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      Tink's workshop reeked of linseed oil and wood shavings and Alice kind of liked it. A warm, homey smell in a stark, industrial space.

      The building was high-ceilinged, the roof a fifty-fifty mix of iron and translucent corrugated plastic letting in the sad wan December sun. The place must get real cold through January and February.

      Struts with triangular bracing stretched the width. Maybe sixty feet. A gantry crane stood on wide bogeys. The rails ran the hundred or so feet of the workshop's length.

      Tiny bots scampered across the crane's frame, calibrating, daubing paint and tightening the parts that needed tightening. Their buzzing and clicking was like the night insects in Panama.

      Around the walls there were workbenches and fixed tools. Drill presses and hydraulic rams and arc arm welders. So many surfaces cluttered with parts and wrenches, hammers, screwdrivers. Coils of wire, old PCBs, lenses in fifty different sizes. The concrete floor was stained with two hundred years worth of oil drips and spills.

      Reels of materials hung on the walls. Dark and light, thick and thin, coarse and smooth. At least thirty of them. Carbon fiber, silicas, plastic-aluminum welds.

      Near the tall roller doors at the north end, a soda machine rattled and chugged. Its display promised 16oz of sugary goodness with a wave of your palm chip. The machine had to sixty years old. Turn of the century stuff. Probably still ran on a hardwired plug and 120 volts.

      In the very center of the workshop stood something so out of place it might have arrived by time machine. It was the size of a Ford SUV--one of those chunky ones that you had to drive yourself. The ones with hydrogen engines rather than electric. The ones that people from Montana and Wyoming loved.

      The thing had thick gray ceramic panels curving over, with a black, shiny interior. It looked like obsidian, and the gray panels sat like blankets or hands, as if they were trying to protect it. Even with all the soft curves, both sat flush against the concrete. You couldn't even slide a sheet of paper between.

      The block would have looked right at home in one of those Korean or Japanese design magazines. Maybe the ceramic panels were actually more pliable, and they would unfold revealing next year's new model Elantra or Kasu.

      Alice walked around it. She felt like an invader here. She was in heels that were killing her feet. She wore these shoes maybe three times a year. Otherwise it was trainers or curl-ups. Her podiatrist advised against ever wearing a heel higher than a half an inch. The depth of the sole.

      But right now, she had to look her best. She had a shimmer skirt that curved around, reaching to just above her knees and fitted nicely around her hips and waist. A white Mathen button shirt with a pleated collar--very European this year, and a black shimmer jacket that matched the skirt.

      As soon as she got out of here, she was changing into jeans and a sweatshirt.

      She kept walking around the block. There were facets in the ceramic. Tiny things that you might see on a chunk of rough salt crystal. They barely reflected.

      The back end of the block was similar to the front, but the gray ceramic wrapped over more closely. There was little more than her hand's width of the shiny black interior showing.

      She walked along the other side. There were differences. It wasn't symmetrical. It seemed almost organic. As if it had been grown, rather than molded.

      Perhaps it had.

      Around to the front again and she crouched. Right in front of where the air intakes would be on an SUV. Her face was reflected there in the smooth sheen of the black material.

      She reached out to it.

      "Don't touch that," a voice called. "Please."

      Alice stood and stepped away.

      A man in marked and tatty dark blue overalls was striding across the stained and pitted concrete. He had a rag in his hands and was busy wiping. Behind him there was a door in the side wall between benches, swinging slowly closed.

      "How did you get in here?" he said. He had thick dark hair and couldn't have been much older than her. Maybe mid-thirties. Three days of stubble and deep eyes that seemed ready to swallow her up.

      "Over there," Alice pointed back toward the roller doors. There was a fold-in door that was person-sized and swung out of the way when the rollers were raised.

      "I'm expected," she said.

      "Alice Briggs?" he said. "I thought you'd be way older. Like, ninety."

      "So you're Tink?"

      "That is me." Tink held onto the rag in his left hand and extended his right. "Don't worry, it's cleaner than anything in here. 'cepting maybe old Caroline here."

      "Caroline?" Alice took his hand and shook. His grip was firm and relaxed at once. His skin felt burred and calloused.

      "Yes. Caroline." He pointed to the gray and black block. "That is what the university is interested in, is it not?"

      "Not the university so much as one of our benefactors. It's called Caroline?"

      "Much better than 'Probe X-1-B' or whatever, right? This one you can identify with."

      "Caroline?"

      "Aside from you, she's about all the company I've had around here the last few weeks. We lost the Aerodyne contract and then all my crew took off to Brazil to work for Embraer. Those Brazilians sure do pay a whole lot."

      Embraer had a new venture to supply sixty lunar slingshot shuttles. Very lucrative.

      "Caroline is good company then?"

      "As good as you can get from bio-silicic lifeforms, right? You know what I mean? Who are these benefactors, then? People who want to go to Proxima, right? Proxima Centauri?"

      "All of that's in confidence now. There are agreements for you to sign."

      "Agreements? Listen, I just build sails."

      "We know. And you've signed non-disclosures before."

      "You would know this exactly how?"

