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Y ou know of course why we |eft, and what crews like ourswere looking for. | said, why we left. |
meant, of course, why we had to leave. Those years before The Copernicus began its passage seem
like adream to me now, the home world agreenidyll, the night sky al white moon, the sunrise off the sea
on the day we launched oranges and reds, awild mango sky. Northward the mosguito coast shimmered
dlverintherigng sun.

I'm sorry. I'm dready running on. I'm old now, threetimes old if you count cryo deep. There's so much
onmy mind.

What I'm trying to say is, that day from docking orbit you could see the lower atmosphere smoldering
with thefirgt city fires. All through our training years we'd seen the dow, sad, entropic fal of things,
rubble where thered been buildings, arabble and drum fires on streets where there'd been traffic and
order. Lessthan ayear after docking, we left the home system. We never saw what happened, never
saw those images you've shown us now on the screen. They'll take some time to absorb.

I'll tell our story as concisdly as| can. Captain Hessisdead. | don't know how much time we have to
talk--we never expected to be in communication again, never really expected to make it back. I'm the
linguist who was sent with the mission. Y ou have to hear about what we've seen. Thereis another world.

* k k %

Arcturus Wormhole--56 on the Mauna Kea grid--spun us out in aregion so dense with electromagnetic
noise that we worried for our instruments. Our primary assgnment wasto plot the trangit of the
wormhole across a navigable sun, so we buried ourselvesin the work until it was done. Only then did we
redly look around.

I've ported over dl the recon data. Y ou can judge for yoursalf. Y ou can gauge the planetary masses, the
orbits, the size of the star. The system is so like oursthat we thought thet, after Sixty years of travel, we
had arrived where we had begun. Our misson scientissswere dl ether nav team or extraction geologists,
like Captain Hess. After two days, Copernicus s SciCom decided the objects were mirror worlds, sets
of shadow planets, something like that. Hess shrugged and dropped the question. An extraction geologist
doesn't care where the minerals come from.

The fourth planet classified astropical/marine. Its atmosphere? See the data stream, the lower atomic
weights? Y ou can imagine our excitement, our exhilaration, when that gas spectrometry camein. It'sone
of the things we--the first generation crews--were sent out to find. Tropical/marine with breathable
atmosphere was the great good place, the golden fleece The Coper nicus waslooking for. Then X-ray
spectrometry described pardld chemica and biological processes with Earth.

Yes, biological. Now look at the EXO screen.

Anintdligent race.

* * * %

Geophysics had sent ahead an unmanned orbiter to collect data, and when we saw that EXO screen, we
redlized that a series of rectilinear surface features was a chain of settlements. Two hundred clicks apart,



each maybe ten clicks across. Nav was happy, we'd gotten good data on the transit, now planetary
geophysicswasringing all its bells. Before we knew it, close probes produced the miracle of alanguage
we could deal with. It was so much more than we'd expected.

| haveto tell you right off that it was too much for our EXO to deal with, too much for the whole default
EXO program to ded with. The origina EXO had a stroke and died in cryo, so they gavethejob to
Lieutenant Grace, the backup shuttle pilot. Like | say, dl therest of our scientistswere nav or geo; they
would have had even lessideawhat to do.

Anyway, from orbit we could see that the settlements were socidly complex but technologicaly primitive.
Whed, metals, sanitation, dl of it onfirst glance predectricd, and first glance had most of it right, except
for some process through which they charged their weapons. But they're not savages. They have art,
abstract processes.

And that language. From thefirg, the hard vowels, those inflections ... | told mysdlf that sincethe
phonemes were produced by similar crania structures, the language had to sound that way. But there
was the echo of something el se, something structural. Have you ever heard of Linear B?

They are very much like us, more like usin some ways than oursalves, Grace liked to say. Not that you
would mistake them for human, as you can see from the screen. Thin asralls, articulated trunks. But that
fabric that group is swaddled in? All that geometrica body ornamentation?

Initialy nav put The Copernicus in aparking orbit and we deliberated. |magine rebreathing your own
gassesfor sxty years, the three hundred of us squeezed together, recycling fluids, solid wastes. The
whole crew was fixated on the oxygen spike in the atmosphere. Adamowski, our Hight Surgeon, could
see what was coming. Eventudly, he wanted protocolsthe rest of us couldn't deliver. When Hess
organized the firgt shuttle down, he had aready locked himself in quarantine.

