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CHAPTER 1

J.D. SAWAGE, THE ALIEN CONTAC-r SPECI ALi st, picked her way across the rough
surface of a rocky planetoid.

A gossaner thread, shining bluewhite in the actinic glare of the star Sir-
ius, stretched across the stone beneath her feet. She followed it. A
coarser line, her lifeline, unreeled behind her

The planetoid was nore or |ess

JVi

spherical, so small that its pitted and scarred surface curved sharply away
to nearby horizons. At first glance, it looked Iike a barren, airless
asteroid, weathered by prinordial neteors; after

a first glance, it would be easily over-iw,

, F



2 VONDA N. M| NTYRE

| ooked. J.D. and her colleagues in the alien contact departnent al nost had
overl ooked it.

The silken strand thickened, branched, and intertw ned, gradually form ng
a lacy gauze. Not wanting to danage the fabric, J.D. followed it w thout
stepping on it, as if she were wal king beside a stream This stream
flowed upward, clinmbing a steep escarpnent. J.D. clinbed with it, noving
easily.

The low gravity was far higher than a natural rock this size would
create. The least of the small world' s anonalies, the gravity hinted at
a conplex interior, perhaps even a core of matter collapsed to
neut r oni um

The planetoid repaid a second gl ance. G eat nasses of webbing filled a
dozen of its largest craters. J.D. was wal king on an extraordinary
asteroid. The worldlet was the starship of alien beings.

Iridescent fibers wove together, formng a solid ribbon that |ed through
a cleft in the escarpnent. J.D. stepped cautiously onto the fabric. It
gave slightly, a springy carpet over solid rock

The band of silk guided her to the edge of one of the web-filled craters.
Sonmewhere within it, the alien beings waited.

The nessage fromthe squi dmot hs had been brief and direct.

"You will be wel coned."

J.D. scranbled up the |last steep slope to the edge of the crater. Her
destination |lay bel ow

The sil ken pathway bl ended into a convoluted surface, filling the w de,
deep crater. Valleys and ridges runpled the webbi ng, and half a dozen
trails twisted into it fromwhere she stood. To proceed, she would have
to wal k off the edge of the crater and | et the web al one support her

wei ght .

She hesitated, |istening and hoping for another message fromthe

squi dnot hs.

"I"mhere," she said softly. Her spacesuit radio transmtted her voice.
In the silence, waiting for a reply, she knelt down and slid her hand
across the smooth webbi ng. The faint
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shussh of her touch transnmitted itself through her glove. She w shed she
could feel the silk with bare fingers, but the atnmosphere was far too thin
for her to renove her suit.

A single filanment, darker silver than the rest, crossed the surface and

di sappeared al ong one of the trails.

J.D. rose, lifting the thread, holding it carefully across her palm
Starlight spun along its |ength.

She slid one foot gingerly forward. The floor vyielded, then tightened,
bouncing gently in the low gravity. She felt |like a skater crossing ice so
thin it flexed beneath her. She feared her touch would rip the silk; she
feared a dark tear woul d open beneath her, and she would fall fifty neters
to the bottom

Most of all, she feared that her presence would cause the structure to

sel f-destruct. She had watched Tau Ceti's alien nmuseum destroy itself
rather than admit human bei ngs. Rather than adnmit her

But the squidnoths had invited her. The thread in her hand acknow edged her
exi st ence.

J.D. noved farther onto the silk, following the thread into the |abyrinth.
Her boots left no narks.

The path di pped into a neandering valley. J.D. descended through a cleft
of delicate cascades. The fluttery fabric responded to her footsteps,
trenbling, vibrating. The cascades cl osed together overhead, and she found
hersel f wal ki ng upon one horizontal sheet, and beneath another, past and

t hrough translucent tissue-thin layers |Iike huge fallen parachutes that
filtered harsh starlight. The nenbranes fornmed tunnels and chanbers; cables
and strands connected the nenbranes. The sheets rippled silently as she
passed.

If a suspension bridge and a Gothic cathedral had interbred, this
construction nmight be their offspring.

Wthout the filament, she would have no idea which way to go. If it broke,
only her lifeline would | ead her out.

Silvery-gray illumnation surrounded her, suffusing the space with a

[ um nous glow. The spun silk carried the light within its strands.
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Deep within the crater, she paused at the top of a slope that plunged
into light. Afraid she would slip, fall, and slide sprawing to-wherever
the hillside | ed-she wapped her fingers around a supporting strand and
tested its strength. It gave, then contracted, as if to enbrace her hand.
Like the floor, the fiber was elastic and strong. She reached for another
strand, an arms length farther on, and ventured deeper into the web.

"No nore comunication yet," J.D. said, though her coll eagues in the
alien contact departnent and everyone back on board Starfarer could see
and hear all that she was w tness to.

Don't say things just because you're nervous, she told herself firmy.
You' re supposed to be the professional, bravely facing the unknown.

Sone professional: you' ve only been certain for a week that your
profession real ly exists.

She did not feel brave. Being watched and recorded only made it worse.
J.D. concentrated on clinmbing down the snmooth silken slope. Even in the
low gravity, it was painstaking work. Her netabolic enhancer kicked in,
fl ooding her body with extra adrenaline and inducing extra adenosi ne

tri phosphate. Not for the first time since the expedition started, she
was gl ad she had decided to maintain the artificial gland. When she left
the divers and the orcas, the |ong days of sw mm ng naked in cold salt
wat er, she had assunmed she woul d not need to enhance her netabolism
anynor e.

Thirty meters down, the slope curved to a nearly horizontal |evel and she
could again wal k upright on its springy inner surface. Sweat beaded on
her forehead. The spacesuit's systens evaporated the sweat away.

Wthin the webbing, thick silk strands glowed brightly, filling the
corridor with a soft pink light that inmtated sonme other star than
Sirius. J.D. knew, by inference, that the squidnoths had.not evol ved
beneath this star. O her than that, she knew very little about them They
were intelligent beings, reticent. They drifted through the galaxy in
their small nassive star-
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shi ps, ignored and apparently despised by the interstellar civilization
Maybe they're outcasts, just like us, J.D. thought.

The squi dnot hs had, at least, invited humans to visit them The rest of
interstellar civilization had ordered Starfarer to return to Earth, so
human bei ngs coul d spend the next five hundred years growi ng up

This they had declined to do. In response, in retaliation, the cosmc
string by which Starfarer travel ed had begun to withdraw. If Starfarer
stayed in any one place too long, it would be stranded there forever.

The passage curved and branched. The guide thread passed into the centra
tube. J.D. followed it. Behind her, her safety Iine snaked al ong the floor
and pressed against the convex wall. The line creased the silk, an

anonal ous, coarse dark strand.

J.D. thought she saw the guide thread nove. She hurried forward, but the
tunnel's curve strai ghtened and she saw nothing but the guide thread |ying
noti onl ess on the floor, disappearing into the tunnel's next descent.

But her spacesuit replayed for her what she had seen. The thread had noved.
She stopped and | eaned si deways, pressing her hel met agai nst the tunne
wal | . Coul d she hear a faint scuffling, or was it her imagination? Repl ayed
and amplified, the phantom sound vani shed i nto background noi se.

I ncreasi ng her pace, she tried to catch up to whatever was | aying the guide
thread. But the delicate strand grew even thinner, dangerously thin, as if
it were being stretched as it was created. J.D. slowed down, afraid she
woul d cause the thread to break

She rounded a curve and confronted a conplete constriction of the
passageway. She stopped. The end of the guide thread lay in a tangle at her
feet.

"Damm, " J.D. nuttered.

She asked for a visual display of the radar traces of the tunnels around
her. Her suit obeyed. Up until a few m nutes ago, this tunnel had

conti nued, |eading deeper into the web.
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"Victoria?" J.D. said.

"I"'mhere." Victoria spoke softly into her ear through her suit radio.
"Shall | follow you in?" Victoria was J.D.'s backup; she waited outside
the Chi, the explorer spacecraft, at the home end of J.D.'s lifeline.
"Not yet. There's no threat of danger." D sappointed and confused, J.D
smled sadly. "Maybe | just m sunderstood what | was supposed to do."
Recently they had m sunderstood, and been m sunderstood, nmore often than
not .

"J.DI' Zev excl ai ned.

The backwar d-wat ching recorder, a little tiny machi ne that clung between
J.D."s shoul der bl ades, flashed an inage to the Chi and to J.D.'s

di spl ay.
Zev whistled a sharp warning in true speech, the | anguage of the orcas
and the divers. The shrill sound raised the hair on the back of J.D.'s

neck. She spun around.

The tunnel was slowy constricting. She took one step toward it.

Qutside the translucent wall of the tunnel, creatures noved.

J.D. stopped, her heart pounding. She glanced at the LTM display in her
hel met, but the recorders saw the creatures no nore clearly than she did.
Around her, vague shapes made deliberate notions. Legs or feelers or
tools pressed the tunnel inward, cinching it with a narrow band that grew
progressively smaller.

The tunnel puckered, lifting her lifeline and the guide thread off the
floor till they hung in the air, drooping fromthe cl osed sphincter
"J.D., get out of there!" Victoria said.

She was trapped in a silken cocoon, a twi st of the tunnel

"No," she said. "Not yet. Victoria, Zev, I'mall right."

She was frightened, but she cal ned herself and sl owed her thuddi ng
heartbeat. The creatures that had i nmobilized her came no cl oser
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"I"'mcomng in after you," Victoria said.

"No. Stay there."

"But - "

J.D. pressed her hands against the wall. It yielded. Unlike the floor of

t he chambers higher up, it remai ned supple. The constricting band
stretched. Thinking about what this nust look like to all her coll eagues,
J.D. blushed and rel eased the band. She dreaded hearing Stephen Thomas nake
one of his offhand, off-color remarks.

But when he remamined silent, it troubled her even nore. He had been silent

a lot, since Feral's death.

"I think I could force ny way out," J.D. said to Victoria. "In either
direction. But I'"'mnot quite ready to try. | don't think I'min any
danger-"

"You're in the mddle of the world's biggest spiderweb, that's all! And the
spiders are closing in!"

"I don't feel like a fly just yet. It wouldn't nake sense. You' d get
awful l'y hungry, orbiting Sirius and waiting for dinner to cone al ong,
what - ? Once every nmillion years?"

"Especially if you cultivated a reputation for not being intpresting to
visit," Satoshi said.

"Satoshi's right. And Europa said the-" It occurred to her suddenly that
her hosts had not referred to themsel ves as "squi dnmoths." Europa,
representing the interstellar civilization, had done so, but she had spoken
of themwith contenpt. For all J.D. knew, "squidnmoth" was civilization's
version of an ethnic slur. She decided not to repeat it. "She said the

bei ngs here wouldn't talk to us-she didn't say they were dangerous."
"Quite true,"” Victoria said dryly. "But she was wong about themtalking
to us, eh?"

"Un, yes." The alien human was wong about a lot of things, J.D. thought,
but she felt, stubbornly, that she should wait and see what happened.

"I don't want you to conprom se your safety," Victoria said.

J.D. chuckled. "But Victoria . . . thisis my job."
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A hissing sound, a classic raspberry, interrupted her. At first she was
enbarrassed, then startl ed.

Oh, no, she thought. Aleak in nmy suit-?

Instead of fading out, the noise of the raspberry increased.

The suit ought to seal-! J.D. thought.

"Behind you again," Victoria said again, nmore calmy this tine.

More creatures surrounded the other end of the bubble where she was
trapped. They | oosened the constricting band. J.D. could not be sure, but
she believed their shapes were different fromthe creatures who had
trapped her. The sphincter had rel axed enough to |l et gas spurt into JDA
cocoon.

She giggled, involuntarily.

"What ?" Victoria said.

"Nothing," J.D. said quickly. The first imge to come to her nind was
hardly somet hing she wanted to admt to her colleagues, to the records
Starfarer's control computer was making, and by way of Arachne, to

hi story. The image was far too undignified.

For once, Stephen Thonas was giving some thought to propriety, for he
remai ned silent too.

J.D."s giggling fit vani shed.

"It's an airlock!" she said. "I'min an airlock!"

"Could be . . ." Victoria said.

"I't nakes sense-Satoshi, you said this place nmust have a reservoir of
oxygen and nitrogen. | just found the reservoir."

"The craters do show a | ot of outgassing," Satoshi said. "Enough to give
the asteroid a very thin atnosphere. Nothing |like Europa's ship."
Europa's starship, simlar in size and gravity to the starship of the
squi dnot hs, had | ooked Iike a mniature Earth: | and nasses, surface
water, a normal atnosphere, plants and animals and topography.

The tunnel before J.D. rel axed, opened, and snoothed. The forward
constriction di sappeared; beyond the translucent wall, the creatures
receded and vani shed. The constriction behind her remained tight.
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J.D. waited, hoping the alien beings would communi cate with her. Her suit
radi o recei ved only silence.

But at her feet, a second guide thread took up where the first had ended.
The second thread was darker and thicker, like a strand of glossy bl ack
hai r.

J.D. followed the thread deeper into the tunnel

The soft silk floor silenced J.D.'s footsteps, but she clapped her gl oved
hands together and heard the dull thunk The spun walls absorbed and
deadened the sound, but it was a sound. Earlier, she had been in vacuum
now she was in air. She linked briefly with one of the LTMtransni ssions
and read the analysis: Majority gas nitrogen. Mnority gas oxygen, a couple
of percentage points higher than on Earth. Trace gases: carbon di oxi de,
ozone, hydrogen sulfide, a spectrum of hydrocarbons and fl uorocarbons.

"I'f you took your helnmet off, you could breathe,” Victoria said. "Not that
" msuggesting it."

J.D. glanced over the trace gases again. "I wonder if all this stuff is
nmeant to nake me feel at home?"

The air on Europa's ship had been crystalline and pure. Earth, as Satoshi
had said, before the Industrial Revolution. Earth, fromthe tine of
Europa's birth, nearly four mllennia ago. Europa and Androgeos had been
rescued from Knossos, after the eruption of Santorini on Thera. They had
been saved to wel cone human beings to the interstellar civilization

Sone wel cone, J.D. thought.

The air in the squi dnoths' ship was closer to the air of Earth in the
present day, pollution and all

O maybe, she thought, the beings who live here just like it that way.

"I wouldn't want to strike a match here."

J.D. pressed further and deeper into the webbing. She wondered if the silk
could bum She hoped not. The high concentration of oxygen would feed a
fire into a rage.

As far as she knew, nothing she carried with her could produce an open
flame, or even a spark. She was glad the Chi had | anded at a good di st ance.
Suppose it
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had come too close, and the heat of its engines had set the conpl ex
structure on fire? That would have been worse than back in the Tau Ceti
system watching the alien nuseum col |l apse. Wrse, because alien people
lived here. Afire would kill intelligent creatures, the only nenbers of
interstellar civilization to wel come human bei ngs.

J.D. continued onward. Wen the guide thread quivered, when she thought
she heard the scrabble and scuffle of snall feet on the silken floor, she
forced herself to maintain her deliberate pace. Whatever or whoever she
was follow ng, she did not want to scare it again.

Why are the squidnoths taking the risk of welconmng us? J.D. asked
herself. We're outcasts, and our invitation to interstellar space has
been wi t hdrawn. Europa fled so she and Androgeos woul dn't be cut off
along with us. The sane thing m ght happen to the squi dnot hs.

Eur opa had spoken of the squidmths with contenpt and di smissal. Wre
they so isolated, so lonely, that they would take such a risk just to
tal k?

The light grew brighter, and the tunnel surface nore convoluted, with
strands and sheets of silk stretching and overlapping in all directions.
The tunnel abruptly ended, several nmeters up the side of a huge chanber.
J.D. stood at the top of the slope, gazing out at a visual cacophony of
glowi ng |ines and overl appi ng, curving, rippled nmenbranes. She felt as
if she had wal ked into a scul pture nade of |ight.

The light-bearing cables focused here. The silk carried the |ight of
Sirius fromthe surface of the planetoid to the center of the web,
softening its harshness while its brilliance remained, shedding a bit of
its energy burden on its way into the depths. J.D. had reached a focus
of the illum nation.

"This is amazing." Satoshi's voice was soft, but excited. He was a
geographer: his work invol ved mathematical anal yses of the interaction
of people with the environnents they created for thenselves. J.D. sus-
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pected that Satoshi would be studying alien beings who created every detai
of their surroundi ngs.

The sl ope was steeper than the previous descents. J.D. clinbed down the
soft rumpled silk. The guide thread di sappeared into the nost concentrated
l'ight.

J.D. steadied herself, grasping a glowing, wist-thick strand. Her suit
regi stered warnth, but her glove protected her fromthe sensation. This was
like swnming with the orcas in a wet suit: renpved, alienated.

Interl eaved silk curtains curved around the concentration of light. J.D
noved carefully between the soft, bright sheets of fabric, hoping she was
not entering a maze. The mazes of Europa and Androgeos had been quite
enough.

The guide thread |l ed her in a sw tchback pattern of arcs: between two
curtains, to the edge of one, around the edge, along the next closest arc
to the center. The lifeline unreel ed behind her, creasing the end of each
successi ve curtain.

J.D. rounded a final curtain and stepped out into an irregular area forned
by the overl appi ng draperi es.

A tiny creature, trailing a glossy black thread, riffled across the floor
and vani shed beneath a sheer menbrane. The nmenbrane fluttered, then

snoot hed itsel f against a massive form

J.D. saw t he squi dnot h.

"My god," Satoshi said, in amazenent.

Victoria's response was feeling, rather than words: a deep, astonished joy
flowed from Victoria, through Arachne, to touch J.D.'s internal |ink
"J.D., it's wonderful!" Zev said.

St ephen Thomas sai d not hi ng.

Strangely enough, J.D. had no doubt that she had come into the presence of
one of the intelligent beings who inhabited this starship. Back on Europa's
ship, in famliar, Earthlike surroundings, J.D. had wondered if she should
try to converse with everything: the ground cover that surrounded the

| andi ng platform the aurochs that had chased her up a hillside, the

nmeer kats who had wat ched her flee. Wen she finally encountered Europa
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and Androgeos, who were very nearly ordinary human bei ngs, she was shocked
beyond words.

"Hello," J.D. said to the squidnoth. She stopped, and waited.

The squi dnoth sai d not hi ng.

It Jay in the focus of the |ight-conducting curtains, bathed in a bright
and gentle illum nation. Light that would have driven off an ordinary
ocean creature heightened the vivid peacock iridescence of its skin. And
yet its shape did hint at an origin in the sea.

The alien's body was at |east three neters |long, and probably nmuch
bigger. It lay cushioned and cradl ed and partly conceal ed within and
beneath the fol ded | ayers of silken web. Its glossy, |eathery body
flattened at each side into nenbraneous fins, where the guide-thread
creature had vani shed. The edges of the fins rippled gently, exposing
feathery undersides and delicate jointed appendages. Vestigial |egs?
Glls, and legs that would be functional in very low gravity, or
underwater? J.D. resisted maki ng assunptions. The squidnmoth did not | ook
like it wal ked anywhere, ever, for its fluted | ower body di sappeared into
the winkled floor. It |ooked like it had grown fromthe chanber, as if

it were the intricate exposed root of sone life formeven |arger and nore
conpl i cat ed.

J.D. took a step toward it, cautious, noving slowy, keeping her hands

in plain view

She wondered if the being even understood hands. The squidnoth itself had
tentacl es, a nunber of short, thick ones and three |ong, slender ones.
The long tentacles lay in a coiled and tangl ed mass before the being. A
creature the size of JDA hand scuttled down the curtain beside the

squi dnoth. Scal ed skirts hid its legs; its carapace bore an expl osi on of
feathery pl ates.

The end of one of the squidnmoth's Iong tentacles withed free, rising
like a snake, probing the air. The tentacle caressed and gui ded the
creature toward a large sil ken pouch that lay crunpled on the floor. Fi-
nally, the creature burrowed beneath the edge of the pouch, and inside.
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"Thank you for the invitation to visit you," J.D. said. The skin above the
squi dnoth's tentacles shifted and winkled. The |eathery, peacock-blue skin
split-J.D. started-and opened. A narrow flap of skin winkled upward, and
t he squi dnot h gazed out at her through a row of glittery, faceted eyes. The
wrinkl ed skin circled the bul ge above the being's tentacles. J.D. tried not
to assign fanmiliar body parts to a creature built on a conpletely different
body plan fromany she was famliar with. For all she knew, she was
approachi ng the being frombehind, the tentacles were its feet, the
vestigial, segnented |l egs were its hands, and the eyes sparkling at her from
beneath the nobile brow were sensors of snmell or hearing or sone sense she
did not even possess.

But she found it very hard not to think of the bulge as the squidnoth's
head, the tentacles as its organs of manipul ation

Sl ow down, she told herself; she was giddy with joy and apprehension. Hold
on. Remenber how enbarrassed you were, when you were a kid and you finally
| ooked up horseshoe crabs in the field guide: the |ong pointy thing was the
tail, not its sensors or its whiskers.

J.D. took another hesitant step toward the alien being.

"Hell o," she said again.

A voi ce transm ssion whispered into J.D.'s suit radio.

,, Do not fear nme," said the sane flat voice that had invited Starj~rer to
visit it.

"I don't," J.D. said. "Yes, | do. Alittle. Can you hear ne?" She was
broadcasting through her suit radi o, but broadcasting night not be
necessary if the squidmoth could hear her through her spacesuit.

Do squi ds have ears? she asked herself. She had no idea; even if they did,
that woul d not nmean the alien being followed any simlar specifications.
"My vibratory sense responds to very |ow frequencies."

"Then you don't hear me-but you receive nmy radio transm ssions.”
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"I receive your transm ssions."

J.D. noved a few steps closer to the squidnoth, fascinated. She wanted
to ask a hundred questions at once. Renenbering how di sinclined Europa
and Androgeos had been to answer any questions at all, she decided to
take things slowy.

She understood the "squid" part of the being' s name, but not why Europa
had called the being a squidnmoth. Mth, because of its vestigial |egs?
Then why not formthe second part of its name from some sea-living
arthropod, a crab or a shrinp or a | obster?

The being's eyelid opened widest in the direction facing J.D. Beneath it,
several small round faceted eyes peered steadily at her. Mre of its
eyes-J.D. could not help but think of themas eyes-glittered through the
hal f-cl osed edges of the eyelid. J.D. deliberately nmoved to the side as
she approached the being. Instead of shifting its position, the squidnoth
rippled its eyelid open farther toward the back of its head. It nust have
vision in a conplete circle.

"How do you communicate with other sqg-" J.D. caught herself in time-"wth
ot hers of your ki nd?"

"I communicate with all intelligences as | conmunicate with you."

Its tentacl es noved. The row of short tentacles quivered, and their tips
oscillated in a wave that began at one side before it ended on the other
so that two different waves noved along its shorter proboscises. The

squi dnoth | ooked like it had a thick, rubbery nustache.

The tips of the three long tentacles rose |like the heads of snakes. One
noved absently to the pouch on the floor, guiding a small silk-spinning
creature across its surface to lay new threads in a bright pattern

J.D. was nearly ten neters fromthe squidnoth. Its tentacles shifted and
unt angl ed, coiled and writhed.

She thought she had stopped well out of its reach

She was wr ong.

The tentacl es whi pped toward her. J.D. gasped and junped back, surprised
and frightened. The tentacles
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stopped short. They were not yet fully extended; they could reach her
Trenbling, J.D. forced herself to stand still.
A month ago, a week ago, she woul d have been surprised, but she woul d not
have been scared. Meeting Europa and Androgeos had profoundly changed
J.D."s assunptions about what the citizens of an interstellar
civilization would be |ike.
Did you expect themto be perfect? she asked herself, with a tinge of
sarcasm She answered her own question: Yes. | did.
She took a deep breath and noved a step closer to the squidnoth.
"I"'msorry," she said. "You frightened ne."
The ends of the tentacles rose, weaving like nmesnerized cobras. J.D. held
her ground. The tentacl es bore no obvi ous sensory organs: no eyes or
orifices, no hands or fingers. Instead, the tips |ooked soft, furry,
feathery, cloaked in a corona of iridescent purple fur
Sensory cilia? J.D. wondered.
"I frightened you by noving toward you."
The squi dnoth's voice remai ned flat, expressionless, and uninflected.
"You frightened me by noving without warning ne," she said, treating its
statement as a question. "You frightened ne by com ng so close, so fast."
The tentacl es drew back.
Great, J.D. thought. Now |I've of fended it
"You prefer nore distance."
"I prefer nore warning. What do your tentacles do?"
"They touch."
"My hands do that for me." She extended her arms, spreading her gloved
fingers.
"l know that."
"Do you know everythi ng about us?" She could not help but think, Wat's
the point of nmy com ng here, what's the point of the deep space
expedition, if Cvilization already knows nore than they ever wanted to
know about us?
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J.D. had spent her adult life preparing to be the first human to neet
aliens. But she was not the first. Europa and Androgeos had preceded her
by thirty-seven hundred years, and that distressed her nore than she wanted
to admt.

"No, but I want to," the squidnmoth said.

J.D. smled. She still had some know edge to offer the alien being.
"We're even, then."

"You want to know everythi ng about you."

"That, too. But | neant 1'd like to know everything about you."

She hesitated, wondering how forthright she could be in what she said. In
all the years she had thought about making contact with an alien
intelligence, she had never thought that the first tine she stepped into
aroomwithit, it wuld be able to converse in English. Back on board
Starfarer, J.D. kept progranms and di agranms, introductions to humans based
on physics, on math, on biology, on art. She had thought about com

muni cating with a being that conversed by color, by snell. Her coll eagues
had done simlar work, even before she joined the departnent a few weeks
back, experinmenting and specul ating on the difficulties of comrunication
Sone peopl e believed alien beings would be so different from humans t hat
t hey woul d never be able to comunicate at all

She coul d speak with the being, but she m ght not always understand it.
They could easily msinterpret each other

" Andr ogeos said you were . . . reclusive."

" Andr ogeos never visited me," the squidnoth said.

Lacking the clue of voice inflection, J.D. could not tell whether the
squi dnot h spoke with regret, with relief, or to offer a neutral point of

i nf ormati on.

J.D. felt very calm Her rush of fear had subsided, |eaving enough
adrenal i ne behind to make her hyperaware, sensitive, as if all her nerves
ext ended beyond her skin.

"I"'mvery grateful for your invitation, and very gl ad
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to visit you," J.D. said. "W haven't nade proper introductions. My nane is
J.D. Sauvage."

"I have no verbal nane," the squidnoth said.

"Call it Nenmo!" Zev's voice whispered in her ear

"Shh, Zev!" Victoria said.

"Tell me what that meant," the squidnoth said.

"One of my coll eagues suggested that | give youthat | offer you a nane,"
J.D. said. "The nane of a famous fictional character."

"I will be Nenp," the squidnmoth said.

"I"'mglad to neet you, Neno," J.D. said. "May | cone cl oser?"

In response, the squidnoth drewits long tentacles toward itself. They

twi sted and tangled, their tips com ng together and parting. J.D. foll owed,
till she was barely two strides away. Even this close, she could see no
reason for conparing the alien being to a nmoth. Up close, it did not |ook
all that much like a squid.

It was exquisitely, strangely beautiful. Bits of every iridescent color
flecked its peacock skin. Its slender jointed | egs splayed out into tiny
pointed feet, alternately conceal ed and exposed by the rippling gills.

For all her resolution, J.D. had begun to analyze the being in famliar
terms.

"I would like to touch you," the squidnoth said. Its |long tentacles,

unt angl i ng themsel ves smoothly, coiled before it, their tips waving as if
in a gentle breeze. Its nustache of short proboscises continued to ripple.
Again, J.D. hesitated, and she realized just how deeply the alien humans
duplicity had changed her

Danmit, she said to herself, you may not be able to trust everybody out
here conpletely; you nmay not be able to be as open as you' d hoped. But you
cannot be afraid all the tine.

"Very well," she said coolly.

The being extended one long tentacle toward her. The tip hesitated at her
foot, then curved over her toes and down around her instep, neeting the

fl oor where her boot sank into the thick soft silk. A second tentacle noved
toward her, arching up till it reached the |evel of
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her face. The fine hair of the tip brushed her helnet, with a sound as soft
as dust.

"This is not your body."

"It's nmy space suit,"” J.D. said. "It carries ny air.'
"You may breathe this air."

"I know. But the suit also protects ne fromunfamliar infections-and
protects you from contam nation."

"Not hi ng here will infect you."

" Andr ogeos said the sanme thing-but he wouldn't tell me how he was so sure.
You'll forgive my fears, | hope. | trusted Androgeos, but my encounter with
himwas . . . unfortunate, in many ways." Androgeos had tried to stea
Victoria's new work on cosmic string. He had tried to take away all Earth
had to offer to claimrespect within the interstellar conmunity.

" Andr ogeos i s young, and zeal ous."

"Young! He's thirty-seven hundred years ol d!"

The squidnoth's tentacl e brushed back and forth across J.D.'s facepl ate.
The pattern of the rippling of its proboscises had changed: froma single
wave-form noving regularly across its nustache, to a double pattern, two
waves starting one at each side, clashing in the niddle, adding to each

ot her, canceling.

Could | have perturbed it? J.D. wondered. But the question of contam nation
must be the first one everybody wants the answer to, and the first question
t hese peopl e nmust have sol ved. They've been interacting with each other for
mllennia.

Maybe | made it mad because | don't want to put ny life conpletely inits
hands.

"Androgeos is young," the squidnmoth said again.

J.D. wondered if she heard a tinge of anusenent or irony in its voice.
Surely not; it was her inagination

Strangel y enough, Androgeos had struck her as young. He was physically
young, while Europa had chosen a nore nmature physical presence.

" Andr ogeos acts young sonetinmes," J.D. said.

"W have nothing to fear fromeach other's synbiotic microbes,"” the

squi dnot h said, and waited.

J.D. hesitated. The potential danger was very | ow
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She and Nenb were products of conpletely different evol utionary backgrounds.
It woul d make nore sense to worry about catching Dutch El mdi sease froma
tree.

J.D. reached for the seal on her hel net.

"J.D.-" Victoria said, and then fell silent.

J.D. had wal ked out onto Europa's planetoid, unprotected. She had hesitated
then, too, but she had nade the decision to trust the alien humans. In
several respects, Europa and Androgeos were not trustworthy at all. But
when they assured J.D. she was in no danger of catching, or transmtting,

a human or environnental pathogen, they had told her the truth. They had
probably elimnated every disease in their environment; they were probably
in nmore danger from Starfarer than Starfarer wits fromthem And al

St ephen Thomas's tests had cone out negative.

It woul d nake no sense at all, besides, to throw Earth 4 lifeline in the
formof cosmic string, and then wage biol ogi cal war on whoever responded.
The interstellar comunity had been keeping an eye on the solar system for
generations; if they had wanted to elinminate humanity they could have done
it long since, easily, w thout ever being detected.

The only difference between wal ki ng unprotected onto Europa's planetoid and
taki ng of f her spacesuit in the squidnmoth's presence was that here, her
surroundi ngs were strange, and there, they had been famliar. And, perhaps,
that then she had not known what her hosts would | ook |ike, and now, she
was in the presence of a suprenely alien being.

Her only reason to refuse was fear: xenophobia.

Recogni zi ng such a reaction troubled J.D. deeply.

Too many bad alien-invasion novies, she said to herself, and then, Bad

j oke.

She unfastened her helnmet. She took it off.

She drew a deep breath.

J.D. started to cough. The air was pungent, nusty, reeking of hydrocarbons.
It stung her eyes. She breathed shallowy, tenpted to seal herself back up
with
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her own clean air supply. The high oxygen content of Neno's atnosphere
made her gi ddy.

Once she got used to it, it was about the sane as back horme in one of the
nore pol luted regions. Spending so nuch time in the wlderness had
spoi |l ed her and weakened her resistance to fouled air.

J.D. unfastened her suit and clinmbed out of it. She put it carefully on
the floor. The LTMs cl anbered around so they could still see and record
her actions. She hoped their resolution was insufficient to capture the
trenbling of her hands.

Neno's voice, tinny and indistinct, droned fromthe helmet. In order to
converse, J.D. would either have to wear the helnmet wthout the suit,
whi ch struck her as ridicul ous, or communicate with Neno through her di-
rect link. Odinarily she used the direct link only to communicate with
Arachne.

J.D. reached out, cautiously, tentatively, into her link. She could talk
with her colleagues via the direct electronic transm ssion, if she

wi shed, but she usually did not do so. Like many people, she found it

di sconforting. She did not |ike the sensation of other people's voices
in her head. It took a considerable effort of will to overcome her

rel uctance and speak directly to Neno.

"Can you hear nme?" she asked.

"I can hear you." Nenmp's voice whispered in her nind

The tentacl es of the squidmoth hovered nearby, raising and | owering

t hensel ves fromthe silken floor, twisting and turning as they waited.
J.D. faced the squi dnoth, nmoved a step closer, and held out one hand.
The tentacl e brushed her palmlightly with its tip. The sensory hairs,
soft as fur, quivered agai nst her skin.

J.D. closed her hand gently around the tip of the tentacle. Its notion
stilled. Nenp waited, saying nothing. She opened her hand.

The tentacl e noved up her arm curling around her wist |like a snake. Its
skin, beyond the fur, felt like suede. Its warmh surprised her. The
squi dnot h must have a body tenperature well above hers, if its append-
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ages felt so warmto the touch. She had unconsciously expected the slick wet
col dness of a real squid, the sharp pull of predatory suckers.

Neno touched her sleeve, exploring it, probing beneath the cuff.

"This is clothing,"” J.D. said, touching her shirt, her pants. "It's the
custom of human beings to wear it nost of the tine."

Maybe | should strip down, J.D. thought, but I'mnot quite ready for that
yet.

Neno touched her palm her sleeve, her palmagain, testing the differences
bet ween skin and fabric.

The tip of one tentacle brushed her throat, her lips. She closed her eyes.
Fur caressed her eyelids. A second tentacle curled around her waist, gently
enbracing her. The tip probed at her, tracing the texture of her shirt,
touchi ng each button, follow ng the curve of her heavy breasts and coiling
softly down her arm The third tentacle wound around her leg, then its tip
travel ed up her spine, touching the bunp of each vertebra through her
shirt.

She opened her eyes. Her | ashes brushed agai nst the sensory cilia.

"You detect sensations with these hairs,” Neno said.

"No." She sniled. The squidmth was trying to make the sane kinds of
assunptions about her that she was meking about it. "That is, | can fee
your tentacle, but ny eyel ashes are for protecting ny eyes. Un-do you cal
this a tentacl e?" She brushed her fingers across the soft peacock skin.

“In English, | call it a tentacle."

This time J.D. thought she heard a flash of hunor in Nerno's voice. Again,
she told herself she must be imagining it.

"I meant, is 'tentacle' an accurate translation of what you call it in your
| anguage? What do you call it in yourlanguage?"

"l have no | anguage."

"l don't understand," J.D. said.

"Qur conmuni cation does not consist of sounds."”
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"I know, you told ne: you use transm ssions. But what do you transmt?
Words? Vi sual images? Sensations?"

"A surface of meaning and perception.”

J.D. frowned. "A neural visual image?"

"Position, and change of position, within a nultidimensional surface of
meani ng, intensity, rapport between the speakers.™

"Mul tidimensional? More than three di nensions?”

"Many nore."

J.D. tried to imagi ne a nore-than-three-di nensi onal surface; she tried
to i magi ne bei ng shown a nore-thanthree-di mensi onal surface in her mnd.
An acquai ntance of hers claimed to be able to imagine rotating a sphere
around a plane, but she had never been able to explain to J.D. how to do
it.

"It sounds beautiful," J.D. said.

The squi dnoth tentacles twi ned and curled before her; their tips touched
her cheek, her breast, her hand.

"It is beautiful,"” it said.

"Do you have art forns associated with your comunication? The way humans
have singing and stories and poetry?"

"It is an art formin itself, whenever a talented one extends the limts
and forns new regi ons and new shapes."

"My I . . . WII you showit to nme?"

W thout warning, a flash of perception tantalized her brain. She heard
sugar dissolving, snelled the pink clouds of a brilliant sunset, sensed
the position of a billion raindrops |Iike nuscle fibers. She saw a nel ody

of Nerno's vision. Each sensation had its own particular place, its own
connections with all the others. Mre information poured into her. But

her internal link acted |ike the narrow end of a funnel. Nerno's
transm ssion filled the funnel to the brim and spilled out into noth-
i ngness.

J.D. gasped acrid air. She sneezed, and began to cough. Nerno's
transm ssion faded away, and J.D. found herself sitting sprawl ed on the
floor. She buried her
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nose in the crook of her el bow, breathing through the fabric of her shirt,

forcing herself to take shallow breaths, until her coughi ng stopped. She

wi ped her teary eyes.
Neno | ay placidly before her, short tentacles ruffling slightly, |ong
tentacles guiding a frilled, wornmy little creature as it spun silver thread
in concentric circles.

The radio in her helnmet runbled with a faint hollow sound. J.D. sent an
"I'" m okay" message back to Victoria and the Chi. The runbling ceased. J.D
pul | ed herself together and sat crosslegged near Neno.
"I didn't understand what you sent ne," J.D. said to Nenb. "But you're
right, it was beautiful."
"You cannot absorb enough information to gather the conpl ete conmmruni cation
surface," Neno said.
"Internal links aren't one of our natural senses,"” J.D. said sadly.
"They're pretty limted."
"it is too bad," Neno said.
"But any of us can use themto talk to you," J.D. said quickly. "And ny
col l eagues would like to meet you. Wuld that be possibl e?"
"I want to becone acquainted with one human being, first,"
want ny attendants to becone famliar with you."
"Your . . . attendants?"
Neno's fragile legs drumed on the floor. J.D. felt the vibration, and
heard a faint thrumm ng.
She heard the same sound she had heard farther out in the webbing, tiny
feet scratching against soft silk. Several small creatures scuttled from
beneath the curtains, nmoving on many | egs, and another slithered down a
steep sl ope. They gat hered around Nenb, crawling up the iridescent skin.
Their dull colors changed and brightened. Like chamel eons, they bl ended
into their background. If she watched carefully she could make out their
shapes, malleable and indistinct, reaching out with | ong pincered fingers
to groom Nenmp' s skin. One clanbered up the feathery gill-leg, and vani shed
beneath the fluted fin.

Neno said. "I
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"The attendants are not used to the presence of other beings."

"Ch," J.D. said. She did her best to be diplomatic. "How long will it
t ake?" She wondered if she would get a useful answer; she did not even
know i f Neno reckoned tine in | ong spans, or short ones.

"I don't know, |'ve never received a guest before," Neno said.

"Never ?"

"We're solitary beings," Nenp said.

"Does it-does it bother you to have me in your crater?"

"I enjoy unique experiences." Nemp guided the circling creature around
t he edge of the disk of silk.

"Wuld you like to visit Starfarer? | don't know if you're nobile or
not-" And | have no idea what you m ght be sensitive about, either, she
t hought, doubting the brilliance of her spontaneous suggestion. | only
know t hat human bei ngs are npbst sensitive about what's hardest, or

i npossi ble, to change. "You-you or any of your people-would be wel cone
on board Starfarer, if you cared to visit."

The squi dnoth's nustache ruffled, fromleft to right, then back again.

"You inhabit the inside of Starfarer, " Nenp said.
"Yes.,,
"I wouldn't fit inside Starfarer, " Nenp said.

"Ch." She glanced at Nerno's iridescent back, the tail section

di sappearing into the floor. "How nuch of you is out of sight?" Anything
that could fit inside the crater would fit inside Starfarer, though the
| ogi stics could be difficult.

"You see all of nme."

"l don't understand," J.D. said.

Nerno's long tentacles touched the silk, the walls.

"Al'l you see is nme," the squidnmoth said.

"The whol e crater?"

"Everything," Nenp said.

"The whol e ship?"

"What you call the ship."
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That stopped her. She wi ped one nore unexam ned assunption away,
enbarrassed to have nmade it without even noticing, and revised her
perception of the squidmoth. J.D. had assunmed Nenb was her counterpart,
t he individual who volunteered, or was chosen, to neet an alien being.
She had assuned each of the silky craters held a being |ike Neno, each
inits own web.

"You're all alone here?"

"I amnyself," Nenmo said without inflection

Great question, J.D., she thought. Wiat would you say if somebody asked
if you were all alone in your own body? "No, |I'mhere with a bunch of
white blood cells and a liver"? But-no wonder Europa and Androgeos said
squi dnot hs were recl usive!

She | ooked around with an even finer appreciation of her environment and
all the other species living here, helping to repair and remake the
structure, adapted or co-opted to a perfect interaction. .

Were they synbionts, or did they correspond to blood cells, or organs?
She was still trying to put names fromher own frane of reference, from
her own |inear |anguage, into a systemthat corresponded nore closely to
Nerno's nul tidi mensi onal conmuni cation

"Who do you communi cate with?" she asked abruptly.

"I communi cate with whoever speaks to ne."

"I meant . . . if you're the only one of your people in the Sirius
system how do you comunicate with others? W haven't found any way of
sendi ng el ectronic signals through transition. Can you-T

She stopped her excited rush of questions and waited inpatiently for
Nerno's reply. She imagi ned the anticipation of her coll eagues pressing
agai nst her link to Arachne.

I f Nempb knew how to conmuni cate through transition, the deep space
expedition would be able to tell Earth that it had met alien beings. That
coul d change everyt hi ng.

If we could Il et them know back on Earth, J.D. thought, that an
interstellar civilization really exists
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J.D. knew it was Utopian to believe human bei ngs would cone to their
senses, and end their interm nable and dreadful power games, if they knew
of a civilization beyond thensel ves. She knew it was Utopian . . . but
she believed it anyway.

And if Starfarer could send back word that it had met other
intelligences, the nenbers of the expedition m ght be forgiven for taking
Starfarer out of the solar system agai nst EarthSpace orders.

If they could signal through transition, at the very least they could |et
their friends and relatives know they had survived the nmissile attack

"I amnobile,"” Nenmo said, "like all ny people."

"Ch," J.D. said, as suddenly disappointed as she had been el ated. "Then
you can't signal through transition?"

"No. ,,

"Can anyone?"

"No one | know of."

"You go visiting."

"I go visiting," Nenmp agreed.

J.D. sighed. It had been a long shot. Cosnmic string theory allowed only

| arge masses to enter transition. No one-no one human-had figured how to
chitchat across the transition threshold. Apparently no one nonhuman had
made such a di scovery, either

Tal ki ng about cosmic string rem nded her of something she had put off

di scussing for too |ong.

"I understand your wanting to get used to neeting people," she said to
Neno. "But if you want to neet any ot her human bei ngs, you have to do it
soon. Starfarer has to nove out of the star system before the cosmc

string withdraws. If it does withdrawyou'll have to nmove, too, or you'l
get stranded."

"I will not allow nyself to be stranded,"” Neno said.

"Good . . . | was afraid . " She shrugged. She was anbi val ent about

bringing up the subject. "I"'msurprised you'll talk to us. Aren't you
afraid of being contami nated by us? You' ve talked to ne nore than Europa
and Androgeos did altogether, | think."

"They were di sappointed that you failed the test."
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"But it was a mistake! W weren't arned with nucl ear weapons. O with
anything else, for that matter. Nenp, we were attacked in our own system
W dragged the missile through transition because it hit us.”

"That is a shanme," Neno said.

"And the only thing that will keep us from being attacked again, if we

go home, is proof that Gvilization exists."

"Your own people would kill you because you failed," Neno said.

Anot her sil k-spinner crept out of a fold in the wall and joined the silk
wormin the new circle of fabric. The second spinner scranbl ed across the
di sk, leaving a radial trail of thread that secured the delicate, tight
spiral .

"They wouldn't kill us, but they'd put us in jail.
t he handwor k exasper at ed her

Is there any way to get Gvilization to listen to us9 she thought.

"Maybe you shoul d neither go on, nor go hone, but allow yourself to be
stranded,"” Nenp said.

"We've thought about it," J,D. said. The ecosystem could support far nore
peopl e than the ship carried; it could support themindefinitely. "W
could turn Starfarer into a generation ship, and formour own little

i sol ated worl d. " The whol e i dea depressed her. It meant abandoni ng
Earth. She could not imagi ne anything nore selfish. "I'd rather go back
and get put in jail!" she cried aloud, and her voice broke. She struggled
to cal mhersel f.

"l did not understand that," Neno said.

J.D. repeated herself. Her electronic voice sounded so calm so rational
"Inprisonment is preferable to freedom" Nenp's eyelid opened all the way
around, and the tentacles extended to J.D. and touched her forehead, her
shoul der. The sil k-spinners, deprived of guidance, wandered across the
fabric and trailed threads that left flaws in its surface.

Nerno's tentacles drew away fromJ.D. and returned to the spinners.

Nenp's attention to
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"No! But ... we didn't come out here to found a colony. That's agai nst
everything we agreed on, everything we dreamed of! We canme out here hoping
to join an interstellar comunity. W canme out here to nmeet you! And now
you tell us we have to go back, or abandon Earth, because of a m stake-!"
"Five hundred years isn't so long," Nenmp said.

"Not to you! You and Europa and Androgeos will still be here when five
hundred years have passed. But |'Il be dead. Everyone on board Starfarer
will be dead. And if we go back to Earth with nothing but the news that
we've failed . . . I'"'mafraid human beings won't survive at all."

"Many civilizations have destroyed thensel ves. "

J.D. |looked away from Nerno's brilliant, colorful form wth two |ong

tent acl es shepherdi ng the spinners, the third waving delicately in the air.
"I"'d hoped . . ." She started to take a deep breath, felt the tickle of
acrid gases in the back of her throat, and instead bl ew her breath out in
frustration. "I hoped you mght tell me that no civilizations are ever

| ost. That sonehow we al ways nmanage to pull ourselves out of destruction.”
"Civilizations are lost all the tine, J.D."

"I meant . . . a whole world's civilization." The culture she lived in had
reached out for the stars, and had attained them however tenporarily. Wy
shoul d that be proof against extinction?

Nerno's tentacl e brushed her toe, her shoul der

"So did L" the squidnmoth said.



CHAPTER 2

J. D. SAT CROSSLEGGFD BESI DE NEMO, THE SI LK beneat h her warm and soft. She
could happily stay here for a week, just talking. She shifted her
position, resting her el bow on her knee and her chin on her hand, | ooking
at Nemp, amazed and enthralled by the being. She watched, in silence, as
Nenp gui ded the sil k-spinners. The di sk had becone an iridescent pouch,
like several others lying at the edge of the chanber.

"Tell me about Gvilization," J.D. said.

"Bei ngs exchange their know edge,"” Neno replied.

The two spinners, one wormike, one
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resembling a starfish crossed with a | ace handkerchi ef, net nose to nose.
"But there's nore than that!" J.D. said. "How many worlds are there? How
many peopl e? How many ki nds of people? What are they |ike? Wat kind of
governments do they have? | want to know everything, Neno, about
Cvilization and how it works, about the novenents of the cosmc
string-!"

The wormreared up, the starfish twisted. They touched. Each extruded a
spurt of silk.

"The people of Cvilization will want to describe thenselves to you."
"What do they do when they meet? How do they reconcile their

di fferences?"

The bursts of thread caught together and tangled. As the creature.s
danced, Nenp urged them easily around the pouch. Their notions forned the
silk into a fluted rim

"They make peace, or the cosmic string wthdraws."

"That's sinple," J.D. said dryly. "Alittle Draconian, but sinple."

When the silk wormand the starfish returned to their starting point,
Neno flicked themboth off the edge and into the pouch

"Tell me what you're looking for," Neno said.

"We're | ooking for answers,"” J.D. said. "Answers . . . and nore
questions.”

"Tell me what answers you're |ooking for."

"W al ready found one-a big one. You. W built Slarfarer to find out

whet her other civilizations exist. O whether we were al one. Now we know
that answer."

"The answer to your question is self-evident," Neno said.

"Not to everyone. At least not to a |lot of human bei ngs. Their phil osophy
depends on their being alone in the universe."

"Earth has passed through a decline,"” Neno said.

"l -what do you nean?"

"Eur opa and Androgeos knew of other beings."



METAPHASE 31

"After they were rescued, after they left Earth and joined Cvilization-"
"When they lived on Earth, they spoke to others.”

"They had nyths. They believed in gods and deni gods and fantasy
creatures. That doesn't count as know ng about spacefaring beings."
"Yet their nyths were nore accurate than Earth's current nyths of
solitude."”

"There are lots of different myths on Earth right now But . . . you're
right. Europa and Androgeos came from a sophisticated culture. That's
probably why they fit in so well with Cvilization."

Nerno's feet drummed softly on the floor, a conmplicated rhythm Seven
against five? J.D. could not quite tell.

"I'f we do go back to Earth-1'mnot saying we'll accept the exile, but if
we do-there are lots of people who won't believe we've nmet alien beings.”
"You'll tell themyou nmet alien beings," Nenp said.

Several attendants scuttled and swooped nearer. Nenop rounded them up and
herded theminto the pouch

"Il tell them but they won't believe nme. They'll say we faked the
records. They'll say it's all a nonstrous hoax."

"You woul dn't fake information."

J.D. thought she heard shock in Nenmp's voice.

"But they'd say we did. So we could claimwe succeeded. So we could claim
they shouldn't put us in jail because we were right all along. They'l
want proof that we're right."

She waited, but instead of replying, Nenp lifted the delicate pouch and
placed its fluted edge against a sil kdraped wall, where it stuck

"You could prove we were right, Neno," J.D. said.

"If they saw ne, they'd believe you'd nmet alien people.

"They sure woul d. "

"I'f they saw ne, they wouldn't put us in jail."

J.D. laughed. "They wouldn't put you in jail, that's
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for sure.” She stretched out her hands to Nenp. "It's a lot to ask, |
know, but five hundred years isn't long to people |like you and Europa.
Wul dn't you at least think of visiting the solar systen? You could |earn
everything there is to know about human beings."

"Your invitation's tenpting," Nerno said.

"You'll do it?" J.D. exclainmed, astonished.

"I"'msorry, | have another conmtnent."

"I understand." The thrill J.D. had felt dropped abruptly into

di sappoi ntnent, with sad anusenent that people gave the sane excuses
everywhere. "Five hundred years is too long."

"This time it is, | amsorry."

J.D. rose and stretched.
"lI've been here for hours,’
a while."

"You are |eaving."

"l have to rest, and eat-
the Chi."

"I can offer you food," Neno said.

Nenp snaked out one long tentacle to the far side of the chanber. The
curtain there was a mass of iridescent bubbles of silk. Nemp's tentacle
qui vered across the surface.

It noved. The bubbles fluttered and bobbed and separated, the whol e mass
expandi ng, opening like a flower.

Each sphere was a living creature, depending fromthe curtain by three

I ong sl ender |inbs. The creatures had no heads, no other appendages, only
a circular ring of spots.

Eyespots, J.D. thought, know ng she was nmaki ng anot her assunption wi thout
much evi dence.

Nenb chose one at the edge of the mass and stroked it. It released its
hold on the silk and wapped its |egs around Nerno's tentacle.

Neno extended the creature toward her

"A decorative food," Neno said.

J.D."s helnet radio emitted a noise, not Nerno's voice, but Victoria's,

a qui ck sound of protest nore

she said. "I have to go back to the Chi for

She shrugged. "Things that are easier back on
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qui ckly cut off. J.D.'s friends worried when they thought she was in danger
but they were beginning to understand that facing the danger was her
responsi bility. They were beginning to understand that they had to | et her
do her job. Stephen Thonas had once offered to take her place, but he had
only offered once: her reaction assured that. The other menbers of alien
contact thought of her as nild-tenpered, even neek, and she was. But when
St ephen Thomas suggested that he go out instead of her, she |ost her tenper.
"The food will not hurt you."

J.D. accepted Nemp's offer.

It touched her lips. The jointed legs fluttered agai nst her tongue; the
abdonen di sappeared |ike sea foamor cotton candy, bursting with a fl ood
of strange flavor: sweet and gingery, spicy-hot enough to nake her draw a
startled breath. The air passing over her tongue dissolved the spicy taste
into a cool musky flavor |ike perfunme. She crunched the delicate |egs, but
when she swal |l oned even the | egs had evanesced.

The evanescence di ssolved straight into J.D.'s blood, straight to her
brai n.

J.D. broke out into a sweat, she flushed from collarbone to forehead, and
her heart began to pound. As J.D. gasped for breath-and coughed violently
in reaction to the air-Victoria's voice runbled fromJ.D.'s suit hel net,
rising in pitch. A spot of heat appeared in the back of JDA mind, a signa
fromVictoria. J.D. let it in.

"J.D., I"'mconming after you!" Victoria said directly into her mnd

"Neno, what's happeni ng?" J.D. said.

Trying not to sound pani cked, she sent a nessage back to Victoria and the
Chi. "No, don't, not yet. I'mall right. . . . | think I"'mall right."
"lIt's the effect of decorative food," Nenp said.

Nenp's | ong tentacl e nmani pul ated another creature fromthe wall and carried
it beneath Nenp's nustache of shorter tentacles. The creature di sappeared,
with a faint crunch.

Veins in the gauzy fins over Nenp's | egs darkened,
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and the fins rippled rapidly. The long tentacles tw ned around each ot her
| eaving the silk-spinners to their own direction. The tips of Nerno's |egs
pattered erratically against the floor. Nenmo's eyelid opened conpl etely,
then cl osed, then opened again in J.D.'s direction

J.D."s flush passed, and her heartbeat steadied. Only a quiver of sexua
exci tement remained, pleasurable and conforting and startling.

"Sone effect," J.D. said.

"That's the decoration.” Nerno's fins returned to their normal color, and
settled back into their usual gentle wave. Instead of replacing the
spinners on the rimof the silken pouch, Neno | et them wander in patterns
across the surface.

"Did you know how I'd react to it?" J.D. asked.

"Tell me howit felt."

"Li ke ninety-proof chanpagne. Like excitenment."

"Yes," Neno said.

"How di d you know?"

"Human bi ochem stry. "

"I's that howit feels to you?"

"If excitenent feels the same to ne as it does to you.,

"I's this what you live on all the tinme?"

"No one can live on decorative food," Nenp said.

"What do you live on?"

"Starlight,” Nenmp said. "Radiation."

" Phot osynt hesi s- ?"

The theory had al ways been that the netabolism of animals was too high
to be sustained by sunlight alone, that fictional creations |like giant,
wal ki ng, tal king plants could not exist-or at |east that they could not
wal k very far, very fast, or think very nuch.

"The light.of Sirius helps sustain ne.9

That woul d explain the other crater-nests, the ones filled with snmooth
silver silk in parabolic shapes: solar collectors, focusing the
starlight, converting it, and funneling it to its users.

Neno touched the sil k-spinners and guided themto
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the rimof the pouch. They had created a pattern of scarlet and indigo.
J.D. wiped her forehead. Her hair was danp with sweat. The first effects
of the decorative food had passed, but her hands were shaki ng. She
wondered if the food acted with a wave effect, or if it was about to give
her a flashback

"' m hungry, she thought. |I'm hungry and |I'm exhausted and | have a bad
case of sensory overload. And like Nemp said . . . nobody can live on
decorative food

"Neno, | nmust go back to the Chi for a while. | have a lot to think
about, and I'mtired-aren't you?"

"No, | don't tire."

"You're fortunate. Would you like to visit with soneone else while |I'm
gone?"

"I will think, until you return.”

She took that as a polite refusal

As she put on her spacesuit, she wondered how to persuade the alien being
to let her colleagues come into its nest. They would be horribly

di sappointed if they could not.

Several of Nemp's attendants whi spered past her on tiny invisible feet,
and clustered around the gossanmer thread that had | ed her in. Wen they
passed over it, it parted. They hunkered down over the pieces, draw ng
in the threads.

"May | have a piece of your silk?" J.D. asked Nempb, gesturing to one of
the threads.

"Tell me what you'd do with it."

"I"'d give it to one of ny coll eagues to anal yze. He studi es genetics."
"You may have it."

J.D. pulled the sanmpling kit fromthe thigh pocket of her spacesuit and
used the sterile tongs to pick up a thread. One of the attendants | unged,
arching upward to snap with shiny jaws. Startled, J.D. snatched the sam
pl e away.

"It doesn't want nme to take it," she said to Neno.

"It doesn't have much tol erance for change.™
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The attendant flopped back to the floor, forgot about J.D., and headed
for another |oose bit of silk.
J.D. put her prize in a sanple bag and sealed it.

"Thank you, Neno," she said. "I'll cone back as soon as |I can."

"I will wait."

"Shall | leave ny lifeline here? Then | could followit in when | cone
back. "

"One of my attendants will spin you to me," Nenp said.

"But that's so nuch trouble for you, when | could just followthe line."
"The line is essential to you," Neno said.

"No, not really. It's for safety, for backup."

"J.D.," Nenp said, and J.D. thought she heard a hesitation in the

squi dnoth's voice, "the line is unconfortable."

"It-what ?"

She thought about the line, snaking back and forth through Nenp's body,
pressing agai nst, even cutting into, Nerno's tissues and organs.

"I"'mso sorry!" she exclained. "Nenp, why didn't you say sonethi ng

bef ore?" She blushed, nortified at having thoughtl essly caused Nenp pai n.
"I want you to feel welcone," Neno said.

J.D. grasped the end of Nerno's tentacle gently. "I'mso sorry," she said
again. "I won't bring the line when | cone back."

"Thank you," Nenp said.

As she left the bright sphere of light in the center of Nerno's nest, the
long tentacles slithered after her, touching her heels. She paused at the
openi ng between two inner curtains, glanced back, and waved. Nerno's

nust ache vi br at ed.

"CGood- bye for now," she said.

"J.D."

She gl anced back. "Yes, Neno?"

"Tell me the questions you seek."

J.D. smled. "W won't know what those are,"” she said, "till we find
them'
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Reeling in her lifeline, J.D. left Nerno' s chanber and entered the

| abyrinth. At the first switchback turn, the |line had pressed agai nst the
edge of the curtain. When she released it, a dark welt forned. She touched
it gently, sorry for the pain she had caused.

Motion fluttered against her fingers. She started and drew back her hand.
Several pal msized flat creatures, the sanme color as the curtain and
canouf | aged against it, had snugged up agai nst the place where the cable
had lain. Now, as J.D. watched, they flowed over the welt, covered it, and
settled against the fabric. The welt vani shed beneath a rough line of scar
ti ssue.

J.D. left the labyrinth and hurried through the cathedral corridors,
clinmbing toward the edge of the crater. Now she noticed nore of the
creatures who maintained the intricate environment that was Neno. They
crept up every wall, spinning, weaving, unweaving; they peered at her with
eyespots or antennae from | uxurious folds of drapery; they scuttled away
before her so all she knew of them was the sound they made when they fl ed.
And al ways she was aware of the |larger creatures beyond the sides of the
tunnel s, shapes and shadows, the touch of a powerful linb tenting the wall
or the ceiling.

Maybe | should think of Nenb as an ecosystem she thought. O maybe | need
a whol e new term

She passed through the double sphincter that formed Nerno's airlock, no

| onger frightened by the nonster-organi sns that closed in to change the
shape of the tunnel

She started up the |Iong steep hammocks that led to the surface.

The cl oser she got to the outside, the nore deeply the lifeline had cut
into Nerno's fabric. In places, she had to pull it-as gently as she

coul d-from beneat h the healing creatures.

At the last place where the lifeline had sunk in, just before J.D. emnerged
fromthe crater, a healing creature
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had fastened itself firmy to both sides of the welt. J.D. pulled on the
lifeline, but not gently enough. The creature's body ripped open. Pale
fluid dripped out. The creature's edges had nelded into the wall.

The lifeline fell free.

J.D. stared at the dripping tissue. The dripping slowed, and the fluid
solidified. Soon the edges had heal ed, the walls began to absorb the two
hal ves of the creature, and nore healers canme fo finish covering the
welt. J.D. let the lifeline reel in, glad she had reached the | ast steep
sl ope.

Victoria was waiting for her at the edge of the crater, her slender
conpact body radi ating energy and excitement. She gave J.D. a hand up the
| ast | ong step, squeezing her fingers. Behind the gilt surface of her
facepl ate, she | ooked amazed, exhilarated, relieved.

A del uge of questions and comrents and excl amati ons poured through J.D.'s
ear phones. It was as if everyone had waited as |ong as they possibly
could, till she stepped out of the alien being's home, and then could
hold their curiosity no nore. J.D. felt a surge of panic. Victoria nust
have seen it, because she squeezed JDA hand agai n and opened a voice
channel back to Starfarer

"Come on, folks. J.D."s had a long afternoon. You saw everything she
did."

The cacophony eased. Soneone muttered, "Sorry," and someone el se said,
"But it isn't the sane." That sounded l|ike Chandra, the sensory artist.
"Neverthel ess,” Victoria said. "lI'mclosing down the PA for a while. W
can all talk to J.D. when she's had a chance to collect her thoughts."
The nonitor signals vanished, leaving J.D. in peace and sil ence.
"Thanks," J.D. said. "You could have said, 'Till J.D."s had a chance to
pee,' but I'mglad you didn't."

Victoria chuckl ed.

"You were fantastic, J.D." she said. "I wouldn't have had the nerve to
do all that you just did."

J.D. smled, exhausted but elated. No matter what
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happened now, she had begun to make friends with Nemp, with an alien being.
Too many things on the deep space expedition had gone badly up till now.
She needed a success. They all did.

"Let's go in," Victoria said.

"Ckay. , ,

They retraced their footprints through the dust of the planetoid s rough
surface, returning to the ungainly explorer craft, the Chi.

J.D. unplugged the end of her lifeline fromthe flank of the Chi and I|et
it snap back into the reel. She unhooked the reel fromher suit, and handed
it to Victoria.

"From now on," she said, "I'mworking without a net."

Qut si de the spacesuit |ocker, Zev and Satoshi waited for Victoria and J.D
"You have a hell of a lot of guts," Satoshi said.

J.D. knew he nmeant to offer her a conplinment, but she also heard the note
of caution in his voice.

"More guts than brains?" she said.

"Maybe," he said. "But naybe . . . that's what the alien contact speciali st
needs." He grinned at her, and she sml|ed back

"Thanks. "

Sat oshi was the nost restrained of the three nenbers of the famly
partnership. Unlike Stephen Thomas, who said whatever he thought, Satosh
nore often than not kept his opinions to hinself. J.D. valued his rare
conments, and rarer conplinments

Sat oshi went to Victoria and brushed his fingertips against his partner's
very curly short black hair, snpbothing it where her hel met had pressed
against it.

J.D. rotated her shoulders and stretched. Zev came to her and hugged her
tight. She stroked his fine pale hair, and laid her hand against his cheek
The diver's snooth mahogany skin radiated heat. Zev wore only light shorts
and a sl eevel ess shirt, both
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too big for him both borrowed from Stephen Thomas, who was nearly thirty
centimeters taller than Zev. Zev owned al nost no clothing, only a heavy wool
suit, part of his disguise for boarding Starfarer. He woul d have abandoned
clothing as quickly as he had abandoned his fraudulent identity, if J.D. had
not told himit would be socially unacceptable. He never wore clothes back

i n Puget Sound.

Zev took her hand between his, spreading his long fingers to encl ose her
hand between the translucent sw nm ng webs. He | ooked up at her, his dark
eyes bright with excitenent.

"When you go back, | want to go with you," he said. "I want to neet Neno."
"W all want that," Victoria said, her voice intense. "I hope it happens."
"l do, too," J.D. said.

Her col |l eagues had all been di sappoi nted when Europa refused them

perm ssion to explore her starship. J.D. hoped the sane thing would not
happen w t h Neno.

"Where's Stephen Thomas?" J.D. asked.

"I'n his lab." Satoshi sounded troubled. He ran his hand t hrough his short

bl ack hair. "I've hardly seen himall day."

"I need to talk to himbefore | go back out." J.D. was disappoi nted that

he had not joined the others to greet her. She held out the sanmple bag with
the fragment of Nerno's thread. "And | have a sanple for him Didn't he see
me pick it up?"

"Maybe he thought it was for ne, eh?" Victoria said. She grinned. "I would
like a piece of it. It looked like it had sonme interesting optica
properties.”

J.D. held out the sanple bag to Victoria, enbarrassed to admt how nmuch she
had wanted to give it to Stephen Thomas hersel f.

"Tell himnot to chop it all up | ooking for mcrobes,"” Victoria said. "Wy
don't you give it to him and freshen up, and we'll get ready for the
conference and neet you in the observers' circle?"
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"Ckay," J.D. said.

A few minutes later she hurried fromher tiny cabin and headed for the
Chi's labs. The | abs were larger than the cabins, but still mnuscule. J.D.
stopped in the doorway of the genetics |ab. Stephen Thomas sat at the work
bench, staring into the nicroscope's hol ographi c i nage. The inage rotated,
then flipped over.

Anot her hol ographi c projection, the i mge of Nerno's crater, hovered in the
air where he could glance up and see it.

" St ephen Thomas, " J.D. said.

"H, J.D." Stephen Thomas straightened and turned, hooking his el bow over
the chair back. "That was sone expedition.”

He snmiled at her.

"Thanks," she said softly, keeping back everything el se she m ght have
wanted to say to him

He | ooked drawn and distracted. He had been uncharacteristically silent
since they left Starfarer. O everyone, he was taking Feral's death the
hardest. It broke J.D.'s heart to see himso wi thdrawn, so deep in shock
Gief concentrated his beauty, rather than fading it, heightening the bl ue
of his eyes and refining the planes of his classic features. He had pulled
his long blond hair back and tied it very tight. H s skin, so fair a few
days ago, continued to darken. Except for the pale new scar on his
forehead, his skin now was a snooth cafd au lait. Eventually he would be

t he sane col or as Zev: dark nahogany, deep brown with a reddi sh sheen

"I brought you a sanple.” J.D. held out the sanple bag. "There's not nuch
of it, but it's |ess abused than the other one."

She had inadvertently pulled up a weed from Europa's ship. If she had not
been running away from an aurochs at the tinme, she probably would have
stuck it back in the ground instead of shoving it into her pocket. On the
ot her hand, if she had not been running away from an aurochs, she woul d not
have pulled it up in the first place.

St ephen Thomas accepted the bag. J.D. expected
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himto react-with excitenent, with disbelief that she had picked up no
nore than a discarded bit, with a profane expression of joy, with sone
unexpect ed i nmpul se uni que to Stephen Thomas Gregory. Wen she had given
himthe battered weed from Europa's ship, he had ki ssed her forehead.

This time, he sinply held the bag up to the light. The silk caught the
illumination and carried it fromone end to the other. The tips of the

t hread gl owed bl uc-white; the length of it shone |um nous indigo. Between
St ephen Thomas's fingers, the new y-forned sw mm ng webs gl owed pal e
anber .

"I wonder if Nerno's mcroflora is as diverse as the web fauna," Stephen
Thomas said. "This'll be contamnated. . . . Too bad you couldn't coll ect
it before you got out of your suit. People just emt bacteria |ike crazy.
But it shouldn't be too hard to separate the alien bugs . "
"I"'msorry." J.D. blushed, both annoyed and enbarrassed by the i mplied

criticism "I couldn't just go in and start ripping up bits-

He shrugged. "Can't be helped." He turned toward her again. "Hey, don't
get ne wong. I'mglad to have it."

" If you say so," J.D. said, and rushed to change the subject. "I want
to enhance ny internal link. Can IT

"Sure, but why the fuck would you want to?"

"Weren't you watching? Wren't you even |istening?"

"OfF course | was watching. Wiy are you pissed off at me? |Is everybody

pi ssed of f at me?"

"No, of course not, I"'msorry." J.D. gestured at the floating i nage. "I
want to communi cate with Nemb on Nerno's own ternms. So | have to enhance
nmy link. Can | start working on it now?"

"No, | don't have any prep here." He frowned. "You'll have to ask

Prof essor T hanthavong if she can m x sone up for you in the biocheml|ab
The readynade stuff was in the genetics building, so it's under forty
tons of rubble.”
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"Ch," J.D. said, disappointed. "Okay. I'Il talk to her." As soon as | get
some sl eep, she said to herself. As soon as | can sound coherent. Though
Pr of essor Thant havong was usual ly pleasant and invariably at least civil,
J.D. always felt intimdated by the idea of walking up to a Nobel |aureate
and talking to her as if she were an ordinary person. M ensaem Thant havong
was not ordinary.

"Just how nmuch are you planning to enhance the |ink?" Stephen Thomas sai d.
"As much as | can."

He knit his eyebrows. "You won't like it. You'll be a zonbie whenever you
use it. The synapses have to feed in somewhere, they'll take over all your
ot her senses.”

"I don't care," J.D. said. "It's inportant.” Her link warmed in the back

of her mind, notifying her of a message. "Excuse me it second." Her eyelids
fluttered. As she went into a comunications fugue, she thought, Mst of
us close off the rest of the world when we use our |ink, so what does it
matter?

She accepted the nessage. Nenp's characteristic signal touched her mnd
"Nermo! |Is everything all right?"

"The attendants are prepared,” Nemp said.

"Does that mean- Are you willing to neet ny coll eagues? Can we visit you?"
"Yes, you may visit."

J.D. opened her eyes. "That was Neno! Come on!"

Wthout waiting to explain, J.D. ran out of the lab
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J.D. TWEAKED HER METABOLI C ENHANCER again. It fl ooded her body with
extra adrenaline, hiding her exhaustion. She led the way to the edge
of Nerno's crater
"It looks different," Victoria said.
"It is," J.D. said.
The surface had changed, and the entrance. The tunnels were
rewoven, refornmed. If J.D. had left her line in the nest, it would
not sinmply have cut into the edges of Nerno's curtains. It would
have grown into the fabric of the nest

. itself, like gravel in a wound.
Sat oshi knelt at the edge of the crater and peered down the new
sl ope.
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"There's our guide," he said. "One of the lifeliners." They foll owed the
creature's thread downward. The lifeliner anbled before them no |onger
trying to hide.

