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Prologue

When Buddha transmitted our practice to Maha Kashyapa he just picked up aflower withasm
Only Maha Kashyapa understood what meant. No one else there understood. We do not know i
iIsahistorical event or not-but it means something ..

Shunryu Suzuki-roshi

ZEN MIND, BEGINNER'S-MIND (italics added)

| always danced.

Like all babies | was born kicking; | just never stopped. All during my childhood it was that wa
the 1980s Gambier Island had a permanent population of about sixty, which no more than doubl
the summer but it sure had alot of theatres, with proscenium stages. The garden, the livingroom
certain clearing in the woods near Aunt Anyasplace. . . | danced inthem al, and most of al in
room with the door closed. Sometimes there was thunderous applause; sometimes | danced for
one but myself; sometimes for intimate friends who vanished at a knock on the door. | remembe
clearly the moment | first understood that dancing was what | was going to do with my life.

Near sunset in late summer, 1985. Dinner and chores finished. My feet tickled. | told Dad wher
was going, avoided Mom, and slipped out through the shed without banging the door. It was a
kilometer and a half to the government wharf. The afternoon had been warm and wet-wet enougt
thought, to keep most of our neighbors indoors, and most boats at anchor. As| came over thel
crest of the road and started down to the wharf | saw | wasright: | had the place to myself.

| began to run down the hill, kicking off my shoes and tossing m jacket to the side of the road.
the far end of the wharf | slowed and carefully descended the swaying gangway to the big dock-
down at water level. | turned halfway down and scanned the shoreline one more time to be sure.
onein sight. | circled around the boathouse at the foot of the gangway. The boathouse cut off s
of the land; there was nothing but me and the sea and the idands in the distance, grey-green



mountains rising from the water. The water was highlit with sparkles of colour from the sun settis
behind me over the forest. A warm mist came and went, invisibly. Even dry clothes are a nuisan«
when you dance. My clothes went under the rowboat that lay turtle-backed against the boathous
Thefloat's surface was rough enough for safe footing when wet, but soft enough for bare feet.

| turned my back to the land and faced the sea. There are bigger theatres, but not on Earth. My
parents were unreconstructed hippies, quasi-Buddhist; for their sake | bowed to the sea. . . ther
waved to it for my own: the sober, dignified wave a serious artist gives her public when sheis el
yearsold. A passing gave gull my cue. Ladies and gentlemen, Rain McLeod! The music swellec

I've become too sophisticated to remember the steps | improvised. They must have been some
mutant amalgamation of what | thought ballet was, and al the Other Kinds of dance I'd felt in my
body but had no names for then. Nomenclature doesn't matter to an eleven-year-old: | danced, &
what was in my heart came out my limbs and torso. I've wished since that | could still dance like
but I've lost the necessary ignorance. | do remember that | was very happy. Complete.

Someone in the back row coughed-

Zalophus Californianus. A sealion. Distinguished from harbor seals, even at that distance, by
distinct ears. Passing Gambier on his way back home from a day of raiding. Fishermen hate sea
lions, call them pirates of the sea. They'll take one bite from each fish in your net, spoiling the wt
catch . . . then leave with the best one, waving it at you mockingly asthey go. | aways secretly |i
them.

They always danced: so it seemed to me. Drama and tragedy in the water; slapstick comedy w
they were on land. He was perhaps fifty meters due east of the dock, treading water and staring
me. He coughed again, sounding very much like Grandfather.

| didn't let him interrupt me. | worked afriendly hello wave into what | was doing, and kept on
dancing. | noticed him out of the corner of my eye from time to time, watching me in apparent
puzzlement, but he was no more distraction than a cloud™ or gull would have been-

-until there were two of him.

For amoment | "treaded water" myself, planting my feet so | faced them and dancing only witt
torso and arms. They were identical, grey and wet, afew meters apart, their eyes and slick head:
glistening with reflected sunset. The new one gave a cough of its own, softer and higher. Grandf
and Grandmother Meade. They watched me with no discernible expression at all, giving me their
compl ete attention, perfect bobbing Buddhas.

So | danced for them.

Well, at them. | made no attempt to "trandate” what | was feeling into Sea Lion dance, to mimi
body-language 1'd seen them use, so they could understand better. Even at eleven | was arrogant
enough to be more interested in teaching them my dance language, telling them who | was. Wher
you're that young, expressing yourself is better than being understood. So | continued to dance |
Human, and for the whole cycloramic world of sea and sunset-but began subtly aiming it at the
lions, as though they were the two important critics in a packed theatre, or my actual grandparen
come to see my solo debut.

What luck, to have spent my childhood so far from Vancouver's ballet classes that no one had
told me how | was supposed to move. | was still able to move the way | needed to, to invent
anything my heart required. It felt good, that's al this highly trained forty six-year-old can remerr
For atime machine and video gear, you can have anything | own.

The sealions were twenty meters closer, and there were four of them now.

They were treading water in ragged formation, close enough for me to see whiskers. By logical
extension of my original whimsy, the new arrivals were the paternal grandparents I'd never met, t



McLeods. Ghostsin the audience. It gave an added layer of meaning to what | was doing, as mt
awareness of mortality and eternity as an eleven-year-old is capable of. | danced on.

Thefirst breezes of evening found the sweat under my hair and on my chest and chilled them. |
Increased my energy output to compensate. | was grinning, spinning.

Seven sealions. Twenty meters away, faces absolutely blank, staring.

Everything came together-sea, sky, purple clouds of sunset, sea lions-to generate that special v
always sought and so seldom found. | lost myself; the dance began dancing me. It burst out of
like laughter or tears, without thought or effort. My legs were strong, wind infinite, ideas came, e
experiment worked and suggested the next. There's a special state of being, the backwards of a
trance, where you transcend yourself and become a part of everything-where you seem to stand
while the world dances around and through you. Many dancers never experienceit. I'd beentot
level afew times before, for fleeting moments. Thistime | knew | could stay aslong as | wanted

Time stopped; | went on.

Even an eleven-year-old has limits; every dance has anatural, logical end. Eventually with warm
contentment and mild regret, | left Nirvana and returned to the world of illusion again. | was till,
upright, arms upthrust toward the clouds, reaching for the unseen stars.

The float was ringed by more than a dozen sea lions, the farthest within five meters of me. | loc
round at them all, half-expecting them to clap and bark like cartoon seals. They stared at me.
Bobbing in silent syncopation, seeming to be thinking about what they'd just seen. My first appl:

| bowed, deeply.

And then waved, grandly.

Darkness was falling fast. Sweat dripped from me, my soles tingled, and many muscles annour
their intention to wake up stiff tomorrow. | was perfectly happy.

This, | thought, is what 1'm supposed to do, My Thing, as Mom was always calling it: what | w
do with my life. | understood now what | had always sensed, that Mom was going to hate it (tho
| didn't yet understand why) ... but that didn't matter anymore.

Maybe that's when you become an adult. When your parents' opinions no longer control.

| kept silent when | returned home that night. But the next day | called Grandmother in V ancou
and told her that she had won the tug of war with my mother. | moved into her huge house on th
mainland, and let her enroll mein ballet class, and in normal school, like other kids. Within week
had been teased so much over the name "Rain M'Cloud” (which had never struck anyone on
Gambier Island as odd) that | changed it to Morgan. It seemed to me a much more dignified nan
for aballerina

It was along time before | saw Gambier Island again.

| always danced. But from the day of the sealions, dancing was just about al | did, all | was. F
thirty-two years. Until the day came when my body simply would not do it anymore. The day in
April of 2017 when Doctor Thompson and Doctor Immega told me that even more surgery wou
not help, that | could never dance again. My Lower back and knees were spent.

| tried the dancer's classic escape hatches for afew years. Choreography. Teaching. When the
didn't work for me, | tried living without dance. | even tried relationships again. Nothing worked

Including me. There were lots of trained, experienced professionals looking. for work, as
technological progress made more and more occupational specialties obsolete. There were few |
openings for aforty-six-year-old who couldn't even type. Even the traditional unskilled-labour jc
were increasingly being done by robots. Sure, | could go back to school, and in only afew year
drudgery acquire anew profession-ideally, one which would not be obsolete by thetime | gradu
But what for? Nothing interested me.



The salt of the earth had lost its savor.

| went back to Gambier Island. By now it was becoming a suburb of Vancouver; even in winte
there were stores and cars and paved roads and burglaries. There was talk of a condominium
complex. | sat for six monthsin the cabin where | had been born, waiting for some great answer
come from out of the sky. | visited my parents graves frequently. Sat zazen in the woods. Split
cords of wood. Read, the first twenty pages of a dozen books Walked the parts of the Island th
were still wild, by day and night. Nature accepted my presence amiably enough, but offered no
answers. Nothing.

| went down to the wharf and consulted the sealions, as | had many times. They had nothing t
say. They just looked at me, as if waiting for me to begin dancing.

After enough days of that, "nothing" started to look good to me. | filled out the Euthanasia
application | had brought with me, putting down "earliest possible” for Date and leaving the spa
for Reason blank. I'd have a response within aweek or two; by the end of the month, unless|
changed my mind, my problems would be over.

In my bones, | was adancer, And | couldn't dance anymore.

Not anywhere on Earth ...

That very night | was lying in the hammock behind the house, watching the stars, when my eye
caught by alarge bright one. It moved relative to the other stars, so it was a satellite. It moved
roughly north to south, and was quite largee: it had to be Top Step. Funny I'd never thought of i
before. The House the Stardance Built, as the media called it. Transplanted asteroid, parting gift
alien gods the place where they made angels out of people. Hollow stone cigar, phallic womb in
Orbit. Gateway to immortality, to the stars, to freedom from every kind of human fear or need t
was. .. and al it cost was everything you had, forever.

Dancers say, you go where the work is. Suddenly, at age forty-six, | had nowhere to go but up

Chapter 1

What shall it harm aman
If he loseth the whole world,
Y et gaineth his soul?

-Linda Parsons

14th Epistle to the Corinthians
And Anyone Else Who Might Be Listening;
transmission received 8 May 2005

Hundreds of thoughts ran through my head as the Vakyrie song of the engines beganto rise in
pitch. But most of them seemed to be variations on a single theme, and the name of the theme w
this: Farewell-Forever-to Weight.

So many different kinds of weight!

Physical weight, of course. | had been hauling around more than fifty kilos of muscle and. bone
the better part of four decades-and like all dancers, cursing every gram, even after | switched frc
ballet to modern. (That's 110 pounds, if you're an American. Any normal person would have
considered me bone-thin, but the ghost of Balanchine, damn his eyes, has haunted dancers for c
half a century.)



Soon | would have no weight for the first timein my life, and for the rest of it-only my mass we
remain to convince me | existed. A purist, they had told us at Suit Camp, will insist that thereisi
such thing as zero gravity, anywherein the universe.. . . only degrees of gravity, from micro to
macro. But where | was going-any now-I would experience microgravity too faint to be perceive
without subtle instruments, so it would be zero as far as | was concerned.

It should have been a dancer's finest moment. To leap so high that you never come down agair
wasn't that what al of us wanted? Why did | feel such a powerful impulseto bolt for the nearest
whilel still could?

Weight had always been my shame, and my secret friend, and my necessary enemy-the thing |
became beautiful in the act of defying. In a sense, to an extent, weight had defined me.

In the end it had beaten me. | could try to kid myself that | was outmaneuvering it ... but what |
doing was escaping it, leaving the field of battle in defeat, conceding victory.

But the physical weight was probably least in my thoughts as | sat there in my comfortable sea
my way to a place where the concept of a comfortable seat had no meaning.

Do you have any idea how many kinds of weight each human carries? Even the most fortunate
us?

The weight of two million years of history and more ...

Until this century, all the humansthat had ever lived walked the earth, worked to stay erect, strc
to eat and drink and to get food and drink for their children, sought shelter from the elements,
yearned to acquire wealth, struggled to be understood. Everyone's every ancestor needed to
eliminate their wastes and feared their deaths. Every one of its lived and died alone, locked in ak
cell, plagued by need and fear and hunger and thirst and loneliness and certainty of pain and dea
That long a heritage of sorrow is aweight, whose awful magnitude you can only begin to sense
the prospect of its ending.

And in atime measurable in months, al that weight was going to leave me, (if) when | entered
Symbiosis. Allegedly forever, or some significant fraction thereof | would never again need fooc
drink or shelter, never again be alone or afraid.

On the other hand, | could never again return to Earth. And some people maintained that | wou
longer be a human being ...

Now tell me: isn't that akind of dying?

Not to mention the small but unforgettable possibility that joining atel epathic community might
out my brain-no, more accurately and more horribly: burn out my mind.

Then there was the weight of my own persona emotional and spiritual baggage. Perhaps that &
have been as nothing beside the weight of two million years, but it didn't feel that way. | was fort
and my lifework was irrevocably finished, and | was the only person in all the world to whom th:
mattered. Why not go become a god? Or at |least some kind of weird red angel ...

Somewhere in there, among all my tumbling thoughts, was alittle joke about the extremes some
women will go to in order to lose weight, but no matter how many times that joke went throumy
head-and it was easily dozens-it refused to be funny, even once.

The Completist's Diet: you give up everything. That was another.

There were quite afew jokesin that cascade of last-minute thoughts, but none of them was fun
and | knew that none of my seventy-one fellow passengers wanted to hear them. There was a
compulsive joker aboard, at the back of the cabin and to my right, loudly telling jokes, but no or
was paying the dlightest bit of attention to him. He didn't seem to mind. Even he didn't laugh at &
of hiswitticisms.

The engine song which was the score for my thoughts reached a crescendo, and the joker shut



in mid-punchline. | vaguely recognized his voice; he'd been in my Section at Suit Camp; an Ame
and his name was something Irish.

Just my luck. The wave of food poisoning that had run through Camp just days before a
graduation, cutting our Section down by over 30 percent, had spared this clown-and knocked o
my roommeate Phyllis, with whom I'd intended to keep on rooming at Top Step, and every other
person I'd met whom | could imagine living with. Now | would probably end up paired off at
random with some stranger who had the same problem. | hoped we'd be compatible. I'm not go
compatible.

| glanced around for the hundredth time for the nonexistent window . . . and my inner ear infort
me that we were in motion.

Goodbye, world ...

| felt atwinge of panic. Not yet! I'm not ready .

When | was agirl, travel to space always involved arocket launch, with its familiar trappings of
acceleration couches and countdowns and crushing gee forces on blastoff. 1'd been vaguely aw:e
of modem developments, but they hadn't really percolated through yet. So subconsciously | wa
expecting the irony of having my liberation from so many kinds of weight preceded by a whoppi
temporary overdose of weight.

Asusual, life served me up a subtler irony. The technology had improved. My last moments or
Earth were spent sitting upright in something which differed from acommercia airliner mostly in
lack of windows and its considerably smaller dimensions-and the takeoff, when it came, yielded
more sense of acceleration than you get taking a methanol car from zero to sixty when you're fir:
thinking of switching from fossil fuel.

| felt the spaceplane's wheels leave the ground, understood that my last connection with my mc
planet was severed. Forever, unless | changed my mind in the next few months.

| fought down my growing sense of panic, flailing at it with big clumsy bladders full of logic. W
had Earth ever done for me, that was worth sorrowing over itsloss? What place on it was still fi
human habitation, and for how long? What did it have to offer, compared to greatly extended
lifespan and freedom from every kind of suffering | knew-and the chance that | might dance ag

Like al babies|eaving the womb, | felt the overwhelming impulse to burst into tears. Being mat
enough to be self-conscious, | strove to suppress the urge. Apparently so did my fellow passen:
the engine song crescendoed without any harmonies from us. It began to diminish sightly aswe
passed the speed of sound and outran all but the vibrations that conduction carried through the
hullplates.

It was then that my panic blossomed into full-grown terror.

It caught me by surprise. | had thought I'd already mastered this kind of fear, by preparing for i
and educating it to death. All at once my gut did not care how confident | was of modern
technology. It dimly understood that it was being taken to a place where any trivial mistake or
malfunction could interrupt its all-important job, the production of feces and urine, and it reactec
alabor union, by convulsing with rage and threatening to shut down the whole system, right now
Other older unions-heart, lungs, adrenal's, sweat glands, autonomic nervous system-threatened tc
the walkout, in the name of solidarity but on awildcat basis. And management-my brain-had notl
to say except what management always says. I'm sorry, it'stoo late now, we're committed; let's
together and try to salvage the situation.

Salvage the situation? said my body. You're kidding. Remember Gambier Island in the winte
before you went to live in town with Grandmother? How silly it seemed to live someplace whet



the heat could spill out through leaks, and if you couldnt make more fast enough you'd die?
You're taking us to someplace where the arr can leak out. And the heat. Any time some piece o
machinery goes wrong. The definition of machine is a thing that goes wrong the moment you
to depend on it. Get us out of this, now!

To both this line of reasoning, and the specific sanctions my body threatened if it were thwarte
could only reply like along-suffering mother, You should have thought of that before you left th
house. | could not even get the poor thing to atoilet for another hour, and | didn't care how goo
everybody said p-suit plumbing was these days. Like management every-when, | had to dig in ar
try to tough out the strike, even if it meant sending goon-squads to hold the sphincters by force.

| tried Zen breath control; | had none. | tried the mantrathey d given me at Suit Camp; it was or
meaningless series of syllables, and they kept speeding up in my head rather than slowing down.
tried all of what | call my Wings Things-the little rituals you perform in the wings to suppress ste
fright, just before taking your stage-and none of them worked.

| was ignoring my two seatmates because | didn't know them and was too wound up to deal wi
small talk, and we hadn't been allowed carry-on luggage even as small as abook, and they don't
windows on spacecraft. That left only one source of diversion. | leaned forward and turned on t
TV.

Because it looked just like a conventional airliner's flat-screen seatback TV, | was expecting the
usual "choice of six banal 2-D channels. There were only two-and | did not want the video feed
from the bridge that mimicked awindow; | switched it off hastily. But the other channel was carr
the one program out of all the millions the human race has produced-that | would have wished f
suppose | should have been expecting it.

The Stardance, of course.

That piece has always been akind of personal visual mantrafor me. For millions, yes, but
especially for me. It turned my whole life upside down, once, triggered both my divorce and my
switch from ballet to modem dance when | first saw it at twenty-two. It made me redlize that my
marriage was dead and that something had to be done about that, and it forced me to rethink dar
and dancing completely. It consoled me at the end of a dozen ruined love affairs, got me througit
thousand bad nights. | had seen it on flatscreen and in simulated holo, with and without Brindle'
score; I'd once wasted three months trying to translate the entire piece into a modified Labanotat
| knew every frame, every step, every gesture.

It was midway through the prologue, when no one knows the Stardance is about to happen, an
Armstead isjust trying to study, with his four cameras, the aliens who've appeared without warni
nearby in High Earth Orbit. Seen from different angles: a barely visible bubble containing half a
hundred swarming red fireflies, glowing like hot coals, dancing like beesin ahive, like electronsi
orbit around some nonexistent nucleus. Brindle's music is still soft and hypnotic, Glasslike; it wil
afew more five-counts before Shara enters.

| glanced unobtrusively around. Most of the passengers | could see were looking at their own -
and several were swaying dightly in unison, like tall grassin a gentle breeze. The Stardance was
important to all of us. We were following it into space.

Shara Drummond's p-suited image forms and grows larger on the screen. The music swells. Tt
camera gives that involuntary jump as Armstead, horrorstruck, recognizes her. Shewasjust on f
way back to Earth on doctor's orders when the Fireflies arrived: any more exposure to zero grav
and her body will lose-forever-its ability to tolerate Earth-normal gravity. No one knows better th
Armstead that hislove is now a dead woman breathing. She has chosen to sacrifice herself, bec
of her Great Understanding (that the aliens communicate by dance) and her Great Misunderstanc



(that they are hostile).

As aways, the dialogue between her and the nearby Space Command battleship is edited dowr
her refusal to get out of the line of fire until she hastried to talk to the dancing Fireflies; the hour
spends in silent contemplation of them, trying to deduce their language of motion, is shrunk dow
thirty seconds that always seem to take an hour to go by-

-and then it changed. At the point where she says, "Charlie. . . thisisatake," and he says, "Br
leg, kid," and she begins to dance, the tape departed from the classic release version as edited b
Armstead.

Charlie Armstead had four cameras in space that day, bracketing Shara and the aliens. But in ct
the Stardance, later, he used footage only from the three that were on Shara's side. This makes s
from the other camera's vantage, the Fireflies are in the way. But the result is that the Stardance |
seen only from a human perspective: we are either behind, or below Shara, watching as she
(apparently) dances the aliens right out of the Solar System.

The version we were being shown now was from the fourth camera. 1'd seen it before; years a
had once gone to the trouble and expense of studying the raw, unedited footage from all four
cameras. But I'd paid least attention to the fourth. Its footage was edited out for good artistic
reasons. some of the best movements of the dance are obscured. The swarming aliensin the
foreground spoil the view, glowing like embers, leaving ghost trailsin their wake.

But in this context, it had a powerful impact. We saw Shara, for once, from the aliens' point of
view.

She looked much smaller, more fragile. She was no longer the greatest choreographer of her
century creating her masterpiece. She was alittle dog telling a big dog to get the hell out of her y
now. Y ou could amost sense the Fireflies amusement and admiration. And pride: Sharawas the
result of something they had set in motion many millions of years before, when they seeded Eart
with life.

| saw things | had missed on my last viewing. From all three other POV's Shara's helmet is opa
with reflected glare. From this one you could seeinto it, see her face. . . and now | saw that wh
had taken on my previous viewing for a proud, snarling, triumphant grin was in fact arictus of te
For thefirst timeit really came home to me that this woman was dancing through afear that shol
have petrified her.

| felt a powerful surge of empathy, and my own fear began to ease allittle. As| watched Shara'
magnificent Stardance from this new perspective, my breathing began to slow; my heartbeat, wh
usually raced as the Stardance climaxed, slowed too.

Peace came to me. It was the calm, the empty mind, that | had sat zazen for countless hours to
achieve for minutes. My kinesthetic awareness faded; for once | was not acutely conscious of tr
relative position of each muscle; my body seemed to become lighter, to melt away . . .

Suddenly | smiled. It wasn't anillusion: my body was growing lighter! We were aready enterin
Low Earth Orhbit.

It didn't diminish the feeling of tranquility; it enhanced it. Space was going to be agood placet
| no longer cared how strange and dangerous this voyage was. | was where | was supposed to &

Onscreen, the Stardance reached its brilliant coda. The Fireflies vanish, leaving only Shara, anc
behind her the twinkling carousel of the factory complex where she invented zero gravity dance,
where Armstead is watching her on his monitors.

She poisesin space for along time, getting her breath, then turns to the nearest camera and puf
out the famous line, "We may be puny, Charlie. . . but by Jesus we're tough.”" The music overri
their audio then, but we know he is begging her to come back inboard, and sheisrefusing. It'sn



just that she is permanently adapted to free fall now and can never return to Earth; nor that the o
place she could live indefinitely in space belongs to a man she despises with her whole heart.

Sheis done now. She has accomplished everything she was born to do. Or so she believes.

She waves at the camera, all four thrusters go off, and shearcs down toward Earth, visible in fr;
now for the first time. Brindle's score swells for the last time, we follow her down toward the kill
atmosphere-

-and again it changed. I'd never seen this footage before. It must have been shot by some dista
Space Command satellite peace-camera, hastily tracking her as she fell through Low Orbit. The
image was of inferior quality, had the grainy look of maximum enlargement and the jerkiness you
when a machine is doing the tracking. But it provided a closer look at those last moments than
Armstead's cameras had from back up in ahigher, slower orbit.

And so we saw now what everyone had missed then, what the world was not to know about fc
over three more years. Whoever examined that tape for the Space Command at the time must ha
just refused to believe either his eyes or his equipment, but there was no mistaking it. Shara
Drummond simply disappeared. When her p-suit tumbled and burned in the upper atmosphere, |
was limp, empty.

The next time any human would see her, years later, she would be a crimson-winged immortal
orbiting one of the moons of Saturn, no more in need of a pressure suit than aFirefly. The first
human ever to enter Symbiosis. The first and greatest Stardancer.

| felt awed and humble. Asthe creditsrolled | reached out to shut off the set so | could savor t
sensation-and knew at once that we were all the way into zero gravity. My arm did not fall when
told it it could; my center of mass pivoted loosely around my seatbelt.

The main engines had fallen silent, unnoticed, while I'd watched. We were more than halfway
through our journey, officially in space. Now there would be a period of free fall before we begs
matching orbits with Top Step. | realized that my face felt flushed, and that my sinuses were fillit
up, just as | d been told to expect. | was pleased to feel no stirrings of the dreaded dropsi ckness
Apparently the drugs they'd given us worked, for me at least.

Part of me wanted to unstrap and play, couldn't wait to explore this new environment, begin
learning whether or not | could really danceinit. | hadn't danced in so long!

| saw other passengers experimenting with their limbs, grinning at each other. Why should it be
surprising that in zero gee, one is lighthearted? No one seemed bothered by drop-sickness. | turt
and grinned at each of the seatmates I'd been ignoring.

To my left, in what would have been the window seat if spaceplanes had windows, was a black
whose answering grin was spectacular; she had the whitest, most perfect teeth I'd ever seen. Zer
gee made her aready round cheeks cherubic. She was not a North American black but somethin
more exotic; her hair was both wavy and curly, and her skin was the color of bitter chocolate. S
looked startlingly young, no more than twenty-five, when | had understood the cutoff age was th
but for the instant our gazes met we communicated perfectly across cultural and generational
distance.

The aisle seat to my right was occupied by a Chinese man in his late thirties. He was clean-sha.
and like everyone else's aboard, his hair was short. His face was impassive, and | couldn't tell
whether his eyes were smiling or not. (In zero gee, everyone looks sort of Chinese: the puffy fea
caused by upward migration of body fluids mimic epicanthic folds at the eyes. If you start out
Chinese, your eyes end up looking like paper-cuts.) But something in those eyes responded to n
felt; we communicated too. A little more than | wanted to; | looked away abruptly. Wave of
dizziness. Not a good ideato move head quickly in freefall.



There was a soft overall murmuring in the passenger cabin, audible even over the engine sound:
sum of everyone's grunts and sighs and exclamations. It was a sound of optimism, of hope, of
pleased surprise. | think in another minute someone would have ignored instructions and unstrag
himself . . . and then we al would have, no matter what the flight attendants said.

But then there was a sound like a gunshot or the crack of a bat, and a banshee was among us,
felt adraft-

In that year, 2020, the Space Command's traffic satellites were (as predicted since the 1980s)
tracking over 20,000 known manmade objects larger than ten centimetersin diameter in the Low
Earth Orbit band. Naturally no flight plan was accepted that could intersect any of them. But the
were (also as predicted) countless hundreds of thousands, perhaps millions, of objects smaller
ten centimeters whizzing around in Low Orbit: too many to keep track of even if sensors had bex
able to see them. Screws, bolts, nuts, fittings, miscellaneous jettisoned trash, fragments of destr
or damaged spacecraft, bits of dead spacemen burst by vacuum and freeze-dried by space, the
assorted drifting trash of sixty years of spaceflight. Some of these little bits of cosmic shrapnel |
relative velocities of more than fifteen kilometers a second. That's 5400 kilometers an hour-or ali
more than 3200 miles per hour. At that speed, a beer-can ring is adeadly missile.

The chances of a collision depended on whose figures you accepted. The most optimistic estir
at that point in history was one chance in twenty; the most pessimistic, onein four. But even the
pessimists conceded that the probability of a life-threatening collision was much lower than tha

Our number came up, that's all.

Whatever it was hulled us forward and from the left, just aft of the bulkhead that separated the
passenger cabin from the cockpit.

Two months of training kicked in: nearly all of us got out p-suit hoods over our heads and sealt
amatter of seconds. The banshee wail was cut off, and the roar of air overridden by a softer his
behind my head. Within moments | could feel my suit expanding. | could see now why they'd be
so tight about carry-on items; even with the strict security, the air was filled with a skirling vortey
smuggled items: tissues, gum wrappers, a rabbit's foot, a pen and postcard dancing in lockstep,
converging on the source of the pressure leak. Small lighted panels in each seatback began blinki
urgently in unison, as though the whole plane had acquired a visible pulse, doubtless telling us tc
fasten our seatbelts and return our seatbacks to the upright position. In my earphones grew the w
noise of dozens of passengers talking at once in assorted languages and dialects. | tried to switc
Emergency channel . . . but for some reason this suit was not like the ones | had trained in: it ha
channel selector switch.

| was not especially afraid. The warm glow of the Stardance was still on me, and we had reheal
this dozens of times. There was nothing to worry about. Any second now, automatic machinery
would begin dispensing globules of blue sticky stuff. The globs would be sucked onto the hole
hull, and burst there. When enough of them had burst, the hole would be patched.

The hurricane went on, and there were no globs of blue sticky. | spotted one of the nozzles tha
should have been emitting them.

Okay, fallsafesfail; that was why we had live flight attendants. Now they would converge on th
leak with a pressure patch, and-

--where were the attendants?

| strained to see over the seats in front of me. Seconds ticked by and | could see no one movir
Finally | had to see what was going on: | unstrapped myself and tried to stand.



But my reflexes were obsolete. | rose with alarming speed, got my hands up too slowly, smack
my skull against the overhead hard enough to cross my eyes, ricocheted downward, hit the seat,
bounced back upward, cracked my head again, and clutched desperately at the arms of my seat
plumped back into it; the girl on my left grabbed my arm firmly to steady me. The seat to my rig
was empty; at the apex of my flight | had seen my other seatmate, the young Chinese, soaring
forward down the aisle, graceful as a slow-motion acrobat.

| had also spotted the chief attendant, strapped into the front row aisle seat he had taken after gi
us the standard preflight ritual. He was leaning to hisleft, armswaving lazily, like adreaming
conductor. His p-suit was slowly turning red from the hood down, and from the left side of the
afluid red ropeissued. It rippled like awater snake, and ran with all the other airborne objects
toward the hole in the hull, breaking up into red spheroids just before being sucked out into spa
By great bad fortune the chief attendant's head had been in the path of whatever had hulled us . .

Moving carefully, | managed to wedge myself into an equilibrium between the back of my seat
the overhead, and looked aft. | saw at once what was keeping the other attendant: Murphy's Law
She was struggling with her jammed seatbelt, weeping and shouting something | couldn't hear.

| looked forward again in time to see the young Chinese land feet first like a cat against the forv
bulkhead, absorb the impact with his thighs so that he did not bounce from it, and instantly posi
all four limbs correctly to brace himself against the draft. Suddenly some other, powerful force
pulled on him briefly, trying to yank him sideways and up, but he sensed it and corrected for it &
once. (The same force acted on me and the others; | could not figure out how to correct, and se
for clutching the seatback and overhead as tightly as| could until it passed.) A part of me wond
if he gave lessons. He had obvioudly beenin free fall before.

But not in this vessel! The pressure patches could have been in any of four separate
locker-sections-a total of more than two dozen small compartments, identified only by numbers.

| could see him pleading for silence, but no one could hear him above the general roar. | could
him gesturing for silence, but almost no one else could. The aft attendant could tell him which lo
but he could not hear her. He looked at me pleadingly.

| spun back to her, and wondered for amoment if she had gone mad with frustration: she had t
her hood back over her head and was waving furiously. Then | got it and pulled my own hood ¢
The babble of the earphones went away, and | could hear her shouting.

Just barely. The air was getting thin in here. But it was also coming my way: | could just make ¢
high distant Donald Duck voice, squawking the same word over and over again.

| should have been terrified that the word made absolutely no sense to me, but | did not seem t
have time. Once | was sure I'd heard it right, | whirled and dutifully began braying it asloud as |
could toward the Chinese.

"Before,” | screamed, "Before, before, before, before-" It felt good to scream: pressure change
trying to explode my lungs, and emptying them that way probably saved them serious damage.
already had his own hood off, he was quick; no, he was better than quick, because he instantly
solved the puzzle that had baffled me; he yanked his hood back over his head, oriented himself
kicked off, and within seconds he was pulling the most beautiful pressure patch I'd ever seen ou
Compartment B-4.

By then | was so dizzy from spinning my head back and forth | felt as though my eyeballs were
about to pop out of their sockets-as indeed they probably were-and | had to pull my hood back
and let my seatmate haul me back down into my seat . . . where | spent some minutes concentrat
on not soiling my p-suit. Theinternal suit pressure rose quickly, but at least as much of it camef
my intestines as from my airtanks, and it got ripe enough in there to steam up my hood and mak



eyes water for afew moments.

| became aware that my seatmate was shaking my shoulder gently. | opened my eyes, and som
the dizziness went away.

She was pointing to her ears, then to her belt control panel, and shaking her head. | nodded, an
fumbled until | found the shutoff switch for my suit radio. The babbling sound of dozens of
frightened passengers went away. | noticed for the first timethat al the blinking seatback signs v
saying, not FASTEN YOUR SEATBELTS;," but "MAINTAIN RADIO SILENCE."

She touched her hood to mine. "Are yaright?' she called.

"Occasiondly,” | said lightheadedly, but | got it. Several weeksin Australia, even in the multilin
environments of Suit Camp, will give you aworking familiarity with Aussie dang. She was an
Aborigine. Now that | thought about it, | had noticed her once or twice in Camp, had wondered
vaguely why, in the midst of one of the largest remaining Aboriginal reservesin Australia, she se
to be the only Abo who was actually taking Suit Camp training. All the others |'d seen had been
outside the Camp, in town and at the Cairns airport.

"Y ou took an awful bloody chance," she said.

"It seemed like agood idea at the time," | called back.

"Too right! You saved usall, | reckon-you and the Chinese bloke. Fast as a scalded cat he wa:
eh? Hold on, here he comes."

The Chinese rejoined us. He was moving more slowly now that the emergency was past. The
delicate grace with which he docked himself back in his chair, without a wasted motion or a bou
pleased my dancer's eyes. | resolved to ask him at the first opportunity to tutor mein "jaunting,’
spacer's term for moving about in zero gee.

He joined his hood to ours. "Thank you," he said to me. As our eyes met | felt the old familiar
tinglein the pit of the stomach that | had not felt in ages.

And suppressed it. | thanked him right back-but without putting any topspin on it. I'mtoo old t
climb these stairs again, | told myself, evenin zerogee. . .

"| thank you both," the Aborigine girl said. "Best put our ears on, but. | think they're getting it
sorted out."

The seatbacks were now flashing, "MONITOR YOUR RADIO." We separated, and | switche
radio back on in time to hear the surviving attendant say, "-xt person that makes a sound, | am
personally going to drag aft and cycle through the airlock, is that fucking well under stood?"

She sounded sincere; the only sound in response was dozens of people breathing at different r:

"Passenger in seat 1-E: is Mr. Henderson dead?’

"Uh...no. I've got my hand over the leak and the . . . the entry wound. His chest is still-"

"Jesus! Wait ... uh. . .ten more seconds for cabin pressure to come back up and then get his
hood off. Gently! Passenger 1-F, there's afirst-aid kit in Compartment D-7 in front of you; get &
pressure bandage and give it to 1-E; then try to get a pulse rate. Is anyone here a doctor or a
paramedic?’

Breathing sounds. Someone grunting softly. A cough.

"Damn. Passenger in 6-B, answer yes or no, do you require medical assistance?'

Breathing sounds.

"Dammit, the woman who passed the word!-do you need help?"

Whoops-she meant me! | started to reply . . . and my body picked that moment to finish restor
equilibrium, with prolonged and noisy eructations at both ends of my alimentary canal.

" .no-0-0..." | finished, and everyone, myself included, began to howl with tension-break



laughter-

--everyone except the attendant. 'SILENCE!" she roared, loud enough to make my earphones
distort, and the laughter fell apart. "It is past time you started acting like spacers. A real spacer is
dying while you giggle. We all nearly died because none of you could read a flashing sign six inc
from your face! You in I-E-" That passenger was muttering sotto voce to someone who was helf
him remove the injured attendant's hood. -switch off your radios and chatter hood to hood if yc
must. Does anyone else need medical aid? No? Then listen up! | want all of you to keep your hc
on-even after you're certain the pressure has come back up. I'm going to switch to command ch
now and report. You won't be ableto hear it. I'll fill you all in the moment | am good and God
damned ready . . . but not if | hear one word on this channel when | come back on. And if you
switch off your radio, for Christ's sake watch your seatback signs thistime."

The moment she switched frequencies, several people began chattering. But they were loudly
shushed; finally even the most determined-the loudmouth who'd been making jokes before
takeoff-had been persuaded to shut up. The attendant's anger had sobered, humbled us. Despite
weeks of training, we had screwed up, in our first crisis. Now we had to sit in silence like chaste
children while the grown-ups straightened things oui.

| switched my own mike off, and huddled with my seatmates until our three hoods were touchil
There was an awkward silence. We all grinned at each other nervoudly.

"What happensnow?' | said finally. "Losing all that air must have pushed us off course, right?
Spoiled our vector, or whatever?”

"So we miss our bus," the Aborigine girl said. ‘Question is, how many go-rounds does it take t
match up with it again-and how much air have we got to drink while we wait?"

"I think well be all right,” the Chinese said. "The pilot maneuvered to correct, and | think she d
good job." His voice was a pleasant tenor. His English was utterly unaccented, newscaster's Eng

"How do you reckon?' she asked.

"She didn't blast too quickly, and she didn't blast too slowly. And it was one short blast. | thinl
she's good. We might make the original rendezvous, or something closeto it."

His confidence was very reassuring. | thought again about asking him to teach me how to jaunt
And decided against it. There would be plenty of qualified instructorsaround . . . and | was here
simplify my life, not complicate it again.

The attendant came swimming down the aisle past us as he spoke. We sat up to watch. She
checked the pressure patch first, popping alittle round membrane of blue sticky between her fin
and watching to seeif any of its droplets migrated toward the patch. Only when she was satisfie
she turn and check on Mr. Henderson, holding a brief hood-to-hood conference with the passen
who was taking care of him. Then she drifted aimlessly in a half crouch, talking to the pilot on th
channel we couldn't hear. Finally she nodded and did something to her belt. The seatback signs
began flashing "MONITOR YOUR RADIQO" again. | switched mine on.

"Make sure your neighbor has his ears on," she said. "Is everybody listening? Okay, here's the
word. Captain de Brandt is going to attempt to salvage our original rendezvous window. In abot
fifteen minutes the main engines will fire. Y ou can expect about a half gee for about two minutes
There may be additional maneuvering after that, so remain strapped in and braced until | tell you
otherwise. Expect acceleration warning in twelve minutes; until then | want you to take your hoo
off to save your suit air. But be ready to seal up fast!"

"When will Channel One be coming back on TV?" someone asked. "l want to watch the docki
It was the compulsive joker, aft.

"We can't spare the bytes."



"Huh? That's not-"

"Shut up." She switched back to command frequency.

| took off my hood. The cabin pressure was lower now than it had been before the blowout. W
was good: all the foul air gushed out of my suit as| unsealed it. | was briefly embarrassed, but ir
pressure no one can smell anything very well; it passed without comment, asit were.

| wondered how much air | had left, if | should need it. These were cheap tourist p-suits we we
wearing, with just enough air to survive adisaster like we'd just had, in four small cylinders fittec
along our upper arms and shins. (In proper p-suits with full-size tanks at our backs, we'd have
needed awfully complicated seats.)

There was a subdued murmur of conversation. Suddenly the attendant's strident voice overrod:
she must have pulled off her hood. "You! Nine-D, sit down and buckle up!"

"What the hell for? Y ou said we've got twelve minutes-"

"St down!™

It was the joker again. "See here," he said, "we're not soldiers and we're not convicts. I've beer
looking forward to free fall for along time, and | have aright to enjoy it. Y ou have no authority-

"Don't tell me: you're an American, right? Thisvessal isin astate of emergency; | have authorit
break your spine! Sit or be restrained."

"Come, come, the emergency is passed, you said so yourself. Stop being hysterical and lighter
alittle. He drifted experimentally out into the aide. "We have a perfect right to Jesus!"

She had pushed off much too hard, | thought, with the full force of terrestrial muscles. She can
the aidle not in graceful slow motion, as my seatmate had earlier, but like a stone fired from a dlir
Even | knew not to jump that hard in zero gee: you bash your head. But as she came she was
tucking, rolling-

--she flashed past me quickly, but it's just about impossible to move too fast for a dancer to fol
| spun my head and tracked her. She ended her trajectory heels foremost, smacked those heels
against the seats on either side of him, took all the kinetic energy of her hurtling body on her thig
and came to a dead stop with her nose an inch from his, drifting just perceptibly to her left.

Try it yourself sometime: drop from athird-story window, and land in a sitting position withou
grunt of impact, without a bruise.

| may have been the only one present equipped to fully appreciate what afeat she had just
accomplished-but it made the loudmouthed American cross his eyes and shut up.

"Y ou have the right to remain silent,” she told him, loud enough to be heard al over the vessal:
flinched. "If you give up that right, | will break your arm. Y ou have no right to counsel until suct
time as we match orbits with or land upon UN soil-which we don't plan to do." | don't think he\
hearing her. He was busy with the tricky mechanics of getting back into his seat. "Does anyone ¢
have any questions? No? Y ou-strap him in there."

She kicked off backwards, repeated her feat by flipping in midair and braking herself against th
first row of seats, came to rest with her back against the forward bulkhead, and glared around at
Suddenly her expression softened.

"L ook, people," she called, her voice harsh in the low air pressure, "I know how you fedl. |
remember my first timein freefall. But you'll have plenty of timeto enjoy it later. Right now | we
you strapped in. We're in anew orbit, one we didn't pick: there's no telling when the Captain ma
have to dodge some new piece of junk." She sighed. "I know you're not military personnel. But |
space you take orders from anyone who has more experience than you, and ask questions | ater.
lot later. 1've logged over six thousand hours in space, half of them in thisvery can, and | will st
the next jerk who gives me any shit."



"Fair go," my Aborigine seatmate called. "We're with you!"

There was arumble of agreement in which | joined. "Look, Miss-" she added.

"Yes?'

"Y ou asked for a doctor before. | ain't no whitefella doctor. My people reckon me a heder, bu
Can | come see the bloke?"

The attendant started to answer, frowned and hesitated. "I won't hurt him any."

"All right, come ahead. But be careful! Come dow. Andy headfirst-dont try to flip on the way,
you're too green.”

She unstrapped and clambered over me with some difficulty, clutching comically in all directio
few people tittered. The Chinese steadied her and helped. Presently she wasfloating in the aidel
someone swimming in adream . . . except that her swimming motions accomplished nothing. Sk
looked over her shoulder to the Chinese. "Give us a hand then, will you, mate?

He hesitated momentarily . . . then put his hand where he had to and gave her a gentle, measure
push.

If amale dancer had done that in the studio, in alift, I'd have thought nothing of it. But he wasr
dancer, and thiswasn't a studio. That's how | explained my sudden blush to myself.

"Ta," she called as she slowly sailed away. This time the titters were louder.

No, maybe | would not ask him for lessons in free fall movement.

He turned to me. "Excuse me," he said politely.

"No, no," | said, "I understand. If you'd pushed on her feet, she'd have pushed back and spoil
your aim. Y ou're a spacer, aren't you?'

Even for a Chinese, his poker face was terrific. "Thank you for the compliment. But no, I'm nc

"Oh, but you handle yourself so well in free fall-"

"l have spent alittle time in space, but I'm hardly a spacer.

Usually a set of features| can't read annoys me. . . but hiswere at least pleasant to look at whi
was trying. Eyes set close, but not too close, together, their long lashes like the spread fins of s
small fish, or the fletching of an arrow. Nose dightly, endearingly pugged; mouth almost too sm:e
nearly too full, not quite feminine, chin just strong enough to support that mouth. | caught mysel
wondering what it would fed liketo "Kissing cousin to one at the very least. My name is Morgar
McLeod.’

"I'm very pleased to meet you, Morgan. I'm Robert Chen.” We shook hands. His grip was warr
and strong. The skin of his hand felt horny, calloused-the hand of a martial arts student. That me
that his body would be lean and muscular, his belly hard and "Flattery aside, Robert, you move
beautifully. By any chance, have you ever been a dancer?' Definitely not going to ask this one fc
private movement lessons. . .

"Not really. I've studied some contact improv, but I've never performed. And if I'd spent my i
it, | wouldn't be in your league. I've seen you perform, several times. It's an honour to meet you.

WEll. It isniceto be recognized. And, for adancer, so rare.

"Thank you, Robert, but 1'd say your own performance left little to be desired.” Oh my God, |
speaking in double-entendres. Clumsy ones! "Uh . . . do you think you could teach me alittle ak
how to movein zero gee?'

WEell, hell. | wasin space, and | was aive. Within the last hour | had been morbidly depressed,
terrified, exalted, very nearly killed, and flattered. | was no longer afraid of anything at all. What |
could there bein alittle extracurricular instruction?

The Aborigine returned before Robert could reply, sailing over the seat tops, hands waving



comically for balance. When she reached us she stopped herself against her seat, tried to do aol
and a half gainer to end up seated, and botched it completely. She managed to kick both me anc
man in front of her in the head. "Sorry. Sorry," she kept chirping. We al smiled. Shewaslike a
tumbling puppy. | found myself warming to her. She had the oddest way of carrying off clumsir
gracefully. Since I'd spent my life carrying off gracefulness clumsily, | found it appealing.

Finally she was strapped back in. She grinned infectiously. "I keep lookin' for the bloody fish,"
said. "Like divin' the Barrier Reef, y'’know? I'm it marvelous? My name's Kirra; what's yours thel

"Morgan McLeod, Kirra; I'm pleased to meet you. And thisis Robert Chen."

"G'day, mate," she said to him, "that was good work you done before. Y ou're fast as a jackrak

"Thanks, Kirra," he said. "But | had the same inspiration, rabbits do: mortal terror. How's Mr.
Henderson?

Her face smoothed over; for amoment she could have been her grandmother, or her own remc
ancestor. "Bloke'sin abad way," she said. "Y ou could say he's gone and not be wrong. Oh, his
motor's still turnin' over, and | reckon it might keep on. Nobody's at the wheel, but. His mind's
changed forever.” She fingered the thorax of her p-suit absently. | sensed she was looking for an
amulet or necklace of some kind that usually hung there. "l tried to sing with him . . . " shesaid
softly, in adistant, sing-song voice. "We couldn't sing the same .. . . was like a bag of notes was
broken on the floor." She sighed, and squared her shoulders. "He needs a better healer than me,
that's sure.”

"They'll have good doctors at Top Step," Robert assured her. She looked dubious, but politel
agreed.

"I'm sorry, Morgan," he said to me. "Y ou asked me a question before, whether I'd work with'y
on jaunting. | wanted to say-

The pilot maneuvered without warning.

For afew instants there was a faint suggestion of an up and down to the world. A sixth of age
so. Coincidentally it was lined up roughly with our seatbacks in one axis, so the effect wasto pL
us gently down into our seats. But if you considered the round bulkhead up front as a clock, "d
was at about 8:30: we al tilted to the right like bus passengers on along curve. | found my face
pressed gently against Robert's, my weight supported by his strong shoulder, with Kirra's head «
my lap. A few complaints were raised, and one clear, happy, "Wheeee!" came from somewhere
His hair smelled good.

"Hang on, people, the attendant called. "Nothing to worry about."

In amatter of seconds the acceleration went away, and we drifted freely again. We all waited a
moments for a bang or bump to signal docking. Nothing happened.

Asthe three of us started to say embarrassment-melting things to each other, thrust returned
again-in precisely the opposite direction. | suppose it made sense: first you turn the wheel, and tt
you straighten the wheel. But even Robert was caught by surprise. Thistime we were hanging uj
down and sideways from our seats, Kirraand | with wrists locked like arm wrestlers and Robert
head in my lap. It felt dismayingly good there. Even through a cheap p-suit. Again the thrust wen
away.

"I wonder how long it'll be before we-" Kirra began, when an acceleration warning finally soun
amournful hooting noise. The attendant had time to call out, "All right, | want everybody to-" Tl
the big one hit.

Well, maybe a half gee, or alittle more. But half ageeisalot more than none, and it came on f:
and in an unexpected and disturbing direction. The pilot was blasting directly forward, along our
axis, as though backing violently away from danger. The whole vessal shuddered. We al fell for



toward the seatbacks in front of us-"below" us now-and held a pushup together for perhaps thir
forty seconds. There were loud complaints above the blast noise.

The acceleration faded slowly down to nothing again. There were two or three seconds of siler
.. and then there was a series of authoritative but gentle thumps on the hull, fore and aft, as thou
men with padded hammers were surreptitiously checking the welds. The seatbacks began flashir
PLEASE REMAIN SEATED.

"Were here," Robert said. "A very nice docking. A little abrupt, but clean." | thought he was bx
ironic but wasnt sure.

"Keep your seatbelts buckled," the attendant called. "Welll disembark after Doctor Kolchar has
cleared Mr. Henderson to be moved."

"That'sit?' Kirrasaid.

| knew what she'd meant. On TV the docking of spacecraft is always seen from a convenient
adjacent camera that gives the metal mating dance a stately Olympian perspective, an elephantine
grace. A trip to space-especialy one'sfirst and last-should begin with trumpets, and end with the
Blue Danube. This had been like riding a Greyhound bus through an endlesstunnel . . . blowing
... riding on therim for awhile. . . and then running out of gasin the middle of the tunnel.

"That'sit," Robert agreed. "Evenif they d had the video feed running, it wouldn't have looked Ii
much up until the very end. To really appreciate a docking you've got to speak radar. But we're |
dl right."

"We truly have reached the Top Step,” | said wonderingly. "That we have,” Robert said. "Here
comes the doctor." The red light was on over the airlock up front.

The hatch opened explosively, with a popping sound, and the airlock spat out a white-haired m
Bermuda shorts and aloud yellow Hawaiian shirt. His body orientation, fluttering hair and clothe
and the pack affixed somehow to his midsection made him look like a skydiver. The attendant c:
him, began to warn him that this pressure was not secure, but he shushed her and began examini
Mr. Henderson with various items taken from his belly pack. After atime | heard him say, "Okal
Shannon, let's move him. Y ou help me with him. We're going to do it nice and slow."

"You!" the attendant called up the aide. "The Chinese spacer in Row Six: you're in command.'
Robert blinked. "Come forward and take over, now. Breathing and digestion are permitted; limit
thinking will be tolerated; everything else is forbidden, savvy?"

"Yes, Maam," he called forward.

Our eyes met briefly as he was unbuckling. For the first time | was able to see past that impass
expression, guess his thoughts. He was embarrassed, flattered . . . disappointed? At what?

"To be continued in our next,” he murmured, and vaulted away.

At the interruption of our conversation?

"I hope s0," | heard myself call after him.

Cometo think of it, he still hadn't said whether or not he'd give me lessonsin jaunting.

Oh God. What was | doing? What good could possibly come of this? Even for me, thiswas rc
timing.

"Y ou want to mind that top step, they say," Kirrasaid softly, and when | turned to look at her
was grinning.

CHAPTER TWO

Two moves equals onefire.
-Mark Twain



WE DIDN'T HAVE long to wait. Less than a minute after the doctor and attendant |eft, the locl
cycled open again and someone emerged.

The newcomer got our instant attention.

"Afternoon, folks," she said. "Welcome to Top Step. I'm a Guide, and my nameis Chris."

No one said aword.

"Oh, excuse me." She courteously turned herself rightside up with respect to us.

It didn't help much. Even upside down in that confined space, her face had been far enough frc
the floor to be seen from the last row. And even rightside up she was startling.

