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We are not alone, and we’re about to meet
our neighbors

After more than a hundred years of space
travel, a stray radio signal indicates the possibility that alien
life might exist.

The crew of the Désirée has no
training in interstellar diplomacy and a minor dispute turns to
disaster that could escalate into a full scale war.

Can the bond formed between two very
different friends be strong enough to bridge their differences and
save their people?

Come along in this first book in the
StarBridge Series in an exciting journey across the stars in a
desperate gamble to save both their worlds.
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Chapter 1: Sixteen Parsecs from
Nowhere…



Dear Diary:

Nothing ever happens in space. Of course
Uncle Raoul’s happy about that—I suppose Désirée getting
clipped by a chunk of comet or skidding into a black hole would be
bad for business. And he did warn me that space travel would
be boring. But I never dreamed how boring!

I think Maman must have remembered her trip
from Earth to Jolie, because she gave me a handful of memory
cassettes, suggesting that a diary might help pass the time. I’ll
try and make an entry each day—it may be the only thing that will
keep me from losing my mind.

They only woke me up out of hibernation
yesterday, and already I’ve explored this freighter five
times—except for the cargo hold and that’s off-limits for the
remaining six months of our trip to Earth.

Six months!

In six months I’ll be a raving lunatic.
College can’t possibly be worth it. The “cradle of humanity” can’t
possibly be worth it. Everyone says how wonderful Earth is, how
I’ll love it…then, in the same breath, they mention it’s so
overcrowded and noisy that they never regretted becoming
colonists…

But if I want an education past U-prep level,
I’m stuck being bored for the duration. Boring Mahree Burroughs,
sixteen, almost seventeen, stuck on a boringly routine voyage on a
boringly ordinary freighter—I may be the first person in history to
die from boredom.

If only I were different! But I’m so damned
average-looking…brown hair, brown eyes, medium-fair complexion,
medium height, medium build (except for my chest measurement, which
is definitely sub-normal, dammit!).

Medium…average…ordinary…

When I was little I used to worry that I’d
disappear.

Dad always tells me I’ll improve with age and
experience. He says I look very much as he did at sixteen, and now,
though he’s not holo-vid handsome, he’s considered quite
attractive. Distinguished. Only trouble is, he’s a man, and
features that look good on a middle-aged man will probably look
shitty on me when I’m his age. I feel disloyal admitting this, but
I wish that I looked like Maman, instead, because she has gorgeous
auburn hair and sapphire eyes.

(But of course there’s nothing ordinary about
my father—Dr. Stanley Burroughs, physician and researcher, the man
who discovered the L-16 vaccine. Maman isn’t ordinary either—she
designed and built half the buildings in Nouvelle Marseille.)

Six months!

And to make it worse, everyone on this
ship is venerable. At least forty.

With one exception. The ship’s physician,
Robert Gable. He’s twenty-four, which makes him barely seven years
older than I am. (My little brother could access the security files
on this system.)

Dr. Gable was my father’s right hand
assistant and friend during the Lotis Plague, but, due to the early
quarantine they imposed on North Continent, I’ve never met him.

(It was terrible…the Plague hit, and suddenly
I couldn’t go home. We had to stay at school. They thought we’d be
safe in the mountains, but it reached us, eventually. Several of my
teachers and two of my best friends died. I’d never seen anybody
die before…)

Anyway, I got a look at Robert Gable when I
bypassed security and called up his personnel interview vid-record.
He’s definitely attractive! And smart. Even in these days of
accelerated degrees and hypno-teaching techniques, he’s something
of a phenomenon. Graduated from Earth’s version of U-prep at
thirteen, and from med school at twenty-one. Getting to know
him would definitely be a big step in alleviating my
boredom!

Only problem is…at the moment he’s lying in a
coffin, stiff as a rail. They aren’t scheduled to wake him up
until—

Oops! That was Uncle Raoul on the ’com,
wanting to know whether I’ve finished today’s assignments. The main
reason they woke me up after three months was so I could put in
some concentrated study time—our schools on Jolie are good, but
they don’t offer the range of subjects that Terran schools do. So
I’ve got some catching up to do…especially in Earth history.

Maybe later I’ll go look at the stars again.
You’d think they’d make me feel smaller, more isolated, but for
some reason I find myself comforted when I see them—they’ve been
there for such a long time, and they’ll be there when we’re all
gone. And even they aren’t eternal…

Enough metaphysical musing. Back to history.
(But, honestly, I don’t see why I have to learn chapter and verse
about stuff that happened hundreds of years ago. What difference
can it possibly make? And the Second Martian Colony is so
boring!)

Au revoir, diary.
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Mahree Burroughs hit the “save” button on the
computer link in her tiny cabin, frowning at the slowness of the
system response. Then she called up her history textbook, and
stared determinedly at it for several minutes, but couldn’t
concentrate. Finally she gave up and flung herself onto her bunk.
I’ll never make it, she thought dismally. I can’t stand
this…

Finally she rolled over again and sat up.
Gathering fistfuls of her hair, Mahree reached for her brush, then
faced the wall over her minuscule washstand. “Mirror,” she
commanded, and the surface shimmered, then went reflective.
Squinting with concentration, she began braiding her waist-length
hair, fingers moving with the deftness of long practice. If only
I weren’t so ordinary. So unremarkable that I’m practically
invisible.

Finished, she flung the heavy braid back over
her shoulder. “Wall,” she commanded, and the mirror disappeared,
fading into the powder blue of the softly padded plas-steel
walls.

“And while you’re at it, turn green. I’m
tired of blue.”

She watched for a moment as the walls,
ceiling, and floor began to change their hue, but even playing with
the color controls in her tiny cabin had lost its appeal.

Footsteps sounded faintly in the corridor,
breaking into her brown study. “Two heartbeats?” demanded a
voice Mahree recognized as her uncle’s. “Are you sure his unit’s
got two heartbeats?”

“I’m sure,” came the response. “I started him
on the Vita-stim airmix this morning, because he’s scheduled for
revival tomorrow afternoon. But when I checked his progress just
now there were two heartbeats, Captain! One normal for a man his
size, and the other, much smaller, coming from the abdomen.”

Mahree put her ear against the narrow crack
she’d left in her doorseal. “So what are you implying?” Raoul
Lamont demanded sarcastically. “That the man is pregnant?”

“Of course not, Captain! I’m simply…”

The voices faded away as the footsteps
continued on down the corridor.

Too intrigued to resist, Mahree opened her
door and scurried down the tan-colored plas-steel corridor, her
bare feet soundless on the resilient flooring. Her uncle’s
companion was Désirée’s bio officer, Simon Viorst. The two
men never glanced behind them—both were concentrating too deeply on
their problem as they continued toward the hibernation chamber,
located just forward of the cargo holds.

“Why didn’t you notice this before?” the
captain was demanding as Mahree dared to move within earshot
again.

