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Has earth made their own first contact? A young
Starbridge interrelator will uncover the truth and determine the
fate of an entire planet.

After discovering mankind is not alone in the
universe, colonizing expeditions are required to search for
intelligent life before developing new planets. If the birds of
Trinity are intelligent, Earth could obtain membership in the
Cooperative League of Systems. If not, it could mean millions to
the Jamestown Founders. But exactly how do you prove
intelligence?

Deaf since birth, Tesa is the perfect
ambassador to the Grus, whose sonic cries can shatter human ears.
If she can earn their trust, she might even be able to save them
from the privateers who are profiting from the sale of the Gru's
hides. If she fails, it could mean the destruction of an entire
species.
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Prologue

Scott Hedford opened his eyes and checked the
time. Fifteen minutes to daybreak. He called to his partner and
grabbed for his clothes. He couldn’t miss sunrise!

A yellow sun stood at the heart of this
crowded solar system that included a monstrous gas giant planet
four times the size of Jupiter, plus a red dwarf star in its
outermost reaches. From the surface of the living world the humans
called Trinity, the giant planet and the red dwarf shone so
brilliantly they were visible even in full daylight. The
astronomical configurations of what appeared to be three suns had,
for centuries, shaped the beliefs of the planet’s people and, Scott
knew, today was of special importance. The three “suns” would rise
in a triangle. Scott couldn’t miss sunrise today.

His partner, Margaritka Tretiak, scrambled
around just as eagerly. The gray-haired xenobiologist was almost
seventy, but could outrun him, outclimb him, and, in the rush to
see sunrise, outdress him. She was already out of their shelter
while he was still hopping around on one foot pulling on his other
boot.

Silently they left their spacious shelter and
walked the hundred meters to the end of the overhanging bluff.
There was little evidence of last night’s fierce electrical storm.
Camped on this small hill, they had an excellent view of the
freshwater wetlands extending to the horizon.

At the cliff edge, the biologists viewed the
expansive marsh. The vegetation was a collage of brilliant
Earth-autumn hues, colors Trinity kept year-round. The wildlife and
native people were all still sleeping. Usually, none of them woke
until all the suns were well up.

The red dwarf peeped over the western
horizon, since Trinity rotated opposite to the direction that Earth
did. The huge, white, cranelike people the humans called the Grus
could be seen sleeping in scattered groups either in the water or
on the small islands they built out of rushes and grass, their
black-beaked heads tucked beneath their winglike arms. The Grus
were beautiful to watch, especially when they danced.

The second sun, the yellow star the Grus
called the “Father Sun,” rose to the right of the apex star. The
sky faded from dark blue-black to a startling lavender. Soon it
would be an intense blue. Scott stared, not with the cool
detachment of a biologist, but with the unabashed wonder of a
tourist.

The man started as a rousette whistled in
shrill warning. What’s he scared of at
this hour? Scott wondered, glancing uneasily around. The red,
fox-sized flying mammal should be sleeping in its burrow.

The call came again, piercing, terrified. The
third “sun,” the gas giant planet that appeared as a small,
brilliant star, was now visible, but Scott barely noticed.

Something’s wrong, Scott thought, just
as a monstrous winged shadow sailed over the humans—a shadow that
was bound to wake the sensitive Grus at any moment. And when they
woke…

“My God!” Meg gasped.

It’s an Aquila! Scott realized.
What’s it doing here? Why is it flying now?

The biologist fumbled at his belt where his
sound nullifier should have been, but it wasn’t there. Meg
doesn’t have hers, either, he remembered with a stab of dismay.
I was working on them last night—I left them on the
workbench!

With a muttered curse he grabbed Meg’s arm.
“Never mind the Aquila! The nullifiers are in the shelter on the
workbench. We’ve got to have them! Run!”

They began sprinting toward the shelter, Meg
quickly outdistancing the younger man. The Aquila circled closer to
the Grus’ village. Then Scott saw another, and another, high in the
atmosphere, winging in from their dark forests to the west. With
their bronze-colored bodies and contrasting gold heads and tails,
the Aquila bore an uncanny resemblance to the eagles that had once
been the symbol of an OldAm nation.

The big predators’ sudden, unusual behavior
made Scott wonder again whether they might be intelligent. The Grus
claimed that the Aquila were nothing more than savage predators,
their enemies. But why would the Aquila use the extra energy for
flap-flying when they could wait until later in the day and glide
on the thermals as they usually did? Were they just flying by on
their way to distant hunting grounds, or were they deliberately
trying to surprise the Grus before they woke? And why were these
normally solitary hunters suddenly massing in such numbers?

Hoping he was wrong, that the Aquila wouldn’t
breach the invisible boundary that would cause the Grus sentries to
sound an alarm, Scott wished now that he’d had more time to study
the films from his hidden cameras.

Ten strides ahead of him, Meg dived into the
shelter.

He’d just reached the door when she burst
back out, the nullifiers in her hands. “Put it on! Cover your
ears!” he yelled—then the preliminary humming shook his entire
body. Oh, God, no! He clapped his palms over his ears.

The sound shattered the still morning air,
ripping through him like a physical blow. Again and again the cry
rang out as the sentries sent their warning to the flock.

The frequency and volume of that call struck
the humans’ unshielded ears, doubling them over with pain. The
tiny, delicate headpieces went flying from Meg’s hands as she fell
forward. Both humans’ eardrums burst and the pain of those alien
voices drove Scott to his knees in agony.

Lucky Meg, he thought, seeing that his
friend lay unconscious. Retching, hands shaking, he scrabbled
frantically through the dense rust-colored ground cover that had
swallowed the dropped nullifiers. He grabbed one headpiece, but it
was cracked—Useless, he thought despairingly. Where’s the
other nullifier? Oh, God, the pain…He was crawling now, facing
the end of the bluff and the still beautiful sunrise, now
forgotten. Despite his suffering, he forced himself to search.