By then the marineswere on high dert. | didn't like the run-up, the predation vids they immersed
themsalvesin. | remember Sergeant Vrask hunched in her cubicle, submerged in the glow of abloody
hologame, her breath short and damp. It'strue there was alot of warlike activity on the surface. It'strue
that within hours of landing we saw spilled blood. Rust red, if you please. But they are civilized beings.
I'm sure of it. It'sin the language.

* k x %

| waswith the first downshuttle. We did through pink cumulus towers so beautiful that some of us wept.
We landed ten clicks from a settlement, on agrassy plain away from dwellings--the far end of afarm, it
turned out.

Perhapsthey'd seen usin low orbit. At any rate, we were greeted--they touched their handsto their
heads, and bowed, and kept back, then knelt, and touched their hands to their heads and bowed. That's
when we saw those geometric patternsfor the first time, in their body art, in their fabrics, in their persona
effects.

There we stood in our bulky white suits. Our EXO--Lieutenant Grace--was waving through a series of
contact gestures programmed by some bloody semioticist back on Earth a century before. Nobody
knew what he was doing, not even Grace. Y ou could see him tracking the manua on his helmet monitor.
Wewere dl abit giddy, even Vrask. Captain Hess started laughing. While that was going on, Mercer,
the chief scientist, knelt beside an dien, and the two of them started sorting out words with gestures and
whispers--ship, sky, rock, hand. Y ou could see Grace's frustration. The Arcturus probes hadn't even
hinted at life. Hess had never given himtimeto train.

* k k %



Eventually, alarger group marched up from the settlement, marched in order, its hierarchy transparent.
The dozen aliens who had been with us--loca farmers, it turned out--touched their foreheads to the soil
and scattered. The chiefs among the newcomers were wrapped in red and silver capes, the capes so
intricately folded they brought to mind origami. Therewas dso alanguagein thefolds, ahieratic
sequence, the same sequence that was conjugated in the rank words they used, a series of inflected long
vowels, shifting from ato e, so hdf the time you thought they were chanting. A dow-moving elder whose
cape was the most elaborate was the head of them al. The society was at least as hierarchical as ours--it
wasin the way they walked, in the way they stood, it wasin their silver eyes. Thelanguage mirrored it all.

A group of ceremonid guards performed awhirling dance, dicing theair with those long rods, and then
they pushed a deer-like animd into acircle. The rods functioned as wegpons--they were javelins,
swords, Kendo shinai, dl in one. They daughtered the animd. Our first Sght of blood. It wasaritud act,
so wetried not to draw conclusions. Still, | don't think we were prepared for the violence or for the
sound of theanimal's cry. Asit died it sounded human.

Anyway, the rods. Their grips were S0 finely worked with that intricate geometry they seemed like
jewdry, though what they were were personalized wegpons. The diens dways had theirs at hand, used
them in ceremonies, even charged them electricaly in away we never quite understood.

* k k %

Hess kept his distance. The marines made thefirst real contact, even while they respected basic
guarantine. | mean they were thefirst to make any sort of connection, akind of bonding. After aday we
sent the bulky EV A suits back up orbit and traded them for hermetic jumps and light bresthing helmets.
The diens were dways nearby, and the marines were obsessed with them from thefirst deer. The
marines showed up each dusk when theritua animal was released. They tracked itsrun, they tracked the
diens every movein pursuit, focused on the white knives with the same rapture you saw reflected in thelr
eyesin thehologames. In just aday a camaraderie developed between them and the hunters, and they
gestured in admiration narrating how the deer was brought down. They compared wegpons, handled the
rods as best they could while keeping quarantine with the breathing helmets and jumps. Y ou could see
them awkwardly stepping and swinging through the basic moves, asif they werelearning adance, a

physicd language.

After three days-- The Copernicus in orbit, the lander and the cargo ded shuttling down to abase they'd
laid out for us, quarantine holding--we were invited into the city. At midday we wereled in aprocesson
through narrow streets and stone buildings and across squat bridges over aseries of canals and
waterworks that ringed the city center. Wefinally reached an eight-sided plaza acres across @ theriver,
at afortified stone bank. A temple dominated the land side. We'd seen theriver from orbit. It was so
wide that from where we stood we couldn't see its opposite bank. The site had been developed with
defense in mind: the temple was protected by the rainbow of canas at its back, and by the fortified stone
bank along theriver a itsfront.