Chriss p-suit had no legs, and neither did Chris.

| know | tried hard not to gape. I'm pretty sure | failed. One person actually gasped audibly. Ct
ignored it and continued cheerfully, "I usually make alittle speech at this point, but we want to g
you out of suspect pressure as quickly as possible, so you've got atemporary reprieve. You are
about to do something you probably thought was impossible: leave a plane intelligently. By rows
remaining seated until it's your turn, and then leaving at once. Y ou have no carryons or coats to
fumble with, no reason to block the aisle-and good reason not to.

"See, if we cycle you through the airlocks afew at atime it'd take over an hour. But to keep the
lock open at both ends and march you all out we have to equalize pressure between this can anc
Step-and there's no telling if or how long that patch there will take pressure. So we're going to d
with suits sealed, and we are not going to dawdle. | know you're all free fall virgins, don't worry,
well set up abucket brigade and you'll be fine. One thing: if theres a blowout as you're passing
through the lock, get out of the doorway. It doesn't matter which direction you pick, just don't b
the way. Okay? All right, Ev!"

That last was apparently directed to the Captain in the cockpit ahead. My ears began to hurt
suddenly. The pressure was rising back toward Earth-normal. Like everybody, | swallowed harc
and watched that pressure patch as | sealed my hood.

"Okay, thisside first. No chatter. First person to slow up the line gets assigned to the Reclama
Module for the next two months." A light over the lock blinked and the door opened. "First row
move!"

Getting up the aisle to the front was easy. Once there were no seatbacks to navigate with, it got
trickier. But Chris fielded me like a shortstop and |obbed me to Robert at second, who pivoted:
threw me to someone at first for the double play. That must have ended the inning; others tosse
around the infield to celebrate for awhile.

| ended up turning slowly end over end in alarge pale blue rectangular-box room. Severa yello
ropes were strung across it from one biggest-wall to the opposite one. | caught arope as | sailec
past it.

Because | seemed to be drifting light as afeather, | badly underestimated how hard it would be
stop drifting. If that rope hadn't had some give to it, | might have pulled my arms out of their
sockets. | had no weight, but | still had all my mass. | found the experience fascinating and mildl
dismaying: in that first intentional vector change | made in space, | knew that some of the zero-g
dance moves I'd envisioned weren't going to work.

But | was too busy to think about kinesthetics just then. The room was half-full of my shipmate
with more coming at a steady pace. | saw that all of us were treating the biggest-walls as "floor"
"ceiling," and lining ourselves up parallel to the ropes between them-but there seemed to be
considerable silent disagreement as to which way was up. Visua cues were al ambiguous. It wa
comical sight.



Finally one side preponderated and the others gradually switched around to that "local vertical.
was one of the latter group, and as | reached the decision that | was upside down, | realized for
first timethat | felt faintly nauseous. The fedling increased as | flipped myself over, diminished a
as the room seemed to snap back into proper perspective again.

Thelast of us came tumbling in, followed by the last member of the bucket brigade. The latter
sealed the hatch, oriented himself upside down to us, let go of the hatch, and floated before it, h
thrust up into his pockets. He looked at us, and we craned our heads at him. A few of us
cartwheeled round to his personal vertical again, and before long everyone had done so, with var
degrees of grace.

He seemed to be in hisfifties. He wore a p-suit, opagque and deep purple. Compared to the clur
suits we wore, hislooked like a second skin. His complexion was coal black, the kind that does
even gleam much under bright light. He was lean and fit, going bald and making no attempt to hi
frowning and smiling at the same time. He looked relaxed and competent, avuncular. He reminde
me alittle of Murray, the business manager of one of the companies |I'd worked with almost a de
before. Murray did the work of four men, yet always seemed perfectly relaxed, even during the\
before a performance.

"Y ou folks don't seem to know which way is up, do you? he said pleasantly.

There were avery few polite giggles, and one groan.

He did something, and was suddenly upside down to us again. He was stable in the new positic
and had not touched anything. | didn't quite catch the move at the time-and still can't describe it;
have to show you-but | was fascinated. | wanted to ask him to do it again.

Thistime we al let him stay upside down.

"All right. My nameis Phillipe Mgabi. | am your Chief Administrator for Student Affairs. On be
of the Starseed Foundation, I'd like to welcome you all to Top Step, and wish you afruitful stay
sorry you had such an eventful journey here, and | assure you all that Top Step is considerably |
vulnerable than your shuttle was. Y ou're as safe as any terrestrial can be in space, now."

No one said thanks.

"I must remind you that you are no longer on United Nations soil, in even afigurative sense. T
Step is an autonomic pressure, like Skyfac or The Ark, recognized by the UN but not eigible fo
membership, and wholly owned by the Starseed Foundation. At the moment, you are technically
Landed Immigrants, although we prefer the term Postul ants.”

It was weirdly disorienting to be addressed by an upside down person. It was amost impossib
decipher hisfacia expressions.

"Y ou were given the constitution and laws of Top Step back at Suit Camp, and you'll find then
the memory banks-along with maps, schedules, master directory, and for that matter the entire
Global Net. Y ou have unrestricted and unmetered access, Net-inclusive, free of charge for aslor
you're resident here."

There were murmurs. Unmetered access to the Net? For everybody?

This whole operation struck me as being run like a dance company financed by task-specific g
In some areas they were as cheap as a cut-rate holiday (Suit Camp had featured outdoor privies,
like the ones I'd used as alittle girl on Gambier Island) . . . but when they spent, they spent like
sailors on leave. It seemed schizophrenic.

"The point isthat you are responsible. Y ou are presumed to know your obligations and privileg
as a Postulant. The Agreements you have made are all in plain language, and you are bound by tl
They alow you agreat deal of dack . . . but where they bind, thereisno give at all. | recommen
that you study them if you haven't already."



Out of the corner of my eye | saw the loudmouthed joker start to say something, then change h
mind.

"I hope all of you paid attention at Suit Camp. | said you were as safe as any terrestrial in spac
That compares favorably with, say, New York . . . but not by much, and space bites in different
places and unexpected ways. Asyou learned on your way up here." Ouch. "To survive long enc
to enter Symbiosis, you must all acquire and maintain a state of alert mindfulness-and there are fi
second chances. Space is not fair. Space is not merciful. | see you all nodding, and | know that
least three of you will be dead before your term is up. That is the smallest number of Postulants
have lost from asingle class. | would like it very much if your class turns out to be the first exce
to that rule.’

Mgabi cocked his head, listening to something we couldn't hear. "And now |I'm going to hand
over to your Orientation Coordinator. Any and all problems, questions, requests or complaints
may have during your stay in Top Step will go to her; I'm afraid | will not be seeing you on any
regular basis myself. Dorothy?"

The hatch opened and admitted a red-haired woman in her seventies, frail and thin, dressed in K
green p-suit. One look at her face and | knew | was in good hands. She looked competent,
compassionate and wise. She aligned herself to us rather than Mgabi.

"Hello, children,” she said. "I'm Dorothy Gerstenfeld. I'm going to be your mother for the next
months. Daddy here-" She indicated Mgabi. "-will be away at the office most of the time, so I'll
the one who tucks you in and makes you do your chores and so on. I've got a squad of Guides
help me. My door is aways unlocked and my phone is always on.

"Now | know you've al got athousand questions-| know at least afew of you urgently want a
refresher course in zero-gee plumbing!-but I've got alittle set speech, and | find if | start with the
questions | never get to it. So here goes:

"I've used the maternal metaphor for areason . . . just as Doctor Mgabi entered this room upsi
down to you for areason. He was trying to show you by plain example that you have cometo a
place where up and down have meaning only within your own skull. | am trying to suggest to yo
that for the next two months you are no longer adults, whatever your calendar age.’

Mgabi drifted nearby in a gentle crouch. It was hard to read hisinverted face, and he must have
heard this dozens of times, but it seemed to me he paid careful attention, though he was looking
us. He reminded me of an old black and white film | saw once of Miles Davis listening to Charlie
Parker take a solo.

"Itissaid," she continued, "that space makes you childlike again. Charles Armstead himself no
that in the historic Titan Transmission. Free fall makes you want to play, to be a child again. Loc
you all, trying to be still, wanting to hop around. Well you should . . . and shall! Look at me: I'm
considerably over thirty, and I've been six-wall-squash champion in this pressure for over five yt
now.

"Now, what are the three things a child hates the most? Aside from bedtime, | mean. Going to
school, doing chores, and going to church, am | right?' People chuckled, including me. "Well,
you've al just spent several weeksin school. It probably even felt like summer school, since all t
Suit Camps are in tropical locations. And now that school's out, you're going to have to spend s
time doing chores and being in church." There were scattered mock-groans. "Not only that, you
going to have to remember, every single time without fail, to wear your rubbers when you go oul
That got giggles.

"Don't worry," she went on, "before long you'll be going out alot, all you want-and there'll be
plenty of time for play. But church-or temple or zendo or synagogue or whatever word you use



“place where one prays-is sort of what Top Step is all about, what it'sfor. It'sjust akind of chu
it's okay to play in, that's all. It has only one sacrament, and only you know-if you do-what it wil
take to become ready to receive it. We know many ways to help you.

"If you use your time here wisely, then soon church will be done, and school will be out foreve
and you will become moreidedlly childlike than you ever were as achild.

"I hope every one of you makesit."

A facile and pious cliche, surely-but when she said it, | believed it. Y our mother doesn't lie. Thi
one didn't, at least.

"Remember: if you have any practical difficulties, I'm the one you want to consult; don't bothe
Administrator Mgabi or his staff without routing through mefirst. But few of your problems are
going to turn out to be practical-and some ofyour practical problems will kill you before you ha
chance to complain. When you do need help, it'smore likely to be spiritua help. Y ou'll find that
Step has more spiritual advisers than any other kind. We have representatives of most of the me
denominations inboard-youll find a directory in your computer-but please don't feel compelled t
stick with whatever faith you were raised in or presently practice. You'll find that personal rappo
alot more important than brand name. All right, enough speeches-"

People with full bladders sighed, anticipating relief-but there was an interruption from the
loudmouth. He wanted to report Shannon, our flight attendant, for what he called outrageous
authoritarianism and psychological instability. "The woman is dangerous, he said. "I actually thc
for amoment she was going to strike me! | want her relieved of duty and punished.’

Therest of us made a collective growling sound. He ignored us.

"We'll discussthisin my office," Dorothy said, "as soon as|'ve-’

"Dammit, | want satisfaction, now."

Dorothy looked sad. "Eric," she said, "did you read your contracts with us?' It struck me, that
knew his name.

He didn't seem to notice. "I ran 'em past my legal software, sure. But she had no right-"

"She had every right. | saw all that happened, from my office. If Shannon had chosen to kill yc
would have been sad-but | would not have been cross with her."

He snorted. "She'd have had a busy time trying!”

Dorothy looked even sadder. "No, she wouldn't. Eric, can't we discuss this later, in my office”

"I'm afraid not, ma'am. If the setup here actually requires me to take orders from every hired he
let's get it straight right now so | can return to Earth at once.”

Now she mastered her sorrow; her face smoothed over. "Very well. I'll take you back to your
shuttle now. It will be departing almost immediately.” She kicked off gently and jaunted toward h

At once he was waffling. "Wait aminute! You can't just throw me out without a hearing, after &
time I've invested-and you certainly can't make me go back in that crate, it's defective. And thes
p-suits are substandard, | want areal one, with a proper radio, and-"

She approached slowly, empty hands outstretched in a gesture of peace, maternal concernon
face. She killed most of her momentum on the empty rope just in front of his, setting it shivering
covered the last few meters very slowly, reached for hisrope-

--and her hands dlipped past it, touched Eric behind each ear with delicate precision. Hiseyesr
up and he let go of the rope, slowly began to pivot around her hands. He snored gently.

Towing Eric, Dorothy jaunted slowly back to her original place by the hatch; it opened as she
there, and she aimed Eric out through it to someone out in the corridor. Then she turned to us.

All the sadness was gone from her face, now, replaced by resolution. She looked as strong, as
powerful, as my own grandmother. "I'm sorry you've all had such an inauspicioustrip so far." S



smile. "It can only get better from here. Now: Eric raised a good point. The p-suitsyou're all
wearing are inadequate. They're tourist suits, designed only for emergency use by passengersin
transit. They'll be going back to Earth on the shulttle, so please remove them now. You'll be issu
your own personal suits-real suits, the best made-in just alittle while." We all began removing oL
suits. "From here you'll go through Decontam, where there'll be washrooms for those who need
one-and, I'm afraid, for those who don't think you do-and then you'll be guided to your rooms.
Y ou've got three hours before dinner; | recommend you spend them either at your terminals, lear
your way around Top Step, or resting. There'll be plenty of time for physical exploring, believe

Again there was a bucket-brigade. We were warned not to attempt any maneuvers of our own &
the way, but | intended to cheat just alittle. . . until the line was held up by thefirst couple of je
do so, and people with full bladders began to get surly. Sure, | knew more about kinesthetics the
the two jerks. That gave me the opportunity to make an even bigger jerk out of myself. | decide
be patient.

There was plenty of time. We wouldn't be allowed to go EV A for another four weeks, and we
wouldn't be allowed to enter Symbiosis until we'd had at least four weeks of EVA practice. . . &
we were entitled to hang around Top Step making up our minds for another four weeks after the
we chose, before we had to either take the Symbiote, or go back to Earth and start making payn
on the air, food and water we had used. I'd have lots of timeto play with zero gee.

Having toured alot of strange places with various dance companies, |I'd been through severa s
of stringent international decontamination rituals before, and thought | was prepared for anything
Y ou don't want to know about Top Step Decontam, and | don't want to discussit. Let's just say
they were thorough. Top Step is a controlled environment, and they want it as sterile as possible

When | got out the other end, naked, dry, and bright red, | found myself driftingin a
boardroom-sized cubic with five other naked females. Kirrawas among them, and | recognized
Glenn Christie, an acquaintance from Suit Camp. At the far end of the space were what |ooked |
several dozen drifting footballs, tethered together. Kirrathrew meagrin. "Am | still black? she c
softly.

"Onthisside," | agreed.

Shegiggled, and . . . wriggled, somehow, so that she spun end over end gracefully, like aballer
pirouetting but in three dimensions.

"Couple of pink places," | said, "but | think you had them when you started. How did you do
It hadn't looked at all like the maneuver Mgabi had used.

"Little pinker now, maybe. | dunno how I didit. You try it."

When | try out anew move, I'm aonein the studio. | was saved by the bell. An amplified voice
came from nowhere in particular. (I tried to locate the speaker grille, but it seemed to be hidden.)
was female, awarm friendly contralto. After what wed just been through, it shouldn't have matte
much if she'd been amaewith aleer in hisvoice. . . but | found myself liking her somehow,
whoever she was. She sounded sort of like the best friend | never really had. "Welcome, al of y
to community pressure. One of the containers you see on the inboard side of the chamber will h
your name on it. Please put on the contents and check them for fit: let me know if you have any
problems.” We al thanked her.

It occurred to me briefly to wonder why she wasn't present in the room. Surely we were as
thoroughly decontaminated as we were ever going to be. But the tone of her voice said that what
the reason was, it was unimportant, not anything scary, so | put it out of my mind.

Getting to the football-shaped containers got comical; we were like kids in some Disneyland ric



giggling and trying to help each other and getting tangled up and giggling some more. By the tim
located the box with my name on it, we all had aching sides. The unseen woman did not chastis
for our antics; she seemed to understand that we were ready for some laughter.

The football opened along one seam. Inside it was awad of something. As| stared at it in
puzzlement, it swelled like bread-dough, like a backpacker's raincoat opening up.

"It'sap-suit!" Kirrasaid delightedly, shaking out hers.

Sure enough, we had all been issued our real p-suits. Expensive, state of the art, personally
customized and form-fitting ones, as opposed to the cheap standardized movie-costumes we'd ¢
worn aboard the Shuttle.

We'd practiced thisin Suit Camp. Timing myself, | slid the bottom half on like greased pantyh
pulled the rest up behind me and around my torso, put my arms in the sleeves, sealed the seam,
pulled the transparent hood down over my head. Elapsed time, twelve seconds. | thought that w
pretty good. It went on easier than a body-stocking: while it was snug, the interior had been treat
somehow to reduce friction. | didn't test the radio or any of the other gear, though | should have
Instead | pulled the hood back, and grinned at Kirra and Glenn and the other women. They grinr
back.

Our suits were custom tailored to our bodies, and fit like hugs. They were also, we discovered
customized for colour. They came out of the egg transparent, so we could inspect them for fit a
flaws, and except for the barely visible tracery of microtubules that carried coolant and such aro
them, they looked like an extralayer of skin. But when we located the "polarization enabler cont
they'd taught us about in Suit Camp, and opaqued our suits, each of us was, from toes to
collarbone, a different-and well chosen-colour. My own suit turned a light shade of burgundy th:
suited my complexion and hair colour, and Kirras suit became a cobalt blue very close to the
highlights that normal lighting raised on her dark black skin.

| liked the colours alot. To me they were among the first signs that artists had had a part in the
creative planning of this outfit.

"Any problems?' our unseen friend asked. "No? Then exit the chamber through the green-marl
hatch in Wall Four. You'll be directed from there."

| looked around for the green-marked hatch. Where the hell was Wall Four? No walls were mar
that | could see-at least not with numbers. One of them, to our right (we were all instinctively alic
to the same local vertical, without knowing how we'd selected it) was painted with alarge broad
arrow, pointing in the direction we had come from, but that was little help. My companions were
looking confused, too, but the unseen woman didn't cue us.

It took so long to find the hatch that in afew seconds | guessed where it must be. Sure enough
was "up,” over our heads. People hardly ever ook up, for some reason. (Which seems to sugge
that we haven't evolved significantly since before we came down out of the trees, yes?) | nudgec
Kirraand pointed. She unsealed the hatch and went through. | followed on her heels, and we fot
ourselves at the bottom of a huge well-lit padded cavern.

| should have been expecting it; 1'd seen pictures. But you just don't expect to step from somey
as clean and sterile and right-angled and high-tech and profoundly artificial as a Decontam modu
into the Carlsbad Caverns. | nearly lost my grip and fell up into it.

It was about the size of a concert hall and roughly spherical-but the accent was on rough. Roug
curves and joins, the rough fractal topography of natural rock, overlaid with some rough surface
covering that looked like cheap kitchen sponge stained dark grey. Tunnels departed from the ca
in al directions; their gaping, irregularly sized and shaped mouths were spaced asymmetrically



around the chamber. Each tunnel had one or more pairs of dender elastic bungee cords strung
Criss-cross across its mouth, obviously used to either fling oneself into the tunnel, or catch ones
on the way out; the larger the tunnel, the more cords.

This spheric pressure was half natural and half artificial. It had happened, as much as it had bes
built. It was a scul pted and padded cave. Perhaps a dozen people (none of them in p-suits; one:
naked) were drifting slowly across the vast chamber in different directions. No two of them were
using the same local vertical, and none of them used ours. It was like something out of Escher.

No, it was something out of Escher.

| remembered to move aside so others could use the hatch. There were lots of handgrips nearb
worked myself side-ways like a crab and “lay on my back™" afew inches "above" the bulkhead |
just come through. As Glenn and the other three women emerged into the cave behind us, they t
grabbed handholds, stabilized themselves, and stared.

After along few moments of silence, Glenn cleared her throat. "Which way to the egress, do y
suppose?

The unseen woman spoke again. "Can al of you see the tunnel that's blinking green over there,
Inboard and One-ish?"

Again | failed to spot any speakers, and realized this time that there were none; her voice was
simply homing in on my ears somehow. The last two terms she'd used were meaningless to me,
there was no mistaking the tunnel she meant. Soft green lights around its mouth had suddenly st
to flash on and off. "We seeit."

"That's where you're headed for, now."

"All the bloody way up there?' Kirra squeaked.

"Push off gently, Kirra,” our companion said soothingly. | hadn't realized she knew our names.
must have aterrific memory. "Be prepared to take along time getting there. You'll find that in
jaunting long distances, aim is much more important than strength. And you're not in a hurry. Wi
don't you go first?"'

"Well . . .| guess|-bloody hell!"

Kirra had absently let go of her handhold at some point, instinctively trusting to gravity to keep
in place. But there was none. In the twenty seconds or so we'd been here, she'd drifted far enou
away from the floor (as| called that wall in my mind, since it had been under my feet when | star
to be unable to touch it again. Her attempts only put her into a tumble from which she couldn't fi
out how to emerge. "Oh my," she groaned as she spun. "l think I'm gonna be a puke pinwhesl ir
minute. . ."

| tried to reach her, but | couldn't quite do it without letting go with my other hand myself. And
gap between us was slowly widening.

"Make achan," our friend said, and one of the women | didn't know, who was nearest to me,
reached and got one of my anklesin a one-handed deathgrip. | let go of my handhold, lunged, a
got an equally firm grip on one of Kirras ankles as it went by. Her mass tried to tug me sideway
stabilized her spin, and partially succeeded. The woman holding me reeled us both in, alittle too
hard: Kirraand | thumped firmly together into what | thought of as the floor, and clutched it and
each other.

Perhaps we shouldn't have used up our giggles earlier; we could have used some now.

“I'mright,” Kirrasaid. "Ta, love. . . | fed aright idjit."

"It happens to everyone here, sooner or later," our unseen friend told her. "Proper etiquetteist
lend assistance if needed and otherwise ignore it. Are you ready to jaunt now, Kirra?'

She was game. "Reckon so. Where's that blinkin' tunnel? Pun unintended.” She spun round to



the cavern and got her feet under her. "Oh, thereit is. See you on the other side, mates-"

She kicked off, gently, and began to rise into the air.

Now we giggled. We couldn't help it. Her lazy ascension looked exactly like a bad special effe
We heard her laughing too, with a child's delight. She mugged for us as she went, folded her arn
and legsinto tailor seat, opened out into a swan dive, then tucked and rolled and came out of it
making exaggerated swimming motions-in our direction. Any embarrassment she might have felt
moment ago was gone. "'l dreamed of this," she sang, her voice high and dreamy, "so many yee
ago, it'slike amemory-"

| set my feet, let go of the wallbehindme/floorbeneathme bulkhead, took a deep breath, and jaul
after her.

If you've done it you know what | mean, and if you haven't | can't convey it. All | can say is,
mortgage your condo, take the Thomas Cook Getaway Special, and jaunt in free fall once befor:
you die. That way you'll know your way around Paradise when you get there.

We were al giggling like schoolgirls as we jaunted up through the vast chamber, drawing amus
looks from the old hands. "I likeit, Morgan," Kirra called down to me.

"Me, too," | called back. | was mildly disappointed that this big cave had no perceptible echo.
suppose the fun of one would have worn off the first time you smacked your head on bare rock
tried to make yourself understood to someone on the other side of the chamber.

Kirra had followed instructions, jaunted very gently and therefore slowly. My own jaunt had be
little more impulsive: | was gradually overtaking her. "L ook out above-here | come!"

She glanced down, rotated on her axis, and opened her arms for me so that | slid up into a hug
of the oddest, most pleasant experiences of my life! We grinned with delight and embraced.

L ooking past her fanny | noticed four p-suited males emerging from a hatch near the one we'd |
left. Robert wasn't among them. Well, what did | care?

At about the mid-point Kirraand | began to think about the other end of the journey, and plan
landing. Aswe did so, it suddenly dawned on us both that we were not floating up-we were ups
down, faling. It was as if the whole cave had flipped end over end in an instant. We clutched ea
other even tighter . . . and then relaxed, trying to laugh at ourselves. But there was a queasy fedlir
my stomach that hadn't been there before. This "thinking spherically" business they kept talking
about at Suit Camp was going to take some work. And time. . .

| could see, now, why some people just can't ever get it. For the first time, | seriously wondere
whether-dancer or no dancer-1 might be one of them. | had automatically assumed that spherical
perception would be a snap for any modern dancer, since we do our moving much farther from
vertical axisthan ballet dancers. . . but when | thought about it, weren't even modern dancers m
tied into gravity and perpendicularity than ordinary people? A civilian tries to not fall down; amc
dancer triesto move all over the place in odd and interesting ways, and not fall down: therefore
pays more attention, more of the time, to not falling down-pays more heed to gravity. Maybe | h
more to unlearn than my companions. . .

But | thrust aside the thought, determined to keep enjoying this magic jaunt, and got Kirrato sh
me that reversing-your-vertical trick. It turned out to be something like trying to exaggerate a swe
dive, if that helpsyou. | ordered my stomach to settle down. Fine, it said, Define "down." | tolc
"down" was toward my feet, and that seemed to help alittle.

When I'd kicked off to follow Kirra, shed been anear target, so I'd aimed well enough to jaunt
into her embrace. But the target she'd been aimed at was much farther away, and docking with it



had probably further disturbed her course. We landed close to the tunnel mouth we wanted, but
very. About ten seconds later Glenn threaded it like a needle, spinning around the bungee cord li
high-bar gymnast, and those of us who could applauded. The others did no better than Kirra ant
We all met at the tunnel mouth.

"Not bad at all," our woman friend said. "And Glenn, that was excellent."

| understood that she was monitoring us from some remote location-but it seemed odd that she
still giving us her attention. Surely there were other women coming out of Decontam after us. Ye
there was one now: | could see her "up" there, emerging upside down from the hatch we'd | eft,
gapingupat us. ..

The penny dropped.

Now how did one phrase this? 'Uh. .. excuse me? "Yes, Morgan?' she said.

“..areyou organic?'

There was asmilein her voice now. "Elegantly put, dear. No, as you've guessed, I'm an Al
program in Top Step's master computer.”

"And abloody clever oneyou are," Kirrasaid delightedly. "l never sussed. What's your name,
love?!

"I'm generally known as Teena. If you think of a name you like better, tell me and I'll answer to
with you. At the moment | have one hundred and sixty-seven names. But if you want to refer to
to another person, call me Teena."

I'd been crabwalking my way to the tunnel mouth with the others, but suddenly | paused. "Uh .
Teena?' | began, pitching my voice too low for the othersto hear. ". . . do you-lI mean, isthere
way to-"

"May | try to guess your questions, Morgan?' she murmured in my ear. "Yes, | will be monitor
you every minute you'rein or near Top Step, while you're feeding the fetcher or making love or |
trying to be aone. No, thereis no way to switch me off. But there'sonly avery limited sensein
which | can even metaphorically be said to be thinking about what | perceive. In avery rea sen
thereis no me, save when | am invoked. My short-term memory is much less than a second, | d
save anything that is not relevant to health, safety or your direct commands, and even that can b
accessed by only eight peoplein Top Step-to all of whom you gave that specific right when you
sighed your contract. So please dont think of me as a Peeping Teena, all right?”

"I'll try," | said, resuming my journey to the tunnel mouth. "It'sjust that . . . well, I've heard Als
before-but you're so good I'd swear you're sentient.” Glenn heard that last and said, "Me too."

"Artificial sentience may be possible," Teena said, "but it won't be silicon-based.”

One of the women | didn't know said something in Japanese.

"Why not?" Glenn trand ated.

"The map is not the territory," Teena said-and apparently the Japanese woman heard the answe
her own language. What a marvelous tool Teenawas!

Glenn seemed disposed to argue, but Teena went on, "It's time we got you six to your quarters
Follow me-"

A group of little green LED lights along the tunnel wall began twinkling at us, then moved slowl
away into the tunnd like Tinkerbell.

One at atime, we put our soles against the bungee cord and jaunted after them.

The tunnel itself was laser-straight, though its walls were roughly sculpted. There were numbere
hatches let into the padded rock at odd intervals, and other, smaller tunnels intersected at odd
intervals and angles. The main corridor was about eight or ten meters in cross section, with rung
spiraling along its length so that you could never be far from one. These came in handy aswe



progressed; we were to learn that a perfect tunnel-threading jaunt is almost impossible, even for
fall veterans. Old hands boast of their low CPH, or Contact-Per-Hectometer rate. (If you're adie
American, a hectometer, a hundred meters, isthe rest of humanity's name for about a hundred
yards.) We soon began to pick up the trick of slinging ourselves along with minimal waste effort
matter how fast or slow we progressed, the blinking lights that we followed stayed exactly five
meters ahead of the foremost one of us, like one of those follow-from-in-front tails you see cop:
spies do in the movies.

We overtook and passed a group of especially clumsy males. They were following pixies of a
different colour, so there was minimal confusion between our two groups.

"Who you roomin with, Morgan?"' Kirra asked as we jaunted together.

"I don't know. The woman | planned to room with came down with the Foul Bowel three days
ago--bad enough to get flown off to hospital. | guess| get pot luck."

"Struth!" Kirraexclaimed. "Mine got right to the airlock this morning and decided what she rea
wanted to do was go back to her husband. Hey, you don't reckon . . . ? | mean, they sat us next
each other on the Shuttle, do you suppose that means- Hey Teena-

"Yes, Kirra?' Teenasaid.

"Who's my bunkie gonna be?"

"Y ou and Morgan will be rooming together. That iswhy you were seated adjacent on the Shutt

"That's great!" Kirrasaid.

| was oddly touched by the genuine enthusiasm in her voice; it had been along time since anyo
had been especially eager for my company. | found that | was pleased myself; Kirrawas as likea
asapuppy. "Thanks," | told her. "I think so too."

She grinned. "l ought towarnyou . . . | sing. All thetime, | mean. Puts some people off."

"Areyou any good?"

"Yah. But | don't sing anything you know."

“I'll risk it. | dance, myself."

"So | hear; liketo seeit. That's settled, then. Thanks, Teenal

It occurred to me that Teena hadn't answered Kirra's question until Kirraasked it. She'd heard |
discussing it, presumably, but had not volunteered the information until asked. She'd told the tru
earlier: unless we called on her, she "paid attention" only to things like pulse, respiration, and loc
coordinates. (If everyone in Top Step ever called her at the same moment, would her system har
Or did she have the RAM to handleit?) | found that reassurance comforting.

A woman who knew everything, needed nothing and was only there when you wanted her. | we
willing to bet a man had written Teena. She was what my ex-husband had been looking for all hi

Shortly Teena said, "WEe'l be pausing at that nexus ahead, the one that's blinking now. Prepare
cancel your velocity."

The "nexus was an intersection of several side tunnels, important enough to have bungee cord:
strung across the middle of the main tunnel to allow changes of vector. We all managed to grab

"We split up here," Teenasaid. "Soon Li, Yumiko, your quarters are thisway-" Tinkerbell skitt
off down one tunnel, then returned to hover at its entrance. "-Glenn, Nicole, Morgan and Kirra, \
arethisway." Another tunnel developed green fairies.

We did each say leave-taking politenesses appropriate to our culture, but even Y umiko didn't li
over it. We were all too eager to see our new home, our personal cave-within-a-cave. Have you ¢
approached a new dwelling for thefirst time. . . after the lease has been signed? Remember how
your pulse raced as you got near the door? The schizoid cheap/lavish style of Top Step might jt
pinch here.



Our wing was P7; Teena pointed out the wing bathroom and kitchenette as we jaunted past the
stopped Kirraand me at a door marked P7-23. I'm not even sure | said goodbye to Glenn as sh
continued on past our door toward her own room and roommate. Teena had Kirra and me show
door-lock our thumbprints, whereupon it opened for us.

Home, sweet spherical home. . .

CHAPTER THREE

When the 10,000 things are viewed in their oneness, we return to the origin and remain where w
have aways been.

-Sen T'san

OUR NEW HOME didn't look too weird to us because wed seen picturesin Suit Camp. Still i
exotic; flat pictures don't do justice to a spherical living space. We drifted around in it for awhil
staring at everything, trying out the various facilities, lights and sound and video and climate con
teaching them all to recognize our voices and so on, but the room somehow kept refusing to be
real for me. It was just too strange.

There was no "upper bunk" to fight over; one half of the room was as good as the other. The
hemisphere | arbitrarily chose had, as a small concession to the ancient human patterns of thoug
was hereto unlearn, alocal vertical, adefined up and down-the Velcro desk lined up with the
computer monitor and so on-but Kirra's half had a different one, at a skewed angle to mine. Neit
had any particular relationship to the axis of the corridor outside. Looking from my side of the r
to Kirra's made me dightly dizzy. My eyes wanted to ignore anything that disagreed with their
personal notion of up and down. Such things did not play by the rules, were impolite, beneath
notice.

Kirraand | each adapted to our own local orientation for amoment, blinked at the items and
documents attached to our desks, the monitor screens that read WELCOME TO TOP STEP, a
so on. Then we turned back to look at each other. Being out-of-phase was unsatisfactory; witho
discussion or thought we both adapted to a compromise orientation halfway between our two
differing ones. We snapped into phase with an amost audible click.

And we broke up.

We could not stop laughing. There was more than a bit of hysteriain it, on both sides. It was
different by an order of magnitude from the giggling we had done earlier while scrambling for ou
new p-suits. Since breakfast | had been literally blown off the face of the Earth, nearly killedin o
told that | was aforty-six-year-old child, sexually-aroused? well, intrigued-for the first timein for
molested most intimately and impersonally by Decontam devices, dumped into aweird Cavewor
where falling off alog was not possible, guided through a bunch of absurdly Freudian tunnels by
woman who wasn't there.. . . and now | was "home,” in a place where my bed was a holster, and
could look up and see the soles of my roommate's feet. | can't speak for Kirra, but it wasn't unti
about halfway through that laugh that | realized just how lonely and scared and disoriented |
was-which only made me laugh harder.

We laughed until the tears came, and then roared, because tearsin free fall are so absurd, from
Inside and outside. Kirra's eyes exuded little elongated saline worms, that waved and broke up ir
tiny crystal balls. | seemed to see her through afish-eye lens that kept changing its focal length.
Every time our laughter began to slow down, one of us would gasp out something like, “Long d



or, "Do you believe this?' and we'd dissolve again, as though something terribly funny had been
said.

Our convulsions set us caroming gently around the room, and eventually we collided glancingly
climbed up each other into a hug. We squeezed each other's laughter into submission.

"Thanks, love," Kirrasaid finaly. "I needed that belly-buster."

"Metoo!" We sort of did a pushup on each other; pushed apart until we held each other by the
biceps at arms' length. "Whoever decided you and | would be compatible roommates was either
very good at their job or very lucky. | couldn't have laughed like that alone, or with somebody il
Glenn."

We kept hold of each other's upper armsin order to maintain eye contact, to match our person
verticals. But nothing is still in free fall unless anchored. To keep our lower bodies from drifting,
had instinctively invented away of bracing our shins against each other with ankles interlocked. |
became aware of it now, and admired it. Could there be such athing as an instinctive response t
zero gravity? Or was it just that bodies are alot more adaptable than brains?

"All right," Kirrasaid, "let's get down to it. Who are you, Morgan? Why are you here?'

| was more amused than offended by her forthrightness. "Y ou sure don't beat around the bush
you?'

"Hell, | was born in the bush.”

| pinched her.

"But I'll go first if you want," she continued.

"No, that's okay," | said. ""Why am | here? iseasy. I'm ... | was adancer. | was pretty famot
but more important | was pretty good, but most important | was married toit, it'sall | ever did, :
can't do it anymore. | don't mean | can't get hired. | mean | can't dance anymore. Not on Earth,
anyway. Not for along time now. | looked around and found out there's nothing else on Earth |
about. And my problems are lower back and knees, and zero gee is supposed to be great for bc

"l can seethat," Kirra agreed.

"It's more than just the reduced stress. It's the calcium loss. There's this doctor thinksit will
actually help."

Human bones lose calcium rapidly in zero gravity-one of many reasons why people who stay ir
space too long are stuck there for life. The bones become too frail to return to terrestrial gravity.
Many of my fellow Postulants would be taking calcium supplements, just in case they decided t
change their minds and return to Earth. But it happened that overcalcification was a factor in bot
back trouble and my knee problems.

S0 space is a place where one out of three doctors says maybe | could dance again. For one
chance in three of dancing again, | would skin myself with a can opener. If | have to put up with
great longevity and freedom from all human suffering and tel epathic union with a bunch of saints
geniuses to get that chance.. . . well, | can live with that, | guess." | grinned. "That sounds weird
huh?'

"Not to me. Well, what do you think? Can you dance here?’

"Wdll .. .1 won't know until I've had time alone to experiment. | won't really know until | wake
the next morning. And | won't be sure for at least aweek or two. But it feels good, Kirra. | don't
know, it really does. | think it's going to work, maybe. Oh shit, I'm excited!"

She squeezed my arms and showed me every one of those perfect teeth. "That's great, love. I'r
glad for you. Good luck, en?"

The trite words sounded real in her mouth. "Thanks, hon. Okay, your turn now. What bringsy
Top Step?'



"Well . . . do you know anything about Aborigines, Morgan?' she asked. "The Dreamtime? Th
Songlines?’

| admitted | did not.

"Thisis gonnatake awhile. . . you sure you want to hear it?'

"Of course."

"Back before the world got started was the Dreamtime, my people reckon. All the Ancestors
dreamed themselves alive, then, created themselves out of clay, created themselves as people an
the kinds of animals and birds and insects there are. And the first thing they did was go walkabo
sngin-makin' the world by singin' it into existence. Sing up ariver here, sing a mountain there.
Wherever they went, they left a Songline behind ‘em, and the Song made the world around there
see? So there's Songlines criss-crossin' the world, and everyplace is on or near a Songline, with
Song of its own that makes it what it is. That's why we go Walkabout-to follow the Songlines ar
sing the Songs and keep recreating the world so's it doesn't melt away. Get it?"

"l think so. All Aboriginals believe this?

"Most of usthat's left. Our Dreamings ain't like whitefellareligions. Our Songs were maps, trac
routes, alliances, history: they held the whole country together, kept hundreds of tribes and clans
living together in peace for generations. Even the whitefella couldn't completely change that. Thc
of usthey didn't kill outright had trouble keepin' our faith, but.

Some of us went to the towns, tried on European ideas. Railroads were cuttin' across Songline
Our beliefs didnt seem to account for the world we saw anymore, so we had to change ‘em a bi
But we never got the Dreamtime out of our bones and teeth. Tribesthat did . . . well, they're gor
see?

"So the last few generations, amob of usleft the reserves, left the cities and towns. We've gon
back to the bush, gone back to bein' nomads, followin' the Songlines. There's not many of usle
see. We want to touch where we came from before we go from the world.

"If we're gonnatry to keep our beliefs alive, we got to make 'em account for the world we see.
space is part of that world now. We've got to weave it into our world-picture somehow. Some c
old stories speak of Sky-Heroes, spirit Ancestors departed into the sky. If that's so, they |eft
Song-lines, and Aborigines can follow them to space. That's my job: to try and find the Songline
the Sky-Heroes."

| was fascinated. The bravery, the audacity of trying to make an ancient pagan religion fit the
modern world was breathtaking. "Why you?"

"It'smy Dreaming." She saw that | did not understand, and tried again: "Like you with dancin'.
what | was born for. My mab, the Yirlandji, we're reckoned the best singers. And I'm the best o
lot.” There was neither boasting nor false modesty in her voice.

"Sing me something."

"| can sing you atabi,” she said. "A personal song. But you'll have to back off: | gotta slap me
legs."

We let each other go, and drifted about a decimeter apart. She closed her eyesin thought for
perhaps ten seconds, filling her lungs the whole time. Then she brought her thighs up and slappe
them in slow rhythm as she sang:

Mutjingga, kale neki

Mingara, wija narani moroko Bodalla,
Kayan ungu le win Naguguri minaKurria
Jinkana kandari pirndiri



Yirlandji, turlu palbarregu

Her voice was indeed eerily beautiful. It had the rich tone of an old acoustic saxophone, but it \
not at al like ajazz singer's voice. It had the precision and the perfect vibrato of a MIDI-controll
synthesizer, but it was natural as riversong, human as a baby's cry, amillion years older than the
bone flute. It was warm, and alive, and magical.

The song she sang was made of nine tones that repeated, but with each repetition they changec
much in interval and intonation and delivery as to seem completely different phrases. Considerin
that | didn't understand aword, | found it oddly, powerfully, astonishingly moving; whatever she
saying, it was coming directly from her heart to my ears. As| listened, | was radically reevaluatir
my new roommeate. This cute little puppy I'd been mentally patronizing was someone special,
deserving of respect. She was at least as good at her art as | had ever been at mine.

When her song was over | said nothing for ten seconds or more. Her eyes fluttered open and f
mine, and still | was silent. There was no need to flatter her. She knew how good she was, and k
that | knew it now.

Then | was speaking quickly: "Teenal Did you hear Kirra's song just now? | mean, do you still
itinmemory? "Yes, Morgan.’

"Would you save it for me, please? And download it to my personal memory?

"Namethisfile," Teenarequested.

" “Kirra, Opus One." "

"Saved.” And that'swhy | can give you the words now-though | can't vouch for the spelling.

"Do you mind, Kirra? If | keep acopy of that just for myself?"

"Shit no, mate. | sang it you, di'n 17" She looked thoughtful. "Hoy, Teena, would you put a co
in my spare brain aswell? Label it ‘Bodalla,’ and put it in afolder named "Tabi."' "

"Done."

She returned her attention to me. "l was singin” about-" | interrupted her softly. "-about saying
goodbye to Earth, about coming to space, something about it being scary, but such a wonderful
thing to do that you just have to do it. Yes?' She just nodded. Maybe people always understooc
when she sang. | wouldn't be surprised.

I've since asked Teenafor atrandation of "Bodalla. " She offered three, aliteral transposition &
two colloquial versions. The onel like goes:

All-Mother, creator of usall

Great spirit who controls the clouds, now | have come to the sky
Farewell to the p'ace-where-the-child-is-flung-into-the-air

| journey now to see the Crocodile who lives in the Milky Way

So | can send back arope ladder to the rrlandji, and to al the tribes

"But that's just atabi,” Kirrasaid. 'Just a personal song of my own, like. That's not why | got s
here. See, what I'm specia good at isfedlin' the Songlines. Been that way since | was alittle girl.
Whenever my mob'd move to a new place, | always knew the Song of it before anybody taught
Yarra, the. . . well, awoman that taught me, this priestess, like. . . she used to blindfold me anc
drive me to strange country, some place I'd never been. And when I'd been there awhile, someti
an hour, sometimes overnight, | could sing her the Song of that place, and | always got it right. |
famous for it. Tribes that had forgotten parts of their own Songs, or had pieces cut out of 'em b
whitefella doin's, would send for me to come help ‘em. So when the Men and Women of Power



figured out thisjob here needed doing, there never was any question whose job it was."

"And you don't mind?' | asked. It was sounding to me alittle as though she'd been drafted, an
was too patriotic to complain.

"Mind?' she said. ‘Morgan, most of us do pretty good if we can get through life without screwi
anybody else up too bad. How many get even a chance to do somethin' important, for awhole
people? | wouldn't missit for the world. Oh Christ, | made a pun. That's just what I'm doin': not
missin' it for the world."

"Wherein Australia are you from?"

"Not far from Suit Camp," she said.

"Y ou're saying double goodbyes today, then,” | said without thinking.

"How d'yamean?’

| felt like kicking myself, but | had to explain now. "A few months ago | said goodbye to
Vancouver--to my home-in my heart. All of us here left home before we came to Suit Camp. To
al wereleaving is Earth. Y ou're leaving home and Earth at the same time."

Implausibly, her grin broadened. "Y ou're not wrong." Somehow at this aperture, the grin made
look even younger, no more than twenty. "Thissthe first time | been out of Oz in melife, and it
dead strange. Probably be just as strange to go to Canada, but. Oz, Earth, all one to me. Hey, w
do you say we get out of these suits and seeif our new clothes fit?"

Each of us had been issued severa sets of jumpsuits, in assorted colors. It wasn't especially
surprising that they fit perfectly: after all, they'd been cut from the same set of careful measurem:
used to make our formfitting p-suits. We also got gloves and booties and belts, all made of mate
that did not feel sticky to the touch, but was sticky when placed against wall-material. Traction
providers. Teena explained that although social nudity was acceptable here, it was customary fol
Postulants, First-Montherslike us, to wear jumpsuitsif they wore anything; second-month Novi
usually lived in their p-suits, for aslong asit took them to make up their minds to Symbiosis. W
admired ourselvesin the mirror for awhile, then | did into my slegpsack and began learning how
adjust it for comfort, while Kirragot Teenato display three-dimensional maps.

"Teena," | said while Kirrawas distracted, "where is Robert Chen billeted?” Absurdly, | tried tc
pitch my voice too low for Kirrato hear, without making it obvious to Teenathat | was doing sc
have no idea whether Teena caught it, or if so whether it conveyed any meaning to her. How sub
was her "understanding’ of humans?

All 1 know isthat Kirradidn't seem to hear her reply, "P7-29."

Just down the corridor! "Thanks."

"Y ou're welcome."

Okay, it's dopey to thank an electric-eye for opening the door for you. | wasn't thinking clearly
was too busy kicking myself for asking the question. And for being elated by the answer. What
care where he dlept? | was not going to get that involved.

Certainly not for days yet.

When Kirraand | got bored with exploring our new home, we discovered we were hungry. We
headed for the cafeteria, following some of Teena's pixies. And found ourselves outside in the
corridor, at the end of along line of hungry people, most hanging on to hand-rails provided for t
purpose. Standing On Lineis not much enhanced by zero gravity. Y our feet hurt less, but there
more annoying ways for your neighbors to fidget. The line, like al lines, did not appear to be
moving.

Kirra nudged me. From up ahead, someone was waving to us. Robert.



"Y ou think we should join him?' she asked.

| hesitated. "Maybe he's just saying hello."

"Up to you," she said, and waved back.

He waved again. It was definitely an invitation for us both to join him.

My blood sugar decided for me. | think.

Cutting ahead on line in zero gee without actually putting my foot in anyone's face was tricky. |
fact, | didn't manage it. Kirraand | were both cordially hated by the time we reached Robert. He
ignored it and made room for us. "Morgan McLeod, Kirra-1'd like you to meet my roommate, B
Buckley, from Sherman Oaks, Califomia."

Ben was one of the strangest looking-and strangest-men I'd ever met. A big boney redhead witl
conversational style reminiscent of a happy machine gun, he wore a permanent smile and huge
sunglasses with very peculiar lenses. They stuck out for several centimeters on either side of his
and flared. The temple shafts of the glasses were wide, and hadsmall knobs and microswitches e
their length. When we asked, he told us he had designed and made them him-self . . . and his
motivation just floored me.

Their purpose was to bring him 360° vision.

"Ever since | wasakid | loved messing with perception,” he told us, hiswords tumbling all ove
one another. "Distortions, gestalt-shifts, changing paradigms, | couldn't get enough. New ways
seeing, hearing, grokking. My folks were die-hard hippies, | caught it from them."

"Mine, t0o," | said, and he gave me an incandescent smile.

"Then you know those funny faceted yellow specs they used to have, gave you bee's eyes? M¢
people keep them on for about ten seconds; areally spaced-out doper might leave 'em on for thy
duration of an acid trip; but | used to wear 'em for days, 'til my parents got nervous. And my da
had this colour organ, turned music into light patterns, and | spent time with that sucker until | c
not only name the tune with the speakers disconnected, | could harmonize, and enjoy it." I'm put
periods at the ends of his sentences so you cart follow them, but he never really paused longer i
comma's worth. "Learning to read spinning record labels, eyeglasses with inverting lenses, | love
that stuff. When | was fourteen, | built apair of headphones that played ambient sound to me
backwards, aword at atime, so fast that once | learned to understand it the lip-synch lag was ju
barely noticeable. That's the kind of stuff that's fun to me. Then one day ayear ago | thought, he
what do | need ablind side for? so | built these glasses." Robert was |ooking very interested.
"They're dual mode. | can get about 300° on straight optical-glasses like that were available back
the Nineties, although they didn't sell well-or | can kick on the fiber-opticsin the earpieces and g
full surround. I like to switch back and forth for fun. I like to put the front hemisphere into one e
and the back half into the other-and switch them back and forth-but | can get something like full
stereo parallax in both eyes at once with a heads-up-display like fighter pilots use."

Kirramanaged to get in aword in edgewise. "Could | look through 'em, Ben?"

He smiled. "Sure. But if you're anormal person, it'd take you about three monthsto learn to
interpret the data. It'd look like afunhouse mirror."

"Oh. Turn round, okay'?"'

“Sure," he said again, and did so.

"Now; what am | doing?'

"Being somewhat rude," he reported accurately. "And that fingernail needs trimming."

Robert looked thoughtful . . . and tossed a pen at Ben's back. Ben reached around behind hims
and caught it . . . then tumbled awkwardly from the effect of moving hisarm. " See what | mean”
said, stabilizing himself. "It has survival advantage: you can't sneak up on me. But | just enjoy it,



know?"'

Kirrawas getting excited. "I'll bet you're the only onein the classthat really likesthis zero-gee
aren't you? It's what you enjoy best; bein' confused. Gosh, that must be a great thing to enjoy!"

He stared. "I like you," he said suddenly.

"Sure," she said.

They smiled at each other.

"Kirrdsright," Robert said. "This "thinking spherically' business that the rest of us are having <
much trouble with must be the kind of thing you've been dreaming of all your life. Why did it tak
you so long to come to space?"

"l think | know," Kirrasaid.

Ben looked at her expectantly.

"You didn't want to use it up too quick," she said.

He smiled and nodded. "I held off aslong as | could stand it," he agreed. His smile broadened
"God, it's great, too. Do you believe they gave us unlimited Net access?'

It was not sparks flying, not a mutual sexual awareness. It was a new friendship taking root. It \
niceto watch. Yet as| watched them | felt vaguely melancholy. | wished | had afriend of the
opposite sex. Robert and | might just be friends someday . . . but if so | could tell we were goir
have to go through being loversfirst, and | just didn't know if | had the energy.

A lover of mine used to have a quote on his bedroom wall, from some old novel: It's amazing
much mature wisdom resembles being too tired.

My melancholy lasted right up until Kirrasaid, "Hey, the bloody queue's movin'!" Starving dan
are too busy for melancholy . . . the only reason their suicide rate isn't higher than it already is.

The cafeteriatook some getting used to. But there was plenty of assistance; without any appare
formal structureto it, Second-Monthers (identifiable because they wore p-suits rather than our
First-Monther's jumpsuits, but lacked the Spacer's Earring of EV A-qualified Third-Monthers)
seemed to take it on themselves to be helpful to newcomers. They were extraordinarily patient al
it, | thought. We must have been more nuisance than aflock of flying puppies. Maybe we were
vastly entertaining.

Tables lined with docking rails jutted out from five of the six walls. The inner sides of the rails\
lined with Velcro, like our belts, so you could back yourself up to one and be held in reasonable
proximity to your food; there was a thin footrail on which to brace your feet-both "above and
"below’ the table. Both sides of the tables were used. It provided an odd and interesting solutior
the problem of sharing atable with strangers: you adopted the opposite vertical to theirs, and yo
conversations never clashed. On the other hand, especially clumsy footwork in docking at table
could kick your neighbor's dinner clear across the room. And you came to really appreciate the
that in free fall, feet don't smell.

Eventually we got down to the real business of a meal: talking.

Y ou hesitate to ask a new chum, so why did you come to Top Step? The answer may be that
they're running away from some defeat on Earth. Y ou're especially hesitant if you're there becau
you're running from some defeat on Earth yourself.

| didn't exactly question Robert over dinner, and he didn't exactly volunteer autobiography, bu
information transfer occurred by some mysterious kind of osmosis. In between the distractions
learning to eat in zero gravity, | learned that he had a fifteen-year-old son, who lived with his mot
she and Robert had divorced eight years before. | also found out how he had acquired his " spa
legs." He was an architect; apparently he had already established himself as a successful traditior



architect in San Francisco . . . when suddenly the new field of space architecture had opened up
The technical challenge had excited him; he had followed the challenge into orbit, found he had t
knack for it, and prospered.

