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TRIA




It was the first full day of our polar biological survey, and already I was arguing with my other half.


I stepped on the heel of the shovel, driving it a handspan into the tundra. Tell me again why you didn’t bring this up before we left home?



Resa lifted her shoulder and dropped it again. I didn’t know it was going to be like this, she said. Well, perhaps said is the wrong word. Resa is my left, so we don’t communicate aloud. We share a body, and I hear whichever of her thoughts she chooses for me to hear.



I told you the average springtime temperature for the northern tundra is about ten below zero, I said. I had been correct. A wind like a sandblaster tore down from the craggy slopes, making my eye tear up. The tears formed crystals in my eyelashes, which I brushed away with a heavy mitt.



Those numbers mean nothing to me, she said in frustration. You should have told me I would feel ice in my bones. Or that the dryness would suck the moisture out of our nose.


That’s not how I talk, or how I think. Such poetic nonsense is a left tendency. So while I think in degrees, she seems to expect a metaphor. She might as well ask for . . . well . . . a metaphor from a right.

Bending down, I scooped a few crumbs of frozen earth into a vial. Back at the base we’d examine the sample for extremophile bacteria. If there were any, that would tell us something important about whether, and how, life might evolve on a frozen planet. There is one in Kinaru’s solar system, always assumed to be lifeless, but if there were organisms here, why not on our nearest neighbor?


No mediator would take my part, anyway, Resa continued. You were selected for this mission because you are the best person for the job. And it would be equally uncomfortable for anyone.



You wouldn’t need a mediator! I protested, offended. When have I ever refused you anything important? But internally I quailed at the thought of turning down this mission. Could I really have made that sacrifice? I had been lucky enough to be assigned exobiology as my career right when it was an emerging field. I was positioned to be one of the first to visit another planet, if we managed to travel to one before my working years were over. But not if I got a reputation as so ruled by my left I would turn down prestigious assignments.



She made a dismissive gesture. It doesn’t matter. I couldn’t have really demanded you give this up. I know how important it is to you. Taking the vial from my hand, she stuffed it into our coat’s left pocket. Maybe I’m not really objecting. Maybe I just want to complain. It’s cold as space out here, and you always act like you don’t feel it.


It’s true, she feels the cold much more than I do. She feels everything more. As the right, I’m the thinker, the logical one.

“Tria il Resa!” called my team leader, Heda il Trambo, over the screaming of the wind. “Come around this outcropping with me. If we can get out of the wind a little, we’ll have a much easier time digging.”

I shouldered my shovel and followed my mentor, trudging across the stony permafrost. There was no snow. It is far too dry on the Northern Continent for there to be any; the frozen ground was barely touched with frost. A few icy bits skittered along the ground; that was all the moisture for miles, if you didn’t count what we had brought with us.

I was just rounding the outcropping when I almost tripped over Heda il Trambo, who had stopped dead. His stout figure, made even stouter with layers of heavy clothing, blocked me from seeing beyond him. “Is something the matter, Professor?” Without the wind screaming so loudly in my ear, my voice sounded too loud.

He turned, shushing me. “Look! What do you see?”

I followed his pointing finger. “The camp? How have we gotten so turned around?” Then I looked again at the squat buildings, the radio antenna, the solar panels. “That’s not our camp. Who else is on the Northern Continent right now? I thought we were the only expedition for a hundred miles!”

“We are,” said Heda. “I can’t imagine what business anyone else could have here.”

“What do you think, Professor?” I asked, pulling my scarf down to speak more clearly.  “Could it be smugglers or something?”

He waved a hand dismissively. “Oh, I wouldn’t want to leap to conclusions. It’s probably something innocent.”

“It could be abandoned,” I started to say, but just then I saw a figure come out of the door, stomping its way over to the radio antenna to tinker with it. From this distance, and in their heavy clothing, it was impossible to tell anything about them. Their clothes were black, which was a bit odd—ours were all brown leather, with the fur inside. But I admit I don’t know what clothing is common in every region of the north.

“Let’s go over and introduce ourselves,” I said. “I mean, there’s no one else for three hundred miles. We should know our neighbors.”

“Do you have a weapon?” he asked. “I mean, just in case.”

“I have the stunner,” I answered. “It’s rated up to snow apes so it can surely handle a person if we need it to.”

“Keep it under your coat for now, Tria,” said Heda. “Don’t want to scare them. We’re just friendly neighbors saying hello.”

Thus prepared, we came out of the shelter of the outcropping and started to walk toward the mysterious base. The figure tinkering with the antenna didn’t look up; the wind was far louder than any sound we made, tramping across the frozen earth.

The closer we got, the stranger the shelter looked. What was that gray, smooth material it was built out of? It didn’t look like stone or metal. What was that platelike dish near the antenna? A fancy radio receiver? This wasn’t a makeshift shelter of smugglers hiding from customs. It looked like a scientific station, like ours, only bigger and more advanced. Yet the Science Ministry would surely have notified us if another scientific expedition was coming to the exact same place as we were. Unless there was some kind of top-secret government research going on we weren’t privy to? But that just didn’t seem like the placid, paper-pushing Science Ministry I knew.

At last we were within a few yards of the shelter, and Heda let out a loud halloo. Wouldn’t want to seem to be sneaking around.

The person at the antenna started wildly, waving their arms. Clearly not expecting company any more than we had been. Then they turned around.

We stopped dead. Heda clutched my arm suddenly in shock. The person working on the antenna . . . was not Kinaru. Could not possibly be.


