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New abilities create new opportunities--and new barriers.

* * * %

1. It'sGood to be Back
The whest field that had once been an asteroid hung off to the side of the boat.

"Log," ShandaKonigsberg said, rleasing the throttles. "Date-time. Foating free, about fifty meters off
the pole of field North Seven.”

"Logged," said the boat in itstoneless voice.

Thefield was adark green blob of elephant-ear leaves, smothering the dowly wheeling rock. Each leaf
was aquarter of ahectarein areaand a hundred meters from the surface. They were the dark green of
plantsthat grow dowly in subarctic climates.

"Not bad," said Shanda's older brother, Latimer. "Almost as good as Emrys can do." Emryswas her
younger brother.

"Hey!" shesad. "I've only been on Earth five years-"
"Hey yoursdf, Shandy,” said Emrys. "I'm saventeen now, you know."

She sighed. "I know, and I've been home from college every year, but | ill remember you asthe
twelve-year-old | left behind. How'sit look, Latt?'

Latimer looked up from the doppler. "' Close enough to zero. Emrys, shoot aline.”
"Let me" Shandacried, unbeting.

"Toolate!" Emrys swiveled the line-throwing gun around. "White whae in sight. Take that, Moby Dick!™
The boat thumped to the recoil, and Emrys grabbed the joystick. The harpoon hit the center of thefield.
"Bull's-eyel"

"All right,” Latimer said. "Let'sgo bring in the sheaves." He turned to the com. "K-boat Threeto
Konigsberg Home," he said. "We're off North Seven and anchored.”

"Konigsherg Home Farm acknowledges," the computer replied. " One moment.”

While they waited for a human to get to the com, they started "putting on their clothes.” They were
aready wearing their skinsuits and coveralls, and Shanda's feet had been hurting ever since they left

K onigsberg--the skinsuit's socks squished her toes together. Now they put on helmets and tanks, boots
and overgloves.

Their grandmother's voice came: " Shandy, you got company. The Dietzes dropped off afeller from
Earth. Met you in college. Says his name's Charles Durant.”

Charles! Shandathought.

Gran continued, very dry: "Wantsto tak to you. | told himit'll keep."



Shanda kept her voice steady. "Yes, tell 'im I'll see him tonight.”
"Y eah, we got work to do,” Latimer said. "K-boat Three off."
"K-berg Home off."

Charles Durant! shethought, banging her helmet down and jumping for the airlock. She had thought
she'd never see Charles again. It had broken her heart to leave him on Earth. And now here he was, in
the middle of the asteroid belt--she'd see him tonight!

"Charles?' Emrys asked, crowding into the airlock, making room for Latimer. ™Y ou never mentioned
him"

"Oh, I'maurel did," she said; to her surprise thejoy surging through her wasn't audible.
"Sowhat's he like?" Latimer asked, with elaborate casua ness, pumping the lock.

"He'sdl right,” Shandasaid. "Tall and good-looking--and being tall means more on Earth, where you see
people pardld. Charming and friendly, very bright."

"Can't complain about that," Latimer said, noncommittd.

The lock door opened, not soon enough for Shanda. She needed to be alone, to get agrip. You don't
know he's immigrating, shetold hersdlf. But why elsewould he have come Out? He loved her, wanted
to be with her, sheld told him she would live nowhere but in the Belt. So he had come.

Shefollowed Latimer, swung out onto the hull, gripped ahandhold. Asthird-generation farmers, they
could afford a pressurized "boat" that was actudly arotund harvester ship. It was the shape of two pears
joined together at the big end. Shanda snapped her safety line, gripped ahold.

Immense in the sky wasthefield, adark green Presence.

"But what's this bright charming Charles doing in the Bt?' Emrys asked.

"You know asmuch as| do," she said.

"But what about Ozzy Takahashi?' Emrys asked, plaintive.

Shanda had intended to marry Osborn Takahashi since she was fourteen. "l like Ozzy very much.”
"But you likethis Charlesguy more?' Emrysingtantly said. "Did you arrange for him to come Out?!
"l wouldve said, idiot!" Shandasaid.

Latimer had brachiated to the harvester's pod, swinging from handhold to handhold. "Go on, you two,
we're burnin' daylight,” he said. Histone, as had Shandas, told Emrys he had asked too many questions.

"Sorry," Emrys said. Shandathumped his shoulder in forgiveness.

"Chaytor coming out,” Latimer warned them, and sprang the pod open. The harvester unfolded itslong
spidery legs, clambered out, and attached alineto the boat. It gave off abrief jet of team--jumping
would have pushed the boat--and soared toward the field.

Emrys gave the harpoon line a couple of experimental tugs, and snapped hisbelt loop around it.
Detaching his safety line, he pulled on the line with casua skill, swooped away.



Shandawaited till Emrys vanished amid the leaves and reported the harpoon tight, lest their repeated tugs
pull the anchor loose. Tugging the line, she soared toward the field. Presently leaves closed over her

head. Tough, bamboo-like stems bent under her boots, soaking up her momentum. She touched down
with adight shock and snapped her safety to astem.

Here at the pole there was little undergrowth; not enough light. The surface was a brown mat, generations
of top-dressing over shattered rock, covered with moss adapted to space. It was dl tightly bundled by
the tough roots of the spatiophytes or "spytes.”

Latimer and Emryswere busy. Latimer clutched the boat's gyrosto set it spinning a the same Sately
pace as North Seven, lest their linesfoul. Emrys checked the anchor set by the harvester.

Shanda stretched herself pardlé to the surface and began a desultory search of the ground for previous
anchors. The spytes were coarse and tough; they rasped at the fiberglass canvas of her coverdls. Gloves
and boots further protected her. The boots each had a single claw curving down from the toe, for further
traction. She pulled hersalf between stems, digging her toe-claws in, scanning the broken surface.

Charles.

Sheld stayed free of men and other distractions during most of her five years on Earth. The Grange had
financed her education beyond the normal two years, on condition that she teach what she'd
learned--genetic engineering--at the college on Nerdstrom. All had gonewell until sheld met Charles
Durant at TexasA&M in her fifth year.

Fdling in love wasn't something she'd planned on.

But Charles dismissed the whole notion of space, including her intention of coming hometo K-berg. In
his confident view of the future, she would marry him and settle down on Earth. Emigration? Hed never
consideredit.

Shanda had refused to move in with him or make any other commitment. That had not discouraged him
asit should. How could it, when any fool could see she loved him? Stupid, stupid; everyone knew you
shouldn't get encumbered with an Earthman, unless he was willing to move Ouit to the Bdlt.

He had proposed to her the night they graduated.
"Hereésonel" Emryscried.

Shanda came back to her task, saw arusty spike sticking out of the shattered surface, and said, "Here's
another!" She thumped it a couple of times. There was enough oxygen leakage to corrodeit, but it was
gl sound.

"Bringing aline" Latimer said, and in afew moments, he crashed down in silence between the leaves.
They pulled on the line, drawing the telpher cables down, and made them fast to three anchors.

Landing the boat on the field would mean crushing the spytes. While the space-adapted plants were
hardy, they had limits and grew dowly. Latimer legped again for the boat, and shortly the telpher began
to move. It was not unlike an endless clothedine, hung with sacks of compost enriched with nitrates, lime,
phosphates, and ice.

Emrys and Shanda were kept busy detaching and piling the bags in a circle between the spyte stems, a
dreamy dow-motion dance that taxed every muscle. Shanda was soon panting and sweating through her
skinsuit; she'd gotten soft on Earth. Her calves and the arches of her feet ached. But thiswas normal; it
didn't distract her.



It had been raining in Texas Station on the evening of graduation, though that hadn't damped anyone's
pleasure. Therewas till amist in the air when she stepped out for a breath during the dance. Charles
followed her. She should have been on guard, she thought. Then: no, heintended to propose; better to
have gotten it over with.

And s0 sheld had to turn him down. She could gtill see theincomprehensionin hisface. "Why?' hed
asked.