We were s0 caught up in the alien architecture, the strange symbols, the high narrow doors, that most of
us missed the obvious, missed what was happening with Hess, what had been happening with Hess.
From thefirgt the aliens had been deferentia to him in the extreme; | wondered if | was misreading
language from an unfamiliar body. But that afternoon, when we entered the city, the children ran ahead
and paved the street with broad leaves for Hessto walk on. Severd thousand aiens came out of their
dwellings and chanted as he passed. They kept their distance and bowed, touched their foreheadsto the
soil.

Theredlity only became clear to me as | watched them bestow a cape on Hesss shouldersin the
eight-sided plaza. They wouldn't look directly into his eyes. The cape was blue and gold, but it otherwise



matched the folds of a cape on astatue to one side of the temple door.
They had decided that Hess was something like agod.

Thetdl aien we had seen earlier made a peech from the foot of the centra stairs of the temple, which
the crew asked meto trandate, so | made my guesses and said welcome, god from the sky. Hess il
didn't quite get it. He asked me, How much longer? | told him he had to respond, and he just looked at
me, annoyed and confused. It was an awkward moment.

That's when Grace stepped forward, reached around behind his neck and pulled off his breathing helmet.

So he was the one who broke our promise to Adamowski. Grace waved hisarmsin awide circle, raised
them to the sky and took a deep breath. The rest of us were transfixed at the breaking of quarantine.

Before anybody could stop him Grace stepped out of his jumps and started chanting agreeting he'd
composed. Y ou could tell held poured himsdlf into it, thought it out as best he could, and rehearsed. He
hed their voca range, for what it was worth, and his hand movements were a semiotic catal ogue of
compliance and interest. He knew Hess didn't quite get what was going on. Grace was trying to negotiate
contact.

At what turned into the end of his performance, he touched thetall dienin the yellow and red cape, just
touched him. Understand that that same dien had put his hands on Grace before held pulled his helmet
off. Hed touched his suit, hisfaceplate, his gloved hand.

But when Grace touched him, the ceremonia guard surged forward. Grace was chdlenged with a
wespon, one of those rods, but this one crackled with energy. Grace fell back with aburn on his
shoulder.

Thetadl dien agpparently was something like agod, too.

Grace pushed himself up, bent with pain. In dow motion, head lowered, hands open, he moved through a
vocabulary of conciliatory body language. | thought he might be killed until Hess stepped forward. Hess
had thisflat, firm voice, and he gave along speech about misunderstanding protocol asif hewaslecturing
to lab assstants. His confidence was awonder--he still didn't know what was going on but to the diens,
anyway, he acted like agod. That'swhy we survived. Wewere dl of us anxious from the bloody show
we'd been seeing with the deer. That day it seemed like every hour you could hear one cry.

In the meantime, Vrask had moved to one side and dipped out of her helmet too, to protect Grace, |
guess. Y ou could hear her bresthing hard. When she pedled off her jumps she was strapped with
weapons, and the weapons distracted the ceremonia guard while Hess was spegking. By then Vrask's
troops were shedding helmets and suits, too. And then when | looked, of al things, Vrask begins
showing an dien her wegpon, turning it in her hands, clearing its chamber, offering its stock to an dien
eder. Inablink, thediensvishly relaxed, and the marines were smiling, and they were comparing
wespons with the aliens again, now the other way around. The tension dissolved between them, or
maybe it was never therefor the leadersto exploit. That'swhy | used the word "bonding.”

Captain Hess read into the log that we "shook it off" once we were all of usout of our suits. Theair
smelled sharp and fresh, like cut grass--it was wonderful to take off that breathing helmet. But | didn't
know wheat to think.

* k k %

The next day they presented me with the Codexes I've holocopied in the Appendix.



I've been working on them ever since. There are structural echoes of an ancient script, one of our
protolanguages ... | could be wrong. Remember that Linear B | mentioned? There were so many echoes
it seemed to me hdlucinatory, like living out aparable or adream. How to account for it? Earlier
contact? Coincidence?