The bio officer sounded embarrassed. “I don’t
know, sir. I checked the readouts every day, as usual. For some
reason the second one didn’t register until today.”

“Could you bring him out of it now?”

“Sure,” Viorst replied confidently. “I’d just
give him the rest of the Vita-stim in an injection. Is that what
you want?”

“As soon as I take a look for myself.”

As they keyed open the door to the
hibernation chamber, Mahree ducked behind a support stanchion. When
her uncle and the bio officer stepped into the hibernation chamber,
she mentally counted twenty, then began strolling casually past the
open door, pausing when she saw them inside. “Oh, hi, Uncle Raoul.
What are you doing down here?”

“Simon was concerned about some fluctuations
in the readings on the unit containing the ship’s physician,”
Lamont told her, raking his fingers through his thinning brown hair
in a habitual gesture of worry. “So we’re waking him up to make
sure nothing’s wrong.”

Mahree followed them into the chamber,
glancing around with studied indifference. The coffin-like
hibernation units, ten of them, covered three sides of the area.
Each had a bank of readouts studding its top cover and a small
window so the person sleeping within could be identified. Both men
were standing by one of the middle units, so she joined them. “Okay
if I stay, Uncle Raoul? I’ve never seen anyone revived.”

“I guess so, unless he experiences an adverse
reaction when we open the unit,” her uncle told her, busy with the
external controls. “Vita-stim makes some people upchuck, and that
would embarrass the man.”

Mahree glanced down at the doctor.
Sleeping beauty, she thought wryly, experiencing again the
attraction she had felt when she had called up Robert Gable’s image
on the holo-screen.

The medical officer had very dark, curly
hair; due to the hibernation it was quite long, but Mahree recalled
from his interview vid that he wore it considerably longer than
current male fashion decreed. His skin was fair, but not freckled;
his regular, almost delicate features were rescued from prettiness
by a wide mouth and a rather long nose.

Simon Viorst administered an injection via
the intravenous hookup. A few minutes later, Gable began to stir
slightly; then he blinked. Captain Lamont glanced over at the tall
blond bio officer. “Here he goes, Simon. Stand by with that 02
mask.”

Mahree heard a hiss as the seals on the
hibernation “coffin” released, then a faint puff of cold air made
gooseflesh spring up on her bare arms. The lid swung up.

“What the hell—” Raoul Lamont stared down
into the hibernation unit, amazement etched on his ruddy, mustached
features. “It’s a damned—”

“Cat!” exclaimed Mahree in delight as
she crowded under his arm to see better. “A real Terran cat!”

The small black animal lay curled on top of
the man in the unit. As Mahree watched, it opened eyes of palest
green, emitting a tiny questioning sound.

“I’ve seen them on Earth,” Raoul muttered,
mostly to himself. “Where did he get this one? They were only
cleared by the ecologists last year for shipment to Jolie.”

“The Governor has three,” Mahree said. “I saw
one of them at that party at the mansion when she gave Dad his
award for discovering the L-16 vaccine.”

The man in the unit suddenly gasped, then
began to struggle.

“Oxygen!” snapped Raoul, grabbing the cat and
thrusting it unceremoniously into Mahree’s arms as Viorst clamped
the mask over the doctor’s face. The gasping noises abruptly
changed to retching ones.

“Hell, he’s sick. Get his head up!” Raoul and
Simon dragged at the doctor’s shoulders.

Mahree hastily scuttled outside. Once safely
in the corridor, she leaned against the bulkhead with a sigh of
relief—and discovered she was still holding the cat.

“Hi!” she whispered, delighted. Gingerly she
shifted the little animal to a more comfortable position, then
stroked the plushy fur. After a moment it snuggled against her
trustingly.

She was still petting the cat when Raoul and
Simon reappeared. Each man held one of Robert Gable’s arms,
steadying the newly revived man. The doctor was pale, his eyes
puffy, but he wore a fresh ship’s jumpsuit and his hair hung in
damp ringlets from his shower. From the interview vid-record,
Mahree had gained little impression of his size; now she saw that
he had a slender, athletic build. He was also short; both Raoul and
Simon towered over him.

The doctor’s expression brightened as he saw
Mahree scrambling to her feet, his pet in her arms. “Is she all
right?” he asked—croaked, rather, his voice harsh from long
disuse.

“She’s fine,” Mahree reassured him. “What a
beautiful animal, and so friendly. I never got to pet one
before.”

“Her name is Sekhmet,” Gable said, stepping
forward under his own power to rub the backs of his fingers beneath
the creature’s chin. After a moment the animal began making a
buzzing, rasping noise.

“Respiratory difficulty?” Mahree gazed
anxiously at the cat.

Gable chuckled. “No, she’s just purring. They
do that when they’re happy.”

“This is my niece, Mahree Burroughs,” Raoul
Lamont said. “Mahree, this is Dr. Gable.”

The girl nodded, her ease vanishing with the
formality of the introduction.

“Hello.” Gable’s smile was a little strained
as he formally extended his hand. “So you’re Stan Burroughs’s
daughter. I’ve heard a lot about you.”

Mahree blushed as she tried to disentangle
first one hand, then the other. She nearly dropped the cat, who
abruptly stopped purring and gave all of them a dirty look.

Gable, with an embarrassed laugh, clasped her
hand with the briefest of touches. “Here, I’d better take her. I
wouldn’t want you to get scratched.”

Regretfully, Mahree handed over the cat.

Raoul Lamont cleared his throat loudly.
“Well, Doctor,” he said, his voice gruffly official. “You’ve got a
lot of explaining to do.”

Gable nodded dejectedly. “I know. Can I get a
cup of coffee before I start?”

Simon Viorst nodded. “That and some food. We
brought you out early, so you’re going to feel like you’ve got a
hangover for a couple of hours.”

The younger man grimaced. “Tell me about
it.”

Minutes later, the two ship’s officers faced
the errant ship’s physician in the common room and galley over cups
of coffee and a plate of sweet rolls. Mahree sat in one of the
booths across the compartment, eating a sandwich, her history text
before her on the table’s monitor. She was careful to keep
advancing the pages, but her ears strained to catch every word.

Robert Gable took a cautious swig from the
steaming mug Raoul Lamont handed him, then made a face. “I’m so far
gone I can’t even tell if that’s bad or good. At least it’s
strong.”

Viorst sipped his coffee and scowled. “It’s
bad, Doc. Your taste buds must still be asleep.”

“All right, Gable, let’s have that
explanation,” Raoul Lamont snapped. “Where’d you get the cat, and
what do you mean sneaking it aboard my ship?”

“Right,” the doctor said, and sighed.
“Sekhmet was a gift from Governor Tumali. ‘An informal award for
your services to Jolie during the epidemic,’ as she put it. I had
been called to the Governor’s mansion to treat her little girl when
she fell out of a parachute tree. When I happened to mention that I
was fond of cats, the Governor hands me this one! I was on the
spot—how do you turn down a valuable gift from the Governor without
seeming churlish?”

