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A Note re Character Names

There are quite a few named characters in this book (though fewer than in the original edition), and many of their names are unfamiliar ones. I have included an Appendix at the end of the book listing the names of major characters and some recurring secondary characters. The descriptions are intentionally cryptic, to reduce spoilers. 

These characters are listed in related groups where appropriate, and otherwise alphabetically.
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PROLOGUE
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The little girl gazed in awe at her birthday present. It was a picture book — a real book with pages.

“What's it called, Mommy?”

“The Journey.”

"Play it, Mommy!"

"You don't play this kind of book, honey. You read it. Like this."

Many years ago, before you were born, there was no one like you on this whole planet. There was no one with two arms instead of four. There was no one who could smile. There was no one with a twinkle in her eye.

The people like you all lived far, far away. They lived on a planet called Earth. And there were oh, so many of them!

There were so many people, the sky was always full of planes, and the streets were always full of cars, and there was no room for empty places. There was no room for cows to graze in the fields, or horses to run in the meadows —

“Oooh, look at the cows!”

“We might have cows when you’re older. The Council says we might. After all, we have chickens now.”

The little girl’s mother read on.

So some people on Earth decided to look for other places to go.

They looked through huge, enormous telescopes.

They sent out little robots on little ships that could travel very fast, and travel very far, and take pictures of all the new places they found —

“Did the robots find our planet, Mommy?”

“Remember, honey, it isn’t just our planet. The Tofa live here too. They were here before we were.”

“Did they mind when we came to Tofarn? Did they want us to go away?”

“No, honey. They didn’t seem to mind at all. We couldn’t exactly talk to them, not even as much as we can now, but they — sort of pointed to places, and said we could live there.”

The little girl wrinkled up her forehead. “If we couldn’t ‘zackly talk to them, how do we know that’s what they said?” 
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PART ONE


Chapter 1
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Colony Year (C.Y.) 49

Elizabeth Cadell liked to knit. Her daughter Mara, age four, liked to draw. So they sat together at the kitchen table, Elizabeth knitting a sweater for Mara, Mara holding a Child’s First Tablet. A warm breeze came through the open window. Seeds floated past under a pale green sky, seeds resembling those of the dandelions that no one on Tofarn had ever seen.

Elizabeth counted her stitches, then glanced up at Mara. Mara wasn’t looking at her tablet. Her eyes were closed, her lips moving slightly.

“Mara? . . Mara!”

Mara jumped. She looked wary for a moment, then donned the innocent gaze of untroubled childhood. “Yes, Mommy? I was drawing.”

“Oh?”

Elizabeth looked Mara in the eye and waited. Mara visibly weighed her chances of outlasting her mother, and surrendered. She laid the tablet carefully on the table. “Well, I wasn’t drawing just at that moment. I was — well, I was —”

“You were pretending again. About Levi. Pretending to talk to him.”

Mara wriggled in her chair. “It doesn’t feel like other pretending. Not exactly.”

Elizabeth put down her knitting and clasped her hands together. “If something isn’t real, it’s pretend. Is Levi still alive? Do you really have a twin?”

Mara looked away. Quite abruptly, she started to cry, to sob. Elizabeth jumped up and lifted Mara from her chair, carried her to the window seat, held her and cuddled her. She kissed the dark head. “Mara, sweetheart. Let’s look out at what’s real. Look, darling. See the river. See all the little creeks coming from the river. Count them with me.”

Mara sniffed and swallowed and wiped her nose on her sleeve. “One. Two. Three. Four.” She pointed. “See, Mommy? The tree-seeds are blowing. They’re blowing across the river. And some of them are landing on the river.”

“Yes, honey. They’re going on a journey, down the river. If — if you want to pretend something, why don’t you pretend you’re following the seeds, to see where they go.”

Mara sniffed again and nodded. She leaned against her mother and gazed out the window. Whatever she was thinking she kept to herself.

––––––––
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C.Y. 55

The children of Campbell City’s largest elementary school trooped down to the clearing, chattering, glad for the break from routine. Their teachers smiled indulgently or frowned impatiently, according to their natures. The older children kept the younger from wading in any of the adjacent streams. The warm weather made the prospect tempting.

Soon the children were all in place, mostly quiet, waiting for the show. The flimsy wooden facsimile of a spaceship stood to one side. The older children had spent the last two weeks constructing it.

The history teacher nudged the math teacher. “No real Tofa today?”

“No. We couldn’t get any to show up. Which rather undercuts the point of Landing Day, wouldn’t you say?”

“I don't know about that. Real Tofa might scare the children. And the janitor makes a good substitute. He’s almost tall enough.”

As if on cue, the janitor strode forth, wearing a light brown costume approximating Tofa body coloration. The principal and the music teacher, self-conscious in their antiquated dress, stepped from behind the wooden ship and marched side by side to meet him.

The janitor spread his arms. He spoke a short phrase in what the language teacher claimed was Tofa. Then he spoke again, in Terran. “Welcome, strangers.”

The principal held out a plate on which lay a necklace of colored glass beads. Watching from the sidelines, the history teacher almost choked with suppressed laughter. How many more Landing Days would go by before the principal got the joke? Oh, well, he was close to retirement, anyway.

