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...\ have chosen to save peace. But in saving peace we have harmed our
friends.

And no doubt, many anmong us were ready to risk their lives in the interests
of

friendship and now feel a kind of shame. But if they had sacrificed peace,

t hey

woul d feel the same shane; because they would then have sacrificed humanity:
t hey woul d have accepted the irretrievable destruction of the libraries,

cat hedral s, and | aboratories of Europe . They woul d have accepted the ruin of
its traditions and transfornmed the world into a cloud of ashes. And that is
why

we shifted fromone opinion to the other. \Wen peace seened threatened, we

di scovered the shanme of war. Wen it appeared that we were to be spared from
war, we felt the shame of peace.

—ANTO NE DE SAI NT- EXUPERY

"La Paix ou la Cuerre,”

Paris-Soir, Cct. 2—4, 1938.

PART | Pl anetf al

W go to gain a little patch of ground That hath in it no profit but the
nane.

W LLI AM SHAKESPEARE

Ham et, 1V, iv, 18-29.

1

Real space shi mered, elongated, then twanged back into existence, taking
Paul i

Yeager with it. The boards of her ridership, too painstakingly maintained to
be

new, blurred, then solidified once again. Bad transit, she judged. She shook
herself nentally, then glanced at the chrono. It should have begun to nove as
soon as they entered real space. Reality shimered for a fearful “instant,”

t hen

ref ocused. There: now the dammed chrono had started up

She put out a hand to touch the display, which gleanmed ice-blue. Three
seconds

realtime had el apsed. Very bad transit. Junp was—er shoul d be—nstant aneous,
however long it felt as space curved and light shifted about you. She
swal | owed

hard, and blinked away a treacherous fog that would be the death of her if it
hit when she was using arnsconp. Despite |ifesupport, which allegedly kept



her

suit at a confortable tenperature, she shivered and sweated simultaneously.
That actual tine had passed ... if Junp had been this bad for her fighter and
its host, Leonidas, which had the best of a dying fleet's dimnished store of
mat ériel, what had it been like for the refugee ships Daedal us and Sir
Jeffrey

Anmher st ?

Before her transfer to Leonidas as a senior pilot—and that seniority was a

[ augh, if anything about this dammed war qualified as |aughabl e—she'd served
aboard the Anmherst. That had been tenporary duty, another in the frustrating
chain of TDYs that cheated Pauli of the advanced pilot training on New

Pat uxent

she'd been wild for since the war had stepped up. New Pax gave pilots the
best

training, and increased their chances of surviving their first scranble. And
i f

Expl oration, the service she had wanted to enter, was no | onger an option

t he

best training was barely good enough to keep her alive.

Wul dn't you just know that the instant Anmherst was headed toward New Pax at
long last, new orders would divert themto WIf 1V, one of the slagged
wor | ds,

hal f charnel and half rubble, to rescue and lift out as many survivors as
possi bl e for resettlenent? She couldn't conplain of her luck; it was better
t han

any on Wl f V.

Thereafter, it seenmed, they were always on the run, retreating world by
abandoned worl d, system by ravaged systemin the Net of Wrlds that had

l'i nked

the Alliance with Manhome Earth, a Net the Secessionists had torn through
CGod

only knew why.

This war nade Al liance and Secess’ maniacs even in retreat, fighting with the
deadl i ness of scavengers forced against a cliff face to defend their |ast
scrap

of meat. This was not a war you could win, Pauli thought, remenbering Wl f
IV—the half-nelted ruins, the fevered, feral survivors, and the factories
stripped by raiders fromboth sides, desperate for components and supplies
now

that the production |ines were gone, or going.

She gl anced over her boards, which weeks of prayerful |abor had raised to a
senbl ance of their old speed. Like Leonidas itself, all the riderships had

t he

best equi pnent they could scrounge, cajole, or steal. Wiy was it so inportant
to

protect refugees? Wiy, as the tiny convoy fled farther out and deep into the
No

Man's Worl ds, had security intensified until the pilots rode out Junp in
their

fighters? At the last planetfall, Federal Security marshals had cramed onto
t he

ships, and the pilots had hoped that they, at |east, mght offer sone
answers.

But the marshal s whose presence strained cranped ships’ capacities to house
and

feed them were saying nothing. At least, not to the pilots, though they had
sumoned—by God, they had ordered as if they were cadet s—€aptai ns Borodi n and
Ver fromtheir own ships onto Leonidas for a conference. Wen they energed,

t he

capt ai ns announced that the nmarshals woul d keep order on board and serve as



consul tants—that elastic, treacherous termfor despots pro tem as inpossible
to

get rid of as to question

After that neeting, the convoy altered course. It was hard to escape the
conclusion that the marshals had ordered it. Too dammed many marshal s, eating
supplies that the refugees needed, speaking officialese to no purpose but
their

own, issuing randomorders, seemngly for the joy of turning line officers
into

flunki es.

Mal i ci ously, Pauli hoped they enjoyed their new duties: nediating between the
civs, who suspected anyone in uniformof some past or future atrocity, and
their

ref ugee charges, who feared anyone at all. Mst of them were children, but

t hey

were children who had | earned to claw for survival. Rescue parties had found
battered adult skeletons in the rubble of WIf 1V; the nmedics had forbade
anyone

to question the evacuees.

Over in the Amherst and Daedal us, refugees slept two and three to a bunk
Even

the riderbays enptied by crashes and firefights had been converted to
makeshi ft

barracks for the refugees, who crouched anong energency supplies they stil
did

not dare touch as if they hid in caves. Leonidas would set the medics, techs,
civs, and their charges down on whatever resettlenment world the marshal s

i ntended, and then Pauli would transship for New Pax and the busi ness of
fighter

training. Anything that would extend her life a little | onger and give her

t he

chance to strike back at the war that had ended any hope she ever had of

gr owi ng

up happy, or growing up at all

Paul i activated comuni cations, taking bleak confort fromthe renewed chatter
of

a ship running in real space. Confort that they'd survived Junp. Satisfaction
that they'd made it this far. Never m nd happy. Happy was a word |i ke peace:
it

had book definition, but no nmeaning. At |east not for anyone she knew. The
psychs had praised her flexibility; if flexibility neant that she coul d adapt
to

this, then it was another reason for satisfaction. Happy was a dream she had
bef ore she realized how | ong, and how final, this war | ooked to be. She had
to

adjust to it—er die; and the sane damed psychs said she wasn't a quitter

A kl axon brayed over the ship chatter, and red light pulsed in the gl oom of
her

cockpit. Pauli checked her boards again and cursed. So nuch for carefu

mai nt enance! Her ship's alarmbuzzer had failed. Wth luck, the weapons
systens

woul dn't fail too. She tightened her webs and braced for the |l aunch that

hur| ed

her ship out into space. Gravity pressed, then slacked off as she banked into
formation with the rest of the riderships. The port darkened to protect her
from

the actinic glare of the white dwarf that circled a nuch | arger, cooler star
Scanners showed planets in this system planets and a dense asteroid belt.
The

system was too crowded to be wholly safe.



Well, what would it be this tine? Secessionist ships, or some Fed Sec marsha
gone even nore paranoid than usual ? Anrbush was inpossible in Junp, but
betrayal +hat was feasible. Pauli activated internal security scan. After
all,

Secess’ and Al liance had been one government once before the damed

t heori es—expansi on versus consol i dation under human rul e—bl ew apart the
government, then started firestornms on the worl ds thensel ves.

Wth the Net gone, patrolled by Secess', Earth was a dream of order and
prosperity. lronic, Pauli thought, that Manhone hersel f now had about as mnuch
nmeani ng as the word happy.

WAs it just the Secess', cane a treacherous whi sper, or had Terra chosen

i sol ati on, suspicious of friends who m ght, suddenly, transnogrify into
eneni es

doubly vicious for the know edge alliance and kinship had gi ven then? She
shivered. If she believed that—+et the Secess’ show up soon, she prayed, so
can forget.

She turned eyes back to her boards. The nmonents between systementry and
attack

were always tricky. You could betray a ship, especially as systens | ost
backups,

and even sone primaries were scrapped. A hidden transnmitter, and there you
wer e,

vul nerabl e after Junp. Then the Secess’ could enmerge and strip down your
shi p,

| eavi ng you—f you were lucky and they were feeling kind—to linp back to

what ever base night help you refit. There were fewer and fewer such bases on
ei ther side these days, Pauli thought.

She interfaced sensors with the other ships. They pressed forward, scanning,
al ways scanning, so slowy that she felt no accel eration; on the newer
riderships, you could feel Gforces build up only as you neared Junp speed.
The

navi gation grids glowed with the patterns of ships on three axes. To her left
and “up,” one veered out of formation. A quick warning, and the light that
represented it blinked back into its proper position: the shift of that |ight
and the chrono's ordered clicks were the only novenents Pauli perceived.

Her breath rasped in the tiny cockpit, threatening to cloud the visor of her
hel met until she adjusted tenperature controls downward. Recon felt
noti onl ess;

it wore on the nerves until you wanted to blast sonething if only to see the
light slash out to break the nonotony and the tension

Cone on, if you're out there! Fire already! No pilot who actually wanted to
get

out and zero Secess’ with virtuoso |aserwork outlived his third battle ..
sometines not even his first. But this dammable prowing, waiting for a
strike

that mght come in a second, an hour, or never, made you want to scream or
strike first, blindly, in an attenpt to find sone clear, safe way. She

sweat ed

with the need to see sonething, anything. It built up, as it always did, to a
poi nt where she didn't think she could bear it—and then the nonent passed, as
it

al ways did; and the ships pressed forward, scanning for enemes.

Secess’ out here didn't necessarily nean treachery. Attack could even be

coi nci dence, as ships fromboth sides sought the No Man's Worlds, seeking to
survive in these renote spacel anes by turning scavenger, even pirate. So far
she thought with a sort of chill pride, such scavengers only preyed on one
anot her.

Quickly Pauli ran the armsconp test program again, as she had before Junp and
woul d again, if they didn't suddenly engage the Secess’ and she had to use
her



| asers for real. Testing was never superfluous. You never knew when your

equi prent nmight fail. How long would it be until Alliance ships turned on
their

own, as well as the Secess', to steal the dw ndling supplies of conponents,
concentrates, all the never-to-be replaced stores for which production |ines
had

all but ceased?

Two of the riderships passed by a massive asteroid with a dense netallic core,
a

deliberate feint to draw out—there! as if they blinked into existence, there
glistened the formation standard to Secess’ pilots, a pentacle arrayed al ong
t he

t hree axes of space battle. Then another, and another. And where was the base
ship that had rel eased then?

Predi ctabl e, Pauli thought for the thousandth tinme. But what was never

predi ctable was the speed with which that formation seenmed to materialize,

t he

precision with which the Secess’ flew, their cold ferocity, and the deadly
teamwork that nade each ship of the five react Iike a finger on the sane
fatally

capabl e hand. Al nost inhuman, it was: never wearing down or fearing, like the
pilots she knew. Like herself. Pilots who tired, whose eyes bl eared, whose
hands

shook, and whose breath came hoarse and husky in the fetid cocoons of

i fesupport.

Once, just once, before the captain had entered, wardroom runor whispered of
proscri bed bi otech, of spies vanished, doubtless suicides or painfully dead
on

Secess’ worlds in vain attenpts to di scover whether the babbl e about clones
and

augnent ati on cont ai ned even an atom of truth.

She chilled: even a nonent's reflection mght prove fatal against Secess’
pilots. Watever el se they were, they were geniuses at seizing the
opportunity,

yes, and one's life with it.

And here they cane.

Beyond the five-pointed stars emerged the hull of the Secess’ base ship, not
burnished like its riders, but scratched and pitted by mcronmeteorites into a
ki nd of dullness. At the orders of Leonidas's captain, the riders broke
formati on, changed attitudes, and engaged the Secess’ pilots. Shrewd
targeting

set violet-tinged spurts of light ravening into hardened netal and fragile
systenms. Damm! That one had hit a power source. Scratch one ship. Pauli had
known the pilot, who had been no fool, just a little old, alittle slow Too
slow for the Secess’ pilots. They were dammed fast, |ike a schizophrenic

di vi ded

into five separate, nmurderous intelligences.

The survivors re-fornmed and accel erated. A whine underlay the white noise in
Pauli's cockpit, and the apparent notion of her conpanion ships increased.
She

fired quickly, felt the ship jolt to conpensate—and that was the first

i ndi cation that her ship noved at all. Then Leonidas shot forward toward the
Secess’ so rapidly that she saw it both on grid and in actuality.

Paul i pressed in, one hand thunbing frantically for comrunications. Al
around

her crackled the chatter of ship-to-ship communications: all chatter fromthe
Al liance side. Never mind jamm ng: the Secess’ were silent, all save the one
cool voice per pentacle that had announced the opening of hellmouth for too
many

of Pauli's friends.



"They're on ny tail ... cover me-eee!"

Before a wingman could turn to aid him needles of violet slashed into the
shi p

and it broke apart, fragments spinning, globing around a central core of fire
and instantly freezing vapor. That pilot had been unlucky. Usually the
Secess’

struck so efficiently that their quarry hadn't even tine to see it com ng

| et

al one scream So, they could be rattled. That, at |east, was sonething. One
listed, attitude wobbling; and she fired, taking a ruthless delight in the

way

that ship veered off, |osing control

"Daedal us, Anmherst ... ” that was the voice of the Leonidas's captain. “Get
out

of here. Prepare for Junp."

"Captain, that last junmp ... Engineering reports chip fissures on NavConp.
The

mai n boards, not the backups. We can't risk Junmp if they nelt."

"Daedal us, retreat and test then! Amherst, prepare for independent Junp. Do
you

copy?"

"Negative, Leonidas, negative,” cane Captain Borodin's voice in an unusua

di splay of control. Then, nore predictably, he roared, “Not goddamed likely,
Leoni das. W' re backing you up!"

Not with all those refugees and civs on board, they couldn't. “This is—=
"Never m nd who you are, Captain! My conm ssion antedates yours, and | said
['m

backi ng you up!"

"—this is Federal Security Marshal Arnaut, Captain. On ny authority, you will

retreat and prepare for Junp. O you will consider yourself renmoved from
comand. "

In a battle? Pauli could imagine Borodin's snort at the deskflier who would
try

an enpty threat like that. Wth that snort would come a return to hunor,
sanity,

and craft. Likely, Borodin would bide his nonent, then attack. Sure enough
Amher st began a tentative retreat. Pauli signalled her own squadron and
accel erated toward Leoni das as she headed toward a deadly interception with
t he

Secess'

"Shi el ds on. Daedal us, you too; Amherst, faster now, get back!" Conmand
crackl ed

over the circuits, faltered, then grew | oud again as overused comgear

achi eved

a fragile resolution

"What kind of people are we if we abandon our own?” canme Borodin's voice.
Paul i

felt an incongruous stab of pride. Despite her promoti on—+for such it was—to
t he

Leoni das, Borodin was still the captain under whom she'd first survived fire.
"Smart ones. You have the kids to protect, renmenber? You really going to |let
them see battle again, just when they thought they were safe?"

Paul i grimaced. That marshal was crafty, maybe as smart as Borodin, She
wonder ed

if the one on Amherst was that clever, too.

She got the nearest Secess’ in the arnmsconp sights, heard the satisfactory
beep!

of aligned axes, then opened fire. Cean hit! The other three ships in the
format flew wide, then re-formed nore raggedly as they, and she, rode out the
i nevitabl e buffeting.



She coul d i magi ne the chaos on the barracksdecks, and her old friends trying
to

work with hostile civs to cal mthem down: Ro, who wore a uniformonly because
war broke out and she had no choice; Rafe, half a civ hinmself ... best not

t hi nk

of Rafe or that last fight when she had finally abandoned their dream of
becoming a first-in team or transferring fromthe Amherst to the nore

sophi sticated Leoni das. The kids scream ng and crying, wetting thensel ves,
sone

of them maybe; the civs struggling to hold to some sort of order as the
lights

flickered to conserve power, sending it to arnmsconp and the shields, and the
confort of yellow light faded to uterine crimson, then to twilight.

Her boards showed the haze of screens encircling Leonidas and the Secess'.
Just

one glancing hit, just one, and metal vapor would cloud those shields, make
t hem

visible to the naked eye. The screens hazed as Leonidas's |asers slashed out.
The running lights dimed on the big ship. Inside, even the thrumof its

i fesupport would pause for the space of a gasp, then resune as power flowed
away from armanments and t hroughout the ship, then gathered for the next surge.
She hersel f targeted and fired—not mechanically, but with the mani aca

pr eci si on

of a chessmaster forced to choose a nove in mcroseconds. The ship yawed,

t hen

resumed attitude. She scanned damage control: assum ng nothing else failed,

t he

hit wasn't major. She could press the attack, and she did. Acceleration

t ouched

her, pressed webs agai nst her, and apparent notion increased. She fought.
Once again Leonidas's lasers seemed to coil and spring; the Secess’ ship
returned fire. A pallid haze envel oped both ships, glinting as the white
dwarf's

savage light struck clouds of frozen vapor into ferocious rainbows. The |ight
i ntensified about the ships, then wi dened as power was diverted from ot her
systenms into protection

"Keep back!” Pauli whispered. Signalling to the three ships nearest her, she
headed toward Leoni das, careful to use all available cover to dodge the
Secess’

one-man craft. On unattainable Earth, she had heard, there were beasts who
fought each season over mates. Their weapons were i mense racks of horns

whi ch

they would | ower and aimat one another. But once those horns ... those
antlers

| ocked, the beasts were too stubborn, or too stupid, to be willing or
abl e
to di sengage. Some, she heard, died that way, to be found, seasons later, as
racks of bl eached bones, their fatal antlers still, inexorably |ocked
Once, and once only, she had seen firelock: two ships of roughly equa
strength

conmitted, shields and weapons, to destroying one another, as weapons and
def ense reached a bal ance in which the captain who diverted power to weapons
was

instantly consunmed as his shiel ds weakened, or the captain who reinforced
shi el ds was driven back and driven back until, inevitably, he had to weaken
t hem

Firel ock ended one of two ways: swift, vicious intervention by ridercraft or
anot her ship; or mutual annihilation as systens fail ed, or overloaded. A
brilliant pilot might elude it; but Leonidas's master was no such thing. In
t he



past three years, they had started pronmoting senior engineers rather than
strategists in order to safeguard those ships still in good repair. He m ght
not

be pilot enough to avoid firelock, but Pauli was about to stake her life on
hi s

bei ng a good enough engi neer to hold out until the ridershi ps managed to

br eak

it.

They regrouped outside firing range of the two huge ships, now envel oped in
[ight, punishing even as the viewscreens polarized. Half the riders

reconfi gured

as guards agai nst the Secess’ single fighters, while the others prepared for
t he

first of a series of quick onslaughts against the base ship: in fast, fire
hard

and full power—then out again before the ship's heavy armanents coul d skewer
and

nelt themat a beam This would either weaken the Secess’ ship |ong enough
for

Leonidas to strike hard, killing or crippling its enemny, or enable Leonidas
to

pul | back and retreat.

Shi p-to-ship transni ssion crackl ed and whined in and out of phase, weakened
by

passage t hrough the screens. As the riderships poised for their first strike,
words enmerged fromthe static created by screens and Secess’ jammers ..

“will

begi n punping..."

"What ?” That cry canme froma pilot several hundred kiloneters out ... the
em ssions of her ship shone nore clearly on her status boards than the actua
ship itself to the naked eye. Pauli knew that one too: before the war had

pul | ed

her from her |abs, she had had an interest in physics.

"...all Junp-capable ships retreat, prepare for Junp on the mark ... others
l'i nk

wi th Amherst and Daedalus ... prepare for upconversion."

She remenbered now just why the man had received his captaincy. It wasn't

j ust

that he was an engineer; it was that he was a weapons specialist. And when he
got started tal king, he was a spellbinder. One off-watch, he had entertained
an

entire wardroomw th his plans for converting the ship's weapons to gama-ray
| asers. The problemwasn't breaking the atonmic nuclei to produce ganma
rays—or e

than one planet knew that to its lasting and highly radioactive sorrow. The
problemwi th gamma-ray |lasers lay in punping the material, then raising it to
a

uni formenergy level fromwhich the actual |aser would be fired—all w thout
nmelting the systens ... even the adamantine conponents of plated di anond that
served shi pwi de as microprocessors and were all but indestructible ... or
letting the | aser beam degrade. Thus far, the captain's engi neers had managed
to

store energy fromthe ship's power plant in what the techs called an isoneric
state. The problemwas altering its energy level. Were would he find an
out si de. ..

An out side source? He had an outside source: the firel ock.

"Lee, don't!” Borodin's voice crackled through the fragnented conmuni cation

t hen squeal ed out. “Daedal us, what's your status..."

"Junmp plotted..."

"You don't know this is going to work,” Borodin argued.



"We don't know it won't,” cane Captain Lee's voice. “In any case, | have been
ordered to use any and all means to safeguard your passengers."

Arnaut and those ot her dammed marshal s! That was a whol e ship out there they
were tal king about hurling into the equivalent of a very small nova. Not only
was the ship not expendable, it had a hell of a lot of fine people onit,
friends and conrades of Pauli and the other pilots.

Quickly the pilots conferred on ridership frequencies as, all around them

t he

Secess’ fighters struck, attenpting to break their formations, weakening
their

chance of ending the firel ock. Di sobey orders? Retreat? Turn and fight al
coners? Counterpointing their hasty quarrel over the best alternative was the
captai ns’ argument: Leonidas, stubborn, sure of its strength; Daedal us,
frantically testing systens and backups; and the Amherst. Voices rose and
fell,

cl eared, then phased out as the firelock intensified. Pauli imagined that her
short, sweat-danmp hair stood on end fromthe energies that Leonidas prepared
to

har ness.

A short bark, and a spate of sounds conprehensible only as orders sil enced

t he

captains until Borodin's deep, slightly accented voice took over the coms.
HAII

ships!” he cried in the archaic slang of a planet probably lost to all of

t hem

forever. Slang was better than code for energency messages. Code coul d be
broken. Slang could only be understood—and the Secess’ had noved so far from
Al liance that they no | onger shared many of the same referents. “Mayday!
Sauve

qui peut!" It was the call of utternpst disaster, old even as Earth counted
age,

a cry for flight so desperate that those unable to keep up must be left

behi nd.

And if Borodin sounded it, it could not be disregarded. He was too canny a
fighter to cry rout where none exi sted.

Pauli's ship sensors fluctuated wildly. The radiation detectors enitted a

st eady

beepi ng which nmeant, if she were lucky, a clouded badge and a warning, and if
she were not ... she didn't expect to live |long enough to have any children
so

it made little difference. Firing at the Secess’ fighters who pursued

gl eeful ly,

she and her conpanions turned and fled toward the two refugee ships.

Accel eration pressed her into her couch, which tilted back to enable her to
wi t hstand the pressures. Ahead of her and behind, the starlight dopplered as
she

neared |ightspeed. Her breathing deepened, then turned to panting as pressure
really took hold. Raising her hand to adjust the angle of the NavConp readout
became a supreme effort. If it had not been for the ache in her head from
recycled air and the shock to her eyes of explosions too quick for

pol ari zati on

to shade, she mi ght have dreamed that this was a particularly brutal

si nul at or.

More pressure, and her vision reddened, her focus narrowing to that one

pr eci ous

readout. She grunted as she forced a stiffly gloved hand up toward NavConp,
keying for intercept with Anherst.

The overstressed detectors hooted a final tine, then were silent. Only the
digital readout continued to clinmb. “X rays,” Pauli recalled. Lee had pl anned
to



use X rays to trigger the upconversion fromwhich the actual |aser would be
fired.

As if sensing sonething new and hi deous, the Secess’ ship's rate of fire

sl owed,

and its shields intensified ... “Too late,” nuttered the pilot turned
physi ci st.

“He's engaging it now Prepare for Junp on Amherst's coordinates!"”

The pilot had anticipated her order: well enough. Pauli was no scientist, and
the other knew it. She concentrated on breathing and her boards. Around her,
t he

other pilots pressed for maxi mum speed. One stopped dead, power gone, until a
Secess’ blasted it to shards and gl eaning vapor. Qthers, unable to maintain

t he

pace, swung w de, hoping to avoid the shockwave to cone.

"The drive ... I"'mon overlo—" Yet another ship veered sharply off, tunbled,
then exploded as its drive overl oaded.

Behind the fleeing riderships, light rippled about the firel ocked craft. In

| ess

than a mcrosecond it peaked, stabbing into an expl osion of such speed and
brilliance that the ports had no tinme to polarize. Pauli squeezed her eyes
shut

and prayed that the ships could make Junp before the shockwave hit them At

| east the distress buzzers were out, she thought as the first trenors of the
wave buffeted her. Ahead of her |oomed the Amherst. She forced | eaden hands
to

controls, cutting speed and Gs so fast she alnpbst retched. Half by instinct,
she

headed for the blessed famliarity of the flight deck's | anding bays and the
wel comi ng symretry of their bright |anding grids.

Her ship touched down, and the lights died as the | anding bay cl osed. Her
boar ds

ran through their usual spectrum of powering-down, and she sagged agai nst her
webbi ng. How many ships had made it into the safety of flight deck? The

ot hers

woul d have to ride out Junp al one. She'd done that once in a ridership, and
woul d probably do it agai n—+f she were |ucky enough to survive—but she didn't
envy them the experience.

Borodi n's voi ce barked out the command, “On the mark, all ships NOAN" Contro
boards bent and shimrered, gravity faded, and the ships Junped..

Real space contracted and expanded simnultaneously in a frenzy of infrared
flickering to violet, then back, rocking and racking the ridership as the
shockwave struck, and Pauli yawed back and forth until Junp...

...Mtionless ... away ... hell exploding, worse than the heart of that white
dwarf star in the binary system ... a hideous scream thought, not heard,
never

to be heard, fromthe throats of Leonidas's crew, which had created its gamm
| aser, and died of it—but had obeyed orders to the last, and taken their
eneni es

with them

Gravity seized and rel eased, and Pauli screaned soundl essl y—i ke Daedal us;
like

t he dammed! —as Amher st di pped and pl ummeted down the bubbl es sone madmen said
under | ay space, skinmming the treacherous supercurrents of radiation so bright
t hat even quasars seened dark, a froth of tachyons and fermons, then slid
into

a trough of soundl ess, tineless darkness.

Buf f eti ng subsi ded as the ships Junped, base ships and riders. Tinme tw nged
and

trenbled in their wake. Then space curved about them silent and protective,
and



they left a tineless, trackless hell behind.

2

Conmuni cati ons had | ong since been | ost—y God, how | ong? Pauli | ooked for

t he

chrono. It was not in its usual place on her boards, which tw sted and
shifted

even as she stared at them She put out a hand, and saw it shimmer, deform

t hen

renol d again before her eyes. An instant |later her eyes seenmed to pierce the
seal s and articul ations of her glove, and she saw her bones gl owi ng through

t he

i nsubstantiality of her flesh. Her body began what felt |ike a slow churning,
si mul t aneousl y inside and out.

For the noment, she was deaf and blind; in the next, she was deluged with
sensory inpressions, crawing along her nerves until she screamed, though she
heard no sound. Real space i npinged. Communi cations resumed, a babbl e of

pani c,

t hen squeal ed out; and Junpspace folded theminto its hideous self once nore.
I't

was not a place for humans, had never been. Tine stretched out ... are we
trapped? To be trapped in Junp: after the first |long Junp, when you suffered
t he

di stortions of curving space, there in the frothing real mwhere gal axi es were
born. Tinme was suspended there, and matter. And to wake there, eternally, in
your flesh, an unholy resurrection, why that was the one fear that, nore than
conbat, brought you shuddering up out of uneasy sleep. You did not really

exi st

in Junp; you entered it and left. If you entered it and could not |eave, you
could not di e—having never really existed there in the first place.

Gravity and wei ghtl essness pressed sinultaneously, and real space beckoned
tantalizingly close. Conme on, come on, this shouldn't happen! Pauli thought,
her

consci ousness straining toward thought as her eyes, trying to see light in

t he

dar kness, created an aurora of scarlets and yell ow agai nst her eyelids.

Real space will exist if I rmust invent it! she declared soundl essly. She

consi dered stars, and planets, seas, and starships: |let them be! she decl ared,
a

nmental how .

Amherst slid down the wave of no-tine and place. Very well: if the situation
called for blaspheny, then let blaspheny exist too. "Let there be light!" she
screamned.

Absurdly she heard her voice shrill up, then crack. In a “second” nore, she
woul d | augh, assumi ng she could hear or feel it, at her megal omania. Well, if
they did not escape Junp, she would have all of a mad eternity to appreciate
it.

Real space tore through the illusions then. The rasp of her own | abored

br eat h,

the snell of stale air, of chenical cleansers, and of her own sweat cane into
mani f estati on once again as communi cati ons grow ed, then exploded into life.
The

chrono solidified, nmute testinmony to the fact that they had spent close to

t wo

m nut es conscious in Junp. Any |longer and they m ght not have been able to

pul |
free. O be sane thereafter
"Ri dershi ps by the nunbers ... report in, please!"

Fai nt voi ces crackl ed over the ship-to-ship bands as the craft who had ridden
out Junp divorced fromtheir base ships called in.



"Do you require assistance to dock?” Borodin asked.

"Negative ... but I'mgoing to kiss the deck once | touch down!” one pil ot
replied, then |laughed hysterically. O her voices sounded weepy, exhausted,
and

nakedly relieved. But there were too few At |east two riderships had not

pul | ed
t hr ough Junp and..
"Daedal us ... do you copy? Daedal us, please reply!"

"God, no,” Pauli whispered. Instead of cracking the hatch and sw ngi ng out,
she

sagged back. That whole ship, plunged into a maze it could never escape.
Lost,

its crew, and all the civilians, and the refugees. Tears threatened. “Cod,
hel p

them They never had nmuch of a life,” she whispered. “But at |east, now, they
were about to have a chance.”

"Yeager, are you there? Report!” Borodin's voice cracked sharply, snapping
her

back into al ertness.

"Yeager, aye. Request permi ssion to come to the bridge."

She cracked the hatch, sw nging out and down, her boots echoing on the
textured

nmetal deck of the |anding bay. The lights outside the bay al nost blinded her,
and she | eaned agai nst a bul khead with several other pilots who energed

al nost

at the sane time. Behind themrose the whine of machinery closing the docking
bays, activating the catapults that hurled another shift of pilots into
space.

Pl ease God, no Secess’ lurked in this systemas well.

"We shouldn't have left themout there,” one worman told Pauli.

"Qught to be an explanation,” nmuttered another man to | ow growl s of assent.
Soneone owed them sone answers: why the secrecy, why the haste, why the
Leonidas, with its irrepl aceable crew and systens, had been condemmed as
expendabl e?

"Where are we goi ng, anyhow?"

"I'"'m headed for the bridge,” Pauli announced. “To get sonme answers!"

Prof ane agreenent growed out. Still in the aftermath of that appalling Junp,
Paul i lurched agai nst a bul khead, steadied, then ained toward the nearest

el evator. The other pilots crowded in.

And not hing nmoved. Nothing in the elevator, that was. Pauli thunbed for
conmuni cati ons. What the hell kind of stupidity was this? After that abortion
of

a Junp, damage control parties would have to scour the ship, system by
system

God knows, the nedical staff would need to tend the refugees, or any

cr ewnenber

whose grasp on reality m ght have snapped in transit. But the el evator was
not

novi ng.

"Backup power doesn't work either,” reported the woman nearest controls.
"Down the corridor. Try the next one."

"It's not going to work,” Pauli called out at the backs of the pilots who

| eft

to take that advice. Only nonents ago—but parsecs away—-she had call ed hersel f
par anoi d. Now she began to suspect her own skepticism

"Engi neeri ng? Yeager here. Trying to reach the bridge. W don't have el evator
power here. Is this a mal function?"

"Neg...” the conm squawked, then went dead.

Interesting. Predictable, too. Wiy keep the pilots fromthe bridge? Paranoi a
threatened to overwhelmher. Pilots were the one group capable of asking



guestions that soneone didn't want answered, or |earning the answers on their
own. Answers to questions such as where they were headed, and by whose
orders,

and why Leoni das had died. She didn't think that this was Captain Borodin's
idea; it wasn't Borodin's style. But then, it wasn't Borodin who had ordered
her

back to the Jeffrey Anmherst, either. A marshal had taken conmand in the
battl e.

But she couldn't expect one of themto tell her anything hel pful..

The nearest ready room had conmputer access, she thought, and trotted toward
it.

Her | egs were steadier now. Punching up diagrans of the ship, she nodded to
herself. There they were: service hatches, |adders, crawl ways ... she was
wal ki ng faster and nore steadily now, glancing about fromside to side as if
she

herself were a ship expecting attack. It was like arriving in a new system
and

conducting reconnai ssance for Secess'. She spared a brief thought for the
pilots

who were doing that right now. Good |uck, brothers. Wat systemwere they in,
anyhow?

She punched up the codes to access navigation. ACCESS RESTRI CTED fl ashed on
and

off on the tiny screen. The red |light spread out over her hands where they
shook

on the keyboard. Raising an eyebrow, she used a higher priority, and was
unsurprised when that failed too. Mittering to herself, she headed for the
hat ch

she had noted on the ship's plans.

The man standing guard at the accessway surprised her: Becker, the nost

seni or

of the Federal Security types who now infested their convoy. Wy hadn't he
stationed hinmsel f on Leoni das?

Because, the answer cane readily, since it was pure nmlitary, he knew it was
expendabl e; and he doesn't want to die. No nore than | do. What el se does he
know that | coul d use?

She nust have asked that question al oud.

"What else do | know, Lieutenant? | know that your questions to conputer
alerted

me. | also know that right now the I ast thing Captain Borodin needs on the
bridge is a nmob of pilots still wobbling fromJunp and a bad case of
ri ght eous

i ndi gnation."

Her own ri ghteous indignation balled her hands into fists. For the first tine
since she had net the man, he was speaking to her as if he were human, and
not

an official bound to speak to junior officers as if he were the voice of
Regul ations itself.

"Don't even try it,” said the Fed Sec, and raised one hand slightly. Arnmed.
So

there was nmore to the man than bureaucracy. She m ght have been intrigued if
she

hadn't been ready to fight.

"Ri ght now, you only have two choices. Either get yourself back to quarters,
or

round up your friends and tell themto make thensel ves useful with the

ref ugees. "

"And if | don't?"

"Then | report that you were uncooperative."

Paul i snorted. Uncooperative. The war had bl asted every known systemto



pi eces,

taken her life apart ... and this fool expected that the inbecilities he had
probably | earned in some deskbound | eadership course would work. On a
conbat - bl ooded, conbat-drained pilot.

"They need your help, Yeager. Think of it. You were on WIf IV. You saw the
children we picked up. That was a bad Junp for you, and you knew what you
coul d

expect. Wiat about those children? They know nothing. And if you're not
wor ri ed

about them think of your friends"—Becker actually grinned at her, his eyes
knowi ng—who are in there with them Unarnmed, anong children who have

pr obabl y

killed to eat. Children who have lived with terror, and fought through it."
The fury at the base of her skull felt like laserfire as she glared at him
But

her rage was deflected by that dammable grin. “You stationed yourself here.
You

were | ooking for us,” she stated.

"Looki ng for soneone,” agreed Becker coolly. “You. | judged you were nost
likely

to think it through. And I was right."

"Becker, you tell the captain...” Technically, the civ outranked her
out r anked

a captain, if he and Arnaut had been throwi ng around the orders that blew
Leoni das and put the Jeffrey Anmherst's bridge off-limts. The hell with it.
"That you want to see hinf? As soon as our course is laid in.” Becker's snile
becarme | ess sly, and nore confident. He knew he had won. For now, Pauli told
herself. 1'Il get some answers sonehow.

"What is our course?” Pauli asked.

The marshal snmiled. “That is another of the things that is classified for
Now.

As soon as possible, however—=

"Have me paged,” Pauli ordered, covering her frustration with a show of
dignity.

Becker woul d probably page her when that white dwarf in the [ast system
cool ed

down. “I'Il be in emergency quarters.”

She turned on her heel and strode away, then whirled. “Becker, are you going
to

rel ease el evator access, or do | have to suit up, go outside the ship, and
clinb

back in?"

"Such temper,” scoffed the marshal. “If you go back to the first elevator you
tried, you'll find that power has been restored. You can go anywhere you
want .

Except the bridge."

Pauli stalked into the el evator and sl apped the panels for the main | andi ng
bays

on the deck below. The door slid shut, and she felt the m nor hum of power
engagi ng. The door opened into reddi sh darkness and pure nightmare.

Soneone must have sprayed disinfectant about the bay not |ong ago, but even
t hat

acrid, eye-watering snell could not overpower the stinks of food, of faulty
air

exchange and i nprovi sed recl amati on chanbers which | eaked the vi negar and
napht ha stinks of human urine or sickness. She snelled sweat, including her
own.

In the darkness Pauli grimaced. But the stinks of crowded humanity and
failing

systens were not what nmade her scal p and hair, soaked from her hel net,



suddenl y

prickle and go chill. Years in a ship's artificial environnent had made her
increasingly sensitive to snells. After all, a gas |eak or concealed fire
m ght

mean the death of the entire ship. Wat brought her alert and wary now as she
stared into the darkness of that converted docking bay was fear. Not panic,
but

the type of watchful, practiced fear that could becone the nurderous attack of
a

cornered beast.

She had snell ed that before. The Amherst had made planetfall by one of Wl f
IV's

cities and sent arned parties out to guard the civ task force who had cone to
reclaimthe children. Lifesupport reveal ed many bodies in one building that

| ooked like the ruins of a school. In any case, it still had parts of its

r oof ,

whi ch made it unique. The power cells had faded, and the wall panels had
darkened to the twilight ruddiness of a lair where desperate creatures knew
every pathway, and in which they had gone to ground.

Instinctively Pauli's hand dropped to her sidearm snapped open the catch

t hat

secured it. Until her eyes adjusted to the gloom she was exposed here; and
she

didn't like it.

A gasp rose from sonewhere in that vast space turned into something that was
neither relief station nor den

"I wouldn't,” came a quiet, deliberately expressionless voice. She m ght not
be

able to see the speaker, but she knew that voice. Raiford Adans. Once, they
m ght have made a good team the pilot and the xenobiol ogi st. They had been a
good teamin other ways. But when pilots neasured |ife expectancy in termnms of
nunmbers of missions flown, Rafe had tried to talk her into another field.
Persuade her out of flying? Easier to find another nan than another field,
she

had thought at the tine.

Behind Rafe's tall silhouette she heard rustles, and whi spers. Soneone

stunbl ed,

cried out, and was quickly hushed.

"Why do you keep it so dark in here?” Deliberately, Pauli went on the

of f ensi ve.

“It's like a damed cave."

"\What about |ights, David?” Rafe turned and called into the dusk.

"I"ve got power restored, | think,” came a deep man's voice. “l'd have to see
your boards, but 1'd say that that |ast Junp al nost wecked |ifesupport.

Can't

say much for your backup systens either."

The lights canme on, and Pauli blinked. Rafe turned away. Hi s eyes were
suddenl y

too bright, and he shut them but not before she had seen

That had to be relief for her, not for the people who crouched around him
The

entire docking bay, usually bare and cl ean, was heaped wi th bundl es and

t ur ned

into a maze of makeshift corridors, some made by the sound-deadeni ng plastics
and conposites that, in nore prosperous tines, were what ships used to throw
up

tenmporary quarters. Wen those had run out, they had hung foil blankets that
rippled with every passing body, or the alnost inperceptible air currents in
t he

vast bay. In each one of the spaces partitioned off crouched at |east one



child:

dark children, pallid ones, tall children, and toddlers. There was no way to
assign one specific genotype to those children, for they were refugees drawn
from several worlds.

Two things stanped themas kin: their thinness, even after weeks on ship's

f ood;

and their eyes, frightened, yet specul ative. Seeing Pauli, a newconer in a
uniform they had fallen silent. Now she felt the intensity of their gaze, a
gaze focusing, in nost cases, on the sidearm strapped to her thigh

But they are children! she rem nded herself.

A tall blonde woman rose fromthe side of a child who coughed until she bent
doubl e. “Lieutenant Yeager? | amAlicia Pryor, senior medical officer here.
met you before you were transferred to ... ny regrets, Lieutenant, on the

| oss

of your ship."

"Shi p?” asked a boy.

"Her ship,” Dr. Pryor explained patiently. “It exploded, and her friends were
killed."

The intensity of the children's scrutiny faded sonewhat. If Pauli were, |ike
t hensel ves, a person who had | ost sonething, perhaps she was not an eneny.
Had

Pryor deliberately created that inpression? It was a foolish specul ation, but
as

Paul i wal ked farther into the bay, echoing with cries and questions, she
coul d

not put it out of her nind.

"What about the other ships?’” asked the man who had restored lighting to the
bay. Pauli renenbered his name. Ben Yehuda. David ben Yehuda. A refugee

hi nsel f,

with two children, ol der and nore robust than nmany of the others.

She shook her head. “You know about Leonidas."

"That was sone shockwave. For a monent, | thought it would deform Junp,” ben
Yehuda said. “The children were terrified."

"It did,” said Pauli. "Daedalus and three of ny riderships failed to cone

t hr ough. "

Raf e caught ben Yehuda's armas he reeled. “Forgive nme. |'ve been at |east
three

wat ches wi thout sleep. We're short-staffed here—=

"You won't be,” said Pauli. “They're keeping the pil ots—+hose who nade it

t hrough—ef f the bridge, funnelling them down here to help out."

"I hope they're of some use,” snapped a bl ack woman from her position at the
food dispensers. “Pilots! What we really need is a maintenance tech.”

"I"ll get onto it,” said ben Yehuda. “Next. In a nmonment. You say they didn't
survive Junp?"

Engi neer the man m ght be, but he was a grounder, Pauli realized. She shook
her

head. “You don't really live in Junp,” she started to explain.

"So you don't die there. Ever?"

"W don't know,” she sighed.

"No rest, no peace forever, like the Wandering Jew,” said ben Yehuda. He bent
his head, nuttering. "Yisgadal v'yizgadash sh'nmeh rab'bo." To Pauli's shock
tears ran down his lined face, and his children—a boy and girl so close in
age

and appearance that they m ght be tw ns—huddl ed about him A third child, one
of

t he boys who had stared nost intently at Pauli's sidearm watched, his head
cocked. Atiny girl clung to his leg, whispered to him then rel eased hi mand
started over to the weeping nan and his fanily.

"He hurts!” she hissed at the boy.

For a nonent he stood irresolute, as if trying to solve an equation. He



gl anced
over at Pauli again, this tine not at her weapon but at her face.

"It's grief,” Rafe explained quietly. “Yes, | know He doesn't cry because he
is

hungry; and he isn't sick. He cries because other people died (or worse than
that)."

"He won't see themagain,” the boy nuttered. H's voi ce seened rusty and
unused.

“When they go away, when they get sick, after a while they don't nove. Then

t hey

go away, and you have to | eave where they are.™

Ben Yehuda turned to the boy. “That's right, Lohr. You remenber it, and—=

"I hate it!” cried the boy. “I don't want themto go, | don't want to |eave
them.."

"Hush, there, hush.” David ben Yehuda knelt and held out his arns to the boy.
The hundred or so children nearest had all fallen silent. Wat struck Paul
nost

was the quality of that silence. It was wonder. These children were al
famliar

with death, with people who had “gone away,” |eaving their bodies behind in
lairs that the children would avoid fromthen on. They had taught thensel ves
to

conceal pain at death, to blank it fromtheir awareness; and now ben Yehuda
rem nded them

"We'| | have hysterics in a monent,” Dr. Pryor murmured. “Can you handle it?"
The bl ack wonman muttered somet hi ng.

"Quiet, Beneatha! Right before Junp, you were the one who conpl ai ned that

t hese

children are too stoic. Now that they're beginning to feel again, you want to
blame it on the mlitary."

"You didn't have to spring it on them” Beneat ha accused—who? Pauli? Ben
Yehuda

hi nmsel f ?

"As long as it happens,” ben Yehuda said earnestly. “Lohr,” he spoke to the
boy,

“it's all right. See, Ari is still here. Ayelet is fine,” he gestured at his
son

and daughter, who sat and stroked the hair of the tiny girl who had |eft
Lohr's

side. She was crying now, and Lohr watched her, appalled. He started to
shake,

and a bead of spittle appeared at the corner of his nouth.

"She is crying, Lohr,” said Rafe. “It doesn't mean she is going to die. It

j ust

nmeans she's sad because sonmeone she cares about is sad. You care about David,
don't you? Hasn't he taken care of you and ‘G lia since you were brought in?"
The boy's mouth worked. He gul ped and ran his hand over his |lips. Ben Yehuda
hel d out a hand, encouraging the boy to cry and be conforted. “Let it out,
Lohr,” he whi sper ed.

Paul i found herself holding her breath. The boy started forward. They've got
him she thought. Relief caught at her throat. Then he bolted for the nearest
corner of a rat's maze of hanging blankets, tilted partitions, and heaped-up
supplies. A warren forned by hangi ng bl ankets. For a nmonent, sobs trailed
after

him but only for a moment. The child ‘G lia ran after him shaking her head
at

of fers of conpany.

"How ol d do you think he is?” asked Dr. Pryor

"N ne, ten?” What did Pauli know about the age of children?

"He's as old as Ari and Ayelet here. Alnpbst thirteen. Practically feral. You



were right to guard your sidearm when you came in, you know. Lohr had his

eyes

onit. He's not a bad child, you know. He's just never really been a child:
that's all. That little girl, the one David calls ‘Cilla—we think she's
Lohr's

sister, though they don't | ook a thing alike. See how frail she is. There
nmust

have been tines it woul d have been easier for Lohr to survive if he had
abandoned her. But he never did."

"Sometines he cries in his sleep about her,” said David. “I think he's killed
people to protect her. There's anger in him and fight, all bottled up. But I
think I can turn himaround. He knows he exists, rough as it's been for him
Sone of themaren't sure. W even had to nane a few kids who'd forgotten what
their parents called them"

Paul i found herself pacing, watching the pile of blankets into which Lohr had
burrowed, hoping that he would sob hinself out, then energe. To her

ast oni shment, she wanted to talk with him There nust be something she could
say, words drawn from her own experiences on WIf 1V, assurances that al

adul t s—especially adults who wore uniforms—were not evil. But he never

emer ged.

Beyond her, fromthe corner of her eye, she caught sight of others of the
pilots

working with the civilians, squatting down by a sleeping child, carrying
piles

of equipment, talking in a circle of thin, preternaturally cautious survivors
canouf | aged by i mmature bodi es. They were of nmany races and sizes, but a
singl e

| ook of wary, fearful hunger stanped them as kin.

Abruptly the air currents failed again, and the |lights went dead. The

si | ence,

even of those children nost distraught by the invasion of these unifornmed
adul ts

and their unwel come news, was uncanny. Cccasional rustles and whispers told

t he

adults that the children noved.

Pauli had been this silent herself in survival training, had felt the sane
bui | dup of tension as she searched out a new star system for enem es who

m ght ,

at any nonent, reduce her and her ship to frozen vapor. That was her risk:
she

was an adult who had chosen conbat flying. It sickened her that a child would
under stand those fears.

"No one's hunting us,” she announced, making her voice deliberately cheerful
“Why i s everyone so quiet?"

"Ch, well done!” whispered Alicia Pryor

The rustling increased, came closer, like rats padding in a slum I|f soneone
flashed a light across the room she had the sensation that all over the
room

drawi ng cl oser and closer to her, would be pairs of eyes, gleaming |like the
eyes

of wild beasts. She wanted a wall at her back, and preferably soneone else to
def end her back for her

"Not again,” grumbled ben Yehuda, deliberately jovial. “Ari, get ny torch.
never get any rest around here.” Thin, nervous |aughter spattered out.

"You think it's funny that | don't get to sleep? | don't. I will give those
lights until three to cone back on. And then I will be seriously angry at the
lights. One...” the children's laughter intensified—tw ... you don't
bel i eve

this, do you?” Now nore of the children |laughed. Even their footfalls had
nor e



sound now. “Say, | don't think this is working. Two and a half? Lights ..
anywher e?"

"Try two and three-quarters?"

"Well enough, Lohr. Two and three-quarters..."

Wth a humand a sigh, the lights flashed back on, and the humof the air
condi ti oners resuned.

The children | aughed and cheered. At |east they |aughed and cheered unti

t hey

saw the tall, pale man in the dark uniform of the Federal Security marshals
standing in their mdst.

Becker had crept in like a hunting cat or a wild child hinself. How | ong had
he

stood there, his pale eyes scanning the entire bay, pausing to eval uate each
of ficer who had been di spatched to assist the refugees?

"Damm t, did he stage that?” asked Pauli in a furious undertone. “Kids have
enough problenms w thout his setting up dramatic entrances.”

Raf e shrugged. “Becker's not all that bad, for a marshal. The evacuation from
Wl f was nostly his doing. He won't say, but | think—= he thinned his lips,
hi s

usual signal for ending an unwel cone di scussion. “Sometines he conmes in and
tal ks. "

"I'f you want to hear regul ati ons, why not access arnsconp? It doesn't pretend
to

be human."

"Becker knows what he's doing. And you're talking Iike one of the civs. You're
a

pilot, not a social worker. At least, that's what you told ne when you
accepted

assignnment to Leonidas."

Anot her futile argunent with Rafe! Under the sweat and grinme, Pauli knew she
was

flushing. She wanted a bath and a rest, and to get herself away from Rafe
before

she did or said something irrevocable and idiotic. But Becker stood there,
tall

and di spassi onate, scanning the mob of children and civilians until he caught
sight of her in her drab flightsuit.

"Li eut enant Yeager? You're wanted on the bridge."

" Now?"

"Right now That's a direct order. Frommne.” Al around her the children

mur mur ed, their whispers intensifying into a grow. Pauli started forward,
and

two or three of the girls caught at her hands. She remenbered how on WIf 1V
they had scratched and screaned at any attenpt to separate one of themfroma
group—and the silence that fell after the child was renoved: as if she were
gone

now and, since it was irrevocable, there was no point in tears.

"No one's going to hurt me. O you. They're on our side,” she called, even as
she hurried over to Becker, easing past a knot of refugees who tried to bl ock
her way. “I'Il be back. | promise |I'll be back."

Now what had inspired her to say that? In order to convince the children that
not all authority was murderous, now she'd have to return: and this place,

t hese

refugees, broke her heart even as their tension, their thinness, and their
unnatural quiet nade her want to retreat. She would have to burn her
flightsuit,

she deci ded, wanting to scratch all over. How long would it take the Anmherst
to

get the stink out of this bay?

She started toward the exit, and the children followed her



"Cet back,” the marshal gestured sharply. They obeyed, but only just. In the
nmonents, apparently, that Pauli had spent in the bay, quarrelling with their
caretakers, the children seened to have determ ned that she was an ally. She
was

smal | —as short as the bl ack woman she had heard Dr. Pryor call Beneatha, and
far

shorter than Rafe or Pryor, let alone the marshal who appeared to have her
under

custody. She had wanted to confort Lohr. Though she wore a uniformand a
sidearm she had not snelled like a threat. And now a man in a uniform
appear ed

to threaten her.

The children grow ed. Even Lohr energed from wherever he had hi dden. Becker
rai sed one eyebrow, then deliberately turned his back and headed for the
door,

his steps neasured, slow, as if he sought to bluff wild aninals.

"Well, Lieutenant?” his voice |lashed out. A muttering rose.

"Quickly,” murmured Rafe.

Pauli forced herself to smle at the children, wave reassuringly, then follow
the marshal. Two of the eldest children started to follow. Then Dr. Pryor

wal ked

forward. Though her novements seened as leisurely as the narshal's, she
reached

his side quickly and gestured the children back. Then, with practiced,
unhurried

speed, she waved the marshal and Pauli out. The door slid shut, but not
before

Pauli heard a scream of anger that died away into the wail of a frightened
chi | d.

"To the bridge,” ordered the marshal. “And nove it!” He headed toward the
nearest elevator at a pace that nade Pauli break into a |ope to keep step
with

hi m

"Cbviously you're not going back in there,” Pauli retorted. “Wuy did you set
that up? Rafe Adans told ne you'd been in there before, that you' d acted
human

in there before. Now, if you go back in, you' d better go guarded."

"I said nove! You're needed on the bridge, and so aml,” Becker told her. He
al |

but thrust Pauli into the elevator that opened so rapidly after he slapped

t he

wal I signal that she suspected he had locked it there to wait for them
"Bridge. And fast,” he ordered. The door slid shut, but not quickly enough
for

his taste. His long fingers tapped beside controls where Pauli saw herself
refl ected: nondescript and sturdy, her face grinmnmy, her shoul ders saggi ng
under

t he wei ght of her flightsuit. The weight! Abruptly it felt |ike nothing at
all.

She felt herself begin to rise, her stonmach threatening to precede the rest
of

her .

Free fall! Pauli lurched across the tiny cubicle and sl apped the gl ow ng
crinson

al arm panel . Hooting rang out, then subsided as backups cut in.

"Damed Junp,” she muttered. “What this ship needs is planetfall. I'd dunp
every

system on board, then test and reload before | tried to Junp again."
Becker was noddi ng. “Very good, Lieutenant Yeager. Very good. You justify
your



captain's faith in you."

"My captain died on board Leonidas,"” Pauli reninded him

"And Captain Borodi n?” The whine of the elevator subsided and the door slid
asi de, pausing hal fway. Angrily she sl apped the “manual open” and stal ked out
onto the bridge where too many people stared at boards and gl owi ng screens
dom nated by red and anmber |ights. Commander Banez, Borodin's exec, had

t ur ned

to ask hima question, but she stopped dead when Pauli and the marsha
ent er ed.

Curious, that: Pauli would have bet that only a | aser woul d have kept Banez
from

any deci sion she wanted to nake.

Anmber and even scarlet lights gleamed, sonme of themon the prinmary systens
boards. Mdre nmal functions, she groaned. Tiny knots of people stood or
crouched

before their duty stations, one or two calling out instructions to other
peopl e

who knelt, heads and shoul ders hidden, as they sought to repair what needed a
shipwi de refit. Banez glanced at them then turned back to the captain,

di smay

etched into a face that should have been plunmp and cheerf ul

Captain Borodin was slunped into his chair, security webs still |oosely
f ast ened

about him He stared into the hol ographic systemdisplay projected by NavConp
as

if it were a canpfire at which he huddl ed, seeking warnth and refuge from

wol ves.

"Li eut enant Yeager reporting, sir,” Pauli said softly. She had neant to be
crisp, angry; she had a right to her anger and sorrow. But then the captain
turned. He had not been a young man when she had started this tour of duty,
but

he had been vital, energetic. Now his hair shone pale in the dimed |ights of
the bridge; it had turned gray, and was slick with neglect. Dark circles
surrounded his eyes, and his cheeks seened to sag. He seened as tired as the
ship itself: would he break down too?

He nodded absently. “Damage control ?” he asked the comm panel set in his
chair

“mal functions ship-wide, sir ... lifesupport ... we're on backups now,
but
they're failing. Possibly twelve hours before we go to stored power ... we
only

have the one set of replacenents...”

"Bozhe npi! you won't think of it, rmuch less hint it!” Borodin snapped
“Before

Amherst turns scavenger, 1'll blowit up Iike Leonidas!" Borodin slunped back
into his chair. Tactfully Banez turned away. The captain drew a deep breath,
then shivered all over, as if emerging fromdeep waters. Finally,
reluctantly,

he turned back to the newconers.

"Captain,” said Becker, “call in the riderships.”

"Ri dershi ps haven't finished prelinmnary scan,” Banez reported. “Shall
activate stealth features?"

Borodi n nodded. Instants later, interference twi sted the view of space from
t he

bridge and fizzed in the in-ship conmunications gear. Stealth used i mense
gquantities of power.

"Captain,” Becker said in that same expressionless tone, “ask your helmto

| ay

in atrajectory for |anding."

Becker gl anced sharply at him and Pauli froze. Like all Junp-capabl e ships,



Amherst was built in space. Though such a ship could make planetfall,

decel eration and gravity would strain to the lints a freshly refitted vesse
approaching a fully equipped landing field, let alone a ship |ike Amherst,
whose

systens were stressed by faulty conmponents and hard runni ng.

W won't survive reentry, Pauli thought bl eakly, and gl anced at the captain.
Al

during the rescue operations on WIf 1V, he had been inperturbable, a source
of

refuge for crew who found thensel ves unable to deal with the survivors and
their

own guilt at never having lived on a world slagged by hostile ships or-as
happened on Marduk's World—atomcs. In this one last Junp, he had aged years.
| f

we weren't at war, Pauli thought, if, we didn't need him he wouldn't be in
space now. He'd some confortable ground or station berth, and die that nuch
faster of boredom

The captain turned toward her. “Lieutenant Yeager. Your reconmendation as
regards the proposed | andi ng?"

"I"d want to refit before we Junp again.”

"Log that into the records,” said the captain. “You do realize, Becker, that
this ship isn't in opti mumshape for a | anding, that we're already depleting
resources by using stealth gear when we night just have easily used our
riderships to conduct a prelimnary investigation?"

"On ny authority, Captain,” said Becker. “Your engineers indicate that the

shi p

can survive planetfall and liftoff. Which do you prefer: |anding, or

det achi ng

riders to ferry the refugees down to the surface of...” he gestured and,
t hough

t he navi gation holos were allegedly keyed onto the helm the configuration
altered until Pauli saw the planet at which he pointed. In its simnulation
rapi dly scuddi ng cl ouds covered nuch of the northern hem sphere where high
nount ai ns | ooned.

Pauli studied the holo intently, hoping to see the famliar glow of an

Al liance

out post, blue against the gl ow of planets and stars.

"W will be landing shortly,” Borodin announced.

He rai sed his head and nmet Pauli's eyes. Assuming the ship can | and, the
weariness in his gaze appeared to say.

"Landi ng, sir?” She could ask at |east that much.

"There.” He gestured, and the hol o changed configuration again, rotating to
gi ve

Pauli and the captain a better view of the world toward whi ch Amherst,
however

feebly, made its way.

"Instituting prelimnary surveys,” announced one of the bridge crew

"You don't have a First Survey report?” denmanded Bor odi n.

"Storms,” reported the junior officer ... “wait, Captain: we're getting
interference here...” his hands crossed on his boards as he struggled to turn
up

the information feed. “Too much of a power drain; we can't get nuch input on
account of the stealth.”

And if they turned off the stealth features, they were exposed to any Secess’
ships in the system

Paul i raised an eyebrow, asking for permission to inquire. No human

settl enments,

Al'liance or Secess'.

"I thought we were headed toward resettlenment,” she remarked. “One of the
ref uge



worl ds |ike Halcyon or in the Marduk system”
Borodi n shook his head. “Helm” he called. “You're off-shift. Get your relief

up

here. Pauli, you assist."

"But, Captain...” Borodin was sending the senior hel msman bel ow because the
man

was tired? If he wanted sonmeone fresh on the boards, just how serious was
this

pr obl enf

"You're worn out. How long do you expect to stand on watch w thout steering
us

i nside a planet? Mve it!"

He grinned at the retreating hel nsman. “And watch the el evators too.
Apparently

they' re as dangerous as Secess’ these days."

A guilty spatter of laughter lightened the air on the bridge. Even Becker's
thin

lips relaxed. Then he bent over his boards, double-checking as helmlaid in a
course that would bring themto prelimnary orbit, then enable themto | eave
it

and | and.

Pauli took a hand-wave as invitation, and went over to take the helm

Coordi nates for approach had already been laid in. She called up survey

i nformation on the world they neared. It was surprisingly scant.

"How many orbits before touchdown?” she asked. If this had been her ship, she
woul d have wanted to delay |anding as Iong as possible in order to collect as
much data as possible on the planet—for a start, had this godforsaken world a
nane?—ts | andmasses, resources, weather patterns ... inhabitants? She had to
assunme that it would have no inhabitants. The Al liance never settled citizens
on

worlds with intelligent cultures. Then, and only then, would she choose a

| andi ng site.

"Eos system” conputer reported. Somewhere she had read, or perhaps heard
from

Borodin, that Eos neant dawn. “Planet Eos IV..."

"Survey called it Cynthia."

Pauli turned toward the captain, who studied the glowi ng screens as intently
as

she. “A by-nanme for the ancient goddess of the hunt on Earth,” he expl ai ned.
“Hunti ng should be good on that world. It's danp; |ook at the cloud cover.
Ar

pressure's a little higher than we're used to; gravity is about .8 standard."
"I nert gases?"

"We can breathe the air,” Borodin's voice was sharp. “Or we woul dn't have put
in

for this world."

He gestured. “Recommendati ons?"

The northernnost continent, though much occl uded by heavy cl ouds, | ooked
green

and prom sing. Even this far away, Pauli saw threadlike veins of blue-green
and

stepped up magnification: a river with an alluvial plain. The southern
continents seemed sere, and seisnographic scans reveal ed major | and
instabilities and traces of vul canism Cynthia the huntress was a young,
turbul ent worl d.

"North continent, sir,” she spoke at last. “On that plain, near the
nount ai ns. "

Settlers would have hydroponics, but such a | ocation guaranteed themfertile
| and and anple rain, just in case. The planet had two moons (as yet unnaned)
and



therefore freak tides. An interesting, violent world.

"We're going to set down there now?” she asked Borodin. Despite her best
efforts, her eyes slid over to Becker

"That's right, Lieutenant,” said the marshal. “Prepare to initiate |anding
procedures.”

Pauli | ocked in a course, then bent to the scanners. In the few nonments that
they remained in orbit, it was a matter of survival to gain as nuch

i nformati on

on this new world as possible.

That was when stealth systens abruptly ceased

"We're visible again!"

"Go to backups,” ordered Borodin. Pauli's boards flashed toward anber,

t hen—+oo0

many of them-nto red. Myving quickly, she began to shift navigation over to
backup computers. The ship lurched, went briefly A-grav, as even the

i ncredibly
dur abl e processors, coated with dianondli ke adamant from an al chem st's
dream

fissured and fail ed.

"Abort survey!” ordered Borodin. They were exposed here, vulnerable to a ship
or

shi p's sensors.

Paul i fought the ship into a braking orbit, and fromthere into a steep,

pi tching descent. She could inagine the terror of the children in the docking
bay, terror that could turn to fury, could turn on the adults who tried to
protect them if the children could reach them

Lights flickered and fail ed. Shadows | anced across the bridge as red distress
lights strobed, glancing off the sweat on Borodin's jaw. Air circulation
faltered, then started up again.

"Diverting power from weapons to engines, sir,
slightly.

"Retain backup |ifesupport and navigation,” ordered Borodin. H's taut fist
punched lightly on the armof his chair, then clutched until the bones showed
yel | ow beneath the weat hering of his skin. He | eaned forward and t ook over
hel m

control.

"Hull temperature at 4800 ... 3500 ... 3000 ... firing retros...” the ship
yawed

as it turned upright, preparing to land. They lost altitude rapidly, a plunge
barely controlled by the hel m Atnosphere thickened about them threatened to
buf fet them worse than had Leoni das's death. The shaking intensified as the
shi p

| ost speed. Sensors, those not blinded by processor failure or burnt out by

t he

heat of the ship's passage, reported stratospheric gal es which gave way, as
Amher st decel erated yet further and gravity clutched themall in a | eaden
fist,

to |l ess predictable and nore treacherous gusts. Briefly Pauli wondered how

t he

civs woul d manage to cross this planet's seas if the storms were always this
severe.

They were falling out of the sky! she thought. Either the Secess’ would
attack

or, the instant they tried to refit and test engi nes on this godforsaken
wor | d,

the ship would blow crew and civilians to the fate they had nanaged, so far
to

el ude.

Borodin's eyes were very bright. Behind him Marshal Becker clung to a safety
rail.

cane a voi ce which trenbl ed



"CGet us down now!” soneone whispered
A sane man or wonan might have despaired in those |last, nightmarish seconds,
but
Borodin, by that tine, was naddened by some conpul sion to beat fate, beat the
odds one last time. Still the ship wavered, and he fought for stability, |ost
it

damm, it was no bad way to die, admiring the man's skill! but in the next
nmonent, Pauli saw the opportunity his slower fingers were letting slip. She
l unged forward toward helm and gradually the ship cane upright, steadied,
slowed yet further. Gavity pressed down, and she panted as she fought
Amher st
toward safety. It was nmadness, worse than conbat against a Secess’ fivefold
formati on, but even as her |inbs grew heavier and heavier, it seened as if
she
were flying, her arns outstretched for balance and for lift, to bear the
shi p,
to ease it down to safety.
Amher st touched ground, not a feather's touch, nor yet the three-point

I andi ng
of pilot's training; but they were down (al beit sonewhat on a slant), and
t hey

had a ship that they could wal k awmay from Pauli gl anced down, amazed, then
began shutting down systens. Long after she was finished, she I et her hands
linger on the boards, alnpbst caressing them

"We're down,” Borodin reached up and rubbed his tenples w th shaki ng hands.
G ay

shone between his fingers. Becker |eaned over him speaking rapidly. The
captain

shook his head, then gestured, one pal mup

"Damages?” Borodi n demanded. From all areas of the ship cane reports that

m ght

have spelled disaster in deep space: nany systens failed, and even backups
faltering. They would have to dunp all conputers, install new processors,

t hen

test them It was a tine-consum ng, aggravating job, even given planetary
facilities: it would be a denpbn here in the No Man's Wrld of Cynthia. But
Amher st had been built to survive.

Paul i unstrapped herself. As always after a pitched battle and accel eration
she

felt sweaty, stupid with fatigue. She swall owed hard after so many hours in

freefall, unwilling to retch as her first act in this new world. Now that
Amher st was safely down, she realized the enornity of her offense: senior
pi | ot

or not, she had taken over ship's controls. She could be court-nmartial ed—+
saved

the ship! reason insisted, but regulations were sonething el se.

She ventured to | ook at her captain. “Sir?” she began. “1 beg the captain's
pardon. | acted wi thout thought."

"Thank God you did,” whispered Banez. Like the rest of the bridge crew, even
Becker, she had gone white to the lips, but now her color flashed back, rose
into a flush as she realized she had been overheard.

"l do indeed,” Borodin said, and Pauli renenbered. Unusual as it was for a
citizen of Novaya Moskva to attain command rank, Borodin had not shed his
honmeworl d's religious faith as he rose through the ranks. It had al ways been
oddly, enviably reassuring. Now it seermed only ol d. Like Borodin hinself.
Even

as dammge control reports cane in, and the civilian refugees denanded

i mredi at e

i nformati on, escape, or whatever it was that shrilled in Pauli's ears, for

t hat



one noment she shivered. Borodin was old. Like the ship. Like the war.

Li ke she felt at that nonent. She all owed herself one nore |uxury, and |ay
back

for a last instant in her chair as the sweat dried on brow and body.

Borodin rose. Reluctantly Pauli lifted her head. Becker came around to face
hi m

He rai sed an eyebrow, clearly waiting for some conmand or expl anation
Capt ai n

Borodi n drew hinsel f up. He had not forgotten, and probably woul d never
forgive

hi nsel f for the nonent in which he had proved too worn, too slow But he
still

had his dignity.

"My orders,” began Borodin, “indicate that here on Cynthia, you are in
conmmand.

Your orders, sir?"

3

Cynthia's sky was gray and cool, darkening toward violet at the horizon, with
delicate cirrus clouds etched high above. The air was cool, pungent, and

noi st

fromthe presence of a brownish river, the confluence of several streans
frothing down fromthe foothills of the range that Anmherst had seen from
space.

That was the only way Pauli woul d probably ever see those mpuntains, she

t hought .

Wearily she tranmped away fromthe great charred patch in which the Jeffrey
Amherst rested while the crewthe active crew, her thoughts kept cycling back
to

the new, unbearable pain as if it were a rotten tooth—+eplaced and tested,
sweat ed and swore, and probably thanked God that they weren't on the short
l'ist

t hat Becker had decided to detach fromthe Anmherst and assign for duty here
on

Cynthia with the civs.

Bodyguards. Babysitters. And dammed tired of it. It had been three watches
si nce

she had slept, then four—and then Becker had read his damed list. She wal ked
farther out, seeing the domes rise in the field beyond the ship. The ground
cover, an unlikely conbination of grass, thorns, and | eaves, crackled
under f oot

and sprang back up after she noved on

She snorted. Sone of the civs had thrown a fit about the charring and the
dones.

Hadn't wanted to “damage the ground cover,” they' d bl eated. She kicked at a
particularly thick stand of it, which | ooked like it could take a | ot of
damagi ng. Becker, rot his soul, had been diplomatic, rem nding the civs that
t he

children woul d need housing until they adjusted to their new world, or, for
t hat

matter, any world that didn't look Iike the aftermath of a battle. And the
children's adaptation, their sanity itself, had to be the settlers’ main
concern. For many of them Cynthia was the first planet they night know as a
hone, or, if the war dragged on, the only one. Wen they first |anded here,
Pryor and the gentlest of the civs tending themand Rafe was anong then+had
conpelled the children out into the open air. They had huddl ed by the dones
as

if they were spun from skel etal supports; only gradually had they ventured
into

t he open and began to run



She supposed Cynthia wasn't a bad planet. Counting New Patuxent, the base
wher e

Pauli had |l onged for reassignment, it was the fifth she had seen. Her fifth,
and

probably the | ast, she had realized only after the dones were up, the civs’
supplies were offl oaded, and she had turned back, with the other officers, to
begin the long task of testing and preparing for liftoff.