“You say, ‘I’m terribly sorry, but I can’t.
Thank you anyway, Governor,’” Lamont said evenly.

“Uh, yeah.” The doctor cleared his throat.
“Anyway, that same afternoon you called, saying your ship’s doctor
had decided to get married and stay on Jolie, and offering me the
chance to get home months before I thought I’d be able to as long
as I could leave immediately.

“I knew that there wasn’t time to get
clearance for Sekhmet, but the chance to leave early was too good
to miss. I’d already been on Jolie a year longer than I’d planned
because of the epidemic, so”—he turned his hands palm-up, smiling
ruefully—“so I rigged my unit, then smuggled her in with me. Half
of my allotted baggage weight consists of food and supplies for
her. She’s housebroken, so she won’t be any trouble, Captain.”

“Why didn’t you ask me?” Lamont
growled.

Gable looked abashed, and very young. “I was
afraid you’d say no,” he admitted. “I’m sorry, sir.”

“She’ll have to go through quarantine when we
reach Earth,” Viorst warned him.

“I know. But six weeks won’t be so terrible.
Sekhmet’s young, she’ll adjust. They’ll let me visit her.”

“Well, I guess it’s all right,” Raoul said,
pouring himself another cup of coffee and clamping a lid over the
steaming liquid. “But I’m going to have to fine you for disobeying
orders, Doc.”

“I figured you would,” the younger man said
resignedly, stroking the cat. Sekhmet was asleep, relaxed
trustingly into the hollow of his lap.

Raoul grunted and picked up his coffee.
“Simon, we have work to do.” He stood up, slanting a sardonic look
down at Gable. “Doctor, you have until tomorrow to officially
report for ship’s duty. Welcome aboard Désirée.”

“Thank you, sir.”

With a brusque nod, Lamont left, Viorst close
on his heels.

Mahree heard the doctor sigh with relief,
then he softly addressed his cat. “I suppose that could have been
worse, girl. At least he didn’t chuck us out the airlock.”

She glanced covertly at him again, only to
find Gable regarding her curiously. Mahree blushed as she turned
back to her history text. “Want a cup of coffee?” he called.
“There’s half a pot of this mud left.”

“All right,” she said, surprised, and moved
over to take the mug he held out.

“Sit down,” he said, waving her to the chair
opposite him. “Here you go, Sekhmet”—he passed the cat to
Mahree—“say ‘thanks’ to Ms. Burroughs for rescuing you.” He shook
his head, smiling. His easy, boyish grin revealed very white, even
teeth. “If you hadn’t shown such an attachment to her, your uncle
might have insisted she go right back into hibernation.”

Mahree smiled shyly as she took the cat and
began rubbing her chin, eliciting another purr. “I doubt it. Uncle
Raoul is too softhearted for his own good. He probably will
‘forget’ to collect that fine from you unless you remind him. He
just puts on that official-sounding tone because he’s afraid people
won’t respect him if they find out what a nice guy he is.”

Gable took a sip of coffee. “I’m glad to hear
that. On the way out from Earth I had a captain who was a real
martinet—saluting, formal ship’s uniform, all that rigmarole.” He
fell silent, watching her as she sweetened her coffee. “You’re
what…sixteen? Seventeen? Stan told me, but I’ve forgotten. He
talked about you all the time.”

“I’m almost seventeen,” Mahree said.

“Just my sister Linda’s age,” he told her.
“She’s the baby of the family.”

“Do you have any brothers?”

He shook his head. “I’m the only male. Three
sisters, all younger. You have a younger brother, right?”

“Stephen. He’s twelve.”

He grinned at her. “If memory serves,
twelve-year-old boys are a real pain in the neck.”

“Steve has his moments,” Mahree said. “But
he’s not bad. He didn’t have much opportunity to drive me crazy
because I was away for two years, going to school on South
Continent.”

“During the Lotis Plague.”

“Yes. First thing they did was quarantine
North Continent, but then it spread down there anyway, during the
second wave.”

“The quarantine was only lifted a couple of
months ago. You didn’t have long to be home before leaving
again.”

“I was only there for six weeks before
Désirée left. It wasn’t long enough…”

He didn’t miss the faint tremor in her voice.
“Homesick? Me, too. That’s the real reason I couldn’t leave Sekhmet
behind—she reminded me too much of Nefertiti, the cat I had when I
left home. She seemed like a link back to Earth.”

“What did you do with her?”

“My mother’s keeping her for me. I hope she’s
all right. I’ve been gone a lot longer than I’d planned.”

Mahree heard the regret in his voice, and
recalled that he’d traveled to Jolie from Earth to intern in
colonial medicine. He’d landed during the early stages of the
epidemic’s first wave—when the doctors were barely realizing that
Lotis Fever had mutated into a planet-wide threat, no longer the
flulike virus only dangerous to the very old and the very
young.

She realized that her earlier awkwardness had
vanished…she felt as though she’d talked with Robert Gable before,
and often. “Well, if the Governor had given me Sekhmet, I wouldn’t
have been able to resist her, either,” she said warmly. “She’s
beautiful, Dr. Gable.”

He winced exaggeratedly, shaking his head.
“Call me Rob, please! ‘Dr. Gable’ makes me think of my parents, not
me.”

“They’re physicians?”

“Yeah…my father’s a surgeon, my mother an
abdominal specialist. They met over a patient during an emergency
bowel re-section; isn’t that romantic?”

Mahree giggled at the thought, then sobered.
“Is that why you went into medicine?” She glanced down at the table
and said, because she didn’t want to betray her previous knowledge,
“You seem awfully young to be a doctor.”

He shrugged. “I’m twenty-four. I kind of grew
up with it, so it’s not as impressive as it might seem at first
glance.”

Yeah, sure, Mahree thought dryly. My dad was
plenty impressed, and he doesn’t toss around words like “prodigy”
and “brilliant” easily. “This is my first trip to Earth,” she
said.

He nodded. “I know. Your dad told me all
about you and your brother. He talked about his family all the
time. If I hadn’t been so groggy from the hibernation, I’d have
recognized you, from all the holos on his desk. Your father used to
read me excerpts from your letters—I particularly liked the one
about how you masterminded the scheme to switch the
food-preparation programs so the faculty ended up with the
students’ dinner menu, and the kids got the teachers’ liquor
allowance.”

“I got in a lot of trouble over that,” Mahree
said, ducking her head in embarrassment. “It was a pretty juvenile
stunt. Dad didn’t think it was funny.”

“Maybe he didn’t admit his amusement to
you,” Rob told her, “but he went around the lab chuckling
every time he thought about it. Life was grim around there, and
your letters were the only things that weren’t depressing. At
least…until the Plague hit your school. Then it got rough, I
know.”

“It was better for me than for the others,”
she said, not meeting his eyes. “At least I stayed healthy.”

