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      To Clark and Kathy Kidd;
for the freedom, for the haven,
and for frolics all over America

   



      
      
      PRONUNCIATION

      
      A few names may seem strange to English-speaking readers. From Chinese, Qing-jao is pronounced ‘tching jow’; Jiang-qing is ‘jee-eng tching.’ From Portuguese, Quim is pronounced ‘keeng’; Novinha is ‘no-VEEN-ya’; Olhado is ‘ol-YAH-doe.’ From Swedish, Jakt is ‘yahkt.’
      

      
      Other names are either easier to pronounce as written, or repeated rarely enough that they shouldn’t cause difficulty.

   



      
      
      1

      
      A PARTING

      
      

         <Today one of the brothers asked me: Is it a terrible prison, not to be able to move from the place where you’re standing?>

         <You answered … >

         <I told him that I am now more free than he is. The inability to move frees me from the obligation to act.>

         <You who speak languages, you are such liars.>

      



      
      Han Fei-tzu sat in lotus position on the bare wooden floor beside his wife’s sickbed. Until a moment ago he might have been
         sleeping; he wasn’t sure. But now he was aware of the slight change in her breathing, a change as subtle as the wind from
         a butterfly’s passing.
      

      
      Jiang-qing, for her part, must also have detected some change in him, for she had not spoken before and now she did speak.
         Her voice was very soft. But Han Fei-tzu could hear her clearly, for the house was silent. He had asked his friends and servants
         for stillness during the dusk of Jiang-qing’s life. Time enough for careless noise during the long night that was to come,
         when there would be no hushed words from her lips.
      

      
      ‘Still not dead,’ she said. She had greeted him with these words each time she woke during the past few days. At first the
         words had seemed whimsical or ironic to him, but now he knew that she spoke with disappointment. She longed for death now,
         not because she hadn’t loved life, but because death was now unavoidable, and what cannot be shunned must be embraced. That
         was the Path. Jiang-qing had never taken a step away from the Path in her life.
      

      
      ‘Then the gods are kind to me,’ said Han Fei-tzu.

      
      ‘To you,’ she breathed. ‘What do we contemplate?’

      
      It was her way of asking him to share his private thoughts with her. When others asked his private thoughts, he felt spied
         upon. But Jiang-qing asked only so that she could also think the same thought; it was part of their having become a single
         soul.
      

      
      ‘We are contemplating the nature of desire,’ said Han Fei-tzu.

      
      ‘Whose desire?’ she asked. ‘And for what?’

      
      
      My desire for your bones to heal and become strong, so that they don’t snap at the slightest pressure. So that you could stand
         again, or even raise an arm without your own muscles tearing away chunks of bone or causing the bone to break under the tension.
         So that I wouldn’t have to watch you wither away until now you weigh only eighteen kilograms. I never knew how perfectly happy
         we were until I learned that we could not stay together.
      

      
      ‘My desire,’ he answered. ‘For you.’
      

      
      ‘“You only covet what you do not have.” Who said that?’

      
      ‘You did,’ said Han Fei-tzu. ‘Some say, “what you cannot have.” Others say, “what you should not have.” I say, “You can truly covet only what you will always hunger for.”’
      

      
      ‘You have me forever.’

      
      ‘I will lose you tonight. Or tomorrow. Or next week.’

      
      ‘Let us contemplate the nature of desire,’ said Jiang-qing. As before, she was using philosophy to pull him out of his brooding
         melancholy.
      

      
      He resisted her, but only playfully. ‘You are a harsh ruler,’ said Han Fei-tzu. ‘Like your ancestor-of-the-heart, you make
         no allowance for other people’s frailty.’ Jiang-qing was named for a revolutionary leader of the ancient past, who had tried
         to lead the people onto a new Path but was overthrown by weak-hearted cowards. It was not right, thought Han Fei-tzu, for
         his wife to die before him: her ancestor-of-the-heart had outlived her husband. Besides, wives should live longer than husbands. Women were more complete inside themselves. They were also better at living in their children.
         They were never as solitary as a man alone.
      

      
      Jiang-qing refused to let him return to brooding. ‘When a man’s wife is dead, what does he long for?’

      
      Rebelliously, Han Fei-tzu gave her the most false answer to her question. ‘To lie with her,’ he said.

      
      ‘The desire of the body,’ said Jiang-qing.

      
      Since she was determined to have this conversation, Han Fei-tzu took up the catalogue for her. ‘The desire of the body is
         to act. It includes all touches, casual and intimate, and all customary movements. Thus he sees a movement out of the corner
         of his eye, and thinks he has seen his dead wife moving across the doorway, and he cannot be content until he has walked to
         the door and seen that it was not his wife. Thus he wakes up from a dream in which he heard her voice, and finds himself speaking
         his answer aloud as if she could hear him.’
      

      
      
      ‘What else?’ asked Jiang-qing.

      
      ‘I’m tired of philosophy,’ said Han Fei-tzu. ‘Maybe the Greeks found comfort in it, but not me.’

      
      ‘The desire of the spirit,’ said Jiang-qing, insisting.

      
      ‘Because the spirit is of the earth, it is that part which makes new things out of old ones. The husband longs for all the
         unfinished things that he and his wife were making when she died, and all the unstarted dreams of what they would have made
         if she had lived. Thus a man grows angry at his children for being too much like him and not enough like his dead wife. Thus
         a man hates the house they lived in together, because either he does not change it, so that it is as dead as his wife, or
         because he does change it, so that it is no longer half of her making.’
      

      
      ‘You don’t have to be angry at our little Qing-jao,’ said Jiang-qing.

      
      ‘Why?’ asked Han Fei-tzu. ‘Will you stay, then, and help me teach her to be a woman? All I can teach her is to be what I am – cold and hard, sharp and strong, like obsidian. If she grows like that, while she looks so much like you, how can I
         help but be angry?’
      

      
      ‘Because you can teach her everything that I am, too,’ said Jiang-qing.

      
      ‘If I had any part of you in me,’ said Han Fei-tzu, ‘I would not have needed to marry you to become a complete person.’ Now
         he teased her by using philosophy to turn the conversation away from pain. ‘That is the desire of the soul. Because the soul
         is made of light and dwells in air, it is that part which conceives and keeps ideas, especially the idea of the self. The
         husband longs for his whole self, which was made of the husband and wife together. Thus he never believes any of his own thoughts,
         because there is always a question in his mind to which his wife’s thoughts were the only possible answer. Thus the whole
         world seems dead to him because he cannot trust anything to keep its meaning before the onslaught of this unanswerable question.’
      

      
      ‘Very deep,’ said Jiang-qing.

      
      ‘If I were Japanese I would commit seppuku, spilling my bowel into the jar of your ashes.’

      
      ‘Very wet and messy,’ she said.

      
      He smiled. ‘Then I should be an ancient Hindu, and burn myself on your pyre.’

      
      But she was through with joking. ‘Qing-jao,’ she whispered. She was reminding him he could do nothing so flamboyant as to
         die with her. There was little Qing-jao to care for.
      

      
      
      So Han Fei-tzu answered her seriously. ‘How can I teach her to be what you are?’

      
      ‘All that is good in me,’ said Jiang-qing, ‘comes from the Path. If you teach her to obey the gods, honor the ancestors, love
         the people, and serve the rulers, I will be in her as much as you are.’
      

      
      ‘I would teach her the Path as part of myself,’ said Han Fei-tzu.

      
      ‘Not so,’ said Jiang-qing. ‘The Path is not a natural part of you, my husband. Even with the gods speaking to you every day,
         you insist on believing in a world where everything can be explained by natural causes.’
      

      
      ‘I obey the gods.’ He thought, bitterly, that he had no choice; that even to delay obedience was torture.

      
      ‘But you don’t know them. You don’t love their works.’
      

      
      ‘The Path is to love the people. The gods we only obey.’ How can I love gods who humiliate me and torment me at every opportunity?

      
      ‘We love the people because they are creatures of the gods.’

      
      ‘Don’t preach to me.’

      
      She sighed.

      
      Her sadness stung him like a spider. ‘I wish you would preach to me forever,’ said Han Fei-tzu.

      
      ‘You married me because you knew I loved the gods, and that love for them was completely missing from yourself. That was how
         I completed you.’
      

      
      How could he argue with her, when he knew that even now he hated the gods for everything they had ever done to him, everything
         they had ever made him do, everything they had stolen from him in his life?
      

      
      ‘Promise me,’ said Jiang-qing.

      
      He knew what these words meant. She felt death upon her; she was laying the burden of her life upon him. A burden he would
         gladly bear. It was losing her company on the Path that he had dreaded for so long.
      

      
      ‘Promise that you will teach Qing-jao to love the gods and walk always on the Path. Promise that you will make her as much
         my daughter as yours.’
      

      
      ‘Even if she never hears the voice of the gods?’

      
      ‘The Path is for everyone, not just the godspoken.’

      
      Perhaps, thought Han Fei-tzu, but it was much easier for the godspoken to follow the Path, because to them the price for straying
         from it was so terrible. The common people were free; they could leave the Path and not feel the pain of it for years. The godspoken couldn’t leave the Path for an hour.
      

      
      ‘Promise me.’

      
      I will. I promise.

      
      But he couldn’t say the words out loud. He did not know why, but his reluctance was deep.

      
      In the silence, as she waited for his vow, they heard the sound of running feet on the gravel outside the front door of the
         house. It could only be Qing-jao, home from the garden of Sun Cao-pi. Only Qing-jao was allowed to run and make noise during
         this time of hush. They waited, knowing that she would come straight to her mother’s room.
      

