ANYWHERE BUT HERE
JERRY OLTION

For the United States of America

"Our country, right or wrong.
When right, to be kept right; when wrong, to be put right.”
—Carl Schurz

May we never forget the second haf of that quote.
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Trent Stinson just wanted to get some cash. It was Friday evening, and he and Donnawere headed
downtown for their traditional "start the weekend right” dinner out. He had enough cash in hiswallet for
fast food, but Donnawanted to go to the brew pub tonight, and two burgers and a couple of pints of
ferry beer would just about clean him out. A weekend in Rock Springs without money was about the
dullest progpect Trent could imagine, so he swung by Southside National on their way downtown and
parked across the street from the ATM.

"Beback inasec," hetold Donnaas he stepped out and down to the pavement.

It was along reach. His pickup was standard equipment for aWyoming native: three fed high at the
running boards, with knobby off-road tirestoo big for the fenders, each whed! individualy powered by a
Genera Electric 150 superconducting motor modified with abank of ultracapacitorsfor even more
torque on startup.


C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\

Trent's had been modified abit more than most. Besides painting the body panels adeep
pearlescent red and chrome-plating practicdly everything else, he had replaced dl the glass with haf-inch
Lexan, oversized and set insde the frames so no amount of pressure could blow it out, and he had seded
every seam with industrid-strength adhesive. He had added extra latches to the doors to hold them tight
againg the extra seds he had dso ingtaled, and he had reinforced all the body panelswith angle-iron to
keep them from flexing. HE'd welded three chrome roll bars across the outside of the cab for extra
support, incidentally giving him asturdy anchor lor the two army surplus cargo parachutes packed in
separate carriers on top. In back, ahomemade camper built of diamond plate aluminum looked alittle
like thetop haf of the Lunar Module that had taken Aldrin and Armstrong to the Moon haf acentury
before. It was sedled just astight, and he'd tested the whole works to 30 p.s.i.—two full atmospheres of
pressure—before he had trusted hisand Donnaslivestoiit.

Those modifications had eaten up most of their bank account, but Trent figured he could take out a
bit more without risking next month's house payment. If there was a next month's house payment. He
didn't want to giff the loan company, but the way people were jumping off into space lately, you couldn't
give away red estate on Earth anymore. When Allen Meisner had dropped the plansfor acheap
hyperdrive engine on the world, he probably hadn't considered what it would do to the housing industry,
but people were defaulting on their loans right and |eft, and the banks had yet to foreclose on any of
them. They didn't want to get stuck paying the taxes.

That was just the lip of theiceberg. A hyperdrive engine that cost only a couple hundred dollarsin
parts had changed alot more than that. Trent'sjob, for one thing. He was a construction worker, but the
only houses being built these days were on planets orbiting Alpha Centauri and Tau Ceti and places
farther out. There was plenty of work to be had if he wanted it, but he/d never been excited about
commuting, especidly when it involved amulti-light-year jump and a parachute landing. And now
commuting was impossible anyway, because the federal government had madeit illegal to possessa
hyperdrive engine. That didn't dop anyone, of course, but it cut down on casud trips, and it killed the one
other source of income that Trent could have done; retrofitting other people's vehiclesfor space. Even
though it wasn't illegal to sedl up atruck, at least not yet, most people didn't want to make themsalves
targetsfor the police, and the ones who were willing to risk it were aso generally capable of doing it
themsdves

The only decent prospect for work was the new civic center, which had been in the planning stages
for over ayear and was up for afina yea-or-nay vote a the next city council meeting, but with so many
people bailing out of town, Trent didn't expect the council to go ahead withit.

Donna Still had her job a the Mdll, but it was only three days aweek, and they couldn't live on just
that. They could relocate, but neither one of them were quite ready to let go of their home town. They'd
made one trip out to asun-like star about fifteen light-years away in Cetus, found some friendly aiens,
and gone fishing with them, but that was just aweekend lark before the government had cracked down
on such things. They'd had no intention of staying. But if Trent couldn't find work on Earth . ..

The bank's parking ot was deserted. It would normally be quiet thistime of day, but there weren't
any cars on the street, either. It seemed like half the people in town had headed for the starsin thefive
months since Allen had made it possible, and the rest of them weren't getting out much. The economy
was in the dumper because nobody with a dead-end job was sticking around to work at it, and even
though the Gal actic Federation had stopped the world war that had flared up when the lid came off the
pressure cooker, everybody was till afraid of terrorist bombs materializing overhead. There had been
suicide bombings a couple times amonth for aslong as Trent could remember, but now they were
coming in from overhead, and the laser satellites couldn't stop them. Rock Springs wasn't much of a
target, but it fill put adamper on peopl€'s spirits when world tension was so high.

Trent stuck hiscard inthe ATM and keyed in his code. He didn't need to get a balance; he knew
there were only afew hundred bucks |eft. Better just take out sixty or so. Not that saving some for later
wasdl that smart, either, the way inflation was killing the value of the dollar, but Trent figured it was
better in the bank than spent.



He whistled softly while he wailed for the machine to cough up the dough, and wished held put on
his jacket. It was springtime by the caendar, but the evening air felt downright wintry.

A van pulled into the parking lot, its headlights sweeping across Trent and the ATM. The driver
didn't go for aparking spot right away, and Trent snatched his cash as soon as it poked out of the dot.
He couldn't seeingde the van over the glare of the headlights. It could be alittle old lady in there, but it
could be ahaf dozen out-of-work trona minerslooking for an easy mark. If that was the case, they'd get
arude surprise the moment they tried something—there was a .45 colt revolver in the pickup's glove box
and alaser-sghted .270 in the gun rack behind the seat, and Donnawas a crack shot with either
one—but Trent didn't want that kind of trouble if he could avoid it.

The van didn't move. Nobody opened a door. Trent shoved his cash in afront pocket and walked
back toward his pickup, and then the van pulled sideways across two parking spots. Not near the ATM,
but farther toward the back of the building. Now that its lights weren't blinding him, Trent saw that it was
tricked out for space, too. The owner of thisrig didn't care for show; he had just welded angle-iron
across the wide spans of metal and wound the whole works with stedl cable to hold it together against air
pressure. It looked like amoving junk pile, but it wasn't the ugliest ship Trent had seen.

Thedriver wasabig guy with around head. Streetlight glow glinted off his bald—no, that wasn't
right. He was wearing a bubble helmet, already sedled up and inflated. It looked like he wasjust about to
take off for somewhere, and was stopping off for some last-minute cash firt.

Trent took a couple steps toward the van, thinking he would ask where the guy was off to, then
thought better of it. Thiswasn't agood lime to be walking up to somebody in abank parking lot. He
might have awife with agun, too, and she might not wait to seeif Trent wasfriendly.

The van moved ahead afew feet, angling in closer to the building. That was odd; the driver looked
like he wastrying to get as close to the wall as he could. He drove right up over the curb and crushed
one of the juniper bushesin the two-foul dirt strip.

"Hey!" Trent yelled at him, but if the guy noticed, he didn't Iet on. Probably couldn't hear athing
ingde that spacesuit. But what the hell was he doing?

Then Trent figured it out. The vault was just on the other side of that wall. Most people drove out
into the desert when they jumped into space, because the jump field was spherical and it made alot more
senseto take abowl of sand with you than abowl of pavement, but the hyperdrive didn't care. It would
take anything that wasingde the fied, including abank vauilt.

And Trent aswdll, if he wastoo close when the driver of that van pushed the "go" button.
Cdibrating the size of thejump field was more of an art than ascience; thisguy could take half ablock
with himif hewasn't careful. And Trent could dready see the blue glow from the screen of the laptop
computer that controlled the jJump. It was up and running, probably set to go with just one keystroke.
Thevan diver could take off any second now.

Trent ran for hispickup. It wasn't provisioned for atrip. but he and Donnamight at least be ableto
survive long enough to cal for help if they couldn't get out of the jump field in time.

He got three steps before the bank robber pushed the button. There was a clap of thunder loud
enough lo make his earsring, and agale of wind snatched off his hat and dapped him backward. It didn't
just knock him off hisfeet, but whisked him like aleaf into the air, blowing him head over heds acrossthe
maybe ten feet of parking lot that was|eft and carrying him right out over the huge crater that had been
carved into the ground.

A blizzard of papers met him from the other sde. Pens and pencils peted him, and he did alittle
mid-air dance with adesk chair before they both hit the ground and tumbled to the bottom of the crater.

The guy inthevan had set hisjump field pretty light after dl: it was only fifteen feet deep or so, and
it had only taken that much of abite out of the bank, too. The part of the building that wasn't halfway lo
the Moon by now groaned under the sudden shift inload, but it didn't collapse into the pit, Trent didn't
know why not; part of it actualy hung out over the hole.

Water poured in from half adozen severed lines, and it was cold. Trent rescued his hat before it got



soaked and shoved it back on his head, then tried to climb up the side of the crater, but he could only gel
afew feet before it grew too steep. The surface was dick as glass, diced smooth down to the molecular
level by the jump field. He could dig hisfingersintoiit, but it just crumbled when hetried to climb.

He heard the door of the pickup dam, and footsteps as Donnaraced toward him, "Trent!" she
shouted. Trent, where are you?"

"Down here," he hollered back at her. "Get arope!”

Donnaappeared at the edge of the pavement, her blonde hair lit up by the Streetlight behind her like
ahao around her head. "Oh, thank God you're till here," she said, "When that van jumped, it looked
likeyou just disgppeared withit. Areyou dl right?'

"Yeah." hesad, not actualy sureyet. Hisright leg hurt something fierce, but not as bad asit would
hurt if the damned bank fell in the hole on top of him. "Don't get too close to the edge. It could cavein
any second.” The smooth surface was dready dumping, and dirt sfted down from aloose layer acouple
feet under the blacktop.

"Jesus. Don't go any—I mean—just wait right there. I'll bring the truck up close and tie the rope to
it

"Not too close!"

"I know." She ran off, and he dodged the rocks and dirt that kept trickling down into the pit with
him while he waited. The puddle of water was growing fast; his cowboy boots were aready ankle-deep,
and he could fed it seeping in through the stitching around the sole.

He heard the whine of the wheel motors and the dam of the driver's door, afew seconds of silence
after that, then the camper door dammed and he knew she'd gone for the ropein their surviva supplies
rather than the one he kept behind the seat for towing, but before she could tossit down to him the air
filled with the sound of squedling tires and damming doors. Red and blue light flashed into the open
building, and someone shouted " Step away from the pickup and put your handsin theair!”

"Hey, youidiots," Trent yeled up a them, " She'strying to save my sorry assl Win don't you give
her ahand instead of giving her shit.”

A face poked over the edge of the hole. "Hey, we got us another one down here," said the cop.

"And I'd rather be up there," Trent said as another shower of debrisrained down from the loose soil
layer, "Give me ahand out of here."

"Right." There was some muffled conversation overhead, then &t |ast the rope sailed down and hit
himin the face. He grabbed it tight and walked hisway up the curved bowl! until it wastoo steep for that,
then let hisfed drop out from under him and hand-over-handed it up the rest of the way. Two cops met
him at the rim and hauled him out to stand on the pavement.

Donnajust about knocked him back into the hole when she crabbed him in ahug and buried her
fate againgt his chest. He was amuddy mess, but she didn't seem to care. He wrapped his arms around
her and rested his bearded cheek on the top or her head. "It'sdl right," he said. "I'm okay." The cops
stood behind her, embarrassedly |ooking away.

"I thought I'd lost you. Just likethat, | thought 1'd lost you.

"It'll take alot more than some piss-ant bank robber to—wait aminute. | know who that was."

"Who?' Donnasaid, just as both lops asked the same thing.

Trent hesitated. HeEd never met the guy, but he knew him by reputation, and he was apparently a
pretty good sort, for athief. But Trent didn't owe him anything, and the guy had damned near gotten him
killed. Besides, Trent had dready opened his mouth. So he said, "Dale Larkin. The guy who bankrolled
Allen Meisner and Judy Gallagher'sfirst spaceship.”

One of the cups. Bill Tanner, was an old high school buddy of Trent's. He said, "The same
gpaceship you helped ‘em build in your garage?’

"Yeah." Trent grinned sheepishly. He had never been much of a science geek, but he and Donna
had been in theright place a the tight time and they had wound up in the middle of things.



Bill said. "Wdl, what goes around comes around, doesn't it?"

"I didn't have nothing to do with the money,” Trent said. "l just hid 'em out when the whole damned
country was after ‘em for no good reason, and—"

"No good reason?' the other cop said. ™Y ou call handing dangerous technology to every mal content
in the world no good reason? People have died because of that damned hyperdrive." He waved a hand
at the diamond-plate camper in the back of Trent's pickup and added, "And by the looks of that thing, I'll
bet you've got one of your own right here, don't you? Y ou know you forfeit the entire vehicle if you get
caught with one. Too bad; it'sanicelooking truck."

Trent had to conscioudy force himsalf not to clench hisfists. Nobody was going to take histruck
without afight, but there was nothing to fight about thistime. Trent had a hyperdrive, dl right, but it was
in three pieces back home: the eectronics built into an old CD boombox thet still played music, thefield
coilsin aspare whed motor casing in the garage, and the laptop computer that controlled it sitting in plain
sght in the living room where Donnaused it to write | etters and surf the Internet. The cops could even
search the computer for a hyperdrive control program, but they wouldn't find one. The program was
everywhere on the Internet; Donnawould just download a copy when they needed it.

"Go ahead, search dl you want," Trent said, "but you won't find anything. | just likethelook." He
stared the cop straight in the eye, fully aware of how menacing he looked with afull beard under ablack
Stetson.

"l just might do that,”" the cop said, sticking out his chest and glaring back at him. The blue and red
lightsfrom the cruiser glistened off hisbadge.

"Oh, giveit arest, Tom," Bill said. "Weve got bigger fishto fry tonight." To Trent, he said, "He's
been kindatouchy about hyperdrives ever snce he hisfour-wheder into alaunch hole out by Quedly,"”

"Ah." Trent looked into the hole he had just come out of. "I understand how you fed about that. But
that don't make it right to ban ‘em. Weve given up too much freedom in this country aready."

"So says the man at the scene of abank robbery,” said the cop named Tom.

"People have been robbing banksfor years," Trent said. "Y ou're not gonna stop 'en by bannin' shit.”

Donnalet go of him and said, “"We got to get you into some dry clothes before you freeze to death.”

"That sounds good to me."

"Not until we get your statement,” Bill sad.

Trent nodded. "Come on up to the house, then. We can kill two birds with one stone.”

"Y eah, right, and |eave the bank unguarded with abig hole in the middle of it." Bill went over to the
edge of the crater and looked down again. "We better call the utility guysto shut al that off beforeit turns
into aswimming hole. How'd you wind up in the bottom of that, anyway?"

"I'd just got some cash when he drove up and took off. The backdraft blew mein."

Bill whistled softly. "That must've been amoment.”

"Yeah." Trent'sleg was il hurling. He looked for blood, but didn't see any. It couldn't have been
broken, or he wouldn't have been standing on it. Probably just ahell of abruise.

"All right," he said, "if you need a statement, let's get started. It was adark brown General Electric
van, couple of years old, with Wyoming plates. Didn't see the number. It was definitely beefed up for
vacuum, and the guy insde was wearing a spacesuit . . ."

It was a couple of hourslater before they finaly pulled up in front of the brew pub. They had gone
home for a change of clothes after the cops were finished with them, and Trent had nearly said to hell



with it and just stayed there, but Donna still wanted to go out, so here they were,

Y ou could tell where the pub was just by looking down the street. There were more cars parked in
front of it than anywhere e se dong the five blocks of downtown Rock Springs. Even when the economy
was going down the tubes—maybe especidly then—people could awaysfind afew extradollarsfor a
drink.

Apparently they could dwaysfind afew extradollarsfor agalon of gas, too. Trent scowled at dl
the gas-powered pickups and SUV s parked side-by-side in the wide diagonal dotsthat lined Main
Street. Some of them were old, from back when that was the only form of fuel available and everybody
thought the Arabs would keep sdlling it forever, but some of them were new, and those were the ones
that particularly chapped Trent'sass. A person could maybe be excused for driving agas-guzzler if that's
al they could afford—and the used ones were definitely cheap if you didn't count the operating
expense—but anew one cost just as much asanew eectric, and it still burned agallon of gasevery ten
or fifteen miles. There were afew fud-€efficient cars around—V olkswagens and Toyotas and the like that
people restored for fun—but most of the people who liked those kind of cars also cared about the
environment, so they generdly converted them over to eectric anyway.

Somebody in aflat-black Suburban was just leaving as Trent and Donna drove up. His exhaust
pipe belched a blue cloud of smoke when he started up the engine, and the noise was like machine-gun
fire. If he had amuffler at dl, it wasjust aglass pack. He revved the engine a couple of timesjust to
make sure everybody knew he was an obnoxious bastard aswell as a selfish one.

"Must have alittle teeny dick,” Trent said asthe guy backed out of his spot and roared away. "If the
government wants to ban something, they ought to go for those damn things."

Donnalaughed. "What, little teeny dicks?1'd be for banning those."

"Y ou know what | meant, woman." He poked her in the Side, an easy move since she was Sitting
right next to him on the pickups bench seat.

She poked him right back. "Don't go caling me 'woman.™

"What should | call you, then?'Girl? 'Sweetie? Or how about 'honey bunny ducky downy swestie
chicken pieli'l everlovin' jelly bean?"

"Chicken pie?' she asked dubioudy.

"Hey, I'm quotin' literature here. Don't blame meif it don't make sense.” He pulled into the vacant
parking spot and the two of them climbed down to the pavement. Trent almost never locked his pickup,
but thistime he waited until Donnawas right in front of it, then he clicked the remote. The sharp squed of
the alarm activating was dmost asloud as her squed of surprise.

"Beadt!" shesaid.

"I'll take that asacompliment.” He held out his arm and they strolled into the brew pub like royaty.

The place was busy, but there were afew tablesfreein back. Their waitress sat them down next to
one of the big stainless stedl brew kettles that stood in arow down the middle of the pub. Trent picked
up the beer menu and tried to remember which beer was closest to Budweiser. Most of the stuff they
served here was way too thick and dark for histaste.

A bright yellow flyer fell out of the menu. It showed a picture of astream running out of aforest,
and the caption said, "Thefishing isexcdlent, too." Heflipped it over and saw thetitle: " Alpha Centauri,
Land of Opportunity.”

"Samizdat," Donnasaid.

"Gezundheit."

"l sad 'samizdat,’ dummy. That'swhat itis."

"I know." The Russian word sounded strange coming from a blonde Wyoming girl, but Trent
supposed it was the the best term to describe the recruitment ads and political tractsthat people kept
passing around in defiance of the United States ban on dl thingsintersiellar. The Russians had devel oped
an entire industry around banned literature back when they were trying to get the truth out past the
socidist stranglehold on the press. Trent was embarrassed to think that such athing had cometo the



U.S,, but the government pissed him off on such aregular basis anymore, it was hard to work up much of
alather over it.

"Let me seethat,” Donnasaid.

Trent did the flyer across the table, glancing up to seeif anybody was watching. He didn't suppose
the people in the bar would rat on him or Donna, but it was atwo-hundred-dollar fine if somebody did.

Donnaheld it up to the light. "L ooks pretty out there. We ought to go check it out.”

"Here," Trent said, handing her aregular menu, but another flyer dropped out of that.

She giggled at his obvious discomfort, but she took the menu and covered both Alpha Centauri
flyerswithit. "I'm serious,”" she said. "We're running out of money, and al the jobs are on other planets
nowadays. We should at least go have alook."

"Yeah, | know we should." He looked at the beer menu again and decided to try the IndiaPale Ale.
If the name meant anything, it shouldn't be one of the dark ones. That and abacon cheeseburger might
sdvage the evening.

Therewas asign over the archway that led to the bathrooms: Make Beer, Not Bombs. Trent
agreed with that sentiment, even if it wasferny beer like what they served here. He agreed with Donna,
too, that they should go look for a better placeto live, but he wasn't ready to pack up and go just yet.
For onething, now that it wasillegd, they couldn't smply take off for aweekend. The hyperdrive would
take you away from anywhere, so long as you were jumping inté vacuum, but it couldn't put you back
onto the ground, or even into the atmaosphere. Y ou had to pop into orbit just above the atmosphere and
fal the rest of the way under a parachute, which meant that the U.S. would blast your chute with its laser
satdllites before you even came close to the ground. That's what had happened to Trent and Donnathe
first timethey tried it. It was an automated shot from the missile defense net, and they'd managed to jump
back into space and cdl for help before they'd hit the ground, but rather than apologize and reprogram
the lasersatsto let parachutes pass, the government had instead made shooting at them officia policy.
That meant any trip aU.S. citizen took had to include a stopover in Canada on the way home, and it was
getting harder to get back across the border. Trent had heard that you needed a visa nowadays even if
you had aU.S. passport, and of course the government wasn't handing out visasto interstellar travellers.

The waitress came by and took their order. Donna dipped one of the Alpha Centauri flyersinto her
menu when she gave it back, but she stuck the other one up between the salt and pepper shakerslikea
flag. "So when are we going to go?' she asked.

Freeland! theflyer promised. Emigrate now.

"I don't know," Trent said. He wasn't just being evasive, either. He honestly didn't know, and there
were amillion reasonsfor hisindecison, starling with theword "emigrate.” He didn't like that word. It
sounded funny, and not funny ha-ha. It made him think of people dressed in ragged clothes pulling carts
full of chickensand pigs. It practicaly screamed "defeat.” The congtruction industry might have tanked,
and the country might be going to hell in ahand-basket, but Trent wasn't defeated.

"Weve got awhole galaxy to choose from," Donnasaid. "Shouldn't we a least seeif we can find
someplace better than Rock Springs?”

Trent snorted. "Hell, we could probably find places better than Rock Springs ahundred miles up
theroad."

"I'mserious.”

"All right." He drummed hisfingers on the table, wishing the waitresswould get back with their beer,
but she was nowherein sight, so he said, "'l certainly don't have much love for the government, but thisis
il my country. And thisismy town. | grew up here. Everybody | know ishere. Half of ‘em may be
right-wing idiotswho think it's okay to tell everybody else how to run their lives and kill anybody who
disagrees, but the other half are pretty decent folks. Hell, the city council damn near voted to defy the
federd ban on hyperdrives. They were only one vote short. If we emigrate, welll be giving up on that half,
too."

For once, Donna didn't have a snappy comeback. She pursed her lips and cocked her head to the



sde, looking at him thoughtfully. "That'sagood point,” she said.

"Thank you."

"Not good enough to make me want to Stay here, but it'sagood point.”

He shook his head. "' So what do you suggest we do? Move to Alpha Centauri? Itll be just asfull of
idiots as Americawithin adecade.”

"I bet it'll take longer than that. It'sawhole planet, after dl.”

"Maybe. But still, that's where everybody's going.”

The waitress finally showed up with their beer. Trent'swas considerably darker than held hoped,
and when hetasted it, the intense bite of hops nearly made him choke. "Damn," he said after she'd gone.
"About the only thing this suffsgot going for itisit'sstrong.”

"My, but you'rein acranky mood today, aren't you?"

"Gettin' blown into alaunch crater doesthat to aguy.”

"Y ou know what | think?1 think sittin’ around on your butt all day doesthat to aguy. Y ou haven't
been happy since, hdl, | don't know how long. Certainly not since since the Palkos cancelled their house
contract.”

"Condderin' that was my last paycheck, | imagine you're not too far off."

She looked down at the tabletop.

"Hey, it'sokay," hesaid. "I'm not pissed about that.”

Sheraised her head again, and her eyes were glistening. "How about if | lost my job?

"Huh?'

"Would you be pissed if | lost my job?"

Donnaworked in ajewdry store in the White Mountain Mall; probably the most stablejobin
Americaat the moment. People were dropping their money into gold and gems asfast asthey could,
before the value of the paper dropped al the way to zero. Donna only worked three days aweek, but
her job was why they were till ableto eat out onceinawhile.

"You didn't loseit, did you?' he asked.

"Not yet. But Cheryl told me to take next week off. Apparently the government has sei zed our
inventory. To prevent panic buying, they say."

Trent would never understand how Donnacould sit on news like that for hours, waiting for the right
timeto ddiver it. When Trent lost hisjob, shed known about it the moment he got in the house. Hell,
before that, probably, by the way hed dammed the garage door. But she—she hadn't given him aclue
until just now.

"Damnit," hesaid. "Those sons of— Aw, damnit. I'm sorry."

"Metoo."

"Not your fault." He reached across the table and took her hand in his. "I know just what you're
thinkin' right now, and it'snot true.”

"What, you mean the U.S. government isn't made up of sdlfish bastards who couldn't give a shit
about what's actualy best for the average person?

He couldn't help awry grin. "Okay, that's true enough, but | was thinkin' about you. It's not your
fault."

"I know that. But we're going to be getting mighty hungry in about amonth even s0."

"Dontworry," he said, wishing he could fed haf as confident as he forced himsdlf to sound. "Well
figure out something.”

"I hope.”

He gave her hand a squeeze. "Now | know why you're so hot to head off into the wild blue
yonder."

She shrugged. "Y eah, well. If nothing dsg, it'll be agood vacation, and lord knows, we could use



one”

"l supposewe could.”

The waitress showed up just then with their hamburgers. Trent looked at the haf pound of beef ina
bun and the pound or so of "freedom fries’ surrounding it on the plate. He'd been hungry before, but
suddenly hefelt ravenous.

"Eat up,” he said. "Sounds like were going to be up half the night packin'."

The moment they got home, Trent plugged in the truck to recharge the batteries. They hadn't used
much power just on atrip downtown and back, but he liked to keep them fully charged, and he dways
darted atrip that way. Y ou never knew when your next chance to plug in would be, especidly when you
were going off-road, and interstellar travel was about as off-road as you could get.

While Donna started packing food and clothing into the camper, he dug out the componentsfor the
hyperdrive and mounted them into their places. Thefield coil went into a cubbyhole between the camper
and the cab, where it would be as close as possible to the center of the truck. The actual €l ectronics went
behind the seet, where they could get to it in an emergency even if they were in space. Not that they
would be able to do much if anything went wrong. Neither he nor Donnawere techie enough to
troubleshoot more than a burned-out fuse, but they could &t least do that much. The computer that
controlled everything would sit on Donnas lap during launch and on the dashboard afterward, Velcroed
down so it wouldn't drift loosein freefall.

The power to run the hyperdrive came straight from the truck's plasma cells. They were good for
about 200 miles on the ground, or maybe fifty hyperspace jumps, depending on how close to a planet
you were for each jump. According to Allen Meisner, the more mass you were near, the more energy it
took. It had something to do with the way space was bent around planets and suns and stuff. Trent had a
hard time seeing how you could bend something like space, but Allen had sworn it wastrue, and the guy
had designed an engine that not only bent it but folded it in two, so he ought to know.

Trent plugged everything in and tested the connections, then went ingde to seeif Donnahad the
computer ready. Shewas till working &t it, her face glowing pale blue in the screenslight.

"l had ahell of atimefinding acopy of the control program,” she said when she noticed him
standing beside her. "Homeland Security has been shutting down U.S. websites that post it, and of
course most of theforeign sites| checked had the program in their language.”

"How about England, or Augtraia?’

She shook her head. "England can't pit without permission from the U.S. anymore, and Audtrdias
Stesare under pretty much constant hack attack from HomeSec. But | finaly found an English-language
verson on aten-minute mirror Stein Denmark.”

"Good. Let's plug in the computer and make sure it can talk to the drive.”

They went out to the pickup and set the computer in place on the dash, then connected dl the
various cables and powered it up. Donnaloaded the program and ran a diagnostic routine, which
reported everything ready toroll.

"Good enough,” Trent said. He felt his heartbeat quicken, and he looked out to the Street, half
expecting to see Tom the cop drive up in hispatrol car. Therewouldn't be much defenseif hedid; the
pickup was pretty clearly capable of interstellar flight now.

"Y ou got enough food loaded?' he asked.

"There's at least a couple month'sworth, if we don't mind ramen noodles for the last week or s0."

"That ought to do." He certainly hoped 0. Y ou never packed for aday in the mountains, not when
abroken axle could strand you there for aweek, and you didn't pack for aweek on an aien planet, even
onewith people aready living onit. A mishgp on landing could put you out of touch for anywhere from a
month to forever, depending on the mishap.



Donnawent back ingdeto finish packing their clothes and random other stuff. While shewas doing
that, Trent powered up the compressor and filled the air tanks. There were two of them, both under the
seet, each one good for about three hours of breathing. More than enough time to jump from star to star,
find a planet, match velocities, and land, provided everything worked right. If things didn't work right,
well, that's why there were two tanks.

While the compressor huffed away on the tanks, he checked the door and window sealsto make
sure they hadn't gotten scuffed in the five months since held ingtalled them. Had it redly been that long?
He supposed it was. Hed poured al histime and money into fixing up the truck for space, but they
hadn't actually gone anywhere since their firgt trip. He couldn't have said why not; they'd survived the
experience well enough, and they'd had tons of fun in the process. Thered been afew harrowing
moments, but no more than happened on any four-wheding trip. Of course the government had done
their best to discourage more trips, but that wouldn't have stopped them if they'd redlly wanted to doit.
They just hadn't gone again.

Maybe held been afraid of scratching up the truck. Parachute landings didn't give aguy awholelot
of control over where he came down.

It didn't matter. They were going now. He whistled softly while he made his pre-flight check,
stopping occasionally to ook up at the starry sky.

They left first thing in the morning. Trent drove them out of town aways, then found aspot way off
the road and between abunch of rocks where their launch crater wouldn't get in anybody's way. They
got out and put on their Ziptite suits—human-shaped plastic bags that would theoretically hold air long
enough for them to get back to the ground if something went wrong—then climbed back into the cab,
keeping their hdmetsrolled down around their necks so they wouldn't waste the internal air. The suits
weren't any more legd in the U.S. than the hyperdrive, but there was alively black market busnessin
them, aong with eectronic parts and air tanks and the various other equipment a person needed to build
and fly aninterstellar vehicle. Trent just hoped there was some qudity control on all that stuff. 1t would
have been awholelot safer if the government regulated it, but of course they didn't care about that. Just
likethey did with drugs, once the feds outlawed something, they figured it was your own damned fault if
you used it and got hurt.

The only thing a person could do was to inspect everything as carefully as he could himsdlf, and
have abackup for as many systems as possible. The suits were like that; with any luck, it wouldn't matter
if they worked or not, because they were the backup for the truck itself.

So they checked dl the door latches and the window seals, then overpressurized the cab to 20
p.s.i. and waited for ten minutesto seeif the pressure would hold. Trent checked to make sure the .270
in the gun rack was strapped down, and he looked for anything else that might be loose or get loose, but
he'd taken care of all that last night. Donnaturned on the radio and they listened to Led Zeppdin and
Pink FHoyd and Lynard Skynard on KSI'T while they waited, snging dong to "Have aCigar" and " Sweet
Home Alabama." When the station broke for commercias and the pressure gauge on the dash was il
holding steady, Trent switched off the radio and looked over a Donna

"Ready?' he asked.

She was the computer expert, so she held the laptop that controlled the hyperdrive. She checked its
screen, then said, "Ready.”

He opened the stopcock by the door handle and lowered the pressure to normal again. Rock
Springs was over amile high, so "norma” wasonly 12 p.si. It felt thin after breathing nearly twice that for



afew minutes, but they hadn't been overpressured long enough to worry about the bends. He closed the
stopcock, tugged his seatbet tight so he wouldn't bonk his head on the roof when gravity let go, and took
adeep breath. "Okay, let'sdo it."

She was belted in on the passenger sde, not normally where she rode when they were just out for a
drive, but thistime she needed the shoulder belt aswell asalap belt. She grinned. "Hang onto your hat,
cowboy. We could wind up milesfrom here." And she tapped the "enter” key.

The Earth vanished, except for the hemisphere of dirt and rock that was insde the jump field. That
immediately sarted boiling out from under the truck, drifting away in al directions. A few bits of dirt
drifted up ingde the cab, but Trent had vacuumed to keep debris from getting into their eyes, so there
was only what they had tracked inside just a couple minutes ago.

The seatbelt held him down well enough that he didn't fee like he wasfalling. Donnaloved roller
coasters and stuff like that anyway, so shewouldn't care even if shewasfdling.

Shegiggled. "That was hdf amillion kilometers™

Trent took adeep breath. Half amillion. Kilometers were shorter than miles, but it was till along
damned ways from home. And thiswasjust a pit stop to dump the dirt and make sure everything was
working before they took the big jump between stars.

He ran through his mental checklist. The pressure gauge was holding steady. The air tanks werefull.
The batteries were charged. There was asteady patter of dirt and rocks against the undercarriage, but
none of the ominous squeals or groans that would mean something was abouit to blow.

The Sun drifted diagonaly from upper |&ft to lower right across the windshield. It was brighter
without the atmospherein the way, but not too much so. The biggest difference wasin the contrast:
anything sunlit was bright and colorful asever, but the shadows were stark and black.

Thefact that the Sun was moving meant that the expanding cloud of debriswas pushing unevenly
againg the bottom of the truck, putting it into adow tumble. Not a big problem a the moment, but they
would need to kill that spin before they tried to jump to anywhere in particular. The hyperdrive could
send the pickup in any direction, so they didn't need to be pointed at their target, but they did need to be
steady when they jumped so the drive could aim properly.

Trent had installed compressed air jets on the corners of the bumpersfor just that purpose. Now he
watched for amoment until he got afed for the trucks motion, then reached to the control panel heldd
bolted below the radio and pushed the valve for the front Ieft jet. There was a soft hissfrom the air tank
under his side of the seat, and a cone-shaped patch of fog shot upward in front of the truck.

"That looked amogt like hitting apuddle,” Donna said.

Helaughed softly. "I guess some things don't change no matter where you go four-whedin'.”

The shot of air dowed the truck's tumble just alittle, but not enough, so he pushed the valve again.
That overdid it, and |eft them rolling to the side aswell, so he hit both right-side valves for aquick burst
to cancel their roll, then just tapped the right rear one. The pickup came to astop with the Sun just below
Donnas window.

Trent watched the last of the rocks tumble away, wondering if any of them would make it back to
Earth. NASA had suggested that people should go five hundred thousand kilometers or farther on the
first jump so the Moon could sweep up most of the debris, but even that didn't guarantee clear space
around the planet. Severd communications satellites in geosynchronous orbit had aready been hit, and it
was just amatter of time before something whacked the space station or another hyperspace traveller.
Some people were worried that near-Earth space would become so dangerousin afew yearsthat
nobody could useit, but Trent imagined someone would figure out a cleaner way to launch before that
happened. Big ski jumps, maybe, that people could drive off just before they hit the "go" button.

That would probably cut down on casud trips even more than the government ban. It was hard
enough to jump from solid ground, but Trent didn't particularly want to find out what amid-air jump
would fed like. What if you pushed the wrong button, or the hyperdrive decided not to work that one
time? Catching air on awhoop-de-do was one thing, but coming back down hard after atruck-high jump



could do nasty thingsto your suspension.

That was aworry for another time. They were here now, and their dirt cloud was pretty much
disspated. "Okay," he said. "No point hanging around here. Let's make tracks for Alpha Centauri.”

Donnanodded. Her hair billowed out al around her face, and she casudly swept it asde with her
left hand while she set the computer up on the dashboard with her right, shoving it againgt the windshield
where its webcam could see straight out over the hood to get a position check on the stars. After afew
seconds of comparing itsinterna star map to the view outside, the computer flashed the "locked on”
window. She pulled down the "destination” menu and selected Alpha Centauri from the preset choices,
and an automatic targeting window popped up with the coordinates and the distance. On their first trip
into space they'd had to key in the coordinates by hand for the stars they wanted to visit, but now there
were over athousand choices already programmed, and new ones were added to the online database
every day as people reported in from their travels.

The computer displayed the same image that they could seein front of them, and put ared circle
around one of the bright stars. "Thereit is" Donnasaid. "Alpha Centauri, here we come.” She pushed the
"enter” key.

Therewas amoment of disorientation, so brief that it was hard to decideif it was even real or not.
The stars may have shifted just ahair, but that was too subtle to be sure of , either. The only red
difference was the position of the Sun: it had shifted from the right Sde of the truck to alittle below and
behind. Only it wasn't the Sun now. It looked exactly the same to Trent, but unless the hyperdrive had
messed up, thiswas Alpha Centauri A, the brighter of the two stars that made up the Centauri double.

"The computer needs a sky sweep to find planets," Donnasaid.

"Okay." Trent hit both of the front jets at once, and the nose of the pickup dropped downward. He
let it go for afull revolution, then used the rear jetsto stop their motion again.

The computer flashed an information box on the screen, and Donna said, "L ooks like we're about
gxteen million kilometersfrom Onnescu.” That was the name of the first settler on Alpha Centauri's
habitable planet, and while he hadn't tried to name it after himsdlf, that's what people had started calling it,
and the name stuck.

Sixteen million kilometers wasn't much in space. Trent looked at the computer screen and saw ared
arrow pointing to the left and down, so he used the right jets and then the front jets until the arrow
became a circle around one of the starsthat drifted onto the screen. He looked out the windshield at the
same patch of sky and eventualy spotted the planet, just big enough to show as an oblong blob instead
of apoint of light.

"Taking usin closer,” Donnasaid, and hit the "enter” key again.

The planet jJumped upward and much, much closer, filling the entire view out the windshield and to
both sides with swirly white cloud patterns.

"Woo hoo!" Trent yeled, flinching backward. "That . . . wasagood shot.”

Donnasmiled. "Bests the hunt-and-guess method we used on our firgt trip, doesn't it?"

"I dunno. | think | just about had a heart attack there. When we were huntin and guessin', | kind of
expected surprises.” He watched the clouds for afew secondsto seeif they were getting noticeably
closer, but instead they seemed to be receding. Good. That meant they had some time to check things
out before they jumped again. "Let's seeif we can pick up their beacon,” he said. He flipped on the
citizens band radio under the dash and punched the channel button down to 1, the agreed-upon
frequency that colony planets would use to broadcast who lived there and who was welcometo join
them. Trent aready knew about Onnescu by word of mouth and the flyer they had picked up at the brew
pub, but he wanted to check and see how the beacon system worked. CB radios normally had just afew
miles of range, but the beacons were supposed to broadcast with alot more power than usual, reaching
anything within line of 9ght for thousands of miles. Theoreticaly, three of them in synchronous orbit could
provide coverage to anyone anywhere near the planet. Trent had added a power amp to histranamitter,
too, for the same reason. He wanted to be able to talk to the ground while he was till in orbit.



When he tuned to channel 1, aclear, resonant male voice commenced in mid-sentence: “. . . la
costa oeste en @ continente mas grande del planeta, es uno que se parece aun taco mordido . . ."

"What the heck?" Trent switched to channel 2, but that was broadcasting in Chinese or Japanese or
something smilar. He switched to channd 3 and findly got English:

". .. everything from desert to rain forest. It's practically asecond Earth, with an average
temperature just three degrees warmer and gravity ninety percent of norma. The amosphereisthirty
percent oxygen, and the rest nitrogen and carbon dioxide. The plant lifeis non-alergenic, edible, and
pretty, and the animal lifeis both exotic and plentiful. Our largest settlement is called Bigtown, on the
banks of the beautiful Firehoseriver, which flows out of the Pointy Mountains. We're located at
forty-one degrees north latitude, seventy-three degrees east longitude, with the prime meridian running
sraight down the western coastline of the largest continent on the planet, the one that looks like ataco
with a bite taken out of it. Drop in and say 'Hi," and let us show you what we have to offer.”

There was abrief hiss of static, then the voice said, "Welcome to Onnescu. Were the very first
extrasolar colony, started by Nicholas Onnescu only two weeks after the release of the hyperdrive plans.
We're open to colonization, and we welcome anyone who shares our view that aplanet isaplacetolive,
not aplace to exploit. Were happy to see people of al racesand religion, including no religion at all, but
we ask people who practice fundamentalism of any sort to please find another planet. We aso ask new
arrivasto please leave their political agendas at home. We want our society to be based on compassion
and courtesy, not conflict or—"

Trent switched off theradio. "Kindataky, aren't they?"

Donnalaughed. "Well, with al the wackos looking for a place to practice their own breed of
craziness, it probably doesn't hurt to be specific.”

"l suppose not. | wonder where wefit into this grand scheme of theirs.”

"Wewon't know until we go look."

He took a deep breath, then nodded.

"Can that thing find Bigtown for us?'

"If it can recognize the shapes of the continents, it can.”

He looked out at the planet again. He couldn't see much besides clouds at first, but then he spotted
asharp edge that had to be a coastline, and then his eye sarted to get calibrated to the view and he
picked up abig lake and ariver valley that emptied into awide ddta "Isthat the Firehose?" he asked
hopefully. They had binoculars, but as close asthey were, it didn't seem like they needed them.

"l don't think s0," Donnasaid. "According to this, were over an idand called Weaselnose, about a
third of the way around the planet from Bigtown.” Another window popped onto the screen and she said,
"Were moving at about twenty-sx thousand kilometers per hour relative to Bigtown. That'll take twelve
minutesto cancd.”

Another twelve minutesin space. That was actudly afairly short time to match speeds with atarget
planet, but Trent was dready swesting like apig insgde his plastic pressure suit. "L et's get moving, then,”
he said.

"Here goes." She selected Bigtown from the "city” submenu. Trent saw that the "cancel velocity”
option was aready sdlected by default; that was smart. The landing sequence would take them to just
outsde the atmosphere right over their target, and you didn't want to be moving twenty-six thousand
kilometers per hour when you got there. Especially not if you were amed at the ground.

The landing program would do what Allen Me sner cdled a"tangentid vector trandation maneuver,”
caculating the right spot to take them so the planets gravity would dow them down and curve their path
to match Bigtown's. On their firgt interstellar trip—to a planet about fifteen light-years away in the
congtdlation of Cetus—they'd had to figure out everything on their own, eyebaling their target and
guessing their velocity, then keying that into Allen's first-generation control program and waiting to see
how close their guess had been. It had taken them severd triesto get it right, legping around the planet
like adog trying to find the right angle on a badger, and even then they'd gonein too fast for comfort.



They'd had the first supersonic pickup in history for aminute there before air friction dowed them down
enough to let them pop the chutes and come down the rest of the way easy.

More recent versions of the software would set them at the top of the atmosphere with a
thousand-kilometer-an-hour upward velocity, do aquick check with landmarks on the ground to make
surethelr reative velocity was actualy what it had calculated, and then drop them ten K at atime until the
atmosphere got too thick to punch an instantaneous hole in. By that time—thirty seconds after they
arrived—most of of that last thousand would be gone, and their downward vel ocity would be just about
zero.

In theory. Like most Internet freeware, it worked so long as everything else worked, too, but there
were dways bugsin those programs just waiting to pop out the moment anything unusua happened.
Commercid software might have been more reliable, but the U.S. government had put the skids on that
right away, and as Donna had discovered last night, they were doing their damnedest to prevent people
from getting foreign programs, either. Trent and Donnawere lucky to have even afreeware verson.

Bigtown was aready selected, and the computer said it knew where they were, so Donna hit the
"go" button and the program zapped them to the other side of the planet. Trent couldn't seeit directly,
sinceit was night on thisside, but there was abig dark patch behind them where no stars shone. He
gritted histeeth for a second, waiting for the moment when they dammed into the atmosphere at
thousands of miles an hour, but the program had worked the way it was supposed to and they merely
rose up from the night side of the planet, losing velocity as gravity tried to redl them back in.

Helooked over and saw Donna grinning like athief. She loved this. Flying through space with
nothing between her and ingtant death but a plagtic bag and Trent'swelding job didn't bother her abit.
He appreciated her faith in his abilities, but right now he could vividly recall every cold joint and curse
word that had gone into reinforcing the pickup for space, and he remembered every story held heard of
the poor bastards who hadn't sealed up well enough or who smply didn't understand how much pressure
14 p.si. put on awindshield. People went into space with no way to control atumble, and no backup
parachute in case the first one snarled on the way down. Trent had heard about several people who tried
to land on the Moon, not understanding that the Moon had no atmosphere for a parachute to work in.
Some of the new craters could apparently be seen from Earth if you knew where to point your tel escope.

"Y ou'relooking mighty seriousfor aguy on vacation," Donnasaid. "What are you thinking about?'

"Nothin'," hereplied automaticaly.

"What kind of nothin'?'

He sighed. She was dways asking him that, and he never knew how to answer. But she never gave
up, so hesaid, "I guess | was thinkin' about evolution. Space travel's going to weed alot of people out of
the gene pool.”

"Yesh?'

"Yesh"

"Isthat agood thing, or abad thing?"

"Guess it depends on your point of view. It's mostly going to be the dumb ones or the unlucky ones
who die, but it's only going to be the dumb or unlucky adventurous ones. The oneswho are too chicken
to eventry it will say homeand liveto aripeold age."

"Not us, then." Shesaid it playfully, but Trent looked out the windshield at the hard, unblinking stars
and felt the hair stand up on the back of his neck.

"Not if we do too much of this."

She shrugged. "'I'd rather die doing something than just sitting around waiting to grow old.”

"Metoo, but | sometimes wonder what sort of things are worth dying for."

She looked out the windshield, too. "Sightslike thisare worth it," she said after amoment. She
cocked her head to the side, then pointed. "L ook, therein Cassopela. That extrastar? That's the Sun.”

Cassiopeia. The"W" shaped one up near the north star. A year ago, Trent wouldn't have been able
totdl it from Orion, but the last few months had made him are uctant convert to popular astronomy. He



followed Donnas outstretched finger and saw thefive zigzag stars, plus another zig.

"Which end isthe extraone?' he asked.

"Theleft Sde”

So that wasthe Sun. It was alittle brighter than the other stars, afact that Trent found somehow
encouraging.

He checked hiswatch. They sill had five minutesto go before landing, but they'd been sedled upin
the truck for maybe fifteen minutes aready; it was probably time to refresh their air. He opened the
stopcock by his door handle and let a couple of pounds of pressure out, swallowing to make his ears
pop and watching the moisture in the air flash to fog in the vacuum outside, then he closed the stopcock
and replenished what heéld bled off from the compressed-air tank under Donna's side of the seat. When
he was designing their pickup starship, he'd spent along afternoon trying to decide whether or not he
wanted to storetheir breathing air and their maneuvering air in the sametank. It wasjust plain old
compressed air in either case, but it somehow seemed scary to think of watching your breathing air
whoosh into space every time you maneuvered, o he had decided to separate them. Then of course he
had plumbed them together so he could use either onefor either purpose, reasoning that it gave them a
backup system in case one tank sprang aleak.

He had positioned the pressure relief jet to push againgt the trucks center of mass, so it wouldn't
gart them spinning. They might pick up afew feet per second of Sdeways veocity, but that was nothing
to worry about.

Helooked out again at the Sun hanging there ahead of them, then back at the dark planet blocking
the stars behind them.

"Thisisone of those, what-you-call-'em, metaphor moments, ain't it?" he asked.

Donnagave him an odd look. "How do you mean?"

He shrugged. "I don't know. Just . . . here we are, headin' out from the dark past into the bright new
future, ready to roll the moment we get wherever weregoing ... ."

Heleft it hanging, already embarrassed and afraid to say anything more, but Donnareached out and
took hishand in hers, their plastic spacesuits crinkling softly, and thelook in her eyestold him he'd said
something right.

But where were they going, anyway? Trent looked at the Sun hanging there in the distance,
surrounded by more stars than he could see from the ground even on aclear dark night in Rock Springs,
and wondered. Bigtown today, but where tomorrow? Where the day after that? He didn't have aclue.

When their twelve minutes were up, the navigation program beeped a ten-second warning, then
flipped them athird of the way around the planet, directly over Bigtown. The planet was overhead now,
which meant that the pickup was about to enter the atmosphere upside down. Trent used the front air jets
to shove its nose down until the planet did around behind them, then beneath them. He hit the back jets
to stop their motion, but inertia carried them on for a couple of seconds, and they wound up nose-down
with the planet spread out in front of them like amap.

Beneath scattered puffy clouds was along mountain range, dl snow-capped peaks and green
forest, running diagondly from upper right to lower left. Rivers cut meandering lines out into the foothills,
which gave way to smooth grassand stretching off into the distance. Nicholas Onnescu had picked a
good spot to settle.

Suddenly it expanded, then again and again as the navigation program dropped them ten kilometers



at atimetoward their target, which Trent assumed was not Bigtown itself, but aflat spot aways out of
town. The horizon went from curved to Sraight, and the view became more and more like the everyday
sght from ahigh-flying airplane. Then the computer beeped a them and the view stopped changing.

"Wereaslow asit can take us," Donnasaid, "but we still have some upward velocity, so don't pop
the chuteyet.”

"Right." They were at the wrong angle for that anyway. Trent used the rear jetsto push them around
until the planet was below them, then hit the front jets to stop that motion, but he'd reacted too late again
and they overshot the other way, going in tailfirst now. "Thisistrickier than it looks," he muttered.

"Youredoing fine. Weve still got fifteen seconds.”

"Heck, let'stakeanap,” Trent said, hitting the front jets, then immediately hitting the rear jets. That
took them about halfway around to where they needed to be, so he did it again. That put them at the right
angle front-to-back, but the |eft-side jets apparently had more push than the right-side ones, because
now the ground was drifting upward on Trent's Side. He tapped the right-side vavesjust as the computer
apparently decided they had risen high enough for it to make another ten-kilometer jump downward, so it
looked for asecond asif the air jets had somehow shoved them down hard.

Trent flinched back from the contrals, then laughed nervoudy. "Damn! I'm gettin’ alittle punchy
here

"You'redoing fine," Donna said again. "According to this our velocity isjust about zero, so we want
to pop the chute in about five seconds anyway. Four . . . three...two...one. .. now."

There was no sound of air rushing past, but Trent knew that they had just sped up to about three
hundred kilometers per hour in those five seconds. That was about two hundred miles an hour, alittle fast
to be opening a cargo parachute if you were down where the air was thick, but up herein the thin stuff at
the edge of space, that was just abouit right.

He reached up to the switch panel above the rearview mirror and flipped the left-hand toggle, but
his plastic glove caught on the right-hand one and flipped it, too. There was a double bang from overhead
asthefiberglass cover over both parachutes popped open, then along couple of seconds while the
chutes streamed upward.

"Shit," hesaid in the dlence. "That was our reserve chute, too." Now they didn't have any backup if
they had to abort their landing. They could expand the jump field to include the canopies, but that took a
lot more power, and it would still leave them with both chutes unfurled in vacuum. They would haveto go
outsdein their Ziptites and fold them up, ajob that was anywhere from dangerousto impossible,
depending on whose stories you believed. Buit trying to enter an atmosphere with achute already
deployed was just as dangerous.

He was expecting a hard jolt when they both filled a once, and it didn't disgppoint him, but it was
nothing like their first time. Then, they had been guessing their speed by eye, and the jolt had |eft marks
on their butts from the sest springs.

That had been on the way out. On the way home they'd guessed better, and their first chute had
deployed just fine, only to get zapped by alaser satellite that had apparently thought they were an
incoming missile. Their second chute had gone the same way afew minutes|ater, and they'd had to jump
back into space and radio for help—help that wouldn't have comeif Allen Meisner and Judy Gallagher
hadn't just returned to Earth with the aliens they had met on their own travels.

"Wdl," Donnasad, "With two parachutes, well have asoft landing.”

"We can hope."

Trent leaned againgt his Sde window and looked up. He couldn't see straight overhead, but he
could see dmost half of each parachute and they both looked fully inflated. A little scrunched on the Sdes
where they touched, but nothing serious. They glowed bright white in the sunlight, brand new and clean
with only the exaggerated exclamation point of the company logo breaking the smooth expanse of nylon.
Trent couldn't read the Cyrillic words stenciled on the rim of the chutes even when he was standing right
next to them, so he had no ideawhat the company was called, but aslong as the chutes worked, he



didnt redly care.

Theview out the side window went on forever. They were till along ways up—yprobably fifty miles
or s0. It would be along ride down. A long timeto kick himsdlf for his clumsiness. He couldn't believe
he'd done that. Onelittle dip, and now they could be in degp shit if anything €l se went wrong.

He couldn't see straight down, either. He should have angled the side mirrors downward before
they left Earth, but of course held forgotten to do that. He wondered what € se he'd messed up, and how
soon they would find out about it.

Donnareached out and put her hand on hisleg. "It'sdl right.”

"No, it'snot dl right. That was adumb-ass move, and now we could find ourselvesin troublein a
red hurry." "Well befine"

Hedidn't say anything. Experience had taught him that times like this were when he was most likely
to stick hisfoot in his mouth, adding that to the growing list of screw-ups. So he just sat there and
watched the ground dowly become more detailed as they dropped.

"At least weve got nice weather for alanding,” Donnasaid.

"Therésthat," he dlowed.

It was hard to tell from high up whether or not there was any wind on the ground. They were
undoubtedly drifting sideways with whatever high-atitude winds happened to be blowing, and with two
chutes holding them up longer they would drift farther than usud, but that wasn't aproblem. It wasthe
ground weather that mattered. It wouldn't take much of acrosswind to tip them over when they landed, if
they camein sideways. That was one of the drawbacks of ajacked-up truck. One more worry to add to
thelid.

The ground looked rougher and rougher the closer they came. What had seemed like smooth
prairie now became filled with shadows of rock outcrops and meandering streams. It was either morning
or evening down there, which meant the light was coming in low and highlighting the terrain, but it looked
like there was plenty of terrain for it to highlight. It would be fun four-whedling once they were down, but
it could makefor ahary landing.

How had he gotten them into this mess, anyway? They could have just taken an afternoon drive out
to Flaming Gorge or something and been homefor dinner.

The pickup was spinning dowly clockwise, giving them the full panorama every thirty seconds or so.
One of the shroud lines must be alittle longer than the others, spilling alittle more ar from one sde of the
chute and shoving it around.

"Pretty, isnt it?' Donnasaid.

"Huh?'

"It'sawhole different planet out there, stretching off asfar asyou can see. Look at the way the sun
gligens off theriver out there. And the mountains. That'saglacier, isn't it?!

Trent looked where she was pointing. Tail gray peaks stuck up through a blanket of snow that
looked white as cotton except for along snakey line of dirt that wound down through awide canyon
from the middle of the range.

"Yep, that'swhat it lookslike" he said.

"I wonder if anybody has skied down it yet?"

"Glaciersarefull of crevices. You ski over what |ooks like smooth snow, and the next thing you
know you're ahundred feet down in acrack with abroken neck.”

She looked over at him. "What's gotten into you?"

"Maybe some common sense.”

"Or maybe alittle too much sdlf-criticism. Were going to be okay, Trent. So were coming down
under both parachutes. People do that on purpose dl thetime.”

"They'reidiots" Trent sad.

"And you think you're anidiot, too?"



"Fedslikeit," he admitted. The mountains swept away to the left and he found himsalf 1ooking out
at the vast sea of grass. "'l mean, just because everybody elseis rushin' off into space, does that mean we
haveto do it, too? So what if we're out of work? We can find other jobs. We've got our own house and
our familiesright there, too. What made us think we had to go zoomin' around the galaxy?'

"Becauseit'sthere?’

He snorted. "Y eah, right. So's Audtrdia, and we never tried that."

"We couldn't afford to go to Audtrdia.”

"And now were landing on Alpha Centauri." He shook his head. "' don't know. It made al sorts of
sense when | was sedling up the truck and doing al the wiring and stuff, but now | just don't get it.”

Donnalooked out her sde window. "We're coming in." She took the computer off the dashboard
and held it in her lap, tapping a the keyboard afew times. Trent recognized the emergency bailout screen
when it popped up. Hit the "enter" key now and the hyperdrive would take them a hundred thousand
kilometers straight up. Useful if they were about to land in the water or on a steep dope or something,
but with the jump field set to fifty meters so it would include the parachutes, it would suck power likea
short circuit, and then they would either have to go outside in vacuum and repack the chutes or go back
to Earth and holler for help. Not something Trent wanted to do twicein arow.

Bigtown wasn't hard to spot now that they were close to the ground. It was too far away to see
houses or sireets, but there was adirty smudge of smokein theair over one of the valleys up by the foot
of the mountains. Trent guessed it was maybe fifteen miles away; an easy drive if they managed to land
okay.

He put his head up against his own window, trying to see as close to straight down as he could. It
looked like they were going down in somerolling hills, but there were rock outcrops and steep gullies al
around, any one of which could be a problem, and he couldn't tell what was directly beneath them.

The pickup swayed gently. They must have crossed through the boundary between an updraft and a
downdraft or something. This closeto the ground the air could get turbulent.

Duh! This closeto the ground, the air was breathable, too. Trent laughed and popped histop and
bottom door latches, then pulled the regular handle and opened the door. There was allittle whoof of air
asthe pressure equdized, and the smdll of green growing things came wafting in.

He leaned out and looked straight down. " Shit. Big rocks. Get ready to jump.”

"| can't do that if your doors open!”

"| can't seewherewere landin’ with it closed. We're drifting alittle; we might miss'em.” It would be
close, but with two parachutes they weren't dropping al that fast, and the closer they got to the ground,
the more it looked like they were going Sdeways.

There were acouple of trees beside the rocks. It looked like the pickup would clear thefirst one,
but it was going to come right down on the second one. Trent tried to gauge how big it was, but from this
angleit wasjust abig puff of green. Then he thought to look at its shadow, and nearly told Donnato
jump. The shadow was at leadt fifty feet long!

And the trunk was only six inchesthick. The light was coming in low, that wasdl.

They were definitely going to hit it. He dammed his door and leaned back in the seet, grabbing the
steering whedl and getting his feet ready on the juice peda and the brake. "Thisis going to be rough, but
don't jump no matter what."

"No?'

"No. Not even if wetip over. Just hang—"

Therewas aloud crunch and they pitched forward, then an equally loud snap and they pitched
back, wobbling and spinning around under the parachute. They'd just snapped off the top of thetree.
Donnayelped, but she kept her hand off the keyboard, even when branches dapped and screeched
upward past her window.

The rockpile swung past just acouplefeet in front of them, moving around to Trent's Sde, and then
thetires hit the ground and the pickup lurched sdeways. It rose up on two tires, but Trent turned the



whedsinto theroll and juiced the motors, and the truck spun halfway around before coming to a stop
with aclang as the front bumper hit another rock. In a stock vehicle, that would have blown the air bags,
but Trent had disabled those the first day he'd taken the pickup four-whedling and had never hooked
them up again.

Heturned to Donna, and he couldn't help grinning. "Okay," he said. "Now we're havin' fun.”

Thefirst thing they did was ped out of their spacesuits and turn them inside-out to dry. Trent
flapped his a couple of timesto shake the sweat out of it, then draped it over the hood while heand
Donna gathered up their parachutes and re-folded them. The air felt cold at first asthe sweat evaporated
from hisclothing, but it didn't take long before he started to warm up again. Hisright leg hurt alittle
where held bruised it falling into the crater last night, but once he started moving around again it |loosened
up and he hardly noticed it.

One of the two canopies had wound up draped over the tree they had busted, so he had to climb
up and carefully unhook it. Thetree looked alittle like apine, but it didn't smell like one. It had more of a
vegetable smell, like broccoli or lima beans or something like that. Trent was afraid it would be rubbery
like avegetable, too, but the bark was rough textured and dry, and the branches were stiff enough to
hold hisweight. The onesthat had busted were 00zing orange sap. When Trent touched some and held
hisfinger to his nose, he discovered that's where the smell was coming from. It wasn't particularly sticky,
but hewaswilling to bet it would get that way when it dried alittle.

"We can't fold up the parachute with this stuff smeared dl over it," he said when heldd pulled the
canopy free. He climbed back down out of the tree while Donna got a Taco John's napkin from the glove
box and dabbed at the gobs of sap.

"It comes off pretty easy," she reported, so they set to work with napkins and a shop towe and
within afew minutesthey had it cleaned up. There were till orange stains on the white nylon, but that
didn't matter. Battle scars made for good stories back home.

By the time they'd cleaned and folded both chutes, their spacesuits were dry, so they turned them
right-side-out again and folded those up, too. Trent wiggled under the truck to seeif the tree had
damaged anything vitd, but aside from a big dent in the underside of the bed and alot of scrapes
between it and the bumper, everything looked fine. While he crawled back out again, Donna opened the
camper and went indgde to make sure everything had survived in there, and to open the ventsin the roof
and thewallsto let air circulate even when the door was closed.

She came back out with acan of beer. "It'skind of early our timeto start drinking," she said, "but |
think the day's just about over here. Doesn't the sun ook closer to the horizon than it did when we were
coming down?'

It was hard to tll for sure, since the horizon was so much nearer now that they were on the ground,
but it only took afew more minutes to see that the sun was dropping. "L ooks like weve only got another
hour or so of daylight,” Trent said. "Not enough time to make it to Bigtown before nightfal, and I'm not
sure | want to go bushwhackin' on unfamiliar ground in the dark. Looks like well be camping out
tonight." He smiled as he said that. He hadn't camped out in months.

Donnasaid, "Let'sat least find us astream. I'll want more than a spit-bath in the morning.”

"One stream coming up,” Trent said gallantly. From what he had seen on the way down, there were
streams coming out of the mountains every few milesal aong the front range.

They climbed back into the cab and he switched into reverse to back around the rock they'd
clipped with the front bumper, but an amber light came on in the dashboard as soon as he fed the motors



power.

"Uh-oh. Looks like that tree did more damage than | thought." It was the right-rear motor light, so
he got out and did under the truck again, and sure enough, there was a six-inch-long piece of branch
sticking out of that one's control box. The motor itself looked okay, but the branch had speared the
electronicsthat ran it. He could probably wire around the box and run the motor manualy if he had to,
but its power level and its regenerative braking system wouldn't be coordinated with the other motors, so
it would constantly be making the truck swerve left and right as he accelerated and decel erated. Better to
just disconnect it entirely and run on the other three. When he got back home he would haveto buy a
new control box; another expense he didn't need, but that was one of the risks of four-whedling. Nature
was tough on machinery.

He had to reach way up around the motor to get to the power plug. Hed mounted all the motors
that way so he wouldn't snag awire on a branch or something while he was four-whedling. It had worked
pretty well until now, but he guessed he couldn't expect it to protect them from awholetree. At least with
the truck raised up so high, it was easy to work undernegth it. He wrapped the |oose power cable
around aframe member and tied it in aknot so it wouldn't flop around, then crawled back out and
dapped the dirt off hisclothes.

Donnahad unlatched the airtight side windows and stowed them behind the seet, then rolled down
the regular windows so they could breathe Onnescus air instead of their compressed Earth air. She had
a so unplugged the computer and stowed it in its dot beneath the dash. Now she was flipping through
their music disks. "Twang or bang?' she asked Trent as he did back into the driver's seat.

"Bang," he answered without hesitation. Y ou don't jump four light-years, fall fifty milesunder a
parachute, snap atree on landing, and then listen to somebody whine about their no-good daddy.

She dotted in adisk sheld burned last summer, before any of this hyperdrive business had
happened. It started off with Slow Children's six-minute anthem, "Dumb Enough to Drive," which pretty
well matched Trent's mood. He backed the truck away from the rock, ignoring the | eft-rear motor's
warning light, and drove forward through alow patch of bushes. If they made any noise scraping past the
undercarriage, he couldn't hear it over the music.

Back home, four-whedling was pretty much confined to existing roads. The BLM didn't like you
driving over their prairie, and ranchers certainly didn't like you driving over their pastures. The forest
sarvice blocked off anything that even looked like you could drive atruck onit. There were lots of old
logging and mining roads, though, if you knew where to look, and even the officia accessroadsto the
high lakes and stuff could get pretty hairy. Even so, road driving was nothing compared to striking out
cross-country. Thetruck's big balloon tires provided some cushion, and the foot-and-a-haf of travel in
its suspension provided more, but nothing could smooth out the jolt when you found arock with one
whed and a hole with the other. Trent kept the motorsin low range, but he and Donnawere ill
whooping and hallering and hanging on for deer life every few fest.

He had no ideawhere they were going, and didn't really care. He aimed them in the genera
direction of Bigtown whenever he had achoice, but mostly he just drove. They weaved between rock
outcrops and clumps of trees, dropped into gullies and climbed hills, detoured to look at afield full of
blue flowers (Donnasidea) and alightning-blasted tree trunk (Trent'sidea), and sang dong with the
music when they weren't screaming in terror or laughing with relief a surviving yet another argument with
gravity.

Trent tried not to spin thetires or turn sharp enough to skid. A lifetime of being told that bare
ground was fragile had burned the message into his head pretty deep. He didn't necessarily want to leave
tracks so long as he could make tracks, and do it in style. The balloon tires helped; they distributed the
pickups weight over amuch wider patch of ground than regular tireswould have. That hadn't been
Trent's reason for buying them—hed got them because they were good in mud and they |ooked
cool—but he was happy enough to think that they were environmentaly friendly to boot.

Half adozen times over the next hour they stopped to watch someone dse land. Most of the new
arrivalsweretoo far away to see more than their parachutes, but one came right overhead: abright green



and ydlow ultraight aircraft piloted by someonein apolar parka. Presumably he had aZiptite suit on
underneeth dl that insulation, but that looked to be his only concession to vacuum. He waggled hiswings
as heflew over Trent and Donna, and Trent tooted the horn at him in response.

"Either that guy'snuts,” Trent said, "or he'sthe smartest person I've seen yet." They watched him fly
on toward Bigtown, covering the same distance in a couple of minutesthat Trent and Donna had driven
inan hour. He didn't have to worry about parachutes, either. Or leaving alaunch crater. A guy could
commute to work that way pretty easy.

"Don't even think about it," Donnasaid.

"Huh?'

"I know that ook, Trent Stinson. Space flight is dangerous enough; I'm not going to worry about
you flyin" around in an dectric kite, too."