“I don’t know,” he said grimly. “I think it’s
worse in some ways to be one of the ones who isn’t sick. I remember
that by the end of the epidemic, you wrote that you were pulling
regular duty alongside the teachers and nurses.”

Mahree nodded, then changed the subject. “My
dad talked about you in his letters,” she said. “He said he
couldn’t have completed his research on the L-16 without you.”

“Bull. He’d have discovered it. Your father
is a brilliant researcher, as well as an excellent physician.”

“He’s a great father, too. Even during the
worst of the first wave, he still found time to call me once a
week; usually from the lab.”

“And now you’re on your way to Earth for
college?” Rob asked. “Where?”

“The Sorbonne in Paris.”

He whistled admiringly. “Good school. What
are you planning to major in?”

Mahree frowned as she stroked the cat. “I
don’t know. I don’t seem to have much aptitude for the things I’m
interested in, and the things I’m good at, I don’t care about
doing. I’ve even considered medicine, but…” She shrugged.

“You ought to be sure before you spend four
or five years of your life immersed in a subject,” Rob warned. “It
doesn’t pay to pick something just because of your parents, because
you want to make them proud, or admire the prestige and the money.”
He reached over to caress Sekhmet. Mahree saw that his hands were
beautifully shaped—long-fingered and capable. His voice took on a
bitter note. “I should know.”

“You?” Mahree was startled. “But you’re a
doctor. My dad says you’re very good! Don’t you like it?”

He sighed. “Yes and no. The whole time I was
growing up, it was all I could imagine doing…my parents were so
thrilled when I was accepted at Johns Hopkins, because that was
where they both went…”

He took a sip of his coffee and made a face
at the taste. “A lot of the time it’s rewarding, but for some
reason I’ve never seemed to get everything I want out of it. I also
got a Ph.D. in psychology, and sometimes I think that’s more my
line. But…” He shrugged. “I don’t know. I’ve always wanted to do
something that would make a difference, that would be
unique, that I could look back on at the end of my life and
feel good about. Like your father, when he discovered the L-16
vaccine.”

“I know what you mean,” Mahree said eagerly.
“I want to accomplish something special, too.” Then her shoulders
slumped. “But…I don’t know what that ‘something’ is.”

Rob smiled wistfully, nodding. “I thought
medicine would be my ‘something special.’ I thought that as a
doctor I could really make a difference.”

“But you did! During the epidemic, you and
the others saved lots of lives.”

“And lost nearly as many.
Hundreds…thousands of people died, and we were helpless to
stop it.” For a second the dark eyes in the unlined face were old,
filled with pain. “I suppose I did make a difference, but…every
time I think about the people we saved, I remember all the ones we
lost, so it doesn’t feel right, if you can understand that.” He
sighed bitterly. “To me, it felt like failure.” Rob shook his head,
obviously frustrated. “I sound like some kind of glory hound, don’t
I? That’s not the way I mean it.”

Mahree cocked her head at him, forgetting her
shyness as she considered his words. “I understand. Like me, you
want a challenge. Something big. But at the same time you’re
afraid that even if it came along, you couldn’t handle it.”

His eyes met hers for a long moment, then he
chuckled self-consciously. “For two people who supposedly have most
of our lives still in front of us, we’re a gloomy pair, aren’t we?
And, as the person who supposedly keeps tabs on the mental health
of everyone aboard, I’m hardly talking like a therapist. I’m
supposed to make you feel better, not depress you.”

“Then let’s talk about something else,”
Mahree suggested. “Since Désirée is too small to need a
full-time doctor or psychologist, you must have another shipboard
job. What is it?”

“When Viorst goes into hibernation next week,
I’ll be in charge of the hydroponics,” Rob replied. “Checking the
greenhouse and the algae tanks to make sure the ship’s oxygen
supply stays constant.”

“Can I help?” Mahree asked. “I had a garden
back on Jolie.”

“Sure.” He grinned at her and lowered his
voice confidentially. “The moment I met Simon Viorst I could just
picture his hydroponics stock. Strictly by-the-book. Regulation
algae strains, and maybe some neo-soy.”

“Yuck.”

“Exactly. So, before we left Jolie, I stocked
up on some seeds. By the time Viorst wakes up, we’ll have a variety
that’ll make his eyes pop. Flowers for the tables in the galley.
Fresh vegetables.”

Mahree smiled back at him. “Tomatoes?
Zucchini?”

He chuckled. “Of course. They’re the easiest
of all.”

“And if we don’t eat all the zucchini”—Mahree
began to giggle—“we can always implant them with transmitters and
use ’em for space buoys.”

The doctor shook his head ruefully. “Isn’t it
amazing that no matter how few you plant, you end up with a
surplus?” Sekhmet mewed, butting her head against Rob’s arm as she
rose. After stretching herself to a seemingly impossible length,
the cat jumped down and began cautiously exploring the galley.

Mahree looked back at her companion. “What
part of Earth are you from?”

“OldNorthAm, the Midwest. A place called
Terre Haute.”

“High Earth,” Mahree translated, surprised.
“That’s French.”

“You speak French?”

“That was my mother’s first language. A lot
of Jolie’s colonists came from France. But tell me about Earth.
What is it really like?”

“Well, when I left three years ago, it was
about the same as it’s been for the last two hundred years.
Crowded. Even the colonies on NewAm, Jolie, and Novaya Rossiya
haven’t taken the overpopulation pressure off, because most people
won’t travel fifty klicks to work, let alone fifty parsecs to have
a better life. You were lucky to grow up on a colony world.”

“Are the cities everywhere?” Dismayed, Mahree
thought of her long walks over Jolie’s fields, of the hikes and
camping trips she had taken in the mountains. How could she give
that up for years?

“No, not in OldNorthAm. The government owned
a lot of the land, and they hung onto it until the bitter end. So
there are still big wildlife refuges and parks, and there are
several huge areas belonging to the InterCouncil of Native American
tribes. They call them living museums.”

“Can anyone visit these places?”

“Well, they screen visitors pretty carefully,
but I’m sure you could get in on a student pass. You enjoy
hiking?”

“I love it.”

“Sometime you’ll have to catch the morning
shuttle over and I’ll take you out to the Blue Ridge Mountains, or
the Rockies in Colorado. We’ll take a picnic.”

“That would be great! But I wouldn’t want
to…” Mahree trailed off.

“Impose?” he guessed. “I remember vividly
what it’s like to be a stranger on a new world. Your father and
mother made me feel as though I were a part of the family. It would
be a pleasure to begin returning the favor. And I’d really enjoy
hiking again.”

She smiled. “Too bad we can’t put on
spacesuits and hike around the outside of the ship. We’ll be closed
in for—”

“Attention,” interrupted the ship’s intercom.
“First Mate Joan Atwood report to the communications station
immediately.”

“Communications?” Rob frowned. “We’re in
metaspace, aren’t we? Too far from Jolie to be receiving any
messages?”