As his fingers fumbled over the precious
instrument, the gigantic, terrifying shape of an Aquila came
winging up over the bluff. The enormous bird loomed before him, its
ruby-red eyes staring straight at Scott, its great wings straining
for altitude—its talons gripping a struggling young Grus.

The white avian met the biologist’s eyes.
Recognition stabbed through Scott, almost eclipsing his physical
pain. NO! his mind screamed. Not my friend—not Water
Dancer! The golden eyes of the avian were dimming, and in
desperation, he threw back his head, voicing a dying call to his
people.

The sound tore through Scott’s body, making
him jerk like a puppet whose strings had been yanked. He fell
across the ground, arms askew, the nullifier pinned beneath him.
Rivulets of blood flowed from his ears.







“What is man without the beasts?

If all the beasts were gone, men would
die

from a great loneliness of the spirit.

For whatever happens to the beasts

soon happens to man.”

—Chief Seattle, 1854


CHAPTER 1: THE CHOICE

Rob Gable looked up from the clutter on his
desk, startled yet relieved. A tall, dark woman was storming into
his office, fuming, her anger and frustration barely held in
check.

Boy, she’s pissed! Rob thought as she
came around the desk toward him, barking her shin in the process.
That stopped her, and blinking from the pain, she rubbed her abused
leg.

“Tesa, where’ve you been?” he began
tentatively in her language. “I looked for you everywhere.” The
slightly built, dark-haired psychologist moved around his desk to
diminish the height advantage she had over him. “I wanted to find
you before the ceremony, but I was in meetings up to the last
minute. When I finally got to the Arena, there was too much of a
mob.”

“What happened, Dr. Rob? Why wasn’t I
tapped?” Her hands moved almost too quickly for him to follow the
subtleties of her complex language, American Sign Language. ASL had
its own grammar structure, but Rob couldn’t help translating it
into English, the language he’d grown up with. “The other students
were tapped on schedule. Why didn’t you tell me mine was
canceled?”

Rob looked at her startling, pale hazel
eyes—large, almond-shaped eyes that seemed almost golden. Staring
at them, you could almost miss her high cheekbones, strong jaw, and
brilliant white teeth set against smooth brown skin. The young
Native American woman towered over Rob at 1.85 meters. (Six foot
one, Tesa insisted, since Old NorthAm had never fully accepted
metric.) At nineteen, Tesa’s broad face and hawkish nose couldn’t
be considered beautiful, but once you saw those eyes you’d never
think about that. Having watched her grow from a gangly
fourteen-year-old, Rob was sorry he wouldn’t be around to see her
figure out what she could do with those eyes.

Holding up his hands placatingly, the doctor
motioned for her to take a seat. She drew herself up, declining the
offer.

Clothed in the dress version of StarBridge
Academy’s uniform, Tesa had offset its classic pants and jacket
with a quill-worked leather pouch on her waist and three
white-tipped eagle feathers tied into her long, wavy black hair.
Richly hued turquoise brought out the warm highlights of her skin.
The effect of the new and old lent her an aura of wildness.

Should I have paged her? Rob wondered.
Made an announcement that everyone but she could hear? He
still felt self-conscious about her deafness. “I sent a message to
your voder,” he told her, his signs much slower than hers. “Didn’t
you see it?”






She seemed to deflate as she dug around in
her pouch for the small translator most human students kept on
their wrists. When she finally retrieved it, its tiny red telltale
was shining.

Tesa looked ruefully at its message. “Well, I
should’ve been wearing it.” She looked at Rob, disgusted, and
settled into a chair. “But that still doesn’t explain why I wasn’t
tapped.”

Explain, he thought, wanting to groan.
Where do I start?

Tesa was one of StarBridge’s older human
students. Bicultural and multilingual, she’d grown up on the plains
of Old NorthAm in the multi-tribal “living museum” that sprawled
across millions of acres of parkland and wildlife preserve. Before
she’d been recruited for StarBridge, Tesa had vacillated between
becoming a Native American historian or a linguist, an interest
she’d discovered when she went east to study at Gallaudet.

This well-known educational center for the
deaf and hearing-impaired had expanded over the centuries until it
had become a small town, a cultural cornerstone for people who did
not consider themselves deaf, but Deaf. It was at Gallaudet that
Tesa had discovered her natural aptitude for languages, a talent
that had brought her to the Academy at StarBridge.

“What about my pair project with the Ashu
Mizari?” Tesa signed, looking more dejected now than angry. “Don’t
tell me all my work’s been for nothing.”

The tapping and the pair project were the
culmination of a StarBridge student’s training. Each student would
learn his or her alien partner’s language and culture, and in turn
teach the other theirs, while completing a special project that
required each partner’s cooperative abilities. Tesa had been
trained to be teamed with one of the reptilian, multi-tentacled
Mizari, eldest and founding members of the Cooperative League of
Systems.

Rob plopped wearily into his chair. “The Ashu
are very disappointed, Tesa, believe me.”

The Ashu, a sea-dwelling race of Mizari who
lived off an island continent on Shassiszss, their home world, had
only vestigial auditory organs, and communicated with an elaborate
sign language. Tesa was to have been paired with one of them and
travel to Shassiszss. Now all those careful plans were shot.

Rob sighed. “I’ve got lots to tell you, so be
patient.”

Bast, Rob’s small black cat, chose that
minute to leap into Tesa’s lap, and the young woman gave her a
friendly embrace.