"The route's easier,"” J.D. said, with wonder. "Nenp remade all the
tunnels." They were higher, the slopes shallower. She never had to stoop
She let her eyelids flicker, touched her internal |ink, and sent a quick
nmessage of thanks to Neno.

"I rebuild all the time," Nenp said.

J.D. hurried between the pearly gray curtains. Wthout the lifeliner
without its thread through the Iabyrinth, she would be Iost.

"It's beautiful," Zev said. "It's |ike anenones."

"Anenones?" J.D. said. "How do you nean?"

"On the curtains.”

"Look at it in the ultraviolet,
Jungle.”

J.D."s suit obediently displayed Nerno's web in the UV

The web expl oded.

Intricate patterns whirled into alien plants and surged with viol ent

bl ossoms. Auroras chased thenselves in spirals that expanded to-cover every
surface, then dimnished to a single point, and vani shed.

Dazzled, J.D. took a step forward and ran into a silken wall. Victoria
grabbed her arm and steadi ed her.

"Whoa, careful."”

She stopped and cl osed her eyes and cancel ed the suit display. Wen she

| ooked again, the storm of color had vani shed and the path lay clear before
her again, w nding between the curtains and their invisible decorations,
thei r canoufl age.

"Ww, " she said softly. "That's sonething."

St ephen Thomas said. "It's like flowers.

"It sure is," Victoria said.

"Can you see it?" Satoshi asked Stephen Thomas. "I nean, |ike Zev? Wt hout
the suit display?"

"Yeah," Stephen Thomas said. "l can see it."

The path spiral ed deeper into the crater. They reached the airlock. As the
shadows outsi de bore down
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on the walls, Satoshi cupped his hands agai nst the translucent tunnel
"Damm, | wish | could see them"

The pocket filled with air; sound returned.

The interior end of the airlock rel axed and opened. They continued to the
central chanber. The maze of curtains around Neno renai ned, but the
chanber extended farther upward, and the curtains reached to its ceiling.
In single file, the menbers of the alien contact department followed the
lifeline through Nerno's naze.

The gossaner thread ended. J.D. entered Nerno's chanber. Victoria and

Sat oshi and St ephen Thonmas and Zev cane in behind her

"Hell o, Nenmp." J.D. unfastened her helnet. The thick, snelly air

di spl aced the tastel ess air of her support system

Nenp's eyelid rose; the faceted eyes glittered. Nerno's central tentacle
snaked out and grasped J.D.'s wist. She gripped it, her fingers closing

around silky fur. The tentacle felt hot, like the tail of a cat basking
in the sun.

"These are ny friends, ny colleagues,” J.D. said to Neno.

"Wl conme, " Neno sai d.

"Thank you," J.D. said.

The others took off their helnets. J.D. had warned them of the
exhaust-funme snell, and they had seen the LTM anal yses. Stephen Thomas
wrinkl ed his nose in distaste, and Zev sneezed.

"Tell me if you thought new things." Neno said.

"I sure did," J.D. said. "W all did." She and her conpani ons renoved
their spacesuits and left themat the edge of the inner chanber. J.D
approached the squidnoth. "How are you? Did you think new things, too?"
"I thought of some old things," Neno said.

"I want to introduce nmy friends," J.D. said. "Victoria Fraser MacKenzi e,
who's the head of the alien contact departnent, and a physicist. She

di scovered how to use the cosnic string to enter transition."
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"I amglad to neet you, Victoria," Neno said.
The long central tentacle snaked out and hovered. Victoria extended her
hand, and Neno laid the soft tip of the tentacle in her palm She
shi ver ed.
"I"'mglad to nmeet you, too, Neno," Victoria said through her internal
[ink.
"Here's Satoshi Lono. He's a geographer. He studi es how conmunities
interact with their environments. And Stephen Thomas Gregory, who studies
genetics. And this is ny friend Zev. Zev is a diver."
Nenp went through the new greeting ritual with each of J.D.'s coll eagues
in turn.
"You're the ichthyocentaur,” Nerno said to Zev.
"That's what Europa called me," Zev said. "But the word nmeans |'m part

fish. I"'mnot."

"You are different fromJ.D.," Neno said.

"OfF course. I'"'ma diver, and J.D.'s still a regular human being."

J.D. was touched that he used the word "still." She woul d probably al ways

regret turning down the chance to beconme a diver that Zev's nother had
of fered her.

"And Stephen Thomas is different fromyou all,"” Neno said.
"I"mchanging into a diver," Stephen Thomas said. "I'm about half and
hal f at this point."

"Maybe sonmeday J.D. will decide to change, too," Zev said.

A spinner crept froma fold. Nerno's tentacle snapped out and grabbed it
and teased it into spinning and urged it in a tight circle and started
to weave anot her pouch.

"Can we | ook around?" Stephen Thomas sai d.

"You would like to see other parts of ne."

"Yes.,,

"The attendants will take you to what you wi sh to see.,,

Three lifeliners crept into the chamnber.
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The lifeliners led Victoria, Satoshi, and Stephen Thomas out of Nemp's
chanmber through the same path. At the first split in the path, two went
one way and one went anot her

"See you guys later," Stephen Thomas said. He strolled after the spinning
creature and di sappeared between two curtains.

Victoria started to call after him

"He'll be all right," Satoshi said.

Victoria stepped back, took a shallow breath of the fetid air, and bl ew
it out abruptly.

"I know," she said. "But I'd feel easier if our guides didn't |ook so
much |i ke scorpions.”

Intellectually she understood all the reasons for believing they were
safe with Nenp. Enotionally, she had a harder time. She was very gl ad
Nermo had not offered themall decorative food.

| wonder how you turn it down if you don't want it? she said to herself.
Maybe you say, Thank you very much, but | don't care to be decorat ed.
Sat oshi grinned. "They do | ook |ike scorpions, don't they? Not as nean,
t hough, or they'd be beating the hell out of each other right now "

The other two lifeliners scuttled down the path. At the next fork in the
corridor, they diverged

Sat oshi grabbed Victoria in a quick, fierce hug, then hurried after his
lifeliner.

Victoria descended through twi sting tunnels, curving tubes of watered silk
that spiraled steeply downward. The col or-shot patterns quivered beneath
her footsteps, and the lifeliner scuttled drunkenly along the shifting
fl oor.
Victoria junped, experinmentally, cautious because of the |ow gravity. She
hit the ceiling, pressing into the warm slightly sticky fabric. She
broke away fromit with a faint ripping sound, bounced to the floor, and
rebounded. By the time she cane to a sprawing halt she
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was | aughing at the position she was in, and even at her fear

Above her, the ceiling darkened where she had hit it. A shape passed over
the bruise. The silk dinpled fromthe other side as one of Nerno's
attendants stepped lightly across the upper curve of the tunnel. It was

i ke being underwater during rain. The brief shadow of the cloud, the quick
touch of raindrops sweeping delicately across the surface. The shadow
faded; the bruise di sappeared.

Victoria continued down the tunnel

The air grew sharp and clear. Ozone tinged it. Wen she touched her hair,
static electricity crackl ed.

And the gravity grew stronger.

At first she thought she was inmagining the gradual effect, but it was real
It nakes sense, she thought. G ade-school physics. | knew there had to be
somet hing inside Nerno's ship at | east as dense as neutronium And |'m
getting closer to it.

The LTM sensors registered a slight increase in the radiation |evel.
Not hi ng dangerous yet. Victoria knew she should not stay |ong, but
curiosity drew her on

The lifeliner scrambled onward and downward, |eading her toward a | anbent
gl ow.

Victoria followed the creature around a bend in the tunnel

The creature stopped. The tunnel ended its spiral and curved abruptly
strai ght down.

Victoria glanced back. Her escape route was open and cl ear. She crossed the
last few nmeters to the sharp curve of the tunnel, passing the lifeliner

A thick panel of transparent webbing covered the end. She knelt on the
floor and gazed down through the clear surface. It was like looking into
awll, awll it frombelow, or through a pane of old, wavery gl ass.

A shining sphere lay in the center of Nerno's planetoid. A curving pattern
of pal e cables suspended it and held it in place-held the planetoid in the
proper relationship to it. Here and there, nore of Neno's crea-
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tures crept about. They | ooked like the lifeliners, but they had nuch
heavi er carapaces, shorter spinners, legs nearly invisible. They picked
their way across the suspension cables. In front of them the white cables
flexed in response to the spinners’ notion and the faint occasiona
vi bration of Nerno's sphere. Behind them they left dark nmetallic rope of
twisted wire.
Victoria ignored the faint scratching noise behind her. She w shed she
could see into the sphere, but she knew it was protecting her from

radi ati on and energy flux that would kill her, and all her coll eagues,
and probably Nenp as well. The sphere hid the engine that powered Neno's
voyagi ng.

The lifeliner scratched persistently at the floor. Victoria finally

noti ced the sound and gl anced over her shoul der.

The creature huddl ed over a tangled tracery of silk. It scratched again,
ran a little way up the tunnel, stopped, and ran back toward her. It did
not turn; it ran both directions with equal ease. Werever it noved, it
trailed a line of silk. Its scorpion tails twitched, fore and aft.
,,Okay," Victoria said. "You're right. It's tine to get out of here.”
She rose, glanced one last longing tine into the center of Nenp's
starship, and followed the lifeliner back toward the surface.

"Thank you for showing ne," she said aloud to the creature and silently
to Neno, using her internal |ink

"You are wel cone," Neno said.

Satoshi followed the small scuttly creature spinning black silk before
him He wanted to get close to the lifeliner, to pick it up and inspect
it, to subject it to the electronic gaze of the LTMclinging to his shirt.
J.D. had asked himto be careful, and he approved of her caution. But he
wanted to see and understand every facet of the environment surrounding
hi m

The wi de, | ow corridor narrowed, the deep-fissured
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wal | s snmoot hed, and the firm springy floor dropped into a slope. Satosh
climbed downward. The light began to fade. The sl ope ended in a tall
cylindrical chanber hung with heavy, fibrous curtains and pierced with two
nmore tunnel s slanting up and out, l|ike the one through which he had
descended.

The lifeliner stopped and huddl ed agai nst the wall.

Sat oshi sat on his heels beside the creature. The lifeliner rubbed agai nst
the wall, severing the silKk.

"I's this the end of the road?" Satoshi said softly.

He wal ked around the edge of the chanber, touching the long bright swaths
of drapery.

They open, he thought.

He | ooked up

Long-lidded glittery eyes | ooked back

Sat oshi started and spun around.

At the top of each set of curtains, a creature clung to the vaulted
ceiling. If Satoshi had not net Nenb, he m ght not have recogni zed them as
creatures, or the circular fissure as their eye-slits. The creatures hugged
the wall, arching long | egs overhead till they touched at the center of the
ceiling. The | egs pressed upward and outward |ike an arch, holding the
creatures in place.

The nouth parts of the creatures, tremendously enlarged, forned the
curtains.

One of the sets of curtains suddenly billowed wetly outward. A bl ast of

oi ly, pungent air swept over Satoshi, knocking himdown and sl apping him
to the floor. The pressure pushed the hot funmes up his nose. He sneezed
convul sively, three times, four

The curtains fell back and the tenpest vanished.

Satoshi lay flat, catching his breath, breathing shallowy. H s eyes and

t hroat stung. A second set of curtains quivered. He ducked and buried his
head beneath his arnms as the curtains billowed and a second bl ast crashed
over him

He | ooked up and around just in time to see the third set of curtains

qui ver. He wat ched | ong enough to see themopen, pulling apart in the
center, remaining closed at top and bottom Beyond the curtains, acid
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dri pped down color-striped stone, dissolving it, releasing roiling clouds
of gas.
He ducked again as the hot, polluted air filled the chanber and bill owed
out through the tunnels. The curtains fell closed with a wet slap
He pushed hinsel f cautiously to his feet. He felt danp and greasy. The
curtains hung notionl ess.
"Nerno!" he said through his link. "What's going on down here?"

"Fresh air," Neno said

Sat oshi started to laugh. "That's nore fresh air than | can handl e al
at once," he said. "This place is amazing -but do you mnd if | |eave
bef ore the next storn®"

"Il wait till you' re safely away."

"How | ong do | have? Can | | ook around?"

"I must hold ny breath."

"Ch. Ckay, I'll hurry."

As he headed for the exit tunnel and the silken guideline, he took one
| ast | ook around, at Nemp's lungs, at the synbiotic creatures who not
only punped air through Nerno's body but created the air as well.

St ephen Thormas strolled after his lifeliner. Wien he was well out of sight
of his partners, he stopped at the intersection of several tunnels. The
creature beetled on and di sappeared around a curve.

St ephen Thomas del i berately turned down a different tunnel

He made it about a hundred neters. The lifeliner's carapace scraped the
floor behind himas the creature scuttled after him spew ng thread.
"Think you're going to stop ne, huh?" Stephen Thomas said. "Just how the
fuck are you going to do that?"

It closed the gap, spinning out a lifeline of increasing slenderness and
del i cacy.

" St ephen Thomas," Nenp said directly to the internal [ink

St ephen Thomas stopped. J.D. had adapted easily to
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di rect communi cation. But Stephen Thomas wi shed he had brought a portable
radi o headset.

"I hear you," he replied.
"It's hard to foll ow you when you go so fast."
"That's all right," Stephen Thonas said. "I won't get lost, | don't need

a babysitter."

"You do not wish to study genetics."

"1 - What ?"

"My attendant will take you to where you can study genetics."

"Can | take sanpl es?"

"You have a sanple.”

Great, Stephen Thomas thought. A few alien bacteria off a shred of
string. They probably have as much relation to Nenop as E. coli does to
human bei ngs.

"Thanks a lot."

"You are wel come."

"Ch, fuck it," Stephen Thonas nuttered al oud

When the lifeliner went into reverse and trailed a thread parallel to the
one it had left comng in, Stephen Thomas shrugged and foll owed the
creature wherever it wanted to,take him

"Suppose |'d kept going," Stephen Thomas said to Neno through the Iink
"l suppose you'd kept going," Neno said.

St ephen Thomas waited. Finally it occurred to himthat Neno had done
exactly what he had suggested.

"I'f I'd kept going," Stephen Thomas said, "what woul d you have done?"

" Not hi ng. "

"Wuld you let ne go anywhere | wanted?"

"I"d warn you of dangerous spots."

The lifeliner stopped in a gap anong several curtains. Light shined out
into the corridor, brighter than the light fromthe optical strands woven
into the walls. The new Iight shimered, |ike reflections fromwater.
The lifeliner |eaped, trailing silk, and disappeared.

St ephen Thormas noved forward curiously. Warm pungent air flowed toward
him Sul fur and hydrogen sulfide and other, nore conplicated chem cal s
nmade
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hi m breat he shallowy through his nouth. If the air got nuch worse, he
woul d have to turn back. He tapped into the analysis of the LTM clinging
to his pocket, and scanned the chem cals. None of themwould kill himin
their current concentrations. Not immediately.
The curtains created a spherical chanber around and above a water-filled
depression, and trapped the heat and the stench. Stephen Thomas stood on
t he bank, inspecting the place curiously. Sweat beaded on his forehead,
on the back of his neck
The lifeliner's thread vani shed into the oily, organic sheen floating on
the pool. The light was so bright, the surface so obscured with rai nbow
brilliance, that Stephen Thomas could not see to the bottom
Neno |ikes water as scungy as the air, Stephen Thomas thought. If I'm
supposed to dive in after the lifeliner, forget it.
He lifted the thread. Its end energed, broken, fromthe water
Br oken or dissol ved, Stephen Thomas thought.
"Hey, critter," he said al oud.
The water shivered at his feet. He stooped down, expecting the lifeliner
to answer his summons.
The surface spl ashed upward, spraying himw th the scumy soup. He
shouted in shock and flung hinmsel f back, H's feet slipped into the water.
"Shit!" He jerked his feet back and scranmbled for the entrance. He
reached safety. He pulled off his shirt. The front and the arns were
stai ned-he was glad that for once lie had worn a | ong-sl eeved shirt and
| ong pants-but the back was clean. He used it to wipe the liquid fromhis
face and hands.
The pale blue silk of his shirt discolored to brown.
"Jesus, Neno, what's-oh, fuck!"
H s sandal s were snoking. He snatched them off and threw theminto the
corridor and rubbed his feet on the remants of his shirt.
"What's goi ng on down here?"
"Cenetics."
"Survival of the fittest?" | knew there was a good
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reason to study nol ecul ar genetics, he thought. "You told me you'd warn ne
of dangerous pl aces. "

"But you asked to observe, not interact," Neno said.

"I didn't nean to fall in your damed pond."

St ephen Thomas got the distinct inpression that the squidnmoth was | aughi ng
at him Scowing, he sat crosslegged well above the waterline, rested his
el bows on his knees, and | eaned his chin on his fists.

The caustic liquid had not discolored the skin of his feet, or of his
hands, even the delicate new sw nm ng webs, so he supposed his face was not
di sfigured either.

The spl ashing creature had subnerged, unseen. But the surface roiled
slowy, as if gentle whirlpools drifted across it, now and then colliding,
m xi ng, separating.

Fromthe safety of the entrance, Stephen Thomas coul d not see what was
goi ng on. He rose and went cautiously nearer the edge. He bent just far
enough to peer into the pool

The lifeliner burrowed into the bottomuntil nothing showed but its two
scorpion tails. Dark blue filanents, slender at the root, wide and flat in
the center, and tapered at the ends, grew fromthe bottomlike kel p. They
stretched toward the center of the pond. Just above the root, each bore a
cluster of scarlet flowers.

A tantalizing array of entities crawl ed and swam and burrowed anong and
bel ow t he kel p. Stephen Thomas wi shed he had a protective suit. He was not
goi ng swi mri ng unprotected in Nerno's pool. He doubted even his spacesuit
woul d hel p. It mght keep out the noxious liquid and gases the pool was
emtting . . . then fail catastrophically as soon as he entered vacuum
Anot her unfamliar creature ploughed toward the lifeliner. It was shaped
li ke a sowbug, but the size of Stephen Thomas's cupped hands. Several rows
of spines ran down its back. They wavered, pressed backward as the creature
crossed the nmuddy bottom

The spined sowbug | unged forward, straight between the lifeliner's extended
scorpion tails. Silk burst fromthe tails, erupting onto the spines, and
the tails flailed at the attacker. But the sowbug fastened on. Silt spewed
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up, obscuring the fight. Trails of yellow blood filnmed the water. The
lifeliner hunped up out of its burrow, flexing its body spasnodically. One
tail crushed a patch of spines. The sowbug shuddered, then cl enched.

The lifeliner relaxed and grew still. As Stephen Thonas wat ched, the
sowbug bore down on it. It fell apart in battered pieces, |eaking guts
and gol den bl ood.

St ephen Thomas backed away fromthe pond. He felt sick. His vision
blurred. He stunbled out into the corridor, fighting for breath.

Don't throw up, he told hinself. Not here, not now. Whatever you' ve seen
what ever it signifies, don't let it affect you

He grabbed his shirt and his sandals and fled fromthe soft vicious
sounds of struggle.

J.D. and Zev renained w th Neno.

One of the arnor-scal ed creatures flowed up to Zev's bare foot and
extended its frilly mantle, rippling out to touch him Zev watched it
curiously. Then, fearless, he picked it up and turned it over to | ook at
it. Its feathery appendages waved frantically, and a streamof fluid
spurted fromits underside. Zev |aughed. An old hand at catching
creatures who used water jets and ink and even tiny poison darts for

def ense and escape, he had been holding it at an angle. The liquid jet

m ssed himand spattered, pungent and oily, on the floor. Zev put the
creature down, and it zipped off under one of the silk-sheet walls.

Zev crossed the distance to Nenp. He knelt down and touched Nerno's sleek
side, stroking the iridescent skin. Neno blinked slowy. The long eyelid
cl osed. Nenp reminded J.D. for all the world Iike a huge nmutant cat being
petted. The long tentacl es noved | anguorously, tapping against the silk
floor, the spinners, Zev's |eg.

Neno pl ucked one of the honey ants and gave it to Zev, plucked anot her
and handed it to J.D. J.D. ate hers
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slowy, preparing for the rush and dizziness. Zev popped his into his
nmouth and crunched it.

"Ch, | like that," he said out loud, his voice breathy. He returned to
using his link. "Thanks, Nerno! | wonder if you'd like beer."

Nerno's long eyelid opened; the glittery eyes peered out. The long
tentacl es Surrounded Zev, touching and stroking him

"I eat only insubstantial food," Nenmp said.

Zev sat quiet and interested as Nerno's tentacles explored him

The tentacl es touched and probed his body through the thin fabric of his
shorts and shirt. Zev, not in the |east unconfortable, stroked Nerno's
back and played his fingers along the shorter proboscises that forned
Nerno' s nust ache.

Neno touched Zev's face with the tip of one |Iong tentacle.

"You have had your children."

"Me?" Zev said, startled, yet flattered. "No, |'ve never been asked to
father a child. Not yet."

Nerno's short tentacles wffled in a conpl ex wave.

"You're a juvenile."

"1"'mgrown!"

Neno pulled the tentacle sharply back. Zev | eaned toward the squidnoth
and touched the purple fur

"I didn't nean to frighten you," Zev said.

"Zev's an adult," J.D. said. "But divers wait till they're ol der
usual |l y, before they reproduce."

"Humans change to divers," Neno said.

J.D. was having trouble follow ng Nerno's reasoni ng, though the

i nsubstantial food made her feel intense as well as dizzy, able to nake
great leaps of intuition. Unfortunately, figuring out what Nenp neant,
or what Nenp wanted to know, was too great a |eap even for J.D

"Divers started out as human beings. But we changed ourselves. M
grandparents did."

"Divers are not the adult form of human beings."

"No," J.D. said. "I nean, that's right. Humans can
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change to divers and divers can change to humans, but we usually don't."

"I was never an ordinary human being," Zev said. "And we breed true. Diver
genes are domnant. If J.D. and | had children, they' d be divers."
"There's another difference between Zev and ne," J.D. said. "Zev is nale
and I'mfemale."”

She was glad to have a relatively neutral way of bringing up the subject
of sex and gender. Though Nenp had not bal ked at any of J.D.'s questions
so far, she had felt shy of asking about the reproductive strategies of
squi dnot hs. And though J.D. assured herself that a squidnoth would be shy
of completely different subjects than the ones human beings found difficult
and delicate, she did not find broaching the question of sex any easier
"Europa is a female and Androgeos is a nale,” Nenp said.

"Yes. Exactly."

"This is significant for your reproduction.”

"Yes. For us, and for nost of the higher animals and plants on Earth. To
reproduce, we need a nale and a female. How does it work for you?"

"W exchange genetic material, then save it for our reproductive phase."
Male first, and then female, J.D. thought. O hermaphroditic-

Then: You're doing it again, she thought. Trying to fit Nemo into faniliar
terms. Just because you think you' ve pinned sonething down, just because
you've named it, doesn't nmean it fits in the box you've nade of the nane.
"How of ten do you reproduce?" J.D. asked.

"One tinme."

"Do you have children, then? Young ones, offspring?" Nenp was a being of
great age; J.D.'s inpression was that Nemb was an el der of the squi dnoths.
"I have no offspring yet."

"How do you deci de when to have then®?"
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"l decide when the juvenile phase of ny life is finished."

J.D. started to say sonething, then stopped, for she had been about to
interpret Nerno's comment without doubl e-checking her assunptions.

"Do you mean that you deci de when to beconme an adult-when to becone
sexual |y mat ure?"

"I decide when to enter ny reproductive phase."

"I's that when you beconme an adul t?"

"Yes.,,
"Are you still a juvenile?"
"I"'mstill a juvenile."

"I thought you were old," Zev said. "O der than Europa, even."

"I am ol der than Europa,"” Neno said.

"And still a juvenile!™ J.D. said, amazed.

Maybe that's why Nemb's willing to talk to us, J.D. thought. Jusi a crazy
ki d.

"Nermo, how long is your |ifespan?"

Nenmo hesitat ed.

| wonder, J.D. thought, if Nemp is afraid I'll say, "Take me to your
not her " ?
"I"'mnearly a mllion subjective years old," Neno said.

Sone juvenile! J.D. thought. If Nenb's a juvenile, how old and wi se the
adul ts nust be

"Did Cvilization increase your |lifespan, too, |like Europa' s?" J.D. asked.
"Or do you naturally live a long tinme?"

Agai n, Nemp paused before replying. Wuld the squidnoth start behaving |ike
Eur opa and Androgeos, wi thholding information because it was val uable, and
human beings had so little to trade for it? She could not bear to think

that after all, Nemb would send the humans away.
If everyone in Cvilization is four thousand years old, a mllion years
old, J.D. thought, no wonder they think of us as inmature. But . . . do

t hey have kids of their own? Europa gave ne the idea there were a | ot of
di fferent people out here. Wiere do they put their popul a-
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tion? She wondered, feeling depressed, if the people of Civilization cramed

t hensel ves together, |ike human beings in sone of Earth's cities, and
conforted thenmsel ves by cal cul ati ng how many peopl e coul d be packed into a
given area, and still have a spot of ground to stand on

"Civilization hel ped ny people naturally live this long," Neno said.

"Do you build in a long life-span? Instead of prolonging it with outside
treat nents?"

"More or less,” Nenp said.

"Who deci des who gets to make those changes?"

"Wth enough know edge, you can change yourselves."

J.D. sighed. "W'll have to discover the knowl edge on our own, |I'mafraid,"
she said.
"When you cone back, Civilization will give you another opportunity to ask

for it," Neno said.
"W don't want gifts!" J.D. said. "Not now, not in five hundred years! W
want partnership. W want friendship and conmuni cation." She stood up, too

agitated to remain |l ounging on the soft silk floor. "I knowit isn't very
|l ong-sighted to care that I'lIl be dead when we get another chance. But |
do care! | want to see the interstellar Cvilization for nyself. Can't

anybody out here understand that?"

"l understand."

Europa had referred to the squidnoths with contenpt. J.D. thought Europa's
assessment of Nerno's people was wong. J.D. thought Nenp m ght know nore
about the inner workings of Gvilization than Europa did, nore about the
power structure, nore about the cosm c string.

On the other hand, J.D. could not imagine Europa living anywhere for four
t housand years-for one yearand not scoping out the power structure.

"And . . . I'mselfish,” J.D. said. "Now that |'ve met you, how can | go
hone and know I'I|l never get to talk to you agai n?"

“I'"1l be sorry when our tal ks end, too," Nenp said.
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"They shouldn't have to, though, that's the point," J.D. said. "The nucl ear
mssile was a m stake. Bad | uck, and m sunderstanding, and error. It

woul dn't happen again in a hundred years. In five hundred! Especially if
peopl e back on Earth knew about G vilization."

"The nuclear mssile was bad luck,"” Neno said.

J.D. chose to interpret the expressionless comrent as agreenent, rather
than as a question, or as skepticism

"I have to find the other people, Neno. The ones who cane before. | have
to expl ain what happened, so they'll stop withdrawing the cosmic string."
"There are no other ones anynore, J.D."

J.D. sank down. Androgeos had said the sane thing, but J.D. had stopped
bel i evi ng Androgeos when he tried to steal Victoria's transition algorithm
Hearing Nerno say the sane thing shocked her. She trusted and believed
Neno.

"How do you know? How can you know the ot her ones are gone?"

"There haven't been any in a nmllion years."

"Maybe you Just never met any," J.D. said. "The galaxy's a big place."
"Have you been everywhere?" Zev asked. Several of Ncnp's attendants had
gathered at Zev's feet, snuffling at his toes, at his senmiretractile claws.
He petted themlike kittens, |ike the baby octopuses the divers liked to
keep around.

"I haven't been everywhere," Neno said.

"So there nmight be sone you don't know about.'
felt hopeful again.

"l don't think so."

"W've got to keep | ooking. Maybe |I'mtoo arrogant, but | think our people
woul d be an asset to Givilization. And maybe |I'm not arrogant enough, but

| don't think our nuclear missiles are a threat to any of you. Even our
mlitary thinks interstellar war would be stupid and unwageabl e.”

"Stupid isn't equivalent to |acking destructive power," Neno said.

J.D. smled sadly, but she
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J.D. slunped, her hands lying linmp on her knees. It was essential to her
even if selfish and sinple-mnded, to return to Earth with a successful
expedition. She was terrified at what woul d happen-not only to her and her
renegade col | eagues, but to their whole planet-if they returned a failure.
The rush of Nerno's insubstantial food had vani shed, |eaving her drained
and shaky. She was too tired to think, too tired to talk. She could not
renenber the last time she had rested. She goosed her netabolic enhancer
but it too had exhausted itself.

"Where do you come fron?" Zev asked.

Nenmo did not reply.

"Bad question?" Zev asked.

Nerno's long tentacles withed and coiled slowy around the hal f-fornmed
bag; their sound was of waves caressing dry sand.

"No question is bad," Neno replied.

"But you didn't answer."

"l come fromhere," Nenp said

"From Sirius, you nean?"

"Yes."

"I't's lonely here," Zev said. "No other people. No life on the planets."
"My people didn't evolve here,"” Neno said.

"Then where?"

Nerno's tentacles twi ned, quivered, relaxed.

"I can't tell you."

"Wy not ?"

"l don't know how. "

J.D. sawin her mind the glinrer of a star map. Zev brought it fromthe
Chi's onboard computer and sent it through his link. The sun was a poi nt
of light in the center; its near neighbors spread out around it. J.D

cl osed her eyes and | ooked at the map in her nind.

"Can you see this all right?" Zev asked.

"Make it bigger."

The scal e changed. The dark space containing a few sparks changed into a
crowded field of stars.

"How s that?"
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"Make it bigger."

Zev scaled it all the way up to the M|l ky Way and its nei ghboring

gal axi es, bright nulticolored spirals and ellipses, dark dusty cl ouds.
"Bi g enough?"

"Not that big," Nenp said.

"Can you travel between gal axies?" J.D. asked.

"We are not so advanced."

Zev showed Nenpo a representation of the MIlky Wy.

"On the other side," Neno said.

The gal axy rotated. But its other side was dark and enpty, for no human
bei ng knew what | ay beyond the crowded stars and dust clouds of the

gal axy's center.

"We don't have that information," J.D. said.

"I could show you. " Nenp said, then, "No, | cannot, because of your
link."

Zev let the map fade. J.D. sighed, and opened her eyes, nore determn ned
to enhance her link as soon as she coul d.

"You' ve cone a |long way," Zev said.

"My peopl e have."

Alifeliner scuttled into the chanber, trailing silk. R ght behind it,
Victoria swng around the edge of the curtain. Ecstatic, she strode
toward Neno.

"Neno, your center-l1 want to know all about it! Is it neutroniun? How did
you build it? How does it make you nove?" She sw tched from using her
link to speaking aloud. "J.D., are you okay?" She dropped to her knees
next to J.D. and put her armaround J.D.'s shoulders. J.D. |eaned agai nst
her gratefully.

"Just tired," she said.

"My center's difficult to explain,” Nenmp said.

"Try nme. 11

J.D. could hear the dryness in Victoria' s tone; she wondered if Nenp
coul d.

"I mean difficult physically."

"How so?"

"Your link is like J.D."s," Nenp said.
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"It's too narrow," J.D. said. "None of us can take in everything Nenp coul d
show us."

"Arachne and | could exchange information," Neno said, "about ny center
about the gal axy."

J.D. glanced at Nempb, then quickly at Victoria.

"No," Victoria said. "No, I"'msorry, | don't think that's possible."

"Tal king is enjoyable, but slow, and inprecise, and insufficient," Neno

sai d.

"Maybe . . . limted access to Arachne?" J.D. said softly.

Victoria twitc~, ~d her head sideways, a quick, definite negative. Full
access to Arachne neant access to Victoria's algorithm Limted access .

. who could tell how deeply Nemp mi ght delve? The algorithmwas the only
thing Starfarer had, the only thing Earth had, that Cvilization had shown
the least interest in. Once Civilization possessed it, hunman bei ngs had
nothing left to bargain wth.

"I"'msorry, Neno," Victoria said. "That isn't a decision | can make nyself.
"Il have to discuss it with nmy coll eagues. Do you under st ancl ?"

"No," Nerno said

How coul d Nenmo underst~ind' J.D. thought. Al alone here, with the power
to go anywhere, and do anything . .

"Human bei ngs and divers tal k about what they do," Zev said. "And about
what they did and about what they plan. Sonetines it's boring, but it's
very serious."

Neno touched Zev's forehead, then J.D.'s cheek, with one soft tentacle. The
other two tentacles continued to guide the spinners around and around and
around the edge of another pouch

"I must think, and you nust all talk together."

"Yes," J.D. said. "As soon as Satoshi and Stephen Thomas get back-"
"They'll meet you at the airlock."

It was the first tine Nenp had interrupted her. J.D.'s gaze met Victoria's.
Victoria | ooked thoughtful. J.D. felt stricken. She had been di smi ssed.



CHAPTER 4

THE OBSERVERS' CHAMBER WAS A TRANSparent, flattened bubble attached to the
side of the explorer spacecraft, with a clear viewin every direction
except imediately back toward the Chi. It was J.D.'s favorite place in
the expl orer. She sonetimes sat out here all al one when they were
traveling, just to watch the stars.

She took her place in the circle of couches. Her couch faced outward, di-
rectly toward Nerno's crater. Several hundred neters distant, above the
crater rim the variegated silken surface caught the brilliant |ight of
Sirius and flung it outward.
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J.D. felt too tired to talk, too tired even to think. But her coll eagues
back on Starfarer had been waiting for hours for this conference. It was
not fair to ask themto wait any |onger.

Zev and Victoria were already there, waiting for her. Wth her hands shoved
deep in the pockets of her jeans, Victoria stood outside the circle, gazing
toward Nenp's crater.

Zev lounged in the auxiliary couch to the left of JDA seat. He grinned at
J. D

"Neno reninds nme of hone," Zev said.

J.D. stroked the young diver's armfondly. His fur, so delicate it was
nearly invisible against his nmahogany skin, felt warm and soft.

"Nerno's not |ike anything back in Puget Sound,"” J.D. said. "Not anything
like."

"I know. But he renminds nme anyway. He doesn't |ook |ike he's been sw nm ng
inalong time."

"Nermo can't go swnming," J.D. said, alittle inpatiently. |magine a being
the size of Nenob, the size of the planetoid, sw mrmng anywhere.

"Not now, " Zev said. "But critters like Nenmo don't always | ook the sane."
Zev was right. Neno could have gone through nore than one form Maybe that
was why Europa called Nenp a squidnoth. J.D. added Zev's observation to the
list of subjects she wanted to discuss with the alien being.

Through her link, J.D. reached out tentatively to Neno.

"Nenmp?" she asked. "I'mgoing to talk to everybody back on board Starfarer.
You can join in, if you like."

She waited. She received no reply.

I know how Nenp feels, J.D. said to herself. I'd like to sit quietly all

al one for a while and think about everything that's just happened. No.
First 1'd like to get some sl eep.

The i mage of Geral d Henmm nge appeared nearby. The assistant chancel |l or of
Starfarer also acted as the alien contact department's liaison to the
starship.
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"Are you ready?" he asked. "Everyone's anxious to start."

"In a mnute, Cerald, thank you," J.D. said. "W're still getting
oursel ves together."
"Very well." As he turned, he faded out.

St ephen Thomas entered and crossed the transparent floor of the circle.
He had changed to a Starfarer T-shirt and a clean pair of long pants with
the Starfarer logo on the thigh, unusually subdued cl othes for Stephen
Thomas. But he no | onger | ooked as bedraggl ed as when he cane out of
Nerno's crater.

He stopped beside Victoria, but he did not speak and he did not touch
her. He stared out the transparent side of the observers' circle, his
gaze on Nerno's spiky curtains of silk. The severity of his hair, pulled
tight and tied at the back of his neck, made himcold, and al oof.

J.D. wondered what he was thinking about. The alien nuseum on a harsh
little airless world not too different fromthis one, fusing and
destroying itself as he watched? The col |l apse of the genetics depart ment
around hi n? The changing virus turning himinto a diver? No . . . none

of those, of course. He was thinking about Feral, wondering how the

ent husi astic young journalist would have reacted to Neno. He was nourning
t he delight Feral would never feel. Murning Feral

Then Victoria briefly touched her younger partner's hand, and they turned
to join the circle. Stephen Thomas | ooked straight at J.D., conpletely
expressionl ess, and she had no i dea what he was t hinking.

She gl anced away, enbarrassed to be staring at him and blinked fast to
cl ear her eyes of tears.

Victoria took her place in the seat across fromJ.D. Stephen Thomas sat
at J.D."s right.

Sat oshi cane in a nonent later. He always noved so snoothly, so
athletically: he nonchalantly carried two brinful nugs of tea. He handed
one to J.D.

"Careful. It's hot."

"Thanks," she said. Trying not to nove the cup, she |eaned forward and
took a sip so she would not spill it.
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It was hot. She had to slurp it so she would not burn her tongue.

"You | ooked |ike you could use it," he said. He sat in his couch one place
to Zev's left.

Now t he nenbers of the alien contact departnent were all in their places,
quartering the observers' circle like the cardinal points of a conpass. Zev
broke the pattern, but J.D. was gl ad beyond words that he had joined the
expedi tion, and grateful that Victoria had not objected when he acconpanied
her on board the Chi.

Zev enfol ded her hand with his | ong webbed fingers. In the sea, he would
have touched her nore closely. He was | eanm ng | and manners. J.D. was

| eami ng that on land, |and manners were not al ways preferable. Even when
they were nore appropriate.

He cared nore about her than about her success with Nemp, she thought. His
curiosity had brought himto the expedition-that, and m ssing her. Maybe

m ssing her had been the nost inportant factor. He participated with
delight in the expedition, but the nmost significant part of life, for

di vers, was the connection anong friends, famly, and lovers. J.D. and Zev
were all three to each other

She squeezed his hand gratefully, sipped her tea, and collected herself for
the conference. She felt |ike she had crashed fromthe high of an intense

| ong-di stance swim Besides the physical effort, the enptional exertion had
taken its toll.

In principle, she supported the idea that her coll eagues should be able to
acconpany her vicariously. She welconmed the ability to call on their

know edge and i deas and questions. In practice, she hated every m nute she
spent in front of caneras and recorders.

"Did you have a chance to ook at ny LTM recordi ng?" Stephen Thomas asked.
"No," J.D. said. "I'"'msorry." They had only been back on board the Chi for
a few mnutes. She had not had a chance to | ook at what any of her

col | eagues had seen on their excursions into Neno.

"I think you should. It was weirder than shit. Hard
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to figure out what it neant, or what Neno intended to tell ne."
"I'I'l look at it as soon as | can. And we can ask about it, as soon as
Neno starts conmuni cating again."
"Ckay. "
J.D. folded her hands around the tea nmug. A conforting warnth seeped
through its insulation.
"I guess |I'mready. Shall we start?"
"Ckay." Victoria's eyelids flickered and she went into a brief
conmuni cations fugue to notify Gerald. "W're on."
Al their colleagues from Starfarer could now see and hear and speak to
everyone on the Chi.
"J.D.," Victoria said suddenly, "Nenmo will probably listen to everything
we say."
"Of course," J.D. said. "Yes. | hope so. Listen, and naybe join the
conversation."
"W shall all bear that in mnd," Gerald Hernnminge said. "W'll start the
guestions with Senator Orazio. Senator?"
Victoria sat forward-about to object, J.D. thought, because the two
United States senators were not nenbers of the deep space expedition
They were unwilling guests. They had been on a fact-finding tour of
Starfarer when it plunged out of the solar system fulfilling its
charter, but disobeying the orders of EarthSpace and the U S. mlitary.
I nstead of speaking, Victoria sat stiffly back. J.D. glanced at her with
a synpat hetic expression
The hol ographic inage of Ruth Orazio, junior senator from Washi ngton
State, appeared before J.D
"J.D., you nust try again to persuade Nenmp to return to Earth with us."
"Senator . . . ny question to Nemb was hypothetical. W aren't on our way
back to Earth."
Orazio had al ways supported the deep space expedition, and agai nst al
probability, she still did. How | ong her support would | ast was anot her
guestion entirely. J.D. would not blame her when it waned; she had never
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agreed to leaving her famly, her profession, her honme world.

"W have to go home," Orazio said. "You cane away unprepared,

under suppli ed, and understaffed, with an undependabl e conputer web. It's
dangerous to go on this way."

"And nore dangerous to go back," Stephen Thomas sai d.

"The expedition menbers have al ready decided that question.” Victoria did
not soften her cold tone with the Canadi an speech habit of raising the
inflection of a sentence at the end, turning it into a question, inviting
the listener to agree. "It isn't appropriate to argue it again now. "

"Dr. MacKenzie, we all know you'll never agree to any plan that furthers
the interests of the United States.” WIIliam Derjaguin, the senior senator
from New Mexico, spoke out of turn. "At least |let us discuss the subject!"”
Derjagui n had al ways opposed the expedition bitterly. Being ki dnapped on
a hijacked starship did nothing for his tenper.

"We discussed it at length," Victoria said.

J.D. broke in. "It wasn't fair of me to ask Nemb to go to Earth in the
first place," she said. "The cosmic string has receded fromthe sol ar
system W can still go home. But we can't |eave again until the cosnic

string returns.”

"Unless it returns,” Victoria said.

"Europa said squid-Nerno's people just orbited stars and |istened and

wat ched, " Orazio said. "And Europa said nobody even did that once we could
detect them"

The interstellar comunity had paid Earth very little attention at all
Europa clainmed. Civilization never involved itself in the affairs of

non- spacefaring worlds. Europa had found the idea of UFO reports quite
anusi ng, which was an interesting reaction considering that she herself had
been abducted by a UFO But Civilization linted itself to the secret
rescue of a few dooned
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i ndi vidual s, including Europa and Androgeos. It saved them from natura
di sasters in order to train themto greet the first expedition of
starfarers fromtheir own hone world.

O her than that courtesy-a courtesy J.D. thought not only questionable
but condescendi ng-the interstellar community ignored new intelligences
until they proved they were interesting enough, advanced enough, to
bother talking to. So far, human beings did not qualify.

,, They've had to avoid us for two generations," Ruth said. "Wat better
star to orbit now than ours?"

"What better star to avoid," Stephen Thomas said, "than the home of
war | i ke bar bari ans?"

J.D. chuckled ruefully. "Good point."

Ruth smiled. "But who could resist trying to convert a bunch of

barbari ans? Victoria, I'mnot letting you off the hook about goi ng hone.
If we can persuade Nemb to go with us, then the deep space expedition
wi || have acconplished the aimof its charter. You'll be able to prove

an interstellar comunity exists."

"The senator makes an incontrovertible point," Gerald said. "Under those
ci rcunst ances, we'd have no other ethical choice than to go hone. Whet her
we coul d | eave again would be conpletely imuaterial."

CGeral d Hernmi nge was one of the few expedition nenmbers who thought the
starship should go honme. He was one of the few who had argued for
foll ow ng EarthSpace orders, for converting the campus to an orbiting spy
pl atform

But what he said was true

"Nerno's already said no," J.D. said.

"But people sonmetinmes change their nminds," Ruth said. "I intend to try
to persuade Nenp to go hone with us, if | get the chance.”

J.D. smled back. She had admired Senator Orazio before she ever net her
havi ng met her, she |iked her

"When we do go hone," J.D. said, "whenever it is, nothing would make ne
happi er than to have Neno conme along with us."
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"I have a question," Cerald said, in the round, highclass British tones
t hat al ways managed to sound nore or |ess disapproving, "if | may step
out of ny liaison position for a nmonent."

"Co ahead,"” J.D. said.

"I was rather surprised . . . that you ate a live aninmal."

J.D. grinned mischievously. "It was good, Gerald. Essence of' fresh
shrinp, with honey-orange sauce. Quite a rush, too. It wasn't any
stranger than eating an oyster."

"If you say so," Cerald said. "There is a question fromthe astronony
depart ment. Awai yar?"

The tall, elegant astrononer appeared in the circle. She gestured, her
hands as graceful as a dancer's, and the image of the MIky Way al so
appeared. It turned, revealing the unmapped area beyond its core.

"W have a matter of policy to decide," she said. "Can we afford to turn
down Nerno's offer to exchange information?"

"Can we afford to accept it?" Stephen Thomas said, sounding grim J.D

wi shed she had had a chance to see what he had encountered in Nerno's
crater. She could not spare the attention, now, to |look at it, but it had
spooked him badly. Her inpression was that Stephen Thomas G egory did not
spook easily.

"What do you think, J.D.T" Victoria asked.

" " She took a deep breath. "I want to say yes. | trust Neno-"
"That fact is self-evident," Gerald said dryly.

"But we aren't just talking about ne. | think . . . | think we still have
tinme to think about it and decide.”

"W have only a few days till we enter transition," Avvaiyar said.

"I know." J.D. reached out briefly through her link toward Nenb. This is
your chance to persuade ny coll eagues, she thought.
But Nerno did not reply.
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"I think it's too dangerous to give Neno access to Arachne," Victoria
sai d.

"You' re suggesting that we give up a great deal in order to protect your
new transition algorithm" GCerald said.

"That's right," Victoria said.

"I'n other words, you feel your work may be the only thing human bei ngs
will ever have to trade that the interstellar community will want."
"What's your point, Geral d?" Stephen Thomas carried his voice with an
edge.

CGeral d ignored Stephen Thonas. "Rather arrogant, perhaps, Victoria."
"Yes," Victoria said.

"There's no need for personal aninosity," Professor Thanthavong sai d.

"I meant no aninosity. |I'mmerely suggesting that if we gain this new
know edge, we can go home-with or w thout Neno-and consider the
expedition a success. If Neno takes the transition algorithm what of it?
W' || have five hundred years to devel op sonething equally inpressive."
"I can't believe you're so anxious to give up and go hone!" Victoria

sai d.

J.D. leaned back in her seat. This was an inportant discussion, and she
was an inportant part of any conclusion. She had to pay attention to it.
She cl osed her eyes. Just for a nonent.

Sat oshi woke. Victoria snuggl ed agai nst him one arm beneath her cheek,

t he other draped around his waist. They had dozed, waiting for Stephen
Thomas. The bed felt enpty without their younger partner.

When J.D. fell asleep in the observers' circle, Victoria had deci ded not
to awaken her. No one was ready to make a deci si on about Neno and
Arachne, so they ended the conference. Everyone, on the Chi and back on
Starfarer, was as grateful for a few hours' rest.

Everyone, apparently, except Stephen Thonas.
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I wonder where he is? Satoshi thought. Sleeping alone in his cabin?

Not |ikely.

St ephen Thormas liked to sleep with his partners. He liked to sleep in the
m ddl e, the way Merry used to.

Not that Stephen Thomas had taken Merry's place, or even tried. No one
could ever do that. But after Merry's accident, only a few nonths after
St ephen Thormas joined the fam |y partnership, the triad had conforted
themall.

I wonder if our famly would have survived after Merry di ed, Satosh
wondered, if not for Stephen Thomas? | don't think it would have. | fel
apart pretty badly, and so did Victoria.

The ol d ache and the nunb shock returned. He hugged Victoria fiercely,
desperately. The pain had barely dimnished in the tine since Merry's
death. It hit less frequently, but it hit just as hard.

Victoria woke. She held him stroking his snmooth short hair, mnurmuring
confort in his ear.

"I love you," Satoshi whispered. "I don't know what |'d do w thout you
and St ephen Thomas. "

"I love you, too," she said. "And if | have anything to say about it,
you'll never need to find out what you'd do w thout nme. But where's

St ephen Thonas?"

"Maybe he thought we were sleeping in his roomtonight."

Victoria | ooked at Satoshi, askance. They seldomall slept in Stephen
Thomas's room He had a |l ot of good qualities, but neatness was not one
of them Hi s room back on Starfarer was bad enough. The Chi's forays into
free-fall turned his cubicle into a disaster area,

"I"l1l go see," Satoshi said.

He crossed Victoria's ' cabin and his own, pushing the connecting door
the rest of the way open to create a single space. The door into Stephen
Thomas' s room stood aj ar. Satoshi pushed it open. Stephen Thomas was not
there. Hs patchwork quilt, a wedding gift fromMerry's fanmly, Jay
runpl ed across his bed.
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He can't still be in his lab, Satoshi thought. Can he? Maybe he fel

asl eep there.

Satoshi pulled his own ratty bathrobe out of the storage net on the wall,
put it on, and crossed to the | aboratory section of the Chi.

At the doorway of Stephen Thomas's | ab, Satoshi stopped. Hi s partner
tilted his chair to its Ilimt, his hands behind his head and his feet
braced against the I ab table. Stephen Thomas gazed, frowning, at the mag-
nified i nage of growi ng cells.

"Hi, Satoshi," Stephen Thomas said w thout turning around. He took his
feet off the table and let his chair drop forward.

Sat oshi put his hands on Stephen Thomas's shoul ders.

"Comi ng to bed?"

St ephen Thomas shrugged.

I f Stephen Thomas had asked himto go away, he woul d have conpli ed.

St ephen Thomas coul d be nmoody, and he could say, often bluntly, what he
want ed. But he had been so quiet recently that Satoshi worried. They had
been through a lot. Maybe it all was catching up with Stephen Thomas.

Maybe he was still in shock because of Feral's death.
O maybe turning into a diver was not as benign a procedure as Zev
t hought .

It troubled Satoshi that Stephen Thomas had chosen to | et the changes
proceed. They had begun by accident, by m stake. Satoshi w shed the
acci dent had never happened.

You don't have any right to tell himwhat to do with his body, he told
hi nsel f sternly.

Don't 1? he replied to hinself | love him | care what happens to him
And | think this is crazy.

"I don't understand what's going on with these cells,"
sai d.

"Whi ch ones are they?"

"From Europa's weed. Ordinary soil bacteria. Sane as back on Earth, she
said."

St ephen Thomas
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" But 2"
"But not quite. They'll grow on dirt from Starfarer, if | sterilize it.
Not ot herw se. | must have nissed sonething."

"It's late, you're tired. You' re working too hard."

"I"'mnot working hard enough." Stephen Thonas sl apped the lab table with
a sharp, shocking strike. "Or 1'd be able to figure this out. Everything
I've done since we | eft home has been crap.”

"Cone to bed."

"I wouldn't be good conpany."

"Are you okay?"

"Twi tchy. Achy. 1'Il probably thrash around. 1'd keep you both awake."

"l don't care," Satoshi said.

Sat oshi | ooked at Stephen Thomas for a | ong nonment. He was as susceptible
to his partner's extraordinary beauty as anyone. As everyone. He stroked
St ephen Thomas's long blond hair. It had, as usual, come untied. It
curled around his partner's face and tangl ed down over his shoul ders.
"I's your hair going to change col or?"

"Probably not," Stephen Thomas said. "No reason it should. Zev says |
should cut it, to be a proper diver."

"You never cut it to work in zero g, why should you cut it now?"
"I"'mnot going to. Starfarer doesn't have a proper ocean, so | can't be
a proper diver no matter what."

Most divers had dark eyes. So far, Stephen Thomas's eyes renai ned
brilliant sapphire blue. Satoshi hoped they would not change. He started
to ask. But if they were going to change, he did not want to know.

Sat oshi slid his hand beneath the collar of his partner's shirt, a

del i berately arousing touch. H's fingers stroked the soft new fuzz of
fine, transparent diver's fur

Satoshi froze. He willed hinself to | eave his hand where it was. He could
not tell if Stephen Thomas noticed his reaction

St ephen Thomas put his hand on Satoshi's. The
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swi mmi ng webs felt warm agai nst Satoshi's skin. Satoshi shivered. Stephen
Thomas tensed and cl osed his eyes.
"What's wrong?" Satoshi asked.
"I"ve just beat my body up pretty good the |ast few days,'
sai d.
"But Zev said-"
"I had a run-in with a silver slug, all right?" Stephen Thomas said
angrily.
"What ? How? When?"
"When | tried to get into the chancellor's house."

St ephen Thomas

n W]y?ll
"Why the hell do you think? He killed Feral! | wanted . . . | don't know
what | wanted. | don't know if | would ve killed him But the slugs nake

fucki ng good wat chdogs. It just about squashed the crap out of ne. For

a while | thought it broke my pelvis.”

"Are you sure-"

"It's just bruises.”

"Good lord," Satoshi said. The lithoclasts guardi ng Bl ades were the size
of rhinoceroses. "You could have been killed."

"I know. | won't do it again." He noved Satoshi's hand away, gently but
firmy. "I want to sleep alone tonight." H's voice was careful, neutral
Sat oshi hesitated. "Ckay," he said. He was upset and confused and he had
no i dea whether he was relieved or disappointed that Stephen Thonmas woul d
not come to bed with him "See you in the norning."

He started out of the |ab.

He could still feel the fur against his fingers.

" Sat oshi !"

"Yeah?" He turned back.

"Don't tell Victoria," Stephen Thomas said, his voice intense. "About the
slug."

Sat oshi frowned. "I hate it when you ask me to keep things from
Victoria."
"I shouldn't have told either one of you, dammit! | knew it would just

upset you both-"
"All right. Al right! I won't tell her."
He I eft his younger partner alone.
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He returned to Victoria. She lay on the sleeping surface of her cabin, one
knee drawn up, the other |eg extended, her fingers |aced behind her head,
her eyes half cl osed.

"He wants to sleep by hinself tonight."

Her expression was her only question

"He said he was achy, he said he'd thrash around. . . ." Satoshi was not
lying. Not technically. "I don't know, " he said.

"One of his noody spells,” Victoria said. She had | earned to overl ook them
as Stephen Thomas preferred. "He'll be okay in the norning."

"Victoria," Satoshi said, "he's grow ngfur."

"I know. | saw. " She grinned. "I think it's kind of sexy, don't you?"

She reached out to him He grasped her |ong, slender fingers, |ay beside
her, and pulled the bl anket over them both. Victoria hooked her foot over
his leg, sliding her instep up his calf. She pulled himcloser and ki ssed
him hard and hungrily. He opened his mouth for her tongue, and rolled over
on his back, drawing her on top of him abandoning hinself to her
abandoning his worries and his fears.

And yet, making love with Victoria in the starlight, in the harsh reflected
shine of Sirius, Satoshi nmissed the touch of Stephen Thomas's body, the
strength of his hands, his voice.

After Satoshi left, Stephen Thomas stared at the cell cultures for a few
nmore mnutes. He did not want to nmove. Hi s whol e body hurt.
Just ignore it, he said to hinself. You' d feel worse after a rough soccer
gane.
He was used to recovering quickly. He still did recover quickly: a few days
ago he had had two bl ack eyes and a livid cut across his forehead. Those
brui ses had vani shed and the scar was fading.
The ache of the changing virus renmained. And once in a while, conpletely
unexpectedly, real pain anbushed
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him Before he realized how badly the slug had bruised him he had feared
somet hi ng was goi ng wong wi th the changes.

He wi shed he could just take to his bed and get his partners to bring him
chi cken soup. They would do it, too . . . except that then he would end up
having to tell Victoria what had really happened. Admitting to Satoshi what
a fool he had been was bad enough. He did not think he could stand to admit
it to Victoria.

He swore out |oud, shut down the |ab, and went across the Chi to his
cubicle. In the far cabin, Victoria and Satoshi nurnured to each other. An
ache radiated fromthe center of his pelvis. It spread in a wave. He
quietly closed the door that joined his partners' cabins to his own.

He stripped off his clothes, untangled his quilt, and | ay down on the

sl eeping surface. He pulled the quilt around his shoulders. It used to
snell like Merry, but it did not anynore, even in his imagination

He was wi de awake. He flung off the quilt, turned over, stretched, and

| ooked at hinsel f.

H s body proportions were simlar to Zev's: he was sl ender, narrow hi pped;
he had good shoul ders. But Zev, |ike nost divers, was rather short. Stephen
Thomas |iked being tall. He hoped that would not change.

So far, his toenails had not begun to change to senmiretractile claws. He
curled his toes. His feet were about the only part of himthat did not
hurt.

Hi s skin changed fromday to day. Not only its color. He had traded the
maddeni ng itch between his fingers, while the webbing formed, for a milder
itch all over his body as the fine, nearly invisible hair grew in.

He liked the delicate pelt. He thought he would find it sexy on anot her
person. He rubbed his hand down his forearm down his side. He hoped
Victoria and Satoshi would get to like it, too.

| wonder whether Merry would have liked it? Stephen Thomas thought.
Probably. Merry was al ways the one who wanted to experinment.

The partnership had never quite perfected the com
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pl ex, erotic chaos of four people nmaking |love to each other in the sane
bed. They had needed nore time. They had all been | ooking forward to
trying sex in freefall. But they never got to try it as a foursome; Merry
di ed before their first trip into space.

Wth a sharp pang of |oneliness, Stephen Thomas wi shed he were sl eeping
with his partners. But all his reasons for sleeping alone remained. He
hurt, he was restless, he would keep them awake. Besides, he liked to

pl ease them and for the past couple of days his interest in sex had been
very | ow

That worried him He explained his lack of interest to hinself with the
brui ses, the persistent ache, the occasional intense pain.

He told the lights to turn off, curled up in his quilt, and hugged his
knees to his chest. That eased hima little.

Hi s mnd spun around the strange behavior of his cell cultures, the

di sturbing encounter with Nerno's pond creatures.

Trying to take his mind off his work, Stephen Thonas thought about Feral
Feral 1iked change, just like Merry did. That was one of the reasons

St ephen Thormas had been attracted to hirn. Feral had joined the
expedition's revolt without hesitation. Hc had been excited when Stephen
Thomas decided to finish turning into a diver. He had even been envious.
St ephen Thomas sniled wyly to hinsel f.

Sone of these changes you woul dn't be envious of, ny friend, he thought.
But | bet you would've liked nmy new fur.

On inpul se, he opened a private channel back to Starfarer. In response
to his call, Gerald Hernm nge appeared, his dark hair nussed. A wi nkle,
the image of a crease in his pillow, was inprinted across his cheek

"Did I wake you up?"

CGeral d gl anced si deways, realized he was transmitting his inmge, and
snapped a conmand to Arachne. He faded out.
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"What is it? Has there been a new devel opnment ?"

"No," Stephen Thomas said. "Nerno's still quiet.”

"Then why did you call ne? Don't you ever sleep?"

No, Stephen Thomas thought, | don't, these days.

"I called you because | want to talk to you for a mnute. Way'd you
answer, if you were asleep?"

"Because |' myour bloody Iiaison!"

"But | marked the nessage private-"

St ephen Thormas stopped. No point in deliberately getting into an
argunent with CGerald. They argued enough anyway.

"It's about Feral."

"What about hi n®"

Ceral d's i mage reappeared. He had conbed his hair and put on a shirt.
Except for the crease across his cheek, he | ooked wi de awake and

pr of essi onal

"Hi s funeral. W should do sonething-"

Gerald stared at him "You never cease to amaze ne. You're in the mdst
of humanity's first alien contact-"

"It"'s only the first if you don't count Europa,
"Europa isn't an alien."

"Europa's the first human to neet aliens-Look, Gerald, forget Europa, |
want to tal k about Feral."

"There's nothing we can do here and now. "

"I know, but when | come back-"

"When we return to Earth, we'll turn his body over to his famly."
""at? That m ght be years!"

"I sincerely hope not."

"Besi des, he hasn't got any fanmly."

"The proper authorities, in that case."

"But - "

"I"'msorry. There's nothing to be done. | haven't any authority to make
any arrangenents. It will have to wait till we go hone."

St ephen Thormas started to object again, but Gerald interrupted.

St ephen Thomas sai d.
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"And now, if you don't mnd, sone of us would like to be fresh for the
next conversation with Neno."

He broke the connection.

"Shit," Stephen Thomas nuttered to the air where CGerald' s i mage had

f aded.

J.D. woke, disoriented. Stars and dar kness surrounded her

It was nearly norning. She was still in her couch in the observers
circle, but the couch had been extended flat. A blanket covered her
Oh, no, she thought. | fell asleep during the conference. | was just

going to close ny eyes. .

Zev curl ed nearby, on his own couch. He woke and drew in a deep gasp of
air. Divers slept Iike orcas, napping till they needed anot her breath,
waki ng, breathing, drifting back to sleep. Zev turned toward her, his
dark eyes reflecting light like a cat's, his fine fur catching the
starlight. He | ooked like a gilded statue, with eerie enerald eyes.

"H, Zev."

In silence, he left his couch and joined her in hers, snuggling close.

H s webbed hand slid beneath her shirt and over her full breast. In a
nmonent of enbarrassnment she started to draw away. But the sensors and the
caneras and the mcrophones were all turned off. No one could watch them
t hrough the transparent walls of the circle. The Chi was quiet, Victoria
and Satoshi and Stephen Thomas asl eep together in their cabin.

J.D. hugged Zev closer, and kissed him Her tongue touched his sharp
danger ous cani ne teeth. He nibbled at her lips, at her throat, at her

col I arbone, unbuttoning her shirt with his free hand. She pressed her
hands down his nuscul ar back, beneath his |oose silk shorts. H's body was
hot agai nst her, urgent with his insistent, ingenuous sexuality.

He wriggled out of his shorts. He straddled J.D.'s thighs while he
unf ast ened her pants and pushed them down over her hips, then when she
had kicked themto
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the floor he noved between her |egs. Anong divers, nmen as well as wonen
produced a sexual lubricant. As J.D. and Zev played and caressed and teased
each other, Zev grew slick just like J.D.

J.D. kissed Zev's shoulder. His fur felt soft and bright against her 1ips.
She gasped as he stroked her inner thigh with his warm webbed fingers.

They noved with each other in the slow, |uxurious rhythns of the sea,

| eadi ng each other on. The rhythm qui ckened, grew desperate and joyful, and
they | oved each other beneath the alien stars.



CHAPTER 5

J.D. FELT P14YSI CALLY REFRESHED, I F STILL intellectually and enotionally
overwhel med by her tinme with Nenp. She and Zev had slept for severa
hours, first in the observers' chanber and then in J.D.'s cabin, holding
each other. Zev nuzzled her throat, or kissed the cleft between her
breasts, whenever he woke to breat he.

She |l eft himnapping in her bed. While she bathed and dressed, she re-
vi ewed the proceedi ngs of last night's conference, including the few

m nutes after she had fallen asleep

| don't believe |I did that, she thought.

She told the onboard conmputer to
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take away that display and show her the recordings of her coll eagues
experiences with Neno.

Nenp had tenpted Victoria with the inner workings of a starship, and
tantalized Satoshi with nmore hints of the conplexity of the web conmmunity.
What Nemp had offered Stephen Thonas, J.D. did not understand any better
t han Stephen Thomas did. The viol ence of the inner pool shocked her

W were visiting an alien, she thought. W have to expect encounters that
are . . . alien.

And . . . if | were inside ny own body, watching blood cells attack

pat hogens, watchi ng osteocl asts break down bone, |1'd be just as surprised,
and repel | ed.

She kept waiting for a nessage from Neno. It worried her to have heard
not hi ng.

You' re thinking hard and | ong, Neno ny friend, she said to herself | wonder
what that neans for us?

The conputer put away the displays. J.D. went to the galley to find sone
br eakf ast .

Sat oshi hunched over a cup of coffee, staring into the steam

"Good nmorning," J.D. said, surprised to see him Satoshi was not known as
an early riser.

"Hi," he said shortly.

"I"msorry about yesterday," she said.

He raised his head; his expression renai ned bl ank, distracted.

" Huh?"

"For falling asleep."

"Ch. CGod, don't apol ogize. You' ve been going flat out for days."

J.D. reconstituted sonme mlk-Starfarer did not have any cows, and she had
not worked herself up to making hot chocolate with goat's mlk-and heat ed
it.

"Satoshi . . . do you think we ought to et Nemp into Arachne?"

He sipped coffee, his strong square hands w apped around the nug, lifting
it slowmy, putting it down deliberately.

"Yes," he said. "As a matter of fact, | do."
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"You do!"

"I think the potential's worth the risk."

"That's my reaction, enmotionally,” J.D. said. "But intellectually | keep

telling nyself it's a terrible idea."

"I understand Victoria's point of view " Satoshi said. "But the trade
amllion years of observation, even if it's Iimted observation-"

"Who knows about that," J.D. said.

"Right."

"What does Stephen Thomas t hi nk?"

"I don't know what Stephen Thomas thinks or feels or wants!”

Satoshi's outburst startled J.D

Satoshi lifted his rmug, but set it down hard instead of drinking.

"He spends all his tinme alone, in his lab, or-" H's hands cl enched around

it. "He's changed so nuch."

J.D. sat down across the table.

"Because of Feral ? Because of turning into a diver?"

"I don't know," Satoshi said sadly, nmore calmy. "Feral, being a

Changeling, msjudging Blades . . . that's all part of it. But not all."

He stopped and sat back, enbarrassed. "You don't need to hear this."

"It's all right," J.D. said.

Victoria's voice flowed through the intercom

"Hey, you guys, anybody up? Come | ook at this!"

J.D. and Satoshi hurried to the observers' chanber, where Victoria sat

with her couch turned to face the curved glass wall.

J.D. saw what Victoria was watching. She whistled softly through her

teeth as she slid into the auxiliary couch next to Victoria's and turned

it toward the outside

A protrusion of silk led fromthe crater, across the rocky surface of the

pl anetoid, nearly to the Chi. It looked Iike a thick, runpled carpet. As

J.D. watched, it extended itself another handsbreadth. The | eadi ng edge

roiled and quivered as silk-spinners created it fromthe inside out.

"it worried me at first," Victoria said, "but Nerno's
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maki ng no attenpt to canouflage it. | tested the silkit's strong, but it
woul dn't withstand the Chi's engines if we lifted off. | don't think it's
any danger."
"I wish Nenb woul d answer ny transm ssions,” J.D. said. "I could ask
about it. And about what Stephen Thomas saw. |'mworried. . . . | don't
know what to think about the silence. O the way Nenp di smi ssed us
yesterday. "

"Neno hasn't given up on us entirely,"” Victoria said. "The planetoid is
follow ng Starfarer toward Europa's transition point."

"Nerno's conming after us?" J.D. exclainmed, surprised and delighted.
"Mmhmm Fol | owi ng, but not closing any di stance. That's probably a good
thing. Starfarer doesn't need any nore gravitation perturbations.”

"I"d | ove another expedition into the web," Satoshi said. "I have a good
start on an analysis. But only a start.”

"W m ght have nore time, if Neno follows us all the way through
transition-"

"Nermo can | eave fromthe same point and cone out at the sane place on the
other side," Victoria said. "But without nmy algorithm the route will be
different.”

"Tracki ng Europa?"

"Probably. | suppose it's possible Nenb has anot her algorithm™

"Europa gave nme the inpression everybody in Gvilization uses the sane
one. The best one they've found yet."

"Yes. Me, too. If that's true, however long it takes her to get wherever
we're going, that's howlong it'll take Nenmo. It will take us less tine.
But | don't know how nmuch less time. Whether we'll catch up to the alien
humans or not "

"Wait, back up a minute," J.D. said. "You don't know where we're goi ng?"
"Not yet, eh? It's conplicated. Arachne hasn't solved it yet."

J.D. | ooked at her, astonished.
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Victoria smled, contentedly.
"It's okay, ch? The al gorithm shows that wherever we're heading, it's
full of cosmic string. So even if we |ose Europa, we can keep going."

J.D. stared through the transparent wall. The tube of silk reached the
foot of the Chi. There, it paused.

"What will we do, if we |ose Europa's trail?"

"I don't know," Victoria said. "I just don't know "

They sat side by side and stared at the projection from Nerno's crater
The projection began to inflate, |like a balloon bl ow ng up

VWhat is that thing? J.D. thought.

"Do you want nme to open Arachne for Neno?" Victoria asked abruptly.
"Yes," Satoshi said.

Victoria gave hima surprised | ook.

"Coul d you take your algorithmout first?" J.D. asked.

"No. Not anynore. Arachne's still finding the solutions we'll need. And
by now the algorithms hardwired in. It's part of the conputer's thought
patterns."

"Then . . . | guess you'd better keep Nemp out for the time being."

"Yeah. That's what | think, too."

Suddenly Nerno's tube reared up |ike a snake. Satoshi |eaned cl oser
fasci nat ed.

Victoria junped to her feet. Her eyelids fluttered as she touched the
Chi's onboard computer, preparing for energency liftoff.

"Wait, Victorial"

Victoria opened her eyes, frowning.

"It's an airlock," J.D. said.

As they watched, the swaying tube draped itself against the Chi's outer
hatch. Its puckered end opened, crept outward, and its edge fastened
itself around the sea] of the hatch, trenbling with the workings of snall
creatures within its walls.

A spot of heat appeared in the back of J.D.'s m nd. She opened herself
to the transm ssion.
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"Nemo? Is it you?"
"J.D., please cone to ne."

Alone, J.D. hurried through the airlock and into the new tunnel. She did not
even stop to put on her spacesuit; she sinply grabbed a pocketful of LTM
and headed for Neno's crater

At the edge, she paused. A frayed bit of silk | ed dowward. It was the sane
l[ifeline that she had foll owed yesterday. No lifeliner waited to spin her

a new thread.