“I know.” Mahree jumped up excitedly. “That
was Uncle Raoul. He sounded funny. Something strange must be going
on. Maybe we’ve crossed the path of another freighter.”

Rob shook his head. “The odds against that
are—”

“Come on!” She headed for the door,
waving impatiently for Rob to follow her.

Fortunately, the galley was located forward
of the work areas and crew quarters, because even as Mahree bolted
toward the bridge, she heard the excited babble of the other crew
members behind her. She and Rob were at the forefront of a living
wave as it spilled through the entrance into the control cabin.

All of the watch crew plus the captain and
the chief engineer stood clustered around the communications
console located on the left side of the bridge. A quick glance at
the viewscreens showed Mahree normal stars, instead of the
flickering, elongated violet trails indicating passage through
metaspace. That’s strange, we’re not due for a change of
course, she thought, remembering that she had asked her aunt
about it that morning over breakfast. Is something
wrong?

But the navigation console and pilot’s
control bank looked normal—no telltales flashed red.

“What’s going on?” she whispered, tugging on
the nearest man’s sleeve. He was dark-skinned and wore a baggy
ship’s jumpsuit with the green shoulder patch of maintenance
engineering. His ID strip identified him as Azam Quitubi.

“Don’t know,” he said, in strongly accented
Standard English. “I was giving a report to the captain when the
emergency frequency signal went off. Jerry checked and said that it
was a radio source, but that it didn’t sound like an E-beacon to
him. He was pretty excited.”

“Excited? Jerry?

Azam shrugged. Mahree craned her neck, trying
to see the communications board. What’s going on?

Travel between Earth and its three colony
worlds was still minimal; five or six freighters and one or two
passenger ships each year. Even though ships could move at
faster-than-light speeds, using the Stellar Velocity Drive, no
method of making FTL transmissions had yet been discovered, so
Désirée and vessels like her transported messages and mail,
in addition to freight and passengers.

Even though the chances of another ship
happening by in time to assist in an emergency were practically
zero, all vessels were equipped with emergency beacons, and, by
law, all ships kept their E-frequency channels open at all
times.

By now the entire nonhibernating crew had
jammed into the back of the little cabin. Mahree couldn’t hear over
the babble, and she could barely breathe, sandwiched as she was
between taller people. Sweat trickled down the back of her neck.
The ship’s ventilation blowers were doing their best, but they
weren’t designed for such a concentrated crowd.

“Let me through, dammit!” Mahree heard
her Aunt Joan bellow. “Raoul, I’m back here!”

“All right!“ the captain’s voice
roared suddenly. “I want all crew except myself, the chief
engineer, the first mate, and the communications chief to clear
out! I’ll let you know what’s going on as soon as we know!”

Muttering reluctantly, the crowd shuffled
backward, into the corridor. Joan Atwood finally emerged, a tall,
raw-boned woman with pale, patrician features and a permanent frown
line etched between her brows. Joan was an excellent pilot,
hard-working and unimaginative by nature, and coldly intolerant of
stupidity or incompetence. She was stronger than most men, and had
once fractured the skull of a crewman who had attempted to smuggle
drugs aboard Désirée. Mahree was a little afraid of her
aunt.

As the crowd shuffled slowly out, Mahree
stayed at the rear of the group. She paused within the entrance to
glance back.

Joan Atwood was just seating herself at the
communications console, beside Jerry Greendeer. The communications
chief was a member of the OldNorthAm Winnebago tribe, and his
features showed his ancestry clearly. Like most crew members when
on duty, he wore a ship’s-issue, blue-gray coverall with
Désirée’s logo and his name above the breast pocket, but
Greendeer had ripped the sleeves out and left the front fastening
half-unsealed. Fetish necklaces of abalone shell swung against his
broad chest, and turquoise studs winked from his earlobes between
the lank strands of his shoulder-length black hair.

Still hesitating in the doorway, Mahree bit
her lip, torn between obeying her uncle’s orders and her
overwhelming curiosity. Then she turned back into the control
cabin. Since she wasn’t crew, she decided not to move until
specifically told to do so. Luckily, her uncle had already turned
back toward the communications board and didn’t notice her.

“What’s going on, Raoul?” Joan demanded.

“Something activated the E-frequency,” her
husband told her. “Jerry’s not sure what. First time I ever heard
the thing go off—gave me a hell of a start.”

“Do you scan any ships in the area?”

“It wasn’t an E-beacon,” Jerry told her, his
eyes bright with excitement. “An SOS is impossible to mistake. This
was just a wave on the same frequency.”

“How long did we receive this…whatever it
was?” Joan asked, raking an impatient hand through her cropped
auburn curls.

“For about ninety seconds,” Jerry told her,
“but it was pretty weak. Then it began breaking up. Interstellar
scintillation, maybe. Or our receiver isn’t big enough. Or whatever
was making those waves stopped making them.”

“Well, which do you think it was?” Raoul
demanded.

“No way to tell.”

“Let’s see it,” Joan said. “And turn on the
audio.”

Jerry’s short, squarish fingers skipped
capably over the controls, and the central holo-tank display filled
with a rainbow profusion of colored peaks and valleys, even as
hissing, chattering bursts of static-ridden sound erupted from the
audio speakers.

“See it there?” he pointed. “The pale
orange-colored wavelength.”

“And what about how it sounds?” Raoul
demanded. “It’s so faint, it’s hard to make out.”

Raoul gestured at the board. “Isn’t there any
way to eliminate all this other stuff and boost the signal so we
can hear it better?”

“Yeah, I can fiddle with it, and probably do
a little better. It’s still going to be weak. Maybe if I can pick
it up again, get a stronger reception, I can isolate it better…but
to do that we’ll have to stay sublight and search this area.”

Mahree turned at a light touch on her arm to
find Rob Gable standing beside her, Sekhmet draped over his
shoulder. “You’re not supposed to be here,” she whispered, putting
a finger to her lips.

He grinned recklessly at her. “Neither are
you,” he returned, his mouth only inches from her ear. “What have
we picked up?”

“Electromagnetic radiation,” Mahree told him,
still in an undertone. “Tong waves. Radio.”

“Radio?” He looked startled. “You mean
from Earth? But we’re too far—”

Mahree was already shaking her head.
“Shhhhh!” she reminded him. “No, it doesn’t have to be from Earth.
All kinds of things produce radio waves…anytime electrons move, you
get them. Quasars, pulsars, Seyfert galaxies…even ordinary stars
produce some, though they’re not strong sources.”

He gave her a look of surprised respect. “I
took a semester of astronomy at U-prep, and I can’t remember a
damned thing about any of it.”

“I just had it last year, two terms’ worth,”
she explained, flushing with pleasure.

“So why did the E-beacon go off?” he
asked.

“We picked up a wave that was on the same
frequency,” Mahree replied, then she waved him to silence in order
to hear what her uncle was saying.