Copernicus/SciCom was no help. When they could be dragged away from either nav data or minera
samplesthey only shrugged. It wasn't clear if the way Hess was treated rubbed off on therest of us. I've
never redly been able to trandate the language--there's another level of coding init, I'm certain. There
wasalot of confusion that week. | supposethere dill is.

* * * %

Ten days after we had first touched down, the liens declared a citywide holiday in our honor. Their
voices naturaly produced an overtone, so their snging was particularly dien, aggressve and sad at once.
We sat with them, tried their words, handled their tools, played with their pets. They taught our marines
an exercise with the rods, then challenged them to ritua sports. Aside from the rods, they threw
copper-like stars with sharpened points well enough to bring down adeer at thirty meters. Vrask and her
people showed off their own skills, hand to hand stuff, target work with those compound crossbows they
train with. The diens|oved the handheld hologames. They loved them. The remains of any shadow
seemed to lift and we stopped thinking about the business with Grace. By then most of the crew got a
turn downplanet, even the hydroponics team. In the end there was a dance. Those tubes are musical
instruments, that moving line adance. Can you see how it replicates the figure on the eder's cape? To tell
you the truth, it felt wonderful to movein anatura gravity. Just being aive seemed awonder.

| suppose SciCom had it right. The aliens thought of us as emissaries of one of their sky gods, hisname
al long vowels. The god, in person, they figured was Hess. Hessjust grinned and took mineral samples.
He ate thefood. He was afraid of nothing. The only one who never broke quarantine was Adamowski.
For dl those weeks when the rest of us downplanet were feasting and basking in our kinship with agod,
he was up there, locked in containment.

Grace was desperate to redeem himsdlf. That's why he took them for tripsin the cargo ded. That'swhy
he showed them how the shuttle worked, how you could run anything, readly, with just akeypad
controller from the hologames and the right codes.

* k k %

I'll try to stick to the main things, to what happened. It'sjust that certain detail s seem preternaturally clear
now--the human cry of the deer, the diens four-fingered hands, strong enough to crush aman's
windpipe, their children's wooden toys, which seemed so human. Hess showed me amineral once that
changed color when he shattered it, exposed it to atmosphere, rainbow sand running through hisfingers.

And | remember those pink clouds and the blue of the sky. Have you ever seen arobin'segg? When |
looked up | squinted and | thought | saw heaven. But some nights | would look up and see only strange
garsin dien congdlations and | would fed lost beyond any recovering.

Have| told you what they did with the blood? About theritua at the cave? To mark the end of their
training, their ceremonia guards are taken, blindfolded, at night, to the scene of afresh battle a the edge
of ther territory. That's how the planet's organized--one sdf-sufficient city against the next, shifting
adliances, constant low-level war on their perimeters. In torchlight, theinitiates knedl, cup their hand
againg afresh wound. Then they aretold to bring their hands to their mouth and drink the blood.

Did | tell you our marines were invited along? That some of the marines drank the blood aswell? Some
of them had reactions, but the others... | think it kept them from being sick later. | believe they were
being recruited. Y ou know some of them stayed. The fresh battle to which they'd gone was asmoldering



fire. The planet was dready destabilizing, the news of our arrival spreading like the rosy light of the sun.
And now we were part of it, the marines, their weapons, even Grace was part of it, with the businessin
the cave.

That's where he was killed, three days after the first blood ceremony.

* * % %

We were never redly sure who killed Grace. Captain Hess withdrew al but a skeleton crew up to The
Copernicus. Wereviewed our data, took inventory of our samples--geologists, planetary engineers,
people like me. It was possible that Grace could have been killed by one of our own. Hed been
strangled. Hess decided that we should ship back home.

We held aservicefor Grace and aritud farewell with the diens, who gave us no answers about Grace.
We were happy enough to leave.

We hit our mark to the wormhole, initiated cryo sequence, and out of nowhere, our primary enginefell
apart on us. The core blew out our water, blew out aside of tanks. Y ou know how little water we carry,
how we just loop it around. Well, if you lose haf your holding tanks, you have a problem.

We had to return to the surface of the fourth planet to resupply. We jury rigged the cargo ded with a
backup tank from hydroponics and used the lander for logigtics.

* * * %
There was no welcoming committee thistime. Even the farmers kept their distance.