She descended, expecting the thread to vanish into a reshaped curtain. Each
time she rounded a curve, she expected to see a lifeliner hunkered down
waiting for her. But the configuration of the nest had not changed. The
corridors were very quiet. J.D. saw none of the spinners and weavers and
scavengers that had been so commmon yesterday. The curtains | ooked drab and
dusty. She tapped into an LTM perception of the ultraviolet. Instead of
bursting around her in patterns and colors, it faded into a gray noir6. The
shi mering bl ossons had faded to bl urs.

The | arger attendants no | onger haunted the spaces between the corridors,
throwi ng their shadows agai nst the tunnel walls. The nest felt deserted.
Even the lightlines had faded, as if their optical properties had deteri-

or at ed.

J.D. clinmbed and slid down a long slope. At the bottom an attendant wth
several broken spines tried valiantly to drag away a fallen curtain. The
curtain's edges shredded as it noved.

The attendant gave up trying to nove the disintegrating fabric. Scranbling
over winkles and folds, it crawled to the center, and picked and chewed

at the material.

J.D. sat on her heels and watched it; in a noment it had eaten a fist-sized
hol e. She rose quickly and continued deeper into the web.

She reached Nerno's chanber. The squidnmoth | ay



90 VONDA N. M| NTYRE

noti onl ess, eyelid closed, beside the line of silken pouches. Stil

anot her pouch lay nearly conpl eted beneath Nerno's linp tentacles. The
spi nners wandered around the top, stunbling into each other, creating the
| acy edge.

" Neno?"

The squi dnoth's eyelid opened slowy. The Iong tentacles noved
lethargically in a tangle; the short tentacles hung linp. A fine m st of
sil ken strands covered Nerno's | ower body, restraining the |last couple
of pairs of vibration-sending |egs.

"Are you all right? Were you asl eep?-But you don't sleep."

"In this form | don't sleep." Nenp extended the |long tentacles toward
her. She grasped one; the others curved around her body. Their warnth
soaked into her.

"I"'mglad you're still talking to ne," J.D. said. "I was afraid you
weren't."

"You' ve decided not to trade information with nme."

Here in Nerno's crater, J.D.'s inpulse to give Nenb access to Arachne
felt much stronger than her thoughtful decision to protect Starfarer's
conput er web.

"I"'msorry," she said. "Europa and Androgeos- Androgeos nostly-scared us.
Gve us all alittle nore time with you."

"You're different,"” Nenp said.

"I'n what way?" J.D. was afraid Nemo would say, | m sjudged you, | don't
want to talk to you anynore, go away.

Nenp' s probosci ses regained their normal activity; the nmustache began to
ripple.

"It's your scent that's different."

J.D. was not wearing perfunme-she sel dom di dand she had used the same soap
as al ways.

She supposed she snelled strange to Neno, as Neno snelled strange to her
But . . . Neno had not said strange, or unpleasant. Nenp had said
"different."

She started to blush. She did snell different today, even to herself,
with a trace of the deep sexy nusk that renmi ned after she and Zev made
| ove.
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"I suppose | do," she said. "Human beings snell different dependi ng on what
they' re doing, or what they' ve eaten, or the state of their health." She
hoped that woul d do for now. She supposed she should tell Neno in detai
why and how she snelled different fromyesterday. She nmight have been able
to do so if they had been al one. But they were not al one. They were under
the eyes of the LTMs and everyone on Starfarer

Why, she thought, is it harder to tell other human bei ngs about intinate
actions-actions we share, after all-than it would be to tell someone
conpletely alien? Because an alien would be objective about it? Because if
an alien said, "How extrenmely strange,"” it would hurt less than if a human
said the sane thing?

"Does it bother you that | snell different today?" J.D. asked.

"Your new scent makes you a different shape in nmy mind."

J.D. smled. She hoped her new shape in Nerno's mnd was not quite as
undignified as it had been when she was with Zev. At |east they had been
maki ng love within a gravity field. In zero gravity, sex could be hilari-
ous.

"Today you're different, too," J.D. said. "Are you . . . wearing clothes?"
"No, " Neno sai d.

Neno reached up to the bank of honey ants and plucked one. Only a few
remai ned. A burst of saliva flooded J.D.'s nmouth. She could taste the
sweet ness and feel the rush. But instead of offering the honey ant to J.D.
Nenp stroked the creature till it folded its legs. Nenp slid it into the
sil ken pouch. Di sappointed, J.D. watched it vani sh

A spinner energed from beneath Nerno's vibrationsending legs. It craw ed
up the side fin and over Nerno's back, trailing a strand of silk. J.D
tapped into an LTM perception in the ultraviolet. The bl anket of silk
around Nerno's tail section rippled like water, |ike sunlight pouring

t hrough |l eafy trees and dappling the ground.
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Several nore spinners clinmbed up Neno's side, hel ping create the |ayered

fabric.

"You are so beautiful,"” J.D. said.

"“I''mchangi ng," Nenp said.

"But how? Why?"

"I'"m changi ng nyself into an adult, because |'mvery old."

"But you said you're just a child."

"No, | told you I"'ma juvenile."

"But when you said you'd lived for a nmillion yearsl thought you were just
at the beginning of your lifel™

"You asked my life span.”

J.D. grasped Nemp's tentacle suddenly. She sank down beside the squidnoth

and stroked the soft, brilliant skin. She had asked Nemp's life span
Neno had lived a nmillion years.

"How | ong do you live, after you becone an adult?"

"Until | reproduce.”

"I'n a hundred years?" She was afraid to hear the answer. She nmade up one
she hoped to hear. "Five hundred?"

"In a few hours."

"Ch, no-!"

| keep maki ng assunptions! she shouted, angrily, to herself. Assunptions!

"You're protesting my decision,” Nenmp said.

"Not your decision, just the timng. | just met you! | like you, | don't
want to | ose you!"

"I'f I'd known you were coming, |I'd have waited to change."

"Can't you wait now?"

"No, |'ve been preparing for too |long."

"You can't go back?"

One of the attendants that cleaned Nerno's skin scuttled across the

fl oor.

Nenp's tentacl e snapped out of J.D.'s hand and caught the creature. It
struggled as Nenmp placed it in the gray silk pouch. Holding the pouch
with all three tentacles, trenbling, Neno sealed its edge to the curtain.
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"Al'l my attendants are parceled out."” Nenmp touched the bul gi ng pouches.
"Parcel ed out? Why? What are those things?"
"They are egg sacs for nmy children.”
"Can't you change your m nd?"
"Do you wi sh ne to change ny m nd?"
J.D. wanted to say, Yes! Don't change, don't die.
"What woul d happen if you stayed a juvenile?" she asked.
"My attendants would die."
"And your chil dren?"
"They' d never be born."
"What about you?"
"I would | eave not hing behind ne."
"Tell me your life cycle," J.D. said.
"I awoke, | renenbered ny parents, to thank them and | |istened and
| earned and | grew into ny body."
J.D. clutched at a hope. "You listened to your parents? You | earned from
t hen? They were there to teach you?"
"They weren't there, but | remenbered what they left for me, and | added
to what they had | earned."
"Were they dead?"
"My juvenile parent mght still be alive, but nmy adult parent died, of
course."
"When you exchange genetic material with others of your people-that's being
a juvenile parent?"
"Yes, we're the juvenile parents of each other's children.”
"But you don't bear the children until after you metanorphose into an
adult,"” J.D. said, beginning to understand.

"That's right."
"And then you'll die."
"1l die."

"And you can't delay the change."

Neno touched the sacs again, handling themdelicately so as not to damage
t he hi bernating attendants and grooners, spinners and honey ants and

sil k-eaters. Nerno's |legacy, parceled out into each offspring s cradle.
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"I could stop the change.™

"Then what woul d happen?"

"I'd never change at all."

"Never? You'd be immortal ?"

"Until | got bored.”

"That could be a long tine, Neno."

"But 1'd have no offspring, and then no one woul d renenber ne.
Nerno's tentacles withdrew fromthe silken sacs. The |ong tentacles
twi ned together, apart, and circled JDA body, quivering, brushing her
body wi th quick, delicate touches.

"I'"d renenber you," J.D. said sadly.

"You aren't immortal ."

"No," J.D. said.

"It's inportant for my children to renenber ne.
"Wl your children be identical to you, with identical menories-" She
stopped. "No, of course not, they have another parent. A juvenile

parent."

"They'll know all 1 know, but they won't be identical to nme."

"I understand." She let Nerno's tentacle curl and cuddle in her hands,
like a warm furry snake. "I wish we'd met sooner. | would have |iked

nore time to know you." She tried to snmile. "About a hundred years."
"Maybe you'll know my children."

"l hope so."

The sil k-spinners continued to crawl around and over Nenp, gui ded and
encour aged, now and again, by one of the long tentacles.

"What will happen now?" J.D. asked.

"Soon I'1l sleep, and you'll return honme, and when | awaken |'I| be
changed. "

"What will you change to?"

"You can see, if you want."

"I"d l'ike that. Thank you. How will | know? When will it be?"

"It's different for everyone."
"I wait. "
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"No, go hone, I'Il call you to return.”

"All right," J.D. said reluctantly.

J.D. watched the sil k-weavers fl ow back and forth and around Nenp's body.
W coul d have kept Feral's body alive, she thought. W coul d have
regenerated his burst arteries and damaged brain, but he woul dn't've been
Feral anynore. He woul d've been a child in an adult's body, with part of
his life already spent.

Trying to persuade Neno to stop changi ng woul d have been the sane as
reviving Feral's body after Feral hinself was gone. J.D. thought about the
rhythns of life. Nerno's rhythms differed fromthe rhythns of a human
lifespan, but they were no | ess denmanding. For all her disappointnment, J.D
respected the decision Nenb had made.

Nerno's eyelid closed conpletely, nearly vani shing agai nst the shi mering
peacock pattern.

"Nermo!" J.D. said, startled, afraid the squidnmoth had gone to sl eep without
sayi ng goodbye. "Nerno?" She sent the nessage softly through her |ink, an
el ectroni ¢ whi sper.

The eyelid quirked open.

"I"'msorry-1 was afraid you'd gone already."

"I"mcurious about sleep." After that, Neno said no nore.

J.D. sat beside Nemp for a long time, until the spinners finished the
dappl ed chrysalis. The LTMs watched the scene. They would record

everyt hing, even changes that happened too quickly, too slowy, too subtly
for a person to notice. J.D. put themon the floor and turned themall away
fromherself so she had a senbl ance of privacy.

The silk covered Neno, except for the bright furred tip of one tentacle.
"J.D.?"

"I'mhere, Victoria."

"Shall we go honme?"

J.D. shivered. The web cooled as the Iight di nmed,
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as if the fibers of Nemp's construction were netanorphosing along with
their creator.
J.D. replied reluctantly. "Sure. I'mconing."

The Chi's outer hatch closed. Neno's tunnel |oosened its seal, dropped
away, and withdrew. J.D. watched it, wondering if it neant Nenbp was stil
aware of events and surroundi ngs.

She tried to send Nenp one | ast message. She received no reply.

The Chi returned to Starfarer. At first the starship was a tiny dark bl ot
agai nst the huge silver expanse of its distant stellar sail. It resolved,
gradually, into the two enornous rotating cylinders that formed the
starship's body. The Chi oriented itself to the hub of the canmpus cylin-
der, then approached the dock

Slowy, perfectly, it connected.

J.D. took a deep breath and let it out, returned the reassuring pressure
when Zev squeezed her hand, and kicked off gently fromthe Chi's access
hatch into Starfarer's waiting room Her overni ght bag bumped agai nst her
| eg; she wi shed she had a backpack |ike Satoshi's. They had called for an
artificial to take their gear back into Starfarer, but none answered.
Victoria had a small neat shoul der bag. Stephen Thomas carried a sanple
case on a strap, and his quilt, folded up and tucked under his arm He no
| onger | ooked at all awkward in zero g, as he had when she first nmet him
J.D. floated in anmidst a crowd of people: Starfarer's faculty and staff.
Pr of essor Thant havong. Senator Orazio, whomJ.D. had expected to see, and
Senat or Derjaguin, whom she had not. Gerald Henmm nge, trying to shush the
racket so he could noderate the discussion. The sail master, |phigenie
Dupre, who had for once cone down out of the sail house. Awaiyar Prakesh,
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whose work dovetailed with Victoria's at the point where astronony and
physics intersected. Crinson Ng, the scul ptor, and Chandra, the sensory
recorder, both fromthe art departnent. Nikolai Petrovich Cherenkov, the
cosnmonaut, hero of his honeland, refugee fromhis honeland. Giffith, who
clained to be an accountant fromthe General Accounting O fice, even though
no one believed him as usual tagging along after Kolya. Infinity Mendez,
whose actions after Feral's death had probably kept nore people from dying.
Esther Klein, the transport pilot. Floris Brown, the first nmenber of
Grandparents in Space. A gaggle of graduate students: J.D. recogni zed Lehua
and Mtch and Fox. J.D. had no grad students of her own. Job prospects for
alien contact specialists were rather | ow

They all floated in the barely perceptible mcrogravity of the waiting room
at the hub of the cylinder, surrounding the menbers of the alien contact
department. The noise rose to a painful |evel as everyone burst out talking
at once, asking nore questions, nmaking nore comments.

"I"'msorry," J.D. said. "I can't hear you all."

Chandra, the sensory artist, pushed herself in front of everyone el se and
ignored Gerald' s efforts to organi ze. She turned her strange opaque gray
eyes on J.D. She | ooked blind, but her vision was nore acute than any

ordi nary person's, and she could store and recall any i mge she perceived.
"Weren't you scared?" Chandra asked,

"Now and then," J.D. said. "But Nenp seens very gentle to ne."

"CGentle! Did you see what happened to Stephen Thomas?"

"Not hi ng happened to Stephen Thomas," Stephen Thomas said, drifting between
Florrie Brown and Fox. "I don't know what was happening to those critters,
but not hi ng happened to ne."

"I't could have. W don't know what Nenmp wants. Maybe when it reproduces it
needs a nice warmbody to lay its eggs in."
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"l don't think so," J.D. said.

"Wy not ?"

"Because Nerno's a civilized being."

Chandra shrugged. "And we're hal f-evol ved exiles. Wiy shoul d Nenp care
what happens to us? Europa didn't care if she stranded us in orbit around
Sirius and we never got hone."

"Nenmo only eats insubstantial food," J.D. said.

"Who sai d anything about eating? Besides, Nerno's netanorphosing. Lots
of critters eat one thing during one stage of their lives-1 don't know,

| eaves or grass or flower nectar-that eat other stuff, other tinmes."
"This is a subject worth discussing,” Victoria said, "but let's not be
norbid about it."

"I'"mnot norbid."

St ephen Thomas | ooked at her askance. "Have you taken a | ook at your own
work | ately?"

"Screw you, Stephen Thonmas Gregory. And how are you going to feel if J.D
cones back full of naggots?"

"That's her job," Stephen Thonas said easily.

" St ephen Thonmas!" Prof essor Thant havong excl ai ned.

J.D. laughed. "I asked for that one, Professor-Stephen Thomas is quoting
me. But, Chandra . . . there's a principle of astronony that says you
aren't likely to be in the right place at the right time to observe an
event of cosnol ogi cal significance. Considering Nerno's age, the
principle applies. It'd be a trenendous coincidence if | arrived just in
time to feed Nerno's offspring.”

"Unless it isn't a coincidence at all."

"What-? Oh. | see what you nean.”
"Nenmo chooses when to becone an adult. So maybe squi dnot hs hang around
waiting till there's sonmebody just right, and then . "

"I think,77 J.D. said, "that you've been watching too many ol d nonster
novi es. "

"Maybe you've witten too many sentinental sci-fi novels!"
"Sentimental !" J.D. exclained, affronted.
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"Yeah, in the end everything cones out right for everybody. " Chandra
made a noi se of disgust.

J.D. alnobst | aughed and al nbst cri ed.

| think I"'mtoo tired to be having this conversation, she said to
hersel f.

"Er," Cerald said, at a loss and trying to make the best of it, "perhaps
it would be better to postpone literary discussion until a later tine?
Now, we shall break into smaller groups and neet separately. That way our
col | eagues won't be quite so overwhel ned. "

Hearing the murnurs of agreenment, J.D. gave Cerald a grateful glance.
Wth that, the tight sphere of people broke up into smaller clusters,
sorted broadly by occupation: physical sciences around Victoria, social
sci ences with Satoshi, biological sciences with Stephen Thomas. The group
around St ephen Thomas included Florrie Brown. When she joined him he
took her frail hand and kissed it gallantly. She smled, and J.D
realized that beneath her remarkably quaint heavy bl ack eye make-up
beneat h the pink and green and white braids drifting around her nostly
shaved head, Florrie Brown was beauti ful

Pr of essor Thant havong joined J.D. briefly.

"Are you certain about changing your |ink?" she asked.

"Yes," J.D. said. "I want to enhance it. There still may be tinme to use
it."

"Very well," Thanthavong said. "l've made the preparation. See ne when
you're ready."

"Thank you," J.D. said, as Thanthavong touched the wall, pushed off, and
floated toward Stephen Thomas's di scussi on section

St ephen Thormas | ed his group out of the waiting room heading down into
Starfarer's main cylinder and out of zero g.

The group was nuch smaller than it shoul d have been. Many of the
scientists of the nmultinational faculty
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had been recalled by their governments, protesting the threat of change in
Starfarer's purpose. So they had all been | eft behind when Starfarer fled.
St ephen Thomas was gl ad Florrie Brown had joined his group. He |iked her
he only wi shed she and Victoria had not started out on the wong foot.

Besi des St ephen Thomas, the scientists included Professor Thant havong, a
coupl e of biochem sts and a botanist, and a dozen graduate students: Lehua,
Bay, Mtch, Fox-

"Fox, what are you doi ng here?"

Fox was one of Satoshi's graduate students.

"Satoshi isn't talking to ne."

""at?" he asked, incredul ous.

Bot h Sat oshi and Stephen Thomas had good reason to be annoyed with Fox. She
was only twenty, too young to apply for a place on the deep space

expedi tion. She had refused to return to Earth. Stephen Thomas and Sat osh
had been in the genetics building, trying to persuade her to get on the
transport and go home, when the missile hit Starfarer and brought the

hill side down around them But the missile mght have hit anywhere. Stephen
Thomas found it inpossible to blane Fox for staying behind, and he assuned
Satoshi felt the same. So what, if they got charged with kidnappi ng when

t hey got back honme? Their prosecution for hijacking the starship would
probably take precedence anyway.

Unl ess ki dnappi ng the niece of the president of the United States took
priority over everything.

"Satoshi thinks it's my fault you're turning into a diver!" Fox said.

"Ch, bullshit."

"Don't nake ne | eave," she said.

He shrugged. "Doesn't make any difference to ne."

St ephen Thormas was tired and di stracted. Mst of his body had stopped
aching for the nonment, but his toes hurt fiercely. He wanted a hot bath.
He thought it might help.

Thant havong wat ched hi mw th concern. "Cone
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al ong, Stephen Thomas. Questions can wait till we're back on solid
ground, "

"It doesn't matter," he said. Everyone was used to his bitching about
zero g, but he had spent so nuch time in weightlessness recently that he
had overcone his aversion to it. O . . . his body was preparing himfor
l[iving in water.

He foll owed Thant havong obediently. He was in the habit of conplying with
her requests. Like everyone else, he admred her to the point of awe.
When the changing virus infected him and she prepared to treat him
against it, saying no to her was one of the hardest things he had ever
done.

They made their way to the long hill that formed one end of Starfarer's
canpus cylinder. The hill, with its wi nding sw tchback paths, |ed down
fromthe axis to the cylinder floor, the living surface. The air was
sharp and cool with rain. Overhead, puffy clouds softened the sharp
bright line of the sun tube and, beyond the tube, the cold glitter of

| akes and streans on the far side of the cylinder. Starfarer's snall
shal | ow ocean, gray and foggy, circled the opposite end of the cylinder
St ephen Thomas kept waiting to feel some prineval call to the sea, but

it did not happen.

You aren't turning into a fish, he said to hinmself, repeating Zev's

di stressed protest to a joke about what was happening to Stephen Thomas.
You aren't turning into a fish. You aren't going to get pulled to the sea
to spawn.

At a hairpin turn of the trail, halfway to the floor of the cylinder
benches clustered in a small circle. The false gravity was about half of
Starfarer's regul ar seventenths g. One could sit without bouncing into
the air.

Thant havong took a seat and notioned the others to join her. Stephen
Thomas |inped to a nearby bench, |owered hinmself gratefully, and
stretched his long legs. He curled his toes, pressing them against the
sol es of his sandals, straightening them quickly when the ache turned to
a raw jolt of pain.
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Everybody el se joined the circle and watched with anticipation as Stephen
Thomas slipped his carryingcase strap off over his head and held the case
in his lap. The grad students had been waiting for sonething newto work
on. J.D. had brought Stephen Thomas a crunpled plant from Europa's ship,
but the plant was, as Europa said, of Earth origin. Though the bacteria
associated with it were still acting strange, they matched ordinary Earth
species. He was glad he finally had something for his students.

" St ephen Thomas?"

He opened the sanple case. He had not transnmitted any of this infornmation
or discussed it on the public access. Europa and Androgeos had nade him
nore cautious-nore sneaky-than he had ever been before.

"The optical fiber J.D. picked up is just a polymer. Oganic. Simlar to
silk, alittle stronger." He shrugged. "Mst of its interesting qualities
are optical. But it was shed into a living ecosystem Good and nonsterile.
Particles in the range fromviral to ampebic. | nade sonme slides, and

He pull ed the cushioned isol ation chanber out of the case and held it up
letting light flow through the wi ndows ofthe sanple vials.

Tiny cell colonies traced one inocul ation stab

He had not expected-not dared to hope for-the growmh to appear so quickly.
He had been afraid to hope for any growth at all

Most of the tubes of growth medi umrenmained clear. No surprise: he had no
way-yet - of knowi ng what to feed an alien cell

But somet hing, sone alien equivalent of a bacterium was an autotroph: an
organi smthat could grow and replicate using only sinple sugars, oxygen
wat er .

He offered the isolation chanber to Thant havong

"No," she said. "No. You carry it. I'mafraid my hand . . . mght not be
st eady enough. ™"

They had net the alien humans. They had encoun-
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tered an alien species of intelligence. But this m croscopic quantity of
life was the first alien cell they could | ook at, grow, and study.
"Maybe sone of the other mcrobes feed on the autotroph,” Lehua said.
"Right." Wth a little luck, he could end up with a self-sustaining m xed
colony of alien m crobes.
"Did you have enough to do any tests?" Thanthavong asked.
"Just one." He paused. "Watever Neno's ecosystem uses to nake what ever
it uses for genes . . . it isn't DNA."

J.D. and Zev found thensel ves anong a diverse group of faculty and staff,
i ncluding nost of the artists, Jenny Dupre, and Senator Orazio.

J.D. wished she did not have to nmeet with themall so soon after getting
back. She was tired, and sad. Still, she understood why her coll eagues
were here waiting for her. She would have been with them if she had not
been a menber of the alien contact departnent.

"There's no question of letting the alien into Arachne,” Jenny Dupre

sai d.

"I don't think so," J.D. said sadly. "And |I'm beginning to think that's
a m stake."

"The web's still too fragile to risk it!"

J.D. (lid not blane Jenny for her concern. She had nearly died in
Arachne's crash, the crash that killed Feral. If Feral's death was nurder
rat her than accident, as Jenny believed, then Jenny had probably been the
target.

Nevert hel ess, the nore J.D. thought about it, the nore she disagreed with
keepi ng Neno out.

She wanted to be back w th Nenv.

She was still noving through microgravity, so she tried to keep her eyes
fromclosing as she went into a communicati ons fugue. She did not want

to crash into a wall while she was not | ooki ng.
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She touched Arachne, sending a gentle nessage to the squidnoth. Neno
made no reply.

J.D. forced her attention back to the group she was with, to their
guestions and curiosity.

Al'l she could do now was wait.



CHAPTER 6

STEPHEN THOVAS LEANED HI S HEAD agai nst the isolation box and drew his
hands fromthe mani pul ators. For the nonment, he had done all he could do,

i nocul ating growth nmediumwi th Sanples of alien cells and sacrificing a
few of the precious organisms for mcroscope slides. Wthin a day, if the
alien bacteria continued to grow at their current rate, he would have
enough cultures to give sanples to his coll eagues.

He stretched his body against the hot stiffness of his bruises. He wi shed
he were hone in bed. He stepped back fromthe box, and his feet flashed
qui ck pain up his |egs.
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"Christ on a crutch,” he muttered, "that's enough, all right?"

He shut down the isolation box. The lab was quiet and enpty. After the
conference, he had sent everyone home. He wanted his students to be fresh
when he had sonething for themto work on

He grabbed one of the scanning mcroscope preparations and an inocul at ed

i solation tube of culture medium and carried themdown the hall to

Pr of essor Thant havong's of fi ce.

He met J.D. and Zev in the hallway. Zev led J.D., watching her worriedly.
A smal | hol ographi c display, the LTMtransmi ssion from Nerno's chanber,
tagged al ong behi nd t hem

"Hi, Stephen Thomas." J.D.'s voice was pitched half an octave higher than
normal . Her eyes were bright and very dark, the pupils dilated to the edge
of the blue-gray irises.

"Hi," he said. "Are you drunk?"

"I told you, | don't drink."

"Ch, right." She had even turned down a sip of celebratory French
chanpagne, the day Starfarer's sail first deployed. God, but that felt |ike
a long tinme ago.

"It's the link preparation,” Zev said, sounding worried. "She just breathed
it, and it's making her weird."

"Maybe you better get her home to bed."

"I"'mtrying, " Zev said. "Conme on, J.D., okay?"

"Ckay." She followed Zev obediently down the hallway. Wen she passed

St ephen Thomas, she said, "Your hair's down." Now her voice was | ower than
usual .

Frowni ng, Stephen Thonas wat ched them go. He tucked the straying strands
of his hair behind his ears.

Zev drew J.D.'s armacross his shoulders and | ed her out of the biochem
buil ding, talking to her softly.

St ephen Thomas shrugged. They were doing fine without his help. He |linped
i nto Professor Thant havong's office. He could use sonme hel p hinself.

"Prof essor Thant havong?"

She opened the recycler and tossed in the prep bot-
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tle and the inhaler by which she had adninistered the |link enhancer to
J. D
"Hell o, Stephen Thomas." Nearby, a couple of hol ographic i nages hovered,
frozen. When her attention returned to one, it would continue its report.
St ephen Thomas put the slide and the chamber on her desk. "I should have
enough sanples for everybody soon. But here's one, to start."
"Thank you," she said. She gestured to a chair. "Sit down. You | ook
footsore.'
Foot sore was hardly the word for it, but he held back from conpl ai ning
to Thant havong. She probably would not say, "I told you so," but she was
not likely to offer nmuch synpathy, either. She had not wanted himto turn
into a diver in the first place.
He sat down, wondering if he would be able to get up again. Professor
Thant havong was snall, and all her furniture was too low for him Sitting
down eased the pain in his feet, but renewed the ache in his body. He did
not mention that to Thant havong, either. She had rescued himfromthe
slug. She had probably saved his life. Then she had read himthe riot act
about his behavior.
She gestured to one of the displays, the report Stephen Thomas had made
on the alien mcrobes.
"This is good work," she said.
"More questions than answers," Stephen Thonas sai d.
"That's why it's good work. You got a |ot acconplished while you were
gone." She paused. "You weren't able to collect nore sanples," she said,
a question rather than a conment.
"I was tenpted," Stephen Thomas said. "But | didn't want to screw J.D
up with Nerno."
" AR
"But nmaybe
"Qut with it, Stephen Thomas."
"I tried taking a culture off my shirt. The stuff | wi ped up fromthe
pool. Nothing's growing. Yet. Maybe it wll."
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"W can hope."

" Yeah.

"These ot her experinments you're doing," she said. "Wth the soil bacteria
fromEuropa's ship."

"I haven't figured those out yet. Any ideas?"

"Their DNA fingerprints are very close to nornmal. About what you'd expect
if they diverged four thousand years ago."

"They | ook the sanme," Stephen Thomas agreed. "But the buggers act

different.”

"Have you sequenced thenf"

"Not yet. | was resequencing bacteria fromJ.D. Fromall of us in alien
contact."

"You suspect contam nation?" she said sharply.

"No. | was doubl e-checking. It's strange, though. You'd expect sone

exchange between us and the alien humans. Not hi ng pathol ogical. The norna
skin mcrobes and so forth."

"But you found none."

"No. Europa told the truth about something, anyway.
"O we're blessed with unusually robust mcrobial flora,'
dryly. "Your students could have done the sequencing."

"I didn't have the heart to make the kids stop watching the reports.”
"Graduat e students expect to work," Thanthavong said. "You're perhaps a bit
too indul gent of yours. The sequenci ng should be done soon."

"Do we have a machine to use?"

"Bi ochemis is at your disposal."

"Good. Thanks." He had not been | ooking forward to the commute up the hil

Thant havong sai d

to use the sequencer in the Chi. "I'lIl go-"

"Go get sone sleep, Stephen Thonas! | said 'soon,' not 'instantly.' Leave
instructions for your students to do it. You | ook worn out."

"Yeah. Ckay. I'll see you tonorrow. Today. Later." Hs tinme sense was

conpl etely skewed.
St ephen Thomas went outside. He paused in the
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dawn air, enjoying the cool ness. The daytine tenperatures on Starfarer had
been warm for spring. He touched Arachne and | eft a nmessage for his
students, obeying Professor Thanthavong as far as that went.

But he did not go home to bed. He had sonething to do. If he did it now,
whi |l e everyone was still caught up in the reports fromthe Neno

expedi tion, no one would stop him If he waited, he m ght not be able to
carry out the task at all

Infinity Mendez dozed on his futon, drifting in and out of sleep, telling
hi nsel f he should get up and go to work. Beside him Esther Kl ein slept
soundly, her snore a soft buzz.

By this tine of the norning, Infinity had usually been up for a couple
of hours. He liked to be outside in the gray foggy dawn while the |ight
tubes slowy brightened. But he and Esther had sat up late talking to
J. D. Sauvage.

Every so often, Infinity stopped and said to hinmself, W' ve nmet an alien
being. No matter what happens now, we did what we said we were going to.
Li ke just about everyone el se on board, Infinity would have liked to tag
along with J.D. He wished he could lie here all day, cuddle with his

| over, replay the transm ssions fromthe Chi, and wait to see what hap-
pened next.

But anticipating what happened next meant anticipating the death of Neno.
Cone on, he said to hinself, suddenly restless. Get up, you have things
to do.

Esther curled on her side, facing him her knees drawn up beneath his

| egs, her small square hand draped down between his thighs.

Li ght washed the room Starfarer's |ight always came from hi gh noon
strai ght overhead, fromthe light tubes along the axis of the canpus's
cylindrical body.

Infinity had gotten used to the unchanging direction of the Iight before
t he canpus was even finished. He
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had bel onged to the construction crew that built the starship. Infinity knew
Starfarer fromthe outside in. Having helped build its shell, he now hel ped
maintain its ecosystem

Infinity covered Esther's hand with his own. She snuggl ed cl oser, stil

asl eep. Moving away from her warmtouch, Infinity slid out fromunder the
covers, drew the bl anket up around Esther's shoul ders, and | ooked for his
cl ot hes.

It's sure harder to keep track of things without the artificial stupids,
Infinity thought. They shoul d have been rel eased by now.

Chancel | or Bl ades had i npounded them but he could not control t hem
anynor e.

Maybe Geral d's been too busy to et themloose, Infinity thought. He smiled
to hinmself. Big job, being acting chancellor of a bunch of revolutionaries.
Probably Gerald had just not got around to the task. \Wen Chancell or Bl ades
i mpounded the machi nes, he got everyone's attention. The ASes did the kind
of work nobody noticed till it did not get done. It was annoying to order

di nner and get nothing; to find dirty clothes still |ying around instead

of washed and pressed and returned to the shel f.

What a | ot of people did not realize was how i nportant the ASes were to the
health of Starfarer. The faculty thought of the ASes and nmobile Al's as
conveni ences. But the machines al so watched and mai ntai ned and repaired the
conpl ex structure of the starship.

Infinity threw on his jeans and sandals and his | eather vest, conbed the
tangl es out of his long black hair, and left the cool ness of his house.
Qutside, in his garden, bees buzzed |loudly and birds called and chirped and
rustled the bushes. The norning was warm for spring. The afternoon woul d

be unconfortably hot.

The quality of the |light nade hi muneasy. Arachne filtered it so the

radi ati on of Sirius resenbled the light of the sun; still, its white

har shness remained. It worried him He belonged to the staff, not the
faculty, so under



METAPHASE 11

normal circunmstances his responsibility was | ow and his authority

negligi ble. A zena Dadkha, the director of the ecol ogy departnent, should
have been in charge.

But Al zena was gone. Unable to reconcile her conflicting |oyalties to her
famly on Earth with her responsibility to the deep space expedition, she
had fled with Europa and Androgeos. Europa had taken pity on A]zena's
despair.

Infinity touched Arachne through his link, asking for access to the
interior spectrum The computer gave it wi thout hesitation

A bee whizzed past him flying fast with an angry buzz.

Whet her Arachne would or would not permit himto alter the light filters
made no difference at all. The filters pegged out at their Iimts. He
could have less light, or nore. But he could not get a spectrum any
closer to real sunlight than he already had.

The bee circled wildly. The frantic buzz stopped short. Infinity frowned.
The fat honeybees were usually as placid as cows. He worked around them
all the time, noved the hives, collected the honey. He had never even
been st ung.

He moved cautiously toward the |ast place he had heard the bee, expecting
to find it nuzzling the center of a flower for pollen and nectar. But the
flowers were still in the breathl ess norning.

A faint sound, not even a buzz, caught Infinity's attention. He found the
bee lying on the ground, upside down, its wi ngs battering uselessly
against the earth. Its short life span ended in a burst of angry energy;
its nmotion stopped and its legs curled up against its body.

|'d probably run around yelling, too, Infinity thought, if | realized I
was about to die. But bees don't usually act like that.

In the driest coner of his garden, he stooped to | ook at a barrel cactus.
For a while it had flourished in this mcroenvironment. Something about

it troubled him the spongy feel of its skin when he carefully slipped
his finger between its hairy spines.



112 VONDA N. M| NTYRE

Infinity's nother came fromthe Anerican sout hwest, but she had fled to
Brazil, a refugee, before Infinity was born. Infinity had never grown a
cactus before, never lived where cactuses grewwild. His nmenories from
chi | dhood, before he cane into space, were spotty and di sjointed, of eroded
land struggling to re-establish itself as forest, of displaced people
grieving for land they had | oved and di sconnected fromthe new | and where

t hey now scraped out a l|iving.

I nformati on on cactuses was only one of the many things Arachne had | ost
when the system crashed. He wondered if anybody had hard references, if

Al zena had left anything in her office when she fled. Wth plants, hands-on
experi ence was best. But references were better than nothing.

He renenbered what Esther had told himabout her potted cactus. She only
realized it had died when her cat knocked it over and it had no roots. He
pushed gently at the barrel cactus. WAs it releasing its grasp on the soil?
O was the soil just |oose? He could not tell.

Better to leave it alone and keep watch on it. If he worried at it, he

m ght danmage it

He hcaded for the administration building, trying again, as he wal kcd, to
ask Arachne for information about the artificials.

Arachne replied, but the reply contained no infornmation

It's like they don't even exist, he thought. What if Bl ades destroyed t hem
or threw themout into space? That would be crazy . . . but a lot of crazy
stuff has been happening recently.

A hol ographic triptych, a replay of J.D.'s alien encounters, occupied the

center of Chandra's large living room hovering above the thick Berber

car pet.
Whi | e nost people on board Starfarer lived austerely, Chandra lived in a
house full of stuff. Wen she decided to join the deep space expedition's
art departnent, she had ordered a | ot of expensive furniture and
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sent it on ahead. Other people built their own furniture of banmboo and
rock foam and canvas. They covered the floor with woven mats. Chandra saw
no reason to limt herself to |local materials and amateur |abor. She nade
pl enty of noney; she could afford to indul ge herself. Back on Earth, her
nane on a new production guaranteed attention, reviews, and nore royalties
t han she coul d spend.

Crimson Ng sat conpani onably besi de Chandra. She watched the replays of
Nerno's nest, toying idly with a nodel bone, part of her newest

scul pture. Crinson held the bone up between her and the hol ographic

repl ays. Wien she noved t he bone, Chandra could see the nuscles, the
skin, the soft sleek pelt of the animal in Crinson's inmagination

The remains of dinner littered the nosaic table. Chandra had al so

i nported a supply of exotic food; she had been afraid that the nmeals on
board Starfarer woul d be pedestrian. She had been right. And now, the
canpus was in such disarray that the central cafeteria could not produce
even pedestrian neals.

"Did you get enough dinner?" she asked Crinson.

"I sure did. It was great."

One of the displays repeated J.D.'s first neeting with the squi dnot h.
Chandra sprawl ed naked on her |eather couch. She could take in her
surroundi ngs with her whol e body, if she chose, but there was absolutely
no point in recording J.D.'s experience secondhand.

Chandra felt jealous of J.D.: not sinply envious, wi shing to have the
experience herself, but flat out jeal ous.

| should have been there instead of her, Chandra thought. Hol ographic
recordi ngs. Big deal

Vi sual and audi o recordi ngs could never convey exactly what J.D. had
experienced, the way a sensory artist could.

| shoul d have been there, Chandra said to herself. | can see and feel and
taste and hear and snell every-



114 VONDA N. M| NTYRE

t hi ng, and everybody coul d experience it again, through mne.
No one el se on board resented the alien contact specialist's position. They
were all perfectly happy to back her up, to support her, to be good
obedi ent nmenbers of the team
Fine for them Chandra al ways worked al one.
She had barely recorded a thing since com ng on board Starfarer, since
giving her life up to this pastoral, small-town canpus. Starfarer was as
boring as a village back hone, despite being a stone cylinder four |ight-
years fromEarth. As soon as it was too |late to change her m nd, Chandra
had realized her m stake.
The ot her experience she woul d have wanted to capture had al so passed her
by: transition. Wen Starfarer fled Earth, she had been connected by hard
link to a backup conputer, storing a full |load of sensory recordings. If
Arachne had been up, she coul d have been ready for transition, and for
Starfarer's arrival at Tau Ceti. But she had missed that chance. The Tau
Ceti to Sirius transition had been just as bad. Arachne crashed again,
Feral died, and Stephen Thomas and J.D. caught Bl ades at sabot age.
| should have been part of the hunt, too, Chandra thought. But J.D. didn't
even consider trusting ne.
Chandra's body still had not recorded transition. She needed a calm
control |l ed approach to the transition point, not the chaotic flights they
had made so far, with the conputer web crashing around them
When J.D.'s recorded i nage took off her spacesuit and |et, Neno touch her
Chandra groaned in exasperation. The swollen nerve clusters all over
Chandra's body throbbed and engorged with anticipation
"Why didn't you take off your clothes, you stupid bitch?" Chandra shout ed.
She flung hersel f against the back of the couch
"Chandra!" Crinmson exclaimed. But at |east she spared a little of her
attention fromthe replay, and from her scul pted bone.
"She shoul d've," Chandra said irritably. "She's seen
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too many old sci fi novies. She thinks aliens want to have sex w th human
bei ngs, and she's scared.”
"That's silly. Wuld you've taken your clothes off?"
"You bet | would."
"Wyul dn't you be enbarrassed?”
"No. Why should P I let people experience ny body fromthe inside out.
Damm! They should've let me go along! O at |east made her nake a sensory

recording."

"Now | understand,"” Crinmson said.

"What ?"

"Why you kept trying to scare J.D. into not going back."
Chandra shrugged. "It was worth a try."

"No, it wasn't. If you wanted to be in the alien contact departnent, why
didn't you apply there instead of the art departnent?"

"I joined Starfarer at the last mnute, it was too late," she said
belligerently.

Crinmson gave her a skeptical glance.

"I didn't think they'd take ne-all right? But | knew | could get in the art
departrment. WIIl you stop playing with that?"

"I"'mnot playing." Crinmson did not press the point of Chandra's Starfarer

affiliation, or her ambitions. "I'mfiguring out what it ought to I ook
like. I have to hold it and carry it around and change it till | get the
nodel right. |I can't fossilize it till | get it right."

But she put the strange nodel bone aside and knelt on the couch beside
Chandra, gazing at her with concern

"I't would have nade nore sense for themto let ne go than for themto |et
Zev tag along," Chandra said. "It isn't fair! He'd never've gotten up here
if I hadn't snuggl ed himon board."

"I"'d like to go on the Chi, too, you know, " Crinson said. "Everybody would
But J.D.'s the alien contact specialist."

"So she's first."

"You' ve done a lot of other things first. And recorded themfor us."
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"I"ve recorded a |l ot of things best," Chandra said. "But not first. | don't
think there's anything left on Earth to do and be, first. That's why | cane
out here!"

"I don't care if you're first or not."

"I"'mglad you like nmy stuff,” Chandra said. "Nobody else on this heap pays
it any attention. Maybe three whol e peopl e have accessed it in the past two
weeks. "

"You are in a bad nood," Crinson said, out of patience. Then she | aughed.
"What's so funny?"

"Chandra, who's had a chance in the last two weeks to spend any tine-"
Chandra thought Crinmson was about to say "to spend any tinme playing."
Bristling, she readied a retort.

11

-on anything but the real world?"

Chandra cut off the sharp words she had pl anned when she heard what Crinson
really said. Finding another reply took her a nonent.

"Yeah," Chandra said, reluctant to be placated. "I guess you're right."

On the crater replay, J.D. scrabbled her way up a steep silky slope. The
LTMs had caught a glinpse of several of Nemp's attendants, but the

recordi ng pitched and yawed till Chandra cl osed her strange all-over-gray
eyes.

"I't's maki ng me seasick! They'll have to edit that to death!"

"Shh, | ook, there's another one of those spider things. I want to watch

it."

The creature left off creating a shinmery sheet of new white silk,
rappelled to the floor, and snaked off on half a dozen ropy linbs. It

| ooked like a cross between a brittle star, with | ong whiplash
tentacl e-1 egs, and a crustacean, with a shrinplike head and a ring of eyes.
Crimson stroked her nodel bone again. She exanmined it intently, turned it
over, put it down, glanced at the inmage of Nenp's attendant.

"It's too conventional," Crinson said.

"Huh? My stuff?"
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"No, mne. The fossils. They're all on an ordinary vertebrate body plan."
"Ch, right. Six-legged, w nged, fanged, twelve-eyed vertebrates."

"Even if | did that all at once, they'd be too nuch like us."

Chandra sat crossl egged on the sofa, enjoying the soft warnth of the

| eather, and the way the | eather stuck to her skin.

"You sure pissed CGerald off when you told Europa you're a

pal eont ol ogi st," she said. "I think you really got her to believe we'd
found alien bones on the noon."

"Cerald just doesn't get it," Crimson said. "I am a pal eontol ogi st."
Chandra | aughed. "I like the way you never go out of character.”
"Seriously. My degree's in paleontology. But it got so | couldn't do
field work. When the M deast Sweep started expandi ng again."

Chandra sobered and | ooked at Crimson, tilting her head thoughtfully to
one side. She was not sure if Crimson was pulling her leg or not.

" Andr ogeos took one of ny fossils,” Crinson said.

"What ? Way'd you let himget away with it?"

"Because that's what they're for." Crinmson |aughed with delight. "I hope
| get to find out what he thinks of it."

,, He probably got the twel ve-eyed fanged one. He'll just think it was one
of our ordinary ancestors."

Crinmson | aughed again, then fell silent.

Gazing into Chandra's eyes-nost people did not gaze into Chandra's
featurel ess silver-gray eyes-Crinson touched Chandra's wrist, stroking
the bright blue rope of vein that throbbed just beneath her transl ucent
tan skin. Crinmson's hands were rough fromscul pting, fromdigging in
Starfarer's coarse new ground to bury her fossils in an artificial but
convincing stratigraphy. Her fingers circled gently in the sensitive

hol  ow of Chandra's pal m

The nerve clusters pul sed.
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Chandra drew away.

Crinmson let her hands fall into her |lap. She frowned, confused and

di sappoi nt ed.

"What's the matter?”

"I don't do that." Chandra was tenpted. But Chandra had nmade a career of
resisting tenptation

"What do you nean? Wth ne? Wth wonen?"

"l don't do it at all."

"Why? Way not?" Crimson asked, shocked.

"Every sensory artist in the universe does sex scenes," Chandra said.
"You don't have to record it!" Crinson exclainmed. "I didn't want you to
record it!"

Chandra squinted at her, trying to see her in a different way, trying to
see her even nore clearly. She decided Crimson was serious about not
recor di ng.

"You'd better go," Chandra said.

Crimson sat back. She picked up the nodel bone, clenching her fingers
around the shaft. Chandra wondered if Crimson would try to hit her with
it. That might be interesting.

But instead, Crinson rose slowy, turned, strode across the rich carpet,
st ooped down and picked up her shoes, and wal ked out the door without a
backwar d gl ance

When Stephen Thomas reached the entrance of the health center, he
hesitated. He did not*want to go into the deserted, silent place.
He wi shed he could go back to Bl ades's home, push past the silver slugs,
drag the chancellor out, and force himto cone here and see what he had
done. Did he even care that his sabotage had killed an i nnocent man?
| liked Bl ades, Stephen Thonas thought. How could | be so wong about
someone? H's aura was clear and bright, transparent and guileless. |
thought. | stuck up for him to everybody, even Satoshi and Victoria.
St ephen Thomas renmenbered the chancellor's wel coning party-
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It had been several weeks ago. Victoria had been back on Earth, giving

a speech at the Houses of Parliament in British Colunbia and neeting with
t he Canadi an prem er. Everybody thought she was |ucky not to have to go
to the party, because nost of the faculty believed Bl ades had been forced
on the deep space expedition in order to dismantle it. No one had nore
evi dence than campus gossip, but nost people believed it anyway. Stephen
Thomas believed it. Gerald Hernm nge swore it was not true, which was

al nost enough in itself to make Stephen Thomas believe it. Satoshi did
not take much stock in canpus gossip.

St ephen Thomas and Satoshi had to go to the party. It would have been an
i nexcusabl e breach of acadenic etiquette not to. It would have been a
direct insult.

CGeral d, of course, had indul ged his prerogatives as assi stant chancell or
and hosted the wel cone party. He had even gone to the expense of

i mporting decent wine fromone of the ONeill colonies. In a few years,
Starfarer's vines nmight produce a drinkable vintage, but for now the
homenade brew was beer.

St ephen Thomas went to the party expecting to despise Chancell or Bl ades.
Sat oshi went with an open nmind. To his surprise, Stephen Thomas found the
new chancel | or pleasant and interesting and rather shy. But Satoshi took
an instant and uncharacteristic dislike to him Satoshi got along with
everybody. Satoshi even got along with Cerald.

When they went hone, |ate, Stephen Thomas was cheerfully drunk. Even
drunk, he noticed Satoshi's irritation. He could hardly m ss the angry

bl ue sparks.

They lay together in bed. The noonlight reflected through the open French
doors of Satoshi's room Carnations scented the cool breeze.

"You didn't like the chancellor much," Stephen Thonas said. "And you were
about the only one who didn't arrive intending to hate him™

"He's a snob," Satoshi said. "He stood off in the corner and watched us
like we were experinental animis."
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"Not when he was talking to me, he didn't."

"He didn't talk to you all evening." Satoshi stroked Stephen Thomas's hip.
"Just nost of it."

"I's that what bothered you?" Stephen Thomas asked, surprised. "That you

t hought he was conming on to ne?"

Satoshi smiled. "He was."

"Yeah, true, but he wasn't obnoxious about it. He can take no for an
answer . "

"If it bothered nme every time you got involved wi th sonmebody," Satosh
said, "lI'd be bothered all the tine. And if it bothered me every tine
somebody nade a pass at you-1'd be nuts. Way would | pick Bl ades to get

j eal ous oP"

"How shoul d I know? You won't tell me why you don't like him So |I'm naking
wi | d guesses.”

"I wasn't jealous," Satoshi said. "But Cerald was."

"OfF the pass?" Stephen Thonmas asked, skeptical

"OfF the tine he spent with you."

That made nore sense. One of CGerald's duties, a duty he relished, was to
squire dignitaries around. He woul d expect to introduce Starfarer to the
new chancel | or.

,,reat," Stephen Thomas said. "One nore reason for Gerald to dislike ne."
"Let's forget about Gerald."

Sat oshi ki ssed Stephen Thonmas's |ips, his cheek, his throat, nibbling at
the thin gold chain around his neck. The crystal slid along the chain and
| anded agai nst his collarbone, cool as water. Stephen Thomas pull ed Satosh
cl oser, and rubbed the small of his back with one hand. He | oved the way
Sat oshi's nuscl es noved beneath his fingers.

"You still didn't tell ne why you don't |ike Bl ades."

"I don't know why | don't like him | just don't. Maybe | don't like his
aura."

"Very funny," Stephen Thomas said. Satoshi did not believe in auras. "His
aura was just fine."

"Hhrm " Satoshi kept his voice neutral. He knew
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when he had teased Stephen Thomas enough. Neither Satoshi nor Victoria
woul d even try to | ook for auras.

The bl ue sparks of anger faded from Satoshi's aura. A gold gl ow of
excitement flashed around him and scarlet contentnent shinmered beyond
t he gol d.

Sat oshi pushed Stephen Thomas's hair away from his forehead, caressed his
face with both hands, and ki ssed hi magain, quickly, then harder. He slid
his knee up Stephen Thomas's thigh. Stephen Thomas dragged his fingers
down Satoshi's belly and ruffled his dark pubic hair with his
fingernails. Satoshi's body was |like a furnace, blasting out heat, when
he was sexual |y aroused.

"Bl ades-"

"I don't want to talk about Chancellor Bl ades anynore," Satoshi said. He
clenched his teeth and his back arched. He drew in a | ong, shuddering
breath. He laid his hand over Stephen Thomas's, guiding him Stephen
Thomas forgot about everything except his partner's pleasure.

-Now, in the health center, Stephen Thonas cl osed his eyes and brought

hi nsel f back to the present. Leani ng agai nst the doorjanb, he imagi ned
maki ng | ove to Feral .

Though they had never had a chance to go to bed together, they had made
an i mredi ate connection. It would have happened. And they had been well
on the way to a close, solid friendship. Stephen Thomas had i nagi ned
their making |l ove, and he had imagined inviting Feral to join the
partnership. Satoshi and Victoria liked him The fanm |y needed anot her
menber, and Feral fit in well. Someday they all had to stop grieving over
Merry.

But what Stephen Thomas had done, by nmaking friends with Feral, was put
hi min danger.

The health center was warm and pl easant and deserted. Al the people
injured in Arachne's first crash had recovered and gone hone. Only one
person was hurt in Arachne's second crash, and the one person was Feral
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St ephen Thomas passed through the deserted roonms. No one was around to
ask hi mwhat he wanted, or whether he needed hel p. The nobile health Al's
had been di sabled just |ike the ASes.

He expected the norgue to be cold, but it was the same tenmperature as the
rest of the health center. Wen he opened the drawer where Feral | ay,
chill air washed over him

He drew back the shroud. Feral stared up at himwth dull, open eyes. Dry
bl ood sneared his face and streaked in caked rivulets fromhis nose.

Bl ood fromhis ears matted his curly chestnut hair.

St ephen Thomas st epped back, in grief and despair,

Everybody had too nuch to worry about when Feral died, Stephen Thomas

t hought. Too rmuch to do, to think about one dead man, to worry about what
death would do to his gentle brown eyes.

And what did | do? | shut down, got on the Chi, and flew away.

St ephen Thomas took a ragged breath and returned to Feral's side. He
touched his friend s cold cheek, his forehead; he drew his webbed hand
down over Feral's eyes. The stiffness of death had passed from Feral's
body, and his eyelids closed easily.

St ephen Thomas got a washcloth and cl eaned the dry bl ood from Feral's
skin and hair. Feral's expression was sonber, but Stephen Thomas coul d
imagine his full, nobile lips ready to snile. H's chestnut hair curled
around his face.

St ephen Thormas had been telling hinself all along that he only planned

to come to the health center and say goodbye to Feral. But he had been
lying to hinself.

"Cerald can go fuck hinself,"’
"1l leave you here."

Feral's clothes had been ripped and cut away during the attenpts to
revive him Livid bruises nottled his chest. Stephen Thonas found a cl ean
sheet and wapped it around Feral's body. The health center lay well up
the side of Starfarer's end hill, where the gravity was very | ow Wen

St ephen Thomas pi cked Feral up

St ephen Thomas said. "I'Il be damed if
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his body felt absurdly light, as if death had taken away his substance.

St ephen Thomas easily carried Feral's body to the hub of Starfarer. The
gravity continued to dimnish, till it was barely perceptible. He floated
hi nsel f and his burden to the ferry station, boarded the capsule, and
strapped Feral's body on the back platform

He had not been to the wild side since the wild side's previous spring.
Spring on the wild side was fall in the canpus cylinder. Sumrer had
passed in the w | derness, wi nter had passed on campus. A short trip would
take him from canpus spring into wild side autum.

Infinity crossed the lawn in front of the chancellor's house. Three
exterior ASes, silver slugs, spraw ed like shiny bonel ess rhinoceroses in
front of the building and guarded its front door. All the house's other
doors, its windows, its bal conies, had been covered with ugly, irregular
sl abs of overlapping rock foam The secret tunnels leading fromit had
been plugged with rock foam

The exterior ASes were the only nobile artificials left working. The
chancel | or had di srupted the canpus by recalling the service machines.
He must have thought that would be a minor irritation conpared to
Arachne's crash; maybe he thought it would be the last straw for the
expedi ti on nenbers.

But his petty irritation had backfired on him He had not realized the
silver slugs could work inside as well as outside-they could work al npst
anywhere-and had rel eased themto finish repairing Starfarer's damaged
hul I .

The oversi ght had been his downfall, for once Stephen Thomas and J.D
traced the sabotage of Arachne to Bl ades, the silver slugs had driven the
chancel l or fromthe administration building, through the underground
tunnels, and trapped himin his house. He was cut off from Arachne now.
The conputer had activated its i mMmune system and destroyed Bl ades's
neural node, and the silver slugs had cut the house's hard |inks.
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Infinity wi shed Bl ades had been stopped before anyone di ed.

Bl ades coul d comuni cate by note. He could ask for anything he |liked, and
a silver slug would carry it to him Anything but electronic

conmuni cati on, or conpany. The slugs guarded his door for the protection
of the expedition, and for his own protection as well. They let no one
pass in either direction

Infinity approached the chancellor's house, crossing behind a rough

scul pture of tunmbl ed chunks of raw nmoon rock

Li ke the manicured yard in front of the adm nistration building, the
green turf around the chancellor's house showed the scars of an angry,
mlling cromd. The tracks of the silver slugs gouged w de, shallow
trenches in the earth.

Infinity paused at the edge of the swath of grass. Al three silver slugs
lay facing the same direction, an odd alignnent.

Curious, cautious, he noved forward. One of the silver slugs, a
lithoclast, reared up to sense him The slugs knew him He had call ed
themin fromrepairing Starfarer's outer surface; he had set themto
guardi ng Bl ades. But they would not let himinto Bl ades's house, even if
t hat was where he wanted to go.

The lithocl ast subsided. Its bul k eased onto the ground and spread out,
shimering. It rested, waiting, its senses trained on the group of rocks.
The snell of crushed grass, green and light, filled the air.

In a recess in the tunbl ed stone, |phigenie Dupre sat staring past the
silver slugs at the open door of the chancellor's hone. Infinity watched
her uneasily, reluctant to disturb her solitude, but nore reluctant to

| eave her here al one.

It was unusual to see her on Starfarer's inner surface. She preferred
zero gravity, and stayed in the sail house or near the axis as much as she
could. Arachne ordered her out of free-fall every so often. She conplied,
reluctantly.

Infinity had not been surprised to see Jenny Dupre
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in the waiting room when the Chi returned from Nerno's web. But he had
been surprised when she joined the discussion group. He was nore surprised
to see her still here.
She | eaned agai nst the rock, her long, delicate hands lying with fingers
out spread besi de her. She wore her hair in narrow black braids caught up
at the back of her head. They fell to her shoulders, the bright glass
beads an uneven fringe. In weightlessness, the braids fanned out and the
beads clicked together softly, constantly.
Infinity joined her and sat beside her, watching Bl ades's house. The
chancel l or remained out of sight. The slugs would I et himcone to the
door, but no farther. He could not cross the threshold.
He had been nearly as reclusive before they penned himin.
"Somet hing has to be done," |phigenie said abruptly.
The sail master hated the chancellor with cold outrage. She believed, with
good reason, that he had tried to kill her. H's attack on Arachne had
caused the first systemcrash, which injured Iphigenie. H's second attack
had killed Feral.
Infinity considered her statement, careful not to answer too fast, too
certainly.
"I'sn't that enough?" He gestured to the foam covered house with his chin.
"No," she said. "No. It isn't. He nurdered Feral. He neant to kill ne.
He' s dangerous. "
"Not anynore."
"What if he gets back inside the web?"
"Arachne's i muni zed against him™"

"And the web was uncrashable!" |phigenie snorted in disgust, "He's been
talking to CGerald. And to the Anmerican senators. | saw them fromthe
hill." She gestured back toward the end of Starfarer's cylinder. "But

when | cane down here, they went away."
The two senators had been passengers on Esther's transport, headi ng hone
after a fact-finding tour of
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Starfarer. They were along for the ride, now, and none too happy about it.
"What do you think we should do?" Infinity asked. Isolating Blades in his
house had felt |like a good conprom se to him when he had thought of it.
At least it had stopped the riot |phigenie had tried to start, and no one
el se had been hurt.

"I think," |phigenie said, "that you don't want to know what | want to
see. The best | can hope for, | suppose, is a trial."

"We aren't exactly prepared to try anybody. |Is anybody even a | awer?"

| phi geni e shrugged.

Starfarer had left Earth orbit precipitously, six nonths early, w thout
the long burn-in period the faculty and staff had pl anned. Maybe during
the burnin, they would have had to handl e antisocial, even crimnal
behavi or. Maybe then they woul d have been better prepared for it. But the
gl ow of optim smand cooperative spirit led themto the tacit, naive
assunption that every problem could be solved by tal king about it, by the
neetings they held to discuss other sorts of problens.

The faculty and staff had agreed to continue the deep space expedition
in defiance of orders from EarthSpace, at a neeting. They had held a
nmeeting to deci de whether to go after Europa and Androgeos.

"I"'mworried about you," Infinity said.

Jenny | ooked directly at him gazing at himintently. A ways before,
until he broke up the nmob she created, she had glanced at himbriefly,

di smissing him People liked to pretend Starfarer had no hierarchy, but
it did. And the hierarchy separated a millionaire solar sail designer
froma gardener by quite a distance.

"You are renarkable,” she said.

He | ooked away, enbarrassed. He did not like to stand out. He was not
sure he wanted to know exactly what she nmeant. She probably did not nean
what she said as a conplinent.

"Feral shouldn't have died," she said.

"Nobody shoul d have died."
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"I mean-if anyone died, it should have been nme. A sacrifice to Artem s
to the wind. Maybe that's why Bl ades directed his sabotage toward ne."
"A sacrifice?" Infinity said.

"Yes. My nanesake escaped, but the gods always take their due, in the
end-don't you know your nythol ogy?"

"That isn't nmy nythology,"” Infinity said.

"Ch," Jenny said. "No, | suppose not. |I'msorry."
"I'f you want to know about Amaterasu, or Coyote
"But not | phigenia."

"Her father was supposed to sacrifice her to Artem s, for a favorable

wi nd. She escaped. Artemis waited. | escaped. Artenmis tired of waiting
She took nmy young wild friend instead."

"Everybody feels |ousy about what happened to Feral," Infinity said. "But
if any one of a dozen things had happened differently, he'd be okay."

"Bl ades is responsible.” Her eyelids flickered as she cut off her
conversation with Infinity to conmunicate with Arachne.

The faint perception of a small spot of heat told Infinity he, too, had

a new nmessage. It was Jenny9s neeting proposal, broadcast through Arachne
to everyone on board.

Infinity did not add his second. He thought things would be just fine the
way they were. For as long as it took Starfarer to be able to return
hone. Then the | egal systemcould deal with Chancellor Bl ades.

On the other hand, it was just as likely that the United States woul d

gi ve the chancellor a medal and arrest everyone el se as hijackers and
terrorists. Maybe Jenny wanted to be certain of some justice, or revenge.
Infinity still did not want Bl ades prosecuted here. The nenory of the nob
stayed with him Hi s friends and acquai ntances had put on unrecogni zabl e
masks of anger. He did not want to see that again.

He stood up

"Are you okay? Do you need any hel p?"

"No, " Jenny said.

Infinity shrugged.
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"Then goodbye, | guess."
He left her sitting anobng the rocks, and continued on to the adm nistration
bui I di ng.

As soon as J.D. ended the discussion group, N kolai Petrovich Cherenkov
slipped away fromthe clunp of people and fled to the nearest access hatch
He had not been able to resist listening to J.D. as long as she would talk
about Nemp. But the press of people nmade hi m unconfortabl e and nervous.

Kol ya clinbed down the | adder, past ground level, into Starfarer's skin.
He strode along the dim coolsmelling corridor, toward the nearest

el evator.

Until he reached the safety of the el evator cage, he expected at every
second to see Giffith behind him hurrying to catch up. He was sick to
death of Giffith's follow ng himaround, trying to worship him

He was rather surprised to have escaped Giffith. He would probably be

pl eased with hinmself, if he did not feel so dreadful

He had not had a cigarette in tw days, and he was at the height of

ni cotine withdrawal .

The el evator sl owed and stopped and the floor settled beneath his feet:

Kol ya perceived gravity as pulling backwards against him then sliding down
to settle in the proper place.

Does anyone ever get used to the sensation of riding an el evator inside a
rotating space station? Kolya wondered. |'ve lived in space |onger than
anyone, and | never have.

He put on his spacesuit, entered the airlock, and clinbed down through the
outer shell of Starfarer's canpus cylinder. The airl ock opened. He clinbed
down onto the inspection net.

Starfarer |oomed over him the stars spun beneath his feet. The notion of
t he cylinder took himthrough darkness, into the hot white |light of Sirius,
and back into shadow as he plunged into the cleft between the canpus
cylinder and its twin, the wild side. On the far edge of
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the valley, he burst into the light reflected by the solar sail. If he
| ooked in just the right place he could see the bright crescent of Nerno's
starship, tagging along with Starfarer toward transition
Kol ya eased hinmself down onto the cables of the inspection web, grateful
to be back out in space. He had spent too much tine with other people
lately, too rmuch energy trying to understand them They admred himfor
reasons that had very little to do with himand nuch nore to do with
situations in which he had found hinmsel f by chance and | uck
Usual | y bad luck, he said to hinself.
It felt good to be alone. He | ooked forward to reclaimng his hermt
status, now that the controversy was over and Starfarer was safe in the
hands of people who would use it for its true calling.

Infinity ducked through the hole in the front door of the adninistration
bui | di ng. The door had not yet been repaired. Wien Chancel | or Bl ades
| ocked hinself inside, the silver slugs, the lithoclasts that dissolved
rock, had nunched their way through the wood-finished rock foam

The trail of the slugs led through the wi de foyer and up the curving
stairs to Blades's office. They had eaten through his door, and herded
hi m t hrough the underground tunnels to his house.

But the ASes and the nobile Als would not be on the upper floors. The
only place big enough for themall was the basenent.

Infinity went through the building to the back stairs. The halls were
cold and deserted.

"Lights on," he said, and the stairwell brimred with |ight.

In the basenent, hundreds of snmall robots hunkered together in a random
pattern, notionless and silent, |ike paralyzed hands and blinded eyes.
Infinity blew out his breath in relief. The chancellor could have
destroyed all the nobiles while he was
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locked in with them They were sturdy, but they were not designed to stand
up to deliberate abuse.

But as Infinity noved between several squatty housekeepers, a carrier, and
a plumber, he felt like he was wal ki ng anong dead things. The usual faint

el ectroni ¢ sound and el ectronechani cal snell had vani shed.

Infinity sat on his heels beside a housekeeper. Qut of habit, he tried to
touch it through his link to Arachne. He got no response. After a nonent

of fumbling, he found the power switch. It was off. He turned it on. No one
ever turned household robots off. No one noticed househol d robots enough

to think of turning themon and off. The ASes went about their business and
pl ugged t henselves in to recharge when they had nothing el se to do. They
were practically invisible.

Thi s housekeeper had nearly a full charge, yet Infinity could not get it

to respond.

When he tried the housekeeper's self-test, nothing happened. Nothing at

all. No motion, no signal to Arachne. Not even any error nessages.

Infinity stood up.

Thi s was bad.

Giffith paused outside General Cherenkov's front door. He had never been to
the cosmonaut's house; he had never been invited. He knocked, and waited.
No answer.
Giffith had been sitting with the general during J.D. Sauvage's
di scussion. He could not figure out where Nikolai Petrovich could have
di sappeared to. Giffith was trained to keep an eye on peopl e.
He knocked again. Hi s inpatience got the better of his shallow courtesy.
He nmoved across the bal cony that fronted Kolya's house, in the third story
of the hillside. He | ooked through the floor to ceiling wi ndows, cupping
hi s hands around his face to shield his eyes fromthe reflected gl are of
the sun tubes.
The front of the house was deserted. The fl oor plan of Kolya's house was
probably the sanme as Floris
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Brown's. Three front roons with a wall of w ndows, a back hallway, a

bat hroom and storage space. The two houses probably were alike, since
Brown's was on the first level of this stepped back triplex arrangenent.
Li ke nmost houses on Starfarer, it was built within a hill. Giffith had
been inside Brown's house, during her welconing party, and he had taken

t he opportunity to snoop. He had been through a couple of deserted houses,
t oo.

Giffith waited; still, Kolya did not appear.

Giffith returned to the front door, hesitated, and reconsidered. He had
been good at his job. Good enough to be wary of a man who had been a
guerrilla fighter. O a terrorist, according to the governnent that had
put a price on his head.

Giffith did not expect Kolya's house to be boobytrapped. Kolya lived in
space because he wanted peace. He had told Giffith that he was the only
human bei ng who was safer on the deep space expedition than on Earth. The
M deast Sweep was still very nuch in power in Kolya's honeland, and it
had a | ong nenory.

Giffith did not expect to encounter traps. But he did expect Kolya to

| eave ways of detecting intruders. He did not want to risk his fragile
new friendship with the nman who had been his hero all his life.

If we are friends, Giffith thought bitterly. Some kind of weird friend.
He talks to me. He advises ne. He asks for ny opinion. Then threatens to
kill nme because of it. Then he apol ogi zes. And then he di sappears.

At | east he admitted | was right.

Fuck it, Giffith thought. Wiy do you keep trying to nake friends with

t hese peopl e? Most of themstill believe you crashed the web. Even though
t hey know Bl ades was responsi bl e. None of them care that you sacrificed
your career and your marriage for their expedition. They don't care that
you'll be the first one in jail when-if-we ever get back to Earth.

He turned away from Kol ya's deserted and probably unl ocked hone-no one,
except Giffith, |ocked doors on canpus-and headed down the | ong curving
flight of stairs.
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As he passed Floris Brown's apartment, a dappl egray mni ature horse
squeal ed and ki cked up its heels and gall oped away from Brown's front
porch. The yearling filly raced across the open field and past the herd,
alerting and exciting them The whol e bunch of themburst into a run
tangl ed manes and tails flying and bobbing |ike dreadl ocks.

Floris Brown sat in the shadows of her deep porch, bits of carrot bright
agai nst the bl ack of her knee-length tunic. She blinked at himlike an
aged, prehistoric lizard, her eyes beady within their rim of dark eye
makeup. Fox, one of the graduate students, sat at Brown's feet and | eaned
conpani onabl y agai nst her |eg.

"You always frighten things," Floris Brown said to Giffith, her voice
accusatory. "You frighten people and you frighten creatures. Wy didn't
you go hone?"

He al nbst said, Because | was trying to figure out a way to keep you

di sorgani zed anarchists fromgetting bl own out of the sky.

I nstead, he said nothing, but turned away and strode stiffly back toward
t he guest house.

If he had told her what he had tried to do, she would not believe him
anyway.

These people, Giffith thought, are driving ne crazy.

Infinity left the admi nistration building and hurried along a path that
spiraled around the interior of Starfarer. The anomalies he kept seeing
in the growh patterns of the plants added to his distress. Alot of the
flowers had been bred for |ong-lasting bloons: the snowirises and the
crocuses lasted well into spring; the daffodils cane up so early that back
on Earth, the threat of snow woul d not have passed. On Starfarer, it
sel dom snowed nore than an artistic sprinkle.

He had gotten used to the |ong bl ooni ngs, when Starfarer was half
finished, during its muddy first spring.

But other plants had other rhythns, and nany of these were disarranged.
Crossing a warmmcroclimte, he entered a grove of orange trees. They
wer e heavy
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with fruit. Though the cafeteria was enpty of fresh food, in the absence
of the ASes, no one had thought to pick any oranges. Infinity snelled not
just the sharpness of the oranges, but the heavy sweetness of a profusion
of orange buds and bl ossons.

The orange trees | ooked healthy, but their burst of blossons worried
Infinity. Plants under stress reacted like this, with an extravagance of
repr oducti on.

Honeybees harvested the pollen, and nore dead bees lay on the ground.
Farther along the path, in a cooler mcroclimate, Infinity passed through
a field of spinach that had al ready begun to bolt.