"Yesma'am," he said. Her tone of voice said she wasjoking, but he knew her well enough to know
that it would remain ajoke only aslong ashe didn't try it. There were limitsto her tolerance for his
gung-ho attitude, and he could push those limits only so far. Hed been surprised shed let him build a
hyperdrive and outfit the truck for space, but on that she had been curioudy quiet, even encouraging. At
first he'd thought maybe she wasjust being polite to their guests—Allen was, after dl, the inventor of the
hyperdrive, and Judy was an astronaut, so it wouldn't have looked good to badmouth space travel when
they were around—but even after they'd left she'd been dl for it. Getting shot at on the way home from
their firdt trip hadn't even dampened her spiritsfor it.

He wondered how Allen and Judy were doing. The Gaactic Federation they had started was il
expanding, adding new species every couple of days asthe secret of the hyperdrive snowbaled out into
the galaxy, so Judy was amost certainly chin-deep in paperwork deding with that, but Trent couldn't
imagine Allen doing adesk job. Hewas more likely in alab somewhere, probably on the enormous
gpaceship of the alien Tippets, inventing something new to surprise everyone with. Antigravity would be
good, Trent figured. That would be the last step that would redlly make hyper-space travel safe. Maybe
he should track Allen down and suggest it.

The sun was getting pretty close to the horizon when they finally came up over ariseand saw a
long, Snuous line of trees meandering off into the distance. Silvery water glinted between the trunksin the
last rays of sunlight. It didn't look like a big rive—maybe ten feet across—buit it was plenty big enough
to camp by. Trent drove the truck toward it down along, gentle dope that ended in an impenetrable
thicket of six-foot-high bushes, then drove dong the side of the hill looking for abreak in the thicket.

It was along time coming. The thicket went on and on, choking off accessto the water as
effectively as a prison fence. There were no fords, no gametrails, not even a bare rockdide they could
climb down. Every inch of ground within twenty feet of the water was covered with dense brush. "You
know," Trent said after awhile, "these bushes are sarting to look downright unfriendly.”

She nodded. "Y eah. | wonder how the animals get any water."

They hadn't seen any animalsyet, but that wasn't surprising. Animalstended to get out of the way of
something the size of apickup, especidly if they hadn't seen one before. Now Trent was beginning to
wonder if they had been starved out long before he and Donna had gotten here. From the looks of those
bushes, arabbit would have a hard time getting down to the stream.

"Nutsto this," he said at last, when the sun was below the horizon and the sky was starting to turn
pink. "I've got amachete; let's just make us agap.”

"That seemskind of destructive just to reach the creek,” Donnasaid, "but it lookslike that's going to
be our only way."

"Itsawild planet,” Trent said, pulling to astop on agrassy patch of level ground next to a spot that
looked like it might be alittle thinner than the rest. "Nobody's made any campsites here ahead of us.”

He got out and rummaged behind the seet for the machete, dug some more until he found apair of
gloves, and marched down to the brush line. He could hear the stream gurgling softly only afew feet
away, but it was completely hidden behind the brush.



He expected to see three-inch thorns studding the branches, but the bushes looked more like
chokecherry, complete with clusters of dark brown berries, maybe a quarter inch in diameter, nestled
among soft, round leaves. Trent wondered if they were edible. He wasn't about to try it on hisown, but
somebody had no doubt tried them aready, and they—or their survivors—would know. He would have
to remember to ask when they got to town.

If they ever madeit. Town was on the other side of the stream, and Trent'sfirst whack with the
machete felt like he'd struck aclump of stedl cables. A couple of branches flopped over, broken but not
cut al the way through. So much for the mighty swordsman image. He took abigger swing and managed
to dice them off, plus another one below. Thiswas going to be work.

He hacked away for five minutes or so before he had to take abreak. In dl that time, held only
carved atunnel about four feet into the bushes. He would have told Donnato forget it, that they'd just use
water from their storage tank tonight, but he was dready swesating so hard and stained with orange sap
that he needed a bath before he crawled into his degping bag.

As he stepped back from the bushes and swept his swesaty hair out of his eyes, he caught sight of a
star way up in the darkening sky. It glowed like Venus at its brightest, but thiswas almost straight up, and
now that he looked at it for afew seconds he could see that it was moving ever so dowly toward the
south.

"Check that out,” he cdlled to Donna, who was insde the camper fixing lunch or dinner or whatever
they were going to call it. She stuck her head out and he pointed. " Somebody coming down in something
shiny. They're dill high enough to catch the sunlight.”

"Neat." Shewatched for awhile longer, then went back inside. Trent went back to work on the
bushes, but he kept sneaking glances at the descending "star.” It grew redder asit fell deeper into the
atmosphere, catching more and more sunset light. Asit drew closer he could see that the parachute was
the bright part; the payload wasjust adark speck under the bright silver canopy. It redly sparkled, likeit
was made of tin foil or something. Trent wouldn't be surprised if somebody had tried that—they tried
everything ese, it seemed—but he doubted if that's what thiswas. Whatever they'd used herewas
actudly working.

It was coming down a couple milesto the south. Trent watched until it dropped behind the hill, then
went back to work on the bushes. He was getting better at it with practice; he learned to dice upward
rather than downward, so the roots would hold the bushesin place while the machete cut through the
gtaks. That way it only took him another ten minutes or so to cut a path down to the water.

It felt like the middle of the forest primeval down there. It was only thirty feet wide or so, but the
bushes gave way to full-size trees along the banks, and the trees leaned over the water from both sides,
shading out what little light was | eft in the day. Trent bet it would be gloomy down there even a noon.

He stuck ahand in the water. At least it was cool. He wondered if it was safeto drink. Then he
wondered if it was even safe to stand right next to the bank like he was. Some rivers on Earth had
crocodilesin them, just waiting for dummieslike Trent to lean over and provide an easy snack.

He needed aflashlight. He backed away and scraped hisway through the hole held cut in the
thicket, went around to the passenger side of the truck, and got the light out of the glove box. It wasa
plasma-cel Q-beam, basicdly an aircraft landing light powered by asmall version of the same kind of
battery that ran the truck's whedl motors. He switched it on and aimed it at the tunndl into the forest.

If it had looked spooky before, it looked doubly so now. Stark shadows splayed out in all
directions, al pointing directly away from him and bobbing and weaving with his every maotion. He
advanced into it anyway, crouching low to squeeze through the gap. then standing up among the trees
and shining the light around in adow circle. The treeswere covered in maoss, and vines hung down over
the water from some of them, but the vines didn't move, and the treeswere just trees. He shined the light
into the water and saw that it was crystal clear, and not very deep. It was mostly gravel-bottomed riffles
connecting shallow pools. If there were crocsin it, they would have ahdll of atime swimming very far.

He shined the light straight up. Nothing waiting to jump on him from overhanging branches.



"Trent?' Donnaasked from the inner edge of the bushes. "Isit safe? Can | comein there and wash
up?'

"l think s0," he answered, but when he thought of Donnaleaning down over the water, maybe even
sticking her faceintoit, he said, "Y ou know what, we don't have to re-invent the whed here. Were close
enough to Bigtown to reach 'em by radio; why don't we fireit up and just ask someone before we do
something supid.”

"That makes sense, | guess,” Donna said.

They squeezed out through the bushes again, adding yet more orange stainsto their clothes.
Donnaswhite T-shirt looked like someone had tried to put tiger stripes on it. Trent was wearing abrown
and blue cotton work shirt, so it wasn't so apparent on him, but he made a mental note not to wear
anything he cared about until he knew whether or not the sap would wash out.

Heleaned into the cab of the pickup and flipped on the CB, tuning to channel 19, theinformally
agreed-upon general-contact channdl. It was already busy, so he waited for abreak where he could
interrupt, but then he heard onevoice say, ". . . at least twenty miles south of town . . ." and another voice
said, ". . . nobody out that way that | know of," and he started listening.

"We can't just leave'em out there," said thefirst voice.

"Wecanif we can't get to 'em,” said the second. "They'll have to wait 'til morning. Unless you want
to try drivin' twenty milesinthe dark. Or landin’ in the dark.”

Trent picked up the microphone and said, "Break one-nine. Thisis Trent Stinson, and I'm quite a
ways south of town at the moment. Isthere something | can help you with?' He had abad fegling he
knew what the problem was.

"Hold up, Greg," the second voice said when he rel eased the microphone switch. "Ther€'s
somebody else on the channel. Who's that again?”

"The name's Trent, and I'm south of Bigtown by at least fifteen mileswith agood cross-country rig.
Y ou got an emergency out thisway?"

"We don't know for sure," said thefirst voice, Greg, "but we think there might be. We got acouple
garbled transmissions from somebody on their way down about twenty minutes ago, but their signa
stopped cold when they hit the ground. Could be nothing, but they could be hurt.”

"You surethey didn't just bail out at the last moment?" Trent asked.

"It's possible, but we're pretty sure he went al the way. There was ahell of acrashing sound just
beforethesignd cut off."

Donnasaid softly, "That's got to be the one we watched comein.”

"Yeah," Trent said. The pretty light in the Sky. Now he felt somehow guilty for enjoying its descent.
He looked up at the patch of hillside it had gone behind and keyed the microphone. "Roger, unless
somebody esewasin the air about the same time, we saw 'em come down just acouple of miles away.
I've got a pretty good direction fix on their landing site. We could probably be therein haf an hour if
there aren't any of these damned brush-choked streambeds between us and them.”

Greg sad, "If you're south of the Greenwall, you're clear for quite aways.”

"I don't know if thisis the greenwall, but we're sure south of a greenwall.”

"Wl then, | imagine the folks out there would gppreciateit if you could go check in on'em. Do you
know firg ad?"

"Thebasics" Trent said. "We may need to talk with somebody who knows more once we get
there. Y ou got adoctor?’

"We can get one by the time you need him.”

"All right, then. We're on our way."

Donnasaid, "Give me aminute to batten down the hatchesin back,” and disappeared insde the
camper.

Greg said, "Let's shift up to channd 22 for further contact.”



"Okay. Shifting to 22." Trent punched the "channed-up" button three times. "Trent Stinson here,
transmitting on 22. Y ou read?’

"Loud and clear.”

"All right. Well keep you posted on our progress. Stinson out.”

Trent clipped the microphone back on the dashboard and climbed up to stand in the open doorway
where he could reach the smiley-face covers over the spotlights mounted on the roll bars and on the top
of the camper. There were six lights: three aimed forward, one for each side, and one aimed straight
back. He uncovered them dl, then sat in the driver's seat and flipped the master switch. The hillsde and
the brush and the trees flashed into brilliant relief, even brighter than with the handheld light. And dll
around them, only fifteen or twenty feet away, dozens of creaturesthe size of big dogs stood blinking in
the sudden glare.

They were dark gray, four-legged, and had big, round heads with large, toothy mouths. He didn't
think they'd sneaked up just to see what he and Donnawere doing. He yelled, "Close your door!" and
dammed the driver's door, then lunged across the seat and grabbed the passenger door just as one of the
creatures legped for him. It clipped the end of the door as he swung it around and fell back to the ground
with aloud yelp of surprise.

"Donna, areyou dl right?' Trent shouted, but the screeching sound from the back of the truck didn't
sound good. He flipped open the glove box and grabbed the pistol, aimed it out the passenger window,
and fired a the nearest dog-creature. The noise was deafening inside the cab, and he didn't even come
closeto hitting histarget, but the shot did what he'd hoped it would do anyway: dl of the creatureson
that side of the truck turned tail and ran into the night. Trent spun around on the seat and fired out the
driver'swindow, and the few on that side that hadn't ready fled left claw marksin the grass asthey
skedaddled—except for the one that hiswild shot had hit. That one flipped end over end, yelping and
contorting its body from sdeto side asit ran blindly into the thicket, bounced off the net of branches, and
fdl over, ill twitching and howling in pain.

Trent didn't give it a second glance. He threw open the door and raced around to the back of the
truck, where he saw abig splash of blood in the spotlight's glare, with another of the round-headed
crestures twitching in the middle of it. Donna stood in the camper doorway, alook of total surpriseon
her face and abloody butcher knifein her hand.

"Areyou dl right?" he gasped.

"l was putting it away," shesad.

"What?"

"I was making sandwiches while you were cutting brush. | thought I'd better put everything away
before we started driving again, and then you shouted to close the door and | turned to do it but the. . .
the whatever it wasjumped for meand | just ingtinctively put my handsup and | . . . | got himinthe
throat.”

"Jesus. | guessyou did." She was breathing hard, and she held the knife asif it might turn on her
next. Helooked out into the circle of light around the truck. He didn't see any of the creatures, but he
didn't expect they would stay spooked for long. "Come on,” he said, "let's get out of here.”

She turned away and tossed the knife into an open drawer, did the drawer shut, and grabbed the
two ham sandwiches Stting on the countertop. "All right.”

Trent covered her with the gun while she climbed up into the cab, then dammed the camper door



and went around to climb up on the driver's side. When he had dammed that door and rolled up the
windows, he lowered the gun and leaned back in the seat. "Damn, that was alittletoo close," he said.

"Yeah," said Donna. Her eyes were wide as saucers, and her hands shook until she set them in her
lap, the sandwiches till clutched in elther hand.

Trent wasn't doing much better. He dowly eased hisfinger off the pistol'strigger, popped open the
cylinder and g ected the two spent cases, then refilled the cylinder with fresh bullets from the glove box.
Heleft the pistol next to the flashlight on the seat between them.

"You sureyou're okay?"' he asked.

"Y eah. How about you?'

"My earsareringin' like crazy, but other than that, I'm dl right.”

"Okay, then," she said. "Let's get out of here. We got people to rescue.”

"Theblind leading the blind," Trent said, but he rel eased the brake and accelerated up the hill.

He stopped at the top and pointed out where held seen the parachute go down. It wasright below
Orion, which wasway low on the horizon here, and tilted on its|eft Side. "We just aim for the belt and
we're bound to run across 'em,” he said.

"The bet?' Donnasaid. "What about that bright light on the horizon next to Betelgeuse?'

Trent didn't know Betelgeuse from gpplejuice, but he saw the light she meant. "That lookslikea
dar to me. Thereés sky below it."

"Therés not usudly two bright starsin Orion's right shoulder.” She got the computer out of itsdot
under the dash and woke it up, then stuck it up against the windshield to let the webcam get aview of the
gars. Shefed that image to the navigation program and clicked the pointer on the star next to the horizon,
and alabel popped up next toit: Sirius.

"Sirius?' She asked. "But that's way south and east of Orion.” She pulled down amenu and got a
more detailed information window. "Oh, okay. It'sonly 9.6 light-years away. | guessit could move quite
aways across the sky even in ashort jump to Alpha Centauri.”

Trent leaned over next to hiswindow and looked up to Cassiopeia, where the Sun added an extra
legtoits"W." A short jump. Donnasaid, but it was far enough to move acouple of sars, a least. And
after just being attacked by wild animals, he suddenly fdt along ways from home.

While Donnafolded up the computer and put it back under the dash, he radioed Greg and told him
they were on their way. "And just for future reference” hetold him, ™Y ou might think to warn people
about the pack animal s that run around out here at night. They weren't in your chamber of commerce
brochure.”

Greg sounded surprised. "Holy shit, did you runinto a pack of hoodlums?*

"Isthat what you call 'em? Big round-headed doggy things?'

"Those are hoodlums. But they've pretty much abandoned the woods around Bigtown. We haven't
seen any in acouple of months."

"Well, they haven't abandoned anything around here. Except us when wekilled acouple.”

"You killed acouple? Just like that?"

Trent laughed. "We didn't have awhole lot of choice. There must have been fifty of ‘em.”

"Damn," said Greg. "Well, I'm glad you made it through that okay. A lot of people haven't been so
lucky."

"I bet." Trent hung up the microphone and turned to Donna. "Remind me to suggest we just drive up
to Jackson next time we decide to go somewhere."

"They've got wolves up there," she said. "They come down out of Y ellowstone.”

"Shit"

They ate their sandwicheswhile they drove. Trent bolted his down in about six bites and wished he
had more, but he wasn't about to stop and fix another sandwich while somebody was waiting on him for
help. He kept the truck in low range even so. The spoatlights it up everything bright as day for ahundred



yards around, but the shadows were inky black poolsthat could have hidden anything, and the last thing
everybody needed was for the rescuers to get into an accident themselves.

They didn't play any music thistime, either. The only sound was from the truck itsdlf: the soft whine
of the motors and the squeaks and rattles as they jounced over the uneven ground. It seemed like they
were forever detouring around some obstacle or another in their path, but Trent kept bringing them back
into line with Orion whenever he could, and they dowly worked their way south.

Helooked over at Donnaand tried to imagine what that must have felt like when the hoodlum
jumped her. Killing it with aknife! Trent had never had to fight anything or anyone with aknifeand he
never wanted to. That was way too personal for comfort.

She noticed him looking at her and said, "What?"

Helooked away. "Nothin'," he said automatically, but then he kicked himsdlf for saying that. It
wasn't nothing. He cleared histhroat and said, "Actudly, that was.. . . wdll, that was realy something
back there, coming around the side of the truck and seeing you with that knifein your hand. I wouldn't
have wanted to be one of them hoodlumsjust then.”

Shelaughed. "Just call me Xena But don't ask meto doit again.”

"Never."

He risked another look at her. She had always been ababe, but right now she could cause ariot in
achurch. Shewasfully charged and glowing with the power. If they didn't have to be somewhereina
hurry, he would be parking thistruck and tearing her clothes off right here in the front seat, and by the
look shewas giving him, shefelt the same way.

"I'm beginnin' to see why some peopleliketo get into trouble,”" he said.

"Don't you gart thinking—"

"I'mjust saying. Some people.”

"Okay."

"Still, I bet you'd look mighty good in one of them pointy brass brasand a—"

Shewhacked himin the Side. "About the time you start wearing aloincloth.”

"That ought to look good with acowboy hat."

She giggled. Helaughed and reached out and gave her a squeeze on the leg, but the ride was too
jouncy to let him keep his hand there for long.

After acouple of miles by the odometer, he saw aflash of light off in the distance. He flicked the
trucks lights off and on a couple of times, and the other light did the same. He got on the radio again and
sad, "Somebody's blinking alight at us. Y ou had any more contact with them?”

"Nothing yet," said Greg. "Let me give ‘em another try." He was gone aminute, then came back
with, "Nope. Still silent.”

"All right. I'm bettin’ that's them, though.”

Trent concentrated on driving. Theterrain rose and fell, taking them out of sight of their target at
least half the time, and when they would pop back up over ariseit would invariably beto one side or the
other of where they thought it should be, but they drew steadily closer, and eventudly they found
themselves on along flat stretch of grass and wild-flowersthat led straight to the downed ship.

Cdlingita"ship" was acourtesy, earned only because it had made the jump between planets. It
looked like it had started out life as awater tank, and that life had apparently been long and hard. Long
streaks of rust ran down its Sides, and severd irregular patches of varying age had been welded to it. If it
had ever held air, it didn't now; it had come down tilted and the side that had taken the brunt of its weight
on impact had crumpled like an accordion, splitting its seams wide open.

Itsglittery Slver parachute lay limp on the ground, stretching off into the dark beyond it. The silvery
foil was such asharp contrast to the rusty tank that Trent would never have guessed they belonged
together if he hadn't seen the tank descending benesth it. Whoever built thisrig must have spent dl their
money on the hyperdrive and the parachute, and made the spaceship out of the only thing they had on



hand.

A white blob of fur with irregular black spots ran out to bark at them when they drew close. Trent
normaly didn't like dogs much, especialy the kind that screeched more than barked, like this one did, but
with wild animas out there in the dark, he was happy to see this one. Then he noticed how many legsit
had: at least Six, plus acouple of tentacles that waved back and forth from the top of itshead. That was
whereit kept its eyes.

A bigger creature stood atop the tank, waving aflashlight enthusiagtically at the pickup. It was about
four feet tal, scaly and glisteny brown rather than hairy and white, with thick, snakelike arms and legs that
ended in sharp claws. It stood on four of its six legs, bending upward in the middle like acentaur. Its
head was a narrow triangle with the pointy end aimed forward. It |looked like it might be smiling, but then
again, itsmouth could just be a permanently curved dit full of fangs. Trent let off thejuice and | et the
truck coast to a stop a couple dozen feet away.

"Oh, boy," he said softly.

Donnatook a deep bresth and let it out dowly. "They could be perfectly nice.”

"Uh-huh." He drove alittle closer to the tank and parked, leaving thelights on. ™Y ou stay here until
we know for sure.”

When he opened his door and stepped out, the dien shouted something like "Baki!" and waved the
flashlights beam in an arc around the curved side of the tank. Did he want Trent to go around to that
sde? Trent reached up onto the seat for his own flashlight and, keeping an eye out for hoodlums,
followed the dienslight around to aragged hole in the side of the tank. The furry mop on the ground kept
pace with him about five feet away, screeching the wholetime, whilethe dien above yelled "Gabat!" from
the top of the tank. Trent hoped it was just trying to quiet its dog, becauseif it was shouting at Trent, he
had no ideawhat it wanted.

It took him a second to redlize that the hole in the tank wasn't part of the accident. Someone had
made a doorway with a cutting torch and not bothered to file the edges smooth. It was only about four
feet high, but it started two feet off the ground; Trent only had to lean down alittle bit to keep from hitting
hishat.

Theingde of the tank looked like somebody had taken amoving van and shaken it, which was
about what had happened, he supposed. Boxes and wooden crates and sacks of stuff were piled hip
deep, and more stuff wastied to the walls and hanging from the roof. There were easily identifiable things
like shoves and rakes and pitchforks in a pile near the door, with less familiar twisty things and squiggly
Jjiggers mixed in. Some of the crates held animal s—though not any animals Trent had ever seen. A
three-foot yellow tentacle stuck out between the dats of one crate, weaving around in the air and blinking
theeyeat itstip, and the hisses, honks, and croaks coming from the other cages didn't sound much more
reassuring. Theair didn't smell so greet, either.

It took a second to see the owners among al their possessions, but Trent waved hisflashlight
around and finally saw abigger version of the scaly creature on top of the tank standing over another one
who waslying flat on its back on a pile of blankets, and two more smal ones hiding behind the standing
one. These guys at least had eyesin more or lesstheright place, even if their limbs were more tentacles
than arms. The one on its back had a bad gash on the left sde of its head, till wet with dark purple
blood. The standing one didn't seem hurt, but one of the kids—if that's whet the little ones were—was
cradling one of itstentacles protectively with its other one. An even smdler child hid between the standing
parent'slegs, and at the sight of Trent it began to cry out inlong, ear-piercing walls.

"It'sdl right," Trent said, raising hisvoice to be heard over the din. "I'm hereto help.”

The stlanding parent—Trent guessed it was the mother—said something in arapid-fire voice full of
t'sand k's. Trent missed about half of it because of the screeching mop-thing outside and the crying baby
insde, but it wouldn't have mattered if he hadn't. "Sorry,” he said. "I don't speak whatever it isyou're
takin."

Hefdt something at his side and whirled around, banging his head againgt the ragged edge of the



doorway, but it was just Donna. The alien mother snorted, but whether it waslaughter a Trent or darm
at Donna, he couldn't tell.

He caught his hat before it could hit the ground and wedged it back on hishead. "Damn it, | thought
| told you to stay put.”

Donnasaid, "Until we knew they were friendly. They didn't blow your head off when you stuck it
through the door, so | figured it was okay." She edged past him. "Do they need as much help asit looks
likefrom outsde?'

He moved asideto let her have alook, keeping hisflashlight pointed in through the door. She
leaned in and said loudly, "Areyou okay in here?' Then, softer, she said, "Oh. No, it doesn't look likeit,
doesit?'

The mother said something el se fast, waving one of her snakey arms at the hatch that had plugged
the hole and was now lying on the only bare patch of floor. It was just abig dab of meta with rubber
door molding around the edge and a broken gate hinge welded to one side. The mother pointed at the
hatch and then at the gash in her mate's head.

"Got it," Trent said. "The door broke loose and clocked him one."

The father—if that's what he was—had left a big puddie of purplish blood on the floor, and the side
of his head was colored with it, too, but it looked like he had quit bleeding. Trent watched the dien's
chest to seeif he was till bresthing, and was happy to seeit riseand fdl in dow, even rhythm. Of course
that might not be normal for one of his kind—the mother was breathing about four times as fast—but
then again she had reason to be excited.

Donnasqueezed in through the hatch and crawled over apile of farm toolsto the father's side.
"How's his pulse?' she asked. "Heartbeat? Thumpa-thumpa?' She whacked her chest just left of center,
then held up her Ieft arm and put her fingers acrossthewrist. Do you guys normdly have a pulse?"

More rapid dien speech, barely audible over the baby and the mop. The mother picked up the
baby and tried to shush it with little clicking sounds, but it kept crying.

"We're gonna need atrandator,” Trent said. He went around the tank, sweeping his flashlight out
into the night to make sure no hoodlums were waiting to ambush him, but there was only one pair of eyes
out there, and they belonged to the mop-creature that continued to screech at him from about five feet
away. Helooked up at the top of the tank, where the first dien—an adolescent son, Trent guessed—dill
sood withitsflashlight, and said, "Were cadling for help. Hell be okay” Thedien didn't reply.

Thetruck'slights were till blazing. Trent |eft them on and drove around to where they would do
some good, and where he could stand beside it with the microphonein his hand and still see through the
hatch. He keyed the microphone and said, " Trent Stinson calling Bigtown. Do you copy?'

He had to turn up the volume to hear anything over the barking mop and the crying baby, but he
could make out Greg's voice saying, "Bigtown here.”

"Werea thelanding Site,” Trent said. "Turns out they're diens. Kindalizardy guys, brown and dimy
with four legs and two tentacles for arms. Pointy heads. Y ou know what kind they are?’

"Can't say as| do from that description,” Greg said.

"Well, we need somebody who can trand ate for 'em, because we can't understand aword they're
savin', and one of ‘'em's got abig gash in the sde of hishead.”

Greg took a second to respond. "Is he conscious?' he asked.

"Nope," Trent replied. "But he's breathing, and he's not bleeding anymore.”

Donna, from inside the tank, called out, "He's got a heartbest, but it'sreal fast. Faster than the one
who isn't hurt."

Trent relayed that information to Greg, and Greg replied, "The doctor says you should probably try
to wake him up. That'swhat hed do with ahuman patient, anyway. Pinch him or dap his cheeksor do
whatever it takes, but get him awake."

"Got it." Trent leaned toward the doorway. "He sayswake him up.”



If noise could have doneft, it dready would have. Donna didn't even try that. She just turned back
to Trent and said, " Get me some cold water."

He went around back to the camper and grabbed a bottle of water from the fridge. He never drank
bottled water a home, but it was alot more convenient on the road to just buy acase of the stuff
prepackaged than to fill abunch of jugs and canteens. He took the hand towel from the rack beside the
snk, then went back and handed the water and towel through the hatch to Donna.

Shewet the towe and showed it to the mother. The mother sniffed it, then touched it gingerly, then
stuck the end of her tentacle in her mouth. "Bakbak," she said, and wiggled her head.

"Isthat 'yes or 'no'?' Donna asked. She lowered the towe toward the fathers head and asked,
v

"Bakbak," the mother said again.

"Wadl, sheisnt trying to siop me," Donnasaid, and shelaid the towd on hisdoping forenead. She
gavethat afew seconds, but when it didn't wake him she dribbled alittle water directly onto hisface. The
mother bent down next to him and said loudly, "Magdak! Kanado!" She patted him under histoothy
jaw, then when that didn't work she took a deep breath and gave him a good dap on the end of his nose.

That did thetrick. The father snorted and turned his head aside, then he opened his eyes and tried
toraiseup. "Ti, ti!" the mother said, holding him down.

He groaned and raised his|eft tentacle to histemple. He tried to wet hislips with histongue, then
croaked, "Gatsa."

Donna handed him the water bottle. He looked at it for amoment, and at her, then he took atiny
sp and said more heartily, "Gatsa."

Hedrank alittle, then tried to Sit up again, and thistime the mother let him. He winced at the painin
his head, but he managed it, then he looked out the door into the intense light from the pickup.
"Onnescy,” he said softly, and there was wonder in hisvoice.

"Bakbak," the mother said. She said something more to him that Trent couldn't catch, and he replied
with more incomprehensble words, and they twisted their tentacles together.

Donnasad, "That'sright, thisis Onnescu. Y ou madeit. It lookslike you came hereto stay."

They damned near came hereto die, Trent thought, but he didn't say anything. They had survived
thelanding, and it certainly looked like they had brought enough stuff to start anew lifewith. That's
probably why they had landed so hard; there had to be a couple tons of tools and animals and who knew
what elsein their makeshift spaceship. Trent saw the corner of achest of drawers peeking out from
behind acrate of animals, and ablack metal box that looked for dl the world like a steamer trunk beside
that.

The father swung hislegs around to the only patch of barefloor left and dowly stood, leaning hard
on hismate. He was wobbly, but he made it, standing there with the sde of hishead dl covered with
dried blood. Then he saw thellittle one holding its right tentacle protectively with itsleft, and he bent
down and spoke softly toit.

The mother answered for it, and the little one held out itstentacle. There was abig purple spot
about halfway up, and when the father gently touched it, the little one cried out in pain.

"Can you break one of those?" Trent asked.

"I wouldn't think s0," Donna said, "but something's sure wrong withit."

Wheat to do about it was even less obvious. Trent got on the radio with the doctor again, and the
doctor advised bringing the father and the young one into town for him to look at.

It took awhileto get that acrossto the dien family, but they pantomimed the father and the child
climbing into the pickup and driving off severa times until thediensfindly got it. Thefather clearly didn't
likethat idea, and Trent couldn't blame him. He didn't know Trent and Donnafrom Adam, and he wasn't
about to abandon al hisanimals and possessions, nor leave hiswife and the other two kids with them
while he ran off to town—though the doctor said with a head wound like his, that's exactly whet he
should do. The father pantomimed that he was okay, that he would take it easy for afew daysand he



would befine. But he couldn't very well say that about his child.

At last they settled on asolution: Katata, the mother, would take the injured child and the baby to
town with Trent and Donna, while the father and his oldest son would stay with the animas and start their
farm right where they landed. That had probably been hisintent in coming down where he did: to be
close enough to town that he could take thingsin to market, but far enough away that the land wouldn't
aready be claimed yet. HEd succeeded in that. In fact, if it hadn't been for the hard landing, held have
succeeded at everything held set out to do. Trent had to give the guy his grudging respect. It was one
thing to seal up atruck and head into the great unknown for ajob hunt, but to do it in arusty water tank,
with al your family and al your possessions, one way—that took guts. And desperation. Trent couldn't
imaginewhat conditions on this dien's home planet must belikeif thislooked like agood ideato him.

Hegot abit of anideaon the drive. He had originally thought that Katata and the children could
ride in the camper, but Katata took one look at the tiny table and bench seets and all the cabinets
overhead and shook her head "Ti." Even when Trent tried to explain that the cabinets were latched tight
and nothing would fly open, she just pointed to the front seat and said, "Katata bok gaba." He couldn't
very well ingst that they ride in back when she obvioudy wanted to ridein front, o Donna squeezed in a
little closer to him than usud, the child with the injured tentacle, Talana, sat next to Donna, and Katata
held the baby, Dixit, on her ap.

And whilethey drove, Katatatold them what life was like on her home planet, Bekat. They started
out with no wordsin common besides"ti" and "bakbak" and "gatsa," but it was amazing what she could
convey through pantomime, and with each concept Trent and Donna understood, she taught them aword
to go with it so she wouldn't have to pantomimeit again.

Apparently a spaceship had falen out of the sky on Bekat about a hundred days ago. The
astronauts—humans, if Trent understood the pointing at him and at the starry sky—had given the secret
of the hyperdriveto the aliens, who had immediately begun blinking out on interstellar jumps of their own.
Those who could build a spaceship without getting it stolen first, anyway. There was either awar going
on, or the place was nothing but bandits and guerrillas fighting over the last dregs of civilization, Trent
couldn't figure out for sure which, but if he understood Katata right, everybody who could get out was
doing so0. Problem was, the army—or the bandits—knew that, and were actively hunting down and
killing anybody who tried to leave.

"That's nuts," Trent said when hefinaly understood the Situation. "If people want to move out, let
'‘em go."

"So saysthe guy from the United States," Donna said.

"Yeah, wdll, a least our government only shoots at us on the way back.”

Donnagot athoughtful look on her face.

"What?' he asked her.

"I wonder if it'saracid thing? Or religious. Maybe the people in power don't want the other guysto
get aleg up somewheredse”

That was possible. Humans certainly acted that way if you gave them the chance. Right after Allen
dropped the hy-perdrive plans on Earth, people had been afraid that the first nation to get a colony
started would nuke the rest of the world to prevent anyone else from getting away. Those fears had been
well grounded, too. Severa countries had actualy started throwing bombs before the Gaactic
Federation put astop to it. There was no reason to assume that alienswould be any more civilized.



Were Katata and her family refugees? The stuff they had brought with them certainly didn't look like
the sort of belongings arich family would take with them to the stars. They were obvioudy farmers, and
not terrifically well-off ones at that. Just the sort of folks who, among humans, anyway, dwayswound up
doing the grunt work whilethe fat cats skimmed off any profit they might make.

Trent wondered how they would fare on Onnescu. There wasn't much government here to speak
of, certainly no immigration police or any of that, but thingswould change. They would have to. Onnescu
was probably one of the fastest growing population centersin the gaaxy at the moment. It wasthe
closest planet to Earth, one of the most Earthlike yet discovered, it didn't have any intelligent nativesliving
on it, and the people who had already moved here actualy wanted more peopleto join them. Their god,
or sothey said intheir flyer, wasto start anew society using al the best ideas from Earths history, and
build a second Earth without dl the environmenta problems and socia problems of thefirst one. An
admirable god, Trent thought, and probably much more difficult to redize than the colonists expected,
but eveniif they fell short of the entire picture, they could still wind up with something ahell of alot better
than back home.

Hewondered if they had counted on immigration from beyond Earth. Not that it should matter, but
he bet it would to some people. Even so, Katata and her family probably stood a better chance here than
on aplanet where peopletried to kill you for getting out. By the time the notion of racid purity raised its
ugly head here, they would aready belocas.

Their biggest problem was going to be the dime. The wholeright side of Trent's pickup cab was
dripping with the stuff. Every time he hit abump, the dienswould lurch against the door or the
dashboard—or against Donna—and every timethey did, they left afresh smudge of goo. Donnawas
garting to look like a Jell-O wrestler on her right side, and Trent was beginning to wonder if they would
ever get the stuff out of the seat. Katata and her kids didn't even seem to notice that they were doing it,
which meant it was probably anorma thing for them and not just areaction to stress, and if that wasthe
case, then they were going to have a hard time dedling with humans. Trent didn't mind getting his pickup
dimed for agood cause, but he doubted if people would put up with it on aregular basis.

Maybe they could keep atarp handy. If Trent had been thinking quicker, he could have done that
here. But even that was probably more than most people would be willing to do. Just went to show,
there were ways complications no matter where you went.

Trent kept dl the lights on while he drove. They rolled through ahundred-yard circle of
near-daylight, making good time when they found a smooth stretch and dowing to get through the rocky
parts. Trent radioed ahead and asked if there was aroad aready cut through the Greenwall, and Greg
talked them toward the closest of three that he knew of. It was a couple of miles out of their way, but it
was worth the detour; once they found the notch in the trees and forded the stream, they picked up a
track they could follow al the way to Bigtown. It wasn't much at first, but it was better than nothing, and
the closer they got to town, the more well defined it became. It had even been smoothed out in places.

Even 50, it waswdl after midnight loca time when they saw their first house lights. The outlying
homesteads were spread quite aways apart, but they drew closer together as Trent kept driving, until
eventudly the pickup wasrolling down awide city street with houses on either sde. The street wasn't
paved, but it was straight and relatively smooth, except for the mudholes, which grew more and more
common closer to the center of town. Trent grinned as he powered through them, throwing big sheets of
mud out to the Sides and up over the hood. Katata and her children squedled in alarm thefirst timeiit
happened, but Taanas squeal changed its pitch the second time, and Katata's echoed her child's thetime
after. Pretty soon everyone was doing it, and then Donnataught them how to shout "Woo-hoo!"

The center of town was al shops, bars, restaurants, and hotels. Some of them were wooden frame
buildingslike any others back home, but others were made of rough-hewn logs like old homestead
cabins, and one was made of round river rock cemented together like an old Scottish castle. Therewasa
log bridge over theriver itself, and more businesses beyond. A few trees stood here and there, especidly
near theriver, but Trent saw more ssumps than live ones.

It was hard to believe that thiswas al less than five months old. Trent had heard how frontier towns



had grown up practicaly overnight in the American West, but he had never really understood the
magnitude of what people could do when they put some serious effort into it. These people clearly didn't
want to livein arura backwater; they wanted a town. They just didn't want it to be on Earth.

Some of the inhabitants were out and about. People waved and called out to them from the
doorways of bars asthey rolled past, and Trent dowed down so he wouldn't splash mud al over them.
The streets downtown were churned to afroth by all the traffic, to the point where Trent wondered if he
was going to get through the muck with only three drive whedls, but the pickup walowed through itin
fineform, and afew blocks past the river they rose up onto drier ground again.

Greg talked them in to the hospital—a squat log building on aside street about six blocks north of
the center of town. The exterior looked like a dude ranch bunkhouse, but lights blazed from itswindows,
and big blue signs pointed to the emergency entrance. Trent parked close to the doors and set the brake.

"The ambulance arrives," he said, opening his door and stepping down to the ground. He went
around to the other sde and hel ped Katata and her children down, wiping his hands on his pantlegs when
he was done, then he reached up for Donna, but she took one look at the dimy seat and scooted out the
driver'ssde. It was hardly worth the effort. Her entire right side was dready wet with the diens dime,
her white T-shirt practically transparent from her shoulder to the middle of her chest except where
streaks of orange sap from the bushes Trent had cut by the stream had stained it. It was clear that she
wasn't wearing abra.

A tdl, gangly Asian guy met them at the door. "1'm Doctor Chen," he said in heavily accented
English. He wasn't dressed like a doctor—his blue jeans, red flannel shirt, and hiking boots made him
look more like alogger or a construction worker—but he had a stethoscope draped around his neck and
alittle fanny pack with ared crossonit.

Trent made theintroductions. "I'm Trent. Thisis Donna, Katata, Tdlana, and Dixit. Tdanasthe one
withthe hurt . . . whatever."

Dr. Chen looked apprenengvely at the dliens. It was hard to tell what the diensthought of him. If
they were scared, they didn't show it, but they didn't say anything, either. They just stood there, Katata
holding the baby in one tentacle and draping the other over Talana's shoulder.

"Comeinsde, and we have see" Chen said.

The building might have had alog exterior, but the insde was clean and bright, with smooth white
wallsand atilefloor. The emergency room took up at least athird of its space, and there was a halway
leading to several smaller rooms beyond it. The emergency room had two exam tables with crinkly paper
shesets covering the cushions, and curtains on rails that could be pulled around them for privacy, just like
inany other hospitd.

An Asian woman dressed in drab green scrubs ran some kind of high-tech instrument on the far end
of the room. She looked up when she saw people entering, did athesatrica double-take, then waved
"hello" and went back to her work.

"Please St patient on table," Dr. Chen said. When Katata didn't respond, he motioned setting
Tadanadown, and she did. He reached out and gingerly touched the dien child'sdimy right tentacle at the
bruised spot just above where it was cradling it with itsleft. Talana shivered under histouch, but whether
it wasfrom pain or from theidea of being prodded by a curious alien was hard to say.

"Where doesit hurt?' Chen asked.

Katata spoke to the child, and the child responded by pointing with the tip of its uninjured tentacle.
Both tentacles were maybe three inches thick at the shoulder and tapered to about the Size of aperson's
little finger at thetip. Theinjury was about two-thirds of the way down the right one, where it was maybe
aninchthick.

Chen brushed hisfingers gently dong Tdanas skin. Ta-lanaquivered again, then winced when he
got to theinjury. Trent wondered what the doctor could do for what was essentially a snake with a
broken back, how he could even tell what waswrong, but Dr. Chen acted like he knew what he was
doing. He reached for Talana's other tentacle and felt the same spot there, squeezing fairly hard to fed



the underlying structure. "There are bones," he said. "Like vertebrae." He flexed the uninjured tentaclein
an ac, thentightened it into aloop about eight inchesin diameter, getting afed for how it normaly
moved. Then he put his hand inside the loop and said, " Squeeze." He clenched the fingers of his other
hand to show what he wanted.

Tdanatightened the tentacle around his hand, the dimy skin diding noisslesdly, like avelvet rope
being drawn into aknot. The knot did down the length of the tentacle afew inches until it was narrow
enough for agood grip, then Tdana squeezed.

Chen nodded appreciatively. "Very good. Strong. Harder, please.” He flexed hisfreefingersagain,
and Tdanaobliged.

"Ah! Okay, stop now. Stop!" He tugged his hand free and shook it, and Tadanajerked the tentacle
back asif it had touched something hot.

"Toca," thechild said.

"You okay," Chenreplied. "You do just what | ask." He took the other tentacle and draped the end
of it over the same hand. "Now do again.”

Tdanatried to wrap the tentacle around his hand, but the end of it did |lessthan hafway around
before Talana cried out in pain and stopped.

"Okay," Chen said, lowering his hand. "No need to try again." He turned toward the woman across
the room and said something to her in what sounded like Chinese, of which the only word Trent could
understand was " X-ray."

She looked up from her equipment and replied in Chinese, then came around her workbench and
wheedled the mobile x-ray unit away from its parking spot against the wall. It looked like the bottom half
of arefrigerator with acomputer keyboard and monitor set at an angle on top, with ahinged arm holding
an oblong plagtic emitter overhead. Trent looked at the arm, then at the arms of the woman pushing the
unit toward the dien child. Both were built on pretty much the same principle, which made him wonder if
an dien x-ray machinewould have aflexible arm.

Dr. Chen took awide black film tray from the machine's cabinet and set it on acart besde the
exam table, then draped Taanasinjured tentacle across the flat surface near one end of thetray. He
covered the rest of thetray with aheavy metd plate, apparently to keep the entire piece of film beneath it
from being exposed at once, then positioned the business end of the x-ray machine over the tentacle
while the technician worked at the keyboard to set up the shot.

"Okay, everyone but patient go into other room,” he said when they were ready.

Trent and Donna moved away, but Katata didn't.

"Youtoo," Chen said, waving her after Trent and Donna, but she said "Ti" and stayed put.

"That means'No," Donnatold him.

"l assume." He thought it over, obvioudy wondering how he was going to get theideaof minimizing
exposure acrossto aworried alien mother, then he said, "Okay. Take baby. Let mother stay." He gently
lifted Dixit from Katata's tentacles and handed the baby to Donna, who made a face, but she took it from
him and held it against her dready-dimy sde. Dixit wrapped its tentacle around her waist and rested its
head against her right breast. Katatalooked at Donna and her baby, then at Talana, then at the x-ray
meachine

"It'sdl right,” Donnasaid. "Well bejust over there." She pointed down the hallway toward the
patient rooms.

Katata clearly didn't understand what was going on, but she stayed by her injured child while Trent
and Donna moved away with the baby. They paused at the door and watched as the doctor handed her
alead gpron and showed her how to put it around hersdlf, then did the same for Tdanaand himsdf. The
technician put on her own gpron, then turned to make sure Trent and Donnawere clear.

She said something in Chinese, waving them on out of the room.

"Nothin' like alanguage barrier to add to the excitement,” Trent said asthey dutifully walked down
the halway. He peered into the dark rooms as they passed. The two on the left were typica patient



rooms, with beds and curtains and even televisions bolted to the walls a the end of the beds. "They've
got TV here?' he asked increduloudy.

"Probably just for showing videos," Donnasaid.

"Oh. Y eah, that makes sense.”

The rooms on the other side of the halway were offices. The onein back waslit, so they went in
and sat in the chairsthere, careful not to dime anything. The dien baby looked around at the desk and
the shelves of books and the piles of papers on the desk, then reached out for one of the papers. Its
tentacle was fast; it had the paper before Donna could stop it.

"No, no," shesaid. "Ti." Shetried to wrestle the paper free, but the baby cinched itstentacle tight,
crumpling the paper into afan and holding it high out of her reach.

Trent got up to help her pry it out of the baby's grasp, but the baby whipped its tentacle around and
squeded in protest.

"Jeez, | hopethat's not somebody's insurance form or something,” Donna said.

"I wonder if insurance would pay out here?" Trent got agrip on the baby's shoulder, then worked
hisway up to the paper. Slime dripped off hisfingers, but he didn't let go until he'd rescued the paper. He
wiped it dry as best he could against his shirt, then looked to see what it was, but the writing wasin
Chinexe,

"I somehow expected thingsto be done in English out here" he said. "The place was founded by an
American, after dl.”

Donnanodded. "Y ou'd think. But the way the U.S. is clamping down on people leaving, | guess
we're just outnumbered.”

" S0 because they want everybody everywhere to think and act like Americans, they wind up with a
colony that doesn't even spesk English asafirst language. That'sredly bright.”

Dixit kept squeding and reaching for the paper. Trent looked for ablank piece, findly pulling one
out of theinkjet printer on the corner of the desk, but Dixit wasn't interested in that paper. Only the
origina onewould do.

"How about thisone?" Trent asked, holding up apreprinted form that was at least empty of
handwriting.

Dixit started to howl. Trent tried crumpling up the blank paper and tossing it from hand to hand in
front of the baby's face, and that distracted it for amoment, but not long.

Donnatried singing to it, but Trent could barely hear her over the baby's squedls.

"Okay," shesad, standing up again. "Timeto go back to Momma."

Dixit quieted down as soon as she started moving, so they took their time walking back down the
hallway. When they got to the exam room, Dr. Chen looked up and said, "Okay you come back now.
Just take aminute to develop.” His assistant wheeled the x-ray machine back into its spot, then took the
film plate into aback room.

Donnahanded Dixit back to Katata. It was hard to tell who was the most relieved.

Everyone waited impatiently for the x-raysto be developed, Dr. Chen fussing with atray full of
equipment and with thelight table while the rest of them just shifted from side to Sde and fidgeted. Trent's
eyes kept straying back to Donna, whose wet shirt was clinging to every curve. She might be amess, but
shelooked so diveand so.. . . so real, that he could have swept her off her feet and made loveto her
right there on one of the exam tablesif he wasn't afraid it would scare the diens. She caught him looking
at her and blushed, which only made him ache for her al the more.

At last the doctor's assistant came back with atwo-foot by foot-and-a-half negative and stuck it on
thelight table. There were four shots of Tdanastentacle, presumably at different orientations, but they dl
looked pretty much the same to Trent. He had seen pictures of dinosaur skeletonswith their long tails
made up of short little segments of vertebrae or whatever; these x-rayslooked alot like that.

"So they do have bones," he said softly.



"Ohyes," Dr. Chen said. "And this one hasfractureright here." He pointed to one of the segments,
maybe two incheslong and haf aninch wide, that had the faintest of shadows running diagonally across
it. "Seefrom sde? Very clear." Chen said, pointing to another image where Trent couldn't spot anything
unusud at dl. "Not broken completdly, but definitely fractured. We will need cagt.”

It took some explaining to make Katata and Taana understand what he intended to do, but they
must have had casts or something similar on their homeworld, because they didn't protest when he got
out the gauze and the plaster and started building one on Tdands tentacle. He positioned it so the
tentacle rested against Talanas body more or lesslike an arm, and the injured bone plustwo or three
more on either side were immobilized. He worked fast, because the plaster set quickly. By thetime he
fashioned ading and wrapped it around Talana's neck, the cast was hard enough to give off asolid
thunk when he rapped it.

"Very good," Chen said. "Now we wait overnight and see how tentacle feelsin morning. Make sure
no complications before we send home. Y ou have placeto stay?!

"Yeah," Trent said. "1 mean, yeah, Donnaand | do, but the camper would be pretty tight for adl five
of us"

"No problem. Family can stay heretonight.”

They managed to get that acrossto Katata, pantomiming her and her children going into a patient
room, then the sun going across the sky once, then Trent and Donna coming back in through the front
doors.

"Bakbak," Katata said when she figured out what they were talking about. Then she snaked out the
tentacle that she wasn't using to hold Dixit and grasped Trent's hand with it, curling around hisfingersand
pam acouple of timesand giving him alight squeeze. "Batakit," she said.

She did the same to Donna, and Donnareplied, ™Y ou're welcome.”

"WEell be back in the morning,” Trent said, and he and Donnalet themselves out into the night while
Dr. Chen showed his patientsto their room.

Trent waited until he was outside to wipe his hands on his pants. Donnalaughed and did the same,
then they stood beside their pickup, smelling the wood smoke in the air and listening to the night sounds.
Mogt of them were of human origin: music and laughter from the bars, and off in the disgance avehicle
crunching along astreet, but behind it dl was the constant rush of the river and the whisper of air moving
through the trees.

"Wel, hereweare" Trent said.

"Not quite how we expected our first night to be, isit?" said Donna.

"Nope. But you know, it fedsgood. | haven't fdt thisuseful in ages.”

"Me nether." Donnadid her arm around hiswaist and leaned her head againgt his chest. "Kind of
puts things in perspective when you find someone in worse shape than you are, doesn't it?"

"l guess." Trent had never realy understood why another person's problems made your own seem
lessimportant, but they did.

"Now what?' Donna asked.

"Good question. Y ou tired yet?"

"Not redly. I'm il kind of wound up.”

"Metoo. And it sounds like we're not the only ones stayin’ up late. Want to check out the night life
in Bigtown?'

"Sure. Let me get out of these messy clothes, and let'sgo.”

Trent put hisarms around her and gave her along, dow kiss. ™Y ou want ahand with that?"

There was barely room for both of them in the camper, but Trent pulled the door closed behind
them and made sure it latched. It was pitch dark for a second before he found the light switch and flipped
it on. When he turned around, Donnawas aready wriggling out of her shirt. She had her armsintheair
and her shirt over her head, so he reached out and cupped her breastsin his hands and said, "Guess



who."

Shegiggled. "Oh, Bab, how did you get in here?"

"Try again," he said, giving her asqueeze.

" Jeff? Dennis? Gosh, there's so many peopleit could be."

"Isthat s0?7" he said, surprised a how much some other man's name could jolt him even when he
knew shewas just playing with him. He reached up and grabbed ahandful of her shirt, intending to whisk
it off her in asingle tug, but he migudged the angle when he pulled, and he heard it rip asit came over her
head. "Oh, jeez, I'm sorry!" he said, but then he saw the look of wanton lust on her face and he
whispered, "Whoa, maybe I'm not.”

Sheflung the shirt aside, grabbed the front of his shirt in both hands, and pulled it open. It had a
snap-down front, and thefirst couple of snaps popped loose the way they were supposed to, but the rest
of them didn't have achance. The Sdes of the shirt tore instead, leaving Donnawith two handfuls of cloth
and alook of total astonishment.

Her nogtrilsflared out, and adow grin spread across her face. "Hang onto your hat, cowboy," she
said in avoice that was breathy and deep. "We could wind up milesfrom here.”

"Hang onto it, hell," Trent said, sweeping his Stetson off his head and tossing it onto the counter
besdethe sink. "I'm gettin' it out of your way. Y ou look like you mean business.

"Damnright | mean business." Shetook another couple fistfuls of his shirt and yanked them apart,
ripping it al theway up his back.

Clothes went flying. Trent had never seen Donnalike this, had never felt quite so out of control
himself, but he wasn't about to stop and question it. They stripped each other bare, shredding every piece
of clothing they could in the process, and had their way with each other right there on the floor of the
camper. If anybody was watching the pickup, they would know for sure what was going on inside, but
Trent didn't care. Let the envious bastards watch dl they wanted.

"Yee-haw," he said in the moment of calm afterward. "That was worth coming dl the way to Alpha
Centauri for."

She was snuggled up against him with her head on his chest. "Y ou think so, do you?' she asked
oftly.

"I don't know. Maybe we ought to do it again just to make sure.”

"You think weld surviveit?'

"If wedidnt, I'd die happy.”

Shelaughed and shuggled in closer. "1 just want to hold you for awhile.

"Good enough by me." Heran his hands lightly over her back, amazed as dways how warm and
soft she was. Who would have bdieved that somebody as gentle and feminine asher could literdly rip
the shirt right off his body? For that matter, he'd never been quite so fired up before, ether. He
wondered what had triggered it. Wasiit just the release of so much tension built up over thelast few
months, or was it something about the planet? Or maybe something about Katataand her kids? If it was
somekind of alien hormone, then her kind weren't going to have any troublefitting in around humans at
al.

They were still wide awake half an hour later. Wide awake and hungry. It was about dinnertime by
their clock, and the only thing they'd had for lunch had been a sandwich. So they put on fresh clothes,
intending to pileinto the front of the pickup and drive back downtown to find alikely placeto get a



burger and a beer, but when Trent opened the passenger door for Donna, he saw dl the dien dime il
waiting for them.

"Oh, yuck," Donna said, which pretty much summed up how hefelt abouit it, too. He got ashop
towel from under the seat and wiped off what he could until it was soaked, then got two more out of the
back and he and Donna both wiped off the rest of the goop as best they could. Trent laid out atarp
anyway, so Donnawouldn't get any on her clothes from the stitching in the seet.

"Okay, let'stry thisagain," he said, helping her up into the cab again. Then he went around to his
sde and climbed in himself, flipped on the lights, and headed back down the dirt street toward
downtown.

Therewas|ess activity now than when they had driven through on the way to the hospital, but a
couple of bars were till open. They were right across the street from one another, so Trent parked in
front of the one on the right since it had an open spot handy. There were maybe haf a dozen vehicleson
each sde of the street, and he noted with satisfaction that al of them were eectric. That made acertain
amount of sense when he thought about it: you couldn't very well take agasrig into space. Every liquid
from thefud to the crankcase ail to the transmission fluid would boil off into vacuum within afew minutes
of exposure, and even if you did manageto sed everything up somehow, there wouldn't be any gas
dtations where you were going. There weren't necessarily electric generating stations on every planet,
either, but any place with a settlement would have at least awind turbine or abank of solar cells.
Onnescu obvioudy had more than that; there were street lights at every corner, and the bars had neon
sggnsinthewindows.

Mogt of the buildings were built of peded logs, the cracks between them sedled with
quarter-rounds of smaler logs nailed into place. They hadn't been painted, but they looked dmost white
in the streetlight; evidently the local trees had pretty pale wood. There was a boardwalk alongside the
buildings so pedestrians didn't have to step in the mud. Trent had parked in front of aland office, and
there was ahardware store next to that, and then the bar. By the laughter and music coming from inside,
someone indde was having quite a party. Trent took Donna's hand in hisand said, "It looks safe enough,
but if therestrouble, we're gettin' out fast, okay?'

"Okay."

Trent pushed open the swinging doors—just like an Old West sdloon—and they stepped in. He
had half expected the whole place to go quiet, but only a couple of people even noticed them, and they
just smiled and waved.

All of the activity seemed to be centered around three or four tables that had been pushed together
inthe middle of the room, where everyone watched a gray-haired guy with athin face and abig nose
stretch awide rubber band back toward his chest asif he were about to shoot it at someone. Helet fly,
but the rubber band didn't go anywhere. Something about the Sze of a BB did, though: it bounced off a
beer mug across the table from the shooter and ricocheted straight at Trent's head. Trent ducked justin
time, and heard it whack the top of his hat before it rattled off toward the bar.

Now everybody went quiet.

Trent didn't redly like being the center of attention of abunch of strangers, but he figured snce he
was aready there, he might aswell make the most of it. He redled back a step and said, "I been shot!™

"Lord, cal themedic," said the gray-haired guy.

"He'sbusy with afamily of diens,” Trent said. He took off hishat and ingpected it for damage, but
he couldn't even find adent. "Guess 'l live."

"Good. I'd hate to have my last night on the planet marred by amurder. Pull up astump, and havea
beer onme."

Trent glanced a Donna, who shrugged and said, " Sure, why not?" so they snagged a couple of
chairsfrom avacant table and the gray-haired guy's friends scooted around so there wasroom at his
table for them. There were saven or eight other men, mostly Trent's age or younger, five or Sx women
about the same age, and two diens. They were about afoot taler than the humans, with dark red skin



mottled with black, and thin asrails. They had two arms each, though, build pretty much like a person's,
and their heads were close enough to normal that they could probably pass for human on adark night.
They had beer mugsin front of them like everyone else, and nobody seemed to be paying them any
gpecia attention, so Trent just nodded to them aong with everyone else and sat down. After an evening
with Katata and her brood, these guys seemed perfectly normal.

The gray-haired guy hollered something in what sounded like Spanish to the bartender, then held
out hishand to Trent and said, "Name's Nick."

"Trent Stinson,” Trent said. "Thisherés Donna."

"Pleased to meet you both. ThisisGlory." He gave the woman to hisleft a squeeze. She was maybe
half hisage, blonde, buxom, and smiling like alottery winner. Trent guessed shed had three or four pints
of beer besidesthe haf-empty onein front of her.

One of the guys across the table from Trent said, "Y ou're the Trent and Donnathat brought the
diensin to the hospitd ?'

"That'sright." His voice sounded familiar. " ou're Greg, aren't you?"

"Y eah. Hey, that was a stand-up thing you did."

Trent shrugged. "Actudly, it was mostly sttin' down and drivin'. Thanksfor talkin' usin.”

Greg laughed. "Hah! If Sttin" and talkin' can help people out, | guess were in good shape around
here! So how'sthe kid?"

"Broken bone about hafway down onetentacle,” Trent said. "Doctor Chen put acast oniit, but he
wantsto keep her overnight to make sureit'll be okay.”

"Good man," Nick said. "I'll misshim."

"That's an understatement,” Greg said. "First time you get a broken bone, you're gonnado more
thenmisshim.”

Donnasad, "Y oure moving?'

"Yep. Glory and | are going to find a planet of our very own. Onethat's not likely to be found by
anyone elsefor along, long, time. Then we're going to settle down and do the Adam and Evething.”

"The Adam and Eve thing?"' Trent asked.

"Live by oursalves,” Nick said. "Raise afamily. Start our own civilization from scratch, with our own
legends and our own beliefs."

Donnafrowned. "Y ou mean just the two of you?'

"Yep."

"But. .. your kidswould haveto . . . have kidswith each other.”

"Yep," Nick said. "That ought to give evolution agood kick-start. | bet they'll adapt to the planet
indgde a couple dozen generations.”

Trent figured that was just about the stupidest thing he

had heard all day, and wastrying to figure out a diplomatic way to say so when the bartender came
over and set acouple pints of beer in front of him and Donna, plus abig bowl of popcorn.

"Any chance of gettin' something seriousto et thistime of night?" Trent asked.

"Sorry, no habloinglés," the bartender said.

"Kitchen's closed anyway," said Nick. "But there's plenty of popcorn.”

"Oh. Well, thanks." Trent shrugged. They could get some real food when they got back to the
camper.

When the bartender |eft, the woman next to Greg said, "Weve been trying to talk Nick and Glory
out of it dl night, but they're committed.”

"Ought to be committed,” Greg said.

Nick laughed. "Y ou aren't the first person to say that! My neighbors back on Earth thought so, too,
when | told 'em | was coming out here, but now look at this place. | might aswell have moved to Los

Angdes”



Trent tried hisbeer. It was consderably thicker than Bud, but it actualy tasted pretty good. He
took ahandful of popcorn and settled back in his chair, trying not to look too much like he was starving.

"How do you plan to keep from being discovered?’ he asked. "From what | hear, about athird of
the planets a person can live on are dready inhabited. And humans aren't the only oneslookin' for new
red estate." He nodded toward the two diensat their table.

"There are four hundred billion starsin the Milky Way aone," Nick said. "Even if every third oneis
aready spoken for, that's till alot of placesto go. And the Milky Way isn't the only galaxy, either.”

"Y ouregoing to acompletdy different galaxy?'

"Wemight."

Glory shook her head. "'l don't think so. The velocity difference on that scale is huge. We'd be days
just matching speed with the local stars. For that matter there's the rotation of the galaxy to consider even
if we stay right herein the Milky Way. The farther we go, the more the re ative differencein velocity.”

"Oh," Nick said.

Ohindeed, Trent thought. He could dmost hear the rush of air as hisfirst impression of Glory flew
out the window. "Y ou, uh, know orbital mechanics?* he asked.

"No, we're just acquaintances,” she said. Shewinked at Trent, and he felt himsdf blushing.

Donnasaid, "How doesthat work, about things moving faster the farther you go?"

Glory thought about the question for a second, then stuck her finger in her beer and swirled it. "The
gaaxy spinskind of likethat," she said. "We're about two-thirds of the way out from the middle, moving
along with everything se. If were here—" she pointed to aspot near the handle of the mug "—then our
vector isaimed toward Greg. But if we jump over here—" she pointed to a spot hafway around the mug
"—everything dseismoving away from Greg at the same velocity. So we haveto kill twice our galactic
orbital velocity to match speed with the starsin that region of space. That's aworst-case scenario, but
evenif wejust jJump hafway around, everything's going sideways. We'd have to change 1.4 times our
orbita ve ocity to match the starsin this region of space.”

"How much velocity are we talking about?' Donna asked.

"Quite ahit. The galaxy rotates about once every quarter of abillion years, and we're about thirty
thousand light-years out from the center, so were moving about half amillion miles per hour. That's about
thirty timesthe velocity of asatdliteinlow orbit around a planet.”

Trent hoped she hadn't just cal culated those numbersin her head. He was feding dumb enough asiit
was, if she could do math like that on the fly, he didn't want to know.

Donnaseemed to be following her, though. "Holy cow," Donnasaid. “"No wonder you don't hear of
colonies more than acouple of hundred light-years away."

"Actualy,” said Glory, "It takes afew thousand for the difference to really become aproblem. The
biggest reason people don't go farther is because our star maps aren't that good. Until we got the
hyperdrive, we couldn't measure interstellar distances dl that accurately beyond ahundred light-years or
0."

Trent wondered what she did for aliving. Astronomer, maybe? Whatever it was, he bet she
wouldn't be doing much of it playing Adam and Eve with Nick.

"How far back to basics do you plan to go when you settle on your hideway planet?' he asked.

"That'll be part of the experiment,” Nick said. "Well take what we can carry in oneload—mostly
tools and books and stuff—and welll teach our kids everything we know, but the tools won't last forever,
or the books, either. Itll pretty much depend on memory after thefirst couple of generations.™

"And condoms," Greg said, and everybody laughed.

Trent looked over a Donnato seeif she understood what was so funny, but she shrugged and
shook her head. "Were missing thejoke," Trent said.

"Nick was showing us how to make a dingshot with awedding ring and acondom when you
wakedin."



Nick held up what Trent had thought was arubber band. Now he could see that it wasindeed a
condom.

Nick said, "Unlubricated oneswork best. What you do is, you poke the open end of the condom
through the ring, then fold it back over the ring so you've got a stretchy pocket that's held open in front.
Drop apiece of gravel, or in this case apopcorn granny, downinsde.. . ." Hedid that. "Hold thering
tight between your fingers, stretch the end with the granny back to your nose, aim, and fire." Helet go
and the condom flapped forward just like aregular dingshot. The granny pinged off the same beer mug
as before, and zinged off toward the back of the bar.

"Useathumb ring and arock, and you can kill achickenwithit," Nick said.

"Y ou're going to teach your kidsto hunt chickens with acondom and aring?' Trent asked.

"I'm going to teach them to hunt chickenswith their brains™ Nick replied. "Well eventudly run out
of condoms and rings, but brainswill be the one resource that'll grow exponentidly.”

"If you don't freeze to degth the first winter."

Nick pocketed the condom and dipped the ring on hisfinger. "Well settlein the tropics. We've got
just as good a chance of making it as anybody. Probably better.”

One of the dliens said something in asoft voice that sounded like it was coming from the other end
of along concrete culvert. A second behind him, alouder synthetic voice spoke from the pendant
hanging by asilver chain around his neck. "Nick makes very much sense. He and Glory will provide
backup for dl of you when other coloniesfail."

It took Trent a second to puzzle out what he meant. "Doesn't ook like this placeisin awholelot of
trouble," hesaid.

"Not today," the dien replied. "But war comes soon. Earth likes not uncontrolled colonies. Whet it
can't control, it will kill."

"It'stoo late for that,” Trent said. "Theres aready too many coloniesfor anybody to stop ‘em all.”

"Tell that to the United States,” said Nick. "They've been threatening us since day one, and they're
threatening everybody else they can find, too. Any colony that triesto recruit enough people to make a
go of it the civilized way winds up on their watch list, and if you let a Frenchman or an Arab or aKorean
movein, or if you try aform of government other than a dictatorship under one of their chosen puppets,
boom, you're on their shit list. Economic sanctions, embargoes, shows of force. Y ou havent lived until
you've been buzzed by an F-16. They haven't started bombing yet, but how long do you suppose that'll
legt?'

Trent took another swig of his beer. "The Gaactic Federation won't et them bomb—"

"The Gaactic Federation won't do adamned thing. It's no more able to stop them than the UN
could stop them from walking al over the Middle East twenty years ago. Therés at least seventy
membersin the Federation, and haf of them would love to see humanity blow itsdf up. They're not going
to stop it; hell, they'd probably egg 'em on if they thought they needed to." He looked at Trent and Donna
for along moment, then said, "Sorry if I've offended you, but | was an American, too, until five months
ago, and it was the government's belligerent foreign policy that made me leave. That and the way they
lied to us about damn near everything they did."

Trent felt like he should defend his country, but if what Nick was describing wastrue, it didn't sound
like there was much defense. And sad as he wasto hear it, it fit with what he'd seen back home.

Donnasaid, "If you left five months ago, then you must have been one of the first ones here.”

Everyone at thetablelaughed. "Thevery firg," Nick said. "My full nameis Nicholas Onnescu.”

"Oh," said Donna. "And you're going to leave the planet that's named after you?"

Nick nodded solemnly. "Believe me, it'snot adecison | made lightly. | would loveto stay here and
watch it grow into something wonderful, but | don't see that happening. Eventudly the U.S. isgoing to
decide we're athresat, and that'll be the end of it. | don't want to stay just to watch it all go up in flames
when thewar garts.”

"What about you guys?' Donna asked the others. "Y oure not dl bailing out, are you?'



