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Thisone'sfor TiaMarguerite Vasques,

Nana (Agnes Meade),

Tenshin Zenki, and all bodhisattvas,

with gratitude, respect

and love

HIGH-ORBIT HIT MAN

Desperate to stop the N, Jay left the tech hole at full thruster power. As he came around the curve
he saw the guards he had passed moments earlier, drifting with the air-currents. He wanted to decelerate
to astop and peer cautioudy into the tunndl before entering it—but was traveling so fast held have had to
overshoot it and beat back, and he didn't have time. Instead he threw himself into a power turn and
rocketed right into it at max acceleration.

That probably saved hislife. The nwasill in the tunnd, waiting to scrag Jay the moment his head
showed. But Jay arrived like aright hook, smashing solidly into him before he could fire.

The nwas avery good shot. But Jay was a very good dancer—and fortunately the gunwasa
pulsejob rather than a continuous-beam laser.

Hetwisted, arched, feinted, leaped, contracted, and bolts of shining death missed him by centimeters.
But Jay could not hopeto closg; it was al he could do to stay alive. And any second hisluck must run
out.



He had timeto redlize that he was going to die protecting people he did not like or even respect, and
then the tunnd had ablowout. A jagged hole appeared in itswall with aphuff , the shriek of escaping air
tore at their ears, and pressure beganto drop . . .
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PART ONE

1

Provincetown, M assachusetts

1 December 2064

Rhea Paixao was considered odd even by other writers. But somethings are universal. Like most of her
colleagues, Rhea got some of her best writing donein the bathroom.

And thiswas her favorite bathroom. She stopped in the doorway and examined it before entering. She
had known it since earliest childhood, and the passage of time and changing fashions had atered it very
little.

True, it now contained amodern toilet and bath; there was such athing as carrying quaintnesstoo far.
But thewall opposite her was smply that, awall, not programmablein any way: it displayed nothing,
could not even become amirror. An actud Slvered-glass mirror hung on thewall, over the sink, itsimage
gpeckled and distorted by surface impurities. Between mirror and sink, offset to the | eft, was awidget
that had once been used to hold toothbrushes and a plastic cup of germ culture. Farther to the left was an
antique cast-iron radiator, unused in decades. The sink itsalf had mechanica taps, two of them,
completely uncalibrated; one had to adjust the flow-rate and temperature by hand with each use. There
was a depression behind the rim meant to hold adecomposing lump of phosphate soap. And dung
benesth the sink was an antique seldom seen anymorein 2064: a spring-loaded roller intended to hold a



roll of toilet paper. (There was no roll there now, of course—but there had been for years after people
stopped using the horrid stuff. Nana Fish had ingsted on it. Even after she had broken down and
accepted modern plumbing, Nana had inssted on keeping aroll of the Stone Agetissue handy, "justin
case." Shewent back to the days when machinery used to fail dl thetime.) Every time Rhea saw that
roller, she wanted to giggle.

Theroomwas, in fact, dmost amicrocosm of the town around it. From its earliest days, Provincetown
had aways conceded aslittle as possible to the passing of years, changing only with the greatest
reluctance and even then pretending not to. That had been the town's—most of Cape Cod's—stock in
trade for centuriesnow . . . and agood living there wasin it, too. Even in these days, when "progress’
was no longer quite asdirty aword asit had once been, there were still people who would pay
handsomely for theillusion of an alegedly smpler time. P-Town, asthe natives caled it, was tailor-made
for therole.

She stepped into the bathroom and et the door close behind her. No termind in here, no phone, rotten
ventilation—it was possible to make the mirror steam up—and nothing in the room accepted voice
commands. In here, dl three avatars of the house's Al were blind, deaf, mute and impotent. Thewind
outsde was clearly audible through the walls. Rhealoved this bathroom more than even she suspected.
She had plotted out at least three books here, and worked on athousand poems, songs, articlesand
gtories. At agefifteen, she had renounced Catholicism forever in thisvery room. . . Stting on that same
oaken toilet seat over therel

Just like that, a perfectly good story idea popped into her head—

She gaveit alidded glance, not wanting to seem too interested, and sauntered to the toilet. It followed
her, and her pulse quickened. Studioudy ignoring the idea, she urinated, |et the commode cleanse and dry
her, and went to the sink. Again it was at her shoulder. She used her dental mouthwash, making arude
production of it, and spat noisily into the porcelain sink. Theideadid not take offense.

She continued to ignore it, studied herself in the mirror. Still acouple of yearsto go before her fortieth
birthday. Black hair, black eyesthat others called "flashing,” coffee-with-cream complexion. Exotic
high-cheeked Portuguese features that always reminded Rhea of old 2-D pictures of NanaFish asagirl,
back in the twentieth century, an impression reinforced by the old-fashioned nightgown and robe she
wore now. She ran water and splashed some on her face, rubbing especidly at her eyes and cheeksand
lips as though her makeup could be washed off, a childhood habit so trivid it wasn't worth unlearning.
Colly was adeep, and Rand was not expecting her back in the bedroom any time soon so far as she
knew; therewastimeto dally at least briefly with the idea. She studied it out of the corner of her eye: a
short-story idea probably, really no more than a situation—but one she knew she could do something

good with.

For Rheaskind of writer, plot and theme and even character were always secondary, mere
craftsmanship, constructed as needed to flesh out the story. For her, the heart of astory, thefirst flash
that impelled and enabled her to dream up dl therest, was dways that specid suffering called "antinomy.”
"Conflict between two propositions which seem equally urgent and necessary,” as a professor of hers had
once defined it. The juncture between arock and some hard place. The placeright out at the very tip of
the sharpest point on the horns of adilemma. Give someone an impossible choice, andthen you had a
story. Once the Muse revealed to you addicioudy impossible choice, you could begin deciding what
sort of person would squirm most revedingly when confronted with it, and from that you could infer your
theme, which gave you your plot.

Thisidea, for ingtance. . .



It had been born in that brief flash of recollection she'd had as shefirst walked into the bathroom, of the
long-ago night when fifteen-year-old Rhea had made up her mind in the privacy of thisvery room that she
wasn't scared, dammit, Catholicism wasbullshit, therewas no God. Asthe adult Rhea had remembered
that night, and thought of the Catholic Church for the first time in years, she'd been reminded of an
artigtically beautiful tragedy she knew about and had never exploited dramatically before.

Donny—Mr. Hansen—and Petty. She could no longer recall Petty's last name. Mr. Hansen had been
Rhea's Sunday School teacher, twenty-three and gorgeous and devout in hisfaith, and every girl inthe
class had had acrush on him, but they al knew it was hopeess. Donny Handsome (asthey caled him,
0iggling, among themsalves) was blatantly and termindly in love with Peatty, who was aso twenty-three,
and just as gorgeous and devout, and just as clearly daffy about him. Together they were so
beautiful—their love was so beautiful to see—that the girlsin Mr. Hansen's class actudly forgave her for
exiding.

Then, asingle week before they were to be married, Patty had announced that God had called her to be
anun,

Teenage Rhea had been transfixed by Mr. Hansen's dilemma. He was agood Catholic to the soles of his
feet. According to the rules he lived by,he was not even allowed to be sad. Not only could he not argue
with Petty, try to change her mind . . . hewas not alowed towant to. It was his spiritua duty to rejoice
for hisbeloved, and the specid grace she had been granted. He had, in the metaphorical terms of his
church, been jilted for Christ, and was expected to smile as he gave away the bride.

That had been the beginning of the end of Rhedsfaith: seeing Donny Handsome stumble around

P-Town like azombie, smiling aimlesdy. She had refused to believe that the universe and butterflies could
have been made by so sadistic a God. Now, why hadn't she ever thought to convert such asplendidly
awful antinomy into astory before?

Her craft-mind went to work on the ideanow. Just put it down, asit had happened? No, it was aways
best to changeit in the telling, she found: the way it changed told you what was most important to keep.
Besides, that madeit art and not journalism. Did she need the Catholicism angle, for instance? Or could
she changeit to some other, equally inflexible faith? With cdibate clergy . . . hmmmm, weren't alot of
those left anymore these days. Weren't alot of Catholics|eft, for that matter. Maybe it didn't even need
to haverdigioninitat al. But if not, what else had that same implacable weight?

Shetried an old trick. Refineit dl down to a single sentence: the sentence that the suffering protagonist
screams (even if only inside) at the moment that the point entersthe belly. Then throw out everything that
doesn't lead inexorably to that scream. Okay, what was Donny Handsome's scream?

My beloved, how can you want to go where | cannot follow?

Intheinstant of that crystalization, Rheaknew what the story wasredlly about . . . and knew that she
could not writeit. No matter how she disguised it dramaticaly. Not yet. And maybe never.

Shetold the story ideato get lost. Until she knew what its ending was.

* % *

She went to the window—missing the sudden chill that used to come from December windows when she
was alittle girl—and pulled aside the ancient curtain to look out at the night. And was rewarded. In the
distance, above the shadowy housetops of P-Town, the silhouette of the Filgrim Monument showed



clearly againg the night sky, an eighty-five-meter tower of grey granite—and poised beside it, midway up
itslength, seeming to be only metersfrom its crenulated stone windows, was a brilliant crescent moon.
Thejuxtaposition wasweirdly beautiful, quintessential Provincetown magic. Rhea became conscious of
her breath. 1t swept her mind clear—of the captive story idea and her ongoing concerns and the day's
caresand her sdf. She watched without thought for atimelesstime, long enough for the moon to climb
perceptibly higher up the Monument.

She became aware of hersdf then, and let the curtain fall closed. She felt asudden close connection with
the child she had once been in thisroom, in this house, in thistown. More than that, deeper than that—a
connection with the family that had raised her here, and with their forebears, fishermen and fishermen's
wives, back saven or eight generations to old Frank Henrique Paixao, who had gone over theside of a
Portuguese whaer in atwo-man dory off Newfoundland one cold day in 1904. He and his partner Louis
Tomaz had successfully gotten themselveslost in thefog, miraculoudy survived to reach Glace Bay in
Cape Breton, landed there without formdities or paperwork, and somehow made their way overland
across the border and down the coast to Massachusetts, eventudly fetching up in P-Town. The cod
fishing there was as good asthey had heard. After five years or so, both men had sent for their families
back in Portugal, and settled down to founding dynastiesin the New World—just asthe Pilgrim
Monument was being raised.

Rheafdt that Frank's wife Marion must have seen the Monument and moon looking just like thismore
than once, and could not help listening for the echo of her ancestor's thoughts. She heard only the sighing
of night winds outside.

She sighed in accompaniment, went to the mirror and ran a brush through her hair. She was ready to join
Rand in bed. A month hed been home dready, and she was just getting used to having him around again.
Every home should have ahusband. She shut off the light with awall switch and |eft the bathroom,
walked down the short hallway to the bedroom. In her mind's eye she was still seeing the dow dance of
Monument and moon in the crisp cold starlight as she opened the bedroom door and stepped into the
New Mexico desert a high noon.

* * %

Rheawas so startled she closed the door by backing into it. The sudden sense of distance, of vast
expanse, was as staggering as the sudden brightness. The horizon was unimaginably far away; she saw a
distant dark smudge, bleeding purple from beneath onto the ground below, and redized it was a
thunderstorm large enough to drench a county. Between her and the horizon were endless miles of
painted desert, broken occasiondly by foothills and jagged rock outcroppings; close a hand were scrub
hillsand cacti and adry wash. Right before her was an oas's, anatura watering hole. Besde it wasan
old-fashioned wooden bedframe with a curved solid oak headboard and a thick mattress. On the bed
reclined one of Rhea's favorite hologtars, dressed only in black silk briefs. He was nearly two meterstall,
asdark asher, and glistening with perspiration or oil. He was holding out a canteen toward her, smiling

invitingly.

She discovered she was thirsty. Hot in this desert. She stepped forward and accepted the canteen. The
hand that offered it was warm. Hewasredl, then. Icy cold water, sweet and pure. He looked even better
up close. She handed back the canteen. He moved over to make room. She let the robefal from her
shoulders and drop to the sand. His eyes went up and down her dowly, as shetook off the nightgown
and dropped that too. She stepped out of her dippers; the sand felt strangely furry. She spun around
once, taking in the vast sllent desert that receded into infinity in al directions, and legped into the bed.
That gtarted it bouncing, and it did not stop for sometime.

She nearly drifted into deep afterward, the desert sun warm on her back and buttocks and legs. But an



inner voice caused her to rouse herself and nudge her celebrity companion. Might aswell get it over with.
"That was redly wonderful, darling," she said deepily. "All of it. But redly—purpleran?'

Hisfamous features melted and ran, becoming the familiar face of her husbhand. His hair lightened to red
and his complexion to fair. "No, honest—I've seen it, outside of Santa Fe. Near the pueblos. Just that
color. I've wanted to show it to you." Rand reached out alazy arm, did something complicated to nothing
at dl inmid-air, and the desert sun diminished sharply in brightness without leaving the center of the sky.
The effect was of apartid eclipse: twilight with the shadows in the wrong places. Power of suggestion
made the temperature seem to drop, or perhaps he had dided that, too; they did under the covers
together.

"I'm glad you did," she said, snuggling. "It'slovely.” She looked around at the dusky desert, noting small
excellences of detail. An eagleto the eadt, gliding majesticdly. Intricate cactus flowers, no two quite
dike. Rippleson the surface of the water in the oasis, seeming to be wind-driven. Microfilaments of
lightning, convincingly random, flickering in that distant purplerain. "Thisisthe best oneyet. Isthe music
thisfar dong too?'

He shook hishead. "Just someidess, so far. But having the basic visud will help.”
"I'm sureit will. It was abeautiful gift, redly. The setand the sex. Thank you."
Hegrinned. "Y ourewelcome. I'm glad you liked it."

"Verymuch. So.. . . what's the catch?'

"Catch?' he asked innocently.

The reason she knew there was a catch was because it was not possible for her husband to conceal
something important from her, not while making love. But she could not Iet him know that, so she made
up alogic-chain. "It's not our anniversary. It's not my birthday. | don't keep score, but | don'tthink I've
been unusudly niceto you lately. Y ou're not having an affair; you haven't hadtime. It was awonderful
present and | thank you for it, and"—she grinned and poked him in the ribs—"what isit going to cost
e

He opened hismouth asif to say something, changed his mind, and reached out into the empty air beside
the bed again, typing new commands onto hisinvisible keyboard. The desert went away. So did
everything, except the bed and themselves. All a once they were in space, surrounded by blackness and
blazing stars, tumbling dowly end over end. High Orbit: the Earth swvam into their field of view, huge and
blue and frosted with clouds. Theilluson was so powerful that Rheafelt hersdlf clutching at the bed to
keep from drifting away from it, even though she knew better. All at once the rotating universe burst into
song. Rand's fourth symphony, of course, asfamiliar to her as her name. He muted the sound with a
gesture after afew bars, |eft the visud running.

It was her heart plummeting; that was what made theillusion of free-fal seem sored. "But—but you're
not going up again for another eight months—"

"Things have changed, love," he said. "I mean, redly changed. Sit down.”
"Sit down?I'mlying down, what the hell do you mean?”

"Y ou know what | mean."



Shelay back. "Okay, I'm “sitting down.' Go on."
"My brother called. While| was down at the shore awhile ago.”
"Oh?How isJay? Cancdl that, | don't give adamn how heis. what did he say?

"Pribhara bombed. Big-time. She hates space, the customers hate her—even the company hates her
new work. But most important of al, she says shejust can't adapt. She's aborn perpendicular. So she's
throwninthetowd . . . afew seconds before they would have yanked it out of her hand.”

Rheawas confused. She knew there was a booby-trap in this somewhere, but couldn't find one big
enough to justify dl thisbuildup yet. "So that's good news, right? Now there are only three of you

competing—"

"It goes beyond that," he said, looking uncomfortable. He dithered with hisinvisible controls until their
shared rotation in space dowed and stopped. The starry universe stabilized around them.

Shetook adeep breath. "Tell me.”
"The competitionisover," hesad. "l won."
"What?' shecried in dismay. " Youwon?'

It was only that: amisplaced emphasis. Had she said, "Y ouwon ?'there might not have been aquarrel at
al. That night, at leedt.

Rand had been one of four competitors for a plum position: Co-Artistic Director and Resident
Shaper/Composer a the legendary Shimizu Hotdl, thefirst hotel in High Earth Orbit and il by far the
grandest. The creator and first holder of that position had held it with greet distinction for fifty
years—then ayear ago, both he and his heir apparent had been killed in the same freak blowout while
vacationing off Luna. Replacing an artist of Willem Ngani's stature overnight had been a daunting task: the
management of the hotel had narrowed the field to four candidates, and then found itself unable to reach
afind decison. It had dected instead to postpone the question for athree-year tria period. Thefirst year
of that period was nearly over: each of the four candidatesin turn had gone to space for athree-month
residency at the Shimizu. Rand had drawn the third shift, and had only returned from his own highly
successful season amonth earlier; the fourth and find composer, Chandra Pribhara, was supposed to be
just now entering the second month of her own first resdency.

But Pribhara had turned out to be a " perpendicular"—one of those rare unfortunates who smply cannot
adapt to space, who cannot make the mental readjustment that allows a human being to retain her sanity
in asustained zero-gravity environment. She had abruptly canceled her contract after only asingle month
infree-fal, accepting the huge penalties and crestive disgrace, and returned to Earth early.

This|eft the Shimizu's management with aquick decison to make. A hotel must have entertainment. The
show must go on. The Resident Choreographer—Rand's half-brother Jay Sasaki—needed a Shaper to
collaborate with. Someone had to replace Pribhara, fast. They might have simply advanced the rotation
schedule, summoned Wolfgar Mazurski back to orbit two months earlier than he was expecting, and
continued from there on athree-shift rotation while they pondered their find decison. But Mazurski had



other commitments, and so did Choy Mu Sandra, the other contender.
Which left Rheal's hushand.

But Rand was only just back from orbit. Returning to space for another three-month shift this soon
would raise histota free-fdl timeto Sx monthsin one caendar year: very likely enough timefor hisbody
to begin adapting—completely and permanently—to zero gravity. It would take fourteen months for the
trangtion to befinished . . . but deleterious metabolic changes often began much sooner. If they asked
him to replace Pribhara now, the competition was over: they would have to give him the permanent
position to forestal a costly lawsuit.

The Shimizu management had little choice. And Rand's first seasonhad been the most well-received of
the four so far. So they had sent word, through hishaf brother, Jay. Thejob was hisif he wanted
it—along with a scandaous sdary, outrageous perks, immense cachet and luxury accommodations
in-house for himsdf and hiswife and daughter. For life—which was how long they would need them.

Rhea hated the very thought of moving.

And if shewere going to move, space wasthe very last place sheld pick. The only one-way ticket there
was. Fourteen months or more in pace, and you had to stay there forever. Y ou couldn't evenhope to go
back home again someday. . . .

Worse, Rand knew all this. Or at least, he should have known. A decade ago, he had solemnly
promised Rhea—as a condition of marriage—that he would never ask her to move away from her
beloved P-Town, from her home and family and roots.

When he had first mentioned the possibility of thisjob, she had been shocked and hurt. But she had not
reminded him of hispromise. . . partly because she loved her husband and knew how badly he wanted
the job, and mostly because sheknew in her heart that there was no way Rand would ever actualy be
offered it. That had been clear to her from the start. For one thing, hisblood relationship with Jay would
work againgt him—allowing disgruntled losersto cry nepotism. For another, he was the most taented of
the four—traditionaly ahandicap. To nail it down, hewas by far the least politica—traditiondly thekiss
of degth.

Ironicaly, it was that which had clinched the dedl. Mazurski and Choyeach had a powerful and
influentia clique of friends, skilled at viciousinfighting: they canceled each other out. Rand wasthe only
choice everybody could (barely) livewith. And so it was the very same aspect of her husband's character
which had in fact won him the job that caused Rheato say to him now so injudicioudy, " Youwon?'

The ensuing quarrdl was so satisfactory adiversion that it was afull hour before they got around to the
actua argument they had been avoiding for over ayear now.

* % *

"God dammit, Rheg, just tell me: what's so awful about space?!
"What's so fucking good about it?"

"Areyou kidding? Sterile environment, pure air, pure water, perfect weather al day every day, no crime,
no dirt, longer lifespan—and weightlessness! Y ou don'tknow, honey, you haven't been there long enough
to get afeding for it; everything is so easy and convenient and restful in space. Nothing istoo heavy to
lift, nobody's aweskling, your back never hurts. And the freedom! Freedom from the boredom and



tyranny of up and down, freedom to livein three dimensionsfor achange! To useall of aroom instead of
just the bottom half—to see things from different angles dl the time—to let go of something and not be
afraid gravity's going to smash it against thewall by your feet. Put that &l together, throw in abetter class
of neighbors and the best view God ever made, and it doesn't sound hdf bad to me."

"It sounds horrible to me! The same weather,every day? Thefirgt thing you said: “asterile environment,'
that's exactly what it soundslike. Living in alittle sterile tin can surrounded by cold vacuum, breathing
canned air and peeing into avacuum cleaner. What about Colly? Where's an eight-year-old going to find
playmates in space? Think about never again going out for awalk, never getting rained on or snowed on
or going to watch the sun rise—"

"—the sun risesfourteen timesaday at the Shimizu—"
"—it's not the same and you know it—"

"—no, it's not the same, it's better—"

"—bullshit—"

"—how the hell would you know?'Y ou were up there for three whole days! I'm telling you, I've been
there for three months and it's better—"

"—maybe it is, but it'sdifferent, God dammit—"

Heflinched a her vehemence. After afew seconds of silence, he dapped at his control pandl, and set
the universe spinning around them again. "What's so bad about different?”

She reached irritably past him and felt for the keyboard, found it and quit the holo program abruptly.
Blink: they werein their quaint comfortable moonlit bedroom in their magnificent old homein picturesque
P-Town. "What's so bad about what we have?' she cried, gesturing around her at hardwood floor and
lace curtains and quilted comforter and scrimshaw and Frank Paixao's barometer and fading photographs
of NanaFish and Nana Spaghetti on the walls.

Helooked round, at the familiar trappings of their marriage, of their shared life. When he spoke, his
voice was softer. "It'sgood. You know | loveit heretoo. But it'snot al thereis.”

"Itisfor me!" she said.Oh my beloved, how can you want to go where | cannot follow?
He closed his eyes and took a deep breath, and played his hole card. "It isn't for me."

She clutched his shoulder and played her own. ™Y ou promised, Rand! Back when you first asked meto
marry you, you promised. . ."

There was nothing he could say to that, because it was true. She had him dead to rights. The argument
was effectively over, now. Shehadwon. ..

... and cost her beloved husband the professional and persond opportunity of alifetime, the crowning
achievement of hiscaresr. . ..

He nodded, and rolled over on hisright side, back to her. "When you're right, you'reright,” he said very
quietly, and mimed preparing to deep. But his shoulder blades were € oquent.



She savored her triumph for aslong as she could stand it, staring at the celling. Then, keeping her voice
asneutral aspossible, shesaid, "Anyway . . . how would we dedl with Colly's education?"

His shoulder blades shut up in midsentence.

"Wel—" hesad findly, and rolled over to face her.

2

Rand Porter had been waiting for that question, of course. Their eight-year-old would get abetter
education if he took the job; Rhea had known that when she asked the question. On hisnew sdary, they
could afford to enroll Cally in any school on or off Earth, with full bandwidth and as much individud
attention as she wanted. Hell, they could afford to have teachers physically brought up to her if they
wanted, in corporation shuttles. And Rhea could have Unlimited Net Access herself too.

And al these things, he added, would be merely perks—over and above asdary so immense that they
could easily have afforded to pay for them. Full Medical would be another such perk. Rheaslliterary
reputation could only benefit from dl the publicity that would accrue. Rand stressed al these points,
without ever quite saying aoud a point that mattered to him aimaost as much as the honor or the cregtive
chalenge or the prestige or the money per se.

If he took thisjob, he would be earning more money than Rhea, and would be more famous than her.
For thefirgt timein ther relaionship.

Hecouldn't mention that aloud. They had agreed back at the start that they would never mention it; that
was how littleit meant to them; therefore he couldn't bring it up now.

"Worse comes to worst, why couldn't we compromise?' he suggested desperately. "Have one of those
commuter marriages? I'd take the job, and you could come up for three months out of every six. Lots of
people do that, when only one half of the team wants to be a spacer.”

"Sure," shesaid. "That worked out just great for your brother, didn't it?* Jay had maintained such a
relationship with adancer in one of histwo rotating companiesfor over five years—then about Sx
months ago, Ethan had sent him a Dear-Jay/resignation fax from Fire Idand. The scabswere just
beginning to turn into scar tissue.

"We're more committed than Jay and Ethan were," Rand protested. But privately he was not sure that
was true—and the stats on groundhog/spacer marriageswer e discouraging.

When they were exhausted enough, they agreed to deep oniit.

* * %

At fivein the morning he dipped from the bed without waking her and went down the hall to hisAit.
Strains of melody were chasing each other in his head, but when he booted up his synth, he could not
isolate any of the strandsin his headphones. Sounded aoud, they were an inseparable jangle of
discord—like hisfedings.



So he went to the kitchen, and found he was not hungry. He went to the bathroom and discovered he
didn't have to pee. He put the headphones back on and learned that he didn't want to hear anything in his
collection. He went up to Colly's room and found that she didn't need to be covered. As he bent to kiss
her, he startled himsalf by dropping atear on the pillow next to her strawberry blonde hair. He went
quickly back downgtairsto the living room and wegpt, as silently as he could. When he was done, he
dried hiseyes and blew hisnose.

Whatdid he need?
That was easy. He needed someone to tell him hewasn't a selfish bastard.

He had promised her. Worse, he had thought about it first. He had not specificaly envisoned this
Stuation, no—but he had made his promise without reservations.No matter what, love—

But this offer was beyond any dreams he/d had a decade ago. How could he have known? The carrot
wasirresigible. . ..

Or wasit? What was S0 irresistible? The money would be great—but while they had been middle-class
for their whole marriage, they had never been poor, never missed ameal. There were other jobs. Indeed,
thiswas about the only job he could possibly take that would require them to move from P-Town, that
he couldn't basically phonein. It was certainly the only job that would have requiredper manent exile.
What was so great about the damn job?

Two things. It wasthe most prestigiousjob in hisfield, one of the most prestigious therewas. And it
would make him the principa breadwinner in hisfamily, for thefirst time.

Not very proud reasons to break a solemn promiseto your wife. . .

No, dammit, there was moreto it than that. The job was the richest creetive opportunity he had ever
had. His three-month stint just past had been the hardest work he'd ever done. . . and had drawn some
of hisvery best music and shaping out of him. Collaborating with his half-brother Jay had been
exhilarating; athough Jay was thirteen years older than Rand's thirty-five, their minds had meshed.

| see: your wifewill be alittle sadder, but your chopswill improve. . .

It wasn't just that. Part of what had made hiswork better in the Shimizu had been the heart-stopping
grandeur of spaceitsdf, the bliss of zero gee. Space was as magica as Provincetown, in adifferent way;
maybe more so—surely Rheawould see and respond to that, just as he had.

You hope. ..

Anyway, what was S0 greet about P-Town? Okay, it was beautiful; sure, it wastimeless; granted, it was
magicd. Thischair hewasrocking in, for ingance: beautiful and timeless and magical. But it made noises

likeriflefire, and leaned ever so dightly out of true, and wasn't epecidly comfortable without the pillows
that always dipped out of adjustment. So what if it had belonged to Rhea's great-grandmother? So what

if it had been the chair in which the infant Rhea had been breast-fed . . . and Colly too?

The answer was dl around him—hanging from every wal, perched on nearly every flat surface. Pictures
of eight generations of Paixaos, asfar back asimaging technology alowed, ranging from faded black and
white daguerrotypes of Cap'n Frank and Marion to paused holoblocks of Rhea, Colly and himsaif.



Hundreds of Paixaos and their kin, in dozens of settings. . . and every single image had Provincetown
somewherein the background. Beautiful. Timeess. Magical . . .

On the mantle, amid the more recent Paixaos, was a holo of Rand's parents, Agnes and Tom, taken just
before their divorce. The background was Newark, New Jersey.

There was no point to this: he dready knew he wanted the job badly enough to take it; whether he

should want it that badly or not seemed irrelevant. Nonetheless he flogged himsdlf, as his penance,
endlessy replaying the argument until it became aloop that annihilated time.

| want to be great. Isthat so terrible?

Just as hefdt that hisbrain might explode, thirty-five kilos of eight-year-old redlity landed on hislap like
atonne of bricks, shouting, "Boo!" and his heart nearly exploded instead. Daylight and his daughter had
crept up on him.

"| scared you, Daddy!" she reported with glee. "I did, didn't 17?*

For an instant he was tempted to use Colly asanew club to beat himsaf—how can you ask a child to
go pioneering?—hut he shifted gearsinstead, grabbed her in hisarms and stood up. "That you did,
baby," he sad, clutching her close. "That you did."

"Did you catch it, Daddy?"

"Huh?'

"Whatever made you stay up dl night. Did you get it?'

"Oh. Uh. .. not yet, sweetheart. | got alook at it, but it got away."

"Don't matter about it," she advised him. "Y oull get it next time."

Her optimism—and the boundless, unquestioning faith that underlay it—floored him.l can't be a
bastard, hethought.l'd never have fooled her. He hugged her even closer, making her squed. "That |
will," he agreed. "Right now, let's you and me get us some grub.”

"l cook," she said quickly. Her faith in him had practicd limits. That waswhy he could trugt it.

"Ded," he agreed.

And she did cook a better breskfast than he could have—albeit somewhat more messily. Rheacamein
while shewas doing it, and stood in the doorway in her bathrobe watching and trying not to smile. Colly
refused to let either of them help, or even coach. By the time they were all sitting down egting together, it
seemed to have been decided that today was a happy day. Rhea's eyes were unguarded when they met

his. The Issue was ill there between them, but it was on hold for the moment.

After the medl, it was Rheawho said, "Cally, sit back down. Y ou can be alittle late for playgroup
today. Y our father and | need to talk about something with you."

"Aw, Mom—do you have to? Sarah's gonna bring her cat in today, and she swearsit has thumbs!”



"Y es, honey, it'simportant.”

"Four of 'em! Oh, okay, go ahead." She sat back and adjusted her nervous system to fidget mode.
Rheahanded the ball to him. "Rand?"

He cleared histhroat. "Cally . . . have you ever thought about . . . living somewhere el s?"

"Y ou mean I'm going to grandmas house again? How long thistime?"

"No, honey, that'snot what | meant. | mean . . . dl three of us moving away from here, to anew home."
"And not coming back?"

"That'sright. Not ever."

The notion did not seem to shock Colly. "Where?' she asked practicaly.

"Well, remember that time we went to vist Uncle Jay?'

She got excited. "Go to space, you mean? And stay there? In that cool hotel? Oh, wow!™
"Youredly liked it that much?' Rhea asked, surprised.

"Dal S! Ja! Oui!" Coally sad."I'm not little in space!”

Both parents were startled into laughter.

"It'strue," sheinssted. "I can reach everything there, and look grown-upsin the eye, and I'm as strong
as anybody and not clumsy like everybody ese. Besides, it'sfun! When do we go?'

Even Rand was taken aback by support thisenthusiastic. "But baby . . . you know if we stay in free-fall
for long, we have to stay forever?”

"Sure”
"Wl ... won't you missyour friends?"

She thought about it. "I could gtill cdl them up, right? We could holo-play. And they could comevisit me
reglies, sometimes. And I'd make lots of new friends. I'm good &t that."

Rand squelched agrin. "Wéll . . . yes, you are. But won't you miss. . . thishouse, and P-Town . . . and
everything?'

"And the beach?' Rhea prompted. "And the ocean?'

Colly looked around her. "1 guess. But if | do, you can just makeit for me, Daddy. Anyway, you can't
play sx-wall here. | tried."

Hedidn't haveto look at hiswifeto know that she waslooking faintly stricken. Her only potentia aly
had defected. He wanted to put an arm around her, but was not sure whether that would make it worse.



Coally had gone from fidget to bounce mode. "Can | go tell everybody now, Daddy? How soon are we
going, Mommy? | gottago get dressed! Oooh, Kelly's gonnabeso jeslous—"

"Hold your horses, young lady. Nothing's been decided yet. Y our mother and | are till discussing the

idea—"

Colly wasn't listening. Her eyes had gone wide. "Wait aminute—this means you got the job, didn't you,
Daddy? Y ou get to work with Uncle Jay now! They picked you! Oh, | knew they would! 1told you they
would!"

Rheawinced.

"Wearegoing, wearel Can| gotell Kelly now? And Sigrid? And Bobby?!

The choiceswere let her go or strap her down. "Maybe you better get dressed first,” Rhea said.

Colly looked down at her rumpled pgamas, and giggled. "Oh, okay, if you ins<t," she said, and ran for
the stairs. She was naked before she reached the top.

Rand and Rhealooked at each other. Each waited for the other to speak, with voice or expresson.
"Wehaveto laugh,” he said findly.

"Oh yesh? Why?"

"Because if we strangle each other, who's going to take Colly to playgroup?”

And so they laughed.

"Come on, somebody,” Cally called from upstairs. " Get dressed! I'm almost ready aready!"”

They laughed harder, and then got up together and sprinted up the sairs, shouting, "Y es, maam! Right
away, Y our Highness!"

* * %

"| «ill don't seewhy you havetolive there," Rheasaid thirty minuteslater. They had dropped Colly off at
playgroup in the West End, and now were Sitting in the car at the edge of the seaat Herring Cove, half
watching agroup of eight or ten Trancersin deek thermd clothing dancing on the shore, spinning and
jumping in the December breeze, falling and recovering but always springing back up at once. They made
Rand think, asadways, of birdstrying to batter their way through an invisible celling. Provincetown had
been amagnet for Trancers since the strange fad had begun and spread around the planet with the speed
of acatchphrase. P-Town had always been aMeccafor al kinds of odd behavior.

"Itsstupid,” Rheawent on. "It'sjust stupid dlitist thinking. There's no sensible reason why you can't
phoneit in, like any other job. They onlyhave the best holo gear in human space.”

"That'swhat the Shimizuisdl about,” Rand said patiently. "That's what they're buying. The most
conspicuous consumption thereis. Nothing canned, nothing piped-in—"

"I know, | know—the celebrity artists are dl on-gte for the customersto press flesh with, and half the



robot-work is done by human beings, just to prove they can afford to waste money. Snob logic.”

"Y ou can't make art for aplace without going there," he said. "Holo isn't enough. | can't explain why, but
itin't. | dwaysgotothesteif thereisone, a least a first. You know al this."

" S0 you'vebeen there for three months! 1sn't that enough?”

It was afair question. Hetried to find the words to answer it. All he could come up with was, " Spaceis
different.”

"Different how?"

"Look: you werethere."

"For three days."

"Long enough to get ataste. Now, tell me: can you remember what it was like?!

She started to answer, then stopped. "No," she said finally. "I can remember what | told people about it.
| can remember what | wrote about it. But no, you'reright. | can't remember what it waslike. Not realy.
| have alingering fedling about it—"

"If you had to write a poem abot it, right now, could you? Or a story set there?”

Her shoulders dumped. "I'd have to go back. For longer than afew days. And either writeit there, or
right after | got back down."

"That'swhy Ngani bullied the Board into putting in writing aprovision that his successorswould haveto
livein-house. And that'swhy Jay bullied them into honoring the agreement when Ngani died.”

Thiswasdl old ground. They had had this conversation over ayear ago, when he had first become a
candidate for the position. He saw her momentarily as atrapped animal, doubling back onitstracksin
search of away out overlooked earlier, and felt apang of guilt.

She gestured at the ocean and haf aworld of clouds, at the crazy Trancers moving in harmony—then
turned and gestured in the other direction, at P-Town. "And al of this, were supposed to give up,
forever, so that Willem Ngani'sartigtic vison isn't violated?"

The question was S0 unfair that he returned fire with someirritation. "Only if we want meto havethe
job."

Sheleft the car and walked ashort way aong the beach, past the gyrating dancers. By the time she
returned, he had cooled down and shelooked chilly despite her thermally smart clothing. The Trancers
too had finaly run out of manic energy, and were dispersing, looking blissed-out.

"How about this?' Rand said, asthe car heater switched on to normalize the temperature in the vehicle.
"Wegiveit acouple of months. I'll complete Pribharas season. Then if you absolutely hateit, I'll quit.”

"Y ou couldn't break your contract!”

"Hell, Pribharadid. I'll reservetheright. If they want me bad enough, they'll negotiate. It's perfectly



reasonable—consdering they're wrecking my whole schedule on no notice at al. By rights they ought to
be paying me awhaopping bonus. If they don't likeit, let “em give Mazursky and Choy socks full of dung,
and letthem fight it out."

She thought about it. "Huh. Two more months wouldn't be long enough to change you into a spacer.
And it'slong enough for meto forman opinion.. . ."

"l promiseif you want to come back, there won't be an argument.”

The device didn't fool ether of them; he could see that in her eyes. But it brought the Stuation alittle
closer to tolerable. It would buy sometime.

"How soon would we haveto leave?"

"'l call Jay."
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Yawara
Queendand, Australia

2 December 2064

At about that moment, not too far from the opposite point on the planet's surface, an old—no,
ancient—woman switched off her ancient compact disc player, brushed the headphones out of her hair
with a pasied hand, and decided it wastime for deep. Or at least for bed. Sowly and carefully she got
up from her rocking chair, then used it to steady hersalf while she removed the denim shorts which were
her only clothing. She walked with halting steps through the darkness to her bed, but when she reached
it, she dropped easily and comfortably into a squat beside it. Reaching beneeth it, she drew out her
chamber pot and removed the lid. When she maneuvered it beneath her, itsweight and asmall doshing
sound reminded her that she had forgotten to empty it that morning. As she was about to put it to its
accustomed use, she suddenly stopped, clamping her sphincter and flaring her nostrils. Her head turned
from sideto side, twice. Then she looked down between her legs, bent her head lower and sniffed. She
took the chamber pot from beneath her and brought it to her nose and sniffed again.

Sheknew, then, but nonetheless she reached up and got matches from the bed table. In the sudden
flaring light, her eyes confirmed what her nose had told her. Her chamber pot contained wine.



It delighted her. It had been along time since anything had surprised her. Thiswas agood one. She
thought about it, savoring the puzzle. No one had approached her home closer than ahundred yards dll
day. She had not left it for amoment. She hadnot emptied the utens| after using it that morning, shewas
sure of that. She might be old—no, ancient—but her memory was till sharp asthe long edge of awar
boomerang. Therewas no logical explanation . . . so she went ingde hersdlf, to her specid place.

And at once, contradictory things happened on her face. Her eyes brightened, and bitter tears spurted
from them, and years—no, decades—melted from her visage, and her mouth smiled while her brows
knotted in afierce frown. She glanced across the room at her CD player, and ran ahand across her head
to confirm that she had taken its headphones off." Badunjari . . .?" she whispered, and cocked her head
asif ligening.

Whatever she heard caused her to smile even wider and weep even harder—but the frown relaxed. She

sat back on her heels and began to rock dowly from sideto side. After atime, shelifted the chamber pot
to her lipsand drank from it. The wine was excellent, delicious and immediately powerful. Shetook a

deeper draught.
"Redly?' shesadin Yirlandji. "What is?'
If there was an answer, no microphone could have recorded it.

Her tears ceased; the smile remained, and became the mischievous grin of alittle girl. "Okay,” she
agreed, and drank again. "l will wait and see.”

She had not been this happy in forty-four years. Magic, real Dreamtime magic, wasloose in the world
agan....

PART TWO

A4

The Shimizu Hotel, High Orbit

2 December 2064

Jay Sasaki wasin the studio when his Al spoke up. "Phone, Jay: your brother, Rand, flatscreen only.” It
waited patiently while he finished amovement phrase for the cameraand toweled off swest.



"Thanks, Diaghilev," he said then. "M onochrome head-shot, minimum audio, accept.” It wasthe
cheapest possible earth-to-orbit cal, small black-and-white image and rotten sound, probably relayed on
asatdlite circuit so old its expiry date began with "19." Rand would have been offended if Jay had tried
to reverse the charges—and it was not yet settled whether hiskid half-brother could afford to make
fullscreen color cdlsto High Earth Orbit on hisown dollar. Jay spoke before the Al finished producing
animage, to let Rand know the circuit was completed. "Well, how did shetake it?"

"She'sright here," Rand said. "Ask her yoursdlf." He swiveled the carphone so that Rhea cameinto
frame. Shewas amiling wryly.

" "Oops,' he said gracefully,” Jay said. "Hi, Rhea. Well, how did you takeit?"
"Rectdly,” shesaid sourly.

The joke cued him—firgt, that Rand would indeed be coming back up to work inthe Barn . . . and
second, that it would not be a good idea to sound too delighted just yet. Was Rhea.coming up with him
right away?Was Colly?"Y oull redly likeit up here, | promiseyou,” he said experimentally.

"I'd better."
Good. Rand would arrive till married. "And Colly will love it. Space was made for kids."
"It must be," shesaid. "Youlikeit." But shewasamiling.

He relaxed, trying not to let the extent of hisrelief show. Theworst that could happen now wasthat his
half-brother's wife would make Rand's life miserable to the end of hisdays.But he'll be able to work
with me again! It would take alot of the sting out of Ethan not being around anymore. . . .

"Weregoing to giveit atria period,” Rand said. He swiveled the phone again so that he was back in
frame. "Two months, so Rheaand Colly can check it out before they commit themselves.”

Jay managed to hold his poker face. Fortunately, in zero gravity one's face does not pale as blood
pressure drops. If Rhealeft in two months, Rand would go with her. With the example of Jay's own
disaster with Ethan before him, Rand would not risk losing her in along-distance marriage. Kate was
going to have ablowout when she heard this. "That'll be hard to sdll to the Board. They want this settled.
Face, you know."

"I've got face too,” Rand said. "'l require notice before uprooting my family. If the Board doesnt likeit,
they can start running want adsin the trades."

Briefly, Jay fantasized telling his brother the whole truth. The primary reason the Board had abandoned
the audition process and chosen Rand astheir shaper was that Jay—fedling recklessin the aftermath of
his breakup with Ethan—had privately sent word through the hotel manager that he would quit if they did
otherwise. He had just enough clout to pull that off . . . and no margin at al: if the hotel came out of this
looking bad, he was out of ajob. He was the most famous living human choreographer of free-fall
dance—but if heleft the Shimizu, where could he go? There were only two other dance companiesin
space, and neither was hiring. Jay had been a spacer, permanently adapted to zero gravity, for over a
decade now: if he could not work in space, he could not work—even if he could have learned to think
and choreograph in up-and-down terms al over again.

No—he couldn't tell Rand any of this. If he did, Rand would think—would suspect in his heart forever,



no matter what Jay said—that Jay had put hisjob on the line purely and smply because they shared a
mother. Rand would never bdieve the truth: that he wastruly the only one of the four candidates who
was any damn good, the only one Jay could stand the idea of being locked into working with for the next
umpty years. The holein his self-confidence would founder him. And the redlization that Jay'sjobwas on
the line would make his problem with hiswife even worse.

Will, it was up to Jay to see that Rheadidn't opt out. His other choice wasto dit histhroat. "Y ou're
absolutely right. I'll make them seeit that way. Shdll | call you back with their answer?!

Rand shook his head. "We both know they're going to say yes. | can afford to call you now. Full-band
color.”

Jay let the grin escape at |ast. His brother was right. Kate would hate this—but she was committed. As
committed as hewas. "Damn right. Call meback at . . . what the hell timeisit down there?

"About tenin the morning.” The Shimizu was on Greenwich Time; it was nearly 3 PM for Jay.

" ... a about suppertime. Listen, | don't want to crowd you, but . . . how soon can you come up? The
sooner you can makeit, thelesstrouble I'll have sdlling thistria period.”

Rand acquired the harried look of someone who istrying to solve atricky problem while long-distance
charges areticking away. He glanced sideways. "What do you think, hon?"

After atime, Rheals voice came from out of frame. "Three days, minimum. I'd likeamonth. I'd likea
year, dammit.”

"I think | can get three days, no sweet,” Jay said cheerfully.

Rand tried for adiversion. "Anything we can bring up for you?'

"If 1 think of anything, I'll tell you when you cal back." He gave the phone hisbest grin. "Ligten, thisis
redlly great news. Redlly, Rhea—youl'll see! KissBlondie for me. Phone off.” AsRand's smiling image
dissolved, hewent on, "Diaghilev, wherés Kate?"

"In her office, Jay. Do you wish an gppointment to see her? She has an opening in her calendar
tomorrow at—"

"No, | want her now. Shell see me. ETA fifteen minutes."

"Yes, Jay. Youreright: Ms. Boswell has accepted for her. Fifteen minutesfrom.. . . mark."
"Shower please, Diaghilev.”

"Yes, Jay."

The studio shower accepted and cleansed him; ten minutes later he was dry, shaved, groomed and
jaunting along the corridors of the Inner Sphere, heading inboard toward Katherine Tokugawals

executive office in the Core.

Heads turned as he floated past, but only one of the hotel guests had the nerveto call out to him. "Hdllo,
Jay. You look happy—good news?!



Jay made along arm and grabbed ajaunt-loop, braked himsdlf to a hdt. His boss would have afit if she
ever heard that amere guest had learned news of thisimportance before she did—but Eva Hoffman was
more than just aguest: she had been aresident fixture in the Shimizu for sixteen years now. He glanced
around mock-congpiratoridly. "Are yousure those are your origina eyes?'

Evagrinned. She was one hundred sixteen years old, and showed most of them—having, most
unusually, given up controlling her appearance on her hundredth birthday. She drew stares everywhere
shewent in the Shimizu these days. . . the most horrified of them coming from those guests whose own
odometers had rolled past zero. "Thirty years ago 1'd have known exactly why you were looking happy,
at twice the distance. So your brother's coming back up to stay, eh? Congratulations.”

"Thanks. I'm excited."

"Metoo. Y ou two do good work together. Pribharawas awaste of air.”

"She. . . had her own way of doing things."

"Y eah. Wrong. Would you like meto take charge of hiswife and daughter? What's her name, Spaniel ?'
Eva, of course, knew perfectly well what Colly's name was. "Help them get reoriented to free-fal, their
first day, show 'em around the Mausoleum, and dl that, so that you and Rand can get right down to

work?"

He wastouched by the offer. Evawas a Shimizu indtitution, and she did not offer her time lightly or
often. She was one of very few guestswho knew her way around the place as well as Jay, who did not
need to follow some Al'strail of blinking lightsto get where shewas going. "I think I've got that
covered,” hesaid. "But if they do need more help, I'll know where to come. Thanks, Eva."

Shelooked dubious. "Who have you got in mind?' Evahad alow opinion of most of the Shimizu's Saff
Orientators—which Jay shared.

"The new kid. lowa."

""Seen him a couple of times; don't know him."

"He'sanatural. Spaceborn.”

That interested her. "Isthat good? Will he know what it isthey don't know?"

Jay nodded. "He's been dedling with mudfeet al hislife, oneway or another. The ones here arejust
richer, that'sdl. | think heand Colly areredlly going to hit it off."

"I'll have to meet him. | always wanted to get to know a spaceborn.”

Diaghilev cleared hisvirtud throat. "One minute, Jay."

Jay was gill in Deluxe country—the cheapest of the Shimizu's accommodeations, the inner-sphere suites
with no windows onto space. It wastimeto jaunt. "I've got to go. Uh . . . ook, keep this absolutely top
secret for, oh, at least another fifteen minutes, okay?"

"Tweve, my find offer.”



"Okay, I'll tak fast." He kissed her wrinkled cheek and pushed off.
"Drop by for achat before dinner, al right?' she caled after him. " Something | want to ask you."

He waved agreement without looking back.

* % *

He passed quickly through the rest of the Deluxe Tier to the inmost core, jaunted past his own suite
without stopping, and reached the executive offices on time. Warned of hisarriva by Diaghilev,
Tokugawas own Al had materialized its Personal Executive Assistant personafor him, rather than the
Front-Desk Clerk avatar it would have shown to a guest. "Good afternoon, Mr. Sasaki," she said. Her
voice was oddly flat and nasal, perhapsin an attempt to make her seemred.

"Good afternoon, Ms. Boswell.”
"Ms. Tokugawawill see you now." The door to the inner sanctum dilated.
Jay jaunted through it, brushing the doorway with hisfingertipsto deceerate himsdf to astop inside.

Katherine Tokugawawas sttingkukanzen in the center of her spherica office, dressed in black
ceremonia robes, her back to him. At the sound of the door hissing shut behind him, she unlaced her
fingers, unfolded her legs from lotus, and flexed at the wai g, rotating until she faced him. He politely spun
until their local verticals matched, and they exchanged abow. Then they each "took a seet,” inthe
free-fal sense of the term, giving ashort puff with their thrusters so that they backed away from each
other and vel croed their backs and buttocks to opposing surfaces, Jay maneuvering to avoid Sitting on
the door he had just come through; they sat more or less smultaneoudly.

"WdI?' she said then, in the dow exhdation of one emerging from profound meditation.

It wasdl bullshit, of course, and Jay knew it. If she had redlly been meditating, shed have velcroed
herself to awall or some other support. A person who sitskukanzen in the center of aroomin zero gee,
unsecured, sooner or later ends up bumping againgt the air-exhaust . . . and shutting down the airflow
only causesabdl of exhaed carbon dioxide to accumulate and smother the meditator. The Manager of
the Shimizu was—as the job called for—one of those people who prize gppearance over content, style
over substance, and Rinzai Buddhism was merely part of her admittedly impressive act. To have actualy
practiced it would have been an inefficient use of time.

But Jay was not about to let his boss know he saw through her. Not when he was about to piss her off.
He dowed his breathing, adjusting to her rhythm. "My brother said yes" hetold her.

She amiled wearily.

Tokugawa—he dared not let himsdf think of her as"Kate" whilein her presence—was a hundred and
sxty centimeterslong, and massed forty-six kilos. In free-fdl her smal sze had the effect of making her
seem to be alittle farther away than she actualy was. Which made her seem just alittlemore crisply in
focus than other people. She had stabilized her apparent age at forty standard years, with silver streaksin
her hair that werein different places each time you met her. Jay had no ideawhat her real age might be.
She was the granddaughter of Y oji Tokugawa, who had succeeded Bryce Carrington as Chairman of the
Board of the origind Skyfac consortium back before the turn of the millennium, and her family ill
controlled alarge share of space industry today. She had their "look of eagles,” backed by a competence



that few Tokugawas actualy possessed anymore: shelooked so much like the Manager of the finest hotel
in human space that her genuine fitnessfor the job was dmost a happy accident. Neither attribute
particularly impressed Jay, but then, he had to work for her.

"Good," shesad quietly. "It was about time for something to go right.”

"Troubles, Ms. Tokugawa?' Jay asked, testing the waters to see just how bad atime thiswasto bring
up the matter of the two-month escape clause Rand wanted.

Shemade aflicking-awvay gesture. "Not redly. Just an infinity of minor nuisances."
"How minor? Isthe house il pressurized?”

"For the moment,” shereplied drily. "No, nothing serious. I've got amgor economic summit coming up
next month, with so much weight I'm going to have to double security, and—"

"Excuse me, | could have sworn you just said you were going to double security.”
"l did."
Jay sared. "Thereisno such quantity. Y ou can't doubleinfinity.God isn't as secure asa Shimizu guest.”

She grimaced. "'If He had security like those five are going to have, Satan would never have gotten off a
gpeech, much less a coup attempt. Their combined resources are . . ." She paused, and Jay waited,
curious to hear what word shewould choose. " . . . impressive,” shefinished, and he repressed an
impulseto lift hiseyebrows. Any persond fortune that impressed Katherine Tokugawa staggered Jay. "If
they ask meto, I'll haveto taste-test their food mysalf—or anything el se they want."

"That does sound like alot of pressure.”