But Becker had held up a hand, and Borodi n—hell, even her own capt ai n—had
halted, at the orders, again, of that blasted marshal and his people. Vell,
she

t hought at the tine, that was one consol ation. He'd be staying here. He had
pull ed out a sealed report—printed orders. In all her years in the service,
Paul i had seen such a thing only once: when she was conmi ssi oned. Becker had
read out the contents—erders which assigned Borodin and the officers who had
wor ked nost closely with the refugees on board the Amherst to detached duty
on

Cynthia and the formation of a military government until such time when a
dul y

el ected civilian governnent m ght replace it—which, in wartinme, mght be
never.

She had had a noment's pang—ever see Rafe agai n—and then she heard her own
nane

nmenti oned. She too was grounded. Then Becker stepped back, with the air of a
prudent man putting hinmself out of range, but otherw se refusing to change
hi s

m nd.

"You're taking ne off mnmy ship?” Borodin asked. “My ship's orders were cut for
Novaya Moskva by way of New Pax,” he added with the mldness that generally
her al ded one of his nore menorabl e rages.

"Your ship's orders,” said the nmarshal. “They said nothing about its

conpl ement . "

"And mysel f?” Still that mldness, but the anger was gathering, reddening in
t he

dar kness of Borodin's eyes. In an instant nore, it would reach critical mass—
Becker reached into his tunic's inner pocket and pulled out sonething. Then
there had been a snap, as if the nmarshal unseal ed sonething. He handed the
waf er

to the captain.

"A sector governorshi p?” asked Borodin. “But | thought that you would be
remai ni ng here."

"Thunbprint here, Captain. Do you deny ny authority to reassign you now? Here
are your new orders: to take charge of this part of Project Seedcorn. You had
best read it now, and fast: air contact will destroy the message soon."
Borodin | owered his head and read these new orders, then reread them unti

t he

nmessage deteriorated. He threw the fragments down, and rubbed his fingers
against his thigh as if he sought to wi pe them clean. Project Seedcorn, Paul
had t hought at the tine, nunbed by the shock of reassignnent, must be quite
something if it forestalled Borodin's explosion. Wen that finally cane, it
woul d be a supernova, she thought. Perhaps the heat of his fury would warm
her .

"WIl you accept posting?’ the marshal asked finally.

Wth the Secessionists busy grabbing planets, and Becker clainmng a sector
governorship, Borodin either accepted this assignment or boarded Anmherst a
prisoner, to face charges of sedition or mutiny (since Becker had been in
conmmand since planetfall) on the first world where the Anmherst nmade

pl anetfall.

New Pax, probably. They were strict about such things on New Pax.

"I must accept,” said Borodin. “But | repeat: you're taking ne off ny ship. So
I



think that neans you owe ne nore than ‘theirs was not to reason why,’

Mar shal .

"Captain Borodin, you saw it during | anding,” said Becker. Pauli gasped at

t he

cruel logic of the statement, and Borodin stepped back a step. “Your reflexes
are down; it alnobst cost us our lives. Al right, maybe that was Junp stress,
especially that last Junp. And naybe, once you rested up on New Pax, you
coul d

scrape past your proficiency tests. This year. But what about next? And what
about your first scranmble with a Secess’ that wasn't on the run? What if you
didn't hit weapons or Junp fast enough, or were slow at the helmthat tine

t 00?

W' d be out one very expensive ship and its expensively trained crew. And

t hose

are getting to be scarce commodities.”

Bor odi n shook his head, his eyes going from Becker to the cl ean new dones to
t he

sl eek hull of Amherst with the desperation of a creature who sees the shi mer
of

a forcefield between hinself and freedom Then he | ooked at Pauli and

gat hered

hi nsel f up to argue further

"You think that the war's not going to end soon. Qur briefings say otherw se."
Becker snorted. “Wiy el se do you suppose | got authority for Seedcorn?
Odinarily—and if | thought this was an ordinary time, |'d have proposed it
nmysel f—+'d intern these people. Maybe they coul d have been set down on

Mar duk' s

Worl d. The whol e southern continent's been turned into a hospital to tend the

survivors of that first raid ... and their children. Watever they'l|l grow up
like."

Standing with the other civilians, one hand resting on the shoul der of a
young

girl with the eyes of an old wonan, Dr. Alicia Pryor wi nced. Marduk's Wrld
had

been hit by old-style atomics; the southern continent was the only part of it
that had not been struck by blizzards, a winter that might |last for years and
had al ready devastated its biosphere. That was no sort of internnent canp for
these children; and Becker knew it.

"I wouldn't send these children to Marduk's Wrld,” he continued. “Even if we
win, we're not going to be able to count on having an undamaged gene pool to
cone hone to. Did it ever occur to you, Captain, that—war or no war—we nmay
al |

be defective in sone way or other? Since the Earth bl ockade, how can we even
be

sure what's standard human anynore? Do you know what pure human stock is?
Thi s

world' s listed as .8 G Feels good, doesn't it: after acceleration or
zero-grav?

But have you ever been on a perfect one G?"

Bor odi n gri maced.

"Look, man, I'mnot retiring you. | need you and your skills—your command
skill s—here. Turn the bridge over to a younger pilot."

"A younger pilot,” repeated Borodin. “Wat about Yeager? Wiy does she have to
remai n here? Damed, nan, she's service to the core. Her fanmly's been
service

for generations. And she lives for flying."

Becker gl anced at Pauli, and shook his head, his lips thin. She had the idea
that he saw nore than the thin, short-haired wonman who wat ched hi m out of
eyes

that burned with lack of sleep and now, soon, |ack of a future. “Yeager's got



nore potential than pilot's training knows how to exploit. Project Seedcorn
needs that potential, her reflexes, her flair for math and spati al

rel ati onshi ps, her heredity and health, nore than we do another pilot.
Especi al | y when Amherst won't have ships for themall after this last refit.
Even if we take all the riders with us.” He added that |ast al nost
reluctantly.

"You aren't |eaving us a single ship?” Borodin did explode that tine. It was
better than beggi ng.

"l cannot,” said Becker. “You know how nuch Amherst needs equi pnent. And
besi des, sensors can track a ridership capable of Junp. Be reasonable, man!"
He gestured Borodin away fromthe civilians. He followed, Pauli follow ng
hi m

appal led into at |east tenporary obedience.

"Look, Captain, | have to have people | can trust overseeing these settlers.
Look at them wll you? Alicia Pryor may be fine as a chief medic, but the
rest

of them-aren't they as unlikely a crewto represent Al liance governnment as
you' d

ever want to meet? You heard that chatter about the domes, didn't you? That
xenobot ani st —Angel ou, or whatever her nane is—didn't want to tanper with the

ecosystem did she? Wen it gets cold, will she allowthe civs to build
fires,

or weep about the trees?"

Against his will, Borodin had chuckl ed sardonically. “No. W're going to win

this war. And sonmeone—not mne, perhaps, but someone—s going to cone back and
pi ck up these refugees. They're our future. So we have to |leave themwth
peopl e

we can trust. Wich is why you' re staying here, Captain. You have ful
mlitary

authority, including the authority to deci de whether or not they get to hold
el ections.”

"But Yeager?” Borodin protested as if he led a suicide flight.

"Yeager stays. Even though | can't |eave you a ship, she stays. She's command
track, unlike the other officers here; and | saw her with the kids. They like
her, and she's good with them Even while we were offloading, she nade tine
to

talk with them So | checked personnel files."

Borodi n grinaced, his eyes old and bitter. “Those records should have been
classified."”

Becker shrugged. “Yeager is the nost flexible of the pilots you have |left.
You

may need her here; and Seedcorn certainly does. I'"msorry, Captain. |I'd |ike
your consent. But |I'Il have to demand your obedience. |I'mshifting comand to
Banez. She has orders to lift the instant the Amherst is operational."

And that, Pauli thought in despair, was that. Becker started to wal k away,
and

‘Cilla, the child with the ancient eyes, danced up to her, then backed off,
thin

hands covering her nmouth. The child was preternaturally sensitive, Paul

t hought. A survival nechani sm perhaps? Her too-big eyes filled—for ny pain?
Paul i wondered—and she ran away to hide her face agai nst Rafe Adans’ |eg.

"Just a nmonent, Marshal,” called Borodin, his voice rigidly controll ed.
"Yes?"” Becker's voice iced.

"Your ... cohorts. The other nmarshals on board Amherst. Send themw th Banez
too."

"I had planned to assign several of themhere, to assist you."

"Damm t,” roared Borodin, “you' ve assisted me out of a job, and one of the
best

pilots I've ever helped train out of a future. I don't need them man. |
don't



want theminterfering. If they stay here, God knows what sort of seal ed,

i mbecilic orders they will produce to tie ny hands with. God may know, |
don't

want to deal with it."

"Captain,” said Becker, his thin face twisting with what Pauli realized was
genui ne di stress, “we can tal k about this when you are | ess—

"We are tal king about it now Either I amin command, or | amnot. If | am
not ,

et me know that now, and I'Il resign my comm ssion right now and ask to be
repatriated, either at home or here on Cynthia. If | amtruly in charge here,
then | tell you frankly, I will not have your precious marshals threatening
to

pul | new seal ed orders out of their sleeves every tinme | make a command

deci sion. Now, which is it?"

"You are in comuand, sir,” said Becker. Unwillingly he grinned. “And there
will

be a few of ny coll eagues who will thank God that you have taken such a hard
line. No marshals: you're on your own. WIIl that content you?” Abruptly his
voi ce went fromironic to inperious.

"I't nust,” said Captain Borodin

The marshal nodded and turned away. His footsteps crunched away toward the

shi p,

the ship that was no longer Pauli's or the captain's.

Wl |, have you the guts to face hinf? Sarcasm | ashed her forward to neet the
captain's eyes.

"I tried,” he told her. And then, to her horror, “l should say |I'msorry. But
you, at least, will have a chance to live."

If she didn't wal k away now, she'd break. “I know you tried, sir,” she tried
to

sound confident. “So it's TDY again, isn't it? Just this time, it's not al

t hat

tenporary. "

In the days remai ni ng before Commander, now Captain, Banez took Anmherst away,
t hey hel ped unl oad the supplies that nust suffice until the col ony becane

i ndependent. Food concentrates for several years. Wth luck, they would be
growi ng their own crops before the concentrates ran out. Wthout |uck ..

col oni es had starved before, even on the sanme world as their founding nation
A

[imted nunber of hydro canisters and chenical tanks. They'd all have to turn
dirt farmer! Pauli shook her head, appalled, and stared venonmously at Becker
who had | ugged his own share of the burdens. He straightened up, rubbing
hands

that had blistered very satisfactorily. She hoped they turned infected on him
Undamaged genes ... racial survival, ny ass! she grunbled silently. Piece by
pi ece, the settlenment took shape.

The evening that the Anmherst departed, Rafe finally wal ked over to talk with

her. Couldn't he see that she had managed to avoid himsince planetfall, that
she wanted it that way? Probably he could. Perhaps that was why he had

br ought

the captain with him

"Pauli, can | talk with you?"

"You're tal king,” she said. Rafe would probably like it here. That was part

of

what made her so angry at him Despite his comi ssion, he was a
xenobi ol ogi st ,

and xenos were practically civilians thenmselves. Like the anthro officer Ro
Econonus, whom Becker had al so marooned here. She'd signed up for the service
late. But that wasn't all that explained why, at age thirty, she was still an
ensi gn. Even grounded, however, Rafe and Econorus could still do the work
they'd



joined the service for while she ... Pauli avoi ded | ooking at Rafe: tanned,
t he

weat hering carefully maintained under ship's UVs, reddish hair, rangy
strengt h.

He was | antern-jawed, pleasantly honely. So all right, pilot w sdom decreed
t hat

the pilot who got involved with anyone but a pilot was a fool. Rafe had hoped
to

nmove into explorations; and that had been Pauli's first choice too. So Paul
had

t hought things safe enough to plan and to dare have other hopes. And on the
strength of them she'd made plans for a different future, a future so warm
and

venturesome that even a fighter seened dull in contrast. As the pilots said,
a

pil ot who got involved with anyone el se was a fool

That went double for her

Adans gl anced desperately at Captain Borodin.

"Alone, if you will pardon us, sir?"

"What's to say, Rafe?” Pauli asked, saying it. “All ny life, | trained to be
a

pilot: some kind of pilot, in any case; and now |I'm grounded. You still get
to

be an xenobi ol ogi st, but what am1? An ex-flier with great genes. Leave ne
al one, can't you?"

Borodin jerked his chin at Adans, enforcing the suggestion. Reluctantly the
i eutenant left.

Paul i headed farther away fromthe settlenment, tranping down the underbrush,
wi shing it were Becker she stanped underfoot. Damm the man: if his conviction
hadn't carried the ring of an obsession, she m ght have found herself
respecting

him He nmight have interned the refugees, until isolation and hopel essness
honed

their fear and anger to such an edge that they could be used for shock
troops;

yet he had not. They were seedcorn, and nust be guarded, not expended, so

t hey

m ght be harvest ed.

The sky | ooked very clear tonight. She renenbered her last flight, the | ast
one

she woul d ever have, she supposed, how she felt as if she were the ship
itself,

her arms outstretched to bal ance and protect it against the buffeting of
treacherous downdrafts or wind shear. At | east she had one |ast exhilarating
flight, she supposed. She hunched down, watching the ship, as the |ast | oads
wer e dunped a safe di stance outside and the crew then withdrew, to seal

t hensel ves into the ship and prepare for liftoff.

By the time anyone canme—f anyone came—to retrieve them she would probably
be

too old to fly ever again.

Liftof f came pronptly at 19:00. They had backed off to a safe distance and
paired the refugee children each with an adult who woul d be synpathetic or
firm

as needed. Snoke rose about the Amherst as the charred ground cover snol dered
anew. Then, slowy, the ship rose, gained altitude, and then arced up

| eavi ng

only a burned-off field and a shriek of sound, |ike castoffs, behind. Paul
stared at the sky until the Amherst's trail faded into the sunset. She was
not

the only one.



Gradual ly the night wind dispersed it, and two of the civs started building a
fire. No one suggested breaking out the heatcubes that Becker, guilty at the
| ast nonent, had left behind. Probably they don't want to waste power.

Agai nst

their ethic, or something, Pauli thought nordantly. Still they had to have
light.

She thought back to some of the psych briefings she had endured since her

assi gnment had becone generally known. The children, ‘G lla especially,
feared

the dark. ‘CGilla ... they had found her in the weckage of Wlf IV s scout
base

Ganma al ong with her brother Lohr and a boy named Washington. ‘G lla and
Washi ngton still winced at sudden noi ses. Lohr, though, around twelve years
ol d,

and with a dark, clever face, was noody. Pauli renmenbered that one. \Wenever

he

was around, she had a hand on her sidearm and had a pilot's wari ness—around

a

child, for Cod's sakel

For now, however, Lohr was no problem He had stared all that day at Captain

Borodin until the captain, kind by nature and necessity, had beckoned him

over.

Lohr gestured excitedly, mmng what Pauli realized were air currents. Now

t hey

were deep in talk.

"One thing you learn as a nedical officer,” nurnured Alicia Pryor at Pauli's

back, “is never to say, ‘Il cannot believe it.” | had thought Lohr m ght never

acquire totally normal speech. And | ook at himw th the captain, jabbering

awnay.

What are they tal king about?"

"diders,” Pauli nmuttered. Giders mght be all the flight she had left.

"We've got two pilots now, seeing as how Lieutenant Yeager's conpleted her

training.” Lohr glanced her way, with a stare |like a young ani mal, hopi ng—she

realized with sone surprise—to play; and she smled back. “But no ships.

Si nce

we' re human, and hunans are a building sort of animal, | will bet that we are

goi ng to make sonmething to take the place of ships.™

Abruptly Borodin seemed to be adapting to his new position and surroundi ngs.

“Now, | think we could build gliders Iike the ones | flew at hone before

entered the service. Once they're built, all we have to do is find a high

pl ace,

like those mountains, wait for an updraft, and step right off intoit."

Lohr | aughed.

"Wuld you like to try?"

The boy followed Captain Borodin's hands as they described the flight of his

hypot heti cal hang glider. The boy's eyes gl owed and he nodded

ent husi astical ly.

He's quick and eager. He might have made a good pilot, Pauli thought sadly.

But

now? Mud farmer, grass-grower, hydroponicist at the very best he can hope for
Vell, wasn't that a fine surprise? At least this tine, Pauli was sorry

for

soneone ot her than her own wetched self.

"Cilla edged up next to her again. | think |I've been adopted, Pauli thought.
This time the girl thrust a scrap of fax into her hands. Sketched crudely
onto

it was a glider. Atalented child, perhaps. Wre there paints anong the
suppl i es

Becker left us? I'lIl have to check. So many talents. It was |ike mning: how
could you find the gifts beneath the danaged exterior of the child?



"Qur resources are limted, Captain,” Dr. Pryor told Borodin calmy as
severa

of the civilians began to nod. “We should not waste them on adventures or

t oys,

even canoufl aged as ways of enabling us to investigate our new hone. Besides,
the gliders you describe are risky."

"Risky to the badly trained, or to the carel ess, Doctor,” retorted Borodin
with

nmore spirit than he had shown since Anherst |anded. “None of ny students are
ever carel ess.”

The bl onde, austere physician glanced skeptically about the circle of
civilians,

then met Borodin's eyes. He wasn't going to be able to charmthis one, Paul

t hought. She was canny and underneath the age, the tiredness, and the concern
for the children, there was a sophistication and intelligence that woul d make
the nedical officer a canny ally or a bad antagoni st.

Rafe tried to catch Pauli's eye and grin over Borodin's rather heavy-handed
attenpt to conciliate the nedical officer. H s sense of the ridicul ous was
catching; in fact, years ago, it had hel ped catch Pauli too. But tonight, she
didn't feel like laughing with him Toni ght—she renenbered the Anmherst's
trail

arcing up into the darkening sky, then dissipating with the night w nd. She
had

stared at it until it was gone. There would be no nore ships: she was sure of
t hat .

Good genes, she thought. As if | were just a set of chrompbsones to be put in
freeze. Breeding stock

They m ght be stuck out in the No Man's Wirlds, but if Rafe tried to presune
on

that, he would be very sorry.

After a noment, Rafe | ooked away. Then he rose to throw wood, carried down by
the river and cast up on its banks, onto the fire. Sparks cascaded upward in
a

preposterously magical, conforting torrent. It was al nbst as bright as noon
Even Ayelet, the nmore sullen of David ben Yehuda's twi ns, smled. Her father
| ooked up fromthe tiny engine he was stripping and snmiled too.

It might work. Hope kindled on Borodin's face. Al over the canp, children
turned to the adults. Those children's futures depended on the adults’
ability

to bring them back into human enmotions, a human way of life. It wasn't just
car et aki ng, though; the adults wanted so much to love them ‘Cilla backed
away

fromthe fire, and Lohr caught her arm brought his face up next to her thin
one, and whi spered urgently.

Instants later, the little girl laughed and ran off to speak with other
children. Was Pauli imagining it, or had Lohr warned her not to fear the fire?
Lohr | ooked after his tiny sister and smiled, the unfeigned, free grin of a
tired child. Then, abruptly, he stiffened and pointed at the night sky.
"There!” he cried, and his voice turned into panic and rage.

Eneny ships, thought Pauli. Not already; and nme, unarmed. She had no ship
with

which to pursue them even though such pursuit mght spell death for the rest
of

t he col ony.

Longing for the armanments of the Amherst and a good arnscomputer here on
Cynthia, Pauli |eapt up. Instinctively her hand dropped for the sidearmthat
shoul d have hung at her belt. She swore horribly. She'd laid it aside in
deference to civ opinion that the sight of weapons might interfere with the
children's readjustnent.

Such as it was.



Paul i glanced up at the sky, hoping to see the sane illusions that the
children

saw, then dispel it with a stunning display of |ogic.

But it was not enemy ships that she saw.

"Cilla gasped, a sound nore of wonder and wel cone than of terror.

Rafe rose to his feet, his face stunned. Apparently, then, the survey that
chose

Cynthia as a good hone for Becker's refugees had not studied the world | ong
or

cl osely enough to discover if it had any inhabitants.

H gh above the canmp, hovering in the thermals that nade the flanmes of the
settlenent's first fire dance, as if they had been lured away fromthe
nount ai ns

by the flane's flicker, fluttered a spl endor of imense w ngs.

4

"CGilla struggled free of the adult who tried to enbrace her and protect her
from

the sight by hiding her face agai nst his shoul der, but she remained
noti onl ess.

Rafe rose to his feet, his nouth al nbst slack, his eyes glowing. So he hadn't
guessed either, Pauli thought. He tracked them as they swooped across the

ni ght

sky. Huge, she judged them But as they flew nearer, she saw that nost of
their

apparent size lay in the vast w ngspread that had so dazzl ed her when she
first

saw them Firelight, reflected by sone biol uninescence in their pignmentation
made themglitter with all the colors of deep space. Indigo gal axi es shone on
their front wings, and on their scalloped, elongated rear wings flickered
whor | s

of silver and violet nebul ae.

They were fliers by right of birth, unlike Pauli, who had craved the power of
fight all her life, and had just been grounded by soneone el se's whim

Fliers,

and therefore kin to her; w nged and beautiful, and therefore wholly
wonder f ul .

Gief, jealousy, and a sudden fierce love for the wi nged creatures warred
wi t hin

her. She | ooked over to see Ro nod at Rafe and bring out the comm equi prent
and

a conptermnal. That was precisely the sort of first-in work that she and
Raf e

had planned to spend their lives at. But they had quarrelled, had drifted
asunder, and now she had neither the right to work with himnor to touch the
tears that glistened on his face. Pauli sighed, then rose and wal ked toward

t he

tangl e of equi pnent.

"Look at the antennae on those creatures!” Rafe whispered. “Set the receptors
for high frequencies."

Pauli | eaned forward, faster than Ro, to make the adjustnents. Her eyes
strayed

to Rafe's face, rapt, confident of his skill.

"The antennae are quivering,” Rafe observed. “That has to be conmuni cati ons.
I

wonder what they're saying about us.
st udy,

desired themthe way she desired a ship of her own and free space to fly it
in.

"You woul dn't think anything that big could get off the ground,” nmuttered Ari

He wel coned intelligent aliens to



ben Yehuda.

"Air pressure's heavier here,” said Rafe. “And their bodies are probably a
whol e

ot lighter than ours, even in .8 gravity. Chitin, not bone, for support
material, maybe a nore efficient circulatory system... | can think of many
adapt ations that would nake a creature—a person,” he corrected hinself with a
smle"—#light-worthy."

"I read that in order for there to be intelligence, the brain has to weigh a
certain anmount,” said ben Yehuda. Skilled with all forms of tools, a great
reader, he was out of his depths here, and knew it.

"Intelligence as we know about it.” To Pauli's astoni shnent, Lohr spoke up
Conceal ing his surprise, Captain Borodin ruffled the boy's hair approvingly.
Dr.

Pryor smiled at himthe way Rafe snmiled at the Cynthians.

"Do you know why you're right?” Borodin asked the boy.

Lohr flushed at so nuch adult approval and shook his head. He started

whi speri ng

at ‘Clia, who was scribbling again. Her shoul ders were hunched, but in
concentration rather than fear

"Il tell him” Rafe offered. “Relatively speaking, in our own brains, the
synapses—the |inks by which inmpul ses are transferred—are di stant from one
anot her. Myve them cl oser together, pack themin the way you' ve been packed
into

t he docki ng bay, nake the other nodifications that | suggested, and presto!”
The

children | aughed delightedly at his imtation of a magician. Even the aliens
wi ngs swayed in the breeze, sending sparkles of color glittering above their
bl ue and crinmson surfaces.

"That's how you mi ght get one large, light, and presumably intelligent
creature.

Such as the ones we have here.”

One large, light, and winged creature. Since gravity was .8 of Earth-normal

here, such a being would have | ess need of |ong runway space or a high

t akeof f

speed. Probably, given the updrafts in the nountains and the wind currents

t hat

made passage across the seas perilous on this world (if they had a ship to
attenpt it), such creatures could fall languidly into flight and soar for

hour s.

They had to cone fromthe mountains. Desire slashed through Pauli to take one
of

the gliders that Captain Borodin planned to build and fly into the nmountains
to

see the Cynthians dancing in the gusts and downdrafts of the high passes.

"Per haps we should nove clear of the fire,” she suggested. “If you recall, on
Earth, there were creatures that used to dive straight into flame. Wshful

t hi nki ng aside, we don't know for certain that these beings are really
intelligent."

"You think there mght be a simlar tropisn?’” Rafe | ooked up fromhis
adjustments to the communi cators’ frequency. “They haven't dived at the

fl anmes

yet. In fact, 1'd say that they had been rather careful to stay out of range,
whi ch makes me think that they've at |east got a well-devel oped survival
instinct. But your point's good, Pauli. Maybe we shoul d nove away fromthe
fire,

away fromthe canmp itself. They didn't come out during the day, or when the
shi p

was still here. Perhaps they're shy and nocturnal."

He | ooked around eagerly, alnmpst unable to wait to lure the creatures into
| andi ng.



"Lohr, please get ne the spray canisters we stacked in the supply done,” he
sai d.

The boy ran off. Wen he reenerged with the canisters, Rafe exam ned them

t hen

nodded. He sprayed the first one. Sweet. The second was nore pungent,
under -l aid

with a sort of green fragrance, doubly wel come after weeks of a ship's

recycl ed
air. Wth a nutter of satisfaction, Rafe tucked the canisters under his arns
and

noved out of the fire-lit circle.

There was a story, Pauli renenbered, an ancient one fromthe days before
spaceflight, about humans who conversed with alien sailors by neans of scents
and powders. Was that what Rafe was going to try? Let orange stand for pi, or
vi negar represent Avogadro's number, or the square of the hypotenuse, or
somet hi ng? Assum ng, of course, that these creatures would even have

mat hemati cs.

Attracted by the scents, the Cynthians circled in. Pauli tested the speed
with

whi ch her sidearmwould pull free of its holster, then helped Ro to carry the
comms out where Rafe waited in the darkness. Then she gestured the

ant hropol ogi st back. In a settlement like this, Ro Econonus was far |ess
expendabl e than a grounded pilot.

"I wonder how long it'll take the microconp to break their |anguage
patterns,”

she muttered.

"Now who's overly optimstic?” asked Rafe. “We'll be lucky to convince them
to

nmeet with us again and try to conmunicate."

"Cet the tapers. We'll record all of this,” Pauli told Lohr. Then she went
back

to watching the Cynthians, circling lazily in the sky. They seened to conme in
two sizes, one about a third larger than the other; and both types were
descending. “Move it fast!” she hissed at the boy and w shed, when he
scurried

of f, that she had at |east been gentler

"They're going to stay,” Rafe murnured. “Mybe those snells intrigue them O
maybe we do."

Lohr and ‘Cilla ran to Pauli with the recordi ng equi pnent. The firelight cast
gigantic rippling shadows of their running figures on the ground cover and
danci ng high on the curved walls of the dones.

Sudden static snarled out of the computer's voder. Two of the |arger
Cynt hi ans

detached themselves fromthe main formation and dived near the children
Their

ant ennae quivered so fast that Pauli could barely see them Iridescent heads
| owered. Between the violet compound eyes, horns stiffened and grew bri ght
with

drops of some viscous fluid.

"Move very slowy,” Pauli told the children, thanking God that her voice
stayed

low and calm “Get back ... right now .."

In an instant nore, she'd have range enough to draw. ..

"No!" Rafe shouted, and |l eapt forward. “We're friends!” The lights on the
comm

danced a frantic pattern, while sounds squeal ed up painfully until they were
t oo

hi gh- pi tched for hunman ears.

Pauli rested her hands on the children's shoul ders and wal ked t hem back to

t he



fire where Dr. Pryor received them protectively.

"Paul i, get back here. They're going to land!” Rafe cried. No thought of
danger,

of where she m ght be needed, but “get back here!” he ordered, and she stil
dropped everything to be near him

This time Pauli drew her weapon, ignoring various civilian scow s, before she
left the fire. Borodin, she was glad to see, also drew. The significance of
those horns, and their gleamng tips, hadn't escaped him That had to be sone
natural defense

"Look at that!” murrured the botanist, who had put up such a fight at any
mlitary personnel being all owed—all owed!—+to remain on Cynthia. “Wy nust

t hey

automatically assune that these ... flying things are hostile?"

Pauli wanted to snarl at her. But it was nore inportant to get out there in
t he

dark and help Rafe. He was hooking the comgear to the ports of the readout
display. Fromtime to time, squeals and screeches and flutters of dazzling
Wi ngs

showed t hat he was maki ng sone progress.

Finally he stood, weariness apparent in his stooped shoul ders. The sky was
begi nning to pale; and the fire had burned down. The Cynthians took off and
circled about the canp once before they headed back toward the nountains.
"We can't just let themgo!” Ro whispered, her voice hoarse.

"W won't,” Rafe said. “They'll be back. They're just as curious as we are.”
He

rubbed an aching spot on his back, stretched, then shook hinself. “I nanaged
to

intrigue them... | swear | did. That should give us the tine we need to

| earn

totalk with them™
He turned to wal k back toward his own quarters, and never once spared Pauli a

gl ance.

Why not talk with these creatures? she thought with a return of that
nor ni ng' s

bitterness. After all, what else do we have to do?

It took weeks even to work out a sinple code, long frustrating evenings in
whi ch

no one could tell whether the Cynthians woul d even appear or not, or whether
t he

settlers were too weary to do nore than stare at the winged creatures and tap
out a few desultory experinents on the conputers. The planet was hospitabl e,
after a fashion: after its own fashion, which was to demand work of those who
hoped to live there.

A day of storns, of struggle even to nmove fromdone to done, and the
Cynt hi ans

could be counted on not to appear. On such days, clouds would hide the
nount ai ns

that served, effectively, to isolate themon a broad, fertile plain. Many

ti nes,

Pauli wi shed to explore, to take the flier she no |l onger had, or even the
gliders that Borodin had spoken of, and soar over the plain, up into the
foothill s—but usually, when evening cane, she was content sinply to sit with
t he

ot hers.

After stornmy days, or on w ndy evenings, the Cynthians woul d not appear. But
on

the clear nights, or those with only a few freshening wi nds, that the
Cynt hi ans

did appear, no one could ever tell what mght startle them hurling them

al of t



and back to their mountains. Perhaps it would be the smell of meat cooking, or
a

too-rapi d movenent by one of the settlers.

Anyt hing coul d jeopardize the fragile accord Rafe was buil di ng bet ween

hi nmsel f

and the wi nged natives of the refuge world.

But gradually he reported progress. G adually he noved out farther and
farther

fromthe canp to where the Cynthians would be willing to land. Their visits
i ncreased in frequency. Rafe had been right, Pauli thought. He had succeeded
in

intriguing the Cynthians. After a time, not even a stormthat night have
shredded their wings could keep themaway fromthe fires, from Rafe, and from
the signals that he, and they, tried to send to one anot her

"Their sem otic usage—their systemof signs—+s vastly different fromours,”
he

reported to Borodin after one particularly successful visit. “No specific
nouns

and verbs; just concepts that can be adapted to either. Mst of them have to
do

with flight ... you wouldn't expect w nged creatures to have a sign for
swi mm ng; and sure enough, there isn't one. This doesn't surprise ne.
"They've got a sign for fire. It's semantically allied—do you see?—with the
sign

for destruction. Your anal ogy of Earth noths, Pauli..."

So that first evening, it had been the fire that frightened the Cynthians.
Qdd,

Pauli thought. At first, | thought they feared the children. But how could
anyone fear children, especially those as badly traumatized as the ones here
had

been? Strange: she had al ways assuned that one good way of establishing
contacts

with aliens was through the young of each species.

"There's sonmething that's been puzzling nme,” Rafe spoke up the next evening,
after the Cynthians braved rain and wind to appear at the tiny canp. “l want
to

get a sanmple of that fluid on their horns.”

"Rafe, if they turn on you, we haven't got an antidote for that,” Pryor

war ned

hi m

"I think they know they can trust ne,” he replied.

"You'll cover him?” Borodin nmouthed at Pauli, who noved in.

"You'd better let me take the sample,” she told Rafe. He was too valuable to
ri sk, and she—she knew her refl exes were faster than nost. After all, she

was—had been! —a pilot.

Taking a slide, she dabbed with it at the horn of the nearest Cynthian, then
| eapt back before it could do nore than rear up in surprise. She snelled the
alien: dusty, like old | eaves in the autum on the honeworld she renenbered
now

only in the sort of dreams from which one woke crying. Perhaps, if she were
| ucky, she could remenber it thus, not as a nightmare vision of a world
charred

until it no longer had autumms or any ot her season, or a world irradiated into
a

trackl ess, endl ess winter.

Sone of the dust fromthe Cynthian's scales seened to cling to the slide

al ong

with the fluid she had dabbed fromthe protective horn along its mandi bl e.
Even

as she watched, frowning with an absurd sense of guilt, of having trespassed



upon anot her creature, the horn went flaccid, the fluid it had secreted
evapor ati ng.

When she gave Rafe the slide for analysis, he stopped glaring at her |ong
enough

to process it. “Strong neural toxin,
weapon.

Their mandi bles are inperfect; it's a wonder that they can eat at all. 1'd
say

that their backup defenses are the barbs on their wi ngs and those forearns.
M

guess is that they'd use themto grasp an eneny |ong enough to bring it

cl ose,

then shred its wings or brush it with their poison."

he announced. “Mist be their najor

A Cynthian battle ... horns glistening, w nged Cynthians darting, dodging,
reaching out with those hooks and claws ... what a beautiful, |ethal sight
such

a battle nust be.
Paul i hoped she never saw one.

5
Rafe Adans stared at his printouts. Human/ Cynthi an equivalences ... this
world's

Rosetta Stone. Behind himmurmured voices. Sparks fromthe nightly fire
crackled. That fire had turned into a ritual that conforted the entire
settlenent and drew it closer together. Pauli too—they were working together
now, al nost as they had planned. Only she was still reserved around

hi m-except

when she should be, he thought.

Dam the wonman! Who had told her to | eap at one of the Cynthians |ike that,
armed only with a slide, determined to protect himfromthe consequences of
hi s

own research? WAs she so unhappy here that she courted death? God, he wi shed
she

woul d court himinstead, then grinmaced at the absurdity of the i mge. She had
to

be crazy to think he |iked being stranded here either, or to imgine his
del i ght

at her presence here with himcaused hi manything but guilt. Perhaps she
woul d

cone around.

Pauli ... alive! he thought, guilty in his relief. Once he had watched shi ps
di e; now he watched her. Al too often, since planetfall, her face had been

| eaden, lifeless; the monent's risk, the nmonent's protectiveness, made her
face

| ose the masklike resignation that had hurt him even as he sought to break
through it.

After all, things could have been much worse. The settlenent was beginning to
pull itself together, to cope with Cynthia's turbulent climte and to devel op

some type of |ocal econony.

And, as important, the children at the tiny settlenent's heart were begi nning
to

live again. Today Ayelet had been a brat, the real variety, even down to the
sel fi shness and sull enness of a child never bal ked of a toy or a sweet. So,
on

Borodin's orders, Ayelet had been sent into a done to go to bed early. Rafe
was

delighted: Ayelet had acted like a child. Wll enough—she had a father and
brot her alive.

But ‘CGilla—frail, tiny ‘G lla-had snapped at her brother Lohr for spilling
her



pai nts. They were inportant to her; she had turned out to have real talent,
and

was qui ckly becom ng the group's artist. Lohr, however, had snapped back

[ oudl y,

instead of with the watchful quiet that nade Pauli go cold around hi mand
check

the position of her sidearm Dr. Pryor could scarcely conceal her exultation
After all, it was remarkable that children who had been brutalized as badly
as

these could make a fresh start. Autismwas far nore likely.

Each day the refugee children, especially the ones whomthe | arger children
called “the littlests,” were laughing nore, losing the preternatural contro
and

junpiness that still nade some peopl e nervous when they had to be around them
Wth a great show of studying his screen (and a nore subtle scrutiny of the
children, as well as the wi nged Cynthians), Rafe decided that nmuch of the
children's adjustnent was due to Pauli and the captain. Probably because they
knew no other way of acting, they treated the children like cadets. Perform

wel I, and they handed out rewards, chief anong themwork with the gliders.
Shirk, and there were punishnents, like early bedtinmes, no gliders, and no
si ght

of the Cynthians, who fascinated the children, unlike human strangers, who
made

t hem hide, growl, or reach for the nearest rocks.

But what child would not have been fascinated by the Cynthians? Rafe thought
of

t he younger brothers he had. Had was the operative word; his fanmily had |ived
on

a station when the Secessionists struck it. And he had better not think of

t hat

again now. O ever, unless he wanted to submit to Dr. Pryor's attenpts at

t her apy.

Ben Yehuda sauntered over toward himand grinned, undisturbed at Ayelet's
puni shment. Rafe tossed nore wood on the fire and coiled hinsel f down beside
a

pile of logs to wait. Pauli stationed herself at the comm If habit were any
i ndi cation, soon the Cynthians would begin to arrive.

Two in particular turned up al nost every evening. Sone odd whinsy of Pauli's
had

made her dub them Uriel and Ariel; he wouldn't have assuned that she even
knew

t hose names—and he woul d have wagered on her not know ng what they meant.
"I"'ma pilot,” she had always told him half-boastful, half-apol ogetic,
whenever

he had tried to draw her away fromtal k of themor of the day-to-day into

vi sions of art and peace. “Specialized. How would | know anyt hi ng about that?"
And then she would smile at him and he would lose his train of thought. She
had

di ssenbl ed, he knew. Pauli was better educated than her boasts.

So, she had naned the Cynthians, and the names had stuck. Uriel and Ariel
wer e

anong the largest of the Cynthians and, assuming that the pallor of their
fluorescent wi ngs indicated age, they were probably anong the el dest. Rafe
chuckl ed, thinking of Uriel and Ariel as having to keep order anong the
younger ,

nmore brilliant Cynthians—you raced one another despite wi nd shear, so no
visit

to those wingless freaks by the river tonight! (The possibilities for
Cynt hi ans' - eye hunor made hi m suppress | aughter.) They m ght have many of the
same probl ems as Captain Borodin.



But now as Rafe | ooked up, he saw a gl eam of wi ngs descending fromthe
foothills.

"They're com ng,” he nurnured.

"Good. Can you ask themif there's a cold season and, if there is, how they
manage to survive?"

"I can try,” said Rafe. The Cynthians circled and | anded, dipping wings in a
gesture Rafe had concluded was a formof conplinent to the humans. Rafe tried
to

imtate the gesture with his arms and shoul ders, but, as always, failed
gracel essly. After an exchange of ritual phrases, Rafe repeated the captain's
guestion to the Cynthians. The sound of his words went into the conmon-coder
and

appeared on the readout as synbols: cold/visualization of a

Cynt hi an/interrogative.

Ant ennae qui vered. The screen blanked, then Iit with the synbols of the
Cynt hi ans’ reply: nountains/ holl owed-out caverns/Cynthians, w ngs fol ded,

wi t hi n.

"Ni ce work,” hissed Borodin.

At | east human eyes perceived sone of the same wavel engths as Cynt hi ans! Rafe
t hought. O herwi se comuni cati on woul d have been inpossibly hard, instead of
just arduous. Studying the signs on his screen, Rafe concluded that the
Cynt hi ans were not just primarily nocturnal. They hibernated too.

But wait. Now new symbols were formng, replacing the previous anal ogy. Cold.
The screen split into two displays, preparing for the anal ogical constructs

t hat

seened to be such a major characteristic of Cynthian thought or “speech.”
Cynt hi ans/ nount ai ns; hunans/ dones. Assuming the unattractive stick figures
wer e

humanki nd, that was plain enough. Cynthians lived in the nmountains; humans
lived

on the alluvial plain.

The screens it again. Humans/nmount ai ns.

"They're asking us to nove,” Rafe said.

"W can't!” Beneatha, the xenobotanist, argued. “For one thing, how do you
expect us to pack up the hydro tank into those hills?"

Raf e sighed, as he usually di d whenever Beneatha opened her nouth, w shing,
as

al ways, that Beneatha were |less hostile toward the mlitary menbers of the
settlenent. He'd have liked to study the Cynthian diet, for exanple, and he
had

asked for Beneatha's help. But the one time he had approached her, she had
barely been civil. Even to him whom Pauli had accused of being

t hree-quarters

civilian hinself. Perhaps if he had not been—f Pauli's preoccupations with
flying, with the traditions of the service, had meant half as nuch to him as
she

did herself ... Rafe shook his head. There was no tine now to waste in
regrets.

He gl anced over at the woman who was the source of nobst of such regrets for
hi m

She had hoped, he knew, to command a ship like the Anherst herself. Once they
had made pl ans together for such a ship. That and service in exploration

m ght

have neant a |ife together of discovering and surveying planets such as this
one. But now, with the Secessionists grabbing and fortifying undefended

pl anets,

Pauli could only hope for advanced pilot training which would qualify her for
the type of conbat duty that was nore suicide than conbat.

Qddly enough, she resented being deprived of that. But at |east she was
alive.



Rafe was gl ad of that. There had to be sonmething wong with a systemt hat
condemned its bravest, brightest young people to early deaths, sonething even
nore wrong when those peopl e thensel ves acceded to their death sentences—and
you

didn't have to be three-quarters civilian to think that.

Raf e became aware that he had been silent too |ong. People were staring at
hi m

So, for that matter, were the Cynthians. One of the smaller, nore garish
creatures mantled its wings, then settled back as Uiel half turned toward it.
He brought hinself back to the present. “I'll tell the Cynthians we can't
join

themin their nountain caves for the winter."

He selected his synbols carefully. Domes/plants in rows. River/humans. That
ought to be clear enough, even if you left out Beneatha's protests about the
hydr oponi cs. The humans had to stay near the river in order to find food,

wat er,

and shelter.

Ariel's antennae quivered and stiffened. The poi son horns on its head
extruded

t hensel ves, gl eaned wetly, then w thdrew quickly. Wngs flapped and scattered
spangl es of violet and silver across the night sky as it rose and vani shed in
the direction of the foothills. Wiy had Ariel fled the hunman canp?

"That wasn't a retreat, that was a withdrawal ,” Pauli commented. “What did

you
tell it?"

"That we had to stay where our home was."

Uriel, ink-blue body with pale-green and silver nottlings, wapped its upper

wings firmy about its body, indications of fear and distress. The screen
filled

with the elder's message: humans: caves ... hunmans: caves ... humans: caves..
"Insistent, isn't it? And we have nonths until w nter, too?"

Before Rafe could respond to either, Uiel also lifted away fromthe canp,
followed, nmore reluctantly (or so it seemed), by the other smaller Cynthians.
Powder fromtheir w ngs sprinkled down upon the watchi ng humans.

Why woul d they want the humans to nove up to their eyries? You' d think that

t he

Cynthians would be territorial ... , unless winged creatures were not as turf
consci ous as | andbound ones. If that were so, it would be the first case of
nonterritoriality that Rafe had ever studied.

I'"d like to get into those hills, he thought.

A hand fell on his shoulder. Borodin's hand.

"I'f you're thinking what | think you are, Lieutenant, forget it till we learn
nore about this planet. |I'mnot about to risk you."

"I"'mgetting alittle tired of being too valuable to risk,” Rafe pointed out.
“How about ground recon? That's usually in my job description. Since you
don't

want nme heading for the nountains, why not let nme take a teaminto the river
pl ai n?"

Borodi n chewed his lip, unable to see a reason to refuse. “Fine. Wen would
you

want to | eave?"

"I doubt that after tonight's little talk that the Cynthians will be back
tonorrow. | could | eave at dawn."

Bor odi n nodded. Rafe's gaze slid involuntarily over to Pauli. Cone with ne?
Pl ease? But she was staring after the Cynthians, then | ooking down at the

gl eam ng dust on the hand she had raised to her |lips as the younger ones had
risen, a concerted spl endor of w ngs.

Raf e si ghed, knowi ng that nothing he could offer would ever replace her dream
of

flight.



Then he shrugged, and went to choose those civilians and children who woul d
acconpany him Dawn cane early on Cynthia.

Carefully Pauli stored her glider and started toward the donme they had
designated as the settlenment's dining hall. Geat flying weather, she thought
in

sati sfaction. Even the experinmental, short glider flights she had tried in
or der

to test them had given her a dizzying sense of freedom She |oved the way

t hat

the wi nd rushed agai nst her eyes and forced tears into them turning the

pat chwork | and bel ow a green-blue. Risky, the civs clucked. Sure: but a

one- man

ship was riskier, and that was the ship she had want ed.

Were any of her friends at New Pax or on board Amherst still alive?
Involuntarily she glanced toward the plain in the direction that Rafe and his
scout team had taken. If the wind had been right, she m ght have flown after
t hem

Maybe t he war woul d end soon, and that Becker would return with the Amherst,
and

new orders for themall. O maybe, a nore cynical voice whispered to the

dar kness behi nd her eyes, maybe the war would only end when no one was | eft
with

the strength to fight it, or even to endure it any | onger

Well, for her, the war was definitely over

"I expected Lohr to join us today in testing the gliders,” Captain Borodin
comment ed as he entered and hung away his own glider. “He's been panting to
t est

out his wi ngs."

"Li eut enant Adans convinced Dr. Pryor that his recon was a field trip, and

t hus

took priority over joy riding,” Pauli said. Her voice was harsh. “Frankly,
what

| think was that ‘Clla wanted to see the plain, so Lohr went along to watch
out

for her. You know, lately she's shown a tendency to break away fromthe crowd
and run on ahead. Besides, Ayelet was going with Rafe, and Lohr Iikes her."
"That'll be useful to know in a couple of years when the children all start
pairing off,” Borodin said. Then, after too |long a neani ngful pause, “Adans
is

doi ng fine work, don't you think?"

Speaki ng of pairing off, are you, Captain? If the captain wanted to praise
Raf e,

I et himput a conmendation into the conputer |og.

As they came out of the dome, soneone ran into Pauli, sobbing hysterically.
Ayel et! Several of the civs ran to soothe her. Was Rafe's expedition aborted
so

soon? Were was the rest of the party? Where was Rafe hinsel f?

Pauli forced herself to neet Borodin's eyes. Wiat if Rafe was dead?

"There he is!” The captain pointed at a tiny figure that seened to stagger as
it

hurried toward them

She hurried to the arnms | ocker, then headed out to neet him Rafe was
carrying

‘Cilla, and weaving as he ran. The little girl's face was gray and sl ack
Spittle glistened in the corners of her half-opened mouth, and she shivered
convul sively.

"Dr. Pryor! W've got casualties!” Borodin was shouting. Pauli glanced behind
her. The captain was hel ping the children, now staggering in one by one, to
sit

with their heads between their knees. One or two retched fromthe long run



and

the terror. Lohr bent forward in the long grass and tried to be sick from
exhaustion. But he was too controlled. Borodin patted his shoul ders.

"Don't let the kids come any closer to ‘Cilla,” Rafe gasped at Pauli.

She bent forward to exanmine the child herself. ‘Cilla s right boot was gone,
except for a few shreds of curling |leather that clung to her shin. Four deep
punct ures showed bl ue on her ankle. The entire foot |ooked as if acid had
spilled on it.

"What did this?” Pauli demanded.

Raf e shook his head. “Another lifeformthat survey didn't turn up. Dam then
Damm themall!"

6

Paul i thinned her lips as she bent over the unconscious child ... that tine
during basic training inlab ... Leslie was trying to concoct archaic liquid
fuels ... washed out of flight training on disability pension ... no funds or
time for regrowth ... and besides, you needed two good hands to fly...

Had ‘G lla survived the slagging of WoIf 1V only to endure this? Wat would
her

injury nmean to the rest of the children, who nust know now that the adults
coul d

not protect them agai nst enem es even on this refuge world? Wuld they be
abl e

to survive at all?

For the colony to survive, they mght have to call on the gutter-bred

survi val

abilities of the children whose nmenories and |lives they had hoped to ease.
Alicia Pryor seened to materialize, yet she did not | ook as breathless as
Paul i

felt. She knelt beside ‘G lla.

"WIl she |lose the foot?” Pauli asked.

"Depends,” said the nedical officer. “She's deep in shock. Unless she wakes,
I

won't risk sedation or painkiller. No, Rafe—don't touch her! Whatever acid
she

stunbled into, if | don't neutralize it fast, it's going to dissolve her
foot!™

"Not acid ... a bite ... | saw..."

"First | work on ‘Cilla. Meanwhile, you bury everything—starting with the

cl othes you' re wearing—that nay have cone in contact with this acid. Then you
can tell me what you think you saw "

Rafe tried to protest.

"Al'l right, then: what you know you saw. | can use all the help I can get.
For

exanple, fromthe way the flesh is torn here, it |looks |like sonme sort of
l'izard;

but, given a bite of this size and a child no bigger than ‘Cilla, if that
wer e

venom probably a nerve poison, she'd have died before she hit ground.”

Paul i shuddered. The dash and detachment about death with which pilots tried
to

arnor thensel ves were nothing, she thought, conmpared with Pryor's
particularly

chilling brand of scientific objectivity. Yet, at the thought of her death
or,

right now, of ‘Cilla s, Rafe had cracked.

Now he groaned. “Not a lizard. Horrible things, |ike grubs or maggots, and a
meter long ... God, | have to...” he gagged, then swall owed convul sively,
restraining hinself.

Anot her world ... another life ... but Rafe had been simlarly red-eyed.



Beads

of sweat had stood out on gray skin, matted the springing hair. "I won't wait
to

know i f your ship blew, or if you'll be flying back, Pauli," he'd sworn the
night after a pilot fromhis home station had been bl asted by Secess',
wor ki ng

in that precise, hellish unanimty of theirs. "You choose, Pauli. Flying or

our future."”

Unl ess she and all of the other pilots like her flew, what future could
anyone

have? It had not been a fair demand; Rafe had been too afraid, too angui shed,
for fairness, which was, Pauli sonetinmes thought, a peacetime luxury, in any
case.

To spare them both, she had chosen flight. Had she chosen wong? He retched
dryly; that would change in a nonent.

"Not here, you can't,” Pryor's hand, pushing himaway, was gentle. “'Cilla's
foot's already septic enough. Get himout of here, Pauli ... Pauli? Myve it,
Li eutenant! | haven't time for you now. "

Paul i drew her gloves on and led Rafe to the riverbank. He gazed about,

st udyi ng
the ground with frantic care. Then he coll apsed the way Lohr had and vonited
at

the water's edge.

"Steady now,” Pauli nurnured. “Watever el se happened, you got the kids back
alive. And you've given ‘Cilla a chance. She's tougher than she | ooks, you
know.

Lie back and rest."

Careful not to brush against Rafe's outer clothes, Pauli renpoved them

Al r eady

the acid from*Cilla s foot had begun to eat through the tough synthetic of
hi s

trousers, and had made inroads into the |eather of his jacket.

Digging a hole in the soft, easily turned nmud of the riverbank, she buried
first

t he contam nated garnents, then her own gl oves. Covering the spot, she narked
it

with a large, flat stone. Rafe shivered convul sively, and she stripped off
her

own jacket and wapped it about him then noved to put herself between him
and

the wi nd.

"Let me get you a bl anket,’

she offered. But he grasped her wist hard.

"Don't go, Pauli. You stay and |isten. Soneone's got to listen to nme, Pauli,
listen now, so | won't forget, and so I'll know I'mnot crazy."

"You should tell the captain..."

"The captain's got all he can handle now Dam it! Grl, just this once,
don't

play things by the book ... please." Rafe clasped her hands between his. Hs

fingers were clamy and they trenbl ed.

A second chance, Pauli thought, and chafed his hands.

"Al'l right, Rafe. Let's hear it."

"W headed south toward the flats. At noon we stopped to rest. About that
tine,

we saw rock formations in the distance.”

"I didn't pick themup,” she nuttered.

"Scan regi stered them as about five neters high; you woul dn't have. Curious
thi ng about themtoo. They were all oriented along this world's magnetic
field.

Expl orati on never nmentioned themin the prelimnary reports on Cynthia."



"Were they artifacts?” Pauli asked. “A technol ogically advanced Iifeform

her e—and hostil e?"

"I don't know, | don't know ” Still clutching at hers, his hands rose to hide
his face. Pauli stroked his hair back fromhis forehead.

" “Cilla was sure Ro woul d want pictures, sanples of the rocks. She got very
excited about the possibility that they m ght even have inscriptions on them
So

we headed that way."

Raf e shook his head. “She had been frisky all norning. Twice already, | had
had

to order her not to run ahead of the group. So of course she got away again
to

be the first to take a close |ook at the rocks. | shouted at her to wait up

t hen headed out after her. She kicked one of the rocks, and it cracked. Up
till

then, if it hadn't been for the scanners, |I'd have sworn that it was rock
solid."”

""1t's not real rock,’ she yelled.” Rafe squeezed his eyes shut, as if trying
to

bl ot out menmory along with vision. Pauli |eaned forward and brushed her |ips
agai nst his forehead.

"That was about the time she started to scream | ordered Lohr and Ayel et
back,

t hen grabbed ny weapon and notioned the civs to fan out. My God, there
must' ve

been sixty..."

"Sixty what?” Pauli finally succeeded in pushing himdown to Iie on his back
In

the next instant, however, he had risen again.

"I don't know what you'd call them G ubs. Maggots. Segnented, with thick
bl ack

hairs on each segnment, and splotchy patterns. Each one of the things nust
have

been a neter long, nost of it mandibles. Did you see the marks on ‘Cilla's
f oot ?

One of the things grabbed her. |I don't know which it was, the bite or the
aci d,

that hurt her so badly."

Raf e sobbed once. “She was brave, so brave. | knew she wanted ne to get her
free, but some nore of the grubs started coming at us. | burnt a circle
around

‘“Cilla and me, then blasted the one that was gnawi ng on her. And she trusted
ne

to do it! God help ne, | don't think |I did it quickly enough. Once | got her
free, |I picked her up and junped the fire. After | got clear, we laid down a
barrage and sent all those things, and the rocks, up in flane."

He rolled closer to Pauli and buried his head agai nst her shoul der. Before
she

realized what she was doing, her arns went around him There was an

ast oundi ng

ache in her throat, a tightening in her chest. If they had gotten Rafe too ..
!

“You got ‘Cilla out, and you warned us, Rafe. You did your job and did it
wel | .

That's all that's inportant right now,” she told him and knew that wasn't

t he

truth. He felt right in her arns, as right as the glider had felt that
nor ni ng.

Raf e' s hands cl asped her shoul ders tightly, kneading them *“Pauli, what if

t hat



wasn't the only infestation?"

"Then we'll wipe themall out,” she told him She was only a pilot, a

gr ounded

pilot. Al she had ever known was how to fight and how to fly and how never
to

give up until she died.

But now she knew ot her things, things |ike protectiveness and | ove. They
bur ned

in her enpty belly like the acid that had crippled ‘Clla's foot.

Fl yi ng and conbat had been easier by far.

Still, there was no need, though, for Rafe to suffer right now

She tried not to tense. “You' ve done all you can for now,” she soothed him
and

pressed his head agai nst her breast. “Rest now Try not to worry about the
eaters.”

"But they remind nme ... what..."
"I said, ‘Never mind!' W'Il manage. Hell, Rafe, any race that can nove
itself

fromcaves into starships ought to be able to keep sonme grubs in check. Let
it

go for now "

A race that fought planet-breaking wars, against grubs that spat acid and
attacked children ... and seened to be on an interception course with their
fragile settlenent. They were stranded here; with no fliers to nove them and
mountains and a river to cross, they had no choice but to hold their ground.
The civs are going to love this! Pauli made herself sit notionless, and
finally

Raf e dozed, his head in her |ap, her arms wapped about him protectively
under

her jacket. He was warmer now, and the feel of his skin distracted her
monentarily. But the afternoon wore on, a faint nist rose fromthe river and
began to thicken about them Painfully she worked one hand free of Rafe and
funbl ed her sidearmfree of its holster, then balanced it on her knee,
careful ly

so it mght not touch the man who had found his way back to her

What woul d beconme of hi mnow? What woul d beconme of all of then? Wen she
cared—er claimed to care—enly for flying, her life had been sinpler. But she
had

been |ying, and now her puni shment was upon her: to wait here while the m st
wr eat hed about her, hiding possible enenmes. For the nonment, however, she
coul d

not fight. Having no other choice while Rafe slept, Pauli sat and contenpl at ed
a

bl eak future until Borodin cane to collect them

The river msts had bl owmn away, and both noons shone, blurred by the shadows
of

a few clouds. Captain Borodin stood by the fire, his hand on his sidearm

wai ting, as Rafe knelt by the conputer, painstakingly working out the

guesti ons

they had to have answers for. Several hundred of them in fact. And, in
return,

he had to be prepared for whatever questions the Cynthians woul d ask of them
Behi nd them between the fire and the safety of the dones, waited nost of the
settlers and those children too restive or too stubborn to |let thenselves be
convinced to rest and let their elders handle things. Their eyes gl eaned too
brightly, with that preternatural alertness that had made Rafe shudder the
first

time he met them Only the know edge that ‘Cilla would not |ose her foot had
prevented general hysteria. If they were not to revert to protective
savagery,



t hey especially needed answers.

The night wore on. Though several of their elders yawned and shook thensel ves
reluctantly awake, the children waited, crouching by the fire, occasionally
gl anci ng at one another or whispering things that they refused to tell their
guardi ans. Finally, noonlight picked out the fanmliar whorls and stars of the
Cynthians’ wings. Uiel and Ariel hovered above the settlenent for a long
tine

bef ore they descended a safe distance fromthe dying fire.

"They sense sonething,” Rafe muttered to Pauli, then bent to call up one of
t he
new symbol s he had created: snmall, segnmented, and |ong fanged.

Two of the younger Cynthians mantl ed, then subsided. One actually displayed
t he

poi soned horns that were their chief weapon. Antennae quivered,

si mul t aneousl y

the agitated Cynthians withdrew, and. Rafe's instruments registered

transm ssions so rapid that they could not deci pher them He flung out his
hands

reassuringly, gesturing at Borodin to | ay aside his weapons. G adually the
rate

of transm ssion slowed, and the blur on his screens coal esced and gradual ly
resolved into identifiable synbols.

Rafe turned to the captain. “There's a lot of static about this concept. If
these creatures were human, 1'd say that it's got strong enotiona
connot at i ons

for them It makes translation difficult. The cl osest equivalent | can get is

‘those who eat’ ... eaters. | don't think, sir, that | can finetune the
resol ution any further."
"Qught to blast themall,” grunbled David ben Yehuda. He had an arm about his

daughter; her twin sat on her other side. Both the father and the son kept
flamethrowers close at hand. It had taken a direct order—You're ordering ne?
"' mnot under your command!"—+o keep ben Yehuda and his cub fromstarting out
that very night to hunt down creatures such as Rafe's party had bl undered

i nto.

"Raf e, ask what the Cynthians know about these eaters."

Paul i shook her head at the captain. “They think in anal ogies, sir. You' ve
got

to break your questions down into that form It may take sone tinme."

Eneni es, Rafe thought. Synmbols formed under his fingers: Cynthians/nountain
caves; eaters/rocks on the plain. That was the basic situation. Now for
possi bl e

conflict: a broken-w nged Cynthian/on the plain; eaters! devouring Cynthians
along with plant life.

I mredi ately the screen blurred and filled again with synbol s.

Cynt hi ans/ caves;

humans/ caves; eaters/plains.

"It's the sane story, sir,” Rafe spread out his hands and shrugged. “The
Cynthians flee the eaters. Since they like us, they want us to run too, and
suggest evacuating into their caves. | don't think they're equi pped to put up
much resistance; may be why they run. They're pretty awkward on the ground."
"But we could fight them” Pauli cried.

Borodi n watched the pilot carefully. Her conm ssion date had preceded Rafe
Adans'; despite her age, she was seasoned and wary. Wiy had she suggested a
fight? That answer cane nore quickly than replies fromthe Cynthians: a fight
woul d be one way to renpve the strain from Adans. She stood very close to
hi m

That, at |east, was something to be grateful for.

A flicker of color drew the captain's attention. Ariel's w ngs were drooping,
their |um nous colors subdued. Borodin felt a noment's synpathy for the
Cynt hi an: ol der, and presumably stuck with responsibility for the smaller



Cynt hi ans such as the ones it had evidently ordered back to the safe hills.
"What woul d you suggest, Lieutenant? Besi des ben Yehuda's dubi ous expedi ent
of

bl asting the I ot of them"

As if Uiel could interpret the enmotional tensions ampbng the humans, it
fluttered its antennae, swept pal pae back and forth, and beat its wings two
or

three tinmes as Pauli considered her words.

"I say we push the eaters hard. G ven our own limted food supply, we can't
retreat to the Cynthians’ caves and expect to be a drain on their resources.
What ever their resources are,” she added. “So |I'd suggest that first, we
guard

the canp by burning a clear zone on the land side. If there's nothing to eat
in

it, the grubs won't try to cross. But we'll be planting, and our crops wll
tenmpt the things. That neans we'll have to set up watches. And every tine we
see

eaters, we burn themout. And"—Pauli collected herself and drew a deep breath
as

she cane to the nost controversial part of her defense strategy—I| further
suggest that we develop a pesticide that will stop the eaters pernmanently.
Sir.”

Hs title came tacked on as an afterthought, and the woman tensed,

antici pating

hi s reaction.

Pauli, | think you just went too far, Borodin comented silently. Not that I
di sagree, but | think you're going to have to take the consequences of those
words. The civilians were nmuttering again. Bozhe noi, the civilians were

al ways

nmuttering. Sardonically Borodin quoted a proverb from Novaya Mskva, his
honmewor | d: you couldn't nmake omel ets wi thout breaking eggs. Hi s people, even
fromthe tinme before spaceflight, understood that. Their continued survival
could be attributed to a genius for enduring tines when | arge nunbers of eggs
were broken: accepting the horrors, and the consequences, then hunkering down
till the trouble retreated. As it always did. These civilian's night be nore
humane; they were far less patient. It was a weakness.

He sighed. After a lifetime in space, he found planetbound |ife painful
danpness made his back ache; the civs’ tendency to fight himnade his head
ache.

And the injury done the child who was his to protect? They were senti nental
on

Novaya Moskva; and his heart ached for her

"I don't want to hear any talk of poisoning alien life,” Beneatha Angel ou

st at ed.

You can't antagoni ze the xenobotanist, Pauli girl: we need her too much,

Bor odi n

war ned his underofficer silently.

"Wul d you rather have an eater latch onto your foot?” cried Ari. H s father
notioned to his son to hush

A moment | ater, everyone still gathered near the fire and the bristling
Cynt hi ans had | eapt up and seenmed to try to make an angry speech at once.
Several of the children screamed, high and piercing, drawing Ariel's
attention.

Two others had curled up alnmost in fetal positions.

"Look what you've done!” Borodin snapped. “Someone take those kids inside.”
He

waited until they were renmpved. “1 hope we didn't do them any damage toni ght.
Now | ook, | didn't want to have to say this. | suspect you' ve all wondered
why

Marshal Becker assigned ne here. It wasn't just because ny age and reaction



tinme

made ne a bad conmbat risk. If it comes to that, I"'mstill nore than a match
for
you. That's not the issue. This is. | don't know if all you people realize
t hat

Becker and the Alliance are counting on us to be waiting for pickup after the
war

"Assum ng they live through it..."

Borodin let that muttered comrent pass. That's close to sedition. If | notice

things like that, 1'Il have to declare martial law. Then |I can say good-bye
to

any hope of rapport with these people. Banking on any goodwi |l that they

m ght

have—Rafe or his other officers if not for hinmhe pressed on quickly.

"A couple of years fromnow, if we're not picked up, | don't even want to
hear

whi spers that maybe we lost. It doesn't have to nean that. Think of what else
it

could mean,” Borodin |lowered his voice. “It could nean, for exanple, that
there's nobody in shape to pick us up. No one with spaceflight—er even no one
alive.” Darkness and cold, ice and snow covering the steppes, hiding the

bodi es

until the spring that would come as it had cone every year for the few who
survi ved.

"So we're going to have to get used to thinking of ourselves as the human
race.

For all we know, we may be what's left of it. | say we keep it going; it's
worth

keepi ng goi ng. None of you look to ne Iike potential suicides. So | think
you' d

better consider Pauli's plans for defending this place, unless you have

t hi ngs

to add."

"The xenobotani st rose, hostility naking her thin body taut.

"I"'mcomng to that. Now, Beneatha Angel ou has raised a serious noral and

ecol ogi cal issue: destroying alien life. Rafe, would you say that killing an
eater is destroying intelligent beings?"
"God, no!” Rafe shuddered. “I'd call it pest control. O getting an ani nal

before it gets you."

"Pl ease ask the Cynthians how | ong these incursions |ast."

Synbol s formed on the screen which bl anked, then lit with the answer. “Every
t wo

seasons, sir.
and

Raf e shook his head. unable to understand the junble of |light and pattern. He
swayed, then caught hinself.

"Then, as far as |I'mconcerned, that settles it,” said Borodin. “If they cone
every other year, you'd be spending half your lives as refugees, or in

const ant

fear of going out one norning and comi ng back like *Cilla. O not com ng back
at

all froma very unpl easant death. \ich option do you choose?"

"Your lieutenants were quick enough to adjust the coms to ‘speak’ to the
Cynt hi ans,” Beneatha | owered her head, as if planning to attack. “Wly can't

t hey

adjust it to transnmt offworld so we can | eave here? Or"—she raised a hand
for

attention—you listen to me now |'ve listened to you. Al right,

under st and

That answer cane with comendabl e speed. More synbol s cane,



that we're supposed to be safe here. Can't we nove?"
"W haven't even got a flier,” ben Yehuda replied. “You tell nme how | can

bui I d

transports, and I'Il start tonight."

"You don't really want to risk the Secess’ interpreting the nessage and
finding

out our coordinates, do you?” Borodin asked. Was the xenobotani st bei ng
difficult on purpose, or were her objections based on arcane civ principles,
or

just wi shful thinking? “Never mind nmy orders,” he went on, making his voice
war m

and persuasive. “lI think we have an obligation to protect ourselves and the
children. It hasn't been much of a life for themso far; one reason we

br ought

them here was to give thema chance at a better one.

"I hate to say it. But if we can't contain this ... infestation, well,

don't

like it either, but the eaters won't be the first extinct species our race
has

racked up, starting on Earth and nmoving out into the stars.”

"Perhaps,” suggested Dr. Pryor, “your officers m ght ask the Cynthians if

t hey

have any ideas for helping out.” Borodin inclined his head to her with the
courtesy he hadn't used since his last hone | eave. She was a civilian, and an
ari stocratic-looking one at that, but he liked her cal mresourceful ness. The
i nstant she spoke, the noise | evel sank noticeably.

"Try it,” he told Rafe.

But as the underofficer transmitted the question: Cynthians/eaters ..

Cynt hi ans/interrogative? the winged creatures mantled. So nmuch for that good
idea. Rafe tried again, but the aliens grew increasingly agitated.

"Sir, he's ready to pass out,” Pauli hissed at him

"Then I'1l try,” Borodin said. He mi ght have been born patient and | earned

t act

i n space, but standing back and | etting other people conduct the negotiations
went hard with him He took over the commfrom Rafe, who sat with his head
buried in his hands, and tried to assure the Cynthians that they didn't have
to

fear.

But he was clunsy with the synmbols, unfam liar with the anal ogi cal reasoning
Rafe used to comunicate with them and the wi nged creatures grew nore and
nor e

agitated. Finally they went into full threat, display, their horns out and
gleaming with clear venom Their antennae quivered too quickly for human eyes
to

foll ow or the equi prment to receive.

"They're terrified of the eaters,” Pauli whispered. “Or of what we're asking.'
As the communi cati ons gear crackled and squeal ed, the Cynthians mantl ed
agai n,

their wings hurling theminto the air with a scatter of metallic-col ored
dust.

Their wings flashed so brilliantly in the moon and firelight that for a
nonent ,

no one realized that the commlights had blinked out. Even the screen

bl anked,

except for the small green point that floated languidly fromleft to right on
the nowdark panel. As if waiting for that, the fire crashed in on itself,

bur nt

I ogs crunbling into ash and gl owi ng enbers, then subsiding into darkness.
"That must have been sone speech,” Pauli whistled. As usual, she was the
first



to recover her conposure

Bor odi n nodded. “Tonorrow, on ny orders and ny responsibility, we wll
organi ze

our defenses. | think we can conclude that the Cynthians can't be expected to
help us on this. So we will burn off that strip, set up our watches, and see
what we can manufacture in the way of pesticides to be used only as a | ast
resort. Is that clear?” He glared over at ben Yehuda.