Greg said, "Not me. At least not yet. | haven't been convinced that it's hopeless. For one thing,
we'reinviting as many diensto movein aswe can, soit'snot just ahuman conflict. That might move the
Federation to interveneif the U.S. tries anything, and with any luck the U.S. won't risk it in thefirst place
oncethey redizethey'll be garting awar with more than just other humans.”

Trent looked over at the two diens. "How do you guys fed about that?"

The same one who had spoken before said, "Exchanges of hostage may work, but even if not, we
must do thisto repay for damage we did long ago.”

"Damageto who?"

"Humanity."

Trent laughed. "Can't have been too long ago. We just got into space afew months back.”

Thedien sad, "We were in space long before. We traveled the dow way, spending many years
between stars. We came to Earth when your specieswas till young. Very amusing was your science.
Anything not understood was work of God. So we became God. Worked miracles, took offerings, then
went away. Never thought people would continue to worship us after we left. Now we find you again,
and we see how belief grew, how it fights with science, how it makes you fight with each other. We never
intended such things. Never understood danger until now, but damage dready is."

These guys were on Earth thousands of years ago? Trent said, "Y ou'retrying to tell meyou're
responsiblefor religion?”

"Belief was dready there," the dien answered. "But we made it stronger.”

Trent took along pull on his beer. What was he supposed to say to that?

Donnasaved him the trouble. "How many other species haverdigion?' she asked.

Thedien shook his head. "No others we meset."

"None?'

"Zero."

Nick laughed softly. "None of the hundred or so intelligent races that we've discovered so far have
religion. Kinda makes you wonder, don't it? Arewe specid, or arewe just, well, special ?'

Trent knew which way hefelt at the moment. These dliens ancestors must have had quite alaugh
when they stumbled across humanity. A whole race that believed in imaginary beings, who fought wars
over whose imaginary beings were stronger. The temptation to take advantage of that must have been
too strong to resist. Helooked at the two aliens Sitting at the table with him, with their red skin and gaunt
features. Wasit just coincidence that they |ooked like comic-book devils, or had some of the people
who passed dong the legend to their children known what was going on?

There was along silence at the table, then Nick snorted and said, "Well, we've sure been aray of
sunshine for you two, haven't we? | never even asked what brings you here. The boundless opportunity
of afrontier planet, | assume?'

Trent shrugged. "It's about haf job hunt, haf vacation. We were thinkin' about relocating if we
found the right place, but after that little pep talk of yours, | don't know if that's such asmart idea.”

"Earth's no safer than anywhere dse" Nick said. "Maybe less. The U.S. isused to keeping itswars
at arm'slength, but thistime one's going to wind up right in their Iaps. Anybody with ahyperdrive can
drop afast rock on acity, and they'll do it if the U.S. pushes'emtoo far.”

"Yeah." Trent wondered how many of theterrorist attacks in the last few months had been from
coloniestrying to shake off theiron fist. The government had blamed them al on the French and the
Arabs, who had been fighting U.S. domination for decades, but that wasn't necessarily the whole story.

"Y our best bet isto look for something farther out, even if you do have to spend aday or two
changing velocity," said Nick. "Therésalimit to how thin the U.S. can Stretch itsdf.”

Therewasalimit to how thin humanity could stretch itself, too. Trent wasn't acity boy, but he
didn't want to be ahermit, either. Or afarmer. He wanted to buy his groceriesin a store, and when he
lost awhedl motor in histruck, he wanted to be able to buy a new one without going hafway acrossthe



gaaxy to doit. And when it came right down to it, he wanted his neighbors to be human beings.

Hedidn't say any of that, not with Nick and Glory headed off to play Adam and Eve, and with two
diensat thetable. He just dug another handful of popcorn out of the bowl, washed it down with the last
of hisbeer, and said to Donna, "It's gettin’ kindalate. Y ou 'bout ready to hit the sack?"

It wasn't all that late, Rock Springstime, but she got the hint. ™Y eah, that sounds pretty good,” she
said. Shefinished up her own beer, and the two of them stood up.

"Wdll," Trent said, "It's been a pleasure mestin' dl of you. Nick, Glory, good luck to you wherever
you wind up. And Greg, thanks again for talkin' usin.”

"Any time," Greg said. "Y ou going to stick around for awhile?"

"Don't know yet. If the aien kid's doing okay in the morning, well probably have to take the family
back home tomorrow. That's along ways into the sticks, and along ways back if we decideto driveit.
We may just take off for another planet once we get out there. We wanted to see as many different
places as we could before we have to go home."

Greg nodded. "I understand. Drop by the dispatch office before you leave. | might have acourier
jobfor youif youreinterested.”

"Caryin' what?"

"We can talk tomorrow."

"Right." He obvioudy didn't want to say anything morein abar full of people. "Where'sthe dispatch
office?'

"Two blocks down and ablock to your left." He pointed. "It's the building with the radar dish on
top."

"That ought to be easy enough to spot.”

"ltis"

"Seeyou later, then." Trent took Donna's hand in his and they went out into the night.

Theair was cooling off. Trent looked up at the starry sky before he got into the pickup. Except for
Orion and Cassiopeia, the congtellations looked just the same here asthey did back home. The Big
Dipper wasn't in the north, though. At least Trent didn't think it was. Without the sun to help him, he
suddenly redlized he had no sense of direction here. In more ways than one.

"What next?' he asked.

Donnasaid, "Y ou know, | actudly could just climb into bed and read for awhile.”

Reading was a sure-fire way to put Trent to deep, but he supposed that might not be such a bad
idea. Morning would be dong in just afew hours, and Katata and her kids would probably be eager to
get back to the rest of their family as soon asthey could.

"Sounds good to me," he said. They walked down the boardwalk to their pickup, but when they
climbed inside and closed the doors, he laughed and said, "I just redlized we don't have agood place to
park for the night."

"We could just drive out of town aways."

"We could, but wed probably wind up in somebody's driveway or something.”

Donnathought for amoment, then said, "Actudly, the best placeis probably right back at the
hospitdl. That way if Katatagetsalittle jumpy being in astrange place al by herself, she can at least ook
out the window and see that we haven't abandoned her."

"Now that's smart." Trent backed out onto the street and headed back the way they had come.
Spending the night in ahospita parking lot wasn't exactly how hedd imagined their first night on Onnescu,
but he supposed it could be worse. Given their landing today, they could easily be the onesinside the
hospitdl.

He parked close to the building. While Donnawent into the camper to make the bed, he went
around to the emergency entrance to see how Talanawas doing and find out if he could plug in and
recharge the pickup's batteries, but the lights were out and the door was locked. Therewas abig red



button beside the door with asign besideit that said "Ring for service" in about a dozen languages, but
Trent didn't think Dr. Chen would like to be dragged out of bed just to say "Sure, you can plug in.”

Trent decided he could pay the hospitdl afew dollarsfor the chargeif it wasn't okay, so he went
back around the side of the building and searched aong the wall until he found a power socket, but it
wasn't shaped right.

"Damn," he muttered. Thiswas getting ridiculous. Half the people on the planet didn't speak English,
and they didn't even use standard power plugs. Wasthiswhat al the colonies were going to be like?

As Trent had expected, Katata was up and ready to go at the crack of dawn. Dr. Chen had given
Taanaone more checkup and decided she—he had apparently decided his patient was female and her
younger sibling was male—was probably going to hedl, so there was no reason to hold her any longer,
and every reason to get back to make sure Katata's mate, Magalak, was okay.

They stopped at the digpatch office on their way through town. Greg was right: it was easy to spot.
Theradar dish was only afew feet across, and it looked like it was made out of rabbit wire bent into a
bowl, but it was the only parabolic reflector in town, and it caled even more attention to itself with its
congtant circling. It squeaked asit turned, too.

Donnaand the aliens stayed in the truck while Trent went in to talk to Greg. They had spread atarp
over the seat thistime, and Donna had worn some old clothes, so she didn't mind too much, and Trent
was glad to have her there to keep Dixit from messing with things he shouldn't. Trent had taken the pistol
out of the glove box and put it in the camper last night, and he'd tucked therrifle behind the seat, but who
knew what other mischief ababy could get into, even with its mother right there.

Greg met him at the door. " So you're taking off today?"

Trent nodded. "Y ep. Provided we can get arecharge somewhere. We used up alot of juice doing
dl that driving yesterday."

"Of course," Greg said. "Y ou can plug in whileweretaking." He showed Trent the outlet closest to
where he had parked, but it was the same as the hospita's.

"Y ou got an adapter?' Trent asked.

"Adapter? Oh, that'sright, you're usng American, and dl our stuff'sfrom Audrdia Just asec.” He
went insde, and amoment later came out with the right plug.

"Isit one-ten, or two-twenty?' Trent asked.

"Two-forty, actualy. Will your charger work with that?'

"l don't know. Let's see.” He opened the hood and looked at the label on the power distribution
unit, which wasn't very helpful, but there was adider switch in the back that had " 115" showing through
thewindow. Trent got athumbnail on it and shoved it the other way, and sure enough, it said "230."
"That ought to be close enough,” he said. He pulled the cord out of itsred above the bumper and
pluggeditin.

"Wegot juice?' he asked Donna

Shelooked at the dash light. "' Says we're charging.”

"All right. Don't let me forget to set that back to normal when we get home."

"Right."

"And we might aswell top off the air tanks while were plugged in," he said.

"Good idea" She flipped the switch, and the compressor started up.

Trent turned back to Greg. "So what kind of stuff do you want hauled, and where'sit going?"



"Mail," Greg said. "And the destination, well, that'sthe tricky part. It'saFrench colony.” Heled the
way ingde, while Trent tried to decide whether or not he was joking.

"I'man American," Trent said at last. "They'll shoot uson sight.”

"Not if you have theright password.”

Theingde of the building was divided into four rooms. Greg led him into the one in back on the lft.
It looked like acontrol room at NASA or something; there was abig desk with at least adozen
computer monitors surrounding the command chair, and there was a stack of short-wave radio
transceivers off to the Sde. There were half a dozen conversations going on at once, turned down low,
but still audible. One of the monitors showed the steedy circling of the radar dish, and severd specks of
light flared as the refresh line swept over them.

Trent whistled softly. "I had no ideayou were this hightech.”

Greg laughed. "The computers and radios were bought used in Korea, and the radar is made from a
microwave oven.”

"Anoven?'

"A magnetron's amagnetron. Aslong asit broadcasts microwaves, that's al you need. And adish
to pick up thereflections.” He sat in the chair and pointed at the screen. "Weve got nine incoming
commutersthismorning. Therésusudly ten, but Sergei's out with theflu.”

"That's pretty good radar if it can tell you that.”

Greg grinned. "We subversives have our ways. So would you take abag of mail to aFrench
colony?'

There was an extra chair beside the desk. Trent spun it around and sat on it backwards. "What
happened to your regular courier?'

"Hesout with theflu."

"Ah. And what makes you so sure you can trust me? | am an American, after al.”

"Sowasl, until I moved here. Were not dl abunch of warmongering imperiaists. Y ou went to alot
of trouble to help somebody yesterday, and you're going to alot more trouble to help them again today.
Plusyou're out here looking for work, despite your government trying to keep you locked away at home.
Not your typicd party-line American.”

"I could be aspy, settin' you up to trust me.”

"You could. In which case, you'll get to read alot of |ettersto friends and family. Just make sure
you put them back in the right envel opes before you ddliver them.”

Trent took adeep breath. A French colony. All hislife, he'd been told that the French were
stuck-up, hateful, anti-American bastards who opposed anything the U.S. did just out of spite. He didn't
believe that any more than he believed that dl Arabs wereterroridts, but alifetime of indoctrination hadn't
exactly left him aFrog-lover, either. And he suspected the fedling was mutual.

"So we just pop into orbit, give them the password, and they welcome us with open arms?' he
asked.

"Y our contact does. Y ou probably won't see anyone else.”

"Andif wedo?'

"Say 'bonjour.”

"Yeah, right." He could imagine how that would play out. " Are we supposed to bring amail sack
back here?’

"Normally, yes, but | doubt if they'll trust you thet far."

Trent ran hisfingersthrough hisbeard. "But you think they'll let us go once we know wherethe
colony is?'

"The U.S. dready knowswhereit is. Unfortunately. They've got no secrets anymore.”

"Hmm." So they said. Trent watched the little blips descend through the radar screen for aminute,
imagining him and Donnaas ablip on aFrench radar screen. What € se besides an old microwave oven



would be pointed at them?

"How much doesthis pay?' he asked.

"A hundred bucks Audtralian. That's about two-forty American. Paid up front, because | trust you."

Two hundred and forty bucks. A day's pay at adecent job. It would be good money for asmple
jump and drop, but not nearly enough if anything went wrong. And Trent couldn't legaly bring Austradian
money into the U.S., not since the Australians wound up on the uncooperative nation list. On the other
hand, it might be good to have some non-U.S. money while he and Donna were in space. By the sounds
of things, being aU.S. citizen outsde the U.S. was even less of agood ideathan he'd origindly thought.
And if they still had any cash |eft when they decided to go home, he supposed they could exchangeitin
Canada before they crossed the border.

"Wejust drop off the mail sack and we'refreeto go," he said. "No questions asked, no shotsfired.”

Greg nodded. "That'sright.”

Trent drummed hisfingers on the back of the chair. He should go ask Donnawhat she thought, but
he already knew what shewould say. A couple of hundred bucks and a chance to see a French colony
and liveto tell about it; of course she would want to go.

"All right," hesaid. "WEell do it. Whereisit, and what's the password?"

Greg wrote down aname and a set of coordinates on a piece of note paper. "The planet iscaled
Mirabdle, and it's probably already in your preset destination list if you've got arecent update of your
navigation software, but here's the coordinatesin caseit's not. Those are relative to here, so don't forget
you're dready 4.2 light-years from Sol if you use the coordinate system to go anywhere else from there."

Trent made amental note to tell Donna, even though she would probably aready know thét.

"When you get there, you'll see acontinent shaped like this." Greg drew an eongated bird shape,
and made alittle circle on the upper back. "Right about hereisabig crater, easy to spot from orbit. It's
flooded, soitll ook like a perfectly circular lake. Y ou want to land about ninety kilometersto the south
of it, a the junction of two mgor rivers. Land on the east bank. It'sabig, grassy plain, so you've got lots
of room for error.” He drew therivers, and asquiggly circlefor the plain.

"When does the password comein?' asked Trent.

"You'll usetwo of them, actualy. Thefirst one, on channe 8, just before you enter the atmosphere,
you say 'Lefacteur vaattérir,’ which means 'the mailman islanding,’ and they'll say, 'Quel est le mot de
passe,’ and you say—"

"Hold on, hold on. Y ou've got to write dl that down."

"Sure." Greg jotted the words below the drawing of the continent. They didn't look much like they
sounded. "Okay," he said. "Today's password for entry is 'poisson.™

Trent laughed nervoudy. "Poison? Thisis getting more cloak-and-daggerish by the second.”

"Actudly, poisson meansfish."

"Asin'something'sfishy here™

Greg looked hurt. "It'sjust amail drop, | swear. But if you don't want to doit . . ."

"l ssaidwed doit." Trent took the note and read aloud, "Leefactor vaaterrier.”

"Spoken likeandtive."

"Yeah, right." Hefolded the note and went to stick it in his pocket, but then he remembered that
Greg said he'd need two passwords. "I assume the other password is for when we turn over the mailbag
to whoever's on the ground?’

"That'sright. But thistimeit's you asking them for the word, so you know you're giving the mail to
theright person.”

"Makes sense." Trent supposed there were just as many French thieves who would steal amail
shipment as there were any other nationdlity. "Sowesay . . ." He opened the note. "We say 'Quel et le
mot de passe,’ and after they're done laughin' their asses off a our pronunciation, they say what?*

"Chapeau.”



"Which means. .. 7'

"Hat."

"So we say 'fish, and they say 'hat.’ Got it. What else do we need to know?"

Greg glanced at hisradio rack. "Don't be too talky on theradio. Y ou'll be safe enough while you're
gtill in space, but it'll put them on the spot. They don't like tranamitting too much from one point on the
ground."

"Why not?'

"It givesthe bombsasgna to homeinon.”

They looked at one another for afew long seconds before Trent said, "Bombs.”

"Actudly, just rocks coming in a high velocity, but they have about the same effect. The U.S. hits
anything that lookslikeamilitary ingalation.”

Trent looked around the digpatch office, and felt the hair standing up on the back of hisneck. "Like
aradar base?'

Greg nodded. "Y eah, likethat. Thisll be one of thefirst targetsif Nick'sright about the future of
AlphaCentauri."

"But you don't think heis."

"Not for awhile yet. Maybe never, if public opinion back home changes fast enough. But there'sa
reason the guy with the American voiceis running the radios.”

Trent supposed there was some sense in that. It was probably alot easier to bomb somebody who
didn't speak your language.

Helooked at the map again. "That crater to the north, there. How new isit?’

"About two months."

"And you can seeit from orbit?"

Greg nodded. "They were setting up a smelter. Big no-no."

"l guess." Trent stuck the paper in hiswallet, and the five orange $20 billsthat Greg gave him,
wondering what heéd just gotten himsdlf and Donnaiinto. It looked like they'd find out soon enough.

The mailbag was just abig canvas sack about the Sze of an army duffel, and weighed maybe fifty
pounds. Trent laid it on the floor of the camper whereit couldn't roll around too much, then he went to
the front and unplugged the charger. Donna had aready shut off the compressor when the air tanks were
full, so they were ready to rall.

The drive back to the diens landing Site was much morefun in daylight. It was alot easer to see
where they were going, for one thing, and thistime they had a chance to look at the scenery, too. The sun
was coming in low to their left, lighting up the mountains full on and making them seem like they were
towering over the town, even following the pickup out onto the plain. Treesto their right glowed slver in
the morning light, and the onesto their |eft made dark silhouettes with silver halos around their edges.
Houses peeked out between them, and little white columns of smoke rose from chimneys as people got
up and started their day.

Nobody seemed inclined to try a pantomime conversation with so much to look at, so Donna
dotted adisk into the player and everyone bopped and sang aong to the music while Trent drove. They
angled away from the Firehose, but the river was easy to spot even from a couple milesaway. It wasa
solid wall of vegetation meandering from Bigtown al the way to the horizon. Off in the distance, where
the trees blended into asingle color, it looked like apiece of Christmas ribbon standing on edge. Every
now and then another piece of ribbon would join it, and the Firehose would get wider and taller.

The ground between streams was much more open. People had plowed and planted cropsfor miles
around town, which made Trent glad they had found the road on their way in last night. He could have



ripped along swath through a couple of dozen farmsif he had just driven in cross-country.

The only open water wasin the irrigation ditches that led from the Firehose to the fields. Trent
wondered if the ditches would soon be choked with vegetation, too. It looked like plants here redlly
huddled around water, which meant it must get good and dry in the summertime.

It dready fdt like summertime, but Trent had no ideawhat season it really was. Donnacould
probably figureit out from spacejust by looking at the way the sunlight hit the planet, and Nick's swestie,
Glory, could probably caculateit from the angle of the Milky Way in the night sky or something, but
Trent didn't have aclue. He wondered if Nick had known when held landed here.

It was hard to believe those two were really going to play Adam and Eve somewhere. Trent didn't
even like camping out for more than aweek or so; he couldn't imagine someone living off the land for the
rest of their lives. If hewere Nick—hdll, if he were Glory—he would make damn sure their hyperdrive
still worked and their ship ill held air for yearsto come, but they didn't seem concerned about thet at all.

Different strokes for different folks, he guessed. A lot of people thought he and Donnawere nuts for
gticking around Rock Springs, for mostly the same reasons he thought Nick and Glory were nuts. Too
rura, nothing to do, no shopping, no culture, no whatever e se people who didn't like the place thought
was important. They didn't seewhat it did have, the rugged beauty of the rock outcrops, the wide open
fed of the high desert, the sense of community you felt when you knew not only the people on both sides
of your house but the people on both sides of you in the phone book.

It got pretty dry therein the summer, too. Rock Springs didn't even have as much vegetation inits
riverbeds as they had around here on the flats. Of course the rivers were dry most of the year, and it was
pretty generousto call Bitter Creek or Killpecker Creek riversin thefirst place. And the dtitude was
enough to make the air seem twice as dry asit actually was, and make your blood as thick as soup to
boot. When he thought about it in those terms, nobody in their right mind would pick Rock Springsto
settlein, not with so many more hospitable places right there on Earth, but somebody had started atown
there ahundred years or so ago, and alot more somebodies had moved in.

He looked at Onnescu rolling past under hiswhesdls. Little bulb-shaped blue flowers dotted the
ground where it hadn't been plowed, and bushes with red branches and purplish-green leaves covered
the hillsdes. There were even rock outcrops. It was pretty enough, and there were certainly enough wide
open spaces to suit just about anybody, but it didn't call to him the way the countryside back home did. It
wasn't just the threat of war with the U.S,, either, though that certainly put a damper on hisenthusiasm.
Hejust wasn't sureif anything would measure up to the place heldd spent hisentirelife.

He owed it to Donnato give it ashot. She had dways wanted to get out of that two-bit mining town
and see theworld. He laughed quietly to himself when he thought of the next world shewould see. A
French colony. Who'd have thought?

They found the Greenwall easily enough, and by daylight they could see that it wasjust the next
drainage coming down out of the mountai ns south of the Firehose. Theroad led them directly to theford,
but from there they were on their own. Tiretracksled off in severd directions, but none of them were
clearly from Trent's pickup, and the tracks petered out in just afew hundred yards anyway.

Trent drove up to the top of ahill and pulled to astop. From up there they could seefor milesin
every direction, but they couldn't see Katata's landing Site, not even when Trent got out the binoculars
and scanned the terrain ahead of them.

"Wdl," hesaid, "l guessweéll haveto do this by dead reckoning. We were camped closer to the
mountains by amile or two, and we headed pretty much south from there, so | think we need to angle
that way." He pointed at about a thirty-degree angle toward the mountain from south. "Does that seem
right to you?'

"Asright asanything,” Donnasaid. "Katata, what do you think?" She pointed out toward the south.

Katatalooked out over the ralling hills and writhed her tentacles | eft and right over the dashboard,
likeapair of snakesthinking about striking the windshield. At last she settled on roughly the same
direction that Trent had pointed, and said. "Baktataka."”



Tdanasad. "Ti, ti!" and pointed farther to the left. Then of course Dixit spoke up with asquea and
pointed to the right, waving both of his tentacles out the passenger window.

Trent laughed. "Wdll, if we average everybody out, we're in pretty good agreement.” He picked out
as much of aroute as he could see from the hilltop, then drove down onto flatter ground and tried to
fallow it from memory.

He climbed another hill every quarter mile or so to keep his bearings. From the fourth one, they
could see something glinting in the sun quite aways to the | eft of where he thought the landing site should
be, but when he checked with the binoculars he could see the silvery parachute hanging from atree,
flapping Softly in the morning breeze.

"That'sit,” hesaid.

K atata spoke excitedly with her kids, and they squesled in ddlight.

"Next stop, your new home," Trent said.

That turned out to be overly optimistic. It took a couple more hilltop reconnoitersto correct their
path, because Trent kept steering too far to the left. It was dl the hillsand gulleysin the way; he had to
pick adirection around them, and he was dways alittle off in his guess when he tried to head the same
direction on the other side. It had actualy been easier navigating by Orion last night.

Katataand her family were along ways out of town. Twenty milesdidn't seem likemuch ona
civilized planet, but out here, without a vehicle, they might aswell be doing the Adam and Evething. He
hoped they could grow and hunt al the food they needed, because there wasn't going to be much
grocery shopping in town for them.

At last they topped arise and saw the parachute and the water-tank spaceship in the grassy
meadow below. And now that they had daylight, they could see the stream that ran along the edge of the
meadow just a couple hundred yards away.

"You know," Trent said, ™Y ou guys picked a decent spot. Y ou just might do okay here.”

When they drew closer, they could see that the father and the child who had stayed behind had
been busy. A bright yellow tent stood beside the water tank, and the animal's had been released from
their cages and tethered outside. A corral made of branches from the brush aong the stream was about
hdf finished.

The youngster ran out to greet them asthey drove up, the yappy mop pet right at his hedls. Big,
unganly birdsflew up into the air ahead of them, squawking indignantly asthey flapped off to the Sdes
and landed again. The father, Maga ak, came out from around the side of the tank to see what al the
commotion was about, and when he realized who it was he dropped his axe and ran after his son, scaring
the birdsdl over again.

Katata and the kids bounded out of the truck the moment it came to a stop, and everyone legped
together in abig family hug. Tentacles snaked over and around their bodies like ropes, and Katata and
Magdak nuzzled their nosesinto each other's necks like vampires going for the jugular. Magaak lifted
Dixit into the air and sivung him around, and Ta ana proudly showed off her cast for dl to see. Katata
made Magaak hold still while she ingpected his head wound, but it must have looked al right to her,
because she didn't linger on it. Instead she gave him another squeeze and went for his neck again.

"Well," Trent said, alittle embarrassed at watching them smooch it up, "it certainly lookslikethey're
happy to see one another.”

He and Donnagot out of the truck, and Katata rushed over to them and babbled something full of
k'sand t'sand as, gripping their handsin her tentacles and tugging them from side to side.

"Yourewelcome," Trent said, and Donnasaid, "Y ou'd have done the samefor us, I'm sure.”
Magaak came over and spoke more solemnly, but just as unintelligibly, and Trent and Donna said
"Yourewecome," haf adozen moretimes, then Katata said something to Talanaand Talana came over
and they repeated the whole exchange.

It was rapidly becoming an "Aw, shucks' moment. Trent looked over at Donnaand said, "We
ought to get going. Weve got mail to deliver.”



"Y eah, we probably should.” To Katata, she said, "We're going to take off now. It was a pleasure
to meet you, and I'm glad you're dl okay. Next time were out thisway, well look you up and see how
youredoing."

"Good luck to you," Trent said, reaching out to shake Magaak's tentacle.

Magalak suddenly held up histentacles and said "Bata-batal" then rushed back to the tent and
emerged with abottle of green liquid about the size and shape of atwo-liter pop bottle. Hethrust it into
Trent'shandsand said, "Tarit! Bogotatarit, boo." He mimed drinking it, then staggered from sideto side.

"It's gotta be hootch," Trent said to Donna.

Shelaughed. "The universd thank-you."

"Must be pretty good stuff, the way he'sacting.” Trent said to Magaak, "We appreciate the
thought. Thank you. Well, uh, saveit for aspecia occason.”

He and Donnawent back to the pickup and folded up the tarp that Katata and the kids had been
gtting on, then got their Ziptite suits out of the camper and pulled them over their clothes. Magaak
watched for amoment, then suddenly burst into along speech, pointing over toward the creek ashe
spoke. He mimed driving over there, then made a"pop" noise and threw histentaclesinto the air.

"Y ou want usto take off from over there?' Trent asked. "It'll leave abig crater right beside the
creek." Then he realized what Magalak wanted. "A pond! Sure, we can dig you apond.” He repested
Magaak's gestures, then held hishands out in acircle. "How big you want it?" Hewidened the circle,
then madeit smdler.

"Tagal" Magaak said, making abig loop with histentacles. "Batagal"

Trent laughed. "Okay, one big honkin' reservoir comin' up.”

Katata and Magdak and the kids all gave them one more round of squeezes, then they climbed into
the pickups cab and sedled it up. Trent checked the air gauges—full—and the power gauge—down to
three-quarters again after the morning's drive—and Donna got the computer out and hooked it up. Trent
overpressurized the cab and watched the gauge for acouple of minutes to make sure they didn't have any
leaks. When they were sure they werein good shape for space, they waved goodbye to everyone and
drove across the meadow toward the spot where Magalak wanted the reservoir.

"How wide should | set the jump field?' Donna asked.

The wider they set it, the more power it would take, especidly right on the surface of a planet. And
from the sounds of it, they wouldn't have a chance to recharge at their next stop. On the other hand, a
puddle wasn't likely to do anybody much good, especidly if the summerswere dry here the way Trent
suspected. "How about thirty feet or s0?' he said. "That'll hold quite abit of water, and it'll till leave us
with quite abit of juiceto get around on."

"Thirty feet itis." Donnatapped at the keyboard.

Trent pulled the pickup about twenty feet from the creek. Magaak would have to dig ashort ditch
tofill hisreservoir, but thisway it wouldn't wash out or it up.

The whole family was standing next to their water-tank home, Magalak and Katatawith their
tentacles wrapped around each other's waists, and the children in stairstep progression beside them.
"Onnescu Gothic,” Trent said. He waved. The dienswaved back, and Dixit jumped up and down, trying
to break free of Talanas grasp and run toward the pickup.

"We better go before he getsloose,” Trent said.

"I'm ready any time."

"Thenlet'sdoit.”

Donna punched the "enter” key, and the planet vanished.
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Gravity vanished with it, but a second later the pickup surged upward, pressing them into the seat
again. Rocks and dirt flew past the windows, chased by billowing clouds of steam.

"Whoa!" Trent said. "I didn't expect that.”

"There must have been alot of water in the ground right next to the stream,” said Donna. "It'sall
boiling a once.

They watched their soggy dirt bowl break up and blow away, the upward pressure dowly easing as
it did. Thefog glowed bright white in the sunlight, and the rocks cast long shadows throughiit.

"Thismust bewhat it lookslike insde acomet,” Donnasaid.

"Y eah? | thought they were mostly ice."

"Nope. They'refull of rocks, too."

The sun was coming in from the right, creating abright hao on that side of the pickup and an equally
bright rainbow on the other. They were going to have to wait awhilefor it to diss pate before they could
get apogtion fix onthe sars.

"I wonder if thisll be visible from the ground tonight?* Trent asked.

"Hmm," Donna squinted her eyes, thinking hard. "We're five hundred thousand K out, whichislike
three hundred thousand miles, so it would be about . . . I'm guessin' at least a couple thousand miles per
degree looking up from the ground, and this might spread to twenty miles or so beforeit'stoo thinto
reflect much, so that would makeit . . . what, ahundredth of a degree wide? | think that'stoo small to
see. Wha are you smiling at?'

"Y ou're S0 sexy when you do math.”

She blushed. "No wonder you couldn't keep your eyes off Glory last night. And | thought it was just
her boobs."

Trent laughed. "'l thought | was gonnadrop my teeth when she started in with that velocity Stuff.
Blonde, boobs, and brains. Who knew?"

"Just goes to show you shouldn't judge abook by its cover."

"Yeah," Trent said. "I definitely prefer judging by what goes on under the covers.™

Donnagave him aplayful whack on the shoulder. "Men," she said.

An empty .45 shell floated up from the floor. Trent snagged it and tried to stick it in his pocket, then
remembered he was wearing his Ziptite suit and stuck it in one of the seat cover's pockets instead.

Then he remembered that the pistol was till in the camper. Here they were, a couple of Americans
about to land on a French colony, and their pistol wasin the back. It might aswell be on Earth, unless he
wanted to seal up his Ziptite, pop open the door, and go back and get it. He had considered putting a
hatch between the cab and the camper, but he'd figured it would be too likely to break the seal when
they landed, so he'd Ieft the two compartments separate.

At least therifle was till behind the seet. That would have to do. Trent unbuckled his seatbelt and
twisted around until he could reach it, then stuck it in the gun rack and pulled the bungee straps over it so
it wouldn't drift loose.

"Expecting trouble?' Donna asked.

"Just makin' sure I'm reedy in casethereisany. Y ou ready to make thejump?'

She set the computer in place on the dashboard and brought up the destination menu. "Mirabelle's
ontheligt, so we don't have to use the coordinates, but the computer can't get alock on the starfield yet."

Trent could just barely see afew of the brightest stars through al the fog and dirt outside. "We may
have to jJump again just to get out of this," he said.

"Y ou want to?'

"Might aswell. Won't cost us much now that were off the surface. Assuming you've got the jump
fidld tightened up." "I do."



"Thenlet'sgiveit atry.”

"Okay, another five hundred K." She pushed the "enter” button, and most of the fog vanished.

Now the stars were much clearer, but so was Onnescu. It was aflat ceiling of clouds and ocean just
overhead.

"Jesud" Trent said. "What did you do, hit reverse?"

"We must have tumbled halfway around,” she said. "We're ill in launch mode, so the drive takesus
draight up.”

And "up" was right back to Onnescu. That was alittle too close for comfort. "Jump usagain,” Trent
sad.

Shedid, and Onnescu blinked out. Now the stars were bright, and only afew rocks had followed
them through both jumps.

The pickup was nosing upward, so Trent gave the front air nozzlesaburst. The air tank under the
seat hissed, two jets of fog shot upward from the front bumper, and the stars steadied ouit.

"Wevegot afix now," Donnasaid.

"All right, then, let'sdoit.”

"Okay. Loading Mirabelle. Hmm. 1t's 56.4 light-years away. That's a pretty good jump.”

It would be the farthest they'd ever gone, that's for sure. Distance wasn't supposed to matter much
to the hyper-drive, but it did to Trent. For amoment he wished they could just go back to Rock Springs
and drop the mailbag off a the post office there, but held gotten them into this, and the only good way
out wasto go through withit.

The computer put an arrow in the upper left corner of the screen. Technically you didn't need to be
pointing a your destination when you jumped, so long as the computer knew your orientation, but Trent
used the jets until it was on the screen anyway.

"Frewhen ready," he said.

Donna put her finger over the"enter” key, then looked out the windshield before she pressediit.

There was a definite moment of disorientation, much stronger than before, and the stars changed
thistime. Trent looked for familiar patterns and didn't see any at first, but then he noticed the belt and
sword and left leg of Orion shining just the same as dways. The shoulders and the right leg were shifted
upward and to the right a bit, but not too bad. Siriuswasn't near the left shoulder anymore.

Helooked up to find the dippers, but they weren't there. He saw a string of seven or eight fairly
bright stars that might have been the big one, but it was scrunched pretty bad. The Little Dipper was
unrecognizable, and so was Cassiopeia, assuming he was even looking in the right patch of sky.

Hetook adeep breath and said, "That definitely took us somewhere."

Donnanodded. "Y esh. Now we just haveto find Mira-bdlle.”" She set to work with the computer,
and in afew secondsit had crunched its star map until it matched the view outside. "Sayswere ill a
light-year away. | guessthat's not too bad for afifty-light-year jump. Ready to go closer?

"Doit," Trent said.

They jumped again, and thistime abright star shone in from Donnas sde. The computer compared
the starfield to its map, and they did the full sky sweep for it, but they had to jump again and let it do
another check beforeit could tell which points of light were stars and which ones were planets.

"According to this, Mirabdleisthat one" Donnasaid, pointing high to theleft. It was just ablob of
whitelike any other star, but when Trent squinted at it he could convince himsdif that it showed adisk.

One more jump and it was definitely aplanet. It was haf in shadow and haf in light, and none of the
continents they could see were shaped like along bird, so they jumped to the other Side and there it was.
They didn't seethe crater until they jumped to within afew hundred miles, but then it was pretty clear.
With binoculars, it was sharp asatack.

"What's our ground speed?’ Trent asked.

"Only eleven thousand kilometers per hour,” Donnasaid. "Heck, that's nothing. Five minutes of



correction and we're there. Here goes.” She called up the tangentia vector trandation menu, clicked the
crosshairsjust anudge inland from the crater, and hit "go," and they popped partway around the planet
to let itsgravity cancel their velocity.

They had only been in space for ten minutes or so. At thisrate they could probably makeit dl the
way to the ground without needing to refresh their air, but Trent wanted to make sure they were thinking
asclearly as possible on their way in, so while they waited for the program to take them back over their
landing Site, he bled off half their air and refilled it from the tank.

"Might aswell see what their beacon says," he said, switching on the CB radio and turning it to
channd 1,

The broadcast wasin French, of course. They couldn't make out any words at dl. Trent switched
to channel 2, and they could tell that one wasin Spanish, but they couldn't understand it, either. Channel
3 sounded like Russian. There was nothing in English dl theway up the did.

The vector trand ation program beeped at them, and afew seconds later zapped them back over
the crater.

"Okay, we need to get close enough to find where the two riversjoin,” Donna muttered, tapping at
the keys.

"Hold up asec." Trent used the jets to point the nose of the truck straight down so they could see
better.

"Taking usin closer,” Donnasaid, and the view expanded in three distinct jumps. There were clouds
over maybe athird of the continent, but they could see abig river running out of arange of mountainsinto
the crater, and another big river joining it alittle waysinland, maybe ten times the crater's diameter away.

"Thereitis"

"Okay." Donna clicked the crosshairs on the computer image of the junction, and the landing
program shifted them sideways until they were directly over it. Then it took them down two jumps.

Donna zoomed the computer's view in on the junction between thetwo rivers. "Therésthe plain
we're supposed to land on,” Trent said, tapping the screen. It was more golden than green, but it looked
flat where it peeked through the clouds.

"Got it." Donnaclicked on that, and the hyperdrive shifted them sideways again. "We're good,” she
sad. "Twenty secondsto zero velocity.”

"Oh ghit, | need to give 'em the password!" Trent yanked the microphone off its clip and punched
channd 8 on the radio, then he redlized the paper with the French phrase on it was il in hiswallet. And
the wdlet wasinsde his Zip-tite uit.

"Damn, damn, damn,”" he muttered as he peded the suit down off his shoulders and jammed his
hand between the plastic and his pants. He fumbled hiswallet out of his hind pocket, tore it open, and
grabbed the paper out of it, letting the wallet drift free. Donna caught it on the rebound from the
windshield, and Trent turned the paper right-side-up to read, "L ee factor vaaterrier. Leefactor vaa
terrier, over.”

The radio hissed for asecond, then a heavily accented mae voice said, "Who isthis?!

"Poisson,” Trent read off the note before he redized that that wasn't the response he was supposed
to get. Why had they spoken English?"Poisson,” he said again, and then just to be sure he said, "Fish."

Therewas along silence beforethe voice said, "Very well, you may land.”
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"Five secondsto zero velocity,” Donnasaid. "Three, two, one, zero. Okay, now we'refalling.”



Trent frantically worked the air jetsto orient the pickup for the drop while she said, "Picking up speed.
Fifty, ahundred, two hundred, three."

The second the pickup was level with the ground, he flipped the parachute rel ease switch, careful to
hit just thefirst one thistime. There was abang from overhead, then a couple more seconds of freefdl as
the canopy billowed upward, then ahard lurch asit filled out.

Trent waited for the Sckening moment of freefall that would mean they'd been fired upon, but it
didn't come. "Get ready on the bugout button,” he said anyway. His heart was begting faster than when
they'd landed on the tree.

Hewanted to cdl on theradio to this mysterious person on the ground and find out who they were
and why they spoke English, but Greg had cautioned him against too much chatter. He was just going to
have to wait until they landed and could talk face-to-face. Assuming the guy who spoke English wasthe
same one they were supposed to hand over the mailbag to.

He stuck hisarmsinsde the Ziptite suit and pulled it up over his shoulders again, then looked out at
the planet. Therewas abig arc of clouds out in front of them; part of awesther front by thelooks of it.
He leaned up next to the window to see how thick they were directly beneath them, but he couldn't see
draight down.

"Damniit, | forgot to turn the mirrors down again."

"That'sal right,” Donnasaid. "When we get down where the air's breathable, you can do the same
trick you did on Onnescu.”

"l guess. It judt irritates me to be so dumb twice in arow. Makes me wonder what ese I'veforgot.”

"Nothing important, I'm sure." She grinned a him and said, "Don't sweet the smadl stuff.”

"Y eah. Therés plenty of big stuff to worry about.” He could think of adozen things right off the top
of hishead, and most of them didn't even have anything to do with landing in enemy territory. But they
were committed now, and everything he could do to ensure their safety had either aready been done or it
was too late to make any difference, so hetried to relax and admire the view on the way down.

Therewas no sign of civilization. No town at the river junction, no plumes of smoke from factories
or power plants or even from houses asfar asthey could see, and nottilled fields, ether. If there hadn't
been radio beacons announcing who lived here, the place would look like an uninhabited planet.

"I wonder if there was anybody here before the French,” Trent said.

"I don't know," Donnasaid. "l never saw any samizdat for Mirabelle."

"Big surprise there.”

Therewas ahdl of amountain range off in the distance. The peaks went on and on, and were
mostly covered with snow. Clouds hid some of them from view, while others suck up clear through the
cloudsto glisten bright white in the sun. There was forest on the flanks of the front range, but that wasthe
only vegetation above the plains; everything ese wasice and rock.

"Looks cold down there," Donnasaid.

"It does."

Asthey drew closer to the ground, they began to redlize that alot of what they had origindly
thought was clouds was actualy snow-covered ground. Therewere still plenty of clouds, though, and it
looked like they were going to fall right into abig one. Itsbillowy top rose up to meet them, looking
amog solid inthe bright sunlight.

"If theréslightning ingde that, we're out of here” Trent said.

"Got it," Donnasaid, resting her hand on the dashboard near the computer.

When they hit, the change was ingantaneous. The world suddenly went totaly white, then rapidly
darkened to gray. Streaks of moisture beaded up on the windshield, and the truck jounced up and down
asthe cloudsinterna winds buffeted the parachute. Trent craned his neck to seeif the canopy was
staying open in the turbulence, but al he could see were the shroud lines disappearing into the fog.

"Hope this doesn't go dl the way to the ground,” he said.



"It won't."

He wished he had Donnas confidence. He could easily imagine them coming down on one of those
cloud-covered mountain peaks and tumbling al the way to the bottom. It had looked like level ground
benesth them when they had picked their landing Site, but who could say what was hidden insdethe
clouds? Y ou could find sSingle mountains off by themsalvesin various places on Earth; why not here?

He had just about convinced himself they should jump back into space when they fell out the
bottom of the cloud and saw the ground laid out bel ow them, still amile or two away. Trent took adeep
breath and let it out dowly.

They were spinning around about once every fifteen seconds or so, which gave them agood view
of the countryside, but there wasn't much to see. The ground was mottled yellow-white and flat asa
pancake for miles around. When they got closer, they could see big puffs of yellow grasswaving in the
breeze, sticking up between snowdriftsthat ran in paralle lineslike frozen ocean waves.

"It's definitely cold down there," Donnasaid.

"Thewind'sblowing, too." The grass clumpswere al bent to the side and bobbing up and down,
and snow swirled off the tops of the drifts. It was hard to tell how fast it was blowing, but if the parachute
didn't collapse when they hit the ground, it could drag them sideways halfway across the continent. If they
didn't have asack of mail to ddiver, Trent would have bailed out of thislanding, but he had to at least
giveitatry.

There was no sense opening the door to look down. They could see what they were going to hit
way out in front of them. Trent just made sure he and Donnawere belted in tight and grabbed the
steering whed to brace himself.

Thefina hundred feet or so seemed to take forever, but when they hit, it felt like they had comein
without achute at al. The truck lurched up and sideways, and a huge cloud of snow billowed up around
them, completdly blinding them for a second before it swirled away. Trent felt the pickup tipping to the
right, so he goosed the motors and cranked the whedlsinto the tilt and brought it upright again, but when
he let off the juice the pickup kept rolling. It bounded up over a snowdrift, caught air for a second, then
plowed nose-firgt into the next drift, throwing up another big cloud of snow.

"The chutés draggin’ ugl" Trent growled. He concentrated on steering, hoping that the fabric would
catch in aclump of grass, but when they plowed through four more snowbanks without dowing, he
decided to change tactics. The shroud lines stretched out straight ahead of them, but they dacked up for
a second when the pickup crested a snowbank, which meant the wind wasn't blowing much faster than
they were moving.

"Hang on!" he said, and he tromped the juice peda. The whedls spun for a second, and the uneven
power to three wheels made the truck dew around sideways, but he turned into the dide and brought it
back straight before they went over. And now the shroud lines were on the ground. He aimed for them,
driving right over the top of them and running up their length until he drove right onto the parachute
canopy. He braked to a stop while hewas still on top of it, and cloth billowed up around them, flapping
like mad now that it was pinned down, but it couldn't inflate with the pickup sitting astrideit.

"Can | breathe now?' Donna asked.

"I think so." Trent set the brake and waited to seeif it would hold. The pickup lurched back and
forth asthe parachute tugged on it, but there wasn't enough cloth free to drag it anymore.

Theradio crackled to life. "Mon dieu! Etesvous—are you al right?"

Trent picked up the microphone. "1 think so. | don't dare move until we get the chute folded up,
though, or it'll drag usto hdl and gone again.”

"Stay right there. | will betherein severd minutesto help.”

"Roger. Thanks." Trent popped the latches on his door and cautiously opened it, expecting thewind
to snatch it out of hishands, but it wasn't blowing al that hard. Maybe fifteen or twenty miles an hour was
al. Therewasjust ahdl of alot of surface area on the parachute.

Therewas alot of surface areaon hishat, too. Hefelt it lift up, but he grabbed it before it could go



anywhere and set it on the back of the seat.

He stepped outside. The air swirled down the open neck of his Ziptite and bit right through his shirt.
"Jesus," hesaid, "It's colder'n awitch'stit out here. Let me get our coats.”

Donnalaughed. "How cold?'

"Very fucking cold!" Trent yelled as he closed his door and fought hisway through the billowing
parachute to the camper. He had to watch hisfooting in the snow; the Ziptite suit's plastic feet were dick
as skis. The chute had wrapped itself around the whole back end of the pickup, so he had to pull it away
from the camper and cram it under the truck so he could get to the door, but that actually helped cut
down on the amount of it catching the wind. He popped open the door and leaned in just far enough to
open the storage compartment with their deeping bags and other cold-weather gear in it, dragged out his
own coat and put it on right over his Ziptite, then grabbed Donna's coat and went back around to the cab
and handed it in to her.

While she was putting it on, he went back to look at the parachute and see how they could fold it
up without it getting away from them, but he would have to drive off it to even begin to fold it properly,
and there was just too much wind for that.

He looked at the Situation for afew seconds, his ears growing steadily colder until he pulled his
stocking cap out of his pocket and tugged it down over his head. "Welcometo the Riviera," he muttered.

The cloth at his feet was wedged up againgt thetires. Trent grabbed ahandful of it and wadded it
up in hisarms, tugging more and more of what wasn't actualy under the whedls from benegath the pickup
until he had al the free cloth he could get in hishands. Maybe he could tieit up with arope or something,
and then drive off of the rest of it and do the sameto that? Or . . . yeah. He got one arm around the ball
of parachute cloth, opened the camper door with his other hand, and shoved the cloth in through the
door.

"Driveforward afew feet!" heydled.

Donna popped open her door. "What?"

"Driveforward afew feet. I'm gonnapull the parachute loose alittle at atime and shoveit insdethe

"Oh. .. okay." She closed her door, then afew seconds later the pickup rolled forward.

"That'sgood!" Trent dapped the side of the truck and she stopped while he gathered up more
parachute, then he had her drive forward again and gathered some more until hefinaly got it dl insdethe
camper. The shroud lines were atangled mess, and there was no way he or Donnawere going to fitin
the camper themselves until they got the chute folded up and stowed in its proper place, but at least they
wouldn't get dragged downwind anymore.

He climbed up on top of the pickup and unbuckled the shroud lines so he could shove the whole
works inside the camper. While he was up there, he spotted motion far out across the plain. A big cloud
of snow was approaching from the side.

"Company's coming,” he shouted down to Donna.

"l ssethem.”

Trent tossed the shroud lines to the ground and closed the empty parachute cover, then shoved the
last of thelinesin the camper along with everything else and dammed the door on the whole works. He
hurried around to the cab again and climbed in, grateful for the warmth and till air insde.

Donnatook hishandsin hers. "Man, your fingersarelikeicicles.

"They'll bedl right." He released the brake and goosed the truck forward, turning toward the
oncoming cloud of snow. Whoever was out there, he wanted it clear that he had taken care of hisown
parachute.

Donna had |eft the computer on the dashboard, and Trent could see that the emergency bugout
screen was dill active. One keystroke would take them out of abad situation, but unless they were about
to dieit would send them into an even worse one, because the door latches weren't light. He and Donna
could probably sedl up their Ziptites before they passed out from lack of oxygen, but he didn't want to try



it.

They could at least improve their odds. " Snug up your door,” hetold her. He reached over hisleft
armwith hisright and did his own latches while he drove. Then he reached behind his head and undid the
bungees holding the rifle down. Donna gave him afunny look, but she did her door, too.

They looked ridiculous with their winter coats over their spacesuits, but Trent didn't care. It wasa
hell of alot warmer that way than with either coat or suit done, and with any luck they wouldn't haveto
stay bundled up for long. He did make one concession to appearances, Swapping his stocking cap for his
cowboy hat. Nothing said "Don't messwith me" quite aswell asablack Stetson.

The oncoming vehicle was painted white. They were amost on it before they saw it at the head of
its plume of snow. Trent veered to theright, intending to pull up dongsideit and talk with the driver
window-to-window, but the other driver veered the same way.

"Look out, idiot!" Trent muttered, swerving the other way, but the other driver did the samething
and they wound up aimed head-on again. They both hit the brakes and skidded to a stop with just feet to
spare. Trent was working up agood rant about lunatic Frogs, but then he redized that the other driver
was facing him from the same side of hisvehicle and he burst out laughing insteed.

"The French drive on theleft!" he said. They hadn't dways, but the anti-American sentiment in
Europe had changed many things.

He wasn't about to make Donna do the talking, not when held been the one to get them into this
Stuation, S0 he shifted into reverse and cranked the whedls hard | eft, spinning the pickup around
practicaly inits own length, then he backed up until he was even with the other truck.

The other driver waslaughing, too. He was bundled up in awhite coat and white stocking heat, and
he had a big beard to rival Trent's, except that was mostly white, too. He waited for Trent to unlatch his
inner window and removeit, then roll down his outer window; then herolled down hisown and called
out across the three-foot gap between their vehicles, "Bonjour! Welcometo Mirabdle.”

If Trent had ever doubted the need to jack up his pickup's suspension as high as he had, the last
shred of doubt vanished in that moment. The Frenchman's vehicle looked like amilitary troop transport
or something, with big tractor tires and a blunt, boxy body with an articulated frame, but Trent was able
to look the driver straight in the eye and say, "Thanks. We've got your mail sack in back.”

The other man nodded, then smply looked at Trent, clearly expecting him to say something more.
Trent couldn't think what it might be, but Donnawhispered, "The password,” just as the Frenchman said,
his accent making the words almaost comical, " That's a verra nice chapeau you have there."

"Right," Trent said, dapping himsdf on the forehead below the hat's brim. *Man, 1'd forget my head
today if it wasn't attached. Sorry about that."

The Frenchman laughed again. "Derien. Y ou no doubt have many things on your mind at the
moment. Thisismost unusud for us both, eh? How isit that an American brings our mail?'

"Sergel hasthe flu, and we were headed out this morning, so Greg asked usif we would make a
dde-trip long enough to drop it off."

"| see. Eh bien, he must have his reasonsto trust you, and here you are with the mail after al, so that
trust was not injugtifié. Do you wish to transfer the mail here, or would you like to go somewhere abit
less exposed?!

Trent wondered if he meant that in terms of wesather or strategically, but either way the answer was
the same. "L et's get out of thiswind. I've got my parachute balled up in the camper, and it'd be a damned
sght easier tofold up if it wasn't flappin' dl over the place.”

The Frenchman nodded. "Y es, no doubt it would. Come, then, | will lead you to my sanctuary. It's
only afew kilometers from here. Perhgps you would have time to take déjeuner—the lunch—with me?|
seldom have the chance to practice my English with anative spesker.”

"Wdl . .." Trent said, but Donnaleaned over before he could say anything more and said, "Wed
loveto."

The Frenchman smiled wide. "Ah chére madame, you will not have the regrets Follow me!™ He



rolled up hiswindow and pulled forward, swinging around to the left and heading back the way he had
come. Trent hit the juice to follow, discovered the embarrassing way that he was ill in reverse, then
shifted into forward and took off after him.
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"Lunch?" he asked Donna as they bounded through the snowdrifts after the Frenchman.

"It sounds like fun. Who e se do you know who can say they've had lunch with a French person?’

"Nobody," Trent said, "And that includes usif we want to stay out of jall. It may bejust lunch out
here, but back homeit's fraternizing with the enemy.”

"Fraternizing," she said, and shelaughed. "A French word. I'd love to see them charge uswith that."

"No you wouldn't," Trent said, but he couldn't help smiling. If anybody could make the court look
ridiculous over asingleword, it would be Donna.

Big clouds of snow billowed up behind the other vehicle. Trent had to hang back to keep from
getting blinded by it. "1 wonder why they settled here?' he said. "They have the whole planet to choose
from. Y ou'd think they would pick someplace warmer.”

"It probably was warmer when they choseit," Donna said. " Seasons change. And some people like
winter."

That was true enough. Trent didn't mind it himself, but he appreciated easing into it alittle more
gradudly, preferably after along, hot summer. Hed just endured along winter back home, and their day
on Onnescu wasn't nearly enough warmth to make him happy to see snow again.

On the other hand, it made for some excellent four-wheeling. The snow was just deep enough to be
fun, and the drifts and the clumps of grass kept thingsinteresting.

After they'd driven for ten or fifteen minutes, the terrain began to change. The ground started rising
up into shalow hills, and tdler plants dotted the low spots between them. They weren't quite bushes and
they weren't quite trees; they looked more like big barrels with maybe a dozen branches sticking out like
angled spokes from the top edge. A singletriangular leaf flapped like a pennant from the tip of each
branch.

"I'll bet those trunks arefull of water,” Trent said. "Like cactus.”

"It'd beicethistime of year," Donnapointed out.

"Maybe. Unlessthey've got some kind of antifreeze." "WEéll haveto ask our guide when we get
wherever we're going.”

That didn't take much longer. The barrdl trees became more common over the next couple of miles,
growing taller and thicker aswdll, until the vehicleswere driving through aforest of them, winding
between trunks maybe twenty feet thick and thirty feet tall. After another mile or so of that, the
Frenchman pulled to a stop beside one and stepped out of histruck.

The snow wasn't drifted nearly as much here. When Trent opened the door, he couldn't fed any
wind on hisface, either. He stepped to the ground, and the smooth plastic soles of his Ziptite suit
immediately dipped out from under him, landing him on his butt in the snow.

"Trent, areyou dl right?' Donna hollered from her side of the cab, just asthe Frenchman said, "Did
you hurt yoursdf?'

"I'm okay," he said, and he used the edge of the door for support while he pulled himself up to his
feet again.

"Perhaps you would bemore. . . grippy?No . . . more stable without the pressure suit,” the
Frenchman suggested.



"That'sfor sure.” Trent didn't really want to remove alayer of protection, but if they were going to
have lunch with this guy, he couldn't very well stay suited up the whole time. So he took off his coat,
pesled out of the suit and tossed it in the cab, then put on his coat—and promptly fell on hisbutt again.

"Mon dieu! You are having the bad luck today."

Trent could ether laugh or get mad, so he laughed. "I'm havin' the cowboy bootsinstead of the
work boots, iswhat it is" He pulled himsdf upright again and tried afew cautious steps. If hedugin his
hedsit wasjust possible to walk. "Watch yoursdlf," he said to Donna. "It'sdick as snot out here.”

"Comeinto my home," the Frenchman said, waving an a'm behind him. "It'swarm and dry."

"Let'sget you the mail sack firgt,” Trent said. "My job's not done until it's delivered." He went
around to the back of the pickup, opened the camper, and began pulling out the parachute.

"Would you like help to fold that?"

Trent wasn't redlly sure he wanted a Frenchman handling something his life depended on, but he
could use the help, and he supposed he could keep an eye on the guy. "Y eah, thanks," he said.

Donnahad peded out of her Ziptite insde the cab. She climbed down and helped them stretch out
the parachute along the length of thetire tracksthey had just |eft, then she and Trent folded it up whilethe
Frenchman shook the snow off the stretch just ahead of them. Trent climbed up onto the cab and packed
it away initsfiberglass pod, making sure it was buckled properly to theroll bars and that the pod's
rel ease mechanism was armed.

He climbed back down, careful not to dip thistime, and hauled the mail sack out of the camper.
"Hereyou go," he said, handing it over.

"Merci." The Frenchman threw the sack over his shoulder like Santa Claus. "Now, please, let usgo
insgdewhereit'swarm!" He walked around his vehicle and marched straight up to the tree just beyondiit.

Trent figured his house must be behind the tree, but the Frenchman reached for astub of branch
and pulled on it, and around-topped door swung open, reveding a hollow interior filled with furniture
and glowing with light from above.

"Youliveinatreg" Donnasaid, ddighted.

"l do," said their host. "It's. .. how doyou say . . . it'scozy, but it'shome." He stepped asideto let
Donnaenter first, and Trent followed her in.

The wallswere about afoot thick, and irregular, just like the outside of the tree. They were pae
yedllow, and they had been polished until they shone. They enclosed a space about the Size of afair-sized
living room, but that space was used much more efficiently than most. There were storage cabinetsto the
left of the door, akitchen beside that with more cabinets overhead and around window over thesink, a
bathroom next to the kitchen, a dining table with two chairs set in the middle of the room, and two soft
chairs and severd storage cabinets taking up the space to the right. Trent looked up to see wherethe
light was coming from, and saw thét the tree was hollow all the way up, with atranducent white cover
over the opening at the base of the branches. A ladder ran up the wall to acircular balcony about five
feet wide that ringed the tree about hafway up, and through the hole in the middie he could see abed and
adek. Theair didn't smel musty or Suffy liketheingde of alog; it smelled morelikeaforest on adlill
day, with just ahint of fresh-cut wood to it.

"Thisis quite the place you got here,” Trent said.

"Thank you!" their host said, closing the door behind him. He hung the mail sack from a peg next to
the door and hung his coat over the sack. "But | forget my manners. | have not introduced myself. | am
André Condorcet."

"I'm Trent Stinson, and thisis my wife, Donna."

"Enchanté," said André, making alittle bow to Donna. "Let me make you something warm to
drink." He went to the kitchen and filled a pan with water, which he put on ahotplate. "Do you prefer
tea, or coffee?"

"Coffee would be great,” Donna said. She dipped off her coat and draped it over the back of one
of thechairs.



"Samefor me," said Trent. It was plenty warm in the tree house; he took off hisown coat and laid it
over Donnas. "So does everybody herelivein trees?' he asked.

"Not dl,” Andrésaid. "But mogt of usdo. It's much more convenient than building ahouse, and
prettier, yes?'

"And much harder to see from orbit," Trent said.

André looked at him askance. "Y es, thereisthat advantage aswell."

Hedidn't aborate, and from the look on his face Trent figured he probably shouldn't have brought
up the subject, but Donnasaid, "1s our pickup going to cause problems? It's bright red.”

André shook hishead. "I think not. So far, only large groups are targeted. And industrial sites. We
have learned not to gather in one place or to build anything that might be mistaken.”

"Or to use the radio too much,” Donnasaid.

"Or thet, yes." André busied himsdlf putting a pan of milk on the hotplate, getting big bowl-shaped
mugs from one of the cabinets, and preparing a chrome coffeemaker that looked like it might double as
lab equipment.

There were modern gppliances dl through the house. Electric lights, a computer, avideo screen,
stereo equipment. If the walls had been square, it would be easy to forget that thiswas atree house.

"How do you generate power?' Trent asked.

"Solar pandls," André said. "The dome atop the tree is painted with the flexible cells. It provides
enough dectricity during the day to keep me through the night, if | am careful.”

It didn't sound like he had enough extrato let Trent top off his batteries before they jumped again.
Infact, André couldn't run that big truck of hisvery often if he had to charge it with solar cells. "How do
you deliver themail, then?' Trent asked. "Put it in barrels around the necks of Saint Bernards?”

André smiled. "It would be along walk for many dogs. Our houses are kilometers gpart, so we use
therelay. | ski to severd of my neighbors trees, and they ski to their neighbors trees, and so on until
everything is passed dong.”

"Sounds like it could take daysto get your mail if you're on the far end of theline.

"Yes, it does. But life moves more dowly for us. We arein no hurry to go anywhere, for we are
aready here, no? Humanity's long struggle to leave the nest is over, and Mirabelle provesvery . . .
hospital ? Hospitable. We can redax and enjoy life asit was meant to be lived." André took the pan off the
hotplate, poured the water into the coffeemaker, and closed thelid, seding it with ahalf-turn twist. Then
he lifted alever from the Sde of the canister and pressed it back down dowly, apparently squeezing the
water down through the grounds.

"Doesn't it get lonely out here?' Donna asked.

André nodded. "That isthe, how do you say, the downside. But you are here today, and who
knows what tomorrow may bring."

"I'm surprised you're so happy to see a couple of Americans,” Trent said.

André worked the lever on the side of his coffeemaker again. "1 had assumed that you were
ex-Americans, living now on Onnescu. Are you actualy from the United States?”

"Rock Springs, Wyoming,” Trent said. "That'sjust alittle to the left of center.”

He tensed up, expecting André to tell them to leave, or worse. The Frenchman did seem to be
considering it, but then he just shrugged and said, "Eh, bien, | think maybe you two are not the oneswho
send bombs. Maybe you are not your government.” He pushed the plunger on the coffeemaker again.
"It'satheory of minethat not all Americansarethe. .. how doyou say .. . thejingoistic
conquer-monkeys.”

Donnalaughed. Trent managed an embarrassed smile. "Wed like to think that, too," he said, "but it
sometimes|ooks like were the only oneswho aren't.”

André said, "Perhaps there are more than you think who fed asyou. It'sawaysthe voca minority
who have their way, while the others silently chew their beards and plot rebellion.” He poured coffeeinto



the mugs, then before Trent or Donna could stop him, he poured an equa amount of warm milk into all
three. "Ah, this should warm you up!" he said, handing them each amug.

Trent had to admit it smelled pretty good. It looked like chocolate milk, and the mug was so low
and widethat it felt more like he was drinking out of acered bowl, but helilted it to hislipsand took a
gp. It was definitely creamy. Almost sweet. And as strong as the coffee tasted, he was glad he wasn't
drinking it sraight.

"How do you get milk clear out here?' Donna asked.

"How dse?We brought cows." He waved an arm toward the table. "Sit! Relax. | will fix the lunch.
Doyou et lgpin?"

"I don't know," Trent sad. "What'slapin?'

"Rabbit. And before you get your hopes up, | have none, but the dandinant isvery smilar, and | do
havethat."

"What's adandinant?' The name sounded suspicioudy bug-like. Trent hadn't heard that the French
wereinto insects, but he knew they ate snails, which wasjust as bad.

Andréwrinkled hisbrow. "It's. . . how to describe it? A little creature native to Mirabelle, like a
skunk without the smell, but yellow and green to blend in with the grass. It'sround, and it walkslike this"
He bent down and shuffled afew steps, waddling from sideto side like abear. "They are very common,
and very tasty aswell."

Trent looked over at Donnato see what she thought. They had esten some dien fish on their firgt
trip off Earth and lived to tell about it, and André had apparently eaten these dandinants before, so it
sounded safe enough. Donna nodded her agreement, and said, " Sure, it sounds greet.”

"Excdlent,” Andrésaid. "Sit!" hesaid again.

Therewere only two chairs at the table. Trent pulled one out for Donna, then went around to the
other side of thetable and sat in the other. The floor wasn't perfectly flai—it looked like André had
smoothed it with an adze or something—but Trent was able to wiggle his chair around until it rested on
four legs. André busied himsdlf in the kitchen, taking a pan of shredded meat and several unknown
vegetables from asmall refrigerator and setting to work on the vegetables with aknife.

"So how come you speak English?’ Trent asked.

André said over his shoulder, "When | was young, the United States was not the way it is now.
Then, your country was the shining hope of the world, the strongest force for peace anywhere. Y ou were
admired. Most of my generation learned to speak English, for it seemed the entire world would soon
become American.”

"That's hard to imagine,” Trent said. " Seems like the whole worl ds been pissed at usfor aslong as|
can remember.”

Andrélooked at Trent for amoment, giving him aonceover that had Trent wondering whet the
Frenchman waslooking for until André said, " The change happened about the time you were born, |
would guess." He turned back to his vegetable cutting. "Terrorists attacked you on your own soil for the
first time, and in response your country went insane. Instead of trying to stop the cause for terrorism,
Americainstead began conquering other countriesit considered threatsto its own security. This of course
worried other countries, who prepared to resst an American invasion, but that buildup of weapons made
them threatsin turn, and so it progressed until Americawent from the most admired nation to the most
feared, and terrorism became the only way to fight back.”

That wasn't quite the way Trent had learned it in school. Hed learned that terrorists were al
religious fanatics, and that the United States had acted to stop them when the United Nations wouldn't.
But he didn't want to get into an argument with André over it, so hejust said, "Theres no judtification for
terrorism, no matter what the provocation.”

André nodded. "There, you see! All Americansare not the same.”

"I don't think anybody supportsterrorism,” Trent said.

"Someone mugt,” André said, "or we would not have such anice big laketo the north of here.”



"Touché" said Trent.

"Ahal Y ou spesk French." André laughed.

"About two words of it."

"What would be the other?"

"Garage”

"Ah, of course. We have thejoke in France, that when Americarenamed French fries ‘freedom
fries,' you a <o tried to rename the garage, but for some reason 'car hol€' did not catch on.”

Trent wasjust about to take another sip of coffee, but his sudden laughter blew it into his eyebrows
ingtead. Donnawas aready laughing at Andrésjoke, but she laughed even harder when she saw Trent
dripping onto the table. André handed him adishtowd and said, "My apologies! | did not mean to—"

"It'sdl right,” Trent said. "Y ou told me there was ajoke comin'." He wiped away the coffee and
handed the towd back. "I'll have to remember that one when we get back home."

"So you are going back to America, then? | assumed that once you left, you would not go back.”

"We'rejust sort of scouting around for possibilities at the moment,” Trent said. "We might move,
and we might not, depending on what we find. But even if we decide to move, we've got to go back for
our Suff."

"Ah, yes, your stuff. 'Etoffe,' we say, and it's perhaps no coincidence that our word 'etouffer' means
to suffocate. | thought | might despair when | moved here, because | could not bear to giveup al my
'suff,’ but in the end, | learned what was important to me and what was not. It was avauable lesson. |
sometimes think a person should move every year, and only take with them what they can carry.”

Donnasaid, "We met a couple on Onnescu who plan to find their own planet and play Adam and
Eve, dl with just oneload of belongings.”