“Okay.” Now that the moment had come, Rob
could barely suppress his excitement. “A doctor on Earth has
perfected an electronic nerve relay. She says she can give you
hearing.”

“That’s why you canceled my tapping
and my pair project on Shassiszss?” Tesa was plainly surprised—and
irritated.

She wasn’t the only one. Rob’s eyes widened
as he signed, “You don’t think that’s important?”

“No!” She shook her head angrily. “I’ve spent
two months preparing for this project. That’s what I
was looking forward to. Not a one-way ticket back to Earth to
become hearing. How’s that supposed to help me with the Ashu?”

Tesa had been born with only partially formed
ears, due to “improper fetal development,” a favorite catch phrase
of baffled physicians. She had no eardrums, and her semicircular
canals were imperfect, giving her occasional balance problems. Both
ear canals were sealed, and her ears were unusually small.

“I’ve got a film that will explain the
technical aspects,” Rob signed. “The doctor came to our attention
because someone on a planet called Trinity had an accident that
involved nerve damage. She was deafened, but now her hearing has
been restored.”

“Well, that’s different than…”

“I know,” Rob interrupted her, “but I’ve
talked to Dr. Volski. She says she can do it!” He felt frustrated
in the face of Tesa’s indifference. “Well, I’m excited about
it!”

Tesa’s mouth twitched up on one side. “Sure,
you are.”

As much as Tesa respected Rob’s struggle to
learn ASL, she felt that he would always define her by her
deafness. She’d told him that he could only see her as someone who
was missing something, instead of as someone with different
abilities. He couldn’t help it, Rob told himself. He was an M.D. as
well as a psychologist. He believed in repairing things that didn’t
work.

“Tesa,” Rob signed, “you’ll be able to
hear. Can’t you imagine what that will mean to you?”

The young woman looked at the small cat
curled in her lap, purring. Tesa touched Bast, then signed, “Can
you hear that?”

Startled, he nodded.

“Well, I can, too, with my body, my eyes. Not
less, Rob. Just different.”

“Come on, Tesa, that’s semantics. You can’t
hear Mozart.”

She looked impatient. “Mozart! Hearing people
are always throwing him up to us. Well, I have so heard
Mozart, at Gallaudet, in a special auditorium. I heard him through
the seats, the floors—I heard Mozart in my bones.”

“Okay. But you’ve never heard birds or wolf
calls…”

“True”—one corner of her mouth turned up—“but
there are other ways to hear spirit songs. Ask Doctor Blanket.”

Technically, “Doctor Blanket”—an alien who
was a powerful telepath that looked like nothing more than a plush
baby’s blanket—couldn’t hear either. But Tesa wasn’t an Avernian,
she was a human. “Aren’t you even curious?” Rob asked, baffled by
her attitude. “I can’t believe you’re this disinterested.”

She shrugged. “Would you become a
telepath if you could?”

“That’s not the same issue. Besides, I can
experience telepathy with Doctor Blanket. And I don’t find being a
non-telepath any less desirable than being a telepath.”

“Same issue,” she insisted. “I can
experience hearing through vibrations, and I don’t find
being Deaf any less desirable than being hearing. If I had this
surgery, I’d have to completely redefine myself. Who would I
be, with hearing?” She stroked the cat gently. “Dr. Rob, the elders
of my tribe believe I’ve been marked by the Wakan Tanka—the Great
Mystery—for a special task. I was given a significant name.”

Tesa’s full name was Ptesa’ Wakandagi.
Ptesa’ meant “White Buffalo,” but implied more, since the
white buffalo was not only rare, but sacred. And Wakandagi
indicated someone unique.

“Growing up with that hanging over
you,” she continued, “is hard. When I was selected to come to
StarBridge, everyone felt it was a sign for my nagi—my
soul—to follow its path. It’s not a good idea to fool around with
your nagi.” She looked tired. “And what would my friends at
Gallaudet say?”

The mention of the school reminded Rob of the
conversation he’d had with Tesa’s former adviser just the night
before. “To you,” the woman had signed, “deafness is a physical
condition. Tesa sees it as a cultural one.”

“Tesa,” he argued, “you’re light-years away
from Gallaudet. You might never see those people again.”

She looked at him curiously. “The same could
be said of my family. I wouldn’t stop being Indian. Of course,
you’d never suggest that. But being Indian is part of what makes me
who I am…my culture, my identity. Well, so is being Deaf.”

“That stubborn streak is going to get you in
trouble someday,” he signed grudgingly. He wondered if he was
giving in too easily, since he had a hidden agenda. “If that’s the
way you really feel, I’ll push my hearing prejudices aside. But I’m
glad you mentioned your family, because this talk with me is just a
warm-up. Your parents will be calling in less than an hour.”

“My parents!” Tesa stood abruptly, dumping
the cat off her lap. “You called my parents! Oh, shit!” In
signing the expletive, she accidentally swept a disorderly pile of
flimsies off the edge of Rob’s desk.

“I had to, Tesa…” Rob gave up signing while
they grabbed at the drifting forms slowly fluttering to the
floor.

“I’m over eighteen, Dr. Rob,” she signed
abruptly, before snatching a wafting sheet in midair. “You
should’ve asked me first. If I can’t explain this to you, how can I
make them understand? They think it’s their fault I’m
deaf.”

Tesa’s parents, both hearing, worked in
space, building stations. When Tesa and her brother and sister were
little, her parents had commuted from the living museum to
Australia and worked Earthside. As the children grew, their
grandparents, aunts, and uncles had filled in as the two engineers
took on short jobs around Earth and the Moon. Now they were working
on a station only two weeks’ metaspace journey away from
StarBridge, close enough to afford monthly calls.