      
      The door slid open almost noiselessly. Even Qing-jao had caught enough of the hush to walk softly when she was actually in
         the presence of her mother. Though she walked on tip-toe, she could hardly keep from dancing, almost galloping across the
         floor. But she did not fling her arms around her mother’s neck; she remembered that lesson even though the terrible bruise
         had faded from Jiang-qing’s face, where Qing-jao’s eager embrace had broken her jaw three months ago.
      

      
      ‘I counted twenty-three white carp in the garden stream,’ said Qing-jao.

      
      ‘So many,’ said Jiang-qing.

      
      ‘I think they were showing themselves to me,’ said Qing-jao. ‘So I could count them. None of them wanted to be left out.’

      
      ‘Love you,’ whispered Jiang-qing.

      
      Han Fei-tzu heard a new sound in her breathy voice – a popping sound, like bubbles bursting with her words.

      
      ‘Do you think that seeing so many carp means that I will be godspoken?’ asked Qing-jao.

      
      ‘I will ask the gods to speak to you,’ said Jiang-qing.

      
      Suddenly Jiang-qing’s breathing became quick and harsh. Han Fei-tzu immediately knelt and looked at his wife. Her eyes were
         wide and frightened. The moment had come.
      

      
      Her lips moved. Promise me, she said, though her breath could make no sound but gasping.

      
      ‘I promise,’ said Han Fei-tzu.

      
      Then her breathing stopped.

      
      ‘What do the gods say when they talk to you?’ asked Qing-jao.

      
      ‘Your mother is very tired,’ said Han Fei-tzu. ‘You should go out now.’

      
      
      ‘But she didn’t answer me. What do the gods say?’

      
      ‘They tell secrets,’ said Han Fei-tzu. ‘No one who hears will repeat them.’

      
      Qing-jao nodded wisely. She took a step back, as if to leave, but stopped. ‘May I kiss you, Mama?’

      
      ‘Lightly on the cheek,’ said Han Fei-tzu.

      
      Qing-jao, being small for a four-year-old, did not have to bend very far at all to kiss her mother’s cheek. ‘I love you, Mama.’

      
      ‘You’d better leave now, Qing-jao,’ said Han Fei-tzu.

      
      ‘But Mama didn’t say she loved me too.’

      
      ‘She did. She said it before. Remember? But she’s very tired and weak. Go now.’

      
      He put just enough sternness in his voice that Qing-jao left without further questions. Only when she was gone did Han Fei-tzu
         let himself feel anything but care for her. He knelt over Jiang-qing’s body and tried to imagine what was happening to her
         now. Her soul had flown and was now already in heaven. Her spirit would linger much longer; perhaps her spirit would dwell
         in this house, if it had truly been a place of happiness for her. Superstitious people believed that all spirits of the dead
         were dangerous, and put up signs and wards to fend them off. But those who followed the Path knew that the spirit of a good
         person was never harmful or destructive, for their goodness in life had come from the spirit’s love of making things. Jiang-qing’s
         spirit would be a blessing in the house for many years to come, if she chose to stay.
      

      
      Yet even as he tried to imagine her soul and spirit, according to the teachings of the Path, there was a cold place in his
         heart that was certain that all that was left of Jiang-qing was this brittle, dried-up body. Tonight it would burn as quickly
         as paper, and then she would be gone except for the memories in his heart.
      

      
      Jiang-qing was right. Without her to complete his soul, he was already doubting the gods. And the gods had noticed – they
         always did. At once he felt the unbearable pressure to do the ritual of cleansing, until he was rid of his unworthy thoughts.
         Even now they could not leave him unpunished. Even now, with his wife lying dead before him, the gods insisted that he do
         obeisance to them before he could shed a single tear of grief for her.
      

      
      At first he meant to delay, to put off obedience. He had schooled himself to be able to postpone the ritual for as long as
         a whole day, while hiding all outward signs of his inner torment. He could do that now – but only by keeping his heart utterly
         cold. There was no point in that. Proper grief could come only when he had satisfied the gods. So, kneeling there, he began the ritual.
      

      
      He was still twisting and gyrating with the ritual when a servant peered in. Though the servant said nothing, Han Fei-tzu
         heard the faint sliding of the door and knew what the servant would assume: Jiang-qing was dead, and Han Fei-tzu was so righteous
         that he was communing with the gods even before he announced her death to the household. No doubt some would even suppose
         that the gods had come to take Jiang-qing, since she was known for her extraordinary holiness. No one would guess that even
         as Han Fei-tzu worshipped, his heart was full of bitterness that the gods would dare demand this of him even now.
      

      
      O gods, he thought, if I knew that by cutting off an arm or cutting out my liver I could be rid of you forever, I would seize
         the knife and relish the pain and loss, all for the sake of freedom.
      

      
      That thought, too, was unworthy, and required even more cleansing. It was hours before the gods at last released him, and
         by then he was too tired, too sick at heart to grieve. He got up and fetched the women to prepare Jiang-qing’s body for the
         burning.
      

      
      At midnight he was the last to come to the pyre, carrying a sleepy Qing-jao in his arms. She clutched in her hands the three
         papers she had written for her mother in her childish scrawl. ‘Fish,’ she had written, and ‘book’ and ‘secrets.’ These were
         the things that Qing-jao was giving to her mother to carry with her into heaven. Han Fei-tzu had tried to guess at the thoughts
         in Qing-jao’s mind as she wrote those words. Fish because of the carp in the garden stream today, no doubt. And book – that was easy enough to understand, because reading aloud was one of the last things Jiang-qing could do with her daughter.
         But why secrets? What secrets did Qing-jao have for her mother? He could not ask. One did not discuss the paper offerings to the dead.
      

      
      Han Fei-tzu set Qing-jao on her feet; she had not been deeply asleep, and so she woke at once and stood there, blinking slowly.
         Han Fei-tzu whispered to her and she rolled her papers and tucked them into her mother’s sleeve. She didn’t seem to mind touching
         her mother’s cold flesh – she was too young to have learned to shudder at the touch of death.
      

      
      Nor did Han Fei-tzu mind the touch of his wife’s flesh as he tucked his own three papers into her other sleeve. What was there
         to fear from death now, when it had already done its worst?
      

      
      No one knew what was written on his papers, or they would have been horrified, for he had written, ‘My body,’ ‘My spirit,’ and ‘My soul.’ Thus it was that he burned himself on Jiang-qing’s
         funeral pyre, and sent himself with her wherever it was she was going.
      

      
      Then Jiang-qing’s secret maid, Mu-pao, laid the torch onto the sacred wood and the pyre burst into flames. The heat of the
         fire was painful, and Qing-jao hid herself behind her father, only peeking around him now and then to watch her mother leave
         on her endless journey. Han Fei-tzu, though, welcomed the dry heat that seared his skin and made brittle the silk of his robe.
         Her body had not been as dry as it seemed; long after the papers had crisped into ash and blown upward into the smoke of the
         fire, her body still sizzled, and the heavy incense burning all around the fire could not conceal from him the smell of burning
         flesh. That is what we’re burning here: meat, fish, carrion, nothing. Not my Jiang-qing. Only the costume she wore into this
         life. That which made that body into the woman that I loved is still alive, must still live. And for a moment he thought he could see, or hear, or somehow feel the passage of Jiang-qing. Into the air, into the earth, into the fire. I am with you.
      

   



      
      2

      
      A MEETING

      
      

         <The strangest thing about humans is the way they pair up, males and females. Constantly at war with each other, never content
            to leave each other alone. They never seem to grasp the idea that males and females are separate species with completely different
            needs and desires, forced to come together only to reproduce.>
         

         <Of course you feel that way. Your mates are nothing but mindless drones, extensions of yourself, without their own identity.>

         <We know our lovers with perfect understanding. Humans invent an imaginary lover and put that mask over the face of the body in their bed.>
         

         <That is the tragedy of language, my friend. Those who know each other only through symbolic representations are forced to
            imagine each other. And because their imagination is imperfect, they are often wrong.>
         

         <That is the source of their misery.>

         <And some of their strength, I think. Your people and mine, each for our own evolutionary reasons, mate with vastly unequal
            partners. Our mates are always, hopelessly, our intellectual inferiors. Humans mate with beings who challenge their supremacy. They have
            conflict between mates, not because their communication is inferior to ours, but because they commune with each other at all.>
         

      



      
      Valentine Wiggin read over her essay, making a few corrections here and there. When she was done, the words stood in the air
         over her computer terminal. She was feeling pleased with herself for having written such a deft ironic dismemberment of the
         personal character of Rymus Ojman, the chairman of the cabinet of Starways Congress.
      

      
      ‘Have we finished another attack on the masters of the Hundred Worlds?’

      
      Valentine did not turn to face her husband; she knew from his voice exactly what expression would be on his face, and so she
         smiled back at him without turning around. After twenty-five years of marriage, they could see each other clearly without
         having to look. ‘We have made Rymus Ojman look ridiculous.’
      

      
      Jakt leaned into her tiny office, his face so close to hers that she could hear his soft breathing as he read the opening
         paragraphs. He wasn’t young anymore; the exertion of leaning into her office, bracing his hands on the doorframe, was making
         him breathe more rapidly than she liked to hear.
      

      
      Then he spoke, but with his face so close to hers that she felt his lips brush her cheek, tickling her with every word. ‘From
         now on even his mother will laugh behind her hand whenever she sees the poor bastard.’
      

      
      ‘It was hard to make it funny,’ said Valentine. ‘I caught myself denouncing him again and again.’

      
      ‘This is better.’

