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—Hor ace CROSSFI RE

PROLOGUE

My God, thought Jake Holman, | did it. He | ooked up at the faces watching himfromthe natura
anmphi theater of the California hillside. Six thousand faces, white and bl ack and brown and gol den
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| arge and small, bare and garishly painted, plain and ugly and genenod beautiful, rapt and wary,
with and wi thout headgear. Six thousand people ready to go to the stars. And every single one of
them crazy.

"No one thought we could possibly do this," Jake said into the m crophone. "No one believed that a
smal |, privately held corporation could actually nmount this expedition to Greentrees. No one
believed we could raise the noney, could build the ship, could equip and staff her. No one
believed any of it would happen."

Because no one believed rich people would | eave Earth forever to go God- knows-where. The enornous
fare, the critics said, was the stunbler. H storically new worlds were explored and cl ai ned by
governments and then col oni zed by the poor and wetched of society: starving Irish potato farners,
persecuted Puritans and Jews, deported convicts. People with nothing to | ose. O course, half of
those historical emgrants died aboard ship, and half of the survivors died in the first year from
di sease and hostile natives. Geentrees was al ready ahead of the curve—the ship was safe and

G eentrees had no sentients, hostile or otherwise. Still, the unknown was al ways dangerous. So
why, asked the critics, would anyone wi th enough noney to buy passage on a starship use the nobney
to leave Earth in favor of a nonexistent colony on an unclai ned, unexplored planet sixty-nine
Iight-years away?

It had turned out that there were as many reasons for the rich to emigrate fromEarth as there
were em grants. The critics had nmeant |ogical reasons; the colonists had reasons of the heart.

"We are a diverse and miracul ous group," Jake continued, and fromher seat in the front row his
busi ness partner frowned. Not too flowery, Gail nouthed at him Jake ignored her. "And we have
chosen this path for diverse and miracul ous reasons."”

Now sonme of the New Quakers were frowning at himas well. Quakers, Jake had | earned, didn't
believe in mracles. Wll, too bad for them This was the | ast Jake would see of any of them
except WIliam Shipley, for over six years. Only the Governing Board woul d be awake for the
journey out, and only as many of themfor as long as they could stand it.

"But all of us will have one thing in conmon: our new hone. Greentrees. Mra Corporation salutes
your choice of that hone and w shes you joy of it. To the ship that carries us there: Godspeed."”
Jake strode away fromthe nicrophone. Applause started, tentative at first, then stronger as the
translators put his little speech into Arabic, Chinese, and Spanish. Gl snmiled, no doubt
relieved that Jake had been brief. A coordinator took the m ke and began directing the first group
aboard the Ariel.

Jake wat ched the various groups, as separate here as nost of themw shed to be on Greentrees, rise
fromthe sere grass and cling to each other before their Iong cold sleep. The Quakers, alnost two
thousand of them The deposed Arabic royal famly with its enornous retinue, the wonen veiled and
sitting separately fromthe nen. The Chinese, neekest of the contingents, obeying their |eaders

wi t hout question. Larry Smith's dubious tribe of "Cheyenne," a thousand strong and possibly the
craziest of all. Gail's huge extended family, convinced that Earth had only one nore century as a
I'ife-sustaining biosphere. Plus the scientists, adventurers, star-lottery wi nners, and

m scel l aneous millionaire eccentrics.

And Jake Hol nan, uncaught crim nal

My God, | didit.

"Ready, Jake?" Gail said. Her brown eyes shone—dnusual for the efficient and pragmatic Gail. Jake
| ooked at her sun-scarred, middle-aged face (no genenods for beauty here), at the triunphant
stance of her strong body. Feet apart, torso tilted forward, chin lifted. Like a boxer just before
a mat ch.

He smled at her. "Mdre than ready, Gail. For a long, long tine."

1

Gail Cutler loved the Ariel. That astonished her, because after Lahiri's death she had not
expected to genuinely | ove anyone or anything again.

As Gail wal ked the narrow passageway that |ed past the tiny sleeping chanbers to the wardroom she
shot out one hand and stroked the gray nmetal bul khead. It was a quick, tentative stroke; she
didn't want anyone el se to know how she felt about the ship. For one thing, it was dam silly,
this affection for a huge hunk of netal. For another, the Ariel would be disassenbl ed and
converted once they reached Greentrees. Wo could | ove, say, a sewage-purification vat?

"You seemto be in a cheerful mobod, Gail," Faisal bin Saud said as she entered the wardroom The
others were already seated at the lunch table, except for Captain Scherer and his officers. "Good
news from Earth?"
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"No news," Gail said briefly. After two entire years, she still wasn't sure she |liked Saud. He was
too polished, too artificial. He seened to enmbody too many contradictions: a Mislimwho prayed
several times a day facing Sol, a Martian-educated connoi sseur of Terran Elizabethan folios. H's
wonen |ived the segregated lives of the andarun, yet he dealt with Gail as a financial and
political equal. Al so, he was unfailingly tactful and accommpdati ng, surprising in one who had
been a prince.

"There nust be some news,
not hing, Gail."

Gail gazed calmy at the geneticist. There was no anbi guity about her reaction to Ingrid: Gai
detested her. It was a point of pride, however, to keep this contenpt well hidden. In the dosed,
confined environnment of a |ong-duration space voyage, she and Jake had witten in the guidelines
for the Board of Covernors, courtesy and tolerance will beconme as inportant as keeping
productivel y occupi ed.

"Yes, of course, you're right," Gail said to Ingrid, "there was some news. The United Atlantic
Federation passed stiffer penalties for illegal genenpds. The war in Wst Africa is worse. The
rebellion in China has escal ated. Another earthquake along the Pacific Rm Coffee crop failure in
Col onmbi a. The Genetic Mdification Institute has announced another drug to conbat nel anonas. You
can get all the details printed on a flinmsy right after |unch."

"I will do that, also," Faisal said in his inpeccable, sexily accented English. Gil, of course,
was i mune to the accent, but she suspected Ingrid wasn't.

Transm ssions cane twice a nonth fromEarth by quee, Quantum Entangl ement Energy |ink. By now the
Ariel, moving at 1.25 gees, had reached sone sizable percentage of c—&il was no scientist. Quee
was instantaneous, if costly. It was the Ariel's only tie to honme; every week left farther behind
not only in space but, thanks to the relativistic speeds the ship would attain before it began
deceleration, in time as well. Wen the col onists disenbarked on G eentrees, they woul d have spent
six years and seven nonths aboard ship. On Earth, nearly seventy years woul d have passed. Earth
woul d be an uni magi nably different place, and nost | oved ones |ong since becone dust. Which was,
of course, why nost colonists brought their |loved ones with them traveling in groups. Gail's
entire extended famly, 203 people, |lay asleep bel owdecks.

"Well," Ingrid said peevishly, "I wish you'd paid for weekly news instead of just twi ce nonthly.
It couldn't have cost that nuch nore—we're already paying for that second quee link, anyway.
What's for lunch? Not fish again?"

"I believe it has a different sauce today," WIIliam Shipley said. "Doesn't it snell good!"
Shipley's cheerful tact irritated Gail alnpbst as nuch as Ingrid' s pettishness. Slow down, Gai

told herself. Keep control. W expected this.

Two years gone, four plus to go. Already everyone who had paid to stay awake was tired of the
food, tired of the available entertainments, tired of the exercise room tired of each other

Three of the twenty had already elected to be put into cold sleep for the rest of the voyage: Gai
and Jake had a bet on how nuch | onger the rest would | ast. Col d-sl eep boxes awaited each of them
Only Captain Scherer and his crew of six were really necessary before the interstellar voyage
ended, and the captain, unlike the civilians, had the nilitary appreciation for keeping his
sailors fully occupied as a defense agai nst boredom depression, and hostility.

"Where's Jake?" Shipley asked, helping hinself to fish and rice that until ten minutes ago had
been frozen solid. "He wasn't at breakfast, either."

"He's with the other neal shift," Gail said. The wardroom could seat only ten when the table was
|l owered fromthe wall; neals had been planned in two shifts. She and Jake ate with each shift,
sonetimes separately, sonetinmes together to conpare notes. It was inportant to track everyone's
mental stability. The only significant selection procedure for these colonists had been their
noney. "Wat did everyone do this norning?"

Todd Johnson, Ingrid' s mld and doni nated husband, said pleasantly, "W analyzed once again the
bacteria genones from G eentrees' soil sanples.”

"Not that we haven't been over themtwenty tines already,"
"We' Il have new data soon, honey, from Greentrees."”

"Ch, is another quee transm ssion due fromthe planetary probe?" WIIiam Shipley asked with
interest. "May | see the data?"

"Certainly," Todd said, while Ingrid pursed her lips in professional territoriality.

Shi pl ey, the New Quaker representative ("W have no | eaders"), was interested in everything. Gai
coul d not have defined her exact expectations of a New Quaker, but Shipley wasn't it. The New
Quakers were supposed to be a return to austere First Principles, a rejection of the "worldliness"”
that had crept into the religion since its plain and hunbl e beginnings in the seventeenth century.
Shipley, like his 1902 sleeping fellows, dressed in unadorned gray coverall with no jewelry or

Ingrid Johnson said belligerently. "They don't waste quee |ink on

Ingrid said.
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i mpl ants. One | ook at hi mwas enough to show he had no genenods: gray where he wasn't bald,

wri nkl ed seventy-year-old skin, fifty pounds overweight. He liked to eat ... how was that austere?
How austere was his keen interest in Earth events, in classical nusic, in genetics, in the ship's
drive ... in everything. And he was a nedi cal doctor, which was certainly material rather than

spi ritual

On the other hand, Shipley never cursed, never watched vids, never used VR never took fizzies or
drank what passed aboard ship for wine. Every Sunday he invited his awake shipmates to "nmeeting."
Gail wasn't sure if anyone had ever gone; she hadn't.

Captain Scherer strode into the wardroomand slid into his seat, followed by Lieutenant G etchen
Wrtz.

"Good afternoon, Conmander," Faisal said in his inpeccable English.

"Hello, all. Ah, fish. Good." He helped hinself liberally.

The ship's crew, like everyone else, was never returning to Earth. They had all served in the tiny
Swi ss space fleet and had applied to Mra Corp together. Efficient, stable, interested in the

bi ggest ship and | ongest voyage that woul d ever be available to them they nonethel ess renmai ned
enignas to Gail and Jake. Mlitary nmen served in mlitary organi zations; on Geentrees these seven
people would be the only mlitary that existed. For a while, anyway. Jake had contracted with them
to formthe police force of Mra City, the central city-state of the conplex set of fiefdons that
G eentrees was slated to becone.

Rudol f Scherer had agreed readily. He and his crew, he told Jake with cal m assurance, woul d nmake
an excellent | aw enforcenment team This was probably true; Jake had them subjected to background
checks that would have turned up a failing mark in grade-school spelling. Al seven Swiss were as
cl ean as snow had once been. They were also polite, efficient, and genenod attractive, all seven
of them

So why did they nake Gail slightly uneasy?

"Where is Lieutenant Hal berg?" Gail asked Scherer. Three crew were scheduled for this neal shift,
four for the other.

"He finds a routine machine error." Scherer's English conprehension was excellent, and Gai
suspected that he could speak in nore than present tense if he w shed to.

"Rad error?" Todd asked. Cosmic bonbardment regularly created bugs in the ship's conputerized

equi prent .

"I amsure." Scherer began to eat with good appetite. The sailors all kept to stringent exercise
schedul es, as well as structured work, leisure, sleep, and neal times. For all Gail knew, Scherer
may have devi sed bathroomroutines for his crew. Maybe all that structure was what had kept them
noti ceably nore cheerful than the civilians.

Depression, tension, anxiety, and hostility can result fromlong-termclose confinenent, Jake had
witten. It is inportant that all awake colonists realize howtrivial difficulties on ship my

| oom unreasonabl y | ar ge.

"I'f the equi prent had been better shielded,” Ingrid said acidly, "there m ght not be so nuch
conputer error."

Scherer said between bites of breakfast, "The shields are standard."

Ingrid' s face grew red. "What do you nmean, 'standard,' Captain? How can there be tested standards
when we're only the fifth interstellar colony ship and the other four—all military!—-had nuch
shorter trips to much nearer planets?"
"Ingrid," her husband said gently.
"The shields are standard, Dr. Johnson,
wast ed noti on.

"Don't just brush ny question aside!" Ingrid said.

"Honey, he's not doing that," Todd said carefully. Gail had often wondered why such a quiet, bland
man had married a harridan like Ingrid. But, then, why did anybody marry anyone? And Ingrid was
beautiful, with delicate blond genenod | ooks and eyes |ike sapphires. Gail suspected that one

Scherer said nmildly. He drained his hot coffee with no

reason Ingrid was so brash was that her astoni shing beauty had been a professional liability in
bei ng taken seriously. Parents could be such fools. Not to nmention nmen in |ust.

Ingrid said to Todd, "Don't tell ne what the captain said!/ | can hear as well as you!"

"But not as quietly," Gil said, nustering her authority. This had gone far enough. "Ingrid, may I

see you in the office, please?"

It was not a request, and Ingrid knew it. Her face grew even redder, nottling the pale rose skin.
But she stood and followed Gail.

The Mra Corp office was a snmall room set aside for backup docunmentation on nonelectronic nedia in
case of catastrophic conputer failure on Greentrees. Colonist records and contracts were stored
here, along with witten procedures for doing everything from ocean navigation by the stars to
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sawi ng down a tree. Gail and Jake used the roomfor private conversation in an environnent where
privacy was scarce. She notioned Ingrid to Jake's chair. The two seated wonen occupi ed nost of the
tiny space.

"Ingrid, | don't need to tell you what stress we're all under at this point in the voyage, or all
the reasons why."
"That's still no reason for that sanctinoni ous—

"I don't need to tell you what stress we're all under at this point in the voyage, or all the
reasons why," Gail repeated. Ingrid got the point. Gail was going to go on saying the sane thing
until Ingrid responded. It was a technique Gail had | earned from Jake, not easily.

"A'l right," Ingrid said sulkily.

"And | know you've been nmaking a nmajor effort to control your enotions for all our sakes." GCod,
the lies a leader had to tell. Wy wasn't Jake doing this? "But I'mafraid |'mgoing to have to
ask you to increase that effort."

"But Scherer—=

"I"'mafraid |'"mgoing to have to ask you to increase that effort."

"Gail, please don't talk tonme as if | were a child!"
"You're not that. But, Ingrid, | have a clear obligation to this expedition, and | can't let you
endanger it. | won't."

That was enough. Ingrid had signed the Mra Corporation contract; she was aware of Gail's power to
enforce cold sleep if Gail deenmed it necessary for the good of the expedition. Jake, the forner

| awyer, had drawn up the contract. Rudy Scherer would enforce it w thout question. WIIiam Shipley
woul d sedate Ingrid so quickly she wouldn't even realize it had happened until she woke up on

G eentrees.

Gail watched Ingrid struggle with her tenper, her outrage, her totally understandabl e, space-

i nduced paranoia. They all felt it. Ingrid had given in, but only in a nminor way. The geneti ci st
was volatile by nature but not disconnected fromrealities. Gail had counted on that. She hadn't
even arned hersel f.

"All right, Gail," Ingrid nuttered. "I"msorry. I'Il try to keep nyself in control."

"I never doubted it," Gail said with totally false warnth, and waited. One, two, three ... yes,
Ingrid slamed the door as she went out.

Thi s pathetic show of defiance depressed Gail nore than the entire rest of the incident. \Wat
woul d all the awakes, including her, be like when they finally reached Greentrees? The peopl e
still out of cold sleep were all intelligent and acconplished. There were the nenbers of the
Governi ng Board who had el ected awake: Faisal bin Saud, WIIliam Shipley, Liu Fengno, and Scherer's
mlitary, who were the nost disciplined bunch Gail had ever seen. The scientists were usually
focused and resourceful: Ingrid and Todd; the quiet, nousy pal eontol ogi st, Lucy Lasky; Maggie
Striker, the ecologist; Robert Takai, energy engineer; and the rest. Conpetent and seeningly
stable, all of them

But everyone who col oni zed outside the solar systemwas, by definition, anomal ous. They had
overwhel m ng dreans, or fears, or—+ike Gail —beliefs. O course, she thought wyly, her beliefs
reflected reality nore than the others aboard. Well, egotism aside, they did. She was |eading her
large, intelligent, wealthy famly to an unknown pl anet because the planet they had occupi ed had
no nore than another few generations left.

Gail's people had always anticipated, and profited from gl obal econonm c changes and gl obal socia
changes and, now, gl obal ecol ogi cal change. "The Canny Cutlers," the press called them Canny and
clanni sh and calculating. Led intellectually by Uncle Harry and legally by Gail, they were clear-
eyed about the coming ruin of Earth's precious biosphere. And they were getting out.

Jake's fledgling corporation had cone along at just the right tine. The fanmily hadn't wanted to
move to Mars, or Luna, or Europa. Hostile environnents, all of them But the four planets already
claimed by different Earth governnents were not yet open to colonization. The fifth, a newy

di scovered and vi abl e bi osphere, was enpty. The | anding probe said so. It had been sent out
decades ago, when the United Atlantic Federation had still had tax noney to do such things. The
probe had been in transit for over a Terran century; its detailed information had cone back
instantly by quee. Soil conposition, atnospheric content, genetic analysis of the life withinits
limted range. DNA-based, of course. Al five planets were. The scientists argued ... no, Gai
wasn't going to rehash that old argunent in this fugitive noment of quiet.

She rubbed her eyes and | eaned forward, el bows on Jake's console. God, another day of noise,
boredom captivity. That's what it was, for all of them captivity, despite all the carefu

provi sions made for recreation, work, exercise, all of it. But nothing ever happened. Every day
the sane. Gail had always prided herself on being self-sufficient and adaptable, but this! She
hadn't, couldn't have, imagined the ennui and irritability and distortion of all nornmnal
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interactions. O course, it would be different when they reached Greentrees, but—

"Gai | ?" Jake stuck his head into the office.

"Jake, what kind of stupid nane for a planet is 'Geentrees' ? Wo picked it?"

"You did. You wanted sonething inoffensive in any |language, and it's certainly better than that
UAF designation: '64a pending.' Gil, we have a problem™

She | ooked up. "A probl en? What sort of problen? Lieutenant Wrtz's conputer error?"

"No. A human problem Lucy Lasky."

"\What about her?" The pal eontol ogi st had been the | east trouble of anyone on ship, spending nore
and nore tine in her tiny sleep chanber. Studying, Gail had assumed. Lucy was inexperienced in
conparison to the other, older scientists. Mra Corp hadn't needed to recruit a top talent. Nobody
t hought their survival depended on pal eontology. "Isn't she in your meal group?"

"She didn't come to breakfast," Jake said.

"Well, where is she?"

"She's locked in the hold. She unpacked a | aser rock cutter and she's threatening to carve the
ship into tiny pieces.”

2

This is ny fault," Jake said as they hurried along the corridor to the hold hatch

"Of course it is," Gail snapped. "Muwuntains fall and it's your fault; stars go nova and it's your
fault. We haven't got tine for any existential guilt now, Jake."

Whi ch just showed, Jake thought, how nmuch Gail could nisunderstand human notivation. This wasn't
abstract guilt. Lucy Lasky was holed up crazy and dangerous in the hold because Jake hadn't spent
enough tinme observing and reporting on her increasing withdrawal. He knew why he had failed in
that duty. Not that Gail, that forthright |esbian, was going to understand it.

Gail said to the screen on the outside of the hatch, "Activate."

"Retina scan, please," the screen said. Gail |eaned forward and positioned her eye over the
scanner and Jake | ooked away.
Even after all this tine, even in these circunstances, he still flinched at any retina scan

"Abigail Sandra Cutler, Mra Corp, vice president,
"Open the hatch," Gail said.

Jake said inpatiently, "Don't you think | tried that?"

"Qpening," the screen said. And then, "Equiprment failure. Opening mechani sm destroyed on the
opposite side."

"Met hod of destruction?”

"Laser cutter."

"Play surveillance vid."

The screen replayed the recordi ng Jake had al ready seen. Lucy, suited and helmeted for the airless
hold, entered it through this same hatch. Her novenents | ooked unhurried and deli berate. She keyed
in the correct manual code (and how had she gotten it?) to open the crate holding the heavy-duty

| aser cutter designed to slice through the hardest of igneous rocks. Carefully she rel eased the
mechani smthat held its rollers immobile. Jake felt the same disbelief as his first view ng. Lucy
Lasky, with her slight, alnost boyish figure, her w sps of fine light brown hair, her w de eyes
under slightly too-high eyebrows, so that she al ways | ooked surprised. Lucy Lasky, silent and

pl easant and practically invisible, rolling out the laser cutter against the 1.25 gravity and
positioning it precisely to point at the outer hull. Her thin fingers keyed in the code to turn it
on.

"Jesus," Gail said.

Lucy gave the laser cutter a brief proprietary pat. Then she unpacked a snmall cutter, the type
that woul d eventually be used for cutting up subsections of the ship, and nethodically destroyed
the conputerized hatch nechanism Now the hatch could only be opened manually.

Gai | denmanded, "Wy the hell didn't alarnms sound?”

"They did," Jake said. "That's why | canme. You didn't hear then?"

t he scanner said. "Authorization alpha."

"Nol
"Well, | did. She nust have disabl ed some but not known how to get themall. But she got
Scherer's."

Gail swung around to face Jake. "You didn't call hinP"

"Not yet. Gil, think. If we can talk her out of there, we can put her in cold sleep before

anybody el se finds out this even happened. Everybody's junpy enough w t hout —=
"You put way too much faith in talk, Jake! Jesus, |lawers. Wile you're reasoning with a lunatic,
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she could breach the hull." Gail raised her wist to turn on her phone.

"No, wait— Jake began, and anot her voice behind himsaid, "Yes, Gail, wait. Please."

Jake whirled around in the narrow corridor. WIIiam Shipley stood there, his rotund body squeezed
bet ween the gray bul kheads, his face urgent.

Gail said harshly, "This is an unauthorized |ocation for you, Dr. Shipley. Return to the wardroom
i medi ately. "

"Let me just talk to her, Gail. Please. | wouldn't ask if I didn't think I could do some good."
"Yeah, well,"” Gl said, "I think Captain Scherer can do sone good. Bridge ... Captain, we have a
situation at the cargo hold hatch. Code One. Lucy Lasky has |ocked herself in and—=

Jake stopped listening. Sonmething in Shipley's eyes held him The man was a religious crazy, but
nore than once Jake had seen himtal king to Lucy, engaging her in low, intense-Iooking
conversation. That was nore than anyone el se had done. Gail squeezed around Shipley, still talking
into her phone, and ran back along the corridor. Probably going to meet Scherer hal fway.

"Pl ease, Jake," Shipley said.

Jake said to the still-activated screen, "Two-way contmunication.”

"Retina scan, please."

He nade hinself |lean into the scanner, fought the nausea that rose into his throat. God, after al
this time...

"Jacob Sean Hol man, president, Mra Corporation."

"Two-way communication, damm it!"

Shi pl ey stepped forward, nudgi ng Jake aside. "Lucy? It's Dr. Shipley." H's voice had lost its
urgency; it was quiet and warm

The i mage of Lucy on the screen froze. Then she noved quickly to the large cutter and said, "Go
away, Doctor. Please. | don't want themto hurt you, too."

"Who, Lucy? Who's going to hurt ne?"

"Them " she said desperately. "The others. You know who | nean."

"No, | don't, Lucy. Can you tell me?"

"Them " she said, and even through the tension Jake could marvel that her voice stayed | ow. He had
never heard Lucy raise her voice.

Maybe that was part of her trouble.

"Lucy— Shi pl ey said.

"Pl ease let ne concentrate, Doctor. Very soon now | nust fire."

Jake's chest turned cold. Gail's voice on his wist phone said, "Jake—= and he cl anped his ot her
hand over it. Lucy could hear whatever Gail said.

Gail's voice canme through his fingers, nuffled and urgent. "Jake, Rudy's going to do an EVA. Craw
along the hull and enter fromthe outside. He and G etchen are suiting up now. "

Sonet hi ng was wong with tine. Jake could hear Gail's voice, could hear Shipley talking softly to
Lucy, but he could also visualize Rudy Scherer and Gretchen Wrtz crawling along the hull

hurtling along with it at nearly c. Then entering the hold fromthe outside hatch, suited and
armed. It hadn't happened yet, but to Jake it was just as real as Shipley's bulk a foot away. Rudy
raised his own |laser gun and took aim and the little figure of Lucy crunpled beside the |aser
cutter even as Shipley said, "Lucy, do you know what your name neans?"

Sonet hi ng in Shipley's voice had caught her attention. "My name?"

"You said the eneny ship coming toward us | earned your nanme, renenber? And that's why you nust

fire on them to save us all. But do you know what your nanme neans? It's very inmportant.”

Beside the laser cutter, its activation light glow ng, Lucy turned her snmall, thin face toward the
hatch. "My nane?"

"Your nanme. 'Luxina.' It neans 'little light.' And so you are, Lucy. But if you fire that |aser
you wi Il breach the bul khead and be sucked out into space, and that would deprive us of your
light."

"I have no light anyone would want!"

"Ch, you are so wong, ny dear. Every soul carries light within. And you, especially, because you
understand the nmeani ng of silence. W New Quakers believe that wi sdom begins in silence, you know.
You nust not deprive us of your light."

"I have no light," Lucy said flatly. "And you don't understand. Aliens are out there. They're
going to destroy us unless | fire!"

Jake sucked in his breath. This wasn't working. Shipley was a fool to think it would. A noldy,
archaic religi on—

"If you fire, you will also be depriving us of the aliens' light," Shipley said.

Lucy said nothing. She turned back toward the |aser cutter, which Jake now saw as a cannon. He
took a step forward, hel pless.
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Once before he had confronted terrible violence, and had known how to profit fromit. But not
this...
"The aliens have their light, too," Shipley continued, just as if Lucy's imaginary aliens actually

existed. "Death is not an evil, ny dear, but the taking of lives is, because it deprives the world
of others' light. Who knows what we might learn fromthese creatures?"
"But they want to kill us!" Lucy cried. She | ooked nuch nore agitated. Was that good or bad? Jake

wondered. Did Shipley really know what he was doi ng? And why had Jake, supposedly the snooth-
tal ki ng uni versal negotiator, let himdo it?

Because Jake hinself had had no idea what to do.

Shipley said, "You think you're protecting us, doing the right thing." H's voice never wavered
fromcal mwarnth. "But just consider this, Lucy. Wien we do the right thing, we have a sense of

i nner peace, no natter how nuch outer turnoil we create. Do you have that sense of inner peace and
resi gnation, ny dear? Do you feel guided by the Light?"

wy_n

"Because if you do not, then this is not the right action for you to take. If you feel inner
conflict, anger that seens to be tearing you apart inside, then this is not the noral course of
action. Look inside, Lucy. What do you feel ?"

"Doctor," Lucy said intensely, "I never feel inner peace and resignation."

Nor do |, Jake thought, and | ooked at the inmage of Lucy on the screen. He had never suspected they
were so much alike. Or maybe he had, and that was anot her reason he had avoi ded her

"I nner peace and right action are too nmuch responsibility for one person to bear,"” Shipley said.
"That's why we Quakers seek the guidance of the Light in the nmeeting consensus. Everyone's Light
has sonething to contribute, Lucy, and the best way to deal with others is to address the Light in
t hem "

"These aliens have no Light in them"

"Can you say that with conplete responsibility?" Now Shipley's Ione had grown in intensity. "Do
you have that nuch know edge and insight? Can you really have that high an opinion of yourself?"
My God, Shipley was appealing straight to Lucy's weakness: her |ow opinion of herself. Was that a
noral action?

"I don't think you are that egotistical, Lucy. Please cone out and | et us experience your Light,
and you experience ours. Help us reach a good decision on this."

An appeal to Lucy's desire to be of use, as well as her self-doubt. Jake | ooked at Shipley with
prof ound distrust. He had had no idea the Quaker doctor was capable of this nuch subtlety, this
much mani pul ati on.

And Lucy Lasky turned her face back to the laser cutter, hesitated, and deactivated it. She wal ked
to the hatch and manual |y opened it, straining with the effort. As soon as it opened, Shipley
reached for Lucy and drew her to him She put her head on his shoul der. Jake saw she was
trenbling.

"Jake, get ny bag fromny bunk. Phone Gail, and Rudy if you can. Lucy and I will wait here."
Gently he kicked the hatch cl osed.

Dazed, Jake did as he was told. On the hatch screen he saw Scherer and Wrtz, suited, come around
the edge of a huge tethered crate with their weapons drawn. A second later Gail's voice |eaped
fromhis wist phone, and the two nenacing figures on the screen halted, suddenly as still as if
time itself had stopped.

"Her |l evels of cortisol, catecholam ne, and arzendrol were about as high as a body that size could
stand," Shipley said. "It's a wonder she held together as long as she did. A young woman of great
soul . "

"Ch, right," Gail said. "Such great soul she alnost killed us all."

Lucy had been sedated, sanpled, and put into cold sleep for the rest of the voyage. Jake, Gail,
and Shipley sat in the "library," the nost popular roomon the ship, which they had just ordered
vacated. In addition to the wardroomand the gym the library was the only other general gathering
place. It held a VR console, bins of vids and nusic for view ng on individual cubes, and conputer
access to ship's library. It also had a wi ndow, which alone would have attracted everybody.
Usually the library held as many off-duty people as would fit. But the Mra office and the

equi prrent - j ammed two- person gym were both too small for Shipley to join Gail and Jake, and so Jake
had cleared out the library, to much grunbling. He said, "Wat are those blood chem cals you
named?"

Shi pley | eaned back into the nolded red chair. Bright colors, Jake's research had said, are

i mportant on |ong, confined voyages. Not that red chairs had done Lucy Lasky a whole | ot of good.
Shi pl ey said, "Catecholam ne is an enzynme produced by the body under tine urgency. Cortisol is a
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general i zed response to stress. Arzendrol is produced under conditions of psychotic del usion."
Gail said, "So Lucy is psychotic? That nousy little thing always so eager to pl ease?"

"Being eager to please is part of it," Shipley said patiently. "What happens is ... let ne start
at the beginning. Usually when the body responds to stress, after the stress is over, the nervous
systemreturns to equilibrium where all its chenmicals are in balance. But if the tension is

constant, it can never recover equilibrium so you get a chronic nervous disequilibriumthat over
time can—

"What stress was Lucy under that the rest of us aren't?" Gail demanded. "She's a pal eontol ogi st!
We have no di nosaur bones on shi p—obody asked her to do anything at all!"

Shipley folded his hands on his anple belly. "That was part of the stress, Gail. A person like
Lucy needs to feel she's acconplishing sonething. She also finds constant interaction with people
stressful, even under conditions of noncrowdi ng. Sone people do. And there isn't nuch way to avoid
interaction on the Ariel."

"She spent nost of her time alone in her bunk," Gail argued.

"Whi ch nade her feel even less useful. Lucy needs a great deal of time alone, but alone in an
environnent that lets her work at her own pace. She didn't becone a pal eontol ogi st by chance, you
know. Once we reach Geentrees, she'll be fine."

Jake wasn't so sure of that. Lucy might feel so ashaned of her breakdown that shane itself
stressed her. Jake knew sonet hi ng about that hinself.

Gail turned unwel cone attention to him damm her. "Jake, when | first told you about Lucy, you
said, '"This is ny fault.' Wy?"

Shi pl ey was wat ching hi mcl osely, reason enough to not reveal nuch. Jake said, "Ch, | just neant
that |'m supposed to be on the alert for this kind of thing in all personnel. As president of Mra
Corp. "

"No nmore than | am" Gail said.

"True," Jake said lightly.

No, it was ny fault because | deliberately avoided Lucy. Because | found her very attractive, that
sweet ness and intensity conbined, and any relationship with a woman |i ke that always neans nore
than physical intinmcy. They want genuine intinmacy, to know you, to learn for real who you are.
And | cannot allow that. Ever. So | pushed Lucy away, and she felt it, and retreated farther into
i solation and rejection.

"Well, the problemis solved now, " Gail said.

"Yes," Jake agreed. "Dr. Shipley, thank you again. | have to admit that | wasn't pleased that you
chose to stay awake. But we've all benefited from your unique point of view"

"Lawyer talk," Gail called this, all snmooth misdirection. Jake was good at it. It was not a point
of pride.

Gail stood and stretched, her raw boned figure extending itself luxuriously in the rarely enpty
room Wo filled Gail's sexual thoughts? The |ibido suppressors only worked to a linited degree.
As far as Jake knew, all the other awakes were straight. But Gail had never really gotten over
Lahiri's terrible death. Maybe she never would. Just as he had been inalterably changed by Ms.
Dal ton' s deat h.

Shipley left first. Gail took advantage of the privacy before anyone el se returned to the library
to say quietly to Jake, "I still don't like him™"

"Why not?" He was neanly pl eased.

"He's a mani pulator. Using his religion to defuse poor Lucy."

Jake struggled briefly with his thoughts; honesty won. "Gail, | don't think it was mani pul ation
He genuinely believes all that stuff."”

"Well, then that's worse,"” she said illogically. "The last thing | want around is sone sort of
hovering saintly Buddha, judging us all on our souls and bl ood enzynes."

This seemed to Jake a conpl ete nmisreading of Shipley, but he said nothing. Gail, |ike Lucy, wasn't

i mMune to the stresses of a |long voyage in constant contact with uncongenial people.

Nor, Jake knew, was he.

But it wasn't any internal stressor that nmade her knock on his bunk door later that night. "Cone
in," he called, surprised. Sleeping bunks, each seven feet by five feet by four feet high, were
sacred. You never bothered anyone with his door rolled down over the only actual privacy any of
them had. You even averted your eyes if you passed a rolled-up door, careful not to notice the
occupant's choi ce of decor, usually personal pictures and nmenentos, unless invited.

Gail ignored all that. She ducked her head and sat on the edge of Jake's mattress, rolling down
the door behind her. Her |egs squeezed sideways into the one foot of space between the bunk and
door.

"Jake, | just talked to Rudy. Erik Hal berg found his conputer error."
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Jake sat up, careful not to bunp his head on the shelves installed on the bul khead. "Were was
it?"

"In the astrononi cal data. The program had fl agged a fast-noving object where no path had been
projected, and Erik had at first assumed it was a bug due to cosnic bonbardnent. But he ran it and
checked it and conpensated for it every way possible, and he insists it wasn't an error."
"Uncharted conet," Jake said. "Runaway pl anetoid, accelerating rock froma gravity swi ng-by ..
God, Gail, it could be anything."

"Erik says he checked everything. It wasn't."

Jake thought, You can't ever assume conprehensive exclusion. Fallacious reasoning. He did not say
this aloud. Gail hated | awer talk. "So what does Erik think it was?"

"He doesn't know. But he says it was noving at ninety-eight percent of c. Nothing | arge except us
shoul d be noving at that speed in this section of space. He says it's a fabricated object. Such
as, for instance, another ship."

"From Earth, you mean."

"No. If anything else had |launched from Earth, we'd have | earned about it by quee. You know that."
Jake stared at her. Four colonized planets outside the solar system and no advanced civilizations
di scovered. Hell, not even any sentient |ife forns. The best that had been nanaged by evol ution
anywhere other than Earth was a warm bl ooded, arnored, turtle-like predator with the intelligence
of a pigeon. Geentrees had not of course been explored, only sanpled by the quee probe, but
nothing in the atnospheric conposition had indicated any industrial em ssions of any kind.

"Gail, could Lucy have—*

"No, of course not. She didn't know what Erik had deci ded about his conputer error. Hell, he
hadn't even decided it when Lucy cracked. That part's coincidence. But if that thing was a ship—
"It wasn't," Jake said. "If—=

"Don't tell ne," Gail said crossly, "tell Halberg. And everybody else. They're in the wardroom
and they want you."

Jake found Hal berg, Scherer, Shipley, Liu Fengno, Faisal bin Saud, and the energy engi neer Robert
Takai squeezed into the wardroom They had all evidently been arguing with Hal berg. The |i eutenant
| ooked as upset as Jake imagi ned he ever got: agate eyes and a jawline |ike an erection

"There was not a conputer error! Nein!"

"Friend Erik," Shipley began, but it was Fai sal whose snooth voice cut through the close air.

"Li eutenant, what you saw could not have been a ship of any kind. Look at the evidence. Look at
the scale. In cosmc terns, we humans have only stepped a few feet outside our own back door. A
little territory and we've been probing it robotically for a century and a half. If there were
star-faring aliens zipping around, if civilizations existed here with that advanced a technol ogy,
we' d have found sone indicators by now "

"More than that," Robert Takai said, "they'd have found us. That 'object' in your data passed
within ten thousand kilonmeters of us. If it were any kind of ship, she nust have picked up the

el ectromagnetic or thermal signals fromthe Ariel No way could she mss us. And there's been no
attenpt at contact, hostile or otherwise. So it wasn't a ship."

" But —

"It wasn't a ship, Friend," Shipley said gently.

One by one, the others nodded in agreenment. Jake felt sonething |oosen in his chest. Faisal was
right; a ship only ten thousand kil onmeters away woul d inevitably have detected the Ariel. So it
wasn't a ship. Halberg's conputer error had been a conet or a gravity-boosted pl anetoid or even
just that: an error

There was not hing there.

3

There is everything here, WIIiam Shipley thought. Everything anyone coul d ever need.

Hs legs still hadn't fully accepted Greentrees' lighter gravity. After nearly seven years of the
Ariel's 1.25 gees, the planet's 0.9 gee made himfeel springy and light, but of course his body
wasn't |ight (and probably never would be again). Either he used too nuch force per step, sending
himinto alittle off-bal ance bounce, or he used too little and stunbl ed instead of wal king. The
younger people, he noted, were doing nuch better.

And a good thing, too, since they were doing nost of the manual [abor, bringing materials fromthe
Ariel to the 'bot builders and diggers and wel ders. Objects were strewn everywhere, netal and
rocks and foantast, broken apart and rejoined and unfinished and di scarded. What woul d one day be
Mra City |ooked at this nmonent |ike a junkyard.
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But none of that mattered next to the sheer, unearthly beauty of G eentrees.

Shi pl ey had seen pictures, of course, sent by quee fromthe probe. Endless pictures. But the
colors had been off, sonehow-a different spectrum of sunlight? Shipley was no physicist. Watever
the cause, the effect was of light cooler than Earth's, bathing the strange delicate plants and
high narrow trees in a tranquil glow The tenperature hadn't yet gone bel ow jacket weather. The
ubi qui t ous groundcover, a purplish broad-Ieaved plant, grew thicker than grass. Most flowers
seermed to be purples or blues, adding to the feeling of sweet repose.

Shipley bent to pick a wildflower that had somehow escaped being tranpled in the building frenzy.
The flower was a pale blue with four long, slim petallike things fol ded back over sone delicate
alien structures of deep purple. Not stanen or pistil or anything else Terran ... alien. Just
thinking the word | eft Shipley breathless. He, WIliam Shipley, stood on ground that had not been
born with Sol, that had never known Sol's cheerful yellow glow. D d that awful fact dazzle the
others as it did hinP

" '"This other Eden, dem -paradise,"’
hersel f— "

"What ?" Maggi e Striker called, rushing past.

"Not hi ng," Shipley said, but she was al ready gone.

Not that Greentrees was Eden. The planet held predators, sonme of them | arge and dangerous,

al t hough Shipley hadn't yet seen any. Maybe they feared the human canp, or maybe the ecol ogi st,
Maggi e Striker, had already taken steps to keep them away. There were probably al so dangerous

i nsect - anal ogues, but those, Shipley knew, had been elimnated in the small circle of camp
activity. Beyond that circle, nature undoubtedly carried on just as violently as she had when
Earth had bel onged to prinitive manmal s.

Nor did anything in the canp nmatch Shipley's sense of planetary repose. People worked |ike 'bots,
tireless and efficient. They were so glad to have sonething to do again! Planetfall had energized
the twel ve who had stayed awake for the entire voyage. Petty differences had di sappeared, and
Shi pl ey wat ched Jake Hol man, assisted by geneticist Ingrid Johnson and deposed Arab prince Fai sal
bin Saud, as they set a girder in place on the community hall for 'bot welding. The conbi nation of
personalities tickled him

Gail Cutler raced by, carrying a tray of sonething. Sanples for Todd McCal |l um probably. The
scientists were rabid to anal yze everything, but they had agreed to spend a certain nunmber of
hours per "day" in erecting habitats, and they were keeping their bargain. Nobody was sl eeping
much, nobody had really adjusted to the twenty-two-hour-and-sixteen-m nute day, and nobody cared
It was a giant, frenetic, productive party.

"Dr. Shipley," Gail called, "Lieutenant Wrtz wants you."

"Wher e?"

"Shuttle." She raced out of sight.

Shi pl ey's joyous nood evaporated. He coul d guess what Lieutenant Wrtz wanted.

Captain Scherer's crew had stayed awake for the entire voyage, seven of the twelve people who had
managed to do so. Shipley found this intensely interesting. Scherer's mlitary schedul es and

enpl oynment s undoubt edly accounted for sone of the crew s stalwart endurance, but not all of it.
There was nore going on here. The sailors all kept a certain formal distance from everybody el se,
despite the crowded conditions ... | ook how everyone else still referred to nost of the sailors by
title. "Lieutenant Wrtz," not "Gretchen." She would be in charge of the gradual ferrying down of
newl y awakened col onists, the order of awakeni ng having been set by a conbinati on of needed skill
and passenger lottery.

"Dr. Shipley," Getchen Wrtz said pleasantly, "we seemto be ahead of the building schedule. Jake
Hol man woul d |i ke us to begi n awakenings a day earlier than planned. Can you be ready to | eave in
an hour?"

"Yes, of course." A day earlier. Shipley nade hinmself nod and snile. The first |oad of col onists,
then, would be I anding on G eentrees tonorrow. Anong them were four New Quakers, which should be a
cause of rejoicing. And was, he told hinself fiercely. The lack was in hinself, and nowhere el se
This time he would strive to do better, to give hinself up to the guidance of the light instead of
trying to inpose his own will on the situation. This tinme would be a new begi nning, on this new

he sai d al oud. "This fortress built by Nature for

pl anet .
This time he would seek peace with Naoni, instead of their everlasting, heartbreaki ng war.
"How does it | ook down there?" Tariji Brown asked wistfully. "Whnderful," Shipley said. "You'll be

there soon, ny dear." Tariji snorted. "Not while they need me up here. I was a dam fool to tel
theml'ma nedic. Should ve said | was a pl unber.

Pl unbers they need. Let's get at 'em Doctor. None of themare getting any younger."

Shipley smiled at Tariji. Just |ooking at her made himfeel good.
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Atall, strongly built black woman with hair trimed close to her shapely head, she radiated
cheerful, wy capability. Tariji could deal with anything that mght go wong, up here or down
there. On Earth, she had hel ped hi morgani ze the nore fearful New Quakers who wanted to col oni ze
Geentrees but didn't want to face anything unfamliar. "Now, you can't swimw thout getting wet,"
Tariji had said. "You diving in or staying on shore?" Her deep |augh had taken any pushi ness out
of the demand, and nost of the New Quakers in the United Atlantic Federation had ended up com ng
"I got the list here," Tariji said. "Twelve people. You ready, Doctor? The first one is Col dman,
Benj am n Aaron, engineer."

"Three of the twelve are engineers," said Shipley, who knew the list by heart. Unlike Tariji,
who' d spent the voyage in cold sleep, he'd had nearly seven years to nenorize it

The procedure was sinple. Shipley keyed in the right coffin—terrible word, soneone should have
known better—and the conveyor delivered it to what had been the library. Next he keyed in the
"awake" codes, and the coffin did all the rest, draining out the fluids, warning the body,

adm ni stering the right drugs in the right order.

"Here he cones," Tariji said. "Welconme to Greentrees, M. Coldman."

Benj am n Gol dman, naked, struggled to sit up. He fell back on nuscles stiff fromyears of disuse
He | ooked so conmically surprised that Tariji |aughed her rich, reassuring runble. "Take it sl ow,
Ben. You're going to be wobbly, then nauseated, then hungry, but it's got to happen in order. Just
take it slow, take it easy, take my hand."

"Are we ... there?" CGoldman gasped. Tariji helped himsit. The coffin had been placed to face the
wi ndow, and the planet happened to be in view, a blue-and-white gl obe | ooking so nuch like Earth
that it was a |long noment before the grateful eye registered the strange configuration of
continents, the three noons.

" Aaahhhhhhhh, " Gol dnman said in deep satisfaction, and threw up into his coffin.

After Shipley and Tariji got himstabilized, dressed, and sitting up in a chair in the wardroom
they started on Barrington, Thekla Belia, agriculturist, who i nmedi ately demanded to know what

pl ants down there had proved edi bl e.

"None so far," Tariji said, "because nobody tried to eat anything.

Think they'd start the feast w thout you? They're living on Ariel rations, Doctor, and eating
their heads off with work and joy."

"I want to go down!"

"Soon. You gotta vomit your guts out first, and we gotta wake up ten nore people ... there you go,
that's good, get it all out."

By the tinme they'd woken up the ninth colonist, the first two were ravenous. Shipley noved themto
the tiny galley, out of sight of those awakes who were still queasy, and showed them how to order
fromthe synthesizer and use the instabake. He returned to the library.

"Frayne, Naonmi Susan," Tariji said, and Shipley felt hinself stiffen

Naomi's coffin slid into place. The machinery hunmed softly; the lid slid back. Naom —Nan, she
wanted to be called, he had to remenber that—fought to sit up, her body so thin that her clavicle
jutted |i ke coat hangers. Her shaved head with its tattoos and artificial skin crest |ooked
faintly blue. The inlaid netallics on her small breasts glittered.

"Lord, you don't have any body fat at all," Tariji said. "What do you plan on using to keep

your sel f war n?"

Naonmi tried to speak, but no words canme out. Just as well, Shipley thought. She would have
scorched Tariji for her presunptuous concern.

Tariji said, "Wl come to Greentrees, M. Frayne."

Naoni glanced at the window. No planet this tinme, just stars. The corners of her nouth turned
down.

"Just sit still a mnute, you' re going to be sick," Tariji said cheerfully. Naoni glared at her
then at Shipl ey.

"You ... here. Already."

"Yes, Naomi . |'mhere."

"Shoul d have ... known. No ... escape."

Tariji | ooked puzzled. Shipley said, "Tariji Brown, this is ny daughter," just as Naoni |eaned

del i berately over the edge of her coffin and threw up on her father's shoes.

What does one do when a child goes w ong?

For years, Shipley had sought for reasons, as if a cause would provide a cure. Through the
chi | dhood defiance and stealing that had becone the adol escent drugs and running away. Through the
destruction that the adult Naom had brought to everything she touched. Through the horrific self-
scarring and nore horrific suicide attenpt. Through the robbery conviction and jail sentence,

whi ch at | east had kept her safely |ocked up for five years.
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Per haps, Shipley thought despairingly, it had been her nother's death when Naom was only six. But
the defiance and pointl ess anger had begun before Catherine died, and their other children had not

reacted like that, Seely and John and Terry, all still in cold sleep with their famlies.
Perhaps it had been genetic. Shipley was a third-generati on Quaker doctor. He had conbed Naom 's
genescan, |ooking for known genetic abnormalities ... but so little was certifiably nornmal. The

deeper that humanity had gone into its own genone, the greater the diversity had becone. At the
cellular level, people were anazingly different—aot in their DNA, ruch of which man shared with
apes, mce, fruit flies, and peach trees. No, the differences lay in how the genes generated
proteins, in how those proteins folded, in how their various conbinations affected cellul ar

machi nery. There was so nuch genetics hadn't known. And as the state of Earth worsened gl obally,
scientific funding dried up, and |l ess was | earned each decade.

But the real problemwi th blanmi ng Naonmi's genes, Shipley knew, was that it was an evasion. People
were nore than their chenmistry. People bore the responsibility for their decisions and choi ces.
So perhaps it was Shipley's own choices that had shaped Naomi . Silence, sinplicity, truth ... he
had tried his entire life to be guided by the principles of the Light. But silence, the profound
qui etude that let one hear the inner light, also neant that others were not spoken to, not

sufficiently guided. Sinplicity ... he had been so fearful of inposing his will on his children
of making them his own instrunents instead of their own. Had he erred too far in that direction
so that Naom felt his reticence as indifference? And as for truth ... well, Shipley had not

needed a medi cal practice to understand that there were people who could not bear nuch truth.
And maybe, for a child, that truth had been unbearable. Seely had said once to Shipley, "Naon

thinks you |l ove God better than you |love us.” | do, Shipley thought, but Seely had not been the
child who'd insisted on facing that.
Now Shi pl ey |ay, exhausted, in his bunk on the Ariel, staring into the darkness. He and Tariji had

awakened thirty-six people, of the six thousand in cold sleep. Twenty-four had al ready gone down
to Greentrees, including Naom . The other twelve would go down tonorrow norning, when Shipley
woul d begin reviving another thirty-six. After that, the awakeni ngs woul d pause until the people
on the ground had built enough facilities to tenporarily house the next groups of arrivees. It had
all been planned carefully, taking advantage of the quee-described experiences of mlitary
settlers on the other four Earth-Ilike planets, and of Jake and Gail's meticulous, intelligent
research.

Meticulous. Intelligent. Planned. Such good qualities, and not one had hel ped Shipley with his
daughter. Just as not hing hel ped now.

Wy had Naom even chosen to come to Greentrees? It had been decades since she'd attended a
meeting for worship. Shipley had been astoni shed by her decision to join the rest of the famly in
em gration. Astonished, then el ated. Maybe, he had thought then, Naonmi's own inner light could
still be found, still be heeded. Maybe she had begun to heed it. Greentrees could be a new

begi nning for her, just as it was going to be for the New Quakers who desired to pursue their
faith away fromthe corrupting, deadening, blaring materialismof Earthly global culture.

Now Shi pl ey was not so sure. Lying in the darkness, he chastised hinmself for his doubts. Naom had
chosen to conme here, to |eave her forner life. He, her father, nust have faith in her. Act in
accordance with trust in the Light, and the rest would follow "Let your life speak," George Fox
had told the first Quakers nearly six hundred years ago. Shipley nmust do that, and then trust that
his Iife, and the shared life of the Meeting, spoke to Naoni.

H s eyes burned. He wi shed he could still love her. That was the worst, the struggle to love his
own daughter. It horrified himthat he wi shed Tariji Brown were his child instead of Naom . O the
brisk, pragmatic Gail Cutler. O even Lucy Lasky, whose psychotic episode on the Ariel had
actually shown to Shipley the hunility and pliancy of the girl's essential nature.

He lay there sl eepless above the beautiful planet, trying not to hate hinself, trying to love his
terrifying daughter.

4

Gail stood beside Jake Hol man at the edge of the "city," its work-in-progress clutter behind her
and the rolling Greentrees plain before her, saying good-bye to 967 Cheyenne Native Americans.
Not hi ng, she thought, about this new planet was as anazing as these denented romantics and their
denment ed pl ans.

"We are leaving now," Larry Smth said formally. He was a short, stocky man with brown hair and
intelligent light gray eyes, dressed in a brown coverall of practically indestructible Threadnore.
On Earth, he had been a cattle breeder. Now he was a Cheyenne chi ef.
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Beyond him on the plain covered with dense purple ground-cover, nmen and wonen began to pul
travois made of newy felled trees reinforced with rods of dianond fiber. Heaped on the clunsy
hybrid contrapti ons were packs covered with Threadnore tarps. Anbng the travois nmoved sol ar-
powered rovers, looking as if they'd strayed in froma different mllennium As, of course, they
had.

"You can comink with either us or the ship whenever you choose," Gil said to Larry, because she
had to say sonething and what coul d possibly be appropriate? There were no precedents.

"W won't choose to," he said. "Not unless you break the contract."

And what could one say to that? W prom se to keep our treaty with your people? There was a rich
history of how well that had worked out.

"Wel |, good-bye," Gail said awkwardly.

"Good-bye, Gil Cutler. May the spirit be with you."

"And you," il said.

Larry Smith turned to his waiting tribe. They had all been awakened over the |ast weeks and
transported downstairs by shuttle, where they had i medi ately erected tenporary teepees beyond the
perimeter of Mra City.

When Smith was out of earshot, Gail said accusingly to Jake, "You m ght have hel ped ne out there,
i nstead of just standing there grinning."

"I wasn't grinning."

"You were grinning inside. Oh, Lord, how weird people are! They really think they can duplicate a
tribal, hunter-gatherer civilization that's nostly a romanticized fignent of the inmagination
anyway. "

"That's too harsh," Jake said, watching the Cheyenne pull away. "They're naking nodern
adapt ati ons, planetary adaptations."

"They certainly are," Gil said. "Look over there. That's a fully equi pped genetics lab in that
huge rover."

"It's only until they determ ne what's edible and what's not," Jake said.

Gail snorted. The Cheyenne rovers, genetics |lab, and gear had taken up a surprising anount of room
on the Ariel, for which the Cheyenne had paid well. Smith's "tribe" was a splinter group, nmade up
of individuals and famlies burning with idealismfor this newlife, which was being financed with
the genenod clinic earnings of several generations. Their contract with Mra Corp detailed just
what services the corporation would provide until and through awakeni ngs, and then specified that
there would be no formal ties at all after that, and no "intrusion" on the |arge subcontinent they
were claimng as their own.

"Do you think they'll nmake it?" Gail asked Jake. She watched a wonan struggle to pull a travois a
respectful distance around a patch of red creeper

"OfF course they'll make it. They know as much about the planet as we do."

"Which is to say, effectively nothing."

"Gail, have you ever been on a Native American reservation?”

"No. Have you?"

"Yes," he said, surprising her. "And |'ve read about them Once they were terrible places, the
dregs of the arable land, full of poverty and al coholism Since the natives figured out that as a
separate nation they could legally offer services that places part of the United States coul d not,
they flourished. First ganbling, then genenod and pet-cloning clinics, and—=

"I"'maware that reservations are great scientific centers,” Gail said dryly. "And greenly rich.
That's why | don't understand why this lot wants to dunp it all and go back to living as if the
|last two or three centuries hadn't ever happened. But with genetic labs in tow, of course."

"Ah, you're a socialized creature," Jake said. "Planted in the niddle of your huge fanmly."
"Hardly. Only six of themare awake yet. My fanily's at the end of the list."

"A qui bble. You're a social person, and you never seemto realize that many, many peopl e want
desperately to escape society and never | ook back."

Gai | | ooked curiously at Jake. He still watched the retreating Cheyenne, growi ng smaller as they
trekked across the grassy plain toward the di stant nountains. Jake sel dom spoke about his past.
She wasn't sure he was doi ng so now.

"Jake—

"Do you know that Larry Smith is changing his name? All of themare. But they'll wait to choose
new names until sone incident happens to themor the tribe sees sone personal characteristic
energe. Apparently that's how it was done once."

"So the next tine we see Larry Snmith, he'll be Man Who Oamns Genetic Lab?"

"You think it's funny," Jake said. "Do you think Shipley's funny, too, escaping to a newlife with
his New Quakers?"
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She had to be honest. "No, or anyway not as funny. At |least he's prepared to live with a star-
faring civilization. But | can't even figure out what his group believes or doesn't believe. Can
you?"

"I don't try," Jake said dismissively. After seven nortally long years, Gil knew well that
Shi pl ey made Jake uneasy. The New Quakers were being steadily awakened and transported
downst ai rs—how was Jake going to react when he lived surrounded by two thousand of then?

She said, "Tell ne—did you include the Quakers in the voyage only because w thout their third
share, you wouldn't have been able to raise enough nobney?"

"Of course. That's why we included everybody, including your famly and Larry Smith's Cheyenne.
You know that."

"But | don't know why you couldn't have waited a few nore years to see if anyone nore congenial to
you turned up. What difference did a few years nake when you were | eaving Earth forever?" She had
wanted to ask himthis for a long tine.

"No difference," Jake said lightly. "Anyway, | worry nore about the Arabs than the New Quakers.
Shipley's lunatics are at |east denocratic. | know Fai sal explained to us how his famly has

al ways been political and religious noderates and that's why he had to | eave his country when a
new mlitant regi ne took over so they wanted a new start in a fresh place. But nonetheless..."
Gail stared at Jake. They'd been over all this many tines before; Jake sounded as if he were

of fering the rehash nostly to distract her. From what?

Abruptly he said, "Come on, we'll be late for the Board neeting," and strode back toward canp.

She shoul d be used to his evasions by now After ten years as partners, nearly seven of them
confined to the Ariel, Gail knew everything about Jake: what he liked to eat, how often he burped,
what jokes he thought funny, what gifts he'd received on his sixth birthday, his grades at |aw
school . Yet she sonetinmes felt she didn't know himat all, that he understood her far better than
the reverse

O maybe she just wasn't that hard to understand.