Even though doctors had tried to reassure
them, Tesa’s parents felt as though they must have been exposed to
something. Her younger brother and sister were both hearing and
genetic screening had ruled out damaged chromosomes, but, Rob
mused, it was the lot of parents to find themselves lacking. He
thought of his own eleven-year-old daughter, Claire, the problems
he had relating to her during their infrequent visits, and
sighed.

“I had to call them,” Rob insisted,
sitting on his heels on the floor, a sloppy mound of flimsies
before him. “There’s more going on than just the surgery, and your
parents had to know.”

Tesa sat tailor fashion across from him.
“What, more?”

Rob nodded. “Have you heard of Trinity?”

Tesa’s eyes widened. She hadn’t really paid
attention the first time he’d spelled it, but every Terran at
StarBridge had heard of it. “What about Trinity?” she asked, her
eyes bright.

“It was discovered by a Terran colonizing
company—Jamestown Founders,” Rob told her as they resumed their
seats. “It’s at an evolutionary stage similar to Terra’s
Pleistocene—virgin wilderness, giant animals, mammoth trees, rich
mineral deposits, and even fossil fuels. A planet to make an
investor’s dreams come true. But there’s a snag. This world is
inhabited by a species of intelligent avians we’re calling the
Grus.”

His intercom called his attention. “Excuse
me, Tesa.”

“Rob,” said Kkintha ch’aait, the school’s
Chhhh-kk-tu administrator. “Meg Tretiak is on line in my
office.”

“Uh, Tesa’s here.”

“Sorry, but this can’t wait. Meg’s got to
catch a shuttle.”

“Be right there.” He turned back to Tesa.
“Wait here, please. We haven’t finished our talk.”

“But what about Trinity?” Tesa
complained.

“I’ve got films you can watch,” Rob signed,
going to his closet. Pushing a door aside, he rummaged through a
box, finally pulling out two cassettes. “You know how to operate
the viewer. It’s raw footage, no Intergalactic Geographic
stuff. I’ll be back shortly,” he promised, and jogged out of the
office.
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Tesa turned the unlabeled cassettes over in
her hands as she entered the sequence to activate Rob’s big wall
holo. Could he be thinking of sending her to Trinity? Or was
she jumping to conclusions because of her eagle dream last night?
She always had eagle dreams before some big event—it was just her
subconscious playing games with her.

Movement near the open office door caught her
eye. Her roommate, Jib, was waving to get her attention. Two years
her junior and no taller than Rob, the brown-skinned Maori had
become Tesa’s surrogate sibling.

“Come on in,” she signed, “it’s okay.” She
should’ve known he’d be lurking around, dying to find out the news.
He’d looked more upset than she had when she hadn’t been
tapped.

“Tesa, what happened?” he signed, his
doe-eyed, good-looking face full of concern. “Why weren’t you
tapped?”

“Dr. Rob canceled it because of some medical
breakthrough,” she explained. She set the hologram for captioning
and inserted a cassette. “Some doctor wants to give me
hearing.”

Jib’s big brown eyes opened wide. “Really?
You’ll hear? Wow!” He grabbed her in a jubilant hug. “You
must be thrilled!”

She pushed him away, feeling as betrayed as
if he’d slapped her. Dammit, I thought at least Jib would understand!

“You’re not glad,” Jib stated, finally
realizing. “I’m sorry, Tesa, I should’ve realized how you’d feel,
but…” he hesitated. “Are you sure about this?”

“Yes…” she signed, but without her earlier
strength of conviction. Jib was her brother, and even he didn’t
understand. Maybe I need to think this through more, Tesa
thought, feeling her resolve wavering. What had been so clear to
her just moments ago now seemed muddy and gray. She wished fiercely
that she were back at Gallaudet where people understood her.

Frowning, she popped one of the cassettes
into the machine.

The holo-vid came to life, presenting a
title, “A New Technique for Nerve Relay Reconstruction in Auditory
Repair.”

“Damn!” she yelled, ripping the cassette from
the slot and flinging it against the wall. It bounced off wildly,
hitting her sharply on the forehead before Jib caught it. “Damn!”
She rubbed her head, feeling choked with anger and confusion.

“Hey, come on, Tesa, it’s okay,” Jib tried to
soothe her.

She scowled. He was probably afraid she would
start hollering expletives, since cussing was the only thing Tesa
had gotten out of speech therapy that she liked.

“Don’t do it if you don’t want to,” he
continued hastily. “It doesn’t matter what anybody thinks.
It’s your decision.”

Her eyes flashed, filling against her will.
“Rob told my parents. They’ll be calling here any moment.”

Jib sagged. “Oh, shit,” he signed, making
Tesa giggle in spite of herself. That helped her get a grip on her
feelings.

When Jib handed the cassette to her she waved
it away. “I don’t want that. Rob said there were films of
Trinity…”

“That new planet they’ve discovered? How
come?”

“He got called away before he could tell me.”
She slipped in the second unmarked cassette. “But I’ve got a hunch.
I think they want to send me there.”

“Before your pair project?” He looked
skeptical.

The holo flickered to life again. There were
no preliminary titles, just an open panorama of undisturbed
wetlands, hills, and virgin forest awash in the brilliance of
autumn shades.

A small caption appeared. “No narrative,” it
read.

Jib leaned over and raised the volume. “No
sound, yet.”

Now, why should that be? Tesa
wondered.

Suddenly a group of white birds soared into
view, flying in a slow, effortless manner. Are those the
Grus? Tesa wondered.

One by one they backwinged and, stretching
their thin, black legs earthward, landed gently. Their long, white
wings ended in black primary feathers, and they had elegant black
head and facial markings. A small, brilliant red crown capped their
skulls with a stunning shock of color. Round, golden eyes made them
seem ever alert, and when, as a group, they threw back their heads
and arched those graceful necks to call to the sky, goose bumps
raced up and down Tesa’s arms.

