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BODY OF EVI DENCE

El eanor said, "I hope you'd tell me I'm making a ridicul ous m st ake."
"If it's about where Murdoch and | have been recently, i no, ifs not a
m stake, " | said.

She reached for her chair and | owered herself carefully into it, her
eyes not leaving mne. "In your blood I found antibodies to viruses
that have not existed for decades. Your lungs held traces of exhaust
products of machines that haven't been used in a century."

"Coul d you date these phenonena?"

"I'd say about the tinme the Sleepers were from O even before. Your
results overlapped with theirs."

"Pretty good. Whuld you accept 2023?"

She cl osed her eyes for a nonent. "I don't want to. But the facts are
there ..."

PRAI SE FOR TI ME FUTURE

"Rich in detail... Time Future shows that Maxine MArthur has an astute
m nd, a ferocious sense of detail, and the capacity to becone one of
the world's nost distinguished S-F witers." --Nova Express mmgazi ne

"Wth considerable talent, MArthur blends a well-researched

t echnol ogi cal and cul tural background with el enents of nystery and
crime drama, and characters that leap visually off the pages all into a
gri ppi ng experience. "

--fictionforest.com

"Time Future is fascinating and Ms. MArthur's aliens are truly not
human."” --sciencefiction.com



By Maxine McArthur Time Future

ATTENTI ON: SCHOOLS AND CORPORATI ONS

WARNER books are available at quantity discounts -with bul k purchase
for educational, business, or sales pronotional use. For infornation,
pl ease wite to: SPECI AL SALES

DEPARTMENT, WARNER BOCOKS, 1271 AVENUE

OF THE AMERI CAS, NEW YORK, N.Y. 10020



TI ME PAST
mm ncar t huk
ASPECT

of

WARNER BOCKS

An ACQL Ti me Warner Conpany



I f you purchase this book w thout a cover you should be aware that
this book may have been stolen property and reported as "unsold and
destroyed" to the publisher. |In such case neither the author nor the
publ i sher has received any paynment for this "stripped book."

WARNER BOOKS EDI TI ON

Copyri ght 2002 by Maxi ne MArt hur

Al rights reserved. No part of this book nmay be reproduced in any
formor by any el ectronic or mechani cal neans, including information
storage and retrieval systems, w thout permission in witing fromthe
publ i sher, except by a reviewer who may quote brief passages in a
revi ew

Publ i shed in arrangenment with the author.

Cover design by Don Puckey Cover illustration by Ji mBurns

Aspect name and | ogo are registered trademarks of Warner Books, Inc.
War ner Books, Inc.

1271 Avenue of the Americas

New Yor k, NY 10020

Visit our Wb site at ww. t wbookmar k. com

) An AOL Tine Warner Conpany Printed in the United States of Anerica
First Aspect Printing: My 2002

10 987654321


www.twbookmark.com.

Acknow edgnent s

Thank you to the followi ng people: My agent, Garth N x, and editors,
Kim Swi vel and Jai nme Levine; readers M chael Barry (who renmenbered the
i npl ant), Jennifer Bleyerveen, and Viki Wight; relativistic adviser
Antony Searle; the Canberra Specul ative Fiction CGuild--thanks everyone;
Bruce M ssingham for the inspiration of his thesis on the real
Assenmbly of the Poor; Marianne de Courtenay, always there; Brad,
"Fixing it is only a way to show you understand how it works"; ny

fam |y, who never conplained; and all ny other friends who hel ped in
ways they probably don't want to know about. Mst of all, thank you to
Tomoko, for showing ne what had to be witten.



Life can only be understood backwards, but it nust be |ived
f orwards.

--N el s Bohr



TI ME PAST



e

The maze of paths stretched around me. | was lost. Tents and shacks
crowded onto narrow dirt tracks. Piles of deconposing rubbish bl ocked
some tracks. | tried to pick up ny direction by the sun bl azing across

the river, but it was too late in the day. 1In this nonth of April 2023
tent cities occupied river banks all over Sydney. The out-towns, as
they called these barrios, also sprouted in the former parks and sports
fields of the suburbs as the poor and honel ess were forced out of the
inner city by rings of police checkpoints that kept the rich and
privileged safe. If you wal ked fromthe out-town through the factories
of Rhodes, across the murky Parramatta River, through the red-roofed,
drug-sodden streets of Meadowbank, and up the slope; if there was
enough wi nd to di sperse the brown bl anket of pollution, then above the
hills and roofs of the suburbs you might see the city towers pencil ed
agai nst the sky. Over there lived the people who said in opinion
polls, illegal inmgrants deserve to live like animals. 1llega
immgrants like nyself. |1'd bet nobody had come as far as | had--in
time, or in space. As | retraced nmy steps, hoping | was headi ng east,
peopl e began to wander out of shacks to sit in front of themor stand



chatting in the cooler evening air. A child struggled with a

hal f-full bucket of water as she crossed the | ane ahead of ne. Three
men standi ng besi de an open doorway watched nme all the way down that
lane. | felt a prickle of fear between ny shoulders until | left their
gaze behi nd.

| didn't stand out physically--we all wore ragged T-shirts and either
trousers or sarongs, and ny space-pale skin had tanned in five nonths
of exposure to the savage sun. Wat worried ne was that | was carrying
cash, with which I'd intended buying a black market |aser, only the
seller hadn't shown up at our rendezvous. | felt everybody could see
the tattered plastic notes in nmy pocket.

| wasn't used to carrying noney. In ny century, food, water and
shelter are basic rights, not sonething that must be bought.

This part of the out-town stank of petroleum It was built on concrete
slabs that used to house a refinery. The slabs were stained with dark
grease and even the soil between themwas hard with it.

Ch hell. M stomach rose as the snell of garbage and open drains nixed
with oil. Have to be sick. | bent over a drain and threw up into it.
Ful | of rubbish. Bones, shit, scraps of un recyclable plastic. Stiff,
bl oated rat.

| wiped ny nouth on the hemof ny shirt. Didn't feel better. NMouth

dry and foul, head pounding. | should have known the bl ack market
deal er wouldn't bother to turn up. Should have listened to G ace, who
told me to stay in bed when | got sick. "Haven't got a clue, have you?

How to | ook after yerself when you're crook," she'd said.
O course | didn't have a clue. In ny century we didn't get sick.

Grace Chenin helped ne when | first arrived in the out-town, and |'d

lived nost of the tine with her. As far as she knew, | was Maria
Val don, a political refugee who'd paid to be smuggled into the country
then, like many residents of the out-town, been abandoned wi thout ID

or



money and drifted into the out-town. It was such a common story here,
nobody gave nme a second thought. Who would believe ny real story?

That | was Alvarez Maria Hall ey, space habitat systens engineer, flat
space drive nechanic, and head of a space station orbiting a planet

t housands of |ight years away and nearly a hundred years in the future.
That | arrived in the out-town because the ship | was testing

mal functi oned and marooned nme here on Earth. | couldn't tell theml
was stuck in this time and space unless | re-entered the junp point |
cane through. That would invol ve explaining the use of hyperspace to a
species that couldn't even provide all of its nenbers with clean
drinking water, let alone devise a unified field theory. To re-enter
the junp point | needed a junp-capable ship. None existed on Earth in
April 2023. But in three weeks this would change. On May 1, the

Invidi will arrive on Earth and identify thensel ves as peaceful aliens.
They' Il bring nedical and agricultural technology that will allow
humans to transformthis world into a better place. In 2060 the four
alien species of Invidi, Qchn , Melot, and Bendari will formthe

Conf ederacy of Allied Wrlds. Twenty-five years later, Earth will join
t hat Confederacy, which by nmy time, 2122, will have grown to thirteen

menbers. It nust happen, because |'mhere. The fact that a human
traveled to the past in a ship using Invidi technol ogy proves that the
future will happen as it's supposed to. Doesn't it? | shook nmy head

to clear it of useless specul ation, and stubbed nmy toe on a piece of

| oose concrete. Leave the theory for later. Right now | needed to get
back to ny work place and put this noney away safely. The sun had
dropped behind the uneven Iine of buildings. Hope |I'mon the right
track now.



I'd gone | ooking for a black market | aser because | needed it to
contact the Invidi once they arrived. | was planning to use a
reflecting tel escope's dish, inverted, to send a pulse along the
short-range channel that the Invidi ships use. For tracking control,
used the conmputer in ny work place, and an antique digital processor
The only conponent | hadn't been able to find was the |aser

| couldn't buy one openly because | didn't have a National Identity
Card or a police registration certificate. The former would prove |
was a permanent resident, and the latter would show iy arrest record,
i f any.

Soneone yelled sonething unintelligible at me. A small wonman in a
scrap of bright dress. She shooed nme over to the other side of the
path, then bent down and chucked a bucketful of dirty water where |I'd
been wal king. Al the voices in these | anes spoke a | anguage unknown
to ne, although |I'd been here | ong enough to recognize it as either

Vi et nanese or Laoti an.

These peopl e probably had the sanme problemas me-no official
identity.

In the first decade of the twenty-first century mllions of refugees
and illegal imrigrants tried to find a new hone in Australia after
unexpected climte change and a series of natural disasters danaged
West ern European econom es, and the ascent of fundamentalist politics

in the USA made that country |ess accessible. In Australia, the
Residential Restriction Law of 2010 originally proposed settling the
tens of thousands of illegal imrigrants in restricted residency

ar eas.

It was at this time, Grace told ne, that the new ID card system was
br ought in.

"It wasn't the card so nuch as the zoning that pissed people off. They
shoul dn't have cut us off fromthe harbor," she'd said.

She resented it, but that was the extent of her resistance.



Her own fragile links to social services depended on her job and
keepi ng out of trouble.

As soon as | arrived in the out-town | learned that, if caught, | would
be sent to a holding center, where | could be detained for up to a
year, then processed--ny details, including DNA, would go into the

of ficial database as "illegal," and unless | could prove refugee
status, |'d be sent either to a restricted area or to sonme far-off part
of the country to work. Many people in this position sinply ran away
fromtheir enforced work, but they had no ID card and dared not apply
for one because a record of their DNA was already in the official

dat abase. Better to evade capture upon arrival and then make enough
nmoney to buy an ID made on the black market. In nmy case, all | wanted
to do was evade capture, period.

It wasn't hard to remain free, providing | stayed in the out-town.
Which left nme without access to reasonable health care, noney, and what
passed in this era for advanced technol ogy. Sone tradeoff.

The hum of traffic was | ouder now, but | couldn't see from which
direction. The out-town was so flat that you came upon things
suddenl y.

Judgi ng by the way ny feet hurt in the cracking rubber sandals, and how
dry ny throat was, |'d been wal king | ong enough to get home tw ce over.
| didn't care now if people stared. Maybe I'll ask soneone and hope
they don't take advantage of ne.

I'd never get lost on the space station. |If you wal ked for |ong
enough, you canme back to where you left. One of the advantages of
living inside a torus.

| snorted at nyself. Funny thing to get nostalgic about. The station
Jocasta, had problenms of its own, many of themsimlar to the
out-towns. We'd always had refugees there too.

Jocasta orbited an uni nhabitabl e planet on the edge of



Conf ederacy space. Because we were an Earth-adm nistered station, and
because Earth was a minor nenber of the Confederacy and humans were not
allowed to use the junp drive in their ships, we relied on the

Conf ederacy for trade and defense. VWhich was fine when the Confederacy
was feeling obliging. Wen they were not, we were thrown back upon our
own resources. Jocasta had a | arge popul ation of free | abor, many of
whom st ayed when their contracts ran out because they couldn't afford

t he passage back to their hone stations or planets. W also had a
significant popul ation of refugees, who'd stowed away through the junp
poi nt at some stage on Confederacy-registered freighters. Mny of the
mast ers of these ships were as unscrupul ous as the peopl e snuggl ers who
nmoved groups of people fromcountry to country in this century. Sone
of the refugees were fleeing from persecution or war in their hone
systenms. They made it to Central and then had to keep going to avoid
bei ng sent hone again. Qhers just wanted a better |ife sonewhere
else. So the out-town situation felt unconfortably famliar

Overpopul ation, intercultural (or, in our case, inter species conflict,
| ack of jobs, and crine. But everyone on the station did have equa
access, at least in theory, to health and social services, including
food, security, and education. It was in the Confederacy as a whole
that the real inequalities lay. The thirteen nenber species were
divided into the Four founding worlds and the remaining Nine. The Four
kept a stranglehold on the rest of us because they controlled the only
way to travel the vast interstellar distances between the nmenber

wor |l ds--the Invidi junmp drive.

At last, a place | knew. This lane with three blue tents should I ead
to a footbridge across a smaller river. | was too far west, because on



my right | could see the notorway barriers and hear the sporadic roar
of vehicles. But | could then head east, past stained brick factory
bui | di ngs now used as apartnments, across the footbridge, and under the
not orway, where the noi se of the vehicles echoed |ike spaceship engines
in an encl osed dock and the snell of urine and filthy water would have
made ne throw up again except that | didn't want to stop there.

Once over the river | headed northeast into my own part of the
out-town. Shacks and tents were set on old factory grounds near the
riverbank, but on the far side the trodden dirt tracks led into paved
streets, which in turn led onto a | arger road, down which vehicles
drove north and south. Houses were brick and wood over here, and sone
of the original owners remained, refusing to flee fromthe real or

i magi ned dangers of the out-town. Beyond that, you could see the tal
A ynpic hotels, secure behind their electric fences and serviced by
private ferries.

Electricity could be tapped off established lines in this part of the
out-town, and there was a sewerage system although it had been
designed for factory effluent, not human waste, one of the reasons for
the foul ness of the river water

The problemwi th electricity was that the gangs wanted paynment for

illegal lines and many of the out-town residents, |ike nyself, had no
nmoney to pay for it. No tribute, no electricity. The gangs were as
ruthless as mlitias. They controlled the trade in illegal drugs and

fake |1 Ds, which made them all-powerful here. The only plus was that
police seldomventured into the out-town and therefore we were never
asked to show identification we didn't have.

I found it difficult to conprehend a governnent that was content to

i gnore the out-towns, on the condition that their people didn't nake a
nui sance of thenmselves to the inportant parts of society, that is,
those parts that could vote. A sordid bargain, in which the |osers
were the young, the sick, the elderly, and the very poor. | hated the
way t hat



t he Four ignored nuch of the m sery on non-Confederacy worlds, too.

Grace | aughed at ny dismay, when she'd drunk a few beers, which was
of ten.

"They used to call it 'outsourcing," darl. Means the gov' nent gets
business to take all the stuff off their hands that's a hassle. You
know, unenpl oyment paynents, pensions, telephones. |It's the same with

t he gangs. Gov' nment doesn't have to worry."

| pointed out that governnents usually didn't exact interest paynents
of up to fifty percent on late paynent of their services, or terrorize
t hose who coul dn't pay.

"But the boys," she neant the gangs, "keep order a |lot better than the
cops did. Keep the nmuggers in line."

One of the few forces working to change the terns of the bargain was a
tiny unbrella organization for conmunity groups called the Assenbly of
the Poor. This was where | "worked," if you could call the few dollars
| received fromthem pay. The Assenbly was part of the Earth-South
network, but we didn't receive much support from Earth South which at
this time was still a network of grassroots organizations. In the
soci al confusion following the Invidi arrival it would finally achieve
mass support.

The Assenbly office was in the upper story of a wooden house in Creek
Road, which was a narrow dead-end street Its asphalt was full of jagged
hol es, and the houses, which once stood in separate yards, nerged into
one another in clusters of additions and extensions. Sonme of the
spaces between houses were filled with rusting parts of cars and

machi nery. Qhers held druns and plastic buckets of grow ng
veget abl es.

Today, the betting shop on the ground floor of the wooden house was
open, and Indian nmusic swirled out into the street. A hand-lettered
sign next to the side door that led upstairs to our office read:

CONSCI ENCE | S NOT



ENOUGH. Blue letters on a yellow background. Under this rallying
call of the Earth South nmovenent, smaller letters declared: if you're
sick of losing, join us. if you want

SOVE PCLI TI CAL PONER, JO N US. LET'S MAKE THIS TOANN A

fit place to live. Soneone had crossed out an "e" in "losing." Below
t hese exhortations sat a | ogo nmade up of four words in the shape of a
face, the first word curved to make a fringe, the last, a frowning
nout h: ASSEMBLY OF THE

POOR

On the side of the house |local children had painted a red, green, and
yel low rmural of birds and trees. Some of it was still visible under

bl ack swathes of graffiti. | dodged a heavy nan who came out of the

shop counting a handful of betting slips, waved a greeting at M.

Deshi ndar who ran the shop, and funbled inside my shirt for the keys,
kept on a string around ny neck. The lock on the barred iron door
caught, then clicked open. | dragged it aside enough to slide in, then
| ocked it behind me. Paranoid, yes. There isn't nuch of val ue here,
except our old conmputer, and the solar panels and recycl ed car
batteries that we used during electricity cuts. And ny tel escope. |
went up the dimstairs and into the top of the building. | still felt
gueasy and ny |l egs ached fromthe long wal k, but at least I'd nmade it
here. Daylight was fading and | wanted to put the noney into our

strongbox before I went back to nmy tent. 1'd kept nmy own cash at the
Assenbly ever since the tent was ransacked and noney taken fromit,
soon after Grace noved out. The office was a single room illum nated

only by a dirty skylight and windows that let in the afternoon sun if
we forgot to lower the blinds. Papers covered nost of the threadbare
green carpet and three rickety tables that served as desks. The
drawers of two huge filing cabinets stuck half open, contents bul ging.
Nel son Mandela snmiled froma faded poster on one wall at an info net



portrait of MarlenaAlvarez on the other. Talk to your enemes, said
the text bel ow Mandel a, but Alvarez didn't snile back. Perhaps she
didn't like being an internationally recognized synbol, shared between
human rights, wonen's rights, and social justice novenents. Like the
Assenbly of the Poor, which tried to service all of these as best it
could. W hel ped our nmenmber groups apply for funding, and the
director, Abdul Haidar, |obbied |ocal governnent. The Assenbly itself
was al ways in need of nobney. | was the "technical staff." Florence
Wo, the other staff nmenber, wote submissions for funds, that is,
begging letters. Wien | cane for the job at the Assenbly, I'd said
that I was involved in the Earth South nmovenent in Vaupes and naned the
| argest town near Las Mijeres, sure it existed in this time. 1'd been
using stories of ny great-grandmother's life to explain ny presence in
t he out-town, nmasqueradi ng as someone who knew Marl ena Al varez, the
founder of the Earth South nmovement, the best known of the popul ar
soci al justice nmovenents in the early twenty-first century. At |east,
a century later it was the best known. Alvarez was the mayor of the
village of Las Mijeres from 2011 to 2017. M great-grandnother, Denora
Haase, had been her chief of police. | grewup in that village hearing
stories of Marlena. Her life, her sayings, her death by an assassin's
bullet in 2017. It was easy to put nyself in supporting roles in the
events ny great-grandnother used to talk about, events that to these
peopl e happened only a few years ago. | poured nyself a drink of water
fromthe jug on Florence's table. Her papers were in neat piles.

Dri nki ng water was the bi ggest expense for everybody in the out-town
and in the surrounding suburbs. Since | arrived there'd been perhaps
four days of rain, and none in the past three nonths. The tent cities



had no piped water, and the water that came through the old pipes to

t hese houses was often undrinkable. Water trucks cane around

regul arly, but they charged just enough to make it difficult for a
person on a subsistence wage to pay. Wich neant nost of the out-town
struggled. W could boil piped water nost of the tinme and get by. The
| ast alternative was river water--nobody, seeing the rubbish and waste
that ran through the drains, would willingly drink that.

One of the things the Assenbly worked toward was getting water supplied
free to everyone. Eventually we hoped to arrange sewerage as well as
regul ar garbage collection. The enclosed environmental system of the
space station recycl ed everything except a portion of heat waste, and

found it hard to believe this society still condoned the use of fossi
fuel - burni ng engi nes and al |l owed production of non degradabl e plastics.
Still harder to believe was that some sections of the sane city were

left at bel ow subsi stence |l evel, while others enjoyed the |uxury of
space and safety.

| knew how hard it was to persuade those with privileges to share with
the less fortunate. On Jocasta we had enough space in the uppernost of
its three rings to confortably house nost of the refugees and

unregi stered residents who stayed in the lower ring. But the upper
ring residential area was owned and controlled by menbers of the
Four - - our "upper classes," and do you think they'd give up their extra
space? No nore than the power-holders of this city would let the
out-town residents into the harbor area or downtown.

| felt too tired to work on the dam tel escope, sweaty fromthe wal k
and the hot room... suddenly the claustrophobic heat becane nore than
| could bear, and | pulled up the dusty blind and opened one of the

wi ndows. A hot, dry breeze entered, but at |east the air was noving
NOW.

| needed to explore other options to contact the Invidi



What if | can't get a laser? Arrival is only three weeks away.

| groaned inwardly and switched on the small gl obe suspended fromthe
roof girder in the mddle of the room Then, after first putting ny
cash in the strongbox and sliding it back behind one of the filing
cabinets, | took out the telescope fromits box under ny desk and sat
on the floor beside it.

My knees creaked as | sat, and it worried nme that sonething el se was

going wong. | thought | knew this, ny body. I'd lived with it for
thirty-seven years. Now it was behaving |ike an unreliable machi ne and
the things that happened to it here were frightening. | couldn't

control the incursions of viruses and bacteria, and what they did to
me. M body was alien, a flinsy thing that didn't work as | expected
it to.

I found nyself heeding Grace's warnings about dangerous pl aces,
dangerous tines of day, aware that physical damage here coul d be

per manent; conscious of the frailty of my own flesh and bones,
conscious that the nmedical treatments | used to take for granted woul d
not be made until decades after the Invidi cone, in this decade, a

br oken bone could take nonths to heal. Bruises renmained for weeks.

Don't think of that. Think of getting back to your own tinme, where you
won't have to worry--at |east, not as nuch. Think about the
t el escope.

A fat tube with ungainly legs, it sat waiting for its conmputer
connections to cone alive. The lens was in place, and a hell of a job

I'd had finding a workshop that would let nme grind it. | was stil
accunul ating pi eces of hardware in order to notorize the tracking. For
the tine being, the scope had to sit static on its mount. | opened the

t ool box, selected a screwdriver. The nount needed to be nobre stable.



| stood up again with a grunt, found the page |'d scribbled notes on,
sat back down again. Mst obliging of amateur astronony groups to post
tel escope construction manuals on the info net After Gace had

| aughingly instructed me in basic conputer usage, | found there were
manual s for everything on the net, from bonbs to kitchen renovati ons.

I ncl udi ng the hacking manual s that allowed ne to devel op ny conputer
skill further.

The fl oor shuddered slightly as someone rattled the door downstairs.
The sound of mnale voices floated up through the open w ndow.

| stood up, heart beating rmuch faster than it had a few seconds ago.
Maybe t hey want the betting shop, not the Assenbly.

The door rattled again.
Maybe if | ignore them they'll go away.

"Hey, Maria," called a famliar voice.



Two

It was Grace's ol der son, Vince. Sonme of the tension in ny shoul ders
rel axed.

He' d probably either be trying to borrow noney or |ooking for a place
to hide something illegal. That's what he used to do when Grace |ived

with ne. At least, | assumed the neatly w apped packages he used to
leave in GGace's tent were illegal. No reason to hide them otherw se.
| lifted one once and it was heavy, the heaviness of nmetal. | asked

Grace if Vince's group was connected with one of the larger gangs. "I
don't want to know," was all she would say.

| turned on the weak yellow bulb on the stairs as | went down and
| ooked through the bars. "Hello, Vince."

He stared at me with his usual sul ky expression and jiggled his hands
in his pockets as he spoke. In spite of the heat he wore a short bl ue
jacket with the collar turned up, jeans, and a black T-shirt. It
infuriated Grace that he al ways had cash to buy cl ot hes.

"You seen WII?" he said. WII|l was Gace's younger son, ten years
ol d.

"No, he hasn't cone here. |s he out alone?" | heard ny voice sharpen
i ke Grace's.

"Just checking. So you can tell her | asked." He jerked his head
back. "These bl okes want to see you."

Four men stood behind Vince. | squinted into the



gl oom-the |l ocal butcher and the bus driver | knew. His bus ran

bet ween the O yde yards south of the notorway and the streets cl osest

to the tent city. The other two nen were strangers.

"You said she'd show us the telly scope said the driver. He poked his
narrow nose up to the bars and stared up the stairs. The brimof his

cap bunped the bar.

"Now?" | said. "And why? It's just a honemade tel escope.™

"That's what you say." One of the unknowns grunted from behind the
but cher.

"Yeah. We don't like spies here," said the other

| snorted. "Vince, have you been putting this stuff in their heads?"
"Not me." Vince shot me a look that said it was exactly what he'd
done. He kicked the barred door. "I'moff then. |If you see the kid,
send himhonme. |'msick of nucking around | ooking for him"

Left alone with the four nmen, | tried reason

"Who would I spy for?"

"Mgrant Affairs," the grunter said i mmediately.
"What would | tell then®"

"Nanmes." He glanced at the others in triunph.

| felt both exasperated and concerned. "How would |I contact thenP"
The butcher nodded up at the office. "I seen all your radio stuff."
"That's not a signaling device," | said. At least, not to anyone on

Earth. "Wait a mnute."

| went upstairs, heaved the telescope into ny arms. It kept slipping
to one side, but | descended crablike down the stairs, placed it on the
floor while I unlocked the barred door, picked it up again with a
grunt, and shoved past them Wsh |I'd gotten around to maki ng wheel s
for the nount.

Qut si de the house, | crouched and eased the scope down



on the uneven concrete, hoping the dust-proofing on the casing and the
screws woul d hol d.

"Look through here," | panted.

The sky was quite dark now in the east, except for the glow of the city
low down. Often |I'd get better viewing in the south.

The butcher took first turn to squint through the eyepi ece at what
| ooked fromhere like a stretch of dull black sky.

"Wel|l?" said the driver, leaning so close that | was afraid he'd push
t he scope over.

The butcher wi thdrew, rubbing his eye socket. "You wouldn't think you
coul d see anything, would you?"

"Gme a look." The driver pushed himout of the way to see for
hinsel f. "Huh, nothing special."” But he sounded al nost awed.

"Gve me a go, then," said the grunter
"Wait yer turn.”

Most of them woul dn't have seen the stars properly for years. The
skies of Sydney were as polluted as any other big city in 2023, and in
my five nonths there,.|1'd never seen nore than Venus just before
sunrise or isolated dots that m ght have been constellations directly
overhead, with the naked eye. Many of the out-town residents woul dn't
even have seen the stars on their journey here, especially if they'd
been jamed in the holds of boats sneaking past Custons patrols or
drugged sensel ess in luggage conpartments of aircraft.

On the rare noments | could see the stars, | loved the tw nkling
effect. | hadn't seen it since | was a child, having spent the past
twenty-five years nostly in space habitats w thout surrounding

at nosphere.

"My go," the grunter insisted. He squatted, |ooked, and becane
suddenly still.

They woul dn't see half the stars | saw fromEarth as a



child, because in ny tine the Invidi had hel ped clear the pollution
fromthe atnosphere, but even this view was nore inpressive through the
t el escope.

"I told you, it's just a hobby." | didn't try to keep the annoyance
out of ny voice and they all nodded and sidl ed back, except for the
but cher.

"Yeah, well we had to check it out, y'know?" He |ooked hungrily at the
eyepi ece and wi ped his hands on his apron, which snelled faintly of
offal. "Reckon | coul d have another | ook sonetinme?"

"I don't mind," | said. "But not tonight, eh? I'mreally tired."
"Right" He followed the others as they trailed away.

W needed the residents' goodw || because it wouldn't be hard to break
into this old house. The people who lived in the tents and shacks

al ong the riverbank knew the Assenbly worked for them They kept an
eye on the office and we had to trust them as we couldn't afford to
pay for professional security.

| carried the tel escope back inside and up the stairs. It felt a |lot
heavi er now the adrenaline rush had worn off, and ny knees woul dn't
stop trenbling as | nmade sure the conputer was unplugged and checked

t he wi ndow catches were closed. Put the scope back--now I'mreally too

tired to do anything. | could push two of the chairs together and
sleep on them O lie down on the hard green carpet-although the
cockroaches nmade that an unsavory option. | could dunp papers on the

floor and use the table as a bed-it wouldn't be the first tine. O |
could wal k the three hundred neters back down the "street and into the
maze of paths to ny tent.

Vince's words nagged at me. Had WIIl run off again? |If he had, he'd
be more likely to go first to my place. | sighed and | ocked the door
behind me. Tent it is, then

I'd shared the tent with Gace until recently. She picked



me up off the street when |I first arrived in the out-town, |ost and
di soriented. She found me occasi onal nechani cal jobs around the
out-town and then the job at the Assenmbly. And she nursed ne through

virus-induced illnesses and bacterial infections, and negotiated with
the local clinic to supply me with asthma nedi cati on on her health
card. | owed ny survival.in this century to her

When she | ost her job packing pallets at a whol esale food distributor a
nmont h ago, she noved into her |over Levin's house, which was across the
not orway near Parramatta Road. | chose to stay in the tent, despite
Grace's invitation that | nove with her; "Levin's got an extra room
upstairs,"” she'd said. Levin's house backed onto his business and
stood in an area with steady electricity and water supply, but Levin
and | didn't get on at all. Gace said she noved in "for WII's sake."
Levin resented ny presence and the fact that I'd known G ace | onger
than he had. WIIl and | both resented G ace having anything to do with
himat all.

| couldn't work out what his business involved--the shop front was a
neat office, with a sofa for people to wait and a stack of magazi nes.
I'd never seen anyone in there on the few occasions | went past in the
bus or visited Gace. Gace said sinply that he was a "l ocal
entrepreneur."” She made it clear, in her blunt way, that she wasn't
interested in talking about it. | wondered if he was connected with
the gangs. Vince called him"M. Levin," and didn't talk rmuch in his
presence; that in itself was enough to make me wary of him Levin
occasionally hinted at sone kind of paramilitary past, too, usually by
nocki ng anot her person's | ess-than-expert opinion on firearns or
mlitary protocol

Qutside, the street was unlit except for irregular strips of light from
wi ndows and doorways. | tripped and stubbed nmy toe on raised pieces of
concrete and potholes. As | left



t he paved area and noved between the out-town shacks, flickering |anps
nostly replaced the electric lights. | could hear voices and see vague
nmovi ng outlines in the darkness. Sonmewhere children giggled. At the
second corner down from Creek Road | passed through a yellow rectangl e
of light fromthe snack stall there. The wonman inside waved her
spatula. "Nothing tonight, [ove?" "No thanks," |I said. M/ stomach at
the nonent couldn't tolerate a cup of tea, let alone slabs of potato
fried in well-used grease. "N ght, then." She w ped the sweat off her
nmustache with a red and white checked cloth. "Good night." Her accent
was unlike the accents of the nmajority of out-town residents--they used
English as their lingua franca and to gain practice before paying off
their fake ID cards and noving into suburban society, but it was not

t he not her tongue of nost of them Her accent was broad and | ocal, and
rem nded me of Bill Mirdoch. Bill Miurdoch was the chief of Security on
Jocasta. He grew up on Earth in this very city, although at the end of
this century, and his Earth Standard was as flat and idiosyncratic as
the English in this tine. Some days | could think about him and the
station calmMy--when the Invidi come I'll talk theminto sending ne
back there and then Murdoch and | will pick up where we left off and
everything will be fine. Mre than fine, perhaps, since he nmade it
clear he was interested in nmore than friendship. He kissed ne, after
all. W hadn't done much about that nore-than-friendship when I left;
nmeal s toget her when our schedul es didn't clash and occasional off-duty
wal ks in the station's gardens. Mirdoch had been with me on the
station for nearly five years, and when | didn't think about it too
much, | could assune he'd be there when |I got back



It was when | did think about it, or in unguarded nonents when

listened to local voices, that | was overwhel ned by |longing to hear his
voi ce. And consunmed by longing to be on the station again. What if
Murdoch's not there when | get back? He night have noved on, decided
five nonths was | ong enough to wait. Wy the hell didn't | tell him

. | spent many |ong out-town nights considering what | should have
told Murdoch. Plenty of time to consider many things, while the sirens
how ed down the notorway and rats scrabbled al ong the roof and the
coupl e next door screanmed their nightly abuse at each other before
rocking the line of tents with noisy sex. | didn't even know which
part of Sydney Murdoch came from Cones from WII come from One
day | thought | saw him fromthe back. A tallish, heavy-chested nan
with a rolling wal k. The unhurried persistence was so |i ke Mirdoch
that | strode after him pulse pounding in ny throat. Wen he turned,

I could see he was, of course, a stranger. No way Mirdoch coul d get
here. As a human he'd have no access to a ship that could bring him
here. As a human, one of the Nine, he couldn't use the junp drive.

The Four--lnvidi, Qchn , Mlot, and Bendari guarded their nonopoly of
the drive as zealously as the inhabitants of Sydney's inner city
guarded their privileges. The Nine were limted to traveling on ships

owned and operated by the Four. | wondered what happened back on
Joasta when the Four found out | had used a junp-capable ship to get
here. | hoped the three engi neers who'd been involved in the research

with me hadn't gotten into too much trouble. Wen we planned the test,
| told themif anything happened and | didn't return, they were to

bl ame the whole thing on me. Not that we expected anything to happen
Per haps we shoul d have put off the test until after the neutrality

vot e.



The station, and by extension the star systemin which it was

situated, was a candidate for the status of planned neutrality fromthe
Conf ederacy. The Confederacy Council, which contained representatives
of all thirteen Confederacy nenmber worlds, would vote for or against
this. W wanted neutrality because the station's residents were fed up
with the Confederacy for a variety of reasons, including being left to
endure an alien blockade for six nonths without assistance. The vote
coul d have gone through already, it had been nearly half a year since

we declared our intention to apply for neutrality. 1'd been here on
Earth for five nonths--what m ght have happened at honme? O rather,
what will happen ... | nearly ran into soneone on a particularly dark
track.

"Watch it," a man's voice grow ed. A heavy body |urched past nme, so
close | could feel the heat of his breath and snell the al coho
f unes.

St op daydream ng and concentrate on getting back to the tent safely.

A dog barked, hitting a corrugated iron fence with a thud that set ny
pul se racing again. | turned the last corner. In this |ane there were
no patches of uncurtained wi ndow light, only the glow froman open fire
at the end of the lane. Laughter rose fromthe shadowed figures around
it and tiny red dots from snokers wi nked on and off.

My tent sat hal fway down the lane. It had canvas walls, pulled tight
on a framework of hardwood poles driven deep into the dirt, and a thin
sheet of corrugated iron for a roof. The wall that faced outward on
the corner of the row al so had a sheet of wood nailed to the franework
outside. 1t kept out some of the noise, but on w ndless nights the
tent was stifling.

The row of tents forned one side of a square that encl osed a courtyard
paved with uneven brick fragments. The courtyard held a conmuna
shower bl ock and privy, a



twisted lemon tree in a cracked plastic garbage bin, |ines stretched
bet ween four sets of |opsided poles to hang washing on, and garden
veget abl es in rusting druns.

| pushed open the flinmsy screen door. Inside, a wooden crate | used as
a tabl e-cum cupboard was built around the central pole. | reached up
and switched on the small electric lanp high on the pole. | charged

the batteries once a week with the Assenbly's sol ar generator

The only other furniture was a chair of battered green plastic, a small
pantry, and an old door propped on four bricks, covered with fol ded
cloths. | couldn't sleep on a mattress |ike Grace. Wen she |lived
here she had flipped hers over one night, turned it on end, and sprayed
pungent insecticide on all the insect life thus reveal ed. Shudderi ng,

| told her a blanket was all | needed. She |aughed at ny

squeam shness, but after that | slept on the door

You should be grateful, | told nyself drearily, sinking into the hard
chair and staring at the ground. Six bricks narked the place on the
other side of the tent where G ace's board and mattress used to lie.
You shoul d be grateful she picked you up and you're not stuck in a
detention center. Gateful you can work.

And anyway, whose fault is it you' re here? If you hadn't insisted on
maki ng the test run, if you hadn't insisted on beginning the project in
the first place... "Maria?" The small voice cane fromthe doorway.

| blinked away tears that had sonehow | eaked out. Feeling sorry for
nmysel f again. "WII, what are you doi ng here?"

Grace's younger son, WIIl, wiry as a nonkey and twi ce as nmuch troubl e,
shuffled into the tent, slaming the screen door on its uneven frane.

"Wanted to see you."
| wiped ny eyes hurriedly. "You saw ne yesterday."

Yest erday he ski pped out of school and the principal told Gace, who
then came to the Assenmbly office in a fou



nmood. She yelled at WII, which scandalized Fl orence, and dragged him

back to school. WIIl sat on the chair and kicked his |egs
rhythmcally. "When do the results cone out?" "I told you, middle of
May." "Can | cone and |l ook with you?" "W'Il see.” Wen he and G ace
lived here, I'd helped himw th his schoolwrk. Sonetimes we went

along to the Assenbly office and used the computer to do research on
the info net Wiile doing this, we'd entered a conpetition to design a

spaceshi p engine. Wy, | wasn't sure. W were both bored with his
schoolwork. At the time, |1'd had a vague idea that if the Invidi didn't
cone or, worse, refused to help me, | could start a career in
aerospace. It was a challenge--how to use my know edge wi t hout

reveal ing future technology to this age. "Did you tell them we noved
to Levin's?" said WIIl, intine with his kicks on the chair. "So they
know where to send ny prize?" "I told them If we win, you nean." |If
t he conpany running the competition was genuine, they wouldn't be able
to resist our entry. | had to use WIll's name to get the necessary

nati onal 1D nunber. Which neant putting WIIl's signature prints on the
application. |If we won, he got the prize, which was the whopping
amount of twenty thousand dollars. | wanted to repay G ace sonehow,

but couldn't think of a way to do it that she'd accept. Aside fromthe
probl em of not having anything to repay her with. If WII won that
money, | thought it would nore than cancel the debt. W hadn't told
Grace about the entry, though. She didn't |ike nme teaching WII
anyt hi ng except his regul ar school work, despite his obvious ability.



"I just want himto be normal, y'know?" went the litany. "Nothing
fancy, nothing off the rails like Vince. Just get a decent job and
lead a normal life. So don't fill his head with all that protest
stuff, okay?" She approved of what the Assenbly was doing in the
out-town, but she didn't think it needed to preach

"Does Grace know you're here?" | said, renenbering Vince's visit to
the Assenbly office.

He kept swinging his |legs, accompanied by little boo poop sounds.
"W 2"

"She went out with Levin. | don't like it when they're mucki ng around.
| told Ms. Le | was comi ng here," he added defensively.

"What do you nean, 'nmucking around?""

"You know." He kicked the chair legs quite hard. "Kissing and
stuff.”

"Vince was | ooking for you earlier. Did you go hone after that?"
"It's not hone. It's Levin's place."

| couldn't dispute that logic. It was why | hadn't moved with them
"You can cone too," Levin had said, with that nocking,

dar e-you-to-di sagree | ook that would have been understandable on a
teenage face, but sat strangely on a man who was at least thirty.

"I'"'mhungry.” WII |ooked pointedly at the little pantry in the
corner, raised on bricks like the bed. It was another converted wooden
crate, lined with small-gauge chicken wire and fronted with the sane

material, to keep out rats.

"Nothing in there," | said. "Didn't you have di nner?"

"Don't |ike chook feet."

| sighed and wiggled ny fingers around ny trouser pockets. Maybe a
stray coin ... "Mumgave ne five dollars," he said. "W could get sone

pot at o cakes."

"We could get some fruit," | said firmy. The famly who |ived across



the courtyard fromour row of tents cultivated fruit and vegetabl es on
a patch right down near the river's edge. They usually had sonme to

sell. M stomach could handle sonething fresh, and it neant | woul dn't
have to cook on the open grill in the courtyard, which was al ways
filthy. And | wasn't a very good cook. In the twenty-second century I

didn't need to be.

"I"ll go," he said happily, and junped off the chair as though he had
springs on his backside.



Thr ee

I11 ill and I had just sat down to a nmeal of mandarins and half a | oaf

of bread when Grace and Levin pushed open the door. "Jeezus, you try
my patience." Gace slapped WIIl's armgently. He was sitting in the
chair. | stood up fromwhere |I'd been sitting on the bed. "Hello,
Grace. Levin." "G day, Maria." G ace was about ny own age,

wary-eyed, round-faced, and running to fat around her breasts and
stomach. She'd put on wei ght since she |ost her job.

Levin, a |long-bodied man with cropped dark hair and permanent stubbl e,

i gnored the greeting. He stepped around WIIl and sat down on the bed
as though he owned the tent, legs spread wide in his tight black
trousers. His eyes shifted continuously around the roomand his

bi g- boned hands grasped the edge of the bed with unnecessary strength.
Levin's hands made nme nervous. He balled theminto fists even when his

face was calm "He's supposed to be at home," said G ace to ne. "Kid
his age shouldn't be wandering around by hinself at this hour." "I
didn't invite him" | protested. "He turned up here." "Vince did,"

said WIIl. "Go out by hinself. Wen he was eight, he told ne."



"You're you and he's him and you're different people. And I'm
talking to Maria," said Gace.

"Grace, if you want ne to baby-sit, say so," | said. "But don't attack
me for nothing."

"I"'mnot a baby," protested WIIl, his nmouth half full of bread.
"It's just an expression,” | said. "You know that."

"You encourage him" said G ace.

"l do not."

"Send hi m back straightaway, then."

"I can't send himback in the mddle of the night."

On the bed, Levin chuckled. "Studying history, Maria?" He waved a

printed page at ne. It was one of many in a pile hidden under the wad
of towel | used as a pillow.
""On that fateful day in 2017,"" he read in an exaggerated tone, " 'who

woul d have thought the portly figure of the unknown mayor woul d wal k
into history as a martyr of the fledgling Earth South movenent. Wuld
she have stayed away, had she known her fate?"" He picked up another
page, then another. " "Marlena Alvarez--the truth behind the | egend

"Marl ena Alvarez talks to Le Monde' ... "Did the Earth South
noverent begin here?' "Mendoza on Alvarez ...""
"Leave them al one," | snapped, barely able to control the urge to

shatch the pages out of his hand.

"You're wasting your tine." He tired of teasing and | et the pages
drop. "Like you waste your time with that Assenbly. Earth South is
already finished. It will never anpbunt to anything."

"I disagree,” | said. "Look at-the alliances they' ve hel ped forge

anong the environmental groups. And the restrictions they' ve got
passed to protect |abor."

"It doesn't nake any difference," he said. "I grant you, Alvarez would
have nade a good | eader. But w thout her, they're nothing."



| could feel ny face flushing with annoyance. Alvarez didn't die so
that some arrogant street thug could make fun of all that she and the

ot her women fought for... Gace tugged WII's hand and he slid off the
chair, stuffing mandarins in both pockets as he went. "If you two are
going to talk politics, we'll be here all night," she said. "C non,
Levin, let's go." "Bye, Maria," said WII as Grace towed himout.
"Bye, WIIl," | called. Levin shrugged and followed them 1In his total

sel f-centered ness he reninded nme of a Qchn and | tried not to let him
get close to anything | valued. Hi s touching the nagazines seened |ike
a violation. |In the doorway he turned as though he'd forgotten

somet hing. "You went to the parts dealer today." "How do you know?"
Levi n had connections everywhere. "Wat is it that you want?" "A kind
of focused light beamdevice," | said cautiously. "If you nean a

| aser, | can get you one." "You can?" He couldn't have surprised ne
nore if he'd suddenly begun to yodel. "I mean, that would be nice.

But it needs to be a specific type, and they're out of production now "
"Way do you need it?" | nearly said, to send signals to aliens, okay?
but turned it into, "Part of the tel escope assenbly." "Watching the
skies. Can you see anything through the snpg?" "Wen it's finished
"Il take it out of the city to | ook properly." "Tell me the |aser
specifications and I will ask around.” "Around where?" "l have
friends." "Wy are you offering?"



He paused. "You are hardly in a position to be choosy." It seened as
if he'd been going to say sonething el se, then changed his nind

"Il think about it." 1 was too tired to do anything nore that
ni ght .

"Don't think too long," he said. "You get out of the habit of
doi ng. "

"Levin, you coming?" Gace called from outside

He di sappeared into the dark

| latched the door behind them although it woul dn't keep anyone out.
Then | scraped the mandarin peel and bread crunbs off the table and
into a bucket, over which I placed a piece of fibre and held it down

with a brick to keep inquisitive rats from hel pi ng t hensel ves.

Then | picked up the papers Levin had dropped, w ping each of them on

the dirty blanket. Cl eaner than Levin's touch. He was right. | was
studying history. M own history, because Marlena Al varez was ny
great-grandnother's best friend, and if not for her, | wouldn't have
been born in Las Mijeres, because there would have been no village
there. | was also studying the Earth South noverment, which Al varez had
f ounded.

At | east, ny great-grandnother always spoke of Alvarez as if she

si ngl e-handedly created the Earth South novenent. | always thought
that after her death in 2017 human rights and | ocal autonony groups
across the world forned a chain of protest against oppression and
poverty. The political upheavals following the Invidi arrival hel ped
them bring their agenda into the nainstream of politics, while advances
in medicine and agriculture allowed themto put nany of their ideals
into practice.

But Levin's comments about Earth South may have smarted all the nore
because | hadn't found much evidence of a united social justice
nmoverent in early 2023. Fromwhat |1'd collected in witten articles,



downl oaded frominfo net archives, and heard fromvisitors to the
Assenbly, in these five years since Marlena's death Earth South was
only an unbrella organi zation of |oosely affiliated groups that mnet
once a year in sone countries, nore often in others, and had only net
twice internationally. The first nmeeting in 2018 attracted nedia
attention, but during the second neeting in 2020 the O ymnpic sporting
events recei ved nore coverage.

And Marl ena Alvarez was only one of the "inspirations" clained by the
novenent. Earlier icons such as Nelson Mandel a and Naonmi Klein also
featured large in their pantheon. | wondered whet her ny
great - gr andnot her ni ght not have overenphasi zed Marl ena's i nportance.
Under st andabl y, too, seeing that they worked and cheated death toget her
in Las Mijeres for five years.

For five years after Alvarez becane mayor, the wonen of Las Mijeres
struggled to keep their village safe fromgovernment mlitias, private
mlitias, guerrilla groups, starvation and di sease. At least, that was
what ny great-grandnother's stories told.

She told how Marl ena got the idea of noving everyone to a new canp,
leaving the old village as a decoy, to be presumed abandoned. The
guerrillas noved on to collect tribute frommore lucrative sources.

How Marl ena went al one and unarnmed to talk to an arny commander who
wanted the wonen to informon their vanished sons and husbands. He
| eft, persuaded that the wonmen had been alone for so |ong they could
know not hi ng.

How Marl ena's | eadership united the heads of |ocal governnents enough
to defeat the proposal to damthe nearby twin | akes and flood all the
vill ages along the river.

Al though I wouldn't have admitted it to Murdoch or any of ny coll eagues
on Jocasta, these stories, this imge of Alvarez, was a confort and an
inspiration to nme during the



Tine past & 31

| ong, hopel ess nonths of the alien bl ockade. Wen yet another station
system fail ed, or yet another squabble broke out between alien and
alien, alien and human, human and human, in these nmonments |'d ask
nmysel f, "What would Marlena Al varez do?" | trained as an engi neer, and
while | could direct the flow of a construction site or coordinate
projects within a | arger design, nothing prepared me to be solely
responsi ble for thirty thousand people. Alvarez was an exanpl e of
someone el se who had nmade the best of a job she took on w thout
training or preparation--she'd been a solicitor's clerk before becom ng
nmayor .

| used to chide nyself for relying on Alvarez's menory, but the
parallels in our situations were obvious: we were both isolated, with
limted resources, and surrounded by eneni es who outgunned us. Wen
the responsibility for Jocasta sat particularly heavily on ny

shoul ders, it helped to think that Al varez had found a way out. She
had insisted Las Mijeres not align itself with any of the powers in the
regi on, and the wonen stubbornly maintained their independence unti

the changes in local governnment |aws of 2046

Al varez's insistence upon keeping neutral throughout the many wars and
i nsurgenci es that swept across the region influenced the Earth South
nmoverent's deternined political neutrality. And her ideas influenced
nmy decision to push for neutrality for Jocasta, although I didn't
realize it at the tine.

Si nce begi nning work at the Assenmbly, 1'd collected all the articles on
Al varez that I-could find and downl oaded as nmuch information as | could
fromthe info net And one nenorable day, | watched her speak. It was

a recording of a speech made shortly before she died.

It was early nmorning in the out-town about two nmonths after | arrived.
In the Assenbly office Florence and | would



work from seven to el even, go hone because it was too hot, then cone
back for a couple of hours in the evening.

On this particular norning, | found a reference to Alvarez in a file
our computer could download, so | did, and fed it into "run video."

| cried out with surprise and sl apped ny hand over ny nouth. Florence
| ooked up from sealing envel opes.

"What's the matter ?"

"Not hing," | munbled, but she canme and stood behind ne.
"Alvarez? That's the San Diego speech, | think." Florence nodded to
herself. "The only time she left her own country."

| wasn't interested in the details. The captions running at the bottom
of the screen, the two smaller wi ndows at the top that showed an edited
history of the village and an explanation of the San Diego rally; al
these were uninportant. Marlena was there, alnost in person

Besi de the practiced nmovenents of the suited man who introduced her,
she | ooked smal|l and awkward.

| thought she'd be taller. And | expected her to ... glow, or

somet hing. Have an aura. But at first glance, she could have been one
of the wonen who wal ked hone fromthe bus stop each night fromwork in
the factories, in her cheap dress and scuffed sandals. Gaying hair
pul | ed back froma | arge-featured face. Narrow dark eyes that glared
from behi nd gl asses.