“You’re telling me it definitely wasn’t an
E-beacon, Jerry.” Raoul Lamont’s voice was slow, heavy. “Then what
was it?”

“Don’t know, boss.” Jerry had regained his
usual equanimity. “I’d like to listen to it all by itself, and I’d
also like to run both the visual and the audio through the computer
for analysis—have it tell me whether those waves were totally
random, or whether they contain any repetition of patterns or
sounds.”

“What would that indicate?” Raoul asked.

“Maybe something other than a natural radio
source.” Mahree’s eyes widened. Rob jabbed her with his elbow.
“Does what he just said imply what I think it implies?”

“Shhhhh!”

Raoul Lamont stared at his communications
chief for nearly a minute in silence. “Jerry…we’re still more than
two hundred light-years from Earth. What are the chances we could
be picking up old radio waves that originated there? Television,
for example?”

“Slim. The frequencies don’t fit. And that
sure didn’t sound like any human language or code I ever heard.
I’ll have the computer search its auxiliary files to make sure.”
Greendeer’s broad, OldNorthAm Native features were still impassive,
but his voice betrayed an undercurrent of excitement.

“Any other possible sources? Natural
ones?”

“Maybe…if we’ve stumbled across something
totally unknown.”

“Couldn’t it be a pulsar?”

Jerry shrugged. “Pulsars—neutron stars—are
the strongest radio signals we should be receiving out
here—but they all have well-documented frequencies. They’re so
regular that people used to speculate about setting clocks by them.
And they’ve got a broad distribution of frequencies.” He pushed his
hair behind his ears. “This thing here falls roughly into the 200
to 400 megahertz range. That’s narrow. Then it drops off
abruptly on either side. Pulsars and quasars don’t do that.”

“So what are you saying? What do you think it
is?”

The communications officer drummed his
fingers thoughtfully. “I’m guessing we’ll discover that this signal
didn’t originate on Earth, that it’s not from one of our ships, and
that it didn’t come from any known natural source.”

Greendeer paused, running his fingers through
his long hair again, then fished a scrap of cloth out of his
jumpsuit pocket and tied it back. Mahree saw that Jerry’s hands
trembled, belying his studied calmness.

“And?” Raoul prompted.

“And, since we’re sixteen parsecs from
nowhere, that leaves only two other possibilities. One, that it’s
some kind of previously unknown stellar phenomenon—which I doubt,
because nothing natural has such a narrow frequency—or, two, that
it was generated by an artificial, nonhuman transmitter.”

For the first time Paul Monteleon,
Désirée’s chief engineer, spoke. “Jerry…you do know what
you’re saying, don’t you?” His soft, tentative voice was in keeping
with his gangly, spare body, his graying brown beard and wispy
hair. “We’ve never discovered any evidence of sentient life-forms
other than ourselves out here.”

The communications tech shrugged. “There’s a
first time for everything, Paul. I’ll want to check it out further,
of course, but I think we may have hit the jackpot this time.”

Silence enclosed the control cabin like a
giant, invisible fist. Nobody moved.

Mahree’s heart was pounding so hard that she
could hear the blood throbbing in her ears. A strange mixture of
fear and joy filled her, and she realized she was shaking, too.

Rob put a steadying hand on her shoulder. She
glanced up, seeing that he was flushed with exhilaration. “I can’t
believe we’re this lucky—talk about challenges—this is
great!”

“An alien transmission,” Mahree whispered,
putting the idea into words, trying it on for size. Her mouth was
dry and her lips felt stiff. “Oh, my God.”







Chapter 2: The Phantom Frequency



Dear Diary:

I’m so excited! Jerry and Joan have searched
every auxiliary file on board, and the strange signal we received
still hasn’t matched up! Whatever it is, it is not from
Earth.

Joan refuses to believe that we’ve actually
stumbled onto a transmission from an alien race, and keeps
maintaining that it must be electromagnetic radiation from some
kind of weird solar flare or black hole or something. She’s being
unreasonable, which is unlike her. Usually she’s pragmatic to a
fault. I have no idea why she finds the idea of a world occupied by
people who aren’t Terran so unsettling, but it’s obvious that she
does.

The reaction among the crew seems about
seventy percent positive, thirty percent negative on hoping that we
can pin down the signal as definitely artificial. Simon Viorst, for
example, turned pale when he heard—I mean, the man was
scared. But other people were breaking out hoarded bottles
of the finest Johan champagne and toasting one another.

To think that we are probably making
history!

Uncle Raoul has a real dilemma: should he use
our precious fuel reserves and search this area, hoping to pick up
the signal again?—or just log our position, then continue on our
original course and turn the coordinates over to officials
Earthside?

I’m glad I don’t have to make that
decision.

Uncle Raoul has called an “all hands” meeting
tonight in the galley.

I can’t wait!
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The galley, which had never been designed to
host the full ship’s complement at one time, was crowded past
capacity. Raoul Lamont stood in the doorway, clapping his hands for
attention over the buzz of conversation. “Okay! Pipe
down!”

The galley quieted slowly. “Everyone knows
why we’re here,” he began, “but to make sure we’re all on the same
wavelength”—everyone chuckled at the pun—“let me tell it the way
I see it. Then we’ll discuss the pros and cons.”

He waited for dissension, but none came.
“Yesterday we picked up a brief transmission, on a narrow
frequency. It doesn’t match anything we’ve seen before. We have no
proof that it isn’t some kind of natural—though unknown—phenomenon,
but, on the other hand, it might mean we’ve stumbled onto a
transmission in an alien language or code.”

He nodded over at Jerry Greendeer. “Jerry and
Joan have managed to amplify the audio portion, and screen out a
lot of the background interference. I’d like all of you to listen
to it.”

Jerry flicked a switch and sounds emerged.
They were still laden with static, but much clearer than Mahree had
heard on the bridge. Sharp chattering sounds merged into guttural
rumbles, then higher-pitched yips and squeals. They were not
continuous—there were five or six short pauses, one of them lasting
nearly three seconds before the sounds resumed.

The transmission faded into bursts of
static.

Voices jumbled at Raoul Lamont in a cacophony
of sound. Everyone had an opinion: “That sounded like a damn
language to me!” “…just like a terrier I had when I was a kid.”
“Those pauses surely indicate speech!” “Pulsars have pauses, too.”
“With so much static, who can tell anything?” And, loudly, “But
we’ve had interstellar travel for over a hundred years! If there
was anybody out here, we’d have found them by now!”

“Everyone hold on,” Raoul broke in hastily.
“It’s a big universe, remember! Anything could be out here. What we
have to decide is how far to pursue this. As captain, the ultimate
decision is mine, but each of you has a stake in getting our cargo
home, so I want to hear what you have to say.”