At eight years old, Gail had been taken by Aunt Tamara, now in cold sleep on the Ariel, to a
religious nmeeting in a huge, gleam ng sports arena in Portland, Oregon. Preachers had thundered
about the death and destruction comng to adulterers, geneticists, thieves, and the nonbelieving
nonri ghteous. They would all perish in rivers of fire and ravishnents of the Earth. The next day,
a quake in the fault under Portland had killed seven thousand peopl e.

The effect on Gail had been the opposite of the preachers' intentions. She watched the newsvids,
and even at eight she could see that both the righteous and the nonri ghteous, believers and non-,
had all died the sane way. She'd been inpressed by the inpersonal, imense power of nature, that
sanme power she thrilled to in thunderstorns, and had deci ded then and there to becone a scientist.
Gail's nother, an evolutionary biologist, had been furious when she found out that Aunt Tamara had
taken Gail to the revival. Emly Cutler was an evol utionary biol ogist of strong but eccentric

views. She believed that men and wonmen coul d never live happily together. "It's the only
reasonabl e concl usion," she'd said patiently, "for anybody who will consider reason. Ml e and
femal e humans evolved to fill different niches: hunter-conpetitor and gatherer-nurturer. Ei ght

thousand years of so-called civilization can't undo five mllion years of evolution. Men and wonen
aren't different species, but they are variants of the same species, and to expect themto enjoy
living together is like expecting wolves and poodles to share a lair. They should |ive separately
and visit."

A decade | ater, when Gail announced to her fanmly that she was gay, Aunt Tanmara bl aned her sister
Emily's teachings. Everyone el se nodded and smiled and asked why Gail was failing both chem stry
and physi cs.

Sci ence bored her. But noney did not, and at nineteen she had a degree in business. At twenty-five
she was managing nore of the fanmilial investnments than anyone el se in her sprawing, ecologically-
obsessed fanmly. By then she'd net Lahiri and life was full and conplete, sweet with the buttery-
rich taste of happi ness.

Then Lahiri had died, slowy and horribly, of a genetically altered virus released by a terrorist
trying to hold Mnneapolis hostage to sonme cracked political demand. Lahiri shouldn't even have
been in Mnneapolis; it was an unpl anned business trip. The U and CO2 |evels of Earth had risen
in twenty years to heights that hadn't been supposed to occur, according to scientific
predictions, for another century. The rich grew richer, and as the poor grew poorer in a
federation of North Atlantic nations not used to patience, donestic violence and donestic
terrorismincreased. International terrorismhad becone a given. CGenetic fixes to crops began to

| ose the race against resistant blights and i ncreased popul ation.

Gail's famly voted to get out. Gail had cone to Jake, and fromthe first he had seened to
understand that after Lahiri, there would never be anyone else for Gail. No one el se understood
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that. Jake and Gail had becone working partners and squabbling friends, and never once had she
felt he'd let her see who he really was.

There goes Faisal, elegant as usual,"” Jake said as they approached the ugly inflatable structure
serving as a general gathering hall. "Al the royal fanily seens to be adjusting well."

"The mal e hal f, anyway," Gil said acidly. "How would we know about the wonmen? They hardly ever

| eave that conpound or whatever it is, and then they're veiled."

"You know t hat when we talked to thembefore we left Earth," Jake said mldly. "Al of them agreed
that this was how they wanted to live. Even with voice-stress analysis."

And what a battle that had been, to get the Arabs to agree to voice anal yses of their wonen. Gi
suspected that Faisal, cosnopolitan and practical, had used | everage Gail didn't want to know
about. But Jake was right: even under VSA, which had shown no deception, the Arab wonen, royals
and servants alike, had avowed that this was the way they wanted to live. Behind walls, in Mra
City but not really of it.

So now the northern section of the city east of the river was surrounded by a ten-foot wall of
foancast. Wthin the nmedina, Gil knew but had not personally seen, were nore walls segregating
the wonen's quarters, the andarun. She inmagi ned courtyards out of old Persian woodcuts, with
fountains and fl ower beds and veil ed dark-eyed wonen, childlike and protected. But she didn't

real ly know. When he was outside its walls, Faisal spoke very little of his private kingdom Hi s
lieutenants—all nale, of course, many of whom seened to be his sons—foll owed his exanple. Except
for cerenoni al occasions, Faisal wore the same brown Threadnore coverall as Jake, as Gail herself.
She knew he had three w ves, Jabbareh and Homy and Khanom but he never nmentioned them All that
Mra City was allowed to glinpse of Iife in the nmedina was the mnaret rising tall above the
walls, the cry calling the faithful to prayer, the occasionally interrupted neeting while Faisa
knelt, without prayer rug or apol ogy, toward Sol to pray.

"W wish to restore the true Islanmic ways," he had told Gail and Jake when first he'd conme to them
with his proposition to join the Geentrees colony. "The warm joyful heart of |Islam grounded in
famly. Not the fanatic warnongering it has becone.”

"But your wonmen— Gail had begun, Faisal cut her off.

"Qur wonen thenselves will assure you that they wish to live by the old precepts.”

And so they had, even through the VSAs Gail had insisted on. She didn't like it, this perpetuation
of a patriarchy on a new planet, but as Jake had acidly pointed out, she didn't have to like it.
As long as the Arabs would live and let live, which they had done, their gods did not have to be
her gods.

"l think they only have one," she'd said through gritted teeth.

"What ever, " Jake had shrugged.

And, really, was it any stranger than Larry Snith and his Cheyenne going off to resurrect the dead
gods of Nature?

"Hell o," Faisal said, pausing at the door of the tent. Today, for whatever reason, he'd put off

the coverall. His white robes actually | ooked confortable and attractive agai nst Greentrees' coo
bl ues and purpl es.
"Hello, Faisal," Gail said. Did his retinue call him"Your H ghness"? Only the Chinese contingent

and Gail's own famly, it seened to her, had come with their faces turned toward the future and
not the past.

Jake said, "Are they all in there? And will we be able to get any of themto speak English?"

Fai sal |aughed. The Board of CGovernors net tw ce every nonth. A "nonth" had been defined as the
transit of the largest of the three noons, Gamrmma. (And how ruch imagination did it show to nane
them Al pha, Beta, Ganmm? Never nind, there was enough else to imagine.) One nonthly neeting was to
assess and plan progress on Mra Cty and to cope with any problens, which so far had been

astoni shingly few. The second neeting, held today, was to hear reports fromthe scientists who
provided the raw data for assessing, planning, and coping. It was the scientists, with their
speci al i zed jargon, who didn't speak English

They were a varied lot. Nine scientists in various disciplines, and only Robert Takai, engi neer
had paid his owm way. The others were all funded by the Wellcone Trust, a British foundation with
a centuries-old tradition of taking risks on scientific endeavors w thout any payback except
information of benefit to humanity. Gail wasn't sure that the information from G eentrees,
faithfully sent back by quee, was of any use to the Wl lconme Trust, or to anybody el se on Earth.
Strange to think that all the trustees who had funded these scientists were dead and buri ed.
Seventy years had passed on Earth.

And everything was as bad, or worse, than when the Ariel had left. Water, hunger, terrorism
despair, air quality, politics, greed. CO2 |evels up, food producti on down, gl obal weather so
extreme that much of the planet was in either flood or drought.
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"I"'ve identified and anal yzed three nore geol ogical strata," said Roy Callipare, the geol ogist,
and Gail stopped listening. These reports were necessary but boring. Al though not to the
scientists, who heeded, argued, |aughed with, and attacked each other as if the presence or
absence of beryl was a matter of |ife and death.

Gail gazed furtively around, trying not to be obvious about her inattention. Fengno, the Chinese
menber of the Board, was absent today, busy with sonething else. The others, except for Faisal in
his white robes, blended with the inflatable: brown or green coveralls against the dull green

wal | s and gray foantast furniture. Well, eventually Mra City would becone nore colorful. The

i nfl atabl es were only tenporary, and so were the coveralls, although new clothing was far down
everyone's list of priorities. Still, soneone could have at |east brought in a vase of G eentrees
fl owners.

Lucy Lasky gave a brief report as colorless as the surroundings. The pal eontol ogi st had kept to
hersel f since her awakening, going out every day with the geol ogist in one of the two-person
rovers. They'd sanpled nore than a dozen sites and then settled on one about seven niles away
that, as Gail understood it, had both a lot of rocks and a | ot of fossils. Gil put herself on
aut omati c t hroughout Lucy's presentation.

She did the same with Maggie Striker, ecologist; Benjam n Gol dman, building-materials engi neer
and George Fox, biologist. Gail considered it hilarious that George, a snmiling exuberant man with
a taste for fizzies, had the same nanme as the nan who had founded the original Quakers in the
seventeenth century. WIIliam Shipley nerely said that nany people bore such a common nane. Jake
had just nodded abstractly, and so Gail had to savor the joke al one.

She tuned in to Robert Takai, energy engi neer, |ong enough to learn the state of his solar-, w nd-
, and geothernmal -driven energy projects. All were on or ahead of schedule. The geneticists, Todd
McCal l um and the tiresome Ingrid Johnson, reported on nore flora and fauna, stating that every

singl e one so far was DNA-based. Well, big deal. Every life formon every settled planet was DNA-
based. Panspermi a was the general scientific consensus, a cloud of spores that had drifted through
the gal axy billions of years ago, |eaving behind it the genetic code for life.

And a good thing, too, or Thekla Belia Barrington, the British agriculturist, would not be
reporting such sunny prospects for growing and eating, after a few judicious genetic alterations,
so many of the local plants. Maybe as many as fifteen percent, she said happily. "Better than
anyone expected. Bloody wonderful, in fact. The first experinmental beds are already planted."
Even W1 Iliam Shipley was smling.

Then Nan Shipley strolled in and shattered everyt hing.

Attendance at Board neetings was supposed to be limted to Board nenbers, which neant | eaders of
those groups that had purchased stock in Mra: New Quakers, Cheyenne, Gail's famly, Liu's
Chinese, Saud's Arabs, plus Jake and, as a representative of the Wl lcone Trust, CGeorge Fox,
senior scientist. Nan Shipley sauntered in as if she bel onged there. Al though probably near
thirty, she was dressed in a |l oose tunic sewn with tiny mirrors and cut out in many tiny holes,

t hrough whi ch coul d be seen shifting glinpses of blue-painted skin. The | atest teenage fashi on of
seventy years ago, Gail thought nmeanly. Anong the utilitarian coveralls everybody el se wore, Nan
| ooked as exotic and usel ess as a peacock's tail

"Naom, this is a private neeting," Shipley said stiffly to his daughter. "I think you shoul d—=
"There's a comink nessage fromthe Ariel, priority one," Nan said casually. Cearly she was
enjoying herself. "It cane into Mra Corporation planetary headquarters, and | happened to be in

there. Rudy didn't want to put it on the general frequency so he asked nme to tell you all what it
is and then get Jake or Gail."

"What were you doing in Mra Corp headquarters?" her father asked. Gail saw his enbarrassnent and
irritation. Nan had irritated Gail, too, on several counts: by being in the Mra Corp inflatable,
by snidely referring to it as "planetary headquarters,” by sauntering in here as if a priority one
were beneath her notice, by calling Captain Scherer by his first nane. And why had Scherer
entrusted her with the content of a priority one? Didn't make sense.

Jake said sharply, "Well, what is the nessage?”

Nan paused a nonent, then smiled. "The nessage is that the Ariel scout was doing a | ow flyover
for mappi ng and such, and Lieutenant Wortz found a village. Two villages, actually. Wth thatched
huts and outdoor hearths and cultivated fields.

"We're not alone on G eentrees."

5

Not possible, was Jake's first thought. H s second was, O course it is.
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The gal axy, or rather this tiny section of it, had proved enmpty of intelligence but |oaded with
life, all of it DNA-based and remarkably simlar in cell construction. \Werever the panspermnic
drift of spores had fallen onto a viable planet—and there were a ot nore of themthan originally
t hought +they had deposited starter genes that gave rise to life. Life had then taken diverse

evol utionary paths. Only Earth's had had the |ucky conditions, or the tine, or the sonething, to
get as far as sentience. Colchis hadn't even gotten as far as flowering plants. That was the

t heory, anyway.

There was no reason part, or all, of the theory couldn't be wong.

When Jake cane out of his stunned shock, biologist George Fox was already sputtering. "...out of
range of our explorations so far! If they cane fromstar systenms we haven't reached yet, they
coul d—=

Ingrid Johnson said acidly, "Star-faring? Wth outdoor hearths and thatched huts?"

George said, "Maybe Captain Scherer was wong about those. Or a star-faring civilization m ght
establish primtive-type vacation canps..." He trailed off, know ng how weak this sounded.

Jake forced hinself to calm "W can't conclude anythi ng without nore evidence. W need

i nformation."
"An expedition,

Ceorge said eagerly. "To introduce ourselves!"

Gail nade a face. Her green eyes still |ooked appalled. "An expedition could be dangerous, if
they're unfriendly and Captain Scherer has mistaken their |evel of technology. O even if he
hasn't. Spears can kill, you know. " She paused. "Spears or whatever they ... use."

"You don't know that they 'use' anything,
George said, "The chance to | earn—=

"The probes never reported—

"—al ways knew probes could only sanmple a snall area, plus whatever was visible fromspace. Snal
hut s—

"—gains for extraterrestrial biology—

"There are legal issues here," Jake said loudly. The others | ooked at himin surprise, but he
suddenly felt on nore solid ground. Lawer talk.

"I mean it, there are legal issues. The Planetary Federation issued guidelines a century ago"—ow
al rost two centuries—covering contact with any sentient species that humanity ni ght encounter
interstellar. There are issues of eninent domain, peaceful assunption, good faith in—=

"Enf orceabl e by whon?" Ingrid said scathingly.

"Doesn't matter, does it, then?" Thekla Barrington said. "W have a noral obligation to respect

I ngrid said.

this people's first claim... God, what am| saying? W don't even know if they're really
sentient!"
"But we'll find out!" George Fox said, and the babble started again. Jake tried to gather his

thoughts, to reason clearly. If these were sentients, how nmany were there? Did they inhabit every
continent? If so, did they have their own customary—

"There are no sentients on Greentrees! None!"

Lucy Lasky, rising to her feet and shouting, such a surprising sight that everyone else instantly
fell silent.

The pal eontologist's face nottled naroon. Jake, who was al ways unconfortably aware of Lucy's
presence anyway, watched her closely. He had sensed her hesitant, continuing shame over her
breakdown on the Ariel and over the enforced cold sleep that had followed it, and he'd pitied her
O was it nore like identification?

But Lucy didn't | ook shaned or hesitant now. When her col or faded, she stood straight, a thin
smal | figure, and spoke with a force Jake had never expected fromher. "Listen to nme, all of you
I've spent three nonths sanpling the fossil record on Greentrees, at nore than a dozen different
sites. There is no indication anywhere of anything nade by sentience."”

Gail said, "So you haven't sanpled the right site yet."

Lucy had cal med herself. "You don't understand. The evolutionary path is long to sentience, |et

al one to thatched roofs and cooking pots. There would be relics everywhere, if only stone axes or
flaked knives. No relics, no sentience. That's true on Earth, on Colchis, on all five planets
hunmans have settled on. |'m positive about ny findings. No sentience evol ved on G eentrees."

"Are you saying these ... beings cane from sonewhere el se?" Thekla Barrington said skeptically.
"And then their civilization degraded?"

Todd McCal l um said, "That woul d | eave stuff behind, too, wouldn't it? A degraded culture built on
a nore advanced one has |ayers of debris. Like Carthage, or Kinshasa."

Jake said, "Lucy? Wat about that?"

"Yes. No," Lucy said. She seened to realize she was still standing, reddened again, and sat down.
"I only know what |'ve found. O haven't found. There are no signs of evolved sentience or
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devol ved cultures."

Ingrid said, "Lucy, let's be frank here. First you see aliens that aren't there, on the Ariel, and
now you refuse to see aliens that are there. Could the problem be you?"

"Shut up, Ingrid," Jake said, surprising hinself. "Personal attacks don't help anything."

"I't wasn't a personal attack! It was—

Gai|l spoke louder than Ingrid, drowning her out. "Jake's right. The thing to concentrate on is
what we do next. This is probably a matter for the Board of Governors, since Jake has brought up
legality and our contracts with each of your populaces is pretty specific. But Jake and | have no
intention of shutting out you scientists.”

She | ooked at Jake for confirmation. "No, certainly not," he said, w shing he hadn't defended Lucy
so harshly, or so publicly. Or was he just focusing on that to avoid thinking about what was
really at stake here?

"The first thing—= Gail said.

"The first thing is to answer Rudy," Nan Shipley said, |ooking anused. "He's still waiting."

They had all forgotten she was there. In fact, they'd all forgotten Scherer. Jake said, "I'Il go.
Gail, get things organized." He stood and strode toward the door, grabbing Nan firnmy by the el bow
as he went by. God, he disliked her.

"Al'l right, I"'mrenoved," she said outside. "You can let go of me now "
“"Nan, | don't have to tell you that you shouldn't tal k about this to anyone. Don't spread
unnecessary alarm 1In fact ... why did Captain Scherer even tell you about the villages in the

first place?"

She smled. "Can't you guess?”

Scherer and Nan. After a nonent, Jake shook his head. "No. Not Scherer. No nmatter what his taste
in wonen. He's too good a soldier."

"You're right, Jake. | didn't think you were that perceptive." She strolled off, allowi ng him

gli npses of her blue flesh through the undul ating holes in her tunic. She hadn't answered his
questi on.

No time for that now Jake hurried to the Mra Corp inflatable and took Scherer's call fromorbit.
Everybody wanted to go, except Gail. "You can tell ne about it," she told Jake. "There's a | ot of
things to sort out here. People are still being awakened. The pipe-installing 'bot programhas a

bug the techs can't find. Thekla's getting the greenhouse up next week. And Liu's people have sone
sort of dispute over city boundaries. Also, the nore | think about it, Jake, the nore | think that
Scherer's reports don't show anything that we should worry about. So you go and establish
diplomatic relations.™

"Nothing to worry about? Aliens?"

"No. Not unless they attack."

"The air-surveillance reports say that's not likely," Jake said. Actually, the air-surveillance
reports were puzzling. Low flight had identified only four villages, with no other settlenents

wi thin hundreds of miles. Very low flight had brought the skimrers right above the huts at a

hei ght of three hundred feet. Lieutenant Wirtz reported villagers raising their heads to | ook up
at the aircraft. Yet there had been no running, gathering, pointing, or attacking. The creatures
had sinply raised their heads, stared, and resunmed doi ng whatever they had been doing, neither
scared nor interested.

How coul d they be neither frightened nor interested? And if that were true, how could they be
sentient? But, given the detail Wrtz had recorded, cooking pots and woven thatch, how could they
not ?

The recordi ng had been viewed eagerly by the nine scientists and five Board nmenbers, over and
over. The aliens were bipedal and bisymetrical, about four feet tall, covered in thick reddi sh-
brown hair that had i mmedi ately earned themthe name "Furs." They had | ong snouts, crests of
darker fur high on their backs, squat powerful-1ooking bodies, and thick tails.

"Bal ancing tails," CGeorge said, "like kangaroos. They can probably junp." He frowned.

"What is it, George?" Jake asked.

"I can't say for sure, of course ... but Greentrees is a warm planet, warner than Earth, without
much seasonal change because of the very nminor axial tilt. And it doesn't have nmuch predatory
activity, at least not conpared to Earth at the same stage of evolution. But the fur on those
aliens, the powerful balancing tail—those usually evolve on a colder, higher-gravity planet. And
| ook at those eyes: two in front and one near the top of the head. That evol ved on a dangerous
world full of flying and wal ki ng predators. Greentrees isn't."

"It isn't dangerous now," Ingrid said, "but maybe it was in the past. Maybe they killed all their
predators. We did on Earth."

"W don't have eyes on the top of our head, either," Todd said. "Didn't kangaroos have tails |ike
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that, before they went extinct? They evolved on Earth."

"True," CGeorge said, leaning closer to study the images on the screen.

Jake said, "W'Il just have to wait until we get there and see in person,” which instantly raised
the group tension. Wio should go? Everyone had an argunment for being included.

Finally Jake and Gail decided. "I know you don't like it," Jake told the scientists, "but we made
our choi ces based on who woul d be useful there and who can't be spared here. Do you know that out
of five thousand people we don't have a single real Iinguist?

We deci ded Engli sh- Chi nese transl ators, say, won't be helpful. A so, we don't want to overwhel m
the aliens with too nmany people. So it's nme, George, Ingrid, and Lieutenant Hal berg, in the
shuttle. Lieutenant Wortz will pilot and stay inside the craft.”

To Jake's surprise, Wlliam Shipley said, "I think |I should go, too.
"You?"

"I"'ma doctor. You've included a biologist and a geneticist, but Ingrid works at the DNA | evel and
George isn't trained in pathologies. | think I should go."

Ingrid said, "How the hell would you recogni ze a pathol ogy on an alien?”

"I can assess the general health of the aliens by conparing themto each other in details you

woul dn't notice."

Jake said, it having just occurred to himthat Shipley shouldn't be downstairs at all, "Wy aren't
you doi ng awakeni ngs aboard shi p?"

"I turned it over to Tariji Brown. She's as capable as | amat this point, and she's got an
assistant. Besides, Jake, Mra City has plenty of doctors, if no linguists. I"mnot vital here.”
George said awkwardly, "WIIl, I'mnot sure you' re needed there, either.” Jake noted yet again that
George was confortable calling the Quaker "WIIl," one of the few who was. George seened to have no
feelings at all about Shipley's religion

"Yes, | am needed," Shipley said. "I know that Lieutenant Hal berg will have all sorts of weapons
to protect you, but it's possible one of you might get hurt anyway in sone way the |ieutenant

can't anticipate."

That made sense. Jake said, "Just one nore thing, Doctor. You nentioned weapons. Lieutenant

Hal berg will be fully armed, everything fromtanglefoamto icers, and he'll be supplying the rest
of us with small arns. | know you New Quakers don't approve of violence ever, under any

ci rcumst ances. "

"That's right," Shipley said pleasantly, "and | won't personally carry any arms. But your deci sion
is yours, according to your own consciences."

That held a whiff of sanctinony that Jake didn't like. But Shipley's point about having a doctor
present was good, and the snall skimrer held six. A so, Shipley was a maj or stockhol der, w th whom
it would be good to cooperate. They m ght someday want a favor fromhim Jake |ooked at Gail, who
shrugged and nodded. "All right," Jake said, "you're in, Dr. Shipley. W |eave as soon as the
smal | skinmmrer returns from mapping."

It took longer than that. Hal berg insisted on each person denonstrating proficiency with the
weapons he issued them This exercise took place well away fromthe canp, on the open plain from
which Larry Smith's Cheyenne had departed. Jake seldomleft the disinfected, nostly defoliated,
electronically protected confines of Mra City. It felt odd to be so out in the open, standing on
untri mred purple groundcover. Wat, if anything, mght be crawling through it? Sone |arge
creatures flew overhead, crying raucously, and he felt again that sense of alienness that often
deserted himon his daily Geentrees. Wiat did those flying things eat? How aggressive were they
about getting it?

Hal berg put them through formation drills for approaching the village, covering each other with
weapons, carrying wounded, and retreating to the shuttle. Shipley participated in three of these,
portly and puffing. Hal berg watched the Quaker doctor expressionlessly. The lieutenant was genenod

handsone, like all Scherer's team and he shared Scherer's unconmunicative stolidity. Finally he
was satisfied with everyone's perfornmance
Gail conminked Jake as the exercises were concluding. "I've been thinking. Maybe you shoul d take

the villagers sone presents. Tokens of goodwill."

"Li ke South Sea islanders? What presents do you choose for an unknown alien, for God' s sake?"
"Ask Shipley," Gail said.

Jake didn't see why, but he did as she asked, and to his surprise Shipley had a ready answer.
"I'"ve been thinking along the sane lines as Gail. W could bring slightly inproved versions of
articles they already have and will recognize. Sonme alloy cooking pots, or hearth grates. They're
going to find us eventually and realize we have nore advanced things than they do. Pots and a
grate woul d begin to establish that without frightening them"”
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Jake said, "Where do we get a hearth grate?"

"Gail will find sonething."

She did, a lattice work of carbon fiber freshly assenbled by a die 'bot. She brought it in a Mra
Corp rover, roaring over the horizon to their nmakeshift training ground |ike cavalry
reinforcenent. "United Shopping and Parcel, that'll be three mllion dollars, sir."

"Ha ha," Jake said hunorlessly. "How s everything at Mra?"

"Falling apart without you, you vain creature. No, everything's normal. One of Fengno's peopl e has
filed a formal conplaint that the city park boundary is off by six inches. |I'mbeginning to think
the Chinese are just as crazy as everybody else, they're just quieter about it."

Si x inches. Sentient aliens on Greentrees and six-inch boundary deviations. Jake just shook his
head.

Finally, they lifted off and started to the village.

Jake hadn't seen Greentrees fromlow flight before now, he'd been too busy to | eave canp. The

t went y-t wo- hour - si xt een-ni nute day was nearly done. Long cool shadows slanted across the bl uish-
pur pl e groundcover. An anal og of bacteriorhodopsin, George Fox had told him closer to a class of
Earthly bacteria that converted sunlight to energy than to chloroplasts. The Greentrees plants al
used it, which gave themtheir tranquil purplish hues.

From t he groundcover the tall, narrow trees rose |like graceful spires. The blue river wound its

sl ow, broad way between low hills, through groves and neadows. A herd of sonething |arge and gray
| unbered toward a | ake. "We're calling them ' 'teelies,' " George said into Jake's ear. "Warm

bl ooded herbi vores, brains the size of wal nuts. Mwve very slowy."

"Why don't they get eaten?”

"They do. But not easily—that's a thick carapace you're seeing on the adults. Also, there's

specul ation that their flesh tastes bad to the domi nant predators."

"Cod bl ess evolution," Jake said.

The | andscape didn't change as they covered hundreds of niles. Restful, beautiful, nonotonous.
This part of Greentrees |acked nountains, although they rose el sewhere, sharp and high. It was a
young pl anet conpared to Earth.

"Approaching the village," Lieutenant Wortz said in her guttural accent. "Landing immnent."

Jake wondered briefly if he'd ever heard any of Scherer's crewtalk without stiff nmilitary |ingo
Hal berg, maybe, but not Wortz, whose English was linited.

Jake's brief glinpse of the village fromthe air | ooked exactly the sane as the recordings. Thatch-
roof ed huts, outdoor stone hearths, small fields beyond. A few Furs wal ked between the huts; when
the humans energed fromthe | ander, they stopped and wat ched.

Wat ched—but nothing el se. The three adults and one child didn't flee, or approach, or as far as
Jake coul d see, change expression. He took a deep breath. "Let's go, people.”

Hal berg left the skimrer first, ready to cover the others if necessary. Then Jake, followed by the
scientists, with Shipley bringing up the rear. Jake had | earned | ong ago how detached and
artificial could seemthe nost inportant nmonents of one's life, as if you watched yourself from
the outside. I'mwal king toward humanity's first contact with aliens, Jake thought, and although
his chest tightened, he still felt like an actor playing a faintly ludicrous part.

The four Furs had not noved. Weren't they going to do sonething? Apparently not. Jake stopped,

Hal berg to his right, a few yards fromthe closest one and smiled. No response.

"Hell o," Jake said carefully.

Not hi ng.
"Humans,
Not hi ng.
Behind him Shipley said, "Gve himthe gifts."

Jake half turned and Shipley was right there, ready with the cooki ng pot, which Jake had forgotten
about. Ingrid and George were undoubtedly recording. Jake took the pot and offered it to the Fur.
The other three Furs had not nmoved, even the child.

The Fur | ooked at the shiny pot but nade no nove to take it. Jake held it out for ten seconds,
twenty, thirty. Finally he put it on the ground at the Fur's feet and, smling, pointed fromit to
the alien.

"Back away fromthe gift," Shipley suggested, "so he realizes we're leaving the pot for them"™
Jake did. The Fur watched inpassively. A full mnute went by. Then the Fur wal ked away, | eaving
the pot on the ground. Hal berg tensed. The Fur went to the edge of the closest field, picked up
what seened to be a primitive hoe, and began digging up plants. The other Furs started to nove
about what was presumably their normal business.

George said, "I think we've been rejected.”

Jake said, "More like they barely registered us. Just a nonentary interruption, then routine as

he said, pointing to himself and then Hal berg.
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usual . "

Ingrid said, "Wat now? Can we go into the vill age?"

Hal berg said, "Counterindicated."

"Ch, for God's sake, Lieutenant," she snapped, "they're obviously not belligerent. And what's the

point of comng at all if we don't nake sone sort of connection?"
George said, "Jake?"
"Mght as well." He felt hel pless. Wat did you do when aliens considered you irrel evant?

They wal ked forward as a group. The adult with the child had noved to a cookfire and was stirring
something in a large pot. It snelled vile. As the humans approached, the Fur | ooked up but didn't
stop stirring. The child stood as inpassive as the adult.

Children, if they weren't shy, were usually curious. Slowy Jake reached inside the pocket of his
coverall and pulled out a small flashlight. It was bright orange, with a blue button. Jake pressed
the button and a beam of |ight shone onto the stones of the hearth. Jake rel eased the button and
held the flashlight out to the child. He heard soneone draw in a quick breath. Inmages of aninmals
savagely defending their young flashed across Jake's brain, but he went on hol ding out the
flashlight.

The child didn't take it.

Jake laid it on the edge of the hearth and noved back a step. The child didn't pick up the
flashlight. The adult Fur went on stirring the pot.

"Jesus Christ," Ingrid said. "They're either stupid or blind."

George said, "If they're not going to notice anything we do, then | want to take some sanples."
"Counterindicated!" Hal berg said. George ignored the soldier and stepped up to the child. He put
his hand on the child's furry head, and Jake tensed for attack. The child | ooked up briefly at
George and then returned to watching the pot. Deftly George snipped a handful of fur with the
cutter concealed in his palm Neither Fur reacted.

In the field, the other adult hoed. The fourth Fur had gone inside a hut.

Now, perversely, Jake wanted sone reaction fromthe aliens. Attack, fury, anything but this stolid
pretense that the humans barely existed, were sonmehow as insubstantial as ghosts. He said, "W're
nmovi ng toward that hut."

Hal berg didn't even say, "Counterindicated." Maybe even he was frustrated by this nonbehavior. The
five humans noved to the open door of the nearest hut. No one tried to stop them Jake peered

i nside, George eagerly beside him Ingrid and Shipley crowdi ng behind.

The inside of the hut held a pallet of tree branches, a cooking pot full of the same snelly stuff
as the first Fur's culinary efforts, and an adult Fur nursing an infant. She lay on the ground on
her side, the baby Iying beside her with its mouth fastened on the teat exposed from underneath
the thick reddish fur. She stared at them w t hout reacting.

Jake felt an odd reluctance to remain. "W've gone far enough into these ... people's privacy as
it is. Back to the skinmer."

The group nmoved out of the hut and wal ked back to the skimrer. Not one Fur | ooked up or ceased
work as they boarded and lifted off.

"Sonet hing," George Fox said, "is very wong with this picture.”

6

Wl liam Shipley sat in neeting and knew he was making a ness of it.

Meeting for Worship was usually the best tinme of Shipley's week. He enptied his mnd and waited,
in blessed silence, for the inner light. If it did not cone to him it mght cone to another, who
woul d be noved to rise and offer vocal ministry. Fromthese voices, over tine, canme the harnony
and sinplicity of truth, and Shipley |left the neetinghouse feeling at peace with hinmself. This was
true even if the entire hour passed with no one saying anything. In the shared silence was a
shared spirituality, sweeter than words

But not this week. Shipley |looked at the Friends seated on the sinple foanctast benches of the new
nmeet i nghouse. It, too, was foantast, a plain w ndow ess roomw t hout distracting adornnment. New
Quakers, like the old, had no icons, liturgy, priests, or theol ogy.

They had been neeting outdoors, but it had rained hard three Sundays in a row, and so each neeting
had taken the tine and allocated the resources to erect a neetinghouse. N neteen of them dotted
Mra Gty, which otherwi se consisted still of inflatables with the occasional converted section of
the Ariel a gleam ng hard anonmaly. In the nedina, Faisal said, the Arabs had begun constructing a
wooden mansion with wood fromthe newy forned, ecologically safe Mra Loggi ng Conpany. So far the
mansi on was nerely a frane. Mra City was green inflatable buildings and gray foantast
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nmeet i nghouses.

Nearly a hundred Friends sat in silence, eyes cast down or closed, for half an hour. A few were
m ssing. Alia Benton had fallen and fractured her ferur; Shipley had her in a nonitor cast that
del i vered genenod neds to help the bone nend faster. Paul Dubrowski had devel oped an allergy to
sonet hi ng on Greentrees, which was interesting because it neant the human i mune system was
adjusting to newirritants. Marlie and Harrel Forrester had been noved to attend a different
meeting this week, as had young Guy Lowel |, whom Shipley suspected of interest in a young woman
there. And, of course, Naonm was m ssing.

But his daughter was not what was distracting Shipley fromworship.

Caneron Farley rose. She said, "I westled with nyself this week. A coworker at the greenhouse,
not a Friend, wore a necklace of beautiful pink stones. | wanted it. | asked her if she would sel
it for Mra script, and she said she would. | have the script. But | know that the necklace is
pulling ne away fromsinplicity. |I feel it. | would not own the necklace, it would owmn nme. |
haven't bought it ... but I still want to." She sat down, a beautiful young woman troubled in her
mnd by a string of pink stones.

No, by a struggle with materialistic desires. A person preoccupied with things is ill-suited to
sit in silence and listen for the still snall voice of God.

Nor, Shipley thought, is a person preoccupied with genetic information.

George Fox, Ingrid Johnson, and Todd MCal |l um were hol ding a neeting-so different fromthis

nmeeti ng—tater today to discuss the results of their genetic analysis of the hair taken fromthe
child Fur. The biologist and two geneticists had been working furiously for a week. In that tinme
Jake had | ed expeditions to two of the other three villages, and he, too, was going to report the
outcones. A small group had been dropped off just this norning outside the first village, to canp
there and see if prolonged contact nade any difference to the Furs' inpassivity. And none of this
shoul d have been cluttering up Shipley's mind during Meeting for Wrship.

A d David Onish rose. "New Quakers don't need or want a lot of things in their lives. That's why
we canme here. So our children can be freed fromthe relentless pressure of owning things and find
the Light." He creaked down again

Ten nore mnutes passed. Then Aivia Arnstead rose and Shipley suppressed an uncharitabl e groan
Oivia was an intelligent, educated woman with no STOP code. Mre than once sonmeone had risen
after twenty or thirty mnutes to tell Qivia, "Friend, bring your message to a concl usion."
"These aliens on this planet," she began with no preanble. By now everyone knew about the aliens,
nmost peopl e wat ching the recordi ngs whenever they had pauses in the endl ess work of setting up a
pi oneering society. "Hi storically there are five states in which diplomatic relationships can
exi st between peoples."”

And they were going to hear all five, Shipley knew He made hinself listen. If Aivia was noved to
share this, then it was part of her Light and a contribution to the truth that enmerged only as the
Li ght brought out the best in each worshipper

Aivia said, "First, there is conplete detachnment, no relationship at all, as when countries
refuse to recogni ze or trade with each other

"Second, there is healthy negotiation froma basically allied position, with nutual-aid pacts,
trade agreenents, arbitration, open borders. This is the relationship that we New Quakers have
with the other contractees of Mra Corp on Geentrees.

"Third, there is covert struggle, with no open hostility but no negotiation, either, and with
subversive actions to undermni ne each ot her

"Fourth, there is a dom nant/dependent relationship. It my be benevolent or tyrannical. This is
what inperial powers have had with their col onies throughout Earth's history.

"Fifth, there is war.

"W must not engage in war with the Furs. Nor in dictatorship, nor in covert struggle, nor in
pretendi ng these people do not exist. W nust treat themas allies." She sat down.

Shipley was inpressed. Aivia had been not only intelligent but relatively brief. But how did you
treat as "allies,” with nutual aid and trade pacts and contractual agreenents, people who were
treating you with "conpl ete detachnment"?

No one el se spoke. Wen the hour was over, David O nish reached for the hand of the person sitting
next to him Everyone raised their heads and then clasped hands. The shift frominner faith to
outer activismwas conplete, and the Meeting for Wrship was over

CQut si de, people mngled and chatted. This meeting was a sociable |ot. Many Friends | ooked
refreshed and cl eansed. Shipl ey thought that he hinself might as well have spent the tine grow ng
med cultures. He had been incapabl e of receiving the Light.

He hurried al ong the unpaved "streets." These were lately clean of garbage or debris, and around a
few of the inflatables bl oonmed beds of those transplanted native flowers approved by Maggie

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Nancy%20Kress%20-%20Crossfire.txt (23 of 144) [10/15/2004 10:18:11 PM]



file:///G)/Program%20Files’eM ul e/l ncoming/Nancy%20K ress%20-%20Crossfire.txt

Striker, the ecologist. Before the Furs had been di scovered, George Fox had been creating a
taxonony and genetic history for Geentrees flora. Now that he was worki ng day and night on the
alien sanples, people had started to invent their own names for the prettiest flowers. Shipley had
heard the sane delicate mauve bl ossomreferred to as "nmoonweed," "Greentrees lace," and "sweet
Leela."

When he reached the inflatable, Ingrid Johnson had al ready begun tal ki ng. The scientists and Board
of Governors listened with all the rapt focus Shipley had not been able to sunmon in neeting.
"Todd and | finished the genone analysis. In the short version: the Furs' genome is DNA-based,

li ke everything el se we've encountered in space, which only strengthens the pansperm a theory.
They're pretty nmuch |ike Earth nmamual s: war m bl ooded, probably viviparous. The crest of darker fur
on their backs seemto occur only in nales. The genes that correspond to a neural systemin the
other Greentrees manmal s, however, are not very nunmerous. They're an old species—there is a | ot of
i ncorporated fossilized genetic material, from anal ogues to viruses. W' ve started matching
protein expression to genetic sequence, but of course without tissue sanples fromthe Furs we're
just guessing. The basis for our guesses is the data we have fromother Geentrees' mamual s, which
may or may not be anal ogous. "

Todd said, with his quiet smile that Shipley always found so nuch nore appealing than his wife's
assertiveness, "In other words, we don't know anything."

"Not true, Todd," Ingrid said, contradictory even with her spouse. "W have sone information."
"Ckay," Gail said. She seened to be chairing the nmeeting. "W can hear the long formlater. WII
we nongeneticists understand it?"

"No," Ingrid said.

"Yes," Todd said, "if we explain well enough."

Gail smiled. "Who's next? Jake?"

"We visited the other three villages in the cluster, if that's what it is. The reaction was
exactly the same: total indifference. W might as well not have existed. W left some nore gifts,
and when we went back the Furs were using the cooking pots and hearth grates, but they gave no
sign the things were in any way connected to us.

"One village is the sane size as the first one. The other two are nuch smaller. In fact, one has
only sixteen Furs in it and seven enpty huts."

Shipley said, despite his vowto sinply listen, "They're dying out?"

Jake made an odd gesture with his left hand, swiping it sideways through the air. "It would seem
so. W actually | ooked for sone sort of graveyard, but we didn't find any markers for it. Maybe
they don't have any death rites.”

George Fox said, "I'ma biologist, not an anthropol ogist, but there's no hunman civilization at
that level that didn't have some death rites."

"Wl |, then, maybe they do," Jake said. Shipley saw that the subject nmade hi munconfortable. "W
didn't see it."

Gail said, "Could there have been a pl ague or somnething? And these are the only survivors?"

"No," Lucy Lasky said. "That's not possible.”

Shi pl ey studied her. Lucy spoke firmly but net no one's eyes. Color nottled her cheeks. Clearly
she was still deeply ashaned of her breakdown on the ship and thought that because of it, no one
woul d take her seriously. Equally clearly, she was certain of what she was saying.

It was al ways the conscientious, hardworking ones, Shipley thought, who were the nost vul nerable.
The peopl e who cared. Those who didn't care, who just wanted to get through the job or the day or
the hour and to hell with everyone who didn't like it—those people were protected from shanme by
their own indifference.

Li ke Naom .
Lucy forced herself to continue. "I know |'ve said this before. But there is no fossil record of
the Furs. They weren't a nunerous species w ped out by plague. They didn't even evolve here. |'ve

been to the village with Jake and took subterranean soundi ngs. There's sone archaeol ogi cal debris
there, which there isn't here by Mra GCty. The Furs m ght have been there as |long as a thousand
years. But no longer. There just isn't any pal eontol ogi cal evidence."

Todd said, "But, Lucy, if they'd been here even a thousand years, there would be nore of them The
gene pool is really small."

"Yes," Lucy said. "That's what |'m saying. The evidence doesn't add up. The Furs didn't evolve
here. They were brought here, no nore than, say, twelve hundred E-years ago. They were brought."
"By whom Lucy?" George said gently. "W've never found any evidence of sentient |ife anywhere
outside the solar system Let alone a star-faring civilization. Surely we'd have detected them—
or, nore likely, they'd have contacted us. W're not all that far from hone, renenber, in
interstellar terns."
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"I know all that," Lucy said, not wthout dignity.

Shi pl ey thought suddenly of that object streaming past the Ariel at ninety-eight percent of c,
back when the ship had still been light-years from Greentrees. Everyone had finally decided it had
been either a conputer error or a natural object, convinced by the fact that the "object"” didn't
seem able to detect the Ariel Only Erik Hal berg had nmi ntai ned ot herw se.

Lucy continued, "But the evidence on Greentrees still says that the Furs were brought here."

"You nean, absence of evidence," Ingrid said. "You ve only offered what isn't here. As far as we
know yet . "

Gai | said, "Captain Scherer?"

Scherer said in his German accent, "The satellite data fail to show some additional settlenents of
Furs on Greentrees. But | caution. W have a good resolution, to a quarter neter, but the conputer
still orthorectifies all data, it does not finish yet. And the planet is big. If some settlenents
are small and put themsel ves under nmany trees, we nmaybe not find them Not yet, anyway. W | ook
still.

Not hi ng we di scover presents a security risk to hunans."”

Ingrid said acidly, "You don't know if there's a biological risk. Contam nation by parasite, for

i nstance. That's why Todd and | need to—

George Fox cut her off. "There can't be just this one group of Fur villages, Captain Scherer. That
really woul d be anonal ous."

Scherer said stiffly, "W find only one group."”

Lucy | ooked close to tears. Jake said tactfully, "Let's consider for a nmonent that they m ght be
an exiled group, dropped out here by their own species as ... oh, a penal colony or politica

exil es or nedical quarantine."

Shipley said, startled, "Medical quarantine?"

George's eyes lit up. "Maybe that explains their zonbielike behavior."

“If that's true," Gail said, "could their disease be dangerous to us? Doctor?"

"It's rare for diseases to junp Terran species, |let alone species with entirely different

evol utionary paths. And any mcrobe would need tine to adapt to us. No, | don't think we're in
danger." Gail | ooked relieved.

Ingrid said inpatiently, "An entire other planet as a quarantine area or penal colony seens a bit
extreme, if you ask ne. Besides, I'mstill not convinced the furry beasts just don't belong here.”
Shipley said nildly, "They're not beasts."

Gail broke in. "Well, wherever they cane from for whatever reason, the Furs are here. Looking at
it scientifically is interesting, but froma practical standpoint, | can't see that it's going to

make nuch difference to Mra City. There are only a handful of Furs, they're over a hundred mniles
away, they aren't bothering us. If they indicate they don't want us canped beside their village,

we'll stop bothering them But our plans for Mra City aren't going to be affected at all, as far
as | can see. Anybody di sagree?"

Everyone stared at her. Staggered, Shipley said, "Gail ... you're just going to ignore then? The
only contact humanity has had with sentient aliens?"

Fai sal bin Saud, silent until now, said, "They do not sound very sentient to ne. | agree wth
Gail. These Furs are negligible to our plans."

Gail said, "What do you want us to do, Doctor? We sent a report to Earth by quee ... haven't we?"
"Um not yet," George said. "Since we're so limted in our quee transm ssions, we wanted to gather
nmore definitive information first. Besides, we've all been so busy studying the Furs that—=

"Well, that's the real problem as | see it,"” Gil said, with sudden heat. "Half our scientists
are either at the Fur village or working day and night on Fur data in the |lab, and work is getting
negl ected here. Dr. Shipley, | appreciate that you at |east have stuck around in case sonme human

actual |y needs nedical help. But Ingrid, Todd, George—Fhekla is conplaining that your input into
the agricultural effort has come to a conplete halt. George, we don't have any kind of index of
possi bly poi sonous plants or creatures. Jake, administrative problens are—

"All right, all right," Jake said testily, surprising Shipley. Jake usually had an outer shell of
forced calm "W see your point, Gail."

"Good. Who's out at the village now for this extended canp-out? And who thinks they're |eaving for
the village this afternoon?"

"I am" Lucy said. No one contradicted her. Mra City didn't have urgent need of an evolutionary
pal eont ol ogi st .

"I am" Ingrid said. "Tissue sanpl es—

"Ti ssue sanples can wait," Gail said.

"I ssues of possible biological contam nati on—

Jake broke in. "We'Ill just have to take our chances. But |I'lIl tell you what, Ingrid—you wite the
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report to Earth."

Ingrid smled, pleased as a stroked cat. \Woever broke the news to Earth woul d have an instant
place in history, Shipley knew. Jake knew his people. Ingrid would stop clanoring to go to the
village. And since quee link could only take so nuch data for the stored energy they had, the
report would be short enough to not consune too nmuch of Ingrid' s tine.

Captain Scherer said with his precise diction, "Five people stay now by the alien village. Private
Muel l er, for security. Two scientists—

"From our genetics staff,"” Todd said with strained cordiality. "They were supposed to fill in only
while Ingrid and | analyzed the alien hair sanples. This afternoon—=

"No, you two are staying here," Gil said. "One of your staff can stay; you pick. Get the other
back here when the skimrer takes Lucy. This is a colonization effort, remenber, not a scientific
expedition."

And you peopl e signed contracts, she didn't say. Shipley knew everyone heard the words anyway.
Jake woul d have been nmore subtle. But Jake had | apsed i nto pensiveness, seenmng not to listen
Captain Scherer continued, "One of Prince Faisal's group—

"My fifth son," Faisal said. Evidently this was news to Gail, if not to Jake. "W are interested
in the natives. Salah investigates for us."

"Interested how?" Gail said, frowning.

Faisal smiled his charm ng, inpenetrable smile. "Purely intellectually, Gail."

"Good. And the fifth person—=

"—+s Mss Frayne," Captain Scherer said, Shipley's heart jolted. Naom ? What was she doing there?
She hadn't told him

"What is she doing there?" Gail said. "She's not a scientist.”

Scherer said, "She asks to go."

Gail said, "Half the city wants to go, to at |least have a | ook at the aliens! Captain, who

aut horized this?"

"I did," Scherer said.

The table fell silent. Scherer stared strai ght ahead, but the flesh above his tight collar

t hr obbed. Shipley watched it, dazed. Naom at the Fur village..

Gail said levelly, "Wy, Captain? You have the right to do so, of course, but why did you give Nan
Frayne perm ssion and passage to the village?"

"l see no reason to say no to Mss Frayne," Scherer said, which was no reason at all. Shipley's
chest turned over. Wat was goi ng on between Naom and this man? Not the obvi ous, Shipley
suspected. Scherer was too controlled, too mlitarily correct, for sexual bribery, and anyway
Naoni hardly seened soneone who woul d appeal to him So what?

Jake nmoved the neeting past the awkward nmonent. "All right, then, we've finished with the Fur
village. Ingrid, pick one of your staff to stay there and comink the other to be ready for pickup
when Captain Scherer takes Lucy. Lucy, do you need an assistant?"

Fai sal said, "My son Sal ah would be honored to assist you, Dr. Lasky. He is untrained in

pal eont ol ogy, of course, but then so is nearly everyone el se on Greentrees except yourself. And
Sal ah can provide you with anything in our compound's power, anything at all."

Lucy knew a good thing when she saw it. She said, "Thank you, M. Saud. |'msure Salah will be
very useful ." Jake Hol man scow ed.

"Then let's nove on to legitinmate col ony business," Gail said. "Jake, about the solar panels—
Shi pl ey stopped listening. He slipped out of the room avoiding everyone's eyes. Qutside, he

wal ked in a straight line to the edge of the human activity, noddi ng brusquely when anyone spoke
to himbut not slowing down. By the tine he cleared the last inflatable, he was puffing.

Beyond the enbryonic city, the wide river flowed between | ow grassy banks dotted with w | dfl owers.
These flowers were beautiful; perhaps all flowers were beautiful. Ancient Egyptians had incl uded
flowers anong the treasures sealed into tonbs with the dead. However, since George Fox was stil
testing native flora for substances toxic to humans, and since nonedible flowers were not high on
the biologist's list, no one knew yet how nmany of these bl ossons m ght be poi sonous.

So far the humans had been remarkably |ucky. They were, according to George Fox, in the best
possi bl e position. Because |ife on Greentrees was DNA-based, it was possible to alter the genone
of many plants to make them digestible to the Earthly interlopers. The altered seeds would be
cultivated as soon as the geneticists and the agriculturists were done tinkering with them On the
other hand, Earth's and G eentrees' evolutionary paths had been different enough that the I oca
parasites hadn't evolved to col oni ze human guts, eyes, or brains. The same m ght be true of plant
toxins as well; they had evolved to affect other life, not humans. Only the predatory vine

ni cknaned "red creeper" had proved dangerous. It tangled small nmammals in renarkably fast-noving,
ground-l evel tendrils and dissolved them Al red creeper had been eradicated inside the city
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peri meter.

This section of riverbank, however, with its lush wild growth, was still outside the perineter and
off-limts, even though the river was the reason hunmans had settled at this site. Testing the
river water had been the biologist's first job. George had deternmned that filters were needed,
due to high traces of minerals Shipley couldn't renenber, plus unidentified nicroorganisns that
nm ght —

What did any of that matter now Shipley pulled out his comink

In their desire for sinplicity, New Quakers didn't usually carry cominks. But Quakerism had

al ways been a nore flexible religion than outsiders inagined. |ndividual conscience counted nore
than rul es, and Shipley was one of a few dozen physicians for five thousand people. He carried a
comink so patients could contact himquickly, just as he used a conputer to aid in diagnosis. The
point was not to turn one's back on technology, as Larry Smith's Cheyenne were attenpting to do,
but to subordinate it to the living souls of men and wonen. This was the first tinme Shipley had
ever used his comink for a personal reason

He didn't know Naonmi's private code, if she had one. O course she did. But he knew the code for
Private Mieller, a young nan even nore silent than nost of the Swiss security people. Shipley
keyed in the code. Mieller answered instantly.

"Ja. Private Mueller."

"This is WIlliam Shipley. May | speak to Naom Frayne?"

"I key you." Another shrill.

"Yes?"

"Naom ? This is your father."

"Ah, Daddy. Just noticed your derelict daughter is gone?"

Shipley said, "Why didn't you tell ne you were going to canp by the alien village?"

"Why don't you tell nme that you care one way or the other? I won't believe you, of course, but you
can tell ne anyway."

He contained his despair. "Naom , what are you doing there? Ingrid Johnson says there could be a
chance of contracting parasites or ncroorganisns from=

"Tell you what, Daddy, if | get alien fleas | prom se not to bring themaround to you."

He said nothing, the famliar hurt and frustration and guilt swanping him Gh, Naom —

Her voi ce unexpectedly softened. "You won't believe this, but |I'mactually working. How about
that, Dad?"

"Wor ki ng?"

"Observing. Making notes on the Furs. Seeing if we can find their comunication node with each
ot her and maybe decode it."

"Naom , you don't know anythi ng about— He stopped. Wong, wong.

"Anyt hi ng about anything, is that what you were going to say, Daddy? Poor untrained usel ess Nan

But this work consists nmostly of sitting still, watching carefully, and running recording

equi prent. Startling as it is, | can actually do that as well as a trained baboon."

He said hunbly, "lI"msorry. Are you ... is the work interesting?"

Agai n her voice warmed unexpectedly. "It is interesting, in a hopeless sort of way. Your worthless

daughter m ght even end up nmaking a mnor scientific contribution."

"That's wonderful, honey." He wanted to ask her about Scherer, about why the captain had brought
her there, but he was suddenly afraid of jeopardizing this tenporary, unhoped-for rapport. "Take
care of yourself."

"You, too, Dad. Bye."

She cut the link. Shipley stood staring at the comink in his pudgy hand, then out at the curve of
the river through the tranquil purple land. He saw neither. Was it possible that Naonmi ... if she
actual ly found something constructive to do ... nmight she also find her inner Iight?

Joy filled him Shipley closed his eyes. Even though he knew it was premature, was unearned, was
in fact ridicul ous, he gave hinself to the sweetness of grace and relief.

"Doct or ?"

Jake must have followed himfromthe neeting. Shipley opened his eyes and snil ed.

"Doctor, you're out beyond the perineter. This area hasn't been disinfected."

Shi pl ey said, "Jake, have you ever thought a situation was hopel ess and then suddenly sone

conpl etely unforeseen door opened out of it? A door you had mi stakenly thought led only to nore
di saster?"

To Shipley's surprise, Jake turned his back and wal ked abruptly away.
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He shouldn't have done that. He hadn't ever done anything that revealing before.

It was this planet, Jake thought. He tried to wal k casually back into the neeting, as if he'd
merely gone to use the toilet. Wich nust be what everyone assuned because Gail kept on tal king
wi t hout even glancing at him Did she think Shipley, too, had had a sudden bl adder emergency, as
if the two of them were some sort of urinary clones? Wio knew what Gail thought. Who cared

Jake cared. He nmade hinself sit down, |look interested, get hinself in control. Usually that was
easy. It wasn't the planet that was fucking with him It was Shipley.

Gail tended to dismiss Shipley as a rich, harmess religious nut, the nuttiness inexplicably
coupl ed with unusual skill as a physician. Jake had tried to view Shipley the sane way. But
sonet hi ng about the nman disturbed him Sone quality of perception, of penetration

"Have you ever thought a situation was hopel ess and then suddenly sone conpletely unforeseen door
opened out of it? A door you had m stakenly thought led only to nore disaster?"

Jesus Christ, Shipley hadn't been tal king about Jake! He knew that. But he had stal ked off stiffly
anyway. There was no better method of suggesting guilt. He, Jake, was a platinum fool

Gail said, "Jake? What do you think?"

He said, not missing a beat, "I think we need to consider all the inplications before we nake a
decision on this."

Gail nodded, just as if he'd actually said sonething. Faisal bin Saud said, "Yes, that is what I
have said all along. If we—= Jake tuned out again.

He | ooked across the roomat Lucy Lasky. In profile, her snall face | ooked even nore serious. Her
thin arms, bare to the el bows, stirred him She |eaned forward a nonent and her fine brown hair
cut to the angle of her delicate jaw, swung over her face and then back. She nodded at sonething
Gail was arguing forcefully.

Lucy, Jake imagi ned hinself saying, there's something | need to tell someone. |'ve kept it secret
for fifteen years, and it's the entire reason any of us are on Greentrees in the first place. But
now that we're here—that |I'm here—+the nonentumis gone. |'ve lost the inertia that kept ne noving

forward, and the secret is going to crush ne.

"—si xteen percent of energy fromwater power by—

"—down to one millionth per part and then—=

"—geot hermal energy tapped into successfully so we can—

You rmust know what it's like to teeter on the rimof fear. | suspect you live there all the tine,
Lucy. Wiy is that?

"—urisdiction should fall to—

"—agreenent we nade prior to the vote held for—=

"—greenhouse space allotnments accordi ng to—

Lucy, | did sonething genuinely heinous. And got away with it. Should that matter now, after so
long, so far away from Earth? Everyone involved is |ong dead. Wiy does it still matter to ne?
He woul d never say it. Not Jake Hol man, Jake the successful, Jake the snooth tal ker

"Jake, do you agree with Faisal ?" Gail asked.

"I think he's raised a really interesting issue," Jake said, "but I'd like to hear a bit nore
about that |ast aspect before making up nmy mind."

"Good point," Todd said. "You always cut to the heart of things, Jake."

Three days later in the late afternoon, Jake sat at his conputer, accessing data in the ship's
library. Very little of the Ariel was left in orbit, or left as a ship. After everyone had been
awakened and transported downstairs, and all the gear shipped down as well, cannibalization had
begun. Everything went as planned, in itself remarkable. \Wole sections of the Ariel had been
brought down, controlled by thrusters and parachutes. Those sections were now functioning

hydr oponi ¢ vats, genetics lab, infirmary, water filtration equi pnent, and half a dozen ot her
structures.

