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CHAPTER 1


      
      ‘Look – there – rising over the Hand of God. Is it?’

      
      ‘Yes, I think so. Our ship.’

      
      They were the last to go as Millesgården was closed. Most of that afternoon they had wandered among the sculptures, he awed
         and delighted by his first experience of them, she bidding an unspoken farewell to what had been more a part of her life than
         she had understood until now. They were lucky in the weather, when summer was waning. This day on Earth had been sunlight,
         breezes that made leaf shadows dance on the villa walls, a clear sound of fountains.
      

      
      But when the sun went down, the garden seemed abruptly to come still more alive. It was as if the dolphins were tumbling through
         their waters, Pegasus storming skyward, Folke Filbyter peering after his lost grandson while his horse stumbled in the ford,
         Orpheus listening, the young sisters embracing in their resurrection – all unheard, because this was a single instant perceived,
         but the time in which these figures actually moved was no less real than the time which carried men.
      

      
      ‘As if they were alive, bound for the stars, and we must stay behind and grow old,’ Ingrid Lindgren murmured.

      
      Charles Reymont didn’t hear her. He stood on the flagstones under a birch tree, whose leaves rustled and had begun very faintly
         to turn colour, and looked toward Leonora Christine. Atop its pillar, the Hand of God upbearing the Genius of Man lifted in silhouette against a greenish-blue dusk. Behind it,
         the tiny rapid star crossed and sank again.
      

      
      ‘Are you sure that wasn’t an ordinary satellite?’ Lindgren asked through the quietness. ‘I never expected we’d see—’

      
      Reymont cocked a brow at her. ‘You’re the first officer, and you don’t know where your own vessel is or what she’s doing?’
         His Swedish had a choppy accent, like most of the languages he spoke, that underlined the sardonicism.
      

      
      ‘I’m not the navigation officer,’ she said, defensive. ‘Also, I put the whole matter out of my mind as much as I can. You
         should do the same. We’ll spend plenty of years with it.’ She half reached toward him. Her tone gentled. ‘Please. Don’t spoil
         this evening.’
      

      
      Reymont shrugged. ‘Pardon me. I didn’t mean to.’

      
      An attendant neared, stopped, and said deferentially: ‘I am sorry, we must shut the gates now.’

      
      ‘Oh!’ Lindgren started, glanced at her watch, looked over the terraces. They were empty of everything except the life that
         Carl Milles had shaped into stone and metal, three centuries ago. ‘Why, why, it’s far past closing time. I hadn’t realised.’
      

      
      The attendant bowed. ‘Since my lady and gentleman obviously wished it, I let them alone after the other visitors left.’

      
      ‘You know us, then,’ Lindgren said.

      
      ‘Who does not?’ The attendant’s gaze admired her. She was tall and well formed, regular of features, blue eyes set wide, blonde
         hair bobbed just under the ears. Her civilian garments were more stylish than was common on a space-woman; the rich soft colours
         and flowing draperies of neo-medieval suited her.
      

      
      Reymont contrasted. He was a stocky, dark, hard-countenanced man who had never bothered to have removed the scar that seamed
         his brow. His plain tunic and trews might as well have been a uniform.
      

      
      ‘Thank you for not pestering us,’ he said, more curt than cordial.

      
      ‘I took for granted you wished freedom from being a celebrity,’ the attendant replied. ‘No doubt many others recognised you
         too but felt likewise.’
      

      
      ‘You’ll find we Swedes are a courteous people.’ Lindgren smiled at Reymont.

      
      ‘I won’t argue that,’ her companion said. ‘Nobody can help running into it, when you’re everywhere in the Solar System.’ He
         paused. ‘But then, whoever steers the world had better be polite. The Romans were in their day. Pilate, for instance.’
      

      
      The attendant was taken aback at the implied rebuff. Lindgren declared a little sharply, ‘I said älskvärdig, not artig.’ (‘Courteous,’ not ‘polite’.) She offered her hand. ‘Thank you, sir.’
      

      
      ‘My pleasure, Miss First Officer Lindgren,’ the attendant answered. ‘May you have a fortunate voyage and come home safe.’