"Because I'm going home, day after tomorrow. Y ou've madeit plain that you will never emigrate. Sothis
isgoodbye." She'd touched his cheek, spoke sadly through her ache: " Goodbye, Charles.”

She hadn't returned to the dance.

And now, three months later, when home had, she thought, begun to heal her heart, he was back in her
lifeagan.
Sheld see him tonight. Joy filled her; shefdt like Snging. Then she thought of Ozzy.

"That'sdl," said Latimer. "I'm coming down."

Shanda began to tie bags of enriched compost together into akitetail. Poor Ozzy. Sheld only seen him
once since she got back, at the homecoming party, though Takahashi Home Farm currently wasn't far
from K-berg. Now her joy was mixed with sadness. And guilt.

Trailing aline of sacks behind her, Shanda pulled hersdf into the thicket, and into adim, warm, green
world. Here, away from the poles, rotation permitted glances of light to filter down. Thousands of vines
sought it, thrusting their small leavesinto every gleam. She pushed through something like a stand of grass
or reeds with pam-like clusters at the top. It wasn't tangled; each stem pointed relentlesdy up. Every
meter or o she passed one of the trunks, thick as her wrist, that supported the huge outer leaves.

Here at the bottom, there was no break between undergrowth and upper; every level wasjammed with
life; she swam through a pool of green. From above, shaken leaves marked her passage.

Disorienting: adark green curtain of leaves before her, ahint of mig, the glimmer of water condensed on
gems. Disorienting, but familiar. Shanda had first started working in the fidlds when shewas nine, and
had been in vacuum since shewas six. Sheldd been in freefdl, insde, aslong as she could remember. This
was home, and it was good to be back.

Charles, she thought; Ozzy. Poor Ozzy. He deserved better than this. Hed always been there, steady as
abrother. She loved him, too and had always meant to marry him. He knew it. Now Charleswas here,

Shanda paused to orient herself, brushing damp leaves off her helmet. The asteroid had been no bigger
than alarge Earth house, but the plants had subjected it to adow explosion. The roots of the spytes went
to the very center of the former rock. The field was now apile of boulders, rocks, gravel, sand,
clay--and humus--bound together by roots and gravity. It had aliving soil, composed of shattered rock,
top-dressing, moss, and the soil bacteriathat first began the breakdown of the rock.

Shanda disentangled her train of fertilizer sacks and pulled herself on.

It got darker as she approached the other pole, where no gleams penetrated. Pulling up the compost
bags, Shanda unzipped the first one and spilled the top-dressing with practiced ease into the aerid roots.
No fear of the compost freezing; the spytes pumped heat down from the big outer leaves.

And then the next sack, and so on back to the other pole, where Shanda loaded up with another pile of



fertilizer bags. She concentrated on her work, trying to put Charles Durant and Osborn Takahashi out of
her mind.

Over her head, the Chaytor clambered among the stems, harvesting the meter-long pods, choosing only
the brown ripe ones. The pods were jammed full of kerndls that would have been ingtantly familiar to an
Earthly wheet farmer.

They worked and rested, spreading fertilizer, checking the hedlth of the leaves, climbing the trunksto
harvest ripe pods. On Earth, at the University of lowa, and again at Texas A&M, sheld seen Earthly
farms. After coming home she redlized that only in space, supported by cutting-edge technology, did
farmers do so much hard manua labor. Earthly harvesters were smple machines; theirs were complex,
fragile, and expensve.

Six hoursit took them to service thissmal field, but they'd tel phered tons of whest aboard. Back in the
boat, Shandawas exhausted and her hair sprayed out in damp ribbons.

"I'mracked,” she said, and was glad to see that her brothers were just as spent.

"A good day'swork," Latimer said, and turned to the com. "K-boat Three to K-berg Home," he said.
"Coming in--and ready for supper.”

Presently Gran'svoice: "K-berg to K-boat Three. Supper'll be ready when you are. That feller wantsto
talk to you red bad, Shandy."

* * * %

2. A Menacefrom Earth

Their blunt bow pointed toward Konigsberg Light: blue red blue, the brightest light in the universe, except
for the Sun. It drowned the faint stars that were the rocks of home.

"An hour to Home," Latimer said. "So, you like this Charles?’
Emryslooked at her eagerly; ready, she saw, to grin.
Shandawas ready for this question. "Wl enough, but | never thought he'd follow me Out.”

"Y ou must've made abigger hit than you redized,” Latimer mused. "Y ou were studying pretty hard dl the
time"

"That'strue." Her grant from the Grange was conditiond on her maintaining ahigh GPA, aswell ason her
teaching what sheld learned.

To Emryssvisgble disgppointment, Latimer dropped it, turning to the computer. Shandatried not to let
her relief show. Work helped. They went over the records of North Seven: tons of wheat harvested, tons
of fertilizer soread, thefidd'sinstrument readings--rotation, insolation, the strain gauges, their generd
impressions of thefidd's hedth.

Shandaworked automaticaly, thinking of Charles.
Konigsherg grew before them, from adim congtellation to acluster.

K-berg Home was atight swarm: the Whed, the older Little Whed, the origina tumbling Rock; aso, five
small fidds, the algae composting bubble, a couple of small metalic asteroids, numerous stony ones of
various size. The Ship, two small boats, frames of steel beams, gangway cables, and nets of assorted



stuff. The big harvester boat wasn't in, so Caldi and her crew weren't back yet. Shandasaw it al asif for
thefirgt time, wondering how it had looked to Charles Durant.

Rocks, docks, and socks, al in acomplex dow pavane around K-berg's unseen center of gravity.

Therewas aworking party at the warehouse, making up capsulesfor Earth. They offered to unload the
boat--probably had heard about Charles. Emrys brought them nearly to zero at the hub, and she and
Latimer stepped across into the lock. When the lock pressurized, they took their helmets off. Firdt to her
room for aquick shower and shampoo--what to wear?

Shanda swung hersdlf out of the lock and againgt the bulkheed, gripping the handhold. Shewas
immediately tackled.

"Shandal It's so good to see you--"
Charles--hed met them at the airlock--

"Ow!" Theimpact banged her againgt the bulkhead hard enough to start tears. "Hey! No free-fdll
wresling!"

"Oh, sorry, I'm il not used to microgravity,” Charles said, flailing around with one hand for ahold.

Shandatwisted out of hisgrip, pushing him againgt the bulkhead. Damn, better to have had Emrys
grinning like agoof than Latt's steady assessing stare.

"Shandal I'm so glad to seeyou! It's been months!" He was smiling, looking happy and self-satisfied.
She looked like awitch. She knew she did. "Good to see you, too, Charles. And abit of asurprise.”

"| should've called ahead? | wanted to surprise you. | counted on Spacer hospitality.” He turned to
Latimer, held out ahand. " Charles Durant. Y ou'd be--L atimer? Shandas brother?!

"Yeah," sad Latt. He nodded at the hand. "Shaking in freefal isajig, so we don't bother."
"I see your point. Pleasure to meet you, anyway. Y ou've been out harvesting, Caitlintelsme.”
Shanda, smoothing her sweaty hair, froze at this casua mention of Gran's name.

"Yes" Latt said, imperturbable. He nodded at Shanda. "1t's not good etiquette to meet someone at the
hub, especidly if they've been working in freefdl. Givethe girl timeto take ashower and fix her hair."

Charleslaughed, and Shanda's heart thumped. She forgave him everything. He was good-looking, but he
was aso so--s0 boyish, so unoffended and inoffensive--as eager as akitten.

"All right, | get it. It'l take me awhileto get the hang of Spacer ways." He turned to Shanda, did an
absurd bend that brought his knees up--a bow, sheredized. Covering his eyes, he said, "Sorry to have
seenyou in dishabille. Fortunately | didn't get agood look. I'll soon forget everything; | have avery bad
memory--"

Shanda smiled but cut him off. "All right, dl right, don't trip on your tongue. Come on, let's get down.”