André whistled softly. "Thet is dedication. Maybe a bit extreme, but one must admire their ability to
renounceworldly things."

"Well see how long they stick toiit," Trent said. "I'd be surprised if they lasted a year before they
moved back to civilization.”

André chuckled softly. "That iswhat my sster said to me when | moved to Mirabelle. | have eight
months to go, and much can happen in that time, but | think | will prove her wrong."

He st the chopping board full of vegetables aside and picked up the pan he had used to heat the
milk. Thelight grew suddenly brighter in the house, and Trent assumed that the sun had just come out
from behind acloud, but it seemed awfully bright. André paused with the saucepan in hishand and
looked out the kitchen window, then he whispered, "Merde.”
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Thelight grew brighter.

"Baissez-voud" André yelled, dropping to the floor. "Go down!"

Trent dived for the floor, his chair clattering over backwards, and threw hisarm around Donnaas
she dropped down beside him. Coffee poured off the table onto their legs from their overturned mugs,
but they didn't have time to move. The ground heaved underneath them, throwing them and everything
elseinthe houseinto thearr for asecond, then just asthey landed again, there was a deafening explosion
and they were thrown sideways into the kitchen cabinets.

Wood and rocks and dirt rained down over them. Trent pulled Donna close and covered her head
with hisarms, redlizing in amoment of wry clarity that she was doing the same for him. A chunk of
branch the size of hisleg smashed down beside them and tumbled away. The table had overturned; Trent



grabbed it by aleg and pulled it over the top of their bodies, and they felt the jolts as more debris
bounced off it.

After what seemed like half an hour, but was probably only ten seconds or so, the patter of falling
rubble stopped. Trent stuck his head out from under the table and looked up. Thetop half of the tree had
vanished asif agiant'sfist had just swatted it away, and clouds roiled overhead like smoke over a
wildfire

"Areyou okay?"' he asked Donna.

"I ... 1think s0." Her voice sounded thin and distant through theringing in hisears.

"André?' Heturned to the Frenchman, who was sitting up and shaking the dirt out of hishair.

"Jevis," he croaked. Blood ran down hisleft arm from agash in his shoulder.

Trent staggered to his feet and hel ped Donna up, then turned to André and extended his hand.
Andrélooked a Trent's hand, then looked up into hisface, and for amoment Trent thought André was
going to come up swinging, but he took a deep breath and grasped Trent's hand and pulled himself to his
feet.

"My gpologies,” hesaid. "I évidemment miscalculate the risk.”

"Y ou've got no reason to gpologize to us," Trent said. "We're the ones that owe you the apology,
and awholelot more than that." He looked up at the gaping hole where the top of the tree had been.
"Son of abitch. | can't believe those bastards would drop abomb on usjust for . . . for what? Parking
two trucks sde-by-side?’

"One of which just arrived from off-planet,” André said. "It must have looked like arendezvous
militaire" He kicked aside an overturned chair and staggered to the door. "And since they did not kill us
with their first attempt, we should expect another. We must go."

Hetried to open the door, but it was wedged tight. He kicked at it, and it moved alittle, but not far
enough. Trent stepped up beside him and the two of them kicked together, knocking it another few
inches before it stuck again. Donna dlipped in between them and said, "All three at once. One, two, three
I" They kicked in unison, putting everything they had into it, and the door cleared the jamb. Two more
good kicks shoved it wide enough to squeeze out through.

André grabbed his coat and the mail bag on hisway out. Trent and Donna scooped up their coats
from the floor where they had fdlen and followed him outside, to look in stunned amazement at the
destruction al around them. None of the trees had their branches anymore, and most of them were
missing the top part of their trunks aswell. Severa had been uprooted and toppled, making instant
hollow-log habitat for brontosaurs. And al around, the ground was strewn with chunks of wood, huge
boulders, rocks, and dirt.

Trent's pickup was on its Side. He ran over to it and looked for damage, but it didn't look like it had
been hit with anything bigger than hisfigt. There were dentsal over, and when he climbed up onto the
passenger side, which now pointed straight up, he found a bull's-eye crack in the window, but it looked
like ground movement had tipped the pickup, rather than something knocking it over. It actualy looked
like they had been lucky: aboulder the Size of arefrigerator lay right where they had parked. If the
pickup hadn't already been onits side, the boulder would have smashed it flat.

Andréstruck was il on itswhedls. There was an e ght-foot-long log sticking out of the roof just
behind the articulated joint in the middle, but when André climbed into the cab and fed power to the
motors, it rolled forward without hesitation.

Through the blasted trunks of the trees beyond him, Trent could see the rim of the crater the meteor
had made. It was at |east twenty feet high, and there didn't seem to be much curvetoit. It looked more
like adam than acrater, with steam or smoke or vaporized rock rising up in abig white plume behind it.
How big arock had the U.S. dropped on them, anyway?

André circled around and called out from hiswindow, "1 will winch your vehicle upright.”

"l don't think that'll work,” Trent said. "We'd haveto drag it forward first to clear this boulder, and
that could do more damage than tippin' over did."



"Y ou have no choice,” André said. ™Y ou must move within ten or fifteen minutes, or risk the next
shot isbeing more accurate.”

That's how long it would take to do atangentia vector trandation with another big rock. Instead of
matching velocity with the ground, the bomber would be maximizing the difference, sending a piece of
agteroid straight down at orbital velocity or more, but it was the same basic idea. Let the planet's gravity
do thework, and incidentally create a near-infinite supply of bombs. They wouldn't even have to sacrifice
ahyperdrive engine. They could program that to detach itsalf and jump to safety once the rock was on
theright trgectory.

Trent looked up into the sky. The clouds were too patchy to offer much cover. Whoever was
watching them could jump wherever they wanted to in order to see the ground. Trent felt the hair
prickling on the back of his neck at the thought that someone was looking at him right now, bringing
another meteor to bear on him.

He raised hisright hand and gave them the one-finger salute. Donnalaughed, and he looked over a
her with asheepish grin. "The last great act of defiance, eh babe?’

"| think we've got alot more defiancein usyet,” she said, and therewasfirein her voice. Shewas
hefting arock in her hand asif she was thinking about pitching it dl the way into orbit to knock down
whoever had bombed them.

"Y ou haveto surviveto fight another day," André said. "Damage or no, you must move now."

"We can jump gtraight into space without havin' to drag the truck anywhere,” Trent said. Provided
they hadn't sprung any lesks. The cracked window wouldn't matter; that was just the regular glass. The
Lexan inner window was till stout as ever. Trent had no ideahow the door sedls had fared, but he didn't
seethat he had much choice. If they righted the pickup and tried driving anywhere, they would just be
inviting another strike the next place they stopped. They had to get off the planet for the colonists safety
aswdl astheir own, and they had a better chance of staying sealed up if they didn't drag the pickup on
itsddefirs.

"You areright,” André said. "Go quickly, then. And when you get home, well, perhapsit istimefor
revolution, yes?'

"No perhaps about it," Trent said. "Heads are gonnaroll when word of this gets out.”

André smiled grimly. "The metaphor amuses me. France will gladly provide the guillotine. Now go!™

Trent bent down to give Donnaahand up, but she passed him the rock she was carrying firdt. It
was about the size of abasebal, dmost black, deeply pitted, and way heavier than it looked. "I think this
ispart of the meteor that hit us" she said.

"Surelookslikeit." Trent had seen pictures of meteorites before, but he had never held onein his
hand. It weighed at least three or four pounds, and was cold asice. Whether that was from the snowy
ground, or if it was till cold from being part of an asteroid that had been way the hell and gone away
from the sun just afew minutes ago, he couldn't tell, but it felt like he was holding alittle bit of spacein his
hand. He opened the passenger door and dropped the meteorite carefully into the pickup's cab, making
sureit hit the sde of the driver's door and not the window.

Donnaclimbed up the truck's undercarriage to the passenger side, then swiveled around and did
feet-first down insde the cab to stand on the driver's door. Sheimmediately started scrambling into her
spacesuit, and Trent leaned down to check the parachute pods while she did that. Both fiberglass
housingslooked solid, and the wiring that led to the latch rel eases looked good, too. He would have
liked to test them, but there was no time for that.

"Hand me up my suit," he said, stripping off his coat and exchanging it for the plastic Ziptite. His
footing was no better on the truck's waxed paint than on snow; he had to grip the open door with one
hand to keep his balance while he did hislegsinto the suit and tugged the top half up over his shoulders.

Hefindly got it on and started to climb in after Donna, but he paused with hisfeet in the doorway
and called out to André, who still waited beside them in his own truck, "I'm sorry about . . . well, about
all of this. I'll dowhat | canto put astop toiit.”



"May you succeed in that!" André said. "And may we meet again in better circonstances.”

"Damn straight. Keep your powder dry, dude.”

André got a puzzled expression on hisface, but then he just shrugged and said, "Always."

Trent dropped down beside Donna and let the door dam closed above him. It was atight fit, like
trying to squeeze into a one-person shower stall. The cab was a couple of inchestoo short for Trent to
stand upright in, and he almost clonked Donna on the head with his elbows when he reached up to latch
her door's vacuum seals. Donna bent down to latch the driver's door and put the inner window in place,
then she pulled the computer out of itsdot and plugged in the dataline.

"It seesthe hyperdrive," she said.

"That'sagood sign." Trent cracked the valve on the air tank and watched the air pressure gaugein
the dashboard rise afew pounds. He worked hisjaws until they popped, then he shut off the air flow and
watched the gauge. It stayed steady. Normaly they waited ten minutes or so to be sure, but they didn't
havethat kind of time.

"Let'ssed our Ziptitesdl theway just in case," he sad, putting hishat on the gun rack. He pulled his
hood over his head and squeezed the seam tight, then folded it over and sealed theinterlock down as
well. The suits had an emergency air tank that was good for about fifteen minutes of breathing, but he
could last for a couple of minutes on the air trapped in the suit, so he left the tank's valve closed. With
any luck, they would be in space and know if they needed the suits or not before they ran out of air.

"Ready?' Donnacalled, her voice muffled from ingde her own suit.

Trent looked out the windshield. André was driving away, his articulated truck twisting oddly asfirst
the front tires, and then the rear, jounced over rocksin their path. Thelog sticking out of the top flopped
back and forth like atoggle switch, no doubt grinding the hell out of whatever wasinsde, but André
didn't stop. He was fleeing two dangers. Trent and Donnas hyperdrive field as well as another meteor
grike.

Trent grabbed the Jesus bar at the top of the passenger window with his right hand and braced
himsdlf againgt the dashboard with hisleft. "Doit," he said.

Donnahit the "enter" key, and Mirabelle vanished.
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The pickup's cab didn't seem much bigger without gravity. Trent pushed himsalf away from the
passenger door and tucked hislegsinto the driver'sfootwell, curling around Donna as she pushed herself
the other way and did into her norma position. Their coats were flying loose ingde the cab, so Trent
grabbed them and stuffed them behind the seet, then he grabbed the rifle that was a so floating free and
bungeed it back into the gun rack, wedging his hat between the rifle and the back window. The meteorite
went in the glove box, then they buckled their seetbelts and let the spring-loaded inertia redls pull them
down againgt the seats. Trent checked the air gauge while Donna put the computer up on the dash so it
could get afix onthe sars.

Dirt and snow boiled away from the passenger side of the truck, quite abit of it banging into the
windshield thistime since it had astraight shot. Fortunatdly, not much of it stuck. It was aready frozen by
thetimeit hit, and it just glanced off and tumbled away into space. The driver's side window was
completely covered with icy dirt, but that was boiling away like mad, too, and shoving the pickup
outward with a pattering noise like hail on the roof. Then they felt ahard bump from benegth and the
pickup started tumbling, too. The big boulder cameinto view just afew feet from the passenger window,
but it was moving dowly away, and on the next swing around it was a couple car-lengths off, rotating on



itslong axis and spewing dirt outward in aragged spird.

Theair gauge was holding steady at eighteen pounds. That was abit much, so Trent opened the
stopcock in hisdoor to vent alittle out, but nothing happened. The nozzle was gpparently plugged with
dirt. That could be ared problem in afew minutes. If they couldn't vent their old air, they couldn't add
any fresh. If they tried it, they would overpressurize the cab and eventually blow out awindow or adoor.

"Problems?' Donnaasked, barely audible insde her pressure suit.

"Maybe." Trent opened the vave al the way, but the pressure gauge stayed rock steady. At least
the cab wasn't leaking.

His suit was starting to fog up from his breath. He reached up and unsedled it, then rolled the hood
down around his neck. "Let's seeif there's anything in the glove box | can shove through there and
unblock that valve," he said, leaning across Donnas lap to open it and look.

There were a bunch of fast-food napkins, the flashlight, a bottle opener, aWyoming map, and a
screwdriver. He tried poking the screwdriver in the stopcock'’s opening, but the spout was too curved to
accept more than an inch or so. The church key was too wide, and arolled-up napkin wasn't stiff enough
to shove through whatever was blocking the valve.

Donnaunseded her bubble helmet, too, and started digging in the seat covers storage pockets. She
came up with a couple pens, ahandful of CDs, and alittle spiral notebook.

"How about the wire from this?' she asked.

"That might doit."

Donnatried to unravd it, but the fingers of her pressure suit were too thick, so she took the
screwdriver and pried aloop of wire free with that.

"Careful,” Trent said. "Y ou don't want to poke aholein your glove."

"Right." She did the screwdriver into the spiral and pried out another couple of loops until severa
inches of wire extended out from the top of the notebook, then she handed it over to Trent.

He shoved the wirein the stopcock and wiggled it around, bending it so it could dide around the
curve of the spigoat, but it hit something hard just a couple inchesin and wouldn't go any farther. No
amount of wiggling helped.

"Werewasting time," he said, handing the notebook back to her. "Has the computer got afix on
our pogtion yet?'

Donnalooked at the screen. "No. | think we're spinning too fast.”

Orion's squashed body did past their windshield at a pretty good clip, going right to left. That meant
the pickup was rotating Sdeways, asif it were spinning on an icy patch of road. Trent thought it over for
asecond, trying to get aclear mental picture of their motion, then he reached up to the top door latch on
hisside and said, "Get ready to zip up if this doesn't work."

"What are you going to do?'

"Kill two birds with one stone." He popped open the latch, and air immediately began to whistle out
of the cab, blowing awide cone of fog outward just beyond hiswindow and shoving them away from the
ragged hemisphere of dirt they had brought into orbit. Sincethe air jet was at the top of the cab, it dso
shoved them over Sdeways, adding another axis of rotation to their spin. It didn't actualy work that
way—Trent till wasn't surewhy it didn't, but Allen Meisner had told him that you couldn't rotate two
different ways a once. What happened was that the two different motions combined to tip the nose
down and flip the pickup end-for-end.

It didn't matter. He would correct for that |ater. He kept his eyes on the air gauge, working hisjaws
to let hisears pop while it dropped, and when the needle hit twelve pounds, he snapped the latch closed
again. Thewhistling jet of air stopped, and the pickup continued to nose over forward asif nothing had
changed, but now they were a couple dozen feet away from the main mass of dirt and rock they had
brought with them. Trent pressed the vavesfor the rear bumper jets, afraid they would be plugged, too,
but he heard the rush of air through the lines, and their downward motion stopped. He had
overcorrected, so he had to hit the front jets for ashort burst, and two clouds of fog shot upward in front



of them.

"Thosework, at least," he said happily. "And you'll note that we're steady asarock now. I'm
definitely gettin' better at this." Heretrieved his hat from behind therifle and stuck it on his head. He
awaysfdt better driving with hishat on.

The sarswere hard little diamonds, unwinking and unmoving save for the chunks of ice and rock
that till tumbled away from them.

"You're so0 good," Donna said. She looked at the computer screen and said, "It'slocked on. Where
do we want to go?'

That was agood question. The only people with the power to stop the United States were the
Galactic Federation, but the Federation had to know what was going on dready, and they were
gpparently unwilling to start bombarding one nation to stop it from bombarding itsrivals colonies.
Besides, Federation headquarters was in a space station about fifty light-years from Earth in Cetus, and
docking with a gpace station took alot of time and maneuvering air. Trent didn't know how much of
either they had before their luck ran out. They could go back to Alpha Centauri, but the people there
already knew what was going on, too, and were powerlessto stop it.

Trent and Donna couldn't even do anything to stop the person who had dropped the bomb on
them. He might bein high orbit around Mirabelle, but it would be nearly impossible to find him without
radar, and it would be even harder to hit him with anything if they found him. It was tough enough to
target alanding site within afew miles; pinpointing the intersection of two pickup-sized objects moving at
different vel ocities and different angles was way beyond the capability of ahomemade hyperdrive system
with ashareware navigation program.

Besides, the guy who dropped the bomb was probably just asoldier. Pissed as Trent was a him,
he wasn't ready to murder someone who was just following orders.

Therewas only onereal choice: go back home and confront the people responsible on their own
turf. Trent had no ideahow to go about that yet, but he knew something like this had to be stopped at the
source.

"Weve got to go back to Earth,” he said.

"Right." Donna pulled up the menu and sdlected " Sol" from thelist of stars. The computer drew its
red circle around one of the stars on the right side of the screen, and closer to the middleit drew a
sguashed squiggle that it claimed was Cassiopeia. Trent looked out the windshield to seeif he could spot
itinthered view, but it was hard to recognize anything out there. The computer might be able to correct
for the distorted shapes of the congtdlations &t this distance, but Trent couldn't recognize anything other
than Orion, and that wasway off to their left.

It didn't matter. If the computer knew where the Sun was, that was good enough. "Let'sgo,” he
sad.

Donna pushed the "enter” key, and there was amoment of disorientation, much more intense than
Trent remembered it from the last time. The stars didn't so much shift as blink out and get replaced with
new ones.

"That shouldn't have happened,” he said.

"What?" asked Donna. She had been watching the computer screen, not the view out the
windshield.

"The stars completely changed. They shouldn't have done that just jumping back to Earth.”

"Y ou must have just blinked or something," she said, but then she took agood look hersalf and
frowned. "Where's Cassiopeia? It should be straight ahead now.”

"I don't know. It'sdl different.”" There was till awide band of Milky Way stretching diagondly
acrosstherr field of view, and hundreds of individual stars scattered at random, but none of them
connected up in familiar patterns. Even Orion was gone.

"I must have picked the wrong star on the menu,” Donna said. She tapped at the computer's
keyboard, and a couple seconds later it made the Homer Simpson "D'oh!™ noise.



"That's not the happy sound,” Trent said. Helooked over at the screen and saw the words "Unable
to orient” in alittle message box.

Donnatapped at the keys and got the"D'oh!" again. "No, it'snot. It doesn't recognize anything.”

"What do you mean, it doesn't recognize anything? It took us here; it must know where'here' is”

"You'dthink." Donnatried again, but till got the Homer "D'oh." "Okay," she said, "let's see what's
on the menu next to 'Earth. Hmm. Earl's Place and Edensl, 11, and 111. How far away are these guys?'
She used the touchpad to stretch the window out alittle and said, "Nothing over fifty light-years. It
shouldn't have any trouble finding landmark stars at those distances.”

"Wewent alot farther than that,” Trent said. "l felt it, and everything changed.”

Donnatapped afew more keys and another window popped up on the screen. " Says here we went
60.4 light-years."

"I don't think that's right.” The hair was starting to stand up on the back of his neck. If the computer
was messed up, they were screwed.

Donnabit her lip in concentration. "Y eah. Let's hit 'undo’ and go back to Mirabelle and try this
agan."

"Sounds good to me."

Donna popped up the "edit" menu and picked "undo." Trent felt the momentary disorientation of a
hyperspace jump, but the stars only shifted alittle thistime. Helooked over at Donna

She said, "According to this, we just jumped 60.4 light-years back to Mirabelle.”

Trent tried to see any familiar patternsin the stars. "I'll believe we went 60.4 light-years, but we
didn't go back to Mirabdle."

"That'sfor sure." Donnacalled up the locator window again anyway, but it just went "D'oh” like
before.

"How "bout if you actudly pick Mirabelle off the destination menu?' asked Trent.

Shetried that, but another window popped up on the screen with the message, "Unable to fix
darting location.”

"l don't want you to fix it," Trent said. "1 want you to find it."

"That'swhat it means,” Donnasaid. "It doesn't know where we—"

"l know what it means. | wasjugt givin' it shit.”

"Oh. Wdll, it gpparently won't take us anywhereiif it doesn't know wherewe are.”

"It took us 60.4 light-years just now."

"That was 'undo.”

"So are we gonna have to 'undo’ a hundred times or so to get back home?”

"No, that would just jump us back and forth between here and where we were a minute ago. |
think."

"You think. Y ou're supposed to be the navigator.”

Shedidn't reply to that, and he immediately realized how it had sounded. "Sorry. | didn't mean it
likethat. Y ou're doing everything you can; | know that.”

Shedidn't reply to that, either. She just took the computer down off the dashboard and held it on
her lap with her left hand while she typed with her right. She was clumsy in her Ziptite suit, but shetook it
dow and careful, pulling the plagtic glove tight over her index finger so shewould only hit onekey a a
time. Trent waited as patiently as he could, but he had never been much good at |etting somebody else
do the work. He knew Donna was better with computers than he was, though. If anybody was going to
figure out what had happened, it would be her.

Helooked at the starswhile he waited. There were alot of them. It seemed like there were fewer
of them than usual, but that might have just been because his eyes hadn't adjusted to the darkness yet.
Therewere dtill quite afew. There was a constdlation that |ooked alittle like aduck, and one that |ooked
like afountain, or maybe atree. No dippers, though, or Cassiopeia, or Orion, or any of the other familiar



Oones.

At least not out the front. He craned his neck around and looked out the side and as far back ashe
could, but nothing looked familiar there, either. Hismirror was crushed flat against the body of the
pickup, but he couldn't see anything familiar in Donna's mirror, elther, even when he leaned forward to
see around the big bull's-eye crack in her window.

He reached forward and pushed the buttons for the front air jets. The air tank under the seat hissed,
two jets of fog shot upward from the front bumper, and the truck nosed down.

"What are you doing?' Donna asked.

"Havin' alook behind us. Maybe something will look familiar there.”

"Not likdly, but it'sworth atry."

Helet the pickup nose over until he figured haf the sky had did past, then hit the rear jets until they
cameto astop. It stopped cold thistime, too. Twicein arow. He peered out at the starsin that
direction, but he didn't have any better luck seeing anything he recognized. Donnawedged the [aptop
between the dashboard and the windshield again and let it get agood ook with its webcam, but after a
few secondsit said "D'oh” again.

"I'm gettin' mighty tired of that noise," Trent said.

"l could changeit.”

"l didn't mean that. I'm just getting tired of it not knowin' wherewe are.”

"Metoo." She sat back in her seat and said, "I can't find what's wrong. It thinksit sent usto Sol on
that first jJump, but now that it can't figure out where we are, the only thing it will let us do besides 'undo’
is'explorer mode, wherewe giveit adirection and adistance.”

"That'd befineif we knew what direction and distanceto giveit."

"y egh”

Trent was starting to swest insde his Ziptite suit, but heignored it and tried to think things through.
"Okay, we were pointed alittle to the side of the Sun when we jumped. We obvioudy went too far,
right?'Causeif it wasjust the wrong direction, we'd till be able to see familiar sars”

"Right,"” Donnasaid.

"Soif wejust head back the way we came and keep jumping until we see something familiar, that
ought to work, shouldn't it?"

Donna considered that for aminute. "It would work if we knew for sure what direction we went,
but that could have been off, too."

"What are the odds of both numbers bein’ wrong?'

She shrugged. "I have no ides, 'cause | don't know what happened.”

"Well, weve got to do something,” Trent said, "because weve only got about five hours of air. We
didn't refill the tank before we left. And we didn't recharge the batteries, either." He pointed at the gauge,
currently reading only half acharge. "Drivin' dl over hell and gone today ate up alot of juice.”
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There was along moment of silencein the cab of the pickup. Donnalooked out the windshield, then
over at Trent. "For the computer to not recognize anything, we had to jump at least a couple of hundred
light-years. It's supposedly good that far before the constell ation patterns change too much. So if we
jump back ahundred light-years at atime, we should eventually hit something it recognizes.”

He could hear thetension in her voice. She started talking faster when she got tense, which made it
harder for him to understand her, which made him tense, asif he wasn't tense enough aready.



Hetook off hishat and scratched his head. " That would work aslong asit actualy jumps a hundred
light-yearswhen wetdl it to. It didn't go to Earth when wetold it to do that."

"y egh”

"And we can jump two hundred at atime, can't we? If it'sgood for two hundred light-years out,
that's abubble four hundred across, right? So if we go two hundred at atime—"

"You'reright. Provided we go straight back the way we came. But if we're off alittle bit, we could
cross through the edge of familiar pacein one jump and keep on going.”

"We could, couldn't we. Damn. Okay, then ahundred.”

She nodded. "Okay. So which direction is back the way we came?”'

That was a good question. They hadn't been pointed straight at the Sun when they jumped. The
computer could correct for angle, so they had just let it lock on and do itsthing. But Trent remembered
seeing Orion out his side window just before they jumped. And afterward . . . what was out there then?
Hedidn't remember.

"Can you cal up the webcam's picture from right after we got here?' he asked.

"| think s0." Donnaran through the menus for aminute, then astarfield popped up in aseparate
window.

"Okay, if that'swhat we were lookin' at after our first jump,” Trent said, "then we were headin’ for
this patch of sky right about here." He tapped the screen over on the right side, where he remembered
the blinking star that the computer had said was the Sun.

"You're sure?' Donna asked.

"Pretty close. Back up to theimage from before we jumped.”

Shedid, and he was relieved to see Sol shining right where he expected it to be. "There. We were
sittin' steady, so the same spot on the next screen has to be the direction the hyperdrive supposedly took
us, right?'

"That soundslogicd.”

She switched to the image from right after they had arrived, and Trent put hisfinger where the Sun
had been a second ago. "There. So a hundred and eighty degrees away from that should take us back
the direction we came, right?'

"l .. .think so. Yeah, that soundsright.

"So can that thing tell uswhat's exactly ahundred and eighty?"

She shook her head. "It's just awebcam image. Maybe if we spun the truck around and took
continuous video we could timeit or something, but the computer needs more data than just a pictureto
compute something like that.”

"Never mind,” Trent said. "We can figure that easy enough on our own.” He looked on the screen
image for an eadily recognizable landmark, found it in atriangle of three bright starsjust alittle to the left
of the direction they had come, then looked outside to seeif he could find it out there. He couldn't, so he
hit the front jets again, and watched the stars stream past.

He amost missed it. The three he was|ooking for were off to the left, hidden by the post between
the windshield and his side window until he moved his head. That was definitdly them, though. "There" he
sad, pointing.

He hit the rear jetsto stop their motion. Of course it was too much to ask that he could bring them
to aperfect sop threetimesin arow. He undershot at first, then overshot correcting it, then undershot
again before he finaly got them stopped. "That's this bit right here," he said, pointing at the same starson
the screen. "And the direction we came is between those two stars there.”" He looked outside again and
found them directly out his side window, nearly obscured by the mud smeared acrossthe outer glass.

Donnaredized what he was doing. "So if that's the direction we came, then that—" she turned and
pointed out her window "—isthe direction we want to go. We need atrangt or something so we can get
an exact angle



"Sorry, were fresh out of trangits. But we do have thismap.” Trent got their Wyoming road map
out of the glove box and suck it in the air between them, nudging it gently until one folded edge pointed
at the starsthat had replaced the Sun after they jumped. " Sight down that and make sureit'saimed right,”
hetold Donna

She bent her head down and peered aong the edge while he leaned back out of her way. She
adjusted the map's position with her fingertips until it was just right, then said, "' Okay, now."

"Lean back,” Trent told her. She ducked aside and he sighted the other way aong the same edge.
He had to look through the cracksin her window, but he could see afew didtinctive stars there. "Got it,"
he said. "That little fishhook business under that bright one there."

She looked out her window. "L et'sdo it again to make sure.”

"Okay."

Sheleaned in, but instead of leaning back, he leaned in, too, snatched the map out of the air
between them, and gave her abig kiss.

"Youslly, thisisserious,” she sad, but she was amiling.

He smiled right back. "Kissin' you's serious, too."

"WEell have time enough for that when we get home."

"That soundslike apromise,” he said.

She looked him in the eye from two inches away. "Y ou get us home safe, cowboy and you can
condder it anything you want."

"Dedl." Hekissed her again, then set the map back in the air between them.

Shelined it up on the two stars next to the triangle again, then he sighted down the edge to the same
fishhook congtdlation. "That's definitely it," he said.

"Okay." She stuck the computer on the dash, shoving it hard against the junction between
dashboard and windshield so the webcam was aimed straight ahead. "We need to turn so it's onscreen,”
shesad.

That meant blowing more breathing air into space, but Trent supposed there was no way around it.
The computer expected to be lined up front-to-back, so they couldn't just aim it out the side window. He
used the jets as sparingly as possible, tipping the pickup to the right with the side nozzles, then stopping
that motion and dropping the nose again until they were pointed pretty closeto their target. There weren't
awholelot of starsout there, only a couple dozen bright ones and maybe twice that many moredim
ones. Hewondered if any of them was the Sun. From ahundred light-years away, could you even see
the Sun? He didn't know.

Donna used the computer's touchpad to scoot the mouse pointer to the little fishhook constellation
on the screen. The touchpad wasn't very responsive with her hand encased in a plastic bag, but she kept
atituntil shegot it. "Right there?" she asked.

"A littleto theright. Y eah, about there."

She tapped afunction key. "Okay. That's now zero, zero. Now | enter the distance . . ." She hit
another function key and typed in 100. "Check that to make sure,” she said.

"l trust you," Trent told her, but she just looked at him until he leaned forward and |ooked &t the
number sheld typed in the "distance” box. " Says one zero zero."

"All right." She lapped another function key, and alittle window popped up with the message,
"Press Enter to jump.”

"Ready?' she asked.

Hetook a deep breath. "Ready."

"| sure hope this damned thing worksthistime.”

"Metoo."

She pressed the "enter” key. There was the usual moment of disorientation, and most of the stars
jumped alittle, but not enough to lose track of. About haf of them hardly budged. Those were the big



bright ones along ways off. Trent tried to make them resolve into any kind of familiar pattern, but had no
luck.

Neither did the computer.

"Well," hesaid, "I guesswe couldn't expect it to work thefirst time. Try it again.”

Donnadid, but they had no more luck.

"Oncemore.”

Stll no luck.

After the third jump they sat there Side-by-side, looking out the windshield without saying anything.
They had just gone three hundred light-years. Far enough to get lost if they weren't dready. Trent was
pretty surethey were aimed at the right patch of sky, but if they were off even by alittle bit, that error
would get greater and greater the farther they jumped. How far could they go before even a couple of
degrees of error became two hundred light-years wide? He wished he'd paid more attention to story
problemsin math class.

Helooked at the battery gauge: aready anudge lower than it had been just afew minutes ago.
They couldn't just jJump around at random until they hit afamiliar section of the galaxy; at ahundred
light-yearsto the legp, they couldn't even cover athousandth of it. They would run out of battery power if
they kept jumping, but every bresth took them a couple of seconds closer to the time when they would
runout of ar.

The Milky Way seemed thicker here. The whole windshield looked foggy with it. He was about to
mention it to Donnawhen heredized that it was fog. The truck was |osing heat to space, and their breath
was condensing on the glass. He could run the heater, but that sucked juice out of the same batteries that
the hyperdrive did. They werejust going to haveto towe off thewindshield. And shiver, probably,
beforelong. At least they had their coats.

"Well, what do you think?" he asked.

Donnashook her head. "We could search for weeks and not find anything familiar.”

"We don't have weeks," he said.

"Not in space. But if we can find aplanet and land, we can take our time figuring out what
happened. | could maybe find the bug in the program.”

"Andif you cant?'

Shetook adeep breath. "Well, we'd at least be on the ground somewhere."

"Playing Adam and Eve like Nick Onnescu and his swestie?'

She made aface. "No offense, but let'stry a couple more jumps.”

"Ded." While shetyped in another hundred light-years and checked to make sure that the computer
was still locked onto the same point in space, Trent got the shop towel from under the seat to wipe the
fog off the windshield, but when he shook it out, it fell to pieces.

"What the hell?' he said, and then he remembered. Held used it to wipe the dlien dime off the seat
after they'd dropped them off at the doctor's office. And then he remembered their romp in the camper
that night. "Oho," hesaid. "That explainsit.”

"What?' Donna asked.

"Our clothes. When weripped 'em off each other.” He could fed himsdlf blushing. "I thought we
werejust hot, but it looks like we had alittle help from Katataand her kids." He showed her the shop
towel. "That dime of theirs must be like battery acid.”

She laughed, but he could hear the disgppointment in her voice when she said, "I thought that was a
little strange. | felt like Supergirl or something, but | just figured it wasthat super strength you read about
people gettin' sometimes in accidents and stuff.”

"You were till super,” he said, and he kissed her again.

She was blushing, too, and batting her eyelashesin that "aw shucks' way she did when shewas
embarrassed, and she looked so beautiful he suddenly figured it wouldn't be so bad finding an



uninhabited planet somewhere and doing the Adam and Eve thing with her. But they were going to give it
acouple more jumpsfirg.

He stuck the towel back under the seat and got a paper napkin out of the glove box to wipe the
window with. He had to stretch to reach Donnas side, and his seatbelt kept trying to pull him back, but
he managed it without knocking the computer off the dash. When he was done, the napkin looked alot
like the shop towd, but that was just moisture.

He checked the seat, but that seemed dl right. Either alien dime didn't et vinyl, or held gotten it off
quick enough. "Okay," hesaid. "Let'sgiveit another try."

The computer was ready. Donna hit "go," and the stars shifted, but they were no more familiar
afterward than before.

"One more?’ she asked.

Trent shrugged. "Fifth timesacham." Hedidn't think it would do any good, but he didn't
particularly like the idea of landing on astrange planet and trying to debug a computer program, ether,
evenif Donnadid al the debugging.

Donnactriggered the jump. More stars leaped past, but none of the ones that appeared in front of
them werefamiliar.

"Well," she sad, "We're building up apretty good map of this section of space, wherever itis. We
can triangulate on practicdly any star we can see from here.”

Trent wished he could decide. Jumping for a planet seemed like a step backward, especialy when
they were running low on power, but jumping around in the dark didn't make any more sense. Nothing
redlly made sense at the moment. He felt dumb, like he was missng something obvious. What wasit? It
was right there on the edge of hisbrain, but he couldn't get ahandle on it. What was he forgetting? He
tried to think what it could be. Little darm bellswere going off in his head. They'd been going off since
they'd gotten lost—wheat, fifteen or twenty minutes now—abut thiswas different. Thiswas. . . fifteen or
twenty minutes.

"Shit, we're runnin' out of oxygen!" He cracked open hisdoor sed and listened to the rush of air
venting to space until the pressure gauge on the dash dropped to 5 p.s.i., then he sealed the latch and
opened the air tank's valve, watching the pressure rise again. When it hit 10 he stopped the flow and
took a couple of deep breaths. He didn't fedl any smarter.

"We should have spent the extramoney for carbon dioxide scrubbers” he said. "Thisis about the
least efficient system you can get.”

"Don't go blaming yoursdf," Donnasaid. "It wasfine for what we intended to do."

"Famous last words." The air release had set them rolling again, so he had to vent more air through
the bumper jetsto bring them to a stop. He took another deep breath, trying to clear hismind. His heart
was besting faster now, but he couldn't tell if it was from oxygen deprivation or just plain old fear of
dying. "Maybe we should find usaplanet,” he said. "We need some thinkin' time. Can you tell which of
these sars are like the Sun?"

She nodded. "The computer can calculate their magnitude now that it knowstheir distance. We just
have to ook for one that's the same magnitude as the Sun."

That didn't sound so hard. "Okay, then, let'sdo it.”

Donna put the computer in her |ap again so she could work easier, and after acouple of minutes she
sad, "There's not that many stars around here. Weve got only four good candidates within twenty
light-years™"

"Weonly need oneif it'stheright one. Do any of 'em stand out?”

"Nope."

"Fick one, then, and let'sgo."
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Their first jJump took them close enough to spot planets. Donnallet the computer get agood | ook,
and Trent used more air to spin the pickup inadow roll so the computer could see the whole sky, then
they jumped again o it could triangulate on the planets.

It spotted seven of them, but the two closest to the star were gas giants, and there was nothing at al
inthe right orbit to support life. They picked another star and tried it again, finding a better spread of
planets, but when they jumped close to the most likely candidate for landing, they could seethat its
atmosphere was thick and white from poleto pole, like Venus.

"Runaway greenhouse," Donnasaid.

"Runaway plangt, too,” Trent said. "L ook at that bugger go." It was receding visibly, likeahomerun
going over the back fence.

"Wow." Donnacalled up the landing program and had it calculate their vel ocity, and frowned when
she read the number. "Five hundred and thirty-seven thousand kilometers an hour? That can't beright.”

Trent watched the planet shrink from golf-ball szeto the size of agrape. "I think it could be. That
thing'sbookin'it."

"Well, were not going to land on it anyway, o | guessit doesn't matter.” She made the landing
program go away and popped the interstellar jump window back on the screen. "Let'stry another star.”

Trent eyed the power gauge. Down to a quarter now. But what €l se could they do?"Okay," he
sad.

The next star had one gas giant close in, but there was amore Earth-like planet in the right spot for
life. They jumped closeto it and had alook. It was a brief ook because that planet was moving just as
fast asthe other one, but they had long enough to see cloud patterns and blue oceans and brown
continents that looked pretty much like home.

"That might do,” Trent said, "but damn, that speed. We'd be aweek tryin' to catch up.”

"Maybenot," Donnasaid. "Therésthat gas giant right there. If we used its gravity, we'd change
velocity pretty quick.”

"How quick?'

She cdled up the landing program again and let it crunch on the information from their triangulation
jumps. "Hard to say for sure until we make our firgt pass and figure out how massiveit is, but if it's
Jupiter'ssize, it would take us about three hours.”

Trent checked the pressure gauges on the air tanks. A nudge over two-thirdsfull on the left tank,
and three quarters on theright. He hadn't calibrated the gauges for time, but if each tank held about three
hours worth, then . . . "Weve only got about four and ahalf hours of air. That'd be cuttin' it pretty close.”

"Yeah." They watched the dwindling planet for abit. Trent couldn't help thinking that their hope for
surviva was dwindling just asfast. They had fifteen or twenty more jumps before they ran out of juice,
and not enough air to take the time to use them right. "How many jumps doesit figure weld have to teke
to dow down usin' the gas giant?" he asked. The only way to make thisbig avelocity changewasto
jump closeto aplanet and fal awvay from it, then when you got so far out that its gravity started to
weaken, you jumped back closer and fell outward again, but the closer you jumped, the more energy it
took.

She clicked the pointer on the "details" box and said, "Six jumps. We could cut it to five by drifting
farther before we go back for another pass, but it would take longer.”

"Shit." Landing would take three or four more, depending on how particular they were over their
landing Ste. That wouldn't leave them very many jumpsto get home on.

Hetried to think. "They can't dl be movin' thisfast, can they?"

She shrugged. "I don't know. All the planetsin this solar system are.”



"Wed save alot of power if we didn't have to change so much velocity,” he said.

"Y ou want to try another star?'

They would have to make two more jumps at the least—one to get there and one more so the
computer could triangulate on the planets—and one more to get close enough to seeif any of thethe
planetswereany good. . .

"No," hesaid. "Air'stop priority at this point. Power we can do without if we haveto, but not air.”

"So you want to match velocity with this planet and land?"

"| don't see much choice.

"Medther."

"Let'sdoit, then."

Donnacalled up the landing program and told it to catch up with the fleeing planet. She couldn't
pick an actud landing spot, since it was dready so far away that it wasjust ablob on the computer's
screen, but they could do that later. The gas giant was aready selected as the gravity source, so shejust
hit"go."

The sarfield on their left became asolid wall of yellow and orange haze. It looked like they were
about six inchesfromiit, but it began to recede the moment they arrived.

"Damn," Trent said. "How can that program be so accurate jumpin’ from planet to planet, and so far
off goin' from Mirabdlleto Earth?"

"l wish | knew," said Donna.

They watched the gas giant recede, going from afla wal to athree-quarter disk with abig nightside
shadow on its lower-left Sde, then dwindling further until it wasjust abig parade-float balloon and finaly
about the Sze of abasketbdl, al within the space of afew minutes. Then the landing program jumped
them back and they did it again, only dower.

Thelong minutes of waiting were tough on the nerves. Donna couldn't do anything with the
computer while it wasin the middle of the landing sequence, so they couldn't even keep trying to figure
out what had gone wrong with it, and Trent kept wondering when it would suddenly decideto do it
again. One more bad jump and they'd be out of luck.

Histhroat felt dry. There was plenty of beer |ft in the camper, but he and Donnawould have to
sedl up their suits and open the cab to go get it. That would waste at |east fifteen minutes of air even if
they waited until it was at itsworst before they vented it.

"I should have put a hatch between the cab and the camper,” he said.

Donnalooked over a him. "I thought you decided it would be too likely to break the seal when we
landed.”

"Yeah, but | could sure use a beer about now."

"Metoo." She shivered. "And ablanket. I'm cold."

"We can a least do something about that." He twisted around and pulled their coats from behind
the seat.

Instead of putting hers on, Donna unbuckled her sest-belt and scooted closer to him, pushing
hersdf down to the seat until he put hisarm around her and pulled her tight againgt his side, then she
tucked her coat around their legs like alap blanket. He draped his over their upper bodies and tucked
thearmsin behind them to hold it in place.

"Judt likeold times" he said. She had aways used to ride in the middle when they went
four-wheeling outside of Rock Springs. Y ou couldn't do that very well in space, because you needed the
shoulder harness to hold you against the seat when you landed, but they wouldn't be doing that for a
whileyet. Sherested her head on his shoulder and he rested hishead on hers. Her hair smelled nice.
Strawberry shampoo, and her own Donna scent that he alway's figured he could pick out blindfol ded.

The gas giant was pretty. The clouds weren't as thickly banded as Jupiter's, they were more like
Saturn's, just wide, even bands encircling the entire globe. He wondered what made one planet do one



thing and another planet do another. Rotation rate? Chemistry in the clouds? He didn't have aclue. There
was 0 much stuff he didn't know about space. It made him fed like atota idiot. Donnawas aways
reading books about it, or had been since the whole business had landed in their 1aps five months ago,
but he couldn't make himsdlf st down and read about orbital mechanics and planetary formation and stuff
likethat. It was too much like school, and he'd never liked that, either. Hed dways been an outdoor guy.
Give him afishing pole and amountain stream over abook any day.

Hewondered if he'd ever see astream again.

"Wheat you thinking about?' Donna asked softly.

"Nothin'."

"What sort of nothin?"

He amiled. "Okay, | wasthinking about going fishing.”

"Where would you go? If we were home, | mean.”

"I don't know. Little Sandy, maybe. I've dwaysliked it up there."

"Metoo." Shelaughed. "Remember when | fdll in the beaver pond?’

"Facefirg in the mud. Man, you were asight. Y ou looked like some horror-show monster. Gave
me nightmares for weeks."

"Metoo." They were silent for afew minutes, then she said, "We're going to be okay."

He nodded. "We don't have much other choice.”

The gas giant wasn't quite as big as Jupiter, so it took amost four hoursto kill their velocity. Every
timethey refreshed their air, Trent winced at the sound of the old air rushing out and the new rushing in,
but they had to do it or asphyxiate on their own carbon dioxide. They traded back and forth between
Donnas door and his so they wouldn't have to use the maneuvering jetsto kill their spin every time, so
that saved afew extra breaths. He just hoped it would be enough.

When the main tank ran out, they started using air out of the maneuvering tank. It wastempting to
consider al of that to be breathing air, but Trent knew they needed to keep some for adjusting their
position when they fell into the atmaosphere. It would do no good to makeiit to safety only togoin
upside-down and wrap the parachute around the pickup.

They napped fitfully between recharges, partly trying to conserve air and mostly because they hadn't
deptinaday and ahdf, but Trent kept waking out of daydreams of good times on Earth only to find
himself about to diein the ass end of nowhere, and he decided held rather just stay awake. Hewas glad
he wasn't done out here, but he would have given anything, even thelast of hisair, to have Donnahome
safeingtead. It was her ideato come on this particular trip, but he'd been the one who turned their pickup
into a spaceship in the firgt place. Who had he been kidding? He wasn't an astronautt. If hed just
accepted who he was and | eft it a that, he wouldn't have gotten either of them into this mess.

He was glad when the computer dinged at them to warn them that the velocity change was about
complete. It gave him something el se to think about. Something to keep his hands busy, too. At least
when they werelanding, he could do something. If he didn't screw that up, they could be on the ground in
another half hour, which was agood thing because that's about dl the air they had left. He didn't want to
think about what would happen if the atmosphere wasn't breathable.

Donnadid over to her sde of the cab and buckled in while the computer took them back to where
it thought the Earth-like planet ought to be. It was off by about half the planets width, which wasn't that
bad considering al the jumps they'd made and the velocity change they'd gone through, but it took
another jJump to put them into position just outside the atmosphere, and once they picked their landing
gteit would take another two a the minimum to fine-tune their position and velocity so they would come
in dow enough to deploy the parachute. That was cutting it awfully close. If they ever got home, it would
be on the last couple of eectronsin the plasmacdlls.



There weren't many continents here. What land there was was mostly idands; circular bull's-eyes
with tall peaksinthe middle. "Volcanoes," Trent said when he redized what he was seeing. And now that
he had the right image, he realized that alot of the clouds down there were actudly active eruptions.

"Let'spick onethat's dormant,” Donna said.

"Good idea”

They didn't have awhole lot of timeto decide. Every minute they spent looking meant another
minute cancelling the downward vel ocity they picked up from the planet's gravity. So Trent just pointed
at thefirst idand he saw that looked big enough to provide agood target and didn't have abig thunder
cloud over itspesk. "There."

"Done," said Donna. She clicked the pointer on the widest stretch of flat land on the computer's
image of theidand, then hit the"go" button. The computer zapped them over to the night side of the
planet for aminute or so to kill their velocity, then popped them back into place and dropped them into
the atmosphere. They made one big jump, then two more small ones, feding out the point where the
hyperdrive couldn't go any farther, then began to drop from there. Trent used a couple more bursts of air
from their dwindling supply to orient the truck so they were coming in with the parachutes on top.

"Airgpeed isfifty, seventy-five, ahundred,” Donnacalled out. At ahundred, Trent flipped the
parachute rel ease switch, using the one they hadn't used last time. Might aswell put equa wear on them
both. Hed considered using them together, since there would be no second chanceif thislanding didn't
go wdll, but then he remembered that it would just take them longer to land if he popped both chutes.
They could do it down lower, just before they landed, if they wanted to, but there was redly no need.
One chute was enough for anorma landing.

There was the usual two seconds of freefal after the release as the parachute billowed upward,
then the hard lurch asit filled out.

Then they werefdling again.

"What the hell?* Trent craned his neck and stuck his head against the window so he could ook up.
The parachute was a shredded mop of flgpping rags, and there was abig cloud of white confetti above
that. It looked like the thing had exploded.

Could somebody have shot at them with alaser satellite? They hadn't tried to call anyone on the
radio, because they had been too far away when they were at the gas giant, and they hadn't had time
before they lined up for landing. There hadn't seemed much point anyway; out here, the odds of finding
humans, or even dienswho used the same radio frequencies as humans, wereridiculoudy small.

Something had happened to their chute, though. Should they jump back into space and try the
radio? Maybe they could negotiate arescue, or at least permission to land. But they only had one or two
more refreshes of air; hardly time enough for any of that. And the more he looked at the shredded
parachute overhead, the lessit looked like laser damage. Nothing was melted; it just looked shredded.

They were picking up speed fast. The remains of the parachute were ripping free like party
sreamers. "Hang on,” Trent said. He jammed his fingers going for the other chute switch, and heand
Donna braced themsdlves for the jolt. When it came, it shoved them deep into the seat, hard enough that
Trent felt the air tank under his butt. He prayed that this chute would hold, please hold, just get usto the
ground goddammit hold, and he held his breath for the moment of freefdl that would tel him he and
Donnawere dead, but it never came. He looked up and saw the canopy filled out firm and round above
them, and he remembered to bresthe.

"What happened to the first one?' Donna asked.

"I havenoidea," Trent said. "It doesn't look like it was shot. It's more like our clothes and that shop
towd, but the dlien dime didn't even get closeto that parachute.”

She frowned. "No, but the tree sap did.”

"Thetree sgp?' He dapped hisforehead. "The tree sgp! Of course. Thisisthe chute that got hung
up inthetree. And we got sap al over our clothes, too. And | wiped it off the parachute with the shop
towd."



She looked up at the good chute. "I'm glad they didn't both come down in that tree."”

"Metoo." Helooked up again and saw the old chute hanging in the shroud lines of the good one.
What was|€ft of it flapped alittlein the breeze, but it wasn't fouling the lines or anything.

He looked down as much as he could. As near as he could tell, they wereright over theidand. He
didn't have the mirrors aimed downward thistime, either, but he could see big puffy cloudsfloating
serenely over the centrad volcano, casting shadows on itsflanks. They didn't ssem to be moving very fadt,
which was agood thing. It wouldn't take much wind to blow the pickup out over the ocean.

Donnareached across the seat and took his hand. Her fingerswerelikeice, even through the Ziptite
suit. He rubbed them in his palms, not sureif that would warm them up or not, but he did it anyway.

He had to refresh their air one more time on the way down. That left just afew poundsin the tank,
enough for maybe one more cabful, but if things went right, they wouldn't need it for awhile.

And it looked like things were finaly going right. There were trees on the idand, and severd streams
running down off the volcano. Asthey grew closer, they could see wide, flat beaches and grassy
meadows. Somekind of herd animals were grazing in the meadows.

"| think we could have done lotsworse," Trent said. " 'Specidly if those are pdm trees.”

Donnasaid, "More people are killed by faling coconuts than arplane crashes.”

"That'sarisk I'mwilling to take," Trent replied. He smiled and added, "'I'll make us coconut
helmets. And acoconut bikini for you."

"How come | have to wesar clothes?

He thought about that for a second. "' Cause otherwise we won't get anything done?”

"Depends on your definition of ‘anything." Shewas giving him that look again.

Hejust shook his head and looked at the ground. They were only afew hundred feet up now,
amed for abig patch of green grass or something. Aslong asthe same stuff was directly benesth them,
too, they couldn't ask for better. "Hang on," he said, and he leaned back in the sest.

It was a perfect touchdown. The pickup bounced once and cameto rest on level ground, and the
parachute did to the side and collapsed right beside them. It would be apiece of caketo fold it up and
dow it again.

Trent looked over at Donna. She was grinning like agoof, and he redlized he was, too. They'd
madeit. The sun was shining bright, and alittle breeze wasrippling the grassin front of them.

Normally if they were exploring new planets they would have a mouse in acage who would get the
dubious honor of taking the first breath while they waited in their Ziptite suits, but thistrip they hadn't
expected to go anywhere that didn't dready have people on it. Trent considered having Donna sed up
while hetried it, but there seemed little point. Either they could bregthe it or they were dead. So hejust
unlatched the top and bottom of his door and popped it open, and Donna did the same on her side. They
looked at one another, then each took a bregth.

It smelled fresh and grassy. And alittle spicy. "Smellslike cinnamon,” he said. "Not bad. Kind of

Donnahad afunny look on her face. "What are al those stars doing down here?" she asked.

He was about to ask what she meant when he saw them himsdlf: bright swirls of light looping around
acentral dark spot, adark spot that grew wider and wider as he watched. He heard aringing in hisears,
and hefdt like hewas back in space again, floating weightless.

"Shit!" heydled. "Sed up! There's something wrong with theair." He knocked off his cowboy hat
and flipped his hood over hishead in one motion, squeezed the seam closed, then reached down to his
sgde and cranked the suit'stiny air tank's valve open. He heard the hiss of air filling the suit just before the
darkness expanded all theway, and he fell forward into the steering whed.
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Somebody was honking at him. Trent jerked awake, certain held falen adeep a the whed, and the
honking stopped. Sure enough, he wasin the pickup, and he'd apparently run off the road, because there
wasgrassdl around.

His head hurt. And he was wearing a Ziptite pressure suit. He looked over to Donnas side of the
seat and saw her dumped half out of the truck, hanging by her shoulder strap. She was wearing a Ziptite,
too. How the heck had they wound up here? Had they wrecked? Something wasn't clicking. Hefdt like
he'd been adeep for weeks, and needed another week to bring his mind up to speed.

He pulled Donna upright. Shewas limp as asack and her head lolled to the Side, but she was
breathing. Her suit was sedled tight. Why? He couldn't remember.

The sun was shining bright and warm through the windshield. Trent shaded his eyes and looked out
at the volcano straight ahead. 1t looked impossibly high and steep-sided, like a cartoon drawing. Snow
covered the top third or so.

Volcano. They'd been about to land on a planet full of volcanoes. No, they'd landed, and opened
up their suits, but the air was bad. Sulfur dioxide, maybe, like you sometimes got in the mines. Did
volcanoes put out sulfur dioxide? He seemed to remember that they did, but he wouldn't bet on his
memory of anything a the momen.

His suit was making little popping sounds: the pressurerdlief valve at the back of the bubble helmet
|etting out excessair. It was iff, too, from being pressurized. Moving hisarmstook effort; they wanted
to stick straight out from his sides. He forced them down to hiswaist and shut off the air tank's vave,
then thought to check Donna's. She had never opened hers. He did that for her, letting her suit inflate and
gtart popping for aminute or so and praying that the fresh air would bring her around. If it didn't, he
wasn't sure what to do. He could seal up the cab and fill it from the tank under the seat, but that would
take up just about dl the air they had left, and there would still be sulfur dioxide or whatever the bad stuff
was mixed inwith it. If they were going to fill the cab, their best bet would be to jump into spacefird, let
al thebad air out, and then refill it.

Which meant he needed to repack the parachute. He turned off Donna's air tank so it wouldn't
bleed dry, then he climbed down to the grassy ground, pulled the good chute out to its full length, and
folded it up. It hardly took any time; he couldn't have asked for a better surface to work on.

The truck looked like it had been in awreck. Both sides were dented and scraped up, and the
driver's-sde mirror was smashed flat to the door. The fenders hadn't been shoved into the tires, though,
which was at least some comfort. They could il driveit if they had to.

His memory was starting to come back now. He amost wished it hadn't when he redlized how
hopdessther Stuation was, but he supposed he would rather meet his end with hiswits about him than
confused and wondering what was going on.

He gave himsdf afresh shot of air, did the same for Donna, who was il breathing evenly, then
climbed up to the top of the cab and repacked the good parachute into its pod. The shredded one he just
unbuckled and tossed its lines to the ground, then wadded it up and threw it in the camper.

Donnawas coming around when he climbed back into the cab.

"How you fedin'?' he asked.

Shetried to put her hand to her forehead, but bumped into the bubble helmet instead. "My head
hurts." Her voice was muffled by her suit.

"Minetoo. It'ssomething in the air here. We can't breethe it.”

"Where are we?' she asked.

"The ass end of nowhere with practically no air left,” he said. "Weve got to move fast.”

"Where arewe going?'



"Another planet.” Helooked at the power gauge, turning his head to see past the condensation on
theindde of hishdmet. "Weve got enough juice for half adozen more jumps, and air enough to fill the
cab one moretime. Pluswhat'sin our suit tanks. If we go now, maybeit'll be enough to get us
somewhere that's got air we can breathe."

"With no refreshes?" She shook her head. "That's not enough air.”

"I'd rather dietrying something than just St here and suffocate,” Trent said.

"Yeah." Shedidn't sound quite sure of that.

He noticed his hat lying on the floor between them, picked it up and automatically went to stick it on
his head, but it wouldn't fit over the bubble helmet so helaid it on the back of the seat instead. Hisbrain
il wasn't up to full charge.

"Can you run the computer?* he asked.

Shelooked at the screen, then out thewindshield. "'l think so. It's starting to come back.”

"Good. We're going to need to find us another planet in just a couple of jumps.”

"l don't know if | can do that," she said.

"Let'sat least try."

"Okay." Shetook the computer off the dashboard and set it in her lap. "Well have to try another
gar. Thiswasthe only planet in this system that was even close to habitable.” She started tapping at the
keyboard, bringing up previous screens from when they were jumping around looking for good stars.
"There's only one other Sun-like star in thiswhole region that we haven't dready been to.”

"Weve only got one shot anyway,” Trent said, thinking that they didn't actualy have even that. They
needed enough air to et them find a planet, match velocities, and land on it, which would take at least half
an hour, and probably longer. It was ridiculous to even try, except that there was no adternative.

There was no room for any more mistakes, either. He went over the sepsin hismind: jump into
gpace, let out the bad air, refill withgood air . . .

Let out the bad air. The vave was stuck. They could just crack the door seals again, like they had
done before, but it was harder to keep the pickup from going into aspin when they did it that way, and if
it did, they would have to waste more air through the maneuvering jetsto bring it to astop. It would be
safer if he could fix the release valve in hisdoor first.

That was easier said than done. The nozzle stuck out only half an inch, but that was far enough for
theweight of the truck to bend it sdeways when it had tipped over. He would need apair of Vise-Grips
to bend that back into shape, and if dirt had gotten inside before it was bent, it would probably stay
blocked even if he Sraightened it.

It could take ten or fifteen minutesto fix, way more time than they could gain by not using the
maneuvering jets. Okay, forget that. Just go. But if they ever got out of this, he vowed to put a rubber
hose on there for anozzle instead of achrome pipe. Hell, avave stem off atire would work perfect.

"Ready to go?' Donna asked.

"Yeah...nol Wataminute" He was missng something. Something obvious.

"What's the matter?'

Vave sems. Thetruck had four vave stems, fiveif you counted the spare. It would take way too
long to yank one off atire and replace the nozzle on his door with it, but he had just gotten asudden
image of what would happen if hetried it. Twenty-five pounds of air pressure would come roaring out of
thetire. At least acabful at one atmosphere, maybe more.

"Weve got five extraair tanks!" he shouted.

"What? Where?'

"Thetired"

He leaped out of the cab, dipped on the grass, picked himsalf up off his butt, and rushed around to
the camper, where he grabbed the lug wrench out of the tool box and began spinning the nuts off the
whedls, leaving only one attached—but |oosely—to each hub. That way he wouldn't have to bust them



loose in space with nothing to push againgt. The truck wobbled when he leaned into the wrench to loosen
the last nut, but the single bolt on each whed held well enough to keep it from going anywhere.

He had to refresh the air in his suit twice more while he worked, and he was panting again when he
was done. He could see pretty well through the helmet now because the condensation had collected into
droplets and was running down the plastic bubble, dripping onto his neck and running down his chest
under hisshirt.

Donnadid down to the ground and went into the camper, emerging with the rope, which shetied to
theroll bar as high up as she could reach on her side. After she'd secured one end, she laid the coil
aongsdetherall bar and used the loose end to tie the coil down so it wouldn't go anywhere, but she
used adip knot on that end so it would be easy to release, leaving one end tied tight to the roll bar and
the rest of the coil free.

"What'sthat for?" Trent asked. He had shifted over to the spare, and was removing it completely
from its bracket on the side of the camper. He would start with that one, even though it wasa smaller
tire. With any luck, that would be al they needed.

Donnasaid, "Y ou're not going to have time to remount those in space, but we're probably going to
need 'em again. Y ou can tie them to the rope, and we can remount them after weland.”

She was absolutdly right. "That's thinking ahead. Good." He picked up the lug nuts and threw them
into the camper, dmost threw the lug wrench in after them, then thought better of it and took that with
him into the cab. He might need that in spaceif he couldn't get the last lug nuts off with just hisfingers.

They had just about used up the air in their suits. Donnahelped him roll the sparetire up onto the
seet, then the two of them squeezed into the cab with it and dammed their doors. The sparefit lengthwise
between the back of the seat and the dashboard, so there was actudly till afair anount of room.

"Okay!" Trent said. He latched his door tight and made sure hiswindow was seded. "Let'sdoiit.”

Donnalatched her door and checked her window, then picked up the computer and set it on her
lap again. Trent peered around the front of the tire to see what she was doing. She was just calling up the
launch window when he noticed something moving out her window, and he looked past her to see an
aien cregture about seven or eight feet tall walking toward them, leaning on along stick that it held in two
of itsfour hands.

"Wait!" hesad.

Donna paused with her finger over the button. "What now?'

"Behind you. Weve got company.”

She turned to look, and they both watched the alien take afew more cautious steps toward them. It
stood upright on two legs, but it looked more insectile than human with its narrow waist, four arms, and a
long, oval head on adender stak of aneck. It was more than just abig bug, though: it waswearing a
red-and-white striped blanket draped over one shoulder and wrapped between its two sets of arms, then
tied around itswaist. Its stick was sharpened on the top, pretty obvioudy a spear. It stopped maybe
twenty feet away and bobbed its head up and down.

"Somebody lives here," Donnasaid. "Do you think they'd be able to help us?"

"I don't know," Trent said. He wanted it to be s0, because the odds of their finding another planet
with air they could breathe in the short time they had |eft was pretty minuscule, but they would haveto
communicate the concept of oxygen to the natives, and actudly get some from them, in the same amount
of time. All from aguy carrying aspear that didn't even have ametd point. "It doesn't look good,” he
sad. "l don't think this guy istechie enough to even understand what we need, much less provide uswith
it

"What if he's a sheepherder or something, and theré'saregular city just over the hill?"

"We'd haveto get there, and I've already unbolted the whedls."

"We can't just leavel" Donna protested. "Not without at least trying to talk to him."

"I don't think we have achoice,” Trent said. "Weve got one chance to find another planet, but only
if wego now."



"B
"L ook out!"
The native had cocked back its spear. It took three running steps toward them and threw it Sraight
a Donna.
"Shit!" sheydled, and she jabbed at the keyboard.
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The hyperdrive tossed them into space. The front couple feet of the spear clattered against Donnas
window, adding another set of cracksto the ones already there, then tumbled away to join the dirt and
rocks and grass that came boiling up from below. The sparetire between them tried to tumble, too, but
Trent held it steady with hisright hand.

"Good reflexes,” hesad.

Shelooked over a him with wide eyes. "Hetried to kill usl”

"Y eah, hedid. And now he's probably at the bottom of a crater, tryin' to claw hisway out while the
edges collgpsein on him. Maybeit'll make him think alittle next time."

"Why am | not convinced?' Shetook adeep bresath. "Damn it, that's twice in one day. I'm gtarting
to get alittle paranoid.”

"Metoo," Trent admitted. "But they haven't got usyet, and they aren't going to if | have anything to
say about it." He reached up to the upper latch on hisdoor. "Okay," he said. "Open yoursthe sametime
| do mine, and well let al theair out. As soon asit's gone, latch your door tight again and I'll refill the cab
with ar fromthetire

"Gotit."

He popped the latch open, and air whooshed out. When he'd used the door sedl to let air out
before, he had just cracked it open alittle so he could contral it, but thistime he opened the latch dl the
way and let everything roar out asfast asit could. Donnadid the same with hers, so the pickup didn't
pick up much spin, but it did start to tumble forward alittle. They would have to use the jets to correct
for that when they were done, but it couldn't be helped.

Trent watched the fog blow out into space, disspating into nothing afew dozen feet awvay. The
stream of air grew fainter asthe air in the cab got thinner and thinner, and at the same time his pressure
suit grew gtiffer. Thelittle vavein the back of his helmet popped like abag of microwave popcorn asit
tried to keep the same pressure differential between inside and outside. At last Trent could see no more
fog rushing away from the pickup, and the gauge on the dashboard read zero.

"Okay," he said. "Button 'er up again.”

Helooked around thetire at Donna. She was saying something—he could see her lips moving—but
without any air in the cab, he couldn't hear her at al. He watched her secure her door again, and he made
sure his own was latched down tight, then he unscrewed the valve cap from the spare tire and redlized his
migtake. With his Ziptite suit on, he couldn't get afingernail into the valveto let any air ouit.

"Shit!" he muttered. He needed something pointy. A pen, or aknife point, or—or thewire hewas
using exlier to try to unplug the air release vavein hisdoor.

He reached around the tire for the seat pocket where Donna had stowed it, fighting the inflated
auit's tendency to push hisarms straight out, but she had seen his problem and was dready ahead of him.
She popped open the glove box and grabbed the can opener, handing it over with the round side toward
him so he wouldn't stab his suit.



That would do. He poked thetip into the end of the valve ssem and sighed in relief when acloud of
fog billowed up into the cab. It took afew secondsfor the air pressure to register on the dashboard
gauge, but it dowly started to rise, and his Ziptite suit Started to loosen up. Trent kept the valve button
down until the gauge read ten pounds, then let off. He tucked the church key into the seat pocket on his
Sde, then reached up and unsedled his Ziptite helmet.

Theair stank like rubber, but his vision stayed steady after haf adozen breaths. There was oxygen
init.

"l think it'ssafe,” he said.

Donnaunsedled her suit and wrinkled her nose, then scratched furioudy at her head. "Damn, these
thingsitch.” Trent was S0 used to hearing her voice muffled from insde her suit, it sounded like she was
shouting.

He couldn't help laughing. "1t saved your life, and you're complaining because it itches?"

"I'm not complaining. I'm just making an observation.”

Thetire kept trying to get away. There wasn't anyplace for it to go, but in freefdl it wouldn't stay in
the sest, and it kept banging into Trent or Donnaor the dashboard or the roof. Finally Trent shoved the
center seatbelt through the dotted whedl and had Donnalatch it down on her side. It il tilted from side
to Sde when ether of them bumped it, but at least it wasn't flying loose anymore.

Trent's ears popped, adapting to the lower pressure in the cab. He worked his jaws until they
settled down, then used the bumper jets to stop the pickup's dow tumble. The jets were more duggish
now than when they had afull tank of air behind them, but that actualy made them easier to use. Maybe
he should put a pressure regulator on that line when they got home,

Donna put the computer into its pot on the dashboard and let it get agood look at the stars, and
when it locked on, she picked the last Sunlike star from the list of nearby candidates. They had to drop
the nose alittle to get it onscreen, but not by much. "Here we go," she said when the computer got alock
onit, and she hit the "enter” key.