One chunk of the vast ship, however, remained in orbit. It included orbital defenses, sensors, and
the main library. Wth the comink satellites in place, the library could be accessed, copied,
added to fromany ternmnal on Greentrees. Wat it could not be was physically destroyed by
activity on the planet, natural or hunan.

Jake said, "Quee-link data. Non-solar system Most recent."”

"Accessing," the termi nal said. "Spoken, on-screen, or printout?"

"On-screen. Translate all to standard English."

Quee-1ink nessages were short; they required considerable energy. Soneday the Ariel would stop
transmtting. OF the ships in orbit around other col ony worlds, one, the Phoenix, had already
ceased. Whatever had happened to the quee, neither Earth nor the other three worlds would ever
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know about it. A settled colony m ght have the energy to run a quee, but hardly the el aborate
manuf acturies to build a new one.

Quee reports appeared on-screen fromthe UAF vessel, the Wnston Churchill, and fromthe Chinese
shi p, the Good Fortune. Jake scanned them slowed by the conputer's strange transl ations of
Chinese, a cross-cultural software problemnever really solved in a hundred fifty years:
Popul ati on now si xteen thousand of souls in successful spirit ... Heaven nakes water systemcrisis
not chronol ogi cal ..

He was | ooking for what was not there. No sentient |life had been discovered on either Aval on or
New Hope. Nor did either contain any new i nfornmati on about devel opnents on Earth.

Ingrid had conposed her nonentous quee nessage to Earth about the Greentrees Furs. The nessage, a
nmodel of conpressed data, had been sent two days ago, after approval by the Board of Governors
meeting in special session. Quee still had the power to awe Jake. Instantaneous transni ssion

t hanks to the quantum entangl ement he didn't understand at all, across sixty-nine |ight-years of
space ... to be received by whon? What was Earth |ike now, seventy years after the Ariel had left
her ?

The nmessage had been addressed, like all their quee nessages, to the Wrld Governance Al liance
based in Geneva, a body of useful figurehead value and no actual power. The answer had cone back
an hour later, in English

WA di sbanded. Geneva under siege. Cannot help with alien invasion. Proceed at discretion

"What the bloody hell?" Thekla had said. " 'Alien invasion' ?"

George expl oded, "Doesn't it even register that we've discovered the first aliens in the

uni verse?"

Liu Fengno's qui et voi ce sonehow rose above the indignant babble. "This is a mlitary person who
speaks by quee. His interest is Iimted to his own desperate situation in Geneva."

Desperate situation. Jake | ooked closely at Liu Fengnpb. The Chinese, snall and neat and self-
contai ned as a biochip, rarely spoke of anything but pragmatic matters. Jake had never heard Liu
specul ate before ... although Liu's words didn't carry the tentative ring of speculation. Liu,
Jake suddenly recalled, had been a soldier in General Chu's disastrous war against India. "H's
interest is limted to his own desperate situation." Jake felt sudden col dness at his spine.
Todd McCal | um had spoken for all of them "What coul d be going on back on Earth?"

No one knew. No ot her quee nessage had cone since.

Now a diffident voice interrupted him "Jake? Are you busy?"

"No, cone in," Jake said automatically, blanking the screen

Frank Byfield stood in the Mra office doorway. He was the head of one of Mra City's politica
and judicial subdivisions, Section Six. "Do you have that decision for me? On the supplies

di sput e?"

Jake had conpletely forgotten to bring it up at the Board of Governors' neeting.

"Frank, they're still considering all the factors involved. | know you' re eager to get this
settled, and you're absolutely right. 1'll see what | can do to hurry them al ong."

Byfield said unhappily, "Thanks. W really need to know before we can nove forward at all."

"I know you do," Jake said warmy. "I'Il talk to Gail nyself this afternoon.”

"I appreciate it." Byfield left.

God, the adm nistrative details in running a col ony! Wiy hadn't he understood that back on Earth?
He had understood it; he'd been a |l awer, after all. Not a great |awer, but adequate. And now,
with six thousand people (nminus a thousand Cheyenne) in his care, he wasn't even adequate.

At | east he could take care of Byfield s problemright now.

He cominked Gail, who said, "Jake? Why are you bringing this up now? It should have been thrashed
out at the neeting."

"Yes, but Frank Byfield hadn't yet given ne all the information. Now he has. The situation is

t hat =

"For God's sake, | can't listen to it now, |I'mabout to descend fifty feet underground into the
new iron mne. The "bots are finished with the prelinnary excavation. You knew that."

"Yes, you're absolutely right, but—=

"Find ne later." She broke the |ink.

Jake stood, took several deep breaths. He went to find Lieutenant Wortz.

She had returned with the skimer. Jake caught her heading through the warm dusk for the wonen's
baths, still in the uniform Scherer required of his people, with a towel slung around her neck.
Jake wondered briefly what she'd | ook |ike naked. Too fleshy, he decided. He'd better resune the
|'i bi do suppressors.
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He was lying to hinself. He wasn't going to resune them

"Li eutenant Wrtz. Can you take ne to the Fur village? | know you're off-duty, but no one else is
avail abl e. ™

She didn't react to the lie. Maybe it wasn't a lie; Jake hadn't checked. Gretchen Wrtz said in
her careful English, "To the Fur village? Now? | return just fromthere."

"I know. |'msorry. Sonething' s cone up."

She didn't ask what; Scherer had his soldiers trained to mlitary acceptance of authority, and on
G eentrees authority was Jake. Usually this irritated him but now he was grateful for it. Twenty
mnutes to walk to the skimer, parked out beyond the el ectronic perineter that kept away

G eentrees' predators, and they were in the air. Two of the three small npons were up, the close
one noving visibly across the darkening sky. Sunset happened fast here; Mra Cty sat not far from
t he equator.

Li eutenant Wortz surprised himby offering actual conversation. "Look down, M. Hol man. The

rhi nos."

Bel ow t hem noved a herd of warm bl ooded, turtlelike predators. George Fox had named t hem
sonet hi ng, Jake coul dn't renmenber what, but not "rhinos." He grinned. People were using their

fam liar nanes for the unfamliar, even though the creatures bel ow | ooked nothing like

r hi nocer oses.

He said, "They're so slow "

"Ja. But | see the fast eaters. The lions. They live in the trees."

Jake tried to imagine tree-living lions, but gave up. Lieutenant Wrtz said nothing else.
Expertly she set the skinmmer down in the "neadow' beside the alien village. Purplish groundcover
made a |lush carpet. A few Furs were working fields. They didn't | ook up as Jake wal ked, wat ching
carefully for red creeper, toward the cluster of huts set between the meadow and a wood of tal

bl ui sh trees. The human canp had been pitched on the east side of the village. Lucy Lasky was
alone in the largest inflatable, working at a term nal

"Hel l o, Lucy."

"Jake? What is it?"

She stood, |ooking alarnmed. O course an unannounced visit by the Mra Corp president would make
her think sonething was wong. Jake said quickly, "Nothing's wong. |I'mjust naking a routine
visit to see how the work is going."

Now al arm was repl aced by wariness. She thought he was checking up on her: her diligence or her

rel evance or her sanity. The incident on the Ariel still haunted Lucy. She said stiffly, "The work
is going fine."
"Actual ly, Lucy, Dr. Shipley wanted ne to look in quickly on his daughter. He's ... concerned

Al though 1'd prefer you didn't nention that to Nan Frayne."

He watched her relax. "No, of course. But Nan's doing fine, too. In fact, better than fine. She
got a Fur to talk to her."

"She did!'" H s surprise was genui ne.

Lucy smled, a rare event, and he saw how it lit up her whole face. "She did it by pure nerve. She
stood in front of a Fur on its way to a field and wouldn't get out of its face. Every tine the Fur
noved, Nan did, too. Lieutenant Hal berg had a fit."

"I''l'l bet he did. She was risking her life."

"She didn't think so, because they're so passive. Anyway, the Fur tried to get around her for
twenty mnutes. Can you believe it? Finally the Fur just gave up and sat down on the ground. Nan
sat, too, still crowding the Fur face-to-face, and started to talk. Just her own nane, pointing to
hersel f, over and over. And the Fur eventually answered!"

"What did it say?" H's heart had begun to thud slowy. Alien conmunication

"Nan doesn't know. It was just one sound, sort of |ike 'eeeeeerat.' It might be a name, or not. It
took her five hours to get that nuch.”

"Five hours of saying 'Nan'?"

"Yes!" Lucy |l aughed. Jake realized he'd never heard her |augh before. "And Nan's still there. This
only happened today, which is why you don't have a report on it. Do you want to see?"
"In a mnute. |Is Halberg still standing by, covering Nan with some weapon or other?"

"Yes!" She | aughed again. "They resenbl e one of those unnoving nedi eval tableaux."

"And your work? Any breakt hr oughs?"

Her mirth vani shed. "No. Just confirmation of what | already told you all."

"That the Furs didn't evolve here. That's what | want to hear nore about. Can we wal k and tal k?
|'ve been sitting in the skinmer."

"Ckay. "

Qutside, the air snelled sweetly tangy. They set out across the neadow, parallel to the edge of
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the wood. The tall narrow trees cast |ong shadows blurred by the purple groundcover. Jake drew
Lucy out about her work, using every conversational skill he had, and after a while she began to
talk freely, w thout her usual muted despair. He listened without interruption, letting her say
everything she wanted to get out, sonetines nodding respectfully. The | obes of her snall ears were
delicate and pink as shells.

Slowy Jake felt hinmself unknotting.

"Do you believe nme, Jake?"

"Yes. | do. |I don't see how the Furs could be native to G eentrees. Not with all the facts you' ve
uncovered. "

She |l et out a deep breath, sonewhere between a sob and a sigh

"Lucy ... do you like it here?"

She answered nore quickly than he expected, as if she'd already given the question considerable
thought. "Yes. | do, even with everything that ... happened. Geentrees is beautiful, and |I can do

work here that nobody ever woul d have | et ne anywhere near on Earth."
"lI's that why you cane? For the work?"

"No." After a nmonent she added, "I volunteered to the Wl lcome Trust because | couldn't stand to
be on Earth any longer. O even anywhere in the solar system It won't nake sense to you, naybe,
but there was ... ny husband |left nme for sonebody else. He didn't even wait for our marriage

contract to run out."

She said it starkly, wi thout enotion, but Jake heard the enpti on anyway. Yes, a person |ike Lucy
woul d | ove with her whole heart, her whole universe, and if she were betrayed she nmight well flee
an entire star system That ought to have made her ridicul ous. But, wal king beside himw th quiet
dignity, taking the risk of telling himthis, she seened to Jake sonething rare and precious: a
person capabl e of unswerving conmtnent.

He said, "You didn't have any children? O other family ties to keep you on Earth?"

She shrugged. "A sister. Sone cousins. No one | genuinely cared for. I'mafraid | don't |ove very
easily. I'mcold."

"That's not col dness. That's depth.™

She | aughed. "Pretty to think so, anyway. Did you | eave anyone inportant on Earth?"

"I had a brother once, but he died."

She nodded, watching the treeline, and Jake went icy all over

He had never mentioned Donnie, not to anyone, not in fifteen years. Jake's personal records |isted
no brother. The news clippings in the library archives had docunented hi m extensivel y—SUDDEN

Bl LLI ONAI RE TO LAUNCH FI RST EVER PRI VATE STARSHI P! —i t hout finding any brother. Wat the hell had
made hi m mention Donni e now?

"Lucy," he said, and she nust have heard sone terrible note in his voice, for she turned to him

wi de-eyed, "I never nention ny brother. Please ... don't."
"Of course not. | never nention ny husband, either, Jake. That's why | wanted to tell you."
He al nost said, | did something horrible that | never nmention, either, but he didn't say it.

Instead he | eaned forward slowy, took her in his arns, and kissed her

She cane nore eagerly than he'd expected. Her |ips were soft, her thin body light in his arns.
Instantly Jake had a huge erection. He pulled her closer, letting hinself drown in her scent,
letting the noment obliterate everything el se

Sonet hi ng screaned.

It was a high shriek that pierced the soft dusk like a missile. Jake and Lucy tore apart and

| ooked around wi |l dly.

"I't's coming fromthe village!" Lucy cried. She took off running.

Jake raced after her. At the edge of the village they net Lieutenant Hal berg and Nan Frayne.

Hal berg had a drawn gun in one hand and a tangl efoamwand in the other. Nan Frayne yell ed,
"There!"

Beside a hut on the edge of the village, a creature dragged a Fur child. Instantly Jake saw what
Gretchen Wrtz had neant about "a lion that lives in the trees.” The animal had the |Iong sleek
body of a cat but with tentacled forelegs and tail that probably w apped around branches. Its
tentacles held the child as long, w cked teeth tore at the furred flesh. It bal anced on powerfu
hind | egs, backing away with its prey.

"Fucking hell, shoot it!" Nan cried. Halberg, after a quick ook around to ascertain the safely of
every human, nmoved to get a clear shot and fired

The ani mal dropped to the ground, a laser hole in its head. Before Hal berg could grab Nan, she had
darted to the child. It had stopped screanm ng and even fromthirty yards away Jake could see that
it was dead. One furry arm hung only by a few shreds of nuscle. He | ooked away.

Two adult Furs stood off to the Ileft. They watched Nan, Hal berg, the dead predator, and the child.
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Their faces didn't change. Then they both continued, hoes still in hand, toward a snol deri ng cook-
fire and peered into the pot. One dipped in a hand and began to eat.

Lucy drew a sharp breath.

Hal berg said to Nan, "Get away fromthe carcass, Mss Frayne."

She actually conplied. Nan stal ked over to the adult eating his dinner and peered into his face.
Then she did the sane to the second adult. She wal ked over to Jake.

Lucy said unsteadily, "They don't care that one of their young was just killed."

"No," Nan said furiously, "and they can't care. But they aren't like that naturally. No species
is, or at |l east not any species that can build huts and hoe fields. Fuck. Wiat the shit is going
on here?"

Lucy said, "They're sick. Al of them That's why ny findings show that the species is dying out.
They' ve got sone nental defect that nakes them stupider and nore indifferent with every
generation. They won't |ast two generations nore."

Nan stared at her. Slowy she nodded. Jake was startled to see grief on that usually sullen face
"Yes. Yes, Lucy, you're right. They're sick with sonething we don't understand. A virus?"

Lucy rai sed one hand, let it drop hel plessly. "How would we know? The physiology is conpletely
alien."

"Then let's make it less alien!"

Nan started back toward the doubl e carcass. Hal berg put a hand on her armto stop her, and she
threwit off contenmptuously. Pulling a tiny laser gun from her pocket, she sliced off the head of
the Fur child. Blood, or sone substance |ike blood, spurted out in a brownish fountain.

"Hey!" Jake called, nmeaning, GQuns are forbidden except to Mra City security!

Nan i gnored him She picked up the snall severed head and wapped it in her jacket. "Jake, how did
you get here? Skinmmer? Take ne back to the | abs now. "

Jake said quietly, "Don't give ne orders, Mss Frayne."

Hi s tone reached her, as he'd intended it should. But instead of a scornful insult, she said
sadly, "Okay. Just get ne back, please. W need answers before the Furs are gone conpletely.”

Hal berg said stiffly, "The others here—=

"Can stay, and you, too," Jake said. "Lieutenant Wortz is with the skimer. Conme on, Nan. Lucy?"
"I ... will cone, too."

The severed head had bl ed through Nan's jacket. She held it on her lap anyway, clinbing into the
second row of seats in the skimer, Lucy beside her. Jake sat in front. "Back to the city,

Li eutenant Wortz."

"One nonent, M. Holman. Please to hear this. It cones since two nminutes ago. Conputer, repeat the
| ast nessage."

"Jake," Gil's voice said, "where are you? W need you. W have a situation here."

A situation. Various disasters tunbled through Jake's mind: an outbreak of sone native plague, a
horrendous construction acci dent, a skinmer crash, a colonist gone berserk and shooting..

"It's Larry Smith. He just conmlinked," Gail said, which was the |ast thing Jake had expected. The
Cheyenne had been very clear about severing all ties with Mra City. "The tribe canme across a
bunch of aliens living in a village. The aliens attacked instantly with spears and cl ubs, trying
to kill everybody they could, for no reason at all. The Cheyenne have got four dead and ten

i njured.

"Larry said the aliens are tall and covered with reddi sh-brown hair, with big sharp teeth. They
sure sound like Furs to ne."

8

It was one thing when a bunch of primitive aliens stayed in a few distant villages and refused to
interact. That was no threat at all, thought Gail. It was quite another when aliens started
throwi ng spears and sw ngi ng cl ubs at humans, even if those humans were not under Mra Corp's
jurisdiction. The second situation required a personal eval uation

Scherer had not wanted her to go: "M. Holnman is already at the site. It is the unacceptable
security risk for both | eaders of this colony to go."

"Why—do you think your soldiers can't protect us? If your |aser cannons and what-all can't beat
of f a bunch of spear-chuckers, then we're all in nore trouble than just |osing Jake or ne."

"I think it is not advisable," Scherer said stiffly.

Gail ignored himand clinbed into the second skimer with George Fox and Dr. Shipley. Shipley had
crammed as nmuch of his infirmary as possible into the enpty seats.

Shipley said, "Gail, will the Cheyenne let ne treat then? They're supposed to have | eft behind al
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vestiges of nodern civilization."

"Then what was Larry Smith doing with a comink? Cone on, Private Mieller, let's go." She hoped
Muel l er could fly the skimrer. Scherer insisted on staying to "protect” Mra City, and both Wrtz
and Hal berg were at the canp beside the first Fur village.

O course Mueller could fly a skimer; Scherer had trained all his people to do everything. She
wasn't thinking clearly.

The first thing Gail saw when she got out of the skimer was a group of Cheyenne braves naking
spears. No nore than sixteen or seventeen years old, the young nmen squatted in a circle and

shar pened stones with Y-powered dianond cutters. A pile of fresh wooden | ances sat beside them
ready to be tipped with stone. One of the boys glanced up at the group fromthe skinmer and then
back to his work, flicking back long light brown hair circled with a headband. Gail saw his eyes,
glowing with excitenent.

"The eagerness of youth for war," she said to Shipley.

Shi pl ey shook his head. "I think there's nore than that here, Gail."

"Ch, sure. Mysticism Nostalgia. Deep psychol ogi cal weirdness."

"More than that."

"I thought you New Quakers were opposed to this sort of violence."

"Conpl etely opposed,” Shipley said. "But renenber, the Cheyenne didn't ask for this. They had
sonething else in mnd."

Whatever it was, Gail wasn't inpressed by it. Conical tents dotted the plain, which bore the

ubi qui t ous purpl e groundcover. She saw open cooking hearths, a few ani mal skins stretched taut
bet ween pol es. The huge rovers weren't imediately visible. In fact, the place didn't |ook al
that different froma Fur village. Wiy would a people want to go backward?

Shipley said, "Is that Naom ?"

Gail squinted into the dusk. Yes, Nan Frayne wal ked quickly toward them She carried sonething,
and Shi pl ey gasped at the same nmonment that Gail realized Nan's tunic was covered with bl ood.

"No, it's not nme," Nan said irritably. And the "bl ood" was the wong color, Gail now saw. Too

br own.

Shipley said, with a forced calmthat Gail gave himnuch credit for, "What happened, Naom ? Were
you here when the aliens attacked, instead of at the Fur village with Lucy?"

"No. | was there. This is—fuck it, where's the |lab these norons are supposed to have in the mddle
of their primtive insanity? Did you see Jake or Lucy pass by?"

Jake was here. Good. Although why was Lucy Lasky with hin? If there was one thing this situation
didn't seemto need, it was a pal eontol ogi st.

George said, "The rover is behind those trees. See?"

They hurried toward the dimnetal bulk. It was nearly full dark now Mra Cty was of course
illumnated; night on this plain, Iit only by open fires, suddenly seemed very alien to Gail. D d
she really belong now to this strange planet, with its cool, fertile beauty and murderous

predat ors? Overhead, strange configurations of stars appeared, along with a pair of too-smal
noons.

Inside the |ab rover, however, nodern Earth abruptly reasserted itself. A Cheyenne tech (and
wasn't that contrary to Larry Smith's grand vision?) worked at sophisticated bionmed equi pnent.
Seven people lay janmed together over nobst of the available floor space. All were quiet, probably
sedated. Shipley ran an expert eye over them and knelt by a wonan wi th bl ood-soaked bandages on
her exposed belly. Her eyes were cl osed.

"What have you given thenP" he asked the tech, and Gail wondered if she'd hear of sone exotic
Earthly herb carried seventy |light-years across the void.

"Assiterline," the tech said and Shipley nodded, apparently satisfied.

George Fox said, "The report said ten injuries. Are the others able to talk to nme?"

"Yes. Only superficial wounds. Ask at the teepee of Blue Waters."

"Who's Blue Waters?" George said

"The former Larry Smith."

Bl ue Waters. Gail stopped herself fromrolling her eyes. Yet Shipley had said "sonmething else in
mnd" in a respectful tone. What in this soft-headed experinment did he see that Gail was mi ssing?
George said, barely able to restrain his eagerness, "Do you have anything that humans used to
stri ke back with? Anything that m ght have alien hair or blood or tissue on it?"

The tech | ooked at the biologist. She was a short, dunpy woman with startlingly beautiful green
eyes. She said quietly, "Better than that. W have an alien corpse. W killed one of them Qut
back. "

George was gone instantly. Nan Frayne, who'd been tal king to soneone outside, pushed her way past
Gail. She said to the tech, "Now you have two alien corpses. O at |least the head of one. | want
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to do sone sort of brain scan on this. To see if there are parasites or viruses or sonmething. It's
i mportant.”

"No," the tech said. "It's not."

"Don't you try to tell nme—=

"W don't do brain scans here. This lab is a tenporary necessity, to identify those foods and
animal s we can safely eat, and to treat our people nedically while we're adjusting to G eentrees.
We have no advanced equi pnent for neddling with the brain. Eventually we'll destroy this entire
rover, and the other two as well. W need nothing fromthe Vol cano Man."

Nan said, "You're crazy. Al of you. You deserve nothing but contenpt."

The tech turned her back on them

Gail took Nan by the armand pulled her out of the rover. "Nan, stop that talk. Now W are guests
here, this subcontinent is Cheyenne |and, and we will behave with courtesy and respect. You do
that for the Furs, why not for your own species?"

"If you don't know the answer to that already, you're incapable of understanding nmy expl anation."
Gai | laughed. "You think that sort of sophistry inpresses me? O hurts ne, the way you're hurting
your poor father? Soneone else you don't treat with respect because you, Naom Shipley Frayne,

di sapprove of his beliefs. What do you think you are, the standard for the universe? Does the word
"hubris' mean anything to you?"

"I'sn't that what Lahiri always used to accuse you of ?" Nan said and stal ked off, |eaving Gai

feeling as if she'd been punched in the stomach. How had that little bitch known ... what had she
accessed and where..
Gail stood still, pulling herself together. It took |Ionger than it should have. Then she turned on

her flashlight and set out to ook for "the teepee of Blue Waters."

It sat in the center of the nonad encanpnent, with two ani nal skins stretched on poles outside it.
This time Gail |ooked closely at the skins. One was light tan, alnost hairless. The other, much
smal ler, was a gray-purple pelt, also hairless. She renenbered George saying that the Furs could
not have evolved on Greentrees; their heavy fur belonged to a nmuch col der world

How ong would it be before the Cheyenne stretched Fur pelts outside their teepees?

Seeing no way to knock or ring, she lifted the tent flap and waited to be recogni zed. Larry Smth
sat on synthetic rugs in his plastic teepee with five other men and wonen. They all wore a bizarre
conbi nati on of Threadnore coveralls, work boots, belts nade of some native fiber, and colorfu
headbands sewn with small glittering nuts, stones, and feathers. The air was blue with a thick
sweet snoke.

"Cone in, Gail."

"Larry, |I—=

"Not 'Larry,' " he said. "Blue Waters."

"Ckay. Blue Waters, I'd like to talk to you and your ... your tribal council about this attack."

"W wel come you, our guests,"” a woman said. Her hair, long and |ustrous, was braided with purple
feathers. Her eyes were obviously genenod for augnented vision

"Thank you," Gail said. She felt an insane sense of disorientation

"Please sit," Larry-—Blue Waters—said. "You want to know how the Cheyenne will neet our new eneny."
"Yes. They ... they were here first, you know. |'msure that a Cheyenne tribe can recogni ze that
sort of claim" Damm, where was Jake? This was his sort of negotiation.

Bl ue Waters said calmy, "They were not here first. Your own scientists say they are no nore
native to this planet than we are."

"That is still a disputed point even anobng our own scientists,” Gil said.

"Listen, Gail. Wt understand that the aliens have a claim But so do we, by contract with Mra
Corp. Yes, it stipulates that any sentient native life on this subcontinent supersedes our claim
but these are not natives. Still, they are here, and we're prepared to live with themin peace.
Their nunmbers are small, and so are ours. They aren't polluting or desecrating the |and. There's
ganme and room enough for all. But if they go to war, we have no choice but to respond.”

"Larry, the foundation of life on G eentrees was supposed to be no viol ence between any groups.
Live and let live. That's witten into every contract, every |land charter—

The wonman with braids said angrily, "So do you want us to sinply |et them slaughter our people? O
shoul d we bonb them out of existence? Maybe you think a |l aser sweep fromorbit would sol ve your
probl em "

"No," said Gail evenly, "that would only conpound the problem But you could negotiate."

"We intend to," Smith said. "But what we've seen so far isn't encouraging. If they will not
negotiate, we will protect ourselves."

"Wth spears? | saw sone young nmen actually chipping spears!"

"Wth what we can fashion fromthe land. We will not |et ourselves be deci mated again. The
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Cheyenne are a proud people."

Ch, for CGod's sake, Gail didn't say aloud. She'd read the personnel records. Larry Smth was one
thirty-secondth Cheyenne. The "tribe" included Irish, German, Spanish, Swedish, and French bl ood,
and it was in the npjority. One brave was three-quarters Chinese, with features that no
seventeenth-century Native American had so nmuch as ever set eyes on

She said only, "Nobody wants violence, Lar ... Blue Waters. Yes, this is your land, and Mra Corp
won't interfere with you. But the aliens, native or not, have precedence according to our
charter."

He said, "Does that nean you will protect thenf? By viol ence agai nst us?"

It was the real question, of course. Gail didn't have the answer. She said honestly but

poi ntlessly, "W don't want violence."

Bl ue Waters said, "Wen you have an answer to ny question, cone back. Ot herw se, please | eave our
| ands. "

"We're here at your request! For Dr. Shipley to help your wounded!"

"l know that," he said. "And we thank you. It is a tenporary situation; we are still |earning how
to adapt our own heal i ng nethods."

Gail stood to | eave. She had acconpli shed nothing. The wonman with braids said scornfully, "Volcano
Man. "

"At | east keep your comink for now," Gail told Larry Snmith.

Conmuni cati on was better than nothing.

Maybe.

The skimrers took off together, in a confusion of people and objects mlling around in the dark
George carried a Fur corpse wapped in plastic, aided by an unwi lling Lieutenant Hal berg. Gail saw
Jake gingerly holding a plastic bag. Lucy carried three recorders—+o whomdid the others bel ong?
"Jake, where the hell were you? | talked to Larry, and he said the tribe will retaliate against
these Furs if there's another attack. He asked what we will do. Wat will we do?"

"W need to talk about it."

"We certainly do. Where were you? And what's in that bag?"

"The head of a Fur child," he said.

"What ?"

"The child was killed by one of those predators sort of like lions. George is going to run a brain
scan, or sonething."

"Killed? You nean, here?"

"No. At the first alien village. Gail, we'll talk back at Mra City. I'mriding in the other
skimer." He hurried off, setting down his plastic bag to help Lucy | oad what | ooked |ike several
buckets of dirt into the I arger skimrer.

Gail clinbed wearily into the smaller skinmer. Lieutenant Wortz, an oasis of stolid calm sat at
the pilot console.

"Li eutenant, the other skimrer is taking off now We're waiting for Dr. Shipley to finish his
doctoring. Two Cheyenne will escort him here."

"Yes," Wortz said neutrally.

Gail put her head back on the seat and closed her eyes. She was glad not to be riding in the other
skinmrer, with an alien corpse and an alien severed head, plus several spears tipped with Fur
tissue sanples. And dirt. Wat did Lucy want with all that soil? Probably checking it for
evolutionary artifacts, after which she would again insist that the Furs canme from somewhere el se.
From where? And how? They hadn't ridden here on broons |ike some folkloric witches. Lucy nust be

wong. It was another unstable delusion, Iike the one Lucy had had on the Ariel, when she'd tried
to anni hilate a nonexistent alien ship.
Sonet hi ng tugged at the back of Gail's m nd, sonething connected with Lucy's breakdown ... she had

it. Lieutenant Hal berg had reported on a conputer glitch, an object in the astrononical data
supposedly noving at ninety-eight percent of c¢c. Nothing |like that had ever been detected again,
and eventual | y everyone except Lieutenant Hal berg accepted that it was a bug in the programdue to
cosni ¢ bonbar drent .

"Li eutenant Wrtz—= Gil began. And then, "Never mnd." Getchen Wrtz probably woul dn't know any
nmore than Gail about astronomical data. And if she did, the al oof soldier wouldn't tell her
anyway.

Despite herself, Gail slept. Wen she woke, they were already in the air. Shipley sat beside her.
"Doctor, what's 'Vol cano Man'?"

It seened to take hima long tinme to focus. He nust be exhausted. "Wuat's what?"

" "Vol cano Man.' Two different Cheyenne referred to that, or called me that. Wiat is it, do you
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know?"
"It's an old American Indian |egend, |I think. The Vol cano Man canme sputtering up from underground
and started despoiling everything, digging mnes and shitting in | akes and killing bison and

destroying forests. It cane to be associated with Western civilization wecking the wilderness the
Native Anericans depended on to survive. But it also nmeant a total disregard for the spirits of
the land, the life force that flows through all things and nakes them val uabl e as nore than
themsel ves. The life force that sees the world as sacred and precious."

Gail was silent.

"Not a bad vi ewpoi nt,
exhausti on.

"Doctor, where's Nan?"

He didn't answer.

"She went in the other skimmer, right? It was very confusing there at the |oading..."
"She didn't go in the other skimer. She stayed behind. To | earn what she can, she said."
"From t he Cheyenne?"

"No," he said, pain etching his tired face. "Fromthe Furs trying to kill them"™

Shi pl ey said, and now Gail heard the quaver in his voice. Mre than just

9

It was nothing short of amazing, Jake thought, how individuals persisted in elevating the events
of their personal lives over the world-altering events of history. People could ache with despair
t hrough peace, prosperity, progress. They could find happiness in the mddle of war, chaos,
uncertainly.

Jake was happy.

Lying in bed beside a sleeping Lucy, her thin leg flung over his and her face burrowed childishly
inthe pillow, he reflected on this astonishing happiness. Certainly it didn't come fromany inner
cal mor sustained idealism He didn't have, for exanple, Shipley's |argeness of vision, which was
funny when you considered that it was Jake's vision that had gotten the entire Mra expedition to
Greentrees. But that was because, at that time in his life, his own circunscribed vision happen to
focus on founding an interstellar colony. And that focus came from one choice nade fifteen years
earlier.

An entire life, he reflected, lying on his back and gazing up at the green ceiling of his

i nfl atabl e, could be shaped by a single choice. But even if his life hadn't been, even if that
night in Ms. Dalton's library had happened differently, Jake would still differ profoundly from
Shi pley. They sinply began fromdifferent assunptions. Shipley believed in group decision, graced
and guided by the Light. He believed that consensus of many hunble mnds, no matter how long it
took to achieve, would always lead to the best course of action

Jake's assunption was different. If you wanted sonething to happen, you had to make it happen. You
al one, because no one el se was ever going to do it for you. Al you had was yourself.

Jake had nade happen this sweetness with Lucy. She had been fearful and anxi ous. But he had
brought to bear every persuasive technique he'd ever |learned, glad that this tinme he could use
them not out of manipulation but desire. And belief that this would be good for both of them

And it was.

However, Jake thought, lying with his hands | ocked behind his head and the sweet norning air
drifting into the inflatable, the sweet things in life were sweet only if you haven't had to pay
too dearly for them Jake was not going to pay too much for this idyll with Lucy. He was not going
to tell her, ever, about Ms. Dalton. Lucy was not, he'd cone to realize, the sort of worman who
woul d accept evil. If she were, he wouldn't have wanted her. She wouldn't be the idealistic person
she was.

H's wister vibrated. Gently he shook Lucy's shoulder. "Tine to get up, Lucy. Breakfast neeting in
hal f an hour."

She nmade an inarticul ate noi se and burrowed deeper into the pill ow.

"Reports fromthe bi o groups today."

Instantly she sat up, blinking. "Ch! Yes!"

He grinned. She | ooked del ectable, sitting on her knees with her light, fair hair tumnbling around
her head, her pink nipples staring at himlike blind, knowing eyes. He reached for her.

"Jake, no, we don't have tine!l"

"We do if we skip bathing. Wich would you rather do—sit at the neeting clean or sit at the
nmeeting satisfied?"

She | aughed, and her eyes darkened in the way, he had cone to know, that nmeant desire. She | aughed
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again, a lower pitch, throaty and inviting.

The second Jake and Lucy wal ked into the inflatable, Jake knew this was not going to be just

anot her routine neeting. In addition to the Board, the full contingent of senior scientists was
present: Maggie Striker, Roy Callipare, Robert Takai, Ingrid and Todd, Thekla Barrington

Gai |l whi spered, "Wat kept you?" Jake didn't answer.

George Fox | ooked somewhere between exhausted and elated. "I did as conplete a tissue analysis as
| had tine for. You can all access ny report, if you want to, but | warn you that it's pretty
technical. Here are the highlights."

The biol ogi st paused. At another tinme the pause woul d have seenmed just George's natural theatrica
exuberance, but not this time. CGeorge Fox, it seenmed to Jake, was genuinely dazed by whatever he'd
found. Around the foantast table everyone tensed.

"First," Ceorge said, "the Furs' biological systenms are identical. Both groups, the stupid passive
ones and the aggressive ones, have exactly the sanme systens chem stry. They're the same species.”
Ingrid said, "W can confirmthat at the DNA | evel. But there has been sone minor genetic drift,
whi ch suggests that the two groups have had no contact with each other for naybe a thousand years.
G ven their distance apart and |evel of technology, that fits."

George nodded. "Second, the bodily systems, respiratory and circulatory and muscul ar—hel |, peopl e,
you must keep in mind that | don't really know how all those systens work. This is DNA-based and
war m bl ooded, but it's the result of a totally different evolutionary path fromwarm bl ooded life
on Earth. I'm maki ng educat ed guesses here."

"W understand that," Gail said. As the person least interested in the aliens, she had the nost
patience with qualifiers

George ran a hand through his thinning and unconbed hair. "Anyway, the bodily systenms are not only
radically different fromours, they're radically different fromany other nmammal -1i ke creature
I"ve seen on Greentrees. Lucy was right. The Furs, all of them are as alien to this planet as we
are."

Ingrid said, "Again, the genetics agree. There are the sinmlarities we've |earned to expect
anywhere in the gal axy, given that pansperm a seeded DNA everywhere. But there aren't enough
genetic similarities between Furs and anything else to suggest co-evolution."

"Third," Ceorge said, and fromhis tone Jake knew that this was the big one, "I ran MOSS scans on
the brain of the dead child fromthe passive Furs, and on the brain of the Fur killed by the
Cheyenne. The—

Jake said, "Wiat's a MOSS scan, again?"

"Multi-layer Organ Structure Scan. It maps organs right down at the cellular |evel. The two Fur
brains are identical, within the parameters you'd expect for individual differences. Wth one
exception. A small section of the passive Furs' brain is inert. Covered with scarring. My guess is
that it doesn't function."

"A tunmor?" Jake asked.

"No," Ceorge said. "Tunors are out-of-control growhs. This was very precise, affecting what seens
to be a carefully delineated area of the brain. Also, since all the Furs in the four eastern
villages act exactly the sane way, indifferent and passive, |'mguessing that all their brains
woul d have this same bl anked-out area. Tunors don't do that; every growth is out of control inits
own way. A better guess is sone sort of virus, or virus-anal ogue, that destroyed this section of
the brain and only this section and then self-destructed."

Shipley said quietly, "Mcroorganisns aren't usually that specific."

"No," Ingrid said. "Not unless they've been very skillfully engineered."

Engi neered. The word shimered in the air Iike a cloud of deadly gas.

Maggi e Striker, the ecol ogist, frowned. "Let me test ny understanding here, George. You think a
virus infected the four villages of the passive Furs, naking them passive, but never reached the
Furs in Cheyenne territory. And you think the virus was deliberately created to do exactly what it
did, to only that particular group."

George flung his hands wi de. "How would |I know for sure? I'monly offering one hypothesis that
fits the facts. If anyone has a better hypothesis, |I'meager to hear it."

Sil ence. Apparently no one had a better hypothesis. Finally Lucy said timdly, "Couldn't the virus
have evolved by itself to attack that section of the brain? Wthout sonebody's engineering it?"
"Agai n, how do | know?" Ceorge said.

Ingrid added, "It doesn't seemlikely."

Jake didn't see why not, but this wasn't his field. He struggled to assinmlate everything. "So
you' re sayi ng some advanced civilization brought the Furs here from somewhere el se, and then maybe
i nfected just one group of then®"
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Thekl a, the agriculturist, had been listening avidly. Now she said, "Before anyone answers that,
there's something I want you all to see. A recording. Two recordings, actually. Gail?"

"CGo ahead," Gail said. She did not | ook happy.

Thekla said, "This first recording canme from Captain Scherer. He's still section-napping
Greentrees from space, of course, and when his satellites picked up this, he did a | ow flyover
hinsel f. He gave this to Gail last night. Conmputer, on. Show file 4593."

The wal | screen brightened. Jake saw a space recording, already translated fromthe digital, of
piles of ... something. Small dots sat notionless between them Abruptly the recording changed to
hi ghest resolution at low altitude. The "sonethings" were thatched huts, and the notionless dots
were Furs, sonewhere in a nountainous setting.

A third group of aliens on Greentrees.

Each Fur sat on the ground beside dead cookfires. These Furs were very thin, and their hair had
fallen out in scruffy patches. But what surprised Jake the npst was their faces. Even through the
reddi sh-brown fur and alien features, one could see that these Furs were expressing some other
enotion than had the Furs in the passive villages. Eyes and nouths were both w de open, exposing
the inpressive teeth. And the eyes ... they rem nded Jake of sonething, but he couldn't quite say
what. As he watched, one Fur rose, staggered in irregular circles, and fell down again.

"Are they sick?" Todd asked.

Thekl a said, "I don't know for sure, but | don't think so. Now, this second recording was nmade by
one of ny techs in the ag | ab. They've all been working hard, and they're young, and ... well,
you'll see.”

The screen brightened to show a young wonan wi th gl ossy black hair, sitting cross-legged on the
lab floor and staring at a shoe. She raised her head and | ooked at the canera. Her pupils were
highly dilated, and on her face shone a | ook of such awe, such innocent miracul ous wondernent,
that Jake knew instantly what he was seeing.

Thekl a said dryly, "There has never been an Earthly human cul ture, except the Eskinos, that didn't
eventual |y discover at |east one psychotropic plant and make use of it. This one is a genenod
version of some wildfl ower the kids are calling 'highgreen.' They tested it first on poor
Fluffers, but she doesn't seemto mnd."

The canera angl e broadened. Now the screen included a cat, one of the several dozen domestic

ani mal s brought fromEarth. Mst were still in cold sleep, but Jake knew the ag and genetics | abs
had awakened some, cats and dogs and goats to use as test subjects in devel oping feed that woul d
flourish on Geentrees. The cat staggered in circles and then fell down. A close-up of its face
showed a feline version of the sane ecstasy that |it up the girl's.

Thekl a said, "The recording was nmade by her lab nate, as a joke. | canme across it in the computer
and gave themhell. It's too dangerous at this stage of our work to be trying substances on
humans, and we can't recklessly risk our Iimted nunber of test aninmals, either. But neither
Fluffers nor Kendra suffered any damage, so ny guess is that we won't be able to suppress

hi ghgreen even if we tried."

George said, "Now that the cat is out of the bag," and despite hinself, Jake | aughed. Lucy | ooked
at himfondly. Jake suddenly wondered what Shipley nade of all this. New Quakers didn't use
fizzies or even caffeine. Did Shipley realize that nost of the religions since the beginning of
time, fromthe Rig Veda through Islamand the Geat Spirit, had used chenical enhancements to
reach mysticisn? O course he did.

Maggi e said, "So the third group of Furs are using sone sort of psychotropic drug. Wat does that
tell us?"

"If that's what they're actually doing, nothing," Thekla said. "But in |ight of what George found,
I"mwondering if there isn't something going on in these creatures' brains that's producing the
same effect, continuously. Look at themthey're not just having a good tine and then going back to
their lives. They're not eating. Their bodies are neglected. The thatch is falling off their
roofs. The cook-fires are all out. Maybe sonething has | odged in their brains to cause altered
consciousness all the tinme, so that each generation gets worse and slips farther backward in
technol ogy and civilization."

Lucy said slowy, "Something created, you nean. Genenod. Like the virus naking the other Furs
passi ve. "

George said, "We need one of those brains!"

"Well, we haven't got one," Gil said acidly, "and nobody's going to start another war to get
one."

Nods around the table. Larry Sm th—Blue Waters"—had not comlinked about his "war" with the Furs.
Scherer's satellite surveillance had not caught any bellicose activity, either. No one knew what
was happeni ng on the Cheyenne subcontinent, if anything, unless Nan Frayne had comlinked to her
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father. If so, Jake hadn't been told about it.

Maggi e said thoughtfully, "Posit for a minute that the sky-high Furs are victins of another
genenod virus-anal og. What do we have? Sone unknown entity brought three groups of Furs here and
set them down about a thousand years ago in w dely separated areas. Then, nmybe at sone |ater
time, that entity, or maybe a different one, released different Viruses' in each group to affect
their brains, nmaking one passive and one aggressive and one pernmanently hi gh— Her eyes wi dened.
"You're describing an experinent,"” Ingrid said flatly. "Wth the entire planet as a Petri dish."
"My God," George said. "If—= He didn't finish.

Jake sat back, staggered. A planet-w de biol ogical experinment stretched over a thousand years.
More ... you'd need ship tine to get to Greentrees from wherever the Furs had cone. Wat sort of
bei ngs. ..

"I don't like this," Maggie said. After a monment she added, "And | don't believe it."

"Why not?" Ingrid demanded.

"Occam s razor," Maggie said. "The sinplest explanation that fits the facts is that the Furs
evol ved here in some weird evol utionary path."

Lucy said, her small fists clenched, "They did not evol ve here!"

"Maybe not on this continent," Mggie said, "but on Greentrees. That woul d nmake sense; we haven't
exam ned the other continents closely. Then these Furs cane here and contracted sone sort of virus
they weren't imune to—

"Three different viruses?" Ingrid said scornfully. "I don't believe it. Those viruses were
genetically engineered to produce three different effects.”

"Engi neered by whon?" Jake sai d.

"How shoul d | know? Mdre advanced nenbers of their own species. O another species entirely."

Jake said, "If other continents on Geentrees had populations with that |evel of technol ogy,
Scherer woul d have detected themin his mapping expeditions. Hell, you wouldn't even need | ow
flyovers—there'd be thermal signatures and such that our orbital probes would pick up.”

Thi s was unarguabl e; no one spoke for a nmonent. Then Robert Takai said quietly, "If Ingridis
right in her genetics—

"l am*"

"—then sonmeone is running an experinment here on Greentrees. A giant Petri dish. The npst Cccam
razor explanation for that, Maggie, is nenbers of their own species who planted them here from
sone ot her planet."

"Nonsense, " Thekl a snapped, her sharp British clip enraging Ingrid further.

"' mtelling you—=

"—idicul ous idea that—

"—ucy's fossil record—

"—Stupid reasoning from=

"Stop!" Jake said. And then, nore quietly, "Wait."

He surveyed them i npassively; at |east, he hoped he | ooked inpassive. H s stonach hurt. "Let ne
sumari ze what we've got so far. These are facts. There is no fossil record of the Furs in this
area. The three Fur groups show three distinctly different sets of behavior. W're fairly certain
t he ubi quitous behavior in each group has been brought about by alterations to the brain, and we
believe this was done by some sort of viral analog. Al three groups have backslid in civilization
and appear to be dying out, but for different behavioral reasons. Can we all agree on these
facts?"

One by one, the thirteen people facing himnodded. So far, so good. Jake wasn't under any illusion
that the consensus would | ast.

"Al right. Now, the Furs might lack a fossil record either because they came from sonewhere el se
on Greentrees or were brought here by someone. The brain tanperings mght be deliberate or they
nmi ght be natural, since after all these are aliens. The—=

"The tanperings aren't natural!” Ingrid said. Her face was red. Jake held up his hand, palm

out war d.

"Just wait a bit, Ingrid. Please. Now, if you put those varying interpretations of our agreed-on
facts all together, you get four possibilities.

"One: the Furs canme to this area fromsone other, equally primtive area of Greentrees and
contracted di sease or diseases that are killing off their species, so that we're |ooking at the
tail end of natural evolution."

Maggi e nodded vigorously. "Yes. Like Neanderthals. That nakes sense."

Roy Cal lipare, the geologist, said, "I think so, too. Those drunken Furs don't even need a fancy
virus to account for their state—they're just using the equival ent of opiumor peyote, and using
it badly." Thekla al so nodded, | ooking justified.
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"—wo, " Jake continued, before Ingrid could attack Roy, "the Furs came from of f-planet but
contracted the viruses naturally. The Furs cane here voluntarily, just as we did, to col onize.
Then the col ony or col onies were attacked by viruses over the | ast thousand years, and this
pathetic remant is what's left."

"Ch, God, not the 'lost space colony' scenario," Ingrid said. "How nany bad vids has that
spawned?"

"No, if makes sense,
and t hen degenerate?"

Lucy said, "Because there are no artifacts fromwhen they were not degenerate!"

"Not near here," Fengno said thoughtfully, "but on other continents, nmaybe. No thernmal signature

Li u Fengno said, surprising Jake. "Wy should the Furs not cone to col onize

woul d be detected from deserted technology or cities half buried under vegetation. | believe
this."
"And |," said Faisal and Robert, al nost sinmultaneously. Robert quickly added, "O maybe they

devel oped a way to detect the virus, and the healthy Furs left, taking all of their technol ogy
with them"

W 1liam Shipley nodded slowy, then shook his head. Jake didn't stop to figure out what that m ght
nmean.

"A third conbination of facts: the Furs' brains have been deliberately tanpered with. That inplies
that they were brought here from somewhere by someone, since we've all agreed that Geentrees
doesn't hold a civilization sophisticated enough to genetically engineer targeted viruses. So this
means that the Furs were genetically nodified either before or after being dunped here by

"Why?" Robert demanded.

"W don't know that," Jake said patiently. "Maybe it's a penal planet of sorts.”

"Too expensive to use a whole different planet," Robert said. "Interstellar energy costs are huge,
Jake."
"I know. I'mjust tossing out possibilities. Maybe Ingrid is right and it's some sort of

bi ol ogi cal experinment to—-

"Thanks for that, anyway," Ingrid nuttered.

"—nprove their race, or do sone radical social experinent, or punish sone equivalent of famlies
or clans ... we can't possibly know "

"That's true," George said. "But | think—=

"Just a minute, George," Jake said. God, it was |like herding cats. "There's just one nore
possibility, however renote. The Furs were brought here and tanpered with by sone other race. If
there can be one unknown sentient species in space, there can be nore than one."

There. He'd succeeded in setting forth all conbinations of the facts, even if the |ast one,
mani pul ative Uber-aliens, sounded conpletely ridiculous even to hinself.

Ingrid said, "I go for Jake's third or fourth theory. These Furs were brought here from sonepl ace
el se and genetically nodified. | don't know who did it, or why, but this is not a natura
phenonenon. It's not."

"l agree," said Todd, |oyal husband, with a glance at Ingrid that fairly begged for approval. He
didn't get it.

"I agree, to0o0," Lucy said. She didn't | ook pleased, Jake thought, to find herself on Ingrid's

team but her tone was firm "Jake ... what do you think?"
He said slowy, "I don't know yet."
Scherer surprised themall. "I know how | think. If soneone—if anyone-brings the Furs here for

the experinent, they come back. To see how the experinent goes. Maybe they come back soon. W nust
be prepared.”

"Ch, God," @il said, "this is getting way out of hand. If who cones back? W're not going to
divert Mra City's resources into preparing for invasion by sone hypothetical Uber-aliens who
probably don't even exist!"

A hal f-dozen voi ces clanored at once. Ingrid won out. "Just because Greentrees might be a petri

di sh doesn't nean that we're in danger!™

"It doesn't nean we're not," Roy said soberly.

Shipley, very pale, said, "Let us suppose that if this is an experinent, the experinmenters do
return. What would be best is to prepare sone plans to neet them a protocol that will wel cone
them wi t hout arousi ng anger. These are fellow beings, with souls of their own."

Shi pl ey was the worst person to have said that, Jake instantly realized. Because the suggestion
came fromthe New Quaker, everyone visioned sonme sort of quasi-religious, pacifistic evangeli zing,
and everyone i medi ately wanted nothing to do with it.

George said, "Even if the Furs were an experinment, that's no guarantee the experinment is still in
progress. Look how few Furs are left, how primtive and degenerate they are. | don't think
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anyone's been to check up on them for hundreds of years."

"That's because they're a lost colony," Liu Fengno said. "If we becone di seased and degenerate, no
one fromEarth nay ever know it, either."

Jake thought of the nonexistent quee transnissions fromthe Phoenix.

"I think Fengno is right," Robert said. "This is a lost colony, or an isolated and dyi ng remant
of a native species on the way out. Wiatever they are, they're no threat to us. W have far too
much to do to create our own life here to devote too nmuch effort to the nystery surrounding the
Furs."

George burst out, "How can you say that about the only other sentient species we've ever found in
t he uni verse?"

Gail said decisively, "I think Robert's approach is the only sensible thing that's been said here
all morning. We can study the Furs, but basically we just have to wait and see what infornmation
turns up about them O doesn't turn up. Meanwhile, Mra City cones first."

"Wait and see," Fengnmo said slowy. "Yes."

"Nein!" Scherer said. "W nust prepare to defend oursel ves!"

Jake saw that his mlitarismwas as unwel cone as Shipley's religion. And as easily dism ssed:
Scherer was a soldier, therefore he would naturally anticipate war. Robert Takai said, not
troubling to keep the disbelief fromhis voice, "How would we prepare against aliens that use star
systens as test tubes? How the hell would we fight thenP"

Scherer didn't answer quickly enough. Jake felt the group solidifying against Scherer. They nmni ght
argue—woul d argue, fiercely and endl essl y—ever the Furs' origins. That debate was not going to

di sappear. But they were scientists and adm nistrators. Their basic attitude was going to be wait-
and- see on anything nore than talk.

"I't's bad science," CGeorge Fox said, "to assune we know enough to proceed with any action. W
don't, really. Not yet. We need nore facts."

"Yes," everyone said in various ways, and Jake found that he, too, agreed. They just didn't have
enough information for a solid conclusion. The nystery was not sol ved.

Maybe it never would be. In sone ways, that was the nost disquieting idea of all.

He and Lucy discussed it later and, to his surprise, she was not content w th doing not hing.

"I't's not paranoia," she told Jake. "It's not. |'ma paleontologist. | knowthe Furs didn't evolve
anywhere on Geentrees, and they didn't cone here in sone crashed spaceship and then dw ndle

preci pitously in nunbers, either. They—

He said gently, "You haven't examined all of Geentrees, Lucy. Only a fewlinmted sites.”

"l ran conputer sinmulations—Jake, it bothers nme that you don't believe ne. It feels like you're
questioni ng ny professional conpetence."

She was always so direct. Like Donnie. "lI'mnot doing that, Lucy."

"My sanity, then. O at least nmy nental stability."

He took a second too long to answer. She stiffened and wal ked away.

They made it up, of course. Their passion was still so new, still at the stage where it could
override anything el se. By nutual tacit agreenent they didn't talk again about what CGeorge took to
calling "the Petri Dish Theory." They tal ked about Mra Cty, they gossiped about the people they
knew, they | aughed and teased and nmade love. It was all right.

But Jake was aware that now there were two things they couldn't discuss.

"Jake, we have a problem"” Gail said a few weeks | ater

At least it wouldn't be a Furs problem Gail continued to think that the entire Fur situation was
irrelevant. "Wat's the problen?" Jake said, and saw from her face that it was serious.

He ran through the Iist of current problenms he was aware of: a breakdown in the pipe-Iaying

equi prent, whi ch Ben Gol dman was having trouble repairing. The ravages done to the experinenta
genenod wheat crop by a handsome, voracious creature vaguely like a beetle. The mainmng of a young
Quaker in an industrial accident. The danage to several inflatables froma recent storm The
arbitration di spute—al ready! —bet ween two peopl e over sone all egedly abused equi prent on | oan from
one family to another. This |last was Jake's donain.

He had set up the legal systemon Geentrees to provide justice with as little expense in tine and
effort and noney as possible. The nodel was the United Atlantic Federation penal code, but nost

di sputes canme under binding arbitration, not jury trial. Legal software was enpl oyed whenever
feasi bl e. Everyone on G eentrees except the Cheyenne had signed contracts holding themto this
system w thout appeal. Rudy Scherer was prepared to enforce it, if necessary. But alnost all of
the colonists, including the New Quakers and Gail's ecologically mnded fanmly and Faisal's
benevol ent dictatorship and the Chi nese group, were peaceful people, not inclined to crime. The
ethnic comunities largely lived separately within Mra Cty, but each was al so under the kind of
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cl ose, constant conmunity scrutiny that established strong cultural controls over behavior

"What's the problem Gail?" he repeated when she didn't answer. They sat in the Mra Corp office,
al nrost as crowded as it had been on the Ariel, despite being so nmuch |arger. Everything not in
actual use sonehow ended up dunped here: bedrolls and recorders and rock sanpl es and broken

equi pnrent and reports that soneone was soneday going to file somewhere.

Still Gil didn't answer. Jake | ooked nore closely, and now he saw the stunned horror on her face.
Hi s chest tightened.

She said, "It's Nan Frayne. She killed a Cheyenne brave and Larry Smith insists she be punished by
the tribal council. They'll probably put her to death.”

10

WIlliam Shipley sat in the airborne skimer with his face blank and his hands cl asped so tightly
toget her that the fingers were bl oodl ess.

They hadn't wanted himto cone. In fact, Jake and Gail weren't going to tell himabout the trip to
t he Cheyenne. He woul dn't have even known what Naonm had done, or what might be done to her, if
she hadn't conlinked him herself.

It had been right after Meeting for Worship. Shipley had energed feeling the Light within, even

t hough not hi ng remarkabl e had been said in the neeting. But the silence, the harnony, the neeting
wor shi ppi ng together, the presence of Shipley's children and their famlies and the rest of the
congregation hunbly waiting for Light—all this had lent its grace, and peace filled Shipley's mnd
and heart.

"Dad? It's Nan."

He'd stopped dead in the niddle of one of Mra City's newy paved paths. Two nore plants had been
approved by the bio group for transplant, and the path was bordered on one side by a thin, bright
line of flowers, purple and deep red, with alien-Iooking petals.

"l only have a mnute before they notice,"” Nan said breathlessly. "I'm supposed to be in isolation
but this old Cheyenne wonan thought | should at least get to contact ny fanmly and she brought ne
a comink. They're going to kill me, |I think. | killed a man, a bastard who actually deserved it,

no question, but Larry Waterfoot or whatever he's calling hinself—

The comink cut off.

Shi pl ey stood holding his link, paralyzed. Then he set off at a clumsy, puffing run for Mra
Corp's office. Jake and Gail were both there, and the second that Shipley saw their faces, he knew
that they knew what had happened.

"Doctor," Gail said, noving swiftly to pull out a chair. "Sit down. You're all red."

"I - He couldn't go on.

Jake said, "We know. Larry Smith just linked. Dr. Shipley—

Gail said, "Did Nan call you? How?"

"Yes," Shipley got out. "I don't know how. She said an old worman t hought she shoul d contact her
fam | y-what happened? Do you know? Ch, please tell ne!"