Latimer and she got off on the third deck. "Seeyou in afew," she said, and hurried down the corridor to
her room.

Shewas panting asif she'd been working hard. My hair! she thought, wishing she could have washed



and dried it on the boat. What he must think! Then she thought, well, it's probably just aswell that he see
me at my worgt. | thought that time | was out in the rain was bad enough--but now | smell aswell aslook
bad.

She dived into the shower, rinsed off her skinsuit, unzipped it and peded out of it with amoan of relief.
Then ahasty shower; she washed her hair. Peering into the mirror as she dried and brushed it, Shanda
groaned. It was going to look fluffy, asif shewastill infreefdl.

At the end of the corridor, beside the elevator, adoor gave onto the third-level terrace. Each of the three
levels of the building block was smaller than the one below, giving two terraces. Shanda peered over the
ral at the terrace below. The family was dready gathering. She hurried down the gairs, smiling, feding a
surge of purejoy.

Charles was among the group at the kitchen hatch. Shandafelt that about a thousand of the two hundred
K-bergers were staring at her as she joined them.

Charlesamiled at her. "It wasworth the wait," he said.

They dl grabbed bowls and platters and carried them to the tables that overlooked the fields below. This
took a couple of trips. Shandaredlized that only about fifty K-bergers were here--they worked three
shifts

"Sit here, Charles," Gran said, indicating the chair a her right hand. "Y ou here, Shanda," at her l€ft.

Charlesturned and bowed to her. "Thank you, Caitlin." Already he'd learned to handle himsdlf in the
one-third Standard gravity.

"This afternoon | bored your grandmother,” he said to Shanda. "I don't know exactly what | expected,
but Konigsberg is much bigger and, well, more comfortable, than | expected. | know, don't believe what
you see on video, but it's hard to overcome dl that childish conditioning. The heroic space minersin their
rude habitats, ignorant but shrewd.”

"Well, were farmers, and third-generation ones; we have abig capita investment,” Gran said. "Beginners
do struggle, though not as much asin the old days. It's not the kind of investment where you get rich.
Farming'saway of life."

"Soismining and prospecting,” Latimer said. "But modern minerslivein the smeter habitats. Very
comfortable”

Charles |ooked down out at the fields and ponds, up at the blue tranducent ceiling that aped the sky of
Earth. "1 expected melt-stone walls and bare pipes. Log cabinsin space.”

"Nowadays there are space companies who'll build you arough whed pretty cheaply,” Gran said.
"Thousands of immigrant farm companies setting up.”

"The Whed's chegper than it looks" Latimer told him. "It'sjust atube of melt-onewith aninsde
diameter of twenty meters. Braced with amicrosted net, in asted frame with four elevatorsto the hub.
Most of it, in other words, was made in the Belt."

"But even those parts cost money, and the partsthat are imported cost even more," Gran said. "It'sten
yearsold now, and well be paying for it for the next twenty."

Thefamily fdl slent, subdued: Shandas father had died during the building of the Whed.



"But even Home Rock was not as uncomfortable asin Earthly videos," Shanda said, after amoment.
"Maybe you saw it on your way in--the one that looks like along potato with a big lump on each end. It
tumbles end over end, and the two lumps are the habitats--about a tenth gee. Eveninthe old days, it was
fixed up quite comfortably. Nowadays it's mainly used for offices, storage, and by ... newlyweds."

He amiled at that but, she noted gratefully, forbore to comment. He turned to Gran. ™Y our capital
investment must make K onigsherg Farm avauable property.”

"Couple of hundred million." Gran shrugged. "It's the same as on Earth. Farmers have alot of capitd, s0
you'd call them rich. But their income above outgo makes them poor, and they don't work any eight-hour
day to get it, nor any four-day week. We sdll wholesale and buy retail, you know."

"Y es, but you've set up buyers co-ops, so you're not doing so badly asal that, surely?’

Everybody stared at him. "Son," Gran said, "only the Grange keeps our heads above water. Most of the
price of asteroid foods on Earth isthe shipping, handling, and processing.”

Charleslooked at thetable, smiling. ™Y ou do eat well, for po’ folks."

Gran nodded, looked down the table with some pride. There were four kinds of vat-grown mest, fish,
fresh fruit, three kinds of bread, and scads of vegetable dishes. All their own produce. Also a half-grown
cat, prowling from dish to dish.

"Deloise," Latimer said. "Get your cat off thetable."

"K-berg has always been able to feed itsdlf," Shanda said, as her niece pursued the kitten. "Only our
strenuous lives keep usin shape. | was getting soft on Earth.”

Charleslaughed. "Here| thought I'd be the strong guy because of my Earthly muscles. But do you have
some way to offset the price of goods you must buy from Earth?

Gran chewed thoughtfully and swallowed. "Well, it's no secret that the Bdlt istrying to indudtridize itsdlf.
Weé're building our own ships, processing plants, and so on. Lots of good investment opportunities there.
Upwards of sixty percent of the grain we ship to Earth is milled--flour, meal. Soon well be salling mest;
dready somefarmsare sdlling fish. And weve been building tug hullsfor along time, just buying the
fusion rockets and insruments from Earth.”

“Tugs?

Gran gave him alook; surely everybody knew about the canisters of grain, chemicals, and metd that
were at dl timesfdling toward Earth?

Shandaexplained briefly.
"Oh, | remember seeing something about "The Pipdine from Space.
Gran turned to Latimer. "How wasthefied?"

"Good," he said, and gave afew details about soil condition and production. "It's put by for, say, ayear.
Next harvedt, three or four months."

Gran nodded and turned to Shanda. "Y ou remember Outer Nine? One of your earliest fields, back when
you were, what, ten? Well, it'sdrifted so far out that we're selling it to the Takahashi family. I'veinvited
Nogaese Devander over to discussit. And Ozzy."



"G-good,” Shanda said, and quickly took asip of coffee.

"Y ou're sdling one of your fields?' Charles asked, showing nothing but polite interest, but looking at her
detly.

Shandafdt darm, guilt, and confusion. She had no ideawhat her face showed.

"Yes" sad Gran. "We don't have a planet for our fields to orbit around, so the outer ones wander, and
over the yearsthey get so far away that it doesn't pay to work them. Well make a deal with the
Takahashis. Well take turnsworking the field for afew years, then itll drift farther into their zone, and
they'll ownit."

To Shanda: "Ozzy'll be heretomorrow. Y ou haven't seen him since your homecoming, have you?”'
"No, | havent," she said, managing to sound normal, you conniving old woman.

Charless expresson was thoughtful.

* k x %

3: The Green, Green Hillsof Earth

After supper Gran got Shandaasde. The old woman led the way dowly down the stairsto the lawn that
edged the fields here.

"Gran," Shandasaid, as soon asthey were out of hearing. "What did you mean by inviting Ozzy
Takahashi over?Y ou couldve waited--"

"Y ou know this Charlesalot better than you ever let on, right?"
llYe_all

"I knew before | ever saw you two together. Well, one of those young menisgoing to get ahell of a
disgppointment. Y ou can't marry them both."

They descended in slence.

"Think Ozzy'll get over it?' Gran asked.

"He-he's ableto t-take care of himsdlf. | mean, he's not romantic.” Weakly she added, "Hell bedl right.”
Gran grunted in skepticism. " So, what are thisyoung feller's prospects?’

Shandawas aghagt. "Gran, he haan't said anything about immigrating yet."

"Well, marrying in isthe classic way of joining the company.” Konigsberg, Inc. was a closed corporation.

They were on the grass now. Shanda frowned. "Well. He's--or hisfamily--ismildly wedthy. A chain of
hardware storesin the American Midwest. Obviously he can afford along trip into space.”

"On awild goose chasg, if he never proposed to you before starting.”
Shandawas slent, guilty.

Gran sighed, leading her toward the edge of the lawn. "Well, even if he can't buy in, it won't affect
anything to split the stock again. It'snot asif it'sfor sde.”