"I don't like killing things,” the engineer said. “Wy | ook at ne?” He

gl anced

down at his and his son's flanmethrowers, then grinned wyly.

"One last thing: every norning some of us will sortie to make certain our
| ocal

environnment is clear. Understood?"
In what seened |i ke another |life, she and Rafe had dreanmed of such nissions;
in

their dream though, they had found only friendly, beautiful life ... like

t he

Cynt hi ans who, unaccountably, had fled. Well, this was as close to that dream
as

they were going to get.

Wiy did it feel unfanmiliar, as if she prepared not for a sortie, but to solve
a

puzzl e for which, sonehow, she had lost the critical pieces?

7
"Dr. Pryor told me that ‘Cilia's fever is down.” At l|least Pauli could begin
her

report cheerfully.

Bor odi n nodded, then pronptly won an argunent by ignoring the possibility

t hat

it mght exist. “I'mgoing to be the only one taking a glider with nme, Pauli.
You may be lighter and quicker than I, but 1've got nore flight experience."
"Are we going to need that glider, sir?” Rafe asked. “Wat do you plan to

I aunch

fronP"

"Those, if | have to,” he pointed at sone distant rock spurs. “It's an

enmer gency

measure. |'Il use it only if we have to get a nmessage through and sonet hi ng
bl ocks our conmuni cations. W'll have a backup. Me."

Paul i grumbl ed, then subsided. Pilots relied on instinct, trained over as
many

years as they stayed alive and flying. Borodin, as he said, had the

experi ence.

If he thought he might need to fly out of a situation they could handl e unti
he

brought in backups, she had better let it stand. She sml|ed encouragingly at
Ari

ben Yehuda, whose flanmethrower nmade hi m bend al nost double until his father
adjusted its harness. Then she turned to give her own final instructions.

"Strip the settlenment's perineters. Start digging a trench and fill it with
brush, dried ground scrub, or anything else that's flammable. If the eaters
cone, pour oil into the trench and shoot. If we see snoke, we'll approach
from

the river."

Beneat ha | ooked st ubborn.

"Do it," Borodin said. “lI can't risk |leaving Pauli or Rafe behind to see that

orders are carried out."

"That marshal prepared you for everything, didn't he, Captain,” the
xenobot ani st

gi bed. “Wapons, which none of us have access to. Martial |aw Secret orders.



But they didn't prepare you for the eaters. So naturally, now, you have to
kill

them™

"You'd prefer that they'd killed *Cilla instead?” another scientist snapped,
much to Pauli's relief. Things were getting too polarized: mlitary on one
si de,

civs on the other. “I'Il round up the ol der kids. They can help."

By afternoon they had passed beyond the sections of the plains explored on
previous scouting trips. Here rock spires jutted out, and ben Yehuda turned
scanners on them “I don't know how you guessed, Captain, but they'll block
transm ssions from here."

Pauli grinned. No fog fromthe river spread out this far, and the spatter of
rain that usually came fromthe nountains at around noon had | ong since
dried,

| eaving only a snell of green and of freshness. The sun shone, and the w nds
were lively. | could like this world, she assured herself.

"The rocks |l ook like jaws,” Rafe told her

The muscles along his eyelids and jawine twitched. In the warm sunlight, his
face seemed as renmarkable to Pauli as his body had felt the night before. He
had

clung to her as if her touch, her heartbeat, were all that protected himfrom
the eaters, or fromhis dreans of them

"Can't you think of anything better to tal k about?” she asked, grinning

rem ni scently and not m ndi ng ben Yehuda's know ng, gl eeful “oh ho!"

Rafe turned to her and smled. The strain in his face |ightened, and seeing
it,

Paul i was even happier.

Carryi ng comuni cati on gear, Borodin headed for the peaks.

"Heads up, sir!” Pauli shouted. Overhead, brilliant notes glinted and danced
above the rock teeth. “I thought you said that the Cynthians were noct urnal
Rafe."

"I said ‘probably nocturnal."’ He drank fromhis trail flask and w ped his
nout h

on his sleeve, then snmeared his hands down his trouser |egs before answering.
“Apparently they can cone out during the day if they have to.” He paused,

wat ching them “They're watching us. Wnder why they don't |and? They' ve

al ways

been friendly.” He grimaced as if he too tried to remenber sonething—as if he
too groped for a nmissing piece in a puzzle that he only half understood.
"They' ve been watching us all norning,” ben Yehuda |lowered his field Ienses,
rubbed his back to ease it, then swung his flanmethrower back over his

shoul der.

“First fewtimes | sawit, | thought ny eyes were playing tricks. And you two
were ... let's call it, preoccupied.”

Rafe turned on him and he held up a hand. “Wth your work, of course. Wat
did

you think | neant?"

"Captain was really right about the idea of a backup after all. Never mind
t he

rocks. Even if we could transmt past them those Cynthians can generate
enough

interference to nake any transmni ssions inpossible.”

She activated her own | enses. They whirled al nost sickeningly, seeking rapid
resol uti on and pol arizing against the sunlight. Di stance grids and markers
shapped i nto place.

"More rock spurs at four hundred nmeters,” she said. “Rafe, do they | ook
anyt hi ng

like the formations you saw before?"

"There's the captain,” ben Yehuda poi nt ed.

Borodi n had cl anbered t hree-quarters of the way up the nearest peak. He shook



of f his pack, then flung his arns wi de and shook his head to indicate that
t he

conms were not wor ki ng.

"Comms are out,” ben Yehuda interpreted, but neither Pauli nor Rafe paid
attention to him

"The rocks ... not quite like the others. It | ooks |like the eaters have
al r eady
broken free,” muttered Rafe. H s lenses fell fromhis hand and sl apped
agai nst

his chest. Then he | ooked up. Swooping at themw th a breathtaki ng,

pr eci pi t ous

urgency that delighted Pauli even as she started to back away were five
Cynt hi ans. Two of themwere the | arger, nore sonber elders.

She gazed at them unable to dismss a sudden, horrible idea. “Did the eaters
break free of those formati ons?” she asked slowy. “O were they hatched?"
Adrenal i ne nade her dizzy and sick in a way that she had not been for years.
Rafe turned around to stare at her, his |lips going white.

"Hat ched,” he repeated. “Hatched. Call nyself a xenobiol ogist, dam it. |
didn't

want to think of that, either. Enough happened right away that | didn't have
to.

Hat ched. You do understand what you've just inplied, don't you?"

In her dreans, she had tried to solve a puzzle, had | acked the essenti al

pi ece.

Now it came to hand, and it cut shrewdly. Dammit, how could she have known?
She

was a pilot, only a pilot; her talents were for math and flying; yes, and

killing enem es.

"The Cynthians aren't watching us,” Pauli said. “They're guarding them The
eaters ... that's who they're protecting.” She wanted to bend over and vomt.
No, the eaters weren't sapient ... not at this stage of their life cycle.
They

were nerely hatchlings, voracious, driven by their instincts for survival to
devour everything within range until the weather cool ed and they encapsul at ed
t hemsel ves once nore, to energe as..

No wonder the Cynthians fled questions about the eaters. No wonder they
refused

to help find a solution that would bl ock the eaters’ novenent from pasture to
pasture. They might urge their newfound, oddly shaped friends to nove, but in
the end, if the newconers did not nove, they would be abandoned. Even if it
meant their lives—for what were the newconers, against the life of their own
speci es?

Fire lanced down to char the nearby brush

"CGet moving!” Distance thinned Borodin's voice. He had one armalready in the
glider's harness but he waved his free armfrantically, then fired again into
the bushes. “Eaters!”

There they were, heaving away fromthe crunbling structures across the plain,
between the rock teeth. The ground was nottled and roiling with them Paul
started to trenble. She inagined that she could already hear the gnaw ng of

t he

eaters’ huge mandi bl es and the hiss of acid. This was nothing like the fast,
savage cl eanliness of ship against ship in the silence of space. Rafe stood
at

her shoulder. He was no fighter, not really. If he had survived this, she
coul d

t 0o.

"Cet themall!” shouted the captain. “I'Il fly the news back."

She wanted to screamat himto wait, to warn himthat the eaters and the
Cynt hi ans were different stages of the sanme race, but he was poi sed now,

wai ting



for an updraft, he had found it ... Pauli drew her weapon and waited for the
eaters to cone within easy firing range. No use wasting the charge. Her hand
shook. How strange that she hadn't expected revul sion to slow her down. It
woul dn't have done so in space. She was damed if she would allow this to
happen

to her.

"Do as nuch damage as you can, then retreat,” she heard Rafe instruct the ben
Yehudas and the other civilians on the flanethrower crews. “If you're cut
of f,

head either for the rocks or the river. |I don't think they'll follow you
there."”

She was not going to freeze. She waved at Borodin, the signal of a mechanic to
a

pil ot before the catapult engages. He grinned and signalled back, then

st epped

off the bluff, and into snmooth flight.

And, circling high above, the Cynthians folded their great, |um nous wi ngs,
and

pl umret ed down to block him Their arc held a deadly beauty.

"Don't engage them ” Pauli shrieked. “Get back, Captain!"”

The puzzle ... the puzzle ... no time to think of it.

O course, they'd try to stop him The eaters were revolting, but they were

t he

Cynt hi ans’ offspring. And were they any | ess the same species for |ooking so
different? Look at the children that the settlers protected. Wen they were
rescued, they had all but degenerated into scratching, biting animals.
"What's wong?’ Rafe cried. He was nmethodically burning off the first eaters
to

cram within firing range.

He wasn't a pilot. He couldn't read the conformati on of the Cynthians’ flight
pattern the way Pauli could. A concerted dive like that neant deterrence. And
if

it failed to deter, it could be turned into an attack

Borodi n, seeing the nmenace in those diving creatures, banked in a wide circle
out over the plain where the eaters swarnmed. Fiercely Pauli willed his glider
to

maintain altitude. It swayed in the crosswi nds, and she felt the vibrations
run

up and down her arns as if she, not Borodin, were the one flying it.

"For CGod's sake, keep on firing!” Rafe shouted. The eaters were om nously

cl ose.

They were hideous things, but except for those jaws and the acid, they were
easy

to kill. Just like the beautiful, sensitive creatures that circled overhead,
trying to protect their ghastly offspring | ong enough to let themfatten

t hensel ves on the noist | ow and grasses and enter dormancy—and then energe as
wi nged Cynt hi ans.

Borodi n veered and banked again, his wi ngs slanting agai nst the clouds and

pi cking up the sunlight. Now he seemed to head back to the settlenent al ong

t he

route he had first chosen. The Cynthians dived at himagain. This time they
cane

even closer. They slashed at the glider's wings with their prehensile,

gri ppi ng

foreclaws. Again the captain banked. He lost altitude al nost disastrously.
Only

a fortunate gust swept himal oft again.

Now, ben Yehuda and his son marched past Pauli. The muzzles of their

fl amet hr ower s wheezed and whistled blue fire. Three Cynthians dived at them
Ari



yel ped and bolted, then returned to retrieve his weapon.

One of the larger Cynthians saw Borodin making his escape. It launched itself
at

the captain and dragged its foreclaws on the nmetal fabric of the glider

Spar ks

ripped fromthe cloth. Then the Cynthi an sonersaul ted backward, righted
itself,

and attacked agai n.

Borodi n was only hunman, Pauli thought. He couldn't fight and fly a glider

si mul taneously. But conpared with a Cynthian, what was a human pilot but the
crudest interloper in the skies? The captain's attitude steadied; he gai ned
altitude, then counterattacked by diving on the Cynthians.

Madness, Pauli thought. Madness. But what's his option?

She raised her gun, steadied it in both hands for a | ong shot. She had found
t he

m ssing piece of her puzzle now. Judging fromhis expression, so had Rafe.
And

it had turned out to be sharp-edged and deadly.

"No!” One of the civilians hurled hinself against her arm Her gun jerked
asi de,

and the energy bolt went wildly astray, sizzling across ground cover,

narrow y

m ssing another of their party. “That's an intelligent being!"

"So is the captain!” Pauli shouted. “And he's ours, |ike the woman you al nost
made ne burn down. What do you call these things? W have to kill eaters.
Does

it really matter at what stage of their life cycle we kill then®"

She flaned down three eaters, then backed away to watch the captain. She
gestured to the others to fan out and increase firing, but that one man stil
shadowed her. She'd been | ucky when he'd deflected her aimthe last time. If
he

did it again, someone mght get killed. Like a civilian. O Borodin, whoma
bad

shot coul d bring down.

The Cynthian he had dived at evaded him then lifted, to swoop at himfrom

t he

side. Borodin dodged it, so intent now on this one adversary that he didn't
noti ce how the others had clinbed high overhead. In a ship-based scranbl e,
hi s

boards woul d have warned him But in the air, in a glider, he had only his
naked, insufficient senses.

"Watch it,” Pauli whispered, know ng that her voice couldn't reach him

One of the Cynthians |aunched itself into a power dive. At the |ast possible
i nstant before swooping below the captain, it jerked its head sideways and
brushed the captain's hand and armwith its poison horns. Sunlight glistened
of f

the clear venomas it spattered onto his face as well.

Borodi n screanmed in surprise and agony. Wth his hand and face burnt, his arm
paral yzed, he couldn't keep the glider level. Like the Cynthian earlier, he
went

into a sonmersault, head over flailing arns and | egs, tunbling out of the sky
with the now usel ess glider, slanm ng against a rock spur. The struts of the
glider twanged and snapped, and the netallic cloth tore. Then the broken man
and

the broken craft fell to the plain where the eaters swarnmed.

"I hope he died before he hit ground,” Pauli whispered. Sunlight, shining
like

the spurt of venomthat had killed her captain, threatened to fl ood her eyes.
"Ch, God. | didn't nmean it,” nmuttered the nan who had spoiled her aim She
turned her back on him She didn't want to hear his voice or see his face. If



she noticed himat all, she mght kill him and she needed himalive to kil
eaters.

She began to shoot again, and eaters crisped under her harsh, steady fire.
The

stink of their execution becane intol erable. Rafe and ben Yehuda were
retreating, gesturing for the others to pull back too, but Pauli kept on
shooting, kept on wal ki ng forward.

She wanted to reach the center of that plain. There had to be something |eft
of

Borodin for her to recover—his service disks, a belt buckle, even a broken
strut

fromthe glider. Pauli would kill all the eaters, then go after it.

Peopl e were runni ng past her, coughing and retching fromthe stink. “GCet
back,

Pauli!” Rafe screamed. He ran over to her, had her by the arm was forcing
her

away fromthe dead place. “You can't do anything for himnow, and we have to
get

back. "

She let herself be led to safety. Overhead, the Cynthians flew back to the
refuge of their nmountain caves, high in the hills which their hungry,

m ndl ess

children could not scale.

8

Pauli stared up at the night sky and shivered. “Can we build up the fire?”
she

muttered in a plaintive voice she barely recogni zed as her own. “Eaters are
afraid of fire."

Now, she was afraid, not only of eaters, but of the beautiful creatures who
m ght conme swooping out of the starlit sky, bearing stars on their w ngs, and
death on their horns; creatures who had resolved their dilemm of whether to
protect their own kind or their friends in a way Pauli now woul d have to

emul ate. If she would be allowed to. Right now, the civs' priority seemed to
be

debate. She couldn't afford the luxury; she had to defend.

The only defense that she saw terrified her. Easier to die.

She started to | ever herself up, to sit nearer the fire. “It's warm enough
Pauli,” Alicia Pryor told her firmy.

Rafe reached out and gripped Pauli's shoulder, returning the confort she had
lent himjust the day before. Sonehow it felt like years. At |east, that mnuch
was right again. Before the physician could intervene with her drugs or her
counsel, he bent and tucked the foil blanket firmy about her. He heard her
whi nper, buried in the hands she cl utched about her mouth, and hugged her
reassuringly. She turned her face against his chest.

Then the full reality of the situation hit him Wth the captain zeroed out,
command fell to Pauli. Sure, she was younger than he (though not by all that
much), but conm ssion dates and specialties were what counted in chain of
conmand: her conmi ssion preceded his, and she had el ected command track, as
opposed to his own research specialization. He had prom sed her all during

t he

hi ke back to canp that he would do anything, anything at all, to help her

but

not this. He was devoutly grateful that their positions were not reversed.

At | east we're together again, he thought. G herw se, Pauli mght easily have
retreated fromhiminto her new rank. But now what? Wuld she try to convince
the Cynthians to set boundaries to offspring—you could hardly call eaters
“children"—they feared and couldn't control? But even if they could contro

t he

eaters’ feeding frenzy as they noved from pasture to pasture, would they?



They

were fliers, and fliers recognized no boundari es.

"What worries me now,” said Pryor, “is the next wave of eaters. W can
retreat

into the perineter defenses, but inevitably we're faced with probl ens of

f ood,

sanitation..."

"They didn't know they would kill him Rafe,” Pauli whispered. “They were
only

trying to warn himoff. They treated himlike one of their own. They didn't,
couldn't, know how limted his maneuverability was, or that he'd try to fight
them And they had to protect their young."

"As we nust ?"

"What el se can you expect, man?” asked ben Yehuda. Hi s big, capable hands
twi sted, then dropped down on his knees. “Do we just sit here, depleting our
resources, every year a little nore gone, a little I ess hope? You call that
living? What sort of life would that nake for the children? Look: ny Kkids
have

seen enough. | can't tell themno, you can't go out, you can't wal k about
freely

because there are things crawing around there that will eat you up, like a
bad

fairy tale.”

"That's not the issue!” shouted Beneatha. “This isn't our world; it's the
Cynthians'. And if they and the eaters are truly part of the sane race..."
"Why doesn't she just come out and say it?” Pauli nurnured. “The word is
genoci de. "

Soneone heard her and repeated the word. Like a curse, it hissed from nouth
to

nmout h. Genoci de: forbidden by treaty and noral inperative since before the
first

ships had left Earth.

"That's what you call it when you elimnate an intelligent race,” Rafe said.
H\M

mght as well call it by its rightful name. The only problemis that in our
situation, any other option may be suicide. Very possibly, if you'll renenber
Captain Borodin's speech, racial suicide. Al right! My friends, you nmay be
willing to accept death for yourselves, but will you let your children die

t 00?

And seeing the death that the eaters deal out, will you help themto an easy
deat h?"

"\What about you?” Beneatha asked ben Yehuda brutally. Black face and

weat her ed

one | ocked eyes, and neither bothered to | ook away.

"You woul d have to remnd ne,” he nurnmured, and shook his head in sorrow
“Cenocide. Can you really call it that? After all, for all we know, these
creatures nmight |live on every continent. Maybe, we could just..."

"Just wipe out the |ocal s?” Beneatha asked sarcastically.

It was strategy, just strategy, Pauli told herself. But she had never been
abl e

to |l ook past the abstraction of the armsconp grids to the actual ship that
she

targeted. She realized now that that had been a mercy. Now, she could not

| ook

away either, nor permt anyone else to do so. “Dave,” she broke in, “think it
through. You're right. For now ... for this season and maybe for the next
few,

all we need to do is secure this area. But we don't know if these
creatures..."

"They're Cynthians,” Beneatha put in. “Cynthians. And they're sapient."



Fighting a rush of bile to her mouth, Pauli raised her voice over Beneatha's

“if these creatures breed with other, other, let's call themflocks. If they
do,

anyt hi ng, any biol ogi cal neasures we mght take against themare likely to be
spread. "

And then there would not be the slightest relief, the slightest mitigation of
what she knew she nust do if she was to protect the littl ests—her

chil dren! —£rom

suffering like ‘Clla.

Alicia Pryor grimaced and | ooked away.

Pauli could not command themin this, though obedience mght, in this case, be
a

bl essi ng, be, perhaps, even a form of absol ution

For people other than these civs and survivors, she realized. Not for these
peopl e. She woul d have to persuade; and that would nean that they would share
in

t he deed.

She blinked hard. In a much | ower, huskier voice, she continued, “Does it
matt er

if we kill themall? The intent in this case, it's as bad as the deed. Look
at

‘Cilla s foot, people. Look at it, and then tell me this: if you could press
a

button and w pe out what caused it, if you could prevent any nore of the
littlests fromsuffering, wouldn't you press that button?” Her eyes found
Dave's, held themruthlessly. “Well, wouldn't you?"

He covered his eyes. “God knows. Perhaps..."

Ayel et |1 ooked up at her father and interrupted. “You used to tell me the
stories

frombefore the Earth bl ockade. | renenber: you'd say, ‘Ayelet, you' re too
young

to ask; so you must be told. You nust renmenber. So you told ne. About the
canps.

A thing called the final solution. Do you know, when we escaped Gamma, |

t hought

t hat rmust have been sonething |like what we escaped. And then there were other
stories too. Do you renenber the one you told ne about a place called Masada?
Al its defenders killed thenmselves. Very heroic, you said ... but very dead.
Weren't you the one who told us, when Ari and | wanted to |lie down and sl eep
nore than anything el se, ‘Msada nmust not fall again.’”

"I don't want to die,” her brother Ari added. “Not if we can think or fight
our

way out of it."

Paul i | ooked about for sonmeone to take the | ead, soneone able to exploit the
change in nmobod wrought by the twi ns’ confession. Rafe? She turned to him but
he

shook his head and gave her a tiny, encouraging shove. They were watchi ng
her;

she had to be the | eader now. God, | don't want this. Especially, not now.
You chose it, she rem nded hersel f. She sighed, then rose and stood before

t he

fire.

"I haven't got Captain Borodin's experience, and you knowit,’
I

guess |'ve inherited his responsibilities. 1'll do the best | can. Wth your
hel p—+f you'll give it to me—+'Il try to do what he'd have wanted, | think
build us and the children a safe place to live. A home, please God, not a
fortress.” She ained those |ast words straight at Rafe. Don't |eave ne. |
can't

she began. “But



manage this alone. He smiled at her, and her voice grew stronger
"The problem s been stated and chewed over. W can retreat and enpl oy
strategies
to buy tine. You all know what they are. But if we don't turn
sel f-sufficient,
the m nute our reserves are gone, they're gone, and we starve. | don't think
we
can count on the Cynthians for help. So living off our owmn fat will just drag
out our defeat: you all know we've got to farmhere if we're to have enough
f ood
for the coning years.
"But then, we've also got to consider the prospect that we're here
per manent | y.
| suppose the noral thing would be to suicide straight off, and not inflict
our sel ves upon the Cynthians. Ayelet and Ari, though, have just given their
reactions to that.” Pauli squared her shoul ders. Her new authority felt Iike
a
| ead cape settling down on her for life—and ever afterward. Howwll | be
renenbered? As a genoci de?
"You all know | didn't want to be stranded here. By the tine"—she | aughed a
little hoarsel y—the captain got finished explaining that, | think the whole
canp knew it. But now that |I'mhere, I'"'mdamed if | want to die. | don't
t hi nk
I"malone in that thought, either. But even if | am... even if sonme of you
are

there are still the children to consider. They're not voting nmenbers of
this
group yet. But as you know, they haven't had much of a life so far. That was
t he
point in comng here, wasn't it? To give them and perhaps the rest of
humani ty,
a chance at a future."
But at the price of elimnating the Cynthians? Wat sort of future could they
have, with the nmenory of that weighing down their |ives?
"I think all of us ought to reconsider,” Dr. Pryor spoke up. Her voice
usual |y
soft and thoughtful, rang out with a surprising resonance. “Lieutenant
no,
Captain Yeager..."
Paul i shuddered and shook her head, repudiating the title she once had | onged
for.
"She's the one who had the guts to bring up the word we all were talking
around
so carefully. As if that would nmake the reality go away. Genocide. It's an
ugly
concept. But keep this in mnd: before we knew what the eaters were, we were
al |
set to wipe themout. It wasn't genocide then; it was pest control. You m ght
al so keep in mnd the fact that we've seen that the Cynthians too are
revol ted

by the eaters. But still, they protected them Can we do |less for our own
chi | dren?"
"We've got another problem” Rafe said. “I hate to bring it up. Hell, | even

hate to think about it. It isn't just the eaters that we have to deal wth.
Even

if we do eradicate this one colony, it's only one generation of eaters. The
full-grown Cynthians will sinply build nore hibernacula and breed nore."

"I don't want to kill Cynthians,” Pauli said softly. She scrubbed at her
eyes.

Spots flamed, bright as the whorls and stars on a Cynthian's wings. |If they



made

the world safe for the children, there would be no nore Cynthians to exult in
the cross-currents or the high passes. For their attenpt would have to be as
gl obal as they could manage it. The survey of this world had been flawed; and
now t hey nmust suffer for it. Wwo could tell them whether or not the Cynthians
could survive a flight over this world s turbulent seas—er even if the sane
wi nged creatures lived on the other continents?

And did it matter? Whether or not they succeeded in killing all the
Cynt hi ans,

they were genocides. It wasn't efficiency that mattered. It was intent.

No nore Cynthians. She had al ways |oved their beauty, found in it sone

consol ation for not being able to fly herself. For she woul d probably never
fly

now, not even the gliders. She was the | eader; she could not be risked.

"Can't you all think of anything el se?” Beneatha's voice was husky, stripped
of

its usual belligerence as she sat with her arm about Lohr. The boy was stil
groggy fromthe sedative Pryor had to force down hi mwhen he refused to
bel i eve

that the captain wouldn't suddenly fly back honme. Three of the other children
had found hi m sneaki ng out of canp to go |ook for the man who had becone a
fat her-presence for him

"There is sonething else to think about,” Pauli said. “Marshal Becker told us
that we were planted here as part of a project, a sort of genetic ..

seedcorn,

he called it, to be preserved in case the rest of humanity becane

gene- damaged

or sterile in the war."

"What sort of |egacy would we give the rest of humanity with our genes?”
asked

anot her one of the scientists, who frequently allied w th Beneat ha.

Pauli sighed. “The ability to ask questions like that,” she said. “Yes, |
know

that's glib. They may need us. They don't need to know what we've done for

t hem

do t hey?"

She stared around the circle of faces: sonme pale, sone dark, bearing the
raci a

and ethnic traces of many worlds, but all with the stanp of their ultimte
home

upon them They were silent as they stared at her, then one anot her.

"Since command has defaulted to me, | will take the responsibility,” she

sai d.

“Rafe, is there sonme way to nake sure that this generation of Cynthians is

t he

last? | do not want to kill the adults, but they must not reproduce

t hensel ves. "

"Interfere with their breeding capability?” Rafe ghawed at his lower I|ip.
“There's got to be a way. Say that we gave them sonething they |liked. No,” he
was muttering to hinself now, intrigued by the |ogistics of the problem
“they'd

detect the taste of an additive in a sweet syrup..."

Paul i glanced out over the listening settlers, relieved past speech that

Raf e,

with his skills and his ease with people, was on her side. Acconplice. She
woul d

try not to think of himin such ternmns.

He shut his eyes, dizzied by his attenpt to reach a quick solution. A nagging
ache at the back of his skull warned himthat he was on the track of
sormet hi ng.



But he was worn out. They all were, Pauli especially. Call this neeting off!
he

willed his lover silently. They all needed sl eep, and she would be in need of
confort.

He gestured away Ayel et, who approached with nore fuel for the fire. Let it
burn

down. Snoke coiled fromits enbers, sweet-snelling, overwhelm ng the scent of
the river, the plants, and his renenbrance of the stink of charred eaters.
He' d

never truly be free of that snell.

Snells ... the Cynthians were incredibly sensitive to snells. And nmating
season

was near, when they would breed a new generation of eaters, attracted to one
another by ... nadness ... brought on by pheronones.

"I"ve got an idea,” he said quickly. “lIt's near mati ng season. And we know

t hat

snell is a powerful stimulus during mating—any species’ mati ng—but especially
to

creatures like the Cynthians. Snell, and color. Like the colors on their

Wi ngs.

What if we gave them sonething that enhanced those col ors, made them shine
like

the norning star, while elimnating their capacity to breed, or, at the very
| east, to produce viable offspring.”

Radi ati on m ght be one way to acconplish that, he thought.

"No atomi cs,” said Dr. Pryor

"I was on Marduk during the initial relief efforts,” a nedical technician
whi spered. “Had to be transferred off. So | cane here. | don't think | could
bear that."

At omi ¢ poi sons were too treacherous, Rafe thought. They could so easily
contaminate their users and their land. But even as he dism ssed the idea of
usi ng radi oactives, he realized that the nmerest hint that they m ght be used
woul d make any ot her suggestion nore acceptable. That woul d spread, al

right;

spread and contaminate the world that they needed so desperately that they
woul d

steal it fromcreatures native to it

That m ght be one escape. They would die along with the Cynthians they

sl aughtered, die rather than live with the know edge of what they had made

t hemsel ves becone.

Except that the littlests would die too, and they had not consented, to the
deed

or to their death, any nore than they had consented to the war that slagged
their worlds. Pauli was afraid that she and the other adults of Cynthia

col ony

were sentenced to life.

"Al'l right,” he said. “All right! You don't need to remnd nme. No

radi oacti ves.

Besides, | don't think we could develop or apply themw th an acceptabl e
degree

of safety for us and the children. So what's left? Organics. Qur trap wll
have

to be chemically based."

Rafe woul d need time, Pauli thought, and ended the neeting quickly. Both of
t hem

woul d be too worn out for anything but sleep. Still, there was confort in
huddl i ng together until they slept: nore confort, if the truth be known, in
huddl i ng than in sl eeping. For that night, Pauli dreaned of the story of the
anci ent aristocrat who sold contam nated bl ankets to natives, and of an

i sl and



where natives died off within a generation after they had been di scovered by
“civilization..."

"Al'l 1 ever wanted was to fly,” Pauli whispered once her tears had waked
Raf e,
and he had shaken her from her nightmares. “How will they renenber ne, Rafe?"

"Was flying all you ever really wanted?” He drew her closer, coaxing her to
rest

in his arms. He could foresee that in the years to cone, this would be one of
his nmost inportant roles: to calmher and confort her as she struggled with a
burden she didn't want. Seeing as he didn't want it either, but hadn't been
in

line to have it dunped on his back, this seemed |ike the |east he could do.
The

very least. He tightened his arms about her

Paul i rubbed her cheek against his shoulder. “Not quite all that | wanted,”
she

mur nur ed sl eepily.

"Pauli ... Pauli ... Captain?"

The title brought Pauli w de awake. For one nonent, as she leapt froma
tangl e

of bl ankets, she had the mad hope that Borodin was back. Wy el se would
anyone

be calling for the captain? Then she renenbered, and sank back with a groan
Behi nd her, Rafe had scranmbl ed up and was dressing hastily.

"Don't call me that,” Pauli told the woman who had waked her. “Am | late for
today's neeting, Dr. Pryor?"

"When are you going to learn to call me Alicia?” asked the physician. “The
nmeeting can't begin until you get there. You have time to eat yet."

"Food?” Pauli said with disastrous candor. “I'd be sick."

Pryor eyed her speculatively. “lIt's too easy to tell that,” she remarked,
t hen

grinned. “Seriously, | wanted to tell you that you haven't got a thing to
wor ry

about. Just leave it to ne."

Heart ened by the physician's words, Pauli found she had an appetite, and ate
hastily. Dressing in full uniformfor sone reassurance, and acconpani ed by
Raf e

for even nore, she wal ked outside to call the meeting to order

Pryor nodded al nost inperceptibly at her, rose imedi ately, and asked to be
recogni zed.

"David,” she turned to ben Yehuda, “last night you recoiled at the thought of

killing the Cynthians even in their eater stage because you thought it was
genoci de. Now, let nme ask you a related question. If you knew for certain—for
absolutely certain—+that we were the very last ... dregs of the human race,
woul d

you still feel that way?"

"Ayel et changed nmy mind for me. W have to stay alive."

"I think,” Pryor said, “that this is the question that Pauli's wanted us to
ask

ourselves all along. But she's been too tired, to say the least, to force the
i ssue. Certainly, we liked the Cynthians. And they've |iked what they've seen
of

us. But when they had the choice, they chose for their own children. And

t hey' |

go on fighting to protect them no matter how horrible we think they are.
That's

the issue: nothing else is relevant."

"I can't give you orders on this issue,” Pauli said. “In any case, | wouldn't
try. Let's put it to a vote.” Perhaps Borodin wouldn't have done that. There
was



room for only one captain on board a ship. But this wasn't a ship, she wasn't
a

captain, and she certainly wasn't about to try to fill Serge Borodin's boots.
Yet, it wouldn't be shirking her responsibilities to nake certain that they
shoul dered their own.

9

Rafe set to work. The conmmuni cators and the mcroconp had preserved not only
t he

Cynt hi ans’ sign activity, and their curious, anal ogi cal |anguage, but al so
their

pattern of antenna activity and the frequenci es on which they conmuni cat ed.
From

them Rafe discovered just what chemicals caused Cynthians to enter nating
readi ness and to respond to one anot her. The pheronones were

mul ti conponent —+ong- chai n, unsaturated acetates, alcohols, aldehydes, with a
few

hydr ocarbons tacked on. Sweet. Rafe tested themfirst in solution, then
sprayed

theminto the air to test themthat way, since exposure to the air m ght
dilute

them or nake themact differently.

After several weeks of tests, his sinuses ached whenever he even thought of a
Cynthian. He could barely breathe while doing his tests. Ironic, he thought,
wheezi ng, that these snells that signal here is life! to the Cynthians al npst
asphyxiate me, and will—f all proceeds well (and | nust think of it in that
way) —bring about the death of the entire species.

On some worlds, people baited the creatures they wanted dead by poi soning
foliage. The Cynthians were herbivores, so this seened quite |ogical to Rafe.
Too |l ogical to work, he sighed, w ncing, as Beneatha hurtled onto her feet.
"Not here you don't!” she insisted. “You don't know what the effects of your

poi sons will be on the entire ecosystem let alone on us. Long-term as well
as

short-term since you all seemso interested in preserving our...” Thank God,
Rafe thought, closing his eyes, that she managed to stop herself before she
spat

out the words racial purity. He saw Pauli's eyelids tic, and knew that she
had

antici pated Beneatha' s words.

"As | was saying,” the xenobotani st continued, “l haven't the resources, much
|l ess the training, to heal anything you ruin. Since we're going to be here
quite

a while, I think it's inportant to consider the effects of anything we do on
what's now our home.” She spoke, and | ooked, as if she hated the idea.

"Rafe, |'ve got to agree with Beneatha,” Pauli said.

"Then what's left?” Rafe asked. “We'l|l have to apply the pesticide directly.
Anyone have any suggestions as to how?"

"Make up sonme scent that the Cynthians would Iike,” Lohr's voice (which had
started to crack) canme fromthe bl anket on which he sat with his sister, her
foot still imobilized, as she covered sheet after sheet of reusable plastic
with gleaming swirls of paint. “Then make themtrade for it."

Rafe wanted to slap the boy. The idea of profiting fromthe death of a
speci es

was i ndecent. How |l ong, though, has the boy even known what decency was? \Wat
does he, know. all right, he protected his sister. Then the Cynthians hurt
her,

so now, naturally, he thinks of ways to stop them And he had a point. After
t he

Cynthi ans had killed the captain, they had avoided the settlenment. It wasn't
like that they would accept an offer of a gift fromthe people they had



i njured:

aliens they mght be, but they were intelligent—which is why we're in this
situation, Rafe grinmaced to hinself.

"What woul d you suggest?” he asked the boy. “You wouldn't accept food from
enem es, would you?"

The boy laughed bitterly. “I mght,” he said. “But giving it to nme would be
t he
last thing they'd ever do. | can see what you nean, though. Wy does it have
to

be food?” He glanced around as if for inspiration, and his eyes fell on
‘Glla's

artwork. “Why not paint? They like colors, don't they?"

In the end, Rafe could cone up with no better ideas for dispensing the toxic
pheronones; and he had little tinme for trial and error. If he had been wong,
if

the toxins didn't turn this mating season into sterility and death, the next
generation of Cynthians could probably destroy the tiny human settl enment.

For the last time before she started up the rock chi mey, Pauli w ped her
hands

on her legs. She only hoped Rafe was right when he clained that this was the
way

to the Cynthians’ hibernacula. It was ironic that those were the very caves
into

whi ch they had attenpted to persuade the hunmans to evacuate.

Wll, this was as good an approach to them as any; and, since it was

pr ot ect ed

by a rock passage too narrow for the Cynthians to enter, it was safer than
nost .

That is, if Rafe was right. If he was wong, then one of the smaller aliens,
t he

nynphae as he called them night well swoop down into the chimey to touch

t hem

wi th poi son horns and send themtoppling and screamng to the sharp rocks at
t he

bottom of the shaft.

In that case, there would be no eaters to finish themoff, as there had been
for

Borodi n. (Dear God, Pauli made the famliar prayer, grant he died quickly!)
They

could lie there broken for hours.

Pauli had refused to allow Rafe to clinb up into the nmountains al one. Sonmeone
had to cover his back as he stole into the Cynthians’ caves. She was small
enough and fast enough to do it. Mre than that, if she had to, she could fly
back to the settlenent on the glider she carried into the hills ... if the
Cynt hi ans al | ow you, whispered the naggi ng, worrying voi ce that had

i nterrupted

her thoughts ever since she inherited responsibility for the entire

settl enent.

This was one betrayal that she woul d not del egate.

"Look,” whispered Rafe. “There they are.”

H gh in the air, the Cynthians were dancing, a mating dance of such beauty

t hat

Paul i wondered for one traitorous instant if this trip really was as
necessary

as they thought. Surely, if they nmoved, or built barricades—ae haven't the
tine

or resources, she told herself sternly. The deci sion has been made. But she
knew

she would regret it lifelong.

Del i berately she blotted out the sight of the Cynthians, darting and swooping



on
the air currents, their wings hotly aglow, with her last sight of Borodin,
falling and smashing agai nst rock just like what I'mclinmbing now To the end
of

her life, she thought, she would hear that |ast screamof his, and the sound
he'd nade as his bones shattered agai nst the rock

"I"'mgoing in now,” Rafe nouthed. “Cover ne.” Not three meters away, the rock
hol | owed out. Rafe disappeared in the cave. Pauli drew her sidearm and

pr epar ed

to wait. If Rafe couldn't find the clue he needed, she would have to give
anot her order she feared and hated: the synthesis and use of pesticides so
power ful that they m ght poison their own thriving crops if anything went

W ong.

It would be terrible if they were destroyed by their own weapon, wouldn't it?
O

would it be a weird sort of justice? It wasn't a question she cared to
debat e,

even within herself; and certainly not now

To prevent destroying their own fields, such pesticides would have to be
appl i ed

directly to the Cynthians. In other words, direct confrontation—war against
bei ngs who secreted their own poison

Now t he Cynthians were diving, turning in incredible | oops before they paired
off. Pauli felt not just |like a voyeur but a voyeur who stal ked her prey and
readi ed the weapon that would destroy it. Then she shook her head. The lives
t hey fought to safeguard wouldn't be worth living if they used themonly to
wal low in their own (admttedly nonumental) guilt. And such guilt was not
fair

to the children. Even Ayelet and Ari, who had spoken of Masada, and Lohr, who
suggested creating toxic pignents, were innocent of the settlers’ decision

| f

anyt hi ng decent could be salvaged fromit, the children must be brought up as
free of their elders’ guilt as could be contrived.

Rafe energed, and Pauli could breathe freely for the first time in hours. She
sagged agai nst the rock, then winkled her nose at how he snelled. “You snell
i ke Cynthians, only nore so.” She wanted to sneeze, The fragnents of powdery
scales that clung to himand glittered as he rubbed stream ng eyes had an
odor

that was nusty, yet aromatic.

"You knew, didn't you, that Cynthians’ scales and w ngs shed. What you didn't
count on was the fact that they're excited now, which is why this stuff
snmells

so high. | can do ny bioassay now And if | can't get ny synthetics to test
out,

["I'l sinply grind up this stuff and return for nore."

He'd have to make this clinmb again, Pauli thought. They had been | ucky once.
She

woul d be reluctant to have himtry again.

"Come on, Pauli. It's getting on toward dusk; and we need light for the clinb
back down."

Lohr had been right all along, Pauli thought, sone weeks | ater. The Cynthi ans
had to be tricked into acquiring the toxic paints. After Borodin's death,

t hey

definitely woul d have suspected a gift. But seeing ‘G lla (whose foot was
heal i ng about as well as anyone dared expect) painting by the firelight, the
Cynt hi ans had pricked up and vibrated their antennae at the paints she
used—brilliant, full of netallic flecks, utterly enticing to themboth in

col or

and in scent. And when they learned (glitter/humans; fruit/Cynthians;
glitter/Cynthians) that gifts of fruit or |eaves or glittering rocks would



enable themto own that paint, they were taken in.

Now even old Ariel and Uriel gleamed with new potency. They cavorted in the
air

above the settlement with the abandonnment of nynphae in their first mating
season. Wen they flew back to their caves at dawn, the sunlight striking
rejuvenated wings, they were dazzling. Even ‘G lla clapped her hands in
del i ght.

Now she was meking plans for a mural. Sonehow, Pauli thought, she would have
to

deflect that particular hope. She had al ready warned Lohr not to tell ‘Glla
of

the rel ati onshi p between Cynthians and eaters. Let her sinply think she had
run

into awld animl: it was kinder thus.

As summer progressed, fewer and fewer eaters crossed the charred |Iines which
now

mar ked out human territory on Cynthia. Search parties accounted for some of
t he

eaters. The watches set over the fields accounted for the rest. Then scouts
began to report the appearance of structures that resenbled those of a year
bef ore.

The Cynt hians were building themand preparing to lay their eggs. They had
been

spotted dancing on the thermal currents: nore Cynthians than could be
account ed

for in the one, local, nowdw ndling swarm and nore of themglittering with
t he

| ovely, lethal paint that had proved such an inducenent to prospective mates.

"Come next year,” said Pauli, “they'|ll crack. And we'll have nore eaters than
we

will know how to kill. And the ones that survive will hibernate, to energe as
nynphae and breed even nore eaters. So tonmorrow, | want fire parties out to

attend to those hatcheries. But,” she warned her scouts, “no nore Borodins.
You

go armed, and one of you has always got to be watching the sky for Cynthians.
I f

you' re attacked"—she drew a deep breath, and suppressed her revul sion—aimto
kill."

Subsequent scout parties found little need to protect thenselves from angry
Cynthians. Certainly they trailed the humans, but their flight patterns were
| abored, as if they were too weak for much resistance. They coul d be dodged
or

run from and this, with a dreadful pity, such scouts did.

Still, every night, a flock of Cynthians would hover around the central fire.
Their wings were brittle now, their body scales dulled and falling off in

pat ches. But w ngs and bodies were stippled by the Iovely, deadly paint. Even
now they were using it to adorn thensel ves, hoping that the pungent scents
woul d

stimulate themto mate, to produce nore young to replace those sl aughtered by
t he hunans.

And many of the Cynthians who flew down to the settlenment to trade for the

pi gments never made it back into the nountains. Their wi ngs tore or snapped,
and

their desiccated bodies fell where the humans could find them Beneatha and
ben

Yehuda, their differences laid aside, appointed thenselves a sort of dawn
patrol; each day they buried such bodies before the children could stunble
onto

t hem

"They snell |ike dust,” Beneatha reported, nourning,

or |ike dead | eaves,



rotting after a wet autum. | can't forget it."

"I can't forget either,” said Pauli. “None of it.” She turned toward Rafe. “I
hope the Cynthi ans never guess why they're dying."

"That's w shful thinking, [ove,” he answered. “They're bound to, if they
haven't

al ready. But the effects of the toxins are cumulative and irreversible. Even
if

t hey stopped using the paint tonight, the danage it's done has gone too far
to

be heal ed.” Though his voice was gentle, Pauli shuddered at the inflexibility
of

hi s wor ds.

She remenbered the inexorability of that sentence each evening at the fire.
The

wi nged creatures still appeared, their w ngs feeble now, bringing nore and
nor e

“trade goods” for the glistening paint they seened to think mght restore
their

strength. That was the only reason Pauli could cone up with for their craving
for the paint. Each night, Pauli nmarked that the fruits and shining stones
wer e

harder and harder for themto carry. Their dusty, norbid snell filled the air
and clung to the garnents of the humans forced to approach themwth the

pai nts.

The weat her was turning rmuch cooler. Since the cold snap started, Ariel had
not

appeared. But the evening they expected frost for the first time Ariel showed
up, leading a band of nynphae. When it saw t he paintpots, however, it swooped
down and overturned themwi th deft flicks of its w nghooks. Then it stood,

Wi ngs

out stretched, before the avid nynmphae as if trying to protect themfromthe
dirtied pools of sweet-smelling, |ethal pigments.

Several nynphae dodged their elder to dip wingtips into the poison. Ariel
went

into threat-display and even everted its poisoned horns. But the nynphae

i gnor ed

it. Ariel mantled, then, antennae quivering in agitation, with a convul sive
sweep of his great wings, the elder flew above the fire. Brightness fell from
its scales into the fire. But it avoided colliding with the nynphae,

rel uctant,

even at the last, to harmthem H gher and higher Ariel clinbed above the
fire.

Then it banked, folded its wings, and dived into the fire's heart.

"Cilla screaned and burst into tears. In all the painful nonths of her

conval escence, not even during skin grafts, she had never wept so bitterly.
Paul i hugged the girl and notioned for people to | ead away the rest of the
chil dren.

The fire snelled of charred eaters, of the field where Borodin died. It nade
her

ill and, ordinarily, these days, Pauli was only ill in the nornings. Which
was

anot her reason to have taken the action she had. Try not to hate me, she

wi shed

the child she bore.

Uriel appeared and flew down toward them It too |ooked tired and worn. But

t he

only signal on the comm screen was a sinple interrogative.

Why have you done this to us?

Rafe drew a deep, quivering breath.

"It deserves to know,” Pauli said. “Tell it!” She raised her face above



‘Glla's

bright hair, condeming herself to watch her victim

Rafe keyed the screen to transnmit one synbol: a human child. Pauli renenbered
how t he Cynt hi ans had pani cked at their first sight of a child. Seeing how
revolting their own were, that had been a conpletely natural reaction. Could
we

have guessed? Pauli asked. She knew she woul d be aski ng such questions for

t he

rest of her life.

"Look at that,” said Dr. Pryor

The screen bl anked, filled with the synbol for eaters, repeated again and
agai n,

t hen bl anked agai n.

"I think that Uriel has put it all together,” Rafe observed.

Was there a synbol for sorry? Even if there was, what good was it? What
possi bl e

apol ogy could be made for ending a race?

Uiel raised its head, and Pauli thought that it |ooked straight at her with
those dulled, faceted eyes. Its wings quivered, and it strained upward,

t ur ni ng

inits last nmoments toward its mountains. Then, in a little eddy of |umn nous
dust, scattering fromits crunpled wings, it toppled.

The skies were quite clear thereafter. Pauli supposed that after a few years
she

m ght even get used to not seeing Cynthians aloft at twilight. She stil

gazed

into the skies, the way she had when all she had wanted was to be a pilot and
to

fly free. She had to: the children had begun to adopt her manneri sm-devel oped
after the last Cynthian fell fromthe skies—of |ooking shanefacedly away from
t he heavens she felt as if she had prof aned.

Sonmewhere in this world mght be updrafts on which other Cynthians danced.
Sonmewhere there might be relief fromthe consequence of Pauli's actions—f

not

of her intentions. Pauli hoped never to see them never to have to gaze again
at

a screen where a sinple interrogative glowed. It was burned into her nind
NOW.

If she was faced again with the test, she feared that she mght kill just to
prevent herself fromseeing it.

| didn't have the Cynthians destroyed so the children would grow up to be
penitent, guilt-ridden cowards. | may be a genocide, very well, so | am Maybe
I

can't bring those children up innocent. But they were victinms, and they mnust
not

suffer for nmy crimes too

What ever guilt she and the other adults felt was their private, fitting

puni shrent. Now t hey were the Cynthians. And the creatures they replaced had
left thema standard of conduct that would be hard to equal. Cynthians fought
to

live and to protect their young.

That being the case, Pauli had better gifts for the children than her guilt.
Gradual |y she forced herself to speak again of flying, to enjoy the sight of
gliders swooping aloft, to dream of other larger craft that one day they

m ght

try to build. After all, she rem nded them the stars were a part of their
heritage. That woul dn't change, she vowed, whether the ships came for themin
t he next hour, the next year ... or never

If ny child is a boy, I'll name him Serge, Pauli thought. Rafe would |ike

t hat



too. If she's a girl, then ‘Cilla will have a nanesake and someone to | ook
after.

After all, Pauli was a Cynthian now, and woul d soon bear a child. And al
Cynt hi ans nust grow up with a heritage of flight wi thout shane. No one knew
better than she that Cynthians protected, their own.

PART |l Survivor CQuilt
And | al one escaped to tell you. —Book of Job

10

Alien greens flourished in the fields still marked out by the scars of
trenches

where the harsh, resilient native ground scrub had begun to grow back
heal i ng

t he places where the |Iand had been burnt clean. Beyond the fields half the
adults and all the children of Cynthia colony ran and played. Slowy they
wer e

forgetting the seem ngly endl ess war between Alliance and Secess', the

sl agged

worl ds and the hunger. From here, Pauli Yeager didn't think they sounded any
different fromchildren who never wet their beds, or woke scream ng from

ni ght mares or from nenori es.

"Consequently | rejoice she thought wyly, "having to construct sonething
upon

which to rejoice."

There were grounds for rejoicing. So far, no Secessioni st ships had ventured
this far into the No Man's Wrlds to discover their refuge. Wde-spectrum
imMmunities protected themfrom any di sease their new honme m ght have had in
store; and there had been no predators they couldn't defend thensel ves

agai nst .

She wi nced, then, |aboriously bent down to examine a fretwork of humm ng

r ods.

It generated a faint violet Iight which shone around the fields and a

gener ous

space beyond, and extended all the way down to the river.

"You can touch them” the techs had briefed her and the rest of the

settl enent.

“A human's electrostatic field won't trigger the charge. It isn't strong
enough.

But..."

The stobors’ fields would. As always, Pauli w nced at the nane. But she
supposed

it probably had been inevitable. She rubbed the small of her back. Sturdy and
weat hered after these seasons downworld, she had been slowed only in the | ast
nmont h by the pregnancy that made bendi ng down a penance and prohibited her
from

joining the scout parties that once again were travelling across the plains
and

into the foothills and the nountai ns beyond. |I'm doubly grounded now, she

t hought, but contentnment had eased sonme of the old hurt. Something else to
rejoice for: Pryor had assured her that if she hadn't aborted spontaneously
in

her first trinester of pregnancy, the child would probably be undamaged by
any

radi ati on she had absor bed.

These days, her back ached constantly. So did her feet despite Dr. Pryor's
constant attenmpts to keep her off them But she had to inspect the fields

t hat

were replacing their hydro tanks, and the defenses that protected the fields
agai nst st obor.

She sighed. The stobor had first turned up that spring, another one of the



little surprises that survey had failed to warn them of before they'd been

| anded here. Her husband called themone part |enming, one part platypus, and
the rest God-knows-what. Including electric eels, because stobor seened to
cone

equi pped with their own electrostatic fields. Touchi ng one stobor earned you
a

nasty shock. Stunmbling into two or three paralyzed you. After they'd al nost

| ost

one man who' d done just that, and who was saved only by David ben Yehuda's

rough

CPR (which cost his victima couple of broken ribs), Pauli had ordered
everyone

in the canp to learn the energency procedures, down to every child strong
enough

to manage them

Contact with nmore than three woul d probably stop your heart pernmanently, not
that anyone had felt |ike experinmenting. And of course, the damed things had
to

travel in packs, herbivores drawn irresistibly to the crops vital to the
settlenent's survival

Vel |, what else could they expect? Ordinarily, the ground woul d have been
scoured by the eaters; and the stobor would have sought el sewhere for forage.
But with the eaters gone, and fields sprouting nore appetizing crops than the
ground scrub, the stobor turned up right on cue. At least they' d figured out
how

to turn the stobor's natural defenses against them wi thout having to w pe out
the entire species. And that definitely was sonething to rejoice about, even
if

it was inpossible to consider the stobor sapient beings.

Brushi ng grainstal ks asi de, several of the refugee children acconpani ed Rafe
into the fields. He grinned at them then had a lazy smle just for her and

t he

baby-t o- be before he wal ked over to the nearest cluster of civilians who,
even

now, Pauli tended to regard as a foreign species. He's half a civ hinself,
Paul i

t hought, but she tenpered the words with a snile. Wien she had been a pil ot
(with a life expectancy you could neasure in nonths) she had kept himat a

di stance. But now, if she had one reason to go on living, it was Rafe's faith
in

her .

"CGilla, who had becone devoted to Pauli, God only knew why, |inped over and

t ook

her hand. “How s the baby?” she asked.

Pauli laid ‘Clla s hand on her stonmach so she could feel the tiny, enphatic
ki cks.

The child | aughed delightedly. Pauli expected her to |linp away, but instead
‘Cilla stayed by her side, clutching her hand. The linp, Pryor had assured

t hem

woul d not get nuch better; but at |east they hadn't had to anputate the foot
bitten and seared by the eaters.

Suddenly the hard little hand jerked. “Shooting star!” ‘Cilla cried.

A streak of cold fire blazed down the night sky and struck the horizon

soundl essly.

"You have to make a wish,” the child comanded eagerly.

Paul i gestured at two former crewrenbers. Take all the children inside, she
ordered, her |ips noving soundl essly.

I"lI'l make a wish, all right, she thought. I'Il hope it is just a neteorite.
"I nmpact coordi nates recorded.” Another crewrenber passed her his

macr obi nocul ars. Pauli activated them then hissed in aggravation. The haze



from

the shields, the dones’ yellow nightlights, even the spray of light fromthe
beamers carried by sone of the settlers, blocked her vision

"Recon tean?” Rafe asked.

Quickly Pauli ran over the list of people she called her reliables. There was
no

way that medic Pryor would let her lead a team not with her pregnancy this
far

advanced. Pryor herself was both too old and too valuable to be allowed to

| ead

a team even if she had wanted to. Rafe? No way around it; he was the |ogica
choi ce, and she wanted beari sh, quick-mi nded David ben Yehuda al ong to back
hi m

"You'll lead, Rafe,” she said. “Take care."

Qui ckly they passed the word for the teamto assenble.

"You'll maintain silence on the conmunicators, just in case..."

"The hills will block communications. |I'll need a nessenger,” Rafe cut in
before

Paul i coul d voice her concerns in front of casual passersby. It was al ways

t hat

way with them now often they found thensel ves finishing one another's

t hought s,

anticipating one another's w shes. It nmeant that Cynthia colony had, in
effect,

two conmanders.

"So I'lIl want a messenger,” Rafe continued. “Sorry about that."

Pauli shut her eyes. O the few settlers who had had time to master the
fliers

(little nore than ol d-fashioned gliders), the nost skillful was Lohr, age
twel ve; and they both knew it. He was quick, smart, but if he had a chance to
attack a Secess’ pilot, the survivor of an energency |anding, could she trust
hi n?

"Look who's coming,” Rafe pointed. “So help ne, that boy snells trouble."
Lohr skidded to a stop beside them “If you're sending out a team you need a
messenger. |I'mthe best with the fliers...” his eager babble of speech ran
down

under Pauli's and Rafe's sonber expressions.

Pauli | ooked himover. “And if | said that Rafe and David were just going out
to

check on stobor?"

"Li eutenant,” Lohr burst out indignantly, “not even the littlests believe

st obor

conme down fromthe hills They're anphi bians!” He brought out the word with
pride. “You're sending a teamout to check on the nmeteorite. If it's a
neteorite

and not a—"
"One nmore word out of you, Lohr, and you're confined to quarters,” Paul
i nterrupted, thanking God that none of the “littlests” were around to be

terrified by Lohr accuracy. “And if | find you' ve been babbling to ‘Clla or
any

of the other littlests ... no, | guess you won't frighten them Get your
gear,

then, and tell Ari ben Yehuda that he's going along to keep an eye on you."
Rafe laid an arm across Pauli's shoul ders. She w apped hers about his waist,
and

they wal ked toward the done where the team was assenbling. Briefing was

qui ck;

farewel I s qui cker yet.

"You cone back,” Pauli whispered fiercely, her face buried against Rafe's
shoul der. “Don't take any risks You just come back!"



No one knew better than an Alliance pilot just how deadly the Secess’ were.
Conpared to them the native predators—er even the w nged Cynthians they had
had

to eradi cate—were ganes for the littlests.

By dawn, Rafe and his people were well up into the foothills, but the site
wher e

the neteorite hit—-he gave it the name he hoped it woul d keep—+ay far beyond,
in

t he nmount ai ns thensel ves, past the high caves which he'd visited once as a
thief. Rafe swore and reached for his macrobinocul ars. Beside him Lohr
crouched, his pupils contracting to pinpoints. H s |lips were skinned back
and

he all but grow ed.

"See anything up there?"

"A few sparks,” Rafe grunted. “Could be anything."

Lohr hunted through his pack and pulled out struts of netal and a gl eani ng

l ength of nesh into which the struts slipped until Iong, flexible w ngs took
shape.

"You won't get any help fromthermals this close to dawn,” Rafe warned Lohr
“ So

it's a good thing you're light. Look: | hate to use you like this, but the
sooner we all know whether or not there m ght be Secess’ around, the better
[ 11

l[ike it. You won't be afraid?"

"Can | have a blaster?” Cunning aged Lohr's face so that he | ooked far ol der
than his age. He held out his hand as if he expected Rafe to hand over his
sidearm Stunner, explosive bolts, or |aser—they were all blasters to Lohr
and

he had wanted one for as |l ong as Rafe knew him

"Lohr, you know what Pauli told you about weapons,” Rafe sighed. “First,
you're

better off flying light. Second, if you' ve only got a knife, you'll probably
have the sense to run froma fight you can't win. No matter how nuch you want
revenge."

Lohr sized himup, and Rafe held his breath. Finally the boy shrugged,

resi gni ng

hi nsel f —but only for the noment—+to reality, such as Rafe's superior height
and

wei ght, and the fact that the others on the team woul d certainly back him
He strapped the wings to his back and shook hinself to settle them

"One thing nore.” Though Rafe kept his voice down, it seemed to boom agai nst
t he

over hangi ng rocks. “Tell Pauli | reconmend evacuation."

The settlers universally hated the caves into which they'd practiced
evacuati ng

nost of the col ony—everyone but the ones |ike Pauli, whose pregnancy nmade
clinmbing inpossible right now, or those people disabled by age or injury ..
pl us those few abl ebodi ed who had to remai n behind as decoys. The caves
smel | ed

of Cynthians. Living in themwas |like nmurdering a nman, then sleeping in his
bed.

Rafe hated it too. O the two options, searching for a downed Secess’ ship,
or

evacuating into the caves, he knew he had the easier task

Lohr grinmaced, then raised his head, testing the air like a wild ani nal .
Rafe flashed “t hunbs up” at the boy, and heard a shaky | augh before Lohr

st epped

of f the rock, dropped for a hideous noment, and then soared. The |ast of the
nmoonl i ght gl eanmed on his w ngs.

"Dam! | hate sending out a kid while |I'm stuck here,” he groused at ben



Yehuda

and his son. “Now we just sit here until he gets back. Dave, am | right that
scanners could pick us up if we nove?"

"There shoul d be enough rock between us and that object to protect us. But
assuming it's a ship, not a neteorite, even a quick flyby m ght have picked
us

out."

"What if it's not a ship, but just an escape pod?” Rafe asked. Pods were
fitted

with automatic distress signals and programmed to | and as softly as possible.
In

that case, too, they'd be facing a live eneny.

David tinkered with the comms. “I'mnot picking up anything ... not yet. Too
much static."”

"You know Lohr's going to want to check out that |anding, don't you? Wat are
you going to do about hinP” asked ben Yehuda's son

"First, 1'mgoing to pray real hard that it's a neteorite. But if it's not,
you're going to sit on Lohr so he doesn't get hinmself killed."

VWhat if it is a downed pilot, and not one of ours? Rafe worried. Pauli had
passed on pilot runors: that the characteristic Secess’ five-ship formations
flew so fast and close that the pilots had to be hard-wired into their ships,
and that the whol e dammabl e cyborg was configured to a mamrmot h conputer run
by

some sort of sadist. Highly colorful runmors, he had remarked at the tine.
Secess’ raiders blew the power core on ny own home station, Rafe thought, as
he

did too often for his own confort. At least ny folks died fast ... | hope

t hey

did. Rafe shuddered as he always did when he thought of fading |ifesupport,
of

the air growing foul and thin and cold before the Iights went dead. He'd had
ni ghts where he'd waked gaspi ng and shaki ng, dreamnmi ng of being trapped in such
a

pl ace. The cold sweat of panic began to trickle and itch down his spine at

t he

t hought of neeting the sort of man who'd taken out his famly's hone.
"You' ve got our coordinates for the landing site?” Pauli asked Lohr again.
The

wi nds teased up a gust of cinnanmon fromthe fields, their greens highlighted
by

the eerie shimer of the electric shields.

She gl anced enviously at Lohr's w ngs, then exam ned the boy nore cl osely.
There

were deep circles beneath his eyes. Perhaps, after all, someone el se should
report back to the recon team

Alicia Pryor strode up. “The first group to evacuate will |eave for the caves
in

about ten m nutes, right?"

Pauli nodded. “1'll be there to see themoff."

"Afterward, we've planned for themto be followed by five-person units about
every half hour."

"What about you?” Pauli asked. She had wanted their nmost experienced nedic to
join the evacuees. Even though practice had turned evacuation into a routine,
she hated the thought of subjecting the children to it.

"Well, what about you?" Pryor retorted. “Lohr, get noving before Yeager here
tries to pull rank on you, and | have to declare her medically unfit."

"Head up,” Pauli whispered as Lohr headed for the cliffs, passing the first
group of fugitives with ease despite how tired he nust be.

"The rest of you, back to canp. Let's make the place |Iook lived in. Cone on,”
she called, turning on her heel. “On the double."



Thei r defenses now seened very feeble, their conmunications |ink even nore
So.

“l ought to be there—2 she told Pryor

"Forget it! If I thought you wouldn't mscarry, 1'd get you up into those
caves

so fast—=

"They can manage without ne.
woul d | ead."

"Li ke Rafe? O ne? No, thank you very much. Look, | wi sh you'd get it through
your head that while you' ve got opponents here, you don't have enenies. Think
it

t hrough, Pauli. These are civilians! They're not used to orders, let alone to
someone maki ng those orders stick."

Pauli whirled to face the other wonan.

"Even after..."

"Even after what we've all been through here. You didn't make the decision to
wi pe out the Cynthians on your own, despite the fact that you're trying to

t ake

responsibility for it. But now that the place | ooks safe, they want to sit
down

and try to argue things out again. Except for the littlest ones."

"Do you think,” Pauli brought up a fanmiliar, poignant topic as they trudged
back

toward the dones, “that they will ever trust again?"

"They trust you,” Pryor said firmy. “Wich is one reason why |I'm staying
down

here. To | ook after you."

"What's the real reason?"

To Pauli's astonishnent, Alicia Pryor's pale skin flushed, and the ol der
worran

stared off toward the distant hills.

"I"'msick of talk all the tine. And besides, by staying here, | free up a
spot

for soneone younger. How old do you think I am Pauli?"

The shorter wonman shrugged. “Forty-five, perhaps?’ If she shielded her eyes,
she

could just see Lohr poised high overhead, waiting for the right current

t here! Sunlight danced on unfurled nmetallic wings as Lohr banked in salute
bef ore veering back up into the hills.

"Add twenty years,” Pryor chuckled dryly. “Balliol Il had plenty of
anti-agathics for senior faculty at Santayana."

"You're trying to distract me, right? Otherwise, if you haven't spilled your
guts before this, why do it now?"

"Precisely,” the nedic agreed. “As | said, | got sick of being safe, and of
talk, talk, talk. Probably because | listened too hard to one person. Pauli
have you ever heard of Hal gerd of Freki?"

Pauli allowed Dr. Pryor to steer her back to her quarters (so heartlessly
bare

wi t hout Rafe's gear) and ease her down onto a mat.

"Hal gerd of Freki? Sure.” At one time or another, nost educated people for
si X

Paul i spoke without bitterness. “Soneone el se

systens around had heard of Hal gerd of Freki, |laureate in genetics, who'd
curtailed a brilliant research career when the war broke out, resigned his
prof essorship on the safe haven of Balliol Il, to return to his honeworl d.
Hs

Secessi oni st honewor | d.

"I wonder what sort of uses the Secess’ would put a brain like his to,” Paul
nused.

"It's likelier that he's using them O that he's dead.” Pryor's voice was
nmuf fl ed as she bent to activate the self-heat tabs on two food packs.



“Hal gerd's

no martyr. He left Balliol for Freki only after his research group was
ordered

to disband.” She paused. “Freki's one of the throwback worlds. Did you know,
it

even used to be a mlitary oligarchy?"

"Group Two headed out, Pauli.” That was Beneat ha, shoul ders hunched under the
wei ght of a pack.

"CGet Three ready to nove."

"Ri ght."

"Was your Professor Halgerd one of the oligarchs?” Pauli raised eyebrows as
if

delicately gauging Alicia Pryor's synpathy for her old colleague. A
geneti ci st

with mlitary interests. CGod.

"Something like that. He never got over his aristocratic background. Yes, you
can smle; but I"'mallowed to say that. I'malso allowed to feel guilty for
col l aborating with himfor as long as | did. There were a nunber of us,
dazzl ed

by himat first. Later—tet's say he left before we could dunp his conputer
Ve

never got around to it, but | wanted to. Sonme of his work on cl oni ng—+

t hought

it ought to be suppressed for the duration of the war."

"I thought Santayana never suppressed research."”

"That's right, we don't.” Involuntarily, and with a sort of bleak pride, the
“we” slipped out. For an instant, the Alicia Pryor of the settlenent

di sappeared, and a younger, nore arrogant woman sat opposite Pauli, sharing
energency rations with the fastidi ous manners nore appropriate to a banquet.
“But it didn't nean | didn't want to. That was another reason | resigned.
not

only had lost nmy objectivity, | didn't believe it was worth the having in the
first place. So now the Secessionists have all Halgerd' s experiments. And him
along with them Part of that work is nmine, Pauli. That neans that part of

t he

bl ame's mine too."

"I'f you're looking for absolution, | frankly don't envy the people hiding out
in

the caves. And God knows, you've conme to the wong person.”

"That isn't it. For once, | don't want to be exenpt because of ny age, or ny

prof ession, or status, or sonme damed liability.
I

sound |i ke Halgerd did before he left. It got to be you couldn't be in the
sane

roomw th himw thout hearing a lecture on the evils of noninterference. In

t he

end, he convinced ne. But not,” her voice was soft, sad, “as he hoped."

Paul i shook her head and smiled in a way she hoped was synpathetic. It was
hard

to imagine the medic as a privil eged, sheltered nmenmber of Santayana

Uni versity's

dazzling faculty—er was it? But she had heard of the throwbacks. There were a
few other such worlds like Freki, mostly settled by one racial or ethnic

gr oup,

Freki and Tokugawa on the Secess’ side, and on their own, Abendstern and
Ar ar at

(come to think of it, Dave ben Yehuda had ties there). Usually driven by a

dr eam

of former glory to reanimate ol d | anguages and ol der custons, settlers of the
t hr owbacks were generally too tough to be dism ssed as eccentrics.

Pryor's lips thinned. “Cod,



Freki prized aristocrats and warriors—and Hal gerd had been both. He'd been

Pryor's colleague ... what else? Pauli didn't even have to guess. The nedic
was

pal e and still patrician-Iooking; years ago, she must have been stunning.
Behind them the last of the evacuees left the settlenent, w thout Pauli.
Pryor

had achi eved her goal of distracting the younger woman; but now she herself
was

lost in thought and a years-old sorrow.

Pauli patted Alicia Pryor's shoulder. “As the chaplain used to tell us, |
haven't heard a word you've said."
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A shadow across the noon sky drew Rafe's attention, and he froze against the
rock, all but his gun hand.

Lohr dropped down onto a bight around fifteen neters above Rafe, his w ngs
furling about his feet before he slipped off the flying harness. He scranbl ed
down the slope, showering the recon teamw th pebbles and dust, and finished
hi s

descent with a dangerous skid that might have skinned the hide off himif
Raf e

hadn' t caught him

The boy was all legs, ribs, and eyes, Rafe thought. H's skin was clanmy and
hi s

breathing too rapid. “Now, rest,” he ordered, trying to force Lohr down with
one

hand even as, with the other, he holstered his sidearm and snapped the
protective flap shut.

Ben Yehuda began to rifle Lohr's pack. “These coords should save us about

si X,

seven hours,” he grinned with satisfaction

"You don't have to stop for ne!” Lohr pushed against Rafe's chest, trying to
stand on his own. “I can travel. Just let nme catch ny breath."

"You can travel ? Really? Just you try it.” Expertly Rafe tripped the boy and
eased himdown onto the pad Ari ben Yehuda unroll ed.