"Specia diets, specia requirements, protocol headaches—the Mudim needsto know where Meccais a
al times, precisdaly, and the Chinese wants me to have that Soto Zen roshi flown in from Top Step to do
dokusan with him, and asfor the American—uwel, never mind whatshe'll want—and of course each and
every one of them must be honored and coddled and pamperedprecisely as much as the other four, to
the tenth decimal, never mind that it's pples and—" She caught herself, glanced down at her meditation
robes, and took along cleansing breath. "Never mind any of it. It's par for the course these days. And
not your pidgin. About your brother—any problems| should be aware of ?*

Jay'sturn to take a deep breath. "One potentia glitch . . . but I'll make sureit doesn't express. Don't
even giveit athought.”

"Fine. What am | not thinking of 7'

"He says he wants a two-month trial period. HEll finish out Pribhara's season—nbut if hiswife and
daughter don't like it up here, hell quit then.”

Her eyes closed momentarily, and the ghost of afrown chased across her brow; those were the only
external sgns she gave. Those who choose style over substance are compelled to stay with style no
matter how tough it gets. But Jay knew she was furious. And here he was, a convenient and fully qudified
target . . .



"Why couldn't hisfamily have come up with him thelast time?' she asked quietly.

"Hiswife was on deadline and couldn't leave her desk for more than afew days," Jay reminded her.
"She'sawriter. Remember, they thought he had at least two more seasons—two more years—before
the Board would make afind choice. . . and only atwenty-five percent chanceit'd turn out to be him."

Tokugawa had her hands clasped in thekukanzen mudra— but now she was unconscioudy twiddling
her thumbs. The effect was so ludicrous that he knew she would be even angrier if she became aware of
it; he concentrated his gaze on her eyes. "True," she admitted grudgingly. "We are rushing him. His
demand isreasonable. But if hiswife decides she's agroundhog, the house loses face. Damn
Pribhara—thisisher fault.”

Privately he disagreed. Pribhara could not help being a perpendicular. None of those poor unfortunates
could. If anything, the Situation was the fault of the Shimizu's Board of Directors, for not smply picking a
shaper. Thethree-year rotating audition scheme had aways seemed crackbrained to Jay; something like
this had been bound to happen. But his advice had been ignored, and now was not the time to mention it.
The blame looked better on Pribharathan it didon him. . ..

"I'd better call in Martin," she said. "1 hate speaking to the man, but thisishis pidgin. Maybehecan . . ."
Her voicetrailed off disconsolately.

Jay empathized completely. Even for aPR man, Evelyn Martin was aweasdl; you wanted to bathe after
talking with him on the phone. But hewas gifted at pin control—

A metaphorical lightbulb seemed to appear over Jay's head.

"You're not looking at thisright,” he said suddenly. "Thisisn't bad news—it's mitigated good news. All it
takesisalittle spin control.”

"Explan.”

"Look, al Martin's press release has to say isthat Pribhara has canceled for medical reasons, and that
Porter has gracioudly consented to fill out her term. At the end of two months, maybe you haveto
announce that Porter has dropped out too, and let Choy and Mazurski carry on competing from
there—aminor kerfluffle. But most likely hiswife and kid will love this place as much aseveryone dse
does—s0 you announcethen that he's been given thefina position and has accepted. Either way, none of
the Board'sfaceislogt.”

"Y our brother would accept that? Not announce that we've picked him asthefind winner until he's
committed himself? And not announce that at dl, ever, if he decidesto opt out?"

"Gladly, | think. It gets him out of an impossible Stuation too." He had arush of brainsto the head. "But
you should bump him to the permanent sdlary right away."

Her thumbs stopped twiddling. "Done. Mr. Cohn!"

Her Al materidized itslawyer-persona between her and Jay, facing both of them. Asaways, Mr. Cohn
reminded Jay of an impossbly motionless shark. "Y es, madam?"

She gave ingructions for the amendment of Rand's contract, relying on Cohn'slegal software to trandate
her wishesfrom conversationa English into Lawyerese, and spoke her sgnature. At Jay's suggestion, she



had Cohn upload a copy to Diaghilev so that Jay could pass the document on to Rand later that night.
Then she dismissed the Al and turned back to Jay. " Sasaki?"

"Yesh?'
"Y ou've earned your air today."

He amiled; thefirst sincere smile of the day. Hefdt asif he had just successfully matched orbits by
eyebd|, without a computer—aterrestrid analogy might be walking atightrope over an abyss. "Always
niceto hear. I'll let you get back to your meditation.”

"Thank you," she said. "Buit firgt, your reward. You get to tell Martin about dl this."
He grimaced. "It'strue, then; no good deed goes unpunished.”

"Except those committed by Stardancers. They seem to be exempt.”
"That'sanidea" hesad. "I'll go out the airlock without asuit.”

" “In gpace,™ she said, seeming to be quoting something, " "no one can hear you scream.’ Please
yoursdf—but see Martin firg."

Jay sighed. "Yes, boss. After I've eaten.”

He had origindly intended to call Eva Hoffman and beg off on the chat she had asked for. But now he
needed to tell someone how rdieved he was, and how clever he had been in wiggling, at least for the
moment, offthe spot marked X. As he left Tokugawas office, he consulted the mental list of people he
trusted enough to share news like this, and—Ethan being history now—found only Evas name. Shewas
not an employee of the house, plugged into that grapevine.. . . nor did she fraternize much with the other
guests, even the other Permanents. Most of them considered her crazy. Shewas easy to talk to, and in
his opinion she had more character and style than any ten other people he knew. He had often thought
that if Evawere, oh, say, seventy years younger, he might have considered turning hetero again for her.
Hdll, even sixty yearsyounger . . .

Teling Diaghilev to cdl ahead and announce him, he left the Core and jaunted back outboard, through
both Deluxe Tier (peasant country, at least in Shimizu terms) and UltraDeluxe Tier (the bourgeoisie;
governors, national-level executives and so forth), al theway to the Prime Tier, the outer suiteswith the
most cubic and a naked-eye view of space. Evasdigswerein the Prime Plus hemiTier: the onewhose
view included Earth. She had chosen asuite offset from the center of that section, so that the home planet
did not completely dominate the view, a choice Jay approved of since he had made the same one himsdif.
Her door opened for him when he reached it, and her voice bade him enter.

Her suite was lavish and comfortable and hushed. Asalong-time resident of the Shimizu, he knew the
second most expengve thing in it was the hush. The third most expensive thing was the sheer cubic
volume, and the air that filled it. Jay was one of the half-dozen hotdl staff with enough clout to rate
guartersin Prime Plus, and his own suite was aquarter the Size of this one. Even by the andards of a
permanent guest of the Shimizu, Evawas wedlthy. Kate Tokugawawould have said that her assetswere
"Subgtantid,” only astep below "impressve.”

His eyesfound Evawhere they expected to, by the room'smost expensive feature: floating withinthe



three-meter-across bubble window (called an imax for obscure historical reasons), which made the best
Prime Tier suites cost twice as much as Deluxe accommodations. Aswas her custom when a home, she
waswearing only wings and fins, sculling them gently and quite unconscioudy to hold her pogtionin
gpace againg the gentle current of airflow. It was asight he had seen countlesstimes, and till found
sriking and moving: abutterfly with awithered body, Rodin'sShe Who Was Once the Beautiful
Heaulmiere somehow given the wings of aswan by the godsin clumsy compensation for the ruin of her
beauty. Nobody looked sixty anymore these days—certainly no one whose real age had three
digits—and Jay found Evas defiant decay paradoxicaly entrancing. Especidly juxtaposed againgt the
wings, modern and high-tech . . . and that absurdly expensive surround-window . . . and the stars
beyond, their steady fossil light unthinkably older than Evacould ever hopeto be. He wished he had the
nerveto usetheimageinadance. ..

But Evanever missed apremiere. She had been born back in the days when nudity was strongly
taboo—and while sheld obvioudy come into the twenty-first century, he had noted that she was never
nude save when closeted with intimates.

Oddly, the thought had never once occurred to him that he would probably be free to use theimage as
he pleased one day, dl too soon—that it could not be long before Evadied. If it had, the thought would
have saddened him . . . but there was something about Evathat kept him from having it.

He politely removed his own clothing and let bee-sized tugbots take charge of each garment. He did not
bother to remove his own wrist and ankle thrusters. Eva didn't object to their emissions, shejust didn't
careto usethrusters hersdlf if she didn't have to; and Jay felt far more naked without them than he did
without clothes. Nonetheless he allowed other tugbots to give him his own set of wingsand fins, did them
on over histhrugters, and used them to join his hogtess a the window. He was, if anything, more skillful
a arr-svimming than she was, he smply preferred the superior kinetic and kinesthetic versatility thrusters
offered.

The jaunt to her sde was uncomplicated: the room seemed as starkly furnished asaZen magter's cell, all
its fabulous conveniencesinvisible until they were needed. That wasits fourth most expensive fegture.

She rode the turbulence of hisarrival expertly, and helped him steady himsdlf into station beside her, just
far enough away to dlow them both wingroom, dl without taking her gaze from the window. She had
chosen alocd verticd that put Earth in the lower left quadrant of the window. Perhaps afifth of the
planet was visble, alens-shaped dice of Old Home. The rest of the view was of eternity.

They shared it in sllencefor perhgps aminute.

"Drink with me, Jay," she said then.

Hedidn't care much for acohol asarule; he hated what it did to his balance and kinesthetic sense. But
he did not hesitate. "Name your poison.” Hetold himself that it would anesthetize him againgt having to
tak with Martin later.

"Jeeves," she cdled, and her Al shimmered into view, oriented to her local vertical and seeming to be
dandingonair.

"Y es, madam?"

"The good Suff."



One holographic eyebrow rose haf a centimeter. "Very good, madam.”

Both of Jay's eyebrows rose at least that much. Thiswas not going to be acasual conversation. He
stopped rehearsing his account of how clever he had been in Kate's office.

5

Jeeves moved away without moving hislegs, asif he were under gravity and hisfeet were on whedls,
and ceased to exist when heleft the humans periphera vision. Tugbots delivered an amber bottle, two
bulbs and a spherical table to the spot where he had vanished. Asthey arrived, Jeeves reformed, and
picked them al out of the air expertly ashe "rolled" back into view. He placed the table between Evaand
Jay and told it to stay there, placed abulb againgt elther sde of its velcro surface and the bottle in the
center facing them, so that the table looked like a stylized Pinocchio, and shimmied back apace. Eva
thanked and dismissed him; once again he glided out of view before dissolving.

"I never thought I'd seethat again,” Jay said respectfully.

She nodded. The bottle was an ancient quart of Black Bush, about three quartersfull. It was something
like acentury old, and its contents were twelve years older than that, ablend of whiskey so finethat at
the time of bottling it could not legally be exported from Ireland. Its source was the oldest ditillery on
Earth, whose charter-to-distill had been granted in 1608. There probably was not another bottle like it
left anywhere in the Solar System. Jay wasthe only person in the Shimizu besides hersdf who had ever
seen it; they had shared adram the night Ethan's goodbye message arrived from Terra,

He steadied her while she poured, a process of pulling the bottle away while chasing it with the open end
of the bulb, then pinching off the flow with one thumb while she sedled the bulb with the other. She did it
better than the Chief Somméier inthe Hal of Lucullus, losing not adrop of the precious whiskey, fiercely
proud of her ability to control her aged fingers. Jay accepted his bulb with thanks. He brought it up past
hisnosein adow gentle curve, squeezing dightly so that the nipple dilated and the bouquet cameto him.
When she had filled her own bulb and replaced the bottle, he raised hisin saute, and they drank.

The slence stretched on.

"Silly," shesaid at lagt. "I'll never get over how slly itis™

"What'sthat?' he asked.

"Y ou could blindfold me, tug me around the hotel enough to confuse me, lead meinto any room in the
place and dock mein front of itswindow . . . take off the blindfold anddefy me, without looking away
from the window, to tell you which Tier | wasin. Thereisno way to tell ared window from afake one
without instruments. And yet thisthing isworth every yen it costs me. About the gross annud product of
amediumtown. . . and I'd pay threetimesasmuch if | had to. Why?'

He seemed to know arhetorical question when he heard it; he made no reply.

"Why arethey so goddamhappy, Jay?' she asked then.



"Who?'

She gestured at the Earth. "Them." Her gesture widened to take in orbital space, then widened farther.
"All of them. Our species. The human racein thisyear of Our Lord 2064. | think | know why the
Stardancers are happy—»but why people too?"

"I'm not sure exactly what you mean.”

"Exactly. That'swhat | mean." She squeezed more whiskey into her mouith, rolled it around and
swallowed. God, she missed her taste buds sometimes. " They probably don't even seem all that happy to
you, do they?'

"I never redly thought about—"

"Trust me. I've been watching the human race along time. At this point we ought to be more traumatized
than ever beforein our history. The Curve of Changeisamost vertica by now, like agoosing
finger—you do know about the Curve?'

"Sure"

Of course he did—as adry old chestnut from a history lesson. For millenniathe curve of human socid
and technologica progress had trended upward, but so dowly asto be aimost imperceptible. . . then all
at onceit had passed some critical threshold and begun climbing sharply. Evermore sharply, the rate of
increaseitself accelerating steadily, until the race lurched from covered wagons to spaceships, from
kingdoms and fiefs to planetary government, from chronic globa poverty to staggering near-universal
wedth, in asingle century. Remarkable. Inexplicable. Wherewould it dl end? And so on.

But Eva had been born into the middle of that century. Just about the time it was beginning to dawn on
humanity just how oddly the Curve was behaving. And humanity's generd response had beentoruna
highfever. ..

"l don't mean trivid things, like conquering cancer. | mean substantive changesin the map of redity.
When | wasagirl, the phrase "New World' still meant North America. Now it meansMars. The Old
World—that one right there—isjust about unrecognizable, if you look at it any closer than this. The
popul ation has more than doubled since | was born, and look at that planet: it'sstill green. All the most
fundamenta axioms of palitics, of economics, of industry, have dl come gpart sincethe turn of the
millennium, obsoleted by new technology. We seem to have ahandle on pollution, for God's sake! After
haf acentury of holding my breath, I'm prepared to admit that it |looks like we redlly may have outgrown
war. Thanksto nanotechnology, I'm even getting ready to concede that a day may even come when well
have outgrownmoney . . . aday when no one dive hasto work to earn her living, when nobody will
remember—or care—what a " sdary’ was, or why people gave up athird of their livesto get one.”

"And you wonder why people are happy?'

"Yes! Two axioms| cling to are that changeis painful and that humans react poorly to pain. Change that
radica and fundamenta has to hurt, to confuse, to anger. For the first seventy years of my life, | watched
My SPecies grow ever more neurotic, more sullen, more despairing, more bitter. Y ou know what I'm
talking about.”

"Wdl, I'veread about it, seen records, old flatscreens and so forth—"



"They don't convey it. Beieve what I'm about to tell you: when | wasforty-five yearsold, ninety-five
percent of theintdligent, thoughtful university-educated people | knew believed as an article of faith that
technology and change were dooming the planet, and that some of uswould live to seethe Last Days.
Just about every one of them had a different candidate for what specifically was going to get us. Nuclear
Winter was the big one until the Soviet Union went broke. Within about fifteen minutes, fifty other Ends
Of Everything had moved in to replaceit: globa warming, ice age, the ozone layer, overpopulation,
deforestation, dwindling resources, pollution, energy shortage—I can't even remember them dl anymore.
Pedtilence, famine and plague were evergreen favorites, and you could aways find someone who was
putting hismoney on arunaway comet. If you had ataste for the exotic, you could beterrified of flying
saucers and empires of dien cattle-mutilators. But just about every adult | knew clutchedsome form of
Ultimate Paranoiato hisor her breast. Almost without exception they chose to believe that the End of All
Meaning was just over the horizon. If you didn't knowthat, you were too stupid or naive to be worth
takingto.

"I'm overdtating it dightly, because the sample I'm talking about conssted dmost exclusively of affluent
North Americans. But only dightly. In 1991 amagor poll asked average Americansif they would liketo
livefive hundred years, assuming that could be accomplished chegply and comfortably.Only half of
them said yes. Fully hdf of that society was looking forward to dying.”

Jay frowned and took adrink of hiswhiskey, forgetting to savour it. "How weird it must have been. To
live in an age when the best and brightest worshipped Henny Penny. When the crew of Starship Earth,
wesdlthy beyond the wildest dreams of their ancestors, were on the verge of mutinous panic . . ."

She nodded. "And then right at the turn of the millennium, just asthe worst thing possible happened and
the wildest of dl those paranoid fantasescame true.. . . just asactua aliens gppeared in the sky, changed
our destiny for usin great and incomprehensible ways, and vanished again before we could ask them any
questions. . . everybody camed down. The Curve kept on rising faster than ever, and somehow
everybody on Earth seemed to heave agreat sigh, and kick back, andrelax. Not right away, no, not al
a once—but the damn planet has been getting dowly and steadily saner for over sixty years now. And
it'sdriving mecrazy!"

He swirled whiskey around in his bulb, stared through and past the oscillating golden liquid to the planet
they both had | eft forever. "It doesn't seem all that saneto me,” he said.

"No, I'm sureit doesn't, to someone your age," she agreed. "Itisn't dl that sane. But it's sane-er. Do you
know that at one time the United States had ten percent of its population imprisoned? Justly? As the best
solution they could deviseto problemsthey didn't begin to understand? Every year the paperstold you
the crime rate wasrising. It'sbeen falling for over twenty years, now . . . and somehow that never makes
the headlines. The mediajust aren't geared up to report good news. Y ou have to dig that out for
yoursdlf."

"I think it hasto do with the Curve you were talking about,” he said.
"What do you mean?"

"Thelatest pikein the Curve. The Nanotechnologica Revolution. Molecular-scale machinesand
computers. It'squditatively different from the Industrial Revolution or the Silicon Revolution or any of
those. For once we got a new technology that cleans up its own wastes, doesn't despoil anything we
cherish, and produces so much new wed th nobody could sted it dl. Our firsthealing revolution. Take
the revolution you grew up with, Eva: nuclear fisson. They told everyoneit would produce power too
cheap to meter. Then it turned out the plants were big kludges, and nobody's power bill seemed to go



down adollar. No wonder they stopped trusting peoplein lab coats. But this generation got a technology
that ddlivered onits promises.” He sipped hisdrink again, gppreciating it thistime. "And cometo think of
it, that was mostly thanks to the Stardancers. Without them and their Safe Lab, wed still be skirting the
edges of nanotechnology, too scared of someone getting amonopoly onit, or scared of the wrong little
nanoassembler getting loose and turning al theiron to peanut butter or something.”

"Or we might have destroyed the planet in awar for possession of the new technology," she agreed.
"Instead we've got a UN that means something—and arepaired ozone layer and a hedthy ecosystem
and nonpolluting industry and aworld so fat and rich it hasn't had even a seriousloca war for thirty
years."

"The Stardancers kept us honest,” he said. "Thanks to the Fireflies, we had a precious resource: people
we could trust to be above human greed and avarice, people with nothing to gain, people who could not
be bribed or coerced.”

"Bodhisattvas" shesad.
"If you like" he said. "Fair witnesses, anyway."
"No wonder there used to be terroriststrying to kill them. A fair witness can beinfuriating.”

"Y eah, maybe—but the last serious attempt was about the time | was born. Even afanatic reactionary
can seethey're just too valuable to the race now: they can live full timein space with no life support, and
gaceistheonly safe placeto develop little artificial viruses, the only sensible place to collect solar
power. Humanity got lucky. We got just what we needed, just when we needed it."

"Luck, hdl," she snarled. Herecoiled at her force. "Y ou just said it yoursdlf. Luck had nothing to do with
it. It was those damned Fireflies: they saved our bacon for us, brought us the moon-full of Symbiote that
makes a human a Stardancer, andgave it to us, for free. | could kill them for that!"

She could see that she had shocked him. She waited, to see how he would handleit. "Thisiswhat you
really wanted to talk about,” he said findly.

She amiled. "Pour for us, please, Jeeves."

When the Al had refreshed their bulbs, she turned to face him directly. He copied her, and they joined a
hand to steady themselvesin the new attitude. She held on.

"Jay," shesad, "I'm old. | was old enough to vote when thefirgt tourigt littered the moon. | was spending
afortune on cosmetic camouflage the year the Fireflies showed up and Shara Drummond danced the
Stardance for them. I've had afive-cent Coca Cola, and watched the first television set on my block.
Hatscreen, monochrome. I've owned 78 RPM phonograph records and a hand-cranked Victrola. I've
buried three husbands, three children and two grandchildren. One of my great-grandchildren in Canadais
dying, and | have to keep asking Jeeves her name. Jeeves, what is my dying great-grandchild's name?

"Charlotte, madam,” Jeeves murmured from somewhere nearby.

"l have been asuccessin three professons,” shewent on, "and afallurein two. It's not that most of my
lifeisbehind me. All of my lifeisbehind me, receding. | dways said | was going to check out when and if
my clock showed threefigures. . . and | came here to the Shimizu for that purpose. | stopped controlling
my cosmetic age the day | moved into thissuite, asasign that | was withdrawing from human affairs. I've



been saying goodbye for the last Sixteen years. Y ou know most of this.”

He nodded and sipped the Irish whiskey, still holding her hand.

"Haven't you ever wondered what's taking me so long?”

He shook his head. "Not once. | figure saying goodbyeto life could take me, oh, seventeen years, easy."
"Youll find out,” she said. "Old ageisnot for Ssses. | had al my goodbyes said years ago.”

"All right," he said agreesbly. "I'll play Mr. Interlocutor. Whyare you still usng up air, Ms. Hoffman?'

" Sheer annoyance,” she said. "I'd always expected to live to see the world end. | planned to watch
humanity die of its own stupidity and meanness, and chortle a theirony of it dl. | expected to enjoy it
immensdy.”

"| can understand that,” he said dowly.

"Long before | came up here, I'd admitted to mysdlf that it just isn't going to happen any time soon.
Okay: | didn't insst on doom . . . as S0 many of my contemporaries had. | would have settled for
watching us come through in the clutch, reach deep inside ourselves and pull out the best of usandsolve
our damned problems.” She glanced down at her bulb, found too much whiskey there and corrected the
problem. "What | wasn't prepared for was to have big red Firefliesdrop in and fix thingsfor us. . . and
then scamper off to wherever the hell they came from without telling uswhy !"

Shelooked into hiseyes for understanding, and did not find it. He was too young for questions like this
to betroubling in anything but an absiract sense. And he had grown up in aworld where telepathic
Stardancers—and the mysterious adien Fireflieswho had appeared out of nowhere, created the
Stardancers and their collective Starmind, and then vanished back into degp space—were prosaic
history, something that had happened sixteen years before he was born. She saw him try to understand,
andfal.

She broke eye contact and sculled around to face the window and the world again. "Anyway, it's come
to meinthelast few daysthat what I've been doing . . . what I've been waiting for . . . has been for the
damned Firefliesto come back from wherever they went and tell uswhat's going on. Or for meto
cleverly deduceit for mysalf. The most important philosophica question the human race hasfaced since
the dliens dropped in and out againis, "What the hell wasthat ?1n sixty-four years we haven't made a
dentinit.

"Redlizing that has forced meto face the fact that I'm wasting my time. If nobody else can figureit out, |
probably can't either. Available evidence indicates the Fireflies drop by once every couple of thousand
yearsat best. | can't wait that long. And this steady diet of unearned good news lately hasjust got me
baffled."

"Areyou sureit'sunearned?’ he said. "Stardancers start as human beings, however different they may
become after Symbioss. The scientific name for them isHomo caelestis. Humanity birthed them: the
Fireflieswerejust midwives."

" Stardancers do not suffer from fear or hunger or poverty or lust or londliness,” Evasaid. "Thanksto
their Symbiote, they'reimmortd, effectively invulnerable, and perpetudly loved. Asfar as|'m concerned,
that means they're not human anymore. And if things keep going the way they are, it's conceivable that



one day nobody on Earth may be hungry or cold or oppressed. If that day comes, by my lightsthere
won'tbe any human beings anymore.”

"So you want to leave while things are ill miserable," he said.
She frowned at her drink.

"No," shesaid. "That'smy point. Everybody's happy now. | personaly think that in time the hangover
will arrive, and people will find out that even nanotechnology has hidden costs. No matter how many
miracleswe come up with, | believe there arealways limitsto growth. | have afriend named Ling who
says he can prove it—I can't follow his math, but it sounds convincing. But meanwhile thereis peace on
theworld . . . maybeit's only temporary, but nobody can know that yet. So maybe thisisagood timeto
leave, and | should stop dragging my feet."

He kept his face expressionless. "How do you planto do it?"

Hisvery neutrality cued her that he was angry. It startled her. She precessed to face him again. "Isthat
relevant?'

"It's closer than anything that's been said since | jaunted in here" he said. "Let's cut through dl the
bullshit about Stardancers and Fireflies and how happy the world istoday. Y ou have obvioudy decided
to check out. For some reason you think | need to know that in advance. That means you have some
rolein mind for me. I'm curiousto know what it is. Do you want me to stand by with the ceremonia
sword in case you lose your nerve? Am | supposed to talk you out of it? Or just be your witness and
hold your hand? Angel's advocate, enabler, or audience—I can go any way you like, Eva. I'm your friend
and I'll try to give you whatever you need of me, but you've got to tell me the steps.”

Shelet go of her drink and reached toward him with her withered hands. He abandoned his own drink
and took themin hisown.

"Inamonth,” she said, "Reb Hawkins will be coming to the Shimizu. | want to talk with him one more
time. Immediately after that | plan to go out the airlock.” She gestured toward the window with her chin.
"Out there. When I'm ready, my p-suit will kill me, painlessly and not abruptly. | want to diein space. As
| die, | would like to watch you dance. . . if you'rewilling."

He was speechless. He tried to free his hands, and she would not let him. Hetried to tear his gaze from
hers, and shewould not alow that either. "Why me?' he said findly.

"Danceisthe only thing humans do that'sonly beautiful," she said. "It'sthe only thing we do that speaks
evento Fireflies, asfar aswe can tell. | want to die watching a human being dance. A human, not a
Stardancer. Y ou're the best dancer | know. And you're my friend. | thought about not putting this on you
until thelast minute. . . but I thought you might want some time to choreograph your dance. | know how
busy you'll be once your brother arrives.”

Globules of sdt water began to grow from his eyes. Despite Sixteen yearsin free-fal, she till found the
sght of zero-gee tears Smultaneoudy hilarious and moving. And contagious. He shook his head, and the
droplets flew away. She blinked back her own, and waited.

At last, with difficulty, he smiled. "I am honored, Eva," he said. He released her hands, plucked hisbulb
out of theair, and raised hisarm in atoast. She reclamed her own, and they emptied them together. She
did not hesitate, spun and threw her bulb as hard as she could, directly at that absurdly expensive



window. The bulb shattered musicaly.

She had startled him. A cannon couldn't have broken that window—abut still, what a gesture! Hewas
game, though: his own bulb burst only a second or two after hers. When they had recovered from their
throws, he bowed to her, a Buddhistgassho she suspected he must have learned from his grandmother.
Shereturned it gravely. "Thank you,” she said.

Therewas nothing left to say. Or too much. After they had watched the tugbots chase and disassemble
glass shards for afew moments, he cleared histhroat and said, "I've got to see Ev Martin before dinner.”

She grinned. "Another argument for suicide. Y ou're right, you wouldn't want to talk to him on afull
somech.”

"Not even on astomach full of hundred-year-old whiskey," he agreed. "But it'll help. Thanksfor it."
She made amentd note to leave him the baance of the bottlein her will.

He paused at the door. "Eva?'

"Yes" she sad, without turning.

"Isitdl rightif | gpend the next month trying to get you to change your mind?'

"Yes" shesad. "But don't be attached to succeeding, Jay. I've been thinking about thisalong time.”

After awhile she heard the door close and sedl.

6

Toronto, Ontario

4 December 2064

Thereisno such thing asadight flaw in adancefloor.

And dl floors have flaws. Anyone but adancer would probably cal them dight: certainly the
manufacturers do. Nonetheless, each floor hasitsown invisible peculiarities, lurking in wait for dancers
feet. Even thefloor of Toronto's famous Drummond Thesetre. The company had gone through two
complete rehearsals, undress and dress, without a hitch; it wasin the find onstage warm-up class, ascant
hour before curtain, that John DeMarco, who had been dreaming of and working toward this night for all



his professond life, found the flaw with hisname on it. It broke hisankle.

At any other timeit would have been anuisance. The actua repair could be accomplished in lessthan
ten minutes at the nearest hospitd, after two hours of datawork and waiting in the emergency room. And
once fixed, you'd be hopping around good asnew . . . in amatter of mere hours. . . .

The ugly sound had riveted the attention of all. It took only minutes to establish that the nearest hospital
was half an hour away in the best of times, and that everyonein the company seemed to have run out of
painblock a once. So had John, of course. Dancers started to drift away to call hospitals and search
dressing rooms and find the driver; the AD, watching her company scattering to the four winds an hour
before curtain, bellowed them into stasis and bent over John's recumbent form. "Isthere any hopeat al?"
she asked.

It was clearly abreak, not just a sprain. John shook his head, and started to apologize.

Shewaved it away. "Then you'll haveto livewith it for awhile. | can't spare anyone here: | haveto
recast the whole performance in forty-five minutes, and everyone | can see I need. WElIl put you in
dressing room two. Jacques! Harry!"

The pain was exquisite, dmost nauseating. "No! Wait! Put meinthe audience. If | can't beinit, I'm
gonna see the run-through.”

She nodded to Harry and Jacques. "Do it."

Harry, the stage manager, gave him ajacket to put over hiswarm-up clothes, promised to try and find
him some painblock and aride as soon as possible, and left him front-row center. Not an ideal seat, but
convenient. One of the dancers who could be spared momentarily brought him an improvised pack of ice
from the concession in the lobby. He concentrated on the frenzied activity onstageto distract himself from
hispain.

Shortly after he decided Annawas fucking the whole thing up, he noticed that the pain was gone.
Utterly.

He ydped, in astonishment and something like fright. Annaglared a him from the stage. "Harry, take him
back-stage—"

"No," hesad. "Sorry. I'mfine; won't happen again.”

She went back to her work. He bent and looked at his ankle. No question, that was a broken ankle, all
right. The swelling was aready so advanced that he knew it was badly broken. Now why in hell didn't it
hurt?

The swelling began to visibly reduce.

He yelped again. Annaturned and came to the edge of the stage. " John, I'm sorry, but—"

"Look at my foot!"

She blinked.

"God dammit, come down here and look at my fucking foot!"



The dancersfollowed her. They gathered around and watched hisankle hedl itsdlf. After afew murmurs
and gasps, no one said aword. In minutes, the ankle looked just like its mate. John flexed it dowly,
listening for grating sounds, and then extended it with the same care. Then he circled it, one way and then
the other, and started to laugh. Soon everyone was laughing, even Anna. He got to hisfeet, took afew
cautious steps—then took arunning start and sprang up on stage. He did a combination on hisway to his
place for thefirst piece. "Comeon, boss," he said, dtill laughing. " "Timesawagtin!" It was one of her
catch-phrases; the company dissolved into hysterics.

Annalet that go on for agood five seconds. From then on they were so busy that it wasn't until midway
through the triumphant fourth curtain call that John had time to wonder about it dl.

He never did figureit out. He had to be told. But he didn't mind.

PART THREE

7
L ogan Airport
Boston, M assachusetts

5 December 2064

Rheafelt asif shewere on aconveyor belt, diding ever closer toward the butcher's blade.

L ogan Aerospaceport was used to celebrity press conferences, a soundproof room had been found for
Rand, Rhea, Colly and the cronkites and riveras representing the planetary, national and locd-birthplace
media pools. Cambots svarmed like blackflies, recording the scene from at least eight directions. Once
inalong while, one of them would decide the ambient light was insufficient, and turn into awhitefirefly
for amoment or two.

Tough new laws had finaly succeeded in taming the media: dl four cronkites, and even theriveras, were
scrupuloudy polite. Nonethel ess they managed to annoy Rhea—by putting seventy percent of their
guestions to Rand. In the half-dozen previous press conferences they'd had together, the percentages had
usualy been reversed. It embarrassed her to be annoyed by that, but she couldn't help it. At least she
was able to keep him from noticing . . . though she wasn't so sure about the cambots.

Colly lapped it up. And put on a performance that would have made a child holostar blush. That



annoyed Rheatoo.

Which made her ask hersalf why she was soirritable. She realized what bothered her most of all was
how much Rand was enjoying the attention and flattery. It scared her. Thiswas going to be ahard thing
to undo. It was feeling more and more likeadoneded . . . and she till hadn't given her agreement to it.
Rand knew that, but he wasn't acting like it. Oh, he told the reporters—and the world beyond them—the
assgnment was only temporary, just completing Pribharas season: the story held worked out with Jay
and that horrible-sounding Martin person. But when he said it, she heard in his voice the quiet certainty
that the permanent job was his. She wasn't sure if the cambots were hearing that too, or if shewas
projecting it.

Shefdt disconnected, surred, moving againg atide of invisble molasses. Thisis a hell of a way to
spend my last hour on Earth, shedecided. "Timeto go, darling,” she said hdpfully, as Rand finished a

reply.

"Just onemore," the flaky-looking riverafrom the planetary pool said. "Do you have any comment on
the breaking story about outbreaks of rogue assemblers?’

Rand looked startled. "1'm sorry, I've been too busy packing to monitor news. Nanoassemblers, you
meaen?'

The riveranodded. "There seemsto be growing evidence over the last few days of random instances of .
.. wdl, of anarchist nanotechnology, al around the globe. Spontaneous hedlings, spontaneous dum
regenerations—sort of little miracles. There's no telling how many, since the tendency isto underreport
miracles. Some say there may besomesort of ... well .. ."

"A conspiracy of rapturists?’ Rheasaid, thinking of an old story-idea she had never gotten around to
developing.

"Rapturists?" the woman from the New England pool pounced.

"The opposite of aterrorist,” Rheasaid. "But what hasthis got to do with us?'

Theflaky onetried not to look like he knew he was stretching for atie-in hook. "Well, you're going to
space, where nanotechnology comes from. Areyou, | don't know, at dl afraid some. . . uh, "Rapturist’

might decide to put laughing gasin your p-suit tanks?"

To everyone's surprise, it was Colly who spoke up. "There hasn't been one of those storiesin space so
far," shesad. They dl sared.

"It'strue,” sheingsted. "Not one. | watch the news. Anyway, they haven't hurt anybody, have they?"

No onereplied.

"Maybe not yet," Rand said. "But anarchy can get pretty scary even when it meanswell, honey. Maybe
especialy when it meanswell." Heturned to therivera "But no, were not worried at al. Everybody
knows you're safer in space than you are on Earth: look at the stats. Weredly have to go now. Thank
youdl—"

On theflight up, Rheatuned her seatback screen to anews channd, intimeto hear hersdf ask, " ... a
conspiracy of rapturists?* and then, in response to the riveras prompting, definetheterm. A few



moments later, Colly and Rand's exchange was quoted too.

The piece in which the soundbite was featured might aswell have been titled, "Nanotechnology—Threst
or Menace?' It was about three times as long as the item she managed to find later on an arts channd,
about Rand's return to the Shimizu.

* * %

Shewanted the flight to be miserable. It wasidyllic. No dropsicknessin her family—none on the whole
plane. No emergencies, minimd, gentle maneuvering; a perfect hop. Superb, pleasant service from human
and robot dike. Even the food was excellent: red, microwave cooking rather than flashpak. The Shimizu
did not permit clientsto arrive unhappy, whether they wanted to or not. The hardest part of the flight was
keeping Colly's seat belt buckled once the gravity went away.

The approach was spectacular. The Shimizu looked like God's Christmas ornament, avast gleaming
globe. Its exterior was fractalized for maximum radiating surface, so it sparkled in the sunlight like avast
bal of crinkled duminumfail. It was girdled by an equator of huge cooling and power-collecting vanes,
brilliant silver on one side and space black on the other, that dowly rotated independently asthe relative
position of the sun changed. A thousand points of light—peoples windowsl—added to the illumination,
randomly distributed, going on or off as tenants entered or eft their rooms.

The plane crept up on the hotel sideway's, spinning dowly around its own axis to distribute the sun's heet,
S0 there were no bad seats. Every time you decided you were there now, the damned thing got alittle
bigger; it seemed planet-sized by the time they actudly reached the spaceport at the "north pole.”

After atextbook docking, dl four doors opened the instant the seat-belt light went out, so that
passengers need not stand in line to debark; customs formalities occurred e ectronicaly without any of
them noticing. The dock itself was beautiful and impressive, itslayout and decor operating somehow on
the subconscious to make you fed you were home.

Then Rand muttered, "Oh no—thatasshole”

A large spider monkey with ahead like ared sea anemone sprang at them out of nowhere. At the last
possible moment he braked to a stop with smelly, poorly tuned thrusters and flung hisarms around Colly.
Shelooked wildly around to Rhea, her eyes asking permission to be terrified.

"l could kissyou," the apparition said, and did so, on the forehead. Colly decided she didn't need
permission; the man said "Eek" and let her go and clutched hisgroin.

"Nice shot, dear,” Rhea said, and interposed herself between them before Rand could. She was pleased
to find that free-fal reflexes came back quickly to her; she till remembered how to jaunt. "Who or what
areyou?' sheasked him.

Heforgot hisaching testicles. "The guy who could cheerfully strangle you, Ms. Pash-0," he said
cheerfully. "What everpossessed you to give them a bite like that, for God's sake? Y ou blewmy whole
story right off the Net with that rapturist line, lady. Who asked you to improvise? If it hadn't been for this
little genius here," he said, pointing to Cally, "it could have been adisaster.” Forgetting that she had just
kicked him, he reached out and tried to pat her head. "Y ou just keep following your mamaaround, kid,
and every time you see her open her mouth to a sniffer, you talk instead.”

Colly ducked until he gave up. "Rheaand Cally," Rand said through clenched teeth, "thisis Evelyn
Martin, Shimizu's publicity chief.”



"And people still come here?' Rhea asked. The man was strikingly ugly. His head looked like alarge red
Brillo pad with bat-ears and pop-eyes. She had not met him on her previous visit, but Rand had assured
her Martin was an excrescence; she decided he had understated the case.

Martin didn't seem to hear. "It's okay for you to talk like that now; I'll dub the audio later, give usall
beautiful linesfor the release. But I've got the top three cronkitesin space waiting nearby to do the
persond bit, so peeif you have to and well—"

Jay arrived. "Rand and hisfamily will be happy to meet with them later thisevening,” he said firmly, and
embraced his brother. "Sorry I'm late, bro."

Martin continued to talk rapidly while Jay greeted Rheaand Colly in turn, but they al ignored him.
"Twenty-one hundred, Ev," Jay said as heled them from the hall. "They'll wait. Nobody ever turned
down afree dinner at the Shimizu. Least of dl acronkite." Martin watched speechlesdy astheir luggage
emerged from the plane and began to follow them.

* * %

Rhea had known Jay since her courtship with his half-brother over adecade ago, had chatted with him
for dozens of hours on the phone since. But since Jay had made the permanent move to space, around
the time she and Rand got married, she had only beenin his physical presence once, briefly, during
Rand's previous residency. In one sense she knew him well already. But to know if you redlylike
someone, you haveto smell them. Asthey dl rdlaxed over drinksin their suite—Rhed's new homel—she
found hersdlf remembering how much sheredly liked Jay.

During avigt to the bathroom she took the occasion to summon Diaghilev, Jay's Al, and ask if there had
been any recent news of Ethan. "Ethan who, Ms. Paixao?" wasthe reply, which was al the answer she
needed. Therelationship wasirreparable. A shame; Rhea had liked Ethan, at least over the phone. "Is

Jay seeing anyone?'

There was an imperceptible hesitation while Diaghilev made sure she was cleared for that information.
"No, maam. He dates occasionally, but has not dated anyone twice." She made a mental note to keep an
eye open for anice young man for Jay, and rejoined the others.

The suite was considerably nicer than the one shed had on her last short vigit. It took her awhileto
note, and alittle longer to believe, that the window wasred. Earth was centered in the frame, the
terminator just reaching what looked like amgjor blizzard over the northwest coast of North America.
Thiswas one of the more expensive suitesin the hotdl . She hunted for flaws, and cheered up alittlewhen
she noticed the furniture was dl permanent. Excellent, and fully programmeable, but it didn't go away
when you were donewithiit.

But everything €l se she could see was state of the art or better.

Shetold hersdf sourly that the hotel had given them this suite to soften her up—that once Rand signed
on for good, they'd be moved to somewhere inboard with the rest of the peons.

It was Jay who snapped her out of her gloomy mood, by asking her about her work. She thought of the
story about Mr. Hansen and his beloved nun, but did not bring it up, speaking instead of the novel she
had been struggling with for nearly ayear now. Jay listened well, widening his eyes at the right spots,
making little murmurs of agreement, asked indghtful questionswith greet diffidence. Severd of the
guestions made knowledgeabl e reference to her earlier works. He was either as much of afan ashe



clamedto be, or agifted actor. Either was gratifying.

Colly jaunted around the room like an old-fashioned maid robot, ingpecting everything and trying out
acrobatic maneuvers with both her wings and her child-strength thrusters, having the time of her life.,
Every few minutes she found something that made her giggle and call Rheaor Rand to "Look!" or "Come
seel" Rhealet her roam unchecked, knowing she would tire hersalf out and nap soundly soon. They'd dl
had to get up before dawn to make the flight, and it was now nearly 6 PM, Shimizu time. Besides, this
suite was safe for kids. It was probably safe enough for a blind hemophiliac epileptic.

One of Rand's early songs, "Bluesin the Dark," was playing in the background. It was rdatively
obscure, but one of her persona favorites, since it was about her and Rand's courtship. Jay had selected
it when they camein; either he had remembered some casud reference sheld made in a phone chat, or
they shared amilar tastes. Either way, it helped her warm to him.

She had to admit, it did fedl good to bein free-fall again. She had forgotten how restful it was, how
reminiscent of childhood fantasies of being ableto fly, like the Little Lame Prince. The drugs hed
controlled the stuffy-head fedling thistime, and her somach felt fine. Rand had dready inserted his
persond wafer into atermind in the suite: Maxwell Perkins, her own persond Al avatar, was again at her
beck and cal, moved from homeinto new quartersin the Shimizu's memory cores, aswas Rand's
verson, Sdieri—whilether origind copy still maintained the house back in Provincetown. (Also present,
and presently in use, was the persona by which Colly addressed it: alarge rabbit named Harvey.) Before
long Rheafound hersdlf thinking that this wasn't the worst possible placein theworld . . . and then
reminded hersdf sharply that it wasn'tin the world. Not the same one P-Town was. She glanced out the
window &t the distant Earth and failed to locate New England.

Look on the bright side. Your husband might fail spectacularly. You might get a terrific divorce
settlement. You might even convince your daughter to come back to Earth with you. The damned
hotel could get hit by a runaway planet. Some Rapturist might put laughing gasin your air tank.
The future holdsinfinite possibility.

If Jay was scheming to convert her, his next move was below the belt—literaly. Heled them all to
dinner at the Hall of Lucullus. Not the Grand Dining Room, which peasants like governors and pop stars
had to make do with—where Rhea had dined on her last visit—but the Lucullus, the most famous oasis
in human space. Rhea had dined wdl in her time, but thiswas something out of the relm of her
experience. They did not turn the cherriesinto beans for her dessert coffee until she had named the blend
she preferred—then roasted them before her eyes.. . . and under her nose. The coffee waiter—there was
asgparae, live coffee waiter—announced proudly as he was pulverizing them (pausing every few
seconds so as not to overheat them prematurely) that these cherries had seen the sun rise from atree on
theidand of Sulawezi that very morning. When she had tasted the result, she believed him.

The medl preceding had been so perfect that Rheatook the coffee dmost in stride, which mildly
shocked her. LuciusLicinius Lucullus, dead over two millennia, would have been proud of what was
being donein his name. She was halfway through her bulb before she redlized howmany live human
beings had been waiting on them hand and foot throughout dinner, with only the maitre d', wine seward
and coffee waiter ever coming to her conscious attention. Zero gee left alot of waysto skirt the edges of
peripherd vison, but ill . . .

Jay saw her glance around and read her mind. "They're ahighly specidized breed of dancers," he said,
grinning. "A few of them take class with me. The standard jokeis, if you can see one, you don't haveto
tiphim."



Rheawas used to superb service from machines. From human beings it wasmuch less common, and a
bit unnerving. It made her fed alittle like aplantation owner before Civil War One. She reminded hersdlf
that these serfsamost certainly made more money than she did—and didn't have to keep thinking up
new idess.

Even Cally, who hated restaurant dining, was impressed. The peanut butter and jelly sandwich shewas
served (by yet another waiter! They couldn't keep one around just for that; he must be akind of utility
infielder) precisely matched her specifications down to brand and relative proportion of ingredients, and
when she chalenged the kitchen by impishly requesting an obscure brand of ice cream only sold in
Provincetown, they accommodated her without batting an eye.

For al of Rheaslife, "cooking skill" had consisted of selecting the right equipment. It still tended to be
the wife who told the equipment to start working, but it had been half a century or more since women's
sense of salf-worth had depended to any significant degree on the results. Nonetheless, shewas mildly
irritated to see Rand put away twice as much food as usud.

She managed to find a more acceptabl e reason to be disgruntled almost at once. A glance around the
sumptuous room reminded her of how terrifyingly easy it wasto get fat in free-fal. A fat person floating
overhead will never again be able to impress you face to face. She had heard that plumpness was
fashionable in space—at |east among those raised in gravity—but she didn't careif it was.

For his piece de résistance, Jay let Rand pick up the check . . . making the point that he could now
afford to. Colly's eyes grew round at that, and Rand swelled visibly as he thumbprinted the pad.

What can | do? What can | possibly do?

The second press conference was alittle more fun than the first, because at least haf the time was
devoted to asking her to expand on her comments about Rapturism, which by now had acquired an
audible capital letter. The fun part wasignoring Martin's frantic attempts to change the subject or put
wordsin her mouth. Book interviews were wonderful training for that sort of thing. And Rand didn't seem
to mind sharing the camera—perhaps because thistime the implied larger audience was spacers, people
he didn't identify with yet. Or perhaps, she had to concede, he was just being in love with hiswife.

An hour later, on that assumption, she gave him the fuck of hislifein theingenioudy designed
bedchamber of their lavish new suite, using tricks only possiblein free-fdl, and drifted (literaly) off to
deep curled around his back, furious a him.

* * *

The next day she and Colly were pedled away from Rand, and sent on atour of the hotel with adender,
frail-looking, yet strikingly handsome young Orientator, while the two brothers holed up in Jay's studio to
try and salvage what Pribhara had started.

Colly gaped a him when he stated his name. "Duncanl owa?"

Rhea started to chide her, but Duncan only grinned broadly. "My mother was a Frank Herbert fan.”
Seeing that she didn't get it, he went on, "He wrote a book called DUNE with a character named Duncan
Idaho. So she always wanted a son named Duncan . . . and then she married my dad, Walter lowa, and
just couldn't resst.”

Rhea noticed that he didnot go one step too far, and explain to an eight-year-old Terran that 1daho and
lowawere both the names of states. That was careful diplomacy. He was spaceborn, and would have



explained it to another spaceborn, to whom states were distant and remote abstractions. But he could
think like an earthborn, well enough to preserve a child's dignity. She decided sheliked him.

So did Cally. "I have the same problem,” she said solemnly. "My own parents thought it would be fun to
name me after a breed of dog."

Duncan nodded gravely. "That's something to bitch about."
She burst into giggles, and they were friends.

The tour was not the standard first-time first-day grand tour Rhea had taken on her previoustrip here.
This seemed morelike akind of VIP, behind-the-scenes version. It was till quite impressive, but more
intimate, somehow, conveying the added message that only speciad people got to be impressed in this
particular way. "Of course, you'l still be learning things about this place the day before you go back
home," he said a one point. "I'm ill learning things about it."

"How long have you had thisjob?' Rheaasked politely.
"| just got it. But I've been coming here since | was akid.”
That long, huh?she thought ironically, but kept the thought to hersdlf.

She swapped bio synopses with Duncan as the tour progressed. He was twenty, bisexual, single, and
had a bachelor's degree in molecular € ectronics from U.H.E.O. which he hoped to parlay into aMaster's
once he had earned the tuition. If only he had been fifteen years older, massed twice as much, had a
hairier torso and been muscled more like an earthborn, she would have considered trying to pair him off
with Jay. His parents were both spacers who worked at Skyfac.

Colly'sfavorite part of the tour waswhat she instantly dubbed the Blob: the Shimizu's famous zero-gee
swimming pool. Located at the very center of the hotel for reasons of orbita stahility, it was essentialy a
large spherical tank, thirty meters across, containing 210,000 liters of crystalline water and happy people.

Of course Cally inssted on going in. Y ou donned breathing and comm gear and four fins, and entered
through an air-lock. Insde, it was preternatura ly beautiful: artisticaly colored lights were deployed dl
around and blended to produce shifting effects, and the tank was stocked with multihued fish of tropical
breeds—robots, of course, but no less brilliant or beautiful for that. They were absolutely impossible to
catch, or even touch: Colly spent ahappy time trying. Rhea enjoyed herself amost as much as her
daughter. Afterward in the dressing room, Colly announced that air bubbleswere prettier in
free-fal—and acted more interesting too.

What Rheathought was that swimming in P-Town was better—whether you did it on the ocean or bay
sde. But she kept the thought to hersdlf.

When they rgjoined Duncan, thefirgt thing Colly said was, "Duncan, how come you don't have muscles,
like Daddy?"

"Colly! Rheabegan.

But Duncan cut her off, smiling. "I know that would be arude question on Terra—but things are different
in space. Hereit'sjust agood question.”



Colly looked pleased. "So what's the good answer?"* she asked.

"Because | don't need 'em. Earthworm muscles—excuse me, Terran muscles—are worse than useless
up here. Y ou don't need that much power, and you keep hurting yourself, by pushing off too hard.”

"Oh." Cally looked down at her skinned knees, and rubbed abanged el bow thoughtfully. "I knew that: |
wasjust testing you.”

"Can | ask you aquestion now?"
"Sure
"Back there in the pool—why did you like those angelfish so much?"

"They kept making, like, aflower,” shesaid. "Y ou know, tails together but each head pointing out a
different way, like a puffball."

"Don't red angelfish do that on Terra?' he asked.

She stared at him. "How could they? Some of them'd be upside down!™

Heblinked, and grinned. "Isn't that funny? | knew redl fish can't live in free-fal, because they die without
alocd vertica to dign to; I'veread that. But | didn't follow it through and redlize they wouldn't ever make
puffbals down there.”

"That's the difference between book learning and experience," Rhea said, seeing a chanceto makethisa
lesson for Cally. "Duncan was born in space. He knows alot, but you know things he doesn't.”

"Andviceversa," heagreed. "That'swhy I'm here. Over the next couple of days you're both going to get
redl tired of hearing me repesat certain things. Free-fal safety, vacuum-drill, flare-drill, p-suit maintenance,
thingslike that. And you'l tell methat you know al that stuff, and you'll beright. Y ou know it as book
learning. So let me keep bugging you, okay? Otherwise you may get in some kind of trouble, from
expecting an angdfish to make a puffbdl.”

Colly nodded solemnly. She had been watching the way he handled himsdlf in zero gee, and trying to
copy his movements, but from then on she would ask hisadvice, and tekeiit.

"For instance, both of you put in your earphones for a second.”

Rheaand Colly both complied.

"I want you to hear a sound without others hearing it. Listen—" He touched apad at hiswrist, and they
heard adistinctive warbling shriek. "If you hear that, you have less than twenty minutesto get hereto the
poal. If you'relate, youll die. It means abad solar flare is on the way—and this pool is dso the Shimizu's
gorm shelter.”

"How long do they last?' Colly asked.

"Anywhere from eighteen hoursto three days or s0."

"We might have to swim for threedays 7' She didn't seem darmed. Rhea certainly was.



"Oh, no! They pump the water into holding tanks al around the pool, soit'll do the most good as
shidding.”"

"That thing ishuge," Rheasaid, "but isit redly big enough to accommodate twel ve-hundred-odd people
for up to three days?'