      
      ‘If the voyage is really fortunate,’ she reminded him, ‘we will never come home. If we do—’ She broke off. He would be in
         his grave. ‘Again I thank you,’ she said to the little middle-aged man. ‘Good-bye,’ she said to the gardens.
      

      
      Reymont exchanged a clasp too and mumbled something. He and Lindgren went out.

      
      High walls darkened the nearly deserted pavement beyond. Footfalls sounded hollow. After a minute the woman remarked, ‘I do
         wonder if that was our ship we saw. We’re in a high latitude. And not even a Bussard vessel is big and bright enough to shine
         through sunset glow.’
      

      
      ‘She is when the scoopfield webs are extended,’ Reymont told her. ‘And she was moved into a skewed orbit yesterday, as part
         of her final tests. They’ll take her back to the ecliptic plane before we depart.’
      

      
      ‘Yes, of course, I’ve seen the programme. But I’ve no reason to remember exactly who is doing what with her at which time.
         Especially when we aren’t leaving for another two months. Why should you keep track?’
      

      
      ‘When I’m simply the constable.’ Reymont’s mouth bent into a grin. ‘Let’s say that I’m practicing to be a worrywart.’

      
      She glanced sideways at him. The look became a scrutiny. They had emerged on an esplanade by the water. Across it, Stockholm’s
         lights were kindling, one by one, as night grew upward among houses and trees. But the channel remained almost mirrorlike, and as yet there were few sparks in heaven save Jupiter. You could still see without help.
      

      
      Reymont hunkered down and drew their hired boat in. Bond anchors secured the lines to the concrete. He had obtained a special
         license to park practically anywhere. An interstellar expedition was that big an event. Lindgren and he had spent the morning
         in a cruise around the Archipelago – a few hours amidst greenness, homes like parts of the islands whereon they grew, sails
         and gulls and sun-glitter across waves. Little of that would exist at Beta Virginis, and none of it in the distances between.
      

      
      ‘I am beginning to feel what a stranger you are to me, Carl,’ she said slowly. ‘To everyone?’

      
      ‘Eh? My biography’s on record.’ The boat bumped against the esplanade. Reymont sprang down into its cockpit. Holding the line
         taut with one hand, he offered her the other. She had no need to lean heavily on him as she descended, but did. His arm scarcely
         stirred beneath her weight.
      

      
      She sat down on a bench next the wheel. He twisted the screw top of the anchor he grasped. Intermolecular binding forces let
         go with a faint smacking noise that answered the slap-slap of water on hull. His movements could not be called graceful, as
         hers were, but they were quick and economical.
      

      
      ‘Yes, I suppose we’ve all memorised each other’s official accounts.’ She nodded. ‘For you, the absolute minimum you could
         get by with telling.’
      

      
      (Charles Jan Reymont. Citizenship status, Interplanetarian. Thirty-four years old. Born in the Antarctic, but not one of its
         better colonies; the sublevels of Polyugorsk offered only poverty and turbulence to a boy whose father had died early. The
         youth he became got to Mars by some unspecified means and held a variety of jobs till the troubles broke out. Then he fought
         with the Zebras, with such distinction that afterward the Lunar Rescue Corps offered him a berth. There he completed his academic
         education and rose fast in rank, until as colonel he had much to do with improving the police branch. When he applied for this expedition, the Control Authority was glad to accept him.)
      

      
      ‘Nothing whatsoever of yourself,’ Lindgren observed. ‘Did you even give that away in the psychological testing?’

      
      Reymont had gone forward and cast off the bow line. He stowed both anchors neatly, took the wheel, and started the motor.
         The magnetic drive was soundless and the propeller made scant noise, but the boat slipped rapidly outward. He kept his eyes
         straight ahead. ‘Why do you care?’ he asked.
      

      
      ‘We’ll be together for a number of years. Quite possibly for the rest of our lives.’

      
      ‘It makes me wonder why you spent today with me, then.’

      
      ‘You invited me.’

      
      ‘After you gave me a call at my hotel. You must have checked with the crew registry to find out where I was.’

      
      Millesgården vanished in swift-deepening darkness aft. Lights along the channel, and from the inner city beyond, did not show
         whether she flushed. Her face turned from him, though. ‘I did,’ she admitted. ‘I … thought you might be lonely. You have no
         one, have you?’
      