      
      ‘Oh, I know. If I had let my outrage show, if I had accused him of all his crimes, it would have made him seem more formidable
         and frightening and the Rule-of-law Faction would have loved him all the more, while the cowards on every world would have
         bowed to him even lower.’
      

      
      ‘If they bow any lower they’ll have to buy thinner carpets,’ said Jakt.

      
      She laughed, but it was as much because the tickling of his lips on her cheek was becoming unbearable. It was also beginning,
         just a little, to tantalize her with desires that simply could not be satisfied on this voyage.
      

      
      The starship was too small and cramped, with all their family aboard, for any real privacy. ‘Jakt, we’re almost at the midpoint. We’ve abstained longer than this during the mishmish run
         every year of our lives.’
      

      
      ‘We could put a do-not-enter sign on the door.’

      
      ‘Then you might just as well put out a sign that says, “Naked elderly couple reliving old memories inside.”’

      
      ‘I’m not elderly.’
      

      
      ‘You’re over sixty.’

      
      ‘If the old soldier can still stand up and salute, I say let him march in the parade.’

      
      ‘No parades till the voyage is over. It’s only a couple of weeks more. We only have to complete this rendezvous with Ender’s
         stepson and then we’re back on course to Lusitania.’
      

      
      Jakt drew away from her, pulled himself out of her doorway and stood upright in the corridor – one of the few places on the
         starship where he could actually do that. He groaned as he did it, though.
      

      
      ‘You creak like an old rusty door,’ said Valentine.

      
      ‘I’ve heard you make the same sounds when you get up from your desk here. I’m not the only senile, decrepit, miserable old
         coot in our family.’
      

      
      ‘Go away and let me transmit this.’

      
      ‘I’m used to having work to do on a voyage,’ said Jakt. ‘The computers do everything here, and this ship never rolls or pitches
         in the sea.’
      

      
      ‘Read a book.’

      
      ‘I worry about you. All work and no play makes Val a mean-tempered old hag.’

      
      ‘Every minute that we talk here is eight and a half hours in real time.’

      
      ‘Our time here on this starship is just as real as their time out there,’ said Jakt. ‘Sometimes I wish Ender’s friends hadn’t figured out a way for our starship to keep up a landside
         link.’
      

      
      ‘It takes up a huge amount of computer time,’ said Val. ‘Until now, only the military could communicate with starships during
         near-lightspeed flight. If Ender’s friends can achieve it, then I owe it to them to use it.’
      

      
      ‘You’re not doing all this because you owe it to somebody.’

      
      That was true enough. ‘If I write an essay every hour, Jakt, it means that to the rest of humanity Demosthenes is publishing
         something only once every three weeks.’
      

      
      ‘You can’t possibly write an essay every hour. You sleep, you eat.’

      
      
      ‘You talk, I listen. Go away, Jakt.’

      
      ‘If I’d known that saving a planet from destruction would mean my returning to a state of virginity, I’d never have agreed
         to it.’
      

      
      He was only half teasing. Leaving Trondheim was a hard decision for all her family – even for her, even knowing that she was
         going to see Ender again. The children were all adults now, or nearly so; they saw this voyage as a great adventure. Their
         visions of the future were not so tied to a particular place. None of them had become a sailor, like their father; all of
         them were becoming scholars or scientists, living the life of public discourse and private contemplation, like their mother.
         They could live their lives, substantially unchanged, anywhere, on any world. Jakt was proud of them, but disappointed that
         the chain of family reaching back for seven generations on the seas of Trondheim would end with him. And now, for her sake,
         he had given up the sea himself. Giving up Trondheim was the hardest thing she could ever have asked of Jakt, and he had said
         yes without hesitation.
      

      
      Perhaps he would go back someday, and, if he did, the oceans, the ice, the storms, the fish, the desperately sweet green meadows
         of summer would still be there. But his crews would be gone, were already gone. The men he had known better than his own children, better than his wife – those men were already fifteen years older,
         and when he returned, if he returned, another forty years would have passed. Their grandsons would be working the boats then.
         They wouldn’t know the name of Jakt. He’d be a foreign shipowner, come from the sky, not a sailor, not a man with the stink
         and yellowy blood of skrika on his hands. He would not be one of them.
      

      
      So when he complained that she was ignoring him, when he teased about their lack of intimacy during the voyage, there was
         more to it than an aging husband’s playful desire. Whether he knew he was saying it or not, she understood the true meaning
         of his overtures: After what I’ve given up for you, have you nothing to give to me?
      

      
      And he was right – she was pushing herself harder than she needed to. She was making more sacrifices than needed to be made
         – requiring overmuch from him as well. It wasn’t the sheer number of subversive essays that Demosthenes published during this
         voyage that would make the difference. What mattered was how many people read and believed what she wrote, and how many then
         thought and spoke and acted as enemies of Starways Congress. Perhaps more important was the hope that some within the bureaucracy of Congress itself would be moved to feel a higher allegiance to humanity and break their maddening institutional
         solidarity. Some would surely be changed by what she wrote. Not many, but maybe enough. And maybe it would happen in time
         to stop them from destroying the planet Lusitania.
      

      
      If not, she and Jakt and those who had given up so much to come with them on this voyage from Trondheim would reach Lusitania
         just in time to turn around and flee – or be destroyed along with all the others of that world. It was not unreasonable for
         Jakt to be tense, to want to spend more time with her. It was unreasonable for her to be so single-minded, to use every waking moment writing propaganda.
      

      
      ‘You make the sign for the door, and I’ll make sure you aren’t alone in the room.’

      
      ‘Woman, you make my heart go flip-flop like a dying flounder,’ said Jakt.

      
      ‘You are so romantic when you talk like a fisherman,’ said Valentine. ‘The children will have a good laugh, knowing you couldn’t keep
         your hands off me even for the three weeks of this voyage.’
      

      
      ‘They have our genes. They should be rooting for us to stay randy till we’re well into our second century.’

      
      ‘I’m well into my fourth millennium.’

      
      ‘When oh when can I expect you in my stateroom, Ancient One?’

      
      ‘When I’ve transmitted this essay.’

      
      ‘And how long will that be?’

      
      ‘Sometime after you go away and leave me alone.’

      
      With a deep sigh that was more theatre than genuine misery, he padded off down the carpeted corridor. After a moment there
         came a clanging sound and she heard him yelp in pain. In mock pain, of course; he had accidentally hit the metal beam with
         his head on the first day of the voyage, but ever since then his collisions had been deliberate, for comic effect. No one
         ever laughed out loud, of course – that was a family tradition, not to laugh when Jakt pulled one of his physical gags – but
         then Jakt was not the sort of man who needed overt encouragement from others. He was his own best audience; a man couldn’t
         be a sailor and a leader of men all his life without being quite self-contained. As far as Valentine knew, she and the children
         were the only people he had ever allowed himself to need.
      

      
      Even then, he had not needed them so much that he couldn’t go on with his life as a sailor and fisherman, away from home for days, often weeks, sometimes months at a time. Valentine went
         with him sometimes at first, when they were still so hungry for each other that they could never be satisfied. But within
         a few years their hunger had given way to patience and trust; when he was away, she did her research and wrote her books,
         and then gave her entire attention to him and the children when he returned.
      

      
      The children used to complain, ‘I wish Father would get home, so Mother would come out of her room and talk to us again.’
         I was not a very good mother, Valentine thought. It’s pure luck that the children turned out so well.
      

      
      The essay remained in the air over the terminal. Only a final touch remained to be given. At the bottom, she centered the
         cursor and typed the name under which all her writings were published:
      

      
      DEMOSTHENES

      
      It was a name given to her by her older brother, Peter, when they were children together fifty years – no, three thousand
         years ago.
      

      
      The mere thought of Peter still had the power to upset her, to make her go hot and cold inside. Peter, the cruel one, the
         violent one, the one whose mind was so subtle and dangerous that he was manipulating her by the age of two and the world by
         the age of twenty. When they were still children on Earth in the twenty-second century, he studied the political writings
         of great men and women, living and dead, not to learn their ideas – those he grasped instantly – but to learn how they said
         them. To learn, in practical terms, how to sound like an adult. When he had mastered it, he taught Valentine, and forced her
         to write low political demagoguery under the name Demosthenes while he wrote elevated statesmanlike essays under the name
         Locke. Then they submitted them to the computer networks and within a few years were at the heart of the greatest political
         issues of the day.
      

      
      What galled Valentine then – and still stung a bit today, since it had never been resolved before Peter died – was that he,
         consumed by the lust for power, had forced her to write the sort of thing that expressed his character, while he got to write the peace-loving, elevated sentiments that were hers by nature. In those days the name ‘Demosthenes’ had felt
         like a terrible burden to her. Everything she wrote under that name was a lie; and not even her lie – Peter’s lie. A lie within
         a lie.
      

      
      
      Not now. Not for three thousand years. I’ve made the name my own. I’ve written histories and biographies that have shaped
         the thinking of millions of scholars on the Hundred Worlds and helped to shape the identities of dozens of nations. So much
         for you, Peter. So much for what you tried to make of me.
      

      
      Except that now, looking at the essay she had just written, she realized that even though she had freed herself from Peter’s
         suzerainty, she was still his pupil. All she knew of rhetoric, polemic – yes, of demagoguery – she had learned from him or
         because of his insistence. And now, though she was using it in a noble cause, she was nevertheless doing exactly the sort
         of political manipulation that Peter had loved so much.
      