"If they'refriendly,” he said with agrin. "Don't worry: most flares you're ever liable to see, you can dedl
with by just getting into the radiation locker in your suite. It takes a Class Three flare to empty the pool,
and that hasn't happened in my lifetime. Doesn't mean it couldn't in the next ten minutes—but they've got
some redl sharp folks modeling the sun nowadays, plus the Stardancers keep a couple of angelsway in
past the orbit of Venusdl the time, kegping an eye on the old girl. They can send atelepathic warning
back to Earth orbitinstantly, alot faster than aradio or laser message: when Mama Sol clears her throat,
we get alot better warning than you get of aquake in San Francisco. And in any emergency, trained men
in rediation suitswill chase down stragglers and deepers.But —and thisiswhat | was talking about
before—you can't ever leave safety to machines and other people. Sometimesthey goof. If you ever start
seeing green pollywogs—little green flashesin your vision—get into that locker, fast. Don't wait for the
central computer totell you to . . . and don't stop to pee.”

After lunch he took them to Wonderland. Both ladies found it delightful. Asyou approached it, thefirgt
thing you noticed was a child-sized white rabbit alittle ahead of you, wearing avest and consulting a
pocketwetch. Y ou followed him as he jaunted feetfirst "down™ along tunnel; onrushing air gave a
reasonableilluson of faling inamagica sort of way.

The place into which you emerged lived up to its name.

Colly wanted to stay—forever. After an hour, Rheawas sick of rosy cheer and wanted to go be sullen
with her husband. Sheleft Colly with Duncan, made an agreement to meet them at suppertime, and
followed Maxwell Perkinss excdlent directions through amaze of unfamiliar corridorsto Jay's studio.
Onething about Als. they made it hard to be a stranger in astrange land, even if you wanted to be. As
long astherewas aloca database for your Al to invest, wherever you went, you were home.

She paused outside the door, and had Max ask hisadter ego—Rand's Al avatar Salieri—whether she
could enter without disturbing her husband; with his assurances she thumbed the door open and jaunted
in. Thework in progress looked so odd that her eyeignored it, noting only that it seemed to involve some
sort of pseudo-underwater visuals and twelve-tone music. She had been married to a shaper too long to
expect arehearsa to look or sound like much.

Rand was drifting afew meters off to her Ieft, upside down with respect to her local vertica. Hisbody
was derdlict, relaxed into the classic free-fall crouch, al his attention focused on the dozen writhing
dancerswho filled the cubic before him. Even upside down she could see that he was scowling so
ferocioudy hisforehead looked ribbed. He was making little growling mutters deep in histhroat, shaking
hishead from sdeto sde.

She knew she had never seen him happier.
Dammit.
Inthat first glimpse of him, utterly intent on hiswork, she knew deep down, below the consciouslevd,

that she was doomed. She could ether livetherest of her life here, or sart reliving the glorious single
years. . . with an eight-year-old. Her subconscious thought about it, decided her conscious mind did not



require thisinformation just now, and tucked it away in the inaccessible node where stories got worked
out.

It stayed there for the next month. Every timeit tried to get out, she went to work on astory instead. It
was avery prolific month.
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Rand became aware that afragment of his attention was needed somewhere. His wife was present, and
gpeaking to him. He played back mentd tape and found that she had asked him if he would be free for
dinner.

The question confused him. It called for speculation, and contained aword with at least Six different
meanings. He searched for a proper response, and selected, "Hah?"

She understood perfectly. "Thanks, darling. I'll have Sdlieri ask you again later. Listen to Sdliexi, okay?
Hell know wherewe are.”

There were so many words, he decided anod would be safest. It seemed to work: she went away, and
though she was frowning dightly she did not dam anything on the way. Relieved, herelaxed and let his
eyes and mind go where they needed to.Damn Pribhara anyway! Thanksto her, he had been placed ina
position where his triumphal first achievement as Resident Shaper would be to wash someone e se's
laundry. He had been doing so for amonth, and al he had to show for it was amountain of wet laundry.

The thing was worse than awful: it was more than half done. Pribharamight not be good, but shewas
fast. There was no hope of scrapping it atogether and doing something completely new; deadline
wouldn't dlow it.

Ah well—the ones he should fed sorry for were Jay and the dancers of his company. They had dready
wasted hours and liters of sweat trying to make this dopey ideawork . . . and were committed to
performing the resultsin public, unarmed. All he had to—

Shedidn't say, "I love you" before she left.

He was going to give that some serious thought—but just then it cameto himin aclap of thunder how
something might be salvaged from thisfiasco. Stedl from that weird dream heéld had |ast night: scrap the



fakey underwater visuals completely . . . and substitute mid-air. Instead of sea-bed, substitute a city-sized
carpet of clouds, backlit. Individua clouds could billow and movealmost the same way the stupid
seaweed did, the way the dancers needed it to for the choreography to work. From time to time, clouds
could part to reved the ground far below. Sure, it had been done before—but not lately, and not by him.
God damn, that might just make the nut. But could he get away with it? What about the abominable
shark in the second movement? Subgtitute aroc, perhaps? No, screw the details—what did it do to the
ovedlfed? Did the dance till work with the music?

Wéll, hdll, just about anything worked with that twelve-tone noise. Or didnt, if you asked him. No, it felt
feasble. The essentid artisticwrongness of dancers moving normally while supposedly deep underwater
vanished now. If he had to, he'd write al new music to match the dance—he could dmost hear it now, he
certainly knew the choreography well enough. "Jay!l got it!"

It took awhile to establish communication; Jay was in work-mode himself. But eventudly they had
recognized each other and agreed on a common language, and Rand floated his concept. Jay liked
it—said, in fact, that he had had avaguely similar dresm himsdlf only the week before. He sank afew
experimental harpoonsinto the idea before he would get excited, but when it continued to hold air he
became nearly as elated as Rand.

But not quite. Thereisaspecid pleasurein solving adifficult puzzle that has baffled your big brother. Jay
had dways been thirteen years older, stronger, smarter and more successful. Rand did not resent him,
exactly: he had dways been kind, supportive and generous with histime and attention. That they had had
achildhood rationship at dl had been primarily Jay's doing; hed seemed to redlly enjoy having a
brother to teach things to. He had doubtless influenced Rand's career choice, and had never (Rand was
sure) insulted him by using hisown artistic clout to pull strings on Rand's behaf. And they wereaseasy in
each other's company as brothers were supposed to be; the difference in their ages had not been relevant
for decades.

And ill, it was dways pleasurable to pleasantly surprise the man.

Jay handed the group off to Francine, his dance captain and assistant choreographer, and took Rand to
his own suite. Along the way they tossed the new concept back and forth like an intellectua medicine
bal, firming it up considerably in the process.

"Onething that helpsalot,” Rand said as the door sedled behind them, "this crew isredlly good.”

Jay nodded enthusiagtically. "Best of the two. They actually enjoy the pony shows as much asthe art.”
The Shimizu offered two streams of dance entertainment to its guests: the high art on which Rand and Jay
were collaborating, performed in the Nova Dance Theatre, and the " pony show"—essentialy cabaret
dance adapted for free-fal, sophisticated T& A—performed in the Dionysian Room. "I think of thetwo
assstant ADs, Francineisthe one who'll take over my job when | retire. The team you worked with last
timeis good too—but thisteam isthe origind. It's not just more hours logged: about ayear ago
something clicked and they meshed." He tossed Rand abulb of cola, got aroot beer for himself.

"That must berare" Rand said.
"About like the odds of any twelve peoplein the same occupation falling in love and making it work."
The andogy, with its reminder of the collgpse of Jay's relationship with Ethan, made Rand's good cheer

begin to evaporate. Work had driven the crissin hisown marriage clear out of his mind—as he had
hoped. Jay must have seen something in hisface, because his next words were, " So how are things going



with Rhea?"

"Honest to God, | don't know what to tell you, bro. She's adjusted to free-fall now, and she seemsto
likeit here okay—Dbut it's going to take more than that. All | can dois crossmy fingers and pray that she
falshead over hedlsin love with the place before the next month is up. Because if she doesnt, I'm
screwed.”

"It happens," Jay said sadly. "Happened to me:I'm in love with this dump. It sort of creeps up on you.
Dont—"

"Y ou weren't born in Provincetown.” But he knew Jay was trying to cheer him up, and did his best.
"That kid you picked to show her and Colly aroundis agood sdesman, though.”

Jay grinned. "If you're not careful, shelll fal head over hedsinlovewithhim. I'm kidding! Asamaiter of
fact, | haveit on good authority that he's, well . . . at least bi."

"That wasmy guess. . . just how good isyour authority?*

"Don't beslly. A twenty-year-old?I'm old enough to be his. . . his. . ."

" ... best lover yet. Come on, what have you got to lose?"

"A lot. You obvioudy haven' tried to keep up with atwenty-year-old lately. Anyway, | like'em with
muscles. We're wandering. Look, what | started to say was, don't change that diaper until you smell it. |
know how much that house meansto Rhea, and | know Provincetown is the most amazing place on

Earth. But thisisthe most amazing place in space. Give her time."

"Wl ... I've got asurprise I've been working on for her in my sparetime; | plan to spring it on her
soon. Maybetonight. It might just—"

"Phone, Jay," Diaghilev sad. "EvaHoffman, urgent.”

Jay's face changed. " Oh, shit. Excuse me, bro. Sergel, give me privacy." Tugbots brought him
earphones, hushmike and a monitor screen. He tossed Rand his holo remote and took the call. Rand
passed the time by not-quite-watching flatscreen music videos from the Old Millennium, with the sound
off, trolling for imagesto swipe.

He killed the screen when he heard Jay say, "Jesus Chrigt.”

"Something wrong?'

His brother looked stricken. "One of my closest friends just decided not to die after al."”

Rand looked at him. "Y eah, that'd be hard to take," he said solemnly.

Jay grinned, then frowned, then emitted a short burst of nervous laughter. " God, that sounds dumb,
doesn't it?' He shook his head. "Maybe I've got the same problem she has. | just don't know how to deal
with good news."

"Who are we taking about? Or should | ask?"



"EvaHoffman."

Rand was shocked. " Shewas thinking of catching acab?1 awaysfigured her for an honored guest at the
Party at the End of the Universe. I'm glad she changed her mind. | like her alot.”

"Metoo. Shell be at the specid, tomorrow night.”

"What specid ?'

The company was presently performingSpatial Delivery, the piece he and Jay had co-created during his
earlier resdency; it would be played three nights aweek and Sunday matinees until the new piece
replaced it amonth from now. But thiswas the first Rand had heard of a special performance.

"Oh shit, | haven't told you yet? Sorry; too many things on my mind. We're doing acommand
performance. A private concert. In the same theater, of course, but the rest of the goats get told the show
iscancdled. Only uipsand a handful of peasant vips admitted.”

" "Whips?'
"SpdlledU -I-P. Ultimately Important People.”
Rand prepared himsdf not to be impressed. "Like who?"

"Chen Ling Ho. Imaro Amin. Grijk Krugnk. Chatur Birla And VictoriaHathaway. The Fat Five, | cdll
Ie,n.ll

It washard to get air. "All of them? In the same room at the same time? They're gonna see
my—our—piece?"

"Y ep. Kate Tokugawa's been working on thisvigit for amonth, in secret, and shewants dl the
trimmings. She authorized meto tellyou, of course, but | plain forgot.”

"What the hell are five of the most powerful people on Earth al doing here a the same time?"

Jay shook hishead. "My guessis, historianswill just be getting redly involved in arguing abouit thet forty
years from now. Probably no onewill ever know. Those folks can edit redlity. And they do not like
people knowing what they're doing. Especialy before they've done it. Make damn sure you tell Rheaand
Colly not to tell anyone about the specid until dl five aredirtsde again.”

"Tdl two women not to talk about the most exciting thing that's happened to them in weeks. Y eah, that'll
work."

Jay grabbed him by the upper arm. "Listen to me. Thisis serious. If the presence of those five guests
becomes public knowledge, while they're till here, you and | could both become unemployed red fadt. If
not worse. People have accidentsin space.”

Rand shook hisarm free. "And an ordinary hotel guest like EvaHoffman isinvited to this top-secret
performance?’

"Oh Chrigt, Rand, Evaisn't any ordinary guest, you know that. Evais Eva. Even Kateis afraid of her.
Asamatter of fact, | think Evas going to be there as aguest of Chen Ling Ho. Her and Reb



Hawkins-roshi. Look, just trust me on this, okay? Tell Rheaand Colly not to discussthis, even with
Duncan. After the Fat Five haveleft, they can brag al they want; by then security won't matter anymore.
Between you and me, | suspect the newswill beal over Shimizu within five minutes after they dock—but
| do not want any leaks traceabletous. | likethisjob. And I'd like to get back to it, okay?"

"Okay. I'll tell them. Boot up Terpsichore and let's see how the new ideais going to work."

While Jay brought up the holographic choreography software, acollateral descendant of the origina
twentieth century Lifeforms program, and set up the parameters of Pribhara's wretched piece, Rand
checked inwith Sdlieri.

"How'm | doing, Sdieri?"

"Rheaand Colly are expecting you for dinner at 19 o'clock in the Hal of Lucullus, but they will
understand if you are late. | will remind you at 18:45. If you eect to keep working, | will inform them,
and remind you to stop work and est at 21 o'clock, using extreme measuresif necessary.”

"Excdlent. Whenever | go home, remind me about that new window program just before | get to the
door. Dismissed. Let me at that interface, Jay—see how you likethis. . ."

Extreme measures proved necessary. By the time he got back to his suite, Colly was fast adeep,
dreaming of angdlfish making puffbals.

* % *

He was eager to show Rheathe surprise he had prepared. But she had a surprise of her own to show
himfirst. "I was checkingon . . . oh hdl, what | was doing was snooping,” she said glefully, tapping a
keyboard. Thefile she wanted displayed on the nearest wall. "And | found thisin Colly's partition.” It was
atext document. At first hetook it for one of Rheals manuscripts, since it had been created with the same
arcane, obsolete word-processing software she used. But then he saw the dug at the top of thefile: " The
Amazing Adventure,by Colly Porter.”

"It'sashort story,” she said, her delight obvious. "About alittle girl who goesto space and defeats
oies”

He grinned. "Oh, that's wonderful. And she didn't say anything to you abouit it?"

"Not ahint. Walit, let me show you the best part. . . ." She scrolled the document a page or two, found
the place she wanted, and highlighted a portion of the text. It read: "But the truth was far from redlity.”

Hisbark of laughter triggered hers, and then they tried to shush each other for fear of waking Cally, and
broke up dl over again. The sequence ended with them in ahug, looking at the screen together in fond
appreciation. "Isit any good?' he asked.

"Hard to tell; she hasn't finished it yet. But sofar . . . for an eight-year-old . . . it'sterrific.”

"How long has she been working on it?

She punched keys. "File created three days ago."

Hewasimpressed. "And she's got, what, eight pages down? Jesus, that's amazing.”



She nodded vigoroudy. "Damn right. Eight pagesin three or four daysis good output forme. " She
frowned. " Could we have raised one of those freeks who actudly enjoy writing?"

He gave atheatrica shudder. "Could have been worse. At least it isn't heroin.”
"That'd be chegper. Ah wdll, shell grow out of it. At her age | wanted to be agymnast.”
"Sure, | know. Butit'still cute ashell. And you should still beflattered.”

She hugged him closer and nuzzled hisear. "Y ou watch: in another year or two, shell be shaping. I'll go
snooping through her files, and amonster will gppear and bite me on the ass."

"Andit'll serveyou right,” he said, nuzzling back. " Snooping. Despicable. Y ou haven't been snoopingin
my partition, have you?'

She snorted. "Asif | could outhack you. Why, isthere anything interesting in there?”
He amiled. "Never accuse your husband of having aboring diary. Sdieri!”

"Yes, Maestro?"

"Runfile ' Home."

"Yes gr."

"Take alook out the window, love." He pulled his head back dightly so he could watch her reaction. He
was redly proud of thisidea, and had high hopesfor it. He had set himsdlf the question: my wife is
suffering, and it's my fault. What can a person of my special talents do about that? Thiswasthe
answer he had come up with after three days of thought. Because it was just arough first draft, the visua
image took afew seconds to coaesce and firm up, pixe by pixel. But somehow he got theideashe
guessed what it was nearly at once, the moment she heard the soundscape. She stiffened in hisarms.

Outside the window were Cape Cod Bay and Provincetown. The view from Rhed's upstairs turret
writing-room window, back home. Bay to the | eft, stone dike sticking its tongue out at the horizon;
P-Town in the center, the Heritage Museum's spire rising above the jumble of rooftops; and off to the
right, the Filgrim Monument. It was early evening there; acrescent moon wasjust rising over the water.

"That'snot asmulation,” he said quickly. "It'slive, and red-time. Well, three-second switching delay.”
Somewhere adog yapped. " See? That's the Codhinas rotten little Peke."

Something told him to shut up now. He studied her face. It was as though a gifted actress had been
asked to do the audition of her lifetimein fifteen seconds. Every expression of which her featureswere
capable passed acrossit in rapid succession. The only sounds were distant waves, winter winds, afew
gulls, apassing car with abad gyro and, over all, the sound of Rhea's deep breathing.

And when shefinally settled on areaction—silent, bitter teears—he only got to seeit for a second before
sheleft the suite at high speed.

Nice work.He breathed deeply himsalf for aminute. Then he jaunted to the window and gazed hard a
Provincetown for ameasurdesstime. Finaly he shut down the display. "Sdlieri, let me speak to Rhea."



"Sheisnot accepting cdls, gr.”
"Whereisshe?'
"Privacy sedl, ar."

He nodded. He knew a couple of waysaround that . . . but he decided he had aready done enough
stupid things for one day. If Rhea had wanted him to find her, she wouldn't have taken the trouble to
invoke privacy sedl.

Hewastoo tired to ded with this much misery, and could not diminish or shareit, so hetook hiswork
to bed with him, and fell adeep on the back of acloud, windswhistling past hisears.
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TheRing

Saturn

The Stardancer was unplugged from the Starmind, thinking with only her own brain. The vast
System-wide flow of tel epathic information from the millions of Stardancers who made up the Starmind
passed through her, but she did not pay any conscious attention to it, and sent nothing back out into the
meatrix.

A year ago, something she till did not fully understand had told her that she needed to be till and
meditate. She had been engaged in the form of meditation that worked best for
her—dancing—continuoudy ever snce. This sort of unplugging was not unusud; a any giventime, as
many as several thousand Stardancers might be out of rapport, dropping in or out of the matrix as suited
them, and asthey could be spared from ongoing tasks. Having accepted the dien gift of Symbiosis, they
were al untroubled by the need to eat, drink or deep, and were imperviousto fatigue. Furthermore they
were effectively immortd, or at leastvery long-lived, which tended to produce a meditative state of mind.

To an observer unfamiliar with Symbiog's, she might have seemed to resemble ahuman being in an
old-fashioned, bulky red pressure suit—without air tanks or thrusters or transparent hood. But she was
not human, anymore, and the red covering was literdly a part of her; the organic Symbiote with which
she had merged forty-four years earlier. Desgned by the enigmatic dien Fireflies to be the perfect
complement to the human metabolism, Symbiote protected againgt cold and vacuum, turned waste
productsinto fuel, could be spun out a will into an effective solar sall . . . and conferred tel epathy with dl
othersin Symbioss.



It dso required sunlight, of course, likedl living things. She was now, orbiting Saturn, dmost asfar as
she could get from Sol without artificid life-support in the form of a photon source. But she did not fed
cold . . . any more than she had felt hot when, decades earlier, she had traveled to the other extreme end
of her range, the orbit of Mercury.

She had selected an orbit high enough above Saturn's mighty Ring to free her from concerns about
navigationd safety in that endlessriver of rock. Her visua field was perhaps the most beautiful the Solar
System had to offer, so beautiful that she had amost ceased to seeit. And even her harshest
critic—hersaf—could not have said that her presence there detracted from the view, for she had been a
gifted dancer even before she had entered Symbiosis. A tape of the past year's dancing would have
fetched ahigh price on Earth. But thiswas hers and hersdone. As her body flung itself energeticaly
through the near-vacuum, her mind was utterly ill; she had long since reached that much-sought statein
which oneis not even thinking about not thinking. She was pure awareness, fully present yet leaving no
trace.

Since she had once been ahuman being, therewas avery primitive part of her mind which was never
gill for long, and in that part something like daydreaming took place from timeto time. Sometimesit
reached out across the immengty that engulfed her and touched the smilar placesin the minds of her
most beloved ones, asif to reassureitsdf that they till existed and thet al waswell with them. Asit went
down theligt, brushing againgt each mind, her dance unconscioudy changed so asto express them and
her relationship with them. Thus an occasiondly recurring series of motifs ran through the dance: asort of
kinetic giggle that was her youngest child Gemma, followed by the syncopated, dightly off-rhythm
movements that represented Olney Dvorak, the Stardancer she had conceived Gemmawith . . . and 0
on, down to her eldest, forty-three-year-old Lashi, and his human father—

—it was a that point that her back spasmed and she screamed.

Any telepathic scream is strident and shocking enough; when it comes from one who has been in deep
meditation for ayear, every Stardancer in the Solar System flinches. And comes running to seewhat is
wrong and what must be done abouit it. At once, the Starmind enfolded her like awomb, probing gently
to learn the nature of her hurt.

But even she did not know.

The only clue was the word she had screamed: the name of her first co-parent.| just touched him, she
told the others,and suddenly | knew something was wrong. Everything iswrong.

Hewasin the hookup, of course, and as baffled as she was. He reported that asfar as he knew, nothing
specific waswrong. Hewasin aregion of great potential danger, but he had been there for half a century
now. He was presently engaged in a delicate and complex task, with elements of almost inconceivable
danger init, but asfar as he could tell it was shaping correctly.

Since there was absol utely no explanation for her terror, she could not shake it off. Unreasonable fears
are the hardest to conquer. She wanted to scan and analyze every second of his memories of the last
severa weeks at least, looking for clues to the danger, but since he was not afull-fledged Stardancer she
could not probe as deeply as she wanted. Their son Lashi joined her, and they probed together.

Theresultswere ill ambiguous.

So Lashi turned his attention to his mother.When did you first become awar e that something was
wrong?



When | screamed.

But how longbeforethat could something have gone wrong? When was the last time you had
monitored Father?

She thought about it. Yesterday, | think. And everything was fine then.
And we know what has changed in the last twenty-four hours. So we know where the danger lies.
Lashi'sfather said,But why are they any more dangerous to me today than they were yesterday?

| don't care,she wanted to say.Can't you get out of there? But she could not ask that, because she
aready knew the answer.

| don't know, she said instead. But dammit, you be careful!

You know | will, Rain,hereplied.

PART FOUR
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The Shimizu Hotd

7 January 2064

By the time Jay and his brother had finished aroom-service dinner and separated for the night, it was
21:45.Jay tried to cal Eva, but her phone was not even accepting messages. He and Rand had
accomplished so much work that he decided to celebrate. He jaunted to Jake's, in the Deluxe Tier, one
of thelivelier of the Shimizu's twenty-one taverns—and one of only three in which off-duty employees
were welcome. There he found some friends, and settled down to matching orbits with them.

Heliked Jake's, he had become a semiregular there since Ethan left him for an earthworm. The
management frowned on spilled blood or broken bones, but was tolerant of merriment short of that point.
It was agreat place to hear extravagant lies. One red-faced old man, for ingtance, awildcat asteroid
miner named Wang Bin who had come to the Shimizu to drink up alucky strike, indsted ontelling the
whole room about a"white Stardancer” he claimed to have seen on hislagt trip out. "Damn near ran into
him, no beacon or anything, spotted him by eyeball. Just like any other Stardancer, but white asadug.
Didn't even have the mannersto acknowledge my hail." And a groundhog dancer from Terrawho had



joined Jay'stable told them all awhopper about a broken ankle that had hedled itsdlf just intimefor a
curtain.

The dancer was attractive, close enough to his age and well built—but as Jay thought about making an
approach, he redlized he still wasn't ready. The memory of Ethan was il too clear. A few abortive
experiments had reconfirmed for him that casua sex is best with onesdlf—certainly smpler.

A sense of duty made Jay leave sooner than he wanted to. As soon as he got back to hisroom, hetried
Evaagain. Considering the late hour, he did not expect to reach her; he hoped to leave amessage
reguesting an appointment for a chat tomorrow. But the face that appeared onscreen was not Jeeves.
Instead he saw abald and beardless man who had done nothing to disguise the fact that he was well over
ninety years old, dressed in black loose-fitting tunic and trousers.

"Hi, Reb," Jay said after amoment of surprise. "l heard you were coming over. How arethingsin Top
Step?'

Reb Hawkins bent forward in the Buddhistgassho bow, then smiled warmly. "Hello, Jay. It'sgood to
seeyou again. Thingsarewell in Top Step, I'm happy to say. How isit with you these days?!

It had been along day; Jay wastoo tired for tact. "To be honest, Reb, I'm consumed with curiosity. Is
Evadill up?'

"She's gone to bed, but she told me to expect your call. Why don't you come over for acup? We
haven't talked in awhile. Or are you too tired? | know you've been working hard on the new piece.”

Jay wastorn. Hisbrain hurt. But he did want to know why his old friend had decided not to die after all,
and it was not the sort of question that could be dedlt with over the phone. "I'm on my way."

Hawkins-roshi was something of alegend in space. He was aZen Buddhist monk, and the oldest
continuous resident of Top Step, the Earth-orbiting asteroid where human beings came to enter
Symbiosis. For over forty years, until his retirement, he had helped hundreds of thousands of postulants
make that profound trangition, fromHomo sapiens toHomo caelestis, with minima psychologica and
spiritual trauma. A cronkite had once referred to him asthe Modest Midwife to the Starmind. During
those four decades, he had a'so made regular visitsto most of the other human habitationsin High Earth
Orhit, including the Shimizu, dispensing spiritua sustenance and friendship to Buddhists and nonBuddhists
alike. He and Evawere old and close friends, had known each other since they'd been groundhogs. Jay
had met Reb through her.

Almost the moment Evas door had dilated behind Jay, he was glad he had come. He had forgotten how
soothing Reb's presence could be. It was not merely his obvious years,; Jay was pretty sure Reb had had
the same effect on people when he was ateenager. He smply had an dmost tangible auraaround him,
projected a zone of serenity, of clarity, of acceptance. Thereisaquality dancerscall "presence,” and Jay
was very good at achieving it onstage. Therefore he knew how amazing it wasfor Reb to haveit dl the
time, every day. Presumably Hawkins-roshi had an automatic pilot, like everybody else. . . but he never
seemed to useit. He would surely have long since been abbot of his own monastery somewhere down
on Earth by now, if he had not found a career more important to him in space; helping human beings
become something more.

"How long are you herefor?' Jay asked him. " Can that big rock get dong without you?'

Reb smiled. "Top Step can get dong just fine without me. I'm retired, remember? It's Melya's headache



these days. I'll be here for aweek, or until Evathrows me out, whichever comesfird. | can usethe
vacation."

"I'm glad. I'd like to have along talk with you sometime.”

Reb nodded. "But not tonight. Y ou're exhausted. Y ou don't want any tea, do you? I'll make this as quick
as| can. Y ou want to know why Evahas changed her mind."

Jay nodded gratefully. " Shetold you sheid confided in me, then.”

Reb nodded. "We talked for along time. About suffering, and what it isfor. About friendship, and what
that isfor. About what she has done since she came here to space, and what she might do yet. About
samsara. Inthe end | was able to persuade her that to end one's life when oneis not in morta pain or
fear isakind of arrogance.”

Jay stared. He had said much the same thing to Eva, in oneform or another, & least adozen timesin the
last month. "But Evais arrogant,” he blurted out.

Reb said nothing.

It came to Jay that perhaps Reb was just better than he was at teaching people about arrogance. Come
to think of it, hewasdoing it now. . . .

"Well," Jay said lamely, "that's grest, then. I'm glad you managed to get through to her. But | ill don't
see how you—"

"How do youfed about Eva's new decison?' Reb interrupted quietly. "'If you don't mind my asking."

One of the problemswith talking with holy men was their uncanny habit of putting afinger—gently,
nonthresteningly—right on your sore spots. Another wasthe difficulty of successfully bullshitting them.
"Ambivaent,” he admitted.

Reb nodded. "I can see why. What amix of emotions you must have felt, when she asked you to dance
a her dying."

Jay nodded vigorous agreement. "Oh God, yes! Sad, of course, but also proud to have been asked, and
annoyed at the extraworkload, and creatively stimulated, and . . . and Reb, I'm dmogt as confused right
now. I'm glad were not going to lose her. But I've just gone through a month of traumaand grief
reconciling myself to theideathat wewere. . . and I've wasted hours of work on a piece that now may
never get performed, a atimewhen | was dready up to my assin dligators. . . and—"

HAm?l

"—and if you want to know the truth, apart of me resentsthe hell out of you, for accomplishingin one
conversation what |'ve failed to do in amonth of trying. | mean, | know thisisyour line of work—but she
and | have been friends along time. Part of me wantsto kick you—and then go wake her up and punch
her inthe nose.”

Reb grinned. "Y ou're welcometo kick me. But if you fed you must wake Eva, make sure your insurance
ispad up first. Whatever Evas brain may be thinking at any given moment, her body's surviva ingtincts
arestrong . . . and | happen to know she fights dirty."



"Yeah, | know." Jay had once seen afoolish person behave ruddy to Eva. Helived.

"Think of it thisway. A man triesto split atough piece of wood with an ax. He strikes again and again,
day after day, with no result. Then another man comes dong and takes a tentative swing. The wood splits
with aloud crack. Did thefirst man play no part?'

"Wdll ... sure, hedid. But hesgoing to fed frustrated as hell.”

"So you didn't just want Evanot to die; you wanted the credit for changing her mind. Be content with
partid credit, al right?'

Jay laughed ruefully. "Y ou'reright. I'm being silly."

"Also known as the human condition. Y ou'retired and high. Go to bed, and in the morning you'l bea
much more admirable human being. I'll beimpressed, | promise.”

Jay laughed out loud. Reb could dwaysjolly him out of asulk. "You'reright. Uh. . . look, tomorrow's
going to be hectic. Could you ask Evaif she can set asdetimefor avisit with methe day after
tomorrow?"

"I'll tell Jeeves"
"Thanks. And could you and | have atak the day after that?'

"Whenever you like. I'm going to be busy mysdlf tomorrow, but the rest of the week is pretty much
open. Diaghilev and Rild can work out atime."

"Good. I'll seeyou then.”
"And I'll see you tomorrow night at the performance,” Reb said.
"Oh, right. | should have known you'd be on the comp ligt."

They exchanged bows, and Jay left. On the way home his thoughts were so scattered that he let
Diaghilev navigate for him. Evas sudden flip-flop just seemed soweird, s0.. . . arbitrary. Rheawould
have said that it didn't ring true artistically. Eva spends sixteen years making up her mind, withstands
a month of argument fromme . . . and then Reb shows up and tells her suicide isn't nice, and she
folds? There had to be moreto it than that. What else had Reb said to her? All Jay could think of to do
wasto ask her at hisfirst opportunity.

As he jaunted aong, he remembered some of Reb's closing words. "Diaghilev and Rild can work out a
time." Jay was struck by that now. Reb met thousands of people ayear, juggled trillions of details. . .
and had remembered the name of Jay's Al without checking. He himsdlf had forgotten that Reb cdled his
own Al "Rild"—and had never gotten around to following up hisorigind menta note to find out what that
name sgnified. Whereas he was willing to bet that Reb knew not only who Sergei Diaghilev had been,
but exactly what he symbolized for Jay. Perhaps here was a clue asto why Reb had succeeded with Eva
where he had failed. Reb retained every detail of what people told him, and followed them up, thought
them through. " Sergel,” he said suddenly, "who did Reb Hawkins name his Al for?"

"l don't know, Jay. Shall | find out?"



"Pleas2”

"Waiting . . . Theonly match | find onfileisacharacter in atwentieth-century novel caled LORD OF
LIGHT, by Roger Zdlazny. Rild was student of the Buddha, aformer assassn who cameto surpass his
medter in enlightenment.”

The answer was interesting—but what caught Jay's attention wasiitsfirst word. It had taken Diaghilev a
gartlingly long time—nearly two whole seconds—to tap into the vast memory cores of the Net. It was
late at night; most guests and staff were adegp. Someone must be using ahel of alot of bandwidth and
processing power for something.

Of course. The Fat Five were inboard. When Leviathan swims under your boat, the sea swells.

He was essentially adegp before he reached his suite; Diaghilev guided him insde, sealed the door,
undressed him, administered hangover preventative, and strapped him into his deepsack so that he would
not wake with the classic free-fal stiff neck. His dreamswere full of Stardancers. . . millions upon
countless millions of them, swarming around Terralike moths around afire, staining theionospherered
with their numbers,

* k% %

The next day began with an omen, to which he paid insufficient atention.
"Huh?Whazzit?'
"I'm sorry, Jay," Diaghilev said, "but Evelyn Martin insgsts on speaking to you at once.”

Jay suggested some other things Martin could do instead; Diaghilev pointed out that they were physically
impossible. "Not for him they aren't. All right, al right: audio only, accept. What the fuck do you want?'

"Y ou're not archiving tonight, right?' Martin's nasal voice demanded.

"Oh, for Christ's sake." From timeto time, especidly if he had made any dterationsin the choreography,
Jay would have a concert recorded for archiva purposes—and some of the camera angleswould include
the faces of the audience. Martin was afraid he might do so tonight, with the Fat Fivein the house. Asa
matter of fact, he had been planning to. "Of course not. Anyway, what's the difference? By thetimethe
tapes are edited, the uipswill be long gone, and the fact that they've been here won't be secret anymore.”

"Doesn't matter," Martin said. "Just promise me the cameras stay off tonight. If you want to swear it on
your mother'sgrave, | won't mind."

"Doyou have any ideawhat timeit is?"

"l don't give ashit. I've been up dl night, svimming in ariver of shit upside down, and thetide's il
coming in: they come aboard in acouple of hours. | fed like that little Dutch kid that used to go around
dicking hisfinger inleshians; if it ain't onething it'ssix others. On top of everything ese | had aguest
croak on me a couple of hours ago, likel got nothing elseto do—"

"A guest died?' That was unusud. The Shimizu had diagnostics and emergency medica facilities as good
asanything on Terra; it would take something like an exploding bullet to the brain to defeat them. The
saying was, You couldn't die hereifyou tried. "How did he manage that?'



"Genius. Apparently he built the comm gear in his p-suit himsdf. So he's outsde taking astroll, and he
goesto put inacal to hishegp, up a the dock. Only his homemade antennadips out of aignment when
his homemade power supply blows up, so he microwaves hisfronta lobe instead. So now | got to grease
al the newsweasdlsto forget to file the story, and rummage through the anthegp down thereto find his
dirtbag relatives and greasethem—"

Jay did not want to hear about french-fried brains and PR men's problems before coffee. "Who was
he?' heinterrupted. "Anybody I'd know?'

"Nah—just checked in yesterday. Some old rock rat who struck it rich, and decided to spend his
fortune and the last minutes of his life making mine miserable. Why the hell couldn't the inconsiderate
bastard have poached his brains out there in the Belt somewhere, where it wouldn't have been my
problem?

Alcoholic memory stirred. "Wait aminute. Chinese guy? Wang something?'
"How the hdl did you know?' Martin sounded suspicious.
"l raninto him at Jake'slast night. He wastelling us al some yarn about awhite Stardancer.”

"Jesus Christ—keep that quiet, will you? It's gonna be hard enough sitting on this, and those bastards
love anything with a Stardancer hook, gives 'em great visuasto cut to. "White Stardancer,’ my ass—the
old fart's probably been sautéeing his cerebrum for weeks now, and only just finished the job this
morning. Hey, that'sit—if he was dready brain-damaged when he got here, we got no liability at al—"

Thistriggered Jay's gag reflex. "I'll keep the cameras off tonight, Ev," he said, and cut the connection.
Getting back to deep was out of the question now, so he caled for coffee, unstrapped himsdf from his
deepsack, and began hisday.

* * %

Twelve extremdy hectic hourslater, he met Rand and hisfamily at their suite and journeyed with them to
the Nova Dance Thestre. All were dressed in their finest, and the adults were as nervous as if they were
about to go onstage themsalves. They chattered adong the way, and fiddled with their seamsand
fastenings, and inspected each other for unseen flawsin costume or makeup. Only Colly seemed to take
it al in stride; money and power did not impress her, since she did not use the former and had al she
presently wanted of the |atter.

They had to pass a checkpoint to reach the foyer, manned by six very serious-looking guards, each
wearing different-colored armbands. No weapons were visible, but it was clear that they were available.
Jay noticed with amusement that the guards seemed to watch each other as carefully and congtantly as
they did the civilians. Five private security forces, plus the Shimizu security, and none of them trusted any
of the others.

And indeed, when they had passed thumbprint and retina checks and entered the foyer, Nika, the tech
director, approached them before Jay could even begin trying to spot the uips. "Boss,” she said, "how the
hell am | supposed to call the show with asix-pack of gorillaslooking over my shoulder, frowning every
time| touch something?'

"Jesus," Jay muttered. "They're even back in the tech hole?”



"They seem to think it'stheir fucking command center,” she said bitterly. "And there's more six-packs a
every entrance and exit to thisarea, plus one at each stage wing. | don't care about them, aslong as none
of the dancers crash into them when they exit, but can't you get me alittle elbow room in the hole?"

Jay thought about it. "1 don't think so, Nika. They're right; that area hasto be secured. If | were an
assassin, backstage isthe way 1'd comein. Do the best you can, okay? At least Rand and | won't bein
therewith al of you; we're watching this one from the house. Just tell the goons not to touch anything
while the concert's running.”

"None of them would dare. The other five would shoot him. They get nervous every timel touch a
control. Honest to God, | never saw such aparanoid bunch in my life.”

"1f you needed bodyguards, wouldn't you want them to be paranoid? | have to go—"

Nikajaunted off, frowning, and Jay caught up with Rand and hisfamily. They were just being presented
to the honored guests by Katherine Tokugawa

"Mr. Imaro Amin . . . Pandit Chatur Birla. . . Honorable Chen LingHo . . . Ms. VictoriaHathaway . . .
Citizen Grijk Krugnk . . . please permit me to present the Shimizu's Co-Artistic Directors: our resident
choreographer, Mr. Jay Sasaki, and our resident Shaper, Rand Porter." All bowed. Jay was amused
again. Kate had solved an impossible protocol problem in the only way she could—Dby introducing the
five uipsto her vipsin aphabetica order. . . .

"We bid you welcome to Nova Dance Theetre, lady and gentlemen,” Rand said smoothly. "It givesme
gresat pride to present my wife, the author Rhea Paixao, and our daughter, Colly."

More bowsdl around. "I read your last book, AND CALL HER BLESSED, with great pleasure, Ms.
Paixao," Birlasaid.

"Sodid|," Hathaway said, "and it was wonderful. Even better than THE FREE LUNCH."

"l would haveto agree" Birlasaid, "dthoughitisaclosecdl. | have conversations with characters of
yoursdl thetime."

Rhea thanked them, turning afetching shade of pink. The compliments had to be genuine: the uips had
not expected to meet her, and had no reason to stroke her if they had. Jay was stunned to learn that
people asrich asthisread fiction for pleasure—two of them, anyway. And while Rhea had agood and
growing literary reputation, she had never yet had atop-ten bestsdller: you had tocare about good books
to know of her work. Interesting. Uips were not automaticaly philistines. Rand caught his eye and
grinned, and Jay knew precisdly what he was thinking:if they like Rhea'sstuff, they'll like ours.

Whilethe conversationa pleasantries flowed back and forth, Jay studied these five people who could
make K ate Tokugawa snap to attention. He had never met awhole handful of trillionaires before.

AminwasaKikuyu financier from Kenya, said to be the only African trillionaire. Of average height and
mass, hewasin hisearly forties and looked thirty, except for his eyes; he was the most obvioudy vicious
of thefive. Hishair was straightened, but paradoxicaly his skin tone was artificidlydarkened , to aBantu
black which did not match his nose and cheek structure. His fortune was based on Earth-to-orbit
shipping. Heignored the arbitrary loca vertical which everyone e se had adopted—the Terransfrom
habit, the spacers out of politeness—and just let himsdlf drift free.



Birla, aswarthy Marwari from Rgjputna, wasthe talker of the group, which made him seem moretrivid
than he could possibly have been. He was a hundred and twenty—four years older than Eval—and
looked forty. According to the bio Jay had scanned, he was ostensibly a devout Hindu, but he seemed in
no hurry at al to reincarnate. Thefriendly twinklein his eyes had to be fake, but it was agood fake. He
owned aslarge aproportion of the Terran and orbital mediaas the UN would let him, and influenced
even more; Evelyn Martin hovered near him solicitoudy, ready to open avein on request.

Chen Ling Ho, aMandarin from Beijing, was fifty and looked fifty. He was short to the point of tininess,
smaller than Kate, and looked as benign and childlike as Colly. Jay had read that hisenemies caled him
TheKrait. He was d so the Zen Buddhist at whose request Reb Hawkins had been invited to the
Shimizu. That interested Jay: there were many Chinese Buddhists, but few who followed the Soto path,
which had originated in twelfth-century Japan. Chen was agrandson of the legendary Chen Ten Li, the
twentieth-century statesman who had been present at the creation of the Starmind; heavy (and early)
family investment in nanotechnology had made Ten Li rich beyond measure. In defiance of tradition, it
had been thesecond generation—his son Chen Hs Feng—who had nearly succeeded in destroying the
family name and fortune, by becoming an anti Stardancer fanatic and launching a treacherous and doomed
attack on the Starmind. Ling Ho, the third generation, had miraculousy managed to savage most of the
wreckage, largdly thanksto adroit fence-mending with the Starmind. That doubtless accounted for his
conversion to Reb Hawkinssfaith. Jay wondered how many trillionaire Zen sudents there were.

VictoriaHathaway was aWASP from New Y ork; calendar age e ghty-seven, apparent age just under
thirty. Shelooked like holo stars wished they looked—but there was a coldnessin her eyes and mouth
that made Jay think of her asalong deek shiny pair of scissors, with acarefully trimmed little tuft of pubic
hair just at the place where the bladesjoined. Most of her money was said to bein real estate, on and off
Terra, and she was famous for both her ruthlessness and her absolute lack of any vestige of a sense of
humor—though no one dared mention the latter quality to her face.

Grijk Krugnk was by far the ugliest of thelot, aSav of somekind from Votoskojek who was sixty-six
and looked fiftyish. He was built like apower plant, but not as pretty, so obvioudy abrute that many had
found him fataly easy to underestimate. Hiswedlth sprang from power generation, most of it spaceborne.
Oddly, he was the only one of the five whose English was utterly unaccented, like a cronkite's. He
handled himsdlf in free-fal aswell as Amin, but made less of apoint of it. His complexion must have been
ruddy on earth; in zero gee hisface looked like atomato.

Each of thefive had a persond bodyguard, and dl but Chen had an additional companion aswell. These
latter were introduced, but Jay didn't bother to remember any of the names; they were obvioudy Als
with apulse. Thekillerswere not introduced, asit might have distracted them. Chen's bodyguard seemed
to be the only one with any extensive space experience: Jay noticed that he watched feet aswell as
hands. That made his boss the smartest of thefive uips.

"|sthere anything you would like to tell us about the work we are about to see, Mr. Sasaki? Mr.
Porter?' Birlaasked, snapping Jay out of hisreverie. Rand let him takeit.

"No, gr," hesaid. "If it doesn't spesk for itsdf, then nothing | could say will help. Shal we go in?!

Perhapstaking their cue from Tokugawa'sintroduction, the five uips entered the theater in a phabetical
order. Onceingde, things got briefly complicated again.

Thispiece, Joatial Delivery , had been staged for proscenium performance, rather than in the sphere.
That is, it was designed so that the audience used only haf of the available "seating" area, Strapping their
backs to a common hemisphere, and the piece was performed against the backdrop of the other half.



This cut audience capacity in half, but was alot easier to choreograph and shape than a spherica piece
which had to look good from &l possible angles at once.

But if five people sit against ahemisphere, and keep pretending that thereisaloca verticd, then some of
them must St "above' others.

After afew seconds of backing and filling, the five decided face was more important than up and down,
and solved the problem by making a puffbal, like atwo-dimensiona version of Colly's beloved angdfish.
Lesser mortasfilled in the gaps between them in whatever orientation suited them. Jay sat with Rand and
hisfamily in the center. He saw Evanearby, and waved; she waved back.

The house lights dimmed, Rand's overture began, and Jay forgot anything astrivia astrillionaires.

* * *

Thefirg hdf went very well. Emerging from hiswarm fog to the redization that he must make smdl talk
during the intermission was like being dumped from a snug bed into anicy vacuum.

And indeed it developed that the intermission chatter of uipswas every bit asinane and clumsy asthat of
the mere vips Jay was used to. They dl liked it so far, of course, and said so—but for al the wrong
reasons, some that Jay would never have thought of in amillion years. Intermissions dways made Jay
wish he had taken up engineering, or any trade where the customer's wishes were possible to fathom.
Taking to civilians usudly reminded him forcefully that no artist ever succeeds save by dumb luck. Since
he believed the purpose of art wasto communicate, thistended to depresshim dightly.

Five minutes before the end of the interval, he excused himself from the gathering, saying that he needed
to check something with histechnician backstage. Rand sei zed the opportunity to accompany him,
ignoring hiswife's brief look of dismay, and they jaunted back into the empty theater together.

Therewerefour "wings," short cylindrical tunnels of invisibility creasted by Rand's shaping gear, a the
four cardinal points of the terminator that divided audience from stage. Dancers seemed to materidize as
they entered, vanish asthey exited. Knowing that two of the wings would be blocked by knots of
dancers nerving themselves up to go on for the second act, Jay and Rand picked one of the other two at
random.

And nearly got themsalves shot by trigger-happy guards. "Jesus, folks, relax,” Jay said. "There won't
even be anybody out there to protect for another five minutes yet. Why don't you safety those damned
things until then?1 don't want you drilling one of my dancers on their way to the can.” Shaking his heed,
he passed on until he came to the tech hole, which was|ocated at the farthest point of the theater, so that
itsone-way glass looked out past the dancers toward the audience. In fact, he and Rand had nothing to
accomplish here; Nika had this piece on tracks by now. The tech hole was smply the nearest placeto
hide for afew minutes.

Not wanting to risk being shot again, he paused at the door and touched the intercom button. "It'sme
and Rand, Nika," hesaid. "Comingin."

The door opened on horror.
Five bodies, drifting limp in free-fall crouch. Jack-in-the-box effect made them move toward him asthe

door swung open. Nikawas one of them. A barely perceptible bitter odor preceded them; Jay could not
identify it but knew it wastrouble. "Oh,shit,” Rand said behind him.



"Hold your breath," he snapped, and legped into the hole. The room's air system had aready scavenged
up most of the bitter gas, but who knew how much it took to immobilize aman?

Hedid not havetimeto find out if any of the floating bodies were dive; more urgently he needed to
know who was missing. Sure enough, the worst possible: the Shimizu's man. Hisbrain raced. The
assassin had planned to kill from here, firing through the one-way glassinto the house. At Jay's
announcement he had bolted out one of the other two doors from the hole—seconds ago. His only move
now was to cut through another six-pack somehow, enter the theater through one of the four wings, leave
by the audience entrance, and try to kamikaze whomever hisintended victim was out in the foyer. But
which wing? Presumably he knew which two were mobbed with dancers; he had been hanging out in
the hole. And if Nikahad had her mikes hot . . . he knew which wing was guarded by a six-packwho
had just been told to safety their weapons. By Jay! The son of abitch could have circled around
behind them while they were gaping in the open door of thehole. . . .

"Make an announcement,” he brayed at Rand, and pointed to Nika's board and mike.
"What do | say?"
"Run for your fucking lives" Heleft the hole at full thruster power.

He began deep breathing as he left the hole—can't have too much oxygen in a criss—but within
seconds he held his breath again as he detected more of that bitter smell ahead. The assassin had had a
second gas-bomb—and kept it to use where it would do him the most good. As Jay came around the
curve he saw the six-pack he had passed moments earlier, drifting with the air-currents. He wanted to
decelerate to astop and peer cautioudly into that magic tunnd before entering it—but he wastraveling so
fast he'd have had to overshoot it and beat back, and he just didn't have the time. Instead he threw
himself into apower turn and rocketed right into it at max acceleration.

That probably saved hislife. The nwas gill in the tunnd, waiting to scrag Jay the moment his head
showed. But Jay arrived like aright hook, smashing solidly into him before he could fire. They recoiled
from each other violently, and the assassin lost his grip on hiswegpon, a hand laser. But there was no
gravity to takeit away; it kept station with him as he tumbled, and he grabbed it again on the second

flalingtry.

The assassin was avery good shot. But Jay was avery good dancer—and fortunately the gun was a
pulse job rather than a garden-hose-type continuous-beam laser. He twisted, arched, feinted, leaped,
contracted, and bolts of shining death missed him by centimeters. He had one further advantage: he could
usedl four thrugters, while the assassin had to reserve one wrist for aming. Thank God the man seemed
to be out of knockout bombs.

But Jay could not hopeto close; it was dl he could do to stay aive. And any second his luck must run
out. He could legp through the imaginary wall of the tunnd, but the killer would only follow. Any minute
now the nearest Six-pack would arrive behind him, and none of them would hesitate to fire through him
evenif they identified him asafriendly. Jay had time to redlize that he was going to die protecting people
he did not like or even respect, and then the tunnel had a blowout. A hole the size of a Frisbee appeared
initswal with aplosvephuff, jagged metd teeth pointing outward; the shriek of escaping air tore at their
ears and pressure began to drop.

Of courseit isimpossible for aholographic cylinder to have ablowout, and in any case the nearest
vacuum was hundreds of meters away. But both men were spacers; they reacted quite ingtinctively,
dropping their quarrel and leaping for the hole together to sedl it with their bodiesif necessary. Only one



of them remembered on the way that the greatest shaper in human space was presently in the tech hole,
and that thistunnel belonged to him.
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Evawasthefirg to enter the tunnel; nearly at once she reversed thrust and recoiled backward into Reb,
who was a her heels. A weapon she was not licensed to possess vanished from her hand. Jay had
clearly coped. Even her atrophied sense of smell could detect the odors of burned metal and burned
mest.

"Nicework," she said. "Remind me not to pissyou off.”

Jay's eyes met hers, but it took him asecond or two to recognize her. "'l got him," he said wonderingly.
That much was clear. The body that floated between them was so obvioudy a corpse that Evas
subconscious had ignored the gun it il clutched in one hand. Bailing brainsleave askull any way they
can. Jay had asmal smear of suet on hisright cheek that must have burned him asit struck, but he didn't
seem to be aware of it. Evathreaded her way through horrid drifting tendrils of brainsand blood and
took Jay in her arms. "That you did," she said soothingly, wiping hischeek. "That you did.”

Rand arrived just then; at Evassigna heleft Jay to her. She gestured again, and he and Reb took charge
of the body, towing it backstage, shooing its gore dong with it.

Sure enough, Rheaand Colly were the next to arrive. At the darm, al five uips had ducked for cover
and their guards had clustered around them, and mere vips had struggled to get away from them, and
Tokugawaand Martin had caled for information—but Rheaiand Colly had both redlized they had family
in the firezone. Rhea hadn't been able to stop her daughter, but had gotten—barely—ahead of her to
shield her from possiblefire. Evamoved so that she and Jay blocked their way. "He'sfing," she said
quickly. "Wait herefor him."

Rheawasfrantic. "I've got to—"

"You've got to wait here," Evasad, indicating Colly with her eyes.

"l—yes, okay." Shegot afirm grip on Cally. "Hésredly dl right?’

"Not ascratch, truly."

"Hesaved my life," Jay sad.

"And others," Evaagreed. "Both of you did. I'm surprised at you, Jay—I thought you had more sense
than to beahero."

"l had to," he said. "It was partly my fault.”