All we could see beneath its big black hood was its face, which was gray and scaly. Its eyes were large and yellow, under a heavy green brow ridge. Its nose was thin and flat, but in about the expected place, and its lipless mouth looked . . . well, almost like a Kinaru mouth. But the proportions of everything were wrong; the face was much longer and narrower than ours.


On seeing us, the creature’s mouth dropped open and a green crest of quills or scales fluffed up on its head, so that its hood fell off. It spoke, but its words were incomprehensible and not, I thought, really intended for us. Instead it waved its arms about a moment and darted inside the shelter.

We stood there, as if paralyzed. Aliens. Real aliens. Exactly the thing we always dreamed of studying. But we had always thought we’d find them on their own planets, after building spaceships and finding a way to cross the vast distances of space. Not here, on our own Northern Continent.

After a moment Heda grasped my arm. “Quick,” he said. “We have to tell the others.”

He went back to fetch the rest of the team, while I retreated behind the rocks to watch the camp. This was it: the goal of my life, right before me. So much I could learn from even this one glimpse. Body pattern like ours: was that common in exosapients? Heavy coat: not from the fourth planet then. If it had come from a climate like that one, it ought to be comfortable here. Then did they have lightspeed travel? How, when physicists had claimed it was impossible?

More beings came out from behind an outcropping of rock, moving quickly. One shouted while the others rushed in and out of the buildings carrying boxes.


They’re leaving, said Resa suddenly.


I watched them running back and forth. They had to be. Assuming the ship was behind the outcropping of rock beside their camp, they were surely packing it up. As if to prove her point, the largest shelter suddenly collapsed into a mess of cloth and poles, and one of the beings folded it into a tight package.

I am not an emotional person, but at that moment I felt a strong negative reaction. Not leaving, so soon! No chance to record a sample of their language, not a skin sample, nothing. We would be left with the knowledge they were out there, a few tantalizing hints, and nothing else. I could write a paper on this—and I would—but it would have to be half speculation or else fit on a single page.

Heda returned with the others. “They’re packing to go,” I said. “They must not have wanted to be discovered.”

“I would do the same,” Heda said, “if I were observing a new life form. My involvement would contaminate the results.”

“If you were studying animals, perhaps!” said one of the others. “We’re people, we deserve more than this.”

Rez il Tapa, my fellow junior researcher, opened a notebook and started rapidly sketching everything he saw. By the progress they’d made so far, we had a matter of hours before they were completely gone.

“We should confront them,” said Beva il Nepo, the number two scientist on our team. “Force them to at least speak with us.”

“They clearly don’t want to,” Heda argued. “How do we know they won’t kill us for attempting it?”

“Nepo says it is worth the risk,” Beva argued.


“Oh, Nepo says,” said Rez scornfully. “Has Nepo calculated the odds of success, or is she just following emotion like usual?”


Nobody bothered answering that. Everyone knew the kind of judgments one could get from lefts. I felt Resa stiffen. Rez il Tapa was our intended spouse. Naturally she wouldn’t like to hear prejudice like this out of her right-husband. But it hardly seemed like the time.


I will speak to him later, I told her. By the tension I could feel against me, she wasn’t mollified.


The others continued discussing the aliens’ motives, their biology, their technology. Was that giant dish beside the antenna a radio receiver? Could we circle wide around the camp and try to get a better look at the ship?


Resa reached over and touched my hand, demanding my full attention. We should try to sneak aboard.



What? And leave the planet with them? I was shocked, but also intrigued. It would be one way to get the data they meant to deny us. Perhaps there was a place on their ship I could hide and observe them in secret. The only problem then was how to get back home to report my findings. That would depend on too many factors to predict. We might not be able to return.



Don’t you want to find out? she coaxed. Aren’t you a scientist?


She had me there. I did want to find out, more than anything. More than publishing a paper, more even than becoming a lead researcher. I had been assigned as a scientist because of my boundless curiosity, my desire to know. And here was a mystery greater than any other I could expect to find.


But you, I ventured. You’d have to leave everything. Your pets. Our house by the river—you love that house. Tapa.



I don’t care, she said, an odd tone in her mental voice I couldn’t interpret. I want to do this. If I give my consent, why would you argue? Aren’t I giving you the exact thing you want?


I hesitated a moment. This couldn’t be right. It was too generous, too much what I wanted, with nothing to recommend it to her. Was she having a silly whim? Would she regret it by the end of the day? I didn’t have time, as I usually did, to let her think things over and feel things out. She’d taken a week to decide if she really liked that house by the river.

But could I say no to this opportunity? The only thing that could possibly have stopped me would have been her. And she claimed to want it.

Maybe it was selfish. Maybe it was wrong. But I unslung my pack and set it on my feet. “I’d like everyone’s emergency rations, if you don’t mind,” I said. “Or anything else you have that I could use. I want to try to stow away on that ship.”

Heda immediately took off his pack. “That is an amazing suggestion,” he said, eyes wide with excitement. “We could learn so much more about them that way.”

Rez shook his head in shock. “It’s verifiably insane,” he said. “We know nothing about these creatures. For all we know, they’d cut us up and put us in jars. We may be no more than animals to them. Did Resa put you up to this? That’s just the sort of irrational scheme lefts always dream up.”

“Trust me to be in control of my left,” I said calmly. For once, Resa did not react to this. “I have her consent, at least.”

“Should all of us go?” Heda asked. “I hate to let you do this alone.”

“Most of you have spouses or children,” I pointed out. “And a larger party would mean a higher risk of discovery.”