“What does that sound like?” she asked
Jib.

He shrugged. “There’s still no sound.”

Another scene shift showed a group gathered
on a raised platform of dried grass and reeds, white bodies against
a jumble of reds and yellows and blazing orange. Sitting on their
hocks like any Terran wading bird, they were making grooming
motions with their long, black bills, while their wings, drawn in
front of them, fluttered over something.

There was an abrupt close-up of the wingtips,
showing that the black primaries were not feathers at all, but
elegant, tapered fingers moving in rhythm with their wings and
bills.

“They’re weaving,” Tesa signed. “They’re
plucking their down and feathers and weaving them with grass fibers
into cloth.”

She reversed the film, then played it back,
slower and enlarged. “Look”—Tesa pointed—“they’re using sign
language!” She looked for repetitive handshapes, the position of
the hands to the body, and the use of the body itself. She had no
idea what they were saying, but while weaving, they chatted.

Abruptly the image dissolved into static.
“Internal cassette error,” the holographic caption read.

“But that would mean these creatures are
intelligent,” Jib realized. “It’d mean that Earth’s made a
First Contact…” His signs trailed off as Tesa smiled at him, her
eyes glittering.

“Is that why you think they want you?” he
asked, skeptical. “’Cause you think these creatures use sign
language?”

“Oh, they’re using it all right,” Tesa
assured him. “Dr. Rob said he had two films—maybe he pulled
out that medical cassette by accident. I’m going to look for
another one.”

Jib nodded, then ran the weaving scene
again.

Rob Gable’s antique films were meticulously
organized, but educational material was often casually tossed in an
open box in his closet. Tesa rummaged through it for anything
unlabeled.

She found one, buried at the bottom. This
has got to be it, she thought, and tossed it to Jib, bumping
into the other closet door and causing it to open partially. As she
reached to pull it shut, a glimmer of whiteness caught her eye.
Among an assortment of Rob’s classy suits, something shimmered.
Just then Jib waved at her, and she turned her eyes back to the
holovid. Another weaving scene began to unfold, this time with an
elderly human woman kneeling beside the weavers.

“Is she a midget?” Jib signed in
surprise.

No more than your people were to the
Moa, Tesa thought. It was the first chance she’d had to see the
avians in scale. The Grus were huge, dwarfing the human woman.
Suddenly the entire group, human included, stood, and one of the
avians handed the old woman the result of their weaving. “They’re
at least ten feet tall!” she signed to Jib. What must their
wingspan be like to get those bodies off the ground?

“Can you give me that in meters?” the New
Zealander asked.

“See? They’re using sign language!” Tesa
looked smug.

Jib nodded. “Why do you keep looking at that
closet?” he finally asked. “Did Dr. Rob buy another old
movie poster?”

Tesa pushed the door open and let the light
hit the white material that had been sparkling at her from the
dark. As she’d suspected, it was a Grus weaving, identical to the
one in the film. Gleaming with tiny shimmering rainbows as the
light played over it, it seemed woven of gems. Feathers and
grass, Tesa thought. This is made from feathers and
grass? Tentatively she touched it, then examined the
reverse.

Jib joined her. “There’s two of them,” he
signed, reaching into the closet. As soon as he touched it, he
stiffened. “Oh, God, Tesa—tell me that’s not what I think it
is.”

Slowly the young man turned the fabric wrong
side out, and Tesa ran her fingers lightly over it. The softly
tanned leather of the Grus skin slid beneath her hand.

They dropped the skin, and Jib hurriedly shut
the door as they edged away from the ugly artifact. Staring again
at the marsh people who continued to chat and weave and fly, Tesa
wondered, Which of you lost your life to make that skin?

“You must be wrong, Tesa,” Jib signed. “Dr.
Rob would never have the skin of an intelligent being in his
closet!” But as the friends glanced back at the holo, the graceful
beings interacting with each other put the lie to Jib’s words.

“I’m not wrong!” Tesa insisted.
“They’re signing!”

Just then Rob touched them on their
shoulders, making them both jump and gasp.

“Didn’t you hear him come in?” Tesa asked Jib
peevishly.

“He was quiet!” the boy retorted,
clutching his chest.

“I figured you’d be here,” Rob signed to Jib,
then looked at the holo. “So, Tesa, what do you think of
Trinity?”

Tesa smiled weakly, watching the scene. An
impossibly tall avian walked beside a small human woman and Tesa
ached to walk in her place. Tonight, instead of eagles, she’d dream
of beautiful white-winged people and feel herself run across
rust-colored grass to lift off into the sky with them. She wanted
to learn their signs, as she had learned the signs of the Ashu, and
live with a people who could share with her a common language.

But…what about that…that thing in
Rob’s closet?

Jib was gaping, waiting for her to ask Rob
about it.

Her mind suddenly envisioned the edge of a
bronze wingtip, a background of blue sky, as though she were the
Wakinyan, the mystic thunderbird, gliding the thermals and looking
past her own outstretched wing. Part of last night’s eagle dream
coming back, she realized. Tesa’s fingers tingled with the
memory of a feathered cloth and a silken skin.

All Tesa could think to ask Rob was, “Are the
Grus deaf?” Jib looked dumbfounded and started to sign something,
but she gave him a look that stopped him.

Rob laughed, shaking his head. “No, they’re
hearing. I’d like to tell you more, but…your parents are on hold.
I’m sorry everything’s happening so fast, Tesa. That woman in the
holo is Meg Tretiak. She’s coming to StarBridge. She may ask you to
go to Trinity with her, but that’s not definite.”