      
      Peter had gone on to become Hegemon, ruler of all humanity for sixty years at the beginning of the Great Expansion. He was
         the one who united all the quarreling communities of man for the vast effort that flung starships out to every world where
         the Buggers had once dwelt, and then on to discover more habitable worlds until, by the time he died, all the Hundred Worlds
         had either been settled or had colony ships on the way. It was almost a thousand years after that, of course, before Starways
         Congress once again united all of humankind under one government – but the memory of the first true Hegemon – the Hegemon – was at the heart of the story that made human unity possible.
      

      
      Out of a moral wasteland like Peter’s soul came harmony and unity and peace. While Ender’s legacy, as far as humanity remembered,
         was murder, slaughter, xenocide.
      

      
      Ender, Valentine’s younger brother, the man she and her family were voyaging to see – he was the tender one, the brother she
         loved and, in the earliest years, tried to protect. He was the good one. Oh, yes, he had a streak of ruthlessness that rivaled Peter’s, but he had the decency to be appalled by his own brutality.
         She had loved him as fervently as she had loathed Peter; and when Peter exiled his younger brother from the Earth that Peter
         was determined to rule, Valentine went with Ender – her final repudiation of Peter’s personal hegemony over her.
      

      
      And here I am again, thought Valentine, back in the business of politics.

      
      She spoke sharply, in the clipped voice that told her terminal that she was giving it a command. ‘Transmit,’ she said.

      
      The word transmitting appeared in the air above her essay. Ordinarily, back when she was writing scholarly works, she would have had to specify a destination – submit the essay to a publisher through some roundabout pathway so that it could not readily
         be traced to Valentine Wiggin. Now, though, a subversive friend of Ender’s, working under the obvious codename of ‘Jane,’
         was taking care of all that for her – managing the tricky business of translating an ansible message from a ship going at
         near-lightspeed to a message readable by a planetbound ansible for which time was passing more than five hundred times faster.
      

      
      Since communicating with a starship ate up huge amounts of planetside ansible time, it was usually done only to convey navigational
         information and instructions. The only people permitted to send extended text messages were high officials in the government
         or the military. Valentine could not begin to understand how ‘Jane’ managed to get so much ansible time for these text transmissions
         – and at the same time keep anyone from discovering where these subversive documents were coming from. Furthermore, ‘Jane’
         used even more ansible time transmitting back to her the published responses to her writings, reporting to her on all the
         arguments and strategies the government was using to counter Valentine’s propaganda. Whoever ‘Jane’ was – and Valentine suspected
         that ‘Jane’ was simply the name for a clandestine organization that had penetrated the highest reaches of government – she
         was extraordinarily good. And extraordinarily foolhardy. Still, if Jane was willing to expose herself – themselves – to such
         risks, Valentine owed it to her – them – to produce as many tracts as she could, and as powerful and dangerous as she could
         make them.
      

      
      If words can be lethal weapons, I must provide them with an arsenal.

      
      But she was still a woman; even revolutionaries are allowed to have a life, aren’t they? Moments of joy – or pleasure, or
         perhaps only relief – stolen here and there. She got up from her seat, ignoring the pain that came from moving after sitting so long, and twisted
         her way out of the door of her tiny office – a storage bin, really, before they converted the starship to their own use. She
         was a little ashamed of how eager she was to get to the room where Jakt would be waiting. Most of the great revolutionary
         propagandists in history would have been able to endure at least three weeks of physical abstinence. Or would they? She wondered
         if anyone had done a study of that particular question.
      

      
      She was still imagining how a researcher would go about writing a grant proposal for such a project when she got to the four-bunk
         compartment they shared with Syfte and her husband, Lars, who had proposed to her only a few days before they left, as soon
         as he realized that Syfte really meant to leave Trondheim. It was hard to share a cabin with newlyweds – Valentine always
         felt like such an intruder, using the same room. But there was no choice. Though this starship was a luxury yacht, with all
         the amenities they could hope for, it simply hadn’t been meant to hold so many bodies. It had been the only starship near
         Trondheim that was remotely suitable, so it had to do.
      

      
      Their twenty-year-old daughter, Ro, and Varsam, their sixteen-year-old son, shared another compartment with Plikt, who had
         been their lifelong tutor and dearest family friend. The members of the yacht’s staff and crew who had chosen to make this
         voyage with them – it would have been wrong to dismiss them all and strand them on Trondheim – used the other two. The bridge,
         the dining room, the galley, the salon, the sleeping compartments – all were filled with people doing their best not to let
         their annoyance at the close quarters get out of hand.
      

      
      None of them were in the corridor now, however, and Jakt had already taped a sign to their door:

      
      STAY OUT OR DIE

      
      It was signed, ‘The proprietor.’ Valentine opened the door. Jakt was leaning against the wall so close to the door that she
         was startled and gave a little gasp.
      

      
      ‘Nice to know that the sight of me can make you cry out in pleasure.’

      
      ‘In shock.’

      
      ‘Come in, my sweet seditionist.’

      
      ‘Technically, you know, I’m the proprietor of this starship.’
      

      
      ‘What’s yours is mine. I married you for your property.’

      
      She was inside the compartment now. He closed the door and sealed it.

      
      ‘That’s all I am to you?’ she asked. ‘Real estate?’

      
      ‘A little plot of ground where I can plow and plant and harvest, all in their proper season.’ He reached out to her; she stepped
         into his arms. His hands slid lightly up her back, cradled her shoulders. She felt contained in his embrace, never confined.
      

      
      ‘It’s late in the autumn,’ she said. ‘Getting on toward winter.’

      
      ‘Time to harrow, perhaps,’ said Jakt. ‘Or perhaps it’s already time to kindle up the fire and keep the old hut warm before the snow comes.’
      

      
      He kissed her and it felt like the first time.

      
      ‘If you asked me to marry you all over again today, I’d say yes,’ said Valentine.

      
      ‘And if I had only met you for the first time today, I’d ask.’

      
      They had said the same words many, many times before. Yet they still smiled to hear them, because they were still true.

      
      The two starships had almost completed their vast ballet, dancing through space in great leaps and delicate turns until at
         last they could meet and touch. Miro Ribeira had watched the whole process from the bridge of his starship, his shoulders
         hunched, his head leaned back on the headrest of the seat. To others this posture always looked awkward. Back on Lusitania,
         whenever Mother caught him sitting that way she would come and fuss over him, insist on bringing him a pillow so he could
         be comfortable. She never seemed to grasp the idea that it was only in that hunched, awkward-seeming posture that his head would remain
         upright without any conscious effort on his part.
      

      
      He would endure her ministrations because it wasn’t worth the effort to argue with her. Mother was always moving and thinking
         so quickly, it was almost impossible for her to slow down enough to listen to him. Since the brain damage he had suffered
         passing through the disruptor field that separated the human colony and the Piggies’ forest, his speech had been unbearably
         slow, painful to produce and difficult to understand. Miro’s brother Quim, the religious one, had told him that he should
         be grateful to God that he was able to speak at all – the first few days he had been incapable of communicating except through
         alphabetic scanning, spelling out messages letter by letter. In some ways, though, spelling things out had been better. At
         least then Miro had been silent; he hadn’t had to listen to his own voice. The thick, awkward sound, the agonizing slowness
         of it. Who in his family had the patience to listen to him? Even the ones who tried – his next younger sister, Ela; his friend
         and stepfather, Andrew Wiggin, the Speaker for the Dead; and Quim, of course – he could feel their impatience. They tended
         to finish his sentences for him. They needed to hurry things. So even though they said they wanted to talk with him, even though they actually sat and listened as he spoke, he
         still couldn’t speak freely to them. He couldn’t talk about ideas; he couldn’t speak in long, involved sentences, because by the time he got to the end his listeners would have lost track of the beginning.
      

      
      The human brain, Miro had concluded, just like a computer, can only receive data at certain speeds. If you get too slow, the
         listener’s attention wanders and the information is lost.
      

      
      Not just the listeners, either. Miro had to be fair – he was as impatient with himself as they were. When he thought of the
         sheer effort involved in explaining a complicated idea, when he anticipated trying to form the words with lips and tongue
         and jaws that wouldn’t obey him, when he thought of how long it would all take, he usually felt too weary to speak. His mind raced on and on, as fast as ever, thinking so many thoughts
         that at times Miro wanted his brain to shut down, to be silent and give him peace. But his thoughts remained his own, unshared.
      

      
      Except with Jane. He could speak to Jane. She had come to him first on his terminal at home, her face taking form on the screen.
         ‘I’m a friend of the Speaker for the Dead,’ she had told him. ‘I think we can get this computer to be a little more responsive.’
         From then on, Miro had found that Jane was the only person he could talk to easily. For one thing, she was infinitely patient.
         She never finished his sentences. She could wait for him to finish them himself, so that he never felt rushed, never felt that he was boring her.
      

      
      Perhaps even more important, he didn’t have to form his words as fully for her as he did for human listeners. Andrew had given
         him a personal terminal – a computer transceiver encased in a jewel like the one Andrew wore in his own ear. From that vantage
         point, using the jewel’s sensors, Jane could detect every sound he made, every motion of the muscles in his head. He didn’t
         have to complete each sound, he had only to begin it and she would understand. So he could be lazy. He could speak more quickly and be understood.
      

      
      And he could also speak silently. He could subvocalize – he didn’t have to use that awkward barking, yowling voice that was
         all his throat could produce now. So that when he was talking to Jane, he could speak quickly, naturally, without any reminder
         that he was crippled. With Jane he could feel like himself.
      

      
      Now he sat on the bridge of the cargo ship that had brought the Speaker for the Dead to Lusitania only a few months ago. He
         dreaded the rendezvous with Valentine’s ship. If he could have thought of somewhere else to go, he might have gone there –
         he had no desire to meet Andrew’s sister Valentine or anybody else. If he could have stayed alone in the starship forever, speaking only to Jane, he would have been content.
      