––––––––
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C.Y. 61

The tall thin figures passed by in a long thin line. Most were carrying large cases with sturdy handles, using their two lower hands, leaving the upper hands free. Some held their cases in their right set of hands, leaving the left arms free to carry small children.

The crowd of humans stood and watched. A few of them, those who had spent more time with their alien neighbors, might have noticed that the characteristic odor of charred toast had been largely replaced by a smell closer to rotting fruit.

A high-pitched young voice rose above the buzz of muttered conversation. “Where are they going? Why are the Tofa leaving town?” The child’s father, holding the child on his shoulders, did not answer.

Mara stood a bit apart from the other teenagers. She made one quick sketch after another on her tablet as the Tofa filed past. One of the Tofa children turned and looked at her. She stared back, mesmerized by the alien eyes, with their swirls of white and brown and green.

“What’s your answer, Mara? Why are they leaving?”

Mara no longer needed to close her eyes or move her lips. “I don’t know, Levi. Things just kept going wrong. We don’t understand them, and who knows what they understand? I guess they thought it would be simpler, living away from us.”

“Simpler. But less interesting. For us at least. This town is going to be serene, and peaceful, and dull.”

The front end of the column of Tofa, now distant, was a blur of light brown against the muted yellow and beige of the landscape. For a moment, Mara thought she saw that one of the distant figures had five arms instead of four.

“Someday, Levi, we’ll go away to school, and we’ll live where there are Tofa again. In Varley, or Campbell City, or somewhere. And we’ll learn about them. We’ll find a way to learn more than anyone ever has.”

“You’ll have to do the learning, Mara mia. But I’ll listen in. I’ll keep you on your toes.”

The Tofa were gone. The crowd dispersed. Mara walked home, imagining her future.

––––––––
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C.Y. 63

“Sir? Sir, we have a problem.”

The mayor of Varley looked up from his monitor. “A problem with whom, or with what?”

His assistant considered whether to offer an opinion on whether the Tofa were Who or What, and decided against it. “It’s another complaint from the Tofa, sir. They say that humans are shaking hands.”

“People are trying to shake hands with Tofa? Which hand, I wonder.”

“No, sir. With each other. The Tofa are upset that humans are shaking hands with each other in public. Quite upset.”

“How can you tell? Oh, I know, they vibrate, or smell different, or something. If a job dealing with Tofa has done anything for me, it’s made me appreciate faces, proper ones that tell you what’s behind them. . . .”

––––––––
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C.Y. 67

The Campbell City police chief slammed her hand against the file cabinet. “We had an agreement! After last time, we talked to them, and we worked this out! They knew when we were holding our elections, and they knew where people would be gathering and when. We even told people not to wear blue this time! Damned if I know why, but no blue, whether your candidate wants you to or not. So why the hell are they blocking the streets?!!”

The deputy showed little emotion. He had already taken a tranquilizer. “We’ve tried to reach our Tofa counterparts, if that’s what they are. And all our snitches, plus the nearest Tofa equivalent. Nobody can explain it — at least, nobody that’ll talk to us can explain it, and whoever might be able to, won’t talk to us.”

The chief reached for a medicine patch — not, the deputy noticed with alarm, a tranquilizer, but an energy and reflex enhancer. “That is IT. We are through tiptoeing around those damned troublemakers. Get every uniform here in fifteen minutes. We are going to clear the streets, and we are going to have our elections, and we are going to do it any way we have to.”

The deputy’s phone buzzed. He answered it and listened, first confused and then relieved. “Chief, we’ve just heard from the local Tofa spokesman. They’ll be gone in two hours. No explanation, but — we can keep the polls open a little longer. We don’t want our people getting hurt, if we can just wait it out.”

The chief hesitated, then balled the patch up in her fist and tossed it across the room. “No, we don’t want our people hurt. I wouldn’t give one good goddamn whether we hurt some of them. Sooner or later, we’ll have to, and I won’t lose any sleep. And I won’t need any of your tranquilizers.”

C.Y. 70

Mara paced back and forth in the small apartment. Every time she approached the window, she could see the looming buildings of the university. The apartment complex had few amenities and no architectural charm, but it had been convenient for a graduate student. And it was cheap. With her second doctorate in hand, Mara might have prospects that would support a more comfortable lifestyle. She had other priorities.

“It’s late, Mara. Shouldn’t you be sleeping? Big day tomorrow. The great Dr. Cadell tells the politicians how she’s going to solve their problems.”

“I can’t sleep, Levi. Maybe I should practice the pitch again. Or rewrite it. I’m not sure about the beginning.”

“How’s this? ‘Humans and Tofa drive each other crazy. Which is a recipe for disaster. As in lots of screaming, bloody death.’ ”

“That’d go over splendidly. I don’t think you’ve mastered the idiom of bureaucrats. . . . But I still don’t know how to start.”

“Then skip that part for now and move on. And remember not to sound like me.”

“All right, here’s why they should trust me with a huge amount of money and large chunks of the lifetimes of many people. Imagine you’re a politician, and tell me if this might just persuade you to take a chance.”

Mara forced herself to stand still, as she would have to stand when speaking to the Council.