“I’d be a good translator for the Grus, Dr.
Rob, I would! Meg could teach me the language on the way.” She’d
signed too fast, and Rob looked confused. Jib translated
quickly.

“First,” Rob signed, “you’ve got to decide
whether or not you want that surgery. You just can’t toss the
chance to hear over your shoulder, I won’t let you. Besides, we
don’t need a translator at Trinity, we need an interrelator.”

At StarBridge, students were exposed to
studies that would prepare them to be translators, telepaths, or
interrelators. Translators worked for the CLS as interpreters.
While telepaths had to be born into their ability, their schooling
would eventually prepare them for the search for intelligent life.
When interrelators graduated, they were ready to live on an alien
world as diplomatic liaisons or even ambassadors.

Before she could manage to ask about the skin
(What did it have to do with the Terrans on Trinity? What impact
would it have on the First Contact?), Rob removed the cassette.

Trinity disappeared as though it had been
encased in a bubble that popped. With growing dread, she watched
Rob patch in the call from her parents. Why did they have to
call now? she wondered. She didn’t know enough about
Trinity—yet—and she no longer felt she knew enough about herself to
talk to them.

Rob signed to Jib, “Let’s give Tesa some
privacy.”

The young Indian woman stared after her
friends as though they were abandoning her. Jib looked back at her,
but Rob closed the door behind them. Tesa took a deep breath. What
was wrong with her anyway? These were her parents—they
loved her. She hadn’t seen them in a whole year and hologram
calls were only tantalizing cheats. You could see, but not hug.

Shutting her eyes, she touched her eagle
feathers, feeling a shock of static electricity. The image from her
dream came back unbidden. The edge of a bronze wingtip, a
background of blue sky. Only now beneath her flew a Grus, neck
extended, black-tipped white wings stretched for gliding,
stick-thin legs trailing behind. With a splash of blood across its
back.

Jerking her eyes open, Tesa blinked the image
away. Tapping the controls, she repressed her conflicting emotions
as the “Call Holding” caption dissolved to be replaced by the
coalescing image of her parents.


CHAPTER 2: THE DREAM

Tesa’s parents stood eerily in the hologram
field, like spirits beckoning her.

Her mother, AnadaAki Lewis, of
Chippewa-Blackfoot ancestry, was tall and trim in her company’s
uniform, with dark, short-cropped hair and bright brown eyes. Her
name meant “Pretty Woman,” and she was.

Tesa’s father, Dan Bigbee, had to stand
behind Ana to fit the hologram’s parameters. He was a Lakota Sioux
traditionalist, and his braids swept past his shoulders. Like Tesa,
he was a dancer and kept his hair long for summer powwows on Earth.
His eyes were jet-black beneath heavy brows and he was taller than
Ana by a head. He had given his strong face to his daughter.

Ana reached out a hand as her daughter
extended hers, but their fingers met only empty air where warm
flesh should’ve been.

“Your image is so real,” Ana signed in Plains
Indian Sign Language. It had been Tesa’s first language.

Tesa smiled. “Mom, Dad, how are you?”

“We’re fine!” her father signed. “We miss
you. Our work has gone very well—this station’s almost
finished.”

Tesa nodded, hesitant to add much to the
conversation.

“We’ll get good bonuses, too,” AnadaAki
added. “And we’ll be coming home soon…to be with you.”

“That is, if you’re coming home,” Dan
amended hastily.

Tesa’s jaw clenched. It was on their faces,
that expression she hadn’t seen since childhood. The expression
they’d worn every time they’d checked out any specialist they’d
thought might be able to “do something for Tesa.”

“It’s been a week of good news,” her mother
signed. “Your brother Nato has been accepted to Dartmouth. And
Sissy’s been approached by StarBridge.”

That was a happy surprise. SikskiAki wrote
diligently, wanting to know every detail about StarBridge and the
aliens her older sister encountered.

“She’ll begin attending the Earth-based
satellite school in six months. She’s very excited.” AnadaAki
hesitated for a moment. “And then there’s this new surgery that can
help you.” Her mother was trembling slightly. “You’ll finally be
able to hear! It’s so wonderful, Tesa…”

Dan squeezed Ana’s shoulders, halting her.
“You’ve said almost nothing,” he signed. “How do you feel,
Tesa?”

“Well,” his daughter began tentatively, “I
haven’t had much time to get used to the idea…”

Her mother’s face lit up. “I know it’s not
easy facing a big change, honey, but we’ll be with you. Then you
can go back to speech therapy and improve your voice.”

Tesa had always been self-conscious about her
voice. Aliens expected you to mangle their languages, but Terrans
were less forgiving. She’d gotten tired of people’s reaction to her
speech, so Tesa rarely spoke aloud.

“Just think, baby,” Dan signed, “by this
summer, you’ll be able to hear the drums, instead of just
feeling the beat.”

When Tesa danced, the drummers intensified
their rhythms so she could feel the vibrations that helped her keep
time, while she watched the synchronized pounding. The drumming
represented the heartbeat of the planet, and feeling it made Tesa a
part of the drum, made her one with Mother Earth. She didn’t think
that hearing it would improve that for her.

“Honey,” Ana signed, “I’m afraid we’ve done
all the talking…and you don’t look very excited.”

“It’s just…well, there’s more going on than
just this surgery, Mom. Didn’t they tell you?”

Her parents both nodded. “Dr. Gable said you
have a chance to work on a new project,” her father signed, “but he
didn’t give us any details.”

“This project could be critical to Earth—it
could mean Earth receiving full credit for a First Contact! That’s
im—”

“Couldn’t you do that after the surgery?” her
mother interrupted.