      
      No he wouldn’t. He would never be content again.

      
      At least this Valentine and her family would be somebody new. On Lusitania he knew everybody, or at least everybody that he
         valued – all the scientific community there, the people of education and understanding. He knew them all so well that he could
         not help but see their pity, their grief, their frustration at what had become of him. When they looked at him all they could
         see was the difference between what he was before and what he was now. All they could see was loss.
      

      
      There was a chance that new people – Valentine and her family – would be able to look at him and see something else.

      
      Even that was unlikely, though. Strangers would look at him and see less, not more, than those who had known him before he
         was crippled. At least Mother and Andrew and Ela and Ouanda and all the others knew that he had a mind, knew that he was capable
         of understanding ideas. What will new people think when they see me? They’ll see a body that’s already atrophying, hunched
         over; they’ll see me walk with a shuffling gait; they’ll watch me use my hands like paws, clutching a spoon like a three-year-old;
         they’ll hear my thick, half-intelligible speech; and they’ll assume, they’ll know, that such a person cannot possibly understand anything complicated or difficult.
      

      
      Why did I come?

      
      I didn’t come. I went. I wasn’t coming here, to meet these people. I was leaving there. Getting away. Only I tricked myself. I thought of leaving
         on a thirty-year voyage, which is only how it will seem to them. To me I’ve been gone only a week and a half. No time at all.
         And already my time of solitude is over. My time of being alone with Jane, who listens to me as if I were still a human being,
         is done.
      

      
      Almost. Almost he said the words that would have aborted the rendezvous. He could have stolen Andrew’s starship and taken
         off on a voyage that would last forever without having to face another living soul.
      

      
      But such a nihilistic act was not in him, not yet. He had not yet despaired, he decided. There might yet be something he could
         do that might justify his continuing to live in this body. And perhaps it would begin with meeting Andrew’s sister.
      

      
      The ships were now joining, the umbilicals snaking outward and searching, groping till they met each other. Miro watched on
         the monitors and listened to the computer reports of each successful linkage. The ships were joining in every possible way so
         that they could make the rest of the voyage to Lusitania in perfect tandem. All resources would be shared. Since Miro’s ship
         was a cargo vessel, it couldn’t take on more than a handful of people, but it could take some of the other ship’s life-support supplies; together, the two ships’ computers were figuring out a perfect balance.
      

      
      Once they had calculated the load, they worked out exactly how fast each ship should accelerate as they made the park shift
         to get them both back to near-lightspeed at exactly the same pace. It was an extremely delicate and complicated negotiation
         between two computers that had to know almost perfectly what their ships carried and how they could perform. It was finished
         before the passage tube between the ships was fully connected.
      

      
      Miro heard the footsteps scuffing along the corridor from the tube. He turned his chair – slowly, because he did everything
         slowly – and saw her coming toward him. Stooped over, but not very much, because she wasn’t that tall to begin with. Hair
         mostly white, with a few strands of mousy brown. When she stood he looked at her face and judged her. Old but not elderly.
         If she was nervous about this meeting it didn’t show. But then, from what Andrew and Jane had told him about her, she had
         met a lot of people who were a good deal more fearsome than a twenty-year-old cripple.
      

      
      ‘Miro?’ she asked.

      
      ‘Who else?’ he said.

      
      It took a moment, just a heartbeat, for her to process the strange sounds that came out of his mouth and recognize the words.
         He was used to that pause now, but he still hated it.
      

      
      ‘I’m Valentine,’ she said.

      
      ‘I know,’ he answered. He wasn’t making this any easier, with his laconic replies, but what else was there to say? This wasn’t
         exactly a meeting between heads of state with a list of vital decisions to make. But he had to make some effort, if only not
         to seem hostile.
      

      
      ‘Your name, Miro – it means “I look,” doesn’t it?’

      
      ‘“I look closely.” Maybe “I pay attention.”’
      

      
      ‘It’s really not that hard to understand you,’ said Valentine.

      
      He was startled that she addressed the matter so openly.

      
      ‘I think I’m having more problems with your Portuguese accent than with the brain damage.’

      
      For a moment it felt like a hammer in his heart – she was speaking more frankly about his situation than anyone except Andrew.
         But then she was Andrew’s sister, wasn’t she? He should have expected her to be plainspoken.
      

      
      ‘Or do you prefer that we pretend that it isn’t a barrier between you and other people?’

      
      Apparently she had sensed his shock. But that was over, and now it occurred to him that he probably shouldn’t be annoyed,
         that he should probably be glad that they wouldn’t have to sidestep the issue. Yet he was annoyed, and it took him a moment to think why. Then he knew.
      

      
      ‘My brain damage isn’t your problem,’ he said.
      

      
      ‘If it makes it hard for me to understand you, then it’s a problem I have to deal with. Don’t get prickly with me already,
         young man. I have only begun to bother you, and you have only begun to bother me. So don’t get steamed up because I happened
         to mention your brain damage as being somehow my problem. I have no intention of watching every word I say for fear I’ll offend an oversensitive young man who thinks the
         whole world revolves around his disappointments.’
      

      
      Miro was furious that she had judged him already, and so harshly. It was unfair – not at all what the author of Demosthenes’
         hierarchy ought to be like. ‘I don’t think the whole world revolves around my disappointments! But don’t you think you can
         come in here and run things on my ship!’ That’s what annoyed him, not her words. She was right – her words were nothing. It was her attitude, her complete self-confidence.
         He wasn’t used to people looking at him without shock or pity.
      

      
      She sat down in the seat next to him. He swiveled to face her. She, for her part, did not look away. Indeed, she pointedly
         scanned his body, head to toe, looking him over with an air of cool appraisal. ‘He said you were tough. He said you had been
         twisted but not broken.’
      

      
      ‘Are you supposed to be my therapist?’

      
      ‘Are you supposed to be my enemy?’

      
      ‘Should I be?’ asked Miro.

      
      ‘No more than I should be your therapist. Andrew didn’t have us meet so I could heal you. He had us meet so you could help
         me. If you’re not going to, fine. If you are, fine. Just let me make a few things clear. I’m spending every waking moment writing
         subversive propaganda to try to arouse public sentiment on the Hundred Worlds and in the colonies. I’m trying to turn the
         people against the fleet that Starways Congress has sent to subdue Lusitania. Your world, not mine, I might add.’
      

      
      
      ‘Your brother’s there.’ He was not about to let her claim complete altruism.

      
      ‘Yes, we both have family there. And we both are concerned about keeping the pequeninos from destruction. And we both know
         that Ender has restored the Hive Queen on your world, so that there are two alien species that will be destroyed if Starways
         Congress gets its way. There’s a great deal at stake, and I am already doing all that I can possibly do to try to stop that
         fleet. Now, if spending a few hours with you can help me do it better, it’s worth taking time away from my writing in order
         to talk with you. But I have no intention of wasting my time worrying about whether I’m going to offend you or not. So if
         you’re going to be my adversary, you can sit up here all by yourself and I’ll get back to my work.’
      

      
      ‘Andrew said you were the best person he ever knew.’

      
      ‘He reached that conclusion before he saw me raise three barbarian children to adulthood. I understand your mother has six.’

      
      ‘Right.’

      
      ‘And you’re the oldest.’

      
      ‘Yes.’

      
      ‘That’s too bad. Parents always make their worst mistakes with the oldest children. That’s when parents know the least and
         care the most, so they’re more likely to be wrong and also more likely to insist that they’re right.’
      

      
      Miro didn’t like hearing this woman leap to conclusions about his mother. ‘She’s nothing like you.’

      
      ‘Of course not.’ She leaned forward in her seat. ‘Well, have you decided?’

      
      ‘Decided what?’

      
      ‘Are we working together or did you just unplug yourself from thirty years of human history for nothing?’

      
      ‘What do you want from me?’

      
      ‘Stories, of course. Facts I can get from the computer.’

      
      ‘Stories about what?’

      
      ‘You. The Piggies. You and the Piggies. This whole business with the Lusitania Fleet began with you and the Piggies, after all. It was because you interfered
         with them that—’
      

      
      ‘We helped them!’
      

      
      ‘Oh, did I use the wrong word again?’

      
      Miro glared at her. But even as he did, he knew that she was right – he was being oversensitive. The word interfered, when used in a scientific context, was almost value-neutral. It merely meant that he had introduced change into the culture he was studying. And if it did have a negative connotation, it was that he had lost
         his scientific perspective – he had stopped studying the pequeninos and started treating them as friends. Of that he was surely
         guilty. No, not guilty – he was proud of having made that transition. ‘Go on,’ he said.
      

      
      ‘All this began because you broke the law and Piggies started growing amaranth.’

      
      ‘Not anymore.’

      
      ‘Yes, that’s ironic, isn’t it? The Descolada virus has gotten in and killed every strain of amaranth that your sister developed
         for them. So your interference was in vain.’
      

      
      ‘No it wasn’t,’ said Miro. ‘They’re learning.’

      
      ‘Yes, I know. More to the point, they’re choosing. What to learn, what to do. You brought them freedom. I approve wholeheartedly of what you decided to do. But my job is to
         write about you to the people out there in the Hundred Worlds and the colonies, and they won’t necessarily see things that way. So what I need from you is the story of how and why you broke the law and interfered
         with the Piggies, and why the government and people of Lusitania rebelled against Congress rather than send you off to be
         tried and punished for your crimes.’
      

      
      ‘Andrew already told you that story.’