It was agood jump. They could seetheir target as a much brighter-than-average star off to the | ft.
Donnalet the computer get alook at the stars from this vantage, then jumped closer, dlowing it to
triangulate the pogition of any planetsit could see.

There were three; two bright ones that looked to be gas giantsin close to the star, and asmaller one
in the habitable zone. "So far, so good," Donnasaid. "I'm taking usin for acloser look."

"All right." Trent's ears popped, but he kept his eyes on the power gauge. It was aready nudging
thetop of the"E," but it dropped a needle's width more when they jumped.

The planet was much closer, though. It was about as big as the Moon from Earth, and athough it
was mostly in shadow, they could see big swirls of cloud and blue ocean in the quarter that was it by the
dar.

"Lookspromisng,” Trent said. "How fast isit moving?'

"Let'ssee" Donnacaled up the landing program and let it crunch on the image for aminute, but it
didn't return avaue.

"We haveto get closer,” she said, reaching for the computer again.

"Hold up there," Trent said. "At this point we've got more air than power. Let'sthink thisthrough so
we can do it in asfew jumps as we can get away with." He leaned forward to look at her around the
front of thetire, and his ears popped again. He glanced at the air gauge, then took acold, hard look at it.

Seven pounds of pressure, and dropping.

"Forget | said that. We've got aleak somewhere.”

Heligened for thetdltae hiss of air into vacuum, looked for fog drifting away outside, but he
couldn't hear or see anything.

"Check your door latches," he said, doing just that on his own side, but they were tight. So wasthe
window. He didn't have a seatbelt caught in the door, either.



"I'm tight over here," Donnareported.

"It's going somewhere." He bent down asfar as he could to listen close to the floor, but he couldn't
hear anything there, either. Apparently it was adow enough lesk that it didn't make much noise.

If they stayed at seven pounds for long, they would be courting the bends. Trent didn't like it much,
but he got the can opener out of the seat pocket and let more air out of thetire until the gauge read ten
pounds again. When he shoved histhumb into the tire's Sde, the rubber bent quite a bit; there wasn't
much ar leftinit.

"Okay," he said, "we still need to make asfew jumps aswe can, but it looks like we've got to be
quick abouit it after al. How few can we get away with?"

Donnalooked out at the planet. He followed her gaze; it looked no different now than before.

"It'snot moving very fast," she said. "We shouldn't have to make more than one jump to correct our
gpeed for landing. So onejump to get close, and if we can pick our landing Site without jumping again,
then one jump to match vel ocity, one more to put us back over the landing site, and two or three more to
drop usto the top of the atmosphere. That's, what, four or five jumps.”

"That may be more than we've got juicefor,” Trent said. "1'd only bet on three for sure, especialy
closetoaplanet.”

She pulled the computer into her [ap again. "Let me seewhat | can set in the preferences.” She
tapped at the keyboard for a minute or so while Trent watched the air pressure drop a pound. With the
tire between them, he couldn't even see what she was doing, but by the sounds she was making he got
the ideathat there wasn't just 2" minimum jumps’ option she could set. At last shesad, "I cantell itto
take us straight to the top of the atmaosphere over our landing Site after the tangentia vector trandation
and not to give us any upward velocity when we get there. That should cut the number of jumps we need
down to three, but if we guess wrong about where the top of the atmosphereis, we could fal along
ways before we get there, and burn up our parachute when we do."

Trent said, "And if wetry to jump too deep, we use up the last of the charge on our batteries
without goin' anywhere."

"Right."

He thought about that for afew seconds. "And it'll only work if we can find agood landing Steon
our very next jump, right? So this one's got to be just as accurate asthe others.”

"Right," Donnasaid. "We've got to make sure we wind up over the sunlit Sde of the planet, close
enough to pick out alanding site.”

"Can wedo that?'

"I think s0. We've got agood fix on its distance now, and the only reason the computer can't get a
velocity reading is because it's not moving fast enough to show any sign of motion from here, 0if | click
on aspot just alittle ways out from the sunlit part that we can see, we should wind up within haf its
diameter or so of the surface, and not moving all that fagt."

"All right,” Trent said. "That sounds doable. Now let'sthink about the air Stuation.” He looked at
the gauge, down to eight pounds again. "We've got maybe five more minutes on thistire beforeit's
completely flat. Itl take me at least five more to get another tire loose and wedged in here. Do you think
we should do that before we jump, or isthere going to be enough time on the other end?”

"Therell betime during the vector trandation,” Donnasaid. "That should take at least five minutes.
But we've probably got enough air in our pressure suits and in the regular air tank to get us down, don't
we?'

Trent looked at the gauge. Seven pounds again. "1t'd beredly tight,” he said. "And well need
maneuvering ar just as much as breathing air. I'd fed alot safer saving what'sin the tank for that.”

"I'd fed alot safer without you going outside in deep space,” Donna said.

"Metoo," Trent admitted, "but | don't think we've got any choice." He used the can opener to let
thelast of the air out of the spare, which brought the pressure in the cab up to nine pounds. "Let's go pick
usalanding ste, and then I'll switch tireswhile were changing our velocity to matchiit.”



"All right." Donna put the computer on the dash again, waited for it to make sure it knew where they
were and what direction they were aimed, then put the pointer just over the day side of the planet and
pressed "enter.”

The planet blossomed into existence outside her window. Trent could barely seeit around thetire,
but itslight reflected brightly in the cab. "How'sit look?" he asked.

"Good. There are continents, at least.”

He reached forward and used the jetsto tip the pickup sideways, then swung it around so they
could both see the planet through the windshield. It looked like they were maybe a couple thousand miles
up, far enough to see quite abit of it. The right-hand third or so wasin shadow, but there was plenty to
seein the sunlit part. Now that they were close, their relative motion was easy to see. They werefdling
toward it at afarly steep angle, and going in pretty fast. They had afew minutes before they hit, though.
Timeenough to find aplaceto land, if their air held out that long.

There were indeed continents: two long skinny ones on either Sde of the equator that looked like
they had been one big one not too long ago, the edge of another big one just sticking out of the shadow,
and abig triangular one that reached nearly from the equator to the pole out in the sunlit side.

"There" Trent said, pointing &t it. "That one coversthe widest range of climate. If we wind up stuck
here, well want as many options as we can get.”

"That . . . makes sense, | guess. | wasn't thinking that far ahead." Donnadidn't sound very excited at
the prospect, and he didn't blame her. But without power to run the hyperdrive, they were about as stuck
as stuck could be, evenif they could plug their ek and refill the air tanks.

Unless someone else was dready here. Trent turned on the radio and tuned it to channdl 1, but got
only static. Same on 2 and 3. He picked up the microphone and called out on channel 9, and again on
19, "Hdllo, isanybody home? Thisis Trent Stinson cdling for anybody who can hear me. Hello?'

Sttic.

"No suchluck," hesaid. "All right, |et's assume were going to be living here awhile.”

Donnasaid, "Do you see anyplace that |ooks especialy good?”

Hedidn', not right away, but he could tell where not to go. "That looks like desert,” he said,
pointing to awide brown patch with no clouds over it that ran along one side of the triangle and extended
deep into the interior. There was along line of mottled white and green dong another side, the side that
ran diagonally from equator to pole, and therewas abig arc of cloud just off the coast that looked like a
storm front sweeping in. Compared to a desert, that looked ideal. "That lookslike mountains,” he said.
"If we could land close to those, we'd have better odds of findin' water. And probably game and fish and
trees, too."

"Do we want the ocean side, or the inland Side?' Donna asked.

That was a good question. Oceans, in theory anyway, were good for fishing, and they made the
climate more steady. But there wasn't awholelot of flat ground between the mountains and the sea. If
they missed judt alittle bit on either side, they could wind up in deep trouble. On the other hand, if they
came down too far from the mountains on the other side, it looked like things got mighty dry mighty fast.
And without power, they couldn't drive to the mountains once they were down, either.

"Ocean 9de” hesaid a lagt. "Asfar from the coast as we can get without actudly landing in the
mountains." He fished the binoculars out of their case and started scanning for likely sites, but hisears
popped again and a glance at the pressure gauge told him their time on this cabful of air was just about
up.

So close! Another fifteen or twenty minutes and they could probably make it to the ground without
having to use a second tire, but they only had another few minutes worth in their Ziptites and another few
minutesin the air tank under the seet. That might get them to the top of the atmosphere, but they till had
quite awhile under the parachute before they fell degp enough to breetheiit.

Provided they could breatheit. But there was no point in worrying about that. Unlike the last time,
there redly wasn't going to be another chanceif thisdidn't work oui.



They only had five minutes or so before they hit the planet. Not enough time to exchangetires, but
they hadto do it. "Tell you what," he said, handing the binoculars over to Donna. "' Zip up, and you keep
searching for agood landing site while I'm swapping out thetire. If you find one, give ayank on my rope
50 I'll know to tuck in close to the pickup, and you go ahead and make the jump to match velocity with
it

"Y our rope?'

"I'm not going out there without tying myself down." He reached behind the seat and pulled out the
tow rope he dways kept there, tied one end to the steering wheel and the other end around hiswaist. He
left Six feet or so of loose end and tied the lug wrench to that so it couldn't get away from him.

"That's smart. Come here a second.” She leaned out and around the tire and puckered her lips.

Heleaned forward and kissed her. She was sweaty and just as scared as he was, but she was il
the most beautiful woman in the world asfar as he was concerned. Hell, the most beautiful woman in the
whole damned galaxy.

"Y ou be careful,” she said.

"l will." He pulled his hood over his head and sedled it, and she did the same for hers. He wouldn't
usetheair out of hissuit tank for aminute or two; that would give him that much more time before heran
out.

"Ready?

"Ready." Her voice was muffled again.

"Okay, let'sblow the door sedls. One, two, three, go."
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They popped open the latches on their upper door seds, and what little air was left in the cab
roared out into space. The pickup tilted downward in front, so Trent hit the maneuvering jetsto bring it
back up. He had to do it a second time before all the air was vented out of the cab, but Donna needed
the pickup steady when she jumped.

He opened the door. His suit had stiffened up again, but he managed to stick hislegs outside and
grab thetire with one hand while he steadied himself againgt the door with his other.

Thetirewouldn't budge. Of course not; it was seat-belted down. And the buckle was on Donna's
sde

"Unbuckleit!" he said, knowing full well she couldn't hear him. He reached around thetire asfar as
he could and pointed, and she understood. She pushed the rel ease button and the tire suddenly came
free, and he backed out into space with it in hisarms. Then he noticed everything else coming out behind
it: their coats, the binoculars, the lug wrench, his hat. Donna grabbed the coats and binoculars, and the
lug wrench wastied to him, but his hat kept coming, wobbling like ablack flying saucer asit madeits
getaway out the door.

His reaction was pure cowboy ingtinct: helet go of thetire and grabbed his hat. Thetireingtantly
started drifting upward, so he flipped the hat into the cab like a Frisbee and made agrab for thetire, but
he migudged hismotion in the stiff pressure suit and hit the sdewall with his hand. Thetire flipped over
and clipped the top of the cab, rebounded and hit him on the head, then bounced away asif it were
rocket propelled. He made another lunge for it, but it was already out of reach, and there was no way he
was going to leap into space after it, not even with aropetied around hiswai <.

"Screw it,” he muttered. He could do without a spare, especialy since the truck was probably never
going to move again once they landed, but he had damn well better not lose the next tire.



Which one should he take? He decided on the | eft rear; that would be the easiest one to get into the
cab, because he wouldn't have to swing it around the door or over the whole pickup from the other side.

Helooked in at Donnafor asecond. She was gripping his hat hard enough to crush the brim, but it
didn't look like she even knew she was holding it. Her mouth was wide open, and so were her eyes.

"It'sokay," he said, knowing she couldn't hear that, either. He gave her athumbs-up with hisright
hand, and mouthed, | love you in exaggerated words.

| love you, too, she mouthed back. Be careful!

"I will," hesaid, nodding. "Find alanding Sitel" He pointed at the planet, now abright wall of clouds
and continents and oceans directly in front of them, then he reached for the side of the pickups bed and
pulled himself hand over hand back to the rear tire. He didn't need the lug wrench, which was a good
thing, because it was dl he could do to hold himsdf in place with one hand while he spun the
aready-loosened lug nut off with his other. The fingers of his suit wanted to splay out like aMickey
Mouse glove, and he had to fight hard to grip the tiny nut. Plus the pickup itself kept moving around; not
much, but every time he pushed himsdf one way, it moved alittle bit the other, so he was congtantly
migudging disances.

Thetireimmediately tried to get away when the lug nut came loose, so he flipped the nut toward the
door, hoping it would bounce inside and Donnawould catchit, but it ricocheted off the armrest and flew
away likeatiny chrome gtar. To hdll withit. If he ever mounted thistire again, he would make do with
four nuts. He grabbed the tire by one of the dotsin the rim and steadied himself againgt the side of the
truck, which set it bobbing around until they both settled down, then he pulled himsdlf and the tire back
toward the door.

Hewas panting like crazy. He probably needed a shot of fresh air, but he would need another hand
to do that. He had to get thetireinside first.

He grabbed the open door like a shipwrecked sailor grabs the side of alifeboat. There was abad
moment when he thought the tire wouldn't fit insgde, but Donna grabbed it and pulled while he pushed
one-handed, and it dipped in, compressing the seat and scraping along the roof asit went.

Trent was seeing stars now, the loopy kind inside his helmet. He cracked open hisair tank and let it
refill his suit with fresh oxygen, then shut it off again and tried to climb into the cab, but the tire was right
where he needed to go. He gaveit alittle shove, and Donna scooted out of the way as best she could,
but the tire was so fat that she couldn't fit between it and the windshield, and there wasn't room for both
her and Trent and the tire to St Side-by-side on the seat. This one couldn't be turned around to fit the
narrow way like the spare had, either.

"Jesus Chrigt, now what?" Trent growled. There was plenty of air in thetire, but no way to put that
ar in the cab without leaving the tire there, too. He grabbed the door frame and tried climbing in
overhead, but there wasn't room for that, either. The pickup bobbed around while he pulled and pushed,
trying everything he could think of, but there wasn't room in the footwell, nor between the steering whed
and the windshield. He was screwed.

Hisropetrailed away toward the planet, writhing like a snake on a hot road. So close. The pickup
hed fallen consderably farther in the last minute or two. It looked like he could just reach out and touch
the surface now. Donnamight get that chance, but unless Trent could hang on outside through the entire
vector trandation and the parachute descent, breathing his own carbon dioxide the whole way, it |looked
like he would only wind up touching theinsde of agrave.

The rope did back toward him, looping around his body. He felt it tugging on him, then redlized it
wasn't the rope. Something was pushing on him.

Air. They were hitting the top of the atmosphere. It wasn't thick enough for friction to melt anything
yet, but at the speed they were moving they were about five seconds away from becoming abig meteor.

Helooked in a Donnaand pointed franticaly at the planet, mouthing the word jump! over and
over.

She could barely reach the computer. Thetire was leaning forward against it now that the pickup



was being pushed backward by the onrushing air. She had to shoulder it aside, then it took her another
couple of secondsto lock in her landing site and hit the button. Trent felt himsdf dip around until hewas
hanging by the door frame, and the door banged him on the knuckles, but he held on, and a second later
the planet vanished.

The wind ceased in the same instant. He rebounded into the edge of the door, bounced off it like
the balloon he was, then finally wedged himsalf between door and frame. The pickup wobbled in
reaction, but he hung on until it steadied out. Below hisfeet he saw abig black holein space with a
crescent of sunlit planet capping it a ajaunty angle.

Helooked insgde. Donna held up her hands, dl five fingers splayed out on her right, and three
fingers extended on her |eft. Eight minutes. Plus some more under the parachute. Might aswell be
forever. Hedidn't have that much air left in his Ziptite.

Now she was pointing frantically toward the back of the pickup. What € se was the matter? He
looked over his shoulder, but the camper |ooked the same as dways, its aluminum sides reflecting the
garlight and thelittle bit of sunlit planet.

The camper. He whacked himsdlf on the forehead, his gloved hand bouncing off with ahollow
boing. He could throw another tirein the camper and wait out the landing in there. Donnawould haveto
do the whole thing hersdlf, but she knew how.

He nodded and said "Okay!" with exaggerated lip motion, then grabbed the roll bar and pulled
himsdlf over to the other rear tire. If they were going to land with two tires missing, they should be on
opposite Sdes, and on the same end. Then he redlized that he had better open the camper door first,
because he couldn't very well do that with atirein his hands.

He crawled over the top of the camper, never letting go with one hand until he was sure the other
was gripping something solid, until he was upside-down next to the door handle. He'd designed the door
to open inward, so air pressure would sedl it tight when they were in space and none of their food or
anything would be exposed to vacuum. He had never figured on having to open it in space, but he had
wondered what he would do if they landed somewhere where the air pressure was lower than where
they started. Even half apound per square inch added up to alot of force on something the size of a
door; hewould need a crowbar to pry it open.

Fortunately, he had thought of that, and had put avave onit just like the onein the driver's door.
With the spigot on the outside, of course. He cracked it open and was relieved to see fog shoot out of it.
The camper's sealswere il tight, anyway.

It was aregular water faucet, with the spigot aimed downward. That wouldn't have been aproblem
on the ground, but in space it worked just as well as the maneuvering jetsin the bumper. The pickup
started to nose over under the thrust. Trent tried to twist the spigot around, but it was screwed in tight, o
he did the only other thing he could think of: he cupped his hand underneeth it and let the air blow against
hishand.

That seemed to work. Hefdlt the pressure pushing againgt him, and he had to hang on tight with his
other hand, but the reaction pulled the back of the pickup down again.

Troublewas, theair was cold! It fdlt like he was sticking his hand in the blast from afire
extinguisher. He held it there aslong as he could stand it, then shut off the valve for a second and shook
his hand to get some warm blood flowing into it. He took the opportunity to give himsalf afresh shot of
air in his pressure suit, then went back to venting the camper, first shooting air straight out of the spigot,
then cupping his hand underneath it and reversing the thrust.

It took four times, dternating hands, before the air was al gone and he could open the door. He left
it just dightly gar so nothing could get out, then pulled himself around to the right rear tire, careful to
make sure he had agood grip with his nearly numb hands, and started spinning off the lug nut. It was
tough to do with tiff fingersand gtiff gloves. He got it partway off, but the last few turnswere being a
bugger. He couldn't get agood enough grip on the nut, and every time he did, hiswhole body wanted to
twist clockwise when hetried to unscrew it.



Hefinaly redized it wasn't just his clumsiness. The nut was stuck. He reded in the lug wrench and
fitted it to the nut, then managed to spin the nut off with one good flip of the wrench. The pickup started
to spin the other way, but much more dowly. He hung on tight, and when he stopped the wrench, the
pickup stopped, too. He didn't even try to save the nut; just Iet it float away. Four nuts would have to do
onthiswhed, too, if he ever remounted it.

Thetire camefree on itsown, and he made agrab for the dot in the whed before it could get away,
then he pulled himself around by the bumper until he could shove thetire into the camper. He closed the
door onit so it couldn't get away, then worked hisway back around to the cab to untie hisrope.

Donnawas wrestling with her tire, tugging it around afew inches a atime asif shecould roll it
farther into the cab and make room for him. "It's not going to go, babe," he said softly, and amoment
later he was glad she couldn't hear him, because he figured out what she was doing. Shewastrying to
bring the valve stem around to a point where she could reachiit.

He grabbed the steering whedl with one hand and helped her rotate the tire until the semwason
top, then he got the can opener out of the seat pocket—careful not to let it dip out of his hand—and
passed it over to her.

"How much timeleft?" he asked, tapping hiswrist in case she couldn't reed hislips.

She checked the computer, then held up three fingers. He had to move.

"I'll see you on the ground. | love you, baby." He reached forward with hisfree hand. She reached
around the tire and grasped his hand in hers, and they just looked at one another for amoment through
their foggy, condensation-streaked bubble helmets. He never wanted to let go, but he had to, and they
both knew it. Without aword, they gave each other onefina squeeze, then he backed up and untied the
rope from the steering whed!.

He kept adeath grip on the door frame until he looped the rope around the roll bar, then he
wrapped the end around his hand a couple of times. If he dipped, at least he could red himself back to
therall bar.

He grabbed the door in hisleft hand and theroll bar in hisright and dammed the door, nearly
knocking himsdlf loose in the process. The pickup wobbled like crazy, but he held on and watched
Donnareach over and snap the latchesfrom insde.

Hefelt amoment of unreasoning panic at the sight. Locked out of his pickup in deep space! He
knew thiswastheir only hope of surviva, but ill.

He probably had less than two minutes before the computer took them back to the other side of the
planet. With afind wave to Donna, he pulled himself hand over hand around the side of the pickup to the
camper, opened the door, and pulled himself ingde. Thetire took up most of the space, but he had room
enough to didein below it. Wedging hisfeet againgt the sides of the cabinets so he couldn't dip back
outside, helet go of the free end of the rope and pulled on the end tied to hiswaist, pulling it free of the
roll bar and piling it dl up in awrithing wad behind him.

He swung the door closed before anything could fly back out. It was pitch black inside now. He
amost turned on the light, but stopped himself when he remembered that the camper drew its power
from the same batteries that the hyperdrive did. Lights didn't draw much juice, but the batterieswere
downto so little that he was afraid even aminutesworth of light would put them below the critical level
for their last jump. Hefdt around the door frame to make sure it was closed tight and the rope wasn't in
the way of the sedl's, then turned to the tire and flt for the valve stem, took the cap off, and redlized he
didn't have anything ready to hold the valve open with.

There were amillion pointy objectsin the camper. Forks, toothpicks, paring knives, even can
openersif he could just find them in the dark. Hefelt for the sink, finaly found it up by his shoulders and
redlized he was upside down, then he patted hisway dong the cabinets until he found the silverware
drawer, unlatched it, and reached in for afork. Everything was jumbled up, and he couldn't tell afork
from agpoon in his pressure suit.

He had to have somelight. The drawer below the silverware had aflashlight in it, if he could



recognize that by fed.

Actually, he was already seeing light, and not the good kind. He reached to hiswaist and opened
the air tank, and it hissed for another few seconds before faling silent. Empty. Okay, he had about two
minutes left now.

Fashlight first. He opened the drawer, felt for anything cylindrica, found it next to something soft,
and did hishand up the Sde until he hit the switch. Light!

Three pot holders, aroll of duct tape, and apair of scissors tumbled into the air, bouncing off the
counters and ricocheting across the camper. There were dready half adozen forks and spoons and
butter knivesfloating free, too, from the other drawer. Plus the lug nuts he had tossed in on the ground,
and the parachute, drifting like ajdlyfish behind thetire. The flashlight cast stark shadows as hewaved it
around. It was eerie; everything looked dive the way it moved so smoothly, yet none of it made asound
in the vacuum.

To hdl with afork. He let the flashlight go and grabbed the scissors, then turned to thetire, found
the valve, and jabbed the pointed end of the blades againgt the tiny button, smiling at the jet of fog that
rushed out around his hand.

There was no pressure gauge in the camper. He wondered how he would know when there was
enough air to breathe, but then he dowly became aware of afaint hissing noise, and the soft tink of
slverware and lug nuts bouncing off the cabinets. Y eah. The thicker the air was, the more sound it
transmitted. There was more than one way to skin acat.

Hekept letting air out of thetire, occasonaly dapping his hand againgt the sdewa| and listening to
the whack. When it sounded about as loud as he remembered similar sounds before with his suit sealed,
he reached up to the top of his helmet and opened it.

Therewasalittle puff of air out of the suit. He took a cautious breath. The air in the camper stank
just as bad asthe air from the spare, maybe even worse, but he could breatheiit.

Or could he? He felt amoment of disorientation, amost asif he were going to pass out, but it was
gonejust as quickly. He took another couple of breaths, waiting for the swirling vison that would mean
he was out of oxygen, but it didn't come. What had happened?

Then heredized what it was: the hyperdrive jump back over their landing site. He had maybe thirty
seconds before Donna opened the parachute, and the air was full of utendils.

He could never gather it dl up intime. The only thing he could do was grab thetire and hold it to the
floor so he wouldn't wind up under it when the jolt came, and try to hold himself down againgt the floor
aswdl.

The seconds seemed to take forever. A hundred heartbests, anyway, but that probably didn't mean
much. He was probably thumping away at two hundred or so aminute. He couldn't remember it ever
beating this hard. It'd be just hisluck to have aheart attack now that he'd saved his ass again for. what,
the third or fourth time today.

He heard the faint hiss of the air jetsin the bumper, transmitted through the frame of the pickup.
That would be Donnaleveling out their gpproach into the atmosphere. Then he heard the bang of the
parachute pod opening. He risked a glance upward. No knives overhead, but the flashlight was right
there, ready to klonk him. No timeto grab it; hejust tucked his head down and made sure his butt was
tight againg thefloor.

Thejolt fet like agiant kicking the pickup upward, hard. Slverware rained down al around him,
the lug wrench hit beside him with aloud clang, and the flashlight bounced off his head to skitter across
to the door, throwing wild shadows everywhere asit spun. The camper floor had no givetoit at dl, but
thetiredid: it bounced up and smashed into the ceiling, broke off a couple of drawer handles on the way
back down, and would have crushed Trent's kneesif it hadn't flipped sideways off the drawers and
Smashed the table instead.

Then the camper was sillent. Gravity kept everything on the floor. The parachute was holding.

There was more than enough air in thetire to keep him breathing al the way to the ground. Donna



would have enough in front even with the leak. Now dl they had to do was survive the landing. And hope
that this planet's air was better than the last one's.

Hell, that was the distant future, Trent thought. He didn't have to worry about dying for at least
fifteen minutes or so. He leaned back against the cabinet and took adeep breeth.
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Something was clicking, like hot metal cooling off. Tick-tickatic-tic . . . tic-tic. Helistened to seeif
he could figure out what it was, but of courseit stopped just as he gaveit his attention. He leaned back
againg the cabinet and heard it again: tick-ticka-tic-tic . . . tic-tic. Therewas apause, then it came again.

Donnal She was tapping "shave and ahaircut” to let him know she was okay. He snatched up the
lug wrench and whacked it againgt the metd floor, bang-banga-bang-bang . . . bang-bang.

He heard more tapping, just a steady rhythm of it, then silence, so he banged out a dozen more
himsalf. He wished he knew Morse code, but al he knew was SOS, and he didn't want to send that
message.

"Hey, can you hear me?" he shouted.

If she could, he couldn't hear her response. It didn't matter; just knowing she was okay was dl he
needed.

He picked up the flashlight and shined it around the interior of the camper. Thetire rested
precarioudy on the remains of the table, the shredded parachute and his tow rope draped over it. Knives
and forks and pot holders and lug nutslay al around the floor. He supposed he could make himsdlf useful
and put those away before they landed. If they wound up rolling over, it might be nice not to haveto
worry about getting stabbed or beaten to death in the process.

He untied the rope from the lug wrench and from hiswaist, put the lug wrench and nutsin the tool
box in the cabinet by the door, and started fielding silverware and shoving it back into its drawer. It felt
srangeto beriding in back, essentidly doing the housecleaning, while Donnadrove, but he had just as
much confidencein her ashe had in himsdf at the moment. She had aways been better than him at
running the computer, and she was the one who had thought of using the camper while he was till trying
to wedge himsdlf into the cab. If they were ever going to find their way home, it would be because she
figured out where they were.

There was something sticky dribbling out of the refrigerator. He opened the door and saw the
problem: the orange juice had boiled during the couple minutesin vacuum and the pressure had burst the
seam on the carton. A tube of ingtant rolls had blown open, too, gooing up the top shelf. Trent thought
about trying to clean it up, but Donna had wedged everything in tight so it wouldn't shift around during
welightlessness or when they drove, and he didn't imagine he could get it repacked right in the few
minutes left before they landed. He wiped up the worst of the mess from the floor with the ruined
parachute, then folded the parachute so the goop was in the middle and laid it on the floor where he
could st onit and useit for padding.

Without its rear whedls, the pickup would tilt backwards pretty steep when it hit. Trent scooted
past thetire and pulled it down to the floor, then shoved it up against the door, figuring he would rather
wind up on top of it than under it if he had achoice. It wouldn't lie Sideways, so heleft it upright, but he
wrapped the rope through the wheel a couple of times and tied it to the door handle so it couldn't bounce
around in acrash. Then he sat down on the folded parachute, put hisfeet up againgt the tire, and waited.

He heard more tapping from up front. No pattern, but after afew seconds he realized it was getting
steadily faster. A countdown? He braced himsdlf againgt the cabinets and againgt the tire, took a deep
bresth—and had it knocked right back out of him.



Thejolt was way harder than the parachute opening. It would have broken his butt if he hadn't been
Sitting on something soft. Asit was, it rocked him backward and yanked hislegsto the floor, then pitched
him forward into the tire. He reached out with hisarmsto keep from hitting his head on it, but the pickup
spun sideways and he clonked his head on the cabinet instead. There was another hard jolt, another spin,
then three more sharp shocks before they cameto rest. Thiswas definitely not their best [anding.

On the other hand, they didn't tip over. The pickup wasligting to the left aswell asto the rear, but
that seemed to be the last of the banging around.

Trent untied the tire from the door and hauled it up the doping floor out of the way, wedging it into
the bench seat next to the table. Then he grabbed the door handle and pulled, but the door wouldn't
budge. Was the camper stuck against something? That shouldn't keep the door from opening inward.
The only thing that could do that would be air pressure, which meant that the atmosphere was thinner
than normal. Or that Trent had overdone it when he had filled the camper with air from thetire. Relying
on sound wasn't exactly the most accurate way to judge pressure.

Hetugged again a the handle, but there was no way he could open it against even afew pounds of
pressure, and the relief vave was on the outside. Therewas avent in the ceiling and two in the sde wdlls,
though, put there so he and Donna could close the door at night and not suffocate, and the coverson
those had alot less surface area than the door. They wouldn't open with just atug on their handles,
either, but Trent dug a butter knife out of the sllverware drawer and pried the edge of the celling vent
away fromitssedl, and that did the trick. He heard awhoosh of air, and when he tried the door it opened
eadly. Light streamed in, and with it abig swirl of cool mountain air. He held his breath for a second, then
forced himself to let it out and take another breath. They were going to have to breathe the stuff no
matter what.

It smelled of green growing things. Recently crushed growing things. He took another breath and
climbed down out of the camper, ducking his head to clear the top of the door. The pickup had cometo
rest a an angle on afairly steep hillside, but the back end was facing mostly uphill, putting the ground
outsde dmogt as high as the campersfloor. By the looks of the gougesin the dirt, the front wheels had
rolled and the back end had dragged adong behind it, dewing from sde to side until the pickup had
skidded to astop. They had narrowly missed several big arrow-shaped trees, and had plowed up a
couple of rocks the sze of watermelons, but they hadn't rolled over. Trent couldn't figure why not; the
pickup was listing so far to the driver's Side that the rear bumper wasn't even touching the ground on the
right.

The parachute should have been snagged in atree, given the truck's zigzag path around so many of
them, but it lay flat on the ground over to theright, draped over some knee-high bushes and rippling just
alittlein the soft breeze that blew up the hillside. Evidently the treeswere just far enough apart, or the
tufts of branches at their tops were flexible enough, to let it dip past.

It didn't matter. They were down, and safe for the moment. Provided the pickup didn't tip over and
roll on down the hill before Donna could get free. He rushed around to the passenger side to make sure
shewas okay. She had unlatched her door, but was having trouble holding it open against the pickup's
Sdewaystilt, so he grabbed it and held it out for her, pulling down on it to make sure the pickup didn't
roll over before she got free.

"We madeit!" she shouted. "My god, | thought we were dead when | saw where we were coming
down."

"I'mglad | couldn't see, or I'd have probably died of fright." He helped her get her feet on the step,
then wrapped hisarm around her and lifted her down to the ground. "Man, you're asight for sore eyes.”
He held her close, resting his head on hers and breathing in the scent of her hair. Breathing. He was il
bresthing.

Metal creaked, and the pickup shifted. Trent grabbed the open door and pulled down on it again,
and he was just about to ask Donnato grab the rope from the camper when he spotted the other one
aready tied to theroll bar right above her head. Donna had put it there so he could tie down the tires
once they'd used their air, but he hadn't needed it.



They needed it now. "Grab that rope and run it up to that tree," he said. "I don't want thisthing
going over againif wecan hepit.”

"Damn right." She pulled the loose end of the dipknot and backed up the hill with the cail, ran it
around the closest tree and pulled it tight, then wrapped it around the trunk again and started abowline
knot. The tree looked stout enough; afoot thick at the base, and at least thirty feet tall. Therewerejust a
few branches up high, al pointing up at the same angle, which gave the whole tree the look of ahuge
arrow that had buried itslf point-first in the ground. The brancheslooked alittle like the trees
themselves, bare and straight except for atuft of needles at the outer end of each one.

Beyond the tops of thetrees, abird circled high above the top of theridge. The sky was dark blue,
darker than Earth's sky even in Rock Springs, where the elevation made it bluer than most places. The air
was definitely thinner here. There were dtill clouds, though; a couple of puffy ones out in the distance and
some high wisps of horsetail overhead.

"Try that,” Donna said when she finished her knot.

Trent let up on the door. The rope tightened, and the pickup shifted, but it didn't go over, even
when helet the door swing closed.

"Whee-00," he said, stlanding back and looking again at the hillside they had come down. "That was
some pretty damned good driving, little girl."

"l didn't do hdlf of it," she said, picking her way carefully back down toward him. The hillside was
dotted with round-topped rocks that looked good and dick, so she had to watch her footing. "We were
jouncing around so bad, | only got my hands on the whedl a couple of times."

"Wll, that was a couple of treeswe didn't hit. You did great." The pickup had cometorestina
pretty good pile of rocks, too, but it seemed to have shoved most of them aside rather than bouncing
over them. That was good; without the rear tires, it wouldn't take much to smash the wheel motors.

Trent was swegting like apig ingde his Ziptite suit, even though the air temperature was probably
only sixty degrees or so. He pedled the suit down around hiswaist, then sat down on the ground and
pulled it off hislegs. He helped Donnaout of hers, rolled them up together, and took them insde the
camper. While he was there, he popped open the fridge, which was atotal messinside now, and
rummaged through it until he found a couple cans of beer. He wiped off the orange juice againgt his pants
and carried them back outside.

"Now theré'sagood idea," Donnasaid, taking one of the cans from him.

"Careful when you open that,” he said. "It got shook up pretty good.”

"No shit."

Trent et the pressure out dowly, then opened the can and took along swallow. Thiswaswhat beer
was supposed to taste like, and thiswas just about the best occasion for abeer he had ever had.

"Here'sto landings you can walk away from," he said, tapping his can against Donna's.

"Wak istheword,” shesaid. "l think our four-whedlin' days are probably over in thistruck.”

"Oh, I wouldn't be so sure of that," he said. "Thisisatough old beast. We may not have alot of
battery juice left, but oncel get the wheels back on'er, we can coast ahdll of along ways."

He peered around the side of the camper to seejust how far that might be, and wasn't surprised to
discover that they were maybe a thousand feet up amountainside. It was peppered with more
arrow-shaped trees and rocks and bushes, and the dope led down toward avalley that led out to an
openplan.

Now that he was on the driver's side, he could see why the pickup waslisting so far over. It wasn't
just the dope of the hill; the left front wheel was missng, too. With only one lug nut holding it on, and
loosdly at that, it was no wonder. The first Sdewaysimpact had probably stripped the nut right off the
bolt, and the tire had bounded down the hill onits own.

Helooked for sgnsof it below. There were marks on the trunks of some of the trees where stuff
had tumbled down the dope and smacked into them, but it was hard to tell what was done by rocks and
what might have been from thetire. Wherever it had gone, though, it was along ways downhill.



Donnacame up beside him. "I wastrying for that flat Suff out there," she said, pointing, "but we
were S0 close to the atmosphere and so far inland that it was dmost on the horizon by thetime | could
get the crosshairslined up on it. The computer must have thought | was pointing a the mountains.”

Trent shivered a the memory of hanging onto the door frame while the top of the atmospheretried
to blow him loose. He said, " Given how fast you had to pick aplace, I'd say you did pretty damned

"Well, thanks for saying s0." She turned once around, taking in their surroundings. " So now what?'

"Parachutefirgt," he said, setting his beer on arock. Therock shifted alittle, and he thought better
of usng it for atable, digging the can into the dirt beside it instead. He and Donnallifted the nylon
parachute free of the bushes and stretched it out aong the hill beside the pickup, then folded it up. The
pickup was leaning over so far that Trent was able to pack the chuteinto its pod without climbing up
onto the cab, which was agood thing because he wouldn't have trusted the rope to hold it with hisweight
on thereaswell. Asit was, he got the job done as fast as he could and backed away again. Last thing he
needed was to get crushed by his own pickup after al the other things that had happened today .

Helooked for his beer, found it afoot or so farther away from the rock than he'd remembered
setting it, but didn't give it asecond thought. His mind was on the pickup.

"We need to lift thisthing up and get it level again," he said. He set his beer back down next to the
rock, went around to the back and got the jack out of the camper, then pulled thetire out and laid it flat
on the ground, too. If he put that on the |eft front side, the pickup would be nearly level.

He had to go around front to find a spot where he could fit the jack in under the shock mount,
thanking hislucky starsthat he had ascrew jack. Therewas just room to dideit in between the dirt and
the flange. Hefit the crank into the dot, then backed out asfar as he could and spun it a couple of times
until it started to lift, but just as he expected, the pickup began to dide forward. He would need to chock
thetires—well, the one remaining tire—to keep it from taking off downhill.

The rock held set his beer next to would be perfect. He went around to the back and picked it up,
surprised at how light it was. Wasthe gravity lower here than on Earth? He hadn't noticed much
differencein his own weight, but then he was so pumped on adrendine at the moment that he wasn't sure
he could tell.

Light or not, the rock had agood flat bottom. It was shaped alittle like an army hemet, only half
again that size. It was smooth as ariver rock, which made Trent wonder what it was doing on a
mountainside, but that didn't matter aslong asit would serve asawhed chock. He carried it around to
the passenger side, where he wedged it in front of thetire, then he went back to the camper for ahandful
of lug nuts and the wrench. Might aswell snug down thetire that was aready mounted before he put any
more weight on it and snapped off its stud, too.

The rock had shifted an inch or so. Probably came loose when he went into the camper. He nudged
it up snug again, then spun lug nuts on the four open studs and cinched them down with the wrench, dong
with the one that had been holding the whedl on by itsalf. That one was pretty badly stripped, but he
managed to get it snug again.

The rock was loose again when he finished. He shoved it tight againgt the tire, then went around and
gtarted jacking up the pickup, which crept forward until the right front tire was tight againgt the rock, but
then it stayed put.

It took quite abit of cranking to get the hub up high enough to fit the whed on it, but the jack had
just enough reach. Trent bolted the whed! in place as quickly as he could, then found another rock and
wedged that in front of the tire before he lowered the jack. Thisrock was practically identical to the other
one: hemet shaped and flat bottomed. A perfect whed chock. He lowered the tire onto it, and was glad
to seeit ank into the dirt an inch or so under the pickup's weight. With both front wheels blocked like
that, the truck shouldn't go anywhere now.

Just in case, he climbed up to the cab and set the emergency brake, grabbed his hat from the
dashboard, and jumped back to the ground. He was going to need to get that other tire out of there



before long, but he didn't want to mount it until he had the mate for it. Now he regretted letting that spare
go.

At least the truck was ditting level now. Thetire he had just mounted was kind of low, but not flat,
which was actudly about perfect to match the dope. The rear bumper was touching ground al the way
across now, and the rope that Donna had tied to the tree was dack. Trent hiked up and untied it, then
coiled it up and tossed it into the camper.

Donna had been spping her beer and watching the whole proceedings with amusement.

"What?' he asked.

Shegrinned. "Y ou're never happier than when you're messing around with mechanica stuff.”

"True," he said. Hewaked over and put hisarms around her. "Except maybe when I'm messing
around with you."

He heard a swish and a thunk just behind him, and Donna's eyes widened like camerairises. He
turned around to see afour-foot arrow quivering in the ground right where hed been standing.
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"Into the camper!™ he hollered, giving her aswat on the butt. "The pistolsin the clothing drawer.”

Hejumped up to the cab and pulled open the door, unhooked the bungees holding theriflein the
gun rack, then lesped back down, jacked around into the chamber, and fired uphill. He didn't bother to
am; he just wanted to make whoever was shooting at them duck until Donnawas safely under cover.

The gunshot echoed away to silence. Trent ran acouple of stepsto spoil the aim of anybody who
might be thinking of taking a second shot, then glanced back at the arrow in the ground to seeif he could
tell from the angleit hit where the archer was, but it was pointing dmost straight up. He looked into the
treetops, thinking maybe they had a sniper up in one of the tufts of branches at the top, but there didn't
seem to be much room for anybody in those trees. A gray bird about the size of aturkey vulture was
flapping down to land on one, but there was no sign of anybody with abow.

"Trent, get in here!" Donna caled out from the camper.

Hetook a couple fast stepsto the side, swirling around to look in as many directions as he could,
but he couldn't spot any movement. Just the bird, which wastoo heavy for the branch it wastrying to
land on. The branch snapped off at the base, and the bird flapped away with it clutched inits claws.

Had someone been shooting at the bird? That arrow had come dmost straight down; not likely if
Trent had been the target. But who would be shooting at birds when a pickup truck with two diensin it
had just dropped out of the sky?

Hedidn't hear any battle cries, or even any anima noises that might be natives communicating with
fakebird cdls. The only noise on the hillside was the pounding of hisown heart. He jumped to the | eft
another two steps, putting himsdlf just one legp away from the camper door, but he didn't really want to
reduce hisfield of vision to atwo-foot-wide rectangle, especiadly one that faced into ahillsde. A whole
army could sneak up on them and they'd never know it from in there.

Helooked up at the bird, just in time to seeit drop the branch. It had carried it quite aways before
letting go, circling halfway around and rising another thirty or forty feet above the treetop. Trent watched
the branch arch downward, not tumbling the way he would expect. The tufts of needles at theend
dabilized it S0 it came straight down—straight at Trent.

He leaped backward, tripped over arock, and sprawled on hisback, firing awild shot into the air
when he hit. The branch thunked into the ground right where held been standing, just like the first one.

"Trent!" Donnayelled, rushing out of the camper. She grabbed him by the arm with her left hand



and tugged him toward the doorway, the pistol waving wildly in her right hand, but she stopped when he
began laughing.

"It'snot funny!"

"Look," he said, pointing upward.

The bird circled around and flapped in for alanding atop another tree, picking one of the dry
branches at the base of the tuft. The branch broke off under itsweight and it flapped away with it,
spiraling upward until it was about twice as high as the treetop before straightening out and dropping it.

"Stand back!" Trent warned, rolling to hisfeet and backing away another few feet. Donna backed
away with him, keeping her eyestrained upward, until the arrow shwonked into the dirt right where she
had been standing.

"That . . . that bird just tried to kill usl" she said, her voicerising in indignation.

"It does seem pretty deliberate,” Trent said. Heraised hisrifle and followed itsflight asit swept
toward another tree, but he didn't fire. "Y ou think it'sintelligent?' he asked. "We're pretty much stuck
here; | don't want to go pissin' off thelocasif | can helpit."

"It'sdready trying to kill us," Donnasaid. "I don't know how much worseit can get.”

"A hundred of 'em at once," Trent said, but she had a good point. They were aready under attack.
They had to show these birds, intelligent or not, that you couldn't try killing ahuman without
Consequences.

"Sorry, buddy,” Trent whispered, bringing the rifle up to his shoulder and sighting through the scope,
keeping hisleft eye open to track the bird asit flapped in to land on another arrow branch. Therewasa
half-second of stillness while the branch bore itsweight; Trent brought the scope to bear directly inthe
middle of its body and squeezed off ashot.

The bird's chest exploded in a shower of silver disks, asif it had been stuffed with quarters. The
branch broke at the same moment, and bird and branch both fell straight to the ground, the disks
fluttering down like leaves after them.

The tree was maybefifty feet updope. "Keep your eye out for more,” Trent said to Donna, and he
garted climbing up toward it, kicking his boots sdeways into the hill for better footing and looking
upward every few steps.

The branch had arrowed into the ground like the others. The bird lay on its back just afew feet
away, dead. The bullet had punched right through its body, not doing awhole lot of externa damage, but
thick, dark blood—amost black it was so dark—o0zed like molasses out of the bullet hole, and there
was a big bare patch of gray-blue skin where a bunch of quarter-sized tranducent scales had been
knocked loose. The remaining ones overlgpped like fish scales, giving the bird an aerodynamic, amost
metdlic look. The scaeswere smdler on the wings and head, and curved to match the contours of its
body. Its head was about the size of a hawks, with the same kind of beak. Good for tearing flesh. It
didn't look like there was room for much brainpower in there, but Trent wasn't going to jump to
conclusonsjust yet.

He picked the body up by aclawed foot and carried it back to the pickup. Donnawas turning
dowly around, like aradar dish, her eyes never leaving the sky.

"Y ou're going to make yourself dizzy doing that,” he said.

"Better dizzy than dead.”

"Havealook at this"" he said, laying the bird a her feet. "I'll keep watch."

While she examined their would-be killer, he pulled one of the arrows out of the ground. It was
much harder to free than he expected, and when helooked at the tip he saw why: it was barbed. The
whole shaft was that way. It was probably just the leftover flanges from needles that had doughed off as
the branch grew, but it made an effective arrow. Mogt likely an effective seed, too. Trent bet that the
barbs at the tip would develop into roots if held left the arrow in the ground. And the pointed end would
probably grow into ataproot, though there might not be any need for it, as sharp asit was. This one had
buried itsdlf sx inches deep, anyway.



Helooked into the sky. No more birds. Plenty of arrows, though. Fifty or sixty per tree, at least.

"Which camefirg," he said, "the arrow or the archer?”’

"Hmm?"' Donnawas stretching out one of the bird'swings. It had about athree-foot span just on
that one side. Up closg, its scales made a soft rustling sound.

"I'd bet anything these arrows are how the trees reproduce,” Trent said. " Because they make good
arrows, birds carry them farther than seeds would go on their own, and if they don't hit atarget, they
plant themsdvesingantly, ready to grow."

"Could be," Donnasaid. "They certainly work as arrows, anyway." Shelooked up, then around at
the hillside, then back at the bird. "I think itsjust abird,” she said at last. "Therés nothing artificia here,
no clothing or paint or jewelry or anything like that. And with hunting weapons growing wild, they
wouldn't haveto develop intdligence.”

"How do you figurethat?' Trent hefted the arrow like aspear, then gave it ahigh lob downhill. It
arched over beautifully, perfectly balanced, and stuck when it hit.

She shrugged. "Just atheory, but | wasthinking that if you hand a species everything they need,
there's no incentive to work for it."

Trent snorted. " Seemsto be that way in humans, anyway." He looked for his beer, found it in the
dirt where he'd picked up therock to chock the tireswith, and took along swig. "Weird to think that
evolution could keep something from developing intelligence, but | can see how it might." He scanned the
sky again. "l imaginewell find out for sure soon enough, but in the meantime, we're going to need some
protection.”

Hetried to think what might work. A hardhat would be agood start, but they hadn't brought any,
and ahardhat wouldn't protect the shoulders or chest or back anyway. They needed chain mail, or
maybe even full plate armor, if they planned to spend much time outdoors.

Or they needed to get out of the woods. Those arrows werefairly heavy; he waswilling to bet a
bird this size couldn't carry one more than amile or so0. He looked out into the flatland beyond the
mountains. It might be possible to drive that far. The pickup could probably make it down the dope they
were on with just threetires, and the regenerative brakes in the wheel motors would generate power on
the way, which would give them alittle extra battery juice to make afew mileson flat ground. They
would need the fourth tire once they got there, but he was willing to bet they would find it down &t the
bottom of the dope.

He looked upward. Still no birds. Even so, the back of his neck itched with anxiety. What else
would turn out to be dangerous around here? The mountainside had taken on amore sinister cast in the
last few minutes.

He loosened the rifl€'s strap and dung it over his shoulder, then went into the camper and got the
holster for the pistal. "Here you go," he said, handing it to Donna. "Until were sure what's safe and
what's not, we should both stay armed.”

Shedidn't protest. Trent kept an eye out while she belted the holster around her waist and did the
pigal intoit.

When he had first looked out of the camper after their landing, he had thought they had come to rest
in apretty good pile of rocks, but now that he had a minute, he could see that they were actudly pretty
lucky. There were plenty of rocks around, but the pickup seemed to be sitting in the middle of aclear
spot maybe thirty feet across. It looked amost asif they had been blasted away by the impact of the
pickups landing, except that the real impact zone was uphill aways.

One of therocks shifted alittle. Settling, apparently, from being didodged in the crash, except it
was at least ten feet away from the pickup. Why would it have been didodged way over there?

Anather rock shifted. Trent heard asoft click just behind him and whirled around, undinging hisrifle
in the same motion, but he saw nothing that might have made the noise. The rock held tripped over during
the arrow attack wasthe only thing even close.

But hadn't it been right in front of the camper door? Now it was a couple feet beyond it. He



couldn't have kicked it that far when he'd fallen or held have landed on it.

"What's the matter?' Donna asked.

"I'm not sure," he said, unwilling to voice his suspicion without more evidence.

He kept his eye on the rock, glancing up into the sky every few seconds to watch for more birds,
too. He nearly missed it when the motion came, but he caught it out of the corner of hiseye: the rock
lifted up about an inch and fell forward with a soft thump.

"Son of abitch,” Trent whispered. "They'redive.”

"What are?' Donnahadn't seenit.

"Therocks. Watch." He pointed at the onein front of him.

"Therocks?' Her tone of voice madeit clear how little she believed that.

"Just watch." Trent waited, not quite aiming hisrifle a the rock. He heard a soft thump off to the
sde, and then another quite aways behind him, but he didn't take his eyes off the onein front of him,
except to glance overhead and make sure there weren't any more birds with arrows up there. Now that
he was listening for them, he heard a steedy patter of little thumpsfrom al around.

After maybe twenty seconds, the rock he and Donna were watching lifted up and scooted forward
agan.

"My god, youreright!" Donnasad. "They are dive"

Trent looked out at the others, most of them at |east ten feet from the pickup and receding an inch
at atime, and he couldn't help laughing. "Not only that, but they're running like hell. We probably scared
the shit out of them when we crashed down herein the middle of 'em.”

He pulled loose the second arrow that the bird had tried to spear him with, stuck the tip under the
edge of therock at hisfeet, and flipped it over, but it rolled right on around and flopped back onto itsflat
bottom. Now Trent knew why they were round on top, but he wanted to see how they moved. He
flipped it over again, thistime dopping it with the arrow beforeit could roll dl theway. The underside
was smooth and bony, like the underside of aturtle, with threelittle ovals spaced evenly around it about
aninchinfrom therim. Ashe watched, the ovasflipped up in front and down in back, pivoted through a
180-degree turn, and closed up smooth with the rest of the shell again. Therock did that acouple more
times, then it started wobbling from sdeto side. Trent let it go, and the wobble intensified until the rock
rolled back upright.

Hefdt alittle wobbly himsdlf. He had picked up two of them and carried them around without even
knowing they were dive. If they'd been snapping turtles, they could have bitten his nuts off.

There didn't seem to be any openings for amouth or atail. Trent wondered if the leg holes doubled
asmouths, or if the shells opened up somehow when they were grazing. Assuming they grazed. The rock
camouflage and the dow crawl could be for sneaking up on other animas—and then what?

Helooked at the arrow in his hand, and then at the mobile rock. Not camouflage; protection. These
guys had sacrificed mohility for armor againgt aerid attack.

He glanced skyward again. No more birds yet, but if these guys had evolved armor to protect
themselves, then the birds had to befairly common.

"Oh no," Donnasaid suddenly, putting ahand to her mouth.

"What?"

"Y ou trapped two of them under thetires!"

He had. He went around to the front of the pickup, haf expecting to see that they were making a
break for it like their buddies, but the tires had scrunched them into the dirt hard enough to keep them
put.

"You'vegot to let them go,” Donnasaid.

"Yeah, | guess| should." He could find red rocksto block the truck with. But when hetried to
nudge the live ones out from under the tires, they were wedged too tight to move.

"I'll have to back it off of 'em," he said, going around to the driver's Side. He opened the door, but



the other tire was ill in the seet, so he pulled that out and laid it on the ground, then climbed up into the
cab, put the pickup in reverse, released the brake, and fed power to the motors. The gauge read empty,
but therewas ill alittlejuice. Theleft rear whed spun fredy until he switched in the anti-dip traction
control, and that fed al the power to the front whedlsinstead. The pickup didn't even budge, so hefed it
alittle more power, and suddenly the front wheels spun, spitting both rocks out to tumble down the dope
likeloose bowling bals.

Helet off the power and put on the emergency brake again, then climbed back down to the ground.
"Damn," he said to Donna "1 don't know if | did ‘'em any favor."

"They would have died if you'd kept them trapped under thetires.” Shelooked over at the other
rocks, dill flopping softly away from them. "They must overbalance oncein awhile on their own. I'll bet
they're designed to take aroll down a hill without hurting themselves."

"Hope 0." Trent looked at the tire on the ground, then at the empty hub it had come off of. "I'd
kind of like to go after the other tire before something triesto poke holesin it or eat it or something, but
I'm not too thrilled about the idea of hauling it back up here. What do you say | mount this one and we
just coast downhill until wefind the other one?"

"Can wedrivewith just three tires?"

"Downhill, we can. All theweight will be on the front."

"Okay, | guess. There's no particular reason to stay here.”

Trent looked up into the ky. There was another bird, still along ways off, but gliding toward them.
"Y ou can say that again,” he said.
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With therear tirein place, the pickup leaned forward at an darming angle. Trent buckled himsdlf in
and made sure Donna was belted tight, too. At thisdant it would be easy to dip forward and whack their
heads on the dashboard, and if Trent lost control and the pickup rolled, he wanted to make damned sure
they both staved inside.

"Ready?' he asked.

Shegrinned a him. "Go for it, cowboy."

He shook his head. Why she trusted him so much, he would never know. He sure didn't trust
himsdlf to get them down in one piece, not off adope this dizzying, with onetire missing and precious
little power to get them out of ajam. He had to raise up in his seet to see the ground in front of them.
They'd driven down hillsthis steep before, but only for a couple hundred feet before they leveled off. This
onelooked like it went on forever.

It wasn't going to get any easier by waiting. He released the emergency brake and eased off the foot
brake, and the pickup rolled forward. There was a moment of free acceleration, then the motors
regenerative braking system kicked in and the pickup dowed asif it had hit a patch of glue. The cab
rocked forward and dewed to the |eft. Thetires on that side were both about half flat, which made the
ride even mushier than usud, but it actualy helped their traction, for which Trent was grateful. The motors
and the foot brake could keep the tires from turning, but only traction could keep them from skidding. He
eased hisfoot off the brake until the pickup was cregping downhill at just a couple of milesan hour, and
concentrated on not running over any of the armored rock-creatures.

"We need anamefor thoserock guys" he said, swerving alittle to theleft to miss one. The pickup
tipped backward and to the right, the bare hub briefly kissing the ground before he pressed harder on the
brake, bringing the front down again. They bounced on the low tire and skidded afew feet before the



anti-lock brakes took over and brought the pickup to a shuddering stop.

"Yow!" Donnasaid, gripping the Jesus bar, then she giggled and said, "Thrill aminute. How about
creepers?’

"Hmm. Maybe. That sounds more like abug to me, though." Trent let off the brake and steered
gently to thelight to avoid atree about thirty feet downd ope.

"Or floppers,” Donnasaid. "That's more how they move."

"That doesn't sound ow enough. How about bunkers, because they're armored. Or tanks because
they're both armored and mobile.”

She made aface. "Too military. How about snailstones?”

"Too... I dont know." Hehad dmost said "Too plain,” but that wasn't it. Besides, snails definitely
cdled up theright image.

"What do the French cal those snailsthey eat?' he asked.

"Escargot,” shesad.

"Right. So these could be escar-don't-go. Or don't-go-very-fast.”

"Oh, sure. | can just imagine you about to trip over one, and me shouting 'Hey, watch out for that
escar-don't-go-very—never mind.”

Asthey approached thetree, Trent saw that there were dozens of arrowsin the ground al around
it. He glanced up to seeif therewas a bird up there, but didn't see any. He didn't see any dead animals
with arrows through them, either. It looked more asif the tree had just dropped abunch of branches.

"Oh, right,” Trent said. "The rocks. Or thetire. When they hit the trunk, it shook the tree, and the
arrowsthat were loosest fell out."

Donnalooked out at the thicket of newly planted seedlings around the trees base and said, "That
makes sense. | hopethetireisn't full of arowswhenwefindit."

"Metoo."

Trent tried agentler turn to the left to aim them straight downhill again, and thistime the pickup
stayed on itsfront and |eft-rear whedls.

"Snail rocks" he said, thinking aoud. "Slow rocks. Sow granite. Sow . . . what?"

"Sow motion?'

"Or just do-mos.”

"Yeah! So-mos. | likethat. So what do you cdl agroup of 'em?”

He dodged one, cutting it close so the pickup wouldn't tip, imagining the surprised creature running
away at top speed for minutes after they passed, and making it about fivefeet in dl that time. "A delay?"
he said.

"A ddlay of do-mos," Donnasaid. "Y eah, that works."

"So what about the birds? What do we cal them?!

"Cupids, of course.”

"Of course.”

He dowed to examine some black marks about ten feet up the trunk of another tree. Tire marks?
Maybe. There were certainly enough arrows on the ground at its base. The tuft atop the tree |looked
about half bare.

Donnasaid, "And agroup of them could be acherubim.”

"Hmm," Trent said.

"Don't likethat?"

"It'skind of clumsy."

She thought about it for afew seconds while Trent eased them around afalen log. "How about a
vaentine?'

"Perfect.” Just then he saw aglint of something silver downdopeto theright. "Hey, isthat it?"



Donnalooked to see where he was pointing, then squinted. "1 don't know. Could be." She got the
binoculars out of their case and focused on the shiny object, and said, "Y eah, that'sit!"

"Hot damn." Trent aimed for it, letting off the brake alittle in his eagerness to make hisfour-wheder
truly afour-wheeler again. They jounced over arock—ared one, judging by its jagged shape—and
teetered a moment on the right-front and |eft-rear tires, but Trent hit the brake again and brought the
pickup back under control. He wanted to roll down on hiswheedls, not on theroll bar.

The runaway had cometo rest in athicket of brush reminiscent of the stuff that clogged the streams
on On-nescul. It didn't have orange sap, though, or thorns. Trent parked the truck afew feet away,
checked cautioudy for anything moving in the sky or on the ground, then climbed out while Donna
covered him with the pistol. He picked up afist-sized rock and pitched it into the thicket next to thetire,
and was happy to see that the branches didn't writhe like tentacles or anything, so he tried a cautious step
up on the trunk that had been bent over by thetiresimpact. It held hisweight, so he leaned forward and
grabbed thetire and pulled it out of the branches. The sidewalls were scraped up from hitting rocks and
trees on the way down, but it didn't look like anything had actualy punctured it. Either the arrows weren't
sharp enough to penetrate rubber, or the tire had bounced out of their way before they had timeto fall to
the ground.

It only took a couple of minutesto mount it to the hub. He had to borrow anut from one of the
other whedls, which left only onewhed with dl five nuts|eft, but that wouldn't matter for off-roading.
Trent put the jack and lug wrench away, piled back into the cab, and rubbed his hands together in
satisfaction. He had his pickup back. It was beat to hell and almost out of juice, but it was whole again.

"All right," he said happily, "let'sfind usaplaceto cal homefor awhile”
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They didn't makeit al theway out of the mountains. Down toward the bottom they had to use too
much battery power to drive around brush and downed logs. They wound up in agently doping valley
with a stream running through it, with aflat meadow up on abench above the water channel and trees
and bushes all around. About half the treeswere arrow trees, but the others were morelike
cotton-woods, with big branches holding up wide canopiesthat provided lots of shade—and cover from
aerid atack. It was as good a camping Site asthey were likdly to find, so Trent coasted the pickup to a
stop beneath one of the broad-canopy trees and set the brake.

"Well, Eve" he said to Donna, "it lookslike thisiswhat Eden’'s going to look like for you and me.
What do you think?'

"| think we could have done alot worse," she said.

Trent took the rifle off the gun rack and stepped down to the ground, looking al around for anything
that might be dangerous, but except for afew mobile rocks out in the open meadow it looked like they
had the place to themselves.

Thetree they had parked beneath looked like aregular Earth tree, with lots of wide branches and
regular spade-shaped |eaves a the ends. Nothing lived in it that Trent could see. The ground under it was
covered with tiny little round-lesfed plants, like those waxy little weeds that Donna kept pulling out of the
garden. It looked like that was what this place used for grass. They hadn't seen any flowers on the way
down here, and there weren't any in the meadow, either. Maybe plants on this planet hadn't evolved
flowers.

The stream was wide enough that a person couldn't quite jump acrossit, but there were plenty of
stepping stones. It made a happy gurgling sound asit cascaded from pool to pooal. It would be agood
fishing stream, if therewerefishinit. Severd arrows standing in the pools made Trent guessthat



something lived in there, something that the birds could eat. He hoped he and Donnacould et it, too.
And there were the do-mos. If those guys proved edible, the two of them wouldn't have to worry about
food for along, long time.

They needed helmets, though. They hadn't managed to drive out of cupid range, and they couldn't
gpend their whole lives under the canopies of these big leafy trees. They could probably dodge anything
that they saw coming, but there was bound to come atime when they didn't look up quick enough, and
as much as hewould hate giving up his Stetson, generations of cavary had proved that felt hats weren't
much good at stopping arrows.

He understood how people on Mirabelle must have fdt dl the time, wondering when death would
rain down out of the sky on them. Except no amount of armor could protect them. Nothing could stop an
agteroid moving thousands of miles an hour. The only way to stop that kind of attack wasto stop the
attacker.

Hewondered if that would be possible here. Or even desirable. Arrows dropping out of the sky
weren't exactly agood thing, but the only way he could think of to stop it wasto kill the cupids, and
wiping out an entire specieswould probably cause alot of damage up and down the food chain. Not to
mention killing alot of cupids, who might not be such bad guys once you got to know them. People
thought wolves and bears had to be killed until they learned how to live with them instead.

With any luck, the question would remain academic. He and Donna needed protection now, not
years from now; he wouldn't even begin to consider eradicating the cupids unless they wound up stuck
herefor life.

That was ared posshility. They didn't have enough battery power to drive out of the valey, much
lessjump from star to star, and even if they could charge the batteries somehow, they had no ideawhere
they were. Way the hell and gone away from Earth, that much was sure, but that didn't help them figure
out how to get home.

Donna came around the back of the pickup and put her arm around hiswaist. "What you thinking
about?"

"Nothin'," hesaid automaticaly.

"What kind of nothin'?'

He smiled and gave her a squeeze. "The way too serious kind. Weve survived ameteor strike and
amodt runnin’ out of air and amountaingde landing and hogtile natives; that's probably enough serious
shit for one day."

"My thoughts exactly. How about we have us a picnic lunch? We never did get that medl Andre
fixing for us, and that was hours ago. My somach'strying to digest itsdlf.”

Trent had been too scared and too busy to even think about food, but the moment Donna
mentioned it, his mouth began to water and his ssomach growled likealion. "Oh, yeah, | could eat a
horse" hesaid.

"How about a ham sandwich?"' she asked.

"Makeit two."

"Coming right up." She went into the camper and started making domestic noises.

Trent followed her long enough to get their picnic blanket from under the dining table's bench seet,
then took it outside and laid it out on the ground beside the truck. He looked up into the tree and stepped
out to the edge of its canopy to check the sky, but he still didn't see anything moving. All the same, he
couldn't make himsdlf relax. He kept waiting for the other shoeto drop.

Donnacame out of the camper a couple minutes later with three sandwiches and a bottle of water.
Trent wasn't abig water fan, but he supposed they ought to ration the beer alittle. No telling when they'd
get more. Probably when he brewed some. He hoped his own stuff would taste better than the beer he
got in brew pubs.

The sandwiches were wonderful. Trent wolfed hisfirst onein about six bites, then forced himsdf to
make the second one last until Donna was done with hers. She wasn't wasting any time, either, so it



wasn't agreat hardship. Neither of them spoke more than "Mmmiff, good!™ until the sandwiches were
gone.

There were no ants. Trent kept waiting for little creatures to crawl up onto the blanket and go for
the bread crumbs, but he only saw a couple of brown stick-like things about an inch long, and those just
crossed the blanket on their long, spindly legs and kept going. There were no flies or mosquitoes, ether.
Theair wasjust the right temperature, and the ground was soft under the blanket; perfect conditionsfor a
nap, except Trent couldn't bring himself to let down his guard yet.

There was plenty of work to do anyway. They were definitely deeping insde the camper until they
were sureit was safe outsde, which meant he had to repair the table that the tire had smashed, because
that folded down level with the seats to make their bed. And there was the helmet question. What could
he use to make helmets? He supposed he could cut up atool box or something for the sheet metal and
hammer it into some kind of hat, but he didn't really want to ruin a perfectly good tool box unless he had
to. He wished he'd thought to bring some extra diamond plate dong, but when you're coming down
under a parachute, you don't want awhole ot of unnecessary weight. He hadn't brought welding
equipment for the same reason.

He had a saw. Maybe he could cut down atree and hollow out achunk of log for ahelmet. And he
could split alog and hollow the halves for shoulder-guards. Maybe saw oneinto boards for chest and
back protection, like those advertising sandwich boards that people wore on street corners.

He laughed out loud at the image. The thing would weigh aton.

"What's funny?' Donna asked.

Hetold her what he'd been thinking, and she laughed, too, but not at that. "Theré's helmetslying
around al over the place,” she said. "Most of 'em are full of do-mos, but I'll bet we could find a couple of
empty shellswithout too much searching.”

Hetilted his head back and gazed up into the branches of the tree. "Good grief, what elseam |
missn'?'