Shandas heart jumped. "Y ou'd give him ashare, just for me?”’

Slowly Gran bent over a bush, picked a peanut pod. She shelled seven red peanuts from it, looked up
over her shoulder. "We did asmuch for Mary." Latimer had brought hiswife from Earth. "It'd mean wed
be gaining ahand, instead of losing one."

"He doesn't know athing.”
"True. But hed have you to teach him."

Shanda thought of teaching Charles dl she knew about farming. She stood smiling, looking out over the
field, thinking of Charles-here.

The field stretched before them, so ordinary to her, so strange to Charles. How would it seem to him?

Artificial . Shanda suddenly saw that it was the bottom of theinside of atube. It doped up to the sdes
and curved up into the distance, perspective chopped off. For thefirst time she saw how fragileit was.
Did Charleslove her enough to overcome an Earthman'sfears?

"Hope hetakestoit," Gran said. "But what could best this?"

Shanda stood shaken. She glanced at Gran. The old woman was smiling, sincere. Gran had been born on
Earth; her family had immigrated when she was eleven. Sheld never been back. She'd worked hard for
yearsto achieve--this.

"l hope hetakesto it too," Shanda said, subdued.

Cadi's hair was beginning to be streaked with gray. Shanda had been home three months now and till
hadn't got used to it.

"Mother," shesaid. "l didn't invite him out here! | don't know if he meansto immigrate--he may not know
yet himsdf."

"I know dl that, but it's il your fault.” Caldi grinned; it was aline she had often used when compelled to
punish her only daughter.

Shandasmiled, rueful. "'l guessitis.”

"Gran says he's after you. And faceit, you do like him. Don't you?'
"Yees"

"Hmmp. W, let'sgo meet this Earthman.”

Shandafollowed, feding nervous. "Try to betactful, okay?'

Cddi glanced back at her with agrin. "Don't worry."

"I worry 'cause | know you. Mom, tell me the truth. Did you get involved with an Earthman in your
college days?'

Caldi sad, "You bet | did, girl, adozen at atime. Well, two or three at atime, adozen or two over all."
"In just two yeard"

"Threeyears. None of your lip, girl. Y ou know about Outer Nine?'



"Yes" with restraint.
"Good."

They found the others on the terrace at the other end of the building block. Caldi was gracious when
introduced, and took Charless complimentswith only araised eyebrow. Latimer was building afirein
the fireplace. Charleswas fascinated by it, and said so.

"Wedon't useit much," Gran said. "I remember one on Earth, massed athousand kilos--"
"Gran"

"Well, hdf aton anyway. It was beautiful .

"Where do you get your wood?"' Charles asked.

Gran looked around inquiringly and Latimer spoke.

"Thisis old apple wood we've been saving. Y ou rate as aspecia occasion, Charles. Mostly we burn
gaks, which we pressinto sort-of logs."

"It'sanother of those paradoxical luxuries we Earthworms don't expect to find in space.”

"It'sactudly anecessity,” Shandasaid. "Often alot of usare off the Whed, and the atmosphere gets out
of balance. So we have to burn stuff.”

"But not very often,” Charles said, warming his hands. "I'm flattered!"

There were half a dozen children gathered around, too young to be sent off to school. The familiar
miracle of the fire could not compete for their attention with ared live Earthman. Their marshmalows
wavered wildly.

"Charles? Do you redly cdl yoursdves Earthworms?”
He laughed. "We don't even call oursalves Earthmen. We'rejust us.”
"What'sit like on Earth?"

"I don't redly know. Y ou should ask someone who wasn't raised there.” He shook his head, looked out
over the fields--on this side of the building block, it was an orchard. He pointed toward the bend. "You
can see along way, farther than that. Shanda, what do you think of Earth?"

Shanda swallowed abite of gpple. "The gravity wasthefirgt thing that got to me." They al laughed.
Shandamused for abit, findly sad, "I think if therésanything | missfrom Earth, it's sunrises and sunsets.”

They'd seen videos, and were disgppointed. "That'sal?"

"Y ou don't understand. Even with thewide visplate, it's not the same as being there. It'slike, well ...
sunrise. | remember in lowa, in spring, when the Sun would rise through amigt.”

They'd seen midts.

"Not like our mists. Much thicker, and it goes on for kilometers and kilometers. Andthe Sunisjust a
deep red glow in the eadt, at first. Then there's pale gold above thered, and there'sarow of narrow gray
clouds overhead. The eastern edges of the clouds turn pink, and now you can see the Sun as adeep



cherry red ball. The clouds are pink and gold, and the sky above the mist is gold. Then the Sun comes up
abit higher, getting bright, alighter red, and the clouds are flushed with bright sticky gold. The birds start
to call and sing, more different kinds of birds than those down there," nodding at the orchard. "Now the
Sun'stoo bright to look at, and the mist isn't as thick as you thought it was, and al those clouds are
white, and you didn't see that happen...."

They sat in slence for amoment, enthralled. "And the sky isbluel”

"Y es, by now the sky isblue and it's early in the day and no one around you has even noticed the
miracle. They're grumbling and pouring coffee, not looking out the windows."

The kids laughed at that, except Deloise, who burned her mouth on her marshmallow and had to be
comforted.

Charleswas looking at Shandain admiration. "'I've got to start getting up early,” he said, shaking his head.
"l had no ideathere was dl thisfree entertainment.”

Shanda amiled. "And that's not even mentioning thunderstorms. I'm glad | never saw atornado, though."
To thekids, she added, "Of course there's other attractions, like the Grand Canyon. | know, not as big
asVdlesMaineris, but realy big when you're going down it on a horse's back.”

"Tell about horses™

Shandalaughed. "Y ou've seen the videos. They're fun, much like big dogs--persondity-wise. | never
rodeone a agdlop. | supposeit would be adower and rougher version of riding amotorcycle. A
friend," pre-Charles, he was, "took me for aride on amotorcycle once.”

"What wasit like?"
She drew her elbowsin. "Scary. But not as scary asaplaneride.”
"Isit really better to go to the Grand Canyon than do the video tour?"

"Oh, yes. You could fall, soit'sscary. And it takes hours; you can't just shut the machine off. It'san
experience, not an entertainment. And dl of Earth islike that. Just driving through lowaand seeing
kilometers and kilometers of grass and rolling hills and farmhouses hundreds of yearsold, it'slike nothing
you've ever experienced, and it'sdl beautiful. All beautiful "

Shanda came back from her distance, looked at them. "We came from there, you know. Were designed
for that planet.”

Charless expression was as admiring as those of the children.

* k x %

Lying on her bed's thin foam pad, Shanda remembered how soft and cuddling the beds of Earth were.
They had to be, in that gravity. The presence of Charles had brought Earth poignantly back.

Sheturned restlesdy. Charles, Charles. Were hisintentions honorable? He hadn't mentioned his plans.
Hed only said he could stay till they took the off-shift students to Nerdstrom and brought back the
on-shift--aweek, then.

He'd made no attempt to get her aone, but if he'd seen the glances her folks had exchanged, he couldn't
have any doubt that they, at least, were sure she wasin love with him. For that matter, she thought, her
own expression must have given her away repeatedly. Sheld felt radiant--she must have shown it.



She cautioned hersdlf--he il hadn't mentioned immigrating. And even Caldi hadn't been impolite enough
to ask.

Shanda punched up her pillow, and sghed. But why € se would he come Out? He'd had only casual
interest in space, whenever she had mentioned it. Hisonly interest in it had been because of her, she
redized. Then hed lost her. He knew that if he wanted her, hed haveto immigrate.

And from the way he had looked at her, he wanted her.

She sighed again. Poor faithful Ozzy. And damn Gran. She could've waited aweek or two before sdling
Outer Nine.

Shanda had the pics and stats on Outer Nine pulled up, in the office on deck level, when Nogalese
Devander and her nephew, Osborn Takahashi, were ushered in by Latimer. Gran stood and greeted
them expressionlesdy and received expressionless gregtingsin return.