@ asses. Nobody told me Marl ena wore gl asses. None of the photos
showed gl asses.

"You knew them didn't you?" said Florence.

"Alvarez was well known in the district," |I said distractedly. The
gl asses didn't fit what | knew about her."

The canera drew back to show Al varez on the edge of a stage in a wide
stadi um surrounded by a dark ocean of figures, alnpst engulfed in the
spot | i ghts.
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Wy am | here? Her voice echoed tinnily fromthe conputer's in built
speaker. You invited ne to speak about the things that are happening
in my country. But you know already. Wy do you need nme to tell you
again? You are the ones who nake the choice to go on as you have, or
to act on behalf of others less fortunate who cannot act. "It's a rea
pity she's not around today," said Florence. She shook her head sadly
and went back to sealing envel opes, dabbing themw th a glue stick
because they were cheap post office rejects on which the glue had | ong
dried. | said that conscience is not enough, but it is a good start.
Don't let it stop there. You can go back to your confortable homes
after | finish talking, and you can forget what | say. O you can

thi nk about it, but eventually you "Il return to your job and your hone
and you'll forget. O you can go honme and do sonething. A snall
action is enough. But it nust be an act. She paused, renoved the

gl asses, and smiled. It transformed her heavy features into beauty.
Then do it again tonmorrow. The speech was the sane as |1'd read in our
history files, but it worried me that none of the contenporary reports
mentioned ny great-grandnother's stories, |like Marlena talking to the
arnmy conmander or the decoy village. There were other stories, |less
gl anor ous: how she stopped the dam work, yes, but mainly because she
invited the media into her village, and the nmedia told the world about
the dam The nedia told the world about Alvarez, too. Now that | was
here in the twenty-first -century and saw the distortions in print and
el ectronic media, | began to wonder how much we could trust of what
they'd told the world about Alvarez. |In the tent after WIIl, G ace,
and Levin left, | sifted through the flinmsy pages that Levin had



rearranged. Interviews, articles, news stories, later reviews of
earlier articles. The big issue of a nmagazine called Time published on
the first anniversary of Marlena's death, which | found by chance in a
box at the dunp when I was | ooking for wires. A lucky chance, because
peopl e usually sold old papers for recycling. One of the interviews
I'd printed fromthe info net caught ny eye. Alvarez had refused to
cooperate with the new alliance governnment when it cane to power in
2016, because it hunted down the militias who had terrorized the people
of that region for decades and executed themw thout trial. "This is
not the way to build a lasting peace,"” said Marlena. "You nust stop
the killing sonetinme.” | snoothed the paper bel ow the grainy

phot ogr aph--she wore no gl asses--and read the last lines. "You have to
be flexible," she said. "Things can change in ways you don't expect."
Like aliens conming to visit. "l have never seen the wi sdom" conti nued
Marlena in the interview, "in resisting what you feel is right for
today, in order to do sonething that may be right tonorrow " | patted
the edges of the papers into line and slid theminside the string bag
in which | usually carried food or small pieces of potentially useful

junk. | hadn't collected many new reports on Alvarez for weeks now. It
seened nore inportant to conplete the tel escope and prepare to contact
the Invidi when they arrived. After five nonths here, |1'd worked out

that Al varez might not be the hero I'd thought; she was a noderately
successful politician who had a keen sense of justice, tenpered by
awar eness of the need for conpromse. Not quite the freedom fighter
extraordinaire of Earth South | egend and mny great-grandnother's
menories. Nor even the charismatic |eader of my own imaginings.



Real i stic or not, though, mnmy inmage of Alvarez had hel ped ne through
the ordeal of the Seouras bl ockade--cause enough for gratitude. And
she woul d hel p generations of canpaigners for planetary justice in the
decades after the Invidi cone.

| stepped out of the thin trousers and draped them over the back of the
chair. Wash themtonorrow. Having to remnd nmyself to do it was

al nost as arduous as the task itself. And hang theminside, | added
silently. The day before yesterday sonebody stole ny other T-shirt and
two pairs of underpants off the line in our courtyard. | couldn't

afford to | ose any nore.



Four

In the dream | fall into the Earth. The blue and white ball rises,
becomes a curved line, then a horizon, then finally fills ny vision
conmpletely. It's different fromthe Earth of nmy century. The cl ouds
are undi sturbed by ball oonlike weather controllers, there aren't enough
comsats to nake navigation difficult, and no big orbital stations. No
wi de, brown kelp farms in the oceans. Blue below, blue above. Nobody
yells at me through a commlink for unauthorized entry, no Earth Fl eet
fighters buzz ny little pod in rude swoops. Sonewhere from beyond the
dream come the niggling questions: Wiy wasn't | being shaken to the
eyebal | s or squeezed nearly sensel ess agai nst the harness or hearing
the whine and rattle of stressed systens and the sizzle of the pod's
skin being fried? Shouldn't | be terrified and sweating and repeating
the reentry protocols aloud to keep conscious? Wat really happened
was that the pod | took fromthe nmoon to Earth yawed and cracked across
the structurals on one side and the para tube saved ne with a jerk,
holding me firmin mdair as the pod fell away in pieces toward a bl ack
mass, then | landed with a clumsy thud onto soft dirt in the dark. |
know this, but in the dreamthe pod plumets toward the bl ue and



can't stop it. Earth starts falling away from ne again. Shrinks,
falls in upon itself as if someone has placed a black hole in the

m ddl e of the blue, and then it finally disappears. | drop into that
point. You can't breathe in a black hole. Gavity crushes your |ungs.
Can't breathe ... Can't... | pushed nyself upright, hand funbling
automatically for the inhaler beside the bed. Not there ... Horrible
feeling, as though the air intake on an environnental suit had fail ed.
Gasping for air that wouldn't come ... Don't panic... ny fingers found

the inhaler and | shoved ny face into it and sucked desperately. The
chemical s took effect inrediately. One breath in, one breath out.
Easy.

| sat still, covered in sweat, and waited for the trenbling to stop and
my chest to lose that tight and tranpl ed-on feeling. Pronpted by the
dream ny nind played through the scenes of ny arrival, as if by
revisiting them | mght find sonething | hadn't noticed before. Sone
clue as to what went w ong.

The ship | was testing, Calypso Il, canme through a junp point about
three days' travel fromEarth. Wth my twenty-second-century engi nes,
that is. Using this century's pre-lnvidi technol ogy the sane distance
woul d have taken nmore than a year, which is about how | ong the origina
Cal ypso woul d have taken to reach this position

The original Calypso left Earth on what its passengers thought was a
journey to Al pha Centauri in 2026, and woul d have taken a year to get
to the position in space where |1'd energed. So | thought 1'd arrived
in 2027. This was because the distance fromEarth indicated that the
junp | just conpleted had a "l ength" of ninety-five years, 2027 to
2122.

Calypso Il seened to hold together well, so after checking all systemns
| tried to go back through the junp point to my own tine by repeating
what |'d done when | piloted the ship toward the coordi nates near
Jocasta where Cal ypso had appeared.



It didn't work. | took a deep breath, let it out. 1'd never used a
junp drive before, this was only to be expected. WMaybe | m ssed
somet hing. | checked the log, tried again. Didn't work. Calypso |
continued in flat space as though the junp point didn't exist.

| started to sweat. Ran a series of exhaustive diagnostics. Nothing
mechani cal at fault. Nothing in the navigational or control systens.
But | couldn't get back through the junp point that should be there.

Calypso Il was on a short experimental flight, and my supplies weren't
sufficient for nmore than a fortnight's emergency running. | also
didn't have nuch fuel for flat space thrusters. | could reach

Eart h- - probabl y.

If I couldn't find the problemby the end of the fortnight I had two
choices. First, | could do sonme fancy conversion work and divert
energy fromthe flat space engines to |life-support systems, then sit
around for nonths hopi ng someone fromnmy own tine would arrive with a
rescue ship. Unfortunately, but necessarily, nobody knew that we'd
been experimenting with a junp drive, and therefore just about everyone
woul d think I had nmerely di sappeared into normal space. And if the
rescue mssion didn't arrive, 1'd have sacrificed ny ability to nove
for no reason. In this century there was little space traffic near the
solar system The likelihood of ny distress call being picked up by a
passing trader was close to nil.

Second, | could recalibrate the flat space thrusters and go to Earth.
In 2027 the Invidi would have been here for four years. They'd have
organi zed orbital stations, surely, so that they didn't have to live on
Earth anong humans. | wasn't entirely sure of the details of
intra-systemexploration in this age; | did know the first crewed
expeditions to Mars didn't leave until the 2040s.

If | contacted the Invidi, they' d understand what had happened and
hopefully help me to get back. They woul dn't



know about the future ban on humans using junp technology. | wasn't
sure whether ny contacting themwould give theminformation fromthe
future, but hell, fromwhat | understood of the tineline, all that had
happened al r eady.

So | headed for Earth with nmy twenty-second-century signal dispersa
field operative, in the hope that I wouldn't show up on any human
sensors. The Invidi hadn't given hunmans any engi neering information or
hardware at first, so human sensors should still be pretty primtive
|'d stretched the energency running tine to nearly three weeks by
shutting off every inessential system and consuning as few resources as
possi ble, so by then | was dirty, hungry, sleep-deprived, and

t horoughly frustrated.

But the closer | got to Earth the worse | felt. There was no sign of
Invidi presence. No ship signals, no residue fromany kind of
spaceship engine | was famliar with, no alien conmtraffic. Only
human signals, nostly on the same narrow band of frequencies and all of
them on Earth, except for a robot probe gathering sanples on Titan
When | reached the noon, being careful to keep on the dark side, |
stopped and listened nore carefully to the signals.

And it was there, huddled in nmy dark, foul-smelling, stale-aired cabin
that had beconme a prison, exhausted, confused, and scared, that I
learned | was in the wong tine. But this is inmpossible, | told
nmysel f, trying not to speak out loud to conserve oxygen, but by that
time often it wasn't clear in ny head if | spoke or not. News report
after news report, entertainnent program after program-what a | ot of
them-mlitary conmuni que. after conmuni que, all repeated the sane
unbel i evabl e dat e.

This is your Mdscow correspondent, bringing you the news on January 4,
2023.

Here's the weat her, then, for Wdnesday, fourth of January, 2023.



Kickin" in with the best quiz on the globe, this fine Tuesday eveni ng,
3 January 2023.

I could understand the English, Spanish, and a little of the
German--from my great-grandnmot her--and had to assune the other

| anguages carried the sane nmessage. | was four years too early. The
Invidi hadn't arrived yet.

VWhi ch is inpossible.

| floated in the mddle of the cabin and squeezed ny eyes shut to keep
out the sight of what mght become ny coffin. Don't panic, think

Calypso left Earth in flat space in 2026 and cane out of a junp point
at Jocasta in 2122. Six nmonths later, | go back through that point and
energe at the coordi nates Cal ypso nust have left from The distance
fromEarth to those coordinates indicated Cal ypso nmust have reached
there and entered the junp point in 2027. Which neans the junp should
have been ninety-five years long. But | had enmerged at the coordi nates
in 2023 ... 2023, oh, gods ... which nakes a | ength of ninety-nine
years between now and ny time of 2122.

No junmp we know changes |length. They are always fixed in
space--invisible until activated, but always in the sane spot--and

al ways have the sane | ength, or "correspondence.” Oherw se what woul d
be the point of having a junp network? That's how t he Confederacy
mai nt ai ns order, by keeping all nenmber worlds on the sane tineline.

Yet not only had Cal ypso used a junp point that was not connected to
t he Confederacy's Central junp network, but it seenmed to have shifted
back in tine.

What the hell should | do?

In the end, | kept ny original plan, pronpted by the date. The only

way | could find out if the junp point was still connected to ny world
of 2122 was to either repair ny junp drive nyself or ask the Invidi. As
| couldn't do the forner, 1'd have to wait for the Invidi to arrive.

And



T

the Invidi arrived on Earth in May 2023. May 1, to be exact. All
had to do was survive five nonths on ny own planet.

If 1'd known what that involved, maybe I woul d have stayed in Cal ypso
11 and tried to stretch and convert mny fuel for five nonths.

But | didn't, | left Calypso Il tethered in a deep crater on the dark
side of the noon and took one of the escape pods down to the planet.

The Single Escape Vehicle was popularly known as a "turd" because of
their sinmple shape and the fact that if you needed to use one, you were
deep in it. This one lived up to its reputation by mal functioning,
then disintegrating at about seven kil oneters above the surface, and
floated down in a danaged para tube that eventually caught in short,

t horny bushes on a hillside and dunmped nme. Sand and small, sharp rocks
made a ness of the environment suit's insulation, so after | finished
shaking with the rel ease of tension, | buried it. Al but the boots.
The scattered remains of the pod | could do nothing about. | hoped it
woul d be buried soon in drifting sand and dirt. | didn't really care

| just sat there for a nonent and contenplated how nice it was not to
be dead. Then the cold seeped up fromthe sand, which grew harder and
harder, and nmerely not being dead wasn't enough. | had to find a town,
sonewhere to wait out the next five nonths until the Invidi cane.

| knew when | was, but where? The stars said the Southern Hem sphere,
but | didn't think it was ny home continent. | didn't get as far as
the Indian Ccean. Which left Australia. Mirdoch's honel and.

M ght as well walk as sit here.

The sun rose. | was in a |l andscape of straggly trees, sharp grasses,
prickly-1ooking shrubs. Lots of unfamiliar birdsong, anmong it a
peculiar gulping cry, and a liquid warble that made me glad just to
hear it. A wire fence drooped



to the ground unmended. This sign of human habitation heartened ne
and | followed the fence to a road. But there were no houses and no

sources of water. | finished the pod' s energency water rations too
qui ckly.
| kept wal king along the side of the road. It didn't |ook well

mai nt ai ned. The edges of the bitunen m x were crunbling and there were
hol es every ten or fifteen nmeters, sone big enough to cover a quarter
of the black surface.

The heat reflected off the road becane worse as the day dragged on. |
kept ny outer shirt over nmy head as radiation protection, but by m dday
nmy head was aching so much | had to stop and sit beside a bush. Mouth
dry, eyes full of dust. Not one vehicle in about six hours. They'd
had ground cars in this period, surely. |If so, none of themtravel ed
this road.

Alittle later a humin the di stance becane a grow, then a roar, and a
| ong ground car stopped with a hissing of brakes at ny frantic waving.
The driver waited for ne to rattle open the cabin door. He glanced at
me sideways from pale blue eyes with lines radiating fromthe corners.
Suspi ci ous and di stant.

"Long way from anywhere to be wal ki ng. "

| nodded, unsure of twenty-first-century idionms. At |east | understood
his words. English.

"Car break down? O sonebody dunp you?"

| nodded again. He gave ne a drink of water, which | gul ped down. The
ground car lurched into notion again. Unsettling at first, then
soothing, the road rolled on endlessly, straight and gray, away from
the sun. Eastern seaboard, | thought sleepily, population centers.
From a photo i nage above the wi ndow, a small dark woman huggi ng a young
child smled down at nme. A dangling woven ball with a tassel rocked in
front of them

I must have fallen asleep, because the next thing | knew, the vehicle



was stationary, the driver outside talking to another man. Dark
out si de, except for lights on poles beside the road and bright lights
over a low building beside it. The driver said |I'd better get out
unless | wanted to go through a checkpoint.

"They sent them back." He pointed at the photo i mage "CGuess hel pi ng
you m ght even things out."

He |iked the boots. | gave themto himin thanks for the lift, and
found nyself in the out-town.

Ni ght, nowhere to stay. | didn't even renenber going to sl eep against
a wall sonewhere, but had a rude awakening just before dawn. Someone
hel d ny shoul ders and covered mny face whil e another grabbed the ned kit
and scanner |'d brought with nme fromthe para tube They di sappeared
into the warren of shabby buil dings before | could stagger to ny

feet.

I'd thought that the moment | opened ny mouth I'd be marked as an
out si der, but nobody gave ne nore than a qui ck glance. Snatches of
words in | anguages other than English drifted out of open doorways,
peopl e wal ked quickly along streets of snmall houses with red roofs.
First | needed food, then shelter. Econonic system should be
nmoney-based. | had no idea where to start.

| met Gace at the Hel p House near the church on Ronma Street. | didn't
understand that the House was a charitabl e organization, providing food
and a few clothes for nothing to the destitute and tenporarily
destitute. They said they didn't need any work done, and G ace, who
was there with a box of clothes to donate, |aughed at ne when | turned
away in disappointnment. If you want to work, she said, you can cl ean
up my shower block. | went back to the out-town with her and cl eaned

t he communal shower in the courtyard and fixed a couple of |leaks in the
pipe with a tenporary patch.

"If you can fix things," Grace said, "that's a different story." She
fed me, then introduced ne to a friend who



owned a repairs workshop and said, "She'll work for coupons and a
rec-cert, won't you?" looking at me in a meaningful way | totally
failed to conprehend. "You do baby-sitting?" she asked. The word
conjured up bizarre images, and while | dithered, she continued. "
"Coz you can stay here for a while, if you don't mnd keeping an eye on
nmy ten-year-old when I'mon night shift. | don't want no business done
here," she added hastily. "It's not that |I'mfussy, but you get sone
wei rd punters these days, and the kid" ... | said |I'd be very grateful
to stay, having deci phered the "sitting" part, and only a little while
| ater worked out what she neant about "punters." The option didn't
appeal to me and | was glad I'd met G ace before being driven to
consider it. For the first few weeks | was too busy coping with
attacks by local viruses on ny unprepared i mmune system At first |

t hought nmy twenty-second-century nedical regul ators had been di sabl ed
in sone way by the junp to the past. Then | realized that they were
probably still working, which was the only reason | was still alive.
When | finally experienced a few hours w thout feeling sick, | wanted

i nformati on about the town, about the world, about my ancestors, and
needed to work out a way to contact the Invidi when they arrived. To
do this | needed access to a conputer, those ugly, primtive boxes that
had to be physically connected to a source of electricity nost of the
time. Primtive maybe, but they were expensive by the standards of the
out-town, and Grace certainly didn't have one in her tent. The |Ioca
store ran non-interactive broadcast progranms, what ol der people called
TV and younger ones called vid-net. It was the only place within a
couple of streets that had a screen. O | could access the |ocal
library's network, which connected only to other public libraries; or |



could use the Net Cafe over the other side of Parramatta Road, but |'d
have to borrow sonmeone's account as you needed an NID to set up a new
account. At the cafe | could surf the older internet, but nost of the
i nformation | needed, for exanple about mlitary conmunications
satellites and higher level scientific information, was on Safenet,

whi ch was anot her systementirely and which had far stricter controls.
So | tried to study ways to access different systens w thout

aut hority--"hacking."

About a nonth after | arrived | found another tenporary job with a
mechanic. | picked up the essentials of the work quickly, but it was
an hour's wal k each way and there was no info net access at the

wor kshop.

One day, about a nonth and a half after finding that job, | was wal ki ng
back to the tent by a different route and saw t he words Earth South
Movement" on a poster outside an old house. | went inside to see what
it was, and found nyself in the Assenbly office. A tiny, neat woman
with a stern voice asked ne if 1'd come about the job. | said yes. She
said Abdul's just stepped out, you can talk to ne until he gets back

She introduced hersel f as Fl orence Wo and asked nme why | wanted the
job. 1 said, having seen the posters and the slogans, that |'d been

i nvolved with the Earth South nmovement in South Anerica. And that |
needed a job closer to the out-towmn. We don't pay nuch, said Florence,
nam ng a figure about half of the tiny anpbunt | received fromthe
mechanic. By now | knew that illegal imrigrants couldn't hope to be
paid fair wages for any job. But | saw the computer on the desk and
calcul ated that the drop in pay would be tolerable if | didn't have to
spend nost of it at the cafe. And | could keep giving rent to G ace.

Fl orence said she'd "discuss" ny application with Abdul. Wen | went
back the next day, she said |I'd got the job. Wich was, | found out, a
conbi nati on of nechanic, electrician, and conputer repair person



None of which would cone in handy when | got back and found mnysel f

ex- head of station, which would happen if Earth was annoyed at the way
I'd borrowed funds to conplete the Calypso Il project, then

t hought| essly beconme lost in the past. |f the junp point maintained
its correspondence of ninety-nine years between 2023 and my own tinme of
2122.

I swung ny |egs over the side of the bed, being careful to first whack
the ground with the short stick | kept handy for that purpose. Rats
usual |y stayed around the outsi de garbage heaps where food was freely
avail able, but 1'd put ny bare foot on a | arge cockroach once and the
menory still nmade me shudder

The dirt felt cool and gritty under ny toes as | felt around for ny
sandals. Bluish white Iight snuck through cracks in one side, fromthe
floodlights across the little river, where a clinical waste incinerator
ran twenty-four hours, seven days a week. On the door side of the
tent, yellow light would grow brighter, then fade agai n as somebody
carried a lantern or torch along the track

| reached for the jug and poured a glass of water. Sonetimes it cal ned
t he wheezing fromthe asthma attack. The water tasted stale and sour

al t hough it was bought, filtered stuff. Even Jocasta's recycled water
tasted better than this.

I finished sipping and | eaned forward with ny head resting on ny fol ded
arms on the crate table. A change of posture sometines hel ped with the
wheezi ng, too.

During the day | could think about tel escopes and contacting the
Invidi, and all the minutiae of daily life. 1'd never imagined all the
smal |, dreary tasks that had to be done to function at even this
century's standard. All these things, out to get ne. Like the
viruses, lining up to get past ny inmune system | wasn't used to
taki ng care of anything but



my job. On Jocasta, food preparation, cleaning, and waste di sposa
was done for us, silently and nostly efficiently.

But now, in the hours of darkness and silence here on Earth--unlike on
t he space station, where we have nightshift workers, and aliens who
work their day shift at night, and the whole conplex machinery of life
support and recycling hums on in the background--in the hours when
everyt hing shuts down except the incinerator, nmy menories of the past
creep up on ne. M past, but this world' s future.

| can see the chain of events that led to ny being stuck here in the
past quite clearly. A line of domi noes, set up in sone pattern only
the Invidi can understand. Every night in the out-town | sit wheezing
inthe dark and line themall up in ny mnd. Every night | give one of
them a push, and watch as the line falls.

First--al though, depending on which donmino I push, it night not be
first--there was the Abelar Treaty. Named after the star systemw thin
whi ch Jocasta is situated, the Abelar Treaty was designed by ne and ny
advi sers on Jocasta and was signed by two alien races and nyself, as
governor of the Abelar systemand therefore representative of the
Confederacy. This was in early 2121. The treaty nade the two alien
races, the Seouras and the Danadan, co-nonitors of each other's affairs
within the Abelar system which hopefully would stop their fighting

wi th each other and destroying the nei ghborhood.

The Abel ar Treaty was significant because when a different group of
Seouras arrived several nmonths |ater, we thought they al so recognized
the treaty. But these Seouras were different. Dom no nunber two.
Their heavily armed gray ships attacked the station and bl ockaded us
fromany contact with the Confederacy. The Seouras woul dn't say what
they wanted, they just kept us prisoner in Jocasta.

For nearly six nonths we tried to find ways to circument the bl ockade
or communi cate with the Confederacy,



and to keep the station's residents safe and fed. Six nonths of hell
Then dom no nunber three arrived--a ship called Cal ypso appeared
suddenly and activated a junmp mne, which killed all but three of the
crew. This was in January 2122. Calypso's presence was a mystery at
first. It couldn't have traveled fromEarth to Jocasta in flat space
within fifty years, which was how | ong the cryogeni c sl eep system was
set to preserve the crew. On the other hand, human shi ps were not

equi pped with junp drives, nor was there a recorded junp point in the
pl ace where Cal ypso appeared. It couldn't have junped fromEarth to
Jocasta, because no junp points existed off the Central network. So we
t hought. The Cal ypso crew s plan was to head for Al pha Cenauri from
Earth, and after fifty years of frozen sleep, to decelerate and | ook
for habitable planets in that system A nad idea, and if they'd
arrived on schedule in 2076, they would have found a small but thriving
Mel ot station there. But instead they arrived near Jocasta. And we
couldn't tell how long they had been asleep. Calypso's arrival
signal ed the end of the Seouras bl ockade. When we talked to the crew,
they told us that an Invidi called An Serat hel ped themto | eave Earth.
W suspected then that Cal ypso night have junped from a point

somewhere along its course to Jocasta. | thought of An Serat's help as
bei ng donmi no nunber four, although a little out of tine. It certainly
set things off on Jocasta. | wanted to take a | ook at Cal ypso's

engi nes, because | thought the N ne should be able to have junp

technol ogy. Qur resident Invidi, An Barik, wanted Cal ypso's engi nes so
the Nine would not have a chance at |earning about them A terrorist
group who'd infiltrated the station also wanted the engi nes so they
could use the junmp drive to help themfight the Confederacy. And,
finally, it turned out that the Seouras ships we had been resisting for



six months were in fact ships of a different alien race called the
Tor, who had taken the Seouras prisoner and forced themto conmmunicate
with the station for the purpose of... getting hold of Calypso.

| tended to | ose track of nmy dominoes at this point. Sonetines | put
in extra ones for the gray Tor ships and the inprisoned Seouras. The
Tor ships contained no live Tor, an aggressive alien species who'd
fought a war with the Invidi for nearly a century. But after the Tor
wi t hdrew suddenly fromInvidi space | ess than a decade ago, Earth tine,
we'd seen no sign of them W never found out if the Tor ships had
been traveling for mllennia in flat space or if they appeared from
their own junp point.

At any rate, the closest gray ship found out about Calypso and tried to
take it.

Murdoch and | stopped them by damagi ng the gray ship using a bonmb he
pl anted inside Cal ypso.

The gray ship was danaged and retreated, leaving a field of debris
behi nd.

Sone of the debris contained pieces of Calypso's engines. | salvaged
t hose engines and started the Calypso Il project.
In June 2122, | left Jocasta on a test flight and ended up in 2023.

Whi ch shoul d be inpossible. Danmit, where did | go wong?

Soneone knocked. O rather, pulled the piece of string at the entry
that rattled the pieces of pipe I'd hung in the center of the roof. A
gentle clackety-click that roused ne from ny thoughts.

At first | thought it was the wind, grown strong enough to rattle the
whole tent. But then it sounded agai n.

It had to be sonmeone fromthe nei ghborhood. One of the gang that
collected Gace's "rent" would have sinply pushed open the door and
demanded paynent. Maybe sonet hing had happened to the Assenbly

of fice.



An uneasy lunmp in ny throat, | wapped a sarong around ny wai st and
stood near the door.

"Who is it?" | called softly.
"Halley, is that you?" a man's voice called back

In this century nobody knows nmy nane is Halley. Nobody speaks a
| anguage called Earth Standard because it hasn't evol ved yet.

No, it's not possible. Mst be an hallucination. That flu's caught up
with me.

"Hell 0?" | said cautiously. Then thought how ridiculous it was,
standing there tal king through a screen that provided no protection
anyway. | opened it, hand shaki ng.

"lt's me ..." said the man on the other side. |In the dark his face

was indistinct, but his voice and his snmell and his rhythm of breathing
was Bill Mirdoch's and | was backing up until ny legs hit the bed.

He stepped into the room "Halley, is it you?"

Then he lifted sonething up close to his eyes. Sonmething small wth
two arrays of blinking lights in patterns. | recognized it as a
directional indicator.

The sight of that small piece of twenty-second-century technol ogy
anchored ny wits. | reached up the pole in the center of the tent and
switched on the bulb.

Inits weak yellow |ight Murdoch | ooked at ne and breathed a sigh of
relief. "It is you. For a second, | thought 1'd got the wong
pl ace."

He wore an old T-shirt and sarong, with thongs on his feet |ike any
resident of the out-town. For a nonment | saw himas a dark
heavy-chested stranger with lines on his face that could be either from
worry or laughter. Then he was just hinself.

He grinned. "Hey, don't go all wobbly on ne."

| shook ny head, beyond speech. An i mense bubble of |oneliness popped
i nsi de ne.



"I"'mreally here." To denonstrate the point, he stepped forward and

hugged ne. | let ny face be squished against a warm firm chest danp
with sweat. Reached around with nmy arns and felt his solidity. Gods,
he really is here, and I'm shaking and ny face is wet. Am1 | aughi ng
or crying? "Bill, how did you get here?" | said, muffled. Stupid

qguestion--the same way | did, obviously. His arms tightened for a
monent, then relaxed. W separated awkwardly. Uncertain what to do,
reached for the water bottle and poured hima glassful. "It's
filtered," | said, unable to tell in the dimlight whether his
expression was distaste or anxiety. He gulped it down and drank
another. Put the glass on the crate and | ooked around the small space.
"I's this it?" "lIs this what?" "Where you've spent the past five

nmont hs?" Five nonths. The same length of tine as | experienced. So
he must have cone through the sane junp point that | used, and it had
stayed stable at the same "distance" of about ninety-nine years--1 left
Jocasta in Septenmber 2122 and arrived here in Decenmber 2022. It was
now April 2023. "Halley? 1Is this where you live?" He was frowning in
puzzl ement, the expression famliar in the way it drew his brows

toget her, making two deep lines between them "Yes. Yes, it is. \Wen
did you get here?" "Just arrived," he said. "Yesterday." Mirdoch
must have left in January 2123. | ran ny hand over ny head, too many
words conpeting to get out at the same tinme. | wanted to ask him how

he got a ship to travel through the point, how he reached the surface
undet ect ed, what was happeni ng back on the station, why he'd cone

al one, how he'd found me--although | had a good idea--and if he had a
way to get back. | took a breath to say the words, but it wouldn't



cone into ny lungs. Damm, damn. Furious and enbarrassed at the sane
time, | dropped to ny knees and scrabbled for the inhaler beside the
bed. Where is the thing? | had it earlier

Mur doch was kneel i ng down beside nme | ooking worried, but | couldn't

tell himwhat was wong and didn't care because until | found the

bl asted inhaler... not under the bed... oh hell where ... blanket, in
the ... got it.

"Msorry," | said as soon as | could speak, sitting on the floor
"Respiratory problem Air passages close up." The hard edge of the
bed board dug a trench across my spine and the packed earth was cool on
nmy backside. One of Mirdoch's hands rested on ny knee, the other held
nmy shoul der. He was shaking. | was shaking, with the teary relief
that foll owed an attack.

"Are you all right?" he said helplessly. "Does this... how long has

this been ..." He peered closer at ny face. "Jeezus, you | ook

awful . "

"Thanks." | wheezed the word with as nmuch sarcasm as possible. He was
so close. | could sense every centineter of his body in a way | didn't

renmenber havi ng experienced before.

He didn't seemto notice anything, and | eaned back agai nst the bed

beside ne. "Don't be touchy. |If you were on the station I'd
hospitalize you on the spot." He waved his hand at the tent. "What is
this place? | got halfway in here and thought | nust have nade a

m st ake. "

My skin prickled where his arm and shoul der rested against mne. "It's
where unofficial refugees, illegal immgrants, and asylum seekers end

up. Also anyone el se who wants to stay away fromthe | egal system"”
He grunted. "Lawbreakers, in other words."
"And drug users. Runaways. Honeless."

"Ckay. | know what Earth was like in this decade, | read the history
files."”



"You'll find the details quite different.” | felt clarity return
"First things first. |Is your ship intact?"

He shook his head. "Sorry. Quess you want to get out of here." Hs
voi ce was gentle.

Don't get nice on ne, Bill, 1I'll break down. "Second, tell ne how you
got here."

Mur doch grabbed the hard plastic chair and straddled it in another
fam |iar pose.

| sat cross-legged on the bed to listen



Fi ve

"An Serat sent ne," said Murdoch. At ny stare, "Mike sense to you?"
"He nust have met us here in the past. That's why he had to make sure
you're here." He frowned. "But that's ... Anyway, you disappeared on
your test flight. Big shock to everyone. But then Ensign Lee--you
renmenber her? She nentioned to ne that your signal cut out pretty

cl ose to where Cal ypso appeared. Aha, | say, and go to check on her
navi gati onal data, and she's right. "So | go and have a little chat
with the other three engineers on your team They tell me you m ght
have been caught in an anonmaly of sonme kind. They weren't very upset,

t hough. Gave ne the inpression they wanted ne out of the lab so they
could go back to work." | grimaced, half enbarrassed. The three

engi neers and nyself had agreed to keep the real content of the
research secret; if it leaked, | was pretty sure the Invidi would try
to stop us. | hadn't intended to keep Murdoch out of the picture as
wel |, even though that was how it turned out. "After twenty-four hours
we sent out search and rescue ships, as usual," he continued. "Muist
admt, when they didn't find anything over the next two days, | started



to get worried too. | guessed you didn't have a | ot of energency
life-support equipnent installed. W had to cut down the search after
that--you know how it is." | nodded. If the mssing person has no air
left, there's norush to find them He tilted the chair farther
forward to look intently at ne. "I didn't give up. But | had no
evidence to give themthat you were alive to be rescued." | half
snmled. "There was no evidence." "Ch, yes there was.”" He let the
chair fall back with a bunp. "I took a | ook at your research notes
..." "How did you do that?" | sat up straighten "I'mchief of
Security, renenmber?" "And?" "And it didn't nake a | ot of sense to ne.
Mostly equations and blueprints. But it was obvious even to ne that
you'd installed something other than a flat space engine. VWhich wasn't

in your project proposal, by the way." "W thought it was safer not to
say exactly what we were doing," | said. "Like you didn't mention

sal vagi ng Calypso's engines in the first place?" he said
reproachfully. "I talked to Finke, too." Hi eronymous Finke, the

sal vage operator and i ndependent contractor whom|'d asked to bring in
the remains of Calypso after the gray ship spat it out, together with a
| ot of Seouras debris. "Finke said he brought some space junk back for
you and you stored it in one of the | ower bays," said Mirdoch. Con

Fl eet was busy at the tine," | protested. "I didn't want to bother
them" "Unh-huh. And you stored the junk as research material and paid
Fi nke fromthe engineering budget. N ce bit of creative accounting,
that. Veatch would be proud." | suppose it had been naive of ne to



think that if we were successful, these mnor transgressions would be
over|l ooked. An unpleasant feeling, to have one's sins exposed one
after the other. | renmenbered how |I'd kept away from everyone

i ncl udi ng Murdoch, over the next couple of nonths as | investigated
what remai ned of Cal ypso's engines. Mybe | was too angry at the
Invidi, maybe overreacting to the events of the bl ockade.

"I went back to your engineering colleagues," said Miurdoch, "and told
them | wanted answers. They were all a bit subdued by then--1 think
they needed to tell soneone what had gone wong. They told ne you were
probably at the other end of the junp point Calypso cane through
Not hi ng we could do from our end."

He | eaned forward again. "I thought, | can do sonething. | was going
to go to Con Fleet and request a rescue ship to go through the sane
junp point. At least, | wondered if |I should do that, because if Con

Fl eet caught you with Invidi junmp technol ogy you' d be under arrest in
no tine. But anyway, before |I could do anything, transfers cane
through for all three of your engineering team"

"Whose orders?"

Earth Fleet for Josh Heron and Con Fleet for the other two. Adnmiral's
signatures on all transfers, no discussion. | barely had tine to ask

t hem what was goi ng on; none of them knew. | went back to check

whet her | had enough evi dence about the project and where you' d gone to
take to Con Fleet if necessary, and what do you know? Lee's

navi gati onal data was m ssing."

"What about the research results?" | said, not really wanting to hear
the inevitabl e answer.

"Some of it had security seals on it. Above ny level. Sone of it had
been 'transferred' and di sappeared into a bureaucratic nuddle."

"Sounds |ike An Barik's been busy."

| meant our "local" Invidi, An Bank, who had been the Confederacy
Counci| observer on Jocasta for several years



before the Seouras bl ockade. An Bank lived on Jocasta but didn't
socialize in any way with other species, and only appeared at official
functions when absol utely necessary. W suspected he'd been able to
contact the Confederacy at any time during the bl ockade but chose not
to. It was difficult to understand why, but as far as we coul d see,
his reason was so that nothing would happen to prevent Cal ypso
arriving.

He nodded. "Yeah, that's what | thought. So | went to see him Tried
to, that is, but |I never got any response that nade sense. | started
to get really worried. It was over a nonth since you |left and everyone
was saying how sad, a tragic accident, let's get on with our lives."

"I"'msorry, Bill." | looked up fromwhere |I'd been tracing circles on
t he coarse brown weave of the blanket. "I meant to tell you."

"You mean, you didn't mean to get lost."

"Right." 1 don't know what bothered ne nore, that he knew ne well
enough to accept I'd put off telling him or that | had, in the
excitement surrounding the test flight, put it off too long. "So, um

what happened after that? D d you go to the Confederacy and tell them
what you suspect ed?"

"No-0," he said slowy. "I waited another couple weeks. | nean,"--he
flashed me a quick snile--"you ve got out of sonme difficult situations
before this. And ... | dunno. | didn't want themto arrest you for

possessi on. "

"Thanks. "

"And then the orders for ny transfer cane through.”

"You?" Hell, | messed up Bill's life too. The three engineers were a
different matter--they'd all accepted the risks and wanted to be part
of the project. But Miurdoch didn't even know what we were doing.
"Yeah. | didn't know what was going on for a while. Back to Earth,

the orders said. By the time | contacted soneone who knew
somet hing--an old mate of mine in



Fi nance--it was time for me to go. | took |eave and stayed on the
station and tried to get the transfer annulled, or changed, or
something. No luck. So I started |ooking for An Serat. That was

bl oody difficult, too. | tracked himto a H digh colony.” "You went
yoursel f?" Travel quotas for private individuals of the Nine Wrlds
within the junp network were small and prohibitively expensive. |
didn't want to hear that Mirdoch had nortgaged his pension to try to
find me. O worse, put hinmself in the kind of danger that stowaways on
Four ships faced. "I pulled in a favor with Neeth--you renmenber, the
Q chn trader who tried to sell our planet?" | did renmenber the

i nci dent, which had enbroiled External Affairs, the Confederacy Bureau
of Trade Investigation, the Q chn League of Barons, and a network of
smal |l traders and pirates that covered the whol e of Abelar system
Murdoch's Security team had prevented Neeth from being | ynched. "It
gave you a berth to Rhuarl systenP" "Uh-huh. Serat seemed pretty much
at home with the H digh on Rhuarl." "So what did he say?" Mirdoch
narrowed his eyes as he renenbered. "He didn't say nmuch. Basically,
that he'd been waiting for me. He told nme he'd send me back to Jocasta
and then to neet you. | waited around for a couple hours, then a

H di gh gave me a pass back to Central in an unmarked transport."” "Who
was the pilot?" He shrugged. "I was in the passenger cabin, didn't
see. But the fittings were humanoi d-friendly, so probably a Melot. A
Mel ot nmet me at Central, anyway, and put nme on another transport. This
one went fromCentral to Abelar. | tell you, by this tinme | was
buggered from standi ng around waiting for Customs inspections and for



the ships to |l eave. You know how t hey take hours from when the exit
permt's approved to when the junp point actually opens. Not to
mention the time getting to the points in flat space And then we
rendezvous in Abelar flat space with another ship, half a dozen Mel ot
crew, no markings. | couldn't see the navigation details, but I reckon
it was near where you di sappeared.”

That made sense. He'd have to finally go through the sanme junp point
as | did; if he junped fromCentral he couldn't have cone to the past
because those junps on the Central network are all set at "present"
time. Twelve o'clock in Central is twelve o' clock everywhere el se.

"An Serat seems to have a lot of backup,"” | said. "Yeah, but none of
it official, you notice? No Con Fleet or Confederacy Trader marKkings
on anything. | reckon he's doing this wi thout Barik and the other

I nvidi knowi ng. Anyway, they loaded nme into a single-pilot fighter
like a bloody droid. Not a word, not so nuch as a

nm nd- your st epdon' t or gett heenergency-exit. And the fighter went through
the junp point on autopilot. Not a thing | could do about it.

"The fighter kept going once we left the junmp point. | knew it was
headi ng for Earth but | don't think anyone detected me comng in."

"Nor me," | said. "The only reason | can think of is that both your
fighter and Calypso Il contained an Invidi shielding device to avoid
detection.” M search of Calypso Il failed to find one, but that
didn't nean it wasn't there.

He nodded. "M ship was programred already--it did nearly forty-eight
hours' burn through the solar systemafter com ng through the junp

"That's a day faster than | was."

"... hit Earth's atnosphere and fried, and not a bloody thing | could
do about it. | didn't enjoy that, | can tell you. Sitting there
sucking nmy rations and doing ny exercises, waiting for whatever An
Ser at - - or whoever--had decided for ne."



"I know the feeling."

"The life-pod worked fine and | ended up in the sea. Just off the
coast, with a little raft to paddle in. Thoughtful, the Invidi. Bl oke
in a fishing boat picked me up. He was suspicious at first but I
sounded enough like a local to pass. Said |I'd got |ost and spent the
night drifting. Mst as thick as Jupiter. He wasn't going to nmake any
troubl e, the engines on that boat were too damn quiet for plain
fishing. No lights or anything. He let ne cone inshore with himas a
fam |y menber to get past the harbor checks. He didn't want anything
to do with Custons.

"Then | tried to follow your signal... Good job that transponder is
standard equi prent now. "

| twisted and felt under nmy shoul der blade. "That's what | wanted to
say. It nust be a different signal. | took the transponder out."
"Look for yourself." He passed me the locator, a flat square you could
fit in your palm The smooth syntal nolded itself to ny hand with
heavi ness out of proportion to its real weight. Its signa

confirmation winked at full strength. | |ooked at the small thing,
solid proof that there was a future and it wasn't all in ny

i magi nati on. Then | | ooked up at Murdoch and sm | ed--he was even nore

solid proof.

He hal f-sm | ed back, nystified. "Are you sure you got the transponder
out ?"

| remenbered a tiny, bloody splinter on G ace's finger. "Yes. Unless
they put a backup in without telling ne."

"Must be."
"That would explain why | still couldn't get past the alarns."” | saw
his expression of confusion. "Wien | tried to go into a shop in the

city, something set off an alarm That's why | asked Grace to take out
t he transponder."

He snorted. "How did you explain it?"

"I said it was a kind of microchip. They put theminto



dangerous crimnals in this country, but | said in nmy country
political prisoners get tagged too."

"Jeez, what a century."

"But listen, even after that, | couldn't get through. | thought it was
the Seouras inplant, so | just kept away fromwi red places after that.
Maybe it was a backup transponder.™

"So if you want to go through any security barriers, we'll have to take
out the backup too."

I wiggled ny shoulders. "Quch. | suppose so." It still mght be the
Seouras inplant which was setting off the alarms, but if so we could do
nothing. The inplant was a neural connection originally installed in
nmy neck by the Seouras at the tine of the Abelar Treaty. |'d agreed to
it, so that | could understand what the Seouras were saying and

comuni cate this to the others

Murdoch stretched, his shoul ders maki ng a faint popping sound. "Halley,
why did An Serat send ne after you?"

"I"msurprised he 'sent' you anywhere," | said.

| couldn't reconcile the idea of an Invidi and concrete action. Not
that Invidi aren't good at getting people to do things, but they do it
by maneuvering people into situations where we do what we want to do,
only it ends up being what the Invidi want. Like An Barik exploited ny
friend Quarternaine's desire to know nore about the Invidi and asked
himto retrieve a device from Calypso. Like An Barik used ny desire to
protect the station fromthe Seouras to keep hinself safe while he
waited for Calypso to arrive. O like An Serat used ny desire to find
out how Cal ypso worked to get me" here in the past--although this one
was guesswork on ny part. Even like how the Invidi had used the
Bendari desire for expansion and the mlitaristic structure of their
society to create Con Fleet to keep order in the Confederacy.



There seened no | ogical reason for An Serat to want ne or Miurdoch in
the past, yet he obviously did. Unless it was sonething on Cal ypso |
that he wanted. Which didn't nake sense either, because the only

t hi ngs of value on Calypso Il were the engines, which had cone from

Calypso and An Serat in the first place,

"The only reason | could think of for himto send ne after you,"

Mur doch continued, "was that he'd met ne in the past and knew | had to
get here. But why didn't he say that when he first nmet us on

Jocast a?"

"He didn't want us to know. Because we'd know and maybe prepare

agai nst being sent here." | thought again. "No, it's already
happened, hasn't it. Unless when we neet himin the past we tell him
that he didn't tell us ..."

"Bl oody hell. You really understand this?"
| | ooked around at the tent. "l've had a lot of tine to think about
it. Wt need to separate the history of the history files from our
personal histories. Qur des adas

He groaned. "No nystic terms, please."

Desada was one of the many Invidi words we knew but did not understand.
The usual translation was "fate" or "pivotal life-nmonent."
Quartermaine, ny late friend who was al so an Invidi expert, had thought
it meant an experience that influenced the rest of one's life.

didn't agree

"I"'mredefining it. Think how pleased the linguists will be when we
get back. | don't think des ada is a single experience. |I1t's the way
the Invidi keep track of their own inner timescapes

"Experience always runs the same way?"

"Sort of. If they're always junping in and out of different places and
times, it would be necessary to keep their own tine |ines

Murdoch shook his head. "Hang on. Say | conme back in tine and start
living ny life here. I'mforty-four, right? Bill Mirdoch in this
history won't be born for another fifty



or so years. \Wat happens when that fifty years is reached? WII

there be two of us? Wich is the real one?" "l guess you're both
real." "What happens when that child turns forty-four? WIIl he then
travel into the past, and over and over?" "l don't think so. You both

have your own lives. Your des ada He opened his mouth, shut it again.
Rubbed hi s hand over his head and blinked tiredly. "Unless it's a

di fferent universe," | added. It wasn't a theory | thought about
often, for the sinple reason that if it was true, we could do nothing
but start over in this century. "And the Invidi don't come, you nmean?"
| nodded. He snorted. "Then we're gonna find out the answer to the
guestion that's been buggi ng everyone for a hundred years." Wat would
have happened if the Invidi hadn't cone? O, as far as we're
concerned, what will happen if the Invidi don't cone? A wave of cold
si ckness nade ne shiver, and | drew ny legs closer. |If the Invidi
didn't cone, we'd be stuck here. Stuck in this place where the
struggle to survive consuned the |ives of those who had not hing, and

t he know edge of their own futility dimnished the lives of those who
had everything. No wonder they idolized people |ike Mandel a and
Alvarez. There was so little hope otherwise. | shivered again and

| eaned back against the wall of the tent, feeling it give slightly coo
agai nst my back through the thin shirt. Mrdoch watched nme, his face

unreadable. Hs presence filled the tent. | could feel his warnth
reachi ng out across the bed, banishing the shiver. A strange feeling.
Al most like the flush of H di gh pheronones ... But that was ridicul ous.

Not here, not now.



"When did you find out it was this year?" said Murdoch. He turned

the chair around and sat on it properly, stretching his | egs out beside
the bed with a grunt. "I didn't realize until | saw a newspaper on the
fishing boat. A newspaper, would you believe it? Sort of brought it
all home to ne when the ink came off black on nmy fingers. Anything
that nmessy had to be real.”

"I tracked Earth comunicati ons when | was conming into the solar

system " | said, ignoring the strange feeling of warnth. "That's why I
had to come down to the surface and wait for the Invidi to cone.
couldn't maintain life support in Calypso Il by myself for five

nont hs. "

| told himhow |I'd ended up on Earth, ending with where G ace took ne
in.

"W can't get back through that junp point w thout Invidi help,” | went
on, "either to repair Calypso Il or lend us another ship. And unless
we go back through that jump point, we can't get back to Jocasta in
2122. At least, | assune the point is stable now, since you cane
through it."

"Yeah, that's weird, isn't it? 1'd assunmed it took you to wherever the

Sl eepers in Cal ypso had junped from"
"That's what | thought, too."

"So what happened? How did we cone through the junp point in this year
if that point hasn't been created yet?"

| rubbed my neck where the Seouras inplant forned a roughly circular
rai sed area under the skin. "I don't know. That sanme question's been
driving me mad. Al | can think of is that the correspondence was
somehow short ened when Cal ypso junped. O |engthened when we junped.
Anot her thing | can't work out is why it takes the Invidi so long to
get here.”

He t hought about that one for a nmonment, then scratched his head
tiredly. "Conme again?"



"Thi nk about it--neither of us came through the Central-Earth junp
poi nt, right?"

"The point we did cone through is on a different junp network?"
"Exactly. But we've always been told that's inmpossible. There is no
other jump network. So either the Invidi have been putting one over on

all of us ..."

"Or some of us. The rest of the Four might be in on this.”

"Maybe. O ..." M voice trailed off.
"Or what ?"
"Or, | don't know. Sonething else. Sonething to do with the junp

bei ng fi xed now but not when Cal ypso went through it. M point is that
an of f-network junp point being opened ought to have brought the Invidi
rushing here to investigate inmediately, not five nonths |ater

Unless,” | said, half to nyself, "this was as close as they could
calibrate it. After all, their tine scale is presumably hundreds of

t housands of years, so five nonths is incredibly accurate.™

Murdoch stared at me. "Hang on. You're saying we brought the Invidi
her e?"

"Too big a coincidence otherwi se. Junp point opens, they pick it up
cone to investigate by opening a junp point on their own network
between here and Central. Earth is then connected to the other worlds
on the network."

"Whoa." He |eaned back, nearly fell out of the chair, and righted
hinself. In the blue pale Iight of dawn his face | ooked pasty.
"Doesn't that bother you? That we're responsible for the single nost
catacl ysm ¢ change in recent human history?"

| shrugged. "It did at first. Now !l try to see it fromAn Serat's
poi nt of view"

"Whi ch is?"