The boy's eyes glared with anger quickly suppressed as the confort of the

sl eeping pad and the snell of food got to him He subnmitted to being fed, and
ate ravenously. But the instant he finished, he began to protest again.

"Al'l right, then,” said Rafe. “Let me see you wal k. "

He nanaged to struggle to his feet. Turning pale, he got about four steps
before

hi s knees wobbl ed and he col | apsed.

"Convi nced now?” Rafe asked, with a snile

"You go on ahead,” Lohr muttered. “l1'Il sleep, then catch up. I'Il fly there
you can trust ne not to do ... ‘nythin’ stupid—=

Beneath the bl anket, the boy's wiry body twi tched with exhaustion.

"We'|l give himtwo or three hours to rest, then wake himand see if he's
fit,”

Rafe decided. A nore carefully reared boy would still be a weck at the end
of

that time but a nore protected child couldn't have conpleted the two flights
Lohr had just made, or, probably, coped with the need for them

The others settled down to wait, or sleep, or watch the nonitors. No one
spoke

of meteorites anynore.

"Over this way,” ben Yehuda gestured, never raising his eyes froma snall
tracker. Pebbles scraped and slipped beneath his feet until finally,

i nevitably,

he tri pped.



"Man, are you trying to break your neck?” Rafe hissed. “Or announce ‘conpany

comng to that Secess'?” Hi s neck heated with ridicul ous anger, and he

j erked

Davi d back onto his feet.

"Cet down!” Ari whispered, and both nmen dropped.

Up ahead, in charred and gouged-out scree, lay the emergency pod.

"Good thing there wasn't much brush about, or we'd have had a fire too."

"I'"d rather have a brushfire any day than a firelight,” Rafe said.

One of the pod's landing struts had buckl ed. The pod | ay canted over, dented,

and scarred where it had scraped along the hill side.

"Pod that small—+t's got to conme froma fighter ship.”

"I's its beacon working?” Rafe asked.

Ben Yehuda nade fractional adjustnments to his instruments. “The pod didn't

I and

stabl e,” he thought aloud, “but those things are built to last. See that dish
some beacons still have external conponents ... and I'mafraid this one's

functi on—=

Li ght raved out from Rafe's bl aster; ozone abraded their eyes and throats.

“ Not

nowit isn't,” he said.

"Tal k about announci ng ‘conpany coni ng,

hi s

own weapon

"The hatch ... it's heard us,” Lohr whispered, his voice cracking up an

oct ave.

The hatch grated aside, then stopped hal fway.

"That spar's blocking it,” Rafe said. “Good. W can pick our nmonent to |et

hi m

out.” But what were they waiting for? They might as well get it over with. He

si ghed, aimed, and vaporized the spar. The hatch cracked open sonmewhat

farther,

but not wi dely enough to free the survivor

ben Yehuda observed. He had drawn

He had a macabre fantasy of prying out whatever occupant was in there ... in
what ever shape the crash had left him O she; but Rafe preferred to think of
the Secess’ as male, not as a pilot like Pauli. As an eneny nale. A war

crimnal. Maybe they should just seal up the pod and I et the man die.

"Now what ?” asked Lohr

"M ght be safer if we waited, let himwear hinself down—=

The grating intensified, then was replaced first by pounding, then a |ong,

| ong

si | ence.

| don't want to have to go in there after him that's certain to be a trick
Why'd | get stuck with |eading this team anyhow?

"Ki- YA

The roar nade themall shout. Blaster fire lanced out wildly as the netal
hat ch

buckl ed.

One bolt caught a dead tree | eaning at an angle above the craft that had

t oppl ed

it. Now it showered sparks and blazing twigs onto the man who hal f junped,
hal f

tumbled fromthe pod. He started to fall, the practiced, graceful roll of
someone long drilled in conmbat techniques, and brought up short with a gasp.
Bl ood-col ored Iight and caked bl ood stained pale hair and pal er skin. The
Secess’ was tall, Rafe thought, probably a head taller than he. Wth nuscles
in

proportion. Damm. He raised his blaster.

"CGet him” Lohr shout ed.

The boy's shout brought the man's head up

One hand on the rock he'd fallen against, the Secess’ pilot |evered hinself



up.
Hs eyes were wild and they didn't track. Concussion, maybe. He stared up
into

the night, squinting against the violent light of the blaster fire and the
pal er

[ight of the two nopons.

"Now, while he's off-balance,” Rafe hissed. “Mwve in. Lohr, you and Ari stay
back. "

Rafe stepped out into the circle of fierce light, prepared for anything but

t he

| ook of incredul ous, al nost agonized joy on his eneny's face.

"Braethra!” he shouted, or something that sounded like it, and started
forward

exuberantly, his arnms outstretched. Then he stunbled, toppling to his knees.
Rafe forced hinself into the firelight. God, the man was fast. Even injured
he

was faster than Rafe wanted to tangle with. He raised his blaster, bringing
it

into the other man's line of sight.

"Braethra?” The word was an accented whi sper, pained and di sappoi nted now.
Abruptly he gasped, his hands clutching his tenples. “Wn, Fee, Hal. Kane!
Ash?"

As ben Yehuda cane up behind him the pilot tried to whirl, to face two ways
si mul t aneously. He screamed once in | oss, confusion, and rejection before he
col | apsed again, his face in the dust. In that instant, they |eapt forward
and

snapped binders on him Then they rolled himover

"Let's get some light on the subject,” Rafe ordered. The face, even with the
bl ood, the bruises, and a terrible enptiness about it ... but that face was
famliar. Add years to the severely-boned features, thin the hair sonewhat,
and

he'd seen it in texts and recorded |ectures.

"Hal gerd of Freki,” he nodded. “Maybe forty years age difference ... but this
man could be his twin brother..."

"He's not breathing.” Lohr's voice was shaky. Rafe scanned, and shook the
nman,

then tilted back his head.

"Ari, help me with CPR"” He gestured with his chin at Lohr. Like the rest of
them Lohr knew how to restart a man's heart. Pauli had seen to that once

t hey

realized what stobors’ electrostatic fields could do to you. But this one ..
t hey needed information too badly to trust this man to Lohr's shaky sense of
justice. Rafe started breathing for the downed pilot, paused, then breathed
again. Ari's hands worked on the man's chest. Hi s young face was earnest with
concentration.

Raf e nodded at David ben Yehuda, who started cautiously toward the pod. “I1've
got some time before you need nme. Lohr, help ne clear this debris away. |
want

to get in there, see if there's any information—= O a functioning
transmtter,

Raf e t hought, though Dave kept quiet on that subject.

As their eneny's chest began to rise and fall shallowy, Rafe sat back on his
heel s, breathing hard. Red and orange lights, like the swirls on w ngs,
danced

bef ore his eyes.

"That ought to do it,” he nuttered, and threw a bl anket over the Secess'.
They' d

have to nove him..

"CGet him” As the man spasned in violent convul sions, Rafe |aunched hinsel f
forward. The Secess’ back arched, and his heels drumed on the rocky ground.



Then he went al armingly, bonelessly linp. Rafe was ready with an injection
"Dam,” he said. “lI wish Pryor—= then his jaw set as the pilot started
struggling again. One hand tore free of the binders and cracked agai nst a
rock.

Though the man cried out in pain, he scraped his wist hard agai nst stone
unti |

bl ood spurted froma severed artery.

Bi ndi ng hi magain while keeping himfrom bl eeding to death was a nessy five
m nutes’ work. Afterward, Rafe sat back on his heels, hoping for a chance to
rest. Wiy had the man deliberately slashed his wist?

"Not again, dammit!” Rafe grunted as the man stopped breathing. He dived
forward, tearing open the man's stained flightsuit and slapping an injection
patch over his heart. How nuch adrenaline could it take before it gave out
permanent |l y? The pilot jolted and gasped, his eyes and |ips snappi ng open
briefly.

"What's that?"

Rafe bent over him trying to get himto repeat his words.

Rapi d footsteps brought himaround on his knees, hand grabbing for his weapon.
"Steady, steady, it's not an attack,” said ben Yehuda “At |east not yet."
"That bad?” asked Ari.

"I dismantled a working transmtter. Then Lohr here nosing around as usual
found this—= Lohr displayed what | ooked like any other of the m scellaneous
bat ches of hardware that David generally |ugged around. “Single burst

di stress

beacon. Omidirectional ... and fused upon transm ssion."

"How s he doi ng?"

"He's alive, for now Essentially he's just ‘died four tines, but | caught
hi m

H's heart's incredibly strong, or | couldn't have pulled himback. But we've
got

to get himto Pryor soon.” For nmore reasons than one. Ari saw the man shiver,
and t hrew anot her bl anket over him

"Need ... to die. Let me—

"So he knows our |anguage.” That nmeans we don't dare talk nore than we
absolutely have to. “You'll be cared for,” Rafe told him

"Where?” Awareness kindled in the nman's pal e eyes. He gl anced around, shook
hi s

head, and wi nced. An incongruous expression of panic and bereavenent shadowed
his bruised face still further. "Braethra. Were are they?"

"Looks like you're the only survivor. What's your nane?” H s voice went tense
on

the | ast words.

"You couldn't kill me quickly, then have done, could you?"

"What the hell does he think we are?” Ari snapped. “Butchers like on WIf IV
or

Mar duk?” The pilot's head jerked at the names of the blighted worlds. Let the
civs suspect he'd been at either, and Pauli'd have a Iynch mob to deal with
along with a war crimnal

"Quiet, cub,” his father ordered.

"We don't do that, mister,” Rafe snapped. “CQur commandi ng officer's got sone
guestions to ask you, so we're taking you in. Meanwhile, you can start by
telling us your nane."

The Secessionist officer closed his eyes.

Ari laid a finger on his unbandaged wist. He's wearing sonme sort of

i nsi gni a.

Here, | got it.” He placed a thin metal band on Rafe's palm “Like a wi st

I D.

Nurmber s, sone funny-1ooking synbol, and ‘Thorn'? Is that your name? Wat's

t he

rest of it?"



The man turned his face away and refused to speak

Hours later, he still kept silent, clanping his |lips against water, ignoring
hi s

surroundi ngs. Trying to die again, Rafe thought. \Wat would nake hi mwant to
die, and make himtry so many times? He'd had a set of bad shocks, but there
was

no organic reason for himto die, not as far as Rafe could see. Rafe's nedic
friends called such conditions fasci nonmas—they were nore fignents of the

i magi nati on than clinical states; and he'd heard of one such ... if only he
could remenber its name! Maybe the man could travel; or maybe he'd die on the
trip back. One thing, though, was certain.

"Dave, | want you to rig up some sort of recorder,” he ordered. “If he so
nmuch
as burps in his sleep, | want to hear it."

If the pilot had survived a battle, that neant that Secess’ and Alliance
still

fought it out, that there were still survivors, still people capable of
striding

fromstar systemto star system Unfortunately, though, the transmtter Lohr
had

found neant that sonme of those survivors mght cone after this man, and find
themtoo. G ven what briefings had told Rafe about the Secess', he thought it
was unlikely; but then, he'd never nuch trusted briefings. Wy had there been
a

battl e around here anyhow? Sonehow, they'd have to get a coherent story out
of

this Thorn character.

Warnt h agai nst his side warned himthat Lohr had crept closer. “Look at ne,”
Rafe warned him

The boy's eyes were hot, and his face sullen with hard vindictiveness.

"Stop worrying that I"'mgoing to turn ... what's that word you all use when
you
think I"'mnot listening ... feral? and kill the—= Lohr chose an epithet right

out of the portside stews. “W need this bastard. But if he won't talk once
we

get himback hone, |'ve got an idea. You just call me. Me and sonme of the
littlests—e'll nmake himtalk, all right."

12

Paul i rubbed the small of her back, then | aced fingers over a belly she'd
have

sworn couldn't grow any bigger a nonth ago. Kicking again, are you? You'd

j ust

better be a fighter, she told the presence she was increasingly eager to see.
Lohr set a half-enpty cup down on the table, and it jiggled fromthe trenor
in

hi s hands.

"What about Rafe and the others?” Pauli asked.

"They're on their way here,” he munbl ed, rubbing his eyes. “They sent me on
ahead.” For an instant, his eyes shone with a rage the whole colony had tried
to

ease. Then he grinned. “They didn't trust me, and | suppose"-he stretched and
yawned—t hey were right."

"Any idea when they'll get in? Can you renmenber anything el se about the
Secess’

pilot?” Pauli asked, as she'd asked every couple of m nutes.

"No, | can't!” The boy's voice broke. Wen Pauli held out a hand, he buried
hi s

face in it, and curled up at her side.

"I"ve done all | can!” he whispered, and hid fromthe light, as he nust have



hi dden many times before. Have | made hi mrenmenber darkness and how he'd
fail ed

at tasks no child should ever face? Guilt entwi ned with her baby's kicking,
and

Paul i wi nced.
"Let me, Pauli,’
can

sl eep. Think back. Think back now, to when this Thorn came out of the pod.
Describe it for us."

Pryor said. “Lohr, think back. Just a little nmore, and you

"What were those nanmes he used?” Pauli interrupted, and Pryor pursed her lips.
"Strange ones. Wn, Fee, Hal, Kane, Ash ... sonething like that. His wist-1D
said Thorn, too. And ‘gerd-sonething. Rafe said he |ooked like ‘gerd of
someplace | didn't hear right. Only younger. | would have listened better

but

they kept me too busy. Can | sl eep now?"

"Cet yourself some sleep now. And get bathed. Lohr, you've done a good job, a
man's job, and we're all proud of you."

The boy stunbled fromthe done. Painfully, Pauli rose and activated the comm
I't

humred and crackl ed, hooting as she narrowed the frequency, boosted the gain
to

transmt into the nmountains, and then, finally, hit the keys for cipher and
direction scranbler.

"Yeager here. Report, please.”

More humm ng, during which the nmedical officer settled in at Pauli's side.
"How are you doi ng?"

"Sick and tired of waiting,
to

her pregnancy or lag tinme while the evacuees decoded her transm ssion, or for
Rafe to get back with his prisoner. She was as tired as Lohr of all of them
"W copy you.” Finally! “CGo ahead."

"Stay where you are for now. "

A junbl e of voices nade Pauli grimace. “lI know you hate it. But you're

st ayi ng

there."”

More protests.

"I told you: stay. This isn't a debating society. Yeager, out."

Si ghi ng, she shut down conmmuni cati ons, wal ked over to another panel, untaped
a

stud, and exanmined it.

Scanners could pick up the screens set to repel stobor. But if she
deacti vat ed

the shields, they'd have stobor in the fields devouring an entire spring's

| abor. She sighed again, and decided to hold off. Mdre hurry up and wait, she
thought with a grimace. The civs would already be mad enough at her order to
stay in hiding up at the caves without her throw ng away precious crops for a
dubi ous gain in security. And, God, she didn't even want to think of how
they'd

react to the presence of an eneny fighter in their mdst. She'd best postpone
that little announcenent for as |ong as possible.

A bunmp, a muffled exclamation, and a clatter of rolling plastic nmade Paul

whi rl

around to see Pryor nopping at spilled soup, her notions surprisingly awkward.
"Want to tell me, Alicia?” For once, Pauli's voice obeyed her and cane out
gentl e and persuasive.

The ot her woman | ooked up. Beneath chagrin at her clunsiness, Pauli read
grief

and an appal l ed conviction

I'"ve got to help her get it out, Pauli thought. Still in that new, gentle

Voi ce,

" Pauli snapped. She didn't know if she referred



she went on, “Did Lohr give you any fresh ideas?"

"You learn fast,” Pryor scow ed at her. “Yes, he did.” She rose from her
knees,

wadded up the sopping cloth, and threw it at a box. Nothing was discarded
anynore. “Renenber what we di scussed a few days ago—and whon®?"

Paul i managed to stop before she blurted out the word she suspected woul d

br eak

the other woman, the nane of her old |over.

"You know, it was possible applications of Halgerd s research on cloning that
we

objected to at Santayana. You've read studies on twins ... no, you probably
woul dn't have had to. Well, the basic research on that's very old: started
back

on Earth. They tracked twi ns separated at birth. They tended to live very,
very

simlar lives. Sone people—and these were the crackpots—even hypothesi zed

t hat

twi ns coul d sense things about one another. | don't have to tell you that no
one

took this seriously. Even prespace, they had sone research standards.

"But imagine if you didn't have a twin, but a live, functioning clone. Whom
you

knew. Whom you worked with. Loved, probably. It would be very efficient, a

t eam

made up of clones. Practically telepathic. For all intents and purposes,
they'd

be the same person. You could train them+tapes, drugs, conditioning. Hell,
for

all we know, maybe they actually would read one another's ninds. And if they
couldn't, cybernetic or biotic inmplants would be easy enough to devel op
That's

what Hal gerd t hought.

"He'd worked out the theory—erganic fiber cybernetic inplants. He'd even
suggested deriving the organic fibers fromthe individual's ow cells to
avoi d

rejection by the body. Essentially, Halgerd planned to turn people into human
mul ti pl ex comuni cations systems. He thought it would be easiest with clones.
o

course, on basic humanitarian grounds, we couldn't let himtest it."

Paul i blinked at the physician. Ganted, she had heard crazy rumors, pilots’
tal k about the Secess', but no one would really do that to a pilot, or anyone
el se—

"Think about it. It's hard enough to watch soneone die. | ought to know. So
shoul d you. I1t's harder know ng—feeling, as sone people would say—when a
famly

menber dies ... especially a twn.

"Just think, though, if you lost a clone. Long before the Earth bl ockade,
some

peopl e hypot hesi zed that in a functional clone group, injury to one of the
t eam

woul d probably be felt by the rest. But what if that group were physically
linked by the inplants? They actually would feel it if one of the other

cl ones

di ed. What's worse, the death agony could be magni fied by the perceptions of
each clone who experienced it.

"You can see why sone people thought that given such a group, the death of
one

clone could easily kill the others. Even wi thout organic MJX i npl ants. They
called it Kroeber's Trauma. Hal gerd, of course, called it dammed nonsense."
"But you don't think of Kroeber's Trauma as damed nonsense, do you?"



"No.” Alicia Pryor sank into a chair. Her long, worn fingers rubbed her
tenpl es,

and for a nonent, her face betrayed her true age. “l think that in his own
exhausted, inarticulate way, Lohr has described a case of Kroeber's Traunma."
"What makes you so sure?"

Pryor rubbed her tenples again. “Once, when it |ooked |ike we might ... never
mnd that. In any case, Halgerd took ne to Freki once. Those names Lohr

guot ed

aren't really names, Pauli. They're runes, the ancient synbols that the

oligarchs revived, runes with names |ike Wn, Feoh, Hagl, and Kaon. The nman
they're bringing in isn't really named Thorn. He's a clone. They've tagged
hi m

Thorn the way we tag lab aninmals A, B, C, or D"

"And this Thorn only ‘died four times,” Pauli nused. “Assuming the standard
five pilots in a squad, and another on board their home ship—=

One of the Hal gerd-cl ones was probably alive, then. And with Pauli's usua

| uck,

he'd be | ooking for his brother

If only Rafe and the others would hurry bringing in this Thorn ... this clone
of
one of the nost brilliant offspring of a fighting world. God help them all

Freki had cloned its best and brightest; she saw no reason why ot her worlds
like

Tokugawa woul dn't follow suit. And no reason why they should stop at a clone
of

six, or restrain thenselves fromnodifying the clones for speed and strength.
That thought bred worse horrors. Since it was now possible to create a fleet
of

aces, disposable and replaceable pilots, against whomordinary pilots (Iet

al one

t he young ones that the Alliance had to rel ease for assignnent these days)
had

no chance, Al liance would have to follow suit.

How hard woul d it be to duplicate Hal gerd' s research? Granted, Pryor had fled
Sant ayana rather than participate in it, but in wartinme, how many scientists
woul d share—woul d be permtted to share—her scruples? Pauli used to think she
was an ethical being. But that was before Federal Security had grounded her
with

the refugees here, before the need to protect what m ght be the |ast of
hurmanki nd had forced her..

Her child-to-be kicked. She laid a hand on her belly to confort the child who
m ght never have tine now to be born

"They're coming in!” Lohr overflew the base canp shouting the news, then

t ouched

down. “They're all safe and they're carrying himin!” he yelled and
over bal anced, his wings scrabbling in the dirt, his legs initating an
overturned

st obor.

"Ni ce landing,” Pauli commented as he gathered up his wi ngs, strut by strut.
“How far away?"

"Not far ... half a klick or so."
"Good,” Pauli said. “Tell Dr. Pryor to neet ne here Did you check on how
they're

doing with the hydro tanks up at the caves?"

Lohr | ooked chagrined, then sullen. “CGo do it. You're the only one we' ve got
who

can fly that far now—= and you' re dammed right, | don't want you around when
t he

bring himin.

Idly Pauli burnished the pilot's wings she had decided to wear for the first



time in nmonths. The sun felt good on her shoul ders, and she was glad sinply
to

sit and to plan. A Secess’ pilot ... her opposite nunber ... but an inproved
nodel . ..

"There,” Pauli pointed.

"Il take your word for it,” Pryor said.

Pauli rose as they cane nearer. The prisoner was a tall, fair-haired man,
pal er

t han nost spacers who |ay under WV |lanps for prescribed intervals. He |ay
covered, restraints naking odd bunps at wists, ankles, waist, and chest.
Pryor shook her head and murmured somet hing deep in her throat, before she
knel t

besi de the Secess'. Her hand snpot hed back the unconsci ous man's linp hair,
and

she watched its notion as if it went on separate fromthe rest of her, as if
t he

caress bel onged to soneone el se. Then she shrugged and raised an ironic
eyebr ow.

“Despite the bruising, he's as nuch like Halgerd as a twin,” she said sadly.
“Only forty years younger. He's concussed fromthe rough | andi ng. Maybe the
inplant is broken. In that case, it'll probably be dissolved by now, but 1"l
scan for it anyway. Bring himinside.” Pryor led the way to her inprovised
clinic, talking to herself of “full-body scan, genetic assay, conparison
analysis ... | probably don't want to add any other drugs to what you've

gi ven

him Dosage is well beyond nornmal tol erance—=

But then, Pauli thought, we're sure we're not dealing with a normal hunman
bei ng.

When doubt was no | onger possible, and before anyone could protest, Pryor
unf astened the last of the prisoner's restraints.

She started to say sonething, then shook her head. “Wong name.” Her voice
was

husky. “Thorn?"

H s eyes opened slowy. “Hwert enk? Thykkjask thik kenna?"

"Still groggy,” Pryor said. “That's Frekan he's speaking. 1'll have to bring
hi m

back into the real world."

"You're here,” she murrmured. “l'll explain. And no, you don't know me.” She

| ooked down at his blank face and translated. “Mk eigi nmanthu. You haven't
known me for years. Can you tal k?” she asked, and helped himto sit up
How carefully she kept her back turned on Rafe and Pauli

Paul i studied the man now propped against the wall. They'd dressed himin one
of
the settlement's all-purpose gray work suits. He was tall, and the way he had

unconsci ously arranged hinmsel f when Dr. Pryor sat himup gave the drab garment
a

took of el egance. Pale features and fair hair nade it | ook surprisingly
formal .

Her eyes flashed fromtheir prisoner to Dr. Pryor. She | ooked nore |ike him
t han

like them and she had known the original Hal gerd. She shuddered, and forced
herself not to rub her flight insignia as if they were a talisnan.

"Qur C.QO, Pauli Yeager,” Pryor announced neutrally. Pauli had expected that
t he

pri soner woul d speak a | anguage other than the obscure Frekan dialect to

whi ch

he had reverted when he was i njured.

Thorn Hal gerd started to rise, then froze in his place, staring appalled at
Paul i ' s obvi ous pregnancy. “Wat kind of people are you?” he demanded,

| eani ng



forward, his voice chill. “You use people capable of giving life as pilots?"
Pryor handed Pauli a printout of the tests she had run. Sterile.

"I"1l ask the questions around here, mster."

He turned to Pryor. “How can you waste ... and she's weathered too. Don't you
have tanks?"

"Whi ch tanks do you nmean?” Pryor asked.

"Stass tanks,” he said inpatiently. “Everyone knows that the distractions of
ship's routine between engagenents only lower a piloting group's
effectiveness.”

He | ooked Pauli over again, then nodded. “Muybe there's sonme twisted logic to
it, though. Breeding' s cheaper than cloning, though then the child has to be
allowed to mature normal | y—=

Pauli shot Pryor a horrified |ook.

"So they keep you in stass between missions,” Pauli said. She felt the
begi nni ngs of nausea curdle in her stomach. CGenetically nodified, sterile
pilots, cloned, carefully kept fromany stinuli except those their comrmanders
chose for them No wonder they fought so hard. It was the only tinme they were
alive. Gven what this Thorn betrayed, fighting was the only reason they
lived

at all.

"We don't do things like that here,” she declared. “Qur pilots are hunans,

not

killing machines. | was born and grew up normally. As will my child. Now, |
bel i eve we' ve hunored you | ong enough—=
"I have no answers for you. And I won't speak to ... you people aren't even

human! ” Revul si on as keen as Pauli's thickened his voice, and he turned away.
"The original was even haughtier,” Rafe nmurmured in Pauli's ear

"Alicia, if he's that used to stass, he can probably take nore nedication

Put

hi mout . "

Pryor hesitated, clearly thinking of the four pseudo-deaths Rafe had al ready
avert ed.

"Need | renmind you, Doctor, this isn't the original Halgerd. He's an eneny

pi | ot

who' s probably responsible for nore deaths than you'd want to count.” Wen
Pryor

still didn't nove, Pauli brought out her |ast weapon.

"You said you |l eft Santayana because you'd |ost your objectivity. Just how
badl y

conpromised is it now?"

Pryor glared, then readied an injection feed, slapping the patch on Halgerd's
neck before he could protest.

As he sagged down again, she checked vital signs. “I don't |ike using
neoscopal am ne after what he's been through. He's fighting it too. Should
have

expected that.” She sighed and increased the dosage. “Hi s eyes will be
sensitive. Dimthe lights in here."

Raf e brought out her kit.

"Ready to record,” she announced.

Pryor took out a tiny light mounted on a stylus and peel ed back one eyelid.
“Let

me start the questions, will you? | know what to ask."

She flashed the light across Thorn Hal gerd's face. “Wke up, pilot. Wake up!"
The Iight eyes opened, filling w th eagerness.

" Nanme! "

"Thorn, of Halgerd series 6AA-prime. Decanted..."

Only twenty years real age. He'd been accelerated to full growth. And how
nmuch

of that twenty years had he spent in the tanks?

"Orders?” he asked. Even under the powerful drugs, his body quivered, eager



for

action.

"First you report, pilot. Think back to your |ast wakeshots..."

Rafe closed in with the recorder.

Air struck his face. The light about him tenpered to reddish twilight, was
beautiful to his eyes. Someone was runpling his hair ... Aesc, his group's
Nurmber One. Aesc was ship-liaison the way he and his brothers were pilots, so
he

was al ways the first one out of the tanks. Around himwere nunblings as his
brothers stirred and stretched. The |inkage anbng them pul sed with confort
and

wel cone.

As usual, he sat up too quickly, but Aesc was ready with the strong shoul der
and

warm grin that made him Thorn's favorite.

"A fight?” he asked.

Aesc | ooked troubl ed. Beneath the hunger any tinme in the tanks invariably

| eft

himwi th, Thorn felt Aesc's worries and, worse yet, felt his anxieties spread
and resonate through the link. As communi cations core of the Hal gerd group
Aesc

was nost skilled at sending or filtering conmunications fromthe outside to
hi s

brothers. Hi s inplant was equi pped with an override, and he had the deep
conditioning for stability, to keep the brothers strong until the Republic
needed their lives. “You were created fromour best and our strongest to

pr ot ect

the Iife of the Republic,” their tapes said. “You have no other, and no
better,

imortality.'

The ones who Ordered told themit didn't nmatter where they served; they'd be
i ndoctrinated and briefed while under stass. But no systemwas the sane. Good
pilots learned to study each one during waketime ... fromthe asteroids of

t he

Wl f System which they had used first as a shield against the defenses of

t he

fifth world, then as a bonbardnent ... to the treacherous variable binary in
t he

| ast systemthey'd fought in, where they'd | ost two groups to a spectacul ar
stellar flare. Those groups had cut it too close, the brothers had agreed.
The

Republic had no use for bad timng

"We' ve Junped,” Aesc said.

No battle? That was strange. Curious, Thorn swung his legs off his pallet and
turned to help the others. Hagl was always slower to wake; Feoh was usually
shaky, hungrier than the others due to slightly higher adrenaline production
Whi ch nade sense, of course: he flew point. Wn, a double for Feoh; Kaon
about

the sane as Thorn hinself, and the one who | ooked nost |ike him

In training, they had been shown hol os of their genefather Hal gerd, who had
created the groups, and they had been told that since they were specially
honored in being made fromhis line, nuch woul d be expected of them Thorn
had

al ways | onged to neet Hal gerd, who used their enem es to gain know edge, and
then came back to the Republic to share it. He had studi ed what he could
find,

whi ch wasn't nuch; it wasn't needful for pilots to know nuch beyond their

shi ps,

flight, armsconp, and their duty to the Republic. If he'd strayed into

unaut hori zed data, he mi ght have been reported—and that woul d have harned his



brothers too. Mdst of what pilots needed to know, they learned in the tanks,
| oaded into menory through their links. But pride in Halgerd was a thought
he' d
had all on his own.
They were all awake now, assisted by the nedical officers to a table and fed
their restoratives. In the roombeyond, Thorn snelled food, and grinned at
t he
others, a grin reflected on each nearly identical face. The cascade of
sensory
i npressions had to be what born-humans described as intoxicating. As the
restorative heated his belly, the awareness that |inked the brothers in
comnbat
and always let themtouch woke fully, and they were one, basking in one
another's nere existence. It was good that they had all survived that |ong.
Granted, they were weapons in the Republic's hand, to be expended for the
sake
of those who birthed them but..
"Sacred Band,” whi spered ben Yehuda, who had let hinmself in during the
prisoner's drug-induced report. In response to the others’ questioning |ooks,
he
added, “A ... rather specialized Theban unit on Earth about 3M back. It was
conposed of paired men who had sworn to die before they abandoned one
anot her."
"Men!” Rafe grinmaced.
Sterile, fixated on one another, on thenselves, given the fact that they were
all clones of the sane person, such a group had no use on a world where
i ncreased popul ati on and genetic diversity were required. But as hunman
weapons

Paul i shuddered and tried to find a nore confortable position. A cranp
twisted in her entrails. Just her luck if she'd started | abor
Suddenly she shivered again. The pilot had nmentioned WIf IV. God, had he
been
m xed up in the raid on Lohr's homeworl d? She | ooked up just in tine to see
t he
door slide quietly shut. Lohr was expert in his conmings and goi ngs, he'd had
to
be. She wanted to check on himnow, and if he had eavesdropped (which was
likely), to confort and control himbut Thorn had started nunbl e again, and
she
dared not |eave here, with his tale unheard. She started to rise, but the
cranp
stitching itself across her belly again warned her agai nst novenent.
Rafe gl anced at her sharply, and she squeezed his hand.
"Go on,” she told Pryor.

13

"On your feet,” snapped one of the nmedics as the first officer wal ked in.
Thorn

tried not to stare at him he was regular crew. born, not decanted, unique,
not

one of a group. Surely the first officer understood that Hal gerd group were
pilots, not to be distracted fromtheir tasks. But here they were, wakened
from

the protection of stasis in md-Junp, brought to face a true-human who bore
mar ks of fatigue and stress that pilots never carried. Pilots died in space,
or

rested secure in their stasis tanks.

As the first officer finished speaking, Thorn's brothers exchanged gl ances.
They

had Orders now, and Orders were never to be protested. Strangeness resonated



in

the Iink: so very strange that so many true-humans had been killed. Had the
other pilot groups failed then? Then it was justice that the surviving groups
nmust serve watches, nust |eave their protection and work side by side with
true-humans. They all | ooked to Aesc, who was as used to such contact as any
groupmat e ever got. Aesc would hel p them adapt.

"They briefed me before reviving the rest of you, brothers,
is

an honor they're giving us. W are Halgerd, therefore judged nost capable to
serve.” Pride flashed briefly through the Iink, followed by apprehension

Aesc said. “This

Feoh started to | ook shaky all over again. “It's all right,” Aesc conforted
hi m

hands kneadi ng his shoul ders. “Medcrew has tranquilizers for you until the
stimuli no | onger overpower you. You'll get used to them W are Halgerd. W
can

adapt . "

"I's that all?” Feoh asked. “The only reason?” His eyes slid wistfully to the
sliding door that hid the safe, conforting tanks fromthem

"What's that to you?” Aesc snapped, unusually harsh on Feoh, whose
percepti ons

were generally as sharp as his nerves. “W have our orders."

"Not all,” Thorn Hal gerd munmbled. “Not ... not all..."

"You have your Orders, your duty shifts, your nedications for whenever the
stress gets too bad. Wiat el se do you need, Thorn? What el se can you want ?”
Alicia Pryor asked, and stepped up dosage.

Boring, that's what it was. Boring had al ways been just a true-hunman
denot ati on,

but now Thorn had a referent for it. Like spending tank-tine w de awake, wth
sights and sounds and snells added. There were duty-shifts, but there were
al so

| ong periods of tine that the true-humans described as “hurry up and wait."
Thorn had sat waiting until, “Come on,” a true-hunman from ConpCentral told
hi m

“Medi cal's decided that you have to do sonething constructive with your

of f-shifts, and they' ve asked us to see to it."

She took himby the arm+t felt strange to be touched by someone not ned
staf f

or a groupmate, let alone by a true-woman—-and led himto the ship's

i braries,

showi ng hi m access codes for a wealth of tapes he had never dreamed exi sted.
d anci ng about alnost guiltily, he noted Feoh and Hagl in nearby carrels,
concentrating on tapes Thorn suspected had nothing to do with weapons or

shi phandl i ng. He sighed with satisfaction and punched up the first menu.
These tapes! As their library time increased, their dependency on the

di azepam anal ogs and ot her antistressors declined ... which, Thorn concl uded
with a shrewdness new to him was probably what nedical had kept in mnd. At
first, he had duly kept to Republic history. But gradually his fascination
with

t he group's genefather Halgerd, creator of all the fighting groups, overcane
hi s

guilt and so obsessed himthat he had scanned all the avail abl e bi ographi es
on

t he dat abanks.

Once he exhausted them he discovered Freki, Halgerd' s honme, with joy, got
quietly, tearfully drunk on its proud, plangent songs of victory, even in
deat h,

and shivered at its history. The deep inlets, the echoing nountains and
twilights that Halgerd Ionged for in his years of exile anong the enem es

[ ured

himtoo until, inevitably, the noment canme when he started to think of Frek



as
his homeworld as well. The way Thorn m ght choose a weapon (but with a
strange

new t ender ness) he chose the steading he pretended was his hone, his favorite
animal s, and the foods he |iked best. He cherished this fantasy in secret,
guarding it even fromhis brothers in the |ink, because he suspected that now
he'd crossed the line fromacceptable interest into del usion

"I thought maybe | should report nyself, but ... | couldn't bear to not-be
That

never occurred to ne before. And what about ny brothers? For the first tine,

I

had words to understand what they neant to nme. If the medics euthanized ne,
what

woul d becone of then?” he asked.

Pryor touched his forehead and sent him deeper. Her fingers |ingered agai nst
hi s

hai r.
Then his next delusion took root. To be Hal gerd, who had been a gi ant anong
true- humans. Just to know what he did would be the study of a full lifetineg,

with no rest in the sleep of the tanks. Thorn began to study feverishly,
desperately. And those too were words for which he used to have no referents.
When, in the privacy of pilots’ quarters, Aesc asked himwhat he had | earned,
he

answered with evasions, then winced as unease, and a surprising, conplicit
guilt

quivered in the linkage. Covertly he studied his brothers. How had he ever

t hought they | ooked alike? Ship's day by day, they all were diverging from
their

original unity, Aesc spending nore time on the bridge, the others in nedical
engi neeri ng, even science. Reading. Talking with true-humans, spending | ess
tine

wi th one anot her.

And nore than tal king. He had roused from concentration so intense on a
Frekan

poem that he m ght al nbst have been in a tank, to overhear two true-fenale
cr ewnenber s.

"What difference does it make? They're not fertile; it's not as if we have to
requi sition anything."

"How can you tal k about them as things one nonent, then plan what you're

pl anni ng t he next?"

"How? Boredom that's how. This eternal waiting for orders, or for the
captain

and first to decide how they're going to carry out whatever orders we get.”
The

worman was pretty, Thorn decided, slightly bemused at that awareness. And she
tugged at Feoh's hand until he left his carrel and foll owed her out of
CompCenter. The link heated with Feoh's enotions, then his act. Half the ship
away, Thorn trenbl ed.

Feoh wasn't in quarters until late that ship's night. Wen he returned, he
was

smug, full of hints and of talk about factions anong the true-humans, in the
Republic itself, talk which sparked a response from Wn.

Hagl —sturdy, stolid Hagl (where had Thorn | earned those words?)—banged his
fist

on the nearest table. “W're not supposed to question. W're pilots, weapons
in

the Republic's hands ... not politicians. What's the matter with you?"
"Not hi ng, brother mine,” Kaon murnmured at his ear. “They've just gotten a
little

too close ... let's call it that ... to the true-hunmans and to some of the



wonen
at that. O didn't you have the brains to know what you were feeling in the
i nk?"

He and Aesc had to separate Hagl and Feoh. They all w nced at the bruises.
"You know what's the matter?” Aesc asked himlater. He | ooked as anxi ous as
t he

first officer that time he'd cone into Medical Center with the orders that
had

destroyed their peace and—abruptly Thorn understood anot her strange

wor d—thei r

i nnocence.

Thorn shrugged. “Too many stimuli. What can you expect? They take us out of
t he

tanks, and—=

"We're not nmeant for this!” Aesc interrupted. “W're all changing. Pretty
soon,

none of us will be fit to fly ... and what then, Thorn, what then? They
termnate pilots who can't fly!"

He started to trenble, then to cry. Mintaining override on the group's

I i nkages

was draining him Thorn thought. He | ooked years ol der than the rest of them
Wondering at his owm calm Thorn dialed for tranquilizers. He ought to have
felt

Aesc's hysteria. What he felt instead was relief.

"I want himto rest before we go on,” Pryor said. “You too. You look I|ike
you' d

be better for—= Her eyes narrowed as Pauli w nced at another cranp and her
own

rotten tim ng.

"How | ong since contractions started?” the physician denanded.

"Maybe an hour or so. Get on with this, Alicial There's one of this Thorn's
group alive up there, and that distress beacon has sent a nessage off to him'
Pryor hesitated, and Pauli searched for arguments to convince her to proceed
with the interrogation.

"I"ll cross ny legs or sonething. | promise | won't have the baby while
you're

interrogating him Just hurry up, Doctor, before this Aesc-character finds
us!"

"Hi s heart's weakeni ng—

"He's a killer, Alicia. But so aml. As you know. Get on with it."

Pryor touched the hypo, increasing the flow of neoscopal ani ne.

"So you lived with the true-humans, and you didn't |ike what you felt, is

t hat

it?"

Thorn nunbl ed sl eepy agreement. “Finally, though, we got orders. Aesc was SO
happy. "

The ol d eagerness for battle fired his blood, yet Thorn felt strange. The
part

of himhe'd nade into Halgerd's imge had a word for that. Feigr. He kept it
to

hinsel f: fatalismwas encouraged; but superstition would probably get him
eut hani zed. That is, if the true-humans mai ntai ned proper discipline anynore.
Anyt hi ng coul d happen, had al ready happened. True-people had been arrested
“They fight among thensel ves,”
bridge territory.

But they had arrived in a new system where hostile ships awaited, so they
headed

down for the | aunching bay. Before he and his brothers clinbed into their
shi ps,

Aesc had | anented after one of his forays into



they bowed to the six brothers of Tojo-group, then exchanged sonber,
respect f ul

nods wi th anot her group of high-cheekboned, dark-haired nen he had never seen
bef ore.

Real flying again, thank God, he thought; and knew the relief and the prayer
for

Hal gerd' s mindset, not his. At last. The Iinkage of pilot and pil ot awoke
strong

and clean in Thorn's nmnd and kindled in the others', bringing a warm

wel cone

sense of rightness, renenbrances of excitement, of victory, and, afterward,
desires assuaged.

Then they sighted the other group. Curious: no warning of another Republic
shi p

in the area had filtered down to them and the strangers made no courteous
suggestion that their groups conbine forces agai nst an enenmy—where were the
fam liar patterns of the eneny ships?

The stranger-group opened fire, blowi ng Wn and Feoh out of space before
Thorn's

bl ast shields fully polarized. Half-blinded, he fled behind a satellite with
hi s

surviving brothers. None of themfelt the two deaths yet, and the know edge
of

pai n deferred only nmade hi mstronger for now.

"Aesc!” he shouted into his comm

"We're trying for a visual,” Aesc spoke fast, sounding half-frantic. “They
know
the ship ... they say ... I've no referent for these words ... civil war

we' ve broken their codes and got them on screen."”

The tiny screen which held Aesc's face bl anked, then NO, he thought aghast,
in

the instant Aesc shouted, “My CGod, it's USI"

Anot her Hal gerd-group? Thorn flaned with anger and his brother's unfamliar
terror. Aesc might have no referent for civil war but Halgerd s old poens did:
Bra®r munu berjask ok at bonum verdask, nunu systryngar sifjumspilla;

hart er i heim, hordonr mkill, skeggdld, skalmd skildir to klofnir,

vi ndl d, vargal d, dr verold stepisk

mun ei gi nmadr odrum byr na.

(Brother fights brother, and both fall dead,

Sisters’ sons slay each other;

Evil lies on earth, an age of whoredom
The slash of sharp swords, of shields breaking,
Wnd's age, wolf's age, till the world is wecked.)

The next purplish-white salvo took out Hagl and three of their other, eneny,
selves. Adrenaline flared in Thorn's blood; no time to feel his brothers’

deat hs

in this battle fromwhich there could be no return, for it was Ragnarok. The
survivors twi sted and dived, as deadly lights slashed the bl ackness and they
jockeyed to put their enemies where the satellites would inpair their
maneuverability and the star would ruin their vision

Since this was his last battle, best make the nost of it. Even though he
hear d

Aesc whinper, heard himcry out, he roared with laughter until there was only
silence in the conms. He and Kaon were paired now, and they took out one,

t hen

anot her of the eneny group before Kaon too vani shed into bl ue-white vapor

| eaving himto duel against the |ast ship.

He gl anced at his fuel gauges. Not enough to make it back to the ship, but he
had never expected to return alive. He didn't care. At the exact nonent when
he



tried his last, suicidal, folly, the other ship fired—and expl oded an i nstant
| ater. Thorn's danmage readouts burned crimnmson, showing critical failure in

t he

power core, counting down seconds to the tinme when the ship would bl ow apart.
"Preparing to eject, Aesc,” he spoke into the silent comm The ship was

yaw ng

uncontrollably now on all three axes, and he fell against one bul khead, then
t he

boards. Ejection was all but a death sentence, but he had to try. He was
sinmply

sorry that Aesc would be left alone.

"Aesc?” Where was his brother?

"AESC!" he screamed as the ejectors blasted himfree of his dying ship and
toward the surface of the nearest world. His skull felt as if it would burst.
Gravity clutched at his spine until the cool ness of deepsl eep hissed out and
enbraced him

"He was hyped up during the fight” Pauli concl uded
entry

i nto atnosphere. So he didn't have tine to ‘feel the deaths,’” as he called
it,

until you hel ped himbreak out of the pod.” She felt a kind of horrified pity
for the Secess', who'd literally been hardwired to his squad, to live or die.

and then drugged for

Her revulsion was ... it was an actual pain. Then she was doubling over, and
Pryor and Rafe were helping her to |lie down.
"I told you I wouldn't have the baby until | knew,” she panted. “Now I know.

There's two ships out there hunting one another. If we lie |ow, maybe they
won' t

find us, even if we all have to hide up in the caves this season.”

Raf e bathed Pauli's forehead, rem nding her to breathe regularly.

"Cut power to the outlying fields,” she ordered, then gasped as anot her
contraction stitched itself across her belly.

"Not now, Pauli. Cone on, like we practiced. Count with me,
"Do it! Better we lose all the fields than get burned off!"
"I'"ll tell Dave,” said Rafe, and Pauli could give herself up to the struggle
wi thin her owm body. Even in the intervals between contractions she
shudder ed.

Three seasons ago, she had given death. She had resented her assignnent here,
but when the wi nged Cynthi ans had been sighted—ntelligent, flying beings—she
had been as delighted as the other settlers. Comunicating with them had
reconciled her with Rafe.

"Steady, Pauli. Breathe in. There—=

At first, they had been grateful to find friends here. But then they had

di scovered the neter-1ong, segmented horror—the eaters. ‘Cilla would al ways
wal k

with a linmp, the result of the eaters’ digestive acid.

"Contractions about three m nutes apart-no, make that two."

The first recon had been a failure, but the second had been disastrous. She'd
been on it along with Rafe, ben Yehuda, and Borodin. Her captain. She

whi nper ed,

and Rafe seemed to naterialize from sonewhere and snmooth back her hair. Cod
she

was so tired

"Not much | onger,” he soothed her

"I"'mtrying,” she panted.

She had al ways tried. She renenbered the Cynthians hovering over their heads,
diving at Captain Borodin as he tried to fly back to the settl enent, she had
tried to protect him... “trying...” she noaned.

"You're doing fine, love,” Rafe's voice. “Just think about pushing."

She couldn't think about that. Even as she bore down, she renenbered draw ng
on

Raf e coaxed



the Cynthian. “Does it matter what stage they're in when we kill then?” she'd
screanmed, seconds before a Cynthian brushed the captain with its venom
"Falling..."

"Let it go, Pauli. Concentrate on now. On the baby."

"Coul dn't even recover his ID tags..."

"Stop it! Now push!"

She glared at Pryor, then tried to concentrate on pushing. The decision to
destroy the eaters had been hard, knowi ng what they were, willingly

di srupting

the Cynthian life cycle.

Genoci de. She groaned. What nade it worse was that at the end, the Cynthians
had

understood. At |east sone of themhad: Uriel and Ariel had tried to stop the
nynphae fromusing the |ethal paint, and, at the last, had died in despair.
How the fire had snelled when the |last of the elder Cynthians had plunged
into

its heart! She gagged and sobbed.

"You're al nost finished. Let it happen,” Pryor whispered at her

Her contractions were com ng al nost sinultaneously now Surely it couldn't be
much | onger. She had no choi ce now but to push. She had no choi ce then

ei t her.

Never any choi ce, she whinpered silently. The very caves where the settlers
now

hid had bel onged to the Cynthians first. It hadn't been hard to create the
poi son that killed them but as long as Pauli |ived, she wouldn't be able to
| ook at the sky without dream ng of the splendor of w ngs they had seen their
first nights here.

"The children,” she gasped.

"Al fine."

The littlests: they'd tried to raise themfree of their elders’ taint of
genoci de. This child com ng now-how woul d she expl ai n?

Li fe-giver, Thorn had called her. The phrase had stung. But now it was going
to

be true. Please God, it was going to be true.

"I don't deserve this,” she started to say, but Rafe's fingers brushed across
her |ips before catching her hands in a sustaining clasp.

The civs in the caves—they should report but—=One thing at a tine, Pauli,”
Raf e

told her.

The pains were like firing practice, targets coning at decreasing intervals,
then all at once. She tried to get a fix on them... she was bearing down,
she

was panting, and she shouted triunphantly, tears rolling down her face,

m ngl i ng

with the sweat.

"Got him” announced Alicia Pryor, and Pauli heard a thin wail that
st rengt hened

until, tenporarily, it occupied all the world for her

14

"Shi ps, not one but two up there, the fields w de open to stobor, and now you
tell me you' ve got a what?"

Ordering the civilians back to base was practically the first thing she did
after the birth of ... her son, hers and Rafe's. Serge was a heal thy baby,
she

t hought with sl eepy contentment. Qut of all this ness, sonething to rejoice
about .

Their nost recent argunent about how best to dismantle the hydro tanks for
transportation up to the caves had waked her. She sighed, and prepared to
stand



up, a slower process now that she'd given birth than she'd expected. She
listened as the argument made the circular trajectory she had al ready
predi ct ed

for it. As she expected, the news about Thorn Hal gerd ended all argunent
about

nmovi ng the tanks.

She waited a little |longer. As soneone nentioned “war crimes” for the first
time, she wal ked outside, carrying Serge with her

The sight of himsilenced everyone. After a flurry of conplinents (which a
corner of Pauli's mind rejoiced in, understated though they were; thank Cod,
her

child was perfect), she seized her advantage.

"War crimes?’” she asked, seating herself somewhat gingerly on a stool Rafe
brought her. “And just which war crimnals are we talking about ?"

She patted her son's back, waiting for their murmuring to begin, then

subsi de.

She had orchestrated the questions she needed to ask before com ng out here.
Now

she wait ed.

"l suppose you're waiting for us to ask what you mean,” soneone in back
comment ed sourly. Beneatha, of course.

Paul i shrugged. “1 don't think |I have to,” she replied. “You know what we've
done here. You know what that nmakes us. Does it matter that on Lohr's
homewor | d,

the people that the Secess’ killed | ooked Iike us, were some of us; and that
on

Cynthia, the people we killed had wi ngs and scal es? None of us is stupid or
bi got ed enough to say that all we did was exterminate a swarmof big, flying
bugs. "

She stroked her child' s warmhead, with its incredibly silky hair. “W knew
what

we were doing,” she renminded them “By rights, we should all be under arrest,
i f

there were anyone here with the power to arrest us.” Disturbed by her voice,
t he

baby started to cry. Pauli conforted him then passed himcarefully to
“CGlla,

who beaned as she held him

"Some of us wanted no part of what was done with the Cynthians,” cried a

Voi ce

fromthe far side of the circle.

"You're alive because of it!” shouted Ari ben Yehuda.

"Ari, you're out of such order as we've got. As usual. | remenber that sone
of

you didn't want any part of what we did. But as | recall, you nade no effort
to

stop it. I'"'mafraid that nakes you acconplices.”

Rafe broke in. “Let's say, for the sake of argunment, that those people are
not

acconplices. In that case, what about it? Do you have the authority to set up
a

conmi ssion and conduct a war-crimes trial? Were's your mandat e?"

The nmuttering grew. In a second, it nmight turn ugly. This was the danger
poi nt :

while the settlers decided whether to turn vigilante or to nmaintain whatever
| aw

t hey had managed to preserve.

Paul i | eaned back. “Sure, you can take matters into your own hands. No one
will

stop you. I'mdamed if |I'mturni ng weapons onto any of my own people. But if



you do kill the prisoner, think what that makes you. And think what it'l

cost

the children once they learn.”

Peopl e broke up into groups and started arguing afresh. Talk, talk, talk, as
Alicia had conplained. But it was slow ng them down. Suddenly the civilian
tendency to talk matters to a slow death struck her as a bl essed thing.

She gl anced around. The perineter guards were changing shift. One signalled

t hunbs-up at her. The weat her had been fairly chilly for the past few days;
this

made t he stobor torpid. But today was warner; and she had the field
generators

deactivated. Stobor might be out.

"Well, what do we do with hinP” The question she had nbst wanted to have
asked

drew her attention back fromthe fields.

"What do we do with hin? Dr. Pryor has proposed an answer to that. Shall we

| et

her explain it?” Pauli sighed, readjusted herself, and resigned herself for a
| ong, | ong argunent about whether Thorn Halgerd was a killer or a victim

The done housing the communi cati ons gear stood sonewhat rempved fromthe rest
of

t he buil dings. Pauli crouched nearby, waiting. Her macrobinocul ars dangl ed
from

her neck. Fromtinme to tinme, she raised them and scanned the sky. Flashes of
light told her that one ship had apparently forced the other to turn and
fight.

Peopl e planted near the “infirmary” in which Thorn Hal gerd was confined had
carefully let slip the information that high overhead his old ship and its
quarry had net.

If that doesn't lure himout, nothing will, Pryor had assured them

It was |l ogical that Thorn Hal gerd would want to rejoin his ship, team back up
wi th his one surviving groupmate and—to borrow one of his own sl ogans—serve
hi s

Republic by giving theminformation on this settlenent.

"I still don't like the risk you've let yourself in for,” she told Alicia
Pryor

for the tenth time that evening.

"He's conditioned not to hurt what he calls life-givers,” the physician
retorted. “Besides, | think he trusts ne."

What was nore to the point: Pryor, remenbering Halgerd, trusted his “son.”
Per haps too much. Hal gerd had been ruthless, but never cruel, however. So she
t hought that Thorn Hal gerd woul d use his greater-than-Hal gerd' s strength and
speed to subdue her, not harm her unless she struggled. Wich, of course, she
woul d not do. Not, she reninded Pauli, at her age.

Pauli had started to protest further—arguing like a civ nyself now —unti

Raf e

had grabbed her arm “She's trying to absol ve herself,” he hissed at her
Dammed

strange expiation, Pauli wanted to comment. If Pryor wanted to atone, she
coul d

do a better job practicing medicine, not putting her life on the line.

"Dam you, Halgerd, nove it!" Hundreds of kilonmeters overhead, the warring
Secess’ ships feinted and fired. Inside the commhut, Pauli had only to access
the conputer to see the battle on screen. She was aching to do just that, and
she coul d bet -had bet—ives on her guess that Halgerd couldn't resist it

ei ther.

"We've freed up Alicia,” Rafe's voice fromher earplug alerted her. “She's
not

hurt. Get ready, Pauli. He's on his way."

Ahhh, here he cane. The tall, lean figure, bent al nost double, slipped from



Lgfkened infirmary's door, using every scrap of shadow for cover, and headed
;ﬁ;_connunications donme. Before Pauli could so nuch as stand up, he was
Lgflgﬁét he could do any i mMmediate harmin there. Ben Yehuda had reconfigured
the conmms. Now Thorn Hal gerd could receive transm ssions, but whatever he
azz}d only go to the infirmary where, by now, people would be listening in.

"Pilot Yeager ... Captain?” the Secess’ clone stated as she entered after
hi m

“Shoul d you even be up and around so soon?” His fingers caressed the conmngear
"I"msurprised at your concern,” she remarked. “l1 trust you left ny nedica

of ficer in one piece?"

He nodded. “1 hope you're unarned. | should regret injuring you."

"And yet,” said Pauli, “you have no hesitation about telling your

peopl e—assuming they're still alive—where we are. Knowi ng what they'll do to
us

what you' ve done to groups like ours.™
"Ah!” Satisfaction rang in his voice as the coordi nates of Cynthia space
gl owed
on-screen. Two red blips dodged and fired across it at one another. Thorn
punched in codes for identification, drew the transnmitter toward him and
t hen,
slowy, laid it down again. Doubt flickered in the gray eyes.
"What happens if your home ship is the one destroyed in that firefight?”
Paul i
asked. “WIIl you tell the other ship about us? After it killed your own?"
"I serve the Republic,” Thorn recited absently, his eyes on the screen. One
shi p
took a strong hit, and he flinched. His ship? The readouts he demanded didn't
| ook good. That ship was probably venting air, sealing off the damaged
conpartnents, never mnd the crew who might be trapped. O lost. For a
treasonous nonment, Pauli w nced too at the death throes of a starship. Then
she
resuned her own attack
"That ship killed your brothers! It turned on your Republic!"
"Qui et now—= he whispered, watching the silent, |lethal barrage on the screen
until the first ship went up in a tiny, brilliant sun that cast weird shadows
on
t he done's sl oping walls.
Thorn punched up the survivor's identification code. Wth a growl of
sati sfaction, he reached for voice transm ssion
"Thorn, Halgerd Goup 6AA, to base ship. Aesc, are you there?"
"Are you sure he's alive?” Pauli asked. “You heard himcry out while the rest
of
your brothers were out getting zeroed. He sounded out of control to nme. Don't
they termnate you if you get that crazy?"
Hal gerd i ncreased vol une on the receivers.
"They're short-staffed,” he nmuttered half to hinself.
"You hope!” Pauli snapped. She had to get himto argue if she were to try to
turn him If they couldn't turn him wn his allegiance, they'd have no
choi ce

but to kill him The clone's hair glittered in the dimoverhead Iights, and
she
wonder ed what went on in his brilliant, starved m nd

"Anot her thing, Halgerd,” she said, noting how he started and al nost snil ed
at

t he nane. “Assum ng your people didn't kill him what makes you think Aesc
survived the deaths of the other four? You alnost didn't. Do you know,



t hough,

Dr. Pryor thinks she's figured out why you lived?"

"You're getting to him" Pryor's voice overrode the poundi ng of her own bl ood
in

her ears. "Try to keep himtal king. Make himrealize that he's got no future
with his old ship."

"Do you think they'll have you back?” Pauli needl ed.

" Shut up!"

"What if | don't? When | canme in here, the first words out of your nouth were
that you were worried | was noving about too soon after Serge's birth. Don't
you

see? That whole time you were turned | oose in ConpCenter, you and your
groupmates differentiated yoursel ves fromone another so rmuch that the bond
was

strained. Then you hit your head, and your inplant broke, dissolved, and was
ultimately elimnated. That's why you survived."

"Aesc, please, Aesc, cone in."

"Your Aesc is a stranger to you now,” Pauli told Thorn's back. “You have
not hi ng

to go back to. A broken group? Sure, so they decant another Hal gerd-cl one.
Anot her six-group. Do you think they'll let you and your Aesc join it as

ol der

nodel s? WII| they give you another inplant? And even assuming all of that,
what

makes you think this new group woul d accept you—especially knowi ng all that
you

know?"

She | eaned forward slightly, as if she held a knife and were going to slide
it

into the place between his hunched shoul ders where the gray cl oth had

dar kened

with sweat. “You're contam nated, Thorn. That's how they'll | ook at you and
Aesc. "

"Don't forget individuation, Pauli. Tell himthey don't dare take hi m back
he'll poison all the groups,” Alicia advised.

"You' ve individuated, that's what. You and Aesc, if he's still alive. Do you

know what your genefather, as you call him did with contam nated subjects?"
"My life or death doesn't matter,” he munbl ed

"More chatter fromyour tapes? If you don't care, then why're you trying so
hard

to get to your ship?” Then revelation hit her. “O is it Freki you're

dr eam ng

of ? Look at what thinks it's human now-a cyborg clone!™

Thorn banged a fist down on the console. “Damm you, wonan. Life-giver or not,
if

you don't shut up, I'Il gag you!"

Rafe's voice broke in. “Lohr what, Dave? Check the blasters ... oh shit! Sone
security. Pauli, be careful. Lohr's nmanaged to steal a weapon, and he's
overheard ... and heading straight for the conms."

Dam. She'd have to push Thorn even harder. But as she started to nove toward
him the commwent |ive

"Thorn ... Thorn ... can you hear ne? | got a fix on your distress beacon.
tell you, he's alive. I'd have felt it if he died, you know | would. Please
| et

me try to raise him.."

"Aesc...” Thorn's voice was hoarse with relief and | onging. “Aesc, |'mhere
at ... wait, here are the coordinates.” Again came the flurry of skilled

fingers
on the keyboards. “You were wong!” he flung at Pauli



It was only a matter of seconds, perhaps, before he realized that the coms
had

been tanpered with. Get over here! she prayed silently, then shuddered to

t hi nk

that Lohr just m ght.

A different voice filtered through Aesc's pleas for contact.

"Told you ... Halgerd AA's broken. The last pilot died, and the Iiaison
didn't
feel it. | think his inplant's deranged. Wth respect, sir, | think he's too

unstable to be worth keeping."

"Look at that ship, Thorn,” Pauli whispered. “Listen to them but |ook at the
damage reports too."

"Thorn!” his groupnate's voi ce faded.

"Damage control!” Shouts of rage, distress, and fear blurred together

muf f1i ng

the thud as Thorn's last brother fell forward onto his duty station. Then
pure

white flooded the screen, fading into a red-tinged haze. Wen it died, the
screen was bl ank, the star system barren of ships.

Thorn Hal gerd gagged and col | apsed, but only for an instant. Wen he turned
around, grief and anger battled in his pale eyes.

"He's dead."

"But you're not. Doesn't that prove what | said, Thorn? You're not just one
of

six anynore. You're unique. Al one!"

"Aesc—= it was a mournful whisper. Then Thorn tensed agai n and gl anced back
at

the comm “You rigged it—

"We didn't dare let you contact the ship, Thorn. You trust Dr. Pryor, don't
you?

She sai d—=

"Lohr got away fromus. He got a head start on Rafe and the others too."

Not now, for the | ove of God, Pauli raved silently. Not now, when |'ve al npost
got him And if sonmeone's going to shoot him please, not Lohr, not after al
we' ve done to turn himaround too.

"Dr. Pryor explained about clone-groups and individuation to ne, Thorn. |I'ma
pilot too ... and it's not real easy for people |like us to understand the
medics, is it?” Pauli let her voice go gentle and warm al nost the way she
spoke

to her son. “Aesc never really had a chance, Thorn. I'"'msorry. Really, | am
But

don't you think he'd want you to live? You' ve got a chance now to be alive,
not

a fighting machine kept in a stass tank until they need you to die for them
You

can be Thorn Hal gerd, not one of six identical faces, tapes, and bodies;

uni que,
val ued for yourself alone. My God, man, don't you want it?"
"You're doing just fine, Pauli. | think he's ready to break."

Thorn Hal gerd whi npered and sank into the chair by the coms.

"What you're feeling is grief, honest, human grief. Not sonething filtered
through an inplant. That's gone forever. But it was never all that you felt
for

Aesc. "

Static fromthe comnmcrackled in the tiny done.

Thorn's shoul ders heaved. Pauli could hear his strangl ed sobs. She took a
deep

breath to steady her nerves, then noved forward, her hand out, ready to lay
it

on his shoulder, to confort and bring himback to the infirmary where Pryor



could tend himand conpl ete the change—

The door slid aside, and Lohr darted in, a blaster incongruously |arge and
ugly

in his thin hand. Pauli slapped the light panels to full strength. The
sem dar kness was too rmuch |ike the burrows Lohr woul d never wholly forget.
Hs

eyes were all pupil, and he crouched as if he were hunting. Though he
flinched

instantly back at the bright lights, he didn't drop his weapon

He blinked fiercely, but then his eyes adjusted, and Pauli saw in them al

t he

fear and hatred of the feral child they had rescued, had tried to hea

woul d

have heal ed already, if the man who sl ouched sobbi ng across the coms hadn't
broken his fragil e peace.

"Lohr,” she said. “Please. Not you. Put the blaster away."

He gl anced at her in dismy, then waved the weapon at Thorn Hal gerd again,
hi s

dark, clever face intent on his prey. Yellow light shivered on the blaster's
thick nmuzzle.

"I"'msorry, Captain. But when | heard he'd been at WIf IV ... | have to do
this!” his voice scaled up. “For those of us who nade it through the fire as
wel |l as the ones who died.” He sobbed once, but then his voice cool ed. *“Get
up,

killer. Wlf IV was nmy home. Your boys used it as a target range for
neteorites.

And after you'd had your fun, you came in with lasers. Sone of us l|lasted for
nmont hs. But you're not going to. You ought to thank me for letting you die
fast."

"Here's one way out,” Halgerd nmuttered to hinself. He sounded relieved.
Gaugi ng Lohr's grip on the blaster, Pauli decided she probably coul dn't

def | ect

his aimw thout frying herself, but she started noving forward anyhow. Wiy am
I

risking ny life? she asked herself. Certainly not for Hal gerd.

No, not for Halgerd. For Lohr, who had protected and foraged for his little
sister on WIf 1V when he m ght have left her to die. For a boy who had

| ear ned

| ove and decency fromthe settlers, and who, despite his protests, was stil
one

of the “littlests” whomthey nust try to preserve fromthe consequences of
destroyi ng the Cynthians. Genocides they mght be, but their Iives would not
be

wholly evil if they could rem nd such children that |aw and humanity stil
exi st ed.

Pauli thunbed the transmitter wired to her collar

"The dammed fool's here, friends. 1'mgoing to try to talk himout of killing
our guest."

She turned to Lohr. “You're good enough at eaves-dropping to know what we did
to

t he Cynthians, and what we paid for it. Do you have to add to our burden by
being no better than the rest of us ... no better than he?"

Lohr's face twi sted, but his hand never shook

"Al'l we want, Lohr, all we ever wanted was a place where you kids could be
saf e.

Hal gerd' s given up, now, Lohr. You can kill him But all of the littlests
will
| earn about it, and they'll know that we failed to protect you from turning

animal on us. Are you really going to steal their confort fromthen? After
t hey



t hought they were safe?"

Lohr's hand began to shake, and his face tw sted.

Paul i ' s earpl ug whi spered.

"Don't cone in,” she warned. Lohr was so unstable now he might fire on
friends.

Thorn Hal gerd | ooked over at her. “You stay out of range,” he said. H s voice

was very bl eak but resolved. “I accept execution.”
"Lohr's just a boy. He's not going to execute anyone,” Pauli snapped. Her
nerves

were jangling fromthis hateful nental warfare; and her breasts ached, a sure
sign that Serge nmust be crying to be fed. “Lohr! You hand over that blaster!"”
She was wal king toward it, reaching for it, she alnpst had it..

"Stobor!” Shouts rang simultaneously outside the dome and in her earplug.
Pauli threw herself at the equi prment.

"Not a life-giver!” she heard Thorn shout, and a hard shoul der hit her
sonewher e

around the hips, sending her sprawling. Even as ozone stank in the dome, she
punched up the field generator. At |east she could stop any nore stobor from
getting through.

"Someone get ben Yehuda. His cub ... down by the river ... surrounded by
them—=

Pauli started to crawl on knees and el bows toward the door. Even her teeth
ached. Lohr was trenbling violently, eyes on the blaster he had fired. It was
only by the nerest luck he hadn't w ped out Pauli, the equipnent, or Hal gerd,
who | evered hinself up and bal anced unsteadily, favoring his left leg, the
one

that had taken the burn that m ght have hit Pauli

"Gve me that thing!” Halgerd snarled. As |ight shrieked out again to score

t he

done's tough wall, his hand whi pped out and sl ashed down across Lohr's wrist.
He

caught up the weapon, then stunbled forward, half running, half |inping out
of

the done at a speed amazing in anyone, let alone a man with a burned | eg.
Usi ng

Lohr as a prop, Pauli dragged herself to her feet.

"He break that wist for you?"

"No, ma'am” After scaring the hell out of all of them dammed near frying
her,

and coming close to ruining irrepl aceabl e equi pnent, now here he was, back to
acting like one of the littlests again.

"Lucki er than you deserve. He nmust not have been trying. Come on!"

Pauli started toward the perinmeters, but wal ked straight into Pryor's
outstretched arns. Lohr darted past them both toward the river.

"And where do you think you're going?” she asked.

"Fields. Halgerd s got the blaster now, but Lohr marked himfirst. | have to
get

there."”

She noticed that Pryor's face sported a fine bruise; and she was still a
little

unsteady on her feet. “Want to try to stop nme, Alicia, or do you want nme to
hel p

you get there too?"

"You' ve got yourself a deal, Pauli. Let's nove it!"

Ari had found hinself a rock to clinb on, and he was trying to beat off the
stobor fromthere. He had a stunner, true enough; but its beamflickered, a
sign

its charge was all but dead. Stobor swarned out of the river, which ruled out
t hat nmeans of escape for him

The wrong kid had a weapon! Rafe thought, enraged. Here Lohr was, playing nad



bl asterman, while Ari, who could use a blaster to fight off stobor, and was
as

stable as they cane, was naking do with a stunner, if it held out, and a

sti ck,

if it didn't. Rafe headed toward the river too, alert for stobor hinself.
Around

him |ances of fire flared out as people killed stobor. The air was foul wth
burni ng ground cover and charred eat ... no, there were no eaters, anynore.
Raf e st opped beside three people who had their arnms around David ben Yehuda.
"Let me through!” Dave screaned. His face ran with sweat and tears.

The beam from Ari's stunner faltered, then died altogether, leaving himin

t he

dark. “All he's got now is a shovel!” Dave cried hoarsely. Rafe hefted his
blaster. It wasn't weighted for throwing. He'd need to get in closer

"Stay back, Dave,” Rafe warned. “I'mgoing to try to throw the boy a bl aster
That' Il let himdefend hinself while we shoot through to him He's a tough
ki d;

we'll get himout."

Then they jerked their heads around as an accented voi ce shouted, “Mve to

t he

left, boy. I'mconing!"

Hal gerd ran as if he outraced ten devils, one of which had al ready burned a
chunk fromhis left leg, past the front Iine of stobor fighters, and toward
t he

rock which the first wave of stobor were now begi nning to surnount.

"Hold your fire!” screaned Rafe as Hal gerd headed directly for the stobor
One

good shock should warn him he thought, though with that bad | eg..

One shock was all it took. Halgerd grunted with surprise and pain, drew his
| egs

under him and leapt, a wide, shallow |leap that brought himonto Ari's rock,
where he flung one arm about the boy to steady hinself, and began firing
steadily, systematically at the creatures.