Rez il Tapa turned and walked stiffly away, back toward our own shelter. I watched him go. He had been looking forward to the wedding, he had always said. The marriage board had assigned us to each other, citing our compatible careers and similar temperaments. I had thought Resa had been fond of Tapa. But perhaps not as much as I had assumed, if she was willing to go.

It was, perhaps, wrong of me to volunteer for this when it meant breaking off our marriage contract. But until the marriage actually took place, it was our right to back out for any reason. They knew this. But one of them was upset with me. Perhaps both. I would have preferred a cordial farewell.

But before I had finished gathering my supplies from the others, he returned with another pack. “I got your things,” he said, handing it to me. “More instant food, your tooth cleaner, your hairbrush. Who knows how long you’ll be hiding on the ship. I packed water as well, but your priority will have to be obtaining more. I expect it will last you a few days at least.”

Resa gave a soft sigh and reached out, lightly touching Tapa’s cheek. I saw now that tears were streaking down it, freezing in the frigid air.

“I am sorry to have to leave you,” I said for both of us. “Please consider yourself free from our obligation. I can’t say when or if we might return.”

“I understand,” said Rez. “Tapa would like me to urge you to take all due caution.”

I met Tapa’s eye and nodded sharply. “I promise.”

Together, our little party began our wide circle around the alien base. I would have to approach from an unexpected direction to have a hope of not being spotted.

Half an hour ago I had had my life planned out for decades. Now, suddenly, I was on the brink of something no Kinaru had done before.

I didn’t regret a thing.
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Resa

Too little time. There was too little time to say goodbye.

We were crouched behind a rock, waiting for a moment when all the aliens would be safely engaged somewhere else. I rooted through the bag Rez il Tapa had sent, making sure we had everything I would need. Bless them, they’d remembered my craft bag and Tria’s books. If we had to hide out for a long time, we would appreciate that.

I felt the cold frost beneath me, stared at the twilit sky. How could I say goodbye to Kinaru when all I could see of it was this wasteland? If I had only known, when I left on this trip, what a journey I was starting on . . .

Then what? I would have said goodbye more carefully? I had walked through every room of my house, touched every knickknack, walked one last time along the cobblestone sidewalk along the river. I had caressed every one of my pets. Turned my face to the sky with my eyes closed and drank in the red warmth. It just didn’t feel like enough, anymore. I thought I would miss the sun being so bright and hot. I hadn’t thought I was saying goodbye to the sun itself.

Tria was running toward something. Me? I was running away. Had always been running away. The north pole had seemed far enough, but even here I felt the cobwebby cling of limitations, expectations, needs. I had to go farther. Even if it killed me.

In the bottom of the bag was a little sketchbook, not mine. I flipped it open. Tapa’s sketches. He had loved to draw for me. There was my little house with the orange vines climbing up the porch, blooming in turquoise flowers. My lizard, my sand spider. Me, in profile so you couldn’t see Tria at all. Somehow you could see the love in it behind the lines. Tapa had loved me, and I was leaving him. Surely, if he included these drawings, it meant he understood. Or at least that he forgave me. It would have to be enough.


Tria glanced down at what I was doing. Having second thoughts about leaving Tapa?



No. I stuffed the sketchbook back in my pack and pulled the string tight. I was just thinking about everything I’ll miss. The taste of fresh fruit. The wind off the desert.


Are you regretting this? It isn’t too late to back out.


I gave a dismissive gesture. No. I know this is what I want to do.


Want, such a strange word. Have to, I could have said. But she would have argued with that. This was something she wouldn’t—couldn't understand. Couldn’t understand why I struggled like a gossamer-winged insect in a net, because she couldn’t see the net—it had never been a net to her. It gave her purchase, while beating my wings against it was tearing me apart. And she would have only said: be still. Don’t thrash around. To her that would be an answer.


CHAPTER TWO
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Tria

The low sun cast long streaks of shadow over the frosty landscape—useful for getting into the ship unseen. I still couldn’t see the ship itself, but it was obvious where it must be. The aliens always disappeared behind a specific crag with their boxes and bundles. It would be hidden there, in a gap we still couldn’t see.

I gave a final wave to the rest of the group, hanging back behind a further rock. They had all wished me the best. Heda had even hugged me, which was a first. He had been my mentor for years, closer in many ways than my own father. He would certainly worry about me until I returned, if I ever did.


I wonder if anyone in the universe is as kind as Kinaru are, Resa said morosely.


You sure you don’t want to turn back?

I’m sure. Just homesick in advance.

A part of me thought I should back out on her behalf. She’d never be happy away from home. She wasn’t thinking clearly. It was my duty to protect her from impulsive decisions. But I was too excited about the scientific opportunity to be that selfless.

At last the aliens gathered around the last structure, preparing to pull out whatever supports kept it up. No one else was between myself and their ship’s hiding place. I would have to hope the ship itself was unguarded. At worst, I told myself, they would catch me, and I would get a closer look. I had to believe they weren’t violent if they hadn’t shot us on sight. Surely they could have done so.


Still, it was a risk, and I was surprised that Resa showed no sign of fear. Instead she was only crying quietly, tears flowing freely down her cheek and freezing to the spot. I reached across to her side and brushed away the ice with my mitt. I understood her feelings, but this was no place to stand around. If we want to do this, it has to be now.


I dashed from behind the rock and ran to the crag as fast as I could. I ducked behind it, only to stand there puzzled.

There was nothing there. Just more cliffs. Yet I knew this was where the aliens had gone. I carefully moved along the rock wall beside me, searching for a gap. There had to be one—the aliens had walked back here easily, with their hands full. They couldn’t have meant to climb.