"He knows | build Calypso Il using Cal ypso's engines



and come back here. He sends you here from 2122 because he knows he
met us here in the past and he needs us to be here so his past self

knows to send Calypso." "That's a circle.” | nodded. Whichever

dom no you tip, they'Il all fall eventually. "Halley, why'd you do
it?" 1 could see the line of dom noes clattering dowm. One, two,
three, four... "Do what?" "Take Calypso Il through the jump." | nmet
his eyes. They were honestly puzzled, and a little hurt. | didn't want
to hurt Murdoch. "I had to knowif it would work. If it really was a

junp drive in Calypso." He frowned and spread his hands hel pl essly.
"What now? You've found out it is. What if the Invidi in this tine
hel p us get home--what are you going to do with the drive then?" "Make
sure everyone has it. That way the Four don't have their strangl ehold
over us. We mght finally have sone equality within the Confederacy."
He chewed his lip doubtfully. "Dunno how that's going to help the
neutrality vote. Only thirty-nine days to go." "Thirty-nine?" So
little time. Ten days until the Invidi arrived here. |If we couldn't
contact themor they couldn't help us inmediately, we m ght not get
back in tinme for the vote. Not that we can do nmuch to influence the

outcome, but | wanted to be there. "Getting the junp drive will help
the Nine," | said. "If we win the neutrality vote, that will help the
Ni ne as well because we'll be showi ng the Confederacy that they can't

keep everyone as part of their systemforever. |It's a long-term



i nvestment." He stood up suddenly, swung his armaround to indicate
the tent. "Like long term the Invidi hel ped us clean up this ness?"

| said nothing. | was thinking of Marlena Al varez and her views on
| ong-and short-term poli cies.

"Lots of nasty things can happen in the short term" He echoed ny

t houghts uncannily. "Like living here." He |owered hinself onto the
bed beside me. | saw it through his shocked, fastidious gaze--no nore
than an old door with stained and threadbare cloths fol ded on top. Like
one of the dirty nounds people slept on at the entrance to the bus
station.

"I don't have any noney."

"But you're fromthe future,” he protested. "You ve got all this
know edge ..."
"Most of which | can't use," | interrupted. "Because |l don't want to

do anything that didn't happen."

"You' re not naking sense. \Wiatever we do here is preordai ned? Suppose

we ... | dunno. Kill An Serat or sonmething else that we definitely
know di dn't happen? Are you saying sonething will happen to stop

us?"

"Hell, | don't know," | snapped. "Il'man engineer, not a tenpora

phil osopher. Al | know is that when | got here | had no papers and no
nmoney to buy papers, and no papers neans no job, which nmeans you can't
earn money. If | make an official refugee claiml get sent off to a

reserve sonewhere away fromthe city, fromwhere | can't get out to
nmeet the Invidi once they do arrive."

He | ooked at nme. Enough beams of bright norning sunshine shone through
the cracks in the tent material to illum nate the dusty lines on his
face and the holl ows beneath his cheekbones. He nust have wal ked al
day and nost of the night | remenbered how |'d wanted a second chance
totell him.. Nowthat he was here, | found it hard to think what it
was | wanted to tell him

"Thanks for coming," was all | could nanage.



He | eaned back on one el bow and sniled, a rare and delightfu
expression. "You ... it was worth it."

| didn't have a reply. His presence neant | didn't have to face
getting back alone. It meant | hadn't been dream ng about the future,
and Jocasta and everything else. | caught my hand rubbing the inplant
and st opped.

Murdoch cleared his throat and rolled off the bed. He went to the door
and stood | ooking out. | wondered at the way my eyes tracked his
nmoverent, lingering on things | never noticed before.

"Great opportunity to see the old town at its worst," he said.

I winced at the distaste in his voice. In a way, | was responsible for
himfeeling like this; | brought himhere. "It is pretty bad."

"What happened to all the trees?"

"The trees you renmenber probably haven't been planted yet."

"What about the harbor?"

"You need a special pass to get into the inner city. | think they're
rebui l ding parts of the harbor area to cope with the rise in sea

| evel . "

"Special pass?'" His distaste turned to disgust.

"For U N. del egates, people in jobs associated wi th governnent,
sel ect ed busi nesses. Supposed to be protection against terrorism™

The door pipes clacked and the door swung open. Before | could even
stand up, WII burst in.

"Hey, Maria, can | have breakfast with... Hi s vivid face darkened
wi th al nost conic sw ftness when he saw Mirdoch

"WIl, thisis ny friend Bill..."
"McGath," supplied Muirdoch. "G day, WII."

"I's your name WIlliamtoo?" said WII, recovering. He was in one of
hi s sunny noods.



"Uh-huh. But | had an uncle with the same nanme, so everyone called ne
Bill. Right fromwhen | was a baby."

As they chatted, | held ny forehead in ny hand and stared at the stains
on the crate top. Mirdoch's here--1"mstill trying to cope with that,
and now it's norning.



Si x

Three days |l ater Mirdoch net Grace. She dropped in at the tent as |
was about to |l eave for the Assenbly.

"Hello, Bill MG ath," she said. She nust have heard about himfrom
WIl. She settled into the chair.

"Bill, this is ny old, um tent-mate Gace." 1'd told him about G ace
| osing her job and going to live with Levin.

"Hell o, Grace." Miurdoch sm | ed.

"You're not from Sydney?" (Gace glanced at the pantry like WIIl did,
but I wasn't going to invite her to stay for a cup of tea. | had to
get to work.

"No, up the north coast. You fromround here?"

"I nmoved here when | was a kid. Fromout west." Her eyes wandered
over the mattress we'd borrowed from Florence's brother's best nmate's
sister-in-law, placed on a board on the bricks where she used to sl eep.
"You staying | ong?"

Mir doch nodded seriously. He was conmpletely at ease with Grace. Then
again, the only people with whom Murdoch didn't seem at ease were

di pl omats and I nvidi.

"Been out of the country. Got back recently, thought I'd drop in and
see Maria," he said.

"Bit out of yer way, though, wasn't it?"
"I didn't mind."

Grace rai sed her eyebrow at nme in what she probably thought was a
nmeani ngf ul way. "Ah-huh."



| hefted my string bag, but Grace didn't take the hint. "Is she easy
to live with?" said Murdoch, with a sly glance at me. H s nouth
twitched. "W had our ups 'n downs," said Grace. "Didn't we?" "Do
you want to wal k over to the Assenbly with ne?" | said finally, giving
up on subtlety. "I don't mnd." She heaved herself to her feet.

"Hey, Bill, is it true yer doing some work on those school grounds?"
"That's right." Mirdoch had gone with ne to take WIl to schoo
yesterday, after WII| appeared yet again after breakfast, and ended up
chatting with one of the teachers on duty in the playground. He'd been
appal | ed at the rubbish, the graffiti, and the lack of repair of the
bui |l di ngs and fences. That's public education for you, said the
teacher. |'mpart of the public, said Murdoch. And he volunteered to
do a couple of hours' work there. "Good stuff,"” said Grace. "About
ti me somebody cl eaned the place up. Bone |lazy, themteachers." |

resi sted asking why she didn't volunteer herself. "Let's go. See you
later, Bill." "Ta-ta, Bill." Mirdoch waved solemmly fromthe saggi ng
screen door of the tent as we wal ked up the lane. "N ce bloke," said
Grace. "CGot the hots for you, too, |I can tell."” "W're old friends,"
| said, picking ny way around a |line of broken plastic and filthy rags
that spilled froma torn plastic bag. "W used to work together. [|I'm
letting himstay until he finds a place of his own." "Not your type,
eh?" Al too easily, ny imagination presented ne with a situation in
which | confirmed that Murdoch was "my type." "I mean," went on G ace,



heedl ess of ny red face, "I did notice the extra bed. |If | had a hunk
like that staying with nme, I wouldn't make him sl eep in another bed."

"How s Levin?"

"That's it, change the subject. He's okay." She glanced at ne. "I
don't expect it to last, y' know"

"Wth Levin, you nmean?" It didn't surprise me, but Gace's
acknow edgnent was unexpect ed.
"Yeah. Wth his noney and..." she started to say sonething but
changed her mnd. "He should be able to pick up younger wonen. But he
reckons mature wonen know how to keep quiet." She flashed nme a grin.
"So | better, eh?"

W wal ked past the backyards of the houses on the street before Creek
Road. One of them contained four, no, five now, rusting cars. And a
nmodul ar storage shed, with a line of washing beside it

"Way do you stay with hinP" Stupid question, | thought imediately.

Grace | ooked at me as though she was thinking the sane thing. Then she
shrugged. "You not having kids, | guess you don't understand. | can't
think only about me self

W turned into Creek Road, the Assenbly building last in the Iine of
houses. The betting shop was just opening. The proprietor swept the
dirt away fromthe entry and gave us a snile

"Good norning, |adies."
Grace grinned. "G norning, M. Deshindar. No |adies here."

They chatted happily. | stood and rattled ny keys and stared at fresh
graffiti that had bl ossomed on the side fence during the night.

During the night, when | lay awake, listening to Miurdoch's heavy, even
breathing. The day Murdoch arrived | realized how awkward t he
situation in the tent could become. Mirdoch would be here for another
ten days at | east,



nmore if we didn't contact the Invidi as soon as they came. An awkward
situation not because | didn't want to sleep in the sanme bed as
Murdoch. Quite the opposite--the nore | thought about it, the nore it
appealed. If, that is, | wasn't mstaking the signals he sent to ne.

But that was the problem-the nore attractive | found Miurdoch, the | ess
I could consider sleeping with him Henoit got in the way.

| was married to nmy H di gh husband, Henoit, for two years. Then |

left, because | didn't agree with his extrem st politics. He was

i nvol ved with the anti-Confederacy group New Council of Allied Wrlds,
and their terrorismdidn't seemto bother him For seven Earth years
we'd had no contact after | left him Long enough to satisfy both

Conf ederacy and Earth conditions of being legally estranged. | put him
out of ny m nd.

Then he appeared on Jocasta in the mddle of the crisis at the end of
the Seouras bl ockade. He told ne that, as far as he was concerned,
not hi ng had changed. H digh | aw and custom do not recognize
estrangement, not even when one of the partners dies. | thought this
was ridiculous and said so. He said that it was because the marriage
vow conti nues beyond the death of either of its participants.

Then he was killed in the battle at the end of the bl ockade. It

shocked me, but he chose to betray us for the New Council, so | didn't
spend a lot of tine nourning. Afterward, the situation on the station
settled dowmn and | began to work on Calypso Il. Then | started to get
"visits" fromHenoit. It happened every time | had any sexua

pl easure-even just release of tension alone at the end of a | ong day.
Al my physical reactions were the sane as when he was there. Perhaps
| had sone of the infanobus H digh pheronmones left in ny system But
this time, unlike when he was there in the flesh, | didn't need to



worry about conprom sing the safety of the station or the personal
consequences of |osing control or what he really wanted.

It was as though nmy pleasure sent a signal that was bounced back at
greatly increased power and in a changed form-1like when | made | ove
with Henoit. His signature all over it. Al over ne.

| didn't know if it would happen when actually making | ove with anyone
el se, because | hadn't had a chance to find out until now But since
Murdoch arrived, every tinme my thoughts about himdrifted in a vaguely

lustful direction, 1'd get that feeling of Henoit | ooking over ny
shoulder. If I allowed ny relationship with Murdoch to becone a
full-blown passion, | was certain |I'd feel as though | was al so

respondi ng to Henoit.

Mur doch woul d not understand, especially as he'd net Henoit on Jocasta
and knew what a bastard he was. | knew what a bastard he was too, but
that didn't stop ne getting off on his nmenory. O whatever it is.

What could | say? Sorry, but when we nake love |'mdoing it with
soneone else as well.

No, it was better for both of us if Miurdoch slept in a separate bed.

"Maria?" Gace's voice seenmed out of place for a noment.

"Sorry, yes?"
"I"'moff. You and Bill cone over for dinner on Saturday, eh? Anzac
Day special. See you later." She slouched up Creek Road toward the

mai n street.

| smiled at M. Deshindar, who was now setting out his notice boards
and unl ocked the side door. It annoyed nme how Grace di sappeared as
soon as work was due to begin. She could give ne a hand sticking
envel opes or sonet hi ng.

| hadn't shared riving space with someone for a long tinme, and the next
few days saw sone nore awkward nonents,



caused mainly by two adults trying to live in such a cranped space.
Where to get changed? 1In the shower bl ock when we could, but often the
ot her people in the row wanted to use it. Wwo would get up first?
There wasn't nmuch roomto nmaneuver around the tent.

In the end, Murdoch turned over while | got up and changed, then | went
outside while he did the same. He was a tidy man, and ny habits
occasional ly eroded his tenper.

"Bl oody good thing you don't have nore than two changes of clothes,"” he
grunbl ed, fishing these itens from anong bl anket folds or off the back
of the chair. "You put your tools away, why not these?"

W tal ked. About the Invidi coming. About Jocasta and the future.
About his past, of which |I knew enbarrassingly little. As Security

chi ef, he knew ny background, but | felt | should have nade nore of an
effort to know nore about his than the basics of where he worked before
com ng to Jocasta

"I was on Mars the job before Jocasta,” he said fromhis side of the
tent one night in the dark. "They resented ne--an upstart fromEarth
comng in and ordering themaround. Mnd you, that was why they picked
an outsider for the job--too much corruption, everyone in one another's
pockets. | was fighting my own people nore than the crininals.”" He
was sil ent again.

"The girls didn't like it, either. That's ny partner and ny daughter,"”
he added. "lIrena."

"How | ong were you on Mars?"

"Standard t hree-year secondnment. The girls went back after two,

though. No fun for them |Irena was thirteen. The Martian col onists
are too proud, sonetinmes. Their way of being i ndependent, | guess.
Anyway, when ny three years finished, | left too." "You went back on

Eart h?"



"For a while. Then |I joined Earth Fleet "Wy did you join Earth Fl eet
He'd been in the civilian police force | ong enough to have had a

seni or position. He turned over, the board creaki ng under his weight.

I couldn't see his face in the darkness and wondered if it had been the

wrong question. "She ... ny partner. She found soneone el se, been
living with himthe whole year | wasn't there." He paused. | was going
to say, I'msorry, but that seenmed ridiculous. | was glad he came to
Jocasta. So | said nothing, and after a noment he spoke again. "l was

going to stick around because of Irena, but then I thought she'd never
settle inif | did. And at the time | didn't know where I'd end up
working. There were lots of problens with corruption in the force that
year. Bloody ness it was. Earth Fleet canme round | ooking for

hi gh-l evel recruits and | thought it was tinme to get out." He hadn't
seen his daughter for five years, nmost of the time that he'd spent on
Jocasta. | knew that, because his record said he hadn't taken Earth
| eave since joining Earth Fleet She'd be a young adult now. | felt
obscurely guilty for keeping nun away fromher. "Do you m ss
her--1rena?" The board creaked again. His blanket flapped as if he
was furiously rearranging it. "I did at first, because she... wanted

me to go. She took her nother's side, all the time. Then just before
t he bl ockade, she started sending me letters again. Said she was sorry
and she wanted to see me when | cane hone again.” And now |'d dragged
hima century further away fromher. | felt definitely guilty about
that. "Sonething to ook forward to when we get back, eh?" Hi s voice
wasn't as steady as usual, and | was gl ad of the darkness.



"Maybe the Invidi will call us,"” he said. W were wal king along the
paths frommy tent to the Assenmbly. "Wy bust yourself trying to
contact then®"

"The lack of tine, for a start,” | said. "Assuming time passes there
at the sane rate it passes here, like with an ordinary junp point, in
thirty-four days the neutrality vote goes through. Seeing that | sort
of started it, I'd like to be there."

" And?"

"I don't know exactly what will happen once the Invidi arrive. Do
you?"

He nodded slowy. "I see what you nean. W only know general history,

not the details."”

"Yes, and this tine we are the details, and the history files don't
tell us if we get home or not."

"You think the Invidi will help us get honme?"

"An Serat sent us here, they're responsible for us." |If the Invidi had
a simlar concept of responsibility, of which | wasn't at all sure.

"They might just tell us to stay. It's our planet, we should be able
to fit in here.”

| stopped and glared at him "Are you just being devil's advocate or
do you have a point?"

He stopped, too, and |ooked at me, not quite reproachfully, but in a
way that made nme turn ny glare away. | shouldn't snap. Qur situation
wasn't his fault.

"Why Val don?" he said.

"My father's nane."

"Witer, wasn't he?"

"That's right. Wy MG ath?"

Mur doch began wal ki ng again. "MGath is nmy brother's nane. He took
nmy sister-in-law s famly name when they got married."

"l see."



"He's a bit of a dead loss, nmy brother."

"Why?" | said, slightly shocked. As a child, I'd always wanted a
brother or sister, and didn't like the idea of not appreciating the one
you had.

"Sits around conmuning with the universe--that's what he calls it, the
rest of us call it being a slob--and painting pictures."

"I didn't know you had an artist in the famly."

"I't's not as much fun as it sounds." He thought for a noment. "What
about that ancestor of yours--Avarez? D d you |ook up info on her?"

"She wasn't ny ancestor. She was a friend of nmy ancestor. And she
died five years ago."

"Yeah, | know. But she was fanpbus, there nmust be a lot of stuff
floating around about her."

The t hought of Alvarez was al nost painful--1'd been betrayed by my own
expectations. "lIt's funny, but she isn't as well known now as she is
inour tinme. "

"You mean the Earth novement hasn't got going yet?"

Earth South That's part of it, yes." 1'd conme to the conclusion that
the reason the Earth South nmovenent took a long tinme to becone a
political force was because it was a genui ne grassroots surge and the
peopl e at the grassroots were often, as Marlena said, too busy staying
alive to play politics and too wi se to expect anything to cone of it.
"It's almobst as if our history files manufactured Al varez."

"You nmean she wasn't a real person?”

"Of course she was real."

W stopped again to let a small boy drag a line of enpty drink cans on
a string across the path. He stared at us with solem, dirt-encrusted
eyes before toddling away, the cans rattling behind him

"But it's as though..." | paused, enbarrassed now. There were bound

to be discrepanci es between actual events in the past and our
historical records. It didn't matter to



Murdoch if Al varez was a hero or not--I was the one who'd nmade an icon
out of the woman. "She's not what you expected,"” he said shrewdly.

| ooked at him surprised and conforted by his understanding. "That's
right" "This isn't what | expected either.” He waved his hand at the
pot hol ed street and the ranshackl e extensions that nade a sl um of
once-neat bungalows. "But it doesn't nmean | was wong when | thought
of Sydney..." This time he paused, then caught my encouragi ng eye and
continued. "On Mars 1'd look up through the skylights and see those
damm canyon wal |l s and maybe a sliver of sky. And I'd think of this
town, with the water and the bright sunlight and the trees. Wat |
nmean i s, seeing Sydney like this doesn't make that any less right. Any
nore than you seeing nore of the real Alvarez makes how she hel ped you

wrong." He glanced at me. "End of speech.” "How do you know what |

t hought about Al varez?" "l guessed." In response to ny skeptica
frown, he continued. "I thought it was a good idea at the tinme. God
knows, you needed sone help. You never told any of us rmuch." It was
true. | hadn't tal ked much to anyone during the Seouras bl ockade.
Murdoch didn't know until the end how they comunicated with nme through
the inplant. It had hurt like hell. The inplant was the main reason
I'd been avoiding doctors since | arrived in the out-town. Its
nonhuman origin would be obvious to them | swallowed, feeling sick

"I don't want to think about it" The greatest shock fromthat whole
chaoti c episode was, for me, the realization that An Barik had not
hel ped us when he could. Presumably he had the support of the other
Invidi. The idea of Invidi as humanity's benevol ent benefactors | ost
much of its credibility for me after that.



So when An Serat had expl ained his action in sending Cal ypso forward
intine as being to help the N ne, including humans, get the junp
drive, | questioned his real notives.

An Serat's action nmeant we did get a version of the drive, in the sense
that nmy engi neering team on Jocasta nanaged to put together Calypso |
out of an old freighter and what remai ned of Cal ypso's engines. The
core of those engi nes had been protected fromthe explosion. At the
tinme, it had seenmed an incredible stroke of luck. But | should have
known better than to associate luck with a species that could see the
future. At least, nore of the future than we can.

W turned the corner into Creek Road.
"You know what was the worst part of it for me?" he said.
| shook ny head.

"Peopl e dying. And watching you disappear inside yourself, not letting
us help."

| stopped, shocked. "Bill, I... | didn't know. You never said. Not
that I would have listened, I was so wound up with tension the whole
tinme."

He patted ny arm "Don't do it to ne this time, okay?" He sniled, and
a wonan in a blue cheongsam gl anced at himas she passed and snil ed,
t 0o.

"I won't," | said, the sick feeling gone.
W reached the Assenbly and clinbed the stairs to the office. Inside,
| unl ocked the cupboard beside the filing cabinet and pulled out a box

from anong the broonms and bits of string.

"I's that it?" Mirdoch caught ny eye and added hastily, "It doesn't
| ook like |I expected, that's all."

Certainly the archai sm"tel escope” conjured i mages of sleek and
sophi sticated instrunments



"Think of it as canouflage,” | said. "If it [ooks |like junk, nobody's
going to steal it."

My tel escope might |ook |like a stubby bazooka on spider legs, but it
wor ked.

"Basically, I've progranmed a digital signal processor-or | will have,
by next week, to a wavel et-based comm system otherwi se we'll have the
rest of the planet listening in. [I'll connect it to the |aser--when
get one. The conmputer here can control the tracking. There's plenty
of connecting line... they call it fiber optics. |It'll connect the
inverted reflector to the |aser.”

"So what's the plan?" Mirdoch sat back on his heels, uninpressed with
nmy cl ever design

"It depends what the Invidi do when they get this nessage. |f you
renmenber, their ships appeared in at |east ten places, over major city
centers on all of the continents except Antarctica. |'m assuning one
appears over Sydney, seeing that it's the seat of governnent and of

t he

UN"

Murdoch thought for a nonent. "I think you're right. | remenber
| ear ni ng sonet hi ng Eke that when | was in school."

"They' Il know someone is here, because they'll detect my ship on the
moon. | can set a beamsplitter to bounce their reply to us if they
send one."

"They can locate the source of the signal if they want to."
"Of course.”
"What if they don't notice it?"

"I told you, the signal won't be affected by radi o wave
di sturbances..."

"No, | nean what if they don't realize what it is? You said the
short-range conm systemis used for service bots. Mybe the op sys
will just filter your nessage before an Invidi sees it" He grinaced.
"Or put it intheir In file.



Knowi ng Conf ederacy bureaucracy, they' Il get back to you in a century
or so."

"There is no Confederacy yet," | snapped.
"Anyway, even if they do respond, how are we going to go and see them
if we haven't got IDs?" He ran a finger along the barrel of the

scope.

"I don't know. Not having an |ID has been ny main problem since
arrived here."

"Bl ack mar ket ?"

"Too expensive. |Ds and addictive drugs are the main revenue of the
gangs. They keep the price of both high. It would take me two years
at this rate to earn enough."

"This noney thing's a bugger."”

I nodded and tweaked a connecting cabl e absently.

"Right." He stood and stretched. "I'moff to the school. M ght have
a bit of a |ook around, too."

"What, out there?"

"I'"'ma native, renenber?"

A thought struck nme. "Wat if you neet your great-grandparents?" He
waved the possibility away. "They're still up on the coast, both sides
of the famly."

"Are you sure?"

"Yeah. It was ny grandnot her who noved. W' ve all been here ever
since. WIIl be here," he corrected. "Jeez, plays hell with your
tenses, doesn't it? Anyway, what does it matter how many of ny fanily

we neet? We can't change what's al ready happened.™

He reached the door, but then turned back toward ne.

"How about Giffis and the others?" he said curiously. "They nust
have el ectronic profiles somewhere on info net The three survivors of
Cal ypso's journey should have been well into their preparations by now

They had planned the journey for years; An Serat's help was nerely a
bonus.

"I thought about it." | had | ooked them up. Hanniba



Giffis, the | eader of the Calypso crew, was |isted under several
organi zations dealing with human rights and environmental issues,
position "retired."” Not true, of course. By now he'd be working with
the secret space exploration group that coordinated the Cal ypso

expedi tion. Rachel Douif, the youngest menber, was a student in Paris.
And 1'd found Ariel Kl oos, one of their systens engineers, in a list of

contributors to conference papers on Al systens. "But the Sl eepers
never met us before,” | rem nded Murdoch. "They'd have renenbered us
when they arrived on Jocasta if they had." "Shouldn't we try to warn
then? Break this causal |oop, or whatever you call it?" "It's already

happened." He dragged his hand down his cheeks in frustration. "No,
they won't |eave for another three years ..." He considered. "D you
reckon somet hing woul d happen to stop you if you tried to neet thenP"
"I don't want to tenpt Fate, or whatever gods of time space work the

Invidi magic." He grinned. "That's the scientific attitude, al
right." "It's a principle of engineering,” | said coldly. "If it
isn't broken, don't fix it." "Anyway, can't you work your way around
their computer systens? You're supposed to be the engi neering genius.
You coul d give yourself a huge bank account.” | wasn't sure if he was
serious or not. "Other way around. Sophisticated equipnent is

expensive. To buy it you need cash or a bank account. To get a bank
account you need an ID. But you can't nmake the ID without the

equi prent or pay soneone else to do it wi thout noney." "I get the
point." | stood up, knee joints stiff, and went over to one of the
desks. "Hacking into their systems is not that difficult in itself, if



you can adapt to how primtive the interface is." And, | rem nded
nmysel f as ny hand searched for the wall switch, if you remenber to turn
it on.

"But the tracking protocols in this tinme are efficient,” | went on. "If
they track me to this terminal it's a jail sentence. If I'min jail,
can't contact the Invidi. And we can't get honme." The conputer on the

desk made its usual preparatory clicking and whirring noises.

Primitive did not mean easy to use. | hated the inefficient, limted
tools they called conputers, hated the inorganic quality of them
Superficially, the interactive surfaces were simlar to ours. No

hol ovi ewers or voice activation here in the out-town, but the screens
weren't too hard on the eyes. Some miniature versions were |ike our
handcomns, al though clunsier. The keyboard input node threw nme at
first--we tapped in commands to our interfaces on the station, but not
on keys. O we used audi o or visual nodes.

The user interfaces were confusing and getting inside themcarried al
the frustrations of being blindfold in a two-di nensional naze--every
few paces |'d come up agai nst another bl ocked path. 1In the

Conf ederacy, interface use at anything nore than an everyday | evel was
nore |ike a conversation. You'd discuss with the system what coul d be
done and what couldn't.

"See you later, then," said Murdoch, and left.



|
Seven

111 ill was the only person who enjoyed di nner on Saturday night. G ace
and Murdoch sat in Levin's backyard cooki ng sausages until the
nosqui t oes becane too savage, then retreated to the house. A
single-story brick veneer, it backed onto the shop front of Levin's
"busi ness" and boasted three rooms down a long hallway and a main room
down the shop end, in which sat a televid, sofa, and dining table.

| arrived | ate, bad-tenpered because a deal on a |laser had fallen
through. It was the wong kind, hopeless for what | wanted. Who'd
have thought it could be so difficult to get ny hands on such a sinple
tool? And yet sonething like fiber-optic cable was practically |ying
around waiting to be taken away. Inpossible to predict what woul d be
easy in this century.

"Where's Levin?" | said. | mght just have to take himup on his
offer to find a | aser for us.

"He'll be in soon," said Grace. "Have a sausage."

"They're good," put in Mirdoch. Hi s plate held nothing but greasy
snears and some sauce. Both he and Grace were drinking beer. Having
fun, while | wandered around getting hot and filthy | ooking for the
essential conponent we needed to get hone.

"Hi, Maria," yelled WIIl fromin front of the televid

"Hello, WII."



| poured myself a glass of water. |If | did have to negotiate with
Levin, | wanted a clear head.

"How many slices of bread?" said G ace.

"One." It was thin, tasteless stuff, snelling of its plastic
packagi ng.

"You oughter eat nore." She shook out a slice of bread, placed two

bl ackened sausages diagonally across it, and snmothered the lot in
tomat o sauce. "Blokes mght pretend they |ike skinny wonmen, but really

they want a bit of backside to grab on to."

"You ..." should know, | started to say, then changed it to, "you been
busy today?"

"Ch, yeah, real busy. | haven't got a job and it's a holiday." She
smled at Murdoch to show it was a joke, and popped the top of another
can of beer.

| folded nmy bread around the sausage and watched the sauce dribble out.
"I only asked because we could do with a hand at the Assenbly. Getting
posters out before the march, that sort of thing."

"Yeah, I'll give you a hand," she said expansively.

Levin cane in.

He entered through the shop door. W could hear the key turn in the

| ock, the door open, close, and the key click again. Then footsteps

down the hall. Heeled boots, not sandal s.

He nade a good entrance, standing for a monment in his black jacket as
t hough he were part of the darkness behind him

| stood up, mainly because |I didn't want to finish the sausage.

"Levin, this is an old friend, Bill McGath. He's in town for a while
and he dropped by."

"Eveni ng," said Murdoch. He stood too.

The two nmen were about the same height, although Levin



m ght have been taller if he didn't stoop. Mirdoch weighed at |east
ten kilos nmore. They faced each other with a sense of caution that
nobody coul d have m staken for politeness. Gace padded in bare feet
to the refrigerator and took out a beer, which she passed to Levin
automatically. He took it w thout |ooking at her and sat down beside
her, opposite Murdoch. Mirdoch and | sat down again. | glanced at the
clock-only eight-thirty. Maybe if | pleaded a headache we coul d
go-"VWere are you heading, M. MGath?" Levin often spoke with
strange formality. "Nowhere special." Mirdoch stared at Levin around
a slow nouthful. | hoped he woul dn't antagoni ze Levin before | had a
chance to ask for help procuring a laser. | glanced at Grace to see if
she'd noticed the tension, but she was half watching the televid over
Levin's shoulder. "I just thought I'd drop in and see Maria," said
Murdoch. "Nice bread." "It's fromthe corner shop,"” said Grace. "You
gotta support your |ocal businesses, | reckon." And she didn't have to
carry it all the way fromthe markets. "How did you know Maria was
here?" Levin asked Murdoch. "I thought she knew nobody in this
country?" "W net just after she arrived," said Murdoch snoothly.

"She said she was going to Sydney. | asked around when | got here."
"What is your line of work?" "This and that. |[|'ve done a bit of
security work in ny tine." H s eyes rested on the other, considering.
"How about you, M. Levin?" He hesitated just enough to be noticeable
on the nanme, |ong enough to hint a chall enge.



Cut it out, Bill. | tried to signal himwith my eyes.
"l trade," said Levin. "In hardware."
"l didn't notice a warehouse," said Mirdoch.

"M ddl enen are necessary in any industry," said Levin snoothly, and
took a long draft of his beer.

| wiped sweaty hands on ny trousers and wi shed for a small hyperspace
tunnel to open between now and the end of the night. Then | wouldn't
have to sit through this.

"You hungry?" Gace said to Levin.

He smiled at her, then dropped his gaze to the plate of sausages. A
fly had sneaked in and was hovering over them deterred only by
occasi onal waves of G ace's hand.

"No," he said. "lI'mnot hungry."

Grace shrugged and pi cked up her beer again.

W1l appeared at her el bow, after playfully punching Mirdoch on the way

and getting tickled. "Cn | have another sausage?"
"Yeah, go for it," said G-ace. "Bread's there."
"Don't want any bread." He pulled a conspiratorial face of disgust to

me, then bore off two sausages to his place in front of the vidscreen.
Cartoon voices kept up a constant flow of inanity.

Levin had ignored WIIl conpletely. "Are you staying long, M.
MG at h?"

"As long as | need to," said Murdoch. He was |eaning back in his chair
again, outwardly relaxed, but not tilting the chair like he'd done

before Levin cane in. Hs feet were now firmy on the ground, ready.

Ready for what, | wasn't sure. Could Miurdoch see something in Levin
I'd missed, or was this sonme kind of male rivalry thing?

"Hear the news about the airport closing?' Gace said.
"No," | said. "Wich airport?"
"Are you planning a trip, then?" Levin's lip curled.

The sarcasmreached Grace. She flushed and put her can



down with a crunch. "Course not. Just making conversation. No need
to get shitty."

"Which airport?" | said.
"It does not affect us directly,” said Levin. "Wo cares?"
"You sure?" Mirdoch said slowy. "The newspaper said police suspected

some of the guns came frominner-city gangs. Like around here.”
"What news?" | raised ny voice.

Grace | eaned over, as though she was ducking the al nost pal pabl e waves
of hostility that crossed the table between Levin and Murdoch

"They found sonme guns at the airport, |ooks |like the owners panicked
and ran. 1t's shut down today while the cops sniff around.™

Al | knew about air travel was its hideous expense due to the cost of
fuel and the security invol ved.

"When | was a kid," Gace continued, trying to catch both Levin's and
Murdoch' s eyes, "everyone caught planes here and there. Well, nearly
everyone," she amended. "W only did it once, when Auntie Jen got
married in Perth. That was a brilliant wedding. Everyone was pissed
for three days. W kids sank Uncle Ray's ute in the river and nobody
noticed till weeks later." She grinned. "Wat a year that was."

Levin | eaned back in his chair and watched the cartoon. Hi s attitude
said he'd heard this story before.

"You ever do anything stupid when you were a kid, Maria?" said Gace.
"Not that you think it's stupid at the time. Just fun."

I could renmenber several ridicul ous escapades for which ny grandnot her
made ne pay dearly later, but | didn't feel like sharing themwth
Grace now.

"Maria | ooks like she's had a bad day," said Levin, abandoning the
televid for nore i medi ate entertai nnent. "Maybe she hasn't found what
she's | ooking for."



"What do you nean?" G ace |ooked fromne to Levin.

"Nothing." | scowed at the tabletop because | didn't want to ask
Levin for help but knew |I'd have to.

"Whatever." G ace scow ed back and turned to Murdoch. "How s the work
at the school going, Bill?"

"He's getting popular,” put in WII.

"It's a lot of fun," said Murdoch, "I haven't played with kids for a
long tinme."

"I"ll wait for you outside," | said to Muirdoch. G ace had begun to

explain recent changes in the public school systemto himat |ength,
i nterspersed with an expl anation of why Vince had never finished ninth
gr ade.

Levin net ny eyes, and followed nme to the back door.

"You need ny help," he said. It wasn't a question
"Yes. | need a laser for ny tel escope."
"Wi ch one?"

"I need sonething | can programto a repetition rate of between ten and
a thousand Hertz, a main wavelength of five thirty-two and a pul se

wi dt h of about thirty picoseconds.” | slapped at nosquitoes that
descended out of nowhere. H s face was expressionless and | had no
idea if he understood, or even if he was joking with ne. "So, how
much?"

"Probably about two hundred."

"You're kidding," | said flatly. "These things are nearly junk, |
could get one for free."

"Not easily. And not soon."

"How much of that is your comm ssion?"

He sai d not hing.

"I can't afford two hundred. | can barely afford fifty."
"That's regrettable.™

"Come off it, Levin. You know how little they pay ne."

He pretended to study his boot. Mirdoch cane out, stubbing his toe on
the brick step as | did every time | visited.



"Fifty, then," said Levin. "Are you in a hurry?"
Yes, | screaned inwardly. | need it by tonorrow.

"The sooner the better."” | nentally ran through a list of people who
m ght | end ne noney.

He turned back inside w thout further word.

Murdoch narrowed his eyes. "What's all that about?" he said as we
started wal ki ng.

"He's going to try to get ne the laser for my array. | couldn't get it
again today. Haven't been able to find one as junk, either."

"I don't like him"

| shrugged. "Nor do I, but that doesn't nean he can't be useful to
us."

"\What does he do, run drugs?"

"I don't think so. But I'msure he's got sonething to do with weapons
and the gangs. Don't know what, though."

"Charm ng bl oke to do business with."
| felt a rush of irritation with Murdoch. Here | was, doing ny best to
get us hone, and all he could do was qui bbl e about details that | had

no control over.

"I"'mnot entering into a trade agreenent here. He gets me a laser, |
pay him finished."

Murdoch's voice in the dark sounded abstracted. "Yeah, right. But 1'd
i ke to know nore about him"



Ei ght

To pay Levin, | scraped the nobney together with a | oan from Fl orence
and the result of a hasty job done for the |l ocal electronics retailer
Murdoch didn't like the borrowing. "You won't pay it back if the
Invidi send us hone," he said.

| didn't like it either, but we didn't have a choice. If we wanted to
try to contact the Invidi as quickly and as efficiently as possible, we
needed the laser. | could alnost feel tinme on both sides of the junp

poi nt sliding away beneath nme. W would have only twenty-four days
fromwhen the Invidi arrived to get hone for the neutrality vote, which
woul d be 29 May 2023 here, and--hopefully--late February 2123 on
Jocast a.

Levin produced the | aser on Tuesday. | couldn't believe he'd been so
qui ck. He woke me up early in the norning. The stubble on his chin
was darker than usual, as though he'd been up all night and had not yet
shaved. | stood in the doorway of the tent, Mirdoch peering over ny
shoul der.

Levin took the noney, stuffed it carelessly in his pocket, and handed
me a small cylinder.

I checked it carefully, to his unconceal ed anmuserment. The laser fitted
all ny specs.

"You don't trust ne."



"Just sensi bl e business, making sure of the goods. You're a
busi nessman.  You shoul d understand. "

"I ndeed. M goods are al ways genui ne."

"What ot her sorts of goods can you find?" | rolled the laser in ny
hand. "Goods that night be nore dangerous than this?"
He rai sed his eyebrows. "A good businessman--or wonan--does not

qgquestion their source of supply.”

"A good busi nesswonman doesn't deal with soneone who could land her in
jail," said Murdoch behind ne.

"There is no danger of that." Levin scowmed. For the first tine since
I'd known him he seenmed to be tired and grunpy |ike a normal person
"What does it matter to you what else | deal in?"

"I'f you deal in weapons,” | said, "it would make me nervous. Seeing
how so many weapons get into the hands of children. Like WIIl and
Vi nce. "

"If I did, and if | said, oh sorry I'll stop"” Levin m m cked ny tone,
"it wouldn't matter. They'll get their weapons sonewhere el se. They
want to die."

He caught our astonished gazes. "If they had sonme hope in life, they
woul dn't need weapons, would they? O drugs."

"So you just see yourself as the supplier?" said Mirdoch

Levin [aughed. "Oh, no, M. Policeman. You don't get a confession
fromne."

"What do you nean, 'policenman'?" said Mirdoch

Levin shrugged. "You night not be now, but you have been at sone tine,
McGath. |'ve known a |lot of coppers. | recognize the flat-footed
wal k and the way you can't keep your nose out of other people's

busi ness. "

Mur doch kept his face bland. "I told you | did security work."

Levin's face was al so expressionless. "I did think you m ght be useful
to us. W can always use ex-coppers who



know t he ropes. Like we can use good hackers." He stared at ne.
"I nterested, Maria?"

"Who's 'we'?" said Murdoch.
"Not interested,"” | said.
Levin turned away w t hout saying anything further.

W stood outside the tent and watched him stalk away into the early
nmorni ng, his black jacket a distinctive blot until he turned the
corner.

"Bl oody suspicious, if you ask ne," said Murdoch. "He m ght not have a
war ehouse, but his garden shed's full of fertilizer."

"So?" | was thinking of the programalterations |I'd have to nake to
the digital processor.

"Used for honemade bonmbs. And he's got a couple of druns of other
stuff, too."

| stared at him "You've been snooping around Levin's shed?"

He blinked back at ne innocently. "No, | hel ped G ace clean out the
spare bedroom W took some stuff out to the shed, and | happened to
have a squizz at what's in there."

| opened my mouth to protest, shut it again. Mrdoch's proximty in
the tent doorway was maeking ne al nost as hot and breathless as if
Henoit had stood there. | cleared ny throat and stepped away into the
fresh air, shaking off the sensation

"Only three ways he could have gotten this laser,”" | said when |I was
breathing normally. "He's got access to old stocks, or to people who
have access to old stocks. And there aren't many. O he's got

bl ack- mar ket connections, which is what | thought anyway. Bl ack-market
electronics is a huge business. O..." | wasn't sure of this |ast
one.

"y 2"

"Or he's got contacts in the official defense industry,



because now it's the only place this type of laser is used. They need
it for some of the ol der weapons."”

"That m ght be how he supplies the gangs," said Murdoch with distaste.
"He probably does know people in the industry. Does he really believe
you need the laser for a tel escope?”

| stretched. "Wat else night he think?"

"He could be worried you're working for a conpetitor, maki ng weapons.
Homermade stuff.”

"He m ght be worried because you're snooping around."

"Good job I did, now we know what he's like."

"The deal with Levin's finished, stop worrying about it."

The pal e apricot stillness magnified the sounds of a door bangi ng,

voi ces raised in the neighboring street, the mutter of people roused
too early fromsleep. 1In the background, the ever-present hum of the
city, the irregular beat of the motorway. The out-town was peaceful at
this hour. Tin roofs, wired wi ndow franes, crude verandas, al

softened by the gentle |ight.

"But why is he helping you? Doesn't make sense."” Mirdoch persisted.
"He could be setting you up."

"For what? The police aren't going to arrest me because |'ve got a
honerade tel escope.”

"No, but they'll arrest you for being an illegal if Levin informs on
you. "

"I know that. But we've only got until Friday. Three nore days,
counting today. | didn't have time to | ook anywhere else.”

"I suppose it's safe,"” he grunbled. "But | don't trust him"
"Forget Levin. Were did you go yesterday? Mrre snooping?" He'd
stayed out until nine or ten p.m 1'd struggled unsuccessfully agai nst

worry that he'd been mugged.

"Tal king with Vince."



"Why?" "He's not a bad kid. H mand his mates are pretty typical, |
reckon. They're loyal to their small group and dam everyone el se. But
from anot her angle, they' re just naking thensel ves a safe place because

nobody else will make it for them Sensible, really.” "Most of

Vi nce's behavior doesn't strike me as sensible.” "Doesn't nean there's
no logic behind it. You just gotta figure out what it is.” "Like an
alien species.”" "Yeah. You mght not synpathize, but at |east you'l

understand a bit better."

"Or like donkeys," | said absently. "Wa-at?" Mirdoch gaped at ne.
"It's an old story." | wished | hadn't mentioned it. "M
great - grandnot her used to tell us this story about donkeys." "Go on."

"She said that when a donkey stops in the niddle of the road, you give
it a whack with a stick, right? But the donkey doesn't |learn not to
stop on roads; it learns that by stopping it can nake you angry."

Murdoch grinned. "A different logic." "Yes. It used to renind ne of
Qchn . You have to find out how that |ogic works or you end up
expending a |l ot of energy for no purpose and both of you get
frustrated.” |It's strange, the things that remain in your nmenory from

chi | dhood conversations, fromdetails and scenery you never realized
you were noticing at the tine. These things bridge tine and space as
successfully as Invidi junmp drives.

| came back to the tent late that night after fitting the laser. 1'd
have liked to do a test run, but the glue on the fitting had to dry
nore and | needed to be there in the norning



before Florence arrived, to pack it up out of her way and safely away
fromprying eyes. Nowthat I'd finally put it all together, we
couldn't risk theft or damage.

Murdoch was al ready asl eep, sprawl ed facedown on his mattress, the
[ight on and a newspaper by his trailing hand as though he'd fallen
asleep reading it. 1'd sent himback to the tent when he cane to pick
me up at about ten o'clock. He didn't conplain, but he | ooked
tired--perhaps the twenty-first-century viruses were underm ning his

i mmune system too.

| turned off the light, undressed and got into bed, but couldn't sleep
My thoughts kept scurrying around in famliar circles. Wen | shut ny
eyes | could see the details of the tel escope assenbly. Every creak of

the tent pole, every distant thud or clatter seemed magnified. | found
nmysel f listening to Murdoch's regul ar breathing. He sounded so
confortable, | was overcome by a callous urge to disturb him |

i magi ned sitting beside himon the bed, sliding ny feet beneath the
tattered bl anket, putting one hand on the back that rose and fell so
peaceful ly... My breathing caught again, not fromasthma, but fromthe
feeling | used to get when Henoit, or any H digh for that matter

wal ked into a roomand the effect of their pheronones hit nme. As

t hough the slightest touch of anything upon ny skin would be the signa
for imeasurabl e pleasure.

Imtations of H digh pheronones were exchanged gal axy-w de as

aphrodi siacs, and it was said that humans who experi enced sexual acts
with themwere forever "tainted"-they retai ned enough of the pheronone
to send other humans mad with desire. It was also said that these
tainted humans did not live long, as they becane quickly insane. | had
al ways disnmissed this as space-talk, particularly as | had neither gone
mad nor sent other humans crawling up walls.



Now, | wasn't so sure. Maybe | had enough pheronones left in ne to
activate the pleasure center of the brain. Not that it felt like the
brain had much to do with it.

| mmges of Henoit kept popping into ny mind; Henoit on Jocasta,
appeari ng out of nowhere, arrogant and unrepentant at his terrorist
activities. | hadn't seen that |ean, nuscled figure for seven years,
but he'd | ooked as young as ever. Henoit when | first met him an
exotic unknown who couldn't quite explain why he'd chosen ne to be his
mate; Henoit saying we were destined to bond; Henoit's eyes neeting
mne for the first tine on our first night together but here

st opped.

Any further and |I'd enbarrass nyself by waking Murdoch, and enbarrass
nmysel f further by not caring.

Humans have spent over a century trying to dispel the romantic notion
that two people are suited to each other and each other only, drawn
toget her by Fate. Then we find that the H digh have built a whole
soci ety around that sane notion. And it works nicely, thank you. For
them Nor death shall us part, ran part of that damm coupl et Henoit
used to quote at me froma narriage song.

Wy did | marry hin? | was flattered, | suppose, even though |later he
said that the attraction felt by two bond-partners was not the sane as
ordi nary sexual attraction. | was curious, too, about H digh sexuality
and society. | wanted a stable relationship--eternity sounded pretty
long term And maybe | was al so feeling what he felt.

Could it be true that Henoit was ny soul mate and we were still bound
toget her even after his death? Even as ny rational engineer's nind

| aughed at the idea, Henoit's voice echoed in nmy head, the words just
beyond hearing. The tone, regret. O perhaps that is what | w shed
the tone to be.

I don't know howto get rid of him O if |I want to. How can you get
rid of someone who isn't there?



The day before the hoped-for Invidi arrival | was flat out at the
Assenbly, preparing for the May Day march. Nobody knew, of course,
that it would be the last official May Day in human history, although
t he nane remai ned in popul ar usage until nearly the turn of the
century. | renmenber ny grandnother calling it May Day, not First
Cont act Day, which she said rem nded her of a tastel ess joke about
adol escent dati ng.

The Assenbly had no funds to prepare informati on pages or el aborate
pl acards for the march, but some of the nei ghborhood yout hs had been
bribed with bottles of carbonated drink to letter a plank with the
words "Assenbly of the Poor" on one side and Earth South Myvenent" on
t he ot her.

One of the youths was a graffiti virtuoso, and his lettering angl ed
perfectly. The background to the letters was covered conpletely with a
dense carpet of flowers. At least, they looked like flowers until you
got cl ose, when you realized that it was a stylized vulva. The placard
was finished in time, though, and Florence didn't notice the "fl owers"
at all.

Awilddry wind blew all that week, and the placard' s surface was
gritty where sand had blown into the wet surface. That sane dry wi nd
scattered refuse and pieces of |oose building material all over the
tracks and made wal king in the dark dangerous.

W spent that day coordinating the groups who would come on the march
wi th us, and giving people instructions on howto behave, that is, how
to stay away frompolice. The police, it seemed, took even | ocal My
Day marches quite seriously. The riots of 2010 and 2012, when

t housands of police and demonstrators were killed worl dwi de, stil
smarted in their nenmory. For years, Florence said, they



banned gat herings of nore than twenty people, but recently they' d been
nore lenient. Tonorrow the Invidi would arrive. They'd better. [I'd
waited so long for this, and now | wanted sonme answers to my questions.
Why did Calypso Il not arrive in the past in the same year that Calypso
junped, in spite of using the sane junp point--does this nmean the

I nvidi have been lying to us about the junp points and the junp network
being fixed? WIIl we be able to return to Jocasta in our own tine
using the Cal ypso junmp point? How did the junp point get there in the
first place? Not that "first place" has nuch neaning. The dom noes
are stacked in a circle and touching any one brings themall down. All
the events are interconnected. | wondered if that's how the Invidi see
t he uni verse--as endless interconnection. No wonder they sound obscure
to us linear creatures who see tine flowing neatly frompast to future.
Flowing fromtoday to tonorrow. And none too soon, as far as | was
concerned. The future on Jocasta may have its problens, but it was
not hi ng conpared to life in the out-town. By the time Mirdoch came to
pick nme up at eight, 1'd set up the tel escope, ready to activate the
signal as soon as we knew the Invidi were within range. | didn't want
to risk starting sooner, there was too great a chance one of Earth's
security forces would pick up the signal and trace it, especially after
that airport incident. Once the Invidi arrived, confusion should nake
this worry unnecessary. | was ready for a little advance cel ebration
We'd survived this far--it seenmed cause enough to congratul ate
ourselves. W sat beside each other on nmy bed in the tent and ate
greasy chi ps, washed down with cold beer that rapidly warnmed, |eaving
pool s of condensation on the crate top. | |ooked sideways at Mirdoch



and let the reins on ny imagination |oose for a while. He was so
close and warm The muscles of his jaw tightened smoothly as he

chewed. | let ny eyes drift down his arms. The never-forgotten
feeling of H digh arousal surrounded me. | could feel ny heart beat
faster, and sonewhere a voi ce was saying, Feel with ne ... "I'lIl be
glad to get back. This place stinks."™ Mirdoch carefully snoothed the
cel lul ose wrapping that the chips had conme in, put the wapper beside
the kettle, and sat on the edge of the bed. | was sitting farther in,
with ny back against the wall. The warm sexy feeling disappeared with

his words, then crept back. H s shoul der was cl ose enough for nme to
reach out and touch. The T-shirt stretched taut over its roundness.