Pauli ran up beside Rafe, panting for breath. She braced herself against his
shoul der and fired. Her aimwas true.

Rafe pointed. Pauli swallowed. “Lohr marked him"

"He needs our help,” Rafe said.

"He's got it."

Ahead of them Hal gerd wavered visibly, recovered, and kept on firing. “I

t hi nk

he's weakening,” Pauli said. “How | ong can he hold out, after all he's been
through? If he falls now, though, we stand to | ose them bot h—=

"Here,” Halgerd roared. “Catch!"

Snat ching the stocky Ari in one arm Thorn Halgerd flung himover the line of
bl aster fire. The boy |l anded on top of Rafe, and they both went down. Then
Hal gerd fell, his arnms and | egs thrashing wildly half-in, half-out of the
wat er

that churned with stobor. Then he lay still.

There had to be at |east six stobor there, Rafe thought with a groan

Lohr scooped up his blaster and started burning a path to the river. He was
firing methodically and he pressed forward as quickly as he coul d.

He nade it to the shore, had pulled Halgerd fromthe murky water, then flung
hi nsel f down, head on the nman's chest. “No!” the boy said. “No nore deaders.
Not

if I can help it!"

He thunped the man's chest, listened again, and swore. He tilted Hal gerd's
head

back to clear the air passage, neticul ously adjusted his hands over the nan's
sternum and began to press down rhythmcally. Hs |lips noved as he count ed.
"Do you believe that?” Rafe asked as Alicia Pryor staggered to Lohr's side.



Raf e

foll owed her, gul ping back his tears. Only as the adults took over
resuscitation

did the boy let hinself collapse.

"I think we've turned two |ives around tonight,’
nopped

at her eyes, and Rafe started to put an arm about her, but she coughed and
swor e

that the snmoke was choki ng her

"Ari's fine. And he ... Thorn's going to make it,” Pryor announced. “Don't

ask

me how they augnented his circulatory system but it's working."

"He's trying to talk,” three people spoke at once.

Though Pryor began to hush him Thorn Hal gerd struggled onto one el bow, his
eyes

searching out Lohr. He licked his lips, then tried to speak again.

"\Why 2"

Pauli shoved Lohr forward to face the nman. “Answer him dammt!"

"I ... Ari's nmy friend,” he said, eyes downcast, one foot scuffing in the

i

Paul i said happily. She

dirt.
“Besi des, when we first got here, well, my little sister linps ‘cause there
wer e
these things, these eaters. They're all dead now, and they call it, call it

genoci de because the eaters grew up to be smart. To fly. It was wong to kil
them but they did it to give us kids a chance to grow up straight. You ... |
know you did a wong thing too, but you gave Ari a chance. Ari would have

di ed!”

Then his face contorted, and he tw sted away, burrow ng agai nst David ben
Yehuda' s si de.

"Don’ ... don't understan'..
"You will,” Alicia Pryor told him “I promise that you will.” Thorn's eyes
filled with tears and the question he was too weak to ask

"Why? Let's just say that | knew your father a long time ago.” She smled,
and

this time Hal gerd smiled back. Then a spray hypo bl anked the pain of his

bur nt

leg, and sent himinto sleep

"'To sl eep, perchance to drean?'” Pauli heard the nedical officer nuse. “God
I

hope not."

When Thorn Hal gerd's | eg heal ed, he announced that he planned to clinb to the
| ost Cynthians’ caves and live there by hinself.

"If the caves housed your civilians, they'Il do fine for me,” he'd told
Paul i,

Rafe, and Alicia, who had gathered to see himoff. “In fact, they'll do
better

for me than for your people. | don't see the ghosts in themthat you do.”

Thorn's nostrils flared as if he relished the air. The weather was cold for
spring, and the sky shone the color of anber in which tiny plunmes were
scattered. Hi s eyes scanned the horizon appreciatively, then went dark. “I
have

enough ghosts of my own."

"I wish you'd reconsider,” Rafe said.

"You'd trust nme? Al of you? Even the civilians?"

"Lohr does. And we're all alone here,” said Pauli.

"You nmore so than nost. If the scranble we watched is any indication, your
Republic has all it can do fighting itself w thout checking out every one of
t he

No Man's Wirlds for settlenents |ike ours.”

How was her own side doing? It was pointless to ask. Now her “own side” was



t he
humans on Cynthia. Al of them
"Look,” said ben Yehuda. “Call this a test to destruction. You don't destroy

easy. In fact, 1'd say you passed a test that your ... father didn't. You're
definitely an inprovenent on the original."

Pryor stepped forward. “lI have to agree with that. And you know,” she said
very

softly. “We could probably turn around that sterility of yours."

Thorn froze. “Is that why you saved ne ... for the Hal gerd genes?” At the

| ook

of sorrow on her face, his own face twi sted, that eerie resenbl ance
flickering

bet ween t hem agai n. Pryor shook her head.

Paul i opened her mouth to try, one last time, to persuade himto remain in

t he

settl enent.

"Let it be,” he said, his voice gentle, alnpst wistful. “I have to get away.
Look, let me try to explain. You say that everyone's alone. Well, | never was
before. All ny life, there have been voices inside nmy head. thers just I|ike
ne.

Then they were gone, and | was just one piece of a |lost whole. That's not
what

you call alone. That's sonething el se.

"I alnmost died of it. You saw. Sometimes | wish | still could. Now, though
you

tell me I'munique, ny own self, but it all still feels like having a brother
killed inside my head. So | have to find out who ‘nyself’ is; and | want to
do

it without a thousand voi ces clanoring at ne.

"Besides, if I'"'mever to live anbng you, | need to see those caves, to learn
what price you paid to go on living. After all, | already know what price
| —-and

ny father—paid."
"And when you've | earned what you have to?” Pryor asked.

He smiled at her. “Wy then, I'Il come back down, if you'll all still accept
ne.

To take up the future you offered to an old friend's son.” There was no irony
in

t hose words, Pauli thought. Already, Thorn was draw ng confort fromthe

gener ous

illusion of a past that Pryor had hel ped himcreate. Pauli renenbered the
poem

she had quoted to herself the night Thorn reached Cynthia. "Consequently I
rejoice, having to construct something upon which to rejoice.” Thorn would
construct it quickly and well.

"You know,” Pryor conpelled herself into a shaky |augh, “you take after your
father? You're just as stubborn.™

Thorn shoul dered the pack containing the food, the heatcube, the comm and

t he

few ot her things he had consented to accept fromthem and started toward the
foothills.

"Wait!” From around the curve of the nearest done raced Lohr, a |ong bundle
of

struts and gl eam ng fabric bunpi ng agai nst his shoul der. H s w ngs.

He cane to a sliding stop and offered themto Hal gerd. “They're a | oan, see?
You're a pilot; you'll know how to use them So when you want to, you can
cone

back down easier."

Thorn stared at the wings resting lightly on his hands. Gently he cl osed
fingers



around them “l1'Il bring them back,” he prom sed.

He turned. Wthout |ooking back, he wal ked toward the foothills, favoring his
burnt leg, but only a little. Silently they watched until all they could see
was

the sun glinting off his fair hair, and the netal of the w ngs he bore.

PART IIl Bread of Affliction
Lo, this is the bread of affliction ... —Passover R tua
15

As the wind sent the snow dancing in the counterpoint of I|ight and shadow
cast

by two noons, Pauli paced, waiting for Alicia Pryor to energe fromthe done
t hat

served the settlers as a nedical center

Scared, by God, of a feast. | nust be losing ny grip, she berated herself.
She
stanped her feet and the glittering snow crunched underfoot ... like scales

Rafe and | clinbed up to the eaves where the noths laired, and their scales
| ay

scattered everywhere until we stole enough to kill them

For an instant, the crisp snow and the white cloud of Pauli's breath reeked
with

t he pheronones of noths, aroused for their mating dances in the thernals of
t he

nmount ai n passes.

Stop calling them noths, she corrected herself. They were Cynthians. Mt h,
Beneat ha Angel ou i nforned anyone who would listen, was a racist term If you
called the Cynthian natives noths, you created an excuse to think of them as
| ess than human: bugs to be swatted out of the way as Pauli had ordered. But
her

order had wi ped out intelligent creatures—-humans in all but physica
shape—and

nmust not be softened by ternms nore suitable to pest control

W ped out. Had all the Cynthians been wi ped out? One night Rafe had waked

| aughi ng from a dream of Cynt hi ans swoopi ng down fromcliffs by a turbul ent
ocean. \Wat about the other continents? he had asked. What if sonmewhere on
this

worl d (which they m ght never explore fully) Cynthians still flew stil

bui I t

their pallid towers along the planet's magnetic lines, and still fled from
their

hi deous young?

It was still genocide, Beneatha had decl ared when the subject of Rafe's dream

cane up. Just the attenpt, just the thought, was enough to brand them and

t hey

had succeeded too well as it was. If that's how she feels, why invite me to
this

feast of hers?

Paul i paced back and forth. Wiere was Pryor? Her feet were danp, danp on the
frozen earth. Not earth, she rem nded herself. Earth is long lost to us; this
is

just soil

What ever you called it, however much you escaped bei ng Earthbound i n speech
and

heritage, the ground was cold. Stupid field boots should have been proof

agai nst

wi nter snows but they weren't. One of the techs was working on a way of

repl aci ng boots when their service issue wore out. Now that was a nice,

sati sfying task: you nended sol es, stitched them kept heels |evel, and



consi dered the ways of naking a better boot. You could do far worse on

Cynt hi a
than be a cordwai ner.
For exanple, you could be a ... a leader. Then you would have no chance to

retreat to the confort of physical work. Your task would be to nmake the

deci sions no one el se wanted to make, to face—and keep on faci ng—+ssues those
who followed you woul d have probably rather forgotten. Your tools were

| ogi stics, psychology, nerve, and will. Your products were the decisions you
made, and had to live with, you and those you protected.

Boots woul d have been far easier. If you made them wong, the nost it would
cost

you was a blister.

"Waiting long?” came Alicia Pryor's voice, alnpst as clear as the air itself.
Pauli grunted. “What was it?"

"Tonsils,” said the physician. “Wth all the screaning that the littlests
have

been doing, |'mnot surprised. Sorry, though, to have kept you outside.

didn't

want to resterilize.”

Tonsils. No wonder, given all the children's scream ng over what had occupi ed
their attention for the past week: Beneatha's invitation to re-create Kwanzaa
a

hol i day honoring Earth traditions that she and her famly had carried with

t hem

on every planet they'd touched. For the past week, ‘Cilla had run about, her
pal e hands splotched with green, black, and red, while Lohr had nade life

hi deous trying to force songs froma crude flute. Washi ngton had made a total
pest of hinself by rehearsing his friends in Kiswahili; privately, Paul

t hought

that if he asked habiri ganu—what's happeni ng"—ene nore time, she m ght show
hi m what was happening in no uncertain way.

But her irritations were not inportant. Wat was inmportant was the children's
delight in every facet of the holiday: its history, the seven synbols laid
out

on the nkeka, or mats ("they should be of cornhusks, but Kwanzaa calls for
kuunmba or creativity, so we'll inprovise"), the whittling of a seven-branched
ki nara that had made David ben Yehuda stifle a snile, a frenzy of crafting,
pai nting, and sewi ng of decorations and gifts.

Then there were the nanes. Many of the children, especially those of black
ancestry, had chosen new nanes to mark Kwanzaa; so the Jam es, the Annes, the
Johns, and the other names that the refugees had either remenbered or been

gi ven

once the relief squads had found them had given way to Toussaint, Mhairi, or
Sanory: “freedom nanes,” Beneatha called them ‘Clla had experinmented with
calling herself Kizzie, but “my nane is Lohr,” her brother had said; and that
was that.

"Cold,” muttered Pryor. “Hell with resterilizing; | shouldn't have left you
standi ng out there.” She stanped and breathed on too-thin fingers. The face
she

turned toward Pauli was tired, its meager flesh clinging too closely to the
fine

bones beneath. Violet circles underlay the physician's eyes, pale blue, but
sparkling in the doubl ed rmoonlight.

Her anti-agathics were fading. The thought had occurred to her several tines
as

the winter wore on. Anti-agathics had been plentiful enough for Pryor in her
past career as a privileged researcher, but Cynthia colony ad few such

[ uxuri es.

Fear clutched at Pauli's belly until the odors of hot food, wafting toward
her



over the clear air, made it clench with hunger too. How can | persuade her to
di vert enough resources to try synthesizing then? W can't risk | osing her
Pryor wal ked nore briskly toward the dome where yellow sh |ights shone and
from

whi ch cane | aughter and singing. “Were' s Rafe?"

Pauli grimaced. “M nding Serge. The karanu—that's the feast on the seventh
day

of this holiday—tasts all night; and he refuses to let nme spell him"
Actual ly what Rafe had said was a | ot closer to “You can't hide behind nme al

the tine, Pauli love. You'll go, and-who knows?—you night enjoy it. O are
you

scared?"

"You know it,” Pauli had said. A firefight would be easier. | know about

firefights—er | did once. Beneatha had fought her and Rafe every step al ong
t he

way Cynthia colony had gone to insure its own survival. And now Beneat ha was
their hostess. It nade for a certain amount of disconfort.

Pryor sniffed appreciatively at the danci ng snow and, underlying the tang of
t he

snow, the half-frozen river, and the snells of human habitation and
producti on,

the food that Beneatha and many of the botany/agronony types had spent days
preparing fromtheir first harvest on Cynthia. If the eager clanor of the
littlests ... well, if they didn't help nuch, at |east they no | onger
pilfered

and got in the way.

It was good to see the children insisting on their own lives, their own joys.
I't

was likely to be a good feast. The only probl emwas, that the woman hosting
it

had consistently opposed every one of Pauli's decisions: damed anbi guous

hospitality.

She nust have said that al oud, because Dr. Pryor |aughed dryly.

"I don't think so,” she said. “You know, | once heard a proverb that canme—er
so

they told me—from Africa, the part of Earth that Beneatha's ancestors mnust
once

have lived in. ‘Cone into ny honme; sit at ny table; then you will know ne.'”
She

shrugged, and they wal ked in silence, their worn boots squeaking on the dry
snow, which glistened |like blue and green gens or scales fromthe noons and
t he

sodium | anps that the life-science techs had set up about the donmes they had
appropri at ed.

Pauli sensed that the ol der wonan was waiting for her to speak, and she
determ ned to outwait her. Finally Pryor chuckled dryly. “Good for you,

Paul i!”

Then her voice turned al nost hesitant. “Have you heard anything from Thorn?"

Pauli tilted her head up at the physician. “1 thought that you'd be the one
to

hear fromhim” An incongruous bond |linked them aging aristocrat and
renegade

fighter cloned fromcells of a man who had been Pryor's lover in alife no
one

on Cynthia coul d conprehend.

"I"ve tried,” Pryor admitted. Her voice all but shook. “Can't raise him

Ei t her

t he snowstorns bl ock reception, or...” She shuddered.

Paul i stopped and | ooked at the woman. He may be sick, or he might have
fall en,



be lying there now, alone. He grew up on ships: what can he know of planets
and

their winters? No wonder Alicia' s eyes were shadowed. “After this Kwanzaa
busi ness is over,” she prom sed, “perhaps someone can go after him"

G up into the hills, seek out the lair of the dead Cynthians to which the
cl one

had exiled hinself to assure thenselves that a pilot who had hel ped devastate
the honmeworl ds of a hundred children here hadn't broken his stiff neck?

Ri ght.

But Pryor's face relaxed, losing lines and ten years in the process; and
Paul i

was gl ad of her words. Wasn't gift-giving connected with this holiday of
Beneat ha' s? Then her prom se was a small enough gift to the physician.
"They're here!” canme a joyous cry fromthe donme at the end of the row Three
children erupted past the doors as they irised, and half ran, half slid in

t he

packed snow toward them grabbi ng hands, dragging theminto a splendor of
war nt h

and fragrances that made Pauli blink away tears.

Posters boldly drawn in red, black, and green hung fromthe drab walls Iike
tapestries, while ‘G lla sat in a corner near the one enpty wall space,

pai nting

frantically away at the poster that would fill it. She frowned, her tongue
sticking out in concentration, her hands and face smeared with red and green
as

usual . Seeing Pauli, though, she leapt up with a grin, waving the poster to
dry

it.

ol den hooked crosses ("They're ankhs, and they nean everlasting life! Did
you

know t hat ?") gl eamed agai nst the darkness outside. One table was heaped with
t he

zawadi, or gifts, several others with food

"Qur first harvest fromthe fields, not just hydro,” gestured a tech at
heapi ng

di shes of spiced yans and squashes, gourds and grains, nounds of rice
glistening

the sane col or as the ankhs, platters of fish and fow (vat-cultured or not,
they snell ed wonderful), and huge, roughly woven baskets of bread. Paul

bl i nked

again and set a nanme to him Ranon Aquino, an ally of Beneatha's and, Pryor's
subtl e wi nk rem nded her, her very constant conpani on these days.

Before themlay the woven mat, with its arrayed synbols: the candl ehol der
with

its red, black, and green candies still unlit; a sort of l|oving cup as
roughly

carved as the candl ehol der, fruits and vegetables, a gift or two, and rows of
corn.

"Habiri ganu?" Washington cried at Pauli. Better schooled than she, Alicia
Pryor

replied pronptly. "lmani! Faith, trust in our people, our parents, our

t eachers,

and our leaders. Did | get it right, Beneatha?"

The xenobotani st turned from her careful arrangement of the corn ears.

"I expected you to listen,” she said. “Now, about the vibunzi, the ears of
corn:

traditionally, each child in a famly has an ear of corn; so that's one for
little Serge, right, Captain?"

Beneat ha handed Pauli the ear of corn with its dried husk and tassel,
genetically engineered to be imune to the diseases of half a hundred worlds,



its kernels shining red, green, and black, as if offering her a challenge.
Paul i

set it on the mat and sat back on her heels.

"And you, Doctor? Every househol d should have at |east one ear in honor of

t he

prom se of children. Unl ess—do you have any children back..."

Pryor shut her eyes so quickly that Pauli al nost inmagi ned away the spasm of
pai n

that twisted the fine, pale features. “Children?” she asked. “l have hundred
of

them Mst of themare here.”

But there was another, outcast and cold in the Cynthians’ caves. Pryor chose
one

ear, then another, and laid them down tenderly.

"But | ook at you!” she conplinmented Beneatha. Laying aside the usual drab
bul k

and dirt stains of field clothing, the xenobotanist had transformed herself.
Thi s evening she wore a tunic and overshawl richly patterned in red and

bl ack.

Tiny braids | ooped beneath an intricately tied turban that set off her dark
fierce face. Alnost all her friends and coworkers had dressed simlarly: sone
in

| ong dresses or robes, others in pullover tunics and | oose trousers. Even in
t he

| east worn of her coveralls, Pauli felt drab and insignificant.

"Look how plain they are! Shall we decorate themtoo?” asked Ranon to a

shri ek

of approval fromthe children

Seconds |l ater, Pauli faced a barrage of cloth, which two girls hung over her
shoul ders and tw sted about her cropped hair. She saw Pryor transforned into
some sort of tribal priestess—too pale for a priestess!” cried the girl who
now

call ed herself Mhairi, then sat back patiently as another girl tucked the
ends

of Pauli's headscarf about and in to make a turban |ike Beneatha's. To
Pauli's

surprise, she felt herself |aughing.

"Let's start the feast!” cried Washington, and |led the children in bringing
t he

di shes to the central nkeka, around which the invited guests sat or knelt.

" “Cilia!l” cried Beneatha, “and who el se? Who wants to |ight the candl es?"

"I used to!” Ayelet cried. “Way back, before we left Ararat even—=

"These aren't the sane,” her brother interrupted, but ben Yehuda raised a
hand,

silencing him As the candles flickered to life, Dave's |lips nmoved silently.
Then Beneat ha bent down and took up the cerenonial cup

"Back on Earth, Maul ana Karenga created Kwanzaa to hel p us renmenber our

Mot her | and—and our struggles,” for a monment her gaze was hot and intense on
Pauli's face. “But it's also a tinme to celebrate our harvests, our comunity,
and our children.” Light flickered fromthe purplish contents of the cup and
t hrew shi nmrering hi ghlights on her face. “Dr. Pryor was right, you know. Al
of

you children here, you should know by now that you are our children, just as
surely as if we'd given birth to you."

"Al'l of us at once?” cried Lohr, and the children | aughed.

"Even you, bigrmouth,” ‘Clia hissed, pulling himback down beside her

"It used to be that a nzee, a wise man or wonman, would conduct this,”
Beneat ha

said. “lI'mnot very good at fancy speaking, so I'll be brief. W are a
conmuni ty



here, and | asked you to come tonight to cel ebrate our harvests. First, the
harvest of healthy children; second, the food you see all about you."

She raised the cup to her lips, drank, and passed it about the circle to
cries

of "Harambee!" and hands thrust up in salute as Pryor muttered sonething
about

conmunal cups spreadi ng conmunal col ds, then drank as joyously as everyone
el se.

To Pauli's horror, Beneatha was gesturing for attention. “It's also customary
to
i ntroduce any elders or distinguished guests, like Dr. Pryor and Captain

Yeager "—damm, would they stop calling her that! She hadn't prepared a thing
to

say—before we ask for entertai nment."

The xenobotani st grinned at her. Don't worry, | won't force you to sing, the
grin said. Mschievous it nmight be, but it was kind. Pauli shook her head,
and

t he woman beckoned to the first of many of the littlests lined up to perform
"Cilia, with a picture for every guest. A chorus of children; Washington and
Sanory turning cartwheels as Lohr played a new, carefully-carved flute. Paul
found hersel f | aughing and cl apping until Beneatha rose again.

"Now, we should have the renenbrances of a man, a wonman, and a child."

Must | speak? Pauli asked herself. What can | say to these peopl e?

"Toussaint, will you speak?"
The boy rose like the black candle in the kinara, thin, straight, and
shi ni ng.

Except for the scar down one cheek, you couldn't tell himfroma sheltered
child

froman inner systemworld. “lI was hungry and afraid. Qher children called
ne
Scarface, when there was anyone el se around at all, that is. Now | am not

afrai d—but |1'm hungry!” he appealed to the adults, who | aughed and promn sed
Hin

a nonent."

"But now I'mnot Scarface anynmore; |'m Toussaint, and | want you all to cal
nme

that. And this is ny hone."

"WIl you speak, David?” asked Beneatha, and her dark eyes were unreadabl e.
"This is not my holiday, but yours,” ben Yehuda said. “But both of them
commenorate freedomand a long fight.” He glanced down |ovingly at the kinara
with its brave candl es: one black, three red, and three green. “Wat can |
say,

but that 1'mglad to have been kept alive, sustained, and pernmtted to

cel ebrate

this joyous festival. May this be the first of many Kwanzaas we can share,
al |

of us!"

Beneatha's eyes flicked to Pauli. “You're our guest, tonight, so I'll spare
you

a second time, Captain. | renenber ... sonetinmes it seens to ne that |
remenber

too much: every insult, every eneny, every anger, every sorrow. Tonight, with
all of us gathered around for a feast, | hope that | will remenber the good

things too. Like this noment, with all of us in agreement for once."
"Haranbee! " Pauli nuttered, nore |loudly than she had planned. Al around the
room people |aughed, and | aughed | ouder when she flushed and tried to
apol ogi ze. She couldn't deny that Beneatha's renenbering “the good things”
woul d

make her own |ife nuch easier

She had little tinme for enmbarrassment, for the food was being passed. She



heaped
her plate with corn, with the candi ed yans and squashes, and fish. A basket
of

flat breads cane her way, and she passed it on. “I can't eat all this!” she
protested as she handed it back to Ranon, who promptly crunched his third
crisp

pi ece between white teeth, and handed the basket to Ari.

"You know what this |ooks |ike?” he asked his sister, who nodded. “Like
Ararat,

before we left. Only we had it in the spring.
squash

her father | adled onto her plate.

"Try the chicken, Pauli,” Beneatha dropped down beside her. “It's got hot
sauce

on it, though.” That was two surprises. Beneatha had used her nanme, and had
war ned her about the spices. The dish was hot enough to make her sweat, but
delicious too. “You m ght have told ne to bring sonething,” Pauli conplained.
"Next year.” Her callused fingers toying with the | eather ankh that hung
around

her neck, Beneatha gl anced around the room and sniled broadly. “You know, |
nmeant what | said."

Pauli nodded. “I know. | wi sh...
of

ni ghts spent nourning them condeming them rose up, and she shook her head.
I f

only we had had tinme to study the world before we | anded! Perhaps we could
have

She grinmaced, then ate the

Her own nenories, not just of actions but

settled somewhere else ... done sonething else..

"I't's rough on you, | know,” Beneatha said. “I haven't nade it any easier

N)l

I"mnot going to apologize. | still think you were wong. But what's done is
done; and now we have to get on with things. Just believe ne: | wouldn't want

your job.” She shook her head, firmed her lips as if to say “that's all,”

t hen

rose and repl eni shed the baskets of bread and veget abl es.

What do you know? Pauli thought to herself. A |loyal opposition. Rafe and
Alicia

had been right all along. Not too dumb, are you, Yeager? In a century or so,
you

may have puzzled out this business of |eadership.

Long before the food stopped being passed, Pauli sat back, and watched the
others: ‘Cilla linping over to sit beside her and hand Pauli a husk doll for
t he

baby who was too young for such a late night; Lohr intent on his new wooden
flute; Toussaint gnawi ng on a bone; Mhairi carefully refilling cups; Ari
passing gifts to the younger children; Ranon |eaning against a wall, a child
asleep in his lap. Two wonen rose and stretched, one massaging the snmall of
her

back in a way Pauli remenbered well. Their brightly patterned robes accented
t he

graceful mounds of their bellies.

W're going to make it, here, she told herself. Just let it work out, that's

all, so that there are still Cynthians on this world. And what if noths, no,
wi nged Cynthians ... still flourished sonewhere on the other continents. Do
you

t hi nk that woul d absol ve you, Pauli? Even if there were, if they were a
danger

she didn't want to think of it.
Resolutely she stared into the candle flames for what seened |ike hours of
feast, dancing, and songs. The col ony was a goi ng concern now. Even Beneat ha



had

cone around. She had been a fool to be afraid. She suppressed a yawn as much
of

relief as of satiation. Perhaps she could make her excuses and slip out to
al | ow

Rafe to have a turn at the feast. It wasn't right that he had no share in it
beyond the wrapped parcels already set out for her to take for him

Pryor glanced over at themtoo, then at a w ndow where a cl ouded ni ght sky
shone

purpl e and bl ack. There were no such parcels, no such nmenories for Thorn—not
yet, perhaps not ever.

Paul i caught her eye. “Renmenber how strong he is,” she spoke without sound,
an

old trick of the service

Resolutely Pryor smiled and turned her attention back to the children

The sky was paling toward a snowy dawn, the party w ndi ng down into sl eepy

j okes

and conpani onabl e huddl es that nade Pauli wi sh even nore that Rafe had cone
with

her, when Beneatha rose from her confortabl e cushion by Ranon Aqui no's side
and

again filled up the ceremonial cup for a tambiko, or l|ibation

"It's al nost dawn,” said Beneatha. “Pretty soon, we should all get up and go
to

wor k" —she grinned as noans rose from about the room—~or to sleep, whichever

you
can get away with. Before you go, there's one |last part of the karamu, a
farewell. | renenber the first one | ever heard."

She shut her eyes, drawing the words out of nmenory: “Strive for discipline,
dedi cation, and achievenent in all that you do. Dare struggle and sacrifice,
and

gain the strength that comes fromthis. Build where you are, and dare | eave a
| egacy that will last as long as the sun—=

"Ch God, I"'msick!” Ranmon cried out. He rose so quickly that the child who
had

been drowsing in his lap scarcely had tine to throw out his arnms and save
hinself froma nasty fall.

"Dizzy!” he nuttered. “So sick!” He was sweating profusely, and kept one hand
pressed to his belly, kneading it alnost the way that the pregnant wonan had
kneaded her back. “Sorry,” he ducked his head at Beneatha, standing with the
cup

forgotten in her hands. “So sorry..."

He stunbl ed out into the night. Beneatha stood chagrined, the fine words of
her

speech forgotten.

"What was in that cup?” asked Pryor. “l didn't think he drank that much.”

Al ready she was rising, untwi sting herself fromthe bright fabrics in which
t he

children had swat hed her, reaching for her heavy coat.

"Fruit juice,” said Beneatha. “Ranon doesn't drink al cohol, anyhow. Mybe he
has

a virus and | ought to—

From out si de canme a scream of pain and panic, and the cup dropped from her
hand.

Dark fruit juice spattered over the heaps of |eftover food, soaking the

br ead,

guenchi ng out the candles and staining the mats as Aquino's full-throated
bel | ow

shattered what was left of the npbod of the feast. Pauli's hand reached
instinctively for the sidearmshe'd politely left at home. Al about her



children crouched, their eyes too bright, their hands seeking anything that

m ght serve to protect them Somewhere, horribly, one of them grow ed.

"Cet away! | didn't want to kill you. I'mnot going with you. Help nme! There's
a

moth here, with black wings, and it's cone to fly me down to hell!"

16

"Someone get my assistants! Wake themup!” Alicia Pryor shouted. She had
scranbl ed into her jacket as the door began to open. She set her shoulder to
it

and forced her way out into the night.

"Ranmon!” she cried. Drunk, she had thought when Aquino first staggered to his
feet. But Aquino didn't drink, Beneatha had said. The physician slipped on

i ce

and went to her hands and one knee. It hurt to | ever herself up; past
sixty-five, your joints got stiff; and it didn't look like inplants or nore
anti-agathics were anywhere in her future. Her breath panted after her in
white

streaners, and the cold slashed at her throat.

She wi shed for a hat. You lost at |east half your body heat from your head;
and

she had to stay well now, she had to. She shuddered, but not fromcold. If
Ranon

wasn't drunk, then her diagnoses were terrifyingly limted. He m ght have

sei zures, in which case, he wouldn't have qualified for the service. That

| eft

her two | ogical alternatives: food poisoning, or sone virus that created a
fever

hi gh enough to cause hal |l uci nati ons.

And everyone in that dome had been exposed. Pryor swore in at |east four

| anguages and stopped | ong enough to snap sonme orders at the people who had
trailed after her. “Get Rafe!” she ordered one of the children. Assune there
was

an epi dem c—the stomach-gripping, icy fear every colonist faced and tried to
forget. Her own staff would be on constant call trying to contain it. There
would be little time for the type of investigation that would have to be
done.

Dam al |l outpost nedicine! Wat |'d give for the Santayana datanets! she

t hought. Since she had been exposed, soneone el se woul d have to know
everyt hi ng

that she | earned: Rafe was the |ikeliest candidate.

The child stood, alnost blanking in terror. These are our harvest too. Pryor
forced herself to stop, to speak calmy, gently, as if the girl had just been
hunted from her lair on—where was Mahairi fron? Didn' t-matter. “You trust us,
don't you?” Pryor asked. “Yes, we're scared now, but we can take care of you.
Listen to me. Get Rafe. Tell himto find ne."

Thank God, relief flickered across the girl's face at having a task she could
perform and she ran off. Fine. How s Rafe going to find you? she asked
hersel f.

Runni ng about woul d only exhaust her. She forced herself to breathe

regul arly.

What was that? When the rasp of her own breath subsided, she heard it again.
"Ranmon?” she called. Not a screamthis time, but whinpers and noans. She set
of f

in the direction of the sound, anazed at how far the man had run despite
cranps

and nausea. She coughed, not fromthe cold, but froman odor that didn't

bel ong

in the night air. She sniffed cautiously. When they'd rescued sone of the
children, she had snelled nold, vermin, and urine; now she used that snell to



track Ranmon to where he lay, his knees drawn up, his fists clenched and
twisting, his entire body arching as if to find relief fromthe cranps that
twisted him

"I've found him” she cried, and knelt in the snow at his side. H s face was
pallid, despite his swarthiness, and his pupils were dilated. She l|aid
car ef ul

fingers against his carotid pul se, and he jerked away. Pulse: very slow Hs
hands were freezing; and his breath came shallowy, foul with sickness and
tinged with garlic. She stripped off her jacket to tuck it around the sick
nman:

all he needed was hypotherm a along with the food poi soning.

O plague. The word insinuated itself into her subconscious, and forced a
shanmeful trenmor out of her. Al the col onists had broad spectrum i nmunization
during basic training. But Cynthia had not—&od knows—been fully surveyed; and
the spectre of sone new bug (terrible pun, that: ignore it, Doctor; let's
have

just the facts, please!) always haunted col onies, especially those as

i sol at ed

as this one.

The ships could come and find only the ruins of donmes, she thought. W'd al
be

dead. It had happened before.

Rarmon's teeth were chattering. He glared at her, and she tried to soothe him
Bef ore she could finish her first “there, there,” he | aughed hysterically,

and

thrust her aside, to run farther into the night. “The wi ngs!” he shrieked.
“Don't cone after ne, you death's-head, | didn't kill you!"

"The river!” Pryor screamed. Damm this getting old: she couldn't run fast
enough

to catch him *“Ranon, stay clear of the riv—=

Ice shattered beneath him and a splash that had to be the col dest thing she
had

ever heard choked off his scream

Even as Beneatha stood in the ruins of her feast, Ari ben Yehuda's eyes went
wide with fear, and he lurched against his father, who flung his arns about

t he

boy and eased himto the floor.

"I never meant ... all | wanted...” Beneatha whi spered.

Pauli reached up to pull off the colorful turban that |aughing children had
wound about her hair in what seened |ike another Iife. Now her hair was danp
with fear, and the children who had | aughed as they dressed her |ike a puppet
huddl ed agai nst the walls. One of them grow ed. Several eyed the adults,
clearly

cal cul ati ng whet her they could scranble out the door after Dr. Pryor; Muhairi
actually made it, and two nore tried to foll ow

"Lohr!” Pauli snapped. “Don't let the littlests run away."

The grow i ng stopped. Lohr flung out one hand-still holding his flute—+o bar
t he

other children's flight into the cold. Wth gestures and whi spers, he

gat hered

theminto a silent, watchful knot. ‘Cilla clung to his leg, her eyes on Ari,
Ayel et, and Davi d ben Yehuda.

Pauli drew a deep breath. “Now,” she said slowy, “no one's going to hurt
anyone. Not on purpose, and not at all if | have anything to say about it."
One of the pregnant wormen (an agronom st turned social worker) suddenly

whi npered and cl utched her stomach in a spasmthat nade Pauli trenmble with a
guilty relief: Serge wasn't exposed. Whatever it is, Serge is safe. For now.
"CGet all the sick ones over there,” she gestured into a smaller room | eadi ng
of f

the main one. “In the neantine | want soneone to help the kids wite down



everything they ate |l ast night. Everything.” She forced a smile—the nerest
ghost

of a cheery grin—at the tense youngsters. “That should take quite sone tine."
Their | aughter was ragged, and lasted too |l ong. A scuffle broke out behind
Lohr,

endi ng only when Lohr hinself supported Toussaint to join Ari and the others.
Sweat ran down over the younger boy's scar, and he wheezed for breath.
"Beneat ha. Beneatha!” Pauli had practically to shout to draw the woman's
attention. Stepping over the ruins of the feast, she drew the bl ack worman's
hands away from her cheeks. “W've all been exposed to sonething. Food

poi soni ng, allergy, maybe something in the soil here. Do you have any ideas?"
"The food ... | poisoned them” whispered the other woman. “Ranon..."

"You don't know that!” Pauli snapped.

"To think I condemmed you. My own children, a second fanmly for me, a second
chance—+ was so proud, and | may have—= Her voice keened upward, and her
hands

tensed into claws as Pauli held them

"I nmeant to celebrate life!” she wailed. “Not end it!"

Si ghing, Pauli tugged one hand free and sl apped Beneat ha sharply, then
backhanded. “Someone get Rafe,” she cried.

She tugged Beneatha over toward the other scientists, who had begun to gather

up
the remains of the feast that could prove to be the end—ot just of the
peopl e

in the room but of the entire settlenent. Dear God: who wasn't exposed? she
t hought. My chief medic, ne, half the techs, my best engi neer, and the kids.

The

| ook of betrayal on Lohr's face struck her to the heart.

One nman reached for the bundles of |leftovers Pauli had planned to bring hone,
and she breathed a quick, guilty prayer of gratitude to Ranobn, whose sickness

had forestalled her. “Save those,” she ordered. “W'll need them for

sanpl es.”

Her eyes went to the half-enpty platters. “In fact, | want sanples of every
f ood

here. Enough to test."

"Cet s-s-sanples of the uncooked food too,” Beneatha said. That stammer was
fear, not sickness, Pauli decided. No need to worry about wasting their

wi nt er

stores: until someone discovered what caused Ranon, Ari, and a grow ng nunber
of

peopl e to doubl e over, dizzy and voniting, they were all going to eat

enmer gency
rations ... and | just hope they |ast.

Al'l over the room people turned toward Pauli, and she stepped back until she
could lean against a wall, fighting a surge of panic that threatened to bring
her to her knees. A knot rose in her throat, and she could feel her pulse

qui cken. She took I ong, slow breaths. Someone here had to look calm... at

| east

till Rafe got here, and then there would be two of them She gestured, and

someone turned off the light panels, allowi ng sunlight to slant in through

t he

pol ari zed skylights of the done.

The pallid light was nercil ess. The bright colors of costumes, posters, and
ornanents that had so delighted Pauli by candlelight and darkness seened
crunpl ed, tawdry, as out of place as dirty jokes at a funeral; food and juice
stains gave the mats the aspect of a particularly grinmy battlefield. The
squashes and gourds had di scol ored, and their odor—

"Open the vents in here,” Pauli ordered.

The done stank: vomit, stale food, and sone sort of noldy odor that was worse
than the other snells conbined. G ad of sonmething to do, several techs passed



out coats and bl ankets. Pauli went back to her study of the remaining food.

| f

they were only lasers, or ship's plans! Not for the first tine, she regretted
the limts that wartinme had set on her training: shiphandling, weapons,

tacti cs—and that was that. But she had read sonething once about foods that
coul d poi son people if they weren't prepared properly, or fromwhich nerve
poi sons coul d be derived. Gourds, or cal abashes: sonething |ike that. She
woul d

have to renenmber to tell Rafe or Alicia. There was no telling what hunch or
what

stupid i dea night provide an insight that could save their lives.

Runni ng feet crunched in the snow, counterpointed by the gasps of a runner
breathing cold air in through mouth and nose, then paused. Now Pauli heard
ot her

f oot st eps, heavi er, measured.

"What's that?” cane Rafe's voice, fam liar, beloved, and as apprehensive as
her

own. It was all Pauli could do not to run out and fling herself at him
"Alicia Pryor,” said a |ow, hoarse voice she identified with difficulty as
bel onging to Alicia Pryor.

"When Ramon Aqui no hal |l uci nated, she went after him” Pauli said, “but he

br oke

free and ran away ... straight onto the river ice. It broke. Dr. Pryor tried
to

pul I himout."

A muttered question. “No, we couldn't find the body. Miust have slipped under
t he

ice."

"Better get her inside and warmed up, then,” Rafe said. “CGod knows, if we

| ose

her too..."

Beneatha | et out a | ow, hopel ess nban, and Pauli gestured for one of her
coworkers to take her aside. Rafe stonped into the done, his eyes bright, his
face flushed fromthe cold—and a | ook |ike death upon it.

One death already, Pauli thought. How many nmore woul d there be?

Paul i ignored the medic's headshake and swal | owed anot her caffeine tab dry.
She' d been exposed to whatever the contagi on or poisoning was: she didn't
dare

use any stronger stimulant; nor could she afford to pass out. As the norning
wore on, with its obscenely cheerful sunlight, she staggered and weaved from
t he

research labs to the clinic.

"You don't get up until your medics say you can, Alicia!” she found herself
shouting. “Now, you can either rest, or |I'll have you sedated. Which will it
be?"

Despite her exhaustion, she smiled to herself. Rather than use medication she
m ght have a need for later on, Pryor would rest for several hours. “When

t hey

finish listing what everyone ate last night, I1'Il let you look at it,” she
prom sed the physician. “Miybe you can find some conmon factor."

As that day passed, and the sun rose on the next, her fear grew until she

t hought it could grow no worse. Now the hours passed a plateau of terror, an
enotion so intense that Pauli mght have collapsed fromit, let alone the
physi cal exhaustion of constant neetings, research updates, and her need to
confort those families whose children, or husbands, or wi ves |lay shivering or
scream ng about noths with death' s-heads, or w nged skeletons until they were
put under restraint.

As she darted fromone neeting at which Alicia Pryor, her voice reduced to a
coughi ng rasp, had reported that her rough and ready treatnent of

hal | uci nati ons



seened to work, except on those al ready weakened by convul sions or

circul atory

failure, she found herself confronted by two children, angry that the |abs
had

appropriated research animals for tests—and that the beasts had all died.
Paul i straightened up, rubbing her back the way she'd done when she was
pregnant. She forced gentl eness back into a voice that had all but forgotten
it.

“I"msorry about your pets,” she said. “I truly am Perhaps one day, we can
get

you others.” As quickly as she could, she strode away toward life sciences.
Better themthan you, she thought, grateful, at |east, that the children had
not

seen the maddened creatures shriek and thrust thenselves at the researchers,
their paral yzed hindquarters draggi ng behind them as they tried to bite the
researchers before they died.

She thought her fear could get no worse. But as the days passed, it only
grew.

Menories of |ost colonies, |essons fromthe education she had cut short
because

of the war, pounced on her from ambush in the treacherous corridors of her
menory, followed by even grislier stories of planets that had lost fifty or
sixty percent of their population in the early years of their settlenent.
Wul d

Cynt hi a col ony be such a place? If, in years to cone, the Alliance—er its
successor—sent ships here to pick up the seedcorn they had stored, what woul d
they find? Corpses, or nmadnen?

Time with her famly mght have conforted her. But she had not seen Serge at
all; Rafe had barely tine to tousle her hair and assure her that Serge and

t he

children who had m ssed the karamu woul d be isol ated from anyone—thensel ves
i ncl uded—who had been at the feast, or exposed to food fromit.

Pauli strode toward the |ife-sciences done, now turned into a quarantine ward
whi ch daily grew nore and nore crowded. She saw ben Yehuda stunbl e outsi de,
and

headed over to him

"Ari?” she asked, laying a hand on her friend's arm She was al nost ashaned
to

nmeet his eyes; her son was healthy.

"Ayelet's with himnow,” he nuttered and rubbed his hand over reddened eyes.
“Have you got any kind of +hanks, Pauli.” He took the foil packet of caffeine
tabs, ripped one free with shaking fingers, and gulped it. “No, she hasn't
cone

down with it. | can't understand; they ate practically the same things."
"The gourds!” Pauli cried. “Did Ayel et eat those squashes?"

Wearily Dave shook his head. “Good try, Pauli. You're thinking of breadfruits
or

taro, aren't you? O the cal abashes from which Earth aborigi nes made curare.
I

don't think so. They tested out normal."

A medic ran out. “Dave? You better get in here.” Ben Yehuda froze, his eyes
going blank in fear. Pauli grabbed his hand and held it hard.

"He's going into convulsions,” the man told him “About five minutes ago he
started to screamthat the place was burning down, and we should all eject in
the Iifesupport pods. Maybe if you hel ped restrain him.."

"Restrain?” Dave's voice broke. “Restrain ny son like sone lunatic fromthe
Dar k

Ages? Next thing, you'll tell ne he's got a dybbuk in himand nust be
exor ci sed.

Paul i =



"Go on,” she told him “Ari's one of the strongest kids |'ve ever seen. He'll
make it, Dave; he's just got to."

That day faded and her own strength faded with it. The caffeine tabs had worn
off long ago. Fromthe shivers that gripped her, Pauli realized that soon she
woul d face only two choices: rest or the strong stinulants that, conbined
with

what ever unknown food poi son was turning healthy children and adults into
ravi ng, tw tching nmaniacs, could be lethal. Surely everyone else in the tiny,
j eopardi zed settlenent rmust be equally worn out!

Rafe, at |east, had had sonme rest. Now the tidy |aboratory that had been his
research domain was littered with food, cooked, raw, and whatever w apped
concentrates he snatched the tine to gul p down. Beakers of sonething
foul -1 o0oking called Ringer's solution stood next to hal f-enmptied cups; he'd

| ong

ago passed the thoughtful stage of research and was now at the point where he
nmuttered under his breath, clutched at his hair, and only noticed people
around

himif they shouted, then stood back quickly. Wtching hi mwas about the only
thing that could nake her smile: she dared not go near their son

Leavi ng Rafe, she forced herself into a weary trot over toward the
lifesupport

dones. The sodiumlights and the waning sun of |ate afternoon cast |ong
shadows

as the people who clustered outside the quarantine done mlled back and
forth,

unwilling to rest. Many—Pauli studi ed them+rany had been at the disastrous
feast, had been as exposed to as nmany of the foods under exam nation as she.
None of the people |lingering here showed any synptons that she could notice.
Yet, why weren't they helping with the research, or tending those who had
already fallen ill? Instead, the wandered about, talking alnost in a frenzy,
and

| aughi ng when they did not tal k. Their high-pitched, awkward | aughter seened
forced, a fit acconpani ment for the shadow dance of their movenents on the
frozen ground.

"I have never had so much energy in ny life,” she heard one worman say. “I
finished ny research assignment, and now | am so worked up | can't sleep

Maybe

when it gets dark..."

"Dark? That's when | like to work best. | think I'lIl talk with the nmedcrew
Perhaps they'll release ne to other duties. This is pointless, this waiting
around. "

It all sounded very plausible; yet something was wong. As Pauli wal ked past
t he

speakers toward the done, she found herself having to dodge | ong nonol ogues
delivered at high speed, or to answer questions that seemed never to have a
poi nt; she was shivering herself by the time she entered the done.

"Cilla sat within, drawing; and Pauli's heart sank. Not this child too! She
knelt beside the girl, and | aid one hand on her shoul der. “Do they think

you're

sick too?” she asked the child. “You don't look it."

"Cilla greeted her with a dazzling smle. “1I was dizzy, a few hours ago, so
t hey

made ne cone in here and lie down. But | had a dream and had to get up and
dr aw

it. The colors! Ghhh, |'ve never seen such colors in ny life! Golds and ..
and

i ndi go, and spring greens, and purples you could practically eat! They

shi nmer ed

li ke stars. And then he cane..."

" He "



"He had w ngs,
a

human face; and he was sniling |like those angels the stories tell us about;
and

he picked ne up and hugged nme, and asked would |I be his little girl. But I
told

hi m Lohr wouldn't Iike that, and—

"And what, ‘G lla?” Pauli asked as gently as if she spoke to an infant.

"He put me down, and | woke up. See? Here's a picture of him | just w sh
had

the colors.”

To Pauli's surprise and relief, Dr. Pryor wal ked into the main room at that
nmonent. The door slid shut, but not before the screams rasped out,

di stracting

everyone in the roombut ‘Cilia, who returned to her painting. Pryor wal ked
carefully, probably still stiff fromher attenpt to rescue Ramon fromthe icy
water. Fromtime to time, if she felt that no one was watching, she coughed
her

shoul ders hunching up with the force she put into it.

"Any ot her deaths?” Pauli hated herself for asking.

"Thank God, no. O not yet,” Pryor answered. “W're likely to have sone

" ‘Cilla went onin a low voice, “like one of the Cynthians, but

m scarriages, | think. At least | hope so: otherwise, |I'mvery nmuch tenpted
to

abort the wonen.” She took a deep breath and held it, suppressing another
spasm

of coughi ng.

"This hits different people differently. “Cilia, now, has a case of old-tine
religion: beyond that, |I think she'll be all right. Ramon? you heard his

hal | uci nati ons. A few others have had much the sane visi ons—+the noths, sone
skel etons with wings, the usual collection of serpents and green things that

go
squelch in the night: an addict's menagerie of them They flash back, too. In
general, what you see first is what you keep on seeing. | don't envy Dave,

either, having to deal with a kid who thinks he's about to be cast into space
in

a pod."

She sighed, and pushed back linmp hair that suddenly seened nore gray than

bl onde.

"Then there are the ones who are losing circulation in their extrenmities. If
t hat goes on, we could have gangrenous linbs. I'mtrying to stinulate
circulation there."

"And for the ones hallucinating?"

Pryor sighed and shrugged. “1'mworking on the assunption that there's sone
sort

of al kal oi d poi soning at work here and treating it accordingly. Eserine or
acetyl chol i nesterase woul d be best, but, naturally, we don't have it. W
don't

even have any way to get nmedication directly into the brain. | tell you,
Paul i,

practici ng outpost nedicine is enough to drive you nad!"

Her out burst drew shocked |aughter fromboth of them “lI'msorry,” said the

physici an. “Where were we? |'musing epi nephrine to stop the hallucinations."
"Wn't that make them as frenzied as the ones outside?"
Pryor nodded despairingly. “For the ol der ones, or the ones who aren't in

good
condition, | conbine the epinephrine with tranquilizers. Strong ones."
Pauli sighed. “l guess |'d better see what we're up against,” she said.

Pryor turned and | ed her into one of the small quarantine units where a nan
twisted on his bed. H's sheets were soaked with sweat, and fromthemrose a
fam liar, musty odor. Pryor lifted the brownish bl anket that covered him and



pointed at the man's feet. They were slightly discolored now, as if bruised,
t he

toes contorted, each entire foot drawn sharply downward. He tw sted back and
forth ceasel essly, unable to find rest or relief.

Only a scream from outside the dome saved Pauli from gaggi ng, disgracing
herself. She flung herself at the door, then out after the wonan to whom she
had

spoken earlier, the one who had conpl eted her work and now had not hing to do.
“I'"l'l make themuse ne, 1'll make them” she kept screanming, and flew at the
nearest man, her hands clawing out to tear at his face. He caught her wists
and

recoiled until two nmen cane to secure her

Pryor shook her head. “We're likely to have nore and nore of that. Frenzy,
hysterical strength: God help us, we could be a village of maniacs by
sundown.

Rafe find anything yet?"

Paul i shook her head. “I had an idea,” she spoke hesitantly, “but Dave told
ne

that the squashes we had at the feast aren't the type that have to be cooked
right, or they poison you.” She sighed. “Dave says it's |ike going back to

t he

Dark Ages.” Abruptly she was as frustrated as Pryor had been by the Iimts of
her powers.

"Dam! | keep thinking that | rmust be missing some piece of the puzzle.”
Pryor nodded. “Wy not sit down, then, and | ook at another one? Maybe you can
tell me what we've left out. | have the lists of everything the children ate.
Not all of themate the gourds, so that shoots your curare hypothesis,

el egant

as it was. And beyond that, there isn't a whole Iot that all of themate..."
Paul i rubbed her tenples, a gesture copied by Pryor. Over in the corner,
‘Glia

sat placidly sketching, an expression of al nost angelic serenity on her
nmobi | e

features.

"CGilia?” asked Pauli. “Sorry to disturb you. But can you look at this list of
what you ate last night, and tell nme if it's conplete?"

"dad to,” said the child and took the | eaf of fax. Her |ips noved as she
nmuttered the words beneath her breath. Finally her head came up, and she

| ooked

puzzl ed.

"Does it matter if it was one of the special dishes, or what?” she asked.
"What do you nean?” asked Pryor, bending forward eagerly.

"Why you know. sone things just go with a neal. Like glasses of water, or
napki ns, or..."

"Or bread?” asked Alicia.

"That's right. Those things don't really count. Lohr always said that
whenever

there were two foods, you always had to eat the solid, high-protein stuff
first,

because you might not have tine to eat it second; and it's what really stays
with you."

"Bread,” nmused Pryor. “Bread. Pauli, excuse nme.” She wal ked off with that
rapid

nmedcrew stride.

Pauli stared helplessly at ‘Cilia. “Wiy isn't Lohr here with you?” she asked.
The little girl smled as she always did at the thought of her splendid ol der
brot her, on whom even Captain Yeager relied. Her waxen skin al nost gl owed as
if

she were returning to normal health. Then she dropped her eyes—the faintly
mani ¢, dilated eyes of the poison victimto her paper. “I sent himto talk to



the others. They need himtoo."

Behi nd her rose Pryor's voice, not the gentle, controlled tones of the
physi ci an

that the entire settlenent had cone to trust, but sharp, inperious, demanding
to

know how t he bread had been baked for the Kwanzaa feast. She'd be wanting
sampl es of the flour next, perhaps even the grain, Pauli was sure. She yawned
and reached for a stimulant, then started to put it back in her pocket.

Per haps

it mght be a good idea to sleep now

Real space reel ed about her, colors strobing, then fading to black as sounds
doppl ered past her range of hearing, only to explode in strident demands:
PAULI

DO SOVETHI NG She did. She screaned, and Junp snatched the shriek from her
lips.

She could feel her throat rasp and vibrate with the scream but she heard
not hi ng. She | ooked down, and saw herself wavering in and out of existence;
and

facing her canme a witches’ star of eneny pilots, each with her own face as
t he

RED ALERT |ights and kl axons brayed. ..

Rafe's icy hand on her shoul der brought her fully awake. He | eapt back just
in

time to avoid the counterattack some residue of her nightmare made her

I aunch.

She thrust clear of the covers that seened to snother and inprison her and
wi ped

a shaki ng hand across her brow. O0h, God, sweating like Ari. O Ranon. Wy'd
Raf e

wake me?
She | ooked up at him appalled, and he bent to pick up a blanket and lay it
about her shoulders. “You'll freeze like that, Pauli."

She gasped and sank back on the bed.

"Bad dreanP?” he asked, smoothing back her hair. Over her head, he breathed

t he

words “in a mnute!” but she intercepted them

"What's ‘in a mnute' ?” she nunbled. She was so tired; and her relief that
she

too was not about to convul se and hal |l uci nate nade her want to sleep even
longer. But if Rafe was signalling “in a mnute,” something was w ong. She
reached for her clothes, but couldn't find themin the dark. The LEDs on the
chrono she hadn't turned off before collapsing into bed read 4:00.

"The lights won't work,” Rafe told her. “There's been a power failure. One of
the techs went crazy and tried to take apart conputer interface with the
generators. Wen we caught him he started to screamthat we were evil and
had

to be wi ped out."

"Chmi god,” Pauli noaned, and it wasn't a prayer. Her feet, scuffling against
t he

cold floor, kicked against her clothes and she bent to retrieve and tug them
on.

“Why'd you let nme sleep?”

"Pryor's orders. Apparently you told her she could either rest or be sedated.
She returned the conplinent."

She swore, and knew that Rafe turned aside to hide an out-of-place grin.
Stanping into her boots to settle cold feet in them Pauli rose. “Al right,
Rafe. The lights are down because some nmani ac attacked the conputer. What

el se?"

Rafe | ooked away. “W're on backups over at the |ab. When the system crashed,
it



took nost of the research database with it."

"Shit,” Pauli whispered, alnost prayerfully.

"Yeah,” said Rafe. “Now we have to start all over. And when you see the ness
out side—Pauli, | don't know how nmuch time we have left."

17

Shivering fromthe speed with which she had waked, Pauli strode outside and
found hal f the crew who had been detached fromthe Anmherst for duty here

wai ting

for her. She al so found catastrophe. Sneared across one of the centra

st or age

donmes was a crude representation of a Cynthian, its huge w ngs daubed bl ack
its

jaws flowing a crinson that ran down to stain the snow |ike sacrificial
debris

before a bl oody altar.

Snoke rose fromthe remants of an outlying storehouse, adding an eerie cast
to

t he deep gray sky. Miuch of the conpound lay in darkness; rocks had shattered
many of the greenish lights.

In the graveside gl ow of those remaining lay, withed, or danced many people
who

clearly belonged in quarantine. Sone shoul d have been sedated or restrained.
Sone cried out in pain, their faces twisting horribly, while others tried to
curl around on bellies as distended as those of wonen about to give birth.
One

or two peopl e had bl oodst ai ned bandages swat hi ng what shoul d have been hands
or

feet.

Pauli pointed at them “Those people should be cared for!” she decl ared,
unabl e

to keep the sick disgust fromchilling her voice. “Have there been any

deat hs?

What ' s happened?”

"Only two deaths so far,” one of Alicia Pryor's assistants spoke up. “But a
whol e conpl ex of new synptons."

"Where's Dr. Pryor?” Pauli interrupted

"Down with fever. No, it's not the madness. She caught it fromthat dive into
the river. The rest of us

...Captain, we've been working till we drop. W drafted as nany abl e-bodi ed
as

we could, but then that"-he pointed at the tw sting, grimacing
figures—started."

"What about the ones with the bandages?” asked Pauli. “Wat happened to their
i mbs?"

" Spont aneous anputation,” said the assistant. “About twenty-four hours ago,
each

man conpl ai ned of burning on his skin, and stabbing pains in the extremties,
whi ch turned bl ack, gangrenous. Finally—you can see that there was very
little

bl eeding. No infection, either.” He seemed benused by the cases.

Pauli stifled an insane inpulse to spit, to turn her face away, to hide

i ndoor s

until the last of this unholy settlenment died, and she could die too. One

ni ght's sleep, she thought, because they forced ne to take it; and this is
what

happens! “So, not only couldn't nedcrew care for our sick,” she nade herself
say, “but the rest of you couldn't protect vital installations.”

"Ma'am” interrupted one of the crewnenbers. “These aren't poor sick people;
they're mad—erimnally insane, maybe. Only sonme of ‘em scream and hop about.



O hers—you see that noth on the wall, don't you? They're crazy too: quiet,
nean

crazy, though. Sone of them have taken the law into their own hands, and
sentenced us all to die. Request pernission to break out sidearnms, ma'am?"
"Perm ssion denied,” Pauli snapped. “l'mnot having you use weapons on—
"These civs are crazy!” shouted a crewwoman who wore security insignia and
shoul d have been nore stable.

"They're not civs, damm you!” Pauli interrupted, her voice rising into a
scream

of rage that warmed her as nothing el se could have done. “W don't have civs
and

crew here anynmore. W have sick and well; sane and crazy—and right now I'm
having trouble telling which is which. Those people are your fellow settlers,
| ady: and you will dammed well renenber that!"

The wonman tried to neet Pauli's eyes, succeeded bravely for an instant, then
gl anced down. “Yes, ma'am"

"Al'l right, then. Now, I'"'mgoing to get the reports of the techs and
scientists

who' ve been working while the crew | thought | could trust plotted viol ence
agai nst their neighbors. And when | get back here, | want to see that

t hat

artwork gone, and those people decently restrai ned and tended. Is that
under st ood?"

The crew s “Yes, na' ans” were roared so loudly that the people tw tching
under

the sodium |l anps whirled around to take notice. One of them |l aughed, the
shrill,

nerve-shattering laughter that Pauli had heard too often in the past days.
Breat hi ng hard, she strode over to the |l abs. For once, the tall Rafe had
troubl e

keeping up with her.

"Didn't know you had it in you,

he murmured. He didn't nmean the fast pace,

ei ther.

"Neither did I.” Now that she'd tongue-lashed her crew, guilt began to creep
out

fromsomewhere in her belly to chill the rest of her

"Fine. Don't make a habit out of it."

Raf e sl apped a hand agai nst a pal m|ock bearing the signs of hasty

install ation,

and the door irised. The first thing Pauli noticed was the conmputer. Its hum
was

stilled, and the lights of its drives were dark

"We've asked for new supplies of all the food served at that dammed feast of
Beneatha's delivered here. Fortunately | took a |ot of notes by hand,” Rafe
sai d.

Pauli sniffed. After the incredible luxury of uninterrupted sleep, her senses
were as keen as the edge Dave ben Yehuda honed on a bush knife. “Wat's that
I

snel | ?” she asked. “It's sour."

"That's a new one,” Rafe said. “Did nore foods turn up while I was out?"
"Just that.” The tech pointed at a sack from which spilled flour

Paul i wal ked over to examine it, put out a finger to touch it, then drewit

away
and wi ped it on her coverall. She was—t had been a settlenent joke when they
still had things to | augh about —-barely an adequate cook, but even she knew

t hat

flour should be fine and powdery. This sanple was discolored, and had an oily
feel.

"Let's see the grain fromwhich they make this flour,” said Rafe. The
assi st ant



hoi sted a sack onto the Iab table and opened it. “It's a rye-wheat blend,” he
said. “The grains are nodified for frontier use.”

Rafe dug in a gloved hand and withdrew a handful, sniffed at it, then

or der ed,

“Bring ne a lab animal."

Paul i wi nced, knowi ng how the other beasts had di ed. Rafe shrugged hel pl ess
apol ogy at her, opened the cage, and held out his hand. But when he offered

t he

beast the flour and the grain, it backed away, its hackles up

"It smells sonmething bad,” Pauli breathed. “But what?"

Rafe bent to exami ne the grain again. “This is ... look at these seeds,” he
sai d.
Pauli | eaned closer. “They're dark ... rotten,” she ventured.

"That's a fungus,” Rafe told her. “Jared, try to find out if botany section
has

sanmpl es of these grains still on the stalk. Yes, you can tell Beneatha

t hi nk

we're onto sonething. In the neantine,” Rafe turned, automatically headi ng
for

the conputer, and swore. He sighed. “How am | going to identify this fungus?
|'ve gotten too dammed dependent on the computer.”

To be trapped, stym ed, because the conputer had failed! In that nonment, she
could understand Pryor's how of rage at frontier conditions.

Beneatha ran in, stalks of grain in her trenbling hands. Even to Pauli's
untrai ned eyes, her skin had the waxi ness she had noted in people entering

t he

early stages of the madness, and her eyes were very bright.

"You should be in bed,” she said. “Don't make me order you."

"Don't order me,” Beneatha said, her voice reedy. She raised one hand to her

throat as if she found breathing difficult. “lI had one seizure, but the
medcr ew

says | had it easy. | have to help,” she added. “Please let ne. You have to,
or

| think I'lIl go crazy again."

Raf e shook his head at Pauli and took the grain fromthe wonman. Delicately he
reached for an ear of rye and exam ned it.

"It seens blighted,” he observed. “Bent and oblong. And | ook at this color?
What

rye have you ever seen that's purple"

Paul i watched as Rafe exam ned several nore stal ks of grain. Each, the rye
especially, bore the marks he had noted: a distinguishing violet color, and
t he

bent, obl ong shape.

The xenobot ani st shook her head. “1'd have noticed anythi ng unusual ,” she
st at ed.

"Then you'd better look at this,” said Rafe. He tilted the bag onto the I ab
tabl e, and Beneat ha bent over it.

Al most half the stalks in that sack bore the violet taint of fungus.

"It wasn't like this when we harvested it,” she said.

"It was rainy this summer,” Rafe said. “And we've never tried these
particul ar

strains in Cynthian soil. But you' re the xenobotanist. If this were a
cl assroom-hel I, Beneatha, if we were in a |ab on Earth-what would you cal
this

viol et stuff?"

Beneat ha shook her head. Her face ticced, then went cal mas she thought.
Instinctively she turned toward the nearest keyboard.

"Stop wishing for the conputer!” Rafe said. “It's down, and | don't have tine
to

reprogramit. Think, Beneatha! Once we all had nmenories, not hardware. W



need

your menory!"

"C aviceps purpurea,” she nuttered. “That's what it looks like. And if this
sack

is any indication, then our entire grain supply—=

Rafe's eyes were very, very sad. “Qur grain supply is contam nated with

cl avi ceps purpurea. Ergot. Now, | do renenmber about that ergot; there was a
man

in class with me who had a ghoulish fascination with it. A concentration of
0.05

percent of ergot is enough to produce synptonms of poisoning. And we
have—what ?

Let's estimate that 40 percent of the grain in this sanple is contam nated
with

it."

"So there's nore than enough there,” Pauli spoke carefully, “to turn sane,

har d- wor ki ng people into scream ng, dancing vandals.” | didn't eat any bread,
she renenmbered. |'mnot going to run crazy and abandon my peopl e, ny husband,
ny

child. God, what a bitch | amto be relieved. Let's see, though. Wo else at
t he

feast didn't eat the bread? They can be rel eased for duty right now

"That's right,” said Rafe. “Here's the source of the nadness. Ergot is very
rich

in al kal oids that paralyze the notor nerves of the synpathetic nervous
system

and affects how the body uses adrenaline. Normally, when you're frightened,
adrenal i ne makes your blood pressure rise. You have nore energy for the short
term your nerves are sharper, and you can run or fight, if you have to.

"But if you have ergot in your system then adrenaline expands the bl ood
vessel s, and bl ood pressure drops. Since the ergot al so causes nuscles to go
i nto spasm-+ncludi ng the nmuscles of bl ood vessel s—you can get thronbosis and
every kind of cranps. Bloodflow slows to the extrenmties, which chill and

| ook

brui sed. I n some severe cases—t+i ke those poor bastards you saw-gangrene sets
in"

"The sunmmer was wet,’
to

thank God we didn't have to irrigate. Ergot? That's stuff fromthe Dark Ages,
when peopl e danced before plaster saints. Wiy not ask ne to believe in witch
doct ors?"

Rafe's voice was very gentle as he handed her back the grain. “There's

Beneat ha said. “No one thought anything of it, except

sonet hi ng
el se,” he told her. “Sonetimes the ergot nutates. Then you have not j ust
er got,

but lysergic acid, tasteless, colorless, and even nore powerful. That's
what ' s

gi ving you the nmadness, the flashback hallucinations, even poor little
‘Glla's

religious visions."

"Way didn't we find traces of it in their bodies?” Pauli asked.

"Because 95 percent of any dose is absorbed within five nminutes after

i ngestion,” Rafe told her. “The consequences, though..."

"Do peopl e ever recover?"

"Instinctively Dr. Pryor used adrenali ne—epi nphrine, she called it—to treat
t he

hal | uci nati ons. But the adrenaline only intensified the synptoms of ergotism
made the patients even wilder, and m ght even have caused themto burn out.
But

the tranquilizers calnmed that. Wth luck, there won't be nuch pernanent



danage;

t hough" —he shook his head—I don't see much chance for the wonmen who were
pregnant to give birth to healthy children.”

Beneat ha hid her face in her hands.

"There's got to be some drug that's a specific antagonist for |ysergic acid.

Thi ng i s"—he shook his head—since it's al nbst never used, | don't know what

t he

drug is; and we can't ask Pryor. If only I had the database up..."

"I"ll check the grain,” Beneatha said, her thin voice nmoan. “If it's
contaminated, I'Il burn it!” She dashed out of the lab

Raf e shook his head. “She's probably right to do that.

"Does this mean we can never grow crops here? asked Pauli. She had grown very
still. If Rafe said “yes, it was their death sentence.

"No, only that after a wet summer, or a cold winter, we nust exani ne them
very

carefully. If Beneatha says that the grain | ooked fine when she harvested it,
I

see no reason to doubt her word. But sonethi ng—sonething in the soil,
sonet hi ng

in the grain itself, or our storage nethods—aused it to turn bad.

"The problemis, we need the conputer to find out.'’

Paul i paced back and forth. She felt as if she could snell the poison in the
grain, which seemed so harnl ess The violet of the fungus infection was even a
rather attractive color. “Conputer...” she nused. “Thorn There's
conmmuni cat i ons

gear up in the caves. Didn't we have a term nal there too?"

Rafe | eaned over the table to give her a hug. H's arms felt so strong, so

good,

to Pauli. For a moment she clung to him savoring the cl oseness. Then she
pul | ed

away.

"Then that's it,” she said. “Soneone has to clinb up there and check the
conputer. It's funny: right before poor Beneatha's karanmu. | promised to send
someone to check on Halgerd. Now it looks Iike I'll have to go nyself."

Rafe glared at her. “Don't argue,” she said, holding up a hand. “1'm no good

around a lab, but | have been up to the caves—

"As have nost of the people here, renmenber?"

"Yes, but can they fly back? Wo el se knows how to use Borodin's gliders? Are
you going to send Lohr? Even if you trusted himaround Hal gerd, do you think
he'd abandon the littlests? He's terrified for them It's |like the bad old
tinmes

on WIf 1V have cone back to snatch away the happi ness they had just started
to

trust.

"No, Lohr's not going. And you're needed here. You know how to work with this
this ergot. What do | know, Rafe? | can clinmb, | can fly—and | can dea

with

Thorn Hal gerd wi thout wanting to shoot himwhere he stands.” She held out her
hands to her husband, who stood with his back hal f-turned on her

"Rafe, you can keep order here as well as I. I"'mthe only one well enough
trai ned but expendable right nowto go up the nountain in winter, and you
know

it. But I can't do it if you re angry. Rafe, | need your support!"

Rafe crossed the table and held her close again. “You and your dammed ri sks.
I

didn't want to love a pilot,” he murnured. “I was so glad when you were
stationed here. And now ... you've found yourself a whole new set of dangers.
You go, Pauli. But you'd just better cone back safe. You see, you're right

about
every point except one: | can keep order. That nuch is true. But the only



reason
people listen to me is that | have you to back ne."