He was worried for a lot of reasons when he reached the edge of the
tumbl ed patch of ground where the genetics departnent had been

Li thocl asts crawl ed through the broken building, dissolving the shattered
wal | s, eating them away. The place had been di sinfected. Everything that
coul d be sal vaged had been brought out. A great deal of work had been
lost, not only experinents in progress but sone of the back-up enbryonic
tissue meant to support Starfarer's biological diversity.

M ensaem Thant havong, the head of the genetics departnent, stood at the
edge of the broken building, staring at it, her shoul ders sl unped.
Infinity glanced at the lithoclasts again, gauging their progress. It
woul d be a while before they finished cleaning up. After that, the
geneticists would call in the lithoblasts, the rock-nmakers, to rebuild
the shell of their building.

Every silver slug that canme inside, whether to work or to carry out
someone's whim neant one |l ess attending to the constant job of

mai ntai ning the strength and stability of Starfarer's main cylinders. He
wondered if the scientists had thought of that.

Pr of essor Thant havong saw hi m and greeted him She | ooked tired.

He was used to seeing her on a screen, or in a hol ographic projection

He al ways forgot how slight and
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delicate she was. Infornmal as Starfarer could be, he never knew what to cal
her. Few people called the Nobel |aureate by her given nane.

"I found the artificials,"” he said.

"Ch, good. We can use some here. Are they-" Her eyelids flickered as she
linked to Arachne's web.

"I"'mstill not getting She stopped. "Wiat is
it?"

"1 think their brains are fried."

St ephen Thomas smoothed the earth over Feral's grave. He | eaned agai nst the
shovel and rested his forehead agai nst his hands. Sweat dripped down his
face and over the sensitive webs between his fingers.
He had chosen a spot on a hilltop within a grove of young oak trees. He
chose the spot because he liked it, not because he felt certain Feral would
have liked it. He had not known Feral |ong enough, well enough, to be sure
what he woul d have wanted. Feral had left no instructions. Arachne
preserved a record of his EarthSpace wai ver, accepted and agreed to,
probably w thout a second thought. Were the record asked for next of kin,
Feral had witten, "None."
St ephen Thomas sat down and rested agai nst one of the oak saplings. The
thin trunk would growinto a mature tree in twenty years, fifty. |f

Starfarer survived, the oak trees would still be here at the end of the
exile.

Sunl i ght poured down between the brilliant red and yellow | eaves. Just as
spring was hot back on canpus, autumm was hot on the wild side.

"Feral, | wish | had a nmarker for you," Stephen Thomas said aloud. "I'll

get somebody to make you one, as soon as | can. | just couldn't stand to
thi nk of you lying there in the norgue. .
He hooked his finger through the thin chain around hi s neck. The delicate
links made a cold line of pressure across the nape of his neck. The crysta
pendant swung against his thunb. In some light it was red, in sone it was
bl ue, and once in a while it turned black. He stared
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intoit, twisting it back and forth, watching the col ors change.

St ephen Thomas t hought about Feral; he thought about |ooking for his
aura. Feral had been uni que, surrounded by changi ng rai nbows.
"Victoria's probably right," Stephen Thomas said. "There's no such thing
as auras. | nmake themup to go along with ny feelings. To explain them
maybe. "

St ephen Thomas wrapped his fingers around the crystal and tugged at it,
gently at first, then harder

"When | met you, | felt the same way | felt when | first nmet Merry,"

St ephen Thomas said. "I love Victoria and Satoshi. But that's different.
That was slower, and steadier. W all had to work at it. Merry, though

. sparks. Explosions. Al those clich6s.

"But Merry's dead. And you're dead. God damm it, Feral, |I'mso sorry.
The chain snapped in his hand. He stared at the broken necklace. A film
of bl ood reddened the gold along a finger's |length near the clasp.

St ephen Thomas touched the back of his neck and found the | ong scratch
where the clasp had cut his skin. Salty sweat stung the shall ow abrasion
The bl oody red-gold chain lay in his hand, tangled around the crystal

St ephen Thomas spilled the neckl ace onto the bare earth of Feral's grave.
Near by, a silver slug rustled the scatter of dry gold | eaves on the
ground. Stephen Thomas had called it inside to help himcarry Feral's
body. Stephen Thomas had been able to manage in the microgravity of the
hub. Even coming down the hill, where the perception of weight increased
with every step, Feral's weight had been manageabl e. But he had needed
some help in regular gravity.

The lithoclast rippled unconfortably, inpatiently, waiting for himto
tell it what to do.

St ephen Thormas did not need it any longer. He dismssed it and watched
it crawml away. He only w shed he
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could as easily conmand the slugs guardi ng Bl ades's house.

How coul d | have been so wong about that guy? he wonder ed.

The heat enervated him He asked Arachne the reason for producing such an
i ntense Indian sumer here in the wild cylinder. Both cylinders ordinarily
had m|ld weather. The tenperature range of w nter overl apped the
tenmperature range of summer. It seldom froze, and sel dom canme within
conpl ai ni ng di stance of body heat. People did sonmetinmes conplain that the
weat her bored them

Arachne replied that steps were being taken to noderate the tenperature.
Satoshi would like it over here today, Stephen Thonas thought. Being from
Hawai i, Satoshi often conplained that Starfarer's weather was too cold.
Victoria, on the other hand, had spent much of her chil dhood in Nova
Scotia. She thought that Starfarer had no weat her worth nentioning, merely
climate.

At the bottomof the hill, an access tunnel opened. The silver slug oozed
through it and di sappeared, on its way back to its regul ar mai ntenance job
on the cylinder's outside skin. The tunnel closed. Its hatch, disguised by
rocks and dirt and a wilting flower, disappeared against the hillside. The
sharp cry of a bird nade Stephen Thomas gl ance up. When he | ooked down the
sl ope again, he could barely see where the hatch had opened.

He shoul d go honme. He should go back to the |lab, where the alien cells grew
and divided on nutrient plates. By now they had probably produced enough
for sone anal yses to begin. Stephen Thomas tried to find the excitenment he
shoul d be feeling, but it was too renote. In order to experience elation
he woul d have to open hinself to grief as well, grief for Feral and grief
for Merry.

He had not been able to fall apart when Merry died and he could not fal
apart now. The partnership could not afford it.



CHAPTER 7

STEPHEN THOVAS WOKE. A COLD AND refreshing wind cut the hunid,
heavy air and rustled the gold | eaves overhead. Wite |ight
speared through the branches and speckled the dry grass.

Back on Earth he woul d have | ooked for thunderheads, a
thunderstorm but gentle rain was as extreme as weather ever got
on board Starfarer

St ephen Thomas stretched-and froze. He nade hinself relax unti
the ache subsided. He sat up, as cautious as an old nan.

“I"1l be fucking glad when this is over," he said.

It was possible to change froma
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di ver back to an ordinary human being. For a decade or so, the U S.
government had ai med a good deal of propaganda at the divers, trying to
persuade themto convert.

No di ver had ever changed back

St ephen Thomas coul d change back if he wanted to, but the vira

depol ymerase woul d make himviolently ill for weeks. As he was, he could
functi on.

Anot her factor kept himfromthe reverse netanorphosis. Arachne's crash had
destroyed his nmedical records and his genetic profile; the destruction of

t he genetics department crushed his hard-copy backup beyond retrieval .
Wthout the records, there was no sure way to separate the diver genetic
material fromhis own genes.

A wind devil of dry |leaves whirled past, paused over Feral's grave, and

di ssolved. The dry leaves fluttered to the ground.

He pushed his hair behind his ears, clinbed to his feet, and stood at the
edge of the fresh earth of Feral's grave.

"I"ll ask Crinmson about a headstone," Stephen Thomas said. "And Infinity
wi Il know sonething to plant."

The crystal glowed bl ack against the drying surface of the disturbed earth.
"CGoodbye, Feral."

Nerno's chrysalis pulsed gently for hours. It shuddered violently. J.D. sat
forward, staring intently at the LTMtransm ssion, enlarging it. The
chrysalis hardened into a solid shell, an abal one turned inside out, swirled
and knotted with iridescent blue and green nother of pearl

Nerno's nest grew quiet and still.

J.D. rested in the wi ndow seat of her house, watching the LTM transm ssion
waiting for Neno to call her back. The nest drew her. But when she
returned, Nenp woul d die.

She felt so strange. Ever since inhaling the |link en-
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hancer, she had di sconnected from her body as if she were drunk. Arachne
i nfornmed her that the reaction was within the tol erable range of effects.
"Tol erable for you," J.D. said al oud. Arachne, of course, did not reply.
Starfarer's conputer did not engage in rhetorical conversations.

Getting the netabolic enhancer was so easy, she thought. After a couple
of days, a couple of biocontrol sessions, | could already call on nore
energy. | thought enhancing the Iink would be the sane.

She shifted her position in the wi ndow seat.

Her head spun. The light felt too bright. The Iight was too bright, but
it had not bothered her so much before.

A faint breeze drifted through the open wi ndows. It felt good. The

weat her was too hot.

Zev crossed the yard, coming fromthe river, a fish in one hand and
J.D."s string bag in the other. He saw her, grinned, and waved the fish.
J.D. waved in return

He took the steps to the porch in one stride.

"Are you hungry?"

"I am" she said. That was a difference frombeing drunk. If she were
drunk, she would not be interested in food.

He cane into the living roomand sat down at the other side of the w ndow
seat. He offered her the fish

"Zev . . . I'dlike to cook it, if you don't mind."

She tried to get up. She nearly ran into the LTM di spl ay.

VWoops, she thought, bad nanners!

She gi ggl ed, blinked the display out of her way and reappeared it at
arm s | ength.

Her knees shook. A wave of heat passed up her face. She began to sweat.
She sat back down.

Zev watched her with alarm

"Maybe | won't cook it," she said.
"I'"ll cook it," Zev said.
"You'l | cook it?"

"Sure. We do, sonetines."
"You never did when | was with the divers."
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"It was sumer."

"Ch." | guess that explains it, J.D. thought, w shing her head woul d

cl ear.

Zev handed her an orange fromthe bag.

"Eat that while | cook. There's not very much growing that's ripe yet,
it's too early. But there's |lots of oranges."

"You didn't have to forage," J.D. said. "I'msure the central cafeteria
has plenty of supplies.”

"I guess," Zev said doubtfully. "But | went by, and nobody's there to
ask. It was easiest to go fishing."

He took the fish into the kitchen nook. J.D. lay back in the w ndow seat,
enj oyi ng the unusual occasion of having soneone make | unch for her

"That snells terrific, Zev."

She peel ed the orange and ate a section. She pressed the spicul es agai nst
the roof of her mouth; they burst, and the sweet, tart juice flowed over
her tongue.

To her relief, her head stopped spinning. She did not rmuch like the
sensation of being drunk, of having the world whirl around while she
stayed still.

She suddenly groaned.

"Did | really say that to Stephen Thomas?" she said in distress.

"Say what to Stephen Thonmas?"

"That his hair was down."

"You did say that." Zev joined her, carrying two plates of broiled trout.
"Ch, no."

"Hi s hair was down, what's wong with telling hinf? You ought to tell him
tocut it."

J.D. touched Zev's pale hair fondly. It was short enough to stay out of
his eyes when he swam |ong enough to fan out around his head when he was
in the water.

"I think he likes it long," she said.

Zev rested his head agai nst her hand, then quickly kissed her palm

"I think you like him" Zev said. He handed her one of the plates. J.D
gave himpart of the orange.
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"Of course | like him | like Victoria and Satoshi, too."

She thought she had nmastered her reaction to Stephen Thomas. She did not
want to talk about it. In her present state, she would say nore than she
neant to.

She could say it all to Zev. He would find it perfectly conprehensible and
natural . Except for her reluctance to adnit how she felt. He would find it
so natural that he would probably tell Stephen Thomas. J.D. could see
not hi ng com ng fromthat but enmbarrassment all around.

She took a bite of the fish. It was perfectly cooked; the flakes evaporat ed
in her nouth.

"This is wonderful ," she said to Zev. "Wat did | ever do w thout you?"

He grinned. "You were an ordi nary human being before you net ne," he said.
"And | was an ordinary diver."

Infinity showed Professor Thant havong what he had found in the
admi ni stration building. She called the assistant chancell or.

Cerald Hernminge arrived a few mnutes later. He hesitated hal fway down the
stairs, then strode purposefully the rest of the way to the basenent.
Infinity explai ned what had happened. As Gerald |listened, he shifted his
wei ght fromone foot to the other

"How can we renedy this?" Thanthavong asked, her voice sharp. "How could

t he chancell or do sonething so stupid, so petty-"

"Please don't yell at nme, professor," Gerald Henmm nge said. He | ooked as
unhappy as she did. He glanced across the dark basenment, over the heads of
the artificials, toward the shadowed corners. "I didn't know Chancell or

Bl ades had done this. | would have stopped himif | could."

"W may have to get along without them" Thant havong said. "Regrow ng the
brains . . . that may take
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resources we can't spare. W'll have to do their work ourselves."

CGeral d nade a sound of satisfaction, and a wy grin cut through his

di stress.

"It will anmuse ne to see Stephen Thomas Gregory beating his shirts
against a rock in a stream"”

"You and St ephen Thomas shoul d put aside your differences," Thant havong
said. "The expedition can't afford them™

"I would if he would. It won't hurt himto do his own laundry. He has too
hi gh an opinion of hinself, and his provocative nanner-"

11 He has a right to his high opinion," Thanthavong said. "He's a

tal ented young man. My observation is that you provoke each other."

"It isn't just the laundry,"” Infinity said, feeling provoked hinself.
Thant havong and Ceral d stopped their back and forth needling. They both
| ooked at Infinity. Gerald had a habit of cocking his head and listening
with an expectant, faintly skeptical expression, as if he already knew
everyt hing anyone could say to him as if he were nerely waiting to
dismss it.

"The ASes clean up, sure,” Infinity said. "But that's just part of
keepi ng everythi ng worki ng. They repair things. They plant the gardens
and weed the vegetabl es and harvest them and cook themwhen's the | ast
time you had a hot neal ?"

"I'"ve been eating crackers and cheese," Gerald said. "On the run.

haven't used the central cafeteria-are you saying nothing can be cooked?"
"I"'msaying we'll have to do a |lot nore work than you think if we can't
fix the ASes."

Thant havong rubbed her chin thoughtfully wi th one knuckl e.

"Somebody's got to grow the food," Infinity said.

"Dig in the dirt?" Gerald said.

"I'f you want to stay out here longer than the preserved stuff lasts."
"And how long is that?"
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"I don't know. Arachne doesn't even know exactly what we came away wth and
what we |eft behind-"
"For heaven's sake-"

"Don't blame Infinity," Thanthavong said sharply to Gerald. "I told you
Arachne | ost backup information in the crashes. Some of this data the web
may never even have had. We'll have to take inventory. W'Ill have to

Her voice trailed off as she considered, then she brought herself back
abruptly. "We're |ucky soneone is |ooking past the boundaries of their
responsibilities,"” she said to Infinity.

"l suppose so." Gerald stared at the dead artificials again, but the dark
corners drew his gaze. He caught his breath, but covered the reaction wth
a cough. "Can you repair the artificials? O nmust we turn Starfarer into

a primtive hunting tribe?" He glanced at Infinity. "No offense."

"What ?" Infinity kept himself from | aughing. Wat could he say? That his
not her' s peopl e had been agriculturalists for thousands of years? That the
hunting tribes had been a | ot of things, none of them"primtive"? That he
would truly like to see Gerald in the wild cylinder, trying to play pukka
sahib with the shy, rare deer?

They would all be much better off gathering than hunting. A large
proportion of the plants growing within Starfarer were edi ble. He wondered
if CGerald had noticed that.

Infinity settled for a shrug. "1'd prefer hunting and gathering to
cultivating rice by hand," he said.

The other half of Infinity's heritage was legally Brazilian and ethnically
Japanese, but Geral d obviously had no idea what Infinity was talking about.
He gave Infinity a blank | ook

"Can you repair the artificials?" he said again to Thant havong. He was
sweat i ng.

He doesn't like it down here, Infinity thought. He doesn't like it down
here at all.

"Theoretically, of course | know how to regrow the brains," Thanthavong
said. "But the technical as-
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pects . . . Qbviously, Infinity is correct. W shall have to free resources
to repair these creatures. If Arachne's nmenories of their training are
whol e, the problem may not be too difficult. If the architecture has to be
redesi gned fromscratch . . ." She lifted her hands, palns up, in a gesture
of resignation.

Once nmore, Cerald glanced around the dark basenment. The shadowy artificials
surrounded themli ke a ghostly band of supplicants. Gerald hunched his
shoul ders.

"I shall have to research the best way to go about the repair," Gerald
said. "If you'll excuse ne." He hurried up the stairs and di sappear ed.
"W'd be in a pretty ness," Thanthavong said to Infinity, "if you hadn't
noticed this."

"Somebody woul d have."

"I wonder. We're so wapped up in what J.D. experienced. . . . Wuld we all
of a sudden | ook around and see it was too |ate?"

What she had said to himshe had neant as a conplinment. But she rmade him
wonder if he had badly overstepped his bounds, and she made hi m wonder if
she thought he was uninterested in Neno and the alien ship-nest.

He wondered if aristocrats always had that kind of effect.

"Your nother is Japanese?" she said.

"My father."

"How di d you cone to be naned Mendez?"

"My whole nane's Infinity Kenjiro Yanagi hara y Mendoza. But Mendez is
easier for people to renenber, and it's the original spelling. From before
ny nother emgrated.”

"Why do you use your nother's nane?"

He shrugged. "It's less confusing. | don't l|ook very Japanese. |In Brazi

it didn't matter, there are a lot of us nongrels around. Mst fol ks knew
me as Kenny Yanagi hara."

"Did your father grow rice?"

"No, ma'am" Infinity said. "He's . . . he's a lot of
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things, but not a farmer. Ronin is nore like it. He doesn't growrice. Hs
fam |y probably never grew rice."

"My father did," Thanthavong said. "In Canbodia. A hundred years ago. Wth
a water buffalo."

She brushed her fingertips across the carapace of the artificial, a touch
of sorrow or farewell, and wal ked toward the stairs.

Infinity foll owed her out, nonplused by her conment. A hundred years ago?
Wth a water buffal 0?

He was not sure of her age, but he knew she was ol d. Eighty, maybe.

Her father could have been a rice farner, in Canbodia. A hundred years ago.
Wth a water buffalo.

Carrying the shovel, Stephen Thomas headed hone. He had not nmeant to stay so
| ong, and he wondered how things were going in the genetics departnment. He
checked with Arachne, but found no nessages fromhis students or fromhis
boss.

I nvol ved with Arachne, he stunbled on the rough trail. He dropped the |ink
and put his attention to negotiating the path. He had forgotten how quickly
darkness fell in late autumm on board Starfarer. Back in the canpus
cylinder, where it was spring, the twilights as well as the days were

grow ng | onger.

He could not get lost: the sun tube reflected starlight at night, and
Arachne coul d al ways gui de himback to the access if the sky clouded over.
As it was doing now. The clouds were thicker and darker than any Stephen
Thomas had ever seen here. The tenperature had fallen rapidly.

He kept going, following the trail in the darkness as best he could. He
touched Arachne now and then to be sure he was headed in the right
direction, but he could not stay in constant contact with the conputer. He
had to keep nost of his attention on the trail

The rain began, a few scattered drops that patted
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agai nst the dry |l eaves of the young trees. A runble of sound rolled over
the | and.

Thunder .

St ephen Thomas | ooked along the length of the wild cylinder, amazed to
see lightning flicker across the clouds. A break in the sky cover exposed
the sun tube, bright with stars, and the far-overhead cl ouds.

Li ghtning spiral ed down the length of the wild side.

As thunder runbled around him Stephen Thomas cursed the |ightning, the
rain, and Arachne. The trail led up a small hill. He stopped, |ooking for
a way around the base. He had no intention of becom ng a human |i ghtning
rod. He asked for directions to an access hatch, so he could find shelter
under ground, but received no reply. The stormcut himoff fromthe web,

i solating himfromany help. The wind rose, whipping fallen | eaves past
hi s ankl es. The raindrops hit the ground, coated thensel ves with dust,
bounced back and splashed his legs, and turned into nud. H's sore feet
slid around in his wet sandals.

The cl ouds opened. Rain crashed down: the huge, heavy drops fell so fast
the air felt like solid water

A bolt of lightning blasted the earth nearby. The air reeked of ozone,

br oken cedar, snmoke. The rain sizzled and hissed against flames; the fire
died with a stench of wet ashes.

Ri vul ets coursed down the hillside and coal esced into a stream Stephen
Thomas followed the rippling water, |ooking for shelter. He was soaking
wet, and cold, his long hair plastered against his face and straggling
down his neck. He wi ped rainwater fromhis eyes.

A lightning flash illunmi nated the land around him H s eyes and his nind
retained a high-contrast picture. The streamwas | eading himinto a
gully: he was about to trade being a target of the lightning for being
the prey of a wall of water. Even a diver mght not survive a flash

fl ood. He dropped the shovel and clinbed the rough slope to higher
ground, scrabbling up the rock, cursing, scraping his hands on stones.
Qut of the reach of the gathering flood, he hunkered
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under a scraggle of prickly scotch broom It gave some protection fromthe
wi nd, but none at all fromthe rain. The crisp colorful fallen | eaves had
turned to a slick, sopping brown mat.

The rain stopped as it had begun: a deluge abruptly changing to a scatter
of droplets, then nothing. Stephen Thomas | ooked up. The cl ouds had

rai ned thensel ves away, and the stars bl oomed brightly all along the sun-
t ube.

Rushi ng brown water washed through the gully bel ow him

When Stephen Thomas stood up, the scotch broom swept himw th anot her
shower. He swore at it, |ooked around to get his bearings, and picked his

way al ong the edge of the gully toward the trail, The electrical inter-
ference with his |link had di sappeared, for all the difference it made
now. He did send a general, irritated note to Arachne about the weat her.

Arachne noted that the fire danger had ended.

St ephen Thomas hi ked through a stand of bushy young trees that showered
himw th water and dead wet |eaves. The trees ended abruptly at the edge
of a meadow. The neadow stretched to the steep hill that forned the end
of the cylinder. The ferry back to canpus waited at the top of the hill
the axis of the cylinder.

When he reached the edge of the boggy field, Stephen Thomas saw someone

hal fway up the hill, descending in long strides through the |ow gravity.
St ephen Thomas stopped in the shadows of the trees. The person com ng
down the hill probably could not see him

It was Giffith.

Giffith unnerved him Stephen Thomas rem nded hinmsel f that auras were

a figment of his imagination. Hi s perception of Giffith as |acking one
meant absolutely nothing. As Victoria had pointed out, Florrie Brown told
themall that Giffith was a narc before Stephen Thomas ever thought to

| ook for his aura.

Giffith made hi m nervous because Giffith nade
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everybody nervous. He had been the first suspect in Arachne's crash. He was
i nnocent of that charge.

Giffith said he was an accountant for the General Accounting Ofice. Few
bel i eved he worked for the GAQ, and nobody believed he was an accountant.
Li ke everyone el se, Stephen Thomas bel i eved he had worked agai nst the
expedi tion.

St ephen Thomas noved deeper into hiding among the trees.

Giffith crossed the neadow. He carried a nakeshift bedroll. Stephen Thomas
wonder ed why he had not taken a tent and sl eeping bag fromthe storeroom
It was comrunal property-but Giffith probably had even | ess conception of
conmunal property than he had of governing by consensus.

What do | care if he gets wet on his canp-out? Stephen Thomas said to

hi nsel f.

He stood very quiet as Giffith approached. He was only a few paces from
t he government agent, and he felt a spark of satisfaction in watching the
man, unobserved, from so close a distance.

Giffith stopped.

"Come out of there." He faced Stephen Thonss.

St ephen Thomas hesitated, then shrugged and stepped out from beneath the
trees. What could Giffith do to hin Arachne knew he was out here. Stephen
Thomas made sure the conputer knew Griffith was out here,too.

"You |l ook like hell." Giffith sounded annoyed. "What are you doing in

t here?"

"Avoi di ng you," Stephen Thomas sai d.

Giffith's expression froze.

"What are you doi ng out here?" Stephen Thonas sai d.

"None of your dammed business." Giffith started away, his shoulders stiff
with anger.

"Hey," Stephen Thomas sai d.

Giffith's pace checked, but he kept going.

"How d you know where | was?" Stephen Thomas called after him
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Giffith turned back. He | ooked Stephen Thomas up and down, critically,
cont enpt uousl y.

"YQU coul d have been nore obvious,’
| eft your scat."”

he said. "But . . . only if you'd

Victoria hesitated on the path to J.D.'s yard. It was |later than she had
t hought. She had spent all day in Physics Hill, analyzing her journey into
Nerno's interior. What a strange congl omerati on she had come back with.
Nei t her she nor Avvaiyar knew quite what to make of it.

Delicate light poured through the tall w ndows of J.D.'s main room and
flowed over the wild garden. The huckl eberry bushes rustled, their snall
oval | eaves quivering, and sonething-an ow, a bat?-flew past on

whi spered w ngs.

Victoria knocked on the front door of J.D.'s house. Like nost of the
houses on Starfarer, it had been built and then covered with a hill. Its
whol e front was w ndows, except the door. Looking in someone's open w n-
dows was bad form

Backlit by the cool glow, Zev opened the door.

"H, Victoria."

"Hi, Zev. \Were've you been all day?"

"Prof essor Thant havong told J.D. to rest."

"Is that Victoria?" J.D. asked.

"Hi," Victoria called.

Zev stood aside and let her in. She kicked off her shoes at the door.
Larger than life, the imge of Nerno's chrysalis filled the center of the
room illumnating it. Victoria had kept the same image, much smaller,
hovering nearby all day while she worked.

Not hi ng had changed.

The i mage overl apped the boxes that renmained stacked in randompiles in
the main room J.D. had not been here | ong enough to unpack all her

bel ongi ngs.

Victoria felt confortable with J.D., and fond of her. It surprised her
to remenber how brief a time the alien contact specialist had been on
board the starship.
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J.D. sat in the wi ndowseat, |eaning against the side so she could | ook out
the wi ndow or at Nerno's image. She had arranged a few things around her
some of her books, a reading light linpeted to the wall, the woven mat

Sat oshi had given her at her welcoming party. The light was off; J.D.'s
attention was on the i mage of Neno.

Zev joined her, sitting right-angled to her in the center of the cushi oned
seat .

Victoria smled. "You | ook confy."

"I feel so strange," J.D. said. "Like |I've had too much to drink. | was
saying silly things to everybody |I saw. | thought 1'd better hide out till
| felt like nyself again."

"Your systemis taking a bit of a shock,"” Victoria said. "I got so involved
i n anal ysis-1 should have come by to see you earlier."

"“I'"'mokay. Cone sit down."

Victoria perched on the other side of the wi ndowseat, draw ng her knees up
and w appi ng her arnms around them Zev's body radi ated heat.

St ephen Thormas will be |like that, soon, Victoria thought.

Zev curled his feet over JDA; his claws gently dinpled her skin above the
i nstep.

"I know the prep is working," J.D. said. "But | don't feel any change in
my link."

"Arachne's not set up to dunp nore information to a person than the regul ar
link can handle," Victoria said. "Not . . . not under normal

ci rcunst ances. "

The saf eguards had not worked for Feral. It should have been inpossible,
but somehow Arachne had overl oaded him Hi s bl ood pressure had soared, so
fast and hard that it blasted open his arteries, his capillaries. The

bl eedi ng had si mul taneously crushed his brain, and starved it.

J.D. was attenpting something very risky.

"Please tell Nenp to be careful when you try this,"'
better than to ask J.D. to reconsider

Victoria said. She knew
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"I will. Don't worry." Her gaze drifted to the image of the chrysalis.
"It's so quiet," she said. "I got used to the attendants al ways
fluttering around. Did you notice, you could always hear themeven if you
couldn't see thenP"

"No," Victoria said. "I guess | wasn't in the nest |ong enough.”

They tal ked for a while about Victoria's analysis of Nerno's center. Zev
sat between them Despite his youth, his exuberance, he was content to
listen and watch in silence and without trying to draw their attention
to hinmself. He inpressed Victoria nmore and nore, the |onger she knew him
"I's it what you thought?" J.D. asked. "Neutroniun?" Something had to give
the planetoid its mass.

normal asteroid its size would have negligible gravity.

person would be able to | eap off its surface and orbit it before coning
down agai n.

"I don't think so," Victoria said. "I think the gravity source . . . the
power source . . . is even nore dense."

"A bl ack hole?" J.D. exclained.

"Econony quantum si zed."

"Pick one up in any hardware store," J.D. said dryly.

"Right. Plus a nice iron shell for it to eat, a drip charge, and an

el ectrostatic field generator. . . . But what the hell do you do to it
to make it carry you around the gal axy?"

"Anere trifle," J.D. said.

They fell silent. A pleasurable tension rose between them the affection
and possibility Victoria always felt around J.D. increased. She extended
her hand to J.D. J.D. gazed at her, then enclosed Victoria's |ong dark
fingers in her strong square hand.

"I's everything all right?" J.D. said. "I mean
She gestured with her free hand, enconpassing all of Starfarer

"I wanted it all to be perfect,"” Victoria said softly. "We'd take off
with a fanfare, and explore, and cone back with . . . | didn't know what,
but sone treasure
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Not a material treasure, an intellectual one." She rested her forehead
agai nst her knees. "Sonme fanfare. Sone treasure." She |ooked up again; if
she did not hide her face maybe she could keep fromcrying. "And I'mworried

about ny family back hone, mny great-grandnother especially. | w sh you'd
gotten to neet her. I wi sh she'd come on the expedition."

"She'll be all right," J.D. said, her voice reassuring. "They won't bl ane
our famlies for what we've done. Surely."

"Grangrana has no way of knowing if we're still alive," Victoria said.
"She'll be so worried. . . . And Satoshi's parents. They're wonderful
They' Il stand up for us. But they'll be scared for us, too."

"\What about Stephen Thonas? Doesn't he have family back hone, too?"

"Just his dad. | nmean, | guess he could find his momif he really wanted
to, but he never has. And Greg is . . . kind of self-centered. He knows al
the right buttons to push."” She sighed. "I try to like him | really do.

But it's hard to get worked up over worrying about him"

J.D. squeezed Victoria's hand.

"And | miss ny cat!" Victoria said suddenly. "No matter what | said to

Al zena, | couldn't persuade her to let nme bring Halley along." Sonetimes
she dreanmed of petting the sleek black cat; she would wake remenbering the
soft vibration of Halley's silent purr. Victoria |aughed. "lIsn't that
ridi cul ous? Everything that's happened, and | think about mssing ny cat!"
"It's all right,” J.D. said. "It's understandable."

"You don't need to hear all this!" Victoria said. "I neant to cone and see
how you're feeling, not to whine all over you." She let go of J.D.'s hand
and pul | ed hersel f back, huggi ng her knees. In a nmoment she woul d | eave.
She woul d | eave J.D. and Zev al one.

"J.D. and | are going swming in the norning," Zev said. "In the ocean."
Victoria glanced up again. At first she thought Zev's coment was a

conpl ete non sequitur. But J.D. and



METAPHASE 153

Zev were | ooking at each other wi th understandi ng, wth happiness.
"Wuld you like to cone with us?" J.D. said.

"I"'d love to," Victoria said, surprised and pl eased by the invitation
"W'|| stop by for you. Five a.m™

"Five!" Victoria said.

J.D. grinned. "Second thoughts?"

"Not at all. If you're sure you want conpany-T

"I"'msure," J.D. said.

Al one in the dark basenent of the admi nistration building, Esther Kl ein
put a box of probes and regenerators on the floor and tossed her
i me-green baseball jacket beside it. The hot afternoon had even
penetrated to the basement. Repair supplies and the dead artificials sur-
rounded her. Over the dank scent of the basement lay the hint of mnycelial
growm h, and ozone, and decay.
"I"'mgoing to kill Infinity," she nuttered. "I'"mgoing to kill him™"
Est her coul d have-shoul d have-been out on the surface of the cylinders,
i n space, checki ng danage and maki ng sure the silver slugs were properly
mai nt ai ni ng the starship. Instead, she was stuck down here nursing sick
artificials. It was all Infinity's fault. He was the only person on board
who knew she had worked as an artificials tech
But somebody had to do it, and she was the only person here with any
experi ence. How the administration could let all the techs get recalled
and not replace them. . . Esther supposed that was part of Blades's
plan. It was convenient for himto let the techs go unreplaced. If they
had remai ned on Starfarer, he would have chosen sone ot her subsystemto
di sabl e. Esther remained with the expedition only because she had been
piloting the transport that was trapped in the dock when Staty-rer
pl unged into transition.
Fixing the artificials is the least | can do, | guess, she thought.
Consi deri ng how much trouble | made by fol -
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| owi ng orders. Follow ng orders! I'mlucky Gerald or one of the senators
hasn't punched me out for dragging them along on the expedition

On the other hand, if | had undocked, | wouldn't be along on this trip, and
|'"d probably be in jail.

She rubbed her hands down the seat of her pants, rummged for a probe in
her tool box, and set to work on the first artificial stupid.

She cracked the sea] on its brain pan. Nothing. Blow ng out her breath in
relief, she opened the bioelectronic brain the rest of the way. Not too
bad. Desiccated, like a crust of algae on a nudflat. If all the artificials
were like this, she could resuscitate themin short order. She hooked up

a rehydration tube and watched for a few mnutes. The runpl ed surface en-
gorged with saline and fructose and salicylic acid, responding to the rich
m x of hornones and growt h factors. The fissures deepened.

Esther patted the artificial

"You're going to renmenber everything, aren't you?" she asked it hopefully.
"Arachne isn't going to be rmuch help, so |I'd appreciate it if you'd cone
out of this with your nmenories intact. You aren't gonna be much use to ne
as a stupid vegetable."

She went on to the next artificial and broached its seal

The brain case hissed and burst open. Esther junped back. Putrid bits of

bi oel ectroni ¢ conductor sprayed her chest. Esther gagged and stripped off
her shirt. It fell with a soggy thud. Bioelectronics rotted with all the
worst qualities of aninmal, vegetable, and fungal matter: the sweet and
nauseating snmell of deconposing neat and the sliny deterioration of plant
cells, all held together in a yeasty matri x.

First she hosed herself down, then her shirt, and finally the artificial
sluicing the spoiled brain tissue into the waste digester. The snell hung
thick around her. It was not very toxic, but it sure was nasty.

She was soaki ng wet. Now she was gl ad of the day's
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warnth. If she had been working in her jacket, the unofficial uniform of
transport pilots, it would be ruined.
| bet Starfarer's storeroomdoesn't have any fluorescent chartreuse
basebal | jackets, she thought.
Esther set to the |aborious task of cleaning the brain case. She
sterilized it, seeded and sealed it, and hooked it to a feeder tube. That
one woul d be a week regrowi ng. Then sonmeone woul d have to retrain it.
She had Arachne di splay the transm ssion from Nerno's chanber next to the
AS brain schematics. It had not changed since the chrysalis hardened,;
Esther had practically nmenorized it. She asked for sone nusic. Trash
rock. At least the recent nusic archives had not been w ped out in the
system crash.
She set to work on another brain.
After eight hours, she was cursing Infinity under her breath. The first
artificial had been a stroke of cruel good luck. O the five open ASes,
only the first had survived with any usable brain at all. Ei ghty percent
conpl ete destruction rate. Hands on her hips, she gazed around at the
hundreds of robots that waited for her attention
She felt like a cross between Dr. Frankenstein and an AS housekeeper. O,
maybe, considering the spatters of gunk on her clothes, she was nore |ike
Dr. Frankenstein's assistant Igor. She wi ped a snudge off her wist,
t hi nki ng, The doctor never got brains all over his nice white |ab coat.
"I need sone help here, guys," she said to the deaf and blind and
m ndl ess robots.
She could hardly ask Infinity for help. He had nore than enough to do.
But Esther knew al nost no one el se on board. Except Kol ya Cherenkov, and
she was not going to ask the cosnonaut to do this job.
She only got over to Starfarer once a nonth or so. Mdst of Esther's
piloting had been between O Neill colonies. She always accepted the
Starfarer run with pleasure
Esther travelled a I ot, she sel dom stayed |long in one place, and she did
not like to sleep al one. Wenever she
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boarded Starfarer, all she wanted to do was take Infinity Kenjira
Yanagi hara y Mendoza to bed with her. He was one of her favorite |overs.
But that had not left her nmuch time for naking other friends on board the
starship.
She asked Arachne to send out a general request for help for tonorrow
nor ni ng. She cl eaned off her tools and put them away. She let the brain
schematic fade, and took one | ast glance at Nemp's chanber. In all the
ti me she had been working, the squidnoth's chrysalis had not changed.
Her shirt lay in a scumy puddl e. She had hosed off nost of the crud, but
doubt ed she would ever want to wear it again.
Est her shrugged, grabbed her jacket, and left the shirt where it was.
Qut si de the basenment, the evening would still be hot. Too hot for her
jacket, and she would not even need her shirt.
She ran up the basenent stairs, eager to get outside. She was tired and

hungry.

She enmerged into air so cool it surprised her

The chill felt wonderful on her bare shoul ders and breasts. It had been
too hot lately. She set off for Infinity's house with a spring in her
st ep.

A cold breeze hit her. The skin on her arnms turned all gooseflesh, and
her nippl es hardened. Even then she resisted putting on her jacket.
Don't be a jerk, she said to herself. It's dunb to feel so cold just
because it was so hot earlier. She slipped into the lurid green satin.
Arachne nust be fixing the weather, she thought. G ad to hear it.

St ephen Thomas returned hone, dirty and sore. It was very late-or very

early-and he guessed Victoria and Satoshi had al ready gone to bed.
Instead oftaking a shower, he told the house to fill the bathtub. As he
wat ched the water rise along the sides of the azure tub, he tried to
remenber when the
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l[ast tinme was that he had taken a bath. He usually showered, preferably wth
one or both of his partners. Sonetimes they sat together and soaked
afterwards, |ounging in clean hot water.

He dropped his shorts and shirt on the floor and stepped into the big blue
t ub.

The nmud swirled away fromhis dirty feet

Oh, shit, he thought, | should have at |east rinsed off. .

But the hot water felt so good, rising around his hips, sliding up his back
and belly and chest as he lay down, that he could not bring hinself to
start over again. He stretched out and Il et hinself relax.

He spread his hands out on the surface; the translucent webs between his
fingers nearly di sappeared. Today his skin was the color of strong tea. He
pul I ed his hand through the water, feeling the new power of his sw nm ng
stroke.

Li ke his hands and his skin, his lungs were changi ng. Soon he would be able
to store nore oxygen, and hold his breath nmuch | onger than normal. |f
"normal " meant anything anynore, in relation to Stephen Thomas.

When the changes were conpl ete, he would possess an ability uni que anong
aquatic manmmal s: he would be able to extract oxygen directly fromthe
water. I n an energency, breathing like a fish would support the life of a
manmal for a little while.

St ephen Thomas bal fway expected to be possessed by an overwhel ming urge to
return to the prinordial sea, but that had not happened.

Except, he thought, |I'mtaking a bath.

"The call of the sea," he nuttered sarcastically. "Maybe | ought to add
sone salt."”

Zev tal ked about swinming all the tine, but the tal k was habit, and

honesi ckness. Staying dry did not harmhis health; he had no gills that had
to stay wet.

Air bubbl es caught beneath the fine new hairs on Stephen Thomas's arns and
| egs. They tickled. As they escaped and rose to the water's surface, they
made a faint, cheerful crinkling noise. Stephen Thomas rubbed
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hi s hands down his | egs, down his arnms, down his belly, currying the bubbles
away.

His skin did not itch so badly, now that his transparent gold pelt had
finished growing. H's joints had stopped aching, though his shoul ders hurt
fromdigging Feral's grave

He was beginning to wonder if the pains inside his body were all fromhis
encounter with the silver slug. They should be fading. Instead, they had
intensified. H's pubic bone hurt with a sharp, hot stab and even his penis
felt sore. Wuld he grow fur there, too? That would be too weird.

He knew as much about divers, or as little, as any average ordi nary human
bei ng. He had never been fascinated with them as J.D. was, and none of his
work as a geneticist had included Changelings. No one worked on Changel i ngs
anynore. First it became inpossible to get grants for the research, and
then the changes thensel ves becane illegal in the United States.

St ephen Thomas told the house to warmthe bath. Warm water gushed fromthe
faucet onto his feet.

Hi s toes shot pain up his leg. He snatched his foot away, thinking the tub
had burned him But the water was only confortably hot. He sat up in the
tub and raised his foot to |ook at it.

Dar k bruises arced across the base of each toenail, and the nails felt

| oose. Stephen Thomas wiggled the nail of his big toe. He grimaced.

It hurt, but it hurt in a way he renenbered fromhis childhood. It was the
itchy pain of a | oose baby tooth.

Zev's feet had sharp semretractile claws that curved over the ends of his
toes, recessed into the flesh. Stephen Thomas had not thought much about
how his nails would turn to claws, and he found that he did not want to

t hi nk nmuch about it now He stopped wiggling his toenail and let his foot

si nk back into the heat.

The idea of being able to breathe underwater intrigued him He wondered how
far the changes had gone. He lay back in the bath, letting the water rise
around his head. His hair fanned out, tickling his neck
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drifting between his shoul der bl ades. Warm water crept up his face,
covered his lips, covered his eyes. He could hardly tell the water from
the steamy, humd air.

St ephen Thomas plunged his head the rest of the way underwater and took
a fast, deep breath.

The water filled his throat and gushed into his lungs, choking him He
erupted fromthe bath, gasping. He | eaned over the side of the tub
coughi ng water onto the floor. He nearly threw up

Finally he collected hinself, and hunched in the cooling bath. H s chest
and his throat hurt. The ache travell ed downward and | odged in his belly.
| guess I'mnot a diver yet, he thought.

He opened the drain, stood up, and splashed out of the tub. Droplets of
wat er sparkled all down his body, trapped by the gold pelt. He curried
off the water as he had curried away the air bubbles. He needed a sweat -
scraper, the kind groons used on horses or on Bronze Age athletes.
Rubbi ng hinself with a towel, he went down the hall to his room But in
t he doorway, he hesitated. He turned away fromhis confortable, famliar
nmess and went to the end of the hall, to the roomthat would have been
Merry's, to the room Feral had slept in. The partnership had never used
it before Feral cane to visit.

The futon was nade up; the shelf doors were closed. It was as if no one
had ever stayed here. As if Feral had never existed.

St ephen Thomas slid open the door to the built-in shelves. Feral's few
extra clothes lay in a neat stack.

St ephen Thomas cl osed the shelf door again. He hung his towel carefully
on the rack, got into Feral's bed, curled up around the deep pain of his
pel vic bone, and fell asleep.



CHAPTER 8

LI KE THE STROKES OF A BRUSH PAI NTI NG, beach grass covered the soft dunes.
Beyond the dunes lay Starfarer's ocean.

J.D. wal ked along a path too narrow to have been nade by human feet. She
wonder ed who or what had formed the path-and saw a tiny hoofprint, a snall
pil e of horse droppings. The tough, sharp-edged grass would be little tenp-
tation for the mniature horses, but they might like the salt, and the flat
freedom of the beach.

J.D. clinmbed the gentle rise of the dune. At the top, she paused to | ook
across the shore.

The ocean circled the park end of
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Starfarer's canmpus cylinder. It was the pulse of the starship's ecosystem
and the breath of its weather. The snell of salt sparkled in the onshore
breeze, and the dry grains of sand hissed as they spun past J.D.'s feet.
Open ocean created |long crescents of white beach, separated by headl ands and
snoot hed by the surf. Fgr overhead, on the shore beyond the sun tube,
opposite this point on the cylinder, barrier islands protected salt narshes.
The | owl ands buffered the air and the water and of fered shelter and spawni ng
grounds to many of Starfarer's creatures.

The hill that forned the cap of the cylinder rose fromthe far edge of the
ocean, at the rim The hill supported an ice field on one slope, hot
springs on another. Their cold and warm currents circul ated the seawater
and hel ped drive the weat her

Zev stopped beside her, staring out at the ocean. He glanced at J.D., his
face gl ow ng.

"You go on ahead," she said softly. "I want to talk to Victoria for a

m nute. "

He hesitated, then whooped in excitenment and took out for the sea. He

ski dded down the face of the dune and dropped the beach bl anket. Racing
across the narrow crescent beach, kicking up bright showers of dry sand,

he flung off his shirt; he hopped on one foot, then the other, while he
stripped off his shorts.

Zev splashed into the shall ow water, pushed forward, swam a few strokes,

ki cked his heels in the air, .and vani shed.

"He's eager, , Victoria said, a smle in her voice. She stopped beside J.D
"He's honesick, | think."

"He doesn't act it."

"He doesn't nope . . . but . . . when you spend tine with the divers, you
get used to a lot of contact. A lot of touch. He doesn't get that here."
"He docsn't?" Victoria sounded skeptical, and anused. "Could have fool ed
me."

"Not |ike back at his hone."

The dune grass ended abruptly. J.D. and Victoria
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crossed the beach: soft deep dry white sand, a narrow line of drying seaweed
and small shells, then danp, yielding dark sand. It was easier to walk, here
where the tide had just gone out, where the siphon-holes of clanms pocked the
surface and squirted when J.D. stanped her foot.

Qut in the | ow breakers, Zev surfaced, waved, beckoned, and di sappeared
agai n.

"Are you going to join hin®"

"In a while," J.D. said. "Let's go over by that piece of driftwood." She
scooped up the beach bl anket, and then she thought: Driftwood?

The huge, gnarled tree trunk |lay above the highwater |ine, down where the
beach began to curve out to a | ow headland. Its tw sted, weather-silvered
roots reached into the air. The trunk itself was larger in dianmeter than
J.D. was tall. The top of the trunk had been broken off in a jagged point,
as if wind had uprooted it and the fall had shattered it.

If it had ever Ilived.

J.D. touched the trunk. It felt |ike wood, and when she knocked agai nst it
wi th her knuckles, it resounded with a famliar, woody thunk

"It is wood! | thought it'd be rock foam How ?"

Victoria grinned. "Realistic, eh? Cellulose and lignin and what-all.
Crinmson sculpted it. She said any sel f-respecting beach shoul d have cedar
driftwood on it."
"It's handsome."
trees."

"There are some, over on the wild side. Twenty years old, fromone of the
ONeills."

"Twenty years ol d?" J.D. sniled. The broken end of the driftwood reveal ed
the scul pted growth rings. "This would be hundreds of years old."
"Crinmson's good, isn't she? She told nme she'd grown it |ayer by layer, and
cooked the scul ptural material so even the isotopic ratios would be right."
"She's very talented." J.D. let her day pack slide off her shoul ders,
spread out the blanket beside the tree trunk, and sank down crossl egged.

J.D. stroked the snooth, weathered surface. "I mss big
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"I don't remenber the last time | went swinming," Victoria said. "l've
never swmin Starfarer's ocean." She took off her floppy red T-shirt and
ki cked of f her sandals. She was wearing a shiny blue two-piece bathing
suit.
Zev had paced them as they wal ked al ong the shore. He waved again, called
to J.D., bodysurfed hal fway to the beach, then did a flip-turn and
vani shed into the waves again.
"Good lord, he's going to break his neck!" Victoria said.
"No, don't worry. He knows where the bottomis."
"Shall we sw nP"
"I want to talk to you for a mnute, first."
Victoria knelt beside J.D
“I'mlistening."

Zev was used to older adults gathering to talk while the younger adults
swam and pl ayed. He was patient, and he knew J.D. would join himsoon. He
| ooked forward to casting off the restrictive | and nmanners for a few
hours, and he w shed he had sonmeone to swimw th now while he waited for
J.D. and Victoria. He wondered if Victoria's presence neant he and J.D
woul d have to maintain | and manners. How woul d Victoria know diver
manner s?

Victoria's intensity both scared and intrigued him He knew she did not
al t oget her approve of his being along on the expedition. Still, she had

| et himacconpany the alien contact departnent, so she nmust |ike himjust
alittle.

Among the divers, Zev had spoken for J.D. to Lykos; J.D. must have spoken
for himto Victoria.

While he waited for J.D., he swamthrough the shall ow ocean

The starship spun one direction; he swamthe other direction, mnus-spin,
because it felt as if he were swi mm ng downhill. The sensation anused
hi m

Paral l eling the shore, he followed the wi de curve of
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the crescent beach, rounded the headl and, and skirted close to the dangerous
and exciting rough water. He probed the ocean with sound. He heard and
tasted the weathered gnarls of the rock, and the seaweed and barnacl es,
periw nkles and |inpets, anenones and starfish that inhabited the intertida
zone. Offshore, a school of fish scintillated past.
On the other side of the headl and, the beach sloped shallowy into the sea,
then rose again to forma barrier island half a kil oneter offshore. Zev
swam t hr ough the channel, staying on the surface. The water was silty and
bracki sh and the bottom sand turned to nud. The taste of al gae and reeds,
shrinp and crabs and the bottondwel |l ers of sheltered bays, filled his mouth
and nose. He stroked toward shore till he could stand, chest deep, in the
water. He put his feet into the deep warmnmud of the river delta, for the
pl easure of feeling the life it succored vibrating against his skin. He
pushed of f backwards and ki cked along Iike an otter, |ooking up, tracing
out the shore of Starfarer's ocean belt.
He passed the end of the island. Another headl and stretched into the sea,
separating the delta from an open beach. Zev swam around it and into cold,
exhil arating water. He dove, touched bottom pushed off, exploded all the
way out of the water at the apex of his junp, and splashed back into the
waves.
Ahead he heard the steady splash of another swimer. Not J.D. or Victoria,
someone swi nming near the small crescent beach. Zev turned over and swam
hard, glad to find a swinmer to play with. Wen J.D. was ready, she would
call his nane and he woul d hear her
He rem nded hinmself to maintain his |and manners, even though he was in the
wat er. The ordi nary humans owned this place, and the custons of divers
carried no weight.
Even J.D. had taken time to get used to diver nman
ners. He renmenbered how shy she had been at first. For
at least - a week, when she cane to live with his famly
back on Earth, she had worn a bathing suit that covered
nost of her body. Sonetines she even wore a wet suit.
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Zev could not imagine swinming in clothes. Now J. D. swam naked, just like a
di ver. She was not shaped |ike a diver, but that was all right. He
renmenbered the first time she had joined in playing with himand his
si blings and cousins; he renmenbered the first time he had swum beneat h her
and stroked her body fromher throat to her knees. fie |oved the way her
body felt against his hands, against his skin. He |loved the weight of her
breasts, the taste of her tongue. He liked it when they played together in
the water, and he liked land sex as well. It felt nore serious to Zev,
somehow, though that might be because it was just himand J.D. and they con-
centrated only on each other

He felt excited. The tip of his penis protruded fromhis body, into the
cold water.

He gave up trying to figure it all out. Mking |love seriously, making |ove
pl ayfully: he |iked both.

Ahead of him the other swi mrer churned the water. Zev renmenbered how
ast oni shed Chandra had been by the differences between male divers and mal e
human beings. He did not want to startle the other swnmer. He let his
peni s w t hdraw agai n.

He touched the second swinmer with his voice. She did not react: she did
not know how to |isten

At first he did not recognize her. She |ooked different underwater. People
always did, with their bodies made transparent by echoes. But he was cl ose
enough to see her with his eyes. It was Ruth Orazio, the United States
senator. Suddenly wary, Zev wondered if she had been involved in deciding
that divers should work for the mlitary.

He hung back, ready to dive and di sappear, but willing to be friends. He
cried out, inthe air, with a questioning whistle, a sound of greeting.

She gl anced over her shoul der, saw him and stopped sw nm ng. She turned
toward him treading water, and lifted one hand above the surface in a
tentative greeting. Zev ducked, stroked once, and cane up beside her. Wile
he was underwater he traced her with his voice nore completely, so he would
be sure to recog-
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ni ze her imredi ately next time he saw her sw nmi ng. Her bathing suit made
it harder to see all the way through her. But not inpossible.

"Hi," she said. "CGetting some exercise, too?"

"Exploring the sea," he said. He reached up and pushed his wet hair off
his forehead with his webbed hand.

"You're Zev, right?"

"Yes. And your nane is Ruth Orazio." A strange way to be introduced, by
speaki ng the other person's nane, Zev thought. He wondered how two | and
peopl e i ntroduced thenselves if they did not know each other. In the sea,
when divers or orcas nmet, they gave their own nanes.

"Just Ruth. I'mbeat. God, the water's cold today. | need to get where

| can sit down, okay?"

Zev foll owed her toward shore. The waves were very gentle here. Soon Ruth
could stand up and wal k. She wrung the water from her hair.

Zev stood up and waded besi de her. \When she was thigh-deep in the gentle
surf, she turned to | ook out over the sea, toward the rocky cliffs of
Starfarer's end.

"It's so beautiful down here, |I'msurprised there aren't nore people. And
nmore houses. "

Zev fell to his knees before her, hugged her hips, and pill owed the side
of his face against her belly. She stiffened, startled, then relaxed a
little and | ooked at hi m curiously.

"What are you . . . T

"I can't hear it, not yet.'
very little!"

She paled. "How did you . . . T

"I saw, of course. Can | help teach it to swin?" It would be wonderfu
to have some youngsters here. He missed his little sister and his
cousins. He splashed back in the water, gazing up at Ruth.

"You saw?"

"Underwat er . "

She di d not understand.
"Everything's transparent,

Zev smiled at Ruth Orazio, blissfully. "It's

he sai d.
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"Ch. Sound. O course. Everything would be."

Her expression was so different than what he expected: he was afraid he had
m sunder st ood. He stood UP

"Aren't you . . . aren't you going to keep it? 1-1 thought since you chose
it, you would He stunmbled to a stop

He had not discussed this with J.D. But he had told her, as it was only
polite to do, that he had not chosen to be fertile. She had assured himin
turn that she too was in control of her reproductive abilities. So ordinary
humans were like divers in the matter of deciding to bear children. O J.D
was even nore extraordinary than Zev al ready knrw.

O somet hi ng had gone wong, and Ruth had to make a decision about it.

He felt confused and enbarrassed, when he only wanted to feel joy for Ruth
Orazio and her coming child.

"Did you choose?" he asked.

"Yes--of course | did. | want it She stopped and took a | ong, deep breath.
"Zev, prom se me sonething."

"I'f I can.”

"My lover and | have been trying to have kids for a long tinme. I've had a
coupl e of miscarriages." She hesitated. "Do you know what that neans?"
"Yes. I'msorry." Divers had an even higher rate of mscarriage than

ordi nary human bei ngs. That did not make the | oss any easier.

"It's hard to handle, when that happens,” she said. "It's even harder when

everybody knows, and then you have to tell themyou' ve lost it."

No diver would have to be told; it would be obvious.

But it would be hard, Zev thought, if soneone tried to congratulate you on
your happi ness, and you had to tell themyou were sad instead.

"Yes," he said again.

"So . . . please don't tell anyone you know. Till I"'msure | won't lose it.
Al right?"
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He could not help feeling that she was not telling himsonething-but he
could not think what it m ght be.

,,Afl right." He agreed reluctantly; he did not know what else to do. "I
have to go. A friend is waiting for ne.

"Go ahead," she said. "And-thanks for giving ne your word."

He waded toward deeper water. Wien the waves rose around his chest, he
gl anced back.

"I didn't nean to . . . to trouble you,’
to be with?"

"Sure," she said quickly. "Sure | do. You go on, now
He stroked forward through the waves, and dove.

he said. "Do you have friends

J.D. wondered why it was so hard to discuss, on |land, a subject that was
so easy and natural in the sea. She wondered why it was so hard to discuss
it with Victoria, who found her attractive, whom she had ki ssed.

"Divers and ordinary humans have different manners,"” she said to
Victoria. "Zev behaves differently on land than in the water. So do 1,

but it's easier for me. The land manners, | mean, because they're what
I"mused to. It took nme a while to get used to the way divers behave with
each other, back on Earth. They play a lot. And their play's very
sexual ." The words for sex and play were nearly indistinguishable in true
speech, the | anguage divers learned fromthe orcas.

"Yes?" Victoria said.

J.D. glanced out at the sea, and obliquely overhead. The ocean extended
in a blue and silver circle all the way around this end of Starfarer. She
could see nearly three-quarters of the circle; directly overhead it van-

i shed behind the brilliance of the Iight tube, and she could not | ook in
that direction.
"I'f it will nake you unconfortable,” J.D. said to Victoria, "for either

of us to touch you while you're
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swimrng, I'll tell Zev that we're using | and manners in the ocean today."
"I't wouldn't make ne unconfortable to touch you," Victoria said. "Quite the
opposite. And Zev . . . intrigues ne. The question is, what do you want to
do?"
"I"'dlike . . . I'"'mlooking forward to playing. Wth both of you."

Victoria grinned. "That sounds |ike fun, eh?"

J.D. smled in return. "Yes. It does. Let's go sw mm ng.,

She flipped off her sandals with her toes, stood up, and unbuttoned her
shirt. She was not wearing a bathing suit, and she felt shy about
undressing in front of Victoria. She faced the ocean and took off her
pants. She was built |ike a |ong-distance swinmer, mediumtall and stocky.
She had done conpetitive endurance sw mm ng when she was in school
Recently her endurance sw nm ng had consisted of trying to keep up with the
divers, a task an order of mmgnitude harder than swiming a sea race
Taking a deep breath, she let it out and dropped her shirt. Near by,
Victoria dropped her bathing suit on the sand.

"Let's go!" She sprinted for the water, |aughing, free and excited.

Swi mm ng underwat er, Zev heard his name-sound, in J.D.'s voice with her
uni que true-speech accent. He replied. He could hear her from both
directions: w thout nechanized craft maki ng engi ne noi ses, sound could
bounce around and around the cylinder. He could hear nultiple sets of
echoes, each one fainter than the |ast.

JDA voi ce canme a nonent sooner fromin front of himthan from behind him
He had swum nore than hal fway around the cylinder. The shortest way to
return, and the nost fun, was to swimthe rest of the way around in the
m nus-spin direction. He plunged ahead. The faster he swam the steeper
downhi I | sl ope he perceived. He woul d be back to his starting point in a
short tine.
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Suddenly aware of the restrictions in his novenents, the small size of
Starfarer, Zev felt closed in. Orcas could travel a hundred kil oneters

in a day. He was on board a vessel a few kiloneters in circunference,
twice that in length. Its ocean took up only a narrow ring al ong one end.
Swi mm ng hard through the cold water, anxious to meet J.D., Zcv passed
the source of the chill current: a snmall glacier, flow ng and dripping
down one narrow angle of the cylinder's end. Zev swam as fast as he
could. Bits of ice, calved by the glacier, bobbed on the waves. They were
too small to be icebergs, or even ice floes. They were ice cubes, nearly
freezing the water, chilling the air. H s breath steaned.

Zev was not arctic adapted. Divers had di scussed adapting thensel ves for
polar life, but Zev liked the tenperate clinmate of the Puget Sound

wi | derness. During nost seasons back hone, the water was cold. But not
this cold. He had never swmin such cold water before. H s body reacted,
hi s metabol i smkicking into high gear, punping out heat as fast as the
cold drained it.

The webs between his fingers paled as his capillaries contracted,
conserving heat within his body. He pushed hinself to keep going. He
could hear the end of the cold water, not very far ahead: his searching
voi ce echoed agai nst the rough interface where the cold current plunged
beneath the warm gul f stream

In the distance, J.D. swamtoward him But she was slower than usual. She
was swi mm ng plus-spin. She would feel as if she were going uphill.

Zev asked Arachne if the current was always this cold, and found that the
conputer web was attenpting to solve the problem of the unseasonably warm
weat her. He began to shiver, deep and hard. He called out to J.D

She answered, greeting him teasing him New energy propelled him

J.D. heard Zev's call. She replied to him caressing himw th her voice.
She heard a change in the water.



METAPHASE 171

She paused for a monent to | ook ahead. The surface turned fromsoft blue to
dark, dense blue. Zev was fifty meters past the boundary. She did not know
what the difference was until she plunged into the frigid current. She
gasped and nearly stopped, kicked her mnetabolic enhancer, and pl oughed into
the swirling mx of currents.

Zev swam doggedly forward, his stroke rough and noisy instead of smooth and
silent.

"Whew " J.D. said in true speech. "It's cold over here!
She flip-tumed beside himand matched his speed and direction. She | aughed
in delight at the change from plus-spin to minus-spin, as if she had caught
a wave.

She swam very close to Zev, letting her nmotion pull himalong. Zev let his
arnms relax against his sides, and rode J.D.'s strength through the rough
boundary.

They broke out of the cold, into a current so warmit felt tropical. Zev
whistled in pleasure and relief, spiraled out of J.D.'s wake, and | et

hi msel f si nk.

J.D. sank beside him imrersing herself in the heat. "Are you okay?"

"Just cold," he said.

"Your hands are freezing!" She chafed his chilly fingers, then rose with
himto the surface, expelled her breath, and drew in fresh air. She w shed
she had the artificial lung that had ai ded her when she lived with the
divers. She had left it back in the wilderness. Zev had lent the lung to
Chandra, then released it.

J.D. put her arms around him He held her tight, his head on her shoul der
They drifted downward again.

"You rescued ne!" Zev said.

"Nonsense." She blew a stream of bubbles at him "You were all of thirty
nmeters fromthe gulf stream'

"I.didn't knowit would be so cold," he said. "Or nmaybe I wouldn't have
swum all the way around."

"It was cold back there, wasn't it?" J.D. said.

Zev warnmed up quickly.

"Do you want to rest?" J.D. asked. She felt full of energy, exhilarated
with the effort of the swim
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"No," he said. He grinned. H s eyes were bright. "It's good to know
everything isn't safe on Starfarer. "

They surfaced and si destroked against the warm current, facing each other.
J.D. let her fingers caress Zev fromcollarbone to groin. She kissed him
He had just learned to kiss. She explored his |ips and his sharp canine
teeth with her warm soft tongue, then reluctantly drew away.

"Come on, let's go neet Victoria."

"Do we have to use | and nanners?" Zev said.

"No," J.D. said. "Not here. Not at all."

Victoria was a strong but inexperienced swimer. J.D. had not wanted to
criticize her, but she lost a |lot of the power of her stroke because she
did not know exactly how to place it. She churned valiantly ahead. J.D. was
i npressed that she had kept swi mm ng through the open water, rather than
heading to shore and waiting in the shall ows.

Zev dove. The pressure of the water caressed J.D. as he passed her. He swam
cl ose beneath Victoria.

He startled her: she stopped swinming and trod water, kicking hard. He
surfaced. Victoria grinned at him and then, to J.D.'s surprise, jackknifed
and dove beneath them both. Victoria's back touched J.D.'s knees, her feet.
She surfaced, sputtering water. J.D. faced her, astonished, delighted, and
Victoria flicked drops of water fromher fingertips into J.D.'s face. Zev
circled them both, reaching out with quick touches of his |ong-fingered
hand, his sharp-cl awed toes.

J.D."s body produced energy, heat, adrenaline. She dove, swam between
Victoria's feet, and kicked toward the surface. She slid up behind
Victoria, stroking her fromher heel up her leg, along her buttocks and her
spine. Victoria turned to catch her. Their bodi es pressed together.

They sank beneath the surface. Bubbles escaped fromJ.D.'s nmouth and nose,
tickling Victoria's face.

Victoria broke away and kicked toward the surface. J.D. and Zev rose beside
her .

"It's okay," J.D. said. "W're right here.”
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"I know," Victoria said. She was apprehensive, but not panicked. "It's too
deep for me. Let's go closer to shore.™

"I wish we had swinming lungs," J.D. said. But even artificial |lungs were
not the sane as swnmnming free, like a diver.

Victoria set out toward a calm sandy cove, a small sheltered beach, making
good speed despite her thrashing swimrng stroke. Zev glided up beside her
and J.D. swam on her other side, helping draw her al ong.

"Swi m snoot h," Zev said. He showed her a good surface stroke. "You won't
get tired so fast, and you won't attract sharks."

"Sharks!" She took in a mouthful of water and sputtered it at him "There
aren't any sharks! The biggest predator is tuna fish."

"Maybe you'll attract tuna fish," he said.

J.D. deliberately put some splash into her swiming stroke. "I |ove tuna
fish," she said. "lIs this all | have to do to get one?"

Exasperated, Zev dove. J.D. felt him sw nm ng bel ow her. Soon she noticed
that Victoria was sw mming nore snoothly.

The bottom shoal ed up beneath them The water was bl ue and clear and warm
the bottom bright with coral and fish.

"It's so beautiful here,” J.D. said.

Victoria turned to float face down, her eyes open, gazing into the bright
water. J.D. dove beneath her and swam face to face. She reached up.
Tentatively, they touched hands. J.D. let herself rise. She kissed
Victoria, quick and soft. Zev joined them brushing his hand up Victoria's
back and down across her small breast, her dark nipple. He dove between
them stroking themboth with his body and his hands.

J.D. spun out and surfaced to breathe. The sea bottom shoal ed up again. The
coral gave way to soft bright sand.

They reached a spot where Victoria could stand. The water reached to her
shoul ders. J.D. cane up behind
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her. The sea buoyed J.D.'s heavy breasts. She put her arns around
Victoria. Victoria turned and drew her down to kiss her, deep and | ong.
"I's this how divers play?" Victoria whispered, holding her, pressing her
body cl ose to JDA
"Yes.,,
"Serious play." She smled.
Zev surfaced behind J.D. He slid his hand over J.D.'s shoul der and around
to trace the lines of her collarbone. He nibbled the nape of her neck
Victoria placed one hand over his, and slipped her other hand down J.D.'s
side, fromher waist to her hip and between her thighs. J.D.'s nipples
har dened and her heart pounded. The rhythm reached her center, and
flowered |ike a whirlpool, opening.

At her garden gate, Victoria kissed Zev and J.D. Zev's |lips were very
warm J.D.'s cool and soft. Victoria held J.D., letting herself relax for
a noment within J.D.'s enbrace.
"See you |l ater, okay?"
" Soon. "
She sm | ed and watched them wal k together, hand in hand, along the path
to J.D.'s house. Arachne's hol ographic i mage of Nerno's chanber appeared
near by, and paced them
Victoria asked the conmputer web to show her the alien scene. It had
remai ned static since Nerno's chrysalis hardened.
Victoria turned through the opening in the rounded earth wall that
bracketed her yard. Carnations covered the slopes, bloomng wildly, pink
and white and red, filling the air with their spicy fragrance. Crocuses
and irises covered the lawn. This was Victoria's first experience with
planting flowers. She felt a surprising sharp shock of pleasure every
time she saw t hem
She stepped up on the porch, beneath the roof of shaggy grass that
drooped to nmake the house |l ook like it had eyebrows.
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Victoria felt exhilarated, hungry, and scratchy with dried salt water.

It was still very early. She entered her quiet house through the open
French doors of her room Satoshi snored softly in her bed. He had not
noved since she left to go sw mmng. She gl anced into Stephen Thomas's
roon it was enpty.

Now she was worried about him It was not unusual for himto spend all
night working in his lab, but no one fromthe genetics departnent had
seen him since yesterday. Nor was it unusual for himto spend the night
wi th someone else. But it was unusual for himto di sappear wi thout a word
about where he had gone or who he was with.

Besi des, Feral was the only person Victoria knew of who had attracted his
attention recently. Feral's death had affected hi mdeeply. But he had

pul | ed hinmsel f together quickly after Merry's death. He surely woul d not
fall to pieces now.

He managed better than | did, when Merry died, she thought. Better than
Satoshi did. | don't know how he did it, but I'mgrateful that he could.
As she headed for the shower, she decided that if he had not cone hone

or left a nessage by nidday, she would ask Arachne where he was. She
seldomresorted to having the web chase soneone down.

She wal ked into the bathroom slipped in a puddle, and nearly fell. Even
as she thought, At least | know Stephen Thomas has been hone, she saw the
danp towels he had left in a tangle and the nuddy cl othes he had left in
a heap.

She kicked the dirty laundry aside, annoyed, and glared at the tracks her
younger partner had left on the floor.

Danmit! she thought. | know you're upset and distracted and excited and
everything el se. But that's no excuse-!

A line of clayey nmud ringed the tub. Now she was nad. She was
particularly irritated to have anything spoil this norning.

And why do | have to scrub the bathroom down
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twi ce, she thought, because Stephen Thomas can't bother to do it once?
She sprayed out the bottomof the tub so at | east she had a clean place
to stand.

She washed her hair and rinsed the salt from her skin. The tub was

[ uxuriously large, with a rimw de enough to sit on, and a heater that
woul d turn the enclosure into a sauna. Victoria wondered if Starfarer
woul d ever have enough cedar trees to allow a few to be used as | unber.
O maybe Crinson's driftwood technique could grow sonme cedar boards. A
sauna that did not snmell |ike cedar was no sauna at all

She had to use the last clean towel; damed if she would try to dry
herself off with the cold clamry dirty ones Stephen Thomas had | eft on
the floor. Gunbling, she gathered up all the dirty |laundry she could
find. Her house had no laundry facilities; the AS housekeeper was
supposed to take care of that.

Sat oshi was up now, sitting in the main roomwith a cup of coffee. He
al ways took a while to get going in the norning. Victoria dunped the

l aundry by the front door, then turned on the kettle to nake a pot of
tea. Today the coffee snelled al nost good enough to drink. Feral had nmade
good coffee, and he had showed Stephen Thonas and Satoshi how to make it,
t oo.

"Don't take a shower," she said to Satoshi

"Huh?" Satoshi sounded sl eepy-not surprising, since he had been over at
t he geography departnent till two o'clock in the norning. But he was
awake enough not to be grunpy.