      
      ‘No relatives left. I’m only touring the fleshpots of Earth. Won’t be any where we are bound.’

      
      Her sight lifted again, toward Jupiter this time, a steady tawny-white lamp. More stars were treading forth. She shivered
         and drew her cloak tight around her, against the autumnal air. ‘No,’ she said mutedly. ‘Everything alien. And when we’ve hardly
         begun to map, to understand, that world yonder – our neighbour, our sister – to cross thirty-two light-years—’
      

      
      ‘People are like that.’

      
      ‘Why are you going, Carl?’

      
      His shoulders lifted and dropped. ‘Restless, I suppose. And frankly, I made enemies in the Corps. Rubbed them the wrong way,
         or outdistanced them for promotion. I was at the point where I couldn’t advance further without playing office politics. Which I despise.’ His glance met hers. Both lingered a moment ‘You?’
      

      
      She sighed. ‘Probably sheer romanticism. Ever since I was a child, I thought I must go to the stars, the way a prince in a
         fairy tale must go to Elf Land. At last, by insisting to my parents, I got them to let me enrol in the Academy.’
      

      
      His smile held more warmth than usual. ‘And you made an outstanding record in the interplanetary service. They didn’t hesitate
         to make you first officer of your first extra-solar ship.’
      

      
      Her hands fluttered in her lap. ‘No. Please. I’m not bad at my work. But it’s easy for a woman to rise fast in space. She’s
         in demand. And my job on Leonora Christine will be essentially executive. I’ll have more to do with … well, human relations … than astronautics.’
      

      
      He returned his vision forward. The boat was rounding the land, headed into Saltsjön. Water traffic thickened. Hydrofoils
         whirred past. A cargo submarine made her stately way toward the Baltic. Overhead, air taxis flitted like fireflies. Central
         Stockholm was a many-coloured unrestful fire and a thousand noises blent into one somehow harmonious growl.
      

      
      ‘That brings me back to my question.’ Reymont chuckled. ‘My counter-question, rather, since you were pressing in on me. Don’t
         think I haven’t enjoyed your company. I did, very much, and if you’ll have dinner with me I’ll consider this day among the
         better ones of my life. But most of our gang scattered like drops of mercury the minute our training period ended. They’re
         deliberately avoiding their shipmates. Better spend the time with those they’ll never see again. You, now – you have roots.
         An old, distinguished, well-to-do family; an affectionate one, I gather; father and mother alive, brothers, sisters, cousins,
         surely anxious to do everything they can for you in the few weeks that remain. Why did you leave them today?’
      

      
      She sat unspeaking.

      
      ‘Your Swedish reserve,’ he said after a while. ‘Appropriate to the rulers of mankind. I ought not to have intruded. Just give me the same right of privacy, will you?’
      

      
      And presently: ‘Would you like to join me at dinner? I’ve found quite a decent little live-service restaurant.’

      
      ‘Yes,’ she answered. ‘Thank you. I would.’

      
      She rose to stand beside him, laying one hand on his arm. The thick muscles stirred beneath her fingers. ‘Don’t call us rulers,’
         she begged. ‘We aren’t. That’s what the whole idea was behind the Covenant. After the nuclear war … that close a brush with
         world death … something had to be done.’
      

      
      ‘Uh-huh,’ he grunted. ‘I’ve read an occasional history book myself. General disarmament; a world police force to maintain
         it; sed quis custodiet ipsos Custodes? Who can we trust with a monopoly of the planet killer weapons and unlimited powers of inspection and arrest? Why, a country
         big and modern enough to make peace keeping a major industry; but not big enough to conquer anyone else or force its will
         on anyone without the support of a majority of nations; and reasonably well thought of by everyone. In short, Sweden.’
      

      
      ‘You do understand, then,’ she said happily.

      
      ‘I do. Including the consequences. Power feeds on itself not by conspiracy, but by logical necessity. The money the world
         pays, to underwrite the cost of the Control Authority, passes through here; therefore you become the richest country on Earth,
         with all that that implies. And the diplomatic centre, goes without saying. And when every reactor, spaceship, laboratory
         is potentially dangerous and must be under the Authority, that means some Swede has a voice in everything that matters. And
         this leads to your being imitated, even by those who no longer like you. Ingrid, my friend, your people can’t help turning
         into new Romans.’
      