Pauli trudged up toward the foothills, a pack laden with the dismantled w ngs
of

her glider awkward on her back. If she hurried, she could clinb in daylight.
Sealed into her flightsuit were copies of Rafe's research notes, anything

t hat

m ght hel p her use the computer they had left in the caves.

"Don't ... don't forget Thorn,” Pryor had said, breaking off to cough. "You
know

how young he is .. but the mind ... potentially he's got the best brain on
t he

planet...” Her blue eyes filled with tears, which Pauli didn't think the
spasns

of coughi ng had brought on

"Tell him.."

"Captain, this is long enough,” a nedical tech warned Pauli. “Now, Doctor—=
He

sl apped an antibiotic patch on her fragile throat.
"Reverse vanpires,” Pryor husked. “Damm, that stuff is scarce! Keep it till

we
need it!"

Paul i hel ped settle the ol der woman agai nst the pillow that propped her to
hel p

her breathe, despite the fluid in her chest. “W need it now, Alicia,” she
sai d.

“I'f you die of pneunonia, what will become of us?"

"You'll ... think of something..."

"I'f you don't shut up,” Pauli threatened, forcing a snmle, “I'Il tell Thorn
Hal gerd you're sick."

Pryor's sudden obedience turned the false snile real, and let her maintain it
as

she left the clinic. Rafe was waiting outside.

"I cached the pack at the canp perineter,” he told her

"For CGod's sake, Rafe, tell themI'msick, tell them|'m sleeping, or that
I've

gone to check on sonething—but don't tell people that I've left!” she asked.
HI

won't have tine to see Serge before | leave, either. WIIl you kiss himfor
ne?"

Raf e hugged her again. “Go now,” he said. “W can't take any nore of this."
She raised her eyes toward the distant, misty cliffs, tenpted to fly instead
of

clinmbing up there. Don't risk it, she told herself. Once you get some answers
and transmit them maybe you can fly back

What woul d she see up there? Pryor's fears for the Secess’ renegade had
affected

her nmore than she wanted to admit. He mght be sick, or dead up there in

whi ch

case, |I'Il give hima decent burial sonmehow, she told herself. But if he was
there, would he be an ally or an eneny? She hoped she woul dn't have to use

t he

weapon heavy on her hip. Perhaps the weight Hal gerd had placed on her—aptain,
a

human born, not cloned as he had been, even the fact that she had given
birth—woul d | et her handl e him

He had gone up into the hills to be alone with hinself for the first time in
a

short life every bit as deprived as those of the refugee children. The
Secess’



had made hima thing, a killing machine interfaced with other killing

machi nes

who | ooked |i ke him and whom he | oved as nmuch as any creature as starved for
humanity could | ove anything. But they had died. Unaccountably, he had failed
to

die with them failed to betray the enenies he found on Cynthia to the
creators

who had so abused him

Pryor hoped to turn him hoped that whatever had drawn his “father” to her

si de

m ght serve to turn the cloned son fromhis exile back to humankind for the
first time. Cloned fromone of the nost intractable mnds ever to terrorize a
research university, Halgerd was potentially a strong ally. If he could be
turned. If he could be convinced that he too was human and had a stake in the
dyi ng settl enent.

VWhat if | tell himthat Pryor is sick? At her age, people die of pneunonia.
As

Pryor knew, which was the only reason she consented to have the val uabl e
antibiotics used on her. She knew her worth to Pauli and to the settlenent.
That

was one tactic she could use. Another was the danger to the children, to Lohr
who had had every reason to kill him but who had saved his life.

What are these tactics? Pauli thought. We're human, he's human. Let it go at
that. She qui ckened her pace, struggling up the slope, which grew

i ncreasingly

rocky and increasingly steep. Soon she would be clinbing, not hiking.

She brought up agai nst a boulder so quickly that it forced a grunt out of

her,

then froze, listening. That scuffling crash, what was it? An animal ? Her hand
slipped down to her blaster, and she released the catch of the holster. There
it

cane again. Not that she knew rmuch about the habits of predators—ether than
humans—but she didn't think that a hunting beast would make that much noi se.
Unless it was sick

She drew her weapon, and crept forward.

A spatter of pebbles fell, and sonething heavier with them That was a human
voi ce Pauli heard, crying out in pain and frustration. Wio had seen her |eave
and been able to outpace her into the foothills? she wondered. And why woul d
soneone do that?

She set her weapon on | ow power and began to stal k whoever had cried out. It
was

hard to stal k noiselessly, while struggling not to fall on the scree, or to

| et

boots scrape agai nst the rocks. Fortunately, her quarry nade even nore noise
than she. Up ahead now, Pauli girl ... there ... one |ast boul der..

A wail of pain and sorrow floated back to her and nmade her qui cken her pace.
Roundi ng the | ast boul der, Pauli saw Beneatha crouched at the base of a rock
her booted foot caught in a narrow crack. As the xenobotani st saw her, she
laid

her head down and wept.

"Why don't you ask what |'m doi ng here?” Beneatha demanded. Her dark face was
coated with dust, except where tears and sweat had |left clean black streaks.
Paul i gl anced past the woman at the rocks. Another hundred or so neters ahead
some of them were high enough to be classified as cliffs.

She sat down on her heels beside her old adversary. “Looks like |I got here in
time to stop you fromdoing it,” she remarked, her voice calmas she'd

trai ned

it to be. “The river—+ set a watch on the bank where Ranon..."

Beneat ha turned her face away and laid it against the cold rock.

"I"'msorry,” Pauli said firmly. “But if you' re stupid enough to plan to join



him you had it comng."
"You know better than that.’
t ur ned

her head slowy, and Pauli was sure that she was gaugi ng the di stance between
her hands and Pauli's bl aster.

"Don't try it,” she warned her, and hol stered the weapon. “All right, so you
don't want to throw yourself into the river where your friend died. But you
certainly ook like you were planning to throw yourself off one of these
rocks

until you got your foot caught."

The woman's voi ce crackled with anger. She

Beneat ha spat a series of words at her. “Good. Now you want to kill nme, not
yourself. That's a step in the right direction. Wiich, in case you'd
forgotten,

i s back down toward that settlenment. \Wiere they need you."

"How can | go back there?” the xenobotanist cried. “I"'mthe one that's

dest royed

it."

"On purpose? You actually set out to spray that fungus on the fields? You
want ed

to strike half the popul ation crazy? You tried to do that?"

"Don't overact Yeager,” snapped Beneatha. “You know what this place neans to
ne.

You know how hard |'ve worked to make it run, to help these children have a
new

life, to have one nyself..."

Paul i raised an eyebrow and | ooked at the nearby cliffs.

Fresh tears streaked down Beneatha's face. “I can't forgive nyself. | neant
t he
Kwanzaa feast to cel ebrate our new future here—and | ook what it's done! How
can

I Tive with this?"

The sun was rising in the sky, and Pauli had a long clinb ahead of her. She
was

consci ous of a furious aggravation, and her back ached from squatti ng down.
"How do you think I handle it?” she demanded. “Something got by you, as it's
done for centuries. But |ook what | did, what | planned. A whole race of
peopl e,

wi ped out! | planned it, and I'd do it again if |I had to. You renmenber, you
had

plenty to say about the heartless, ruthless, racist mlitary."

Beneat ha' s head drooped. “How do you handle it? | can't believe you don't
care."

"That's the first sensible thing you' ve said since your feast turned sour!”

Paul i declared. “I have to go up to the caves now to use the computer there.
Wiich neans | have to face a man | refused to kill. Then | have to conme back
| f

I"'mreal lucky, I'll have something worth com ng back to. You think I

woul dn' t

rather join you in a nice quick jump off the nearest cliff?"

Al the fear, all the uncertainty, and the nonths of guilty frustration that
Beneatha's principles inflicted on Pauli cane bubbling up in an angry brew
“Damm t, you've been a thorn in nmy side |ong enough!” Pauli shouted. “You've
fought at every point, you've been self-righteous, obstructive—and the ninute
you make a mistake, you want to take yourself out. |I had you down for a pain,
maybe an eneny, wonan. | didn't have you pegged for a coward."

Beneat ha gl ared nurder at her. Good. Just a little nore.

Paul i unhol stered her sidearm and began nethodically to burn away at the
rock

that inprisoned Beneatha's foot.

"Don't jar ny hand, or you won't be able to get as far as the cliffs,” she



sai d.

The rock crunbl ed under the fine red beam Despite the cold, she felt herself
sweating. What if Beneatha brought a rock down on her skull and took the gun?
The last of the rock chi pped away, freeing Beneatha's foot. The boot was
scrat ched, but not punctured. “See if you can put weight on it."

Beneat ha braced hersel f against a boul der, then, cautiously, stood free. “I
can

manage,” she said stiffly.

"For how | ong?” Pauli asked the question flatly, with none of the anger and
sarcasm she had used before. “Long enough to get to the cliffs? O to get
back

home?"

Wearily she checked the blaster's charge, and slid it back into its hol ster
Beneat ha was wearing her out, and the |onger she stood here, the nore

form dabl e

the clinmb to the cliffs |ooked. “You mght want to think of something else,”

Paul i suggested. “If you really want to punish yourself, what's the worst
t hi ng
you can do? Not kill yourself, certainly. But sentence yourself to life, life

anong the very people you injured. Do you want ne to tell you that? Hell,
11

sentence you to live if you want,’
hel d

her at arm s |ength.

"What do you think |I've told nysel f?"

Beneat ha bent and exam ned her foot again. “If | take the boot off, ny foot
will

probably swell."

"Probably."

"I think I can hobble back to camp, though. They'll strap it for nme there."
Pauli shut her eyes to hide tears of relief.

"I"ve got a comm if you want to use it."

Beneat ha shook her head. “Better not. Let ‘emthink | had a flashback
wander ed

of f, and hurt nyself. I'Il say | blacked out, and when | canme to, | |inped on
back. They'll put ne under observation but"-she sighed—it's better than
admtting the truth."”

Pauli held out a hand to the other woman.

"Don't think that this nakes ne approve of what you've done—er what you may
do.

Right now, |I don't ever want to see your face again."

"I'"ve never had your approval, so | won't nmiss it,” Pauli said. “You can go
right ahead and hate ne all you want, Beneatha. You're not alone. But at

| east

she took Beneatha by the shoul ders and

you'll be alive to do it."
The xenobotanist glared at her. “Wwy do | feel like |I've been tricked?” she
nut t er ed.

Paul i sighed and adjusted her pack. It wasn't getting any lighter. “Do you
really think I"'mthat smart?” she asked over her shoul der

Wth any luck, that parting shot would keep Beneatha sinmering with the fury
and

chagrin that would save her life all the way back to canp.

18

Since the last tinme Pauli struggled up the rock chimey to the caves, the
trip

had grown no easier. Lit only by cracks in the jagged rock walls, and by
fai nt

light fromwhere it opened near the Cynthians’ caves, the rocky chute was
dar k



by | ate afternoon. |Ice made hand- and foothol ds treacherous; and if the
rockfaces protected Pauli frommuch of the wind at these altitudes, an
occasional frigid gust struck at just the right angle to draw wails and how s
fromrock, like breath hooting over an enpty bottle.

Paul i cowered back into the nearest crack until the wind died and the how ing
subsi ded. In one such respite, she took out her light and hung it around her
neck. In the next, she opened her pack and snatched out the first food she
found, a high-energy sweet that hit the bl oodstreamw th a rush of energy.
Though she clinbed nore strongly after eating, she knew she'd have to pay
later.

Even in the icy cold of the rock chi mey, exertion nade her hair sweat and
sl i de

down her back before she had scranbl ed hal fway up.

There were no noths to stop her now, she told herself Even if there were,
they'd

all be dormant. And her worst fear, of a sudden attack of vertigo or nmadness
whi I e clinbing, had vani shed with the know edge that she had not eaten any of
the tainted bread. Ice and rock broke off in her hand, and her pulse rate

spi ked. Adrenaline, she rem nded hersel f. Good for rock clinmbing. Arong ot her
things. She clung to the rock with both feet and one hand whil e seeking

anot her

grip. Always stay anchored at three points, her survival instructors had
drilled

her. At the time, she wondered why a ship's pilot needed to know such things.
Now, she no | onger wondered: she clinbed, and she clung, and she thanked God
for

every sturdy rock outcropping.

The wind was working itself up into frenzy once nore. She hunched her aching
shoul ders and pressed against the unyielding rock as the wind screaned into

t he

shaft. It shook and booned fromits force until Pauli too wanted to how .
Then

the wind di ed again. The qui et was unbearabl e.

"Thorn?” she called, her voice reedy and echoing as it rose into the stil

ni ght

air. “Thorn!"

That woul dn't do. She sounded |like a scared girl. Maybe he hadn't heard. If
he' s

in the caves, she realized nordantly, he had to have heard it. Renenber, he
isn'"t just a clone. They augmented him Hal gerd probably thought a clinmb |ike
this was |ight exercise

A grayish light told her that the lip of the chimey was al nost within range.
Slowy now. Don't get cocky, she warned herself in between sobbing gul ps of
air.

That rock | ooked rotten; there was ice to her left. There! One foot secure.
Now,

try the other. Gip with the left hand, and with the right rai se yourself
unti |

you can see over the rim grab the nearest projection, test it, and |ever
your sel f out!

She lay flat, panting, on the rock for |ong nonents, alnost too weak to fight
the easy tears of exhaustion until she felt the sweat begin to cool all over
her

body. If she rested any | onger, she'd put herself in danger. Like Pryor.
"Thorn?” she called again. But up ahead, the caves Rafe had plundered to kil
t he Cynthians were dark. She turned up her light, unsnapped the hol ster on
her

weapon—she was no match for Halgerd' s speed, but she had to do the best she
coul d—and advanced at a cautious, |inping wal k. Her muscles were beginning to
ache fromthe long clinb.



To her surprise, her left hand brushed across a rope. Someone had chi pped and
snoot hed the rock here, and strung up handholds. She didn't think that the
evacuees had had tinme, or heart, to make this place nore than marginally
habitable: so it had to have been Thorn

The beam sl anted across the cave as she entered. Her imagination turned the

| ong

shadows sl anting up across the walls into the spectres of Cynthians dead
seasons

ago, dead and watching her. The caves still snelled faintly fromtheir nusk,
and
a few stray scal es, sonmehow still preserved, glittered with reflected light.

Her |ight showed her traces of human habitation: neatly stacked cartons,
scrubbed di shes, boxes of food. In the nost sheltered al cove of the outernost
cave she found tools, oiled and carefully wapped, comrgear, now deacti vated,
and—where was the conputer? She edged farther into the caves, into the
quarters

that the settlers had marked out and hated. Imredi ately she recoil ed.

Her light had glinted off shining w ngs.

At | east she hadn't screamed. As soon as her urge to panic, to hurl herself
out

of the cave, and back toward hone (such as it was now) subsided wth her

pul se

rate, she renmenbered. Lohr had |l ent Thorn Hal gerd his wings. To nake it

easi er

for the man to cone back to them once he pernitted hinself to believe he
deserved compani onshi p.

And Hal gerd had hung them on the cave's wall right across fromthe neatly

f ol ded

pile of foil blankets that he used as a bed. Nearby were a heatcube, a spare
torch, and the conputer. Halgerd' s private quarters resenbl ed nothing so nmuch
as

a cell: just necessities, kept painfully tidy. Except, of course, for the

Wi ngs,

hung up in a place of honor,to rem nd himof what? that once he too had

fl own?

or that once, soneone had given hima gift?

Paul i shook her head and sighed. Slinging her pack from her shoul ders, she
set

it down and approached the conputer. Slowly, now Tired is stupid. First,
check

with Rafe, if you can. She forced herself back to the nouth of the cave. As
she

suspected, the wind nade transm ssion inpossible.

If she couldn't provide the canp with an i medi ate answer, the |east she
coul d

do was nake certain that when she could talk to them she'd have the right
answer for them Warily she wal ked back to Halgerd' s stark quarters, sl apped
POMER ON to set the heatcube radiating, then shuddered with relief as the
war nt h

spread throughout the sheltered cavern. She switched on the |ight he kept
here

and w apped herself in one of the light blankets. Then she tucked her hands
in

her armpits and strode up and down until her feet warned too.

Settling down before the conputer, she tugged her crunpled notes from her
pack.

So tired, she thought, yawning. And it was warmin here. She should eat
somet hi ng before she started work, she supposed, but it was warm here, out of
the w nd..

There was no point in trying now. Her eyes were blurring; she mght just as



easily erase data she needed as enter the facts she had. But she'd be damed
if

she'd curl up on the Secess’ bed. She tugged another blanket fromthe pile,
wr apped that around her too, and | eaned against the rock wall, staring at
Lohr's

Wi ngs.

Shoul d turn down the lights, she thought drowsily. But the light and warnth
wer e

good, so good; and it was quiet here. She caught herself slunping to one

si de.

Wy not? It's not as if I'mgoing to wake up and see big, black noths
hoveri ng

over me to bring me to trial. After all, the Cynthians had wanted the hunman
settlers to clinmb up to the caves. Uriel and Ariel had invited them Now she
was

sheltered, just as they had intended her to be.

Lohr's wings glittered and blurred before her eyes, shifted into a shining
haze

like the nebul ae on the Cynthians’ wi ngs as they danced in the high passes

t he

way she'd seen themthe last time she had clinmbed up here. Seen them | oved
t hem-and been forced to destroy them

No wonder some of the settlers had seen visions of black nmoths and

death' s-heads. If Pauli had eaten the ergot-ridden bread, she'd probably have
seen them too—and deserved it. Please |let me nmake my peace with you, she
asked

the silent, watchful caves.

Seei ng visions? she asked hersel f, chuckled w thout much humor, then yawned
again. God, she was tired

"Who's there?"

The deep voi ce woke her. She uncurl ed, herself and drew her sidearm Hal gerd
nmust have seen the light and been just as reluctant as she to stride into the
caves without warning, Now, finally, she heard footsteps on the rock

"Who is it?” the man call ed again.

Paul i gl anced at her weapon, shook her head, and holstered it. Hal gerd had
shown

hinsel f able to override the pain even of a blaster wound; either she killed
hi m

instantly, or not at all. And she had refused to kill himonce, when he had
been

at her nercy. She saw no reason to change her nind

"It's Yeager,” she replied. Her voice came out very |ight against the echoes
of

his words, and she wal ked quietly into the outer cave, the silvery blankets
droppi ng from her shoul ders, her hands carefully idle at her sides.

She had forgotten how tall he was, how the |ight shone on his hair and the
bear d

he had grown to protect his face fromthe cold. Despite the beard and the
bul k

of his worn coverall and jacket, he carried hinself |ike an anbassador, the
single tine Pauli had seen one. An intimdating sight, especially since Paul
knew how fast he could be, could draw his own weapons if he had to ... unti
she

saw hi s eyes.

They were blue, as blue and as cool as Alicia Pryor's. But where Pryor's eyes
could snap with aggravation or suddenly turn warmw th conpassi on, Thorn's
eyes

were uncertain, even fearful, as he studied Pauli. She could al nbst watch the
t houghts flicker behind them Wy is she here? Wat inconprehensible, human
reason has she for com ng here?



He was very young, Pauli knew. No nore than twenty—and how nuch of that tine
had

been spent in stass tanks? No doubt this period of exile was the |ongest

i nterval he had ever remnmined conscious.

But he nmet her eyes steadily, as if it were a duty he owed her. Finally,
tentatively, he smled.

"Lonel y!” he announced, and his voice canme out uncertainly, as if he rarely
used

it. “Now that there is another person here, now | know that ‘I onely’

descri bes

what | felt. What a wonder, to feel such things and recognize themfor the
first

tinme."

He swung around slowy, in order not to alarmher. “Wen | saw your |ight,
dropped my pack outside. Allow ne to go and get it. Then, perhaps, you will
tell

me what | can do for you."

He vani shed into the cold. In what seened like a remarkably short tinme, he
st anped back inside, an enornous | oad wei ghing hi mdown. He swung it fromhis
back with an ease that astonished Pauli, then stripped off his jacket and

st ood

wat chi ng her.

"Dr. Pryor hasn't heard fromyou,” were the absurd first words out of her
nout h.

“She' s been worryi ng about you."

He smiled as if sonmeone had given hima gift. “lI went back to the ruins of ny
energency pod,” he said. “To sal vage. But | never thought ny absence woul d
cause

her concern.” Then he | ooked di smayed. “I still have so nuch to | earn. How
terrible if | have harmed her. Is she wel?"

Pauli shook her head and stood aside to let himenter the caves he had nade
hi s

own. “No, but that's not your doing,” she said. “None of it's your doing. But
none of us are well. There's sickness, madness, in the canp. Madness?” She
sought for a referent that Thorn woul d understand. “Like |osing one of your
brothers.”

H s eyes never left her. Once again she watched the struggle he put up to
conprehend the baffling norass of born-human enotions. “This sickness,” he

asked. “It is a plague? O does it come fromloneliness, as when one feels

t he

death of a brother?"

Pauli | owered her head. “It cones fromfood. There was a fungus, a growth on
t he

grain, and it made people sick. Sone have even—2 It had to be the warnth and
her

own exhaustion, but her voice was breaking, her eyes were filling in response
to

t he i nnocent responsiveness in the tall man's eyes.

"Di ed?” he breathed. “This is too bad! And Dr. Pryor, who could help you, is
sick.” He glanced around the cave. “There is food here. | can help you carry
it

to your camp. But not now. W both have come a long way today, and it is

col d.

Still, your presence has warned this place for ne.” He smiled, the disarmng
grin of a child. “How strange to come back to warnmth and |light! And despite
your

news, it is very pleasant. W will sit and eat, and | will learn what | can
do

to help."

H s hand was on her shoul der before she could flinch away, and he steered



her,

as if she were sonmething infinitely fragile, infinitely precious, back into
t he

cave where Lohr's wings hung on the wall. “There!” he said, and opened out
anot her bl anket. “Now, we can both be warm Are you hungry or thirsty?"

Let him play host. The sanme intuition that pronpted Pauli to test the
littlests,

or goad Beneatha into a |life-giving rage, awke now, and she nodded, letting
t he

man tal k out his astoni shnent that soneone woul d seek hi mout—and his fear
Gradually her own alarmin his presence faded too. The hot cup he handed her
war ned her hands; its steam soothed her chapped face. As she sipped, she
began

to speak.

"The conputer!” Hal gerd exclaimed. “Of course you need the one your people

| eft

here. But you tell me you are asking ne if you may use it? Wiy should you ask
to

use what is yours?” He activated the nachine, and with a speed and deftness
Pauli could not match, began to enter her information.

"Ha! this is a very old thing,” he spoke as nuch to hinself as to her. *“I

Hal gerd hinmself ... knew of it, though, of course, it no | onger existed on
Freki. But on Earth, it was known for centuries throughout the European
region.

There is a list here: the Rhine, Paris, Lorraine, Flanders, Spain, even far
to

the north in Sweden, where ny ... where Hal gerd' s people canme fromlong ago.
Thousands of people died. You say a danci ng nadness? Sl eepl essness, Vi sions,
feelings of hot and cold, of linbs dropping away. And they prayed to their

their saints, but no one answered."

He | ooked up at her. He was actually pale, alnost sick with distress. “It is
hard, this living on planets,” he nurnured. “And your Dr. Pryor is sick too.”
He

| ooked up at her with the perceptiveness of a child, or of his father. “What
about your chil d?"

There had been a night when he had tried to betray the settlement to his
masters, yet had stopped | ong enough to inquire if she should be out so soon
after giving birth. Before she realized, she had laid a hand on his, to
reassure

and silence him “Serge is fine. But many of the children are sick. Including
Ari, the boy whose life you saved."

Hal gerd rose so rapidly he upset his enpty cup. “Wat can | do?” he asked.
"Let me use the machine,” Pauli said. “Let nme stay here tonight—no, this is

your
hone now, and | ama guest. In the norning, | will call the settlenent and
tell

them what | have found; and then | will return hone."

"But | have food here, supplies, even the conputer: things that you need.
Peopl e

shoul d cone and get them"
"And what will you do then?” she asked.
"Whatever | amordered. It has been very long since | have had Orders."

"Thorn,” Pauli |eaned back to stare at him “There's nore to this business of
bei ng human than just follow ng other humans’ orders. These supplies here—we
gave themto you. If you want to share them 1'll accept with thanks. But

t hi nk,

man. VWhat will you do w thout then? Wait for ne to tell you what to do agai n?"
"There are children down there. True-humans. If they need them.."
"Damm t, don't just transfer your stupid, nindless loyalty fromyour Republic



to

us! Think of yourself as ‘true-human,’ the son of a man with one of the

fi nest

brains ten star systens have ever seen. Use that mind you' ve got. Use it to
figure out what you can do, if you want to help us, and how"

"Al'l 1 know,” the pilot said slowy, “is ships. Fighting. Loyalty. And now,
t he

new thing I learned when | first saw you here. That | had been lonely."

"I too know ships and fighting,” Pauli said. “If you cone down, you may not
be

| onely. Other things, yes. But not lonely. WII you try?"

He drew a deep breath and set his cup upright with shaki ng hands. “Wuld
they..."

"Thorn, right now they'd wel come anything, if it gave them nore of a chance!
I

can't promise that they'll all be glad you' ve come down. Hell, when you're
dealing with people, | can't prom se you anything. Except that I'll try. Dr.
Pryor will try; and Thorn, she'll be very, very glad."

The tall man sighed and after a long tinme, he sniled. “She was ny father's
friend. I will come down."

He gl anced up at the wings, then walked into the outer cave from which cane

t he

clatter and bustle of someone packing. She turned back to the conputer, fed
in

the rest of her data, and waited for a hard-copy reply, which she tucked into
her tunic. Again, the |l ack of survey data on Cynthia had harmed them
Ergotism

usual | y appeared after a harsh winter, followed by a rainy sunrer. If they'd
only known, they could have taken precautions. They could take them though
from now on.

The crops would grow, and the settlenent could recover. Mst of the col onists
were young and strong; they would heal, except for the people who had | ost
linbs, or their sight, or whose wits m ght wander for years yet. And even for
them surely there was much that could be done. There was hope yet.

Quietly, so that Thorn nmight not hear and be distressed, Pauli |aid her head
down besi de the conputer console, and wept.

"Capt ai n?” came Thorn's voice, careful, respectful of her privacy—n his own
quarters, for pity's sake!

Paul i scrubbed at her face and w ped her eyes. “Wat is it, Thorn?"

"I packed the food first,” Thorn announced. “Perhaps we should sl eep before
we

climb dowmn.” He entered the room and scooped up several blankets before he
stopped, studied her carefully, and sat down on them “You cannot sleep
either,” he said. “W should still rest."

Paul i checked the precious data plaque in its seal ed pocket, powered down the
conput er, and | eaned back agai nst the uneven, cold rock. G ancing at her for
approval, Thorn turned down the light and smil ed.

"Captai n?” he asked.

"If you're going to live anong us, Thorn, try calling me Pauli. Everyone el se
does—except nmaybe Beneat ha when she's angry at ne. Wiich is nost of the tine.'
"I remenber her,” said Thorn. “She thought | should be executed. WIIl she
still

hate ne?"

"Can't say, Thorn. | truly can't. Right now, though, | don't think she can
hat e

anyone nore than she hates herself. For the rest of it, though; it'll be what
you make of it."

Thorn eased hinself down confortably on his blankets. “You know ... Pauli,
you

cursed ne for ‘mndless loyalty.” | nust tell you something, before we join



t he

people..."

"The rest of the people,” she corrected. Alicia would have been proud of her
for

that one.

"Yes. The other people. You know,” he said, drowsily, “when ny brothers and
fired on the planets like Wlf 1V, | did what | was ordered to do. Orders
wer e

all that | had, and I didn't question if they were right or wong. | didn't
know

that such a question existed. | wish, now, that | had. | think if I had known
that there were people on those worlds, people like the boy Ari, and the

ot her

one, who fired at ne, then gave me back my breath, | night not have obeyed.
Then

t hey woul d have killed ne.

"But I'malive now, and it hurts worse, even than feeling the deaths of ny
brot hers, who died quickly and cleanly. Now, though ... Pauli, is this hurt a
way of making up for the deaths | caused? Can | ever do that?"

Paul i gl anced up despite eyelids that weighed her down |ike a heavy pack.

Hal gerd' s face was haggard, his eyes bright. But he did not weep. Too young
to

weep yet, she thought. Too young to know how rmuch he has to weep over.

"I don't know, Thorn. | don't think people ever know.” Her own eyes stung.
"Then what do they do, if they can't know?"

"They work as hard as they can. And when they can work no nore, they try to
sl eep. "

A change in the |ight woke Pauli, and she shifted under her bl ankets, She
coul d

not remenber havi ng wapped so many of them about herself. Nearby sat

Hal gerd,

who | ooked as if he had not noved since the night before. Had he watched over
her all night? Half-enbarrassed, half-touched, she sprang up and went to the
cave's nouth. The day had dawned crisp and cold. “Good flying weather!” Thorn
approved, and Pauli returned his grin.

"I think I can probably get through to the settlement now,” she said, and
activated the powerful transmtter they had left in the caves but which
Thor n,

t hi nki ng no one would care to hear fromhim had never used.

For an eternity, static crackled, and then—Pauli, is that you?"

"Rafe!” Abruptly the signal waned, then rose, disintegrating into how s and
spatters of static.

"—emer gency generator going! Yes, |I'mhere."

"Rafe, 1've got the material we need. It's weather patterns! A cold winter, a
wet sunmmer, and you've got conditions under which you have to watch out for
ergot. But the life-sciences people ought to be able to spray, and to sel ect
out

an ergot-resistant strain! |I'mcomng down!"

Rafe's voice cut through her exultation. “That's fine, Pauli."

Over the static and the hum of transm ssion, Pauli heard other voices, sharp
and

di smayed. But she only heard sounds, not words, alnost as if Rafe kept the
speaker pressed against himself to drown out the nessages.

"Not now,” she heard him hiss.

"Rafe, what's wong?’” she denanded. “Have there been any nore deat hs?"

"Two m scarriages.” She practically had to pull each word from him

"It's not Dr. Pryor, is it? Rafe, dam you, if I'mworrying, how can | get
back

down there safely?"

"Al'l right, Pauli. I'Il tell you. Last night, there was a theft fromthe



st or age

dones: food, heatcubes, blankets, and tools. Sonetime in the night, the

ki ds—al |

but the ones still actively sick and Dave's tw ns—sneaked out of the canmp. |
t hi nk Lohr decided that they'd have a better chance on their own, so he's

t aken

t hem and gone to ground."

The pause dragged on so long that she alnost didn't have to ask the next
guestion. “Serge too?” she asked. In a nonent nore she would col |l apse, would
draw herself into an aching knot and keen her |oss. But not now. Not now,
danmi t!

"*Cilla s disappeared,” Rafe said. “And you know how attached to Serge she
is."
"I'"mcom ng
you

told nme everythi ng?"

The commwas silent for so long that Pauli was sure he had broken
transmi ssi on.

"No,” he said, his voice | eaden. “Wen people discovered that the littlests
had

vani shed, there was a riot. Sonebody painted those black w nged things al
over

the Iife-sciences’ donmes. Wrse yet, in the confusion, one of the quiet
crazies

got | oose again and wecked some of our repairs. Al the grain storage dones
are

wi t hout power now. Freezing cold. W've abandoned them for now. "

"I"'mon my way,” Pauli ended transm ssion and stood up

"The children are gone?” Thorn asked.

Paul i shook her head sorrowfully. “All of them They couldn't trust us to

t ake

care of them They couldn't even trust ne to care for my own son!” It was
Lohr,

she knew. Lohr with his talents and his strength, his fears, his angers—and
t he

trust the adults had betrayed: they had prom sed hi mprotection, but been
unabl e

to protect those he protected fromthensel ves.

"How far could they go without being spotted?” he demanded. Al his earlier
hesi tancy and deference had vani shed in what Pauli realized was his

over whel m ng

relief that there was sonething he could do.

Pauli forced the words out. “I'Il fly down to you. Rafe, have

"Pauli, you fly back to the settlenent. 1'Il take ny w ngs—tohr's w ngs—eut
and
start a search pattern. One good thing about living up here alone. | probably

know the land better than any survey nmap. Once you get the riot under

control

you cone fly patterns with ne, or send sonmeone el se. Sonmeone who can work
with

me and not see a murdering nonhunman bastard,” he added.

"And if you see the children?"

"I"ll signal you, then land and try to convince themto let me bring them
back. "

The words stuck in her throat. “If | know Lohr, they're armed. They've |ived
wi ld, Thorn, and they've killed before.™

Thorn lifted Pauli's wings fromher pack and began deftly to assenble the
struts

and t he harness.

He | ooked up with a faint, bleak smle. “I don't think they'Il kill me,” he
said. “For one thing, |I'mfaster than they. For another—4ook what a ness Lohr



made of it the last tinme! Wien he's afraid, he turns angry. But he's lived
anong

adults for too long. | think he'll be glad to hand over the responsibility
for

the other children—f not to nme, then to soneone he trusts. Sonmeone he ..

| oves. "

He held out the wings to her, and she turned her back, allow ng himto adjust
them before she fastened the harness. “Just fly straight,” he told her
“1"11

check in later."

How had she ever thought of himas young and vul nerabl e? What an ally he was
going to bel

Pauli stepped to the edge of the cliff. The sky was pale, with a drift of
cirrus

clouds, nore fragile and |l ovely than any wi ngs. She waited, choosing her
nonent ,

her gust of wind the way surfers chose their waves. There it cane!—ol d,
fresh,

swoopi ng down to take her with it—

Paul i Yeager stepped off the cliff, extended her w ngs, and soared into

| ong- awai ted, exultant flight. The sun glinted off her w ngs, and she cried
out

a wel cone.

19

A tech's hand shook Rafe from a waking ni ghtmare that sonehow had turned into
restless sleep. He leapt forward, his instincts scream ng fight, then, as his
eyes focused, he sank back. God, how his back ached! Once again, he had lain
sprawl ed over his desk, his head buried in his arns anong the clutter of

not es

he had scrawl ed | onghand until he thought he never again would be able to
uncur |

his fingers. They still ached. Hi s neck and back shifted and ground |ike
tectonic plates, and when he spoke, only a rasp came out.

"Now what ?” he nuttered, and the tech bent confidentially close. The | ast
tine

they'd waked him it was to tell himthat Beneat ha Angel ou had wandered away
fromthe settlement with a relapse of her hallucinations. She had fallen, she
told the nedics, and when she recovered consci ousness, she had staggered back
hone. He'd yawned. If that was what she wanted himto believe, well enough
better yet that she was still alive.

Per haps in Beneatha's wanderings, she had seen the children on their way to
what ever refuge Lohr thought he had found for them (Rafe didn't think that

t he

boy could get themall the way to the caves, which, at any rate, were

occupi ed.)

Couldn't they even trust me to care for my own son? Serge was gone, M SSing
with

all the children except Ari and Ayel et, whom David had taken hone once his
son's

fever and sweating and nausea subsi ded.

Husky speci nen that he was, Ari was out of danger, now. And waiting outside
to

talk with Rafe. Rafe called himin; and his sister came too. Perhaps one of

t hem

m ght have an answer for him

Ari flushed and went silent. But Ayelet proved nore tal kative. Since she had
not

eaten any of the tainted bread, she had escaped the madness, though worry
about



her brother and her colony had set dark circles under her eyes and made her

j ump

at any sudden novenent.

"Why did you pass up the bread?” Rafe asked her

"Lohr said | was too fat,” the girl nuttered, her eyes downcast, her ful
cheeks

flushi ng awkwardly.

Rafe | ooked over at ben Yehuda, who shrugged, then took over the conversation
"Sweet heart, did Lohr ever say anything to you that—=

"I"ve been trying to renenber!” she cried. “You know Lohr: he's always qui et
about what he thinks. Do you think you can bring himback, himand the
l[ittlests?"

Rafe covered his face, massaging tenples with trenbling fingers.

I'"'mnot the one to ask. Rafe the weakling, with his smle for everyone, and
hi s

br oken nerve. Look what happened: Pauli takes off for the cliffs, risking her
neck because she knew | couldn't handl e that m ssion. What happens here? She
| eaves ne in charge, and the whole place falls to hell, or worse than hell
And

now t hose nmad bastard kids stole my son! Lohr, if | ever see you again..
Soneone shook at him and he | eapt up, his hand grabbing for the weapon he

al ways carried these days.

"Ch, ‘s'you,” he grunted, staring bleary-eyed at the tech who watched him from
a

wary distance this tine. Last tine he'd tried that, Rafe had caught hi m by

t he

t hr oat .
"Wha's it now?” he grunbl ed.
"Someone's coming in!” cried the man. Someone? It had to be Pauli! Thank God.

Tears came to his reddened eyes again. Rafe struggled out of his
unconf ort abl e

chair, stretched the worst aches fromhis spine, and hurried outside.

Noon light glinted off the reflective surfaces of canted wings as his wife's
gl i der banked and spiralled down toward the canp. Rafe started toward her
breaking into a shanbling run as he anticipated her turns and her |anding
site.

He was there as she touched down, staggered, and overbal anced into his arns.
For a nonent, Pauli's face retained the exultant grin she wore whenever she
managed flying time. Her body was taut, ready ... poised, seenm ngly, for

t akeof f

t he nonent she caught her breath.

Never love a pilot! he rem nded hinsel f. But the | ook on her face remn nded
hi m

just how easy he had found it to love her. But as he steadied her, pressing
her

agai nst his body, the exultation went out of her; and she clung to him Her
grief flooded out from her hands and the skin of her cheek to engulf him
"I"ve got answers for us,” she whispered. “Thorn's flying search, and he
shoul d

call in soon. He'll let us have the conputer fromthe caves, and all the
supplies we gave him"

Raf e strai ghtened up, one noment past the brattish inpulse that tenpted him
to

sob out his failure in his wife's arns. How tiny she was—and how brave! And
how

terribly he had failed her when she had trusted himto keep order. Well, he'd
kept sone order, but he had not been able to prevent the children from

fl eei ng,

or the madnmen from breaki ng | oose. Snoke still wound up in greasy trails from
some of the ruined donmes; crudely painted black noths still dripped down the



si des of many ot hers.

Al most as bad as the ruined worlds, he thought, choking back tears. No wonder
the kids fled us. They'd had a bellyful of adult “protection.” Hi s hands

ti ghtened on Pauli's narrow back and he drew on the strength that was the
greatest thing about her.

After a long nonment, she drew a shaky breath, and pushed free of him her
hands

fumbling, despite long fanmliarity, with the glider's harness until the w ngs
toppl ed from her back to the ground.

"Cet everyone out here,” she told him “Everyone, even the people who are

si ck—but not crazy enough to run wild if we take themoutside. 1'll speak to
t hem out si de the conmhut.”

Not a word of their child. Neither of them had ever been good with fine

wor ds:

nor had they needed that many words between them Now he could see grief

bl eeding her white, as it had bled himfromthe nonent when he | earned that
Lohr

preferred the wilderness to the adults who had nmurdered an entire race to
protect them

She stood waiting, the bright folds of her w ngs casting sparkles upon the
grimy

flightsuit that she had worn for the clinb, as people wal ked, hobbl ed, or
wer e

carried toward the central area outside the commhut. Then, wal king slowy so
t hat everyone could see that she was still alive, still sane, still there for
them she joined them

"I understand,” she began in a clear, quiet voice, “that some of you have
deci ded that we don't belong here. What | want to know is where you do think
we

bel ong? There aren't any ships, you know, to listen to us whine, and cone

t ake

us away—dnl ess, of course, you want to run the risk of the Secess’ finding us.
"Have you thought of what night happen, though, if our own people find us?
what

they'Il call us? howw're likely to be sentenced? Maybe some of you have,
because sone of you, | can see, think that the only thing left for us to do
is

die here."

She let the nunbling begin, rise, then peak in a few shouts of angry

agr eenent,

“How dare you?” she began in a breathless, angry voice that rose like w nd
bl owi ng across stone: cold and unforgiving and dangerous. “How dare you
suggest

that we |let ourselves die here? Wat sort of renmenmbrance is that of the
peopl e

we killed: to lose heart and die, and | eave their world a desol ation?

"I ask you, do you really think you deserve to die, and to forget what you've
done—what we've all done? An entire species is dead, killed by us to protect
our

children. And now our children are m ssing"—her voice crackled with

sar casm—and

some of you are probably whining that we ‘cannot interfere,’ or that the
ki ds—hildren, all of them —are smart enough to choose wi sely.

"I told you when we killed the Cynthians: we have to nake our own choi ces,
and

live with them We ... we the adults. That's what adults do. If we don't
shoul der the burdens, no one else will. But we cannot choose death for our
children, who've had so little of life."

"Where are they? Find them” Pauli heard people in the crowd begin to cry.
"I"ve got a man looking into it,” she assured the people. “Thorn Hal gerd.



He's

giving us the supplies we gave himbribed himwith—+o | eave us al one. G ving
themto us, because hunman children are | ost, and he cannot bear that any
child

suffer pain if he has breath to stop it. He's coming down now. | don't expect
you to love him But | do expect you to nake hi mdecently wel come. Because
hi s

first thought, when he heard that our children were lost, was to think how
best

to help us. Not to schenme how he'd wait till we'd killed ourselves off, then
contact the Secess'."

There was sone grunbling at Hal gerd's nane but, “Dammit, when ny son was

trapped

by stobor, Halgerd leapt in to save himand al nost died hinmself! 1'll nake
hi m

wel cone, if no one else will,” ben Yehuda called. He would, Pauli thought.
And

Dr. Pryor—for Alicia, he was the son she never had—at the Kwanzaa feast, she
had

taken two ears of corn, Pauli renmenbered. One was for the prom se of
chi |l dren.

But the other had been for Thorn. And Beneatha was probably too guilt-ridden
to

protest at all. Useful for now, Pauli thought, and her humility would

pr obabl y

last for at least five mnutes after any success they mght have in pulling
t hensel ves t oget her.

"I ask you: if we give up, what sort of a nenorial do we |eave for the
Cynt hi ans? What sort of |ife have we provided the children? And w thout them
what reason do we have to go on living?

"Now, ” Pauli went on, “those of you who weren't exposed to the tainted bread,
hal f of you formup into search parties. That's right: count off right now
The

rest of you, clean up that ness, and keep it clean! Get the people who are

wal ki ng wounded to help. It'll relieve their nmuscle cramps, just the way
danci ng

did in Earth's Dark Ages. And once this place is clean, you can all start
acting

i ke human bei ngs, not scared ani nal s!"

The trampl ed square swarmed wi th what | ooked |ike madness, but was far nore
pur posef ul .

"\What about the grain supplies?” Beneatha's voice was a shadow of its usua
hostil e self. Asking about the grain is a punishnent she has passed on
hersel f,

Pauli realized. She rose to her feet, starting to walk toward the woman who
was

still very ill. Her face was greeni sh, and she wavered perceptibly, even as
she

| eaned on the arns of two of the |ife-sciences people. But when Beneat ha
waved

Paul i back, she obeyed. At least | can give her nore dignity than she had up
in

the foothills.

"The grain? W aren't the first conmunity to | ose a year's harvest,’
sai d.

“But 1'll bet you a year's pay it's the last we | ose!” Beneatha refused to
subsi de. She nmet Pauli's eyes, her chin up, her jaw trucul ent as ever.
Paul i nodded respect at her and gave her the brutal truth. “We' d best burn
it,

once everything else is taken care of. I'msorry."

Paul i



"Not half as sorry as | am” Beneatha nurnured, turning away. “Not
one- quarter.
['"1'l have ny people get torches ready."

"It can wait for now,” said Pauli. But Beneatha had already left.
As the search parties set off, Pauli sank down on a bench, |eaned back
agai nst

the done, and blew into hands chilled even through her gloves. “There's got
to

be sonething hot to drink,” Rafe told her. “Probably fromlast night."

"It better be strong enough to fly by itself,” she said. “Thanks.” She pulled
out comuni cations gear, and shifted from frequency to frequency, sorting
through the calls of one party. If getting hot food into her was the best he
could do, he'd better go do it, he thought.

Legs coil ed under her like a child, Pauli was still rapt over the comgear
when

he returned, with clean nugs steamng in his hands. Hard to believe that that
fiercely scoming girl led an entire settlenment, or planned to wi pe out a

wi nged

race—er had | oved himand borne a son lost to themnow The famliar grief
twi sted his guts again.

She gl anced up and smiled at him preoccupied, but trying to hide it.
"I"'mtrying to raise Hal gerd,” she said.

"Way him rather than the others?” Rafe asked.

"Aside fromthe fact that he can cover nore ground than the others? He's got
Lohr's wi ngs, renenber? And his eyesight's naturally ... no, that's not
right;

he's nodified for keen sight and greater than normal strength. He can hold
out

the longest ... wait a nonent ... holding out!"

She |l eapt to her feet. “Ayelet!” she shouted at the adol escent who was hel pi ng
a

worman whose hands were still shaking to wipe red snmears of paint froma
curved
wal | . “Get over here!"

Ayel et bounded over.
"Lohr took all the littlests, did he? All of thenP"
"They're not here,” the girl agreed.

"That's what | thought,” said Pauli. She spoke into her conm “Yeager here.
Don't forget that the kids will be held to the speed of the slowest child
anong

them and they've got one with a bad linp."

" “Cillal” gasped Ayelet.

"What about her?” asked Pauli

"Lohr asked ne once if anything ... anything ... ever happened to him Ari and
I

shoul d | ook after ‘GCilla. W told himthat our father would help too, but you
know Lohr. He thinks we should do everything on our own."

"Did you prom se?"

" ‘Course,” said Ayelet. That was right, Pauli nodded to herself. She'd

t hought

t hat Ayel et and Lohr showed sone signs of pairing off. If it hadn't been for
Ari, when Lohr lit out for a hiding place, Dave m ght well have had to tie
down

hi s daughter.

Interference crackled and humred, shrieked up and down the scal e as Paul
homed

in on the one signal she had sought. “Thorn? Is that you?"

" Capt ai n?"

Pauli shut her eyes with relief, and Rafe tried not to grit his teeth. Hs
wfe



and the renegade were both pilots; snmall wonder they trusted one another

at

| east sonmewhat.

"Thorn,” she acknow edged. “Renenber that they've got very young children
with

them One of themlinps badly ... and is holding a child. They can't travel
t hat

far, not burdened that way, and not with an undisciplined crew= Yes, but

t hey

di sciplined thenselves well enough to stay alive in the burrows of WlIlf IV.
"There's searchers out too,” Pauli spoke into the comm Another wail of

static

drowned out Thorn's answer, or perhaps the clone had planned it that way.
"No, don't worry about it. |1've told themto expect that you'll be calling
in"

Orders weren't enough for born-humans, the captain had told Thorn during a

ni ght

that struck himnow as unreal as any stass-tank dream He had watched her as
she

sl ept, as he m ght have guarded one of his brothers. She could have had his
life, could have his obedience, for a nmere word; but she asked instead.

Per haps

he coul d give her nore than she asked for—perhaps even what she wanted: news
of

the children.

He scanned the ground bel ow him banking to investigate a stand of stubby
trees

in which a crew of children mght have hidden if there were no nore than five
of

them and none of those five was nore than four feet tall

Orders weren't enough. But she—he could only call her Pauli when those clear,
steady eyes of hers were on him and it was di sobedi ence to call her anything
el se—had ordered him join the search parties, seek out the m ssing children
Let me find them he begged, and realized he had | earned anot her word:

prayer.

He swooped still lower, the wind chilling his face even through the new beard
he

had grown, as he investigated a rockfield that began to slant upward toward

t he

foothills. He wanted to find them God, he yearned to find them to bring the
children, as a gift, back to the settlenent and win a wel come he coul dn't
even

i magi ne.

He had the food and the computer for them though those things had bel onged
to

themfromthe start. But the children! There was strength in Lohr, whom he
renenbered as a swarthy, too-thin youth, his eyes bleak with hatred and

cauti on,

hi s hand shaking on a gun far too large for any boy to use. He was stil

young

enough to cry, as he'd done after he knew that Ari would |ive and—thanks to
hi s

own qui ck work—so woul d Thorn

Thorn had never cried when he was Lohr's age. \What good would it have done?
He' d

only have been sedated and tossed back into stass while officers pondered
whet her or not his tears betrayed some instability in his whole group

There were younger children too: a frail girl who clung to Lohr whenever
possi bl e-his sister; and the captain's child too! Faces upon faces: it seened
hard to know that an entire city of faces awaited hi mand not one was his



br ot her.

But he had never failed in courage before. He banked again, and rose
effortlessly on the thermals. Lohr was |eading the children toward the hills,
was he? The |lad was no fool

Thorn scanned the terrain, grateful as he always was in action for his
augment ed

sight, his hearing that |let himdistinguish search party from search party,
static fromchatter, and nessages from..

From nusi c?

Thin and plaintively reedy, the sound of pipes floated up to Halgerd on the
danp

air. “Halgerd here,” he spoke quickly, crisply, ignoring the one gasp of
shock

he heard. “ls any one of your runaways a mnusician?"

"Lohr has pipes,” cane the answer. There—he heard the rnusic again, shrill,
even

i nfectious, coaxing the no-doubt exhausted children to struggle yet farther
up

the slopes, into safe hiding behind their |eader, who played to put new heart
in

t hem

"Then |I've got a fix on them” Thorn called, and gave out coordinates.

He gained altitude and flew over them trying to keep themin sight.
Abruptly,

however, the sun canme out from behind Cynthia's heavy slate clouds, and his
shadow flickered out over the runaways |ike a dark, elongated w nged creature.
He hissed in aggravation. “They' ve spotted ne!” he announced crisply, w thout
apol ogy (he didn't think that Captain Yeager had a stass tank to shut him

i nto,

much as he deserved it; and nerve induction was useless if you had no ot her
br ot hers who woul d share the pain your blunder had earned). “I'mgoing to
land. "

"Wait for us!” cane the deep voice Thorn renmenbered as bel onging to David ben
Yehuda. Interesting, he thought. That name cane from Ararat. The Hal gerd
menories woke in him Ararat was tough, and al nbst as proud a worl d—even

maki ng
al l owance for the fact that all the Alliance was rotten to the core—as Freki
Ben Yehuda ... he was one of the crew who had brought Thorn in. Wiy was he so

far from honme?

"Thorn?” came Captain Yeager's voice, softer and nore agitated than he had
ever

heard it.

"Do you see ... a fair little girl, about your coloring, who walks with a
definite linp? She mght be carrying a child in her arns."

Her child. Thorn renenbered when it had been born. He swooped | ower, and

wat ched

as Lohr forbade his tiny arnmy to flee. Instead, the boy turned and shook his
fist at the departing glider and its pilot. Damed good thing he didn't have
a

bl aster this tinme, Thorn thought. This time, he probably wouldn't have tried
to

m ss.

Children down there ... children of all sizes and all colors, though nost
wer e

still too thin, their bodies marked with the struggle to survive. A black
girl

there; there an Oriental youth; two or three children with col oring nuch |ike
his own ... he scanned the crowd of tired children, his nenories of the one

child Pauli nentioned (and her own) as clear in his mind as a ship in the
sights



of the arnsconp.

Even as he watched, the boy Lohr gestured the children to nove again,
ordering

them encouraging them and as the ragged, weary line started uphill again,
taki ng out his pipe and pl ayi ng.

Thorn veered away fromthe children toward the search party that approached
from

the settlement. If he was wi se, he would guide themfromthe air. But he was
afraid he was not wi se, not any longer; tenptation burned strong to | and and
wal k with the born-humans, as if he were one of them If they would have him
He

t humbed on his comm

"Hal gerd here again. |1've located the children. Yes, they're fine. Tired,
think, but in good order. Sorry. Yes, they spotted me. Lohr shook his fist at
me. But Cap ... Pauli? | didn't see the little girl. O your baby."

" ‘Cilla and Serge aren't with them” Pauli told Alicia Pryor, who |ay

pr opped

up to help her breathe. 1'mnot dying, she had told the nedcrew-and anyone

el se

who canme within range of her tongue, which was still scal pel -sharp, though
her

voi ce couldn't rise higher than a whisper. “Thorn will go in with the nearest

search party."
"That's wi se,” Pryor said. “The kids will respond best to people they trust."
"Do they trust any of us now?"

"Pauli...” Pryor's blue-veined hand covered the younger wonan's where it
rested,

clasped in Rafe's, on her blankets. “OF course they trust you! Wy el se

puni sh

you by runni ng away?"

"Per haps because they had enough of adult ‘protection,'” said Rafe, his voice
so

bitter that Pauli soothed himw th a gentle touch.
"Perhaps. But even if they run, they want to be found, assured they're |oved,
and brought back to safety.”
"But ‘Cilla,” Pauli whispered.
"I couldn't quite believe that she could make it into those hills,” Pryor
nused,
t hen began to cough
"Lohr woul d never | eave her behind. He adores her."
"And she adores him” said Pryor. “You renmenber when we evacuated everyone to
the hills, she knew she had to stay behind. My guess is that this tine she
knew
she couldn't march with the children
"What a dilemma for a frightened little girl! If she stays with her brother
she
ri sks sl owi ng down every child, perhaps risking their lives. But if she
remai ns

the canp is full of nadness; and there is a baby whom she feels she
shoul d
protect."
Paul i gasped. “Lohr may have suspected sonething. That's why he asked Ayel et
to
| ook after her."
Rafe unfol ded hinself fromhis chair. “Let's get Ayelet in here for a chat,”
he
remarked too quietly.
One of Beneatha's techs (whom Pauli had |last seen with her belly flaunted in
t he
green and gold splendor of a I ong robe) stuck her head in through the door



“We're ready to burn the grain,” she infornmed everyone.

"No!" cried Pryor. “Don't you dare! At |east not yet!” She broke into spasns
of

coughi ng that made her sink back against her pillows. Gently Pauli w ped her
lips.

"That's it! W were idiots. Pauli, help ne get up. Now"

The wonman still had an aristocrat's haughtiness, Pauli thought. It was

i nstinct

to obey her, to ease her fromher bed to stand on uncertain feet, then aid
her

to sit and to dress.

"You can't let themburn that grain now It's ‘Clla,” Pryor whispered
shallowy, to avoid coughing again. “Wat if she's gone to ground there?"

"Be sensible, Alicial The grain is contam nated. ‘Clla knows that."

"That child knows too dammed much! She knows that we'll |eave the grain

al one.

She al so knows she cannot jeopardize the life of every child in the

settl ement

by hol di ng them back—and that her brother will insist that she do just that.
But

she is clever, with that innocent face of hers; she sits ampobng adults day
after

day, and because she is quiet and she paints, they |let her pass by unnoticed."
Pauli leapt to her feet, heedl ess of the tears streaking down her face. “And
where she is..."

The life-sciences tech had sat down so quickly that Pryor reached for
anmoni ac

spirits. “For God's sake, don't pass out on us!” the physician ordered acidly.
"Those dones are ice-cold,” whispered the tech. “When the conputer failed, we
powered down the outlying storage areas. It's freezing cold there."

"W have to get there, before they torch the grain!” Pauli cried. She ran out
of

the clinic, her bootheels hanmering first on the floor, then on the icy snow.
She slipped and fell to one knee, recovering herself with an angry, inpatient
oath, then was up and racing toward the storage areas.

Beneat ha and sonme of the life-sciences and bio techs approached. Each of them
held a lit torch.

"There may be children in there!” screaned Pauli. “Hold off!"

Beneat ha' s unheal t hy, jaundiced color shifted to an even grayer tone despite
her

unmber skin. She hurled the torch to the ground, and ran for one of the domes.
"CGilla and Serge, God help themboth, Pauli thought as Rafe came up and tried
to

ease Beneat ha onto a bench, were hiding sonmewhere in those storage areas. She
probably woul d not cone out, not for any voice less |loving than her brother's.
But they had to try.

For what felt |ike hours, they shouted and called, trying to keep the terror
out

of their voices as they approached. ("CGet thermal blankets,” Pryor whispered.
“W've got hypothermia here ... | hope.")

Pauli reached to strip the seal fromthe door, but Beneatha pushed her hand
away. “I have to do it,” she said.

"Flyer incoming!” sonmeone shouted behind them

Thorn Hal gerd swooped down, banking and diving at angles that Pauli would not
have dared to try. Even as he touched down, he braced hinself, then |eapt
forward, running for the dome where he saw the npst peopl e gathered.

Dr. Pryor wal ked out to greet him her hands going, out, then dropping in the
nmonent before he understood she wanted to touch him Though his face was
reddened with cold, and tense fromthe effort of hours aloft, he managed a
smile



that fit even his eyes, which had al ways been unaccustoned to smling.
"We think that the little girl fled into one of the storage donmes with the

baby

Serge,” Pryor said; and that was all the greeting she gave him

Thorn nodded, then pushed past Pauli, his wings clattering and falling from
hi s

back in long, orderly folds. Rafe noved as if to bar his way.

"No,” said the pilot sinply, “you shouldn't go in there, and the captain
certainly should not. In case the news is bad, the ... the parents should be
spared at least having to see it first. Please let me do this for you."

As the door irised slowy, unevenly, he edged inside. Hs feet scuffed on the
dry floor. Then they heard grain sacks thud against the floor as he began a
search that was as arduous as it was thorough until that sound, and then al

ot her sounds, died away; and they renmai ned outside the dome in silence.

A baby's cry rang out, like rain after a |l ong drought. Pauli shivered with
relief. Tears ran over Rafe's face.

But Hal gerd's eyes were dry as he energed fromthe storage area. He had two
children in his arns, one a fiercely squalling Serge, hungry, dirty,
furious—and

totally beautiful. Pauli ran forward, |aughing and crying, to seize her
baby. ..

And stopped, even as she exulted at the weight of her son, grubby and snelly
as

he was, in her arns, at the way his arms clung and his head rubbed agai nst
her,

seeki ng her warnmth. Warnth, Pauli thought. The sunlight gleaning on Thorn's
bright hair and forgotten harness suddenly broke into rai nbows as tears
wel | ed

in her eyes once nore. For Thorn also held ‘Cilla. Her skin was waxen, her
eyes

shut beneath heavy lids and her long, |ong eyel ashes. She did not shiver, and
she barely breathed

"I was afraid of this,” Dr. Pryor nmurmured. “Her body heat kept the baby warm

until her tenperature dropped...” She touched the child' s wist and shook her
head. Wth a dreadful tenderness, she wapped ‘Cilla in blankets, then
gestured

at Thorn Halgerd to lift her once nore and carry her toward the clinic where
he

had been restored to life.

He set off with those long strides, but stopped abruptly. Pauli ran forward.
‘Cilla s blue eyes opened and she | ooked up at Thorn, with his hair the col or
of

grain, and the silver of his flying harness and wi ngs glistening where they
fol ded and qui vered over his back.

"I found you,” she sighed. “Were did you and Mther go? W |ooked all over
for

you, Lohr and I. We were so"-she yawned deeply, then choked once—not cold
now,

not scared."”

"No, never again,” said Thorn, his voice as hoarse as Pryor's.

The chil d gasped once again, and Thorn pressed her head agai nst his shoul der
with one big hand, then covered her fromhead to toe in the gl eam ng bl ankets
like a blighted chrysalis.

"Sweet God, here cones the search party,
t hey' ve

got the kids with them Keep Lohr away!” Her voice broke, then failed

al t oget her.

"That won't work,” Thorn said. “Wen | lost ny brothers ... he too nmust fee
t he

death for himto know that it's real.” He handed ‘Cilla over to Rafe, then

whi spered the physician. “And



wal ked slowy toward Lohr, unstrapping the flying harness as he approached

t he

taut, griny-faced boy.

Lohr gazed over at the tiny wapped bundle with a kind of frenzied control

t hen

| ooked at Thorn Hal gerd, who held out the glider on the pal ns of both hands.
“Here are the wings you lent me,” he told the boy. “I wish | could give you
back

your sister too."

Man and boy stared at one another, the w ngs gl eam ng between them Neither

| ooked away, or wept. Neither, Pauli thought, was old enough to weep, really.
The last tinme they had net, Lohr had saved Thorn's life, and had wept from
relief and confusion. This tine, Lohr was no longer a child, to cry freely,
nor

a man to weep (as Rafe was doing) for sorrow

For that matter, neither was Thorn

Finally, Lohr held out his hands, touched the wings lightly, then pushed them
back. “You keep them"

"I lost five brothers,” said Halgerd. “I still don't know which hurt worse,
feeling nothing, or feeling the deaths."

Lohr nodded.

"I have supplies up in the caves. W'll need them down here,” Thorn said, “to
hel p nmake this place run snoothly again. Perhaps when the weather is warner,
you

m ght conme with me to help carry the things dowmn. My own things, too. Wuld
you?"

Lohr nodded, a mere jerk of his head.

"Then take back your w ngs,” said Hal gerd.

"I don't knowif | ever want to fly again,” Lohr whispered, |ooking down at
hi s

feet.

"You will,” said Thorn. “I did."

He hel d out his hands again, so that the Iight could shimrer enticingly on

t he

wi ngs’ struts and nmetallic cloth and this time Lohr's hands cl osed over them
Ben Yehuda and his tw ns approached himat a run, but seeing the utter
dignity

of the boy, they slowed, then stopped, waiting for himto speak

"You woul d have taken care of ‘Cilla,” he told them “I know that.” He wal ked
over to Pauli as she stood, clutching her child, and gazed into its flushed
face, wi zened from scream ng. “You nust be ny brother now, since ny sister's
dead,” he told Thorn, then wal ked away fromthe children he had | ed. Thorn
Hal gerd fol |l owed. Man and boy headed toward the clinic. After several paces,
they fell into step.

PART |V Nenesis

(ten years after Planetfall)

Because | do not hope to turn again Let these words answer For what is done,
not

to be done again May the judgenent not be too heavy upon us Because these

Wi ngs

are no longer wings to fly But nerely vanes to beat the air The air which is
now

t horoughly small and dry Smaller and dryer than the will Teach us to care and
not to care Teach us to sit still. —4.S. Eliot, “Ash Wdnesday"
20

Ayel et sat nursing her aching back and the coms again. It was boring, but
comm

duty was for the conval escent, the crippled, or—as Dr. Pryor had decreed—the
pregnant, if she had any doubts at all about their health.



"Nothing's the matter with nme!” Ayelet had argued. “I feel fine, except early
in

t he norning, or when nmy back hurts. Nothing's wong with ne."

"Your age is against you,” stated the doctor, whose own age was show ng
badl y.

The skin had fined back fromthe el egant | ean bones of eyesockets and brows,
had

sagged in delicate folds on her slender neck. “Let alone the fact that you
wer e

mal nouri shed during puberty. And besides, what do we know of Lohr's heredity?
So

you're at risk in this pregnancy. That means that you'll do Iight work,
Ayel et ,

or so help ne—=

So help her, Pryor was likely to have Ayelet tied down, or, weak as she

her sel f

was, tie the girl down herself unless Ayel et obeyed; and Ayel et, Lohr, and
al |

their friends knew it. Wat was worse, Ayelet thought they'd probably help.

"When her nother was your age, she was in school,” Ayelet's father had backed
up

t he physician. “W hadn't even nmet. But when Ayelet and Ari ... well, when
she

was pregnhant, all the nedics said how young she was."

Ayel et had seethed inside. Her nother (whom she renmenbered as a quick kiss on
the hair and a breath of fragrance) was university-bred, nuch like Dr. Pryor
like her father, she had grown up with her eyes glued to a screen. Students
bred, born, and trained Iike that tended to put off marriage, |et alone
childbearing. It was different, instinctively she knewit, it was totally
different in a place like Cynthia and anong people like those who had becone
brothers, sisters, yes, and a husband to her, people who had scranmbled to
early

maturity while glancing over their shoulders lest a nortal eneny cone up
behi nd

them The urge to have sonething, soneone, of your own or to | eave some mark
behi nd you—she had tried to explain that to her father before she and Lohr
married. Tried and failed. Unlike her father, she hadn't the education to be
clever with words.

Now, once again faced down by that superior, frustrating el oquence, she

fl ushed.

At | east, when she was angry, she didn't feel |ike vomting.

"Dave!” Ayelet cried angrily. “You all nmake me feel like a weakling or a
fool ."

"Never mind your ‘Daves,'” her father had told her. “Just take care of

your sel f.

You're not a weakling, but if you endanger yourself or ny first grandson, you
will be a fool."

Grandson? Ayel et thought with a quiet, secret smle. Her first child, hers
and

Lohr's, would be a girl. It had to be a girl they could name ‘Cilla, after
t he
little sister Lohr still woke in the night to call for and cry over.

"What sort of a nanme for a ben Yehuda is ‘Cilia?” Washi ngton had teased her
once. Ari, who should have known better, joined in.

"We nane after the dead,” she had reminded him

"You woul d never be pernitted to name her that—+f it's a girl, and |I'm not
saying it is!—en Ararat."”

Ayel et had snorted. Ararat, her father's birthworld, was the second pl anet of
whi ch she had strong nenories. Very strong. Pungent, even. Her father had
married while studying off-planet; Ayelet and her brother had grown up in the



cosnopol i tan environnent of a university world (if not as rarefied a place as
Pryor's Santayana, New Trieste still was a child' s wonderland). Not I|ike
Ararat,

whi ch she remenbered chiefly for |oud voices and unpl easant scenes.

Her nmot her had |l asted a year or so there, then fled back to New Trieste.

“What

do you nean?” she renenbered her father shouting at a voice that belonged to
an

old man who | acked the courtesy even to show his face on the comms. “M kids
aren't dirty; they don't need to be purified.

"Never mind!” ben Yehuda had shouted. “I'mnot letting them be subjected to

t hat

stuff, not at school, and not fromyou. |I'll take themoff world. Yes, | know
it's exile. But we've usually been exiles, haven't we? Until, of course, we

| anded here and pronptly becane the oppressors we fled other places to avoid.
Wll, no thank you. My kids are tough, and I'mtough too. We'll manage j ust
fine."

And so they had. Managed. Not |ived, Ayelet thought. At first, she had mni ssed
her mother and her hone. Later on, though, she and Ari had understood their
own

honel essness. Being children, they had had to be content to follow their
father—their affable, splendidly conpetent father—fromworld to world. And

t hen

had come the war, years of enduring and wanderi ng.

Until they cane to Cynthia. This was her home now, hers and Ari's, even her
father's. He was ol der now, heavier than he had ever been, oddly breathless
and

tired at tinmes. Cynthia had taught themall a kind of patience. Lohr had

t aught

her and Ari nore: to fight, occasionally to rebel, and to use the rage she
often

felt but rarely dared express as a weapon in the struggle to endure the
terrible

days of Ari's sickness and the | ean days thereafter, when Lohr stal ked the
canp

as if his sanity had been buried along with his sister; and haunted Thorn

Hal gerd as if they had been born at one birth.

Those had been hard tines for Halgerd too. Like the rest of them he had
grown

very lean. Starving hinmself, Lohr shouted once, enraged at the man. Pl aying
martyr.

"Are you trying to finish off the deaths, join your brothers?” he had snarl ed.
To Ayelet's horror, Halgerd' s pale skin had flushed, his lean fists knotting.
Hal gerd wasn't just a clone; he had been augnmented for speed and strength. If
he

struck Lohr, he might crush his teeth or his jaw. |If he was angry enough

j ust

one bl ow m ght snap Lohr's spine; and Ayel et had al ready known she |oved him
But Thorn had unclenched his fists and turned away.

"That's the first tine you' ve been angry at any of us,” Lohr taunted him
"The second. Your captain saw me the first time,” Thorn had said, then turned

away. Ayel et knew he had wal ked about the canp rashly, a willing target for
anyone who wanted a scapegoat to strike down.

He and Lohr had been close those nobnths, so close—Don't you worry, |'m not
one

of his stupid brothers!” Lohr had snapped at her once with real venom That
friendship remai ned, even after Lohr and Ayelet married, and Ayel et conceived
Lohr's child. Gadually she accepted the idea of Halgerd as a friend. She had
al ways been patient: Halgerd was quiet, a gentle man who occupi ed nuch of his
time teaching the littlests to fly, and the rest of it on designing the



ultralights Beneatha called a risk to life and linb and a stupid waste of
resources. (As Lohr said, She would!)

Why had Thorn never married? Ro Econonus stared after himwhenever he passed
by.

He was handsone and consi derate, even shy, a conbination that nany wonen
considered irresistible. Perhaps he had been al one too | ong. Perhaps the bond
with his brothers had wecked himfor any other intimate ties. Besides, Lohr
told her, Halgerd was still little older in actual waketine than they

t hensel ves.

Wake up! Ayel et ordered herself. She stretched | aboriously, as did the child
she

bore. She patted her belly, exulting in the strength of her child s kicks.
Patiently she rearranged herself in a chair that felt like it had grown even
harder in the past five nminutes and adjusted a cushion to support the small
of

her back.

She gl anced at the nonitors. As she expected, there was nothing doi ng out
there

in Cynthia system No ... there was sonmething ... teasing her, way on the
edge
of reception ... she turned up the gain on the nonitors.

Soon her watch would be over, and then even Dr. Pryor couldn't refuse her a
chance at light work in the fields. Just let her try, Ayelet prom sed herself.
That flicker of light again! She froze. It wasn't chatter. It was a signal
She

turned up reception again, scanning all the usual bands, and nost of the |ess
common ones for good neasure.