“None of the blended human and Tofa communities is doing well. Those that haven’t formally disbanded are on the verge of falling apart. There are too many misunderstandings and communication failures, and they always go on too long before they’re recognized as such. And even when we recognize these failures, we then fail to resolve them. Neither our slowly improving knowledge of the Tofa language nor the Tofa’s somewhat greater mastery of rudimentary Terran has overcome a deeper, more basic lack of comprehension.

“It seems that we cannot live in harmony together. And yet, we cannot simply resolve to live apart. We can buy some time that way — time which we must use as fruitfully as possible — but ultimately, as our human communities continue to expand, separation will become less practical. Nor can we be sure the Tofa will consistently cooperate with maintaining such separation.”

“Ah, expansion. What’s that German word?”

“Lebensraum. Hush.”

“Say lebensraum. It’ll impress them.”

“It’ll annoy them. Which, as you might point out, is your style and a bad idea.”

“When do we get to how you’re going to save the day?”

“Patience, Levi. I need to set it up. Now where was I?"

“After seventy years of the old approaches, we need something else: a whole new way to learn about each other.” 

Mara paused. “Snack break. I can’t think with low blood sugar.”

“Eating, now. I don’t get eating. Of course, I understand that you don’t have our initial fuel delivery system, but it does seem incredibly cumbersome, and unnecessarily complicated.”

Mara opened the bakery box sitting on her kitchen counter. The small cakes were only slightly stale. “I am truly sorry that you’ll never understand about chocolate. Take my word for it, food is satisfying on multiple levels, and chocolate is what Prometheus really brought down from the gods to improve the lives of men.”

“Especially women, I gather.”

“OK, brother, tell me to get back to work.”

“Back to work, sis! Consider the whip cracked.”

Mara stretched and yawned.

“I’ve distributed abstracts of several studies about the interactions of twins in utero. The full studies have been provided to your staff.

“We have observed extensive interaction between fetal twins. This interaction has been shown to be purposeful. Twins in utero touch each other. I’ve distributed an ultrasound image of one twin kissing the other’s cheek.”

“Carefully put. We don’t want them recoiling from the idea of intra-uterine makeout sessions.”

“Shut up! Don’t talk like that!”

“I’m sorry. You know I don’t really get sex, either.”

“Even more significant, the movements of twins in utero are highly synchronized. We can posit that something is going on that could be classified as communication. Then we have the extensive anecdotal evidence that twins — and not only identical, but fraternal twins — can sometimes sense important events that happen to each other, despite geographical distance.

“And twins separated from each other experience significant stress. The ultimate separation — the death of one twin, even if it occurs before or shortly after birth, results — results — results in a significant and prolonged sense of loss —”

“Hey. Hey. Don’t do that.”

Mara gripped the window sill and stared at the white knuckles on her hands as she fought for control. 

“Come on, now. This is old news. You can cope. I’m how you cope. You can keep me around for as long as you need me. Or longer — just for the pleasure of my company. 

“I’m sorry, Mara. I wish I could hold you.”

“So do I. So very, very much. . . . OK. Going on now. You know, maybe I should drop that last part.”

“That might be prudent.”

Mara took a deep breath, then another. 

“While much more work remains to be done, it appears from our preliminary research that with sufficient medical support, a human woman could carry a Tofa fetus to term. Similarly, a human woman could carry twin fetuses — one human, one Tofa. It is possible an adult Tofa could do the same.”

“Why bring twins into it? Aside from our personal reasons for leaning that way. Why not just see what happens between human host-mother and Tofa fetus?”

“We could try that too. But we don’t have evidence of the same kind of synchrony between mother and fetus, other than what the fetus’ movements force on the mother. And the bond between mother and child has evolutionary and hormonal explanations that don’t apply to explain what happens between twins.”

“Male or female human fetuses? And does that question apply to the Tofa?”

“I don’t know, to both questions. If there’s a reason for one or the other to be better suited, we don’t know it yet. Why, do you have an opinion?”

“How could I? You know a lot more about males than I do, under the circumstances, to say nothing of females.”

Mara started pacing again.

“It is therefore possible that human and Tofa fetuses carried in a human uterus, or the Tofa equivalent, as twins would have some type of communication or understanding that has so far eluded our two species. And which might hold the key to our jointly surviving and flourishing on this planet.

“Of course, this is uncertain and speculative. But the importance of the goal, in my view, justifies at least exploring, at least beginning, the attempt.”

“What are you calling this project? Prenatal Politics? Natal Native Negotiations?”

“Cute. I’m thinking of the Long-Term Emissary Viviparous Initiative.”

“L.E.V.I. Thank you. Though it may not be smart. Which reminds me, someone’s going to ask you how you came up with this idea.”

“I’ve always been fascinated by twins. Twins run in my family. I had two sets of twin cousins.”

“That gets a little too close to the truth. They can’t find out about us. They’d write you off as unbalanced, at best. The lady pushing new types of twins who turned her own lost twin into an imaginary friend.”

Mara looked out the window into the night. The brief evening rain was over, but the streets still glistened under the street lamps. Two students were leaving the laboratory wing. They were too far away for her to hear their conversation, but she could see the sweeping gestures with which they shared the excitement of their discoveries.