"No clean towels."

" Agai n?"

"Yeah.,,

"He prom sed."

"I know. "

Sat oshi sighed. "He promised to give the laundry to the housekeeper. No
housekeeper - "

"I"d split hairs for him too. Usually. But he did prom se. And the tub
was filthy."

"So nmuch for |earning quaint Japanese custons,"
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Sat oshi said. "He forgot the one about showering first and soaki ng
afterwards."” Stephen Thomas was studying the partnership's ethnic
background. Satoshi's nother was of nostly Japanese ancestry, though that
branch of his fanmily had been in Hawaii al nost as many generations as
Victoria's famly had lived in Canada. The other side of Satoshi's famly,
bei ng Hawai i an, had been in Hawaii since people started living there.
Victoria could not help but chuckle. "He nust have skipped that chapter."
Sat oshi sipped his coffee and Victoria scalded the teapot and filled it
with | oose tea and boiling water.

"Let's try not to fight with him" Satoshi said. "The last fight was kind
of hard on us all."

"It was," Victoria said. "I will try."

"You were up early this norning," Satoshi said.

"I went swimmng with J.D. and Zev," Victoria said, grateful for the change
of subject. "And if I'd known how nuch fun it'd be, I'd ve made you get up
and conme with us."

"Swinming at dawn in this season doesn't sound fun to nme. It sounds cold."
She brought her teapot over to the table and sat down to wait for the tea
to steep.

"W swamin the gulfstream and the |agoon. Divers don't just swim They
play." She rubbed her foot against his leg, stroking his calf with her
instep. "It isn't quite sex, it's too quick. But it's very sexy."

"Qui ck?" he said doubtfully.

"Quick touches, over a long time." She touched his shin with her toe, like
brushstrokes. He | ooked at her quizzically. "It'd be fun to go sw mi ng
with you and Stephen Thomas and make love in the water."

"I don't know," he said doubtfully. "I tried that once, back hone. Wasn't
very successful . "

"Wy not ?"

"Salt water interferes with the natural lubrication. My partner . . . took

exception to continuing."
"Wrked for nme," she said with a grin.
He put his foot in her lap. She rubbed it, nassaging
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his sole and stroking her fingertips up the sharp strong tendons. She bent
down and ni pped his toe gently. Satoshi yelped in surprise.

"I"'mstarved!" Victoria said. "lIs there anything to eat?"

"Not rnuch," Satoshi said. "I nade sone rice."

Victoria had never warned to the Hawaiian custom of having white rice
with practically every neal.

She junped up and opened the refrigerator

"Don't-"

"Wasn't there a tomato in here sonmeplace?" Victoria said. "I could broi
it."

She picked it up. It collapsed in her hand.

She made a sound of disgust.

Al the vegetables were wilted, the I eftovers noldy. The housekeeper had
kept the kitchen clean, too, and before Feral cane to stay with themthey
had kept very few perishables around. They never had time to cook, and
none of themwas very good at it. They had ordered nobst of their neals
fromthe central cafeteria.

"This is awmful,” Victoria said.

"I know. "

"Why didn't you throw it out?"

"Because | don't know if the recycler's coning. There's a big enpty hole
in Arachne where the schedul e ought to be. | figured the stuff wouldn't
snell too bad if we kept it cold."

"Ch," Victoria said. She put the squishy tomato back in the refrigerator
"W've got to do sonmething with it. Do you know how to nake a conpost
heap?"

"I'n theory."

"Maybe we'd better try it. But |I've got to have sone breakfast. |I'm going
over to the cafeteria, want to cone?"

"Sure. Shall | get Stephen Thomas?"

"Do you know where he is? All |'ve seen of himsince yesterday is his

muddy tracks in the bathtub."
Sat oshi hesitated. "He's sleeping in Feral's room"
"In Feral's roon? |Is sonebody with hin? Wiy didn't he use his own roon®?"
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"He's al one."

Victoria stared at himin disbelief.

She strode down the hallway to the spare room The guest room The room

t hat shoul d have been Merry's, but never was. She could not think of it as
Feral's. He had been a guest, an acquai ntance, a passing fancy for Stephen
Thomas. Not a nenber of the family, not even a friend. Not yet.

| don't nake friends in two weeks, Victoria thought. Even Stephen Thomas
doesn't make friends in tw weeks.

She opened the door without knocking, went to the wi ndow and pulled the
curtains open, and in the flood of light sat on her heels at the edge of

t he futon.

When she saw St ephen Thomas she drew away sharply, |ost her bal ance, and
sprawl ed backward. She caught herself and knelt beside him

He lay with one hand over his face, his fingers spread, the translucent
webs spread between them The webs had grown all the way to the second
knuckl e on each finger. Even his hands had grown. The fine gold pelt
surrounded his arm and shoul der like the auras he clainmed to see. He had
al ways been so fair: now his skin was deep anber, far darker than his gold
hai r.

" St ephen Thomas!™

He drew his hand down fromhis face, opened his eyes, and | ooked at her

bl ankl y. Concern overcanme her monent's incoherent, absurd relief that the
color of his eyes had not changed. H s bl ank | ook scared her.

The changi ng's gone wrong, she thought in terror. He's changed-

She | oved hi mand she found hi m exasperating, often both at the sane tine.
If the change were to obliterate his personality .

He blinked, and he was suddenly Stephen Thonas agai n.

"What's the matter?" he asked. "Wat tinme is it?"

"I't's about eight." She answered the answerable question first. A flare of
sheer relief heated her irritation. "Wat are you doing in here?"
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"Trying to sleep," he said, and spread his strange, changed, webbed hand
over his face again.

"Wake up!" The fear he had given her only nade her angrier

"Al'l iight, I'm awake."

Sat oshi appeared in the doorway, worried.

"Why are you sleeping in here? Wiy not in your roon? Why not with us? Were
have you been?"

"Take it easy," Satoshi said. After a noment Victoria realized he was
talking to her, not to Stephen Thonas.

"I don't nmuch feel like taking it easy right this second,” she said to
Satoshi. "I want to know"

"Whi ch question should I answer first?" Stephen Thomas said.

"l don't care!"”

"I'"m sl eepi ng here because | wanted to. | never did, you know . . . or
maybe you don't know. "

"It didn't rmake any difference to ne if you did or didn't,
"when Feral was alive. But now . "

"Where |'ve been is in the wild cylinder. In a thunderstorm"

"A thunderstorm ™ That was i nmpossible.

"Di gging a grave."

"Agrave . . . T Victoria said. "You can't neanYou took his body, all by
your sel f?"

Victoria's distress was as strong as her anger. She could not bear to think
of Stephen Thomas all alone with his grief, burying his friend, and she
wanted to have been there, so she too could say goodbye to Feral

"What about the rest of us?" she cried. "Wat about his friends, what about
J.D.T

"Cerald said forget about a funeral," Stephen Thomas said. "He wanted Fera
just to lie there forever in the norgue! | couldn't stand it. Besides,
nobody el se thought about him?"

"Stop it, Stephen Thomas, that isn't fair," Satoshi said.

"But nobody did anything. Nobody el se had even

Victoria said,
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opened his files to see what Feral wanted, if sonethi ng happened."

He pushed hinmself up on his el bows. The gold gl ow covered his chest and
belly. Hi s face and his neck remai ned bare. Victoria wondered where his
neckl ace was; she had sel dom seen himw thout it. At the center of his
col l arbone, slightly thicker, slightly darker hair formed a thin line that
st reaked down his body, stopped just above his navel and started agai nst
just below it, and di sappeared beneath the bedcl ot hes.

Victoria sat on the edge of the futon. Satoshi joined them sitting
crossl egged on the foot of the bed.

"We didn't have tinme," Victoria said. "Wen did we have tinme?"
"Yesterday," Stephen Thomas said. "Last night. And not just us. Anybody
could have | ooked for his will, the whole tine we were gone. Nobody did."
"It's awful that he died." Victoria felt unfairly put on the defensive.
"It's a tragedy. In the classic sense of the word. If he'd done as |
asked-"

"He couldn't! | knew he couldn't. Wy didn't you?"

"How coul d you know? You're trying to beat me up with twenty-twenty

hi ndsi ght . "

"I"'mnot trying to beat you up at all. I"'mtrying to tell you where |I was

and what | was doing and why | was doing it."

"And why |'mresponsible for Feral's death."

"No," he said. "No, I"'mnot blam ng you. But I'mnot letting you blanme him
either. He knew the risks, he chose to take them he couldn't do anything
el se.”

She said, again, doggedly, "If he'd done as | asked-"

"We'd still be back at Tau Ceti," Satoshi said.

"But we could always take another run at the transition point."

"A hundred light-years behind Europa and Androgeos,"” Stephen Thomas sai d.
"W never woul d have caught them W night even have gotten stranded back
there."
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"I thought you wanted to stay back there,"
col oni ze the planet."
"What if | did? | didn't block consensus. Feral was trying to help you
do what you wanted. Uphold Starfarer's charter. Catch the alien ship-"
"And a lot of good it did us!"
"Don't try to tell nme Feral died for nothing!" Stephen Thomas shout ed.
"I don't want to hear that Feral died for nothing!"
He threw of f the bl ankets and | unged out of bed, sleek and lithe as an
otter. Victoria stood up, unwilling to let himflee the discussion
"OM Shit!" Stephen Thonas yel ped in pain and sat down hard.
He grabbed his toes and rocked back and forth, his teeth clenched.
Victoria stared at him Satoshi hurried to his side, reached toward him
hesitated, then put one arm around his shoul ders.
"What - T'
"Not hi ng. Nothing at all," Stephen Thomas said. "It's just that all ny
fucking toenails are falling out."
Hs little toenail had di sappeared; the next |argest hung by a thread of
connective tissue. His toes were as bruised as if he had dropped a rock
on his feet. He wiggled his big toenail, and the next two in turn, each
successively looser. Victoria felt a little sick. Stephen Thomas took the
hangi ng toenail between his thunb and forefinger
"Don't-" Satoshi said.
St ephen Thomas pul l ed the toenail off.
St ephen Thomas put the toenail, shiny with the transparent polish he
used, on the narrow shelf at the headboard of the futon frame. Then he
bent over his bruised toe and poked at it, oblivious to Satoshi, who sat
back away fromhim and to Victoria. She felt ill and angry at the sane
time. He was so good at deflecting argunents-not defusing them as
Sat oshi did, but deflecting anger away from hinself and setting up a
situation where anger was no | onger appropriate, no | onger acceptable,
and the argunment coul d never be resol ved.

Victoria said. "To try to
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Beneath the toenail, the bruised end of his toe had begun to forma valley,
a cavity, where a claw would grow. It would interest her, in an
intellectual way, if the foot the claw was growi ng on bel onged to a body
with which Victoria was less intimately famliar.

Even angry with Stephen Thomas, Victoria felt the attraction of his

power ful sexuality.

"Are you done grieving now?" She forced her voice to remain so neutral that
her tone cane out cold, and hard.

St ephen Thomas's shoul ders stiffened. He stared at his foot, then gl anced
at Satoshi, then turned to Victoria.

,,No," he said. "No, | don't think I am"

"I know you liked him But you barely knew him | knew himbetter than you
di d-"

"You knew himlonger than | did. Not better."

"Next | suppose you'll say the sanme thing about Merry."

St ephen Thomas | ooked confused. "What does Merry have to do with this?"
"Not hi ng. Except that Merry was our partner and Feral was our acquai ntance,
and it seens to me that you're grieving a ot harder for Feral."

St ephen Thomas stood up slowy, gingerly, balancing precariously on his
abused feet, and wal ked out of the room

Victoria wanted to scream or apol ogize, or crywhat she really wanted was
for Stephen Thomas never to have received the changing virus, and for Feral
and Merry never to have died.

She foll owed Stephen Thomas as far as the doorway. He was hal fway down the
hall to his room In the dimlight the new gold pelt was invisible, but it
made his outline fuzzy.

He di sappeared into his room

Victoria glanced back at Satoshi, expecting himto tell her what she
deserved to hear: that she had been far too hard on Stephen Thomas.

"I shouldn't criticize himfor his feelings," she said,
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bef ore Satoshi coul d speak. "Your feelings are your feelings. He can't help
bei ng so open. "

"I hate what's happening to him" Satoshi said abruptly.

" - what ?"

"I loved himthe way he was," Satoshi said. "God, | don't want to think of
nysel f as changing nmy feelings for soneone because of the way they | ook
"He hasn't changed that much," Victoria said, because that was how it
seenmed to her. "Not physically . "

"He's changed a lot, " Satoshi said. "And he's going to change nore. |
hardly even know himnow. . . . | can't stand to say it."

He folded his arns across his knees and buried his face against them
Victoria sat beside himand hugged him trying to reassure him trying to
confort him not doing a very good job of it. She was used to Stephen
Thomas being the nost enotionally denonstrative of themall, to Satosh
bei ng the nost reserved and calm to taking the m ddle ground herself.

Sat oshi's shoul ders began to shake. Victoria could not renmenber- Yes. At
Merry's funeral, Satoshi had cried. So had Victoria. Stephen Thonas, dry
eyed, held themboth. At the tine she had been grateful that one of the
partnership could maintain sone equilibrium She had not considered how
strange it was that the cal mone was Stephen Thomas.

Sat oshi straightened up, drawing in a deep, harsh breath. He flung hinself
back on the runpled bed and scrubbed his bare armacross his eyes. He tried
to smle

"This is so weird," he said.

"What is?"
"I"mupset with himbecause he's doing sonmething so different | can't even
understand it . . . and you're upset with himbecause he's behaving exactly

the way he al ways does."

As he dressed, Stephen Thomas gradual ly dissociated hinself fromthe fight
with Victoria, fromthe aches in
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his bones and the pain in his feet, fromeverything he had lost in the |ast
week. In the last year
He usually wore running shoes to the | ab. Shoes, today, would make the pain
i npossible to ignore. He tried his sandals, but even sandals hurt. He
shoved theminto his pack. Professor Thanthavong woul d take off the rest
of his toenails one by one if he worked barefoot in the | ab-she would do
it in private; she would do it metaphorically. But she would do it. So he
woul d have to wear the sandals part of the day.
He did not know what to do about the fight with Victoria. Ile could not
answer any of her questions any better than he already had. She wanted nore
fromhim but he was dammed if he knew what. He would give it to her if he
could. He had made hinself stay in control after the accident that took
Merry, because the partnership needed soneone who could still function. And
right after Feral died . . . Victoria honestly thought she had put Fera
in a position where he would be safe. Stephen Thomas smiled, fondly, sadly.
Trust a reporter to get out to the front, even if nobody could figure out
where the war was bei ng fought or whether there was a war at all
Wal ki ng cautiously-no point to linping, since both feet hurt-he went out
t hrough the French wi ndows of his room

Despite everything, the hour was still early when he got to the Iab. Neither
Mtch nor Bay had arrived yet, and Lehua Aki spraw ed sl eeping on the couch
in the Biochem|ounge. A small inage of Nerno's chanber hovered above her

By the evidence of their work, his students had all stayed very late | ast
ni ght. The isolation chanbers held several racks' worth of growing alien
cells.

He was proud of themfor getting so nmuch acconplished when he had been
usel ess to them for the past day. They were working under another handi cap
t oo,
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canping out in the Biochemlabs while the silver slugs tried to rebuild
Genetics HII.

Wrse than losing their |ab space, the geneticists had |ost their

equi prent, the probes and genetic subroutines that everyone devel oped over
time. Al the work in progress was destroyed. The missile had stolen a year
of Stephen Thomas's professional life.

He checked the preparation he had started the day before. At |east one
thing was going right today. He had plenty of material for another series
of experinments.

Odinarily, this kind of preparation would be safe by this stage. No natter
how virulent the original cells, they were now dead, disnenbered, each cel
separated into parts. Cell walls. Mtochondria. DNA. But these cells were
ali en; he had no proof-not even any evidence-that they could no | onger
replicate once he vibrated themapart with ultrasound and centrifuged them
into | ayers.

He was not particularly worried about infecting Starfarer with sonme alien
illness that would attack aninmals or people or plants. It would nake nore
sense to worry that tobacco nosaic virus m ght infect a human being. Those
pat hogens were fromthe sane evol utionary schene. But he had cul tured an
autotroph, a freeliving cell, from Nenmp's web. A mcrobe that could get by
on light and water and sinple nol ecular nutrients could grow i ndependently
in the starship.

Thi s was sonet hi ng St ephen Thomas preferred to avoid.

He got Arachne to project an image of the squidmoth in its chrysalis.

"Way woul dn't you gi ve ne anot her sanple?" he muttered

He suspected that, eventually, Earth's biosphere would have to co-exist and
cope with alien autotrophs, but he did not intend to be responsible for the
first uncontrolled contact. Anmong ot her things, Professor Thanthavong woul d
not just have his toenails, she would have his lungs as well. In all her
decades of research, it
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had taken a missile attack to contaninate her lab for the first tine.
"Dam!" he said suddenly. He had forgotten to set up the DNA sequenci ng of
the soil bacteria from Europa's ship. A conplete sequence would give him
a detailed picture of the nmicrobe, rather than the nore general view of DNA
and protein fingerprints. He set up the analysis with a couple of controls
and left it running.

"Hi, Stephen Thonas."

Sat oshi's young graduate student Fox stood uncertainly in the doorway of
the ab. Wth her forefinger, she nervously twi sted a | ock of her flyaway
bl ack hair into a curl.

"Hell o, Fox," Stephen Thomas said.

"Anything I can do?"

"Why? Thi nki ng of changi ng depart ments?"

Her expression brightened. "Can IT

"No. , ,

"Oh.

"Don't you have sone geography to do?"

"Yeah," she said. She stepped back into the hall and he thought she had
left.

He went back to work, forgetting, after a nonment, that she had ever been
there. He pressed his hands into the mani pul ator gl oves that gave him
access to the isolation chanmber and his new preparation

"I could wash sonme gl assware-"

"Jesus!" Stephen Thomas excl ai ned.

,,-0or sonething," Fox whispered.

"I nearly dropped this," Stephen Thomas said. "Don't sneak up on people
like that."

"I didn't nean to."

"There's nothing you can do here. W don't wash the gl assware, we recycle
it. Easier to get rid of contam nants. Anyway, you wouldn't want to spend
all day up to your elbows in cell guts."

"I wouldn't mind."

"There's still nothing you can do."

"I can't go back to geography."
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"I keep telling you, Satoshi isn't mad."

"Did you ask hinP"

"The subject never came up. But if he were mad, he'd mention it. Fox:

Sat oshi doesn't get mad. He'll talk to you. It sounds to nme like you need
to talk to him

"He ought to be mad. So should you."

Wat chi ng the hol ographic image fromthe safety chanber, Stephen Thomas put
the prep carefully back on its stand and di sengaged his hands fromthe
mani pul at or gl oves. The sw mmng webs itched slightly; the gloves had
pressed the webs back between his fingers farther than they woul d
ordinarily go

He crossed his arns and faced Fox, |eaning back against the lab table.

"I don't blane you for what happened to nme. But if you really want to know,
| think you made nore trouble for yourself and for us than any of us need.
You shoul d have been on the transport."

"Alot of difference that would have nade! 1'd still be here!"

"I't'"ll nake a lot of difference. The folks who were on it will be legally
tree and clear. Maybe even entitled to reparations. Gerald and the senators
and Esther Klein . . . hm |'mnot sure about Esther. Doesn't matter. You

and Zev, though-you're in as much trouble as the rest of us. Maybe nore.™
"l don't care.”

"And the president mght not be able to-"

"I wouldn't ask himto!"

"You woul dn't have to."

" St ephen Thomas, | just want to be part of the expedition. | just want to
hel p." Her snmile strained as she fought tears.

"You are part of it," Stephen Thomas said gently. "And the way to prove you
deserved to come with us is to work your ass off. In your own departnment."”
"Are you sure-"

"I don't-" He stopped. There was no reason to involve Fox in the
partnership's problens. No reason, and no excuse. What good would it do to
tell her that he had
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not tal ked to Satoshi about her, or about nuch of anything else either, for
t he past several days?

"Satoshi is the nost reasonabl e and synpathetic human being alive. He lives
with me, after all." He sniled at her, reassuring. "Ckay?"

"Yeah," she said. She smiled back. "Thanks."

"Good. |'ve got to get back to work."

He unfol ded his arns and turned back to the mani pul ator gl oves, spreading
his fingers, stretching the webs. He heard Fox's quick intake of breath.
Probably she had just realized how nmuch about hi m had changed, and the
changes spooked her. He must | ook pretty fucking weird fromoutside, with
the webs and the fine gold pelt covering his darkening skin, and his
battered toes sticking out of the straps of his sandals.

"I love you," Fox said.

Oh, god, no, not again, Stephen Thomas thought.

For the third time, he faced her. He could not pretend not to have heard
or not to understand.

"That's too bad," he said.

She did pretend not to hear or not to understand.

"When Sat oshi asked us all over to dinner, the first time |I saw you-"
"Fox. No."

"Wn't you even consider me? | know you're not nonoganous-"

Fl abber gasted by the comment, Stephen Thomas | aughed.

Fox bl ushed. "You know what | mean. \Whatever the termis when you' ve got
two | egal partners and you still get involved with other people. What is
it you don't |ike about ne?"

"Not hing to take personally."

She | aughed as sharply as he had a nonent before. "That's kind of hard."
"I don't get involved with grad students."

“I'"'mnot your grad student."

"Five mnute ago you were standing here trying to be.,

"I changed my m nd, okay?"
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"I don't get involved with any grad students.”

"Why not ?" she asked, honestly perplexed. She grinned. "We' re people,
too-don't you think? So why not?"

"Why not . . . T Stephen Thomas sighed. "Wy not is because in school
every instructor | ever had hit on nme." M ensaern Thanthavong was the first
superior he had ever had who had never tried to take himto bed.

"How coul d they resist?" she said softly.

"They shoul d have."

"But this is different.”

"No, it's not."

"Sure it is. I'mnot your student and you're not ny instructor."”

He could see this deteriorating into "lIs not!" "Is so!" He nade hinsel f
keep a straight face.

"It doesn't matter whether it's the same or not. The answer's no."
"But - "

"Pl ease take the answer gracefully.”

She did not take it gracefully, but she neither erupted into anger nor
burst into tears. He never knew what to do when either happened in this
particul ar situation. Anger was easier to defuse than tears. Wen it was
someone crying over unrequited | ove for sonmeone else, it helped to give
thema friendly hug, a shoulder to cry on. Touching Fox now would only nake
t hi ngs worse. Stephen Thomas found it very difficult not to respond to
anot her person's grief.

"Ckay," she said finally. "If you change your mi nd-"

"That just isn't going to happen.™

She went away, then, but as she di sappeared down the hallway he heard what
she was saying, as if to herself but in truth to Stephen Thonas.

"Maybe | shoul d have gone hone after all."

St ephen Thormas let his irritation out in one quick snarl

"Ch, fuck!"

He returned at last to his work, pushing away the
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anger fromhis past and the guilt Fox had just tried to hand him She shoul d
have gone home, or tried to. If he had anything to do with her staying, it
was not by design. And then he thought: she grew up around politicians. She
knows how to turn coincidence to her own advant age.
Mtch hurried in, his long gangly linbs all angles.
"I's Fox okay? What did she want? She didn't even say hi."
Mtch had been trying to get Fox to say hi to him even to renenber his
name, since the first week she cane on board Starfarer. So far he had had
no | uck.
Mtch was gawky and shy. Not a bad-Ilooking kid, dark brown hair and eyes,
pal e i ntense face, heavy eyebrows over well-defined features, sharp m nd
and good i deas.
St ephen Thomas, who thought Mtch spent too much time in the |ab and not
enough wi th other people, was grateful beyond inagining that Mtch had not
heard what Fox had just been saying. If he had, the kid m ght draw
conpletely into a shell. Bad enough that he could not get Fox to see him
Far worse if he knew she was | ooking for sonmeone, but the someone was not
Mt ch.
"She wanted to ask nme somet hi ng about Satoshi," Stephen Thomas said. He
finished the 'scope slide, projected the i mage, and forgot about Fox
instantly.
Mtch whistled softly.
Lehua cane into the |lab, knuckling her eyes, conbing her |ong straight
red-gold hair with her fingers. As usual she was dressed better than the
grungy-casual popul ar on canpus; her crisp shirt and sl acks sonehow di d not
| ook l'ike they had been slept in. Visitors to the genetics departnment
sometinmes m stook her for the professor and Stephen Thonmas for a
technician. His third student, Bay, followed Lehua in.
Lehua' s di splay of Nerno's chamber drifted in after them touched the
i dentical display Stephen Thonas had set hovering, and nelded with it.
"How cone the Bi ochem couch is so nmuch nore
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confortable than the one in CGenetics wasT Lehua asked. She yawned.

"Come | ook at this," Stephen Thonas said.

Lehua and Bay j oi ned Stephen Thonmas and Mtch. Together, they |ooked at

t he hol ographi c projection of the 'scope field.

"What is it? Is it what | think it is?"

"It could be a lot of things. But what |'m guessing is 3-D genetic
information. Dendritic nol ecules."

"Dendritic genes?" Bay said with disbelief. He | eaned toward the display,
squinting in concentration; his crinkly, shiny black hair swng forward
al ong his snmooth chestnut skin, the ends tracing the straight line of his
jaw. "How woul d they work? | can't figure . "

St ephen Thormas let his eyelids flicker; he connected with Arachne and
sent a nmessage to Professor Thant havong.

He wat ched t he enornous spherical nol ecul es vibrate.

Gief and anger, pain and confusion, had bl anketed his life since Feral
died. For the first time since then, a flicker of joy broke through.

"I can't figure it out either, Bay," Stephen Thomas said. He knew his
expression was a silly smle, and he did not care. "lIsn't it great?"



CHAPTER 9

I NFINITY MENDEZ JO NED THE REST OF THE faculty and staff, heading for the
anphi t heater where all Starfarer's neetings

happened. Ordinary neetings were small. The people who came to the regul ar
neetings tended to be either obsessed with getting their own way about

al nost everything, or passionately committed to the idea of consensus. Both
sorts of people could make a meeting amazi ngly boring.

None of the neetings since the rebellion had been ordinary or boring. And
al nost everyone |l eft on canpus had cone to them

Today' s neeting was not ordinary.
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Jenny Dupre had succeeded in convening a neeting about the fate of
Chancel | or Bl ades.

Infinity wi shed desperately that Jenny had | eft well enough alone. If

Bl ades was content to stay walled up in his house till they returned to
Earth, why change anythi ng? What el se could they do to him but put him
injail?

WIl they kill hin? Infinity wondered. There are people on board who're
maybe mad enough. Jenny. Stephen Thomas. And Giffith would probably kil
Bl ades if he even suspected Kol ya wanted hi m dead.

Infinity did not want to believe the faculty and staff could deci de on
col d- bl ooded revenge . . . but he did not want to test them either. He
kept renmenbering the nob Jenny had created with her anger, when Bl ades
was first discovered.

Arachne was anot her unknown factor. After observing the evidence J.D. and
St ephen Thomas tracked down, Arachne had severed Bl ades's conputer |ink
and i mruni zed itself against his neural signature. The slugs had

di ssolved the hard links into his house. Wthout electronic

conmuni cation, he was very little danger to the starship.

Wthout his Iink, Blades nust be just about going crazy from boredom
Infinity thought. His house nmust be like a cave, with the w ndows covered
over and the electricity off.

| To protect Blades, Infinity had given over control of the silver slug
guards to Arachne, so no one could pull academ c rank or seniority and
call themoff. He did not know what the conputer web would do if the
neeting decided to punish the chancell or

"Il have to block consensus, Infinity thought. If it cones down to that,
"1l have to bl ock.

Est her sat down hard beside him He was surprised not to have seen her
cone in, because, as usual, she was wearing her fluorescent |ime-green

j acket .

"I's this place a conmunity, or not?"

"Yes," Infinity said. "Sure. Wat's the nmatter?"



METAPHASE 195

"I put out a call for volunteers. Yesterday! Want to know how many
responses | got?"

"Just on a guess . . . not enough."

"Nobody!" She made a sound of disgust. "God forbid that any of these fanpus
scientists muck up their hands with rotten AS brains."

Infinity had never opened an artificial, never had to replace one's neura
ti ssue, but Esther had described the operation in nore detail than he
wanted to know.
"You shoul d have .
"Cal |l ed you? | suppose you' ve been |ying around doi ng not hi ng?"

"Uh, noi exactly."

"I didn't think so. |I bet you've been outside since breakfast w th nobody
to help you."

"Not nobody. A few other folks. And sonme of the slugs. Kolya, for a while,
but I don't know where he went."

Kol ya sat on the terrace on Esther's other side.

"\Where Kolya went," Kolya said, "was to throw up."

"Kolya, you | ook awful! Wat's wong?" Esther touched his hand. "Your hands
are freezingil

She took off her bright jacket and flung it over his shoul ders.

"Stick your armthrough here-"

"I had better not, I'Il ripit." He was slender, and very tall for a
cosnmonaut, much taller than Esther: she barely came up to his breastbone.
The sl eeves of her jacket would hit himaround the el bows. Kolya hunched

hi nsel f inside her jacket. "This is better, this makes a difference, thank
you. "

"What happened?"

He did | ook pale. Sweat beaded his upper lip and his forehead, and natted
his streaky gray hair. And he snelled strange: sharp and acrid, unpleasant.
"Not hi ng happened, exactly. But | amtrying to quit snoking."

" Snoki ng! "

" Snoki ng! Smoki ng what ?"

"Tobacco, of course,” he said.
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Esther winkled her nose. "I didn't think

"That anyone did that anynore? Such an ol d-fashioned drug. Like snake
oil."

The terraces of the outdoor anphitheater were full to halfway up the

sl ope. The neeting would start soon. This tine, they could hope that the
light would remain constant. The |last two neetings, Blades had sent the
light level to extremes to try to disrupt the rebellion

Kol ya pulled the edges of Esther's jacket closer together

"When | was a cosnmonaut, | never snoked. But |ater " He shrugged

"I had no reason not to. It can be . . . quite conforting." He smled.
Hs front teeth were slightly crooked. "I never expected to live to such
an advanced age, or to reach it in a place where tobacco was so difficult
to get."

Infinity felt unconfortable, torn between being glad Kolya was trying to
quit and wanting to do sonmething to hel p. Kolya | ooked unhappy, tired,
and si ck.

"Did you run out?" Esther asked synpathetically.

"Abruptly. | kept ny stores in one of the genetics department freezers."
"Ch. "

The freezers in the genetics departnment had been destroyed along with the
rest of the buil ding.

"Maybe it's for the best," Esther said. "I mean . . . it really isn't
good for you, and now you'll have to quit."
"I suppose | will. The designer of Starfarer's ecosystemwas far too

heal t h- consci ous to grow tobacco on canpus." He chuckl ed ruefully. "
went so far as to ask Al zena once. She was horrified."

"When she had a choice, she picked stuff you can eat or make things out
of ," Infinity said, feeling m serable and guilty about Kolya's distress.
"O flowers."
"Very sensible,"’

Kol ya said, with resignation

H s hands trenbl ed; the energy that nmade himseem. . . not younger
exactly, but vital, had drai ned away.
"I"'ve tried to quit before," he said. "I never succeeded. |'m one of

t hose unfortunates upon whom ni co-
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tine takes a very tight grip." He squeezed Esther's hand in gratitude. "I
will be all right."
Conversation ebbed abruptly.
The neeting began.
No one rose to speak. Jenny had not arrived, and Gerald Hemmi nge was
nowhere to be seen.
Motion in one of the dark entry tunnels drew Infinity's gaze. Neither
Jenny, nor Cerald, but Stephen Thomas appeared, |ate, acconpani ed by his
clutch of grad students. He paused and gl anced around to find a good seat,
unhurried, aware of the attention he had attracted but nonchal ant about it.
He moved, footsore, to a place near the top of the anphitheater
The one other person Infinity did not see that he expected was Giffith.
Infinity did not Iike Giffith, though the governnent agent no | onger
scared him Infinity wondered what Kolya thought of Giffith hangi ng around
himall the time. Wien he was not naking hinmself blend into the background,
Giffith allowed his attitude of arrogant superiority to slip out. But he
wor shi ped Kol ya.
"Why' d Jenny call this neeting if she isn't even going to cone to it?"
Esther muttered. She shifted nervously. Infinity knew how she felt. Being
asked to sit in judgnent of someone was bad enough. Being left in the dark
about what was going on nmade it worse.
He linked into Arachne. The computer web acknow edged him The silver slugs
waited to acconpany Chancellor Blades to the nmeeting, to guard him to
guard Arachne while he was free.
But Chancel |l or Bl ades refused to acconpany the silver slugs.
Infinity et out a quick, sharp, incredul ous |augh
Jenny Dupre and CGerald Henmi nge arrived at the anphitheater. Wthout the
chancel l or. Jenny | ooked furious and enbarrassed, CGerald, as usual
carefully neutral and controll ed.
Jenny did not even find a seat, nor did she state her name, then pause, as
nmeeting etiquette required.
"He won't cone out," she said angrily. "He's too
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cowardly to face his own trial."
fol ded her arns.

CGeral d remai ned standi ng.
"Ceral d Henminge," he said, and waited. The assistant-now acting-
chancel | or never |ost his kood manners, even when he was using themto

be rude.

No one interrupted or chall enged him

"Chancellor Blades . . ." Gerald said. "The chancell or denies that you
have a right to try or judge him He . . . requests . . . that you return
to Earth and hand himover to the authorities.”

"The sane authorities who sent himin the first place!" Jenny said
bitterly.

Infinity wished she would at |east follow neeting rules, especially since
she was the person who had called it.

,, Ruth Orazio."

Across the amphitheater, the senator waited | onger than the usual couple
of seconds, as if she expected someone to object to her speaking.

"I know you all feel betrayed," she said. "Frankly, | do, too. Wat's
happened i s what al ways happens when deci sions get nade in back roons and
secrecy. But the justice systemof the United States is public and open
If you do return to Earth, the chancellor will get a fair trial-"

"WIl we?" Jenny said.

The senator continued as if she had not been interrupted.

11

-a fair trial, and the powers that controlled himw Il have to cone out
in the open and answer for what's happened.”

Jenny started to speak again.

"Ms. Dupre," GCerald said.

Annoyed, Jenny rose. "lphigenie Dupre," she said. "If | may-T

Infinity did not blame her for being bitter and angry. But it hurt to see
the change in her. During the first deployment of Starfarer's solar sail,
her creation, she had glowed with joy. Stephen Thomas had broken out a

She sat down abruptly, sullenly, and
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bottl e of fancy chanpagne and let it loose, in the freefall of the
sai | house. Jenny had drunk one of the fizzing globules with a kiss.

"The U.S. constitution says the accused has a right to face the w tnesses
against him and the U S. insisted that we operate under their
constitution. Fine. But we're here. W're willing to face him |I'm
willing to face him Nothing says he has to face us. But nothing says we
can't make a decision about himeven if he isn't here to listen to it.

O to defend hinself. If he could defend hinself."

"He al so has a right to | egal counsel," Gerald said. "lIs anyone wlling
to defend hin®"

"I assuned you had that job reserved for yourself."

"Firstly," CGerald said, "I amnot a barrister. Secondly, ny defending the
chancel | or woul d be an inexcusable conflict of interest."

"J.D. Sauvage." J.D. paused, waiting her turn to speak. "I don't see how
we can proceed if M. Blades won't conme out. Maybe it's legal for us to
proceed. But should we? |I don't think so."

Infinity felt very grateful to J.D. for saying sonething that he, too
bel i eved. He knew he was going to have to speak out later, and no one was
going to want to listen to what he had to say.

"Do you think he should be allowed to get off free?" Jenny asked,

di sbelieving. "I thought Feral was your friend!"

"He was," J.D. said. "And 1'd like to see justice done for him Justice."
"Chancel | or Bl ades is innocent," Cerald said.

Jenny | aughed. So did Stephen Thonas, and a few ot her people, coldly and
wi t hout j oy.

"So much for not defending him" Jenny said to Cerald.

"I can't defend himin a court of law, " Gerald said. "Wich, by the way,
this is not. | didn't say | wouldn't speak for him"

"Wlliam Derjaguin." The senior senator from New Mexico stood up
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Infinity had powerful feelings about Derjaguin. Powerful, and m xed.

Di sappoi nt nent because of Derjaguin's inplacable opposition to the deep
space expedition. Adniration, because De~aguin had been one of the few
peopl e to oppose the weapons testing scheme that ended in disaster for the
sout hwest, one of the fewto stand up for |and others called beautiful and
val uel ess.

No one objected to letting himspeak

"I'"ve talked to the chancellor, too," he said. "Not that it's easy, with

a couple of lithoblasts threatening to dissolve me with acid if | go one
step closer.”

He had it wong. The lithoblasts would block his way. They coul d physically
restrain him They might even put up a barrier of rock foamif he was
persi stent enough. But they would not dissolve himwith acid. Only
lithoclasts could produce acids and solvents. Al the lithoclasts were
out si de wor ki ng. Peopl e al ways thought of repair as building, but clearing
away was at |east as inportant.

Qutside is where | ought to be, Infinity thought.

"The chancellor told me he was innocent," Senator Derjaguin said. "l have
a great deal of experience at judging character. | believe him"

"What a | oad of bullshit,"” Stephen Thomas said.

"He doesn't believe he can get a fair hearing, on this ship with this
crew. "

Infinity hated to hear Starfarer referred to-especially by politicians-as
if it were amlitary vessel and the people on board, its recruits.
Starfarer was not a warship, and he was not a soldier

"I'f he's innocent, he ought to be willing to stand up in front of us and
say so," Jenny said.

Both Gerald and the senator reacted wth indignation

"You incited the nmob that went after him" Cerald said. "Wo knows what

m ght have occurred, had he not fled-!"

"I had to get himout of the web!" Jenny cried. "Do you blame nme? Has
anyone ever tried to kill you?"
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Derjagui n noved, a quick, repressed reliving of the shock of an assassin's
bul l et.

"Yes," Derjaguin said.

Jenny had no reason to know the personal, even the public, history of a

U S. senator. He surprised her with his reply, but she continued.

"And how do you feel about the person who tried to kill you?"

"That person . . . is still at large," De~jaguin said. "l've reserved

j udgment . "

"Nobl e of you," Jenny said.

"Jag," Ruth Orazio said, "you nust understand how she feels."

"I do." He turned his presence and his considerable chari snma back toward
Jenny. "And | can understand your desire for revenge. | hope | never have
t he person who shot ne at my mercy. That's what the judicial systemis for
To dispense justice. To prevent revenge."

He must be used to seeing people blossominto eagerness, or wilt into
conpliance, under the light of his attention. But Jenny was inmune. The
sol ar sail designer was at |east as renowned as he, and probably richer
She did not fawn over celebrities. They fawned over her

"I"mnot convinced you' ve caught the right entity," Derjaguin said. "The
crash coul d have been programmed in fromthe start. A Trojan horse.™

Jenny chal | enged him

"Have you | ooked at the evidence J.D. and Stephen Thomas found? Even | ooked
at it? If you had, you wouldn't think Arachne crashed because of a horse!"
J.D. rose again.

"Jenny . . . Infinity's isolated Blades from Arachne. Isn't that enough
puni shent, for now? If Blades doesn't want to object to his exile, maybe
we shouldn't insist on sonmething worse. The way things are, if he's guilty
we're all safe. If he's not, we haven't done anything irrevocable."

"How do you know we're safe from hi n?"

"He's cut off fromthe web-"
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"How do you know we're safe from hi n?"

J.D. regarded Jenny with symnpat hy.

"I spend a lot of tine in the web. I'menhancing nmy link. If there's
danger, I'mvulnerable. | think the risk is small enough to take."

Jenny stared at J.D. for several seconds; it felt like a very long tine.
She turned completely around, raking all her coll eagues with her gaze.
She faced J.D. again, having seen that even the people who had joi ned her
nmob - nmaybe those people in particular-would not side with her now She
coul d produce no consensus for the chancellor's guilt, or for his

puni shent .

"I think you're wong," she said. "And | think you'll find it out the
next time we go into transition. I'mnot touching the web. If we mss the
insertion point, that's too dammed bad." She strai ghtened her shoul ders
and flung her head back; the iridescent beads on the ends of her braids
clinked together |oudly, decisively.

She strode fromthe anphitheater

As people rose to leave, relieved to think the neeting was over, Infinity
stood up and spoke his nane. No one, except Esther and Kol ya, heard him
He raised his voice. "Infinity Kenjiro Yanagi hara y Mendoza."

I ntense neetings drai ned everyone. Hi s coll eagues, realizing he wanted
the gathering to continue, sank back in their seats with resignation
"There's sonme other things we have to tal k about,"” he said.

"Wthout doubt they can wait," Gerald asked. "A few days-? The ot her side
of transition, at |east, when we m ght know nore about our situation?"

"I don't think so," Infinity said. "W have sonme problens. The first is

t he weat her."

"But the weather has been exceptionally fair," Cerald said.

"It's too fair," Infinity said. "It's too hot for the season. First
everything got blasted during the |ast meeting-"
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"But that was an anonmaly," CGerald said. "A malfunction of the web while
it was regrow ng-"

"Or sabotage," Stephen Thomas said. "Let Infinity finish."

Geral d subsi ded.

"And now this heat wave. Arachne's trying to fix it. Maybe it'll even
work out for the best. We don't have the supplies we expected to bring.
Maybe this will give us a |l onger grow ng season. But . . . Starfarer
wasn't designed to spend tine around a star like Sirius. It was designed
to visit sun-type stars.” Infinity glanced over at Victoria. "Next tinme
through transition . . . where will we end up?"

Uncharacteristically, Victoria hesitated.

"I"'mnot entirely sure yet," she said.

"Cood lord!" Gerald exclained.

The anphitheater reverberated with tension like a bell.

Col l ecting herself, Victoria rose. "Calmdown, eh? It's not exactly a
secret." Her tone was annoyed. "The algorithm s working in plain sight.
Anybody can | ook at the results.”

Infinity waited, rather than vani shing into a comunications fugue |ike
sone of the fol ks around him

"We assumed Europa headed for a systemthat's full of cosmic string,"
Victoria said. "Pretty safe assunption, eh? She wouldn't want to go
somewhere she couldn't | eave again. The algorithm s first solution proves
it. The second solution indicates there'll be a star nearby."

"And that's all you know?" Senator Derjaguin |eaned toward her, angrily.
"You don't know where we're going, how far, howlong it will take?"

"The third solution will tell us where," Victoria said. "How |l ong-that's
al ways an indefinite nunber. A range. "

"As for getting back-" Avvaiyar rose at Victoria's side. "That's the

poi nt of being sure we conme out in a full systema place with nore cosmic
string."

"When will we have all the answers?" Cerald asked.
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"I don't know," Victoria said. "Al ong about the next nillenniun"

CGerald took a nonment to realize he was being twtted.

,, The answers to your bl oody algorithm " he snarl ed.

"I have no idea," Victoria said. "Before we hit transition . . . |

t hi nk."

"So we're stuck," Esther said under her breath.

She was right. Infinity saw the situation before Victoria described it.
They could pull back and wait for solutions to the current algorithm to
be sure they were heading for a suitable star. They could test other
transition points till they found one that would | ead themto a sun-type
star. But no one could say how | ong that would take. Arachne was sol ving
the current problemas fast as it could. Gving the conputer another
could only sl ow everything down.

"And if we change course," Victoria said, "not only will we be here
longer, inflicting Sirius on our ecosystem but we'll |ose any chance we
m ght have of catching up to Europa." She glanced over at Infinity. "I
didn't realize the environment was so delicate," she said. "I wsh

you' d-"

"I didn't know, either!" Infinity said. "It's Al zena who knows all this
stuff."”

"Why in heaven's nanme did you |let Europa take her?" Cerald said to J.D
"I was afraid Al zena would kill herself otherw se,"” J.D. said.

As much as Infinity wished the starship still had an environnent al

desi gner, an ecol ogist, on board, he had to agree with J.D. Europa had
taken Al zena with her to save her life.

"Al zena is gone," Victoria said, "and | think J.D. was right to let her
go. Maybe we can persuade her to come back--"
"But we have to find Europa to find Al zena, "
"Yes.,,

"How conveni ent."

CGeral d said sarcastically.
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"It's what we agreed to do anyway!"

"Not |," Cerald said. "I blocked the decision-and you chose to break your
own rules.”

Victoria grabbed her hair with both hands and cried out with frustration
"Gerald-!"

Pr of essor Thant havong rose.

The anphitheater fell silent.

"M ensaem Thant havong." She waited through the customary pause. "l cede
ny tinme to Infinity."

Surprised, Infinity collected hinmself and conti nued.

"The bees are dying," he said.

A few peopl e | aughed. A few understood the problem Most | ooked perpl exed
by his coment.

"They're inportant, he said. "Directly, to the plants. Indirectly, they
represent the ecosystenmis health. We'll probably be okay if we're headed
for a star that's like the sun," Infinity said. "If we're not He shrugged
unhappi | y.

"All we can do is wait and see," Thanthavong said, as if that ended it.
"I"'msorry, that still isn't all. W've got to plan sonme harvests and
some planting. There's a bunch of stuff ripe. W shoul d sal vage the

spi nach. W coul d pick some of the oranges.™

"Vol unt eer s?" Thant havong sai d.

One of Stephen Thomas's grad students junped to her feet and tossed her

| ong straight red-gold hair back over her shoul der

"I can just see Lehua picking oranges," Esther said softly. "Probably
break a fingernail."

"There's never anything in the cafeteria. The ASes are supposed to cook
and maintain the gardens. Not to mention do the housework. So-where are

t hey?" Lehua turned toward Ceral d, her dark eyes angry. "\Wen are you
letting them | oose agai n?"

Esther junped to her feet. "Esther Mein." She barely paused. "Doesn't
anybody around here ever read their bulletins?"

Infinity sat down, grateful that Esther had the en-
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ergy to take on the problemof the ASes. Infinity hated speaking in
public. He watched his lover with absolute awe. Soon she had faculty
menber s apol ogi zi ng and enbarrassed and anxious to help her fix the
artificials, to harvest, even to dig in the dirt that worried CGerald so
much. Gerald took on the job-the desk job-of coordination

"And Lehua's right about the cafeteria," Esther said. "The prepared stuff
is pretty nuch gone. Does anybody know how to cook?"

In the front circle, Florrie Brown rose to her feet. "I'll need hel p, of
course,” she said.

"Florrie, are you sure-T

"I told you I used to live in a conmune," she said, as prickly as al ways.
She also told us it flopped mserably, Infinity thought. But naybe-|
hope- not because of the cooking.

J.D. lugged a bag of oranges to the storage box. The strap cut into her
achi ng shoul ders. She eased the bag to the ground, w ped the sweat from
her face, and tried to stretch the cranps fromthe mddl e of her back. It
was hot out in the orchard. The heat intensified the cloying sweetness of
t he orange bl ossons. J.D. had never |ived around orange trees before;
strange to see a tree with fruit and bl ossonms in the sanme season. And the
ri pe oranges were not orange, but still green. According to Arachne all
that was normal, except that everything had happened too soon, too early
in the spring, and the trees had produced an abnormal nunber of fl owers.
At a time when the earth should be danp with spring rain, the ground was
dry. Too few bees buzzed in the fragrant orange bl ossonms. Now t hat
Infinity had nmentioned the bees, J.D. kept seeing their small striped
yel | ow and bl ack corpses on the ground.

J.D. poured the oranges carefully into the storage box. She all owed
herself a brief glance at the transnission from Nerno's chanber.
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Not hi ng had changed.

Sat oshi joi ned her, watched the transnmission with her for a nonment, then
upended his sling full of oranges into the storage box. J.D. grabbed the
sling's bottomand tipped out the | ast few pieces of fruit.

"I"'mglad to have sonething to do," J.D. said. "Sonething physical. To
keep ne fromworrying." She gestured toward the display.

"I keep renenbering what Stephen Thomas saw, " Satoshi said.

"Yes . . . . | wish we had an LTM down at the pool . . . . | wonder if

t hose creatures are netanorphosing, too?"

"Or if they're eating each other up."

They clinbed | adders on opposite sides of the same tree. The displ ay
shrank to the size of an orange and followed. J.D. noved cautiously, but
she felt nuch better, nuch steadier, than yesterday. The |link was stil
growi ng, but her body had accommpdated itself to the change.

Al in all, though, she thought, 1'd rather be swiming with Zev and
Victori a. .

Her thoughts kept returning to the norning; she found herself staring

i nto space thinking about the flow of Zev's hair against her hand, the
taste of Victoria's |ips.

Enough wool gat heri ng! she told herself sternly.

Leaves tickled J.D.'s face. She stood in the m dst of the overpowering,
i ntoxicating orange snell, blossons and fruit, ripe and overripe and

f er ment ed.

The | adder was not designed to be used outdoors. It wobbled. Everything
about this harvesting party was makeshift, from | adders borrowed from
househol d tool storage to the bedsheet carrying bags.

For the first hour or so, everyone had regarded the work as an adventure,
an entertaining physical break in days-lives-Aevoted to intellectual
pursuits. After two hours, it was no fun anynore.

Peopl e used to do this for a living, J.D. thought. Al day, every day.
She had never considered what that
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meant. |f she had thought about it, she would have imagi ned the experience
wrong w thout knowing it. Now she knew she would get it wong; she had
only a taste of the Wrk.
On the other side of a heavily | aden branch, Satoshi worked steadily. He
pi cked each orange with a sharp snap of his wist.
"How-" J.D. started to ask about Stephen Thomas, but changed her nind
"How are you doi ng?"
Sat oshi gl anced up. H s thoughts, too, had been sonewhere el se.
"Victoria and | decided to have our regul ar potluck tonight," he said.
"Try to get back to normal for a change." He | aughed, quick and sharp
"What ever normal is, these days. W haven't had one since . . . since
before you arrived, | guess. Wuld you like to come? Zev too, of course.”
"I"'d like to," J.D. said. "Wat should | bring?"
Sat oshi gri nned.
"Oranges, " he said. "Wat else?"
Shouting erupted fromthe next row of trees. J.D. turned-she grabbed a
branch to keep from overbal anci ng. An argunment-? A fight?
Zev ran past, |aughing and shouting, pursued by Chandra. In the gold and
green orchard, drenched in white light, they were |ike fauns. Zev slipped
on a rotting orange, caught hinmself as he fell, turned, scooped up the
fermenting pulp and noldy rind, and flung it at Chandra. It caught her
full on the chest, spattering her with sliny orange goo.
Chandra stopped short. J.D. had no idea what she woul d do: she never had
any i dea what Chandra woul d do.
Chandra burst out |aughing and barrel ed toward Zcv, scooping up another
fallen orange and throwing it at him point blank. He was al ready running;
t he orange spattered across his back, staining his sleeveless shirt.
In a moment, the harvesting party had exploded into a full-fledged food
fight, fallen oranges zinging past and hitting people, trees, the ground,
with a liquid sploosh.
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Everybody joined in, the older adults as well as the younger people,
everyone but J.D. J.D. observed it fromher perch on the |adder high in
the tree.

Zev definitely had the advantage, shoveling up the worst of the squashed
oranges in his webbed hands, flinging themthrough the air as if he were
playing jai alai.

He | ooked up at her, | aughing.

"Cone down!"

She | aughed, too. "Don't hold your breath!"

He stopped, and thought about that, an idea that never woul d have
occurred to himback hone. In the sea, nost ofthe tinme, he did hold his
br eat h.

"l nean-look out!"

Chandra snuck up behind himand stuffed a handful of slimy orange pulp
down the back of his shirt. He yel ped and junped away, spun around and
chased after her. She had a good head start.

She alnmost ran into Geral d Hemm nge. He stopped; she stopped; Zev stopped
behi nd her. They | ooked |ike a couple of guilty school children, and
Gerald | ooked like an irritated school marm

"I thought | could trust you to apply yoursel ves,
cane out to supervise."

"For heaven's sakes, relax," J.D. said. "Nobody was hurting anything."
"We hardly have resources to waste!" Gerald said.

Zev hefted a squashed, reeking orange. J.D. flinched, expecting himto
fling it at the acting chancellor. Instead, Zev extended his hand.

"I didn't nean to waste anything," he said. "I didn't throw this one-you
can have it if you want."

"How extrenely amusing," Cerald said coldly.

J.D. giggled, and had to grab a tree branch to keep fromfailing. Satoshi
started to | augh. Soon everyone was | aughi ng except Zev. He watched
CGerald with a conpletely straight face. J.D. suspected he got the joke
perfectly well, but was still pulling Gerald' s |eg.

CGerald got the joke, and did not appreciate it

"I see," Cerald said when the laughter finally died

he said. "I'mgl ad
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down. "It's terribly funny that the harvest will rot on the trees and
we'll all starve. Terribly funny. | see.” He glared at J.D., having picked
her as the ringleader. "I don't know why | waste my tine."

Infinity Mendez cane into the clearing where the storage boxes lay. He
gl anced into one and frowned slightly. J.D. figured he thought the
harvesters were pathetic, taking all afternoon to acconplish so little.
"That's probably enough," he said.

"On the contrary," Cerald said. "I expect the entire orchard to be picked
by tonorrow at the |atest."

"Why?" Infinity said.

Cerald stared at Infinity. So did everyone el se

"They store better on the trees."” Infinity hesitated. "You never did this
before, did you?"

"Certainly not," Cerald said.

"You can pick oranges as you need them" Infinity said. "As long as we
aren't planning another frost."

"You said they needed to be picked!" Gerald said.

"I said we needed to plan harvests so we'd have sonething to eat."
"Thank you for being so articulate," Gerald said. He turned his back on
Infinity and the harvesting crew and stal ked away into the trees.

"Ch, dear," J.D. said.

Sat oshi sighed. "I'Il talk to him"

Sat oshi grabbed a branch, swung to the ground, and foll owed Geral d out
of the grove.

J.D. glanced toward Infinity. He | ooked enbarrassed. She had thought
Satoshi nmeant to talk to him not Gerald.

She clinbed down the | adder

"I"'msorry," she said awkwardly to Infinity.

"You didn't do anything," he nuttered.

"I didn't listen very well, | think. | remenber what you said, and it
wasn't 'Let's go pick all the oranges.' "
"I put a note in his mailbox," Infinity said. "Scheduling and stuff

| guess he had too nuch else to do, | should have talked to him"

J.D. thought it nore likely that Gerald had either
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ignored Infinity's message or deliberately discounted it. But she was not
about to say so to Infinity.

Sat oshi knew Gerald heard him but the acting chancellor stal ked through
the trees, slapping every branch that got in his way.

"Ceral d!l'"

Sat oshi caught up to him

"Come on," Satoshi said. "This isn't doing anybody any good."

Cerald plowed on, a few nore strides, then stopped and gl ared at Satoshi
"No, apparently nothing | do does anybody any good."

"That isn't what | neant."

"It is what everybody el se neans."

"Cerald . . ." Satoshi tried to think of something soothing to say, but
the truth was that a |lot of people found Geral d abrasive. Wen he
supported the proposal to deconmission Starfarer, he won hinself no
friends; when Arachne crashed, he nade enemies. Satoshi believed hi mwhen
he said he had nothing to do with it, but other nenbers of the expedition
di d not.

"What are you trying to do?" Satoshi asked. "It's too late to stop the
expedi tion."

"I"'mtrying to nake sure we all survive it!" Gerald exclai ned. He caught
his error and | ooked away. "All the rest of us, | nean, of course." He
met Satoshi's gaze again. "l'mcertain--certain-no one was neant to be
killed in the systemcrash."

"I's that what the chancellor said?"

"I . . . haven't put it to himdirectly. But |I'mcertain nonethel ess. |
very much regret the journalist's death. By all reports he was a tal ented
young man."

"Yes. And a nice guy. He was closest to J.D. and to Stephen Thomas."

Sat oshi was not about to tell Gerald that Stephen Thonmas had buried
Feral's body on the wild side.
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"You coul d probably make them both feel better,"” Satoshi said, "if you told
t hem what you just told ne."

"Ch, indeed," Cerald said, disgusted. "And have your partner attenpt to
knock out all my teeth again. No thank you."

"When you say stuff like that," Satoshi said mldly, "I can kind of
understand his urge."
"What woul d you have nme do?" Gerald shouted. "I'mresponsible for

Starfarer, for all of you-"

"Bul I shit," Satoshi said.

11

-and I'mconpletely losing control. . . . | beg your pardon?"

"You're not Sir Francis Drake, for god's sake. You don't have life and
death responsibility and you don't have life and death power. You aren't

| osing control . "

"Perhaps |'ve maintai ned that appearance."

"You never had control of the expedition," Satoshi said gently. "How could
you lose it?"

CGeral d opened his nouth, then closed it again. H's shoul ders stiffened.

"l had to take over the chancellor's duties. | had no choice."

"That isn't the point. You can't control the expedition. There are a couple
of people who could, if they wanted."

"Such as who?" Gerald asked belligerently. "Do you mean the spy? | suppose
he coul d, with enough bl ackmail and extortion."

"Giffith? No."

It surprised Satoshi that CGerald confabul ated power with force. Satoshi had
been thinking of ethical power, a quality Giffith | acked al nost entirely.
Pr of essor Thant havong possessed it, and so did Kol ya Cherenkov. Either one
coul d take over the expedition in a second. Satoshi thought they had that
power because they did not want it.

"You're trying to get people to do what you think they should be doing,"
Sat oshi said. "Then you want us all to do it the way you think it ought to
be done. Wiy's that inportant to you?"
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"Someone has to be sure the work gets done.™

"But the work is getting done."

"It isn't getting done right."

Sat oshi did not say anything about Gerald' s current score at getting work
done right; he did not want to rub the assistant chancellor's nose in
what Infinity had just pointed out.

To his credit, Gerald got the idea.

"I"mdoing ny best," he said, stiff but sincere. "If you have
suggestions, |'d be nbst happy to hear them"

"Ckay. People think you' re conspiring with Blades. That isn't doing you
any good. "

"Conspiring!"
"You, and Derjaguin, and even Orazio."
"Just because we're the only ones who'll speak to the man? | stil

consi der himny superior."

"That's not likely to win you any points," Satoshi said dryly.

"And | have the sane synpathy |'d have for any other victimof unjust
political inprisonment."

"Unjust-!"

"And don't cite your partner's spurious evidence anynore! Ile found it
in Arachne, and Arachne was severely damaged. Besi des, Stephen Thomas had
a notive to find the chancellor guilty."

" St ephen Thomas |iked Bl ades," Satoshi said.

"He |iked Feral better."”

Sat oshi had to concede that point. "The chancellor's safe, thanks to
Infinity."

"Safe? He's in solitary confinenent! | have no intention of abandoning
himto go mad in that cave."

Nerno's ship continued to pace Starfarer, but Neno renmained silent. The
LTMs wat ched the squidmoth, and J.D. watched the LTM transm ssions.
Beneat h t he nother of pearl chrysalis, the structure of Nerno's body

di ssolved. Only the single exposed tentacle remained.

Every so often, one of the attendants craw ed in, staggering, burrowed
into the chrysalis, and disap-
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peared. Lum nous white pearl closed the burrows, sealing the attendants
i nside. Once they touched Neno's anorphous shape, their forns, too,
di ssol ved.

In the wi ndow seat of her house, J.D. sat back fromthe hol ographic
projection of Nerno's central chanber. Her back tw nged and her shoul ders
ached fiercely. She tried to massage her trapezius nuscles, but aside
fromthe difficulty of giving oneself a massage, her bicepses and
tricepses hurt as well.

Zev | ooked Lip fromthe book he was readi ng.

"Isit time to go to Victoria's house?"

"Just about,"” J.D. said. "If | can get up."

"What's wrong?" He junped to his feet and cane over to her, |eaving the
book open and face-down on the floor. J.D. was glad she coll ected books
for the words and not their physical val ue.

"I didn't realize picking oranges was such hard work," J.D. said
ruefully. She did not think she could junp to her feet if her life
depended on it. She rem nded herself that she was nore than twice Zev's
age. "I thought | was in pretty good condition, but | hurt all over."
"I thought it was fun," Zev said. "Easier than picking nussels.”

He urged her forward, knelt behind her, and rubbed her shoul ders. She

| eaned back agai nst his hands with a groan of pleasure and relief.

"That feels so good, Zev."

He moved hi s hands down her spine, and massaged low in the small of her
back.

"You picked nore oranges than | did," he said.

She chuckl ed.

"I guess | did. But you noved themfarther than I did."

"Faster, anyway."

The fragrance of oranges and the faint sick-sweet scent of fernmented
juice still enbraced him He put his arnms around her. J.D. stroked his
arnms, the softness of his fine pelt, the hardness of his nuscles.

"You like Victoria, don't you?"
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"Yes," he said. "This norning was fun."
"It was."
"Al nost |ike being back hone."
He bent down to nuzzle her neck, to rub his cheek agai nst her short brown

hair, still danp fromthe shower.
"You |like her, too."
"Very much. "

"WIl she go swimring with us agai n?"

"I think so. She m ght even conme over and spend the night.
He sat back on his heels away from her

J.D. turned around. "Wuldn't you like that?"

"I don't know," Zev said slowy, sounding surprised by his own reaction
"Wul d she cone to stay with you?"

"Wth both of us."

"I like . . . sleeping just with you. Making love just with you. At first
it was strange. All land manners are strange at first. But | |ike being
able to think just about you. About what you want. What you need."

She kissed him H's |lips parted over his sharp, dangerous teeth. She
wondered if he felt jealous, but dismssed the absurd idea of a jeal ous
di ver.

"I like that, too," she said to Zev. "W won't give it up. But we can
include Victoria sonetinmes, too."

"Ckay. "

He bit her earlobe gently. "I'm hungry!"

She | aughed. "Me too."

"But | don't want to eat oranges!"

In the main roomof the partnership's house, Stephen Thomas sl ouched on
one chair with his feet up on another. He had thrown a towel over his toes
to hide the bruises, the |oose nails. The bento box containing his

hal f -eaten di nner sat open on his |ap

Victoria wanted things back to normal. Stephen Thomas coul d not bl ane
her. Toni ght was the normal night for the regular potluck for their grad
students.
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St ephen Thomas wi shed she and Sat oshi had asked hi m before they schedul ed
the dinner. He was trying to make the best of it.

As usual, other people cane besides the students. Stephen Thomas had
invited Florrie Brown, without considering his notives for doing so. He
liked her. Unfortunately, Victoria did not, and the feeling was nutual
Florrie thought Victoria was stuck up, and Victoria thought Florric was
condescendi ng. Both of themwere right. Victoria could be stuck up, and
Florrie could be condescendi ng. But Stephen Thomas thought they woul d
like each other if they could ever get over their first encounters. That
did not look Iike it would happen tonight.

He shrugged. G ve themtine.

Near by, Lehua and Bay bent over a display of the newcells. Mtch, on the
ot her hand, stood in the shadows gazing mournful ly at Fox.

Even Fox had cone to dinner. Stephen Thomas was glad; it must nmean she
had no hard feelings because he had turned her down. He was gl ad she
accepted his point of view She had not talked to him but that was
under st andabl e. She stayed on the opposite side of the room about al

he had seen of her tonight was her back. Sonetimes he had the feeling she
had just turned away.

St ephen Thomas poked through the remains of his dinner with a pair of
chopsticks, searching each small conpartment of the bento box for

somet hing he felt Iike eating.

Maybe | ought to try catching a fish and eating it raw, |ike Zev, he

t hought .

J.D. had brought himan orange. "The great hunter offers you the spoils

of her kill," she said when she handed it to him
And we thought we'd opted for the intellectual |ife when we cane up here,
he t hought.

She had not nentioned CGerald' s altercation with Infinity, but Stephen
Thomas knew about it. Everyone on canpus knew about it. Infinity had not
cone to the potluck



METAPHASE 217

Did we ever invite hinP Stephen Thomas asked hinmself with a shock. To any
of then? Fuck, | don't think we did. Stephen Thomas made a note to
hinself to ask Infinity to the next one.

Al that was left of his orange was torn rind. He could get hinself

anot her piece of fruit, but his feet hurt.

He hoped the potluck would not last too long. If it did go on forever,
that would be partly his fault. He had stayed up talking till all hours
wi th al nost every guest here, often after Victoria and Satoshi had given
up and gone to bed.

It was already getting on toward m dni ght, and nobody showed any sign of

| eaving. Most of the kids clustered around J.D. and Zev, asking questions

about Nermp, l|ike children anxious to hear an old story told again. The
roomglinmrered with rmultiple copies of the LTMtransm ssions, floating
i ke bubbles in free-fall, all different sizes.

On the other side of the room Florrie Brown and Fox sat with their heads
toget her, talking seriously. Stephen Thomas pushed away a tw nge of

di sconfort. He had no reason but egotismto assune they were tal king
about him They spent a lot of time together. Fox had been at Florrie's
al nost every tine Stephen Thomas had stopped by to see if Florrie needed
anyt hi ng.

Fox gave Florrie a quick hug and a grateful smle. She went over to the
tabl e and poured a coupl e of glasses of beer

Great, Stephen Thomas thought. Wth everything el se that's happened, now
somebody will tell our honorable senators that we're giving drugs to the
President's underage niece, and that's what we'll get thrown in jail for
when we get hone.

Oh, fuck it, he thought. A little beer won't hurt her. Didn't hurt me
when | was her age, swilling home brew in the basenment of the biol ogy
depart nment.

On the porch just outside, Victoria and Satoshi stood face to face,
framed by the open French w ndow, talking and | aughing softly. Just

wat chi ng t hem t oget her
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shot a ray of happi ness through his depression, like light probing a thick
curtain that cut Stephen Thomas off fromthe world. Victoria stroked the
back of her hand down Satoshi's cheek, a gesture so loving, so erotic, that
St ephen Thomas's eyes filled with tears.
Hi s body responded to his sexual inpulse with a stab of pain so sharp he
nearly fainted. He caught his breath and froze. His left hand cl enched. The
chopsticks snapped, ramm ng splinters into the new web between his thunb
and forefinger. Hs right hand gripped the arm of the banboo chair, his
nai |l s bendi ng agai nst the hard wood.
He breathed cautiously and shallowy for several mnutes. Wen he finally
chanced a deeper breath, the pain had faded. He sighed shakily, with
relief, put the broken chopsticks into the bento box, and rel eased his
death grip on the chair arm As far as he could tell, no one had noticed
his distress, no one knew or cared that he felt disoriented and dizzy. He
pi cked chopstick splinters from his hand.
"I'"mdi sappointed in you, Stephen Thonas."
He | ooked up
Florrie Brown glared at him Her feathery voice had an edge |ike a paper
cut, invisible and shocki ng.
" Di sappoi nt ed?"
"I didn't think you were a tease," she said.
On, fuck, he thought. What did Fox tell her?
He decided to take no chances on his answer.
"Florric, what are you tal ki ng about ?"
"I think you know. "

Up till now, he had found her coquettish way of dancing around a subj ect
to be ol d-fashioned and charnming. Up till now.
" l\b- L]

"You make promnises, but you never intend to keep them™
"Prom ses?" \What had Fox told her. "What prom ses?"
"For one*thing, you prom sed ne a tea cerenony."

Thank god, they weren't tal king about Fox after all
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"Jesus, the tea cerenony? Florrie, that takes a whole day. You can't just
do it, you have to prepare for it. Wien have | had a whol e day free since
your wel come party?" Her welcone party seened |ike nonths ago. He had
prom sed her a tea cerenony, and the truth was he had not thought about

it since. He still intended to do it, but he still had to finish team ng
the dammed thing. Not that he was about to admit it to Florrie.

She pressed on, insistent. "You shouldn't nake a prom se you don't intend
to keep."

"I dointend to keep it," he said. "I just haven't kept it yet. There was
this rebellion, remenber? And then sone aliens-it conplicated ny
schedul e. "

"And you flirt with people w thout any intention of carrying through."

He | aughed. He could not help it. Victoria and Satoshi teased hi meven
Merry had teased him and Merry was hardly one to tal k-about carrying
through all too often.

Florrie brought her hand down fast and sl apped his forearm surprisingly
har d.

110WM F,

"Don't you |l augh at ne!"

"What'd you do that for? And I wasn't laughing at you, | was just-"
"Don't change the subject!"”

"What is the subject?"

"You toyed with Fox's affections and then you broke her heart."

"Now wait a minute-"

"You counsel ed her-"

"Counsel ed her! Christ on a couch, | listened to her bitch about her
fam|y!’

"And you let her sit in on your semnars-"

St ephen Thomas tried to think of a seminar Fox had sat in on. The

i mpronptu di scussion on the hillside? Not that it made any difference.
"I let anybody sit in on ny semnars. That's what seminars are for. You
sit in on ny semnars.”

"Don't patronize nmel"
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She rai sed her hand.

St ephen Thormas lifted both arms to ward off the bl ow he expected.

"Don't hit me again!"

"Why shouldn't IT Florrie clenched her fragile fist. "Because you're too
good for anybody to touch you?"

"Because it hurts!"”

The rest of the company had tried hard to pretend nothi ng unpl easant was
goi ng on. This was too nuch; they had to notice. Wen the hush fell
Victoria glanced inside. A nmoment |ater she and Satoshi were hurrying
across the room

"Florrie, stop it!" Satoshi said. He got between her and Stephen Thomas

wi t hout actual ly shoul dering the ol d woman asi de.

"Aunt Florrie, what are you doing?" Fox was still carrying the two gl asses
of beer, but her hands shook. Foam dri bbled down the sides of the glasses
and splatted on the floor.