Tesa paused, trying to find the right thing
to say. Her eyes settled on a mini-holo hovering over Dr. Rob’s
desk. In it, a smiling Mahree Burroughs and her eleven-year-old
daughter, Claire—Dr. Rob’s own little girl—perpetually rode an
antique carnival ride. It had been Mahree’s book, First
Contacts, that had convinced Tesa to leave Earth, to go to
StarBridge, to follow the harder path. Fifteen years ago,
Mahree and Dr. Rob had followed their own hard path, when they
abandoned the Désirée and, with their Simiu friend,
Dhurrrkk’, headed for Shassiszss.

Tesa lowered her head to escape the
distraction of the holo, and as she did her eagle feathers brushed
her face. Tell them how you truly feel, she ordered
herself.

But, despite her resolve, when she met their
eyes, she signed, “I’m not sure this surgery is right for me.”

“Sure,” AnadaAki agreed, “it must seem
scary…”

Tesa forced her gaze to remain steady. “It’s
not that, Mom…I just don’t know if I want to be…hearing.”

Her mother swallowed, and Dan seemed to grow
taller. Ana signed, “Don’t you want to hear my voice?”

With a smile, Tesa answered, “Don’t you think
I have?” She remembered herself as a child in Pretty Woman’s lap,
her mother’s strong arms around her, a tune humming through her
body.

The clarity of the hologram showed AnadaAki’s
eyes slowly filling with tears, shattering Tesa’s resolve.

“Mom, don’t cry. I haven’t made any
decisions.” Maybe I’m being selfish, she thought. She really
hadn’t examined the issue; she’d just responded emotionally.
Don’t I owe them that much? “I need to find out more—about
the surgery and the project,” she signed. “And I needed to
know how you felt. Have you told the grandparents?”

Ana brushed away tears and tried to smile.
“My mother told me not to cry in front of you.”

“Grandfather Bigbee said,” Dan signed,
“listen to your heart before making a decision that could pull you
from your path.”

“That sounds like him,” Tesa signed. The old
man was fond of saying he looked at things the “Indian way” when
what he meant was the harder way. He said it was because he’d been
a heyoka—a contrary—when he was young. He’d gotten the name
Laughing Bear in those days. Tesa had trouble visualizing him as a
sacred clown. They’d always scared her as a child.

Her mother looked rueful. “The grandparents
also said they love you just the way you are. I don’t know why I
didn’t think of that until now. We do, too, Tesa.”

“And I couldn’t love you any more than
I do right now.”

“Dr. Gable warned us you might not be ready
to make a decision,” her father signed. “Find out more about that
project and about the surgery. We’ll wait.”

You’ve been waiting nineteen years
now, Tesa thought sadly.
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The smell of fragrant smoke and the hot
breath of the rocks surrounded Tesa like holy garments, even though
she was outside the sweat lodge, not in it. She flitted over its
roof, wondering who was inside burning sweet grass. She danced on
the air like a gnat, but not a gnat—a little flying thing with
shiny wings.

Caught in a waft of escaping steam, she
drifted higher, until the tiny lodge seemed only a hump of
autumn-hued grass against rust-colored ground. The sky was a more
vivid blue than she’d ever seen, even over the endless plains of
home.

Suddenly the air was rent with jagged streaks
of white-hot lightning. It was the Wakinyan, throwing their power
around. The terrified gnat couldn’t see the Thunder Beings, but
then, no one ever saw the fierce giants clearly, even in
dreams.

The Wakinyan opened their mouths and thunder
rolled out, but of course, Tesa couldn’t hear it. This angered the
spirits, and lightning zigzagged from their huge red orbs, arcing
through the sky to strike the ground near the sweat lodge.

“She’ll hear this!” boomed the great red
thunderbird. His taunts were not words, but feelings directed to
her.

“And this,” cried the blue, his beak opening
wide enough to swallow the World. The yellow spirit did
likewise.

The little gnat was tossed about, terrified,
but she still could not hear the thunder.

“Enough!” bellowed the largest Wakinyan, a
great black being covered in mist and clouds. A drifting column of
sweet-grass smoke wafting up from the lodge enveloped the black
thunderbird, mingling with the clouds that made his body. “In the
loudest sound, she hears silence. When she should speak, she says
nothing. What a backward-forward way to be!”

Those words struck more terror into the gnat
than the lightning had. She froze in horror, just as the black
Wakinyan opened his great red eye and threw his biggest bolt.

The searing hotness hurled her down, blasting
a hole through the lodge’s orange and red roof. The vision-seeker
looked up and took the gnat into herself, and was filled with the
gnat’s fear. Lifting a dipper of water to throw on the hot rocks,
the occupant peered into the cool liquid. The face she saw was not
her own, but the face of a laughing bear.

The Wakinyans flew above the lodge, their
wings blocking the sun, so that its light flashed on and off in her
face.

Light and dark.

Light and dark.

Tesa burrowed under her old star quilt to
escape the light that was flashing light and dark, hot and cold.
She awoke with a jerk, sitting bolt upright, then looked around,
not knowing where she was. Her bedside lamp flashed on and off.

The dream fragmented and she scrambled after
its memory, but nothing was left except a nameless dread, the
warmth of the old quilt, and the flashing bedside lamp. Just a
bad dream ended by the door signal, Tesa chided herself,
climbing out of bed.

It was Jib, and with him came the tantalizing
smell of coffee. “Hurry and get decent, Tesa. Dr. Rob’s coming
by.”

“Talk to the servo about breakfast,” she
signed one-handed. “I’ll be out in five. Does the place look like
hell?”

“Merely heck. He gave me a ten-minute
warning.”

Now I’ll find out about Trinity, Tesa
thought with a stirring of excitement. Jib had told her last night
that he’d pumped Rob for details, but the psychologist had been
closemouthed. Tesa had been tempted to call him herself, but she’d
been exhausted after the conversation with her parents, following
yesterday’s confusing events, and she’d fallen asleep.