"Oz," Shandasad, standing. "Nogadese."
"Shan," Oz said, nodding back. Nogal ese nodded without speaking.

The Takahashis had been Out aslong as the Konigsbergs, and there weren't many of the origina
Japanese genesleft. Ozzy had dark hair, but it was a deep blackish brown, not the raven-wing black his
ancestors had had. There was very little of the epicanthic fold left, and his nose wastoo big for hisname,
But he retained the ageless, even features of Ada, features so regular that you might not redize at first
how handsome he was.

He's heard about Charles, she thought, aching for him, guilty.

They al turned their attention to the stats, and began to hammer out adedl. Gran bargained hard and got
essentidly the dedl sheld outlined last night. She was hampered by the Takahashis knowledge thet they
need only wait for afew years and Outer Nine would wander into their laps.

Gran settled for adiding scde. At first Konigsberg would harvest three out of four times, then haf the
time, and down to zero by intervals. Then along hard bargain to determine the length of theintervals.
Findly they settled on anumber of years, shorter than she wanted, and Gran held out her hand to
Nogalese.

"Y ou're atough bitch, Devander.”
Nogdese grinned. "From you, that'sarea compliment.”

Shandagrinned in relief, and intercepted ardieved grin from Ozzy, who was stretching. It wasthe first
unconstrained emotion either had shown since entering the room.

"Andjustintimefor dinner," Nogalese added. "I planned it that way."

They went upstairsfor the "noon" medl.

Ozzy waked near her. "So who isthis Charles Durant?’

"A collegefriend. | didn't know he was coming Out.”

He nodded. "The Dietzes said he asked them not to call ahead, when they dropped him off."

"We haven't asked, but it's possible he'sthinking of immigrating. He's full of questions about farming.” He



nodded without expression, and she quickly added, "He hasn't said anything.”
Sheintroduced him to Charles on the terrace.

"A pleasure," said Charles. He wastdler than Ozzy. "Please don't crush the hand--1've been learning
what wimps us Earthworms are.”

Ozzy laughed, sounding surprised.

They carried bowls and platters to the table and sat. Shanda had foreseen what was coming and knew it
was uselessto try to avoid it: they sat on either Sde of her.

Nogaese and Gran exchanged smdl smiles, and Shandafelt her face heat up. Old witches--they
probably planned thistogether.

Charles addressed Gran. "1 hope you got agood ded . Deloise took me floundering in--you don't say
microgravity, do you? Why not?'

Everybody looked blank. "Wejust don't," Gran said.

Shanda murmured, "Free fal may not be accurate, but we know what we mean. It'stwo syllables, easy
to pronounce, where microgravity has, uh, five. And they have to be pronounced dowly. So how did you
likeit?'

"It waslike flying," Charles said. He smiled down the table at Deloise, who seemed about to burst with
adight.

"According to your records,” Nogalese said to Gran, "nobody's looked at Outer Ninein seven months.”
"It'sduefor avigt," Gran admitted. " Soybeans are fetching agood price, too."
"I haven't got time to go mysdlf, but if you can get Ozzy home, I'd like to have him take alook.”

"No problem.” Gran looked down the table. "L att and Shandy have chores today--Emrystoo if he's
caught up on hislessons. Ozzy could give them a hand, then go with them tomorrow. Okay?"

Nogaese looked around at al the nodding heads and agreed.

Charles spoke to Gran. "Would it be possible for me to go out to the asteroid tomorrow? I'd keep out of
theway."

Gran looked as startled as Shandafelt. Shelooked blankly at Shanda, then at Latimer, who, Shanda
saw, wasamiling dightly.

"No problem,” Latimer said. "We can find a skinsuit to fit you. Y ou might even want to give usahandin
the home fid ds this afternoon.”

"A pleasure!” Hissmile said he meant it.

Today's chore was clearing old potato vines and tilling the soil for the next crop. They put on wide straw
hats againgt the UV from the celling and raked the dry vines onto sheets of pulp paper.

"Some we may burn, yes" Latimer said. "Most of it will be composted. Some well make paper of, like
that," nodding at the crude shesets.



"l wondered about your toilet paper,” Charles said, wincing.
They laughed. Ozzy said, "Farmers are hard-assed.”

Charles smiled, and Shanda quickly said, " Some farmers a so make wrapping paper and cardboard, but
nobody yet does fine notepaper or artificid wood.”

If Ozzy wanted to ride Charles, he forbore. Perhaps he was hampered by their presence. Charles himself
never showed any sense of rivary, not even when he lagged behind them. He straightened painfully and
rubbed his back from time to time, and drank alot of water, but didn't complain. Indeed, he got Shanda
tojoin him in Snging some of the nonsense songs that had been popular in their class.

Soon he had them dl singing aong--even Ozzy. Oh, Ozzy. Damn Gran and Noga ese both.

* % % %
4: Between Worlds

Latimer'swife Mary got back from Nerdstrom that evening--their oldest son had broken hiswrist playing
free-fal tag--and wanted to go with them. Another hand would be useful--Emrys had his studies.

"Outer Nineis so far away that well make the trip overnight,” Shanda explained to Charles. "It means no
privacy, and worse, deeping in skinauits. Infreefdl.”

"Now, that'smorelikethe videod" he said, grinning.

After supper they kitted him out with a skinsuit, and ran through the helmet drill. "Never had ahull
puncture yet, but we take no chances,”" Latimer told him.

Charlesfdt of histoes. "Thisisacase where the video tour is definitely better.”
Latimer grinned. "Wait'll you meet the free-fdl toilet.”

They made sure his helmet and tanks were tight, strapped him--and themsalves--onto the flitter, and
Emrys squeezed the controls. The flitter wasjust a hat-rack with anuclear battery and atank of water.
Steam shot out the rear, and they spent endless minutes wafting across avast sky deeted with light.

Nobody said anything, not even Charles. Shandaloved these moments, donein the privacy of her
helmet, drifting among stars. Especidly here, amid al the familiar things of her home: the Whed, the
fields, agangway like aladder acrossthe dark sky. Asagirl, once shed redized that as awoman sheld
marry and leave home, never to return except at rare intervalsfor visits, she had been overcome with a
premonitory nostalgia. She couldn't believe, asachild, that she could bear to leave dl this, and she dill,
somehow, couldn't believeit.

The sarssared at her, friendly, waiting. Far, far away, but infinitely closer than the stars, were the lights
of other farms and smdlters, blinking and blinking in different colors, and "above' her, K-berg'slight also
flashed. I'm here, are you there? I'm here, are you there? I'm here, I'm here.... She'd been dismayed to
redize that none of them could be seen in Earth's night skies.

Theflitter drifted behind K-boat One, its attitude changing, and the Sun poured its light across her
helmet. The hdmet darkened ingtantly, stopping al the UV and most of the light. The Sun went with
dreamy downess behind the boat, setting through the mistlike darkhaze in her hdmet. For amoment
Shanda held her breath, returned by the magic of memory and association to Earth. Then the Sunwas
gone and Night returned, and she sighed.



"Charles, make sure your safety is attached, then step acrossto the boat,” Latimer said. "Hook on to one
of the handholdsthere."

Shanda unstrapped, hopped over to the boat, fastened her safety, and brachiated forward to the line
attaching them to the warehouse. By the time she had cast off, the rest were waiting in the lock and
Emryswas shoving theflitter away fromthe hull.

Inside, they took off their helmets, trying to avoid each other's elbows. "Our home away from home, for
acouple of days" Latimer said. "Shandaand | will take pilot, unlessyou'd like aturn, dear?'

"I'malittlerusty,” Mary said. "I'll get us under way, if you don't mind."
"Good. Therest of you can find places-"

Ozzy was dready pushing off for the back of the cabin. Shanda groaned silently and joined the rivalson
the pads againgt the bulkhead. There weren't enough seets, and she wanted to leave the boys aone a
little less than she wanted to be between them.