      Three years back the Indian-Pakistani Federation had arranged for him to build them a sail to reach Jupiter. They had a big laser set up in the foothills of the Himalayas and got the rig up to close to one point five percent of the speed of light before the laser blew. Destroyed a small village and set off a bunch of rockslides and avalanches and triggered seismographs as far away as New Zealand.

      They get a lot of earthquakes, so their systems are pretty sensitive.

      The Indian-Pakistani probe wasn't destroyed, but nor was it lined up. It sped past Jupiter going something like fifteen million kilometers an hour.

      It had been planned to get great photos and data, and then get more from the Kuiper Belt and the Oort cloud. But the probe was spinning and it was just too far away from Jupiter.

      They hoped to get the spin settled before it passed through the Kuiper Belt, even though the probe's trajectory was no longer carrying it near any objects of note.

      "It's simply a matter of putting together all the pieces," Alice said. "You build sails. India-Pakistan used sails. Because of the screw up, there was a whole lot more news interest than usual. We looked more closely."

      "You being you and your benefactors."

      "That sounds correct." From the pocket in her skirt, Alice drew out her rolltab. It unfurled into a smooth sheet. The documents appeared on it.

      "Your AI can review it all, if you like," she said.

      One of the bots fell from the overhead crane, landing just a few feet away. Alice jumped. The bot shattered into a cluster of fragments.

      "Ah," Tink said, looking up, then down at the . "There's a glitch in these guys' systems, you know. I've looked over it a dozen times. They keep forgetting to recharge."

      "They do?"

      "Not my build. This is what you get when you rely on Florida."

      "Florida? The state?"

      "Exactly. They're all out on the beach or surfing or what-have-you and they forget the little things."

      Alice held out the rolltab. "I think you'll find it's all in order."

      "Well if you think that," Tink said, "then I suppose it is."

      "Good. Sign there, there and there."

      "Mm-hm." Tink held his fingertip over the spots. The chip would do the job. "Just a second."

      "Yes."

      "Caroline?" Tink said. "What do you think?"

      "I think," a gorgeous soft woman's voice said from the obsidian part of the block.

      It was the kind of voice that seemed like it could wow stadiums and woo lovers. All at once.

      Caroline.

      "Yes?" Tink said. "You paused."

      "I did." Caroline's voice thrummed through Alice. "I like to pause for effect."

      "It worked," Alice said.

      "And I think," Caroline said, "that they are trying to short you."

      "Short me?"

      "I think that the benefactors have a lot of money. They're used to seeking out the low bids. That's how they got their money. Never spending more than they need to. They're used to competition. Used to being able to play companies off against each other."

      "I've seen that kind of thing in the news. The whole Daimler-Jaguar thing a year or two back."

      "And that," Caroline said, "was one that made the news. There a plenty that don't because they're not sexy."

      Tink held his hands away from the rolltab.

      "That's not the way it is this time," Alice said. "You are the master sail constructor. We need you. There's no one else to go to. Not that could deliver the kinds of things we're talking about."

      "Proxima," he said.

      Alice smiled. Now she would have him. Or absolutely lose him.

      "What?" he said. "Not Proxima?"

      "Sign the document. Let her read it first if you like."

      Tink glanced at the block.

      "All right," he said. He held out his hand.

      Alice gave him the rolltab and he took it. He moved around, putting the edge of the tab against the black part of the block.

      It swallowed the tab up, the vertical black surface rippling like water before setting again.

      "That's impressive," Alice said.

      The tab was only gone a moment before it began easing back out. Tink took it.

      "It's fine, actually," Caroline said. "There are clauses in there with penalties, but its all doable. Quite doable."

      "From this little workshop here?" Tink said, looking around. "Who would have thought I'd be building starships when I started out?"

      "We did," Alice said.

      Tink dropped his eyes, looking right at her. He had piercing green irises with yellow flecks.

      "You did?"

      "That's right."

      "You've been my clients all along, haven't you? Through shell companies and that kind of thing. Cayman Islands banks and numbered Swiss accounts."

      "Something like that."

      "So where is this going?" he said, with a gesture at Caroline.

      Funny how it had been a block, but now that Alice had heard it speak and heard the name, it had become Caroline. She was Caroline.

      "Barnard's Star?" Tink said. "Betelgeuse. The Pole Star?"

      Alice smiled.

      "Wolf something? Or into the Trappists? How far are all those? You can't go too far."

      Alice just smiled again.

      "Ten percent of the speed of light," Tink said. "That's what we talked about, isn't it? Earlier."

      "Ten percent, yes."

      "So that gets you to Proxima in forty years, more or less. Another four years for the signal to come back. Forty-four years. I'll be eighty-one. If you go any farther, I'll be long dead. Everyone on the project will be long dead."

      "That's right."

      "Maybe not their kids."

      Alice just smiled again.

      "What?" he said. "What are you not telling us?"

      "How about dinner?" she said, surprised at herself. Always did go after the rugged type rather than the stable sensible type that her mother would approve of.

      "Dinner?" Tink said.

      "Tomorrow. Six o'clock. Cosetti's on Maple. You know the place?"

      "Eat there all the time," he said with a sly smile. Clearly he didn't. "You're asking me out."

      "Professionally
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