete. He is on his back, staring at the dark blue sky, watching stars move
and fal one by one, then return. Like universes dying and being born. Then the images steady and the
pain subsides. “Hello,” Yoshio says. “Whereis she? What did she do to me?’

He thinks he hears somebody speaking, but he can't see anyone around him. He can’t see the woman
who cut him. He can see a spreading pool of blood, and fed abitter tastein his mouth, and hear the
voice— and there are buildings al around — but nothing makes any sense.

Then hishearing clears.
“Who would you have us be? We did not judge, only studied.”
“What?’



“Your reactions told us what we needed to know.”
“Whereareyou?’

“We conclude our final experiment. You have been curious to know what we are and where we
come from. There is no need to conceal the answers now. We are not another species; we are not
even self-aware by your standards. We are simply 'agents’ created to represent another group of
beings. Only a few species will be able to survive the end of this universe and seed the next.”

“Have | been worthy?’ Kawashitaasks. “Why come back and tell me these things?’

“It is apparent that human beings represent no threat to our creators, our interests. You have
basic flaws which will prevent you from finishing in the competition. You will attempt to create
your own agent, but you won'’t understand why, or the functions it must serve, and you will
destroy it. Knowing this, we have no further curiosity. You have done well in your thoughts and
researches. No more could have been expected, for your circumstances were extraordinary. Itis
unfortunate that your very nature as a human being has prevented you from reaching your goal.
But full understanding is a thing granted to few species, much less individuals.

“The Perfidisans have never been. Now even ther illuson passeson.”

The sarsfade and fall again. He sits quiet, lipsworking. “Notkami ,” he says. “Y ou took me, you
needed meto fail, to make the experiment fulfill ... | wasnot wanting! | was not failing. Everything

possible...”
He closes his eyes, takes adeep, shuddering breath, and opens them again.

“But you arewrong,” hesays. “Very, verywrong .” He takes out the tapas and tries to smash it on the
concrete. After three swings, the recording stops, but not because he has damaged the machine.
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Forty-Five

Jason DiNovaleaned over the body of Oomao Waunter and shook his head. “My God, what happened
here?’ he whispered. The man’s neck had amost been cut through. He picked up the dender piece of
metal near Waunter's hand and examined it.

“What'sthat?’ Kondrashef asked.
“A Crocerian weapon. lllegd, | think.”
“What were they trying to do?’

“Kill Anna. They must havetried to kill her.” DiNovalooked at the dome entrance, then at the
surrounding ruins. “I don’t believe dl this”

Oliphant' s voice came over the radio in Kondrashef’ s environment pack. “We vefound Anna We need
amedica unit and transport.”

“Isshe hurt?” DiNova asked, standing beside the bodly.

“Not physicaly, no. But she' shdf out of her mind. Keeps caling for Alae Waunter. She found
Kawashita—"



“How ishe?”

“Dead,” Oliphant said. “ Somebody killed him with an dtered cutting tool.”
“Why?" DiNova asked, dazed.

“Two crazy independents,” Kondrashef said.

They brought the medica unit and a second cart out of the dome and followed a clear stretch between
the ruins. Kondrashef helped pick up Kawashita sbody and put it in the back. The medica unit floated
ahead.

Oliphant stood by Anna Nestor. She was clutching atapas pad, silent, looking at the ground. DiNova
joined them and urged Annato return to the ship as soon as possible. She walked away without
argument, climbing into the cart, reaching out to touch the bag that held her husband.

“We ve got to find Alae Waunter,” DiNovatold Oliphant.

“Not atrace of her,” the young officer said. “I’ ve had two men with sensors out tracking for an hour,
ever sncewe arived. Nothing.”

“What about the buildings? Where did they come from?’

Oliphant shrugged. “ They must have been here al thetime. They’ re stripped, nothing but extrusions of
the concrete.”

DiNova shook hishead, not for the last time that day. “I don't believe dl this”
Addendum to thisrecord:

“Y oshio, I'm ninety now. Sixty-one years |’ ve been coming to this planet, once ayesar, to vist you. | ill
think about you ... about what you found. Theywere wrong, you know. Y ou were proof by example.
They left us nothing but the old shells of abandoned laboratories, where they must have examined millions
of others, asthey did you — for how many millions of years? We may never know.

“But they werewrong. If it takesmy wholelife, I'll prove them wrong. | vow thiseach time | visit you.
Weéll, | haven't found them yet. But in the end, when al is said and done, we' Il meet them on equa
ground. And I hope we still know how to sneer.

“I think they’re fill around. Y ou knew they were. But my adviserslook upon that view as unworthy of
comment. Old, rusty Anna gtill ticking over about past grief. No matter.

“Dear Yoshio, eachtime... You' ve got mecrying again. | missyou very, very much. I’ ve put apiece of
ribbon in your shrine. Y ou arekami to me now.

“And every day | say "'Hello!’ ”
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