They squatted cross-legged on the pads, one ankle thrust through aloop. Latimer--1 must give him more
credit for tact, Shanda thought--turned around in his seat and asked Ozzy about affairs at Takahashi
Home.

Ozzy was alittle subdued, but he began to tell of al their smal doings while Mary worked her problem,
got Latimer to check it, and put them under low boost. The pads pushed againgt them; now they were
gtting. Latimer, and then Mary, asked Ozzy questions about farming and family, and shortly a
conversation was going.

Charleshad no part init, of course. He listened silently for twenty minutes, with no evidence of pique,
then asked aquestion.

"Something you said--forty years-I mean, aren't you dl in the same orhbit?”

Therewas ablank pause. Ozzy spokefirgt. "Lots of people on Earth have the fedling that the Bdltis
solid, likeawhed, and dll turns at the same rate. Even people who know better.”

"Or should, likeme," Charles said, amiling. Shandawas proud of him.

Ozzy grinned, and said, "But Takahashi Home is farther from the Sun than K-berg is, so we orbit more
dowly. K-berg iscatching up to usnow."

"Like Earth passng Marsinitsorbit,” Charlessaid.

"Y e-es, but not exactly. Earth makes two orbitsto Marss one. Out here, the orbits are closer to the
same period. That meansthat K-berg only passes Takahashi once every forty years.”

"Ahh, and in, say, twenty years, K-berg and Takahashi will be on opposite sides of the Sun from each
other.”

"Right."
"So how longisyour year?'
"Twelve months. The orbit is about Six years, but it doesn't matter.”

"Of course. So al your liveslong you're meeting and re-mesting people who you maybe haven't seenin



... decades. Man, the Earth videos have no idea what things are like out herel”

"Actudly, we do see each other from timeto time, like at Nerdstrom, but yeah, the neighbors are dways
changing. It'skind of ... sad, | guess.

"Like schoal reunions,” Charles said, musing. "Time plays hash with usal, and | haven't even had my first
reunion yet!" Ozzy nodded, solemn.

Shanda had been watching, as at atennis game, and didn't quite know what had happened. But Ozzy
was no longer palitdy hostile.

"That's one thing common to Earth and the Belt," Latimer said.

"Kidsaways grow up too fast," Mary said, and Shanda knew she was thinking of her son.
"Onthe other hand,” Ozzy said, "it takes forever to turn arock into amoney-making field."
"How long, usudly?" Charles asked.

"Depends on the rock, and the crop, but usualy six to eight years. Of course, one planting isal it needs,
since the spytes are perennid. These are dl variations on the plants developed for the Moon, you know."

They wandered off into adiscussion of the economics of farming, and to her irk, ignored Shanda. What
isit about men and bonding? she thought, getting up for adrink. They were a it when she stretched
out and floated off to deep, ill annoyed.

She was swimming in the pool at the College Station campus of Texas A&M. The Sun wasrising over
the long green hills of lowa, and she thought she had never been so content, so much at home. Then she
realized that Charles was swvimming toward her, and that she was nude. He grabbed her ankle and
dtarted to take her down. With astab of fear sherealized that it wasn't sex that he wanted: he meant to
drown her.

When her head went under the water she jerked away, sitting up and scrambling for her helmet. Mary
was tugging on her ankle and the guyswere dl forward, looking at view aft on the monitors. A field
rotated dowly, green and improbable. Her toes were mashed into toe-cream pie.

"Agh!" Shandasaid, using dl her inteligence. She yawned, blinked at Mary's amile. "Arewethere
yet?'--asmore brain cellscameon line.

"Another hour. Timeto wash your hands and eat a bite."

* * * %

5: A Rolling Stone

At five timesthe diameter of North Seven, Outer Nine had about a hundred twenty-five times the mass.
It looked like a huge green fuzzball.

"You'regetting abargain,” Latimer said to Ozzy. "It wastumbling pretty erraticaly, and we had to damp
alot of therotation.”

"Therotation isill pretty fast, despite the leaves," Ozzy said. The spytes had shifted so much of the
asteroid's mass outward that they had dowed the rotation, like askater spreading her arms. "What's the
period?'

"Seven hours, give or take," Latimer said.



"It'sso amdl,” Charlessaid. "I expected something kilometersin length.”

The men looked a him. "Oh, farmersrarely bother with big rocks" Latimer said. "Too expensive to
move."

"Unlessthey use oneasahome base," Ozzy said. "Theselittle rocks, we can push into smal clusters. Big
ones-" He shrugged.

"Ah, yes" Charles pointed at the visiplate. " Are those the pods?!
There were hints of brown amid the green.
"Yes, and they'refar out,” Latimer said. "We should have harvested two months ago.”

Charleslooked his question, and Ozzy explained, "The spytes set their pods down low on the stems,
where theré's|less solar radiation. When the lower spots arefilled, they set farther out.”

Still ignored, Shanda readied hersdlf, somewhat soothed by Mary's eyeroll and quirk of smile.

Presently they were dl on the hull, Ozzy and Latimer taking care of Charles. K-berg One wasthe big
boat; it had three harvesters, a Chaytor and two old International Harvesters that they caled Harvey One
and Harvey Two. The Harveys were enameled in an improbable purple that had faded under the solar
wind. Latimer sent them into the upper growth. Shandaand Mary took gunnysacks and went gleaning
aso.

"Watch your step," Mary said.

Shandafelt her feet dowly swinging out. The centrifuga reaction wasn't strong, but it was

noti ceable--stronger than the gravity. "It's four point Six centimeters per second, according to the sats,”
she said. Thiswasn't North Seven, where the rotation was so dow it was like free fall. Not microgravity
but, amused, she thought: milligravity. Or milli-antigravity. Takahashi Light went dowly by under her
aching toes, blue ... blue ... blue....

"Remember," Latimer was saying to Charles, "dways clip your safety to agood thick root. Four point Six
isn't much pull, but it can surprise you. It never letsup.”

"And don't dig in too hard with your toe-claws," Ozzy said. "Y ou have to stop with your arms. That's
how Latt's son broke hiswrist.”

Shanda and Mary clipped their linesto the roots a the surface of the field and pulled their way out dong
thick stems, stripping off the brown pods as they went. At the outer end, hop to another stem and pull
back to the surface, picking pods al the way, move the safety, and repeat. Tow the stuffed sacksto the
boat and start over.

There were male chuckles, and Latimer said, ™Y ou don't hold your mouth right,” asthey instructed
Charlesin "milligravity" maneuvering.

Shanda could remember big brother Latt telling her that, as she learned to handle hersdlf in freefal, then
inthefieds, learned to compute vectors, and--she smiled--learned to whistle.

Charles stayed with the men while they looked over thefield. Shandaand Mary heard theterse
professional conversation. The field wasin good shape overdl, but could use fertilizer, especidly water
and carbon.



Finaly, the men rgioined Mary and Shanda. For thefirgt timein hours, Charles and Ozzy paid attention
to her. Hard work had soothed her, and being noticed again brought Shanda into a sunny mood.

She was laughing at something Ozzy had said when the slem she was gripping trembled in her fist. At that
moment the boat blared: "Alarm! Strain gauge darm! Strain gauge darm!”

"Back to the boat!" Latimer cried, and Ozzy was shouting something about ripping.

Both the trunks Shanda was now gripping were vibrating like struck strings. She stared mesmerized into
the mass of greenery that seemed to be above her.

"Too late," she sad, and the field came gpart.

It was not rapid, though faster than asnail. By now, Shandawas pulling hersaf up her safety ling; so
were the others, and none of them were moving like snails. She heard Latimer asking Charleswhere he
was.

"Near the south pole, heading back to the surface,”" he said.
"South pole? Y ou mean the pole opposite the boat?!
"Yeah, sorry."