Li ke a tune on the edges of hearing, | could feel Henoit's presence.
So what? What are you afraid of? That Murdoch will think you're
possessed or sonething? For all you know, you could die tonorrow and
not meet the Invidi. Then you'll regret never having slept with
Murdoch ... | said the first thing that popped into ny head. "Are you
sorry you canme?" He didn't laugh. He |ooked steadily at me, and

felt heat rise up nmy neck and face. "Wy do you think | canme?" He
reached over and traced his forefinger up ny arm | held down the
shiver it provoked. "Because you needed to arrest me?" "Because
couldn't bear not know ng what happened to you," he said. And clinbed
on the bed so he straddled nmy outstretched | egs. "Because | couldn't
bear nmaybe never being able to do this." He |leaned forward. | |eaned
forward. W kissed. Pleasure ran into nmy gut like fire. Mirdoch made
a short sound that was between an exclamation and a noan.



Crash. The door banged open and WIIl ran in. Mrdoch and | pushed
each other aside clunsily. WII| stopped, seened about to run out

again, then said, "Hey, Maria. Can | stay with you?" | was breathing
too fast. "Does GGace ..." WII |ooked down. "She said it was okay.
She and Levin were ... um busy. She said you can bring nme to the

march tonmorrow. Vince brung ne nost of the way here. Ch, in, Bill."
Surely not even a ten-year-old could be that ingenuous. He nust have
fled Levin and Grace "nucking around,” only to find Mirdoch and ne
doing the sane. W could hardly turn himaway. "Hlo, WII," said
Murdoch weakly. He let hinself flop back on the board. "OCh, boy." |
rubbed nmy arns, where the hairs stood on end. Damm.

Murdoch and WI 1 dropped off to sleep quickly. M breath began to
catch and | sat up, sucking in air. Tonorrow-no, |ater today--the
Invidi would be here. Blue shafts of floodlight played on the walls of
the tent |ike echoes of patterns in space tine | could not begin to
understand. A friend once said to ne that the Invidi held the index to
the book we were all living. Today we'd be given our first glinpse of
the entry that was our own history. No, thank you. | punched the

bl anket lightly. When the Invidi conme, they won't be expecting humans
fromthis era to be famliar with their systens. Their security wll
be geared toward other, nore physical threats. Hannibal Giffis had
nmentioned an assassination attenpt. This was as good an opportunity as
ever to get our hands on information about the junp drive. | wanted



Calypso Il back, and | was prepared to take as nuch other infornmation
as | could. Mich of ny adult life |I had used technology | did not
understand, was not given the opportunity to understand. When
finally acquired what | thought was a junp drive, it turned out to be
something different. |1'd been literally taken for a ride. 1 did not
intend to return to our own tine enpty-handed.



N ne

In the dream | chase an elusive figure along a street in a place |ike
the out-town. Overhead in the apricot sky hovers an Invidi ship. But
t he underside of the ship is the same color as the sky and nobody el se

notices. |If | stop to tell someone about the Invidi, I'll never catch
my target. And Henoit, blast him keeps whispering in ny ear, Nor
death shall us part, Nor death shall... | didn't know why | woke. The

only sounds in the tent were WIlIl's soft wheeze, Miurdoch's runbling
snore fromhis mattress, and an intermttent tap-thud fromthe roof as
the wind lifted a | oose corner and set it down again.

WIl"'s leg weighed on ny stomach like a girder. | pushed at it and
squirmed away. He twitched once, then flung his arnms wi de and took up
nore space. | slid out of bed. Mirdoch's wist tinmer, placed on the

crate, showed two a.m Too early for the Invidi, surely. My first had
only just begun to crawl across the Pacific.

When | opened the door, the grow of the city sounded | ouder in the
dar kness, punctuated by sounds nuted during the day--overhead roar of
hi gh-flying planes, the whine of vehicles fromthe notorway to the
sout h.

The sky was its usual dull brown-gray, orange on the horizon. Not a
star to be seen, not even straight overhead. Around me, the irregular
shapes of shacks and tents. The



snel | of open drains, strong enough to have shape itself. And anot her
snell | couldn't quite identify.

A dog barked a couple of |anes away. The skinny yellow creature that
guarded the iron scrap gatherer's cart. Another dog, farther away.
Then another, closer. 1In the next |ane maybe. Too nmany dogs
bar ki ng.

| looked up. Could the aninmals sense an alien presence?

A sl eepy voice yelled shut up at the dogs. Then nore voices yelled

several blocks away. | realized that the other snell was snoke. Com ng
on the wi nd, which gusted dust and heavier particles into ny face. A
hot, dry wind, blowing fromthe west. | turned back to shake Murdoch

awake, and far off sonebody yelled the word.

Fire.

"Get up, Bill."

He sat up and automatically groped for his trousers. "Watsup?"
"Fire. Don't know how bad."

"Shit." He rolled over and grabbed the two water bottles. "You got
anyt hi ng i nportant here?"

"No." | grabbed ny inhaler frombeside the bed and shook WII. "It's
all at the Assenbly office ... WIIl, cone on. You have to get up."
More voi ces outside, slap of sandals on the earth. Tap-thud fromthe
r oof .

"Move it." Miurdoch shoved the bottles at ne and picked up the
still-groggy WII.

| stepped outside and was nearly bow ed over by a woman and two nen
runni ng. The woman hel d a scrunched-up bl anket and was sobbi ng.

"Which way's it coming fron?" Mirdoch said behind ne.

I could hear nore noise fromthe riverside. "W go this way."
poi nted south and went ahead.



People milled about in the light fromopen doorways. Only a few noved
purposefully like us. The conrents we overheard were merely curious,
and | wondered if we had been premature in fleeing.

What' s goi ng on?

Fire down the road.

Not that bloody bonfire again. | told "emI'd report that... What is
bur ni ng?

1 turned to Murdoch. He put WIIl down and hel d his hand.

"Where are we going?" said WIIl. "Is it areal fire?"
"I don't know how big it is,”" | said. "Maybe it's only a small one,
but you can't be too careful."” Twenty-five years of living in enclosed

artificial environnments had given ne a healthy respect for fire and the
way it sucks away oxygen

"You'd better go to Levin's," | said to Murdoch. "G ace will be
worried."

"\What about you?" H's voice was sharp

"I"'mgoing along to the Assenbly. See if | can get the tel escope out."
| held out one of the water bottles and started to go back past them
but Murdoch got in ny way.

"Hang on. W don't split up. Too nmuch chance we never find each other
again."

"Bill, the scope's our best hope of contacting ..

WIl was staring confusedly fromny face to Muirdoch's. Down the way
we'd come there was a loud crash. Mre people began to run. In the
di stance a siren sounded.

"It's today," | pressed. "I won't have tine to nake ..

"That's why we got to stay safe.”™ Mirdoch had to yell for me to hear
hi m over the crashing, crackling sound and the babble of voices. When
| |1 ooked back, snoke billowed upward, |ighter gray against the dark

br own- gray sky.

He picked up WIIl again and shoved ne. "Go on."



| hesitated.

"I didn't cone all this way to | ose you now," grow ed Miurdoch, and
shoved ne harder.

"Maria, let's go," whined WII.

W fled with the rest of the out-town. W started off in the direction
of Silverwater Road, thinking we'd walk south along it to Levin's house
where Grace would be waiting, but with thick snoke in our eyes we
becarme confused in the maze of small | anes. People pushed us the other
way, toward the river.

W1l kept his eyes squeezed al nost shut, whinpering. M feet were sore
and battered fromtripping on stones and rubbish. The water bottles
dragged at ny shoulders until we had to pass along a | ane, where the
heat and crackling | oomed from both sides.

"On his hair." Mirdoch directed ne to soak WIIl and then we dri bbl ed
the rest on each other and ran through the | ane.

W ran for what seenmed like hours, but it was only a few minutes. The
noi se of the sirens grew behind us but the snmoke had thinned. Those
who'd run, like us, nowmngled in the street with the residents of
shacks and houses who canme out to see what was happeni ng.

"Where are we?" | croaked

Mur doch shook his head. Wen he tried to speak, he doubl ed over
coughi ng.

"I want to go home," said WII.
"Which way is it?" | said.

"I don't know." He began to cry.

"It's okay." Miurdoch rubbed his back and held himclose, in between
coughs.
The snoke-filled dark whirled around us. | asked a man in yellow

paj amas whi ch way was south, and he pointed back the way we'd cone.
Surely that can't be right. | felt



sick and put ny head down, one hand on Mirdoch's shoul der
"Vincel" squealed WII.

Murdoch and | whirled around and there was Vince, puffing and coughi ng
like us. He didn't |ook singed or hurt, but his face was shiny with
sweat and at the sound of WIIl's voice his teeth flashed in a grin.

"Hey, you got out too."

He led us easily away fromthe edges of the out-town through streets
gradual |y cl earer of snoke, then under the notorway crossing to Levin's
pl ace, chattering with what rmust have been relief at finding sonmeone he
knew.

"I got stuck back there, was visiting Mkey over near the racecourse.
You remenber M key, WIIl? Used to dunk you in the water tank. Cone
and hol d hands, mate. Yeah, and then all shit breaks out, they reckon
it was sonmebody snoking and all that dry rubbish went up. Fire engines
took their time. | reckon they couldn't care less. They prob'ly

t hi nk, good way to get rid of the rubbish and all that crap.”

| followed, too exhausted to query Vince, Mirdoch hol ding my hand
instead of WIlIl's. Behind us a cacophony of sirens, voices, w nd, and
t he breaking-up of flinsy dwellings. How could the Assenbly office
have survived this? Today the Invidi would arrive and | was back to
squar e one.

Be grateful we're alive, said the voice of commobn sense. W seened to
wal k for much I onger than we'd run fromthe flames. Houses around
us.

Grace's voice in the darkness.

"WIl? Thank God." She grabbed himin a fierce hug. | |ooked back in
the direction of the river flats and the sirens, but couldn't see
anyt hi ng except a faint glowin the sky above the ridge of the
motorway. A shift in the w nd



brought a whiff of burning rubber, stronger than the snell that
permeat ed our hair and cl ot hes.

I "You two okay?" she said. "Cone inside."

"I"mokay too," said Vince pointedly. 1 "Thanks, darl." G ace

bestowed a wet kiss on his cheek and Vince recoil ed.
"Yech. I'moff." He started to slouch away, then turned
; back. "Levin around?"

"He went off about nine," said Gace distractedly, and shooed WII
i nsi de.

; | grabbed Murdoch's armas he went to follow her. "Bill,
; we need to go back and check the Assenmbly. Maybe the

fire didn't go that way."

In the glow fromthe open doorway | could see the synpathy on his face.

"Wait a little while. Wen the fire's out we'll go and see if it's
safe.” "But the tel escope ..."

"Yeah. | know. "

| didn't want synpathy. | wanted to smash something in rage at the

unexpect ed contrariness of things.



Ten

G ace shut the door of the bedroomand sat with WIIl until he went to
sl eep. Miurdoch and | washed off the worst of the grime and soot in
Levin's bathroom | watched the brownish gray water swirl around the
ol d porcelain of the hand basin and couldn't hel p thinking of hopes
bei ng washed away. Today the Invidi would cone, and | had no way of
contacting them | would grow ol d-the pale, haggard face in the mrror
seened to confirmit-in this cursed century, while in my own world the
neutrality vote finishes one way or another and Jocasta noves on, with
the Four Worlds continuing to dom nate the Confederacy, and there's not
a damm thing | can do about it. | couldn't get the snell of snoke out
of my hair w thout having a shower, and using Levin's shower was not
something | wanted to do. Not rational, but | preferred to | eave the

stink in there, a synbol of ny defeat. |In Levin's living room
reporters on televid told us what was going on two kilonmeters to the
north. Sirens blared and we couldn't tell if they were outside or on

the screen. Behind the reporter's circle of light, fire trucks
si phoned water fromthe river onto what |ooked |ike a huge bonfire, and
dark figures nmoved in front of the flickering light. It |ooked Iike



the shanties of the main out-town over on the old oil conpany site.
Made of old construction material, wood, and canvas, they nmust have fed
the flames like under. for years, surrounding communities and charity
groups have been telling |l ocal governnment about this fire hazard.

M racul ously, there have been no reports of fatalities. Dozens of
peopl e have been taken to hospital with mnor injuries and snoke

i nhalation... Only those too injured to run away first. Nobody from
the out-town wanted the prying care of a big hospital, where they had
to fill out forms with nonexistent ID and health care nunbers.

It's not knowmn how the fire started, but the police have not ruled out
the possibility of arson... Mirdoch, who had showered with every

evi dence of enjoyment and who sat toweling his hair on Levin's sofa,

| aughed derisively. "They think people torched their own homes?"

"They don't think our tents are hones,"” | said.

He twisted around to | ook at me properly. "You okay?"

"I"mgoing to check on the Assenbly. The main fire was over on the
Rosehill side. And the fire trucks were com ng as we wal ked this way,

| heard them Creek Road's probably all right."

He sighed, then stood up. "You're right, we should go and | ook. Even
if the house wasn't damaged in the fire, there could be |looting."

One nore thing for me to worry about.

W went out the back door. It was still dark, but in the east the
orange glow of the city was lightening further. | shivered. There was
a chill inthe air that 1'd never felt before in Sydney. A cooler

season on the way.

W could still hear sirens. People were clunped in groups along the
road, talking. 1t seemed two theories were the favorites: that
anti-immgrant groups had torched the shanties, or that it was part of
a gang fight over territory.



Sone part of the out-town had paid protection nmoney to a different
gang or sonething, | couldn't work it out fromthe snippets of
conversation we heard, but Murdoch listened carefully.

W crossed Parramatta Road, deserted under broken streetlights,
detoured around WIIl's primary school and over the footbridge that
spanned t he notorway.

The roads here, though closer to the fire, were nearly enpty. W
passed an elderly man wal king two small dogs. Three boys on bicycles

| aden with newspapers passed us. Lighted wi ndows glowed in a couple of
houses, but nost were still sleeping. Despite the haze and snell of
snoke, it mght have been the dawn of any day. But it's not any day.
Today the world changes. Fatigue and thirst hit ne suddenly and

wi shed 1'd drunk nmore than a glass of water in Levin's bathroom Never
mnd, it will be worth it when we contact the Invidi.

"Hang on." Miurdoch grabbed ny el bow and | staggered to a stop
dragging ny attention back to the present. There seened to be a
comoti on ahead of us. At the intersection of the next road, the
telltale blue flashing Iight of a police car.

"Just stroll along and see.” Mirdoch linked his armin nine and we
sidl ed along the road, finally canouflagi ng oursel ves behind a couple
i n mat chi ng dressi ng gowns who'd cone out of their caravan to see what
was happeni ng.

A heavy feeling of apprehension dragged at ny stomach. Just short of
the corner we stopped to watch three policenmen as they spoke to a dog
wal ker coming fromthe direction of the fire. They allowed the dog
wal ker to pass, but they nmight not let us.

"Do you think they'll bother with people going in?" | said quietly to
Mur doch.
He shrugged. "They can take you in on the spot for being w thout an

ID, can't they?"



W strolled casually away fromthe police, back down the street we'd
cone. |If we turned up the next one, we could cut across to Silverwater
Road.

| cursed under ny breath. Nothing was easy in this dam century.
Murdoch squeezed ny arm "We'|l get there."

But police lined the whole length of Silverwater Road and watched the
bridge. W' d have to go back south, wal k beside the notorway, then
follow the river back up north.

"What's their problen?" | mpaned. "Surely they can't suspect the
whol e suburb of arson?"

"I reckon it's the march," said Murdoch. He watched a bus trundle
al ong, decked in bunting. "They're keeping an eye on possible trouble
spots. "

"Whi ch won't be here. How can peopl e whose honmes have burnt down cause
troubl e?"

| 1 ooked down the road. The Assenbly and ny tel escope were just over
there, so close. The Invidi could be here any mnute. History said
their ships arrived sinultaneously over big cities. But no natter how
hard | tried, | couldn't remenber exactly when and where the Invidi
ships first appeared. "My first" covered a lot of hours in this age,
when Earth had no single tine. Every human child of my generation knew
the Invidi's first nessage, it was part of our shared heritage. So why
couldn't | renmenber exactly when they'd said it?

By the time we retraced our steps to the edge of the notorway the sun
had risen and was warni ng our backs.

"No good." Murdoch's voice jerked nme out of ny daze.

The space al ong the edge of the river beside the unused railway track
was cordoned off with police tape. One blue-unifornmed man wal ked al ong
the tape, then along the side of the battered brick building that
backed onto the riverbank

"Shit. Wat do we do now?" Heedless of the policeman, | squatted on
the edge of the path. Across the river



we could see snoke still rising froma dark mass of burned buil di ngs.
Yell ow glinpses of a fire truck. A few figures moving near the
wreckage. Cars parked close to the river path, unable to get in
farther. Behind us, the nuted roar of the notorway.

Murdoch squatted beside ne. Hi s shoulder felt warm and solid through
my thin T-shirt.

"I guess we gotta wait." He sounded as tired as | felt. "They'l
probably pack up by midday. Afternoon at the latest."

"What if sonmebody loots the Assenbly while we wait? O the Invidi
arrive?"

"You can still signal them afterward, can't you?"
"Probably," | conceded. "But there's going to be a lot nore
interference then." H's words reminded ne | m ght have to nake

adj ustments before the signal could be sent, and pushed mny inpatience
further.

"We'|l have to try to sneak through backyards." | stood up. "Wbrk our
way past the police and over to Creek Road."

"That's a good way to get arrested,” said Mirdoch, renaining seated.
"Cal m down and wait."

| contenpl ated going without him but part of ne knew he was right. |
| ooked up at the blue and apricot sky above the snoke haze. No alien
ships up there yet.

"I got it." Miurdoch stood up with a grunt of stiffness. "W go on the
mar ch. "

n W]y?"

"Aren't you interested in the last May Day of human history?" He saw
nmy expression. "Seriously, the police mght put on a show, but | bet
they won't actually stop the march. So long as sone idiot doesn't
attack them"

" g2

"So if we go on the march, we can detour around the police checks. The
big meeting's at Macquarie University, isn't it?"



"Wherever that is. Florence took care of those details.” "Well, we
can start off with the nmarch, then break off and cut back through West
Ryde afterward. O we can go part of the way, then cone back al ong the
far bank of the river. |If Silverwater Bridge is still blocked, there's
al ways the footbridge farther along."

"I suppose so," | said doubtfully. "You want to go?" Mirdoch raised
an eyebrow at me. Better than sitting here waiting. "Let's go." He
nodded, relieved. |If | didn't know himbetter, 1'd say he only

suggested it to give nme something to do while we waited for the Invidi
to cone.



El even

"T
-L shouldn't've cone on this," grunbled Gace. "M feet hurt |ike
shit. May Day, Labor Day, what crap. | haven't even got a job ..."

My feet hurt too. Dirt and dust chafed in the sensitive skin between
first and second toes. | was tenpted to take ny sandals off

al t oget her, but the footpath was too rough and hot. The edges had
crunmbled into the mess of hol ed asphalt at the side of the road itself,
forcing us to walk in single file. A long line of bedraggled people,
many in snoke-stained clothes. 1'd spoken to Abdul earlier--he was up
at the front of the line, carrying a banner he'd kept at his house on
Canpbell Street. He hadn't been to the Assenbly and told ne | should
stay away until he could go and check if it was safe. | made no

prom ses.

"When you're young," said Grace suddenly, "you think you' re gonna be
able to do it. Change the world. Look at the ness our parents made of
| ast century. Not anynore, we thought. | renenber sitting out there
on the edge of the harbor, watching that word 'eternity' burn across
the bridge on New Year's Eve and thinking this century's gonna be
different." She sighed and |inped on

"What about now?" | said, half interested, half wanting to keep ny
attention on the sky.

"Now? You know, things happen. | couldn't find a job,



then | lost the ones | did get. Then | nmet Vince's dad and things
were so bad and so good at the same tine | never knewif | was coning
or going. Then we left him And he died.

"Now | 'mnearly forty and this century isn't any better. I1t's getting
worse. And | keep thinking of WIIl going off the rails |ike Vince.

get this sick, hollow feeling in nme stomach, you know?"

"WIl"'s not going off the rails. He's fine."

She sighed. "I hope so. You asked ne why | went off with Levin." She
| ooked around and dropped her voice. | had to strain to hear her when

a truck went past.

"I lost my job, so no nore proper health care, no nore train pass, no

nore... you name it, when yer out of work, you don't have it. Levin
was an extra chance, | took it."
It will get better, I wanted to say. Not immediately. But fromtoday,

things start to change.

"You know what they're saying about the fire last night?" Gace added
after a monent. She'd dropped back behind ne.

"No, what?" | |ooked up at the sky above the city, stubbing ny toes
agai n on uneven concrete. The sky remained enpty.

"They reckon it was those Cabranmatta gangs cone up here, didn't get the
action they wanted, and torched the place.”

"Who reckons?" Personally, | thought the fire had probably been
started by sonmeone's careless use of a cooking fire, and been spread by
the wi nd anong fl ammabl e buil di ng materi al s.

"I dunno, everyone. But you know what they say." She put her hand on
nmy shoul der to support herself while she pulled a stone out of her
sandal .

n \Mat ?u

"No snoke without fire."



| turned, shocked, and saw her grinning at ne.

"Joke." She chuckled, and swept on ahead. | couldn't help grinning
back.

W' d gone through Rhodes and crossed Ryde Bridge about hal f an hour

ago, and woul d soon join another group of marchers at Ryde Park where
many of the groups were gathering before the |long wal k to Macquari e
University. This would be a good chance for Mirdoch and myself to slip
away and head back southwest to get to the Assenbly.

What if | was wong about tine and the junp points? There seened no
expl anation for the way we'd junped ninety-nine years instead of

ni nety-five. Mirdoch and I m ght have sinply wandered into another

uni verse, one in which the Invidi never canme to Earth, or in which the
Ben-darl got here first and enslaved the indi genous popul ation |ike
they did on Achel. | |ooked up at the sky, blue above and gray at the
edges, and had to tell nyself again, It's today. The fire, the march
all the events of this present were so close, the prospect of an alien
first contact so far away.

W |left the main road, to everyone's relief, as trucks kept trundling
past too close to us, sone of them swerving to avoid potholes. This
must have been a lovely area once. Snall brick bungal ows and churches.
One, two, three churches. Qak trees sheltered us fromthe sun as we
passed, but their roots had made a broken nosaic of both footpath and
road to trip over. Their |lower branches were all gone and graffiti
continued fromthe wall around the church onto their trunks. Barbed

wi re around one of the church walls, broken glass scattered over the
footpath outside it.

Onto another | arge road, fewer potholes. Not only trucks, but a couple
of passenger cars passed, their wi ndows black and inpenetrable. |
| ooked for Murdoch, to ask himif we



should split off fromthe others, but he wasn't in sight. G ace

wal ked up ahead. On either side of the road, three-and four-story

buil dings with snboth walls were set back fromthe footpath,
alternating with smaller shops. Mst of them had heavy bars on the

wi ndows. Behind the bars, colorful displays showed glinpses of a world
I'd seen only on televid. Racks of coats in gradations of brown from
fawn to chocol ate, black sequi ned dresses on mannequi ns; nen's suits

hung |i ke dead crows against a wall; silver, red, white, and yell ow
machi nes for kitchens and bat hroons; textured materials covering w ndow
after wi ndow of sofas, beds, chairs... It was |like the extra pages
tucked into the newspaper. | hadn't taken seriously those pictures of

hundreds of varieties of things, thinking it was an exaggerati on.

Not hing like that in the corner shops and nmarkets of the out-town area.
But here was a multitude of things, |lined up for anyone with noney to
buy. | forgot to |look at the sky and peered in the shop w ndows,
feeling like | did the first time | saw the nercantile section of a
Conf ederacy port. Amazed, benused, and enbarrassed at ny own
gaucherie. Used to the species-based discrimnation within the

Conf ederacy, Earth's econonic discrimnation confused me. So sensel ess
and extreme. Wuld the Qchn , for exanple, exploit a world so nuch
that the inhabitants had no food or shelter? They wouldn't care about
much beyond whether the world could produce enough for their trading
needs, but surely they'd try to induce the best conditions for
productivity | sighed and checked the sky again. No sign of the
Invidi. Mirdoch fell into step beside nme. "Where were you?"

"Checking the cromd. A lot nore people in front of us."



"If they get here this norning we'll all see the show " | glanced up

at the sky, which was now eggshell-blue. "Wat's the tine?"

He tapped his enpty wist. "Mist've left ny timer in the tent." He
peered in one of the shop wi ndows. "Looks |ike about eleven.”

"W need to get back to the Assenmbly,"” | said with renewed despair.

He nodded. "Let's get a drink at the park first, though. Didn't you
say there'd be refreshments there?"

| had to agree. | wouldn't make it back to the out-town without a
rest.

W passed a cafe" with a televid screen, and | wondered for a nonent if
the Invidi had already arrived and official sources had suppressed the
news. But that wasn't what the history files said happened.

Into the park. Tents around the edges, people living there. On a
bowling green in the corner of the park, a group of elderly people
stared as we wal ked thankfully off the hot street and sank down on the
cl eanest -1 ooki ng patches of brown grass.

W coul d see nore marchers gathered on the other side of the park. Sone
were dressed in bright costumes, sone had painted their faces in red or
green or yellow. They stood in groups of twenty or nore, tal king and
chattering. Sone of them picked up their placards and started noving
out of the park. Two tall men wore black masks with a curious |ogo on
t he back of their heads--the synmbol for nuclear power scored over wth
a red cross. By conparison the out-town crowd seened dull and

di sorgani zed, everyone trailing along at their own pace in twos and
threes, sonmetimes in a famly group

Then the nusic started. Six people in green clothes played a lively
jig on pipes and horns that woke us all up



A coupl e of the out-town marchers who had brought pipes joined in.

A group of wonen held their banner and performed sone kind of mni-play
i nvol ving nuch yelling and gesticulating for nedia reporters with
caneras and recordi ng equi pment. A truck parked on one side of the
park said your channel on its side.

The ground around the pond in the mddle of the park was crowded with
peopl e buying drinks and snacks fromthe stalls set up there. Many of
them seermed to be local residents rather than marchers. Many sat under
the trees or under beach unbrellas, ready to watch the show

It's not merely disorganization, | thought, but a disparity of purpose.
The out-town crowd wants justice on a local scale. The red and yell ow
and green people and the bl ack- nmasked ones want progress on a gl oba
scal e.

If Marlena Alvarez was alive, she'd mold this crowd. They'd follow
her. | wish, sonetinmes, that | was nore ... Like her. Like | thought
she was. | renenbered the dowdy figure with the hesitant voice and
gl asses. Maybe she couldn't have united the crowd after all.

Mur doch tapped nmy arm and pointed. The Assenbly of the Poor group was
squeezed together beside one of the trees. G ace waved at nme. W
joined them and shared cups of tea froma chipped, foamcovered flask

t hat one of the women had brought. | recognized her, she'd lived two

| anes across fromthe Assenbly, on the border between the tent city and
the proper streets. | asked her if her famly's shack was damaged in
the fire. "W was okay," she said. Her English had a soft hit. "But
one of themfire trucks clipped a pole and half the | oo cane down. Good
job no one was init." She snmled to showthe last bit was a joke.
smled back. If her place was all right, the Assenbly woul d be safe

t 0o.



The nmusic set all our feet tapping. | looked at their tired, sweaty
faces and felt glad 1'd stayed here. dad |'d seen this small, dusty
corner of history. And howinportant it was.

Murdoch went and filled our water bottles at one of the stalls.

"We can go now, | reckon.”" He shaded his eyes against the glare and

| ooked over to the main street beyond the park. "The police still have
t heir checkpoint over on Victoria Road, but | saw a bl oke in a van from
that big furniture warehouse near Rydal nere, and he said they're gone
fromSilverwater Bridge."

| took a swig of water fromthe bottle and felt better. Wth any |uck

we'd get the telescope set up in tine. Wen the history files said the
Invidi arrived on May first, they m ght have nmeant the day of May first
in Europe or North America, which would be early tonorrow norning, our

time. It could be later tonight.

Rachel Dourif, one of the Sl eepers from Cal ypso, said, Everyone
renenbers what they were doing on that day of the Invidi arrival. She
al so said, / couldn't forgive themfor taking over our future

What about children Iike WII and Vince, who may not have a future
unl ess the Invidi cone?

Murdoch and | eased away fromthe Assenbly group and threaded our way
back to the road, the sun hot on the backs of our necks. | turned to
| ook once nore at the sky over the city. Sonething flashed silver and
I thought it was an airplane banking.

Only it wasn't banking, it was hovering. And it was far too large to
be an aircraft. Far too large to be anythi ng made by hunans.

| reached out and grabbed Murdoch's arm

"On. What are you..." He followed ny trenbling finger pointed east.
"Shit. It's them™



TI NE PAST <& 1B3

Behind us in the park, sonmebody with a radio receiver stuck to their
ear was yelling. The media reporters were running toward the edge of
the park, caneras raised. The pipes faltered, then stopped.

Two nedia helicopters rattled overhead toward the city.

"What is it?" Gace cane up behind us, shading her eyes and frowning
over the tops of the heads in front of her

Nei t her Murdoch nor | answered. | couldn't speak at all. They're
her e.

"It's a UFO, " soneone said.

"One of those hover jets suggested anot her

"Must be big if we can see it from here."

"Hey, over here!" soneone yelled. There was a rush out onto the road.
Mur doch grabbed ny hand and we were carried along with the crowd. |

| ooked for Grace but she'd been whirled away.

W ended up in front of an electronics shop near the park. A whole
wi ndow full of televid screens. Al show ng the sane image.

Bl ank, fuzzy blue. The bottom half of the screen was full of |ines and
bl ocky angles. The blurring cleared, and we realized it was the city
center seen from above, probably froma helicopter. Then that

di sappeared and we were | ooking at an Invidi ship.

It hung notionless in the sky. Mist have been about a kil onmeter up
Faintly pulsing with a greenish light on the | ower surfaces. Nobody
could possibly m stake its bul bous di anond shape for a pl ane.

Thus it ends, | thought. Qur anthropocentric universe, gone with the
simpl e overlay of that shape on the sky.

Then the audi o channels of radios, televids, public announcenent
systens all over the city crackled. A nechanical, unaccented voi ce.

W are the Invidi. W cone in peace.



Exactly as the history files said. M knees went watery with relief.
W didn't screw up. Everything is as it should be. The inmage on the
screen blurred as nmy eyes filled with tears. Mirdoch's arm heavy and
danp with sweat, squeezed ny shoulders. His voice lowin ny ear.

"Right on tine. Reliable bastards, aren't they?"



Twel ve

If we didn't get our signal off soon, the rest of the world would begin
trying. | imagined the nunber of amateur radi o operators and
astrononers who'd be even now reaching for their enmitters. "W have to
go." | turned to wiggle out of the crowd but they were packed tight,
three deep, all watching with faces still slack with shock. | found
nmysel f pressed chest to chest with Murdoch, slightly off balance. He
couldn't back up or turn around, | couldn't step sideways. He put his
hand on ny hip to steady me and | found | was breathing quickly. |
could hear the beat of ny own pulse in ny ears, and feel the thudding
of his heart through the muscle of his chest. Wthout thinking,
pressed closer. An inpulse inpossible to resist. | could snell human
sweat and al so a pine like scent--H digh sweat. Mirdoch drew a short,
sharp breath and his hand tightened on ny hip. Then it relaxed again
as | pulled away, stumbling over the person next to ne, forcing a way

through the line. "I"'msorry."” | was furious at nyself for confusing
him at Henoit for intruding, at the Invidi for com ng before we could
get our signal set up. Most of all, furious at not being able to enjoy
the feeling of Bill's body against mne. He ran his hand over his head

and cleared his throat.



"Halley, | knowit's not the tine, but we gotta talk about this."
"W will," | said, and grabbed his hand. "Later."

W hurried down the niddle of the main street. Every car had stopped.
Sone of them stood with doors w de open while their owners got the
news.

"Dam." | stopped. "l should have made sure Grace was all right."

"She'll be fine," said Muirdoch. He kept glancing at the sky in the
east. Everyone in the street kept stopping what they were doing to
| ook up.

W wal ked down Victoria Road, passing through groups of people huddl ed
toget her in shock. The shining point of |ight over the city was hidden
now, but we stopped to listen to the first, barely coherent
announcement on public nedia on the televid in a cafe. On the screen

a white-faced official assured us everything was under control and
exhorted us to remain cal mand keep listening for nore news. The
white-faced cafe owner kept making cups of coffee. There were at |east
ten cups set neatly on the counter and he was twi sting the espresso
machi ne handl e agai n.

W kept wal king. | l|ooked at Murdoch. "What do you think happens
now?"

He frowned as a nman ran out of a shop doorway in front of us carrying a
carton. Another man followed, calling out for the first to stop
waving his fist.

"Hard to say. These bits don't get into the history files, do they?"

W knew that the official response would be cautious, that for a while
governments thought it could be a hoax, despite what their scientific
and mlitary advisers told them But we didn't know what ordinary
people did on the day the Invidi arrived. D d they pick up their
children from school and go home and cook their dinners as usual? Wen
you cone to think of it, what else could they do?



Many of the people in the street wore bl ank, shocked expressions. A
worman in a white dress cried continuously as she wal ked, oblivious to
stares or pats of confort fromstrangers. | saw kindly people tw ce
steer her out of the way of poles before we turned a corner.

In front of one house, a red-faced man in a gray business suit, out of
his own territory, harangued an interested crowd on the thene of "it's
all a hoax." It said much for the strangeness of the day that he
hadn't been mugged yet.

"They don't believe it." Mirdoch | ooked back as four children capered
in a doorway and nmade "alien" faces at passersby.

"It's hard to take in at once. This is so far from.." | waved
upward. "Al that."

"That" being places that were not of this planet, words spoken by
bei ngs who were not us, a universe no longer enpty. For a fleeting
noment | shared their sense of wonder

It was nearly four when we crossed the river and wal ked back into the
world of the out-town. The air was still thick with snoke.

Two buildings in Creek Road were gutted fromthe fire, and the nearby
shacks gone. O her houses had escaped with only snmoke damage. The
Assenbly building itself still stood, although the outside walls were
bl ackened and sodden bl ack nush around it showed how close the fire had
burned. The betting shop downstairs was waterl ogged, but the fire nust
have been doused before it grew strong enough to do nore than darken
the walls. Al the windows were smashed and the door swung open on its
hi nges.

"Don't like the look of that." Mirdoch pointed at the w ndows.
"Someone's been in here.”

The side door was open too, the stairs slippery with



wat er and papers. Papers that had drifted out the open door of the
Assenbly office

"Look out for glass,” Mirdoch said behind ne.
| hardly heard him

Soneone had systematically stripped everything fromthe walls and
bookcases and flung it all in the mddle of the room which was now a
soggy nmass of hal f-burned paper and plastic. They had set a fire here,
too, but it hadn't had tine to burn properly. The computer, battery,
and strongbox were gone, although I'd taken all my nmoney fromthe
strongbox for the laser. The box containing nmy tel escope was al so
gone. The bastards had even taken my box of primtive tools, which
took me nmonths to find in junk piles and then recondition

| couldn't find an expletive strong enough. | drew breath, stopped,
felt my chest grow tight with the pressure of unexpressed frustration
Then realized | truly couldn't breathe.

"Damm, " | gasped, scrabbling in my pocket for the inhaler. Had | even
brought it out of the tent last night.. . ?

"What's the matter?" Mirdoch's voice sharp behind ne.
| tapped my chest, unable to talk. Not in the other pocket, either
What the fuck does it matter anyway? |If we can't contact the Invidi

I"'mgoing to die in this goddam century

CGot it. Down the bottom of the pocket. Mirdoch's |arge hand warm
around m ne as he steered the inhaler up to ny face.

In, out. Not going to die today.

Mur doch shook gl ass and soggy papers off the upturned chair and set it
to one side of the door, away fromthe worst of the ness.

"Sit there. Don't nove. 1'll go and check on the tent." H's sandals
fl apped on the stairs.

| sat in the chair, not caring that the nmoisture on the



seat was soaking into ny trousers. | was glad he'd gone for a while,
because at this nonent we didn't need nme breaking down. Breathe,
Halley. Don't think about anything just yet.

Li ght footsteps on the stairs. Florence poked her head carefully
around the door.

"Hello, Maria." She trod carefully inside and hung her |arge bl ack
handbag on the remai ns of the door instead of on the corner of her
desk. "Were you here | ast night?"

| shook ny head. "W just cane.”

"I came to see if we'd been looted." She |ooked carefully at each part
of the ness.

"Was everyone all right at your place?" | said.

"Yes, thank you. | would have come sooner, but this other business
with the aliens took up nost of the day."

| waited to see what else she had to say. Disbelief? Anxiety?
Fl orence merely took a pair of thick rubber gloves out of her bag and
pull ed them on. She stepped carefully over the fallen desk |eg and,

squatting on the other side, began to sort rubbish into piles.

Mur doch | ooked around the door. "Tent's gone conpletely. G day,
Fl orence. Everyone okay at your place?"

"Yes, thank you, M. MGath."

He | ooked back at me. "Tent's wiped out. At |east there was nothing
much to steal there. Except ny tinmer."

Except ny collection of Alvarez material. M anger drai ned away unti
I just felt sick.

Fl orence clicked her tongue. "I wonder what fun they get out of this.
And of course the police will be too busy chasing aliens to do anything
about it."

"I'"ll be back later," | said abruptly.

Fl orence nodded wi thout |ooking up as | picked my way over the debris
and slid down the stairs.

Across the river, the tent city looked like the aftermath



of a battle with ol d-fashi oned expl osives: flattened, blackened rubble
broken by dwellings or areas that had sonehow escaped the fl anes.

"Why do you think they took all our stuff?" M/ voice wasn't as steady
as |'d hoped.

"Probably took everything in all the enpty houses," said Mirdoch, who'd
foll omed ne outside. "Not just ours."

"What a waste of time it all was."

"Cetting the tel escope ready, you nean?"

| nodded, not trusting my voice.

"They m ght contact us, find you like I did."

"Wth the transponder? | don't think they will. They don't go out and
| ook for things. Renmenber the Invidi on Jocasta? They stay put and
let trouble come to them"

At the end of the street a wi de mass of snoking debris bl ocked the way
to the tent city. Two boys about WII's age | ooked up from poking the
pile with iron bars.

"We'| | have to find another way to contact them™" | said.

"Can we use ordinary radi o?" Mirdoch said.

"We'll have to try. And as soon as they decide to land, we'll go and
watch. See if there's a way to sneak in and get to see them"

He sighed tiredly. "You'd think we could just go and say hello."
"You, me, and the rest of the planet."

WIIl net us at the door of Levin's house. H's face was solem but his
body tw tched w th excitenent.

"Hey, the aliens are here! W finished school at lunchtinme. They
reckon there's no nore school .”

"Which aliens?" asked Murdoch
"The ones in the ships. Are there other ones?"

"Could be all sorts of aliens out there."



WIl didn't get the joke, which wasn't surprising. Nobody would get
the joke for another sixty-two years, until Earth joined the
Conf eder acy.

Anot her small boy waved at WIIl fromthe back entry. WII| dashed out
between us with a hurried "see you later."

Grace appeared and bl ocked the doorway while she yelled at WII, "Don't
you go anywhere. Stay in this yard." Then she turned to us. "d ad
yer okay, you two. Wat do you think, eh?" She gave ne a quick hug
and |l ed the way into the house.

"I thought she'd be cranky we left her at Ryde," whi spered Murdoch.
"Me too," | whispered back.

| headed for the bathroom Al | wanted at that nonent was to get rid
of my snelly, sticky coating of snmoke, dust, and sweat. M hair felt
al nost solid with mnuck.

The pipes produced only a trickle, but Levin had buckets of tepid water
in his bathroom This time | had no problemw th using his bathroom
and couldn't renenber why 1'd minded this norning. This norning seened
along tinme away. | scrubbed and then sluiced nyself on the tiled
floor, and watched runnels of brown water trickle out the hole in the
floor, making slow, hypnotic patterns around the rai sed edges of the
tiles. M clothes went into the last twenty centinmeters of water in

t he bucket, to soak.

“"Maria, you finished?" Mirdoch's voice, full of guarded concern.
"Nearly, why?"

"Don't fall asleep in there."

"Huh. Can you ask Grace if | can borrow one of her sarongs?"

When | cane out, feeling closer to human, Gace sat in front of the
vidscreen in the living roomw th her two old nei ghbors, Phuong and

Eric. It was a shock to see Phuong, usually trimand neat, | ooking
grinmy and exhausted too.



You didn't notice it as much with Eric, who was always dirty.

Murdoch sat on a chair and | eaned his elbows on the table. He smled
at me and pointed at another chair.

"You reckon this is for real?" G ace waved her beer bottle at the
screen.

W wat ched a w de-eyed conmentator sputter his report while the sane
i mge of the Invidi ship I'd seen that norning floated in the upper
part of the square.

"Looks real to ne," | said shortly. For all Gace's offhandedness, two
backpacks with energency supplies and water containers stood at the
back door, ready for her and WIl should they need to run

"I"'mglad you're all right," Phuong said to me. "W |ooked for you
| ast ni ght but there were people everywhere."

Eric grunted and popped the top off a cold beer. As an afterthought,
he reached down beside his chair, grabbed another one, and slid it
across the table at Mirdoch.

"Dangerous in the dark," Mirdoch agreed, and popped the beer. "Anybody
seen Levin?"

"Not since yesterday," said Phuong.

| poured myself a glass of filtered water. It wouldn't have surprised
me if Levin had been part of any unrest leading to the fire. O, at
| east, part of the looting afterward.

"Incredible,” breathed Grace. Her eyes, fixed on the Invidi ship, had
a gl azed | ook.

"The government's working out what to do now." Phuong turned his head
to speak to Murdoch. "They're trying to stop all private

conmuni cations to the ship in case sone crackpot says the wong thing.
Sci ence groups are pissed off, but the gov' ment wants to keep it

sinmple.”

"Can the authorities jamthe whol e i onosphere?" said Miurdoch, raising
his eyebrow at ne.



"They'l|l use satellites to jamthe space around the ships."” Wich is

why, | thought gloonily, using shortwave bands probably won't work.
What am | going to do? Short of physically approaching them At the
nmonent, | was too tired to nove anywhere at all. | leaned on the table

besi de Murdoch. A hurried neeting of the Security Council had agreed
no mlitary aircraft were to fly within several kilometers of the

twel ve alien ships hovering at various locations all over the world.
"Who's talking to then?" said Phuong. "The heads of governnents, |

s' pose,"” said Gace. "lIs there anything to eat?" said Murdoch. Gace
turned back to the screen. "How can you eat at a tine |like this?"

Eric proffered a soggy bag of chips. Mirdoch took a couple, | refused
with a grimace. The televid voices hammered at us. In the United
States, reports from Al abana, Georgia, and New Mexico of mass cult
sui ci des have been confirnmed. At |east three thousand believers..

"It"'s like the terror wars," said Phuong. "You think it's never going
to happen, then it's all over the news. Some people can't take it."

"Didn't anyone see themarrive?" | said. "Surely NASA has some probes
out there?" |If no one registered the Invidi approach, it would support

nmy theory that they had sone sort of field dissipation device,
presumably in Miurdoch's ship and probably built into Calypso Itss
engines as well. "Wat does it matter?" G ace spread her arns, nearly
ti pping beer into Phuong's lap. "They're here. Shit, they're really



here." The screen changed to a collage of inmages acconpani ed by a

voi ce-over. Different Invidi ships had appeared in evening, daytine,
and norning skies over different cities. showed no hostile action. At
present they seemto be waiting for our reply. A spokesman for the
Eastern States said they are awaiting a go-ahead fromthe U N Security
Council... "Why can't | get Channel Five?' Gace asked ne.

"It's broken. | told you weeks ago."
"Shit." She fiddled with the controls, but the channel stayed the
same. and the Pentagon says their experts are still considering the

evi dence.

Eric burped. "They don't believe it either. | reckon it's sone
publicity stunt."

"They acted pretty quickly to jam conmmuni cations, then," | said
sourly.

"And what woul d they publicize?" said Phuong. "It's gone too far for
that."

The screen cycled rapidly through reports in search of fresh news. |
wanted to | ook at some of the aerospace and astronony reports, but
Grace kept flicking between the two channels we coul d receive.

"They want to take over conpletely,"” said Eric. He' d been giving the
matter some thought. "I reckon they'|ll declare a state of emnergency
and crack down on the unions..."

Murdoch stared at me and | shrugged. FEric never knew quite who "they"
m ght be, but he had definite and often conflicting views on what
"they" would do in any situation

"Tell you what." Phuong grinned. "They'll have to change the
immgration laws now. "lllegal alien' will take on a whole new
nmeani ng. "

They all chuckled. 1 jiggled ny feet and wondered where |'d get a

shortwave radio at such a tine. No noney to buy



one--1 still owed people for the laser. A trip to the dunp m ght
produce one, but howto fix it? M tools had been taken fromthe
Assenbly office. amateur astrononers inforned this site that... "Hang
on." | shot forward and stopped Grace's hand on the controls. at two
twenty-five eastern standard tine. This larger mass is in a
geosynchronous orbit at twenty kilometers and appears to be of a

di fferent configuration to the smaller ships.

So they'd found the main vessel

I'd have to keep watching to find out the coordi nates of the ships
first appearance. Since | knew where the junp point fromEarth to
Central had al ways opened, this information would confirm whether or
not the Invidi cane from Central

NASA believes information fromtheir deep-space probes may have been
bl ocked. It is now avail able.

They all | ooked at each other, the beginnings of real fear in their
eyes.

"D you think we should get out?" said Phuong softly.

Silence for a noment. Then Eric |aughed. "Where to?"

"They said they canme in peace," said Gace dubiously. "Besides"--she
took a swig--"if they are a threat, there's fuck-all any of us can do
about it. But |I reckon Eric's got a point too. |If we're not careful
the government'l| use this as an excuse to crack down on us."

"Why?" said Murdoch, genuinely curious.

"I dunno." Gace |ooked enbarrassed. "Keeping their act clean in
front of the aliens, that kind of thing. Making sure we don't conplain

to them about what shits the governnment are.”

"Maybe it'Il force the governnent to give the out-towns better
services, to prove to the aliens they are humane. O



they m ght be so busy with the aliens they'll |eave us alone," said
Mur doch.

The ot hers guffawed good-naturedly. "Better services, sure," sniffed
G ace.
Phuong wiggled into a nore confortable position. "Al over the world

people will be doing this. Witching and wondering what's going to
happen. "

| thought of ny great-grandnother in her village. "You nean the
fifteen percent of the world who can afford vid-screens.” | left them
for the illusory peace of the street outside. Cone to think of it, ny
great - grandnot her had al ways seemed quite cal mabout the I|nvidi

arrival --perhaps she didn't find out until later. Sonmething to be said
for living in the country.

"What's eating her... Phuong' s voi ce faded.

The house enptied and filled throughout the night w th neighbors,
Grace's ex-work mates WIll's friends, and finally sonme distant
relatives of Grace's who had trekked froma different out-town. Sone
believed the aliens were real, some didn't, but they tal ked, ate,
drank, slept in front of the vidscreen, woke, and tal ked again. Levin
cane back with a group of nen and they spent hours talking in the

i nside room Mirdoch went to sleep on the floor next to four small
children. | sat and nursed a headache through news reports and a

t housand eager specul ati ons about whether the aliens were real or a
hoax, what they night |ook |ike, and what they wanted. A hundred years
later we still haven't figured out that |ast one.

Sone of the news reports grew increasingly hysterical. Arny reserves
were called out. The air force flew patrols beside no-fly zones around
the Invidi ships. Presidents of at |east four nation-states assured
their popul aces that their defense networks were intact. The head of
state here appeal ed for cal mand exhorted everyone to stay at hone

and



not to stockpile goods. It hardly applied to the out-town. What
goods? And where could we go?

Before dawn, | wal ked around the back of the house and out into the
street. It was still full of people. Nobody wanted to go inside, to
shut thensel ves off fromthe reassurance of other people, the
reassurance that we, at |east, had not changed.

In the small circle of |ight outside the house opposite, several dark
figures pointed upward. A tiny point of coruscating color hovered in
the murky gl ow above the city. It nust be the Invidi ship, higher than
it had been during the day and lit so as to be visible to human eyes.
oliging of them The display should convert many of those who stil
t hought it was a hoax.

A chorus of excited voices rose inside the house. A sc rumof Gace's
relatives burst out and | eft, waving.

"What now?" | asked Grace, who energed | ast.
She yawned. "They're going to land."

"Here?" | |ooked up stupidly, half expecting to see the green gl ow of
Invidi levitation fields above my head.

"Yeah, 'coz the U N."s here and all. | reckon it'll be the biggest
party since the m |l ennium"

"When?"
"Day after tomorrow, they said." She put her arm around ny shoul ders,
and after a nonment, | slipped mne around her waist. W stood and

wat ched the one bright point in the starless sky.

"It's like someone dying," she said finally. "Pulls you out of
yersel f. Things you thought was inportant aren't anynore."

A bereavement --the death of humanity's loneliness. O its
i ndependence, sone woul d say.

"This nmorning seens a long tine ago," | said.

"I"'mglad we went on the march. It was sort of like farewell to
everything up to today."



| nodded.

The sky far beyond the city was lightening, and nmy spirits |ightened
wth it The Invidi were here. W'd survived so far, and sonehow, we'd
be able to contact them

"Or a new beginning," said Grace. "What's it going to be like for
WIl's generati on now?"

| squeezed Grace's wai st and turned to go back inside. "W'd better
get some rest."

"Sl eep?" She laughed. "S pose we should. Seens weird."
"We' || probably find everything's pretty much the sane tonorrow. "
"Dunno if that's a good thing or not."