I'm not sure whether this next part is something he implied or | inferred, but the progression se
logical. He found that he liked space-the more time he spent there, the more he liked it. In time h
came to resent being forced to return to Earth regularly just to keep his body acclimated to gravi
The obvious question Why not just stay in space, like a Sar-dancer? had led naturaly to Why
become a Stardancer? At this point in the history of human enterprise in space, a free-lance sp:
lifeisusually one of total insecurity . . . and a Stardancer'slife is one of great and lasting securit
And so, wanting to stay in space without having to scramble every moment to buy air, Robert fc
himself herein Top Step.

It seemed arather shallow reason to come all thisway. To abandon awhole planet and the whc
human race, just to save on overhead while he pursued hisart . . .

On the other hand, who was | to judge? He wasn't fleeing defeat, like me. Maybe architecture w
as exciting an art as dance; maybe for him it was making elements dance. Maybe space was just
environment he liked.

Maybe there were no shallow reasons to become a Star-dancer.

Maybe it didn't matter what your reasons were.

As dl this was going through my mind, Robert went on: "But there's alittle moreto it than that.
Another part of it isthat when | started spending timein space, | found myself watching Earth a
thinking about what a messit'sin, how closeit isto blowing itself up. | read somewhere once, E
Isjust too fragile a basket for the human race to keep all its eggs in. We've got to get more
established in space, soon.

"I know you can say Stardancers aren't part of the human race anymore, but | don't buy that. T
all came from human eggs and sperm, and they've done more for Earth than the rest of the race|
together. They fixed the holesin the ozone layer, they put the brakes on the greenhouse effect, tl
built the mirror farms and set up the Asteroid Pipeline, they made the Safe Lab so we can experi
with nanotechnology without being afraid the wrong little replicator will get loose and turn the wie
into grey goo-they can afford to be altruistic, because they don't need anything but each other. |
think without the Starseed Foundation, there'd have been an all-out nuclear war years ago.

"So | guess| decided it wastime | put some back in. From al | can learn, there aren't many
architectsin the Starmind, so | think | can be of help. | want to design and build things alittle mq
useful to mankind than another damn factory or dormitory or luxury hotel."

"And the eternal life without want part doesn't hurt, doesit?' Ben said, grinning, and Robert sir
back. It wasthe first real smile of his|'d seen. | tend to trust people or not trust them on the bas
their smiles; | decided | trusted Robert.

But | wished he'd smile more often.

CHAPTER FOUR

How isit possible that mystics 3,000 years ago have plagiarized what we scientists are doing tc
-Karl Pribram

| COULD WRITE awhole chapter about my first free fall cafeteriameal, my first free fall deey
first freefall pee. .. but you can get that sort of thing from any traveler's account. The next eve
significance, the morning after our arrival at Top Step, was my first class with Reb Hawkins-rod



The course was titled "Beginner's Mind"-a clue to me that | would like it, since my mother's
battered old copy of Shunryu Suzuki-roshi's ZEN MIND, BEGINNER'S MIND had been my o\
introduction to Buddhism. There are as many different flavors of Buddhism-even just of Zen!-as
there are flavors of Christianity, and some of them give me hives. . . but if this Hawkins's path v
even tangent to Suzuki's, | felt confident | could walk it without too much discomfort.

Y ou couldn't really have called me a Buddhist. | had no teacher, didn't even really sit zazen on
regular basis. I'd never so much as been on aretreat, let alone done afive-day sesshin. My moth
taught me how to sit, and alittle of the philosophy behind it, was all. By that point in my life | m
used Zen as a sort of nonprescription tranquilizer.

Robert, on the other hand, approached it with skepticism. He was not, 1'd learned the night bef
aBuddhist-it's silly, | know, but for some reason | keep expecting every Asian | meet to bea
Buddhist-but he had mentioned in passing that if he were going to be one, he'd follow the Rinzai
school of Zen. (A rather harsh and overintellectual bunch, for my taste.) Pretty persona convers
for two strangers, | know; somehow we hadn't gotten around to less intimate things, like how we
liked to have sex. Nonetheless, | was proud of myself: | hadn't physically touched him even onc

WEell, okay: once. But | hadn't kissed him goodnight before returning to my place! (Kirrakisse
Ben..))

And | didn't look for him in the cafeteria crowd during breakfast-and didn't kiss him good mort
when we met accidentally in the corridor on the way to class. | wastoo irritated: I'd had to stall
around for over three minutes to bring about that accidental encounter, and | was mildly annoyex
he hadn't looked me up during breakfast. God, lust makes you infantile!

But he was adequately pleased to encounter me, so | let him take my arm and show me a coupl
jaunting tricks I'd aready figured out on the way to breakfast-with the net result that we were nes
late for class, and | arrived in exactly the wrong frame of mind: distracted. So a nice thing happe

As the door of the classroom silently irised shut behind us, my pulse began to race. What coul
more disorienting than being inside your headful of racing thoughts, toying with the tingles of dis
horniness-and suddenly finding yourself face to face with a holy man?

He wasin hisfifties, shaven-headed and clean-shaven, slender and quite handsome, and utterly
centered and composed. He was not dressed as a Zen abbot, he wore white shorts and singlet, |
his face, body language and manner al quietly proclaimed his office. | think | experienced every
nuance of embarrassment thereis.

He met my eyes, and his face glowed briefly with the infectious Suzuki-roshi grin that told mef
was a saint, and he murmured the single word, "Later," in away that told me | was forgiven for |
late and | had not given offense and we were going to be good friends as soon as we both had i
meanwhile, lighten up.

All of thisin an instant; then his eyes swept past me to Robert, they exchanged an equally
information-packed glance which | could not read, and he returned his attention to the group as:
whole.

If | hadn't arrived for classin an inappropriate mental state, it might have taken me minutesto re
how special Reb was.

Most of the spiritual teachers I've known had atendency to sit silently for a minute or two after
arrival of the last pupils, asif to convey the impression that their meditation was so profound it t
them amoment to shift gears. But Reb was a genuinely mindful man: he was aware Robert and |
were the last ones coming, and the moment we had ourselves securely anchored to one of the
ubiquitous bungee cords, he bowed to the group-somehow without disturbing his positionin
space-and began to speak.



"Hello," he said in a husky baritone. "My name is Reb Hawkins, and I'll be your student for the
eight to twelve weeks."

Inevitably someone spoke up, a New Y orker by her accent. " Student'? | thought you were
supposed to be the teacher."

"| am supposed, by many, to be ateacher," he agreed pleasantly. " Sometimes they are correct.
| am always a student."

"Aaah," said the New Y orker, in the tones of one who has spotted the hook in a commercial.
Reb didn't seem to notice. "l am going to try to teach all of you . . . specifically, how to enter
Titanian Symbiosis without suffering unnecessary pain. Along the way, | will teach you any othe
lessons | can that you request of me, and from time to time | will offer to teach you other things
think you need to know . . . but in this latter category you are always privileged to overrule me."

"If that'strue," the New Y orker said, "I'm actually impressed.”

| was becoming irritated with the heckling-but Reb was not. "In free fall," he said, "raising one'
hand for attention does not work well. Would you help me select some other gesture we all can
Jo?'

Jo, the New Y orker, was so surprised by the question that she thought about it. "How 'bout thi

|s there a proper name for the four-fingered vee she made? My parents were Star Trek fans, so
think of it as the Spock Hello.

He smiled. "Excellent! Unambiguous. . . and just difficult enough to perform that one has a
moment to reconsider how necessary it really isto pre-empt the group's attention. Thank you, J
He demonstrated it for those who could not see Jo. "Is there anyone who can't make this gestur:

Several of usfound it awkward, but no one found it impossible. | was less interested in my mar
dexterity than in his social dexterity. Hecklers heckle because they need everyonein the room to
know how clever they are. He had given her a chance to make that point, reproved her so gently
she probably never noticed, and | knew he would have no further trouble from her that day. By
persuading her not to be his enemy, he had defeated her. | smiled . . . and saw him notice me do
so. He did not smile back-but | seemed to see an impish twinkle for amoment in his eye.

| like spiritual teachers with an impish twinkle. In fact, | don't think | like any other kind.

"If any of you happen to be Buddhist, | am an Abbot in the Soto sect. | trace my dharma linea
through Shunryu Suzuki, and will be happy to do dokusan with any who wish it in the evenings,
dinner."

| don't know how to convey the significance of Reb's dharma lineage to a non-Soto-Buddhist.
Perhaps the rough equivalent might be a Christian monk who had been ordained by one of the
Twelve Apostles. Shunryu Suzuki-roshi was one of the greatest Japanese Zen masters to comet
America, way back in the middle of the twentieth century-founder of the San Francisco Zen Cen
and the famous Tassg ara monastery near Carmel.

"But thisisnot aclassin Zen," he went on, "and you need not have any interest in Buddha or t
eightfold Path. What were going to attempt to do in this class is to discuss spirituality without
mentioning religion. The former can often be discussed by reasonabl e people without anger; the
almost never can."

Glenn made the Spock Hello; he returned it, to mean she had the floor. "What is'spirituality wi
religion,’ sir?"

"Please call me "Reb,’ Glenn. It isthe thing people had, before they invented religion, which ca
them to gape at sunsets, to sing while alone, or to smile at other people's babies. And other thing
which defy rational explanation, but are basic to humanity."

1'm not sure what you mean,” she said.



"By happy coincidence, practically the next thing in the syllabusis an example of what | mean,’
said. We're going to take a short field trip in just a few minutes, to see something which has nott
to do with religion, yet is profoundly spiritual. Can you wait, Glenn?'

"Of course, Reb."

"Good. Now: one of the main things we need to do is to begin dismantling the patterns in whic
you think. Some of you may think that you've never given much thought to spirituality-but in fac
you've thought too much about it, in patterns and terms that were only locally useful. Space add
dimensions unavailable to any terrestrial. It'stime you started getting used to the fact that you livi
space now. So I'd like you all to unship all those bungee cords, and pass them to me."

| began to see what he was driving at. The cords, to which we were all loosely clinging, impose
strictly arbitrary local vertical, the same one Reb had been using since I'd entered. But aswe
followed hisinstruction, "up" and "down" went away . . . and he began (without any visible mus
effort) to tumble slowly and gracefully in space. His face was always toward us, but seldom
upright,” and as some of us unconscioudly tried to match his spin-and failed-there was suddenly
consensus as to which way was up. We had to stop trying to decide. Soon we were al every wt
way, save that we all at least tried to face Reb. | found it oddly unsettling to pay attention to
someone who was spinning like a Ferris wheel-which was his point.

| noticed something else. He had positioned himself roughly at the center of the wall behind hin
the majority of us, myself included, had unconsciously oriented ourselves, not only ‘vertica™ wit
respect to him . . . but "below" him aswell. He was the teacher, so most of us wanted to "lookK |
him." Several of the exceptions looked like people who'd pointedly if subconsciously fought the
impulse. (Robert was one of them.) Now the "upper" portion of the room was starting to fill up,
we redistributed ourselves more.. . . well, more equally. Which again, | guess, was his point.

"That's more likeit," he said approvingly as he stowed the bungee cords in alocker. "When yc
been in free fall awhile longer, you'll find the sight of aroomful of people aligned like magnets
amusing-because in this environment it is."

An uneasy chuckle passed around the room.

"It's possible,”" he went on, continuing to rotate, "for anormal terrestrial to enter Symbiosis wit
permanent psychic damage; it has happened. But any spacer will find it enormously easier. Now
that field trip."

He reached behind himself without looking, caught the hatch handle on the first try, pivoted on
while activating it, and lobbed himself out of the room. His other hand beckoned usto follow.

We left the room smoothly and graciously, with no jostling for position or unnecessary speech
This man was having an effect on us.

We proceeded as a group down winding, roughly contoured corridors of Top Step. The image
came to my mind, unbidden, was of a horde of corpuscles swimming single file through some
sinuous blood vessel. Whoever it belonged to needed to cut down on her cholesterol.

| glanced back past my feet, saw that Robert had managed to take up position immediately beh
me He smiled at me. My mental image of our group changed, from corpuscles to spermatazoa.
looked firmly forward again and tried to keep my attention on spirituality-and on not jaunting my
skull into the foot of Kinain front of me.

In afew minutes we had reached our destination. To enter, we had to go through an airlock, bi
enough for ten people at once-but it was open at both ends: there was pressure beyond it. |
wondered what the airlock was for, then. As| passed through it, | heard a succession of gaspsf
those exiting before me; despite this foreknowledge, as| cleared the inner hatch, | gasped too. I
not the largest cubic in Top Step-not even the largest I'd seen so far; you could have fit maybe tl



of it in that big cavern where I'd met Teena the talking computer-but its largest wall was transpar
and on the other side of it was infinity.

We were at Top Step's very skin, gazing at naked space, at vacuum and stars. At the place whe
al of us hoped to live, one day soon. . .

From this close up, it did not look like terribly attractive real estate. Completely unfurnished. Di
No amenities. Ambiguous property lines, unclear title. Big. Scary . . .

How welird, that | was getting my first naked-eye view of space after more than twenty-four hot
space. Those stars were bright, sharp, merciless, horribly far away. It was hard to get my breath

| wished Earth were in frame; it would have been less scary. This cubic seemed to be on the fa
side of Top Step. | wondered if there were asimilar cubic on the other side, for folks who liked
look at the Old Home. Or did all of Top Step turn its collective back to Terra?

The last of us entered the room behind me and found a space to float in. We all gaped at the ht
window together in silence.

Something drifted slowly into view, about ten meters beyond the window. A sculpture of a mar
made of cherry Jell-O, waving abaton . . .

A Stardancer!

A redl, live, breathing Stardancer. (No, unbreathing, of course. . . Stardancers must have some
internal process anal ogous to breathing, but they do not need to work their lungs.) A Homo
caelestis, aformer human being in Titanian Symbiosis. covered, within and without, by the
Symbiote, the crimson life-form that grows in the atmosphere of Saturn's moon Titan and isthe
perfect complement to the human metabolism. A native inhabitant of interplanetary space.

Except for the four-centimeter-thick coating of red Symbiote, he was naked. He would never n
clothes again. Or, for that matter, air or food or water or a bathroom or shelter. Just sunshine an
occasional trace elements. He was at home in space.

Of course we'd seen Stardancers before; we'd all comehere to become Stardancers. We'd seen
them hundreds of times.. . . on film, on video, on holo. But none of us had ever actually been th
close to one before. Stardancer and Symbiote mate for life, and the Symbiote cannot survive no
terrestrial atmosphere, pressure, moisture or gravity. Stardancers sometimes lived on Lunafor g
periods, and it was said that one had once survived on Mars for a matter of days. . . but no
Stardancer would ever walk the Earth.

The Symbiote obscured details like eyes and expression, but it was clear that, back when he'd |
a human being, he'd been a big, powerful man, heavily muscled . . . and very well hung, | couldr
help but notice. He was cartwheeling in Slow motion as he came into view, but when he reached
center of the vast window, he made a brief, complex gesture with his magic wand and cameto a
relative to us. From my perspective he was upside down; | tried to ignoreit.

With asmall thrill, I recognized him, even under all that red Jell-O. I'd seen his picture often enc
hisand all the other members of The Six. He was Harry Stein!

The Harry Stein-designer/engineer of thefirst free fall dance studio-less than five meters away f
me. Others began to recognize him too: a susurrant murmur of, " Stein-HarrySteinthat'sHarry Stei
went round the room.

Reb spoke at normal volume, startling usal. "Hello, Harry."

What happened then startled me even more. | suppose | should have been expecting it: | knew
Teenacould project audio directly to my ear, like an invisible earphone-and a voice on two
earphones sounds like it's coming from inside your head. Nonetheless | twitched involuntarily wi
Harry Stein's voice said, "Hi, Reb. Hi, everybody. My nameisHarry," right in my skull.

What made it even stranger was that | happened to have been looking at his face when he spok



and even under that faintly shimmering symbiote | was sure his lips had not moved. His suit radi
was linked directly to the speech-center of his brain: the speech impul ses were intercepted on the
way to his useless vocal cords and sent directly. I'd studied all thisin Space Camp, but it was
something else again to experienceit directly.

"Hi, Harry," several voices chorused raggedly.

‘Can't stay long," he said. "Got a big job in progress over to spinward. Just wanted to say hi. A
so did I." With that last sentence, there was an odd, inexpressible change in hisvoice. Not in pit
tone or timbre-it was still Harry Stein's voice-but it was not him speaking it. "Hello, everybody, t
is Charlie Armstead speaking now." Armstead himself! "I'm sorry | can't be there to meet you a
personally-as a matter of fact, I'm afew light-hours away as you hear this-but Harry's letting me
his brain to greet you. | will be meeting you all when you graduate, of course-but so will the rest
the gang, all of usat once, and | couldn't resist jJumping the gun. Neither could I- Hi, everyone,
Norrey Drummond, here." Jesus! "I'm out here with Charlie. | guessyou're all alittle confused ri
about now, but don't let it worry you, okay? Just take your time and listen to what Reb tells you
everything will be fine. Now I'll hand you over to Raoul Brindle for aminute. Oh, before | go, | \
to say aquick hello to Morgan McL eod-"

| gulped and must have turned almost as red as Harry Stein.

"-1've been afan of yoursfor years. | loved your work with Monnaie Dance Group in Brussels
especially your solo in the premiere of Morriss Dance for Changing Parts. | hope we can worl
together some day."

"Thank you," | said automatically-but my voice came out a squeak. People were staring. Robel
Kirraand Ben were smiling.

"Here's Raoul, now. Howdy, gang! I'm on my way home from Titan with the Harvest Crew, ric
herd on about a zillion tonnes of fresh Symbiote-but | wanted to pass on a personal greeting of
own, to Jacques LeClaire and to Kirrafrom Queensland; hi, guys! | hope you'll both make some
music for me one day; I've heard tapes of your work, and I'd love to jam with both of you when
get back. Or maybe you'll graduate before then and come meet me halfway. I'll hand you back tt
Harry now. Solong . . .

| don't think an Aboriginal can blush: Kirramust have been expressing her own embarrassment
body language. Fluently. And it was easy to pick out Jacques LeClaire in the crowd, too.

"Well, like | said," Harry went on, sounding like himself now-and don’t ask me to explain that.
"Work to do. Deadline's coming. | hope youll al bein my family soon. See you later." He wave
thruster-baton negligently, and began drifting out of our field of view.

Not aword was spoken until he was gone. Then someone tried for irony. "What, Shara Drumn
was too busy to say hello? Some of us giggled.

"Yes," Harry'svoice said, and the giggle trailed off. "Oh," the joker said, chastened.

There was another long silence. Then Kirrasaid softly, " Spirituality without religion-'

There was a subdued murmur of agreement.

"Lemme seeif I've got this straight, Reb, she said. "If | needed to talk to one of that mob-"

"Just call them on the phone, like you would anyone else in space,” Reb agreed. "If you really n
an instantaneous response, you can ask for atelepathic relay through some other Stardancer wt
brain happensto be near Top Step-but bear in mind that you will almost certainly be distracting 1
attention from something else. Don't do so frivolously. But if you don't mind waiting for both er
of the conversation to crawl at lightspeed, by radio, you can chat any time with any Stardancer v
answer, anytime. Yes, Kirra?



"What was that Raoul said about a harvest crew?

"When Armstead and The Six originally came back from Titan after entering Symbiosis, they
brought an enormous quantity of the Symbiote back with them, using the Segfried to tow it. Bu
was about thirty years ago, and Top Step has graduated alot of Stardancers since then. It's
becoming necessary to restock . . . so an expedition was sent out three or four years ago to min
more from Titan's upper atmosphere. They re on their way back right now, with gigatonnes of fr
Symbiote. Some of you in this class will be partaking of it. Yes, Jo?

Jo was using her Teacher-May-I gesture, | noticed. "Isthere, like, adirectory of their phone
numbers, or what'?"

"You just say, Teena, phone...' and the name of the Stardancer you want, just like calling an'
elsein Top Step. If there are no Stardancers nearby with attention to spare to relay for you, she'l
you, and ask if you want her to contact your party directly, by radio. Glenn, what's bothering yc

Glenn did have afrown. "This business of telepathy being instantaneous. It just doesn't seem
natural."

"Where you come from, it is not especially natural, occurs rarely and often requires decades of
training and practice. Where you are going, it is far more natural than that discarded old habit,
breathing."

"But everything elsein the universe is limited to lightspeed. Why should tel epathy be different?

"Why should you ask that question?' Reb asked. Glenn fell silent . . . but her frown deepened.

A thin professorial-looking man gestured for attention. "Yes, Vijay?' Reb said.

"I think | understand Glenn's dilemma. To be confronted with empirical proof that there is mor
reality than the physical universe. . . how is one supposed to deal with that? It's-"

-terrifying, yes. There might be a God lurking around out there, armed with thunderbolts,
demanding insane proofs of love, inventing Purgatories and Hells. There are techniques for helpi
with that fear. Y ou were taught some back at Suit Camp. Sitting correctly. Breathing correctly. I'
teach othersto you, and they'll help alot. But the only way to really beat that fear-or the other,
perfectly reasonable fear many of you have, that you'll lose your ego when you join the Starminc
to keep on confronting it. If you retreat from it, suppress it, try to put it out of your mind, you
it harder for yourself." He was looking at Glenn as he said that sentence, and she slowly nodded
Reb smiled. "All right, now we're going to learn the first technique of Mikan Zen. Namely, how t
zazen . ..inzero gee."

"] thought you said, "without religion," " Glenn complained.

He looked surprised. "But Zen isn't areligion-not in the usual sense, at least.”

"It isn't? | thought it was a sect of Buddhism. Buddhism's areligion. It's got monks and temple
and doctrines and al of that."

Reb nodded. "But it has no dogmas, no articles of faith, no God. It has nothing to do with telli
other people how they ought to behave. There has never been a Buddhist holy war . . . except
intellectual war between differing schools of thought. Y ou can be a Catholic Buddhist, a Muslim
Buddhist, an atheist Buddhist. So although it may be religious, in the sense that it's about what's
deepest in us, it's not areligion.”

"What isit, then?"

"It issimply an agreement to sit, and look into our actual nature . "

The very first chapter of Suzuki-roshi's ZEN MIND, BEGINNER'S MIND concerns correct sit
posture: that should be a clue to how important he considered it.
On Earth the classic full lotus position is something a Soto an Buddhist may take or leave alone



his joints and ligaments allow. But in Kukan Zen (I learned later that Reb coined the term: kukan
Japanese for "space™), the lotus posture becomes both more important and less difficult. It is
fundamental in "sitting" kiikanzen, the space equivaent of sitting zazen.

In the absence of weight, if you don't tuck your feet securely under the opposite knees, any
"gitting" posture you assume will require considerable muscular effort, impossible to maintain fo
length of time. When you relax, you end up in the Free Fall Crouch, the body's natural rest posit
halfway between sitting and standing.

What's wrong with that? you may ask. Well, theideaisthat Sitting, in the Zen sense, is somethi
you do with full and powerful awareness. It requires some effort to do properly. Sitting zazen or
Earth isnot like sitting in achair or standing or lying down or squatting or anything else humans
as amatter of course. It isaspecial posture you assume for the purpose of meditation, and after
enough self-conditioning, just assuming that posture will make you begin to enter a meditative st:

A terrestrial zazen posture involves total relaxation in the midst of total attention. If relaxation ¢
were the goal, you would meditate lying down. The attempt to maintain a specific, defined postu
(spine straight, chin down, hands just so) involves just enough effort and attention to make you
that you are, in away, accomplishing something although you're merely sitting. It's one of those
paradoxes-like using your mind to become so mindful you can achieve nothought-that lie at the t
of Zen.

Reb felt it necessary to maintain that paradox, even in an environment where it's more difficult 1
maintain anything but Free Fall Crouch. Full lotus position is stressful for most beginners, in
gravity-but it becomes quite tolerable in zero gee. Even for someone alot less limber than | am: «
the next few days | saw senior citizens who hadn't touched their toes in decades spend timein Ic
The worst part is getting unfolded again.

Similarly, Reb was forced to modify hand arrangement. Suzuki's "'cosmic mudra’-left hand on
of right, middle joints of middle fingers aligned, thumbtips touching-tends to come apart without
gravity's help. Reb interlaced the fingers to compensate.

And of course the zafu (round pillow), and the slanted wooden meditation bench used by othel
Eastern religions, are uselessin space. In their place Kukan Zen uses one of the most ubiquitous
items of space hardware, as humble and commonplace as a pillow on Earth: the Velcro belt.

If you ssimply drift freely while meditating, you will naturaly drift in the direction of airflow, anc
sooner or later end up bumping against the air-outgo grille. Distracting. But if you temporarily sh
down the room's airflow to maintain your position, in ashort time your exhalations will generate
sphere of carbon dioxide around your head and suppress your breathing reflex. Even more
distracting.

So you leave the airflow running . . . and stick the back of your Velcro belt to the nearest
convenient wall. People can tell you're meditating, rather than just hanging around, because your
are tucked up in lotus and your hands are clasped.

When two or more people are sitting kukanzen together, it's customary to al use the same wall,
face the same way, for the same reason that on Earth Suzuki's disciples sit facing the wall rather
the group. Humans are so gregariousit's hard for them to be in each other's visud field without
paying attention to each other.

That's Mikan Zen. Simple elegance, elegant smplicity.

The second chapter of Suzuki's book deals with breathing. We didn't get to that until the follow
day. Hawkins-roshi would put special emphasis on breathing (even for a Zen teacher), since onc
graduated, we wouldn't be doing it anymore...



At the close of our first lesson in Mikan Zen 101, Reb said, "One thing before | let you all go. |
everyone understand why | brought you here to meet Harry Stein?"

Perhaps we did, but no one spoke.

"One of the reasons | brought you to this Solarium, when | could just as easily have had video
piped into the classroom, is that here in this room you were as close to Harry as you could poss
get-you'd belittle closer EVA, since ap-suit isalayer too-and it made a difference. You'veal s
high-quality video and holo of Stardancers, dozens of hours of it in Suit Camp aone. . . but Gc
that was the Harry Stein himself, one of the origina Six, right there, inches away, and it made a
difference, didn't it?' There were nods and murmurs of agreement. Everyone in the room knew i
made a difference. "Just what that difference was is one of those things-like the phenomenon of
‘contact high'-that defy explanation unless you admit the existence of the thing I've labeled
“spirituality. And your personal religion, whatever it may be, had nothing to do withit, did it?"

We left in avery quiet, thoughtful mood.

There was afood fight at lunch. A zero-gee food fight is amazing. Almost everybody misses,
because they can't help aiming too high. Robert, having "space legs,” did well-but his roommate
did aimost as well, despite his klutziness. Y ou couldn't sneak up on him. . . .

Glenn, | noticed, was infuriated at both the food fight, and how badly shelost. | could tell, just
from her expression, that she believed handling oneself in free fall was something best conquere
intellect-and therefore, she ought to be one of the best at it. I'd seen the expression before, on th
faces of beginner dance students who are also intellectuals. They see people they consider their
inferiors picking up the essentials of movement quicker than they can, and it forces them to adm
there are kinds of intelligence that do not live in the forebrain.

| didn't do very well in the food fight myself. | found that just asinfuriating as Glenn did. But |
covered it better.

Glenn's and my problem was addressed amost immediately. The schedule called for spending
afternoons in Jaunting class, learning how to move in zero gee.

Our instructor was Sulke Drager, a powerfully built woman whose primary job, | later learned,
rock-rat: one of the hardboiled types who blasted new tunnels and cubics into Top Step when
needed. In between, she worked in the Garden and taught Jaunting, and worked two more jobs i
other space habitats. She was not here for Symbiosis, like us: she was a spacer. A permanent
trangent, citizen of the biggest small town in human history. | think she privately thought we wer
crazy.

| thought she was crazy. She had chosen alife with all the disadvantages of a Stardancer, and r
of the advantages, it seemed to me. She could never go back to Earth; her body was long since
permanently adapted to free fall. But she was not a telepathic immortal as we hoped to be. Just &
human along way from home, hustling for air money, hoping to bank enough to buy her retirem
air. Talk about wage slaves! Sulke was as dependent as a gol dfish.

Most of us were disappointed when she confirmed that it would be a good month before we gt
any EVA time. For about the first fifteen minutes, we were disappointed. That's how long it tool
to convince ourselves that we weren't ready to go outdoors yet, Suit Camp or no Suit Camp. Tt
IS not practice.

(Onething | had never anticipated, for instance, in al the hours | d spent trying to imagine
movement in this environment: sweat that trickled up. Or refused to trickle at all, and just sort of
pooled up in the small of your back until you flung or toweled it off. What a weird sensation!)



We were given wrist and ankle thruster-bracelets, but Sulke only allowed us to use them to cor
mistakes: the first step was to learn to be as proficient as possible without external aids.

As | had been during the food fight-hell, since I'd arrived in space-I was dismayed to team how
clumsy | wasin this environment. Like Glenn, | had assumed | had a secret weapon that would &
me to outstrip all the others. Instead, it seemed | had more to unlearn than most: inappropriate
habits of movement were more deeply ingrained in me.

Thisinfuriated me. So much that | probably worked twice as hard as anyone else in the class, L
all the discipline and concentration 1'd learned in thirty years of professional dance.

"No, no McLeod,” Sulke said. "Stop trying to swim in air, you look like a drunken octopus.” S
jaunted to me and stopped my tumble, without putting herself into one. "Use your spine, not yol
limbs!"

It was a particularly galling admonition: in transitioning from ballet to modern dance, | had sper
countless hours learning to use my spine. In one gee. "l thought | was." Someone giggled.

"Watch Chen, there, see how he doesit? Chen, pitch forward half arev, and yaw half." Robert
performed the maneuver requested: in effect he stood on his head, spinning on hislong axisso t
was still facing her when he was done. His legs barely flexed, and hisarms left hissidesonly at t
end of the maneuver. "See what he did with his spine?’

"Yes, but | didn't understand it,” | admitted.

"Put your hands on him, here, and here.” She indicated her abdomen and the small of her back.

| refused myself permission to blush. | used my thrustersto jaunt to him, and wasrelieved to d
near-perfect job, canceling all my velocity just as | reached him, without tumbling myself again. t
was upside down with reference to me; | couldn't read his expression. | put my hands where I'd
told.

"Keep alight contact as he begins, then pull your hands away," Sulke directed. "Reverse the
maneuver, Chen."

So | didn't get my hands quite far enough out of the way, quite fast enough. As he spun backw
his groin brushed down across the palm I'd had on hisbelly. Now | was blushing. When he
finished-alittle awkwardly this time-he wore that inscrutable-Asian face of his. But he was blushi
little too. The giggles from the rest of the class didn't help. "Y ou're jumping ahead,” Sulke callec
"We don't get to mating for days, yet."

In free fall maneuvering, mating Simply means interacting with another body. We'd all heard do:
of puns on the terms before we'd left Suit Camp, but this feeble one put the classin stitches. |
thought wistfully about putting afew of them in traction. Then | did a quarter-yaw, to face Sulke
copied Robert's maneuver, very nearly perfectly. The giggling became applause.

"Much better," Sulke said. "It must be a question of motivation. Buckley, you try it."

Robert and | exchanged a meaningful glance. . . and as| wastrying to decide just what meanir
put into my half, something cracked me across the skull. It was one of Ben's elbows. Without
cafeteriatables to hold on to and brace myself against, his enhanced visual perception was little |
to him: he would be one of the klutziest in our class-that day, anyway. " Sorry, Morgan!"

| welcomed the distraction. "Forget it."

"Uh...couldl ...I mean, would you mind ...?"

For the next five or ten minutes, an orgy of belly-and-back touching spread outwards from Rol
and me, until everyone had mastered the forward half-pitch. (At least one other male was as care
with his hands as | had been with Robert. | pretended not to notice.) Then Sulke turned our
collective attention to the roll and yaw techniques, which took up the rest of the class period.

After class there were a couple of free hours before dinner. | had Teena guide me back to Solai



One, where we'd seen Harry Stein-where Norrey Drummond had addressed me by name!-and s
kukanzen for atimeless time, seeking some clarity, some balance. There were about a half dozer
us there, all doing the same thing. | don't know about the others; | left as confused and scatterec
I'd arrived.

| sat by myself at dinner. A lot of usdid, | think.

When | got back to my room Kirrawas not there. | spent an hour or so at my desk, browsing
through databanks, learning basic things about Top Step's layout. It is a huge, complex place, b
Interactive holographic maps help alot in understanding it. | only had to bother Teena once. The
important thing to remember from a navigational standpoint is that the arrow will always be paint
on the wall farthest from Earth, and will point "outboard," toward the main docking area througt
which everyone enters Top Step. Eventually | sighed and collapsed the display back to the ssmp
overview map |'d started with.

There was no sense putting it off any longer. I'd already stalled for ailmost afull day. | wasasr
as | was ever going to be.

| described my requirements to Teena, and she found me a gym not presently in use, wherel ¢
try to dance.

The space Teena directed me to was terrific-spacious, well padded, fully equipped, complete w
top of the line sound and video gear. | could lock it from inside for up to an hour at atime. | loc
it, selected music that did not dictate tempo, and-at last!-began trying my first dance "steps” in
space.

The session was a disaster.

| spent alonger, slower time than usual warming up, and was careful not to overextend myself.
it was afiasco. After an hour and a half of hard sweaty effort | had not put together five consect
seconds | would want to show anyone. Not one single sequence I'd invented in my mind workex
way it was supposed to; not one combination I'd memorized from videos of Stardancers worke
way I'd thought it would. | was less graceful than a novice skater. Part of the problem was that t
moves |'d envisioned always stopped when | was done with them... whereas every motion in freg
keeps going until something stopsit. Every oncein awhile | accidentally created a moment of b
... then could not reproduce it a second later. It was as though someone had randomly rewired &
computer keyboard so there was no way to predict the effect of hitting any given key. And | key
pushing my face through drifting mists of sweat globules that had spun off earlier, atruly disgust
experience.

| had not expected thisto be easy. Well, okay, maybe | had. As| watched the video replay of
flounderings on the monitor, | was not sure it was possible.

It had to be possible. There was nothing back on Earth for me to return to. Shara Drummond |
done this. Her sister Norrey had doneit. Crippled defeated old Charlie Armstead had managed i
had seen countless tapes of Stardancers who had had no dance training before coming to space
making shapes of almost unbearable beauty. Dammit, | was a good dancer, a great dancer.

Back on Earth, yeah, said the video monitor, when you were younger .. .

Finally I'd had all | could take for now. "That's it. Teena, wipe all tapes of this session.”

"Yes, Morgan. There is amessage for you, |eft after you told me to see that you were not distu
Will you accept it now?

| sighed. "Why not?' Nothing happened, of course. | sighed again. "l mean, 'Yes, Teena, I'll ta
now." "

The monitor filled with Robert's face, wearing the vague smile everyone wears when leaving a
phone message. "Hello, Morgan. Y ou asked meif I'd tutor you in jaunting. | have time free this



evening. Call meif you're still interested.”

| thought about it while | got my breathing under control and toweled up sweat. 1'd begun this
evening confused and scattered. With diligent effort | had brought myself to miserable and
depressed. It was time to cut my losses. "Record this message, Teena-" The screen turned into
mirror. "-Jesus, audio only!" It opaqued again. "Take one: "Hello, Robert, thisis Morgan. Thank
for your offer. Perhaps another time." Cut. Too stiff. Take two: "Hi, Robert, Morgan here. Mayk
another night, okay? | just washed my spine and | can't do athing withit." Oh my God ... take th
'Robert, thisis Morgan Look, | don't know if it'sagood ideaif we--1 don't think I-" | stopped a
took a deep breath. "Teena, just send take one, to 'cut’, okay? Then refuse all calls until | tell yo
otherwise."

'Yes, Morgan."

| used the gym's shower bag--God I'll never get used to water that dithers, it's even weirder the
sweat that won't trickle-and went back to my room. Halfway back, as an experiment, | had Teen
stop guiding me, and tried to find my own way. | barked my shins a couple of times migudging
turns, | had to double back once, and my Contact-Per-Hectometer rate was humiliating ... but |
found my own damn home without help.

Asthe door irised open, song spilled out. Kirrawas home. She was halfway into her sleepsack
“swag” she called it, and the lights were out in her hemisphere. My own lights were on on standl
She stopped singing to greet me. "Oh, don't stop,” | protested, closing the door behind me.

| haven't," she said. "Y ou just can't hear it anymore. What you been up to, lovey?"

'Wasting time," | answered evasively. "Sing so | can hear, Kirra, redlly. If | fall aseep listening 1
music, | dream dances. At least | used to. | could use the inspiration.”

So she went back to it. In this song her voice had about the range, pitch and tone of an alto
recorder, if you know that sound. (I don't know why they were called that: they had no recordin
capacity at all,) It was soothing, hypnotic, resonated in my belly somewhere like a cat's purr.

| stripped and stuffed myself into my own sleepsack, told my room lights to slow-fade. Today
talked with Charlie Armstead and Norrey Drummond, | told myself. Kirra's warm sweet voice
and fell in ways as unfamiliar to me as the words themselves. Just as | was drifting off to sleep |
understood that they were unfamiliar to her too. She was singing about space, about zero gee. If
thereis no up or down, what's a melody to do? Her soothing voice washed away all turbulent
emotion, set me adrift from my drifting body. In my dreams there were sealions. Highlit crimsot
sunset, the colour of Stardancers. Floating all around me, all oriented to my personal vertical,
treading air. Waiting patiently. For the first time, | wished | spoke Sea Lion.

5

| humbly say to those who study the mystery, Don't waste time.
-Seldto Kisen

Sandokai Sutra

(trandated by Thomas Cleary)

Kirraand | both woke up with stiff necks. We hadn't learned yet that if you don't secure your t
while you slegp in zero gee, you nod al night long, in time with your breathing. A terrestria
equivaent might be watching atennis match for eight hours while lying on your side. We gave ex
other neck rubs before we got dressed. Kirra gave afirst-rate neck rub. It's arare skill, and bles:
In aroommate. It wasthefirst time I'd had friendly hands on me, and the first warm flesh I'd toL



with my fingers, in | couldn't remember how many months.

| didn't see Robert at breakfast the next morning, and was just as glad. | wasn't sure what to sa
him, how to act with him, how | felt about him. So far he had made no moves that were not
ambiguous, that could not be read as simple friendliness. How would | respond if he did? Damn
didn't need this distraction now. | would tell him so ... if the son of abitch would only give me e
clear opportunity!

When | realized | had spent all of breakfast thinking about not thinking about him, it occurred t
that it might be simplest to just get it over with. Have a quick intense affair, end it cleanly, and ge
with preparing for Symbiosis.

Right. When had | ever had a quick intense affair that ended cleanly? Symbiosis would be hard
enough without going out of my way to risk ego damage just beforehand.

He wasin classwhen | got there, on the far side of the room. | took a vacant space near the dc
In what would become adaily ritual, we al sat kilkanzen together for a half an hour; then we pus
off the wall and expanded to fill the room again. There were no bungee cords today; we were all
constant slight motion, forced into frequent touching, into learning the knack of stabilizing each «
without setting up chain reactions of disturbance. It was interesting. When you're part of an
unsecured group in free fall, you're part of a group. Like adriver watching cars far ahead for
possible danger, you find yourself keeping track of movements three or four people away from:
because any motion anyone else makes will sooner or later affect you. Y ou can't withdraw inwar
and ignore your fellows-because if you do, sooner or later you get an elbow in the eye.

Reb spoke that day of Leavetaking. It was hisword for our primary task during our first montr
Postulancy. Taking our leave, emotionally and psycologically, of al earthly things, of the kin anc
kindred we were leaving behind. "In effect you must do what a dying person does ... with the
advantages that you are not in pain or drugged or immobilized. Y ou can take your leave with acl
mind and a clear heart. Most important, you have no need to be afraid. In your case, you know 1
the kind of dying you do will not mean the end of you, and your universe. In asense, you'll get t
have your afterlife now, while you're around to enjoy it." There were afew chuckles. "Buit |
apologize, sincerely and humbly, if to any of you that sounds like blasphemy. | do not mean to il
that Symbiosisisthe same asthe afterlife or rebirth that terrestrial religions speak of. It is not. Bt
carries nearly the same price tag. Y ou have to abandon everything to get there.

"You're alittle like termina patients with three monthsto live. Y ou have one month to give, anc
month to prepare, and then one month to decide. Don't waste a minute of it, ismy advice. Life ¢
earth is something to lose. Get your mourning done, so you can put it aside. Because life in spa
something to look forward to."

Someone asked how you mourn your past.

"One of the best methods," Reb said, "is something of acliche. Let your whole life pass befor
your eyes. Only you don't have to cram it into one final instant. Take a month. Remember.
Re-member: become a member again. Remember your life, as much of it as you can; write your
memoirsin your mind, or type them out or dictate them to Teenaif it helps you. Every time you
remember a good part, say goodbye to it. Every time you remember a bad part say goodbyeto
aswell. If you come to a part that hurts to remember, sit kukanzen with it until it doesn't hurt
anymore. If you have a place you just can't get past, come to me for further help."

The rest of class was devoted to along lecture/demonstration on how to breathe correctly-"Y c
ought to get it right once before you giveit up for good," hetold us-but | won't record it here. F
Shunryu Suzuki-roshi if you're really interested, or Reb's book Running Jumping Standing Stil
Before breaking for the day, Reb announced that anyone interested in formal kakanzen sitting, w



traditional Soto Buddhist forms, was welcome to come to his zendo any evening after dinner. H
was also available for dokusan, private interviews. It seemed to methat his eyes brushed mine w
he said this. After class | approached him and, when | had his attention, told him that | intended
join his evening meditation group, but that | had a private project of my own to complete first. H
smiled and nodded. "Y ou need to know if you can dance," he agreed. "Good luck” He gave his
attention to the next person who wanted it.

| tottered off to lunch, more than alittle surprised. Y es, hed known every one of us by nameo
first day. But to know so much about me as an individual implied either remarkable research for
teacher . . . or insight approaching telepathy.

On my way to lunch | missed atransition and spent a humiliating few minutes drifting free in th
center of a corridor intersection until a Second-Monther came along and bailed me out. It cause
to work through alogic chain. If | was ever going to learn to remaster my body in thisweird
environment, and dance again, | was going to need all the help | could get. But help from Robert
came with ambiguous strings attached. Therefore | needed someone else. A Second-Monther, il
the one who'd just helped me? I'd seen afew of them so far, they were billeted in a different sect
of Top Step, and the ones I'd passed in the corridors had all worn an air of quizzical distraction
seemed in ahurry. (I still hadn't seen any Third-Monthers, but Kirra had; she said he'd looked "&
holy or awful high, or maybe both," in a sort of daze.) Still, there had been helpful Second-Mont
at meals, maybe I'd ask one of them for tutoring and see what they said.

But as | entered the cafeterial changed my mind. Sate Drager was eating by herself; | took my
over to her table and asked if | could join her. After afew conversational politenesses, | asked h
she'd be willing to tutor me after hours.

She laughed in my face. "How much are you offering per hour?”

Since Suit Camp, 1'd gotten out of the habit of thinking about money. It was part of what | was
leaving behind. But what money | owned was still mine until | entered Symbiosis and thereby
donated it all to the Starseed Foundation. There wasn't much, mostly the carefully measured tricl
of Grandmother's trust fund, but what did | need it for? Symbiosis or Euthanasia were my choic
and neither required capital. "How about two hundred dollars an hour? Uh, Canadian dollars."

She grimaced. "What do | know from dollars? How much isthat in air-days or calories? Or eve
Deutschmarks? Never mind, you don't know and | don't care. Whatever it is, it isn't enough."”

"Why not?"'

She stopped eating and faced me. "I just got here from six hard sweaty hoursin a p-suit over a
Mirror Farm. After | finish trying to teach you clowns here, | go put in another six hoursas a
glorified lab clerk over at the Nano-Tech Safe Lab-only six hours turnsinto eight because of wh
they put you through every time you enter and leave that place. Like what you got at Decontam,
worse. Then | can catch the shuttle home to Hooverville and catch afew hours of sleep. All this
buys me just enough air and food to keep going. | haven't got an hour to spare. And if | did, the
thing in the System I'd spend it on is more of teaching one of you freebreathers how to swim."

Approximately two paragraphs of text missing from original book.

"L ook, you're a dancer, right? Do you enjoy teaching first position and plies to beginners?*

| certainly couldn't argue with that. We finished our meals without further conversation.

| watched her during that afternoon's class. She worked hard and well with us, but she did it wi
barely submerged air of resentment. | thought of her term for us. Freebreather. Analogous, no d
to freeloader. We did not sweat for the air we breathed. It was given to us by the Starseed



Foundation. We loafed and probed our souls while Sulke scrambled to survive. She and the oth
hundreds of zero-gee-adapted spacers must all dislike us.

| noticed something else as | floundered with the others, trying instinctively and uselessly to swi
air. Robert's roommate Ben had become terrific at this ... literally overnight. Y esterday he'd beer
clumsy asthe rest of us-and today he was as graceful and controlled in his movements as Robel
He earned new moves and tactics as fast as Sulke could show them to him; he even showed her
she didn't know. | don't think | could describeit; it seemed to involve having eyes in the back of
your head.

Sulke called both Ben and me aside after class. Kirraand Robert both drifted a polite distance
towait for us. "You still go alot to learn-but you got damn good damn fast,” she told him. "Ho

The trouble with asking Ben a question is, he'sliable to answer. "Well, you know that psych
experiment where they tape inverting lenses over your eyes, and for awhile you're blind and ther
the second day suddenly you can see again? Y our brain tears down the whole visual system and
rebuilds it upside down in two days; well I've been doing that kind of stuff for fun for almost thi
years, rewiring my brain for new paradigms; two daysiswhat it usually takes me, I'm right on
schedule. It's amazing what you can do with your own brain when you start messing around witt
circuitry-do you know about the time The Great Woz rebuilt his own memory after an accident?
said he thought his brain from the zero to the one state. Sometimes | think | know what he mean

Sulke got aword in edgewise. "Whatever. McLeod here needs some tutoring evenings. Why d
you help her out?'

He smiled at me sheepishly. "Gee, Morgan, I'd love to help you, but I'm kind of busy myself jL
now. |'ve got thislittle project | just started this morning; I'm working with Teena on memorizing
Top Step; | want to get to the place where | can close my eyes and point to anyplace in the rock
get it right. And | want to spend more time with Kirratoo. Uh, could | get back to you in two de
While | was trying to cope with the enormity of his assumption that he could master the
three-dimensiona geometry of this huge place in another two days, and wondering whether | col
stand to study jaunting with this happy madman, he got a brainstorm. "No, you know what you
should do? Robert! Hey, Robert-c'mere. Y ou should ask Robert to help you, hey, that's a great
he's good at this stuff too, hey Robert, Morgan needs somebody to teach her jaunting and I'm
booked: why don't you help her?

Robert and | looked at each other. We both wanted to kick Ben, and neither wanted to show it
"|'ve offered," he said expressionlessly.

Sulke was studying us. "Well," she said, "'l haveto jet. She kicked away and | eft.

"WEell, there you go, then," Ben said, hugely pleased with himself.

"Ben, love, " Kirrasaid, "let's you and me go get some tucker and let them talk it over, eh?' Y
can’'t kick somebody in the shin surreptitiously in zero gee: you bounce away.

"Huh? Oh, sure. See you at supper, folks." He and Kirraleft us alone.

| wanted to join them. But | suddenly realized | couldn't. | had carelessly let go of my handholc
let Sulke by, then failed to regain it in time. We'd all handed in our thruster units at the close of ¢
| was adrift; unless Robert helped me, it'd be at |east a couple of minutes before | drifted near
another wall. Damn!

He kept his position near the hatch and watched me. When the silence had stretched out for oh
of forever, he said, "So what time tonight is good for you?"

'Robert," | said slowly, "we haveto talk."

"Yes."

| was spinning very slowly; soon I'd be facing away from him. | knew the maneuver to correct



that. But if | screwed it up I'd put myself into atumble from which he'd more or less have to res
me. "L ook ... can we skip past alot of bullshit?'

"Yes."

"What exactly do you want from me? |'ve been around, | know you're interested. But intereste
what? I've got too much on my mind for hi school guessing games: I'm busy. Y ou want a quick
in the hay, you want to go steady, you want my autograph, you want to have my baby, what?"

There are probably a thousand wrong answers to that question. The only right one I can think ¢
the one he came up with. "I want to get to know you better."

| sighed and studied his strange, beautiful face. | wanted to get to know him better. And | need
the distraction like aholein the head.

| was having to crane my neck now to keep eye contact So | tried to reverse my spin, and of
course | bungled it and went into a slow tumble. They say you're not supposed to get dizzy in fr
fall, because your semicircular canalsfill up completely and your sense of balance shuts down. |
I'd only been in space afew days; the room whirled, | lost all reference points, | got dizzy.

"Stiffen up,” Robert called, his voice coming closer. "Don't try to help me." | tensed al my linr
He took me by the wrists, we pivoted around each other like trapeze artists and headed for the f:
wall together. He changed his grip and did something and we were in aloose embrace, feet towe
our destination. "Ready? Landing ... now." We let our legs soak up most of our momentum, enc
up headed back toward the hatch, but moving slowly. We were touching at hands and knees. Hi
eyes were ameter from mine.

"Look," | said, "thetimingislousy.’

"Yeah," he agreed.

"See, | came hereto dance. That's all, | came here to dance. Anything else comes second. | ca
dance anymore on Earth. If | can't dance here either, | don't know if 1'm going through with
Symbiosis. And | don't know if | can dance here or not. | thought | could, but | can't even seemr
learn the equivalent of crawling on all fours. Maybe I'm one of the ones who just can't get it. | cz
give you any kind of an answer until I know. Does that make any sense?"

He thought about it as we reached the midpoint of the room and he led us through our turnove
makes me want to teach you everything | can, asfast as possible. What time is good tonight?"

"Did you hear what 1-"

"We Chinese are a notorioudly patient people." | sighed in exasperation.

"Let me help you, asafriend. No obligations. I've admired your work for along time; allow me
honour."

What the hell can you say to something like that? That evening we spent two hours working ou
together in my gym.

And it was a fiasco.

Early on we identified my major problem: an unconscious, instinctive tendency to select one of
possible local verticals and stubbornly declare it the "correct” one in my mind, so that | became
disoriented when out of phase with it. It is the most common problem of a neophyte in free fall.
million years of evolution insist on knowing which way "down" is, just in case this weightlessnes
business should suddenly fail. Even afalse answer is preferable to no answer.

|dentifying the problem didn't help solveit at all. Robert was indeed patient, but | must have tri
his patience. Finally | thanked him, politely kicked him out, and spent another couple of hours al
trying to dance.

It wasn't a total disaster. But damn close. In the last ten minutes | managed to put together one
eight-second sequence that didn't stink. Thefirst time | did it was dumb luck, an accident with



serendipitous results. But | was able to reproduce it again ... and again. About three times out of
If I didn't crash into something while | was trying. In playback, it looked good from five of the s
camera angles.