Sheleaned forward and kissed him. "Nothing you can't solve the hard way, I'm sure.”

"| guessthat'sacompliment.”

"That'show | meant it."

"Well, then, that's okay."

He stood up and looked out at the meadow. There were several o-mos out there, but he couldn't
tell adead one from alive one without going out and tipping them over. So he shouldered hisrifle and
walked out into the open, keeping awesather eye out for cupids while he walked up to each do-moin
turn, tipped it over, and waited to seeif it tried to right itsalf.

One of them flipped much more easily than the others, and when it did, alizard-like cresture about
the size of ahamster scuttled out of it and made abedline for Trent's boot. He jumped back and kicked
at it, and it changed course for a clump of bushes afew dozen yards away, zigzagging like asoldier
sorming agun emplacement al the way.

The do-mo shell was empty. The bottom was haf chewed away, and theinsde wasjust ahollow
cavity. Thewallswere about a quarter of an inch thick, and hard as bone. Definitely hard enough to stop
an arrow, and probably bullets, too. Trent tried to bust out the rest of the underside, but it just flexed in
his hands. He would have to take a hammer to it, and probably afile to smooth off the rough edges. The
domed part was too big to fit comfortably on ahuman heed, but with alittle padding he supposed it
would work okay.

Hetried to find a second one, but everything else in the meadow was il dive, except for severd
rocksthat turned out to actudly just be rocks. He went over to the bank and looked down into the
creekbed, but that was so full of round rocks that he would have to go down and turn them al over just
to see which ones were real and which werent.

He carried the empty one back to the camper. Might aswell seeif he could make one work before
he hunted up another.



"It'sfunny,” he said. "It'sjust about the perfect shape for ahelmet dready. Y ou've got to wonder
how come."

"Form follows function,” said Donna, holstering her pistol. She had been keeping watch on the sky
while hewas out in the open. "It'sbascdly the same shape as aturtle shell, too.”

"Noit'snot. Turtleshellsarealot flatter.”

"Tortoise shells, then. Land turtles. They'retdl and round like this."

"That'strue." He got histool box out of the camper and started chipping away what was |€ft of the
bottom, using ahammer at firgt, then busting off pieces with plierswhen he got closer to therim. The
ingde was smooth and dry, with little grooves crisscrossing it where muscles had been attached. There
was dtill no indication of amouth hole or an anus, and the shell definitely didn't open upto let the
inhabitant stick its head out, which made Trent wonder if these things even had heads. Maybe they were
just mobile somachs, like arfish.

Once he chipped away the last of the flat bottom, he stuffed atowel inside and tried it on. It came
down over hiseyes until he adjusted the towel, and then it bumped into his back at the base of his neck.
That might not be such abad thing, actudly. Firemen's hats did that.

"What do you think?" he asked Donna.

"Youlook likealittle kid with hisdad's army helmet,” she said, laughing. "But it lookslikeit should
work."

"Good. A little shoulder protection, and | think well bein business. Let's seeif we can find another
one”

Keeping an eye out for cupids, he scrambled down the creek bank and stalled poking around
among the rocks there. Most of them were just rocks, but there was agrave bar at thetail of abendin
the stream where a bunch of driftwood had collected, and there were a couple of helmet-shaped rocksin
among the branches. One was definitely aso-mo; it was upside down and he could seethe flat
underside.

It had ahole chewed in the bottom, too. He nudged it with the barrdl of hisrifle, but nothing legped
out of it, so hetipped it over and abunch of brown water poured out the hole.

"Eeaw," Donnasaid. "Y ou're wearing that one."

"Okay." He swished it around in the pooal, filling and emptying it until the water came out clean. The
stream was cold; evidently it was runoff from snowmelt higher up in the mountains. That wastoo bad for
bathing, but encouraging in terms of predators and parasites. On Earth, at least, cold-water streams had
alot fewer nasties in them than warm ones. It would aso make agood place to chill hisbeer, once he
meade sure nothing would run off withiit.

He carried the shell back up the bank and set to work on it with the hammer and pliers until he'd
chipped away dl but the curved upper haf. There were till some stringy ends of tendons attached to it,
30 he scraped those away with his pocket knife, then went back to the stream to wash it out again. While
he was down there he hauled out asix-inch log from the driftwood pile that looked like it would make
good shoulder guards and dragged it up to their campsite,

While he set to work on the log with a saw, Donna went into the camper and started cleaning up the
mess in there. She came out with the ripped-up parachute and asked, "What do you want to do with this,
ayway?'

"Kespit," hesaid automaticaly. He didn't want to throw anything out, not with civilization amillion
light-years away and maybe forever. The sections that had been weakened by sap were probably
usaless, but there were il big pieces of cloth that weren't. 1t would never make a parachute again, but if
he and Donnaweretruly stuck here, they might wind up wearing it before they learned to skin and tan
hides.

"We should wash it," she said, "so the acid doesn't spread and eat the whole thing.”

"Good thought. Here." Hetook it from her, unwound the shroud lines from the bundle of cloth, and
threw the bundle down into the biggest poal in the stream. He tied the shroud linesto thetree so it



wouldn't float off downstream. "It's not exactly washing, but that ought to give it agood soak, anyway."
Hedidn't know if the sap was water soluble or not, but it was worth atry.

He went back to work on the log, cutting off an eight-inch section and splitting it in half, then
hollowing it out with the claw of ahammer until he had two inch-thick shells of wood that would fit over
his shoulders. They stuck out like epaulets on amilitary dress uniform, but they would do the job. The
wood was harder than pine, and fibrous enough to hang together under impact.

He used aratchet screwdriver to drill holesin the shoulder pieces and in the helmet, then strung
them together with cord from the parachute shroud lines. He made a chin strap for the helmet, put the
whole works on, and went to the camper door. "What do you think?" he asked.

It was darker inside the camper than out in the open. He couldn't see Donna's expression, but her
laughter told him plenty. Y oulook like asamural!" shesad.

"Better than akid in hisdad's helmet.”

"Well, that, too, but the shoulder dedlies are priceless. Hold on asecond.” Sherummagedin a
drawer, then came out with their camera. "Hold up your gun and look fierce," she said.

Hetried, but she kept snickering, and he couldn't hold a stern expression while she was doing that.
"Take the damned picture, woman!" he said, but he was grinning when he said it, and sure enough, that's
when she snapped the shot. He amost deleted it when she showed it to him, but she said, "No way!
Takeyour ownif you don't like this one, but that's mine. When we get home I'm going to print it out
full-szed and frameit for the living room, and we can hang the helmet and armor underneath it and tell
doriesabout it."

"Oh boy," he said, but he handed back the camerawithout deleting the picture. In aweird way, it
gave him something to look forward to. He hoped he would make it back home to be embarrassed by it,
but if hedidn', then at least there would be one good thing about staying stranded the rest of their lives.
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He made another set of armor just like the first for Donna, then set to work on thetable in the
camper. Thetableitself wasn't broken, so it was asimple matter of finding asturdy stick and cutting it to
theright Sze to replace the legs that had busted. That was the work of ahaf hour, then he took the
Vise-Gripsto theair valvein hisdoor, bending it out straight again. He fished around in the pipe with the
wire from the spird notebook, pulling out alittle plug of dirt, then blew through the spigot from the inner
Sde. Free.

The driver's mirror took another half hour to bend back into shape. Therewasabig crack init, and
theimagein the two pieces didn't quite line up, but it would work well enough until he could get a
replacement.

He got out the foot pump and refilled the tires. He thought about filling the air tanks, too, but that
would be alot of work, and they weren't going into space again unless he could recharge the batteries,
and if he could figure out away to do that, then he could use the compressor.

He cut up therest of thelog for firewood, and hauled up some smaller stuff from the driftwood pile
for kindling. He wasn't sure about Sitting outside around a campfire in the dark until they learned what
kind of nocturna animaslived around there, but it never hurt to have asupply of firewood on hand, and
it gave him something useful to do. It was arting to dawn on him how long aday could be when you
didn't haveaplantofill it.

They didn't need to wear their helmets under the tree. Trent went out to the edge of its canopy and
scanned the sky from time to time, and he saw the occasiond cupid riding therma's high overhead, but



none of them even came down to investigate. 1t looked like maybe they weren't going to be as much of a
threat as he had thought, but he was glad hed made the armor just in case.

After Donna cleaned up the camper—which took al of half an hour—she settled down on the
picnic blanket with the computer and started poring through the hyperdrive control program, trying to
figure out what had gone wrong and where it had taken them. It wouldn't do much good if they couldn't
recharge the truck's batteries, but recharging the batteries wouldn't get them home until they knew where
they were.

Trent went through everything they had brought with them, counting up how many separate batteries
he could find, but there weren't many. Two flashlights, the computer, their phone, a calculator (solar
powered, but it had a button battery for low-light use), and a couple spare flashlight cells. Granted, a
flashlight battery would run the light for a couple of weeks of steady use, but it wouldn't power a
hyperdrive. The camper's stove took its power from the truck's main battery . . . asdid therefrigerator,
cometo think of it. They were going to have to egt the perishable food first, which was probably why
Donna had suggested ham sandwiches again for lunch. Shewasway ahead of him.

He thought briefly about using the caculator's solar cell to recharge the truck's battery, but afew
minutes of number crunching with that same calculator convinced him that he and Donnawould probably
die of old age before atiny solar cell could recharge a plasma battery.

There was till enough juicein the mainsfor theradio. Helistened on dl the channdls, and hetried
cdling on the emergency frequency and the genera talk frequency, but there was nobody out there,
Ground-to-ground, the radio probably had only afifty-mile range or so anyway; it would only be useful if
someone popped into orbit directly overhead.

He switched it off and sat down beside Donna. "Any luck?" he asked.

"Not yet," shereplied. She was reading ahelp screen for the navigation programs targeting module.
"Well, actudly, I've learned a couple things. The program stores everything it doesin alog file, but thelog
file sayswe only went sixty light-years on the jump from Mirabelle, so that probably meansthe bug in the
program is between the part that sets the target and the part that actually sends the command to the
hyperdrive."

He wasn't sure hefollowed dl that, but he understood enough to ask, "Do you think you can fix the
bugif you findit?"

"l doubt it," she said. "I'm not a programmer, and | don't have the right software for it evenif | was."
Sheran ahand through her hair and sighed. "'I'm afraid you'd be better off with Nick and Glory at this
point. Glory could probably just calculate how far we went by how much power we used, or by the
dengity of the stars or something.”

"Thevelocity,” Trent said. "She wastaking about how they move faster the farther away you go.
She could probably just look at how fast that first planet we had to catch up with was movin' and figure
out right where we had to be."

Donna cocked her head to the side and |ooked a him out the corner of one eye. "I hadn't thought
of that. Of course that'swhy it was moving so fast. And why we didn't haveto do it again for the next
one. Once we caught up to the first one, we were moving at the same pace as everything else around
here. We just had to make up the difference in speed between the two planets going around their stars.”

Trent nodded. "Makes sense. So can you use that to figure out how far we went?!

She shook her head. "I'm not Glory. | don't know how fast the galaxy rotates, or how fast we were
moving back home, or—"

"Once every quarter of abillion years, and the stars around Earth are moving about haf amillion
miles per hour.”

She couldn't have looked more surprised if he'd started quoting Shakespeare at her. 'Y ou—how
did you—"

"Y ou thought | wasjust staring at her boobs, didn't you?' he said smugly. Truth was, he had been
s0 shocked when Glory had started to talk astrophysics that her words had been burned into hisbrain



like the image of an accident. He thought for amoment and said, "Earth isthirty thousand light-years out
from the center of the gdaxy, and that haf million milesan hour is about thirty timesthe orbita velocity of
asatellite around an average Szed planet. | thought it was funny that both numbers came out thirty."

She tapped him gently on the sde of hishead. "Y ou got anything el se tucked away in there?!

"l remember she said it would take days to match speed with another galaxy, so unless shewas
exaggerating, I'm guessin' were il inthe Milky Way."

Donnalaughed. "Now that's a comfort." She turned back to the computer and opened up adrawing
window, where she quickly sketched arough spird gaaxy with an"x" about hafway out from the middle,
which shelabeled "Sun." Shetyped "30,000 ly" next toit, and 500,000 mph" next to that. Then she
cdled up the navigation program again and dug through itslog file until she found how much velocity
change they had had to make—537,000 kilometers/ hour—and typed that in.

"Better convert that to miles,” Trent said, "or you'll forget to later.”

"Actudly, I'll be better off converting Earth's speed to kilometers,” she said. "All the other numbers
in here are metric, too." She did that, then stared at the diagram for aminute. "Okay, let's say we jumped
sraight out toward the edge of the galaxy. We'd be moving dower than the stars out there. So how far
would we have to go to be moving five hundred and thirty-seven thousand miles an hour too dow?"

She might aswell have asked how many |eaves were on the tree overhead. Trent's schooling had
topped out at general math, and held gotten a"B" at that. He snorted and said, 1 have absolutely no
idea"

"Menether,” Donnasaid, "but if we can figurethat out, | think that'll tell uswherewe are.”

For amoment, Trent felt the weight of their Situation drop off his shoulders. Donnawasahell of a
lot better at math than he was. Maybe she could do it. But amoment later he redized the flaw in her
logic. "How do you know we went straight out?"

"l don't," she admitted. "But | have the coordinates of both Mirabelle and Earth, so | can figure out
what direction we did go. Assuming we were right about the only bug being our distance.”

"And then you can calculate how far we went, just knowing how much faster everything was?'

"Maybe. I've got to account for the Earth's motion around the Sun, and this planet's motion around
this sun, too, 'cause that's not part of the galaxy'srotation, but if | can do dl that, then . . ." She stared at
the screen again, then started drawing little circles and connecting them with lines.

"What'sdl that?'

"That's methinkin'. Go find something elseto do for awhile."

"Yes, maam.”

He got up and put on hishelmet and armor, picked up hisrifle, and walked out into the open,
figuring he probably ought to check out alittle more of their surroundings. No cupids upstairs at the
moment. Five or Sx do-mos out in the meadow. No lizards, but there were little noises coming from the
bushes that could be them, or could be something else. Helooked for big piles of dung that abig animal
would leave, piles of bones or skullsthat might show tooth marks of big predators, holesin the ground
that might be the dens of nocturna anima s—anything that would help him figure out what kind of place
they had landed in. He kept an eye out for berries and nuts and fruit trees, too, finding severa promising
candidates, and he scuffed up the ground around afew plantsthat looked like they might have edible
roots, but al the while his mind was on the big question: how could he recharge the truck’s batteries? He
recognized that look on Donna's face. She wouldn't stop working on the math until she had figured out
where they were. She might have to learn orbital mechanicsfirg, but shewould do it—hell, she would
re-invent it if she had to—if that'swhat it took to come up with an answer.

It made him proud as hell to see the way she dived into stuff like that, but he had to admit that it aso
made him fed dumb asapost. Before they had left on their first hyperdrive trip, he had tried to learn how
to run the computer, figuring that the driving had aways been his job when they went four-whedling, and
it would stay hisjob in space, too, but a couple of days spent reading about vector trandations and
gravity wellsand how to cdculate an orbit had shown him just how different flying a spaceship wasfrom



driving atruck. Donna had taken to it like aduck to water, though. Within an afternoon, she had run a
series of amulated jumps out to Alpha Centauri and back, and she had only crashed their smulated
spaceship a couple of times on re-entry before she got the hang of that, too. He had told himsdlf that it
didn't bother him. and he built the camper and sedled both it and the pickup's cab to hold against
vacuum, and he had figured out the center of mass of the whole works and had hooked up the
parachutes directly over that spot so the pickup would land on itswhedls, and he had designed and built
the maneuvering jets himsdlf. He had done al that stuff, but al that time he had known that he couldnt fly
the thing himsalf. And now here was Donna number-crunching velocity figuresin the hope of saving their
asesfrom along, dow descent into savagery, while he walked around looking for wild animasand
wondering how he could recharge a dead battery without a power supply.

He came upon asmdl arrow tree only eight feet high or so, with a scattering of yellow bonesat its
base. A cupid had apparently gotten lucky here ayear or so ago. It looked like whatever it had killed
hadn't been much bigger than adog, and the few teeth that Trent could find were flat-topped like a
sheep'srather than pointy like awolf's. That was good news.

Thearrow had donewell for itsdlf, too. The tuft of branches at itstop looked thick and hedthy,
bristling with mini-arrows a couple of feet long. He bent closeto look at the tufts at the end of those and
saw that the needles were actualy smdler versons of the same thing, and if he squinted, the needles
looked like they had little fuzzy barbs sticking out of their outer ends, too. Fractals. He remembered
Donnateling him about fractals, how you could build something big out of millions of tiny partsthat
looked just the same as the big one. That had been something el se she had learned on the computer,
from aprogram that made cool-looking drawings on the screen just for fun.

He checked the sky. No cupids. No airplanes, either. He hadn't seen or heard any sign of
civilization since he and Donna had arrived. He tried to piece together the bones of the dead animal to
seewhat it might have looked like dive, but they were scattered too much for him to even begin to guess
what went where.

Chak up another thing he wasn't any good at.

He walked on and came to the stream, where he stood on the bank looking down into the water. It
bubbled happily over rocks and shimmered in the pools, reflections obscuring what might swim beneath
the surface. He supposed he could get out hisfishing pole and seeif anything in there would take afly,
but he wasn't in the mood for fishing. Not while Donnawas reinventing cal culus over there under the tree.

He looked down the length of the meadow to where she s, alittle girl donein the great outdoors.
Isaac Newton under the apple tree. The pickup looked ridiculoudly out of place parked there beside her,
acrude, barbaric relic of aworld that prized adventure over learning. He blinked and for a second saw it
withitstiresflat and paint dull, rusting away after years of rain and snow. Would he and Donna <till be
living in the camper, hoarding their last preciousrelics of civilization, or would they have built acabin by
then out of arrow trees? Would there be haf a dozen kids running around, wearing samurai armor and
playing kick-the-do-mo?

A soft breeze blew through the meadow, rustling leaves and bringing up aspicy odor from
somewhere. There weren't any flowers, but it till smelled nice. A little like sagebrush, only not so
in-your-face. He could get used to a place that smelled like this.

He crossed the stream at a narrow spot at the head of alittle waterfal that fell maybe four feet into
awide pool. A nice bathing poal, if the water wasn't so cold. Maybe they could divert most of the flow
around it soit could warm up in the sunlight.

When he climbed to the top of the other bank, he heard more rustling in the bushes, and when he
took a couple steps closer, alittle brown leathery ball about the size of a porcupine burst out from cover
and bolted across twenty feet of open space to another bush. Trent thought briefly about trying to bag it
for dinner, but he didn't want to try eating any of the native life just yet. It was one thing to experiment
with alien food when you could rush back to Earth and ahospital within a couple of hours, but when you
were stuck in the middle of nowhere and your entire stock of medical supplies conssted of atraveller's
firgt-aid kit, it made senseto move alittle more dowly.



He completed hiscircuit of their immediate surroundings without finding any bear dens or dinosaur
footprints. The biggest animal he had seen any evidence of waswhatever had |€ft the pile of bones with
the arrow through it. He felt himsdlf relax alittle as he walked back toward the pickup. Eveniif they did
figure out where they were and charge the batteries, they didn't necessarily haveto leave here, at least
not permanently. They had been looking for anew home when they left Earth; they could do alot worse
thanthis.

He wondered how Andre was doing, whether he had gone back to his ruined house to salvage any
of hispossessions, or if there was too much danger of another strike from orbit. He wondered if anybody
else had lived within the blast zone of thefirst one. Andre had said that the French colonistslived apart
from one another, but he'd been talking to an American. That wasn't necessarily the truth.

Trent didn't think Andre had been lying to him. He seemed to be just what he said he was; aregular
guy trying to make anew home away from the craziness that had swept over Earth in the last couple of
decades. But he hadn't been able to escape. Nobody could, unless they were willing to cut themselves
off completely. Hide out from Americaand its attempts to control every other human outpost in the
gaaxy.

He wondered why the Gdactic Federation hadn't done something about it yet. Could they aready
be asineffective as the United Nations had been at reining in their out-of-control members? Or were they
just reluctant to step into what was, after al, mostly a human problem? The aien races who made up the
bulk of the Federation probably had growing pains of their own.

Trent remembered his promise to Andre when they parted. Not much of apromise, redly; just that
he would do what he could to stop his country from behaving so abominably, but apromisewasa
promise, and he intended to keep it. But how was he going to do that from way out here?
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He joined Donna on the picnic blanket and took off hisarmor, using the towe to wipe the sweat off
his neck.

"Any luck?' he asked.
She shook her head. "I'm redly wishing I'd paid more attention in math class."
"Youll getit," hetold her.

"Y eah, but when? If | was smarter, 1'd have figured it out when we still had power and air, and we'd
be home by now."

Trent reached out and put hisarm around her. "Hey," he said softly, "don't you go besatin' yourself
up for not pullin’ arabbit out of ahat. Y ou got us down divewhile | was sittin' in back bein' about as
useful astitson aboar.”

Shetook adeep breath and let it out. "It'sjust . . . I'm sure the answer'sthere, if | only knew how
tofindit."

"Youwill."
"l wish | had your confidence."

He gave her asqueeze. "I've got the confidence because you've got the brains. And you've got dl
the timein the world to use'em. Take a bresk and come back to it later.”

She shook her head. "I'm right in the middle of something.”

He congdered ingsting, but he knew how well that usualy worked. "All right," he said.

He got up and put on hisarmor again, checked the sky, and went down to the creek to see how the
parachute was doing. To his surprise, the orange stains were just about gone, so he pulled it onto the



rocks beside the pool, wringing it out as he brought each armful up, until he had the whole works out of
thewater. It was al he could do to carry it up to the meadow, but he dung it over his shoulder likea
sack of cement and staggered up the bank with it, then he dropped it to the ground, untied the shroud
linesfrom thetree, and pulled it out into aragged circle so it could dry.

The sun had moved enough in the last few hoursto give him asense of which direction it was going,
but by the arc of itstrack acrossthe sky, it looked like it was setting in the east. That meant they werein
the southern hemisphere, then. He wondered how long it would take him to get used to that.

Therewas till quite abit of daylight |eft, so he started checking the pickup's door and window
sedls, trying to find the place where they were leaking. It was pointless busy-work if he couldn't figure out
away to recharge the batteries, but it would be vitaly important if he could. No way did he want to
breathe air from thetires again.

He couldn't find anything wrong. The window sealsweretight; he could see the rubber compressed
al theway around them. He ingpected the sedls on both doors for anything that might have gotten
wedged in the way, and helooked for nicks or cuts, but the rubber was as smooth and clean as the day
hed ingadled it. So was the mating surface on the doors themselves. He checked the doors for aignment,
thinking maybe they had been tweaked when the pickup tipped over, but they |ooked sraight. He
checked the seal around the wiring conduit from the cab to the rest of the truck, but that |ooked good,
too. Finaly, in desperation, he used the foot pump to put forty pounds or sointhe air tank, climbed into
the cab, sedled it up, and let enough out again to raise the cab's pressure afew pounds above the outside
air. Helistened for the hiss of aleak, but he was no more successful on the ground than in orbit. After ten
minutes he redlized why: the gauge hadn't dropped a bit.

That didn't make sense. Why would it leak in space, but not on the ground? He raised the pressure
some more, but it held steady. Hetried the air vave in his door and it hissed just fine when he opened it,
but it seded tight again when he closed it.

But he hadn't been able to use the air valve when they were in space, because it had been plugged
with dirt and bent over. He had had to crack the door sedl instead. He did that, popping open the top
latch and letting a couple pounds of pressure blow out through the top of his door, then he snugged it
down again and watched the pressure gauge.

After aminute, it dropped another pound.

"Son of ahitch," he said. It had to be the way the rubber got pushed outward by the air rushing past
it. It probably folded over, and didn't sedl right when he latched down the door again.

He used the valvein hisdoor to let al the extra pressure out, then opened the other door, climbed
out, and went around to look at the driver's door. Sure enough, the rubber at the top had pooched out
through the crack between door and frame. He went back around and popped al the inner latches, then
went around to the outside again and opened the door. The rubber seal snapped right back into place.

"Son of abitch," hesaid again.

"What's the matter?' Donna asked from her spot on the picnic blanket.

"Wedidn't have to do all that dumb shit with the tires. We had one more cabful of air in the tank; if
we'd just opened the doors al the way, then closed them again and refilled the cab, we'd have been fine."
He bonked his head againgt the door frame a couple of times. " Stupid, stupid, stupid.”

"Hey," Donnasaid. "Don't beat your self up for not pulling rabbits out of hats, either. How could you
have known?'

"I don't know. | should have, though."

Shelooked &t the door, then at him. "We used the same trick al theway from Mirabelle, and it
didn't start leaking until after we landed on the planet with bad air. Why would you suspect it to suddenly
dart then?'

That was agood question, he had to admit. Why had it started leaking then, and not before?
Because held been more cautious a firgt, just cracking the sedl alittle bit and letting the air out dowly?
He and Donna had completely vented the cab to space to get the bad air out before they'd refilled it and



discovered the leak; maybe it took alot of air to roll the rubber sedl over. But if that was the case, then
why had it done that just now? He'd only let out a couple pounds. Maybe because he had popped the
latch dl the way open, knowing that the reaction wouldn't pitch the pickup over whileit was on the
ground.

It took alittle experimentation to prove histheory, but that turned out to beit. If helet air out gently,
it wouldn't turn the sedl inside out, but if helet it out in abig blast, even for just afew seconds, it would.

Okay, so now he knew. One morething to cross off the list of thingsto do before they could fly
again. That left only the two biggies: navigation and power.

Donna had gone back to the computer while he tracked down the leak. From what he could tell
looking over her shoulder, she was indeed trying to teach herself orbital mechanics. She stopped long
enough to help him fold up the parachute when it was dry, but she went right back to it afterward, and
shewasdill at it when the sun hit the horizon.

"Hey, comeon," he said, knedling down beside her. "Y ou've been at that dl day. Timetorelax a
little. Look at the sunset.” 1t was going down in the mouth of the valley, dropping through layers of clouds
asit neared the horizon and giving them silver outlines while coloring them red at the sametime.

Donnareluctantly closed the computer and put it in the camper, and the two of them stood beside
the pickup and watched the sun go down over the plain beyond the end of the valey. If the ocean was
out that way, it was|ost in the haze of distance or completely over the horizon.

"| think the days arelonger here," Donna said.

Trent laughed. "Weve had one hdll of along day, that'sfor sure. I'm reedy for along night in the
sack."

After the sun went down, they fixed another sandwich for supper and ate it on the picnic blanket
while they watched the sky grow dark and the unfamiliar stars come out, then they retreated into the
camper for the night. Their surprise visit by Onnescu's native "hoodlums' had made Trent reluctant to
spend much time outside in the dark until held learned allittle more about what kind of nocturna animas
might live around here. He made sure the air vents were open so they would have fresh air, and latched
the door tight.

They folded the table down and made the bed, using the seat backs and bottoms for their mattress,
but not long after they crawled in, Donna sat up and said, "I can't deep. I'm too close to figuring out how
to do the math." She reached for the computer, but Trent pulled her back down.

"Giveit up for today. The problem will ill be therein the morning. Y ou'll be fresher at it tomorrow
ayway."

"But | can't deep. I've got dl these numbers running around in my head.”

"Like what? Seventeen? Forty-two?"'

"Five hundred and thirty-seven thousand.”

"That'salot of number to be runnin' loose. Why don't you round down to half amillion and then
forget the zeroes? Doesn't seem like near as much then.”

She poked himinthe sde. "All right, smarty pants. But if the answer comesto mein adream, it's
going to be off by thirty-seven thousand kilometers an hour. Who knows how many light-years avay
from homethat'll leave us."

"Close enough for the navigation program to recognize the stars,” Trent said. "Go to deep.”

“I'll try."

Shelaid her head on his chest and he put hisarms around her, but after afew minutes he redized he
was just as wide awake as she was. He had numbers running around in his head, too. His were kilowatts
instead of kilometers, but they were just asinsistent. How was he going to generate enough power to
recharge the batteries?
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There were no windowsin the camper. The three round moons of the air vents provided the only
path for daylight to shinein, and with the mountain blocking their view to the east and the tree overhead,
there wasn't any morning light to speak of, either. Just apae glow from the sdes and overhead. Trent
had no idea how long held dept, but it felt like aweek, and he could have done another if his bladder
hadn't ingsted herise.

He stepped outside to find the sky gray and rain misting down slently in the meadow. The air was
chilly, but not cold enough that he could see his bresth. The ground was ill dry under the tree. He went
around to the other side to pee, but he hadn't brought his armor, so he didn't venture beyond the edge of
its canopy. There was no evidence of birds overhead today, but those blue-gray scales of theirswould
blend in perfectly with clouds, and he wasn't willing to find out the hard way that they hunted in therain.

Theair smelled wonderful. Either the tree or the ground cover out in the meadow was giving off a
new aromanow that it was wet; acrigp, minty scent that made up for the gray light and therain.

Trent was about to go back to the camper and fix breakfast when he noticed a dark gray shape
moving across the upper end of the meadow. It was hard to make out detail through the mist, but it
looked like it was about the size of an ek, and it moved on four legs. Its head was big compared to its
body, like abuffalo, and its back seemed segmented rather than furry. Wasit armor plated? Trent
backed away dow and easy, went around to the far side of the pickup to open the door and get out the
binoculars, and |eft the door open while he leaned on the hood and focused on the new animal.

It was definitely armored. Big overlapping plates of bone or horn or some such covered its head
and back. Itslegs were thick and stumpy to support al that weight. That nixed thefirst ideathat had
cometo mind: shoot it for the meat and for the full-body suit of armor. It might provide more complete
protection from cupids than the stuff he had made yesterday, but not if he couldn't carry it.

Trent watched the anima stump aong, bending down every few stepsto eat amouthful of the low,
leafy plantsthat covered the ground. It came to abush and stripped half the leaves off that, too, by
closng its mouth around one branch at atime and diding it upward.

He heard soft footsteps behind him, and Donnawhispered, “"What do you see?!

"Looksalittle like abuffa oceras,” Trent whispered back. He handed her the binoculars and
pointed.

He would have sworn their voices couldn't be heard more than afew feet away, but the animal
raised its head and looked straight at them for afew seconds before turning back to denude another
bush.

"It'shuge,”" Donnawhispered.

"Yeah. Glad it's a plant-eater."

It was getting harder to see. Part of that was becauseit blended in with the bushes, but the rain was
starting to come down harder, too. It had been just a soft mist before, but now they could hear it
pattering on the leaves overhead. A few drops were making it through now. Trent looked at his
woodpile, then out at the sky. It didn't look like it was going to stop raining anytime soon. He didn't redly
want afire at the moment, but by nightfal they might, so he went into the camper and got their blue
plastic tarp and threw it over the wood, weighing the corners down with logs so it wouldn't blow away.
The buffaoceros paid him no attention; just wandered off into the mist.

They had breskfast, finishing what was | ft of the orange juice and eating cered with powdered milk
recongtituted with bottled water. If they started afire tonight, Trent figured they could boil some stream
water to make some hot chocolate or something. That would be agood first test of the local food supply.

After breakfast, they turned the bed into atable again. Donnagot out the computer and went back
to work on figuring out where they were. Trent sat beside her and read with her for awhile, but he



quickly became snowed by al the talk of square roots and inverse squares and gravitationa constants.
Hetried to ignore the formulas and just follow the basic logic of the text, but when it came to figuring out
the area swept out in apartia arc around acircle, it was nothing but formulas. "Hell," he said at lagt, "they
say herethat pi are square, but any fool knows that pies are round. Cornbread are square.”

Donnagave him asideways grin. "Go find something to do,” she said, "before | have to hurt you."

"Yes, maam." He put on hisraincoat and his helmet and shoulder guards over that, then strapped
on the pistol under hisraincoat snce he didn't want to carry theriflein therain, and went outside.

It was raining harder now, a steady downpour that hissed against the leaves overhead and puddled
up in the low spots out in the meadow. The stream had risen, and was churning loudly over the rocks.
One would occasionaly shift in the current, making adeep clunk that he felt as much as heard. He was
glad he hadn't put his beer in there; it would be halfway to the ocean by now if he had. He stood on the
bank and watched the water rush past for afew minutes, trying to decide whether or not it would
overflow the banks. If it did, the truck could wind up hafway to the ocean, too. There was probably
enough juice in the batteries to drive across the meadow, but the minute Trent tried to climb adope, that
would be the end of their charge. There was no direction but down for the pickup anymore, and there
wasn't much downhill Ieft. Maybe a couple hundred feet, totd, before they |eft the mountains behind for
good, but there was alot of uphill and alot of bushesto go around even on the downhill stretches
between here and there.

Too bad. Coasting downhill was the one time when the pickup's whed motors generated electricity
rather than burned it. Trent got an image of one way he could recharge the batteries. He could dismantle
the pickup, carry it to the top of the mountain piece by piece, put it together again, and coast to the
bottom. If he cleared aroad straight down, he wouldn't even use up any battery power going around
obstacles. He would gain akilowatt-hour or so with every trip. That meant hewould only haveto doit . .
. what, a couple of hundred times? Piece of cake. He could probably haveit done by the time the kids
were ready for college.

That set him thinking, though. Coasting downhill wasn't the only way to rotate awhed. He could
take off atire and put a crank on the hub and save himsdlf alot of climbing. He wondered how much
power he could generate by hand?

He had no idea, but the computer might. He went back to the camper and leaned in the door. "Hey,
doesthe encyclopediain that thing have converson tablesfor caoriesto kilowatts?"

"What?' Donnalooked up, puzzled, her face lit by the blue glow of the computer screen.

"I want to know how many kilowatts| can generate turning acrank."

"Turning acrank?'

"Or pedds. That might work better.”

"For what?'

"Generating power using one of the whed motorsin brake mode.”

"Oh. All right. Let me seewhat | can find." She set to work with asmile, happy to be doing
something else for awhile, and within just afew minutes she had an answer. " A thousand calories
convertsto just over akilowatt-hour. And it says here that the human body burns two to five thousand
caoriesaday, depending on how hard you'reworking. Soif you're putting out five, minusthe two it
takes just to keep you alive, that gives you about three thousand calories going into the crank, so you can
do three kilowatt-hours aday."

And that was assuming a hundred percent efficiency, in both him and in the generator. "I think I'd do
better hauling the truck uphill in pieces" he said.

"Huh?'

"Long story. Never mind." He went back outside and watched the rain come down.

He was on theright track, though. The whedl motors were aready designed to generate eectricity
aswdl asuseit. Thetrick wasto find something else to spin them. Harness one of those buffaoceros
guys? They could probably put out at least a horsepower. But Trent doubted they would break to



harnessvery wdll, and even if they did, the motor needed to spinfairly fast to have any efficiency at dl.

A windmill? That could work, except that down here in the valley there hadn't been much wind yet.
The storm had blown in without gtirring much more than a breeze.

Another rock tumbled aong the stream bed. Trent felt the hollow thuds asit banged itsway to a
stable spot. There was plenty of energy there, if he could just harnessiit.

He looked upstream to where held found the little waterfall above the bathing pool. A four-foot
drop could turn awaterwhed. It probably wouldn't have awhole lot more power behind it than him
turning acrank, but it would be non-stop.

Hetried to visudize how it could work. The smplest way would be to set the motor right out over
the pool next to the waterfall, so the water could flow past the edge of the tire. He could tietin cans or
something to thetire to catch the water so its weight would turn the whedl. But how could he suspend the
motor over the pool? It weighed at least a hundred pounds, a hundred and fifty with thetire.

Run a couple of logs across from bank to bank? The far bank was about the right height, but the
one on this side was too high. He would have to dig down three feet to reach the right level. And besides,
how could he get the whed to rotate with the logsin the way? He would have to separate them wider
than the tire and build a platform to set the motor on so thetire could spin between the two logs. That
meant one of the logs would have to go in behind the waterfall, and there wasn't room for that, so he
would haveto dig out a space for it, and that was rock rather than dirt back there.

Or he could build aflume, but that would probably bejust asdifficult. It was starting to look like
more work than turning a crank. Okay, try again. Imagine holding the motor out over the pool in his
hands. He wouldn't need to stick hisfingers out past the tire; why couldn't he do that with the logs? Just
stick them out from the far bank and tie the motor to their ends. Thetire would be freeto spin, and he
wouldn't haveto build aplatform or dig out behind the waterfal or anything.

He could fed hisheart starting to speed up. This could work! Arrow treesweretal and straight,
and if they were as fiff asthe arrows themsdves, then two of them would easily hold the motor's weight
without bending. He could pile rocks on the other ends to keep them from tipping into the pool. He
would have to dismount the pickup's batteries and set them close enough to the motor's control box to
hook them up to itsleads, but he could do that easy enough.

He could do it. He went back into the camper and said, "I'vefigured it out. I'm building a
waterwhed ."

Donnalooked up from the computer. "A waterwhed ?"

Hetold her his plan, talking too fast and tripping over histongue in his excitement, and he forced
himsdlf to dow down and take it step by step. She started nodding as she redlized how it could work.
"That'sgreat,” she said, but she wasn't smiling.

Trent could read her moods like abillboard. "What's wrong?"' he asked.

"Nothing."

"Yeeh, right. Out withiit."

Shelooked at the computer screen for asecond, then back at him. ™Y ou've figured out how to fix
our spaceship, but | still haven't figured out wherewe are.”

He shook off therain from hisjacket and went insgde to St across from her. "Hey, you'll getit. And
if you don't, well find Earth by trid and error. We can charge the batteries and go hunting for it, and if we
don't find it thefirgt time we can come right back here and try again.”

"Oh, sure," she said. "Do you have any ideahow big the galaxy is? It's a hundred thousand
light-years across. The volume of space that the computer will recognize is about four hundred
light-years across. We could search at random forever and never hit it."

"We don't have to search at random. We know Earth is about thirty thousand light-years from the
center of the galaxy, o we can go to the core, then jump outward thirty thousand light-years and work
our way around the galaxy until we hit something we recognize.”

"That's fill ahuge amount of space to search. And thirty thousand is an awfully even number. Glory



probably rounded it off so she didn't sound like Spock. If the actua distance isthirty thousand and a half,
wed never find what we were looking for."

"Yeah, dl right, but till. We can narrow it down alot.”

"And | could pinpoint it if | wasjust smarter!”

Hetook her handsin his. "Y ou're the smartest person on the planet, babe. If anybody can pinpoint
it, you can."

"But | can't! That'swhat I'm trying to tell you. I've been staring at this damned orbita mechanics
textbook for hours now, and it's not making any sense. If we went straight out from the center of the
gaaxy, and if the galaxy wasrotating like asolid disk instead of afluid, then maybe | could figure out
how far we went, but the galaxy isn't solid, and if wewent a an angle acrossit | couldn't figure out where
we went even if it was"

"We know what direction we went, don't we?" he asked.

"What?"

"We have the webcam'simages of the stars after every jump, and we know what direction we
intended to go every time, right? So like we figured before, unless there was an aming error aswell asa
distance error, we know what direction we went, and we know what directiontoamtoundoit al. All
were missing isthe distance of the one big jump.”

Even with the door open, not much daylight made it into the camper. Donnas face waslit mostly by
the computer screen, and its blue glow made her 1ook icy cold. She pulled her hands away. "That's all
we're missang? Hey, that makes everything better. That'swhat I'm trying to figure out, dumb shit!"

"Andyoull get it! Don't worry."

"Don't worry. That's easy for you to say. Y ou've solved your problem.”

"Wdll, excuse me! I'm sorry I'm so goddamned smart.” He got up and ssomped the two stepsto the
door, but when he stopped and turned around for one last retort and saw her sitting there in the dim light,
he took the two steps back and sat down across from her again.

"I'msorry," hesaid. "l didn't mean that."

"Sureyou didn't," shesaid sullenly.

"Look, if | was smart, | wouldn't have pissed you off, now, would I?1 mean, it stands to reason.

Y ou're my honey bunny ducky downy sweetie chicken pieli'l everlovin' jely bean. | pissyou off, and it's
no sex for me."

"Oh, that'sflattering.”

"Butit'sflawlessreasoning.”

"You'retrying to use alogica argument to convince me you're not smart?"

"How'm | doing?"

"Well, it is about the dumbest thing I've heard you say dl day."

"| could start praising President Stevenson.”

"That's not necessary," she said quickly. ™Y ou do that, and I'd just have to put you out of your
misery." Shewastrying not to smile, but it looked like she might lose that battle pretty soon.

"How 'bout if | quote him?'Space travel is bad for business. It'll just encourage people to skip out
on their debts, like the government does.™

"Hedidn't say that."

"Sure hedid. Hejust didn't use those words."

She pursed her lips, and finally cracked asmile, but it vanished asfast asit came. "Nicetry, but |
dill can't figure out wherewe are."

He shrugged. "We don't have to do it today. It'll be a couple of weeks before the batteries are
charged. Maybe I'll have another brainstorm before then. Or maybe you will."

"Fat chance."

"Y ou never know. In the meantime, come help me cut down a couple of trees.”
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Arrow trees were tough. The wood was fibrous, and the saw kept binding. Worse, every time they
jarred it, it dropped arrows. Donna kept an eye trained upward and called out awarning when one cut
loose, but Trent was getting tired of jumping back every time he bound the saw blade. Plushewas
gtarting to swesat under his raincoat.

"There's got to be a better way," he said, pausing for breath.

"We could throw rocks at the branches and knock down al the ones that are ready to come loose,"
sad Donna

Helooked up at the tuft of greenery at thetop of thetree. It wasforty feet up, at least. He could
pitch afew rocksthat far, but not many, and not accurately. He could shoot any individua branch he
wanted with therifle, but the bullet would go right through it. Donnawas on the right track, though. What
they needed to do was jar the whole tree with agood, solid jolt, and shake down al the loose branches
at once.

Therewere acouple of big logsin the stream bed. They were from the leafy kind of tree, al twisty
and not much use for suspending amotor over the stream, but one of them might work asacrude
battering ram. Trent had to dosh out into the water to reach them, but it didn't matter; his boots were
aready soaked from walking around in the rain and from fording the stream anyway. He cut off the small
end of the closest log, leaving about eight feet of log about the size of histhigh, which he and Donna
dragged up the bank to the arrow tree.

"Okay," Trent said when they had gotten into position about ten feet from the tree. "We run toward
it, hit it with thelog, let go, and keep running. I'm going to go straight through, but | think you should
swing wide and go to the side. Y ou'll get out from under the tree faster that way. And watch you don't
drop thelog on your feet."

"Right," said Donna
Trent took the front end, and Donna lifted the back. "Hit, drop, and run," Trent said. "Ready?"
"Yesh"

"On the count of three. One.. . . two. . . three." He started toward the tree, wobbling alittle under
the weight, then caught his stride and rammed the log hard into the trunk. It rebounded and helet it go,
continuing on past and shouting "Run! Run!™

He heard a patter of arrows hitting the ground behind him, and one clanked off hishelmet, but then
he was out of range. He turned to make sure Donnawas okay, too, and saw her gill running.

"You're clear!" he shouted. She dowed to a stop and turned around.

It looked like a miniature forest under the tree. At least two dozen arrows had come down, all but
two or three sticking point-first in the ground. Trent pulled them up and tossed them in a pile off to the
sde, then picked up Donnas end of the big branch and dragged it out into the open again. "One more
time?' he asked.

Donnasaid, "Sure," and picked up her end. He lifted his, and on the count of three they did it again.

Three more arrows came down. Trent tossed them aside with the others and was trying to decide
whether or not to give it one more whack when he heard a snort off to the side and looked up to see the
buffa oceras lumbering straight toward him.

"Jesus, get in the camper!" he yedlled to Donna. She turned and ran, but she had to cross the stream
to get there, and it was too wide to legp. The buffaloceros saw her movement and started toward her
while she was picking her way acrossthe dick stones, but Trent stepped out in front of it and waved his



arms, shouting "Hey! Hey you! Over here.”

The buffaloceros turned toward him, lowered its head, and charged. He backpedaled asfast ashe
could, putting the trunk of the arrow tree between it and him, but the creature didn't seem to see the tree.
It crashed headlong into the trunk, shaking it way harder than Trent and Donnahad with their log. It
staggered back astep just asahail of arrows glanced off its armored back. A couple whacked into
Trent's helmet and shoulder guards, too, and one tore a hot streak down the side of hisleft leg.

"Ow!" heydled, dancing back out of the way, but the buffal oceros came after him, sidestepping the
treethistime. Trent knew he would never make it across the stream before it caught him, and he didn't
want thisthing ramming the camper anyway, so he picked another arrow tree and sprinted for it, his
helmet tilting askew and his shoulder guards flapping up and down as he ran. He heard Donna screaming
from the other side of the stream and heard hoof-beats thundering just behind him, and he poured
everything he had into the last few steps between him and the tree. He didn't even dow down; just
dodged past and prayed that the buffal oceros wouldn't see this one, either.

It didn't. Apparently it only saw things when they moved. It smacked thistree at full-tilt, too,
bringing down another rain of arrows. Trent was aready out from under it and halfway to the next tree
beyond; heranto it and skidded to a stop behind the trunk while the beast was till shaking its head from
the impact.

It looked around, stupefied, obvioudy wondering where Trent had gone. It didn't seem any worse
for wear. That armored forehead was apparently good for more than just arrows.

Trent held perfectly still whileit turned its head from side to Sde. Donnawas across the stream now
and running for the pickup, and her footsteps drew its attention, but the moment it looked away from
Trent he picked up two rocks and tossed one at the thing's Side.

It bellowed loudly and whirled around, just as Trent tossed his other rock into the bushesto his|eft.
Either the motion or the sound of the rock hitting branches was enough to st it off, and it charged into
the brush, scattering twigs and leaves everywhere. Trent picked up another couple of rocks and tossed
them out ahead of it, beyond the bushes, and it continued onward, chasing the sound.

It kept running even after it passed the last rock. Trent listened to its hoofbests receding into the
forest, and when he was sure the creature could no longer see or hear him, he walked back to the tree he
and Donna had been working on.

She came back from the pickup carrying therifle. "Are you okay?"' she asked.

"Yeah. It didn't get me."

"Something did.”

"Where?'

"Yourleg."

Ohyeah. He hadn't even felt it after theinitid sting, but he looked down at hisleft calf and saw arip
acoupleincheslong in his pants, and blood welling up from a cut beneath that. Now it hurt.

He sopped up the blood with his pantleg and had alook at the cut. Not very deep. It was more of a
scratch than acut, probably from the rough sides of the arrow. "1t be dl right,”" he said. He looked back
toward where the buffal oceros had gone. "I guess now we know how to call one of those guysif we ever
want to. They must like to butt heads like bighorn sheep.”

"It's probably mating season,” Donna said.

Trent nodded. "I hope one of ‘em doesn't mistake the pickup for afemae.”

He reached for his camp saw, then swore when he noticed what had happened to it. HEd laid it
next to the pile of arrows while he and Donna had been using the log for a battering ram, but the
buffaloceros had run right acrossit in its charge, and the last three inches of it were bent. 1t was the bow,
not the blade, that had taken the brunt of the weight, so at least the blade hadn't snapped, but Trent had
to go back to the pickup and pound the bow into shape again. He did it inside the camper with the door
closed, setting the flashlight on the counter so he could see and hammering against a chunk of firewood
with atowel between it and the floor so he wouldn't attract another buffal oceros.



When he got back to the tree, Donna had cleaned up al the arrows that had fallen around its base.
They made quite a stack. Trent would have to build alongbow and see how they worked for hunting.

That was aproject for later. He had awaterwhed to build today. He bent down to the cut hed
sarted and took afew light strokes with the saw, testing hisrepairs before he put hisweight into it. It
seemed strong enough, so he started sawing in earnest, and Donnadidn't call out awarning even when
the blade bound afew strokes later.

"| think every branch that's loose enough to come down this year probably did it dready,” he said
as he continued to saw. "That thing redlly smacked thistree.”

"It must have ahead like arock,” Donnasaid.

"Well, that's about how smart it seemed.”

Trent finished the wedge, then went around to the other side and started in on the back-cut. He
planned to drop the tree uphill parale to the stream so he could cut off the top and pull it downhill when
he swung it out over the waterfal. He kept his eye on both sdes of his cut, making sure he was leaving an
even amount of wood to act asahinge when it started to fal. He had to cut to within ahaf inch or so
before it teetered, then he removed the saw and gave the tree agood push. It held for asecond, then let
go with agroan and a pop, tipping right toward where he'd intended it to land. The top made aloud
swoosh asit fanned down through the air, then the trunk thumped to the ground with a deep, bass boom.
Arrowsflew every which way when the tuft at the top dapped down, rattling down like pick-up sticks.

"Let's get under cover for afew minutesin casethat guy comes back to investigate,” Trent said,
leading the way to one of the leafy trees, where they could climb up inits branchesif they had to get out
of theway. They leaned up againgt itstrunk in the relaive dryness beneath its canopy and watched the
rain come down.

"Thanks" Donnasaid after aminute or so.

"For what?'

"For gettin' me away from that damned computer for awhile.”

He nodded. "It was definitely eatin’ on you.” He put hisarm around her and pulled her up against
him. "Tell you the truth, right now | don't careif we ever do get home. Weve got food and water and
shelter, and in aweek or two well have power enough to drive around if we need to, and the fridge will
work again and we can cook on the stove if we want. A person can't realy ask for much more than that.”

"Not for the moment, anyway," Donna admitted.

"Not ever," Trent said. "Anything moreisjust luxury. Hell, the pickup and the stove and the
refrigerator are luxury. We could probably get by with atent and a pocket knifeif weredly had to."

"And acondom and awedding ring," Donnasaid playfully.

"Don't need that with al these arrows layin' around.” Hetilted his head back and looked up into the
leaves overhead. They made a kaleiddoscope of green and gray againgt the ky. "Lifeisred here. It'sall
0. .. immediate. Rain and rocks and trees and streams. We go home and we're going to be right back
inthe middle of al the crap we weretryin' to get away from, only worse because we can't just go on livin'
the way we were now that we know what our government is redlly doing to people.”

Donnashifted uncomfortably. "What can we do, though? We'd make pathetic revol utionaries. Y ou
could probably nate the president if you put your mind to it, but that wouldn't op anything. Y ou'd
have to knock off everyone down to the White House janitor before you got areplacement president
who wouldn't just keep the same system in place.”

"Killing people ain't the way to make the world a better place,” Trent said. "That's the kind of
thinkin' that got the country in the messit'sin.”

"What, then?"

"I don't know. That'swhy I'm kind of happy just to hang out herefor awhile.”

Neither one of them had much to say after that. They waited afew more minutes, and when the
buffaoceros till hadn't returned they went back out to the downed tree and lopped itstop off. They
moved over to the second tree that the buffa oceros had head-butted, dropped that one uphill, too, and



cut it to the same length asthefirst one. Then they shoved them both out over the pool below the
waterfal, making sure they stuck out just far enough to mount the motor on. There was enough length left
on the bank to hold them in place while they hauled rocks up from the stream bed to weigh them down.

That was an dl-day job right there. It took alot of rocksto hold the logs down under the kind of
weight the motor and atire would put on the free ends. Trent tested their progress from time to time by
walking out on the span over the water, edging out afew inches a atime until the logs Sarted to
overbaance.

"Dont you go fdlingin,” Donnatold him. "It'stoo damned cold today to get wet."

Trent was dready pretty well soaked from rain and sweet, but he didn't want to fal into the pool
either. Fortunately the logs were as non-skid as sandpaper from the little pockets where arrow-branches
had broken free. He couldn't have dipped if he'd wanted to.

They broke for lunch, hauling an armload of arrows down to the camper on their way, then after
they'd eaten the last of the ham sandwiches and chased them with a beer, Donna sat down at the table
with the computer again while Trent went outside and piled more rocks on the logs. He didn't give her
any trouble about it thistime. She did have to spend sometime at it if she was going to make any
progress.

It took another couple hours of rock-hauling to make the counterweight heavy enough to support
the motor. It would have been easier if the stream wasn't running high, but Trent had to scrounge his
rocks from the upper bank, and his supply grew steedily farther away as he worked. At last he called it
good, and went back to the pickup to remove the motor.

The ground was soaking wet, even benegth the tree. He considered waiting for the rainstorm to
blow over, but thisfelt like the kind of rain that could go on for days, and he knew he would go nuts with
anticipation if he couldn't test hisidea before the day was out. So he took the tarp off the woodpile and
laid it on the ground in front of the left rear whed and did under the pickup with histoolsto begin
removing thewhed, motor and dl.

It wasnt dl that difficult. The motor was mounted to a couple of swing armsthat kept it horizontal
throughout the suspension's range of travel, and the disk brake and the tire were both mounted to the
same hub at the end of the axle that stuck out of the motor. He jacked up the truck to take the weight off
it, supporting the jack on aflat rock scrounged from an outcrop at the head of the meadow and backing
it up with alength of firewood wedged in next to it, then he smply loosened the bolts on the swing arms
until the motor camefree.

He left the tire mounted so it would support part of the motor'sweight. That way he could move it
by just lifting the other end of the motor and rolling the whole works aong, but he didn't put it out on the
logs yet. He till needed to figure out what to do for paddles, so the water would actudly turn the whed .

He had plenty of arrows. He supposed he could tie abunch of them to the sides of thetire so the
ends stuck out past the tread, and then tie beer cans with the tops cut off to the ends of the arrows. They
wouldn't hold much water, though, and when the motor wasin braking mode, it would resist turning
pretty hard. He would probably need something that held more water, like hollowed-out chunks of 1og.
That would probably provide enough resistance, but it would be alot of work to hollow them out. He
needed something that was hollow aready, and would hold some serious water.

A dozen do-mo shellswould do it, but the rising water had washed all the debris off the gravel bar
where held gotten his helmet, and there weren't any more dead ones in the meadow. There weren't any
live onesthere today, either. They must not like flopping through mud. He would have to go out hunting
for themtofind any at all, live or dead.

Theideaof killing adozen animasjust to provide scoopsfor hiswaterwhed wasn't dl that
appedling, ether. He decided he would rather walk down the valey aways, following the stream and
checking out any open ground he found aong theway. It might even be easier to find what he needed
today than on adry day. Any do-mos he found out in the open today were most likely going to be dead
aready, 0 at least he wouldn't have to keep flipping them over like he had done yesterday.



He had taken off hisarmor while he was under the truck. Now he put it on again and stuck hishead
ingde the camper. "I'm going for awak downstream to look for empty do-mo shells. Back in an hour or
two."

Donna had wrapped hersdf up in ablanket, but with the blue light from the screen on her face, she
looked cold even so. Shelooked up and said, "Okay. Taketherifle."

"It'stoo rainy to be carryin' that around. I've got the pistal; that'll do."

"All right. Be careful.”

He needed something to carry the empty shellsin, assuming he found any. Hetried to think what
would work, but the only big container they had in the camper was afive-gallon water bucket, and that
would only carry three or four do-mo shells. They had some plastic garbage bags, but those probably
wouldn't hold up to theweight. They didn't have aduffel bag or alaundry bag or anything like that. It was
garting to sink in just how little equipment they did have, way out here in the ass end of nowhere.

They had atarp. He could throw whatever he found in the middle of that and gather the endsto
make asack. That would have to do. He pulled it out from under the pickup, folded it as small asit
would go, and set off to see what he could find downstream.
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The days were definitely longer here. He had hauled rocks for a couple of hours dter lunch, and
spent at least two more hours taking the wheel motor off the pickup, but the sky was till asbright as
ever. That wasn't al too bright today, but the gray didn't have that soon-to-be-dark cast to it that it got at
theend of aday. Trent told himsaf hewould turn around at the first Sign of darkness, or at the end of an
hour, whichever camefirgt. He didn't think held forget; he was dready growing hungry. They might have
to Sart eating four mealsaday if they stayed herefor long.

The stream was nearly twice as big now asit had been yesterday. He could hear rocks banging
aong in the current nearly continuoudy. Chunks of wood sailed past, bobbing over rapids and swirling
around in the pools. He kept his eye out for passing hemets, but none came adong while he was looking.

He did find one at the edge of the bank just ahundred yards or so downstream from camp. He
picked it up and looked at the bottom, saw that it was till intact, and set it back down, telling himsdlf he
would pick it up on hisway back if it hadn't moved by then.

His boots squelched with every step. He stopped long enough to pour the water out and wring his
socks dry, but within twenty minutes he was squelching again. The ground was o wet, he might aswell
have been walking in the creek.

The forest wasn't as dense as a mountain forest on Earth. There were wide swaths of open ground
between trees, giving Trent agood view of thewhole valley as he waked. He zigzagged between
hel met-shaped rocks, finding a couple of empty shells and quite afew actua stones, plus a couple of
dill-living do-mosthat were just weathering out the storm on patches of rlatively dry ground. That gave
him the idea of looking up on the dopes, where he found alot more live ones, but none dead. Apparently
sck ones or old ones flopped downhill rather than uphill with their last effort.

He went back to the stream and started scanning the bends for logjams. That's where the shell he
was using for ahelmet had come from; it stood to reason that there would be more of them in Smilar
places, if he could just find one that hadn't washed out.

He kept checking the sky for cupids, too, but he hadn't seen any all day. If they didn't hunt in the
rain, they were going to be hungry when the weather broke; he would have to remember to keep an even
closer watch then.



Hedidn't spot any more buffaloceros, ether. Even thing seemed to be hunkering down, waiting for
better weether. After awhile, just for the sake of science, Trent crept up to abig clump of bushesand
started poking around under it with an arrow, and he scared out haf adozen different kinds of lizards
and rodents and even a bird. Thisonewas alot smadler than acupid, with bright yellow scales under its
wings that flashed like strobe lights asit fluttered off through the rain toward another bush.

There seemed to be plenty of small game around, and if the buffaloceros they'd seen wasn't the only
one of itskind, then there was big game, too, but he wasn't finding any predators other than cupids. That
wasn't necessarily abad thing from his point of view, but ecologically it didn't make awholelot of sense.
Where there was afood supply, you would expect something to evolveto edt it. Unlessthe armor to
keep them safe from cupids cut too heavily into their ability to hunt. That would make cupidsthe top
predator in the food chain, but there didn't seem to be enough of them for that.

The more he thought about it, the more the back of his neck began to tingle. Were there wolves out
therein the migt, dinking aong from tree to tree just out of sight, pacing him until they were ready to
attack? Or was there some kind of Jekyll/Hyde thing going on with the do-mos, and they would suddenly
sprout teeth and legs and swarm down upon him by the thousands? It seemed unlikely, but people were
finding crazy ecologiesal over the gaaxy, and not aways returning hometo tell thetale.

Hetold himself he wasjust being paranoid, but al the same he began flinching at every sound, and
making 360-degree sweeps of his surroundings every few hundred feet. The two do-mo shellsthat he
had collected so far seemed awfully light booty to berisking hislife for, except that he needed themif he
and Donnawere ever going to get back home.

At last he came upon alogjam that hadn't been swept away by therisng water, and thereiniitslee
were eight do-mo shells. Two of them were pretty badly decomposed, but Trent fished them out and
tossed them in histarp anyway. Maybe he could seal them up with duct tape well enough to make them
work.

That onewindfall brought histotal up to ten shells, which made him fed alot better about his
expedition. He considered going on to look for another logjam, but the back of his neck was till tingling,
and he was starting to wonder just how many shells he needed, anyway. Twelve would be easiest to
mount, because they would be straight across from one another at the points of two hexagons, but he
could make do with ten if he had to. It wasn't like the watershed had to be perfectly balanced.

He dung thetarp full of shellsover his shoulder like Santa Claus with his sack and started upstream
again. At least he didn't have to worry about getting lost. There weren't any forksin the stream; if hejust
followed it uphill, hewould eventudly run into the pickup.

He heard arustle of leaves behind him and turned, expecting to see nothing like the last hundred
times, but there was aflash of motion in atree maybe thirty feet away, and abig cat dropped off one of
the low-hanging branches. At least it looked like a cat in the body; long and dender on four supplelegs,
with asinuoustall at least three feet long lashing back and forth behind it. Its head was more like ahuge
rat's, with along snout full of teeth and two beady little eyes set close together aboveit. Itsearswere big
for itssize, and rounded, like Mickey Mouse ears, but there was nothing funny about the way it moved.
It wasn't attacking, but it was definitely advancing on him, completely unconcerned that he could seeit.

Why now? he wondered. If thisthing had been stalking him, as he suspected it had, why had it
chosen now to reved itsef? Maybe because it thought he had aready spotted it? He had just reversed
direction.

He dropped the tarp and pulled the pistol from beneath hisrain jacket. His hands were cold and
wet, but he made sure he had agood grip and held the gun steady with hisleft under hisright while he
cocked the hammer.

"Stop," he said, but there was no volumein hisvoice. He cleared histhroat and said again, " Stop
right there.

The creature did, but only for asecond. It tilted its head to the Side in obvious puzzlement, then
growled adeep, amost subsonic rumble and took another step closer.



"Stop!" Trent hollered, but thistimeit ignored him.

This cresture was at least as heavy ashim, and all muscle and teeth. If helet it get close enough to
pounce, he was dead. He had no ideawhether or not it was intelligent, or whether he could kill it with a
A5 pigtal, but he was rapidly running out of options.

Thetarp had spilled its contents when he dropped it. One of the do-mo shells had rolled right next
to hisfeet, baancing upside down on its rounded top. Without stopping to think about it, Trent got atoe
under the shell and lofted it a the advancing cat, then kicked another to tumble along the ground toward
it whilethefirs was dill in the air. He bent down and grabbed another in hisleft hand, hurling it
awkwardly after thefirst two, but it wasn't necessary. The creature had aready turned and fled back to
itstree, leaping up the trunk and disappearing into its canopy asif it had never been there,

Trent's hands were shaking so bad he didn't trust himself to lower the hammer on the .45 without
dipping and firing it by mistake. Hejust did it into the holster, then retrieved the do-mo shells, keeping a
wary eye on thetree as he did. The shellsdl had the same chewed-out hole in the bottom that the ones
he had turned into helmets did, and now he thought he knew where those holes had come from. Those
rodent teeth would be great for gnawing through ashell.

If that's all the rat-cat ate, then it wouldn't have to be so deek and fast. Trent bet it ate its share of
lizards and rodents and whatever else there was around here, too. It might even go for buffalocerosif it
hunted in packs. Trent didn't know if it had been serioudy consdering him asfood or if it was just
curious, but he didn't want to find out the hard way.

He steered wide around the leafy trees on hisway back to camp, imagining catsin every one and
hearing them with every noise. The stream suddenly became aliability aswell asaguide, becausethe
closer hewaked to it, the moreits rush of water masked any sounds that might warn him of another
attack.

It was along walk back, and much steeper than he had remembered it. He found the do-mo he had
left by the bank till in the same spot, so he picked it up and added it to his collection, but this one was
gill full evenif it was dead, and it made the bag alot heavier. By thetime hefindly saw the camper he
was out of breath and sweating like ahorse, but he called out to Donna as soon as he got within shouting
range, "Hey, are you okay in there?'

She didn't answer. Fearing the worst, he dropped the tarp full of shellsand sprinted the last few
hundred feet to the pickup, his shoulder-guards dipping around and flailing at his chest and back ashe
ran. He stuck his head ingde the door, but it was too dark inside for him to see anything. "Donna?’ he
sad. "Donnal™

"Mmmm?' shesaid deepily.

"Areyou okay?"

"Hmm?' He heard her move, then she said, "Holy shit, what happened to you!™

"Nothing. | just ... | wasjust running. You'redl right?'

"Yeah. | guess| must have falen adeep.” She tapped the computers keyboard and the screen lit up.
It had gone to deep, too. "Did you find what you were looking for?"

"Morethan that. | found this planet's equivaent of amountain lion. They hang out in trees™ He
backed out of the camper and looked up into the canopy of the one overhead, but he didn't see anything
but leaves and branches up there.

Donnadidn't like hisnews. "A mountain lion! Jesus. That'sal we need.”

Trent said, "It ran off when | threw stuff at it, so | don't think it was al that intent on gettin' me, but
we've got to keep our eyesout.” And of course they now had to worry about attack from above even
when they were under the trees. The shine was definitely coming off this particular apple.

He went back to the tarp and retrieved his do-mo shells, dropping them next to the whed hed
removed. He thought about setting to work cleaning them out and tying them onto thetire, but he was il
too jittery to work, and besides, his ssomach was growling worse than the cat.

Donnawas standing in the doorway with the blanket around her, shivering from the cold. And now



that he thought about it, it hadn't been just the lack of the computer screen to light up the camper that had
madeit so dark in there; it was starting to get darker outside, too.

"To hdl withthis" Trent said. "Weve got to get some hot food in us. I'll gart afire and we can
roast hot dogs or something.”

"Sounds good to me," Donna said.

Trent picked aspot alittle ways away from the truck, but still protected from the rain by the tree's
canopy, and stacked some kindling there. He would normally get some rocks and make afirering, but
the ground was so soaked that there was no real need, and he had thrown all the easy rocks on the
counterweight anyway. He got acouple of bigger logs ready to put on the kindling, then got some
matches from the camper and tried to light it.

The sticks wouldn't catch. They were soaked through, because he'd used the tarp for aground
cloth and acarrying sack dl afternoon. They sizzled and popped and even blackened alittle after the
fourth or fifth match, but he couldn't get aflame out of even thetiniest twig.

Hetried putting some paper underneath, and that burned merrily for afew seconds, but it didn't light
the kindling any better than the match had.

"Dammit," he said when the paper burned out. "That should have Sarted at least the little stuff.”

"Maybe the wood's green,” Donna said.

"It'sdriftwood."

"Maybe thiskind of wood doesn't burn, then.”

"Huh?' He looked up at her.

"It'sdien wood on an dien planet. Maybe it doesn't burn.”

"It'swood," he said. "It'sgot to burn." He crumpled up another piece of paper and stuck it
underneath the kindling, but it did no more good than the first one.

"All right," he said. "Maybe this stuff won't light, but theré'stwo kinds of tree. Let's see how arrows
burn." He picked up one from the pile they'd brought over from the treesthey'd cut down, digging to the
bottom to get the driest one he could find, then breaking it over his knee to expose the even drier wood
insde. It took a pretty good bend to make it snap, and when it did, it splintered into long fibers. Perfect.