"Easy, Doctor," Jake said. "Yes, we know. Larry Smith cominked us. We're leaving for there as
soon as Lieutenant Hal berg refuels a skinmer."

"But ... but what happened?" He heard his own pitiful wail and tried to pull hinself together. It
woul d not help Naom if he gave way to grief.

Gail and Jake exchanged | ooks. Jake, always better at handling people, nodded. He | eaned toward
Shi pl ey.

"Doctor, it's still a bit unclear. The good news is that Larry conlinked us at all. That neans he
hasn't really nmade any firm decision about Nan or he'd just carry it out. There's every reason to
hope that when we talk to himin person, the situation—=

Gail said, "Oh, cut the soft positives and tell the man what happened,” and Shipley was gratefu
for her bluntness.

Jake said, "Nan was apparently living with the Furs. She—=

"Wth the Furs?" Shipley said. "Those aggressive ones in the Cheyenne territory? How did she—
"W don't know, " Gail said. "Sonehow she got themto accept her. She didn't have a comink with
her or, it seenms, anything else. The Furs have been naking night raids on the Cheyenne, snal
skirm shes at the edges of the canps. The Cheyenne were ready for them posting guards and so
forth, and then each tinme the Furs ran away. So far nobody el se has been killed, although two
braves were injured. But apparently some young braves decided to carry these war ganes into eneny
territory. They attacked a Fur vill age.

It happened to be the one Nan was staying at. Five Furs were killed, and Nan sonehow killed a
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brave. The Cheyenne then wi ped out the entire village with a | aser gun."

Jake said sonberly, "They weren't supposed to have any | aser guns, according to tribal |aw and

their Mra Corporation contract. That should give us a negotiating edge with Larry."

Shipley was too distraught to see how. "And Naom —

"The braves brought her back with them and turned her over to the tribal council."

A sense of unreality was settling over Shipley like stone dust. Tribal council, night raid, braves
Naomi . It was |ike something out of a bad vid about the nineteenth century.

"Do you know, " he heard hinself saying, "that the frontier Quakers in what was then America could

frequently visit Indians safely even when the tribes were at war with the whites? It's true.

Nonvi ol ence..." He stopped.

Gail said kindly, "Doctor, this is a shock. O course it is. Just sit quietly for a mnute."

He said, "lI'mgoing with you."

Jake said, "I don't think that's a good idea. We'll comink you fromthe Cheyenne canp."

"I"'mgoing! This is ny daughter!"

Again Gail and Jake gl anced at each other. Gail shrugged.

Jake said, "I don't think you'll be permitted to see Nan."

"I understand," Shipley said. He felt cal ner now, he had sonething to do.

But what? Sitting in the skinmer, Shipley closed his eyes and tried to open hinself to silence. If

only he could have taken this to neeting! So often the truth energed only when nany m nds gave a

part of it, guided by the Light. But there was no tinme now for neeting.

And what coul d be done, anyway? Naonmi had killed. No matter what the neeting did, no matter what

Jake did, that couldn't be changed, or ignored. WIIliam Penn had seen that with the clarity of the

Li ght, centuries ago: "A good end cannot sanctify evil neans, nor nust we ever do evil, that good

may conme of it."

It didn't matter what justification Naom thought she had for fatal violence. She had severed a

soul fromlife.

Li eut enant Hal berg | anded the skimrer in the sane place outside the canmp that he had used before

Evidently this was the Cheyenne aircraft |anding stage, another thing that was not supposed to

exist. Larry Smith waited there with three others, two nen and a worman, each consi derably ol der

than he was. The Threadnore coveralls were gone. Al four wore tunics of sone animal skin over

synth pants and boots. Their hair, black and brown and dirty blond, was tied back and trimed with

feathers and stones.

As they clinmbed out of the skimer, Shipley felt a warning hand on his arm Say nothing. Shipley

nodded at Jake.

"Hel l o, Blue Waters," Jake said.

"Hel l o, Jake."

"I'"'msorry we nmeet under such circunstances. Can we go somewhere to tal k?"

"We can talk here. There isn't nuch to say." Smith's sunburned face was set in rigid lines.

"If you don't mind," Jake said apologetically, "Dr. Shipley is feeling a bit faint. Can we get out

of the sun?"

"You shoul dn't have brought him" Blue Waters said, but he conferred in |low tones with the other

Cheyenne, and led the way toward the canp. Lieutenant Hal berg stayed behi nd, | ooking unhappy at

Jake's order to remain with the craft.

Good, Shipley thought with the part of his mind still working rationally. Get a nonthreatening

foot in the door. Jake was good. Shipley let hinself hope.

Much of Cheyenne life seemed to go on outdoors. Shipley saw people clunsily weaving baskets out of

what he recogni zed as red creeper tendrils, tough and pliant. Two nen laid strips of neat over a

| ow, snmoky fire. The odor wafted lazily in the warmair. In the distance a group of snall, half-

naked children ran and shouted happily.

Shi pl ey, Jake, and Gail were led to a teepee occupied by two young wonmen who sat sewi ng. The old

worman said sonmething to themthat Shipley didn't catch and they left, w de-eyed. Everyone sat on

green Arab rugs with gold borders, as out of place here as a VR set. Seven nore people crowded

into the teepee, and Shipley found hinself jamed between Gail and the old Cheyenne wonan. Jake

sat across fromthem undoubtedly to keep attention focused away from Shipley. The air was pungent

with human and food snells.

Jake said, "First, Blue Waters, nenbers of the council, thank you for agreeing to see us. | know

that by contract you didn't have to, and | deeply appreciate it."

Two Cheyenne nodded, but not Blue Waters.

"I was thinking as we rode up here how little | actually know about your culture. | was expecting

to see that your group had broken into smaller tribes. Wasn't that your original plan?"

"W will do so eventually," Blue Waters answered. "Wen we better understand this environnment."
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"And each tribe will be nomadic hunters, is that right?"

"Bach tribe will live in harmony with the land, taking its gifts but not exploiting it."

"I wish 1'd |earned nore," Jake said. Blue Waters crossed his arnms across his chest. "However, one
thing I do renenber is that the chief personally bears accountability for the entire tribe. He
must answer to the spirit of the land itself—-have | got that right?—for the conduct of his
peopl e. That has to be a great responsibility, Blue Waters."

"It is. Can we—

"Strong | eadership is an admirable thing—we could probably use nore of it at Mra Cty," Jake said
ruefully. "If we'd had it, maybe this whole awful incident with Nan Frayne woul dn't have
happened. "

Shipley's breath caught, a deep painful wad of air he couldn't seemto expel. Blue Waters said
not hi ng.

"I blame nyself," Jake continued. "I shouldn't have let her stay here in your territory. That was
a breach of contract, and | want to give you ny apologies. | nmean that, Blue Waters. This was our
fault, not yours.™

Shi pl ey watched Blue Waters uncross his arns. He placed one hand flat on his knee, and now Jake
did the sane. Jake said, "You have the right to deal with Nan Frayne according to your triba
custons. That's absolutely clear. But let nme ask you this-what would it take for you to turn her
over to us instead, in return for the pronmise that if one of your nomadic tribes ever commits any
crime in Mra Corp's territory, even straying in inadvertently and in the indefinite future, we'll
turn them back to you?"

"I can't do that," Blue Waters said.

"Wiy, specifically, can't you?" Jake's tone was genuinely interested.

"W have a tribal council. The decision is not mine."

Jack | ooked confused. "Yes, but ... you're solely responsible to the spirit of the land, right?
The living spirit that's suffused into everything in nature?"

"Yes..."

"Well, 1 think I see what you nmean. Dr. Shipley here is a New Quaker. Hi s group governs by

consensus, too. But each Quaker, as | understand it, is responsible for his or her individua
consci ence. "

Jake | ooked questioningly at Shipley, and he nmanaged to nod in agreenent.

"And you're the sane," Jake continued. "G oup decision, but of course you as chief bear
responsibility. Strong | eadership." He smiled admiringly.

Bl ue Waters frowned.

"So let nme repeat ... what would it take for you to turn Nan Frayne over to us? Wiat do we need to
do? What can we do to keep relations peaceful while we both adapt to this environnent?"

Bl ue Waters | ooked at his fell ow Cheyenne. Some signal passed between themthat Shipley couldn't
read. Blue Waters said, "W've made our decision.”

"I know you have, and you have that right," Jake said. "But then, if in the future some Cheyenne
do stray into Mra Corp's territory—your children, for instance, who nmay grow up | ess respectfu

of the boundaries than the first generation ... how many kids did you say you have, Blue Waters?"
"Three. But, Jake...'
"Shi pley here has four. None for ne or Gail, worse luck. Anyway, in the future—=

He kept at it an hour. Never blatant, always deferential. He adnired what was honestly adnirable
about Cheyenne culture as Blue Waters slowy revealed it to him and m ssed no chance to draw
parallels with the New Quakers. The ideal of a sinple and dignified life. The natural world as a
wondr ous benefaction, a holy gift. The constant awareness of the nysterious splendor behind every
sinple act of eating, noving, gazing at the sky.

Jake al so asked Blue Waters' advice, repeatedly acknow edged his tribal sovereignty, tried to get
the other three Cheyenne involved in the discussion. Eventually he succeeded in this. Then he
doubl ed back, subtly pointing out how rel easing Nan Frayne fit with the admrable things he'd

| earned about the Cheyenne. Rel easing her was consistent with the kind of people the tribe was (or
wanted to be). He stressed the reciprocity of leniency for their children, or their children's
children. Blue Waters nust | ook out, Jake said, for future generations; that fell under his
mandat e of strong | eadershi p. By degrees Jake got Blue Waters to agree to sonething snmall, then
sonething | arger, and then sonehow Bl ue Waters was the one conming up with a plan, and then all at
once everyone was standi ng and Naom was free.

"My God, Jake," Gil said when the three were alone, and her tone was not entirely admring. "I
hope | never have to oppose you on anything inmportant."

"Shut up," Jake said, and for a second Shipley saw the raw edge of the nman, scraped by the price
he paid for his persistent nanipul ation.
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Naoni was led up to them by two Cheyenne wonmen. She wore only a bl anket wrapped | oosely around her
thin body. Her hair was filthy and matted and she | ooked |ike she hadn't slept in days. She
snel | ed dreadf ul

"Hhi." Her voice quavered.

"Naomi — Shipl ey reached out to his daughter

"Don't touch me," she said, sounding nore like herself. "Don't..."

"I won't," Shipley said helplessly.

At the skimrer, which Jake got themto as quickly as possible, she clinbed in the backseats with
Gail. Shipley had no choice but to lunber in beside Jake. Nan's reek filled the small cabin.

As soon as they were in the air, Naom began to talk. Wrds tunbl ed out of her, unstoppable, and
Shipley realized she was the cl osest possible thing to hysterical

"I killed him | killed the bastard, and I'mglad. | ran the spear through himfrom behind, it
went in easily but then struck something hard in front, maybe the breastbone, Dad you'd think I'd
know bei ng the daughter of a doctor you fell down on ny education. But nothing new there, is it?
heard the noi se of those stupid braves attacking, 'braves' what a joke of a nanme they had fucking
| aser cannons with them | junped out of bed and yelled to warn ny Furs but you can't make too
many sudden noves they misinterpret it as aggression so N nchee—

"Who's Ninchee?" Gail said, with a gentleness that startled Shipley.

"My friend, she's the reason the Furs let ne go to them | sneaked away from Piss Water's

| aughabl e canp and took off all ny clothes so | wouldn't |ook too nuch |ike the fake Cheyenne, and
I found the Fur village and Ninchee found ne. That's not her name of course but it's as close as
could conme their vocal chords are different. OF course. She found nme when she was foraging for
food and of course she would have killed me except 1'd learned fromthe sick Furs how to | ook
harm ess and passive—

"The sick Furs? You nean the first Fur village we found?" Gail said, still with that unexpected
gent |l eness.

"Yes, of course, what else, fromsome fucking conputer progran? So | went into passive node and
think Ninchee m ght have killed ne anyway except I'mfemal e and snmall and maybe she thought | was
a child. I think she did, they're very tender with children, there were two kids in one of the
teepees the hunting Furs attacked a few weeks ago and they killed the adults but not the children
and afterward carried themoutside so they woul dn't see—which is nore than humans woul d do for
the Furs! They're aggressive yes but who can blane themit's their planet not ours and they have
no use for the fucking stupidity on nonviol ence. 'Nonviolence'! You re such a fool Daddy it's not
that kind of universe and so when those braves attacked with lasers, | went a bit nuts, | think,
pushed in the spear frombehind, only it hit some kind of hard thing in front, maybe the

breast bone, Dad you'd think |I'd know bei ng the daughter of a doctor, and | killed him Dead. Gone.
Bl ood..." She started to cry. The crying nmade her angrier

"Fuck this!" Naom screaned. "Fuck it! So what if | killed himthere was enough other killing
going on, all the tinme, stupid fucking Cheyenne it wasn't ny Furs' fault ever—

"My" Furs.

Gail said quietly, "No, it wasn't the Furs' fault. Nor yours. God, you nust be exhausted, Nan."
"I'mfine, don't try to coddle ne! And | never said it was ny fault, you can't guilt me like that
or not guilt me by saying you are..."

She went on, but Shipley heard her voice slow down, heard it drop in pitch until it was al nost

i naudi bl e. Occasionally he heard Gail's soothing tones, also inaudible. He didn't dare turn around
to | ook.

Just before they reached Mra City, the backseat fell conpletely silent. Slowy Shipley tw sted
his big body. Naonm lay asleep in the curve of Gail's arm The ol der wonan held her protectively,
despite Naonmi's gaggi ng stench. Wen she felt Shipley's gaze, Gail raised her eyes. In themwas a
puzzl ed wonder.

"She really cares about them" Gail said. "The aliens. She really ... cares.”

Shi pl ey was unable to answer. He saw Naomi, filthy and mainmed, in Gail's arns. He saw Naom, a
cooing infant, cradled in the arns of her dead nother. He saw Naoni, a |aughing toddler, in his
own arms. He saw Naomi, nmanacl ed and shouting obscenities, struggling forcefully in the barely
restrained arnms of a court bailiff. Shipley could only shake his head.

"I agree with her about the violent nature of the universe," Gil said, and even through his grief
and anger and relief, Shipley registered that Jake stared stonily ahead.

11
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Gail sat at a neeting of her disputatious, high-nminded family and tried to concentrate on the

di scussi on, which concerned home-steadi ng by Rick and Amali

The question of |and ownership, which was intinately tied to the question of capitalism was a
conplicated one on Greentrees. For three years, by contracts signed by all colonists, there was no
i ndi vi dual ownership of |and except for the subcontinent set aside for the Cheyenne, who agreed to
confine thenselves to it for the next hundred years. That should be no hardship; the area was
huge. The rest of the planet's |argest continent was held in trusteeship by Mra Corp

For three years, everyone but the Cheyenne were theoretically required to live in Mra City. This
was the estimated | ength of tine needed to establish a working relationship with the Greentrees
ecol ogy. By keeping everyone close at hand and proceeding carefully with the necessary scientific
studies, Mra Corp hoped to avoid loss of |life to poisoning, crop failure, natural disaster, and
territory fights. More inportant, Greentrees would be protected from danmagi ng exploitation before
her ecol ogy was under st ood.

After three years, sections of |and woul d be assigned, using the satellite nmaps, with nuch area
set aside as public parks and rmuch as wil derness preserves. One equal section of |and would be
given to every adult, drawn by lottery. These coul d be homest eaded, m ned under close regul ation
or sold to each other for whatever the market coul d bear. Ecol ogical standards woul d prevent any

| and use that was determned to present "significant ecol ogical danger," as determned by a board
of ten elected officials. Anyone who didn't choose to homestead was free to stay in Mra Cty, and
enough | and had been allotted within "city Iimts" for considerabl e expansion, everything but
initial "inflatable-use properties" buyable fromMra Corp, which in turn was required to use the
moni es to pay for police protection, roads, water and sewage facilities, and other nunicipa
concerns. These, however, were to be kept to a mininum Child education, nedical help, and

cul tural behavior, including nei ghborhood upkeep, were to remain the responsibilities of

i ndi vidual s or individual groups.

"I'n other words," Jake had expl ai ned years ago on Earth, "we're going to start out as a conmune
crossed with a scientific research station, and end up as capitalismcrossed with frontier
community spirit. Al underlaid with Iibertarian contracts.”™ No one had the slightest idea if this
confabul ati on woul d work. No one could think of anything better

So far, which was |ess than six nonths on Greentrees, the system had worked fine, at |east in part
because Greentrees had turned out to be an even nore benign and fertile place than anyone had
hoped. Al so, of course, it had been only six nmonths. Still, there were problens. Gil and her

fam |y were | ooking at one such probl em now.

In addition to its broad outline, Mra Corp's charter included many amendnents and exceptions. One
of these provided for people who wished to leave Mra City before the three years were over. They
had two choices: |ive el sewhere but understand that they could not own the land, no matter how
nmuch they developed it, or nove to an entirely different continent, across an ocean. The second
wasn't really feasible. The shuttle, skinmmers, and rovers all belonged to Mra Corp

"W know we won't be establishing a permanent hone," Rick Sibley argued. "But we want to do

ecol ogical work at sone other place besides here. It's a big continent, people, and not
honbgeneous! Specifically, Amali and | want to work on the coast—here."

Gail peered at the continental map that brightened the wall-screen. Dam, she was going to need
anot her corneal adjustnment soon. CGetting ol der was not for cowards.

A red dot burned along the western coast, where a river fromthe nearby nmountains joined the sea
Rick said, "Detail,"” and a smaller map of the area appeared. He began to tal k about ecol ogica

ni ches. Gail tuned out.

She was an anonmly anong the extended Cutler clans, the Sibleys and Statlers and Ri chnonds and
deBeers. For two centuries they had produced scientists, organic industrialists, and passionate
Eart h advocates (and | ook how nmuch good that had done them). Rick was an ecol ogi st who had held a
post at Harvard; his beautiful Ml aysian wife Amali had a Ph.D. from Oxford on narine life
conmput er nodels. Gail had a degree in business. Science, to her own early horror, bored her

She'd outgrown the horror, and the shanme that followed it, largely due to the scathing perspective
Lahiri had provided. The worl d—any wor| d—eeded adninistrators to support its scientists and do
battle with its ecological exploiters. Gail knew she was good at it, as |long as she didn't have to
absorb extraneous details.

She wasn't being good at it at this nonent, however. She was too preoccupied with Nan Frayne.

Gail prided herself on her judgnments of people. They were pragmatic judgnments, and she utterly

| acked Jake's mani pul ative finesse in noving people around |i ke so many chess pieces. But usually
she was pretty sharp in assessing a person's basic capabilities and limts. She had judged Nan
Frayne as a waste of oxygen, a spoiled whining piece of crunpled tissue, with about just that nuch
durability or practical use. She'd been wong.
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"So | think Amali and | should go there," Rick concluded. The vote of the fanmily board was nearly
unani nous, only Paul deBeers dissenting: "There's enough work here before anyone goes out

hot shotti ng sonepl ace el se.” Uncle Paul had al ways been cant ankerous.

"Now, about Aunt Tanmara," Sydney Statler said. "She fell and broke her hip and we need to have
nmore nursing care than just the nedic 'bot because..."

When the neeting was finally over, Gil wal ked toward Dr. Shipley's house. Hal fway there she
stopped, turned around, and went back. So what if she'd been wong about Nan Frayne? Did she,
Gail, have to be right every single tinme about every single thing?

" "Hubris'—sn't that what Lahiri always used to accuse you of ?" How had Nan known that?

It didn't matter how. Damm the bitch anyway. Gail had better things to do

"M. Holman. Ms. Cutler. | need to see you."

Gail hadn't heard Rudolf Scherer cone up behind them She and Jake stood arguing with Robert

Takai, Mra Corp's energy engi neer, beside the half-finished damacross the river. It wuld create
the reservoir to supply Mra City.

"I told you, Jake," Takai said heatedly, "that we need double the capacity you want. Water
reserves—

"W can't, Rob," Jake said. "I told you, the ecol ogical study says 'Take this nuch and no nore.'
Maggi e' s team—
"M. Holman. Ms. Cutler. | need to see you."

Gail said, "Not now, please, Captain," but Jake apparently heard sonething in Scherer's voice that
Gail did not.

"I's it inmportant, Captain?"

"Very inportant."”

Takai nade an exasperated noi se, somewhere between a sigh and a snort. Gail and Jake foll owed
Scherer out of Takai's hearing. The area around the damsite was a ness of excavated soil and
rock, heavy 'bot nmchinery, an extruder nonotonously producing carbon nonofil anment cabl e. The
construction crew s clothing lay strewn about; they'd renoved it in the noonday heat. The
ecotech's water-sanpling consol e humed, unattended. Two wonen argued fiercely over sonme detail of
software interface for the dam backup conputer. WIdfl owers had been tranpl ed underfoot.

Scherer said, "There is a ship in this star system"”

At first Gil thought she hadn't heard correctly, that Scherer had said, "There is a slip in this
star system" She'd al nost answered, "Wat kind of a slip?" when Jake said levelly, "A ship?"
"Yes. It is detected two hundred AUs out by the all-sky search which we nmaintain for the |arge-

bl ue-shift objects. Its trajectory brings it to Geentrees in sixty-eight hours. It is—

"Whose ship?" Gail burst out. "FromEarth?" It was possible that in the seventy years since the
Ariel had left, Earth had | aunched another ship to Geentrees, with a faster drive. That was
actually provided for in international law, the first country on a planet had claimonly to the
first continent it colonized. But Earth had been in such horrendous condition when the Ariel left,
had been disintegrating so fast ecologically, politically, econonmically ... and then there'd been
that |ast quee nessage, about what shoul d have been the shattering news of sentient alien life:
WEA di sbanded. Geneva under siege. Cannot help with alien invasion. Proceed at discretion.

Scherer said, "I think the ship is not fromEarth."

Gail and Jake gaped at him

"I think," Scherer continued, and now even Gail could see the trenendous tension he was hol ding
in, at what cost she could only guess, "that it is sone other thing. The ship noves at eighty
percent of c¢, and—

"So it isn't coming here," Jake said, relief inits voice. "After all, Captain, when the Ariel
reached ni nety-nine percent plus of ¢, we inrediately had to start decelerating. This ship, if
it's two hundred AUs out, can't possibly decelerate fromeighty percent fast enough to stop at
G eentrees.”

Scherer said, "It decelerates, by our prelimnary estimates, at roughly one hundred gees."
Si | ence.
Jake said, "That isn't possible. Unless ... oh, then it's robotic. Unmanned."

Un-aliened, Gail thought, and suppressed an insane desire to giggle.

Scherer said primy, "W think yes, but we do not know for sure. The current rate of deceleration
brings it to a halt at this planet. | advise we take all the possible precautions.”

Gail blurted, "What are those? Do we have a protocol for the arrival of an alien ship?" So it was
happeni ng, what they'd tal ked about as inpossible in that other neeting that now seened

unr easonably | ong ago.

"Yes, of course,"” Scherer said.
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My CGod.
"The Ariel abbreviation is now enpty of personnel,"” Scherer continued. "I |eave her so, but I arm
her to the maximnumfor the renote firing. | suggest a blackout for Mra City, in as many

el ectronagnetic frequencies as possible, and a beacon we place far fromMra Cty. If the probe or
the aliens wish to make contact, they go first to the beacon. This nakes the opportunity for the
further assessnent of the situation. This assessnment nay or may not include if we try to determ ne
the enenmy's i mediate intentions."

Jake said, "They are not 'the eneny,' Captain Scherer. W should not go in with that assunption!"”
Scherer didn't answer.

Gail said slowy, "It is whoever planted the Fur colonies here, isn't it? They're com ng back to
check on their exiles or crimnal colony or whatever Greentrees is."

"That's al so an assunption," Jake said. "W'Il| do better if we don't make a priori assunptions."
Scherer said, "The beacon must illumnate in as many frequencies as possible. It rmust stand at

| east a thousand kiloneters fromMra City. It nmust be heavily arned."
"l think," Jake said, "we need to call a neeting of the Board of Governors. Now. "

The Board adopted all of Scherer's ideas. "W are constrained to do so, since we have none of our
own, " Faisal said. H s usual urbane detachnment had vani shed. Liu Fengno had said nothing at all
his snoboth brown face creased in concern

Dr. Shipley said, "Well, | have an idea. It's one | tried to have discussed before. Captain
Scherer, please listen."

Scherer was already giving orders for transporting nmaterial to the beacon site, assisted by a
shaken Robert Takai. At Shipley's words he | ooked over inpassively.

"Who will be at the beacon to greet the aliens?" Gail blinked. She hadn't even thought, hadn't
even consi dered—Scherer said instantly, "No one nmust wait at the beacon. The renote human
presence only."

"I"'msorry," Shipley said, "but that isn't acceptable."” Gail and Jake | ooked at each ot her. What
the hell —Jake stepped in. "Acceptable to whom Doctor? What are your thoughts on this? | do want
to rem nd you, however, that this is not your decision."

"It's partly my decision,"” Shipley said. Hi s forehead glistened with sweat. "Please, Jake, Gail
Fai sal, Fengmb ... we need to discuss this."

"We do indeed," said George Fox, currently the science representative on the Board. Ceorge,
uncharacteristically, had said nothing throughout the first part of the neeting. Now he was again
comng to life, although still pale. "This nmay be the first hunan contact with aliens at our own
| evel of technol ogy, or better!"

Gail said quickly, "Captain Scherer says there can't be any |ife aboard, not at a decel eration of
a hundred gees." The idea of superintelligent aliens made her feel panicky.

"Not l[ife as we know it," Ceorge said. "But who knows what's on that ship? Captain, can you tel
how big it is?"

"No," Scherer said. "Not yet. No one nust wait at the beacon site. It is too great the risk. A
tel epresence is sufficient.”

Scherer's unbendi ng orders were beginning to annoy Gail. They nust have had the sane effect on
Jake because he said with sudden irritation, "This Board nmeeting is still in session. Sit back
down, everybody, except for you, Robert. Keep on getting that stuff to the beacon site. Al right,
there's a notion to di scuss human presence at the beacon site. Captain Scherer has disagreed
conpletely. Dr. Shipley, what is your thinking?"

Shi pl ey spoke carefully, consciously choosing his words. "W did not expect to find the Furs here,
but we did. Human contact with the second Fur village has cost the Furs many lives. Cur
scientists, at |least nost of them think the Furs came from sonewhere el se besi des Geentrees.
These new arrivals, whether they're on that ship or only represented by sone sort of tel epresence,
may have some connection with the Greentrees Furs. It seens logical to think they do, unless we
posit Greentrees as sonme sort of galactic crossroads, which doesn't seemlikely.

"We've killed some of these beings' nenbers, or pets, or experiments, or whatever they nay be.
Maybe they can detect that before they Iand. Maybe they already know it, through the cessation of
some signal or something fromhere. Al so, the beings will undoubtedly realize that our beacon site
is heavily arned. W will be giving every possible indication that our intention toward themis
vi ol ence.

"I's that really what we want to do? Before we even neet then?"

He nakes sense, Gail thought, and resented it.

Scherer said, "W wish to tell themthat we are able to nake a defense."

"But, Captain," Shipley said, with what [ ooked to Gail like a desperate patience, "how will they
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know it's a defense and not an incipient attack? It presents to themonly violence."

"Assum ng they perceive things as we do," Ceorge said. "They might not. They mi ght not even be
able to be conmunicated with, for all we know. Life takes diverse and strange forns!"

"George, you sound |like a texthbook," Jake said, but nobody | aughed.

Shi pl ey said, "Soneone nust be at the beacon site, in person, to offer peace. To at |east |ook
peaceful . Unarnmed, open. | offer myself, on the grounds that everyone else here is necessary to
Mra Cty."

Gail said sharply, "You are chief physician for Mra City, Doctor. For another two and a half
years."

"But you have many ot her physicians. There are no other |eaders of Mra Corp besides you, Jake,
Fai sal, and Fengno. We Friends, renmenber, don't have | eaders."

"I want to go with you," Ceorge said abruptly.

Scherer began, "No one nust—

"I"'ma biologist," George said. "I may be able to spot ways to conmunicate with them based on
knowl edge of different life forms, that—=

Jake said, with sudden violence, "George, you haven't been able to comunicate with the aliens
we' ve already got. The only one who succeeded at that is Nan Frayne."

Alittle silence followed his words.

Li u Fengno spoke for the first tine. "I think Dr. Shipley is right. He should go to the beacon."
Scherer said, "It is too great risk. A tel epresence—

They argued about it for another half hour. Gail said little. It was amazi ng how she coul d al ready
predi ct how the voting would go. Was it because the outcone they were going to get was the best
possi bl e one, or because everybody was coning to dislike Rudolf Scherer's unbendi ng self-

ri ght eousness? CGod, not the latter. Let themall be nore rational than that.

She studied Liu Fengno. The Chinese were the |east troubl esone contingent on Greentrees. There
were only 539 of them all fromthe same nei ghborhood in Redl ands, California, UAF. Wen the Ariel
| aunched, about hal f had been recent inmgrants from China, slipping through sone | oophole in both
countries' constantly shifting adm nistrative policies.

China had been badly battered by Earth's ecological ills: violent weather patterns and gl oba
warm ng and various bio-disasters. Liu's people, both Chinaand UAF-born, were the kind who
survived by playing possum neek and nearly invisible in the interstices of urban life. Used to
havi ng al nost not hing, Geentrees seemed to them a cornucopia of riches handed to them by Liu,
whom they revered less like a patriarchal philanthropist than sone sort of mnor god. They had
foll owed hi munquestioningly to Mra City, a polite and silent retinue who worked hard and pl ayed
little, at least publicly. Gail seldom saw Chinese adults after the workday ended. They stayed
with their owm inside their ugly little inflatables. Even their children were quiet and
control | ed.

Jake said that history argued that the next generation would be nuch different. Gail was not
concerned with the next generation; her interests |lay here and now.

George said, "Nan Frayne should go to the beacon site, Jake. She's the only one who's comuni cat ed
with any Furs at all."

Jake pulled at the skin on his face. He nust, Gail thought, be nuch nore agitated than he | ooked
"How badly was she hurt by the Cheyenne, Dr. Shipley? Can she travel ?"

"She should not," Nan's father said quietly. "She has sustained contusions, a mnor fracture, and

mal nutrition. In addition, she is still ... excitable."
Gail | ooked at himsharply to see if he seened to be conscious of ironic understatenent. He
didn't.

"l agree," Jake said, and Gail heard the relief in his voice. Nan was always a wild card; Jake

al ready had too many of those in this hand. "And she hasn't | earned very nuch of the Fur | anguage,
anyway. What she did say is that the two groups have different |anguages, so perhaps the
starfarers have yet another one, unless..." He didn't finish his thought. Gail suspected he hadn't
had any coherent ending in m nd

It was finally decided that WIIiam Shipley and George Fox would be at the beacon site, if and
when the aliens, if there were aliens, |landed there. The contact, if there was a contact, would be
surveilled by the others at Mra Cty. The attack, if there was an attack, would be repul sed by
one of Captain Scherer's soldiers, who would acconpany the greeting conmmrittee. The alien

exam nation of the Ariel, if there was an alien exanination of the Ariel, would be—

Gail gave it up. Too many variables. No, too nuch tension

She went to draft a nonthreateni ng announcenent to Mra City that they were expecting conpany.
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12
He had lied to the Mra City Board of Governors. No, not lied ... just left out a piece of the
truth. There was no way to tell it to them no way they could hear it just now.

Shipley sat in the main roomof his new house, hands on his knees, head bent. This room served
primarily as a gathering place since nost dining was, at this stage of the city's growth, stil
comunal and heavily dependent on ship's stores. No private kitchen facilities had been installed
anywhere outside the nedina. No one m nded; nost colonists were thrilled to have any private place
in which to sleep, relax, and arrange the few preci ous possessions brought from Earth. The

i nfl at abl es had begun to be superseded by permanent foantast buil di ngs. Shipley's had been one of
the first constructed because it connected to the "hospital," a nuch larger structure than the
house, dominating it like a looming round hill beside a polished boul der.

The foantast furniture was sturdy, unadorned, and sparse. The circular walls bore no art. New
Quakers made their own decisions about how nuch col or and decoration they wi shed in their hones,
but the basic principle of sinplicity, nondistraction fromthe spiritual, held. Two bedroons and a
bat hroom all opening off the nain donme, conpleted Shipley's house. Through one cl osed door he
could hear faintly the nurnur of Lucy Lasky's voice as she visited Naom , still confined to bed.
When Naom had finally let her father exam ne her, he'd found two broken ribs, contusions, and
cuts over nmuch of her torso.

How coul d Shi pley have told the Board the exact truth? How coul d he have said, "My daughter took a
human life. | amtroubled in ny mnd over this. My responsibility is personal. There nust be no
nore viol ence between humans and aliens, and | nust act to see that there is not"?

Jake and Gail would not have understood. In their world, the acts of grown children were not the
responsibility of their parents. They divorced how a child was raised fromhow she acted
afterward—as if you could bend a twig west for years and then conplain you didn't have an east-

poi nting branch!

But his responsibility for Naom's act would still have been easier for Jake and Gail to accept
than Shipley's other reason for going to the beacon site to neet the aliens. | have been gui ded by
the Light of Truth to give a testinmony for peace.

They woul d think he was crazy. Their opinion wouldn't matter, but it would matter that they

woul dn't have let himgo. And he nmust go. He nust do what he could to prevent any nore violence. A
call fromthe Light was not nerely a private belief; it was a call to action

Gail cane in without knocking, a good neasure of how agitated she was. Wth her cane a gust of
sweet evening air. Shipley heard the faint cry fromthe nedina of an inamcalling the faithful to
prayer. The notes floated in, drawn out and sonehow plaintive, until Gail closed the door behind
her. "Doctor, have you told Nan about the beacon and the ship?"

"No," Shipley said, "and | asked Lucy not to tell her. Lucy's in there now " Another spiritua
problem it was wong to withhold the truth froman adult. But if Naom knew that nore aliens were
comng to Greentrees, she would insist on being there, despite her injuries or Jake's orders
Shi pl ey had just got his daughter back. He didn't want to | ose her again to another group of
strange beings. O, nore accurately, to her own strange inpulse to join them

"Cood," Gail said, nodding. "I think it's better she not knowyet. Can | ... can | go in?"

Gail's attitude was oddly diffident. Why? Shipley found hinmself too distracted to concentrate on
the question. "Yes, ny dear, go right in."

"Hello, Gail," Lucy said. Naom said nothing to Gail but went on talking to Lucy. Gail left the
door open, and Shipley heard his daughter's voice sounding too high, too fast for the painkillers
he'd given her. She was speedi ng al ong on ol der, nore systenic endorphins.

"And they've conbi ned the best of hunter-gatherer with donmesticated crops. Lucy, they're so nuch
nmor e advanced than the passive Furs we first discovered that you wouldn't believe it. They make
jewelry. Back in the woods, they're carving an enornous stone statue of a god—at l|east, | think
it's a god—and they press oil out of those little bluish berries and store it in clay jars. My old
Furs couldn't do any of those things."

"My old Furs."

Lucy said thoughtfully, "The two groups have had maybe a thousand years to differentiate
thenselves. It only took a few centuries for the original settlers in Polynesia to devel op
societies at different |evels of advancenent on different islands. Tonga had sophisticated art,
weapons, and social organization. Al Chathamreached was primtive handheld clubs. But, Nan, that
was due to different environnental conditions on different islands—ninerals and food supply and
soil fertility. Both sets of Furs that you lived with have exactly the sane resources available to
them"

"Except,"” Naom said excitedly, "the passive Furs have George Fox's brain virus."
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"Maybe, " Lucy conceded, "but even if it is a virus that developed early on, the whole tribe would
have di ed out by now, given howlittle they can care for thenselves. And if devel oped recently,
the tribe should al ready have nore art, agriculture, and tool making. It still doesn't add up."
"Maybe," Gail said, "the virus got progressively worse."

Naoni said contenptuously, "Wat do you know about it?"

"More than you think," Gail retorted, and Shipley's breath caught. WAs she going to tell Naom
about the new aliens? But no, Gail didn't lose control like that. She asked Lucy, "Have you told
her about the third group of Furs, the ones that | ook permanently intoxicated on sonme sort of
native plant?"

"Not yet," Lucy said. "Nan, don't try to sit up! Your father said to stay flat!"

"The fuck with that! Wat third group of Furs?"

"I brought you pictures,"” Gail said.

A long silence. Shipley got up and noved toward the bedroom Naoni sat up in bed, studying the
printouts intently. Finally she raised her head and | ooked at Gail. Somethi ng passed between the
two wonen that Shipley couldn't read, sone intense look that led Gail to speak

"Don't ever talk to me in that tone again, Nan."

And Naom, incredibly, said softly, "I won't. I'msorry."

Shipley felt dizzy. Wiat had just happened? He saw again the image of a just-rescued Naonmi on the
skimer, filthy and mained, asleep in the curve of Gail's arm Despite the gaggi ng stench, the

ol der worman had hel d Naonmi protectively. Wen she'd felt Shipley's gaze, Gail had raised her eyes,
and in them had been a puzzl ed wonder.

Now Gail's gaze was | ocked with Naom's. A long nonent spun itself out, taut as piano wire. To
Shi pl ey's astoni shnent, Naoni suddenly smiled, a snmile so hunble and sweet that it didn't seemto
bel ong on his daughter's face. When had he ever seen Naoni snile |like that? He had never seen
Naomi snile like that.

Gail said, "lI've just made an executive decision, Nan. There's something we weren't going to tell
you, but | think that was wong. You have a right to know, and we may need you. Not now, but
farther down whatever road it is we're going to be traveling. W may need your ability to

comuni cate with Furs.

"An alien ship is onits way to Greentrees. It will be here in less than forty-eight hours."

Just before the skimer left for the beacon site, Captain Scherer nade one nore try at changing
the plan. "This is wong," Scherer said, his jaw hard as dianond. "It is a m stake."

Shi pl ey, Jake, Gail, George Fox, and Lieutenant Hal berg turned to him They stood beside the

ski mer, outside the electronic perineter of Mra City. The settlenment had been shut down as much
as possible. No Iights shone, no construction nmachinery clanged or hummed. Wthin the walled

medi na, the new ninaret soared silent and enpty. No children ran through the rest of the unpaved
streets. Shipley realized that for the first time in nonths he could hear the river without
standing directly beside it. It swirled around the hal f-finished dam babbling and singing.

Jake said, "Wiy is this a nmistake, Captain Scherer?"

Gail snapped, "W already know the captain's opinion."

Jake said mldly, "Let himhave his say, Gail."

Scherer surprised Shipley by speaking with sonmething close to passion. "There is on Earth a |ong
history of the small mlitary force that defeats the nuch greater one—but only if the small force
acts quickly, to retain the elenment of the surprise. One exanple: at Cajamarca, Francisco Pizarro,
with 168 Spani sh sol diers, conquers the Incan enperor Atahual pa, with a force of 80,000 soldiers.
How can Pizarro do this? He takes the enperor prisoner before the Incas can assess the Spanish as
eneni es. The sane thing occurs over and over in the human history, and we nust learn fromthis.
Qur optimum strategy is to take these aliens prisoner before they can assess our strengths, and
next we use the prisoners as sone bargaining points with the force on their ship.”

Jake said, "You're assuning that we're going to be in an adversarial position with the aliens."

"I do not knowif we will be so or not, M. Holman. Nor can you know. But it appears they do sone
experinents on sonme sentient life. That is why the best tactic is to prepare.”

Shipley said, "Prepare for what, Captain? Prepare for war and you will surely get war. Prepare for
peace and there is a chance it may cone."

Scherer didn't even glance at him

Jake said, "You're saying we need to prepare for the worst possibility."

Gail cut in. "Jake, we don't have time for you to go through your people-handling skills of
agreenment and persuasion. W just don't have tinme. Captain Scherer, you have your orders. Now
let's get noving."

Scherer appeared to have heard Gail no nore than he had Shipley. H s eyes stayed fastened on Jake,
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whom he clearly regarded as the true authority here. Gail flushed angrily.

Jake said, "I think we better stick to the original plan, Captain," and Scherer's face went, if
possi bl e, nore wooden than before. "But | do appreciate hearing your views."

Shi pl ey, Hal berg, and George Fox clinbed into the smaller skimer. As it lifted, Shipley sawthe
others heading toward the bunker newly built for the tel epresence equi prent. Jake and Gail would
hear, see, practically snell everything that happened at the beacon site, and they coul d project
their holos there if necessary. Although Shipley couldn't imagi ne what circunstances ni ght nake
that necessary.

He bent his head, closed his eyes, and tried to clear his mnd to silence. George Fox nmade this

i mpossi bl e. The bi ol ogi st seened unacquai nted with the solace of quiet.

"I wonder about Scherer sonetines, Doctor. The mlitary mnd. See adversaries everywhere, and you
create them See potential allies and you might create them™

Never had Shipley been so unwilling to hear the New Quaker phil osophy voiced by an outsider

Li eutenant Halberg in the pilot's seat in front of themwas he sitting even nore stiffly than
before?—teveled the craft twenty feet above the ground. Shipley stared at the back of Hal berg's
head wi t hout answering George.

"Take plants," George rattled on, oblivious. "The plants in any given ecosystemrisk being eaten
by the aninmals. Sonetinmes, it's true, plants devel op defensive nechanisns |ike toxins or odors
that di scourage herbivores fromeating them But just as often, plants have devel oped evol utionary
strategies to formalliances with aninals. Verbena provides hunm ngbirds with nectar, and in
return the hunm ngbirds unwittingly crossfertilize the plants by transferring pollen. O take the
cockl ebur, Xanthium strumarium.."

George was evidently the sort of person who subdued nerves by chatter. Shipley thought of quoting

to himhis Quaker namesake: "Listen to the still small voice within." He decided agai nst saying

t hi s.

"Or consider the lowy dandelion—=

The beacon site was four hundred miles northwest fromMra City. On arising swell in a high flat

pl ain, Robert Takai's robots had assenbled a | ow tower of foantast |aced with extruded carbon
nmonof i | ament cable. The tower pul sed a short sequence of prine nunbers froman array of

el ectronagneti c devi ces in wavel engths not excessively absorbed or scattered by the atnosphere:
visible light; infrared, reflective, short wave, and thermal; nicrowaves; and radi o waves. |t drew
power from a nucl ear generator underground. Al so underground was the conputer. A nonitor sat
around the bunker, with sensors hidden in the area to transmt audio and visual. At the base of
the tower stood a small bunker of foantast shielded with |ead.

Li eutenant Hal berg | anded the skimrer, dropped off Shipley and Fox, and then flew the skinmer a
mle away, setting it down behind a | ow rocky ridge. Shipley had a noment of panic: what if

Hal berg just left themthere and didn't come back? But of course he didn't. A few minutes later
they saw himcone into view, running over the purple groundcover. He was amazingly fast. Augnents,
undoubtedly. Not for the first time, Shipley wondered about the ages of the Swiss security team
Their bios and cell sanples both indicated mddl e age, although all of them thanks to genenods,

| ooked younger. Usually it was the young who becane adventurers.

But, then, Shipley hinmself was here, wasn't he?

"There it is," George said suddenly.

Shi pl ey shaded his eyes with his hand and peered in the direction of the sun. He could see a faint
glowi ng dot in the sky about thirty degrees east of the sun. "How rmuch | onger till they get here?"
"Projected tine is twenty m nutes.”

Hal berg di sappeared into his tiny bunker. Wat did he have in there? Shipl ey wondered. Scherer had
made a trip last night to the newy conpl eted bunker. "For the safety check," he'd told Jake.
Twenty minutes was a long tine.

What was Naoni doi ng? Resting in bed, Shipley hoped, but he doubted it. She had worked on Gail to
let her join the Board in the Mra Corp's bunker, a larger version of this one, where they
monitored the alien landing. Shipley didn't know if Gail had agreed, but he suspected she had.
From her willful, conpletely unauthorized contact with the Furs, Naom had built a sort of

speci al, seni-authorized standing for herself with the Board. And, perhaps, with Gail as well.

Ten m nutes.

Shi pl ey thought of Naomi Warren Bly, founder of the New Quakers, for whom his daughter had been
naned. Naomi Bly had witten in 2008, "No one knows how anot her person may conme to the Truth of
the Light. Treat each other with as nuch tol erance as your conscience allows." But how much

tol erance was too nmuch? And did Shipley's confused thinking at this very nonent on this very point
apply to Naomi, Gail, Scherer, or hinself?

Hi s knees felt wobbly.
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Fi ve m nutes

George Fox said, "Sonmething's wong. They're not coming in. W should be able to see nore by now. "
A second | ater Jake's voice sounded in the receiver inplanted in Shipley's ear: "They're not
comng in. The space data show they're noving at slow speed toward the Ariel. Could be docking
speed. "

Shi pl ey and Fox | ooked at each other. George, of course, spoke first. "A party wi thout the guests.
Now what ?"

The sky bl ossoned into brilliance, and back at Mra City, Jake and Gail started shouting. Shipley,
| eani ng for support against the bunker, tried to understand what was happening. Finally, wth
horror, he did.

"Captai n— il screaned.

"Ch, my God—
"Muel | er—
"No! No!"

Captain Scherer had not waited for the aliens to board the Ariel and | earn about humans, thus
destroying any tactical advantage of surprise. Scherer had destroyed the Ariel instead, hoping to
take the alien ship with it. If Rudolf Scherer had had his way, Pizarro would never even need to
meet At ahual pa to defeat him The snmaller outnunbered force could do it by renote nucl ear
expl osi on.

13

Jake threw hinself at Scherer, yelling something he could never renenber. The soldier turned. Jake
saw the blow coning directly at his gut and tightened his stonmach nmuscles, frantically trying to
shift to the side to absorb the punch with his obliques. It nust have worked because al though he
felt fiery pain, Scherer's gene-augnented blow didn't kill him It did send himflying into the
bunker wall. He hit the back of his head agai nst the bunker, and waves of red and bl ack washed
over him He shook his head to clear it and tried to stagger at Scherer again. Gail had picked up
sonet hi ng small and heavy—what ? Sonehow Jake couldn't identify it, although he knew sonmewhere in
his reeling mind that it was sonething ordinary, sonething he should recogni ze—and she tried to
bash Scherer with it. He tossed her away as easily as a pillow. Gl slid down the bunker wall and
lay still.

Waves of red and black ... not again ... he stood over Ms. Dalton's body in the library and

wat ched her die, but not before he'd lifted her by the hair and..

Scherer hit himagain in the stomach. Jake went down, unable to breathe. The red and bl ack
receded, replaced by an awful noise that Jake dimy realized was hinself. He couldn't breathe, he
couldn't get any air in his lungs, he was going to die..

Gaspi ng, in agonizing pain, Jake watched Scherer suddenly fall as if in slow notion, tw sting as
he went down. Saw the | aser hole in Scherer's neck—saw it, inprobably, a second before the bl ood
started to spurt in wild jets. Saw Private Franz Mieller, Scherer's handpi cked sol di er, standing
over the body, so ashen he | ooked made of salt. Then Jake couldn't see anything at all

When Jake struggl ed back to consci ousness, the scene had only nininmally changed, and he realized
he had only been out a minute or so. Private Mieller bent over Scherer. The soldier was crying

silently. Jake, still trying to force air into his lungs, didn't know if Mieller would shoot him
too, if he noved. But Gail lay so still against the wall...

He dragged hinself toward her. Mieller jerked up his head. Tears flew off his cheeks like tiny

di amonds. "M. Holnmar ... do not. You are hurt maybe. | | ook by her."

Jake's heart paused while Mieller bent over Gail. But Mieller didn't hurt her, nerely checked her
pul se and pul | ed back her eyelids. "She is okay, nmaybe. | call for a doctor!"

Now Jake becane aware of a clanor coming fromthe nonitors. Painfully he turned his head. Shipley
and George Fox, at the beacon site, were demandi ng, "What's happeni ng? Jake? Jake!" George was
ineffectually waving his arns, his usually cheerful face terrified.

Muel | er said, "Lieutenant Hal berg,"” and then a rapid speech in German. Jake had forgotten about
Hal berg. He wheezed into his own wister, despite the sharp pain it sent through his |ungs.

"Dr. ... Shipley. Cone back. Mieller ... shot Scherer. Gail... unconscious..." Too |late, he
realized that he wasn't thinking clearly. There were dozens of doctors in Mra City, closer than
Shipley. Jake tried to say this but no nore words cane out.

George Fox answered him Fox's image on the nonitor had stopped waving its arns. It stood stone
still, gazing upward.
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"Jake, we can't cone now. Hal berg says the alien ship wasn't destroyed by the blast. A shuttle is
com ng down now. It'll be here in |less than ten mnutes."

Shaki ly, Jake stood. He noved every part of hinself: no broken bones except maybe a rib or two. He

could stand, walk, talk. But he couldn't do any of it quickly, and sharp hot pains kept darting

through his chest. Fortunately, Mieller did whatever Jake told him "Call for a doctor. Then bring

me that surgical tape ... good. Nowwi nd it around ny chest, tight ... tighter..."” It was torture

to raise his arnms out of the way, but once Mieller had taped the ribs, Jake had a little nore

mobi lity.

"Lay Ms. Cutler out flat and elevate her feet a bit ... good. Turn her head to the side in case

she vonits. Do we have a bl anket ?"

They didn't, but Mieller stripped off his own uniformjacket and covered Gail. Jake felt a quick

flash of sympathy for the soldier, along with a flash of regret that they hadn't allowed nore

peopl e in the nmonitor bunker. Mre people would have nmeant nore clothing, nore help. Lucy had

wanted to cone, and Robert Takai, and Nan Frayne ... Jake and Gail hadn't wanted the distraction.

Ha! Consider the blasting of the Ariel and death of Scherer as distractions!

Hal berg said over the nonitor, "The alien nother ship remains in orbit. Damage, if any, unknown.

Shuttle lands in four mnutes." The lieutenant's voice wobbled slightly, a first as far as Jake

coul d remenber.

Miel | er said, "We nust bury Captain Scherer. Soon right away."

It seened a strange statenent under the circunmstances—couldn't Mieller see that they had ot her

things to do "soon right away"? Jake chalked it up to nerves. Mieller had just shot his comrandi ng

officer. And he hadn't called for a doctor

"Muel | er—a doctor!"

"Dr. Shipley cones."

"No, not Shipley! Sonmeone closer! Call Faisal."

"No one el se cones here," Mieller said, not |ooking at Jake. It took a monent for Jake to realize

why. Mieller was trying to contain his crine, confining know edge of it to those already aware.

Unexpected enpathy pierced Jake ... Ms. Dalton, lying on the library floor..

"Dam it, call for a doctor!" Jake didn't dare | eave his post at the nonitor for the beacon site:

what m ght happen next? Mieller ignored him

Gail stirred and npaned.

"I'"'mhere, Gil," Jake said. "Don't try to get up. Just lie still."

"l see them" Ceorge Fox shouted. "Here they cone!"

A peculiarly shaped craft screaned through the atnosphere and set down a few hundred yards from

t he beacon tower. It resenbled a horizontally positioned egg with a long, flexible tail that

whi pped around for a few nonents after |anding. Al nost inmediately a door slid open in the end of

the egg opposite to the tail, and a short, steeply pitched ranp |owered itself.

Jake braced hinself for an attack of Furs, blood-hungry as the ones battling Larry Smith's

Cheyenne.

A long nonent passed. Then a small platform no nore than a foot square, rolled down the ranp. It

was covered with a clear done that appeared sealed to the ranp, and it was going far too fast to

be stable at the ranp's steep rake. The rolling cart hit the ground, teetered, and nearly tipped.

But it righted itself and rolled out of the way just as a second cart started down the ranp.

I nside the donme appeared to be sonething very conplicated, filling the dome with dull red-brown
somet hi ngs. Jake | eaned closer to the nmonitor, as if that would create a higher resolution. He

realized that the inside of the dome was slightly cloudy, as if with steam which was one reason

he was having troubl e seeing inside.

George Fox said, "My God, | think they're— and the done on the first cart shattered.

"No!" Dr. Shipley cried. "Don't fire! Hal berg—

This time Jake saw the | aser beam shoot fromthe bunker toward the cart. It hit it again. The

second cart was rolling frantically back up the ranp

"Ch, the—= Shipley said before George Fox yanked himto the ground. The big man fell heavily,

ungraceful ly. Jake actually shook the nonitor, which sent piercing pain through his chest. Another

| aser beam shot out from the bunker and hit the shuttle, its door now closed. As far as Jake could

see, the beam had no effect on the shuttle.

"Hal berg!" he screanmed. "Cease firing now Stop it, you son of a bitch!"

Anot her | aser beam Gail npaned, or maybe it was Shipley at the beacon site. Jake couldn't even

tell. He couldn't see George Fox. Fuck it to hell, Halberg was going to kill all the aliens if he

could, the aliens that Scherer had already tried to kill in orbit—

"Jake," Ceorge's voice said, shaking. "He's dead."
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For a nonent Jake thought he neant Shipley. But the Quaker was rising painfully to his knees

besi de the bunker. There was no nore laser fire, and Jake realized that George neant Hal berg was
dead.

"I fried himwith ny side torch,"” George said, and now his voice definitely shook. "W carry
torches to burn off brush in the wild... red creeper ... | didn't..."

"It's all right, George," Jake said, which was idiotic because it wasn't all right, of course it
wasn't all right, it was the farthest fromall right that it coul d possibly be.

Shipley was on his feet. Slowy he started toward the shuttle.

"No, Doctor, don't, it's too dangerous, they' Il kill you!" Jake said. Shipley nmust have heard him
but he kept wal ki ng anyway, unsteady but determ ned, holding his hands in front of himwth pal ns
upturned, denonstrating that they were enpty.

Behi nd Jake, Mieller made a sound. Jake woul dn't have been surprised if Mieller, too, had started
shooting, killing himor Gail or both. But Mueller didn't fire. Neither did the shuttle. Shipley
crossed the hundred yards of open ground until he stood beside the shattered done on its little
cart. By the tine he reached it, George Fox had caught up with Shipley. Both nen stood beside the
silent shuttle, |ooking down at the broken cart.

For the first time, Jake noticed that the flexible tail on the shuttle had stiffened and bent to
point directly at the two nmen. Never had he seen anything he was so certain was a weapon. But the
tail didn't fire.

Wlliam Shipley said to the thing twi sted anong the shattered pieces of dome, "I amso sorry. | am
SO very, very sorry."

George said, alittle of the natural excitenent returning to his voice, "Jake, this thing is dead.
But | think it is—was—a flora-analogue. Wth | eaves and vines ... yes. I'msure. This alien wasn't
a Fur. It was a plant.

"And so was the other one that rolled back in when we started shooting."

Not hi ng was sinple. And yet it all seened to be decided quickly. Later, Jake would realize he had
made a dozen decisions, one after the other, quickly and without hesitation. At the tinme he was
barely aware of what he was doing; he just did it.

The aliens did not emerge fromtheir shuttle. Nor did they fire on George and Shipley, who didn't
touch the dead alien but did stay gazing at it for a long tinme. Jake had ordered George to | eave
the remmants alone. Let the aliens have their own death rites, if there were any, if they chose
to. Jake just hoped the death rites didn't include racial revenge.

Nei t her Shipley nor George could fly the skinmer. "I don't want to | eave anyway," George said. He
was recordi ng everything he could about the dead alien. Were its fell ows watching? Wuld they

obj ect? How the hell did Jake know?

"I don't want to leave, either,” Dr. Shipley said, although with | ess enthusiasm "You have ot her
doctors in Mra City for you and Gail, Jake."

"Yes." He had said the sane thing to Mieller. But that was before humans had killed the first star-
faring alien they'd ever nmet. "But | don't want news of this to spread too far. The rest of the
Board knows, of course; they're linked to my monitors. But they don't want panic, either. Faisa
will handle Iifting of the blackout w thout causing a stanpede of people out to the beacon tower.
Fengno is controlling his own people. And Gail and | don't seemto be badly hurt. Did you exam ne
Hal ber g?"

"Only enough to determine that he's dead.”

"Al'l right. Look, I"'mgoing to have Private Mieller fly the | arge ski mer out there—

"Can he fly it?" CGeorge asked stupidly.

"Of course he can—all Captain Scherer's people can pilot anything. For CGod' s sake, George. |I'm
going to bring Gail with nme. | think the situation has changed. The aliens in the shuttle aren't

retaliating, so maybe some negotiation m ght be necessary—

"Wth a plant?" Faisal's voice said over the link

"I said a 'plant-analogue,' " George said. "It's obviously not a plant. There are weird

proj ections and what m ght be a slinme-trail |oconotion device, like on snails ... | can't be sure

of anything unless | exam ne tissues."