      
      ‘And I’ve already written about it, in larger terms. Now I need the personal things. I want to be able to let other people
         know these so-called Piggies as people. And you, too. I have to let them know you as a person. If it’s possible, it would be nice if I could bring them to like you. Then the Lusitania Fleet will look like
         what it is – a monstrous overreaction to a threat that never existed.’
      

      
      ‘The fleet is xenocide.’

      
      ‘So I’ve said in my propaganda,’ said Valentine.

      
      He couldn’t bear her self-certainty. He couldn’t bear her unshakeable faith in herself. So he had to contradict her, and the
         only way he could was to blurt out ideas that he had not yet thought out completely. Ideas that were still only half-formed
         doubts in his mind. ‘The fleet is also self-defense.’
      

      
      It had the desired effect – it stopped her lecture and even made her raise her eyebrows, questioning him. The trouble was,
         now he had to explain what he meant.
      

      
      ‘The Descolada,’ he said. ‘It’s the most dangerous form of life anywhere.’

      
      ‘The answer to that is quarantine. Not sending a fleet armed with the M.D. Device, so they have the capacity to turn Lusitania and everybody on it into microscopic interstellar dust.’
      

      
      ‘You’re so sure you’re right?’

      
      ‘I’m sure that it’s wrong for Starways Congress even to contemplate obliterating another sentient species.’

      
      ‘The Piggies can’t live without the Descolada,’ said Miro, ‘and if the Descolada ever spreads to another planet, it will destroy
         all life there. It will.’
      

      
      It was a pleasure to see that Valentine was capable of looking puzzled. ‘But I thought the virus was contained. It was your
         grandparents who found a way to stop it, to make it dormant in human beings.’
      

      
      ‘The Descolada adapts,’ said Miro. ‘Jane told me that it’s already changed itself a couple of times. My mother and my sister
         Ela are working on it – trying to stay ahead of the Descolada. Sometimes it even looks like the Descolada is doing it deliberately.
         Intelligently. Finding strategies to get around the chemicals we use to contain it and stop it from killing people. It’s getting
         into the Earthborn crops that humans need in order to survive on Lusitania. They have to spray them now. What if the Descolada
         finds a way to get around all our barriers?’
      

      
      Valentine was silent. No glib answer now. She hadn’t faced this question squarely – no one had, except Miro.

      
      ‘I haven’t even told this to Jane,’ said Miro. ‘But what if the fleet is right? What if the only way to save humanity from
         the Descolada is to destroy Lusitania now?’
      

      
      ‘No,’ said Valentine. ‘This has nothing to do with the purposes for which Starways Congress sent out the fleet. Their reasons all have to do with interplanetary politics, with showing the colonies who’s boss. It has to do with a bureaucracy
         out of control and a military that—’
      

      
      ‘Listen to me!’ said Miro. ‘You said you wanted to hear my stories, listen to this one: It doesn’t matter what their reasons
         are. It doesn’t matter if they’re a bunch of murderous beasts. I don’t care. What matters is – should they blow up Lusitania?’
      

      
      ‘What kind of person are you?’ asked Valentine. He could hear both awe and loathing in her voice.
      

      
      ‘You’re the moral philosopher,’ said Miro. ‘You tell me. Are we supposed to love the pequeninos so much that we allow the virus they carry to destroy all of humanity?’
      

      
      ‘Of course not. We simply have to find a way to neutralize the Descolada.’

      
      
      ‘And if we can’t?’

      
      ‘Then we quarantine Lusitania. Even if all the human beings on the planet die – your family and mine – we still don’t destroy
         the pequeninos.’
      

      
      ‘Really?’ asked Miro. ‘What about the Hive Queen?’

      
      ‘Ender told me that she was re-establishing herself, but—’

      
      ‘She contains within herself a complete industrialized society. She’s going to build starships and get off the planet.’

      
      ‘She wouldn’t take the Descolada with her!’

      
      ‘She has no choice. The Descolada is in her already. It’s in me.’
      

      
      That was when he really got to her. He could see it in her eyes – the fear.

      
      ‘It’ll be in you, too. Even if you run back to your ship and seal me off and keep yourself from infection, once you land on
         Lusitania the Descolada will get into you and your husband and your children. They’ll have to ingest the chemicals with their
         food and water, every day of their lives. And they can never go away from Lusitania again or they’ll carry death and destruction
         with them.’
      

      
      ‘I suppose we knew that was a possibility,’ said Valentine.

      
      ‘When you left, it was only a possibility. We thought that the Descolada would soon be controlled. Now they aren’t sure if
         it can ever be controlled. And that means that you can never leave Lusitania once you go there.’
      

      
      ‘I hope we like the weather.’

      
      Miro studied her face, the way she was processing the information he had given her. The initial fear was gone. She was herself
         again – thinking. ‘Here’s what I think,’ said Miro. ‘I think that no matter how terrible Congress is, no matter how evil their
         plans might be, that fleet might be the salvation of humanity.’
      

      
      Valentine answered thoughtfully, searching for words. Miro was glad to see that – she was a person who didn’t shoot back without
         thinking. She was able to learn. ‘I can see that if events move down one possible path, there might be a time when – but it’s
         very improbable. First of all, knowing all this, the Hive Queen is quite unlikely to build any starships that would carry
         the Descolada away from Lusitania.’
      

      
      ‘Do you know the Hive Queen?’ demanded Miro. ‘Do you understand her?’
      

      
      ‘Even if she would do such a thing,’ said Valentine, ‘your mother and sister are working on this, aren’t they? By the time we reach Lusitania
         – by the time the fleet reaches Lusitania – they might have found a way to control the Descolada once and for all.’
      

      
      
      ‘And if they do,’ said Miro, ‘should they use it?’

      
      ‘Why shouldn’t they?’

      
      ‘How could they kill all the Descolada virus? The virus is an integral part of the pequenino life cycle. When the pequenino body-form dies, it’s the
         Descolada virus that enables the transformation into the tree-state, what the Piggies call the third life – and it’s only
         in the third life, as trees, that the pequenino males can fertilize the females. If the virus is gone, there can be no more
         passage into the third life, and this generation of Piggies is the last.’
      

      
      ‘That doesn’t make it impossible, it only makes it harder. Your mother and sister have to find a way to neutralize the Descolada
         in human beings and the crops we need to eat, without destroying its ability to enable the pequeninos to pass into adulthood.’
      

      
      ‘And they have less than fifteen years to do it,’ said Miro. ‘Not likely.’

      
      ‘But not impossible.’

      
      ‘Yes. There’s a chance. And on the strength of that chance, you want to get rid of the fleet?’

      
      ‘The fleet is being sent to destroy Lusitania whether we control the Descolada virus or not.’

      
      ‘And I say it again – the motive of the senders is irrelevant. No matter what the reason, the destruction of Lusitania may
         be the only sure protection for all the rest of humanity.’
      

      
      ‘And I say you’re wrong.’

      
      ‘You’re Demosthenes, aren’t you? Andrew said you were.’

      
      ‘Yes.’

      
      ‘So you thought up the Hierarchy of Foreignness. Utlannings are strangers from our own world. Framlings are strangers of our
         own species, but from another world. Ramen are strangers of another species, but capable of communication with us, capable
         of coexistence with humanity. Last are varelse – and what are they?’
      

      
      ‘The pequeninos are not varelse. Neither is the Hive Queen.’

      
      ‘But the Descolada is. Varelse. An alien life form that’s capable of destroying all of humanity …’
      

      
      ‘Unless we can tame it …’

      
      ‘… Yet which we cannot possibly communicate with, an alien species that we cannot live with. You’re the one who said that
         in that case war is unavoidable. If an alien species seems bent on destroying us and we can’t communicate with them, can’t
         understand them, if there’s no possibility of turning them away from their course peacefully, then we are justified in any action necessary to save ourselves, including the complete destruction of the other species.’
      

      
      ‘Yes,’ said Valentine.

      
      ‘But what if we must destroy the Descolada, and yet we can’t destroy the Descolada without also destroying every living pequenino, the Hive Queen, and every human being on Lusitania?’
      

      
      To Miro’s surprise, Valentine’s eyes were awash with tears. ‘So this is what you have become.’

      
      Miro was confused. ‘When did this conversation become a discussion of me?’
      

      
      ‘You’ve done all this thinking, you’ve seen all the possibilities for the future – good ones and bad ones alike – and yet
         the only one that you’re willing to believe in, the imagined future that you seize upon as the foundation for all your moral
         judgments, is the only future in which everyone that you and I have ever loved and everything we’ve ever hoped for must be
         obliterated.’
      

      
      ‘I didn’t say I liked that future—’
      

      
      ‘I didn’t say you liked it either,’ said Valentine. ‘I said that’s the future you choose to prepare for. But I don’t. I choose
         to live in a universe that has some hope in it. I choose to live in a universe where your mother and sister will find a way
         to contain the Descolada, a universe in which Starways Congress can be reformed or replaced, a universe in which there is
         neither the power nor the will to destroy an entire species.’
      

      
      ‘What if you’re wrong?’

      
      ‘Then I’ll still have plenty of time to despair before I die. But you – do you seek out every opportunity to despair? I can
         understand the impulse that might lead to that. Andrew tells me you were a handsome man – you still are, you know – and that
         losing the full use of your body has hurt you deeply. But other people have lost more than you have without getting such a
         blackhearted vision of the world.’
      

      
      ‘This is your analysis of me?’ asked Miro. ‘We’ve known each other half an hour, and now you understand everything about me?’

      
      ‘I know that this is the most depressing conversation I’ve ever had in my life.’