It wouldn’t take them long to disassemble their shelter. I grasped the crag to see if there was a hope of climbing up, burdened as I was with two large packs.


Or I tried to. Instead I almost tumbled to the ground. The crag wasn’t there. I waved my hand through it. The whole thing was an illusion.


I gave a quick look around. I could only see the edge of the building the aliens were working on, and two of the aliens with their backs toward me. All at once the building collapsed and they set to work folding it up. This was my chance.

Holding my breath automatically, as if diving into a pool, I stepped into the crag.

From inside, everything outside the artificial crag looked like a gray fog. But I only glanced that way for a moment. My attention was taken up by the ship.

It was a cylinder of light gray metal, as big around as a small house, stretching as high into the air as a several-storey office building. The top was capped with a blunt cone.

In front of me gaped a doorway, just a gap in the cylinder tall enough for a person to go through with their arms stretched over their head. Within was a ramp, shallow at first but then steeply curving upward till it was vertical.


I could see no other way in, so I walked onto the ramp. Strangely, as I walked, the ramp didn’t seem steep at all. It seemed to remain flat, while the ship rotated around me. I stood at the end of the ramp and looked behind me. It still looked curved. But the ground was now behind me, while what felt like below me was . . . sideways?


Artificial gravity, it had to be. Physicists had thought it was impossible. But they had said that about faster-than-light travel, and here this ship was, far from anywhere it could have reasonably come from.

Can you stop being a scientist for one second and find a place to hide?

Resa was right. I looked around the room I was in. It was a long, plain room filled with boxes and crates. The fancy antenna was folded up along one side of the room. That left a large hollow behind the dish, a perfect place for me to hide. I picked my way through the crates and climbed behind the dish, taking off my backpack and stowing it between my knees. Crates blocked my view of the main pathway through the room. I hoped it would also block the aliens’ view of me when they came inside to stow their shelter.

Kinaru scientists said the pressures of a rocket takeoff were intense; I wanted to secure myself somehow. But the cupped dish was probably as close to a seat as I could get. I adjusted myself till I felt I was as safe as I could be and prepared to wait.

The heat was intense after the cold of the outdoors, and I quietly wiggled out of my heavy coat. My fingers hurt from the sudden change in temperature. Resa rubbed my hand with hers to ease the itching.

I stayed there for more than an hour, listening to the aliens come and go. They talked to each other in a sibilant language, but their voices sounded friendly. At least when they spoke to each other.


Are you frightened? I asked Resa.


A little, maybe. Are you?


I blinked. She sometimes asked me these questions, and I didn’t care for it. What was I even supposed to make of them? I don’t know, I said at last. I believe that we made a calculated risk, but I don’t yet see any clue as to whether it will go well.



That isn’t what I asked. But there was a note of amusement in her mental voice. I didn’t think she was upset with me.


The aliens’ voices came closer, and I held my breath. If I couldn’t stay concealed until they’d taken off, the whole thing was a waste. They’d probably just toss me off. At best.

A gray-scaled hand with five fingers and two thumbs grasped the edge of the dish, and an alien face peered over. This close, its golden eyes, with slitted pupils, looked even stranger. The crest of green quills on its head fluffed suddenly, like a startled prickle-hog, and it pulled back, calling to the others.

Failure. I got to my feet, peering over the edge of the dish. Three of the aliens were standing there, two with green crests and one with yellow. The one who had found me seemed surprised. The other green one seemed excited. It gesticulated and flapped its hands, almost dancing with energy. Unless that was anger. I couldn’t be sure. Reading too much into an alien’s body language would be a mistake.


Except that the yellow-crested one did seem angry. It was the tallest of the three, and seemed to be shouting. At last it stalked off, up a flight of steep stairs.


The other two stood around, looking at me and talking to each other. They both made eye contact with me, lowering their eyelids in a half-blink. The equivalent of a smile? A threat display?

This was the moment I had dreamed of since I’d begun my career. Observing aliens, trying to decipher their intentions. Yet it was distracting to do so with the knowledge in the back of my mind that they might kill me at any moment.

The yellow-crested one came back with a large group of aliens—at least a dozen. They were all talking at once, but the yellow one waved them all to silence, giving an order to one of the green ones.

That one took a small black object out of a box and carefully extended it to me, as one might offer a treat to a carnivorous animal. I took it and looked it over. It seemed like a tiny speaker, attached to a flexible hoop or clasp. I looked up at the green-crested alien. It had taken out several more and was distributing them to the others, who put them near the tops of their heads, on what might have been their ears. Cautiously, I inserted mine into my ear, twisting the hoop to keep it in place.

A soft voice in my ear was saying in my language, over the sound of an alien speaking, “If that doesn’t work we’ve got a whole library of languages we can try.” A translator! So I wasn’t doomed to be chattered at incomprehensibly until they threw me out of the rocket.


The yellow one stepped closer than the others and crouched down slightly to meet my eye level. “We didn’t expect to find humans here.”


That word was left untranslated; I shook my head at it. “I’m sorry, I don’t know what that is.”

“Earth,” it said impatiently. “Earthlings? You came to this planet?”

“I was born on this planet,” I said.

The green one interjected. “Does everyone here look like you?”

I glanced down at my body. “More or less.”

That one turned to the yellow one. “Convergent evolution,” it said. “The shape of humans must have been fit for this environment also. Inside, it may be very different.”

I hoped they didn’t intend to open me up and find out. “Please,” I said. “I would like to come to space with you. You could study me, in exchange for letting me study you.”