She stumbled to the shower, passing her wall
holo, currently showing the Black Hills. There was a lone eagle
gliding through the scene. The holos had many random variations,
but for some reason, this image made her shudder. “Mirror,” she
signed. Oh, that’s worse, she decided.
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“Good morning,” Tesa signed to Rob. Clean
hair gave her a different outlook—refreshed, cheerful. “Where’s
Jib?”

“I tossed him out,” the psychologist told
her. He sat on the neutral-colored sofa in Jib and Tesa’s shared
living room. On a table sat a pile of doughnuts and a pot of
steaming coffee. “We’ve got lots to discuss. Come, plant
yourself.”

She did, then helped herself to a plain
old-fashioned. “So, how’d your parents take it?” Rob asked kindly.
Tesa stared at him, confused.

“When you told them you didn’t want your
hearing fixed?”

“Well…” she hesitated, “I said…I hadn’t
decided.”

Rob was surprised. “But you were so sure when
I left you!”

Exasperated, she scowled. “I thought you
wanted me to reconsider! I thought you wanted me to have it
done.”

He looked annoyed in turn. “Only if
the surgery is what you really want. What did your parents say to
change your mind?”

“Nothing…I just said I’d think about it,” she
signed.

“Tesa, I didn’t call them to complicate
things, but because I knew you’d have to talk to them about it.”
Rob ran a hand through his dark, curly hair distractedly.

“When I told you about that new surgery,” he
signed, “I expected you to jump at the chance. However, when you
didn’t, it set something else in motion. Now you tell me
you’re not sure.”

“I can’t make any decision without more
facts,” she signed.

He nodded, took a cassette from his pocket,
and plugged it into the holo-vid. “Sorry this had an error on it
yesterday,” Rob signed. The living-room scene—seven sacred Maori
canoes cresting the waves—dissolved, re-forming as Trinity. “I had
it patched. I’m sure you recognized the Grus, even without
narrative. These shots were taken by the colonizing company’s
scientists. They’d been making observations for months when one of
the biologists, Scott Hedford, was approached by the Grus.” Rob
fast-forwarded the footage. “Here’s that scene.”

A sophisticated hologramic blind blended
invisibly into the reeds as an avian walked up to it and patiently
waited. After a moment, the occupant of the blind turned it off. It
disappeared, and the human and Grus stood a few feet apart,
face-to-face.

The ruddy-skinned, sandy-haired man with a
moustache watched as the improbably tall Grus held out a folded
cloth. Tesa instantly liked Scott for his open delight in receiving
a gift that would change his life forever.

“Scott was a good researcher,” Rob signed.
“He believed that the Grus were truly intelligent. His partner, Meg
Tretiak, agreed. Voder translations backed them up. However, this
decision did not please their employers, Jamestown Founders.”

I bet, thought Tesa.

It had only been fifteen years since the
Désirée had met the Simiu, the powerful, four-legged
baboonlike aliens, the first extraterrestrials the humans had
found. That First Contact had nearly ended disastrously when a
young Simiu, Khrekk’, had violated the complicated Simiu honor code
by committing suicide, shaming himself and his family. But then,
humans had also shamed themselves by using weapons—the Simiu’s most
serious taboo. As the conflict escalated, Mahree Burroughs, Rob
Gable, and their Simiu friend, Dhurrrkk’, stole away to plead for
help from the Cooperative League of Systems—a union of the Known
Worlds.

The CLS intervened and the situation
almost ended perfectly. Because of the travelers’ accidental
discovery of the telepathic Avernians, the Terrans and the Simiu
were each granted half membership in the CLS. For the humans, this
was an unexpected reward. But for the Simiu, who had lost their bid
for full membership because of their mishandling of their attempt
at First Contact with the humans, this was a shameful
disappointment. Even now, many Simiu held the humans responsible
for their perceived dishonor in the entire affair.

As for the humans, they had to get used to
the idea that the universe wasn’t theirs alone. At that time, Earth
had already profitably colonized three planets. Columbus was still
venerated on Terra, and colonizing was big business. However,
Terra’s new half membership made some politicians realize that
there might be other profitable things to do in space. The oldest
and founding members of the CLS, the snakelike, many-tentacled
Mizari, were much more advanced scientifically than the Terrans.
Mutual trade could be very beneficial. Many humans felt that full
membership in the CLS would help Earth immeasurably.

One of the most crucial requirements to be
granted full membership in the Cooperative League of
Systems—something the Simiu still coveted—was to meet and establish
nonexploitative, peaceful relations with another intelligent
species. But, what might happen if the Simiu were to gain full
membership first? Full membership had become the pennant in a race,
similar to when one Earth country had raced another to be the first
to orbit the planet, or the first to land on Terra’s Moon. Only
now, the Terrans were racing the Simiu.

“Scott and Meg notified the CLS about the
Grus,” Rob continued, “over the objections of their
superiors. They requested that the CLS regard this as a genuine
First Contact, so a board was established to review the progression
of the relationship. That was about three years ago.”

Tesa knew that the giant corporations in the
colonizing business had a different view of CLS membership—they
were against it. A year after the Désirée encountered the
Simiu, Rob Gable had sponsored a law on Earth that required
all colonizing expeditions



























































































tmp_26d089abbed5d26676f1e810b41f0be8_4Ssrzm_html_79444a92.jpg





cover.jpg
NEW' YORK V//\M:S BEST SELLING AUTHOR

A good fvely,fast-moving story..Sllet Dances i ust remendous."- Juith Tarr

A.C. CRISPIN anp
KATHLEEN O’'MALLEY