She put a hand over hismouth. "He's ddlirious,” she said to Rhea. "All the adrendin.” She turned back to
Jay, put her lipsto hisear. "Asyour atorney, | advise you to shut the hell up. Y ou are not competent to



asesshlame”
Heblinked at her. "Y ou're not an attorney, Eva."

"The hdl I'm not. I'm licensed for the High Court—and if you don't start zipping your lip I'm going to
need to be. When they get here, you tell them facts only, get it? Factsonly. Y ou can draw conclusions
when you're thinking more clearly. Okay?' She shook his shoulders. " Okay?"

"Sure, Eva. Factsonly. That'sgood." She studied him carefully, decided he was not quite in shock in the
medical sense—but close.

The tunnel went away; Rand must have reached the tech hole. Almost a once they were hip-deepin
people, dl talking at once—all five uips, assorted assstants and bodyguards, the Shimizu's security chief,
the house physician. The loudest by agood margin was Martin. Evabellowed for silence, but her tired
old lungs weren't equd to the task.

Reb'samplified voicefilled the theater like the voice of God. "L adies and gentlemen, please compose
yoursaves. Thereisno longer any reason for darm. An attempted assassination hasfailed, and the
Stuation isunder control. Please return to the foyer as quickly and quietly as you can; emergency
personnel will be arriving and you arein their way. Y ou will dl receive a detailed report when things have
daified."

Rand's voice joined him. "Dancers, pleasejoin our guestsin the foyer and escort them to the reception
room. The rest of tonight's concert is canceled.”

The tumult of attempted conversation became even louder—but a Martin's physica insstence, they at
last began moving away, with Tokugawain the lead. Rand told Rheato take Colly back to their suite,
and she agreed without argument. Dr. O'Regan and Chief Cruz remained behind. "Who wasit?' Cruz
asked.

"Oneof yours" Evasaid. "Dunno which—he didn't have hisface with him."
Cruz'sface darkened. "I know which. Shit. Where'd they take him, the tech hole?"

"] think s0." She turned to Jay. "Can you stand another look at the son of abitch? Chief Cruz needsyou
to show her what happened.”

"Oh sure" hesaid.

Asthey left the tunnel, they had to duck around tumbling bodies and afew severed limbs—but
fortunately no more horrid trails of blood, aslaser amputation tends to self-cauterize. Evanoticed how
hard Cruz had to work to ignorethe onein Shimizu livery.

* * %

Cruz made them wait briefly outside the tech hole. Two crime-scene technicians and three interns all
arrived at once; she and the doctor went inside with them. The security chief emerged with Rand in less
than aminute, scowling blackly. The conference took place there in the corridor. Cruz—mortified that
one of her own people had been the killer—obvioudy wanted Eva gone, but did not dare try to chase
her out. Evadid not even have to claim status as Jay's attorney of fact; asteely glancewasal it took. She
and Cruz had taken each other's measure along time ago.



So she was able to ride herd on Jay. She was fond of the boy, and his raving about the attempted
assassnation being partly hisfault had unsettled her. If Cruz had heard that, the questioning might well
have taken place under drugs. At Evasdirection, Jay gave abadly factua account of what had
occurred. She spotted what he had meant as soon as he said it—"1 told them to safety their damned
wegpons and continued on to the hole'—but of course no one ese saw any blamein that. It was what
anyone might have said in his place. She was glad she had gotten to him firdt.

"Pity you couldn't have taken him aive," Cruz said, when Jay had finished the story and Rand had added
eventsfrom his perspective. "I hateto let someone kill adozen peoplein my care without asking him who
pad forit."

"l was dead,” Jay said, "and then Rand gave me a split-second advantage. | didn't think about it. |
grabbed his gun hand and made him shoot himsalf under the chin. I'd do it again.”

"Oh, | wasn't criticizing! Do it again, if therésanext time."

Evasnorted at that. If Jay had not gotten lucky, Cruz would have had more dead—and perhaps a dead
uip or two as well—and would have been looking for work tomorrow.

"l wish hewas till divetoo,” Jay said. "So | could kill him again. Nikas. . . Nikawas specid.”
Suddenly he shook his head with great violence. "Jesus! Did that redly happen?' He giggled.

"Y ou've got everything you need for now, right, Chief?* Evasaid.

Cruz frowned, but nodded. "I may want to hypno him tomorrow."

"Gottawait for it to seep into long-term storage for hypno to do any good,” she agreed. " Jeeves—"
"Yes, madam?' He shimmered into existence, urbane and unflappable.

"Take Mr. Sasaki home. My place, not his. Bunk him down in my bed and make me adossin Guest
Room Two."

"Very good, madam. If you would be good enough to follow me, sir .. ."

"Haf amo." She motioned Jay close and murmured in his ear. "Want Jacquesto join you?'

He blinked at her and struggled with the question. Jacques'sjob description read, "hedonic
technician"—but Eva happened to know that he was more artist than technician, anatura heder and
comforter. "No," Jay said, and then, "I don't think so," and then he blushed dightly and said, "Uh . . . yes.
Pease"

Shenodded. "Tel Jeaves. Run dong now."

Once he was gone, she turned back to Cruz. "How did you know who the assassin was?"'

IIB,]?I

"Yousad, ‘| know which." How did you know?"

"Oh. Savannavong only joined the force amonth ago. | wouldn't have used him on thisjob, for that



reason—but Hanh came down sick this afternoon and | was stretched thin.”

"Savannavong was real good at making people come down sick,” Rand said bitterly. "Hanh got lucky.”

"So did you two," Cruz said. "Y ou both reacted like trained cops. Either of you ever in service?'

"l did two yearswith NY PD. Draftee. But that was over twenty years ago, and | never drew my
wespon in theline of duty. Jay's never had any kind of combat training, to my knowledge. We just kept
making mistakes until the bastard was dead.”

"You'd better get home," Evasaid. "Y our wife till doesn't know the details.”

"Chief?'

"Go ahead."

Rand threw her agrateful glance and made his escape.

People were coming and going from the tech hole now, bringing in forensic equipment and taking out
corpses. But they gave the glowering Chief Cruz awide berth; for the moment Evawas effectively done
with her. "Does your thumb hurt, Chief?" Evaasked suddenly.

"Eh?Yesit does—why?How did you know?"'

"Because | figure you for an honest cop. The moment that alarm sounded, an honest cop in your shoes
would have pushed a button and flooded the whole damn theater and backstage area with deepy gas.”

"l did! Some son of abitch had—"
"I know. It didn't work, so you kept pushing; that's why your thumb hurts.”

Cruz nodded dowly. "l see" She thought some more. "Well, it wouldn't have helped anyway; the
bastard obvioudy had nosefiltersin.”

Evanodded. "Like you do. But you didn't know that a the time. An honest cop couldn't have.”
"But why disablethe deepy gasif he had filters?'

"So héld have maximum confusion to escapein after he made hiskill? Squawking civiliansin al
directions.”

"God dammit, Eva—"

"Relax, Rani—I'm on your side. | know thiswhole episode makes you look like ahorse's ass, but | can't
think of anything you couldve done better. And I'll tell Kate Tokugawarthat, if you like. But if | were you,
I'd have Dr. O'Regan document that thumb sprain.”

* % *

She left Cruz and went to the reception, curious to see how the ultimately rich responded to abrush with
death. Six cronkites ambushed her just outside the door, looking like children who needed to urinate; the
first in line named afigure. "No comment," she said. He named a second figure, and when she refused



that too, a bidding war developed. She brushed through them grandly and entered the hall. Guards
prevented them from following; frustrated, they dl jaunted off to filewhat little they dready had.

The party had that dightly forced gaiety which screams of fear just past. But the uips themsal ves seemed
the calmest people in the room—except for Reb, of course. In fact, the only person who still showed any
overt Sgnsof fear was Evelyn Martin, grinning and sweating and talking even faster than usual. He
spotted her, detached himsdlf and came over.

"Hi, Eva," hesaid loudly. "So glad you could makeit." Sotto voce he added, " Anything €lse gonewrong
out there? Any more ns come to squeeze my ulcers? Fresh Kiffs? Other mgjor felonies? Chief
Cruz find out the assassin isa High Council member or anything like that?'

"Good news," shesaid. "No news." Louder, she added. "Awful to see you, Evelyn. Y ou're looking uglier
than usud tonight.”

He beamed. "Thank you, dear—-have you met our honored guests? Chen Ling Ho, for instance?’

"Get agrip, Evelyn. | introducedyou to Ling. Why don't you go take atrank?

"I'm at system max now," he said.

"Take stimulants, then. Y our voice will rise above the audible range and you won't be so conspicuous.”
She drifted away, and joined her escort, Dr. Chen. He was chatting with Reb and Victoria Hathaway .
Chen introduced her to Hathaway—who regarded her aged features with barely concealed horror.

"Hello, dear," Evasaid. "It'sniceto seeyou again.”

"Weve met?' Hathaway said, disbelieving but polite,

"I knew your grandmother. Y ou peed on my lap once.”

Hathaway gave the only possible reply: dead silence.

Chenintervened. "Eva, have they determined yet who wasthe n'sintended target?'

She shrugged. "For dl Cruz can tdll at this point, he was agood guy, come to take out Evelyn Martin on
behdf of dl mankind."

That got alaugh; even Hathaway dmaost smiled. "I assume the man's background is being checked?”
Evashrugged again. "Sure. But it'sawaste of time. The background check you have to go through to
get hired for Shimizu security can't be improved on. Serious money went into this." She made sure her
gaze was not resting on either Chen or Hathaway. "1 will bet cash the person who hired it doneisinthis
room."

Hathaway flinched, but Chen only nodded. "The probability ishigh,” he agreed.

"Wasit you, Chen?' Hathaway asked bluntly.

Again Chenlooked asif he were remembering what it felt like to smile. "Twelve dead, none of them the
right one? I'm offended, Victoria. Can you truly believe me so inartistic?'



"Oh, but you can believeit of me, right?'

"Since you ask, yes. Now we are both offended. Shall we seek another topic of conversation?
Evahad a mischievous thought. "Unless you'd like me to narrow the list of suspectsfor you,” she said.
"How?" Chen and Hathaway and Reb al asked smultaneoudly.

"Widl, only theoretically. | don't actualy expect, uh, people of your caliber to submit to abody search.
But I'll bet adead frog the person who hired that killer iswearing nosefilters. He or she knew thekiller
would be covering his escape with death gas, and might have been forced to flee past hisemployer.

Nosefiltersthat go in far enough to beinvisble aren't easily removed.”

Hathaway objected. "That wouldn't prove athing. Any of us might be wearing nosefilters out of smple
paranoia Inlight of events, it would seem an intelligent precaution.”

Evanodded. "But you're probably notall filtered. | said “narrow theligt,' not nail it down. Irrelevant
anyway; none of you will tolerate a search on principle—and | don't blame you.”

"Thenwhy did you bring it up?' Hathaway snapped.

Evadid not answer. But she was dready enjoying the mental picture. Asthe word spread, thefive
would spend the next hour discreetly trying to peer up each other's nodrils. Victoria Hathaway might
actualy not look down her nose a anyone for the rest of the night.

* % *

Reb escorted her home. They took double-bulbs of Irish coffee to the window, and sat looking out at
Mother Terrain companionable slencefor sometime.

"Jeeves," she sad then, "is Jay awake?'
"He and Master Jacques are both sound adeep, madam.”

"Thank you. Let me know if he wakes." He shimmered away again, and she turned to Reb. "That
bedroom is soundproof anyhow."

Reb nodded. "Go ahead.”

"I need abetter cover story for him. About why I'm still using up air. Oh, you did agood job. But |

heard hisvoice, and hedidn't really buy it, degp down. I'm afraid | shot my mouth off to him about why |
was planning to take a cab. He's not going to be satisfied with what you told him. And | don't know what
elseto say. The boy knows metoo well. And he spent awhole month trying to change my mind: hispride
demands a convincing explandion.”

"Not just pride, Eva. He lovesyou.”
"Sowhat do | tell him?1can't tell him about—"

"No. | suggest you stal aslong as possible. With everything that's happened tonight, helll be too busy to
remember the question for afew days. When he does, you can be unavailable for some additiona time. It



may be weeks before he has time and opportunity to brace you about it."
"And what then?"

"Youtdl him I promised you entertaining surprises were gill in store for you—and proved it the very

"Andif he pergds?’

"Leticiclesform on your brow and tdl himit's persond. A shameto hurt hisfedings, of course, but |
don't seewhat else you can do.”

She sighed, and sipped her drink. "You'reright. | can't tel him."

"No, you cannot. | should not have toldyou, Eva. But you are my oldest living friend, and | could not see
you leave just before everything changed.”

Shefound her eyes stinging, and shut up. They shared more silence for atime.
"Do you think it was Chen?' she asked at lat.
"Behind tonight's violence, you mean?1 don't know. What do you think?*

"l think aninartistic hit would be avery artistic touch indeed. But it's hard to refute his essentid point. If
hed doneit, it would have worked, however garishly.”

"Apparently it was only by incredible chancethat it didn't.”

"And | tend to find incredible chance incredible. But I'd bet my life both Jay and Rand are sraight.” She
glanced over her shoulder at the bedroom door. ™Y ou know what | mean. They're both honest.”

"The gods have blessed us" Reb said cheerfully.
"They have?'
"Of course. How often does life hand you aredlly good puzzle?'

Sheblinked, and grinned. "Y ouTreright. Not often enough these days. | fed like a sixty-year-old again.”
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Kechar Dzong



Lo Monthang
The Kingdom of Lo, Nepal

12 January 2065

"Therewasatime," the old monk said above the howling of the late afternoon wind, "when this kingdom
controlled dl trade throughout the Himaayas. It was the top of the roof of the world.”

Gunter Schmidt thought,l will not kill my travel agent. That isfar too merciful. | will sue him until
he bleeds from the eyes.

"Of course," the old man said with magnificent redundance, "al that waslong ago." He underlined the
unnecessary words with asweeping and equaly superfluous gesture. Every square inch of theimmense
fortress-cum-temple within which they stood shouted that the structure had aready been a
long-abandoned ruin on the day Johann Sebastian Bach died.

From their vantage point on one of itsflat rooftops, they could see Lo itsdlf laid out below them in the
merciless sunlight of acloudless December afternoon, a collection of flat-roofed, |og-laddered earthen
dwellings at the base of the hill on which this crumbling castle of Kechar Dzong stood. Even by Fourth
World stlandards, the Kingdom of Lo was unimpressive. The land was parched, supporting nothing
higher than thornbushes; afew carefully nurtured stands of poplar and willow saplings were to be found
inthe village itsdlf, but wood had been too precious to burn here for centuries. The brief growing season
was over, and even the Himaayan vistain the distance could not overcome the bleakness and desol ation
of the landscape. The kingdom was permitted to exist, semiautonomoudy with its own king and queen,
within the larger kingdom of Nepal—largely because there was nothing here worth arguing over.

"What happened?' Gunter asked, not because he wanted to know, but because he wanted to hear the
old monk say something he didn't know areedy.

"Cdamity. TheKdi Gandaki moved."

"| hate when that happens.”

The old man actualy seemed to catch the sarcasm. "The Kali Gandaki was the river from which the
srength of Kechar Dzong flowed. It once passed by right there—" He indicated avague gully
meandering through a section of rocky outcroppings no more or less desolate than any other, afew

hundred meters downdope. "But when it changed itslocation at the end of the sixteenth century . . ."

Gunter understood now, and his anger deepened. "And ever since, you have been praying for its
return—"

"—inthe Tiji ceremony, the elaborate and beautiful ritua | told you of earlier, yes," the old monk agreed



happily. "Dorje Jono, the son of the demon who moved the river, repels his father with the power of his
magica dancing, and brings water back to the land. The Tiji ceremony takesthree full days, and involves
every member of the kingdom who iswell enough to travel. We summon them with the two mountain
horns | showed you downgtairs, each of them four meterslong. For three days Lo becomes the most
magicd placein the Himaayas, withdamyin music and feasting and dancing and singing and beautiful
costumes and pageantry and—"

"InMay, "Gunter said through histeeth.

His rhapsody interrupted, the old man blinked at the venom in Gunter'stone. "Well, yes, as| said, that is
when foreignersusualy vist us. We seldom see a European thislate in the year.”

"Redly?" Gunter said, pulling his parkatighter at histhroat against the sharp and icy wind. He mentally
replayed the conversation with histravel agent, redlizing in hindsight that while the man had waxed
eloquent about the Tiji festiva, he had never specificaly said when it was held. He had only seemed to
suggest, somehow, that Gunter barely had time to book his passageif he wanted to be therein time. The
trip here had been quite arduous. The last fifty kilometers had been accomplished on horseback,
following a guide with whom Gunter had no languagesin common.So | can't sue the bastard, and
killing himistoo good for him. Ah, but what about torture?

From somewherein thefar distance to the north came the haf-mournful, haf-comic sound of a Tibetan
mountain horn like the two Gunter had been shown downgtairs, a sustained baritone blest that made him
think of abrontosaur dying in agony. It made the mountains ring with echoes. "What's that?" he asked
idly. "Call to prayer? Some sort of religious ceremony in another temple?' Perhapsthistrip need not bea
total loss. Exatic religions were ahobby of Gunter's; having had his mouth set for agrand festive colorful
Buddhist ceremony, he was now prepared to settle for theloca equivalent of Vespers, rather than go
home empty-handed.

But the old man was shaking hishead. "I have no idea.”
For somereason, thisirritated Gunter. "Wel, who lives up that way, then?"

The old man looked sore puzzled. "Hardly anyone. Thereisan old hermit who livesin that generd
direction . . . and | know he has such ahorn, because | have seen it outside hishome. But | have never
heard him blow it—if indeed that ishishorn."

Gunter lost his manners. He had wasted aweek and afortune to see something exotic, and now hewas
freezing his buns off in acrumbled ruin—anempty crumbled ruin—that would be deserted for the next six
months, with a canny native guide—clearly one of the oldest inhabitants of the area—who could not even
tell him the sgnificance of asmple mountain horn sgndl. "Perhapsit is Charlie Parker," he snarled,
"practicing in secret until the day when Kansas City needshim again!™

He did not expect the monk to get the reference, of course—but the gesture the old man made indicated
that he had not even heard the remark. The wind had redoubled in fierceness and volume. "Never mind!"
he said, louder, and could not even hear himsdlf thistime. Again the monk pantomimed, Excuse me?
Gunter's temper boiled over; hewaved hisarms angrily, gave awordless shout of exasperation, and set
off toward Lo, below. He ddliberately |eft the ancient ruin by a different exit than the one by which he and
the monk had entered, one which was more difficult to negotiate, and once he had reached the ground he
continued at a pace which he knew the old man would be unable to match. He had forgotten how difficult
the climb up had been.



Within afew hundred meters, he was breathing hard. It occurred to him suddenly, as he was negotiating
atwo-meter drop-off, that in hisirritation he was about to leave herecompl etely empty-handed. He
stopped and took his camerafrom his shirt pocket. At least he could get some good shots of the ruined
templeitsaf. He had purchased enough memory for five sraight days of shooting; might aswell get afew
minutes. He turned and grunted with satisfaction: the decaying temple redly did look striking against the
sky. It somehow gave Gunter theimpression of afortress built to defend men againgt the gods.
Unsuccessfully. He backed off afew stepsfor abetter angle, and checked the cameras charge. To avoid
wasting power, he disabled the audio pickup. Thewind was redlly roaring now, and he could overdub
the audio later, with something suitably timeless and melanchaly.

He peered through the viewfinder and panned across the face of the ruin, left to right and then back
again. He did not see the old monk anywhere, and wondered if he were ill within thewalls, pardyzed
by Gunter's rudeness. Then he did see him—and sure enough, he was standing in the same window they
had both been looking out from, minutes earlier. He gppeared to be doing jumping jacks.

Gunter grunted in surprise, and zoomed in. No, the old man was hopping up and down and flapping his
arms, but not in any organized fashion. He seemed to be waving at Gunter. Gunter zoomed in farther, and
became even more puzzled. The old man gppeared to be laughing like aloon. And he was pointing now,
pointing to the north. Was he trying to say something about that silly horn blast? In Sign language, at this
distance? Gunter waved back with hisfree hand, signing,forget it. This seemed to convulse the aged
monk; he held hisribs and roared with slent laughter.

Gunter had heard of this: Himalayans were known to go into spontaneous laughing jags, dueto the low
oxygen content &t thisheight. He found it annoying: here he wastrying to get an imposing shot of this
ancient temple, and its caretaker was capering like an gpe in the foreground. Go away, he gestured. Get
out of the window!

The monk nodded at once, ill laughing merrily, and vanished from the window. Gunter kept shooting.
Now the wind began to devil him, increasing itsforce until it was tugging &t his clothes, pressing a him
like a Tokyo commuter, hammering at his eardrums. The camerawas just big enough to present sail-area
toit; the wind kept trying to force it to the right. Gunter had image-stabilization circuitry, but knew that
this much wavering wastaxing it. He twisted dightly to hisright to put his back toward the wind, shielding
the camera with his hunched | eft shoulder. The wind pressed especidly hard at hisankles, for some
reason, and hisfeet began to fed chilly.Oh fine, he thought,defective boots on top of everything else. |
am definitely going to sue somebodywhen | get home!

But amogt as he finished the thought, he redlized that his feet were actuallycold, colder than they should
have been even if the boots heating systems had both failed completely. He glanced down, and
discovered that he was standing ankle deep in crystd clear water. It rose as he watched, climbing his
gins

Helooked to the north, and saw the Kai Gandaki river returning, after five centuries, dividing around his
feet. Now hisear could distinguish between the sound of its passage and the similar sound of the wind.
For no reason at al he remembered the damned travel agent saying that the Tiji festival was aso known
asthe Festivd of Impermanence.

From above him, in the temple, came the continuousBBBRRRRRAATTTTTTTT! of amountain horn,
cutting cleanly through the wind and water noise to aert the village below, and this horn sounded to
Gunter more like abrontosaur laughing. . . .



PART FIVE
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The Shimizu Hotel

18 January 2065

Rheawas drifting helplesdy in deep space, her air supply amost gone, her thrusters dry, gasping for air
that wasn't there, when windchimes sounded in the distance. She sghed, came back to redlity, saved her
changes, folded the typewriter and tucked it in her pocket, and went to answer the door.

It was Duncan, of course—the only person besides Rand, Colly and Jay for whom the doorbell would
function while shewasworking. "Is Colly ready?"' he asked.

His eyes seemed to ask severd other things, and Rheasighed again.| wonder what my eyes are
answering, came the sudden thought. "Comein," she said, and looked away. "Max, pleasetell Colly
Duncanishere

"Beg pardon?’ the Al said.

"Sorry. Tell Collythat Duncan ishere." Rhea hated making syntax errors; it was professondly
embarrassng.

After apause, her Al said, "Colly saysto tell you she's changing clothes and will be with you in two
seconds.”

They looked at each other. "Five minutes," they chorused together, and shared agrin.

Almost a once something about that trivia event bothered Rhea. It was adomedtic little moment,
something she and Rand might have shared, asmall intimacy. Rand had in fact been doing his best to
generate such moments, lately—probably because the deadline for her Big Decision was approaching.
That underlying awareness had been making the return grins she gave her husband dightly forced. The
grin she had just given Duncan was quite genuine. She redlized she was drifting just perceptibly toward
him, and overcorrected. "Comeonin,” she said to cover it. "Y ou know where everything is.”

"Areyou working?' he asked, entering the suite.

She hesitated. The question meant, do you want to be left done? Duncan was very understanding of a
writer's problems; if she said yes, shewould cease to exist for him. "No," she decided. "Can | get you



anything? Theréstimefor coffee.”
"No, thanks" he said. "How's the work coming?’
"Not bad, thanksto you. | realy struck ice with Buchi Tenmo."

He grinned again at the spacer expression. Spacers didn't give adamn for gold or diamonds or oil: for
them anew source of potable water was real wealth. She had picked up the idiom from him—and it
seemed to please him that she had. "Y eah, she's pretty amazing . . . when you can tell what the hell she's
talking about."

"Yes, thereisthat. It'slike talking to an angd on psychedelics sometimes. Would you mind sitting in on
the conversation once or twice? Y ou've been talking with Stardancers alot longer than | have.”

"Sure—but don't expect that to help much. Buchi'sjustdifferent. Even for a Stardancer. The ones born
that way, who've never breathed, aretheweirdest . . . but the most interesting too, | think."

A week ago, Rhea had asked Duncan how one got to know a Stardancer. She knew it could be done
amply and easily, even from the surface of Terra—but how did one scrape up an acquaintance? It turned
out Duncan was friendly with several Stardancers. Most spacers were. And one of his persond friends
amongHomo cael estis happened to be physically located near enough to the Shimizu to dlow for
something very like aface-to-face mesting . . . through Rheal's own window. Duncan had made the
introduction afew days earlier, then politely left them aone. "When would be good for you in the next
few days?'

"Any time; when's good for you?'

She thought about it—and suddenly redlized that the search criterion with which she was examining her
cdendar was "times when Rand and Colly won't be around.” That made perfect sense: the conversation
would be confusing enough without distraction. Nonethelessit struck her dl at once that she was making
adate to be done—or dmost done—with a handsome young man. One who, if she wasn't misreading
ggnds, wasinterested in her.

It's forwork, for heaven's sake!

Yes. .. butisit prudent?

Oh, shut up."How about tomorrow night, after twenty?'

He nodded. "Program loaded.”

Therewasabrief dlence. Rheafelt compelled to break it. "So how are thingswith you?"

"Pretty good, actualy. | made another piecelast night, and it turned out well.”

Duncan's hobby was vacuum-sculpture. To Rheathe artform seemed to consist of assembling
ingredients in various combinations, exposing them suddenly to vacuum, and then taking credit for the
weird and beautiful shapes chemistry caused to occur. But vacuum-scul pture could be very
beautiful—and she had to admit that Duncan seemed to produce aesthetically pleasing results more often

than chance could account for. Didn't photographers throw out twenty prints and take credit for the
perfect twenty-first? Cometo think of it, wasn't her own storage cluttered with drafts that hadn't quite



gdled?

"I'd liketo seeit," shesaid politely.

"No problem. Well tak to Buchi from my place, then."

She opened her mouth . . . and then closed it firmly. He was pointedly not looking in her direction.
"| thought 1'd take Colly to the pool again,” he went on.

Rhealaughed. "Y ou think you have achoice, huh?' The laugh sounded too loud in her ears. "She'sa
born water baby. Y ou couldn't keep her out of the surf, back ho— . . . back in Provincetown. Y ou
know, I've dways thought it'sironic. Asfar back ashistory goes, the Paixaos have made their living on
and from the sea—and my mother wasthefirst onein the family that ever learned to swim. How could
you spend al that time on the water and not know how to swim? Weren't they scared?’

Duncan shrugged. "I'velived dl my lifein space—and | don't know how to breathe vacuum.”
"But that's not possible—and it is possible to learn to swim, and it doesn't even take much time.”

"Look at it from your greatest grandfather Henry's perspective,” he said. " Suppose you're off the Grand
Banks and the ship sinks. How much good does it do you to know how to swim?"

It occurred to Rheathat Duncan knew alot more about her family than she knew about his. She was not
normally so forthcoming; had he been making an effort to draw her out? She reviewed memory tape, and
could not decide. "'l guess. It till seems odd. Maybe we should ask Buchi to teach you how to breathe
vecuum.”

And now |'ve drawn the conver sation back to our rendezvous. . . .

Colly appeared just then. How she could have spent five minutes dressing was something of amystery,
for she was dressed for the pool, in the ubiquitous guest robe and nothing else. Since so many
nationdities and cultures mingled in the Shimizu, al guests conformed to aminima nudity taboo in
politenessto the less civilized nations; one did not jaunt down public corridors naked. But aguest robe
was sufficient, and even those could be dispensed with once one reached the pool—or any other
nonpublic location. "Hi, Duncan! Come on, let'sgo!™

"Sorry to hold you up," he said sarcadtically, and made way so Colly could hug her mother goodbye.
As Rhea handed the child off to Duncan, their hands brushed briefly. Rhea had gotten used to casua
touching in space, even from strangers, free-fal made it necessary in close quarters. But thistouch she
felt from her scap to the soles of her feet. It seemed to her that he made it linger.

She was glad then for Colly's eagernessto bein the water; the two headed for the door before the blush
reached her cheeks.

* * %

| should have said yes when he asked if | was working.

Infact, sheshould be working. She took her keyboard from her pocket and unfolded it. Work would be
awonderful digtraction from the trend her thoughts were taking.



Almogt a once she found another distraction. The virtua screen that sprang into existence over the
keyboard was preset to display her caendar asits boot document, so she wouldn't start sSinking into the
warm fog if there was some imminent obligation scheduled. It showed the next thirty days, and the box
for5 February was highlighted—it leaped out of the screen at her, asit had been doing ever since she had
highlighted it.

I have two more weeks to make up my mind whether 1'm going to stay here,waswhat she had
thought when shefirgt started work that morning. Now, perhaps because of what had just transpired, it
cameout,| have two more weeks to make up my mind whether 1'm going to stay married to Rand.

She entered her date with Duncan into the calendar, put the typewriter away again, and went to the
window. She watched the mgestically turning Earth for ameasurelesstime, trying to put names on her
fedings, and faling. They would not hold il long enough.

Finally she looked around her, asif to make sure shewasaone. . . and checked her watch to make
sure Rand was not due home. . . and spoke to her Al. "Maxwell: window program "Home." "

"Yes, Rhea"
Terrawent away, and was replaced by Provincetown.

She was back in her own writing room in her own home, looking out of the turret through her favorite
window, hearing the sounds of the street below, hearing the gulls and the distant surf, seeing Mrs.
Vasgues, her neighbor, haranguing yet another motorist who had clipped her fencein trying to negotiate
theinsandy narrow gtreet. Theillusion was nearly perfect—except for the same flaw it had had weeks
ago, when Rand had first sprung it on her. Thistime, she was able to identify the flaw. This
Provincetown didn't smell. There was no sdt tang in the air—none of that rich aromathat the landsman
cdlsthe smdl of the seaand the sailor callsthe smdll of theland, the shore smell of decaying vegetation
and sea creatures at the border between two incompossible worlds.

Maybe | could get a steward to bring me some fish leftover s, she thought, and began to cry. Feta
position is hard to achieve in free-fal, but she managed it.

* % *

She never did get back to work that afternoon. But she did manage to stop crying an hour before
Duncan was due to bring Colly home for supper, so that her eyeswouldn't be red when they arrived.

Rand showed up just asthey did. He had been making amajor effort to eat most mealswith hisfamily
these days. For somereason, hisarriva rdieved her. Duncan declined an invitation to join them for
dinner, and that relieved her too. During the meal she found herself paying more attention than usua to
her husband, asking questions about hiswork and listening attentively to the answers, making little
excusesto touch him. Before she knew it they had made anonverbal contract, entirely by eye contact, to
make love when he got home again that night. He went off to Jay's place whistling.

She managed to get alittle work done after supper, while Colly was off playing with afriend. She didn't
understand where the story was going, but it wouldn't let her alone; its disturbing centra image—adrift,
running out of air, no direction home—had been recurring in her thoughts for weeks now. The question
was, of course,who was adrift, and why? She had no clear ideaas yet, but she knew if she kept playing
with the Stuation it would come out of her eventudly.



Asshewas putting Cally to bed that night, she said, " So—wasit fun playing with Jason, honey?"
"He'sokay, | guess,” Colly said. "For aboy, anyway. At least he's gonna be here awhole two weeks."
For Cally, the biggest flaw in the Shimizu's accommodations was its criminaly inadequate and excessively
fluctuating supply of eight-year-olds. Children of transent guestsrarely remained aboard more than afew
days, permanent guests tended not to have smdll children, and by evil luck all the spacer children of hotel
saff were either over ten or under six—less use than agrown-up. Colly gtill had dl of her phone friends,

of course, and her Provincetown chumswere al phone friendstoo, now . . . but she was chronically
short of playmates she could smell and touch.

"Oh, that'll befun," Rheasaid.

"l guess." Suddenly Colly looked stricken. "Hey, Mom?"

"Yes, dex?'

"l just thought of something. My birthday comesin two and ahalf weeks, right?*
Rheadid mentd arithmetic. "That'sright, honey. Why?"

Colly sat up on one ebow."How am | gonna have a party?"

Rhea started to answer, and stopped.

"Y ou can't have abirthday party on thephone,” Colly said. "And al my friends are back on Earth! I'm
not gonna get to have ared party, an 1?' Her voicewasrisnginadarm.

"Uh. .. sureyou will, honey. Ther€ll be kids aboard then, I'm sure there will. One or two, anyw—"

"But | won'tknow them,” Cally indgsted. "What good is a party with people you don't even know?' She
darted to snuffle.

Rheawas tempted to join her. Instead she took Colly in her arms and rocked her. "Don't cry, baby. It
won't be so bad. All your friends can be there on the phone—no, you know what? I'll tell you what: well
get Daddy to merge dl the phone signasinto his shaping stuff, and your friends can be here dmost like
redl, holographically, waking around and everything." As she spoke, Rheawas estimating the cost of
such an event: assuming Rand had time for this, and valuing histime at zero, it cameto roughly the price
of two luxury automobiles back on Terra. They could afford it, now—but till . . .

Colly congdered the offer for amoment, then resumed snuffling, softer than before. "That'd be better . . .
but you can't tickle aholo, Mom. Y ou can't throw pieces of birthday cake at aholo.”

"Sure you can—only it's even better, because nobody really gets messy. Y ou wait and see: it'll befun.”
Colly was dubious, but after ten minutes of rocking and cuddling and soothing she dlowed hersdlf to be
mollified, and went to deep. Rhealeft her bedroom exhausted and heartsick. Colly was right: a birthday
party aboard the Shimizu probably wasn't going to be much fun.

Lessthan aminute later, Rand arrived home, shiny-eyed and eager to make love.

Since adolescence Rhea had known that a contract with aman to have sex at an appointed timemust be



honored, if at al possible. Feding martyred, she pasted asmile on her face and cooperated. But she
made amenta note to discuss Colly's birthday party with him as soon as they were done; she was not a
hundred percent sure the consolation prize she had promised her daughter was technicaly feasible.

It wasjust as hewas entering her that it dawned on her that the question might be moot: their child's
birthday cameafter the date on which shewasto give Rand her find decison. . . .

It was not aterribly erotic train of thought. The act was technically successful for both of them, for they
had been married for along time—but for the same reason, Rand asked, "Want to talk about it?" when
their breathing had dowed.

Sheburgt into tears. "'l don't even want tothink about it."

He held her close, but said nothing. He knew, in generd, what was on her mind—and knew that she
knew he knew. What was there for either of them to say?

What could Donny Handsome have said to Patty?

She untucked her chin from his neck and pushed at him with her hands; he rose far enough on his elbows
so that she could see hisface. Shelooked a it along time. . . not just the eyes or the mouth, but the
wholeface. Hewaited. "Y ou're saying?' shesad findly.

Hisface went blank. He was silent an equd time. She waited.
"YS"

She nodded, and pulled him back down to her. They lay there together in silence, breathing in the same
rhythm and thinking the same thought.

What did that nod mean?

Twice, shefet him start to ask her. Each time he changed his mind. She couldn't blame him—but part of
her wished he had asked. If he had, perhaps an answer would have cometo her.

* % *

She forgot to ask him about Colly's birthday party that night.

* * *

Rhea knew that ared window like the onein her suite was supposed to be much better than afake
one—she knew, to the yen, how much more the former cost. But she was a shaper'swife: to her
Duncan's fake window was just as good. Better, for she could shift to aview in any direction at al smply
by touching a control. Somehow it felt more correct to talk with a Stardancerwithout Earthinthe
background, overshadowing everything.

And Buchi Tenmo did not appear to mind talking to a camerarather than aperson in awindow. Shedid
not need to see Rheg; she already had. She must be used to talking with Duncan this way too.

Insofar as shewas used to talking at al. So far Rheahad found it dways took the first few minutes of the
conversation for Buchi to become even partly comprehensible. That did not surprise Rhea. To
temporarily "place on hold" an ongoing conversation with millions of others, and funnd consciousness
down to only one or two nontel epathic minds must be a disorienting experience—especialy for a



spaceborn Stardancer, who had never been such alimited being herself. The wonder was that the trick
was possible.

And dready Buchi waswinding down, only minutesin. She had progressed from incomprehensible
polyglot babble to alock on English—of asort. Any minute now it would start conveying information.

"—as the world whirls around peg in a square holy cowhide it from your self-esteem cleaning up
your action figuresit would be that's entertainment to tell you but | forgot is a concept by which
we measur e painting the town read all of your books now, Rhea, and they're very beautiful . . . the
gostak distims the doshes . . . eftsoons, and right speedily . . . don't blame him for not being
careful in the beginning . . . a straight hook basically seeks fish who turn away from life. . . there:
subject, object, predicate.. . . am| getting there, Rhea? Duncan? Can | hear you, now? Are we
having fun yet?"

"Y ou're getting there," Rheaagreed. Things awaysimproved dramatically, she had found, once Buchi
reinvented the sentence. She found hersdlf asking the question she had suppressed during her previous
encounters with the Stardancer. "Buchi? Doesit hurt? Doing this, | mean, talking with us—isit hard?'

"It's fun!" For that moment Buchi sounded remarkably like Cally."Is it hard to talk with me?"

"A little" Rheaadmitted. "But you'reright, it'sfun. But then, I'm only doing what | do dl thetime: talking,
inmy own language. Youredoing dl thework."

"By ‘'work' | understand you in this context to mean “energy expenditure regretted or begrudged.’
By that definition | have never worked in my life. Although I'm always busy."

"l wish | could say the same." A light dawned somewhere in the back of Rhea's head. "But you've put
your finger on something, Buchi. I've been thinking about our conversations, and why they haven't
satisfied me, and | think you just gave me ahandle on my problem.”

"Problems are better with handles on them?"

"For methey are. Looking back over it, everything I've been asking you has been about . . . has had to
do with things that a human supposes would be disadvantages of being a Stardancer. The bad parts. I've
been asking you about the bad parts—and for each one | come up with, you explain how it's not a bad
part. Some of the explanations | just flat don't understand—"

"I always have trouble conveying the idea of self generated reality,” Buchi agreed." To a human it
seems a flat contradiction in terms.”

Rhea had asked in her first conversation whether Buchi ever missed being ableto "redly” walk the
surface of aplanet, as opposed to "merely” reexperiencing it through the memories of those Stardancers
who had lived on Earth before joining the Starmind. Communication had broken down when Buchi
ingsted that she could, redly, walk on Terra any time she wanted—that she could "redly” experience
things she had never personally experienced—knowing the difference, but unbothered by it. Rhea, who
had never confused even the best virtua-reality environments with redl-redlity, was baffled by this. She
had spent most of her own professiond life battering at the interface between amost-red and redl, trying
to make words on a screen sound and smell. She had to tiptoe around the thought that anyone for whom
redlity and imagination were interchangeabl e was someone who was not quite sane.

"—¥put that's not the problem,” she went on, but Duncan interrupted her.



"It'slikethiswindow, Rhea," he said, touching her wrist and pointing.
"Huh?'

"Y ou know that to most of the peoplein this hotel, this window we're looking out right now isn't as good
as the one you have back in your suite. God knowsit costs alot less. But we've talked about it, so |
know you agree with me that this one is actudly better. It may not be “red—but it can look in any
direction you want, or show you anything you want to see, flatscreen anyway. | know yours can do even
better, the way Rand hasit tricked out now . . . but most people who pay apremium for one of those
windows do it so they can tell themsalvesthat what they'relooking at is “redl.' They care alot about
“real." You and | carealittleless. Buchi caresnot a al. Think of it as a spectrum rather than a
discontinuity.”

Rhealooked a him, surprised and alittle impressed by hisinsight. "I think | see what you mean,” she
sad.

He flushed and went on. "With total control of her brain and body, reality can mean whatever she wants
it to mean. She canexperience the touch of someone haf alight year away, fed it on her skin. Or fed the
touch of someonelong dead . . . aslong as someonein the Starmind holds the memory of how it fedsto
be touched by that person. Not one coffee molecule has ever passed her lips her whole life long, but
she's probably tasted better coffee than you or | ever will."

"“I'm doing it now! "Bean around the Solar System . . ."" Buchi let the song parody trail off after afew
more hummed bars.

"But with redlity that dippery . . ." Rheabegan.

Duncan interrupted. " . . . how do they make sure they don't lose track of the oneyou and | believe in?
What do they do for aredity check, you mean?'

"Yeah, | guessthat'swhat | mean.”

"We are many," Buchi said." And we are one. E pluribusunum.Alone/All-one. Consensus reality is
very important to us. If we ever lost it, we would come apart. It is the same with your own
neurons. We put about as much effort into it as they do. And about as often, we fire
randomly—we make things up, we vacation in realities of our own fashioning, singly or in groups.
The universe is always there when we return. It is not a problem.”

"Nowthere ," Rheasad triumphantly, "ismy problem. As| started to say before, | can live with the fact
that | have trouble grasping your explanations of why assorted aspects of being a Stardancer aren't
problemsfor you. What's driving me crazy isthat you just . . . don't seem tohave any problemd!

"None of the ones | envisioned. None of them has even triggered mention of any problem you do have.
I'm awriter: to me acharacteris hisor her problems; if they don't have any, they're no use to me, I've got
nothing to work with, no way to motivate them. | guesswhat I'm asking is, don't you people—you
Stardancers—have any problems? | know you never get hungry or thirsty or cold or lonely or lost or
have to go to the bathroom at an ingppropriate time. But Jesus, Buchi—isn't thereanything you fear? Or
miss? Or yearn for? Or regret? I s there anything you lust after? Or mourn?”

"Must your characters always be driven by the lash?"



Rheathought about it. " Pretty much, yes. That's what the audience wants to see. How someonelike
itself reacts under the lash. Because it hel ps the reader guess and deal with how she would react under
the same pressure. The rule of thumb is, the sharper the lash—the tougher the antinomy—the better the
gtory. For us humans, lifeis suffering, just asthe Buddhists say. Isthat really not true for you?”

The answer wasadmost afull minutein coming. It was the first time Rhea could remember Buchi
hesitating even dightly in responding. Two or three times she began to speak, but each time decided to
wait for an answer.

"The Starmind suffers,” Buchi said at lagt," as sharply, as deeply, as keenly, as you yourself. But in
different ways. . . for different reasons. . . and | cannot explain themto you. No terrestrial
language contains words that will convey the necessary concepts: you do not have the concepts.
Every human language contains the implicit assumption that individual minds have bone walls
around them. It would be mucheasier for me to convey color to a blind man.”

Rheawasfrustrated . . . but if there was anything her work had prepared her to believe, it was that some
things smply could not be put into words. "Whét are you aldoing ?'

"What are you asking?"

"What isthe Starmind doing? Are you doinganything ? Did those Fireflies have any purpose in cregting
your kind? Areyou al working toward something together . . . or just floating around like the red blobs
inalavalamp, marveling a the Solar System and unscrewing the inscrutable?”

"You know hundreds of things we do. | can download a summary list to your Alif you wish. It runs
about a terabyte."

"Then I've seen most of it. Well, scanned it." Even that was an asurd clam. "All right, I've scanned the
superindex, tiptoed through some of the subindices, and jumped in at random here and there afew
hundred places. And onething | noticed.”

"YS?"

"Mogt of the things you do come down, in the long run, to helpingus. Helping humans. Helping Terra
Some of it benefits us directly, like nanotechnology, and someit just seemsto happen to work out to our
benefit way down theline, like that Belt-map hobby of yoursthat kept us from getting clobbered by
Lucifer's Hammer in '32. Even the "pure-science' researches you're engaged in dways seem to benefit us
more than they benefit you, when the dust settles.”

"Can we ignore suffering at our own heart, at our roots? We may not becfhumanity . . . but we
are fromhumanity."

"I'm not complaining. I'm just asking: isthat what you Stardancers do for problems? Borrow ours?' She
had an image of the human race as endearingly dopey pets, who could be relied upon to produce
fascinating but trivial problems, supply life's necessary irritant. "If some cosmic disaster wiped usall out . .
. would the Starmind go crazy from boredom? Or would you till have thingstodo?"

Another pause. This one was only ten seconds or so."We would still have a nearly infinite number of
things to do. And again, | despair of finding words that will successfully hint at their nature.”
Another five seconds.” One subset may perhaps be intelligibly outlined, at least. You are aware, are



you not, that the Starmind is not alone in the Universe?"

"Huh? Sure. Sowhat?"' It was aclassc insoluble problem. Within afew years of itsinitial formation, the
Starmind had reported to humanity that it was receiving telepathic broadcasts from numberless other
Starminds throughout the Galaxy and Magellanic Clouds—a potentia source of inconceivable wedth in
any terms. But it cameinall at once , at the same"volume," from al quarters—and none of it gppeared
to be in any known or decipherable language or concept-system. The Starmind did not even know how
to say, "Quiet, please—one at atime!" The best it had managed, according to all reports, wasto learn to
ignore the uselessinfinity of treasure, asageiger counter suppressesits"awareness' of normal
background radiation. "What good does that do you if you can'tcommunicate with anybody?' Rhea
asked. "Y ou can't, right?" She knew the answer—but from books and media accounts, and knew how
much that was worth.

"No, we cannot,"” Buchi agreed.” But that may not always be so."

"Y ou think the problem might actualy be solvable?' Duncan said excitedly.

"Our seed has been awake for |ess than seven decades,” Buchi sad." There are yet far fewer of us
Sardancers than there are neuronsin even the most limited brain. Yet our numbers grow—and
the Starmind grows wiser every nanosecond. It is certain that we live longer than you, and we do
not waste a third of our livesin stupor and another third working at life-support. We have time.
Time has us. We use tools you cannot understand to build tools you cannot conceive to solve
problems we ourselves cannot name. It is not a thing to trouble yourself over."

"Do you know anything at dl about whereit'sal going?' Rheaasked. "That you can explain?'
"Yes.Wonderful things are going to happen.”

Rheablinked. "Butwhat ?'

The sllence went on until she redlized no answer would be forthcoming. "When?"' shetried then.

That answer came at once, sartling her.

" Soon."

"Howsoon?"' she blurted.

Again, slent secondsticked by.

"Within my lifetime?’ shetried.

"I cannot be certain, but | believe so."

"Will you be able to explain these things to us humans when they happen?”

"When they happen, you will know."

"And you can't give me any ideawhat it will belike?'

Moredlence.



"Why doesn't anybody el se know about this?' Rheasad irritably. "1've read—scanned—everything |
could get my hands on about you Stardancers. Thisisthefirst hint I've heard that the galactic
signal-to-noise problem might be susceptible of solution. Isit asecret, or what?!

"Would | have burdened you with a secret without warning you? The reason you have not heard
of this before is that you are the first to have asked about this in many decades, the first since we
began to be sure of it ourselves.”

"Redly?' Rheaasked. "That'shard to believe."

"Yes, isn't it? Rhea, answer me two questions. First, regarding the Fireflies, who made us. is
there any characteristic commonly associated with the term "gods' that they lack?"

Rhea thought hard. Apparently omniscient, gpparently omnipotent, pparently benevolent but absolutely
unknowable. . . long gone and not expected back soon . .. "No," she admitted. "Wait: two. They seem
to have no desire a al to be worshipped . . . and they haven't ingtructed anyoneto kill anyoneelsein
their name."

"You anticipate my second question: do you know of any religion on or off Terra which worships
them?"

It startled her. "Why, no. There are cultswho worshipyou . . . at least onelarge one. And up until
forty-odd years ago therewas asmall onetrying to kill you. But | don't know of any Firefly-worshippers,
now that you mentionit.”

"Rhea, humanity can just barely live with the merememoryof the Fireflies. They are too vast to
think about. From the human point of view, the best thing about them is that they were in the
vicinity of Terra for a matter of hours, at the orbit of Saturn for a matter of months, and left
promising my father not to return for a matter of centuries. We Sardancers are tolerated, for all
our alienness, because we were once and still partially are human. Beneath my Symbiote are flesh
and blood, born of woman. But of all the things we are asked—and we are asked many things by
many humans—we are rarely asked about the Fireflies . . . and almost neveraboutother Sarminds,
circling other stars. Your governments and philosophers were overjoyed to learn that the galactic
surround isincomprehensible to us, and have been happy to tiptoe around the sleeping dragon
ever since."

"If that'strue, I'm pretty disgusted with my own species,” Rheasaid.

"You need not be. Think of it froma historical perspective. After two millions of years of
slaughter, humanity hasjustlearned how to live with itself in peace, and has done so for a time
measured in mere years. Can you reasonably expect it to be prepared to deal with a gdaxyof
unknown strangers? So quickly? | can tell you that wethe Starmind tremble at the thought of the
Fireflies returning—and we could at least talk with them if they did. Why should you not “pretend
it never happened'? It seems to me a healthy psychological adjustment for your race at thistime.”

Rhea started to reply, but Duncan interrupted her again. "Excuse me, Buchi—I want to backtrack a
second. Did you say when the Fireflies | eft, they made apromiseto “yourfather *?"

"YeS_"



That had caught Rheals ear too. "Who isyour father, Buchi?' she asked.
"Charlie Armstead."

Rheds eyes widened. "And your mother?* she managed to ask.
"Norrey Drummond."

She heard asinging in her ears, like a Provincetown mosguito. The second and third Stardancers who
had ever lived, founders of Stardancers Incorporated, as famous throughout even the human race as
Shara Drummond hersdf! "My God! | never dreamed—"

"Meeither,” Duncan said in awed tones. "Y ou never told methat, Booch.”
"You never asked. What'syourfather's name, and why haven't you told me?"

"It's 'Wadter.' But you'reright. His name only comes up if someone findsmy name funny and | haveto
explain the story."

"I saw the humor in your name the moment you told it to me,” Buchi said."But | assumed you were
tired of explaining its origin, so | did not comment."

"And blessyou," hesaid. "It'sjust that | keep forgetting you folks don't use last namesto indicate either
paterna or materna descent.”

"Thereis no need to. Weknowour lineage, and each of the other's—it need not be encoded in our
names. We choose names purely for their meanings.”

The humming in Rhedls ears was beginning to diminish. "What does your name mean, Buchi Tenmo?”'
Rhea asked.

"“Dancing Wisdom Celestial Net," the Stardancer answered.

"That's beautiful!” Duncan said . . . an ingtant before Rheacould. "I wish | had anamethat good.” He
turned to Rhea. "Or like yours. "Rhea— earth’ or “mother,’ two of the most beautiful wordsthere are.
And "Paixao, just as beautiful: “passion.”

The mosquitos resumed their attack on Rhea's ears. She could fed the lobes turning red, offering blood.
"What doesyour name mean?' she asked quickly, aware of the sgnificance of hishaving looked up the
meaning of her name, but unwilling to acknowledgeit.

Hemade aface. "I got the booby-prize. "Duncan’ means “dark-skinned warrior' "—Rhea found herself
thinking that he was dark-skinned even by Provincetown standards, though he certainly wasntmuscled
likeawarrior . . . and forced hersdf to pay attention to what he was saying—"and "lowa . . . well,
theresthe political digtrict in the North American Federation, of course, the province or state or
whatever . . . and at least one writer once confused that with Heaven. But actually it comesfrom
“loakim'—apparently an officid at someplace cdled Ellis|dand made Greatest Grandad changeit. It's
Russian Hebrew for "God will establish' . . . which | for onefind wishful thinking."

Rheafound that she wanted to change the subject from Duncan's name, from Duncan, and suddenly



remembered a question that had ghosted through her mind perhaps a dozen times over the course of her
life. "Theword "God' makes methink of Firefliesagain," she said. "Buchi, theré's one more question I've
aways wondered about. Why did the Fireflies come when they did?"

"They came when it was time."

"Y es—but why wasit time? The generally accepted answer is that they came “at the dawn of space
travel.' But it was more like brunchtime. Humanity had been in space—had been established in
space—for years when they showed up. We'd been to Luna decades before. Did it take them that long
to notice? Or that long to arrive? If we could establish atime-duration for ther journey, it might beaclue
to where they came from."