"Absol utely not!" Jake said.

"I know," George said unhappily.

Shipley said, "Are you positive Gil can be nmoved?"

"She's noving now, Doctor. She's sitting up—she's standing."

"Then bring her here carefully,” Shipley said, and started instructions for transporting Gail. She
interrupted these angrily. "I don't need a stretcher, I'mfine. Just what happened at the beacon?"
"Tell you in a mnute," Jake said. "Private Mieller, please go get the other skimer and bring it
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here. Private?"

The sol di er stood gazing down at Scherer's body. Hi s tears had dried, but there was a strange,

unr eadabl e expression on his face. Fear? That, and sonething el se Jake couldn't identify. He said,
"Private Mueller ... Franz ... you will not be court-martialed. You acted correctly. | wll tell
Li eutenant Wrtz." Who was now ranking security officer

Muel l er didn't respond.

"Private Miueller!" Getchen Wrtz's voice fromMra City. Yes, of course, she was waiting with the
Board and the other scientists, ready to defend the settlenent if necessary.

I f possible.

Muel | er responded to Wrtz's voice. "Yes, ma'am"”

"Fol | ow every one of M. Holman's orders. M. Hol man, you have only Private Mieller by you in

security. | cone also."
Jake said harshly, "I think we've had enough contributions fromthe security teamalready." After
a monent he added, "I'msorry, Lieutenant. Stay where you are. We don't know what the aliens wll

do with regard to Mra City."

"Yes, sir," she said, and Jake heard in her voice sone strange counterpart of the conplex | ook on
Mieller's face. He didn't have tinme to exam ne either

Mueller left in the rover to get the large skimer fromits concealed | ocation a few niles away.

Jake said, "Faisal?"

"Al'l goes well here, Jake. Do not worry about Mra City. Fengnmo and | have things organized. My

Al ah be with you."

"Can He negotiate with aliens?" Jake asked, and cut the comink. He bent over Gail. "How are you?"
"Fine," she said, crossly but unconvincingly. "Except for nmy arm"

"Well, 1've got broken ribs. So don't give ne a bear hug and we'll both be fine."

"Jake ... what will they do?"

"How the fuck do | know?"
She ignored this. "They approach our ship in orbit and we blow it up, trying to destroy them as

well. They land and we imrediately kill the first alien out the door. If the positions were
reversed, | know what 1'd do. 1'd assune enmity and bl ow away the beacon tower and everything
anywhere around it before | was attacked again."

"Yes," Jake said.

"So why aren't they?"

"Maybe they don't have the firepower."

Gail snorted. "They come in at a huge fraction of |light speed and decelerate at a rate that should
have squi shed themall into puree, and they don't have the technol ogy to denolish George Fox while
he stands there gazing hungrily at their dead conrade? | don't think so."

Jake didn't think so, either. "Gail, they're aliens. How are we supposed to know what they think?"
"We didn't have nuch troubl e decodi ng what the Furs thought on the Cheyenne subcontinent."

Jake didn't answer. G ngerly, careful of his ribs, he wal ked back to the consol e and accessed the
space satellite recordings. He wanted photos of the alien ship in orbit.

It was the weirdest-looking thing he'd ever seen. Athick flattish disk, with a slender tube
projecting fromone side. The end of the tube bulged outward. It |ooked |ike a defornmed drinking
straw stuck into a cow pie. He couldn't get any idea of the scale. He called Faisal back

"Faisal, | need a physicist. There isn't one on the Board, but surely—

"Of course we have physicists, Jake," Faisal said, some of the urbane amusenent back in his voice.
"Just not on the Wellcone Trust team | will send you one of ny people, Karim Mhjoub, very good,
studied with Nigel Fearling at Canbridge. And Karim has excellent English."

"Good. Actually, he can just report in fromMra City, he's probably already accessed the sat
pictures."

"Yes, but | think he would prefer to be with you. Were the action is,
of this colloquialism

Fai sal said, wyly proud

" But —

"I will informKarim" Faisal said, and the |link went dead.

Not hi ng was happening at the beacon site. George still stood gazing at the dead alien. "Jake,
there's a bit of leaf or sonmething that was torn off and landed a little away fromthe body. Can't
| just—

"No! Wiere's Shipley?"

"I'n the bunker. He's exam ning Hal berg, for some reason."”

"Dr. Shipley?" Jake said. "Please answer. Lieutenant Hal berg is dead?"
"Yes," Shipley said. "Jake, you're com ng here now?"

"Yes. Why? |Is there sone new i nformation?"
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"I'mnot sure yet," Shipley said. "Please conme soon." \Wat new information could there be about
Hal berg? Suddenly Jake didn't want to know. The crucial thing right now was the alien shuttle. It
sat i nmobile, unknowable. Unvengeful. So far

14

Gail kept cradling her left armin her right. Curtly she refused Jake's offers of a sling,
confort, anything else, so he shut up. When Mieller arrived with the skimer, she clinbed in
unassi sted, a | aborious and pai nful -1 ooki ng process. Before she'd finished, a rover could be seen
and heard on the horizon. Faisal's physicist.

Four figures got out of the rover

"No," Jake said. "Absolutely not. Good God, Ingrid, what the hell do you think you're doi ng?"
"I'"msenior geneticist," Ingrid Johnson said. "I need to be there. George does systenic biol ogy,
not genetics. | need to be there when the aliens land."

"So you brought Lucy and Nan Frayne?”

Lucy said, "Jake, don't be angry. We were all together, waiting for news, when Faisal called for
Karim | want to be at the site, too."

"The last thing we need is a pal eontol ogist!"

"I know," she said humbly. Her eyes said, But | need to be where you are, which was the stupidest
reason for letting her come that he'd ever heard. O not heard, since only her gaze conveyed it.
And Nan Frayne. ..

Nan still |ooked rat-chewed, her hair cut ragged to renove the filthy mats, in places so short
that the scal p showed through. Her face and body were gaunt. But she stood stolidly, |ooking
defiant ... as if that were anything new

"Li sten, Jake," Nan said, "you might need to negotiate with these people. That's what | do,
renenber? I'mthe only one who does it. The—=

Jake, Mra Corp's negotiator, said coldly, "You negotiate with Furs. Sort of. These are not Furs,
and you are not going."

Nan's gaze | ooked past himto Gail, standing in the doorway of the skimer. "Gail —you're hurt!"
"Broken arm" Gail said. "Go back to Mra City, Nan."

n ’\b. n

Sonet hi ng expl oded in Jake. "You mangy brat, |I'mnot your saintly father. Get in that rover with
Lucy and drive back to Mra City or I'll have Private Miell er shoot you down where you stand." He
turned and wal ked toward the skinmrer, pushing Gail inside. Ingrid, having not been nentioned in

Jake's rant, clinbed in neekly after him Karim Mahjoub foll owed. Franz Mieller got in and cl osed
t he door.

No one spoke until they were in the air. Then Gail, |eaning back in obvious pain against the
ski mer seat, said quietly, "It didn't do any good, you know. Nan and Lucy know where the beacon
site is. They'll drive a rover there."

Jake said, with conviction, "Not Lucy."
Gail nerely sniled

Jake had been afraid the sight of the skimer's |anding nmight provoke sone reaction fromthe alien
shuttle, but it did not. Nothing at the beacon site had changed. Kari m Mahjoub di sappeared
instantly into the bunker to anal yze any new data fromMra Corp's space satellites about the
orbiting ship. Dr. Shipley cane out frombehind the small structure, his face stretched with

t ensi on.

"CGeorge?" Jake called, across the hundred yards to the shuttle. "Anything?"

The biol ogi st sat cross-1egged beside the dead alien, waiting for ... what? He said, "I can't
judge the rate of deconposition at all. But no G eentrees insects are drawn to the body."

Jake didn't see the significance of this, but Ingrid said, startled, "Are you sure?" She went to
sit beside George.

"Al right, come away fromthere," Jake said. It had been one thing for George to sit in front of
the shuttle before Jake arrived; maybe it had inhibited the aliens from emnergi ng before Jake got
there. But now that he was present, he wanted to give the aliens every chance to try contact

agai n.

Rel uctantly George and Ingrid retreated fromthe shattered cart. Jake | ooked cl osely at George.
The shaki ness the biol ogi st had shown right after shooting Hal berg was gone, but George was still
pal e.

Ingrid said, "If there really isn't any insect activity in—what? an hour—then it could be—= Jake
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tuned her out, and | ed George away from her

"Ceorge, are you all right?"

His voice was flat, devoid of his usual cheerful certainty. "I had no choice, Jake. | had to kil
Hal berg. "

"I know you did. Can |—

"No. Just |eave ne alone and let ne work." George turned away, and Jake | et him go. Probably he
was right. Work woul d hel p.

Shipley deftly set Gail's armand stuck patches on her neck. Inmmediately Gail |ooked orders of
magni t ude happi er. Shipley said, "Now you, Jake."

"Sonet hing's on your nmind, Doctor. What?"

"Let nme see to you first." He taped Jake's ribs and stuck patches on his neck. The pain floated
away from Jake. But he felt tired, very tired. Different drugs fromwhat Gail got?

"Al right, Jake," Shipley said, very low "Cone with ne. Just you."

He | ed Jake around the bunker, leaving Gail, Ingrid, and George in intense conversation. Karimwas
still inside at the conmputer. Dusk was starting to fall, |ong shadows that preceded the abrupt
equatorial. The air took on that tart sweetness Jake had noticed before during G eentrees
twilights. Sonething that flowered at night, George had said, but he hadn't yet identified the
plant. Its sweetness was vaguely di sturbing.

Li eutenant Hal berg's body lay on the ground, covered with a light tarp. To Jake's surprise,
Muel | er was al ready digging a grave, frantically shoveling soil

"No," Shipley said sinply.

"1 bury our officer," Mieller said. He didn't stop shoveli ng.

"It's too late, Franz," Shipley said. "I already know. "

Muel |l er stood still, and this time there was no m staking his expression: fear

Shipley said, "It's all of you, isn't it? All seven had it done?"

"I know not anything ... what you say ... is wong. Very."

"No. I'mnot wong. Franz, you have to let ne take a tissue sanple. And not bl ood or skin, either
An organ sanple.”

Jake burst out, "Wat the hell is going on here?"

Shipley didn't take his eyes off Mieller. "An organ sanple and a cerebrospinal fluid sanple. Do
you feel it, Franz? Tell nme the truth. You know what it can do, and you killed Captain Scherer
because you saw it in action. Sanples, Franz."

For an inpossible nonment, Jake thought Mieller was going to raise the shovel and bash Shipley with
it. But then he let out a heartbroken sob and dropped the shovel. "I want not to die, Doctor!"”
"No one is going to kill you, Franz. You know how it works. Raise your shirt, son."

Muel l er did. His body was nmagnificent, toned and nuscled, broad shoul ders tapering to a narrow
wai st and flat belly. Jake watched Shipley put the black netal box against Mieller's torso, at the
front below his rib cage, and then at the back at the base of his spine. The nmedico humred softly.
“I'"1l know soon, Franz," Shipley said. "Stop digging. Go sit over there and collect yourself."
Muel | er | ooked uncertain and Shipley, to Jake's surprise, repeated the instructions in German. At
| east Jake assuned it was the sane instructions; Mieller trudged to a narrow bl uish tree out of
earshot and sat under it, his head down on his bent knees.

Shipley said, "I think | should sit down, too. It's been ... a day." He lowered his soft bulk to
the ground. In the gathering darkness he | ooked |ike some nonstrous outgrowth of the alien purple
groundcover.

Jake stayed standing, waiting. Dread slid down his spine.

"I started an autopsy before you came, Jake. Rough, but enough to confirmwhat | suspected.

Hal berg, and probably Scherer—n fact, probably Scherer's whole Swiss teamare rebuilts.”

Jake said instantly, "Not possible. W did the npst extensive security checks available! Not to
nmention nedical tests. W went into every nedical, financial, and crimnal possibility for al
seven of them we—=

"l suspect they had it done after your check and before the Ariel |aunched. Although of course al
the arrangenents had been in place for decades."”

"Subsequent nedical checks—

"I't doesn't show up in blood or skin sanples.”

"But, Doctor, the cost al one—=

"I can't explain that part for you, Jake. | can only explain the nedical aspect. But are you going
to tell nme that you have never heard of anyone's suddenly and unexpectedly acquiring a fortune
that was not traceabl e?"

For a nonent, Jake thought Shipley knew. About Donnie, about Ms. Dalton ... but that wasn't
possible. It had been a |lucky guess. Rage filled himthat Shipley could put himthrough this. The
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sancti noni ous ol d—

"My autopsy on Hal berg only got as far as a few abdomi nal organs,"” Shipley said, as if he hadn't
noti ced Jake's reaction. Wich, of course, he must have. "But a few organs are enough. You
probably already know a | ot about rebuilts, but let ne explain themanyway."

Jake's rage grew. Shipley was mani pulating him talking to give Jake tinme to collect hinself. No
one directed Jake Hol man's enotions. It was Jake who was the negotiator, the nmanipul ator. The one
i n charge.

"Arebuilt body starts with a cloned cell,” Shipley said. "The DNA is renmoved and altered, then
inserted into a harvested egg. A baby is grown in either an artificial wonb or a surrogate nother
When the clone is born, it's a perfect copy of the donor except for the genetic alterations, done
invitro, which are all to the brain. The child is an idiot. It can breathe and digest, but it
will never walk, talk, feed itself, or be toilet-trained. Still, he or she can smle, |augh,
recogni ze peopl e, respond to sunlight or nusic or hugs.

"When the child is in md-teens, it's killed for its youthful organs, which are then transferred,

all of them into the original person. Wwo, for reasons we still don't understand, thereby extends
his lifetinme to twice what it would have been. Sonehow t he agi ng process takes its cues from sone,
or all, of the body's organs."

"I know about —

"Of course you do, Jake. Rebuilts are illegal in every country on Earth. Partly because of the

ethics involved, and partly because somewhere around thirty percent of rebuilts develop nenta
illnesses. The brain-body interaction is an enornously conplex one. A brain paired with organs it
did not grow up with, even cloned organs, sonetinmes reacts weirdly. Different genes get expressed
than woul d ot herwi se, or they get expressed in different quantities, or they fail to get
expressed. The neurotransnmitter mix in the brain is affected. Sonetines subtly, sometimes not. The
result can be the whol e range of psychochenical disturbances, from depression to schizophrenia.
The npbst common di sturbance i s paranoi a.

"Mra City hired a security teamof rebuilts, and so far two of them have gone paranoi d. Enough so
totry to nurder the 'Qher,' which paranoids see as a threat. Aliens are the ultinate ther."
Now Jake did sit down. He seened to see nothing, and to see everything that had happened. Shipley
continued, "Wien it was just a small group of aliens with spears, living in thatched huts, they
were no real threat, nmerely a curiosity. But with superior technology ... well, the rebuilts saw
that much differently."

Jake said, in a voice he didn't recognize as his own, "Mieller? Wrtz? The other three?"

Shi pl ey raised the nedico and pressed a button. Data raced past on the miniature screen. "No. No
cerebrospinal protein anomalies in Franz. Not yet, anyway. The condition can develop at any tineg,
but it can be controlled by medications intended for whatever nmental disturbances devel op. Mst of
the tine, anyway."

Total darkness fell. Soneone switched on lights and the area around the tower and the bunker was
fl ooded with brightness. Jake went on sitting, until Shipley touched his arm and he | ooked up
startled, as if he'd never seen the old man before in all his stupid, futile, msguided life.

15

As soon as Shipley told Gail about the Mra Corp's security team being rebuilts, she thought,
That's what Nan had on Rudy Scherer. Nan Frayne, w th her dubious crimnal connections, had
sonmehow heard about what the Swiss had done and had been using the know edge to squeeze speci al
treatment out of Scherer. Gail |ooked curiously at Shipley. Did he guess? No. He hadn't put his
daughter together with what the soldiers had done. The bliss of noral innocence.

Her second reaction was to feel all the horror that Shipley wasn't voicing. Cones, human beings

living their individual lives, feeling pleasure and pain and enough other enotions to be human
despite their nmental limtations. Then one day killed, mned for organs like so rmuch dead rock for
veins of ore

Gail shoved away the sickening inmages in favor of the practical. "How do we find out if the other

Swi ss are affected? And what do we do if they develop the condition |ater?"

"We nonitor cerebrospinal fluid for significant proteins and we nedicate appropriately,
sai d.

"WIIl they agree? Wat if they don't?"

"1 don't know," Shipley said. He | ooked exhausted. "But if Lieutenant Wrtz agrees, | inagine she
can order the others to conply."”

Gail nodded. This was sonething for Jake to take over. She said, "Doctor ... why don't you slap

Shi pl ey
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sonme of those patches on your own neck? Wth all due respect, you |l ook |Iike you need a booster."
He snmiled, and Gail realized that New Quakers must not use such things. Well, nore fools them
"Then at least go lie down for a bit. Ingrid and George have put up the inflatable that came on

t he ski mrer."

"Yes, | will. But, Gail ... promise to call nme if anything significant happens."

She hesitated; a promise to Shipley sonehow felt nore serious than to anyone else. "Al right.
I"1l call you."

"Thank you." He gave her his gentle snmile and |unbered toward the inflatable.

The area around the beacon was starting to look |ike a ranmshackle town, Gail thought, a niniature
version of Mra Cty's initial ness. Floodlights fromthe tower bathed a ragged quadrangl e of
groundcover torn up by all the activity. On one side of the quadrangle sat the bunker, wth
Miel |l er creating a cenetery behind it. On another side spraw ed the inflatable, which could sleep
all seven of them jamed together on air mattresses, assunming all of themactually slept at the
sanme tine. Gail doubted this would happen

Various equi prment cluttered the third side of the quadrangle, including the portable stove off the
skimer, on which Ingrid was heating sonething while arguing with George. George seened to have
recovered fromshooting Hal berg; at |east he didn't ook as if he were dwelling on it. Gai
approved. Don't regret the unavoidable.

The fourth side of the quad was enpty, and the nost significant of all. A floodlight had been

angled to illuminate the | ong space between the human activity and the silent |opsided-egg
shuttle.
She was headi ng back around the bunker when Karim Mahjoub came out. "Ms. Cutler, | have sone

things to tell everyone about the ship in orbit."
"Anything critical that we need to know this very m nute?"

He seemed taken aback. To him everything in physics was critical. "Well..."

"Then wait a few mnutes." She rounded the bunker.

Private Mieller had finished his grave. He | ooked up at her. "Ms. Cutler, | like have ... ein
Begrabnis. ™

A funeral. Now. But she saw his face and said, "Maybe Dr. Shipley could say a few words."

"Ja. Just sone few words. And Captain Scherer..."

She had forgotten the body in the nonitoring bunker outside Mra City, had actually forgotten the
pani cky fighting and the sickening noment Mieller had shot his commanding officer. Blame it on
Shipley's patches. "Private Mieller ... Franz ... wouldn't you rather wait until Lieutenant Wrtz
can conduct a proper mlitary funeral ?"

Muel l er's eyes darkened. "We have not the nmilitary funeral for a treason, ma'am?"

O course. Scherer and Hal berg had both di sobeyed Jake's orders. God, the tornment this nan's
bel i efs nmust be putting himthrough. She said gently, "Wait here. 1'll get the others."

Shi pl ey was not yet asleep. "Just five minutes, Doctor."” Obligingly he heaved his bulk up fromthe
mattress. Gail rounded up Ingrid, Ceorge, and Karim "Where's Jake?"

CGeorge said, "He went to wal k around the shuttle, see if he could see anything."

"Al one? You |let hinP"

George said, "How was | supposed to stop hinP"

Gail ignored that. "George, can you manage this? A funeral for Lieutenant Hal berg?"

George's answer both was and wasn't relevant. "Nothing we do here is the same as before." Gai
nodded and went to find Jake.

It was the first time she' d approached the alien shuttle. It gave her a sudden chill. \Wat were
they doing in there, the plant-things? Wre they nourning their own dead? Gail avoi ded | ooki ng at
the smashed cart and the dead alien beside it.

She found Jake standing on the far side of the shuttle, about ten feet away fromit, beyond reach
of the floodlights. In the darkness she couldn't see his expression

"Jake, this isn't safe. Cone back. Private Mieller wants to have a brief service over Hal berg's
grave. | know, | know, this is hardly the time. But he's so torn up inside, | thought that five
m nutes of prayer from Shipley mght make himfeel better."

Jake didn't answer.

"Jake? Are you all right?"

"What would be all right in this situation, Gail?"

H s |istlessness angered her. "Wo knows? Not me. But if George can rally, you can. After all, you
didn't kill anybody. I'mjust trying to do the best | can for these people here, and right now
that means a dunb mlitary service for Hal berg."

"A service is a stupid idea. Let Wrtz handle it on renote."

"Muel |l er doesn't think she will, because to his mnd Hal berg committed treason. So did Scherer
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They di sobeyed a direct order fromthe comander-in-chief, who is you."

That roused him "I'mnot a comuander-in-chief, for God' s sake! |I'man ex-lawer turned space
entrepreneur turned colonist!"

"Not to the Swiss. Get your balls over there, Jake. W need you. This isn't |like you."

He stepped forward, and she saw that his face | ooked ravaged. "Jake-—what is it?"

"Nothing. Let's go have a mlitary service." He pushed past, |leaving her to follow around the
i mpassi ve shuttle.

Shi pl ey stood so long with head bowed over Hal berg's grave that Gail had a sudden m sgiving:
Didn't Quakers worship in silence? Was Shipley ever going to say anything at all?

She stood with George Fox, who seenmed conposed enough, considering. They stood far enough back
fromthe grave that they could see past the bunker to the shuttle. The others crowded cl oser
ringing the nmound of fresh earth. Someone had gathered a bouquet of wildflowers and put it on the
raw soil. Mieller? Apparently even these al oof soldiers, these rebuilts, could act sentinentally.
Gail wouldn't have suspected it.

She tried to sumon personal nenories of the dead man. But Erik Hal berg had al ways been so al oof,
so correct and fornmal, that nothing came to mind. She hadn't known him at all

Fi nal |l y Shipley spoke. "W know that God does not require of us nore than is possible to a human
being living a normal life. Men may act wongly, but it is not up to us to judge their actions so
much as it is to search our own. W cannot try to change others w thout exam ning our own hearts,
and so being willing to change oursel ves.

"We cannot know what was in Erik Halberg's heart when he fired upon that poor alien being. W
cannot know if the things done to Friend Erik's body had affected his brain so that he was unabl e
to stop hinmself—even if he wished to. Al that is for God to see. The npst we can do, guided by
the Light of Truth, is to ask ourselves what this action will lead us to, and what is the right
thing to do next.

"Erik Hal berg was, by all accounts, a conscientious nman. H s conrades respected him There nust
have been nuch in his life that was guided by the Light, as there is nuch in any life that wll
listen in sinplicity and silence. W honor that in Friend Erik, the good within him What nmatters
in human life is often not what we think about sonething, but the best that can be thought about
it. Let us renenber the best in this man."

Hardly a eul ogy, Gail thought. Talk about damming with faint praise! She caught Ingrid and Ceorge
exchange a rai sed-eyebrow gl ance, but Muieller seened satisfied. He suddenly sang out, "Aaaa ..

men," in such a sweet, high voice that Gail started. Were in his unknown history had that come
fron®

"Danke, Hen Doktor," he nunbled to Shipley, enotion reverting himto Gernman. Shipley nodded
wearily.

Jake said, as Gail had ten mnutes before, "Doctor, go lie down."

Kari mwas at his el bow, "Please, M. Holman, the ship in orbit..."

"Yes," Jake said. It looked to Gail as if Jake were making a huge effort to pull hinself together
Hi s face snmoot hed from anguish to forced rigidity, and he gave the young physicist a ghastly
smle. "All right, Karim let's hear it."

They nmoved to the front of the bunker. Instinctively, wthout anyone suggesting it, George,

Ingrid, Jake, and Gail sat in a semcircle, facing the shuttle. After a nonment's hesitation, Karim
sat facing them his back to the alien craft. George noved slightly to get a clear view around
hi m

"I'"ve looked at all the data fromthe space sats," Karim said. As Faisal had pronmised, his English
was excellent, with a slightly guttural accent that lent his words authority, despite his youth.
Gail estimated his age as thirty, although slimand cl ean-shaven nen al ways | ooked younger than
they really were.

"My conclusions,"” Karimcontinued, "are of course only tentative. This is wholly alien technol ogy.
But | want to tell you nmy thoughts about the ship."

Gail | ooked for Mieller and was startled to see him standi ng besi de the bunker, behind themand to
the left, holding a gun. He had put hinself on guard duty. But a gun ... oh, nmy God, were they
going to have a repeat of the shootings? She turned to Jake, who was al ready ahead of her. He

whi spered, "Shipley says Mieller's okay."

"1 know that!" she whi spered back.

Jake patted her arm Mieller is safe. Gil wasn't so sure. Jake seened to have regai ned his
assurance just as she was |osing hers.

Karim continued, oblivious. "The ship resenbles the enbodi ment of a theory that has existed in
physics for two hundred years but remained only a theory. It's called the McAndrew Drive, after
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the Scots physicist who first proposed it, Arthur Mdrton MAndrew Put sinmply, it tackles the
probl em of accelerating at nore than, say, three gees without pulping the people aboard into
jelly.

"Theoretically, you could accelerate at, for instance, a hundred gees without feeling it at all

if you could balance the force of acceleration with an equal pull of sufficient gravity in the
opposite direction. They woul d cancel each other out, and the passengers would feel as if they
were in free fall. That's what | think the alien nother ship does. See, it is shaped like this."
Karimheld up a data storage device, a thick flat crystal disk with a hole in the mddle. He stuck
along twig into the hole, gripping it at one end.

"You see, the living quarters are inside ny thunb. The quarters are a capsule that can nove freely

up and down along this shaft ... like this, closer or farther away fromthe disk
"The disk is made of sone material we can only inmagine, a material with enornous density,
trillions of tons in a disk a hundred neters or nore across and perhaps one neter thick. To

bal ance that nuch gravitational force, the life capsule—that's ny thunb, remenber—starts well away
fromthe disk. As you accelerate the disk away fromthe passengers, you nove the |ife capsule
closer, so increased gravitational pull always bal ances the increased accel eration. O course, the
Iife capsul e nust change shape, bowing at the edges, as it noves closer to the disk, to conpensate
for force differentiation."

Karim peered at them as if to decide whether they understood.

Gail didn't. She kept watching Mieller fromthe corner of her eye.

George said, "But where do you get the energy to power the drive? |I'mno physicist, but wouldn't
you need a |l ot nore than you could carry, even if you started consum ng the disk to convert nass
to energy?”

"Yes!" Karim said, beanming at George as upon a particularly bright pupil. "So we don't know where
the ship gets its energy! My guess would be fromthe vacuum The vacuum state yields a very high
figure for its own energy whenever you try to reconcile general relativity and quantum nechani cs,
as you al ready know. "

Gail knew no such thing, but didn't really care. The alien ship was here. The shuttle was here.
The dead "l eafy" body, which under the floodlights she could just nmake out at this distance, was
here. How they all arrived didn't matter. They were here.

Once again, the weirdness of the situation overtook her. Sitting on an alien planet, waiting to
possi bly be wi ped out by beings to whomthis planet was also alien ... Lahiri, this is not what
we' d pl anned.

George and Ingrid were asking questions about tidal forces and matter-antimatter reactions. Gai
heard a faint runble, little nore than a suggestion of noise. She m ght not have noticed it at all
if she hadn't been listening for it. But, no, it was nerely thunder, very distant. It was far too
soon for the other.

Fi gure an average of fifty miles per hour in the rover, pushed at top speed, assuming fairly even
terrain. Al right, forty nmiles per hour. Four hundred mles. No stops. Lucy and Nan woul dn't be
here until just before dawn.

"...and can accel erate and decel erate at a nmaxi mum of a hundred gees," Karimfinished. "That's
what we clocked it at conming in. If I"'mright, that ship could reach 99.9 percent of ¢ fast enough
to cover interstellar distances in what we woul d consider a few days. Shipboard tinme, of course.”
Because they woul d come, Lucy and Nan. Jake had ordered themnot to. But, as Jake hinself had

poi nted out, he was not a head of state nor a commander-in-chief. He was an ex-lawer turned space
entrepreneur turned colonist, and nothing about this colony was goi ng as pl anned.

In the nmiddl e of the night, Gail woke abruptly. Instantly her heart started to jackhanmmer. She'd
heard soneone outside the tent. Mieller and his weapons..

Muel | er | ay asleep beside her, with the heavy oblivious sleep of youth. Now Gail renenbered the
pl an to have one of them al ways awake, watching the shuttle. There was a rotation schedul e. But
two places were enpty: Ingrid and George.

She al ready knew what they were doing, but she crept out of the inflatable anyway, gingerly
crawl i ng over Jake. Qutside, the floodlights still shone on full. Ingrid and George had set up
their equi pment, which nust have come on the big skimer, beside the cookstove. Ingrid |ooked up,
guilty and so inmediately on the offensive.

"For God's sake, Gail, don't cone creeping up scaring people like that! Go back to bed, you have a
broken arm Shipley said to take care of yourself. The last thing we need is the burden of an
invalid."

Gail ignored this attenpted diversion. "Jake told you not to do that. Both of you."

George said pleadingly, "It's only a piece of ... appendage that was scattered away fromthe body.
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We didn't touch the body itself. It's still there, just like Jake said. We only ran anal ysis on
this small piece. And—

"He told you no, George. W don't know what death rituals these aliens may or may not have!"
"Gil, will you listen a mnute? W ran analysis. It's not DNA-based life."

It took a nmonment for Ceorge's words to take on neaning. "Then you have a piece of sonething that
isn't life! Synthetic clothing or something—

"No. It's cellular, even though none of the subcellular structures |ook even renotely famliar
And we can't be conmpletely positive that the part we've identified as the nucl eus-anal ogue is
that. But we think so, and Gail ... it's not based on DNA "

She said stupidly, "All life in the galaxy is based on DNA. Everywhere."

"Everywhere we've been so far," Ingrid corrected. "But not this. This is really alien life!"

As if the Furs weren't. All at once Gail's head hurt. "So where are these viney-things fron"
"How shoul d we know?" George said. He | ooked as if he not only hadn't slept, but m ght never sleep
again. Exultant, with a faint underlay of hysteria.

Ingrid said, " '"Vines.' That's a good nane for them™

Gail glanced at the shuttle. "Has it done anythi ng?"

"No," Ceorge said. "Gail, the cell walls—

"I don't care," Gail said, and stal ked back to the inflatable, |eaving the two scientists staring
after her as if it were she who was the actual alien.

By the time Nan and Lucy arrived, everyone was calling the aliens "Vines."
The rover pulled up at dawn, Nan at the wheel and Lucy asleep until the vehicle stopped. Fromthe
| ook of her, Nan was evidently on the sane sort of accels as Ingrid and George. Nan's hair stuck

out in ratty patches, her skin was still rubbed raw and brui sed, and one front tooth was m ssing.
She grinned, higher than clouds, at Gail. Their eyes net.
Gail was astonished at the feeling that rushed over her. She stood still in the mddle of the

quadrangl e and | et herself feel it.

Oh, ny God, no. Not her

Friend WIIliam Shipley's daughter

Ex- con.

WIllful, self-centered bitch. No matter how much she was "changi ng" as she "found her calling.”
Bl ackmai | er of Rudy Scherer.

Not her.

Nan seenmed to know, or guess, what was happening. She stared steadily at Gail, assessing. Lucy
woke up, |ooked around dazedly, and shook her head. Nan went on staring, and then she snmiled at
Gail, a smile so hunble and beseeching, so unlike Nan Frayne, that Gail felt her legs carry her

toward the rover.
"Hell o, Nan. Lucy."

"Hello, Gail," Nan said softly, and that was all it took

16

He had slept fitfully, dream ng vague, nonstrous shapes w thout nanes. People cane and went in the
ni ght; standi ng guard, he supposed. It wasn't until alnost norning that he fell into anything |like
restful sleep, and when he awoke, Naom had arrived on a Mra Corp rover with Lucy Lasky.

"Good nmorning, Dr. Shipley," Ingrid Johnson said. She seened buoyant and uncharacteristically

pl easant. "Nothi ng happened with the shuttle during the night. It's still just sitting there."
Jake, who did not | ook buoyant, said, "W've hauled water in the big skimmer for rudinmentary
washing. It's in the tank."

"Naom is here, isn't she?" Shipley said. Lucy stood with her back to Jake, eating sonething
George had apparently heated on the stove. George | ooked caln he had apparently conme to terms
with shooting Erik Hal berg. O perhaps he was one of those people who never had to come to terns
with their own actions.

Jake said shortly, "Yes. Nan and Lucy have arrived," and strode off to the skinmer.

Shipley said to Ingrid, "Were is Naom ? Do you know?"

"She m ght be asleep. They brought another inflatable—+t's set up over there."

Shi pley hadn't even noticed the second, snaller inflatable, set up to the right of the bunker. He
didn't approach it. George was handi ng out steaning cups of coffee, and Shipley took one.
Surprised, George said, "That's the first time |'ve ever seen you take caffeine, Doctor."

Shipley didn't answer. It seened too nmuch effort to explain that no, ordinarily he didn't want the
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artificial animation, the distraction fromhis own inner silence, that even a mnor stinulant |ike
coffee provided. But this was not "ordinarily." He was already cut off fromsilence by enotiona
agitation, as unwel cone as physical spasms. Too nmuch was happening. At |east the coffee was hot.
He drank half of it and knew it was a mistake. The exhortation to sinplicity was there for a
reason. His heart thunped and ski pped.

He was discreetly pouring the rest of the coffee onto the ground when Naonmi, not asleep after all
cane around the bulk of the larger skinmrer with Gail, both of them | uggi ng sacks.

"Morni ng, Dada," Naom called. "Getting to ook |like a fucking used-vehicle |ot around here, isn't
it?" She gestured with her free hand at the two skimrers and the rover, and | aughed.

She was on sonething a | ot stronger than caffeine.

"Naom —

"I know, | look terrible," she said cheerfully, "but I'mactually all right. And ny appearance
isn't exactly critical at this point in human history, is it?" She half turned and wi nked at Gail
who frowned. Naomi did look terrible, Shipley thought, but she al so | ooked somet hing he'd never
seen in her before: purposeful

Jake appeared. "What's that, Gail ?"

Gail set down her sack. To Shipley, she | ooked ready for battle. "Sone equi pment Nan and Lucy
brought with them"

"What sort of equipment?" H s tone was too |evel

Gail took a step forward and | ooked straight into his eyes. "Let's have this out, Jake. | know you
told themnot to come, and they did, and you're riled as hell. But they're here now and they have
sonme good ideas about the shuttle. You owe it to the situation to at least listen.”

"I owe it to the expedition to send themback to Mra City. Wich is what |'mdoing."

"Li ke the autocratic goon you are," Naonm said.

"Nan— Gail said.

"Shut up, Gail, | know she's your girlfriend now but that doesn't nmean—=

"Why, Jake," Naom taunted, "what happened to your fanous di pl omacy and tact?"

"You worthless bitch—=

"Jake, don't you dare call Nan—

"Stop!" Shipley roared, and the three of them along with the rest of the canp, fell silent.

Weari ness washed over Shipley. Grlfriend. They all |ooked at himin astonishment: WIIliam
Shi pl ey, physician, New Quaker, who never raised his voice or gave orders. Laughable plastic icon.
Believer in prinmtive nunbo junbo. Lord, he was tired. The coffee had only nmade it worse.

He said, "I want us to join in a Meeting for Silence. Al of us. Now"
He didn't even say pl ease.
Sonet hi ng about Shipley's outburst seened to have restored Jake's snoothness. "I think that's a

good idea, Doctor. We could all use a nonent of silence to pull ourselves together. Cone on, let's
sit down. Ceorge? KarinP"

Jake had named the two nbst am able and | east angry people in canp. They sank easily to the
groundcover. Karimsmled up at Shipley, and with a soft grunt Shipley |owered hinself to the
tranpl ed purple ground.

After a monent Ingrid sat, too, followed by Franz Mieller. Lucy noved unobtrusively to sit near
Jake, a snmall cross-legged figure. She bent her head.

That |eft Naomi and Gail. Shipley tried to clear his nmind, to ask nothing, to be demandi ng of
not hi ng. Let the good cone, whatever it mght be. Hs task was, sinply, to wait.

Gail and Naom sat on the ground, hol ding hands.

No one spoke. A few people shifted restlessly: Gail, Franz. But into the silence came the sound of
ani mal song, the shrill and oddly sweet flutings of what George had called a reptil e-anal ogue. A
smal | breeze, cool and fragrant, ruffled the groundcover. It still bore a faint tang of night-

bl oom ng fl owers

No testinony canme to Shipley, nothing that noved himto speak aloud. But slowy the silence
cleared him He felt it sinking into him that silence, pal pable and warmas sunlight. H's stomach
un-knotted. Peace crept into him precious spiritual sustenance, in shared silence with this nost
unl i kely congregation

Shipl ey wasn't sure how nuch tinme passed. Probably |onger than anyone thought. Tinme could lose its
nmeani ng, in profound silence. Wen soneone finally spoke, it was George Fox. In a low, quiet voice
the biol ogist said, "The shuttle door is opening."

They came out one by one by one, each on a snall rolling cart. Again the incline of the shuttle
ranp seened too steep for the carts, which plunged down, teetered, then righted thensel ves. The
three carts then stood in a still row

They were plants, Shipley thought—and were not. Hi s eyesight was in better shape than the rest of
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hi s agi ng body. Through the cl ear donme over each cart he could see clearly the central trunk, a
reddi sh- brown cylinder maybe a foot in dianmeter, a yard high. It |ooked tough, |ike hide or wood.
Of it sprouted many appendages—tentacl es? branches?—that in turn sprouted flat, fleshy-Iooking,
irregul ar ovals of tissue, naybe a hundred of them Leaves. O fingerless hands. A few of the

| eaves/ hands on the ends of the |ongest tentacl es/branches did seemto have fingers. O naybe they
were just deeply serrated | eaves. O nmaybe they were other, nore flexible plant-things, like
vines. Nothing on the aliens made for easy analogues with Earth life. O with life on Geentrees,
for that matter. These creatures | acked di scerni bl e heads, eyes, |egs. Some of the
branches/tentacl es/vines lay coiled | oosely on the floors of the carts.

None of the hunmans noved until Shipley, as slowy as he could, turned his head slightly to | ook at
Franz Muell er. The soldier had a gun beside himon the ground, but he nade no nove to touch it.
Jake, too, was checking on Franz. Wen he was satisfied, he began to rise, as slowmy as Shipley
had turned his head. "Nobody el se get up," he said quietly. "Let's not panic them again."

Naoni shifted, and Shipley was afraid she was going to flout his orders, nmake a scene, weck the
monment. But all she did was push her sack toward Jake.

"The Chinese-English translator," she said softly to Jake. "A long shot, but who knows?"

"Not yet," he said, and noved carefully forward.

As he started toward them the aliens began to wave their |eaves/ hands/ protuberances. Jake

st opped.

Slowmy one cart rolled forward.

Jake noved again, matching its pace. Shipley suddenly thought, irrelevantly, that one of Jake's
negoti ating tactics had always been to match his opponent's body | anguage. That woul d be very
difficult here.

At a glacial pace, alien and hunan noved forward. Eventually they net, hal fway between shuttle and
canp. Then they sinply stood, Jake | ooking at the alien, the alien perhaps |ooking back. O not.
Anot her cart began to inch forward.

Gail said, "Ceorge. You go. You're the biologist."

George Fox needed no urging. He got up so eagerly that Gail hissed, "Slowy!" George nmade hinsel f
nmove nore slowy.

It took ten minutes for George and the second alien to meet. The third cart began to nove.

Ingrid Johnson started to rise. Gail said, "No."

Ingrid began angrily, "But |'m=

"The wong person for this," Gail said, keeping her voice |low Nonetheless, did one of the aliens
turn its trunk slightly toward her? "Dr. Shipley. Go."

Surprised, he rose. Yes, it felt right. This was what he was supposed to do.

Up close, the alien | ooked even stranger. Its body was not made of flesh, or wood, or chitin, but
of some substance different fromall of them Shipley was twice as tall as the creature would have
been without its low cart. He gazed down at the top of the alien, a slightly waving nmass of
branches and tentacles and protuberances that, he could now see, were perforated with hundreds of
tiny holes. The nonprotuberance body parts, trunk and "vines," were covered with what | ooked Iike
browni sh sline.

Shi pl ey heard hinself say, "Jake, let's sit down. As we were when they canme out."

Jake and George sat. In silence, Shipley thought. It was the notionless silence that had | ed the
aliens to open their doors. The qui etude and peace. Hunans were so seldom quiet. So seldomstill.
"Just sit," he said softly, and marvel ed at himself for usurping Jake's authority. Jake didn't
seemto mnd. CGeorge |ooked as if he could sit there, gazing hungrily at the aliens, forever

But coul d the humans behind them Naoni and Karimand the others?

They did better than Shipley would have inmagined. It was half an hour before he sensed two nore
peopl e creeping up behind himand sitting dowmn. He didn't have to turn to know that they were
Ingrid and Naoni. Whatever the others in the canp were now doi ng, presumably under Gail's
direction, they were doing it quietly.

Anot her hal f hour passed.

Shipley could feel the second stage of silence taking him First, the sweet shared peace. Then
sonetinmes, if one was fortunate, the deeper neaning. He had never found words to adequately
describe it. The closest he had ever conme was in a poem by Andrew Marvel, whose |life had been the
reverse of tranquil:

Meanwhil e the nmind frompleasure | ess

Wthdraws into its happiness;

The mind, that ocean where each kind
Does straight its own resenbl ance find;
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Yet it creates, transcending these,
Far other worlds, and other seas;
Anni hilating all that's made

To a green thought in a green shade.

Now Shi pl ey, a green thought in a green shade, had no idea how nuch time was passing. A deep joy
pervaded him Not the Truth of the Light, but something el se, sonething of such beauty and hunbl e
gl adness that —

"Pheronmones," Ceorge Fox said. "They're drugging us. No, don't get up, it's okay. Very light."
Shi pl ey stunbl ed upward, and his transcendence shattered.

The ot her four stayed where they were. Shipley staggered back to canp and said to Gail, "George
says they're using pheronmones on us. To nake us feel things..."

"What things?" Gail demanded.

He couldn't say to her, | thought | had touched ny own soul. Instead he said, "Happiness."

She frowned. "Artificial happiness? Like fizzies?"

But he had never tasted fizzies.

Lucy said, "That doesn't sound right, Doctor. Ingrid and George's tests said the aliens aren't DNA-
based. How coul d they produce pheronones that affect our DNA-based systens?"

Shipley didn't know. Shane flooded him that he had not been able to tell the difference between a
genui ne religious experience and a drug.

Gail said, "Should we go take them out of range? Watever that is!"

"CGeorge says not. He seens to think it's just a ... a light effect that humans can handl e. Like
caf feine."

But Shi pley could not handl e caffeine.

Gail frowned. "Well, all right ... | guess he's the expert. But if it goes on too nuch | onger

do you know how |l ong you were just sitting there, Doctor?"

"No. But |'m going back."

"You are? Why?"

He coul dn't explain. Because of the shanme. Because in some way Gail could never see, he still felt
he was neant to nake this contact, with these aliens. Because his own soul directed himto, and
that was the only genuine pronpting of the Light that he'd received for days. But Gail woul dn't
have understood any of that, so Shipley said the easiest thing. "Because Naom is there."

Gai |l nodded, too disciplined to bl ush.

Shipley started back toward the shuttle. But Lucy put a hand on his arm "Doctor ... what do you

t hi nk they want?"

"So far, they merely seemto want to sit with us."

"To sit with us," Gail repeated.

"Yes," Shipley said.

"Well, no harmin that, | suppose. But no gain either. Do you know you' ve been sitting there for
si x hours?"

Shipley hadn't. He shook his head. Gail then said, "Just sitting there w thout saying or doing
anyt hi ng—weren't you bored?" and he turned to stare at her in astonishment, this alien who did not
understand the first thing about himat all.

Eventual |y the humans got hungry. Ingrid nust have slipped away and then come back without Shipley
hearing her, because a sandwi ch and bottle of water were quietly pushed toward himon the
groundcover. He ate and drank both slowy, as did the others. This |led to bat hroom needs, and one
by one the five people left softly and returned just as softly. The aliens didn't react, nor show
any simlar needs of their own. The joy-produci ng pheronones had stopped soon after they began

By twilight, nothing had happened. Naom slowly pulled her translator out of its sack. Jake didn't
object, so she put it in front of him turned it on, and returned quietly to her place.

"It's set to assimlate their |anguage," she whispered, "and to put together a |exicon and gramar
as soon as possible."

"They' re not using any | anguage,
"Maybe they will if we do."

"If this thing is so good, why didn't you use it with "your' Furs?"

"They'd have smashed it," Naom said.

Jake raised his voice, although it was still a pleasant |ow tone. "Hello."

Was there a response fromthe aliens? Shipley thought he saw slightly nore branch/tentacl e waving,
but he couldn't be sure.

"Hello. We are humans." Slowy Jake pointed at hinmself and then at Shipley and George, seated

besi de him

Jake pointed out.
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Not hi ng.

"Hello. We are humans. W are glad you are here.”

Agai n the sweet, treacherous, drugged sinulation of joy slipped into Shipley's mnd
"That's a positive response," CGeorge said. "Keep on tal king, Jake."

"Hell o," Jake repeated. "W are humans. W are glad you are here."

Naom said from behind Shipley, "Hello. W are humans. W are glad you are here."
"Hello," Ceorge said, "we are hunans. We are glad you are here."

Ingrid repeated this, and Shipley felt he had no choice but to do the sane.

Regret washed over him Silence as a form of comunication was at an end.

17

For an hour, people went on speaking to the aliens, sinple sentences about the trees, groundcover,
sun, their bodies. Pointing and smling acconpani ed the words. None of it seemed to nake the
slightest difference. Jake felt like an idiot.

He dozed off sitting on the "grass"; he hadn't had nuch sleep the last few nights. Beside him
George said urgently, "Wke up, Jake. Sonething' s happening."

It was dusk again. One of the carts rolled toward the dead alien. Jake felt every nuscle in his
body tense. WAs it going to cone now, the retaliation?

The cart stopped beside the shattered dome. From his angle of vision, Jake could just nake out a
sl ot opening in the cart bed. Something snaked slowy out.

"Ch, bless ny ears and whi skers," George breathed.

The tentacl e sl oW y—how sl ow y! These creatures did nothing in haste—didn't resenbl e the vines

i nside the done. The tentacle was sliny and viscous, like a slug but nore so. It crept leisurely
al ong the ground and over the dead alien. Then just as leisurely it crept back and slipped into
the slot in the cart. The slot closed. Al three carts rolled up the ranp and the shuttle door
closed. It was full night.

George, Ingrid, and Shipley crowded around the body. "distening with residue,” Ingrid said

"I think it's dissolving," George said. "They left behind an acid or toxin or maybe a bacterialike

organi sm"

Shipley said, "It might be infecting the environnent."

"Cet away fromthere," Jake said sharply. "No sanples, Ingrid, George—none. W have no idea what
the significance of that is to these ... creatures.™

" '"Vines,' " George said. "W should call them'Vines.' Actually, Gil suggested the nane. | have
sonme speculations | want to tal k about, Jake."

"At canp."”

Gail and Karim had prepared food nore el aborate than the usual synth instabake stuff. Jake
suspected Kari mwas responsible for this; Gail had never been nuch of a cook. There was a
casserol e of actual vegetables fromthe farm Thekl a was pioneering. The food revived Jake, who
hadn't realized how hungry he was.

"Are the vegetables all right?" Karimsaid. "Thekla worries that the different soil will affect
the taste of Earth produce."

"It tastes wonderful to me," Shipley said, "although | don't know if it's the vegetables or this
wonder ful sauce." Kari m beaned.

Food didn't matter nuch to George. After a few hasty mouthfuls, he said, "Ckay. Listen. I'd |like
to put together what we saw. Junmp in when you want to di sagree or augnment ne."

"That bioarmthat dissolved the dead alien—

"That did what?" Gail said, startled, and George had to backtrack to describe the event for those
who' d renmi ned the hundred yards away in canp.

"Anyway, the armthat came out of the cart resenbled a biofilm a colony of bacteria that can
devel op properties far nore sophisticated than a single bacteria. Terran biofilnms produce a coat
of slime that protects themfrom sone antibiotics. They al so devel op conplicated chem cal signa
systens and conpl ex architectures of tubes and water channels to distribute nutrients and oxygen
And they're nobile, creeping along on pili

"Now, here's mny reasoning: the Vines don't breathe our atnosphere, the dones over them argue that.
They can't interact directly with the Greentrees environment. But they do have traces of that sane
slimy substance on them under the domes. An extension of that, controlled by the Vine, could seal
itself inside the sline, protected fromcontam nation by gas or solid outside the donme. It could
al so deposit on their dead fell ow sone chemical to dissolve its poor msplaced body."

"A death rite," Shipley said.
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Lucy said, "But why did it take so long? We killed the Vine yesterday." She glanced around for
Franz Mueller, but he was at the stove, not |istening.

Ingrid said thoughtfully, "The Vine nmight have needed that |long to synthesize the bioarm They
seemto do everything very slowy."

George was gathering enthusiasm "They're not DNA-based, so—

"There goes panspernmia as a galactic theory," Ingrid said.

"—so0 even though they're sonething |like animls and sonething like plants and something |ike
bacteria, we can't assume too nuch anal ogous function. But at least that triple hybrid is a way to
begi n t hi nki ng about them™

Gail said tartly, "And do these thoughts include what they might do to us? If they do everything
so slowy, nmaybe they take revenge slowy, too."

Jake had been thinking the same thing. "Tonorrow we should resune sitting there just the way we
did today. Renmind themthat we're trying to make nonviol ent contact."

Ingrid said, "You don't know that's how they're interpreting what we're doing. You don't even know
they're aware we're there at all."

"Ch, great," Gail said. "Knocking at the door of aliens that can't hear. That's a good use of
time."

"I't is, though," Nan Frayne said, and Gail nade a face.

Jake said, "Anything on your translator program Nan?"

"Of course not. They have to nake sounds before sounds can be anal yzed."

Gail said, "I've been thinking. Perhaps a team should sit here and neditate with the aliens. But
it doesn't need all of us to do that. Faisal has been cominking all day, Jake. He's doing a good
job of running Mra City, with Fengno's help, but there's a |ot of corporate information they just
don't have. | think I should go back tonmorrow, with maybe Lucy and Karim and Nan and Dr. Shipley."

Nan said angrily, "I'mnot |eaving!"

"Nor me," said Karim "As long as there's a chance | mght get inside that shuttle, | want to
stay."

Shipley said, "I, too, would like to stay, although I don't think I can sit all day on the ground
again. These old bones are too stiff. | could stay in canp.”

Lucy said nothing. Jake hadn't spoken to or |ooked at her; he was still angry she'd cone to canp

agai nst his direct orders. She flushed and | ooked at the ground.

Gail said, "You nean I'mthe only one | eaving?" She |ooked directly at Nan, whose brows rushed
together in a deep scow .

Nan said shortly, "Looks that way. Unless you decide to stay."

Gail scowed, too. "I have obligations.”

Nan shrugged. Battle of the Titans, Jake thought. Two strong-willed lovers; it would never work.
They would kill each other. This thought made himthink nore kindly of Lucy, usually so pliable.
Al t hough not about being here at canp.

Gail said stiffly, "Then Lucy and | will return to Mra City tonorrow," and Lucy didn't contradict
her .
George was still theorizing. "Terran plants are anazing bi ochem sts. They produce a huge array of

conplicated nol ecul es, not only to sustain thenselves but to mani pulate animals. Scent to attract
pollinators. Toxins to repel predators. Even nmethods of regul ating other species' reproduction ..
Did you know that there's a certain tree that includes in its | eaves a nmolecule that prevents
caterpillars fromever turning into butterflies? Away of limting | eaf-eaters.™

"So maybe now we're all sterile,” Gil said.

George ignored her sarcasm "I'mthinking of that intoxicating scent the Vines rel eased when we
started tal king. They wanted us to go on tal king. They synthesized and rel eased, probably from
that same slot in the cart as the biofilm a nolecule that would please us. But we're DNA and
they're not! Think about that a mnute. They knew enough about us to create that nolecule after a
day's exposure to us, and wi thout any direct physical contact!"

Ingrid said, "They could have been sanpling the air fromthe second the shuttle | anded. The air
swarnms with DNA [ife."

Jake said, "Or they could have been here before." The idea had just occurred to him and it was
appal i ng. "George, can you make a guess at the relationship between the Vines and the Furs, other
than both having come to Greentrees from sonmewhere el se?"

"No, " Ceorge said.

"But the Furs are DNA-based."

"Ch, yes. They're simlar to Terran nmanmal s. Not to any one species, but they're bipedal, warm

bl ooded, brain encased in a cranial nmenbrane, and so forth. In fact, renmarkably Iike us, which
suggests there nay be one basic optinmum configuration for evol ving DNA-based sentience."
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"What if," Jake said slowy, "the Vines are here because of the Furs? They're obviously rmuch nore
advanced than Furs or—=

"Plants are advanced?" Gail said skeptically.

George said, "It depends on what 'advances' you value. W value |anguage, witing, all that. But
pl ants evolved on Earth earlier than we did, and have adapted to nore niches. In fact, you could
argue that plants have donesticated us and not the other way around. For mllennia humans have

i mproved plant species by artificial selection. W also carry their genes farther distances than
they could thensel ves, and we nourish themfor their flowers and fruit and grains. In one sense,
we're the plants' servants. W've functioned to help themreproduce, conquer di sease, and
multiply. W serve them"

"I"'mgoing to bed," Gil said abruptly.

If she expected Nan to follow her, she was disappoi nted. But Shipley said, "M, too,
how haggard the old nan | ooked.

and Jake saw

George was unstoppable. "In fact, if plants hadn't devel oped flowers, humans night not exist. The
majority of large mammal s could only occur after fruits and seeds concentrated and nultiplied the
worl d's supply of food energy. Wthout flowers, the world mght still belong to reptiles. Flowers

created us, and they devel oped shapes and scents pleasing to us, and we in turn serve them They
ensl ave us with beauty and sweetness, just |ike wonen."

Nan snorted. Despite himself, Jake | ooked at Lucy.

"And these Vines," Ingrid said, and there wasn't quite the enthusiasmin her voice that there'd
been in George's, "intoxicated us once. Al ready."

Karimsaid, "And as tool nakers they' re also better than we are. They have that ship that can
accel erate/decel erate at rates we can only dream of."

Private Mieller suddenly appeared. "M. Holman, | think we nust have the guard again tonight, all
t he night."

"Yes," Jake said, "I think you're right."

He left George and Ingrid still talking botany and wal ked a little way toward the grove of tal
narrow trees, hoping that Lucy would foll ow. She did.

"Jake, I'"'msorry that | disobeyed your orders and canme here."

"No, you're not. And |I'mnot either, not anynore."

He put his arms around her and she | eaned against him She felt delicious in his arns. "Ah, Lucy,
how can | tell you what to do, you or anybody el se? This is an unprecedented situation. Were in
the Mra Corp charters do | look up 'Director's Behavior During Silent First Contact Wth Alien

Pl ants' ?"

She | aughed. "Do you think they're going to blow us all away, Jake? Is this our |ast night alive?"
"If so, let's make the nost of it." His hand noved to her breast.

"But you don't really think—=

"I think tomorrow will be exactly |ike today,
futile chattering. And nothing will happen.™
Her voice dropped, grew huskier. "Then rmaybe we shoul d—=

"Jake, Lucy," Ingrid's voice said, "I'msorry to bother you..."

"Then don't!" Jake snapped. God, couldn't he have even this one noment of unanticipated sweetness?
Ingrid energed fromthe shadows, her tone hardening. "Gail said to get you. Faisal just conlinked.
There's a quee nessage from Earth."

Jake said. "More sitting, nore neditating, nore

"Repeat it once nore
concentrate.

Fai sal spoke slowy and clearly fromMra City. "Third Life Alliance in charge in Geneva. War
continues. Resources strained but hope to |aunch small scientific ship to Greentrees |ate next
year to neet aliens. Meanwhile preserve good relations with aliens at all cost.'"

Jake pulled at the skin on his face. Preserve good relations with aliens at all cost. Right. And
the quee referred to the Furs; no nessage had as yet been sent to Terra about the Vines.

Lucy said, "Who are the 'Third Life Alliance' ?"