“No, Levi. I didn’t imagine you.” She turned away from the window. “I imagine what you became.”
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Chapter 2
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The families gathered in the small meadow, surrounded by what they, if not the Tofa, called trees. Sleepy-eyed children snuggled against the legs of their parents. Adults quietly greeted each other. All wore their warmer clothes, to wait comfortably in the chill air before dawn.

The light grew stronger. The crowd was still, the silence broken only by the sound of the water in the nearby creek and river, and an occasional murmured question from one of the children.

The first ray of sunlight — as they called it — hit the first tree. Murmurs rose to exclamations as the light filled the meadow. With the light came a change more dramatic than the light, as every leaf of ground cover, every frond or scale of every tree, turned from a muted yellow or beige or tan to some shade, any of a dozen shades of purple — violet or lilac or mulberry or mauve or those for which no name had been needed on Earth.

The change swept over and around the meadow, and the children, now fully awake, jumped up and down and clapped and yelled, and some of their parents joined them.

––––––––
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The children's energy had begun to flag for want of nourishment. Yawning, a mother unpacked her family’s picnic basket. A friend came up and spread her own family’s blanket nearby.

“I hear the mayor asked the Tofa again,” confided the latter. “Invited them to be here. They gave her the brush-off, as usual. You’d think they’d want to celebrate. And it’s not as if they go off and do it on their own. They never seem to go anywhere on Change Day. Just hole up in those buildings of theirs.”

The first mother unfolded a napkin. “Do they even see in color? Does anyone know?”

Her friend had no time to answer before the children descended on them, shouting for food. The muffins and hot chocolate were gone in minutes.

––––––––
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After a suitable amount of discussion, dithering and what Levi called posterior protection, the Council voted to endorse — and far more important, to fund — the project. Some members hoped the twins, to be called the Twin-Bred, would become effective mediators. Others dreamed of human Twin-Bred ruling both human and Tofa communities. A few anticipated more modest results, an increase in knowledge about their enigmatic neighbors.

All expected grave difficulties in winning the Tofa’s cooperation. The Council set its staff to writing up possible objections and responses thereto. Experts on human-Tofa communication, or what passed for experts, conducted role-playing exercises. Artists prepared storyboards: stick figures of humans and Tofa; the same figures, each now carrying in its outlined abdomen an human and a Tofa fetus; the figures stick-thin once again, each with a tiny human and Tofa by its side; and finally, a crowd of humans and Tofa, not quite as tall as the first, mingled together. An initial drawing showing clusters of humans and Tofa shaking their fists at each other was vetoed as possibly inflammatory. The artists could only hope the symbology that seemed obvious to humans would not be meaningless scribbles to alien minds.

The preparations dragged on until Mara asserted her authority as Director and called a halt. Sick with dread, tempted by hope, she sent the contact team on its way and waited for the next unforeseen challenge.

But in the event, the Tofa proved cooperative. It wasn’t clear whether they understood the project's purpose, or how they weighed its chances for success. They agreed to provide the required number of Tofa embryos, as well as Tofa host mothers, if such were desired. They refused, or at least failed, to answer questions about how the embryos would be obtained. The researchers tried to explain the need for typical, healthy Tofa embryos. No one could say if they got through.

The Tofa’s only condition, if the humans understood correctly, was that they be allowed a veto over the human women who would serve as host mothers. But first, the women must be found. 

––––––––

[image: ]


Mara lay back in the recliner, stretched mightily, and heaved a great groaning sigh.

“Long day at the office?”

“More like long three months at the office. Interminable months. Oh, Levi. How did I get myself into this? When have I ever been any good as an administrator?”

“As I recall, until now you’ve avoided any such obligation, so your abilities in that area have been, shall we say, untested.”

Mara reached over toward the lamp, then let her arm fall again. “I’d forgotten what it felt like, to be so unsure. It’s been years since I was — incompetent at anything.”

“Let’s not jump to conclusions. Or labels. So the interviews have been exhausting, as well as exhaustive. That doesn’t make them unproductive.”

“Oh, we’re finding good candidates. It’s surprising, in a way, how many women we’ve found who are ready to put their lives on hold and more or less disappear. Either we have a rather public-spirited generation of young women, or a restless and dissatisfied one. . . . Even a few of the applicants with political connections are promising. But some of them! That last one today — Veda something, Councilman Channing’s daughter. She’s one of those people who never seem to mean anything.” Mara glanced at the cartoon she had drawn after Veda’s interview: an unnaturally slim figure with clasped hands, eyes uplifted toward heaven, and price tags hanging from her clothing. “She rattles along about the joy of selflessness and devotion to public service, and I doubt she even hears herself. And I can’t remotely picture her as nurturing.”

“Don’t write Veda off, Mara. I think there’s something there. Beneath the admittedly disquieting surface. As a subterranean creature myself, I may have a feeling for people with unsuspected depths.”

––––––––
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The short cool season was over. The shades of purple were once again yielding to shades of yellow and ivory and brown. With the return of warmer weather, the parks were becoming more crowded. 