The yellow one stared at me, crest prickling upward. “We don’t interact with primitive races. It’s the law.”

“We’re not primitive,” I said, a little defensively. “We might not have your technology level, but we’re hardly living in tents.”

“The standard of a developed planet,” put in the green one, “is one that has space travel, unified planetary government, and a decent standard of living for all sentient residents.”

“We have two of those,” I said. “We have a centralized planetary government and there is no poverty or hunger. Everyone has access to medical treatment. Everyone is equal.”

The yellow one flipped its fingers downward dismissively. “But that doesn’t mean we’re letting you look around a fold-capable ship when you don’t already have one.”

“Isn’t it a little late to be discussing this?” asked a brown one. “Since we already took off?”

I leaned on the dish, shocked. There had been no sense of motion. The artificial gravity must have canceled it out.

The aliens started arguing with one another, and my translator overlaid all their voices, making it even more confusing.

“We should land again and drop it back off,” one alien was arguing. “Even getting spotted was cultural contamination. The government won’t be happy when we get back.”

Another countered, “If we bring it back, it will contaminate them even worse. It’s already seen far too much of our technology.”

I tensed. I could see an easy solution to their problem, by killing me. Who knew what their ethical constraints were.


The tall yellow one stared at the ceiling and heaved a sigh. “It would have helped if certain people had detected the settlement near us. It was literally under a mile away and none of you were aware.”


“They weren’t using radio!” protested one stocky one with a green crest. “Their radios don’t have the range.”

“On the radar, it looked like a settlement of large animals,” said a tall brown one.


“Does anyone agree we should go back and drop it off?”


I held my breath. Even if they did, I certainly had more information than I had before. But not enough. I wanted to know what they ate, get a look at a cell sample, maybe X-ray one.

The aliens held their many-fingered hands out, palm up or down. Perhaps a signal of which course of action they favored? In any event, the yellow one heaved another sigh. “Fine. Fine! On your heads be it, when we report back to the board.”


It turned to me, saying flatly. “Welcome to the Shatakazan ship Galajak. I am Expedition Leader Pav 116, of the Liberty sect. As I command this ship, my presence is required elsewhere. I am assigning Underscholar Karnath 371, of the Curiosity sect, to be your liaison. Please make known all of your needs to him.” It flattened its crest and walked away without waiting for any answer from me. The other aliens mostly followed her.


The green alien who had handed me the earbud—Karnath—remained. “Please forgive Pav. She can be abrupt. What is your name?”

“Tria il Resa, of Orchard District University.”

Karnath flattened his crest at me. A gesture of respect? “Are you a scientist, then, at this university of yours?”

“Yes.”

“So am I. I think we might get along very well.”

Thus reassured, I clambered over the various crates and into the clear center of the room. “Am I . . . safe here?”

He blinked. “Of course. We wouldn’t be so careful about not contaminating your planet if we didn’t care. It’s just, we’ve never taken on a stowaway before. There isn’t really a procedure. I suppose we’ll have to figure it out on our own, hm? That reminds me.” Going back to the box the translator had come out of, he pulled out a bracelet, which he explained would kill any pathogens which might pass between me and them. “Not that it’s normal for diseases to cross species, but you wouldn’t want to be the first, would you?”

I carefully snapped it on my wrist, using my teeth to hold it still. Karnath looked at me oddly as I did so. Wondering why I didn’t simply ask my left for help? But Resa was fidgeting impatiently, pulling at the hem of our shirt. At first I’d assumed she was upset, but I realized now she was only annoyed because she couldn’t understand our conversation. I had taken the only earbud. “Do you have another translator for my left?”

He tilted his head quizzically. “Why would you need another?”

I stared at him a moment. Certainly, there was no evolutionary necessity for our species’ divided brains. Heda thought aliens perhaps had only one consciousness per body, like animals do. But I had never considered what it would be like to be a creature like that. Wouldn’t it be terribly lonely?

“Resa needs to hear too,” I said at first, and then stopped in confusion. I’d never had to explain this concept before. “You see, we are two beings. Tria hears out of this ear, and Resa hears out of the other. Do you understand?”

The vertical pupils in his yellow eyes dilated and his crest twitched. Surprise? Curiosity? “I am not sure I do,” he said, turning back to the table and getting another earbud, which he fiddled with till it would fit my ear. “Do you mean two halves of the same individual? Or two separate persons?”

Resa took the other earbud and put it on. I answered, “Two separate persons. That part of us is her, and this part is me.” I gestured to her half of our body and mine.

“And who is talking to me now?”

“Tria.”

“Does Resa talk?”

“Not usually.”

“And can you do tasks separately? Like, at the same time?”

“Yes, of course.”

Karnath flapped his hands excitedly, pacing around in a small circle beside the table. “This is excellent! This is unprecedented! And to think I thought I would have little to do on this expedition.”

I smiled. “What is your field?”

“Exobiology. It is why I was assigned to you. We came mainly for radio data, but I was supposed to study any life forms we happened to find. I didn’t expect an entire sentient being to study!” He paused, assessing me. “Why are you doing this? Is your planet so terrible, that you had to escape?”

“No!” Resa made an emphatic gesture also. “I was curious. This would be my only chance to study alien life, perhaps in my whole career.”

“Brave of you. You couldn’t know what we were like, how we’d treat you.”

“I’m sure you’d do the same. Scientists have to take risks.”

“I’m not so sure,” he said, lowering his eyelids. “My career has involved few risks. Mostly squinting at single cells.”