But | could not connect that eight seconds up with anything. The third time | had to stop to to
away sweat from the middle of my back | said the hell with it, got in and out of the shower bag,
went back to my room. Kirrawas out. | climbed into my slegpsack, dimmed the lights, and stud
holograms of some of my favorite Stardancer dance pieces, trying to understand how they made
what they did look so effortless. | even went back as far as the oldest zero-gee dance thereis, S
Drummond's Liberation. She'd only been dancing in space for three weeks when Armstead
recorded it. Until now, I'd never fully appreciated just how good it was.

After awhile Kirracame in, humming softly to herself. "Hello, lovey. How'd it go?"

| collapsed the holo. "How'd it go with you? Ben show you any good moves? She'd gone to h
placeto learn 3-D chess.

She came and docked with my sleepsack. Her grin was about to split her face. "Benjamin show
me his very best moves,” she said in a dreamy singsong voice.

My eyes widened. "Y ou're kidding!"

She shook her head, beaming. We squealed together and burst into giggles. "Tell me everything
demanded.

"Well, you know, I'd always wondered," she said, settling into a hug, "what'd it be like? | mean
what'd keep you squished together if not the weight?"

I'd always wondered too. "Right. So?"

"So it turns out it's as natural as breathin'. Y ou hug with four armsisall, and then you ... well, \
dance. Nowhere near as hard as the stuff we do in class." She closed her eyesin reminiscence. '
was lots gentler than it is on Earth. And nicer. He didn't need to hold himself up, so he could ke
on usin' his hands all the way through." She squealed and opened her eyes again. "Oh, it was aw
nice! Benjamin sayswe'll get even better with time."

| nodded. "Wait'll you see how good heisintwo days time," | said, and made her laugh from
inside.

She was my friend; | shared her joy. But a part of me was envious. | tried hard to hide it, to ma
the right noises as she chattered happily on, and thought | succeeded.

Maybe she smelled it. "So how'd you make out with your dancing, love? she asked finally.

| found myself pouring out my frustrationsto her. "And | can't even start to figure out where |
stand with him until | know whether or not | can dancein freefal,” | finished, can't even start to
figure out where | stand with him until | know whether or not | can dance in freefall,” | finished,
| can't even guess how long it's going to be before | know."

She looked thoughtful. "Tell me something.”

"Sure.”

"How's your back feel ?"

"Why, not too-oh!"

"How 'bout those knees, then?"

My back did not hurt. My knees did not hurt.

"Y ou worked out more in the last two days than you did in the last year, tell me I'm wrong," sh
said. "Have your legs buckled? Got crook back?'

No and no, by God. | was tired and ached in a dozen places, but they were no worse than one
should expect when getting back into shape after along layoff.

"Y ou can do this. Matter of time, that's all."



| was thunderstruck. She was absolutely right. My instrument was working again. Hell, | had
managed to transition from ballet to modern dance once: | could learn this. There was nothing
stopping me! Nothing but time and courage. The sense of relief was overwhelming. | felt a surge
elation, and at the same time a delicious tiredness. Moments before I'd been suffering from fatig
now | was just sleepy.

"Kirra, you're an angel," | cried, and hugged her harder, and kissed her. Then we smiled at eac!
other, and she jaunted to her own bed and dimmed the lights. She undressed quickly and dlid int
sack. "Night, lovey," she called softly.

"G'night, Kirra," | murmured. "I'm happy for you. Ben's sweet."

My last thought was I'm going to sleep sounder tonight than | have in years, and then almost
once | was deep under--and then | was wide awake, saying, "What the hell was that'?' aoud, an
Kirrasaid it too and we both listened and heard nothing but silence, total silence, and at last |
thought Slence? In a space dwelling?

The air circulation system in Top Step is whisper quiet-but boy, do you miss that whisper whel
stops!

Then arobot was speaking with Teenas voice, loudly, in my left ear.

In only the one ear, and very sowly, unmistakably Teena's voice but without any inflections of
or pitch: she must have been talking to or with nearly every resident of Top Step at once,
time-sharing like mad, no bytes to spare for vocal personality or stereo effect. "Attention! Attent
There has been amagjor system malfunction. There is no immediate cause for alarm, repeat, no C
for darm. The circulation system istemporarily down. It isbeing repaired. All personnel are adv
to remain in constant motion until further notice. Do not let yourself remain motionless for more
afew moments. If you can reach p-suit or other personal pressure, please do so, calmly." Not
wanting to drain her resources any further, we asked no questions.

A moment later, her voice was superseded by that of Dorothy Gerstenfeld. She explained the n
of the problem, assured us it would be fixed long before it became serious, entreated us all not
worry, and sounded so serene and confident herself that | did stop worrying. Her explanation w
too technical for me to follow, but her tone of voice said | should be reassured by it, so | was.

The circulation system was only down for half an hour. Nothing to be afraid of: Top Step was
Immense and alot of it was pressurized; there was more than enough air on hand to last us all mi
longer than half an hour in a pinch. The worst of it was nuisance: when the air stopsflowingin a
space habitat, you must not be motionless. If you are, exhaled CO. forms an invisible sphere arc
your head and slowly smothers you. There are many jobs aboard Top Step for which constant |
motion is contraindicated, tracking a large-mass docking; for instance; such people had to find
someone to fan their heads, or stop work for the duration. And everyone else had to keep movir
Y ou can't imagine how annoying that can be until it's forced upon you. Not that being in motion
any hard work, in zero gee-it'sjust that your natural tendency and subconscious desire isto stop
moving as much as possible, to simulate the terrestrial environment you remember as natural, an
overcoming that impulse gets wearing very quickly. Especidly if you weretired to begin with.

But it-was over soon enough. Kirraand | experimented with fanning each other's faces, and tol
each other campfire stories, and at last we heard the soft sound of the pumps coming back up t
speed. Because | was alert for it, | became consciously aware for the first time of the movement
air on my skin as soon asit resumed.

"The emergency isover," Teenasaid, still in robot mode. "Repeat, the emergency is over. The
have been zero casualties. Resume normal operations. Thank you."

"Thank you all for not panicking," Dorothy's voice added. "We have everything under control



Resume your duties. Those of you on sleep shift, try to get back to sleep; you've along day ahe

| had surprisingly little difficulty feeling deepy again, and Kirrawas snoring-musically-before | 1
As| wasfading out again | had athought. "Teena?' | whispered.

"Yes, Morgan?' Her reply was also whispered, but | could tell thiswasthe old, fully
human-sounding Teena again, so it was all right to bother her now.

"What caused the circulation system to go down?'

She almost seemed to hesitate. Silly, of course; computers can't hesitate. "A component was
improperly installed through carelessness. It has been replaced.”

"Oh. Glad it wasn't anything serious. A meteor or something. That reminds me: how is Mr.
Henderson, the Chief Steward on my flight up here?”

"“I'm sorry to say he died about four hours ago, without regaining consciousness."

"Oh." No one had needed to fan his head while the air was down.

"Good night, Morgan."

"G'night . "

My last drifting thought was something about how lucky 1'd been lately. Two life-threatening
emergenciesin forty-eight hours, and I'd lived through them both.

There weren't any more for weeks.

CHAPTER SIX

Tom Seaver: What timeisit, Yogi?
Yogi Berra: You mean now?

A COMPANY MANAGER I toured Nova Scotia with once summed up that province as foll ol
"Too many churches; not enough bars.” I'm afraid the same could be said of Top Step.

That overgrown cigar had churches and temples of almost every possible kind in its granite gut
over three dozen, including three different zendos; if | had wanted to do nothing but kukanzen
"ditting” or Rinzai chanting with my freetime, | could have. But I'd never been all that committe
Buddhist-1'd never been fully committed to anything except the dance-and somehow it felt wror
spend al of my last three months as a human being pursuing no-thought. | intended to do alot «
thinking, before | stepped outdoors and jaunted into a big glob of red goo and opened up my p-
| still wasn't absolutely sure | was going to go through with this.

| tended to spend my free time in one of four places. Solarium Three, Le Puis, my room, and t
gym | cameto think of as my studio.

Sol Three was a popular hangout for just about everyone in my class, and for some from the tv
classes ahead of us and some of the staff aswell. Not Sol One, where I'd met Harry Stein and tf
others of The Six: this Solarium was, asits number indicates, al the way round the other side of
Step. An accidental pun, for that's the side facing Earth: Sol Three overlooking Sol 111. It wasm
commonly and informally known as the Cafe du Ciel-areference | understood thefirst time | sav
Spectacular view.

Have you ever been to New Orleans, to the old French Quarter? Do you know the Cafe du Mo
Y ou sit outdoors and sip chicoried cafe au lait, and eat fresh hot beignets smothered with so mu
powdered sugar you mustn't inhale while biting, and you watch the world go by. Look one way,
there'sthe Mississippi, Old Man River himself, just rolling along. Look another and you're seein
Jackson Sguare, another and you're looking at the French Market. Street buskers play alto sax, ¢
vibes, or clarinet, very well. They say if you sit in the Cafe du Monde long enough, sooner or |at



you'll see everyone you know pass by.

The sameis said of the Caft du Ciel-and it's literal truth.

It tended to have alot of peopleinit, and it tended to be rather quiet, although there was no rul
about noise. There were no buskers there. There were no beignets available either-powdered sug
isn't practical in free fall-but you could bring., a bulb of coffee from the cafeteria. What made th
Solarium reminiscent of the Cafe du Monde was the view.

The scenery was so mgjestic it was like being in some great cathedral. When the Fireflies origin:
whisked Top Step from the asteroid belt into High Earth Orbit astheir final parting gift to humar
they picked a polar orbit concentric to the day/night terminator, to keep the big stone cigar in
perpetua sunlight. So the Earth we saw from Solarium Three was always half in sunlight and half
darkness, an immense yin-yang symbol. Our orbit was high enough that you could just see the e
globe at once. The slow grandeur of the dance it did | cannot describe, spinning end-on when w
were passing over one of the Poles, then seeming to lurch crazily sideway., as our orbit flung us
toward the Equator and the opposite Pole. A whole planet endlessly executing the same arabesqg
turn. If you haven't got graphic software that'll simulate it, get an old-fashioned globe and see it 1
yourself; it'sthe grandest roller coaster | know, endlessly absorbing. We all felt its pull: therein't
big window was everything we were about to say goodbye to.

Second-month Postulants generally seemed to graduate into being attracted more by Solariums
and Four, which faced raw empty space: everything they were about to say hello to. | visited thc
cubics afew times; they had even more of that cathedral-hush feel. Too much for me, then.

(Only dedicated tanners spent much time in Sol Two-the only true solarium, the one which aw:
faced the Sun-and for them | suppose it must have been Paradise. Y ou could put a spin on your
go to sleep, and toast evenly on all sides without effort. But | never got the habit; skin cancer as
dancer with atan is a dancer who's out of work.)

But sometimes looking at Earth made you want to make noise and have alittle fun. So if | wasr
Sol Three | could usually be found in Le Puis, our only tavern, where things were livelier.

To serveits several purposes, atavern should have both places where one can be seen, and pl:
where one cannot be seen. The designer of Le Puis had accomplished this splendidly. Being the
was alittle like being inside a stupendous honeycomb made of dozens of transparent globes, wif
large spherical clearing at the center, in which danced two or three dozen small table-spheres, fu:
with Velcro. The tables kept perfect station with each other; you could not move one more than
few inches before it maneuvered to correct, with little semivisible squirts of steering gas. (Odorl
I'm happy to report.) The pattern the tables made in space was not a simple grid, more of a starl
effect. Y ou could hang around one of the tables (literally) until you met someone you liked, then
adjourn for more private conversation to one of the dozens of surrounding sphericles-aword ex
analogousto "cubicle." By simply pulling the lips of the door closed, you soundproofed your
sphericle. If you found that you wanted to get really private, the walls could be opaqued. It
reminded me alittle of the private chambers you sometimesfind in realy first-rate Japanese
restaurants, with rice-paper-and-bamboo walls, soft cushions, and a door that sometimes slides
to admit attentive servers, fragrant food, and the chuckle of a nearby fountain.

| was with Kirraon my first visit to Le Puis; | guessit was our third or fourth day in Top Step.
we emerged from the igloo-tunnel that led from the main corridor into the heart of the honeycorn
we were approached by the largest and happiest human being I've ever seen, before or since.

"Crikey, Kirrasaid, watching him draw near. "Is that-?

"God, | think itis," | said. "l should have guessed when | heard the name of this place."



"Hello, ladies," the apparition boomed as he came to a halt beside us. He wore an expression ¢
barely contained glee. When he smiled, his cheeks looked like grapefruits. "Welcome to my join
got anicelittletable for you. If you'll follow me. . ." He spun and jaunted gracefully away.

I've met alot of celebritiesin my time, but | felt atouch of awe. It was Fat Humphrey
Pappadopol ous, who used to own Le Maintenant, the Toronto restaurant in which Stardancers
Incorporated was founded at the turn of the century. He was every bit as colourful and extraordi
as Charlie Armstead made him sound in the famous Titan Transmission of 1999.

Armstead says Humphrey was very fat when he was a groundhog. But | don't think he could h
been as big then as he was the day | met him. | don't think you can be that fat in a one-gee field.
freefal, he was as graceful as any ballerina, and moved with stately elegance, like an extremely
well-bred zeppdlin.

He docked at atable with agood view of the room-even his bulk could not displace the table
much-and we docked there too. "Let's see," he said to me, "you look to me like anice dry white
wine, maybe a Carrington 2004. And for you," he said to Kirra, "'l got some Thomas Cooper, fr
from Oz. Peanuts and alittle sharp cheese and some of those little oyster cracker things, right?"
drifted away, beaming.

He was one of those specia people who so obviously love life, so much, that you feel like aje
not enjoying it as much asthey are. And so you cheer up to about half their level, which istwice
cheerful as you were. And for the next little while, you notice that everyone you talk to seemsto
smiling at you.

But how had he known Kirrawas from Australia?

"Funny," | said, "he didn't look red. But that was exactly what | would have ordered, if he'd giv
me a chance. If I'd known he had a vintage that good in stock."

"Metoo," she agreed. "Armstrong didn't lie about that bloke. He reads minds, all right. Withou
Symbiosis." "Natural talent, | guess.”

The airflow in this space was breezier than usual, with the temperature upped just a notch to
compensate. | understood why when someone a few tables away lit up a pipe of marijuana. The
smell was familiar, pleasant. | hadn't smoked in years myself, but it reminded me of good times
Childhood on Gambier Island. The dorms at SFU, and the party on Legalization Day. Motel roc
after performances op the road. Perhaps it was time | took it up again. No, not until after | had
mastered zero gee well enough to dance. If then.

Fat Humphrey returned with our drinks in free-fall drinking bulbs, docked on the next table whi
passing them to us. Kirra's was three times the size of mine. I'm not much of adrinker; it seemex
was. "How do you do that, Mr. Pappadopolous?’ | asked. "Know what we want and how muct

"Call me Fat. How do you know how much to breathe?"

| gave up. "Thisismy friend Kirra. I'm Morgan McLeod."

"Hello, Kirra." He held out his hand, and when she tried to shake it he took hers and kissed it.
dimpled. The same thing happened to me. "Y ou wouldn't be the Morgan McL eod that danced
Indices of Refraction with Morris, would you?"

| admitted it.

"Goddam. It's a pleasure to have you in my joint. Y ou ever see her dance, Kirra?'

"No," she said.

“Then you one lucky person; you got atreat in store. Get Teenato dig some of her tapes and |
out of the Net for you."

"I will," she agreed.

| had never achieved the level of fame of a Baryshnikov or a Drummond, did not often get



recognized by someone who was not in the dance world. It was dawning on me that Top Step v
nest of dance lovers.

"Y ou wouldn't be Kirrafrom Queensland, wouldja?' he went on. "The singer?* Kirradimpled
admitted it. A nest of artslovers.

"Both of you please be sure you sign my visitors book on the way out. Look, | gottatell thistt
ev'body comes here the first time: be careful with these." He produced from somewhere on his
person a pair of small mesh bags, and tossed them to us. Peanuts and oyster crackers. A wedge
sharp cheese followed after them. "It ain't so bad if alittle piece o' cheese gets away from you .
but them peanuts and crackers got salt on ‘em. Somebody gets one o' them in the eye, and mayt
the bouncer has to go to work. And if you didn't guess from lookin' at me, I'm the bouncer." He
shook with mirth at his own joke. We both promised we'd be careful. "Oh, Kirra, one more t'ing
Y ou drinkin' that beer, an' you fedl like you wanna burp, scuse me, but don't."

"Why not, Fat?'

"Y ou back on Earth, your stomach got food on the bottom an' air on top, so you burp, no
problem. But up here, the air an' the food is al mixed together, you see what | mean?’

She frowned. "Thanks, mate. Hey, how about the other direction?"

"No problem there. Lotsa people spend al their time up here fartin' around." He shuddered wit
mirth again. "I'll come back later and talk, okay? Meanwhile you both have a good time." He drif
majestically away.

We looked at each other and giggled together. Then we looked down at our drinks and snacks.
Twice as many peanuts as oyster crackers. Kirragenerally ate twice asmuch as| did at cafeteric
meals. Fat Humphrey magic again.

"Something else, i'nt he?' Kirrasaid.

"He sureis. All right, out with it: tell me everything about Ben."

Her face glowed. "Oh, Morgan, i'nt he smashing? | don't usually fall for a bloke this quick-but
my, he lights me up. He's so excited about everything, you know? The least little thing is special
him, and so it makes everything special for you to be around him. Y ou know comin' here to spa
wasn't exactly my idea, | told you that: it just sort of landed on me plate and | took a bite-but
Benjamin! He wants it so much, looks forward to it so much, I'm startin’ to get kind of excited ¢
it meself. He explains to me all about how marvelousit's gonnabe, and | can understand it bette
was just thinkin' of all this as an extralong Walkabout-but he makes it sound like mow fun than
Christmas." She took along swig of ale.

"Heisfun to be around,” | agreed. "He's sort of the backwards of my ex-husband. He had aw
of making a good time dull."

She lowered her voice. "And he's achampion lover! He does a bit o' what Fat just did, knows:
you want about a second before you know it yourself."

"Definitely the backwards of my ex."

“If | hadn't had to clear out so Robert could get some slegp, | might be there still. Hey, how ar
and Robert gettin' along, then?"

"What the hell is that stuff floating in your beer?"

"What, this? It's yeast. Thomas Cooper leavesit in, for flavor. Kindainterestin' the way it swirl
about like that: the zero gee saves you having' to shake up the bottle to get it off the bottom.
Serioudly, though, what about you and Robert? | had thislovely idea how handy it'd beif you tv
hit it off like Ben and me. We could swap roomies and-"

"Whoa!" | said. "Take your time." Change the subject again? No, deal with it. "I don't know hc
feel about Robert . . . but | do know I'm not in any hurry. The most important thing on my minc



right now islearning how to dance all over again, and that's all | want to think about until | get it
or it kills me. Robert will have to wait." Now change the subject. "l wonder how Fat Humphrey
manages to decant wine properly in freefal? Thisis delicious.”

Kirra started to answer, then took a sip of beer instead. "L ook, Morgan, answer me this. Are w
roommates, or are we friends?

"Friends,” | answered without hesitation. "I hope."

"Then listen'ame. There's some blokes you can hold at arm’s length and after awhile they go a
But | know you, and I've seen you with Robert. He'sgot ahook inyou . . . just alittle one, may!
but a hook. And you got one in him. Y ou try keepin' him at arm's length forever, your armsre g
start gettin' shorter. He ain't gonna go away. Y ou want to get on with your dancin’, it might be le
distraction to just go ahead an' get it over with, see where it goes an' get it integrated. Might help
have somethin to dance about, eh?"

| don't remember exactly what mumbled evasion | made.

Just then awelcome distraction presented itself: the floorshow began.

WEell, not exactly afloorshow. A single performer, a busker, doing an act | would have thought
Impossible in zero gee: juggling.

Freefall juggling is done barefoot. Y ou do not make the balls or clubs or whatever goinacircl
because they won't. Instead you make them go in arectangle. Hand to hand to foot to foot to he
This particular juggler used orange balls of some resilient material, the size of real oranges. It see
he was known and liked here; people broke off conversations to watch him and clap along. He'
twinkling eyes and a goatee. Except for a G-string, he was barefoot to the eye-brows. He began
slow motion that would simply not have been possible on Earth, then got faster and faster until t
balls began to blur into an orange rectangle in the air before him. He started with four, but kept
adding more from a pouch at hiswaist. | thought | counted as high as sixteen. Then suddenly he
changed the pattern, so that they crossed over and back in front of him in an X pattern, and ther
went back to arectangle again. There was applause. He brought his feet up and hands down unti
rectangle was a square, then a horizontal rectangle, and returned to the basic position. More
applause. Suddenly he had one hand high over his head and the rectangle was a triangle. With th
suddenly freed left hand he took ajoint from his pocket and struck it alight, took a deep puff. L
applause. He seemed to pay no attention at all to the balls. He took another puff, tossed the join
the nearest patron, and resumed work with all four limbs. The balls began to ever so gradually gl
down, until they were individually distinguishable, and continued to slow. Within a minute he wa
back in the slow motion he'd started with-yes, there were sixteen balls-and still they kept deceler:
Without warning he flipped over, upside down to his original orientation, without disturbing the
stately progress of the balls. Thunderous applause. Suddenly all the balls exploded outward fror
him, in aspherical distribution. | half-ducked, but none came near me, or anyone else. All sixteer
bounced off something harmless and returned to him in almost-unison; he caught them all in his
pouch and folded at the waist in afree fall bow. The house came down.

"Teena," | asked, "how do | tip that juggler five dollars?' "It's done, Morgan,” Teenasaid in m
ear. "I've debited your account. His name is Christopher Micah."

He began a new routine involving what seemed to be razor-sharp knives. | didn't see how he cc
deal with knives with hisfeet-and didn't get to find out that day, because just then there was a sir
disturbance behind me. Kirraand | turned to look. Micah kept on working, properly ignoring the
distraction.

Fat Humphrey was drifting just outside one of the opaqued bubble booths, talking softly to
someone inside, who was answering him in too loud avoice. It seemed to be the second-oldest



argument in history: the customer wanted more booze and Fat was cutting her off, politely and
firmly. | started to turn back to catch Micah's knife act, when al at once | recognized the voice.
was Sulke.

Everyone else had returned their attention to the show. Kirraand | exchanged a glance and quie
slipped over to see if we could be of help, taking our drinks and munchies with us.

We were. Fat was handicapped somewhat by being an old friend of hers, but because Kirra an
were her students we were able to cheerfully bully her into quieting down. We swarmed into her
booth with her, winked at Fat, and sealed the door to keep the noise inside.

"Snot fair, gandammit,” she complained. "I'm not even near drunk enough.”

Kirra sent a peanut toward her in slow motion. "Catch that."

She missed in three grabs, then tried to catch it in her mouth and muffed that too. It went up he
nose, and she blasted it clear with aloud snort. "I didn't say | wasn't drunk. Said | wasn't drunk
enough.”

"For what?' | asked soothingly.

"To fall aseep, gandammit. Thisis my one day off aweek, the day | catch up on all the sleep |
missed, an' if | fuck up and missany I'll never get caught up."

"How come you gotta be drunker'n this to fall aseep?' Kirra asked.

"Because I'm scared.” She heard the words come out and frowned. "No, I'm not, gawdammit,
pissed off iswhat | am! I'm not scared of anything. But I'm mad as hell."

"About what?"'

She sneered. "Hmmph! How would you know? Y ou ground-hogs. Y ou freebreathers. Never p
for an hour's air in your life, either of you. Where'd you come from, McLeod, North America
somewhere, right? Worst come to worst, you could always go on welfare. Kirr', you could alwa
jungle up and live off the land. There's no fuckin' land to live off up here."

"Rough," Kirraagreed.

"Y ou don't know the half of it! Nineteen friggin’ outfitsin space | can work for, and eighteen of
suck wind. The only place that doesn't treat you like shit isthisone. . . and now crazy bastards
shootin' at it."

"Shooting at it!" | exclaimed. "What do you mean?"

"Aw fer chrissake, you realy think the air plant went down last night by accident? Y ou have an
idea how many different systems haveto fail in cascade before that can happen? Y ou probably t
It was space junk put aholein your Elevator on the way up here, huh?'

| was shocked. "What makes you think it wasn't'?"

"Y ou were there. Did you see the object that hulled you?"

"WEell, no. | think it ended up in the Steward's head."

She shook her head. "There was nothin' in Henderson's head but burned meat. It was a laser.
They're keepin' it quiet, but a frenna mine saw the hull."

"But who the hell would want to hurt Top Step?’

She stared. "Y ou serious? Religious fanatics, wanna pull down the false angels and their wicke
cosmic orgy. Shiites, Catholics, Fundamentalists, take your pick. Then you got the Chinese, sin
old Chen Ten Li got tossed out on his ear. Then there's the other eighteen sonofabitch outfits | t
you bout, and their parent corporations dirtside. Top Step could outcompete any one of them a
what they do, and the only reason it doesn't is because the Starseed Foundation chooses not to.
How could they not all hate this place?"

| thought of the epidemic of food poisoning that had run through Suit Camp just before takeof?
"Jesus."



She was frowning hugely. "Gawdammit. Not supposed to talk about this shit with you people.
Prob'ly get shit for it. Bad for morale. Might get scared an' go home, kilobucks down'a tube. Fo
| said anything, okay?"

"Sure," Kirrasaid soothingly.

"Thanks," Sulke said. "Y ou're okay, for afreebreather." She reached out and snatched Kirra's
finished it in asingle squeeze.

| placed my own drink unobtrusively behind me, and hoped it would stay there. "Sulke, tell me
something. If being afree-lance spacer isredly so bad-and | believe you-then why not opt out?
that last step and become a Stardancer like us? Then you could tell Skyfac and Lunindustries an
the rest to go take a hike."

She boiled over. "Y ou outa your gandam mind? Y ou people are all assholes. Worse than asshc
you're cowards: solving your problems by runnin' away from them. Y ou won't catch me doin' tl
shit. Maybe | can't ever go home again, but at least I'm human! I've hung around Stardancers al
time, and by Jesusthey ain't human, and | can't understand how in hell a human bein' could
deliberately stop being a human bein'. I'll teach you fools how to swim, but | got nothing but
contempt for ya. Nobody gets inside Sulke Drager's head but Sulke Drager, an' don' you forget
See?"

Like al true spacers, she was arugged individualist. She was certainly paying ahigh price to be
in space. "Do you have to go EV A to get home, Sulke?'

"Crash here on my day off," she said, eyes beginning to cross. "And even if | did, | can navige
safely in free space when I'm dree times trunker than this. That's why it's not fair that fat bastard
me off."

"Well, since he did," Kirra said reasonably, "what do we want to stay around here and class ug
place for him, then?

"Damnright,” | agreed. "Sleep s too precious to miss on his account. Let's quit this program.’

Sulke alowed herself to be taken home. Teena guided the three of us to the dormitory where
employees crashed. It was basically a cube full of deepsacks, with minimal amenities and few
entertainment facilities. If Top Step was the best of nineteen employers in space, the others had
pretty bad.

By the time we got back to Le Puis, Micah had finished for the night. But the tenor sax player
who'd replaced him was very good, had a big full Ben Webster sound, so we stayed and drank
tipped him, and this time remembered to sign Fat Humphrey's guest book-in tipsy scrawls-befor
left. As we were doing so, he came up beside us. "Y ou handled Sulke real nice," he said, "and |
her. Y ou two didn't spend no money in here tonight, you understand?' We thanked him.

Then Kirrawent to keep her rendezvous with her bug-eyed lover, and | went off to my gym to
work.

To my surprise, the wine helped. Thistime | managed to set sixteen beats | could stand to walt
replay, and repeat them more or less at will. | was going to beat this! It was even harder than
transitioning from ballet to modern had been, and | was no longer in my twenties. . . but | was g
todoit.

It helped me forget the uneasiness that Sulke's talk of sabotage had put in the back of my mind
was pretty sure she was wrong, anyway.

Kirrawas still out when | got back to our room. | sat kukanzen for about an hour, watched dan
holos for awhile in bed, then put on a sleep mask and earphones that played soft music so she
wouldn't wake me when she camein.

Nevertheless | woke an hour or so later. There are no bedsprings to creak in zero gee, and they



were probably making an honest effort to be quiet, but Kirrawas after al asinger.

| thumbed the sleep mask up onto my forehead.

| can't clam | was avoyeurism virgin. Dancers generaly lead alively life, and once or twiceint
checkered pall had watched live humans go at it-often enough, it had seemed to me. It's the olde
dancethereis, of course, but as a spectator art it palls quickly, once the excitement of
taboo-breaking is past.

But | never watched anyone make love, which is different, even to a mere witness.

Let alone in zero gee, which changes things.

They were beautiful together, moving in slow joyous unison, singing a soft, wordless song in
improvised harmony, flexing together inside their deepsack like a single beating heart.

A host of emotions ran through my mind. Annoyance that they were being so impolite, followe
the thought that in afew months | would be "in the same room with" thousands of love-making
people, that soon none of uswould ever again make love in private, that dealing with this disturb
situation was the best possible rehearsal | could have for what was to come, that if | couldn't de:
with two friends making love three meters away, 1'd never be able to deal with forty-odd thousar
strangers making love inside my skull . . .

...and | couldn't get around the fact that watching them was turning me distinctly on. | had to
with that, and with the fact that | was staring as much at Kirraas at Ben, and with jealousy of Kir
and with the way my own growing arousal wanted me to get up and go find Robert and fuck his
brains out, and with how another part of me that | didn't understand wouldn't et me do that, and
was hard to think about any of this stuff when | was getting horny enough to bark, and finally m:
hand crept down to my clitoris and began to move in slow circles, and as they increased in spee
realized with shock that Ben, unlike most men, had not taken his glasses off to copul ate-

-his 360° vision glasses!

| froze in embarrassment for along moment . . . and then | told myself he was too busy to pay
attention to what was going on behind his back-no, | told myself the hell with it-and finished whe
had started.

Eventually so did they. And then | think all three of usfell asdeep. | know I did, feeling more rel
than | had since I'd |eft Earth.

The next day the three of us discussed it over breakfast-Kirra brought it up, asking if they'd
awakened me--and after some talk we agreed to be the kind of friends who can be that intimate
among one another. It was something new for me, and a bit of a stretch: 1'd never allowed anyor
observe me in ecstasy before except the one who was causing it. But in the days that followed |
cameto find it quite pleasant and natural to read a book, or watch TV, while Kirraand Ben mad
love afew meters away . . . and more than once the sight inspired me to pleasure myself. Kirraa
Ben were delighted with this state of affairs, asit gave them a convenient place to make love
whenever they wished-it seemed Robert was more inhibited, and so it was less comfortable for t
in Ben's room.

| think it's different for men, harder to watch and not participate, harder to let yourself be watct
For some of them masturbation seemsto represent akind of defeat in their minds. Sad.

Those first few daysin Top Step pretty much set the pattern for the next four weeks. . . to the
extent that there was a pattern. Meals and classes loosely defined the day, but we had great slab:
unstructured free time after both morning and afternoon class, and our evenings, to spend as we
wished-piefaced in Le Puisif that was what we chose.

Onething we al did alot was swap life stories. There'd been no time to do so back at Suit Car



where every spare minute was spent studying or undergoing tests. | can't recall how many times
told my own story until everyone had heard it. One common theme that ran through the stories |
heard in return was technological obsolescence. Just as the automobile had once ruined the bugg
whip trade, the recent enormous strides in nanotechnology (made with much help from the Stars
Foundation) had made alot of formerly lucrative occupations superfluous. Suddenly alot of
white-collar workers found themsel ves facing the same dilemma as a dancer or an athletein her
forties: should | start life over from sguare one, or opt out of the game altogether? Quite afew o
them chose Symbiosis.

Another common topic of conversation was politics, but-and | know you'll find this hard to bel
for | did-political discussions somehow never once degenerated into arguments. Even in the firs
weeks, we were starting to find all political differences of Earthbound humans less and less relev
to anything in our own lives-and the tendency increased with time.

I'd expected to work harder than this. | said as much to Reb one day during class, sometime du
the first week. "I guess| just pictured us all spending most of our time. . . working."

"At what, Morgan?"

"l don't know, studying concrete stuff we'll need when we're Stardancers. Solar system navigat
ballistics, solar sailing, astronomy, uh, zero-gee engineering and industry, nanotechnology,
picotechnology-things like that." There was a murmur of agreement from the othersin the class.

"Y ou may study any of those, if you wish," he said. "Some of you are doing so, on your own
Initiative. But it's not necessary. Studying data, memorizing facts, is not necessary. Y ou won't n
those facts until you become a Stardancer and join the Starmind . . . and then you'll have them.
That's the beauty of telepathy."

He was right, of course. Theinstant | entered Symbiosis, I'd be part of the group consciousne
Reb called the Starmind. I'd have total access to the combined memories of all living Stardancer
something over forty thousand minds. Anything they knew, | would know, when and if | needed
know it.

Asthey would know everything | knew . . .

Y ou can be told about something like that a thousand times, and remind yourself amillion . . .
still you just can't get your mind around it, somehow.

"What you need to study," Reb continued, "is not facts, but attitude, a flexible mindset, so that
encompassing that much scope doesn't destroy you. That's why meditation is the best work yot
do."

"What exactly do you mean by "destroy'?" a woman named Nicole asked. | thought: what a dt
question.

Reb brightened. "A good question.”

"I think so," Nicole agreed. "I know the odds of failure-1 passed the exam like everybody. One
percent of those who enter Symbiosis suffer what they called "catastrophic mental trauma.’ But |
don't know what that means. | mean, they explained it to me back dirtside-but | need somebody
explain the explanation. Can somebody smind redlly . . . well, collapse, from having forty thous:
other minds suddenly crashin on it?*

There was nervous laughter.

Reb did not smile. "Sometimes,” he said.

The laughter died.

"Those forty thousand minds do not all come crashing in at once. . . but the significance of the
existence does. Some minds find that intolerable.”

"What happens to them?" Nicole asked.



"What happens when a star implodes?' Red replied. "Depends on how massive it is," someon
said.

Reb nodded. "It is much the same with a panicked ego. Whether it can survive telepathic union
depends on how massiveitis."

"How do you mean?"

"Think of amind which has never loved," Reb said. "It knows that it is the center of the Univer
the only thing that istruly real, that matters. Then its body swallows some mysterious red gunk,
WHACK! suddenly it knows better. The walls of its skull drop away; for the first time ever, itis
naked. Observed . . . no, more: touched . . . initsmost intimate chinks and crannies by forty
thousand strangers. Mind sees Starmind, and knows its own true smallness. By all accountsit is
terrifying redlization."

Thiswas exactly what | had been trying to imagine for weeks. Could | live with that much truth
Did | have the courage to be that naked? To let that big an audience come swarming over the ste

"Now sometimes an ego is so entrenched in itself that it refuses to yield the floor, will not love
be loved. It rgects what it perceives-incorrectly-as athreat to itsidentity. Mad with fear, it seeks
escape, and there is nowhere to go but inward. It implodes like a collapsing star, literally an ego
deflating. Most often it shrinks down to a small hard dense core, like a neutron star. Invisible.
Invulnerable. It must hurt terribly. Such catatonics can sometimes be saved, healed. With time. \
skill. Many wise and compassi onate minds work nonstop to do so; so far they have a discourag
success rate."

He had our total attention.

"But oncein along while, an imploding star is so massive, it collapses past the point whereit ¢
exist. It leaves our Universe, becomes ablack hole. Similarly, if an ego is massive enough, it ma
react to telepathic union by collapsing past the point where it can sustain itself. It suicides rather
surrender. It Simply . . . goes away. The flame blows out. Y ou could say it dies. What isleftisa
long-lived humanoid with the mind of a plant or a starfish. These few are placed in stable orbits,
they are..." He paused. "Uh, "cherished' is closer than "'mourned,’ | think. By the rest of the
Starmind. "

"What's the ratio of deathsto comas?' Nicole asked. "About one to a hundred. Roughly the sz
asthe overall ratio of failuresto successes."

Y ou could hear gears grinding as she tried to work out the arithmetic. Several seconds passed.
out of every thousand people who eat red-"

"Out of every ten thousand who attempt Symbiosis, ninety-nine will go into stasis, and one will
die," hetold her. "Approximately. In fact there have been eight deaths, and five hundred and
eighty-seven catatonics, of whom fifty-three have been healed so far . . . and an additional six ha
died."

There was a glutinous silence in the room.

Not that many of us, or even any of us, were surprised. Nicole may have been the only person
the room to whom these figures were news. | certainly knew them; it seemed to me that anyone\
had come this far without knowing them was an idiot. But they were sobering statistics just the s

And, it was just dawning on me for the first time that the Starmind, as Reb called it, the telepatf
community | was proposing to join, did not discriminate against people | considered idiots. | we
dismayed by how dismayed that made me. Me, an intellectual snob? Apparently.

"L ook on the bright side,” Reb said. "Y ou are five hundred times more likely to die during
training, before you ever get to Symbiosis. Die completely, soul and body, in some EVA accic
And you're two hundred times more likely to suffer serious mental breakdown and be sent dirts



Now, there were some grim figures. Out of every hypothetical standard class of one hundred, ¢
average of five died before ever attempting Symbiosis. . . and two went serioudly nuts from
brooding about it. I'd read about one class, back in the early days of Top Step, where nearly hal
had died, most of them in a single ghastly accident.

Then there was the drop-out rate to be considered. An average of twelve in every class change
their minds and went home-often at the last minute. Another five balked: when three months wer
they decided not to decide. The Foundation would let you hang around Top Step as long as yol
wanted . . . if you werewilling to work for your air, and had ajob skill they needed at the time. /
eleven more months-if you were still alive-your body was permanently, irrevocably adapted to z
gee: you had to either sign on with the Foundation permanently-if they would have you-or else
become part of the permanent-transient population of spacers, like Sulke. Or, of course, get off
dime and eat Symbiote.

"But if you survive long enough to attempt Symbiosis,” Reb went on, "your chances of succes:
much higher than those of, say a pregnant woman to birth successfully. The kind of mind that wi
collapse when exposed to telepathy tends not to come hereto Top Step at all. Either it never apj
or we filter it out in the preselection stage, or it drops out during Suit Camp."

"So why go through two or three months of preparation?' Nicole asked. "I read that some peo
have become Stardancers without it."

"Because experience has shown it eases the transition,” Reb said patiently. "At best, Symbiosi
painful . .. one Star-dancer likened it to aturtle having its shell ripped away . . . but those who h
had the training agree it helps enormoudly. If you can learn to live without the false distinctions @
“up' and "down," you probably can learn to live with the equally false distinctions between 'me' a
‘not-me." "

"So why so much free time, why aren't we working all the time?" Nicole wanted to know.

"Oh, for Christ's sake, Nicole!" Glenn blurted. By thistime | was so annoyed with Nicol€e's
broken-record questioning myself that | grunted in agreement.

Reb looked at me. "Y ou cannot think Nicol€e's question is foolish, Morgan. You asked it yours
minute ago."

You blush easier in free fal, and more spectacularly.

"But it isfoolish, nonetheless," he went on gently. "Y ou are working all the time, Nicole. Every
IS, everyone everywhere. Y ou can't help but keep working. Didn't you know that?"

She looked confused.

"Nicole, | could have uncommon intuition and insight, and spend every minute of the next two
months in your company, and sill | would not know a tenth as much as you do about what you
need to learn now, and what is the best way for you to learn it. Even Fat Humphrey's kind of
“telepathy’ doesn't go that deep. That's why we try to make sure you'll have lots of so-called “fre
time here, to work on it without being distracted. Thereisn't alot of time left before you will hav
make a big decision, and we don't want your schooling to get in the way of your education.”

"But what are we supposed to do with al thisfreetime?' "Y ou will know," Reb told her. "Y ou
know."

CHAPTER SEVEN

When the ordinary man attains Rnowledge He is a sage;
When the sage attains under standing He is an ordinary man.



-Zen Roan

| CERTAINLY KNEW what to do with my time. Each night Robert tutored me for an, hour, t
spent the rest of the evening dancing in private until | couldn't move anymore. | hadn't worked s
hard in years. But my back and knees continued to hold up, thanks to freefall . . . and as the da
turned into weeks, | began to get somewhere. By the end of the second week | could do afair
imitation of Liberation, and | could quote sections of Mass Is a Verb. More important, | was
making some progress on a new piece of my own. Choreography had never been my strong suit
there was something about zero gee that made it come easier. | still wasn't ready to show anythir
an audience, but | was content to be making progress, however slow it might be. | had thought,
an endlesstime, that | was finished as a dancer. It was like amiracle, like being reborn, to get an
chance; there was no hurry. | luxuriated in each painful minute.

Ben and Kirraknew what to do with their time too-and | don't just mean making love. Ben did |
fully acquire al the fundamental's of jaunting in two days-much less the fine points-but he did
become the star pupil in our shift, and under his tutelage Kirratoo became something of prodigy
They progressed just as fast in morning class, learning less tangible skills like spherical thinking,
gpatial orientation and conscious control of their own metabolisms and mental states. By the thir
week Reb admitted that they were good enough to start EV A instruction right away . . . but the
system wasn't set up to allow it, and they stayed behind with the rest of us dummies, serving as
assistant instructors in Sulke's class. (And, at Reb's insistence, getting paid for doing so. They t
donated their unwanted salaries to the Distressed Spacer's Fund, which made Sulke happy.)

Robert was almost as adept when he arrived as Ben became, but seemed disinterested in teachi
the group. He spent most of his free time, according to Ben, designing free fall structures on his
computer terminal in hisroom. | rarely saw himin Le Puis. Occasionally | ran across him in Sol
Three. He was always by himself. We would chat quietly, then part. Part of me had hoped that I
take me off the hook by becoming involved with some other woman. | certainly wouldn't have
blamed him if he had; most of our fellow students seemed to be pairing up. He continued to tutc
every night, without pressing me for further intimacy. We remained aware of each other, dowly
building a charge.

It had been along time since a man had courted me with that kind of mixture of determination
patience. | liked it.

According to Teena, our class had one of the most painless, trouble-free Postulancies in the hi:
of Top Step. Only three of us dropped out and went back to Earth during the first two weeks (al
three for the most common of reasons. persistent inability to tolerate a nonlinear environment, to
without up and down). None of us got so crazy that we had to be sent home. None of us died, ¢
sustained serious injuries. There were no incidents of violence, even on the level of afistfight. S
us got married-all at once, to each other. (Ben and Kirrawere that kind of committed, but never
bothered with any formal ceremony or celebration.) All of us formed friendships, which expandk
informal affinity groups, which somehow did not become exclusionary cliques. Dorothy Gerster
logged an all-time record minimum of complaints and emergencies. As Reb said one day, smilin
Buddha smile, "Good fellowship seemsto be metastasizing." People who wanted them gravitate
temple or zendo or shrink or encounter group or whatever it took to ease their pain or enhance tt
mindfulness, and Le Puis became the first bar 1'd ever seen that rarely seemed to have anything t
happy drunks.

All thiswasin sorry contrast to the planet we orbited. From the great window in Sol Three, Ea



looked peaceful, serene. But we al followed Earthside news, and knew just what an anthill in turr
it really was. That was the month that China and Argentina were making war noises, and none of
other mgjor players could figure out which side to back. For one three-day period we honestly
thought they might start setting off Big Ones down there at any moment. Who really knew whetr
the UN-SDI net would actually work? One afternoon when | was meditating in Sol Three | mistc
sudden flare of reflected sunlight off Mar Chiquita, a huge Argentinian lake, for a nuke signature-
for an instant, but it was a scary instant.

| was surprised to find that political upheaval on Earth did not carry over to Top Step. We had
several ethnic Chinese besides Robert in our class, and close to a hundred inboard altogether, as
as an equal number of Hispanophones and four actual Argentinians. (One of the three Suit Camj
was located in Ecuador.) If there was ever so much as a harsh word exchanged among any of tr
| didn't hear about it--and any space habitat has a grapevine that verges on telepathy.

| did some reading, guided by Teena, and learned that from the very beginnings of space
exploration, spacers have always tended to feel themselves literally above the petty political
squabbles of the groundhogs below. Immigrants to a new country can continue to cling to their
ethnic or national or religious identity for a generation or two, but immigrants to space quite ofte
seem to leave theirs on the launchpad. And Stardancer candidates have even less reason to get
agitated about the doings of nations than most spacers. In a matter of weeks, we'd al be
surrendering our passports.

Asfor mysdlf, I'd never felt especially patriotic about being a Canadian. But then, that was a
notorious characteristic of most Canadians. The only thing we were proud of was not being
Americans.

We all followed Earth news. . . but even as the drama below us began to get dangerously
interesting, it became lessand less relevant to us. We spent less and less time watching Earth in $
Three. We retained concern for the suffering of human beings-but for humans as a species. the
labels and abstractions they used to separate themsel ves seemed more and more absurd.

We weren't spacers yet. But we were no longer Terrans.

By the end of the third week, Reb and Sulke between them had brought us former groundhogs
the point where we could not only stand to be in the dark in zero gee, but could navigate reliably
darkness.

Do you have any idea how incredibly far that was?

One of the first humans ever to live in space, amember of the Skylab crew, woke one night to
that the light in his sleeping compartment had failed. That compartment compared with a coffin 1
roominess. He knew exactly where the switch for the emergency backup lighting was located. It
him nearly half an hour to find it, half an hour on the trembling verge of fullblown panic. And he
ahypertrained jock. The first time Reb doused the lights, for not more than a minute, the classrc
rang with screams, and about a third of us ended up having to go change our clothes. In the tota
absence of either visual or kinesthetic cues, your hindbrain decides that the sensation of falling i
literal truth, and you just come unstuck. All the rational thought in the world doesn't help. You cl
the first wall or structure or person you encounter like a panicking drowner, and hang on for dee
life, heart hammering. Five of us dropped out that night.

But methodical disciplines of breath-control and muscle-control and self-hypnosis do help, anc
practice helps most of all. Once you get past the terror part, the disorientation diminishes quickl
We played orientation and navigation games. For instance: three of you crawl along the walls of
classroom in the dark, humming to each other, until your earstell you that you're al roughly



equidistant in the spherical room; then you jaunt for where you think the center of theroomis, a
try to meet your matesthere. . . ideally without cracking your skull or putting someone's eye ou
was fun, once we all started getting good ét it.

And it took usthat last step toward sphericity, toward being comfortable without even an imagi
local vertical. We lost our tendency to line up with whomever we were talking to or working witk
and started living three-dimensionally without having to make a mental effort.

And that started to affect us all in subtle psychologica ways, broadening us, opening us up,
undoing other sorts of equally rigid preconceptions about the universe. Up/down may be the firs
dichotomy a baby perceives (even before self/notself), the beginning of duality, or either/or, yes
logic. Hierarchy depends on the words "high" and "low" having meaning. Floating free of gravit
just as exhilarating in space asit isin dreams, and constant exhilaration can help solve alot of ht
problems. The therapeutic value of skydiving has long been known, and we never had to snap o
the reverie and pull our ripcords.

One by one, we became more pleasant people to be with than we had been back on terrafirma
Glenn, for instance, lost agreat deal of her dogmatism, became more flexible, started making
friendships with people she had considered airheads back in Suit Camp. Eventually she even |os
frown that had seemed her natural expression.

Yes, it was our time of Leavetaking, of saying goodbye to our earthly lives, and yes, some of it
spent in solemn meditation in Solarium or zendo or chapel or temple. But the solemnity was balé
by an equal and opposite quantum of gaiety.

Dorothy Gerstenfeld had been right, back on that first day: zero gee tended to make us childlik
again in significant ways. We were doing some of the same sort of metaprogramming that a smal
child does-redoing it, really, with different assumptions-and do you remember how much fun it
being asmall child?

We had the kind of late-night bull sessions | hadn't had with anyone since college, full of flat-ot
laughter and deep-down tears, like kids around an eternal campfire with all the grownups gone tc
bed.

There are so many games you can play in zero gee. Acrobatics; spherical handball, billiards, ar
tennis; monkey bars; tag . . . thelist is endless. Even amoderately good frisbee thrower become
prodigy. Y ou'd be astonished how many solid hours of entertainment you can get from asimple
glass of water, coaxing it into loops and ropes and bubbles and lenses with the help of surface
tension. A man named Jm Bullard devised a marvelous game involving a hollow ball within whic
small quantity of mercury floated free, causing it to wobble unpredictably in flight; in gravity it w
have just been a nuisance, but in zero gee it was an almost-alive antagonist. | used my Canadian
background to invent one of my own: 3-D curling. The ideawas to scale pucks so gently that air
resistance caused them to come to rest in an imaginary sphere in the center of the room, while
knocking away your opponent's pucks. Y our teammate tried to help by atering the puck'straec
inflight with a small compressed-air pen-with strictly limited air which had to last him the whole
round. Asin curling, it took forever to find out how good your shot was. . . and you all had to |
moving while you waited, since the room's air-circulation had to be shut off. Robert and | teame
at it and soon were beating all comers. Ben invented a three-dimensional version of baseball-but
was so complicated that he never managed to teach it to enough people to get a game going. Wi
assistance from Teena, Kirra actually managed to locate a piece of genuine wood somewhere
Inboard (at aguess, I'd say there isn't enough real wood in all of space to build a decent barn; e\
the legendary Shizumi Hotel uses a superb fake), and borrowed tools to work it from one of the
construction gangs who daily burrowed ever deeper into the rock heart of Top Step. When she:



done, she got permission from Chief Administrator Mgabi, and took her creation down to the G
Hall. A small crowd went along to watch. She tested the breeze, locked her feet under a handrail
steady herself, and threw the thing with considerable care and skill. That boomerang was still cire
the Hall when she reached out and caught it three hours later. | wanted her to let it keegp going, bt
she and | and the volunteers at the major tunnel mouths who kept passing pedestrians from jaunt
out into the thing's flight path all had to get to class.

One of the best games of all could be played solo in your room without working up a sweat:
browsing through the Net. We all had Total Access, like the most respected and funded scholar:
the Solar System, and could research to exhaustion any subject that interested us, initiate
datasearches on a whim which would have bankrupted us back on Earth, download music and
literature and visual art to our heart's content. Ben in particular was heavily addicted to Netwalkir
and it was a common occurrence for Kirrato have to drag him away from histerminal to go eat
whereupon he would begin babbling to her about what he'd just been doing or reading. Glenn to
binged heavily, as did severa others. Asfor myself, all | really used my access for was to watch
hour after hour of Stardancer works, especially the ones that Shara Drummond and the Armstea
performed in. They were unquestionably the best dancers in space, and not just because they ha
been the first. By that point in history, all Stardancer dances were officially choreographed by th
Starmind asawhole, in concert . . . and that must have been to alarge extent true. But from time
time | was sure | recognized phrases or concepts that were pure Shara or pure Charlie/Norrey, e
in works in which they didn't physically appear.

On the last day of week three, Kirra sprang a surprise on us. Reb called her up beside him in cl
that morning, and told us that she had something specia to share with al of us. Most of us knev
then about her background and reason for being here; for the benefit of those who didn't know &
the details, she briefly sketched out the history of the Dreamtime, and the Songlines, and the
importance of Song in the Aboriginal universe.

"My people want to start movin' out into space,” she finished up, "and so my job is to start su:
out the Songs for all thisterritory, so's we can come make Walkabout here without bein' afraid it
up and turn imaginary on us."

"How're you doing?' someone asked.

"Well, that's what I'm doin' here in front of you. It's beenalot Slower goin' than | expected . . .
the Song o' Top Step now, but. An' | want to sing it for all you bastards.” (By now we had all
learned that to an Australian, "bastard" held no negative connotations, meaning simply "person,”
usually but not dways male. Similarly, "tart" merely meant "female person.")