      
      Her gladness drooped. ‘Don’t you like us, Carl?’
      

      
      ‘As well as anybody, considering. You’ve been humane masters to date. Too humane, I’d say. In my own case, I ought to be grateful,
         since you allow me to be essentially a stateless person, which I think I prefer. No, you’ve not done badly.’ He gestured toward the towers down which radiance cataracted, to right
         and left. ‘It won’t last, anyhow.’
      

      
      ‘What do you mean?’

      
      ‘I don’t know. I’m only certain that nothing is forever. No matter how carefully you design a system, it will go bad and die.’

      
      Reymont stopped to choose words. ‘In your case,’ he said, ‘I believe the end may come from this very stability you take pride
         in. Has anything important changed, on Earth at least, since the late twentieth century? Is that a desirable state of affairs?
      

      
      ‘I suppose,’ he added, ‘that’s one reason for planting colonies in the galaxy, if we can. Against Ragnarok.’

      
      Her fists clenched. Her face turned upward again. The night was now entire, but few stars could be seen through the veil of
         light over the city. Elsewhere – in Lapland, for instance, where her parents had a summer cottage – they would shine unmercifully
         sharp and many.
      

      
      ‘I’m being a poor escort,’ Reymont apologised. ‘Let’s get off these schoolboy profundities and discuss more interesting subjects.
         Like an aperitif.’
      

      
      Her laugh was uncertain.

      
      He managed to keep the talk inconsequential while he nosed into Strömmen, docked the boat, and led her on foot across the
         bridge to Old Town. Beyond the royal palace they found themselves under softer illumination, walking down narrow streets between
         high golden-hued buildings that had stood much as they were for several hundred years. Tourist season was past; of the uncounted
         foreigners in the city, few had reason to visit this enclave; except for an occasional pedestrian or electrocyclist, Reymont
         and Lindgren were nearly alone.
      

      
      ‘I shall miss this,’ she said.

      
      ‘It’s picturesque,’ he conceded.

      
      ‘More than that, Carl. It’s not just an outdoor museum. Real human beings live here. And the ones who were before them, they
         stay real too. In, oh, Birger Jarl’s Tower, the Riddarholm Church, the shields in the House of Nobles, the Golden Peace where Bellman drank and sang – it’s going to be lonely in space, Carl,
         so far from our dead.’
      

      
      ‘Nevertheless you’re leaving.’

      
      ‘Yes. Not easily. My mother who bore me, my father who took me by the hand and led me out to teach me constellations. Did
         he know what he was doing to me that night?’ She drew a breath. ‘That’s partly why I got in touch with you. I had to escape
         from what I’m doing to them. If only for a single day.’
      

      
      ‘You need a drink,’ he said, ‘and here we are.’

      
      The restaurant fronted on the Great Marketplace. Between the surrounding steep façades you could imagine how knights had clattered
         merrily across the paving stones. You did not remember how the gutters ran with blood and heads were stacked high during a
         certain winter week, for that was long past and men seldom dwell on the hurts that befell other men. Reymont conducted Lindgren
         to a table in a candlelit room which they had to themselves, and ordered akvavit with beer chasers.
      

      
      She matched him drink for drink, though she had less mass and less practice. The meal that followed was lengthy even by Scandinavian
         standards, with considerable wine during it and considerable cognac afterward. He let her do most of the talking.
      

      
      – of a house near Drottningholm, whose park and gardens were almost her own; sunlight through windows, gleaming over burnished
         wood floors and on silver that had been passed down for ten generations; a sloop on the lake, heeled to the wind, her father
         at the tiller with a pipe in his teeth, her hair blowing loose; monstrous nights at wintertime, and in their middle that warm
         cave named Christmas; the short light nights of summer, the balefires kindled on St John’s Eve that had once been lit to welcome
         Baldr home from the underworld; a walk in the rain with a first sweetheart, the air cool, drenched with water and odour of
         lilacs; travels around Earth, the Pyramids, the Parthenon, Paris at sunset from the top of Montparnasse, the Taj Mahal, Angkor
         Wat, the Kremlin, the Golden Gate Bridge, yes, and Fujiyama, the Grand Canyon, Victoria Falls, the Great Barrier Reef –
      