Jake said, not caring if he sounded redundant. He was finding it hard to

"W don't know," Gail said. "Woever cane to power, | guess."
"But will they still be in power |late next year?" Ceorge said.
Ingrid said, "It doesn't say who this Third Life Alliance are conducting a war agai nst. Quee

messages keep getting shorter and shorter.™

"Preserving resources," George said.

Lucy's voice was troubled. "So the new scientific expedition can't arrive for at |east six years,
ship tine? Seventy-two years to us?"

"Not necessarily," Karimsaid. "It's been over seventy years since we |left Earth. There mni ght have
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been great scientific advances. They m ght have some new faster drive or space-tinme shortcut."
"Not if they've been using all their resources fighting wars," George said.

Everyone fell silent. Finally Faisal's voice said over the link, "Jake? Should |I answer?"

"No," Jake said, "not yet. Let's wait until we see what devel ops here with the Vines."

"As you say," Faisal said neutrally.

Jake felt Lucy's snmall hand steal into his. The thin fingers were warm but he knew his |ibidinous
mood was not returning this night. He was suddenly exhausted, and all he wanted was sl eep

By dawn the dead alien's corpse had di sappeared. The underlying groundcover didn't appear affected
except for the parts blocked fromsunlight by the shattered cart, but CGeorge and Ingrid

i medi atel y began taking sanpl es.

"Either go back to canp with those or sit still here,
"Here they come," Nan said

The shuttle door opened and the three carts tunmbl ed down. Jake, George, Ingrid, and Nan sat in the
same positions as yesterday, Nan turning on the Chinese-English translator. "I had a thought in
the night,"” she said. "This thing picks up the vibration range of the human voice, but that's all
What if the Vines are trying to talk to us in that range only dogs can hear, what's it called—
"Utrasonic," Ingrid said.

"Then if they are, or sone other range, we wouldn't even know if a—=-

"Hello," a Vine said.

Jake's head jerked back so fast his neck snapped. For a nonent he couldn't see. Hi s chest pounded.
When his vision cleared, he saw that the others were | ooking at him

"Hhello," he said.

"Hel | o, Jake Hol man." The voice was |evel, uninflected. Mechani cal

"They've got a translator," Ingrid said, "working off everything we said yesterday. My God, it
nmust be bi ol ogi cal, maybe nenbranes vibrated by chenical signal..."

"The human eardrumis biological," George said. "Hello!"

"Hel | o, CGeorge Fox."

Jake repeated what yesterday had been canned prattle and today was anmazing truth. "Hello. W are
humans. We're glad you're here."

Instantly the sweet nild intoxicant filled him That was their preferred way of comunicating; the
translator was just for the benefit of the humans. The scent was distracting. And this was, after

Jake said. "The—

all, a negotiation ... Hs old skills rushed in, reassuring him

"Pl ease do not send us scents. W want nore to talk." Always start strong, establishing doni nance.
"Yes," a Vine said, and the intoxicant |essened, dissipating on the slight breeze until it

di sappear ed.

"Thank you," Jake said. Should he apol ogi ze for the death of the Vine? Not yet. Stay in a strong

position. But not too strong. Most humans, Jake knew, were not open to new i nformation because
they were nade too unconfortable by feeling ignorant; better to just close your nmind entirely.
Were the Vines the same way? Best to proceed on that assunption until he knew different. Don't
seem over beari ng.

The Vine said, "W are surprised to find you on this planet."

Me, too, Jake thought. He said, "W cane..." How long ago in Greentrees rotations? The "nonth" was
a neani ngl ess concept when you had three noons. "...half a year ago." C ose enough

"You cone fromworld what?"

"It's called "Earth.' " That gave away not hi ng.
"Wher e?"
"Far away," Jake sai d.

"We cone fromworld a hundred |ight-years away."

They' re being very open, thought Jake, followed instantly by, they're lying. Too far. Even at c
they woul d have needed a hundred years to get here, not even including accel eration or

decel eration, although Karimhad said they could do that frighteningly fast. But Karim had al so
said their orbital ship was snmall, how could it sustain even cold-sleep life for that |ong?

Al t hough—

The Vine's next words knocked the hazy cal cul ations out of Jake's head. "Qther aliens here not you
cone fromvery closer."

"CGther ... other aliens?"

"Look like you. Sane genes."

The Furs. Al you bi pedal warm bl ooded DNA types | ook alike.

It knew the word "genes." Had sonmeone used that word here yesterday, or had the Vines been
listening to the canp froma hundred yards away?

What did they know about us?

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Nancy%20Kress%20-%20Crossfire.txt (70 of 144) [10/15/2004 10:18:11 PM]



file:///G)/Program%20Files’eM ul e/l ncoming/Nancy%20K ress%20-%20Crossfire.txt

He said, "Same genes, yes. \Were do they conme fron?"

The slot in the bottomof the cart opened. The bioarmslithered out. Instinctively Jake recoil ed,
then made hinself sit still. The armspread itself into a flat, irregularly shaped blob. It began
to change col or.

"I't's drawi ng," Nan whi spered.

Most of the blob turned dark. Scattered across it were |ight dots. Jake said, "I don't—

"I't's the sky," Nan said. "The sanme one you've been | ooking at every night, dumry, the

constell ations as seen from Greentrees!"”

Jake didn't notice constellations. One "star" started to glowredly. The Vine said, "The eneny's
star system"”

Eneny?

"They kill wus," the Vine said. "Like you kill one of us, but they do not stop |ike you stop. They
kill us on our planets. W cannot talk with themlike we talk with you. They do not sit with us in
the sun. They only kill."

"Your people are at war with the other aliens. The ones with our genes."

"Yes. Long war. Eight thousand Greentrees years."

Jake's mind reeled. He willed it steady and sorted through this information overload. Ingrid said,
"Time dilation..."

"Yes," the Vine agreed in its mechanical voice. "They kill us and kill us."
Jake risked, "And you kill them"

"No. "

"You do not kill them?"

"No. You are sorry you kill one of us."

Jake said, "Very very sorry."

"Yes. W see. You sit with us in the sun."

The bi oarm turned nmonochromatic and slithered back into the cart slot. Jake said firnmy, "W are
not your enemes."

"Yes, you are not," the Vine agreed.

"We are not the other aliens' enenmies."”

"Yes, you are not."

At | east that nuch was established. Maybe Mra City could remain neutral, a nonconbatant in

what ever was goi ng on between these two powerful species ... except that the Furs on Geentrees
had | ooked anything but powerful.

A war that had gone on for eight thousand years.

Nan said, "The other aliens ... we call them'Furs.'
"Furs," the Vine repeated. Inpossible to know if it understood the word's root neaning.

Nan continued, "The Furs on this planet, on Geentrees, they are your enenies?"

"No," the Vine said. "Yes."

The humans | ooked at each ot her.

The Vine said, "The Furs who live on another star systemthey kill us. The Furs on Greentrees do
not kill us."

"Ch," Nan said. "Wy not?"

"They have not weapons to hurt us," the Vine said |ogically.

Jake said, "Wy did the other Furs | eave these Furs here on Greentrees, w thout weapons?"

Now it was the Vines who were silent. Mnutes passed. Wre they conmuni cati ng? Each Vi ne was
sealed in a separate done. They could be signaling by mnutely waving fronds or whatever their
appendages were ... but could they actually see? Nothing on themresenbl ed eyes.

Finally the sanme Vine, clearly their spokesperson, said, "The other Furs not |eave these Furs

wi t hout weapons on Greentrees. The other Furs not bring these Furs to Greentrees. These Furs are
experiment in your genes. To win the war.

"W nade the Furs on Geentrees."

It went on all day. At noon Jake couldn't listen anynore. Sonething in himreached saturation
George and Ingrid were asking biology questions, and the Vine was answering thempartly in words,
partly in bioarmdraw ngs. The "tal king" Vine seened to have endl ess patience, just as the two
silent Vines seenmed to have an endl ess capacity to sit, silent, moving only when necessary to stay
in the sun.

Jake rose, every nuscle stiff fromsitting so long on the ground-cover. He badly needed to pee. He
said courteously, "I nust go now George and Ingrid and Nan will stay to talk, if you agree."

The Vine said, "W agree. Alittle nore talk. But then we sit together."

Oh, God, Jake was nmking a breach of protocol by skipping the sitting-together part. He was about
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to say he would rejoin them soon when the Vine said, "You nmust go, Jake. You are a nobile."

A what ?

"You are all nobiles, are you all nobiles? W think yes. Mbiles nmust run and wal k and go. On our
worl d our nobiles do not talk. They do not sit together with us. W | ove them as nobiles. You
humans" —&eor ge had taught themthe word—are partly nobiles, partly Vines."

"Yes," Jake said, because it was instinct with himto agree with strong statenents and t hen work
to nodify his agreenent later, according to negotiating necessity. But what had he agreed to? That
humans were "partly nobile and partly Vine."

"W | ove them as nobiles.”

George said eagerly, "Tell us about the nobiles on your world."

"No, it is not nobile tinme," the Vine said obscurely.

"Then tell us— Jake left.

Gail and Lucy had not set out for Mra City, after all. Jake could hardly blane them Talking
Vines were a lot nore conpelling than nmute Vines. "You heard?”

"The sensors are all still in place out there," Gil said. "My God, Jake, what does it nean? A
war? They 'made' the Furs on Greentrees?”

"I know as nmuch as you do," Jake said wearily. "W need to hear how George and Ingrid put it
together. And you, Lucy. Societies we can't examine directly are your bailiwck, too."

It was a peace offering, and Jake saw that she accepted it as such. He was suddenly very gl ad she
hadn't gone back to Mra City. Last evening' s rage had evaporated in the unantici pated bout of

| ove-nmaking in the mddl e of the night, when Jake had slept off his first exhaustion. People, he

knew, did sonmetinmes fall into sex when danger was runni ng high. But he had never done so before.
Hi s own behavi or bew | dered him Lucy sniled at him and the snile warnmed his confused nind
She said, "I have sone ideas, unless of course they get nodified by whatever gets said this
afternoon. The Fur societies nay be at different technol ogical |evels for sone good reason. |'m

going to bring the plant-sitters sonmething to eat."

"After that could | talk to you a few=

"M. Holman!" It was Karim |ooking determ ned. "May | please get aboard that Vine shuttle? WII
you ask perm ssion of the Vines?"

Jake gazed at the young physicist. Everybody had a different slant here. Kariml ooked not the
slightest bit interested in the Vine biology that so captivated George and Ingrid, nor in the

al | eged creation of Furs that fascinated Lucy and Nan, nor even in being caught in the crossfire
of some sort of interstellar war. Karimwas after the alien physics, and he had the single-ninded
| ook of a bl oodhound on the scent. Al that was m ssing was the baying.

"I don't know, Karim They haven't offered to |l et us inspect the shuttle close up."

"We haven't asked."

"True. But it would be a nistake to push them™"

Karim said, "They seemready to answer any questions we ask, and they're giving us far nore

i nformati on about themthan we're giving them about us. Do you have any reason to think they m ght
refuse to let nme go inside the shuttle?”

He woul d have nade a good | awyer. "Let ne think about it,"

Jake said. Karimnoved off, |ooking unhappy. "Lucy, where are Mieller and Dr. Shipley?"

Her thin, pretty face grew sonber. "They're taking a walk. Franz is having a very hard tinme with
what Scherer did and Hal berg did and he hinself did. Dr. Shipley tested Franz's cerebrospina
fluid again, and then he said he and Franz were going to take a wal k."

Gail said bitterly, "Let's just hope Miell er doesn't shoot Shipley."

Jake understood the bitterness; she was having a hard tine herself wth what had happened. She and
Jake had hired the Swiss security team He felt guilty, too. He said, "How did they all elude the
background checks? Did you ask Nan Frayne?"

Gail accepted the connection that his question inplied. Lucy noved tactfully away, out of earshot.
"Dr. Shipley was right. Scherer had arranged for all the ... the rebuilt work to be done after
we' d finished our checks and before we launched from Earth. O course, they'd started the clones
years earlier. Mieller and Josef d uck, the youngest, were barely out of their teens. Scherer had
served under their fathers. It was a nultigenerational pact."

Jake asked, "Funded how?"

"Nan didn't know. Wherever the noney canme from Scherer was very careful covering it up. In fact,
I was surprised to |learn that hidden fortunes were possible in this comlinked age."

Ch, they were possible, Jake thought, and carefully kept his face from gi ving anythi ng away. "How
did Nan | earn about it?"

Gail | ooked briefly away. "In prison. A chance encounter. She has a varied history, that one."
"Gail ... are you sure you know what you're doing, choosing Nan?"
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"Of course | don't know what |'mdoing," Gail snapped. "Wat nakes you think any of us know what
we're doing? We're awash in aliens while sinmply trying to survive on an alien planet. Which

rem nds me, Thekla has a problemwi th the genenod wheat. She wants to talk to you."

Jake found he was glad to comlink Thekla, back at the Mra City farns. It made things seem al nost
nor nal .

Al nost .

18

Shi pl ey cane back fromhis walk with Franz Miell er nore troubled than when he'd left. The sol dier
had insisted on carrying a weapon and on staying within sight of the group by the shuttle at al
times. As a result, the walk had conprised a large senicircle, with Franz paying nore attention to
the aliens than to the conversati on.

The only tinme Shipley felt he'd had Franz's attention was when he said quietly, "You didn't want
to have the cloned organs put in, did you?"

"Yes, | did want!" Franz al nost shouted. A nonent |ater he turned stony. "Captain Scherer nake the
clone for me, when | amstill nineteen, twenty years old. My father and Captain Scherer. M father
conmands the unit Captain Scherer serves. Captain Scherer saves ny father's life, in the fighting

at Rio de Janeiro ... you renenber the fighting at R o?"

"I've read about it," Shipley said. Food riots, about as brutal as urban uprisings could get. It
made pai nful reading; what had it been |like to live it?

Muel | er continued, "They swear the Blutpakt. Al of themalive after the fighting swear the

Bl ut pakt . "

Shi pl ey nodded. These were—had been—ncreasingly comon on the Earth the Ariel had |eft behind.
The word might be German or Italian or Bantu or Chinese, and the details differed, but the intent
was the same. In a fragnented and | onely century, with globalization bringing neither strong
kinship ties nor strong religion, a blood pact neant conpletely reliable loyalty. The nmenbers
could count on each other for help, protection, conpanionship, continuity, no matter what el se
happened in their life. They lived near each other, took care of each other. They were what a
community should be, had perhaps once been

Was a New Quaker neeting only a mlder version of a Blutpakt, cemented by different neans?

No. A neeting did not create, nurture, and rurder innocent cloned human beings for a chance at
extended life.

"Franz, you could have had a Bl ut pakt w thout becoming rebuilts.”

He didn't answer, staring fixedly at the shuttle.

Shipley said, "You feel terrible about shooting Captain Scherer. Don't you also feel terrible

about Kkilling your clone?"
"No. The clone is not a human, it is the clone. Doctor, Entschul digen Sie, but you are not a
priest. I am Catholic when | ama boy, but I amnot Catholic now And you are not a priest."

True enough. Shipley had started this walk to see if he could make Franz feel better, ease sone of
his guilt. Sonewhere Shipley had gone off track. But the image in his mind, of a teenage Franz
Muel I er drooling and smling, then strapped down and butchered for his heart, his liver

Shi pl ey shuddered. The inage didn't seemto horrify Franz the way it did him

"Franz, | nust, as a doctor, ask you sonme questions."

"Ask. "

Shipley ran through an artful list, designed to elicit not only information on Franz's physica
state but his enotional one as well. Wen he was finished, Shipley knew no nore than when he
began. Franz was not sleeping well, but then, who was? He was junpy, given to nood swi ngs,

uncertain about the future, wary of the Vines. But he did not seem depressed, del usional

paranoi d, manic, or schizophrenic. He was nerely the callous and confused product of a callous and
confused age, thrust into a situation that would confuse a Buddha. Or a George Fox, origina

versi on.

George Fox, current version, seened the |east confused person in canp. He hurried in at

m daft ernoon, carrying a clanking nest of enpty canteens |ike robot dogs on strings. "Karim
Where's Karim Doctor?"

"Latrine, | believe."
"The Vines said he can go aboard their shuttle!"”
Besi de Shipley, Franz Mueller tensed. "I go, also.”

Jake said, "No."
At first Shipley thought that Jake was forbidding Kari maccess to the shuttle. However, Jake
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addressed only Franz. "No weapons aboard the Vine shuttle, or anywhere near themin person
They're friendly to us, and we want to keep it that way."

Franz said, "Wth respect, M. Hol nan—they seemfriendly."

" Appear ances are enough for now. No weapons."

"I can go if | |eave weapons here?"

Shi pl ey saw Jake hesitate before he turned. "Doctor?"

"Franz does not seem mentally unbal anced in any way." But he was augnented, surely, in ways
Shipley couldn't imagine, and was capabl e of doing a great deal of damage even without visible
weapons. Say no, Jake.

"Yes, if you |l eave all weapons here. And if you stay just outside the shuttle, watching Dr.

Mahj oub as he goes in."

"Ja," Franz said solemly.

Shi pl ey watched the two of themset off toward the shuttle. A path was beconing beaten into the
purpl e groundcover. Behind him Lucy Lasky said suddenly, "Everything has a suspended feel, doesn't
it? Like we're all hanging over a ... a huge chessboard and we don't know what noves will cone
next."

More |i ke hangi ng over an abyss. Shipley didn't say this aloud. He watched the grow ng group
around the Vines, Karimand Franz added to George and Ingrid and Naoni. He wi shed he could find a
nmoment of inner silence: quiet, peaceful

Unsuspended.

The Vines again went inside their shuttle at dusk, and Karim dropped his bonb. "It's not theirs."
At first no one but Shipley heard him George went on tal ki ng about the observed properties of the
bioarm interrupted often by Ingrid. Shipley said to Karim "Wat isn't theirs?"

"The shuttle,” Karimsaid and this tine he raised his voice. "The shuttle doesn't belong to the
Vines. It's not theirs.™

Jake turned slowy to stare at Karim

Shipley said, "Wose is it?"

Karim shrugged. "I can't tell that. How could | know? But the inside is not configured for them
There are seats, nolded up fromthe floor and not renovable. What would the Vines need with seats?
And the control console is too tall for their height. They' ve built a step up to it, and they've
built little racks to hold their carts while they're inside, but both are alterations to the

original hull, built out of different materials."

He had the total attention of the entire canp.

"There's a slime coating over the entire inside, but it doesn't cover the controls. | didn't get
to see the engine, of course, but what | could deduce about it from guessing at the controls just
doesn't seem ... right for Vines."

George said urgently, "Karim what do the nol ded seats | ook |ike?"

Kari m made a vague shape in the air.

"I mean," George said even nore urgently, "do they seem made for a bipedal creature not quite our
height with a place for a thick powerful tail?"

Shi pl ey saw i nredi ately what George neant. It nade hima little dizzy.

"Yes!" Karimsaid. "I didn't realize it ... but those seats would fit Furs perfectly! So would the
hei ght of the control console! It's a Fur ship!"

"Or was," Ingrid said.

Shi pl ey caught sight of Naoni. Hi s daughter stood very still, and he felt the conflict within her

She had chanpi oned the Furs. She was fascinated by the Vines. The two were at war, and the Vines
may have taken over a Fur ship, but not one built by any Furs on G eentrees.

She | ooked straight at himand snapped, as if the interstellar war were his fault, "Get away from
me! "

He didn't nove. After a nonent Naom did, to the other side of George, who was so caught up in
theorizing that he hadn't noticed the exchange between father and daughter

"If the Vines are telling the truth," George said, "then they've been at war with the origina
Furs for mllennia. Tine dilation at a huge fraction of ¢ would nmake that possible, wouldn't it,
Karin? Especially since that drive you nentioned, what did you call it—=

"The McAndrew Drive," Karimsaid. "Yes, it would |l et them accel erate and decelerate really fast,
so the shipboard tine would be very snmall conpared to the lapsed tine on their two planets. O on
G eentrees. ™

"So the Vines have a bio-based technol ogy," George rushed on, "and the Furs have physics-based
tech. Like this shuttle. And if they're at war with each other..." He seened to run out of

st at enent .
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Lucy said, "There's never been an historical case where a | esser technol ogy defeated a greater one
for very long."

Ingrid said, "But which here is 'greater'? Biotech or physics tech? W don't know enough about
either one, as these aliens practice it, to decide."

Shipley said quietly, "It also depends on your definitions of 'great' and 'defeat.'" No one heard
hi m

Karimtried to say sonmething, but Ingrid was |ouder. She said, "The Vines said they made the Furs
on GGeentrees. | think they mean it literally. They created several groups of Furs in different

col oni es, and then—=

Naoni said angrily, "How could anyone 'create' entire adult nmenbers of a species not even based on
the sane gene stuff?"

Ingrid ignored Naonmi, the nonscientist. "—and then the Vines altered each colony differently. One
col ony was nmade incurious and i nadaptable. One nmade permanently intoxicated. The Cheyenne-
territory colony made, | don't know, naybe—=

Lucy said, "A controlled experiment. But why?"

Jake said, "To find a bi oweapon that woul d i ncapacitate the Furs on their hone planet."

"And al so— Karim began. Naom cut himoff, snarling, "That's dunb. Wiy not just kill the Furs on
the Fur hone pl anet ?"

No one spoke. Into the silence Shipley said wearily, "Because they don't practice killing."

H s daughter turned on him "They' re not fucking Quakers. Dad! Keep your anachronistic religion
out of this!”

"No," Jake said, "Dr. Shipley's right. Look at the evidence. W blew up the Vine ship. They didn't
blow up ours in retaliation. W killed the first one of themoff the shuttle. They didn't fire
back. W=

Ingrid demanded, "How do you know t hey even have weapons?"

Kari m said, "They have weapons. Al so, they—*

George said, "There's no species | know of that doesn't have sone defensive nmeasures, even if it's
runni ng away. O course, that's Terran ani mal species, which these are not. Although plant

def enses—

Ingrid said, "I"'mstill bothered by the idea that the Vines could create an adult society of Furs
wi t hout —=

Kari m shouted, "WIIl you listen to nme!"

Everyone stared. Karim the polite young Arab and junior scientist, never yelled. He said, "I keep

trying to tell you. The Vines said to ne during ny shuttle inspection that tonorrow they' re going
to the Fur colonies on Geentrees. They invited us to cone along. They're perfectly willing to
explain what they're doing, | think. After all, they've explained everything el se we've wanted to
know.

"All we have to do is ask."

An alien, plantlike society that practiced nonviol ence.

That's what Shipley had said to Jake. But it wasn't really true, was it? If everything specul ated
about in canp this evening was true, Shipley thought, then the Vines practiced a kind of violence
equally as horrifying as the rebuilts' kind. Rebuilts nmanipul ated genes, the stuff of life, to
create living sources of spare parts. Vines mani pul ated genes to create ways of destroying their
enem es' brains, rendering them so passive they couldn't even care for thensel ves. How nonvi ol ent
was that?

Shipley couldn't sleep. He'd crept out of the inflatable somewhere between mi dni ght and dawn,

| eaving the others breathing deeply after hours of excited tal k. Lucy Lasky was on guard duty. She
nodded to hi m but asked himno questions, for which he was grateful. Gail or Ingrid would have
told himto go back to bed, or stay in canp, or otherw se remain where, even asleep, he couldn't
escape human noise. Chatter. Snoring. Crying out in nightmares Shipley didn't want to know about.
He wal ked away from canp, avoiding the directions of both the shuttle and the small inflatable
occupi ed by Naomi and Gail. It wasn't really dark; two noons and a glory of stars shone in a clear
sky, and the light signal continued to flash fromthe top of the tower, beacon to any Vines that
m ght be left in the nother ship. Although Karimhad said it was small for an interstellar ship
that living pod bulging fromits stick above the high-density disk. These four—-now t hree—Vi nes

m ght be all that the ship had contai ned.

Shipley didn't want to think about what Karim had said, what any of them had said. He wanted

si | ence.

The purpl e groundcover, ghostly silver by nmoonlight, wasn't broken by boulders or fallen |ogs.
Shi pl ey had brought an inflatable stool with him so |ightweight he hardly noticed carrying it but
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strong enough to support his bulk. He inflated it and sat down heavily, facing away from canp.
Sonet hing small scurried away fromhimin the groundcover. He ignored it; his boots were
practically inpenetrable. The sweet night scent of G eentrees wafted around him

Truth, sinplicity, silence, conscience. Those were the New Quaker tenets. "The truth shall make
you free," the Bible said, and it was right: truth set one free from decepti on, meani ngl essness,
enptiness, egocentricity. The truth was the best that was in each person, the inner |ight that
could blossominto joy. The New Quakers had departed from Earth because there seenmed no Terran
society left that didn't value lies, imge, scanms, celebrity, and cynicismover truth.

So why was he having such a hard tine hearing the truth inside hinf

The Vines had deliberately refused the chance to kill humans in retaliation for the killing that
had been done to them They had answered, as far as Shipley could judge, every question the hunmans
asked with openness and truth. They had denonstrated, as finely as any Quaker in history had ever
done, that it was possible to offer to aggressors a potent nonviol ence and so turn theminto
allies. It was as if the Vines had read the George Fox of six hundred years ago: "Take away the
occasion of war." Shipley couldn't imagine a nore el oquent peace testinony than the ones these
strange aliens had of fered hunans.

And yet they were at war with the Furs. Hadn't the Vines offered the Furs the sane nonviol ence as
they'd offered to hunans? Perhaps they had, and the Furs had refused to respond, redoubling their
own attacks. |If those space Furs were anything like the ones that Naom had stayed with near Larry
Smith's Cheyenne, Shipley could believe it.

A truly nonviolent group would then have refused to retaliate, even if it meant death. Better
death than participating in evil. But the Vines had, apparently, not reacted that way. |nstead
they had brought DNA sanples of Furs, or Fur enbryos, or sonething, to this renote planet, had
engi neered nultiple colonies of Furs, and had begun experimenting on them wusing living beings
with the same col d- bl ooded | ack of regard that Franz Mieller had expressed for his nurdered clone.
Was any of this even true? It was the result, after all, of the Vines' word—+f "word" was the
correct term-eonbined with theorizing by George, Ingrid, and Lucy.

On the other hand, the theory fit Cccam's razor: it was the sinplest explanation that was
consistent with observed fact and didn't |eave out any facts.

Sinplest? A plant-run controlled experinent in eugenic horror on an alien planet—that was the

si npl est expl anati on?

Shi pley put his hand on his chest. Lately he could feel his heart skip beats, despite the
mechani cal regulator. It hadn't done that on Earth seven years ago, seventy years ago. He sl apped

anot her patch on his neck and his chest quieted. Still, no organ | asted forever, no matter how you
conserved it. You could only replace it, like Franz had—

He was goi ng around and around in unproductive circles. So he stopped thinking and | et the silence
of the night fill him Gadually, his agitated nind cal ned. Shipley sat there a long tinme, unti

his legs were stiff and his truth came to hi m somewhere before the brightening dawn.

It wasn't a large truth. No great |light shining on the problens of the Vines, or the Furs, or
Naom , or Franz. But Shipley was grateful for the know edge that did cone to him because it said
clearly what he nust do. There was no greater blessing than to know you were acting in accordance
with right.

It was right for himto go with the Vines to each Fur colony. He woul d be needed. He didn't know
for what, but he would be needed. His part in this—whatever "this" actually was—was not yet over.
At peace, Shipley lunbered to his feet. He stretched, feeling his old bones creak, and started
back to the sl eeping canp.

19

Gail said, "You' re very hard on your father," and immediately regretted it. Now they woul d have
yet another fight, and they'd already had two in as many days. Neither woman was the type to back
down.

But Nan only rolled over on her belly and said, "Let nme tell you a story fromwhen | was a kid."
Gail squinted at her in the dimlight. It was sometime after midnight, but they had left the
screened top of the inflatable open and cool starlight turned everything silver. Gail, chilly
after the heat of |ovenaking had worn off, lay wapped in a blanket. Nan, who never seened to get
cold or hot or hungry or tired, lay naked, her negligible ass a slight nound in the |ong taut

Il ength of her body. Gail could see the scars, some old and sone new, which Nan seenmed to pay as
little attention as she did to any bodily need except sex.

"When | was eight or nine," Nan said, "I wanted a cat. Not just any cat, a genenobd cat | saw
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advertised on the vids. My nother had died a few nonths before, and | really wanted this cat. It
was bright blue and it had huge silver eyes and big ears like an elephant and it could tal k. Not
really, of course, but there was an audio programwired in its throat to respond to different
tensions on the vocal chords, so that when it nade a | ow contented purr there al so cane out words
saying 'lI'mso happy' or sonme such shit."

"I remenber them" Gail said. She'd thought them hideous, but then when Nan had been ei ght or
nine, Gail had been twenty-eight or -nine.

"I wanted this cat with everything that was in nme. | tried to wear ny father down. | tal ked about
the cat at breakfast. | tal ked about the cat at lunch. | tal ked about the cat at dinner. 1'd stand
out side the bathroom while he was in there peeing, and shout through the door about the cat. |
emai l ed himholos of the cat. | was relentless."”

Gail had no trouble believing this.

"The weird thing was, | could have afforded to just go buy the fucking cat. | had nmoney ny

grandnot her had given nme over the years, quite a lot of it, in a bank account. But | wanted himto
give ne the cat. To show that he knew how rmuch | wanted it, or that he approved of ny desire, or
sonme such fucking thing."

To show that he loved you, Gil thought. She put her hand on Nan's bare ass. Nan didn't seemto
noti ce.

"But he wouldn't buy ne the cat. Instead he'd sit me down and talk to ne gently about sinplicity,
and nonvi ol ence, and the truth of letting natural creatures be what they were instead of altering
their genes just for the vanity and egocentricity of humans. He'd go on and on, always patient,
never losing his tenper. And I'd get nore and nore insistent about wanting the cat. | spray-
painted a picture of the cat on his doctor-office door. | threw tantrunms in public. | even traced
the outline of the cat on his bed in my own shit."

Ch, ny God, thought Gail. Poor Dr. Shipley.

"The nmore | pushed, the nore he talked to ne patiently and dragged ne to silent Meetings for
Wirship and tried to do stupid things like read ne bedtine stories. But | didn't stop asking for
the cat."”

"I't was a power struggle."

"You bet your talented fingers. So one day he cones hone with this kitten. Not the cat. Not
genenod. An ordinary, w de-eyed, puking-cute kitten, gray with white stripes. And that's supposed
to settle me. Do you know what | did?"

"What ?" Gail already knew she wasn't going to |ike the answer.

"l took nmy noney out of the bank and | took the kitten to a geneshop on the Indian reservation
They were legal there, you know, it wasn't U S. |and so—

"l know," Gail said. "Go on..."

Nan rolled over, shaking off Gil's hand, and she lay on her back, |ooking up through the nmesh

screen at the stars. "I couldn't rmake the kitten over into the cat | wanted, of course. But | had
theminsert fluorescent genes under her skin so she'd glow blue. | had them add growth hornone to
her ears. | had themdo ... other stuff. And then | brought the kitten hone and showed it to ny
father. 'See?' | said. 'A genenpod cat, and everything | got done to nake her this way will Kkill
her in a month or two."' "

" Nan—

"Don't go soft on nme, Gail. O flay me, either. | flayed nyself enough. | hated what |'d done. But
| didn't hate it as much as | wanted to get back at ny father. And | really didn't hate what |'d
done as much as | hated his reaction.”

"Whi ch was what?" She couldn't guess. Uninmagi native, Jake sonetinmes called her

"Dad cried. He had the kitten 'put to sleep' before it could suffer, and he cried for the kitten
And for me. But he never yelled at nme, or punished nme, or told me what a fucking shit | was."
Nan's voice held fury, which confused Gail. She said nothing, waiting.

"Don't you see?" Nan lashed out. "I wasn't worth getting angry with! He'd already witten nme off
as evil, beneath anger or contenpt, and so he didn't spare ne any! The bastard had al ready

di sm ssed nme as hopel ess!”

Gail lay quietly. She saw that it wouldn't help to say anything, but that she was going to say it
anyway. "There mi ght be other ways to interpret his behavior, Nan."

"You can't resist defending him can you?"

"Ch, rot. | attack Dr. Shipley's ideas sixteen times a day, and you know it. But |I know that al
parents make m stakes. That's why |'mprofoundly glad | never wanted to be one."

"Me, neither,"” Nan said, and seened to lose interest in the entire subject. "Are you really going
back to Mra Gty tonorrow?"

"Yes."
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"The situation here doesn't really interest you, does it? Two races of aliens, a space war—
"Hypot heti cal space war," Gail said. "God, it sounds |like something frombad vid. No, it doesn't
interest ne all that nmuch. | know that's hard for you to understand, because the puzzle of it
fasci nates you. What fascinates ne is running Mra Cty. Making all the pieces of that puzzle cone
toget her every single day: nmanagi ng the water and food supply in and the wastes out and the
bui | di ngs going up and the courts devel oping and the crops adapting to Greentrees. What do | have
to work with? How can | best use it? What else do | need and where can | get it?"

To Gail's surprise, Nan nodded. "I can see that. Sort of. For you, anyway."

Gail smiled. "A gracious concession. W're not nuch alike, dear heart."

"Not hi ng alike."

"So why—

"Ch, CGod, not this," Nan said. "Every lover |'ve ever had has run this programon me eventually.
"Way us?'" Wiy not? And don't go thinking that by that | nean we're just a one-night's roll-and-
tickle, Gail. I like you. | just don't want to anal yze why. Ask ne sonething else."

"All right," Gail said belligerently. "How did you know that Lahiri used to accuse ne of hubris?
How di d you know about Lahiri?"

"Somebody overheard Jake nmention her to you once. As for the hubris, | guessed.”

"Good guess. But | don't want you to nention her again."

"Ckay. My turn to ask sonething. Wiy are you partners with a dribble dick Iike Jake?"

Gail said judiciously, "I don't know that his dick actually dribbles, having never tested it out,"
and was rewarded by Nan's giggle. "However, | |like Jake. He put up his part of the noney and he
does his part of the work and he does it well."

"Hs part of the work is manipul ating people,"” Nan said.

"Ch, and you never engage in that behavior yourself."

Nan grinned at her, a wicked grin Gail could see clearly. The sky nust be brightening. But the
next nonment Nan stopped grinning and said soberly, "There's something ghawi ng at Jake."

"I never noticed it. Wat?"

"That's why | like you,"” Nan said, and the grin was back. "You never notice anything conplicated
about people. | don't know what's chewi ng Jake. | don't care, either. Gail, don't go back to Mra
City tonorrow. The place can stunble by without you for one nore day. Come with me to the Fur
colonies with those Vines."

Gail was touched. Nan had put aside the sarcasm the fencing, the nasty strike-before-you-get-
struck pose. She was asking as sinply and straightforwardly as if they' d been |lovers for years.
"l guess Mra Corp can wait one nore day. But one nore thing—=

Nan | eaned over to kiss her, and Gail forgot the one nore thing. This battered, vul nerable,
bedeviled, relentless, untrustworthy girl ... Gail hadn't ever expected to feel like this again
It was worth giving up one day of water supply and waste managenent.

The next day she wasn't so sure. George, who either had slept well or didn't need nmuch sleep, woke
everybody well before dawn. "W need to eat, pack up, be ready to go when the Vines are."

"Go where?" Gail said grunpily. "Do your aliens furnish an itinerary, George?"

"I'"ll ask when they get up. Meanwhile, |'ve been working out a theory"-he | ooked at her face—but
I"Il tell it to sonebody else."

"Cood idea."

Lucy, apparently another person at ease with nmorning, was |adling out bows of hot noy, a
nutrition-maxed soy synth, high fiber, that actually tasted pretty good. Gail took a bow of noy
and a cup of coffee. She consunmed them standing up, shivering a little in the predawn chill and
assessi ng who was in what shape.

Dr. Shipley |looked terrible, as if he'd hardly slept. He was clunsily hel ping Mieller carry

equi prent out of the soon-to-be-abandoned tower. The beacon was being | eft on, presunably in case
nore Vines fromthe nother ship, if there were any nore Vines, wi shed to cone downstairs. Ingrid
and Kari mwere taking down the large inflatable, and Nan the snall one. That left only Jake. Gail
didn't see himuntil he canme up behind her

"I just tal ked to Faisal and—

"He's up al ready?"

"And had his norni ng workout. Not everybody's an unathletic slug, Gail."

"Urmmm " she said, too groggy to bicker

"Fai sal said everything's running smoothly in Mra GCty. They don't need us."

She said, "You don't look like you think that's good news."

Jake shrugged. "Nobody's ever indispensable, but | suppose we all would like to think we are.
Anyway, the arrangenments here are all set. Finally. | wanted Mieller to drive the rover back and
report to Lieutenant Wortz, but he said no so—~
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Gail choked on a mouthful of coffee. " 'Said no'? Since when does our security team override your
orders?"

Jake gazed at her seriously. "Since never. But | also talked to Dr. Shipley, and he wants to stay
close to Mueller until he's sure Mieller isn't going to have sonme sort of stress-and-rebuilt
psychotic reaction to everything he's done."

"Good CGod, Jake, do we want to take that sort of person with us when we have aliens al ong who are
capabl e of who-knows-what? Two sets of aliens. Wiy don't you send Shipley and Miueller both back to
Mra Gty in the rover?"

"Because Shipley won't go. He says he has to nake a peace testinony. And | won't send Mieller

al one, without supervision."

A peace testinony. A psychotic reaction. Aliens. "Wen did the |l oco weeds start controlling the
gar den?"

"Since always. Anyway, you have your own personal |oco weed you're bringing along. Nan's no worse
than Dr. Shipley."

Gail said, "lInteresting that you're defending him | thought he made you uneasy."

"Can we stay with the topic here, Gail? Mieller, Shipley, Lucy, and | are going in the snal
skimer, and the other five of you in the large one. Karimcan pilot. He's had experience."

"And what about the rover?"

Jake pulled at his face. "It's staying here for now W nmay need it after we return fromthis fact-
findi ng expedition."
"I's that what it is? Seens nore |ike a sideshow Listen, Jake, 1'mgoing for only one day. If the

Vi nes are conducting a guided tour for longer than that, the snall skinmer is going back to Mra
City, with either Mieller or Karimpiloting. Can we agree on this?"

"Yes," Jake said, and suddenly he | ooked very tired. "I may go with you. I'mnot really any use
here, you know. George and Ingrid and Nan are the only ones actually equi pped to make contact with
the Vines. The Vines don't seemlike a threat to us, and no negotiation with them seens necessary.
They just tell us anything we ask."

She said slowy, "Doesn't that nake you suspi ci ous?”

"Of what ?"

"I don't know," she admitted. "But so little reticence just doesn't seem... prudent."

"And how many prudent plants do you know? But Karimdid say sonething to ne this norning..."

Gail felt cold. Watever Karimhad said, she wasn't going to like it. "Wat?"

"He said that if the nother ship is a McAndrew Drive type of thing, and it's draw ng energy from
the vacuumto power an acceleration that matches the gravitational force of =

"Skip the technical details," Gail said. "What's the problem Kari m sees?"

"The Vi nes have a huge anount of energy available in that drive. If they're really at war with the
Furs, why don't they just attack the Fur planet with the plasma drive? It would nmake a formdabl e
weapon, Karim says. Wiy 'create' colonies genetically identical to their enenies and then work at
creating nolecules to keep them alive but harm ess?"

"Ch, God, Jake, | don't know. Maybe they want slaves. O trading partners. O zoo aninmals. How can
we tell what creatures so different fromus mght want?"

"We could ask them And | intend to."

"You do that," Gail said. "Meanwhile, let's get this circus in the air."

Soneone, probably George, nust have arranged things last night with the Vines, because they didn't
appear. Instead their shuttle lifted off just after dawn, a silvery egg with a long tail. It

| ooked, Gail thought, Iike one of the one-celled creatures with a flagellumthat she vaguely
remenbered from school biology software. God, she had biol ogy on the brain. CGeorge's influence.
Sitting beside Nan, Gail watched G eentrees flash by bel ow them Even though Karim hadn't taken
them very high, the planet |ooked different fromits appearance at ground level: less alien
sonehow.

The pointy trees and strange aninmals and red creepers weren't distinguishable. |Instead G eentrees
of fered sweepi ng savannas, winding rivers, placid blue lakes. If you ignored the foliage's being
dull purple instead of green, it might al nost have been Earth, an Earth primal and pristine as if
twenty thousand years of human hi story had been undone.

Whi ch m ght not be a bad thing, Gail brooded. She seldomlet herself think about Earth. Earth was
Lahiri. It was also the physical and social ruin that hunans had nmade it, now apparently even
worse than when the Ariel had left. The Ariel, that Rudy Scherer had bl own up rather than let fal
into alien hands, and this even before Scherer knew who the aliens were and what they wanted. Had
it really happened because Scherer was a rebuilt? O because there was sonething ineradicably
viol ent and destructive in human bei ngs? The sane sonething that was steadily destroying
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humani ty's hone worl d.

Gail didn't usually think so negatively, or so abstractly. And she wasn't going to let herself do
so now, there was no percentage in it. One nore day of this weird atnosphere full of tal k about
alien warfare, and she'd be back honme at Mra City, occupying herself with the useful and
practical concerns that would keep Greentrees from beconi ng anot her Earth. That was what nmde
sense.

Determinedly she turned to George. "Did your leafy friends tell you how far until the first stop
on this tour?"

"l think we're here now," Ceorge said. "That |ooks like a Fur colony. But it's not one of the
three we already knew about!"

"Stop salivating, George. Maybe they'|ll let you have a turd to analyze."

He said seriously, "A turd would be good."

Gail was nervous about being attacked by wild Furs, but she needn't have worried. The three
aircraft set down near each other, and inmediately Furs came racing toward them But they

st opped—er were stopped—at sone barrier Gail couldn't see.

"A force field of sonme type," Karimsaid excitedly. "But then why didn't they use it around their
shuttl e at our camp? No, of course, it's probably not inpenetrable to the energy weapons Mieller
used. But then later, when we nade first contact? No, they had decided to risk it because of al
that quiet sitting Shipley nmade us do the day before."

This was going to be easy, Gail realized. The scientists were going to ask and then answer al
their own questions. She didn't have to say or do anything.

The Vi nes di senbarked with the usual precipitous rolling of their carts down the too-steep ranp.
Kari m guessed, "That's because the shuttle wasn't theirs. It wasn't designed for those carts. ']l
bet they captured it fromFurs."

The Furs clustered at the invisible barrier didn't look as if they could create shuttles. Neither
were they the inpassive, incurious clods fromthe first Fur col ony the humans had di scovered.

Nan said breathlessly, "They're not disabled, not intoxicated, |I don't think they're as warlike as
my Furs on the Cheyenne subcontinent...”

No, they didn't |look warlike. In fact, nmany of them had children clinging to their backs. Maybe
even nost of them And there was sonething el se, sonething about their size or coloring or
sonet hi ng. . .

George said, "They're all fermale. Every one of them Look at their backs—o crests."

Ingrid said, "The males could be out hunting. O have sone sort of ritual sequestration. Or—=
"Or this colony is all fenmale,” Nan said harshly. "To see if they're nore controllable that way.
Anot her phase of the genetic experinent."”

Gail | ooked at her. Nan wore a conpl ex expression: distaste, sorrow, the anger that with her never
lay far below the surface. So that's how it was going to go. Nan had been fascinated by both alien
speci es, but now she was choosing the Furs. Her first contact. The experimented-upon. The

under dog.

George was babbling excitedly. "On Earth there's a species of mte, Brevipal pus phoenicis, whose
menbers are all haploid. Eggs develop without fertilization. The genome contains an incorporated
bacteriumthat fenmi nizes any males. There's an evol utionary advantage: the mites don't have to

di vi de energy resources between two sexes, so the species can survive with a lower rate of
reproduction. Also, it avoids all the costs of sexual reproduction with conpeting X- and Y-

chr onpsomes. "

Ingrid said, "These haploids, if that's what they are, seemto have all sorts of energy. The
colony seens to be flourishing. There are three new structures that | can see going up over there,
and | ook at all those healthy-1ooking offspring!"

Lucy, recording furiously, said, "I wish we could go into the village to see how the | evels of
tools and art conpare with the other Fur encanpnents.”

The Vines rolled their carts right up to the barrier. A bioarm which still gave Gail the creeps,
snaked out of one cart and fastened itself on the invisible wall. Three or four Furs, jabbering,

crowded cl ose. Sonething seenmed to be happeni ng, perhaps sone exchange of bodily fluids. Gai
shudder ed.

She said to Nan, trying to |ighten her own nood, "A colony of all wonen sounds good, but if
there's never any sex..." Nan didn't even hear her. Like Ingrid, George, and Lucy, she was so
involved with the two alien species in front of her that her own kind m ght not have exi sted.

Gai | wandered back toward the assenbl ed aircraft. Karimwas again peering into the open door of
the Vines' shuttle—did he have their perm ssion to do that? He nust have at |east had Jake's,
since Jake stood beside Karim talking earnestly.

Then, nore quickly than she'd expected, it was over. Everyone clanbered back into his, her, or its
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transport. Gail w shed she gone in the other skimrer. Nan was ignoring her, and George didn't seem
able to shut up.

"l talked to Al ph. He said—=

"Al ph?" Gail denmanded. "Wich Vine is that? And how do you knowit's a 'he' ?"

"I don't," George said. "I'mjust calling them Al pha, Beta, Ganma."

"That's what we called the noons."

"So what? | told you, they don't use sound-wave comuni cation anmong thenselves, it's all an
exchange of chenical signals. Their real nanmes would be totally neaningless to us. | talked to—
"1f they conmuni cate by exchanged nol ecules," Gil said, feeling belligerent, "then how do they
conmmuni cate across great distances?"

"I asked themthat, too. Al ph said—+ think this is what he neant—that they don't. Mst Vines are
i nterconnected sonehow, so a chem cal signal just goes on and on until everyone 'hears' it. O
maybe they're all so interconnected only one part of the organismneeds to hear it. | think
communi cati on nmust be very slow on their planet.”

That figured. Gail remenbered the Vines sitting in the sunlight, doing nothing, for hours and
hours. "But what about conmunication through space? To the nother ship?"

Karim at the control console, said, "They have Fur technology for that. | would bet it's Fur
technol ogy. Maybe before they got it, they didn't have any space program"

"I talked to Al ph," Ceorge repeated forcefully. "They do have a bi o-based technol ogy. They'd never
left their planet until the Furs started the war. But now they have a few outpost col onies, and
this group of Vines comes fromthere. It's much closer than the hundred |ight-years from
Greentrees to their home world. Both places have sone feature | couldn't understand, except that
got the inpression it was very, very inportant.

"And anot her thing—they're hoping to find a genetic way to render the Furs harm ess without
killing them Killing is anathema to Vines. That may be philosophical, but | think it's equally

likely to be biological. If you' re essentially one |arge, |oosely connected, slow noving organi sm
that's self-sustaining with sunlight and water and your own decayed noltings, there's no
evol utionary advantage to selecting for nmurder. It would be like killing yourself."

"You sound," Nan said in a deadly quiet tone, "as if you approve of the Vines."

George was too excited, or too uninterested, to pay attention to Nan's tone. "Of course | approve
of them Apart fromhow interesting they are biologically. An intelligent, nonviolent, planet-
conserving species ... what's not to like? If humanity had been like the Vines, Earth woul dn't
have been wrecked."

Nan said, "Ch, there's nothing to not |ike, George. Nothing except the fact that your Vines are
experimenting with other sentient beings, DNA-based beings |like yourself, creating themjust to
destroy them whil e they devel op an efficient nethod of genocide. Nothing to not like."

"I don't think—=

"Cbviously not," Nan said coldly. "The Vines are no better than Scherer's crew, creating clones to
sl aughter for biological advantage."

"The difference, and it's crucial— Ingrid began hotly, and Gail tuned out. God, she was sick of
these argunents about aliens. She pulled out her conmink and opened the channel to Faisal

He didn't answer. Damm, Gail had t hought he was nore responsible than that; he'd agreed to keep
his link beside himat all times. She cominked Robert Takai, Mra's chief engineer

Takai didn't answer.

Nei t her did Thekla Barrington at the farm

"Lend me your comink," she said to George, who passed it over w thout pausing in his
expostul ati ng.

She couldn't Iink Faisal on CGeorge's handhel d, either

Gail sat chewing her lip. It probably wasn't anything. She'd lost track of which side of the

pl anet they were on. O course, the satellite systemtheoretically nmade com ink possible from
anywhere on the planet, but if one consat was mal functioning, and the skinmer just happened to be
out of range of the next one, it was possible that there would be a gap in geographical coverage
Wasn't that possible? She woul d have asked Karim but he was busy piloting.

It was probably just a consat glitch. That's all it was.

20
In the other, smaller skimer, the flight was conpletely silent. Mieller piloted, and since al

Jake could see was the back of Mieller's head, Jake couldn't assess the soldier's expression
Shipley sat with his head back agai nst the seat cushion and his eyes cl osed, sleeping or
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medi tating or praying or whatever it was he did. Lucy sat beside Jake, gazing out the w ndow.

As the skimer touched down at the second Fur canp, Lucy said, "Ch! This is the intoxicated one!"
Jake, who hadn't been there before and had only seen the vid of the tipsy Furs, didn't recognize
the place. But Lucy's comment cheered him Wy should that be?

He searched for the answer and found it: because he was unnerved by the earnest, cosmc, pacifist
Vi nes, and also by Shipley's quick understanding that they were pacifists. Some drunken hilarity
anong a DNA-based species pronised a wel cone contrast.

George Fox was already off the large skimmer, waiting inpatiently for the Vines to energe from
their shuttle. "I wonder if the Vines will erect a tenporary electronic wall around this village,
too. What do you think, Jake?"

"Haven't a clue," Jake said.

Ingrid said, "Possibly not. These Furs don't look like they're going to be rushing us anytine
soon. "

This was true. As they wal ked cautiously toward the village, Jake saw that it was in a dil api dated
state. Roof beans hung at a crazy angle over huts with half the thatch m ssing. One stone hearth
was not only broken but scattered, as though soneone had hurled all the rocks gleefully in various
directions. Weds covered the one garden patch he could see. There were no Furs in evidence.
"Sleeping it off?" he said to George

George frowned. "That psychotropic nmol ecul e shoul dn't produce nuch of a hangover. At |east, it
doesn't in us."

Jake refrained from saying the obvious. A pair of Furs staggered around the corner of a hut and

| urched toward them

Instantly Mieller had a weapon in his hand. Shipley, whom Jake hadn't noticed getting out of the
skimer, laid a hand on Miueller's arm It wasn't necessary. The Furs staggered a few nore paces,
then col | apsed into each other and hung on, nmaking a noise from w de-open nout hs. Laughi ng? Jake
didn't know, but he had a clear view of the aliens' inpressive teeth and he backed away. The Furs
seened oblivious of the humans. They |aughed (if that's what it was) until they fell over, at

whi ch point the nale started groping the female's belly and the fenal e passed out.

George said, "That looks like a |ot of university parties | once went to."

Ingrid said, "Don't anthroponorphize, CGeorge. My cat behaves the same way with catnip."

"We didn't include catnip in the plants we brought with us," said George, "but naybe we shoul d
have. "

"Jake," said Gail's voice behind him and he turned. One | ook at her face and he knew sonet hi ng
was wong. Before he could ask what, a Vine cart—enly one—tunbl ed down the shuttle ranp. Mybe
Karimwas right about the shuttle being captured technol ogy; the pitch was way too steep for the
cart. However, the cart didn't stop at the bottomof the ranp. It rocketed toward the humans at a
speed Jake never woul d have suspected those carts could do, and Mieller raised his gun to fire.
"Franz, no!" Shipley said. "Look, it's stopping! It wants to tell us sonething."

The single cart lurched to a halt directly in front of Jake, who made hinself not flinch. The

uni nfl ected nmechani cal voice said, "Jake, you go away. Now. All humans go away now. The eneny is
here. Qur ship is destroyed."

Lucy gasped. Karim pulled out sonme piece of portable equi pnent and began keying furiously. Gai
said, "I can't link Mra Cty, either. My God, did they take out the consats, too?"

"Yes," Karimsaid. "I just got the automatically beanmed data, the consats are all gone. Wiit,
there's one left—+there it goes!”

Jake said rapidly to the Vine, "Are Furs doing this? The Furs you're at war wth?"

"Yes. They will find your city. If you go up in your skimrer they will find your skinmer. If we go
up in our shuttle they will find our shuttle."

"Heat signatures," Karimsaid. "How good is their detection equi pnent? Can they find these
col oni es?"

Ingrid said, "W found themfromthe air."

The Vine said, "First they will go to your beacon.”

"My God," Gail said. "What will they do to Mra City?"

"W do not know. They are not at war with you."

Dr. Shipley said, "What will they do to you? And to these col oni es?"

"They will kill us. We do not know what they will do to these colonies. W will wait in our
shuttle.”

The cart rolled backward toward the shuttle. Jake called, "WAit! Don't you have weapons on that
shuttl e? Fur weapons? They'll cone in an identical shuttle, won't they? Can't you destroy themin
the air?"

The Vine didn't seemto hear. It sped toward the shuttle and up the ranp.
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Miel | er said, "The | arge skinmrer has sone arnmanents. Not too many. | try to hit the Fur shuttle
before it lands."

"Wait," Shipley said. "Before you try viol ence—=

Jake said, "All of you be quiet. Now "

They were. He saw that they expected himto take charge, give orders. He needed nore information
"Franz, Karim what weapons is the skinmer carrying?"

Kari m answered. "Lasers, both pinpoint and wi de-scan. Al so sone handhel ds: guns, tangl efoam a
focused EMP transnmitter, and a focused beta-wave incapacitator, short range. Nothing really
heavy. "

The handhel d weapons woul d be no good. "What are the chances of taking the Fur shuttle out, if it
cones to that, with the |aser?"

Franz said, "How can we know? It is an alien tech."

Kari m added, "All |'ve had is one brief glinpse at a Vine counterpart to the shuttle, and with
time dilation, it may already be hundreds of years out-of-date.”

Jake said, "Then, all of you, what are the chances the Vines are telling the truth here?"

Nan said hotly, "I'"'mglad at |east sonebody sees the possibility that they're not!"

Lucy, very pale, said, "Wy wouldn't they be?" Lucy, the innately truthful. W see the world as we
are, not as it is.

Gail said, "W'll know soon enough, if another shuttle appears here."

"No," Jake said, "We'lIl know anot her shuttle has appeared. W won't know just fromits appearance
who's aboard, or what their intentions are." Heads nodded. "Therefore, we need to be prepared for
vari ous contingencies. Mieller, you stay in the skimer and be prepared to depl oy weapons, but not
until | give you the signal. The cominks are out, so it will be visual—a raised arm like this."
Muel | er said, "No. Maybe you are not able to raise your arm |If they incapacitate you."

Everyone started tal king at once. Gail said sharply, "Quiet! Let Jake think, for God's sake!"
Jake tried to think. Mieller would have to decide on his own whether to attack... No. Inpossible
Miell er was a rebuilt who had already killed his own captain. But he'd done that to protect Vines.
"Karim can you operate the weaponry in the skinmer?"

"Yes," the physicist said.

"Unacceptabl e!" Muel |l er snapped, sounding so nuch like the dead Scherer that Lucy junped.
"Franz, it is acceptable because | need you to protect nme personally. |I'mstaying here to greet
the Furs, as head of Mra Corporation with legal claimto this planet. Franz will cover nme from
some secure place. The rest of you are going to retreat into the forest until we know what's
happeni ng. Leave soneone fairly nearby to report back to the rest. Leave ... Nan. She's the nost

used to Greentrees' wlderness.” And that would keep her frominsisting on hangi ng around here
Nan | ooked hesitant, then nodded. She'd be close enough to observe. But Gail said instantly, "No,
not Nan. A scientist, who at |east has a ghost of a chance of decoding what they're | ooking at!"

"I''mstaying," Ceorge said.
"No, you're not," Jake said, putting into it everything he had of authority.
Ingrid said uncertainly, "But if ... if you all get killed here and we're in the woods and we

can't use the skimer, how wi |l we get back to Mra City? W nust be hundreds of mles away!"

"I don't know, Ingrid," Jake said. "This is not a plan with nultiple scenarios to cover every
contingency. We'll have to see what happens. But | do know that for any species in the universe,
from Terran chi pmunks on up, encountering two beings is a lot less Iikely to provoke fear and

vi ol ence than encountering a whole crowm of beings."

He saw that they all had noticed the "two beings.” He'd already forbidden George to stay. Gail
the alternate |l eader for Mra City and never very patient with aliens, was unlikely. Karim who
nmust be romantic, |ooked enviously at Lucy, but the others understood.