I couldn't afford for everything to stay the same. The Invidi were
here, and | had to ask them how to get honme. Tonorrow | would | ook for
a shortwave radio, and when |I found one, set it up to send a signal
Sonehow |1'd have to differentiate the signal fromall the other noise
the Invidi would be getting fromEarth. The day after that, we'd go
and watch themland. Even if we couldn't get near themat first,
surely we'd get some clue as to how to go about it.

On Jocasta tinme was passing too. In twenty-nine days the neutrality
vote woul d be passed and we'd see if the Confederacy trusted one of
their "out-towns" to look after itself. | had to get back by then



Thirteen

Ue shoul d' ve stayed at honme and watched it on televid," said the man
next to ne. He wi ped sweat off his upper lip with a disintegrating
tissue and glanced at ny feet as if debating whether to throw the

ti ssue there. "You can see nore."

"It's not sone football gane," said his conpanion. "This is history."
He took the last cold beer fromhis cooler, replaced the lid, and
fol ded his chair, ready.

Murdoch and | were part of a crowd that had cone to see the Invidi
| and, spread for hundreds of neters along the beach that | ooked across

Botany Bay to the airport. | was glad of the break, as I'd spent the
previous day and night trying to nodify a couple of old radios we found
out back of the local electronics shop. Wth no success. | couldn't

narrow t he signal enough. The only reply I got was froma curious
gent | eman speaki ng what sounded like a Central Asian |anguage. W were
both frustrated to learn that the other wasn't the Invidi

From t he beach we could see, with the aid of binoculars, the huge
expanse of the north-south runway and the cluster of airport buildings
behind it. This was bl ocked off fromthe public with rolls of wire,
troops, and vehicles, including a heavy arnored vehicle with treads
that Murdoch called a "tank."



The Invidi would | and on the east-west runway, which stuck out into

the bay like a long finger. Fromthe point of view of the authorities,
this runway was easy to cordon off and keep under surveillance. From
our point of view it was easy to see fromthe beach. The opposite
bank of the bay would be even better, but it was closed off to the
public, as were nost of the roads |eading into Mascot, Rosebery, and
Sydenham suburbs around the airport. W'd have needed a pass to go by
bus or train into those areas anyway.

Instead, we'd taken a bus south to Hurstville, trekked through
Rockdal e, and wal ked all the way up the beach at Brighton-I|e-Sands
until we couldn't go any farther due to the press of the crowd and al so
the police checkpoint on this side of Endeavor Bridge. The arny held
the other side of the bridge and the control tower.

Grace wouldn't cone. She wouldn't let us bring WII, either, despite
his pleading. Perhaps she still thought it was a hoax, or was worried
that the aliens mght come and scoop us all up

She was not al one. Many peopl e were panicking. Even in the out-towns,
many shacks had been vacated in the past few days. The rich didn't
need to run--they felt safe in their protected retreats in the north
and on the coast The poor couldn't run. Those in the m ddle wavered,
not wanting to | eave their hard-earned possessions but terrified of the
unknown if they stayed. As this was a Sunday, many of them had deci ded
to at | east get away from Sydney for the day. Just in case. Roads and
trains out of the city were packed.

The Invidi would | and on the runway, where they'd be nmet by a sel ect
party of biologists, astronomers, and other specialists deened suitably
i mpressi ve but expendable in case anything went wong. The mgjor
political |eaders were



Keepi ng well back until their security services approved. Mjor
religious | eaders were being equally cautious. "The welconers will be
fromaround here," said Murdoch. | nust have | ooked puzzl ed, because
he expl ained. "You know, representatives of the original owners of the
land. Have to say nice to neet you, welcone to the harbor, our place
is yours. That sort of thing." "Ch." "The Invidi, if they' ve got any
nous at all, will say thanks, pay their respects to the custodi ans of
the land. You don't do this sort of thing at your place?" "Not in Las
Mij eres, no. W never had nmany guests." There was no public access to
the landing site itself. Despite well-advertised conplaints, nedia
reporters were confined to carefully escorted groups right back in the
term nal buildings. Those who felt cranped by this drove up and down
the foreshore roads, or rode in helicopters around the no-fly zone.
They conpl ai ned, too, because their satellites could not cut through
the electronic interference. The authorities would allow only a few
press representatives at the actual |anding. W were close to another

| arge group that milled around the bridge on this side. It was hard to
see where the ordinary crowd ended and t hey began, but they seened to
be a curious mxture of inner-city types dressed in sleek grays and

out er-suburb workers of both sexes. They yelled at the soldiers on
duty at the gate and waved placards at the press. The signs pl eaded
for their carriers to be allowed to neet he aliens. One sign said we
are the chosen. | wondered if they had any chance of being let in.
Murdoch saw me staring at them "Nope." He kept his voice low "You'd
need a fool proof ID and a reason to go n there. Unless you can prove
you're an expert in alien psysiology.. ?"



| could nake an attenpt at it--we knew nore about actual alien
physi ol ogy than anyone else on Earth at the nmonent. But |1'd have to
explain fromwhere | arrived, why | didn't have an I D, and how | got

t he know edge, or at |east give a plausible reason for being unknown to
the rest of the scientific comunity. | spent a few m nutes inmagining
Mur doch masqueradi ng as an eccentric biologist, then returned to
craning over the heads of those in front of ne. Mre waiting. "They
haven't absorbed it yet." Mirdoch | eaned back and | owered the |enses.
"It takes a while to sink in. Then the trouble starts. People realize
the inplications. Renenber the riots in Europe and North America? They
had whol e towns denying alien existence for decades.” "I know. Is it
time yet?" The landing was due at noon and we'd arrived early to nake
sure of a place. Sone people had canped here overnight. Mirdoch and
had taken turns through the norning to sit on the sand and doze. | was
sunburnt, even with a hat on, and red-eyed fromstaring at the bright
waves. The man on our other side yawned with an irritating yelp. He'd
been doing it all norning. "I don't think they'll cone," he said.
"It's a hoax." "It's only five to twelve," Mirdoch said to ne, after
glancing at his neighbor's wist timer. The wonan besi de ne bunped her
broad bottomon ny hip as she turned to speak to soneone behi nd her

The brim; of her sun hat scraped the top of my head yet again. "Have
a biscuit, luv?" She offered me a ginger nut fromthe box passed al ong
to her. "No thanks." | |eaned away fromthe hat. She began to munch
Sonehow |'d expected the first historic neeting between hunan and
Invidi to be nore ... nomentous.



"Maybe they' |l be late," said another voice. A couple of people

| aughed behind us. | shook ny head. Invidi were never late. O
early. "l renenber the A ynpics," soneone said. "Squeezed in |like
this." "Yeah, the rich bastards got the best seats then, too." W al

| aughed. Then silence. Mirdoch's neighbor spoke again. "W're gonna

| ook pretty stupid if it is a hoax." A nedia copter burred too cl ose
over head and everybody covered their faces fromblown sand. A couple
of pithy comments whirled away in its slipstream and ny nei ghbor waved.
"We'|l be all over the world," she said, and waved again, but the
copter had veered up and away to focus on the Invidi ship as it
descended with little cerenpbny and | ess noise onto the runway. The
ship was a typical single-pilot barque, bigger than the little yacht
our resident Invidi on Jocasta nuintained, but smaller than the
chemically powered shuttles humans used in this tine. It hovered,
reflecting green off the concrete, then settled with a sigh that
actually came fromthe throats around us. The glow around the vessel's
base di mmed, and w thout further ado the hatch opened. | |eaned cl oser
to Murdoch. "They haven't got nuch style, have they?" "Nope," he said,
al so | ow enough for our neighbors not to hear. "Q chn would' ve razed
the I andi ng zone and given us sonme fireworks." "M nd you, Q chn

woul dn't care who was underneath the thrusters.” "True." | |ooked
around--all the faces showed such wonder.



Sone recoiled in disgust or horror, but nmpbst were lost in

contenpl ation of the incredible. "It's true, it's really true." Tears
streamed down the biscuit woman's face. Behind us someone prayed.
"Lord, thank you for letting ne live to see this." | felt so al one.
Everyt hi ng changes now, | wanted to screamat them It will never be

the sane again. But in that noment, when three Invidi rolled down onto
t he runway under a bright sky, nobody was thinking of the future. The
present hel d enough wonder.

W threaded our way back anmong the groups of people who still lined the
sand. Not hi ng had happened after the short wel cone cerenony. Two
Invidi trundled off to a large tent set up near the barrier that

di vided the east-west runway fromthe rest of the airport. According
to the televid prograns, that tent was where the initial talks would
occur. We assuned the authorities were worried about di sease or
perhaps that the Invidi nmight do sonething drastic if let inside a rea
building. 1In any case, there didn't seem nuch nore happeni ng today, so
Murdoch and | agreed to head home. "So that's how it happened," said
Murdoch. "I always wondered what it was really like." | nodded. For
a brief monment the Invidi had seenmed unfamiliar, as if seen through ny
ancestors' eyes. Tall, thick, irregular shapes in silvery suits that
draped, skirt like to the ground so that we couldn't see how t hey noved
so smoothly in any direction. No distinct head, no features. Long,

prehensi |l e appendages in protective silver coils. "W could go by
boat." | noticed the sails far out in the bay for the first tinme.
"It's not far across that channel." Mirdoch shook his head and pointed

to the sl eek shapes of Custons ships dotted around the bay. "Plus



t hey' ve probably got the whole perineter wired. And see those poles
on the fence?"

"The thin ones?"

"Yeah. Those probably have visual pickups, with infrared for night
vision. Pretty primtive, but good enough to keep us out."

"Bl oody hell."
A young coupl e beside us drew back a little and eyed me worriedly.

Mur doch edged closer to ne so there was no chance of us being
overheard. "Let's think what we're going to say to them"

| didn't bother dropping ny voice. It didn't matter if | was
overheard--there were plenty of UFO-|overs around today. "We'll say to
An Serat, you made sure we'd get here and now we want to go hone. We'd
like help with repairing our ship and getting it back through the junp
point." | rubbed the Seouras inplant in nmy neck inpatiently. "Get mne
inthere to talk to them Bill. W've only got twenty-seven days unti
the neutrality vote goes through."

"I"ve been thinking. |If we make it back to our tine, what are you
going to do?" he said.

"W will make it back. W don't belong here.”

"Then we need to work out a way to keep you a free agent when we do,"
said Murdoch. He held ny armas | skidded down the side of the

dry-grassed verge and onto the hard black of the road. "As soon as you
ent er Abel ar space, Earth Fleet Security is going to hold you for
guestioni ng about Calypso Il. And | guess Con Fleet will be waiting to

find out where you've been without |eave for five nmonths."

A young worman | ooked at himcuriously fromunder a w de-brinmred straw
hat, and he waited until she shuffled forward out of earshot.

"Unless |'ve arrested you already," he said slowy.



n \Mat ?u

"I can say | got a tip-off about where you'd gone. Brought you back
for questioning. |If you're in nmy custody, they can't drag you off
until we've processed the first..."

A series of strident whoops from behind made us both junmp. The noise
was projected froma slow noving groundar, its red, shiny surface

vi sible through gaps in the cromd. W tried to clinb the half neter
onto the verge fromthe surfaced road but the verge was crowded too, so
we were forced back into single file along the shallow runoff ditch.

As the alarmgrew closer and |l ouder it was accomnpani ed by the | ow hum
of an electric engine and by cries of surprise and pain fromthe crowd.
The sl eek, bullet-nosed shape crept forward and people fell back on
either side. Its windows were pearly and opaque--inpossible to see who
was i nside.

Mur doch shoved open a space on the verge, then reached over to pull ne
up beside him The ground car was about a neter away. | felt a
strange sensation as though a giant hand had swatted me to one side,
foll owed by a sharp pain that disappeared as swiftly as it cane.

"Shit." Mirdoch shook his hand that had held mne. "Wat was that?"
He | ooked down at nme and | realized | was sitting on hard, dry grass.
Around us, people cursed and picked thensel ves off the road. The back
of the groundar disappeared slowy into the crowmd. As we watched, it
rose slowmy on its mag |l ev boosters and soared away, as if in relief at
| eaving the craw ing ground |ife behind.

| shook ny head, throat constricted. M body tingled all over.
"Theft-prevention device," said a burly man next to us. He pulled the

brimof his cap down firmy. "They're not allowed to use themin
pedestrian areas, but shit, who's going to stop thenP"



"They" nust be people inportant or affluent enough to have watched the
| andi ng from one of the unoccupied buildings in the airports.

Mur doch pul |l ed me upright and brushed off the dust with abrupt, angry
nmoverents. "You all right?"

"A bit nunb. Mist be a static charge. Wnder how they insulate..."

Fart her back in the crowmd, a woman's voi ce wailed high and desperate.
Anot her voice shouted for an anbul ance.

"Heart attack, probably,” the man in the cap said, and wal ked on

W hesitated. Mirdoch turned and pushed back against the flow |
started to foll ow but was stopped by a wave of nausea. Bl oody hell

The crowd was noving again and | didn't dare sit down for fear of being
tranpl ed. Nowhere to |ean--the closest fence was over to the right
beyond a wide ditch. | stood there, sick and indecisive, until Mirdoch
returned a few nminutes |ater

He shook his head in answer to nmy unspoken question and we wal ked in
silence for a while. At last a copter with a red cross flew over head
and | anded back at the scene of the tragedy.

Mur doch si ghed and rubbed his eyes with his sl eeve.

"Don't think they'Il be any use. Bloke in his eighties or so. That's
a good age for this century, isn't it?"

| nodded.

"Yeah, thought so." He said nothing nore and | thought he'd finished,
then he spoke quickly, wthout |ooking at me. "Every time sonething
like this happens |I get sick to the stomach. Shouldn't be this way."
"Somet hing |ike this?"

"People with power not using it properly. |Innocent people getting
hurt." He risked a glance at nme. "It pisses ne off."

Back on the station he had al ways been scrupul ously



fair in his dealings with both residents fromthe Four Wrlds, those
fromthe N ne, and the many species of refugees. | renenbered now t hat
he had originally been sent to Jocasta because he was unpopul ar at his
previ ous post for accusing fellow officers of accepting bribes. The
stati on manager, Veatch, hinself one of the Four, had always found it
i mpossi bl e to persuade Murdoch that the @ chn and Mel ot residents
deserved special security privileges. "W got it at hone too," he
sai d, echoing ny thoughts. "But in this time it's worse.” W wal ked
for nearly an hour before finding a bus with standing room a bus that
headed away fromthe harbor, away fromthe future and back to the
out - t own.



Fourt een

A week later, already 7 May, and we were still sleeping at Levin's
house, no closer to talking to the Invidi than on the day they arrived.
U N troops and arny squads kept the public at bay. There were nore
nmedi a peopl e than before, if that was possible, and the whol e area was
still a shanbles. The government made cautiously optimstic
announcements, which included phrases such as "neani ngful dial ogue" and
"consi dering the unprecedented nature of the situation.” They were
only human, after all, and rmust be as confused as everyone el se. As

t he days passed and the Invidi threatened nobody, the number of
visitors to their "enbassies" grew, until there was a constant
twenty-four-hour stream The heads of state of this region all had
their turn, and now all of the U N organizations were forning

del egations. Large nulti corps were already sending researchers in

wi th governnent scientists and academ cs. "They wanter see what they
can sell the aliens,"” joked Eric one night. "Good thing it wasn't the
Q chn that got here first," nmuttered Murdoch. | agreed. Earth's

future defined by an alliance between human capitalismand the Q chn
was an unpl easant thought. The Invidi had spread their |anding vessels



inmpartially between rich and poor nations, north and south. In sone
pl aces, the public had already been granted linmted access. Not here,

t hough. | seened to renenber fromthe history files that restriction
of access to the Invidi and their technol ogy had been one of the main
reasons for the fall, in the 2030s, of many of the entrenched

governments and the systenms that supported them People didn't see why
everyone shoul d not share the bounties that the Invidi offered so
freely. Blockers of addictive drugs, for example, or virus
neutralizers. When the huge drug conpanies that had al ways nonopol i zed
new medi ci nes attenpted to do the same with the Invidi gifts, there was
wi despread outrage.

Maybe restriction of junp-drive technology in the future would prove
the downfall of restrictive Confederacy governnments al so. The |onger
they kept the Nine Wrlds out of the secret, the greater the resentnment
and anger would grow. | could feel it growing in nyself, every tine |
t hought about tinme passing on Jocasta. Twenty two days from now, the
Conf ederacy Council, representatives of all thirteen nenber species,
woul d vote to pass or refuse our request for neutrality. | wanted to
be there, considering I'd made the initial request.

Such a wondrous thing, the junmp points--on Jocasta we could share tine
with places so far away that the human mi nd cannot conprehend the

di stance. We were lucky to be on the junp network. Nobody knew why
the Invidi didn't increase the nunber of points. Sone specul ation had
it that our contenporary Invidi cannot create new junp points anynore,
and that the network is nmerely a technol ogical |egacy from past ages.
But that didn't make sense, because the |atest addition to the

Conf ederacy was the Neronderon, who joined only five years ago. \Which
led to another question that had never been satisfactorily answered
--how do the Invidi know at which point in a species' history to open a
junp point? What if they'd made a nistake and appeared in Earth's

M ddl e Ages? | didn't



like the idea that the privilege of being part of the junp network

m ght depend on an arbitrary Invidi decision. Playing God, that's what
it was. So where did that |eave us? Seeing it was likely we'd brought
the Invidi here when the junmp point from Jocasta opened. And how did
An Serat send Cal ypso to Jocasta? Through junp points not on the
networ k, obviously, but this was the first tine it had happened. Nobody

suspected junp points could exist off the network. If the Invidi could
create junp points at will, why hadn't they done it before? And why
did the junp point have a ninety-five-year correspondence when Cal ypso
travel ed to Jocasta, but ninety-nine years when Calypso Il and

Murdoch's ship traveled to Earth? Too many questions. Wy do | get
the feeling I' mnever going to get any answers? Four days after the

| andi ng proper we had gone to see the site again, hoping for
inspiration. The expedition had involved | eaving before dawn to catch
the early bus, and much wal ki ng up and down the beach, from which we
could see the east-west runway. Those four days | had fiddled with
scavenged and borrowed radios in attenpts to send a nessage to the
Invidi, with no result. 1'd taken Murdoch's locator to pieces with

i nadequat e tools and given nyself severe eyestrain in the hope of being
able to use its conponents to boost the signal sonmehow. And we'd

brai nstormed ways to quickly earn large quantities of noney in order to
buy at |least one of us an ID. Al of the nethods were illegal, and al
of themcarried too nuch risk of arrest to be worth trying. The Invidi
"enbassy" sat on the runway behind two fences drawn across the tarnac
fromnorth to south. The fences were separated by three or four neters
and stood about three meters high. El ectric current ran through both,



and they had jagged wire on the top. Small boxes at intervals were
probably visual surveillance pickups. A sinmilar fence had been set
around the perineter of the east-west runway, although it was | ower.
Hastily erected guardhouses and offices stood on the term nal side of
the fence. Mirdoch pointed out to me the snipers on the roofs of the
mai n tarmac buil dings, the mssile launch trucks at points around the
perimeter, and the long, |ow warships in the bay beyond the runway.

H s consi dered opinion was that we didn't have a hope in hell of
getting in by any route but the gate. "They've tightened up security,"”
he said. "That first day, nobody knew what was going on. Now they're
sure who they want in there and who they don't." | sat down on the sand
with a thud. There were plenty of other watchers, sonme of them
obviously locals; others had cone with beach unbrellas and food to make
a day of it. Four or five boys about WIIl's age runmbled up and down
the footpath on skateboards. "Wat do you suggest?" He sat beside ne,
knee joints cracking. "Anything but trying to sneak past those
perimeters. |I'mtoo old to even think about it."

"We could think sinple,"” | said. "Wilk up to the gate. Say we have to
see An Serat, that we've got a message fromthe future and we can prove
it." Mirdoch | ooked at ne pityingly. "You' ve seen sonme of those alien
hunters on televid, haven't you? No security officer with half a m nd
is going tolet youin." | drew concentric circles in the sand with a
twig until they all overlapped. "I never thought we'd get stuck at
this point.” "Nor nme." H's voice was tired, but synpathetic. He was
staring out past the runway with eyes narrowed agai nst the glare, arns



gat hered | oosely around his knees. W hadn't spoken about either our
interrupted kiss on the night of the fire or ny unintended cone-on in
the street on the day of the Invidi arrival. Since then we'd hardly
been al one together, anyway, and when we were, we tal ked about the
Invidi. We were too absorbed in getting past this problem

He' d responded, of that | was sure. And so had Henoit. | didn't want
to feel Henoit instead of Murdoch. At the nmonent | didn't want to fee
ei ther of them

I'd taken nmy ovul ation suppressants regularly on the station, but

al ways on a two-hundred-day course. | wasn't sure when ny |ast dose
was, things having been a little confused on the station before | left.
The obvious result had occurred and | was feeling lousy. It was a

sobering thought, that if we got stuck in this tine |I'd have to go
through this once a nonth for another ten years or so. M female
ancestors were tougher than | knew

| started drawing lines with the twigs. This line for Calypso. This
one for Calypso Il. Linear thinking, that was our problem W had to
stop it.

Nei t her of us said nuch on the bus trip back to the out-town. G ace
and Levin weren't hone and we col |l apsed gratefully on the sofa. Soon
W Il would be home from school

Scraps of wire, soldering irons, pieces of solder, and smears of flux
lay on Gace's kitchen table. 1'd borrowed the tools fromlLe's

el ectroni cs shop for the purpose of fixing Eric's shortwave radio. The
Invidi arrival had stinulated a revival of interest in this hobby and
could see why. Far nore interesting to try to tune in to alien

conmuni cati ons than be spoon-fed tel net reports of whatever the
authorities wanted you to hear. The radio gave ne a |ot of

troubl e--one of those times | |aughed at ny assunption that because
could fine-tune twenty-second-century technol ogy, | could do the sane
for that fromthe twentieth.



"You going to tidy that up?' Mirdoch poured us both a drink of water.
"Wasn't successful, eh?" "I need a bit nore tine," | said shortly,
sweeping the locator into a cardboard box with the radi o tools.

Murdoch sighed. "Maybe you're right. W should just wal k up and say
we need to talk. W could use your inplant as proof we're telling the
truth.” | couldn't tell if he was serious or not. "It mght still take
weeks for themto test and process us. |If they don't detain us first."
"And you say we don't even know if we can get back to our own tine?
That the junp point correspondence m ght have altered?" He blew out in

the sane frustration that twi sted my stomach. | dropped the box
heavily on the floor beside the televid and kicked it in beside the
wall. "I want to talk to themnow " "I didn't know you were a VIP,"
said a nmocking voice. | spun around. Levin slouched in the doorway.
"Why shoul d the benevol ent and all-powerful, wonderful aliens want to
speak to you?" "None of your business.” "It'll take you a lifetine.

You know there's a waiting list of years even for scientists? Howis
your neeting the aliens going to benefit humanity?" More than you can

ever guess, | wanted to say. "Grace and | will be going out tonight,"
Levin said. He padded across the room and peered into the
refrigerator. Winkled his nose at its enptiness. "Buy sone beer for
when we get back, will you?" He pulled a handful of coins and

smal | - denom nati on notes fromhis pocket and left the pile on the
bench. "Wo do you think you are?" | said under ny breath.



Mur doch wat ched, arns folded, fromthe other side of the room

I wanted to ask Levin about the fire, as I'd wanted to ask himfor days
now. Wen he cane back the day after the Invidi arrived, he'd said
nmerely, "What a pity about the office.”" But |I couldn't exactly say,
tell me if you hel ped the gangs riot and told themwhere to find the
tel escope. Not when we were staying in his house.

"And a couple for yourself, if you like." He left, humm ng.

As the front door slammed | turned to Murdoch. "Bill, | think it's
time we got rid of nmy backup transponder.”

He stared at me. "Wy can't you |leave it in?"

"Because we mght need to get into a place with security detectors in a
hurry."

"Are you planning sonething?" he said suspiciously.
"No, but | think we should be prepared.” | had nothing particular in
mnd. Only that | couldn't sit here thinking about the Invidi wthout

doi ng sonet hi ng.

| pulled Gace's nmed kit fromthe top cupboard, dusted off cobwebs, and
carried it over to the table.

"You nmean, cut it out?" Mirdoch stared askance at the small, flat
blade | proffered. "I thought it was easy to renove."

"It would be if we were at hone." Twenty-second-century mnedica
technol ogy coul d suck the transponder out through my skin or sinply
dissolve it in there. "The other one was bel ow the right shoul der
bl ade. "

"I can't cut every bunp on your skin," he protested.

| placed a bottle of disinfectant and a piece of clean rag next to the
med kit sat cross-legged, and drew ny shirt up under ny arms, trying to
keep the front of it covering my breasts. M left hand found the fine,
raised line of scar tissue where Gace had taken out the first
transponder. My



fingers felt cold. "That's where the first one was. Where do you
thi nk they'd put a backup?"

"On the other side?" Mirdoch's warner fingers traced around ny
shoul der bl ade.

I wiggled. "That tickles. You can press a bit harder, you know. "
"That okay?"

"Mm Kind of |like a massage."

"We could do that, too." His voice wasn't quite joking.

| wondered what his hands would feel like on the rest of ny back

"I's that it?" he said.

| shook nyself nmentally, then reached up with ny right hand and found a
tiny bunmp, no nore than five millimeters long. "That's what the other

one felt like."

Sonet hi ng noved in the corner of ny vision and unease shivered ny skin.
| turned sharply.

"Hey, careful," protested Mirdoch.

Levin stood in the doorway. When he knew |'d seen him he stepped
inside. "What are you two up to? | conme back to get ny keys and what
do I find?"

| yanked down ny shirt. "Nothing to do with you."

He swaggered past the table, pausing to run his finger over the ned kit
lid. "Well? You aren't the type for tattoos, Maria."

| glanced back at Miurdoch. He shrugged, the bl ade ready.
"It's a... microchip under nmy skin. W're trying to take it out."

"A mcrochip?" Levin raised his eyebrows. "Never heard of them doing
that to humans."

"I was in jail," | inprovised wildly. "In South Anerica. | told you I
got away, didn't I? They do it to all their political prisoners."

"What did you do that made you a political prisoner?" said Levin.



"I formed an alliance with enemes of the state,” | snapped, thinking
of the Abelar Treaty. Mirdoch smled. "Don't let us keep you." Levin
turned on his heel. | faced the other way again. Mirdoch pushed ny
shut up and the tips of his fingers felt for the point under ny

shoul der bl ade. Levin's footsteps had stopped. | glanced over ny
shoul der but Miurdoch grow ed, "Keep still." He |leaned forward and said
in alower voice, "He'll go if we ignore him" But | didn't like the

i dea of Levin watching. The disinfectant left a cold spot. A snall,
sharp pain overlaid the cold, followed by a warmtrail that tickled
down my back. A slight pressure. "Got it," said Murdoch. A
floorboard creaked. Maybe Levin hadn't gone. An opaque curtain seened
to fall over the room | could see behind nyself. A great dark shadow
| oomed there with sonething deadly in its grasp. For a fraction of a
second | saw again the Q Chn as it terrorized the throughways of

Jocasta, a shinmmrering-w nged killing rmachine. Blood spurting froma
headl ess torso. Deck slippery underfoot in the dark. Screans.
Henoit's voice in nmy ear. Look out. | scranmbled down and away from

the table, stunbling in nmy panic to get away. Turned to face the thing
behi nd ne. Levin stood beside Murdoch, craning over his shoul der at
somet hi ng on Miurdoch's bl oody finger. They both stared at nme. "What's
wrong?" said Murdoch. "N ... nothing." | was breathing hard. "Turn
around, then." He lifted the swab in his other hand. | half turned, so
| could keep an eye on Levin. Sonmething cold w ped the tickle away



with the sting of disinfectant; nonmentary tightness of skin pulled by

a dressing. 1'd done the sane thing for WIIl many tines.
"You' re shaking." Mirdoch's voice lowin ny ear as he tugged ny shirt
down.

| shook ny head. "Let's see it."
A pale sliver barely visible on the side of Murdoch's finger.

"Amazing, isn't it, what they can do with nol ecul ar technol ogy these
days?" said Levin.

"It won't work anynore,” | said. "It's designed to be effective only
when it's in place. So we couldn't take them out and use them for
ot her things."

Levin's hand reached out but Murdoch's fist closed around the sliver
first. They glared at each other

Levin stood next to me and | felt nothing. He was the sane as al ways.
But the inner voice that nmade ne see Q Chn and which sent me scranbling
off the table had definitely belonged to Henoit. It was as if I'd seen
behi nd nyself for a moment with his eyes, with H digh senses. That |
felt as he felt.

At breakfast the next norning, WIIl sat at the table and swirled
brightly col ored dehydrated |unps around a bow of gray-white nilk.
Levin was barricaded behind a rustling square of newspaper. G ace
stood over the hot plate News blared fromthe televid screen

| yawned and took two chi pped ceranmic cups fromthe rinse bucket, w ped
them on a much nmended cloth, and sat opposite WIl with my back to the
vidscreen. 1'd spent nobst of the night alternately wheezing and
dream ng up ever nore bizarre means to comunicate with the | nvidi

The tel evid voices becane nore excited. WII peered around ne and
slurped mlk off his spoon

| pushed ny chair back to see.

A commentator sputtered in front of an image of the



Invidi ships in the mddle of a field. Fromthe |anguage, | judged it
to be North America. to our studio, where well-known defense expert
Jerem ah Bond talks to Liz Pocock. Over to you, Liz.

The i mage changed to an interior with two people seated beside a small
tabl e, then focused on their heads, one on each side of the screen. The
woman' s face had the sheen of cosnetically engineered perfection. She
smled in atotally artificial way.

You have strong views on the way state and federal governnments shoul d
be reacting to the aliens.

Bond, a white man with simlar regular features, |eaned forward and
spoke with the rhythm and fervor of an evangeli st.

/ do indeed, Elizabeth. Because | am concerned. Every citizen of this
good country should be concerned at the invasion of our fair planet. |
say we should not lie down and accept it. |If we strike nowwe will be
intine toreclaimwhat is ours... So you favor a preenptive strike
agai nst the alien ships?

That is absolutely correct, Elizabeth.

Wth no warning? No ultimatun?

No, indeed. You don't give warning to a strong eneny.

Li ke Pearl Harbor?

Levin chuckl ed and | owered his paper. | made a nental note to ask
Murdoch to explain the reference. | glanced at Gace to see if she'd

noti ced, but she was nuttering at Wn, who had dribbled nmilk over the
table in front of hinself.

"So?" WIIl glowered. "Wo cares?"
"I care," said Grace. "And you will, when you're older."
"Sez who?"

On the screen, the expert had wiggled out of a tight spot and was
extolling the brilliance of his nation's arnory. not generally known
to the public. | know that we



have weapons nore powerful than the government will adnit.

But, Professor, these aliens have traveled faster than light to get
here. What could we possibly use agai nst then?

Bond | eaned forward farther, eyes shining. The essence of the universe
itself. Nothing can withstand the annihilation of matter

Aren't you worried the aliens nmight overhear us? The interviewer was
definitely tongue-in-cheek by now

They don't think we can be a threat. He nodded confidently. That's
t hei r weakness.

Murdoch folded his arms in the doorway. "This bloke's a few crunbs
short of a full biscuit, isn't he? Wat's he tal king about, nuclear
fission?"

Grace placed a bow of refried vcg-and-egg in front of Levin. "Put
your knees down, WII."

n W]y?ll
| shrugged at Murdoch. "Maybe sonething nore exotic. Fusion.”
"He'll have to tell wus."

Antimatter. Bond sat back in his chair, having delivered his
bonbshel I, so to speak. The interviewer nmade adm ring noises and a
background voi ce expl ai ned the concept of energy freed by the collision
of matter and antinmatter, assisted by a sinplistic screen
representation.

"If you're eating, Bill MG ath, you can make yer own," said G ace,
sitting beside Levin and heaping egg on her toast. "WIIl, knees."

"Knees what, Min?"

"I"ll have Maria's." Mirdoch squeezed next to ne and broke ny piece of
over cooked toast in hahO.

Levin curled his Ilip at the screen. "That is ridiculous. No arny
could ever use antimatter weapons."

"There isn't enough antimatter accessible anyway," | said.



"What do you mean by 'accessible' ?" said Murdoch through a nout hful
of toast.

" Cont ai nnent . | nmean, it's been done, but none of their nethods are
portable."

"It would be a perfect terrorist's weapon," said Levin al nost dreanily.
"You woul d need only an atom | suppose. And poof! annihilate oneself
and one's eneny with perfect finality."

Grace, driven to distraction, snatched WIl's bow away and snapped at
himto get ready for school. Levin disappeared behind his paper

agai n.

"G day." Vince poked his head cautiously around the back door. A

young nustache clung to his upper lip, making himlook scruffier than
ever.

"What do you want?" said Grace, not taking her eyes off the
vi dscr een.

"G day," said Murdoch.

W1l jumped up and went to punch and whisper with Vince in the
corner.

Peep- peep. Levin's phone.
"You get it," he said frombehind the paper.

Grace put down her bowl and spoon and stood up slowy. "Whnder who
that is."

She tapped in the vidscreen connection. The news broadcast faded, to
be replaced by a plunmp man in a white suit. Vertical lines of worry
bet ween his eyes eased as his screen gave hima view of G ace.

"Good evening," he said. "My | speak to M. WIIiam Chenin?"
W all |ooked at WIl. Wat had he done now?

"I"'mhis nother," G ace said.
"Ah. You are M. Mari a Val don?"

"No." Grace frowned over her shoul der at nme, then back at the screen.
"Who are you and what do you want ?"



"I beg your pardon." He inclined his head. "I have to nmake sure | am
speaking to the right person.”

"I"'mVal don," | said, and pushed back ny chair to stand too. "WII is
here.”

"Me." WII cane closer and waved.

"My name is Matthews," said the man. "I am an enpl oyee of the

aer ospace devel opnent company, Suntel. It is nmy very great pleasure to

i nformyou that the design submitted by M. Chenin and Ms. Val don has
won our spacecraft design conpetition.”

W all junped as WII let out a shriek of delight and knocked half the
things off the table onto the floor.

"W won! Hey, Maria, we won!"

"I know this is a little sudden," continued Matthews, "but we'd |ike
you to conme and talk to us about your design."

"And the prize?" | said, watching Grace fromthe corner of ny eye.
"The twenty thousand dollars will be forwarded to the financial
institution you specify. M. Cheninis a mnor, so there will of

course be limtations in his case."
"Limtations?" said WII.
"Twenty thousand?" said Vince at the sane tine.

"Shush," said Gace. "M. urn... "

"Matt hews. "

"Matthews. This is a bit of a shock. 1'd like to discuss it with ny
son." And you, her glance at ne said. "Can you call again in an hour
or so?"

Matt hews beamed, but the Iines were back between his eyes. "No
problem M." um Chenin. 1'd like to add that as a special,

addi tional prize, we have managed to secure a place for our winner to
join in the first UNESCO del egation to visit the aliens.”

My hands balled into fists of triunph and | wanted to



yell like WIl. Wen | glanced at Murdoch he was grinning and shaki ng

his head in disbelief. "I don't know about that," said Grace. "W'l
tal k again soon." She reached out to cut the connection and Matthews's
smling face faded. "Ckay, you two. \What's going on?"

Grace didn't like it and | couldn't understand why. WII had
participated as much as | in the actual design work. Mre, in fact,
because once he understood the basic principles involved, | let him
have a free hand, and the resulting design had all a child's
extraordinary flair while at the same time being aerodynam cally sound.
It woul d have caught ny eye. 1In the engine I'd hinted at a way of
achieving many tinmes the payload with only a few nodifications to a
propul sion system| knew they were already devel opi ng, thus prom sing

i medi ate economies. But G ace demanded to know why we hadn't told
her, why we wasted tine playing with graphics when WII shoul d have

been studying, had we ever intended telling her? "I knew we'd wn,"
gloated WIIl. "The thing that upsets nme was you didn't tell me," G ace
repeated. Vince nmuttered something about volunteering to use the
nmoney, and she rounded on him "I know you'd use it. You take
anything that's not bolted domn. WII's not Iike you. He's going to
anmount to sonething.” Vince glowered. "Fuck you, too. It's your
fault I"'mlike this." Gace grabbed a glass and drew back her hand but

Mur doch caught her wist in tine.



"CGet out, then," she yelled
"I"mgoing, I"'mgoing," Vince yelled back. "Not as if there's any
reason for me to cone here, is there?" He swept the remaining itens
off the table on his way out.

Levin nerely pushed his chair back against the wall and watched.

Wn burst into tears. "I thought you' d be happy ... The rest was

drowned in his usual piercing cries.

"Ah, shit," said Grace. "Don't bloody scream WIIl." She jerked her
wrist away from Mirdoch. He started to say sonething but she
i nterrupted.

"You shoul d understand.” She had to yell at himover WII's crying.
Frustration dragged at nme. "Understand what?" And then, because
couldn't help it, "Shut up, WIIl." He stopped, astonished that 1'd

snapped at him then began afresh, with a new note of desperation. |
gr oaned.

"He's gotta study and work hard," she said. "Not sit around living off
nmoney we didn't earn. You must have worked hard to learn all that
stuff," said Gace. W had to stand nose to nose to hear each other
Murdoch tried to calmWII.
"Vince never learned that," she said. "That's his problem"™ She
paused for breath and | ooked at WIlI, who was snuffling in the | oose
circle of Murdoch's arns.

"WIl, I"'mproud of you. This is pretty smart."

"You take his noney," said WIIl, pointing at Levin. "How s that
different?"

Grace flushed dark red. "That's nore like a loan. Till | get another
job."

"What about ne?" said WII thickly. "You never think what | want."
"That's not true."

"What's wong with accepting the prize?" said Mirdoch. "It's what you
do with nmoney that counts."



"Grace, listen." | put my hand on her armcautiously. "lI'msorry for
of fending you. | didn't mean to. Wether you accept the noney and
what ever el se they offer is up to you and WIl. But at least let him
go with the delegation. |It's the chance of a lifetine."

It was probably the only chance we'd get for a while, too. | felt ny
face redden and avoi ded Murdoch's eye. WIIl wanted to go, right?

"I"'mnot going." Gace folded her arms and | had to drop ny hand.
| risked a glance at Murdoch. "We'Ill go, then."

"I thought you two didn't have IDs," said Levin. "They won't let you
in"

| cursed inwardly and WIIl's face fell.

Levin strolled around the table and cuddl ed Grace in a proprietary way.
She twi tched, but didn't nmove away.

"I"lIl talk to a mate of mine. He can get themIDs," said Levin.

Murdoch's face reflected the astonishnment | felt. It was swiftly
foll omed by suspicion. "Wy?"
"Speci al occasion, that's why." Levin raised his eyebrows at Mirdoch

"Don't you want to go and see the aliens?"
"Yes," | said, before Murdoch could protest. "Thank you."

"Thanks, Levin," snuffled WIlI. Gace held out her arnms and he rushed
into them Levin stepped back in distaste and kept going down the
hal I .

| turned to follow himbut Mirdoch grasped ny armfirst. "W need to
check you're not still setting off security alarms,” he said in a | ow
voice. "If it's the Seouras inplant, no point in even trying to get

t hrough those gates."

"We'll do it first," | agreed, then hurried after Levin, who was
standi ng inside the door on the shop side. The front shutters were
down and the room dark



"Way did you offer?" | said

"Don't you trust me?" His voice was nocking.

| thought of Henoit's voice warning of a dark threat behind ne. "Not
really."”

He wait ed.

"I'f you can get us IDs," | said, "why didn't you of fer before?"

He tensed, then rel axed again. "Because you're up to sonething and

don't know what it is."
"W're not up to anything."

"W work on many levels, Maria. You will find that you can fit into
one of them"

"You want ne to join you?"

"There is nothing to join, no organization. W work for the sane ends
but we are not one."

"I'f I don't, will you still get us the IDs?"

He smiled with his nouth only. "If | say no, will you agree?"
"No. "

"Someday you'll be glad to work for us." | shivered, |ike when

Henoit's voice warned ne. Then | thought of a less sinister notive--if
she accepted that prize noney, G ace would soon be rmuch richer. By

hel ping WII, Levin was keeping in Gace's good humor. W were
coincidental. It should have made ne feel better, but it didn't.

Murdoch went out | ater and came honme after ten. Gace and | had gone
over the details of the prize--she was considering putting it in a

trust for WIIl. W talked about going to see the Invidi with the
del egation. It was to be in a week's tinme, at the landing site. G ace
still didn't want to go. She |ooked tired, and went to bed a bit

bef ore Murdoch returned,

"\Where have you been?" | let himin the back door. Mirdoch kicked off
hi s sandal s and sl unped on the sofa



beside nme. "Looking for Vince. Couldn't find him He's not with his
usual mates."

"Why are you so worried about hinP"
"Dunno. He reminds me of ne at that age.”

"I can't inmagine you were anything like that."

He stretched his | egs and braced his shoul ders against the sofa. "In
some ways. | was slow, and it took nme a while to find what | wanted to
do."

A short silence, broken by the sound of WIl's feet running down the
hall and into Grace's room Misic drumred faintly from next door

"Bill? Let's give Levin a chance. Mybe he can really help us.™

"I don't trust the bastard. Wy's he being so nice all of a sudden?"
"He probably wants Grace to accept the noney so he can sponge off her
for the rest of his life. O mybe he really wants to hel p her and
WIl. She knows himbetter than we do, you know. "

Murdoch grunted sonething |ike, "Wanna bet?"

| sighed. "So he's not trustworthy. But hopefully we'll be gone
bef ore he can prove it."



Fifteen

T he norning we went to neet the Invidi was bright and dry. W left

G ace and Levin at the station where the hover car cane to neet us.
Grace was | ess censorious than | expected. She cooked a speci al
breakfast, made sure WIl's hair was brushed and his clothes neat, and
told us to behave. She even suggested a question for the Invidi--we'd
all been told we could ask something. Gace's question was, "Wat do
your people gain by conm ng here?" Good question. Levin was al nost
bearabl e. He bought Mirdoch a pair of secondhand trousers, cracked a

| ane j oke about not pushing any buttons on alien machinery, and gave
WIl a cap. The badge on it was an old army one, he said, and would
bring WIIl luck. "Have fun," he said to nme. | nodded in a friendly
way, but only because he'd gotten the IDs for us. The night after he
of fered we'd gone with himto a photographer's studi o about half an
hour's drive west. There, a small, scared man called Ws had taken our
phot ographs, scanned our fingerprints, and taken bl ood samples. Mirdoch
had been di smayed by the whol e exercise. W got a bonus out of it; the



studi o had an advanced sensor array such as official buildings used,
and as | didn't set off any alarms, we proved that my Seouras inplant
was not going to stop us getting through the checkpoint into the
airport. Vince arrived at Levin's just before we left and asked W
to get an Invidi autograph for him He offered WII forty percent of
the selling price in return. Wen Gace cuffed him he merely grow ed
back. The whole street turned out to see us go, or so it seened.
Peopl e I'd never spoken to waved and called ne by nane, and a
contingent of WIl's friends trailed us to the station, chattering and
cavorting. "Nothing Iike keeping a low profile." Mirdoch grinned.
Sunl i ght bounced off the harbor |ike applause as we flew over the
airport road Murdoch and |I had traveled a | ong week ago. The hover car
touched down closer to the runway than we'd stood then. At the bunp
and faint lurch of landing WIIl | ooked at ne and | aughed al oud. |
grinned back, infected with his excitement. 1In the seat behind us
Murdoch craned his neck in an attenpt to see ahead. The car purred
toward the first set of gates. WIIl bounced up and down until we got
out. "Hello, I'm George DeLucca.”" The U N official at the gate was a
tall, light-haired young nan who shook our hands in a distracted way.
The three of us were subjected to a polite security
guesti on- and- answer; do you have any weapons on your person, any drugs,
have you been in a different country in the past few days, do you carry
any gifts, did you pack your own bag, and so on. A handheld sensor was
passed over us, IDs and all. Nothing registered, and | breathed again.
Then we were directed to a line of ten, no, twelve ground vehicles,
each containing roomfor four passengers. Sone of the vehicles carried
only children, others had an adult with them Brown heads, bl ack
heads, bl ond heads--UNESCO had gathered children fromall over the



gl obe, their corporate sponsors having agreed to anything for the
chance to be part of this. W clanbered into our vehicle. Faces
peered at us fromthe others. DelLucca sniled broadly, seem ngly as
much relieved to get going as we were. "Welcone to the tour." He
indicated two men in gray suits who stood waiting, one mddle-aged, the
ot her young, with long hair pulled back. "These gentlenen wll
interpret for you if you need to talk to each other. You'll find we
don't need interpreters to talk to the aliens. First we'll go to the
Wl cone Hall and neet two of our new friends. Then we'll have a short
tour of the Invidi enbassy on the east-west runway." A small voice

pi ped sonething from anot her vehicle. It was not in a |anguage
under st ood, but the word "Invidi" was recognizable. "Can we see the
shi ps?" translated the younger man. "You certainly may see the
ships," replied DeLucca, and this was duly relayed by the interpreter
to the child who'd asked the original question. | shifted ny feet

i npatiently. Thank goodness we had voi ce boxes and efficient
translators on the station--imagi ne negotiating with aliens like this.
The whol e caval cade trundl ed toward the buildings at the edge of the
water. These ground cars were ol der than the hover car and sl ower,
fossil fuel burners froma nore profligate age. Jeeps, Miurdoch called
them But easy to repair and nmaintain and, he whispered, not subject
to electronic interference, intentional or otherwi se. The air tingled
on our cheeks. The hot spell had broken at |ast and autumm was here.
"There they are!" called one of the children. Two silver oblongs



towered over the human figures beside them M heart thudded in
ridicul ous anticipation as we drove closer. How many tines have you
spoken to an Invidi? | chided myself. You're one of only two people on
t he planet who know what they | ook |ike under those suits. Relax.

W got out of the jeep and wal ked the last twenty neters or so. Once
again | mentally benoaned the Invidi's lack of diplomatic skills. They
could at least roll a fewneters forward to greet us

One of themsurprised me by finally doing that. He crept in our
direction with an al nost inperceptible notion, silvery folds of the
suit swaying. WII grabbed ny hand and held on tightly. | squeezed
back and smiled reassuringly. Another child whinpered. Mirdoch
reached out to pat a shoul der

The Invidi spoke fromits conceal ed voi ce box

"W greet you. Please join us. W wll talk."

For a second | didn't understand the words. They seened to be a junble
of Spanish, English, Earth Standard, chil dhood Gernman. Then they
became clear, but there was still a strange echo in nmy ears.

"What | anguage did you hear?" | whispered to Miurdoch

He blinked. "English. Eventually."

The translation matrices for these Invidi voice boxes were not as
conplete as the ones we were used to. No wonder, they'd only been
listening to human | anguages for a few days.

One of the younger children stepped forward. She carried a spray of
white flowers. Flinsy things, but big enough for her small hands. The
man with her started to Iift her up, but one of the human attendants

waved himaway. They didn't know where the Invidi kept their faces.

The child held out the flowers and recited her nmessage in a clear
si ngsong voi ce.



"The children of Earth wel cone you. Please be our friends."
The news net comnmentators will |ove this.

In a slow, slow response, the first Invidi |lowered a snmall upper
tentacle like a silver cord and touched the flowers, then the girl's
hand. She stared at it, fascinated and unafraid. | remenbered seeing
a naked Invidi tentacle in a roomon Jocasta once. Soft, it had been
and covered with tiny hairlike cilia.

The silver cord hovered.

The child | ooked over her shoul der at the adults, uncertain. She

rai sed her eyes up the vast bul k, then back down to the fl owers,
consi dering. Then she reached up and pressed the stens firnly agai nst
the cord.

"You can have these. It's a present.”
W wait ed.
The tentacle closed around the stenms. "Thank you," said the Invidi

The child smiled in delight and one of the nedia people clapped. A
collective sigh of relief rose fromthe other adults.

The courage of these ancestors of mne amazed me. That they should be
able to stand before the unknown and not falter. That they could
accept the existence of vastly superior beings with dignity. Did the
Invidi realize what it nmeant for humans to allow their children to come
here? As far as we know, each Invidi individual is created by genetic
mani pul ation, with the consensus of their whole society. | wondered if
t hey coul d conprehend that presenting our children was the greatest
gesture of trust the human world coul d make.

Maybe the parents of these children all believed what they were told by
the authorities about the Invidi being safe; maybe some of them had
been paid well. But whoever had pulled the little girl's hair tight in
tiny plaits this



nmorni ng nmust surely have wondered, even if for a nonent, whether they
were doing the right thing. It took courage to send a child here
t oday.

| 1 ooked at Murdoch. He was scanning the area with his eyes, |ooking
away fromthe group and back again, alert and absorbed.

"Let's go inside," suggested one of the attendants. The Invidi changed
direction by sinply rolling backward.

"It's An Serat," | whispered to Murdoch as we all followed the two
silver figures. Four or five nedia people skipped around the outside
of the group

"Are you sure?" He tried to see over the heads between us. "They al
| ook the same to ne."

"The voice is the same."
He still | ooked doubt f ul

The buil ding was a hangar, with aircraft maintenance equi pnent secured
on the walls and high ceiling. Rows of chairs were arranged in a half
circle around a wooden dais flat on the ground. W all maneuvered for
the best positions in the front seats. To WIIl's disgust, we ended up
in the second row

The nedi a peopl e arranged thensel ves around the walls. The neeting was
to be broadcast live by satellite all over the world, although the tour
afterward was restricted.

One of the senior attendants, a thin, stooped man in his fifties, stood
on the dais with the two Invidi

He smiled brightly and spoke slowy, his voice echoing in the space.
"The Invidi ambassador will give us a short talk, and then you can al
ask your questions.”