Something about Karnath—his open excitement, his humility—made me feel at ease, in this strange alien spaceship with the slick gray floor and the air just a bit too warm for comfort. Where Pav had been cold and abrupt, Karnath was eager to please. Even in the computerized translation, he sounded earnest and friendly.

“Ah—I should be showing you to your quarters. From what we’ve learned so far, your species sleeps at night, yes?”

Karnath led me down the hall and up some stairs. The steps were steep; I noticed Karnath’s legs were long enough to have no trouble with them. He was roughly of my height, but more of his height was in his legs than mine. His joints also seemed to move a little differently than a Kinaru’s—his knees seemed to have a ball and socket joint rather than a hinge. I hoped I would get a chance to see a skeleton, or at least a diagram of one.

“Before I bring you to your room, I suppose you’ll want to see your planet from space.”

“There are windows?”

“There is one in this room. Come.” He lightly touched a door, which slid open soundlessly. Inside was a kind of conference room, with a low table and a number of seats on the floor which looked like half eggs—so a person could sit on the floor while still having something to lean back on. And beyond the table was a large window.

I went over to the glass and looked out. Far below, I could see the arc of Kinaru, mostly brown, with blue oceans here and there and some swirls of cloud. The southwestern mountains, where my father lived, seemed to be getting a little rain for once. Much of what was in view was shrouded in darkness, where night had fallen, but lights twinkled along the coastlines. I could pick out several cities and the darkness of the vast southern desert.

Beyond Kinaru were the stars—stars as I had never seen them, even in the northern tundra nights, when there wasn’t a wisp of fog in the sky or a light for miles. Here there were millions more—billions. I knew the astronomers had found many too small to see from the surface with the naked eye, but that number had never meant anything to me before that moment.


My heart pounded, whether from my own feelings or from Resa’s, I wasn’t sure. She was crying again, delicately wiping the tears away with her palm. It’s so beautiful.


“Are you experiencing a medical emergency?” Karnath’s voice broke in on my reverie. “You have liquid coming out of one of your eyes.”

I turned to him, smiling. “No, it’s a normal response. The view is making Resa emotional.”

He smiled back, baring a row of tiny, sharp, bluish-white teeth. It didn’t suit his face at all; he must have been trying to put me at ease by imitating my expressions.

“You don’t have to do that,” I said. “I can learn to read your species’ expressions.”

He put a hand to his mouth, as if testing to see if he had done the smiling thing right, before closing his mouth and lowering his eyelids at me instead. “I often feel the same way about the stars.”

That was an interesting revelation. I had wondered if his undivided brain meant that he had no left, but instead he seemed to have the kind of emotions Resa had, only incorporated into a single personality. How could that even work? For a moment I felt strangely alone. I was the only one here who could look out at the planet below and feel nothing.

“I made arrangements to be gone for some time,” I said, after a moment. “Do you know—that is, will I be allowed to return? After this voyage?”

He flicked his fingers downward. “No. At least, not until your people qualify as developed. Manned spaceflight to your nearest planetoid is generally considered sufficient, if you meet the other requirements.”

I stared out at my home. Now I did feel a little dismay. I wanted to return to my people with all the knowledge I’d gained. How many years before they were ready? Would Heda il Trambo live to see it?

The planet slowly fell out of sight, as the ship continued its orbit. I turned away from the window. “I suppose I ought to let you show me my room.” I didn’t want to admit it, but I was starting to feel exhausted. No wonder Resa was teary. It must be nearly midnight.

On the way down the corridor, I suddenly felt an uncomfortable wrench in my stomach, and my vision flickered. Resa let out a little yelp. Was I really so tired that I was near fainting?

Karnath reached out as if to steady my elbow, checking the gesture just short of my sleeve. “Oh! I am so sorry. I forgot to warn you. The ship just folded.”

“Folded?” I asked, puzzled.

“We fold the ship through space, in order to travel faster than lightspeed,” he said, making a folding gesture with his hands that completely failed to clarify anything. “When we pass through the fold, organic beings often experience some disorientation.”

A little intimidated, I nodded. “Does this happen often?”

“Yes, periodically throughout our voyage. Our fold array is only powerful enough to take us a few light-days at a time, so each time we fold we must travel through normal space until the next fold point.”

“So how long till we reach your planet?” I realized I had never asked. Would I be on this ship for years?

“Something between 26 and 41 days,” he answered. “Pav will have a more precise answer, since it depends on the orbital position of each planet, relative to the mapped fold points. We also will be stopping briefly at a space station in a few days, so you won’t be stuck on the ship the entire time.”

My room was a tiny cell, with a bunk along one wall and a tiny chair and table built into the other. “The computer console is here in the table,” Karnath explained. “There is a small lavatory through this door. Do you need anything else right now?”

“Not till morning, I think,” I said, stifling a yawn. “Do you know how long our night is?”

He gave a nod, another awkward mimicry of my gestures. “I will call on you here in that amount of time.” 


CHAPTER THREE
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Resa

I floated upward slowly through layers of dreams. The wind was blowing off the desert, blowing violet petals down into the river, but as I tried to catch them they turned to fish and slipped out of my hands. I felt achingly sad, and wondered why. Of all the things that made me sad, the wind was never one of them. It had never failed to comfort me, not in the worst of grief.

I tasted a metallic tang in the air. Hot and stuffy, a purple heat like a greenhouse. Old air, but with a faint touch of dampness and growing things.

Yes. I remembered now. The wind, the desert, the petals, the river, the fish . . . all were gone. Maybe forever.