A surprised and delighted murmur went through the room: most of us knew how much her
responsibility weighed on her. | was thrilled.

"I just finished it this mornin' before brekkie, even Ben an' me roomie haven't heard it yet. You.
been here aslong as | have, you ought to hear it. Thisain't just atabi, a persona song, thisisa
proper corroboree Song, an' it calls for an audience. Anyway | wanted you all to hear it, an' Rek
it was all right with himif | did it here."

There were universal sounds of approval and encouragement.

"All right, then: here goes.”

She took her boomerang from her pocket, dapped it rhythmically against her other pam for ter
counts, and began to sing.

| cannot supply atranslation of the words, and will not reproduce them as she sang them, beca



they were in Padhu-Padhu, a secret ritual language known only to Aboriginals, so secret (she
explained to me later) that its very existence was unsuspected by Caucasian scholars until the lat
twentieth century.

And it doesnt matter, because there were very few words in what she sang. Very little of her sc
information content was verbal. It was the melody itself that was important.

How can | describe that melody to you? | doubt that there is anything in your experience to
compareit to. In fact, | doubt that there would have been much in another Aboriginal's experien
compareit to; 1'd heard a number of their Songs from Kirra and this was unlike them in ways I'n
equipped to explain even if you were equipped to understand me. It did not behave like any othe
melody I'd ever heard, yet somehow without thereby becoming unpleasing to the ear.

It began at the very bottom of her alto register, and arced up in a smooth steady climb that
suggested the shuttle flight from Earth. It opened out into a repeated five-tone motif whose maje
and regularity seemed to represent Top Step in its great slow orbit. Then the song changed, bec:
busier. It behaved much like ajaunting Postulant, actualy, gliding lazily, then putting itself into
tumbles, then straightening out, bouncing off imaginary walls, coming to a halt and then kicking
again. Like ajaunter's progress, her melody never really stopped, for she had mastered the didge
player'strick of breathing in and out at the same time so that she never had to pause for breath. |
closed my eyes as| listened, and the twists and turns her voice took evoked specific placesin T
Step powerfully for me. The Great Hall, Solarium Three, amerry little flurry that was unmistakal:
Le Puis, aslow solemn ululation that was Harry Stein at the window of Solarium One. Somewhe
the middle was afrankly sensual movement that expressed zero gravity lovemaking, explicitly an
movingly. Ben's humour wasin it, and Kirra's mischievousness, and the richness of their love fo
each other. At the end, the five-tone theme returned, first with little trills of embellishment and the
last in its pure form, slower and slower until she drew out its last note into adrone, and fell silen

| don't know how long we all drifted, silent, motionless, like so many sealions. Reb was the fir
shake off stasis and put his hands together, then Ben joined and then me and then the whole rool
exploded in applause and cheers that lasted for along time. One of the loudest was Jacques
LeClaire, the other musician in the room. She accepted our applause without smiling, as her due
so | thought.

“It'scalled 'Taruru,'" she said when the noise had died down. "That means alot o' things, reall
Last glow of evening,’ and "dying embers,' and ‘peace o' mind," kindarolled into one."

"Teena," Reb said, "save the Song Kirrajust sang to her personal filesas Thrum.""

"Yes, Reb."

"Kirra,” Reb went on, "l think you should send that recording, asis, to your tribe."

"You think? 1 can do it again any time, just like that: that's the point of a Songline Song."

"I understand. But send that copy. Please. | would be honoured." Ben and | and others made
sounds of vigorous agreement. Jacques called, "Oui! That isatake."

She nodded. "Right, then. Teena, transmit "Taruru' to my Earthside number, would you?

"It's done. Receipt has. . . just been acknowledged by your phone.’

"What timeisit in Queendand now?

"Five-fourteen PM.

"Bonier. Yarracan play it for the Yirlandji Elders tonight after supper. Teena, everybody here ¢
have a copy if they want."

There were more cheers. Kirrawas well liked.

"You'll void your copyright,” Glenn warned.

Kirrablinked at her. "What copyright? | didn't make up the bloody thing, mate, | just sang it. It



the Song of this place, see? It was here before | got here. Y ou can't copyright the wind.’

Now | understood why she'd heard our applause without smiling. She'd assumed we were
applauding the Song, not her performance.

"One suggestion,” Reb said.

"Yes, Reb?"

"Transmit a copy to Raoul Brindle.’

There was amurmur. Brindle had been the most famous living composer for over thirty years.
"Oui," Jacques called again, and several others echoed him. "Dal "S!" "Hai!"

Kirralooked thoughtful. "Be a bloody expensive phonecall, but. He an' the Harvest Crew aren’
more than halfway back from Titan, it'd have to go by laser."

"If it did,” Reb said, "Top Step would pay the cost; Raoul has |eft specific orders that he want:
hear anything you want to send him. But alaser is not necessary. Since you are willing to release
Song to the public domain, just phone any nearby Stardancer and sing it. Raoul will hear it instar

"Why, sure! I'll never get used to this telepathy business. Hey, Teena, send that Song to the ne
Stardancer that ain't busy, addressed to Raoul Brindle, would ya?"

"Transmission in progress,” Teena said. "Routing through Hairy Stein, in realtime. Transmissic
endsin alittle over five minutes."

There was one more round of applause, and then Kirrajoined the rest of us and Reb began reg
class. But five minutes later, Reb paused in the middle of a sentence.

"Excuse me, friends. Teena has just informed me that there is a phonecall for Kirrafrom Raoul
Brindle. Kirra?

"Open line, Teena."

Raoul Brindle said, "Héllo, Kirra.”

"G'day, mate," she said, as though living legends phoned her up all the time.

"I don't want to interrupt your class. | just wanted to say that your Song has been heard by all
members of the Starmind presently in circuit, from the orbit of Venusto that of Uranus. Our
response condenses down to: hurry, sister. We await your Graduation. |'d be honoured if you'd
on out here and meet me once you're Symbiotic. Oh, and there's awaiting list of one hundred ar
eighty-seven Stardancerswhod like to have a child with you if you're willing. Uh, I'm one of 'err

Kirrablinked. "Well, if I'm gonnalive forever | suppose | got to do somethin' with my time. I'n
willin' to discuss it with the lot of you bastards-but the forms behind me Benjamin here. | think |
got dibs on the rst half dozen or so."

"No hurry," Raoul agreed. "l would like to score your 5 ang for didgeridu, mirrimba and walba
if you don't mind."

"Oh please!" she said. "And send it me, will you? | hated havin' to leave me instruments behinc
Have you readlly got ‘em al out there with you?

"In my head,” he said. "Once you're Symbiotic, you'll find that's all you really need. But | can
reprogram my simulator to make a recording you can hear now."

"That'd be smashin'. About this comin out there to meet you, though . . . what's the point? | m
I'll be just as near to you if my body's right here, wont 17"

"Even for telepaths, touch has special meaning,” he said. "In one senseyou'reright . . . but I'd |
to shake your hand sooner, rather than later. It shouldn't take you more than afew weeks."

"It would make alovely honeymoon trip, love," Ben said. Under her influence he had lately bee
developing the ability to speak short sentences, and then stop. It was some of the strongest evid
I'd seen yet that Top Step could radically alter character.

She smiled suddenly. "Right, then. Well do it-singin’ al the way!"



The room rocked with cheers.
| could not completely suppress atwinge of envy. | wished | were coming along in my art as fe
shewasin hers. But | wasterribly happy for her.

The next day was Sunday. (I did mention that we used a six-day work week in Top Step, didn'’
| spent the whole morning working out with Robert, the whole afternoon rehearsing in my studic
the whole evening drinking Irish coffee in Le Puis with Robert and Kirraand Ben. Fat Humphre
solved the zero-gee Irish coffee problem with a custom drinking bulb: alarge chamber for coffe
booze, and a smaller one full of whipped cream; you sucked the former through the latter. Mical
juggled, and Jacques Le-Claire put on alovely impromptu performance on the house synth. To
everyone's surprise, Glenn jumped in and sang two numbers, very well, in a pure, controlled altc
She was roundly cheered, and blushed deeply. Then Kirrahad to sing the Song of Top Step for
those who hadn't heard it. The applause was deafening. So many drinks were credited to her ac
that she never paid for another dram the whol e time she was inboard. It was a memorable night.

Robert kissed me goodnight at my door, not pushing it. | sort of wished he had. But not enouc
push it myself.

Monday we al came to class excited-some eager, some anxious. Today anew stage in our trair
began. We were al dressed in our p-suits, airtanks and all, and we certainly were a colourful bur
Aswe entered the room, Reb gave each of us a quick, warm handclasp and a private smile. His
p-suit was forest green. The room looked different: all Velcro had been stripped from the chamk
its spherical wall was smooth and shiny.

"Asyou know," he said when we were assembled, "today we begin aweek of EVA simulation
We've discussed and prepared for it. Some of you may experience disorientation, fear, perhaps
panic. Thisis normal and nothing to be self-conscious about. If you fedl it's becoming too muct
say so and I'll turn the walls off at once. It may help to take avisual fix, now, on those nearest y

| mapped myself in relation to Robert and Reb.

"Close your hoods, now."

We did so, and there was a soft sighing as my suit air kicked in. It was the only sound: these p-
had radios that filtered out breathing sounds automatically, and there was no chatter.

"Remember," Reb's voice said in my ear then, "please do not use your thrusters until | tell you
Try toremain still. Thisis going to be startling enough without having atrain wreck. Are you all
ready? Teena, begin ssimulation."

Top Step went away!

Suddenly we were all floating in raw, empty space. It didn't matter that we were all expecting it:
transition was as shocking as aroller-coaster plunge. A flurry of involuntary motion went throug
room, and my earphones buzzed with the sum of dozens of grunts, gasps, and assorted exclame
-including my own "Dear Christ!" | swallowed hard and clung to my fix on Robert and Reb. If t
were al right, | wastoo.

"Remember your breathing!" Reb called.

Ohyes. Inhae, slowly, hold it for the same interval, exhale completely, hold, fed the breath, fol
it, becomeit . . . three weeks of training kicked in and | began to calm down, to try and apprecic
the incredible sight.

‘Theillusion provided by the spherical holo wall of the classroom wasterribly effective. Seeing
space through the window of a Solarium is much different than actually being out in it, surround
on al sides by infinity. Intellectualy | knew it was an illusion, but it took my breath away just the
same.



Earth was off to my left, turning lazily, Luna above my head, and the Sun was at my back. Top
Step did not exist in this ssmulation, nor the Nanotech Safe Lab nor any of the other factories an
modules that surrounded Top Step. All around me was eterna cold dark, and the ancient coals ¢
billion billion suns. For thefirst timein my life | began to get an emotional grasp of just how far
away they were. In TV scifi the stars are just down the street. It suddenly came home to me just
preposterous was the notion that Man or Stardancer would ever reach them. Me, the whole hum,
race, the whole Starmind: we were al brief, inconsequentia flickersin this endless blackness

The holo was so good that even the shadows were right. That is, the side of anyone that faced
Sun was brightly lit . . . and the other side seemed not to exist at all, unlessit occulted some sunl
object behind it. In space there is no atmosphere to diffuse light and mitigate shadows. Of cours
there, in the room, there actually was air-we were breathing p-suit air only to maintain the
simul ation-but the holo corrected for that and fooled our eyes.

| had thought | was used to being in freefall. But | had never had thisfar to fall. In Top Step tr
longest you could possibly jaunt in a straight line before docking with something was about a
hundred meters, in the Great Hall. But if someone were to give me a mischievous shove now, |
would fall for eternity . .. or so my eyestried to tell me, and my stomach believed them implicitl
had no umbilical tether to catch me; in this ssmulation there was nothing closer than Terrato teth

Inhale, hold, exhde. ..

From Earth all you can see of the Milky Way isastreak in the sky like a washed-out rainbow. |
could see the whole stupendous galactic lens edge on, bisecting the Universe. The starfield was
magnificent that for the first timein my life | understood how even some educated people could
believeit ruled their destinies.

Reb said nothing further, let us soak in it. Someone was swearing, softly and steadily and devo
afemale voice. Someone el se was weeping, amale. Kirrawas humming under her breath, quite
unconsciously | think. All at once someone giggled, and then Jacques did too, and then others, :
the very idea of giggling in space was so brave and silly that | had to laugh myself, and | think w
might have gotten a group belly-laugh going if Nicole hadn't picked just then to scream. That firs
split second of it before the radio's automatic level control damped her volume went through my
like a hot knife; involuntarily | started and went into atumble. So did aimost everyone else, and ¢
train wreck began.

"Cut!" Reb told Teenacalmly, and the illusion vanished at once.

We were back in our familiar classroom. The transition was just as wrenching as it had been in
other direction; we seemed to have been instantaneously teleported into the heart of Top Step. V
floundered about like new chums, and gaped at each other. Reb flashed to Nicole's side and hel
until she stopped screaming and began to cry softly against his chest. He summoned her roomm
with his eyes, and had Nicole conducted from the room, sobbing feebly.

| found that Robert was by my side, and that | was glad he was there, and indeed was clutchin
tightly to his strong arm. Somehow he mentally integrated up our separate masses and vectors a
used hiswrist and ankle thrusters to bring us to a dead stop together, in a spot where no one els
was on acollision course.

"Wow!" he said hoarsely.

"It still getsto you?' | asked.

"What do you mean, 'still'? I've been in space many times, yes-but that was my first time EVA.
simulation that good, | mean."

It surprised me alittle, I'd sort of assumed a space architect would have to go outdoors to che
on details of ajob in progress. But it warmed me toward Robert to find him as moved and shak



| was by the experience.

He was kind and sensitive and patient and attentive, and very attractive, and he wanted me. Wh
was | waiting for? | couldn't explain it, even to mysdlf. | just knew | wasn't ready.

"Areyou ready?' Reb called, making me jump involuntarily. "All right, let's get back to the
smulation."

Class went on.

Nicole showed up at lunch, looking wan and pale. But she wasn't at supper that night. She neve
came to classes again, and within two days she was back Earthside.

| visited her and said goodbye before she left. It was awkward.

We had EVA simulation in Sulke's class too for the rest of that week-only her simulations inclu
holographic "objects' we had to match vectors with, and for the last two days she installed a rez
of monkey bars which we learned to use like zero-gee monkeys. (Part of our training consisted c
watching holos of real monkeys bred in free fall. God, they're fast! They make lousy pets, thoug
far only cats and some dogs have ever learned to use a zero-gee litterbox reliably.)

Three more people had dropped out by the end of the week. Their egos were simply not stron
enough to handle being dwarfed into insignificance by the sheer size of the Universe.

| asked Reb about that in class one day. "It just seems paradoxical. Y ou need a strong ego to
endure raw space-and we're all here to lose our egos in the Starmind.”

"Y ou are not here to lose your ego," he corrected firmly. "You're here to lose your irrational fe
of other egos.” "lrrational?* Glenn said.

"On Earth it is perfectly rational," Reb agreed. "On Earth, there are finite resources, and so
underneath everything is competition for food and breeding rights. All humans have occasiona
flashes of higher consciousness, in which they see that cooperation is preferable to competition-
aslong asthe game is zero sum, competition is the rational choice for the long run every time. R
Hofstalic: METAMAGICAL THEMAS, the chapter on the Prisoner's Dilemma.

"But what the Symbiote has done is to change the equation, utterly. A human in Symbiosis has
nothing to compete for.

Cooperation becomes more than rational and pleasant: it'sinevitable.”

"How long does it take to unlearn alifetime's habit of competition?' Glenn asked.

"An average of about three-tenths of a second,” Reb said. "It's what your heart has aways yea
for: to stop fighting and love your neighbor. Once you become telepathic you know, in your bor
without question, that it's safe to do that now."

Robert spoke up-unusually; he seldom drew attention to himself in Reb's class. "Isn't competit
good for a species? What pressure is there on Stardancers to evolve? Or have they evolved asf:
they can already?’

"Oh, no," Reb said. "Charlie Armstead said once, 'We are infants, and we hunger for maturity.
Animalsimprove through natural selection only-the fit survive. Humans improve through natural
selection, and because they want to. We did not evolve the science of medicine, we built it, pain
over thousands of years, to preserve those natural selection would have culled. Stardancers impl
because they want to, only. Their brave hope is that intelligence may just be able to do as good :
evolution as random chance."

Robert nodded. "I think | see. It took millions of years for chance to produce human sentiencs
and then it took that sentience thousands of years to produce civilization. Telepathic sentience, t
didn't have to fight for itsliving, might do comparable thingsin alifetime.”

| signaled for the floor. "I have trouble imagining how atelepathic society evolves.”



Reb smiled. "So does the Starmind. Does it comfort you to know that our current knowledge
suggests you'll have at least two hundred yearsto think about it?"

| grinned back. "It helps.”

Robert signaled for attention again. "Reb, I've heard that a couple of Stardancers have died."

"Accidental death. A total of four, actually."

"Well . . . how can a Stardancer die? | mean, each one's consciousness is spread through more
forty-thousand different minds. So for a Stardancer, isn't death really no more than having your
childhood home burn down? Y our sdf persists, doesn't it, even if it can't ever go home again?’

Reb looked sad. "I'm afraid not. It isn't consciousness that diffuses through the Starmind, but 1
products of consciousness: thoughts and feelings. Consciousness itself is rooted in the brain, ar
when a brain is destroyed, that consciousness ends. Telepathy does not transcend death-the
Starmind knows no more about what lies beyond death than any human does."

Robert frowned. "But al the thoughts that brain ever had, remain on record, in the Starmind-an
you've told us the Starmind's memory is perfect. Wouldn't it be possible, given every single thot
aperson's mind ever had, to reconstruct it, and maintain it by time-sharing among forty-some
thousand other brains?’

"It has been tried. Twice. It isthe consensus of the Starmind that it never will be tried again.”

"Why not?"'

"What resultsis something like a very good artificial intelligence package. It has a personality,
mannerisms, quirks. . . but no core. It doesn't produce new thoughts, or feel new fedlings. Botl
such constructs asked to be terminated, and were."

"Oh."

"On the other hand, no Stardancer has yet died of so-called natural causes, and individuals as ¢
as ahundred and ten are as active and vigorous as you are. So | wouldn't lose any sleep over it.

"I won't," Robert agreed. "l just wondered."

That Sunday there was a small celebration in the Cafe du Ciel, acknowledging our transition frc
Postulant to Novice. Phillipe Mgabi attended, the first time most of us had seen him since our ari
but it was mostly Dorothy's show. There were no speeches, scant ceremony Mostly it wastea a
conversation and good feelings. Some of us came forward and told of things we had thought or
since our arrival, difficulties we had overcome. A new marriage was announced, and cheered. T
surprise, no gripeswere aired. | think that had alot to do with Phillipe Mgabi having been too bt
to show his face for the past four weeks. I'd never seen such a smoothly running, well-organizec
anything before, and | knew how much hard work that kind of organization requires.

Under the influence of al this good fellowship, Robert and | reached anew plateau in our
relationship, to wit, publicly, holding hands and necking. Nothing more serious than friendly
cuddling; | think each of us was waiting for the other to make the first move. Well, | don't really
know what he was waiting for.

Cometo think of it, | don't know what | was waiting for either.

And then came the day we'd anticipated for so long. | think it's safe to say we all woke up with
kids-on-Christmas-morning feeling. Today we would be alowed to |eave the house!

Everyone showed up for breakfast, for once, and amost nothing was eaten. The buzz of
conversation had its pitch and speed controls advanced one notch apiece past normal. A ot of t
were showing. Then in the middle of the meal there was a subtle change. The feeling went from |
on Christmas morning to teenagers on the morning of the Chem Final. The laughter came more ¢
and more shrilly. A restless room in zero gravity is really restless; people bob around like corks
high sea rather than undulating like seaweed. Smiles became fixed. A bulb of coffee got loose ar



people flinched away fromit.

Kirrabegan to hum.

Under her breath at first, with alow buzzing tone to it. By thetime | was aware of it, | found th
was humming along with her, and recognized the tune we were humming. The Song of Top Ste
Ben joined softly in an octave below us.

Kirrastarted to gently tap out the rhythm on the table. Someone two tables over picked up the
melody, and that gave others the courage to increase our volume. Soon people were chiming in &
over the cafeteria, even people from classes before or after ours. Not al of us knew the Song we
enough to sing it, but most of us knew at least parts of it, and could join in for those. Those wht
couldnt carry atune kept the rhythm with utensils. Those few who didn't know the Song at all
stopped talking to listen. Even the spacers on the cafeteria staff stopped what they were doing.

We went through it three times together. The third was the best; by then almost everyone had it
down. It was the kind of tune that's easy to learn quickly; even to ears raised on different musice
conventions, it was hummable. Kirraheld the final note, then let her voice tumble owly down't
bottom of her range and die out. There was no applause. There was not a sound. Not a cough. &
bodies.

"Letsdo it, then, Kirrasaid, and the stasis was ended. We went off to school together calmly,
joyfully, quietly, as one.

CHAPTER EIGHT

Assuming Ascension, Assumption, assent

All of our nonsenseisfinally non-sent

With honor able mention for whatever we meant
You are my content, and | am content.

-Teodor Vysotsky

REB AND SULKS were both waiting for usin Solarium Two. (For the rest of this week they v
be teaching us together, twice a day; after that they'd teach separately again.) Although they kney
all by name and by sight, they marked us off on an actual checklist as we came through the oper
airlock chamber, and sealed both hatches carefully when we were all mustered. Reb was especia
saintly, radiating calm and compassion, and Sulke was especially sour, nervous as a cat.

"If you haven't checked your air, do so now," she called. "We've got fresh tanks if you need tt
Wewere al in our p-suits, and | would have bet all of us had been smart enough to check our ai
supply. | certainly had-six times. But little Yumiko had to come forward, shamefaced, to accept
pair of tanks and a withering glare from Sulke. ‘Check your thruster charges too. Y ou're not gon
get much use out of them today, but start the habit of keeping them topped up." Three people h
disgrace themselves this time, coming forward to have their wristlets or anklets recharged. Ben v
one of them.

"You've heard it amillion times,” Sulke told us in parade-ground voice. "I'll tell you one moret
Space does not forgive. If you take your mind off it for five seconds, it will kill you."

She took a breath to say more, and Reb gently cut her off.

"Be mindful, as we have learned together, and al will be well."

She exhaled, and nodded slowly. That's right. Okay, earthworms-" She caught herself again. -



Sorry, | can't call you that anymore, you've graduated." She grinned. "Okay, spaceworms, attac
your umbilicals. Make damn sure they're hooked tight."

The term was outdated: they weren't real umbilicals like the pioneers used, carrying air from the
mothership; they were only ssimple tethers. But they did fasten at the navel so theimagery was &
Each of usfound aring to anchor ours to on the wall behind us. | checked carefully to make sur
snaplock had latched snugly shut. The umbilical was about the same diameter as spaghetti,
guaranteed unbreakable, and was a phosphorescent white so it would not be lost in the darkness

"Radios on Channel Four," Sulke said. "Seal your hood and hold on to your anchor. Is there
anyone whose hood is not sealed? Okay, here we go."

There was a dysharmonic whining sound as high-volume pumps went into operation, draining t
air from the Solarium. Asthe air left, the noise diminished. The cubic was large, it took awhile. v
spent the time staring out the vast window.

Two was the only true solarium, the one that always faced the Sun. Its window worked like ma
sunglasses. you could stare directly at the Sun, without everything else out there turning dark as\
The p-suit hood added another layer of polarization. The Sun looked like an old 60-watt bulb
head-on, but by itslight you could see Top Step's own mirror farm afew miles away, a miniatur
model of the three immense ones that circle the globe, beaming down gigawatts for the groundh
to sguabble over. It looked like God's chandelier. | could also just make out two distant Stardar
their Symbiotes spun out into crimson discs, alittle One-ish of the mirror farm. (That's the side :
from Earth in Top Step parlance.) They looked like they were just basking in the sun, rippling di
likejellyfish, b'ut for al | knew they could have been directing constrution out in the Asteroid Be
Who knows what a Stardancer is thinking? All other Stardancers, that's who, and nobody else.
were no p-suited Third-Monthers visible at the moment, though there were surely some out there
far to see or in other quadrants of space.

The sound of the pump was gone now. The outside world is miked in a p-suit, but the mike on
functions in atmosphere. There was no longer any air to support sound outside our suits, so we
heard none.

"Hard vacuum," Sulke announced in my ear. "Maintain radio silence unless you have an emergs
And don't have an emergency. Here we go."

A crack appeared at the bottom of the great window. In eerie utter silence, it slid upward until i
gone. A great gaping hole opened out on empty space. Radio silence or no, there was a soft
susurrant murmur. For a moment my mind tried to tell me that the Sun and empty space were be
me, that the huge opening was a bomb bay and | was about to fall out. But | suppressed the fear
easly. Reb had trained me well.

"All right," Sulke said, "starting over at this end, one at a time, move out when | tell you. Don't
move until the person before you has reached the end of their leash, | don't want any tangles tod
Try to fan out, so we end up making a big shaving brush. Rostropovitch, you're first."

Reb arranged himself like a skydiver, feet toward us, and gave a short blast on his ankle thruste
"Follow me, Dmitri," he said softly, and jaunted slowly out into emptiness. Dmitri followed him,
then Y umiko, and the exodus began. When my turn came | was ready. A one-second blast, and
was in motion. As| passed through the open window there was a sensation asif | had pierced s
invisible membrane . . . and then | wasin free space, tether unreeling dightly behind me,
concentrating on my aim.

The umbilical placed enough drag on methat | had to blast again halfway out. | did it for a hair
long, and reached the end of my rope with ajerk that put me into a low-motion tumble. | stabili:
fasily, and could have come to a stop-Sulke had trained me well, too-but | didn't. Like someone



standing on a mountaintop and turning in circles, | rotated owly. Now that | wat longer busy, |
mysdf takeit dl in.
And like my mates, | waf dumbstruck.

It's like the psychodelic experience. It cannot be described, and only afool will try. Worse, e\
my clearest memories of the event are pale shadows.

In free space you seem to see better, in more detail than usual. Everything has an uncanny "rea
than real” look, because there is no air to scatter the light that reaches your eyes. Y ou see about 2
percent more stars than can be seen on the clearest night on Earth, just alittle brighter and cleare
than even the best ssmulation, and none of them twinkle. Venus, Mars and Jupiter are all visible,
visibly different from the other celestial objects.

For thefirst time | gained some real sense of the size of Top Step. It looked like a mountain the
had decided to fly, a mountain the size of Mount Baker back where | came from. (Already | had
stopped thinking, "back home.") Even though at that point in history something over aquarter o
had been tunneled out and put to assorted uses, the only externally prominent sign of human
occupancy was the mammoth docking complex at the tip-and it had the relative dimensions of tt
holein thetip of afat cigar.

And at the sametime all of Top Step was less than a dust mote. So vast is space that mighty E
itself, off Three-ish, was a pebble, and the Sun was a coal floating in an eternal sea of ink. That r
me some kind of subatomic particle. A pun awful enough to be worthy of Ben came to me: it ha
been too long since I'd been lepton. That made me think of Robert, and | recalled vaguely that tf
force that keeps leptons together is called the Weak Force. | was rummaging through my forebre
looking for wordgames to anchor me to reality, cerebral pacifiers.

| looked around for Robert, spotted his turquoise p-suit coming into my field of vision perhap:
twenty meters away - why, we were practically rubbing elbows. Asin the classroom ssimulation
half of him wasin darkness. . . but here in real space, there was enough backscatter of light fror
Top Step to make his dark side just barely visible. Other students floated beyond him; | picked
Kirraand Ben, holding hands. Jaunting as a coupleistrickier than jaunting solo, but they had lea
the knack.

Reb and Sulke let us al just be there in silence for a measureless time.

A forest of faint white umbilicals, like particle tracks from a cyclotron, led back to the Solariur
we'd come from. Its huge window now seemed a pore in the skin of Top Step. All, around us, ¢
burned without twinkling, infinitely far away. | became acutely aware of my breath whistlingin ar
out, of the movement of my chest and belly as | breathed, of my pulse chugging in my ears, of t
food making its way along my digestive tract and the sensation of air flowing across my skin. | f
powerful spontaneous urge to try a dance step |'d been working on, something like an arabesqus
crossed with an Immelman roll. | squelched the urge firmly. Right place, wrong time.

| seemed to be at the center of the Universe, turning lazily end over end. My breathing slowed.
stopped. "I'm sorry, Reb," Y oji Kuramatso said sadly.

"It'sal right, Y oji-san," Reb said at once. "Daijdbu-da!l" He jetted toward Y gji, flipped over
halfway there and decelerated, came to a stop beside him.

"| really thought | could handleit,” Yoji said, hisvoice trembling dightly.

"Smpai suru-na, Y oji-san,” Reb said soothingly. "Switch to Channel Six now."

They both switched their radios to a more private channel, and Reb began conducting Y oji bac
Top Step, letting their umbilicals reel them dowly in rather than trying to use thrusters.

There was a murmur of embarrassment and sympathy. Yoji was liked.



"Hedid that great," Sulke said. "If you're going to panic, that's the way to do it. Quietly. Slowl
anyone else having trouble?'

No one spoke.

"Okay, we'll marinate until Reb gets back, and then welll get to work."

Robert was passing through my visual field again. | didn't want to break radio silence, so | wait
until he was facing my way and made a tentative come-here gesture. He worked himself into the |
attitude, pointed his hands down at his feet and gave a short blast on both wrist thrusters. He gli
toward me in ultraslow motion, stretching his hands out toward me as he came. | oriented mysel
him. When he arrived, we locked hands like trapeze acrobats, only pressing instead of pulling, a
gave an identical blast in the opposite direction with my ankle-thrusters to kill his velocity. Mayb
was because we got it right that Sulke didn't chew us out for maneuvering without permission . .
she may have had other reasons.

We drifted, facing each other, holding hands. The sun was at my back, so there was too much
from his hood for me to see his face clearly. He must have seen mine well in the reflected light.

By mutual consent we moved to a new position, side to side, each with an arm around the othe
facing infinity together. Part of me wanted to switch off my radio and talk with him hood-to-hoc
But Sulke would have skinned me.. . . and there really were no words, anyway.

If you are going to fall through endless darkness for timeless time, it is nice to have someone's
around you.

After awhile, Reb returned and we started doing ssimple maneuvers. Even classwork didn't bres
the mood, pop the bubble of our dreamlike state of awe and wonder. | don't mean we werein a
trance-at all times we remained mindful, of our tethers and our thruster placement and our air
supply-but at the same time we experienced something like rapture, a three-dimensiona awarene
had been in asimilar mental/ physical state before, often . . . but only onstage. | wondered whict
the others had anything in their experience to liken thisto.

| was going to like this. This had been a good idea. Way to go, Morgan.

We stayed out there until lunch time-and still it was over much too soon.

| demolished twice as much food as usual at lunch; I'd have eaten more but they ran out. Most
the group was keyed up, happy, darting around like hummingbirds and chattering like magpies.
Robert and | did not chatter. We touched hands, and legs, and ate together in silence, totally aw:
of each other.

That afternoon's class was with Reb only, in the cubic where he'd always held morning classes
during the first month: For the first time, he allowed the gathering to devolve into a gabfest,
encouraging us al to speak of what we had felt and thought that morning, to tell each other what
had meant to us. | was surprised at the diversity of things different people likened the experience
Taking LSD, being in combat, faling in love, kensho, orgasm, electroshock, dying, being born,
giving birth, writing when the Muse is flowing, doing math, an Irish coffee drunk . . . the variatio
were endless. For Robert it was the instant when a new design leaped into his head and began
explaining itsaf.

One thing surprised me even more. Three of us reported that there was nothing in their previou
lives to compare space to. They were the most profoundly affected of all of us, al three close tc
tears. This had been their first taste of transcendence. It seemed hard to believe, and terribly sac
have lived so long without wonder.

Glenn confessed that she had several times come near giving up like Y oji and going back indoc
"| cantakeit aslong asI'm perfectly still," she said. "I just tell myself I'm watching an Imax mo
But the minute | start to move the least little bit, and it al starts spinning around me, | just lose it.



lose my place. | lose my self. | can handle it okay indoors, even in the simulations, but out there
different. . ."

"But you didn't panic,” Reb said.

"| came damned close!"

"Sodid|," Yumiko said softly.

"Du. Metoo," Dmitri chimed in.

She stared at them. "Y ou did?"

They nodded.

"Experienced spacers have been known to panic,” Reb said. "Glenn, don't worry. You may Sir
not be ready yet to have arevelation of the scale you were given this morning. That is not afailul
Y ou don't have to go back out tomorrow if you decide you're not ready. Y ou may need to spen
more time in meditation first. I'll be glad to spend private time with you if you like. Don't force
yourself to continueif you fed it is harmful to you. Charlotte Joko Beck once said, “A premature
enlightenment experience is not necessarily good.' Looked at from a certain angle, enlightenment
kind of annihilation-aradical self-emptying. Thereistime, plenty of time."

"All right," she said, "I'll leep on it and let you know."

"Youcandoit, love" Kirracalled out. "I know you can!" "Goddam right," Ben seconded, an
there were noises of agreement from others.

Glenn smiled, embarrassed but pleased. "Thanks."

Reb dismissed class early, suggesting we all meditate privately when we felt ready.

Robert and | paused in the corridor outside the classroom, off to one side. As other Novices
jaunted past us, we stared deep into each other's eyes, communicating wordlessly.

It seemed that almost everything 1'd seen outside was there to be seen in those almond hazel ey
Perhaps more-for space was indifferent to me, and utterly cold. Effortlessly | reached a decisior
which had eluded me for a month.

"A lot of things came clear out there today,” | said. My voice was rusty.

"Yes." Sowashis.

"Teens, is my studio free for the afternoon?"

"Yes, Morgan.”

| reached out and took Robert's left hand with my right. "Come with me."

He nodded, and we kicked off together.

Onceinside the studio | dimmed the lights slightly, to about the level of dusk on Earth. | told T
to hold al calls, and to see that we had privacy. | gently maneuvered Robert to a handhold near
cameral'd been calling Camera One and using for main POV

"Stay here," | told him.

He nodded.

It took an effort to look away. | spun and jaunted to the far side of the room. | paused there. |
unsealed my p-suit and took it off, making no attempt to strip erctically, smply skinning out of r
clothes like an eleven-year-old on a shielded wharf.

| worked the thrusters from the suit and slid them over my bare wrists and ankles, seated the
controls against my palms. | closed my eyes, and cleared my mind . . .

... and danced.

| had been working on a piece, but did not dance that. Nor did | quote existing works of others
although | was capable of it now. | had no choreographic plan; for the first timein over thirty-fiv
years | ssimply let the dance come boiling out of me.



One of the reasons | had failed as a choreographer on Earth was that | had |et them teach me tc
much, absorbed too many rules and conventions of dance to ever again be truly spontaneous. B
here | was achild again. Once again | could crezte.

And what came boiling up out of me first was much the same as what had come boiling out of
eleven-year-old Rain McLeod. | can't describe the dance to you: it was improvised, and the cam
were not rolling. But | can tell you what | was saying with it, when | began.

| was saying the same thing | had said with that first dance, back on Gambier Island. The same
thing Shara Drummond had been saying in the Stardance.

Herel am, Universe! I'mhere: look at me. | exist. | matter.

| was talking back to endless empty blackness spattered with shards of ancient starlight, to a
universe cold and burning down forever, to al the awful immensity | had seen that morning.

At first | danced only with my muscles, maintaining my position in space while | spun and turn
around my center, making shapes and changing them, stretching and contracting, hurling my spit
about with the force of my limbs. Then | began to use my thrusters, first to alter attitude, and the
move me around the room. | borrowed some vocabulary from ice-skating, and adapted it to
three-dimensionality, swooping in widening curves that came ever closer to the wall of the spheri
gym, decorating them with axel-spins.

Robert watched, as expressionless as a sealion, bobbing slowly in the air currents | was credtit

| made him the focal point of my dance, danced not just to him, but of him. As | did my dance
began to change. | danced

Robert, as| saw him. | danced quiet competence, and ready courage, and strength and self-reli
and patience and mystery and grace.

Thereyou are! You'rethere: | seeyou. You exist. You matter.

He understood. | saw him understand.

My dance changed again. | began to dance not of the awesome immensity of space, but of the
exhilaration of being alivein it; to speak not of eternity but of now. | had proclaimed myself to t
Universe; now | offered myself to him.

Herewe are! We're here: look at us. "We" exists. We will matter.

He watched, so utterly relaxed that his head began to nod slowly with his breathing, as though |
were aslegp with his head unsecured. Or was he nodding agreement?

Finally | was done. | had said everything that was in my arms and legs and spine, everything in
heart. | floated facing him across the room, arms outstretched, waiting.

He sighed deeply, and let go of his handhold. Eyeslocked with mine, he removed his p-suit, ar
released it to drift. And then he came to me, and then he came into me, and soon he came in me

We made love for hours, dow dreamy love in which orgasms were merely the punctuationin a
and unfolding statement. Zero gee changes everything about the oldest dance. Together we learr
and invented, made shapes and figures impossible under gravity. Both of us kept the use of our
hands; neither of uswas on top. The room spun around us. We cried together, and giggled toge
and planed sweat from each other's backs with our hands. We told each other stories of our fail
marriages and past lovers. Even with the freedom of three dimensions, we were unable to find ar
embrace it which we did not tit together as naturally as spoons. We drifted in each other's arms
between rounds of lovemaking bumping occasionally into the wall, but never hard enough to cal
us to separate.

By the time we remembered the existence of the so-called real world, it was too late to get supy
the cafeteria. Well, we might just have madeit . . . but we had to shower first, and that turned int



more lovemaking. But the grill at Le Puisis aways open, so we headed there, arm in arm, aglow
kissing as we jaunted. People we passed smiled.

We stopped along the way to leave our p-suits in our rooms. We discussed dressing, but coult
come up with any reasons for doing so, so we didn't bother. (I don't recall whether 1've mention
before, but it should be obvious that Top Step had no nudity taboo. People who are uncomforts
with socia nudity are not good candidates for Symbiosis.)

Fat Humphrey greeted us with agrin incredibly even bigger than usual, and aroar of delight. "<
you finally got off the dime, eh? 1 t'ought | was gonna hafta be the one to tell you two you were |
love. Hey, this makes me happy! Let's see, you gonna want a booth-right this way!"

He led us to a booth off in what would have been a corner if Le Puis had corners-far from any
other patrons, | mean. We did not bother stating requests, indeed didn't even think about it. We
gazed deep into each other's eyesin silent communication until Fat returned with food and drink
opaqued the booth, and sealed it behind him as he left. | was mildly surprised by the amount of
food, but Fat didn't make mistakes. Sure enough, when | next noticed, it was all gone. | don't
remember what it was. . . but the drink was champagne.

As we were squeezing the last sipsinto each other's mouths, Fat scratched discreetly at the clo
of our booth. Robert unsealed it; Fat passed in a pipe, then departed again, beaming. It turned o
contain just enough hashish for two tokes apiece. Robert took all four, and passed them to meit
kisses; | drank intoxication from his mouth. We caressed each other, slowly, dreamily, not som
lustfully as affectionately. Music, selected by Fat Humphrey, began to play softly in the backgro
| hadn't heard it before then, but it fit the moment perfectly: Vysotsky's " Afterglow.” I'm terrible
song lyrics, but one verse | retain verbatim:

I ncandescent invention, and blessed event Ilumescent distention, tumultuous descent Our bone
convention at last being spent | am your contents, and | am content

Finally, | said, "Put that thing away so we can leave here without making a spectacle of ourselv

"Oh, sure," he said. "Reb's taught me how to control my metabolism: I'll just wish it away."

"Right," | agreed, and struck the most erotic pose | could. Fifteen seconds later he conceded
defeat by tickling me. "Why leave? he said. "It's private in here."

"True. But we'd jiggle it so much we might aswell do it out in plain sight-and people are trying
eat. Besides, | want more room than this."

"Good thinking." He eased away from me and glanced down. "Well, if we wait for thisto go a
wel'll be here come Graduation. Let's brazen it out."

So we did. If anyone noticed, they kept it to themselves. Fat Humphrey waved as we left, clear
overjoyed at our happiness.

We ran into Glenn along the way, headed in the same direction we were. She didn't notice Rob
condition. She had left Le Puisjust before us, and was alittle squiffed. We said hello, and then
regretted it, for she wanted to talk.

No, worse. If she'd just wanted to talk, we could have politely brushed her off when we reache
our door. But she needed to talk. She was still trying to come to terms with all she'd seen outsid
that morning.

She had always been polite, taciturn, reticent to intrude or anyones privacy with personal
conversation; if she needed to unload now | felt an obligation to help. So when we reached my
| queried Robert with my eyes, got the answer 1'd hoped for, and invited Glenn in.



"Y ou know what it was? shetold us. "l was doing just fine for the first while, | really was. Anc
| started thinking of the only other times I'd ever felt . . . | don't know, felt that close to God. Or
when | birthed my daughter . . . and just about every time | ever walked in aforest. | started thinl
that | could birth kids again for the next couple of centuries, if | go through with this-but that if |
through with this, I'll never go for awalk in the woods again. And | started to panic.’

"Reb says once you're Symbiotic, you can reexperience any moment of your life, so vividly it's
living it again,” | said. "Or anybody else'slife who's in the Starmind."”

"I know," she said. "But it won't be the same as being there. Even if it's close enough to fool
won't be the same."

"How real do you need reality to be?' Robert asked reasonably. "If it passes the Turing Test-if
can't tell it from areal experience-then what's the difference?’

"l don't know," she said, "but there's a difference. Look, you've walked in woods, haven't you'

"Not in years,” he admitted. "Woods are kind of hard to come by where | lived."

"But you know what | mean. When you walk in the woods, there are so many things going on
once, nobody could notice and remember them all. Leaves fluttering, birds chirping, wind in the
branches, a hundred different smells of things growing and rotting-1 could list things there areto
notice in the woods for the next two hours and there'd still be athousand things | left out, things
don't even consciously notice. So how am | going to remember them all clearly enough to recres
them in my mind? It just doesn't seem possible.”

Robert frowned. "I don't know how to answer you."

| had an inspiration. "I know somebody who does. Teenawho's the nearest Stardancer who's ¢
timeto talk?'

"Greetings, Morgan McLeod,” afeminine voice said. "l am Jinsei Kagami. May | do you a
service?"

| was taken alittle aback. | hadn't expected such snappy service; |I'd been planning on time for
second thoughts. It waslike praying . . . and getting an answer! | was alittle awed to find myself
talking to ared live Stardancer.

Well, | told mysdlf, if you didn't want the djinn, you shouldn't have rubbed the lamp. At |east
don't waste her time. . .

"My friends Glenn Christie and Robert Chen are here with me. Glenn would like to talk to you,
you're not too busy." "There istime. Greetings, Glenn and Robert."

Robert said hello and made alow gassho bow to empty air. Glenn said, "Hello, Jinsal; Glenn h
I'm sorry to bother you."

Voices can smile. | know because hers did. "Y ou do not, cousin. How may | help you?'

"Wdll, | ..." Glenn frowned and gathered her thoughts. "I guess I'm having trouble believing t
won't miss Earth after Symbiosis. I've been trying to say goodbye to it since | got here-and tode
went EVA for thefirst time, and al | could think of was the places on Earth that | have loved.
Jinsei-lama, don't you ever miss. . . your old home'?'

"Do you ever miss your mother's womb'?" Jinsel asked.

Glenn blinked, and did not reply.

"Of course you do," Jinsal went on, "especially when you are very tired. And afine sweet pain
| did too, when | was human. But | do not miss my mother's womb anymore. | can be there,
whenever | want. | have accessto all my memories, back to the moment my brain formed in the
month of my gestation. Y ou cannot remember the events of one second ago as vividly as|
remember every instant | have lived-I and all my brother and sister Stardancers. | can be anywhe
any of us has ever been, do anything any of us has ever done. For the memories of fetal life aor



would trade a dozen Earths."

Somehow even after meeting Harry Stein | had subconsciously expected that a Stardancer in
conversation would be sort of dreamy and . . . well, spacey, like someone massively stoned. Shy
sounded as alert and mindful as Reb.

"'Every instant . . ." Even the painful ones?' Glenn asked.

"Oh, yes."

"Don't they hurt?”’

"Oh, yes. Beautifully."

Glenn looked confused.

"| -think what you are asking," Jinsel said gently, "is whether a Stardancer ever regrets Symbio:

"Uh...yes. Yes, that'sjust what I'm asking." "No, Glenn. Not one. Not so far."

That extraordinary assertion hung therein the air for amoment. A life without regret? No, these
Stardancers were not human.

Glenn was frowning. "What about the catatonics? she asked.

"They're not Stardancers,” Robert pointed out.

"They have not enough awareness to regret,” Jinsei said. "When they are healed, they no longer
regret . . . or perhapsit is the other way around. And the fraction who die renounce regret foreve
along with all other possible experiences.”

There was a short silence. Finally Glenn nodded slowly. "I think | see. Thank you, Jinsai. You |
comforted me." "I am glad, Glenn.

"Jinsal-lama? Robert said.

"Y es, Robert?"

"Can a Stardancer lie?'

| thought the question rude, opened my mouth to say so . . . and found that | wanted to hear th
answer. It was a question that had never occurred to me before.

Jinsal found it amusing. "Can you think of any answer | could make that would be meaningful ?

Robert blinked in surprise, and then chuckled ruefully. "No, I guess not. | don't even know wh
asked that. | know the answer, or | wouldn't be here.’

"Thank you, she said, and he looked relieved. "Forgive me: | find that | am needed; is there
anything else | can do for you three?

We said no and thanked her, and she was gone.

Glenn jaunted near and offered a hug. | accepted without hesitation. Her p-suit was cool on my
flesh, but not unpleasantly so. "Thank you, Morgan, very much. I'd never have had the nerve to
that."

"Glad to. It seemed like it was called for. Are you okay now?"

"Yes, | think | am. | need to sit kukanzen some more, but | think I'll be able to go back out ther
tomorrow-thanks to you and Robert. Good night."

To my mild surprise, she hugged Robert too. "Thank you for lending me some of your courag
she said, and left. Robert and | looked at each other and smiled.

"Where were we?' | said.

" About to make some memories so good that we'll relive them every day for the next two hund
years," he said.

We certainly did our best. After awhile reality turned al warm and runny, and when | was track
again | noticed idly that Kirraand Ben were in the room now too. But there was no need to resta
my brain: they were busy, just like we were. | don't think Robert even noticed. Good concentrati



that man.

Y umiko died the next day.

For the second day in arow, she failed to check her air supply-and this time Sulke did not remi
us before opening the Solarium window. An hour later Y umiko failed to respond to adirection.
hard to see how one could run out of air without noticing something iswrong . . . but if Yumiko
did realize she had a problem, she was too polite to bring it up. They say lifeguards in Japan hav
be terribly alert, because most drowners there are too self-effacing to disturb everyone's wa by
calling for help. When she was missed, it wastoo late.

(Reb flashed to her side, diagnosed her problem, threw her empty tanks into deep space and
replaced them with his own, headed for home on what air he had in his suit, squeezing her chest
energetically enough to crack ribs as he went-to no avail. When they got her out of the suit she v
irretrievably brain dead.)

Sulke would not cancel the rest of the class, and insisted on taking us all out again in the afternt
She was so clearly controlling anger that | knew she must be feeling horrid guilt-and she did not
deserveit, in my opinion: there comes a time when the teacher must stop wiping the students nc
She had told us yesterday, space does not forgive. But she could not forgive herself, either.

Reb conducted the funeral service that night. Little Y umiko had been afollower of Ryobu Shin
or Two-aspect Shinto, an attempt to reconcile Shinto with Buddhism which had recently been
revived in Japan after more than athousand years of dormancy; apparently they used the Buddh
funeral rites. There were prayers offered in all the other holy placesin Top Step aswell; sadly, tl
pages were well thumbed in al the hymnals.

Robert and | attended none of these observances. We held one of our own, in my room, sayin
goodbye to Yumiko and consoling ourselvesin the only real way thereis, the oldest one of all. |
pretty sure Kirraand Ben were doing the same thing down the hall . . . and doubtless others wers
too. Sudden death seemsto call for the ultimate affirmation of life. Sharing it brought Robert an
closer together; all smallest reservations gone, | gave my heart to him, opened to him asthough |
were my Symbiote, and he flowed into me.

As| wastrying to fall adeep, | kept thinking that | had barely known Y umiko. Sure, she had be
shy-but if | had made the effort, gotten to know her, she could have lived forever asrea asreal i
brain once | became Symbiotic. | hoped her roommate Soon Li had made the effort.

CHAPTER NINE

Thisismerely aseries of events. Their only correlation is that they all occurred within the same
time-frame.

-Boeing official, after eleven passengers were
sucked out of an airliner, Boeing's eighth
public relations disaster within ayear

THE NEXT MORNING'S EVA was also eventful. Nobody died, but the near miss was
spectacular.

We had progressed in proficiency to the point where Sulke would have half a dozen of us at at
unsnap our umbilicals and practice thruster use without constraint-six being the most she and Re
were confident of being able to supervise at one time. Learning precise thruster control was not



and several times Reb and Sulke had to rescue someone who'd blundered into something they
couldn't figure out how to undo. Sulke tended to hair-trigger reflexes; she was determined not tc
any more students. But Reb's gentle good humor counterbalanced her and kept it being fun.

Raise your hands asif in surrender, palms forward. Y our thrusters are now pointing in the sam
direction you're facing. Put your arms down at your sides with your thumbs against your thighs,
the thrust isin the opposite direction. By torquing your forearms you can aim in almost any dire
or combination of directions. Y our ankle-thrusters, however, face in only one direction, "down,’
have only the one axis of motion. From those postulates all the equations of free-space jaunting
derived-and they're complicated and often counterintuitive.

It took, believe me, alot of courageto let go of that umbilical and hang alone and unsupported
space. | managed to do it, and to get through my short stint without disgracing myself or alarmir
Sulke, but my heart was pounding when | reconnected myself to my tether. Ben and Kirrawerei
next group, and | watched with interest, knowing that they would do this well.

They did it beautifully, well enough to draw spontaneous applause. (Clapping your handsin ay
Isawaste of energy. You applaud by making approving sounds. Softly, as dozens of people are
sharing the same radio circuit.) What they did was more calisthenics than dance, but the consumm
grace and skill with which they did it made it dance. Ben especially had pin-point control, using t
tiniest bursts of gasto start himself moving and stop himself again when he was where he wante
be. When they had run through the sequence of exercises, he and Kirraimprovised a phrase simi
to a square dance do-see-do, jetting toward each other and pivoting in slow motion around each
other's crooked elbow. Asthey separated again, Ben suddenly went into a violent high-speed sp
spraying yellow gas like a Catherine Whedl. It was lovely, and we started to applaud . . . and the
suddenly it was ugly, asymmetrical and uncontrolled. The applause died away and we could clez
hear him say, "Oh, shit."

"What's wrong?" Kirracried, beating Sulke to it by ahair.

"Both left thrusters jammed full open.” | could see now that he was beating hisright fist into his
pam, trying to free up the jammed controls, but it wasn't working. He gave it up and flailed wildl
amoment, moving through space like aleaf in a storm.

"Herel come!" Kirracried.

"No!" Sulke roared.

"No-stay clear!" Ben agreed. "I'm rogue, it's too dangerous. Besides, | think maybel . . ."
Suddenly he came out of histumble and his attitude stabilized. His left wrist was cocked over hi
head, balancing the ankle thrust; he was vectoring slowly away from us, but at least hewasno Ic
apinwhed. "There."