Except it wouldn't light any better than the other stuff. Trent used up three more sheets of paper just
trying to get the toothpick-szed splinters at the endsto go, but no luck. They turned black like the other
twigs, but when Trent rubbed them with hisfingers he saw that the black wasjust soot from the paper.
The twigs hadn't even charred.

"Okay, timefor alittle chemical persuasion,” he said, standing up, but he stopped before he had
even taken a step toward the camper. He hadn't packed any charcoal or lighter fluid, because he hadn't
packed abarbecue. Too much weight. Neither he nor Donna smoked, so they didn't have a butane
lighter. Hetried to think what € se they might have that was flammable, but he came up blank. They didn't
even have acamp stove, because they had an entire camper with an electric soveinit. About the only
thing they had that was flammable was their clothing and bedding. There was the cabinetry, Trent
supposed, but they would have to be alot more desperate than they were now to start burning that.

"For thefirst time," he said, "l wish | had a gas-powered rig. At least gasolineis good for sartin'
fires"

Donnasaid, "How about booze? Alcohal burns, doesn't it?"

That was athought, but all he'd brought was a case of Budweiser. "We'd have to figure out some
way to didtill it out of beer," he said.

"Which requires hegt."

"Not to mention wasting good beer."

Donna squinted her eyes, obvioudy chasing down an eusive thought, but if she ever caught it, she
didn'tlet on.

"What?' Trent asked.



"Nothing. | was thinking about the sap that we got on our parachute, but we washed most of that

They had, but sinceit was water soluble, he doubted if it had been very flammable anyway. On the
other hand.. . . "We didn't wash out the shop towd. Let'stry that." He opened the driver's door and was
momentarily blinded by the dome light. He hadn't redlized how dark the day was getting. He squinted so
he wouldn't blow his night vision any worse than it dready was and fished around under the seat until he
found the shredded remains of the towel, then he closed the door and half felt hisway back to the
camp-fire. He nestled the towel under the little pile of kindling, then put amatch to it and leaned back.

Thetowel smoldered alittle, but didn't catch. Trent moved the match right under an orange spot,
but that didn't even smolder.

"Shit," he said. "Doesn't anything dien burn?'

"Wait aminutel” Donnasaid. "What about that stuff Katatal's husband gave us?'

They had never even opened the bottle. Trent wouldn't drink the stuff on a bet, not without finding
out what wasinit first, but he certainly didn't mind trying it asfire-darter.

"What the heck; let'sgiveit awhirl,” he said, rising to go get it, but Donnawas aready ahead of
him. She went into the camper and came back out amoment later with the bottle of green
whatever-it-was and one of their flashlights. She handed the light to Trent and struggled to open the
bottle.

"Dang, the cgp'son tight,” she said, handing it to Trent and taking the flashlight.

He gripped the cap hard and gave it agood twigt, but it didn't budge. It was atwigt-off, wasn't it?
"Here, givemealight onthis™" he said, holding it out so Donna could shinethe flashlight onit. The
flashlight was even brighter than the light in the cab, but he squinted and looked &t the cap. It wasjust a
black cylinder over the narrow neck of the bottle, but he was ableto tilt it so he could see up inside
through the glass, and there were threads. Something didn't look right about them, though, and after a
moment's thought he realized what it was.

"It'sleft-hand thread!" he said, twisting the other way, and the cap came off with aloud hiss.

"It's pressurized, too," Donna said.

Bubblesimmediately began forming inside, and foam started running over the top. Trent held the
bottle over the would-be fire and let it drip onto the kindling and the rag benesath it, then capped the
bottle again when he had enough to test whether or not it would burn. No sensewasting it if it didn't. Or
if it did, for that matter. Especidly if it did.

The odor was enough to tell him for sure he wouldn't be drinking the stuff, evenif it proved safe.
Didtilled garlic would have been sweet compared to the stench that came off the green foam. But that
was an encouraging sign, since anything that stinky had to have at |east one volatile component toit, and
volatile gasseswere generdly flammable.

He st the bottle on the ground behind him and rubbed his hands clean on the wet weeds underfoot,
then dried them off as best he could on his pant legs before striking another match. Donna held the
flashlight on the sticks while he stuck the match in toward them.

The stuff caught with awhoosh like rocket fuel. Trent snatched his hand back, but not before the
hair on hiswrist was singed. Flamesroared upward at |east three feet, burning bright blue al the way.
Thekindling szzled and hissed, turned black, then burst into flame on its own, adding ayellow tint to the
overdl fire. Trent felt the heet, way hotter than anorma campfire, againgt hisface and hands.

"Woo hoo!" hesaid. "That did it."

Donnaclicked off the flashlight and held out her handstoward thefire. "Don't et it go out.”

Thekindling was disappearing likeice on agtove. It didn't so much burn as mdlt, dripping down to
the wet ground in little rivers of fire that bubbled and hissed asthey continued to bathe the wood above
them in flame. Trent shoved a couple of inch-thick sticks onto the top of the pile, then set an even bigger
log on top of them. The kindling burned down until the flames were only afoot high, but they curled
around the new stuff and started it melting, too, adding itsliquid wood to the puddie of fudl.



"It'slike plagtic or something,” Donna said.

Trent wondered what kind of toxic fumesit was giving off. Plagtic fires on Earth were usually bad
news, but this stuff seemed to be burning clean, with hardly any smoke. And it put out enough hest that a
person could stand back aways. He wasn't sure about cooking mesat on astick over it, but they could
sure as hell put apot of water on and bail it.

He held his hands out and let them warm up for thefirst time in hours. Oh, yeah, that felt good.
Suddenly it was starting to look like amuch better day.
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They filled an auminum cook pot with water from the creek and hung it by awire from atripod
made of the longest arrows that Trent could find. He was afraid they might melt, too, the way the flames
came roaring up from the puddle of molten wood, but he learned how to damp the fire down with aflat
rock over part of the puddle before the arrows caught. He kept the end of alog sticking over the edge of
the rock, providing a constant drip to replenish the pool, and managed to keep afairly even firegoing
that way.

They got their folding camp chairs out of the pickup and settled in to soak up the heat. Donnagot a
box of macaroni and cheese out of the camper, and when the water started to boil, she threw the
macaroni in. Stirring it was atrick, until Trent duct-taped a spoon to the end of an arrow so they could
do it from adistance. The macaroni took longer to soften than the seven minutes the directions said it
would; probably the effect of lower ar pressure on the boiling temperature of water. It didn't matter; they
were content to just St and warm themsdlves by thefirewhileit boiled.

Donna had brought two mugs and two packets of hot-chocolate mix. When the macaroni was done
and Trent had removed the pot from the flames, she dipped the mugsin the pot and filled them with
water before she drained the rest of it out and added a squirt of squeeze-butter and the cheese packet to
the noodles. She put alittle powdered milk in with the cheese and stirred the whole works together, and
it came out looking and smelling surprisingly like macaroni and cheese.

She opened the hot chocolate packets and poured them into the mugs of hot noodle-water. Trent
wondered how that was going to taste, but balanced against the extratime it would take to boil afresh
pot of water, he agreed with her choice. He hadn't realized how cold he was until held started warming
up, and he wanted something warm inside him right now.

It tasted pretty good. A little doughy, maybe, but that was probably just the power of suggestion.
When Donnawas done stirring hers, he raised hismug in atoast and said, "To Katataand Magalak, who
gave usfire”

"Hear, hear!" she said, and they clinked their mugs together.

Thefirelit up the tree overhead, and a good swath of the meadow beyond. The pickup's chrome
bumpers and roll bars and door handles glinted initslight, and even itsred paint took on aluster that hid
most of the dents and scratchesit had picked up in the last couple of days. It was amazing how much
better thingslooked in theright light.

Trent looked for glowing eyes out at the edge of the firdlight's reach, but there were so many
glistening raindrops on everything that he would have missed anything that didn't move. Heimagined he
and Donnawere being watched, though. As hard as thiswood wasto light, hefigured fire wasn't very
common around here. He wished he could believe that the rat-cats would stay away fromiit, but the one
held seen this evening had acted more curious than afraid of new things. He made sure hisrain jacket
didn't cover the pistol, and kept his ears perked for noise. At least thisfire didn't crackle and pop the
way anormd firewould.



He and Donna ate the macaroni and cheese straight out of the pot. The hot chocolate hadn't killed
ether of them, so they didn't figure the noodles would, either. Water was water, after dl, and ten minutes
a afull boil should havekilled anything livinginit.

Thefood tasted wonderful . "Why isit," Trent said between bites, "that everything tastes better
when it's cooked over acampfire?"

Donna shook her head. Her blonde hair was wet and stringy but it till glowed like gold in the
firdight. "1 don't know," she said, "but it does. Maybe it's because your taste buds are the only part of
your body that's not miserable.”

"Hey, come on. Werrewarming up.”

"Thank goodnessfor that." Sheturned to toast her left Sde for aminute, and Trent actudly saw
seam rising off her jacket.

After they finished off the macaroni, Trent took the pot to the stream and rinsed it out, then brought
it back full and hung it over thefireagain. "It ain't awholelot," he said, "but it ought to be enough to wash
upwith."

"My god, abath, too!" Donnasaid. "Y ou're my hero."

They spped thelast of their hot chocolate while the bathwater warmed up, and Trent experimented
with variousthingsin thefire, checking to see what would melt and what would burn outright. Arrows
worked just the same as the other kind of wood, athough the tuft of greenery at the end would burn like
atorch if you stuck that end in the flames. It dripped flaming gobs of plastic, though, so you didn't want
to hold it upright. The waxy-leaved ground cover was actudly wax, by thelooks of it; it certainly melted
easy enough, and the liquid burned just like the molten wood. The chipsthat Trent had busted off the
do-mo shellsthe day before took alot more heat to melt, but they findly did, and the flame from that was
an intense white. He tried leaves from the tree overhead, and he ventured out into the night with a
flashlight to gather twigs off the bushes, dl to the same effect. Everything he could find except rocks and
dirt melted and burned when he gave it enough hest.

"Being rained on dl day doesn't seem to affect it abit," he said. "It'slike water content isn't even a
consideration.”

"I wonder if afish would burn,” Donnasaid.

"Jeez, | don't know. Well haveto try it."

Donnaturned to toast her back. She didn't say anything for awhile, but when shedid, itwasa
bombshell. "What do you bet we won't be able to eat anything that grows here?' she said.

He hadn't even thought about that, but she was probably right. If life on this planet was made out of
plastic instead of protein, there was no way their bodies could digest it. They might aswell try to eat a
PVC pipe.

"We haven't tested actua meat yet,” Trent said. "That might be different.”

"It might. Y ou gonnago fishing in the morning, then?'

"I don't have to wait that long," he said. He got up and went over to where he'd dropped the tarp
and its cargo of do-mo shells, and sorted through them for the heaviest one. "Thisones il got its
innards.”

It took him awhile with ascrewdriver and ahammer to bust open the underside of the shell, and
when he did, he wished he hadn't doneit on afull ssomach. The insides were agooey mess of dippery
organsthat sank amost as bad asthe dien liquor. He held his breath and cut out along, stringy dab of
something that looked like muscle and speared it with an arrow, then held it out over thefire.

It Szzled at first and Siffened like regular meat would do, and when it got hotter it started to drip the
way a steak would drip fat, but these drips looked suspicioudy like the ones that came off wood. Trent
took acloser look, and sure enough; it was just the end of the meat melting. He hed it in the fire until it
had completely dripped away, aong with the end of the arrow.

"Not good,” he said. Not only that, but the odor was till strong in his nostrils, and his ssomach was
about to rebel. He picked up the ghastly shell and carried it to the creek bank, where he tossed the



whole works into the rushing water and wiped his hands clean on the wet weeds, but when he sat back
down by thefire, hisstomach il felt queasy. "Gah," he said. "That wasamistake.”

Donnadidn't look very good, either. "Weve only got about amonth's worth of food,” she said.

"A monthisalong time" Trent told her. "Well have power again long before we run out. We can
go look for another planet if we haveto.”

Shedidn't say anything, but he knew what she was thinking. If she could figure out where they
were, then they wouldn't have to look for another planet. They could just go home.

They huddled around thefire for awhile longer, soaking up its heet for the long night ahead of them,
and Trent's somach dowly began to settle. When the fire started to burn down, he said, ™'Y ou want me
to put another log on, or should we call it anight?"

"Let'sgoinsde" shesaid, so they picked up their chairs and the pot of warm water and the bottle
of fire sarter and carried them in. They turned on the flashlight and set it on the countertop pointing
upward, then closed the door and pedled off their wet clothing and took their bath, dipping washclothsin
the pot of steaming water and rubbing themsalves clean. The warm water felt great on their skin, but
drying off with afresh towel felt even better.

"I hopethisrain blowsover inthenight,” Trent said. "I'm about half tired of it."

"Metoo." Donnarubbed her hair with the towd, setting her breasts giggle. Trent felt himself
responding to the sight, but his stomach was till not happy, and Donnadidn't seem to bein theright sort
of mood, either, so he just toweled off hisown hair and helped her set up the bed, piling every blanket
they had on it thistime.

Donnacrawled infirst, and he did in beside her, ready to deep, but she said, "I'm still wide awake.
Do you mindif | read for awhile?'

When they had first gotten married, he couldn't degp when she did that, but he had long since
gotten used toit. "No, that'sal right," he said. "Stay up aslong as you want."

She reached across him for the computer and woke it up from deep mode, then switched out the
flashlight.

"What are you readin'?' he asked.

"What do you think?" she said, holding the computer sideways so he could see the screen full of
equations.

His stomach rumbled again, and he had to fight to keep the macaroni and cheese down. "Good
idea" hesaid.

He couldn't deep after dl. It wasn't Donnas reading; it was his ssomach, which had never
recovered from the whiff of do-mo guts. At least that's what he hoped was the problem. They had used
the loca water for hot chocolate and to boil the noodles. If there was something wrong with that, too,
then they were in even worse trouble than if it was just the food.

He struggled for over an hour to keep his ssomach in check, but the nauseajust grew worse until he
findly realized he had about thirty secondsto choose his spot. He tossed off the covers and bolted from
the camper, running adozen steps out into the meadow toward the trench they'd dug for alatrine before
the cramps doubled him over and hefell to hisknees, heaving his supper al over the ground.

"Trent!" Donnaydled from the doorway. "Areyou dl right?" The flashlight beam caught him just as
he heaved again, then the beam wobbled and he heard her take a couple of steps before she, too, lost
her dinner.

For amoment, Trent thought throwing up might be the worst of it, but then he redlized that his
trouble wasn't just in the front end. He barely had time to get hisfeet out of the way before his bowels cut
loose, too. He heaved and groaned until he was sure he had no insides | eft, and then he dry-heaved some
more. He could hear Donna doing the same behind him. They would both be sitting ducksiif there were



any night predators out there in the darkness, but at the moment he would have welcomed the release.

Therain waslikelittle ice picks on hisback. He finally managed to straighten up and takeit on his
shoulders, then after a couple of deep breaths he struggled to hisfeet and staggered back to the camper.
Donnawas a silhouette on her knees off to the right, the flashlight dropped on the ground beside her.

"Don't come near me," she said.

Trent couldn't help but laugh. "Don't worry, I'm asrank asyou are. I'm just getting us something to
clean oursdves up with."

"Oh. All right."

Heleaned insde without actualy going in, felt for the paper towe roll under the cabinet, and tore off
along strip of towels. Hetore that in two and gave half to Donna, then went back out into the darkness
to clean himsdlf. He felt surprisingly better now, despite the rain robbing the warmth from his body, better
enough to get the shovel and bury their messin the latrine.

Back in the camper, they dried themsalves off and crawled into bed again, holding each other close
for warmth.

"Do you think it was the water or the smell of that meat?' Donna asked.

"l don't know," Trent admitted. "It could have been fumesfrom thefire, for that matter."

"l supposeit could have. It'sgoing to be acold timeif we can't sart afire.”

"I'm more worried about it bein' the water,” Trent said. He wondered what they could do about it if
it was, and he redlized there was one thing he should do yet tonight. He sighed and said, "Damn. I've got
to go back outside and rig up the tarp and a bucket to catch rainwater while we've still got the chance.
Wedon't have any ideahow long thisrain will lagt.”

She apparently didn't like the idea of going back outside any more than he did, but after afew
seconds she said, "You'reright. I'll help you.”

They got dressed thistime, and Donna carried the light and the pistol while Trent tied two corners
of the tarp to the sSide of the camper that stuck out closest to the edge of the tree's overhang. He angled it
downward and tied the other cornersto two arrows stuck in the ground, then positioned their five-gallon
water bucket under the low end where rainwater would run off thetarp into it.

When hewas satified that it would actudly collect water, they went back inside and crawled into
bed again. They were both shivering by now, and Trent's hands were so cold he didn't want to touch
Donnawith them, but it was pretty hard to snuggle without touching. Her hands were just as bad, so he
findly said, "Okay, on the count of three, let'sjust grab each other and get it over with. One, two—yow!"
She had aready put her hands on his back and stalled rubbing.

"Why drag it out?" she asked.

"All right, woman, you asked for it." Helaid his cold hands on her back, too. She flinched, but
didn't scream, which was agood thing since her mouth was right next to his ear. The relative warmth of
her skin under his hands offset the fedling of ice-cold fingers on his own back, and after aminute or so
her touch actually started feding pretty good. That's when she put her feet on hislegs.

"Gah!" Hejerked away, then forced them back into contact. "Damn, how can you be so warm on
one end and so cold on the other?"

"Tdent, | guess,” shesad.

He shivered. "When we get the batteries charged up, let's go someplace warm.”

"Ded."

Provided they lived through the night, he thought, but he didn't say that out loud.
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Hewoke ravenous. It was dark as a coad minein the camper, without even the pale moons of the
ar ventsthat had greeted him yesterday morning, but he felt completely dept out. He waswarm again,
and so was Donna. Whatever had made him sick last night was over. Hefélt ready to get to work on the
generator and start-charging the batteries.

Hedid out of bed and found his clothes by fed. The stuff hed worn yesterday was still wet, but he
was going to be working in the creek today anyway, so he put on the same things, wincing at the cold
shock againgt hiswarm skin. He dressed in the dark, patted the counter until he found the flashlight, and
dipped outsde. There was just enough light to see the shapes of things, but no details. He didn't know if
the light was the first glimmer of morning or just starlight behind the clouds, but he didn't care. Hewas
too awake to go back to seep.

Heflipped on the flashlight and swept the beam around in awide arc, then up into the tree. No wild
animaswaited to pounce on him.

The temperature couldn't have been over forty degrees. He could see his bregth. It was still raining,
but he bet there was snow higher up the mountain. He went around to the side of the camper to check on
hiswater collection system and found the bucket tipped over. Dammit. They needed that water. He
wondered what had gone for it with the stream right there. The rat-cat, maybe, or abuffaoceros. He
didn't see any tracks, so it was most likely the cat. He looked around once more, righted the bucket and
st it under the drip, then went back inside.

Breakfast was an apple and a couple handfuls of Cheerios, found by fed and eaten quietly inthe
dark so he wouldn't wake Donna. He could have eaten the whole box of cered, but thiswas the only
one, and he didn't know how much of their other food they were going to be able to est. They had lots of
noodles and macaroni and stuff like that, but only a case of bottled water to cook it in. Until they were
sure they could drink the stream water, or could collect enough rainwater to make do, he didn't want to
use up the only food they knew they could est.

He gathered up histools and dipped back outside. It was growing lighter. He could see the tree
trunk now, and the dark spot of ground where they had had their campfire. There were abunch of
do-mos under thetree, too, or so it looked until he looked for the shells he had gathered yesterday and
didn't find them beside the truck where held | eft them. Something had been rooting through them,
probably looking for anything edible. He would have bet anything it was the cat.

He swept the flashlight around again, checking out the tree carefully and walking al around the
pickup, shining the light outward al the way around. He belatedly thought to check underneath the truck,
too, and up on top, but there was nothing there, either. Whatever had checked out their camp, it was
gone now.

He sat down on his camp stool and began busting the flat bottoms out of do-mo shdlls. It was dow
going, but hetook histime, prying pieces off alittle at atimewith pliersand being careful not to wesken
the helmet part of the shells. He had done half of them by the time the sky grew light enough to call it
morning, and by the time Donna poked her head outsde the camper, he was done.

"How long have you been up?' she asked.

"'Bout an hour.”

"Did you egt?'

"Y eah. Go ahead and get yourself something.”

"All right. Want me to make you something hot to drink?'

A cup of coffee would be great, but she would have to start afire to do that. "No thanks. | want to
get these mounted and get this bugger generatin’ power before | take abreak.”

She gave him adubious ook, but she didn't say anything; just went back into the camper. He got to
work boring holesin the do-mo shells; four each, big enough to pass a parachute shroud line through.
That took amost aslong as chipping away the shells had, but he kept at it until he got them.



Then he put on his helmet and shoulder armor and rolled the motor out to the logs he'd prepared
yesterday. He had to splash across the stream with it, but with the tire taking most of the weight it wasn't
that hard. Getting it up the other bank was tougher, but he only had to get it high enough to swing the
motor over thelogs, then scoot it back out over the pool until he reached the end and could swing thetire
around even with the waterfdl. He gingerly let the logs take the entire weight, testing to make sure his
counterweight of rocks would hold, but the logs barely even flexed, so he tied the motor down and got to
work tying arrows and shdllsonto it. He didn't trust the logs to support the motors weight plus his own,
s0 he worked from the rocks at the head of the waterfall, leaning out to the tire and running the rope
through the dotsin the whedl. He made aloop around each arrow shaft, then cinched it tight around the
knobby tread so it wouldn't dip, leaving about afoot of arrow sticking out past the tread on elther side of
thetire, then hetied aso-mo shell to each pair of arrows so it would hold water when it was on one side
of thetiresrotation, then dump it and rise up empty on the other side.

Thefirst oneswere easy, but when he got half of them done, he saw the flaw in his plan: he couldn't
do the otherswithout the ones held aready done gticking into the faling water. They were definitely going
to work to generate power, because he couldn't keep the wheel from spinning back around every time
one of them caught some water.

He had to untie the motor and swing it around so the shells couldn't fill up, tieon dl the arrows and
shells, then swing it back into place. It immediately started spinning, and he let out awild "Woo-hoo!"
whenit did.

Donna came to the camper door and started clapping when she saw what he/d done. "Way to go,
cowboy!" sheydled.

"It an't doneyet," hesaid, but it didn't take much longer to finish. He went back to the pickup and
pulled one of the two batteries from its cradle under the hood, unplugged the patch cord between it and
the motor he'd removed, and carried them back to the logs, where he mounted the battery next to the
motor, tying it down good so curious rat-cats couldn't knock it into the water. Then he plugged the
battery into the motor's control box. The whedl dowed and the logs dipped downward a couple inches
when he made the last connection, and he thought for asecond that they would topple dl the way into the
pool, but the counterweight held, and the battery's charge light went on.

Donna had come with him to the edge of the stream. "Now you can cheer,” hetold her.

"Yay!" shesad, and shegave him abig hug.

They watched the waterwhedl spin. The ammeter was mounted in the pickup's dashboard, so he
had no idea how fast the battery was charging, but he counted revolutions of the wheel and figured it was
doing maybe thirty rpm, which would be about three hundred feet aminute . . . which was pretty Sow.
He could walk that fast. Charging a battery that could drive a pickup a couple hundred miles at that rate
would take awhile.

The motor was waterproof, but he wasn't so sure about the battery, so he got a garbage bag and
covered it with that, tying the bag down tight. He couldn't see the charge light now, but he could check it
from timeto time. It wasn't like he had awhole ot else to do now.

Donnadtill did. Now the entire weight of their Stuation rested on her. She went back into the
camper and started in on the computer again, grimly determined to solve their navigation problem by the
time the batteries were charged.

Trent read over her shoulder for awhile, trying to piece together what she waslearning, but it might
aswell have beenin French for al the good it did him. He watched her draw circles and triangles on the
screen and call up the calculator program to crunch numbers, and he even recognized the numbers, but
he couldn't follow what she was doing with them.

Hewas afraid to distract her with abunch of questions, but even so shefinaly said, "Go whittleon a
gtick or something. Y ou're making me nervous.”

It was actuadly ardief to belet off the hook. Hed felt obliged to help if he could, but he/d known as
well as she had that he wasn't going to magicaly figure out where they were. So he went back outside



and watched hiswaterwhed spin, still pleased with himself about that, at least. The do-mo shellsdipping
into thefdl made asatisfying sploosh when they filled, and when they emptied out at the bottom of their
arc they spread little skittering water balls across the pool. The logs supporting the motor flexed alittle
with each refill, their soft creak adding to the sound of flowing water. After a couple days of non-stop
work, it was hard to believe that he could just stand there and watch more work being done without him.
Thismust have been how thefirst guy to hoist asail felt, suddenly freed of paddling everywhere.

Therain showed no sign of letting up. It wasn't coming down hard; just steedy. He checked on the
collection bucket and was happy to seethat it dready had a couple of inchesin the bottom, and while he
was at it he pounded arrows into the ground around it to keep animals from knocking it over again.

Then hewent out with his camp saw and gathered some more firewood. They might not useit, but
they might, and hed much rather haul wood during the day than after dark.

He spent awhile ingpecting the dents and scratches the truck had picked up over the course of their
travels, and in awhat-the-hell mood he went ahead and washed it, using their cook pot for awash
bucket and a sponge from under the sink. It looked pretty good when he was done, if you didn't ook too
close and ignored the missing whed.

He found the meteorite in the glove box while he was cleaning out the cab. Holding it in his hand
was asurprising comfort. It wasn't from Earth, or even from the solar system, but it was from someplace
alot closer to it than here. So was the pickup and everything init, but for some reason the meteorite
reminded him more of home than any of the man-made stuff. If they ever made it back, hewould have a
belt buckle or something made from adiceof it.

Donnawas il at the computer when he went in around mid-day to check on her, but she wasn't
studying orbits anymore. She had a star map program on the screen, and she had a piece of paper on the
table beside the computer, on which she had drawn abig circle with little dots scattered around one tiny
portion of it.

"What'sthat?' he asked.

Hewas half afraid she would tell him to go take another hike, but she just looked up and said, "The
gaaxy. | decided to hit the problem from another angle. Like you said yesterday, we know what
direction we were headed in relation to Earth when we took the big jump, but | didn't know what
direction that wasin galactic terms, so | mapped it out. | figured | might get lucky and it would turn out to
be adirection that didn't require alot of math to figure out avelocity change.”

"It makes a difference?"

Shenodded. "Asnear as| cantdl, if wewent straight out or straight in or straight along the
tangent—that's thisline that points the same direction that the galaxy rotates—then it would be fairly easy
to guess our distance from the differencein vel ocity.

"So wereyou?"

"Was| what?'

"L ucky."

She made aface. "No. We went about nineteen and ahaf degreesinward from the tangent. That
means we went toward the core alittle bit aswell as across. That'stwo variablesinstead of just one.”

The lines on her drawing were starting to make sense now. "So how far are we talking, anyway?"
he asked. "I mean, if we went straight in or out or across?"

"What difference doesit make? We didn't."

"But it might till give us a better ideaof how far we came than we've got now."

She sghed theatricdly and sad, "Wdl, if Earthisgoing haf amillion milesan hour thisway," and
she pointed to one of the arrows she'd drawn on the galaxy, "then in order to gain another third of a
million, which iswhat we had to make up, we would have to go two-thirds of the way farther out from
the core. Or two-thirds closer in, depending on whether we had to speed up or dow down. That's
assuming that the galaxy isasolid disk, which it isn't. The outsde spinsdower than theingde, which is
just the opposite of what you'd get if it was."



"So what does that mean?”

"It means my brain hurts. I've got to figure out how to caculate astar's actud orbit around the
galaxy, and then I've got to figure out how much difference in velocity there is between two stars partway
around it and at different distances from the center."

Trent looked at the drawing. Two-thirds of the way from Earth to the core of the galaxy? That was
along damned ways. The entire region of space that their star map could recognize was probably about
the size of one of those dots Donna had drawn. If they couldn't figure out an accurate distance back to
that patch of stars, then knowing the right angle to aim for wouldn't help them a bit.

He hated this math stuff. It made him fed helpless. He had dways preferred just jumping into things
and figuring them out by trid and error until he got 'em right, and most timesthat was all it took, but that
didn't seem to be the way it worked here. It was doubly frustrating because they knew which direction to
go. All they really needed was a reasonable guess as to how far, and they'd bein business.

"Can you work it backwards?' he asked.

"Huh?'

"If you can't figure the distance from the vel ocity, how about picking adistance a random and
figuring the vel ocity you'd wind up with when you got there? 1t'd give you at least an idea of how far out
of the balpark you were, wouldn't it?"

"It'sthe damned angle,” she said. "I could do it if we stayed the same distance from the center of the
gdaxy, but it'sno easer figuring velocity than it is distance with that anglein there.”

Hedidn't see why not, but then the whole deal was beyond him anyway. If held gotten stuck out
here on his own, he wouldn't even be trying to learn how to caculate anything; hed just charge up the
batteries and head down that nineteen-and-a-haf-degree line until he saw something he recognized or ran
out of juice, whichever camefirdt. But interstellar distances weren't like distances back home; his method
would probably |leave them stranded out in the ass end of nowhere with no more clue where they were
than they had now.

"Hey, it'slunchtime" hesad. "Let'sgiveit abresk and hit it again with somefood in our somachs.”

"All right," Donnasaid. She didn't seem very interested in anything but her math problem, but that
was just her usua obsessivefocus. If he put food in front of her, shewould et it.

He went outside again to check the rain bucket and decided there was enough in it to boil some
more noodles for lunch. The thought of noodles so soon after last night's disastrous run-in with them
didn't sound dl that good, but they really needed to seeif they could use any locd water at all, and Trent
would rather find out in daylight than after dark again tonight. Maybe chicken-flavored ramen noodles
would be enough like chicken soup to taste like comfort food rather than an experiment in alien cooking.

There was no reason why they both had to get sick if the rainwater wasn't drinkable. He got a
bottle of Earth water from the camper to usein Donna's noodles, then rinsed out the cook pot with alittle
of it and dried the pot good with atowel before he poured the rest of the bottled water into it.

He got out the alien acohol and started afire, then hung the pot from the wire over the flames. It
didn't take long to boil—this plastic wood burned hotter than real wood—but Trent let it boil for afew
minutes longer before he added the noodles, just in case he hadn't gotten the pot clean enough.

When her soup was ready, he poured it into a bowl and took it into the camper for her, then made
himself another potful with rainwater. He let that boil for agood, long time, but when he redlized that hed
boiled off about haf of what he started with, he added the noodles and made soup withiit.

It smelled good. It tasted good, too. It even warmed up hisinsidesthe way it was supposed to. But
acouple of hourslater hewas on his knees out in the meadow again, calling dinosaurs even worse than
thefirst time. Not even rainwater was safe.
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They didn't see any animasthat day. The rain continued to fdl, and the waterwhed continued to
spin. Trent checked the battery's charge every couple of hours and watched it nudge upward, until by
nightfall it was amogt at thirty percent. That was better than he'd expected. A couple more days at that
rate and it would be fully charged.

He swapped out that battery with the other one just before dark and installed the partialy charged
onein the pickup. Might aswell have ared light in the camper tonight, and give the fridge achanceto
cool off again. Not that it had ever warmed up much in thisweather. It was cold enough to see their
breath even ingde the camper.

They forwent afire that night even so. Neither one of them felt much like Sitting outsde in therain,
even by afire. So they just closed up the camper and let their body heat warm it up as much asit was
going to before they went to bed. Donnawanted to stay up and study some more, but Trent challenged
her to agame of poker instead, and they wound up drinking beer and playing for matchsticks until they
were both tired enough to deep. They only had one beer each, because the beer and the bottled water
they'd brought with them were the only things on this planet that they knew they could drink, but with the
waterwhed recharging the batteries, Trent figured they would make another try for home before they
died of thirst anyway, even if Donnadidn't come up with the distance.

They woke up to snow on the ground. There were just a couple of inches, but it completely
transformed the valey, making it seem twice as open as before. It was much brighter, too, even though
the sky was Hill cloudy.

Trent put on hisjacket and checked to make sure his generator was still working. There werelittle
knobs of ice on the ends of the arrows holding the do-mo shells, but the stream hadn't frozen, and the
whed was gill spinning merrily. The battery read amost forty percent charged.

There were no paw prints near the camper, but there was a set running uphill ong the top of the
stream bank. They looked surprisingly like cat or dog prints, with pads and clawsin theright places and
the same | eft-right gait as anything you'd expect to see on Earth. They veered toward aclump of bushes
and there was amessed-up patch of snow right there, intersecting asmdler set of prints. The smal prints
didn't continue on.

The sky cleared asthe day progressed. Sunlight on the snow was bright enough to make Trent
squint even with sunglasses, but the snow didn't last long under itsintenserays. By mid-afternoon it was
all gone, and the stream was running hard and fast. Trent wouldn't want to crossit now unless he had to.
The waterwhed was spinning about twice asfast asit had been that morning, though; he would probably
have to swap out afully charged battery by nightfall.

He kept hiseye out for cupids, and it wasn't long before he spotted a couple riding the thermals of f
the Sdes of thevaley. Most of them already carried arrowsin their claws, belying hisearlier prediction
that they couldn't do that for long. They were either stronger fliers than held given them credit for, or they
were hungry enough to put out the energy so they could attack at first Sght of something edible.

Apparently to them "edible’ meant anything in motion. Trent was Standing under the tree just across
the stream from the waterwhed and watching one circleitsway down the valey when it suddenly
straightened out and made abombing run straight toward him. He was at the edge of the treg's canopy,
where held thought he was safe, but he backed up a couple of steps when he saw the cupid coming. It
released its arrow anyway, and he dodged to the Side before he redlized that the arrow was going to fall
way short of him. Hewatched it fdl, then watched it hit what the cupid had been aiming for dl aong: the
waterwhed spinning steedily in the rushing stream.

The arrow struck dead-on in the middle of the motor's cylindrical case, and Trent expected it to
bounce off harmlesdy, but instead there was a big flash of eectricity and the arrow burst into flame.

"Son of abitch!" he yelled, rushing out from under the tree, but the stream was too high to walk



across on the rocks. He had to wade through the tail end of the pool, struggling to keep hisfooting in the
current while he kept watch overhead for a second shot aimed at him.

He made it to the other bank before the cupid came around with another arrow. He wasn't carrying
therifle, but he had the pistol strapped to his hip; he drew that and fired in one fluid motion, but didn't hit
anything, so he steadied the gun in both hands and took careful aim, and his second shot hit awing. Silver
scales flew and the cupid dropped the arrow, banking away to glide awkwardly into the tree over the
pickup.

Donnacame running with therifle. "Areyou okay?' sheyelled.

"Yeah, I'mfine" he called back over the rush of water. "But the motor isn't." Then heredlized she
wasn't wearing her helmet. "Hey, get back under cover! Ther€'s cupids out here.”

Shedidn't listen to him, but she kept her eyes on the sky while he climbed up on the rocks above
the waterfall and kicked the burning arrow off the motor. It snapped at the edge of the case, and the
flaming part Sizzled out in the water. Thetip was still embedded in the case, and now hewas close
enough to see what had happened: the cupid had managed to hit avent hole that led straight to the
motor'swindings.

A rifle shot made him flinch and nearly fal off the rocks, but he caught himsdlf on the motor and
looked up to see Donna just lowering the gun from her shoulder. He looked up in the sky and saw a
cupid veering away, alittle puff of scalesfluttering down below it.

"Got him!" Donnaydled.

"Good shootin'" Trent yelled back.

He holstered his pistol so he could use both hands, then unplugged the battery and tossed it as
gently as he could across the stream to land on the far bank. No way was he going to carry that across.
If he dipped and logt it in the stream, they could kiss their escape from here goodbye, even if Donnadid
figure out the math.

Thewhed was dill turning. Trent heard thetip of the arrow grinding away a the windingsinside the
motor. The motor was aready ruined beyond repair, but he couldn't bear to let it tear itsalf apart any
worsethan it already was, so he started to untieit, intending to swive it around until the shellstied to the
tire no longer caught the falling water, but the rifle cracked again and Donna screamed, "L ook out, |
missed!" Then it cracked again and Trent looked up just in time to see an explosion of scdesand the
cupid itsalf tumbling out of the sky, the arrow besting it to the ground by only a second or two.

Therewerefour or five more cupids coming, al carrying arrowsin their claws. Trent abandoned the
motor and scrambled across the stream as fast as he could go, picked up the battery, and fled with
Donnato safety under the tree closest to the waterwhed .

He heard ametdlic clank behind him, then another. The new guys were peppering the motor with
arrows. One hit thetire and Trent winced as he imagined it puncturing that, too, but it bounced off and
clattered onto the rocks.

"Let'sseethat," he sad, reaching for therifle. Donna handed it over and he walked to the edge of
the tree's canopy, sighted on one of the birds, and fired, but he missed and the cupid kept coming,
dropping its arrow onto the motor along with the others. It took two more shotsto hit another cupid, and
two more to get another. That seemed to convince the others that thiswasn't agood place to be; they
flapped away without dropping their arrows, and disappeared up the valley.

"Vdenting, my ass," Trent said. "We ought to call aflock of those bastards avanddize.”

"Did they ruin the motor?* Donna asked.

"Yeah." He handed her therifle and headed back toward the stream.

"Where are you going?"

"They'll be back. Or other oneswill spot the motion. I'm going to stop the whed while I've got the
chance."

He waded across the stream again, climbed up on the rocks, and finished untying the motor, then
swiveled it around. Thetire cameto afast stop; therewasalot of friction on that axle. Trent wanted to



take it back under cover even though it wasn't moving now, but there was no way he could get it across
the stream with the water running as high asit was, so hejust rotated the motor so its control box was as
protected as possible and tied it down again with the whed out of the waterfall, then he crossed the
stream again and carried the battery back to the camper.

He checked the charge level: ashade over fifty percent. That was only one of two batteries, so it
was just aquarter of the pickup'sfull charge, but they could get home on that if they didn't have to make
too many jumps.

Right. Congdering the trouble Donnawas having with the cal culations, they were going to need dl
the power they could get and then some.

Wéll, there were three more motors. One had a messed-up control box, but the box on the motor
that the cupids had just ruined was till good. Trent looked at the pickup, aready missng awhed, then
out at the stopped water-whed. Then with asigh he got out histools and set to work unhooking the next
motor.

While he was doing that, Donna walked out to the edge of the tree's cover and |ooked acrossthe
stream for awhile, then went into the camper and came back out with the parachute and began unfolding
it on the ground under the tree.

"What are you doing there?" he asked.

"Looking for asection big enough to hang over the waterwheel and cover it so cupids can't seeit,”
shereplied.

Hedid out from under the pickup. That was an excellent idea, except they'd cut down the closest
trees on that side of the stream. "What can wetieit to?" he asked.

"That tree right acrossfromiit, on thisside. If we go high enough, we can just stakeit to the ground
over there. It'll hang at adant, but there's plenty of parachute. We can cover the whole stretch between
the tree and the opposite bank, and that way you don't have to worry about getting bombed when you
go out there to check the battery, either.”

Trent looked at the parachute, then at the stream, then at Donna. Y ou're agenius.”

She blushed. "Hah. Tdl methat when | figure out where the hell we are.”

"l don't careif you ever do that," he said, pulling her into ahug. "Y ou just keep figurin' out Stuff like
this, and you're genius enough for me."

"l don't—"

He stopped her protest with akiss.

"l just—"

Hekissed her again.

When he was sure she felt good and appreciated, he crawled hack under the truck, and he found
himsdf actualy whistling as he finished unbolting the motor. There wereworsethingsin life than being
stranded somewhere exotic with someone like Donna.

While he worked on the motor, she folded the parachute in thirds and stitched it together with one
of the shroud lines so the rips wouldn't leave any openingsfor cupids to shoot through, then she carried
the parachute and an arrow up to the tree beside the waterfdl, tied a shroud line to the back of the
arrow, and tossed it over abranch. It took afew triesto get it looped over the right crook in the branch,
but she eventudly got it and tied the line to the tree trunk, then she did another line closer to the middle of
the tree, and another one on the other side.

"Okay," she said to Trent, who was done with the motor by then and was just watching her with
open admiration. "1 think it's ready to stretch across the creek.”

The only cupidsin the sky were along ways off, but even so, Trent and Donnawore their armor
and carried their gunswhile they unraveled the parachute behind them. When they got to the stream,
Trent holstered his pistol and waded across, then Donnatossed him the coiled shroud lines and held the
parachute out of the water while he pulled it across and tightened it up. It roseinto the air, aglowing
white roof leading upward at a gentle dope, clearing the waterwhed by three or four feet while hiding it



completely from overhead.

He pounded arrows in the ground and tied the shroud lines to them, then stood back and admired
their handiwork. It flapped softly in the breeze, but the stakes held.

"Cupids coming,” Donnasaid. Helooked up and saw four of them spiraing closer, no doubt
attracted by hisand Donnas movement. Or maybe it was the parachute itsalf that attracted them. That
wouldn't be such agood dedl if it drew cupidsinto the area. He splashed back across the stream under
its cover and he and Donnawaited under the tree to see what they would do.

They were definitdly interested in the parachute. They swooped low over it and banked around for
closer looks, and one of them tried to land on it until the cupid redlized that it wasn't solid enough to
support itsweight. The cupid croaked indignantly and flapped into the air again, plucked another arrow
from atreetop, and flew away, and within a minute the others had lost interest aswell.

"I think it'sawinner,” Trent said as he watched them go.

He was getting tired of dogging back and forth across the stream, so while Donnawatched for
cupids he sawed down another tree and made alog bridge, positioning it so he could reach the motor
while he was standing on the log. Then he carried the new motor across and swapped it for the old one,
which was easier said than done since he had to remove thetirewith dl itsarrows and do-mo shdllstied
toit, then mount it on the other motor, but with Donna's help he was able to get it with only acouple
knuckles bruised and one lug nut dropped in the water. He fished around for it with his hands, but
couldn't find it before they started going numb from the cold.

"Thehdl withit," hesaid. "Threeisenough to hold it. But next time we go star-hopping, remind me
to bring some extras."

Donnasaid, "Who knew that interstellar exploration would require so many lug nuts?'

"It's never the suff you plan for that getsyou,” he said. "Wdll, let'sgive thisatry." He swung the
motor around until the do-mo shells dipped into the waterfal, and smiled when it started spinning again.
He went back to the pickup and got the battery they'd used through the night, and when he plugged it in,
thewhed dowed under |oad and the battery's charge light came on.

"All right,” he said. "Were back in busness.”
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Trent spent the rest of the day taking the damaged motor gpart and fishing out the pieces of arrow
and wire. It would never work as amotor again, but with the guts removed it would at least hold atire
and freewhed s0 they could drive.

Donnawent back to work on the computer, and around sunset she came out of the camper with a
puzzled ook on her face.

"What's up?" Trent asked. He was mounting the motor back on the pickup.

"I've got anumber,” Donna said. She should have been bouncing up and down with that news, but
shejus stood there, frowning.

"What's the matter?' Trent asked. He did out from underneath the truck and got to his feet.

"l don't trust it."

"Why not?'

"It'stwenty thousand. Even. What are the odds that a glitch in the navigation program would send
us exactly twenty thousand light-years awvay?'

"Sounds pretty likely to me,” Trent said. "Onedigit and abunch of zercs. A bit getsflipped in the
ten-thousandth place, and herewe are.”



"But that's not what it lookslikein binary. It's nowhere near an even number in binary."

"Maybe the part of the program with the bug in it isn't written in binary."

She shook her head. "None of it's actualy written in binary, but that's how the numbers are stored.
If something went wrong with one of them, it would show up as an even number in binary, not decimal.”

"So maybe the bug's not in the numbers."

"What else could it be? We know from looking at the log file that it's not in the part that actualy
caculates the jump, because those numbers were right. That doesn't leave much room in the program for
abug in the numberswhilethey're fill in decima form. The navigation module hands them off to the
hyperdrive control module, and that's it. Even the handoff is probably donein binary.”

"Hmm." Trent was beginning to see what she was getting at. He wiped his hands on his pants and
sad, " So how did you come up with the number? This morning you were just as stuck as ever.”

Shesaid, "I kept thinking about what you said about working the problem backwards, picking a
distance at random and seeing what the vel ocity would be at that point. There were only acouple of
spotsin the gdaxy where | could do that with whet little I've learned about orbits, but I got to thinking
about the smulator program that we used when we were first learning how to navigete. It only smulates
solar systems, but they're kind of like little galaxieswith just afew starsin ‘em, so | figured | could set up
asmulated solar system and jump around from place to placein it and see how much velocity difference
| picked up."

"I didn't know you could do that," he said.

"You can't tell it where to put the planets, but you can tell it how many planets you want, so | gaveit
ahundred, plusabig asteroid belt. That gave me plenty of targets, so | just picked oneto start with and
set up the same angle of jump that we took to come out here, and checked the relative velocities of all
the planets and asteroids dong thet line until | got the right number.”

"l didn't think planets moved that fast."

"They don't. Everything's about ten times dower, but all the angles are the same, and the distances
are proportiona. | was even able to account for our initial velocity when we left Mirabelle, and the orbital
velocity of the planet we landed on before we came here.”

"But you don't trust the result, because it's an even number.”

"It'sjust too pat. There's got to be something wrong with my calculations.”

Hedidn't know what to say to her. She was probably right, but thiswasthe onetimein their lives
when telling her she was right would be the wrong thing to say. Helooked out at the waterwhed, hard a
work charging up their batteries, and said, "We can go have alook easy enough in aday or two."

Shelooked at him asif held lost hismind. "We can't just jJump twenty thousand light-years and hope
I'mright. What if I'm not?"

"Then welook for another planet wherever we wind up. We can't stay here anyway. WEl be out of
water inaweek."

Shesad, "We can makeadtill."

"Rainwater's about as closeto didtilled asit gets, and that didn't settle any better than creek water.
There's something funky init. And even if we could get it pure enough, were going to run out of food ina
month anyway."

Sheran ahand through her hair. "We don't know that we can't eat anything here."

"You want to play Adam and Eve?'

"I don't want to be the one who gets uskilled!" She turned away, her arms crossed and her fists
clenched.

He reached out to put ahand on her shoulder, but she shrugged him off. He waited a second, then
sad, "Doing nothing iswhat'll get uskilled. Y ou may not trust your numbers, but | do, at least enough to
go s=eif they'reright."

Shetook afew deep breaths before she turned around and said, "L et me go run the smulation



agan.”

"Sure”

She went back inside the camper, and he crawled underneath to finish mounting the motor.

The sun was down by the time hefinished. The day had warmed up pretty well when the sun was
out, but it started to cool off again pretty quickly asthe stars came out. Trent wastired of being cold, and
tired of wearing wet boots, so he lit another campfire and he and Donna sat besideit in their stocking feet
whilethey dried out their clothes. Trent amused himsdlf by tossing thetiny little darts off the leafy ends of
arrowsinto the flames and watching them flare up, while Donnajust stared out into the night. They heated
up acan of chili over thefire and had another beer, and neither of them got sick on it or on the smoke,
which pretty much hammered the last nail in the water coffin asfar as Trent was concerned.

It didn't matter. They wereleaving anyway. In another day, maybe two, the batteries would be
charged, and they would be off to face another problem somewhere else. Trent didn't have any doubt
that the universe would serve them up another one. Even if they made it home without incident, there
were problems enough waiting thereto last alifetime.

Trouble was like an onion, he decided, only you pedled it from the insde out. Instead of working
your way down to smaller and smaler ones, you worked your way out to bigger and bigger ones, and
they kept going forever. There didn't seem to be any shortcut through them, either. Simply bailing out for
another life didn't work. The very trouble they were trying to escape had followed them to Mirabelle. He
didn't suppose he could blame the United States government for the programming glitch that brought
them here, at least not directly, but their refusal to let people devel op better software and sdll it onthe
open market had definitely contributed to Donnas picking this version to download.

That was something el se to worry about. Would the software take them back to Earth? It had
worked fine jumping around out herein the middle of nowhere, but if they did wind up in familiar space
again, could they just pick Earth off the menu and jump to it, or would they wind up another twenty
thousand light-years away? Maybe they should try for Onnescu again. The program had at least taken
them there okay.

He supposed he and Donnawould have to hash that out before they Ieft, but he didn't fed like
getting into it tonight. Not while she was so unsure of her calculations to even get them back to familiar
space.

The dienwood didn't leave much in theway of coals, so they had to keep feeding fresh wood into
the flamesto keep it going. After awhile it became more trouble than it was worth, so Trent suggested
they turnin, and Donnajust shrugged and said, "Why not?"

The long days and long nights were really messing with Trent's deep patterns. He had no trouble
sacking out, but it was il pitch black when he awoke, and he just lay there for hours afterward, waiting
for daylight. When it findly came, he wastired again, but he got up and went outside to check the
waterwhed!.

It was gill spinning, though not asfast as yesterday. The stream was back down to the leve it had
been when they firgt arrived. The battery was fully charged, though, so he swapped it out for the other
one and ingtalled the charged onein the pickup.

He spent the rest of the day going over everything he could think of, making surethat it was ready
for space. He used the foot pump to refill the air tanks under the seat and the tanksin their Ziptite suits.
He could have used the compressor, but the battery was fully charged now and he didn't want to draw it
down even alittle bit if he could help it. Besides, he was beginning to see how long and boring aday
could bewith nothing to fill it, and refilling the tanks by hand was & |east something he could do.

Donnadternated between double-checking her logic on the computer and battening down the
hatches in the camper for zero-gee. By nightfal, the pickup was as ready to go asthe day they'd left
Earth, except for the second battery, which was till at only three-quarters of acharge. It would be ready
by morning, though.

Trent had an even harder time deeping that night. Tomorrow they would be in space again, for



better or for worse. They would ether find their way home, or have to find another planet that would be
more hospitable than thisone.

It occurred to him that they'd never named the place. They'd named its creatures, but not the planet
itsalf. What would be appropriate? Plasticland? That sounded more like a shopping mall than a planet.
Styrohome? Better, but it wasn't actualy home. Hetried to come up with aplay on polystyrene or
polyurethane or PV C, but he never came up with anything he liked. Unless Donnahad a bright idea, he
guessed it would just have to be "that place with the cupids where we stopped to recharge the batteries
and figure out wherewe were." Kind of a shameto discover aplanet and not nameit, but he didn't think
they'd be back, and this wasn't the sort of place he wanted to name after himself or Donna. He wanted
their planet to be habitable, at least.

What would hisided planet be like, he wondered? He and Donna had gone out looking, but they
hadn't redly defined their terms ahead of time. He tried to think about it now, and decided that it would
probably look alot like this one, with mountains and streams and trees, only without the risk of getting an
arrow through the top of your head. He would opt for aspot that was a little more open, though. Close
to the mountains, but not in them. He was dready getting tired of looking at the same old valey day after
day.

As he drifted off to deep, he redlized that the picture forming in his mind was of the red buttes
around Rock Springs.
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The other baitery wasfully charged in the morning. Trent ingtaled it in the truck, then dismantled the
water-whed and re-mounted the motor, too. The sun hadn't even cleared the mountain by the time they
were ready toroll.

They put on their Ziptites and sedled the doors, then overpressurized the cab to make sure it was
tight. Therewasno radio to listen to thistime, and neither one of them felt like playing the stereo. Donna
held the computer on her 1ap and ran one more time through what they were going to do.

"| caculated the exact spot in the sky where we want to go,” she said, "based on the position of the
dtars after the big jump and al the jumps we made after that. It's about five degrees off from wherewe
were aming when we did that trick with the map, but | think it's more accurate.”

"I'd be surprised if it wasn't,” Trent said.

Helooked out a the meadow that they'd called home for five days. There was a path worn from
the pickup to the stream, and the logs were till there, too. There was apile of arrows and do-mo shells
on the bank where held cut them loose from the waterwhed. Closer at hand, there was a smudge of
plastic residue under the tree beside them where they'd had their fire. Other than that, there was nothing
to indicate that humans had been here. They'd undoubtedly |eft some bacteria behind, but the odds of
that thriving here were dim to none. Intestind bacteriawere just as Specidized as people; they would
have little better chance of surviving here than Trent and Donnawould.

Still, he could reduce the odds of that down to practicaly nothing. He shifted the pickup into
forward and drove out into the meadow, stopping right over the spot where they'd dug their latrine. HEd
filled it with dirt, but thiswould be even better. Pack out what you pack in, and all that.

Helooked at the pressure gauge. Steady as arock. "Ready to do it?" he asked.

"Not redly,” Donnasaid, "but I'm probably asready as1'm going to get.”

"Good enough for me," he said. He opened the stopcock in his door and listened to the excess air
rush out until the gauge steadied out at eleven and ahaf pounds—atmaospheric pressure here—then he



closed it off again and said, "L et'sgo.”

"Hang onto your hat, cowboy."

He reached up and did just that, glad to be wearing it again. Hed stowed their helmets and shoulder
guardsin the camper for posterity, but if he never wore them again, it would be too soon.

Donnahit the "enter" key, and the valley blinked out of existence. Sunlight blasted in the driver's
window, casting stark shadows across the cab, at least until the usua cloud of debris rose up to mask it.
The pickup rocked alittle as the wet ground boiled away beneath them, but Trent let it go without
correction until they were quite aways away from the biggest mass of it and they weren't getting bumped
much any more. He didn't want to waste asingle puff of air that they didn't haveto.

Zexro geereminded him al too clearly how his ssomach had felt acouple days ago, but he held it
down. Hewasn't Sck thistime; just light.

Donna set the computer in its spot on the dashboard and let it get alook at the stars. After afew
seconds the red arrow appeared on the top right corner of the screen, so Trent used the right-rear jet to
tip the truck that direction until the arrow became a circle that drifted down with the stars. He stopped
their motion with the front-left jet, and looked out at the patch of stars that the computer was flagging.
"That'swhere homeis, en?'

"That'swherel'm prayin'itis,” Donnasaid. "Nineteen thousand, five hundred and thirteen
light-yearsfrom here."

"| thought you said it was twenty thousand even?”

"From where wefirst showed up. We made five more hundred-light-year jumps before we gave up
looking for home and then backed up thirteen looking for agood planet.”

"Oh. Sure" he said, feding dumb. Hed totally forgotten that little detail. That'swhy Donnawasthe
navigator.

"So are you ready for the big jump?' she asked.

"Doit."

She had already keyed in the figures on the ground. Now she just double-checked that they were
right, then hit "enter."

There was the same long moment of disorientation that they'd felt when they made their other big
jump, and the starfield completely changed. The bright sun was gone.

"Okay, baby," Donnawhispered, "find something familiar.”

They waited, hardly breathing, for the computer to lock on, but after thirty seconds or o, it made
the Homer Simpson "D'oh’" sound and flashed "Unable to orient” on the screen. Trent didn't recognize
anything, ether, but that didn't mean anything. The computer was programmed for it; he waan't.

"Let'sgiveit afull picturetowork with," he said, hitting the buttons for both front jets. The nose
tilted down, and more stars streamed up from behind the hood, but none of those proved familiar, ether.
He hit the side jets and | et the odd corkscrew motion of rotation in two planes twist them around ninety
degrees so the computer could see what had been to their sides, too, but still no luck.

Donnawas biting her lip and making little hand motions toward the computer asif she wanted to
help it out somehow, but didn't know how.

Trent brought the pickup to rest with the point they'd been aimed at before out hiswindow. "Okay,"
hesad, "sowedidn't hit it thefirst time. Weve got plenty of power; let'stry jumping to the Sde aways.
Maybe our angle was off alittle.”

"We could jump dl day and never find it," Donna said.

"We could. But at least welll havetried.”

Shereached for the computer. "A hundred light-years?'

"Fvehundred,” Trent said.

"That'sfarther than—"

"—the star map isgood for, | know. But we've got alot of spaceto cover. Let's cover some of it."



"It'sgoing to belike jJumping from hole to holein apiece of Swiss cheese," Donnasaid.

"Y eah, wdll, the holes are what makesit Swiss," Trent replied.

"Huh?'

He shrugged. "That was supposed to be profound.”

"Oh." She narrowed her eyes. "It wasn't."

"| gathered that. So let'sjump aready.”

"Any placein particular look good to you?' she asked.

"An even ninety degreesto the sde of where we were pointing when we got here," he said. "Might
aswell make the math essy if we have to caculate how far welve gone.”

"Okay. Here goes." She moved the cursor until the numbersin the popup display wereright, typed
in 500 light-yearsin the distance box, and hit "enter.”

The stars shifted again. The disorientation that went with the jJump was less than last time, but that
was the only indication that they'd gone only 500 light-yearsinstead of 20,000.

They let the computer look for familiar stars, but it didn't find anything thistime, either. "Whereto
now?' Donnaasked. "Ninety degrees away from the last time?”

"Sure, why not?" Trent said. It didn't really matter, but they might aswell be consstent.

They jumped again, and let the computer have alook at the entire sweep of sky. It found nothing
familiar, but Trent felt his heart suddenly start to pound when he saw three starsin arow with another
three at an angle above them. They looked just like the belt and sword of Orion. There were even two
more bright stars where one shoulder and the opposite knee would be. The congtellation was way
smaller than Orion was from Earth, but it sure looked right to him.

"There," he said, hitting the jets to bring the pickup to astop beforeit did out of sight. In his
excitement, he overshot and had to correct twice more before he got it, but that left the ars till visible
just to theright of center. "Isn't that Orion?"

"Where?'

"Onitssde. Right there." He tapped the computer screen; it was easier to point to a spot on that
than a something outside.

"It. .. certanly lookslikeit," Donnasaid, "but it must not be, or the computer would recognizeit. |
mean, it'snot likeit can't seeit.”

"Tdl ittotry again,” Trent said.

She pulled down amenu and selected "Orient,” but the computer made the Homer "D'oh” sound
agan.

"Damnit, | know that's Orion. | mean, what are the odds of there being another onejust likeit
somewhere e se?!

"l don't know," Donna said, "but what are the odds of the computer not recognizing something that
obvious? It must see something we don't, like the stars are the wrong distance apart or thewrong
gpectrum or something.”

"Thisisthe same program that sent us twenty thousand light-years off course.”

"Widll, yeah, but—"

"No 'but.' That's Orion."

She ran ahand through her hair. It stayed put when she let go, but she didn't seem to notice.
"Okay," shesaid dowly. "If that's Orion, then let's seeif | can figure out where we are mysdlf.”

She cdled up the star map as seen from Sol and found Orion on that. "It'sa hell of alot bigger from
the Sun, that'sfor sure,” she said.

"Wait asecond,” said Trent. Something didn't look right. He looked from the screen imageto the
one out the windshield. He had to cock his head sideways to get the same orientation on it, but when he
did, the sword was pointing the wrong way, and the belt was hanging to theright instead of to the | ft.

"Shit, it's not the same. It's backward.”



She looked from one to the other, back and forth, and finally said, "What if we're behind it?"

"Isthat possible?' he asked. "I thought the starsin a congtellation were al different distances away.
That'swhy they get al messed up when you go very far. There isn't a'behind' to acongdlation, is
there?"

"I don't know." She pointed the cursor at one of the belt stars on the computer'simage of Orion as
seen from Earth and read the distance figure that popped up besideit. "Wow. Fifteen hundred
light-years. That'saways." She pointed at the next one. "Fifteen hundred to that one, too." She hit the
third belt gar. "Same." She pointed at the left shoulder and said, "Not that one; it's only four hundred.
The right shoulder isonly four hundred, too, but that star right next to it isfifteen, and the sword and the
left knee are, too. That's bizarre. They're al the same distance from Earth. | had no idea.”

"So they would till look like they went together from the other Side,”" Trent said. "But are those the
right onesto makeit look likethis?"

"Left knee and belt and sword," she said, "and this one here next to the right shoulder. Weve got a
left shoulder and aright knee and abelt and asword. | think that'sit.”

"Hot damn. How far away do you figure?"

She looked at it, then closed her eyes and said, "It looks about haf the szethat | remember it. Is
that about what it lookslike to you, too?"

"About that," he admitted.

"Then weretwice asfar away as Earth is, which would put us about—jeez, three thousand
light-years? Could we be that far off?" She answered her own question. "Of course we could. My
caculations were about as accurate as a shotgun.”

"Hey," Trent said, "shotguns hit stuff, too."

"Well, we seem to have hit something thistime. Let's go around to the other Sde and seeif the
computer recognizesit from there." She brought up the redl-time image on the screen and pointed the
cursor at the middle star in the backward Orion's belt, then keyed in 3,500 light-years. "That ought to
makeit nice and bright,” she said.

She hit "enter” and the stars shifted. The computer tried to orient itself, but after thirty secondsit
made the Homer "D'oh" and gave up.

"Okay, it can't see anything familiar up ahead,” Donnasaid, "but neither can |. Orion should be
behind us. Turn usaround and let's see.”

"Here goes," Trent said. He hit the front jets and the nose tilted down. He watched stars sweep up
into view, some of them pretty bright. A really bright one popped over the hood, then just asit was about
out of sght overhead, another one rose up to replaceit. Therewasabig halo of light around it, and Trent
was just starting to wonder if this and the one before it could possibly be the belt stars when Donna
gasped and he looked over &t her.

And past her, to the gorgeous blue nebula that rose up above the right fender. There were four or
five more bright stars embedded init, clearly the source of the light that made it glow like aneon cloud,
There were wispy filaments of dark dust scattered throughout, and distant stars shone through the edges
of it.

Then the big onerose into view. Much larger than the blue nebula, this one was reddish, and filled
half thewindshield. It was brighter on the left Side, lit by four starsin asquat diamond buried in the
densest part of the nebula, and trailing off into long wispson theright. A little to theleft, asmaller puff of
red glowed by the light of another star embedded in the middle of it.

"Where's the camera?' Trent managed to ask.

"In the back, of course," Donnasaid.

"Of course." Not that he would need a photo to remember this. All he would haveto do, evenif he
lived to be ahundred, was close his eyes and thisimage would be there.

He brought the pickup's motion to a stop and leaned close to the windshield. There were the three
belt stars, and these two nebulas and that third bright star had to be the sword.



"We're practicaly on top of it," he said.

"Too close for the computer to figureit out,” Donnasaid. "Weve got to back off aways."

Trent nodded. "Not just yet, though." They had air enough for hours, and they weren't lost anymore.
He couldn't imagine a place held rather be.

He glanced at the pressure gauge. Steady, but it had been twenty minutes or so since they had
sedled up, s0 he opened the stopcock in hisdoor and let half their air out, then closed it and refilled the
cab from the tank under the seat. He smiled when he saw thelittle puff of steam that drifted away from
the truck. Air that he and Donna had breathed was now part of Orion. Every time he looked into the sky
at night and saw the congtellation shining up there, hewould think, | am part of that.
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They findly redlized that they could kill two birdswith one stone. They had alot of velocity to shed,
and that would take some time, so they hunted down anearby star and found a gas giant planet whose
gravity they could use to bring them back into the same bdlpark asthe local stars. They had plenty of
timeto look at the nebulae while they let the planet do itsthing. It was even better with binoculars. The
gas clouds held detail that you couldn't see by naked eye; folds and filaments and subtle variations of
color on every scae.

At last the navigation program told them that they were moving at roughly the same velocity asthe
gasgiant, so Trent aimed the pickup away from Orion and Donna set the distance for 1,500 light-years.
They jumped, and Trent didn't even have time to turn them around again so the computer could get a
look at behind them before it flashed the "locked on™ message on the screen. It had obvioudy recognized
something ese.

"Woo hoo!" Donnayeled. "Were homefree.”

Trent flipped the truck over anyway. Maybe the computer didn't need to see Orion, but he did.

Thereit was, glittering just the way he remembered it. Bright as hdll, even thisfar avay. Hetook a
deep breath and let it out, feding days of tenson flow out of him with theair. "Man, that'sasight to
behold."

"ltis"

He pulled hiseyes awvay from it and looked over at Donna. "I've been thinking about where to go
when we got back to familiar territory, and I'm wondering if Galactic Federation headquarters might not
be the smartest bet.”

"Yesh?'

"Y eah. Earth has anasty habit of shootin' a people who drop in uninvited, and we've only got one
parachute | eft.”

"That'sagood point. Y ou think we could get another one from the Feds?”

"Probably. | wouldn't mind talking to Allen and Judy about what to do once we get home, either.
They might have a better ideathan | do."

"They might." Donna pulled up the destination menu and found "Gd. Fed. HQ" on thelist. When
she sdlected it, dl the stats popped into place in the target window.

"It'sonly eighty light-yearsaway," she said. "Practicaly in our back yard."

"Everything on that list ispractically in our back yard compared to where we've been,” said Trent.
Helooked at the computer and saw the red arrow pointing straight up, so he used the rear jetstottilt the
truck upward until the targeting circle started diding down the screen. He stopped their motion when it
was as close to dead center as he could get, and said, "Okay, let's seeif this damned program will take



usthere”

Donnahit "enter," but instead of the familiar shift of stars and light disorientation of ashort jump,
they felt the mgjor lurch of abig jump and the stars completely changed.

"Son of abitch,” Trent sad. "It did it again.”

"It did." Donnaswalowed hard. "I'm gtarting to take thiskind of personaly.”

"Metoo. Let's get us turned around and head right back.” They had to do the edge-of-the-map
trick again to find the opposite direction of where they were pointed, but Trent had been careful to note
the exact star that had traded places with the targeting circle on the computer screen, so they were able
to get apretty good one-eighty from that. They set the targeting circle on their reverse course and set the
distance for 20,000 light-years, and Donna hit the button.

Another big jump, and al the stars changed. The computer didn't get aquick lock thistime, but
when Trent set the pickup spinning dowly, he picked up Orion just about the same time the computer
did. The constdllation was squashed quite a bit head-to-toe, which meant they were along waysto the
north or south of where they had started, but the computer claimed it knew where they were.

"Federation headquartersis now three hundred and thirty-two light-years away," Donna reported.
"I'm setting up thisjump in explorer mode.”

"Good idea."