Mur doch shifted beside me and rolled his eyes. "You'd think they could
get someone who at |east |ooks |like he enjoys the job."

"Shh." WII prodded ne.

The attendant stepped back off the dais, and one of the



Invidi followed him It rolled back out the door, leaving its
conpanion to field all questions. "W conme fromfar star systens,"”
began the Invidi | thought was An Serat. "W use a travel technol ogy
whi ch is beyond the present capability of your science to understand.
W do not cone to your planet with any intention other than to becone
your peaceful allies.” He wasn't good at this. The words were spoken
flatly, with no pause to indicate he knew an audi ence was |i stening.
Had the Invidi ever contacted a noninterstellarpaceflight-capable
species before? Al of the other Nine Wrlds species entered the

Conf ederacy after they'd achieved a high standard of spaceflight within
their home systems. Maybe the Invidi experience with humans showed
themit was too nmuch trouble to coddle a species into maturity. But
there woul d be no Confederacy until 2065. Come to think of it, nobody
seemed to know or care how the Four decided whomto contact and admit
to the Confederacy after they'd fornmed their core group. "Does anybody
have a question for our friends?" said the senior attendant with an
insincere smle. The interpreters translated. A forest of small arns

shot up. "What do you eat?" The Invidi answered i mediately. "W
absorb a prepared conbi nation of the appropriate anmi no acids and trace
el ements that our netabolisnms require." "How do you nove?" He
denonstrated by rolling back, then sideways and forward. "W
mani pul ate a tractive device on the bottom of these suits with a neura
interface." "Do you have children?" "W do not breed using sexua

repr oducti on. A few sniggers followed that one, mainly from boys
about WIIl's age.



"How can you talk to us?" This question | could only follow through

the interpreter. "W build a device which deciphers the principles and
structures of your |anguages and adapts our input to make it
conprehensible to you. Therefore you will hear our reply in the

| anguage nost fanmiliar to you." "What's your nane?" "Serat," was the
eventual answer. | wi nked at Murdoch. "Do you have nusic?" "W have
structures which fulfill some functions of your nmusic.” "Do you

sl eep?" "W experience periods of altered consciousness, but not as
regularly as you do." That was news to ne. Maybe it expl ai ned why, on
Joasta, An Barik had sonetines been unavail able for weeks at a tine.
"Why do you wear those suits?" "W cannot survive w thout themin your

at nosphere." Serat began to rock slightly as he neared the end of the
questions. Inpatient? WII had thought hard about his question
refusing of fers and suggestions fromthe rest of us. He had kept it a
secret until now. It was his turn. He stood up, face tense, one hand
pi cki ng nervously at his trouser leg. "Are you going to help all of

us, not just the rich people?" The question echoed out of proportion
to his thready voice. Every whisper, every scrape of feet and sniff in
the hall, ceased. | put ny hand on WII's back. "W help all of you,"
said An Serat, and the hangar erupted in applause. They did help al

of us. Fromny own tinme of 2122 | could | ook back upon nearly a century



of post-Contact history and say with conviction that they kept their
prom se. Their nedical and agricultural technology was given freely to
whoever asked for it. They stood back then and allowed us to work out
how to structure a world where nearly every child born could live to
old age. Whatever quarrel | might have with the Invidi over the way

t hey abandoned Jocasta, whatever doubts | might have about equality for
humans within the Confederacy, | could not deny that we couldn't have
repaired the Earth so quickly without them W mght not have done it
at all. "Nowwe will drive over to the |landing area and take a brief

| ook at the ships and the Invidi enbassy."” The senior attendant w ped
his forehead with a fol ded handkerchi ef and eased his collar. The
children began to file out, flanked and headed by the nmedi a peopl e, who
were rearranging their caneras to get a good view of the children as

they went off to see the ships. | stood up and shoved chairs aside to
get to the front beside An Serat. He towered over nme. "l have a
question,” | said. DelLucca turned fromwhere he was shepherding
children out the door. "Question tine's over," he said. "It's only a
short one," | said. "An Serat, can the Invidi make junps off the
Central network?" DelLucca |ooked expectantly at the Invidi, and when
no reply came, he touched his ear and nodded. "I think that's a little
out side the scope of this neeting, Ms.... Valdon. Shall we go on with
the tour?" | ignored himand continued to speak to An Serat. "I think
you want to talk to me about this as nuch as | want to talk to you. You
know who we are." DelLucca nodded to one of the attendants, who reached
for my arm but Mirdoch stepped between us. "She's not dangerous," he

said quietly.



Still no reaction fromthe Invidi
"Don't you want to know how we got here?" | said

WIl pulled ny arm Mst of the others had left. He |ooked curiously
at the Invidi, but obviously wanted to go and see the ships nore. "Cone
on, Maria. W'Ill mss the best part.”

The Invidi swayed and the surface of his suit rippled as the tentacles
beneath it noved.

"W talk," he said

| turned to DeLucca. "Alone. Please."

He glared. "lInpossible. W don't know ...

"This is correct. This ones only. W talk," An Serat interrupted.
DeLucca went into a huddle with his earpiece, then nodded to the other
attendants, who backed slowly away from ne.

"Maria..." WIIl was nearly crying with frustration

"You can ride with nme." DelLucca patted his shoulder. "In the front
jeep."

Murdoch smiled at WIl. "Go on, mate, we'll catch up with you
later."

W1l shot me a | ook of puzzled anger, or pleading, | couldn't tel

which. Then they left, followed by the second Invidi and the
attendants. Only An Serat, Mirdoch, and nyself renained.



Si xt een

"So you know who we are?" | said " we find your ship," the Invidi
replied. "l recognize you. | do not recognize you." An Serat sonehow
| ooked at ne, then Murdoch, w thout meking any novenent. "I cane
later,"” said Murdoch dryly. "Your future self sent nme." Miurdoch's
details weren't in Calypso Il, so this Serat didn't know him "Then
you know we are stuck here, out of our own time," | said. "Because our
ship's junp drive is disabled. W'd trike to ask for your help to
repair it and get back to our own tinme." An Serat shifted a little.
"Your ship carries elements famliar to me. Tell ne nore about
Calypso." For a monment | was astoni shed, then realized he nmust have
seen the specs of Calypso Il, which included where we got the engine.
"We used the engine fromCalypso. You sent... will send it to
Jocasta." "That's ..." began Murdoch hel pfully, but Serat

interrupted. "I know. Who are the Sl eepers?”



Murdoch sidled closer to me. "ls it okay to tell himall this?" he
nut t er ed.

"He's seen the record,” | said out of the corner of ny nouth. | raised
my voice again to talk to Serat. "The Sleepers are the people you help
to get away fromEarth in three years' tine. You use their ship
Calypso to get a junmp drive to us in the future.”

"I know about ship." Serat's voice box carried an inpatient tone
didn't renmenber. "I cannot see far. Paths are nuch cl ouded."
"What if all your people here tried to see?" | said. "Maybe you can

see that we have to get back."

Hs tentacles curled and uncurled, a sign of agitation. "Unnecessary.
Al one I am enough. "

| felt inpatient, nyself. "WII you help us get back? | don't have

the tools to fix ny engines, you do. W nust get back. There are
t hi ngs we need to do."

"] understand the neans but not... Serat's words nmade no sense. |
had the feeling he was talking to hinself.

Mur doch caught my eye and nmade a hel pl ess gesture.

"Tell me of the Serat in your path," said An Serat normally. "Am|
al ways the keeper of the travel paths?"

"l don't understand,” | said.
"What your records call the network."
Murdoch frowned. "But you're not..."

| cleared ny throat to interrupt him "An Serat, is it possible to
make junps off the network?"

"It is not Invidi way."

"But we got here, so you nmust have created a junp sonehow. "

"The action is yet un-pathed. | cannot say."

This was no good. We didn't know what he wanted, how rmuch we shoul d
tell him Wiy, for exanple, did he seemto want to keep the other

I nvidi out?

"We woul d greatly appreciate sone help in getting back



to where we cane from" | said. "Seeing that you--1 mean, your future

self--is responsible for our getting here in the first place.”" "I wish
to know nore," said An Serat. | |ooked at Murdoch. W hadn't expected
this. The Invidi normally did not pry or demand things. | wasn't sure
of nmy temporal physics, but common sense suggested the less we told An
Serat about the future, the better. "I don't think that would be a
good idea," | said. "Do all of you feel that way?" said Mirdoch

"Can we talk to the others?" "I lead this group,” said Serat. "Alone
| talk." That was clear, at any rate. "Qhers should not know," he

added, as if trying to nake it clear. W'd seen conflict between An
Serat and other Invidi back on the station. An Serat was regarded as
somet hing of a maverick in the future. Perhaps he had al ways been a
problem for them | w shed | knew nore of the background to the
conflict between Serat and An Barik, who seened to represent the rest
of the Invidi. "Know what?" said Murdoch. "You are going to tell the
ot hers about us, aren't you?" "You go now. " "Wat?" M voice rose.
"You can't just send us away like that. W don't belong here."
"You're kidding," said Murdoch. Hi s eyes on Serat were cold. "You
send me back a century and then | eave ne here? No way." The door
burst open. An officer in a blue U N hat stood in the entry, flanked
by two soldiers holding guns. For a nonent, | thought An Serat had



sent thema signal and they were responding. The arned nen
i medi ately checked all angles of the room Satisfied we were the only
occupants, they stood still, the weapons covering us.

Anot her sol di er wal ked in behind them carrying a box with sensor
equi pnent on top

"Excuse us," said the officer with no hint of apology. He bowed
fractionally to An Serat. "Soneone is sending an unauthorized
el ectronic signal fromw thin this building."

| chafed at the interruption. "There's nobody here but us."

"Wn't take a mnute, ma'am"

The soldier with the sensor advanced farther, until he stood in front

of me. A quiet, tanned face. He nodded at the officer, who said, "I'm

going to have to ask you to step outside, ma'am?"

"Why?" | looked at him at the projectile weapons on either side of
us, cold tubes of nenace.

"Qur equi pnent indicates you are the source of the signal. You
understand we have to be cautious. |If there is sone mstake, we
apol ogi ze, but for the noment you'll have to cone with us."

I met Murdoch's eye and he shook his head slightly.

W |left An Serat standing there. One of the soldiers stepped in ahead

of me and one followed behind Murdoch. Wat "signal" could it be? The
transponder was gone, the Seouras inplant was safe--had Levin's |ID set

of f anot her, unknown security systenf

The sky had cl ouded over while we were talking to An Serat, and it was
cooler. The other Invidi stood outside with a third soldier. | could
see smal |l figures grouped around vehicles at the checkpoint onto the
far runway. The children's tour was about to begin. "Wat kind of
signal is it?" | asked the sensor operator. He glanced at the officer
and didn't reply.

"Enpty your pockets," was the next order



W did the same thing we'd done at the gate. Wist timer, ID, conb,
bus passes. The officer passed each itemto be checked by a different
set of sensors.

"This one, sir." The soldier held up ny ID. "Don't know how it got
past the main detectors. Mght be a time-delay trigger."

"What's the signal for?" The officer asked me politely enough, but his
eyes were hard, his young face tight.

"I don't know anything about a signal. As far as | know, that's an
ordinary ID."
"She's telling the truth,” said Murdoch. "W only canme here to neet

the aliens.”
"What kind of signal is it?" | asked again.

The officer finally nodded approval for the soldier to answer. "Somne
ki nd of activation sequence."

The officer spoke into his head mke. "CGo to alert. W have a
possi bl e situation Tiger." H's fingers dug into my arm "Activation
sequence for what? A bonb? An attack?"

"I tell you, | don't know Bill?"

He shook his head. "No idea."

Levi n must have done sonmething to the IDs so we'd be caught. The | ousy
bast ard.

"Did you lend your IDto anyone recently? Did it |eave your sight?" He
rushed through the words, obviously not believing our innocence. He

spoke into his collar again. "Did anyone el se cone with thenP"
"We..." | began to tell himabout Levin, when something clicked in ny
skulI. Somet hi ng about gifts and packi ng your own |uggage. | stared
at Murdoch. "Activation. Presents. Bill, Levin gave WIIl a cap."
"Yes, but..." The initial skepticismfaded swiftly from Mirdoch's
face.

"They have to get rid of it.

Murdoch turned to the officer and he was no | onger a



casual visitor--like spoke to like. "Listen to ne. W didn't plan
this, but we think there nmay be a bonb or sinilar device with the child
who cane with us. Tell themto isolate his cap and take cover."

"H's cap?"

"It's got a netal badge. W think the device is in there."
The officer glanced at the sensor operator, who nodded.
"It's possible."”

"Block the signal. Jamit," | said.

The officer spoke to his HQ and we waited for an endl ess nonent before
t he signal operator frowned.

"Still going. It's a ..

| grabbed the ID fromthe officer's grasp and flung it on the ground.
"Shoot the danmm thing."

He stared at nme, then drew out his pistol, aimed, and fired. The card
shattered at the second shot. The operator shook his head. "It's
stopped, but there's sone reaction at the other end." | couldn't see
the figures beyond the checkpoint, a good hundred nmeters away al ong the
runway.

"Full alert,"” said the officer into his collar. Sirens wailed across
the water. "Situation Tiger confirmed. Al nobile liaison units
return to base. Unit Random Two, report."

Murdoch turned to the Invidi. "I advise your people to take
precautions."

The alien spoke, with a different tinbre to An Serat. "Your advice
under st ood. "

"You can see what's going to happen.” | rounded on the Invidi
"Whatever it is, stopit."”

The silver suit twitched all over

"They can't contact Random Two--that's the jeep your child is in," said
the operator. "W're sending a ground unit..."

H s words faded, because in the next moment | was running through the
gate and up the runway, w thout conscious



t hought. Behind ne, Miurdoch's shout whipped away in the wind.
"She's not arned!"

Hard asphalt, burning lungs. G ay sky wheeling overhead. | was never
a sprinter, but I swear it took I ess than ten seconds to the next
gate.

"Can't go through here." A firmvoice, armbarring ny way. | Kkicked
out wi thout thinking, somebody cursed. Squeezed through a narrow
opening, the tarmac spread before ne. Four jeeps reached a | ow
building. A fifth, still in the mddle of the runway, turned and
started to follow the others. Another, carrying crash-suited soldiers,
drove toward the lone jeep froma different building.

I ran on, waving frantically. Can't they hear the siren? Throwit
away, WIIl. Throwit... The bonb expl oded.

One norment the jeep was there. The next, a small flash of unbearable
light. The approaching jeep |eaped into the air and somethi ng snacked
nme hard.

A single high note, far away. It distracted me fromtrying to get
somewhere, do somet hi ng.

Bumpi ng sensati on--soneone's hands on ny shoul ders, shaking. Pain
burned across my cheek as it scraped on the ground. Eyes, open your
eyes.

| was sitting on the tarmac. Mirdoch's face came into focus in front
of me. H's nouth noved but | couldn't hear any words. My fingers
tingled and the shadows at the corners of my vision were edged with
strange colors. The sane high note over it all.

| pointed at ny ears and shook ny head. "Can't hear."

Mur doch nout hed, "You okay?"

| nodded. He sat down wearily beside ne and put his head in his
hands.

A round, glassy scar snoked where the tarmac had been seconds before.



A sunken area in the center, |eaking seawater, was echoed by anot her
sunken ring around the edge of the blast zone. It seemed inpossibly
smal |l for such a powerful explosion, until | realized that the Invidi
must have detected and contained the blast, or perhaps deflected it

upward. |'d been close to the edge of the containnent and nust have

felt the begi nning of the shock wave. The airport and everyone on it
had been saved.

Except for the two cl osest jeeps.
Murdoch' s shoul der jolted against mne. He wept with his face buried

between his rai sed knees. | wanted to hold himbut nmy arms woul dn't
nmove. We sat there in nunmb silence until the soldiers cane.



Sevent een

They put us in a small, bare roomone floor above the ground, in one of
t he buil dings overl ooking the tarmac. W tried to explain, but nobody
had the time to listen

Murdoch sat on the fl oor against the wall and cl osed his eyes.

| |1 ooked out the window and tried to gather my thoughts, which dashed
around in neaningless circles. Like the people and vehicles bel ow,
busy around the edges of the blast site, but not yet venturing onto it
because it was still too hot.

Grace nmust know by now.

At that thought, everything el se caved in. W'd brought WII here and
now he was dead. Nothing el se mattered.

| felt nyself begin to shake. Mirdoch | ooked up as | stunbled around.
He said something | couldn't hear properly. | needed to be sick but
there was no privy in the room not even a basin.

| held both hands over ny nmouth and | eaned agai nst the cool glass of
t he wi ndow, whi ch woul dn't open

The sky had darkened further and soldiers were setting up |ights around
the blast site. On the far side of the burn mark, the other term na
bui | di ng sat undarmaged. Beyond the building noved the gray sea, and
beyond that, lights and throngi ng vehicles and people on the shore.
Copters



flew over them a swarm of black gnats clustering on the edge of the
no-fly zone. The undamaged tarmac stretched back to where the |nvidi
shi ps wai t ed.

| tried to concentrate on the shape of the ships, the size, which
ranged from baby runabouts through shuttle-sized yachts to one |arger
vehicle I'd never seen before. Perhaps they'd stopped using themin
the intervening hundred years, or maybe we were too far out at Jocasta
for that kind of ship to... It doesn't matter. Nothing matters.

| turned around. Miurdoch was staring at the ceiling.

"They think we did it." | rmnust have shouted, because be wi nced.

"What do you expect?" His voice sounded muffled, but audible.

"How could they think we'd involve the children?" M throat closed and
| had to turn back to the w ndow.

"It didn'"t worry Levin." Even half heard, Mirdoch's voice was harsh.
He rose stiffly and cane over to the wi ndow, |eaned his arnms agai nst
the sill. H s eyes, bleak and stunned, roved over the scene bel ow

"I thought 1'd seen a bit of the galaxy but... He coughed and rested
his forehead on the glass. "W're not a nice species, are we? | never
realized how ..."

"Do you think he planned it all al ong?"

He shrugged. "Dunno. They m ght have had the stuff but couldn't work
out a way to get it in."

"How ..." My voice gave out.

"I dunno, okay? Some nanobug to eat through a covering. Doesn't
matter now. "

| looked out at the Invidi ships. "It's tine to go hone, Bill."
He foll owed nmy gaze. "Don't be stupid.”

"It's the only chance we'll get. By now, Levin will be gone. W're
the only suspects they have. An Serat won't



hel p us. W can spend the rest of our lives rotting in a
twenty-first-century jail or we can grab one of those yachts and
run. "

Murdoch | ook at ne in consternation. "Jeezus, you're serious. For a
start, you can't use an Ilnvidi ship."

"How do you know? No human's ever been allowed to try."

"What about Grace? You're going to |leave her, just like that, wi thout
trying to explain, without trying to help themcatch Levin?" He
dropped his voice again, with a glance at the door. | had to strain to

hear over the ringing.

"What can | do for Grace now? It's ny fault WII is dead. Do you

think she'll want to hear what | have to say?"
"It"'s not... | hate the idea of running away. It's like we're
abandoning her." M sery |lowered his voice.

"It's either that or abandon our own tine. Abandon everyone on the
station. Because they'll keep us locked up for life over this."

"Not if we give them enough evidence to get Levin," he said.
"Do you really think we can do that? Do you think Levin will hang
around wai ting?"

He | eaned his forehead agai nst the wi ndow and ran his hand over his
head. The glass fogged with his breath. "If we don't tell them about
Levin, he'll get off scot-free."

"You don't know that. There might be a way to trace himfromthe bl ast
residue. O sonething." It sounded |anme, even to ne. | swallowed the
sickness in ny throat enough to get words past. "W have to go or
stay. And | can't spend the rest of ny life in jail here.”

He stepped back fromthe wi ndow and | ooked at ne. A gaze that seened
to go right through ne. Then nodded once, decisively. "Let's do it,
then. Nowhere to go but forward. What's your plan?"

"I, er. My mind remai ned blank. "If | distract the guard



by going to the toilet, you can get out and ... sneak up behind
him"

The muscles of his face relaxed a little. "You need a refresher course
in anti-terrorist contingencies."

"Have you got a better idea?"

He thought for a monent. "Can't you short the power to the lock from
in here?"

| examined the walls and ceiling. The single |ight source was set into
the ceiling behind a glass cover, and too high for me to reach by
nmysel f. The switch nust be outside the room No surveillance canera
unless it was hidden in the light. W had no tools to either unscrew
the cover or rip up wall panels to find wiring. | could stand on
Murdoch' s shoulders and try to smash it or pick at it with ny
fingertips

"No time, even if | had the tools. They're going to cone back for us
pretty soon."

He nodded. "Only reason we're still here is probably because they want
to keep us away fromthe nedia. You go to the toilet, and when you
cone back, 1'll junmp him™"

"How is that different fromny plan?"

"Ckay, okay. I|I'mnot in a creative nood." He retreated to the w ndow
and sat down on the floor. "I'mhere, in an unthreatening position."
"That doesn't nmean you'll stay there.”

"It's a conbat psychology thing. Trust ne."

"Hey!"™ | raised ny voice. "Hey, open up! Hello?" | banged on the
door a couple of times then retreated a few steps.

The door opened and the young soldier stood at the ready. He didn't
| ook nmuch ol der than Vince, with the same |onely, underfed | ook

"l need to use the toilet."

He | ooked at nme doubtfully, eyes flickering to Murdoch and back
agai n.



"To pee," | added. "You know. "

"They'l|l be coming to get you soon," he said. "Wit until then."

"I"'mbusting. | can do it on the floor, but you'll have to explain."

He sighed. "Ckay. You can't go at the sane time," he said to

Mur doch.
"Il wait."

The sol dier notioned nme out the door with the nuzzle of his gun, taking
care to leave an open line of fire to Murdoch as well. The boy knew
his job--it mght be harder to get out of here than |I'd thought. But
infinitely easier fromhere than from wherever they intended to take us
next .

The toilet was down a flight of concrete stairs and hal fway down a
ground fl oor corridor that seemed to run the I ength of the building.
Green exit signs glowed at each end of the corridor. The soldier |et
me half shut the cubicle door

"What's your nane?" | asked fromi nside.

"Can't tell you that."

"No personal conmunication with prisoners, eh?"

He said no nore and we ascended the stairs in silence. The stair
lights activated automatically as we passed. | couldn't see any

obvi ous surveillance caneras, but they might be built into the walls.
Unreasonabl e to think there wouldn't be any in an airport building.
The rush of adrenaline as we approached the door nade ny heart junp

painfully. M breathing faltered suddenly Iike bl ocked pi pes and
forgot everything el se

"Shit." | dived for the door. M spare inhaler, the only thing they'd
left us, was still in Mirdoch's pocket.

"Hey!" The guard was as surprised as | was.

"Asthma, " | wheezed, fingers scrabbling at the handle. "Medicine's

i nsi de. "



It was a bad attack. As | slunped against the door frame and sucked
for air that wouldn't come | was conscious of the soldier unlocking it
as fast as he could. Then it opened and | stunbled into the room
Sonet hi ng knocked violently against me and | fell.

Through a fuzzy roaring | could hear curses and sounds of a scuffle,
but couldn't do anything but fight for tiny gasps of air.

The inhaler attached itself to my nose and mouth, thrust down in
Murdoch's hand. One, two. Slowy, small breaths. One, two.

One, two figures on the floor. One still, one noving. | uncurled and
sat up. The noving one was Miurdoch. He groaned and rolled over, then
began to search the soldier's pockets. His nose dripped blood on the
green and brown fatigues of the young man.

"Sorry. | wasn't nuch help," | said
"You weren't any help." He sniffed and wi ped his nose on the back of
his sl eeve. He began to unlace the soldier's boots. "Hope |I haven't

broken his jaw "

| peered at the soldier's face. His eyes were closed peaceful |y but
his lips were bloody and a red, swelling weal across his |ower face
mat ched t he shape of the gun butt. Sorry, sorry. | wish this didn't
have to happen

Murdoch tied the boy's hands with the | aces, renmpoved the boots, utility
belt, and slid a two-way radio out of his chest pocket. He w ped nost
of the bl ood off his own face and pulled me to ny feet.

"Come on. Better go before they realize he's out of it." He left the
boots and belt inside the door. The U N cap went on his head and the
gun | oosely under his arm It mght fool the caneras for a second or
t wo.

W wanted to get out of the building and go toward the ocean end of the
tarmac where the Invidi ships stood. Hopefully they'd expect us to
head the other way, to the barrier



gates. W reached the exit at the end of the building wthout
i nci dent .

"Keep going," said Murdoch through gritted teeth behind me. W slipped
out si de.

Evening had closed in early and a thin rain fell fromthe dark gray
sky. On our right, tendrils of steamstirred at the heat of the

expl osion site. Ahead, the tall, rounded shapes of the Invidi ships
lay in shadow. Lights flooded the main area to the left and behind us,
but fortunately this nade our area darker. Beyond the faint hiss of
rain rose the sound of voices and the runble of engines. A sentry on
the far corner of the building | ooked out at the lights. As we watched
he talked into his collar, shook his head, and paced a little. The air
had a wet, netallic snell

Qur shoes becane soaked i medi ately and squel ched on the wet asphalt.
| ooked back. The sentry had turned and was wal king to the door. How
| ong before the al arm sounded?

Five Invidi ships in all. Three |ozenge-shaped shuttles, any of which
we coul d probably manage, and two single-pilot yachts. The shuttles
m ght not carry a junp drive, so the yachts were a better bet. The

cl osest one towered at |east twenty neters over us on the |onger axis
of its el ongated, bul bous di anond shape.

We crouched in the shadow of one of the shuttles beside the yacht. Hope
they don't have proximty al arnmns.

"What are you going to do if they're inside?" Mrdoch nurnured in ny
ear.

H s body radi ated warm h agai nst ny shoul der and hi p, welcone after the
cold rain.

"I think one or the other yacht will be enpty. W know An Serat was
the | eader of the expedition. He should have his own ship. And he's
probably still over at the main building."

"And if he's not?"

"We can ask himto come out and talk to us, then run past him W can

threaten himwith the gun ..." "This,"--he shook the weapon--"is not
going to frighten him" "All right, so we ask himto conme out and
talk. But | still think they're enpty."” Mirdoch's voice hardened.
"Let's get on with it. Wich one?" | pointed to the closer one. He

shrugged and took up a position farther down the shuttle's side, from
whi ch he woul d be able to see anybody com ng fromthe buildings. No

lights glowed on the ship, either outside or inside. | stubbed ny toe
wi t hout injury on spongy material that spread in a doughnut shape
around the base. | would have to clanmber onto it to get close to the

ship. Were was the entry hatch? Which part presented to an airl ock?
Cold rain spattered against ny face. The outer hull of the ship felt
cool to the touch, but not as cold as a netal surface would have been
nor was it smooth. It was scored with nyriad tiny trails. | edged
qui ckly all the way around the ship, running nmy hands up and down as |
went. No levers, switches, handles, or even joins, other than the
strange pattern. | was soaked and shivering and ny hands were so nunb
| probably couldn't have opened a hatch anyway. "Wat's wrong?"

Mur doch | ooned out of the dark. "W.. won't open,"” | said, teeth



chattering. "Nothing on the surface.” "Bloody hell." H s voice
sounded as if he was | ooking the other way. | |ooked back too, and saw
nore |ight than before stream ng around and under the Invidi shuttles.
Fl oodl i ghts around the building now, not just on the tarmac. The sound
of engi nes and shouting. They'd found out we were gone.



| ran to the other yacht, tripping over the spongy base and nearly
falling flat. Mirdoch followed nore carefully.

Again | felt the surface of this next yacht, the tiny trails in a
material that felt nore |like stone than netal. But this one had a
different texture, harder. O perhaps it was ny nunb fingers.

Not far away, a shrill whistle blew and dogs barked. | pounded on the
ship's hull, not caring nowif there was an Invidi inside or not. The
men who set the bonb that killed WIIl and the men pursuing us with guns
seemed far nore alien

"Let us in! Pl ease. "

The hull shuddered under ny palns. Surely | didn't have the strength
to shift it? |Its surface craw ed--all the patterns noved, as though a
trillion threadlike worms wiggled against nmy hands. | jerked back

"What is it?" Mrdoch's voice by ny ear

"It noved. Like ..

My voice trailed away. Above us yawned a round, dark break in the hul
surface. | reached up and felt the lower rim level with the top of ny
head. The edge was snoboth. | couldn't feel anything in the space
beyond, although the air seenmed warner.

"Gve me aleg up." | stuck one heel back at Murdoch

Not hi ng for a nonent, then his warm firmgrip closed on ny ankle. He
put his shoul der under ny knee and heaved. Behind us the grow of
engi nes grew | ouder. Jeeps.

| levered nyself into the Invidi ship and rolled over onto a hard
surface that sloped slightly downward. |t was warminside, and dry.
The surface was faintly warmunder ny hand. Then a di mgolden |ight
grew, seeming to conme fromwithin the walls, floor, and ceiling of a
small cabin. It gave ne a curious feeling of being exposed.

The I nvidi owner coul dn't have been confortable in here, there was
barely five nmeters breadth or height.



Mirdoch' s head appeared suddenly as he junped, then hung with his
el bows over the riminside. "You okay?"

"There's nobody here. Get in.

H s head di sappeared, his knuckles on the rimwhitened with strain,
then he shot upward and his upper body wiggled into the cabin. |
heaved the back of his trousers and he swung his |egs inside.

The only thing that |ooked faintly famliar was a chest-high band of

i ndentations and lines on one wall. GQherwi se, all the surfaces were
t he sane rubbery, slightly porous material as the base outside, but
warmto the touch. A welcone warnth, after the cold and wet.

"There's nothing here," panted Murdoch. He |ooked around the narrow
space.

There was a shout outside, too close.
"Hall ey, they're nearly here."

| turned quickly to the band of indentations. | laid ny palmon one
after the other, searching for initialization confirmation. At the
third try, the lighted surfaces pulsed slowy. Brighter patches and
flecks flickered over the walls and | edges. At the edges of hearing, a
hum began. The place where ny hand had just been glowed in the shape
of my palm | touched it again and snatched nmy hand away with a cry.

The surface had prickled |ike an electric shock, but that was not what
surprised me; with the physical contact came another kind of touch. 1'd
felt something travel up ny arm dissipate, then stroke the inside of
nmy head. Not an invasive voice |ike the Seouras or the dreanli ke state
of Henoit's presence. It was nore a question

Hel |l 0? Are you ready?

"What the ..." Mirdoch swore as the floor bucked upward and deposited
us in a huddl e against the wall where the control panel pul sed.

"I think it's activated.” My voice was muffl ed agai nst



his shoulder. | pushed himoff ne and found that the floor was now a
wal | and the hatch had di sappeared. The band of indentations had
flattened down and out fromthe wall to form an obvi ous console |ike
surface at a little |l ess than wai st height.

W coul dn't hear anything fromoutside; the humsettled into an uneven
murmur that reminded ne of a cat's purring. The surface beneath us
vibrated finely.

Mur doch stood up gingerly and patted the wall. "Were's the hatch?"
W both sprawl ed headl ong as the cabin |urched agai n.

"What the hell is this thing?* He held nmy elbow as | got to ny knees
in front of the "console."

My handprint now gl owed by ny face. "Put your hand here."
"Here?" The gl ow di sappeared under his w de pal m
"Do you feel anything?"

"Sort of a buzz. Look, we don't have time to play ... Ch." He'd
realized the incongruity of a human handprint on an Invidi ship.

"It appeared when | touched the console a second ago." Now t hat

| ooked properly, the pattern of indentations on the consol e seened
famliar. The rhythmof lights was regular, small blue ones
intermingled with | arger orange flashes. |'d seen flashes like that on
a consol e sonewhere, but not recently. It wasn't a good sign, | seened
to remenber.

"Stabilize internal inertial conpensation," | said |oudly. Nothing
changed.

"No audio," said Murdoch. "Aren't these ships supposed to be
customi zed to the pilots?"

"They are in our time, but these are a century older. W wouldn't get
inside an Invidi ship in our time, because they only open to the owner
Maybe I nvidi cloning techniques aren't so advanced at this stage.”



"I's that what they do?" Mirdoch |ooked faintly ill. "I thought they
just put character markers in the ship's interface.”

| shook ny head. "As far as | know, they start with the sane basic
genetic material as thenselves. You know, |ike we're closer
genetically to an Earth tree than we are to any alien humanoid."

| put ny hand on the palmprint and shut ny eyes, resisting the urge to
jerk it amay fromthe initial shock and tingle. Think nice thoughts.
Hello, 1'mhere and | want to go hone.

Not hi ng happened, and | wondered if the first time had been a
m st ake.

"When you said let's steal an Invidi ship and go home, | did assune
you' d been inside one before,” said Murdoch. "You nust have found out
something in all those years of tinkering. Didn't Calypso give you a
hi nt ?"

The indentations on the panel re-forned thenmselves in ny mnd and | saw
that the raised parts between them were what mattered. A seemingly

random scattering of triangles. | traced themwith nmy fingers. The
orange flashes grew stronger and cane closer together. Thruster
control, | thought. W want to go up now.

"They' re probably surrounding us," said Mirdoch

A door opened in nmy mind and an aval anche of sensations and infornmation
in unfamliar fornms swept over nme irresistibly and | felt nyself
drowni ng but couldn't do anything to stop it... Then | was gasping and
coughi ng on the floor of the cabin. Mirdoch sat back on his heels,
chest heaving. He grabbed ny wist and held his thunb over the

pul se.

"This mght be... nore difficult than ... | thought,"” | panted, stil
dazed froman overload of the incredible. For a monment 1'd felt... |
didn't know what I'd felt. "Wat's wong with you?"



said a voice inside ne, don't you renenber? Part of the panel gl owed
in a new pattern. It was |like |ooking at the bones and veins in your
own hand hel d up

He stared. "I just gave you mouth to nouth. You choked and stopped
breathing for Chrissakes.”" "Oh." M/ lips did feel nunmb. "Thank you."
| tried to gather ny thoughts, but normal associations wouldn't cone.
Everything that was nme, Halley, floated somewhere just out of reach
and the only thing grounding nme was ny attachnment to the ship. "It's
some kind of nmental link. Helps us use it." | retrieved ny wi st
fromhis grip and got shakily to ny knees. "Bloody hell." Mirdoch
| eaned back and rubbed his face in despair. "W haven't got time for
this. The arny'll be swarmng all over the place out there." "I don't
know ..." | stood up carefully--for a monment | thought we'd begun to
| ose gravity, but then realized | was tilting sideways as | stood. The
triangul ar pattern and || the lights, where had | seen them before? 1'd
asked the ship for thruster control. "W night have left the ground.
Maybe t he atnmosphere, too." "Wat?" He scranbled to his feet and
stared at the panel with ne. "How do you know?" "A feeling. Wen I
was, er, connected. And | also have the feeling this is Serat's ship."
"Shit." He stared at nothing for a nonment, then began to prow around
t he space, touching the walls and snatching his hands away as if
worried by what he might set off. "I wish we had a viewscreen."
"Invidi mghtn't use viewscreens. Plenty of species aren't as visua
as we are." | stroked the edges of the nore obvious triangles. It
seened to be the right thing to do, but | couldn't think why. Edges



gi ve you the basic controls, to a strong light. Little azure pul ses
of synaptic energy zipped past.

Vi ewscreen, viewscreen... Up there, on the right-hand side. Leave your
hand on the raised section, it will sense you're there. The voice was
that of Jon Heggit, ny second in comand when |'d been head of the
Jocasta reconstruction project. | could hear his husky, spooky voice
as he | eaned over ny shoul der and told ne what he'd found in one of the
conpl eted center roons. A Tor control panel. One that worked.

W' ve worked out a couple hundred basic interface commands. Amazi ng
stuff. It learns so quickly what we want. Hs enthusiasmled himto
i gnore one of the precautions we'd evolved for dealing with Tor
systens--al ways assune there was a booby trap. And he died.

"Did you do that?" Mrdoch stared at an obl ong window filled with
stars. "You were right, we did | eave the atnosphere. Looks |like we've
left orbit, too." He stonped on the deck. "Gavity field is on." Wen
| didn't reply, "Sonething wong?"

"Bill, this isn't an Invidi ship."

"Whaddaya nean, it's not an Invidi ship? You said it's Serat's ship
No sign of themfollow ng us, is there?"

| touched anot her couple of triangles, cautiously now. "I don't think
so. "

"What kind of shipis it, then?"

"It looks like a Tor console."
"Must be a mistake," he said flatly. "The Invidi were at war with the
Tor for years. That's how Earth got Jocasta, when the Tor lost."

"I know that. But | worked on the early stages of Jocasta, renenber?
know what Tor interfaces |ooked |ike. And they |ooked pretty much Iike
this. This,"--1 waved ny hand over the console in front of
us--"responds like a Tor interface would. That's how | got your

Vi ewscreen. "



"What about this mental link thing, then?" He frowned. "Nobody ever
nmenti oned that about Tor systens.”

"No. But sometinmes we wondered. Sonetines when we tried to outsnart a
trap, it would seemlike the system knew what we were thinking. W
| ost so many people in those first nonths."

He stared at nme for a nonent, then ran his hand over his head
hel pl essly. "lLast tine we were in a Tor ship, it was holding the
Seouras hostage and tried to kill us both."

"That was different."
"You hope."

"It's An Serat's ship, Bill, | can feel it. So maybe he's nodified Tor
technol ogy for sone reason. Maybe this is a special nodel."

"Then he's really going to be pissed off to have to wait for a century
to get it back. That is where you're heading, isn't it?" he added.
"To the junp point?"

"Yes, but | can't give such specific directions through this console.
And | don't know how to activate the junp drive. Flatspace engines are
no problem-1 think. But to find the drive connection is another
matter. | have to try the link again.”

He swal l owed. "Wy don't | give it a try?"

"You did, nothing happened ... The panel tingled under ny fingers.
Sonet hi ng touched the edges of ny mind. Inquisitive, interested.

Mur doch cl osed his hand over mine, lifting it above the panel

"Wait. Wat am | supposed to do if you... His fingers traced a
circle on the inside of my wist. "Dying's not good for you."

He had a point. A sore band was still tight around my chest and tiny
bri ght dots danced around the cabin when | noved nmy head too fast.



"Watch ne, then. See if we can talk while I'mdoing it. If it Iooks
like it's too much, break the Iink."

He frowned with frustration but we had no ot her choice; we had to know
how to tell the ship where to go. And quickly, too, before the Invidi
either followed us or asked their nother ship to intercept us.

Besides, |1'd been waiting to get inside an Invidi ship since ny first
days in the Engineering Corps, nore than half nmy life. And this was as
far inside an Invidi ship as anyone could possibly get. At least, a
sem -1 nvidi ship.

| readied ny hand over the panel

Mur doch nodded.

This time no flood of information overwhel med ne, nmerely a slow trickle
of images and concepts. | was conscious of Mirdoch's presence through

a thick haze. He was speaking and his hand shook ny shoulder. | felt

the nmovenent, but not his touch

" hear ne?"

My nouth felt clunmsy and far away. "I can hear you."

"Where are we?"

The nmonent | heard his words | knew the answer.

"W're waiting. Between where we were and where we want to go."

Not hing as flat as coordinates; | "knew' our exact position in the

sol ar systemright down to the chemical conposition of the dust outside
the ship and the tingle of radiation against its skin.

Murdoch' s voice an insistent buzz. "Can we get honme?"

Home. Hone was Jocasta. The tine--after Miurdoch left.

The ship understood i mediately. It was as easy as thinking where we
wanted to go



Ei ght een

Maybe not that easy. It hurt. What began as an ache behind ny eyes

grew and grew until | had to talk to keep concentrating. Half the tine
talking to nyself, or the ship, the rest of the time to Murdoch. The
ship didn't nmind, but Mirdoch got edgier and edgier. "It feels like
we' ve been in here about an hour." He fiddled nervously with the

vi ewscreen controls and brought up a succession of inmages from outside
the ship. Four views showed only dark space broken by a few points of

light. Another was filled with bright gases. "I hope this thing has
decent radiation shielding." "It nust. The Invidi have been in space
| ong enough to think of sonething as el enentary as that." | rubbed ny
neck where the Seouras inplant felt tight. It felt like the pain was
centered there. "I neant, shouldn't we be at the junp point soon?
Judgi ng fromwhat | can see of our position." | nodded and pointed at
t he navi gational display on the surface of the console where it curved
up to nmeet the wall. At least, | hoped it was a navigational display.
"W're nearly there." M head throbbed as | |eaned over to check on

one of the lights.



"At the junp point?" He peered into the display, too. "That's the
junp point? The yellow curly thing?" "I think so. Not quite 3-D, is
it?" He blinked. "3-D for differently structured eyes. |If the Invidi
have eyes. Do they?" "Depends on which expert you ask..." | rubbed
the inplant again. "Ow" "Wat?" "The blasted thing's giving ne a
headache." "It's probably not used to humans." "I bet it isn't."
"You're probably giving it a bigger headache." "Thanks a lot." He
rubbed the viewscreen controls but the views didn't change. "Can't we
see the point on the viewscreen?" "It won't show unless we're right on
top of it," | said. "But in Earth Fleet ships they show you this kind
of glowing ball as the ship approaches a point." He curled his
fingertips together. "They do?" | would have been nore interested if
nmy head didn't hurt so much. "I was never on an Earth Fleet ship when
we junped." Earth Fleet ships went through junps docked to Con Fl eet
ships. 1'd always been in engine roons of Con Fleet ships. "They nust
show you a holo or sonmething. Al we really see is..." | checked our
position, then |l eaned up to point at one of the screens. "You won't
see anything until the drive kicks in. But it'll be about here."
Change now, | said nentally to the ship. The enabling connection--the
"gate"--should open to the junp drive engines, if I'd understood the
ship. Normally, junp-capable ships had flat space thrusters of a
particul ar configuration that contained this connection. In our tine,
the gate could be installed only by Central -regi stered stations and



activated only by registered individuals, who were menbers of the
Four. | just hoped this had not been the case in the time An Serat
built this ship.

Sonething's wong. W should be seeing a dot like a star rush toward
us.

"Aren't we nearly at the coordinates?" said Miurdoch, staring at the
navi gati onal display.

"Nearly," | said. W're there and nothing's happening. | pushed ny
hand down onto the console. The edges of the controls dug into ny
fingers as | tried to find order in the endl ess junble of inmges and
conmands that overfl owed my m nd.

Junmp drive. W need it nowif we're to go back to Joasta. Jocasta in
2122, at the other "end" of the junp point. Please activate the junp
drive now.

W thout |ooking at the display I knew we'd gone too far. | felt nyself
slunp in disappointnment, at the same tinme as Miurdoch's excl amation
j erked me back.

"There it is!"™ He grinned at me, his finger pointing at a yell ow dot
that grew brighter, glowing and growing until it took up half the
screen. The ship nmust have enabled the drive at the |last second.

The brightness flared. Mirdoch | ooked away and flung his arm across
hi s face.

The deck shifted under our feet, seened to drop away. It's working.
The junp drive takes over in a neasurel ess second of stomach-dropping
not hi ngness ... "W're home." Mirdoch was shouting. He hugged ne

tight and shook me away fromthe console. For a noment his touch felt
as if it were on soneone else, or ny whole body was nunb. Then ne
warnth of his arns around ny shoul ders and of his chest against mne

t hawed the nunbness. | squeezed himweakly in return. Lost a few

m nutes or hours there.

In the viewscreen we coul d see Jocast a.



The station's three interlocking habitat rings spun around the center
cylinder and its associ ated docks, processing platfornms, and recycling
units. Six solid spokes connected the rings to the center. Viewed
side-on, the line of the rings was broken by the center poking out top
and bottom From above or below, not that there's either in space, it

| ooked li ke a white wheel whirling around a hub, in turn rotating
around the unnaned pl anet the Tor |aid waste decades ago. W could see
t he Bubbl e, the raised bunp of the command center on the upper ring.
Light glinted off the banks of mirrors around the sun side of the
rings. "Wen did we come through the jump?" | tried to activate a
conmuni cations signal, but none of the likely conmands worked. "A
coupl e of minutes ago," said Murdoch. "You said something about drives
but I didn't think you | ooked awake." "I don't remenber the tine
passing." | rubbed ny head but it wouldn't clear. The flat space
thrusters must have kicked in without having to be recalibrated. This
ship really was a special nodel. He pointed at the screen. "Aren't we
a bit far off to see all that detail?" Never mind the screen, there
was the shadow of something behind ne. | kept turning around to check
but there was nothing in the cabin with us. "Wat's the matter?" said
Murdoch. "Sonmething's there." "Were?" "Behind nme." | half shut ny
eyes and put nmy hand flat on the console again, holding nmy breath
against the pain. Now | could see the shadow. A |long cylinder

covered with garish colors. A Con Fleet cruiser, Bendari markings,



enough destructive power to pulverize a planet "Shit," said Mirdoch
"Where did that come fronP"

| opened my eyes properly and realized the cruiser was now visible on
the screen, too.

A different series of lines Iit the display, bouncing in waves.

"I think that ship is hailing us, but | can't get the commsystemto
work.” | tried a randomtapping, to no effect.

"Don't worry, we know what they're saying," said Murdoch sourly.
"Identify yourself and prepare to be boarded."

"That's what worries ne. 1'mgoing to dock us at Joasta." "They're
follow ng, but they're too far out to catch us."

"Still can't contact the station.” | ran ny fingers down what |
t hought were the ridges allowi ng directional control, but for all we
knew, the ship could have been reading ny mnd.

Mur doch | eaned on the consol e beside me, his eyes noving from
vi ewscreen to console. "Don't worry, they'll welcone an Invidi ship.
Put us in one of the upper docks, easy to get in."

The ship aligned itself in response to ny directions. The patched
white skin of Jocasta's center section grew nore detailed in the

vi ewscreen as we approached. The airlock grew |larger, a round nouth
pouting outward fromthe skin, surrounded by clusters of clanps |ike
crab | egs and conduits ready to uncoil. A couple of flat oval

mai nt enance droi ds known as "bugs" skittered several neters away before
hol di ng position.

W nudged the airlock cuff and felt the faint snick-thud of the
cl anps.

"We should put it into an inside dock later.” | couldn't help yawni ng
as | spoke.

Mur doch gestured hel plessly at the cabin, then ran his hand over his
head. "When you get your breath back, you



can explain what the hell just happened. W nmade it through the

poi nt, obviously." | shook ny head, then stopped, as it nade
everything el se shake. "For a minute it seened |like we wouldn't make
it. 1 could have sworn we'd gone past the coordinates ..." He flexed
his shoulders. "W're hone now." He squeezed ny arm again. "Wl

done." | yawned. My thoughts were |l osing focus as well as my eyes.

Bel ow us a round hole slowy widened to a bit less than a neter.

Mur doch approached cautiously, then his shoul ders rel axed. "Looks
safe." W slid through the hole feet first and found ourselves in the
airlock. The bare conduits, unevenly textured panels, and white |ight
were famliar; the famliarity of a recurring dream W were
definitely home. The air had that distinct recycled whiff, |ike
breathing into one's own shirt. Gavity set at slightly less than Earth
normal . Jocasta's center nornally possessed close to zero gravity, but
the Invidi had installed a field that could be activated to produce the
conditions of gravity confortable to each particular species. | hated
the gravity field, mainly because after all these years | still hadn't
a clue how it worked. In front of me Miurdoch tapped the airlock
controls to open. The doors hissed apart. Dinmer |light, faces. The
snel |l magnified. A human voice speaking Earth Standard. "Human? But
it's an Invidi ship ..." Qher voices in the background, excited.
"It's them" "Quick, tell..." "Did you get a reading for..." Mirdoch
tugged at my el bow and | stunbled with himout of the airlock. A Ml ot



face. For a second | stared in shock at the difference--the eyes and
mouth were in the same position as a human's and the face shape was
basically oval, but it was covered with fine golden scales. The ears
were invisible under a cap |ike covering, and out of the side of the
head protruded flexible antennae stiff with shock. It was the suit
that affected ne nbst. An exquisitely tailored piece of sartorial

engi neering in translucent gray. The Melot wore it with restrained

apl onb that was further renpoved fromthe out-town than Jocasta is from

Earth. "Veatch!"™ The strength of ny pleasure at seeing himagain made
nmy voice crack. "Commander Halley?" Jocasta's station manager remmined
still, his hands clasped behind his back, but his antennae tw tched.

Besi de us, Miurdoch's hand was bei ng punped by Hel en Sasaki, the second
in conmand of Security. Several other Security personnel waited to do
the sane. | managed to smle. "You're looking well." Veatch opened
his mouth twi ce before words emerged. "My condition is satisfactory.”
He uncl asped his hands, then dipped his antennae toward a human who
stood a little apart. "This is M. Rupert Stone, of Earth's Mnistry
of External Affairs.” Stone stepped closer. Not as tall as Veatch
wearing his close-fitting mauve suit like a uniform Short, pale hair.
Cold, pale eyes. "So you're Halley," he said in a snmooth baritone.
H s eyes ran over me. "You're smaller than | expected." He sniffed
fastidiously, as if to say dirtier, too. | opened ny nmouth to retort,
shut it again. Qur twenty-first-century grime was nore obvi ous under
station lights and the snmell in the | obby may not have been entirely
due to recycling. Even so, | didn't expect to be insulted on ny own



station. "M. Stone has been acting head of station for twenty four
station days now," continued Veatch. "Since you were officially
pronounced m ssing."

So, External Affairs, the mnistry responsible for Earth's role in the
Conf ederacy, had taken the opportunity to put soneone in charge here
whom t hey could control. An obvious nove. No reason for nme to feel a
surge of resentment toward Stone. External Affairs had al ways been
pro-Invidi, and were |obbying actively against our neutrality
petition.