"I"'mgiving Mster Stephen Thomas Gregory a piece of ny mnd, that's what."
"You're making a spectacle of yourself, Ms. Brown." Victoria' s cal mvoice
hel d the cool ness that nmeant fury.

"Florrie, how could you?" Fox cried. "I told you what | told vou because

. because

"I thought you wanted my hel p!'"

"I only wanted you to listen. What could you do to hel p? He already said
no! "

"Sonetines . Florrie's voice faltered for the first time. "Sometines
people say it and don't mean it."

"I don't say it unless | do nean it," Stephen Thomas said. "Fox, | thought
you understood that you shouldn't take it personally-"

"Personal | y? Why should | take it personally? Al you did was tell nme to
fuck off and die!"

"I told you I don't sleep with graduate students."

"And now | ' m being hunmiliated in public-"

"Not by ne!"

Tears streaned down her face. She | ooked around, distraught, at her fell ow
students, and her major profes-
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sor, and her professor's partners, one of whom she | oved.

Lehua tried to change the subject. "About time to pack this party in,"
she said. People began to edge toward the door

"Don't anybody | eave on ny account," Fox said.

As Fox turned to flee, Florrie snatched at her arm

"Fox, my dear, let nme-"

Fox turned back angrily, trying to speak. The beer sloshed out of the
glass in her free hand and spl ashed down the front of Florrie's black
tunic. Florrie gasped and stepped away. The gl ass slipped out of Fox's
hand and shattered on the floor, gouging the smooth rock foam Droplets
spattered on Stephen Thomas's bare calf.

Fox | ooked at Florrie, |ooked at the broken gl ass, |ooked at the ful
glass in her other hand. It was as if nothing she could do could possibly
make thi ngs any worse. Stephen Thomas saw it coming, and did not nove.
Fox spl ashed the second gl ass of beer in his face, flung the nug on the
floor, and fled to the explosion of shattering gl ass.

"Are just going to let her run out of here?"

Florrie sounded so mad that Stephen Thomas had no i dea whet her she neant
someone should go after Fox to confort her, or go after her to berate her
for bad manners.

St ephen Thomas started to rise, painfully. Cold beer dripped down his
front and plastered his silk T-shirt and his running shorts to his body.
"l guess--"

"Don't, you're barefoot!" Satoshi said. "There's glass all over."

"I don't think it's a good idea for you to go," Victoria said.

"So you'll just let the child run all alone into the dark-"

"Ms. Brown," Victoria said patiently, "there aren't any wol ves out
there."
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"This is no time for hunor. You're a very cruel young wonan."

Victoria turned her back on Florrie Brown. "Satoshi?"

Sat oshi had already started for the door. "I'Il try to find her. | wsh |
knew i f she's even speaking to ne.

"Il go with you," J.D. said.

"Thanks. "

St ephen Thomas sagged gratefully back into the squeaky banboo chair,
surrounded by shards of broken glass. What he would have said to Fox, if

he found her, he had no idea. He was damed if he woul d apol ogi ze for doing
what he thought was right.

J.D. and Satoshi and Zev crossed the yard. Starfarer's bright night turned
the bl ossoms in the grass and on the banks to pal e shadows on dark shadows.
J.D. hesitated at the break in the garden wall. Satoshi stopped beside her
"Any idea where she might've gone?"

"Home, | guess," Satoshi said. "I don't know. " He sounded resigned. "She
didn't exactly tell ne her secrets. She kind of gave up on me when
couldn't get her a waiver to cone on the expedition."

"I didn't think anybody under age got one."

"Nobody did."

"I did," Zev said.

"Chandra invented you a new nanme and a new occupation and a new fam ly, and
changed your subspecies!" Satoshi said. "If she didn't add five years to
your age, too, she's not as smart as | thought she was."

"Ch," Zev said. "Yes. She probably did that too."

"Fox's famly's so wealthy,"” J.D. said. "And so powerful . . . She's
probably used to getting her own way. Except about the expedition."

"And St ephen Thonas. "

"And Stephen Thomas." J.D. knew nore or |ess
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how Fox felt, though she had not conpounded her problemby telling Stephen
Thomas. O Florrie Brown.

"We'd better try her house-"

"She's over there," Zev said. He pointed.

"Are you sure?"

"l can hear her."

They went with himdown the path.

"She's crying," Zev said.

"Fox?" J.D. called softly.

She heard no answer, but a nonment |ater soneone cane toward them through
t he darkness.

One of Stephen Thomas's grad students-J.D. tried in vain to remenber his
nane- appeared from between the small young trees. J.D. had net himat the
party, but she had not seen himfoll ow Fox.

"She doesn't much want to see anybody," he said apol ogetically.
"I'"mworried about her, Mtch," Satoshi said.

"Yeah, she's pretty upset. Enbarrassed, nostly."

Satoshi hesitated. "lI'd better talk to her."
"I"ll stay with her. She'll be okay, honest. | promse."
"I"'msure that's true," Satoshi said, "but | still have to talk to her."

Sat oshi stepped around Mtch and entered the deep shadow of the tree. Fox
sat against its spindly roots, her head buried agai nst her folded arns.
"Fox." Satoshi knelt beside her

She rai sed her head. Her face was bl otched and tearstreaked.

"You're not speaking to ne," she said.

"OfF course | am You haven't made it easy, though, the |ast few days."

"I didn't want her to do anything!" Fox exclaimed. "I just wanted to
to tell somebody how | felt."
"I know. "
"I really do love him" She stopped, as if she had just realized who she
had said that to. "I'msorry, but | do."
"I know you do," he said. "It's . . . hard not to."

She smled, shakily. "You're so lucky. You and Victoria."
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Sat oshi turned the conversation away fromthe partnership, back to Fox.
"Please try to understand how he feels about what you offered him He
won't-he can't-accept."

"He told me why, but it doesn't make sense. He didn't ask ne-and there
weren't any conditions!"

"No. But . . . things can change."

Satoshi started to tell her that Stephen Thomas's decision was for Fox's
own protection; but that would insult her, to have the decision so
one-sided, so out of her hands. He alnost told her that the situation had
nothing to do with her directly, and decided she woul d be even nore

i nsul t ed.

She hid her face against her arns again; her voice was nuffled. "It hurts
so bad," she said. Her shoul ders shook
"I know," he said. "I know "

He waited till she had stopped crying.

"I think you should go home," he said, when her breathing eased.

"No! | don't want to talk to my housemates tonight. | don't want to talk
to anybody. "

"And | don't want to | eave you out here all by yourself."

She pushed herself back against the tree, glaring at him

"What coul d happen?" she shouted. "I want to be outside, okay?"

The tall shadow that was Mtch noved fromthe reflected starlight into the
dar kness near by.

"I couldn't help hearing what you just said.” Mtch hesitated. "Nothing
before, but, when you yelled . " Hs voice trailed off. "What if | hung

around? For company, | nean."
Fox took a deep breath and let it out slowy, steadying her voice.
"That'd be okay," she said. "I'd . . . I'd like that. 1'Il be all right,

Satoshi. Hey. It isn't |like Stephen Thomas is the first person to ever turn
me down. And . . . I'mglad you're still talking to nme, anyway."
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He suspected that Stephen Thonas was, in fact, the first person to ever
turn her down, but he appreciated what she was saying to him

"Everybody's talking to you," he said. "It's justEverything will be al
right,"
"Yeah," she said. "Ckay. Sure. | don't want to talk anynore." She turned

away, huddling against the tree. It should have been a thousand-year-old
oak, with great gnarly roots reaching out around her

"Ckay," Satoshi said. He rose. Mtch passed himand hunkered down near
Fox.

St ephen Thomas has a hi gh opinion of Mtch, Satoshi thought. He's a good
kid, and he'll keep Fox conpany as well as anybody can. Lord knows,
better than | can, all things considered.

Mtch gl anced up at him and raised one hand in a gesture of

acknow edgnent and farewel|.

Sat oshi returned the gesture, and joined J.D. and Zev.

"I's she all right?" J.D. asked.

"I think so," Satoshi said. "I hope so."

They returned, in silence, to the partnership's house.

Coldly courteous, Victoria nopped the worst of the beer off Florrie's
dress. The antipathy between them had reached a new peak

Victoria del egated Lehua and Bay to see Florrie hone. Finally the main
room of the partnership' s house was enpty except for Stephen Thonas and
Victoria; the garden was deserted

"That horrible woman," Victoria said.

St ephen Thomas covered his face with his hands, then pushed his fingers
up through his hair.

Victoria tried to grin. "What did her aura | ook |like tonight?"

"I don't know," Stephen Thomas said. "There's no such thing. You were
right all along. Auras are bullshit."

Victoria | ooked at himcuriously, but let the comment pass.
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She cleared up the glass; it made a wet, scraping noi se when she scooped
it into an enpty bento box. The house did not even have a broom and

dust pan; cleaning the floor was the housekeeper's job.

When she was done, she sat on her heels beside Stephen Thomas and stroked
his arm noving her fingers along the growmh pattern of the fine gold hair.
He tensed at the trickle of pain that crept along his bones. Victoria took
her hand away.

"What a fucking nightmare,"” Stephen Thomas sai d.

"I don't suppose," Victoria said hesitantly, "that you could have |et her
down a little easier?"

"Ch, shit, Victorial!" Stephen Thomas excl ai med. "How could | |et her down,
when | never picked her up? One minute | was telling her that no, Satosh
wasn't mad at her because the genetics building fell on top of us while we
were trying to talk sone sense into her-"

"Very convincing," Victoria said dryly.

11

-and the next she was telling me she was in love with me. And | told her
what | always tell grad students-"

"Ckay, |I'"'msorry, never mind," Victoria said. "Into the shower with you."
St ephen Thomas | evered himsel f up. The towel slid off his toes. He yel ped
in pain. Hs right big toenail had gotten caught in the terrycloth | oops.
Only the nail of the left big toe remained. He could barely put his feet
on the floor.

"I feel like nmy toe bones are coming out the ends of ny feet."

Victoria grimaced in synpathy tinged with disgust. She slid her arm around
his waist. His cold wet shirt warmed, where her body pressed agai nst his.
St ephen Thomas | aughed suddenly.

"What ?" Victoria said.

"My bones sort of are coming out the ends of ny toes.”

"Stop," Victoria said, her tone unsure. "Please stop."
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"Al'l right." They reached the bathroom "I'Il be okay now. | just want to
slop off the worst of the beer.”
"WIl you conme to bed?"

“l don't . . ."

"I only want to know you're there!" Victoria took his hand and held it
bet ween her own. "It feels Iike forever since |I've touched you!"

St ephen Thomas drew his hand away. "This'll all be over soon," he said.
"Soon. Then everything will be back to normal."

Victoria |l et her hands fall to her sides.



"0
CHAPTER 10

THE LI GHT TUBES HAD JUST BEGUN TO change from ni ght to day, from sheer
bl ack touched with brilliant, multicolored stars to an antique-gray |luni -
nescence.

Victoria, Satoshi, and Stephen Thomas crossed the dunes. A silver cres-
cent of beach curved around Starfarer's warnmest |agoon. Cool night air,
flowi ng over the surface of the water, turned to gilded fog.
Phosphorescent waves crept like living tendrils over the sand.

St ephen Thomas had his doubts
about this excursion. But he did not
have the heart to turn Victoria down.

n, some

Not again. She deserved sone fu
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pl ay. She had even persuaded Satoshi to get up early and cone al ong.

Maybe it would work out all right. Stephen Thomas felt pretty good,
especially conmpared to the way he had felt yesterday. Hi s |ast toenail had
fallen off, and his feet did not hurt quite so badly. He suspected they
woul d hurt worse later; he could already feel the small sharp | unps of

cl aws devel opi ng where his nails had been

Last night's stabbing pain, fromhis penis to his spine, had not
reoccurred. The pain had scared him H s brui ses should be heal ed by now.
Maybe the slugs had hurt himworse than he thought. A hairline fracture,
somet hing the health center could niss?

Victoria stood on the beach, up to her knees in dense fog, kicking off her
jeans and stripping her shirt off over her head. Satoshi undressed beside
her, slowly and deliberately.

"Come on," Victoria called, her voice | ow and eager. Water condensed in her
hair and caught the light, shining soft as transparent pearls. She spl ashed
into the sea. The fog cl osed over her, muting sounds.

Naked, Satoshi folded his pants and laid themon a tw st of driftwood.
"Remi nds me of the genetics departnmenthe
said. "During the attack. The fog . "

"I don't-" But Stephen Thonas did renenber-

The missile struck. The building quivered and fell around Stephen Thomas
and Satoshi and Fox. It crushed the freezer. Liquid nitrogen flowed out in
a thick, unbreathable fog. A shard of rock foam struck Stephen Thonas
across the forehead, and blood flowed into his eyes. Everything he saw
after that, he saw through a red haze. \Wen he saw his own bl ood, he
fainted.

-The flash of nmenory di sappeared. Stephen Thomas shi ver ed.

Sat oshi drew a deep breath. "Oh, hell!" He sprinted across the wet sand.
Wth a yel p, he launched hinmself and belly-flopped into the waves.
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St ephen Thomas took off his shorts and shirt and kicked away his sandal s.
The new diver walked into the sea for the first tine.

The warm water slid up his body, raising the fine new hair away fromhis
skin. Air bubbles caught and sparkl ed beneath his pelt. Stephen Thomas
stroked forward into the sea. The bubbl es escaped, swirled away, spiraled
to the surface, and burst with a velvety pop. The warm wat er soothed and
rel axed his body. He wi shed the water were cold and exhil arati ng.

He opened his eyes.

He coul d see perfectly. The water was very clear, the bare white sand
arrayed in ripples. Hs hair tendrilled in front of his face. He pulled
forward with a | ong breaststroke, and the notion pushed his hair out of
his eyes.

Victoria swamtoward him her stroke snooth and strong. Satoshi slid
beneath him nearly silent. Satoshi was cl ose enough to touch Stephen
Thomas, but he kept his arnms close to his sides, stream ining his body.
Victoria did touch Stephen Thomas, sw nming past on the surface,
stretching out her arm stroking him against the direction of his fur
fromthe back of his knee, up his thigh, across his buttocks, along his
spi ne. He tensed, shuddered, rel axed. He kicked forward, rising beneath
Victoria's hand, letting her fingers and the pressure of the water snooth
his delicate pelt back into place.

When she swam beside him he turned to face her. They si destroked,

sl owed, and he caressed her. He wondered where Satoshi was. Wth the

t hought, Stephen Thomas found his partner treading water behind himin
the faint, fuzzy sound picture of his surroundi ngs.

Exhal i ng expl osively as he surfaced, Stephen Thomas gasped in a deep
breath and dove beneath Victoria. He touched and teased her, all over,
with his fingers and his tongue. He slid his hands, his sw mr ng webs,
over her breasts. Her nipples hardened, their heat glow ng. He could
snell and taste her excitement, familiar, conforting, arousing,
intensified by his changing senses. He listened for Satoshi; he opened
hi s nouth
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and let the sea water flow over his tongue. Satoshi hovered, near, yet out
of reach, and the taste of his body in the water was cool, uninterested.

St ephen Thomas bl ew his breath out in a stream of bubbles. Victoria touched
hi s hand, then swam toward Satoshi. Stephen Thomas fol |l owed, kicking al ong
easily beside her. lie touched her breasts again, stroked his fingertips
down her body, and slid his hand between her legs. He let the rhythm of her
ki cking rub the sw nming web against her clitoris. She gasped and pressed
her | egs together and | ost her momentum Stephen Thomas jerked his hand
away, afraid he had hurt her with the strong, resilient edge of the web.
But Victoria grabbed his wrist.

"Yes," she said. "That's just right-it's like . . . like being nade | ove
to by a silk scarf."

They trod water together, face to face in the warmsea. Victoria enbraced
both nen, drawing themto her and agai nst each other, clasping Stephen
Thomas' s hand between her thighs. She kissed Satoshi, then Stephen Thomas,
her tongue quick against his lips, sliding between his teeth, hesitating
as if she had never kissed himbefore. Stephen Thomas tasted her, with new
intensity.

The triad sank. Breath bubbled fromVictoria' s mouth, from her nose,
tickling Stephen Thomas's |ips and face. She pulled back and kicked to the
surf ace.

"Let's go where it's shallower," she said. "I can't breathe underwater!"
She grinned and plunged toward shore, diving between Stephen Thomas and
Sat oshi .

St ephen Thormas fol |l owed her, pressing hinmself past Satoshi, letting the
whol e I ength of his body stroke his partner's belly. Stephen Thomas felt
no arousal in him no excitenent.

Victoria stood chest-deep in the water. The fog was dissipating; it swirled
around her like a waith. Gentle waves covered her breasts, then exposed
her agai n. She hugged Stephen Thomas and w apped one | eg around his hips.
Sat oshi swam up behi nd hi mand touched him tentatively, sliding his
fingertips over his shoul ders.



232 VONDA N. M| NTYRE

St ephen Thormas gave hinself to the seduction of the water and his | overs'
desires and his own.
Suddenly Victoria cried out. She pulled away. O f bal ance, Stephen Thomas
and Satoshi both splashed forward, subrerged, and tunbled apart. Stephen
Thomas gul ped a mout hful of salt water and struggled to his feet, gasping
and coughi ng.
" St ephen Thomas, oh, |I'msorry, | thought-"
She stopped and patted his back gently till he got his breath again.
"I can't breathe underwater, either," Stephen Thomas said. "Yet. What

are you okay? Did | hurt you?"
"Ch-not really. Not exactly. Wen we started, it was wonderful, but
t hen-" She glanced ruefully at Satoshi. "I guess you were right."
"Yeah," he said. "I guess so. Sorry."
They stood together, closer to shore, waist-deep in the water and nearly
in full daylight. The fog had vani shed with the breeze that chilled the
air. Chagrined, Stephen Thomas shi vered.

"Yeah," Victoria said. "It is cold." She sounded di sappoi nted, but al so
amused. "Maybe we should go back home . . . back to bed."
"I just can't," Stephen Thomas said. "l've got to get to the lab." The

last thing he felt Iike, right now, was sex. H's penis hurt, and it had
begun to itch and sting.

Great, he thought. Just fucking great. | can't do anything for the people
I love, and now |'ve got a case of jock itch, too.

"Yesterday, with Zev and J.D.," Victoria said. "It was awfully nice."
"Maybe divers have secret sex techniques," Stephen Thomas said, trying
to joke. "Maybe | don't get to find themout till 1'm conpletely changed
Maybe they're hard-wired."

"Maybe, " Satoshi said dryly to Stephen Thomas, "Zev is smaller than you."
He gl anced at Victoria. "ls he?"

"I didn't notice," Victoria said lightly, and then, in
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response to the skeptical glances of both her partners, she protested. "No,
really. J.D. wanted to talk and Zev went on ahead. Then we were in the

water. He liked . . . being touched quickly. You couldn't hold him he'd
slip away." She paused, thinking. "I never got a good |ook at him eh?
certainly didn't say, 'Stand there while |I |ook at you, Zev, and see how you

nmeasure up to ny partners.
They waded toward shore. Stephen Thonas was anxious to get out of the salt
wat er. He hoped that then the stinging would stop

"Good lord!" Satoshi exclaimed. "What happened--did you go face forward in
the sand? You're all scraped-"

"No, | never hit bottom" Stephen Thonas | ooked down.

The bl ood drained out of his face.

The darkening skin on his penis had sl oughed off, fading fromits new deep
tan to a sickly gray, hanging in flinsy strips, |eaving the shaft
angry-red, ugly.

St ephen Thomas knocked hard on J.D.'s door. No one answered. He banged his
fist on the dense rock foam

"Hey! Zev! "

He was about to be very rude and | ook through the open French wi ndows when
Zev opened the door. He saw Stephen Thonmas and gri nned

IIH-II

"Way didn't you reply to ny nmessage?"
"I"'msorry, | was busy."

"Busy!"

"Yes, J.D. and | were making love." Zev joined Stephen Thonmas on the porch
and cl osed the door. "Don't shout, she's sleeping.”

"I need to talk to you!"

"Shh. Let's go for a walk."

He | ed Stephen Thomas through the wild garden, away fromthe house and the
open wi ndows of J.D.'s bedroom
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"Are your claws growi ng yet?" Zev |ooked at Stephen Thomas's feet.
Because of the bruising, it was hard to see what was happening to his
t oes.

"Yes, and they hurt like hell."

"I msorry."

"Stop apol ogi zi ng! You' re al ways apol ogi zing to ne.,,

"But what's happening to you, it's my fault."

"It's done. Stop feeling guilty, and tell ne what | should expect."
Zev gl anced over at him curious, troubled.

"But you know what. You're turning into a diver."

"I want to know what's normal and what isn't." He turned to Zev, shouting

again. "lIs it supposed to hurt this bad? Is nmy skin supposed to pee
of f 2"
Zev took a step away fromhim "I'msorry-"

St ephen Thormas flung up his hands in exasperation

"-but I don't know all those answers," Zev said. "Your . . . your skin

is peeling? That doesn't sound right. Did you get sunburned?"

Zev's distress scared Stephen Thonas.

"You don't know?"

"I'f J.D. had accepted our invitation and conme to live with the divers,
Lykos woul d have been with her. My nother knows all about how the changes

happen. But | don't. I was born this way."
"Great," Stephen Thomas said, disgusted
“I'm. . . never mnd."

"Victoria and Satoshi and | went swimring this norning. W tried to make
love in the water. But we couldn't because it hurt her. It didn't with
you. Wy not ?"

Zev thought for a nmonent. "Maybe ordi nary human nmen are bigger than diver
men?" he asked.

"I'"l'l show you mine if you'll show nme yours," Stephen Thomas nuttered.
"What ?"

St ephen Thomas shrugged. "Not hing. Forget it."

He strode angrily along the path beside the river. A ghost of pain grew
behi nd his pelvic bone, as if a knife
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were tickling him teasing himwith the threat of the fatal stab. He
sl owed down and tried to stay calm hoping to stave off the pain with
caution. Zev caught up to him

"Can | |l ook at you, Zev? | don't even know what |'mgoing to | ook Iike
when this is over."

"You'll look Iike Stephen Thomas, you won't |ook like nme."

"l nean naked."

"You can look at me if you want. Can | | ook at you? | never saw"

The pain hit Stephen Thomas. For no reason, and with too nmuch warning,
the pain flanmed through his pelvis, along his backbone.

He gave up. He sank to the path, drawing his knees to his chest and
wrappi ng hinself in his arms. The hair stood out straight all over his
body. He shivered, and groaned.

"Dammi t, Zev, what's happening to ne?"

Zev sat on his heels beside him upset and hel pl ess.

"l don't know "

"I wish you'd quit saying that!"

"l better call Victoria."

"No!" He grabbed Zev's arm Myving made the pain shoot through hi m again;
his fingers clenched harder than he meant themto.

The young di ver flinched but stayed where he was, bal ancing on his toes,
scared for Stephen Thonmas but not scared of him Stephen Thomas had the
feeling that Zev could break his hold in a second if he chose. He let 90.
" Please don't call Victoria, or Satoshi, or anybody. Just give ne a

m nute. "

"You'll feel better in the water. Can you stand up?"

"Yeah." The stabbing pain dimnished to a throbbing ache. He stayed where
he was. "But | can't walk all the way to the other end of canpus. Not
right now "

"You don't have to. Come swmin the river."

"I's that all you ever-" Stephen Thomas heard hinself conplaining to Zev
about Zev's obsession with wa-
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ter the way Victoria conplained to himabout his being able to see auras.
It did not matter that he no | onger saw them Now he knew how Victoria
felt,
Except that it would feel good to be in the water. A warm bath, a cold
swi manything to ease the throbbing ache in the center of his pelvic
girdle, and the itch that was turning sore and hot.
He lurched to his feet. "Ckay."
They tranped through a nmeadow of wildfl owers, a carpet of color like the
pastel reflection of a rainbow Stephen Thomas foll owed Zev down the
riverbank to a beach ol'small rounded rocks, designed to | ook waterworn,
ancient. They were of course no such thing. They were noon rock, reshaped
and carefully placed during Starfarer's construction
The river curved, cutting into the stratified bank, exposing one of
Crinmson's fossil beds. The water rippled and softly splashed. Downstream
t he channel narrowed; the river roughened and raced with a holl ow roar
St ephen Thomas took off his shirt, hesitated, and slipped out of his
shorts. He noved gingerly.
Zev watched him worried that he m ght collapse again.
"I's it swollen?" he said, when he saw Stephen Thomas naked. "Does it
hurt?"
"It isn't swllen. It's sore.”
"Then | don't blame you for leaving it out." The river rocks rattled
holl oWy as Zev crossed them He tossed off' his clothes and picked his
way over the treacherous footing to the river. Stephen Thomas fol | owed
slowy.
Zev threw hinmself into the mdstreamcurrent, let hinself be carried
fifty neters through the rapids, then vani shed beneath roiling white
wat er .
"Zev!"
Upstream from the rapids, halfway back to Stephen Thomas, Zev reappeared.
He waved and beckoned.
It | ooked like fun, but Stephen Thonmas | owered



METAPHASE 237

hinself into the cold eddy near shore. Today, a sitz-bath was about his
speed.

The water did feel good, easing the soreness, nmassaging away bits of dead
ski n.

Zev spl ashed toward him

St ephen Thomas got a close | ook at an adult male diver for the first tine.
Struggling to stay calm he patted the water. He sl apped harder than he
meant to, sending an angry splash toward Zev.

"Sit down."

"Does your penis hang out like that all the time?" Zev asked suddenly.

St ephen Thomas shifted on the unconfortable rocks. He was trenbling.
Instead of replying, instead of asking all his own questions, Stephen
Thomas started to | augh. Hysteria tinged his laughter, but this really was
funny. He thought Zev | ooked strange, and Zev thought Stephen Thomas | ooked
just as alien.

Zev smled uncertainly.

"Yeah," Stephen Thomas said. "It hangs out like that all the tine. But |
guess . . . it won't for long. Does it . . . T He took a deep breath. "I
guess you don't know if it falls off, or withers away, or He stopped,
confused. "But Victoria said-"

"It won't do either,” Zev said. "I don't think it will. It will just go

i nside."

Though Zev had no i dea what stages Stephen Thomas woul d have to go through
to become a diver, he knew he was an exanple of-the result. He expl ai ned
to Stephen Thonmas about internal genitals, and then he showed him

"It's nmore streamined,” he said. "All aquatic mammuals are like this."

"So are a lot of terrestrial manmals," Stephen Thomas said. "But not

ordi nary humans. It never occurred to ne. oL

Now, at |east, sonme of the pain nade sense. If his body was creating a

pl ace for internal genitals
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"You're a lot different than | thought," Zev said. "I knew you kept your
scrotumoutside-that's so silly, you have to work so hard not to be
fertile-but | didn't know you kept everything outside." He shrugged

cheerfully. "I didn't know men humans | ooked so different from wonen
humans. Divers don't."
St ephen Thormas let hinself slide into the water until it covered him

conpl etely. He wondered how | ong he could stay subnerged. He wondered if
he coul d breathe underwater yet. He tried to take a breath.

He jerked upright, choking and coughi ng and gasping for air, just like
last tinme.

Zev watched him benused.

"What are you doi ng?"

St ephen Thormas flung his wet hair out of his face. "Trying to breathe
underwat er . "

" \Nhy 2"

"To see if | could. Maybe | don't want to come up."
"You shoul dn't breathe underwater unless you have to,"'
"Wy not ?"

"Your lungs get full of water. It's hard work, and it isn't very good for
you. It's just to save your life if you get stuck. You get enough oxygen
to keep your brain fromdying till sonmebody finds you. You can get pneu-
monia if you're not careful."”

"Great." He coughed and snorted and got rid of the rest of the water.
"Anyway," Zev said, "you should stick your penis out when you want to
pee. Especially if you're living on |land, otherw se you'll get al

itchy."

"What about sex?"

"Then it sticks out by itself," Zev said solemmly. "Of course.™

"Right. O course." God, Stephen Thomas thought, |'m blushing. "Wy did
it hurt Victoria when we tried to make |love in the water?"

"I don't-" Zev cut off what he was going to say, and thought for a mnute
instead. "Did you try too soon? Wre you ready?"

Zev sai d.



METAPHASE 239
"OfF course she was ready," Stephen Thomas said, irritated. "What kind of

a jerk do you think I an?" It annoyed himto have to ask for advice in the
first place, but to have Zev act |ike a teenage sex therapist-

"Were you ready?"

"Cbviously," Stephen Thomas said sarcastically. But then he went back in
his mind and |istened to what Zev had just said. "What do you mean by
‘ready' ?"

" She-"

"Not for Victoria. For ne. How would you know if you were ready?"
"I'd be slick, of course," Zev said.

"Ch," Stephen Thomas said. "Oh.

"That doesn't happen to nen humans?"

"No. , ,

"And it didn't happen for you?"

"Not as of this norning."

"You're still changing," Zev said. He patted Stephen Thomas on the arm
"I't'"ll be better when you're done." He cocked his head, thoughtfully.
"You'll have to learn howto retract and extend. | never thought of that."
He junped up and stood knee-deep in the water. "Conme on. Cone sw mm ng."
St ephen Thomas pushed hinmself to his feet. "I can't right now, Zev."

Zev gl anced over his shoulder, wistfully, down the river. "Are you okay?
Can you get where you're going by yoursel f?"

"Sure."

Zev grinned and waved and pushed off backwards. The current caught him He
vani shed into the tunble of white water.

St ephen Thomas waded out onto the dry rocks. They were unconfortably hot.
He slid his feet quickly into his sandals and shook hinself off. Droplets
scattered fromhis body. In the bright light, his pelt was white-gold

agai nst hi s darkeni ng skin.

He eased into his shorts, tenpted to return to the cool solace of the
river. He needed tinme to think and
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reflect . . . or he needed to be distracted fromtoo nuch thinking and
reflecting.

As he clinbed the path, Crinson Ng strode down it, pulling a wheel barrow
"H," she said.

"Hi . Current project?"

"A new one." Crinmson let himlook into the wheel barrow. He expected to
see the bones of one of her heavy-boned, |ong-fanged predators.

The rough sl ab of stone contained alien shapes, the fossilized soft

bodi es of creatures never in any vertebrate line. Tentacles withed and
tangl ed. Eons ago, sone viol ent accident had crushed the feathered | egs.
"It |ooks Iike-"

"I devol ved Neno," she said. "And invented the rest of the ecosystem'
She gazed past Stephen Thomas to the riverbank, barely aware of his
presence. "lIt's ready to go in the ground. Want to hel p?"

"No," he said, aware that she was offering hima courtesy. "Thanks. |
have to stop by the lab, and then |I prom sed Fsther a stint with the
ASes. "

"Yeah,' Crinmson said. "Right. | should do that, too." She grabbed the
handl es of the wheel barrow and hurried past, instantly oblivious to
everyt hi ng but her work.

The cells from Nenp's ship thrived in growth nmedium Stephen Thomas set
to work parceling cultures out for the other departnents.

St ephen Thomas tried not to worry about the weird changes in his body;

he tried not to dwell on them It was hard, when what felt |ike the

worl d's worst sunburn was peeling and itching in his crotch. He could not
forget the raw red flesh. Zev's explanation hel ped, but not nuch.

He kept imagining that his genitals had drawn up inside his body.

| magi ni ng, hell! he thought.
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He knew if he scratched hinself, it would just start hurting.

I'd rather have the pain than the damed itching, he thought. But when he
renenbered the pain, he changed his nind

He surrounded hinmself with images: Nerno's chanber, a recording of the cel
growm h, a nicrograph of the huge dendritic nol ecul es. He brought the cel
growm h i mage cl oser, and speeded up its replay.

The cells grew in a snowfl ake-shaped col ony, stretched out in a network of
i nterconnecting processes. The pattern was clearer in two dinmensions than
inthree. In three, the concentric layers obscured and confused the |acy
structure.

He let the cell colony recede and studied the strange three-di nensi ona

pol ymers that he suspected of being the alien cell's genetic materi al

He could not figure themout. The magi cal beauty of DNA was that its
structure inplied its neans of replication: sinple, elegant, self-evident.
The doubl e-stranded nol ecul e split; the dividing cell recreated the m ssing
hal f of each strand, using the strand itself as a map for its mrror inmage.
Dendritic nol ecul es, though, were both nore conplicated and, ordinarily,
sinmpler: structurally nore conplicated, but with | ess roomfor variation
within the structure. He could figure out how they could form But he could
not figure out how they replicated. If they replicated. And he coul d not
yet see a straightforward way of getting genetic information into or out

of them

You have plenty of tinme, he said to hinself. Wat do you have to show for
visits to two alien ships? One ordinary bit of |iving bunch-grass, and a
coupl e of species of alien bacteria. Shit, all you have is tine. You can
afford to dissect a sanple atomby atom if that |ooks prom sing.

St ephen Thomas conposed a note telling his colleagues that their alien
cells were ready. He closed his eyes and linked with Arachne.

The conputer opened up to him serene and limt-



242 VONDA N. M| NTYRE

| ess, apparently unscarred and undaunted by the system crashes that had
crippled it. Arachne's confidence could mslead himinto believing nothing
had changed. The truth was that the crashes had |eft invisible pockets of
enptiness, as undetectable and as treacherous as snowcovered crevasses in
a gl acier.

St ephen Thomas sent out his nessage, then, on inpulse, asked Arachne to
show him Feral's files.

Feral had specialized in reporting on the space program Both Victoria
and Satoshi held himin high regard as a witer, but Stephen Thomas had
read few of his articles. Stephen Thonas had |iked Feral for hinself.
Feral had left a lot of work on the system A collection of his finished
pi eces, witten back on Earth. Some slice of life reportage. A |ong
series he called "Life Log." The last installnment reported Feral's trip
fromEarth to the transport to Starfarer. It ended with the

conmuni cations cutoff before the missile attack. After that, his work |ay
unfi ni shed, stored in private files.

Soneone should put it together and publish it for him Stephen Thonas
thought. If we can get to it.

The nanes of the files were intriguing. Hs final "Life Log."
"Resonances: Starfarer. " "Stephen Thomas."

St ephen Thomas asked Arachne to let himinto the files. Receiving a
polite refusal, he shrugged. He had not expected it to be that easy.
Feral had recorded no will, no next of kin, which could nean that the
files were | ocked forever. But Stephen Thomas was not ready to give up
He tried the obvious sorts of passwords: Feral's nanme, his birthdate.

St ephen Thomas even tried his own nane.

Not hi ng wor ked.

"1l figure it out, Feral, Stephen Thomas thought.

Rel uctantly, he put the locked files away and wi t hdrew from Arachne. He
had prom sed sone tinme to Esther Mein and the artificials. He had better
get goi ng.

Mtch sauntered in, |ooking ridiculously happy.

"Sorry I'mlate," he said cheerfully and w thout a
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shred of regret. He dragged a chair up beside Stephen Thonmas and straddl ed
it.

St ephen Thomas thought, this does not sound |ike unrequited | ove anynore.
| wonder . . . ?

"Listen, Mtch-" Stephen Thonas said. "Yesterday. Wen Fox was here. It al
cane right out of thin air."

"I know. She told ne. And at your house | ast night, she just wanted to talk
to sonmebody. She sure picked the wong person.” Mtch chuckled. "Boy, is
she mad at Florrie."

"That's probably the only thing Fox and | agree on right now " Stephen
Thomas said. It hurt that Florrie had junked the connection they had
made-t hat he thought they had nade-so readily.

"She's pretty enbarrassed, too. | think she's afraid everybody will take
your side."

"There aren't any sides! Shit, people aren't taking sides! Are they?"

"I don't know. | don't think so. Maybe a little bit."

"Thank you for your incisive analysis. |Is Fox okay? Are you?"

"Yeah. She was upset |ast night, but He shrugged, and grinned, awkward,

pl eased with hinmself. "I just sort of patted her till she fell asleep.
sat up with her all night. It was kind of
"Romanti c?"

Mtch started to answer. He stopped. He | aughed with a high, delighted,
nasal bark.

"It was cold, is what it was, and al ong around dawn it got kind of danp.
How come it's so cold at night and so hot during the day? | kept thinking
| shoul d wake her up and get her hone. And then | wondered how cone she
could sleep and I couldn't."

"Maybe you shoul d' ve waked her up | ong enough to ask to share her jacket."
St ephen Thomas thought, It's still unrequited, but at least this is a
little more promising for Mtch than it was before.

"I just hope . " Mtch's voice trailed off.

"That you won't get pneunoni a?"
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M tch | aughed again. "That from now on, she won't forget my name every
time she sees ne."

"I don't think you have to worry about that anynore,’
sai d.

St ephen Thomas

Victoria jammed her shovel deep in the heavy, clayey dirt. Starfarer had
not been in existence | ong enough to devel op nuch good topsoil. Spring
rain saturated the ground, and the abnornal heat of the day supersaturated
the air with humdity. She turned over a spade full of dirt and broke it
up into clunps.

She had promnised to spend the norning working in one of the garden plots.
Esther could give no estimate of how long it would take the field tiller
to regrow its brain. For the last half hour, Gerald and Avvaiyar had been
arguing the possibility of building a plow.

"There's nothing sinpler than building, a plow," CGerald said. "Then the
only difficulty is figuring out howto hitch it to one of the silver

sl ugs. "

Victoria | eaned on her shovel. "Infinity said we should quit calling them
in for anything that wasn't an energency."

"I see," Cerald said. "Perhaps | should turn over coordination to our M.
Mendez. "

Victoria thought that m ght be a good idea, but Gerald was in such a foul
mood, and so obviously irritated at Infinity, that she decided not to say
Sso.

"I think we should catch some of the horses and get themto earn their
keep for a change," Avvaiyar said.

"They're pets, " Victoria said. "Could they even pull a plow?"

"Why not? We could hitch themup in series |like a dog team™

"I think you'd have better luck with a dog team"

"I'f we had any dogs."

"Clearly the silver slugs are the best choice," Gerald said. "Unless we
propose to pull the plow ourselves."

"Forget it!" Victoria snapped. She jammed the shovel into the ground
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"Il dig up every square neter of Starfarer with a shovel, Victoria thought
angrily. I'"Il catch fish to put in with the corn seeds. I'll stand up to
ny knees in water to set out rice plants. But | will not pull a plow

Infinity headed for an access tunnel to the surface of Starfarer. fie needed
to get outside for a while. At least out in space he would be safe from nore
of CGerald Henm nge's cold nessages, |ike the one Arachne handed over this
nor ni ng:

"Do not ever contradict ny orders again."

So nmuch for governnent by consensus.

The nearest hatch |ay beyond a patch of tenperate forest. The shade of the
fast-growi ng trees and the green-gold cool ness made Infinity happy.

A small creature squawked in terror. It struggled and fluttered, punmeling
t he ground.

Infinity sprinted toward the sound. Last year's fallen | eaves deadened the
thud of his boots.

He st opped.

A bird lay on the ground, a sparrow, its brown feathers blending in against
the forest colors. Infinity knelt and touched it. The heat of its body

radi ated through its soft ruffled feathers, but it was dead. He turned it
over. Its blood dripped to the ground, bright red, wet.

What ever had killed it had disappeared. It left no footprints, only

di sturbed ground.

Infinity picked up the bird and took it off the path. He left it where
Starfarer's scavengers would find it.

But what had killed it? Falcons and a pair of eagles lived on the wild
side, but Alzena had not, as far as he knew, introduced predators into
Starfarer's campus cyli nder

Maybe Al zena had let | oose sone small carnivore. She m ght even have
reported it in the daily news. If she had, Arachne's crash had lost it.
Curious, Infinity followed the scuffed-up | eaves. He wondered if he was
seeing a real trail, or a path his eyes and nind were maki ng up. The dead

| eaves gli stened,
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black fromw nter, danp and rotting into the soil. Here and there the

| eaves runpled, like a carpet pushed into folds by a scanpering child.
Each step released the fertile, nusty snell of |eaf nmould. The young
forest basked in the hot spring sun, green and gold, the new | eaves
nearly full. Alife cycle began above Infinity's head and circled beneath
his feet.

Al zena had pl anned the ecosystemcarefully. First she had prepared the
soil and the free-living m crobes. Then she had established the plants
and the pollinating insects, the invertebrates, the scavengers. Then she
added the small er herbivores, the songbirds, the bats. Wen each branch
of the environmental network made its connections, she added to its

conpl exity.

She m ght have rel eased a manmal i an predator, a badger, a ferret, a fox.
The tine was right. O herwise the forest's life cycle would overbal ance.
Had she had time to conmplete the network? Infinity did not know

He reached the edge of the forest. The trees gave way to a neadow.
Infinity blinked in the sudden brightness of hot sun. The stream s
reflection dazzled him water brushed past himw th a nusical sigh

A piercing whistle cut the air.

Infinity barely caught the quick nmotion at the top of a tunble of stones.
The black tail of a small furry ani mal vani shed behi nd the rocks.
Infinity sprinted for the bank. He clanbered up the sl ope, pebbles
sliding beneath his feet.

When be reached the top, only the stream s hunm ng di sturbed the silence.
A dragonfly hovered, vibrated the air, vani shed, and reappeared five
neters away as if it had tel eported.

Infinity sank down, lying flat on the slope. The stones pressed the heat
through his jeans and into his skin. He was glad of his |eather vest.

For a long tinme, nothing noved.

Whatever it was, | lost it, Infinity thought. It ran off into the bushes,
or along the stream bank out of sight. . . . And maybe it didn't have
anything to do with the dead bird. Maybe it was just mnding its own
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busi ness when | junped out and scared it. But what was it? The tail was
wong for a squirrel or a chipnmunk, but it wasn't naked enough for a rat.
| hope. We're in trouble if the campus has rats.

The rocks beneath himhad not had tine to weather. They were sharp and
raw.

Enough of this great native hunter business, he thought. 1'll get Arachne
to keep watch on the spot.

Just before he noved, a creature scanpered to the highest point of the
bank. It noved with a smooth canny pacing gait. It rose on its hind |egs,
its back to him counterbal anced by its tail. It gazed upward, watching
for predators. Paws crossed on its belly, it turned to survey the |and.
It saw Infinity. They stared at each other for a split second, each as
surprised as the other, the creature peering with shiny black eyes

t hrough a bl ack mask of fu r.

It cried out in warning; it dropped to all fours and fled, pacing

qui ck-f oot ed down the sl ope and between sone rocks.

It was one of Europa's neerkats.

"Dam!" Infinity said softly. He rose fromthe sharp-edged stones, no

| onger trying to hide.

He supposed he should trap it, or even shoot it. It had no business here.
It did not fit this environment. It was a creature of heat and deserts.
Why' d Europa leave it here? he wondered. O did she |eave it? Maybe she
just forgot how many she brought with her. Maybe this one got |ost.

The arrival and departure of the alien humans had been abrupt and
confused enough for the di sappearance of one small critter to attract no
noti ce.

I wish we had noticed, Infinity thought. If Alzena knew a weasel was
running lose in her ecosystem | bet she'd have snapped out of her funk
| bet she'dve stayed.

In response to Infinity's request, Arachne set a watch on the nouth of

t he den, and began a sinul ation
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of what effect the neerkat could have. Infinity deci ded not to do anything
until the simulation produced results, not even to tell anyone he had seen
the creature. Someone m ght panic and conme out hunting it. Infinity felt
sorry for the neerkat, stranded in an inhospitable environnent, a conmmuna
being left all alone.

J.D. descended into the basenent of the administration building. Her hands
and her hair reeked with fragrant citrus oil. She had spent the norning
hel ping sort and store yesterday's oversupply of oranges. Ordinarily J.D
liked the smell of oranges. After two days of it, though, it was the | ast
thing she wanted to snell.

That was what she thought until she entered the basenent.

She nearly gagged. The stench of rotting AS brains filled the cavernous
room intensified rather than attenuated by the flow of air pushing past
her. Esther nust have turned the ventilation up to maxi mum and still the
si ck- sweet odor overwhel med everything. |Including the scent of oranges.
A few ASes stood on one side of the room hooked up to nutrient feeders.
A larger group stood in ranks, carapaces open but enpty. The majority of
the nobile artificials remained in a |l arge ragged crowd that stretched
into the darkness.

Est her gl anced up from an open AS.

"Hi, J.D. What's up?"

"Can | hel p?" She took a long breath through her nouth.

Esther smiled wyly. "It is pretty awmful, isn't it? We're trying to get
the bad part done before it gets worse. Still ganme?"

"l guess SO "

Esther took her to the clunp of ASes where her volunteers were worKking.
"It's not that conplicated," she said. "Just nasty."

St ephen Thomas | ooked up fromthe AS that had spattered himwi th grayish
sline.
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"And if you need advice," he said, "I consider nyself an expert. Hours

of technical experience."

Est her chuckl ed. She opened the carapace of the housekeeper in front of

t hem and cl eaned out the broken brain. J.D. watched, fighting nausea.
"This is disgusting,” J.D. said. "And | have a strong stomach. It doesn't
bother me to eat raw clans. It didn't even bother ne to eat sea urchins
or beche de ner."

"Not to mention those things with the legs," Esther said.

"Those were pretty good, honestly," J.D. said. "I don't know about this,
t hough. "

St ephen Thomas shuddered theatrically. "Eating doesn't conme into the
equation,"” he said.

J.D. grimaced. "Sorry. | should have thought how that would sound."
Esther finished cleaning the carapace. "Then you just wash the remains
down the waste digester-" She stopped. "I wi sh that wasn't what it was
call ed,"” she said.

They all |aughed, if shakily. J.D. mastered her nausea, took a |ong
breath, let it out, and snapped open the seal on the next AS. Spores
puffed up froma drying nmass of nold nycelia, another strand of snell
added to the tapestry: dry, musty, |ingering.

“I'"ll do nmy best," J.D. said. She sneezed

Esther patted her arm and went away. J.D. picked up the vacuum nozzl e and
set to work. The vacuum whi spered as soft as the nold spores, sucking out
the dead tissue.

St ephen Thomas strai ghtened up and stretched his back. The sw mm ng webs
on his hands had conpl eted thensel ves. H s skin had darkened past gold
to bronze.

"How are you?" she asked. She felt awkward making small talk with him
especially after last night.

"Runni ng on enpty," he said.

"Ch . . . | thought the party broke up right after
"We got up kind of early,"” he said. He hesitated, then continued with the
first real excitenment she had
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heard in his voice since Feral died. "I found sone stuff of Feral's. Sone
stuff in Arachne, | nmean."”
"His stories on the space progran?" J.D. said. "Yes. | read them" Thinking

of Feral made her sad. She had |liked him He had been both sweet-natured
and intense. She had not even ninded, too nuch, when he teased her about
her attraction to Stephen Thonas. She had not even been jeal ous when she
realized it was Feral's attraction Stephen Thomas woul d respond to.

Not jealous, but a little envious, she thought wistfully. I have to admt
| was envi ous.

"Not just his stories. He had another project going. He collected a | ot of
research. J.D.-Feral logged his life."

"What do you nean?"

"Not |ike Chandra. He wasn't built for that. But he kept up a running

di al ogue with the conputer web. Notes on what he was doing, his
observations, his conversations-"

J.D. remenbered some of the things she and Feral had di scussed. She felt
hersel f blushing, the heat rising up her cheeks, uncontrollable. Her skin
was so fair that when she blushed it was painfully obvious.

If I were turning into a diver, she thought, | wouldn't have this problem
anynor e.

"What's the matter?" Stephen Thomas asked.

"Not hi ng!" she said, too quickly. "I mean . . . Feral and | tal ked about
some personal subjects. | hadn't intended . . . it wouldn't be interesting
to anyone else. I'msure he didn't bother to record that," she said hope-

fully.

"He was a joumalist,"” Stephen Thomas said. "You should have known he was

t aki ng notes on everything."

"I suppose . . ." She felt enbarrassed. Feral's notes could reveal her with
naked transparency to Stephen Thomas. Not that her enmbarrassment woul d make
much difference in the scheme of the world. Stephen Thomas was used to
handl i ng people he wasn't interested in. Last night proved that. But she
woul d prefer not to put herself in the sane situation as Fox.
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"You better know this, too," Stephen Thomas said. H's manner had changed.
He sounded cold. "If I can, I'mgoing to edit what he collected and
publish it for him"

Both his words and his tone hurt her. She could think of no explanation
for his sudden change of attitude. Unless, of course, he had already seen
her conversations with Feral and was giving her fair warning, both of his
publ i shing plans and of his lack of interest in her

"I"'msure he'd like that," J.D. said, forcing her voice to stay steady.

St ephen Thomas replied belligerently. "But?"

"But nothing. He loved you. He'd trust you to handle his work."

St ephen Thomas gl ared at her, inexplicably. He was angry and yet his eyes
were full of tears.

He threw down the cleaning tools, left the AS half enervated, and stal ked
out of the basenent without another word to anyone.

It would be pointless to follow him obviously he did not want to tal k

to her. And if she begged himnot to enbarrass her in public, that would
be even worse. So what if everybody knew she thought he was the nopst
beauti ful human bei ng she had ever nmet? She had a | ot of company in that
t hought, and she had avoi ded making a fool of herself to himdirectly.

| woul d have thought he'd just |augh, she thought. Say to hinself, OCh,
fuck, another one. Or even say to me, J.D., what the hell made you think
I'd even be interested? And maybe |'d say, | didn't think you' d be inter-
ested, that's why | never said anything to you. If you were a gentl eman,
you never woul d have said anything to ne.

She stanped her foot angrily at herself, pushing away her anxiety.

She hoped Stephen Thomas woul d cool off; she hoped he woul d eventually

be able to be friends with her again. She hoped he was not so irritated
that this would damage her friendship with his whole fanmly, with
Victoria.
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St ephen Thomas ran home through the hot afternoon. He entered the garden
soaked with sweat, reeking of rotten AS brains. He went straight to the
bat hroom stripped, and flung his clothes into the sink. Wile the sink
filled with warm water and soap, he grabbed a clean towel off the shelf
and wapped it around his hips.

O dinarily he would not bother, but he could not stand to | ook at

hi nsel f. When the change was over, delicate thin skin would cover his
penis. Not quite a mucous nenbrane, but skin at |east as sensitive as his
lips. So far, though, the skin still peeled like sunburn, and his penis
and scrotum had begun to withdraw into his body. He felt squeezed.

He did not yet have voluntary control of his genitals. As Zev said, he
woul d have to learn. They were new nuscles, or muscles he never knew he
had. They ached with tension

The soft cotton towel rubbed the fine gold hair on his hip, pushing it
upward. He pulled off the towel and snoothed his pelt. He slid the towel
downward before wapping it again, so his fur would stay sleek. Now he
under st ood why Zev wore as few cl ot hes as possi bl e.

He washed his T-shirt, swished it around in the sink, squeezed out the
water, and held it up

The stains fromthe AS bioelectronic guts marred the turquoise silk.
"God danmit!" he shouted. The shirt was ruined. He flung it across the
bat hroom It slapped against the glass tiles and lay in a puddle.

It was his favorite shirt. Victoria had brought it back with her on her
last trip to Earth. He shoul d have packed it away with his other silk
shirts, to save for special occasions. But he could not bear to give it
up so soon.

"Danmit, danmit, dammit," he nuttered.

He snatched the shirt fromthe floor, wung soap and water out of his
shorts, and sl apped both pieces of clothing over a towel rack to dry. By
the tine Starfarer
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got back to Earth-if Starfarer got back to Earth-he woul d probably be
grateful for anything to wear. Wether it was stained and ruined or not.
He dropped his towel on the floor and got into the shower.

Admit it, he said to hinself as water streaned down his body. You aren't

mad about the shirt. Yes, | am said another part of hinmself. Al right.
But what you're really mad about is that J.D. got to sleep with Feral and
you didn't.

It was so obvious. Wien J.D. heard that Feral had recorded their
conversations, she had blushed fromthe curve of her breasts to the roots
of her hair. Though she was unusually shy about di scussing persona

subj ects, she was transparent, enotionally and physically.

St ephen Thormas felt conpletely opaque, even to hinmsel f. Wat difference
did it nake? Wiay shoul dn't they get together? They had spent the whole
trip fromEarth to Starfarer on the sane transport. Feral was al one and
J.D. had thought she mi ght never see Zev again. They had spent a |ot of
time together, tracking down the systemcrash. If they had found sone

pl easure in each othcr, he could only be happy for them bot h.

Wul d you regret Feral's death any nore, he asked hinself, if you and he
had rmade | ove? Wuld you regret it |ess?

He answered hinmself, in his weird nonol ogous dialogue: If | regretted
Feral's death any nore, | think 1'd go nuts. It doesn't nake sense to be
mad at J.D., to be jealous of her

As he had when Feral died, when Merry died, he pulled hinmself away from
his anger and his grief. Both were pointless, and he could not afford to
et himself fall apart.

Kol ya was m serable. Coffee did nothing to ease nicotine wthdrawal;
neither did beer. Both made himneed to pee nore often. So now he was
sweating an ill-snelling sweat and having to pee all the tinme. He had
dr unk
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enough beer to disorient hinmself, to make his bal ance chancy. He had drunk
enough coffee to make him junpy. He had thrown away the usual easy

rel axati on and cheer of Gerald Henm nge's best English stout.

He lay folded up in the wi ndow seat, the curtains pulled aside, a chil
breeze bl owi ng through the open wi ndows. He sought the cold so he would
have a sensation to concentrate on besides the need to snoke a cigarette.
Soneone knocked on his door. He frowned. He had not heard anyone approach
He was not that drunk. .

Anot her knock. Kol ya stayed silent, stayed still. Soon they would go away.
The door opened a crack. Kolya tensed.

This wits ridiculous. There were no spies for the M deast Sweep on board
Starfarer. If there were, they would have sought hi mout nonths ago. Either
he woul d be dead, a victimof the Sweep's death sentence, or he would have
killed themin self-defense.

And it would be doubly ridiculous to be stalked by the Sweep during the
only tine he had been really drunk in the |ast twenty years.

" Kol ya?"

Kol ya's body sagged with relief, his reaction magnified by intoxication
Then, angry, he pushed hinself to his feet and jerked the door open
Giffith started. For an instant he | ooked as dangerous as he was.

"I mght have known," Kol ya said.

Giffith was the only person on canpus foolish enough and sel f-confi dent
enough to enter Kolya's house, or rude enough to enter anyone's house,
uni nvi t ed.

"What is it?" Kolya snarl ed.

Taken aback, Giffith hesitated.

"Do you want somet hi ng?"

"I can't figure you out,"” Giffith said.

"That suits me well," Kolya said

"One tine | see you, you're friendly. The next tinme
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you threaten to kill me. Then you apol ogi ze. Then you bite ny head off."
"And you suppose,” Kolya said irritably, "that your actions have not hing
to do with ny reactions?"

"I was worried about you. You look like shit, since you ran out of
cigarettes.”

"Thank you, Marion. I'mgrateful for your opinion."

Giffith glowered at him as he always did when Kol ya used his given
nane. Kol ya sometines could not resist, though he knew he shoul d have
nore sel f-discipline. Today, though, getting a rise out of Giffith gave
hi m no satisfaction.

Kol ya sighed and stepped back fromthe door.

"You may as well conme in." He did not particularly want to talk to
Giffith. But he had neither the energy to make himl| eave nor the
strength to remai n standing.

He fol ded hinsel f back into the wi ndow seat. He had never gotten around
to getting a chair, for he seldomhad visitors. Giffith sat crossl egged
on the fl oor w thout comrent or conplaint.

Giffith had changed his clothes. Wen he came on board he wore the
attire of a General Accounting Ofice mddle manager, slacks and shirt
and jacket. Now that he had given up pretending to be a GAO account ant,
he wore Starfarer regulation pants, cotton canvas in a rather mlitary
green with an EarthSpace |ogo on the thigh, and a simlar sweatshirt. I|f
he was trying to fit in, he had, for once, guessed wong. No one on
canpus wore regul ation clothes without altering them

The strangest thing about Giffith's clothes was that they were grubby.
Giffith | ooked runpled, not his usual neat and unnoticeable self. Kolya
tried to recall seeing himunkenpt before, even after an hour in a
survival pouch.

"Where have you been?"

"Canping," Giffith said. "in the wild cylinder. | needed . . . to get
away for a while. To survive on ny own.,,

An overnight on the wild side, which-as far as Kol ya knew hosted no | arge
predators and few pests,
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did not sound very challenging. But, then, Giffith came fromthe city.
Kolya's lips twitched up in an involuntary snmile that Giffith saw before
Kol ya could repress it.

"What's so funny?"

"Marion Giffith, guerrilla accountant."

Kol ya thought he had gone too far, as he often did with Giffith.
Sonetimes he went too far deliberately; this tine, he had spoken w t hout
t hi nki ng because he was past rational thought. He shivered, and w shed
again for a cigarette

Giffith opened his nouth to retort, then stopped. He shrugged, and his
lips quirked in a smle.

"More or |ess accurate," he said.

He al ways had mmi ntai ned that he really was an accountant. But he usually
did not adnit that he was anything nore.

"Do you want a cup of tea or sonething?" Giffith said. "Wen's the |ast
time you ate?"

"Who knows? It isn't tea |l want. It's nicotine." He shivered, inagining
one long drag on a cigarette. Then he could not stop shivering.

Giffith went to the kitchen nook, heated water, made two cups of strong
tea, brought them back, and insisted that Kolya drink some. It did help.
He still felt dreadful, but his shivering stopped.

"What is your father's name?" Kol ya asked.

"Peter," Giffith replied. Then his usual suspicion kicked in. "Wy?"
"Your patronynmic is Petrovich. The sane as nine."

"l guess. So?"

"Your given nanme doesn't forma dimnutive that you' d |like any better
than you |ike Marion. Msha, perhaps.™”

"You're right. |I don't like it any better.”

"It's a customfor friends to call each other by their patronymcs. I'm
going to call you Petrovich."

"What should I call you?"

"Petrovich."

"Uh . . . okay."
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No one had called Kolya "Petrovich" in many years. |In decades. He had
persuaded his coll eagues on Starfarer to call himKolya, or N kol ai
Petrovi ch, instead of General Cherenkov. But he had never before devel oped
a relationship of the right sort, respect and friendship combined, to ask
anyone to call himsinply Petrovich

"And I amall right, Petrovich," Kolya said. "Thank you for your worry.
Every minute, | think, | cannot survive this, and every other mnute

rem nd nyself | have no choice."

"What if you did?"

"But | don't! It's pointless to speculate.”

"But what if?"

Kolya slid down in the wi ndow seat till he was lying flat on his back, with
his feet up against the wall. H's thigh nuscles twitched and trenbled. He
flung one armover his face. The unpl easant cold sweat soaked into his

sl eeve.

"I would probably kill for a bit of tobacco."

"You don't have to. Here."

Kol ya | ooked out frombeneath his arm Giffith held a fistful of |arge
crunpl ed green-brown | eaves.

"What-! "

"I'f I remenber right, and if Arachne's refs are right, that's what this
is."

Kol ya scranbled to his feet. He grabbed the |eaves, rudely, crushed them
under his nose, breathed deeply. They snelled |ike tobacco. G een, wet
tobacco. The snell of it nade his whole body thrill.

"Al zena said there was no such thing."

"Maybe Al zena wasn't the nost reliable witness in the world. O maybe," he
sai d quickly, "sonebody else planted it. Or naybe |I'm wong and Arachne's
wong and it isn't-"

"It is."

Now t hat Kol ya had it, he had no idea what to do with it. He peeled off a
shred of the leaf, put it in his nouth, and chewed. The green tobacco

rel eased the worst taste he had ever experienced, sour, bitter, potent.
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Saliva spurted froin every salivary gland, as if he were about to vomt.
H's mouth filled with revolting liquid. He gagged. He pushed past
Giffith, hurried out onto his porch, and spat violently over the rail.
The green bl ob of chewed tobacco plopped in the dirt.

He hung over the porch rail, panting and sweating. Hs nmouth tasted vile.
"God, I'msorry," Giffith said.

"Don't be," Kolya said.

It astonished him how rmuch better he felt, and how quickly, as if the

ni cotine had diffused straight into his brain. He fingered the |eathery

| eaf, and pulled off another shred of tobacco.

Victoria entered the physics building gratefully, glad of the coo

const ant underground tenperature. She w ped the sweat off her face with
her soaked sleeve. She felt dirty and sticky. Her shoes were nuddy from
t he garden; so were her pants, fromthe knees down. She flung herself
gratefully into the deep, soft chair.

The mai ntenance work on Starfarer was inportant, of course, but she had
to get sone of her own work done. If she could spend sone concentrated
time on the algorithm she knew she could speed it up. Starfarer was |ess
than a day away fromtransition, and she still could not tell where they
wer e goi ng.

| keep reassuring people about it, she thought, but |I'm nervous, too.
What if Europa suspected we might follow, what if she |led us sonewhere
she can survive, but we can't? Wuld she do that? Are we such a threat
that she'd be willing to wi pe us out?

Starfarer ought to be nore resistant than Europa's ship to difficult
conditions. Starfarer enclosed its ecosystem But Victoria had no way of
knowi ng what hidden abilities Europa's strange ship m ght have, and
Infinity had brought home to her the essential fragility of Starfarer

No, she thought. Fragility's the wong word. But resilience has limts.
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She gave herself a nonment to appreciate the tightknit, symetrical form
of the three-dinensional representation of her multi-dinensiona
algorithm It hovered, conplex and colorful, formng itself in the corner
of her office.

It stopped.

Victoria junped up, her sore shoul ders and sweaty cl othes forgotten. She
gueried Arachne, expecting to be told No, be patient, it just |ooks
finished, it's still working, inside where you can't see.

Arachne presented her with the algorithm s solutions.

Starfarer was about to set out for 61 Cygni

Victoria whistled softly. 61 Cygni was a |long, |ong way away: conpletely
on the other side of Earth from Tau Ceti. And yet the transition duration
had a | ower maxi numthan the range from Tau Ceti to Sirius.

"Curiouser and curiouser," she said softly.

She checked the spectral signature. 61 Cygni A was a K5 star on the main
sequence, not too different fromthe sun. She hoped that would reassure
Infinity; she hoped the change toward terrestrial conditions would
stabilize Starfarer's environment. She put a nmessage into Arachne for
everyone to see.

She hurried next door to JDA office and found her colleague curled up in
the deep fabric-scul pture chair, witing in her notebook. The hol ographic
i mge of Nerno's chanmber hovered over her desk

"J.D.! The algorithm s done!"

"It is? Victoria, that's wonderful!"

J.D. tried to junmp up out of the chair, but it was so | ow and so soft
that it made her struggle. She made a sound of disgust. J.D. hated her

of fice furnishings. They were |l eft over from her predecessor in the alien
contact departnment, and she had had no opportunity to replace them
Victoria hugged J.D., joyful. J.D. enbraced her gently, and |let her go
with regret.

Arachne presented a star map, and a copy of the algorithm



260 VONDA N. M| NTYRE

"It's beautiful,"” J.D. said. "Beautiful results. It's different fromthe
others."

"They're all different," Victoria said. "But . . . you're right. The other
solutions had sone visual simlarities. This one's conpletely changed."
"61 Cygni," J.D. said softly. "WIIl we find our nei ghbors?"

"Coul d be."

They knew they had nei ghbors: Europa had referred to them Unfortunately,
she had not been willing to reveal anything about them including where
they lived or how to make contact with them

J.D. sat on the edge of her desk and stared at the solution, the star
chart, the tine range.

"What is it?" Victoria asked.

"Neno. "

Victoria sat beside her. "There's still time. W don't hit transition till
tomorrow afternoon. Nenp knows what we're doing. If he-she-T

"I don't think our pronouns fit Neno," J.D. said.

"One woul dn't have started metanorphosis and invited you back if one knew
there wasn't going to be tine."

"I hope not. Only what if Nenp didn't have any choice about when it began?

W pretend we know all about our own physiology. But we still can't predict
exactly when sonebody will be born . . . or die."

"Nerno will follow us through transition. W can nmeet on the other side."
"I'f Nerno's still alive." J.D. gestured to the time range. "Using
Cvilization's algorithm the trip will take a lot |onger."

Victoria hesitated. "Do you want me to give

"I . ." J.D |leaned back, gripping the edge of the desk. "You have to
make that decision.”

They sat together in silence. The algorithmwas an exanpl e of natura
beauty, like a waterfall, a mountain view.

Victoria laid her hand over J.D.'s.

"Yesterday was fun," she said softly.
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Yes.

J.D. brought Victoria's hand to her lips. She kissed her palm her
fingertips.

"Come stay overnight with ne and Zev," she said. "Wuld you?"

"I"'d like that," Victoria said. "Satoshi and Stephen Thomas and | have
some things to work out, first. But soon."

"lI's everything okay?"

Victoria shrugged, and smiled as well as she could manage. "Changing into
a diver is nore disorienting than Stephen Thomas expected. Not just for
him"

St ephen Thomas started dinner. He was a | ousy cook, but he needed to
pretend everything was normal. He boiled water and stirred in the rice.
At that point, both his imagination and the household s supplies failed
hi m
He could go over to the central cafeteria and get bento boxes
except if he did, he would have to face Florrie Brown.
Qutside, Victoria and Satoshi crossed the garden, |aughing. Stephen
Thomas opened the door.
" St ephen Thomas! The al gorithms finished!"
Victoria fairly glowed with the success of her work. She showed off the
al gorithm s new pattern.
St ephen Thomas was gl ad to see her happy, after so much stress and
despair, after this norning's fiasco in the ocean. Satoshi acted nore
content, too, though Stephen Thomas felt an inexplicable distance
separating himfromhis partner
I nexpl i cabl e? he thought. How would you like it, if Satoshi's skin
started peeling off?
He coul d not answer the question. He wanted to think he would take the
changes in stride, if they were happening to Satoshi, or if something
conpar abl e were happening to Victoria. But he distressed hinself, with
his battered toes, his raw penis, the swollen flesh redesigning itself
to hold his genitals within his body. At the nmonent he did not want
anyone to |l ook at him rmuch
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| ess touch him How could he be sure he would accept it any better if it
wer e happening to one of his partners?

Victoria canme up behind him slid her hands around his waist, and | eaned
her cheek against his shoulder. H s body bal anced on a narrow |ine

bet ween pl easure and pain. One step farther woul d take Stephen Thomas
wholly into one or the other, but he could not tell which. He wanted to
fling hinmself around and take her in his arnms and never |let go. But he
was afraid. Afraid of the pain, afraid of |osing soneone el se he |oved.
He put his hands over hers, stilled her

"I talked to Zev," he said. "Wen the changes are done . . ." He felt
awkwar d, di scussi ng what had happened. He had never felt awkward

di scussi ng sex. He had never hurt anyone during sex, either. Not unti
today. "I won't hurt you again," he said.

"It didn't exactly hurt, " Victoria said.

He | aughed, harsh and skepti cal

"Alittle," she admtted. "I was nore surprised-"

"It won't happen again," he said, with nore intensity than he intended.
He pushed her hands away. She stepped back

"People weren't built to screwin the ocean," Satoshi said.

"Human people," Stephen Thomas said, his voice sharp. "It'Il work after-"
"Maybe for you. Where does that | eave ne?"

Victoria glanced unconfortably from Stephen Thonas to Sat oshi

"I didn't intend to nmake a big deal out of this, eh?" she said. "I
thought it would be fun."

"Yeah," Stephen Thomas said. "I know "
He and Satoshi gazed at each other. Stephen Thomas | ooked away.
"I"d better drop by the lab. Don't worry if you don't see ne till late.”

"It's already late," Victoria said.
"Are you com ng back?" Satoshi asked.
"What ?"
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"Are you coming back?" Satoshi repeated hinsel f, enphasizing each word.
"What kind of a question is that?" Victoria cried.

Sat oshi did not answer her. He gl anced down, then stared at Stephen
Thomas, into his eyes. Stephen Thomas wondered if he could get out the
door before Satoshi said anything else.

Sat oshi kept his expression neutral .

"Are you going to tell us . "

He stopped. The careful, neutral tone caught in his throat. Wen he
spoke again, his voice shook.

"Are you |l eaving us? If you are, do you plan to tell us?"

Hurt by Satoshi's unfairness, shocked into anger, Stephen Thomas replied
wi t hout t hi nki ng.

"l don't know "

He fl ed.



CHAPTER 11

STEPHEN THOVAS PLUNGED DOWN THE dark curved stripe of path, through the pale
gl ow of flowers and the carnationspiced air. He stopped at the garden gate,
hi s breat hing hard and shaky.

He had nowhere to go. He did not want to spend the night in the | ab. He was
too tired to get any work done. He was dammed if he would sleep on the
couch in the student |ounge, in public; he had no idea how his body woul d
betray himnext. H's nakeshift office was too small to sleep in.

He should turn around, go back inside, and tell Victoria and Satoshi he
wanted to go to bed and go to sleep
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al one. But nothing would be that easy, not after what he and Satoshi had
said to each other. Satoshi's question had struck painfully at what
St ephen Thomas feared might be the truth.
Is he right? Stephen Thomas wondered. He | eaned agai nst the steep bank
that formed the garden wall. It was cool and danp. lvy crinkled agai nst
hi s hands.
What would it be like to |ive apart from Victoria and Satoshi? A couple
of weeks ago the idea would have been uni magi nabl e. Now, strain showed
between them all. Stephen Thonmas had said things to Victoria that he
regretted; and he had felt so disconnected from Satoshi since the changes
began that he hardly felt like they were living together at all.
He gl anced back at the house. In the main room Victoria and Satoshi held
each other. Stephen Thonas felt excluded and exhausted, unable to face
talking to his partners, or anyone el se, tonight.
Lots of people on canmpus would give hima place to sleep. Sone of them
woul d not even ask why he needed sonewhere to stay. But Starfarer had
many of the attributes, positive and negative, of a small town. Including

t he gossi p.