      
      – of love and merriment at home but discipline too, order, gravity in the presence of strangers; music around, Mozart the
         dearest; a fine school, where teachers and classmates brought a complete new universe exploding into her awareness; the Academy,
         harder work than she had known she could do, and how pleased she was to discover she was able; cruises through space, to the
         planets, oh, she had stood on the snows of Titan with Saturn overhead, stunned by beauty; always, always her kindred to return
         to –
      

      
      – in a good world, its people, their doings, their pleasures all good; yes, there remained problems, outright cruelties, but
         those could be solved in time through reason and good will; it would be a joy to believe in some kind of religion, since that
         would perfect the world by giving it ultimate purpose, but in the absence of convincing proof she could still do her best
         to help supply that meaning, help mankind move toward something loftier –
      

      
      – but no, she wasn’t a prig, he mustn’t believe that; in fact, she often wondered if she wasn’t too hedonistic, a bit more
         liberated than was best; however, she did get fun out of life without hurting anyone else, as far as she could tell; she lived
         with high hopes.
      

      
      Reymont poured the last coffee for her. The waiter had finally brought the bill, though he seemed in no more hurry to collect
         than most of his kind in Stockholm. ‘I expect that in spite of the drawbacks,’ Reymont said, ‘you’ll manage to enjoy our voyage.’
      

      
      Her voice had gotten a bit slurred. Her eyes, regarding him, stayed bright and level. ‘I plan to,’ she declared. ‘That’s the
         main reason I called you. Remember, during training I urged you to come here for part of your furlough.’ By now they were
         using the intimate pronoun.
      

      
      Reymont drew on his cigar. Smoking would be prohibited in space, to avoid overloading the life support systems, but tonight
         he could still put a blue cloud in front of him.
      

      
      She leaned forward, laying a hand over his free one on the table. ‘I was thinking ahead,’ she told him. ‘Twenty-five men and
         twenty-five women. Five years in a metal shell. Another five years if we turn back immediately. Even with antisenescence treatments,
         a decade is a big piece out of a life.’
      

      
      He nodded.

      
      ‘And of course we’ll stay to explore,’ she went on. ‘If that third planet is habitable, we’ll stay to colonise – forever –
         and we’ll start having children. Whatever we do, there are going to be liaisons. We’ll pair off.’
      

      
      He said, low lest it seem too blunt: ‘You think you and I might make a couple?’

      
      ‘Yes.’ Her tone strengthened. ‘It may seem immodest of me, whether or not I am a spacewoman. But I’ll be busier than most,
         the first several weeks of travel especially. I won’t have time for nuances and rituals. It could end with me in a situation
         I don’t want. Unless I think ahead and make preparations. As I’m doing.’
      

      
      He lifted her hand to his lips. ‘I am deeply honoured, Ingrid. Though we may be too unlike.’

      
      ‘No, I suspect that’s what draws me.’ Her palm curved around his mouth and slid down his cheek. ‘I want to know you. You are
         more a man than any I’ve met before.’
      

      
      He counted money onto the bill. It was the first time that she had seen him move not entirely steadily. He ground out his
         cigar, watching it as he did. ‘I’m staying at a hotel over on Tyska Brinken,’ he said. ‘Rather shabby.’
      

      
      ‘I don’t mind,’ she answered. ‘I doubt if I’ll notice.’

   
      
      CHAPTER 2

      
      Seen from one of the shuttles that brought her crew to her, Leonora Christine resembled a dagger pointed at the stars.
      

      
      Her hull was a conoid, tapering toward the bow. Its burnished smoothness seemed ornamented rather than broken by the exterior fittings. These were locks and hatches; sensors for instruments;
         housings for the two boats that would make the planet-falls for which she herself was not designed; and the web of the Bussard
         drive, now folded flat. The base of the conoid was quite broad, since it contained the reaction mass among other things; but
         the length was too great for this to be particularly noticeable.
      

      
      At the top of the dagger blade, a structure fanned out which you might have imagined to be the guard of a basket hilt. Its
         rim supported eight skeletal cylinders pointing aft. These were the thrust tubes, that accelerated the reaction mass backward
         when the ship moved at merely interplanetary speeds. The ‘basket’ enclosed their controls and power plant.
      