Kirra had reached him by then, having ignored both warnings. "What should | do, love?' she a
him, decelerating to match his vector, doing it perfectly.

"Dock with me upside down." She did, locking her arms behind his knees, being careful not to
him in the face. "Can you find the snap-release for that ankle-thruster?"

"Right."

"Okay, on the count of three, hit it-and be sure you're not in the way of it when it lets go! One,
two, three!" He disengaged his fuming wrist thruster at the same instant she released the other or
She and Ben wobbled briefly as the two renegade thrusters blasted off for opposite ends of the
galaxy; then they used their remaining six thrustersto recover. By then Sulke had arrived, swearil
prodigiously in low German. The three of them jaunted back to us together hand in hand, and S
snapped their tethers back on herself.

It was over too quickly for me to have time to be terrified for them-no more than twenty secon



from start to finish.

Sulke finished cursing and paused for breath. "Y ou two-" she began, and took another breath.
started to say something, but she overrode him. "-are EVA rated. Asfar as |I'm concerned, you
graduate yourselves whenever you're ready."

Ben and Kirralooked at each other. "There's still alot you can teach us,” Kirrasaid.

"Maybe so," Sulke said, "and I'll be happy to if you want-but you've both got what it takes to
survive EVA. Hell, | couldn't have recovered that fast."

"'"That's just my trick specs,” Ben said. "It's easier getting out of a spin if you can see everythin
once: you don't have those long gaps when no useful information is comingin."

"That makes sense. But Kirrawas just as quick."

"| had a secret weapon too," Kirrasaid. "I'm in love with the bastard."

We all broke up. Tension release.

"What the hell went wrong, exactly?' Sulke asked. "Did the palm-switches physically freeze
closed?"

"No," Ben said. "The controls worked fine.. . . they just stopped controlling anything. If | had
guess-and | do, the damn things are halfway to Lunaby now-1'd say a passing cosmic ray fried 1
chip."

"Possible," Sulke agreed reluctantly. "Or it could have been a passing piece of space junk, the
are about the same. Damn bad luck. The rest of you spaceworms take heed. Anything can happ
out here. Stay on your toes. Okay, next group-"

Ben and Kirrawere even merrier than usua at lunch. But | noticed that they dlipped away early,
got to afternoon class late.

"My best advice to you al," Reb said about five minutes after they arrived, flushed and smiling
"would be to make love as much as you conveniently can during the next three weeks."

The whole room rippled. There was a murmur made of giggles and gasps and exclamations an
one clear, "I heard that," which provoked more giggles.

"I'm completely serious," Reb said. "'l can think of no better rehearsal for telepathy than makin
love. If you're a strict monosexual, now would be an excellent time to try to conquer your prejuc
There are no sexual taboos in Top Step, because there are none in the Sarmind. You are prep
to enter atelepathic community, and in atelepathic community, you are naked to everyone. Sext
taboos won't work there. Even more important, they're unnecessary there - humans need taboos
precisely because humans are not telepathic."”

The room was now in maximum turmoil, as physical touching took on sudden significance. "Bl
what about disease?' someone called.

"If you weren't healthy when you got to Suit Camp, you are now," Reb said. "Confirmed at
Decontam and guaranteed.” "What about pregnancy?"

"All methods of contraception are available at the Infirmary. But you have no reason to fear
pregnancy. Where you are going, there is no possibility of any child ever wanting for anything, r
such thing as an unhappy childhood or a bad parent. All children are raised by everyone."

That took some thinking about. Finally someone said, "Areyou . . . are you trying to say that a
Stardancers spend their time screwing? That this Starmind is some kind of ongoing orgy?

"In aphysical sense, no. Stardancers only physically join when conception isdesired. Butin a
mental and spiritual sense, your description is close to the truth. Telepathic communion cannot f
described in words, nor understood until it is experienced-but it is generally agreed that love-mal
Isone of the closest analogies in human experience. The most essentia parts of



lovemaking-liberation from the self, joining with others, being loved and touched and needed anc
cherished, gaining perspective on the universe by sharing viewpoint-are all a constant part of eve
Stardancer's life. Regardless of whether he or she chooses to g aculate or lubricate at any given
moment. Leon, you have a question?"

"What's zero-gee childbirth like?" asked the man addressed. " Gravity can be kind of handy the

"Not for the first nine months," Glenn called out, and was applauded.

Reb smiled. "In Symbiosis, childbirth is easy and painless. The symbiote assists the process, ¢
so does the child itself."

Wow! In spite of myself, an idea came to me. | made the finger gesture for attention, and Reb
recognized me with anod. "Reb? How old istoo old to birth in Symbiosis?

"We don't know yet. No woman has ever reached menopause while in Symbiosis. Those wom
who've entered Symbiosis after menopause resumed ovulating, and Stardancers as old as ninety
have conceived and birthed successfully. Ask again in fifty years and we may have an answer fo
you."

The class went on for quite some time, and alot of people said alot of things, but | don't
remember much after that. | spent the rest of class trying to grapple with the fact that a door | he
thought closed forever was opening up again, that all of a sudden it wasn't too late anymore to
change my mind and have children. The thought was too enormous to grasp. | had known abou
this, intellectualy, before | had ever left Earth-but somehow | had never let the implications sink
before.

Probably because | had not known anyone whose children | wanted to have. . . until now.

"Robert,” | said that night in afterglow, "how do you feel about you and me having a child?"

He blinked. "Are we?"'

"Not yet. I've still got my implant. But | could have it taken out at the Infirmary in five minutes,
be pregnant in ten. What do you think?"

He had sense enough not to hesitate. "' think | would love to make a baby with you. But | also
it would be prudent to wait until after Graduation."

"Huh. Maybe you're right."

"Are you absolutely a hundred percent sure you're going to go through with Symbiosis? I'm nc
And | wouldn't want a decision either way to be forced on either one of us. If we both do
Symbiosis, fine. If we both go back to Earth, fine. But wouldn't it be awful if we started a child,
then-"

"I guess." It would be least awful, perhaps, if | stayed in space and Robert went home: a
husband/father must be much less essential in atelepathic family than in human society. But Rok
had already had to walk away from one child in hislife, and till felt grief over it.

And there was another horrid possibility. What if we concelved together-and then one of us we
killed in training? It could happen. | didn't think | could have survived what had happened to Ber
morning, for instance.

"Another month or so, maybe less, and we'll know. Okay?"

"You'reright." | was disappointed . . . but only alittle. Morning sicknessin a p-suit could be a
serious disaster. There was plenty of time.

Without any actual discussion, Kirra started spending most of her time at Ben's place, leaving ¢
room for Robert and me. They gave the two of us aweek to focus on each other and our new Ic
without distraction. Then one day they came by and invited usto join them for drinks at Le Puis



the four of us reformed and reintegrated our friendship again. Soon it stopped making any differ
which room we used, or whether it was already occupied when we got there. Robert was alittle
reticent than | about making love with Ben and Kirra present, at first, but he got over it. | could s
that one day, whether before or after Graduation, we four were al going to make love with each
other. But there didn't seem to be any hurry for that, either, and for the present | wasjust alittle
greedy of Robert.

Even faling in love couldn't distract me completely from dance. After our first few days togeth
resumed working for afew hours every evening. Sometimes Robert watched and helped; someti
he stayed back in the room and designed support structures for asteroid mining colonies, or wrc
letters to his son in Minneapolis. | Slowly began to evolve a piece of choreography, which | took
caling Do the Next Thing.

Kiratoo made progressin her art. In the middle of the week, while we were all outside in class,
sang her second song for us, the Song of Polar Orbit. | had to get my p-suit radio overhauled th
night-the applause overloaded it-and so did others. Raoul Brindle phoned more congratulations .
repeated hisinvitation to Kirra. Within afew days, Teena reported that the recording had been
downloaded by over eighty percent of the spacer community, and that audience response was 0
hundred percent positive. Kirratold me privately that she was tickled to death; she had never bef
received so much approval from non-Aboriginals and whitefellas for her singing. And according
her Earthside mentor Yarra, the Yirlandji people were equally pleased. Ben, for his part, was fier
proud of her.

On Sunday afternoon the four of ustook afield trip together, to watch a Third-Monther enter
Symbiosis. | cleared it with Reb; he had no objection. "Aslong as Ben and Kirraand Robert are
along, you can't get into too much trouble. They're pretty much spacers already. But you be sur
stay close to them," he cautioned with asmile. | smiled back and agreed that we could probably
manage that.

We l€ft, not viathe Solarium, but by asmaller personnel airlock closer to the docking end of T
Step. It was about big enough to hold three comfortably, but we left in pairs, as couples, holdin
hands.

The Symbiote mass floated in a slightly higher orbit than Top Step, because Top Step routinely
exhausted gases that, over along period of time, could have damaged or killed it. | can't explain
maneuvering we had to do to get there without using graphics prefaced by a boring lecture on or
ballistics; just take my word for it that, counterintuitive as it might seem, to reach something ahe:
you and in a higher orbit, you decelerate. Never mind: with Ben astrogating, we got there. It tool
long lazy time, since we didn't have awhole lot of thruster pressure to waste on a hurried trip.

My parents used to have an antique lavalamp, which they loved to leave on for hours at atime
Symbiote mass looked remarkably like a single globule of its contents: aliquid blob of softly glo
red stuff, that flexed and flowed like an amoeba. Y ears ago there had been so much of it that yo
could see it with the naked eye from Top Step. So many Stardancers had graduated since then t
the remaining mass was not much bigger than an oil tanker. (That was why the Harvest Crew wa
fetching more from Titan.) But it was hard to tell size by eye, without other nearby objects of kn
Size to give perspective-a common problem in space.

Aswe got nearer, we picked out such objects: half a dozen Stardancers, their solar sails retract
We came to a stop relative to the Symbiote mass, and saw perhaps a dozen p-suited humans
approaching it from adightly different angle than us. One of them had to be Bronwyn Small, the
prospective graduate, and the rest her friends come to wish her well. By prior agreement, we



maintained radio silence on the channel they were using, so as not to intrude. We had secured
Bronwyn's permission to be present, through Teena, but there can be few momentsin anyone's|
as persona as Symbiosis.

The p-suited figures made rendezvous with the six Stardancers. We approached, but stopped
akilometer or so distant.

| guess | had been expecting some sort of ceremony, the speechmaking with which humans
customarily mark important events. There was none. Bronwyn said short goodbyes to her frienc
hugged each of them, and then turned toward the nearest of the Stardancers and said, "I'm ready

"Yes, you are," the Stardancer agreed, and | recognized the voice: it was Jinsei Kagami. She di
nothing that | could see-but al at once the Symbiote extended a pseudopod that separated from
main mass, exactly the way the blob in alavalamp will calvelittle globular chunks of itself. The
shimmering crimson fragment homed in on Bronwyn somehow, stopped next to her, and expan:
into a bubble about four metersin radius, becoming translucent, almost transparent.

Without another word, Bronwyn jaunted straight into the bubble and entered it bodily. Within it
could be seen to unseal her p-suit and remove it. She removed its communications gear, hung it
around her neck, and then pushed the suit gently against the wall of the bubble that contained he
The Symbiote allowed the suit to emerge, sealed again behind it, and at once began to contract.

We were too far away to see clearly, but | knew that the red stuff was enfolding her and enterin
at every orifice, meeting itself within her, becoming part of her.

She cried out, a wordless shout of unbearable astonishment that made the cosmos ring, and the
was silent. She seemed to shudder and stiffen, back arched, arms and legs trembling asif she w
having a seizure. She began turning slowly end over end.

There was silence for perhaps a full minute.

Then Jinsal said to Bronwyn's friends, "Y ou may |eave whenever you choose. Y our friend will
be aware of her immediate surroundings again for at least another day . . . and it might be as mu
one more day before you will be able to converse with her. She has a great deal to integrate.”

"Issheadl right?' one of them asked, sounding dubious.

" "All right' isinadequate,” Jinsei said, with that smile in her voice. "'Ecstatic' isliterally correct-
even that does not do it justice. Y es, she has achieved successful Symbiosis.”

Bronwyn's friends expressed joy and relief at the news, and left as a group, talking quietly amo
themselves.

Ben gestured for our attention and pointed at his ear. We four al switched to a channel on whic
we could chatter privately.

"Not much of a show, he said.

"I dunno,” Kirrasaid dreamily. "I thought it waslovely.” "Metoo, | said. "l could amost fed it
happening to her. That moment of merging."

"Sodidl," Ben said. "I dont know, | guess | expected there to be moreto it."

"More what?"'

"Ceremony. Speeches. Hollywood special effects. Fanfares of trumpets. Moving last words."

"Y ou men and your speechmaking, | said. "All those things ought to happen too every time a
sperm meets an egg . . . but they don't.”

"And | thought those were moving last words," Kirrasaid. "She said, 'I'm ready.' Can't get mu
more movin' than that."

"You're pretty quiet, darling,” | said to Robert. "What did you think?

He was dow in answering. "l think | fed alittle like Bronwyn: it's going to take me at least awe
Integrate everything well enough to talk about it."



"Too right," Kirraagreed. "I've had enough o' words for awhile. But | could use alittle nonver
communication. Come on, Benjamin, let's go on home an' root until sparrow-fart."

(If you ever spend timein Oz, dont speak of rooting for your favorite team; "root" istheir dan
term for fuck.” Whether thisisa corruption of "rut,” or an indication that Aussies are fond of ore
sex, | couldn't say. And "sparrowfart” is slang for "dawn.")

"That sounds like exactly what 1'd like to do right now," he said.

"Metoo," | agreed. " "Ecstatic,’ she said. | could use some of that. How about you, darling?"

"“I'mready," " he quoted simply.

The trip back to Top Step was as long as the trip out, but there was no further conversation alc
the way. When we got there we found that four could fit into that airlock at onceif they didn't m
squeezing. The route back to our quarters was one we had taken only once before, on the day o
arrival at Top Step-save that we bypassed Decontam. As we jaunted across the Great Hall, | felt
again many of the same confused and confusing feelings I'd experienced on that first day, and
hugged Robert tightly. He squeezed back.

Without any discussion, we all headed for my and Kirra's room, and entered together. Pausing
to store our p-suits and dim the lights, we went to bed.

Actually, the euphemism is misleading: we didn't use our slegpsacks. | did not want to be confi
needed to feel asfree as a Stardancer, and it seemed Kirradid as well.

For over an hour | was almost completely unaware of Ben and Kirra, or anything else but Robe
We caromed off walls or furniture from time to time, but barely noticed that either. Then at som:
point the two drifting couples bumped into each other in the middle of the room, at a perpendicL
so that we formed a cross. The small of my back was against Kirra's; our sweat mingled. | sens
her flexing her legs and tightening her shoulders, and knew kinesthetically what she was going to
and matched it without thinking: we spun and flowed and traded places. Ben blinked and smiled
kissed me, and | kissed him back. The dance went on. Ben was sweet, bonier and hairier than R
but just as tenderly attentive. Perhaps a half an hour later, we all met again at the center of the
universe and made a beast with four backs; awhile later | was back in Robert's arms, and slept tt
until Teenatold usit was time for dinner.

We ate together without awkwardness, talking little but making each other smile often. After the
meal, Ben kissed me, Robert kissed Kira, and Robert and | went off to my studio together, whil
Kirraand Ben headed for Le Puis. They were adeep in Kirra's slegpsack when we got back; we
into mine and were asleep almost at once.

Glenn was murdered the next day.

We had al been weaned from our umbilicals by that point, and were spending that class touring
exterior of Top Step.

Most of the interesting stuff was down by the docking area. We were able to watch the dockin
a L unar robot freighter, carrying precious water from the ice mines. We should not have been akt
to: that freighter was not scheduled to arrive for another four hours, or Sulke would not have ha
down there. Vessels are almost always punctual in space-the moment the initial acceleration shut
down, ETA can be predicted to the second. But while this can was on its way, the Lunar traffic
control computer apparently detected a small pressure leak from the hold, and applied additiona
acceleration and decel eration to minimize transit time. Sulke was angry when the word came ove
ops channel.

Oh, we were safe enough: we were at least half a kilometer from the docks. Sulke's gripe was tt
the event constituted an unplanned distraction from our curriculum-but we were all so eager tow



the docking that, after consultation with Reb, she reluctantly conceded that it would be instructiy
and suspended lessons until it was over. | was pleased, since events had prevented me from
watching my own docking five weeks earlier.

Long before we could see the freighter itself, we saw the tongue of fireit stuck out a usasit
decelerated. Then the torch shut off, and we could see a spherical-looking object the size of a p
held at arm'slength. It grew slowly to baseball size, then soccer ball, and by then it was recogniz
as acylinder seen end-on. It grew still larger, and began to visibly move relative to the stars behil
asit approached Top Step. Now it could be seen to be as large as the Symbiote mass I'd seen tl
day before, tiny in comparison to Top Step but huge in comparison with a human. From one sic
thin plume of steam came spraying out of the hull to boil and fume in vacuum; on the opposite s
you could just make out the less visible trail of the maneuvering jet that was balancing the pressu
leak, keeping it from deforming the freighter's course to one side.

The ship was coming in about twice as fast as normal. But that's not very fast; dockings are ust
glacial. Sulke had run out of educational things to point out long before the ship had approachec
close enough for fina maneuvers. Since our first day EVA she'd generally kept us too busy to
stargaze or chatter, but now we had time to rubberneck at the cosmos and ask questions.

"What's that, Sulke'?" Soon Li asked, pointing to afar distant object in a higher orbit than our ¢

Sulke followed her pointing arm. "Oh. That's Mir."

"Oh."

Silence. Then: "I think someone ought to . . . | don't know, tear it down or blow it up or
something." “"Would you want your grave disturbed?' Dmitri asked. More silence.

"What are those people doing?' Dmitri wanted to know.

We looked where he was pointing, at the docking areaitself. At first | saw nothing: those dock:
huge, designed to accommodate earth-to-orbit vehicles, orbit-to-orbit barges or taxis, and Lunal
shuttles like the one we were watching-as many as two of each at one time. But then | saw the tw
p-suited figures Dmitri meant, just emerging from a personnel lock between the two biggest dock
collars.

"Those are wranglers," Sulke said. "As soon as that bucket docks, they'll hook up power feed
refueling hoses and so on. If there's a nesting problem, they've got enough thruster mass to do s
shoehorning too."

"What's wrong with that star?' Glenn asked, pointing in the direction of the slowly approaching
freighter. She happened to be closest of ustoit.

"Which one?" Sulke replied.

"That big one, alittle Three-ish of the ship.”

| spotted the one she meant. Indeed, there were three things odd about it. It was just dightly bic
than a star ought to be, and it was the only one in the Universe that was twinkling, the way stars
appear to on Earth, and it had alittle round black dot right smack in the center of it. That certainl
was odd. It grew perceptibly as | watched; could it be a supernova? What luck, to happen to se
with the naked eye. . .

"Jesus Christ!" Sulke cried out. "Reb-"

"l seeit," hesaid calmly. "Everyone, listen carefully: | want you to follow me at maximum
acceleration, right now." He spun and blasted directly away from the docking freighter, all four
thrustersflaring.

We wasted precious seconds reacting, and Sulke roared, "Run for your fucking lives!” That dic
we all took to our, heels; Slowly but with growing speed. | cannoned into someone and nearly
tumbled, but managed to save myself and continue; so did the other.



"Operations-Mayday, Mayday!” Reb was saying. "Incoming ASAT, ETA five seconds.
Wranglers-" He broke off. There was nothing to be said to the wranglers.

The antique antisatellite hunter-killer dammed into the freighter at that instant. There was no soL
or concussion, of course. | caught reflected glare from the flash off Top Step in my peripheral
vision, and tried to crane my neck around to look behind me, but | couldn't do it and stay on co
so | gave up. I'm almost sorry about that; it must have been something to see.

The water-ship was torn apart by the blast, transformed instantly into an expanding sphere of
Incandescent plasma, shrapnel and boiling water. It killed Ronald Frayn and Sirikit Pibulsonggrai
the two wranglers, instantly. A half-second later it killed a Third-Monther named Arthur VVon
Brandenstein who had been meditating around the other side of Top Step, and had come to wat
the docking like us, but had approached closer than Sulke would let us.

And asecond later it caught up to our hindmost straggler, Glenn.

I'll remember the sound of her death until my dying day, because there was so little to it. It was
sound that would mean nothing to a groundhog, meant nothing to me then, and that every space
dreads to hear: a short high whistle, with an undertone of crashing surf, lasting for no more than
second and ending with a curious croaking. It is the sound of a p-suit losing itsintegrity, and its
inhabitant's final exhalation blowing past the radio microphone.

L ater examination of tapes showed that the first thing to hit her was a hunk of shrapnel with she
edges; it took both legs off above the knees, and that might well have sufficed to kill her, emptyi
her suit of air instantly. But you can live longer in a vacuum than most groundhogs would suspe
and it isjust barely possible that we might have been able to get her inboard alive. But a split sec
later a mass of superheated steam struck her around the head and shoulders. P-suits were never
designed to take that kind of punishment: the hood and most of the shoulders ssmply vanished,
the steam washed across her bare face just as she was trying desperately to inhale air that was ne
longer there. When Sulke had us decelerate and regroup, she kept on going, spinning like a top. .
couple of people started off after her, but Sulke called them back.

No one else died, but there were more than a dozen minor injuries. The most serioudly injured \
Soon Li, who lost two fingers from her left hand; she would have died, but while she was gawkil
her fountaining glove, Sulke slapped sealant over it and dragged her to the nearest airlock. She
suffered some tissue damage from exposure to vacuum, but not enough to cost her the rest of ti
hand. Antonio Gonella managed to crash into Top Step in his panicked flight, acquiring a specte
bruise on his shoulder and a mild concussion. Two people collided more decisively than | had,
broke unimportant bones.

But the casualty that meant the most to me was Robert.

CHAPTER TEN

Onceis happenstance; twiceis coincidence;
threetimesis enemy action.
-lan Fleming

A SMALL PIECE of shrapnel, the size and shape of a stylus, was blown right through his left |
from bottom to top. It was a clean wound, and his p-suit was able to self-seal around the two
pinhole punctures. If he cried out, it was drowned out by the white noise of dozens of others
shouting at once, and when Sulke called for casualty reports, he kept silent. | didn't know he'd b
hurt until we were approaching the airlock, several minutes after the explosion, and | saw that the



foot of his p-suit had turned red. My first crazy thought was that some Symbiote had gotten intc
p-suit somehow; when | realized it was blood | came damned near to fainting.

Cameras caught the entire incident-there are always cameras rolling around the docks-and repla
established conclusively that Robert was following me, keeping me in his blast shadow, when he
hit. Or else that shrapnel might have hit me.

The explosion had shocked me, and Glenn's ghastly death had stunned me, but learning of Rol
comparatively minor injury just about unhinged me. | think if Reb had not been present | would |
thrown a screaming fit . . . but his ssimple presence, rather than anything he said, kept me from Ic
control. He got us all inside, kept us organized and quiet, did triage on the wounded and had the
prioritized by the time the medics arrived. Sulke was the last one in, but when she did emerge frc
the airlock she paused only long enough to inventory us al by eye, and then went sailing off to
goddammit get some answers.

Robert was pale, and his jaw trembled dightly, but he seemed otherwise okay. The sight of his
foot, oozing balls of blood, made me feel dizzy, but | forced myself to hold it between my palm
cut off the bleeding. It felt icy cold, and | remembered that was a classic sign of shock. But his
breathing was neither shallow nor rapid, and his eyes {text garbled in original scan}. He seemed
lucid, responded reassuringly to questioning; | relaxed alittle.

The medical team was headed by Dmtor Kolchar, the doctor 1'd seen briefly during my first mi

at Top Step. He was a dark-skinned Hindu with the white hair, moustache and glowering eyebro
of Mark Twain, dressed as | remembered him, in loud Hawaiian shirt and Bermuda shorts. He
handed off Soon Li to Doctor Thompson, the resident specialist in vacuum exposure, and came
over to look at Robert. He checked pulse, blood pressure and pupils before turning his attentior
the damaged foot.
You're alucky young man," he said at last. "Y ou couldn't have picked a better place to drill ahc
through a human foot. No arterial or major muscle damage, the small bone destroyed isn't crucie
most of what you lost was meat and cartilage. Even for aterrestrial thiswould not be aseriousir
Do you want nerve block?*

"Yes," Robert said quietly but emphatically. Doctor Kolchar touched an instrument to Robert'
ankle, accepted its advice on placement, and thumbed the injector. Robert's face relaxed at once
took a great deep breath and let it out in asigh. "Thank you, Doctor."

"Don't mention it. That block is good for twelve hours; when it wears off, come see me for anc
Don't bother to set your watch, you'll know when it'stime. Meanwhile, drink plenty of fluids-anc
to stay off your feet as much as possible." He started to jaunt away to his next patient.

| was in no mood for bad jokes. "Wait aminute! Areyou crazy? Y ou haven't even dressed his
foot. What about infection?"

He decelerated to a stop and turned back to me. "Madam, whatever punctured his foot was the
and shape of a pen. There's nothing like that in a cargo hold, and that's the only place | can imag
bug harmful to humans living on a spacecraft. And you know, or should know, that Top Step is
sterile environment. His bleeding has stopped, and there was a little coagulant in what | gave him
makes you happy to dress hisfoot, here." He tossed me aroll of bandage. "But I'm too busy ju
now." He turned his back again and moved away. | looked down at the bandage and opened my
mouth to start yelling...

"It'sal right, Morgan,” Robert said. "Believe me, | won't bang it into anything.” He smiled weak
an attempt to cheer me up.

My rage vanished. "Oh, darling, I'm so sorry. Areyou al right?'

"Nerve block isawonderful thing. That hurt like fury!"



| pulled his head against my chest and hugged him fiercely.

"Oh, Robert, my God-poor Glenn! What a horrible thing." He stiffened in my arms. "Yes.
Horrible."

A thought struck me. "Her body! Somebody's got to go and retrieve it! Teena, is anyone retrie
Glenn's body?"

"No, Morgan." Her voice was in robot mode; she must have been conducting many conversati
at once.

"But someone hasto!" Why?"Uh, her family might want her remains sent home. They can still
track her, can't they?"

"Her suit transponder is still active," Teenasaid. "But in her contract with the Foundation she
specified the “cremation in atmosphere' option for disposition in the event of her death.”

"Oh. Wait aminute-her last vector was a decel eration with respect to Top Step. She was slowil
down in orbit-so she'll go into a higher orbit, right? | did the same thing myself yesterday. The
atmosphere won't get her, she'll just . . . go on forever . . ." Oh God, without her legs, boiled an
burst and dessicated! Much better to burn cleanly from air friction in the upper atmosphere, and
as ashes to Earth.

"Y our conclusion is erroneous, Morgan,” Teenasaid. "Sheis presently in ahigher orbit, yes-bi
she does not have the mass to sustain it, as Top Step does. In a short time her orbit will decay,
she will have her fina wish."

"Oh." | felt inexpressible sadness. "Robert, let's go home. Y ou need rest. And | don't care whe
doctor says, I'm going to bandage your foot."

"I'm not going anywhere until | get some answers," he said grimly. "I want to know who shot a
ust"

Somehow | had not given that question a conscious thought-but as he said the words | felt ast
of anger. No, more than anger-bloodlust. "L ook, there's Dorothy. Let's ask her, maybe she'll kn
something.”

Dorothy Gerstenfeld had arrived just after the medics, and now she was the center of a buzzing
swarm of people. She wore the impervious expression Mother wears when the children are throv
atantrum, and spoke in firm but soothing tones. We jaunted in that direction, with me making su
no one jostled Robert's foot.

"-no hard information,” she was saying. "We simply must wait until the investigation is complée
An announcement will ne made.”

"How do we know there aren't more missiles on the way right now?"' Dmitri called out, and the
crowd-buzz became more fearful than angry. | felt my stomach lurch; it had not occurred to me
we might still be in danger.

" At the moment we do not," she said. "But a UN Space Command cruiser is warping this way
now, and will be here in minutes. It has much more sophisticated detectors than we do. But if o
assailants were planning any further attacks, | can't see why they would wait and give ustimeto
regroup.”

"How come our own anticollision gear didn't pick up that missile?' Jo demanded.

"Because it's designed to cope with meteors and debris, not high-speed ASATs at full
acceleration," Dorothy said.

"Why the hell not?* Jo said shrilly. "Y ou mean to tell me this place isasitting duck?’

"Any civilian space habitat isa sitting duck," she said patiently. "Not one of them is defended
against military attack."

"That's what the United Nationsisfor," Ben said.



Robert chimed in. "An effective defensive system for this rock would cost millions, maybe bill
It's not too hard to swat rocks and garbage-but if you want to stop ASATs and lasers, and par
beams, and-"

"I don't care how much it costs,” Jo said angrily. "It's fucking crazy to have something this big
expensive undefended.”

"Robert'sright," Ben said. "There's just no way to do it effectively. What | don't understand is
we even have a system as good as we do. | mean, why did the Foundation burrow into Top Ste
from the front end instead of the back? If the docks were around behind, in shadow, there'd be
fewer collisonsto defend against.”

| recognized what Ben was trying to do by presenting an intriguing digression. Unfortunately
someone knew the answer. "They figure it's more important to keep the Nanotech Safe Lab bacl
there."

"Y ou mean the Foundation thinks microscopic robots are more important than people?’ Jo
squawked.

"Jo, you know that's not fair,” Dorothy said. "Nanoreplicators are important precisely because
could conceivably threaten people-al the people in the biosphere, not just the handful in this
pressure.

"The hell with that," Jo said. "We're naked here . . . and you've got aresponsibility to us." A
handful of others buzzed agreement.

"Teena," Dorothy said calmly, "have the UN vessels arrived yet?' We could not hear the reply.
Dorothy relaxed visibly and said, "Repeat generaly.’

Teenas robot voice said, "S.C. Champion and S.C. Defender have matched our orbit and rep
‘dituation stable." " There was amurmur of general relief.

"Teens," Dmitri called suddenly, "who fired that missile at us?*

"I do not know," Teena said.

There was a bark of laughter behind me. "Nicely done." | spun and saw that Sulke had returnec
She was smiling, but she looked angry enough to chew rock.

"What Teenameans," she said to all of us, "isthat she doesn't know the name of the individual
pushed the button."

"Sulke-" Dorothy began, with ahint of steel in her voice. "You can't sit onit,” Sulke said. "It's
already on the Net, for Christ's sake. And they're entitled to know."

Dorothy took a deep breath and let it out with asigh. "Go ahead.”

Sulke's smile was gone now. "Credit for the attack has been formally claimed by the terrorist gt
known as the Gabriel Jihad."

Another incoming missile could not have caused more shock and consternation. "The fucking
Caliphate!" Jo cried.

Dorothy's voice cut through the noise of the crowd. "The Umayyad Caliphate does not official
support the Gabriel Jihad."

"Oh, no,” Jo shouted back. "The best police state since Stalin just can't seem to stamp out thos
nasty renegades somehow!"

"The Caliphate has publicly disassociated itself from the attack and denounced the Jihad," Dor
insisted. "They maintain that the terrorists stole control of one of their hunter-killer satellites and
launched one of its missiles."

"Y eah, sure! What isit, fifteen minutes since the fucking thing went off? That's plenty of time f
govemment to react to atotal surprise!” That provoked a collective growl of anger. "The godda
Shiites have always hated Stardancers, everybody knows that."



"The Jihad are claiming that they've destroyed us," Sulke said. "The exact words were, 'the phe
of the Great Satan has been ruined.” They think they finished us."

"What, by blowing up awater-ship?' Ben said.

"Bojemol, " Dmitri burst out. "They did not know the ship would be there-it was not supposed
be for hours. They were trying to destroy the docking complex!”

"Jesus!" Robert exclaimed. "If the docks were destroyed, we . . . my God, we'd have to evacu
Top Step! We'd have to-there'd be no way to reprovision.”

There was a stunned silence as we absorbed his words.

"There is nothing further we can accomplish here," Dorothy said. "Please return to your rooms
try to calm yourselves. We are safe for the present-and Administrator Mgabi and the Foundatior
Board of Directors are pursuing every possible avenue to ensure that nothing like this ever happt
again.

"What avenues? Jo said. "Diplomacy? Fuck that! My friend Glenn is dead, they hard-boiled he
head-1 say we all go see Mgabi and-"

"Jo?' Reb interrupted.

"-demand that . . . what, Reb? I'm talking for Chris-sake-"

"Dorothy said "please." "

Jo stared at him, and opened her mouth to say something, and stared some more. It was the cli
thing to anger I'd ever heard in Reb's voice.

"She did," Ben agreed, iron in his own voice.

"That'sright," Robert said. "I heard her clearly.”

"Fair go, Joey," Kirraurged. "Mgabi needs us like a barbed wire canoe right now. Let the poor
bastard do 'is bleedin’ job, eh?

Jo closed her mouth, looked around for support without finding any, and then shut her eyestig
and grimaced like a pouting child. "All right, God dammit," she said. "But |-"

"Thank you, Jo," Reb said. "Our sister Glenn was Episcopalian; funeral serviceswill be held b
Reverend Schiller in the chapel this evening at the usual time, and as usual there will be observar
in al other holy places. | will be free from after lunch until then if any of you need to speak with

He spun and jaunted away, and the group dispersed.

| carried Robert back to our room like a package of priceless crystal, determined to bury my
confusion and heartache in bandaging and nursing my wounded mate. Ben and Kirra discreetly |
us alone and went on down the hall. And in less than five minutes, Robert and | were having our
and last quarrel.

| hate to try and recreate the dialogue of that argument. It was bad enough to live through once.

It came down to this: Robert wanted to go back to Earth. As soon as possible.

No, | must recall some of the words. Because what he said first was not "I think we ought to g
back to Earth as soon as possible.” It wasn't even, "l want to go back to Earth; what do you thir
Or even, "I plan to go back to Earth, how do you feel ?*

What he said, as soon as the door sealed behind us, was, "Can | use your terminal? | want to k
a seat on the next ship Earthbound. Shall | book one for you too?"

Any of the other three would have been shock enough. God knows | had already had shock en
that day. But the way he phrased it added a whole additional layer of subtext that was just too
overwhelming to absorb. He was saying, | want to go back to Earth so badly that | do not care
whether you want to or not. He was saying, | can want something so much that | don't care wha
want. It took me daysto get it through my head, to convince my brain-1 refused to know it, for |



aslong as | was able-but an instant after he said that, the pit of my stomach knew that Robert di
love me.

My brain reverted to the intelligence level of abe-your-own-shrink program. "Y ou want to bool
seat on the next ship to Earth.”

"If it's not already too late. But it should take the others awhile to work it out. Hours, maybe de
None of them is exactly atheoretical relativist. Glenn probably would have caught on fast."

"And you want to know if | want you to book a seat for me."

"Come on, Morgan, | know you're bright enough to figureit out.”

"I'm bright enough to figureit out."

"Marsport Control to Morgan: come in. Y ou know exactly what | mean. We have to get off thi:
rock."

He was right-I did know what he meant. And he was wrong-because that was only half of what
meant, and the least important half. But that was the half | chose to pursue. "Leave Top Step?
Why?" | said, already knowing the answer.

"Why? Because they're shooting at us! This pressure is not safe anymore.”

Perhaps | should have taken along time to absorb that too.

It made me remember Phillipe Mgabi's wordsto us, our first day inboard: You are as safe as a
terrestrial can be in space, now. It should have been a shock to realize how unsafe that really w
that evenin vast Top Step | wasterribly vulnerable. But | come from the generation that grew uy
being told that rain is poison and sex can kill. Part of me wasn't even surprised.

Argue it anyway. This argument is better than the next one will be.

"Just because some religious fanatics stole a missile?

"Remember the mysterious something that hulled us on the way up here? Y ou know that was a
laser-hell, you and Kirratold me. And the failurein the circulation system that first week-do you
any idea how many failsafesthere are on an air plant? That was only the fifth failure there's ever |
in fifty years of spaceflight! And now this. Y ou know what they say: ‘'Three timesis enemy actic

"But they're just a bunch of terrorists in burnooses, for Christ's sake-nobody can even prove
they've got the Caliphate behind them."

He drifted close, stopped himself with a gentle touch at my breast. "Morgan, listen to me. If the
People's Republic of Chinawere to declare open war on the Starseed Foundation, | would not k
unduly worried. But terrorists are weak-that's what makes them so terribly dangerous.”

"They fired one lousy missile. If they could hack their way into a hunter-killer satellite, they cou
just aswell have fired a dozen if they wanted to."

"What they did was scarier. They used precisely the minimum amount of force that would achi
their objective. That tells me they are not fanatics in burnooses. They've studied their Sun Tzu. (
missile, al by itself, should have done the job. That it didn't isamiracle so unlikely I'm still shaki
If that water-ship hadn't sprung aleak at just the right time on itsway here, we'd all betrying to f
out how to walk back to Earth right now. Without the docks, this place can't support life."

Oh God, he was right. | wanted badly to be hugged. He was close enough to hug. "Jesus Chris
Robert-they've been trying to kill us for two months, and the total body count isfive. We ought
have time to finish out our course and Graduate."

"You just said yourself, they could send more missiles any time they want. There could be mor
the way now."

"There are two goddam UN heavy cruisers out there!"

"Right now, yeah. They may even stay awhile. But have you considered the fact that the Starse
Foundation is not a member of the United Nations, and the Caliphate is?"



"But-that's ridiculous!”

"Sure, there's afriendly relationship of long standing-the member nations all know perfectly wel
therewouldn't ill be aUN if it weren't for the Stardancers, whether they'll admit it or not-event
Caliphate knows that, that's just what's driving them crazy. But you tell me: if it comestoit, isth
UN going to go to war to defend a corporation from one of its member nations? When, as you
pointed out, it can't even prove the Caliphate isinvolved? Y ou wait and see: within two or three
Indiawill have lodged a protest over the diversion of UN resources to protect a Canadian
corporation, and then Turkey will chimein, and finally China. . . and one day those two shipsw
quietly warp orbit."

"They wouldn't."

"They might have no choice. Suppose there were a plausible diversion somewhere else. Say,
somebody bombed the Shimizu Hotel ? At any given time there's upwards of seven trillion yen ol
hoof jaunting around inside that pressure, some of the most influential humans there are. The Sp
Command hasn't got alot of military strength in space to spare: most of their real muscleisthe:
Wars net, and that's aimed one way, straight down. | don't know how soon the next ship leaves
for Earth, but I do know I'm going to be on it."

Whether 1'm beside you or not.

"You'rejust going to run away?"

Think well before saying that to your man, evenif it's true-maybe especialy if it'strue; | might j
aswell have stuck aknifein his belly. Even his unexpressive face showed it. For an instant |
remembered historn foot, injured in trying to shield me, and almost said something to at least try
recall my words. But | was too angry.

He didn't let the pain reach his voice; it came out flat, firm, controlled. "Y ou bet your life."

"Y ou mean, just go home and waste all this? All thistime, all thiswork, forget Symbiosisand r
away?

"It will not be wasted. We can always come back, sometime when it is safe again. Even if we n
do come back, it hasn't been awaste: we've learned alot and acquired alot of very useful skills,
we found each other-" You're a good three or four minutes late in mentioning that, buster. "-b
surely you see that all of that will be wasted if we die?’

"But-but we don't have to quit. We could . . . look, we could go to Reb and tell him we want t
Graduate early! Right away. We could make him buy it-hell, you're spaceworthy already, and | k
enough to survive long enough to reach the Symbiote mass, I've proved that, what more do | ree
need to know? Whatever it is, I'll know it as soon as | enter the Starmind! We could pull it off-"

He looked me square in the eye. "Are you ready to take Symbiote? Right now?"

| looked away. "Soon, | mean. A week, say."

He took my face in his hands and made me look back at him. "Morgan-I am not one hundred
percent certain | want to go through with Symbiosis. It scares me silly. But | am one hundred pe
sure | do not want to be pressured into it. If it's a choice between do it within a week and don't «
make up your mind, the clock'sticking . . . | pass." Helet go of me. "I don't know about you, b
could use another six months or so to think about it. And besides, | have no way to know we he
week."

"Y ou think the UN will sall usout that fast?'

"No-but how would you like to go EVA tomorrow and find out you've got tanks full of pure
nitrogen? The Jihad got to the circulation system: they could get to the tank-charging facilities. C
Garden. There could be an unfortunate outbreak of botulism, or plague, or rogue replicators frol
the Safe Lab-all my instinctstell me to get out of here, fast. Y ou mark my words: in twenty-four



hours every scheduled seat Earthside will be booked, and they'll be screaming for special extra
flights to handle the overflow. And alot of people will be suddenly making plans to Graduate ah
of schedule, like you said. But | won't be one of them. | don't want to die. | don't want to risk d
just at the very verge of life eternal. I'm going home, asfast as| can.”

Damn him for being so intelligent! With anyone else | might have kept that first argument going
hours yet-but he had gone and won the fucking thing. What now? Refuse to concede that, and h
us both repeat our lines with minor variations in word choice two or three more times?

No. God damn it. It was time to have the second argument . . .

"And you don't careif | come aong or not?"

His mouth tightened and his nostrils flared. Again | had stung him. Good.

And again the son of abitch controlled it and answered reasonably. " Of course | care, Morgan
Y ou must know how much | care. But you're afree adult: | can't make your choice for you."

"The hell you can't! That's what you're trying to do!"

"I am not. | am trying very hard not to. Look, it's very ssimple, Morgan. There are two choices:
Graduate too early, for the wrong reasons, under the gun, gamble with our lives and our sanity-o
back and try again later. There's only one sensible choice. | hope with al my heart that you'll be
sensible. But | can't make you be."

"Y ou do, huh? Why do you hope that, Robert?"

He did not answer.

"Why do you hope that, Robert? Say the words. Y ou've never said the words."

"Neither have you."

"Because | didn't think we needed to!"

"I didn't either!" he snapped back, letting anger show in hisvoice for the first time.

"Well, maybe we were wrong! God damn you, | love you!"

That silly statement hung in the air between us. Asif any more irony were needed, the violence
our combined shouting had caused us to start drifting ever so slowly apart. | waved air with my
cupped hands to try and cancel it, but he didn't follow suit, so | stopped.

He seemed to consider severa responses. What he finally settled on was, "Do | correctly hear
say that if | loved yop, | would be trying to tell you what to do with your life?"

"Of course not!"

"Dont you seethat if you and | hadn't talked Glenn into staying here, she'd be alive now?"

That hurt. | counterattacked hastily. "And | don't mean anything more to you than Glenn did?"’

"Morgan, for heaven's sake, be reasonable! 1've spent thirty yearstrying to unlearn the idea that
women are property, and if you want someone to go twentieth century and start giving you orde
likeaMudlim or aFundamentalist . . . well, I'm afraid you'll have to get somebody elsg; it'sjust |
late for me to start all over again. | don't want to be any grown-up's father.’

| s there anything more infuriating than an argument-opponent with impeccable logic? The corre
answer was: | don't want you to give me orders-I want you to be so crazy in love with me that \
can't cut your own marching orders until you know my plans-but | just could not say that out |
.. or even to myself.

"Damnyou," | cried, "you leave my father out of this!"

Y es, there is something more infuriating than alogical opponent. A man who isimperviousto
illogic. He turned and found a handhold, pushed himself over to my terminal. He belted himself |
he could punch keys without ricocheting away, and looked back to me. "May 1?1 could just go
through Teena, but | think you can guess why 1'd rather not do that.”

Days ago we had given each other the booting code to our personal terminal . . . asloverswill,



mere sexers will not. It's a step more intimate than swapping housekeys, much more intimate tha
sharing bodily fluids. Someone who can access your personal memory node can drain your fina
accounts, read your mail, read your diary if you keep one, send messages in your name. Hands «
your keyboard touch you more deeply than hands on your vagina. "Use your own terminal," | s

"Certainly, he said calmly, and unstrapped again. "How many seats shall | reserve?’

"One!" | shouted.

"Morgan-" he began.

"Dammit, you don't want to be pressured to Graduate, but you're trying to pressure meinto giv
it up! Maybe forever-suppose two months from now they blow this place up, and the chanceis:
for our lifetime?’

“Then we'll have alifetime. That's the most they promise you when you get born. And we coul
have it together."

"But | could never dance again!"

"Then you have to decide whether it's me you want, or dance. If you stay here, and it happens
asyou say .. .Yyou and | will never see each other again.”

"Not if you don't run out on me!"

Atlast | got to him. "l won't be running out on you if you do the smart thing and leave with me
said, raising hisvoice for thefirst time.

| had to press the advantage. "Go on, get out of here-you've got a plane to catch!"

Hedrew in breath . . . and let it out. And took another deep breath, and let that out, a little more
slowly. "I'll reserve two seats. Y ou can always cancel if you choose to."

| was still in my p-suit; | unsnapped an air bottle and threw it at him. Stupid: he was the only or
our class who had ever beaten Dorothy Gerstenfeld in 3-D handball. He side-stepped like a
bullfighter and the tank shattered the monitor screen above my terminal, rebounded with less tha
half of itsoriginal force but spinning crazily. | was spinning myself from having thrown it, and
whacked my head on something. The tank swacked into Kirra's sleepsack and was stopped by i
When | looked around, Robert was gone.

Good riddance, | thought, and doubled over and wept in great racking sobs. My eyes grew ten
of silvery tears; | smashed them into globular fragments that danced and eddied in the air like littl
trangparent Fireflies before breaking apart and whirling away.

God damn himto hell, turning it around like that and dumping it back on me! Now if we br:
up it'll be my choice, because | choose to cancel my seat homeand it's his fierce respect for my
womanhood that keeps him from saying anything more than 'he hopes I'll be sensible." He wo
t say the fucking words, even after | did!

So closeto having it all! Another lousy two or three weeks and | would have had dance and
Symbiosis and Robert. How could | have been so stupid, thinking they'd let me have it all?

A part of my mind tried to argue. You can still have Symbiosis. The whole Starmind, all these
people, will enfold you and----and love me, right? When nobody else ever has.

A thought forced its way into my head. Robert had gone down the hall to use his own terminal.
Kirraand Ben were presumably there. They would see what he was typing. Or he'd shield the
monitor, which would make them curious. At any moment Kirramight come jaunting in here, grit
determined to have me cry on her shoulder. | don't cry on anybody's shoulder. When | cry, | cn
alone. | forced my sobs to subside. | could not achieve control of my breath, but | made the tea
dry up. | jaunted to the vanity, got tissues, and honked and wiped and snuffled and wiped. | che
my face in the mirror, made myself wash it. "Teena, is my studio free?’

"Repest, please, Morgan," Teenasaid in her mechanical voice.



| took a shuddering deep breath, got my voice under control, and repeated the question. Y es, <
said, it was available. | told her | wanted it for the rest of the day, and she said that was acceptak
told her | wanted it for the rest of the month, and she said | would have to clear that with Dorott
Gerstenfeld or Phillipe Mgabi. | started to tell her | wanted it for the rest of my life. . . and thank
her and left for the studio. | actually got within fifty meters of it before collapsing into tears agair
What triggered it was the sudden realization that | had not given asingle thought to Glenn since |
gotten back to my room. And now | was going to miss her funeral. The tears flew from my eyes
bullets. No one was around to see, and | sealed the hatch behind me before anyone came aong.

If you're ever going to have aday like that, try to haveit later in the day. It took me hours to cr
myself to sleep.

In similar situations back on Earth | used to lie on the studio floor and cry, let the floor drink m
tears asit so often drank my blood. Here there was no floor. | missed it bitterly.

CHAPTER ELEVEN

A fallen blossom
Come back to its branch?
No, a butterfly!

-Moritake (1452-1549)

| GOT HOME afew hours before breakfast. Kirrawas aone in the room, and woke as | came
"Areyou right, love?'

| knew that was Aussie for, areyou dl right?, but | couldn't help hearing the words as they
sounded too. "Ask me again next year," | said to both questions. "Y ou heard, huh?"

"We heard." She dlipped out of her slegpsack. "Robert's found himself another room until the:
leaves."

"Where's Ben?"

"I told him I'd wait here for you alone 'til brekkie, then we were gonna hunt you down together.
By then she had reached me, and was hugging me. It helped alittle, as much as anything could
She did not say asingle one of the cliches |'d been dreading, only held me. After atime she beg:

singing softly, in Yirlandji, and that helped me alittle too.

Awhile later she said, "Tucker?' and | said, "No. Y ou go," and she nodded. "Bring you back
somethin'?' she asked, and | said, "No." Sheleft, and | dlid into my slegpsack and went fetal.

She let me have the rest of the day, and then at around suppertime she showed up with what mi
just have been the only thing in human space that could have made me fedl like eating. "Y ou'ren
serious,” | said when she took it out of its thermos bag and tossed it to me. "How could you
possibly-"

" Sulke knows a bloke at the Shimizu."

"But it must have cost-"

"The bloke liked me Song o' Polar Orbit alot; it's his shout."

Evenin my misery it reached me. A full litre of fine Chilean chocolate chip ice cream. Back in
Vancouver it would have been an expensive luxury; here it was a pearl without price. She had he
me speak longingly of it several times,; she'd even remembered my favorite flavour. | had no ides
what her favorite flavour was. "Pull up a spoon,” | said, and we dug in together.

Aswe ate shefilled mein on the news.



It was going just as Robert had predicted. Third-Monthers were Graduating en masse. Some 0
rest of us, mostly Novices, had decided they were ready for early Graduation-from one to five w
early!-and some, mostly Postulants, had suddenly remembered pressing business dirtside. Alrea
there were no more seats available on the next regularly scheduled transport (two days hence), a
the special charter that had been announced was filling up fast. Robert and | were not the only
couple who had split up.

There were some students who took neither course. Some lacked the imagination to realize hov
comprehensive adisaster it would have been if that missile had destroyed the docks-and some w
just the kind of people who insist on building their home on the slopes of Mount Vesuvius or in
Francisco. (Come to think of it, Robert was going home to San Francisco. What kind of logic v
that?)

And of course there were the spacers on staff. Going dirtside was not an option for them. Tho
who could were trying to change jobs, or rather, eliminate Top Step from their job rotations. Th
who could not were trying to get work deep inboard, on the theory that they'd be safer from atte
It was a shaky theory.

| was unsurprised to learn Kirraand Ben's choice.

"We're doin' it, love. Ben and me, this Sunday. | reckon you guessed we would."

"Good for you," | said. My eyes were stinging. " Pushing ahead the wedding. That makes mere
happy.

"Y ou want to join us?"

"Thanks for asking. But no. I'm not ready. Reb would never let me do it in this state. Y ou two
on-1'll catch you up as soon as| can."

Privately | wondered if | meant that. | still was not utterly certain that | wanted to go through wi
Symbiosis. Theidea of lowering all my defenses, forever, was seeming less and less attractive.
Wouldn't it be just perfect if | finally decided to chicken out . . . after cutting my ties with Robel
| played my cardsright, I could come out of this with nothing at all.

The next couple of days were sheerest hell. | kept going over and over it in my mind. A thousa
times | asked myself, why not just go back to Earth and Robert? So he didn't love me the way |
loved him: he cared, and that could well become lovein time. A thousand times | answered, bec
he had made it an ultimatum, and because he would not admit he had done so, and because | jus
couldn't risk losing dance forever, even for him.

And because he hadn't asked me to-just assumed I'd "be sensible.”

A thousand times | concluded | had made the right decision. But | didn't call Teena and tell her
cancel the reservation Robert had made in my name.