      
      ‘And so you assume that it’s because I am crippled. Well, let me tell you something, Valentine Wiggin. I hope the same things you hope. I even hope that someday I’ll get more of my body back again. If I didn’t have hope I’d be dead. The things I told you just now aren’t because I despair. I said all that because these things are possible. And because they’re possible we have to think of them so they don’t surprise us later. We have to think of them so that if the worst does come, we’ll already know how to live in that universe.’
      

      
      Valentine seemed to be studying his face; he felt her gaze on him as an almost palpable thing, like a faint tickling under
         the skin, inside his brain. ‘Yes,’ she said.
      

      
      ‘Yes what?’

      
      ‘Yes, my husband and I will move over here and live on your ship.’ She got up from her seat and started toward the corridor
         leading back to the tube.
      

      
      ‘Why did you decide that?’
      

      
      ‘Because it’s too crowded on our ship. And because you are definitely worth talking to. And not just to get material for the essays I have to write.’
      

      
      ‘Oh, so I passed your test?’

      
      ‘Yes, you did,’ she said. ‘Did I pass yours?’

      
      ‘I wasn’t testing you.’

      
      ‘Like hell,’ she said. ‘But in case you didn’t notice, I’ll tell you – I did pass. Or you wouldn’t have said to me all the things you said.’
      

      
      She was gone. He could hear her shuffling down the corridor, and then the computer reported that she was passing through the
         tube between ships.
      

      
      He already missed her.

      
      Because she was right. She had passed his test. She had listened to him the way no one else did – without impatience, without finishing his sentences, without
         letting her gaze waver from his face. He had spoken to her, not with careful precision, but with great emotion. Much of the
         time his words must surely have been almost unintelligible. Yet she had listened so carefully and well that she had understood
         all his arguments and never once asked him to repeat something. He could talk to this woman as naturally as he ever talked
         to anyone before his brain was injured. Yes, she was opinionated, headstrong, bossy, and quick to reach conclusions. But she
         could also listen to an opposing view, change her mind when she needed to. She could listen, and so he could speak. Perhaps
         with her he could still be Miro.
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      CLEAN HANDS

      
      

         <The most unpleasant thing about human beings is that they don’t metamorphose. Your people and mine are born as grubs, but
            we transform ourselves into a higher form before we reproduce. Human beings remain grubs all their lives.>
         

         <Human beings do metamorphose. They change their identity constantly. However, each new identity thrives on the delusion that
            it was always in possession of the body it has just conquered.>
         

         <Such changes are superficial. The nature of the organism remains the same. Humans are very proud of their changes, but every
            imagined transformation turns out to be a new set of excuses for behaving exactly as the individual has always behaved.>
         

         <You are too different from humans ever to understand them.>

         <You are too similar to humans for you ever to be able to see them clearly.>

      



      
      The gods first spoke to Han Qing-jao when she was seven years old. She didn’t realize for a while that she was hearing the
         voice of a god. All she knew was that her hands were filthy, covered with some loathsome invisible slime, and she had to purify
         them.
      

      
      The first few times, a simple washing was enough, and she felt better for days. But as time passed, the feeling of filthiness
         returned sooner each time, and it took more and more scrubbing to remove the dirt, until she was washing several times a day,
         using a hard-bristled brush to stab at her hands until they bled. Only when the pain was unbearable did she feel clean, and
         then only for a few hours at a time.
      

      
      She told no one; she knew instinctively that the filthiness of her hands had to be kept secret. Everyone knew that handwashing
         was one of the first signs that the gods were speaking to a child, and most parents in the whole world of Path watched their
         children hopefully for signs of excessive concern with cleanliness. But what these people did not understand was the terrible
         self-knowledge that led to the washing: The first message from the gods was of the unspeakable filthiness of the one they
         spoke to. Qing-jao hid her handwashing, not because she was ashamed that the gods spoke to her, but because she was sure that if anyone knew how vile she was, they would despise her.
      

      
      The gods conspired with her in concealment. They allowed her to confine her savage scrubbing to the palms of her hands. This
         meant that when her hands were badly hurt, she could clench them into fists, or tuck them into the folds of her skirt as she
         walked, or lay them in her lap very meekly when she sat, and no one would notice them. They saw only a very well-behaved little
         girl.
      

      
      If her mother had been alive, Qing-jao’s secret would have been discovered much sooner. As it was, it took months for a servant
         to notice. Fat old Mu-pao happened to notice a bloody stain on the small tablecloth from Qing-jao’s breakfast table. Mu-pao
         knew at once what it meant – weren’t bloody hands well known to be an early sign of the gods’ attention? That was why many
         an ambitious mother and father forced a particularly promising child to wash and wash. Throughout the world of Path, ostentatious
         handwashing was called ‘inviting the gods.’
      

      
      Mu-pao went at once to Qing-jao’s father, the noble Han Fei-tzu, rumored to be the greatest of the godspoken, one of the few
         so powerful in the eyes of the gods that he could meet with framlings – offworlders – and never betray a hint of the voices
         of the gods within him, thus preserving the divine secret of the world of Path. He would be grateful to hear the news, and
         Mu-pao would be honored for having been the first to see the gods in Qing-jao.
      

      
      Within an hour, Han Fei-tzu had gathered up his beloved little Qing-jao and together they rode in a sedan chair to the temple
         at Rockfall. Qing-jao didn’t like riding in such chairs – she felt bad for the men who had to carry their weight. ‘They don’t
         suffer,’ Father told her the first time she mentioned this idea. ‘They feel greatly honored. It’s one of the ways the people
         show honor to the gods – when one of the godspoken goes to a temple, he does it on the shoulders of the people of Path.’
      

      
      ‘But I’m getting bigger every day,’ Qing-jao answered.

      
      ‘When you’re too big, either you’ll walk on your own feet or you’ll ride in your own chair,’ said Father. He did not need
         to explain that she would have her own chair only if she grew up to be godspoken herself. ‘And we try to show our humility
         by remaining very thin and light so we aren’t a heavy burden to the people.’ This was a joke, of course, since Father’s belly,
         while not immense, was copious. But the lesson behind the joke was true: the godspoken must never be a burden to the common
         people of Path. The people must always be grateful, never resentful, that the gods had chosen their world of all worlds to hear their voices.
      

      
      Now, though, Qing-jao was more concerned with the ordeal that lay before her. She knew that she was being taken for testing.
         ‘Many children are taught to pretend that the gods speak to them,’ Father explained. ‘We must find out if the gods have truly
         chosen you.’
      

      
      ‘I want them to stop choosing me,’ said Qing-jao.

      
      ‘And you will want it even more during the test,’ said Father. His voice was filled with pity. It made Qing-jao even more
         afraid. ‘The folk see only our powers and privileges, and envy us. They don’t know the great suffering of those who hear the
         voices of the gods. If the gods truly speak to you, my Qing-jao, you will learn to bear the suffering the way jade bears the
         carver’s knife, the polisher’s rough cloth. It will make you shine. Why else do you think I named you Qing-jao?’
      

      
      Qing-jao – ‘Gloriously Bright’ was what the name meant. It was also the name of a great poet from ancient times in Old China.
         A woman poet in an age when only men were given respect, and yet she was honored as the greatest of poets in her day. ‘Thin
         fog and thick cloud, gloom all day.’ It was the opening of Li Qing-jao’s song ‘The Double Ninth.’ That was how Qing-jao felt
         now.
      

      
      And how did the poem end? ‘Now my curtain’s lifted only by the western wind. I’ve grown thinner than this golden blossom.’
         Would this be her ending also? Was her ancestor-of-the-heart telling her in this poem that the darkness falling over her now
         would be lifted only when the gods came out of the west to lift her thin, light, golden soul out of her body? It was too terrible,
         to think of death now, when she was only seven years old; and yet the thought came to her: If I die soon, then soon I’ll see
         Mother, and even the great Li Qing-jao herself.
      

      
      But the test had nothing to do with death, or at least it was not supposed to. It was quite simple, really. Father led her
         into a large room where three old men knelt. Or they seemed like men – they could have been women. They were so old that all
         distinctions had disappeared. They had only the tiniest wisps of white hair and no beards at all, and they dressed in shapeless
         sacks. Later Qing-jao would learn that these were temple eunuchs, survivors of the old days before Starways Congress intervened
         and forbade even voluntary self-mutilation in the service of a religion. Now, though, they were mysterious ghostly old creatures
         whose hands touched her, exploring her clothing.
      

      
      What were they searching for? They found her ebony chopsticks and took them away. They took the sash from around her waist. They took her slippers. Later she would learn that these things
         were taken because other children had become so desperate during their testing that they had killed themselves. One of them
         had inserted her chopsticks into her nostrils and then flung herself to the floor, jamming the sticks into her brain. Another
         had hanged herself with her sash. Another had forced her slippers into her mouth and down her throat, choking herself to death.
         Successful suicide attempts were rare, but they seemed to happen with the brightest of the children, and most commonly with
         girls. So they took away from Qing-jao all the known ways of committing suicide.
      

      
      The old ones left. Father knelt beside Qing-jao and spoke to her face to face. ‘You must understand, Qing-jao, that we are
         not really testing you. Nothing that you do of your own free will can make the slightest difference in what happens here. We are really testing
         the gods, to see if they are determined to speak to you. If they are, they’ll find a way, and we’ll see it, and you’ll come
         out of this room as one of the godspoken. If they aren’t, then you’ll come out of here free of their voices for all time.
         I can’t tell you which outcome I pray for, since I don’t know myself.’
      

      
      ‘Father,’ said Qing-jao, ‘what if you’re ashamed of me?’ The very thought made her feel a tingling in her hands, as if there
         were dirt on them, as if she needed to wash them.
      

      
      ‘I will not be ashamed of you either way.’