“I say we keep going,” a gray-haired woman
from the engineering crew demanded loudly. “If we try and follow
some now-you-hear-it-now-you-don’t signal, we’ll use up our fuel
and be stranded out here until our food runs out. Then we’d be shit
outta luck. We can’t take the risk.”

Simon raised his hand. “I agree, we should
head for Earth to report this, Captain. Even if there are nonhumans
out there, how do we know they’ll be friendly? They might attack
us!”

Jerry waved for attention. “I say we keep
going so we don’t endanger them. We might be carrying
diseases they could catch.”

Rob Gable broke in. “We could take
precautions against that…everyone could stay suited. The computer
will have to analyze their air anyway—maybe we don’t even breathe
the same kind. Anyway, we wouldn’t unsuit or advise them to do so
until we’d completed extensive testing.”

“We have no proof”—Joan Atwood’s voice
was hard—“that we’re not just talking ourselves into something
here. Without additional transmissions, we wouldn’t have a prayer
of homing in on anything.”

“So we stay in this area and cast around for
a couple of million klicks!” yelled someone impatiently. “If we
find anything, we’ll be able to home in by cross-vectoring! We’ve
got enough fuel for that!”

But what if they’re inhuman—” Simon broke in.
Mahree saw that his forehead was beaded with sweat.

“Do you realize how rich we’d be when
we got back to Earth after confirming a First Contact? Media
contracts, advertising, interviews…we’d never have to work again!”
The speaker was a portly, balding black man Mahree had never seen
before. Raoul must have ordered the sleeping crew members awakened.
“We can’t ignore this! We’d be throwing away a bottomless
credit balance!”

Mahree leaned over to Yuriko Masuto, the
cargo chief, who was sitting next to her on top of one of the
galley tables. “Who’s that, Yoki?”

“Ray Drummond,” the short, plump, almond-eyed
woman with the waist-length ebony hair whispered back. “Paul
Monteleon’s assistant. This is his first trip with us.”

“But we’re just a freighter crew,” Paul was
protesting in his quiet voice. “We’re not diplomats, or
ambassadors. We’re not qualified to handle this.”

“If you leave it to the bureaucrats back on
Earth, they’ll really screw it up,” Rob called out, his
baritone carrying easily over the babble. “Besides, what if they
don’t believe us? Even if we decide not to pursue a contact”—he was
fighting to sound calm—“we need more proof that we’ve actually
found something.”

“Who’s the new kid, Raoul?” yelled the older
woman.

For a moment Mahree thought the speaker was
talking about her, but then she saw Rob’s face reddening as
he stiffened resentfully.

“With all the confusion, I forgot,” Raoul
said. “This is our new ship’s physician, Dr. Robert Gable.”

Gable nodded, formally, from his perch atop
another table. “That guy’s a doctor?” Yoki whispered to
Mahree.

“Yeah,” Mahree returned. “He’s only
twenty-four, but my dad said he’s really good.”

“I’ll bet,” Yoki murmured, wiggling her
eyebrows suggestively. “I can hardly wait for my next
physical.”

“I say we keep our noses out of what doesn’t
concern us!” It was Evelyn Maitland, the older woman from
engineering again. “Let the proper authorities deal with this!”

“Hey!” yelled another woman from the back.
“Where’s your sense of adventure? Dammit, aren’t you people
curious?” A chorus of “I am!”s and “Let’s go!”s followed her
words. Raoul had to pound the bulkhead for order.

“Okay, I’ve heard some very good points both
for and against. Does anyone have anything further to say before I
make my decision?”

Mahree’s hand shot up before she was aware
that she’d made a decision to speak. Her uncle pointed at her.
“This is my niece, Mahree Burroughs. Yes, Mahree?”

The girl wet her lips as she stood up on top
of the table, clutching the two computer flimsies she’d brought.
“Uh,” she began, only to have it emerge as a squeak. She cleared
her throat, trying to look only at her uncle, not at all those
eyes. “I just wanted to say that I think we have a…responsibility,
I guess, to investigate this. We can’t just sail on by. Does anyone
recognize these? I looked them up in my history files this
afternoon.”

She let the flimsies unroll and held them up,
one in each hand. From the murmurs and head shakings, it was clear
that nobody did. “Well, this one here, the golden plate with the
picture of the naked man and woman on it, that’s a picture of the
plaque that was attached to the Pioneer 10 and 11 space probes.
They were launched in 1970. This thing here”—she pointed—“that
looks like a starburst is really a map showing the location of
Earth in relation to a bunch of local pulsars.”

She dropped that flimsy and pointed to the
other. “This one, the golden circle, is a container. Inside is a
disk they called a ‘phonograph record’ with music, pictures,
sounds, and greetings from Earth recorded on it. It was attached to
Voyager 1 and 2, which were launched in 1977. Yoki is going to read
you one of the messages, which was recorded in Mandarin
Chinese.”

The Asian woman’s voice was distinct in the
silence as she haltingly spoke in liquid syllables. “That means,”
she translated, her voice not quite steady, “‘Hope everyone’s well.
We are thinking about you all. Please come here to visit us when
you have time.’”

“Right now,” Mahree said, as Yoki sat down,
“we have a chance nobody’s ever had before. Something our ancestors
hoped would happen to them, but it never did. Can we turn our backs
on it? Wouldn’t that be letting them down, the people whose dreams
and efforts made spaceflight possible in the beginning? If it
hadn’t been for them, none of us would be where we are now, that’s
for sure.”

She cleared her throat again. “This is our
chance to be explorers, not ‘just a freighter crew.’ If we
don’t check this signal out, I know I’ll spend the rest of my life
wondering what we missed.”

There was silence for a moment when she
finished, then Yoki and Rob began clapping furiously. Slowly, many
of the other crew members joined in, until the room was filled with
applause. When the noise finally died away, Raoul nodded agreement.
“All right, folks. We’ll stay sublight and search this area, trying
to pick up any other transmissions”—an excited babble broke out and
he raised a hand for quiet before he continued—“but only for
thirty-six hours. That’ll keep us well within our fuel reserve
limits. If at the end of that time, we find nothing, we get back on
course and report the incident when we reach Earth.”

The captain gave them all a searching look.
“Jerry, please organize a roster of volunteers to staff a constant
communications watch. Joan, I’ll need you in navigation.”

He turned and left, and the uproar broke out
again as Joan Atwood high-stepped her way over feet and legs to
follow him.

“Wow!” Rob Gable turned to grin at Mahree
from his tabletop. “You were positively eloquent! That little
speech of yours turned the tide!”

Mahree blushed.

“Now, if we can just pick up some traces of
that transmission within the next thirty-six hours!” Rob leaped
down from the table, so excited that Mahree laughed.

“Take it easy, Rob, or you’ll float right off
the deck plates even with the gravity on!”

“I feel as though I could,” he admitted,
grinning and bouncing on his toes. Then his gaze fell on Yoki and
he gave the younger woman a significant glance. “Mahree, I haven’t
been formally introduced to your friend yet.”