He called me once, about twenty-four hours after the quarrel. | had instructed Teena not to put
through any calls from him, so he recorded along message. When she told me, | had her wipe it
unplayed. A mistake: | spent hours wondering what he had said.

Twice | forced myself to go to the cafeteria, using Teena to make sure he was not there at the ti
Thefood tasted like hell. Once | let Ben and Kirra (almost literally) drag meto Le Puis. Even Fa
Humphrey didn't cheer me up, nor the Hurricanes he prescribed for me. With Kirraright there
listening, Ben made the politest pass 1'd ever received; | amost smiled as | thanked him and turn
him down.

That night Reb came to visit me in my room. He expressed sympathy, and offered to help in ar
way he could. He did not, as I'd half expected, try to persuade me to stop grieving. Instead he
encouraged me to grieve, the faster to use it up. But | noticed something subtle about his word



choice. He never said he was sorry Robert and | were breaking up. He only said he was sorry | 1
suffering over it.

A friend of my parents, back on Gambier Iland, once responded to his wife's leaving him by
taking their beloved dog back up into the woods and shooting him. 1'd never understood how
anyone could do something so simultaneously selfish and self-destructive until | found myself of
verge of making a pass at Reb. Hurt people do crazy things, that's all. | was luckier than my par
friend had been: | caught myself in time, and Reb failed to notice, the nicest thing he could have
done.

Later that night | started to record a message for Robert . . . then gave up and erased it unsent.

The next day the shuttle |eft for Earth.

| found myself in the corridor outside the Departure Lock, in an alcove where | could watch the
gueue forming. | avoided the gazes of those who lined up, and they avoided mine. Robert was C
of the last to arrive, coming to a stop right outside my alcove. | saw him before he saw me. It he
almost physical impact. Then he saw me, and that was even worse. We looked at each other,
treading air. He glanced at the others, then back to me.

He waved Earthward. "Come with me."

| waved starward. "Come with me."

He made no reply. After atime | |eft the alcove, grabbed a handhold and flung myself away int
bowels of the rock, not stopping until | reached hardhat territory. | joined a handful of gawkers
watched a new tunnel being cut. They struck ice, and that was good, because soon there were s
many warm water dropletsin the ambient air that a few tears more or less went unnoticed.

| cut classesthat day, as | had the previous two, and spent some time in the studio in the afterr
trying to dance. It was afiasco. | sought out Reb's after-classes sitting group, and sat kanzen fo
couple of hours, or tried to. It was my first time with the group. | had done a fair amount of sittil
outside class, but never with the group. But that night | needed them to keep me anchored, to ke
me from bursting into tears. Sitting, and the chanting after, helped, alittle. Not enough.

| went to Le Puis, where Fat Humphrey allowed meto get drunk. He did so with skill and delic
so that | woke the next day without a hangover despite my best efforts.

But | was dumb enough to decide to go to morning class, and logy enough to sleepwalk throug
suit inspection, and so | came damned close to dying when athruster | should have replaced we
rogue on me at just the wrong moment. | was not able to recover as Ben had from asimilar prok
and had to be rescued. By Ben, since Robert was no longer there to take care of it.

It straightened me up. | did not want to die-not even subconscioudly, | think. Or if | did, | want
to be at atime and place, and by a method, of my own choosing; not in some stupid accident, n
over aman. | won't say | started to feel better . . . but | did start to take better care of myself age
That's a beginning.

Sulke didn't chew me out for my stupidity. She was the one I'd gotten drunk with the night beft
the one who'd gotten me to bed, as | had once done for her.

| don't know, maybe it's easier to turn your back on Earth if there's someone down there you n
want to see again. Perhapsit's easier to attain Zen no-thought if your thoughts are all painful one
anyway. | started to make real progressin my studies, both practical and spiritual.

When | arrived at Top Step, free fall had seemed an awkward, clumsy environment; the graceft
Second- and Third-Monthers had seemed magical creatures. | didn't feel particularly magical no



but free fall seemed a natural way to live, and the new crop of Postulants seemed incredibly awk
and clumsy. My p-suit had once seemed exotic, romantic; now it was clothing. Sitting kanzen he
once been unbearable boredom and discomfort: now it was natural and blissful. | told myself th
had learned a brutal Iesson in nonattachment, which would actually help mein the transition to
Symbiosis. All my bridges were burnt behind me. All | had left to lose were dance and my lifeit:
All I had to do was to go forward, or die trying.

One thing never changed. Space itself was aways and forever a place of heart-stopping majest:
terrible beauity.

| even learned to stop resenting Kirraand Ben's happiness in time to preserve our friendship. I'
ashamed to admit how hard alearning that was. Other happy couples, triads and group marriage
Top Step somehow did not grate on me-but at first it seemed disloyal for my friends to be joyol
when | was not. And Ben certainly had more than enough quirks for which one could work up a
didlike. But Reb caught me at it, diagnosed my problem, and talked it over with me until | could
rational again. In my heart of hearts, | loved them both, and wished them well.

They both made an effort to bring me out of myself, to invite me for drinks and include mein
games and discussions. We three had been friends like this before I'd become Robert's lover; nc
we were again, that was all.

Only one thing was really keeping me from Symbiosis, now. | wanted to make one last dance
before | went, to choreograph my farewell to human life while | was still human. | knew | would
make other dances in concert with my Stardancer brothers and sisters, and perform in theirs, for
centuries to come-but this last one would be mine alone, the last such there could ever be. Inav
it was amost good that Robert was gone, for now the dance could be all my own personal farew
rather than ours.

| stopped calling the piece Do the Next Thing. Although those words are a pretty fair
approximation of the meaning of life-they'll get you through when lifeitself haslost its meaning-t
were alittle too flip for the title of my last work as a human. Instead | began thinking of it Ssmply
Coda.

Thereisapun in there that perhaps only a choreographer would get. In music, acodaisthe nat
end of a movement, the passage that brings it to aformal close. In dance, it isthe end of a pas
deux.

| worked on it for hours at atime, throwing out ideas like a Roman candle, ruthlessly pruning e
one that wasn't just right, then trying them in different combinations and juxtapositions, like som
trying to solve a Rubik's Cube by intuition aone. | had the constant awareness that something m
kill me at any minute, but | tried not to let it hurry me. Better to die with it incomplete than do a
sloppy job of it.

It ate up alot of time. Or kept the time from eating me up. One of those.

"When are we gonna see this bleedin' dance, then?' Kirra asked me that Friday. "Ben and me a
gone day after tomorrow."

"I'm sorry, love," | told her. "It's just not ready to show yet."

"Why don't you do a bit of it just before we swallow the stuff? It don't have to be finished-just
little bit to send us off in style, like."

"Yeah," Ben chimed in. "Wed love to have you dance at our GraduWedding, Morgan.”

"And I'd loveto,” | said, "but it just won't be ready in time. I'm sorry, | wish it could be."

"Ah, don't be stingy with it, Morgan," Kirrasaid. "I sung for you, ain't I? An' Benjy taught you
fall handball an' all. It's your shout."

| started to get irritated. Tact had never been the strong suit of either of them . . . but thiswas a



excessive. Suddenly | understood something. Underneath their excitement and anticipation, Kirr;
Ben were both scared silly.

"I'll danceit at my own Graduation," | said, softer than | might have. "Y ou can both see it then

"Welll be halfway to Titan by then," she protested.

"So what? As long as one Stardancer is in the neighborhood, you'll have a front-row seat.”

"Huh. Right enough, | guess.”

"Have you two recorded your Last Words for your families, yet?

They let me change the subject. But | kept thinking about their request, wishing | had somethin
give them for awedding gift, and alittle while later | had a very bright idea. | excused myself, we
off and made a phone call. It worked even better than | had hoped. | had to work hard to conce:
excitement when | rgjoined them.

We three dept together that night, for the last time. It was a memorable night; people who are
scared silly make incredible lovers. We spent the next day together, visiting al their favorite plac
Solariums One and Three, Le Puis, the Great Hall, the games rooms and all the places where we
shared so much fun and laughter. After dinner | slipped away while they weren't looking and et 1
have their last evening to themselves. They didn't come back to the room, and | fell asleep with
smile on my face.

The next day was Sunday. | didn't see them until dinner time; according to Teenathey never |ef
Ben's room until then. We talked awhile, and they gave some attention to their last meal. Then th
two of them instigated one last food fight. It was glorious. Y ou could tell how close a person wi
Graduation by how little food they wore when the fight was over. Ben and Kirrawere the only o
who ended up completely unmarked-somewhat unfairly, asthey had started it. Either of them co
dodge anything they saw coming, and Ben had no blind spot, and had enough attention to spare
guard Kirra's back and warn her of sneak attacks. | only got hit a couple of times myself, each ti
from behind.

| showered and was done in time to catch them coming out of Reb's room. "Hey, you guys. He
Reb."

"Hi, Morgan," Kirrasaid. "Guessit'stime to get it done, eh'?"

"Yeah. Listen, | know thisiskind of last-minute, but . . . would you mind a bit of dance at you
Graduation after all?'

They both brightened. "That'd be great, love," Kirrasaid. "Gee, I'm glad you changed your mi

"Yeah," Ben agreed. "I'm dying to see Coda."

"Oh, it won't be Coda,” | said. "l came up with something special for the occasion. | think you
likeit. Are you coming, Reb?"'

"I wouldn't missit," he said. He took Kirra'sarm and | took Ben's, and the four of usjaunted a
like a chorus line on skates.

A fair-sized group was waiting at the airlock. Kirraand Ben had invited anyone who wanted to
come, and they were well liked; al of our class that were still around were present, and even son
people | didn't know. There were hugs and handshakes and goodbyes, and then everybody puit t
hoods on. It took awhile to cycle everybody through the lock. While we were waiting outside, K
asked me, "Don't you need to warm up or somethin’, love'?"

"Not thistime," | said.

She made a sound of puzzlement, but let it go.

When everyone was assembled outside, we set off as agroup, led by Reb. Newer chums who
drifted out of formation did their best to recover without drawing attention to themselves. We



ascended like adightly tipsy celestial choir; Top Step slowly fell away below us, and when it ha
dwindled into adistant cigar, the Symbiote Mass was visible above us. "Above in an absolute s
relative to Earth: by that time we had flipped ourselves so that it seemed to be below our feet. "
don't see any Stardancers waitin' to meet us," Kirrasaid as we closed in on the red cloud.

"Don't worry," | said. "They'll be aong."

"Bloody well better. | don't know how to make that big glob squeeze off a piece my size."

"Relax, Kirra," Reb said. "Be your breath."

"Right. No worries, mate."

Our formation became most ragged as we came to rest near the Mass, but Reb issued quiet
instructions and got us al together again with minimal confusion. Kirraand Ben floated allittle ag
from the rest of us. Ben's p-suit was a pale yellow that suited him and hisred hair aswell as cob
blue suited Kirra. Between the two of them and the glowing red Symbiote Mass beside them, the
had the rainbow covered. There was a moment of silence.

"Well, herewe are," Kirrasaid finally. "1'd like to thank you al for comin'-"

"-or however you're reacting,” Ben interjected, and she
amed amock blow at him that he dodged easily. Weal
chuckled, and some of the solemnity went out of the occasion.

"We got no speeches to make or anythin',” she went on.

"But before we get down to it, our good friend Morgan McLeod is going to dance for usall.” A
approving murmur began.

"Me? | said. "Oh, no!"

"What do you mean, 'no? Y ou promised.”

"| asked if you'd mind a bit of dance. | didn't say I'd be dancing. Curtain!"

"l don't get you, love.”

"Wait a second, spice," Ben said. "Here comes our stuff, | think." (Ben and Kirracalled each ¢
"spice," aterm of endearment | find distinctly superior to "honey" or other sticky sweetness.)

She precessed to face the way he seemed to be looking. "Where?"

"No, no, there," he said, and pointed behind him and to hisright.

"Y ou and your trick eyes," she said, and faced the way he was pointing. "Right you are, here it
comes. Still don't see any Stardancers, though.” A red blob was slowly growing larger in the
distance.

"You'relooking at six of them,” | said, enjoying myself hugely.

"Where?'

"Twelve, actually, but they're squeezed into six bodies at the moment. Kirra and Benjamin Buc}
allow meto present Jinsal Kagami, Y uan Zhongshan, Consuela Paixio, Sven Bjornssen, Ludmillz
Vorkuta, and Walerij Pietkow."

The red blob was much closer now. Music swelled out of nowhere, a soft warm A chord with |
liquid trills chasing in and out of it. It couldn't seem to make up its mind whether it was major or
minor.

"They are dl trained dancers themselves, but they have all agreed to lend remote-control of thei
bodiesto six of their more distant siblings, who will now dance in your honour. These are Share
Drummond, Sascha Y akovskaya, Norrey Drummond, Charles Armstead, Linda Parsons, and T
McGillicuddy. Choreography is by all six, around aframe by Shara. Music prerecorded by Rao
Brindle; playback, set design and holographic recording by Harry Stein. The pieceis called Kiss

By now the jJumbled murmuring of our group was as loud as the soft music. Shara Drummond



and all of theoriginal Six . .. and Yakovskaya, thefirst truly great dancer to join them in space,
man who had choreographed the Propaedeutics in hisfirst week as a Stardancer . . . all dancing
together, if only by proxy, for the first timein over a decade-with Brindle on synth! "Pull the oth
one," Kirrasad. "I don't see abloody soul. Just that great hunk of-oh!"

She and everyone fell silent. The approaching blob of Symbiote had suddenly flexed, and stret
in six directions at once to become akind of six-pointed red snowflake, swirling gently asit
approached, like a pinwheel in agentle breeze, its axis of rotation pointed right at us.

It took a moment for the eyeto get it into correct perspective: it was not just enough Symbiote
two people, but enough and more than enough for six, therefore somewhat farther from us than |
had seemed to be. Six Stardancers had mingled their Symbiotes and were joined at the feet, held
together by their linked hands, a hundred meters from us. The snowflake shifted and flowed, as
six dancers who comprised it changed their position in unison from one pattern to another by fle
elbows and knees, contracting and releasing.

The music acquired aslow, steady pulse in the bass. The pattern of the spinning snowflake
changed with each beat, asif it were some great red heart clenching rhythmically. Percussion
instruments and a Michael Hedges-like guitar began adding counterpoint accents to the rhythm. -
total mass of Symbiote began to swell away from the dancersit contained, until it was atransluc
crimson disc with six people at its heart, perhaps twenty metersin diameter. The disc swelled fre
the center and became a convex lens, nearly transparent; pink stars swam behind it, rippling. Lig
came up. The lamps themselves were invisible to us, since they were tiny and dull black and poir
away from us, but we saw their blue and yellow reflections come up as highlights on the crimsor
lens, highlights that bled all the other colours there are at their edges.

The six children of the lens separated like a bud opening into a flower, fanned out in six directit
and wedged themselves into the narrow parts of the lenswall. One of them doubled and jaunted
to the center of the lens, came to rest there.. . . and then began to move. Even at a hundred mete
even behind that carmine film of Symbiote, even wearing a different body, there was no mistakin
her. The familiar motif that emerged in brass in the underlying music only confirmed it. Jinsei's b
it may have been, but it was Shara Drummond, the greatest dancer of our time, who took the firs
solo.

She wore thrusters at wrists and ankles, but could not have used them inside that lens, | think.
danced only with body and muscles, moving three-dimensionally in place, with her unmistakable
fluidity and precision of line. It reminded me of a piece I'd seen years ago by a colleague recove
fromaleg injury caled Dancing in Place: confining himself to one spot on stage, standing on ¢
leg, he had explored more ways of dancing and looking at dance than most performers can do u
an entire stage. Shara/Jensel did the same now, tumbling, arching, turning, while her center staye
anchored to the center of the lens. She could have been a butterfly gifted with limbs, or aleaf in
flight, or a protozoan swimming in the primordial soup. The brass stopped hinting at Shara's Th
and made a new statement, underlined by strings. Soon, inevitably, she drifted far enough from t
center of the lens to touch itsinner surface, and used it to jaunt back to her origina place at the
periphery.

This time two figures moved to the center and met there. Linda Parsons and Tom McGillicudd
the hippie and the businessman who had met in space, fallen in love, and become the fourth and
founding members of Stardancers Incorporated (after Charlie, Norrey and Raoul). McGillicuddy
least was easy for me to identify: he had always been the least trained of the origina company; e
after decades of practice, and even wearing a better-trained body than his own, there were minor
limitations to his technique. But Linda compensated for them so perfectly after thirty-four years



dancing with him that | don't think anyone else noticed. They did a pas de dear at the heart of tt
lens, like mating hummingbirds, and now the brass and strings made different but complementar
statements to accompany them.

When they returned to their places at the rim, three figures replaced them. Charlie and Norrey a
Sascha, legendary partners and friends, did atrio piece loosely derived from their famous Why (
We?, as woodwinds brought in athird theme that fit the brass and string motifs like an interlocki
puzzle; al three resolved into amajor chord as the trio broke up and returned to the rim again.

Next a quartet of both Drummond sisters and Armstead and Y akovskaya, faster and more
vigorous, interacting with the kind of precision and intuition that nontel epaths would have neede
weeks of rehearsal to achieve; a great pipe organ added its voice to the music, which rose in ten
and resolved into a four-note diminished chord at the quartet's end.

Then everyone but Sharamet at the center for aflashing quicksilver quintet, tumbling over one
another like kittensin a basket; the music was al tumbling five-note ninth chords.

Finally al six danced together as a single organism, making strange, indescribable geometrical
figuresin three dimensions. Asthey danced, the lensfilled out, became a sphere, which slowly
contracted in on them, thickening and darkening asit came. Before long there was only anearly
opague glowing red ball of Symbiote, flexing and shifting in time to the racing music. It quiverec
trembled--then burst apart, becoming six separate Stardancers flying in different directions like &
firework detonation. Their thrusters protruded through their individual coatings of Symbiote nov
and they used them to put themselvesinto graceful wide loops, so that they returned to their star
point, missed colliding by inches, and then arced out again. Each had a different-coloured thrust
exhaust; comet-tails of red, yellow, blue, orange, green, and purple attended them as they flew,
leaving the afterimage of a multicoloured Christmas ribbon against the star-spangled blackness.
music swelled and soared with them as they danced, spilling trillsin al directions to match their
thruster spray. Eventually they all came together again in atight formation like exhibition aircraft,
took turns passing each other back and forth from hand to hand.

There wasjoy in their dance, and hope, and endless energy, and manifest love for one ancther;
from time to time one or another of them would laugh for sheer pleasure. | found that | was smili
unconsciously as | watched their dance unfold. | sneaked alook at Kirra and Ben; they were smi
too.

There was a short movement in which they were performing akind of kinesthetic pun, moving
mentally as well as physically, passing their selves from one host body to another. | don't know
many others caught it, but | clearly saw Shara Drummond's essence change bodies several times
Once or twice | spotted Y akovskaya or McGillicuddy transmigrating too. | think that for atime,
bodies' original owners were present and dancing as well.

Then Shara was stationary, spinning slowly around her vertical axis, apart from the other five a
they continued to interact, watching how their dance changed in her absence; then in areversed
reprise of their solo-to-group progression, Tom dropped out, then Linda, then Charlie, then Nor
Quintet, quartet, trio, pair, finally Y akovskaya was soloing within a pentagon of stationary spinni
companions, and then he too stopped dancing and went into a spin. The music had decayed toc
asinglevoice, acello, and the theme it was quoting was not Shara's signature motif thistime, bu
Kirra's Song of Polar Orbit.

By some means | didn't and don't understand, all six of them began to move relative to one anc
around their common center, as though they were jointly orbiting some invisible mini black hole.
orbits tightened inexorably, until they darted like the Firefly aliens themselves, like e ectrons danc
In mad attendance on some invisible nucleus. Hands met and joined just as the Song of Polar Or



reached its coda; again they were a six-personed snowflake. Thrusters sprayed coloured fire anc
smoke, and they became aliving, madly spinning Catherine Whed!.

The thrusters went dark, and they were a scarlet pinwheel. Their Symbiotes merged, and they w
adisc again.

A hole appeared in the center, making the disc look for all the world like an old-fashioned
phonograph record (all right, I'm dating myself) spinning on aturntable, seen from above. My
parents used to own an album like that, red and translucent, a novelty gimmick. The hole enlarge
that the disc looked like a45 RPM single; paradoxically its spin slowed rather than speeded up.

Suddenly the disc exuded some of its mass into the hole in the center, where a globe of red
Symbiote grew like a pearl forming within an oyster. It moved away from the disc, coming towa
with infinite downess. Toward Kirraand Ben. Asit did so, the disc broke up into six Stardance
again, and they all braked violently to an instant stop, sudden total motionlessness. The music b
like awave on a shore and faded to silence, the lights went out.

After severa seconds of silence, there was wild applause.

Oh, | know | haven't conveyed it; dance can't be described. Look it up for yourself, it's on the
Not amgor work by any means, but amoving and lyrical piece, just right for awedding feast ar
Graduation. | was terribly pleased on Kirraand Ben's account.

They thanked me lavishly for the gift, and thanked all twelve of the dancersindividualy. "That
bloody marvelous," Kirrasaid. "Morgan, really, it was special!" She was grinning, but her p-suit
hood was full of tear-tendrils.

"Just my version of chocolate chip ice cream from Chile," | said, grinning back at her. Though
marks a much happier occasion than your gift did. Dammit, | was leaking saline worms too.

"We're deeply honoured," Ben said. "Our GraduWedding has become part of dance history. C
amost. Get ready, spice, here it comes!”

Their blob of Symbiote was nearly upon them, a bead of God's blood.

"I'll sing at your Graduation, Morgan," Kirra promised me hastily. "Wait an' seeif | don't!
Goodbye-see you soon-cheerio, al! Let's go meet it, Benjy: one, two, three. . .

They jaunted forward together, hit the Symbiote dead center, passed inside it. They stripped
quickly, took the communications gear from their p-suits and hung it around their necks, pushed
suits clear of the Symbiote and joined hands. It contracted in upon them and around and throug!
them, and they were two Stardancers, convulsing with their first shock of telepathic onslaught b
still holding hands. Their combined shout of exaltation was picked up by their throat mikes and
hurled to the stars.

Then they were silent and adrift, marinating in Symbiosis. The dancers had aready begun tiptoe
away on scarlet butterfly wings of lightsail. The show was over.

Reb took my arm, and we all headed back to Top Step.

They phoned me up five or six days later. They were well on their way out to meet the Harvest
Crew returning with new Symbiote from Titan, about a day from rendezvous. It was an odd
conversation. They both sounded as though they were very drunk or very stoned. Ben comment
giddily that space now looked to him just like a newspaper. Black and white and red al over. Th
both assured me that Symbiosis was glorious, wonderful, not to be missed, but were quite unabl
describe it in any more detail than that, at least in words. They did say they had two new senses,
expected, but could not describe or explain them any better than the instructors back at Suit Car
had. Kirra sang me part of awork in progress, The Song of Symbiosis, and made me promise tc



send a copy of it to Yarraand the Yirlandji people for her. It wasterribly beautiful but very strar
haunting and confounding, hinting at things that even music can't carry. She said she was
collaborating on a Song with Raoul (whom she would be physically meeting in only afew more
hours), but did not sing any of it for me. | told them my dance was about two-thirds finished, ar
they both exhorted me to hurry up and complete it so | could come join them. | assured them | \
going asfast as| could, especially since | no longer had any close friends inboard to take up my
time. Kirra, pausing to consult some mathematician | didn't know, worked out that they would in
likelihood be back with the fresh Symbiote just in time for my Graduation. We agreed to meet th
and | was very pleased to know they would be present for my own last breath.

| was hard at work on the piece the next day, had just solved atricky and hard-to-describe esth
problem in the third movement, when Teena said, ‘Morgan, Reb Hawkins needs to speak to you
soon as possible."

"Put him on," | said, brushing sweat from my back, and she did. | can't reproduce the dialogue
won' try. He told me the news, and I'm sure he did it as compassionately asit could have been
done.

Shortly after Ben and Kirra had made rendezvous with the returning Harvest Crew, there had be
an unexplained catastrophic explosion, cataclysmic enough to disrupt the entire mass of new
Symbiote and kill the entire Crew. Raoul Brindle, Ben, Kirra, more than adozen others, all were
dead.

Black and white and red all over.

CHAPTER TWELVE
We die, and we do not die.

-Shunryu Suzuki-roshi,
ZEN MIND, BEGINNERSMIND

THE NEWS ROCKED the Solar System, stunned humans and Stardancers alike.

Credit for the explosion was formally claimed, not by the Gabriel Jihad, but by a much older
terrorist group, Jamaat al-Muslimeen. They too were rumored to have ties to the Umayyad Calip
though they were based in Trinidad rather than Medina, black Muslims rather than brown. It did
seem to make much difference. There was so much outcry and mutual vituperation at the UN the
they were forced to suspend all operations of the General Assembly for aweek. That didn't seer
make much difference, either, at least not to those humans in space.

Just how the Jamaat had managed to pull off the bombing, they did not say. Of all the question
incident raised, that one seemed to me to matter least of all.

But it seemed to fascinate Sulke. "It just couldn't possibly have been amissile," she insisted an

We were drinking together in Le Puis, heavily, afew days after the tragedy; | was still in sometf
like a protracted state of shock, and cared not at all for the question, but found myself arguing
automatically. "Why not?

"It's obvious. Peace missiles only aim down. ASATs only am sideways, nothing shoots away
Earth except lasers and particle beams, and the biggest one there is would have to have been foc
on the Symbiote for nearly an hour to burst it. But it was an instantaneous blam."”

"Anything with a power plant could be abig slow bomb." " Self-propelled hardware in spaceis
carefully monitored, for pretty obvious reasons. There just isn't anything missing. And besides, i



something had left its usual orbit and headed out of cislunar space, it would have been tracked L
Space Command. The screens prove no artifact ever approached the new Symbiote. The Chine
have got some scientific stuff vectoring around out in that general direction, but not within a hun
thousand klicks of the spot where the explosion took place, and they couldn't have fired off any1
big enough to make that big a bang without being seen.”

Janani Luwum, a huge First-Monther truckdriver from Uganda, was at the next table, near enou
eavesdrop, and wedged himself into the conversation. "I don't understand the ambiguity. Wasn't
new Symbiote itself being tracked?"

"Yes," Sulke agreed, "but not very closely or carefully. It wasn't doing anything interesting. Th
would have started paying more attention in afew days when decel eration began, but as things s
we have nothing better than automatic radar tracking at poor resolution.”

"Then you don't know that there was no incoming missile: you only infer it."

"From goddam good evidence," she insisted. "Anything on a closing course would have trigge
alarms. That aside, the Stardancers present would have noticed it coming, with that weird radar -
of theirs, and tapes of radio transmissions and reports from Stardancers who were in rapport at
time show no one was expecting trouble right up to the second it went off."

"Christ," Janani said, "I wonder what that must be like: being in telepathic rapport with someon
while they're blown to pieces.”

| don't know," Sulke said with a shudder, "but | hear they have more than fifty new catatonics!
and heal."

"Those were not the first Stardancers ever to die,” Janani's lover Henning Fragerhi pointed out.

"No, there've been more than a dozen accidental deaths since the first Symbiosis,” Sulke said. "
never before have so many died, so suddenly, so savagely. No Stardancer was ever murdered
before.”

"But how can you be sure it was murder?' Janani said. "Y ou just finished proving there was nc
shot fired."

"That's right-but there was nothing along with them that could possibly have blown up like that
Nothing but Stardancers and Symbiote."

"Well, then," | said, tired of al the chattering, "it didn't happen. That's arelief. Thanks, Sulke. (
we get back to some serious drinking, now? Hey, Fat! Oh shit, | mean 'Pal. Hey, Pal, we need n
balls over here." We were able to get shitfaced in Le Puis because Fat Humphrey was not on du
was said that he'd been locked in his own quarters, drinking himself into a coma, since the disas
had happened. He had loved Kirraamost as much as | had. And he had been a personal friend «
Raoul-had been there the day Raoul joined the newly formed Stardancers Incorporated, twenty
before. Hisrelief bartender Niels Bogeborg didn't seem to much care if the customers got drunk
enough to riot; he brought the balls of booze | ordered without protest.

"It fucking well happened, al right,” Sulke said. "But there's only one fucking way in the Syster
could have happened.”

" Spontaneous combustion,” | said sourly, and sucked a great gulp of gin.

"Stalking horse," she said, and squeezed a stream of gin at her own mouth, catching it with the
panache of alongtime freefall lush.

"I don't understand,” said Henning, for whom English was a second language. "'Stocking hose

"Stalking horse. A living mine. One of those Stardancers was boobytrapped. And since they w
all telepathic, it had to have been done without their knowledge. Just how it was done, | can't
imagine. My best guessis some kind of very tiny dart carrying seed nanoreplicators. It penetrate
somebody's Symbiote without them noticing, somehow, and then the sneaky little nanoreps use



body's own materials to construct a bomb. As soon as it was big enough, blooey!"

"More likely the Symbiote itself was injected somehow,"” Janani said. "Enough matter there for
really big bomb, without the risk its host would notice it growing. Stardancers monitor their own
bodies pretty closely, control even the unconscious systems and so forth: you'd think they'd not
tumor large enough to explode with so much force."

"Either could be true," Sulke said. "There was a helluvalot of Symbiote, but it's made up of th
wrong chemicals to make arealy powerful bomb easily, and you'd see discoloration as it forme
But I've read in spy thrillers that nanoreplicators could synthesize avery powerful explosive fron
materialsin an ordinary human body, without disturbing any essential function. It could be hidde
the one large part of the body a Stardancer never pays any attention to."

‘Where's that?'

"The lungs. Plenty of room, and all the nerves to that area are switched off permanently at
Symbiosis, to keep you from panicking when you stop breathing for good."

"Shut up, for Christ's sake," | cried, horrified by the mental picture of death coalescing around
someone's living heart while they jaunted along oblivious.

"The only thing | don't get iswhy whoever it was didn't notice the injection. The seed would he
to have mass enough to be perceptible, be at least as big as a pinhead-and Stardancers notice
collisions with objects that big. They haveto, they livein aworld of micrometeorites.”

"If the subject is not changed in the next sentence spoken, | am going to squirt the rest of this ¢
your eye," | said, and held it up threateningly. Sulke was not an easy drunk to intimidate, but ma
there was something in my voice. Her next sentence was a non sequitur that started a different
argument, about who was really behind the bombing. It wasn't atrue change of subject, but | let
go.

| don't remember much of the rest of that night, and what | remember of the next day doesn't b
repeating. | spent most of it in my slegpsack, moaning, with an icepack at the back of my neck-c
rather, shuttling back and forth between there and the john. After an endless time of misery | dec
| needed to sweat the pain out of me, and went to my studio.

There | found that my thoughts danced and whirled more than my body ever could.

Sck of this goddam piece. Sck of everything | can think of.

Not one close friend left anywhere in the Solar System. More than forty-three thousand new
lovers waiting to marry me, but not one goddam friend. Reb'll be on my back any time now; I'
cut classes for three days straight. Probably not the only one. Fuck it, there's nothing more the
can teach me now that | need to know. Only thing holding me back is this goddam dance, an
wish I'd never started the frigging thing. Hadn't been so busy and distracted with it, self invol
| might have put together a stronger thing with Robert. Jesus, my back hurts. Been hurting qt
bit lately; snuck up on me. Old injury trying to make a comeback. Repair it myself once | eat t
Big Red Jell-O. Unless somebody injects me with a teeny little bomb factory. Or already has. |
I'd have noticed. Or would 1? Apparently somebody failed to notice it being done to them. Ho
hell could that be? How do you introduce something the size of a pinhead into someone's bod!
without them noticing? Sip it in their soup? Awful chancey-might leave the wrong few drops
the container. Aerosol spray? No, the victim might choke on the thing. Damn, that knee's start
to twinge a bit too. Or am | imagining it? Oh, God damn it all. Everything, everything, every
falling apart at once. Friends gone, lover gone, never again the joyous invasion of my...

| cried out.

"Areyou all right, Morgan?" Teena asked with concern. "Absolutely wonderful," | snarled.

She was sharp enough to detect pain in a human voice, but not subtle enough for sarcasm.



"Sorry | disturbed you.” "Privacy, Teena. Snitch off. Butt out!"

"Yes, Morgan," she said, and was gone, her monitors on me shut off until | called her again.

| tried to vomit, but there was nothing left in my system to expel. The new thought in my brai
was so monstrous, so unthinkable, | wanted to spew it out of me like poison food, but | could fi
no way to do so even symbolically. | was suffused with horror. | curled up into a fetal ball,
trembling violently.

-it can't be (it could be) it can't be (it could be) there must be some other way (name one) it
be-

All at once | knew a way you could invade someone's body without them noticing. By conceal
the invader in another, larger invasion they were joyfully accepting.

By fucking them.

Literdly or figuratively, by spermin one set of mucous membranes or by salivain another at tf
other end, what difference did it make? The pinhead-sized object need not be hard or metallic
a real pinhead, might have been soft and maleable, easily mistaken for amorsel of food politely
ignored in a passionate kiss-or unnoticed altogether amid ten ccs of gaculate.

It made no sense for Ben to have infected Kirra, or the other way around: they had died toge

But Robert had made love with both of them.

(And left for Earth the very next day. Without inviting me to accompany him.)

And | was the only living person who knew that . . .

-it can't be, he couldn't (he could) he wouldn't (how the hell do you know) why would he, wt
would he, WHY WOULD HE DO SUCH A THING? (he's Chinese, they hate Stardancers) H
Chinese-American, not from China (who says so, and so what) no, | just can't believe it (oh yc
can believeit, all right, you just don't know for sure) | don't want to believe it, | don't want to
know, it isn't true (there's only one good way to find out) it can't be...

In my blind drifting, | contacted the studio wall. And screamed.

Perhaps-no, certainly-1 should have gone right to Reb with what | had figured out. Or to Dor
Gerstenfeld, or Phillipe Mgabi . . . or al three. | had an urgent need to share my terrible hypott
with someone. For dl | knew, | was carrying a bomb inside me.

But | did not go to Reb, or anyone else. In fact, | stayed there in my studio, fetal and moanir
until | had recovered sufficiently that | thought | could keep the sick horror out of my face-at le
wel enough to fool shipboard acquaintances.

Part of it might have been reticence to share a sexual secret of my friends, whose permission |
could no longer seek. But | don't think so. No sexual behaviour was scandalousin Top Step, an
did not think either Kirraor Ben would have considered it a secret.

No, what stopped me was simply that my theory was just that. A theory. | just could not make
accusation of such ghastly magnitude against aman | had loved, without the slightest shred of p
The accusation alone would be so utterly damning-and how could a man possibly defend himsel
against such achargeif he were innocent? If | opened my mouth, and were wrong, and Robert v
torn to pieces down on Earth by an angry mob of Stardancer-lovers. . .

But when | thought hack, | realized that | could not recall any time Reb had expressed an opini
Robert as a person-or of our relationship. And when we broke up, he'd said only that he was so
was sad. Had that hyperintuitive man sensed something about Robert that | had missed? | could
bring myself to ask him.

| had to know. For myself, for sure. And as soon as physically possible. No shilly-shallying



around, like I'd been doing about Symbiosis; it was time to get off the dime and make amove, r
| might be carrying a second bomb, and who knew when it might go off'?

It took me an hour or so to get my lines together and rehearse them until | could make them sol
truthful. At first | wasn't sure | could do it. But I've always been atrouper. When | had it right, |
called Reb and told him | was quitting.

He wanted to talk about it, of course, but | cut it as short as| could. In essence | claimed that
Kirra's and Ben's deaths had soured space for me; it was no longer a place | wanted to go. Ther
was enough truth in it for me to sound plausible, | guess: he bought it, reluctantly. He sounded <
but made no real effort to argue, ssimply making sure my mind was made up.

Half an hour later Dorothy Gerstenfeld called and told me that | had areserved seat on the next
to Earth, leaving in alittle under twenty-four hours. | thanked her and switched off. She didn't ca
back.

| spent the time wrestling with myself. What | hypothesized was grotesque, impossible. Logical
yes, theoretically and intuitively reasonable, yes, but simply not possible. Not my Robert! Inscru
Oriental be damned, | just could not have known him so intimately and known him so little. Coul
What was the point of sabotaging my own Symbiosis, the only thing life had |eft to offer me, to
chase down such awild and ugly idea?

| had to, that was all.

As Robert himself had pointed out when he left, | could always come back again. | would see
Robert, and question him closely, and look into hiseyesas| did . . . and then | would apologize
and call Reb, and he would pull strings to let me come back up to Top Step and Graduate. One
quick visit to Earth, to lay two ghosts to rest, that was all.

| spent so much time convincing myself that | had to be mistaken that | gave no conscious thot
at all towhat | would do if it turned out | was not mistaken.

| was surprised by how hard it was to leave my p-suit behind. | had been essentialy living in it
nearly a month now, and it had become home. But it did not belong to me anymore. | rode to Ez
wearing a cheap tourist suit just like the one I'd worn on the trip up, a hundred thousand years &

No one came to see me off. Not even Reb. I'd been half-expecting him, but was grateful to be
spared the task of trying to maintain alie before so intuitive a man. Four other students left on th
same shulttle, for the same reason | had claimed, and there were a handful of other passengers,
mostly staff members traveling to Earth on business.

Thetrip itself was utterly without incident, or at least none that forced itself into my attention. |
could have had a simulated window-view on my seatback TV thistime, but did not want one.
Emotionally it was my trip up, run backwards. The closer | got to Earth the heavier | felt, in bod
and mind, the further my spirit sank, and | landed in a state of maximum confusion and upset, he
pounding wildly under the unaccustomed |oad.

To my great relief, the spaceplane did not land at the same spaceport from which | had left Ear
didn't think | could have borne seeing Queendand again, Kirra's home, and thinking of her sweel
smile blown into particles, expanding slowly to fill the universe. Instead we grounded outside QL
Ecuador.

That was good in another way, too. Closer to San Francisco.

| felt like an elephant. Gone the dancer. My work had kept me in good shape, so | didn't have
much trouble bearing my returned weight as some others have. But | still felt like an elephant. A
pregnant elephant, pregnant with a son (they take several months longer to bake than girl elephar
I've read) and in my last month. Most disturbing to my dancer's mind, my balance was no longe
matter of intuition. | had unlearned alot of habitsin two and a half months of zero gee. | had to |



reminding mysdlf that it mattered whether | kept a perpendicular relationship to the wall called "f
or not, and | tended to totter like an elderly drunken mammoth. Hair felt weird lying against thek
of my neck and against my forehead. | kept letting go of things and then being startled when the
raced away to one of the six walls. Everything had a cartoon, fun-house mirror look. The air sme
funny, and didn't move enough; unconsciously | tended to keep moving my head around so |
couldn't smother in my exhalations. It seemed weird never to see anyone moving around below
feet or above my head, to be stuck to the surface of a planet, like afly caught in the kind of flyp
my parents used to hang from the ceiling on Gambier Island when | was a child.

Customs was no problem, as | arrived with no possessions whatsoever, not so much as a pair
socks. Credit was only athumbprint away. And getting outfitted with clothes and necessaries to
only an hour in the spaceport Traveler's Shop; it would have been half that but | insisted on styl«
that would not be out of place in San Francisco and that took more time and more money.

But going through Immigration, first Ecuadorian (horrid) and then U.S. (three times as bad) toc
the next day and a half; | finally emerged into the smoggy air of San Francisco with my nervesd
and my teeth aching from long clenching. | weighed a thousand kilos and felt amillion years old
the air tasted like burnt flannel. | decided to get ahotel room and sleep for aweek before taking
further action. The driver of the cab | haled was fascinated by an airplane passenger from Quito
no luggage of any kind. | ignored him.

When | checked in, | signed the register, and then tried to push the pen back to the clerk. It
bounced high from the countertop, and he looked at me with aknowing air. "Just down, eh? We
have waterbeds available for those guests who suffer from gravity fatigue.” | thanked him and
accepted the service. As the bellhop was showing me into my room he made a discreet suggesti
concerning other services he could arrange for guests, and | laughed in hisface. A full month ag
had sworn never again to have sex in agravity field, and | was in no mood to change my mind. °
dreaded old friend, lower back pain, was aready back in full force, for the first time in months.

| didn't leave that waterbed for three days, and didn't leave my room for a week.

If you want to know what that week was like, go to hell. That's akind of pun, | guess. By goin
hell, you could certainly simulate that week.

Because now it was time to confront that burning question:

What if it turns out you're right?

This had bearing on both strategy and tactics.

Suppose Robert were innocent. In that case, there was no problem. | could call him up, arrang
meet somewhere, watch his eyes very carefully while | outlined my suspicions, learn that | was
wrong, and apologizeif | decided | wanted to bother. In any case, my biggest problem would b
coming up with agood exit line; | could be back in Top Step in a matter of days.

But suppose he were guilty? | cal himup . . . and alittle while later there is an unfortunate incic
afailed Stardancer candidate commits suicide in her hotel room in San Francisco; very sad but 1
next of kin to push it. Or perhaps, if there really is alittle nanotechnological horror hidden
somewhere in my body, the whole hotel vanishesin alarge mysterious explosion.

No, wait. Just because | called him wouldn't mean the jig was up. | might well have thought thir
over up in Top Step and decided to follow Robert back to Earth for love. A nuisance, if hereall
was a high-tech n who cared nothing for me, but not a serious one. In that case, meeting \
me somewhere for afast brushoff would be the simplest way to get me off his back. So he agre
meet mein arestaurant, and then he finds out the jigisup . . . and maybe | suffer a sudden hear
attack over lunch, fall face down into the salad.



Dammit, if he was a hatchetman, it was for alarge and wealthy and well-organized conspiracy.
Half-assed terrorist groups don't have access to nanotechnol ogical weapons; if they did they
wouldn't be half-assed terrorists. If Robert was guilty, he was hotter than the fire that killed Kirre
that case he was probably not even at his nominal address in San Francisco, but hiding in Beijin
someplace even harder to crack. Just leaving a message on his answering machine might be enot
to get me snuffed by Triad hitmen.

Of course, that kind of paranoia only made senseif | assumed he was guilty. But if | didn't at |¢
partly believe he was guilty, what was | doing here, fighting for breath and cursing the glue of
gravity?

| had never thought along these kinds of linesin my life, had never known anyone who did exc
charactersin holothrillers and spy novels. | had to work my plans out slowly, laborioudly, al the
while wanting desperately to believe | was making afool of myself.

And | kept coming to ajerk at the end of the thought-chain.

If Robert is guilty, and if you work out some clever and safe scheme to get close enough to pr
that to yourself--then what will you do?

Kill him?

Was | capable of it?

Was | physically capable, first? The part of me that remembered his physical speed, grace and
coordination raised afew guestions as to how alaywoman suffering from gee fatigue went abou
killing atrained assassin in apublic restaurant . . . but was willing to concede in theory that it mig
be done, with the element of surprise, if | didn't care about being arrested afterward, and if | stri
the instant | was sure, without any hesitation at all.

That led to: was | psychologically and emotionally capable of murder? Of anyone, or of Rober
The part of me that liked to watch old Stallone movies wanted to think so. Yo-lover or no lover,
killed my friends, he dies, end of story. The part of me that had thought of him as my last forlori
chance at human love wanted to think so too. He used me as a wartime convenience; no man o
that to me and lives. The part of me that was loyal to the Starmind wanted the deaths of so man
Stardancers and the ruin of so much sacred Symbiote avenged. His action was an act of war; ¢
sneak attack must be repaid.

But the part of me that thought of itself as an ethical person questioned my right to execute a
sentence of death on another human being, however monstrous his crimes. . . and doubted | ha
guts.

But what other option did | have? Denounce him to Stardancers Incorporated and the United
Nations, betray him to Interpol, charge him before the High Court and the state courts of Queen
and California? With nothing but circumstantial evidence and lover's intuition to support the chal
| couldn't so much as nail him for breach of promise; the son of a bitch had never promised me
anything.

Nagging additional minor thought: our brief four-way sexual liaison was not scandalousin Top
Step, nor in many circles on Earth nowadays-but it might seem so to Kirra's or Ben's surviving k

That put those people in my mind. So the first thing I did upon leaving that grim hotel room we
make two short side trips. Well, one short, to Sherman Oaks . . . and the other rather longer, to |
Queendand; | decided | had to face that land again after all.

Before | left, | put the best detective agency | could find onto tracing and locating Robert, with
specific warning that he might just be clever enough to spot someone checking him out, and
dangerousto kill them. It didn't faze them in the least. They didnt bother asking why, just told m



when and where | could go for areport-so that it need not be sent to me at any address-and hov
much it would cost. | was spending life savings like water, but | didn't give ajaunting damn.

The visit to Ben's father was too sad to recount. The old man was utterly shattered by this |ates
aseries of crushing disappointments; Ben had been his last surviving blood kin, and now he wa
aoneintheworld. | knew all too well how he felt. | told him what a good man his son had been,
something of what Ben had meant to me, and what | could of his last few months of life. It seenr
to comfort Mr. Buckley some, but not enough. We were both crying when | |eft.

With alast-minute attack of the cutes, | had introduced myself to him as Glenn Christie. I'd eve
gotten cash before leaving San Francisco so | wouldn't leave a digital credit trail, taken cabs so |
wouldn't have to use my credit to rent acar.

| couldn't get to Australiathat way, but | did take time to ater my appearance, by changing
wardrobe, having my hair cut close to my skull and permed within an inch of its life, and darkeni
my complexion several shades. | paid cash for a standby seat, but had to give my right name; to
compensate | made sure | was one of the last to board and sat in the wrong seat; on arrival | got
the wrong line at Customs & Immigration, with people from a different flight, and while | stood
line wedged my way into a voluble discussion in German despite knowing almost none of that
language; mostly | nodded and listened aertly to whoever was speaking. Maybe it al helped; no
followed me from the airport. Or maybe | made ajerk of myself to no point-how could | tell?

Only by fucking up and being killed. | bought a minijeep from aused car lot in cash under afal
name and headed north.

From Cairns International Airport to Yirlandji country isalong day's drive, about 800 kilomete
the crow flies-and stoned are any crows who ever flew like that. The road up the coast, looking
toward the Great Barrier Reef, is exquisitely beautiful, one of the greatest scenic drives|eft on
Earth-and consequently winds and bucks like a snake caught in an accordion. Driving on the | eft
of the road for the first timein decades, | did well to average 60 kph. Even ignoring the scenery
banging straight along it would have been athirteen-hour drive. But it was winter in Queensland,
which means, just cool enough to stand it, and that beach constantly beckoning from the right g
irresistibly inviting, even to amonomaniacal apprentice secret agent. The water had "cooled" to
temperature Canadian surf will never reach, maybe 26°C, which meant, the nice Beach Club life
explained to me, that the box jellyfish (or sea-wasps, the deadliest things afloat) had all gone awe
for the season. It was the most glorious swim I'd ever had in my life, and the buoyancy of the wi
was so hear to and yet far from zero gee that | wept salty tears into the sea, and gave serious thc
to seeing if | could swim the forty or fifty kilometers out to the Reef. Finally | literally crawled &
like some primordia ancestor, and baked for an hour before trying to walk again.

| stopped for directionsin the Aboriginal Reserve north of Cooktown, and again the next day &
one north of Coen, where | left the main road and struck west toward the Gulf of Carpentaria. Ir
mid-afternoon | met an Aboriginal at a gas station, Thomas Tjarndai, who agreed to guide me to
Yirlandji country. | followed his ancient yammering motorbike through an hour of bad road, ther
followed him on foot through the bush for another hour, wondering darkly whether Yirlandji eve
whitefellatourists. My back had been aching for days now. At least the knee was not acting up.
When we reached the Yirlandji encampment, Thomas brought me to an elder named Billy Huroc
more than five hundred years old and sharp as a Chinese pawnbroker. | gave him my right name
spite of myself, and told him alittle of why | had come. In the distance, a child sang. To my shc
recognized a passage from the Song of Top Step. My eyes stung. At dusk Billy Huroo led me tc
campfire of the witch woman Y arra and left me there.



She was ancient and thin, her skin like wrinkled black |eather. Like Kirras, her teeth were gleam
white. She wore only shorts and a knife. Her eyes made me think of Reb, decades older and ferr
She bade me welcome, gave meteafrom abilly. | can't describe the taste, but it was very good.
told her my real name, started to tell her why | was there, and she cut me off. "Y ou knew my
badundjari,"” shetold me. "My beloved dream spirit. Kirra, the Singer, who makes Walkabout
among the stars. Y ou were her friend."

| nodded, and started to say that | was hereto tell her of Kirraslast days. She cut me off again

"You are here to ask meif you should kill her killer." | dropped my jaw.

Thefire crackled, the sparks flew upward. At last | sighed and said, "How can you know that?

"From the way you sit. From your voice. | do not hear your words so much as the song of yol
voice. It isasong of blood rage.”

"Yes." There was nothing else to say.

"Y ou know who killed my badundjari?’

"I think so. | may know for surein aday or two. If | amright .. . . it was the blackest of betraye
explained as carefully as | could my suspicions.

"Y ou believe he gave her a poison that became a bomb, this Symbiote to destroy. And he gave
this poison in the act of love?"

"I hope to know for surein aday or two," | repeated, then blurted, "Oh, but what will | do if i
true?"

She grimaced at me, and slowly shook her head. "No one can tell you that. Not I. Not Emu, or
GoannaLizard, or Kangaroo, not a Rainbow Serpent nor a Sky-God nor any of the Ancestorsv
were here in the Dreamtime. Not even Menura, the lyrebird of the gullies, who was Kirra's totem.
must decide."

| closed my eyes and sighed again. A didgeridu was playing in the far distance, like a mournful
dragon. "Yes. You'reright."

"But tell me hisfull name and where he lives," she said. "When you have done whatever you de
todo...if hestill lives. .. perhaps| will decide | need to do something about him."

"“I'll tell you the moment I'm sure," | countered, knowing that | might be dead seconds after the
moment | was sure. "'If you have not heard from me within aweek, then | was right and he has
overcome me. In that case, and only then, call Top Step and ask Reb Hawkins who my lover w:
there. Y ou can get access to a phone?’

She took one from abag at her side. Of course. She'd probably first heard Kirra's space Song:
it. | recalled suddenly, with sharp pain, that | had never carried out my final promiseto Kirra, to
her last song-fragments home to that very telephone. "Y ou have my number?" she asked.

Yes| did. In my personal memory node in Teena, up in Top Step. | had not yet downloaded it
didn't want to access it now for fear of leaving atrail to where | was on Earth. Y arra gave me the
number again, and | memorized it rather than write it down. | gave her my personal security cod
that she could get at that last Song of Kirrasif | failed to live through what | was planning.

| dept beside her campfire that night. Nothing bit me.

CHAPTER THIRTEEN
Canal thou draw out leviathan with an hook? -Job, xii. 1

FORTY-EIGHT HOURS LATER | was back in my hotel room in San Francisco and my skin
its normal colour again. If anyone was following me, they were too good to be spotted. | was ge



close to broke, but treated myself to the finest dinner the hotel could provide. | gave them fresh
roasted coffee beans | had bought the day before from an unlikely madman named Gebhardt
Kaiserlingck, who ran awonderful screwball coffee plantation outside of Daintree, and insisted t
the kitchen drip-brew them for me. | drank four cups with dessert and wanted more. It was the f
coffee | had ever tasted. A good omen, | felt.