"Their arrival was instantaneous,” Buchi sadflatly.

"Then what triggered it? Do you know?"

"The signing of a contract. An agreement between Skyfac Incorporated and Shara Drummond.”
Detailsfrom ahistory lesson came back dimly to Rhea. Sure enough, the way she remembered it, the
Fireflies had first been sighted in the Solar Systemn about two weeks before Shara Drummond |eft Earth
to create the Stardance. They had flicked into existence around the orbits of Neptune and Pluto (at that
time very close together), the outer limit of the System, and then moved in asfar asthe orbit of Saturn a

couple of weekslater . . .

... the day Sharareached Skyfac! Wherethey stayed, until she was on the verge of being sent home
again with her dream unfulfilled—then arrived just in time to force the performance of the Stardance. . .

"They came to us the moment that a human being came to space for the express purpose of
creatingart,” Buchi said.

Thewords seemed to echo in Rhea's skull.
"How they knew of that, even the Starmind cannot yet imagine—but the fact is unmistakable.”

Shefdt asif her head were cracking. The insight was too immense and powerful to deal with—yet so
obvious she could hardly believe no one had worked it out ages ago.

"Thank you, Buchi," she said quickly. "Y ou've been very gracious and hepful, well tak again another
time, | hope you'll excuse me now but | need to get to my typewriter so | can—" She stopped babbling
when she noticed that she had dready switched off the window.

Sheturned from it, and there was Duncan.

At once heturned away, which relieved and annoyed her at the same time, and jaunted across the room
... but in seconds he was back, bearing a strange and uncouth object, waving it a her as he braked
himsdf to ahalt at her sde. "1 promised I'd show you this, Rhea," he said.

It was his manner more than anything else which cued her. This had to be the new piece of vacuum
scul pture he had mentioned. Resolving to find something polite to say about it,she began to scrutinize it
for materia to work with.



A timelesstime later, she began to experience perceptua distortion, and dowly figured out the cause.
Her eyeswere beginning to grow tearbubbles. . . .

What it was made of she could not guess. The subtleties of its composition process were a closed book
to her. But what it looked like, to her, more than anything else she could think of, was a piece of
driftwood she had once brought home from the Provincetown shore. It had asimilar shape, twisted on
itsdlf, asymmetricaly beautiful, and it had the stark bleached color and polished appearance of very old
driftwood. Washed up on an dien shore. . . like herself.

"It'svery beautiful," she said, and heard ahusky note in her voice. She searched for polite small talk.
"Doesit . . . do your pieces have names?’

"It'scdled "Driftglass,' " he said. His own voice was hoarse.
Sheflinched dightly. "It'svery lovey. It reminds me—"
"—aof home, | know," he said quickly. "It'syours. | madeit for you."

The mosquitos at her ears had brought in chainsaws. "I .. . | redlly haveto go,” she said. "l promised
Rand—" Shewas dready in motion, three of her four thrustersfiring at max acceleration, past him before
she could see his reaction.

"Sure, of course, good night,” she heard him say behind her as the door got out of her way, and as she
came out of her turn and raced down the corridor, she was for atime very proud of herself. Until she
noticed that she had Driftglassin her hand. . . .

And | didn't even thank him.

"You aregoing too fast," came avoice from al around her. "Please dow down.” Sheflinched, and then
redized it was only an Al traffic cop; she was exceeding the local jaunting speed limit. She decelerated at

once.

"Thank you," shesaid. "That isvery good advice."

14

Rand had cometo fed that hisfavorite part of the Shimizu was the corridors. They were designed to be
visudly appealing, padded enough for the most inexpert jaunter, and offered an ever-changing parade of
rich and dmogt-rich people to gawk at. They were the place where one flew, where you could enjoy the
sensation of ajaunt that was not over within seconds. Most important to him, they represented the
blessed hiatus between the problems of the studio and the problems of the home. They were the
equivalent of asolitary drive from office to home back on Terra: the place of unwinding from work, and
of winding other mechanisms back up again.

But sooner or later the corridors aways led him back to his door. He was coming to think of it asthe
Place of Sighs, whichever direction he was going, he dways seemed to pause just outside the threshold

anddgh, fird.



He did so now, decided he was ready to enter his home, and thumbed the doorlock.

Before he could enter, something burst from the room and enveloped him. Itsfirst effect was as
invigorating asacool rain on adry afternoon: hiswiféslaughter . . .

Asamusician hefound it one of the Universe's more glorious sounds; as a husband he found it
exhilarating. In ether capacity, he had been missng it lately. Like an addict following the smell of smoke,
he followed it inside, seeking the source.

Rheawasin the living room, alittle northeast of the window. Shewas Sitting in the piece of furniturein
which she usudly did her writing—she moved around as she wrote, and hated the sound of Velcro
Separating as she did—but her seat belt was not fastened. And she had configured the furniturein the
shape which itsmenu called "love-seat.” Inits other corner, also unstrapped, was abroadly grinning

Duncan lowa. He had just opened his mouth to say something, to make Rhealaugh again, when he
caught sght of Rand in the doorway. "Hello, Rand,” he said.

Rheaturned, amiling. "Hi, darling," she said. " ou must be exhausted—would you like adrink?"

He controlled afrown. "Why would | be exhausted?'

Shelooked surprised. "Wel . . . the premiereis only aweek away, right?'

"Sure—but my part was done yesterday. Jay and the dancerswill be killing themsalvesfrom hereoniin,
muscle-memorizing it, but I'm just there babyditting the software and looking for holes. | told you that |ast
night.”

"Oh. | forgot."

"Never mind." He had been hoping to hear some more of her laughter, and now she wasn't even smiling
anymore.Nice work. "What were you guyslaughing about? | could useagiggle.”

She shook her head. "It'd take too long to explain it. Duncan just came up with a neat way to improve
some comic businessinagory I'm working on."

"Oh. | see.” Inten years of marriage, Rhea had never permitted Rand—or anyone—to see or hear
about awork-in-progress. It was one of her many writer's superdtitions. "A story islike asoufflé" was
the line he had heard her tell people ahundred times.

"Wherée's Colly?*

"Studying." She glanced a her watch. "No, by now the termina has unlocked, so she's probably playing
games or watching amovie."

He nodded. "Aslong as she's not on the phone again. That kid will talk away our air money one of these
days"

"Oh, no, she can't be—I've got the White Rabbit set to warn me if she asksfor a phone circuit.”

"Thewhich?'



"The White Rabbit," Duncan said. "It's her new name for Harvey. He's ill arabbit, but he's shorter, and
dressed like the Tennid version. Y ou know, the guy who illustrated the origina Alice books."

Rand was doubly irritated: that a strange man knew more about his daughter than he did, and that this
young lout thought the best damn shaper in human space needed to be told who Tennid was. But he il
hed faint hopes of hearing Rhealaugh again sometime tonight, so he pasted a big happy smile on hisface.
"Haha," he said, asif reading the words from apage. "That's cute. Pocket watch and all, eh?'l know the
fucking books, sonny. "Wed better be careful what she eats and drinks. If she startsto grow, well need
abigger suite”

He was rewarded with agrin from hiswife. "I don't think thereis such athing. If she does, well haveto
put her in the poal: she can haveit dl to hersdlf.”

"I think Colly would redlly likethat," Duncan sad.

"Can you stay for dinner, Duncan?' Rand asked, in the tone of voice that both sounds perfectly sincere
and conveysthe subtext,a negative answer is expected.

Thelad was not completely mannerless; he pushed himself away from the love-seat and looked around
for anything he might have left. "No, thanks, | haveto—"

A braying sound interrupted him, for al theworld like aburro's mating cal. All three froze.

"FLARE WARNING, CLASS ONE," said avery loud voice. "THISISA SAFETY EMERGENCY .
ALL GUESTSMUST GO ASQUICKLY AND CALMLY ASPOSSIBLE TO THE NEAREST
RADIATION LOCKER, AND REMAIN THERE UNTIL FURTHER NOTICE. THERE ISNO
CAUSE FOR ALARM ASLONG ASYOU SEEK SHELTERNOW. IF YOU HAVE A SPECIAL
PROBLEM, ONLY, PHONE "FLARE EMERGENCY' AND HELPWILL ARRIVE AT ONCE.
WAVE-FRONT X-RAYS EXPECTED IN NINE MINUTES, TWENTY SECONDS. CLASS ONE
FLARE WARNING—" It began to repest.

"Volume mute!" Rand barked, and the voice went away. "Duncan, you're staying.”
"I shouldn't,” he said. "I've got my own bolt hole, two minutes avay—that's seven minutes cushion.”

"Don't bedlly,” Rheasaid. "Theré€s plenty of roomin our locker, I've seeniit. This suite was built for up
to sx." Still Duncan looked hesitant. " For heaven's sake, we're going to be in there with Colly for what,
three hoursto three days? With no phone, no TV, completely cut off from the Net? Weneed you,
Duncan.”

Hegrinned. "That logic | understand.”
"We're wasting time," Rand snapped, and led the stampede.

By thoughtful design, accessto the radiation locker was through Colly's room. They expected to find her
in a panic—but asthey cleared the door they found her oblivious, wearing earphones and fixated on a
screen, talking on the phone with ahush-filter. She flinched sharply when she became aware of them; on
Earth shewould have jumped afoot in theair. In free-fall the same reflex causes oneto tumble
erdicdly; sheflaled like an octopusto regain her balance." It was just for a minute,” shecried.”l was
just gonna hang up, really!"



Rand got agrip on an ankle as it went past, swarmed up her and yanked the earphones out. "Quiet,
Colly!" he sad, trying to control hisvoice carefully so asto command ingtant attention without scaring
her.

It seemed to work. "What isit, Daddy?"

"It'sdl right, baby—there's aflare on theway, but it's only Class One. Were al going on apicnic
together for alittle while. Wanna come?'

Her eyes got big and round. " Sure, Dad. Can | bring the White Rabbit? Harvey, | mean?| changed his
name"

"So | hear. I'm sorry, honey—radiation lockers are meant to keep eectrons out, and that's pretty much
what the White Rabbit's made of. We're going to have to roughiit, like they did in the Olden Days. Do
you have any books around?"

"Hard copy, you mean? None | haven't read ajillion times. Y ou mean no games, oranything ?'

"Only if they're free-standing, hon. Nothing that usesthe Net. Get your Anything Box." It wasa
nanotechnol ogical toy-set, which could be caused to become arange of things, from a3-D chesssetto a
Monopoly board to Scrabble game.

"| forgot to chargeit,” shewailed.

Duncan dready had the locker hatch open, and was waving Rheato enter; she held back. "Come on,
Coally," hecadled. Y ou don't need machinesto play games."

"Youdon't ?*Shelooked dubious. "Okay." She started for the hatch. "Hey—what about supper?’

"That kitchenette will make sandwichesin under two minutes," Rhea said, and began to turn toward the
door. "Weve got about seven left—"

"No, Rheal" Duncan ordered. "That was a best-guess, and you don't screw around with aflare
emergency, foranything. Theresfood and water in the locker—come on!™”

"Go ahead,” Rand said. "I've got Cally."

Rhea gave up and went to the hatch. Duncan caught her as she arrived, and handed her through the
door. To guide abody from behind in free-fall without causing it to tumble, one pushes the buttocks.
Rand had been in space long enough to know that, so he couldn't even be annoyed. He put his attention
on hisdaughter. ""Push off on me, hon," he said, and spread-eagled himsdlf facing the hatch. Colly
doubled up, put her feet againgt his stomach, and jumped. He used histhrusters to recover and follow
her. Her aim was superb; she went through the hatch like a perfect dam-dunk and into Rheals arms.

Duncan seemed to have assigned himsdlf therole of doorman; he waited for Rand to precede him.
"After you, son,” Rand said gruffly. And as Duncan turned, he pushed thelad in, the same way he had
donefor Rhea.

* * %

The next few hours were not particularly pleasant ones.



Perhaps no one has ever spent aredly comfortable three hoursin aradiation locker. They werethe only
cubicsin the Shimizu which could reasonably be cdled "spartan,” being smple boxes designed to keep a
human aivefor up to three and ahdf days despite the best efforts of energetic protonsto kill him.
(X-rays, dthough they arrivefirgt, and keep coming as the following plasmacloud of eectronsand
protons strikes hull metd, are not a problem: amere millimeter of aluminum will sop most of them.) A
radiation locker isvery easy to get into, impossible to get out of until the emergency is past, and will
supply breathable air, potable water, digestible food subgtitutes, basic emergency medical care, and
plumbing facilities. Period. If one wishesto makeit congenia, one can stock it with oné'sown
free-standing computer gear, library of music and literature, programmable furniture, or asupply of
gourmet delights, for thereisafair amount of room. But almost no one ever does. . . for the same reason
that people still build at the base of volcanos. Bad solar flares are quite uncommon for about nineand a
half out of every eleven years. When the tornados come once every decade or o, it is easy to forget to
keep the storm shelter adequately stocked. So most vidits there begin with amournful inventory that is
finished dl too soon, followed by the dawning redlization that thiswill be a sentence.

In this case, Rand decided early on not to dwell on the dark side of things, and resolved instead to
concentrate on whatcould be accomplished whilein here. So he checked his menta buffer, and found a
task waiting: chewing his daughter out for using the telephone againgt express orders. But to hisintense
annoyance, Duncan interceded on her behdf ("butted in," was how Rand phrased it to himsdlf), claiming
that she deserved praise for having figured out how to circumvent an Al lock. When he rgected thisas
irrdlevant, Colly took over her own defense, presenting in ashrill voice the nove theory: "Anyway, I'm
not even getting ared birthday party; space stinksand | want to go home."

Since Rand had been counting on Coally's enthusiasm for space to help win over Rhea, he took recourse
inasgtrangled slence. Rhea had privately asked him, severa days ago, about interfacing his shaping
equipment with the phone so that the friends at Colly's party could at least be convincing fakes. At the
time he had been too busy, and said hewould "think about it," but |ater he had thought it throughin
financid terms only, and rejected the idea on those grounds. He wanted mightily now to promise—to
have promised—to doit . . . but he could not construct alogic-bridge that would get him from "Y ou're
spending too much money on the phone” to "I'm going to help you spend aking's ransom on the phone,”
and did not have Cally's daredevil indifferenceto logic to help him. He made afirm private resolution to
tackle the project—and banged his nose on the fact that he could not even beginfor . . . how long did
Class Oneflare emergencies generaly last, anyway? He was forced to ask Duncan. And the
answer—three hours to three days,; we'll know when the door opens—did not please him. It began to
dawn on him that he was going to haveto fill an indeterminate timewith smal talk, with awifewhom he
had hurt, achild he had disgppointed, and a young man who was beginning to annoy the hell out of him.

Inthe end, it was only eight hours, and even they were not the horrors they might have been. But only
because Rhearose heroicaly to the occasion, and dmost singlehandedly carried the group on her
shoulders, quelling negative emotions by sheer force of persondity. She changed subjects, she suggested
topics, sherefereed potentia disputes before they could occur, and she took upon herself any
housekeeping task that might otherwise have brought Rand and Duncan into contact.

Eventudly she bullied them dl into the proper bomb shdlter spirit. She told them endless stories, some
pirated and someimprovised. She cgoled Rand into singing the songs he sang best. Duncan reached
back into the memory banks of achildhood in circumstances so primitive (by contemporary Terran
standards) that he had frequently been deprived of amusement facilities, and pulled out game after game
that could be played without tools or power. Before long Colly too was making her unique contribution:
giggling. Not long after her usua bedtime, shefell adeep, but achild's snores and other degpsounds are
nearly as uplifting as her giggles. And it isdifficult for aconversation to turn to an argument if thereisa
child deegping in the room. Before long, Rand had regained his original impression of Duncan as a decent



enough young man—just needed alittle seasoning among Terransto learn the fine points of good
manners, that was dl. After al, Rhea seemed to like him, and she had good people radar.

Good spirits might not have lasted, but luck was with them: just as group morale peaked, the locker
door opened and aloud voice began reassuring them that everything wasfine. They managed to slenceit
before it could wake Colly, and emerged smiling together. Duncan had the grace to make his excuses
and leave nearly at once. By the time Rand had finished seeing him out the door, Rhea had put Colly into
her deepsack and gone to their bedroom; he put the suite to deep and joined her. He was quite tired; the
only things he intended to do before deeping were check to make sure their Alswere till sentient, and
make sure that if there were any casudties, no one he knew was on thelist.

But by the time he reached the bedroom, Rhea was more than halfway out of her clothes.

"Uh..." he managed to get out before the process was complete, and then she advanced on him like a
cloud of éectrons and protons. His own clothing was no protection at al. His next syllable was somefive
minutes later, and was even less spellable; he repeated it saverd times over the next few minutes, with
increasing volume and decreasing period. Thelast iteration was a shout, which by then seemed to him to
contain al the information the universe out there desperately needed to hear—until he heard Rhea shriek
the message's other half in harmony with him.

Before hefell adeep, he regained enough intelligence to compose a platitude, something along the lines
of "Out of adversity comesfortitude.” Maybe. . . just maybe. . . Rheawas going to snap into it.

* % *

Taking work with Jay wasn't as much fun asit had been; with four days | eft before the premiere of
Kinergy (asthey had decided to name the new work) Jay had too much else to do, Rand had too little
elseto do, and there was nothing to discuss together but things that might go wrong. And the incessant
ego-struggles and other persond frictions among the dancers—but Rand hated that particular topic. He
had himsdlf pointedly chosen afidld that dlowed him to work donewhen it suited him.

So he had no digression to propose when Jay said, "How's it going with Rhea, bro?"

He decided to tackleit. "Y ou know, last week I'd have said it was fucking hopeless. But it's the funniest
thing: somehow that flare emergency seemsto have turned things around. At leest alittle, anyway. She
camethrough it like atrouper, never complained once, never even frowned—and as soon asit was over,
sowas she all overme. We haven't had asession likethat since . . . Jesus, | don't know, but whenever it
was, it wasback on Earth. It felt . . . it fdt like christening the Shimizu, christening space. Do you know
what | mean?"

Jay nodded at once. "Ethan and | christened High Orbit that way, once.”

Rand winced away from the thought. Obvioudy the event had not cemented Ethan's commitment to
living in space very effectively. "I mean, it'slikewhen | first moved to P-Town. I'd never lived by the
ocean, and | wasn't sureif | could take that much horizon. And the storms, you know, the winds. And
then we went through our first hurricane together, and it was hard, but when it was over | fdlt like, "Wall,
that wasn't so bad; | can live here.’ Sitting in aradiation locker isnt fun.. . . but it'salot more fun than
stting in asingles bar. Maybe she's going to steady down and learn to live here."”

"But it'sgtill that much up intheair, isit? With four daysto curtain? Y ou have to give Kate an answer
oneway or another the following week."



"l know, | know. But it'sthe kind of problem where you can't push for an answer, no matter how urgent
itis"

"Well, dl I'm sayingis, if she bailsout, don't necessarily assume that you have to follow her—for keeps,
| mean. Just because Ethan and | couldn't make it work on acommuter basis doesn't mean it can't be
done. Look at that Philip Rose andhis wife—and he'sawriter, like Rhea. Quite afew spacers have
made marriage with a groundhog work."

"You redly think it'san option? After what happened to you?"

"Well, maybe not agreat one. But it might be worth giving it ayear and seeing how it works." He
seemed to gart to say something, and then changed hismind. "I'm just being selfish, bro.Kinergy isa
good piece. | like working with you; | don't want to giveit up. Losing partnersisahabit I'm trying to
bresk."

Rand thought about it, and shook hishead. "I hear you. But | just can't see Rheaand | staying married
that way. Besides, it'snot fair to Colly to yo-yo her that way, uproot her every three months.”

"There are other rotation schedules.”

"Doesn't change anything. If Rheagoes, my choices are her—and Colly—or my work. So you can
imagine how relieved | am at any hint that she might be willing to stay.”

Again Jay seemed to choose hiswords carefully. "Rand? Suppose she does go? Suppose the wild sex
after the flare was just the bomb-shelter reflex to celebrate not having been killed after al? Suppose your
choiceis Rheaor the Shimizu: what then?'

"That | can answer concisaly and with absolute certainty. The answer is, it beats the shit out of me." He
picked a acuticle. "l redly likethisplace. | redly likethisjob. | redly love working with you. But Ireally

love Rheaand our kid. All | cantell youis, I'm praying it never comes up. And al hopeful omensare
welcome.”
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Assorted Terran Locations

19 January 2065

Hidalgo Rodriguez woke from atroubled deep. His nightmares had been stranger and more unsettling
than even afull gourd of wheero could account for. But opening his eyeswas less than no help. He



shrieked, and sprang to hisfeet even faster than he had on that distant childhood day in hisfather's goat
shed when he had learned empiricdly that a human sneeze means"Run for your life!" in Goat.

The shriek woke Amparo and the children; within seconds they were harmonizing with him.

Their homey familiar hovel was gone. It had been replaced, by something indescribable, dmogt literaly
unseeable. It was everywhere, on dl sides, had no apparent openings, and no features that any of them
could identify. Thelight by which they saw it had no detectable source. Their first and best guess was that
it was some kind of magicd trap.

Thisdiagnosis caused Hidago to utter abellow of what he hoped sounded like rage, and throw himself
bodily at the nearest part of the thing he could reach. He did not really expect to break through, but he
had to try. He struck hard with a hunched shoulder, rebounded and gasped. He had not produced an
opening or even adent—but part of the omnipresent . . .stuff . . . had suddenly became transparent.

A window . ..

Outsdeit Hidago saw the familiar landscape of his home region, with some odd dterations he wastoo
busy to study. He grabbed up arag, wrapped hisfist init, and smashed at the window. It emphaticaly
refused to break. His hand was more equivoca ; he sworefoully.

His son Julio followed Hidalgo's example, racing full tilt into the nearest wall to him. When nothing
happened, he picked another spot and tried again. Thistime he was spectacularly successful: adoor
appeared in the stuff. Hetested it; it worked just fine.. . . and the entire Rodriguez clan joined him at high

Speed.

They stood outside the thing for aminute or so, dl talking at the top of their lungs, none of them hearing
aword—or noticing the sounds of smilar loud "conversations' in the near distance.

Thething was il unidentifigble. It certainly did not look like ahouse, or even abuilding—not any that
they had ever seen. It did not seem to have any straight lines or perpendiculars or right anglesto it; there
was no chimney.

Curiosty—and the growing redlization that it wasmuch hotter out here than it had been ingde—findly
caused them to reenter it.

They tried poking it some more. Finally Luz et out ascream. She had found a spot which caused it to
grow abasin. Shouting at her to get away from it, Hidalgo cautioudy approached the thing. For some
reason, it had an extrafaucet. He tried the one nearest him; its mechanism was unfamiliar to him, but not
hard to figure out. Water came out, and swirled away.

Hidago gaped. Hisfamily had never, asfar back as history recorded—yes, even unto his grandfather's
day'!'—had access to running water in the home. Hewasrich! And there weretwo of the things. Hetried
the other one—and when he had grasped what it produced, he fainted dead away.

Hotwater . . .

When he awoke, his new house wastaking to him, telling him cheerfully of traffic conditionsin acity he
had only heard of. It showed him pictures. . . .

Hidago was alittle comforted when he learned, shortly, that dl of hisneighborsin the hillsde



shanty-community were undergoing essentialy identical experiences. So, € sewhere around the planet,
were the family of Nkwame Van der Hoof, andtheir neighbors. . . thefamily of Algie Bent and thelr
neighbors. . . thefamily of Trojan (his parents had named him after their hero) Khamelaand their
neighbors. . . thefamily of Lo Duc Tho and their neighbors. . . thelist went on. Indeed, it was never
completed.

A plague of houses seemed to be loose ontheworld. . . .

It took much longer for it to become apparent—and longer for it to be believed by anyonewith an
education—that people who lived in those toadstool houses could not get sick.

PART SIX

16

The Shimizu Hotd

20 January 2065

Jay was watching thefirst full tech run-through of Kinergy, and wistfully praying God to strike him deed,
when the darm went off.

"FLARE WARNING—CLASS THREE—"

"Agan?' someone groaned.

"—REPEAT, CLASSTHREE! THISISA SAFETY EMERGENCY: ALL GUESTSMUST GO AS
QUICKLY AND CALMLY AS POSSIBLE TO THE POOL AREA, AND REMAIN THERE UNTIL
FURTHER NOTICE. THERE ISNO CAUSE FOR ALARM ASLONG AS—"

"Jesus, Class Three!" Francine said. "All right, everybody: drop what you're doing andmove. Quietly!
Rand, Andrew, kill the holo and sound—"

It vanished, and the theater reappeared.

"—PLEASE REPORT ALOUD WHEN YOU HAVE LEFT FOR THE POOL; THE SHIMIZU
WILL HEAR YOU AND NOT WASTE TIME SEARCHING FOR YOU—"

"Nova Dance Company, dl members, leaving the theater now," Jay barked.



Andrew, the tech director who had replaced the murdered Nika, was a spacer: he came popping out the
hatch from backstage like a cork leaving a champagne bottle. Jay suddenly remembered that Colly was
back there with Rand, and headed for the tech hole to seeif his brother needed any help. On the way it
dawned on him that histroubles were over, or at least postponed: the company—and everyone dsein
the Shimizu—would dl ill bein the pool when the curtain was supposed to go up onKinergy.
Rescheduling after the emergency would take days. The Sword of Damocles had extended its expiry
date.

Rand and Colly were emerging from the tech hole as he reached it. Colly seemed frightened, but not
panicked; Rand was looking grim. "Honey," he said to her, "Uncle Jay is going to take you to the pooal.
Mom and | will join you therein two seconds.”

"Daddy, no—"

"Take her, Jay."

"Rheawill befine, bro," Jay began, but Rand cut him off.
"| tried to phone. Not accepting calls.”

"At worgt, somebody in arad-suit will fetch her—"

"It'sonly alittle out of the way—take Colly." He kicked off and fired histhrusters. Jay found himsdlf
reassuring Colly, which helped calm himsdlf; they jaunted for the pool together.

So did most of the population. The crowd of course thickened asit neared the center of the hotel. Some
had afestive, holiday spirit; some were manic; somewere sllent and terrified; some were being dragged,
protesting bitterly, by employeesin bulky anti-radiation gear. Those whose protests became loud were
sedated. Every corridor seemed to have acalm, competent employee whose sole job was to keep traffic
flowing, and another who said reassuring things to anyone who would listen. Colly was actudly enjoying
hersdf by the time they reached the pool area. A smiling employee gave her and Jay ear-buttonsto
insart; a once acalm voice was murmuring indructionsin their ears. "The pool is nearly empty now.
When you aretold to enter, do so promptly. Look for your last initid in the large green letters on the pool
wall, and jaunt to that area so we can sort you out. Look for an employee with red arm- and leg-bands.
If you have any emergency—first aid, medicine, need for atoilet, amissing loved one—report it to that
employee—" and s0 on. The whole thing was well thought-out, well rehearsed, and worked wondersin
holding down the generd confusion; the Shimizu had been doing this, successfully, every eeven yearsfor
the last half-century. In under aminute, dl of the pool's large doors opened at once, and they weretold
to enter. The ear-buttons became strident on the subject of not stopping in doorways to gawk. Jay and
Colly were siept along with the flow, and found themsalvesingde the pool, with hundreds of chattering
guedis.

Jay looked around, located agreen "P" on the wall afew hundred meters away, and took Colly there,
breathing asigh of relief that both Rand's and Rheals |ast names happened to end with the same | etter.
"Weéll wait here for your folks, pumpkin,” hetold the child. "Thisis gonna be lots more fun than adumb
old rad locker, huh?'

"Sure," she agreed, counting the house. "Wow! Kids| don't even know! There's one that |ooksmy
age—over there, see?Uncle Jay, can| go say hi?!

"Later, honey. Let'swait for your parents, okay? Weve got three days, you know."



"Oh...okay." Suddenly she was horror-struck. "Uncle Jay—what about the show?"
He grinned. "The concert, you mean. Cally, do schoolkids back on Earth il get “snow days?"

Sheblinked. "Oh. No—but Mommy told me about them. Y ou mean like “sunspot days,' when the
school system crashes, and you don't have to study.”

"That'sright. Well, your Dad and |, and the whole company, are about to have three "sunspot days ina
row. And believe me, we can al usetherest.”

"Oh. Hey, well that's greet, then. Boy, it'sweird to be in here without any water . . ."

"That'sright, | hear thisisyour favorite place, isn't it?" Jay said absently. Hiswatch said therewerea
little less than five minutes | ft before the doors would sedl; he was scanning all the door areas at oncefor
Rand and Rhea. At this point the mgority of the new arrivals were being dragged by no-nonsense
employees; Jay tried to mentally subtract them from the view, and so he didn't see Colly's parentsright

away.

Then hedid. They and Duncan were just being released by thetrio of chaserswho had hauled them in.
They must have come peaceably, for they were dl still conscious—but as Jay opened his mouth to call
Colly's attention to their arrival, he noted their respective body languages, integrated them, and closed his
mouth again. Something waswrong. . . .

He squinted. Duncan seemed to be saying something—whether to Rand or Rhea or both was unclear.
Whatever it was required gesturesto get across. Rand's reply was so emphatic that even at that distance
Jay could heer it, though not what was being said, amid the generd din. Rheaand Duncan both answered
at once and at length. Thistime Rand's reply wasinaudible. A few seconds pause. . . and Duncan spun
around and started to jaunt away. Rand thrusted after him, overtook him, grappled with him, both their
voices were heard shouting, Rhea chased them doing some shouting of her own—

For some reason nine groundhogs out of ten who attempt to fight in space make the same mistake:
intuiting that agtraight punch will push them away from their opponent, they indtinctively go for an
uppercut. But thisonly sendsthem didingpast him, toward hisfeet. Spacers know this, and are generdly
ready to meet the descending chin with an upthrust knee. Jay saw his brother begin an uppercut, and
winced in anticipation. Rand massed much more than Jay—a terribledi sadvantage under these
conditions.

—but for some reason Duncan did not make the obvious counter. He took the punch, failed to lift his
knee, and he and Rand went past each other like tectonic plates. That was al they had time for; the three
chaserswho'd fetched them here had dready |eft in search of remaining stragglers, so it was a couple of
the ear-button vendors who handled the job of sedating Rand and Duncan and, since she was il
shouting, Rhea. In seconds, dl three were at peace or aconvincing imitation. The whole brief incident
had gone largely unnoticed in dl the genera confusion.

"Do you see Mom and Dad anywhere, Uncle Jay?' Colly asked.

"No, honey," he said gently. "But I'm sure they're just fine. They've probably volunteered to help out with
crowd control, since they know you're with me."

"Oh, I'll bet you'reright,” she said. "Daddy'sreal good at getting people to stay cam in a’'mergency.”



"Y eah." He looked around and located an employee without arm- and leg-bands, aroving
problem-solver, and waved her over. "How about this, pumpkin? How about if | stay here and wait up
for them, and you go with this nice lady here, Xi—hi, Xi!l—and meet some of those kids you saw? Xi,
thisis Colly Porter."

"Hi, Cally."
"Hi, Xi. Hey—qget it? "High-gee,' like the Space Commando's ship.”
"That'sagood one," Xi said patiently.

"Wow, suppose your parentsredly liked the Oz books, and they picked "WiZz' for your last name? |
have thisfriend named Duncan lowa, because his parents—" They drifted away together; Colly forgot to

say goodbyeto Jay.

As soon asthey were out of eyeshot, Jay made a bedline for the area where Rand, Rhea and Duncan
had been towed and secured. A banded employee whose name Jay couldn't recall wastrying to ID them
S0 that they could be processed. "Those two aremine,” he said. "Family."

"Fine by me, Sasaki-sama," she said respectfully. "Wrap 'em up and take 'em home. What about the
Orientator?

After asplit-second's hesitation, Jay said, "Process him."

"You got it." Duncan would regain consciousnessin the presence of aproctor, receive aringing
lecture—and alarge black mark would be entered on hisrecord. It might even be afiring offense, if the
cause of thefight had been what Jay suspected it was. Hisfirst ingtinct had been to cover for Duncan. . .
but if it turned out that his brother had not had some good reason to take a poke at the boy, the record
could always be jiggered retroactively.

"How're you fixed for antidote?" he asked the woman.
She started to say something, then shrugged and tossed him apair of infusers from her pouch.

He towed the degping Rhea and Rand dowly to the "P" section—an awkward task, especidly ina
crowd, but not difficult for adancer. On the way he thought things through; when he got there he | eft
Rheain the care of the banded employeein charge, told him to let her deep for now. Then helocated a
glowing letter whose adherents chanced to include few children and none near Colly's age, and towed
Rand there. He Vel croed his brother to a support, bared hisarm, triggered the infuser, and backed off a
few meters.

Rand woke as quickly and seamlesdy as he had fallen adeep—and |ooked around wildly for his
opponent and prepared another punch. In moments the world snapped back into focus for him. He
groaned; his shoulders dumped and his head bowed. Then he drew in breath for what was going to be a
great bellow of either anger or grief—but by then Jay was close again, and clapped ahand over his
brother's mouth.

"Easy," he murmured. ™Y ou don't want to get dosed twice. Y ou might—" Some mental censor made him
decide not to name the most common consequence of a double-sedation: temporary impotence.
"—regret it. Cm down . . . and tell me what happened.” He took hishand away.



Again Rand dumped, thistime dl theway into free-fal crouch, aposition halfway to fetd. He sad
nothing for long moments.

Jay dready knew the genera shape of what Rand was probably going to say, but it was important that
Rand say it. "Wdl?'

His brother looked up with the expression of aman who hasjust lost alimb, and istrying to integrate the
intellectual knowledge with hisemoctions. "When | got there . . . they were together.”

Jay thought of six or seven thingsto say, hundreds of words. "So?" was the one he chose.

Rand struggled to keep his voice down. "Come on, Jay, do | have to show you agraphic?' hesaidin
strangled tones.

Jay frowned. "Y ou caught them in the act? They ignored aClass Three dert? | don't believeit!"Even if
it really happened, hethought,there simply hadto be time for them to at least throw a goddam robe
on—they're dressed now, for Christ's sakel—and if they did, there's no way to proveanything—this
can still be fixed—

"They werefully dressed. It took me nearly two full minutesto get there. But Jesus, Jay—I've got a
fucking nose, okay? I've got eyes. It happened. Something happened.”

"—and you don't know just what. Do you?" When there was no answer he rushed on. "It could have
been apassing thought, a fleeting temptation, and some very bad timing, okay? It happened to me once: |
wasflirting, like you do, you know . . . and just as| started to redize it was getting to be more than just
flirting, just as | was deciding to back off, hiswife camein and caught us both with boners. It didn't mean
athing; it blew over. Theres no way to be sure this meant anything. Give her achanceto explain, when
she's over the embarrassment.”

Rand looked away. "I will." He looked back again. "But Jay, I've lived with her for ten years. I've seen
her look embarrassed. I've even seen her look guilty. But thisisthefirst time I'veever seen her look
ashamed. | aready know al | want to know. And | thank you for your counsel and support, and | would
greatly appreciateit if you would leave me the fuck done now, so | don't have afight with you, okay?
Wait—where's Colly?'

"She'scovered,” Jay said. "Takeit off your mind. I'll go get her as soon as| wake Rheaup. Y ou sure
you'll be okay here?’

"No, but moving won't help. Go."

"Ligten to thiswhen you'reready,” Jay said, handing Rand his own ear-button. "It'll tell you the
procedures.” And heleft his brother alone to mourn.

AsJay wasreturning to "P" section, he found himself humming atunein aminor key, and suddenly
recognized it as anearly century-old Stevie Wonder song called "Blame It on the Sun.” Theirony was
too unsubtle for his conscious mind; he stopped humming. He knew he should be sad for his brother, he
intended to be as soon as he could, but for now he was numb. Too much going on; too much till to do;
an eight-year-old il hisnomina respons bility—to whom thisal must somehow be explained before
much longer. Then, three days or more locked in a can with the problem. His head began to thrab.



Rhea came out of it as quickly as Rand had—and began blushing the moment she focused on Jay'sface.
"What happened?’ he asked. "No, forget that:how much did he see? How much can he prove?’

Her eyes widened as she took his meaning. "Oh, Jay—"

Heturned away. "Dammit, Rhea. . . dammit to hdl . . .fuck it to hel—"

"Wherés Colly?*

"Having ajolly timein the company of avery nice lady, meeting other kids," he said bitterly. "I'd say we
have a least another ten minutes before you're going to have to explain to her why Mommy and Daddy
aren't talking to each other. And why Uncle Duncan has abruise on hischin. But you're awriter: I'm sure
you can improvise something.”

"She doesn't call him “Uncle Duncan," she said absurdly. And then: "Oh...my...God. . ."

"MAY | HAVE YOUR ATTENTION, PLEASE," said aloud and omnipresent voice. It repeated
twice, asthe hubbub dwindled, then went on, "WE ARE VERY PLEASED TO REPORT THAT THE
CLASSTHREE FLARE ALERT WASA FALSE ALARM—REPEAT, THE ALERT WASA
FALSE ALARM." The hubbub became an uproar; the voice got louder to compensate. "THE
EMERGENCY ISOVER. TO MINIMIZE CONFUSION, PLEASE RETURN TO YOUR
STATEROOMSBY LETTER-GROUPS, BEGINNING WITH THOSE WHOSE LAST NAMES
BEGIN WITH "A' AND THEIR FAMILIES. PLEASE DO NOT TRY TO LEAVE UNTIL ALL
THOSE IN THE PRECEDING LETTER-GROUP ARE GONE. THE SHIMIZU APOLOGIZES
FOR ANY INCONVENIENCE, AND THANKS YOU ALL FOR YOUR COOPERATION
DURING THE EMERGENCY—"

"Jesus Chris—" Jay began.

"Take her homefor me, Jay," Rheablurted, and jetted away before he could object. She mingled with
the crowd whose |ast names began with "A," and was lost from sight. Jay stared after her, feding his
headache gather force.

Within moments, Colly gppeared, trailing afrantic Xi. "Did they show up yet, Uncle Jay?'

He started to say no automatically. But then he had the thought that in the near future, alot of people
were going to belying to this child, and he didn't want to be one of them anymore. "I caught a glimpse of
them," he said, then skated quickly off thethinice. "But well never find them in this madhouse now.
That's okay; I'm surewell meet them back at your suite’—whoops, hitting thinice again—"eventualy.
Say, did you meet any interesting kids?"

"Wow, yeah—I met aboy my own age, named Waldo, and he's a spacer, like me:he's gonnabe here
forever too! | never saw him around before because he's got something wrong with his muscles and he
can't go out and play—but who cares? | can go tohis house and we can be friendsforever ! | invited him

to my birthday party—"

Don't count on it, pumpkin,Jay thought, but al he said was, "He sounds nice."”

A lot of peopl€'s plans were going to be changing soon.

* * %



He had aready left the pool with therest of theS's, and was in the corridors with Colly, beforeit sank in:
Kinergy was going to go on at the gppointed time after all. . . .

In common with most of the choreographers who had ever lived, Jay had, two days before curtain, no
ideawhether he was on the verge of artitic triumph or disaster. It was no longer possible for him to
evaluate the work, either objectively or subjectively. He was prepared to take the most ignorant amateur
criticism to heart, or discount the most informed professiond praise. Thefina, and only important, verdict
would come two nights from now, in the form of applause or its embarrassing absence or—God
forbid!'—active booing. He burned to know what that verdict would be. . . and feared to find out. The
only thing he knew for certain was that he could definitely have used another week to polish the damned
thing. That was why he had wel comed the flare emergency.

And all the fucking emergency had accomplished wasto cost him histech rehearsd—and to shatter his
brother'sworld.

Well, perhapsthere was ardatively bright sdeto al this—at least from Jay's point of view. Presumably
Rheawould go back dirtsde now—that might even be why she had doneit. That would leave Rand no
real choice but to stay herein space! The only place waiting for him on Terrawas Provincetown, Rhea's

town. HE'd be miserable for awhile, sure. . . but as Sam Spade had once said, that would pass. Hed
hedl. A season of hisown origina work, some media massage courtesy of Ev Martin, afew standingO's.

Oh, shit! Would Rand be in any shape to come to the premiere?

Jay assumed his brother would not make the remaining two days of rehearsas—and that would hurt, but
Andrew could probably handle things done. Jay aso knew he would miss Rand's companionship, his
services as a sounding-board, the last-minute inspirations he might have contributed—and that wasn't
fetd dther.

But Kate Tokugawawould belivid if Rand did not appear at the premiere. His presence wasrequired.
All the mediawould be there. It was a matter of face. Hers, and the Board's.

In his heart, Jay knew face was aslow in Rand's present scae of values asit was high in Kate's. Oh, this
was more than atragedy: it had al the makings of a catastrophe. . . .

"I wish that dumb old flarewasn't afdsedarm, Uncle Jay," Colly said. "That was starting to be fun."

Guilt tore at his heart. He thoughthe had problems?"Metoo, honey," he said softly, tightening hisgrip on
her smdl hand. "Metoo."

What the hell am | going to do with her?
"Sergel?" hetried.
Persona Alswere back on-line. "Y es, Jay?' Diaghilev said.

"Excuse me, Colly, | haveto check on something with Andrew. Sergel, hush-field, please.” The sounds
of the crowd around him went away. "Phone Rand.”

"Not accepting calls, Jay."



"God dammit, emergency override "P-Town'!"

Rheaanswered." What?"

"What do | do with your daughter?* Jay asked brutally.

There wasashort silence. "Can . . . can you take her? For awhile, anyway?'
"What do | tell her?"

He heard Rand say something angry in the background. " . . . something good, okay?' she said. "Please,
brother?I'll call youwhen . .. when we're ready for her."

It wasthe word "brother” that made up his mind. Rhea had never cdled him that before. She was
begging. "Okay." He was prepared to end the conversation, but could not decide how. Did he say
"Good luck"? Ingtead he said, "'I'll wait for your cal. Off."

Something good, okay?

"Cally, you're coming home with me. The cronkites want to interview your mom and dad about the
flare—you know, celebrity on the spot stuff.”

It was weak; no one had interviewed them after the previous, genuine emergency. But Colly bought it.
"Nesat! Maybe we can watch it at your house—they'll probably rush it onto the Net—"

Jay winced. "Well, maybe not right away. It take time to edit, you know—"
"Phone, Jay," Diaghilev said. "Two cdlswaiting: Andrew and Francine.”

Jay wished someone would solve brain-cloning. "Cally, excuse me; Sergei, give me both of them;
Andrew, Francine, | can't talk for long right now, but . . ." Hismind raced. " . . . uh, today's awrap.
Well do the tech rehearsal tomorrow at noon; first dress after supper; fina run-through will haveto be
the afternoon of the performance.”

"Areyou sure, Boss?' Francine asked. "We could do the tech tonight—cancel the pony show."

"No," Jay said. "After something like this, the cabaret show isessential. | won't be there, but trust me:
you'll never have abetter house. They'll cheer themsalves hoarse, and tip like Shriners. Everybody needs
to celebrate still being aive'—well, almost everybody . . . —"and not being trapped in a swimming pool
for three days. I've got to go; I'll leave my notes from this afternoon with your Alslater and talk with you
tomorrow. Off."

"Calswaiting, Jay: Katherine Tokugawa, Evelyn Martin, EvaHoffman . . . and another just comingin,
Duncan lowa."

"Suffering Jesus! Flush lowaand Martin, tel Eval'll cal her back, refuse dl further cdls, and give me
Kate. Greetings, Tokugawa- sama—some excitement, eh? | know why you're calling, and don't worry:
well be ready when the bell rings—"

By the time he had given his boss every reassurance he could counterfeit and gotten her off the phone,



he was back home. Once inside, he turned Colly over to the White Rabbit; it checked, learned that
Room Service was not yet back on-line, and led her off to Jay's persond pantry, glancing irritably at its
pocket watch, for the tiff peanut-butter and jelly it knew she required. Jay took a deep breath—

—et it out; took another—

—thought longingly of adrink, and retracted dl the furniturein hisliving room, and began to dance. And
kept on dancing, ricocheting around the room in great energy-wasting legps and landings and spins and
recoveries, until hisbody was as exhausted as his brain. He poured al hisfear and confusion and guilt

and anger into thedance. . . hisirritation with his beloved brother, for picking now to be betrayed . . . his
snesking sympathy for the bitch who had picked now to put the horns on hisbrother . . . his heartbreak
for the smal child who was about to become ahelpless leaf in astorm she would not understand for
years. . .

When he finally stopped, Colly's applause startled him. He had not been aware of her watching, hadn't
thought to censor what his body was saying. But she was not disturbed by his dance, only impressed; her
applause was sincere. She was obliviousto her doom.

They ended up napping in each other'sarms.
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Early onin the dance, Evaknew shewasin good hands, and relaxed.

Y ou couldn't dwaystell, that early. Sometimes a serious dance was over before you had decided
whether you liked it or not. Every piece must, dong with what it actudly conveys, explain to you the rules
by which it is meant to be judged, and sometimes that subtext can take aslong to grasp and evaluate as
thework itself. For that very reason, Evahad avoided seeing any rehearsal's, so she could assessthe
finished work fairly. But aminute or so intoKinergy, she stopped praying that her friend'swork wouldn't
bomb, and became lost init. Jay and his brother had meshed well, for the second time: this piece, despite
itsoriginsin theturgid head of Pribhara, was even better thanSpatial Delivery had been.

It was not as cerebrd asthat piece, nor as smple. For onething, it was staged in the sphere rather than



in proscenium, so it had to work in any direction. The stage was bare: apparently none of the standard
vector-changing hardware of free-fall dance was going to be used tonight . . . which meant the dancers
were going to work harder. The piece'stitle was another clue. Spatial Delivery had been asingle pun,
based on along-obsol ete term—butKinergy was a cascade of overlapping ones—synergy/kinetic
energy/kinship energy/kin urge—all prima concepts of the human universe, asold as DNA and as
unlikely to ever become dated. It had opened, in fact, with two chains of six dancers unwinding from a
double helix in asudden burst of illumination. The musical accompaniment that appeared asthey
separated was likewise timeess: the tones of itsindividua voices did not precisely match any classica
instrument, but neither did they sound el ectronic. The music they made together was difficult to
categorize; one could have imagined such music being played at just about any timein history. The
dancers were costumed as neutraly as possible, in unitards that matched their complexions, with hoods
that masked their diversity of hair styles and colors, and with oversized wings and disguised thrusters.

Nor did the ensuing choreography seem to contain any period or style "flags’ in its movement
vocabulary—not even those characterigtic to its creator. Evawas familiar with most of Jay'swork, and
might not have identified thisas hisif she hadn't been told: he had managed to transcend hisown
limitations

Ordinarily, for instance, he hated unisons, referred to them as "redundancies,”" and tended to use them as
little as possible—but once histwo chains of dancers had separated into twelve individuas, they spent
severd minutes dancing in unison, changing only in their dynamic relaion to one another, like birds
dtering their formation in flight.

Evadowly redlized that the piecedid have an unavoidable period flag: since the dancers were weightless,
the dance had to belong to the twenty-first century. Few of its sweeping movements could have been
performed any earlier in history, on Terra, without the help of specid effects. But asthat realization came
to her, Rand's shaping began, and cut the piece adrift in time again. The audience facing her on thefar
sde of the theater went away; the dancers were now flying in ablue Terran sky that went on forever,
peppered with dow-moving clouds. The sun, its brilliance tempered to atolerable level by an intervening
cloud, was directly opposite Eva, so her subconscious decided that she was lying on her back,mere
thousands of meters above Terra, about to fall, an effect so unsettling that she grabbed for her
seetmate. (Glancing briefly around, she noticed that many others were doing the same—but not those
who were spaceborn.) But the clouds and dancers did not recede, she did not "fal”; before long she
relaxed and accepted the fact that she could float in agravity field, that she was smply lying on acloud.
She resumed watching the dance.

How old isthe concept of fairies? Of winged humans who play among the clouds? These dancers
playedwith the clouds, buzzing them, bursting through them, batting them to and fro like fluffy beachbdls.
A sextet formed, grabbed each other's ankles and made agreat circle just in timefor acloud to thread it
in stately dow motion. Another group at the opposite end of the theater seemed to echo the phrase, but
contracted as the cloud was passing through their circle and pinched it into two clouds; the sextet broke
into two trios, and each took one of the cloudletsto play with. The remaining six formed a puffbal, like
fishinthe pool, with acloud at their center; it dowly expanded outward through them, moving up their
torsos, and became atrand ucent wispy sphere around them, then a globe of water, swirling with surface
tension. All sx came gpart from each other and burst the bubble: it popped with acomica moist sound
and sent droplets cascading in al directions like a cool firework blossoming. The ones coming toward
Evavanished just before arriving.

She was delighted. The smple beauty of welghtlessness, which became prosaic for every Shimizu
resdent through daily familiarity, was made magica again by the setting. In this context, the dancers
seemed somehowmor e than (or wasit lessthan?) weightless; they seemed to be nearly masdess aswell,



ethereal. They could meet at high speed without apparent impact, change vector so that it seemed to be
their will rather than thrusters which caused the change, bounce from a cloud as easily as penetrateit,
pivot on apassing breeze.

Fetch a Sumerian shepherd with atime machine, give him an hour or two to get used to zero gee, and
show him this piece: it would communicate to him instantly. The same for a Cretan stonecutter or a
medieva dchemigt or, Evaimagined, ahypothetical twenty-third century energy creature. There were
probably apes who would appreciate this dance. The creative audacity of trying to rekindle the ancient
wonder of flying, for people in an environment where one had to fly to get to the bathroom, people who
had been gtriving since their arriva inboard to become blasé about that very miracle, wasinspired. Eva
had been in space for along time, and thiswasthefirst timein yearsthat she had reflected on howlucky
shewas. that mankind's oldest dream—to fly like abird, and never fear hitting the ground—wasfor her a
commonplace.

During the brief interva between movements, Eva reached up and tapped the program-button in her ear;
she had deliberately not audited the program notes before the piece began, but now she wanted to know
what the creators had had to say about it. She heard the recorded voice of the immortal Murray Louis,
reading from one of hisown books:

Performance isnot mired, it floats. It exists upward, it hovers. It isimmediate. It happens. It has
no roots, it feeds fromthe air. It floats above all the tangibles that create it. Fromitsloftiness, its
aura descends and permeates all, lifting everything to its height as well as its depth. Performance
isthe revelation that speaks for itself.

She switched off asthe credits began; the second movement had begun. During theinterva the dancers
hed al exited—seeming to shimmer out of existence, one by one—and the clouds had thickened into
banks of rolling thunderheads that blotted the sun and darkened the sky. Now the darkness was nearly
complete; one could just make out individua billowingsin the roiling storm. The temperature seemed to
drop dightly, and the air pressureto rise.

Suddenly, with an earsplitting crash, afractd fork of lightning arced between two prominences. It came
toward Eva, ended only meters from her; for the second time she clutched her seatmatetightly. The
audience gasped, then muttered and tittered nervoudy. Five or ten seconds later a second bolt, shorter
and with adifferent vector, again gave asnapshot of theinterior of the storm. The music began to sound
like mountain hornsin the far distance, great deep bass tones punching through intervening winds.
Another bolt, more crooked than the last, flared and died . . . then another, and another. Their
randomness was convincing; they came anywhere from two to twenty seconds apart, lingering in the eye
for nearly a second.

Then dl a once dl twelve dancers were there, caught in the sudden glare of God's flashbulb, frozenin
tableau. Again the audience murmured. The next flash found them in a different tableau, and the next.
Sometimes they were arrayed as two sextets, sometimes as four trios, or three quartets, or a septet and
quintet, or Sx pairs, sometimes they were smply twelve lost individuals. No matter how close together
the flashes came, the dancers were never caught in motion. Evawondered how they managed to navigate
to each new position in the dark without colliding, but refused to let herself speculate on how the trick
was being done, preferring to smply enjoy it. Soon she was noting patternsin the progression of patterns
itself. The whole thing began to remind her of the ancient computer game cdled "Life," inwhich a



collection of cells changes shape and structure in successive frames, "evolving” and "growing" according
to smplerules. Thiswaslike athree-dimensiona Life sequencerun a avery dow framerate, had the
sameweird but intuitively appedling beauty, congtantly changing yet remaining stable over time.