"Thank you, Jake," Shipley said. "I'lIl be glad to stay."
Under Gail's efficient direction, as much |ife-support equiprment and supplies as they could carry
were removed fromthe skimrer and apporti oned anong Gail, George, Ingrid, and Lucy. Nan found

herself a watching place fromthe cover of sone trees and augnented it with nore branches and

| eaves. Mueller did the same on the opposite side of the clearing. Nan had hi gh-resol uti on zoom
goggl es, but Mueller refused them saying sinmply, "My eyes do this." Augnents.

Before he left, Mieller checked that Karim knew what he was doing with the skinmer's linited
weaponry. To hinself Jake admitted surprise that Mieller had agreed so readily to turn the skimer
over to Karim Perhaps the soldier was going to be scrupul ous about obeying orders, in order to
separate hinself fromwhat the other rebuilts, Scherer and Hal berg, had done. That would be a

pl us.

Lucy, her slight body stooped under her burden of equi pnent even though Gail had given her |ess
than the others, waddled up to Jake. "W're going. Good luck. | love you." He'd been afraid of an
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overw ought farewell, but she knew better. A brief dry kiss and she left with the others.

He was suddenly pierced with the intense desire to see her survive.

Wthin half an hour the place was eerily quiet. The three aircraft, human and otherw se, sat in
the overgrown clearing that m ght once have been a tended farm The two village Furs still |ay
heavi |l y asl eep, or possibly dead, between two dil api dated huts. Jake saw no other Furs until a
trio of children emerged fromthe forest.

"Dr. Shipley, look," Jake said quietly. Shipley had been sitting on his ubiquitous inflatable
stool, eyes closed. He opened them and his gaze foll owed Jake's discreet gesture.

The children wal ked with the same drunken gaits as their elders. They spied the humans, opened
their nouths, and emtted sounds sinmlar to the ones Jake had | abel ed "l aughter." One sl apped the
ground over and over with his tail; the others may have needed theirs for enough bal ance to stay
upright at all. Holding on to each other, the trio |lurched forward.

Don't shoot, Mueller, Jake pleaded silently. Please don't shoot these kids. Mieller didn't, either
because he had nore restraint than Jake gave himcredit for or because the Fur children veered off
toward the village and di sappeared into a hut with only half its roof intact.

Kids. That's how he'd thought of the young Furs: as "kids." They seemed—were—so nuch closer to
humans than the Vines. Wre the Vines telling the truth? What was going to cone roaring at them
out of the sky?

And when was it comi ng?

"Waiting is often the hardest part," Shipley said tranquilly.

What the hell kept himtranquil in this unprecedented, absurd, dangerous situation? Jake didn't
really want to know. Religious nmunbo junbo. It was on inpul se that Jake had | et Shipley stay, but
he'd known even then that the inpul se was sound. Shipley had seen that the Vines were pacifists.
He didn't panic. He'd handled Mieller well, and seemed able to handl e anythi ng except his horrific
daught er.

Daughters. Sons. Brothers.

He was not going to think about Donnie now.

But he wasn't quite disciplined enough to avoid it. Not even traveling 69.3 light-years to

G eentrees had gotten himaway fromthinking about Donnie. Ms. Dalton.

"Jake," Shipley said, and Jake was grateful for the interruption, "what are you going to say to

t hese Furs?”

"Are you so sure it's Furs that will be arriving?"

"I think so. | believe the Vines. Wat will you say to thenP"

"That depends on what they say to us. O if there's tine to say anything before they cut us down."
"Yes," Shipley said. "But if there is tine, may | communicate? | would use gestures. They're
unlikely to speak English, you know. "

O course they weren't going to speak English. Jake hadn't been thinking. The Vines had |i stened,
or rather their translator device had, to a day of deliberate, nonstop hunan di al ogue before it
could construct a programto translate. If that was i ndeed what it had done. George had been
frankly skeptical of translation fromchenical conmmunication by exchanged nol ecul es to sound-wave
human speech, but there was no denying it had happened. What would the Furs have, if anything?
Shipley said quietly, "W could still get Naom back here. She apparently |earned at |east a
limted way to communicate with the Greentrees Furs."

"Who aren't the space-faring Furs," Jake said. "Let Nan stay where she is.
ever saw one.

Shi pl ey touched a button to inflate his three-legged stool, lowered hinmself onto it, and again
closed his eyes. Praying? Well, fine, if it helped him Jake had no such consol ati on. He scanned
the sky until his eyes ached.

Three hours | ater, when he w shed he'd had the foresight to keep some of the skinmer rations for
hi nsel f and Shipley, he sawit.

It started as a faint white spot against the white-blue sky. The spot grew, becane a light. A
roar—&od, it was coning in fast!—and he lost sight of it for a minute. Wien he found it again it
was a craft, floating down gently toward the clearing. A silver egg with a flexible tail

Identical to the Vine shuttle already sitting there.

Jake tensed, in case the Vine shuttle fired, or the new shuttle did. It didn't happen. Instead the
shuttl e door opened inmediately, the ranp descended, and an alien strode down the ranp.

A Fur.

Dressed only in bands of cloth that crossed its hairy body at several points and held ... things,
the alien was identical to the Furs drunkenly asleep a hundred yards away. To the Furs

sl eepwal ki ng passively through their dying village. To the Furs that had attacked Larry Smith's

A | oose cannon if he
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Cheyenne. To the fermale Furs that had nobbed the invisible fence, thriving babies clinging to
their backs. Except this Fur, a male, wal ked as if he owned the planet. He threw back his head and
roared, then kept wal king toward Jake and Shipley. He showed no fear of themor of the other
shuttle.

Shi pl ey stood. Jake prepared to die. Either this warrior—there was no other applicabl e word—woul d

kill him or Mieller would kill it and then its fellows would kill him
Several things happened at once.
While the Fur was still twenty yards away, Jake felt sonething bunp his chest, sonmething invisible

and di anond hard. Shipley, standing a bit closer, was bunmped by it first and staggered backward,
tripping over his stool. A burst of laser fire exploded from Mieller's position. It had no effect
what soever, seeming to evaporate into the air twenty yards fromthe Fur in the direction of
Miel l er's position. Mieller fired again. No result. The tail on the Fur shuttle whipped around and
pointed toward Mieller, and there was no nore human fire.

The Fur wal ked up to Jake and Shipley, and Jake continued to feel the hard barrier against his
chest. It nmust be a version of the force field the Vines had put between thenselves and the all-
femal e Fur village. But portable. The warrior Fur was encased in a novable shield that could

wi t hst and whatever Miell er had been firing. Could it withstand Karims arsenal in the skinmer? The
Fur didn't |ook fearful of either craft behind him

He stopped five inches fromthe humans, threw back his head, and roared again. A part of Jake's
dazed mind noted that sound penetrated the shield just fine.

Jake said, "I am Jake Holman. | ama human. Hello." Slowy he raised one hand, palmup to showits
enptiness, pointed at hinself, and repeated, "I am Jake Holman. | am a human. Hello."

The Fur roared a third tine. Jake saw that he was | ooki ng beyond the hunmans, to the unconscious,
filthy Furs lying on the ground in the village. The warrior's teeth, long and sharp, flashed in
the sunlight. Teeth evolved for tearing flesh, George had said. Carnivores or ommivores.

Two nore Furs raced down the shuttle ranp. They were dressed, or undressed, the same as the first
Fur. The ranp was, Jake noted irrelevantly, the right pitch for their stride. The nmale carried a
dark netallic oval device, the fenmale a greenish stubby stick. She pointed it at the Vines'
shuttle, and as easily as that, the shuttle door slid open and its ranp descended. She charged

i nsi de.

Jake felt sick. That Fur was going to kill the Vines, shatter their dones and burn them just as
Muel | er had. And he coul d see no reason why he and Shipley wouldn't be next. Wiy hadn't the Vines
done sonething? Their shuttle wasn't weaponless, but they hadn't even tried to defend thensel ves.
The Fur with the black netallic egg had reached his | eader. He set the egg down on the grass and
the | eader roared again. He jabbed a hand at Jake and Shipley. Jake stared dunmbly. What did the

t hi ng want ?

Shipley said, enunciating clearly, "I amWIIliam Shipley. This is Jake Hol man. We are humans.
Hello."

Jake said, "You think it's a transl ator?"

"l don't know," Shipley said. "Yes, wait, | think it's a translator. The Fur has stopped roaring
at us."

It was true. The terrifying alien had gone inpassive. In the brief silence it pointed to the egg
and then to Jake and Shipley. "W are hunans," Jake said. "Hello. W came to this planet to live.
We canme fromfar away. We— He stopped.

A Vine ermerged fromthe shuttle, its cart clearly pushed so hard frominside that it tunbled over
on its side. The cart righted itself, but another cart was thrown through the air frominside the
shuttle, hit the first one, and knocked it over. The third cart careened down the ranp, followed
by the fermal e Fur.

She picked up the cart closest to her and pushed it away fromthe other two. Then she fired. The
dones shattered and the burned goo that had been living Vines oozed over the netallic carts. The
Fur did something to her weapon, fired again, and the carts shattered. She picked somnething out of
the wreckage and strode away, not so much as glancing at the one living Vine |left behind.

When she reached the other two Furs, she stopped and nade a conplicated gesture at the | eader, a
si mul taneous head jerk and foot stonping. A salute? Jake saw that the thing she'd plucked fromthe
shattered cart was another transl ator egg.

She set it on top of the first, and the two did sonmething to join together. Not nelt into each
other, not join with cables, not anything Jake could name. One nminute they were two bl ack eggs
side by side on the dusty purple groundcover, and the next they were a double egg that reni nded
himof a malfornmed potato. No one noved. Jake | ooked at Shipley, who gave a tiny shrug.

After at least two silent, notionless nmnutes, the | ead Fur said, or growl ed, or chittered—t
sounded |i ke an unholy conbination of all three—to the egg. It then said, in the same uninflected
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nmechani cal voi ce Jake had been hearing for three days, "Wat are you? Wy are you with our eneny?
Did you create these"—the transl ator hesitated—bl asphem es?"

A word it nust have | earned from Shipley. There was no other possibility. And nultiple

questi ons—the worst kind to fire at a witness on the stand. But there was no judge to intervene.
Jake was on his own.

"W are humans," he said as calmy as he could. "W did not create these bl asphem es. They were
here when we canme from our hone planet. Qur hone planet is far away fromhere. W canme to this

pl anet half a year ago only."

The transl ator spat out sone gi bberish; certainly it was highly inflected. The three Furs
|istened. They then jabbered anong thensel ves. Then the | eader said to Jake, through the
translator, "Qpen your craft. Tell the humans inside to all come out."

This was the test, then. But of what? |If Jake refused, surely it would be interpreted as a hostile
action. O would refusal fit with some sort of ritual warrior behavior, as with Japanese sanura

or Larry Smith's original Cheyenne? |If Jake agreed to | et them exanine the inside of the skinmer,
woul d that be interpreted as a peaceful gesture or as cowardice? If the Furs saw the | evel of tech
that the ski nmmer had, would they then be convinced that humans had had nothing to do with the Fur
"bl asphem es"? O would they sinply kill Karim as they had already killed Mieller and two of the
three Vines?

There was sinply no way to know.

Jake's hesitation, as these questions tunmbled through his mnd, lasted no nore than a second. But
Shipley stepped into the tiny pause.

"We will open the skinmrer. W will tell the one human inside to come out. W have nothing to hide
fromyou or fromthe others. W are beings of peace and truth."”

Damm him Jake was speechl ess, half fromrage and hal f from prudence. Every negotiating instinct
in himsaid not to contradict Shipley, that above all the humans nust present a united front. But
hi s bl ood boil ed. How dare Shipley usurp his |eadership with his nanmby-panby Quaker nonvi ol ence!
The Fur was noddi ng. "Good. Go." And Jake, having no choice, gave the signal he and Kari m had
agreed upon for Karimto open the skinmer door and energe, unarned. The three Furs all turned to
wat ch. Jake turned his body away fromthe translator and said softly to Shipley, "Do that again
and you're dead."

"I'"'mprepared for that, if necessary," Shipley said. "This is the right thing to do, Jake." The
serenity in his voice enraged Jake further

The ski mrer opened and Karimenmerged. He started toward them ashen but not faltering, a young man
risking his life when nost of it still lay ahead of him The fenale Fur who had stormed into the
Vi ne shuttl e now di sappeared into the skimer.

Kari mreached Jake and Shipley, was briefly inspected by the Furs, and then was ignored. Jake took
Karim s arm and unobtrusively turned himaway fromthe translator. That was the best he could do
He whi spered, "Karim stay calmand quiet. That egg-looking thing is a translator. You saw t hem
kill the Vines and Mieller?"

"Miel ler's not dead,” Karimsaid, but before Jake could ask nore, the Fur |eader turned back to
the three nen.

"Yes. You did not nake these blasphemes. Sit." He strode away.

Sit? Shipley was already settling heavily on his stool. The fenmale Fur enmerged fromthe skimrer.
They must have sone form of comuni cation anong thensel ves not clearly evident, Jake realized. The
| eader had received his lieutenant's judgnent on the skimer tech before the Iieutenant had

ener ged.

She wal ked fromthe skimer to the Furs' own shuttle and di sappeared inside.

Karimsaid, "W're inside the field now" The young physicist was following instructions to sit
but was doing it in a very peculiar way. He revolved as he |lowered hinself, his arns extended, so
that he | ooked Iike a slowing top. His fingers remained bent, as if at some barrier. Jake put out
his own arm and di scovered that they were enclosed in a circular, invisible wall just |arge enough
to hold the three of them confortably.

Kari msaid, "They said to sit down, Jake," and Jake sat.

"How do you know Miel l er's not dead?"

"I was still receiving his heat signature. The ski mer detectors can pick up a single body at that
short distance, you know. Mieller's thernal energy wasn't fading. He's probably just knocked out
somehow. "

So the Furs hadn't killed a human who had fired on them despite what they'd done to the Vines.
That was encouragi ng. Jake started to say, "Do you think their equi pment can detect Mieller's heat
signature, or Nan's— at the sane nonent that Shipley |eaped off his stool, crying, "No! No!"

At first Jake didn't see what had angui shed Shipley. The two male Furs stood quietly, inpassive.
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Kari m grabbed Jake's arm and turned himtoward the Fur shuttle.

The tail was rising, snaking around until it pointed at the Fur village. A beam cane out, a

shi nmery di sturbance of the air rather than any actual color. It noved very, very slow y-surely
el ectronagnetic radiation couldn't nove that slow y? The beam wi dened as it went. One broadeni ng
side passed within ten feet of the humans' invisible cage. The beamhit the Fur village, and the
vil | age di sappeared.

Jake blinked. One minute the village had stood, and the next it was gone. Al of it: groundcover,
ranshackl e huts, cold cookfires, drunken passed-out Furs. Three Fur children.

Karimstared in disbelief. Shipley stood with his head bowed, his face a mask of pain. A cold,
denoni ¢ i npul se bl ossoned in Jake, one he'd known before. Donnie. Ms. Dalton. It was the inmpul se
to hurt the already hurting, who were in no position to strike back

"You did that, Doctor," Jake said. "You taught themthe word 'bl asphenmies.' That's what you do
with bl aspheni es. You destroy them Congratul ations."

The nmonent he said it he regretted the words with a pure, hard intensity that was al nost a prayer.

21

Kari m said, "They're back. Two of them anyway." The three Furs had gone inside their shuttle, to
confer or radio their nother ship or, for all Jake knew, to take a coffee break. During their
absence, Jake had said to Shipley, "I'msorry." He hadn't been able to bring hinmself to say any
nore. Shipl ey had nodded, face averted, and sai d not hing.

The two Furs, the | eader and the other nale, strode toward the hunmans' invisible cage. Jake was
struck all over again by their contrast to their inpassive clones and their drunken clones. Truly,
behavi or made the speci es.

Karim who had been watching not the aliens but the aircraft, said, "Ch ... no!" Jake spun around
to | ook.

The weapon/tail on the Furs' shuttle was activating again. It snaked up in its eerily hypnotic
rhythmuntil it pointed to the Vines' shuttle, beside which the remaining Vine still stood
silently on its cart. The very slow beamwas enitted fromthe tail, widening as it went. From
Jake's vantage point, it passed within a yard of the cart. Then the shuttle no | onger existed.
Karimcried, "But it was originally their own!"

"Cont am nated," Jake heard hinself say. Karimhad said the inside was coated with sline,
presumably part of the Vines' self-sustaining |ife-support system They couldn't stay in their
doned carts all the tine.

The tail snaked through the air again.

"No," said Karim but this tine it was a whisper. The leisurely beamwas sent out, and the skimer
di sappear ed.

The two Furs had reached Jake. At his feet the translator said, "W go now. W return later. You
humans will be here."

"Al'l right," Jake said, because it seened expected that he reply. "How long will you— But the
Furs had turned and were striding back to their shuttle. Afew mnutes later, it lifted. Jake

wat ched it until it became part of the bright norning sky.

Kari m said unsteadily, "The cage is gone." He wal ked t hrough what had been a clear wall. Shipley
remai ned sitting on his stool, head bent.

Jake breathed deeply until his head felt clearer

"All right. W know that they're com ng back, but we don't know when. How do they know we'll stil
be here?"

"Where would we go?" Karimsaid. "No, that's not it. W could probably hide. Their thernal-
signature detectors can't operate over too great a range or they'd m stake |arge mammual - anal ogues
for us. My guess is that we're still in a cage, but a much larger one."

"Find the limts," Jake said. He raised cupped hands to his nmouth and yelled, "Nan!"

"I"'mhere!" she called back. "Com ng!" A nonent |ater he saw her break cover and run toward him
carrying her recording equiprment. Jake waited to see if Karims "larger cage" would stop her from
reaching him It didn't.

"Nan, |eave that stuff here and go see about Franz Mieller. If you can get to him"

She nodded and was of f again. Whatever else the girl mnmight be, she was useful in a physica

emer gency.

Jake said, "Karin®P"

"It's curious," he said. "The wall is right here on this side, but it seens to veer off to take in
a wide territory in the direction Nan was hiding." Karimwas feeling with the flats of his palns
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al ong not hi ng.

"You | ook Iike one of those old-tinme mnes,"’
Karimsmled. He started toward Miell er.
Nan and Muell er cane out of the woods, the soldier leaning on the wiry girl. Nan called, "He's
very dazed."

"Dr. Shipley!" Jake called. "W need you!" It was good to give the old man sonething to do besides
br ood.

Nan sat Mieller on the ground and Shipley |unbered toward him She cane up to Jake and said, "That
energy-wal | -thing curves right behind him It's weird. They calibrated it to include himbut then
stop.”

He studi ed her carefully. Nan had chanpi oned the G eentrees Furs, thought of themas "hers." Now
their ol der, meaner big brothers had shown up. How did she feel about Furs now? Her face, taut
around the eyes and with a stony set to the nouth, nade Jake decide this wasn't the tine to ask.
Li ke her father, she needed to be kept busy, too.

"Nan, Karims tracing the wall clockwi se. Start right here and do the sane thing counterclockw se.
If we're in a cage, let's see howbig it is."

Now t he hardest thing. Jake wal ked over to the one Vine left alive. "Al pha?"

"Beta," cane the calm uninflected voice that was, under the gruesone circunstances, the nost
awful thing Jake had ever heard.

"I"'mso sorry for your loss. Qur |oss, too. For what happened to your ... your brothers."

"We do not have their death flowers,"” the Vine said.

Jake had no idea what it neant.

"We do not have their death flowers forever."

"I"'msorry," was all he could think of to say. Along with everything el se, the pronoun

Jake said, despite hinself, but didn't wait to see if

di sconcerted him Did Beta think of itself as plural? "Can | ... can | do sonething for you?"

"Yes. Later."

"Al'l right," Jake said, wondering what he'd committed hinself to. "I ... all right. May | ask some
questi ons now?"

"Yes. "

He sat, to bring hinself level with the Vine. Behind its clear done it |ooked as alien as ever
The projections that night have been vines or tentacles or semisolid biofilns, slim and purple-
red, sprouted off the scaly-looking trunk. Two or three of the fleshy |eaves/hands/sensory

or gans/ who- knew what s seenmed randomy distributed. The Vine stayed notionless as it "tal ked,"” and
if words hadn't been com ng out of the translator Jake woul d have had no way of knowing if "Beta"
were as dead as his coll eagues.

"Where do you think the Furs have gone now?"

"They destroy our other Fur col onies."

The ot her "bl asphemies." Shared genes apparently neant nothing to the aliens. Nor did conpassion
even for those nade in their own inmage.

"WIl they destroy the Fur colony on the subcontinent?" He had no idea if the Vine understood the
termor not, but he plunged ahead. "The big colony of healthy Furs. Many Furs and nore being born
all the time. They seem heal thy."

"Qur control," Beta said, surprising Jake. On second thought, he realized that the Vine nust have
pi cked up a lot of English scientific term nology fromthe |ong hours of conversation with George
and Ingrid. O, at |east, the translator program had.

"Yes, the control group. WIIl the Furs destroy thenf? Even though you nade them healthy as a
control ?"

"Yes."

The single syllable chilled Jake. No mercy. He didn't bother to ask about the col ony of

part hogenetic fenales.

"How wi || they find all the control Furs? They have many villages and Nan says nmany of them go

I ong di stances to hunt.”

"They will find enough of them They will destroy all or alnobst all fenales. Females do not hunt
often. The others will die out in a generation or two."

"Beta ... we have humans living in that area, too. Around a thousand. WII the Furs destroy the
humans?" Larry Smith's Cheyenne, on their quixotic, ridiculous mssion. Jake stopped breathing.
"We don't know if they will destroy humans."

"1 ncl udi ng us?"

"We don't know. Fur thinking is very strange to us. Like yours."

Jake thought about this. Karimjoined them "Jake, the wall clockw se curves around where the

vill age was and then goes west, wi dening at a very slight angle. Fromwatching Nan, it seens to do
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the sane thing counterclockw se, although she wants to go on checking. It's a very |arge cage, and
I think it's shaped the way it is for a reason."

"What reason?”

"I think it's nmeant to enclose all nine humans. Gail's group as well as us."

Gail's group. Lucy. They hadn't gotten away, after all. On the other hand, if they were outside
the invisible cage, where would they get away to? Mra City was four hundred miles away, through
unmapped wi |l derness filled with alien predators.

“I'f I amright," Karimcontinued, "then they've probably encountered their end of the wall
already. O will soon.”

"Send Nan after them™

"She's al ready gone."

Wthout orders. Jake couldn't afford annoyance now. "How s Mieller?"

"Dr. Shipley says he'll be fine. He just was knocked out for a while and he's still dazed. | have
a theory the Furs were using sone sort of..."

"Not now," Jake interrupted. "Tell ne later. Beta says he thinks the Furs have gone to destroy the
ot her experinental colonies as conpletely as they can.”

Kari m di gested this. Something noved behind his dark eyes, and his skin had a nottled | ook.

"Sit down, Karim" Jake said, before the young man was driven to ask. "You mi ght have sone good
questions to ask Beta, too."

Karimsat. "lI'mso sorry about your brothers,"” he said to Beta, and bowed his head. Faisal's
peopl e had such good nanners.
"We do not have their death flowers,"” Beta said. It was still eerie to hear grief expressed in

t hat nechani cal nonot one.

"No," Karim agreed.

"We do not have their death flowers forever."

"No," Karimrepeated politely.

Jake said, "May | ask nore questions, Beta?"

"Yes."

"What do you think the Furs will do after they destroy all the experinmental col onies?"

"They will talk to their ship."

"For orders, yes." That nmade sense. "And then?"

"They will find the other experinental colonies.”

Jake and Karim | ooked at each other, puzzled. Jake said tentatively, "Qher col onies? Wat other
col oni es?"

"On the other planet. By the other star."

Karimlet out a long, |ow whistle, a surprising and oddly nusical sound. Instantly Beta said,
"Make the noise again."

Karim | ooked at Jake, who nodded. Karimrepeated his whistle, then threwin eight bars of the
"Tales fromthe Vienna Waods."

"l didn't know you could whistle," Jake said. People were endl essly surprising.

"Again," Beta said, and despite the translator's nechanical, enotionless tone, Karimmnust have
felt encouraged. He whistled nore of the waltz, then a conplicated pi ece Jake didn't know, and
finally a fewrandombird calls, clearly showing off. Wen he stopped, he gl anced sheepishly at
Jake.

Beta said, "It brings light to ny soul."’

Clearly Shipley' s phrase. But Jake was oddly touched. Inits grief, the Vine had found sone sort
of confort in human nusic. Maybe there were sonme sort of birds on that native planet where Vines
sat dreaming silently in the sun. The Vines comunicated by chemnical signals, but perhaps that
didn't nean they were entirely unaware, in sone peculiar manner, of sound.

Karimsaid shyly, "I'll whistle nmore for you later, if you like."

"Thank you, Karim?" Jake said. "Beta, what other colonies do you have by another star? Mre
experimental Furs?"

"The sane experinents. Different environnent. W don't know the Fur planet. W never go to the Fur
pl anet."

Jake tried to put it all together. "You nean, you nade the sane kinds of experimental Furs twi ce,
in different environments? To [ earn which kind of genetic alteration would nost make them

harm ess? Two of each experinment ?"

"Four," Beta said.

Four. Four planets capable of supporting DNA-based, oxygen/ carbon/nitrogen-breathing, sentient
life. Like Furs. Like hunmans. How far did they have to go to | ook? How | ong had this experinment
been goi ng on? Jake of course understood the way that relativistic time dilation made hundreds of
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years pass on planets but only a few on shipboard, which was how the Vines could experinent with
Furs for generations. But the same hundreds of years must be passing on both their hone worlds.
What kind of species could sustain a war for thousands of years?

Humans had once, in a nuch nore constrai ned arena, fought sonething called the Hundred Years' War
Kari m burst out, as if he were unable to contain the question any |onger, "Wy didn't you just
blast all over the Fur planet with the vacuumdrive on your nother ship?"

"We don't do it."

The pacifismthing again. O maybe it was sonething else. Jake said, "Did you nmake your
spaceshi ps? The nother ship you had in orbit?"

"The not her ship was nade by Furs. W use it. They have many. W use nmany. W think about the
shi ps at hone, in the sun."

Karimsaid to Jake, "If it's all stolen tech, then of course the Furs can counter it. But ... how
did the Vines— He turned in enbarrassnent to Beta, "How did you capture so nmany Fur ships? How
did you get the tech to ... to think about in the sun?"

Beta was silent. Jake thought it wasn't going to answer, but then he saw that the cart's slot was
sliding open and the bioarmslithering out. Beta was going to nake a drawi ng of some sort, and it
was going to take a while.

Jake twi sted to | ook behind him Muieller stood on the ground-cover, doing deep knee bends. He

| ooked fine again. Dr. Shipley lay stretched full length on the ground, his armflung over his
face. Jake hurried over.

"He sleeps,” Mieller said. "M. Holman, | have ny weapons. But against the Fur shield they did not
wor k. VWhy?"

Now Jake renenbered the way Mieller's | aser beam had sinply disappeared before it hit the Furs or
their shuttle. Another nystery.

"I don't know, Franz. You can ask Karim but | don't think he'll know, either. However, |'m going
to tell you sonething very inportant. The Furs are going to return, and | don't want you to attack
themunless | clearly give a verbal command. Attack will only endanger our position. Do you
understand? | warn you, disobeying this order will be considered equivalent to treason.”

"Yes, sir," Mieller said unhappily. Jake, feeling like a fraud for applying mlitary structure
when he wasn't mlitary, gazed down at Shipley. The old nan snored heavily. Well, sleep was
probably good for him No one knew what |ay ahead.

When Jake returned to Beta, the bioarmhad flattened itself into a slinmy slab and colors were
form ng as various cells pignented. He waited until the process was finished, another ten m nutes.
Karimsaid, "It is a satellite array. In enornmous orbits, covering an entire star system"”

Jake | ooked at the bioarm He saw a |large center circle, four widely spaced snaller circles that
m ght have been planets, and hundreds of tiny dots quivering all over the drawing. He said
doubtfully, "I don't think they're satellites, Karim Their tech doesn't |ean that way, and how
could they have captured that many satellites fromthe Furs?"

"Not satellites,"” Beta said. "Us."

Wi ch cl eared up nothing. Jake | ooked carefully at the picture, nenorizing it. He now noticed that
the second snaller circle had a single fine filament extending into space, not unlike a tail.
"Beta, is that second planet fromthe sun your home worl d?"

"Yes."
"What is that ... string? Tail going into space?"
"Not the tail," Beta said. "The ranp."

"Ch," Jake said, clueless.

Shouti ng sounded fromthe east. Jake sprang up, straining to hear. Nan?

Beta said, "Jake Hol man."

"Yes?"

"Can WIlliam Shipley sit with us?"

"Il get him" Jake said, surprised. But before he could ask any nore about this, Nan burst from
the woods and ran toward him at top speed. Jake wal ked to neet her

"Jake! They're on their way back, Gail and the rest. The wall stopped just east of them wthin
feet. So since the Furs knew just where they were, Gail decided they may as well be here."
"Thanks, Nan," Jake said. The girl's face and arnms were covered with scratches and bruises, none
of which she seened to notice. There were | eaves caught in her chopped hair.

Coming up to Nan, Karimsaid, "lIs George com ng? | have something to describe to him"
"Of course George is conming, did you think they cooked himand ate hinf Stick to physics, Karim"
Jake went over to where Shipley still lay asleep. Kneeling, he shook Shipley gently until he woke.

"Doctor, are you all right? There's a request for you."
Shi pl ey heaved hinsel f up, |ooking toward the woods. "Soneone's hurt?"
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"No. It's Beta. The remaining Vine. It asked me if you would cone sit with it. |I think it's
grieving." O sonething.

Shi pl ey | ooked toward the encased alien. Sonething noved behind his eyes. "Are your people Jew sh,
Jake?"

"No. Why?"

"Did you ever hear of sitting kaddi sh?"

"No, " Jake admitted.

Shipley was silent a nonment before saying quietly, "It never ceases to amaze ne how human t he

Vi nes seem”

It had never ceased to amaze Jake how unhuman they seened.

Shi pl ey wal ked off toward the Vine. Watching him Jake thought about Beta's asking specifically
for Shipley. Shipley had been the one to first suggest the humans just sit quietly beside the

Vi nes' shuttle, back at the beacon tower. He had been the one to teach the Vines a sentence like
"It brings light to ny soul." Quakers, like Vines, sat silent together, thinking or dreamn ng or
what ever went on in their mnds.

And he, Jake, thought the Furs were closer to humans. The Hundred Years' War. M ght nakes right.
Tech means physics, and physics neans weapons.

Di squi eted, he wal ked toward the woods to neet Gail, Lucy, George, and Ingrid.

George said, "Not satellites. Spores.”
He studied a replica of the drawing Beta had nmade on the bioarm Everyone but Shipley sat around
the fire Gail had nmade. She'd grabbed a portable heater fromthe skinmer, but she was probably

saving it in case ... in case what? In case they were caged here a long tinme, or had to nmake their
way to Mra City. Jake didn't believe that would be possible, but it was like Gail to plan for it
anyway.

The abrupt Greentrees night had fallen. Al afternoon had been spent putting together a canp from
what they had. It was a pretty prinmtive canp because they didn't have nuch. Gil had taken from
t he skimrer only what could be carried, and she had concentrated on food. There was a one-person

i nfl atabl e brought to protect the food from weather and predators. They had five bl ankets woven
with thernmal fibers. They had dried food and a communal pot to cook it in and sone spoons, plus
the water-clean machine and a large inflatable tank to keep the sanitized water in. The cage
didn't enconpass a river, but Nan had found a nmuddy pond and all of them except Shipley had taken
turns with the nunbing work of filling the cooking pot, carrying it the mle to the clearing, and
dunmping it through the cleaner until the tank was full

Jake hadn't been able to eat much. He half listened to George, half scanned the darkness for

Shi pl ey where he still sat with the Vine. Jake had never seen such darkness; the sky had cl ouded
and the only light cane fromthe fire. Gail was al so saving the flashlights. The air was turning
chill and danp, and if Shipley sat there nuch longer he would be stiff as glass. Jake hoped like

hell it didn't rain.

George said, "Sure, it could be, Karim Their tech is bio, not physics. They can create nol ecul es
we never dreaned of, with near-perfect control. So they create sonme sort of bacteria-anal ogue that
eats at whatever nmetal the Fur hulls are nade of. O sone other vulnerable external part of their
ships. Make themself-replicating at a very fast rate. They—=

"Where are they going to get the energy for that fast replication?" Ingrid said.

"Fromthe sun, where the Vines get it."

"They' d need water."

"Ingrid," Ceorge said, not patiently, "how do we know they need water? W don't know what they
need. They're not DNA- based."

"Even so," Ingrid argued, "they have to get building-block chenicals fromsonewhere to live and to
replicate. And how did they get up there in the first place?"

George pointed to the drawing. "See this thin filament comng up fromthe planet? It could be a
space el evator."

"Coul d be," Karim conceded. He took the drawing and squinted at it as if the crude representation
could actually tell him sonething.

Lucy said, "A kind of panspermia. Only not creating life—puncturing ship hulls. Until the Vines
can get up there and appropriate the craft."

Ingrid said, "I see nore holes in this theory than | can count."”
Karimsaid, "I know. But don't forget, Ingrid, there's not only alien biotech behind this ... this
star-systemshield, there's sone alien physics as well. W can't get energy out of the vacuumto

power our ships."
"If that's what they really do," Ingrid said.
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Jake got up and stretched. Lucy | ooked up at himinquiringly, but he sniled down and gestured for
her to remain. He wanted to bring Shipley into the makeshift canp. The old man had been sitting
there, w thout even dinner, for hours.

Shipley was just getting to his feet when Jake stunbled toward hi mthrough the darkness. He could
barely make out the bul ky lines of Shipley's body.

"Doctor? Gail says to come and eat." Gail, not Nan. Nan hadn't once asked after or noved toward
her father.

"Yes. Beta is asleep, or whatever they do."

Jake wondered how you'd tell. He groped for Shipley's arm "Let ne guide you, Doctor."

"Just a minute, Jake. | want you to know sonething. Beta gave ne its death flower."

"I'ts what?"

Shi pl ey guided Jake's hand to a small packet wapped in what felt Iike layers of tightly wound
groundcover. "This. It's a death flower. A small piece of Beta that the bioarm pushed through the
slot. If any opportunity arises, |I'mto give it to any other Vines we encounter. If anything
happens to ne, will you do it?"

A conpl ex enotion seized Jake, one he didn't dare analyze. He said instead, "You swore a deat hbed
oath to an alien?"

"New Quakers don't swear oaths,

Shipley said. "Qur word should al ways be good, mneking any

addi ti onal requirenent unnecessary. But yes, | said | would do this. Beta expects to die when the
Furs return. If I can't, will you—=
"Nol

Shipley tried to peer at himin the darkness. Jake heard hinself breathing harder, felt it

sli ppi ng back over him Donnie. Ms. Dalton. Dying requests. No.

"Jake—

"Ask Gil. O Ceorge. And cone back to the canp before you get hypotherm a. You're shivering

al ready. "

"Jake—

"I said to cone!™

Silently, Shipley stunbled after himto where the hunans huddl ed, like a primtive tribe wthout
even cave or teepee, around the precious fire.

Soon after sunset the rain began, cold and relentless. Shelter was primtive. Gil had assigned
the tiny storage inflatable to Shipley and insisted he take it. "Don't argue with nme, Doctor, |'ve
got too nuch to do to indulge you." Shipley had subnitted. Jake figured he was the only one
actually dry, if not warm As conpensation, the physician had refused to take one of the five

t hermal bl anket s.

Jake and Lucy shared one, Gail and Nan another. Muieller had al so refused a bl anket from Jake
suspected, a tough-soldier stance. O maybe Miell er had unknown augnents and genuinely didn't need
it. Ingrid, George, and Karimeach |ay wapped in the other three. All of them shared a crude |ean-
to Nan had directed themto nmake, with |large forked branches driven into the ground as supports
and | ayers of branches slanting to the ground as roof and wi ndbreak. It was nildly effective
except when the wi nd changed direction suddenly and cold rain blew in slantw se. Everyone sl ept
fitfully.

A pressure built in Jake's head. He recognized it, and its intensity, and its end. Fear drenched
him colder than the rain.

"Lucy," Jake whispered in her ear, inches fromhis nouth. He breathed in the sweet, fecund snell

of her dirty hair.

"I m awake. "

"Come outside with me."

"Now? CQut si de?"

"It's stopped raining." It hadn't, really, but it had slowed to a pervasive, mserable drizzle,
and it was no nore wet out there than in the shelter. O so Jake told hinself. This sudden need to
talk to Lucy scared himwith its strength. It was Shipley, Shipley and his deathbed oath to the
dammed alien, Shipley and the nmenories he'd released ... Jake couldn't wait anynore. If he waited,
he woul d expl ode.

Lucy rose, stepping over Ingrid and Karimin the dark. Jake groped for her hand and hung on
blindly.

He I ed her through the drizzle to nowhere in particular, and ended up beside the invisible wal
behi nd the spot where the ski mer had once | anded. Twel ve hours ago, fourteen? It seened days.
Sonewhere in the wet blackness Beta sat under his done, its sides streaming with a water he could
never touch. Jake pulled Lucy to a sitting position with their backs against the wall, the therma
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bl anket a hood over both their heads.

"Jake, what is it?"

"l have to tell you something."”

He could feel her waiting.

"I have to tell you sonething, but it isn't easy to say. | just need sonmeone—you—to know the truth
before I die."

She said gently, "W won't die."

God, she was brave. He tried to match her courage. "Maybe not. Maybe | want you to know anyway. To
know what kind of a person | am"™ And then you won't |love nme anynore. But that was a risk he felt

i mpel l ed to take.

"I had a brother. Twelve years younger than |. He was ... wild. Qur parents died when | was
ni neteen and Donni e was seven. W were poor, and there wasn't anybody else, so | raised Donnie.
No, that's not true ... Donnie raised hinself. | was too busy with college and then | aw school to

do nore than buy groceries and give himlunch noney. By the tine he was ten Donni e was spending
nmost of his time on the streets, with predictable results.”

"Jake, that wasn't your—

"Just listen, please. Donnie had a police record by fourteen. | had just passed the bar and

tried to be hone nore but it was inpossible. Atlanta, where we |ived, got worse and worse and
Donni e woul d di sappear for days. So | forcibly put himin a pseudo-nilitary school in Virginia,
one of those places where they supposedly outfit troubled kids for careers in space. Mdtivation,
discipline. Goals, all the crap | still believed in then

"And it seened to be working. He nmade new friends, not street thugs but kids fromrespectable
famlies. He started spending his tine with Hobart Sullivan Dalton I11."

Jake waited, but there was no reaction from Lucy. The rain picked up again.

"You didn't ever hear about the Dalton rmurder? Twenty-five years ago?"

"Jake, | was five years old."

She still mght have heard of it, but he let it go. "The Daltons were a wealthy fanmly. Beyond
weal thy. They were what peopl e nmeant when they said that the rich had taken so much they'd drained
both poor and the Earth itself. Anna Standi sh Dalton was a wi dow and Hobart was her youngest son
The two ol der kids were good little vanpires but Hobart had decided it was nore fun to kick his
relatives than to enjoy his advantages."

Lucy said, "Like Nan Frayne."

"It isn't the ... never nmind. Maybe. Hobart and Donni e teamed up and stole inside the school
outside the school, anywhere they could. The school expelled them Donnie canme hone and | gave him
hell so he disappeared into the high-tech sluns of northern Virginia with Hobart. He enmil ed every
once in a while, and eventually | had a junper follow the electronic trail and track himdown. It
took me a couple years to get to it because | was having my own troubles. My wife and | were in
the middl e of a nasty divorce."

"Your ... wife?"

"Rania." Strange to think that Rania had been dead and buried for decades now, back on that
shadowy Earth lost in tinme dilation. "W didn't have nuch noney, but she wanted it all. | didn't
want to give it to her. W spent enornous anmounts of time fighting each other, and Donni e got | ost
in the snoke of battle. But when | found himin Virginia, | took an aircab up there and checked
into a hotel and started the utterly futile process of arguing himback to a straight life. It was
like arguing with the wind. | could see that Donnie, and Hobart, too, were both using neptune and
it was already destroying them They were gaunt and crazy-eyed and filthy. | wouldn't give Donnie
any noney for the drug, and | gathered that Ms. Dalton wouldn't give Hobart any, either. He
didn't cone into any noney of his own till he turned twenty-one."

This time when he paused, Lucy stayed quiet.

"I decided to go see Ms. Dalton to discuss the boys, and | told Donnie | was going that sane
night. | took a robocab to the estate. | was just approaching the front door of the suburban

still out of sight of the surveillance vids, when the gate burst open and Donnie ran out. He was
hysterical. | nmade himtell ne what had happened. Wen he had, | thought quicker than | ever had
innm life. | was a state's attorney, Lucy. | knew how t hese things worked."

Jake's mouth felt dry, despite the rain. He licked his lips. Lucy was very still.

"I made Donni e change clothes with nme. Boots, coverall, face mask, gloves. | told himto wal k back
to the city, get as far as he could before the police caught him and not to resist arrest when
they did. Hobart had taken the surveillance system down, and it was still out. He knew, or had
gotten, the codes. | walked right in. | thought I mght see servants, but | didn't.

"Ms. Dalton and Hobart lay in her study, where Donnie said they were. Probably he'd fired first,
and his gun was still in his hand. She'd been quick, though, maybe even sinultaneous, and her gun
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was right beside her. Maybe Hobart hadn't expected her to use it. It's one thing to shoot your
mother. It's another to have a nother kill a child, even a child that's just forced her to open
her e-account and transfer a mllion dollars to you

"When | went in, | planned on sinply taking sonething, anything, that mght help in Donnie's
defense. | knew he'd be caught. Forensics is too danm sophisticated; he'd have left fibers and God-
knows-what all over the place. | did, too, but it was all from Donnie's clothing. They'd know
soneone el se had conme in, but they wouldn't know who. Not an inch of me was exposed. | picked up
an e-tablet, thinking I'd check out later whose it was, what if anything it said. Then | noticed
that Ms. Dalton was still alive. And | saw sonething else."”

Lucy made a novenent and Jake put a restraining hand on her arm |f she interrupted now, he didn't
think he could finish this.

"She'd been shot maybe ten minutes ago. | was pretty sure she was dying, but her heart was stil
punmpi ng. That neant her blood was still flowing. As long as the blood flows anywhere, it flows
everywhere, including through the capillaries in the eye. And Hobart had already forced her to

open her e-account for a transfer. |I—=

"No..."

"Yes. | dragged her by her hair to the term nal and shoved her retina against the scanner. It

aut horized a noney transfer. | dropped her and transferred ten billion dollars to the Bolivian
secret account |'d set up to keep assets away from Rania, and | left the house. It was a major
conjunction of circunmstances that had cone together, |like a major conjunction of planets, and just
as rare. To ne it meant that | was intended to defend Donnie. | took the noney, which was stil

only a fraction of the Dalton estate, to hire the best Iawers | could to defend him The cops
woul d suspect where the noney canme from of course, but they wouldn't be able to prove anything.
They wouldn't be able to put me on the scene. My practice and ny |ife would be ruined but it
seermed to ne, in the fever of that nmonent, that ny ruin was right, too, because | owed it to
Donnie. I'd failed himand it was my job to nake it up to him Lucy, | left that house in a gl ow
of unholy virtue, illumnated by my own inner light."

"Jake?" Gl called fromthe direction of the shelter. "Lucy?"

Jake said, "Only it didn't work out that way. There was no defense. Conjunctions of circunstances
last only an instant, you know, and then the planets nove on. Donnie went straight to a neptune
den in the city, took an overdose, and died the next day."

Gail, nore insistent: "Jake! Are you out there? Are you all right?"

"I was never even a suspect. The cops assuned either Hobart or Donnie had transferred the noney
before the shooting. Bolivian accounts were absolutely secret and absolutely secure. If they

hadn't been, half the transnationals m ght have collapsed. That ten billion dollars had just

di sappeared off the face of the Earth, for all anyone could prove."

"Jake—

"Just a little bit nore. | waited five full years. Then | spent one billion of the ten to have the
best crimnal junper in the world create a rich uncle to | eave ne the other nine in his will. By
the tine he finished, ny Swiss uncle Johan had a lifelong e-trail, friends, old retainers,

everything. Then | started Mra Corp and | ooked for investors as eager to get off the stinking
corrupt planet as | was. My first investor was WIliam Shipley, upright |eader of a New Quakers
sect that wanted to live a purer and nore idealistic |ife somewhere el se."

"Jake!" Gail called, and now there was real fear in her voice.

"We're all right, Gail. Leave us alone!" Jake yelled, but instead of calling back an enbarrassed
apol ogy, Gail nust have started toward them Jake saw a flashlight bobbing toward themin the

dar k.

"You know the rest, Lucy. And now you know it all. You're a pretty pure and idealistic person
yoursel f. Can you still say you | ove soneone who's done what | did?"

He couldn't see her face. She was silent, and in her silence Jake saw why he'd told her. Not
because of Beta's deathbed request to Shipley, that Shipley had the damed gall to pass on to
Jake. Not so that soneone knew the truth about Jake before he died. Not even to test Lucy's
enotion for him No, he'd told her in order to destroy that enotion. And then you won't | ove ne
anynore. And he woul d be free of the burden of living up to it.

"Lucy?" he said gently, alnost caressingly. Still she didn't nove or speak. And then Gail had
reached them oblivious, organized, officious Gail, shining her flashlight into both their faces
and saying, "Hey, you two shouldn't be out here alone in the rain. Is something wong?"

"No, Gail," Jake said wearily. "Nothing's wong except that we're caged in the rain by enornously
power ful war-crazed aliens intent on genocide. Oher than that, things are exactly as they were
before."
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Shipl ey woke stiff in every nmuscle, even though he'd lain on the cushioned inflatable floor in the
only dry shelter. It took hima while to crawl out and stand. He flexed his knees and then his
shoul ders, which hel ped not at all, and felt in his pocket. It was still there.

Gail had given hima waterproof, e-sealed plastic box the size of his palmto keep Beta's "death
flower" in, replacing the pathetic wappings of Geentrees groundcover. Shipley didn't know what
she'd dunmped out of the box to free it. Wiatever it was, Gail would have efficiently stored it
sonmewhere el se. She stood now directing breakfast, which was bei ng cooked over the portable

heat er. Maybe there wasn't enough dry wood after the rain. The sky was still overcast.

Everyone el se seened to be up and doi ng sonething. Shipley |ooked for Naom but didn't see her. He
headed for Beta.

The little Vine's cart stood beside a curve of the invisible wall. After much di scussion, humans
still had no idea why one Vine had been left alive, even if only tenporarily. For future torture,
i f necessary? Shipl ey shuddered.

Nor did he know howto tell if Beta were awake, assum ng the Vine had any ot her nbde. Beta had

tal ked of "dreami ng,” but Shipley didn't know if that referred to sleep, neditation, or sone

unknowabl e alien state.

"Hello, WIliam Shipley," the translator said in its flat voice.

"Good norning, Beta."

"Sit with us in silence, WIlliam Shipley."

He' d brought his stool. Pressing the button to inflate it, Shipley |lowered hinself to the plastic

and bent his head. His stomach runbled but he ignored it.

Sil ence. Peace.

He wasn't sure how | ong he sat there. He was not noved to speak. Beta was.

"WIliam Shipley, we die this day."

"I'f the Light chooses," he said, because he had to say sonething.

"Death is sadness to us."

"But only sadness,” he said, and this time the words were not sinply to fill the space. Somnething

nmoved in Shipley, deep and heartfelt, and he closed his eyes in gratitude.

"Yes," Beta said. "The death flowers will grow. They have grown two tines. They can grow three

tinmes."

"So you told ne last night, Beta."

"You must tell Jake Hol man."

Shi pl ey opened his eyes. "Tell Jake about the gene library? Wy?"

"The Furs may kill you, WIIliam Shipley. They may kill all humans. O they may kill sone humans.

You are not like us. You are |like our nobiles. You are like the Furs also. The Furs have a | eader

one who speaks first. You have a | eader, one who speaks first. If they |eave any human, they will

| eave the | eader. Tell Jake Hol man about the death flowers. Tell Jake Hol man where the death

flower planet is. He will return our death flower to us."

It was the | ongest speech Shipley had ever heard froma Vine. How many of George's "chem ca

signal s" had been required to fuel the translator? Shipley realized that Beta had been preparing

this speech all night. How long could the Vine go inside that done, w thout outside refueling of
somet hi ng? CGeorge had guessed that the closed ecosystem nmi ght be self-sustaining for a while,

but not indefinitely, or all the slime wouldn't have been needed inside the Vines' shuttle.

He said, "I will tell Jake Holman," and the inner silence, the precious inner peace, vanished.

"Bet a—

"Thank you. W will sit in shared silence."

There was not hing el se he coul d do.

They were still sitting there, Shipley and the Vine, when the noise began, nounted, becane |ight

in the sky.

"They're here again," Jake called. "Everyone in!"

Shipley didn't nove. Beta said not hing.

The Fur shuttle set down where the village had stood. Immediately the ranp opened and all three

Furs stepped out. The fermal e wal ked over to Beta, while the other two strode to the hunans,

cl ustered behind Jake.

Shi pley stood. "No, please, listen to ne first—=
The Fur ignored him She had no translator; to her he'd been spewi ng gi bberish. He took a step
toward her but she ignored that as well. There was sonething in her hand.

Behi nd him Karimbegan to whistle, sweet and slow, one of the songs that Beta had so enjoyed the
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day before.
"Good-bye, WIliam Shipley," Beta said. The Fur fired. The Vine and its little cart di sappeared.
" Good- bye, Beta Vine," Shipley whispered.

The femal e Fur waved Shipley toward the others. He stood numbly beside Naom . The | eader said

t hrough the egg-shaped translator on the ground, "You. Step here.”

He neant Jake. Jake hesitated, then noved to the place indicated, a few yards fromthe others. The
other mal e Fur grabbed his arm and began cutting off his clothes with sonme instrunent held in his
furry hand.

"Hey!" Naomi said angrily and | eaped forward. Gail tried to grab her but nmissed. It didn't matter
Naomi hit an invisible barrier. They were caged again.

Naoni started cursing, a stream of words so foul that Shipley stared in shock. Gail said sharply,
"Stop it, Nan! The translator doesn't know those words anyway, so the only one you're upsetting is
Jake." Naom subsided, leaning into the wall, her face a silent snarl.

The Fur continued shredding until Jake stood naked. Gooseflesh rose on himin the cool norning
air. Shipley | ooked away until the Fur ran a curved dark object over Jake's body, front and back
Wien he'd finished, the | eader said, "Wat are you?"

"I ama human," Jake said. He stood with his arnms defiantly at his sides, refusing to shield
hinself. His genitals hung Iinp and pale.

The | eader swatted hi mon the shoul der, hard enough for Jake's face to register pain. "Wat are
you?" The question, repeated in the enotionless translator voice, sounded obscene.

Jake tried again. "I amthe | eader of the humans."

Evidently this was what was wanted. The femal e pushed Jake aside. He |urched sideways but didn't
fall, encased in a second of the invisible walls.

The other mal e reached toward the huddl e of humans. The cl osest one was Naomi .

"No!" Shipley cried, in a shrill reedy voice he didn't recognize as his own. Gail's was nuch
stronger.

"Nan, don't struggle. Do you hear ne—don't struggle. You'll only end up dead or nmined!"

Shipley's eyes blurred. But for perhaps the first tinme in her life, Naoni |istened to someone. She

stood sullen but quiet while the Fur cut off her clothing and ran the curved rod over her. It was

a weapons' check, Shipley realized. He | ooked away from his daughter's naked body.

"What are you?"

Naoni growl ed, "I amthe nessenger for the humans." The fenal e shoved her besi de Jake.

The invisible barrier nmust open and cl ose when the Furs wanted it to, Shipley realized. Naoni...

George was next. The m ddl e-aged botanist was slightly overwei ght, and his doughy body was stri ped

with suntanned and white parts. He stood stoically, not resisting.

"I ama scientist of plants.”

"l ama scientist of evolution.” Lucy, her naked body so thin that her ribs showed bel ow t he smal

breasts. Did the translator understand the word "evol ution"? Yes. Lucy was pushed beside Ceorge,

Naom , and Jake.

"I ama scientist of stars and planets." Karim his hard, brown body barely held in control

sonet hi ng dangerous novi ng behind the dark eyes.

"I ama scientist of genes." Ingrid, for once not arguing.

"l ama soldier." Mieller. Shipley would have expected himto go sooner. O did soldiers hold

back, | ooking for a chance to attack? If so, Mieller hadn't found it. The rebuilt spoke as flatly

as the translator itself. Wite welts marked the scars on his body where the cloned organs had

been transplanted into him

Only Shipley and Gail left. The whol e obscene procedure reninded Shipley of sonmething, pulled at

the edges of his stunned mind. Some point in history, when humans had stripped ot her humans and

forced themto identify thenselves, formng |ines of those who would live and those who would die
He couldn't renenber. He couldn't think. And there were no lines here, just a clunp of naked,

shivering people behind a wall they couldn't see.

Bel atedly, Shipley tried to step in front of Gail, but she el bowed hi maside. Wile she was

stripped, Shipley watched Naoni. He had never seen such a terrifying | ook on any human face; he

woul d not have known a human face could ook |ike that.

"l aman adnministrator,"” Gail said. The translator was silent; it had | earned English by way of

Vine, and Vine was unlikely to include a word for "adm nistrator.” The second mal e sl amred his

fist into Gail. She staggered sideways and he caught her bruised armin a cruel grip.
She didn't crunble. Cbviously in pain, she said, "I ama keeper of nanmes."
Sonet hi ng changed on the | eader's furred face, until now as still as stone. His gaze jerked to

her. The translator at his feet said, "You are the keeper of nanmes and birds?"
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Bi rds? Shipley thought he hadn't heard right. But Gail was quicker. She said firmy, "I amthe
keeper of lists and birds."

The | eader let out the roar he had only before given on first |anding. The second nal e dropped
Gail's arm Then all three Furs dropped to their knees, the powerful balancing tails fol ded under
t hem

The genuflection—f that's what it was—tasted only a noment. Then the Furs were standi ng again,

bal anced on their tails. The translator said, "W honor the keeper of names and birds. You may die
now, if you choose to die now for birds and the norning sky."

Gail said shakily, "I do not choose to die now"
"You will tell us when you choose to die for birds and the norning sky."
She said, "I will tell you when |I choose to die for birds and the norning sky."

The | eader roared again. Gail was |led, but not shoved, to the others. Shipley was dazzled by her
presence of mind

Then it was his turn. He stood quietly, staring at the ground, while the clothing was cut from
him The sudden air on his chest and genitals felt colder than he expected. Shane, primtive and
undeserved, flooded him The curved rod was run lightly over his body, and stopped at his hand.
Voluntarily he opened it to show the seal ed nmetal box.

"I fix broken human bodies," Shipley said. He doubted that "doctor" had been in the Vines

I exicon; with their exquisite nastery of genetics, the Vines probably repaired thenselves. "This
is my device to fix humans. | nust have it to fix humans.”

The Fur took Beta's death flower fromhimand tossed it onto the pile of shredded cl othing. The
femal e rai sed her weapon and fired, and all of it vani shed.

Beta's genetic identity would never nake it to the hidden library. Beta was gone forever. Shipley
still couldn't recall where he'd read about the double Iline of naked prisoners, those to |live and
those to die, their ancestral lines ended with them He w shed he could renenber.

He wi shed even nore that he had known Beta's actual, true nane.

The ni ne humans were herded aboard the shuttle. Either it had been built in two sections or it had
been altered overni ght, because the part they occupied was conpletely separate fromany access to
anything el se. A featureless half-egg-shaped box, it contained nothing but thick padding on the
floor. The tenperature was rmuch col der than outside

"Cargo hold?" Ingrid faltered. "If it's not pressurized..."

"They're too smart for that," George said. "Their planet is probably col der than ours. Look at
that fur."

Karim said, "Lie down, everyone. Now. This thing doesn't have a McAndrew Drive, and there's going
to be acceleration.”

To fit, they had to squeeze tightly against each other. Shipley found hinself between the wall and
a red-faced Lucy. She was so tight against himthat he felt her small nipples harden with the
cold, and then felt hinself redden stupidly.

"Lifting," Karimsaid, unnecessarily. Apparently the scientists eased their fear by ora

reporting.
A wei ght slamred into Shipley's chest. He couldn't breathe. Hs eyeballs burned, and his body
turned to lead, and still he could not force air into his lungs. He felt hinself on the edge of

bl ackout, and then it was over and he was gasping, his lungs on fire.