VWhat about the guest house? Stephen Thomas t hought.

It was where Feral had been planning to stay, till Stephen Thomas invited
himto use Merry's room As far as Stephen Thomas knew, no one was
staying there at all. A solitary retreat where he could get his bearings

was exactly what he needed.

A vile snell rolled out of Kolya's oven. Not the odor of tobacco snoke,
but the poi sonous scent of crushed ni ghtshade | eaves: N cotine, nicotinic
aci d, tobacco boiled and abused into a usel ess nush.

Giffith recoiled and hurried to open the front door.

"Don't do that!" Kolya said

"But - "

"Someone mght snell it.
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Giffith bolted outside and sl ammed the door behind him

Kol ya gl anced regretfully into the dish. One of the tobacco |eaves |ay
steaming in its own juice

"This is not a success,"” Kolya said.

He joined Giffith on the front porch

"Petrovich, you | ook positively green."

"I feel negatively green."

Kol ya chuckl ed.

"I tried snoking once," Giffith said. "I didn't like it."

,, The | eaves need preparation. That green tobacco was not tasty."

"I know," Giffith said.

Kol ya gave hima questioning glance. Giffith shrugged.

"I"'ve tried a lot of things . . . at least once. | didn't |ike chew ng
t obacco any nore than | |iked snoking."

"It smells better when it's cured,” Kolya said.

"You need to dry the stuff. And ferment it."

"Ferment it? Like beer?”

Giffith shrugged. "The refs say you fernent it. They don't say how "
"I was trying to dry it, | thought that woul d be adequate."

"You don't cook much, do you?" Giffith asked.

"Rarely. Way? Do you?"

"Yeah. Sonme. A little. | don't think mcrowaving is a good way to dry
somet hing out."

"Why didn't you say so before?"

"I didn't want . . . | don't know "

Kolya smiled wyly. "I'"mnot always right," he said. "Haven't you | earned
that yet, Petrovich?"

"l guess not."

"What woul d you suggest we try?"

Giffith glanced toward Kolya's front door, and his color grayed. "Wuat do
you nean, 'we'?"

"You shoul dn't have-" Kolya stopped. If he enbarrassed Giffith about
finding the tobacco for him Gif-
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fith would likely decline to get nore when Kol ya ran out.
,, Maybe toasting it would work," Giffith said. "Toasting it gently."

St ephen Thomas entered the | obby of the guest house.

None of the people in charge of it remained on board Starfarer. Wth the
cl eani ng ASes out of conmi ssion as well, dust had begun to collect in
coners and on the w ndowpanes.

St ephen Thomas clinbed to the second floor. Since he was the only guest,
he supposed he coul d have any of its dozen roons.

He opened the door to the room Feral had been planning to use.

St ephen Thomas had shown Feral to the guest house-

Feral had just arrived on the sane transport that brought J.D. to
Starfarer and returned Victoria fromher trip to British Col unbi a.

St ephen Thormas and Feral had barely net. But Stephen Thomas |iked him
fromthe start.

He and Feral had stood in the doorway. The room was confortable and
attractive. It had better furniture than Merry's room the unused room
back at the partnership's house. But Stephen Thonas did not want to | eave
Feral here all al one.

"You don't have to stay here,
W have a spare room"

St ephen Thomas said. "Come hone with ne.

"That would be great." Feral smiled. He had a great snmile. "It's tough
to get involved in a conmunity when you're staying in a hotel. Thanks."
- St ephen Thomas still wondered if, somehow, Feral's association with the

alien contact departnent-or with Stephen Thomas and his fam | y-had
contributed to his death.

Soneone had used the room since Stephen Thomas was here | ast. The bed had
not been slept in, but scraps of paper lay on the desk in the bay w ndow.
Arachne
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mai nt ai ned a small display nearby. Bright sunlight washed out the display's
colors; Stephen Thomas coul d not decipher it from here.

He crossed to the wi ndow, sat at the desk, and glanced up at the display.
It contained a copy of the alien maze that had-they thought-been humanity's
wel cone into the interstellar civilization.

St ephen Thomas smiled sadly. Lots of people had kept a copy of that maze
around, trying to decipher it. Until Starfarer encountered Europa and

Andr ogeos, and di scovered that their wel come had been wi thdrawn. The maze
was just a maze

Arachne informed Stephen Thomas that Feral had set the maze inmage in the
Wi ndow.

Feral used this roomas an office, Stephen Thomas thought.

That made sense; all the nenmbers of the partnership had offices outside the
house. A separate office nmade it easier to concentrate on work, and to get
away fromwork at hone.

St ephen Thomas wi shed he had known about this place. He had no particul ar
reason to know, Feral had no particular reason to tell himor not to tel
him He just wi shed he had known.

St ephen Thomas picked up the scraps of paper. They contai ned a coupl e of
handw i tten scri bbl es.

"Famly.,,

"Maze. "

Passwor ds, Stephen Thomas thought. Feral wote down passwords till he was
sure he had nenorized them

He asked Arachne for Feral's |ocked files.

He tried the word "Maze" as a password.

It was a public key. Not the key itself, of course, which was too long to
remenber, but a vector to the key.

Arachne responded with a nessage from Feral

Pl ease record your observations about the deep
space expedition. 1'll use your replies in the book I'm
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witing. | hope everyone will choose to sign their
comments, but you can remai n anonynous

but if you want to remai n anonynous
but if you insist on .

St ephen Thomas frowned. This was getting himnowhere. He could send a
message, but it would go oneway into Feral's file, encrypted through the
public key, and only Feral would be able to get it out. He wondered why he
had not known about it.

You don't know about it because it isn't finished! he thought. Wat else
could those last lines be? Feral was tinkering with his announcenent,
trying to balance his preference for signed contributions with his
willingness to respect privacy. He never had a chance to rel ease his
project. He set it up, but he never polished it, never told anyone that it
exi sted, never released the public key.

"Shit," Stephen Thomas nuttered. "Ch, shit, what a goddammed waste.

A public key inplied a private key. Stephen Thomas fingered the second
scrap of paper. "Famly."

He was afraid to try ii. "Maze" had given hima tantalizing glinpse
"Fam |y" mght give himFeral's private key. O it mght give hi mnothing.
St ephen Thomas turned the soft ragged scrap of paper over and over in his
fingers, afraid to speak the word to Arachne, afraid to encounter the sane
bl eak enptiness that had surrounded himwhen he first | earned of Feral's
deat h.

He rubbed his eyes; he spread his fingers across his face and | ooked at the
worl d distorted by his amber swi mm ng webs.

G osing his eyes again, he spoke to Arachne.

" 'Famly' is the private key," he said.

Arachne opened a hidden roomto him a roomfilled with Feral's log files.
St ephen Thomas stretched out on the bed, and went exploring.
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Feral kept lists. Alist of places he had been. Alist of his articles, of
course. Alist of the pieces he wanted to wite, the places he wanted to
go, the people he wanted to interview.

A collection of references he planned to | ook up: Technical reports on
Starfarer, on Arachne. The thesis Stephen Thomas had defended in order to
earn his Ph. D

St ephen Thormas smiled sadly. No wonder it was on the "to be read" list. It
was technical and specialized, tough going for a nmenber of the field, nuch
| ess a lay person

W' re even, Stephen Thomas thought. | haven't read much of his stuff and
he hadn't read any of nine.

He nmoved on through the reference list.

Pr of essor Thant havong' s accept ance speech for the Nobel Prize for nedicine,
for creating viral depolynerase. That one was an inportant, touching

hi stori cal document, witten years before Feral was born. Before Stephen
Thomas was born. It was a shame Feral had never gotten to it. Maybe he had
heard it, on one of the docunmentaries made about the professor. He had
known a | ot about her; he had adnired and respected her

J.D."s first novel. Stephen Thomas felt an enbarrassing flash of
satisfaction that Feral had not read it. It was neither dry nor technical
but it was hard going: obscure and unbal anci ng, disturbing. As hard to read
inits owmn way as the Ph.D. thesis. Wen Stephen Thomas had tackled it, he
had gi ven up hal fway t hrough

He left the list of work Feral would never see, and glanced into the file
of work that Feral had read. It extended back to Feral's early teens. It
ranged far and wi de over subjects and technical level. Right at the top
nost recent, was a book on braiding hair. That struck Stephen Thomas as
strange. Feral's chestnut hair had been nmediumlength and curly. Not as
curly as Victoria's, but tight enough to keep it out of his face.

He left that file and explored farther, deeper

He coul d hear Feral's voice in every sentence. Ste-
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phen Thomas forced hinself to listen, to stay calm He could not manage
to remain unnoved
Fant asi es made himache with regret and physical pain; observations nmade
hi m | augh, and wince, in the darkness. He saw hinself through Feral's
eyes.

Arrogant and charnmi ng, physically conpelling,
his sexuality insistent and i nnocent
St ephen Thomas resisted "innocent." Insistent, nmaybe, though he hoped he
was civilized about his affairs. He thought he was. He was capabl e of
backi ng off, of taking no for an answer, though hardly anyone ever said
no to him

St ephen Thomas is vul nerable

Vul ner abl e? Stephen Thomas thought. What the fuck did | ever say to
Feral, to anybody, that made himthink |I was vul nerabl e? Vul nerabl e about
what ? Bul | shit.

He saw a couple of files that referred to J.D. He skipped them He could
not bear to | ook at themright now

And then he cane upon a picture of hinself, a picture altered by Arachne
to show his long hair |oosely French braided, the Iight, sun-bleached
strands on top crossing the darker blond hair underneat h.

He | eaned forward in the dark, staring at the picture of hinmself. In his
i magi nati on, Feral separated strands of his hair, snpbothed them plaited
them Stephen Thonas tried to conb his hair with his fingers, tried to

| oop the strands together the way they were in the picture, but his hair
slipped fromhis grasp when he held it |oosely, or cut against the

swi mmi ng webs when he held it tight.

He felt in danger of breaking down. He let his hair fall; he buried his
face against his knees and crossed his arns around his head and curl ed
hi nsel f up.
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J.D. cuddled with Zev, gazing out across the open field. The river in whose
banks Crinmson buried her fossils rushed and gurgled in the quiet night.

Zev sighed and nestled closer. He had begun to breathe constantly while

sl eeping on land, instead of intermttently as he did in the water. He had
begun to sl eep soundly instead of napping |like an aquatic mammal .

J.D. wished she could sleep so soundly. But Nerno's long silence troubled
her. If Starfarer entered transition before Neno called her, would she ever
see the squidnoth again? If Starfarer left Neno behind in the star system
of Sirius, J.D. would not have to witness Nerno's death. But Neno would die
al one.

She touched Arachne, |ooking for nmessages. Silly; unnecessary. \Wen Neno
called, J.D. would know.

A breeze sprang up. It flowed past the open French wi ndows, bringing the
scent of spring flowers, new grass, even a hint of the sea. Strange:

shoul dn't the breeze flow toward the sea, this tine of night?

The ni ght grew darker as clouds collected. The breeze, gusting faster,
chilled the air.

J.D. snuggl ed deeper in the conforter. Zev made a questioning sound in his
sl eep, and rubbed his cheek agai nst her breast. She stroked his fine pale
hair. H's body felt hot against her

Qutside, the breeze evolved into a wind; it rushed across the field and
into the house, rattling the windows. It touched her face with icy fingers,
ruffling her hair and Zev's.

| should get up and cl ose the wi ndows, she thought. But she did not want

to disturb Zev, and the cold had not yet penetrated the conforter. There
was no hint of rain, only the insistent wind. It whistled and humed; it
rattled in a nearby stand of bamnboo.

J.D. thought the first white flakes were fl ower petals, whipped and
scattered froma cherry tree. Some of
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them | anded on the conforter at her feet. They di sappeared, |eaving a
dar k, wet patch.

Snow.

The snow surprised her, but a quick touch to Arachne assured her that it
did, on occasion, snow on board Starfarer

Wthin a few nminutes the snow was falling fast and hard, huge wet fl akes
driven horizontal by the wind. J.D. slid frombeneath Zev's warm arm and
went to the windows. The wintry air exhilarated her, roused her, al nopst
as much as diving into the sea. Before she started to shiver, her

nmet abol i ¢ enhancer ki cked in.

Zev joined her by the wi ndow, sliding his armaround her waist. She
hugged his shoul ders. They stood together, in silence, watching the late
spring blizzard, thinking how beautiful it was.

A spot of warmh bl ossomed at the back of J.D.'s nind.

Wth a start of excitenent, J.D. closed her eyes and accepted the
nmessage.

"J.D.," Nenp said, "it is time to come and w tness my metanorphosis."”
“I"ll get ny colleagues,” J.D. replied. "W'Il be there in-"

"Come in your ship alone," Neno said,

"Al one?"

She did not think of danger, but of disappointnment. Victoria and Satosh
and St ephen Thonas-how could she tell themthey could not cone? And Zev-?
He stood beside her, watching her expectantly, made aware by her physica
reaction that sonething was happeni ng,

"Neno, please-they'll be so sad.

"You are frightened."

"“No! "

"I will transnmt instead. You need not cone."

She was sure she heard regret in Nerno's voice, and she knew she had to
go. By herself. How could she | et Neno change and die, all alone?
"I will,” J.D replied. "I'll be there soon."
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St ephen Thomas fell into an exhausted sl eep. Maybe the sleep did him sone
good. Near dawn he woke, noved cautiously, stretched, and di scovered that he
no | onger itched and ached. Tentatively, he slid his hand between his |egs.
He bolted up, snatching away the bedcl ot hes and draggi ng down his shorts.
His genitals had pulled thenselves nearly inside him

Though he knew what to expect, he still felt shocked and scared and sick
He tried to control the new rmuscles, the changed nuscles, to extend or
retract. Nothing happened. He was stuck three quarters of the way between
ordi nary human and di ver. Stephen Thomas shifted unconfortably. He felt no
pain, only a tense disconfort. But he sure | ooked weird.

What the hell am | going to do, Stephen Thomas thought, if | can't learn
the control ?

The skin of his penis was soft and new and very sensitive, so sensitive
that touching it brought back the threat of pain.

"Fuck it," he nmuttered. "Or don't." He lay down and flung hinself over,

twi sting hinmself in the bl ankets.

When Arachne signal ed an urgent message, he wanted to ignore it, he wanted
to refuse it. Instead, he struggled up again and accepted it.

"What ?"

J.D."s image appeared in his room

"Victoria, Satoshi, Stephen Thonas," she said. Was it only his imagination
or had she hesitated before saying his nane?

As she spoke, hol ograms of Victoria and Satoshi appeared nearby. Arachne
oriented their images as if they were all in the observers' circle. Stephen
Thomas coul d project his image and join them He remnained invisible.
"Nerno's called ne."

"We' || be right there!" Victoria said, excited.

"There's sonmething else," J.D. said.

"What is it?" Satoshi asked.
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"Nenp asked me ... to cone alone. Alone on the Chi, | nean."
St ephen Thomas fl opped back on the bed in disbelief.
,,I'msorry," J.D. said. "I triedto. . . I'msorry."

Zev's image appeared, too, in his usual place to J.D."s left.

"I can't go, either,” he said sadly. "Nerno won't let ne.,,

"How can it stop us?" Stephen Thomas asked angrily.

J.D. glanced toward the place Stephen Thonas would be if he were sending
his inmage. From her point of view, his voice wiuld emanate froman enpty
spot in the air. Fromhis point of view, she |ooked straight at him

"I don't know," she said mldly. "But I also don't know that | want to find
out."

Victoria, too, glanced toward Stephen Thonas's invisible presence.

"It isn't sonething we're going to test," she said. "It would be . . . bad
manners. "

"What the hell difference does it nmake?" Stephen Thomas said. "No natter
what we do, we don't measure up to what Civilization expects of us. W

m ght as well behave badly and get sone benefit out of their shitty

opi ni on. "
"No." Victoria turned away fromhim "And if you insist on being invisible,
you can be invisible." She spoke to J.D. "Get ready. W'll be over to see

you off. To help if we can."

"Ch, Victoria," J.D. said. "Why cone all that way in this weather?"
"Nonsense. W'Ill|l see you in a few m nutes.”

"Al'l right." J.D. smled, gratefully. "Thanks."

Her inmage faded out, and so did Victoria's.

What weat her? St ephen Thonas wondered. A storm like wild side's, on
canpus? Was | sleeping so hard | didn't even hear it? What the hell is
goi ng on?

St ephen Thomas went to the bal cony door and
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cupped his hands around his face to | ook outside. The night was bright with
a layer of shining snow, and flakes drifted fromthe sky. He cracked the
door open. Cold air washed over him It felt alive, it felt |like the bubbles
i n chanmpagne. The snowfl akes | anded with a faint, nusical, crinkling sound.
" St ephen Thomas?"

St ephen Thomas turned quickly. Satoshi's inage remained in the mddle of
the room Satoshi gazed into thin air like a blind man.

"Are you still there? Are you all right? Were are you?"

“I'mall right."

"WIl you project, danmt?"

"I don't have any clothes on."

Sat oshi hesitated. "I don't care. | want to see you."

"What are you so mad about?" Stephen Thomas asked.

"Mad? Why should | be mad? You withdraw, you di sappear-"

"You can find me if you want ne!"

"I started to. But you acted like you wanted tine alone. | can't read your
mnd, |-"

He stopped, upset and confused.

"I can't read yours, either, Satoshi," Stephen Thonas said quietly.

"No," Satoshi said. "I know you can't. Look, |I'msorry about- W have to
talk. I"'mafraid you-" He glanced away, to reply to Victoria, outside the

area of his image. "Be right there," he said over his shoulder. "WIIl you
nmeet us at the dock?" he asked Stephen Thonas.

St ephen Thomas had no idea how he woul d react when he saw J.D. again. One
temper tantrumwas plenty for any twenty-four hour stretch

It's not her fault, he told hinself. None of this is her fault. O
Victoria's,~ or Satoshi's.

"Come on," Satoshi said, his tone uncharacteristically edgy. "The weather's
not that bad."
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"Ckay," Stephen Thomas said quickly. "I'mon ny way."

J.D. asked Arachne to notify the rest of the faculty and staff of Nenp's
nmessage, but she put no emergency flag on her conmunication. There was no
point to rousing people out of their warm beds, just to sit around waiting
till she reached the planetoid. In an hour or two they woul d wake up
admre the snow, drink their norning coffee, and watch whatever she was
able to send back.

J.D. waded through the drifts. Zev |eaped al ong besi de her. She sniled.
She | oved to watch him He scooped up a | oose handful of snow and threw
it, the way he had flung the oranges. It scattered into J.D.'s hair. She
deci ded not to show himhow to make a snowbal . She was sure he woul d
figure it out for hinself soon enough

"I't snowed once when | was a kid," he said. "But not very nuch.”

He was wearing his suit and his shoes. Divers enjoyed cold water, but Zev
was neither acclimted nor adapted to arctic conditions. The snow caught
in the cuffs of his pants, formng icy pellets.

J.D. | ooked up, hoping for a break in the clouds, a glinpse of the other
side of Starfarer. Al she could see was snow falling fromthe | um nous
grayness of the night sky.

Arachne guided J.D. to an access hatch. Knee-deep snhow covered it,
pressing it down so it could not open automatically. J.D. kicked the snow
away. The hatch buzzed and groaned, trying to rise.

"Help me, Zev." She groped for the enmergency handle, grasped it, and
pul | ed. Zev hunkered down, grabbed the edge, and pushed.

The hatch popped open. Wet clunps of snow aval anched into the entrance.
J.D. and Zev clinbed into the warm service tunnels of the starship, the
veins inits skin that led to its underground organs, and all the way to
the outside. Mre snow fell in with themand around
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them and on top of them J.D. brushed it from her shoul ders and hair, and
did the sanme for Zev. She stanmped her feet, |eaving a patch of slush on
the rockfoam fl oor.

J.D. continued toward the docking end of canpus. She squel ched along in
snow soaked shoes that grew wetter, but no less cold, as the snow nelted.
She hurried, anxious to reach Nemp before the squidnmoth emerged fromthe
chrysalis.

W shoul d have stayed, she thought. If we'd stayed, the whole alien
contact departnment would be there. Not just ne.

She and Zcv net no one. Hardly anyone ever had the need to cone down
here. Infinity did, J.D. knew, and Kol ya, when they went out on the skin.
Even if people did often use the access tunnels, anyone with any sense
woul d be asl eep. She hoped everyone would wake up in time to see the
snow, because it was beautiful. She also hoped it would be nelted by the
time she returned.

"You can tell me what Starfarer |ooks like," she said to Zev, "when the
cl ouds have snowed thensel ves out, but before the snow nelts. It will be
pretty, with everything covered in white."

"“I'd rather come with you."

"I know. |'msorry."

"Squi ds never do what you tell them" Zev said.

"They don't?"

"No. They nmake terrible pets." He considered for a monent. "l guess it's
because they're always afraid you'll eat them"

When J.D. and Zev floated into the waiting roomat the Chi's dock
Victoria and Satoshi had already arrived. There was no sign of Stephen
Thomas. J.D. wondered if he was still trying to avoid her
Victoria kicked off fromthe handhol d, brushed against J.D., and hugged
her. As they spun slowly across the waiting room J.D. held Victoria,
bending to rest her head on her shoul der. When she finally drew back from
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their embrace, she kissed Victoria's cheek, her lips. Victoria laid her hand
al ong the side of JDA face and | ooked into her eyes.

"Good luck," she said. "I hope . . . | don't know Just good luck."

"I want you all with nme," J.D. said. "I don't understand . "

"I wouldn't want a | ot of people hanging around staring at me if | were
changi ng ny shape," Satoshi said, just as Stephen Thomas arrowed in through
t he doorway.

"I don't know," Stephen Thomas said, his tone careful, brittle, and

of f hand, his sapphire eyes shocking and intense agai nst the new bronze of
his skin. "As a life experience, it's got its points."

"I didn't nean-" Satoshi said, flustered. "I was tal king about Neno."

St ephen Thomas shrugged and touched the far wall, bringing hinself to a
stop. Hs thin danp clothes clung to his body. He ran his hands al ong the
sides of his head, slicking the curling tendrils of his wet hair. He
separated two thick strands fromthe tenples and tw sted them at the nape
of his neck to hold back the rest of his hair.

"You must be freezing!" Victoria said.

St ephen Thomas gl anced at Satoshi. "What do you nean, the weather isn't

t hat bad? How bad does it have to get?"

"I'f you dressed in sonething nore than underwear-"

"You used to like ny clothes.”

"J.D.," Neno said in JDA mind

Nerno's voice slid snoothly al ong JDA enhanced link, follow ng the surface
of a four-dinensional nmelody onto a fifth dinmension.

"It is time."

"I have to go." Still caught in Nerno's nmelody, J.D. could barely whisper
"I"'msorry . R

"How I ong will you be gone?" Victoria asked.

"l have no idea."
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"We're going into transition in a few hours! You've got to cone back
before then."

"But . . ." Her voice trailed off. She glanced around, fromVictoria, to
Satoshi, to Stephen Thonmas and quickly away, finally to Zev. "I have to
"Nermo rmust understand the problem" Stephen Thonas said. "Maybe it'll
hurry up-"

J.D. glared at himangrily. "Hurry up and di e?"

He shut up. J.D. wi shed she had overl ooked his carel ess coment; surely
he had not nmeant to sound so inconsiderate.

"I"'msorry-" J.D. said.

"Never mind." Hi s voice was hard; he sounded the way he had yesterday,
just before he stalked away fromthe AS repair. "You're right. O
course."

"I"'mgoing," J.D. said. "I only wish you were all comng with nme. You
know that, | hope."

"OfF course we do," Victoria said, worried. She kicked off gently toward
her and enbraced her again. They parted reluctantly. Satoshi's hug was
friendly, Stephen Thomas's brief and cool. Zev hugged her and ki ssed her
cheek, her lips, the base of her throat.

And then the hatch was cl osing behind her and she was alone in the Chi.
J.D. hurried to the observation circle and strapped herself into her
couch.

The hatch access retracted with a | oud, nmechanical clang. Arachne
finished the |l aunching check and gave over control to the onboard
conputer, an expert systemthat would ferry her to Nerno's ship, and
back, w thout her intervention. She had not given it a second thought
when she was on board the Chi with her coll eagues; now, alone, she was
worried.

How silly, she thought. No one in alien contact is a pilot. If the
conputer failed we'd all have been in trouble.

As far as she knew, Esther Mein was the only person on Starfarer who knew
how to fly spaceshi ps. Every time sonmeone proposed to save noney by

el i m nati ng human
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pilots fromthe transport runs, the proposal failed. Now J.D. understood
why.

The edge of the dock slid past the transparent surface of the observers
circle.

J.D. was free in space.

Starfarer loomed, first a rock face, turning, beyond its support
structure, then resolving into a pair of huge rock cylinders that faced
her end-on, one spinning cl ockwi se, the other counter-clockwise. Of to
one side, the stellar sail gleaned in the sunlight. The sail powered
Starfarer's headlong flight fromSirius, toward the cosmc string, toward
its plunge into transition

The Chi's engines vibrated. Their subsonic nmpban surrounded her. The

accel eration pressed her gently toward the straps of her couch. The Chi
spun so the observers' circle faced forward, away from Starfarer. The

ef fect was of the acceleration noving around her, pushing her first from
t he back, then fromthe side, finally settling her into the cushions. The
couch fol ded at her hips and knees, nmoving halfway to its chair
configuration.

Starfarer fell behind her

She could not yet pick Nerno's dark little planetoid fromthe starfield.
She felt alone, and isol ated.

During her two previous trips on the explorer, she had often conme to the
circle and sat alone in the transparent chanber to watch the stars. The
dar kness and the beauty had been soothing. Now, riding the deserted ship
away from Starfarer and her coll eagues, she felt al one and apprehensive.
Her veneer of confidence dissolved, revealing the bravado behind it.

She coul d feel the presence of her colleagues, watching her, as the
public access transnmitted her image back to the starship. Instructing the
conputer to focus the exterior camera on Nerno's ship, J.D. transferred
the image-to the public access transm ssion. Once she herself no | onger
occupi ed the center of public attention, she felt easier

The PA channel reproduced Nerno's planetoid in the center of the
observers' circle. Stark white |ight gl eaned
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fromthe silk-filled craters and threw the rocky surface into deep relief.
Victoria's image appeared before J.D. The MIky Way shone faintly through
the translucent inage. The effect intensified J.D.'s inpression that she
was riding in a ghost ship.

"Want some conpany?" Victoria said.

"Yes.,,

"About St ephen Thonas Victoria said. "I'm
sorry. There's no excuse for his behavior."

J.D. could think of lots of excuses, or at least |lots of reasons, and it
surprised her that Victoria apologized for himinstead of defending him
But, of course, Victoria did not even know the real reason. J.D. supposed
she should tell her, but she could not bring herself to do so.

"He's under a lot of stress.” Trying to be tactful, J.D. ended up feeling
evasi ve.

Victoria |aughed. "But he thrives on stress. If he doesn't have enough

in his life, he does sonmething to stir more up."

J.D. smled. "A useful trait, thriving on stress. | wish | had a touch

of it nyself."

"Everything will be all right," Victoria said. "l trust your instincts
about Nempb. You were right about Europa and Androgeos."

"I guess | was," J.D. said. "I wish I'd been wong."
J.D. was the one who had realized how desperately Europa wanted
Victoria's transition algorithm so desperately that she was willing, in

effect, to steal it.

"Wuld you do nme a favor?" J.D. asked.

"Of course.”

"Ask Zev to stay with you while |I'm gone? Divers don't spend nuch tine
away fromtheir famlies."

She remenbered how desperately |onely she had been on Starfarer at first,
before Zev arrived, before Victoria first kissed her. She had felt Iike
she was starving to death through her skin.

"As good as done," Victoria said.

"Thanks. "

"J.D. . ." Victoria said.
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" HmR"
"Pl ease cone back before Starfarer goes into transition."
“I will if I can.”

"You have to! It's too risky otherw se. Sonething nmight go wong. You m ght
end up anywhere."

"Victoria, you're scaring ne. |I'Il do ny best. | promse."

"I know you will."

Victoria | ooked like she was about to burst into tears. The change was so
sudden and so unexpected that J.D. involuntarily reached toward her. Toward
her inmage. Feeling foolish, J.D. pulled back. It would not have surprised
J.D. to be having this conversation with Zev; it did surprise her to be
having it with Victoria.

Victoria wi ped her eyes. Her chin stopped quivering.

"Sorry," she said, trying to smle. "I didn't nmean to do that. | mss you
already. | can't inagine She stopped.
"Then don't," J.D. said, chiding her gently. "lnagine me coning hone."

Infinity opened the access tunnel, expecting night, and energed into a
whi t e- out .
Thi ck sl oppy clunps of snow slid through the opening onto his face. He was
so surprised that he ducked back into the tunnel and let the hatch thunk
shut over him
Snow? It was far too late in the year for snow on Starfarer. Wen it did
snow, it frosted the ground with a light sugar-coating of small, dry,
sparkling flakes that sublimed at the first touch of the sun
Infinity brushed away the clusters of heavy wet snow nelting on his
shoul ders. He touched Arachne, asking for a way to change the weat her
demandi ng an expl anati on.
What a mess, he thought, when he saw the reply. Arachne tried to coo
t hi ngs down- but now the weather's oscillating between extremes. W're in
trou-
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ble. If we don't get to 61 Cygni soon, and stay there for a while
we' re dead.

Arachne coul d open the sun tubes early and pour heat into canpus. The
snow would stop . . . and a nonsoon would start. Rain and nelting snow
woul d saturate the land. The result would be floods, erosion, nudslides.
He could tell Arachne to shut off all heat transfer into the ship, to
starve the weather of energy. Then they would get a hard freeze. Probably
an ice storm That would be disastrous for the vegetation and the

ani mal s.

As far as Infinity could tell, letting the snow fall till the clouds
exhaust ed t hensel ves woul d cause the | east danage.

He was glad the planting had only just started, that the seeds had not
had time to germnate. Some of the crops would survive

They' Il survive if this doesn't happen again later in the spring, he

t hought. Arachne's got to get a chance to stabilize the weather

He clinbed out of the hatch into the snow

The oranges, Infinity thought. The dammed oranges . . . if they freeze,
CGerald will love saying "I told you SO "

The snow fell hard and fast. Infinity was only fifty nmeters fromhis
front door, but he would have been | ost w thout Arachne to guide him
hone.

He stunmbled into his house and cl osed the door quickly. Esther slept, her
snoring a soft buzz. The lights rose.

"Dim" he whispered.

Esther sat up in bed, blinking in the twlight.

"Hi," she said sleepily. "Wat happened? You're all wet."

"It's snow ng."

He started to shiver. Esther junped up and hurried to him pulling the
bl ankets with her. She took off his sodden shirt. He funmbled at the
buttons of his jeans. The cold had nunbed his fingers, though he had been
outside only a few m nutes. Esther pushed his hands



METAPHASE 285

away, hel ped himfinish undressing, and w apped the bl anket around them
bot h.

"You're so cold!" She rubbed his back, and warnmed his hands between his
body and her own. "Cone to bed and get warm ™"

"I can't," he said. "We need to call out everybody, and call in all the
sl ugs-"

He paused | ong enough to tell Arachne to sound the alarm

"W have to go around and knock the snow off the plants. It's too heavy,

it'll break the branches. The citrus trees . . . if we open the access
tunnels, and force warmair out around them nmaybe we can keep them from
freezing."

Est her sl unped against him resting her forehead agai nst his chest. She had
spent anot her whole day in the basenent of the adm nistration buil di ng.
"Open all the access tunnels," she said. "Wat about the sun tubes?
Spotl i ght the orange grove."

"l wish," he said.

He showed her Arachne's report. Esther took in the risk at one gl ance and
whi stled softly. Warming a single spot with the sun tubes in this weather
woul d not start a nonsoon. It would start a tornado.

"Dam." She sighed. "I've been lying in bed for the last hour, | kept
falling asl eep and waki ng up and thinking how cold it was and how nice it
woul d be when you got honme and got in beside ne."

Hi s hands felt warm now, nestled against her belly. He wrapped his arns
around her and held her close. H's long hair, still wet, swng forward and
touched her cheek. A drop of icy water flicked fromthe end of one | ock and
dri pped on her face.

"When this is done, we can stay in bed all day."

Est her gi ggl ed.

"What ?"

"I was griping this afternoon that I had to work inside." She quoted an
aphori sm favored by transport pilots: "Be careful what you wish for, you
m ght get it."

A few nminutes later, dressed in dry clothes-the
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war nest he had; Esther wearing one of his flannel shirts under her
jacket-they hurried out into the deepening snow. Arachne guided themto
the access tunnel. The snow forned a curtain, as featureless and
i npenetrabl e as full darkness. The flakes turned sharp and hard and dry.
If they froze, it mght be better to risk rain and fl oods.
Infinity just did not know,
As they passed through his garden, he wondered, briefly, if his cactus
woul d survive

Infinity's nessage spread through Starfarer's night, asking people for
hel p and alerting themto the danger of the snow s beauty.

St ephen Thormas fol l owed a nedi umsized silver slug into a young appl e
orchard. The trees bent beneath the snow Infinity had recomrended
knocking away the snow if the tree | eaned over, if it |ooked like it

m ght break.

The slug burrowed through to the ground and pushed itself forward,

pl oughi ng the heavy wet snow to either side. Stephen Thonas wal ked in the
cleared path, grateful that he did not have to break trail. He was
wearing his warnmest clothes, but his warnest clothes did not anpbunt to
nmuch.

At | east the snow had stopped failing.

Foll owi ng the slug at a respectful distance, Stephen Thonas used its
trail to get to the saplings. If he pulled the outer branches gently, he
coul d knock off the snow without standing beneath an aval anche. He coul d
not tell if the apple bl ossom buds were damaged.

Bei ng so near the silver slug made Stephen Thomas wary. He knew,
intellectually, that this one had no reason to turn on him The one that
had pi nned hi m down had been protecting Chancellor Blades. But if-if-the
slug did attack, Professor Thant havong night not come along this tinme to
rel ease him

In the distance, a tree branch snapped with a viol ent
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crack. Its covering of snow cascaded down to land with a feathery thud.

As St ephen Thomas worked in the orchard, he let his attention drift back
into Feral's files. He still avoided the notes on J.D. Stephen Thomas
liked J.D.; he did not want to spoil his affection for her by feeding his
stupi d j eal ousy.

Feral would still be alive if any one of half a dozen events had occurred
only alittle differently. If he had been involved in the web nore
shallowy. If he had heard JDA warning, or Victoria's. |If Stephen Thomas
had not so easily restored Feral's cancel ed guest access to Arachne.

Feral had | ogged the incident in which he had been thrown fromthe web.

It was such an unusual thing to happen that Stephen Thomas set it aside
for later, when he could give it his full attention

The slug crawl ed through the orchard and headed across a neadow. Stephen
Thomas was tenpted to call it back, to get it to break a trail through

t he drooping pear trees a few fields over. Surely Infinity had enough
slugs to uncover the access hatches anong the orange trees?

St ephen Thomas stanped his cold feet. Infinity had reconmrended that no
one stay out in the snow too | ong. Stephen Thomas decided to go inside
for a while and get warm Wen he cane back out, naybe he coul d borrow
anot her silver sl ug.

The whol e world was black and white, silver and gray, notionless. Stephen
Thomas stretched. The cl ouds had snowed thensel ves out; the sky had

cl eared except for an icy cloud blanket around the sun tube.

ol iquely overhead, on the far side of Starfarer's interior, black
streans meandered through the white | andscape. A pinprick of darkness
appear ed where soneone knocked the snowy cover froma sapling.

Zev sl ogged fromone buried sapling to another. JDA transm ssion of
Nerno's planetoid foll owed him
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Back honme, when his famly returned fromtheir mgration, the sea water
was cold with winter. Sumrer would not touch the sea for a nonth yet. But
he had never felt so cold in the sea as he did now. He was wearing his
suit, and a sweater of J.D.'s, but still he shivered.

At the noment, Zev envied Victoria, even though he knew she was ri sking
her life. She had gone out to the sail house to help Jenny Dupre align
Starfarer for transition, doing the sane task Feral had been doi ng when
he di ed. Zev understood that Victoria was in danger. Ri sk was always nore
exciting and nore fun than disconfort.

H s hands were nearly nunb. He had no gl oves. He had w apped his hands
in clothing, and he carried a bundl e of banboo with which to knock the
dense, heavy covering of snow fromthe collapsing branches. But if he
unw apped his fingers, his sw mrming webs would be gray with col d.

He banged the banboo agai nst a drooping, bending evergreen shrub. The
sticks hit with a quiet crinkle of wood on ice. The wet snow beneath the
new ice let loose with a soft, sliding thud. The straining evergreen
shrub expl oded upward. Zev did not nove fast enough when the boughs
sprang free. Snow and ice erupted |like a geyser, showering his chest and
face and hair.

He brushed away the nmelting clunps and the frozen shards. His wet hair
slicked down cold around his ears; ice water dribbled down the back of
hi s neck and under his collar.

Zev found hinself staring at a humrock of snow, not only wondering if it
was bending or leaning or nmerely, safely, crouching, but wondering if it
were a plant. He was so cold, and none of this was any fun. But al nost
everyone was outdoors tranmping through the snow, making sure the animals
had shelter, trying to save young trees from breaki ng beneath their
freezing shrouds.

He worked his way toward Satoshi, on the other side of a line of trees.
The snow col | apsed and slid, aval anching as Satoshi knocked it free.
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Zev joined himand worked al ongsi de him

"I"mvery cold, Satoshi. You l|ook cold too."

"I"'mall right," Satoshi said, but his teeth chattered.
"I think we should go inside and warm up."

"In a while," Satoshi said stubbornly. "You go ahead. | want to do a little
nore."
Zev followed, unwilling to | eave Satoshi out alone in the snow. He wondered

i f hypotherm a was | ess serious on land than in the sea. He doubted it, and
he thought Satoshi was right on the edge.

They wal ked t hrough a stand of young lilac bushes, knocking away the icy
bl anket to rel ease the bright green | eaves, the heavy purple and white
bl ossonms, and the disorienting fragrance of lilacs in the snow

"Infinity said not to stay out too long." Zev did not like to argue with
someone ol der than hinself. Anmong the divers, it was very bad manners. But
this was different. Hypotherm a caused confusion in the w sest, npst
experienced person.

"W haven't been out that |ong," Satoshi said.

"You're shivering."

"Do you want all the plants to die?" Satoshi spoke nmore sharply than Zev
had ever heard him

"No, but | don't want you to die either."

"I"'mnot going to die."

"Do You hear sonething?" Zev stopped. Before Satoshi coul d answer, Zev

pl unged between two bushes that showered himwi th snow and wilted lilac
flowerets
In a clearing in the mddle of the lilac grove, Chandra stood naked, arnmns

spread wi de, gazing up into the clouded sky. The chattering of her teeth
had attracted Zev's attention. Her clothes lay in a sodden pile, ice
crystals formng on the folds.

"Chandra! "

She | owered her head and | ooked at himw th her strange, bl ank-gray eyes,
but she did not answer him Her fingers were blue with cold. Swollen nerve
clusters twisted and bul ged all over her body and her face and her hands.
"How | ong have you been out here?"
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Sat oshi followed Zev into the clearing.

"What's the matter with her?"

Chandra tried to reply to Zev, but her teeth chattered so hard she could
not speak.

"I think she's collecting an experience,’
shoul d get her inside."

"What about the trees?" Satoshi |ooked around at all the lilacs bent over
and crushed in the snow. "I feel sorry for the little trees."

' Zev said. "But | think we

St ephen Thomas heard the flutter and snort of horsy breath, and the
muf f1 ed beat of hooves. The herd of mniature horses broke fromthe edge
of the forest. They plunged through the neadow, spraying snow, lithe
ani mal shapes, brown and chestnut and gol d agai nst the stark | andscape.
Squeal i ng, they gall oped and pl unged t hrough snow up to their chests,
toward a person standing uncertainly in the neadow.

It was Florrie Brown. Morrie was the |ast person Stephen Thomas want ed
to see, this side of Fox.

St ephen Thomas wi shed he could vanish into the orchard, but he was taller
t han nost of the young trees.

The herd expl oded past Morrie, wheeled around, and galloped toward her
agai n. She never noved, but w apped her arns around hersel f, huggi ng her
fringed bl ack poncho tight. She flinched when the horses crowded her

St ephen Thormas wondered why she was so frightened. She often sat on her
front porch, feeding tidbits to the miniature horses. Sonetines they
clinmbed up on the porch beside her

He crossed the field, kicking away the snow. It caked on the legs of his
pants.

"CGo on, shoo!" he shouted.

The appal oosa stud flung up his head, nostrils flaring. Stephen Thomas's
scent spooked him He squeal ed and ki cked and pl unged away, and the whol e
herd vani shed into the evergreens.
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Florrie stood shaki ng anong the hoof prints.

"Did you have to scare then?" she said. "I thought they'd knock me over."
He st opped.

"I thought you wanted them gone," he said.

She | ooked back across the field, toward her house fifty nmeters distant.

"It's so slippery out here, | was afraid I'd fall."
"Why' d you cone out, then?"
"I"'mgoing to work, of course. To the cafeteria. People still have to eat."

She squinted at him peering up into his face. "Are you Stephen Thomas?"
"Of course | am" he said, startled.

"You |l ook so different. | didn't recognize you."

"l don't look that different,"” he said. Not where she could see him "Do
you need sone hel p, or do you want ne to di sappear agai n?"

"I'mafraid to fall,"” she said.

St ephen Thomas took this as one of her roundabout ways of getting something
wi t hout coming right out and asking for it. He could hardly | eave her out
here in the field. He offered her his arm

"Il walk over with you," he said.

She hesitated, then grasped his el bow with both hands. They wal ked in
silence for a while.

"You shouldn't have teased us," she said. "Me and Fox."

"Teased you!"

"Flirted with us. Wthout neani ng anything."

"I never flirt unless | mean it. | never flirted with Fox at all. D d she
say | did?"
"She said . . . she fell inlove with you. But you hurt her feelings, and

| thought you planned to hurt mne."

"Thanks a lot." He glanced down at her. "So you decided |I'ma malicious
shi t head. "

"What was | supposed to decide?"

"I"'mglad to know t he depths of our friendship,
bitterly.

"I thought you liked ne!" Florrie said.

St ephen Thomas said
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"I thought the feeling was mutual,"
change your mi nd?"
"I told you. | thought you didn't nean any of it."
"Why didn't you ask ne, instead of lighting into me |ike that?"
"Because | was angry. For Fox. But now you're mad at ne. And so is she."
St ephen Thomas si ghed.
They approached the cafeteria. The silver slugs had partially cleared the
path, but had not got all the way down to the rock foam The beaten snow
had turned to ice, with a treacherous texture of frozen ripples. Soneone
shoul d have scraped the path, but there was probably not a snow shovel
to be had on board Starfarer
St ephen Thormas wal ked carefully. Florrie grabbed tight to his arm If he
slipped and went down, she would fall, too.
"Aren't you?" she said. "Mad at ne."
"I wish you' d had enough regard for ny friendship to get ny side of what
happened, " he said.
They reached the porch of the cafeteria. Stephen Thomas hel ped her up the
ranp, over the threshold. Here the floor was nerely wet and slick, not
icy. Warnth and the aroma of herbs and hot pepper, cooking food,
surrounded him Hi s stomach growl ed. He was fam shed. He could hardly
remenber when he had eaten |l ast, and he could not think when he had been
so hungry. He could even imagine diving into the | ake and conming up with
a fish to eat raw, as Zev had done the other day.
Cold as he was, the idea of diving into a chilly |ake gave hima thril
of pl easure.
"So that's all it was," Florrie said, her voice cutting and sarcastic.
"Just friendship. How very flattering."
St ephen Thomas gl anced at her, surprised and confused. Friendship was an
i mportant word to him one he did not take lightly or offer easily. He
had had fewer close friends than lovers in his life.
"It could have been friendship," he said.

St ephen Thomas said. "Wy did you
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Florrie drew herself up angrily. "Then you never were serious."

When she took on that inperious tone, Stephen Thonmas found it even easier
than usual to see beyond the changes of age and the papery delicacy of her
skin, even past the character time had given her. The stunning beauty of
her youth overwhelned all that. No wonder she expected people to throw

t hensel ves at her feet, and no wonder they did. She attracted people, and
they wanted to pl ease her

She glared at him

"l thought as nuch."

She let go of his armand left him making her way toward her hel pers, who
greeted her and waved and hurried over to help her out of her l|ayers of
dramati c bl ack waps.

| told her how ! felt, and she didn't believe ne, he thought. Damed if
["Il tell her again. Gve her another blade, when she's already proved
she'd use it to cut out my guts? Fuck it.

H's feet were so cold he could barely feel them It was tine to take
Infinity's cautions seriously and get warm Not here, though. The snell of
boil ed coffee made himfeel sick

He grabbed a couple of hot [unches fromthe holding table and plunged back
out into the cold, heading hone.

Maybe Sat oshi would be home for a little while, too, and they coul d eat
together and talk while they got warm

Sat oshi was right. They needed to talKk.

Over here!" Zev shout ed.

The crunch, crunch, crunch of footsteps on icy snow cane closer. Infinity
Mendez appeared at the edge of the clearing.

"How are you guys-" He saw Chandra
"Sat oshi doesn't want to go inside,’
t hi nk."

Zev said. "Neither does Chandra, |
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"The trees-" Satoshi said.

"I"'mnot done." Chandra's shivering made her words nearly unintelligible.
"Am | saving anything? My brain is cold."

"I told everybody-!" Infinity cut off his outburst and continued, nore
quietly. "Cone on, Chandra, you' ve been outside too |ong. You, too,

Sat oshi . "

He took off his outer coat, started to put it around Chandra's shoul ders,
but suddenly changed his mind and gave her his heavy inner shirt instead.
When he put his coat back on he felt the inside pocket as if he was
afraid he had | ost sonething.

"Where does she |ive?"

"l don't know," Zev said. "But Satoshi's house is over there, and it has
a big bathtub."

Infinity | ooked very worried. "Damm, if people didn't pay attention .
Infinity let his eyelids flicker, going into a conmunications fugue wth
Arachne. Zev felt a warm spot at the back of his nmind that neant an

ener gency nessage. He grabbed at it, hoping it was fromJ.D. He gl anced
at the exterior planetoid image, which had foll owed hi mobediently into
the il acs.

The emergency nessage was not fromJ.D.; it was the nessage Infinity had
just sent to everyone on board, warning themagain not to stay out too
| ong.

Chandra had apparently read the nessage, too.

"You just told ne that," she said querulously, as Infinity |led her across
the field. Zev foll owed, pulling Satoshi along.

Wth Zev hel ping Satoshi and Infinity hel ping Chandra, the cold little
group reached the partnership's house. Inside, the warnmth of the air
closed in around Zev but barely touched him He w shed he were bat hing

in the hotsprings where the divers | ounged and pl ayed.

St ephen Thormas sat at the kitchen table, wapped in a red kinono,
drinking hot tea. His wet clothes lay in a pile near the door, soaking
one of Satoshi's floormats.

"I was about to cone | ooking for you guys,'
to Satoshi. Then Infinity canme in

St ephen Thomas said mildly
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with Chandra. "Christ on a toboggan, what happened to her?"
"I's there nore tea?" Infinity said.
St ephen Thomas had al ready junped up to get nore mnugs.
Sat oshi stared at the water dripping fromhis clothes and hair onto one of
the floor mats he had nade. He noved off the mat, but stunbled. Stephen
Thomas steadied him wapped Satoshi's hands around a warm rmug, and hel d
themthere. Wth his hel p, Satoshi sipped the tea.
Zev hurried down the hall to the bathroom shedding his wet, cold clothing.
By the time he reached the blue glass tub, the household controller had
al ready responded to Stephen Thomas's orders. Hot water gushed into the
tub, and the rock-foam floor heated itself. He felt nuch better naked, with
warmair folding itself around him warm stone beneath his feet.
Infinity and Stephen Thomas foll owed himinto the big bathroom bringing
Chandra and Sat oshi .
"I got sonme good stuff." Chandra sounded drowsy. Zev had heard her say the
same thing before-when she nearly drowned in the divers' wilderness, before
he got her to the artificial |ung.
"Don't go to sleep!"” Infinity chafed Chandra's hands. "Wat you al nbst got
is frostbite," he said. "Not quite, but close.”
St ephen Thomas hel ped Satoshi into the big tub. Infinity turned Chandra
toward it, too, but she held back
"I don't like water," she said.
Zev junped into the tub. The hot water stung his chilled feet.
"It's okay, Chandra," he said. "Renenber? You were okay when you swam w th
me."
He took her cold hand and drew her forward. She resisted, then rel axed and
cane to himand stepped delicately over the rimand into the water.
The tub was nore than big enough for three people. Maybe | and people Iiked
bat ht ubs they could nearly swmin. That seenmed strange to Zev, to want to
be in a
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pl ace not quite big enough for swiming. He gave up trying to figure it
out, and let hinself sink into the tub beside Chandra. She had stopped
shivering. She held her teacup close to her face, breathing the fragrant
st eam

Lyi ng between Zev and Chandra, but with his feet pointed the other
direction, Satoshi was com ng back to hinmself. Stephen Thonas sat on the
edge of the tub, nostly covered by the kinmono. Zev wondered how his
changes were progressing. Caws had begun to formin the clefts where
St ephen Thomas used to have toenail s.

"I don't believe | said that stuff,"” Satoshi said. "Sad for the little
trees? God."

"You get confused when you get hypothermia,"” Infinity said. He was the
only one of themstill fully clothed; he was al so the only one of them
who had spent tine outdoors w thout getting soaked to the skin. He
shrugged inside his heavy jacket.

"Are you okay?" Stephen Thomas asked.

"Yes," Infinity said quickly. "Sure, why?"

"You | ook unconfortable."

"It's too hot in here." He let his eyelids flicker. "Esther and Kol ya and
Giffith are checking on people,"” he said when he opened his eyes. "I
better go help. WII you folks be all right?"

"I think you got to us in tinme," Satoshi said. "We'll keep an eye on
Chandra, though. Thanks."

Infinity left. It seemed to Zev that as well as being unconfortable he
was upset, but no one said anything about that. Stephen Thomas stroked
Sat oshi's shoul der; Satoshi Jay up to his neck in the hot water and
stared into the steam Chandra . . . who could tell, by |ooking at her
what Chandra thought or felt?

Sat oshi had not even noticed when Zev tried to tell himhe was getting
too cold, and that made Zev feel hurt. He let hinmself relax, took a deep
breath, and subnerged conpletely in the conforting hot water. Hi s
breat hi ng automatically ceased

He was suddenly surrounded by spl ashes and shouts. He sat up again,
spilling water over the side of the tub
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"YWhat's the matter?"

"I was afraid you' d passed out!" Satoshi said. "I thought you were going

to drown!"

"I won't drown," Zev said. "It's warmer, okay?"

"Ckay," Satoshi said doubtfully.

Zev took Satoshi's hand, and submerged agai n, keeping hold so Satoshi would
know he had not di ed.

J.D. gazed through the Chi's transparent wall. Nenp's planetoid had expanded
froman obscure point of light to a perceptible disk. The stars spread out
beyond it, a field of colorful, dinensionless points. The starship was a
shape of variegated |ight and darkness, approaching fast. It | ooked
different fromwhen she had left.

J.D. glanced toward its inage; she asked the Chi for magnification

"QOm gosh! "

The surface of each silvered crater no | onger |ay concave within the rock,
but had swelled into a hem spherical bulge. Only the one J.D. had entered
remained in its original shape.

Messages fl ew back and forth and around Starfarer, within Arachne, an
excited whisper in the background of J.D.'s mind, as her coll eagues

di scussed the planetoid s changes, noticed new ones, and specul at ed.
"Nermo! " She sent the conmunication direct, w thout thinking or worrying
about it, without the usual hesitation of direct contact wi th another

bei ng.
"l amhere, J.D."
"Your ship--your body . . . it's changing."

"My body is changing," Nenmp agreed.

"I'll be there soon."

"l am anxious to see you."

The Chi closed in on the worldlet, spurred by JDA anxiety, edging close to
the safety limt of its fuel supply.



CHAPTER 12

THE C111 LANDED NEAR NEMO S CRATER The tunnel extension remained, |ying
rel axed on the ground. It rose like a snake and fastened itself around the
airlock. J.D. waited inpatiently for the lock to cycle. As soon as it
opened, she hurried into Nerno's warm caustic air, plunged down the
slope, and followed the intricate path by nmenory and scraps of the
l'ifeline.

Eagerly, she anticipated the touch of Nerno's speech through her new
link. She could alnpbst, but not quite, recreate the multidi nmensional
spaces Nenp had shown her. She reached for them tantalized; they

remai ned just beyond her grasp.
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"Nermo, |'mcomng."

"I am anxi ous to see you," Nenp said again.

She burst into Nerno's chanber, into warm bright light. Her throat burned.
Everyt hing was silent, notionless. The silken sacs bulged, waiting. J.D.'s
LTMs perched hal fway up the surrounding curtains, watching, recording,

el ectronically probing the plunp and iridescent chrysalis.

J.D. noved cautiously toward Nerno's shell. The single free tentacle
twitched, its fur standing out, ruffling, smoothing itself.

"I"'mhere," J.D. said. Her comrent spun off into a sleek new surface.
Instead of words in Nerno's reply, she discerned a feeling of wel cone and
gratitude. She sank down next to the chrysalis.

She wai t ed.

The chrysalis began to shift and churn. At first random the nmotion evol ved
into a regular wave of contraction fromback to front. A second wave began
opposing the first. The waves cancel ed each ot her, separated.

The chrysalis alternated between stillness and slow rippling, like the
tides, like birth contractions.

The wel coming surface in J.D.'s mnd quivered and fragmented, |eaving
enpti ness.

"Neno?"

Si | ence.

One of the nother of pearl circles along Nerno's flank dissol ved.
Iridescent liquid splashed out like blood. Tiny fringed appendages probed
t hrough the new hole. A small new creature pulled itself free. One after
anot her, the pearl disks nmelted and dripped away. The creatures dragged

t hei r amor phous bodi es from Nerno's chrysalis, fell into the nother of
pear!| puddl es, and writhed, splashing and squeaki ng.

J.D. watched, amazed, frightened, w shing she could do sonething to help,
wi shi ng she knew t he normal progress of the change so she could be sure

t hat what was happening was right. Wre the new creatures attendants, or
were they parasites, feeding on Nemp's flesh?
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The new creatures washed thenselves in the liquid pearl; their bodies
condensed and hardened |ike organic precious stones. They pulled

t hensel ves beneath Nemp's twi sting chrysalis.

J.D. reached out spontaneously to grasp Nemp's uncovered tentacle, but
stopped with her hand just short of it, taking in its warnth. She was
reluctant to cross the last mllimeter, afraid her touch m ght disrupt

t he change.

The opposi ng waves of contraction strengthened and nmet, neshed and
augnmented. Nerno's chrysalis withed violently.

The shell burst with the high, tense screamof ripping silk. J.D. held
hersel f notionless by force of will. Her heart pounded.

The edges of the shell pulled apart, shredding and tearing, falling to
the floor in ribbons of color. The opening exposed a dark, crunpled,
angul ar mass.

The single tentacle withed and convul sed and | ashed around J.D.'s wist.
It was as hot as an electrical wire with too nmuch current flow ng through
it. J.D. gripped the tentacle and held it. She thought of confort,
reassurance. She had never borne a child herself, or attended a human
childbirth, but she had w tnessed an orca bearing her young one. The

di vers and the orcas had given her the privilege of sharing their joy.
She hoped Ncrmo was doi ng the sane.

The angul ar mass noved. A bundl e of sticks rose fromthe destruction of
the chrysalis, drawning with thema fine filmlike a veined soap bubbl e,
like the swimi ng webs of a diver's hands. The sticks resolved into fan-
shaped frameworks, several pairs emerging fromthe |length of the broken
chrysalis. The veins engorged; the skin lost its transparency, but its

i ri descence increased. Delicate scales of color forned a pattern as
conpl ex and seductive as the alien maze. The new wings were as thin as
gauze, yet J.D. could stare into their depths forever

She broke her gaze and squeezed her eyes shut, disoriented.
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She was scared.

If ny instincts about NenD were wong, she thought, it's too |late now
She shivered, and repeated to herself: It's nmy job.

It was her job, and she could not change the way she approached it. Maybe
eventual | y-maybe i nevitabl yshe woul d regret |eaving herself open. But for
now she woul d expose hersel f to whatever Nenp chose to offer

The head of the new being enmerged |last, rising fromthe tangle of
shredded skin. Iridescent facets of chitin interlocked to formits
surface, glistening |like the carapace of a beetle.

But the eyes were Neno's, a ring of compound | enses protected by a nobile
lid that opened, blinked, and cl osed hal fway, |anguorous.

Nenp's wi ngs stretched high above her, ten neters, fifteen, reaching to
the roof of the chanber, brushing it with their tips. Five sets of wi ngs,
and at | east one nore trapped cl osed where Nerno's body di sappeared into
the floor of the chamnber.

The wings fluttered. Dry now, they rustled like noths, and J.D

under st ood the nanme of Neno's species. Europa had thought the nane an

i nsult, but she had never known its meaning. Enbraced and dazzled by the
fluttering wings, J.D. felt sorry for the alien humans. They had accepted
the judgment of Civilization. They had never given Nerno's people a
second t hought.

The know edge both depressed and encouraged her. She had conme into space
hopi ng, perhaps, to find a utopian systemthat would nagically rescue
Earth fromall its problenms. At the same tine, she feared perfection. She
di strusted easy answers.

There are no easy answers, J.D. said to herself. And Civilization isn't

t he perfect organi sm Europa represented it to be. They may have the right
to judge us. But they don't have the right to judge us w thout appeal
"Neno?"

"l amhere, J.D."

"I"'mglad to have you back," J.D. said.

"I"'mglad to be done with the change."
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J.D. did not know what to say, because the change meant Nemp soon woul d
di e.

The pearl creatures crawl ed out from beneath Nerno's body, pulling with

t hem shreds of Nerno's shell. One snatched up a bit of the shredded
chrysalis and shoved it into its mouth. The iridescent fragment crinkled
i ke paper and di sappear ed.

Li ke a horde of fuzzy ants, the tiniest animals swarmed up Nerno's w ngs
and grooned them

"I thought you were beautiful before your netanorphosis,” J.D. said. "And
| think you're beautiful now "

Nerno's wi ngs swept down, brushing JDA face, and up again. They quivered,
and the quaking sound filled the chanber with the sound of |eaves in the
wi nd. The wings were rmuch nore nmobile than the wi ngs of noths or
butterflies; the articulated framework noved the surfaces like bird

Wi ngs.

The tentacle around J.D.'s wist relaxed and drew away. She had al npst
forgotten it; she flexed her fingers and shook her hand to get the blood
fl owi ng again. Nenp brushed her cheek, her shoulder, with the tip of the
tent acl e.

Creatures crept fromfolds in the floor, frompores in the curtains,
creatures different fromthe attendants of Nerno's previous form

A whol e group of |l arger attendants, nearly the size of housecats, bunbled

out. They | ooked |ike giant sowbugs with a mass of small, slender hind
| egs and a cluster of thick, pudgy-toed front |egs. Each tine one bunped
into another they slowed, till they all coalesced into a pile.

J.D. turned sone of the LTMs toward the new attendants. She |et her
eyelids flutter, tapping into the transm ssion, hoping for nore

i nformation than her own senses could supply.

Her connection to the LTMIink expl oded, |eaving her stunned and confused
and frightened.

The attendants scuttled around, multiple feet scrabbling and scratching
on the floor in frenzied notion
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They scranbl ed toward the LTMs and engul fed them clinbing over them
tumbl i ng reckl essly.

Nerno' s pl eadi ng voi ce penetrated her disturbed link. "J.D., stop, stop."
Al J.D. could think of to do was shut down the LTMs. They fol ded beneath
the attendants, and cut off their sensors.

The attendants fell away fromthe LTMs. From gi ant sowbugs to tentacled
shrinp, they withdrew and returned to Nenmp's side.

"Neno, what happened?" J.D. was shaking. The dissolution of the Iink was

too much |ike what had happened to Feral. "That's how | wat ched your
nmet anor phosi s-1 thought it would be safe for you!™"

"But, J.D., | amdifferent now," Neno said, "and ny attendants are
different.”

"I"'mso sorry."

She did not know what el se to say. She |ocked all the LTMs-her
att endant s--on passive systens only, and set themto record.
"What about nmy link to Starfarer?"

Nenp hesitated. "It's very strong, and very near.
J.D. got the hint. She sent a quick nessage back to Starfarer ' m okay.
But 1'd better shut down conmunication for a while.

Wth a word of understanding and regret fromVictoria, a yelp of protest
from Zev, and a curse of apprehension from Stephen Thomas, J.D.'s
perception of her link to Starfarer vani shed into silence.

"Did | cause you harnP?" J.D. asked Neno. "Are you hurt?"

"“I'"'munhurt. But there's not nuch tine."

Nerno's tentacle stretched out, wapped itself around one of the silken
sacs, and drew it in, slowy, painfully.

"What should | do? Can | hel p?"

"You may hel p," Nenp said.

J.D. hoped the obvious thing to her was the obvious thing to the

squi dnot h. She picked up the sac in both
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hands and presented it in front of Nenp. It was astonishingly heavy.

"What happens now?"

"I combine ny genetic material with the genetic material of the juvenile
parents of ny offspring.”

The single tentacle curled around the sac. Nenp's head reared up, exposing
a gaping, toothless nouth. Like a frog's tongue, the tentacle drew the sac
i nsi de.

"Neno, what-T

"l cannot speak with you now, J.D."

Nerno's adult body was sl ender and nobile, unlike the ponderous squidlike
juvenile body. The legs and the feather-gills and the rippling horizontal
fin had vani shed -transformed into wings? O was that too sinple an

anal ysi s?

Nenp's wi ngs began to beat, in a wave fromfront to back. The motion of the
wi ngs eased the bulge of the sac through Nenp's new form expanding the
transl ucent, peacock-hued skin before the sac, contracting behind it. The
col ors changed over the bulge of the egg sac, flowing fromiridescent red
t hrough orange, yellow, green, blue, purple.

The egg case hesitated at a second, smaller bulge in Nerno's. body, beneath
the last free pair of wi ngs. The two shapes touched, merged, engul fed each
ot her; and then the egg case continued to nove.

Nerno's wings fluttered faster, harder, creating a low, trilling whirr that
filled the air. The giant sowbugs streaned fromtheir congregation and
surrounded Neno's body where it entered the floor. Using their front
appendages, they massaged the egg sac and pushed it along. It disappeared
beneath the level of the floor. The whirring wi ngs rel axed, and drooped.
The attendants fell away and craw ed blindly around, undirected, slow ng
as they touched, till they lay again in a conpact, pulsating nass.

"You may hel p," Neno said again.

J.D. hurried to the pile of satchels and brought another. Again, Neno
engul fed it. The w ngs stretched,
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pul sed, and resuned their flow ng, steady beat, punping the sac on its
| ong traverse.

J.D. fetched another egg case.

"Not yet, not yet," Nemp said.

She st opped.

Maybe it's a reflex, engulfing the egg sac, J.D. thought. Maybe that's
why the tentacle is so slow. Maybe the tinmng is critical

Anot her bul ge began to form beneath Nenp's posterior full w ngs. By the
time the second sac reached it, it had stopped grow ng. Again the bul ges
nmer ged, again the sowbugs pressed the egg bul ge out of sight.

Ti me passed.

J.D. continued to bring the egg sacs to Nerno's nouth, |eaving the
tentacle to conserve its strength for the engul fing. Neno renai ned
silent, eyes closed, body and wings pulsing with exertion

J.D. was in awe of the effort Neno expended. OF course the squidnoth
could not talk to her now But the silence of J.D.'s enhanced link felt
huge and enpty. She wondered if the change had been futile, just enough
to give her a glinpse of Nerno' s conpl ete conmmuni cation

Wth each egg sac, the traverse through Nerno's body occurred nore
slowy. The secondary bul ge, the egg, took |longer to form

J.D. helped, and waited, for several hours. Her friends back home woul d
be worried by her silence.

After the fifth egg sac, Nerno's w ngs drooped. J.D. stroked the heavy,
chitinous head. Nenp's tentacle curled; the wings rose, and stretched.
J.D. picked up another egg sac and brought it to the tentacle.

| must be getting tired, too, she thought. These things are beginning to
feel heavier and heavier.

Nerno's tentacle wapped around the egg case, dragging it weakly in. J.D
stood anxiously by while Nerno's nouth worked around it. The iridescent
wi ngs sagged nearly to the floor, and their colors had begun to dull.

Ri ght after the netanorphosis, Nerno's body had | ooked sl eek and
wel | -fed. Now it had begun to shrivel
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Nenp's sunken flanks defined the egg case in nore detail. The | ong w ngs

| abored to continue their beat. Even the attendants noved slowy,
tentatively.

The egg case nmerged with the egg bul ge, and di sappeared, and the gi ant
sowbugs tumbl ed away from each other in response to the renewed throbbing
of the wi ngs.

The tentacl e sagged out of Nerno's mouth, twitching and searching. J.D
hurried to bring the seventh sac. Neno engulfed it, and the first set of

wi ngs noved it wth agonizing sl owness.

Six nore egg cases remained in the pile. J.D. felt frightened, because Neno
could never ingest themall before Starfarer hit transition. She should

gi ve herself at |east an hour to get back

Neno qui vered, exhausted. J.D. stroked Nerno's tentacle, the pul sing

fl anks.

Nerno's wi ngs swept down, trenbled against the floor, and lifted thensel ves
slowy, painfully.

The passage is going to take at least an hour, J.D. thought. If |I'm

qui ck-

She touched her link to Nenpo. "I'Il be right back." She gently squeezed the
furred tip of Nerno's tentacle. Hoping the squidnoth could hear her, could
still understand her, she rushed back to the Chi.

On board Starfarer, the sun tubes brightened with norning. The tenperature
rose slowmy. Al over canpus, the snow began to nelt. lcy drips collected at
t he ends of branches and spl ashed to the ground; rivulets rushed down
hillsides, formed tiny new streans, flowed into the rivers.

Infinity's boots squished in mud and crunched the ice crystals that

remai ned beneath the surface.

He reached the dripping orange grove, stopped, and | ooked around.

The energency neasures had saved nost of the trees. The fruit was another
story. About half the ripe
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oranges had fallen, and the bl ossons for the next crop had wilted and di ed.
Infinity sighed.

Guessed real wong on this one, he thought.

Hi s inside coat pocket scrabbled against his chest.

He opened the coat and slid his hand into the pocket.

110N " He jerked back his hand and i nspected his nipped finger

"I's that the thanks |I get for saving you fromfreezing?" Infinity said

al oud.

The neerkat burrowed deeper, her claws catching on the material of his
coat .

"What is it you want?" He had tried to let the neerkat |oose near her
burrow, but she would not go.

| bet this critter is Europa's house pet, Infinity thought. And I'Il bet
she wants to live in a nice warm house.

Especially since she's about to have kittens.

Soneone squel ched t hrough the deep nmud toward him Infinity caught a
glinpse of Gerald Hernmi nge on the other side of the orange grove.
Listening to Gerald say "I told you so" was the last thing Infinity needed.
The last thing, except maybe having Gerald find out about the neerkat.

J.D. rushed back to the Chi. The Chi's transnmission to Starfarer had not
troubl ed Nemo, so J.D. could safely open her I|ink

Zev's image popped into being before her

"J.D.! W thought-I was afraid-"

"I'"'mfine, Zev. How nmuch got through before |I pulled the plug?"

J.D. grabbed sandwi ch nmaki ngs out of the cupboard and started sone coffee.
Victoria's inmage appeared near Zev.

"Just enough to scare us. W've been so worried about you!" Victoria
floated in the sail house, hel ping Jenny position Starfarer for transition
Jenny still did
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not, could not, trust Arachne. That left Victoria to buffer her, in the sane
position Feral was in when he died.

"You're worried about nme?" J.D. asked. She sl apped a sandw ch together and
wol fed down a bite.

"At | east everybody knows where | am" Victoria smiled wyly.

"I"'mright here," J.D. said. "lI'mgoing back inside in a mnute."

Sat oshi appeared, surrounded by the conpl ex equi pment of the observatory.
"How mad is Nempo?"

J.D. swallowed another bite of sandw ch.

"Nermo's not nmad at all, as far as | can tell." She glanced at the inmage
Arachne created of Nemp's planetoid. Several of the craters bulged with

di st ended sil k.

"You aren't in any danger?" Victoria asked.

“I'"'msure not."

Esther Mein's image appeared. "I can bring help with the transport. It's
ready. "

"Thanks, Esther. But it isn't necessary. Really. | better get back."

"How much | onger?" Victoria asked.

"I just can't say."

"You're cutting it awmfully closel™

“I can't helpit."

"But what are you doi ng?" Zev asked.

"I guess . . . I'macting as mdw fe. | have to go, Zev, | |ove you. Keep
an eye on those other craters. | think . " She smiled. "I don't know for
sure. But | think you should watch them™"

She rushed back through the tortuous silken path. The curtains conti nued
to deteriorate. J.D. followed a trail of her own footprints, bruises in the
silk, back to Neno's chanber.

Infinity patted the nest of towels on the floor of the closet. In the coner,
the neerkat stood in sentry position, her paws crossed on her rounded belly.
She fixed
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himw th a suspicious gaze through her mask of black fur

"Ch, ny god," Esther said behind him

"Don't scare her," Infinity said.