      
      Beyond this, darker in hue, extended the haft of the dagger, ending finally in an intricate pommel. The latter was the Bussard
         engine; the rest was shielding against its radiation when it should be activated.
      

      
      Thus Leonora Christine, seventh and youngest of her class. Her outward simplicity was required by the nature of her mission and was as deceptive
         as a human skin; inside, she was very nearly as complex and subtle. The time since the basic idea of her was first conceived,
         in the middle twentieth century, had included perhaps a million man-years of thought and work directed toward achieving the
         reality; and some of those men had possessed intellects equal to any that had ever existed. Though practical experience and
         essential tools had already been gotten when construction was begun upon her, and though technological civilisation had reached
         its fantastic flowering (and finally, for a while, was not burdened by war or the threat of war) – nevertheless, her cost
         was by no means negligible, had indeed provoked widespread complaint. All this, to send fifty people to one practically next-door
         star?
      

      
      Right. That’s the size of the universe.

      
      It loomed behind her, around her, where she circled Earth. Staring away from sun and planet, you saw a crystal darkness huger than you dared comprehend. It did not appear totally black; there light reflections within your eyeballs, if nowhere
         else; but it was the final night, that our kindly sky holds from us. The stars thronged it, unwinking, their brilliance winter-cold.
         Those sufficiently luminous to be seen from the ground showed their colours clear in space: steel-blue Vega, golden Capella,
         ember of Betelgeuse. And if you were not trained, the lesser members of the galaxy that had become visible were so many as
         to drown the familiar constellations. The night was wild with suns.
      

      
      And the Milky Way belted heaven with ice and silver; and the Magellanic Clouds were not vague shimmers but roiling and glowing;
         and the Andromeda galaxy gleamed sharp across more than a million light-years; and you felt your soul drowning in those depths
         and hastily pulled your vision back to the snug cabin that held you.
      

      
      Ingrid Lindgren entered the bridge, caught a handhold, and poised in mid-air. ‘Reporting for duty, Mr Captain,’ she announced
         formally.
      

      
      Lars Telander turned about to greet her. In free fall, his gaunt and gawky figure became lovely to watch, like a fish in water
         or a hawk on the wing. Otherwise he could have been any grey-haired man of fifty-odd. Neither of them had bothered to put
         insignia of rank on the coveralls that were standard shipboard working attire.
      

      
      ‘Good day,’ he said. ‘I trust you had a pleasant leave.’

      
      ‘I certainly did.’ The colour mounted in her cheeks. ‘And you?’

      
      ‘Oh … it was all right. Mostly I played tourist, from end to end of Earth. I was surprised at how much I had not seen before.’

      
      Lindgren regarded him with some compassion. He floated alone by his command seat, one of three clustered around a control
         and communications console at the middle of the circular room. The meters, readout screens, indicators, and other gear that
         crowded the bulkheads, already blinking and quivering and tracing out scrawls, only emphasised his isolation. Until she came, he had not been listening to anything except the murmur of ventilators or the infrequent click of a relay.
      

      
      ‘You have nobody whatsoever left?’ she asked.

      
      ‘Nobody close.’ Telander’s long features crinkled in a smile. ‘Don’t forget, as far as the Solar System is concerned, I have
         almost counted a century. When last I visited my home village in Dalarna, my brother’s grandson was the proud father of two
         adolescents. It was not to be expected that they would consider me a near relative.’
      

      
      (He was born three years before the first manned expedition departed for Alpha Centauri. He entered kindergarten two years
         before the first maser messages from it reached Farside Station on Luna. That set the life of an introverted, idealistic child
         on its trajectory. At the age of twenty-five, an Academy graduate with a notable performance in the interplanetary ships,
         he was allowed on the first crew for Epsilon Eridani. They returned twenty-nine years later; but because of the time dilation,
         they had experienced just eleven, including the six spent at the goal planets. The discoveries they had made covered them
         with glory. The Tau Ceti ship was outfitting when they came back. Telander could be the first officer if he was willing to
         leave in less than a year. He was. Thirteen years of his own went by before he returned, commander in place of a captain who
         had died on a world of peculiar savageries. On Earth, the interval had been thirty-one years. Leonora Christine was being assembled in orbit. Who better than him for her master? He hesitated. She was to start in barely three years. If
         he accepted, most of those thousand days would be spent planning and preparing … But not to accept was probably not thinkable;
         and too, he walked as a stranger on an Earth grown strange to him.)
      