It was a signal. The last time they had suspected Secess’ in-systemand got
Thorn out of the deal—-all but the eldest, the sickest, and the pregnant, God
dami t! were evacuated to the noths’ caves. W don't call them noths, not
ever;

they are Cynthians, Ayelet corrected herself. None of the children was

pernitted
to call the Cynthians noths; that was a racist termthat reduced sapient
bei ngs

to wi nged bugs. W have to remenber that they were people. How often had the
l[ittlests been drilled in that?

Well, even a year after their deaths, the Cynthians’ caves had reeked of nusk
and formc acid. By the end of the first few days of the evacuation, the
stink

of stale, terrified humans had been added to the brew There wasn't nuch
Ayel et

woul dn't do to escape ever having to deal with that stink again.

Signal or no signal, she determined, lower lip outthrust and jaw squared in a
brief rehearsal of the speech she planned to nake, she wasn't |eaving hone
again. This settlenment, provincial as her father mght find it, was hers; and
she was staying put.

For she knew that Lohr wouldn't |eave; and she wouldn't |eave him

The signal strengthened, grew focused, all chatter melding into one great
beam

of query directed straight at them

That was when Ayel et heard the first recognition code.

Lohr, her father, and her brother could shove it, she told herself. She
wasn' t

t hat pregnant (though she decided then and there that she'd exploit her
pregnancy if she had to) that she couldn't clinmb up to the caves. But Cynthia
col ony was her home. She wasn't |eaving. No matter what anyone said.

Anyone? \What about these invaders?

Recognition codes ... like all the littlests, the civilians, the officers,
and



the life-sciences people who were “none of the above,” Ayelet had had the rec
codes drilled into her

Query? she asked when the ship's librarian came in with the data on Cynthi a.
"Al'liance ID codes,” cane the librarian's opinion

"Al'liance?” she asked the conputer with the voice of a |long-dead librarian
"Yes, Lieutenant."

The panic button, red and taped down to the console, tenpted her. She peel ed
away the tape.

Again the comms exploded into life with lines and lines of codes. That had to
be

a ship! Theirs or one of the Secess'? She ought to hit the panic button now,
give the littlests a chance to evacuate.

But 1'm not |eaving here, she told herself, unusually truculent. This is hone.
Again the signal rose. It was getting closer and closer, as if whatever
tracked

t hem scorned standard search patterns. That signal knew they were here. Wich
m ght mean that the war was over, and that the Alliance had come—with
flourishes—+o rescue its lost children. But that was a story not even the
littlests would believe. Sure, the assured speed of the signal m ght nean an
Al liance ship.

O it could be betrayal: that Becker! Ayelet renenbered him all thoughts and
plots as he watched the littlests |ike they were beasts who m ght suddenly go
mad and | eap for him He might have changed sides; or soneone who knew him

m ght

have been captured and traded the knowl edge of Cynthia base for his life. O
her

life.

This called for decisions Ayelet knew she couldn't make. She took out her
commink, blewinto it, and spoke softly.

"Rafe, can you cone to Comm Central ?” she asked, sweating and ashaned because
her voi ce shook

Davi d ben Yehuda shouted out the final order and stepped back. Rafe chuckl ed.
Even fromhis hilltop vantagepoint, Rafe could see himfrown, and he
suspect ed

t hat ben Yehuda was swearing under his breath. Just |ast year Dave woul d have
shouted with rage if anyone suggested he take it easier. He was grizzled now,
and chest pains nmeant that he had to ease up on heavy |abor. The work crews
drew

breath (Rafe thought he could al nbst hear them suck in the air), |eaned on
their

ropes, and lunged forward, straining for each step, struggling against each
sl i de backward

As they pulled the ropes taut, the great tents rose, soaring higher than any
of

the dones thrown up in the settlenent's first seasons. That cluster had

gr own;

in the past ten years, the settlenent had al nost earned the name of town; and
thriving new famlies needed tenporary quarters. The tents would serve unti
nor e per manent housing could be contrived.

Sunl i ght gl eamed gol den of f the white, resistant surfaces of the tents,

spi ked

and vaned like flying creatures yoked, just for now, to the |land. They too
wer e

part of a harvest, just as surely as the fields that |ay beyond, bordered by
t he

brown river and the violent green of the ground scrub, ordered rows of anber
and

ochre, greens and golds, glistening violet all around their perinmeter from

t he

tiny repellors that protected their crops agai nst stobor



Even at this distance, Rafe could hear them faint as the white noise
generators

t hat eased human ears on the starships he was well content never to see

agai n.

O to think about. He shrugged off the nenory, then rubbed his hands through
hai r thinning now at tenples and brow

A shout drew his attention. At this hour of the day. many Cynthians, were
working in the fields; Rafe saw Beneatha, thinner than she had been, her

cl ose-cropped curls graying at the tenples, but her bony hands still enphatic
as

she directed her farnmers. This year, her fields would yield three separate
crops, spaced out over the grow ng season

Rafe grinmaced. It had taken nmonths of research and a good deal of shouting to
convi nce Beneatha that agroinfection of the crops with ice-m nus posed no
danger

to vital insects and wildlife (including those ubiquitous, seasona

nui sances,

the stobor). Their harvests had been | eaner then. Now, however, they would
never

again have to suffer a | ean season like the one they had endured the w nter

t hey
had torched the ergot-infected grain.
Al the settlers had gone short of food, the | eaders shortest of all. The

littlests’ faces had holl owed out until they al nost resenbled the wild
children

Rafe had first seen on board the old Jeffrey Anmherst. And despite Pauli's
qui ps

that it was definitely worthwhile to be pregnant, if only to be sure of ful
rati ons, he knew that she had been giving away her food. She had been gaunt

by
spring. Wien she miscarried, no one was really surprised. “l have other
children

to protect,” she had said, and gone off by herself, as she had done nore and
nmore in the past years.

After that winter, the spring's planting had been as serious as any battle,
Raf e

t hought as he stared out over the fields. H's imagination transformed themto
the fields of ten years past: nuch smaller and browner, new furrows gaping
like

wounds from which seeds and fertilizer seeped into the river every tinme it
rained—and it usually rained that sumer: so nuch so that once again they
feared

ergot and the madness it brought.

But the settlenment had escaped. As if in celebration, in trust that the bad
times were over that winter, at |east four of the younger wonen—and Paul
once

agai n—becane pregnant. Rafe had been furious at her and nore so at hinself,
but

“she wants to replace her child,” Dr. Pryor told himfirmy. “lIt's her

choi ce;

and frankly, | think it will be good for her.” Pryor too had worried about
Pauli's long silences.

The colony thrived, what remained of it. Rafe glanced over at the graveyard
t oo

large by far for his liking, yet thank God it was not |arger yet. Many of the
frailer settlers, those nost gravely affected by the convul sions, madness,
and

trenors fromthe ergot, had died in the | ean seasons before they could reap
their next harvest. Sone had been ol der peopl e whose skills the colony could
il



afford to lose; but too many of the others had been refugee children. Rafe
bl i nked away angry tears, as he always did when he thought of them Dammt,
t hey

hadn't had very nmuch of a life, had they? He sighed. At |east they had had
some

experience of trust and love to take with theminto the dark. ‘G lla, bless
her

heart, had proved that. If she hadn't hidden with Rafe and Pauli's son, whom
she

had snatched to protect, she mght still be alive today. Even during the
wor st

shortages, her grave, and then those of others, had al ways been strewn with
flowering plants.

The others? Pauli's voice floated up to him H gh overhead, the sky was ful
of

wi ngs: the next generation of Cynthians, wheeling and banki ng (and escapi ng
collisions by shrill cries and very narrow margi ns) as they practiced with
t he

gliders. Rafe grinned; his own son Serge was up there, only a bit younger

t han

Lohr had been the first tines he had flown.

Lohr folded his wi ngs and dived, straightening out in time to hear Pauli's
i ndi gnant shouts. He | anded, and she |linped toward himw th remarkabl e speed.
After she'd broken her leg in a gliding accident (who but Pauli would go

al of t

in high winds to shepherd a frightened child?), Dr. Pryor had warned her to

st ay

off it until it healed. But that was the autumm the physician's pneunonia
returned. For weeks she had been ill, and had never quite recovered, so Paul
promptly forgot her warnings. She had no tinme to lie, or sit idle, nor
patience

to del egate others to be hands and feet for her. At least, not for |ong.

She was up and prowling her settlenent as soon as she coul d hobble; and now,
she

never would | ose that |inp.

ol den light glinted off the netal w ngs, and pooled at the horizon, where

t he

sun was |lowering. Fields and sky echoed with voices and songs. These
Cynt hi ans

were alive, and they were making their world richer for their presence.

Pl ease

Cod, let this serve as our atonement, Rafe prayed, as he prayed every day for
years. Not even Pauli knew he had started praying.

Certainly the past ten years seemed to prove that Cynthia had finally decreed
that the past was past; and that the stubborn, guilty humans were the

pl anet's

children now. That, at |east, was what sonme of the gentlest of the settlers

t hought —-and what Rafe | onged to believe.

At | east, though, the children no | onger |ooked down at the ground, follow ng
their el ders’ exanple. Many flew now, true to the heritage Pauli insisted

t hat

they remenber. Farmers they were: that nmuch was true. But Pauli forced them
to

renenber an older truth: theirs had been a tradition of flight, of faring
from

star to star, whether any of them would ever see a starship again.

But this was a good life now, wasn't it? he pleaded at his nenories. They had
a

fine life, now, purged of war, of vanities, or hunger, and full of productive
wor k which enabled a nan to see his own rewards. Even the feral children who



had

tried to run away had flourished into a uni que harvest: Lohr was a capable
ai de

to Pauli now, and an assistant to Thorn Hal gerd, off by hinself once again,
testing the ultralight craft he hoped mght |let themcross the storny
Cynt hi an

seas and explore other continents. He was happi er al one, Lohr said, happiest
of

all while working on his designs for the ultralights. Ben Yehuda said his
wor k

was brilliant: unsurprising, if one rem nded oneself of Thorn's rea

fat her—taureate, renegade, and their friend Alicia' s old |over.

The alarm from Rafe's comuni cator buzzed inperiously, and Rafe started. It
had

been nont hs since anyone had chosen that particular signal to sunmon him He
activated the device and heard Ayel et's husky voice. “Rafe, can you cone to
CommCentral ? Bring Father ... and the captain.” Ayelet's voice was

hi gher-pitched than usual, and Rafe didn't think he'd heard her call Dave
“Father” or Pauli “captain” for years.

"What's the matter?” he asked, but know edge began to turn his hands and

bel |y

chill. Wen the cold crept up to his heart, he would be wholly frozen, he
suspected. But it was right. It was tine. He started down the hill, Ayelet's
plaintive voice floating in the clear air of his hone.

"W've got ship signals.”

Al nmost the sane nanme as before, even. Gods. Ayelet thunbed comunications to
record the transmi ssion, and held her breath to listen for the nunbers and
code

series that nust surely foll ow

If the codes weren't right, they were all dead.

She thinned her lips and hit the panic button, then wi nced as she heard the
sirens hoot across the settlement. That would ground the fliers, pul
children

fromtheir play, adults fromtheir duties or their rest, and send them
seet hi ng

into their evacuation groups by the nunbers. The only people who woul d be
spar ed

the clinmb would be those too sick to wal k. And ne, Ayelet thought. And ne.
The nunbers flickered, then marched across her screens. So the war was really
over? She'd believe it when Rafe and Pauli and her father confirned it. And
meanwhi |l e, she'd give the settlenent the tinme it needed to flee, just in case
this was a trick.

Rubbi ng her | ower back again, Ayelet settled in to wait. Adult that she was,
wi fe that she was, and nother that she was about to be, neverthel ess, she had
called for hel p—fearful of a chancy universe, well taught from her years as a
r ef ugee.

The door irised to adnmit Pauli Yeager, running despite the linp that made her
| ook ol der than her years. As its panels shrank back into place, an arm
forced

them apart, and Rafe thrust hinself inside, followed by her father, and
severa

others of the adults who really ran the colony. Ayelet shivered with relief,
then forced herself (despite a back that ached nore and nore every day) to
sit

al nrost at attention. The |ast thing anyone needed was for her to cry.

( ... “Don't cry, Ayelet, Ari. The captain knows what he's doing. W can
outrun
that ship ... no, that salvo mssed us, and in a mnute or two, we'll Junp

renmenber, Junp is strange, but you can make it. Just one nore tine ... “)



Just one nore time, Ayelet thought. One nore tine to sunmon her courage and
t he

stolid silence that had lifelong proved to be her best defense. Her father
had

al ways told her, “You can nmake it just this once nore,” and he had al ways
been

ri ght.

But even he had never faced this.

Still, years of love, security, trust ... yes, and continued surviva
made

her smle at him

"Just one nore tine,” she shaped the words with dry lips. Even now, that won
a

twisted smile fromher. ("Be my big girl. Don't showthe littlests how scared
you are.") Dam, the old trick still worked!

The door ground back. Damage there, Ayelet thought, as the panels sagged,

t hen

forced thenmsel ves open again to admt Lohr, who supported Dr. Pryor

"I relieve you, Ayelet,” Pauli Yeager spoke formally, as she rarely did these
days. Her voice returned Ayelet to the security of her brief childhood after
t he

flight across hostile space to Cynthia. Once they were settled downworld, a
wor d

from Captai n Yeager neant unquestioned reassurance. A small hand patted her
shoul der, and “Good t hi nki ng” made her tingle with pride for an instant. The
captain slid into the place she vacated and studied the record of
transmi ssi ons.

"Message incom ng,” Ayel et warned, and watched the ol der woman nod. Her
fingers

tapped and she whistled under her breath while decrypt puzzled it out. “What
are

t hose damed codes?” she nuttered. Then her brow cl eared and her fingers

bl urred

on the comm as she sent back recognition codes that surely must be ten years
obsol ete. Rafe | eaned over her, one hand on her shoul der

"I know, Rafe,” the captain said hoarsely. “But |ook at the codes they sent.
They don't just know soneone's out here; they think it's us, or soneone |ike
us.

One of them damed seedcorn dunps. And if they don't know the codes— she
shrugged.

Pauli muttered to herself, then, experinmentally tapped out a number sequence.
Static erupted, faded then solidified. She nodded to herself.

"Ayel et,” asked Captain Yeager, “would you care to do the honors?"

Terror, buried all these years, bubbled to the surface and threatened to

er upt

in childish wails as, once again commlights flashed on her board. Though
Paul i

Yeager’ words had been phrased as a question, Ayelet knew that they were an
order. She drew a deep breath ("Yes, | amFather's brave girl, and yours ..
and

my own, damit!" and punched for audio.

"Cynthia, is that you? This is Anherst I1..."

Behi nd them the door began to slide open again.

"Keep themout!” Rafe had a sudden vision of yelling children, though these
children, even now, were likelier by far to go silent and prepare to fight to
t he death.

Pauli | ooked up at him her eyes so bright that Rafe rai sed work-stained
fingers

to brush something shiny from her cheek

"l remenber that voice,” she announced in a harsh voice. “It's Becker



Becker.

The marshal . Renenber hinP"

"He left us here,” Rafe nodded. “Lousy survey, barely enough equi pnent, and a
ship's bay full of kids—and he left us here with fine words about our maybe
being the | ast generations of humans to survive with their genes intact. Let
ne

get ny hands on him and his genes may be the only thing of his that 1"l

| eave

intact. And that won't be for lack of trying."

"The war's over, he says,” Pauli breathed. “And now he's come—

"To fetch us?” Pryor whispered, then coughed, and bent doubl e coughing

har der .

Lohr tore hinmself fromthe green-lit comm screens |ong enough to fetch her a
cup

of water.

"You' re good at mmking us take our medicine,” Ayelet heard himsay. “You
shoul d

take your own advice.” Pryor muttered sonething rueful and profane back at
hi m

and, despite the time and pl ace, Ayelet grinned.

"That, or bring others to join us. Secess’ types, maybe. Look at this!” Paul
cried. “The Amherst I1's crew. The roster lists their homeworlds: equal parts
Al'liance, Secess'—and Earth."

She | ooked up, and for a nonment Ayel et saw the young, eager Pauli Yeager who
had

visited the refugees on board the old Amherst so many years ago: the hot

pil ot,

enraged by the sacrifice of a ship, who took the time to speak kindly with

t he

littlests even when they sensed how angry she was that anyone coul d abandon
people like that. It nade themlike her, talk about her, dream about being
like

her, even now. But no one, not even the captain, ever had dreamed of contact
with Earth again.

Paul i bent over the conputers, punching up a course, running her hands

t hr ough

her hair, close-cropped for practicality though she rarely wore a hel net or
any

type of headgear now, and muttering to herself in a pilot's trance of

calcul ation as she saw trajectories formand flatten on the screens.

"Can't land there,” she told the screen. Her fingers danced, and the
trajectories curved again, and the machi nes beeped to indicate a course

| ocked

in.

"We' || be in voice contact within minutes,” she said. “Best get everyone out
of

t he way."

"Do we evacuate?” Rafe asked, |ow voiced. “The groups are ready to nove."
Paul i shook her head. “They need to be here to see,” she told him *“You
renmenber, |ove. We discussed it. There can be no extenuating circunstances.
No

exceptions. I'Il clear the I anding area.”

She punched the panic button. Once again, the siren shrieked |ike the very
throat of hell, then was replaced by Pauli's cal mvoice

"Cancel evacuation, but clear the area. | repeat, clear the area. W have a
shi p

i ncoming. Duty crews should stand by with fire extinguishers and await ny
orders.”

She rose and |inped out the door before it had struggled hal fway open, and
Raf e



foll owed her.

That dammed ground, scrub! and they had fields to protect. Had Ayelet been in
the captain's place, she would have forgotten the fires that a | andi ng m ght
spark. How woul d she, Ari, and Lohr ever renenber all the details that Paul
had

mast ered? Be patient, Ayelet told herself and glanced at Lohr

But for once he neither smled nor | ooked at her. He had on the expression

t hat

Ayel et privately called his “scenting danger” took, a blend of fear

i nstinct,

and cunning raised to the I evel of tactical planning. He had one arm about

t he

doctor, who sagged agai nst himand | ooked ol der than Ayel et had ever seen
her .

She blinked, shook her head irritably, then seened to twitch, all except her
[ eft hand.

"I'"l1l be all right,” said the physician, but her speech was slurred.

Lohr stared at her, his dark eyes cynical

"I have to be there for them” she insisted. “Lohr, don't nake ne beg—
"We'll all go,” said Ayelet, shutting dowm the comm No need to stand a watch
agai nst | anding ships now. After a lifetinme of running and hiding, for once,
she

i ntended to stand her ground.

The Amherst 11 descended in a wildness of light and sound, a w eathing of
snoke,

agai nst whi ch masked settlers rushed with fire extinguishers to protect their
| and—+f not their skins. The ship's sides had been sl eek once, but now showed
scars and the too-worn contours of a ship better suited now for sal vage than
starflight. Its markings were strange: the sigil of Earth superinposed over
what

| ooked like the enmblemof the Alliance. Snoke and foam w eathed about that
too-raki sh hull. Then the settlers stood back, a ramp slid down—

And out wal ked the Security Marshal Becker who Ayel et renenbered: ol der,

sl ower,

but just as watchful as she remenbered fromthe days before they | anded on
Cynthia. Follow ng himwas a strange, wiry brown man who wore a bl ue uniform
t hat she had never seen before. Then canme many ot her crewnenbers, dressed in
a

pat ched assortment of flightsuits that could be called uniforns only because
they bore the sanme insignia worn by the brown man, nodified by various

enbl ens

t hat Ayel et understood neant various ranks and specialties. She al nost

t hought

she renenbered which were which

Despite the fear that clawed at her, how wonderful it was to see new faces,
faces froma hundred worlds, Secess’ and Alliance together. Ayelet's eyes
filled. The war was over. Crew from Al liance and Secess’ alike wore those new
mar ki ngs over their old uniforms. It gave them a type of kinship. What was

t hat

line fromone of her father's old plays? "O brave new world, that hath such
people in't."

Were they the brave new world, though, or were the newconers? Their

expr essi ons

didn't seemto match Ayelet's exultation, now that her fear had turned to

j oy.

Gradual ly that joy cool ed. She had been right about the kinship anong the
newconers; wong, however, in attributing it to their unifornms. Wat really
made

them | ook akin was their expression, the strained | ook of veterans-forced to
t he



limts of their understanding: that and the well-kept weapons they held
trai ned

on the settlenent.

Ayel et turned instinctively to |l ook for her settlenent's |eaders. Surely the
captain would shout an order, and this stranger-crew would lay its weapons
aside; or Rafe would smile, and say sonmething tactful. But even as Ayel et
wat ched, Rafe and Pauli approached the ship and its tense, heavily arned
crew.

Li mpi ng slightly, Pauli Yeager |agged behind her taller husband, who turned
to

wait for her.

They had changed into their flightsuits. Even those durable synthetics were
faded and much creased after the nmany years they had been fol ded away from
bugs,

vermn, fresh air, and light. After the many years of sparse rations and
spar ser

| ei sure, the old uniforms sagged. Neither of them wore weapons but Paul
carried

what | ooked like a recorder tucked beneath one arm

As Marshal Becker and the brown man wal ked down the ranp, Pauli drew herself
up

and sal uted. Tears ran down her cheeks.

21

"They know you. So you go first,” the thin, brown nan, whose three nanes,
Anory

El i ot Neave, lettered across his chest betrayed |ineage as nuch as the sigi
he

wore, told the Alliance marshal. Noddi ng brusque thanks, Becker strode down
t he

Amherst's ranp before the snoke from ground cover ignited by the ship's

I andi ng

could spin away to nothing. The woman behi nd Neave hinself, a tall, pale

Vi rago

from Abendstern, hissed under her breath as Neave gave himthe precedence.
But

she was as well trained as the other Secess’ in the mxed crew, and neither
fidgeted nor protested, not by so much as an indignant, choked-off “Sir!"
Even the snoky air was better than that on board ship, Neave thought as he
wat ched Becker blink through the thinning snoke. He was probably trying to
recogni ze in the small, shabby crowd circling the ship the people he had left
here: Project Seedcorn. The Secess’ woman's eyes bored into his back as they
had

for the entire trip.

Only the Secess’ training—and the Alliance' s-had kept former enenies from
tearing apart the ship they now shared. The Secess’ had enphasized mlitary
virtues. And the Alliance, of necessity, had stressed discipline. Both sides
had

succeeded far too well. That was why the damed war had dragged on for so

| ong,

sl aggi ng planets, and gutting stations, and exiling Earth from her own.

Only exhaustion had finally allowed Earth forces to break through the

bl ockade

and regain an ascendancy that was as much noral as military. Renenbering the
first coded nessages that announced Earth's rel ease, Neave blinked hard once.
I f

need be, he would blane it on the snoke.

Earth had seen the end of the bl ockade as freedom but it had quickly turned
to

care. Wth production lines in place, a popul ation undi m ni shed by a war that



relied as nuch on attrition as planet-slagging, Earth was in a position to
dictate ternms to the exhausted conbatants, who—after nmany years of
rebel I i on—+turned back to the nother world with a relief that they fought not
to

show. As if they were runaway children, relieved at the approach of adults.
What, Neave asked hinself, would they think if they knew how scared we were
when

we saw what they had done?

I mperceptibly he tried to shift his shoulders, to ease the ache in them H s
spine felt as if sone denon interrogator had beaten each separate vertebra
with

a particularly hard club. 1 amtoo old to hop fromworld to world, danmt
What could Earth do for these returning prodigal s?

Never mind Earth. What can | do? It wasn't for a strong spine or iron nerves
t hat he had been included on this mssion, a fifty-year-old smling public
man

who was neither that smiling nor that public, if the truth be known. A
Franklin

party menber in phil osophy as well as in politics, Neave had hel ped argue for
a

speedy reintegration of both sides into a systens-w de government. God hel p
us

all, he thought as he had thought every day since accepting this assignnent.
A

pragmati st with a sense of ethics. Pragmatist that he was, he could
under st and

why such a person m ght be val uable. The only problem was that he was the
only

such person of sufficient tact and seniority, and that he hinself nust bring
t he

news to worlds isolated (some |acking ships with Junp capability, others
actual l y—+t was hard to believe—pl anet-1|ocked) by a generation of conbat

wi t hout

being killed as the nmessengers of ill fortune by militant holdouts. Still, it
had been his duty; and he had agreed—ust as they had known that he woul d.
And then, Becker had reveal ed his doonsday plan, this Operation Seedcorn
Unli ke many of the strategies he'd heard of, this one had even held a
derent ed

sort of promi se. For one thing, it was nonviolent; and part of the Franklin
party's political agenda was a highly pragmatic pacifism You didn't fight,
not

fromsome |ofty principle of nonviol ence, but because you'd already |ost nore

than you could bear. Earth ... Earth was weary, drained after a generation of
what ampbunted to siege. As for the groups that called thenselves Alliance and
Republic ... perhaps our pacifism goes deeper than combn sense, Neave had

t hought the first time his ship stood off fromone of the slagged worlds.
He had insisted on an orbital flight: soneone, he declared, had to witness.
Had

they gone closer to investigate, he learned, the entire crew would have had
to

undergo the painful, humliating rituals of decontam

And he had enough trouble with that crew already. Politics and safety decreed
a

m xed crew for Becker's pickup mission: and a very nmixed crew it was,
intimdated by vague threats to believe that not even God woul d hel p anyone
from

the Alliance who picked a fight with a citizen of the forner Republic, or
hoped

to, by calling them Secess'.

It had not been an easy trip for Neave. The others were regular mlitary,



veterans with the strongest possible opinions on shiphandling and tactics,
and

who barely controlled those opini ons when Neave ordered the weapons systens
di sabl ed. But it was hard on the regulars too, who were forced to live and
stand

wat ches with the very people whomthey had tried to kill before the Arm stice.
Now it was going to be hard on the marshal who found hinmself faced with
peopl e

he had marooned and given the conmand: “Live and be human.” After all, he had
told themto be human, and humans weren't all that forgiving, now were they?
I't

remai ned to be seen whether this group would wel cone Neave or throw rocks at
hi m

"You must renenber, |adies and gentlemen.” In the best Franklin style, Neave
had

harangued the ill-assorted, ill-at-ease crew on board Amherst Il each tine
someone quarrelled. “W nust all hang together, or assuredly we will all hang

separately."

Now, he would have to bring the glad tidings to yet another group

It had been a hard trip, always waiting for the other shoe to drop, or the
ot her

crewnenber to swing, or the other ship to shoot. He hadn't felt especially
nobl e, the way peopl e who used passive resistance were supposed to. In fact,
he

had been conscious of a furious irritation He—and Eart h—aere bei ng used, he
suspected, by factions whose weapons had scared theminto tenporary
cooperation

So, for now, they would try it his way Then, once their fear subsided, they
woul d probably revert.

As a Franklin, he wasn't averse to fighting, much though he preferred
negotiations; it was just that it hadn't worked during the bl ockade ... and
he

had been assigned to this ship. In order to survive, nost citizens of Earth
had

submitted thenselves to the type of discipline that allowed a man |i ke Neave
to

wal k unarmed anong warring parties: it created a noral, rather than a
mlitary,

ascendancy. O so he hoped.

Bef ore he had been pried fromhis university with the damabl e direct
conmmi ssi on

that put himin charge of veteran officers and a scar-sided ship, he had been
a

schol ar whose passion for mlitary, political, and legal history made himthe
perfect victimwhen his superiors | ooked for someone di spassionate to draft
for

thi s assi gnnment.

"Anyone who wants this job deserves to get it!” he had protested, and been
told

that his reluctance only indicated how well suited he was to his new role as
conmi ssioner. Wonderful: he had used that line himself to inveigle people
onto

uni versity conmttees, and never had realized how obnoxious it was.

He missed his university, his library, his peace. A generation |living under
bl ockade had been a generation turned i nward: when Neave thought of

expl orati on,

he thought to explore the mnd and spirit, not a galaxy barred to him by

ar med

ships ... yet here he was, commandi ng just such a ship. Ohers would fly it,
and



fire—better yet, not fire—the weapons; Neave's job was to weld a fragile
accord

into a lasting peace, reconciling Alliance and Secessionist into one
human—and

one humane—gover nnent before there was nothing left to govern, and before the
only peace that could be expected was the silence of slagged and wasted

pl anets.

Accordingly, the wonman behind him seniornmost of his Secess’ staff, would not
push forward, indignant that a man of the Alliance had been granted

pr ecedence.

Nor would the Alliance marshal take advantage of it. If Earth had been
appal | ed

by the war, so had the worlds who fought it. That was Neave's only hope: that
former enemies would prefer Earth rule, Earth protection, to the desert they
had

made for thenselves. It seened to work for now.

So far, so good, thought Anory Neave, who had | earned to be thankful for
smal |

nercies. He started down the ranmp hinself, slowy, so he mght examine the

t hin,

wary peopl e who nade up Becker's QOperation Seedcorn on this world.

For civilians and refugees who had farned, not fought, during the |ast
sui ci dal

war years, they weren't nuch, Neave thought. They | ooked as mnuch Iike
vet er ans

as his crew. Many of the adults were still of an age to be in the service,

t hough all but the man and worman headi ng toward Becker wore drab civilian
gear.

But the eyes on them especially the youngest! They glittered, flat,

unr eadabl e,

al nost ophidian. Barely out of their teens, nmany of the settlers watched the
ship, not with the excitenent or relief Neave had hoped for-here are your
rescuers! —but with suspicion. Their hands tw tched near belts bare, thank
God,

of si dear ns.

Neave caught the eye of a thin, dark man, barely nore than a youth. As soon
as

t he boy perceived hinself observed, he jerked up his chin and | ooked away.
Don' t

trust us, do you? he asked silently. If | had been dropped here on Marshal
Becker's bare word, | doubt. I'd trust us either.

"Li eut enant Yeager?” he heard the marshal greet the woman in uniform a worn,
saggi ng outfit she nust have saved for years against just such an occasion
Smal |l and alert, and browned from years of weathering, her eyes gazed at the
ship with such I onging that she nmust have been a pilot, Neave concluded. Wth
really remarkabl e discipline, she turned fromher |oving scrutiny of the
ship's

lines to Marshal Becker

"Where i s Captain Borodin?"

"The captain ... he died our first season here,” said the woman. Her voice
went

hoarse, and she glanced up at the nman at her side. He nodded encouragenent,
and

she smled faintly.

She's still young! Neave realized, and sighed at the weariness that her voice
and gl ance betrayed. She |inped forward, and her eyes flicked over himin a
brief, shrewd exam nation. Then, again, she turned her attention back to
Becker.

He, at |east, was soneone she remenbered

Interesting, Neave noted, that she | ooked at nothing for very long, |east of



Zilthe newconers. He tried to catch her eye again, and noted how she fl ushed
?ggked away, as if frightened or ashamed. Two children ran up to her and the
gzgide her, clutching themby the legs. Gently the woman di sengaged their
gahpiodded at a heavily pregnant worman little nore than a girl herself to

t ake

t hem away.

Bl ess you, child, I'mnot your eneny, he thought at her earnestly.

"Since | was next in chain of conmand,” the woman said, “lI took over ... as
best

I could. | have the captain's log here for your exam nation. May | present
Raf e

Adans, |ieutenant—ife Sciences? You may renenmber him?” said Lieutenant—no,

better call her Captain—Yeager. It was always better, Neave thought, to assign
a
hi gher rank to a stranger. And this thin, strained wonan would require gentle

handl i ng.

"I ndeed, | do. You' ve all done well,” said Becker

Had t hey? Though many of the adults and all of the many children (who had
constantly to be kept away fromthe ship, the skin of which was still burning

hot from decel erati on and | andi ng) | ooked fit and hale, there were others—+two
or

t hree | ooked notably weak. One man with enornous shoul ders bal anced on

crut ches;

he was m ssing a foot. And there was even one el derly woman, |eaning on the
arm

of the angry, dark young man whose gaze had chal |l enged him Neave coul d

al r eady

sense the restl essness of his nedcrew, who would probably put her in sick
bay' s

i ntensive care unit as soon as they got their sterile hands on her

The settlement bore signs of fresh construction. One point in their favor.
Acres

of thriving fields stretched out behind it down to and al ong the

ri ver bank—anot her point. But then there was a brown stretch of fallow ground
heavily dotted with crude nmarkers and flowers. Neave counted the graves and
tightened his lips. "I had not thought death had undone so many," a line from
an

old verse flickered across his nenmory in ironic confort. Too many dead for

t he

col ony whose records Becker had showed him with its conpl ement of young
adul ts

and children. This world of theirs |ooked friendly, even kind. Yet the

graveyard

was full. Wiat had happened here?

But the Yeager woman was speaki ng agai n, shaking her head agai nst Becker's
words. “Beggi ng the marshal's pardon, but we have not done well. W have
nerely

done the best we could.” She took a deep breath. “lI have added to Captain

Borodin's 1 og. And kept records of ny own. An inquiry, you could call them
Here

they are.”

The tall nan, Rafe Adans, gasped. “Pauli, you never told nme..."

She hushed himwith a glance that told Neave that these two were very cl ose.
Hw

husband, Raiford Adanms,” she said, explaining.
"Secrets, Rafe? Conmand responsibility.” Her voice took on the singsong of



menorization. “'Upon the receipt of charges or information that a nenber of
hi s

conmand has committed an of fense puni shable by the code, the conmander
exercising imrediate jurisdiction over the accused will make, or cause to be
made, prelimnary inquiry into the charges or the suspected of fenses

suf fici ent

to enable himto nake an intelligent disposition of them...
"Pauli, for God's sake!” the man called Rafe blurted She hushed himw th a
hand

that, though callused and scarred, was very snall.

The peopl e behind began to mutter, and Becker gestured nore quickly, nore
urgently, than any subordi nate should to his commander. Neave hastened the
rest

of the way down the ranp.

"Comm ssi oner Neave,” said Becker. “May | present Lieutenant—er is it
Capt ai n?—Paul i Yeager ?"

"Sir,” the woman drew herself up and saluted. At Neave's gesture—he still was
ill-at-ease anong the spit and polish of mlitary ritual s—she relaxed into

t he

slightly crooked stance enforced by the fact that one of her |egs was shorter
than the other, probably froma badly heal ed break

Then her glance fell on the insignia he wore. “Earth,” she breathed. “Then

t he

bl ockade's down. "

Neave nodded, answering the question she left unasked. “W survived the war
intact, and now—-

"And now you' ve cone to take us all back into the fold, have you?” To Neave's
ast oni shment, the plain, brown woman's eyes ki ndl ed, and her hands tightened
on

the records she had offered Becker. “Reunite the human race now, and clean

up,
is that it?"
"Pauli, don't lose it now, " said Rafe.

"I"'mnot going to, Rafe. So nmuch for your seedcorn, Marshal Becker. You
didn't

really need us, did you?"

Becker shrugged. “At the tine, we saw no other options."

The fight went out of the woman, and she held out the documents, not to
Becker,

but to Neave.

"Then | take it, sir, that you represent authority here. Accordingly, | mnust
present the results of ny investigation to you and to your |egal officer."
He was not a soldier, had never been a soldier; and he knew he was m ssing
somet hing. “Why the legal officer?” he asked. “I should think that you m ght
need nedical officers nore right now.” He gestured at the frail woman who
staggered toward them supported by the young man.

"She was ny chief nedical officer,” Pauli Yeager murmured, distracted. “Her

anti-agathics gave out. If you could help her ... but don't distract nme, sir.
I

need your |egal officer because"—again came the tone of rote | earning—= ‘no
charge shall be referred to a general court-martial for trial until it has

been

referred for consideration and advice to the staff judge advocate or |ega

of ficer of the convening authority.’”

Neave | ooked around quickly. Some of the settlers had started forward, their
hands rai sed. Neave's own guards hastened down the ranp, sidearns drawn to
protect him

"It's not fair!” shouted the man on crutches, who lurched in his haste to

dr aw

closer. An Earth officer blocked his path. “Becker, you dropped us on a world



where survey had done a half-assed job, assuming it |ooked at Cynthia at all,
with limted supplies, and no transportation. ‘Fend for yourself,’ you told
us.

‘Keep alive; you're our only hope,’ you said. How could we know. .."

"Know what ?” Becker yelled back, goaded into anger in front of his conmander
and

his former enem es.

"That Cynthia was inhabited!"

"Was inhabited,” gasped the nedical officer who waved aside offers of help
from

her own people and Neave's staff to stagger between Pauli Yeager and Rafe
Adarns,

whose grip, when she would have fallen, aided her to her knees.

"You're a perceptive man, Conm ssioner,” she gasped in a voice that would

have

been cultivated if there had been any life to it at all. “You recognize
anger .

They have a right. You see, we were left here, told to be human, remain
human—and now, along you conme ... the war's over, you say. W'll unite
humani ty, "—she gasped for breath, her pale face turning whiter than Neave
t hought anyone could turn and still live—~but not us,” she bent her head.
“ Not

us."

"CGet her inside,” the Yeager wonan snapped the order at the young man and the
heavily built, pregnant woman who stood cl ose beside him

But when they tried to lift her, she fluttered one hand at them warning them
off. “Have to ... stay,” she gasped.

If this went on nuch |onger, Anory Neave truly thought that they m ght need
anot her marker in that too-large graveyard. | haven't come all this way to
die

of curiosity, he told hinmself. Mitiny, assassination, or war, perhaps. But

not

curiosity.

He stared at the wonan standing in front of him proffering whatever records
she

had compil ed and kept secret even from her husband. “A general court-nartial
Capt ai n?” he asked. If he achieved a properly military tone of voice, perhaps
it

woul d hel p her to speak.

"Quiet, everyone!” She turned and held up her hands at the settlers. “You
know

it has to be done. Now shut up and let nme say it.

"Beggi ng the comissioner's pardon,” she turned back to him fornmality set at
maxi mum “These are the charges. Violation of the Genocide Treaty. Genocide.
Conspiracy to commt genocide. Direct and public incitenent to commt

genoci de.

An attenpt to conmt genocide, and conplicity in its conmm ssion against the
native Cynthian race. Effective i mediately, |I place nyself under arrest."
The shouting match that followed was the worst in Neave's nmenory; and he had
had

alifetime of experience with faculty neetings, political negotiations, and a
large, turbulent famly. Hardly were Captain Yeager's accusations out of her
nmout h t han her husband was denmanding to be arrested, while half the col ony
either wanted to join themor to protest any action taken against them then
and

there.

For all of his experience, he was afraid he would have to |l et them shout

t hensel ves hoarse. Becker tried bellowing into the crowd and was sil enced

wr et chedly when a thin, intense bl ack woman stalked up to himwith a list of
errors in the initial survey report. He could prom se her a decent survey; he



had a crew full of junior officers who would probably anmbush one another to
wi n

seats on such a mssion—and thank CGod, it took his mind off the

sel f-accusation

Yeager and Adanms had made. CGenocides. And they |ooked so ... so hunan and
normal . Sonehow, naive though it was, Neave expected genoci des to bear sone
Cain's mark, sone taint of bestial fury that set themapart from humanity.
The young man who had escorted the aged nedi cal officer and who now knelt
besi de

her raised his head. Satisfied? his lifted eyebrows seemed to ask. For a
nonent

his face was hard, unforgiving. Then the woman he supported rai sed a hand,
and

his face gentl ed.

"Ayel et ?” she asked.

"She's over with Dave, Alicia,” said the young nan. Neave foll owed his glance
and saw a barrel-chested man, his hair grizzled, standing away fromthe
crowd,

whi l e the pregnant woman who was probably this boy's wife held his hands and
tried to confort him

"Cood,” breathed the nedical officer. “I want ... want to see Pauli and Rafe

t hrough this one, but—= abruptly her lips went blue, twisting in a sudden
spasm

of pain.

"Cet a doctor!” Lohr cried as he eased the woman down. Her hands cl utched
t hen,

wi t h appal li ng qui ckness, rel axed, palns upward, white against the vivid
gr ound

scrub. Were shouting failed, that nmovenent silenced the col onists.
"Dead?” breathed Pauli Yeager

A medi cal officer from Neave's ship pushed past her, scanners ready. “No,” he
sai d, but the reassurance slipped out of his voice.

Lohr rose to his feet. “I"mcalling in Thorn,” he said.

"No...” it was the nerest thread of voice, but it stopped himin his tracks.
"Alicia, don't you want to see hinP” asked the girl named Ayelet. “He's like
your son."

"He ... is ny son. Keep him... keep him away..."

"He's got the right to choose what risks he takes,” muttered Lohr. “I think

he'll take this one.” He |loped off, and the people circling the dying nedica
of fi cer hushed her.

Finally Pauli Yeager knelt beside her too, her |og and what ever preposterous
report she had prepared during years of isolation still clutched in her arns.
“Lohr's right, Alicia,” she said, her voice wonderfully gentle. “Thorn's got
to

knowit all. He's got a right."

The ol der woman si ghed and cl osed her eyes. “Get her inside,” Yeager told
Neave' s physician, ignoring such niceties as chain of command, and the fact

t hat

she had recently placed herself under arrest.

Lohr came running back. “I reached Thorn!” he shout ed.

Tears seeped out fromunder Alicia' s eyelids.

"He's coming in, of course. On one of the newest fliers. He says they work
fine.” He bent over the physician as she was being carried away.

"I wanted ... himsafe..."

"You can't protect himfromthis,” Lohr said. “He's a man now, not a rehab
case.

And what's he going to do? Hide till these people go away?” Abruptly his face
twi sted, and he | ooked Iike a nmuch younger, wlder person. “I wi sh to hel

t hey



had never cone!"
"Thank God they did,” Pauli Yeager told him “If they hadn't, it would have

meant that there was nothing left ... up there.” She gestured at the sky.
“That

Becker was right, and we had to be seedcorn for the humanity that was no
| onger

there."”

"But what's going to happen to you and Rafe..."
"And David and all the others?"

"Pauli ... Captain,” Becker cut in, “you've spent the past years in

i sol ati on;

your people are angry about inadequate reporting of alien life. | honor your
wi sh to be scrupul ous, but aren't you confusing self-defense with..."

"It was genocide!” Pauli snarled at him “W had to kill the Cynthians to

protect ourselves, but that makes no difference. If we'd had ships, we could
have pi cked up and noved, but you took the ships. You grounded us. So we had
to
kill them"
Becker's hands and |ips noved as he tried to silence the wonman. Neave
observed
how t he Secess’ officers had noved in and were listening avidly.
"Now you're here, the war's over, and everything is going to be wonderful: is
that it? You' ve all been scared, and so now you're huddling together. The
| ast
thing you want is a trial for war crimes. It mght open too nany ol d wounds.
But
damm you, Becker, you dropped us on this world to be human for you. W
haven't
been, not since we killed the Cynthians. Do you expect us to like that?
"I want to fulfill my mission. I want to be human again. |If that neans a
trial,
all right, then. You cannot do worse to me than anything that's happened,
t hat
we' ve done to ourselves since you left."
Her husband |l aid his hands on her shoul ders. She | eaned her cheek agai nst one
of
t hem
"I know. The children. Al of them not just ours. |'ve been happy despite
what

the Cynthians, but | always feared that this day would cone. That's why I
prepared that report. W were put here to be human; and humans cannot do what
we
did and hope to escape the consequences."”
She linmped slowy toward Anory Neave, hol ding out her reports and | og al nost
pl eadingly. “The laws were witten on Earth,” she told him *“'Persons charged
wi th genocide or any of the other acts ... conspiracy, incitenment, attenpt

shall be tried by a conpetent tribunal of the State in the territory of which
the act was conmtted, or by such international penal tribunal as may have
jurisdiction.” You' ve got themall here, sir. Aliance, Secess', even Earth,
after all these years."

Neave found hi nsel f shaking his head. The war is over. Let the dead be dead.
Let

yoursel f be wel comed back into a conmon hurmanity, like the crew of ny ship,
he

i npl ored her silently.

"I was put here to be human,” she repeated. “I can't let this go unnoticed
and

unpuni shed. | want to be cl ean again.
Neave

Her voice trenbled uncontroll ably.



si ghed. Because he had no other choice left, he took the documents from her
hands.

22

The sane lines of text had gl owed on Neave's terminal so |ong that by now he
t hought they could have been burnt onto a | ess advanced nodel. Wth a

keyst roke,

he coul d erase those words. Wth a second one, he could stop anyone from
recovering them He could do that, he could. And then he could burn the hard
copy, crossed out and, in many places, witten over in the scrawl of soneone
who

wrote as sel dom as possible, who found the act painful. If he did that—erased
the records, destroyed the paper—that would be the end of the report that
Paul i

Yeager called her “investigation” and had thrust into his hands, along with
t he

responsibility to act on it.

There would remain only her word. And his. He could, for exanple, allege that
she was overstressed. O he could deny ever seeing such a report.

To destroy it was one possible action. But what he, unlike the innocent
system

that humred and glowed in the privacy of his quarters, could not do was

f or get

that such a report ever existed. He was a Franklin, therefore—-he hoped—a
reasonabl e man. He m ght erase the report, then the personnel file, of Paul
Yeager, but he could not unmake facts. He had net her. She had witten the
report that condemmed hersel f, her husband, and their closest friends as
genoci des. And she had all but demanded to be arrested.

To deny any of that was solipsism and he had seen too nuch, since the

bl ockade

lifted, of what happened when people tried to make the universe over in their
own i mages and—aorse yet—their own theories even to toy with the idea.
Franklin

had lived in an age of reason and had helped to build a nation. He, Neave,
surviving an age of war, nust turn his longing for an age of reason into an
attenpt to re-create it.

But he had also lived in an age of survivors; and the people whom he faced
her e,

on whom—+f they were allowed to have their stubborn way—he woul d have to sit
j udgrment, were survivors

Wiat a waste. |If Neave had had a nonent to waste, he would have sworn. But

t hat

was a waste of words. He turned with a sigh back to “Captain” Yeager's
report.

The report was | ong and not especially well-witten. A pilot who had turned,
reluctantly, to adm nistration of a colony, she had turned even nore
reluctantly

to the task of self-accusation. Her words were awkward, choppy—yet sonetines,
the silences spoke nore achingly than the ideas she actually managed to set
down. Neave bent over the awkward text once nore. She had col |l ected evidence
and

precedents for years, it seemed, but she had no nore idea of how to organize
it

into a dami ng case than he had of piloting.

To do her justice, she didn't need to know the organizational tricks. Neave,
steeped in the history of Earth, need not even access his records to renenber
t he exampl es that Pauli Yeager had so |l aboriously culled fromthe col ony's

i nadequat e conputer system ... probably in the loneliest watch of the night,
when the systemwas not running at capacity, or in the scant nonents she
spar ed



herself from her duties as commandi ng officer. No, it was not a

wel | - organi zed

document. But it was remarkable that it existed at all

Shaki ng his head, he scrolled back and forward in the text. Here were the
wor ds

of a man who had been guard and officer at one such trial: “The Nurenmberg
Tri bunal established for once and for all what had never been established
bef ore—that a person who committed an unlawful crimnal act, even if he had
done

so whil e occupying an official position, was still responsible personally for
what he had done."

How rmust she have felt upon reading that |ine? There was no denyi ng that
Yeager

and her associates felt personally responsible for the elimnation of the
Cynt hi ans. He coul d hear that hoarse, matter-of-fact voice raised in outrage.
“Elimnation, Conmm ssioner? That's a fine euphemi smfor murder, isn't it?"
He could dismiss this entire case as irregular. God knows, it was, and CGod
knew

even better, he wanted to. O he could cast about to find extenuating

ci rcunst ances, including the one Yeager and her col |l eagues had di sm ssed:

t hey

had been charged with the protection of a col ony.

"What about it?” she had asked. “It doesn't matter that | nust protect
peopl e,

or that as an officer, ny job is to obey orders. Al lawful orders. | was a
pilot, Conmm ssioner. In a scranmble, | could have taken out a ... Secess’
pilot,”

Yeager paused, her eyes suddenly pained ... “assuming | was fast enough. That
woul d have been all in a day's work. But there is a difference between that
and

exterm nating the Cynthians. | know the difference. That's what makes ne
guilty."”

Had all the Cynthians been wi ped out? The survey of this world was fl awed—&od
knows, with every report Neave read, he realized that nmore and nore fully.

Al ready he had detached some of his younger crew to explore the continents

t hat

the colonists had | acked aircraft to visit. Wuld that nmatter?

"What if some Cynthians survive?” He had asked Pauli Yeager that when he
visited

her in the dome that she and Rafe Adans lived in, and that was now their
“prison.” A prison including children, friends, visitors—and acconplices.

For a nonent, hope flickered in Yeager's eyes, then subsided.

"We cannot know that,” she told him

"I'n any case, does that matter?” countered the grizzled, barrel-chested nman
Neave had seen earlier talking with his daughter. “If we didn't kill them
all,

it was by the grace of God. Because we were desperate, and we night have
tried.

Probably woul d have tried. Besides, can you imagi ne | ooking at a Cynthian
now,

and knowi ng what we had done?"

"When we first planned the idea, when we first thought of it...” Rafe let his
words trail off, and Pauli had shaken her head enphatically.

"We can never be free of it,” she said. “But | would |ike to"—she
shrugged—be

clean again, if | can. To pay. To finish paynent.” She shook her head. “After
the last Cynthians died, | wanted to die too. I'"'msorry, Rafe, but | did. It
had

nothing to do with you. But | didn't think | deserved to die, so | sentenced
nmyself to life. Wrse than that, | had to stay alive in such a way that the



kids, all of them would think of me as soneone to admre. But it's over now,

Conmi ssioner. You're here, and | will not submit to this charade a nonent

| onger. "

Here it was in her report, that same awareness of guilt that nmade a genoci de
hanged centuries ago declare, “It will take Germany one thousand years to

r epay

its guilt."”

"It will take us forever,” Yeager had witten in dark capital letters across

t he

margin, “but is that any reason to avoid repaynment or whine about its terns?"
Neave buried his head in his hands. He had not wanted authority, nuch |ess
authority over a case that, if referred back to Earth as sonme damabl e
regul ati on or other must surely demand, could shred the fragile accord

bet ween

Al liance and Secessionists—very well, they called thensel ves the Republic-as
easily as he could shred Yeager's report. He had only to watch the faces of
hi s

crewnenbers. Becker wal ked small these days, his desire to bury the whole

wr et ched matter obvious to anyone who had ever sat in on negotiations. He
had,

Neave knew, a career to rehabilitate.

Just how far would he go to bury it? Neave wondered idly. There was no

sil ence

like the grave. And he knew Becker had a nore pragmatic, therefore |ess

et hi cal ,

bent than he.

He nassaged his tenples with long, well-cared for fingers so unlike those of
t he

worman who had produced this dammabl e mess. Becker probably woul dn't go that
far,

but Neave had a | egal —hell, he had an ethical —+esponsibility to nake certain.
Yeager and her friends were guarded by Earth crew, men and wonen he had
chosen

and could trust. Factions. Neave shook his head at his own action. Factions

| ed

to secrecy, to dissension; they were dissension. He schemed where he feared
to

per suade.

Becker wasn't the only one ampbng his staff he didn't trust. There was al so

t he

woman from Abendstem Elisabeth von Bul ow. She had been sonme sort of minor
governor there and had been chill in her criticisms of the colony. “Wallow ng
in

sentimental guilt” and “denocracy verging on the anarchic” were sonme of her

m | der observati ons.

What woul d von Bul ow have made of sone of the “governed” on Cynthia? Like the
man ben Yehuda, a civilian engineer who had violently refused repatriation to

his native Ararat just that afternoon. “I left Ararat because | felt angry
and
di sgraced when it refused to accept ny famly. It seemed to ne that |, not

Ararat, was true to its reasons for existing. Now you ask me to return and
ask

themto accept me, a crimnal? A genocide—en Ararat? Better they think we
di ed

in the war.’
hi s

hands.

Have hi m wat ched, Pauli Yeager had nouthed at Anory Neave. Prisoner and
conmander their roles mght be, but he had obeyed.

And then there was the xenobotani st, Beneatha Angel ou, who had shouted at

H s eyes had been red and swoll en, and he had covered themw th



Becker. “1'mnot going to accuse nyself,” she told himforthrightly. *

opposed

killing the Cynthians. You can say that since |I'malive, |I'man acconplice;
and

['"Il reply that that's unjust.” A minute afterward, her face softened
remarkably. “1've got to say though, that if you try ne with them 1'd be in
good conpany. |'ve never known any better. Surely you have to take that into

consi deration too?"
Al of them agreed, however: the children had to be shielded fromthe
consequences of their elders’ acts. Ganted, it was hard to see in the set

j aws
and angry eyes of people |like Lohr and Ayelet the starved, feral “littlests”
described in the colony's records, but ... but ... the children's wel fare had

remai ned the col ony's chief concern

Neave cast further for, ways out of this maze. Wat about a statute of
l[imtations? The ol dest Earth | aw on the books declared that there was no
statute of limtations on genocide charges. The crinme carried the death
penal ty.

Now, that opened up possibilities. According to the rules governing
courts-martial (at least as far as Neave's hasty study of them could
confirm,

all sentences involving the death penalty had to be referred offworld. To
avoi d

the enbarrassment of a trial, Neave could sinply refuse to refer the case

of fworl d. That would protect the fragile union that Earth, Alliance, and
Secess’

now enjoyed. It would be |ogical, sinple-but would it be just?

He had a good idea of how Yeager would react to the idea.

He sighed and had turned back to her report again when his desk comuni cat or
buzzed. Wth relief, he slapped the circuit open. It was his chief nedica
of ficer, tenporarily stationed in the colony's crude nedcenter
"Comm ssi oner, you'd better get over here.”

"Dr. Pryor's dying, is that it?” The physician had reported that the

col oni sts’

nmedi cal officer had collapsed froma nassive stroke, the |ast of several, al
of

whi ch had been conplicated by age and overwork

"She's been dying since we nmade planetfall here,” the physician said. “It's
remar kabl e that she hung on this long. That's not what you have to see,

t hough.

It's about that ‘Thorn’ that they called in."

"Her son,” Neave agreed. He prided hinself on his nenory for detail

"Sonme son!” A commotion rose fromthe other end of the line. Wen the
physi ci an

spoke again, his voice was hushed and chastened. “Only by adoption. H s nane
is

Hal gerd, Thorn Halgerd. It sounded Frekan to nme. So | consulted von Bul ow,
who

turned white, then told me to mind ny own goddammed business..."

Neave's door annunciator blared into a demand for attention, adm ssion
action—=1 think she just canme to tell me herself,” said Neave.
"Well, | don't envy you sir. Apparently, this Halgerd is Secess'..
"Republic,” corrected Neave.

"And Marshal Becker thinks he's probably a war crimnal."

Neave suppressed an inpul se to groan. There seened to be entirely too nany
peopl e on Cynthia who could be shoved into that category already.

"But this is what's odd, Commi ssioner."

What was odd? Aside, of course, fromhow | ong his annunciator could continue
at

full blare wi thout sonething breaki ng—asi de, of course, from Neave's head.



“CGo

on, Doctor,” he said, resigned.

"Von Bul ow s just as eager as Becker to have the man killed."

It was full dark when Anory Neave started down the ranmp of his ship again.
Qutside mlled any of his crew who were of f-duty, and many menbers of Cynthia
col ony, nmost of them young. Anobng themwere the former “littlests” Lohr and
Ayel et, whom the others consulted as authorities.

"Ayel et, you were on conm duty. Wat did Thorn say?” The woman speaki ng was

tall, black-haired, and possibly fifteen years ol der than the woman who
answer ed

her .

"Lohr was the one who called himin when Dr. Pryor took such a downturn,”
Ayel et

said. “Lohr, did Thorn say anything el se to you but that he'd come back as
qui ckly as he coul d?"
Lohr shook his head, then raised nacrobinocul ars.

"You know how fast he flies,” said the dark-haired woman. “If she dies before
he

gets here, I'mafraid he won't forgive hinmself."

"There ... 1've spotted him” Lohr cried.

Around him the Amherst I1's crew suddenly tensed. \Wat did they know about

Hal gerd that he didn't?

"For one thing, he's a pilot,” a crewrenber told him “A Secess'..
"Republic,” snapped Elisabeth von Bul ow

"Pilot,” the man finished. “W always heard in the Alliance that they were
married to their ships, or hard-w red, or sonething."

"Runors,” said von Bulow. “Pilots’ runors, designed to save face."

Neave hel d up one hand. That type of argunment could get out of hand so

qui ckl'y

that he forbade it whenever possible. He had seen classified reports on the
Republic's pilots, who were, apparently, successful applications of

now- proscri bed cloning technol ogy. Publicly, of course, officials like von
Bul ow

di savowed such reports

Now he found considerable interest in observing the Abendsterner. Her pale
face

acquired two splotches of color high upon her cheekbones. “On Freki, they did
manage to clone a few pilots,” she conceded. Her voice was chill

di ssoci ati ng

hersel f from such goi ngs-on. “How can you expect a clone to observe the
protocol s of war? The Frekan pilots were unstable. Those who didn't die in
conbat suicided, nost of them"™

What protocols are those? Neave stifled the question before it could escape
hi m

Lohr whistled in admration. “Just ook at him"

Neave gestured inperiously for young Lohr to hand over the nacros. Yes ..
here

cane the controversial Thorn, in what |ooked Iike an ultralight construction
hal fway between a glider and an aircraft. He flew magnificently,

fl amboyant | y,

swoopi ng, banking, and di pping with superb disdain for the laws of gravity,
if

not those of wind currents.

He gasped as the man took one particularly risky dive, then caught hinself
and

rose on an updraft. The noons’ light glinted off his aircraft, sparkles of
silver and violet, and he had a sudden, poignant recollection of one of the
holos in Yeager's report: Cynthians with ten-neter w ng-spans dancing on the
ni ght wi nds, the galaxies on their wings glowing in the noonlight. No wonder
t he



colonists clung to their gliders, unwilling to give up the beauty of flight,
as

well as its use.

"Shoot himnow " hissed von Bul ow. He gestured her to silence and watched in
admration as the man touched down, leapt fromhis craft, and dashed toward
t he

done that housed nedcenter

"Cet him” the woman cried and started forward.

"Thorn, move it!” Lohr shouted, and threw hinself at the Abendsterner

Ayel et ,

nmovi ng far more slowy, stepped into what woul d have been the crewnenbers’
l'ine

of fire. No one obeyed von Bul ow.

"My God, look at that man run,” one man nuttered. “He's a filthy construct!”
spat von Bul ow. “C oned, augnented ... Freki never scrupled to use proscribed
t echnol ogy. "

At another tinme, Neave m ght have enjoyed the irony of an official
criticizing

t he successful work of her alleged allies. Now, he found hinmself hypnotized
by

the man he had seen, taller than nost pilots, his hair, flight suit, and pale
skin all gleanming in the netallic colors of the noonlight. He was al npbst

i nhumanly fast and gracef ul

For an instant, he turned his face toward Lohr, and Neave was struck both by
t he

regul ar features and the angui sh that tw sted them

Lohr | aunched hinself after Thorn, and Neave, shanel essly, eavesdropped.
"She didn't want to see nme, is that it?” Halgerd wasn't even w nded by his
flight and his run.

"She wants to protect you, idiot!” Lohr snapped. “Didn't you see the ship
when

you touched down? Apparently the war's over, and now the place is crawing
with

guns and bureaucrats."

"Ch, shut up, will you!” Ayelet interrupted, her voice al nost stifled.
“Thor n,

if you want to see Alicia alive—=

"But be careful!” the tall, dark-haired wonan hi ssed, one hand al nost
t ouchi ng

Thorn Hal gerd' s shoul der. “The wonan over there, the pale one. She's from
Abendst ern and says you ought to be shot."

Thorn had been hal fway inside the medcenter when the warning cane. He turned
around, again with that incredible speed of his, and flashed a gl ance across
von

Bul ow, the crew, and Neave hinmself, his pale eyes flickering as if his gaze
could not just record each of them but evaluate them Neave had never felt
such

a strong urge to drop his eyes. Thorn Hal gerd mi ght, as von Bul ow argued, be
a

construct, but he had undeni abl e presence.

Then he straightened and turned his attention back to the Abendsterner. Qite
a

fam |y resenbl ance, thought Neave.

"Qui ck, Thorn!” whispered Ayelet.

The man turned, but not before he had sketched a tiny, contenptuous salute at
von Bul ow. Letting her seethe, Neave followed Thorn Hal gerd, ignoring the
colonists’ glares, and slipping inside just as the door irised cl osed.

The Amherst's chief nedical officer stood against the worn, sloping ivory

pl astic of the donme's wall. Hi s hands were idle, his nouth set. As he saw
Neave,



he shook his head. Hal gerd registered the headshake and hunched hi s shoul ders
as

if warding off a blow He shook his head, bew | derment blurring his

t oo-regul ar

features.

"Go on!” Lohr gave hima push toward the screened al cove where Dr. Alicia
Pryor

| ay.

"I's ... she conscious?” Thorn's voice al nost begged the medical officer to
say

“no. "

He shook his head. “You can't hurt her, son. She's been waiting for you.
You're

all she's been waiting for."

Thorn shook visibly, then di sappeared around the screen. “My dear son!” Neave
heard the joyous murrmur, hardly nore than a ragged breath, and blinked hard,
just once. There was no shame in admitting enotion, just in permtting it to
blind you.

Soneone touched Neave's arm and he junped, bitterly ashamed of his role as
eavesdr opper .

"Comm ssioner?” It was Ayelet. “Could you tell sonmeone to ask Rafe and Pauli
I

nmean the captain, to come over? She and Dr. Pryor were awfully close.”

Anot her

worman night have tried to | ook at himappealingly, or to coax, but Ayelet's
very

| ack of such arts noved Neave nore

"Bl ess you, child, this is their colony, not mne. Their arrest is only
voluntary."

"Only?” Ayelet's head tilted as she listened to the murnur of voices from
Alicia

Pryor's cubicle. She gestured Neave to stand farther off, |eaving the dying
worman her privacy. “Conm ssioner, Pauli has decided she's under arrest. That
nmeans she'll stay put unless you say otherwise. | know it would nean a lot if
you sent for her.” Abruptly Ayelet's brown eyes flashed. “And |1'd say she has
it

com ng. "

The nmonunental, childlike integrity of this girl!

"And if | went nyself, you'd be rid of an outsider, is that it?"

Her blush and wide smile cast a wildrose prettiness over her heavy features,
and

Neave understood what it was that the nercurial Lohr had seen in her. That,
and

t he decency, the stability, she rmust have | earned from her father, now under
sui ci de watch, and the woman for whom she pl eaded.

"Never mind,” Neave said gently. “I"mnot insulting you. I'll bring them
nysel f.

You go on back in.” And then, because, commi ssioner or not, he had children
of

his own, he offered Ayel et what confort he could. *Your husband and this
Thorn—they' Il need you with them"

"Come in, Conm ssioner.” Yeager and Adans sat close together, but rose as he
entered. The silence in their quarters was pal pable, alnost restful. Neave
gl anced around at the sinple furnishings, a blend of prefab and | ocal

wor kmanshi p, one or two fine pieces, including a woven hanging bright in

col ors

of crimson, green, black, and gold. There were even a few printed books.

"Is it Alicia?" Rafe Adanms asked, his hand dropping protectively on his
wife's

shoul der.



"Her son flewin a few mnutes ago. He's with her now. "

Pauli | owered her eyes.

"Your Ayelet sent ne to fetch you."

Rafe's bark of laughter surprised themall. “That's Ayelet. Doesn't know the
nmeani ng of tact, or rank."

"She said you wouldn't | eave here unless you were ordered. | volunteered to
bring you. Figured they were better off without ne. And | wanted to talk with
you. "

Hs eyes fell on a tattered paper book. Plato, for a wonder. Pauli saw his

surprise. “Alicia let ne have it,” she said in a |low voice. “I'm not
particularly well educated, Comm ssioner. Not like Alicia. O you. Wuld you
believe that this is the first time |I've had to read, or just think, since we
| anded here?"
Neave rai sed an eyebrow to ask perm ssion and picked up the book. The ragged
pages fell open to the “Crito.” Passages were heavily underscored and noted
in
the crude, round hand with which he was now famliar.
Agai n, the sense that he was eavesdroppi ng nade Neave flush, and he laid down
t he book. “Let's go,” he said. “lI want to warn you, though. About Thorn. One
of
nmy staff thinks he ought to be shot."
"That woul d be the Abendsterner,” Pauli said, her back toward himas she
reached
her jacket. Rafe took it fromher and laid it gently over her shoul ders. “She
knows what he is, a successful experinent in proscribed cloning technol ogy.
So
do we. Pryor spotted it in an instant. He'd ejected fromhis ship, and we
brought himin, alnost dead fromthe |oss of the others in his group
Beneat ha

some of the others wanted to try himfor war crimes. That's a | augh
isn't
it? Who's the nore guilty, himor us?"
She shrugged into the jacket. “Ask Lohr. They're friends, he and Thorn, yet
we're pretty sure that Thorn was part of the fleet that slagged his hone
wor | d.
Thorn and Alicia sort of adopted one another, she'd known his ... genetic
f at her
back before the war. W think he's been happy with us. Do the Secess’ want
hi m
back?"
"He | anded here after we ... killed the Cynthians,” Rafe added hastily.
It was the law, wasn't it? Neave asked hinself as he ushered Rafe and Paul
out
t he door. Even years before the discovery of Junp, Earth agreenents stated
t hat
astronauts, as they'd been called then, were regarded “as envoys of mankind
in
out er space” and shoul d have
acci dent,
di stress, or enmergency landing on the territory of another state.” The sane
agreement called for themto “be safely and pronptly returned to the state of
registry of their space vehicle."
Hal gerd was as nmuch an enbarrassnent to the people who created himas was
Paul i
Yeager's insistence on a genocide trial
Neave had expected Ayelet to be waiting for them outside the nmedcenter, but
found Lohr pacing there instead. H s hands were hooked into his belt to stop
them fromtrenbling.
"Quick,” he said, and his voice was hard. “Thank you for bringing them” The
words cane hard, but forced a small, tight snle fromPauli Yeager

al |l possible assistance in the event of



Layi ng an arm over Lohr's shoulder, Rafe brought himinside with them The
screen had been pushed away, and Neave stifled a gasp at how flat the white
covers lay over Dr. Pryor's body. Thorn Hal gerd knelt hunched beside her, his
face inhumanly calm his hands resting on the bed.

"Alicia,” Pauli breathed and went over to her dying friend.

"Sorry..."

Paul i shook her head. “That you couldn't see us through this one? | only w sh
we

could have spared you all of it.” She bent and kissed the aged worman's

f or ehead.

“You t hought you hel ped Thorn grow up. Look what you did for ne! ‘Licia, |
couldn't have managed wi thout you. It's all finished now Rest easy."

She bent lower to catch. “What's that? I'll keep Thorn safe. | pronise.”
Muttering an apol ogy, Neave headed for the door and al nbst lurched into it.
I't

woul d have been indecent to remain; he wasn't certain he could forgive

hi nmsel f

for staying as long as he had.

He stunbl ed outside into a night blessedly free of the taints of antiseptic
and

deat h.

Footsteps clattered behind him He heard a quick, urgent gasp.

"Mt her!” Thorn Hal gerd cried out sharply.

The door irised shut on his unpracticed sobs. Neave wi shed that he had not
hear d.

23

Slowy Pauli Yeager and Rafe Adams |eft the nedcenter dome, their arns around
Thorn Hal gerd. Though he towered over the woman, he | eaned heavily on her as
wel | as Adans. As he passed Neave, he averted his face. The others al so
refused

to neet Neave's eyes. The tall, dark-haired woman whom Neave had noted before
hovered protectively close to him while Lohr and Ayel et fanned out sideways
in

what Neave recogni zed as a fl anki ng maneuver to protect their friends.

"I had to see her,” Thorn said. “You know | had to cone back."

"l know,” said Rafe. “Just like we had to turn ourselves in."

"Construct!” cane von Bulow s voice. “That's right, you!” The bl ond man

t ur ned

toward her—that obedi ence was a refl ex! Neave thought—and drew hinself to
attention.

"You don't have to!” Pauli hissed. “It's not a matter of orders and

bor n- humans

anynore, Thorn. You're ours! You broke that conditioning."

"Did 1?” Halgerd' s eyes seenmed to go bl ank. One hand cl asped and uncl asped as
if

trying to hold hinself back fromthe pull of orders he had been conditioned
to

obey.

"Yes, you did. Renenber? And besides, you can't obey those Orders. You know
what

they'd mean for you. And Alicia made ne prom se to keep you safe.”

But von Bul ow was advanci ng on the newconer, who took one step back, then
recollected hinself and tried to nake a stand. He was taller than she and, as
Neave knew from Yeager's report, far stronger and faster; but he seened to
cower

before her.

"The law,” Elisabeth von Bul ow stated, “requires that people of one state
party

shal |l render all possible assistance to the astronauts of other state



parties,

then return themsafely and pronptly..."