Shandawent crashing through amattress of green soft stuff, leaves and twiggy vinesin theinner mat. She
felt afrisson of panic asit absorbed her momentum, pulled hard on the nearest tem. She needed to be
near enough to the surface for her toe clawsto dig in, to make speed laterally toward the boat.

Once near enough to the surface for her clawsto grip, shewas of course blind. But she could fed the
continuing vibration asthe field tore itsdlf gpart. Earthquakes must fed like this, she thought.

Ozzy Takahashi garted to laugh.

"You K-bergerd" hecried. "Sdling usafield about to rip! | bet you couldn't wait to get rid of it!"
Latimer started to laugh, then Mary; Shanda heard hersdf giggling.

"Well, it let go just alittle too soon!" Ozzy continued.

"Whattaya mean, too soon? The contract's dready signed and registered!” Latimer said.

"Yeah," said Ozzy with quiet relish. "Auntie Nogaese will be kicking her pantsfor aweek." He chuckled
with adifferent kind of humor.

Shandawas looking at rocks, moss, soil, and torn roots. By the width of the crack, she guessed Outer
Nine's surface had moved upward by haf ameter.

She reported her find. But now that she was ready to push toward the boat, she couldn't seeit. She
didn't know which way to go, here where al the indicators pointed up or down.

"Ozzy?' came Charlessquiet voice. "I'm at the surface of the field at the opposite pole. Now what do |
do?'

Thefidld jolted as something tore loose; Shanda felt the sound up her arms. Still, thiswasn't like Shandas
only fender-bender on Earth, where it was al over in agasp. Here, crises usualy took time.



"Get to the rotational center of the pole chunk,” Latimer told Charles.

The cracks between clods of rock and dirt were now much wider. But what was the worst that would
happen? The field would tear itself gpart and leave awide enough gap in the center for her to seeand
jump for the boat.

No, wait; the poleswould tear off in separate chunks, and one would be between her and the boat. But
shed be ableto seeit. Sheld be all right, because the field was small and its rotation so dow she'd be
ableto jJump the distance, even if shejust froze herefor the next few minutes.

Fortunately Shandawasinhaing, so that she merely gasped rather than screamed, when she was seized
from behind.

She was unable to breathe at dl as she twisted around to see. Then her breath gusted out in asigh she
hoped none of them heard, and she reached for the snap of her safety. "Shan here,” she said. "Harvey
Two hasme. I'm off to the boat.”

"Oh no!" Charles cried, with asound of laughter in hisvoice. "It'sgot her! The bug-eyed monger.
Dragging her off toitslar!”

Shandajoined the laughter, swarming up on Harvey Two's back, and quoted " The Green-Eyed Dragon,”
an old children's song: "'Off to hislair hell drag, and each of histhirteen tailshell wag.™

"Hey, the red one's come for me," Charles said, adding: ""H€ll feed, with greed, on little boys, puppy
dogs, and BIG, FAT snails!™

"Climb up on the Chaytor's back, Charles," Ozzy said.
"Harvey Oneiscoming for me," Latimer said.

Charles started singing "The Green-Eyed Dragon™ and Shanda joined in, then the others, asthey flew
back to the boat.

They had timeto go through al four verses, watching Outer Nine unravel. Thefidd il looked dmost
normal when they had cast off and were dl insde, looking &t the monitors. A thousand seconds had
merely increased the field's equatoria diameter by twenty percent--a dow-motion explosion indeed. But
the longer trunks were bending as the roots moved at atangent, leaving the outer leaves behind.
Ultimately the equatoria pieces would spray off, improbable comets with clods for heads and huge
leavesfor talls.

"Wow," said Charles. "Does this happen often?'

"No, hardly ever," Latimer said. "Weve never had it happen before. It's only with these little rocks, you
know, that sometimes have high spin ‘cause of apast collison. Most asteroids have centrifugal reaction
much lessthan their gravity."

"So why'd it happen just now?"

Therewas asilence; then Latimer said, "Our added mass.”

"Yes," Ozzy sad. "Three massive harvesters and five people dl in the upper reaches.”
"Not to mention the mass of dl those pods,” Mary added.

"What will happen toit?' Charles asked.



"It1l goontill it'stotaly torn up, of course” Latimer said. "But it'll eventualy fal back together.”
They started pulling up the stats to answer: how long?

"The origind rock's surface gravity was three point seven times ten to the minusfifth centimeters per
second squared,” Shanda said. "Fertilizer input was probably more than balanced by harvests.

"Minus outgassing from the spytes” said Latimer.
"Can't esimate that. Just ignoreit,” Ozzy said.

"Initid velocity, four point six centimeters per second, at least for the equatorid pieces. Therest will
move more dowly and get back firgt," Mary said. "The polar pieces aren't going anywhere.”

They worked for abit, and Ozzy said, "Not bad--faster than | would have guessed. A hundred and
twenty-four thousand seconds, over two thousand minutes--thirty-four hours, give or take haf an hour.”
Heturned to Charleswith asmile. " See, they're--the pieces--are flying apart thousands of times faster
than they're being pulled together, but the push is off, whereas gravity never stops pulling--oops--Shan,
youfarmgirl!"

She exploded with laughter; Mary whooped. Even Latimer deserted the men and smiled.

"| forgot the other haf of the problem,” Ozzy confessed to Charles. "Thirty-four hoursis how long it'l
take the pieces to stop receding; it'll take that much longer for them to come back together.”

He mock-glared at Shanda, who was holding onto Mary.

"Wenches," said Charles, joining the mock glare. "But that's typical; we do the hard part with care and
precision, then goof on the easy part like multiplying by two. If you think physicsis bad, try double-entry
bookkeeping! How far gpart will the pieces get?'

"Toofar," Latimer said.
"--Fveor six kilometers" Ozzy interjected.

"Wedon't havetimeto waste," Latimer continued. "I want al those pods harvested. Well take turns
manning the boat. Shan, you're youngest; you take the first trick. Let's go, boys and girls." He rammed
hishemet on.

"Oh, boy. The next few hourswill be hard,” she said to Charles, turning on the com. Laser beams|egped
toward K-berg and Takahashi Home.

The home farms had dready heard the emergency darm from the boat, and had heard enough of their
conversation to know that there was no need to worry. To Shanda's surprise, Noga ese was the one who
laughed; it was Gran who cursed.

"Well have to renegotiate the contract. Someonell have to go out and survey thefield again in acouple
months," Gran complained. "And Devander will bite us on the butt again.”

"You bet | will, Konigsberg," said Nogalese. "But well see what the survey shows. Wevelost twenty
years worth of fertilizer, but the root development shouldn't be hurt much. Most of the spytes will
survive, though some of those lumps will be upside down. Maybe take another year before they get back
up to norma bearing rates, if s0."

"Moreliketwo years," Gran grumbled. Her tone brightened. "Actudly, | doubt if wevelogt dl that much



soil; therootswill hold on to it. Hmm. Could be worse.”

"Therotation will bealot dower, too," Shandasaid.

"Yeah. | think well want to band it, though, taking no chances.”

The bands were wide belts woven of microsted, to be wrapped around the equator.

Shanda listened to them planning, looking at the monitors where roots and rocks separated, carrying men
she loved away from her.

* * % %

6: Timefor the Stars

Twelve hours of hard labor stripped Outer Nine, and anight of deep in low-gee left Shandawith only a
few muscle twinges. Charles proclaimed himsdf crippled, but game to help off-load. Instead, they
dropped him off at the Whed and suggested a hot bath.

"Wish | could see them put the field back together,” he said.

Working parties from Konigsberg and Takahashi were on their way to Outer Nine. They were going to
use harvesters steam jetsto guide the cometary lumps of the field, landing them feet-first. Many of the
paddlewhed leaves would be edgewise to the Sun, but would twist about within a couple of days.

"Wouldn't mind seeing that mysdlf," said Latt. "But we got work."