“Oh, I keep forgetting that you came aboard
after some of us were hibernating! Cargo Chief Yuriko Masuto, Dr.
Robert Gable.” Yoki extended her hand. “Hi, Doc. It’s a
pleasure.”

“Make it Rob, and the pleasure is all
mine.”

Mahree looked around at the crew members who
still filled the galley, talking in small groups. “Now what?” she
said. “I can’t imagine just going off to bed after this. Anyone
want to play cards?”

“I’ve got a better idea,” Rob said, his dark
eyes lighting up. He clambered up to stand on top of the nearest
table, ducking his head to avoid hitting the ceiling, and waved his
arms for attention. “Hey! Fellow explorers! If anyone here is too
excited to sleep, you’re welcome to watch some films with me. I’ve
got a bunch of them.”

“Films?” Yoki stared up at him. You
mean old ones? Where the hell did you get them?”

“It’s my hobby,” Gable explained, still
grinning. “I collect them. I’ve got some goodies, too. All the
Astaire and Rogers classics, Bogart, Errol Flynn…but tonight, in
honor of our search, I’ll show space movies.”

“I’m game,” Yoki said. “I couldn’t sleep
right now unless you stuck me in a hibernation capsule and gassed
me.” Within minutes Rob, Yoki, and Mahree had lined up seats to
make an impromptu theater. The doctor activated the viewscreen
covering one wall, then hooked a small machine to it and slipped in
a cassette. He dimmed the lights as introductory music began. “This
is the prize of my collection…a real rarity.” Mahree began to laugh
when she saw the title. “Invaders From Mars! Don’t tell me
they really believed that Mars had indigenous life?”

“Count your blessings.” Rob grinned. “I’m
sparing you the remake…this is the original. Believe me, you’ll
never walk over a sand dune again without remembering this
film.”

Yoki shook her head. “Don’t forget, hon, this
thing was probably made before they even had computers. At
least a hundred years before the First Martian Colony.”

Mahree settled down to watch, giggling. The
tensions of the day made make-believe a refuge, and the audience
eagerly plunged into the “movies” as Rob called them, hissing the
villains, cheering the heroes, laughing uproariously at the comic
elements. In addition, the films were rife with unintentional
humor, since they contained so many anachronisms and scientific
errors.

“I can’t believe they were that dumb!”
Mahree gasped, her stomach muscles sore from whooping. “They didn’t
even know sound doesn’t carry in vacuum! And they thought you could
pilot a spaceship by the seat of your pants in a fight, not to
mention firing weapons using line-of-sight—” Her voice failed her
and she laughed till she choked.

“Hey, have a heart,” Jerry said. “People had
never been out in space when these were made. Pass the popcorn,
please.”

“Sure they had,” Ray Drummond argued. “This
was made at least a hundred years after the OldNorthAm Civil War,
so they had begun early orbital flights. What year did Armstrong
land on the Moon?”

“1970?” Yoki guessed.

“July 20, 1969,” Mahree said.

“Shhhhh!” Rob admonished good-naturedly. “Now
comes the scene where our heroes get their just deserts.”

“Well, that was fun,” Yoki said, a few
minutes later. “Even though that presentation scene was pretty
sappy. My favorite was the big hairy guy.”

“You think that scene was sappy, you
ought to see the one at the end of the sixth film,” Rob said.

Yoki stood up and stretched. “Well, I’m still
game…still wide awake. Got any more movies, Rob?”

“Sure,” he said, sorting through his
cassettes. “Make some more popcorn while I find one, will you? But
in defense of my prizes, I’ve got to tell you that you’re being too
hard on them. Educated people during that time period knew that
sound doesn’t travel in a vacuum, but the filmmakers included those
‘sound effects’ because they felt they made the work more dramatic.
Be fair, folks. How often do you catch modern holo-vid programs
doing the same thing—sacrificing scientific accuracy for
convenience or drama? All the time!”

“At least our spaceships look like
spaceships,” Ray insisted.

“That’s because when holo-vid producers want
to show a spaceship, they don’t have to build one from
scratch. They can just vid a real one doing whatever they want the
audience to see,” Rob said. “These early filmmakers had to
design these ships, and then construct them—or at
least models of them. And it’s not as though they were astronomical
engineers, either.”

A moment later he pulled a cassette out of
the file with an exclamation of triumph. “Ah, ha! Wait till you see
what happens to the crew of this freighter! Try laughing
through this one!”

He dimmed the lights and the credits began to
roll.

Mahree found herself riveted, despite the
whooshing noises the spaceship made. Her muscles tensed and
jerked as she unconsciously tried to help the hapless crew, trapped
aboard the doomed vessel. Adrenaline surged through her veins as
she watched the heroine fling herself through the dark, dank
passageways.

“No…” someone groaned softly a few seats
away. “Forget the damned cat, just get out of there!”

Mahree nervously caressed Sekhmet, who lay
purring in her lap. She wasn’t the only one to spill her popcorn
during the film’s climax.

“Hey, Simon,” joked Ray Drummond when Rob
finally activated the lights, “I wouldn’t want to encounter one of
those babies belowdecks, would you?”

Mahree glanced at the bio officer. Viorst’s
eyes looked glassy, and he didn’t respond to the jibe, only licked
his lips repeatedly.

All around them, people were silently getting
up and leaving. “Hey,” Rob protested, “wait a minute, guys! We’ve
got to give the good aliens equal time. Here’s The Star
Makers, one of my favorites…and The Day the Earth Stood
Still, arguably the best space film ever made…and the one about
the cute little alien with the blue eyes who—”

“Some other time, Rob,” Yoki interrupted
gently. “I think everyone’s tired.”
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The next morning Mahree stood her watch at
the communications console. For two hours she monitored the
holo-tank screen, her eyes searching for distinctive orange peaks
and valleys, her ears straining for strange chattering noises.

Joan and Paul had hooked up a booster to the
standard communications equipment, and Désirée was slowly
sweeping across the spatial coordinates where the first signal had
triggered the E-frequency.

At first Mahree sat tensely, willing a blip
to cross the screen, poised to summon Joan and Jerry to track it
down.

But the hours dragged by, and nothing
happened. By the end of her watch, she was glad to relinquish her
seat to Rob Gable. “See anything, Mahree?”

“Not a whisper, not an electronic hiccup.
I’ve been sitting here wondering if we imagined it all.”

“It was real, all right.”

Her smile was grim. “Tell me that at the end
of two hours staring at this screen. The line between reality and
fantasy blurs fast.”

“Psychologists specialize in what’s real and
what isn’t.”

“All the psychologists I ever met were doing
their best to keep themselves afloat.” Mahree slanted a look at
him. “And not doing much better than the rest of us.”

He pretended to wipe blood away. “Ouch!
What’s that French word…touché?”

Mahree smiled. “Oui.”

“Right. I deserve that for such a snotty
remark.”

“It’s all right
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