      
      ‘Let’s get busy,’ he said. ‘I assume Boris Fedoroff and his engineers rode up with you?’

      
      She nodded. ‘You’ll hear him on the intercom after he’s organised, he told me.’

      
      ‘Hm. He might have observed the courtesy of notifying me of his arrival.’
      

      
      ‘He’s in a foul mood. Sulked the whole way from ground. I don’t know why. Does it matter?’

      
      ‘We are going to be together in this hull for quite a while, Ingrid,’ Telander remarked. ‘Our behaviour will indeed matter.’

      
      ‘Oh, Boris will get over his fit. I suppose he has a hangover, or some girl said no to him last night, or something. He struck
         me during training as a rather soft-hearted person.’
      

      
      ‘The psychoprofile indicates it. Still, there are things – potentialities – in each of us that no testing shows. You have
         to be yonder—’ Telander gestured at the hood of the optical periscope, as if it were the remoteness that it watched ‘—before
         those develop, for good or bad. And they do. They always do.’ He cleared his throat. ‘Well. The scientific personnel are on
         schedule also?’
      

      
      ‘Yes. They’ll arrive in two ferries, the first at 1340 hours, the second at 1500.’ Telander noted agreement with the programme
         clamped to the desk part of the console. Lindgren added: ‘I don’t believe we need that much interval between them.’
      

      
      ‘Safety margin,’ Telander replied absently. ‘Besides, training or no, we’ll need time to get that many ground-lubbers to their
         berths, when they can’t handle themselves properly in weightlessness.’
      

      
      ‘Carl can handle them,’ Lindgren said. ‘If need be, he can carry them individually, faster than you’d credit till you saw
         him.’
      

      
      ‘Reymont? Our constable?’ Telander studied her fluttering lashes. ‘I know he’s skilled in free fall, and he’ll come on the
         first ferry, but is he that good?’
      

      
      ‘We visited L’Etoile de Plaisir.’

      
      ‘Where?’

      
      ‘A resort satellite.’

      
      ‘Hm, yes, that one. And you played null-gee games?’ Lindgren nodded, not looking at the captain. He smiled again. ‘Among other
         things, no doubt.’
      

      
      ‘He’ll be staying with me.’
      

      
      ‘Um-m-m …’ Telander rubbed his chin. ‘To be honest, I’d rather have him in the cabin already agreed on, in case of trouble
         among the, um, passengers. That’s what he’s for, en route.’
      

      
      ‘I could join him,’ Lindgren offered.

      
      Telander shook his head. ‘No. Officers must live in officer country. The theoretical reason, having them next to bridge level,
         isn’t the real one. You’ll find out how important symbols are, Ingrid, in the next five years.’ He shrugged. ‘Well, the other
         cabins are only one deck abaft ours. I daresay he can get to them soon enough if need be. Assuming your arranged room-mate
         doesn’t mind a swap, have your wish, then.’
      

      
      ‘Thank you,’ she said low.

      
      ‘I can’t help being a little surprised,’ Telander confessed. ‘He doesn’t appear to me as the sort you’d choose. Do you think
         the relationship will last?’
      

      
      ‘I hope it will. He says he wants it to.’ She broke from her confusion with a teasing attack: ‘What about you? Have you made
         any commitments yet?’
      

      
      ‘No. In time, doubtless, in time. I’ll be too busy at first. At my age these matters aren’t that urgent.’ Telander laughed,
         then grew earnest. ‘A propos time, we’ve none to waste. Please carry out your inspections and—’
      

      
      The ferry made rendezvous and docked. Bond anchors extended to hold its stubby hull against the larger curve of Leonora Christine. Her robots – sensor-computer-effector units – directing the terminal manoeuvres caused airlocks to join in an exact kiss.
         More than that would be demanded of them later. Both chambers being exhausted, their outer valves swung back, enabling a plastic
         tube to make an airtight seal. The locks were repressurised and checked for a possible leak. When none was found, the inner
         valves opened.
      