The picnic area at First Landing Park was occupied. Children at the playground smelled cooking and wondered if the food would be, at some point, unguarded and accessible. The young men playing soccer were distracted by the crowd of young women, all notably healthy and many of them attractive. There was no banner or sign to indicate what had brought them together. It could have been a reunion of some kind, but few of the women seemed to know each other. The small groups shuffled and reshuffled, and the prevailing mood seemed to be one of uncertainty, almost embarrassment.

Laura Hanson fetched herself a beer and stood watching one of the more animated groups. One woman, petite and well-toned, with expensive hair, seemed to be the center. She was asking questions, drawing people out, and occasionally nodding to herself as though collecting information that gave her satisfaction. The high clear voice was familiar — and the last voice Laura had expected to hear. She put down her beer and came closer.

“Veda? Veda Seeling?”

The woman turned and was raising an inquiring eyebrow when she saw Laura. Her eyes went wide, and the expression of amused control fell away for a moment.

Laura rushed forward and held out her arms. “Veda, I’m so glad to see you again!”

Veda looked around at the crowd, now full of smiles and clearly expecting a touching scene. She walked quickly into Laura’s hug and as quickly led the way to a more isolated spot. “Let’s sit here and catch up.” She sat on a stone bench and patted the spot next to her. Laura obeyed.

“Dear Laura. It’s been so long. What have you been doing? The last I heard, you were getting another degree in something.”

“I was. Sociology. Terran Literature is all very well, but I wasn’t sure how I would use it. And then I heard about the Project, and I thought, this is a way that I can do something that matters, instead of just learning about it. And what about you? I remember! You got married! Congratulations! His name’s Brian, isn’t it?”

Veda preened. “Yes, we’ve been married a year now. He’s in the Bureau of Financial Relations. It’s all very difficult and complicated, finding ways to trade with the Tofa. It’d be so much easier if they could understand each other better. And whenever things get — nasty, well, you can guess what that does to the markets . . . . So he’s very interested in the Project. And Daddy too, of course. Even more so. What about your father? Did he — well, was he hoping you’d get involved?”

Laura looked down. “Well, he’s not so sure about it. He’d like to be hopeful, and he certainly thinks something needs to be done, but he’s a little concerned about trying something so — experimental. But if it’s going to happen, he wants to know all about it.”

“I might have known you’d be here. You were always so — so interested in our Tofa neighbors.”

Veda had a way of saying things — a hint of mockery or threat, hovering behind the words. Or so it was now, with this older and harder Veda. Was her friend still there somewhere, stifled and helpless? She wanted to call her forth, to lure her out.

She started to say, “Remember —” and stopped herself. She was sure that Veda remembered. That was the trouble.

––––––––
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Laura bounced on her toes as the copter touched down. Her mother held her hand to keep her in place until the motors shut off and the door opened. Released, she ran forward and grabbed her friend by the hand.

“Veda, Veda! I’m eight today! Did they tell you? It’s my birthday! I’m eight!”

Veda sniffed a bit. “I’ll be eight in a month. Everyone’s eight, sooner or later.” She relented. “But happy birthday.” She gave Laura a kiss on the cheek, forgiving her for being first.

“And I’ve got another surprise.” Laura pulled Veda away from where the grownups were standing and chatting. “By the creek behind the house. Come and look with me. I don’t know if he’ll be there, but he might be.”

Veda followed her, patting her curls and fluffing her dress. “A boy? What’s so surprising about a boy? Where I live, in the city, there are lots of boys, all over.”

“Not like this boy.” Laura led Veda around the house and down the hill to the creek. As they approached it, she looked around anxiously, then relaxed, smiled and pointed. “There he is! Lat-ran! Over here! Come meet my friend!”

A young Tofa was approaching the creek on the other side. Veda gave a little shriek, then glanced quickly at Laura. Laura pretended she hadn't noticed, waving to the Tofa and urging him on.

Veda stood rigid as a statue as the Tofa reached the creek and crossed it in one long stride. Laura hoped she had not miscalculated. Veda had always seemed ready to handle anything. Laura patted her friend on the shoulder. “Don’t be scared. Lat-ran is my friend. Lat-ran, this is my human friend, Veda.”

Veda stared at Lat-ran. Lat-ran may have stared back. It was difficult to be sure when eyes were the only feature in what passed for a face.

Veda leaned over and whispered, “How do you know his name?”

“He told me, silly. At least, he said it and pointed to himself. With all his hands.”

“How did he talk? He’s got no mouth!”

“Daddy says there’s something like a mouth that we can’t see, behind a — a mem-brane, I think he called it. Now stop whispering — it’s rude.”

Reminded of manners, Veda turned toward the Tofa. “Nice to meet you, Lat-ran.” She bobbed a little curtsey.

Lat-ran tilted his upper body to one side. Whatever it meant, Veda seemed to view it as a bow or other respectful gesture. She smiled regally. “I think he is nice.”

Now Lat-ran was gesturing, pointing across the creek. Laura tugged on Veda’s sleeve. “Come on. He wants us to go to his side. We can make it if we run and jump.”

Veda hesitated. “Are we allowed?” She sidled closer to Laura and—despite Laura's previous remonstrance—whispered, "Is it safe?"