Homesickness burrowed into my belly like a knife, and I fought the urge to curl my body around the ache. I didn’t want to disturb Tria. So I curled my fingers instead, nails digging into the palm.

I had done the right thing. I knew I had. I loved Kinaru, but . . .


Tria stirred beside me. I opened my eye. You’re awake?



Sorry, did I wake you? she asked.



No. I opened my fingers and let the pain slip out. I’ve been awake awhile. I’m too excited to sleep.



On the wall, where a window might be, was a painting in vivid blue and pale yellow—a yellow forest beneath a brilliant sky. The brush strokes somehow gave the illusion of depth, of space, and made the room feel less claustrophobic. My heart lifted a little. Art. These people had art; they valued it. I had made the right decision; I had.


I wanted to linger and look at the picture, but Tria stretched and went to check out the lavatory. The toilet was unfamiliar in design, but we were able to figure it out. The sink, at least, worked as expected and we were able to wash our face and drink some water.

I unbraided our light brown hair and ran my fingers through the snaggly waves. Personal care was my job. There was a small oval mirror, and I did what I could to fix us up.

In the mirror, Tria’s side of our face was smooth and unruffled, and her hazel eye sparkled. I couldn’t say the same of myself. My eyebrow wrinkled upward and a hot flush was visible even through the brown of our skin. For a moment I worried it was bad enough for even Tria to notice, but she wasn’t even looking in the mirror. She stared into space, half-smiling. Excited for the day ahead.


I want my toothbrush, I said, turning away. And my hairbrush. And my anti-odor spray. You should have told Karnath you needed our backpack from the room downstairs.


I didn’t want to put him out.


Sometimes, I said patiently, putting people out is the more gracious thing. They want us to be comfortable. It was typical of her not to ask. Rights are all about self-sacrifice. That, and they plain don’t care very much about little things like body odor and slimy teeth.



We’ll get it now, she decided. You remember the way we came in?
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Tria

I paused outside the conference room with the window. I wonder what I would see if I looked out this morning. Just stars? How far had we traveled? How fast could this ship go?

I raised my hand to open the door with a touch, but before I reached it, I heard voices. Instinctively I lowered it. No one had said I couldn’t go around the ship, but I still felt a little nervous about facing a whole group of Shatakazan at once.

My earbud picked up the voices better than my unaided ear could, and whispered their translation. Someone was saying, “That’s ridiculous. Our charter is to conduct a passive study of Kinaru. Going to a completely different planet would be a waste of our sponsor’s time and money.”

“It’s Curiosity’s money to spend! And I think they would be delighted to hear we had found such a lead.”

“If your sect want to do it, they can fund another expedition! Already you’ve saddled me with a stowaway, and intend to divert ship’s resources to studying it. I expect it’ll be underfoot the entire voyage.”

“It’s the least we could do, considering the mission was a failure.”

“We collected terabytes of data, how can you call it a failure?”


“We barely had a month to study the Kinaru before we were discovered—and it wasn’t any of my sect who was responsible for taking readings and making sure we weren’t discovered!”


The other voice was silent a moment. Then she said, “Fine. Fine! Take it to a vote and see how that works out for you!” Soft footsteps approached the door and I darted away. If that was Pav, as I suspected, and she hadn’t wanted me aboard, she’d be beyond annoyed to see me standing in the hallway. I was down the narrow, steep stairwell before the door opened.

My backpack was in the storeroom, exactly as I had left it. In the corridor outside my room, I met Karnath. “Ah, Tria il Resa,” he said, flattening his crest. “You are awake earlier than I expected.”

“Sorry,” I said. “I should get on your ship schedule as soon as I can.”

He helped me unpack the food I had brought in a large room he called the dayroom. There was no ship’s cook, but there was a small alcove with heating elements and dishes, where Karnath helped me prepare breakfast for myself.

It turned out there was no chance of my getting onto the Shatakazan’s sleep schedule. Their day was about the same length as ours, but they weren’t diurnal like us. They tended to stay awake for ten hours or so, then nap two or three hours, then repeat. We compared time systems over breakfast—over my breakfast, I should say, since Karnath didn’t eat. He apologized, saying he had already eaten this cycle.

I toyed with the idea of mentioning what I’d overheard, and asking what the political situation was. Pav and Karnath had mentioned their different sects, but how important was this? If Pav felt that hostile to me, did that put me in any danger?

I decided against it. If knowledge was power, knowledge they didn’t know I had might be doubly so. I liked Karnath, but I had known him for a day. I couldn’t be sure he would protect me, if it came to it, and that meant I had to be thinking about how to protect myself.

While I was still eating, another alien came in, a shortish one with a muddy brown crest, and hurried over to our table. “Your specimen!” the alien said excitedly. “I’ve been so eager to study it!”

“She can understand you,” Karnath said mildly, his crest twitching upward a little. A dominance display? I looked at the newcomer, whose crest flattened slightly. Yes. The newcomer was either an underling, or simply abashed to have made an error.

Karnath stood up, his joints unlocking smoothly from his low, crouched seat. “Tria il Resa, this is Tazag 834 of Unity sect. Ze is our expedition’s anthropologist. I am sure ze is eager for zir turn to interview you. No one knows more about your people’s culture than Tazag.”

I nodded, rising from my knees much more awkwardly. “I look forward to it.”

A glance passed between Karnath and Tazag that I couldn’t read, then Tazag said, “At your earliest convenience, Karnath,” nodded to me, and went out.


What was that all about? asked Resa. I can’t read their body language yet, but I didn’t get the impression that one liked Karnath.