Thisbeing the last week before the end of Nerdstrom's semester, there was arush to get thefields laid
by then. They had two crews out every day; Ozzy and Charles usudly joined them. The smplest way of
getting Ozzy home was to take him three hundred fifty million kilometersto Nerdstrom, and let him ride
back to Takahashi Homewith hissiblings.

Shanda spent the time working on her [esson plan.
"You're not harvesting with us?' Charles asked her.

"No, | have to be ready to start teaching as soon as the next term starts.” Nerdstrom's schools and
colleges ran three four-month terms per year, and farmers sent their older kids to two out of three of
them.

"Oh, I remember you saying that you have to teach to pay back your education grant.”

Though Charles and Ozzy seemed to like each other, Shanda noticed that neither allowed the other to get
her aone. It was three days before either managed it.

Shewas a atablein the orchard, deep in the third month of term three, when Ozzy sat down opposite
her. Shanda smiled at him, trying not to et her sadnessfor him show.

"WEell be saying goodbye, soon enough,” he said. "At Nerdstrom.”
"A week or S0, | guess.” Most of it in acrowded ship.
"Don't suppose I'll be seeing you again soon.”

Shanda's heart beat steadily but there was apain in her chest. So thisis heartache, she thought; she had
thought it was a poetic fancy.



Oh, Ozzy. "I'll seeyou at the fair--that's three months off," she said, and the way hisface brightened
nearly brought tears.

"Right, yeah, seeyou then," Ozzy said, too hurriedly. He gave her abrief glance. "Charlesisagood guy,”
he muttered, looking away. "Make some girl agood husband. Be happy to havehim asa....
brother-in-law, mysdf."

"Thank you, Ozzy, I'm ... glad to hear that." She was unable to go on.
"Wadl, you take care. I'll seeyou at thefair, then." Ozzy stood hastily and was gone.

Shanda spent the next hour in her room, wiping away tears but not crying. Deep sighing breaths don't
count.

* k% k %

The day before their departure, Shanda took abreak from her lesson plan. At her Aunt Beals request,
she went to net fish for supper from the streams that bracketed the orchard. Charlesjoined her, having
evaded his comet-tail of children. Shanda had been expecting him.

"Thisisadmost goodbye," he said.

"Yes. | was hope--expecting to have afew dayswith you at Nerdstrom." He had had better sense than
to come knocking on her door at night. College wasn't redl life.

"It'svery kind of K-berg to drop me off at Earth. | can cash in the other half of my ticket.”

To go to Nerdstrom required cutting a chord through the Inner System. Earth was out of their way, but
with constant-boost fusion rockets, the expense was smd| and the time lost minor.

Charlessmiled a her and her heart, dready molten, dumped further. She was trembling faintly and
hoping he wouldn't notice.

"You can't bein any doubt asto why I'm here," he said. Y ou know | love you. | knew it, too, but even |
didn't redize how much, till you ran away. Will you marry me?"

Shandas eyes overflowed. "Oh, yes, Charles." Shewaked into him, tried to put her ams around him,
dropped the net and tried again.

"I know you can't settle down until you've negotiated your debt to the Grange," he said. "1 hope you can
cometo Earth after thisterm.”

"Cometo Earth? Oh, to meet your parents--"
"Y es, and settle down together.”
Shandafroze. After amoment shetipped her head back, looked up at him. He was quite serious.

"Emigrate to Earth? Charles!" She bent her head down, stricken. "Oh, Charles, | thought you were
g-going to immigrate. W-wedl did."

Charles gaped. "Good God, no!" More quietly, he said, "All my plans and expectations are for Earth. My
education, my prospects, my family--my whole future!”

Shefdt thetearson her face. "And al of mine arefor space.”



Charles opened and closed his mouth, looking helpless. "Women have dways|eft home, their home
cultures, even learned new languages, to be with their men.”

"That'strue. But--"
"You belong on Earth," he said. "Y ou spent five years there. Didn't it seem like you'd come home?”
Shandawas baffled. "No. This ishome. What do you mean?"

"Well, | mean ... Earth iswhere you came from. It's where we belong. The center of the human race, of
everything. Our culture, our heritage, our whole history. What would we be without knowing where we
came from? Thanks to you Spacers, mining and refining and now even farming is moving off-Earth, so the
world isturning into apark. Population is expected to dip below two billion within fifty years. It's-" he
waved his hand asif feding for words.

She could only stare in astonishment.

"It'sashamethat a beautiful and intelligent woman like you should be wasted out here. Y ou should be
back at the center, where things are happening. Earth needs you, and | think you need Earth.” He smiled,
sadly. "I know | need you."

She was shaking her head, and he said, plaintive, "Y ou never thought of moving to Earth?"

"Of coursenot! Thisis home." She blinked away moretears. "The Bdlt is not exactly the boonies, you
know. It's out here that things are happening.” Shandatook abreath. "L ook, asyou just said, the Belt
supplies seventy or eighty percent of the metals Earth uses, and everybody on Earth and inthe Belt is
eagerly waiting for the day when it'sahundred percent.”

"Except afew miners, | guess. Your pointis...?"

"And we provide eeven point four percent of the food you eat, including forty-three percent of the ceredl
grains. Thegas minersat Jupiter are just getting Sarted, but soon they'll be providing more plasticsand
other hydrocarbon products than Earth. Y ou see where I'm going with this?"

He shook hishead. "Y ou're threatening a strike? Want your independence?’

"No, no. Look, theré'stoo much meta in the Belt for Earth to use. If it were dl taken to Earth, the
continentswould sink. The samefor food. The same for Jupiter's gasses--"

"The Belt hasonly afraction of Earth's mass--"

"But it'savery large fraction of the mass of Earth's crust, which iswhere people live. No. Earth smply
can't use the resources of space. If the human race wants those resources, it'll have to go where they
ae"

Hisface had gonetotaly blank.

"Y ou've probably seen the projections yoursef--in ahundred years, therell be more peoplelivingin
gpace than on Earth. | want my descendants,” she said quietly, "to live in the mainstream of human life,
not the backwater."

Charles turned to frown into the stream.

"Y ou've never even consdered moving Out here to be with me? Would it be so bad?



"It would mean giving up everything, everything | planned for,” he muttered. He had awrenched
expression. "You know it's not redly safe out here," he said. "I don't want my children to face such
dangers”

Her father, her grandfather, two cousins. "Y es, we have dangers,” she said. "But you told me that your
ancestors migrated to the Midwest in the nineteenth century--in covered wagons. The settlershad a
saying: The cowards never started--and the weaklings died by the way."

He smiled briefly at that. "No, it's not cowardice. But you're asking me to recast my whole plan for my
life, in just afew minutes. It's aworse wrench to the mind than free-fal farming isto the muscles.”

Her amile trembled with hope. "'Y ou don't have to decide this minute,” she said. "Do nothing in ahurry.
Takeamonth."

Charles|ooked down, muttered, "Y ou're asking me to give up everything. Everything.”

"Yes, just what you're asking of me." She made her voice as steady as she could, asfinal. "But | will
never emigrateto Earth. Here iswhere | belong.”

* k x %

The best way to travel spaceisadeep or while studying. Shandawas too upset to do much of either, but
the hours passed till finally they docked with Little Earth at L4. Charles had aso been subdued. He
sueezed dl their hands, said goodbye in afirm voice, and was gone.

To her relief, Ozzy did not approach her during the rest of thetrip.

Nerdstrom was aswarm of asteroids, many in crops, and five big whedls. Two more were under
construction. They were mobbed at the lock, the kidswho'd been away al term swarming over them,
babbling loudly. Shanda managed to smile and respond. The Takahashis met Ozzy and dragged him

avay.
Shanda spent an hour logging in and being assigned aroom.

Latimer found her in the refectory, staring at nothing. " So, is Charles going to join us Out here?' he
asked.

"l don't know. He'sthinking it over. | ... don't think s0," she said. Now she had said it, and the tears
could come.

"Pity," Latimer mused, touching her hair. "A man like that iswasted on Earth.”

* k k %
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