We established asite beside alake three clicks from our original base. There wastrouble. First tools
gtarted to go missing, then materias, starting with pipe a the shoreline. Gloves, boots, then arebreether.
When Hess complained, one of the silver-and-red-caped elders gave him asharp lecture I'd finally gotten
familiar enough with the language to trandate: we were taking something of theirs, their water. They had
the right to take something in return.

| told you the planet was tropica/marine. It was awash. Still, in their language, the word for water was
thewordfor life.

Asthe crew was squaring away the ded after topping off, the aliens decoupled the tank from the cargo
ded's cab, the cab with the power unit, and three of them took the cab and lurched off across the lake.

Hess had been uporbit. He waslivid. He dressed in his ceremonid blues and went down with the marines
infull gear. Thefarmersled him up the shordine on afdsetrail for three hours--it was atotal waste of
time, they'd convinced him to go on foot, it had turned hot, and he was tinder. He marched the squad
through the stone buildings and into the square between the temple and the fortified bank, followed by a
crowd. He made for the residence beside the temple.

Hisideawasto take an aien as hostage for the cargo ded's cab.

But the instant Captain Hessraised his arm to seize the elder, aguard ghosted up from behind and made
asharp, Sdeways move with hisrod that made Hess's head snap forward. Weapons went off.... It was a
real mess.

Wetook on the rest of the water under fire. Seven marines deserted, hooked up with the aliens who had
hijacked the cab. We had it in mind to forcibly extract them but we had to leave when we redized that
wespons had been pilfered along with the cab and that they were being trained on The Copernicus.

* k% k %



We st course for home.

Adamowski had been right dl dong. Downplanet crew started turning up sick immediately. Adamowski
guessed disease was wiping out the aliens, too. Even before we left parking orbit, the great elder was
dead, though with the ded's weapons and the deserted marines for atime his group must have ruled the
planet.

We saw the evidence that the marines and weapons had been atipping point on our way out of the
system; in the year it took us, we could see atransformation in the pattern of settlements, a consolidation,
then what might have been a collapse.

Most of the crew died in that year before reinsertion.

If our journey out seems adream, our journey back, those years on The Copernicus, seem dark deep
itself, dreamless deep, the black night of cryo and faint stars as we crawled through the wormhole.

Adamowski died tending to the sick. That'swhy there are only eighteen of usleft, that'swhy there are so
few survivorslisted on the manifest.

* k x %

It was apleasure to talk with you yesterday. Y ou're breaking up today aswell. Of courseit'sashameto
have come so close, only to be made so certain that we could never land. Y ou will forgive my attack of
nodagia-nostos, from the Greek, for home; algia, also from the Greek, for pain. Pain for home. We
understand that there's no choice but for you to apply agtrict quarantine. We understand the potentia for
severe measures if we approach. Y ou will appreciate the irony. We came back willing to make do with
what might be left, and we were worried that it might not be safe to land. Now that Earth isrestored, a
garden where there had been a smoldering wasteland, Earth has become the very place we can never
land. Once we thought we were the lucky ones.

When we sgned on with The Coper nicus, we thought the trip would be the adventure of our lives. Now
we know the trip was our lives.

Isour lives.
That'swhy the eighteen of usare turning The Coper nicus back.

Wevereindalled and updated the origina program. We still have plenty of reactor time to power the
drive. We want to see those pink clouds again. We want to die off the ship. We're curious about what
happened to Vrask and the six other marines. They didn't get sick, as maybe you've realized, because
they're the ones who went through the dien initiation, they're the ones who drank the blood.

Have you dso asked yoursdf why the eighteen of us survived? Why if dl the other members of the crew
died of disease, why were dtill dive? I'm guessing that you have.

Y es, to be perfectly frank, yes, al eighteen of us drank the blood aswéll. | apologize for not telling you in
thefirg place. We brought alien blood to our lipsjust after Grace had been killed. The communion
transformed us. When we were forced to go back for the water, when the fighting started, when the rods
began humming and they pulled the white knives from their sheathes, we could kill with an energy and
indifference none of us had ever felt before. Maybe were alittle less human for that, but it kept usdive,
you know, seemed like avaccine againgt degth itself. Maybe it means we belong to the place. And so
well go back. There are il things hidden in the language to me and I'm curious to understand just what
we've done.