It was strange to be the one taking charge. “Oh, sure! As long as we stay in sight of the house, it’s all right. I do it all the time. Well, since I met Lat-ran, the week before last.”

Without further ado, Laura took a few paces back, ran at the creek and jumped across. She landed with a dusty thump, almost toppling, but managing to stay upright. “Come on!”

Not to be outdone, Veda retreated a substantial distance, ran full steam at the creek, leaped across, and fell forward on her hands and knees. She sprang up and inspected herself. Neither skin nor clothing was damaged, to Laura's as well as Veda's relief. Veda beamed proudly and announced, “That was fun!”

Lat-ran stepped across to follow them, and promptly stepped back again to where the girls had started. Laura giggled and made another running jump across. Veda did the same, calibrating her run more carefully this time and landing upright. That seemed to be enough for her: she waited, tapping her foot, while Laura and Lat-ran crossed the creek three more times. 

Not wanting to annoy her guest, Laura called a halt, pointing firmly at her side of the creek when Lat-ran moved to cross to his side yet again. She picked up a handful of pebbles and offered them to Lat-ran, who took them with his nearest hand. Veda jumped just a bit at the reach of the long thin arm.

“Just see what Lat-ran can do!” Laura swept an arm in Lat-ran’s direction. In response, Lat-ran began tossing the pebbles, one by one. They landed in a neatly curving line, which soon became a circle.

Veda found some pebbles of her own and tried to imitate this feat, without notable success. She scowled.

Laura hoped Veda wasn't going to be a spoilsport. “I can't do it either. But see? It’s a face! He’ll probably give it pig-tails, like mine. It’s a picture of me!”

And indeed, one side of the circle had sprouted a line that could with generosity be deemed a pigtail. But as the girls watched, the other side of the circle sprouted a circle of its own, and then another. Lat-ran pointed to Veda.

“Oooh, how clever!” Laura clapped her hands. “He’s made it half pig-tailed and half curly! It’s a picture of both of us!”

Mollified, Veda smiled at Lat-ran and joined in Laura’s clapping. Lat-ran used two free hands to imitate them.

They were interrupted by the ringing of a bell. Laura tapped Veda on the shoulder. “That’s the lunch bell! Lat-ran, we’ve got to go. Thank you for the picture! We’ll see you later!” She grabbed Veda’s hand and tugged her toward the house. As they reached the top of the hill, Laura turned back toward the creek for a moment. Lat-ran was looking after them. Then he dropped the rest of his pebbles and stepped back across the creek. 





For the rest of the day, the girls were busy with family events and their own games. There were a couple of times that Veda seemed about to say something, and then changed her mind. Did she want to go see Lat-ran again? Laura wasn't sure. She didn't want to spoil things by pressing the matter. And there were plenty of other things to do.

Next day, however, after breakfast, Veda took the initiative. “Do you think Lat-ran would be around this morning? Let’s go and see, before I have to leave.”

The girls trotted eagerly toward the creek. As they approached, they saw that Lat-ran was indeed visible, standing not far from the creek. He was not alone. An adult Tofa loomed behind him. Laura had thought of Lat-ran as tall; the adult’s height was truly intimidating.

The girls came to a halt, at a similar distance from the creek on their side. Veda whispered to Laura. “What do we do now?”

Laura hesitated and then stepped forward. “Hello, Lat-ran! It’s nice to see you again. Is that your, uh, your father?” She hoped she’d guessed right, or that the Tofa weren’t easily offended in matters of gender. 

Veda stepped up beside her and curtsied. “Good morning, Mr. Tofa.”

The adult made a barely visible gesture in Lat-ran’s direction. Lat-ran stood very still. The adult gestured again. Slowly, as if reluctant, Lat-ran bent sideways and picked up some pebbles. He straightened up again, raised his long arm, and threw a pebble hard in the girls’ direction. It landed between them. Lat-ran threw another. It landed just to Veda’s right. And another, just to Laura’s left.

Laura and Veda turned to each other in consternation. The pebbles kept falling, always close but never quite reaching them. The girls backed away, staring. The pebbles followed their retreat. One just touched the edge of Veda’s shoe. The girls turned and ran, Veda crying openly, Laura fighting back her tears.




––––––––

[image: ]



Veda packed up her overnight things with brisk angry gestures. Laura sat on her bed, trying to think of something to say.

“You know how well he throws. He could have hit us if he wanted to. He didn’t want to. The other Tofa made him do it — and he still didn’t hit us.”

Veda slammed her suitcase shut. “I don’t know what he wanted, and I don’t care. They’re great big horrible creatures, and I never want to see another one as long as I live.”

“But Veda — they’re around. Aren’t there more of them in the city?”

Veda tossed her head. “We don’t live near them, the way you do. And if they started to, we can move. Daddy would do it, for me.”

Laura knew a lost battle. Timidly she approached Veda and touched her hand. “Veda, I’m so sorry. I wanted you to have such a good time. Will you ever visit me again?”

Veda’s lip trembled. “I want to. It was a lot of fun — until the last part. But maybe you should visit me, next time.” She drew herself up proudly. “I’ll keep you safe.”