"I can't believe Europa |left her behind! What a rotten thing to do." She
knelt beside Infinity and tried to pet the neerkat. The neerkat snapped
at her. Esther snatched back her hand.

"I think we better |eave her alone.”

Infinity sat back on his heels. The nmeerkat wal ked a few steps on her
hind feet, then dropped to all fours and junped into the center of the

t owel s.

Soneone knocked on the front door. "Are you ready?" Kolya asked.
Infinity quickly slid the closet door nobst of the way shut, hiding the
nmeer kat .

"W're ready."

He and Esther joined Kolya on the front porch

"This is getting to be a tradition," Esther said, "watching transition
from outside-" She cut herself off when she saw Giffith. "Ch . . . are
you comi ng?"

"I'mchecked out on the suits,” Giffith said, defensive.

"I invited himto cone with us," Kolya said. "He's allied hinself with

t he expedition. W should accept that."

Infinity shrugged. "Whatever you want."

"Do you feel better today?" Esther said to Kolya. "You | ook better." She
hugged him then drew back, startled.

Kol ya reeked with the snmell of tobacco. Not the sour snell of his sweat,
when the nicotine fits had hit him but the fresh sharp snell of snoke.
"You said you ran out of cigarettes,” Infinity said.

"I did," Kolya said, enbarrassed. "But . . . | found another source.

Tobacco grows wild. My friend Petrovich discovered it." He gestured
toward Giffith.
"But you'd alnmost quit!" Infinity glared at Giffith. "Some friend you

are!"
"M nd your own dam business,"” Giffith said.
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"It is M- 11
"No, it isn't," Kolya said gently. "I appreciate your concern, ny friend.
And you're right, 1'd be better off if 1'd quit. But | was m serable and

sick, and now |I'm not miserable and sick. Let's leave it at that."

He set off across Infinity's garden, heading for the access hatch on the
other side of the field. Giffith followed him hurrying to keep up
Infinity glared after them Esther took his hand. "Conme on," she said.
"He's right. It isn't any of our business.”

Wthout replying, Infinity wal ked with her through the garden. They
avoi ded the corner where his cactus grew. He was afraid the floods had
drowned it.

The path was full of water. A nearby stream had escaped its banks and
turned the neadow around it into a pond. The access hatch was
underwater.' Kolya and Giffith hesitated at the pond' s edge.

"We'| | have to find a hatch on hi gher ground," Kolya said.

"Can't you nmeke the water |evel go down?" Giffith said to Infinity.
"No. "

"But - "

"I can't, Infinity said. "There was too nuch snow It melted too fast.
There's no place else for the water to go. It's flooded the rivers, too."
"You shoul d evacuate sone of the water into space.”

"W already | ost some when your dammed missile hit!"

"It wasn't my missilel™

"Starfarer's a closed ecosystem If we |ose nuch water, it'll turn into
a desert."”
"Ckay, but doesn't this place have reservoirs? Can't you fill then? O

| et the ocean get deeper?"

"Al'l of that's happening,” Infinity gave up trying to keep the note of
irritation fromhis voice. "Wiat do you want nme to do, bail ?"
"Petrovich," Kolya said to Giffith, "the rivers drain
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into reservoirs and the ocean. As you can see, they're working as fast as
they can.”

Giffith shrugged. "Lousy planning, then."

"I"mgoing over to the wild side,” Infinity said. "The rest of you can
do what you want."

He wal ked away with his hands shoved into his pockets, his shoul ders
hunched. After a nmonent, Esther caught up to him

"That Giffith can be a pain," she said.

Infinity did not reply.

"Ckay, what's wong?" She splashed through a puddle. "It is Kolya's
busi ness whet her he snokes."

"I planted it," Infinity said.

" Huh?"

"I planted the tobacco!"

He stopped. Esther stopped, astonished.

"I planted it. There's not that much. | never thought anybody'd use it-I
never thought anybody'd find it."

n W]y?ll

"Because . . . it ought to be there. It belonged in the ecosystem and

it wasn't there. And it was part of the tradition-I know this doesn't
make any sense. "

Est her slipped her armaround his wai st and hugged him

"Sure it does," she said.

When J.D. reached Nenp's chanber, the squidnmth was wrestling weakly with
anot her egg case, drawing it slowmy inward. J.D. hurried to Neno's side
and hel ped position the egg case for its journey through Neno's body.

Wth each new egg case, Nerno's deterioration continued. The edges of the
wi ngs shredded iridescent scal es throughout the chanber. They swirled

i ke the snow back on Starfarer, but in drifts of color. Nemp's tentacle
twi tched spasnodically. The squidnoth's whol e body was shrinking in on
itself, collapsing in fol ds of
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skin and scales. The articul ation of the wi ngs, where they joined the
body, stood out in sharp relief.

J.D. picked up the last egg case. She took it to Neno, but hesitated
before setting it down.

"Enough, Neno," she whi spered, not using her link. "lIsn't it enough?"

She drew a deep breath and knelt down to present the egg case.

Neno di d not respond.

"Neno-!" she cried, afraid Nenmp had died wi thout sayi ng goodbye.

"It is done," the squidnoth said. "The last must go to waste. | have
nothing left to give it."

Wak with relief, J.D. |ooked blankly at the egg case. She was exhaust ed,
too, not fromwork but fromworry. Her mnd noved, slowy understanding
what Nenmp had said

She put the egg case out of reach of the tentacle, and returned to Nenmp's
side. The squidmoth's eyes opened and blinked. Instead of their usua
faceted glitter, they were dull and dry.

"What happens now?" J.D. said.

"Your help has left us time to talk."

If | leave here this instant, J.D. thought, | can still get back before
Starfarer enters transition
Ifl go back .

As soon as she realized she woul d have to decide, she knew she had

al ready made the deci sion. Nenmp had asked her to stay; she would stay.
She sat on the ragged sil ken fl oor

She wondered how | ong she woul d be here all al one.

Nenp's wings folded in on thenselves, a controlled collapse of the |ong
articul ations. The nmenbranes covered Nerno's winkled, shrivel ed body
l'i ke a shroud.

"I enhanced ny link," J.D. said. "Maybe | can communi cate the way you do,
now. WIIl you try again? Can you?"

"l can,"” Neno said.

Fai nt patterns appeared in JDA nind

Neno poured information into her brain.
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The worl d di sappeared.

J.D. gasped. She knew she had not shut her eyesbut she could not see, and
she coul d not feel whether her eyes were open or closed. She could not
snell the caustic air of Nerno's nest, and she could not hear the glide
and scratch of Nerno's attendants. She was blind, and deaf, and her
senses of snell and taste and touch and proprioception vani shed.

Bef ore she could panic, a point appeared. The sinplest geonetric shape.
She rotated around it.

It turned into a line. She had been |l ooking at it fromits end, no, from
within it, an infinite line made of infinite points, each one discrete.
A fractal line of fractional dimension, neither the dinensionless shape
of a pure point nor the one-dinmensional unity of a perfect |ine.

She rotated around the |line, and the shape netanorphosed again. It

twi sted and noved, all in the same plane, filling up nore and nore space
despite having no width, existing in the conceptual real mbetween a one-
di rensional |ine and a two-di nensional plane.

Neno rotated her around the plane. She found herself in a | andscape of

j agged peaks and valleys as the plane torsioned itself into three

di mensi ons, no | onger two-dinensional, not yet a solid, but sonmewhere in
bet ween.

Space rotated again. J.D. caught her breath with delight and

antici pation. She plunged toward the shape Nenp had creat ed.

Now she knew how her nmathematician friend had rotated a sphere around a
pl ane.

It was easy. Neno | ed her through the dinmensions in inperceptible steps.
Sonetimes she could not see the differences, but could hear or snell or
feel them Neno gave her a shape that tasted of citrus in a snowstorm
besi de a crashi ng sea.

J.D. lost count of the dinmensions, the sensations. She needed nore senses
than a human bei ng possessed. She di sappeared into the nmaze of the

squi dnot h' s comuni cati on

She di sappeared, but she did not feel lost. ne
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mazes of Europa and Androgeos had confused her. In Nenp's maze, she found
herself. the place that represented her in Nenb's universe. She found
Neno. She found the bright new edges-she wondered if a shape of infinite
di mensi on had edges-that represented Nerno's highest art form the
ext ensi on of know edge and under st andi ng.

As it had appeared, the comunication faded with i nexorable serenity. Her
sight and sound returned; her body cane back to her

Neno | ay before J.D., trenbling wings bound in a cocoon of dappled silk.

A few attendants fell in a scatter around the notionl ess body, their
gill-legs contracted agai nst their undersides, each trailing a | oose silk
t hr ead.

"Nerno-T'

She received no answer. She reached out, carefully, tentatively-the world
di sappear ed agai n-t hrough her link and through her menory of Nerno's
conmuni cati on, but the squidnoth remai ned silent, draped in the new
cocoon.

J.D. felt as if her brain had been taken out through her ears, whirled
around her head a few tines, and reinserted. She waited for the dizziness
to subside. As it faded, she expected her new ability to think

mul tidimensionally to fade as well.

To her astonishnent, the nmenories renained clear

"I wish to give you a gift," Neno said.

"Agift-1"

She al nost denurred; she alnmpst told Neno that the gift of know edge
exceeded any physical gift the squidmth mght offer

And then she thought, J.D., are you nuts?

She stroked Neno's |ong tentacle. The w ngs' quivering eased.

"Il accept your gift with great pleasure," she said.

"You aren't curious about the nature of ny gift."

"I"mextrenely curious."

"You aren't afraid of the nature of nmy gift."

"No. I'mnot afraid. |I trust you."
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"You're not concerned that nmy gift will change you." She hesitated. She
wanted to say that if she were afraid of change, she woul d never have cone
to space. But . . . if she were not afraid, she would have accepted the
di vers' offer regardl ess of the other consequences. She still w shed she
had accept ed.
I won't make the same mistake twice, she said to herself.
"I"'mnot so frightened that I'Il turn it down."
"I give you nyself," Neno said.
"I . . . | don't understand.” Then, with joy, she said, "Do you nean
you're going to live-? Neno, that's wonderful!"
“"No, I'Il die."
"Then . . . | really don't understand."
"I give you the inorganic parts of myself that | |eave behind."
What Nenmo was trying to tell her came clear
"The part of you that | called your ship," she said softly.
"I give you ny ship," Neno replied.
She tried to speak, but she was too stunned. She could hardly breathe.
Nerno' s shi p-!
The tentacle withed weakly fromher |inp hands, touched its way up her
body, and brushed her face, her hand, with its furred tip. It left a
trace of iridescent dust.
"You say not hing."
"Because |'m speechless,” J.D. said. "lIt's a response humans have to
being this surprised.”
"You accept ny gift."
"Yes, Nemp. Ch, yes, | accept. Thank you." Her hands were trenbling.
"But-howwill | fly it? Dol have time to |learn before . . . before
"Before | die."
"Yes," she whi spered.

"My life has been long and full, and | don't regret its passing," Neno
sai d.

"But 1'lIl grieve for you," J.D. said. "I'll wish I'd had nore tinme to
know you. "

"My offspring will know all that | know "
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"They' Il be just |ike you?"

"Each will devel op separately, and each will possess ny know edge and the
juvenile parent's know edge."

"But they won't be you."

"Each will be unique," Nemp said.
"I"ll look forward to nmeeting your children,” J.D. said. "But I'Il stil
m ss you." She hardly had time to consider the idea that Nerno's children

woul d be born with all the know edge a squidnoth could collect in a |Iong,
dedicated life. Nenob woul d have been born already steeped in ancestra
know edge . . . for how nmany mllennia, how many generations?

"I's there anything you don't know?" J.D. asked softly, in awe.

"The shape of ny know edge is so inconplete,” Nenmp said, "that ny
children and their children will never finishit."

She | et Nerno's conmuni cati on shape appear in her mind. The squidnoth was
right. Now that she | ooked, now that she knew what she was | ooking for
she coul d see where it ought to extend a great distance in many

di mensi ons. She could see where it fell short. How strange: the first
time she | ooked at it, entered it, she had perceived it as infinite.

"I'f I only knew the details of the surface

"You will extend nmy know edge, as ny offspring will."

J.D. managed to smle. "Does that nmake ne your daughter?"

"I like that idea," Nenpb said.

Nerno's tentacl e caressed her again: her cheek, her hair. It quivered and
col | apsed, sliding down her armto coil unevenly on the fl oor

The wi ngs shed nore of their iridescent scales. Small creatures like ants
crossed with periwi nkles, Iike mnuscule hermt crabs, carried the scales
away. Their paths fornmed lines of iridescent, unreadable hieroglyphics.
J.D. shivered suddenly. If the new generation of attendants was going to
di snenber Nenp . . . she could
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not watch it. Yet she could not |eave Nenp to die alone, either

"Neno, what's going to happen?" she asked again. "Howwill | learn to fly
your ship? What about your real children? Shouldn't you |l eave it to one of
t hen?"

"My children can't make use of what I'Il |eave behind."

"How wi I'| | make use of it? | should have asked Esther to cone over and
hel p, but there's no time now "

The tentacle crept up, slowy, painfully, and grasped her wist. She fel
silent.

"You have the neans to |learn."

Neno | ed her into the internal reality.

J.D. cried out.

She was the ship. She was Nenp. She felt the weakness in Nemp's organic
body, and the unlimted strength and power of the inorganic body that would
remain. Neno |ed her to the proper set of intersecting surfaces. To nove
fromplace to place was as easy as wal ki ng, as easy as thought. She could
see the path into transition, the long, |ooping route through it.

"W need to go lhere, " she said, pointing.

She coul d even see a different direction toward transition, toward 61
Cygni, but she was cut off fromit by a depthless chasm She could get no
closer. It might be the direction Starfarer would take. Though its shapes
and curves echoed Victoria's transition algorithm she could not quite fit
t he shapes toget her.

Nerno's path into transition was intricate, convoluted, beautiful

It was a maze, but Nenmo showed her the route that all owed her to pass.
They returned to the real world.

"It's a long distance," Nenp said, "and | fear you will be lonely."

"I"ve never mnded being lonely,” J.D. said. "Not too nmuch, anyway. But |
will mndthis time. I'lIl mss you." She opened her eyes, but shut them
qui ckly. I'n her mnd, Nemb was an ethereal presence. The crunpled, spent
body that |lay before her, its long eyelid com
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pletely closed, its battered wi ngs shrouded, only rem nded her how little
time they had | eft. She squeezed her burning eyes shut; her throat ached
with the effort of holding back her tears.

St ephen Thomas tried to ignore the disconfort of the changes. As long as
he stayed still, he could inmagi ne nothing was wong. But every notion

rem nded hi m of what was happening to his body.

Starfarer neared transition point. J.D. had checked in once, then fallen
silent again. Victoria and Satoshi had tasks to performduring the next
few hours, but Stephen Thomas had no official responsibilities.

During Starfarer's first entry into transition, he had been unconsci ous
in the ruined genetics departnent. As the second transition point
approached, he had hel ped track Arachne's crashes to the neural node of
Chancel | or Bl ades.

| want to see transition, Stephen Thomas thought. | want to be where

can experience it.

Wth the thought, he junped to his feet.

The constriction of his genitals froze him Nauseated, he sank cautiously
into his chair.

"Fucking hell," he nmuttered. He had no control over nuscles that were,
for Zev, conpletely voluntary; he could not take the |last step that would
change himfrom ordi nary human to diver

He folded his arns on his desk, put his head down, closed his eyes, and
opened his link to Arachne.

The bi of eedback routines reacted as if he had ordered a refresher course
in an ordinary subject-beard repression, fertility control. He told
Arachne to help himlearn the use of nmuscles that an ordi nary human nan
did not possess.

Havi ng no restrictions agai nst what he asked, Arachne proceeded. The web
sought out new neural pathways that Stephen Thomas did now possess, and
reinforced their connections.

As Arachne worked, Stephen Thonas's perception
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of his body grew renote. His conscious mnd stayed free and alert. Both
bored and apprehensive, he sought sonmething to occupy his attention

J.D. remained isolated. Stephen Thormas al nost sent a message to his
partners, then reconsidered. They were busy, and he did not know what to
say to them Nor did he know if they wanted to speak to him

He tapped into Arachne's reports on transition approach, surroundi ng
hinsel f with a hol ographic representation and using his link to listen
in on the telenetry.

Nerno's ship followed Starfarer, silent; the cosmc string coiled

i nvisibly before the starship. Arachne felt solid and steady.

This is what Feral was doing in the last few minutes of his life, Stephen
Thomas t hought .

He backed away from Arachne, spoke Feral's passwords, and re-entered his
conmuni cati ons fugue under Feral's guest account.

An unusual resonance probed toward him It snatched itself back. He
grabbed for it, but it eluded himso swiftly that it left himdoubting
its existence.

Suspi ci ous and di sturbed, he watched, and |istened, and waited for
transition.

Victoria linked easily with Arachne. Her view of Starfarer fromthe
transparent sail house nerged with Arachne's view of the state of the
starship. For once, finally, all the systens hovered w thin reasonabl e
ranges and the sail aligned the cylinders with transition point. No
mlitary vessels chased them firing orders and nuclear nissiles; no
saboteur-Victoria believed-hovered in the background waiting to crash
Arachne at the worst possible nonent; and the cosnmic string, though it was
wi thdrawi ng from Sirius, nmoved without tw sting, and at a constant
accel eration. The starship had nearly caught up to it.

Jenny gl anced up fromthe hard Iink, then down again. She typed
somet hi ng, hunt - and- peck. Nobody
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ever typed anything; the keyboard was an anachronism a third-backup
redundancy.

Arachne forned a display in the air above the keyboard, mirroring the
report in the back of Victoria's nind

Awai yar' s i nage appeared between Victoria and Jenny. She had been
participating in Starfarer's transition approach, but physically she was
in her observatory.

"You know what | w sh?" she asked.

"What's that?"

"That we'd find a nexus. A crossroads. The real freeway interchange, the
one we thought we'd found at Tau Ceti. An intersection too inportant to
di srupt just because troubl esomre human beings are using it. They woul d
never blow up a major transportation system because of a couple of
infidel joy-riders."

Victoria chuckled, but the i mage was apt.

"That's all right with ne," she said. "If I could junmp fromfreeway
i nterchange to freeway interchange, shouting at Civilization at the top
of my lungs till they listened-that's what 1'd do."

She turned her attention to the imge of Nenp's ship. The rock sphere had
budded out a dozen sil ken bubbl es.

"Hadn't you better try to call J.D.T" Jenny asked.

"I don't think so. She's very even-tenpered, eh? But if you interfere
with her job she can get quite sharp about it."

"She's cutting it too close.™

"I knowit," Victoria said, trying to keep her voice steady.

She yearned to call out to J.D. and persuade her, comrmand her, to cone
back to safety. It took all her strength to keep her silence.

"She isn't com ng back," Victoria said. "Jenny, she won't |eave Neno. |f

that means going into transition on an alien ship . . . that's what J.D
wll do."

"How far behind us will she be?"

"I don't know" Victoria |lowered her voice. "She might be gone . . . a

long time."
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"You know, Victoria . " Awai yar's image hung rock solid in the air;

Jenny and Victoria, in zero g, hovered and drifted. "You coul d-"

"I know " Victoria exclainmed. "Don't think | haven't considered it. But
if I send J.D. the algorithm it'll be in Nemp's nenory. In

what ever Nerno's ship uses for a conputer web. That would be |ike turning

it over to Civilization."

"No strings attached," Avvaiyar said wyly.

What would J.D. want her to do?

Victoria had only a few minutes left. She had no time to call a neeting

to discuss the question with Starfarer's faculty and staff. She hardly

had time even to confer with any of her coll eagues.

Admit it, she said to herself. You' re afraid to ask for advice; you're

afraid someone will close off your options. Satoshi would say you nust
send it; Gerald and the senators would say you nust not. And Stephen
Thomas . . . it shocked her to realize she had no i dea what Stephen

Thomas woul d say.

Victoria took a long, deep breath and let it out slowy. Arachne lay calm
around her. Starfarer fell toward its transition point. The stellar sai
began to furl.

"Awai yar," she said. "Jenny

"Yes," Avvaiyar said gravely.

"I agree," Jenny said. "l thought you'd cone to that decision,"

J.D. felt the quiet power of Nerno's body. She could see, and sense, how
to nove it, howto guide it, as easy and as natural as wal ki ng. She had
no nmore idea of howit powered itself than a child woul d have of the
intricate energy cycle within her own body. J.D.'s adult m nd wondered
about gravity waves or nass exchanges of subatonic particles. But Nerno's
nmet hod of propul sion remai ned specul ation, a nystery.

She coul d reach out through Nerno's senses and recreate the shape of the
uni verse around her. The sur-
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face of the planetoid forned her skin; the egg sacs pressed agai nst her
| aden with potenti al
In the distance, perilously close to the oop of cosnmic string, Starfarer
pl unged toward transition. The last silver flicker of its sail furled and
dar kened.
"CGoodbye!" J.D. cried.
Starfarer di sappeared.
J.D. squeezed her eyes shut, reflexively, as the bright transition
spectrum fl ooded through the system The starship left nothing el se
behi nd.
She opened her eyes, breaking her connection with the world outside
Nerno's chanber. The silken curtains drooped and shredded like old
cobwebs. The whi sper and crunch of the symbionts' nouths and nandi bl es
surrounded her.
"They' re gone, Neno," she whi spered.
"Look," Neno said, "ny offspring are free."
Toget her, J.D. and Nermo wat ched the surface of the planetoid.
The bul ge of one of the silken craters had grown spherical. It expanded,
huge and taut, like a quivering soap bubble. Its diameter was nuch | arger
than the crater, but it clung to the crater's nouth as if it were being
bl own up i ke a balloon
I't detached.
It sank: the planetoid had too little atnosphere to buoy it. But then
as it bounced once, the small opening left inits bottomfluttered. A
spurt of glowing gas propelled it fromthe surface of the worldlet.
J.D. laughed with delight.
The bal | oon rocketed, silent and free, into space.
In quick succession, Neno's planetoid rel eased half a dozen of the
transl ucent powered ball oons. Ml l eabl e surfaces covered obscure,
tantalizing shapes. They shrank to blips of |ight. She-Neno-had done
everything for themthat she could. They were on their own. She w shed
themwel |, but she would never-
J.D. brought herself abruptly back to herself. She m ght see them soneday
in the future. She was not Neno. She was not preparing to die.
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J.D. reached out to Nerno to offer her congratul ations.

She encountered enpti ness.

She reached desperately toward the squidnmoth's m nd. She found a snall

di m spark in blackness. It flared, welconmi ng her, and Nerno's soft
tentacle twitched feebly in her hand.

Everything grew still around her.

The spark moved. It expanded, spreading itself over the surface of the
shape of Nerno's knowl edge. But as it expanded, it faded, too. The
tenuous |ight vanished so gradually that J.D. could not be certain of the
nmonent of its di sappearance.

"Ch, Nerno . . . Coodbye."

The know edge surface changed. It grew cold, and solidified. As Nerno's
personal ity dissolved, the surface | ost an uncountabl e number of its
infinite dimensions. J.D. reached out as if to stop it, and then drew
back, know ng she coul d have no effect.

Neno was gone.

J.D. felt nore alone than she had ever felt before, in a largely solitary
life. She was al one, nore al one than any human bei ng ever had been
Nerno's children, for all their potential, were no nore than a few cells
each, zygotes clinging to great yol k sacs of know edge, not even enbryos.
J.D. was the only sentient creature in the star system

She shi ver ed.

Al'l around her, the tattered silk came alive with scavengers. The sound
of destruction filled the chanmber with a soft, inescapable vibration of
rendi ng threads. A new sound added itself to the tapestry: the viscous
slide of dissolving support cables. Beneath her, the floor sagged.
Nerno's tentacle twitched. J.D. flinched in surprise, in a brief flash

of joy as quickly w ped out by shock. She dropped Nenmp's tentacle.

Two of the synbionts struggled with each other, vying for possession of
Nerno's tentacle by |ashing at each
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other with the clusters of scorpion-tails that projected fromtheir
arnored shells.

The | eftover egg case, the one that remained unfertilized, withed

agai nst the floor. Unseen creatures noved within it. The silk tore, with
a long, ripping scream claws on prehensile |linbs thrust out, snapping.
The fate of Neno's organic body was the same as what woul d happen to her
own body when she died and was buried in the earth or allowed to sink
into the sea. It was all perfectly natural

But she could not watch it.

J.D. stroked her hand once across Nenp's |long eyelid, pressing the

squi dnoth's eyes cl osed. She rose to her feet. Shaky and stiff, she fled
Nermo' s rui ned web.



CHAPTER 13

J.D. CLIMBED FAST, NO LONGER CAREFUL

about damage. The nest was com ng apart around her. Panic chased her. She
had to get back to the Chi. How stupid to | eave her space suit behind, how
conpl acent - !

The web tunnels shivered as J.D. ascended. Mdre unfamliar creatures, sym
bi onts and attendants and scavengers, worked and worried at the silk and
at each other. Optical fibers hung | oose along the walls, some broken and
di nmed, sone still glowing, their ends bright as white flane.

No | onger would Neno convert the light of Sirius to useful energy, process
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rock and extract nutrients, and create the webbing that nurtured the
ecosystem The synbionts woul d depl ete the webbing, the attendants woul d
feed on the synbionts, and the scavengers would feed on the |leftovers, till
not hi ng remai ned of the squidnoth but inorganic matter, dust, a few
desi ccated bacteri a.
Nerno' s body was dyi ng.
The tunnel to the Chi billowed down against J.D.'s face. The wei ght of the
heavy sides counteracted the air pressure, collapsing the tube.
The air escaped, osnosing silently through failing walls. Panting for
breath, J.D. fought her way past the folds of the silken shroud, making
sl ow progress toward the explorer. If the tube's nouth fell away fromthe
airlock .
Renenmber those stories where sonebody had to cross ten or twenty neters of
hard vacuum wi thout a suit . . . ? she thought. Maybe you'll find out if
it's possible.
Not an experinent she wanted to try.
Bl i nded by the collapsing tunnel, she ran into the side of the Chi and
bunped her knee and her nose. She yelped in pain and flung the silk upward,
trying to get beneath it to reach the tunnel's opening.
Several of Nerno's creatures hugged the seam between the tunnel and the
Chi. They extruded a gluey, fibrous substance that stuck the organic fabric
to the inorganic hull. But the creatures had exhausted thensel ves. Escapi ng
air hissed around a broken seal
J.D. held her breath and plunged into the airlock
"Seal !'" She spoke through her link, conserving her air.
The Chi obeyed. The hatch slid, but caught on a swath of silk that tangled
around J.D.'s foot. She grabbed the fabric, ripped it, freed the opening.
The webbing parted in her hands |ike old cobwebs.
The hatch closed in silence, its notion barely vibrating the deck. The air
was too thin to carry sound. As the hatch seated, J.D. thought she saw a
patch of bl ack space and bright stars, unshielded by silk or air or glass.
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A heavy warmdraft fromthe Chi poured in around her. Tired in every way
a person could be tired, J.D. lay on the floor. She breathed | ong and

sl ow and deep. Once nore she thanked good fortune and habit that she had
not all owed her netabolic enhancer to atrophy.

The inner hatch slid open. J.D. stayed where she was, resting, gathering
her energy.

She had no vital tasks. Nenp's shell was headed for Europa's transition
point. J.D. could control the shell, but she feared interfering with
Nerno's navigation till she had caught up to Starfarer. She wondered how
l ong that woul d take.

Claws scuttled on metal

J.D. bolted upright.

Several of Nemp's synbionts scuttled across the floor, scrabbling at the
hatch with cl awed, feathery Iegs.

J.D. gazed at them fondly.

Ri sing to her knees, she gathered up the creatures in the scrap of soft
frail webbing.

Fl ecks of iridescence covered J.D.'s hands. The tiny scales from Nenp's
wi ngs gilded her, and when she rose, a scatter of the glitter shinmered
to the floor.

Transi tion surrounded Starfarer

Arachne continued, strong and steady, indifferent to the border Starfarer
had crossed, |eaving nornmal space behind. Victoria |et out her breath and
uncl enched her teeth.

"The web's intact," she said.

Jenny stared out into transition. Tears pooled in her eyes, collected at
her upper and |l ower eyelids, and drifted into the air in droplets when
she bl i nked.

"It's over," she said softly. "It's finally done. W're safe.”

"I hope so," Victoria said.

And then they smiled at each other, and Jenny | aughed, her | aughter
warring with her tears. She sniffled and coughed and pulled a
handker chi ef out of her
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pocket and waved it over the floating teardrops to catch them and bl ew
her nose.

"Safe!" Jenny said. "Halfway through transition and goi ng where we've
been told not to. For all we know they'll blast us out of the sky when
we get there.”

"That's not allowed,"” Victoria said. "Their only weapon is coercion."
"Unl ess they get desperate enough to break the rules to stop us. | think
Cvilization works by peer pressure."

"You don't mnean that as a conplinent, do you?"

"I do not. There's nothing nore brutal. People will do anything to get

ot her people to do what they think is allowed. O right. O holy.
Especially holy. The end always justifies the neans."

Victoria said nothing. She did not want to think about ends justifying

t he neans; the charge hit too close to her own doubts and fears.

This wits the third tine Starfarer had crossed into transition, the first
ti me Arachne had been able to record, and the first tinme Victoria had
been able to watch. On the journey fromEarth to Tau Ceti, she had been
hel pi ng Sat oshi drag Stephen Thonas out of the genetics building. On the
journey from Tau Ceti to Sirius, she had been trying, and failing, to
save Feral's life.

The recordings did not do transition justice. They showed nothing but a
form ess gray fog. Transition was much nore than that.

Victoria wondered if she would be able to describe it afterward. She
wondered i f Arachne would be able to reproduce a view of it.

The sail house hung suspended and isolated in a silver flurry of sparks.
Now and then a streak of color or a shape coal esced fromthe storm then
di sappeared. Victoria could not tell whether she was seeing sonething
real, or if her mind was creating pictures fromrandomintersections of
the matrix around her.

"It's like the naze," she said. "W kept thinking we saw a pattern in it,
but there wasn't any. Just a maze."

She felt isolated, alone out here with Jenny. They
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could not even see Starfarer's main cylinder through the silver storm
The isolation J.D. must be feeling struck Victoria hard.

"Goodbye," J.D. had said, and nothing else, in that |ast second before
Starfarer di sappeared.

It sounded so final

In the Chi's small bio lab, J.D. placed the creatures in sanple cases, one
to an aquarium so they woul d not eat each other. She divided the shred of
webbi ng anong t hem

They probably would not survive. They had not evolved to survive Neno's
death for long; they were part of the body that was dying. Maybe Stephen
Thomas or Professor Thant havong could figure out how to keep them alive.
If she could save the synbionts until she caught up to Starfarer

| wonder how long that will be? J.D. wondered. How long will | be here
al one?

Neno must have been able to calculate transition duration-or would the
tinme even matter to soneone who lived for millennia, who lived a life

al nost entirely of the mnd?

J.D. reached for the know edge surface of Nenp's shell. She found it-and
agai n her expanded link took over all her senses, disorienting her

| eavi ng her suspended in nothi ngness-and cast around for the answer she
needed.

It overwhel ned her. She skittered along the surface, unable to penetrate
its depths, distracted on every side by hints and shadows of Neno's
experi ence.

She came back to herself, still with no idea howlong it would take her
to reach the 61 Cygni system Wrse, she had no idea howto find the
information in the maze of the know edge surface.

Maybe Nenp didn't care how long it took, she thought. Besides . . . is
it an answer | want to know?

The Chi was wel|-stocked, but its stores were finite.
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If transition duration |asted weeks, or nonths, she could find herself in a
ot of trouble. The Chi possessed a few organic systens, but it had never
been designed to support a hunman being during a | ong separation from
Starfarer.

She chuckl ed ruefully. If she had let Victoria give Androgeos the new
transition algorithm no doubt Neno woul d have snagged the information

t oo.

"Qutsmarted yourself this tinme, didn't you?" she said softly, trying not
to feel how scared she was.

She wi shed she had sent a better, nore conforting farewell to her friends.
"Goodbye"? That told themnothing; it might even frighten them They had
no idea howlong it would take her to traverse the space between Sirius and
61 Cygni, either. Only that it would take her longer than it took
Starfarer.

Leaving Nerno's synbionts to explore the hard edges of their new hones,
J.D. headed for the observers' circle.

She caught her breath in surprise and apprehension

The sinuous, beautiful shape of Victoria's algorithmtw sted itself into
being in the center of the circle.

J.D. took her place in the circle. The transition algorithm hovered at the
focus, Victoria's final nmessage, her final gift.

Nerno's shell plunged toward transition point. J.D. had only a few ninutes
to decide what to do.

Wth apprehension, she closed her eyes and opened her link conpletely,
sliding onto the know edge surface, stretching to connect it with the Chi's
onboard conputer. The real world vani shed as J.D. approached the chasmin
t he know edge surface and conpared it to the algorithm

They do match, she thought. Not a perfect fit

She asked herself a question: What happens if the fit isn't good enough?
Do | end up on the other side of the gal axy?

Gently she noved the algorithm rotated it, and translated it into the
chasm

The al gorithmjoi ned the know edge surface, rough
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raw beauty touching el egance refined and polished by time. The al gorithm
was a crystalline chunk of ice on the cracked surface of an ancient,
flowing glacier. The crystal's edges nelted; it sank in; the points of
attachment nel ded. The surface and the al gorithm remained distinct.
If Nemb were still alive, the fit would have been precise. So nuch detai
was | ost when Nerno's personality slipped away. J.D. withdrew fromthe
surface. Now all she could do was wait.
When her senses returned to her, she gazed through the wall of the
observers' circle, toward Nerno's crater. The flattened access tunnel |ay

between the Chi and the nest, |ike a shed and di scarded snakeski n.
The wings and sails of Nerno's nest shuddered.
Nerno's convol uted tapestry collapsed, like ice cliffs aval anching. One

side tore free of the rock. Linp and silent, it flopped inward. It
dragged the access tunnel fromthe Chi's hatch, to the crater, and over
t he edge.

The nest vanished into the crater's depths.

Nerno's shell slipped fromspace into transition. J.D. perceived the
change, a change in angle down the know edge surface, froman oblique
traverse to a headl ong pl unge.
She had to choose now. To travel with the ancient glacier along the
snooth, long ice slope, or to plunge into the choppy, dangerous terrain
of the new al gorithm
She guided Nerno's shell into new territory.
J.D. felt like a chanbered nautilus, shelled and tentacl ed, extending
hersel f far beyond her own body, exquisitely sensitive. The shell found
t he pat hway she sought and fitted itself to the jagged curve.
J.D. felt exhilarated, yet frightened. She believed she was follow ng
Starfarer's path . . . but she could not be absolutely certain.
As she thought of the starship, she thought'she sawit--or heard it, or
felt it, with a sense Nemp had pos-
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sessed but humans | acked. An anomaly appeared in the part of the know edge
surface that represented transition. The anonmaly vani shed, then appeared
again, like a train chugging down the track into a valley and out of it
agai n.

The anomaly distracted her. She wanted to catch up to it, to be sure it was
Starfarer and to be sure she kept following it. She knew she coul d make
Neno's shell catch up to the anomaly. That surprised her. Starfarer had
never tried to change its vectors fromthe tine it achieved transition
energy to the time it re-entered normal space.

J.D. restrained herself. One experinment was enough for any trip.

She drew her attention back toward hersel f, back within Nemo's shell. She
was trenbling with excitenment. She breathed deeply of air tinged with the
hydr ocar bondrenched odor of Nenmp's ship. She sneezed.

"Il have to do something about the atnosphere, she thought. Neno isn't
creating it anynore. WIIl | be able to terraformthe shell, |ike Europa's
shi p? Again she wondered how Europa had acquired her starship, and how she
had configured it to her liking. Surely starships were a boom ng busi ness
within Gvilization.

Sally's Used Starships, J.D. said to herself. CGort's Starship Redecoration
J.D. laughed. She | aughed, and then she cried for a while.

She extended her attention to the edge of Nenp's shell, and stretched
beyond-

She di scovered that Nenmp's |ast two egg cases had detached and vani shed,

| eaping off into transition while her thoughts were el sewhere.

Frantically J.D. cast her new senses around her, but caught no glinpse of
the egg cases, no hint of them anywhere in transition's many di nensions.
The anomaly of Starfarer glinmered in the distance, but nothing el se marred
the know edge surface.
"Nenpo, I'mso sorry. . . .
She had failed. She should somehow have held on to
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the two cases until she reached the new star system and nornal space,
But now they were gone.

Despite being able to | ook straight into transition, Victoria felt blind.
The environnent flung Starfarer's radar back only a few nmeters fromthe
surface of the cylinder. They m ght as well have been traveling through
mur ky wat er without sonar. Starfarer had no sonar capabilities, of course,
t hough Victoria would have tried it if it were avail able.

| can just imagi ne what Senator Derjaguin would have said if we'd
outfitted a spaceship with sonar, she said to herself.

Starfarer was taking sanples of the transitional medium but Victoria did
not think the sanples would reveal a material medium an ether, that
woul d respond to sonar

The source of the light stormwas another mystery entirely.

Jenny hovered nearby. She had returned to the sail house a few m nutes
ago, | ooking refreshed, |ooking better than she had since Starfarer |eft
the solar system A few other people had conme out to the sail house to

wat ch what was happening. Victoria wi shed Satoshi and Stephen Thomas were
with her. But Satoshi was in the observatory waiting for a first glinpse
of the new system and Stephen Thomas . . . Victoria had no idea where

St ephen Thomas was. That was true nore often than not these days.

As abruptly as a blink, Starfarer fell out of transition

Victoria whooped with triunmph and relief. She dove into Arachne's
perceptions. Starfarer remmined in danger: Europa's ship mght be
anywhere. Last tinme through transition, it had come out imediately on
Starfarer's tail. The sail gave the starship sone nobility, but no
description of Starfarer would call it agile. It was Europa's ship that
had dodged, turning aside from Starfarer just as the two spacecraft were
about to collide.
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Arachne pinpointed a nearby anomaly: a sphere, blue and green and hazed
wi th at nmosphere, far too massive for its size, an asteroid biologically
and geol ogically scul pted to house hunmans confortably.

Arachne expanded the anomaly: Europa's starship, only a short distance
ahead.

We nade up a lot of tine, Victoria thought. A lot.

Starfarer's sail deployed. The netallic filmuntw sted, then unfol ded,
then opened into a great sheet of silver.

Jenny was nowhere near the hard link. Her eyelids fluttered open and she
gl anced at Victoria, and grinned, and shrugged self-deprecatingly, as if
to say, "I couldn't resist Arachne anynore," and withdrew again into a
conmuni cati ons fugue.

Sat oshi ' s i mage appeared.

"Can you | ook at the astronony report?" H's voice radi ated excitenent.
"Sure." She let Arachne send her the first information frome6l Cygni A
and its planets.

The system crackled with el ectronic conmmruni cati on. When Victoria gl anced
at the planetary information, she gasped.

61 Cygni A possessed no fewer than four planets within the linmts for
carbon-based life: tw sets of twin worlds, one set at the sunward side
of the region, the other just within the farthest, coldest linits.

Al four worlds possessed the unm stakable signs of living systens. Mre
than that, all four worlds cradled civilizations.

Victoria's elation and her apprehension fought each other to a draw
"Wow, " she sai d.

"Don't get carried away with excitement," Awaiyar said dryly.

Sat oshi | aughed. "That's pretty excited, for a Canadi an."

They grinned at each other. Then Satoshi sobered.

"W can't stay here, you know. "

Victoria stared at the system map, wi shing she could argue with him but
knowi ng he was right. If they stayed,
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the cosmc string would withdraw. Starfarer would cause 61 Cygni-and al
its inhabitants-to be cut off fromthe interstellar community. How coul d
they sentence other civilizations to the punishnment they were trying to
avoi d?
"But Starfarer's ecosystem She st opped.
"You're right. I know you're right."
She reluctantly set Arachne to work on a new solution to her transition
al gorithm
"We're going to have to change the nane of the ship," Satoshi said.
"To Murphy's Law, " Victoria said, repeating a w secrack Stephen Thomas
had nade.
"I was thinking, Flying Dutchman.
"Ch, god. Goddamm! Europa nust have known the risk! Wiy did she | ead us
her e?"
"To take advantage of our good natures, so we'd give up and | eave?"
"That makes . . . a certain ambunt of perverted sense." She | aughed
bitterly. "Does Europa believe we have good natures?"

"Maybe she wanted sone hel p driving us away," Jenny said, floating beside

her.

That, too, was a possibility, one that sounded rather nore like the alien

human' s styl e.

Infinity stood on the inspection net below a fissure in the rocky outer

surface of Starfarer's wild side. Nearby, clinging to the cylinder-hanging

upsi de down, fromliInfinity's point of viewa silver slug probed the

fissure, touched the strange iridescent nmass, and w thdrew agai n. The sl ug

noved back and forth, confused, uncertain.

The stars spun past behind and below Infinity; the surface of the
cylinder |ooned overhead, nmarred by the weird grow h.

"What do you think?" he asked Esther

Still bew | dered and awestruck by the voyage through transition, Esther
stared upward in silence
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Infinity sent his inage, and an image of the growh, to Victoria in the
sai | house.

"We picked up sonething kind of strange, in transition,'’
There was a | ong sil ence.

"It wasn't there before,” Infinity said.

"Are you sure?" Victoria asked.

"You can |l ook at the scans if you don't believe nme!" he snapped.

Esther glanced at him startled. Infinity | ooked away, enbarrassed by his
own out burst.

"I didn't nmean Victoria said. "I'mjust sur
prised."

"Yeah. Join the club."

"Maybe it's interstellar trash," Esther said. "You know

Cvilization's landfill?"

It was Infinity's turn to give Esther a skeptical glance. She shrugged and
gri nned.

"Just-a suggestion," she said.

She stretched up and I aid her gloved hand on the bul gi ng surface.

"Be careful!" Infinity said.

"It's kind of hot," Esther said. "And it's moving."

"I't's one of Nerno's egg cases!" Zev's voice appeared out of nowhere,

foll owed by his inmage.

"Ch, nonsense,"” Victoria said.

441t is.,,

"How could it be, Zev? It resenbles one, but Nerno's egg cases are back in
the Sirius system"

Giffith's i mage appeared. He and Kol ya perched precariously on the

i nspection web of Starfarer's canpus cylinder

"I think we should get rid of it,” Giffith said. "I'll go over and pry it
| oose-"

"No!" Victoria said. "Don't do anything. Do you hear ne? Kolya, tel

hirn-1"

"I't mght destroy the ship!" Giffith exclainmed. "It's a risk |-"
"Petrovich, Victoria's right."

he sai d.
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"if it's one of the egg cases," Zev said, "J.D. will hate us if we kill
it."
"We aren't killing anything," Victoria said. "Watever it is, | think we
should watch it for a while before we decide what to do. | wsh J.D

~ " She stopped speaking for a noment. "Infinity, would you set Arachne

to watch it? To keep an eye on it? Please don't you and Esther put
your sel ves in danger!™
"We'| | be careful,” Infinity said.

Starfarer disappeared fromJ.D.'s perception

She gasped, first frightened, then hopeful. Starfarer nust already have
reached normal space on the other side of its flight path.

She waited inpatiently to follow it across the border at the edge of
transition.

Instead of fleeing, the alien starship decel erated. Soon Starfarer was
gaining on it. The details of its surface grew clearer. Arachne displ ayed
the pattern of its islands and | akes, confirmng Victoria's judgnment of
its identity.

Unl ess, Victoria thought dryly, the interstellar conmmunity only nakes its
starships in a few nodel s.

Arachne's warm touch notified her of an energency message. She accepted
it.

The maze of the alien humans formed itself, tw sting and conpl ex, as
fascinating and beautiful as ever. And as uncomuni cati ve.

| hate that maze, Victoria thought, startling herself with her vehenence.
The maze faded; Europa's image appeared in its place. The M noan was
exqui sitely beautiful, her cinnanmon-colored skin clear and perfect
despite her age, the brightness and bl ackness of her eyes enhanced by
narrow |l i nes stroked onto her eyelids, her graying hair in perfect
ringlets, dressed with strands of silver so artfully crafted that they
nmoved |ike |iving things.
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"I't's beginning to look a little crowded in here,"” Jenny said.
The alien human, survivor of the Mnoan civilization, snoothed her homespun
skirt and snmiled at Victoria as if she were a beloved, errant child.

"Hello, Victoria," Europa said. "I'mvery glad to see you.
"Hell o, Europa," Victoria said, astonished. "I didn't expect such a warm
wel cone. "

"W have things to tal k about."

Andr ogeos appeared beside her. He was as beautiful as Europa, though he
mai nt ai ned hinself at a nuch younger apparent age. They were both snall,
about Victoria's height, narrow waisted, and nuscul ar, especially in the
thighs. Victoria always wondered if they practiced bull -1 eaping.

"I's Al zena all right?" Victoria asked.

"Al zena is no concern of yours anynore," Androgeos said. H s tone was
nowhere near as friendly as Europa's. "Alzena is gone to you."

"I's she all right?"

"She wants her privacy," Androgeos said. "Can't you understand that?"
"Certainly | can. Thank you for answering ny question."

"Now answer m ne," Androgeos said. "Do you intend to turn the Four Worlds
into an enpty system the sanme as you' ve done to Sirius? There are people
here, not just squi dnoths."

Zev arrowed into the sail house, missed Jenny by a handsbreadth, passed
rudely through the hol ographic i mages of the alien humans, touched off from
the transparent wall, and cane to a graceful, perfect stop beside Victoria.
"What about-" Zev excl ai ned.

"Shh!" Victoria said.

Zev grabbed her hand, panicked. Mintaining a cal mexpression took al
Victoria's strength. She squeezed his fingers, trying to confort him but
she was worried about J.D., too. If what Androgeos said was
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true, if J.D. had not entered transition before the final wthdrawal of
the cosmic string, then she was stranded. Wthout the support of a living
ecosystem w thout supplies . . . she would die.
"I'f you're so worried about the Four Wrlds," Satoshi asked, "why'd you
| ead us to thenP"
"I"ll explain that when | see you," Europa said. "May | visit? I'd like
to talk to you face to face."
The terrafornmed, anonmal ously massive asteroid approached, changing its
course wi thout apparent effort, moving to draw Starfarer into orbit
around it. Jenny turned the sail edge-on to the star, so the |ight
pressure would not interfere with the gravitational attraction
"A few days ago you couldn't wait to see the last of us. Wy do you want
to visit us now?"
"I'f you plan to chase Andro and me to the end of the universe, we have
to come to some arrangenent."
"Does anyone have any objections?" Victoria asked. Al npbst everyone on
board woul d be listening to and watching the conversation
The silence stretched out.
"I believe," Gerald Hemm nge said, "that another conversation would be
. an excel l ent idea."
"Al'l right, then." Victoria did not, however, intend to let Cerald take
over this encounter the way he had the | ast one. "Europa, you may bring
your boat to Starfarer. "

St ephen Thomas struggl ed from his comruni cations fugue. His brain felt
brui sed. He withdrew from Feral's tenporary guest account, into the safety
of his own permanent neural node.
Now he knew for certain that Feral's nurder had been deliberate.
He was not certain he could prove it, not without subjecting sonmeone el se
to the experience he had just been through. But he was certain it had
happened.
St ephen Thomas was |ucky. If he had matched Feral's profile better, if
Arachne' s unconsci ous nmenory of
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the search and destroy routi ne had echoed stronger, he would be dead.
Expecting pain, constriction, nausea, Stephen Thomas took a deep breath,
hesitated, and pushed hinself to his feet.
H s body responded. The aches had faded. Hi s new claws itched with
potential. The sharp stab to his pelvis had subsided and the awkward,
enbarrassi ng constrictions eased. He felt reborn: confortable, powerful,
exuber ant .
G ngerly, apprehensively, he unfastened his pants and let them slide down
hi s hips.
He no | onger | ooked like an ordinary nman. Nor did he |ook |like a woman. Hi s
body had formed a neat pouch enclosing his genitals. He | ooked like he was
wearing string bathing trunks, wthout the string. The |ine of dark gold
hair bel ow his navel wi dened into a sleek patch of thicker fur that tapered
bet ween his |egs.
The new ruscl es responded to his thought. H's penis, pink-gold and
sensitive, probed beyond the opening and slipped through the soft fur
The pain, even the threat of pain, evaporated.
He was tenpted-but he let the extending nuscles relax. Wen he tightened
the retracting muscles, his penis slid back inside the pouch through the
tantalizing texture of his fur.
St ephen Thomas fastened his pants and gl anced at Arachne's displ ay.
Ast oni shed by too much information to take in all at once, he forgot his
own changes. A new star system Four inhabited planets. Technol ogi ca
civilizations. And . . . Europa's boat approaching Starfarer, about to
dock. The alien humans had returned, and half the alien contact depart ment
was not even there to neet them J.D. had an excuse-he checked quickly; she
had not caught up to Starfarer. Nemp's ship was nowhere to be seen
St ephen Thomas hurried fromhis office.
Victoria's going to kill ne for being late, he thought.
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And if | tell her | was late because | was in the web pretending to be
Feral . . . she'll kill me twce
Qut of habit, he glanced at the DNA sequencer as he headed out of the
lab. It had finished worki ng. He expected these results to be as
confusing as all the others.
He stopped short.
Al the conflicting results between the bacteria fromalien, human, and
al i en human environments suddenly canme clear to him
The test sanples were nornal.
But the recent sanples from Starfarer, the bacteria Stephen Thomas had
used as a control, had changed. They had been cont am nat ed.
St ephen Thomas flung his presence through Arachne and into the waiting
room of the boat dock. Arachne created an i mage of the waiting room
around him He was standi ng, but everyone else was floating in zero g.
Vertigo spun the image before himfor a noment: it spun, but it did not
nove. He felt drunk
The pressure equalized between Starfarer and Europa' s boat; the hatch
opened.
"Don't let themin!" Stephen Thomas excl ai med.
Europa floated into Starfarer. Androgeos followed, his pleated red kilt
flowi ng around his | egs. Gerald Hernninge shook their hands in greeting.
Europa's neerkats bounced in after her
"Ch, shit!" Stephen Thomas sai d.
"What a charm ng wel come, Stephen Thomas," Europa said. "How nice to see
you again, too, and when did you get so tan?"
"You contani nated us!" Stephen Thonas sai d.
Everyone stared at him
"Contaminated-7 Victoria said. "But we tested-"
St ephen Thomas ran his hands through his hair, pushing it out of his
face; it had come | oose again. The sw nmi ng webs snpot hed the strands
behind his ears.
"Are you an ichthyocentaur, too?" Europa asked, surprised. "Wy didn't
| notice before?"
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"T" he Chi cane back clean," Stephen Thonmas said. "But . . . I'mcomng up
there." Stephen Thomas withdrew his image fromthe waiting room

Spl ashi ng t hrough the nmuddy spots, wading across a bridge inundated by an
overfl owi ng creek, he strode down the path that led to Starfarer's end. He
started to run, letting his anger at Europa-and his pleasure in his
body-fuel his speed.

By the time Stephen Thomas reached the waiting room floating in to join the
vi sual cacophony of people, real and virtual, the atnmosphere quivered with
tensi on. The neerkats hovered together, each in sentry position

"Expl ai n yoursel f, Stephen Thomas," Professor Thant havong said. He had
never seen her so distraught.

"The bacteria have changed,"” Stephen Thomas said. "The free-living, garden
variety soil bacteria. Sonetime between now and the last tine we took
sanpl es-"

"After the missile attack," Professor Thant havong said. "As a precaution
VWat do you nean, 'changed' ?"

"Their DNA fingerprints are the sane. That's what confused me for so long."
Everyone except Professor Thant havong and Europa | ooked confused.

"When DNA nutates, the print changes. It's alnost inmpossible to put in an
alteration that doesn't change the print." He glanced at Europa with
grudgi ng adnmiration. "Quite an acconplishment-to make so many changes

wi t hout changing the print. Cever. Subtle. Deliberate. Nothing showed up
till I did a conplete sequence.”

"You shouldn't be angry," Europa said nmldly. "I gave you the traditiona
gift for new nenbers of the community."

"Some gift!" Stephen Thonas said.

"It protects your ecosystem"

"It is unforgivable,” M ensaem Thant havong sai d.

"I would appreciate it," Victoria said, her voice soft
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and tight, "if one of you would explain what you're talking about."

"They supercharged our bacteria," Stephen Thonas sai d.

Everybody | ooked at himlike they thought he was crazy. W have too damn
many specialists, he thought. 1'll bet J.D. would know what | was talking
about .

"So alien bacteria won't survive," he said.

"You should be grateful,"” Europa said. "You should pour wine to the gods
for such a gift. W' ve solved a serious problemfor you."

"You shoul d have told us!" Professor Thanthavong said. "Asked us! How
dare you introduce biol ogical contam nants-!"

"The changed bacteria won't hurt you! They aren't any different from what
you're used to, except that they're stronger. As long as they're in their
own environment, alien autotrophs won't grow in their presence.”

"Can we stop then?" Thant havong asked.

"Of course not. That's the point."

"Your anger's normal," Androgeos said. He sounded di sappointed in them
all. "So ordinary. Can't you appreci ate what we've done for you?"

"You've fixed it so we can't join the community-"

"You did that yourselves!"

11

-and maybe we can't go hone, either."

"Wait a minute." Infinity's i mage appeared, its background stars and the

i nspection web. "Andro's fight. | wi sh Europeans had thought about the
probl em Their diseases killed ninety percent of the people in the new
world. . . . Europa and Androgeos didn't bring di seases. They brought

prevention. Protection.”

"I"mglad soneone is sensible here," Androgeos said.

"W aren't nonsters,"” Europa said. "W exist to help you join the
conmunity. Can't you give us a little hel p?"

"You should have told us,"” Thanthavong said stiffly. "Infinity nmay be
right. You may be right. But you should have | et us make the choice."
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"I"msorry." Europa sounded sincere.

"J.D."s going to be really pissed off at you," Stephen Thonas sai d.

"I think you're all crazy!" Androgeos could restrain hinself no |onger
"You're objecting to bacteria, when your ship is infested with parasites!
| told you to avoid the squidnoths."

"Parasites?" Stephen Thomas said. "Wat parasites?”

"The squi dnoth egg, " Androgeos said.

Victoria nudged Stephen Thomas and gestured toward the small exterior

di spl ay.

"Christ in a clutch,” Stephen Thomas nuttered. The thing bul ged, noved,
nestl ed deeper into its rocky cradle.

,, The squi dnot hs don't even bother to raise their children," Europa said.
"You'll have a job prying it |oose."

"Maybe you'll be |ucky," Androgeos said, "and it'll die."
"I don't think so," Infinity said. "It's already changing. It's grow ng,
and it's, | don't know, putting feelers down into the rock."

"Ch, great."

"W are * n't in any danger yet," Infinity said quickly.
"I't's only half a neter down, and there's nothing vita
anywher e near."

"You should destroy it," Androgeos said confidently.

"No," Victoria said. "Zev was right. J.D. will never forgive us if we
destroy it." At least part of her urge to protect it was because Androgeos
wanted to be rid of it. "Wat will happen if we |leave it?"
"As you see Andro gestured toward-the im
age.

In the cross-section, nycelia fromthe egg case extended anot her
handsbreadth into the substance of the wild side' s shell

"Utimately, | nean. How big will it get?"

Andro shrugged. "Who knows? We have other things to do than followthe life
cycle of a squidnoth."
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"I want to tal k about this," Europa said.
She reached into a deep pocket in her skirt, and drew out an age-nottled
j awbone with unsettling proportions. It had lost all its teeth, except
a single sharp fang.
"The art project," Gerald Hernm nge said.
Europa gazed at Gerald fondly. "Your intelligence gives ne hope for our

species. Until | inspected the fossil nyself, | was inclined to believe
inthe art project. Cever of you to disguise it so openly." She smled
at Stephen Thomas. "Rather like the bacteria. But this bone is real, it's
very old, and it's of critical inportance to Civilization. |I nust see

where it came from"
Cerald started to say somnething. Stephen Thomas interrupted him
"\Nhy 2"
"I believe you've found a clue to the other ones," Europa said. "The ones
who cane before us, and di sappeared, except for their starships . . . and
their control of the cosmic string."
"Good god," Stephen Thomas said, and thought: Now what?
"I'f you'll follow nme," Gerald Hemm nge said, "I'Il take you to the
the fossil bed."

On the path to the riverbank, Europa quickened her step. She all owed
herself to |l ook Iike a person well advanced in years, but she had the
energy of a teenager. Her neerkats followed her, pacing at her heels or
scanpering to the top of a hummock to make a quick scan for predators.
Victoria had to |l engthen her stride to keep up

"What do you expect to learn fromthe fossil bed?" Victoria asked Europa.
She chose her words with care.

"I expect nothing," Europa said. "I hope . . . for sone clue to their
origin."

"I'f we found where they cane from" Androgeos said, "we mght discover
how they control the cosmc string."
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Victoria glanced at Stephen Thomas. He rolled his eyes. Victoria was gl ad

the fossil bed was a fake; no matter what el se happened, it would never

| ead Andro to a source of great power.

"And we mi ght overcone the effects of the squidnoths' greed,” Andro said.

"The squi dnoths!" Victoria said. "Wy do you hate them so nuch? They

didn't seemgreedy to nme-quite the opposite.”

Victoria found herself on the side of the squi dnmoths. Europa and

Andr ogeos respected Victoria because they believed she was descended from

t he Pharaohs, as they claimed to be. But she was descended from escaped

sl aves, and her famly history included stories of abuse and

di scrimnation, not worship and power.

"We don't hate them " Europa said. "But . . . they're an old species.

Just because they've been around | onger than the rest of us, they

i nherited the possessions of the other ones, the earlier star travelers.”

Sat oshi frowned. "What possessions? The squi dnoths aren't dragons,

sitting on a pile of gold! W net one of the beings, we talked to it. W

saw how it lived. If an earlier culture left it everything they owned
they must have been Spartans.™

"They left their starships, " Europa said. She watched Victoria's

reaction, and Satoshi's. "You understand. The squi dnoths inhabit the

ot her ones' starships. Cvilization is left as scavengers. W're

dependent on their castoffs.”

"Some squi dnot hs never travel to another star," Androgeos said. "They

could live on any piece of rock." He flicked his fingers toward the inage

of Starfarer's wild side. "And obviously sonme of themaren't particular."

"They never use the ships to their potential. And they won't sell

There's nothing they want!"

"Then how do you get any of thenf"

"W scavenge."

"Sal vage, " Androgeos said.
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"Sometines you find the ships abandoned," Europa said. "Maybe the
squi dnot hs die. Who knows?"

"I'f you' re lucky enough to be in the right place at the right tinme .
The face of the beautiful youth took on a predatory |ook. Androgeos grinned
suddenly, showing his teeth. "Every tine we returned to Tau Ceti, we hoped
that starship mght be enpty. It would have nade our fortunes."

VWhat will this mean for J.D.? Victoria wondered suddenly, worried all over
again for her friend. What if someone el se was |urking, hoping to stea
Nerno's ship . . . and J.D. was in the way?

"You' ve already got one starship,"” Satoshi said. "Wat do you need anot her
for?"

Andr ogeos gl anced at him annoyed. Satoshi always asked the alien human
guestions he preferred not to answer.

"It isn't a matter of needing it," Europa said quickly. "As Andro said, a
starship is valuable. If the opportunity comes up . . . Wy shouldn't we
take it?"

Europa glanced at Victoria and chuckl ed softly.

"Ah, Victoria, ny dear, you have such a | ow opinion of us. W got off to
a poor start, and now you wonder if these ancient M noans don't wait for
a ship to be enpty. Perhaps we're really pirates.”

"The possibility . . . crossed ny mnd."

"Too bad we can't be," Androgeos said. "We'd be a lot richer."

"Good |l ord, what else do you need?" Satoshi exclained. "You have a
starship, a whole world of your own, conplete freedom!"

"One likes to have respect, as well," Europa said. "So far, you haven't
hel ped our position in the community."” She glanced at the fossil bone in
her hand; she stroked the fang with her index finger

"Are you pirates?" Zev asked curiously.

Eur opa | aughed. "No, young Zev, ny ichthyocentaur. We're civilized peopl e,
we don't murder each other for possessions. Besides, the squidnoths are far
from def ensel ess. They want you to think they're harm
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| ess voyeurs. But in their owmn way, they're quite powerful."

"And deceitful and selfish," Androgeos said.

"Look who's talking," Stephen Thomas nuttered.

Andr ogeos gl ared at Stephen Thomas, but Europa smiled at him benignly.
"There are stories, old, old, stories, of people with . . . fewer ethics
t han our conpany here, who pursued squi dnoths through transition, hunting
them for their ships. The squi dnoths were seen again. The hunters were
not . "

They reached the canyon, where the path plunged down to the river bank
Crinmson Ng sat al one on the canyon edge, gazing into the current.

The river had flooded. Dirty brown water rushed and raced past the cliff.
It riffled past the rough tock, showering everyone with nuddy spray.

On the other side, a section of cliff collapsed into the water. The wild
current snatched the shattered stone downstream then dragged it beneath
the surface.

The tremendous sound of floodwater possessed a pressure all its own, a

| ow, dangerous roar with a counterpoint of boul der percussion rising from
the bottom of the river

The current was often strong enough to nove the fist-sized rocks that
formed its bed and beaches. \Wal king beside the river, Victoria liked to
listen to the click and roll of stones in water. But now the river was
changing its contours to the background of a kettl edrum synphony.

When the water finally fell, the rapids and the pools would all be
changed. And so would the riverbank, where the fossils |ay.

Europa stared into the water. Stricken, she glanced at Crinson.

"We've had sonme bad weather,” Crimson said calmy

"But the fossils-! The other ones-!"

"It all washed downstream" Crinson said. "W'Il|l have to do sal vage

ar chaeol ogy. "
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Europa sat disconsol ately on the riverbank beside Crinson. Crimnmson gestured
down into the nmuddy water where the fossils had |ain, describing what she
had seen but not yet excavated. Androgeos kicked the rocky edge of the
cliff, as if he m ght uncover another fossil bed. Professor Thant havong
spoke quietly and urgently with Stephen Thomas. Satoshi and Victoria stood
together, with Zev nearby. Cerald hovered near Crinmson and Europa, no |onger
trying to maintain that the fossils were an art project. The neerkats
foraged on the bank, sending up sprays of wet dirt as they dug for insects.
One of themclinbed to the top of a bush, chittering when a branch sprayed
it with collected raindrops.

"I don't believe this," Satoshi said softly.

Victoria covered her face with her hands, afraid she would start | aughing.
An i mage coruscated around them the rainbow edge of a transition spectrum
When it faded, Arachne projected the sight of Nerno's ship plunging into
the star system

"J.D.!" Zev was the first to welcone her. He whistled softly, a descending
cascade of notes. He grimaced. "It doesn't sound right, in the air."

The gravity of Europa's ship had pulled Starfarer aside; the starcraft were
in no danger of colliding. Victoria felt a rush of joy, unalloyed by fear
"Are you okay?" Victoria asked. "That is you-T

They waited inpatiently through the instant's tinmnelag.

J.D.'s imge appeared

"I"'mhere, Zev. | understood what you said. Me, too. Hi, Victoria."
"I"'mso glad you're all right. What . . . what about Neno?"

"Nerno's dead."

"J.D. . . . I'mso sorry." Victoria wi shed she were near enough to hug her

friend.
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"It's strange. . . . I'msad, but I-is that Europa with you?"

"Hello, J.D.," Europa said. "You've lost a friend? I'"msorry."

"Thank you," J.D. said.

"How di d you persuade the squidnoth to bring you here?" Europa asked.

"I didn't. The squi dnot h- Neno-di ed. "

Andr ogeos swung around fromthe riverbank, his kilt swi nging around his
powerful legs. His feet were nuddy to the ankles.

"I claimsalvage!" he shouted.

"Sal vage?" J.D. said. "What are you talking about?"

"The ship's abandoned. | cl ai msal vage."

"My ffiend died and left the ship to me," J.D. said coldly. "It is not
abandoned. "

"Don't be selfish!" Androgeos pleaded. "It's useless to you,"

Hi s usual tone of disdain vanished in his desperation; he spoke in the
same tone as when he begged Victoria to give himher new al gorithm
"I'"ll come over and pith it, so we can harness it," he said. "Qtherw se

the Four Worlds will send out a sal vage crew. \What good can it do you?
You have to go back to Earth!"

"I'f I have to go back to Earth," J.D. said, "I'll take Nerno's ship with
ne. "

"And just how do you propose to do that? Tow it with your pathetic sail?"
The sail house trenbled. A touch to Arachne showed that Europa's ship was
novi ng again, curving its path in such a way as to fling Starfarer none
too gently out of orbit.

"Hey, be careful!"” Infinity said.

"Why should IT Androgeos snarled. "You don't care enough about your ship
to keep it clean of squidnmoth spawn!"

J.D. |l ooked confused. Victoria forwarded the silver slug' s transm ssion
to the Ch4 so J.D. could see it

"W don't quite know what to do about it."
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J.D."s smile was radiant. "Don't do anything! Victoria, please-Nerno's
other children are stranded back at Sirius."

"Don't worry. W won't hurt it."

"Prepare to receive me," Androgeos said to J.D

"I'f you try to land here,"” J.D. said, deadly serious, "I'll spin you off
into space, and you can wal k hone!"

Andr ogeos | aughed. "It's easy to make threats. Not so easy to carry them
out."

"Andro," Europa said slowy, "you are the one making enpty threats. J.D
has | earned squidmoth tactics already. Look."

"She can't-" Androgeos fell silent.

Slowy, deliberately, Nemp's starship began to rotate.

J.D. gave Nerno's shell a gentle spin. It was nore than a denonstration to
Androgeos; it was a first stage in terrafornm ng. Rotation would gradually
even out the tenperature extremes that Neno had preferred, frozen darkness
giving way abruptly to a star's searing radiation

J.D. noved the shell gently toward Starfarer. The transnission |ag
shortened to inperceptibility. She stayed distant, to noderate the
gravitational stresses. Europa's craft had shaken Starfarer nore than
enough for one day.

Andr ogeos and Europa remmi ned uncharacteristically silent. J.D. watched
their images, anmused by their surprise.

So you can still be surprised, even after four thousand years, she thought.
That's some confort.

Andr ogeos conposed hinsel f. Wien he spoke, he replaced his querul ous tone
with one of friendly, helpful persuasion.

"J.D.," Andro said, "Europa and | know how to refit an abandoned ship so
you can navigate it."

"Don't beg, Andro," Europa said.

"But we could be partners-"
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"Listen to her! Look at it! She controls it, Andro!" J.D. turned toward
Victoria. "Thank you," she said, without nentioning the transition algorithm
al oud. Europa and Androgeos saw Nenp's shell as a valuable prize. No telling
what they might do if they knew it possessed Victoria's transition algorithm
as well.

"I"'mso glad to see you," Zev said. "Wen can you conme honme?"

"I don't know," J.D. said. "All things considered . . . | don't think I'd
better | eave Nerno's ship just yet., ~

"I't's your ship now," Zev said. "Nautilus.

Nautilus, J.D. thought. O course. How could it be anything but Nautilus?
She grinned at Zev.

"It's arelief to have you back," Victoria said. "I had second thoughts
about | eaving you behind as soon as it was too |ate. " She said | ess
than she m ght have, if Europa were not |istening.

They had all becone secretive around the alien humans. That troubled J.D.
but she refused to |l et her concern overcone her excitenent: Her first
successful flight of Nautilus, the discovery of the |ast egg case, and a
system of inhabited planets

"I'"ve had a pretty amazing tinme over here," J.D. said. "I'm]looking forward
to telling you all about it."

She wondered how |l ong Starfarer could safely stay in the system and

whet her the cosmic string would flee fromher as well. She touched the
know edge surface-
"Victoria . . . the cosmc string is staying stable!"

Twi ce before, the cosmic string had begun to withdraw as soon as Starfarer
entered a star system This time, it remained steady. Excited conversation
burst up around her.

"But how do you know?" Victoria asked, amazed. "Arachne's still surveying-"
"From Nautilus," J.D. said.

Victoria's eyelids flickered closed, then open, as she touched her link to
the conputer web. "I think you' re right. "
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"Are we forgiven?" J.D. asked Europa. "Is this our second chance?"
"I . . . | don't know " Europa sounded shaken and confused. "This is

very unusual . "
J.D. picked out the two predom nant strands of discussion anmong her
col | eagues:
We can go hone now.
Now we can stay.
"You had better follow us," Europa said. "To neet representatives of the
Four Worlds. W have a great deal to talk about."
J.D. smled, trying not to burst into tears.
"I"'msure that's true," J.D. said. "But you'll have to wait while we al
di scuss what to do next."
J.D. glanced at the nenbers of the deep space expedition: Victoria and
Sat oshi and St ephen Thonas, Infinity and Esther, Crinson and Jenny, Chandra
and Florrie Brown and Avvaiyar, Professor Thanthavong and N kol ai Petrovich
and Giffith, Fox and Mtch and Lehua and Bay, Senator Derjaguin and
Senator Orazio and Geral d Hemmi nge.
And finally, Zev. She ached for himto be with her. Their gazes touched.
"I"msorry about Neno," Zev said. "But | want to tell you properly."
"l want that, too," she said.
She i magi ned an ocean, a snmall ocean with nysterious depths, a place where
she and Zev could talk together in the | anguage of the divers, the |anguage
of true speech
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