"Not too bad," George gasped. "No nore than six gees, and fast."

Jake said, "Everyone all right? Doctor?"

"Y-yes," Shipley said, and a part of his nmind registered that Jake's voice canme fromthe other
side of the tiny cabin. Not fromthe other side of Lucy.

Karimsat up. "Gravity. W're not in free fall. How the hell do they do that?"

Jake said, "WII that gravity burst cone again, Karin? Should we stay |ying down?"

Karimsaid, "I don't see why it would if we're going to dock with the nother ship."

Jake didn't say to lie down again anyway. Shipley saw why: sitting, they had at |east a few inches
of space between them

But it was cold, so cold. They noved together anyway, wordlessly, shivering. Lucy's slimbody felt
like ice. Shipley, fatter, estimated his body tenperature to be as nmuch as three degrees above
hers. He put his arnms around her, and in a few m nutes they were one mass of flesh, rattling with
the bone-pi ercing col d.

Fortunately, it didn't last long. A gentle jolt, and the door slid open. The |lead Fur and his two
lieutenants stood there. Roughly they pulled the humans fromthe shuttle, which seenmed to be
encased in a close, dimbay of some kind. They were pushed through a door, which cl osed behind
them Mercifully, it was warm
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Anot her bare room except for floor matting. Two netal eggs sat on the floor. One was a transl ator
the sane one as on Greentrees or a different one. The second, open at the top, was filled with
wat er. The door cl osed.

"No food," Ingrid said.

Jake said, "lIs everybody all right?"

Ragged yeses.

"Ckay," Jake said. "W don't know where they're taking us, or why, or howlong the flight wll
take. But we're not dead yet. That's sonething.”

No one answer ed.

Gail said briskly, "Wierever we're going, we don't have to sit here doing nothing on the way.
Karim didn't you say that this ship had a ... a Sonebody's Drive? So that it can accelerate and
decelerate really fast and so get between star systens nuch faster than we can?"

"Yes," Karimsaid. "The McAndrew Drive. There's a disk of superdense material that—=

"Good," Gail said. "So we won't have those gees when the ship | eaves orbit?"

"Shouldn't have. In fact, we nay have left orbit already."

"Good," Gail said, nodding. "Then this floor padding isn't really necessary. Let's see how nuch of
the cloth we can get up and tear or bite or sonething into strips. Maybe we can nake sone sort of
m ni mal clothing. W don't know what the tenperature will be where we're going. And it will keep
us busy."

Ingrid was looking at Gail as if Gail had | ost her mind. But Jake said, "It's a good idea, Gail
Al right, let's start.”

"Wait," Shipley said, and his voice cane out a high quaver. He tried again. "Wait. Please."

Everyone turned toward him He had to be careful. If he called it a neeting for worship, or even a
shared silence, no one would participate. There would be noise, chatter, argunent, scientific
specul ation. Whuld it be untruth to call it sonething el se?

No. And the need was great.

He said, "Before we start making clothes, could we have a tine of silence for Beta? A ... a
menori al ?"

He scanned the faces. Jake's full of strain, Gail's inpatient. Lucy's and, surprisingly, Karims
soft with sudden conpassion. Mieller, inpassive as always. Ingrid and George indifferent.

He didn't dare |l ook at Naomi's. Naomi, with her scorn for him her unholy glee in causing hurt. He
wasn't strong enough just now to withstand her, as he had withstood her her whole life, trying to
show her a better way. He was so tired. Beta was dead, and Shipley had failed in the last thing
the Vine had asked of him If Naom turned her cruelty on himnow, Shipley realized with fresh
horror, he didn't think he could keep from breaki ng down.

Jake said gently, "OF course, Doctor. W can have a few nonents' silence for Beta. He was ... he
was al ways gentle."

Ingrid scow ed. Shipley blocked out the sight by closing his eyes and bowi ng his head. He didn't
know if the others did the sane, but at |east no one spoke. Shipley tried to clear his mnd, to
clear the way for peace and light, if they would cone. It was hard. They were all there,
tolerating the silence but not sharing it, inpatient to get on with the decisions and actions they
relied upon instead. It wasn't a nmeeting for worship. It wasn't a neeting for anything, not even a
renmenbrance of Beta. It was an interruption he had pushed onto themall fromhis own arrogance,
his own m staken attenpt to give when he needed instead to receive, a futile and pointless

i mposition that brought no one anything, not even hinself...

Then Karim began to whistle. A noment |ater Shipley felt the touch of small callused fingers, and
Naom 's hand stole into his own.

23

Gail didn't know how | ong she'd been asl eep. She was jolted awake by the opening of a door

A Fur stood in the doorway, staring inpassively at the humans jerking abruptly awake on the ship's
deck. A few, hard sl eepers, didn't hear the door and slept on, oblivious. The Fur—which nmay or nmay
not have been one of the three they'd seen before, the Furs all |ooked alike to Gail—+egistered no
reaction at the bands of gray cloth torn up fromthe deck matti ng and now wrapped around hunman
bodi es at various points. Mst people had sinmply tied their allotment around their hips, covering
their genitals. Lucy and Nan were small enough that their share stretched over their breasts as
well, a primtive sarong.

"Cone," the Fur said, through the translator egg he carried. The snooth egg shape had now sprouted
a handl e. Convenient, Gl thought. She shook George awake.
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The nine humans followed the Fur through the sane narrow featurel ess corridor, or perhaps a
different one, to the shuttle. Again they were herded into the claustrophobic space. Gil, the
last to enter, felt a Fur tentacle on her arm and j unped.

"Keeper of names and birds, you may die now, if you choose to die now for birds and the norning

sky. "
Not a sky in sight, nmorning or otherwise. Not to nention birds. Gail said as firmy as she could
manage, "l do not choose to die now for birds and the norning sky."

The Fur let her go and she clinmbed into the shuttle.

"Lie down," Jake said sharply. "Possible acceleration." He had barely finished tal ki ng when Gai
felt the gees pressing down on her. She endured it, having no choice, not fighting. After a few
nmonents it passed.

"Everyone?" Jake said. "Doctor?"

Nan answered. "He passed out. But he's breathing." She watched her father, and Gail watched Nan
Nan had held his hand during the pathetic, mawkish "nenorial silence" for the dead Vine, but let
go of it immedi ately afterward and hadn't gl anced at hi magain. Whatever was going on with Nan
Gail wi shed the girl would get over it. Nan should make up her mind to either behave decently
toward Shipley or ignore him Just as Nan should nake up her mnd about the Furs. She'd chanpi oned
the experinental Furs on Greentrees and she hated the callous Furs here. This seemed cl ear enough
to Gail, and reasonabl e, but Nan apparently conplicated it in her own perverse mind. For sone
reason she needed a unified set of reactions, and it was tearing her up, and Gail couldn't see
why. Gail felt herself growing inmpatient with Nan's angui sh about aliens. It was self-indul gent.
And Jake, too, had something weird going on between himand Lucy, sonething that had started
during their night talk in the rain. Lucy wouldn't neet his eyes or sit near him not once during
the day and a half aboard the Fur ship. If it had been a day and a half; the lights never di ned
and all they'd had to go by was their own internal clocks.

Why coul dn't any of them Nan and Shipley and Jake and Lucy and probably even Franz Mueller, stil
broodi ng over having killed Scherer, recognize what was genuinely inportant here? Survival was
what mattered now. The rest was just self-absorption. Gail wanted to shake them

Her belly runbled. God, she was starving. No food had ever been offered on the ship. Lucy and Nan,
with no extra body fat, already | ooked gaunt in the face. The others, nore confortably padded,
just | ooked hungry.

"Decel eration," Karimcalled, and everyone braced thensel ves agai nst the only thing possible, each
other. Gail's bones were rattling when the shuttle stopped.

What was outside?

The door opened. Jake had positioned hinself to be the first out, followed by Mieller. Gl went

| ast, behind Shipley and Karim the old man | eaning on the young physicist.

A different planet. Expected, of course, but still a shock. Her body felt heavy, sluggish. She

| ooked around and bli nked.

They stood on a wi de plateau beside a steep mountain. In one direction rose red rocky sl opes, half
covered with greenish vegetation. After so long on Geentrees, the red stone and green flora

| ooked strange, wrong. Plants should be purple.

In the opposite direction she could see for nmiles, a vista of rugged terrain. Valleys, rivers,
nmore nountains. The sun low in the sky was small and very bright, and the shadows had knife-sharp
edges and strange coloring. Was it the sane sun? Yes, they hadn't been traveling | ong enough to
have left the Greentrees star system

A slow, cold wind blew. The air, which raised goose bunps on her skin, snelled pungent with ..
sonet hing. Sonmething rotting. Gail took a step forward. The ground pulled at her. The sky was

naked of birds ... too nuch gravity? Despite herself, Gail felt tears prick her eyes. The scene
was too alien, austere and wild and unwel com ng. Angry at her weakness, she blinked the tears
away.

To her left stood a large triangular stone building, the rough reddish stones nortared together in
no particular patterns, and some nuch snaller outbuildings. Snoke rose froma hole in the roof. It
snell ed acrid. Something brightly colored was tied to pol es beside the building, but Gail had no

i dea what it was.

Two Furs had al so exited the shuttle. One addressed Jake as if the others didn't exist. "This is
anot her pl anet where eneni es nade our people as bl asphenmies. W will |eave you humans here. The
enenmy will come here to visit the bl asphenmies. They will take you in their ship if you ask themto
take you in their ship. They will take you to their planet.

"You will not tell themwe have found this world. You will not tell them we have found the other
worl d where you were. You will tell themyou were |eft here by other humans to die. They wll take
you to their planet.
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"On their planet you will be under their shield. You will destroy their shield so we can attack
You will not tell themwhy you will destroy their shield. You will tell us where you are and what
you do on your— and the transl ator barked an untransl atabl e sound.

Si nul t aneousl y, the Fur handed Jake a flat netal tablet that Gail recognized instantly. The screen
fromthe portable version of the Mra Cty quee sender/receiver, severed fromits energy source.
It had been transported to the beacon site in case sone final, fatal confrontation occurred and
that had been the | ast chance to quee Earth about the fate of the Geentrees colony. The Furs mnust
have taken it fromthe human ski mrer before they blew up the craft.

The Fur said, "If you do not do all these things, we will destroy Greentrees and your city and al
humans on Greentrees. If you do not do all these things, we will find Earth and destroy it. Earth
will not be hard to find." The Fur turned to go.

"Wait!" Jake said. "W have questions!”

The Fur turned back, w thout change of expression. At least not as far as Gail could tell

Jake said, "How do we destroy the shield? W don't know how to do that!"

"Then you rnust |earn how "

"But ... we have no weapons!"

"You nust learn how," the Fur repeated.

Gail said, "The quee you gave us ... our sender-to-you-of-information"—she pointed to the tablet
in Jake's hand—it has no power! It will not send to you w thout power!"

"W put power into it," the Fur said. "It will send to us, Keeper of Lists and Birds."

" But =

"If you do not do all these things, we will destroy Greentrees and your city and all hunans on
Geentrees. If you do not do all these things, we will find Earth and destroy it."

Gail watched Jake pull hinself together. "You have said, Leader, that we nust destroy the shield
fromthe eneny planet. But think about this for a nminute. W do not have such advanced technol ogy
as you. You know that fromour shuttle, our weapons, our quee power source, which was so much

bi gger and nore clunsy than yours. You are clearly superior to us in technology. So if you cannot
destroy the shield, how can we humans, who—

"If you do not do all these things," the Fur said, "we will destroy G eentrees and your city and
all humans on Greentrees. If you do not do all these things, we will find Earth and destroy it."
Once again he turned, inpervious to Jake's flattery or logic. Gail felt panic rising in her

The first Fur disappeared into the shuttle. The second spoke directly to her.

"Keeper of Names and Birds, you may die now, if you choose to die now for birds and the norning
sky."

"I don't choose to die, damm it!" Gail said, before she could stop herself. The Fur didn't react.
It disappeared into the shuttle, and a second later the shuttle began to lift. Gail felt the heat

shock, nuch less than froma human craft but still perceptible, and threw herself on the ground
with her arms over her head. By the tinme she got up, unhurt, the shuttle had gone.

"Al'l right," Jake said, stopped, started again. "We need shelter and food. |I'mgoing to knock on
the door of that charmng chateau and see if we can get an invitation to tea. Franz and GCeorge,
you cone with ne. Gail, take everybody else ... sonewhere. Behind that boulder, | guess, or into
that ravine. And take this."

Nan said, "I'mgoing with you, Jake. | lived with Furs on Geentrees." He didn't argue, either

because it was too nuch trouble or because he thought she night actually be useful. Gail

consi dered both reasons speci ous. These Furs—f they turned out to be Furs—weren't the sane as
the ones on Greentrees. And it was a |l eader's place to enforce his own deci sions.

"Gve nme the quee," she said to Jake. Often, although not invariably, she had been the one to use
it both aboard the Ariel and in Mra City. He handed it to her. Detached fromits clunsy and | arge
base, it felt unnaturally light. Could there really be enough power in there for a quantum

entangl ement energy link with whatever counterparts the Furs had on their ship? And how were the
crazy aliens going to read the English witing she woul d send? None of it made any sense. Nothing
had nmade any sense since the first Fur colony had been di scovered on G eentrees

"Al'l right, everybody," she said, "let's go."

The rough ground, red rocks mxed with low prickly plants bearing pungent dark blue berries, hurt
her bare feet. And God al one knew what pathogens they were stepping in, or breathing in. If
exposure didn't get them disease m ght.

Don't think like that.

"Dr. Shipley, can you manage?" she asked. The old man | ooked both terrible and ridicul ous, his
huge belly hangi ng over the strip of gray cloth tied around his hips, his gray-haired chest
prickling with gooseflesh fromthe cold. Every line in his face sagged.

"Yes, | can, Gail. Thank you." Lucy and Kari m hel ped hi m down the slope behind the boul der. At the
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bottom Gail saw, was a sort of indentation in the cliff wall. Less than a cave, nore than an
overhang. It woul d do.

They slipped and slid down the slope, pebbles clattering away under their feet. Gail's body felt
too heavy. She stepped on sonething sharp and cursed. But inside the not-quite-a-cave they were
protected fromthe wind, and the rock was even warm from sunshi ne. She sat down gratefully.

I nmredi ately Karimbegan to talk. "I think that's an F-class star, maybe an F7 or F8. | would guess
fromthe level of glare that we're nmuch farther fromthe primary than Terra is from Sol, so we're
not getting nearly the energy. The gravity seens about a third nore than Terra. The air pressure
is greater, that's why you're having troubl e breathing. The—=

"Karim" @il said, "is any of this informati on of practical use to us?"

He thought a minute. "There's probably nore W, X rays, and charged particles than we're used to.
We should try to stay out of the sun.”

"Great," Gail said. "The sun is the only thing keeping us fromfreezing."

"And don't nove too quickly. It's going to take a while to adjust to this denser air pressure."
Gai | exam ned the bottom of her foot. Wiatever she'd stepped on hadn't broken the skin.

Lucy said, "I saw sonme garden plots behind that stone lodge. | could go get sone food. If the Furs
can eat it, maybe we can, too."

Ingrid snapped, "You don't even know if Furs are the Iife formhere."

True enough. Wthout information, without their technology to test new plants and excavate tunnels
and protect themfrom predators and cure them of m shaps, they were hel pl ess. Near-naked infants
with nothing to do but wait.

Fortunately, the wait wasn't |ong. Ceorge reappeared, |ooking excited and ridiculous in his

i nadequate gray loincloth. "Gil! Everybody! Cone on up, there's food in the | odge."

They scranbl ed up the small slope, Lucy and Karim hel ping Dr. Shipley. The old nan was puffing
badly. On the plateau, the cold wind hit themagain. Gail was glad to enter the stone | odge.

I nside was warm snoky, and crowded. An open hearth burned in the center of the room the snoke
ascendi ng through the hole in the roof. Woden beans were hung w th unrecogni zabl e bunches of

pl ants and hunks of what |ooked |ike neat inside clear nenbranes. A dozen Furs sat huddl ed

toget her on one side of the fire, half of themchildren. As usual, Gail couldn't read their
expressions, but there was no nmistaking their postures. Gail had seen that shrinking in dogs, in
cats, in cornered nmice, as well as in human beings. These Furs were terrified.

On the other side of the fire, eating sonething grayish-green, sat the rest of the humans except
for Nan. She crouched with the Furs, carefully matching her body posture to theirs, growing
softly at one of the adults.

Jake said, "They seem scared witless of us. Ingrid thinks the viral alteration in this |lot m ght
be sonet hing anal ogous to the human trait of novelty avoi dance. Anything new scares theminto
paral ysis."

Gail said, "Should you be eating that?" Her mouth watered fromjust seeing it.

George said seriously, "W don't have nuch choice. Either we eat or we starve. The Furs nade this,
it's a sort of dried plant nush, | think. There are piles of it in that hole over there. They
didn't object when we took sone."

Nan said acidly fromthe other side of the fire, "They wouldn't object if we took everything they
owned. Don't you understand? They've been nutilated, in their brains and in their surviva
instincts, so that the Vines can create Furs who are so afraid of themthey'll do anything to
avoi d new obj ects, experiences, or beings. It's experinental rape."

So Nan had resol ved her conflict about aliens. She'd found a new group of victins to chanpion, and
the Vines were again the evil dehunanizers. So to speak

Gail peered into the hole George had indicated. It was Iined with nore clear nenbranes and filled
with chunks of the gray-greenish food. She picked up a piece and licked it. Slightly bitter, but
not repul sive. Her belly was having contractions from hunger. She chewed on the chunk and sat
close to the wel cone warnth of the fire.

"If we all die in the night," CGeorge said, "that will solve the issue of what to do next."

"We're not going to die in the night," Gil said. Now they had food, shelter, possible nentors.
There was sonething for her to work with.

"Gail," Jake said, "wake up. They're gone."

"What ?" She lay on the | odge floor, wapped in a blanket nade of sone grayish pelt she couldn't
identify but which itched. It also snelled strange. Neither snmell nor itch had kept her from

sl eep. After three nights featuring rain, tension, and cold, falling asleep in this itchy hide in
this snoke-filled space had seened |ike the greatest luxury inaginable. So, of course, it hadn't

| ast ed.
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"They're gone," Jake repeated. "The Furs. Al of them"

She sat up. The | odge was full of pale watery |light: dawn. Everyone |ay asleep except Jake, Karim
and. . .

"Where's Nan?" Ch, God, she had gone with them the little idealistic fool..

"Qutside. Karimwanted to see if the charged light fromthe primary produces auroras. He |eft

wi t hout noticing whether the Furs were here or not, but Nan woke up when she heard himand she
noticed right away. She woke ne."

"And you woke ne," Gail said, trying to hide her relief that Nan hadn't traipsed off to live with
the natives. "Wy?"

"Because while Kari mwas stargazi ng he thought he saw an object noving anong the stars. It m ght
just be a conmet or neteor, he said. But it also mght be a ship."

"Already?"

"Presumabl y," Jake said dryly, "the Furs plan well. Gil, if there is a ship, and if it's Vines,
and if they indeed rescue us, we have to deci de what we're going to do."

"l know," Gail said. It had actually been a kind of luxury to concentrate on sinple survival

Food, water, clothing, shelter. It kept the larger issues at bay. Genocide, treachery, planetary
sabot age, the destruction of Mra City. Nobody should have to nake decisions that big.

She said softly, "We couldn't do it even if we wanted to, Jake. W don't have the faintest idea
how. "

"Real | y?" he said bitterly. "Not even you? The keeper of lists and birds?"

"Go fuck yourself," she said, and felt a little better. "Are there auroras out there?"

"Spect acul ar ones. All over the sky. | suggest you catch them now, before the sun rises.”

"No," Gil said. "I'd rather get everybody up and breakfast organized."

They ate quickly, silently, a necessary task rather than the slavering relief it had been | ast

ni ght. Even Muieller ate, although reluctantly. He seened to shudder when the alien food touched
his lips. Ingrid threw another log on the dying fire. Several people sat wapped in their itchy
bl ankets. Gail, George, and Lucy had already started to hack and tie theirs into sonething nore
cl osely approxi mating cl ot hi ng.

Gail waited for Jake to begin. He | ooked better than she expected, reasonably rested and fed, but
control | ed desperation tautened his face.

"All right, here are our options as | see them people. Either the Vines cone for us, like the
Furs said, or they don't. W can't control that. What we can do is pick one of three choices. W
can di sappear into the wilderness and hide fromany aliens, Vines or Furs, that show up. Survival

woul d be problematic because we don't know this planet at all, and we don't have our technology to
get to know it safely. But since we would be so lowtech, if we nove far enough, probably no
aliens will detect us. After all, they're only using a tiny fraction of the planet for the
experimental colonies. That's choice one.™

George said, "I don't put our survival chances very high. W have no idea what predators, insect-

anal ogues, or poisonous plants we'd encounter. And even if we do go, if what Karimsaw was a ship,
the Vines mght be here pretty soon. Who knows how many col oni es they have here or in what order
this one is to be checked on?"

Gail said, "That doesn't rule out choice one, though."

Jake said, "Choice two. Do what the Furs said. Go with the Vines, tell them we've been marooned
here by our own people, get under their planetary shield. Then hope we can figure out a way to
destroy the shield."

No one spoke.

"Choice three. W neet the Vines and tell themthe truth, including what the Furs want us to do.
Then we hope they can help us."

Nan burst out, "Help us do what? They can't destroy anything, or they would have al ready destroyed
the space-faring Furs' planet. They'll sit and talk about it all, talk is all they know how to do
And nmeanwhil e, the dominant Furs will just w pe out these colonies on this planet, the way they
did on Geentrees."

OCh, Nan, Gail thought. Siding again with the underdogs. Even at the expense of her own kind. Al oud
Gail said, "A key question here is whether we really believe the Furs will destroy Mra City if we
don't cooperate. The threat to destroy Earth might be just bluff, but Mra Cty is accessible to
them"

George said sonberly, "They'll destroy the city."

Karimsaid, "l agree."

Gail said, "Then our choice is clear."” She didn't |ook at Nan. "W have to do what the Furs told
us to do. Maybe we can figure out how to destroy the shield fromw thin, maybe not. But if we
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don't at least try, five thousand of our fellow human beings will die. Mre if they can kil
Larry's Cheyenne."

CGeorge said, "As opposed to an entire planetful of beings on Vine!"

"Who are not our people,"” Gail said steadily. She felt very clear on this. "Qur loyalty is to
human bei ngs. "

Franz Mueller said, "Ja. | say this also," startling everybody. He sel dom sai d anyt hi ng.

Ingrid, looking troubled, said, "I don't see any possible way we could destroy a shield we don't
even begin to understand. So even if we got to Vine, we would still be ineffective, and the Furs
woul d still destroy Mra City. If not Earth.”

Jake said, "But if we don't try to destroy the shield, we know they'l|l take out Mra Cty."

Nan burst out, "But the chances are overwhelmng that either way we can't stop the destruction of
Mra City! But we can save these poor creatures here fromeither being nmurdered or experinented on
any nore! If we slip off into the wilderness and find them over tine they'd get used to us. W
could teach them Together we could survive!"

Gail said, "No. Mra City conmes first, even if the chance is slender. God, Jake and | and Ceorge
and Dr. Shipley are all on the Board of Governors! Do you think we can just sell out our own
peopl e to maybe save our own |ives?"

Ingrid said, "W'd save our own lives if we went to Vine. Even if we don't bring down the shield,
we'd be safe under it, since it works."

Gail said, "CQur loyalty to Mra City conmes first."

Nan said hotly, "Don't be such a species chauvinist, Gail! The experinental Furs are sentient,

too! How is putting our kind above theirs different fromall those times in history when one group
of humans decided a different group was subhuman and felt free to experinment on themor kill them
of f?"

Jake said, "Cal mdown, Nan. And everybody el se. We need to discuss this rationally to nake the
best decision quickly."

"It's not nerely a rational issue!"™ Nan retorted. "Lives are involved!"

"Yes," Ingrid said. "Qurs."

Gail said, "lIsn't your husband back in Mra City, Ingrid?" and Ingrid clenched her fists and

gl ared at her.

Kari m said, "The shield— He was cut off by a clanor of voices.

"Mra Cty—=

"The Furs—=

"—best chance for survival =

"The Vi nes—

"Loyal ty—

"Stop!" Shipley cried, and tried to get to his feet. He staggered and fell. Lucy tried to catch
him and under her slight weight they both crashed to the ground. Shipley sat up, his bl anket
slipped off his shoulders, a fat old nan trenbling but determ ned to speak

"Stop. Please. Listen.”

"Go ahead," Jake said. And to everybody else, "Let himtalk."

Gail | ooked at Jake's face. He hated having to | et Shipley speak. He still disliked and distrusted
the New Quaker. But Jake was fair. Gl knew what it cost him and she nodded. Shipley could
speak.

But she doubted it woul d change anything. They needed a practical plan, not a religious

phi | osophy. She just hoped Jake gave Shipley no nore than two mnutes. If not, she would interrupt
hi m hersel f.

This was too inportant to | eave to eccentrics.

24

Shi pl ey took a precious nonent to gather his thoughts. But then he found he didn't have to. The
words flowed out of him through him with all the clarity and sinplicity of truth. It was the

Li ght in himspeaking, and he nerely needed to open himself to it and be grateful to be so used.
"We've spoken of loyalty to humankind, to Mra City, to other sentient species nore abused than
humans, to our own lives. But there's another loyalty involved here, too. There's a loyalty to the
truth. It's the truth that makes us free—free of deceit and arrogance and fear. Truth is the best
that is in each of us. That's the definition of truth: the part of us that's naturally drawn
toward the good. If we act fromtruth, then sonething wonderful can happen."

He drew a quick breath, afraid to stop talking in case Jake cut himoff, equally afraid that if he
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didn't breathe deeply, the constant drag of this planet on his old lungs and heart mnight keep him
fromtalking at all.

"If we act fromtruth, then the way is open to reach the truth that is in others. Only when we're
truthful with others can any joint action call on the best that's in them as well. The Vines are
truthful people. W've seen that, in the way they answered all our questions w thout hesitation
and with answers that have all proved accurate. W know they're brave people, fromthe way Beta

di ed. They're good people, not the aggressors in this war of theirs.

"I'f we act fromtruth with the Vines, if we tell themthe truth, then together we have two

speci es' resources to decide what will best serve us all. If we don't tell themthe truth, if we
lie, we cut off that possibility. W lose all the advantages of truthful cooperation. And we al so
cut ourselves off fromthe best that's in ourselves.

"Pl ease, Jake, Gail—tell any Vines that cone the whole story. Everything. Then the way will be
clear for decisions based on reality, not lies. Trust those good people. Trust ourselves."

He ran out of breath, out of words. His lungs ached, but he | ooked hopefully at their faces. The
Li ght had cone through himso strong, so clear ... surely they would be convi nced!

Then Naom said flatly, "Sure the Vines are good people. Good people who experinent on other races
in order to create biological weapons."

Shipley felt his own face contort. Hi s daughter.

But the decision was not, after all, Naonmi's. He gazed at Jake and Gail, hoping, pleading in his
m nd.

"Does anyone agree with Dr. Shipley that we should tell the Vines everything? Agreenents, just for
the record?”

Lucy rai sed her hand. Lucy, with the idealismhe had seen on the Ariel, even through her tenporary
madness.

After a moment, Karimalso raised his hand. "They nay have science we do not know about yet, that
can help us out of this if we're honest with them"

Naonmi said harshly, "I vote to disappear into this planet."

Jake said, "This isn't a denpcracy, Nan. |'m asking for opinions only to guide my decision. Do—=
"This isn't your stinking corporation, Jake! You' re not CEO out here!"

"—the rest of you believe we should try to carry through the Furs' orders, as our best chance to
save Mra City and maybe even, if they're not bluffing, Terra?"

Ingrid nodded vigorously, followed by Franz Mieller, George, and Gail.

"I think so, too," Jake said. "That's five. Nan, even if this were a denocracy, we have a
majority. We tell any Vines that show up that we've been dunped here by our own people as

puni shnment for sone crine. Aboard the Vine ship we try to find out every single thing we can about
that shield. W keep in touch with the Furs by quee; Gail, you can do that. And once we're on
Vine, we try to destroy the shield in order to save the hunans on G eentrees.

"To keep consistency, |I'Il be the only one who ever talks to any Vines about Greentrees or our
supposed crines or pretty nuch anything not conpletely innocuous. If Vines ask you about anything,
refer themto ne."

Ingrid said, "How do we know the Vines that are supposed to cone here haven't already been told
al | about us by quee?"

Kari m said, "Because the Vines don't have quee. Beta told ne."

"Then how do we know the Vines that conme here won't first have gone to Greentrees and found their
Fur col oni es destroyed, and then guess what the Furs' plan for us is?"

Jake said, "It doesn't matter if they went there first, because I'mgoing to say that when we were
dunped here by our own people fromMra City, we'd never seen any aliens except the degraded Furs
on Greentrees. W're going to be enornously surprised that the space Furs even exist. And they
won't guess what the Furs have told us to do. The Vines will believe that we're outcasts from our
own kind."

Ingrid demanded, "How do you know?"

"Because," Jake said, "they're a truthful race."

Shi pl ey got up and went outside.

He | unbered over the rough ground to a rock away fromthe | odge and sat on it, his back to the
buil di ng. Now he wasn't aware of the cold, hardly aware of the pull on his nuscles and pressure on
his lungs. They were going to use the Vines' own goodness against them building lies on the
scaffold of the Vines' truthful ness.

He bowed his head and closed his eyes. This was wong; he could feel its wongness in his very
bones, a life-destroying cold. But they were going to do it. Lie now and, if they could, kil
later. Kill an entire planetful of sentient creatures.

He berated hinmself for not convincing them There was so rmuch nore he could have said! He could

file:/l/G|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Nancy%20Kress%20-%20Crossfire.txt (104 of 144) [10/15/2004 10:18:12 PM]



file:///G)/Program%20Files’eM ul e/l ncoming/Nancy%20K ress%20-%20Crossfire.txt

have told them about the many O d Quakers who were noved by the Light to go anpong the Anerican
natives of five hundred years ago, for trade or friendliness. About the many tines the natives,
who were capturing and torturing other em ssaries, had accepted the Quakers, offering them no

vi ol ence because the Quakers brought no viol ence. About the power of a sincere peace testinony to
change a situation. About John Wolman visiting violent Indians "that | might |earn sonething from
them" O Dr. Lettsom and the highwayman, of Caydee Unbartu and the West African Rebellion...
Shipley sat on the cold rock a long tine. No one approached him not even Lucy. He knew his mnd
was muddl ed now, the clarity and truth of the Light having departed. But in his confusion one

t hought stayed visible, sharp as a sword in his mnd.

Jake had said he would lie to the Vines. That's what he woul d do. But Jake had not asked, because
it had not occurred to himas a possibility, what Shipley woul d do. Jake had not asked whet her
Shi pl ey, acting out of his own conscience, would tell the Vines the truth anyway. But, then, it
woul dn't have mattered if Jake had asked.

Shipley didn't know the answer.

An hour later, Naom disappeared. It was Gail, of course, who noticed, as she noticed everything
"Dr. Shipley, have you seen Nan?"

She woul d only have asked himas a | ast chance, he realized. Cold clutched his belly. "No. Isn't
she ... isn't she with the group that went to get nore firewod?" Gl was preparing for a |long
stay in the | odge, in case.

"No. They're back. She returned with them but now she's gone."

They stared at each other. Shipley got shakily to his feet. "She's gone to find those Furs. The
primtive ones she displaced fromthis |odge."

"God, she's a pain in the ass!" Gail exploded. "If it weren't for— She didn't finish her
sentence, instead stonping over to Jake, who was inexpertly tying together a garnment out of

bl anket. "Jake—=

Shipley's | egs suddenly wouldn't support him He sat down again, but only for a mnute. Naom...
"A party's going to ook for her," Gail reported. "Franz, Karim and Lucy. Lucy thinks she'l
retrace the steps the firewood group took because it's the nost obvious path for the Furs to have
taken, and then go on fromthere. Lucy will be the runner. If they're gone nore than two hours,

Lucy will come back here to find out if the shuttle's returned yet."
"1"mgoing, too," Shipley said.
"Doct or —

"As far as | can, anyway. Wiat if she's hurt? O soneone el se gets hurt?"

"Lucy's used to wild paleontology sites, Franz is a trained soldier, and Kari mkeeps hinself in
terrific shape. You—=

"Are a fat old man. | know. But she's mny daughter. Gail, |I'mgoing."

Gai |l said nothing. Shipley joined the others, his blanket clutched around him He knew how he rmnust
| ook. Franz Mueller said, "W go. Herr Doctor, if you cannot match our pace, we |eave you."

The pace, fortunately, wasn't too quick, since every time they reached a plausible place for Naomi
to have left the path, Franz split up the party to check for signs of Naom 's having passed that
way: broken tw gs, disturbed ground. Each halt gave Shipley, trying not to puff audibly, a chance
to catch up. The main path nust have been worn smooth by the Furs fromthe |odge. It |ed downhill
al ong a mountain streamthat nust have provided water, bordered by strange-|ooking trees, or tree-
anal ogues, that | ooked as if they'd provide firewod. Squat things, with broad drooping | eaves,
they rem nded Shipley of sullen dwarves. The |ower the search party descended al ong the path, the
stronger was the pungent snell of rot and decay.

The path stopped when the streamjoined a small river. By now they were perhaps a hundred feet

bel ow the pl ateau containing the | odge. Irregular reddish cliffs towered above them On this side
of the river was only a narrow strip of ground between cliff and river, but on the opposite bank

t he ground wi dened.

Franz said, "Karim you cross the river. Look if she go there. Lucy, you go along this side of the
river. | go above, up the cliff."

Shi pl ey said, "Wuld Naomi have gone up there?"

Franz didn't bother to answer. Shipley |ooked at the cliff with trepidation. But, yes, there were
sonme hand and f oot hol ds, and Naonmi, with her wiry body and the indifference to pain she'd had even
as a small child, mght have clinbed it to better survey the terrain bel ow

Shi pley sat on the ground beside a pool where the river deepened. What had she done? If they
didn't find her, and the Vine shuttle | anded, Jake would | eave her here. And he'd be right to do
it. Even if they did find her, how would he persuade her to go?

She' d never listened to him Wy hadn't Gail come? Because the nission to the Vines was nore
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i mportant, even to Gail, than one willful arrogant girl

Shipley put his head in his hands. He didn't see the animal until it was al nost upon him
Sonet hi ng made a noi se, sonmewhere between a growl and a croak. Shipley |ooked up. It was craw ing
out of the river, sone sort of alien beast, brown and | ong and snoot h-bodi ed, with curved brown
teeth. It was coming toward him

Shi pl ey nmade hinmself freeze. Some Terran animals wouldn't attack unless you noved. But this wasn't
Terran, and it kept on crawing.

Maybe he could outrun it. But not back up the mountain path; it was too steep. He'd have to run
along this side of the river, on the narrow rocky strip of ground between water and cliff. O
maybe it would be better to back away slowy, hadn't he read once that had been the right way to
escape froma bear? Wien Earth still had bears.

Sl owl y Shipley began to back away. He could hear his own breathing, |oud and | abored. The stones
pai ned his bare feet. The animal crawl ed faster toward him

He broke and ran. Wthin four steps he tripped, crashing onto the stones, crying out |loudly. The
ani mal seized his forearmand he felt its teeth sink into his flesh. He thrashed and roll ed,
trying to shake it | oose. The pain was sheer agony.

"Fucki ng ass!" sonmeone screaned and then sonehow Naoni was there, hitting at the aninal with a
stick, trying to grab its jaws and force themoff his arm It wouldn't let go, and the bl ows of
her stick had no effect whatsoever.

Pain blurred his vision. But there was sonething above him sonething junping off the cliff...
Franz Mueller. The soldier |eaped off the ridge. In the air he did a three-quarter revolution, a
not-quite-full sonersault, that |anded himin the center of a thick clunp of bushes with his back
facing down, body folded into a vee. Wthin seconds he was up off the bushes. He seized a stick
and j abbed rather than struck at the animal. It released Shipley.

He tried to roll away, couldn't. Naom yanked on his unhurt arm She was anmazingly strong; he felt
hi nsel f being pulled upward and tried to help by stunbling to his feet. She dragged hi m away, even
as he tried to look for Franz and the ani mal

He was still jabbing at it, precisely and quickly, dancing out of reach of its jaws. Shipley saw
the final jab go into a hole in its head. Franz had blinded it.

Silently the creature slithered back into the water

Naoni gasped, "He's hurt. Get his other side..."

"Nein. | guard the rear against another aninmal. Here come Karim Go up the path. Where is Lucy?"
"Here," Shipley barely heard. The world was wobbling. He was |osing blood fromhis arm nust make
a tourniquet. Pathogens... nmany aninmals carried a huge nunber of pathogens in their nmouths ... He

couldn't tell themany of this. Arns were pulling himback up the nountain path, stunbling and
I urching, and he couldn't speak. His vision blurred.
"Anot her animal cones. Go faster," Franz said, and then he saw or heard not hi ng.

He woke on the floor of the lodge. Gail, Jake, and Naom sat beside him One of themsaid, "He's
back. "

"Dr. Shipley?" Gail, |eaning over him her face concerned. "Can you hear me?"

n Y_ yes. n

"Good. You're going to be all right." He could see honesty conpel her to add, "W think."
"Tourniquet?" Hi s voice canme out a whisper

"Franz nade it. He knows what he's doing."

So Franz had survived. Shipley said a grateful prayer. "He j-junped.”

"Ass-right he did," Naom said, her voice full of admration. "And fought off those things as
well . "

"Lucy?"

"Fine," Gail said briskly. "No one was hurt except you. | think that if we're here nmuch | onger
Franz had better start giving us all survival |essons."

Jake said, "If we're here nmuch longer, a lot of things will have to change."

Shipl ey heard the anger in Jake's voice. Naom ... he nmeant Naomi's running off that way. She'd

endangered three ot her people. And now Naom would angrily counterattack, and the whole painfu
ritual, famliar to himsince her childhood, would start over again. She'd find the sonething
hurtful, and then while you were bleeding fromthat and trying to hold on to patience and charity,
she'd find sonething even nore hurtful, nore targeted to the vul nerabl e soft areas everyone
possessed. . .

"I know, Jake," Naom said. "Dad, |I'msorry. This was ny fault."

For a nonent he thought he hadn't heard her right. But her face, still defiant with its set |ips
and angry eyes, showed sonething el se as well. Shame. She was sorry.
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"N- Naomi . .."

Jake said, "Don't try to talk. It can wait until later. Naomi, | think you' d better |eave now.
W'll sit with him Go find Karimand Lucy and Franz."

To apol ogize to them Gil neant, for risking their lives as well. And, astonishingly, Naom got
up and went.

Gail said, "I can't—boctor? What is it?"

A sudden spasm of pain shot up his injured arm Toward the heart ... Shipley waited, but the spasm

subsided and his heart didn't stop. He whispered, "Pathogens..."

"l know," Gail said. "Ceorge says there's no way to know what you took on with that bite. But he
al so said that the sane thing that protected us on Greentrees is probably operating here. Any

m cr obes you took aboard sinply can't proliferate using our DNA or nourish thenselves with our
cells. The genes are just too different, even if they are both DNA. He says all we can do is wait.
You shoul d sleep, if you can."”

He did, fitfully. Between brief bouts of painful sleep, he half woke, and each time Gail and Jake
were still there, talking softly. Did just a few minutes pass, or hours? He had no way to tell.
But he heard bits of their conversation, comng to himanong tangled dreans of the beast crawing
out of the river, comng toward him closing its fangs on his arm The sane dream again and
agai n.

Gail said, "-believe it. WII it last?"

"I think so," Jake said.

"But why now? She's hated himso steadily for—

"She didn't hate him Not really. You nust know that, you saw her nonmentary softeni ng when Beta
di ed and Shipley was so upset."

"Al'l right. She didn't hate him But that 'softening' didn't last. Wiy do you think this will?"
"She risked for hinm' Jake said. And then, "Basic negotiating technique, Gail. You get the other
guy to do you a favor of some kind. That makes him feel well disposed toward you, and in a much
better frane of nmind to give you whatever el se you want. W feel good toward people we help,
provided the help isn't too disproportionate. Not toward the people who help us. W resent those
because then we're obligated. Nan finally got to give, on a big scale, for her father."

So that was it, Shipley thought, before he drifted off again. Al these painful years, and he
hadn't seen it, hadn't understood..

"He's still asleep," Gail said. But he wasn't, because he clearly heard the footsteps run across
the stone floor of the |odge, clearly heard the excited young voi ce of Karim Mahjoub

"Jake! You better come now A shuttle is on its way down."

25

So it was tinme. Jake wal ked steadily out of the | odge behind Karim who pointed to the nountain
pl at eau—t | ooked too bleak to be called a "neadow'—beyond the | odge. "They' |l probably set down
there. "

"All right. Tell Gil to get everyone in the |odge. W don't want to overwhel mthem wi th nine
humans all at once. You and George stand with ne." Physicist, biologist, and ... what was Jake
hi nsel f? Leader? Negoti ator? Wul d-be quisling?

He couldn't afford to think Iike that.

Kari msaid, "Not Franz? He'll want to be here.
He'd probably earned the right, Jake thought, but he couldn't see what good a sol dier would do,
even a brave, quick-thinking soldier. If this shuttle held Furs, humans had al ready received a
denonstration of how usel ess human aggressi on was against them [|f the shuttle held Vines, no
aggressi on was necessary.

"No, not Franz. Tell himhe's to stay with the rest on nmy explicit orders. As comander-in-chief,"’
Jake added, and even Karim nust have caught the bitterness in his tone because the young physici st
glanced at him startled, before running off.

Al right, Holman. Get a grip on your sarcasm No nore theatrics.

He wat ched the shuttle come down, the nowfamliar dull netal egg that didn't blacken during
reentry nor scorch the ground where it |landed. Fur technology. By the time the door slid open and
the ranp descended, Karim and Ceorge stood beside him both dressed in crude tunics cut from

bl ankets, |ooking |ike unwashed primtives |less able to care for thensel ves than the degraded
aliens they'd dispossessed.

Vines or nore Furs?

It was Vines, rolling down the too-steep ranp in doned carts, indistinguishable fromthe Vines
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that had died on G eentrees. Was there a translator in one of those carts? If so, it wasn't

programed yet for English. If not ... he'd consider "if not" when he had to. Jake stepped
f orwar d.
"Hello. | am Jake Hol man, a human. W are peaceful. Hello."

The carts stopped, and then two of themfled back into the shuttle. The third stayed put.

He approached very slowy, Karimand George nmatching his pace, and just as slowy sat on the rocky
ground ten feet fromthe Vine. It was going to be Geentrees all over again. Sit with themin
shared silence, as Shipley had taught him Then, tonorrow or the next day, begin to talk, softly
and persistently, until the translator had enough English vocabulary and gramar for the Vine to
reply, and the Vine had enough trust in humans to open a dial ogue. Continue that conversation as
trust increased on both sides.

Then tell themthe lies that mght |ose thema planetful of their own people.

It all went exactly |ike that.

At dusk the Vine rolled back inside its shuttle and closed the door. Jake, chilled to the bone
despite the extra blankets Gail had brought everyone and nore worn-out by just sitting than he
coul d have thought possible, stood up stiffly and went into the |odge. The fire was welcone. H s
hands and feet had lost all feeling.

"How i s Dr. Shipley?" he asked Gail

"l don't know. He sleeps a lot and he doesn't conplain, but other than that | can't tell. | don't
know what to | ook for. Eat, Jake. Al we're risking is that chunky stuff, but it's alittle
tastier heated."

A grill woven of green wood spanned the fire, covered with the greenish-gray food that Nan was
turning with a pointed stick. Jake accepted one in a crude wooden bow and ate it with his
fingers. Nan wouldn't nmeet his eyes. She | ooked nore chastened than he woul d ever have thought
possi bl e.

Kari m said, "Dusk lasts rmuch |Ionger than on G eentrees, which argues that we are not near this

pl anet's equator. | wonder if this season nowis winter or summer?"
George said, "Sunmer, |'d say, judging fromthe nunber of plants in 'leaf' and even in flower."
"Then it's a good thing we weren't dunped here in winter. I'mfrozen through."

Jake said, "From now on, everybody be careful what you say even if you're inside the |odge or far
away fromthe shuttle. W don't know what they can or cannot hear. Everybody understand?”

Nods, including a reluctant one with a touch of her usual sullenness from Nan

Franz said, "W need sonme schedule for the guard duty. Jake, naybe you and the other watchers

sl eep, not do the guard duty."

Wat chers. So that's what he was. Mieller's suggestion was a good one. He needed to stay as alert
as possi bl e.

"All right, Franz. Good idea. You arrange the guard duty schedule."” At |east he could give him
that. It felt good to transfer at least a small part of the responsibility to someone el se. And
Jake desperately wanted to sl eep

It didn't happen. He slept a few hours, then woke and could not will hinmself to oblivion. Wen he
heard Ingrid conme in fromguard shift and Lucy go out, he waited until Ingrid snored softly, and
then he followed Lucy.

The pl anet's one noon shone anong unfamiliar stars. A slow cold wind blew. The sweet night odor of
G eentrees had been replaced by a thick, fetid reek. Lucy stood against the sheltered side of the
| odge, two bl ankets over her crude tunic, her feet wapped in a third. Jake, barefoot, said,
"Lucy," and she junped.

He noved into the wel conme shelter of the |odge. The notionless Vine shuttle was clearly visible,
but in the shadows her expression was not.

"Lucy, since | told you about ... what | did, you've stayed conpletely away fromne. Are you

t hi nki ng about it, or have you decided that you don't want to have anything to do with nme?"

She said nothing, which told himeverything. He said quietly, "You're very hard."

She cried, "I can't help it!"”

And maybe that was true. Maybe people could give only so far, support the weight of only so nuch.
Add nore, and they coll apsed. People were what they were. Shipley was a pacifist not frombelief
but fromtenperanent; the belief was unknow ngly enbraced to match the tenperament. Nan was a
rebel, Gail an organizer, Mieller a soldier in the same way: tenperanent first, belief afterward
to justify inevitable actions. Maybe even the Vines and the Furs could not transcend their basic
nature, just as lead could not becone gold. Lucy was a wonan with a passionate belief in doing
what was ethical. She was righteous, or self-righteous if you wanted to | ook at it through that
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I ens, but either way she could not accept what she considered unethical wthout violating
sonmething in herself so deep, so essential, that you mght as well call it the "soul" and be done
with it.

And what was he, Jake?

"I'"'msorry," Lucy whispered.

"I know you are," Jake said, and went back inside to try again to sleep

The next day passed as he had expected, with a rotating band of humans sitting on the ground and
tal king nonstop to the doned Vine, hoping like hell that it did indeed have a translator in that
cart. Ceorge said yes, of course it did, it would have needed to talk to its experinental Furs.
Jake doubted this. He kept the rotation nmoving, three hunans outside at a time, watching that
nobody got too cold. At |east the reek of last night had vanished with a shift in the w nd.

By afternoon Shipley was definitely worse. He nmuttered in some kind of delirium indistinguishable
words. His big body felt clamry. Nan tended himsilently, doing whatever Gail told her to, but
there was little except keeping himwarm and hydrat ed.

Jake joined the group outside, gesturing for Ingrid to go back to the | odge. She left gratefully.
Karim had been tal ki ng about stars and planets; Jake notioned himto silence.

"Visitor, I want to tell you sonething inportant,” he said, enunciating slowy and clearly,
choosing the sinple words they'd agreed to use for the benefit of the translator program whatever
it was. "One human of us is sick. H's body does not work correctly. Something is wong with his
body. An aninmal of this planet attacked him The aninal bit his arm" Jake touched his own arm
"He is sick. We do not have our tools to fix his body."

Jake stopped tal king. After several mnutes he thought he had failed to force the pace. But the
del ay was only the Vines' characteristic leisurely way. Eventually it spoke, the first words it
had said. "Were are your tools to nend the sick human?"

It had programmed the vocabul ary. The voice was the sane flat nechanical one of the Fur
translator; this nust also be captured and adapted technol ogy. Jake said, "Qur tools to nend the
broken human are on another planet. Hunans nade a colony on the other planet. W lived there
before we cane here."

"Why you cone here with your tools on the other planet?"

It didn't yet have the verb tenses. Then Jake realized what had just been asked, and he forgot
about grammar. This was it. Time for the lie to begin. H's chest, already heavy under the planet's
gravity, felt like stone. He hoped that Karimcould keep his face neutral. Al though what did it
matt er—the Vines probably could not read human faces. Al Karimhad to do was not talKk.

Jake said to the Vine, "W humans cane here without our tools to nmend peopl e because we came here
wi t hout any of our tools. W were left here by the humans on our planet. They did not want us to
be with themon that planet. W were left here to die."

"\ 2"

"Because we want to build different things fromthe other humans. There was a war. W |ost the
war." |If there was one thing the Vines should understand, it was war. They'd had thousands of
years of it.

The Vine remained silent a long tine. Finally it said, "W are at war."

"Wth whon?" Hi s heart thudded in his | eaden chest.

"Wth people like the people that lived in this |odge. Wiere are the people that lived in this

| odge? W nmade them W do not see them"

"They ran away when we cane," Jake said truthfully. "They were afraid of us."

"Yes. They are afraid of all things new W nmade themafraid of all things new "

These Vines were going to be just as honest and open about everything as Beta had been. You night
as well call it the "soul" and be done with it.

The Vine added after one of its |ong pauses, "Bring the sick human to here. W | ook at the sick
human. "

"Yes," Jake said. "Karim stay here."

Slow y Jake wal ked back to the | odge. The others were clustered around the fire, braiding sone
foliage into rope. Gail hurried to nmeet him

"Gail, the Vine wants to see Shipley. It's possible it can do something to help him George says
they're biochenists, after all."

"It spoke to you?" George, his face eager

"Yes. Nan, we need to bring your father outside to the Vine."

She glared up at him "To experinment on? The way they did with the Furs?"

"To maybe save his life. | don't have tinme for any dramatics fromyou. If it hadn't been for you,
he wouldn't be in this state in the first place.”
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Nan flushed. Gail said, "Ingrid, get Karimin here. Franz, can you and CGeorge and Kari mtogether—
"Not necessary," Mieller said. He bent over Shipley and lifted him He then carried hi mHraot even
slung over his shoulder, in his arms—eutside.

Gail said to Jake, "Did you know he could do that?"

George said, "Short-termnuscle augnents. It gives a burst of strength. My God, what el se can he
do?"

Jake didn't know. But this wasn't the tine to ask. "Ceorge, you and Nan come outside. The rest
stay in here, and I'mgoing to send in Karim W're still trying not to confuse or frighten the
Vine with too many humans."” He'd rather have Karimthan Nan, but he knew it was pointless to
forbid her. Her devotion to Shipley was now as exaggerated as her neglect of him had been before
The girl had no noderati on.

Muel |l er had laid Shipley on the ground directly beside the Vine. Jake was irrationally glad to see
that Mieller was at |east puffing. Shipley had to weigh at |east 225 pounds, and the gravity here
was maybe a third nore than Terra.

The Vine said nothing, but the slot in its cart opened and the bi oarm snaked out and toward
Shipley. Nan took a step forward. Jake put a warning hand on her arm and she halted, scow ing.
Slowy the bioarmreached Shipley. It engulfed his hand. Jake watched, repelled and fascinated.
What could the thing tell fromjust the hand? Was it taking skin sanpl es? Goi ng underneath the
skin, through pores or sonething? Inserting sone sort of nicroscopic needl e? George was
practically salivating in his hunger to study this.

As much as fifteen mnutes passed. Jake was getting chilled. Nan said abruptly, "You're letting
himget too cold!"

"Yes," the Vine said in its toneless voice. "This human must beconme nore warner. This human mnust
becone fix. This human nust go in our shuttle to our ship."

Jake said quickly, "I nust go, too. | amthe leader." Surely they would have that word from Furs
"Yes," the Vine said. And then, "All humans rmust go. Al hunans cannot stay on this planet. You
are not made to stay on this planet. You will die. All humans nust go with us.”

That easy. Candy from a baby. Jake said, "Go where?"

"We can bring you to your other planet. W can bring you to different place on your other planet.
Where other humans will not kill you."

"They'd find us," Jake said. "They have very strong tools. Technology. W will die there. W will
die here. W want to live. Can we go to your planet?"

Long silence. The bioarmcontinued to engulf Shipley's hand. Finally the Vine said, "You will need
different air. You will need different food. W can make for you different air. W can nmeke for
you different food. It will becone very strange for you."

"I know," Jake said. "But we'll go anyway. Thank you. At |least we'll be alive."

Until, and if, they could destroy the Vine shield.

They took Shipley up first, along with Nan, who would not |eave him Loading the physician into
the shuttle, Jake thought that Nan was the only one of themwho could enter it wthout gaggi ng.
The entire inside was coated with slinme simlar to the bioarm In the enclosed space, the snell
was fetid. If this stuff manufactured Vine atnosphere, how woul d hunmans breathe it? Presunably the
Vi nes had that covered. More i mediately, how would the rest of themforce thensel ves into what
seened |ike the inside of soneone's gut?

"W have a problem" Gail said to Jake. "If we were just dunped here by our own species and we're
i nnocent of Furs, Vines, and space wars, how are we supposed to explain that we have a quee?"

The quee. Jake had forgotten about it. They were supposed to use it to keep in touch with their

Fur masters ... his mnd recoiled fromthe word, but it was true. They were puppets of the Fur
nast ers.

Jake took the quee fromher hand and exanmined it. It seemed to consist of only the screen from al
t he ponderous equi prent that had existed originally on the Ariel, later |oaded onto the skimer.

The screen was surprisingly light, no nore than three or four pounds. Could the Furs really have
put sufficient power in it to contact them several tines fromlight-years away?

He dropped his voice to a whisper. "It's not Fur design, whatever that might look like. It's a
human artifact. If the Vines ask about it, I'll tell themthat the humans who narooned us here
left us this one contact with themso we wouldn't be cut off entirely."”

"Do you think they' |l believe that?" Gail said skeptically.

"How the hell should I know? But if they really are as interconnected as George says, then maybe
the idea of total isolationis so horrific to themthat they' Il accept that we were given a
lifeline." He handed the quee back to Gail, who knew better than to say any nore.

When the shuttle returned, after a few hours, the inside had been cleaned out. Only one Vine rode
back downstairs. It may or may not have been the one Jake had already tal ked to; they all | ooked
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alike. This alien sat under a done, although not in a cart. There was no translator visible, and
the Vine said absolutely nothing on the ride upstairs. Nor did it appear to pilot in any way.
Kari m | ooked hard at the unused controls, studying.

Al'l seven of themcould fit, although it was a tight squeeze. Gail carried the quee. Unlike the
Fur shuttle, this one was heated. There was the sane jolt and increased gees on accel eration
however. How had Dr. Shipley taken that? Wthout the translator, there was no way to ask

A quick ride, the slight bunp of docking, and they were there.

They exited the shuttle into what had to be an airlock. Small and bare, it nonethel ess had seven
itens resting on the floor. Clear bows with thick neck rings: helnets. "Put these on your heads,"
the airlock said, the nechanical voice com ng from everywhere.

"My God!" George said. "I don't believe it!" He held the helnmet close to his face and stared at
it, snelled it, listened to it, fingered it, and, yes, tasted it. "I think the neck ring is filled
with a life formof some type. It will presumably recycle or replace our air w thout the need to
carry tanks or punps. And the bow —=

"I mnot putting that thing on," Gail said flatly.

Ingrid said. "You'd rather breathe nmethane or whatever it is they have on board?"

"Woul dn't be nethane," George said. "I think the bows are nade of sone sort of secreted
substance, like an oyster secretes nacre to forma pearl. The entire thing nmust be bi omanufactured
out of living bodies that—=

"Shut up, George," Jake said. "This is not the time. Suit up, everybody."

He | ed the way, suppressing his shudder as he | owered the hel net over his head. He alnost tore it
off a monment | ater when he felt sonmething warm and slightly noist touch his neck. He nade hinself
endure the formng seal. The air he was breathing was fresh and sweet.

"Ceorge, you're next." By rolling his eyeballs dowward he could just see the thin nenbrane in
front of his mouth vibrate with his words. "Can you hear nme?"

"Clear as nmiddle C " George said happily. He put on his helnet. Life, Jake thought, would be much
easier if everyone on this team were an exuberant biologist. O maybe not.

Ingrid, Karim and Lucy were next, all three scientists, each flinching only slightly when the
neck ring sealed. Franz Mieller watched closel