––––––––
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Laura pulled her thoughts back to the present. “Veda?” She would make an attempt to get through, after all. “Are you — at all afraid?”

Veda looked startled at the question. “Well, I don’t know. Of course it’s all very different. No one has done anything like it before. But there will be doctors watching all the time. If anything bad even starts to happen, they’ll put an end to it. And if they don’t, well, Daddy and the others will make them.”

“It’s just that — after what happened when we were children, I thought you didn’t want anything to do with Tofa. And even if Brian and your father have their reasons, I know you wouldn’t let them force you. Nobody could.”

Veda laughed. For a moment, she was the friend Laura remembered. “You do know me at that!” Then the mask again. “But really, Laura, I wouldn’t let childish fears come between me and such an important mission. And besides —” and now Laura could hear sincerity — “these Tofa will be different. That’s what it’s all about. Making Tofa we can live with. And they’ll be just children, little children, for years and years. I won’t need to be afraid.”

It made sense — Veda-style sense. Veda had never liked to be defeated. It must have rankled, retreating in tears from the field of battle. Now was her chance to remake the past. She would personally reshape the feared alien into something else. And for years and years, she would be the adult. The tall one, even.

––––––––
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The Tofa rejected ten of the recruited human host mothers. No one on the team could come up with any plausible hypothesis as to why those particular women were rejected. Veda and Laura survived the cut. They would carry Twin-Bred.

Officially, it was the Long-Term Emissary Viviparous Initiative. But everyone called it The Project. 
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Chapter 3
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Mara drummed on her desk, then stopped: she must not show anything but firm and unshakeable confidence. “Mr. Chairman, it will not be feasible for me to report frequently in person. My duties will be extremely demanding in terms of time and energy. I am confident we can establish adequately secure channels for off-site communication.”

The Chairman’s expression remained mulish. “The Committee on Tofa Relations will insist on the closest involvement in every stage of this project. The members would find it highly inconvenient for you to limit communications in the manner you suggest. The Committee will need the frequent opportunity to ask questions, to have detailed exchanges —”

It was time to bluff. “Mr. Chairman. You have already committed quite substantial resources to the Project. You have exerted yourself admirably, and within the Council you have identified yourself with the Project to an extent which would make it quite embarrassing to change course. I do hope you will not put us both in a position of having to abandon this investment. I cannot be at the constant beck and call of roomfuls of politicians while engaging in an unprecedented and all-consuming scientific project.

“Mr. Chairman, if we are to proceed, then it is quite simple. You must give me the autonomy I require to do what you require. I will pay you due deference in all recorded communications. But on this Project, Mr. Chairman, I will call the shots.”

––––––––
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Councilman Alan Kimball sat listening to the silence that followed the intercepted call, stroking his chin. Then he buzzed his confidential assistant.

“Siri, my dear, please send me all resumes on file in the areas of biogenetics, educational psychology, and — no, just come in here. You can fill in the gaps, once I tell you what I have in mind.”

Siri came into his office, tablet at the ready, and closed the door. She perched in a chair near his desk as Kimball turned on the scramble field. Kimball reclined in his own chair, upholstered in well-worn leather, and tapped his toes in slow rhythm.

“The Council appears to be holding Dr. Cadell on a rather loose rein, Siri. Please investigate whether this policy includes the hiring process for her little project. I rather think it will.”

Siri tapped out notes on her tablet. Kimball continued to tap his toes.

“Long ago, Siri, a Terran philosopher of war advised his readers to know their enemies. We have been rather hampered in that regard, have we not? Dr. Cadell may enable us to rectify that situation.

“The good doctor’s project will be hiring. She will need specialists in a number of areas. You’ll be able to ascertain what those are. Please match up the vacancies with the people we know who could fill them. Don’t stop with the resumes — go through my contact files. I want a list — names, specialties, contact information, circumstances of previous contact — by the end of the day.”

Siri stood up and turned toward the door. Kimball sat up and cleared his throat to recall her attention.

“And of course — maximum discretion, my dear.” Siri barely raised one eyebrow. Kimball pressed his palms together in apology. “I know, I insult you by mentioning it. Forgive me.” She smiled, nodded slightly, and left.

Kimball reclined his chair again, closed his eyes, and made plans.

––––––––
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* CONFIDENTIAL * 

CLEARANCE CLASS 3 AND ABOVE

––––––––
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LEVI Status Report, 11-15-70

Executive Summary

Staff Issues


Interviews are continuing to fill the remaining vacancies for scientific and technical staff (human). While preference continues to be given to sets of fraternal twins, this rather small pool of applicants may have been exhausted.

Planning continues for recruitment of Tofa staff. The difficulties with assessing applicant qualifications and motivations have not been fully resolved.





Test Subjects


To date, 20 human host mothers have been selected and briefed. A total of approximately 40 host mothers will be required. A surplus of embryos will be required in case preliminary examination requires that any be discarded.

Human embryos from sources of approved quality have been obtained and are in storage. Tofa embryos have not yet arrived. The preliminary schedule calls for staggered initiation of ten pregnancies at a time at six-week intervals. Discussion continues as to whether to use chemical means to compensate for the slight difference in human and Tofa normal gestation periods. The advantages are likely to outweigh the relatively slight risk factors involved in the introduction of additional substances.