Just as seeming chance brought the dancersfairly closetogether in acluster, an especialy bright bolt of
lightning lingered longer than usud, split again and again, fractured into a hundred snake-tongues of fire
that raced around the entire sorm—and in their flickering light, the cluster of dancers began to movein
gpace, turning end over end like a Catherine whed. Asthe actinic sparklesfaded dowly away, the
dancers themselves began to glow softly, somehow emitting their own light, shining from within like
fireflies. They began to move bodily too, without losing their place in formation, first in unison and then
individualy, and before long the tension of their solostore the cluster gpart into smaller groups.

Two of the groups, asymmetricaly opposed, began to leave trails of light behind them as they moved.
Short a firgt, mere afterimeges, the trails dowly lengthened until they were winding tails, asthough the
invishble eraser that chased them wasfalling farther and farther behind—then they vanished, and three
other groups began to leavetrails of their own. Soon dancers were making light sculptures al over the
sky, like particle tracksin acyclotron, occasionally mirroring one another for atime and then diverging.
Again Evawas reminded of something from the dawn of the Age of Silicon: ascreen-saver program
caled Electric Fire. The effect was hypnotic—but akind of hypnosis that made the pulse race and the
breath come faster, aheightening of dertness. Forks of lightning gill flared here and there among the
clouds, imbuing the whole scene with a sense of energy, largeness, danger. Perhaps there were subsonics
buried in the score aswdll. One sensed that something awful, cataclysmic, might happen if one of the
dancers missed amovement, distorted the weave of the incomprehensible pattern they were shaping
together. Something on the scale of Ragnarok. The speed and intensity of the dance increased, until dl
twelve were racing to and fro at the highest speeds they could reach without crashing into the unseen
audience, threatening to lose control and do so. The very clouds seemed to back away from them. In
their boiling frenzy, they came to resemble the classic historical footage of the Fireflies confronting Shara
Drummond . . . save that they were not red. Each glowed adifferent color now, twelve distinct shades,
together they seemed the shards of a proto-rainbow struggling to form.

Asthe music swelled and steadied, they succeeded: seemingly by chance, they settled one after another
into the same stable orbit, agreat ring whose axis kept changing, like the "orange-dice" orbit of Peace
Monitor satdllitesaround Terra, like aprimitive mode of an atom with twelve eectrons. Their trails
became one orbit in length: a coruscating rainbow chased itsdf around the globe.

A short blast of trumpets, and the rainbow flared, doubling in brightness. Each and every cloud dissolved
into atrillion sphericaly expanding droplets of water, atrillion seeds, each carrying with it atiny reflection
of the rainbow. Asthey dispersed and vanished, the stormclouds lightened in color and mass, thinned
out, became wispy, melted away save for a handful of benign white clouds. The storm was broken; the
sun returned, and the achingly familiar blue of the Terran sky. (Even spaceborns, studies had long shown,
resonated emotiondly to that color; it seemed to bein the DNA somewhere, though none could say
how.) The music moved gradually up the scae, from deegp baritone horn sounds to medium frequencies
that sounded eexily like human voices, yet moved in ways no human culture sang. The dancers glowed so
fiercely now that they seemed to have enlarged, and their festures were indistinct.

Then the rainbow-ring came apart, and they were again the playful, independent sprites they had beenin
the firs movement—but shining, gleaming. The voices became avast choir, hundreds of voices Snging
their hearts out in alanguage Evahad never heard before. The net effect was dysharmonic, but
occasiondly little resolutions came and went, asif the choir were singing a dozen songsin adozen keys
amultaneoudy.



The blue sky turned suddenly to gold. Groups of dancersformed, interacted and broke up with dizzying
speed. A quartet would come together, agree on amovement phrase, split apart and bring the phrase to
other groups, which made up new phrases to combine with them, then split gpart in their turn.
Choreographic ideas gppeared spontaneousy and spread around the stage like heat lightning or rumor. A
unison formed by apparent accident among the twelve dissolved, then returned—while in the score, more
and more singers reached agreement on akey and rules of harmony, until they too were working together
to build something. Dance and music together established a stable base and began to climb higher.

Literdly! Clouds cametoward Eva, and wind into her face: she and the dancers wererising, leaving
unseen Terrabehind them. Theilluson was utterly convincing, and quite breath-taking. Thewind fdll
away, and they left the clouds below; the golden sky began to darken again—not the turgid dark of the
storm, but the pure star-spattered blackness of space.

No, not pure. They traveled through afine mist of somekind of dust. Red dust. It began to accumulate
on the bodies of the dancers, until they were caked with it, coated by it, covered init, each of them
glowing ashade of red: ochre, umber, amber, crimson, scarlet, ruby. It was Symbiote, and they adozen
newborn Stardancers, spreading their wings now, spinning them out into lightsails, joyoudy learning a
new way to dance together, rubbing together like blobsin alavalamp.

Evaput dl of her attention on keeping perfectly still and calm. It was difficult—but Reb had trusted her.
Many decades of lucrative poker cameto her aid.

Briefly the twelve boiled together at the center of the stage like swarming bees, a"quotation” of the
Fireflieswho had given mankind the Symbiote—then they opened out again, formed aspherical matrix . .
. and folded gracefully together into thekukanzen posture of those who meditate in space, each facing
out from the center, away from al the others. Together they bowed, to the Universe; the music resolved
at last into amgjor chord spanning the entire audible range; dancers and music began to fade away, like
Cheshire cats, until there was only silence and infinite space and the burning stars; then they too dwindled
and were gone.

Five full seconds of totd slence. Then, pandemonium—

One of the many reasons art in space is performed in spherical theatersis acoustics. Applause reinforces
itsdlf, just asaperson standing in ahemispherica building on Earth can hear with total clarity awhisper
from someone standing precisaly opposite him. Any ovation in space sounds like a Terran audience going
mad; it makes up for the fact that they cannot stand to deliver it. Butthis ovation would have shaken the
walls of the Bolshoi.

Evalet hersdf glance at Jay and Rand, now, as the house lights came up. They were together at the
opposite end of the vip section, unbuckling their beltsto join the dancersfor the bow. Her eyeswere not
what they had once been, but she had acentury of experiencein intrigue: one glance at Jay's face and she
wasintuitively certainhe didn't know Reb's secret. Rand was much harder to read. Ev Martin—hearing
that Rand'swife had |eft him yesterday, taking his daughter back to Provincetown with her—had spoken
with the house physician. The shaper was stoned to his cheeks, smiling bestificadly. His eyeswere
wounds, and he was jaunting like atourist, but he would pass muster for the media

CouldRand know something? Unlikely . . . but then, it was avisua that had shocked her, rather than
choreography. Still, perhapsit wasjust coincidence. . .

The crowd was mercilessin its admiration, demanding eight curtain cals before the exhausted dancers
were allowed to go backstage and ped off their soaked costumes. Eva stopped clapping much sooner;



her aged hands gave out. Finally the ovation was over, and her companion, Chen Ling Ho, was
murmuring, "l liked it very much . . . despitetheending.”

Again she had recourse to her poker experience. "Wasn't that blackout section terrific? Where they did
the tableaux in the lightning flashes? How do you suppose they got around in the dark without atrain
wreck?'

" "How do | get to Carnegie Hall? " the trillionaire replied.

"Y ou can't possibly be old enough to remember that joke—Carnegie Hall was torn down before you
were born!"

Hiseyestwinkled. "I liketo think of mysdlf asastudent of classca humor.”
Sheblinked. " Y ourmoney or your life? " she asked, quoting an ancient radio joke.
Chen gave the correct response: dead silence.

She rewarded him with a smile, unbuckled herself with one hand and took his arm with the other. "Let's
head for the reception—I want to congratul ate the boys before the crowd beats them stupid.”

Rand and Jay were dready glazing over by the time Evaelbowed her way into the receiving linewith

Chen, but she caught their attention—and managed to fluster them both—when she said, "Lads,
somewhere Willem Ngani issmiling tonight.”

"Hed haveloved that piece," Chen agreed, and the two thanked them, both ssammering. Then Evalet
hersalf be chivvied away by assistant cronkites—this was the worst possible time and place to probe
Rand's secret thoughts.

She and Chen returned to her suite. He accepted adrink, and they moved to the window. Terrawas
about aquarter full. Theilluminated crescent contained Ching; twilight in Beijing. They shared silence for
afew minutes. Then he said, ™Y ou did not respond to my criticism of the ending of Kinergy. Did you like
it?'

Shefdt like shewasjuggling eggsin agravity fied. "Yes, | did. It resonated for me. What didn't you like
about it?"

"The Stardancer motif."

"Too obvious?'

He hesitated. "Yes, that."

"Something else?*

Again he hestated. "Y ou know my true fedingstoward the onesin red.”

"Not redly," shesaid. "I'm aware that you're not amajor fan—and that you don't want that publicly

known. Given your father's history with the Starmind, | understand that. But do they redlly bother you so
much that areference to them spoilsawork of art for you?"



"YS,"

"For heaven's sake, Ling, why? Persond fedlings aside, you of al people must know how much the
human race owes them—"

"Precisaly. How then can | not resent them?”
"Oh, thet'sslly!"

There might not be another person dive privileged to say that to Chen Ling Ho; from Evahetook it.
"Grditude implies obligation. The scale of the obligation is, in this case, horrifying."

"But there's almost nothing they want that we have—just trace dementswelll never miss. The bill will
never comedue.”

He nodded, and again said, "Precisely. That makes the obligation even moreintolerable. It is, on both
Sdes literdly unforgivable.”

Shefrowned. "Therésmoreto it than that."
"What do you mean?' he asked.

"Y ou're not mankind. Y our persond share of the debt . . . well, with your resources you could probably
pay cash. At mog, it'saphilosophical abstraction. To spoil adance, something hasto haveitsrootsin
your gut, not your head. What really bothers you about the Starmind?”

"Ther virtue" hesad.
"Comeagan?'

For thefirst time, emotion cameinto hisvoice. "They are S0 damned virtuous! So relentlesdy admirable.
My ingtincts tell me to despise and fear anyone who appears above reproach. Their harmlessness
disasmsus. Again, literdly! We alowed them to abolish war for us, alowed them to strengthen the
United Nationsinto atrue world government. Perhaps war isnot, after al, atruly necessary evil—there
are more efficient ways of getting rich now—abut we may find one day that it was necessary in wayswe
do not yet grasp.”

"Jesus, Ling—you wantwar back? Even I'm not that nostalgic.”

"| fed in my heart that in the old days, when we were a brawling, clawing, struggling world, we were
more human. Now we grow fat and soft on the riches flung down to us from on high—and because our
short-term wealth hastemporarily overtaken population growth,we have stopped fearing population
growth. One day we will reach apoint where no input of new weelth can help us. . . and then civilization
will fal, and millions, billions, will die. Conceivablyall. All humans. But not the Stardancers. They may
never die" He heard emotion cregping into hisvoice and caught himsalf. ™Y ou understand, | do not
discuss these matters publicly. Stardancers are much beloved. In this age, no man can hold real wealth or
power save he treat with them. Humanity is drunk, today, happily drunk, and in no mood for grim
warnings. But how can the Neandertha not hate the Cro-Magnon, Eva?”’

She nodded. Time to change the subject. "W, | can't say | share your fedings, but at least | think |
understand them now. Thanksfor explaining. I'll remember not to buy you the new Drummonds holo for



your birthday."

"Oh, no," hesaid. "Please do, if you like. One may admire the exquisite gyrations of cancer cdlsinthe
microscope. The choreography of the Stardancersthemsdlves | find very interesting; it's only their
exigencethat offendsme.”

That made her smile. "It's a shame your country gave up emperors, Ling. Y ou'd have been one of the
greet ones.”

"One hatesto be amerely good emperor,” he agreed, and finished hisdrink.

Shefollowed suit. "Are you deepy?'

"No."

"Shall we go to bed?’

He bowed and took her hand. "All my life | have wondered why other men prize young women."
"Perhaps,”" she suggested, "they do not fed they deserve the best.”

He smiled, and came closer.

18

Washington, D.C.

28 January 2065

The assstant director of the United States Interna Revenue Service knew that her officewas as
snoop-proof as human ingenuity could make it. Nonethel ess she got up from her desk and personally
made sure her office door waslocked. Then shetold her Al to cancel al appointments for the day and
hold dl cdls, and opened a"Mogt Secure’ phone circuit to Brussels.

Her globa counterpart, the Right Honorable Undersecretary of Revenue for the United Nations, and
Assigant Chairman of the Committee on Fiscd Anomalies, answered promptly. "Hello, LaToya Thisis

early intheday for youto cdl. What isit, 8 AM in Washington?' Helooked closer. "My God—are you
il

"I've been up al night, George."



The Undersecretary sighed. " Something serious, then. All right, which hat shdl | wear?'

"Both of them, | think. And hold on to both. Y ou may haveto invent athird hat: | don't think theré's any
precedent for this."

A sigh. "Go ahead.”

"George, I've run the integrations through again and again. | used three methods, different machines, |
even had the software triplechecked.”

N
"Youll be receiving more than you're expecting from usthisyear.”
The Undersecretary lifted an eyebrow. "How much more?”

"On the order of ten percent.”

The other eyebrow roseto join thefirst. Y ou are telling me the gross nationa product of the United
States has taken aten percent jJump.Up. "

"That is part of what I'm telling you. | talked with Jacques and Rogdlio last night . . . and they report
nearly identica bulges. Jacques puts his a nine percent; Rogdio is running behind, but says Mexico will
probably run eleven and ahdf.”

The Undersecretary was frowning. "' So someone is pumping serious money into North America. Isit
red, or just pixels?’

"Asfar as| canlearn, it'sgenuine money."

"Whereisit coming from?"'

"It falleth asthe gentle rain from heaven. Drop by drop—all over.”

A grunt. "Stonewalled, eh? Very well—whereisitgoing ? Who's paying taxes on it? What categories?'
"Takeatranquilizer."

The Undersecretary frowned, then did as he was bid. At once the frown smoothed over. "Go ahead.”
"One category: sdf-employed income."

"Sdf-employed?' That wasthe last sector in which he would have expected such asurgein earnings.
"Any breakdowns asto subcategories yet?'

The assistant director nodded. "Again, one. Sdf-employed artists.”
The Undersecretary stared. After afull ten seconds of silence, he said, "What kind of artists?!

"All kinds of artigts. Live thegter, dance, film, music, literature, sculpture, painting . . . what it comes



downtois, in every genre and subgenre thereis, from grand operato street theater, roughly ten percent
of theworking professionals have had avery good year."

"And dl from the same source?"

"No. Maybe. | don't know. | suspect it, becauseit all seemsto be coming in the same way: anonymous
donations, rather than grants or box office. One donation per artist or arts group. Substantial ones."

"But thenit'ssmple!” the Undersecretary said. "Who's declaring the increased donations on their taxes?"

"That's the problem. Nobody. Not in North Americaanyway. But why the hell would someone overseas
want to take such ahuge flyer in North American art?'

"Confusing,” the Undersecretary agreed.

"Confusing, hell. Itworries me, George. Good news on this scaleisominous. | smell aswindle of some
kind."

"l don't suppose there's any chance these benefactors are North Americans who e ected for some
reesonnottoclam. . ." Hetrailed off.

She politely pretended she hadn't heard him. "Will you look into it, George?Quietly?"
"I'll get back to you," he said, and broke the connection.

For therest of the day work devoured her attention, but she fretted most of the night. The next morning
at the office sheflinched when her Al said, "The Undersecretary of Revenue.”

"Accept!" shesaid at once.

"Heisnot on the phone, maam. Heisin your outer office.”

"Jesus." Shetook adeep breath, and rose to her feet. "Admit him."

Two bodyguards entered first, scanned the room carefully, and nodded through the door. The
Undersecretary camein, and dismissed them with some unseen signal. She started to come around her

desk to greet him, but he waved her off. They sat together; he came to the point without formdities. "This
room s secure?’

The assstant director checked atelltale. "Yes"

"It's happening all over the globe. And in space. High Orhbit, Luna City, everywhere. Has been for over
Sx months now."

"Everywhere?The sameway?"'
"Not everywhere. Just the places where people make art for money. But dl of those."

Shelooked surprised. "All?Y ou don't have up-to-date datafrom al, do you? | thought there were
severd nations il refusing to switch over to a December 31 tax deadline.”



"True; there are nonconforming nations. But dmostall nations require self-employed artiststo report
quarterly. | can't prove there are no exceptions, yet, but I'd bet money. The patternis clear.”

She powered her chair back away from her desk until it hit thewall. "lan't thisthedamndest thing?'
"Have you anything new to report?’

It took her afew momentsto respond. "Null results, mostly. | tried to do further breakdowns and
correations, to seeif | could get a clue regarding motive.Which artists are getting money? Why them?
How much? That sort of thing."

"Am?'

"Nothing helpful. Some of them are Sarving-in-a-garret types, but some are mgjor stars or companies,
and some are in between. No geographical, financia, politica, religious or even aesthetic connections |
can find. Competing schools of theory, some of them. The one steady correlation I've identified tellsme
nothing useful.”

"Andthat is—7?'

"The amount. Apparently, each lucky beneficiary—from the poorest poet to the richest director, from
barbershop quartet to symphony orchestra—had his or her or its annual budget approximately
quadrupled. In afew cases, that comes to megabucks.”

The Undersecretary nodded grimly. "That accords with what 1've been ableto learn.”

The assistant director paled. "Good God, George—there are less than a half dozen fiscal entitieson or
off Terrawho arein aposition to disbursethat kind of money—"

"l know."

She got agrip on hersdlf. "So you went to the Secretary.”

"l deemed it necessary, yes. Thisistoo big for abureaucrat like me; | needed a statesman.”

"And he said—7?'

"He said that an anonymous donation is an anonymous donation, regardless of size. He said no law
requires a philanthropist to take atax deduction. He said support for the artsisnot acrime. Hesaid it is
the policy of the United Nations to respect the right of privacy. He said, with emphasis, that anyone who
violates privacy with respect to support for the artswill be broken back to a G-7 clerk.”

Shewas staring a himin growing disbdlief. "He said to forget it. That'swhat you'reteling me.”

"He said nothing of the sort. Forget what?"

She opened her mouth. Thirty seconds later, words came out. In the interval, she examined her life, for
thefirst timein decades. "'l forget," shesaid at last.

He nodded. " Elephants never look happy.”



She powered her chair back to her desk, looked at it, drummed her fingersoniit. "The storywill come
out," shesadfinaly. "Artists dwaystak to cronkites. Sooner or later onewill listen, and redize he has
actud newson his hands. The data are public information.”

"They will be when we release them,” the Undersecretary agreed carefully.

She did mentd arithmetic, checking afew figureswith her desk. "George, thisis scary.Whoever isdoing
this, they're spending themselves broke. At the present rate of outlay, any concelvable candidate donor
will be bankrupt in about five years."

George nodded. "That'sthefigure | arrived . But there are signsthat the rateisincreasing.”

"My God! George, you know better than I: afluctuation of this magnitudein the globa economy smply
hasto trandate into suffering and misery, sooner or later. Doesn't the Secretary see —?"

"I'll tell youwhat | wish," hesaid.
"What?'

Hisvoicewaswigful. "I wish | had kept up the guitar.”

PART SEVEN

19

Provincetown, M assachusetts

24 February 2065

Rhea opened the front door wide. "Goodnight, Tommy," she said politely, and hurled him through the
door and clear off the front porch. Tom Cunhalanded well, and turned back to her with a baffled
expression. Shetossed the plastic bag of fresh codfish he had brought her after him, scoring adirect hit
on hishead. "Not tonight," she said. "I have ahaddock.” She cackled with laughter and dammed the
door on him.

Thelaugh didn't last long; she was too angry. And then the anger too failed her, and she was back to
sad. Her shoulders dumped; she turned and headed wearily for the kitchen.



Two weeksto the day since Rand had gone back up to the Shimizu—for good, he said, and she
believed him. Fourteen days since her marriage had officidly ended. Half amoon of londinessand
cdibacy. Provincetown wasasmall town, itsjungle drums especidly efficient in winter; the unaffiliated
were aready beginning to sniff around. P-town being P-town, no more than haf of them were mae,
Rhea's own preference. But God dammit, couldn'tone of the oafs gpproach the business with anyclass ?
Shewasn't asking for love, or even strong affection. Given the least slvefor her pride, she might have
relished a chanceto lose hersdlf in Smple sweaty exercise. Instead she got fresh codfish and jovid offers
to "take her off the hook."

Soon the globa literary grapevinewould catch up . . . and then the offers would be even more offensive.

A whole planet of men to choose from, and she didn't know one she'd swap for another night with
Rand.

Or Duncan, for that matter. As she passed through the living room on her way to the kitchen, her eyefdl
on Driftglass, tumbling dowly end over end beside the bay window, balanced on an air-jet at head height.
She had placed the vacuum sculpture there, defiantly, the day after Rand had gone back to orbit—tight
beside the spot where the family-portrait holo of the three of them stood. She stopped and contempl ated
it now. It seemed to belong there, next to the bay view, among all the old photos and mementos of
Paixao history, looked to be atrue part of Provincetown.

And al a oncethat irritated her. It wasnot of Provincetown. It was of space. It did not belong in that
living room. The symbolism waswrong, it clashed. Thingsin Provincetown did not turn end over end in
mid-air, defying gravity. Nothing in Provincetown was formed by vacuum except the town government.
Space had not only taken her husband and her marriage, it had sent atentacle down into her very own
living room here on Earth. And made her likeit. It had seduced her the sameway it had Rand . . . with
beauty. She could never, would never, go back . . . but shewould never again fully leave space behind.
A piece of her heart was caught there.

All right: if even her childhood home wasn't safe, there was dways the shore. There was nothing of
gpace there. Shereversed direction and headed for the door. No sense going to the kitchen anyway; she
hadn't been able to choke down abitein days.

She paused on the porch, to make sure both that Tommy was gone and that she had smart clothes on,
and then summoned the car. The bayside beach was less than ablock away by foot . . . but the ocean
beach on the north side of town would be windier, and thus less popul ated now that the sunset was long
over.

Asthe seat harness enfolded her, she noticed that the passenger seat beside her was till set to Rand's
dimensions. With asharp gesture, she randomized it again. On second thought, she adjusted it to Colly's
shape, and randomized the back seat. Timefor the kid to Sart sitting up front. "Herring Cove, public |,
viaCommercid Street," she said, and the car moved forward at thelocal maximum of 20 KPH.

The four days of Rand's visit had been agony. The first day was Colly's birthday, and both parents were
invincibly cheerful, maintaining the truce even when Colly wasn't around for fear of shattering it. That was
bad, but it was worse when they began talking on the second day. It took them two more days,
progressively worse through exhaustion, before both were willing to concede that there was nothing to
say, nothing to be done. Rand was staying in space; she was staying on Terra; no compromise existed.
Oncethey had admitted that, they'd made love one last time, ceremonially. Rhea had never madelovein
despair before. She did not quiteregret it in retrospect . . . but she wished she could stop remembering it
forawnhile.



Perhaps oddly, Duncan's name had not come up even once. She would always remember him fondly,
had interceded with the Shimizu to save his job—but she and Rand both knew he had only been a
symptom, an excuse, away out of adilemmashe had not been conscioudy willing to resolve. And in any
case, that relationship was over: Duncan was, by birth, just as committed to space as Rand intended to
become.

She phoned TiaMarguerite on her way to the ocean, and wastold that Colly wasfine, TiaMarion was
just giving her abath, don't you worry about athing, dear. She cut the connection, and worried.

It had been two weeks. She could not stall forever. Sooner or later she was going to have to have along
talk with Cally, and try to explain the change that had come into both of their lives. Colly knew that she
and Mommy were going to be living on Earth again for awhile—but had not been explicitly told why, or
for how long. She did not yet know that Daddy's visit earthside had been hislast. Thelonger Rhea
waited, the harder it would be. But the wordsmith had not yet found the words she needed. Or perhapsit
was courage that eluded her.

Commercid Street was asingle one-way lane dong the waterfront, not much wider than her car. Her
progress was sporadic: in compliance with local statute, her car braked for al pedestrians and pets. On
either side of her as she drove were a parade of temptations, bar after lounge after club after bistro, each
asinviting as human ingenuity could makeit, overflowing with the light and warmth and sounds of
convivid merriment. She shuddered at the thought of entering one. She began to regret choosing this
route—but it did keep her within smelling distance of the shore the whole way, and that was worth the
aggravation of being surrounded by people and their damned gaiety. She was glad when she passed the
rotary and breakwater by the Provincetown Inn, and left town behind. The car speeded up, and soon her
headlights showed only dunes and marshgrass and rosehip and blueberry bushes.

She switched on her clothes, and by the time the car parked itself at Herring Cove they had warmed up.
She st out at once into the teeth of the wind, leaving her face unlit to indicate that she did not welcome
company. Shewalked aong the shore, fedling her way in dmost total darkness, until she found a private
semicircle of dune, and crept deep into its pool of shadow. It was too overcast to redlly see the ocean,
but the sound of the surf overpowered and calmed her thoughts, and the shore-smell sank into her bones.
She lay on her back in the sand, and dialed down her clothes until she could feel some of its coolness.

Shewas very near to something like peace when, an hour |ater, the overcast blew away—and the stars
came out.

Even here, haf of the entire world was space. The only difference between the view here and that from
any window in the upper hemisphere of the Shimizu was that here she was under one gravity of
acceleration—and here there was not even alayer of glassite between her and all that emptiness. . . .

No, there was another difference. Rhea hadalways loved the stars. And this beach had always been one
of her favorite places from which to view them. Now, as the wind whipped over her, shewasforced to
admit that they were prettier without atmosphere in the way. In space the stars did not twinkle or
shimmer, just burned steadily down forever. There was a better perception of depth, of scale, there. And
the distinctions astronomers made—blue star, yellow star, red giant—in space you could actualy see
them.

Oh, if only the stars could be seen that way without sealing yoursdlf up in aclaustrophobic little can!

Or hiring agood shaper . . .



Shefound hersdf clutching at the sand on either sde of her, and sat up abruptly. Assoon asshedid, she
redlized she would not have this stretch of beach to hersalf much longer. Something over a dozen people
were coming her way dong the shordline, faces glowing softly like jack-0-lanterns. Unusudly, they did
not seem to be chattering, did not seem to have fetched any kegs or food or instruments or collected any
driftwood for afire. For amoment, instinct made the hairs rise on the back of her neck—but there had
not been any serious crime in Provincetown in decades. She watched them approach, hoping they would

pass by and keep going.

To her disappointment, they stopped not far away. She stiffened when she saw them form acircle.
Trancers! Just what she needed now: dance imagery against the backdrop of the stars. Worse:
trance-dance—as close to zero-gee dance as you could find on Earth, in spirit and in phrasing. She got
up, had her clothes repel the moist sand that wanted to cling to her back, and headed back to her car,
giving the Trancers as wide a berth asthe terrain permitted.

Nonetheless, one of them left the group and approached her, just asthe first dancer was getting under
way in the center of the circle. She started to speed up to avoid him—but dowed and then stopped as
sherecognized him: Manuel Brava.

He pronounced his name in the old Portagee way, "M'nd." Hewas aloca character, evenin aregion
rich with colorful eccentrics. Therewas no telling his age; Rhea did not know anyone in town of any age
who didn't have childhood memories of him. Nor did anyone know how he made hisliving. One saw him
from timeto time, usualy in illness: sitting motionless by the shore of the ocean beach, or on apier on
the bay side, staring out to seaand smiling faintly. He was sort of the Cape Cod equivaent of the
wandering Hindu holy man, who lived smply and said little and was fed by dl he passed. In return he
would give single, short sentences, which were never overheard by anyone but the recipient. People were
reluctant to discuss whatever it was Manud had told them, but the consensus was that he was a smart
old bird.

In Rheals own case, she had wandered past him one day in her sixteenth year with an extracheese
sandwich . .. and in return for it had been told, "When you'reaone. . . you'rein pretty good company.”
It had meant little to her at the time, but she had never forgotten the comment, and over the ensuing years
it had come to seem wiser and wiser.

At sixteen, being alone had been her greatest fear, and the root of it was exactly as Manud had
diagnosed: afailureto treasure hersdlf. Manud's casud, offhand comment might aswell have been the
find sentence of afull day's conversation between them. He had known her, without her knowledge,
before she'd ever said aword to him. He seemed to know everyonein town that well; at least, he never
seemed to need a second sentence.

Why that wasn't cregpy was that what he had said, after sudying her that well, was something kind.
Good return on a cheese sandwich.

As he approached, now, there was no doubt in her mind that he knew al about the recent upheava in
her life; shewaited for her nugget, wishing she had a sandwich on her. God knew she could use alittle
indgght just now.

He stopped beside her and turned so that they both faced the sea and the Trancers. They watched them
together for atimelesstime. Shortly sheforgot that she was waiting for him to speak. Trance-dance lived
up to itsname: there was something dementally hypnotic about it. There was something otherworldly
about it too: in some subtle way she could not pin down, the Trancers reminded her of Stardancers.



Perhapsit was only the rosy glow of their illuminated faces against the black seaand sky. Their dance did
not seem to require any greeat skill, yet it held her spellbound. For the first time she began to understand
why one would want to spend so many hours doing that.

"Beready," Manud said. "It's gonnabe good."

Sheturned to look at him, and he was smiling. Her first reaction wasto ask, what is going to be good?
And when? But Manudl never explained, never amplified. So she was surprised when she heard herself
ask, "Will I know whenit'scoming?”

His smile broadened. "Y ou won't missit."

Two sentences was arecord. She decided to go for broke, and ask himhow to be ready—but he was
aready shuffling back through the sand toward the Trancers. She watched in silence until hejoined inthe
dance. Then she turned and trudged away toward her car.

Halfway there she stopped . . . stood for amoment . . . then turned and retraced her steps. She stood at
thefringe of the dance for perhaps haf an hour before joining it. When she did, it welcomed her.

* * %

She returned to linear consciousnessin the car, on the way home. Her watchfinger said it was alittle after
four in the morning. She did not fedl astired as she should have; somehow the dance had given more
energy than it had taken. Shefdt asthough if shewereto unseal her seat harness, she might float up to
thecaling.

In addition, there was an odd, admost forgotten sensation deep within her. Shewashungry . . .

She entered the house at a dead run, and ate nearly half aloaf of massa cevada, Portuguese sweet
bread, dathered with butter, washing it down with pirate-strength black tea. When she was done, she
made and kneaded a vast batch of bread dough formalassadas. The fried sugarcoated treats—a
Portuguese version of beignets, known localy as"flippers'—were Colly's favorite breskfadt.

While the dough was rising, she went upstairs and outside onto the roof, to watch the sun rise from the
widow'swalk. It was one of the few authentic widow's wakseft in Provincetown; five generations of
Paixao women had paced these very boards, scanning the horizon for signs of their returning husbands.
Every time they had been successful too, eventualy; none of the Paixao men had been lost at sea—which
probably made this the luckiest widow'swalk anywhere. Rheawas conscious that she was breaking the
string of good luck, and it brought a pang—~but as the colors began to take form on the horizon, she
decided it was one she could endure.

Most of the boats had gone out long since, but one unfortunate captain with a cranky engine was just
putting out from MacMillan Wharf, warping around the breskwater. A ddivery truck was clattering
down Commercia Street, and gulls were harassing the garbage collectors. From her high eyrie, Rhea
could see the slhouette of alone figure walking adong the shore, beachcombing.

That trance-dance had been her first extended break from pain in many weeks. No, not from pain, but
from the suffering of it. At no time had she lost a preconscious awareness of her emotionaly damaged
condition . . . but she had relaxed to it, ceased to fear it. She believed now that she was healing—even if
she had no idea how long the process would take. And she knew she would be returning to the ocean
shore to join more trance-dances. Perhaps Colly might enjoy it too; Rhea had seen children at daytime
trance-dances, and it was something they could share. . . .



Just as there was enough light for her to make out TiaMarguerite and Tia Marion's house, afew blocks
distant, she saw alight go on in the room where Colly would have dept. She went back downstairsand
punched down themalassada dough. She cut it into pieces, stretched them alittle, and set them aside.
Then she cdlled Cally, making sureto tell Maxwell not to wake Colly's guardiansif she failed to answer.

But she did answer, at once. "Hi, Mom!"

"Hi, honey. Areyou having agood time?"

"Surel"

The enthusiasm was plainly counterfeit; Rheawas recovered enough to hear that now. Colly loved her
great aunts—but knew perfectly well that she only dept under their roof when she was being left out of

something. "Wadll, | don't want to spoil any big plansor anything . . . but if you're not here in ten minutes,
the flippers won't be hot when you egt them."”

"Flippers?Homemade? Wow! Quick: open the door so | don't break it." She hung up—and wasin the
kitchen before the oil was hot. They made themalassadas together, giggling, and gorged themsalves until
they creaked.

And then they had along, long talk.

20

Top Step

25 February 2064

Rand hung suspended like afly in black amber at the precise center of the universe, tethered to a
mountain. The only sounds were the oceanic ebb and flow of hisown bresth, and the persistent dow
drumming of hispulse. All of cregtion was arrayed around him. Hefelt an impulseto put himsdf into a
spin, so that he could see dl of it, but knew that he would foul hisumbilical if hedid. Probably just as
well; even hdf of infinity wasalot to takein at once.

Hefound himsdlf thinking of a poem Sdieri had retrieved for him last night. He had asked for "something
with Frefliesinit,” and the Al's search engine had yiel ded up ahauta, a species of Japanese folk song
more elaborate than the more commondodoitsu:



Kaéi, kadi toNaku mushi yori moNakanu hotaru gaMi wo kogasu.Nanno in gwa déJitsu naki hito
ni Shin wo akashité—Aa kuyashi!

(Numberlessinsectsthere are thatcal from dawn to evening,Crying, "I love! | lovel"—but theFirefly's
dlent passon,Making its body burn, is degperthan dl their longing.Even suchismy love. . . yet Icannot
think through what Karmal opened my heart—alasl—toa being not sincere.)

The truly remarkable thing was that thehauta had been transcribed and trandated into English by
Lafcadio Hearn in 1927—seventy years before "Firefly" meant anything but aspecies of insect. Yet it
seemed to fit Rand's situation with eerie accuracy.

The Fireflies hadcreated humanity, seeding Terrawith life millions of years ago and moving on. The
Fireflieswere of space. They had returned here the instant man began making art in space. Surely, then,
gpace was where ahuman artist should go—even if love called him back to Earth.

Space didn't solve your problems. . . but it sure put them into alarger perspective.
"All right, people," Theclasaid in his earphones. "Time's up. Precess.”

Rand turned with the rest of the class, until they al faced the mountain they had come from: Top Step,
the place where humans came to become Stardancers. He was allittle self-conscious; he knew he did not
redly belong here, with these Novices. They were second-month students, only another month away
from renouncing their former lives forever and accepting Symbios's. Being among them made himfed a
littlelike atourist on Death Row, or an infidel smuggled into Mecca. But Reb Hawkins himsalf had
suggested that hejoin thisclass.

Rand dready had his"spacelegs,” could handle himsdlf in free-fal—»but dl his experience wasindoors,
ingde pressurized cubics. Everyone said that to redllyfed space, it was necessary to spend alot of hours
EVA. The Shimizu was equipped to take guests EVA if they wished—but gtrictly astourigts, carefully
shepherded and pampered, in permanently tethered suits with no thrusters at al and so much radiation
shielding that mobility was severdly limited, for amaximum of haf an hour. Groundhogs were just too
good at getting themselves killed outdoors. Spacersdl laughed at anyone whose only EVA hourswerein
Hotel Suits—but more advanced training was not offered in-house.

When held met Reb Hawkins, held found himself telling Reb his problem, and the monk had invited him
to visit Top Step and join a Suit Class. "But won't your students resent an outsider?' he'd asked.

"Therell be no reason for them to know you are one," Reb said. "Top Step isabig place now, and we
have a strong custom of privacy going back haf acentury. If you show up in aclass one day, people will
just assume you've transferred in for some reason, and leave you done. Most of them will beinthe
middle of life-reviews of their own."

Rand had thanked him—abuit till felt uneasy about the idea, and put it out of hismind.

Until his marriage had salf-destructed.

When both Jay and Eva had suggested, within hours of each other, that he take Reb up on hisinvitation
to visit Top Step, Rand had shrugged and acquiesced. He and Rhea had agreed that there was nothing a



counselor could do to help them—but now that the plug had been pulled, he found that he needed to talk
tosomeone. A legendary holy man who made his home in space didn't sound like abad choice. Rand
had liked Reb at once when they'd met, and Jay and Evavouched for him, "punched histicket," as Eva
cdledit.

And now, as he rotated in space and faced Top Step—an immense stone cigar, glowing softly at the
tip—he had to admit that coming here had been agood idea. Taking with Reb had hel ped: Reb's end of
the conversation had consisted entirely of questions, just the right questions. Taking class had helped: it
was hard to sustain self-pity out in naked space. And being around Postulants and Novices and
Symbiotics had helped too: al these people werein the process of saying goodbye to their lives, and thelr
company helped reconcile Rand to living hisown.

"All right,” Theclasaid, "we're going to try something new, today: you're dl going back in on your own
power."

There was abuzz of excitement, but it cut off quickly. Nobody wanted to louse this up.

"Oneat atime,”" she added. "I don't want you unsnapping until the person before you has madeit dl the
way inboard. Abadhi, you'refirst."

One of the two dozen-odd p-suited figuresin Rand'sfield of vision tapped hisumbilical join. The tether
separated, and Top Step began redling it in. He oriented himself, starfished, and waited.

"Go ahead."

Therewas no visble exhaust from Abadhi's thrusters, but dowly he began to move toward Top Step.
Very dowly. Thetrick in EVA maneuvering wasto go about haf asfast asyou thought you should—then
you only arrived about twice as hard and fast as you wanted.

At such speeds, covering ten thousand meters takes some time. Porter came far down the a phabet.
Rand had plenty of timeto study his classmates as he waited for histurn.

He had lost amarriage: these people were surrenderingeverything. They were more committed to
space than he would ever be, and they were giving up moreto bethere.

And in return they would gain so much that part of him envied them. Centuries of life, lifefree of fear or
hunger or londliness, in the bosom of the largest and closest family that had ever been, working and
playing among the stars. Those of them who were artists could spend the next century or two pursuing
their art, twenty-four hoursaday if they chose, with no need to seek commercia or popular or critical
success. Or to look for love.

Maybe someday, he thought. Maybe in another ten or twenty years, I'll come back here for real.
The thought came back,why not now?

He was not done yet, that was all. Married or not, he was still a parent, and would be for at least
another decade. He had not used up hisvisions yet; he ill had shapingsto create which would not have
worked in a Stardancer context. He had still not outgrown his need for applause, his need to achieve. He
had fought for his present position so long and so hard that he could not abandon the cup until he had
drained it dry. It had, after al, cost him agood wife.



"Porter—get ready!"

He snapped out of his reverie and ran through the procedure in his mind. This sequence of commands
tells the tether to go home;that combination of taps on the palm keypads will deliver matched bursts from
dl fivethrusters, move my chin likethis for the heads-up targeting display . . . "Ready, Thecla"

Histether wiggled away toward Top Step. He centered the target ring in his display, stiffened hislimbs,
and triggered the thrusters. Aside from amild pressure at wrists and ankles, nothing seemed to happen.
The thruster at the base of his spine produced no sensation at al. Could it be broken? No, his display
claimed he was jaunting, just as planned. He glanced around, and saw that the others were indeed
receding, just quickly enough to perceive. He waited—and after awhile, Top Step suddenly began to
visibly approach. He checked his postion carefully, decided he needed a course correction, and madeit.

Hisaim was good: if the vast open window of the Solarium had had a bull's-eye, he would have hit it on
hisway through. His deceleration was equaly perfect: he ended up motionless within arm's reach of the
handgrip he had been aiming for. He saw admiring glances from other returnees, and preened. "Very
nice," Theclasaid. "Okay, Pribram: get ready!"

HisAl, Sdlieri, whispered in hisear. "Phone, Rand. Reb Hawkins.”

He cut off hissuit radio and took the call. "Hi, Reb.”

"Helo, Rand. Areyou enjoying EVA?'

"Alot!" hesad. "Thanksfor letting me st in. It'sdifferent outsde. . ."

"It certainly is. Listen, | just wanted to tell you I'm not going to be around for the next couple of days. |
have to shuttle over to the Shimizu."

"Redly? What's up?'

"A party, of sorts. You'reinvited if you want, actually—if you don't mind taking a couple of days off
from EV A classes, you could hop over and back with me. It should be amemorable event.”

"What's the occasion”?’

"Y ou know Fat Humphrey?'

"Who doesn't?' The round restaurateur had been famous ever since the release of Armstead's Starseed
Transmisson at theturn of the century; it was said that hisLe Puisrivaled the Hal of Lucullusasa
gourmet's and gourmand's paradise. Armstead claimed you never had to tell Humphrey what you wanted
to eat, how you wanted it done, or how much you felt like eating. Over the past week, Rand had found
that to beliterd truth.

"Wadl, hejust turned one hundred . . . and he'sretiring to the Shimizu to enjoy hisgolden years.”

"Wow. That's going to disgppoint alot of folks."

"Yes, it will. HE's been swearing for decades that he was going to retire the day his odometer showed

threefigures, and it seems he meant it. Last night after dinner he took off histux and spaced the thing.
The chefsare dl people hetrained, of course—but it just won't be the same without him sizing up the



customers and serving the orders. Fat sweetensthe air where heis. Anyway, hewon' let ushave a
farewell party for him here, prefersto just leave like acat—so Meyaand | are bringing him over to the
Shimizu tonight in aspecid shuttle. Theré'sroom for you if you want to comeaong.”

"Sounds good,” he said. "I'd like achance to get to know Fat half aswell as he knows me. Every time
he pullsthat magic act of his, | can't hep wondering whathe likesto est.”

Reb's answer was amoment in coming. "Do you know . . . in dmost fifty years, | don't believe I've ever
seen Fat eat?!

"Hemust do it sometime," Rand said dryly. Fat Humphrey massed well over ahundred and forty kilos,
in repose he resembled a JaI-O mode of the Shimizu.

"True enough. Well, maybe well get to see him in action when we get him to the hotel.”

"I'll take him to Lucullusstomorrow," Rand said. "1t would be an honor to buy Fat Humphrey amed.
Andyou and Meya"

"Done" Reb said. "Meet us at the dock at 17:00." He broke the connection. Reb never seemed to bein
ahurry—but he never wasted time or words either.

Thelast of the students had returned inboard; Rand turned hisradio back onintimeto hear Thecla
dismissthe class. He l&ft the Solarium and with Sdlieri's help found hisway through the maze of tunnels
that honeycombed Top Step to the room he'd been assigned. There he took off his airtanks and thrusters
and set both to recharging, and packed a smal overnight bag. He was not yet ready to return to the
Shimizu full time, but aday or two couldn't hurt. It might be ingtructive to test the strength of the scab Top
Step had begun to form over the degp wound in his heart.

And he could check in with Jay, see how the new piece was going. He hadn't produced a note of music
yet, hadn't even viewed the working tapes Jay sent every day . . . but Jay would understand. Rand had
left him a perfectly good shaping to use—the New Mexico desert setting held dready had in the
can—and Jay knew his brother was perfectly capable of showing up aweek or two before curtain and

producing an acceptable score for whatever choreography he came up with. Thisretreat had been Jay's
ideaas much as anybody's.

A thought struck him as he packed. " Sdlieri—can you determine relative locations for Colly and Rhea?”!
"Maxwdl indicatesthey are gpproximatdy fifty meters gpart, Rand.”

"Good. Get me Colly on ahush-circuit.”

"Hi, Daddy! What's up?' Cally's cheerful voice asked afew seconds later.

"Hi, princess. | just wanted to let you know I'm going back to the Shimizu for a couple of days. | know
we were scheduled for along chat tonight, but it looks like I'm going to be too busy. Can we reschedule
for Thursday?'

"Sure. | guess. . ."

"Problem?’



The answer wasawhilein coming. "Dad?"

"le

"I ...uh...MomandI had atak thismorning."

"Oh." Thefirg sensation he was conscious of was of alarge weight leaving his shoulders. He had not
relished the prospect of explaining thingsto Colly—»but it hadn't looked asif Rheawas ever going to get
off the dime. He was enormoudy rdlieved to learn that she had.

Then heredized that only half the weight was gone. "Areyou. . . okay with that?'

Again the answer was agonizingly dow in arriving. "Can | ask you something? | asked Mom, but she
said shedidn't know, and | should ask you.”

He took a deep bresth, and held it. "Go ahead, honey."
"What'sthe most time | can spend up there with you?'

He exhaed noisly. There was asound in his ears like bad reception on asuit radio, a sort of vast
echoing hum. "Without adapting, you mean."

"No, | found that out from the White Rabbit," she said. "I mean, without being apain in the butt.”

His heart turned over in his chest. "The max, baby. The max. And if that isn't enough to suit us both, I'll
come down there and see you sometimes. Until | adapt, anyway."

"That'sgood," shesaid firmly. "Uh.. . . can | ask you one morething?"
"Sure
"Areyou gill mad a Duncan, Daddy?"

The question was like a surprise punch in the somach. He took it, and shook his head, and answered
honestly. "No, Coally. I'm not mad a Duncan.”

"I'mglad. Tell him| said hi. Bye, Daddy—I love you!"
"Wheat an extraordinary coincidence: | loveyou."
"Wheat are the odds of that, huh?" She hung up smiling.

Rand finished packing. Then, with timeto kill before he was due at the dock, he played some of Jay's
tapes, and tinkered with ideas for musica accompaniment. Hell, maybe he should stay at the Shimizu
when he got there, and get back to work. Maybe it wastime to resume hislife. He could play around
with EVA another time, when there wasn't so much to do. He thought of calling Jay, to tell him hewas
coming. But the timing was bad: Jay would be in the studio now. He decided to cal when hegot in.

* * %

Thetrip to the Shimizu was thoroughly enjoyable, despite the spartan furnishings aboard the smdl shuttle.
Fat Humphrey in ap-suit was an unforgettable sight, for one thing. And as atraveling companion, hewas



the origind barrd of monkeys; while they were al unstrapped between acceleration and decel eration he
even managed to produce arecognizable parody of Kinergy that reduced Rand and everyone else
aboard to tears of laughter.

Rand was honored to be included in the merriment. It was apparent to him that thistrip wasa
sentimental journey for Reb—and for Melya, Reb's successor as Head Teacher at Top Step. Whilethey
had been training and graduating aquarter of amillion Stardancers together over the past haf century,

Fat Humphrey had been one of the very few congtantsin their lives. Melya, a quiet, solemn woman, wore
an expression that reminded Rand of old pictures he had seen of mothers sending their sons off to war.

As hewatched Fat Humphrey mock the moves of a Stardancer, he suddenly wondered why Fat had not
accepted Symbiosis on retirement. But he knew he would not ask, not today anyway. The question was
inan area of privacy you learned not to violate if you spent any time at Top Step: he didn't know Fat well
enough yet.

And the man read his mind. The moment the laughter for his performance had died away, he looked at
Rand and said, "Y ou wonderin' how come | didn't eat the red JdlI-O for my dessert, huh?”

"Wdll . .. yes, Fat, | was, asamatter of fact.”

Fat Humphrey grinned. "Y ou ever hear about the time them assholes blew up about a cubic kilometer of
Sym?'

"Sure." Almost a decade before Rand's birth, afanatic anti Stardancer terrorist group, headed by Chen
Ling Ho'sfather, had somehow managed to destroy alarge mass of Symbiote on itsway from its source
in the upper atmosphere of Titan to Earth orbit, where it was supposed to serve the needs of the next
generation of Top Step graduates. Several Stardancersriding herd on the load had been killed.

"Wdll, most o' that was suppose' be for me. They been tryin' to catch up ever since, but it's gonna be
another twenty year or so before they ready to handle me again." Rand cracked up; so did Reb and
Meya. "l figurein the meantime | watch alittle TV, go for aswim, catch ashow. Y ou get me agood
et ?'

"Wdl, I'll tdl you, Fat," he said thoughtfully, "in terms of sghtlines and vectors, maybe what we should
do ismount aspecia show just for you."

"How you mean?"
"Put you in the center of the theater, and work around you."
Fat roared with glee and dapped him on the back; fortunately his seat belt held. Y ou'redl right, kid."

They reached the Shimizu by 19:30. The decel eration was as mild as the accel eration had been, no more
than haf agee, and for only afew minutes. Rand could have taken more easily, but the others were dl
gpacers, intolerant of gees.

Fat Humphrey had specificaly requested that there be no reception on hisarrival. Of course Evelyn
Martin had double-crossed him, and was waiting at dockside to drag him off to a press conference. But
Rand had halfway expected that: he debarked first, took Martin aside, and threatened to take him by the
testicles and fling him through the nearest bulkhead into hard vacuum if he didn't change orbits, now.
Grumbling and muitering, the little PR man complied. It isdifficult to dink in free-fdl, but he managed it.



"Don't bother with check-in," he snarled over his shoulder as he went. "It's covered. Just take him right to
P-427."

Rand rapped on the hatch to signal that it was safe, and the others emerged. As nanobots scurried away
with luggage, hetried to show Fat Humphrey whereto insert the wafer that would ingtal hisAl inthe
Shimizu'sdatacrystas. . . and was sartled and alittle nonplussed to learn that Fat did not have one.

"How about you, Melya?' hetried.

But she shook her head too. "1 won't be inboard long enough to bother. Well all use Reb'sto get
around.”

"Wadll, okay," hesaid. "But stick closeto him. This place can be arabbit warren if you don't have an Al."

"There are public terminasdl over, |eft over from the old days," she pointed out. "If | get logt, | can just
as for you."

"Sure. I'm not listed, but my Al is: Antonio Sdlieri. How about if | go get my brother and meet you dl at
Fat's new suite in about an hour? 1'd like to grab a shower too; I've been in this p-suit al day."

"Good with me," Fat Humphrey said.

"WEeIl meet you therein an hour,” Reb said, and ingtdled hisown Al. "Rild—direct usto Suite Prime
427, please.”

One of severd exits began to blink softly. "Thisway, Tenshin."

Rand jaunted to his own room, checked the time, and decided to phone Jay before showering. He
would have just finished dinner by now.

"Hey, bro, what's shapin'? When are you coming back?'

" About five minutes ago. Want to meet the hagppiest fat man in human space?

Jay blinked." " . . . the happiest fat man . . .' Hey, you mean Fat Humphrey? |she here?'

"To stay. He'sjust retired; it's his centennid. | came dong for the ride; I'm going back with Reb
tomorrow. Little gathering at hisnew digsin about an hour: just him, you, me, Reb and Melya, asfar as|

know. Y ou know Meiya, right?"

"Sure. Hey, thisisgreat! I've dways wanted a chance to kick back and talk with Fat for afew hours.
Wheresheat?'

"Prime 427. Meet me at the nearest corner a 20:25 and well go in together.”
"Seeyou there."

Fifty minutes later he was waiting at the gppointed spot. Almost a once, Jay arrived from another
direction, grinning. They hugged, and pounded each other's shoulder blades.

"How areyou, bro?"



"Fine" Rand said. "I've gotten alittle work done—I'll show you later."

"The hel with tha—howare you?'

"Okay," hesaid. "Not well, yet, but | can see daylight, you know?"

"That's good. | told you that placed be good for you. Hey, Eva's gonna be here too: Reb called her.
Probably in the suite dready, in fact; | spoke with her half an hour ago and she said shewas leaving right
away. | get theideashe and Fat are old friends."

"It wouldn't surprise mein the—"

Thelightswent out.

"What thefuck —" Jay said. "Diaghilev!”

No answer.

"Diaghilev, God dammit!"

"Sdieri?' Rand tried.

Slence.