"What's the neaning of this?" Stone waved at the airlock and the
Invidi ship. "Are you the only passengers? Where have you been al
this time? Con Fleet and Earth Fleet have both wasted tine and
resources | ooking for you."

| snobothed ny shirt ineffectually and pulled nmy shoul ders straighten
Wsh ny thoughts were straighter. "I was out of commrange.”

"If you're alone, you're in trouble.” Stone half turned to Veatch as
if in confirmation. "The Confederacy could charge you with possessing
Invidi jump-drive technology, | believe? And there are penalties for
t hose who assist you."

Veatch inclined his antennae. "That is correct."”
Sasaki and Murdoch turned to watch us.

"Veatch, howlong is it since M. Mirdoch left?" | said
"Thirty-six days," Sasaki answered for him "And every one too |ong."
She el bowed past Veatch, grasped nmy hand in both of hers, and wung it
painfully. She was a tall young woman with a powerful grip. "Welcone
back, Conmander." Her round, solemn face blossoned in a snile

"I"'mwaiting for an explanation," said Stone.

| half expected himto tap his toe.

Thirty-six days. Mirdoch had been with nme for twenty-four, and he had
spent some time |ooking for An Serat. So the same anount of tine

passed here as on Earth. \Which confirmed that the junp point between
2023 and 2122 was stable, just like those on the Central network. That



is, it kept the sane correspondence. So why did it not have the sane
correspondence when Cal ypso went through it?

A wall communit buzzed. M. Stone. Message fromthe cruiser. The
voice was famliar. Ensign Lee, fromthe conmand section in the
Bubbl e.

"Put it through," said Stone.

Cruiser. Wth ajolt I renenbered the bright ovoid against the
stars.

"What's that cruiser doing there?" Mrdoch demanded of Veatch.

"It seens to be patrolling the system boundaries,"” he said.

"They can't interfere in station business at the nmoment, because of the
neutrality," added Sasaki. "So they like to prow around and try to
catch ships either going in toward the junp point or com ng out, and

i nspect them There are runpors the New Council has sneaked a ship into
this system People are anxious because of the New Council's
connection with the Q Chn."
"This is the kind of situation," Stone began, "that reveals how foolish
neutrality is. How can station adm nistration possibly protect..."

A Bendari snarl interrupted himfromthe conmunit. Everyone junped.
Bendari always turn the volume right up. Attention! Station Jocasta!
W demand you return the Invidi ship and its pilots to us. They are in
violation of... three Confederacy statutes and four Sector navigation
regul ations. | shared a glance with Mirdoch. They knew who was
piloting the ship. Qur ex-observer, An Bank, was probably behind Con
Fl eet orders, as he had been at the end of the Seouras bl ockade. Barik
had presumably been trying to deal with An Serat for years. He nust



have known about our leaving Earth in Serat's ship and therefore of
Serat's experiments with Tor technol ogy. Bank had waited for Calypso
to appear near Jocasta. He could probably "see" Murdoch and nme coning
back fromthe past as well. M stomach cl enched--what the hell could
we do? | didn't want to give up the ship before | could figure out how
it worked. | tried to think of a strategy but nmy head hurt and the

i mpl ant itched and facts didn't seemto connect properly. Stone drew
breath sharply. "Commander, we nust conply. |'msure you'll sort it
out." He reached for the conmunit controls. Sasaki stepped forward.
"Sir, we don't have to ..." Attention! Station Jocasta! Respond! The
Bendari voice rose in near-hysterical inpatience. Mrdoch glanced at
me, eyebrows raised, then stepped forward too. "Hang on a ninute, M.
Stone." "Why?" Stone | ooked at him suspiciously. "W can't hand
Hal l ey over to themright at the nonent because she's in ny custody.
And |'m not going to hand nyself over until 1've conpleted ny duties.
Have to go through due process,"” said Mirdoch, deadpan. "Iln your
custody?" | said. "Wuat do you nean?" said Stone at the same tine.
Stone and | eyed each other, neither certain enough to be openly
hostile. Mirdoch nodded at Veatch. "M. Veatch knows what | nean.
Until neutrality is approved or disapproved at the Confederacy Council
Jocasta operates under Earth law, |ike we always did." "I see," Stone
said slowy. "But what do you intend telling the cruiser?" Station
Jocasta! This is your last chance to respond to our hail!



"Wait & minute, | don't see,” | said. "Wuat does being under Earth

| aw have to do with it?" Stone tapped the commlink. "Ahem
Eart hstati on Joasta to Confederacy of Allied Wrlds cruiser Vengeful
Your previous nmessage was not clear. Please repeat."” "Means once

we' ve arrested you for sonmething they can't arrest you for the sane
thing," said Miurdoch, stepping back to give Stone room and taking ny
arm "Did 1l tell you your rights?" He smiled as he said it and
relaxed a little. He had nentioned this on Earth. He was going to
arrest ne so Con Fleet couldn't. O sonething. Qur instruments show
you received our message! sputtered the Bendari . "Really?" said
Stone. "Possibly they need to be recalibrated.” W denmand you return
the Invidi ship and its pilots to us! They are in violation of..

t hree Confederacy statutes and four Sector navigation regul ations.

Stone glared at Murdoch. "Wich Invidi ship?" | pronpted in a

whi sper. "Wich Invidi ship do you nmean?" Stone's version was a study
i n well-neani ng i nconprehension. He put his hand over the pickup and
whi spered, "Really, Conmander, | protest. W risk annoying them?"
"Bendari are always annoyed," | said. Don't try to stall! the Bendari
officer growed low W want the Invidi ship that just docked at that
station and we want the pilots. "Ask for the captain,” | nouthed. "I
feel there has been an unfortunate m sunderstanding," said Stone
soothingly, with a glare at ne. "I wonder if | mght speak to your

captai n?" The captain does not speak to such as you. Stone tapped the
link shut. "Why do we have to talk to the captain?"



"The exec will only put us on hold while she checks with the captain
anyway," | said. "Mght as well save the trouble.” Stone folded his
arms. "Commander, unless you give nme a proper reason, | have to at

| east hand over the ship. W can't risk offending Con Fl eet Sasak
muttered something like "Wiy not?" | tried to think, only it was such
an effort. It seened inportant that | didn't tell everyone that the
ship we arrived in was sone kind of experinment using Tor and Invidi
technology. But | didn't know what to say otherwise. "It might help
us understand the junp drive," | said desperately. "All | need is a
bit of time to investigate. Can't you say it's evidence in Mirdoch's
case or sonething?" "Sounds okay," said Miurdoch. Stone opened the
link again, his elegant brows curving down in a frown. you have ten of
your mnutes to surrender that ship and pilots! "Really, if it's not
too much trouble, 1'd like you to connect me to your captain." Silence
again. "What if they attack us?" whispered Stone, his hand over the
pi ckup again. Wit. The sullen voice disappeared but the connection
was mai ntai ned. "And what do you nmean, help us to understand the junp
drive?" continued Stone in a whisper. "W already know what the junp
drive does." "W don't know how," | said, keeping ny voice | ow as
wel | . "Think of the publicity," Stone npaned, alnost to hinself.
"Harboring crimnals. That's not going to be good for business."



"She's not been proved a crimnal yet," said Miurdoch, not bothering
with the whisper. "Let them appeal in the proper way. W go through

due process.” "lI'mglad to hear that," said Veatch. "Perhaps we could
do the file work now, then. Including your |eave fornms, Chief Mirdoch
You failed to fill out the correct ones before you left." Mirdoch

groaned. "lLater, please. And what is the tinme?" "2308 hours." A
di fferent Bendari voice interrupted. Cruiser Vengeful to Earthstation

Jocasta. | coughed to get Stone's attention and pointed to nyself,
then the commlink. Stone hesitated, nodded. | stepped over beside
the Iink. "This is Jocasta." Who are you? "Conmander Halley, forner

head of station. You are?" Captain, she said with heavy finality. M
second |l evel told you to surrender a vessel and its occupants. Wy
have you not conplied? "There are no Invidi-owned vessel s docked at

this station," | said. "That ship belongs to me." It is stolen
property. "Who made the conplaint? Wen and where was it stolen? |
deny it categorically." W wll take it. "If you try, we wll
conplain to the highest |evel of the Confederacy Council. You have no

docking pernmit for this station."” "Commander," Sasaki whi spered
excitedly. "Dan Florida's just brought a group of Confederacy Counci

del egates to the station. They'll be in danger if the cruiser attacks
us." | nodded thanks. "Captain, were you aware that menbers of the
Conf ederacy Council itself are on the station at this time? Perhaps

you shoul d reconsi der your options."



There are no options. You give, we |leave. You don't give, we take.
"Sorry. No deal." | cut the link, prickles of sweat under ny arms and
down my back. "Quite the prodigal, aren't we?" said Stone. "Arrive
out of nowhere in a stolen ship, endanger the station, and expect us to
be delighted? W should give themthe Invidi ship, at least.” "No," |
said. "That ship is material evidence in a case not yet tried before
an Earth court," said Veatch thoughtfully. "In ny opinion we should
not tamper with it in any way for fear of affecting the verdict."

Stone shot hima | ook of annoyance. "Wy didn't you tell the Bendari
had you in custody?" said Muirdoch. "I didn't want to give away too
much information too early," | said. "Knowing An Bank's politica
clout, he nmight be able to cone up with sone sort of waiver for the
agreement." Lee called Stone again fromthe Bubble. Vengeful was stil
idling near the system boundary cl osest to Jocasta, but it had sent a
scout back through the junp point to Central. "Calling up

rei nforcenments?" Miurdoch nmet ny eye. "GCetting a second opinion, nore
likely." Wuld An Bank or any of the other Invidi advise themto break
our neutrality agreenent to take the ship? Was a Tor-Ilnvidi experinment
that inportant to then? And why wasn't An Serat here to neet us? He'd
been waiting nearly a hundred years, | was sure. "Well, Chief?" said
Stone. "Aren't you going to take your prisoner to the brig?" Mirdoch
flexed his shoulders. "Yeah, guess | should do that."



Sasaki frowned. "Wth respect, M. Stone," she said. "They | ook
like they should go to the hospital first." Dried blood still crusted
Murdoch's shirt, and one eye was puffy fromhis fight with the guard. |
nmust | ook even dirtier after being on the ground after the expl osion

For a second | was back there. The artificial lighting and | ow ceiling
became a cl oudy sky stretching all around, sea and seagulls, w nd
burning into ny lungs as | tried to reach WIl. WII, riding all the

time too far away, riding away fromne and | didn't even say goodbye. .

| gul ped back a huge lunp of tears and then Jocasta solidified around
me again. Sasaki was | ooking at me strangely but nobody el se seened to
have noticed. Stop it, | told nyself. Five hours but nearly a century
ago. Forget it. "l concur with Lieutenant Sasaki," said Veatch

"This matter can be resolved in the norning. In the neantime, | will
consult with the Magistrate's Departnent regarding die legality of
Conmmander Halley's position and that of the station itself." "Bill, we
need to put the ship away somewhere."” | didn't trust the Bendari not
to take it fromunder our noses. "Yeah." W nodded at each other. |
couldn't think of anywhere. | couldn't even renenber the | ayout of the
station. "How about in one of the old fighter bays?" suggested Sasaki
She eyed us anxiously. "I'Il put a tug on it now. Wy don't you two
go see the doctor?" As we noved off, Mirdoch | ooked back at her

"Nice of you to get a wel come party together." Sasaki |aughed in an
enbarrassed way. "We cane up here to ook at M. Stone's observation

| ounge,” she said. "And | wanted to nake sure everyone up here knew



about the extinguisher test tonmorrow. Then when the Bubble called us
to say an unidentified Invidi ship was comng into this dock, we cane
up to see who it was."

"Just good timing, then," said Mirdoch

"Yes, sir. And | can't take credit for that." Her |augh sounded nore
confortable this tine.

Dr. Eleanor Jago, head of the Medical Departnment on Joasta and al so of
the hospital, welcomed us back with perfunctory kisses "in case you're
i nfectious--you snell infectious,"” requested that next time we returned
unexpectedly could we do so during the day shift, and made us lie down
to be tickled with diagnostic tools until she was satisfied we could be
et loose on the station in safety.

She fi ni shed exam ning Murdoch first, so he could go and arrange for
secure quarters for nme, then took me off to her consulting office, a
small roomwi th one | ow bed, a row of panels, and a desk. She ran her
instruments over nme, then waited for the data to process. | sat on the
bed and waited for the questions.

Jago was a little older than nyself, and we'd been friends for three
and a half years, four if you counted the nmissing five nonths. W
didn't always agree on matters of station policy--she thought the

adm ni stration should put nore effort into securing nedical supplies
and expertise. For a while during the Seouras occupation | thought she
bl amed nme for the death of her partner, who was killed when one of the
gray ships shot at a teamrepairing one of the outer reflectors. W'd
cleared that up, but sonething remai ned between us, and | wasn't sure
if it was only my guilt.

"\What have you been doing to your lungs?" she said, her eyes on a
noni tor.

"Breat hing non recycled air."

"Well, go on," she said after a monent. "Were? You've been gone for
five nonths. Gve me an idea what happened.”



"I'd prefer to wait and get your unbi ased opi ni on based on the facts."
| dangled ny |legs over the side of the bed, feeling better than | had
for nmonths. Body cl ean, clothes clean, breathing easy. No H digh
echoes--not yet, anyway.

"What facts?" she said. "You haven't given ne any."

"I mean the nedical facts. You' ve taken tests, right?"

"Yes, but we usually listen to the patient's history, too.

"Ckay. | was in a place without atnospheric quality controls and
general ly | ow standards of hygiene."

Jago fol ded her arnms and rai sed one neat eyebrow at ne. "Halley, you
were doing a test run for a new type of engine, right? How did that
take you to a polluted junk heap for five nonths?"

She and the rest of the station's general popul ation knew only that we
were testing a nodification of the standard flat space engine. That's
what our engineering team s project proposal said, and it was partly
true, in that to install the fragnent from Cal ypso, we had to nodify
the flat space engines. W used a snmall freighter that Jocasta's

Cust onms Department had i mpounded, and paid the bond fromthe genera
research budget.

But only myself and the three other engineers on the team knew what we
were really doing. The rest of the station followed Dan Florida's
occasi onal stories of the project on his news service. 1t had been
damm difficult to keep himfromdi scovering the truth, and we were al
relieved when he agreed to head the neutrality | obby teamto Central

"It's a bit sensitive," | said. "But what concerns nme at the
monent..." | slid off the bed, found nmy | egs nice and steady, and went
to stand beside her. "I was exposed to what | think is active Tor

t echnol ogy, al though not hostile."

"Then it can't be Tor technology." She |ooked at ne. "Right?
t hought Tor stuff by definition was hostile."



"Well, yes." "\Were was this?" "I'd rather not say." There was no
reason to keep our journey to Earth's past secret from El eanor, other
than in the interests of objectivity, as she'd find out soon enough
when she checked the results of our tests. But, as we wal ked down from
the center, Murdoch and | had agreed we woul d keep information on the
Invidi ship confined to as small a group as possible. "The thing

want to know is whether this technology could interact with my Seouras
implant." She sighed through her nose and brushed past ne to tap up
anot her monitor on her desk, a smaller one. She was a bi g-boned woman,
but her econonical el egance al ways nmade ne feel... overdone. Uncouth.
She stared at the nonitor, her eyes noving rapidly as she used the
visual interface. "lI'mlooking at those records now. But why shoul d

t he Seouras inplant have anything to do with Tor things?" "Because the
gray ship--the Tor ship--also used it to communicate with ne, remenber?
And the Seouras were in the gray ship. Anything they used to

conmuni cate with ny inplant nust have been Tor. You know how Tor
programs corrupt anything else." "Hmm" She blinked in silence for a
while. | fidgeted and adjusted the Iight range on one of the

di agnostic panels. Already runors would be flying about the arrival of
the former head of station and chief of Security in an Invidi ship. An

I nvidi-1ooking ship, to be exact. It was outwardly Invidi, but inside,
the Tor el ements were obvious. Wichever of the Invidi built it, and I
was willing to bet it was Serat, he had wanted to keep it secret from

the others and al so had no fear of anyone entering it accidentally.
"The trouble with that inmplant,"” said Eleanor finally, "was that we
couldn't find any direct, neasurable effects. There were plenty of



indirect, long-termeffects, including," --she read fromthe
screen--"decreased olfactory sensitivity, headaches, nausea, weight
loss, mld paranoia..." "I don't remenber the paranoia," |

interrupted. "You're saying you can't tell if the inplant's been
activated?" "Yes. Unless you want to take nme wherever you found this
Tor technol ogy and we can nonitor your reactions to it in a controlled
way." "Which will take days, right?" "At least." "l haven't got
days. | mght not have hours,"” | said gloomly. "Wat's all this
about an Invidi ship?" Eleanor tapped the screen shut and | ooked at ne
again. "It's not the same ship you left in?" "No, and before you ask,
we nerely borrowed it." "And you're going to give it back?" She

rai sed her eyebrows at nme quizzically. "After I've had a look at it."
She clicked her tongue. Con Fleet won't be keen on that. What's your
status? Bill Mirdoch said something about you bei ng wanted for
gquestioning." "He's going to hold nme here. It's tenporarily neutra
ground, and if the vote goes through, it will stay that way." She
scraped her chair back roughly. "I don't understand why you think
neutrality will be any better than being in the Confederacy." | stared
at her. "But you supported us in the application.” "Personally, I
think it's a good idea. Not so sure in ny professional capacity."

"But we'll be free to choose policies that are better for the station."
"\What does that mean, exactly?" She tisked at ny puzzlement. "In
concrete terns, howis it going to be better?" She ticked off itens on



her fingers at me. "W've established a steady supply of medications
and treatnments. New personnel are settling in. For the first tinme
since | arrived here four years ago we've actually got a nedical record
for everyone on the station. Al this is possible because Con Fleet is
offering protection. If the neutrality vote goes through and Centra

wi t hdraws technical support as well as w thdrawi ng Con Fl eet
protection--worse, If Earth admin withdraws too, what's going to happen
to the infrastructure here?"

Con Fleet let us down when the Seouras came. How do we know t hey won't
| et us down agai n?"

She shrugged. "W don't, | suppose. But we're |ooking at an inmedi ate
interruption in trade as well--what happens to the contract workers,
t he busi nesses dependent on Confederacy materials and supplies?”

Pride prevented ne admitting | didn't have answers to details. And if
| didn't fix up ny personal problens, | wouldn't be around when the
neutrality vote went through. But there was one thing | did know.

"El eanor, we need to be able to decide these things for ourselves.
That's all. W might decide to continue with Con Fleet protection. W
m ght decide to provide businesses with bridging | oans. W m ght
decide to ask all traders to bring nmedical supplies as a condition of
station use, | don't know. The inportant thing is that we deci de these
t hi ngs for ourselves."

She si ghed, unconvinced. "You could be right. And sorry to hit you
with it when you' ve just come back."

"Believe it or not, it's something | thought a | ot about when | was
away. "

"You' d better go and find Murdoch. He's not really going to arrest
you, is he?"

"I don't think he's got much choice,” | said gloomly. "If he doesn't,
we can't support his claimto have brought



me back, and he may be charged with possession of junp-drive
technol ogy as well." "Was he in the sane place you were?" She
enphasi zed "the sane place,"” obviously annoyed at ny secrecy.

"For a couple of weeks."

"Thought so. Physically, he's not as affected as you." She raised her
eyebrow specul atively at me, obviously wanting a report on our personal
rel ationship, too, but I was tired and nmy mind was full of other, |ess
pl easant things. Like the Con Fleet cruiser waiting at our front

door.

"Good ni ght, Eleanor."

"Good night, Halley." She watched nme go, one finger tapping the
noni tor frane.

I wish she wouldn't do that. It confuses the input sensors.



N net een

X left the hospital by its Alpha ring exit. Jocasta's corridors seened
very encl osed after the skies of the out-town. The w de throughway
glowed blue in the night light. W kept diurnal rhythmon the station
by tilting the side mirrors on Garma and Delta rings, and by tilting
the main reflecting nmrrors above Al pha ring. Mst species needed the
illusion of some kind of day and night, and on Jocasta we kept a rhythm
of twel ve hours daylight, one each of dawn and evening half-light, and
ten hours of darkness. The Security constable who had waited outside
Jago's office told me Murdoch had prepared one of the guest officer's
quarters on Al pha. Better than the brig, | quipped, but he sinply said
yes, ma'am and | ooked straight ahead. He had a | arge nose that he
kept wiping with a cleanchif and his collar was done up crooked bel ow
an unfanmiliar face. Perhaps he'd cone to the station while | was away.
It increased ny out-of-place feeling, and | didn't say anything nore

as he escorted ne back through Al pha ring. W passed through the neat
street scape of the sleeping business quarter, far removed fromthe
bustle of lower-ring comerce, then along the Bubble's main corridor
with its naze of offices to either side. CQur destination was the Con
Fl eet and Earth Fleet officer and guest quarters on the other side of

t he Bubbl e.



It was warm after Sydney's winter, and the humidity up here in Al pha
was confortable, unlike down in Delta ring. The gravity was |ess, too,
one of the benefits of living in the upper ring. Another benefit
seened to be satisfaction in being able to afford |iving where nost of
the station could not. Mdst of those who could afford it were fromthe
Four. This caused nuch resentnent despite the revenue that Al pha rent
brought to the station.

It seened so familiar. Fromthe out-town, we could see the spires of
the city and the hi ghways curling across the skyline to the eastern
coast, where those who could afford it lived a |life that hadn't changed
significantly for fifty years. W' d never be able to do anythi ng about
simlar divisions here until we got out of the Confederacy. Neutrality
wasn't an option, it was a necessity.

Smal | things caught ny eye; a |loose conduit that rattled, alien
witing, the scents of food plus alien body odors, whiffs of cold
machi nery from mai nt enance panels, the rich, repellent snell of a
recycling vent. |In the Bubble, what seened like kiloneters of Earth
Fl eet - bl ue wall's, section headings, door signs, notice boards Al

fam liar, but somehow rermoved fromnyself. | kept remenbering things
fromthe out-town that 1'd forgotten to do--a letter | forgot to give
Fl orence, the milk bill that | was supposed to renind Grace to pay,
WIl's science project that we'd only half finished... a band of grief
ti ght ened around ny chest and made nme stunbl e on not hi ng, because ny
vision was blurred with tears ... surely this wuld pass? MW
grandmot her said grief doesn't go away, it just gets older with you.

Mur doch had put ny photo image from Las Mijeres out on the desk of the
guest quarters. The small rectangle stood al one on the polished
surface; the interface nonitor was built into the wall beside the desk



and the controls into its top. The rest of the roomwas as inpersona
as the desk. A small living area, a single sleeping roomw th narrow
bed, a door off the sleeping roomthat contained a hygi ene cubicle.

| peered in the doorway of the sleeping quarters and was surprised to
see ny ot her possessions: a red, gold, and orange scrap quilt, folded
on the bed beside a small pile of nonregulation clothing, including a
pair of battered running shoes. Soneone had al so laid out ny paper
books, a couple of small ornanents, and a red | acquer box inside a

cl ear case. The |acquer box contained nedal ribbons, a couple of old
coins, a magnetic stud fromny first construction job, and an old

| ocker key.

Ni ce of Murdoch to try to make nme feel nore at honme. But like the
unfam liar faces in the corridors, it merely heightened ny feeling of
bei ng out of place. Part of ne wanted to linger in the past. It had
only been a couple of hours, for goodness' sake. Less than a day since
W1l died. Less than a day since |I'd been a hundred years away. Less
than a day since |I'd been so desperate to get back here, where 1'd

i magi ned | bel onged.

| paced fromdesk to wall, around the confortable chairs and the
convenient low table. On twenty-first century Earth they called the

di sturbance in people's diurnal rhythmwhen they traveled fromone tine
zone to another "jet lag." So what was | experiencing now? "Tine

| ag"?

The photo i mage on the desk caught ny eye and | stopped to look at it
properly. Speaking of the past... It was a nonotone, 2-D photograph
the only thing my great-grandnother left ne. The paper inside the
clear casing was in its original form faded and tattered around the
edges.

Fi ve wonmen stood together on dusty ground beside a great fig tree, in
front of a rough concrete wall. M great-grandnother, tall and



scow ing at the camera. Marlena Alvarez, plunp and calm Three
others who had risked everything to say to the nilitia and the police
and the gangs, enough i s enough

Fi ve wonmen beside a tree. In a town that had nothing. During the |ast
decade of Earth's purely human history. |In seven years the Invidi
woul d arrive and everythi ng woul d change.

The photo i mge was as famliar as the reflection of my own face. 1'd

| ooked at those figures all through the bl ockade and drawn confort from
them But then | went to their century and saw the world behind the

i mge. Instead of a window into another world, the photo i mage was now
a facade covering a world not so very different from our own.

Al varez seened to look directly at ne, a frown creasing her heavy
brows. If our world is Iike yours, she seened to say, what are you
going to do about it?

It's all right for you, |I thought. You never had any problemw th the
difficult choices. You never did anything and wondered |l ater if you' ve
screwed up conpletely.

In the out-town, Jocasta's neutrality problenms had seened a | ong way
away. Now they | ooned i mmedi ate and conplex. So what? a voice inside
me scoffed. Like Stone said, you' re not head of station anynore. You
shoul d have known they'd find out about Calypso Il, the voice
persisted, and relieve you of duty, but you went ahead with it

anyway.

| went ahead with it because getting the junp drive to the Nine is
inmportant. In the long run. | wondered if Al varez woul d have seen the
| ogic behind trying to keep hold of the Invidi ship. | didn't want to
| ook at her photo i mage She wasn't the person |'d imagi ned, and even
then | couldn't live up to her

| turned to the bed and picked up each item of clothing, the books, the
box. M/ hand shook as | held it and



the things inside rattled. Things that were nmempirs of a tine when it
was all right for me to be just an engi neer

Maybe it's not Al varez who isn't the person | thought she was.

W coul dn't have stayed in 2023 and explained to Grace, could we? It
woul dn't have worked. An Serat knew what |'d do because |'d al ready
done it. The whole thing, the whole stupid | oop was a setup. That's
what Invidi do-they let you act, and it turns out to be for them No
use thinking if | hadn't entered the conpetition, if |I hadn't trusted
Levin, if | hadn't salvaged Calypso, if we'd stayed... A brief vision
of what it might have been |like flashed through ny mnd. Wat if we
coul d have hel ped the police catch Levin? W could have hel ped G ace
cope. The many-col ored kal ei doscope of possibilities opened, then
shut, leaving the gray present shutting tighter around ne. Wth a
spasm of anger | hefted the box, ready to throw. Anger at An Serat, at
t he Confederacy, at nyself... | didn't know what, but dammit, | wanted
to smash sonet hi ng.

W had to choose--go or stay. W had to choose--clean up that ness or
deal with the mess in our own time. And how | was going to do that,
didn't know.

My eyes net those of Alvarez and | |let the box drop back on the bed.

"Well, what do you think I should do?" | said idiotically, and began
to cry.



Twent y

Fromwhere | sat on the bed, the tine indicator on the interface pane
in the other roomwas a green blur. | wi ped ny eyes on the back of ny
Con Fl eet blue sleeve--dark navy, not Earth Fleet sky blue. For years
I'd resisted changi ng ny Engi neering corps maroon for this color, now
was stuck with it, for a while anyway. When | focused, the green
nuneral s said 0800. That couldn't be right. 1'd only sat sniveling
here for a few mnutes. The door buzzed. "Door open," | said, then
hurriedly wi ped the rest of nmy face. Mirdoch peered inside, then cane
in. He carried a hand-com and wore a nonregul ation soft shirt over

fatigues trousers, which nade himl ook nore like Bill MGath of the
out-town than Chief Mirdoch of Earth Fleet Security. | wasn't sure if
that was a good idea. Right now | needed Chief Mirdoch's advice rather
than Bill's. He stood in the doorway of the sleeping room "You stil
up? I1t's 0300 here." | peered at the timer again. The eight was

i ndeed a three. "That would nean sonething if we knew how nuch tine
passed while we were in the Invidi ship." "A hundred years or so,

wasn't it?"



"You know what | nean."

He | ooked at ny red eyes, then dropped his own synpathetically. "Yeah
Felt like a couple of hours."

The pain in his voice was too close to how |'d been feeling. | |ooked
away so | could blink back the tears w thout Murdoch seeing. A
shar p- edged | unp bl ocked ny throat when | tried to swallow Tal k. Talk
so the lunp will have to go away.

"Bill, why did Levin do it?"

Hs mouth was tight, holding in emotion. "I told you, | don't know.
Coul d've been trying to see how strong the Invidi were. An attack on
U N authority. A way to get rid of us..."

Levin had used us and there was no way we could get back at him W'd
been nade fools of by a dead man.

"I's there anything in the files on hin?" | said.

"Nope, | already checked. Doesn't mean he never did anything worse,
t hough. Just that he never got found out. O that the records were
lost in the crashes of the thirties and forties, like a lot of that
official stuff."”

"But they didn't catch himfor the bonb?"

"Like | said, we don't know. The records aren't good enough. W knew
there'd been some kind of assassination attenpt. But no details.” Hs
voi ce roughened suddenly and he cleared his throat "Wat are we going
to do about this ship?" He put the hand comon the desk. "That's an
update on our situation with Con Fleet by the way."

He turned his back on the nonitor and sank into one of the |ow chairs
with a groan of tiredness. "Basically, if they come and get us, all we
can do is file a conplaint with the nearest Earth Fleet rep frominside
our Confederacy cells."

| left the sleeping roomand sat in the chair opposite him "Wat
about you? Weren't you transferred?"

He grimaced. "Oficially I'mstill on leave. |'m hoping



they' Il accept me bringing you back as proof that 1'ma good | ad and
listen to ny request for the transfer to be rescinded."

But if | have to be tried under Earth | aw back on Earth,

| want you there, | nearly said.
"You know, Halley." He |leaned forward, his el bows resting on his knees
and his hands cl asped | oosely between them "You m ght be able to

wriggle out of the Cal ypso

Il charges with only a fine. After all, there's no proof now that it
was a junp drive. And as for appearing on that ship, | can say an
Invidi lent it to us after setting it to arrive here. But if we hang
onto it now, we've got no excuse."

"I know," was all | could cone out with. All ny reasons and excuses
had di sappear ed.

"I reckon we've got twenty-four hours at nost," he said. "That's how
long it took themto respond when we had the Danadan warshi p here, and
after you told them about the treaty."

"Bill, you know how inportant it is that the Nine gain access to the
junp drive," | finally managed. | glanced at the photo i mage of Las
Mijeres, but it was at an angle where | couldn't see the front.

"Yeah, | can see that. And I'mno fan of the Four." He reached out
and grasped ny wist. "But how inportant is it to the station? Stone
was right in one way--howis this going to help the neutrality vote?"

| wished he hadn't done that. The warnth of his touch triggered
feelings that were inextricably linked with Henoit's presence.

"Stone is worried about the reputation of the station if we don't do
what the Confederacy wants us to," | said. "But the Confederacy is the
one that should be worried if they force their way in here.”

"You mean, if they break the neutrality provision? It hasn't been
confirmed or ratified yet."



"I know. But if the Four, represented by Con Fleet were seen to be
interfering before the whol e Confederacy Council has considered the
case, maybe it would get us synpathy votes."

He et go of nmy wist and rubbed his face. "Not fromEarth, it won't."
H s voice was nuffled. "External Affairs is disgusted with having to

| eave us to even tenporary neutrality. They see it as losing a

col ony. "

"They should see it as gaining an ally." The current Earth admin's
attitude had al ways been two-faced. They expected us to follow their
directions but never pushed our interests with the Confederacy. They
abandoned Jocasta to the Seouras bl ockade, then nmpaned about us | osing
faith in them

"So how does keeping the Invidi ship help the neutrality vote?" said
Mur doch.

"The Nine also vote. Maybe sonme of themw Il support us."
"I just don't see..." He stopped, |ooked at ne, then continued

determ nedly. "l understand why we need neutrality. W can't risk the
Conf ederacy |l eaving us to the wolves like last time and we can't go
back to being an Earth colony. Fine. But | don't see how getting the
junp drive to the Nine is going to help any of us here and now. "

I thought of Alvarez, and was glad the photo i nage was hi dden from
where | sat. | rubbed ny eyes, and wished | hadn't, because they were
raw and stung.

"I"'mnot sure | know either.” |'ve been chasing it so |ong, though
it's hard to think I mght be wrong.

He said nothing, for which | was grateful

"I think it's inportant we understand why An Serat was experinenting
with Tor technology,” | said finally. "If it is possible to create
junp points off the network, surely we don't want the Invidi to have a
nmonopoly on that information, too?"



"I dunno.” Miurdoch ran both hands over his head. "Is it any better

for us or the Hdigh or the Bendari to have it?" "The Bendari w |l get
it anyway, if the Invidi have it," | said sourly. "If it is Tor
technol ogy, how did Serat get it?" 1'd thought about that. Wen Earth

was connected to the junp network and we started | earning about the
rest of the gal axy, we found that the Tor-Invidi war had been going on
for decades. That war nust have continued frombefore the Invidi cane
to Earth, | now realized, if An Serat had used Tor technology in 2023,
Earth tine. The war never directly concerned humans and had al ways
been part of the background of the Confederacy. Wen Jocasta was given
to Earth, of course, it becane a nore personal matter, because we had
to deactivate the Tor elenents of the station, and they did not
cooperate. The little we knew of the Tor was fromtheir savagely
active technol ogy. What kind of species, we'd wondered\ would create
artificial intelligences whose prine directive seened to be to take
over any other kind of nechanisn? The Invidi told us nothing. Any
query about the Tor net with a dead end. In popul ar nythol ogy they
were variously represented as nonsters, half machine half Me form and

as gods. It was frustrating to have information kept fromus, and, in
the case of rebuilding Jocasta, it had proved fatal for many nmenbers of
t he engi neering crews. "Maybe Serat sal vaged something fromthe

conflict, like | did with Calypso Il," | said. "It could have been an

of ficial experinent to nerge Tor and Invidi technol ogy, but then why
woul d Serat go to such trouble to make it an obviously Invidi ship on

t he outside?" Mirdoch nodded. "There's sone secrecy there. O herw se
why has Serat been up against the rest of the Invidi for years?"



"We've only Bank's word for that." At the end of the Seouras
bl ockade, Barik had inplied Serat's hel ping Cal ypso had been wi t hout
t he know edge of the other Invidi.

"But the Sleepers said the sanme thing," said Muirdoch. "And Serat was
definitely connected to the New Council. No respectable Invidi would
work with those terrorists.”

The New Council of Allied Wrlds had tried to take the junp drive from
Cal ypso because An Serat had told them about its existence.

"Anyway," | said, suddenly tired of speculation, "I think we should
know as much as we can about the ship and what Serat's been doing. The
nore we know, the nore bargai ning power we have."

"Break their monopoly on information?" Mirdoch shook his head. "W
can try, | suppose. But you'll have to work fast. Because when Con
Fl eet cones to get it, we're going to have to give it to thempretty
damm qui ck. "

| nodded.

He smiled, and reached out to touch my hair lightly. "You..." His
voice trailed off.

It felt good. Henoit's presence touched the back of my mnd as
Murdoch's fingers had touched ny hair. | knew this was not the time or
pl ace, but it was hard to | ook away.

W sat staring at each other across the little table with its Earth
Fl eet | ogo: a rounded arrow shape agai nst one |arge star, synbolizing
Earth, and three smaller ones, synbolizing Mars and the col oni es of
Europa and Titan.

This is ridiculous. W haven't even kissed since that night in the
out-town before the Invidi arrived. Keep your m nd on business,
Hal | ey.

"Bill, howcan |I investigate that ship if |I'munder arrest?"
He smiled wyly. "You haven't technically been charged with possession
of jump technol ogy because there's no solid proof. | mean, Calypso |

isn't here. After all those records



di sappeared, | reckon they'll have trouble proving you did anything
wong at all."” "Maybe they'll 'find" those records if they need them"
"It wouldn't surprise me. But ny report says you' re assisting us to
answer questions regarding Earth Fleet resources used in your research
activities. The charge will probably be m sappropriation of funds.

W' ||l refer the suspicion of possession--that's for appearing here in
an Invidi ship--to the Confederacy when we've finished here, |ike we do
wi th any Confederacy offense." "Possession has al ways been fully
prosecuted. And Con Fleet will court-martial nme." "I think you should
talk to deVries about that." He neant Lorna deVries, the chief

magi strate. "Veatch said he'd talk to her. ['Il give hima bit

| onger, then call her." | yawned hugely. "Sorry." "l'msorry about
the quarters." Mirdoch waved his hand at the room "It's fine.

Thanks for getting nmy things out. M old roomis being used, I
suppose.” "W had a big staff quarters rearrangenent a few nonths
ago," he said. "I signed for your stuff, being executor and all, but
Hel en Sasaki took care of putting it in storage. GCetting it out

toni ght was her idea." He seenmed about to say nore, but stopped. There

was a silence full of sonething. "I'msorry you got dragged into
this." As | saidit, it struck me that it should have been said
sooner. He snorted. "If 1'd been worried about that, | wouldn't have
gone | ooking for you in the first place." More silence. | |ooked at

hi s hands again, then at the dark curve of his forearm H's closeness
filled all ny senses except for the sixth, within which Henoit's
presence stirred up and down ny skin in a shivering wave. | stood up
abruptly. "We'd better get some rest. | need to be fresh to | ook at
that ship."



Mur doch stood up, too, and shoved the table to one side with his knee.
"Are you really sleepy?" H's armslid up mine. | forgot Henoit and
stepped into Murdoch's enbrace, ny body pressed against his, our faces
close in the first tentative nuzzles of a kiss. His tongue |icked the
edge of nmy jaw and | reached up inpatiently to turn his mouth to mne
Deja vu. We'd kissed like this in the out-town. The night before the
Invidi arrived, the night of the fire. WIIl interrupted us. The pang
of loss cut through pleasure. Mrdoch felt the change and drew back
"What's wong?" As if in answer, the door buzzed. "Bloody hell," said
Murdoch and took his hands away fromny waist. "Door open," | said
hoarsely. This tine it was Veatch. He came in and stood, antennae
droopi ng apol ogetically, just far enough inside the door for it to shut
again. "Commander Halley, please excuse this intrusion. Chief
Murdoch, | was hoping to confirmyour availability at 1000 hours to

di scuss and process the file work for your investigation." "Veatch
why didn't you use your commlink?" | said. "l did not wish to
disturb you if you had retired." He could have asked the interface if
my roomwas on rest cycle. He nmust have sonething on his mnd that he
couldn't ask or say outright. The telltale signs of disconfort were
there: antennae curled tighter than usual, shuffling four or five
handcoms in front of him "Chief Mirdoch, you also need to fill out
your |eave fornms correctly,"” he continued, bringing the bottom hand-com
to the top of the pile. "Plus the groundwork for your charges agai nst



Conmmander Halley." "I'mno sooner home than you're trying to get rid

of me," | said with deliberate hunor, wondering if Veatch would get the
joke. If he was rel axed, he could usually foll ow human hunor.
"On the contrary, Commander, | amattenpting to make it illegal for you

to be arrested tw ce."

"Can't it wait..." Mirdoch began, then caught ny raised eyebrow and
st opped.

"Do you think it likely Con Fleet will break the neutrality provision
to come and get the ship?" | said.

"I do not have sufficient information to estinmate either way," said
Veatch. "However, | believe they may nmake sonme kind of nove |ater
today. M. Stone's nmessage shoul d have reached An Barik or an
alternative Invidi by then and..."

"Hang on," said Murdoch. "Wat do you nean, Stone's nessage?"

"M. Stone has continued private conmmuni cation with An Barik since the
Invidi left Jocasta," Veatch said, with an air of "didn't you know?"

"When was that?" | said. Wen | left, An Barik was |living on Jocasta
as the Confederacy Council "representative" rather than in his previous
role as "observer." He'd still remained a virtual recluse in the

Snoke, the non-oxygen breathers' section of the station

"Approxi mately twenty days ago," said Veatch.

"Seven days after | left," said Murdoch, considering.

"Why is Stone sending hi mnessages?" | said.

Veat ch managed to convey the essence of a shrug w thout nmoving his

el egant shoul ders. "Perhaps it is an arrangenent by your ministry," he
said. "Perhaps An Barik asked M. Stone and he could not refuse."

"I don't see that this changes anything," said Mirdoch. "Vengeful sent
a courier with the news to Central anyway. An Barik will still hear

about it."

| wondered why An Bari k had stayed on Jocasta after



the neutrality provision came into effect. Opinion on the station was
clearly against the Four's continued dom nation of the Confederacy
Counci | and agai nst the Confederacy owning Jocasta. It can't have been
confortable for him

Unl ess he was waiting for us to return fromthe past. Qur return nust
be a bi g enough "node" or disturbance in their fabric of time for him
to "see." And he knew about Calypso's arrival, mnmy departure with
Calypso Il, and An Serat's involvenent with the causal |oop. Perhaps
if he was here, An Serat couldn't or wouldn't cone.

What had kept Bank away from Jocasta at the critical tine of our
return? Something nore critical out there in the Confederacy, perhaps
countering An Serat's influence. O, conversely, our return wth
Serat's ship was not as critical as | thought.

"Does Stone know you know he's sendi ng nessages to An Bank?" said
Murdoch to Veatch.

"I assune so." Veatch's eyes were pools of l|iquid innocence.

Hummans are pre-programed to rely on eyes for subtle clues to
intention. Unfortunately, Melot signal their sublininal clues through
ot her means, antennae or body position, and it takes a while to learn
these. | was out of practice and couldn't place Veatch's intent in
telling us about Stone. Wen |I first arrived on Earth in the past, the
endl ess array of human faces, unbroken by alien colors or features,
seened nmonot onous and oppressive. Now | was having trouble renenbering
whi ch alien expression neant what

Veatch certainly seened nore rel axed now that he'd told us about Stone.
And he hadn't yet inplied we owed nun something in return.

"You mean you haven't told him" said Murdoch, resigned. "Like you
didn't tell Halley when you were reading her mail."



It was unfair of Murdoch to bring up that incident, part of the events
surrounding the Q Chn we had on the station at the end of the Seouras
occupation and therefore over and done with. Veatch renai ned rel axed.
"l have not discussed the matter in detail with M. Stone. However, |
assuned that as he is generally an efficient and thorough

adm ni strator, he is cognizant of ny arrangenents.” | wasn't sure if
that was a backhanded coment against ny non talents as an
adm nistrator or not. "Do you enjoy working with hin?P" | said. "M.

St one shows some under st andi ng of conpl ex concepts of organization. |
am inpressed that your species is capable of this," said Veatch. "That

nmust nake your job easier," | said, stung. "It renmoves nuch of the
necessity to recheck procedures. And perhaps smooths the interactive
aspect of ny job." "It's late," Mirdoch said. He reached out and put

his armaround ny waist. The open gesture of affection shocked ne as
much as it seemed to surprise Veatch, judging fromthe way his antennae
stiffened. "Let's continue this after we've had a couple hours' sleep

okay?" said Murdoch. Veatch gathered his handconms to his chest. "Yes,
that would seemto be the best approach. Good night, Commuander,
Chief." "Good night, Veatch," we chorused. The door sw shed shut
behi nd him Mirdoch's armwas warm around ny waist. | should go up to

t he dock now and study the ship. Con Fleet or An Batik could arrive
sooner than we expected and 1'd | ose the chance. But | was so tired..

I shook ny head angrily. What happened to all that energy | had during
t he bl ockade? Maybe age is catching up with ne.



"What's wong?" Mirdoch squeezed gently. "I was thinking |I'mgetting
older." "It's all that tinme travel, takes it out of you." "I should
go up and look at the ship." "You're not going to find out anything if
you're half asleep." He tugged on ny arm "Sit down, huh?" "Bill,
haven't got time. W don't know when Con Fleet He tugged again. |
sat, mainly to avoid overbal ancing. Once seated, it seened very
confortable. | leaned against him as |I'd done a couple of times in
the out-town. We'd watched televid in Levin's house like this. But in
Levin's house Grace or WIIl had al ways been present. Now it was just
Bill and me. Bill, whoml'd been kissing when Veatch interrupted.
This is not a good tinme to begin a liaison. Neither of us knows where
we'll be tonorrow, let alone in the nmonths to come. Henoit's presence
is getting stronger every time | touch Bill, and we've got so nany
other things to worry about. "Activate privacy lock," | said to the
air. The interface beeped acknow edgnent | half turned to see

Mur doch' s expressi on noving from astoni shnment to careful interest.
"Bill, do you think..." this is a good idea, was what |'d been going
to say, but then he reached up to the back of ny neck and stroked
gently. An invitation. Hi s other hand was cupped around ny outer
thigh. It noved slowy inward. | couldn't finish what | was going to
say because ny breath was gone. Wen | gasped to get it back, ny arns
were around Miurdoch's chest and ny |lips were on his.



Later, | curled with ny back agai nst Miurdoch's warm bul k and wat ched
t he unchangi ng night |ight of the station stain the room bl ue.

W knew each other so well, except in this. | hadn't expected himto
be a gentle, inventive |lover and he had obvi ously not expected ... ny
responses. \Which were partly a response to Henoit. Not that Mirdoch
knew that. He saw only the effect, as if | were responding to him

al one.

Do you feel as | feel? Henoit had whispered in the ear of ny nmind. H's
touch brought sonething out of nme to the surface of ny skin to neet

him For the space of a heartbeat or the length of an orgasm | did
feel how Henoit felt, see the same way he saw. |In that space | was
part of a consciousness not mne, not human. | could never describe
it; we have no frane of reference for getting into another's skin.

It wasn't fair to Miurdoch, because when |I held himtight and pitched
into pleasure | was holding Henoit's hot, dry skin and feeling his
breath in mine. And for that second I wanted it to be Henoit.

Why coul dn't Henoit | eave nme alone? But, oh dear, it is hard to resist
such ... | wiggled in the bed, still snelling Henoit's scent, stil
hal f inmrersed in his voice

It wasn't that he had possessed sonme exotic alien appendage that could
be used to drive humans to extrenes of arousal, as popul ar

entertai nnment depicted. The nechanics of H digh reproduction are
fairly androgynous, |ike their appearance, and practical rather than
exciting--a species in which nost femal es conceive only once in their
lives has to have evol ved net hods of naking sure that conception
occurs.

When | lay with Henoit, the quality of arousal for me had cone firstly
fromthe pheronones, which turned my whole body into a kind of tuning
fork for pleasure, and secondly fromthe accuracy of his touch. Perhaps
because,



as bonded partners, he was inside ne nentally and could feel what I
felt, and adjust his touch accordingly.

But | never thought it would happen when | was wth soneone el se.
Murdoch' s every caress, every shiver of our arousal, every touch of hot
skin in the here and now, had an extra dinension. As though | was
feeling with two sets of senses.

I rolled over and stretched myself full length along his side. Reached
over and anchored ny hand across his chest, laid nmy head beside it.
When | shut ny eyes to keep out the blue, | could feel his chest rise

and fall under ny cheek. His heartbeat thudded regularly in ny ear
| oud enough to drown out other menories.



Twent y- one

The door buzzed. M eyes stuck together and | tried to force them
open, surprised that 1'd eventually fallen asleep. Mrdoch half fel
out of bed beside ne and staggered into the main room | heard him
groan, "It's 0700. Don't you ever sleep?" Mrdoch in bed beside ne.
I rolled over onto the warm space he'd vacated and wiggled ny toes

t here, savoring the strangeness of the feeling, wanting to etch it in

menory before it faded to famliarity. "I work to a Central day," said
Veatch's voice. That is, twice as long as we work. Better get up
Halley. | rolled right over and out of the bed. Fished for the

uniformtrousers I'd left on the floor the night before. Earlier this
nmorning, rather. At the third try | got them M depth perception was

out, focus too. "May | cone in?" Veatch's voice went on. "I have
some information | think you should know. " The door sw shed shut. |
pull ed on the trousers and did up ny shut, realized it was uneven,
refastened it. Wen |I |ooked into the main room Veatch was standi ng

near the door, where he'd stood last night. Mrdoch rubbed the sleep
out of his eyes beside him Veatch's antennae perked up. "Comrander



Hal | ey. Considering the urgency of our situation, | felt it best that

| should cone early." "Urgency. Yes." The strange Tor-Invidi ship,
Rupert Stone, and An Bank. A Bendari voice growing--Con Fleet waiting
to pounce. Mirdoch's hands on ne, reaching... "Have we got a coffee

di spenser in here?" | said. Mirdoch yawned hugely and pointed to an
al cove on the wall beside one of the chairs. "Alow ne," said Veetch
He stepped over to the al cove and tapped at the dispenser controls.

went back into the bedroom and shoved ny face in the cubicle' s air wash
The mirror in the cubicle was voice-activated and | was careful to say
nothing. If | looked half as sleepy as | felt, | didn't want to see
it. Awake on the outside at least, | reenmerged into the main room It
snel l ed of coffee. Mirdoch was hunched over a cup in one chair and
Veatch sat on the edge of the chair opposite. Another cup sat on the
lowtable in front of the other chair, beside Mirdoch. The room was
artificially lit, as it had been last night, but something in the
quality of the light said norning. | sipped at the coffee and things
began to slip into place. | nust go up to the dock and investigate the
ship. W had to know how it worked, and whether it was inportant
enough for An Barik and the other Invidi to risk politica

enbarrassnent by breaking Jocasta's provisional neutrality to take it
back. Veatch straightened his collar. A small gesture, but unusua

enough to ring a faint alarmbell. He'd wanted to tal k about sonethi ng
| ast night, but Murdoch and | had been in no condition to listen
"What do you want to talk about?" | said, too tense for subtlety. "I,

er, wish to know the details of your disappearance and arrival," said



Veatch. "It is inpossible for me to conplete ny report w thout
knowi ng your previous whereabouts."

Mur doch shook his head. "lInagine that, not being able to finish a
report for five nonths. And all | was worried about was whether you
were alive."

| frowned at him "Veatch, | can't tell you where I went. Not yet.
It involves the Invidi."