      
      Reymont unharnessed himself. Floating free of his seat, he glanced down the length of the passenger section. The American
         chemist, Norbert Williams, was unbuckling too. ‘Hold it,’ Reymont commanded in English. While everyone knew Swedish, some
         did not know it well. For scientists, English and Russian remained the chief international tongues. ‘Keep your places. I told
         you at the port, I’ll escort you singly to your cabins.’
      

      
      ‘You needn’t bother with me,’ Williams answered. ‘I can get around weightless okay.’ He was short, round-faced, sandy-haired,
         given to colourful garments and to speaking rather loudly.
      

      
      ‘You all had some drill in it,’ Reymont said. ‘But that’s not the same thing as getting the right reflexes built in through
         experience.’
      

      
      ‘So we flounder a bit. So what?’

      
      ‘So an accident is possible. Not probable, I agree, but possible. My duty is to help forestall such possibilities. My judgment
         is that I should conduct you to your berths, where you will remain until further notice.’
      

      
      Williams reddened. ‘See here, Reymont—’

      
      The constable’s eyes, which were grey, turned full upon him. ‘That’s a direct order,’ Reymont said, word by word. ‘I have
         the authority. Let us not begin this voyage with a breach.’
      

      
      Williams resecured himself. His motions were needlessly energetic, his lips clamped tight together. A few drops of sweat broke
         off his forehead and bobbed in the aisles; the overhead fluoro made them sparkle.
      

      
      Reymont spoke by intercom to the pilot. That man would not board the ship, but would boost off as soon as his human cargo
         was discharged. ‘Do you mind if we unshutter? Give your friends something to look at while they wait.’
      

      
      ‘Go ahead,’ said the voice. ‘No hazard indicated. And … they won’t see Earth again for a spell, will they?’

      
      Reymont announced the permission. Hands eagerly turned cranks on the spaceward side of the boat, sliding back the plates that
         covered the glasyl viewports. Reymont got busy with his shepherding.
      

      
      Fourth in line was Chi-Yuen Ai-Ling. She had twisted about in her safety webbing to face the port entirely. Her fingers were pressed against its surface. ‘Now you, please,’ Reymont said.
         She didn’t respond. ‘Miss Chi-Yuen.’ He tapped her shoulder. ‘You’re next.’
      

      
      ‘Oh!’ She might have been shaken out of a dream. Tears stood in her eyes. ‘I, I beg your pardon. I was lost—’

      
      The linked spacecraft were coming into another dawn. Light soared over Earth’s immense horizon, breaking in a thousand colours
         from maple-leaf scarlet to peacock blue. Momentarily a wing of zodiacal radiance could be seen, like a halo over the rising
         fire-disk. Beyond were the stars and a crescent moon. Below was the planet, agleam with her oceans, her clouds where rain
         and thunder walked, her green-brown-snowy continents and jewel-box cities. You saw, you felt, that this world lived.
      

      
      Chi-Yuen fumbled with her buckles. Her hands looked too thin for them. ‘I hate to stop watching,’ she whispered in French.
         ‘Rest well there, Jacques.’
      

      
      ‘You’ll be free to observe on the ship screens, once we’ve commenced acceleration,’ Reymont told her in the same language.

      
      The fact that he spoke it startled her back to ordinariness. ‘Then we will be going away,’ she said, but with a smile. Her
         mood had evidently been more ecstatic than elegiac.
      

      
      She was small, frail-boned, her figure seeming a boy’s in the high-collared tunic and wide-cut slacks of the newest Oriental
         mode. Men tended to agree, however, that she had the most enchanting face aboard, coifed in shoulder-length blue-black hair.
         When she spoke Swedish, the trace of Chinese intonation that she gave its natural lilt made it a song.
      

      
      Reymont helped her unstrap and laid an arm around her waist. He didn’t bother with shuffling along in bondsole shoes. Instead,
         he pushed one foot against the chair and flew down the aisle. At the lock he seized a handhold, swung through an arc, gave
         himself a fresh shove, and was inside the starship. In general, those whom he escorted relaxed; it was easier for him to carry
         them passive than to contend with their clumsy efforts to help. But Chi-Yuen was different. She knew how. Their movements turned into a swift, swooping dance. After all, as a planetologist
         she had had a good deal of experience with free fall.
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