Perhaps just eager for his turn with us, and annoyed Karnath was allowed priority.

“I have a question,” I said, kneeling back down. “With everyone else I’ve met, the translator supplied a gendered pronoun. This time it used a gender-neutral one. Is Tazag male or female? I can’t tell.”

“Ah, you have only two sexes! Tazag had hypothesized as much. We have three. Tazag is neutral sex.”

I leaned forward, fascinated. “I have never heard of such a thing! I wouldn’t have thought such an arrangement could evolve—what would be the evolutionary purpose of a third sex?”

“Our evolutionary ancestors lived in large groups, and clutched the eggs together. More adults to sit on the clutch were always helpful.”

“And how do you tell someone’s sex?”

“The crest color, usually. Males have green, females have yellow, and neutrals have brown. Though if someone is in the middle of a sex change, the color will be muddled and you may need to ask.”

I blinked, deciding to leave the question of sex change for a later conversation. “And what about your families? Do you have three parents then?” I considered the linguistic difficulties. What would one call a genderless parent?

He made a downward gesture with one hand. “No, I have five. Two females and three neutrals. My genetic material came from a male friend, but as he isn’t part of the household, he isn’t considered a parent.”


I thought of that for a moment. Resa said, Five parents! I don’t know whether to be scandalized or titillated.


Neither! We are a scientist. Value judgments distract from the work of observation.

Still, I wasn’t sure what to ask that wouldn’t be wildly inappropriate. Our own marriage contracts are strictly heterosexual, arranged, and monogamous. Infidelity is extremely rare. Most of all, we don’t discuss sex in polite company. But, as I had reminded Resa, I was a scientist. So was Karnath. Perhaps the truly inappropriate thing would be to let my upbringing stymie my investigation. I put down my utensil. “So with five parents . . . all of a household . . . are they all in sexual relationships with one another? Or are households created on other lines?”

“Sexual relationships are part of it,” Karnath answered, without any sign of embarrassment. “One of my parents is asexual and emotionally bonded to two of the others. The rest have various interlocking sexual relationships. But I think the commitment is the important part. The decision to form a household. Sexual behavior outside of a household isn’t forbidden—well, at least not in my sect.”

“This is so foreign to me,” I said. “We each have one partner. And there are no sexual relationships outside of that.”

“Do you have a partner yourself?”

“No. I was assigned one, but that had to be broken off because of this.” I waved my hand to indicate the ship, and the entire situation.

“How would you describe your feelings about this? Both having a partner assigned, and having to break it off. Don’t your wishes enter into it?”

“With four people’s different temperaments to be considered, it is much more rational to have the partners centrally assigned. We submit psychometric data to ensure everyone is compatible.”


“But what did you feel when the assignment was made?”


I had to think long and hard about that one. Resa always knows how she feels. It’s too easy for me to lose myself in the facts, forget to even notice if I have feelings. Finally I said quietly, “What was there to feel? I was at the point of my career where it was appropriate to request a match. And the board assigned us to one another, so we should have been well-suited. But . . . I can’t say I felt that compatibility. Or that I regretted having to call the whole thing off.”

I dropped my eyes to my plate, embarrassed at so much self-revelation. There was only one piece of preserved fruit left on my plate, which I ate.

“And Resa? What were her feelings?”

I looked up at him, startled. On Kinaru, rights do not often speak to lefts, since lefts so rarely speak. Instead the lefts communicate with each other through a nonverbal system of gestures and facial expressions which I can’t follow. Then again, Karnath wasn’t a right. I only thought of him as one because he spoke to me.

Resa chose to speak on her own, a rare occurrence. Her voice is different, throatier than mine, and she speaks slowly as she thinks of the words. “Trapped,” she said. “Not ready. Guilty that I agreed. Love expected, not found. Walls closing in. Too late to take back my word. Didn’t want to be like—” She cut herself off suddenly. “Like other wives and mothers. That life. Not how I saw myself. Not what I wanted.”


You never told me any of this, I said, a little shocked.



Why complain when the decision was made? It was a little late to pull out of it. It would have broken Rez il Tapa’s heart. And it’s not like you told me any of what you just said either.


I always got the feeling you understood how I felt.


I did. I always do. And it bothers me that you’re so much in the dark about what I’m feeling.



If you want me to know things, you have to tell me! I don’t read feelings like you do!


Karnath was watching me quietly. “Have I upset you?”

I shook my head. “Resa . . . felt all this very forcefully. Please forgive her for her outburst.” Resa reached for the little square paper napkin beside our plate and dabbed her tears. I flushed with embarrassment.

He looked at Resa’s eye, then mine. “There is nothing to forgive, Tria il Resa. The process of inquiry can introduce questions that bring up great emotion. If there is any fault, it is mine for raising uncomfortable topics.”

I shook my head. “You are right, of course. Science does require this sort of discussion. It would be wrong to avoid them simply because they are emotional.” I rose from the table.

I got a tour of the ship—some of it. The lower levels, beneath the level where I’d come in, were command and engineering areas and I was politely requested to avoid these. But Karnath showed me an impressively high-tech medical lab, a biochemistry lab, and a room filled with computing equipment.

Most fascinating to me, though, was the corridor itself. When I had come aboard last night, I had thought the walls were a mottled green and yellow, but on closer inspection I saw it was a fine, transparent mesh, and the green and yellow substance was within. Tiny insects swarmed around in a gap of an inch or so between the mesh and the wall itself. “What is this?” I asked, touching the mesh with a hesitant finger.
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