Therewas apublic termina nearby, but it was unlit, presumed dead. "Jesus," Jay said softly, clearly
controlling hisvoice with an obvious effort. "1 think the whole fucking system isdown. That's never

happened. I'd have bet abillion dollarsit couldn't possibly happen.”

They heard ascream somewherein the far distance; no telling even the direction. The Shimizu corridors
had some funny acoustics.

Rand's heart hammered. "Oh my God . . ." If they had no lights, no Als, no phones—how long before
they had noair ? He fought for calm in the claustrophobic darkness. "All right, what's our move?'

Just then lights came on. Small red emergency lights, every hundred meters dong the corridor, with
larger blinking ones marking intersections. Rand found them an immense relief, asign of recovery, but he
saw Jay frowning. "They should have kicked on alot sooner, evenif thisisatota system collapse,” Jay
sad. "Something redly weird isgoing on.”

"Havewegot ar?'

Jay spotted the nearest grille, jaunted to it, and put hisface near it. Y eah. Reduced flow, but it'sair.”

"What do you think: isthisjust locd, or isthe whole damn hotd redly dark right now?"

"Beats me. They're supposed to be equally impossible. | pray to God it'sloca.”

A suite door opened not far from them, and someone stuck his head out. "Hey, mate," he called in an
Ausse accent, "any ideawhat the bloody hdl isgoin' on?!



"Look at it thisway," Jay caled back. ™Y ou're getting tonight's rent free."

"Tooright," he said, and closed hisdoor again.

"God," Rand said, "Fat and the others must be freaking out in there. If they had the window closed when
the power failed, they'rein minima emergency lighting: it could take them an hour to find the manua door
release, let donefigure out how to useit.”

"Hell of awelcometo the Shimizu," Jay agreed. "Come on, let's go try and calm them down.”

They jaunted in the eerie pae red light to Suite 427. "WEell never convince Fat the place is safe now,”
Jay complained asthey neared it. "Shit, | just don'tbelieve this. The only thing | can imagine taking out
the Shimizu system isa comet right through the core crystds—and we didn't fed any impact. It just
doesn't. .. oh, you asshole." Automaticaly, he had stopped in front of the door and waited for an Al to
ask hisbusiness. "Hit that release for me, will you, bro?" he said, pointing.

Rand pulled open the access hatch indicated and pulled the handleinsde. It moved easily—but the door
did not move. "Seemsto be broken," he reported.

Jay grimaced. "Naturally. Things never go wrong one at atime." He put his hands on his hips. "Chrig,
the door's soundproof—we can't even bang out "Cam down' in Morse code.”

"What's Morse code?' Rand asked.

"Evawould know, but it doesn't—wait a god damn minute! What do you mean, "broken? That'sa
mechanicd latch: itcan't be broken.”

"Okay," Rand said agreesbly. "Then whatdoes nonfunction and a blinking red light mean?"

"A blinking—"

In free-fall one amost never paesvisbly; blood does not drain from the head as pressure drops. But
even in the poor light, Rand could see his brother's expression come apart. He jaunted quickly to Rand's
sde and stared at the little flashing pilot bulb. After afew seconds, he began to shake hishead dowly
back and forth, the picture of denial.

Rand grabbed his shoulder,hard, and shook him. "What doesit mean?' he cried.

Jay turned to him. There was horror in his eyes. He needed three tries to get the words out, and when he
did, they were barely audible. "There is no pressure on the other side of that door."
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Sulke Drager had aways hated it when everybody talked at once. Thirty years asamember of a
telepathic community had taught her agreat dedl about handling multiple inputs—more than any human
being had ever known—but never before in history had so much of the Starmind dl been sending at the
sametime. And underlying it dl, pervading the whole Solar System like ataste of meta in the back of the
mouth, was the wordless shriek from Saturn.

And naturally, the "voices' she most needed to "hear" were the weakest. They were aso the closest, but
distance means nothing to atelepath; signal strength and bandwidth were dl that counted.

So she borrowed energy from every Stardancer in the heavens who wasnot shouting something, and
used it to drive amessage that had never before been sent across the matrix.

Shut the fuck up!

The System seemed to echo in the sudden relative quiet. Even the wordlesswail from the Ring halved its
"volume' and "pitch™ and dropped back down into the region of speech. The words—Savehim, Sulke!
—repeated endlessly, like amantra

And now Sulke could clearly hear the gentle voice she most needed to hear.All right so far, cousins,
Reb said.We are all unharmed so far, which means they intend to parley. Be calm.

She knew hislocation precisely now. The vessd in which he wasimprisoned was superbly

stedl thed—the combined power of the United Nations could not have found it—but she had detection
gear no battle cruiser could match, if the target was another tel epath. Reb had been one years before
he/d met hisfirst Stardancer; anatural adept. So were Fat Humphrey and Melya.

So were four other humans currently in space, and fourteen on Terra. About average for humanity. All of
them had been kidnapped too, at the sametime as Reb, Fat and Melya—every one was now a
prisoner—butthis vessel was Sulke's pidgin: the one she personally happened to be close enough to do
something about. Sheingtructed her subconscious to monitor the other ongoing rescue operations for
datarelevant to her own problem, and conscioudy ignored them.

She fed Reb'slocation to those who were good at orbital balistics, grabbed the report that echoed back
and swore. You're going nowhere fast! Your trajectory is taking you up out of the ecliptic, and
there's nothing there!

Hewas gtill cadm.Naturally. We knew they must have a covert base in space; now they're leading
usto it. We already know where the ones dirtside are being taken.

Yeah, and we can't touch the place. What if where you're going is just as well defended?

Then we will have to be very clever. And very lucky.



She went briefly into rapport with those who had had military training back in their human lives, and
swore again.We have Stardancer s vectoring to intercept your projected path at multiple points. . .
but there's no way to know where you're going until they decelerate. And if they maneuver in the
meantime, we could lose you completely.

They probably will. They're paranoid; they'll assume their stealthing may not be good enough,
and try every trick thereiis.

I can match orbits with you right now,she said. You're coming right at me, near enough.

What about relative speeds?

Shewas dready adjusting her lightsail, spinning out Symbiote like pizzadough. You're a bat out of
hell—but if | can grab hold, and it doesn't kill me . . . Shehad an unusudly powerful thruster on her
belt she had never expected to use; she poked it carefully through the Symbiote membrane, borrowed a
hundred brainsto help her amiit, and fired it to exhaustion.

What can you accomplish?Meiya asked.

Tear off antennas, bugger up their communications,bang on the hull and distract them while you
jump'em. .. if | haveto, I'll unscrew the fucking drive with my fingernails.

Therewas ahint of achucklein Reb'svoice.l love you too, Sulke. Whoops—they're about to drug

Me too, Fat Humphrey said. Watch your ass, Sulke.

She could see them now, by eyeball, and they wereindeed coming on fast. But she was confident; she
had learned to board a moving freight when she was eight years old, leaving a place then called East
Germany. Yeah? she sent back.1'll give you a two-kilo gold asteroid if youcan pull off that trick, pal.

His answering giggle wasthe last thing she ever heard. She never saw the white-winged figure who came
up behind her and put alaser bolt through her brain.

PART EIGHT
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Jay remembered an old story from the dawn of spaceflight: a Skylab astronaut had awakened to a
lighting failure, and had taken nearly twenty minutesto find the backup switch—in adeeping
compartment the size of aphone booth. Darkness and free-fal were a disorienting combination.

He knew hisway around the Shimizu about as well as anyone dive—but in the eerie, feeble glow of
emergency lighting, everything lookeddifferent. In places even the emergency lights had failed, and
amogt everywhere he and Rand encountered adherents of the ancient philosophy, "When in danger,
when in doubt, runin circles, scream and shout.” There was absolutely no doubt in Jay's mind that
somewhere Evelyn Martin was hemorrhaging and tearing his hair out in clumps.

For thefirgt timein hislife, Jay did not give adamn about offending guests; he and Rand went through
them like buckshot, leaving atrail of outrage and broken bonesthat was sure to give birth to expensive

litigetion.

The destination that would mogt efficiently allow them to find out what was going on, report what had
happened, and do something effective about it, was Kate Tokugawas office. There were other nerve

centers, but that was the only one Jay was confident he could find in his deep without Al assistance. It

was gartling to realize how much you depended on the damn things. God help meif | suddenly need a
cube root or something, he thought wildly, bouncing afat bald groundhog off a bulkhead.

Rand deked expertly around the ricocheting guest and pulled up dongside him. “They couldn't have
started losing pressure before the blackout, or we'd have heard dlarms. To reach zero by the time we
tried that latch, they must have blown outfast .

"The whole window must have gone," Jay said.

"Isthat possible?'

"No. Not without help."

"So they're dead?' He clothedined an employee who was, quite properly, trying to prevent them from
speeding recklesdy through a developing riot—and, since it was the quickest way to explain, regretfully
sucker-punched the woman as he went by.

"Probably. But maybe not."

"How do you figure?'

"l ask mysdlf, what could take out awhole window? | come up with aship designed for the purpose. |
think they've been snatched. | think when they jaunted into that room, the window was aready gone:they
saw a holo of one. And a some point they all got deepy .. ."

"And somebody came through the holo and towed them away . . . wouldn't somebody notice afucking
barnacle atached to the Shimizu?'

"Remora," Jay corrected. "It moves. Not if it was stealthed well enough. Fat'sroomisdl the way around



from the docks. And by now it's gone—and the sphere of space within which it could possibly lieis
expanding every second. Y ou can spot even the best-stealthed ship by eyebdll, by occultation of
background stars—but you have to know just where to look."

"Maybe we should quit dawdling, then." They wereinto thefind corridor now, astraight run of perhaps
two thousand meters; perhaps adozen flailing figures cluttering the way between them and the door to
Management country. Helifted his head, bellowed "FORE!" at the top of hislungs, tucked his chin and
triggered dl histhrusters at max.

Jay did likewise. Miraculoudy, everyone managed to scatter out of their way. Halfway to the door, they
shut down, flipped over, and began to decelerate—and discovered that they had both burned themselves
dry. They impacted with bone-jarring crashes, desperately grabbed handholds, and nearly had their arms
pulled out of their sockets by the rebound. Jay'sfirst thought was for Rand, but his brother threw him a
shaky grin and acircled thumb and forefinger.

Jay found the manua doorlatch and released it. He was greetly relieved when this one worked; he had
not been sure he would find pressure in Management—and had had no ideawhat to do if he didn't. They
scrambled in together, then reseal ed the door to keep out guests who wanted arefund. There was
nobody at the front desk, nor in the outer offices beyond it. "Where the hellis everybody?' Rand snarled.

"I don't know," Jay snapped, even more nervous than his brother. This was wrong, wrong—"Wait a
minute." He doubled back, went to the front desk. "I filled in for aguy once or twice," he said as he got
there, and began tapping code on adrawer under the counter. "L et's seeif they ill . . . ah!" He got the
drawer open—and took from it atotdly illega police-issue GE hand-laser. " Sometimes Security doesn't
show up fast enough when you cal them," he said, checking the charge and clicking off the safety. " Now
let'sgo seewhat'sin back."

"I'll go first and draw fire," Rand said. He and Jay exchanged aglance. It became agrin. "The Hardy
Boysin High Orbit,"” Rand said.

"Andinabig-ass hurry."

They worked their way back through the outer officesto Kate's door cautioudy but quickly, Rand
preceding his brother through every doorway. Findly they floated outsde her office.

"No point in listening at a soundproof door,” Jay said.

"No point in knocking, either,” Rand agreed, and opened the manua release compartment. "I'll gofirgt,
agan.”

"No need. I'llknow wherethetarget is, if thereis one.”

"Okay. If theréstroublein there, you go right and I'll go left.”

"Which way isthat?' They happened to be upside down with respect to each other.

"Y ou go away from meand I'll go away from you." Rand unlatched the door. It et go with a pop, and
opened afew centimeters. He gripped the release |atch to brace himsdlf, and did the door the rest of the
way open. He and Jay entered together, and stopped.

And then both began to laugh.



They knew it wasinappropriate; that only made it worse. Facing them was one of the most ridiculous
gghtsthey had ever seen: Evelyn Martin, holding agun.

Laughing, Jay tried to move away from Rand as agreed—and remembered that his thrusterswere dry.
He till was not worried; he and hisbrother could outjaunt a spastic like Martin with muscles alone.

Then he saw Katherine Tokugawawell to hisleft, also armed. Hislaughter died away. They were

outgunned. He shook Rand's shoulder and pointed her out. After amicrosecond's thought, his own gun
steadied on Martin. If hewere going to be killed by one of these two, he preferred Kate. More dignity.

"Dropit," Martin yapped.

Jay thought hard for awhole second, then opened hisfingers. The gun, of course, stayed where it was.
"Loseit," Martin corrected, expressing his exasperation by putting abolt into the wall beside the
doorway. The smell of burning bulkhead plastic filled the room faster than the air-conditioning could suck
it away. Jay gave hisown gun afinger-snap, like a child shooting marbles; it drifted away toward Martin.
Ignoring the man, he turned and addressed Kate.

"| should have figured you'd haveto bein on this" he said. "But I'm damned if | can see how you expect
to come out of it with your job."

"Oh, I'll probably lose that eventually,” she agreed. "But by then I'll have a better job."
"A better job thanthis?"

"Much better. I'll be running something alittle more prestigious than ahote.”

"What's that?"

"High Orbit,” Martin said, and snickered.

"Shut up, Ev," Tokugawa snapped.

He stared. "What thehd| are you talking about? Nobody runs High Orbit."

"No," Martin said. "The UN wouldn' let them. But the UN isn't going to be around much longer.” He
giggled nervoudly.

"Shutup, Ev," Tokugawa barked. "Y ou can tell them things like that after they're dead. Not before.”

Jay tried to restart his laughter; it didn't catch. ™Y ou serioudy think you can take on the UN—and the
Starmind—and win?"

Kate couldn't resst answering. "Not me," she said. "But | know people who can. I've been working for
themdl my life"

"You artists are dways yapping about your "vison," Martin said, and brandished hisgun. "Hal You
assholes don't know what vision isl Were gonnareshape the future.”



Jay fet the universe shifting in his head, crushing his brains benegth it. Surely thiswaslunacy. Even the
UN itself could not have defeated the Starmind. He could concelve of nothing human that could.

"Comein, gentlemen,” Tokugawasaid then. Jay glanced over his shoulder, and saw two Security men
enter with guns drawn. Each, he noticed, wore an unfamiliar earplug and an unobtrusive throat-mike.
Communications gear that did not use the house system. Turning back, he saw that Tokugawaand
Martin both had them too.

"S0," he said to Kate, "you aready know more about what happened in Fat Humphrey's room than we
do."

She nodded. "Oh, yes. Much more.”

"Of course. You assigned Fat hisroom. So thisiswhere you gloat, and tell uswhat's going on, so we
can be awed by your cleverness?'

"No," shesaid. "Thisiswhere you get taken away and killed. Goodbye, Sasaki." She sketched agassho
bow. "It has dways been a pain in the assto work with you. Martin, you go aong with them—make sure
it looks pretty; that's your line of work."

Jay opened his mouth to say something, but never got achanceto learn what it was going to be.
Something touched the back of his neck, and he dept.

* % *

It was avery troubled deep, full of unpredictable accelerations that triggered horror-dreams of faling
from histerrestriad past, and unfamiliar voices shouting incomprehensible thingsin the near and far
distance, and the nagging certainty that something he couldn't quite recal wasterribly, terribly wrong.

Y ou weremeant to come out of the drug confused. But his surroundings when hefinaly did certainly
enhanced the effect.

Hewasin acorridor. Not apublic one, a. . . the term took awhile to surface. A service tunndl, that was
it. Thelighting was even lousier here. Thingswere floating in his vicinity—important ones, he sensed. First
he counted them: four. Then he classified them: human beings. Next he laborioudy identified them. Evelyn
Martin. Histhird-grade gym teacher—no, that was.. . . was. . . right, one of the security guards who was
going to kill him. Sure, there was the other one. And the extraone. . . hell, know him anywhere: that's
my bro. Like abrother to me.

So now he had them broken down into two groups. Friends. one. Foes: three. That didn't seem likea
favorableratio. On the other hand, one of the guards seemed to belacking aface; that evened things up
alittle. And Ev Martin'shead hung at afunny angle. . .

A few morefoggy seconds of contemplation and he had a second breakdown he liked much better.
Rand was breathing; the rest were not.

The example inspired him; he bresthed deeply, stoked his brain with oxygen and felt the cobwebs begin
to mdt away. Thisis great, hetold himsdf.How did | do this?

As Rand began to show signs of recovering consciousness too, a hatch opened nearby and Duncan
lowa appeared. "Good," he said. "Y ou're awake. | ditched their comm gear on the assumption it's
trackable, but we ought to move anyway. No tdlling which systems they have up and running.” He moved



to Rand, gtarted to dap him awake . . . then thought better of it, and instead spun him, to centrifuge blood
into his head. "Take this and keep lookout," he added.

Jay got hishands up in timeto catch alaser considerably more powerful than the police-issue job hed
liberated from the front desk. He blinked at it for amoment—then snapped out of hisfugue. He checked
charge and safety, assessed the tactical Stuation, and assigned himself aguard post. 'Y ou're something
else kid," he said wonderingly. Duncan ignored him, busy with Rand.

Rand spent lesstime in stupor than Jay had. Groundhogs and new spacers usudly shook off drug effects
fagter; their blood pressure was higher. He looked around at the drifting bodies, shook hishead likea
horse shooing flies, glanced at Jay and turned back to Duncan.

"I punched you in the mouth," he said wonderingly. "And you let melive.

"I had it coming," Duncan said tightly. "L ook, we've got to move. | don't need to know who we're
running from or why just now, but if you know anything that would suggest whereto, I'd loveto hear it."

"Shit," Jay said. "l wish | knew more about riot-control procedures. . ."
"What do you need?' Duncan asked.
"For agtart, alargetank of deepy gaswithahoseonit.”

"Comeon," Duncan said, jaunting away. "I'm an Orientator—I know this dump better than Kate
Tokugawa."

| hope you're right, Jay thought. Rand jaunted after Duncan, and Jay took up the rear, gun at the ready.

* k% %

In the discreetly unmarked riot-control compartment Duncan led them to, they found the tank Jay
wanted, fresh thrusters, and a sonic rifle for Rand. While they swapped the new thrusters for their
exhausted ones, they aso exchanged information.

"l was heading for Deluxe country, | knew the panic would be worst there, and | took service corridors
to make better time. Then | saw Martin and those two goons go by at an intersection ahead of me, guns
out, towing you two. They didnt seemein thelousy light."

"What made you decide to butt in?' Rand asked. "And how did you know which side you were on?"

Duncan didn't duck the question. "I'm in love with your wife, and she'sin love with you. | didn't want her
hurt.”

Rand didn't duck the answer. "I understand. How did you ever manage to take dl three of them?”

Duncan shrugged. "All three were earthborn. Taking Martin's gun wasn't amgor challenge. Actudly the
other two didn't do too badly; | wastrying to keep one of them alive to question, but they hurried me. So
tell me: who are the bad guys and what do we do about them?”

"Anybody could be abad guy,” Jay said. "But the one we know about is Kate Tokugawa herself."
Duncan's eyebrows raised, but he made no comment. "And what were going to do istake her divefor
questioning. But | dmost hope she hurries us. She's behind the system crash—she'susing it to cover a



kidnapping."

Duncan's eyes widened, then shut tight. " Jesus.”

"Y ou think they're dive, then?' Rand said.

"Haveto be. There are much easier waysto kill somebody."

"Easer waysto kidnap people too. They could have snatched us off the shuttle without al this hooraw."”

"The Space Command keeps a careful eye on moving objectsin High Orbit," Jay said, "but they hardly
ever look at the Shimizu. Doing it here cost the bastards, but it probably bought them enough lead to get
away clean."

"Who got kidnapped?' Duncan asked.

"Fat Humphrey Pappadopoul os, Reb Hawkins, Melya and Eva Hoffman. Possibly others, but I'm sure
of those. They snatched them right out of asuite: right out the goddam window and into astealthed ship,
long gone by now. | don't know what the fuck isgoing on, but it has something to do with acoup against
the UN."

"Jesus Chrigt!" Duncan said. "An honest-to-God ol d-time coup d'éat?'

"I thinkcoup du monde ismorelikeit, from theway Ev wastaking. | don't care what historians call it,
aslong asthey put “failed' infront of it. So we need Kate—alive, and with her voca cordsintact;
everything eseisoptiond. She'sin her office. . . and | think | know how to get her out, if we can get
there dive. But that might be a problem. I'm sure she has a private surveillance-and-defense system. She
let us approach the last time because Martin didn't want to have to explain embarrassing laserburns on
our corpsesto the cronkites—but if she seesus coming again, | don't think shell hesitate.”

"So what's the plan?' Rand asked.

Jay sighed. "'l was hoping one of you would come up with something.| don't know how you storm a
castle with adingshot when they know you're coming.”

"] do," Duncan said. "Y ou use the servant's entrance."

* * *

Twenty minutes later, they peered out through the grille of an air-circulation tunnel ten metersfrom
Tokugawas office door. They were al wearing stock p-suits scavenged from the riot-control locker, but
maintaining radio silence. Jay unsealed his hood and sniffed the air; when he didn't pass out, the others
did the same.

"| think wereinside her perimeter,” Duncan said. "I don't see anything in that halway that looks like the
businessend of alaser.”

Jay wedged past him and looked. Bare walls. He clutched the tank of deepy gasto his chest. "So one of
ustriesit and the other two avenge him if necessary.”

"Let'snot rush into this," Rand said.



Jay laughed mirthlesdy. "Fed alittle uffy in hereto you, bro?"
"Now that you mention it, I'm sweating like—oh!"

"When agroundhog starts to sweet, he smiles and reaches for a cold beer. When a spacer sartsto
swedt, hereachesfor hisp-suit.” The hotel's backup system had power for air circulation and limited
lighting—but none for cooling. The Shimizu wasashiny bl of meta in the sunshine, full of
hest-producing people, and contrary to groundhog belief spaceisnot cold &t al. "Folks are going to start
dying if the system doesn't come back up in the next hour or two: we're running out of time."

"How do you plan to get her to open the door for your gas?' Duncan asked.

Jay grinned wickedly. "I don't need to. Ev Martin drilled anest little hose-sized hole for me about a
meter earthward of the door." He started to push the grille free, but Rand stopped him.

"Letme" hesad.
"I clam privilege," Jay protested. "I've known Evaand Reb alot longer than you have."

"My point exactly. Y ou said before you almost hope she hurriesyou. | don't. | havelessneed to find an
excusetokill her."

"That could getyou killed."
Rand grinned. "Wéll, bro, just now the world doesn't need afirst-class shaper as badly asit needs her.”
"I'm faster than both of you put together,” Duncan said.

Rand turned to him. "Y eah. But that's a massy tank: you haven't got the musclesto hump it. Somethings,
earthborns are better at. Besides, it's my turn to do something heroic. Okay?'

After amoment, Duncan nodded. " Good luck."

"Thanks™"

After al that melodrama, the capture itsalf was ludicroudy easy. Everything went like agood opening
night, just enough adrenalin to keep you in top form and no surprises you couldn't cope with. There were
hidden gas-jetsin the hallway—but p-suits made them irrelevant. The laser-hole by Tokugawal's door
was the perfect gauge for Rand's hose. She had a p-suit of her own stashed in her office, and managed to
reach it—but passed out before she got its hood over her head. Once they had accessto her terminal,
Jay and Duncan were able between them to coax the system back up and on-linein amatter of minutes.
Asthemain lights came on, they could amost fed the cheer reverberating around the Shimizu. Then,
ignoring the hundreds of incoming calls, they put in an SOS to the Space Command, and soon found
themsalvestaking to an Admira Cox, an old warhorse who was most interested in—and totally unfazed
by—an attempted overthrow of the planetary government. With aminimum of words, he extracted from
them every scrap of useful information they could give him, then put them on hold.

Despite amild sense of anticlimax, Jay fet himsdf grinning. "Wedid it, guys,” hesad.

"Hell of anote,” Rand said. " started the day arespectable artis—and now I'm running agoddam



hotd."
Jay giggled. "Y ou may be going out therejust adtar, kid . . . but you're coming back awaitress.”

"Y ou know," Duncan said, "l dwaysthought | could run this dump better than that asshole.” He
gestured at the deeping Tokugawa, and al three of them broke up. She did look silly. In the absence of
gravity, smply binding a person'swrists and ankles does not immohbilize her effectively enough; instead
you tape each wrist to its related bicep, each ankleto itsthigh, then tape elbows and knees together. The
result looked remarkably like aBuddhist in the midst of prostrating herself.

But their laughter chopped off short when they noticed that she was no longer breathing.

* % %

" ... and about haf an hour later, Commander Panter showed up with sx Marinesin full armor—and
herewe are," Jay finished. He glanced at his watchfinger. "1'd say she died about two hours ago. That's
everything we know, Admird."

He and Rand and Duncan were in aplace any smal boy would have killed to vigt: the command center
of the Citadd, the UN Space Command's principa fortressin space. It looked just likeit did in the
movies. The only person with them now was Admird Cox himself, agrizzled old centenarian with a
gartlingly warm smile—but Jay knew perfectly well that every word he'd just said had been heard by
literdlly hundreds of people on and off Earth. It was beginning to make him distinctly uneasy too. Cox
was treeting them as vip guests—but Jay was beginning to suspect how long it might be before he dept in
his own bed again.

Cox sucked coffee from a battered military-issue bulb, and nodded sadly. ""Post mortem shows afata
alergy to sedation. latrogenic, of course. Her superiors didn't even give her an option. They wanted her
interrogation-proof. Interesting people.”

"I'm sorry, Admird. We should have thought—should have given her antidote right away—"

Cox shook his head emphaticaly. "There was no other way to take her; you'd have thrown your lives
away trying. And it wastoo late for antidote the moment she lost consciousness. More coffee,
gentlemen?’

Jay had been too busy talking to conscioudy taste his; he queried histongue and learned that the brew
had come from the Atherton tablelands of Queendand. "Y es, please, Admira." The others accepted as
well, and a servobot much uglier and clumser than anything in the Shimizu brought them fresh bulbs.

There was ashort slence whilethey al drank. Rand broke it. "We screwed up,” he said hollowly—and
Jay felt himsdf nodding in agreement.

"On the contrary!" Cox said. "Y ou waked among the lionstoday, son, and al your blood is still onthe
right sde of your skin. Are you sure none of you has had military training?' All three shook their heads.
"If you were my cadets, I'd be sewing stripeson all three of you right now."

"But we don't knowshit ," Rand indsted.
"We know alot more than wewould if you three had gotten yourselves dead trying to take her

cowboy-style! 1'd be Sitting here right now, listening to Kate Tokugawatell me the emergency was over
and thanks, but they didn't need any assistance. Who knows how long it would have taken for someone



at Top Step to try and call Humphrey, and get a no-such-guest-in-house? Now we've got everything you
learned, days before they thought we would—and five low-leve thugs we were able to take dive, we can
Swegt them—"

"—and it dl addsup to doodah,” Jay said. "If the Security goons know anything useful, they'll be dlergic
to interrogation. And what we know just doesn't make any goddamsense .

"Not by itsdlf, no. But it may tiein with other things. . . tell me, would you gentlemen consent to
hypnointerrogation? Y ou may know things you don't know you know."

"On one condition,” Rand said.

"Sateit.”

"Admird, thisishigh-leve tuff. I'macivilian. | want your persond word that when you put thisdl
together, you'l shareit with me. I'll take any kind of secrecy oath you want—trigger me up like acourier
if youwant, so Ican't talk—but | have to know. Not what the cronkites get told, but the truth.”

"The same goesfor me," Jay said.

"Metoo, Admira," Duncan said.

Cox did not answer right away, and they did not hurry him. He met each of their eyesin turn. Finaly he
said, "'l agreeto that, whether you consent to hypno or not. Y ou've earned it. For agtart, | will tell you
that yours wasn't the only kidnapping. Dataare till coming in, but there have been at least two othersin
space, and more than a dozen dirtsde—beautifully coordinated, assorted methods but one hundred
percent success rate. | am not aware of any other military engagement in modern history accomplished
with such degance and efficiency. Billions were spent. Well spent.”

"What kind of people were taken?' Jay asked.

"Sants”

"What?"

"Holy men and women. Spiritually enlightened people. Like Reb and Melya—and Fat Humphrey too, in
hisway. Severd different faiths, and two whose religion has no brand name at dl, but they're al what
Reb would cdlbodhisattvas. Mother Theresas, if you're old enough to get the reference. Y ou know:
snts”

"Y ou mean like the Pope?' Duncan asked.

"l didn't say religious leaders. | said spiritudly enlightened people. One of them seemsto bean
Aborigind witch woman. Another isa Pakistani musician who only plays hospitas.™

"Of course" Rand said, dapping hisforehead. "What's wrong with me? Y ou want to overthrow the UN,
naturaly you kidnap saints, musicians and fat maitre-d's.”

"It just keeps getting worse," Duncan said. "M ore than a dozen perfect military operations, carried out
by wedthy morons.”



"Admird, isthere anything the captives havein commonbesides . . . well, besides holiness?' Jay asked.

Cox lifted one bald eyebrow respectfully. Y ou do keep surprising me, Sasski-sama. Y es. One and
only one overt connection between them. They are al known to be on especialy intimate termswith the
Sarmind.”

Rand's eyes showed agleam of excitement. " Some sort of hostage dea—" he began.

"I've asked the Starmind for their evaluation of the known data," Cox said. "It can take aweek to get an
answer from them on asmple question, sometimes, but they've promised me a least aprdiminary
answer by 12:00 Greenwich, about . . ." He winked briefly; his own watch wasinsde hiseydid. " . ..
twelve hours from now. Y ou'll have dept off the hypno by then. Meet me here at noon and you'll hear

anything | do."

* * %

Asfar as Jay was concerned, he woke up with aclick, totaly refreshed and restored and in a
comfortable bunk, one second later. He never managed to remember anything of leaving the command
center, let done the hypnointerrogation processitsdf. It did not trouble him, then or ever; he smply did
out of his deepsack, confirmed that he had time to keep his appointment, stuck his head out the door and
had the Marine stationed there cause breakfast to be fetched.

Hedid find himsdf wondering, as he ae, whether any dterations might have been madein hismemories
or motivationswhile he dept. But he reasoned, correctly, that the ability to form the question was a
reassuring clue, and dismissed the matter. His generation had been thefirst in a century to grow up
trusting its government. Instead he tried to imagine how possession of holy people gave anyone leverage
over the Starmind and/or the UN. No rational answer suggested itsdlf.

He reached the command center early, and was admitted by the Marines guarding it; Rand and Duncan
arrived shortly thereafter. At noon exactly Admiral Cox jaunted in, looking exhausted. It was obvious he
had not dept. "Good morning, gentlemen,” he said. "'l hope thiswon't prove to be—"

"BILL."

The voice came from everywhere. Jay found it hauntingly familiar, but couldn't pinit down. Then he
grasped what it had said, and was suddenly dizzy, amost unfamiliar sensation for azero-gee dancer.

Cox was acommon name. But thiswas Admira William Cox. The William Cox—former commander of
theSegfried ! Jay had assumed he was dead. He was used to the company of vips and uips—but he had
been drinking coffee and chatting with alegend: thefirst human being to have set eyeson aFirefly . . .

"Yes, Charlie, I'm here" Admiral Cox said quietly.

Jay gasped doud in shock. This could be no other than Charlie Armstead himsdlf. Shara Drummond's
video man, the man who had personally taped the Stardance; co-founder of thefirst zero-gee dance
company in history; the second Stardancer who ever lived and the spiritud father of Jay's artform. He felt
his dizzinessturn to nausea.

But hefdt infinitely worse when he heard Armstead say,"I'M SORRY OLD FRIEND. | HAVE VERY
SAD NEWS. . "



23

Somewhere North of the Ecliptic

26 February 2065

Evawoke hard, feding every one of her hundred and sixteen years, tasting each one somewhere on her
tongue. Her first coherent thought was that Jeeves must have been nipping at the cooking sherry. He had
mutated into a Chinese gorillaand put on awhite p-suit. But he il had that quality of shimmering
sdf-effacement. "Good morning, gracious Lady," he said, and bowed. Even the bow was different.

"Thehdl itis" shereplied—and redlized they were conversing in Cantonese, alanguage she had not
spoken inforty years. " Speak English.”

"This one regretsthat he cannot, Lady." There was something wrong with his p-suit speaker; it gave his
voice too much treble.

Shetook several deep breaths, and felt the mists begin to recede. That wasn't Jeeves—or any Al. It
wasahuman being . . . sort of . . . and too dumb to be a servant. And why was he in a p-suit when there
was plenty of air in here? Something was badly wrong.

She played back memory. Thelast thing she could recal was asking Fat Humphrey what he wanted
from Room Service. Shelooked around. Thiswas not part of Fat's suite—or anywherein the Shimizu. It
looked more like a construction barracks, unpainted meta and visible joins. She and this Cantonese thug
were alone here. There didn't gppear to be even any potential furniture—not so much as adegpsack. No
wonder her neck ached so badly: she had been nodding in time with her breathing for . . . God knew
how long. Hours, at least. Her chest hurt too. In fact, her everything hurt.

Wil, some phrases she knew in over adozen languages. "Where am |? Where are my friends?”

"Lady, thisoneistoo ignorant to be questioned. Hisingtructions are to offer you nourishment, and then
convey you to hismaster.”

"Who isyour master? Y ou can't bethat ignorant.”
"That isnot for thisoneto say, gracious Lady."
She decided asking him his name would be awaste of time. A tagline from an ancient comedy series

flitted through her mind:He's from Bar celona, you know. " Skip the nourishment. Can you show meto
the washroom?"



That turned out to be something he could handle, thank God. It was down a short corridor from what
she was getting through her head was her cell. The Cantonese minder never took his eyesfrom her, and
though he wore no visible weapons something about his bearing said he didn't really need any. She
understood now that he wore a p-suit so that he could use deepy gas on her if hefelt he needed to.

As soon as the door sealed behind her, shetried to empty her mind of everything but the question, Reb,
are you alive? Are you here?

Nothing came back. She thought she might have detected something like a carrier wave, apower hum,
but there was no Sgnd. And it might have been wishful thinking. Reb had only been tutoring her inthis
empathic sengitivity stuff for acouple of months, and her progress had been frusiratingly dow. Shetried
"tuning in on" Meyaand then Humphrey, but was unsurprised to achieve no better results. She wason
her own.

Widll, she had a century and more of practice.

Bladder empty and face washed, she looked about the horrid little cubical for a useful weapon. The
facecloth seemed to exhaust the possibilities. She gave up and left. Her self-effacing jailer was adiscreet
distance down the passageway, and quite dert.

"All right, Marmaduke: take me to your leader.” She spoke in English, but he seemed to take her
meaning. He led the way—but jaunted backwards, so that hiseyesrardly |eft her.

She memorized the route, and kept her eyes open dong theway. This pressure feltbigger than aship,
somehow. |ndefinable subconscious cluestold her it was something more like the Shimizu or Top Step: a
massive habitat. More like Top Step in the old days. thrown together, rough carpentry, baldly functiond.
She dso got theimpression he was taking her by the back way. They passed few people, and once when
they did, he and the others had bristled a each other like challenging catsin passing. Shefiled the
observation away.

Theroom heled her to reminded her alittle of her own suite in the Shimizu. Spartan smplicity—but
expensve smplicity. Shegrew achair and shaped it to suit her. "Y ou may leave me," she said.

He grimaced. "Thisone regrets that he cannot, Lady. But he will ceaseto intrude." With that, he. ..
became a piece of furniture. It was like arobot powering down; suddenly he wasn't there anymore,
except in potentid. Shetried to catch him breathing, but to her wry amusement she found she could not
keep her eyes on him for more than afew seconds; they did off. She gave up, studied the right arm of her
chair, and ordered strong black tea.

Shewasintrigued to notice that it appeared to arrive under its own power, herded not by microbots but
by invisible nanobots. Rough carpentry, yes. . . but state of the art technology.

Asshetook the first sip, the door sighed open and Chen Ling Ho entered. The Cantonese powered
back up and came to attention.

"Y ou could have just asked,” she said. "Two of my marriages were €l opements.”
Chen amiled. It struck her that that was his only response. Almost any other man she had ever known

would have felt obliged to make a clever comeback. He made some signd she didn't quite catch, and the
guard left, in awide, fuel-wasting arc to avoid passing between them.



When the door had did shut behind him, Chen spoke in Mandarin. " Sun Tzu—privacy!"

"Yes, Highness," hisAl replied in the same language.

"There," Chen continued in English. "We now havetota privecy. But very littletime” A chair cameto
him and enfolded him, and a globe of water found hishand. "I am sorry you were caught up inthis, Eva. |
would have had it otherwise."

"Where are Reb and the others? For that matter, where the hell arewe ?'

"TenshinHawkins and hisfriends are deeping presently.” He sipped hiswater ddlicately, and pursed his
lipsin agpprova. ™Y our second question has many answers. We are in an elongated polar orbit, high
abovethe ecliptic, in aregion of gpace where neither the United Nations nor the Starmind could find us,

even if they werelooking. This pressureitsalf is many things. Fortress. Laboratory. School. Hagship. My
home away from home."

"|s prison’ in there somewhere?’ she asked. "Or can | go home now?"
Hefailed to hear the question. " Specificdly, we arein my quarters, which | invite you to share.”

"Damned rudeinvitation. | hurt al over. Don't you know any better than to subject spacersto high
gees?'

"There was aregrettable need for speed and stedlth,” he said. "All possible care was taken: military
antiacce eration technology was employed. Happily, you al survived.”

"But in what condition? The others should have woken before me; they're dl younger.”

"But they |eft Terrabehind much longer ago. Their journey was actualy more arduous than yours. But
do not worry: | amtold that their hedth isexcelent.”

"Then when will they wake up?"

Hedghed. "I do not envison that occurring, I'm afraid.”

She st her jaw. "Ling, quit dancing and spit it out. What's going on?"

"Y ou will recall the economic summit conference in the Shimizu last month?*

"Let mesee. . . the onewe almost got killed during, or am | thinking of some other one?"

Heignored the sarcasm. "Wefive have managed to repair our relaionship . . . for thetime being, at least
... anhd are now about to destroy the Starmind and overthrow the United Nations."

EvaHoffman had known more than afew power-mad men and women in her lifetime, including some
who were quite successful at it. Had any of them made such a statement, she would have laughed, or at
least wanted to. From the lips of Chen Ling Ho the words were blood-curdling. No flip response was
thinkable. "My God . . . " she whispered, horror-struck.

"We hopeto create thefirgt rationd planetary government,” Chen went on conversationally. " Rather
aong lines K'ung Fu-Tzu might have gpproved of, | think. But it scarcely matters. The point isthat once



the Starmind isannihilated, any mistakes humanity makeswill beitsown.”

REB! For God's sake, WAKE UP!

Just the barest hint of response, like aman turning restlessly in adeep deep.

"Ling, for thelove of Chrigt, humanity cantmake it without the Starmind, not anymore, you know that!"

"Precisely why the Starmind must die. Therichesit showers on us are like welfare checks: they demean,
and degrade, and diminish us. Stardancer benevolence has aready devolved us from wolvesto sheep,
from roaring killer apesto chattering monkeys, in three generations. Thistrendmust be reversed, before
the inevitable day comes when the Fireflies return. The trangtion will be painful—but we will makeit by
our own efforts, asfree human beings, or dietrying.”

"You redly think you can kill every Stardancer in the Solar System?How?"

Hefrowned, and chose hiswords carefully. "Before | can answer that, Eva, | must ascertain your status.
| have tated my intentions. Three options are open to you: you can be friend, foe or neutrd.”

"Nice of you to offer the third choice," she said.

"Yes, itis. But if you chooseit, | cannot answer your question, or any other of a strategic or tactical
nature. In that event | will sequester you here, in reasonable comfort but complete ignorance, and release
you in your own custody when events have resolved. On the order of three months from now."

Shenoticed that hedid not say, " . . . ontheclose order of . . ." and grimaced. "I assume foes don't get
briefed either.”

"Onthe contrary," hesaid. "If you tell methat you oppose me, | will answer any questions you have.
Y ou have been an intimate companion to me, Eva: | would wish your death to be as agreegble as

posshble”
Reb, wake UP! Rise and shine! Dammit, you're gonna wet the bed!
"l see. Andif | dlaim friendship?'

"Yougetit," hesad smply. "After thisisover, you can have the Shimizu for agift if youlike. It lieswithin
my fief."

"And you'l take my word."

"Eva, | know whenyou arelying."

"How long do | haveto think it over?'

"Aslong asyou wish. But in ten minutes| must leave hereto begin the attack, and | will be unable to
return for at least twenty-four hours. If you wish to witness history asit is happening, & my side, you
must choose to be my friend before | leave thisroom." He swiveled his chair away from her and began
scanning areadout of figuresin no aphabet she knew, politey giving her space to think it through.

* % *



The trouble was, she thought, the canny little son of abitch probablywould know if shelied. That was
bad, very bad, for she had to oppose him—had to—and dared not even hint why. After ahundred and
sxteen weary years and countlessflirtations, deasth had comefor her at last, was a matter of minutes
away. She was shocked by how much that redlization hurt—but even anewfound fear of extinction was
of lessimportance than the awful respongbility shemust now discharge before she died.

Why me?she thought—and smothered the thought savagely. That was exactly the kind of self-indulgence
she could no longer afford. Instead she made her limbs relax, took control of her bregthing, and forced
hersalf to remember the words Reb had once told her.

"It's state of mind more than anything dse, Eva. Telepathic sengitivity islargely amatter of sweeping the
trash out of the communications room. Try and remember what it was like when one of your babies cried
in the night and woke you. Thereisno "you' a such amoment, no ego, no identity, no fear, no viewpoint
... only the need, and thefedling of it, and the will to serveit, to soothe the pain at al codts.”

She kept measuring her bresth, felt her anxiety begin to diminish. She had not meditated with any
regularity since the 1970s, but it seemed to be one of those riding-a-bicycle things. Perhapsit istrue that
it becomes easier to surrender the ego at the point of death, when you finaly admit that you cannot keep
it forever anyway. Evasoon felt hersalf going further away from the world than usua, or perhaps closer
to it—climbing to ahigher place or perhaps it was descending to a deeper leve, though neither term
meant anything in zero gravity—wentbeyond, achieving a salflessness she had only been granted afew
timesindl her years, for fleeting moments.

With it came awordless clarity, afocused four-dimensiona seeing. Dudities of dl kinds became as
obsolete as up and down: within/without, self/not-sdlf, good/bad, life/desth.

She now knew exactly where Reb and Melyaand Fat Humphrey were: how far away, and in which
directions. There was another deeping adept herein this pressure, too, one she did not know. Their
consciousnesses were like fireflies—not the mighty aiens but the feeble terrestrid kind, glowing like
embers and dancing mindlesdy in the dark. She called out to them. Each resonated to her mental touch,
but none responded. They could not "hear" her, and she could not wake them.

There was no help here. She must cope done.

Shelet hersdlf return to her body.
She had forgotten how weary and frightened and angry it was. From a purely sdlfish point of view, dying
didn't seem like such aterrible idea. Chen was gill scanning what |ooked like the same screenful of
gibberish.

"How long have | got?' she asked.

He checked the time. "Another sx minutes before | must leave.”

No moretimeat al. "Chen Ling Ho, | oppose you with al my heart.”

He closed hiseyesfor amoment, and inhaled sharply through hisnose. "That isregrettable,” he said

sadly. "Asyouwish. | will tel you asmuch as| can before | must go; any questions you till have can be
answvered by Sun Tzu."



"How can you possibly kill aquarter of amillion indetectable people in free space?!

"Do you remember the terrorist bombing of a shipment of Symbiote from Titan, some forty-five years
ago?’

"Sure—your father did it. But that was atraveling ocean, constantly announcing its position. What's that
got to—"

"Thiswill go faster if you reserve your objections. My esteemed father Chen Hs Feng was acting in
accordance with aplan devised by hisnoble father, Chen Ten Li. Hisintent was not merely to destroy
Symbiote, but to discreetly secure alarge sample of it for analysis. Fine control of the explosive caused
the Symbiote massto calve in a predictable pattern. While dl eyesfixed in horror on the destruction, then
turned Earthward in search of its source, a stedthed ship was waiting quietly in the path of one of the
largest fragments.

"My father was assassnated by a Stardancer trainee, but the conspiracy he had dedicated hislifeto lives
on. That sample has been studied intensively ever since. We now know how to grow apae white variant
which does everything Symbiote doesexcept confer telepathy. It has been further dtered so that it
requires regular large doses of achemical which does not occur naturaly in space to stay dive. Oneas
adtute as yoursdlf will immediately appreciate that it istherefore now possiblefor thefirst timeto creste a
Symbiote-equipped army which will stay loyal. Starhunters, we cal them. Among other things, this base
we'rein now isto Starhunters what Top Step isto Stardancers.”

In spite of herself, Evaobjected. ™Y ou can't possibly have raised up an army large enough to threaten
the Starmind, not in secret. The head start they've had, the way they breed, the motivations you can't
possibly offer arecruit—I just don't believeit.”

Hewas nodding. "And since our troops must use radio or laser, limited to lightspeed, our
communications and coordination are inherently inferior to telepathy, acrippling disadvantage. You are
quite correct: we could never serioudy threaten the Starmind with infantry, even though Starhunters are
heavily armed and Stardancers are not. The Starhunters are not intended to kill the Starmind. They are
chiefly intended to conquer the United Nations Space Command, and thus the world. He who rulesHigh
Orbit rules Terra"

"And what isthe Starmind going to be doing at the time?"

"Running for ther lives, thefew Ieft dive. If they areintelligent enough to keep running right out of the
Solar System, ahandful of them may live to circle some other ssar—and good riddance to them, for they
can never return. Do you recall how the Symbiote mass was bombed?’

She thought hard. Forty years ago, she had read an eyewitness account by a Stardancer named Rain
M'Cloud, who before entering Symbiosis had killed Ling Ho's father to avenge the bombing. Eva seemed
to recall theréd been something uniquely horrid about the method of ddlivery . ..

Shefdt athrill of horror asthe memory surfaced. "A nanobomb. Conceded in akiss"

"It worked well—and close study of Symbiote has suggested many improvements. For the last forty-five
years, we have been seeding the entire Solar System with similar bombs, self-replicating at vira speed,
self-powered, absolutely undetectable. They ride the solar wind, seek out red Symbiote, homein,
burrow in and hide. They've been spreading through space like afine mist for forty-five years.
Stardancers breed like rabbits. Statistical analysisindicates that by now, some ninety to ninety-five



percent of the Starmind has come into physical contact with either a bomb-spore, or another infected
Stardancer.”

For amoment she thought her old heart would literaly stop. Thiswaswhat she had awaysimagined that
would fed like. "Radio trigger?' she managed to say.

"Relaysdl over the System,” he agreed. "About an hour from now | will broadcast amaster triggering
ggnd from here. At the moment named in that Sgnal, some six hours later, every relay will begin sending
the destruct code at once. Maximum possible warning due to lightspeed lag should not exceed one
minute anywherein the Sysem.”

"Trillionsof dollars,”" shemurmured dizzily. "To murder angds”

"It could not have been done undetected in anything but the wild-growth economy the Starmind gave
us," he admitted. "So in the end they have served a useful purpose.”

"Some of them will survive," she said fiercely, and felt something tear in her chest. Sheignored the pain.
"They'll comefor you—they're good at nanotech, they'll find away."

"Quite possibly," he agreed. "That iswhy we have kidnapped Tenshin Hawkins and hisfriends, and
every other human telepathic adept we could locate. Endaved by drugs, | believe they will function as
excdlent Stardancer detectors. Isthere anything €l se you wish to know, Eva?’

Shewas silent, concentrating on listening to her heart, willing it to keep besting.

"Isthere any other last favor | can grant you, in the name of our friendship?| fear timeis short.”
Wasthere any chance at al that the truth might change his mind? She had no other cardsto play.

No, none. She remembered afictional god she had read of once, called Crazy Eddie, worshipped with
awe becauseintimes of crissheinvariably incarnated in a position of responsbility and did the worst
possible thing from the best motives. There were usudly just enough survivorsto perpetuate his memory.
It was proverbidly pointlessto reason with Crazy Eddie. . .

"l ... I'dlike an hour doneto compose mysdf,” shesad.

"Dong" hesad. "Sun Tzu!"

"Y es, Highness?'

"Ms. Hoffman is not to leave that chair, nor thisroom.” The chair's seatbelt locked with an audible click.
"Sheisnot to communicate with any person or persons outside this room. One hour from now | want
you to kill her painlesdy. She may command you to shorten that deadline, but not extend it. Y ou may
answer any questions she has, and serve her in any way that does not conflict with these ingtructions.
Acknowledge."

"Program loaded, Highness."

He pushed his own chair away and bowed, afull forma salute of farewell. "Goodbye, Eva. I'm sorry
you will not sharemy joy."



Then he bowed again, quickly. Her tea-bulb missed his head by an inch, ruptured on the unpadded
bulkhead behind him and splattered his back with hot tea. When he straightened, she was giving him the

finger.

Hisexpression did not change. He | eft.

Pain nagged at her attention, but she had long ago learned to bypass pain. She could ill dimly sense Reb
and the others; aghost of the seventh sense with which she had perceived them earlier was still with her,
like aghostly heads-up digplay on her mind's eye. There was no point in entering deep meditation and
trying to wake them again. She had no assets she had lacked the last time she'd tried, was weaker if
anything, and the medica technology keeping them stupified was sure to be fool proof.

She was going to have to think her way out of this. Or fail and die.

God dammit, | havenotendured all these years of bullshit to become the greatest failure of all
time!

And with that, an idea.cameto her. It was only apossibility, and along shot at that, but it wasinfinitely
better than nothing.

She thought it through carefully, with the dow, intense deliberation of afreezing man with asingle maich

planning the building of hisfire. She built event-treesin her mind, assigned probabilities and risks,
prepared contingencies, rechecked every calculation. Findly shefelt she wasready.

Assuming that she wasright, and did in fact possessamatch . . .

She checked her pocket, and found her persona wafer was missing. She hoped that was agood sign.

Well, I'm not getting any younger.

"Jeeves!" shesad.

He shimmered into existence. "Y es, Madam?'

Chen Ling Ho had cherished the hope that she would agree he was Alexander the Great and accept the
role of emperor's companion; naturaly hewould have ingalled her Al on-linein case hewon her over.
He would remove the wafer again after she was dead and hiswar was over. That much had made
psychologica sense. What had worried her was amatter of semantics. Wasan Al a"person"—in the
opinion of another Al? And if S0, Since Alswere effectively everywhere, was Jeeves a person "outside
thisroom"™?

Shewas gtill dive. Step one accomplished. Now to push the envelope. . .

"Jeeves, isRild on-line?’

If the answer was no, Sun Tzu would not know who Rild was, and might kill her out of caution, justin
casethisRild wasa"person.” And Evathought it likely the answer would be no.

Chen's holographic gear was excellent; Jeeves became discreetly pained. "Y es, Madam. He has been
under congtant interrogation since our arriva in this pressure.”



Good. Then Sun Tzuwas aware of Rild, and classified him as " not-a-person-outside-this-room."
"Rild, can you hear me?"

Reb had long ago given Evaaccessto al but the most persond levels of Rild; she was privileged to
summon him. The question was, did he have bytesto spare? Or did the software interrogating him tie up
too much of his capacity?

"Yes, Eva" Rild's soft voice sad.

Shefdt like she was tap-dancing on ahigh wire in terrestrial gravity. Balanced in her hand were dl the
eggs there were, or ever would be. She began breathing in dow rhythm, composing hersdlf, reaching
again for the wordless timeless Evaless place. "Do you have some way to wake Reb?!

The answer came from far away, down along tunnd. "Yes. A posthypnotic trigger.”
Causing aperson to be awakened is not communication. "Doit," she murmured, and her eyesrolled up.

Thiscommunication, Sun Tzu was not equipped to monitor . . .

* * *

Reb was there waiting for her; awake, untroubled, numinous. His serenity helped cam her, eased her
fear, brought them closer together.