The next morning | had three more cups with breakfast, and adjourned to the ladies room. The
changed into male drag, using much the same makeup | had used for drag roles on stage in year:
past, and left without causing any apparent notice (well, it was San Francisco). | spent sometim
re-learning how to walk like amale, and knew | was remembering it correctly when a stewardess
me the eye as | was passing through the lobby. An hour later | identified myself to ataco vendot
client of the Bay City Detective Agency; heinsisted on athumbprint, did something with it unde
counter, squinted at it and then at me, and passed me an envelope containing areport on one Ch
Robert. | read it on the city's last remaining cable car, holding it close so the passengers on eithe
side could not have read it even with Ben'strick glasses.

The top sheet mostly recapitulated what little | already knew about Robert from the things he h
told me; most of the new information was irrelevant, except that he had in fact been observed to
living at the address | had for him. For the first time since I'd left Top Step | began to seriously
wonder if the whole thing wasn't only a grotesgque figment of my overheated imagination, a psyc
manufactured by my mind to distract me from a series of traumas.

But then there was the second page.

.. first-order identity check seemed to establish that subject's stated identity and background w
genuine; all expected records were in fact on file and no inconsistencies or alterations were notex
But since you had expressed doubt concerning subject's bona fides, further and more stringent
inquiries were instituted, as per attached statement. Second-order 1D check also proved out.
Third-order check however revealed that subject's given ID is bogus.

‘Subject's true name is Chen Po Chang. He is the bastard son of Chen Hsi-Feng, who is the so
the late Premier of the People's Republic, Chen Ten Li. His last official place of residenceis
Shanghai; he disappeared there four years ago in March of 2016, concurrent with his father's
disappearance during the political upheaval which followed the death of Chen Ten Li. Heis not
presently wanted in any jurisdiction for any crime or malfeasance. Additional information may b
accessed from any public database. Please inform usif you wish any of thisinformation
communicated to relevant authorities, or if you require any further action from us. See attachme

The third sheet was an itemized statement that said | was a pauper. It didn't know how right it v

| had the evidence | had sought, right there in my hands. Not proof that Robert had murdered k
and Ben-but enough to throw strong suspicion on him. With that as a start, further information n
possibly be found by Interpol, maybe even enough to tie him to the nanotechnological bomb. Tt
People's Republic had more nanotechnol ogists than any other nation. (Not too surprising. They
more anythings than most other nations.)

And so what?

Suppose | could tie him to the killing, with monofilament strands of evidence. Who had jurisdic
over raw space, outside the cislunar band?

Was it even againgt the law-any nation's law or the UN's-to murder a Stardancer? The subject h
never come up before. Nearly al motives for amurder were irrelevant in the case of Stardancers
They had nothing to steal, no territory to conquer, made love only with other Stardancers, and w
damn near impossible to find if they didn't want to be found. The one thing generally agreed was



they were not human beingsin the legal sense.

If | blew Robert's cover skyhigh, spread it across human space via UPI or Reuters, all I'd
accomplish might be merely to annoy him and his secret masters, perhaps cause them to alter di
whatever their plans were. At most Robert himself might suffer atragic accident, walk out into
traffic, say, and then no one would ever know what those plans were. | composed an
In-the-event-of-my-death letter, and used the last of my credit to send it up to Top Step, to my ¢
personal memory node where Interpol itself couldnt get at it, programmed to start announcing it:
to Reb, Dorothy and Phillipe Mgabi if | didn't personally disable it within twenty-four hours.

Then | called Robert's home.

"Morgan, isthat really you?| cant see you-where are you?

| told him | was in a phone booth at the airport and the phone's eye had been vandalized. He
sounded so genuinely glad to hear my voice, to learn that | was really on Earth and in his city, th
was happy he could not see my face. | put great effort into controlling my voice. He offered to
me dinner, named arestaurant. | demurred, insisting that | wanted to dinein aplace | remembere
from an old tour, picking the name out of the Y ellow Pages as| spoke. | did vaguely remember |
mostly it was a place he had not chosen and could not have staked out already. And it was large
enough and public enough to make violence awkward.

On theway | used the last of my cash to buy a Gyro model dart gun from awirehead in a back
alley off Haight Street. He claimed that the rocket-darts were tipped with lethal nerve poison, anc
used a passing rat the size of araccoon to prove that at least the first one was. There were four |
the gun. He backed away from me very carefully after we'd made the exchange.

| was stone broke now. Maybe | should let Robert pick up the check for dinner before | killed |
If I was going to. | still did not honestly know whether | could.

Or even for surethat | intended to.

| deliberately got to the restaurant amost half an hour early. As the maitre d'hotel greeted me, |
realized for the first time that the gravity had stopped bothering me. Even my lower back no long
ached unless | put stresson it. A little under two weeks to recover from over two monthsin free
Remarkable. | was an earthling again.

But on sudden impulse | decided to simulate gee fatigue for Robert, as though | had just lande
within the past few days. He might underestimate me if he thought | was weak and logy, and | ne
any edge | could get. Asthe maitre d' led me to my table | tried to walk as though | were strappe
with heavy weights, and sank into my chair with agreat sigh.

The body language part was no trouble for me; most dancers are half actor. It was actually an
interesting technical challenge: instead of doing what dancers almost always did, making difficult
movements look easy, | had to make easy ones ook difficult. The tricky part was the intellectual
details. When had the most recent shuttle landed, and at which of the three Stardancer spacepor
could fake small talk about either Queensland or Ecuador, but | knew nothing at all of Uganda. \
day of the week was this, and what was the date? Damn, this melodrama stuff was more compli
than it looked. It seemed to me that the most recent shuttle had grounded three days before, in
Australia. Excellent. | had afund of fresh trivia about that part of the world.

An adorable waiter took my order for Irish coffee with no Irish whiskey init. "l get it,” he said
archly as he set it before me, "you want him to think you're drinking. Good luck, honey." 1 wink
him, and he giggled. | sipped coffee with exaggeratedly weary gestures and looked around the
restaurant, trying to spot a stakeout. There was a high percentage of, tables with two or more me
and no females, but perhaps not abnormally high for this town. And there was no reason why a
stakeout team could not include femal e agents. Everyone looked normal and authentic and



undangerous. Normal urban dinner crowd, Pacific Rim version. Every one of them could have b
in the pay of the People's Republic for al | knew. Half of them were Asian. The root seemed to
hover over me oppressively, a potentially destructive mass held away by four flimsy walls. A pie
with a shaky left hand was mangling "We Arein Love" in the far corner of the room. Waiters gli
to and fro as smoothly asif they were jaunting. The lights had a tendency to strobeif | looked a
them. | wanted Fat Humphrey to float up and tell me what | wanted to eat. | wanted Reb to com
and tell me what to do.

Thinking of Reb, | straightened my spine, joined my hands in mudra on my lap, and began
measuring my breath. It helped.

| spotted Robert before he saw me.

Suddenly | remembered my ex-husband telling me once that | could lie very well with my body
not with my face. Well, alot had happened since then.

Robert spoke with the maitre d', who pointed me out, and looked my way. Our eyes met. |
concentrated on my breathing. | kept my face impassive, tried to relax every facial muscle
completely. | am suffering from high-gee lethargy. He crossed the room to my table, with the
graceful loping walk of ajungle cat, as| had imagined he would. No limp: hisinjured foot was
healed. He stopped beside me, took my right hand in both of his, bent over it and kissed it. His|
lingered just an instant. He released it, sat across from me.

His expression was neutral, his eyes open and seemingly guileless. His face was different than |
remembered, longer and leaner, the eyes less squinty, the wrinkles slightly more pronounced. Hit
head appeared smaller, the hair lying close to the skull instead of fanning out. This was how he
looked under gravity. | decided it made him even more attractive.

"It's good to see you," he said.

| said, "I'm glad to see you too. You look different in agravity field."

He nodded. "Yes. So do you. | like what you've done with your hair."

There now, just what | needed: a nice sample lie to calibrate my bullshit detector. | knew perfec
well that my hair looked awful. "Thank you for the gallantry,” | said. "It was ungodly hot in
Queendand. The hair was aways wet, and it kept crawling down my neck, so | had them hack it
off. | think I'm going to end up regretting it."

"No, redly, it suits you well."

Okay, now see if you can get him to make some true statements for comparison, and we'll get
polygraph interrogation started. "l just hit dirt afew days ago. | cant get used to this up and dc
nonsense. It seems so arbitrary, like making all music be in the same key: And | can't believe hoy
much my feet hurt!"

He nodded. "My first couple of days dirtside | couldn't imagine how humans had ever put up v
gravity. It was just barely tolerable back when we didn't know any better-but now, something's
simply got to be done about it. Y ou must be exhausted."

"“Irish coffee helps,”" | said. "It's great for reconciling you to gravity: it's got up and down built
it. The booze calms you down and then the coffee wakes you up.” Small talk, small talk

"Small talk," he said.

| nodded. "What do you say-stick to small talk until we've eaten?”

He nodded back. "Sounds sensible." The waiter arrived, and Robert ordered Irish coffee, "like
lady." The waiter nodded gravely, turned away-then stopped outside Robert's field of vision, po
at him, and gave me an exaggerated thumbs up. Keep this one. When he returned afew moment
later with the coffee, he stopped behind Robert again, pointed at the coffee and fanned himself: |
glass had whiskey in it, in good measure. | slipped him another wink when Robert wasn't 1ooking



hoped Robert was going to tip him well, since | couldn't. Robert ordered something to eat and |
I'd have the same and he twinkled away, delighted at hisrole in my little intrigue.

"S0 you just got into town? Where are you staying?

I'd anticipated the question, and had decided there was no reason to lie. | told him the correct r
of my hotel. It didn't seem to matter; | need never go back there again. He nodded and said it w:
good place, and | agreed.

Whatever it was we had ordered arrived. As we ate we kept jousting with our eyes, making con
and then finding reasons to look away, busying ourselves with the food. | felt like | was drownin
quicksand. No, in slowsand. But there was no hurrying things. | didn't want him to have any bus
little distractions available when | started asking pointed questions.

Which led to: what pointed questions? | had been thinking about this moment for something il
two weeks now, and | still did not know how to play it. Should I go right for the jugular, tell him
everything | knew and al | had guessed, and demand a response? Or keep what | knew to mysel
give him to understand that | wanted to resume our relationship, and see what he said about that'
That could lead in short order to a bedroom, and what would | do then?

Or should | indicate ambiguous feelings, which would allow me to prolong our contact without
having to go to bed with him? The problem with that one was, it made it easy for him to get rid
if he didn't want to be under close scrutiny. No, the smart thing to do was feign passion and try
get asfar inside hisguard as | could. Feigning passion is natural for a performer. | could always
plead gee-fatigue when things got intense.

But as | watched him eat, watched his slender fingers move, | knew | just could not go through
it. Perhaps it was exactly what he had been doing to me, all those passionate days and nights ba
Top Step. But | could not do it to him.

The plates were empty. The second round of Irish coffees arrived. Mine was again denatured.
waiter winked at me for a change.

WEell, then? Charge right in or dance around it as long as possible? Cowardice and caution bott
said to stall. Crazy to risk everything on one roll of the dice. Lots of misdirection first, then dlip
under his guard while he's trying to figure out how to get into your pants.

"Chen Po Chang?' | said suddenly.

"Yes, Morgan'?'

And thereit was.

"It was on your tongue, wasn't it?' That's it, baffle him with misdirection.

"Yes."

"Which one got it? Ben, or Kirra?"'

"Kirra."

| nodded. "I just wondered. Y ou knew they'd both be meeting the Harvest Crew." Under the ta
| slid my hand into my handbag. Just the one question left, now. "Why'?"

He seemed to think about it, asif for the first time. He started to answer twice, and changed his
mind each time. Finally he said, "For my species."

"For your species." | seemed to be having trouble with my voice. "And what species would th:
be? Insect, or reptile?!

"Homo sapiens,” he said calmly. "It's us or them. Us or Homo caelestis. The universeisn't big
enough for both of us.

"Why not? What could the two species possibly compete for?"

"Nothing at all. And everything. That's the point. Here below we scurry about like blind ratsin ¢
two-dimensional maze, hungry and thirsty and horny and terrified and alone, fighting like rats for



food and power and breeding room and a chance to live before we die. And right over our head
the literal top of the hierarchy, there fly the angels, free of everything that plagues us, needing
nothing, fearing nothing, looking down with fond amusement at our ape antics. Of course | hate
them. Who would not?"

"For God's sake, this planet would have gone to pieces years ago if it weren't for-"

"And that too isthe point. It would be bad enough if they kept themselves aloof, ignored usin
misery-but how can we not resent their monstrous charity? How long can the human race stand
playing the role of the idiot nephew who must be cared for by his betters, the welfare client who
nothing concelvable to offer his benefactorsin return? The racial psychic damage which that
awareness causes is half the reason the world is so close to hysteria, so angry and self-destructiy

" S0 you want to exterminate the hand that feeds you."

"It may come to that," he agreed. "Sometimes | think that it might be enough to drive them fror
human space, to force them far above or below the ecliptic or out beyond Mars where we don't
to keep seeing them and interacting with them, take their damned Promised Land off somewhere
where we don't have to look at it every day, right overhead, just out of reach.’

"But it's not out of reach-"

"Oh shit, itistoo! If all the Chinesein the world lined up at Suit Camps, how long would it take
last one to pass Top Step? Assuming a sufficient mass of Symbiote could be brought to orbit
without pulling Luna out of itstrack."

"If the world wanted to, it could build more Suit Camps.”

"And it doesn't. Most of us know in our guts that Stardancers are just plain inhuman. They're &
They're like ants. They're ahive-mind. They're our enemy, and they'll be adamned hard oneto

"But why do they have to be enemies?”

"Morgan, think, won't you? Think about that hive-mind. That ‘Starmind.” | know they breed like
hamsters up there, but even after twenty years of it, well over half the minds that make up what tl
call the Starmind started out as human beings, on Earth, yes?

"Exactly. They're our brothers and sisters, or at least our cousins.”

"And how many million years old would you say is the human lust for power? For control? Fo
dominance?'

"But there's none of that in the Starmind.”

"Exactly. What can 'power' mean to a member of atelepathic commune? What is there to contl
By what means can dominance be asserted? Mental machinery that has served men for countles
generationsis useless." He leaned forward and locked eyes with me. "But | ask you to consider
that atelepathic group consciousness implies a group subconscious too. Submerged in that Star
are the instincts of thousands of killer apes, the genetic heritage of the most successful predator
evolved. Maybe competition and aggression aren't inherited, maybe they're not instinct but learn:
behaviour transmitted to each new generation-maybe the Star-dancers born in space, who've nev
known want or fear or envy, are gentle creatures, without the Mark of Cain. But the mgority of t
Starmind comes from along line of cutthroats. Human beings weren't built for Utopia, no matter
what weird things may happen to their metabolisms. They know the only thing they could possit
need to fear, must fear, is us, is the rage and envy of theirrational human beings they have to she
the Solar System with. They know a clash isinevitable one day, and they're doing their best to s
that they'll winit. By creating a planet full of helpless welfare dependents. By showering us with
that lead us to a place where we need their giftsto survive. They've read their Sun Tzu. Don't yo
see, they're killing us with kindness!”

| closed my eyes briefly. | remembered one of my old dance-circle acquaintances, an intellectu:



snob, a sort of Alexander Woolcott/H.L. Mencken/Oscar Wilde wanna-be, saying, when he hea
was about to go to Top Step, "Stardancers? A society with no corruption, no hypocrisy, no
neurosis and total respect for art-and worst of al, they're willing to let me join? How could | not
despise them?' And | had laughed with the others, but privately thought he was a cripple, seekin
approval of his deformity.

| felt a sense of unredlity, athrough-the-L ooking-Glass feeling. In my wildest fantasies of this
moment, it had gone much like this, with Robert camly, rationally explaining why he had blown
friends to plasma. Why is he telling me all this? Surely to God he does not expect that | will nc
and say, Damn, you'reright, | hadn't thought it through, Kirra and Ben just got in the line of
guess you can't make an inter planetary omelet without breaking some eggs, what can | do to |
fight the menace of gods who have the nerve to be benevolent?

| met his eyes again. "So you acted selflessly. For the good of humanity."

Hedidnt even shrug. "Of course not. Am | a Stardancer? | acted out of intelligent self-interest,
any sane human!" He leaned forward, lowered hisvoice. "If our plans bear fruit, the least of the
prizes to be won will be my father's return from exile to unchallenged power over China.”

"So you put death in Kirra's sweet mouth.” | slid the Gyrojet from the handbag. My thumb
caressed the safety catch. Four darts. One for him, one for me, two surplus.

"Morgan, listen to me: for the first time in human history, total planetary domination is a genuint
possibility-and it's only the first step in the forging of a System-wide empire. The tools are nearl
hand! How many lives, how many betrayals is that worth?

His eyes were boring into mine. "l have agun aimed at your belly, Chen Po Chang," | said soft
hadn't meant to warn him.

"I know," he said just as quietly. "But you're not ready to useit yet.’

"No. No, I'm not. First | want to know why you're telling me such weighty secrets. Do you thir
you can persuade meto join you?"

He hesitated before answering. "No. | wish | could. But you're aromantic. Because Stardancer
look like angels, they must be angels. There's not enough greed in you for your own good." He
looked bleak. "Oh, but | wish | could!"

"Why?' | said, alittle too loudly. A woman at an adjacent table looked round; | lowered my vo
again. "What the hell do you care? One day you'll be Emperor of the Galaxy and you can havertl
hottest concubines your precious race can produce. I'm a broken down forty-six-year-old has-b
dancer you screwed for a few weeks once on assignment.”

Thiswaswhy | wasn't ready to shoot him yet. Or at least part of it. | needed to know what, if
anything, | had been to him.

For the first time hisiron control cracked. Pain showed in his eyes. He looked down at the tabl
"Screwing you was good cover. Y ou were my target's roommate. Falling in love with you was
stupid. So | was stupid.” He finished his Irish coffeein asingle gulp. "I was horrified at how har
wasto leave you. That terrorist bombing was the perfect excuse to cut out, just when | needed i
and it took me half an hour to make up my mind to take advantage of it. | knew there was no wa
could take you with me-but it killed me to leave you behind. When | heard your voice on the ph
realized you were here on Earth again, there was awhole five or ten seconds therewhen | . . . wi

"When you got a hard on, wondering how | am in a gravity field. But now you know | know yc
for what you are, and how | feel about your cause. So | repeat: why are you admitting everything
telling me your secrets? Y ou have agun on metoo, isthat it?'

He shook his head. "I'm unarmed. And no one else will try to kill you. That much influence | h



He ran a hand nervoudly through his hair, brushing it back from his eyes, a gesture he'd never ha
freefall. "l guessI'mtelling you. ., because | have to. Because | wanted you to know."

"Pardon me," akindly voice said.

A large heavily bearded stranger in a charcoal grey suit was standing at my side, hearty and jovi
and avuncular. If they ever remade Miracle on 34th Street with an all-Asian cast, hed be afinali
therole of KrisKringle. "I hope you'll forgive me for disturbing you . . . but are you Morgan
McL eod, the dancer?"’

| had danced in San Francisco hundreds of times, had actually achieved more fame here than ir
Vancouver, where | was"only alocal." "Yes, but I'm afraid thisisn't a good-"

"I won't disturb you. But please-would you?' He held out a scrap of paper and a pen. "Y our w
with Morris meant alot to me."

The quickest way to get rid of him was to indulge him. | |eft the Gyrojet on my lap, concealed |
the handbag, and signed the stupid autograph. As | handed it back, he took my hand, bent to ki:
it-and just as he did so, he turned my hand over, so that instead of kissing the back of it, hisfull
warm moist lips pressed my palm. | felt histongue flicker momentarily between them. It was an
vaguely erotic thing for aman his age to do, with an escort sitting right there across from me.

| retrieved my hand hastily. "Thank you very much; youre very kind. Please excuse us."

"Of course, Ms. McLeod. Thank you. | have always loved your work." He turned away.

| turned back to Robert. No, to Po Chang. "All right,” | tried to say to him, "Now | know. Nov
what?'

It came out, "All eyes down the put go, legs. Blower?"

| blinked and tried again. "Didn't dog core stable imagine? Both pressure.”

A zipper appeared under his Adam's apple. It peeled down to his diaphragm, splitting his sterni
and spreading his ribs, exposing his pink wet chest cavity. A tiny Negro in aclown suit was cling
desperately to the top of his heart, fighting to stay aboard as it beat and surged beneath him. As
watched, fascinated, he managed to get to his feet and wedge himself into equilibrium between t
lungs. He opened a door in the left lung and showed me something awful inside. | turned away ir
shame. The stranger was still standing there, but he stood ten meters tall now on rippling rainbov
legs. His beard was made of worms. | knew he wanted to see me dance, but there wasn't enougf
room on the table and the damned local vertical kept changing and there weren't enough pens.

A little corner of my mind, way in the back, understood what was happening. | had forgotten tt
these people could kill with their kiss.

Chen Po Chang's voice came from the far side of the universe, metallic and atonal. "Thefirst o
was just chemical. Call it truth serum. But the second one was a hanobandit.”

| reached for my lap, and it wasn't where | had left it. Everything | found seemed to bend in the
wrong directions; some of it felt wet and some of it was sticky to my questing fingers.

" Absorbed through the palm," he was saying, "one heart-beat to the brain, another second to ¢
the blood-brain barrier, then it starts secreting. "

| had to find my lap-that was where | had left my gum! Gum? That wasn't right. Gub? | couldn
read my own goddamn handwriting. Where the hell was my fucking p-suit? Mist wasclosingin
al sdes-

| beat at the mist, fought for control of my mind. | knew what | had to do. It was necessary to \
asloud and as clearly as possible, "Help me! | have been drugged and they're going to take me ¢
of hereand kill me." My old friend the waiter would then come and slap them both to death. My
body was made of taffy, but | summoned all my will, directed all my desperate energy to making
mouth and tongue firm enough to function, obedient to my command.



"Productive marbles. Didn't to bite wonder-log with it, the palaces. Curt! Curt!"

The waiter was back. There were four of him. "I'm very sorry, sir," they all said slyly. " She hac
guite afew of those Irish coffees before you arrived. Maybe you'd better take her home. Can | ¢
you acab?"

"No, thank you," KrisKringle said. "We have a car outside. We'll get her home."

"Both of you? My." Four eyebrows arched.

"Gunders," | said, smiling to show | wasin mortal danger. "Sab."

" She's been under alot of stresslately,” Robert/Po Chang said. His chest was closed up again
now, but his face was melting. Never a dull moment with Chen Po Chang. It ran down his chest
formed an oily pool on thetable. | tilted my head to see my reflection in it, and suddenly the loc:
gravity changed. The spaceplane was taking evasive action. "Down" was that way. No, that wa
No...

Lap dissolve.

Horrid dreams, that went on forever. My body was made of putty, which | twisted into the ugli
shapes | could devise. | butchered an infant, grew an enormous steel penis and raped a child,
skinned and ate aliving cat, burned a city, strangled a bird, poisoned a planet, masturbated with
some-one's severed hand, stepped on agalaxy out of sheer malice, gutted God, gathered everytt
anywhere that had ever been good or beautiful and defecated on it. My laughter killed flowers, ir
gaze boiled steel, my touch made the Sun grow cold. | tortured my parents to death, brought the
back to life and killed them again, and again, and again. | danced on Grandmother's face with raz
feet for days on end. Throughout all this, horrid little things with leathery wings at the edges of n
peripheral vision watched and chittered and cheered me on. A snail kept 0ozing past, leaving a
greasy trail, offering arch aphorismsin alanguage | could amost understand. My old shrink Alrr
appeared once, in ahockey uniform, and told me that my trouble was | kept everyone at arm'sle
| needed to open up and let someone love me. | vomited acid on her until she went away, and th
cried carbonated tears.

Peace came at last, when the last star in the Universe burned out and the blessed darkness fell a
around, like warm black snow in summer.

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

In pride, in reasoning pride, our error lies,

All quit their sphere, and rush into the skies. Pride still isaiming at the blessed abodes,
Men would be Angels, Angels would be Gods .. .

-Pope, Essay on Man

A SWITCH WAS thrown and | was awake. My mind was clear, and my body was its normal
shape and consistency. There was an insistent ringing in my ears, but otherwise reality seemed re
again. The leather-winged things were gone. | was very glad of that.

| was sitting inachair. | was naked. My bearded Chinese uncle was looking at me from half ar
away, clinical curiosity on hisface. "Can you hear me al right?" he asked.

Lie. "Yes," | said. Okay, you can't lie. More of that truth drug shit. Keep trying. Meanwhile,
you move?

"The neuroscrambler should have largely dismantled itself by now. How do you feel ?

Yes, but without precision. So don't try any more now. "As if | werein freefall. Or wrapped ir



cotton." It was true. | felt light asafeather. | seemed to be sitting in achair; involuntarily | grippe
to keep from drifting away.

"Do you have any questions?

"Yes."

"Y ou may ask them."

"|s there abomb in me?’

"No. A single detonation was both necessary and sufficient."

"Why am | still dive?!

"I must know exactly what you know, and what you have done about it. Y ou've already told m
the letter you left for your teacher, and | know your security code. But before | send an erasure
command after the letter, | want to know exactly what it says.”

| started to recite the letter verbatim; after afew sentences he cut me off. "Thiswill take forevel
have it: ask me any questions you still have about our activities. The gaps in your knowledge will
define what you know. And you will have the comfort of dying with no unanswered questions, &
blessing. It is safe enough: | know you are not wired in any way. What would you like to know?

| tried prioritizing my questions, but couldn't make them hold still. All over my body and brain,
switches were hanging open, wires were cut. My mental thumb was mashed down on the panic
button, but somewhere between there and my adrenal glands a line was down. In fact, the whole
limbic system seemed to be down; my emotions were nothing more than opinions, with no pow:
command my body. My heart wasn't even pounding particularly hard. | picked a question at ran
sent ayapping dog to cut it out of the herd, and stampeded it toward Uncle Santa.

"Are you Chen Hsi-Feng?

Why do they say, the corners of his mouth turned up? They don't, you know; they just get fartl
apart and grow parentheses. "Ah, excellent: you are not certain. Yes, | am Chen Hsi-Feng.’

"Where are we?' Now there was a stupid, irrelevant question. What the hell difference could it
make? Pick a better one next time.

"“In one of my homes. Near Carmdl, if it mattersto you."

| had been in Carmel once, on my way somewhere else. Down the coast from San Francisco.
Upper-class stronghold; high fences and killer dogs; Clint Eastwood had once been Sheriff ther
something. Estates big enough and private enough to hold a massacre without disturbing the
neighbors.

"How come you do your own hatchetwork? If | were you, 1'd be about eight layers of subordir
away, playing golf in some public place."

He shook his head. "Y our grasp of tacticsisthirty years out of date. Multilayer insulation was
indeed useful in conspiracy or fraud for centuries: before afallible lazy human investigator could
work hisway to the top of the chain he waslikely to give up or be reassigned or retire or die. BL
then they started buying computers, and interconnecting them. Now every layer of intermediarie:
merely another weak point, another thread the enemy may stumble across, and pull on to unravel
entire knot in atwinkling. I have many such chains of influence, whose sole purpose isto be fou
and keep investigators happy and harmlessly employed. Really important work | assign to the or
person | know will not betray me. What else puzzles you?"

"Y our ultimate aim. Do you plan to keegp on blowing up Stardancers until they get annoyed anc
away?'

"| plan to annihilate them, root and branch."

"But that's silly.” Hunt down and kill more than forty thousand individuals in free space, who h
low albedo, no waste heat, and nothing bigger than fillingsin their teeth to show up on radar? Fa



chance. With those huge variable light-sails attached to insignificant mass, they were more
maneuverable than any vessel in space could ever be. What he proposed was not merely imposs
expensive, but impossible. "How could you hope to succeed?"

"By raising up an army against them," he said blandly. "And for that | need atechnological edg
unbeatable one. | need the Symbiote, tamed.”

In my present state, | was incapable of shock. | was only mildly confused. | tightened my grip
the edges of my chair, so that | would not float away. "'Tamed'?"

"Y ou did not know. Good." He sat back and lit up ajoint. No, a cigarette. My ex-husband had
been a diehard smoker too. "By coincidence, it was aresident of Carmel, Sheldon Silverman, wi
first proposed the concept of a Symbiotic army-less than ten minutes after the existence and nat
of the Symbiote wasfirst revealed. It'sin the Titan Transmission. But Charles Armstead pointec
the flaw in the idea. An immortal, telepathic soldier will mutiny the moment he joins the Starmind
cannot be coerced anymore. | have tried placing spiesin the Starmind; all ceased working at the
instant of their Symbiosis. Fortunately | had anticipated this; none of them carried knowledge
especially dangerous to me.

"But just suppose one could genetically modify the Symbiote, to produce a strain which does |
convey telepathy, ands has alimited life-span without regular reinfection.’

He had not phrased it as a question, so | could not answer. | did as| was told, just supposed.
drug kept me physically calm, relaxed and at ease-but inside my head atiny part of me was
screaming, beating at the walls of my skull.

The toughest part of having an army is keeping it fed and supplied and in motion. If you had a
Symbiotic army, all youd have to do was issue them lasers and turn them loose. So long as they
needed regular fresh doses of false Symbiote to keep breathing vacuum, they would follow orde

"It would be useful,” he went on, "to further modify the altered Symbiote so that it could surviv
terrestrial conditions. But | am told that is fundamentally impossible. No matter: who controls s
controlsthe planet, in the final analysis. And the only military force in space that cannot be defer
against is naked human beings who never hunger and thirst, an infantry who cannot be seen until
too late. Do you see aflaw in the plan?’

"How can you genetically modify Symbiote? Y ou can't get a sample, without giving yourself av

Again his mouth grew tiny parentheses. "l have done so. That is precisely why your friends die

The Symbiote Mass! Its mass and vector to several decimal places had been public informatiol
Place an explosive of known force near it, trigger it by radio at a predetermined instant, apply ali
chaos theory, and when the mass blows to smithereens.. . . you'll know the projected new vecto
the largest smithereens. There's no way anyone else can track shards of organic matter in open
space-but you can happen to have a ship in the right place to intercept some.

| lacked the capacity to be horrified. | appraised the idea dispassionately, like the emotionless
Vulcan Jerald in Sar Trek: the Third Generation on 3V. The scheme was brilliant, without flaw
| could see. Not only did he have sample Symbiote for his geneticists to experiment on, no one «
suspected that. His biggest problem would be making sure no human accidentally touched any c
Symbiote while working with it-but that's why they make remote-operated waldos; it was nowhe
near as complex a problem as coping with dangerous nanoreplicators.

I'd been asked if | saw any flaws in the plan. "Stardancers would still have tactical advantagein
combat. Instant, perfect communications."

He shrugged. Telepathy is not that much more effective than good radio, at close quarters. | w
match my generalship against any component of the Starmind. And they are utterly unarmed.”

‘There are alot of them.”



"Do you have any idea how many men | can put in spacein ahurry, if | do not mind heavy los
in transit? At most, the Stardancer population is one ten thousandth of that of the People's Repu
The outcome is foreordained." He blew a puff of smoke toward the ceiling. "Well, what do you
think?"

"| think you are the biggest monster | ever heard of."

He nodded. "Thank you," he said.

A phone chimed beside him. He answered at once. 'Y es?' Maybe the drug enhanced my hearir
could make out Robert's voice. "Is she all right?’

Chen Hsi-Feng frowned dightly. "Did | not promise?’

"L et me speak to her."

"No."

"Then I'm coming in. | have to see her once more, before you take her mind."

His frown deepened . . . then disappeared. " Of course. Come."

He put down the phone, and took an object from an inner pocket. My own Gyrojet, it looked li
or onelikeit. "Thereistime for one last question,” he said distractedly.

| nodded. "Y ou're not going to let melive, areyou? You lied to him."

"Yes. | dare not smply wipe your memory. Organic memory differs from electronic in that any
erasure can be undone, with enough time and effort. A pity: it will cost me a son.”

So | was going to die. And so was Robert, or Po Chang, or whoever he was today. I nteresting
Regrettable. At least | would be forever safe from the things with the leather wings. Or perhaps
perhaps they came from the land beyond life. No matter. An old traditiona blues song went thro
my head.

One more mile,

Just one more mileto go.

It's been along distance jour ney:
| won't haveto cry no more.

"Sit there and be silent,” he commanded me. He swiveled his chair away, faced the door with hi
back to me. The door opened and Robert came in. Not Chen Po Chang-my Robert Chen. The
closed behind him, and locked. He registered that at the same instant he saw the gun. His face di
not change, but his shoulders hunched the least little bit, then relaxed again. "I have been stupid,
said.

His father nodded. "When you called her aromantic in the restaurant, | nearly laughed aoud. C
you remember what | told you on your thirteenth birthday?’

"Loveisto be avoided, for it causes you to believe not what is so, but what you must believe.
were right. You must kill her . . . and so you must kill me. Pray proceed.’

No!

"l know you do not share my religious views,” Chen Hsi-Feng said. "But | will summon a pries
any denomination you wish."

Robert grimaced. "No, thank you."

"You are sure? Thereis no hurry, and this much | can do for you. Of course, whoever shrives
must die also-but | have never understood why a good priest should fear death." Robert shook |
head without speaking.

"|s there anything else you want to do first?"'

Robert thought about it. "Cut your throat,” he suggested. " So sorry," his father said, and lifted



gun.

| had spent the last seconds scurrying about inside my skull, recruiting every neuron | could. N
threw everything | had into a massive last-ditch internal effort, trying desperately to throw off my
chemical chains and regain control of my body. The counterrevolution was a qualified disaster. |
could not invest the motor centers-or even, equally important to me, regain access to my emotio
glandular system-but | managed to briefly retake the speech center. "He. . .is...your. .. son,
said inadurring drawl.

| succeeded in surprising him. He stiffened dlightly, and rolled his chair to one side so that he
watch me without taking his gaze off Robert. Then he answered. "Heis my illegitimate son. True
Isworth two of my heirs. But that is exactly why | have not been able to afford him since the
moment he stopped being ruled by self-interest. | can no longer predict his actions. Last words,
Chang?'

"Fuck you," Robert said.

His father shot him in the face. The dart worked exactly as the demonstrator slug had worked c
the rat. Robert stiffened momentarily, then began to tremble, then fell down and shivered himsel
death. Blood ran from his eyes, ears, nose and mouth, then stopped. From the huff of the shot t
end of his death rattle took no more than five or ten seconds. | wished | could scream.

Chen Hsi-Feng spun his chair to me. "Last words?' he said again.

Even without emotions, and with nothing objective left to live for, | was not ready to die. "l wo
liketo. . .| guessthewordis, pray."

"Do you require acleric of some kind? I'm afraid | will not go to as much trouble for you as| \
prepared to for my son."

| shook my head. "I just want to Sit zazen for afew minutes.”

He nodded at once. "Ah-Zen! An excellent faith. Y ou may have five minutes. Who knows? Pey
you will attain enlightenment thistime." He composed himself to wait.

| tried to get down from my chair and sit on the floor. But the persistent delusional feeling of be
in low gravity threw me off; | fell to the floor with a crash. Distantly | heard the unmistakabl e sot
of a bone cracking-every dancer's nightmare horror sound-but it didn't seem important at all. | d
even bother identifying which boneit was. | established that | could still force my legsinto lotus
with the ease of two months of training. | tried to straighten my spine, but could not get a strong
on local vertical. "Antidote,” | said. "Partia at least.”

He shook his head. "No. It is not adrug that hinders you, but ateam of nanoreplicators. They v
completely disassemble themselves when your temperature falls below 20 Celsius, but until then
nothing can counteract them. Do the best you can. Y ou have five minutes.”

All that isimportant isto sit, | had heard Reb say once. And to breathe. Last chance for both.

| closed my eyes and became my breath.

Time stopped, and so, for once, did I.

The state Buddhists call "enlightenment,” or satori, is so €lusive, so full of contradiction and
paradox, that many outsiders throw up their hands and declare it a chimera, averbal construct w
no referent. Y ou seek to attain thought that is no-thought, feeling that is no-feeling, being that is
non-being, and the cosmic catch-22 isthat if you try, you cannot succeed. Y ou must free yours:
all attachments, including even your attachment to freeing yourself. This state seems, verbally at
to be so synonymous with, so identical to, death, that some scholars go so far as to say that
everyone becomes enlightened sooner or later in his or her own turn, and there is no problem in
universe. The literature isfilled with cases of Buddhists who claimed to have found enlightenmer



the moment that they looked certain death in the face. Uyesugi Kenshin once said, "Those who ¢
to life, die, and those who defy death live." Taisen Deshimaru said, "Human beings are afraid of
dying. They are dways running after something: money, honour, pleasure. But if you had to die
what would you want?' And Reb Hawkins had once told Glenn and the rest of usin class, "L oc
at from a certain angle, enlightenment is akind of annihilation-aradical self-emptying.”

Perhaps it was nearness to death, then. Perhaps the microscopic nanoreplicatorsin my brain
actually helped, by switching off emotions, making it impossible for meto feel thalamic disturba
insulating me from physical aches and restlessness and even boredom. Perhaps it was the brutal
of my despair-which is not an emotion, but a point of view. Freedom's just another word for not
left to lose.

Whatever the reason, all at once | attained satori.

| was one with all sentient beings, and there was nothing that was not sentient in al the universe
even space, not even chance. Everything that was, was simply quantum probability wavefronts
collapsing into phenomena, dancing ateleological dance that was choreographed and improvise
the sametime. "I" still existed, but | coexisted with and was identical to everyone/everything el s

| had been here before, for brief instantsin my life, up until | gave my life to cynicismin my
twenties-and then again, for a scattered few seconds, in Top Step, during along period of kilkar
One of the things that had subconsciously held me back from entering Symbiosis, | now saw, h:
been adesire to experience it again for more than seconds, one last time the "natural" way, befot
gave up and ate it prepackaged. A kind of spiritual pride.

It happened now, since | no longer yearned for it. Once again | was little Rain M'Cloud dancin
afloating dock, and was bobbing sea lions, and was the dance that connected us, all at the same
time. And then | was not even that.

Sentient beings are numberless, saysthe Great Vow. | became one with that numberless numbe
And being one, we perceived ourself, with great clarity.

First, the things called no-thing. Vacuum, space, time, gravity, entropy, the void.

Next, the things called nonliving matter. Rock. Water. Gases. Plasma. Endless reshuffled
combinations of hydrogen and the various ashes of its fusion.

Next, the things called living. The film of life that crawled and swam and flew and ran through ¢
ultimately sank back into the surface of the Earth. | was all the viruses that swam in the soup of t
world, al the grasses that grew, insects and reptiles and birds and fish and mammals, all striving
make ever-better copies of themselves. | seemed to be apart of al that lived, without being distil
from that which did not. Then the things called sentient. | could see sentience asif it were afire
burning in the darkness. A tapestry of cool fires that was the dolphins and the orcas. Every dull
selfish glow that was the consciousness of a cat. Every hot coa of fear and self-loathing that we
human being. | could pick out every Buddhist among them, tell the adepts from the students. Th
were all the Christians, and there the Muslims, those were the superstitious atheists and those dll
lonely agnostics. | knew everyone on Earth who was happy, and everyone who was in agony. Hi
overhead, and scattered about the Solar System from the orbit of Mercury to the fringes of the
Cloud, | saw/felt/was every Stardancer and all Stardancers, the Starmind-for the first time | bege
understand it, what it was and what it was trying to become. | knew that it was a Starseed, and tt
if/when it finaly bore fruit, there would be joy among the stars, and on Earth.

And further out | sensed things that were as far beyond sentient as | was beyond an idiot. The
Fireflies, who had grown all of this from Earthseed, and others greater even than them, beyond &
describing or human understanding. Of all, they were furthest removed from my experience, anc



most interesting. | could know them, there was time, there was no-time

But just as my awareness left Earth to expand and encompass them, began to pass through Hig
Orbit . . . there was a change.

| became conscious of alevel | had missed. It lay roughly halfway between human being and
Stardancer, partaking of both. There were only afew of that nature, atiny fraction of the sons a
daughters of Eve-but afraction that had stayed nearly constant for the last two million years. Thy
were scattered here and there at apparent random, like salt particlesin a bland soup, and they we
connected and interconnected by strands of something that has no name. Call them enlightened
Call them holy people. Call them the good and wise, or whatever you like. They had no collectiv
name, only collective awareness. All their awareness was collective: none of them suffered from
delusion that they were anything more than neuronsin alarger brain, cellsin abody, atomsin a
molecule. They were intimately connected with the Starmind, though separate from it.

In the same instant | became aware of their antithesis. Call them the destroyers. The truly evil, i
will. The ones who fear everything, and so seek to destroy everything they can reach. It did not
surprise me that there were fewer of them by far. Their interconnections were fewer and much
feebler. Each fought all the others, even when cooperation would further their aims. They were
essentially stupid at their core, but so corrosively destructive in their childish rage that if they'd h
numerical parity with their opposites, the human race would have ended long since.

Back in the redlity | had left, frozen in the amber of now, one of them sat afew meters from me
waiting politely to kill me.

|deas are like viruses. They transmit copies of themselves from host mind to host mind, changi
themselves dlightly in the process, and the ideas which are unfit soon perish, and the ones that
survive grow strong. They compete for resources. Christianity competes with Islam for spacein
brains of mankind; the idea of capitalism competes with the idea of Marxism, while theocratic
monarchy nips at both their heels. The idea of freedom battles with the idea of responsibility, an
on.

On the highest level, the idea of Life competes with the idea of Death. Hope versus cynicism. Y
versus no. Joy versus despair. Enlightenment versus delusion. Conception versus suicide. This
happensin all people. . . but some take sides.

| could see the human avatars of both sides, now. Call them the white magicians and the black,
those who loved greatly and those who hated hugely, in awful stasis, terrible balance, like irresist
thrusters straining to move implacable mass. The black haters were far outnumbered, but they w
not yield.

And they said nothing, put out nothing but a steady scream of rage and terror. While the others
spoke, sang, reached out, reasoned, soothed. | could see them all, hear them all, aimost touch th
al.

One of them spoke to me from high over my head. M or gan.

Yes, Reb, | said, with my mind only.

Another sang, from adifferent direction. Friend of my badundijari

Yes, Yarra.

Miz McL eod, said the widowed Harry Stein in athird location.

Harry.

Rain, said afourth, from impossibly far away.

Hello, Shara.

| was connected to their kind by four strands, now. | could see the strands, like spacer's umbili
feel energy pulse along them in both directions.



Reb spoke for al. Cusp approaches. Action is needful. I'm glad you know. Can you help n

We shall.

What must | do?

Go within, deep within, and you will know.

| went within.

Deep within my own body, my own skull, my own bones. The knowledge of how to do so car
from hundreds of minds, funneled through the four to whom | was connected. | went back past
consciousness to preconsciousness. | was a fetus, swimming awarm saline sea, with atwo-valv
heart like afish, parasitic on the mother-thing. | invested my limbs, kicked, dreamed. | was born
acquired afour-valved heart and eyes to match my ears, began my long battle with gravity. | wa
growing youth, then a dying adult, and my awareness went further inward. | was a cell, absorbin
nutrient and preparing to divide. | was a strand of DNA, scheming patiently to take over every §
of matter in the universe, measuring time in epochs.

Suddenly | was a corpuscle, racing through my own bloodstream like a cruise missile, singing ¢
top of my voice. | shrank down to an atom and roamed through tissue and bone and fluid. In
moments | understood my whole body, better than any doctor ever could. | had the autonomic
control of ayogi, aZen master, afirewaker. Absentmindedly | destroyed the bacteriain my teet
cured an incipient cold, strengthened my bad back and trick knee, began the repair of alifetime ¢
damage to my heart, lungs and other vital systems. | happened across the swarm of nanoreplica
deep in the vitals of my brain, huge slow clumsy things that moved at speeds measurable in grea
long picoseconds. | slipped inside one, studied its programming, and told it to become a factory
converting nanoreplicators like itself into norepinephrine, finishing with itself. Then | dipped out
down the medullato the top of the spinal cord, checked al the skills| had spent alifetime storin
there, upgraded and enhanced them to their optimax. | located the bone | had cracked falling do
in my right ankle, saw that it would take at least half an hour to mend it, worked its limitation intc
choreography, and ignored it thereafter. | devoted a huge portion of my body's emergency reser
energy to enhancing my strength and coordination.

| polished the choreography for an endless time, perhaps as much as a second, with a thousan
minds looking over my figurative shoulder and doublechecking me, making suggestions for
improvement. My four pipelines, Shara Drummond, Y arra, Harry Stein and Reb Hawkinstook &
personal interest, and there were a number of other dancers out there in the Starmind who had ic
to offer, in particular an Iranian Muslim named Ali Beheshti who had been a dervish before he
accepted Symbiosis, and aformer break-dancer from Harlem named Jumping Bean.

There was one last question to be decided. Was it necessary that Chen Hsi-Feng die? Opinion
divided, consensus oscillated.

Fat Humphrey spoke from near at hand. Forget necessary or unnecessary. You know wha
wantsto drink. Serve him.

The debate was ended.

| was out of full lotus and on my feet before he knew | was moving. The broken ankle made a
horrid sound and hurt like blue fury, but | was expecting that, ignored it. | had not danced in a
one-gee field for years, had not danced at al in weeks, but it didn't matter at all, | was now at | ez
briefly capable of anything that any human could do, factory rebuilt from theinside out, ina
controlled adrenalin frenzy. | became a dervish, spinning and whirling and leaping.

In my normal state of performance manial am capable of moving faster than the eye can follov
brief periods. Now | was inspired, exalted. My feet had not kissed the stagein so long! | flashec
and fro before him, must have seemed to have multiple arms and legs, like the goddess Kali. | h:



clothes to hinder me; my bare feet gripped the hardwood floor beautifully.

Instinctively he thrust his feet away from him so that he and his chair flew backwards away fror
me. He brought up his gun and gaped at me, thunderstruck.

| danced for him.

It was atrue dance, athing of art, a statement in movement. | knew he could sense that, even
though he could not slow down his time-sense enough to grasp the statement. He stared, fascine
as arabbit by a cobra, for nearly three seconds.

But he was no rabbit. He realized what my dance implied, and exactly when | had known he wc
he shook off his shock and awe and pulled the trigger.

The first of the three remaining rocket-darts came floating toward me as slowly as a docking
freighter in freefall. | could see the dot of wetness at itstip.

| made it part of the dance, teasing it as a matador teases a bull, eluded it with ludicrous ease.

The harsh flat sound of laser-rifle fire came from outside the room. Someone in the distance
screamed. There was a chuff sound just outside the door. He sprang from the chair to a point wi
he could see both me and the door, the gun waving back and forth. | was waiting for that: | went
aspin, standing in one spot and whirling like atop, tempting him. Just after he passed out of my
of vision for the eighth time, he fired; the needle was halfway to me by thetime | could seeit. | f
all the timein the world. It was heading for my heart; the easiest thing to do would have been to
simply sguat and let it pass overhead. Instead | jumped, impossibly high, and it passed under m
feet. When | landed | broke out of the spin and resumed my dance, completing the second
movement in two or three seconds. | reprised the final phrase, then did it again, and again, giving
a predictable pattern to extrapol ate.

He had one rocket left, and just then something outside struck the door heavily. But he must ha
decided that whatever lay outside that door, it could only be human.

Clearly | was not. Without any real hope-what could he know of real hope?-he sobbed and fired
last round at me.
The instant he did so his fight was over, one way or another.

| could see him grasp that, and devote hislast second to trying to comprehend the meaning of |
dance.

| ran toward the dart, reached it halfway to him, before it had had a chance to build up to full
speed, snatched it out of the air, let the force of it put me into aturn and then fling me at him age
and closed on him before he could lift a hand to defend himself.

And with an overhand looping right, | rammed his death dart down his throat.

As| was yanking my hand clear, he bit off the tip of my index finger in death-spasm. My ankle
way beneath me at last and we went down together, side by side, facing in opposite directions.
kicked me sharply in the ribs, and died.

The door shattered. A man sprang into the room and landed in a crouch, beautifully. He wore &
shirt and trousers, and was barefoot. His face and skull were clean-shaven. His expression was
serene. There was afresh laser burn through one of his outflung hands, but it didn't appear to b
him.

He took in the scene in a glance and straightened up from his combat stance. Then he made de
gassho.

"I am Tenshin Norman Hunter," he said, with the mild voice of ateacher. "l am the Abbot of
Tassgjara, a Zen monastery in the mountains east of here."

| sat up, cupping my injured hand. | had already stopped the bleeding and sterilized the wound
already beginning to regrow the missing fingertip, but it still hurt, and | could indulge things liket



now. "I've heard of it," | said. "And | felt you coming. | am Rain M'Cloud, of Top Step. Thank
for coming.’

"Reb called, when you were captured in San Francisco, he said. "l answered. It takes sometin
come up over the mountain.’

Thank you, Reb, for watching over me.

You'rewelcome, Rain.

| glanced at Robert's body. Whatever else he had done, he had died for love of me. | bade him
goodbye, and looked away, forever. "Are there any hostiles |eft out there?

The abbot shook his head. "All the guards sleep. The gas grenades we used are good for at lez
hour. Three other monks are here: Katherine, and Y ama, and Dojo Sensel, who is badly wounde

| got to my knees. " Anmari-kuyokuyo-suru-na, kare-ga kitto umaku-yaru-sa,” | rattled off.

He looked dlightly discomfited. "I'm sorry, | dont really speak Japanese.”

| smiled at him. "I don't either. Never mind, | just said "don't worry, helll makeit.' "

"| think so. But it would be good to leave here quickly.’

| managed to get my good leg under me and stand. The adrenalin was wearing off, and while | 1
cushioning it as much as | could, a crash was somewhere on my horizon. | had just used up abc
three days worth of energy in lessthan aminute. "Let'sgo."

Tenshin Hunter had alarge and rugged four-wheel drive ATV waiting. As soon as | was strapp
into a seat, | relaxed a block in my brain, and human emotions returned to me for the first time s
I'd blacked out in the restaurant. They didn't overwhelm me, didn't bring me back from my state
satori. | knew they wereillusory, impermanent, transient. But | experienced them to the fullest. |
been storing up a backlog for along ghastly time.

| cried and cried for the whole two hours it took us to crawl up over amountain and crawl dow
Tassgjara, rocking with sobs, bawling like a child, while Katherine held my head to her shoulder
stroked my hair. | cried for Robert, and for Kina and Ben, and Glenn, and Y umiko, and poor an
Sulke; for Grandmother and my parents; for my ex-husband David and the Chief Steward of my
shuttle flight to orbit; and for Morgan McL eod, who had suffered so bitterly for all her stubborn
attachments.

When we finally reached Tassgjarain the cool dark of evening, | was done with crying, done w
lifetime of suppressed crying. | never cried again, and | don't think | ever will.

Five dayslater | wasin Top Step again, and eight hours after that just long enough to conceive
child with Reb-I entered Symbiosis fully. Twelve hours ago, | came out of the Rapture of First
Awakening. | have taken the time to tell this story, impressing it directly into the memory of Teer
the highest baud rate she can accept, because it is the consensus of the Starmind that the world |
know what happened, and what nearly happened, and | am in the best position to tell it.

Now | am done, and now | will spread my blood-red wings and sail the photon currents beyon
orbit of Pluto, where something truly wonderful is happening. There | will physically touch, for t
first time, Sharaand Norrey Drummond and Charlie Armstead and Linda Parsons and Tom
McGillicuddy, and a thousand more of my brothers and sisters. We will dance together.

We will always dance.

| am Rain M'Cloud, and my message to you is. the stars are at hand.
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