She copied the distance figure and the coordinates from the automatic targeting window,
double-checked to make sure sheld typed everything right, and hit "enter." The stars did a pretty good
shift thistime, but afew of them stayed put, and one off to the right was close enough to show adisk.

"That looks promising,” shesaid. "Let'striangulate.” She set up another jump of just afew
light-hours. When she hit "enter” the star shifted quite aways behind them, and the computer popped up
awindow with its position and distance. "Okay, we've got alock, and it clamsit knows where Gal. Fed.
isinitsorbit. I'm setting that up in explorer mode, too . . . and herewe go.” She hit the button, and the
gtar became a bright sun. And off in the distance, awinking light drew their eyes toward a space station.

It was along, flattened-football-shaped thing, with stuff sticking out of it at al angles. It looked a
littlelike apile of scrap metd, but Trent had seen pictures of it in magazines, and he knew that some of
those booms were over amilelong, and the whole body was at |east fifteen milesfrom end to end. It was
impressive as hell, fitting for a seat of government. It was also receding at several thousand milesan hour.

"Lookslikewerein for along vector trandation,” Trent said. "Let's at least let them know we're
here first, and find out where to go." He turned on the radio and switched to channel 19. He didn't hear
any traffic, so he keyed the microphone and said, "Break one-nine for anybody at Gaactic Federation
headquarters. Thisis Trent Stinson requesting permission to come aboard.”

Helet off the button and waited afew seconds, and a voice responded, "Welcome, Trentstinson.

Y ou are welcome to come aboard, but please don't attempt the docking yoursalf. Too many pilots have
misca culated, with unfortunate results. If you'll shift to channd twenty-nine and tranamit aten-second
sgnd, wewill locate you and send atug out to get you."

"Hot damn,” Trent said to Donna. "Valet service." He keyed the microphone and said, " That sounds
good to me. Shifting to twenty-nine." He tuned up ten channds and said, " Trent Stinson on channdl
twenty-nine, saying sure, come get us. Weve had more than our share of trouble with this damned
navigation program anyway. It took us twenty thousand light-years out of our way, and we spent damned
near aweek tryin' to figure out how to get back home. Wed love aridein." Helet off the microphone
and asked Donna, "Was that ten seconds?’

"l think—"

"We have your position,” the voice responded, "and we're sending the tug now. Itll take usafew
minutes to match your velocity. Inthe meantime, if you'l tell usyour species, well determine which part
of the station to take you to."

"We're human,” Trent said. "From Earth,” he added, somewhat reluctantly.

There was a pause, then, "Y ou are Trent Stinson, of Rock Springs, Wyoming?”'



Trent raised an eyebrow. Donna smiled and said, "'Y ou're famous.”

"Infamous, more likely," Trent said. He keyed the microphone and said, "That's me. Do | know
you?”

"Y ou know part of me," said the voice. "Severd of my units once belonged to the being you knew
as Tippet.”

Tippet wasthe dien butterfly that Allen and Judy had met on their firgt trip, who had turned out to
be just one member of avast hive mind on board an interstellar starship. Tippetswereal more or less
interchangeable unitsin the same being, so talking to any of them waslike taking to them al. Trent and
Donnahad met the origind on their last trip into space, and they had gotten ong famoudly, after the
initid exchange of death threats.

"Well hdlsbells" Trent said, "Howdy, old buddy! How've you been?"

"Divided," said the dien. "Tippet's experience was too vauable to keep to itsdlf, so it shared half of
itsmemberswith other hives. | am mostly Potikik, agovernor hive from our home planet, but | have
Tippet's memories and some of its temperament now. | remember meeting you aboard Tippet's ship
severd months ago. Areyou till travelling in the same red pickup?!

Trent laughed. "Y ep. It'salittle worse for wear these days, but it's the same one. Are Judy and
Allen dill hanging out with you guys?*

"They're here," said Potikik. "They'll no doubt want to see you, but their timeislimited. They have
no extraunitsto divide their labor, and running the galaxy is hard work."

"No doubt. | apologize in advance, but I'm afraid we're going to make that job even harder.”

"Oh?Inwhat way?'

"I don't know if you redlize what the United Statesis up to, but they're bombing the shit out of
anybody they don't agree with, and generally making life unpleasant for everybody ese. Weve got to put
astop to that."

"Ah, yes. Human internd palitics. I'm sure they would be happy to discussit with you." Therewasa
crackle, then the same voice said, "Thisisyour transfer pilot. Please disengage your hyperdrive engine
and refrain from maneuvering while | adjust your velocity for docking."

Trent saw aflicker of motion out his side window and turned to see a spherica framework of meta
beamsjust afew dozen feet away. It was maybe five feet across, with sx arms and six big bell-shaped
rocket nozzles evenly spaced around its surface. It drifted closer, and one of the arms reached out and
the grapple at its end closed around the roll bar just behind the cab. Trent could see alittle glass bubble
about the Sze of asoftball in the middle of the framework, with an iridescent blue butterfly floating inits
midg, itslegs manipulating tiny control levers. Potikik, or one of its hive-mates.

Donnaquit the navigation program and unplugged the hyperdrive connector from the back of the
computer.

"We'reready," Trent said through the radio.

There was abrief moment of disorientation, and they popped out closeto agas giant planet. It was
icy blue and dimly lit. Where the sun had been amoment ago, now just a bright star glowed.

"Long waysto go for avector trandation,” Trent said.

The butterfly didn't reply for asecond, but then it said, "Excuse my delay. My mind needs amoment
to reset itsdlf after ahyperspace jump, and now that we are away from the hive, my higher functions are
modtly artificia. But in answer to your implied question, we have no planets closer in. They haveal been
eaten by the space dations.”

"Eaten?’ Trent wondered if it was histurn to reset his brain, because he couldn't have heard that
right.

"The gationsare biologicd," said the butterfly. "Engineered, we beieve, by acivilization long gone,
but they are sdlf-sustaining. They live on sunlight and reproduce by feeding on any matter they encounter.
They long ago filled this solar system asfar out as sunlight would power them.”



"Oh"

Donnasaid, "There must beahdll of alot of them, if they ate the planets.”

"How many of these space stations are there?' Trent asked their tug pilot.

"Millions" the butterfly replied.

"All just waiting for peopleto comelivein 'em?’

"Who knows their purpose? But we have colonized severd without incident.”

"Huh. They've got bresthable air in 'em and everything?"

"Weimport it. We've pressurized different sections with different mixturesfor different species.”

It was mind-boggling. Millions of space gtations, just waiting for anybody who came aong.
Somebody was thinking ahead.

They fell outward from the gas giant for another couple of minutes, then their pilot said, "Trandation
will be complete in ten seconds," and ten seconds later they jumped to within spitting distance of
Federation Headquarters.

The station did ook organic up close. Thelong booms visible from a distance |ooked more
rounded, with habitat modules sticking out like mushrooms from their surfaces, and long vine-like tubes
connecting them. The core of the station was lumpy and peppered with round ports and windows, like
eyes peering out through holesin ablanket.

Thetug pilot fired one of hisattitude jets and the pickup swung around until the station wasto their
right, then hetired another jet and they fdt the thrust pushing them sdewaystoward it. It grew bigger and
bigger, one of the huge booms sweeping past only afew hundred feet away, until atiny black dot
became ayawning cavern mouth.

"If | seeteeth in there, I'm hitting the bugout button,” Donnasaid.

"Y ou're not hooked up,” Trent pointed out.

She gave him the look, but spared him the words.

The tug pilot spun the pickup partway around and corrected their gpproach, then spun them around
the rest of the way and dowed them down so they drifted into the docking bay at just afew feet per
second. It was an oddly shaped chamber, dmost rectangular but with wallsthat bulged inward in the
middle. Glowing circlesin thewalls provided illumination when the door irised closed behind them, then
ar rushed intofill the vacuum and the walls straightened out.

Thetug pilot reoriented the pickup so its wheels were near one of the walls, then reached out with
two arms and gripped protruding knobsin the adjacent wall, holding the pickup in place. "It's safe to
exit," hesad.

Trent popped his door latches, but the door wouldn't budge. There was more pressure outside than
in. He opened the valvein hisdoor and it hissed for afew seconds, and then he was able to open the
door.

Thear waswarm, and rich with the smdlls of life. Not unpleasantly so, but you could tdll that
people—and lots of other creatures, too—Ilived here. Trent and Donna pushed themselves out of the cab
and gripped the sides of the pickup to keep from drifting away, and their tug pilot popped open his
control bubble and flew out to hover next to his craft. Without the radio, Trent wasn't sure how to
communicate with him, but avoice spoke from the Sde of the tugboat: " These mobile transceiverswill
alow you to hear us, and we you. They aso dlow usto function astrandators for beingswho don't
speak English. Please take one and strap it to a convenient body part.”

Trent heard Donnatrying to suppressagiggle. Hejust smiled and said, "Okay." There were four
little gray boxes about the size of matchbooks clipped to the framework next to the dien; he pulled loose
two of them and reached across the top of the truck to hand one to Donna. The strap was an inch-wide
piece of black nylon long enough to go around histhigh if held wanted to put it there, but he decided on
his upper arm instead.

"How'sthat?' he asked. "Can you hear me?"’



"Yes, that'sfine," the speaker replied. The butterfly flapped its wings and the spesker said, "If you
will follow me, then, I'll giveyou thetour.”

Trent and Donna pulled themsel ves around to the front of the pickup and were about to push off
after the butterfly when adlit in the docking bay's inner wal spread apart and Allen Meisner and Judy
Gdllagher floated through.

"Trent! Donnal" Judy yelled, and she launched herself toward them, her arms held out wide.
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Judy was amedium-tal, dark-haired woman with abig smile. She wore a blue coveral and brown
sockswith individua toesin them so she could use her feet aswell as her handsto grip things. Trent got a
good look at the socks on their way past as Judy tumbled in the air and landed feet-first against the
windshield of the pickup, leaving her in perfect position to wrap her arms around Trent and Donnas
waists and give them both abig sideways hug.

"How are you?' she asked.

"Doing okay," Trent said automatically.

"Better now than we were, that's for sure," Donna added.

Allen wastal and blonde and wore the same smile and the same basic clothes as Judy, only his
coverdlswere bulging with pockets full of science-geek equipment. "Hey," he said, hanging onto the
doorframe.

"Hey yoursdf,” Trent said.

"So what brings you here?' Judy asked.

"Long sory,” Trent replied.

"It's the United States problem,” the speaker on Trent'sarm said, and it took him asecond to
redlize that it was the tug pilot—presumably just a different extension of the same Potikik they had talked
to earlier—who had spoken.

Judy shook her head, and her short black hair flipped from side to side. "Oh, man. What isn't?' she
sad. "What did they do thistime?"

"Dropped ameteor on us, for onething,” Trent said.

"What for?"

"Vigting aFrench colony.”

"Oh. Well. They area war, you know. At least the Americans think so."

"But thesewere civilians. The U.S. isbombing civilians.”

"That's not surprising. They've been doing that in other countries for decades.” Judy straightened up
and said, "Come on, let's show you around alittle, and then we can meet up with some of the other
Federation delegates and you can tell uswhat happened.”

She pushed off toward the doorway, carrying Trent and Donnawith her, and Allen caught them
when they got there. The corridor behind him was smdler, just the right size for two people to move
through side-by-side and let each be able to touch awall. It was ova in cross section and had arough
surface, like tree bark, with lots of knobs sticking out for gripping. Doors opened off either Sde at
irregular intervals, marked only by the seam where the two sides would pull gpart when you pressed their
edges. They did that to afew. Some of the chambers behind the doors were huge; several had big
windows looking out into space, with sunlight streaming in on green parks and lush gardens.

"Thiswasdl just waiting here, empty?" Trent asked. "Along with maybe amillion more of them?"

"Yep," said Allen. "And to answer your next question, no, we don't know who designed 'em. Near



aswe can tell, they died out or just packed up and left over amillion years ago. None of the origina

gations have survived that long, asfar as we know, so we haven't found any artifacts, other than the
stations themselves. That tells us plenty, though. For instance, they were about our size, bregthed air,
lived in groups, liked open areas with lots of light, and came and went in spaceships.”

"And they thought big,” Donnasaid.

"That, too."

They cameto adoor that opened into the biggest chamber they'd seen yet, abubble at least five
hundred feet across with three big skylights that poured sunlight into a spherica park filled with treesand
bushes and flowers. Dozens of unfamiliar animals floated among the vegetation, some browsing oniit,
othersjust hanging onto it for support, and after aminute Trent realized that most of them were engaged
in conversation. These were diens.

"Let'sintroduce you around,” Judy said, leading them into the park. "These aren't dl of our
delegates, not by along shot, but they're enough to start with."

Even so, there were more names and body types than Trent could remember. The reptilian guy with
the big ydlow gillswas Kasak, and the fuzzy snowbal with the sticks for arms was Menaripd, but the
otherswent by too fast for him to do more than nod and say, "Pleased to meet you.” Most of them didn't
speak English, but when they used their own language, the speakers on Trent's and Donna's arms would
trandate, using different voicesfor each.

Judy led them dl to asunny patch of busheswhere they could nestlein and not drift around while
they talked, and she had Trent and Donnatell everyone what had happened to them. When they got to
the bit about going 20,000 light-yearstoo far, and figuring out how to get back only to have the program
do it again when they tried to jump to Federation headquarters, Allen said, "That doesn't sound possible
if they're using the control software | wrote for the core code. Can | have alook at that program?”

"Bemy guest," Donnatold him. "'l was going to ask if | could download one that's more religble.
And we should warn people not to use thisverson.”

"Certainly. On both counts.”

There were afew seconds of silence, then ashiny green bug about four feet long chittered
something, and the speakers on Trent's and Donnas arms said, " Go on with your story."

"That's pretty muchit,” Trent said. "Donnafigured out how to find our way back, and herewe are.

The bug chittered some more, and the speakers said, " So let me make sure | understand your
complaint. Y our government is suppressing persona freedoms within its own borders, and attacking
other humansit disagrees with outsde its borders. But it is not to your knowledge attacking other
species?”

"Not that | know of," Trent admitted.

"Thissoundslike an interna matter to me."

"Andtome" said saverd of the other aliens.

"The Federation stopped the war that broke out when Allen invented the hyperdrive,” Trent pointed
out. "That was an internal matter, too."

"It was," said the arm speakersin a high-pitched voice. Trent didn't know who was taking, but the
voice went on to say, "It was the Federation'sfirst act, entered into when there were only four member
gpecies, and it was entirely abluff. There would have been no retdiation if humanity had destroyed its
homeworld. | believe your governments knew that, but perhaps welcomed the excuse to withdraw from
the brink of disaster. | doubt if we would be so lucky asecond time."

"Y ou don't have to threaten them with war," Trent said, addressing the entire group for lack of a
specific target. "There are lots of other ways to make people back down.”

"All of which require the Federation to interfere in aspecies internd affairs, solely to improve
conditionsfor certain members of that species,” the speakers said. "That is not our purpose.”

"So you're just going to let the U.S. keep killing people it doesn't like?"



"That iswhat humans seem to do," said the yellow-gilled reptile, Kasak, usng English directly. Y ou
aren't thefirst of your speciesto cometo uswith thisrequest. We've investigated the matter thoroughly,
and we've concluded that humanskill one another when they disagree. That isyour way of solving
problems. If weimpose our own mora code on you, we would be forcing you to do something unnatural
for your race."

Donna hadn't said much, but she spoke up now. "We're not al the same. Peace isthe natural state
for most of us. It'sjust thekind of people who go into government who liketo fight wars."

"And the kind of people who go into military service," said Kasak. "Y ou have the highest proportion
of your populace devoted to military service of any species we have encountered.”

"They'redill aminority!"

"But they are the oneswho run things."

Shelooked over a Judy and Allen. "Come on, you two. Help us out here. Y ou helped set up this
federation. Y ou can't believeit'sright to let something like thisgo on, can you?”'

Judy said, "Of courseit'snot right, but think for aminute what you're asking. Y ou want usto goin
and overthrow a government becauseit's gotten out of control. But how did the United States become
what it istoday? By overthrowing governments that were out of control. They thought they werethe
world's policeman.”

"That's not why they didit," Trent said. "They were after oil.”

"Maybeat first," Judy said. "I could argue otherwise, but even if that wastheir motive a first, they
had al the ail they wanted after Irag, and they didn't stop there. They got locked into aforeign policy of
bullying other nationsto get their way, and they're till doing it."

"And you're saying that's okay?'

"Noit'snot okay! But if the Federation starts doing the same thing, where do you think werre going
towind up in twenty years?'

Trent didn't have an answer to that, probably because the answer was so obvious.

"What can we do, then? Start bombing Washington oursel ves?!

"That would be the natural way for humans,” Kasak said.

"Some humans," Trent said. "Idiot humans. We'renot all like that."

"Y et you carry awegpon in your vehicle," said the arm speakers. That had to be Potikik, the only
onewho had seen their pickup.

Trent looked up to the butterfly, who floated over the middle of the group and kept itsdlf in place
with gentle flgps of itswings. "That weapon saved our lives atime or two. There's adifference between
sdf-defense and murder.”

"It is perhaps a more subtle difference than you believe,” said the speskers.

Trent dmogt said, "Tell me that when they're dropping shit on your head,” but he knew that
wouldn't gain him anything. Instead, he said, "' So what would you do, then, if you werein our shoes?'

" Speaking only for my species, we would exchange members with the minds opposed to us until we
achieved consensus. |n extreme cases, we would swarm the offensive mind and forceit to disband.”

"Killingit," Trent sad.

"Redirecting it," the butterfly said. "Or you might say outvoting it. None of theindividua members
would be sacrificed.”

That didn't seem particularly helpful. "How about you?" Trent asked Kasak.

"We edt the eggs of those we oppose. The next generation is descended from the winners.”

"And that's not murder?'

"The eggs are purchased, and the sdller knows what they will be used for.”

Donnamade a puzzled face. "Why do they sdll them, then?"

"Because they believe that they can out-breed their opponents.”

Trent snorted. " So your solution isto make love, not war."



"Precisdy.”

"My grandparents generation tried that. It didn't work."

"Perhaps they weren't rich enough.”

Hah. That was probably closer to the truth than they had wanted to believe. Love and compassion
were great in theory, but it seemed like the rich were the ones who caled the shotsin practically every
political syslem humanity had ever invented.

"Any other bright ideas?' Trent asked, looking from dien to dien around the circle.

The fuzzy snowball squeaked and shivered, and the arm speakers said, "Educate the warmongers.
My specieslearned long ago that those who preferred violent solutionsto their problems were smply
ignorant of better ways."

That was probably true of anybody, Trent thought, but one guy couldn't very well educate an entire
nation. Not Trent, anyway.

The green bug chittered, and the speskers said, "Y our species belief in rdigion offersapossbility.
If you start anew religion based on pacifism—"

"Been done," Allen interrupted. "The religion gets subverted, and before you know it, you've got
crusades.”

There was an embarrassed silence. Trent felt sorry for the bug, who wasjust brainstorming, but
then he realized that the embarrassment wasn't for it, but for humanity.

"Your firgt ingtinct was perhaps the wisest,”" the speskers said in Potikik's voice. "Remove yourself
from the violence, and seek abetter life e sewhere.”

"That would befineif it didn't follow us" Trent said, "but theré's no escaping it. Not if we want to
Stay in contact with civilization, such asitis. And besides, | promised AndreI'd try to stop it."

Judy said, "l don't imagine he expects you to turn around twenty years of hogtile foreign policy by
yoursdlf."

"No, but he expects meto do what | can, and I'm going to do it."

Kasak said, "An admirable attitude, but the execution is between you and your government. We
wish you success, but we cant interfere.”

"Don't say 'can't’ when you mean ‘won't,” Trent said.

"Very wdl; 'won't,' then."

The snowbal started chittering, and amoment later the arm speakers followed dong behind it,
saying, "We can do onething. | havelong felt that we should undertake a mapping project of the entire
gaaxy. Your experience with inadequate star maps underscores the need for amore comprehensive
survey, and thisisatask that fdls directly in the Galactic Federation's purview."

"Better star maps,” Trent said. "People are gettin' killed, and you're going to make better star
maps.”

"Yes," sad the snowbadl. "Those mapswill savelives, too."

That was probably true. They would certainly have helped him and Donnafind their way home. But
it wasafar cry from the help they had wanted.

"Knock yoursdlf out,” he said. Then he turned to Donnaand said, "'l think were done here. Let'sgo
home."
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They didn't leave right away. They till needed to ingtall a better navigation program on their



compuiter, and Judy wouldn't |et them go without at least having amed with them and catching up on old
times. Donna wouldn't have amed with anybody without a bath first, so sheand Trent wound upina
guest room just off the docking bay, trying to figure out how to use the plumbing.

They identified the bathroom easily enough by the mirror and the snk and the medicine cabinet,
though the sink had aclear bubble over it with holesin the front to stick your hands through so water
wouldn't comeflying out all over the place, and the medicine cabinet had clips and pockets instead of
shelvesto hold everything. Thetoilet was elther disgusting or amazing; Trent couldn't decide which. The
Seat was soft enough to sedl around his butt when he sat down, and then the air pressure went down
insde, sucking everything down to the bottom of the bowl! before it could make amess. It took aminute
to get used to the steady breeze blowing down between hislegs, but he eventualy relaxed enough to get
thejob done.

The shower turned out to be a separate room beside the bathroom, an oblong big enough for two
or three people at once, with lights at either end and little round bulges with holesin the ends of them
sticking out of the walls every foot or two. Those had to be nozzles, but there was no obvious way to
turn them on. Trent grabbed one and gave it atwigt, then pushed on it, then pulled on it and ajet of warm
water sprayed him right in the face. He shoved it in again and it stopped.

"Success" he said, scraping the water off hisface. It drifted away in fat globules, which Donna,
watching from the open door, batted back inside the shower. She dipped on in and the door closed
behind her, and Trent tugged the nozzle on again.

Water sprayed againgt his chest and bounced everywhere, dancing in the air al around them; then a
soft breeze began to pull it up through an opening above their heads.

"| think that's where our feet are supposed to go,” Donnasaid. She curled into aball and turned
over, stretching out again with her legs next to Trent'sface.

Hewasn't quite aslimber, but he managed to turn around, too, and open another nozzle on that end
s0 they had water flowing at both ends of the shower.

Therewas abar of sogp in alittle mesh bag hanging right where they needed it. They had fun
lathering one another up and washing each others hair and rinaing off, then they had even more fun
experimenting with how other thingsworked in zero-gee. It was along shower by the time they turned of f
the water jets and chased al the loose globs of water into the drain before they opened the door again,
but they both felt alot better about life by then.

They towded off and put on fresh clothes that they'd brought from the camper, then set out to find
Judy and Allen's gpartment. Trent wore his hat and boots, even though he wasn't likely to need either
insde aspace Sation. He just felt naked without them.

Potikik guided them through the space station with instructions through their mobile speskers,
leading them to a huge open atrium lined with shops and filled with airborne diens—with aguy-line dong
thewallsthat they hung onto so they wouldn't become airborne, too—and into amore conventiona
corridor that led past severd more parks before ending at an unassuming dit in thewall.

"Yourethere" said Potikik. "Enjoy your dinner."

There was no doorbell. There was no door to knock on, either. Trent rapped a knuckle on one of
thelips, but it made practically no noise, so with a"what the hell" shrug, he pushed the two sides apart
the way held learned to open al the other doors on the station.

Thisonedidn't open, but it did make aloud hum, like asinger warming up his voice. Nothing more
happened for afew seconds, but just when Trent was wondering if he should make the door hum again,
it opened to reved Allen floating there with hisarms out wide.

"Comein!" he said, reaching out and pulling them into the living room beyond. At least that's what
Trent assumed the place was; it had paintings on the walls, and bookshelves with little el astic webs
across them to keep the books from drifting loose, and potted plants and some kind of twisted abstract
sculpture that had to be aien. There was no furniture, but in zero gee there didn't seem to be any need for
it.



Allen didn't even pausein the living room. He led them right on through, and through avideo room
with asix-foot screen on the wall, past archwaysthat led to bedrooms—with hammocks rather than
beds, just like in their guest room—on through a dining room that had a table with attached chairs and
seatbelts to hold people to the chairs, and into a kitchen, where Judy was busy chasing vegetables
through theair.

"We had alittle accident with the salad spinner,” she explained, fielding a baby carrot and popping it
into aydlow plagtic tub with alid full of flexible dots. Trent and Donnaand Allen joined in the hunt, and
they quickly brought the sdlad under control again.

"Cooking without gravity isadifferent experience," Judy sad. "I'm il not very good &t it. Allenis
much better.”

"l usethe microwave alot," he said. "Heat transfer without physica contact isthe key. Do you like
rabbit?'

Trent laughed, somewhat ruefully. "Last time we were asked that, dinner got interrupted by a
meteorite”

"That was on Mirabelle?’

"y egh”

"Thenweéll have samon.”

Trent said, "No, rabbit's okay. | just—it just reminded me, that'sdl.”

Allen nodded. Then amoment later he brightened and said, "Hey, I've invented something | think
you'll gppreciate." He opened avery ordinary looking refrigerator at the back of the kitchen and said,
"Budwe s, right?"

"Absolutely,” Trent said.

"Here you go." He handed over aregular can of beer, but it had alittle plastic cap on it like awater
bottle with a push-pull stopper. "Y ou shove down on it like thisto pop the top,” he said, demongtrating,
"and then when you want adrink, you just stick the cap in your mouth and pull it open with your teeth.
Internal pressure squirts beer into your mouth, and you push it closed when you've got enough. No foam
flying dl over theplace”

Trent gaveit atry, and it worked like acharm. "Hot damn,” he said. "I hope you got a patent on
this"

Allen shrugged. "Eh. Managing abusinessisapain. | just liketo invent stuff.”

"How'syour aternate dimension thing going?' Donnaasked, accepting another beer from him.

"Huh?'

"Last time we saw you, you were working on something that you said would let you seeinto
dternate dimensons.”

"Oh, that," hesaid. "It . . . kind of got put on aback burner.”

"I convinced him it was abad idea to open too many frontiers at once," Judy said. "Hand me that
knife." She pointed at a paring knife stuck to amagnet on the wall, and Allen handed it over to her.

While she diced radishes, Trent said, "How about anti-gravity? That would comein pretty handy on
landing. Be alot safer than parachutes.”

Allen laughed. "1t would, if I had aclue how to do it, but I'm afraid that's not my area of expertise.”

Donnaasked him, "Did you have achanceto look at that navigation program yet?"

Helost hissmile. "Yeah. Turns out it wasn't abug so much as a ddliberate bomb. The basic codeis
the same program that | gave out with the hyperdrive plans, but there's an added module that |ooks for
any vigtsto planets on the United Statessinterdict list, and after you visit any of them, it resetsthe
navigation module to add twenty thousand light-years to any destination you choose off the menu.”

Trent felt acold chill run down his spine. "Then that's twice our own government hastried to kill us."

"Lookslike" Allen said.

"I don't suppose the Federation is going to do anything about thet, either?”



"No, but I will."

"What?"

"I've got acouple of ideas" said Allen. "Don't worry, the government will wish they hadn't tried
this"

Trent wondered what he could do. Allen had aconsiderably higher profile than Trent did, but Allen
wasacrimina in the eyes of the U.S. HE'd been branded aterrorist, and could legaly be shot on sight.
Under the Patriot laws, he had no rights whatsoever. He couldn't take anyone to court for messing with
his software, even if he had patented it, which he no doubt hadn't. Whatever he did, he would haveto do
it from outside, and unless he wanted to declare all-out war, Trent waswilling to bet it would have no
more effect than the myriad other economic and political sanctionsthe U.S. had endured over the years.
The U.S. wouldn't change itstactics until it changed its politics, and now that the dissidents were leaving
for moretolerable lives e sawhere, the odds of that happening were practically nil.

They changed the subject after that, and by dinnertime they were laughing and joking asif
everything was al right. They learned why there was adining table—it was much easier to strap yoursalf
down and stick your plate to a solid surface than to chase it around the room—and they learned how to
pass dishes around without spilling them. Judy and Allen told stories about some of the moreinteresting
alienswho had been discovered in the last few months, and Trent and Donnatold about being stranded
on the plastic planet and how they had built agenerator out of awhedl motor and do-mo shellsto
recharge their batteries. After dinner they moved into the living room and talked for a couple more hours,
but eventually Trent redlized Judy had yawned about haf adozen timesin as many minutes, and Allen
was starting to space out even more than usual.

"Hey," he said. "We're keeping you guys up. What timeisit around here, anyway?'

"Pagt midnight, for us" Judy admitted.

"Holy cow. Sorry about that! We've only been up for afew hours."

"The gation never deegps,” Allen said. ™Y ou can find plenty of thingsto do at any hour.”

"Thanks," Trent said, "but | think Donnaiand | are about done sightseeing for awhile. I'm kind of
thinking it'stime to go on home. How about you, kiddo?"

Donnanodded. "I'd kind of like to deep in my own bed tonight.”

That wasn't likely, given that they would have to land in Canada and drive home from there, but
Trent didn't say anything. Just setting down on Earth again would be close enough for starters. Thinking
of which.. ...

"Hey," he said, "we're going to need our computer if were going to go anywhere.”

Allen dapped himself on the forehead, then got the computer from hisworkshop and gaveit to
Donna They spent another fifteen minutes at the door the way people always seem to do when they
know they won't see one another again for awhile, but Judy yawned again in the middle of astory about
acat that loved to set itsdf adrift in the commons and let the birdsfly al around it, and Donnalaughed
and said, "Will you people go to bed so we can go home?"

"Right," Judy said. "Bedtimeit is. Y ou guystake care, and keep in touch.”

They said their goodbyes, and Trent and Donna pushed off down the corridor. When they got to
the centra atrium, Trent saw the shops and said into hisarm speaker, "Hey, is there someplace we can
buy a spare parachute around here? We're down to just one, and | get nervous trying to land without a
backup.”

Potikik guided them to ashop right next to the corridor that |ed to the docking bay, where they
found hyperdrives, plasma batteries, portable solar cells, air tanks, and all the other equipment a person
might need to build or repair a hyperdrive spaceship, including parachutes. The proprietor was a spidery
yellow bug about nine feet tall who didn't speak aword of English, but Potikik helped trandate for them
and they found a cargo chute big enough for aloaded pickup.

"How much?' Trent asked.

"How much do you have?" the bug replied through Potikik.



"No, that's not the way it works," Trent said. ™Y ou tell me how much you want, and | tell you
whether or not | want to pay it."

The bug spoke at length, and the shoulder speakers said, "Peculiar. Basic economic theory predicts
the development of class gtratification if goods are priced without regard to the user's ability to pay. It
would lead to excess and oppression, possibly even war."

Trent looked over at Donna, who said, "He's got you there."

"Okay," said Trent. He fished out hiswallet and opened it up. The five orange twenties that Greg
had given him on Onnescu were right up front. "1've got a hundred bucks Austrdian, and about sixty
American.”

"And how badly do you need the parachute?' asked the bug.

"We can livewithout it," Trent said.

"How many other purchases do you need to make before you replenish your money?"

"God only knows," Trent said. "I'm till lookin' for work."

The bug turned to an abacus-looking gadget on the counter beside him and flipped a couple of
colored balls around its wire loops, then said, "For you, then, seventy-two Augtrdian will do.”

That was actudly alot cheaper than he could buy a cargo chute at home. "Okay,” Trent said. He
handed over eighty, and the bug handed him back three oblong yelow coinswith little swirly galaxies
stamped on them.

"Federation currency," the bug said. "Good anywhere."

"Right," Trent said. He somehow doubted that they would be worth much in the good old US of A,
but they were certainly worth no lessthan hisremaining Austraian twenty.

He picked up the parachute and followed Donna out into the atrium and down the corridor toward
their docking bay. They stopped to collect their clothes from the guest room, and Donna packed thosein
the camper while Trent made sure the parachute was folded right and packed it into its pod.

The tug pilot showed up while he was doing that, so they clipped their mobile speskersto thetug's
framework again, then donned their Ziptite suits and climbed into the pickup. Trent closed the door, then
looked out at the mirrors fill pointing backward for driving. "Thistime," he said, opening the door again
and adjusting hismirror so it pointed straight down.

"My god, we remembered,” Donna said, opening her door and adjusting her mirror, too.

They closed up again and Trent turned on the radio. "Give us afew minutes to make sure we're
artight.”

"Certainly," said Potikik. "Take your time."

Trent pressurized the cab and they watched the air gauge for afew minutes while Donna connected
up the computer and loaded the new program that Allen had put on it. When the pressure had remained
steady after ten minutes, Trent let the excess air out and said into the microphone, "Okay, were ready to
roll."

Potikik didn't say anything, but they saw severd holes open up in thewalls and the air rushed out of
the docking bay. The holeswerein the inner wall, so Trent supposed the air was being held somewhere,
maybein abig set of lungs, to be exhaed into the bay again when the next ship docked.

The outer door opened and the tug disengaged its clamps from the inner wal, letting the last puff of
air send them out into space. The pilot pushed them out past the protruding booms—one of which no
doubt held Judy and Allen's apartment—and when they were well into clear space, he released the tug's
hold on theroll bar and backed away.

"You'reclear for launch,” he said. "And you're welcome back any time."

"Thanksfor the hospitality,” Trent replied. "WEell be seeing you around.” He put the microphone
back initsclip and said to Donna, "Anytime you're ready."

"Okay," she said, pulling down the destination menu and sdlecting "Earth” from thelist. Not just
"Sol" like the other program, but "Earth." She double-checked the numbers that popped into the "details’



window, then said, "L ooks good. Here goes.”

She hit the "enter” key, and the space station vanished, to be replaced in dmost exactly the same
spot by the sunlit Earth.

37

"Holy cow," Donna said. "He's got the targeting down cold.”

The planet was about the size of abasketbd | held at arm's length; far enough to put them outside
the range of the United States's laser satellites, but close enough to see the continents so they could pick
apreiminary landing Ste.

Provided they could recognize the continents. Trent squinted againgt the glare of sunlight on clouds,
and finally managed to see apatch of brown beneath the white. There was a curved edge over to the left
with abig bite taken out of it, and abig triangular idand kind of below and to the | eft of that. Therewasa
big white areato the left of that, too smooth to be clouds, but what clouds there were did seem to be
kind of sticking out of it in big curls. Trent turned his head sidewaysto put them at the top of the picture,
then the other way to put them at the bottom, and everything clicked into place. That was the south pole
over there to theleft, and the brown continent with theidand to the south was Austraia

Which meant North Americawas on the night side of the planet.

"Dammit," Trent said. "l don't want to make anight landing.”

"Y ou want to go back to Federation headquarters and try again in twelve hours?' Donna asked.

"Not particularly."

"I don't think we have enough air to wait it out here."

"Probably not." Trent didn't have the patience, either. He looked at the brown continent, ringed with
cloud and bare in the middle. Somebody was having anice, sunny day down there. After dl therain and
cold he and Donna had been through in the past few days, alittle desert sun would be more than
welcome. "Hdl withit," he said. "Weve dways wanted to go to Australia. Looks like now's a pretty
good timefor it. Weve even got twenty bucks left. What do you say we spend the rest of the day there
and then go home?

Donnasamiled. "That actudly soundskind of fun. Anyplacein particular you want to go?"

"I don't know Augtraiafrom ahole in the ground. Just pick aspot and let's see what we get.”

"Okay, here goes."

She put the target circle dead square in the middle of the continent and pushed "enter.” Earth
vanished, to gppear much larger and only haf-lit off to the right, then after a couple minutesit shifted
again so they were directly over ahuge expanse of red desert. There was still some sideways motion;
gpparently the program had only killed part of their velocity so they could fly over their target areaand
pick aspecific landing Ste more carefully.

Donnalooked over at Trent, but he just shrugged and said, "Anywhere," s0 sheleft the targeting
circleright whereit was and pressed "enter.”

The program took them hafway around the planet again to kill the rest of their velocity, then put
them back where they were, only much closer to the ground. One more jump downward, and Donna
said, "That'sit. Were at the top of the atmosphere already.” Trent used the air jetsto orient the pickup
whedls-down while Donna said, "Get ready with the parachuteinfive. . . four .. .three...two...one
... how."

Heflipped the switch for their new chute. No time like the present for testing new equipment. It
streamed upward and tugged gently on the pickup, but not nearly as hard astheir other chutes did. Was



it fouled? Trent leaned forward and looked up just in time to see a series of cords break away from
wherethey held the canopy closed, and the chute blossomed open alittle at atime until it wasfully
deployed. There had been hardly alurch through the whole sequence.

"Now that wasanest trick,” Trent said. "I'll haveto learn how they did that."

There were big black |etters on the chute. They were backwards from undernesth, and in various
languagesincluding severa that weren't human, but Trent could read one set of block |etterseasly
enough: Gaactic Federation. He wasn't sure whether that was a good thing or abad thing, but it wastoo
late to worry about it now.

They drifted down through clear skies, watching the desert rise up to meet them. The ground was
red, just like it was around Rock Springs, and they could see big swirls and arcs of rock outcrops from
whereit had folded and then been eroded flat over millions of years. Off toward the horizon werea
couple of white patchesthat looked like salt pans.

"Lookslike werein the outback," Trent said. So much for spending that last twenty.

Asthey drew closer to the ground, they redlized it wasn't nearly as barren asit looked from higher
up. Around each of the rock outcrops there was alight brown ring the color of dry grass, and between
the rings were specks of green that turned out to be trees. There were actually lots of trees, just spaced a
ways gpart, and big tufts of grass or bushes or something growing between them.

Trent looked in the downward-facing mirror asthey approached the ground, and he saw a group of
twenty or thirty animals moving out in a circle around where they were going to come down. They were
up on two legs—kangaroos? But their armsflailed asthey ran, and brightly colored cloth billowed out
behind severd of them.

"People!" he said. "There's people down there."

"Oh, shit!" said Donna. " Should we jump?"

"They're gettin' out of theway.” Trent kept his eyes on the mirror just to make sure, but the runners
on the ground were well clear now.

"Jeez," Donnasaid. "What are the odds we'd land right on top of the only group of peoplefor miles
around?'

"Pretty dim, but we managed it. Hang on.”

They leaned back in their seats, and amoment later there was ahard jounce as the tires hit the red
dirt. The pickup skidded to the left alittle, but it didn't fed likeit wasin danger of going over. A cloud of
red dust rose up around them and drifted dowly to the left, rising to meet the parachute as it draped itself
over acouple of bushes and severa of the people who had watched them land.

They were aborigines. Dark skinned, dark-haired, except for the oneswho had gone gray, with
wide noses and big smiles. That wasagood sgn.

Trent popped the latches on his door and opened it, to be hit with awall of heat. He had intended
to gpologize for landing right in the middle of their get-together, but instead the first words out of his
mouth were "Wow, it's hot."

"You get used toit,” said one of the group in surprisingly good English.

Trent squinted in the bright sun. This guy didn't look like the others. He looked like alobster that
had been boiled too long, bright red and pedling even though he wore abig floppy hat and aloose-fitting
gray robe.

Trent remembered what held meant to say. Stepping down to the red ground, he said, "'I'm sorry
we dropped in right on top of you. We didn't—"

"We were expecting you," said one of the aborigines, an older man with dreadlocked hair and a
wispy brown beard shot with gray. His English was good, too, with just alittle of the accent Trent would
have expected from anative Austraian.

"Y ou were expecting us? How? We didn't even know we were coming here oursalves until afew
minutesago.”



"The universe knows," the aborigine said. He was wearing aleather thong around his neck with an
irregular lump of black rock tied to it; he reached up and touched the rock as he spoke.

The red-faced man said, "We sarted waking here five days ago. He wouldn't tell mewhy; just said
I'd know when it was time. | thought we were headed for atown or aranch or something, but we wound
up here thismorning and he says, 'Now we wait." So we're standing here in the middle of nowhere in the
middle of the day, and I'm about out of patience, when here you come. My hat's off to you, old man." He
lifted his hat, but dropped it right back on hishead. Trent didn't blame him; the sunlight fdlt like liquid fire.

He pedled out of his Ziptite and tossed it in the cab. Donna had aready shed hers; she came around
the front of the pickup, saying "Hi" to everyone on the way, until she stood next to Trent. "Hi," shesaid to
the aborigind leader. "I'm Donna Stinson, and thisis Trent.”

"They cdl meBilly when | need aname," the aborigine said.

"And I'm Dae" sad the other man. "DdeLarkin.”

It took amoment for the name to register, but when it did, it hit like aload of bricks. "The bank
robber?Y ou stole the whole damned—how did you wind up here?"

"Long story."

"I brought you heretotdl it," sad Billy. "So tell it."

"Here? Now?"'

"The heat makeshim alittle crazy," Billy said. "Of course here. Of course now. Thisiswherewe
are, and these people are only herefor the day."

"How do you know that?" Trent asked.

Billy laughed softly. "Would you stay any longer in this heet?"

That was agood point. But Trent wasn't going to stand around in it and listen to astory al day,
either. "Why don't we find some shade before we roast?' he said.

Billy laughed again and waved toward the bushes with the parachute draped over them. "Y ou have
dready providedit."

That was agood point, too. "Fair enough,” Trent said. "Want a beer?'

"That would befabulous" Daesad.

"Yes, thank you,” said Billy.

Trent looked out at the other people and redlized he didn't have enough for everyone, but he and
Donnawent into the camper and brought out what they had, and the rest of their bottled water aswell.
The water proved to be abigger hit than the beer; when the picking and choosing was over, the water
was gone and there was a Six-pack of beer left.

About haf thetribe settled in under the parachute. The others spread out into the bush, digging for
roots and who knew what else. Trent and Donna sat on the red dirt between two tufts of spiny grass, and
Billy and Dde sat facing them. It was surprisingly more pleasant in the shade, even though the ground
was gtill hot. Trent scooped up ahandful of dirt and let it trickle through hisfingers, and when helooked
up a Donna, he saw that she was watching him and smiling.

"Earth," hesaid.

"There's no place like home, eh babe?!

"Nope." He popped open his beer and took a swig. Nice and cool. No need for anippleto drink it
through, ether.

Billy nudged Ddeintheribs. "Sotdl your story.”

Dale shifted uncomfortably. "What if they don't want to hear it?"

"Too bad. The Dream brought them here, and we waked along waysto meet them. Y our livesare
connected. From what Trent said aminute ago, | think it started before today, hmm?'

"He bankrolled the guys who invented the hyperdrive,” Trent said. "Donnaand | helped them build
their spaceship. But we haven't met before.” He looked straight at Dale and added, "Then he robbed a
bank right after | got some money out of the cash machine. | mean took the whole building and



everything. The backwash blew meinto the hole.”

"Sorry about that," Dale said. If he blushed, it wasimpossibleto tell behind his adready-red skin. "'l
thought you were far enough away.”

"You miscdculated alittle”

"That wasn't the only mistake | made, believe me."

"Robbin’ banksis generally amistake,” Trent said.

Dale shrugged. "Wedl fight the system in our own particular way. But | was out of cash, and
amost out of options. After the Feds traced the money | gaveto Allen and Judy, | had about ten minutes
to grab what | could and get out of town. | holed up at my sister's place in Granger and finished turning
my van into a spaceship, but | didn't want to go live on some frontier planet. | was getting pretty tired of
living in the States, though, with dl the anti-this and anti-that going on, so | figured I'd knock off one last
bank and then go to Rio or something. But it didn't turn out quite the way | expected.”

"What happened?' Trent asked, growing interested despite himself.

Daelaughed. "Jesus, what didn't? When | jumped, | expected the cloud of air that went with meto
push me away from the building alittle when it expanded, but | didn't stop to think that the building would
befull of air, too, and dl of that would be rushing away from the other side of thewall. So the entire bank
came at meinstead of away, and it dammed into the van like arunaway train. It smashed the whole right
side and busted the passenger window, so al the air rushed out and sent me corkscrewing away like a
wobbly footbal. | had to use an entire fire extinguisher to stop the motion, and another one to push me
back to the bank."

"Hreextinguisher?' asked Donna.

"Yeah, | had abunch of CO, fire extinguishersfor maneuvering around. They work grest for that;
they've got those bell nozzles and everything. But you wouldn't believe how hard it isto steer avan with
one when you're leaning out the door and spraying it into space.

"I managed to push the van back toward the building, but the building was tumbling, too, so | had to
use another extinguisher to stop before | bumped up against it and got knocked away again. 1'd planned
to tiethe van to the bank with arope, but | couldn't do that with the building spinning around, either, o
had to cross over the last few feet on my own, wearing just my Ziptite suit.

"And that'swhen | redized that | hadn't set the jump field tight enough. I'd figured it would cut the
vault in haf and | could just go in and throw the loot into the back of the van and be done, but it was il
locked tight. Therewas alittle nick out of one corner, maybe big enough to reach an arm through, but the
edges |ooked sharp, and that Ziptite suit was starting to fed awfully fragile. And cold. Nobody told me
how cold it would be! Or how scary. All that loose dirt and rocks and stuff that came dong for theride
kept whacking into me, and the air regulator kept making that little popping sound when | breathed—I
thought it was the suit getting ready to blow."

Trent laughed. "Man, | know that feding. So what did you do?"

"I went back to the van and made another jump. | was about ten feet away from the building, ol
waited until it rotated around the way it was to begin with and diced off aten-foot chunk of it. It worked,
too. When the interior spun around again, the vault was spilling its guts out into space.”

Dale ducked his head sheepishly when everyone laughed. "Y eah, it'sfunny now. At thetime,
though, man | was pissed. Coinsand jewelry and paper money was flying out in abig spiral, whacking
into the van'swindshield—"

"Sounds pretty,” Donnasaid.

Dde snorted. "Oh yeah, it was pretty. Some of it was Krugerrands. | opened the door and tried to
catch someof it, but it just bounced off my glovesbefore | could grab it, and then | lost my grip onthe
door and dmost dipped out into space again myself. And of course by then my breath was condensing
insgde my helmet, so | couldn't see, and | was panting like crazy and the air regulator was popping away,
and | got this sudden image from Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid. Y ou ever seethat movie?'

Trent and Donna both shook their heads, but surprisingly, Billy nodded and said, "Robert Redford



and Paul Newman. Their best work."

"Yourekidding," said Dde.

"Yes, of course | must be. Their names must have cometo mein adream.”

Dale shook his head and said, "This guy's a constant source of surprise. So in the movie, Butch and
Sundance are robbing atrain, but they use way too much dynamite to blow the safe, and when they
touch it off it blows up the entire boxcar, safeand dl. It throws dl the cash up into the air, and it's
fluttering down like leaves around the Hole-in-the-Wall gang, who're grabbing it and stuffing it into their
hats. But the posse is aready closing in on them, so they jump on their horses and ride, dl but one of
them, who can't leave dl that money behind. He keeps gathering it up even when Butch shouts a him to
leaveit and ride for safety, and a second later, the posse shoots him dead.”

Hetook adrink of beer and said, "I decided right there that maybe money wasn't the most
important thing inlife, so | dammed the door and headed for home. Only it was the middle of the night at
home, and the cops were no doubt hotter on my assthan ever before. | took alook at the sunny side of
the planet and decided I'd always wanted to see Australia, so herel am.”

"He had alittle trouble landing, too," said Billy. "He came down on abig rock. It shorted the battery
and started afire.”

Ddesad, "l barely got out before the whole van went up. So there | wasin the middle of this, with
just the clothes on my back.” He waved his arms to encompass the brilliant sunlit landscape beyond the
shade of the parachute. "1 would have died if these people hadn't showed up when they did.”

Trent shook hishead. "Man, it sounds like you've had more than your share of trouble. If it hadn't
started out with you robbin abank, I'd dmost fed sorry for you."

Donna poked him inthe Sde, but Dde said, "No, he'sright. | brought it al on mysdif.”

"So what are you going to do next?" she asked.

"I don't know. | just know that | won't be robbing banks anymore.”

"Do you want aride home?"

Dae shook hishead. "No, thanks. | don't think North Americaisagood place for me. I'm not sure
if the Audtrdian outback ismy place, either, but it's refreshingly uncomplicated out here. And it'sright in
the middle of the continent, so people are dropping in dl thetime. If | want aride anywhere, one's bound
to comedong in afew days."

Trent wasn't sure what to think about this guy. By all rights, he should be locked up. Hed stolen a
couple of million dollarsin cash and who knew what el sein peopl€'s safe deposit boxes, and he'd ruined
an entire bank building in the process. The fact that he didn't get to keep any of the money was
something, but even o, just letting him walk free didn't seem quite right. Except Trent couldn't see how
putting himin jail was going to help anybody else. He'd decided to stop robbing banks on his own.
Locking him up now would just be an act of vengeance, and would ultimately cost people more than just
letting him go.

Heredlized that Billy waslooking a him with an amused expression on hisface.

"What?' Trent asked.

"Lifeiscomplicated," said Billy. "Even out here." Then he sood up and walked out into the sunlight.
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Trent and Donnaand Dale stayed under the parachute, swapping stories about their travels and
about Rock Springs and the things that had happened to them there. Trent told Dale about meeting Judy
and Allen on their space station, and how the Galactic Federation had refused to get involved in human



politics.

"Makessense, inaway," Daesad. "Y ou start micro-managing everybody else, and you just wind
up likethe U.S,, fighting wars on a dozen different fronts and not doing anybody any good.”

"That'sfine, in principle,” Trent said, "but it doesn't do us awhole ot of good, either. Were il
stuck with the government from hell.”

"So changeit,” said Dde. "It'sdesigned to let usthrow the rascals out every four years. Do you
vote?'

"Yes, | vote, for all thegood it does. Thereisn't a candidate on the ballot who's any better than the
peoplein office"

"So runfor office”

Trent snorted. "Y eah, right. | can just imagine how well that would go over."

"You'd get my vote," Donnasaid.

"And I'd get laughed out of the country,” Trent said.

Dae examined hisempty beer can asif there was some hidden truth in itsside. ™Y ou don't have to
dart at the top, you know."

"Dogcatcher,” Trent said with alaugh. "Now theré'sarace | could probably win."

"Itsadart,” said Dale.

"Sure. And it would do the country awholelot of good to have me out there with anet, goin' after
loose poodles.”

Dde shrugged. "Hey, we do what we can. | bought into the instant successideafor so long, the
best | can do now istake mysdlf out of the picture. Be glad you can do more than that."

Trent was starting to get embarrassed by the way the conversation was going, so he was actually
kind of relieved when therewas acry of darm from out in the open. He jumped to his feet and rushed
out from under the parachute to see everyone looking upward, where a big meteor was drawing afiery
line across the sky.

Hisfirgt thought was that the U.S. had decided to bomb Austrdia, too, but thiswas coming in at
much too shalow an angle for a meteor-bomb.

"I wonder if that was somebody trying to land,” he said quietly.

Whatever it was, parts were bresking off and burning in separate little chunks, spreading apart until
there were awhole swarm of pieces streaking across the sky side by side.

Then another one flared up way in the north, moving at awide angle to thefirst. Two people making
bad |andings within seconds of one another? That didn't seem likely.

Trent climbed into the pickup and turned on the radio, but there was only stetic. Way out herein the
middle of nowhere, he hadn't expected much else, but it had been worth atry.

The meteors burned themsel ves out high in the atmaosphere, leaving thick smoke trails behind them
that persisted long after the fireballs were gone. Billy walked over to where Trent and Donnaand Dae
were standing and said, "That |ooked like the time Skylab came down."

"Skylab?' Trent asked.

"Beforeyour time," said Billy. "It was a gpace station that fell out of the sky." He held up his
rock-on-a-thong necklace and said, "My father made uswalk for days so we could watch it. Hewas a
little too accurate in hisdream. This piece hit him on the head.”

Donnasaid. "Didit. . . didit kill him?"

Billy laughed. "No, it was moving too dowly by thetimeit found him. But the centrifuge gave usdl a
scare.” Helet the rock—more likely afire-blackened bolt or piece of asolar panel or something—fall
back to hischest and said, "The dream is never clear. | had no ideathere would be more than one good
omen today."

"Y ou think that was agood omen?' Trent said.

"Undoubtedly, for someone,” said Billy. "Thisone, | think, isgood for you.”



Trent couldn't see how. After Mirabelle, he didn't think meteorswere good luck at adl. But he held
histongue.

He and Donna could fed themselves dready starting to sunburn, so they retreated under the
parachute and had another beer, waiting out the rest of the day until they could jump around to the other
sde of the planet and land in the light. The aborigines came and went from the shade, listening to their
conversation with Dde and Billy or just ngpping in the long, lazy afternoon.

When the sun went down, Trent and Donnafolded up their parachute and packed it away, but the
computer's atlas said it was till too early for daylight in North America so they hel ped gather wood and
garted afire, roasting hot dogs over the flames and sharing whatever else they had |eft in the camper that
didn't require water to cook. The temperature dropped fast in the clear night air, and it wasn't long before
they were putting on sweatshirts and sitting close to thefire.

Firetime wasthe aborigines turn for storytelling. Billy talked about the Dreamtime when the world
was creeted, and how the beings that shaped the land lived on in spirit form, lending their knowledge to
anyone who knew how to listen. Trent listened out of politeness at first, but he gradudly redlized he was
interested in what Billy was saying. It wasreligion, certainly, but it made alot more sense than the selfish
gods and angry battles of the religions he had grown up with. Its central message, if he understood it
right, was that human beingswere apart of nature, inextricably linked with al other living things on Earth,
which included the Earth itself. Y ou didn't have to appease anyone or anything, just live in harmony with
it.

"l just redlized something,” Trent said. "Y ou guys aren't going to colonize other planets, are you?"

"Does the fish move onto the land?" Billy asked. Then he laughed and said, "Y es, asamatter of
fact, it doesif you give it enough time. And so will some of us, I'm sure. But not today. Right now we
belong here." He threw abranch onto the fire and bright red sparks shot up into the night sky, but they
winked out before they could settle on anything and catch it on fire.

At last, when the sky was pitch black and the stars were as bright as they were from deep space,
Donnafigured it would be morning over central North America She and Trent said goodbye to Dale and
Billy and the others, put on their Ziptite suits, and climbed into the pickup. They drove afew hundred feet
out into the bush, swinging once around to make sure that nobody was deeping where they intended to
launch from, then they sedled up and jumped into space.

Donnatook them around to the sunlit side of the planet, then dropped them afew thousand miles
out over northern Canada. "1 wonder how close to the border we can go before we get shot at?' she
asked.

"I don't know," Trent said. "Theoreticaly we should be able to land just north of Montana, but |
wouldn't bet my lifeonit. Let's seeif anybody down there can tdll us." Heturned on theradio again and
tuned to channel 19, but there was too much traffic to get aword in edgewise. He tuned up and down
thedia, but it was the same everywhere. Every channd was packed with voices. At last he went back to
19 and cdlled out, "Break one-nine. Break one-nine for information. Can anybody tell me how closeto
the U.S. border aguy can land these days?"

There was amoment of static when he let up the microphone, then adozen voicestried a onceto
respond, so he waited for them to die down and said, "Too many of you! Just one, try again.”

Of course everybody broadcast again. "One guy!" Trent said.

"Therewere five or Six voicesthistime, but one of them cut through the others. "Haven't you heard?
The laser satdllites are down. Something dropped them dl out of orbit about elght hours ago.”

"The laser satdllitesare gone?’ Trent asked. "You meanit'ssafetoland inthe U.S.?"

"Well, that's amatter of opinion,” said the voice with the strong signd. "It's fill the bloody States,
after al. But they won't be zapping you with alaser today, that's for sure!l”

"Holy shit," Trent said to Donna. "That's what we saw over the outback.”

Donnasaid, "I'll bet you anything it was Allen. He said he was going to do something to get back at
the U.S. for that navigation software.”



"But killing every laser satellite! How could he do that?"

"He's part of awhole group of scientist geeks. They probably hacked into the guidance program
months ago, and were just waiting for theright timeto trigger it. What better message than to turn the
whole country's navigation software againg them?”

"Damn. Remind me never to get him mad at me." He put the microphone back inits clip and turned
downtheradio. "Wdll, hdl, | guesswe might aswell take advantage of it. I'll bet you anything the
military'stoo busy shittin' their pantsto worry about people landing in Rock Springs.”

Donnatook them in closer so they could find it, then she did the targeting circle to the east of Sdlt
Lake and just past the pincer-shaped Flaming Gorge Reservoir. It wasrising pretty fast to meet them, but
shewas quick about it. "That ought to do," she said, hitting "enter."”

The computer took them around to the other side of the planet for afew minutes, then set them
back where they had started and dropped them down to the edge of the atmosphere in two more quick
jumps. "Ooh, | like this program,” Donna said. "' Get ready on the parachute.”

Trent reached for the switch, deciding at the last moment to usetheir origind parachutethistime. It
might not be agood ideato have " Gdactic Federation” written acrosstheir chute today. He flipped the
toggle when Donna caled "zero" and they endured the lurch and the few seconds of worry afterward that
they would somehow be shot down even now, but they descended peacefully through the atmosphere,
watching the ground dowly rise to meet them. It looked alot like the outback down there; the samered
soil and spotty vegetation, but with much more varied terrain. Trent couldn't help smiling when he saw the
flat-topped buttes with their sheer cliffs and the talus dopes of shale at the base.

Then he redlized that they were coming down right on top of one. Worse, they were going to hit on
the edge. "Get ready to ball out,” he said. "This doesn't look good."

Donnawas aready holding her hand next to the keyboard. Trent waited until the last moment to be
sure, but when there was less than two hundred feet between the pickup and the rocks, he yelled "Ball
out!" and Donna hit the "enter" button, throwing them a hundred thousand kilometers back into space.

She had widened the jump field enough to include their parachute, but now it hung out therein the
vacuum, twidting itself up in its shroud lines and getting in the way of the other one.

"Shit," said Trent. So close. But it was only a matter of time before they had to do abailout, and
they'd been lucky so far. "Button up,” he said, sedling his suit.

Donnadid the same, and when he was sure they were both okay, he let the air out of the cab, tying
the rope around hiswaist and the other end to the steering whedl while the pressure dropped. When it
was down to zero he opened his door and unbuckled his seatbelt, then stood up in the doorway and
reached over the top of the cab, pulling the parachute down one-handed and wadding it into its pod
while he hung on with his other hand. There was no way he could get the parachute folded right in space,
so hedidn't eventry.

Thefabric tried to get away like something dive, but he wrestled it into the pod and managed to
latch the cover with only afew puckers of it sticking out the edges. Good enough. Then it was back
ingde, closethe door, latch it tight, and refill the cab with air and open his hemet.

"Okay, let'stry thisagain." he said.

They dready had the right velocity relativeto their landing Site, so it was a smple matter to pop
back to the edge of the atmosphere and give it another shot. Donna used the arrow keysto scoot them
Sdewaysafew miles, putting them over flatter terrain, and when they hit the air, Trent popped the other
chute.

It yanked them hard, too, now that it didn't have its special rigging, but it held, and they descended
without incident until they were just a couple of miles above the ground, when afighter jet roared past
just afew hundred feet away.

"Son of abitch,” Trent said. "Now what?"

The pickup bounced through the turbulence while the plane banked around and came back for
another pass. "Get ready to jump again,” Trent said, but he picked up the microphone and turned the



radio to channel 9, the emergency channel, and said, "Hey, what the hell do you think you're doing?"

Hedidn't redlly expect aresponse, but theradio crackled to lifeand avoice said, "You'rein
restricted airspace. Leave immediately or be shot down.”

"Redtricted, my ass," Trent said. "Near as| can tel, I'm right over my own goddamned house. I'm
an American citizen and I'm going home. Y ou gonna shoot down acivilian?'

"It says 'Galactic Federation' on your parachute," said the fighter pilot. "That doesn't look like an
American chuteto me.

"Why don't you check the license plate on my pickup, then?" Trent said. "Y ou're flying goddamned
close enough!”

The plane roared straight toward them, banking at the last second and peeling away to the side.
"County four," the pilot said. "Wdll, I'll grant you that much, but | can't let you land.”

"The hell you can't,” Trent said. "Y ou want to arrest usfor possession of ahyperdrive, you go right
ahead and do that, but it's sure as hell legd to parachute for recreation around here, and that's what we're
doing."

"Nobody lands," said the pilot. "Were in agtate of national emergency.”

"Fuckin' right we are,” Trent said. "We've been in a state of nationa emergency for twenty years.
Wl it'stime to decide whose side you're on, buddy, because I'm an American citizen and I'm landing on
American soil. Y ou want to shoot me for buildin' aspaceship in my back yard, you go right ahead, but
you just try looking in the mirror when you get back home tonight.”

The plane banked around again, and Trent watched it come toward them, his heart pounding. How
much time would they haveif hefired amissle? Time enough to jump away? He glanced over & Donna,
saw her hand shaking over the keyboard, and he opened his mouth to say "Jump," but she shook her
head and said, "Not yet."

The plane swooped toward them, nose to nose again, but it roared beneath them without shooting
and then it banked around and began to circle. "I'm gonnalose my damned commission for this," the pilot
said, "but welcome home, cowboy.”

Trent could barely hold the microphonein his shaking hands, and he had to swallow twice before he
could say, "If you do, you come on around to my place and I'll build you a spaceship of your very own.”

"We'reamost there," Donnasaid.

He looked out and down, suddenly redlizing that they had dropped nearly to the ground. He had
just long enough to look in the mirror and see that they weren't aimed for acliff thistime, then shoved
himsalf back againgt the seet for the impact. The pickup bounced over a big sagebrush and the steering
whedl spun crazily, but Trent fought it back around and steered into the dide before they turned over.
They skidded to astop, and the parachute did down in front of them to hang up in the sagebrush.

"| think that was about as much fun as| want to havein one day," Trent said. "L et's go home."
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The house was Htill there, just asthey had l€ft it. The mailbox wasfull of adsand catalogs, the
answering machine was blinking its attention light, and when Donnalogged on to check their emall, they
had over a hundred messages, not counting spam. Life had clearly gone on without them.

They turned on the TV long enough to confirm the news that the entire system of laser "defense’
satellites had s multaneoudly de-orbited and burned up in the atmosphere. Homeland Security was
aready screeching that it was the prelude to an dien invasion and was promising anew, more vigorous
program of "incursion deterrence'" just as soon asthey could figure out what had happened to the old



one. Never mind that the only aienswho even seemed interested in Earth were xenobiologists, and those
mostly out of morbid curiosity. HomeSec had never seen anews story that couldn't beturned into a
reason to boost public paranoia, and this was a golden opportunity for that.

Trent dismantled the hyperdrive and stowed the piecesin their hiding placesin casethe copspaid a
visit, and he and Donna cleaned out the camper. They put their do-mo-shell armor on the mantel, and
Donna printed the photo of Trent wearing histo set behind them. Trent wanted to drill acouple holesin
his helmet and run an arrow through it, but Donna said that would look too tacky, so he just leaned a
couple of arrows up againgt it. They put the meteorite on the mante, too, and Trent wished they had a
photo of Andre's house with the crater behind it, but like the view of Orion from up close, they would
just have to remember that.

They finished unpacking and cleaning up by noon. It fdt alot later in the day to them, but the Sun
was il highin the sky, and it didn't seem right to go to bed now. Donna had heard that the best way to
beat jet-lag was to force yoursdlf to stay up until bedtime, and they were too wound up to deep anyway,
so they just settled into thelr regular routines, Donna puttering around the house and Trent puttering
around the garage. He had plenty of work to do on the pickup, pounding out dents and touching up
scratches. He would eventudly haveto repaint it if he wanted it to look right, but he needed anew whedl
motor first, and even that would have to wait until he got ajob.

He checked the classified adsin the paper to seeif any construction jobs had miraculously come up
while he was gone, but there weren't any. The front page from three days ago had an article about the
new civic center, which the city council had voted down by the same one-vote margin that they'd had
when they failed to rgect the ban on hyper-drives. Bunch of short-sighted wimps with their headsin the
sand, Trent thought. Give peoplein thistown something to do on a Saturday night, and makeit friendlier
to come and go, and it might not ook like aghost town. Hell, start standing up for peoplesrightsand
they'd be moving in by the bud oad.

He tossed the paper in the trash and went back to polishing the truck, but he kept thinking about the
newspaper article, and how close the vote had been. One vote, and he would have ajob. One vote, and
he wouldn't have to hide his hyperdrive in aboombox and an old motor case. It wouldn't stop the federal
government from harassing people on their way home, but it would at least be astep in the right direction.
It would call attention to the cause, and show that not everybody in Americawas happy with the way the
country was being run. Hell, it might spark amovement that would turn things around and make the
United States a place to be proud of again.

He snorted. Y eah, right. Like that was going to happen. The only people l€ft in the country were
people who didn't know or didn't care that they didn't have any civil rights anymore. The government had
been whittling away &t the Congtitution since Trent was born, and they'd done it so dowly and
ddiberately that most people hadn't even noticed. Who would vote for a person who wanted to upset the
whole gpplecart in one big shove, especidly now when the world wasin such turmoil anyway?

He made himsdf grasp the thought held been nibbling around the edges of: Who would vote for
him, Trent Stinson?

Donnawould. And he guessed it wasn't bad form to vote for yourself, so that wastwo. At least he
wouldn't get skunked.

But if he was on the council, he couldn't vote for the civic center. It would be aconflict of interest to
vote for that and then make money building it. On the other hand, if he was on the council then he would
dready have ajob, wouldn't he? And of al the things he could think of to pay off hispromiseto Andre,
thiswas the one that actudly stood a chance of making a difference.

It wasridiculous. Trent wasn't apoalitician, and never would be. He didn't know a thing about
running acity. But obvioudy neither did aone-vote mgority of the people on the council right now.

And it was just about the right time to start campaigning. It was spring, and eectionswerein
November.

Helaughed out loud at the absurdity of it and focused on polishing up the truck, but the idea kept



coming back, and finaly he tossed his rag onto the workbench and started rooting around in hislumber
scrap for some lath and a piece of foam-core. If held learned anything from thistrip, it wasthat there was
no better way to scare yoursdlf away from something than to take a step toward it.

Hewasjust finishing up when Donna came out to see what he was doing. To her credit, she didn't
laugh. Shejust looked at the Sign, and then at Trent, and findly said, "Let'sgo stick it in the yard.”