Paul i edged out fromunder Thorn's arm and stal ked over to stand before the
Abendsterner. “...to the state of registry of their space vehicle. | know the
old precedents fromEarth too. 1've had ten years to study them That treaty
al so states that we shoul d have been notified of phenonmena di scovered in

out er

space which could constitute a danger to the life or health of astronauts.
You

see how well it was enforced."”

"The Republic has a legal right to the return of..

"Thorn Hal gerd—=

"Hal gerd AA-prine—= Pauli and Thorn spoke simultaneously.

"The Republic,” Pauli mmcked coldly, one eye on Neave to see how far she
coul d

go, “unless we are all being deceived, no | onger exists. However, the pl anet
Freki has a right to the return of one of its citizens. Should Freki request
it,

and the citizen consent.’
was

able to take it.

"He's not a citizen!” snapped von Bul ow.

4

She darted a quick glance at Thorn, his cue if he

"I note,” Pauli observed, her voice low, sly even, “that even you call him
‘he.,”

"No,” agreed Thorn Halgerd. “I wasn't a citizen. | was what you called ne. A
construct. Forced to obey orders, even if they neant ny death ... or ny
brothers'. Damm you all, you nade a thing of ne and of nmy brothers! And then
your people sent us out to kill nen who m ght have been us. Who were us,

cl oned

fromthe sane genefather. | can't forget themeither, the men they were, for
we

were nen, even deprived of a normal life by the tanks and your dammed

conditioning. Ever since these people took me in, it's been worse. Now I
can't

forgive you for killing the men nmy brothers should have been with nmy friends
to

help them Al that prom se, and you killed them At least | had a chance to
hear Aesc before he died.

"I'f you return ne to the Republic, they'll probably term nate and di ssect ne.
Not ‘kill.” You kill humans, not property. Things like me.” He turned to
Paul i,

who cl asped his armw th both hands, then to Neave.

"Comm ssi oner, these people shared their humanity with ne. As long as |'m
alive,

I"'mnot |eaving them | claimasylum"™

Neave turned his head in tine to catch Pauli Yeager's inperceptible nod.
"What about his crinmes against humanity?” asked the Abendsterner

"For sl agging nmy honmeworl d?” Lohr cried. “He didn't know what he was doi ng.
Your

peopl e did. Besides, what's that to you? You gave the orders. You wanted that
done. And when it was done, when he did it, you threw himaway. For thanks,
you

woul d have killed him Well, we caught him and we're going to keep him"
Paul i wal ked forward. “The poor comm ssioner,” she | aughed sharply,
ironically,

and held out a hand to Neave. “He's been | ooking for technicalities since he
| anded here, and we've been too stubborn to give himany. Relax,
Conmi ssi oner .

Just this once, here's a technicality for you. Thorn doesn't need asyl um
he' s



got citizenship. Thorn Halgerd's the son of an Alliance national.” She raised
her chin at von Bul ow, m schief gleamng in her eyes. “The late Dr. Alicia
Pryor

adopted himlegally. 1've had it on file for years. Lohr's right. You threw
hi m

away, and we took himin. You have no claimon himnow"

"Citizenship can be revoked,” von Bulow insisted. “There are precedents:
peopl e

accused of war crines can be stripped of citizenship, extradited..."

"You tell me of the war-crinmes trials?” Pauli Yeager asked, her voice
breat hl ess, hard. “Me? In the nane of God, do you think that a day's gone by
when | don't think of then"

O identify with judge and crimnal both, Neave thought. Not a worman easy to
like, this Yeager, with her dammable guilt that spared neither herself nor
anyone around her; but von Bul ow was no charm ng speci nmen either

Neave withdrew his attention fromthe fray to the way that the Iight
gener at ed

by the repellors edging the fields shimrered in a violet haze above the
river.

It rem nded himof night msts on the farmhis fanily had owned. He had | oved
it, had visited it every year until the spring it. was sold to pay for his
education. Since then, his only hone had been Earth itself: no one place,

unl ess

it was any place where the truth, the sanctity of facts, counted nore than
peopl e's whinms or prejudices.

By that standard, | could call Cynthia hone, he thought, and shuddered.
I"mnot well educated, Yeager had said of herself. Yet she had neatly stynied
Becker, von Bul ow, and Neave hinmself since the nmonent that they had set foot
on

this world. He wi shed he had never seen it.

Shadows wandered and nerged in the noons’ |ight, and he heard voices ..
“don't

trust..."

"You never do."

"Shut up!” A wonan's voice hissed, and Neave strained to pick up the whispers
that followed. A breeze stirred the ground scrub, flapped in the sag of the
huge

tent nearby, and he felt like cursing it.

"Do you think he'll hear? Do you think he'd care if we got them away? You
saw.

He wants a way out."

"I say we get them away, Pauli and Rafe. Thorn too."

"Do you think he'll go?"

"We'll make him"

"Lohr, you're crazy. Thorn's stronger than any of us; we can't nake himdo

anyt hi ng. "

"Then I'Il talk himinto it. Wat about Dave, Ari?"

"They' ve got sone nedtech watching himall the tine. Can't get himaway, and
frankly, | wouldn't want to try."

"Don't cry, Ayelet. At |least this Neave's saved Dad for us."

"Comm ssi oner.” Yeager had wal ked over to himand laid a hand on his arm “M
husband and | will return to our quarters now. | have one request."

Wth difficulty, he drew hinself back fromthe plot whispered in the shadows.
“Narme it, Captain."

"You'll have enough officers, | think, fromthe conbi ned services of Earth,

Al liance, and Secess’ ... | mean, the Republic ... to convene a genera
court-martial. May | ask, please, that you do not name Elisabeth von Bulow to
the board? In light of what has just happened, | do not think she could render
a

fair judgment."



Von Bul ow sputtered, and Neave allowed hinself a thin snile at her

di sconfiture.

“A point well taken. Captain Yeager, you have my word."

She inclined her head with an odd formality, as if his word al one woul d
guar ant ee her what she sought. A woman of form dabl e honor hersel f, thought
Neave

| do not want to have to try these people. | do not want to condenn them
What choice do | have?
Much |l ater that night, Neave was still ignoring his nmessager and the barrage

of

files and personal requests that no doubt awaited on board ship. Instead, he
wander ed about the colony, slipping fromthe msty circles of light into
shadow,

fromclusters of domes out toward the open fields.

"Comm ssi oner?” called one of the omipresent “littlests,” now adults ready
to

start famlies of their own. “Don't go beyond the repellors. There m ght be
stobor. One will give you a nasty shock, and if you stunble into a bunch of
them it could kill you."

This planet could kill, Neave thought. Had killed. When his own exploration

teans returned, he would know the full extent of its powers and
potentialities:

the nmountain barriers and storns that had prevented the col onists from noving
out of the Cynthian natives’ path; the |and, possible crops and resources—the
report that Becker's Project Seedcorn should have had, but did not.

He wanted to leave it. That desire was an ache in his gut: to | eave Cynthia
and

its stubborn, naive noralists; to return to the libraries of an Earth that
hoped

that this time, it could declare itself dedicated to peace, and be right, for
a

change. He wanted to tal k—6od, did he want to say a few things—to the people
who

had saddled himw th this assignnent and confront themw th the irony he now
perceived. He had protested his lack of qualifications for the job, but
now—who

is qualified to conduct a genocide trial? he asked hi nsel f.

It ran in his famly, they had told him By now, very little else did: |and,
artwork, and other property having | ong ago been sold to help Earth weat her

t he

bl ockade and educate the |ast Neave with suitable rigor. |Independently
Yeager's

awkwar d research had unearthed the very trials at which one of his ancestors
served. Neave renenbered that one. Like hinmself, he had been legally,
trained;

unli ke hinmself, he was a mlitary man (though, in his case a direct
conmmi ssi on

had taken care of that problem.

What was it his ancestor had witten? “I felt | had cone to speak for the
dead.

The tribunal itself would be the voice of the civilized world."

Had his ancestor been, |ike Neave hinself, reluctant to act, even nore
rel uct ant

to judge? He didn't think so. It had been a tine for soldiers with strong
loyalties to regions and factions, none of which Neave hinself possessed.
What

woul d such a man have done if the criminals in that case had insisted on
their

“rights” to arrest, trial, and execution? Wo were “the dead” that he nust
speak



for? The native Cynthians? The settlement's first conmander, dead because of
sl oppy i nformati on? The refugees and children in the settlenment's too-I|arge
cenetery? And what was “the civilized world"? The people who had made and now
demanded to unmake Thorn Hal gerd, or Becker with his plots and excuses? \Wat
about hinmsel f? “Looking for a technicality,” Yeager had described him He
woul d

have t hanked every god in any pantheon he'd studied for the opportunity to

pl ay

Pilate: wash his hands of this world's seism c noral quandaries, and flee.
What

about the children for whomthe settlers had killed? They were plotting now
to

help their | eaders break their arrest: a crinme, by all laws, and yet |ove
drove

themto it too.

Per haps they were the ones who were civilized.

H s boots crunched in the ground scrub, and he stunbled over sonething,

swor e,

then saw what he'd tripped over. “Forgive me,” he nmuttered to the grave

mar ker

that had al nost brought hi mdown. Ranon Aquino, it read; and soneone had

et ched

an ankh into the stone with a blaster. He traced the circled cross's outline
and

noted the date—the outbreak of ergotismthat had turned the settlenment into a
col ony of mani acs. Neave turned and wal ked back the way he came. Wandering in
graveyards: God knows, the next thing he'd be witing poetry, and he was a
phi | osopher, a governor, not a poet.

Abruptly he strode toward the done where the colony's | eaders had confined

t hensel ves.

"Lohr's been unnaturally well behaved for the past weeks, 1'd say, wouldn't
you,

Paul i ?” Rafe told Neave.

She nodded. “1 should have expected some sort of outbreak from himby now. I
suppose this sudden burst of chivalry, | suppose you would call it, is
reasonable. Do you want us to stop it, Comm ssioner?"

Rafe | aughed. “1 think that the comm ssioner would be just as well pleased if
we

agreed to it, love. He has a classic case of anbival ence. Wat about it, sir?
Ve

| et Lohr and his friends spirit us away, maybe to the caves or to the base
Thorn

established with those new gliders of his; and the case falls apart. David
ben

Yehuda's too sick to stand trial; Thorn's clainmed asyl umand Conm ssi oner
Neave

is off the hook."

Neave forced a chuckl e, wondering which was harder to take: Yeager's nerves
or

her husband's urbanity? Anbival ent was barely the half of it.

Paul i | ooked at Neave, then picked up a book he remenbered. “I told you I
wasn' t

particularly well educated, Comm ssioner. But |'ve nmanaged to puzzle out this
much.” She handed Dr. Pryor's copy of Plato to him and the “Crito” was
clearly

mar ked:

Mor eover, you night have in the course of the trial, if you had |iked, have
fixed the penalty at bani shnent; the state which refuses to et you go now
woul d

have | et you go then. But you pretended that you preferred death to exile,



and

that you were not unwilling to die. And now you have forgotten those fine
sentiments, and pay no respect to us the laws, of whomyou are the destroyer;
and are doing what only a miserable slave would do, running away and turni ng
your back upon the conpacts and agreenments which you made as a citizen."
"Tell me, Conm ssioner, what happened to the man who said that?"

Neave coughed. “He died in prison. By his own hand. But he was innocent."
"Still, innocent as he was, he was sentenced and he died. How much nore
shoul d

we..."

H's judicious, rational calmfinally punctured, Neave erupted fromhis
battered

chair.

"Dam you, woman, how can | try you? You're human, and you killed aliens and
call it genocide."

"Which it is.” Yeager's voice was inexorable.

"Say that it is, then. You know what you did. | know what you did. Do you

t hi nk,

t hough, that you're going to get a fair trial? Do you think that anyone can
j udge you?"

Agai n, Adans | aughed hollowy. “Let he who is w thout sin anbng you cast the
first stone?"

"Man, can't you talk sense into your wfe?"

Rafe's eyebrows rose, and he snorted.

"Me, get Pauli to change course? | haven't managed it once in fifteen years.
You

try it,” Rafe answered. “Look, Conm ssioner, | opened contact with the
Cynt hi ans. They were human, all right. Intelligent. Kind. They |iked us; and
we

betrayed them Convene your trial, Conmissioner. Do it the best you can and
t he

fastest you can. I'mbone tired. Alicia was the lucky one; she's out of it
NOW.

It will be good to rest."

It will be good to rest. Neave's eyes hadn't burned |ike that since he was a

graduate student in the |last frenzied days before his qualifying exam nations
hel d despite the war. He sighed, and pulled out the lustrous, blackish-green
pl ague that held the exploration prelinmnary report fromone of the

expl oration

teans. It glistened, luring himback to the fascinating topic of a fresh new
pl anet —-Earth was old and tired, drained fromthe bl ockade; the worlds of the
Secess’ and Alliance , those not slagged or glowi ng, were in even worse
shape.

Once his crew conducted a proper survey, Cynthia could be opened up to

i mm grants who woul d have all the advantages of the settlers’ experience and
full backing. Apparently the team had i nspected Hal gerd's designs for

ul tralight

craft and begun to test themin stormconditions like they mght find over

t he

seas here

Neave sighed. Once he knew who the construct's “father” had been, he would
have

been surprised if Halgerd s designs had not been brilliant. The test results
tempted himwith distraction. So what if it was an adventure? It was his
responsibility, therefore his duty to study it. Rationalization lured, but he
turned his attention away fromthe plaque and the way it caught and focused
t he

light in his cabin, and resolutely chose another plaque.

The LEDs of his screen danced, wavered, and reformed. Hs back felt |ike
sonmeone



had set fire to his spine as he reviewed the rules of evidence: witings,
official witings, letters, reports—Gods. Then there were the rules relating
to

wi t nesses. An accused person who voluntarily testifies as a witness becones
subj ect to cross-exani nation upon the issues concerning which he has
testified

and upon the question of his credibility ... Wen the accused voluntarily
testifies about an offense for which he is being tried, as when he
voluntarily

testifies in denial or explanation of such offense, he thereby, with respect
to

cross-exam nation of such offense, waives the privil ege agai nst
self-incrimnation, and any matter relevant to the issue of his guilt or

i nnocence of such offense is properly the subject of cross-exam nation

He had no doubts on that subject. Yeager and Adans had pl eaded guilty. They
woul d testify against thensel ves. The only probl emwoul d be “expl anation of
such

of fense.” He already knew that they did not consider any expl anation rel evant.
Hi s door annunci ator buzzed. “Yes?"

"Davi d ben Yehuda, sir."

"Cone in."

The door slid aside and ben Yehuda entered. The weeks since the Anmherst |
had

touched down had stripped weight and vigor fromthe man. H's hair was al nost
totally gray now, and he wal ked as if uncertain of each step, as if the

gr ound

m ght open and swall ow him He stood before Neave, clasping and uncl aspi ng
hi s

bi g, conpetent hands, and blinked when he was asked to sit down.

"I think | had better stand for this,” he said.

"As you wi sh.” Neave angled his screen away fromthe man and punched up his
records. Depressed. Well, he knew that. Yeager had as much as ordered himto
put

her old friend on suicide watch. And, judging fromthe conversation Neave had
overheard, his children concurred in that decision. He was a civilian. If
Neave

wai ved jurisdiction over him he would have to be extradited for trial. As
wel |

shoot himhere, and far kinder, thought Neave.

"I have a request to nmake,” ben Yehuda said.

Neave tilted his head and raised an eyebrow

"Try me with my friends. Please. | assisted the mlitary governor to make and
i mpl enent her decision. 1've held a reserve comm ssion; you could activate it
and try ne too."

"WIl you sit down, man?” demanded Neave, his patience fraying. “l dislike
bei ng

towered over. Now, sit down and explain to ne this passion everyone on this
beni ghted worl d seens to have for self-incrimnation."

Ben Yehuda seated hinself on the edge of the nearest chair. “I told you, I'm
fromArarat. One generation renoved from Earth. Does the commi ssioner know
anyt hi ng about Ararat?"

"The conmi ssioner—danmit, nman, you're not on trial yet, so speak like a

nor ma

person! —assunmes that Ararat is a planet settled by nenbers of one minority
group. Since Munt Ararat was where, allegedly, the Ark touched down after

t he

FI ood—

"That's right, sir. I'"'mJew sh. Not observant: never was. And when the courts
on

Ararat denied ny wife and kids full citizenship, | left. | won't deny |I was



angry. But that's not an excuse. The thing is, as a citizen of Ararat, |
shoul d

have died rather than conspire at ... at what | did. As | sawit, | had a
choi ce

to make: ny kids' lives as opposed to the lives of the Cynthians.

"So"—-he held out his hands—I made my decision and knew |I'd pay for it al
t he

rest of ny life. But the others, Conm ssioner. There were plenty of people
here

who opposed the decision to poison the Cynthians. They shouldn't suf-—=

The annunci ator rang again, and both nmen junped.

"Were you expecting anyone?” Neave asked ben Yehuda, nore to see his face

t han

anyt hi ng el se.

"My watchdog is outside. | wish you' d remove him |1'mnot going to kil

nmysel f."

"Your son thinks otherw se..."

"My son's a protective idiot. Takes after his father."

Agai n the annunci ator rang, |louder this tinme, and repeated, a strident,

i nsi stent pattern of notes.

"Come in,” Neave said, on a sigh

The woman who entered was thin, her black skin taut and unwinkl ed about dark
eyes that flashed with indignation. Her hair was silvered, and seened to

wr eat he

her face as much fromthe angry electricity that informed each of her
novenent s

as fromnatural curl.

"I thought you'd be here doing sonmething stupid, Dave,” she greeted the

engi neer. “Beneatha Angel ou, Life Sciences,” she introduced herself curtly to
Neave, who had risen and begun a courteous speech about renenbering her

| ndeed,

he wasn't likely to forget her |ast outbreak

"What are you here to do?” ben Yehuda asked. They were ol d enenies, those

t wo,

Neave observed; good enemies, a relationship rich and mature with many years
and

conflicts.

Despite hersel f, Beneatha grinned. “Certainly not to turn nyself in. You know
I

opposed a nilitary government on Cynthia fromthe start, and | certainly
opposed

t he anni hil ati on of the Cynthians—=

"I remenber, Beneatha. You asked me how | could personally consent to such a
decision. It was a good question."

She nodded and nade a “hunmph” of dissatisfaction. Then she | ooked for a
chair,

waved Neave off as he offered to place it for her, and turned it, to rest her
arms and chin across its headrest.

"I need to tell you sonething,” she informed Neave.

Politely he steepled his fingers.

"Aside fromthe fact that | think that Dave here is being inflammtory,

want

to state for the record that I'mdamed if I'mgoing to turn myself in. Maybe
I

did wong in not stopping these people; God knows, | argued nyself blue in

t he

face trying. But, Conmi ssioner, what you' ve got to know is how hard they
tried

to keep the colony going. During the epidem c of ergot, | think we all would
have died without them Is there some way | can have that put into the



recor d?"

Neave smiled at her. “I'll have one of ny officers take your deposition,” he
sai d. Suddenly he liked the caustic woman enornously. “Is that all you cane
to

say?"

"Not quite all. Thorn wasn't at fault. And please,” her eyes suddenly filled

with tears, “don't blanme the kids, though some of them are bl aning thensel ves
right now. They were too young. W tried to protect them give them sone
senmbl ance of the normal life they never had. And we did just finel
Commi ssi oner,

you just | ook at our kids. We brought themup clean! It doesn't explain
anyt hi ng, or excuse anything, but if we were set down here as seedcorn,

t hi nk

we did a pretty good job."

She rose as quickly as she had seated herself, and was hal fway out the door
bef ore she turned.

"Thanks,” she said. “You've been handed a lousy situation. | think you'll do
your best too."

The door slid closed behind her. Neave sank back into his chair and saw that
ben

Yehuda had steepled his fingers against his lips to hide a smle

"Usual ly she's even nore enphatic,” ben Yehuda said. He rose to | eave too
“1f

you try ne as a civilian, you'll have to extradite me, won't you?"
Neave | owered his eyes. “Not to Ararat, | prom se you."

"That's all | ask. Thanks."

The door whi spered open, then cl osed.

Dam. | |ike these people. How am| going to try thenf?

He flipped back to the manual on courts-martial. Subsection: genera
court-martial. Direct exam nation. Cross-exanmination. Redirect. Recross ..

t he

| abyrinth of precedent, tradition, and—he had to believe it—ustice. The
trial

counsel had been maki ng heavy weather of Captain Borodin's |og, Yeager's
continuations, the colony's records, and the “investigation” Yeager had

pr epar ed.

Heavy weat her. How had Hal gerd's ultralights wi thstood the ocean storns?
Looki ng

guiltily at the vacant walls in case they showed signs of reproaching him
Neave

fed in the exploration teams report and scrolled rapidly to the end, his
eyes

flicking with the phenonenal speed of an experienced skimreader. He hissed
under his breath. “Await subsequent reports” indeed! So nuch for distraction
He could find no way around it. He would try the Cynthian | eaders; and after
he

tried them and convicted them+$or so the evidence | ed—he woul d have to order
t hem execut ed.

24

Pai nst aki ngly groomed in their ancient uniforms, uneasy in the wardroom set
aside for the court-martial, Pauli Yeager and Rafe Adanms sat on the very edge
of

their chairs. After so many years away from starships, being aboard one again
was a matter for wonder and disconfort. After one incredul ous | ook about that
roomwith its bright enanels and unscratched surfaces, they had sat quietly,
their eyes turned toward Neave. Fl anking themwere their defense counsel and
hi s

assistant. Two spruce young nen for whom Cynthia was their first planetfal
outside Earth's system they were the articulate, flexible best that Neave



coul d

find.

And, he thought as he called the court to order with a faintly apol ogetic
cough,

they were a dammed sight nore confortable seatmates than the three officers
who

sat to either side of him each wearing the official face that nasked

di strust

of Neave (whose direct commi ssion nade himranking officer) with

sel f - consci ous

prof essionalism He had seen nore animation in rmuseum exhibits.

H s subordi nates were correct on one issue: any one of them had nore practice
conducting courts-martial than Neave. And were wel cone to every bit of
practice

that they had: he wi shed he could have turned this one over to them too. He
sat

back as the trial counsel seized his nonent to take over. Neave heard hinself
mentioned in the appointing orders, and bl anked out briefly. Then, the TC s
announcement, “The prosecution is ready to proceed with the trial in the case
of

the Government of Earth against,” slapped hi mback to awareness.

| amtwenty years, too old, he thought, to want to set a noral precedent. I|d
rather go home and | eave these people to build their own hones in peace.

"The tribunal,” his ancestor had witten so nmany centuries ago, “would be the
voice of the civilized world.” O worlds. It hardly seemed fair to array al

t hat power agai nst the shabby, painfully earnest pair sitting opposite him
who

would willingly have wai ved the whol e ponderous fanfare.

The TC reverted to the drone of ritual, swearing in the court reporter
announci ng his own qualifications, then those of the defense counsel. Neave
gri maced, as he had each tinme he thought of that. In all the preparations for
this mssion, no one had thought to provide enough | awers for a genera
court-martial. The spruce young men who served as defense counsel had nowhere
near the experience of the TC, who pronptly announced that for the record,
whi | e

t he youngsters flushed pink to their ears and wanted to thrust the TC out an
airlock, if Neave was any judge. Unlike him they were young enough

anbi ti ous

enough, to want in on this trial. They still had theories of justice,

bl i nd-eyed, absolute, and renmoved from hurmanity. Better say “intelligent
life”

i nstead of “humanity,” Neave cauti oned hinself.

"No nenmber of the defense present has equivalent |legal qualifications. You
have

the right to be represented by counsel who has such qualifications,” he

i nforned

Yeager and Adans, who listened attentively. “Unless you expressly request

t hat

you be represented by the defense counsel who is now present, the court will
adj ourn pendi ng procurenent of defense counsel who is so qualified. Do you
expressly request that you be represented by the defense counsel who is now
present ?"

"I do not,” said Pauli Yeager, even as Rafe laid a hand on the assistant
counsel 's shoul der. Neave woul d have sworn that Adans’ gesture was fatherly,
conforting himdespite his wife's rejection of his professional services.
Neave sat upright. If Yeager w shed, she could use the lack of qualified

def ense

counsel as a way to force the court to adjourn. The young man at her side had
his mouth open to suggest that, but the TC ground on inexorably.

"Do you al so wish the services of counsel who has |egal qualifications



equi valent to those of the nmenmber of the prosecution nentioned?"

"I do not,” Yeager said, then held up one hand to forestall the next

guesti ons.

“lI do not desire the regularly appointed defense counsel and assi stant

def ense

counsel to act in this case. In fact, we"—-her hand went out to touch her
husband

in a gesture of which, Neave thought, she was conpl etely unaware, though her
voi ce betrayed her at the last with a faint quaver—we waive counsel."

She tilted her head slightly, wyly at Neave. Play out your charade,

Conmi ssioner. | will not stop you

He sighed and excused both young nen, who saluted and | eft the roomas slowy
as

mlitary protocol m ght allow The nonitor before Neave on the desk fl ashed,
green against the gray of the plastic into which it was set, courtesy of the
mlitary to the civilian in their mdst. That was his cue to speak

"Proceed to convene the court,” he ordered. Seeing no way around it, he asked
Yeager and Adanms to rise. “You, Captain Yeager, and you—

"Lieutenant will do just fine,” Adams supplied. “Sir."

"Li eut enant Adans, do swear that you will faithfully performthe duties of
trial

counsel and will not divulge the findings or sentence of the court to any but

the proper authority till they shall be duly disclosed. So help you God."

"I do.” After their oath, they | ooked at one another, and Pauli even smiled
faintly.

The spruce young defense counsels they had refused woul d have tri ed—as Neave
knew perfectly well—all manner of chall enges, conniving at a postponenent or
adj ournnent that would thrust judgnent offworld where it mght be safely
forgotten. Meanwhile, the TC droned toward the arrai gnment.

The accused, he informed them had the right to waive the actual reading of

t he

charges and specifications against them Yeager |ooked up at her husband, who
shook hi s head.

Carefully as the judges thensel ves, they listened while the charges were read
out in the TC s nost inpressive voice. CGenocide. Intent to conmit genocide.
Conspiracy to commt genocide. Stares by the other nmenbers of the board mnust
have seared like lasers, but the pair sat inperturbably, until Pauli nodded,
as

if to confirmthat the TC had listed all the charges correctly.

For CGod's sake, Neave wanted to shout at them how can you stand heari ng what
you' re being accused of ?

W did it, he knew they would answer. Involuntarily he shook his head. Wy
woul d

they put thensel ves through this? You had only to speak to themto know how
passionate their renmorse was. They had spent every day for the past fifteen
years atoning. Wasn't that enough?

That was what the court had been assenbl ed to judge.

Then Neave renenbered. Operation Seedcorn. The settlers had been left on
Cynt hi a

as part of an attenpt to hide human survivors fromwhat many feared woul d be
t he

devastation of all known worlds. Yeager still took those orders seriously. To
be

human. To preserve hunman |ives and hunman val ues—anmong which was this
formality

of atrial. “lI want to be human again,” Captain Yeager had told him over and
over again. “l want to be clean.”

Not just for herself, but for the colony she had condemmed herself to
protect.

Even nore than Neave hinsel f, these people were Franklins in the old sense of



the word. Farmers. Plain husbandmen and -wormen who had raised their crops
despite tremendous odds and now sought to lay down their burden. Even if
their

actions cost themtheir |ives.

Do you want to hang together? Neave thought at them Wuld you rather hang
toget her than live separatel y? Throughout the hours and hours of

i nterrogation

and deposition, he had been unable to shake any of themin the slightest from
their pleas of guilty.

I wish | did not respect these people. | wish I did not like them

"Before receiving your pleas,” the trial counsel warned them “I advise you

t hat

any notions to disniss any charge or to grant other relief should be nmade at
this tine."

Yeager and Adanms sinply shook their heads. “The defense has no notions to be
made,” she said. Her husband rose to enter their pleas. She rose with him
clasping his hand in a gesture that Neave thought was instinctive. No doubt,
had

they been aware of it, they would have deprived thenselves of its confort.
"The accused, Raiford Adans..."

"And Pauli Yeager...” her voice finally husked and trenbl ed, and Adans
squeezed

her fingers.

"To all specifications and charges, we plead guilty."

There was no statute of limtations on genocide, so that |ine of argunment was
out. Wth as much of a shrug as the inpassive TC coul d nanage, he | ooked at
Neave. It's in your hands now.

Neave | ooked down. On his nonitor, the proper words, the ancient words,

gl owed,

rem nding himof his role. Wiy nmust you do this? He had demanded that, and

t hey

had answered, until they were all hoarse and the question began to inply, Wy
do

you force me to judge you?

"I"'mtired,” Rafe had told him “It will be good to rest."

"You have pleaded guilty,” Neave stated as inpressively as he could. H's

voi ce

echoed in the room barren of all decoration except the green and bl ue sigi

of

Earth, enblazoned on a field of stars. Despite the white noi se generators, he
heard muffl ed footsteps and voi ces outside the seal ed, guarded doors.

"By so doing, you have admitted every act or om ssion charged and every

el enent

of that offense. Your plea subjects you to a finding of guilty wi thout
further

proof of that offense, in which event you may be sentenced by the court to

t he

maxi mum puni shrment aut horized for it. You are legally entitled to plead not
guilty and place the burden upon the prosecution of proving your guilt of

t hat

of fense. Your plea will not be accepted unless you understand its neani ng and
effect. Do you understand?"

Make us prove your guilt. Make us prove what is human and what is not, he

wi shed

them But they were already, predictably, nodding.

"Yes, sir."

The footsteps outside grew | ouder, were approaching the room and the runble
of

voi ces rose to a shout.

Neave rai sed his voice to be heard over the uproar. If this went on, he would



i nstruct the door guards to silence the corridor. “Understanding this, do you
persist in your plea of guilty?"

"Yes, sir.” He could barely hear their reply over the cheers outside. Dammt,
t hey deserved better than to have a riot outside. He just hoped that it was a
riot, and not a nob. “l want that noise shut down,” he instructed the guards
acidly. “If it neans putting half the crew on report, do it."

Instead of the inpassive “yes, sir,” he expected, he heard one of the guards
erupt into awild yell. An instant later, the doors burst open. The officers
seated on the bench with himrose, outraged, as five men and wonen in griny
flightsuits rushed down the hall

"What is it?” Neave had to ask

"Their teamnmade it across the ocean,” one of the guards yelled, jubilant.

“ And

t hey found not hs!"

A mlitary man m ght have arrested the whole jubilant, unruly lot of themfor
contenmpt of court, or any nunber of other charges. The TC was al ready on his
feet, shouting sonething about “outrage."

Yeager and Adans had sunk back into their chairs. Their faces were flushed;
for

an instant, their huge, incredulous sniles gave Neave a vivid picture of two
young, reckless, and—n their way—nnocent officers who had spent youth,

i nnocence, and even human decency out here in the No Man's Wrld. Then their
sm | es faded, and they wept.

Raf e hugged Pauli close and drew her toward the ranp that led to the open sky
where several children banked and swooped in victory rolls. In a conmunity
this

size, of course, the news could have spread at the speed of |ight; sonmehow,
Neave coul d not bl ane the survey team for spreading the news that a col ony of
native Cynthians survived. A cheer went up as Yeager and Adams wal ked down

t he

ranp, blinking through their tears, their steps as uncertain as any invalid's.
Neave drew cl ose, eager to overhear anything they might say.

They shook their heads as they watched the settlers |augh, hug one anot her
and

cheer. Then, as always, they turned to one another. Neave's shadow fel

acr oss

their path, and Rafe turned to | ook at him

"You understand, of course,” Pauli Yeager said.

He nodded. “OF course. This doesn't change anything."

Yeager alnost snmiled. “lI thought that we could trust you to see it that way.
Good enough. "

"At |east they're happy,” she | ooked out to see a tall worman with cropped
dar k

hair swng into a joyous dance by a taller, blond man—Hal gerd, his face
transfigured by a grin. Rafe pointed at the sky, and Pauli |ooked up, her
eyes

following a small, thin boy whose victory rolls were the nost flanboyant.
“I"'m

glad for them Their skies won't be enpty.”

"There was a while there,” Rafe explained, “when we couldn't bear to | ook up
Then we saw t he kids copying us, and we realized that our children m ght grow

up

with their eyes fixed on the nmud, not the stars. But it was hard."

"It still is,” said Pauli Yeager. “Conmi ssioner, the fact that your people
f ound

living Cynthians is wonderful, but it doesn't make up for our having killed
t he

ones on this continent. You don't have to succeed to be ... what we are.
That's

the aw. W thought we were killing all of them W tried to.” Her face



tw sted

then, like a much younger, gentler woman's, and she hid it agai nst her
husband' s

shoul der. “But, O God, I'mglad we failed."

Rafe strode toward the survey team The newconers to Cynthia were tired
nmuddy,

but their grins—the last tinme he'd seen a grin like that was after the first
time his son Serge had grounded his flier without sliding two neters on his
backside to do it. Do they really think this changes things for us? he
wonder ed

as one of the young nmen flung an arm about his shoul der

"I"ve got the tapes of the last ... contact,” he said. “l assume you'll want
to

conmuni cate with the Cynthians on the southern continent. Let nme get the

t apes,

and 1'll see what else | renenber.”

A flourish of fair hair, a slim upright figure flickered across his

awar eness,

and, for a sickening nmonent, he thought it was Alicia Pryor before the
anti-agathics betrayed her to sickness and age. “Conm ssioner!” Damm. The von
Bul ow wonman agai n. Her resenbl ance to the dead physician—that was anot her
good

reason to hate her guts; her conduct with Thorn had been the first.

"Yes?” G ve Neave that, he barely raised an eyebrow at the Secess’ tone.
"These two ... officers are under arrest. A person in the status of arrest
cannot be required to performhis full nmilitary duty, and if he is placed-by
t he

authority who placed himin arrest or by superior authority—en duty

i nconsi st ent

with such status his arrest is thereby term nated."

Neave achieved a nild glare. “Thank you,” he said blandly.

"For CGod's sake!” Pauli spat. “You've got a chance to nmeet an intelligent,
friendly alien race, and you want to play this by the book? Wo knows nore
about

the Cynthians than the man who made the first contact?” She flushed, and her
voice trailed off awkwardly.

"We aren't asking to take conmmand,” Rafe put in quickly. “Just to serve in an
advi sory capacity. That doesn't have to be ‘mlitary duty,’ is it,
Conmi ssi oner ?"

Taki ng Neave's | ook of relief for consent, “Cone on,” Rafe repeated. “Let's
dust

of f those tapes.”

As no one had had the heart to do for many years, he darkened a done's wall.
Once again, the great swooping Cynthian elders Pauli had called Uiel and
Ari el

darted across the night sky, whorls and conets gl eam ng along their wi ngs,

t he

scal es of their bodies shimering and the eerie glow of their conmpound eyes
catching the Iight of both nobons.

"We can't hear them ‘speak,'” Rafe had |ong since deteriorated into |lecture
node. “But the conputer breaks the frequencies down into the anal ogica
constructions typical of their thought processes..."

He could feel eyes on his back. How could you kill creatures this beautiful?
How? Deliberately Rafe skipped forward to the nercifully brief footage of the
hat ching towers, arrayed across the world's magnetic |lines, and the one or

t wo

shots of the nmeter-long | arvae they had called “eaters.” He heard Pauli gasp
and himsel f gagged at his nenories: Borodin falling into a field that teened
with the larvae; Pauli's “l hope he died before he hit the ground”; the awful
stink of acid and ozone as they trained their blasters on creatures they had



only begun to realize would netanorphose into winged splendor ... a shot of a
young adult, wings unnaturally bright fromthe pigments we gave theny the

| ast

el der dying once they answered his question “Wy?"

"Shut it down, Rafe,” Pauli nuttered desperately

He brought the lights up and stared bl eakly about the crowded room

"Those are Cynthians,” he said. “Tell nme, what did you see?"

"Well, sir,” said the senior man of the survey teamabout Lohr's age, Rafe

j udged, “we crossed the ocean and did sone tests. Your man Hal gerd ought to
be

really proud; the conposites he's been working out for his gliders would
definitely survive the storms we ran into. W picked up definite seisnic
activity, one or two dormant vol canoes, and a number of extinct ones.
Apparently

there's a chain of them Well, in one of the |argest cal dera..

"W were getting readings on infrared. Life readings. So we dived to check..
And saw the w ngs, the gl eami ng wi ngs, Rafe thought. The catch of breath, the

wonder, the ache at the back of the throat at all that beauty ... at |east
some
are still alivel | hope they prosper

"They didn't seemto have any fear of our craft, Captain,” cane a reply to
Neave' s question

"No, they never did fear ... except their own children,” Pauli nuttered.

W nged, beautiful, and you killed them How could you bring yourself to kil
t hen? Neave, his mind full of the glory that they had thought—-and thought

wr ongf ul | y—had exi sted only on tape.

"You have no idea just how big this crater was. Down bel ow was a sort of |ava
flat, but the crater itself was ... it was carpeted with ground scrub like
you

have here, but wilder, lusher. W saw sone of those towers |ike you showed
us."

Hat chi ng season, Rafe thought. The pale, fragile towers would split as the

| arvae woke to whatever ravenous instinct passed for awareness in them and
t hey

ate. He shuddered, and realized that Neave was watching him Carefully he
drew

hi msel f erect and still.

"The tapes,” he husked. “Take them |If | can help you, don't hesitate to |let
nme

know. |I'm not goi ng anywhere."

For the first tine since she broke her leg, Pauli had consented to swallow a
sedative. Rafe sat by their bed until she fell into uneasy sleep, then left

t he

darkened roomto look in on their children. One decent thing about house
arrest:

they had left them Serge and ‘Cilla to care for

But how | ong could that continue? Rafe stared down at his children. They were
fearful now, afraid as he had once sworn no Cynthian child rmust ever be.
Though

years ago Serge had demanded the dignity of his own tiny room tonight he and
hi s younger sister huddl ed cl ose together. Rafe bent over them straightening
their covers, easing twisted arnms and | egs that m ght ache tonmorrow if he
didn't

move themnow. ‘Cilla whinpered a little, then sighed into peaceful dreans.
Two children were a heavy burden to lay on Lohr and Ayel et; perhaps David ben

Yehuda ... but if David too were sentenced ... Rafe tried to ward off panic
by
t hi nki ng. Who woul d take the children? Thorn, perhaps: if all went well, in
hi s

grief for Alicia, he mght turn toward a woman who had wanted him for years.



I't

didn't matter. There were nmany children on Cynthia who had no parents. Lohr
for

exanpl e: though these days he called hinself ben Yehuda.

The settlers would | ook after Serge and little “Cilla. It mght be better

t hat

way. Others would be comng: farners, refugees, scientists, teachers. \Wat
sort

of life would his children have if the newconers |earned their parents had
been

t he genocides who had tried to wi pe out the native culture? No: the nights
when

Rafe could wander into his children's roons just to observe them were fast
runni ng out.

The t hought made himfeel old and tired. Life on Cynthia aged a person. Hard
as

it seemed, those gl ossy young | awyers Neave had assi gned himand Pauli were
about their age; yet they were unlined, unscarred ... innocent. Rafe chuckl ed
sardoni cal | y.

A low, desperate cry made himwhirl and run back toward the room he and Paul
shared. Like their children, she had twi sted herself into a tight knot of
fear,

alnost a fetal ball. He laid a hand on his wife's shoul der
"Paul i, Pauli, conme out of it,” he murnured. Unaccustoned as she was to
sedatives, she must be reacting to this one. Shadows still underlay her eyes;

t he sedative had brought her unconsciousness, but no rest.

She noaned and curled herself even tighter, rejecting the waking world. “No,”
she whimpered. “Don't ... don't want to face them... it's cracking ... oh
Cod,

they're going to break free!"

Her cry woke her, and she hurled herself into a seated position. For a noment
her eyes were blank with terror. Then they focused on Rafe. Warmh and sanity
returned to them

He laid fingers on his lips, stepped to the door, and |istened. No, Serge and
‘Cilla hadn't been disturbed by their nmother's nightmare. Reassured, he sat
on

t he edge of the bed and held out his arnms. She threw herself into them and

cl ung

to himas he wi ped her forehead and eyes, then stroked the sweat-danp short
curl s—begi nning to gray now-at the nape of her neck back into some order

"Easy, love,” he whispered. “It's alnost over now.” “Tonight, when you showed
the old tapes..."
"Hush, Pauli. They needed to know for the people who will cone here after

we're

gone. And it's all evidence. Now quiet, rest now Lean back..."

He eased her back down onto the bed and | ay beside her, propped on an el bow
to

| ook at her while she nol ded hersel f against his side. So many years now t hey
had been together, years when she had | ed, and he had foll owed until her
strength was gone. Then it was he who would hold her, sustain her until that
magni fi cent, dogged nerve of hers returned and she could fight once nore.
For the last time, ny love. Take ny strength too, he w shed at her and drew
her

cl ose. She sighed and smled, already nore than hal f asleep again.

"Don't want to face them..” Long after Pauli slept, Rafe |ay hol ding her
ponderi ng her words. Face whon? There was only one possi ble answer to that.
Pauli feared the eaters.

Scarcely daring to breathe | est he wake her, Rafe slid his armout from
beneat h

her head, lay still while listening to her even, shall ow breathing,



occasional ly

broken by little sobbing whinmpers. Then, finally, he rose fromtheir bed, and
went into their living quarters.

Pauli wasn't the only one who could study law on the sly. He typed in a brief

search. CGenocide ... Extradition. The screen flickered a few tines, then
cl eared
as letters formed on it. “Genocide ... shall not be considered as politica

crimes for the purpose of extradition. The Contracting Parties pledge

t hensel ves

in such cases to grant extradition in accordance with their laws and the
treaties in force.”

Neave, who seened to subscribe to some weird variant on an ethic of
nonvi ol ence,

was just | ooking for an out; and here it was—the thing that Pauli feared nopst
of

all: to be turned over to the Cynthi ans.
Rafe's breath cane fast. Despite the chill in their quarters, he was
sweat i ng.

Neave's exploration teans had sighted hatching towers. And he had seen one
crack

open, seen one of the meter-long |larvae fasten its mandibles in a child's

f oot

snelled the acid, and heard her scream Poor ‘Cilla. She had survived that
attack, but the laned foot it left her with had ultimately killed her

Bor odi n—ntil she was dragged back, Pauli had tried to blast her way through
to

hi s body, or whatever the eaters had left of it. Rafe still prayed that the
old

captai n had been dead or unconsci ous, never to feel the bite of chitin or the
burn of acid.

He and Pauli ... bile gushed into his nouth. To be given to the eaters while
still conscious, aware. “O CGod, help,” he whispered.

If that were their sentence—Rafe shuddered. Through a haze of tears, he

r ummaged

in a chest until he found his old kit and sighed with relief. People never
guesti oned a xenobi ol ogi st's need for unpl easant chem cals: aromatics, or
caustics, or even poisons. He caught up a glass pipette, dipped it into one
such

vial, then sealed it in a tiny tube which he secreted in an inner pocket of
hi s

j acket.

He yawned as the day's enotions finally registered on his nerves and body and
headed back to bed. Gently he drew Pauli into his arms until she sighed in
her

sl eep and curled against him her head pillowed on his shoul der. So nany
years

they had lain like that; the first tinme seemed like only a day or so ago.

Soot hed by the rhythm of his heartbeat, her breathing softened and steadi ed.
Such a fierce spirit in such a tiny frane. He knew that Pauli had subnitted
herself to justice and woul d never evade her sentence by suicide. But as |ong
as

Rafe had that tiny pipette with its heavy dose of quick, l|ethal, and painless
venom she would not suffer. A flick of the thunb to open the tube, a quick
scratch; and Pauli woul d have the peace she yearned for

In that nuch, at |east, he could protect her. Pauli wasn't the only one in

t he

famly to have secrets. Don't let nme | ose ny nerve, he prayed

He buried his face in Pauli's hair, which snelled of mown grass and sunlight.
Her warnmth lulled him and within nonments, he was asl eep



25

The noons had set, and the night sky had not even begun to turn gray when the
sumons came. The people who had sat with themall that night started, then
forced faces and bodies to stillness—all except Lohr. Like a rmuch younger
boy,

Lohr flung hinmself first into Pauli's arns, then Rafe's. Ayelet enbraced them
slowy, as cautious of her pregnancy as Pryor (rest her soul) could have
want ed.

"It kicked!” Pauli breathed.

"Pauli or Paul: not “it,'” Ayelet corrected gravely. “l have al ways
want ed. . .”

she gul ped, then went on, “a big famly."

Raf e bent and ki ssed her cheek, cast a longing glance at the cl osed door of
t he

room where Serge and ‘Cilla slept.

"We nustn't keep themwaiting,” he spoke quickly. “Cone on.” His hand on
Pauli's

armwas warm famliar, and it shook only slightly.

Only Amory Neave, his pilot, and two of the huskier survey personnel waited
out side. Pauli |ooked themover ironically. He cannot believe we need to be
restrained. Not after all this time. They had chosen the time well. Mbst
restless of the settlers, Thorn Halgerd (finally acconpani ed by Ro Econonus,
thank God!), had joined some of the ship's crewin nore flight tests of his
ultralights; and at this hour, anyone else in the settlenent was asleep, too

tired to notice that their | eaders had gone on ... been sent on ... ahead.
"Let's go quickly,” she said. “If you'd wanted to draw a crowd, you could
have

let us sleep in."

Her bravado contrasted poorly with her pale face and dark-circl ed eyes.
Still,

for an instant, it was she who led the way toward the waiting scoutship. Her
feet rang on the | anding ranmp. Once on board, she strapped herself into the

padded seat, a nmovenent still instinctive even after all these years. One
| ast
flight, she thought. At least, 1'll have that.

She wi shed they woul d have permitted her to pilot the ship that woul d take
her
and Rafe across the ocean: an exercise in futility, seeing that her |icenses

must have expired years ago. But still, a last request ... they had not asked
her what her |ast request was, an attenpt to preserve the illusion that she
and

Rafe were being taken to the eastern continent to help the survey team

al r eady

canped there to speak with the Cynthians.

Wei ght pressed Pauli against the seat, which tilted as the ship rose into the
air. Vibration built up, rose into a hum then a whine: the ship quivered in
a

downdraft, then righted itself and gained altitude.

Rafe lay with his eyes cl osed, but opened them even as she watched. He

br ought

one hand up to brush the breast pocket of his workjacket, then sniled at her
The ship trenbl ed again, then steadi ed. Trade wi nds? Pauli thought. A sort of
slipstrean? The surveyors working with Thorn Halgerd to build ultralights
abl e

to cross this world' s oceans woul d need to know that. She woul d renenber. .
She woul d not have that chance. That, and the task of encouraging, |eading,
and

| oving the one small human settlement on Cynthia, would pass to cl eaner hands
today. It was good that Thorn and the crewrenbers got along so well; it
augur ed



wel | for the day when Earth and its allies would send nore settlers to
Cynt hi a.

Per haps, she nused, it would be better if the newconers built towns of their
own, and didn't try to |ive anmobng people who had all but forgotten that faces
other than their own existed in the cosnbos. They might |ike and respect the
ol der settlers, but they could never, never understand.

From t he monent when the exploration teamdisrupted her court-martial wth
shouts that they had spotted w nged Cynthians, she had known Neave woul d
extradite her and Rafe.

It was like himto have broken it gently. He had seen the Cynthians, she
knew.

There had been days when he had ... vanished. “I am sorry, the conm ssioner
is

unable to see you...” Oh, she knew what that translated into. Neave woul d
st udy

the Cynthian survivors, would pity themas any decent person must; and when
he

returned, Pauli would finally see in his eyes the chill disgust wi th which
decent nen and wonen must regard her, regardl ess of her protests. The
Cynt hi ans

had been w nged, free, and beautiful; and she had killed them The
conmi ssi oner
could not help but be revolted by the thing into which she had turned herself.
"They want to see you,” he had told them
"Do they understand what we did?"
"I tried to nake them” he said. “I don't know how well | succeeded. You may
have to explain the rest of it."
Sonehow, Pauli doubted that. As a scholar and politician, Neave had proved
t oo
adept at the gane of constructing verbal anal ogies that, raised fromthe
| evel
of human voices into the high frequencies of Cynthian communications, enabled
humans and Cynt hians to speak together. He woul d have made t hem under st and.
Still, if they wanted to hear her own adm ssion of guilt, she had confessed
once
al ready; a second tine wouldn't alter anything. And it would be good to see
wi nged Cynt hi ans agai n, she thought ... Uriel and Ariel dancing on the
thermal s

then, pallid, febrile, their w ngs shedding brightness, trying to
restrain
t he younger Cynthians ... folded wings plumeting into the flane ... She
whi npered at the nenory, then glanced about.
No one had heard. Not even Rafe had noticed. The whining of the ship's
engi nes
rose in pitch as it gained speed. Pauli shut her eyes, remenbering the
f ant asy
that had stayed with her fromthe first time she flew that her nerves and
nmuscl es were keyed in with the fuselage, her arns extended with the
aircraft's
wi ngs as it bal anced and swooped—ti ke her son and his glider, or a Cynthian
swoopi hg down the airstreanms. Not a day had passed that she didn't yearn for
that sight.
Likely, it would be one of her last. How could the Cynthians fail to condem
her
and her husband? Loyalty to species—+to Pauli's shock, even Elisabeth von
Bul ow
had dragged out species loyalty as a reason not to extradite her.
"Do you call human having arns and |legs, a pale skin |Iike yours?” Beneatha
had
demanded. “Then why did you call Halgerd a construct? Wat about Armand over



there, who lost a foot? And then there's me, of course.”

Rafe lifted an eyebrow. “What are you thinki ng?"

"OfF the way Beneatha set up Elisabeth von Bulow,” Pauli said softly. Rafe
chuckl ed, the low, rich sound Pauli |oved. “Next thing she knew, she was
protesting that humans didn't have to have pal e skins, that she wasn't a
racist..."

"' Then why,'” Rafe drew Beneatha's words out of his own recollections, “'do
you

argue agai nst extradition in this case? Because they don't | ook |ike people?
Because they're just bugs, and you don't need to worry about the rights of a
bunch of noths?’” Deliberately she had used an epithet for which she had
puni shed a generation of children on Cynthia. “'Wat's Thorn, then, but a
not h

with arms and | egs? What's to stop you fromthinking of ne as just a noth
with

bl ack skin? Ch, you claimthat your people nade hin? Show me the buil ding

bl ocks

you used: egg, sperny human, down to the | ast chronosone. He | ooks |ike you,
but

call hima noth too. Easier to kill himthat way, isn't it?

"' Raci sm shape-prejudi ce—damed if | know which is uglier. Maybe this is.
After

all, you don't enslave noths; you just kill ‘em Look, I've met Cynthians.
You

haven't. They're human all right, a lot nore human than sone | could
nmention.’”

That was when Beneatha realized that she had just argued successfully to turn
her own friendly old enenies over to the Cynthians. Intelligent they were,
human

by the extended noral definition she had proposed. But they were alien. \Wat
sort of punishnent would they nete out? Pauli had never seen Beneatha flee

t he

site of a victorious argunent before. And she had only heard her weep once.
She si ghed. What ot her punishnment could there be? If only Rafe thought she was
a

restl ess sleeper, not every night, she waked sweating froma vision of him
staked out on a plain that withed with newy hatched, ravenous Cynthi ans
whi | e,

overhead, their elders watched to see a grisly justice done.

Better not to think of it now Concentrate on the flying. Considerately,
Neave

had ordered the pilot not to opaque the ports as the ship arced up to where
t he

sky was perpetually dark. The condemmed woman gets one | ast request: to fly
again. But what is Rafe's request? Then, sunlight expl oded over the arc of

t he

term nator, slashing across land and cloud-frosted water alike, shimering in
t he haze of atnosphere; and Pauli shivered with delight.

Just for this noment, the ship was hers. She could inagine herself and Rafe
hurtling free of the constraints of Cynthia's air and Cynthia's gravity and
Cynt hi a' s burdens, speeding clear of the systemand then, in one triunphant
Junmp, leaving it behind themforever. Then the ship changed attitude. The arc
of

its clinb began to I evel out, and the whine of its engines hushed to the

whi sper

of hypersonic travel

O course, they could not break free. Beneath the stars and indigo of true
space, so like the whorls on a Cynthian's w ngs, the horizon gl owed crinson
and

yel low, and they sped toward it, the air in the tiny ship vibrating with the



speed of their passage. Moments later, the ship arced downward. The sharp
contrasts of dawn and deep space dimnished and blurred as the ship reentered
at nosphere over the eastern ocean. As it slowed and sl ashed downward, it

qui vered, buffeted by the fierce ocean wi nds. Lashings of rain vanished into
steam as they neared the ship, its skin superheated by the speed of

decel eration. Curdled white and gray, pierced by an occasional flash of

i ghtni ng, envel oped them

In the half-1ight, Neave's nouth was pursed into a thin line, and his skin
was

greeni sh. Rafe kept his eyes shut, retreating into that cal mfastness that
had

sustai ned themboth for all these years. Pauli swallowed hard and prayed that
she didn't disgrace her former career by heaving up her last neal all over

t he

bul khead. It truly had been too | ong since she had flown. She was truly

eart hbound now. Perhaps that was part of her punishment.

"The ocean,” Neave nodded toward the viewports. Star pilot turned | andswoman,
turned Franklin, what could she know about seas? A tossing inmensity of

waves,

capped with white Iike the clouds through which they had passed, a viol ence
of

nmoti on and color that held her enthrall ed—+the ship [ eveled off. For the first
time she felt a sensation not of accel eration, but of speed. They were

hast eni ng

toward a blur on the horizon that resolved, even as she gazed, into a barrier
range of rock cliffs that the ship gained height to surmunt. Again rain and
wi nd buffeted them and once again they descended.

"Must be a barrier range,” Rafe murnured. “We're beyond it now "

Sun shone through the clear ports now, drying the beads of rain that stil

sl anted across them

"Sensors report life,” the pilot announced.

Instinctively Rafe and Pauli sat upright. That woul d be the Cynthians.
"Careful,” Neave ordered. “They may not know to evade us."

After all, it would hardly do if the very ship that carried Pauli and Rafe to
justice inadvertently shredded the judges.

"I"'mrunning the warn-off tape,” announced the pilot, and Neave nodded
approval

"There they are!” Rafe cried, turning in his straps to point at a blur of
sunlight on wings far feebler, but nore wonderful than the ship's w ngs which
had lured themtoo close. The ship slowed and | ost altitude with such speed

t hat

Neave swal | owed convul sively.

The Cynthians withdrew to a safer distance. Seeing them bank and wheel, Paul
si ghed once, then subsided. These Cynthians were not hers to marvel at; she
was

theirs to judge and, nost probably, execute. She gul ped agai nst the sick fear
that flowed up fromher belly at what nmeans they m ght choose.

"Cal dera bel ow,” announced the pilot's voice, filtered fromcontrols. The
shi p

banked, then descended so steeply that the passenger restraints tightened and
the seats shifted into full Ianding position. Bel owthem yawned an enornous
crater. Watever volcano had created it nust have |ain dormant for hundreds
of

years. Now a | ake glistened |like a sapphire in a setting of red gold ... and
eneral d, since the rest of the basin was thick with lush ground cover above
which only a few skeletal trees projected.

At a safe distance, the Cynthians foll owed them down.

The ship touched down. Pauli released the seat restraints and stood. Wth the
vi bration of the engines and the wind no | onger coursing through the ship and

up



into her own body, she felt abruptly weak. The ship itself seemed |like a dead
t hi ng—dnl i ke the gl owing creatures that poised nearby the instant the |anding
ranp extended.

Thei r antennae and pal pae quivered back and forth so quickly that they were
practically a | um nous bl ur.

"That's a lively conversation they're having about us,” Rafe conmented as he
hel ped the survey team set up the transl ators.

"Were your Cynthians always so curious?” asked Neave.

"Always,” Rafe said, |owvoiced. “The young adults especially. They would try
to

snag things with their w nghooks and pull them over to where their claws
coul d

get a grip on them The elders stopped themevery time they could.”

"This group seens fascinated by us,” remarked a woman from survey. “Each tine
we

| and, more and nore Cynthians cone to neet us."

"It isn't just you,” Pauli told her. "Look."

Not a hundred neters away rose the first of a series of pale towers. She knew
that if she checked, she would see that on this continent too, the Cynthians’
instinct had led themto build their incubators along the “lines” spun out by
their world s magnetic poles.

"They build those towers to hold their eggs,” Rafe said. “So they conme to
check

on the hatching. See those fissures? It won't be |long now "

He noved to stand beside Pauli. He had one hand pressed agai nst his chest,
and

al arm st abbed t hrough her: he had never conpl ai ned of chest pains, never
suffered shortness of breath. Wth his free arm he hugged her to him Her
head

cane to the top of his shoul der. She rubbed her cheek against his arm even
as

her nostrils flared at what she couldn't hel p thinking of as “noth-spoor":

t he

musty, nmusky smell of excited creatures, conbined now with a hint of
sonet hi ng

acrid, which nust be the | arvae before they hatched.

Her hand cl utched for the sidearm she had surrendered weeks past, and she
knew

t hat Neave had seen the nove.

"You couldn't judge ne before,” she told him “So don't try to on this. You
can't inmagine what the eaters look like. O snell like."

Once the first larva touched her, how long would it be till she fainted from
shock and agony? Even now, she coul d renmenber Captain Borodin's surprised,
agoni zed bell ow as an adult's venom touched him She drew a shuddering breath
and noved out fromthe circle of Rafe's arm Three or four of the |argest

adul ts

mantled their wings, lifted easily into the air, and |l et thenselves drift
t owar d
the humans, landing with a clap of wings that quite evidently called the
nmeeti ng

to order. Bright scales drifted fromtheir wings to settle on Pauli's face
and

hair. How like Uriel and Ariel they were.

"Let's get this over with,” she said.

The transl ators glowed, their screens taking on the green gl ow she renmenbered
so

wel I, and the Cynthians, antennae shivering in anticipation, drew nearer.
"The cracks in those towers are getting wider,” Pauli warned Neave and his
crew.

“I'f they should split, head for the ship and take off!"



The sun had long since turned the anber of |late afternoon, and a wi nd had

pi cked

up: exciting weather, if you had wings or a glider to fly with. Many of the
Cynthians circled aloft, though their gemike conpound eyes al ways returned
to

the translators and the humans that clustered about them

"What about the Cynthians?"

"They're just as scared of their young as you'll be. Believe ne, you'll be
scared.” She forced herself not to shudder just this once and hoped that her
coment hadn't sounded |like a rationalization of her crine.

"They're not moving,” Neave pointed out. “Let's go through it one nore tine."
Paul i sighed. So far, this business of getting sentenced to death was nore
tedi ous than frightening. She nodded at Rafe, who crouched beside the
translators, only one or two neters away fromthe | argest Cynthian of all. If
he

stretched out a hand, he could probably touch him

That rem nded her. “Rafe,” she warned in a |l ow voice. “Don't stay so close.
Rermenmber, the horns bel ow t he pal pae—they secrete a nerve toxin.” Just one

t ouch

of it had been enough to send Captain Borodin scream ng out of control and to
his death in a field full of eaters.

The translator's screen flickered, then lit.

"Here it goes,” Rafe said. H s hands were shaking fromthe strain. After one
or

two errors that made himhiss, clear his screens, and begin again, he

pr oduced

the first of the anal ogies that he had constructed to explain to these
Cynt hi ans

what happened to their sibs far to the Wst.

Adult Cynthi an/larvae; human adul t/human chil dren

One of the elders flicked out a wing toward the nearest tower in an al nost
human

gesture. Rafe nodded, then thought better of it, and keyed in the signal both
groups had agreed upon for affirmative. As the |larvae were to the Cynthian
adults, those small, two-legged creatures curled up on the screen were to the
human adul t s.

Vel | enough.

Now for the next one.

Cynt hi an | arvae/ ground scrub, human chil dren/ground scrub

Actual ly, that stretched the truth. Humans didn't really eat the ground
scrub,

but they needed the land it. covered in order to grow their own food.

The Cynthian el ders waited, antennae and pal pae rigid, w ngs notionless.

Si ghing, Rafe keyed in the next anal ogy.

Larvae/ human chil dren; human chil dren/sign of prone figure or dead body.

The | arvae needed the sane food as the human children and woul d destroy them
if

t hey coul d.

Abruptly Rafe became angry. He keyed in a new anal ogy.

Larvae/ Cynt hi an adult, one wi ng broken, lying on the ground; |arger

| arvae/ bl ank

space. Surely it had happened that an injured Cynthian could not flee the
hatchlings and lay in their path, to be devoured along with everything el se.
The

el ders quivered, a quick flash of splendor as their w ngs shook, then
reverted

to their previous stillness.

"Tell them Rafe. For Cod's sake, let's nake an end!” Pauli nuttered.

Humans/ adul t Cynt hi ans; humans/ adult Cynt hi ans |yi ng dead.

There it was in so many words: hunmans had kill ed Cynthians.



Hurmans/ | ar vae; humans/ bl ank space.

Humans had elininated the Cynthians’ |arvae. On one continent, at |east,
there

had been no next generation for bright w nged elders and rash nynphae to
guard,

then flee from An instant later, all the Cynthians had thrust thensel ves
into

flight, as if terrified of the humans.

The screen went blank, and red lights flashed on the translators as the
Cynt hi ans’ agitation burned out one of the boards.

Behi nd him he heard one of the survey team ask Comm ssioner Neave in an
unhappy, low voice, “Sir, are we really going to | eave these people to be
eaten

by grubs? Doesn't seem decent.”

Neave glared at the man. “Well, it doesn't!” he nuttered, then turned back to
the transl ator, opening its back and replacing the board. The fissures in the
hat ching towers seened to have wi dened. Rafe checked his breast pocket,

gaugi ng
t he di stances between the towers and him between himand Pauli. He woul d
have

time to grab the hypoderm c and spare his wife before the | arvae overran

t hem

She woul d never screamlike ‘Cilla when the acid and the mandi bl es attacked
her

foot; she would never know what killed her. Reassured, he waited for repairs
to

be fi ni shed.

The el ders’ antennae flared, whipped into imobility, then fluttered nore
slowy. Good, They'd reached agreement on what they wanted to ask.

Larvae/ ground scrub; humans/ ground scrub

That was a restatement. Rafe signed “affirmative."

A new nessage formed on the screen, and he took so long to puzzle it out that
t he screen bl anked, and he had to signal for the Cynthians to send it again.
Yes, that was a tower, a hatching tower form ng pixel by pixel on the screen
A

tower encircled ... by what? A crater |like the one in which they stood.

Wl | enough. Hatching tower/crater; human children/interrogative?

"They want to know whether the Cynthians we killed built their towers in
craters

like this one!l” Rafe said.

"What difference does it make?” Pauli asked.

"Just answer the question,” Neave said.

Rafe's hands trenbled as he typed out his answer:

Cynt hi an | arvae/ open plain; human settl enment/open plain.

Not only did the I arvae and the humans require the same food sources, and the
same |land, the larvae, |ike the humans, roved unchecked upon it.

The el ders opened their wings. One pointed with its w nghooks at the hunmans.
W ngs/ Cynt hi ans; wi ngl ess ar ns/ humans.

W nged Cynt hi an/ nmount ai ns; wi ngl ess human/ beneat h nount ai ns.

"I think they understand we had no place to go,” Rafe whispered. “They don't
seemto realize...” He wanted to crawl off and throw up, or weep because so
far,

these Cynthians did not regard himas a nonster.

"Do you see that, Neave?” Pauli denmanded. “You tell that to von Bul ow, and
you

ask her, which of us is nore human. They don't have the slightest idea what
genocide is."

A scream of sound and |ight blanked the translators and nearly shorted out

t he

entire communi cati ons system Mst of the Cynthians circled aloft, agitation



in

every nmovenent of their tiny grasping claws and their w ngs. Several even
showed

the everted horns, bright drops of poison glinting on them indicating
extraordi nary distress.

"I think that that really upset them sir,” said the, woman from survey. “By
their definition, civilized people keep their kids ... their larvae ... in
check. "

Finally, insistently, one signal appeared on the screen. Larvae/towers;
towers/crater. Over and over again.

"Let them know we understand!” Neave ordered.

Rafe signalled agreement. “I think that this is what we've got so far
Gvilized

Cynt hi ans understand that their |arvae are a nenace, so they build the
hat chi ng

towers in craters like this, where the ground scrub is thick enough to
sustain

themuntil they hibernate and can emerge as nynphae, to fly out of the crater
I

assune that once they've netanorphosed, the others take themin charge, just
like they do ... they did ... back hone. Anything else seenms unthinkable to
them™

"As if,” Neave spoke half to hinself, “aliens had | anded on Earth anong
headhunters or cannibals, and we had to explain them"

"What difference does it make?” Pauli asked. “'CGvilized or not, they're
still

peopl e!'"

Rafe seal ed his breast pocket and strode over toward her. “Are you truly that
determ ned to die?” he asked. "They think it may make a difference.” He
gestured

at the towers. “Pauli, for the love of God..."

"Cetting another signal."

Rafe drew Pauli with himas he went to study it.

Fi ve human fi gures/ship; interrogative/ many ships.

"Yes,” Rafe nuttered. “There will be nore ships, nmore people...” Hi s fingers
flew on the keyboard and the screen filled: nmany humans/ many shi ps.

Clearly the Cynthians wanted sonething of the people who had pl aced

t hensel ves

in their power.

Cynt hi ans/interrogative, many hunmans/ many shi ps.

"\What happens to you when those hunmans cone?"

That was quite a question. It was only a nmatter of time, nonths perhaps,
unti |

Neave's report drew the honel ess or the adventurous to Cynthia to settle

t here.

He was a man of Earth; he knew his world's history, one in which

t echnol ogi cal | y

sophi sticated cultures drove out and destroyed | ess advanced ones.

Neave stepped forward. This was definitely something he could understand. “W
hang together, or we all hang separately,” he muttered. “You tell them Rafe.
You tell themthat when those humans cone, they will be protected.”

Pauli grimaced at him “Like the Indians or the Tasnani ans? W went through

t hose rationalizations years ago."

Neave smiled. For the first tine since he had touched down on this planet, he
knew his course. “But we've got two things that the Indians and the

Tasmani ans

never had."
n \N]at ?II
"First, the determ nation never to allow that to happen again. | know, we've

heard that before. But now, we have you and your descendants, to make certain



that no one tries it. To stop anyone who dares.”

Rafe blinked hard. Wen they returned to the settlenent, he would destroy the
poi soned needl e. He shook and drew Pauli close to him They woul d have years
yet. They woul d not be easy years; he foresaw a day when settlers would
out gr ow

the west, and demand to explore this continent, to strip it of its resources,
and drive its inhabitants off their home. Not while he lived, they wouldn't.
And

not while his children lived either

"You know,” Neave told the two of them “sone, people used to think that the
wor st puni shmrent for a genocide was to be forced to live in the mdst of
peopl e

he had tried to kill. You ... you can never forget, you know. And you mnust
pass
t he know edge on to your children. You will be truly set apart, for all tine."

"Si gnal again!"

This time the screen showed Tower, falling on its side/larvae; humans/ship.
"The hatcheries are beginning to break up!” Rafe pointed. In a few nonents

t he

ground would swarmwith eaters. Already the adult Cynthians had all taken to
t he

air.

Neave turned toward the Cynthian el der and nodded with real respect. “W've
been

warned,” he said. “So long as we | eave themin peace, they want nothing nore:
no

puni shrent, no vengeance."

"I told you how gentle they were,” Pauli said. “There was only one tinme when
they fought; and that was to protect their young."

" Speaki ng of whi ch—=

Col l ecting their equiprment, they raced for the boarding ranp as a crash from
behi nd them warned that the first of the hatching towers had fallen. The
stink

of acid grew strong in the clear, cool air of the dying afternoon

"Take off as soon as you can. W don't want to catch any of the larvae in our
backwash,” Neave sai d.

Rafe strapped in quickly, averting his face. Let themget off the ground

qui ckly! He didn't think he could see one Cynthian larva, |let alone a crater
full of them wi thout wanting to burn them out of existence. But he had the
rest

of his life to conceal that feeling and to insure that his children grew up
without it. There were Cynthians to guard. There woul d al ways be—thank
God—€ynt hi ans to guard.

"Each generation,” Pauli nmuttered as acceleration pinned theminto their

seat s.

“Each generation will have to decide all over again not to kill, not to
exploit."
"But there will be caretakers to remind themof the price to themas well as

their intended victins,” Rafe said. “Us, and our children."”

The ship arced up through the clouds and into the stillness of the night sky,
sprinkled with stars in whorls nore wonderful than the patterns on a
Cynthian's

wi ngs. Above themwere the stars that they would never reach again, though
their

children or grandchildren nmight, if all went well, soar anmong them once
agai n.

Before themlay the atonenment that would enconpass their entire lives. It

m ght

not be—was not—enough; but it was all that they had to give. Behind themlay
t he



menory of a splendor of wings.