While the scientific and technical staff await the decision as to use of Tofa host mothers, they are continuing preparations therefor.





* CONFIDENTIAL *

CLEARANCE CLASS 3 AND ABOVE

LEVI Status Report, 12-30-70

Executive Summary

Test Subjects


For reasons not yet determined, the Tofa have delivered 55 rather than 40 Tofa embryos. When questioned about appropriate methods of storing the embryos, the Tofa representative indicated that only short-term storage would be feasible. While the Tofa may be underestimating the technological capabilities of Project staff in this regard, their objection to any long-term storage attempt was sufficiently definite that such an attempt has been deemed inadvisable, as has any disposal of the additional Tofa embryos. The staff is seeking approval of an expansion of the initial stage of the project, and preparing to recruit additional human host mothers. Additional human embryos can be procured as needed. . . .





Mara closed the door of her apartment behind her and hesitated, wondering whether to check her messages or simply collapse.

“So, Mara mia, how was your date?”

“Awkward. Uncomfortable. He wanted to talk about how he overcame his difficult childhood. Difficult because he disliked his siblings.”

“I can see why that failed to appeal. I’m sorry, Mara.”

Mara wiped her eyes. “I would have been distracted anyway, because the damned Project is all I can think about.”

“Such language about my namesake! My godchild, even.”

“I may swear off dating for the duration. Since I can’t talk about the Project to people.”

“Whoa, there. The duration of a project that starts with a gradually produced series of babies and follows them for decades? Consider the possibility that your coworkers, to whom you can talk, include some actual people. Or at least your future coworkers. Check out the applicants as date material. Or recruit someone dateable.”

“I’m waiting for you to ask how the Project is going.”

“Why wait? Just talk.”

“It’s going crazy, is how it’s going. Or what I’m going. The mothers are driving me crazy. You know we have to expand the Project in a frantic hurry or see it all fall apart. Which is what it’s doing anyway, because while we try to recruit more host mothers, the ones we had are slipping away from us . . . .” 

––––––––
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Cheryl woke up screaming again, and waited for the neighbors to start pounding on the walls. Silence, somehow shocking after the screams. She was in luck, it seemed — the neighbors must have left for work early.

This time, it was conjoined twins. Or more like a scrambled assortment of human and Tofa limbs and features, crawling out of her and lying on the floor and writhing and shrieking.

It didn’t happen, she told herself over and over. It was just a dream. It didn’t happen.

It wouldn’t happen.

Cheryl lay on the tangled, soaked sheets until she felt strong enough to get up. Then she called her mother. Her mother knew nothing about the Project. She would never have allowed Cheryl to apply. Once Cheryl told her mother, the nightmares would end and the nightmare would be over.





Emily gazed up at Rob, afraid to believe. “But Rob — you said you could never settle down and give me the future I deserved. You said you were giving me up for my own sake.”

“I wish I were that noble. I was just petrified of what it would mean to make a promise and have to keep it. But I’ve found out the hole in my life with you gone is a whole lot worse than the fear.”

“But you sounded so sure. I believed you. I’ve made plans. I’ve commited to the Project.”

“I’m begging you to make a different commitment.”





Julia looked at the strip for a third time. It hadn’t changed. 

How? When??

She’d always assumed that if she couldn’t remember the night before, nothing worth remembering had happened. So much for that notion.

So much for free room and board, free health care, lots of attention from people who thought she was doing something brave and important.

And it wouldn’t help to get rid of it. The rule was no pregnancies, even aborted ones, within the previous two years.

Shit!





The Honorable Council Vice Chair, Pomerand Dur, counted to ten. His daughter tapped her foot impatiently in a dissonant rhythm.

“Uria, you have had every advantage you could conceivably derive from my position. You had five years of entertainment and frivolity while you pursued what we laughingly called your education. You have every form of transport known to mankind — not to mention that Tofa river raft you somehow acquired. Neither your mother nor I nor your government nor your community have ever asked anything of you except the slightest degree of discretion in your frequently lawless activities. 

“It’s your turn, Uria. The bill is due. And this obligation is also a stupendous opportunity. This planet has no natural ruling class. We are going to create one. With your strength of will, your eye for your own advantage, imagine what you could do as the mother of one of the first generation suited to govern all the inhabitants of Tofarn.

“And if you don’t care what you’d be gaining, think about what you risk losing. Three other Council family members have already volunteered. What chance do I have of increasing influence, of even retaining my position, without that competitive advantage?”

Uria appeared to deliberate as to her best response. Finally, satisfied, she spat copiously in the direction of her father’s shoe.

“This is the most perverted and disgusting and revolting idea that even you have ever come up with. You don’t just want me to get pregnant, now, at my age — and with two brats — you want me to spend who knows how long living in some laboratory, and with Tofa everywhere I look! When you won’t even spend two hours in the same room with one unless you’re tranked to your nonexistent hairline first! There is nothing that could ever make me consider it for the tiniest fraction of an instant!”

Vice Chair Dur decided that his daughter needed more time to consider the idea.
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