"In what sense ... he began, but Murdoch interrupted.

"You mean finish your report about the Calypso Il experinment, don't
you?" he said, voice rising slightly. "You must have inplenmented
those orders to transfer the three engi neers. Wen | asked you what
happened to the Engi neering accounts for June, you didn't know about
it. You didn't even know who was treasurer at that tine. As for the
i nformation on Finke's freighter..." He leaned forward and tapped the

table for enphasis. "How about ny transfer? You passed that through
wi t hout query, too, | suppose?”

Veat ch drew back slightly. "I have no input into personnel novenent
orders.”

Murdoch snorted. "You're station manager, aren't you? At that stage

we didn't even have an acting head of station, so if you didn't object,
nobody woul d. "

"Chi ef Murdoch, you nust understand that | am obliged under al
ci rcunst ances, however personally disconcerting, to observe the
protocols of the service."

| drained ny coffee and put the cup down with a clatter |louder than I'd
i ntended. Not that |I'd ever expected Veatch's loyalty. O even his
understanding. "So who was it?"

Veatch twitched in ny direction. He'd started shuffling his handcomns
again. "Who was what ?"

"Who gave the orders to hush it all up?"

He hesitated, then laid the handcons one by one on the table, Iike
someone pl aying patience with 2-D cards.



"The orders canme through Sector Five Division Three," he said. Sector
Five was the branch of the Confederacy bureaucracy that handled affairs

of the Nine Wrlds. D vision Three was Security. "The orders were..."
he paused, then continued delicately, "enphasized by An Barik. His
advice was to follow themprecisely. | did so." Mirdoch and | shared
a glance. An Barik wanted ny experinent with Calypso Il kept secret.

The i medi ate expl anation was if news | eaked out that a menber of the
Ni ne had used a junp drive, the Four would have to explain how that was
possi bl e and why everyone couldn't do it The ot her explanation was that
An Bari k knew the Cal ypso jump point was off the network and wanted to
keep that possibility quiet as well. Wy hadn't Barik sinmply prevented
me fromtaking Calypso I1? 1 supposed, because he needed nme to go back
to 2023 and set off the chain of events that resulted in the Invidi
coming to Earth. "l'msure you both agree | could not have done
otherwise. Even had I wished it," he added unexpectedly. "Wy should
you 'wi sh otherw se'?" said Murdoch suspiciously. "Wat's in it for
you?" Veatch seenmed unenbarrassed by the question. "If use of the
junp drive becones nore freely available, the status quo in the

Conf ederacy Council may be disturbed. In this scenario, there is sone
probability that nonaligned worlds such as oursel ves nay gain

econom cally.” "And the other probability?" said Muirdoch. "The
political upheaval may induce | aw ess el enments, which were previously
restrai ned by the presence of Con Fleet to attenpt acts of violence."
Murdoch net my eyes and | remenbered his conments the night before.
How s it going to help any of us right now? "However," Veatch



continued thoughtfully, "I have considered this matter at |ength and
feel it is highly unlikely that either outcone would prove particularly

detrimental for this station and the Abelar system" He waited for
Murdoch's inpatient "Well?" before continuing, his antennae perked with
gratification. "This station is not on the periphery of the

Conf ederacy in any sense other than that of physical distance which, as
we all know and appreciate, is of little inmport in the present
transport systemwhich relies on the junp network. In fact, Jocasta's
position close to a point on the junp network places it in as inportant
a position as any other place close to a junp point, whether that be

Earth, Chene..." which was one of the main Melot systems, "or Rhuarl
to give randomexanples.” "You're saying if we inprove our in-system
facilities, we could becone a big center in this sector?" said Mirdoch
unbelievingly. "But not if we |lose the neutrality vote, right?" |
sai d, understanding Veatch's reasoning. "If the Confederacy keeps

control of who goes in and out of the junmp point, we're never going to
get the people here who could help set us up as a nmajor sector player."
"An oversinplification, but I believe that is the gist of the matter,"
said Veatch, with nicely cal cul ated condescension. "I do not think the
Four Wirlds will | ose the nonopoly over travel wthin the Confederacy.
My experience tells me Con Fleet will cone and retrieve the ship you
brought here, to prevent you from passing on the information. But this
initself will be a destabilizing influence, as it will denonstrate to
the Nine Wrlds and unaligned worlds that the Four are willing to break
their owmn laws to protect their interests. The likelihood that we will
earn enough votes for neutrality is greatly increased.”" "WII any of
the Ni ne support us, do you think?" Mirdoch said.



"My casual opinion"-- Veateh paused to nmake sure we realized this
didn't commit himto anything--"is that we may count on support from
the Dir, who reject Q Chn nmonopolies, and the Tell, although it is not
cl ear why. The Neronderon may turn our way--they are unpredictable as
yet. Achel possibly, because their new | eaders are denonstrating a
desire to take | eadership anong the Nine." "None of the Four will vote
yes, obviously," said Muirdoch. "The Bendari do not like to |ose
territory. The Q Chn do not like to | ose arenas for business. M
peopl e are divided on nost issues, but generally we support keeping the
junp drive confined to use by the Four. And the Invidi..." He paused
"The Invidi?" | pronpted. "This is difficult to express.” H's
antennae curled lightly once, then extended again. "The Invidi are
like a child who insists on having a potentially dangerous animal for a
toy. In ny opinion, they are genuinely curious about other species and
wi sh to engage with themon a variety of levels. But when those
species begin to act in ways that the Invidi perceive as dangerous or

di sturbing, the Invidi lose initiative. It is a nost curious
phenonenon.” "If you can't stand the heat, stay out of the reactor,"”
grunted Murdoch. "Yes, but if it wasn't for them we wouldn't have a
reactor,"” | reminded him "Al this talk of Four and Nine," said
Murdoch. "You're one of them not us. Wy are you betraying your own
ki nd?" Veatch's antennae curled nmonentarily in outrage. His
unbl i nki ng eyes narrowed. "l am doing nothing of the kind. | merely
desire to continue a satisfactory occupation.”™ Mirdoch and | had
specul ated after the Seouras occupation ended whether Veatch's masters



in the Confederacy bureaucracy would want himback at Central. It

| ooked |i ke the answer was no. "You'll try to run for a top position
if we get neutrality, won't you?" said Murdoch. "M present position
is sufficient and I would like to keep it." Veatch shifted even
farther onto the edge of his chair. "As part of that position, | have
busi ness here with you this norning." Mirdoch yawned, but his eyes
were wary. "We're listening." "You are familiar with the trader, Kuvai

Trillith?" said Veatch. Mirdoch and | both nodded and he conti nued.
"Twenty-five days ago it came to me and asked nme if | could assist in a
probl em of storage. A cargo of high-quality booster fuel, | believe

t hat exceeded the capacity of Trillith's own warehouses. Perhaps

m stakenly, | agreed to lend it an unused storage bay in Level Ei ght of
the center.” He paused to check we were followi ng. "Veatch, at the
monent that's not a priority,"” | said. "Perhaps you will think
differently when I amfinished.” He inclined his head in gentle
reprimand and | renenbered the irritation with which I'd often sat

t hrough hi s convol uted expl anati ons of protocol. "Get to the point,
then." Mirdoch stretched back in the chair. "If | state the point
wi t hout providing the necessary background, how will you understand
whet her the point is reached or not?" said Veatch. | jiggled nmy bare

feet on the carpet. Veatch glanced down and took the hint.
"Unfortunately, the storage bay is designated an official area. And in
consi deration of services rendered previously to the adm nistration by
Trillith, I waived the surcharge.” "You let it use an official area

wi t hout perm ssion or paynent," said Murdoch. "So what? W' re worried



about being arrested by Con Fleet at the nmoment, not how you fiddle

the files." "I amnot famliar with that particul ar human archaism"
said Veatch. "However, | assure you this has some bearing on your
position." "You don't want Stone to find out," | said, suddenly
understanding. "O he already has, and you want to stop himacting on
it." Veatch inclined his head graciously. "Perhaps you could explain

to M. Stone how difficult it is to balance the demands of the various
i nterest groups on the station?" Mirdoch guffawed w thout hunor.

"This is a waste of time." "Actually, | can think of a couple of

i ssues M. Veatch may be able to help us with," | said, trying to
signal himwith my eyebrows. "Surely you can tell Stone that approval
for emergency private use of the storage bay is waiting on a security
check or something?" "Trillith is too damm greedy for its own good,"
he grunmbled. "But 1'll see what | can do." | smled at him "For

exanpl e, Veatch might be able to enlighten me on how the Invidi treat

t hose who break the rules of their society. Do they have puni shment,
as we do? Atonenent?" | wanted to know if Serat not being here to neet
us nmeant the other Invidi were preventing himfromcom ng for his ship.
Veatch settled back in his chair and tugged at his suit to keep it

snooth. "The Invidi, Commander? | amno expert in the Invidi." "But
you just told us about them"™ Mirdoch said. "In ny capacity as station
manager"--he gl anced reproachfully at Miurdoch--"1 have acquired a

degree of know edge about the species of the Confederacy. | nust say



that the Invidi are particularly guarded in their presentation of

their society to non-lnvidi. However, based on the case of Tiepolo v.
An Dorol of 2119--" "Never mnd the details,"” interrupted Murdoch. "In
summary, the Invidi do not have a system of physical restraint or

nmental reconditioning. They do not feel they have the right--and | may

be m staken in this, Commander --to restrict another's novenent. | may
add mat my observation of An Barik on this station supports this
interpretation.” | had to agree with him An Barik had been al nost a

recluse and refused to have much contact with even other Four
residents. When Calypso arrived and he tried to access its junp drive
bef ore anyone el se, he'd used nmy friend Quartermaine to do the hard
work. "Wiy did Barik leave?" | said. "I do not know. " | dragged ny
t houghts back to the neutrality vote. "What about the H digh?" |
asked, thinking of Henoit. A residual shiver fromlast night prickled
t he back of ny neck. "How do you think they'll vote?" Veatch

consi dered. "H digh donestic politics are extremely vol atile. However,
a conservative faction now hol ds the Confederacy Council representative
posts, so it is likely they will vote no, in an attenpt to restrain the
New Council group and the radical groups within H digh society who
support the New Council." Like Henoit. "Does the New Council stil
have the Q Chn?" Mirdoch started to say sonething, stopped. Veatch

pi cked an invisible piece of fluff fromhis knee. "A good question
Commander. | fear the answer is in the affirmative." Q Chn were the

genetically engineered warrior caste of the now defunct Q chn enpire.



At the end of the Q Chn-Invidi war, four Earth years before the
formati on of the Confederacy in 2065, the @ chn agreed not to make any
nmore @ Chn and the gal axy breathed a collective sigh of relief; @ Chn
were formdable killers and the old @ chn enpire enpl oyed them
frequently to enforce order in its colonies. Until the Invidi stopped
them "Have the Invidi said how they defeated the Q Chn in the war?"

| said. "Surely they have a duty to the rest of the Confederacy to
protect us this tine." Mirdoch shifted in his chair and | eaned back
"If they have, nobody's telling Security forces on the ground. Wy
should the Invidi bother? They're not the ones getting killed yet."
When one of these aliens appeared on Jocasta at the end of the Seouras
occupation, we expected the worst. Five humans and one Q chn were
killed by it. But the Q Chn we saw was different to the old

Sl ashers--it thought ahead, it had the ability to wait and hide. It
was nore than just a biological killing machine. The New Council had
obt ai ned Q Chn genetic material and "made" their own @ Chn, nodifying
al ong the way. But genetic engineering is an inexact science at best.
They wanted a Q Chn that was anenable to orders yet also an efficient
terrorist; instead, they had produced a cunning killer with nobody knew

what desires and goals. "The New Council won't be interested in
Jocasta unless we're neutral,” Mirdoch said. | nodded. Henoit had
cone to Jocasta to bargain for use of the station as a base. "Which is
why sone of the delegates will vote against us. They think if Con
Fleet is here, it will keep the Q Chn out of a systemthat has a
position on the junp network."” "And potentially into Central." Veatch
sounded satisfied at our conclusions. "l estimate we will |ose both

Earth and the H di gh votes because of this issue. | should go," he



added. "It has been enjoyable to talk with you agai n, Comander

Chi ef Murdoch, despite the fact that you are still officially on |eave,
Li eut enant Sasaki wi shed me to informyou that the civil unrest in
Delta Section Three has calned during the night..." "Cvil unrest?"

| ooked at Murdoch. He shrugged. "Apparently there was a protest
against the increase in tine it takes to access the docks because of a
new safety neasure." " and the fire extinguisher systemtest will
be at 1400 hours, not 0900," finished Veatch. "Thanks," grunted
Murdoch wi thout the slightest indication of gratitude. Veatch inclined
his head and left. Mirdoch rose abruptly. "He's always mani pul ati ng.
Al ways got sonething on the boil, and you're lucky if you guess what it
is before you get scalded.” "Maybe this tinme he's genuine." | sounded
as unconvinced as | felt. "Bill, do you think he's right about the

Q Chn? That there are still sone out there?" "W've heard runors."

"Is it likely?" He shrugged. "You tell nme, it was your ex who was so
chumy with the New Council." | picked up my enpty cup, put it down
again in confusion. Had Murdoch suspected sonething | ast night? Wy
bring up Henoit now? "Anyway," he went on, "if you're worried about
def ense against the Q Chn, don't waste your tinme. W can't defend

our sel ves agai nst sonething like that. And if the New Council cone

asking for dock space, we'll be allies and won't need to worry about
the QChn." "I don't want to be allies with the Q Chn. Bill, defense
is a problemwith neutrality, isn't it?" He nodded. "I guess the only

thing to do is either build up a standing fleet of our own, or make it



nore profitable for people Iike the New Council to use the station
not attack it. After all, what would we have that the Q Chn could
possi bl y want ?"

| didn't think the @ Chn thought about things so logically, but it
didn't seemworth debating. | went into the bedroom and pulled on ny
boot s.

"Bill," | called, "are you going to keep that constable with ne al
day? It's a waste of your people's tine."

"Regul ations." He canme to the doorway, fastening his jacket. "If
we're going to use ny custody of you as a reason to resist Confederacy
charges, we're going to have to do it properly."

He patted his equi pnent belt, frowned, reached across to the desk for
one of the handcons there, and stuck it to the belt. "W could put you
on bond for a while," he said. "Means you put up a paynent and prom se
not to |l eave the station or comruni cate wi th anyone outside the
station. W let you wal k around."

"Like bail," | said. "Grace lent Vince noney once to get one of his
mat es out."

"That's right"
"I overdrew already to pay Finke."
He grinned. "You can put that ship up, | suppose.”

"But aren't you treating it as stolen property?" It sounded unorthodox
to me. Stone wouldn't like it.

"That's a Confederacy problem" said Murdoch, al nmost happily. He was
in a strange nood this norning.

"I'f you say so."

He sat behind the desk and tapped at the conm panel for a nmonent. "Comne
ook in here."

| peered over his shoulder. He was in a restricted area of Security
i nput .

"Ckay," he said, "lI've put in the details." He pointed at the retina
plate. "Have a squint in there, so it can check with your records."



| stared at the plate until my eyes began to water. The
acknow edgnent |ight blinked on. | stretched ny neck and stepped back
"Bill, tell me about Stone. Where was he before he came here?"

"Does it matter?"
"I need to know how he m ght react if Con Fleet gets pushy."

He signed hinmself out of the secure area before replying. "I think
he'll get out of their way. He was head of Audits--this is in Externa
Affairs--for three years before he came here, and assistant secretary
of Finance and Admin in the same mnistry before that."

"He's never been of f-planet before?"
"Only to Mars."

| snorted. "I know | wasn't Earth's favorite head of station, but who
deci ded Stone woul d be better?"

"I reckon Earth wants to get us econonically viable before the
neutrality application. Then they can say, why bother with neutrality,
you've got it all now" He |ooked at ne sideways. "But then, if you'd
been here, Stone wouldn't have got chosen at all."

| said nothing. The weight of mistaken choices sat heavy in ny
stomach, and the Seouras inplant twinged as if it sensed the irony of
how cl ose | was to answering the question that drove ne to nmake those
choices. How did the junmp drive work? That ship in our dock could
tell rme.

Murdoch seened to be waiting for sonething. Then he shrugged, stood
up, and we were face-to-face behind the desk. "You'll be with the
ship."

"Yes."

"Have you thought of letting everyone know?" he said. "Sending the
ship's specs to everyone you can possibly think of and hopi ng the

information will go right across the Confederacy?"

"I have, but that will take tinme, and this isn't any old



junp drive. It's got Tor elenents. Unless | look at it while | can
we may never get a second chance." A thought struck nme. "M genera
access codes won't work anynore, will they?' "No, they won't. |'Il
get Helen to put you back in the system But | can't get you nore than
basic |l evel stuff. Because you're officially mssing and until |
change that status, it won't recognize you for higher-level comands."
"I remenber.” | wish | hadn't hel ped Engi neering devel op t hose
security neasures. We'd had a problemwi th official supplies being
rerouted by thieves who nmasqueraded as dead or missing officers, so
we'd tightened up the system Mirdoch stayed in front of me when |
attenpted to nove past him Put out an armto block ny way, but the
arm ended up around ne. "Halley, is it safe? You quit breathing | ast
time." "It should be all right. Nothing too bad happened after that
first contact. And | won't be going anywhere in it. Just seeing what
| can find out with diagnostic tools.” | would have liked to stay and
enjoy the sensation of his arm but the ship was pulling at ne with an
al nost pal pable tug, and | didn't want Henoit whispering in ny ear
again. "See you later, then." Mirdoch let his armdrop. "Right."
Awkwar d moment when neither coul d deci de whether to kiss or not.
Awkwar d norment sol ved when Mirdoch brushed his lips on mine. H's chin
bristled me with two days' worth of stubble.



Twent y-t wo

It was about 0800 hours when | wal ked back through the Bubble to the
nearest spoke. The uplift there would take nme straight to the part of
the center that housed the encl osed areas in which ships fromour Earth
Fl eet squadrons used to dock for maintenance, before they were

deci mated by the Seouras. Sasaki said she'd put the ship in there,
probably for several reasons: it would be well protected agai nst
curious stares and isol ated enough to be easily guarded; if Con Fleet
tried to locate the ship, the proximty of many other ships and the op
sys core mght confuse their sensors, and the docks offered easy

mai nt enance access. She'd also said the cruiser had done not hi ng
unusual after sending the scout through the junmp point, nerely
continued on its normal patrol pattern. | would gain alittle ting,
too, because at this tinme of year, the orbit of Jocasta's planet took
us farther away fromthe Central junp point's flat space coordinates.

It wouldn't take long for a Con Fleet ship to cover the distance, but
I'd be glad of even one extra hour in which to examne the ship. This
part of Jocasta was a pl easant open area between the Al pha ring section
containing central admn and the hospital. Around nme, |ow vegetation
lined the doubl e wal kways. People in uniformor civilian suits sat on



benches or wal ked between offices. The huge pillar of the uplift

spoke bl ocked the path ahead, otherwi se it would have continued curving
up. The mirrors that lined the top of Al pha ring brightened the "sky"
to pale gold above, alnobst too strong to | ook straight up. |If you
could |l ook straight up, you would see the cylindrical center of the
station, the hub connected by the Iines of the spokes, and beyond it
the curve of the rings on the far side.

Veatch's words echoed in ny head. W were used to thinking of Jocasta
as being on the periphery, as being uninportant. Hard to consider it
wasn't necessarily so. The junp point was close to the station's orbit
because, during the Tor-Invidi war, this had been a place of conflict
and the Invidi ships, or Bendari , perhaps, had to have had a way to
get here. And how did the Tor get here? Through their own junp
system presumably. Al we knew about the Tor was that they had
possessed junp technol ogy. Wen the gray ships arrived we first

t hought they'd cone through an unknown Tor junp point.

| wondered if we'd find a Tor junp point sonewhere out there, close to
where the gray ships first appeared. Wuld it open for an Invidi ship?
Wuld it open for a hybrid Tor-Invidi ship?

| stopped dead, trying to grasp all the inplications of that idea. Had
An Serat's ship been a project to infiltrate the Tor junp network? But
if that was the case, why did An Serat attenpt to keep it, and his
subsequent assistance to Cal ypso, a secret fromthe other Invidi?

Voi ces and ot her footsteps echoed ahead. A m xed group of humans and
aliens noved toward ne, heading for the Bubble. Leading themwas a

| anky young man in civilian clothes. Even before |I heard his voice,
recogni zed Dan Florida's slouch and the way he threw his hands about
when he tal ked. Dan Florida, founder of Jocasta's only unofficial news



nmedi a organi zation and presently die single nmenber of the |obby

del egation from Jocasta to the Confederacy Council. | still felt
guilty at how |'d persuaded the Residents Comittee to vote for Florida
as our |obbyist to the Confederacy Council. He'd been entirely too
curious about the Calypso Il project, and | felt that talking to

Counci | menbers about Jocasta woul d keep hi mbusy. As well as Jocasta
receiving the benefit of his obvious talents as a | obbyi st--persistence
and persuasiveness. "You should renmenber that this part of the station
was one of the earliest built," Florida was sayi ng as he approached.
"This hall was the original command center." The others stared up at
the buil ding he was pointing at, an uninpressive single-story comunity
hall, now used as a tenporary storage facility. | didn't remenber it
bei ng the comand center, but then, | didn't take over as head of
station until the station's third year, after the first head had quit,
two conmitted suicide, and the one in between was poi soned. The people
with Florida nust be the Confederacy Council representatives that

Sasaki had nentioned; a human wonman in colorful caftan and two nmen in
drab suits, five Dir, all wearing robes of a single guild with their
hoods open, two fur-covered Achelians, and a hi gh-caste Leowin attended
by its retinue of smaller slaves. Leowin are a species thought by
everyone else to be distantly related to the @ chn but they deny it
vehemently thensel ves. They are bipedal by choice but can nove just as
fast on four linmbs. Their upper manipulators are jointed, unlike Q chn
feelers, and their chests and abdonens flow into each other. This one
wore a robe sinmilar to that of the Dir, but in a nore subdued weave and
color. "Hello, Dan," | said. The scene took nme back half a year or



nore to the day Florida and | had escorted Cal ypso's Sl eeper
passengers on their first tour of the station. Their first tour of the
twenty-second century.

Florida stared. "I heard the runor, but | didn't believe it." He
bounded forward and w apped his arns around nme in a bear hug.

| felt as though I'd been wung out. He was as big and bouncy as
ever.

"Good to see you back," his voice booned in ny ear.

| squeezed his torso briefly in gratitude at this wel come and hoped he
woul dn't notice nmy eyes were watering.

"These are some of ny delegates.” Florida indicated the group with a
flourish. "Consul Reo of Achel and his aide. Amartidjar of the
Leowi n. Count Quertianus, and his captains. Councilor Sarkady of
Earth. Councilors, this is Commander Halley, Head of... forner head of
station."

| bowed to the Achelians and nodded to the count, a high-status Dir
whose qui ck gl ance eval uated everything about ne fromuniformto body
parts. The Leowin ignored ne, as its protocols demanded.

Sar kady grasped my hand w thout turning a gracious gray hair and | ooked
me over with eyes dial mght have been wise, or nerely the result of a
career spent trying to | ook wise. She wore a | oose gown of
bright-colored cloth that glowed in the hunmid air.

"Commander. Weren't you reported m ssing?”

"A slight m sunderstanding."

"Presumably you'll be able to clear it up."

"I"'msure we will."

Sar kady nodded in turn at the two humans with her. "M/ aides.” One, a
human with pale nottled skin and reddi sh hair, shook ny hand North
American style. The other, seeing ne flex ny squeezed hand with a

grimace, nerely inclined her head. A trim correct woman, she was |ike
an ol der version of Ensign Lee.



"We're on our way to the garden," said Florida, ushering his charges
ahead of us. "Come along now, we'll niss the best part of the

nmorni ng, " he chided gently. After minor jostling between the five Dir
and the Leowi n slaves, they wal ked on ahead of him "Where have you

been?" he whispered to ne. "Nowhere interesting," | whispered back
then felt ridiculous. "Dan, | need to talk to you about Central,"
said in a normal voice. | wanted to hear his views on the |ikelihood

of the neutrality vote being passed, and conpare it to what Veatch had
said. Florida mght be brash and obnoxi ous, but he had a knack of
maki ng useful contacts and his verbosity could be an asset. "Cone to
di nner tonight. A few of us, in the observation |lounge in the center."
He pointed upward. "Level Three." "There is no observation |ounge on
Level Three." Then | renenbered Sasaki's comrent when we arrived | ast
night. He grinned. "Thought |1'd catch you on that one. WIIl you
come?" "If I can." If I'mstill here. And if 1've figured out how
that ship works. "The new head of station..." he began. "Acting head
of station." He raised an eyebrow. "Acting head of station decided
it'd be inpressive to sit and watch the stars spin around while we ate
dinner. Don't want to miss that, do you?" "You could have used one of
the construction platforms,” | grunbled, thinking of the conplex

| ogistics of redecorating a section of Level Three. "Ah, but he wants
the gravity field on. Can't have inportant guests chasing pieces of
their neal in free fall." And we'd get conplaints fromtravel ers who
didn't want to step out of their airlock into Earth gravity ... "Wt a
mnute. This is an official dinner?"



"You got it. Dress uniforns, antique cutlery, speeches, the lot."
"You sneaky bastard. You know | hate that sort of thing."

He grinned. "It'lIl be a great chance for you to reenerge, so to speak
G ve you a taste of what happens at Central ."

"I don't want to go to Central. That's why | sent you."

"I thought it was to get rid of me." He grinned as he said it, but his
eyes were shrewd.

"You make a better |obbyist than | do, Dan."

"Maybe | believe in neutrality nore."” This time his face was serious,
but | still had the inpression he was |aughing at ne.
"What's that supposed to nean?" | glared at himbut we'd reached the

spoke and the agricultural section, and Florida was tapping open the
entry with one hand.

He patted ny shoulder with the other in odious synpathy. "Don't worry,
Conmmander. |'Ill make sure you don't enbarrass yourself too nuch." The
Earth Fl eet blue panels opened and warm heavily oxygenated air rolled
out to neet us with the unni stakable snell of growi ng things. Beds of
vegetables, fruit, fungi and gill us rose in terraces to neet the
reflected gold of the "sky." A diffuse, pale |ight covered everything.
The fields were originally an eighth of this size and designed to
nmerely augnent the station's food supply. Under Confederacy negl ect
and alien bl ockade, however, we expanded themin order to survive

"Lovely, just beautiful," Sarkady enthused.
"Charm ng," agreed the Achelian.

One of the Dir tapped sonmething into his hand com and showed the result
to the others.

"Dan, | have to go."

"Ah, to the nysterious Invidi ship that brought you home, no doubt? W
haven't seen an Invidi, though."

I'd forgotten how fast runor spreads on this station



Fl ori da | ooked down at nme with a specul ative gaze. "Did you know sone
of the officers have a betting pool? Guessing where you went."

| groaned. They should have better things to do.

"Until you came back with Bill Mrdoch, do you know what the favorite
was?" he persi sted.

"That | bl ew up?"

"No. (Odds on that you took Cal ypso's engi nes and what ever they coul d
do, and gave themto the New Council."

n \Mat ?u

Sarkady's fenmal e aide turned in surprise at nmy yelp of disbelief. |
snmled feebly at her and | owered ny voice. "Wy would they think
t hat ?"

"Why do you think? Because you nearly did it last tine."

I could have hit him "That was a conpletely different situation. |If
our survival had depended on us allying with the New Council, then

m ght have agreed. But it didn't. And | certainly wouldn't join a
group that allies itself with sonmething |ike the Q Chn."

Fl ori da seened unconvi nced. "Methinks you protest too much. | think
it's highly likely you took the prototype to the New Council. And now
you' ve got your hands sonehow on a proper Invidi ship and you're trying
to get it past Con Fleet and away."

Should | neet this drivel with the silence it deserves, or cut it off
early?

"Dan, you can't spread unsubstantiated runors like this. 1t's neither
pr of essi onal nor ethical."

The skin around his eyes flushed. "That's a laugh. Wat do you expect
when you never give out information?"

"I"'mnot free to do that, and you're going to have to live with it."
"Don't blame me if people fill in the gaps, then."

W glared at each other. It made my neck ache, as he was a lot taller
than mne.



"You really don't give up, do you? Don't you have enough work to do
at Central w thout manufacturing ridicul ous runors?"

"Plenty, thank you. |'m concerned about Jocasta." He spread one |arge
hand. "It may surprise you, Commander, but | want neutrality as much
as you do. |I've worked with the ordinary residents here--hell, you
know | canme here illegally nyself. 1've seen what it was like here

under the Confederacy, and it can't be any worse if we're
i ndependent . "

"How i s spreadi ng runors about the New Council going to help get the
neutrality vote?"

"It's not. |I'mnot spreading anything." He shook his head, resigned.
"I said that because |I want you to know that a |lot of us have a big
i nvest ment --not econonic, either-in an i ndependent Jocasta. And it

seens to ne that your... research might get in the way." "I won't let
t hat happen," | said, uneasy at his perspicacity. "And | promi se
you'll be the first to know if we decide the information can be

rel eased,"” | said. "But it's a bigger story than ne defecting to the

New Council. Just wait awhile."
He hesitated, then nodded reluctantly. "It better be good."
"It's sensational."

The old fighter bays were in the sun side of the center, between where
the slimcylinder emerged fromthe protective cocoon of the rings and
its far end, which sprouted into a forest of unlikely | ooking wings and
sails to harvest sunlight, enmit heat waste, and other mundane functions
that kept the station alive.

The uplift took me to Level Six. Normally it was full of floating
figures and | uggage, but today the gravity field was activated and a
clamor of voices in different |anguages nostly voiced conmplaints at the
heavi ness of bodi es and



t he awkwar dness of containers. The gravity field certainly increased
the tine spent waiting for people to get out of one's way.

Most of the people were heading for Levels Four to One, at which ships
were docked or fromwhere they could access the outer docks or orbital
shuttles. | took a corridor cramer--a lift that noved wi thin the
center--down fromLevel Six and | was the only passenger when it
reached Level Eight, where Serat's ship had been pl aced.

Qutside the airlock to Bay 12, a security guard waited. He nodded at
me and |l et nme pass without question.

Inside the airlock, the bay was |like an ovoid cave, nothing obvious to
show that the wall on one side could beconme a round exit. GCantries and
grappling arns clustered around the edges of that wall, in readiness to
fling ships without internal-use thrusters out into space. Lines in
various colors showed the "floor" for when the gravity field was not in
use, and indi cated where mai ntenance and service machi nery shoul d be
positioned. Despite the overall gray, these lines gave the bay a
festive air.

The ship sat safely nose-up on the |aunch base, the center-side wall of
the bay when the gravity field was off. |Its snooth hull | ooked out of
pl ace against the reinforced surfaces of the bay, which were studded
wi t h mai nt enance stations and access points. Like a child' s toy in a
gun turret.

Three peopl e stood beside it. Mirdoch, another security guard, and,
unexpectedly, Rupert Stone. | was taken aback, to say the least. 1'd
been | ooking forward to a quiet investigation of my ... An Serat's
ship, not nore debate on whether to keep it or not.

Murdoch faced Stone and was pointing at the ship. The |anky security
guard--Thorns, that's right--1ooned beside them

They nmust have got word that Con Fleet on the way,



| thought with a stab of despair. |'d have only an hour or less to
| ook at the ship. "What's going on?" M voice echoed inpressively in
t he mai ntenance al coves in the sides of the bay. Mirdoch | ooked up
"Thought you'd never get here. Didn't want to use your commlink in

case soneone heard." "Is it Con Fleet | said. "Not as such." He
waited until | was three paces away, then tossed ne sonething small and
hard. "Thorns gave nme a call, like he was ordered to do if anyone cane
in here. | scooted up and found hinf--he nodded at Stone-"putting that
on the ship." Stone watched us. Hi s light eyes narrowed with
hostility, his whole personality seenmed nore focused than |ast night.
"What's she doing up here?" he said. "She's supposed to be under
arrest Dammit, Miurdoch, 1'lIl arrest you as well if | have to." "She's

on bond and assisting us with our inquiries," said Murdoch, "part of
whi ch invol ves assessing possible threats to this station. Wich
i ncl udes this ship and"--he nodded at the thing he'd tossed ne--"t hat

device." The small oval nestled on ny palmin a famliar way. It had
no di stingui shing features, no cracks or bunps. The material felt warm
and slightly velvety. Not cold and hard like ordinary netal. It felt

like the Invidi device that An Barik had given ny friend Brin
Quartermaine to break into our security when the original Calypso
arrived. The device that led Quartermaine to his death. "Wat does it
do?" | said to Stone. He sniffed superciliously and said nothing.
"The | ast person to use this kind of Invidi device on this station
died," | said. "Do you want to end up the same?" He drew hinself up



straight, his gaze flickering anxiously at the guard. As if he'd just
realized security could be used against him "Are you threatening ne?"
"Don't be an idiot," grow ed Murdoch. "She's telling the truth. You

can't trust them" "Wuere was it?" | said to Muirdoch. "He was trying
to stick it on the hull. In an inconspicuous corner. It doesn't match
anything in our files, including what little we got on that thing
Quartermai ne used." Mirdoch glared at Stone. "W couldn't analyze
Quartermaine's thing," | remnded him Mirdoch adopted what he seened
to think was a jovial tone. "Come on, Rupert. W're all in this

together. An Batik's not here. W are. Tell us what's going on."
"I"m acting under orders fromny superior," said Stone. He shifted
uneasily and pulled his suit coat closer across his chest. "You people
seemto forget that we need the Invidi. W need their protection

Thi nk how rmuch they've given us. We owe them" "Did An Barik send a
message buoy directly back to you?" | said. "O did this order cone

t hrough the Bendari cruiser?" Mirdoch net ny eyes and rubbed his head
in frustration. Wichever the case, Stone had got the nmessage past
Security's communi cations nonitoring. It was galling, the way the
Invidi could skip around inside our systens. Stone said nothing.

"What if it's a bomb?" said Murdoch. | handed the small oval back to
hi m qui ckly. "You coul d endanger everyone," he continued. "For what?
A chance to play spy." | thought of Dan Florida' s suspicions of ny own
spy activities. He'd got the wong person. "Not a bonmb," said Stone,
"he said it was a disabling device. Nothing violent."



"So we can't fly the ship away until he gets here. You believed hin"

| said. Stone glared at nme. Mirdoch glared at him "W can expect An
Bank back soon then, can we?" "I don't know," said Stone sullenly. It
made sense. The Invidi don't do their own dirty work. \Wen they need

to fight, they have the Bendari and Con Fleet do it for them \en

t hey need soneone on the ground, people like Quartermaine and Stone are
keen to oblige. And, until recently, myself. |In pre-blockade days, if
An Barik had asked ne to help him | would have agreed w thout

guestion. As Stone said, the Invidi hel ped us, we should help them MW
menories of pre-Contact Earth nagged at ne--Stone was partly right.

The Invidi saved us from destroying oursel ves, we owed t hem sonet hi ng.

"Bill, why don't we forget this whole thing," | said. Mrdoch frowned.
H s expression shifted rapidly fromare you mad? to what the hell are
you up to? "I mean," | said slowy, "M. Stone believes he's doing
the right thing ..." "l amdoing the right thing," Stone al npbst
shouted. "It's you two who are endangering the station."™ " however
much it may | ook |ike sabotage,” | finished. Stone blinked and was
silent. Let himwork out we're at a stalemate. |If he didn't push

about Murdoch's invol venent in our being on the Invidi ship, Mrdoch
woul dn't push about Stone's private conmunications with An Bari k.
Murdoch had worked it out, too. And hopefully he'd keep a closer watch
on Stone fromnow on. "Yeah, well, | reckon we can be generous this



once." He jerked his head at the door. "Come on, Rupert. You and
have got work to do. Residents Conmittee neeting, fire drill, concern
about the cruiser..."

"You're going to | eave Hall ey here?" Stone resisted Muirdoch's hand on
his arm

"She's got her job to do," said Mirdoch

"But she's in custody." He sounded so frustrated, | al nost
sympat hi zed.

"Yeah, and |'ve got her formally on bond, if it makes you feel any
better."

"It doesn't," said Stone. But he allowed Miurdoch to usher himout of
t he bay.



Twenty-t hree

They left me alone with the ship. Arelief, in a way. |'ve spent nost
of my life alone, and much of that time in pursuit of some technica
problem Longer in the conpany of ships than with people. Sonetinmes |
think 1"mnore confortable with the forner.

Coul d that be why your personal life is such a ness? asked an annoyi ng
i nternal voice.

It's not a ness, | told it crossly. M marital problens with Henoit
canme fromhis activities as a terrorist with the New Council. Nothing
to do with ny job.

| shook ny head to clear it of that thread of thought, and wal ked
around the ship, reconfirmng nmy menory of its outer configuration. A
bul bous di anond shape, no distinguishing features on the outside, no
protrusions fromthe snmooth hull

| wished Heron and the others who'd worked on Calypso Il were stil
here to see this. |If they were, 1'd ask themto help ne go over it As
soon as we'd worked out this present nmess, | promsed nyself to | ook up

where they'd been transferred and tell them what happened. And
couldn't ask any of the present engineering staff for hel p--they'd
either be arrested with me or end up transferred like the others.

| reached out a hand to the ship, palmup. It seened



expectant, somehow. Perhaps | was nore attuned to it now, but | could
feel tension humming in the air. The name popped into ny head

i mediately. "Farseer," | said aloud. And the ship listened. Like a
dog with its ears pricked, waiting. What a ridiculous simle. Ships
don't have ears.

Farseer it is, then

| considered asking Murdoch for the tool An Barik had given Stone, in
order to try gaining quicker access to Farseer, but the risk was too
great that the ship would be conpletely i mobilized. Better to stick
with my own methods. | checked the control panel just inside the
dock's airlock entry. CQuter space door, inner space door | ocks
activated. Atnospheric controls green

From t he mai ntenance | ocker beneath the control panel | took a Level
One toolkit then brightened the Iights around Farseer before returning
toits side. Setting ny hand comto voice record, | began

"The hull |ooks snooth, but tactile exam nation reveal s indentations
that feel approxinmately one nmillineter in depth and width. These

i ndentations follow no easily discernible pattern and seemto continue
across the entire surface."

| paused and took out a gauge fromthe toolkit. It should pick up any
i nformation the hand comnore Iimted sensors m ssed.

"The first time | used this vessel, it opened w thout direct command
when | traced one of these trails with nmy bare hand and thought of
entry hatches. |'mtrying the same thing now ..."

And it worked again. Part of the hull noved, and suddenly an opening
exi st ed.

"It's not a sliding door. The opening part seens to actually dissolve
back into its surroundings, rapidly. 1t |eaves



an entry of"--1 glanced down at the gauge--"one hundred twenty by
eighty centineters. I1'mgoing in now" It |ooked the same as | ast
time. Small cabin, floor-to-ceiling consoles or control surfaces. A
definite floor, which showed its Invidi geneal ogy--they always used the

gravity field. Dimto noderate lighting, orange-tinted. "lI'mtrying
access with the sensor gauge first." This was totally unsuccessf ul

The ship refused to recogni ze any of the gauge's universal access
codes. In fact, it refused to recognize the gauge itself. Al console

and wal | surfaces remai ned stubbornly unlit. This could be because the
uni versal codes hadn't been devel oped when Farseer was built. But as
the codes were based on Invidi access nethods, |'d assuned Farseer
woul d find something famliar in them "Next I'mtrying the sane

nmet hod of access as last tinme. That is, direct physical contact with
one of the control panels."” This was nore successful. Successful in
the sense that the panel it up and began to show me information, but
less so in that the jolt of whatever it was up nmy arm sent continuous
needl es of pain through neck, head, and shoulders. On any ship with an
Invidi junmp drive, whether Qchn , Melot, or Bendari--I1'd never been on
an Invidi ship--the junp drive itself is inaccessible. On npbst of

them the drive is in a separate, sealed section. Only the naster can
activate it. Wien | worked as a ship's engineer ny job had al ways been
to maintain the flat space engines. Using the junp drive destabilized
fuel ratios and the entire engine systemrequired recalibrating after
each junp. As even a minute antimatter | eakage would finish the ship's
journey very quickly, this was an Inportant task. And always rushed,



as ships' masters pressured engineers to get quicker and quicker after
junps. The only time |I'd ever been able to take ny time was when |
piloted Calypso Il fromthe junmp point to Earth in 2023, and then I'd
been worried about ny supplies running out

Junp- capabl e ships have thrusters of a particular configuration. That
is, the flat space engine has a drive-enabling connection--the gate.
It seens to draw energy fromthe thrusters, hence the slight inbal ance

after each junp that we have to recalibrate. 1In all ny previous
attenpts to understand the junp drive, because |I couldn't actually get
into the drive systemitself, 1'd been forced to concentrate on why the

gate causes this inbalance. The gate was the closest 1'd get to the
drive itself.

Even with Calypso Il, all we'd done was buy an old freighter that had
had its junp drive chanber renoved. Into that we put what seened |ike
a simlar chanber fromthe weckage of Cal ypso, and |inked what we
hoped was its gate connection with the freighter's thrusters. W
hadn't actually opened the drive chanber. | had to recalibrate Cal ypso
I Ps thrusters after | arrived in 2023 in the usual way, which seened to
i ndi cate Calypso didn't have a special drive of any sort. That is, it
behaved the same as did ships traveling on the Central network. And
yet it jumped to a point off that network. Whatever the secret of the
of f-network junping, | didn't think it had been in Calypso itself.

Farseer's drive m ght be accessible. | wanted to see into that system
| wanted to take it apart and see how it worked.

First | had to map out what was in the systemso | knew | was taking
the right things apart, and so that if there were any Tor surprises in
there, 1'd know | had to do it properly, through an interface,
because | didn't trust the mental link to give me all the information
And | had to set up safeguards both for nyself and for the station
Especially given Farseer's Tor el enments.



| didn't trust those Tor elenents. W'd had so nmuch trouble with Tor
hardware in the early days of the station when | was still only site
manager, before Jocasta was even naned

W' d used the Tor structure of the core and Al pha ring because the
alternative was to build a station fromscratch and the Confederacy
didn't have the resources or the desire to do that. So we tiptoed
around the booby traps and explored the mazes and tried to make it work
to our directions. It did work, but even now, seven years later, the
core was never trustworthy--you could go into it and find neter-w de
sections encrusted with new connections, inpassable. Not with live Tor
t echnol ogy, of course, nore |ike our Invidi-designed connections were
trying to prevent a revival of Tor activity.

This didn't seemto disrupt our systenms, perhaps because everythi ng was
backed up in the rings and we ran regul ar observation teans to the
core. But some systenms, water circul ation and atnmospheric nonitoring,
for example, had to be coordinated fromthe center. Viewed as a whol e,
the Tor elenents in the op sys were no nore than one variable, but they
could interfere significantly in an energency by diverting power and
information frominportant functions. As had happened during the

Seour as bl ockade. Sonme of the other variables--the "extra" adjustnents
that half the population illegally made, for exanple, had been reduced
since the end of the bl ockade.

But the Tor bits were still there. | didn't like it, this building a
station on top of hostile hardware, however nuch we'd irradi ated and
restructured and overlaid the Tor systems with Invidi identity. 1In the

early days of construction |I'd often dreanmed of being lost in a maze,
booby traps on all sides, endlessly rewiting conmands to overlay Tor
systens, but the commands woul d unravel as | watched and the nmaze woul d
cl ose in.



Invidi technology is also "alive," of course, in the sense that it has
active neural architectures and strong learning matrices. But the Tor
codes try to rewite each Invidi matrix, by using the Invidi ability to
learn, and make it learn to be Tor. So why couldn't we just live in a
station built with Tor technol ogy and not Invidi? Because Tor
interfaces were not safe for humans. They were suprenely xenophobic
and rejected anything non-Tor. |If the technology was like that, |
hated to think what the Tor thensel ves m ght have been like. Hating
all other life forms, probably. The Invidi nust know, but they weren't
telling. In any case, | had to hurry and both set up a map of
Farseer's system and nmake sure its Tor elenments couldn't affect the
station's op sys | kept going with what | was doing--trying to get the
systemto send information to ny hand com And soon it did, although
wasn't certain of the content of the information. The physica
connection rmade it easier for me to conprehend it, but | couldn't keep
this connection up for however many hours the process would take. "The
panel is giving me what | think is diagnostic information. [It's going
to take a while to process this." | kept talking to the hand com WMade
it seemless like I was talking to nyself. The physical effect of
using the connection grew worse. |If | got a migraine each tine I
connected, | couldn't do much research on the ship. 1 tried taking a
break, but the ache nmerely dinmred slightly. The ship didn't read that
as a proper disconnection. | noved ny fingers the opposite way and

t hought about finishing. The connection dissolved and | slunped back
delightfully free of pain. As the information |oaded into nmy stack of
handcoms, | kept investigating the cabin. Werever the drive chanber
was, there nust be an access door to it from here.



But the walls remai ned snooth, except for where they carried

i ndentati ons, which | prodded and tweaked as | |ooked. How had An
Serat kept a bal ance between the Tor elements and the rest of the
Farseer's op sys that is, how did he stop the Tor el enments taking over
the rest? Did the aliveness | sensed in Farseer conme fromthe |nvidi
structure or fromwhatever he had taken fromthe Tor? |If it was the
former, | might be able to incorporate information from Farseer into
storage in Jocasta to investigate later. From building Jocasta, | knew
as much about Tor engi neering as any other human in the Confederacy, as
much as any other N ne Wirlds menber, probably. But it was too risky.
W' d only had one energency with Tor technol ogy, in which energy bolts
fromthe gray ship had alnost led to a ring-w de atnospheric

contai nnent failure during the bl ockade. Strictly speaking, it wasn't
the Tor elenents of the op sys that had mal functioned, but I'd always
been suspici ous of how the energy bolts had sought out and danaged the
one systemthat, if it failed, would have i medi ate catastrophic
consequences. | picked up the sensor gauge and tried to roll the Kkinks
out of ny shoulders. Get on with the job, Halley, don't sit staring
into space. "lI'mtrying to find i nformati on about the propul sion
system If | know where the gate is, | can see howit connects with
the drive. But at the nmonent this mapping of the system seens |ike
it's going to take hours. And we don't have too many." But | couldn't
go ahead without mapping. "I'll keep checking and as soon as |'ve got
enough information, I'lIl begin an interior examnation." | went back
to patting the walls of the cabin. Like sonmeone |ooking for a secret



passage in a spooky house, in one of those old vids Grace used to
watch. At the end of the secret passage the characters would find
hi dden treasure.

My hi dden treasure was the junp drive in Fyrseer. M only break in
twenty years spent working with and studying the junp drive. A chance
to finally understand.

Understanding the junp drive will do so many things for humans and the
rest of the Nine. It will open up the rest of the Confederacy worlds
to us. Inmagine being able to go anywhere on the junp network we |iked.
Bef ore the Seouras bl ockade |1'd been a Four Worlds supporter, in
particular an Invidi supporter. Now, while | still believed they

woul dn't deliberately harmus, | also knew they put their own interests
ahead of ours, as An Barik did when he | et Jocasta be bl ockaded sinply
because he didn't want to disturb Calypso's arrival. Definitely,

humans and the rest of the Nine need access to the junp drive.
It can't bring WII back.

The t hought popped into nmy mind and stuck with all the adhesiveness of
Seouras sline.

I found I was sobbing into ny knees, rocking against the
consol e-covered wall. The physical pain of contact with Farseer was
not hi ng conpared to this.

How | ong am | going to be haunted by the thought of WIIl's death? The
menory keeps sneaki ng back, hitting me when | don't expect it, dropping

me without warning into the abyss of loss. |If only ... here we go
again. If only |I hadn't entered that damn conpetition. But | knew
we'd win--a century's head start is fairly conclusive. |If only I

hadn't taken WII along. Wy didn't G ace put her foot down and forbid
it? Usually she was so protective

Because she trusted you.
| felt sick. Farseer's golden light seenmed too warm the walls of the

cabin too close. Damm An Serat for sending us back there. Dam nyself
for deciding my present on
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Jocasta was nore inportant than nmy present in the out-town. How did he
do it? | clutched at the thought because it wasn't part of that guilt.
How had An Serat sent Cal ypso to Jocasta? How did we get to Earth from
Jocasta and back again? How could a junp point exist off the network?
The handconms made minute whirring sounds as they processed Farseer's
information. Surely the answer was in there. Leaving aside the
guestion of why Calypso's junp had a shorter correspondence than

Calypso Il or Murdoch's ship, we could assume that An Serat was
i nvol ved in possibly creating new junp points off the network. Wen
used Cal ypso's junp drive in Calypso Il, the flat space engines reacted

in exactly the same way as they did with a normal junp drive. So

felt safe in assum ng that whatever Serat did, it wasn't with Cal ypso.
Al of this supported the theory that the Invidi are able to create or
open junp points at will, and not necessarily from Central --An Ser at
was on Earth at the tinme. Opinion among the Nine is divided into two
mai n canps on the nature of the junp drive. The first holds that the
junp points are engi neered wormhol e nouths and that there is no such
thing as a "drive"--what we call junp drive engines couldn't possibly
process the energy needed to nani pul ate the nouths. The "drive" is
just a way for the Invidi to track all registered ships that approach a
junp point. At a signal fromthe drive, the Invidi open the junp
points fromCentral. This doesn't explain how the Invidi have |ess
than perfect control of the Central network--the Q chn and their
subsi di aries use the junps for shady business all the time. And where
does the energy to open the points cone fron? The second opi nion says
that the junp points are |ike bubbles in space tine that are inflated



to all ow passage "through.” The junp drive is necessary to propel the
ship in a certain way (nobody can explain exactly how) to pop through
the bubble. This explanation seens to give the