She merged with him. She became him, and he her. For thefirst timein her life she sensed what it must
be like to be a Stardancer. She had always wondered why beings who expected to live for centuries did
not fear desthmore than ahuman; now she understood. It was not the brain that mattered, nor the mind
which invested it, but the energy that wore both like a series of intricate disguisesfor atime and then
became something else. She had dimly known thisfor along time; now she surrendered toit.

Shefelt the entire Starmind, all around her, heard its chorus echo in the Solar System, grasped its
quarter-million-member dancein its entirety, from the orbit of Mercury to the farthest fringes of the Oort
Cloud where the comets winter.

And when that happened, Reb knew al that she knew, simply and effortlesdy. And shein turn knew
what he knew, which was dl that the Starmind knew. Wl over ninety-nine percent of that information
shewould never get to integrate, but she did have time to perceive certain essentials.

Such as: nanotechnologica booby-trapping isagame that two can play. And: some nanobombs can be
triggered, not by radio signd, but by biting asmple code on the back of one'stongue. And: her great
granddaughter Charlotte in Toronto was going to recover. And: Reb loved her, and everything was going
to be okay now. And findly: things are worth what they cost, and death isasmall coin.

She even had time, in those final nanoseconds, to grasp the full extent of the cosmic joke the Universe
had played on her, and to begin to smile.

Then sheand Reb and dl the other atomsin and of Chen's flagship were converted to arapidly
expanding perfect sphere of plasma, the color of a Stardancer.

Different conditions obtained on Terra; at the same instant, the corresponding base in North China



began turning into alarge white mushroom cloud, the color of a Starhunter.
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Noteworthy Eventsin March 2065

—Muilitary mop-up of the rebel forces went into high gear, spearheaded in space by Admiral Cox and
on the ground by Generd Chang of amortified Ching; after the first week, loss of life was nomind.
Doubtless many conspiratorswere missed . . . but they were not free for long. Some ninety-three percent
of therelay trigger stationsin the Solar System were located and destroyed, athough it was apparent that
al those who had known the trigger code had died in the same instant.

—After lengthy consultation with the Starmind, the UN high command dlected to delete dl mention of a
plague of triggerable nanobombs in space from its report to the public. This had the effect of making the
Rebdllion of the Group of Five appear adesperate, doomed kamikaze affair rather than a narrowly
averted coup. Despite—or perhaps because of—itsirrationality, the story played.

—The mediawent into delighted spasm, like sharks dropped into a fish farm. Old-timersfor whom the
business had lost something when people stopped having wars wept openly. The Sacrifice of the Adepts
passed dmost ingtantly into fiction—the cronkites and riveras had it to themsalves for nearly aweek
before the first movie and novelization could be released, and then the floodgates redly opened. Thejob
of massaging the legend into a pleasing shape began. The performing arts, oddly, did not seemto taketo
the new subject: most of them aready had funded work under way, with more upbeat themes.

—The Board of Directors of the Shimizu Hotel appointed a new manager and anew PR chief. A specid
monument was ingtdled in the Grand Foyer, to honor their predecessors, who had bravely sacrificed
themsalvesin avain effort to ensure the security of guests. In return for keeping their faces straight at the
dedication of this monument, and their mouths shut forever after, Co-Artistic Directors Rand Porter and
Jay Sasaki received lucrative new contracts terminable only by them. Each contained an ironclad artistic
control clause.

—The Board of Directors of the Starseed Foundation announced that Top Step would suspend
operations while replacements were sought for its key personnel. The current three classeswould
graduate, those who madeit through, but it would be at least four months before any new Postulants
would be lifted to orbit. During the month of downtime, Top Step personnel would be busy deding with
the arrival from Titan of the largest mass of fresh Symbiote ever shipped, atruly stupendous tonnage
intended to meet the next fifty years of anticipated demand.

—Rhea Paixao and the group with which she had been trance-dancing two days aweek learned
belatedly that Manuel Brava had been one of the Martyred Bodhisattvas, and would not be showing up
to join them again. His absence had gone almost unnoted; he had been that sort of man. They al went



home and mourned—but the following Saturday night, the group spontaneoudy reformed on the beach,
and Rhea was there. WWhen she got home that morning, she began anove with a Stardancer asamagjor
character.

—InYawara, North Queendand, the Yirlandji elders chose another witch woman, and held servicesfor
Y arra, who had returned to the Dreamtime after dreaming amighty dream in aplace called China. A
song was sung for her by the whole tribe, a song by a dead protegée of hers, caled "The Song of High
Orbit." And indeed some particles of her may have followed the Songline that far, for al anyone can
know.

—All over the Solar System, Starhunters began to die, for lack of achemica so exotic it was not likely
to be found on any ship they could raid. The luckiest of them had nearly ayear's supply in their system
when the source vanished; some had only weeks. The average ran about three months: the Group of Five
had tended to keep its undetectable army on a short leash. Asthis became clear, some chose to emulate
the example of Tenshin Reb Hawkins and briefly lit the heavens. Some attempted to surrender to the UN
Space Command, and some to Stardancers, the survival ratein the latter category was much higher, but
neither agency wasredly geared up to produce the needed chemica in bulk. Starhunters became the first
new addition to the endangered-specieslist in thirty years.

—Peoplein business suitsal over the planet and throughout human space found their adrenal glands
flooding asthe wills of Chen Ling Ho, VictoriaHathaway, Grijk Krugnk, Imaro Amin and Pandit Chatur
Birlacameinto effect; fortunes were made and smashed as the economic machinery of a species began
to shift gears.

—Jay Sasaki took aday off from rehearsals, went EVA in ap-suit, and danced a dance he had
choreographed in his mind months ago, but never gotten to perform. It was not taped or seen by any
human or Stardancer eye, but when he was done, he felt somehow that it had been appreciated. Its
working title, the only oneit ever received, was "l Love You, Eva." The next day he asked his
haf-brother to help him shape anew piece, involving a butterfly with awithered body.

—The Human Genome Project issued its final report to the United Nations; it was formally thanked and
ordered to begin dissolving itsalf. After three quarters of acentury, the massive planetwide research effort
had at |ast succeeded in deciphering al the "pages’ of the DNA "book" which made any sense, atruly
staggering accomplishment. Among other effects, the day seemed now in sght when disease would be
gpoken of only in the past tense.

Stll largely unexamined, of course, were dl the "garbage pages,” the introns, popularly known as"junk
DNA": the quite lengthy segments of genetic materid (over ninety percent of the total) which, lacking
end-begin codes, never express. The prevailing theory was that they represented severa million years of
accumulated nonlethal errorsin transcription. One of the Directors of the HGP argued passionately
before the UN Science Council that there was no such thing as an uninteresting component of DNA, and
begged for at least some continued funding. But since introns had no discernible effect on human
metabolism, there seemed little urgency—indeed, little point—in studying them, and Council voted to
gpend the money on more interesting problems.

* * *

Noteworthy Eventsin April 2065



—Minions of the Group of Five continued to be identified and taken into custody, on Terraand in

gpace. Admira William Cox suffered atrangent ischemic attack while overseeing the cleanup in space;
laterd pardysis proved reversble, and his cognitive and communicative faculties remained unimpaired;
nevertheless he was awarded the Terran Meda of VValor and retired on full pay. Hetook up residencein
the Shimizu, in the restored suite whose last guest, Humphrey Pappadopoul os, had enjoyed it so briefly.
He chose it because Terrawas not visible from its window. In the weeks that followed, there was aways
at least one Stardancer outside that window, available should he wish company.

—The United Nations Executive Council decreed that henceforth June 22, Solstice Day, would be a
globa holiday in honor of Reb Hawkins and the other dain Adepts, and would be known as Courage
Day. On that day no nonessential work was to be performed, and all humanswho could possibly do so
were requested to take part in a planetwide Hour of Remembrance, scheduled for 3 PM Greenwich
(thus 7 AM in Los Angeles, midnight in Tokyo; only residents of the Pecific idands need lose any deep
to participate). There wasto be no forma ceremony involved; it was asked only that citizens of Terrago
outdoors at that time, contemplate the sky, and remember the Adepts. The ideawas a popular one.

—Asthe media orgasm crescendoed, most of the planet overlooked an offbeat story from New
Orleans. It seemed that the areaimmediately around the French Quarter had fixed itself up, more or less
overnight. Centuries of grime vanished; crumbling sidewa ks became el egant banquettes again; decayed
hulks strengthened themselves and grew ironwork balconies asintricate and lovely as anything in the
predominantly white part of town, and the statue of Louis Armstrong in Armstrong Park sparkled asit
smiled down on amanmade pond whose water was pure enough for human consumption for the first
timein ahundred years. Tourists emptied out of the Quarter to stare envioud y—and soon were being
charged admission. The Mayor publicly promised that if the rapturists responsible would come forward,
he would give them the keysto the city and hirethem to finish thejob . . . but there was no response.

—Duncan lowawas asked by ADs Porter and Sasaki to join Nova Dance Company as an apprentice,
the company'sfirst spacer. He proved adiligent pupil, and by the third day he was showing the other
dancerstricks.

—Hidago Rodriguez'swife Amparo finally succeeded in persuading him that theimplement in hismagic
new home obvioudy designed asthe perfect mae urinal wasin fact intended to be asink (Ridiculous!
Who did dishes while they moved their bowels?), and that he must use this other slly thing instead. And
remember to put the seet down afterward. It made no sense at dl to him, but nobody had ever said
upward mobility was easy.

—Rand Porter, in private conversation with Charles Armsteed, finally brought himsdlf to ask the
question, "Weredl of you in rapport with Reb and the others when they did it? Did the Starmind fedl
their deaths?' and wastold, "We wished to, but they would not permit it. They shielded us." The answer
did not help him deep any better, but he was glad to know.

—Somewhere above the Ring, the Stardancer Rain M'Cloud wasfinally brought out of catatonia by the
combined ministrations of her children Gemmaand Lashi and one Olney Dvorak. At once she began
dancing her grief. The others, each separated from her and each other by at least amillion kilometers,
joined her in ensemble and submitted to her choreography. The rest of the Starmind attended, and
resonated. The loved ones of al the other dead Adepts already danced their dancesaswell. Yet the
Starmind asawhole did not grieve, and even among the most grief-struck like Rain there was an
acceptance, aresumption of life, alooking forward. There was much to be done.

—Performing arts groups al across the planet began premiering new works. Not asingle one was



depressing. An inordinate percentage incorporated images or subtexts of space, or of floating, or of
flying.

—Pursuant to the last will and testament of Eva Hoffman, aglass quart bottle of Old Bushmill's Black
Bush, about half full, was delivered to Jay Sasaki. Later that evening, he and Duncan lowallightened its
mass by another two ounces, and became lovers.

—The estate of Evelyn Martin formally filed suit againgt the Shimizu Hotel, its Board of Directorsand
citizens Duncan lowa, Rand Porter and Jay Sasaki, alleging wrongful desth, loss of consort, dander and
assorted other torts and seeking a billion dollars damages from each and every defendant; suit dismissed
with prejudice when trial software determined that the estate and the deceased had been married for a
total of four days and had not seen one another in the ensuing twenty-seven years.

—Rhea Paixao increased her trance-dancing to three days aweek, and began taking her daughter
dong.

—The Nanotechnology Lab near Top Step announced the commencement of amajor new research
effort. Its stated purpose was so abstruse that the cronkites gave up and took refuge in repeeting the
words asif they understood them. No one caught them &t it.

—The Right Honorable George Kiku, Undersecretary of Revenue for the United Nations and Assstant
Chairman of the Committee on Fisca Anomdlies, took early retirement under his burnout clause, and
resumed along-interrupted study of the guitar. It came back hard, but he took to soaking the fingertips of
hisleft hand in cold tea, and eventually the calluses returned.

—Alert Space Command software noted that an unusualy high number of Stardancerswerein the close
vicinity of Terra, and that many more seemed to be vectoring earthward. But sinceit did not classify
Stardancers as either threat or navigationa hazard it did not notify any human beings.

* * *

Noteworthy Eventsin May 2065

—Thelast Stardancer was successfully disinfected of her submicroscopic bomb, and shielded against
reinfection. A misty disk of death still soun about the Sun, but it could now beignored until it was
convenient to clean it up.

—Colly Porter received avacuum scul pture by courier. It was caled "Puffbal,”" and pleased her
mightily. Her mother liked it too, and placed it in aprominent placein theliving room, beside one by the
same sculptor called " Driftglass.”

—A dancer named John DeMarco, redizing his dream of alifetime, wasinvited to join Toronto Dance
Theatre asaprincipa dancer, largey on the strength of aparticularly inspired performance at the
Drummond four months earlier. Hisformer Artistic Director never forgave him for accepting, and made a
point of telling him (mendacioudy) that she had faked every single orgasm.

—LaToyaDa Woo, Assigtant Director of the US Internal Revenue Service, resigned under acloud
having to do with inexplicable anomdiesin that year's data; while the antiquated computer system was



torn gpart and rebuilt, she moved to the Shimizu Hotel and took up recreationa sex.

—The New Orleans sdlf-renovation phenomenon began occurring in ghettos, dums and eyesores
around the planet. One economist calculated that even given the immense cost-effectiveness of
nanotechnology, severd trillions of dollars had to have been spent by rapturists worldwide. Hardly
anyone believed him; he was, after al, an economist.

—Gunter Schmidt finaly recovered from the bronchitis which had followed upon hisstroll through ice
water in Nepal, and succeeded in suing histravel agent into bankruptcy. He then returned to Nepal to
catch the May Tiji Festival—and learned on arrival that since the Kai Gandaki had in fact returned, the
festival had been declared redundant. The Lo were too busy planting crops.

—Unnoticed by anyone, Admiral Cox dipped out a maintenance airlock and entered Symbiosis. The
p-suit he removed in order to do so eventually burned up in the upper atmosphere, flaring asthe air tanks
went up. Since his bills continued to be paid and his room and Al reported no medica emergency, his
absence went unnoted until late June.

—Therigng wave of "cheerful art" reached such a crest worldwide that even critics began to noticeiit.
Certain congpiracy theorists among the media began to smell arat, and whispered dong the E-mall
byways of "rapturist conspiracy"—idealy somekind of immense digita fraud. To their annoyance,
investigation kept indicating that the money funding al this new art wasred. And anonymous. So they
went public with the old standbys, thinly veiled suspicion and unsubstantiated rumor—and would have
gone on to entirely basdess dlegationsin turn, if they hadn't noticed that nobody seemed to be paying the
dightest bit of attention to them. Everyone was too busy attending performances that sent them home

feding good.

—The mammoth new mass of Symbiote reached Earth Orbit, was calved into sx chunks, and each was
inserted into astable orbit. The reason for the subdivision was not known, but it aroused little curiogity.
Few humans were of amind to pester the Starmind with nosey questions these days.

—Cally Porter, having been back on Terrafor the recommended three months, returned to High Orbit
to spend amonth with her father in the Shimizu Hotel. Shortly after her arrival she stated the opinion that
hugging was more fun when you could use your legstoo. This caused her father to blush (humans seldom
go pdeinfreefdl, but they can ill blush), and begin rehearsang a peech he had been meaning to ddiver
for acouple of years now. But in the end he managed to stall just long enough, and was spared the
necessity.

—A peculiar glitch began to show up in automobiles—all automabiles, regardless of place or date of
manufacture. Changing lanes without signalling at least five secondsin advance gppeared to cause total
CPU fallure. Fortunately, the"crashless crash” safety festure hardwired into the guidance system usualy
brought the offending vehicle safely to the side of the road. No one claimed credit for the innovation, and
public opinion split: some attributed it to rapturists, while others blamed amuch older, haf forgotten
group called "hackers." But the prevailing response of humanity at large was glee, and no onetried too
hard to crack the case.

* * *

At the end, there, everything seemed to happen at once.



PART NINE
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The Dunes East of Provincetown
22 June 2065

Courage Day

"Thisisagood spot, mom."

Rheathought so too. They were at the ocean shore east of Provincetown, just where the upthrust arm of
Cape Cod curlsitswrist back toward the mainland. Before them was the sea, next stop Europe; behind
them to the west, between them and P-Town, lay kilometers of sand dunes. The weather was perfect,
and had been since they had watched the sun rise together over the Atlantic severa hours ago. It was
now amogt time for the Hour of Remembrance, and she and Colly were just finishing the food they had
brought with them from home.

There were few others here, even on thisgloba holiday. There were too many beaches a P-Towner
could reach without having to walk severa kilometers of sand, too many boats available to take them out
on the water, especidly since the fleet was not fishing today. Nonethel ess Rhea had never seen this
particular stretch of shore so heavily populated. The ideaof Courage Day had caught on.

The spot did not fee crowded; there was no rowdiness; the genera mood seemed to be akind of
subdued celebration. People spoke less than usud, and in softer voices; those who listened to music or
newsdid not inflict it on their neighbors; even teenage boys were not horsing around. Rhea suspected
things would get more festive later, after the Hour was past, but for the moment there was akind of
solemnity inthe air that seemed to call for decorum. It had been along long time since so many saints had
been martyred at once.

"Doyou fed like Trancing?' Colly asked.

Rhealooked around. There were afew individuals dancing, but no group had formed as yet. She did not
see anyone she knew nearby. "Maybe later, hon. After the Hour."

"Okay." Colly liked trance-dancing well enough, but was not as attached to it as Rhea had becomein
recent months.



"I'm surprised you have the energy,” Rheaadded idly. Colly had only been back on Earth for afew days
after vigting her father in orbit.

"l know," Cally said. "Metoo. Y esterday | wastired as galoonies—but today | fed like Waldo. You
know what | mean? Like he must fedl. Like, | know I'm wesgk, but | don'tfeel week."

It took Rhea a second to get the reference. " Oh, Waldo— your new friend in the Shimizu. | forgot al
about him." Cometo think of it, Colly hadn't mentioned him once since her return. "How isWado?'

Suddenly Colly was atextbook illustration, labeled Nonchalance. "Okay," she said off-handedly,
studying her fingernails. "Hisfrog died, and helikes that dopey classc rock music now, and histeacher
says he undergtands calculus.”" Best. "And he said he wants to marry me when we're bigger.”

Rhed's heart turned over in her chest. She didn't know whether she wanted to laugh or cry, only that she
must do neither out loud.And so it begins, shethought. "Oh," she said, with equal casuaness. "I'm. . .
sorry to hear about hisfrog.”

"Y eah. Hip was cool."

"So, uh. . . what did you tel him? About the marriage thing.”

"l said I'd think about it."

"l see. Did that satisfy him for now?"

"I guess." Another pause. "He wanted to kissme."

Rhea chose her words with care. "How wasit?"

Colly had run out of fingernails, she seguéd smoothly to toenails. "Okay, | guess." Suddenly she turned
and looked her mother in the eye. "But honestly, Mom, | don't get what the big dedl is."

Rhearefused hersdf permissonto amile. It cost her. "Y ou will, baby," she said solemnly. ™Y ou will."

"Y eah, butwhen?"

"Youwon't missit," she said. The words made her think of Manuel Brava, and she glanced at her
watchfinger. "Hey, it'samodg time."

It was about five minutes before the Hour. All up and down the beach, conversations were ending,
people were Sitting up straighter and facing the sea. Boats out on the water killed their engines, and their
passengers came out on deck. Rheafelt a sudden pang of londiness, the kind that a child's presence
does not assuage. Holidays are dways the worst time for those with no significant other.

"Mom?Wererich now, right?"

The non sequitur made her smile. "No, dear. But werericher."

"Wl . .. canwe afford to cdl spacefor an hour?"

Automatically Rheastarted to do mentd arithmetic . . . then abandoned the equation unsolved. Her



daughter had sideswiped her for the second timein lessthan aminute." Yes, Colly! That's agreat ideal
Oh, I hopehéesnat . . . no, they won't be working in orbit, either.” She was dready autodiding,
half-wishing the car was near so they could have visual too. Space images would have been appropriate
during the Hour. Ahwdll . ..

Rand answered dmost at once. "Hi, Rheal Is Colly there? Of course sheis—hi, princess!”

"Hi, Daddy!" Coally caled back.

Rhea adjusted the volumefor privacy. "Hi," she sad.

"Where are you guys? No, wait—let me guess. Audio only, so you're out in the boonies somewhere.
From the sound of the waves, ocean rather than bay side. The Dunes, right?"

How could someone who knew you that well be hundreds of milesaway? " That'sright.”

"IsUncle Jay around?’ Colly asked.

"Right here, cutie," Jay'svoice sad.

"Hi, Unde Jay! Hi, Duncan!"

There was the sound of laughter, then, "Hi, Colly," from Duncan.

Rhea monitored hersdf to seeif Duncan's voice caused any internd fluttering. Nothing. She hoped he
and Jay would make asuccess of it. "Where are you guys, anyway? No wait—let me guess.” It couldn't
be one of the Solariums: Rand and Jay were celebrities. Somewhere private, with agood view . . . got it!
"You'redl in Evaswindow, arent you?'

"Right,” Rand said. "Asamaitter of fact, | think | can see you from here. Wave, Cally."

She looked skyward and did so. "Here | am, Daddy!"

"l seeyou," he assured her. "Y ou've got mayonnaise on your chin.”

She checked—and burgt into giggles when she found he wasright.

"We're planning to do some damage to the legacy Evaleft me, as soon asthe Hour isover,” Jay sad. "l
wish | could send you down asnort.”

"Metoo!" Rheasaid. "Look, | know the Hour'samost here. We don't have to talk or anything—but can
wedl say on-linetogether until it's over?!

"It's something Terrans and spacers should share," Duncan said.
"It wasmy ideg," Colly said proudly.
"And agood one," Rand told her.

"Areyou okay, Uncle Jay?' she asked. "Are you sad about Eva?"



Hisanswer was dow in coming. "Let me put it thisway, honey," he said at last. "I'm not exactly okay
yet—but | know I'm going to be. Y ou know what | mean?"

"I know exactly what you mean," she said solemnly, and Rheafdt abrief stab of guilt. "Daddy, tell him
that thing Captain Kirk said.”

"Huh?'
"Y ou know, about leaving."

A chuckle. "Oh. Not Captain Kirk, honey: Rahssan Roland Kirk.An Old Millennium jazzman. Hesaid
once, 'Nobody dies. They just leavehere .

There was a pause, and then Jay'svoice said, "I think that's true. Thank you, Colly."
"Two minutes," Duncan said.

"It fedls like we ought to bedoing something,” Rheasaid. "Cally told you weve been Trancing alittle,
right? Maybe we should al dance or something.”

"Wdll," Jay said, "l figurelike this: Reb was Soto Zen. One of hisfavorite sayings used to be, "Don't just
do something—sit there!" Do you guys know how to Sitzazen ? That's what we were thinking of doing.”

"Sure," Colly said with just ahint of scorn. "Duncan taught us once. Well, kukanzen, notzazen, but
they're pracly the same." She began manipulating sand into an improvisedzafu, and Rheafollowed her
lead. She was cautious about exposing her child to organized religion, but Zen did not meet her definition
of ardigion. It had no deity, for one thing—but more important, it did not require either killing or
converting unbelievers.

"It's okay to get up if you get antsy, Colly," Jay said. "Reb wrote abook once called RUNNING
JUMPING STANDING STILL. Any of those would be appropriate, | think. And theresawalking
meditation caledkinhin, for groundhogs, anyway. Or you can Trance, if you like. But let's gt alittle at
fire, at least at the gart.”

"Sure," she agreed.

"I'mtheDoan today," Jay said. "The timekeeper. I'll ring abell three times when the Hour strikes, and
again when it'sover, and wéell al be sllent in between, okay?'

"Areyou studying Buddhism now, Jay?' Rhea asked.

"Aw, I've been fiddling with it for years. But yeah, I'm getting into it more lately. It'salot like drinking
Black Bush, only cheaper.”

Rhea checked her daughter. "No, honey, likethis. Y ou don't have to lace your fingers together in agee
field, remember? Left hand on top of right palm, thumbtips just touching.”

Colly corrected hermudra, and straightened her spine. "Are we supposed to look downward?'

"Technicdly, yes," Jay said. "But for today | think looking up is okay. There'sredly no wrong way to do
it, if your heart'sin the right place. Just follow your bresth . . . and remember Evaand Reb and all the



Adepts.”
"Get ready,” Duncan said. "lt'samost time."

The beach was hushed, now, save for the omnipresentwhush of waves. The sky was nearly cloudless,
baby blue. Rheafelt an ectricity intheair. It was awesometo think that at this moment, dl over the
world, most of the human race was about to do just what everyone here was doing. Had humanity ever
acted with anything like thiskind of unanimity before? What a pity it took atragedy to bring it about. But
wasn't that aways the way? Nothing brought people together like agood disaster. . . .

"Ting. Ting. Ting," said the phone. Rhea.composed hersalf, drew in ameasured breath through her
nose—

And the sky turned gold.

* % *

Not "gold" in any metgphorical or analogous sense, as one can be said to have "red” hair when it is not
redly red at dl. Thewhole sky wasliterally golden, the color of burnished 14-karat gold, the color of the
wedding ring Rhea had till not been ableto bring herself to remove. It happened dl at once, seeming to
mushroom outward from severd sourceslikeacrysta forming in aningant. It waslike atranducent gold
roof cast suddenly over the world, shimmering and twinkling, backlit by the sun.

Everyone on the beach—very nearly everyone alive—gasped, and stared upward in wonder. Rhea
found that she and Colly were clutching each other's hands,mudra be damned. An indescribable sound
began to come from the people on the shore. Rhea had once, many years ago, been caught in ariot, and
would carry the memory of that indescribable, unmistakable sound to her grave. Thiswasits opposite: a
vocal sharing of awe. Perhaps the | sraglites had made such a sound when the Red Sea parted.

Some of it seemed to be coming from the phone. "Can you guyssee this?' she cried. "It'sunbelievablel™

"We see—" Rand began, but she did not get to hear what he saw for some time, because hisvoice was
drowned out by another. It seemed to come from everywhere, yet did not have the echoing quaity of
loudspeaker broadcast; it was as though every Al on the beach had been co-opted at once.

"Thisis Shara Drummond, calling the human race. | need your attention.”

* k% %

Rhea knew that her heart should be racing. Shara Drummond—the first Stardancer! Addressing al
mankind directly, for thefirst time since her origina Stardance, sixty-fiveyearsago. . .

Y et somehow Rheafdt hersdf growing camer. She met Colly'seyes. . . and they resumed formal zazen
posture, Side by side, but continued to hold hands.

"I have taken over all data channels and Al'sin human space to talk to you, because something
unprecedented is about to happen. A radical change. It may seem frightening at first, but |
promiseyou it will be all right, if you do as| ask. The Sarmind is here to help you through this.. . .
but you must do your part, and no one can do it for you. The first thing you must do is get
everyone on Terra outdoors, and everyone in Luna onto the surface. | meaneveryone.Essential
services personnel, hospital patients, the dying, the housebound, prisonersin solitary, all human
beings. If you know of someone trapped indoors, get them outside now.And hurry! Thereisno
timeto lose. | will tell you what I can—but don't stop to listen if you know of some human who



needs help getting outdoors; the information will be repeated many times.

"A turning point has come in the history of the human race—one set in motion by the Fireflies on
the day they came here for the second time, the dayof the Stardance. We Stardancers were
created in large part to help you throughit."

Rheathought quickly. Thank God TiaMarguerite and TiaMarion were out on Ti Loui€'s boat—it was
an hour's hard walk back to the car. Everyone else she knew in town was mobile too. Suddenly she
missed Rand so much her ssomach hurt. " Are you guys hearing thistoo?' she murmured.

The phone's LED said the circuit was still open, but there was no reply. She thrust it absently into her
breast pocket.

"I'mafraid your lifeis about to change forever. Your old life is over; a new oneis about to begin.
| know that will not be welcome news for many of you. No baby wants to be born; they all come
out crying. But they stop. I'm afraid you have no more choice in the matter than a baby does: the
contractions are beginning, and no power in the Solar System could stop them now. All we of the
Sarmind can do is see that the birth takes place as smoothly and painlessly as possible. We have
sacrificed much to that end . . . but today is notourCourage Day, but yours. | can only ask you to
trust in me—and in the Fireflies, who refused to let me die in orbit so many years ago.

"On that day, my planet was like a womb whose fetus is overdue for delivery. Such a fetus grows
too large for its environment, begins to pollute its ecosystem with its own waste products, begins
to degrade its surroundings. In the decades that followed, you—and we, the Sarmind—have
cooperated to help correct most of the damage to our home planet, using nanotechnology to
minimize new wastes and recycle old ones efficiently. The womb is repaired—but it istime for the
fetus to leave it behind now."

Rheadid not guess what was coming; it was only a shadowy intuition. But it was enough to make her
heart Sink. She stared around that perfect beach, that eerie golden sky, asif to memorizeit, and clutched
Colly's hand. At an answering pressure, she met her daughter's eyes—and found them serene,
untroubled.

"It'sokay, Mom," she said. "It's Courage Day."
Shara Drummond's voi ce continued:

"You know that the Fireflies seeded this planet with life. You know that much of what you areis
written in your DNA. Some of you may know that large segments of the information encoded there
appear to be gibberish, and do not express somatically—the so-called junkDNA. These genetic
‘instructions' are never carried out, because they lack the end-begin codes that would activate
them.

"In just a few minutes, a kind of telepathic trigger signal will go out from Titan. There is no way
to avoid or shield against it: it will be as unstoppable as a neutrino, and faster. Designed by the
same beings who designedDNAn thefirst place, it will insert end-begin codesin certain
introns—and switch them on. Everywhere in the Solar System, the nature of human tissue will
change, permanently.

"It will become transparent to gravitons. In plain language, it will become immune to gravity."



Rhea moaned.

"Please listen to me and try to be calm. Many of you on Terra may have the idea that what is
usually miscalled centrifugal force will send you flying off the planet at high speed. Thiswill not
happen. When you go weightless, the net upward force acting on you will not exceed .003 gee.
Your clothing should suffice to hold you in place; even shoeswill probably be enough. Ask your Al
if you don't believe me; I'll bereleasing it to your control again soon. Nonetheless you will bein
freefall, with the usual physiological symptoms most of you know: dizziness, stuffy nose and so
forth.

"This period will last for perhaps five minutes. Then machines will turn themselves on. There are
three of them. One is buried deep in the core of Terra, one at the heart of Luna, and the third at
the core of Mars, though no one is there to be affected by it now. Each is designed to generate
antigravitons.. . . a special kind of antigraviton which will onlyaffect altered human tissue.”

The next sentence was ddlivered dowly, deliberately.
"Likeit or not, you will find yourself rising into the sky."

A wordless cry went up al around the beach—doubtless around the planet—a discordant amalgam of
clashing emotions. Shara Drummond seemed to anticipate that, and waited for it to die down.

"DO NOT FEAR," shesaid then." It is not death that waits for you in the sky, but a new kind of
life. You will not freeze or suffocate asyou climb, | promise you.

"For the last sixty-five years, the Sarmind has worked at modifying our Symbiote, in preparation
for this day. The gold you seein the sky is the variant we have shaped, a variant designed to
survive, for a time, at the interface between Terra and space. It cannot come down to you . . . but
you will find it waiting for you about five kilometers above the ground, just asthe air is getting
too thin to breathe. Touch it anywhere, drink it, and it will shape itself to you. It will breathe for
you, and bring you higher, changing from gold to red as you leave the atmosphere behind.

"Thisis why the Adepts made their sacrifice. If the Group of Five had gotten their way, dlof you
would have died this day. The Five knew nothing of this, nor could we tell them. Without a
Sarmind, you would have suffocated as you | eft the stratosphere—and would not be hearing me
now. But thanks to TenshinReb Hawkins and the others, you will live to reach space.

" And we the Starmind will be waiting for you. To show you your new world. Your new home. You
will be one with us, and we with you,Homo cadlestisforever."

* * %

A vast soundless sound filled the world. Rheaheard it indde her head, asif on headphones. It was music,
and she even recognized it: something Rand played dl the time, something by Brindle whose name she
could not recal. But to her tortured imagination it seemed like the Trump of Doom that Chrigtians
believed would signal the Rapture. She found that she was clutching Colly to her fiercely, keening without
words. Thewords that raced through her mind were, she knew, probably shared by millions; indeed,
they might have been the find thought of most of the humanswho had ever died: Not yet! | wasn't done
yet!

It was a protest the universe had never heeded yet. As she drew in abreath to scream it doud, Colly
spoke againgt her breast.



"Don't worry, Mom," shesaid. "I didn't want to come out either, remember?’

Rhearemembered. Colly had been born three weeks overdue. She had stayed stubbornly in the womb .
.. until apitocin drip induced labor, and forced her out. And Colly had cometo like thisworld.

"It'sokay," Colly indsted. "We're gonna go see Daddy now."

She kept her deathgrip on Colly's shoulders, but pulled back so she could see her face. Colly was
amiling. "Canyou fed it?" she asked.

With athrill of something like horror, Rheafelt her weight leaving her. Shetried to hang on toiit, but
could not. Within aminute it was gone completely. Her snuses began to fill, and shefdt her face
reddening as blood redistributed itself evenly throughout her body. She felt mild dizzinesstoo. It was just
like climbing to orbit in a shuttle—except that the rest of the world around her continued to observe the
law of gravity.

Shara Drummond's message began repeeting.

Colly picked up an uneaten apple, held it out, and let go. Rhea's body-awareness told her that she was
in zero gee, S0 persuasively that it wasjarring to seethe gpple fall normaly. Colly giggled.

Suddenly she squirmed out of Rheals grasp, atrick she had perfected at age five. Rhea cried out, but it
wastoo late: Colly had aready unfolded her legs from benegth her . . . causing her toriseinto the air.

Without thinking, Rhea sprang after her and caught her like atackler, hugging the child to her. They
found themselves about Six or seven metersin the air, snking with the gentle downess of afeather
beneath the weight of their clothes. Thishigh in the air, Sharas repesting message was amost inaudible.
Others around them were airborne too. A convention of Nijinskis, she thought wildly as she drifted
down.Oh, Jay would love thist And Rand . . .

"I wish Dad and Uncle Jay could seethis," she said aoud.

Colly was grinning, exhilarated. "Just pay attention,” she said. "We can givethem an ingtant replay later."
They landed gently on sand, afew meterswest of their takeoff point. With space-trained ingtincts and
Trancer Kill, both let their legs absorb the energy of landing, so they did not bounce away again. For a
moment they bobbed there together, poised at the very membrane between earth and sky. They could
hear Sharads voice clearly again, now that they were close to the earth—and many competing sounds
t00. Some people were screaming, some were laughing, some were yelling contradictory advice, some
wereflailing heplesdy intheair, trying vainly to swim back to earth. And some were finding out how high
they could jump. Out on the sea she could see people legping higher than their masts, moving lazily in the
ar, likedrownersin reverse.

"Let'sTrance, Mom," Cally said. "Wecan doit for red, now."

Rhea had a sudden vivid memory of Manue Brava, the night she had trance-danced for thefirgt time.

Be ready, he had said.It's gonna be good.

And thiswas the Hour of hisRemembrance. . .



Somewhere in Rhea's heart, something gave way. Without regret, she closed the book that was her life.
.. and began anew one. "All right, Colly." Shereleased her embrace. "Take my hand, though, okay?'

"Sure" Colly said. "Herewe go!"

They legped together.

A few minuteslater, Rhea admitted to hersdlf that she was having fun. More fun than shehad had ina
long time. It was alittle like trampolining or bungee-jumping in ultrad ow mation. It was very much like
dreams she had been having dl her life. It was, inlitera redity, what Trancing had awaysfelt like, except
that the moments of breathless exhilaration were not flegting and trangent.

Some others around her were aso moving in the characteristic flowing movements of trance-dance,
now; she and Colly were not the only Trancers here. Out on the sea, some people were walking on
water, with exaggerated steps; she could just hear them laughing.

"—you okay?' Rand's voice said suddenly from her breast pocket. "Rheal Colly! Can you hear me?
Dammit, are you okay?"

He sounded half out of his mind with worry. Rheatook the phone out of her pocket. "Werefine,
darling. Hang on—I think we're coming for avist.”

"What the hell do you mean? What's going on down there?
"Didn't you hear Shara up there?'

"Yeah, but it didn't make much sense. Shetold usto go EVA, find some Symbiote, and take off our
p-suits. But what about you? She said something crazy about immunity to gravity, and gold Symbiote."

"That'sright. Were about . . . oh, I'd guess twenty meters above the ground right now. It looks like you
win: Colly and | are coming to space after al.”

"Oh God—youl'l freeze, before you can reach the Symbiote.”

"l don't think s0," she said. "It'swarmer than it should be down here. | think that gold Symbiote is having
some kind of lens effect. They've had along time to think this through.”

Therewas slence on theline. Thefirst to fully absorb the newswas Jay. He began to laugh with joy.
"Oh, Eva" hecried, "What aglorious joke on you! Oh, howwonderful !"

"What do you mean, Jay?' Rhea asked.

"I get it now—I seeit—I know why she wanted to die—and why she was dragging her feet—the
stubborn old biddy was holding out formeaning . . . and she got it, bless her sdfish heart—damn, she got
the prize—oh, I'll bet she died smiling—"

"] don't understand,”" Rheasaid. "Rewind and start over—d ower."

"I'll try. Look, at age one hundred, Evawas done with life. So she went into Sixteen years of lifereview .



.. and found nomeaning in anything she/d done. During acentury of living as hard as she knew how, Eva
convertedX cubic tonnes of food and water into excrement and offspring; she pushedY megabucksfrom
oneimaginary place to another; she experiencedZ increments of pleasure or pain; once done, she could
find no red significancein any of it. So her last hope for meaning was her degth: she spent Sixteen years
hoping, irrationdly, to find ameaningful degth, an opportunity to give up her lifefor something. That'swhy
she kept postponing her suicide for so long—why, even after she gave up and made up her mind to die,
she stdled long enough to et Reb arrive, and give her aconvincing reason to wait just alittle longer. The
reason was. to live to seethishistoric day."

"It'sashame she missad it, then,” Colly said.

"No, no that's the best part, don't you see?' Jay said. "It isashame she didn't live to seeit with her own
eyes, sure. But I'm sure she got to see it through the Starmind's eyes before she died—and more
important, she got something even better. She got what shed wanted in the first place, what sheld already
given up on when Reb told her about today: ameaningful death. Think about it: how many humans—how
many crestures, in the wide universe—had ever been privileged to sacrifice their livesto savetwo
intdligentspecies?"

Colly wasthefirs to seeit. "Wow, yeah," she said wonderingly. "If it hadn't been for her and Reb and
the Adepts, dl the Stardancers would have got killed, and there wouldn't be any of that gold S mmy-oat
up therewaiting for us. All us people would have died today . . ."

" She got the most meaningful death there ever was," Rheasaid. She giggled suddenly. "Every damntime
humanity goes through some kind of birthing, there seemsto be an Eve around.”

"Areyousure you're okay?' Rand asked. "Y ou sound sort of giddy."

She laughed out loud. "Let'sjust say agreat weight has been lifted from my shoulders. We don't haveto
be apart anymore, baby. Not ever again. Hang in there—well be along directly.”

"What should | do?" he cried, his voice agonized.
"What Sharasaid. And don't be afraid. I'm not. | was, but I'm not anymore. 1t's gonna begood."
"BlJt—"

"Go ahead. I've got to hang up now, | don't want to missthis. Well be there soon, love." Shelet go of
the phone, and watched it fall away.

She and Colly were dowly moving away from the ocean, into the dunes. With each legp they came
down farther to the west, for the earth went on without them al around them. They were swesting with
exertion, now, and the swesat behaved theway it did in free-fal, as content to drip up as down. In her
mind's eye Rhea saw the whole human race doing this. Hovering. Tottering on the brink. Trembling on
the verge.

The ground was coming up again. Y ou didn't even have to look: when you could hear Sharaclearly
again, it wastimeto prepare for your landing.

"Colly!" she cried. "Want to go for the big one?!

"Sure," her daughter said.



Rhea began undoing her clothing. Colly got the ideaa once and skinned out of her own clothes. They let
go, watched their clothesfall. Thistime, when they hit the earth and rebounded, they kept on rising.

They kept dancing for awhile asthey rose, but the view was smply too distracting to concentrate; after

atimethey stopped moving in space and just gawked, | etting the wind do with them asit would, turning
end over end. The earth moved dowly and mgjestically beneath them. Soon Provincetown was below
them. It was weird, inexpressibly weird, to see P-Town with hardly asoul on the streets. The beaches
werefull of hopping fleas, and the sky was starting to fill with naked people. It reminded Rhea of news
footage of hot-air balloon regattas in the desert.

"Look," Colly said, pointing. "There's our old house."

Rhea saw it. For amoment it filled her heart, and called her back. Her beloved widow's walk. Below
that, the tower room in which her unfinished novel waited, and below that the bedroom into which she
had been born. Kicking and screaming.

"Goodbye," shesaid toit. "I'll never forget you."

"'Coursenot,” Colly said. "Meeither.”

Suddenly they wererising faster, as though propelled by agreat wind from below. It felt surprisingly like
surfing vertically.

"Hang on," Rheacried.
"Here we come, Daddy!" Colly called.

And they rose up forever, going for the gold.

EPILOGUE

High Earth Orbit

22 July 2065

It did not go totally smoothly, of course. Human beings wereinvolved; at least some chaos and tragedy
hed to result.

But there never were more than the two choices; evolve or die.



Perhapsit need not have been done asit was, by surprise. Perhaps humanity, forewarned and prepared,
might have agreed to leaveits ancestral womb forever, peacefully and without panic. The decison not to
risk it wasirrevocably made on the day the origina Six entered Symbiosis and founded the Starmind,
back at the turn of the millennium, back when haf of the human race was hungry and poor, and
pessmism was gill the halmark of intelligence. Once Charlie Armstead eected to leave Courage Day out
of the report he sent back to humanity from Saturn in the historic Titan Transmission, it wastoo late to
turn back: the Starmind was committed to secrecy.

If you could somehow establish tel epathic contact with a human fetusin its ninth month . . . would it bea
kindnessfor you to tell it everything you know of the birth traumato come? Would it benefit from the
foreknowledge—or panic, jam the birth cand, and kill itself and its mother? After dll, lessthan one
percent of the race ever voluntarily chose to go to Top Step and become Stardancers. Being humanisa
hard habit to break. Shara Drummond, Charlie Armstead and their companions believed—all the
Starmind till believes—that humanity might well have died rather than leave Earth, given the choice. So
they did not giveit the choice until thelast possibleingtant . . . and spent sixty-five years secretly
preparing it for that instant.

This cost the Starmind much ethical anguish over those years—and sharp tragedy at the el eventh
hour—but right up until the Day of Courage, the overwhel ming consensus of the massed brains of the
Starmind was that the stakes were just too high to permit any risks. One of the few concrete factsthe
Firefliestold the Starmind before they left usto work out our own destiny isthatHomo sapiens isat least
thethird sentient race to beraised up in this solar system.

Thefirst sentient race ("sentient” defined as " cgpable of art”) lived eons ago, on a planet some cdll
Lucifer, whose shattered remains are now known as the Asteroid Belt.

The second such race appears to have been somewhat more advanced: they "merely” blew the
amosphere off the next closest planet to the sun, Mars. But they arejust as dead.

We gppear to have squeaked through to the finish line.

Had wetoo failed our most final of exams. . . well, there hangs Venus, within the habitable zone, its
reducing atmosphere ready to collgpse into aviable biosphere at achemica nudge. . . .

Perhaps when | was a human fetus, | would have consented to be born. But | am glad, al things
consdered, that | wasn't consulted.

* * %

Volumeslarger than this one could be—are being—written about the chaotic events of the hoursand
daysthat followed the Hour of Remembrance, the countless millions of varying human reactionsto Shara
Drummond'scal.

No volume however large could describe what happened when over six billion minds entered telepathic
symphysisin asingle great cascading wave, nor will | try even to hint at it here. Sufficeit to say that only
the presence of aquarter of amillion trained and prepared telepaths made it possible at al. Symbiosisis
profoundly disorienting in itsfirst onset, and somefind it terrifying—Stardancer Postulants used to spend
three monthsin Top Step preparing themsavesfor the trangition. But human beings are tough, when they
have to be, and we had to be.

Even now, amonth later, the integration processis still ongoing. It might not be too inaccurate to say that



the new HyperStarmind has achieved consciousness, and is working—d owly!'—toward awareness.

Despite the very best efforts of aquarter of amillion linked minds planning for over half acentury, alittle
more than two percent of humanity perished in the mass transcendence toHomo cael estis, most through
stubbornness but some from sheer stupidity. No telepathic entity can take lightly the desths of so many
millions of souls—especialy needless degths, on the very verge of immortdity. But at least their surviving
loved onesknow with utter certainty that everything possible was done to save them; thereis mourning
for them in the Starmind today, but no recrimination. Cells die whenever ababy isborn; it isno one's
fault. Balancing the sorrow to some extent isthejoy of al those who love an autistic or retarded or
catatonic or mute person—for now they can communicate with their loved one on alevel far degper than
words could ever have reached.

Approximately one haf of one percent of humanity were unaffected by the telepathic tocsin from Titan
or the subsequent flood of antigravitons: genetic defectiveswhose DNA had sustained too many
nonexpressing mutations over the millennia, whose introns were fatdly damaged despite massive
redundancy in the coding. But nearly ninety percent of those eventudly reached space and joined the
Starmind too . . . for there were suddenly spacecraft to spare.

And alittle over five percent of the human raceflatly and stubbornly refused to go—improvising an
agtonishing variety of desperate methods to remain near the earth's surface, to remain only human. Within
amonth, however, their number had shrunk from five percent of the former tota to about two.

The present population of Terra, then, congsts of alittle more than one hundred and sixty million
people—on a planet with wedlth and technology and room enough for six and ahaf billion. Most of them
are wearing weights. Y ou are one of them, or you would not be reading this. And the odds are that
despite your new weadlth and |ebensraum you are lonely and/or hurt and/or angry and/or afraid.

Y ou do not have to be any of thosethings. If you ingst on staying on Earth, your life need not be hard:
wewill continue to beam down power, and programs for your nanoassemblers, and other things you will
need—or you can make your own way as your forebears did, if that pleases you.

But you do not haveto stay.

The golden sky of Earth is blue once more—but thereis plenty of red Symbiote in orbit. And even now,
Terra holds more than enough resources to send you to join us. Even if you are one of the rare genetic
unfortunates—and if you are, we have the resources to heal your introns, once you enter Symbiosis.

Thatiswhy | amwriting this,

All you haveto do isfind aphone. Shara Drummond is accepting collect calls, and will tell you how to
reach the nearest functioning spacecraft. Were waiting for you.

* % *

Some of the oldest Chinese legends speak of amysterious "edible gold,” one taste of which confers
immortality. It ssems unlikely the ancient Chinese could have had any direct knowledge of the Firefliesor
of Symbiote—it may smply bethat, given enough time,any prophecy will eventudly cometrue.

For millions of years, londliness has cascaded down through the millennia, an ever-expanding wave of
loneliness, powered by itself, by its own terrible self-creating hunger. Confined in bone boxes, we sought
solace by rubbing our meat-mounts against one another, and so made more prisoners of bone and flesh
to replace us and keep loneliness alive and expanding across the ages.



Now londinessisonly an option, rather than a sentence. Y our sentence has been commuted: you are
released, not on, butupon, your own cognizance. The cell door isopen at last: you can walk out any time
you are ready. Y ou have been ready since you were born.

And it issafe now. Y ou can leave your cdl without fear, without shame, without salf-doubt. No matter
what horrorsyou flatter yoursdlf lie uniquely in your skull, no matter what unforgivable deficiencies you
clamto yoursdf, you will find understanding and total acceptance in the Starmind. Everyone dsedid.
One of the nicest things about living in zero gravity isthat it isno longer possible for one person to look
down on any other. Thereisno rank, no class, in the Starmind. Thereisno obsession, for thereisno
need for it. Y et paradoxicaly, somehow | can lookup to many of my fellow Stardancers—and lookinto
any who consent. All of them, sooner or later.

Tojoinusisnot to "loseyour ego.” It isto gain nine billion more. Love on that scae has never been
imagined, in dl the ages of theworld. | tdll you that it is better than youcan imagine.

* * %

Thereisareason why | have been chosen—out of more than nine billion!—to tell you this story of the
find days. And thereason isnot because | used to practice the writer's trade, athough that has proved
helpful.

Thistask fell to me because fate placed mein aunique position. | yearned to live out the rest of my days
on Terraso badly that | tore my heart in haf, and risked the heart of my daughter, to stay there. Yet | live
in the Starmind now, and will live out the rest of my daysin space—and am deeply joyous. | have lost
nothing . . . and gained the stars.

And more, Buchi Tenmo was quite right about self-generated redlity: | till have Provincetown. | smdll it
asl write. ..

Infact, | have P-Town now far morethan | ever did before. . . for now | can seeit through the eyes
(throughall the senses) of TiaMarguerite and TiaMarion and Cousin Tomas and al my relatives and
friends, can know it through the perceptions and experiences of every other former resident, nearly
everyone living who has ever seeniit. If binocular vision creates three-dimensiond visuad depth, imagine
the kind of depth with which I now know my beloved home. Over ahundred years of Provincetown,
times millions of people, raised to its own power! | have more of my bel oved home than ahundred
thousand normd lifetimes could have given me. . . and | no longer need it. | have much deeper roots,
now.

And my husband, who needed the attention of strangers, expressed in dollars, so badly that he tore his
heart in half and risked his daughter's heart for it, has more raw attention available to him than he could
ever haveimagined . . . and sacrificesnothing for it . . . and needsit not at all.

And his brother, who risked hisjob and thus hisart and thus hislife, al to be near him, isnow with him
adways. Just asintimately as| am, for the Starmind understands genetics as no human ever did. | carry
their childin my womb now . . . agirl who isaready Shaping hersdlf, and will begin dancing soon.

That isthe reason why | have chosen to tell my own story through more eyes than my own—right up to
the moment when al our viewpoints converged.

Canyou seethat, if any of those three surviving protagonistsin the foregoing comedy had known as
much about what was redlly going on as you did when you read their story, they could not have acted as



foolishly and destructively asthey did? Can you redly want to keep wasting as much time and energy as
they dl did, blundering through the dark of their lives, squinting through the twin chinksin the bone box
and trying to read the hearts of othersthrough theirs?

I/we have a s0 recongtructed Evas story, and madeit part of ming/ours, partly for the additional
perspectiveit adds, and mostly to show that 1/we can. Reb knew her, and so the Starmind does, and
awayswill. No onewill ever completely dieagain . . . solong asthereis one brain in the Starmind that
ever knew him or her. I'm teaching the unborn daughter in my belly about Evaright now—since Rand

and Jay are going to give her Evasname.
* % %

"O wad some power the giftie gie us, to see oursels as others see us! It wad frae monie ablunder free us,
and foolish notion.”

Robert Burnswasright. The gift has been given. Takeit . . .

* * %

What has happened to our species may seem unprecedented. But it is not. We have made other Jumps
of comparable magnitude, up the evolutionary scale. From the seato the mud to the treesto the
mountaintops to the skies.. . . and now to spaceitself, free of the womb atogether.

Thereislessthan no future in being aNeo-Neanderthd . . . for thenext evolutionary Jumpisalready in
progress. A Starmind of nine and ahaf billion brains possesses the necessary complexity and depth to
begin to make sense of the Cosmic Background Babble. Deep in the Oort Cloud where the comets play,
far from the sun, something is presently nearing completion that will help, athing that hasno andog in
human experience. Theinfant islistening, learning to hear; one day it will learn to talk. There are as many
garsin thisgalaxy asthere are neuronsin abrain: imagine amind made up of agaaxy of Starminds!

For millions of years, an endless successon of generations of upright, lonely apes have gazed up in dumb
yearning at the stars, at the infinite depth and breadth of the universe, a the teasing promise of the other
99.9999+% of redlity. Now, at long last, we have come home.

Join us—as soon asyou are ready!

| am Rhea Paixao, and my messageto you is. the stars are here.