      
      Then he clapped his hands. One of the old ones came back in, bearing a heavy basin. He set it down before Qing-jao.

      
      ‘Thrust in your hands,’ said Father.

      
      The basin was filled with thick black grease. Qing-jao shuddered. ‘I can’t put my hands in there.’

      
      Father reached out, took her by the forearms, and forced her hands down into the muck. Qing-jao cried out – her father had
         never used force with her before. And when he let go of her arms, her hands were covered with clammy slime. She gasped at
         the filthiness of her hands; it was hard to breathe, looking at them like that, smelling them.
      

      
      The old one picked up the basin and carried it out.

      
      ‘Where can I wash, Father?’ Qing-jao whimpered,

      
      ‘You can’t wash,’ said Father. ‘You can never wash again.’

      
      And because Qing-jao was a child, she believed him, not guessing that his words were part of the test. She watched Father
         leave the room. She heard the door latch behind him. She was alone.
      

      
      
      At first she simply held her hands out in front of her, making sure they didn’t touch any part of her clothing. She searched
         desperately for somewhere to wash, but there was no water, nor even a cloth. The room was far from bare – there were chairs,
         tables, statues, large stone jars – but all the surfaces were hard and well polished and so clean that she couldn’t bear to
         touch them. Yet the filthiness of her hands was unendurable. She had to get them clean.
      

      
      ‘Father!’ she called out. ‘Come and wash my hands!’ Surely he could hear her. Surely he was somewhere near, waiting for the
         outcome of her test. He must hear her – but he didn’t come.
      

      
      The only cloth in the room was the gown she was wearing. She could wipe on that, only then she would be wearing the grease; it might get on other parts of her body. The solution, of course, was to take
         it off – but how could she do that without touching her filthy hands to some other part of herself?
      

      
      She tried. First she carefully scraped off as much of the grease as she could on the smooth arms of a statue. Forgive me,
         she said to the statue, in case it belonged to a god. I will come and clean you after; I’ll clean you with my own gown.
      

      
      Then she reached back over her shoulders and gathered the cloth on her back, pulling up on the gown to draw it over her head.
         Her greasy fingers slipped on the silk; she could feel the slime cold on her bare back as it penetrated the silk. I’ll clean
         it after, she thought.
      

      
      At last she got a firm enough grasp of the fabric that she could pull off the gown. It slid over her head, but even before
         it was completely off, she knew that things were worse than ever, for some of the grease was in her long hair, and that hair
         had fallen onto her face, and now she had filth not just on her hands but also on her back, in her hair, on her face.
      

      
      Still she tried. She got the gown the rest of the way off, then carefully wiped her hands on one small part of the fabric.
         Then she wiped her face on another. But it was no good. Some of the grease clung to her no matter what she did. Her face felt
         as if the silk of her gown had only smeared the grease around instead of lifting it away. She had never been so hopelessly
         grimy in her life. It was unbearable, and yet she couldn’t get rid of it.
      

      
      ‘Father! Come take me away! I don’t want to be godspoken!’ He didn’t come. She began to cry.

      
      The trouble with crying was that it didn’t work. The more she cried, the filthier she felt. The desperate need to be clean
         overpowered even her weeping. So with tears streaming down her face, she began to search desperately for some way to get the grease off her hands. Again she tried the silk of her gown, but within
         a little while she was wiping her hands on the walls, sidling around the room, smearing them with grease. She rubbed her palms
         on the wall so rapidly that heat built up and the grease melted. She did it again and again until her hands were red, until
         some of the softened scabs on her palms had worn away or been torn off by invisible snags in the wooden walls.
      

      
      When her palms and fingers hurt badly enough that she couldn’t feel the slime on them, she wiped her face with them, gouged
         at her face with her fingernails to scrape away the grease there. Then, hands dirty again, she once more rubbed them on the
         walls.
      

      
      Finally, exhausted, she fell to the floor and wept at the pain in her hands, at her helplessness to get clean.

      
      Her eyes were shut with weeping. Tears streaked down her cheeks. She rubbed at her eyes, at her cheeks – and felt how slimy
         the tears made her skin, how filthy she was. She knew what this surely meant: the gods had judged her and found her unclean.
         She wasn’t worthy to live. If she couldn’t get clean, she had to blot herself out. That would satisfy them. That would ease
         the agony of it. All she had to do was find a way to die. To stop breathing. Father would be sorry he didn’t come when she
         called to him, but she couldn’t help that. She was under the power of the gods now, and they had judged her unworthy to be
         among the living. After all, what right did she have to breathe when the gate of Mother’s lips had stopped letting the air
         pass through, in or out, for all these many years?
      

      
      She first thought of using her gown, thought of stuffing it into her mouth to block her breath, or tying it around her throat
         to choke herself – but it was too filthy to handle, too covered with grease. She would have to find another way.
      

      
      Qing-jao walked to the wall, pressed against it. Sturdy wood. She leaned back and flung her head against the wood. Pain flashed
         through her head when it struck; stunned, she dropped to a sitting position on the floor. Her head ached inside. The room
         swung slowly around and around her. For a moment she forgot the filthiness of her hands.
      

      
      But the relief didn’t last long. She could see on the wall a slightly duller place where the grease from her forehead broke
         up the shiny polished surface. The gods spoke inside her, insisted she was as filthy as ever. A little pain wouldn’t make
         up for her unworthiness.
      

      
      Again she struck her head against the wall. This time, however, there was nowhere near as much pain. Again, again – and now she realized that against her will, her body was recoiling from
         the blow, refusing to inflict so much pain on herself. This helped her understand why the gods found her so unworthy – she
         was too weak to make her body obey. Well, she wasn’t helpless. She could fool her body into submission.
      

      
      She selected the tallest of the statues, which stood perhaps three meters high. It was a bronze casting of a man in mid-stride,
         holding a sword above his head. There were enough angles and bends and projections that she could climb. Her hands kept slipping,
         but she persevered until she balanced on the statue’s shoulders, holding onto its headdress with one hand and the sword with
         the other.
      

      
      For a moment, touching the sword, she thought of trying to cut her throat on it – that would stop her breath, wouldn’t it?
         But the blade was only a pretend blade. It wasn’t sharp, and she couldn’t get her neck to it at the right angle. So she went
         back to her original plan.
      

      
      She took several deep breaths, then clasped her hands behind her back and toppled forward. She would land on her head; that
         would end her filthiness.
      

      
      As the floor rushed upward, however, she lost control of herself. She screamed; she felt her hands tear free of each other
         behind her back and rush forward to try to break her fall. Too late, she thought with grim satisfaction, and then her head
         struck the floor and everything went black.
      

      
      Qing-jao awoke with a dull ache in her arm and a sharp pain in her head whenever she moved – but she was alive. When she could
         bear to open her eyes she saw that the room was darker. Was it night outside? How long had she slept? She couldn’t bear to
         move her left arm, the one with the pain; she could see an ugly red bruise at the elbow and she thought she must have broken
         it inside when she fell.
      

      
      She also saw that her hands were still smeared with grease, and felt her unbearable dirtiness: the gods’ judgment against
         her. She shouldn’t have tried to kill herself after all. The gods wouldn’t allow her to escape their judgment so easily.
      

      
      What can I do? she pleaded. How can I be clean before you, O gods? Li Qing-jao, my ancestor-of-the-heart, show me how to make
         myself worthy to receive the kind judgment of the gods!
      

      
      What came at once to her mind was Li Qing-jao’s love song ‘Separation.’ It was one of the first that Father had given her
         to memorize when she was only three years old, only a short time before he and Mother told her that Mother was going to die. It was exactly appropriate now, too, for wasn’t she separated from the goodwill
         of the gods? Didn’t she need to be reconciled with them so they could receive her as one of the truly godspoken ones?
      

      
      

         someone’s sent

         a loving note

         in lines of returning geese

         and as the moon fills

         my western chamber

         as petals dance

         over the flowing stream

         again I think of you

         the two of us

         living a sadness

         apart

         a hurt that can’t be removed

         yet when my gaze comes down

         my heart stays up

      



      
      The moon filling the western chamber told her that it was really a god, not an ordinary man-lover who was being pined for
         in this poem – references to the west always meant that the gods were involved. Li Qing-jao had answered the prayer of little
         Han Qing-jao, and sent this poem to tell her how to cure the hurt that couldn’t be removed – the filthiness of her flesh.
      

      
      What is the loving note? thought Qing-jao. Lines of returning geese – but there are no geese in this room.

      
      Petals dancing over a flowing stream – but there are no petals, there is no stream here.

      
      ‘Yet when my gaze comes down, my heart stays up.’ That was the clue, that was the answer, she knew it. Slowly, carefully,
         Qing-jao rolled over onto her belly. Once when she tried to put weight on her left hand, her elbow buckled and an exquisite
         pain almost made her lose consciousness again. At last she knelt, her head bowed, leaning on her right hand. Gazing down.
         The poem promised that this would let her heart stay up.
      

      
      She felt no better – still filthy, still in pain. Looking down showed her nothing but the polished boards of the floor, the
         grain of the wood making rippling lines reaching from between her knees outward to the very edge of the room.
      

      
      
      Lines. Lines of woodgrain, lines of geese. And couldn’t the woodgrain also be seen as a flowing stream? She must follow these
         lines like the geese; she must dance over these flowing streams like a petal. That was what the promise meant: when her gaze
         came down, her heart would stay up.
      

      
      She found one particular line in the woodgrain, a line of darkness like a river rippling through the lighter wood around it,
         and knew at once that this was the stream she was supposed to follow. She dared not touch it with her finger – filthy, unworthy
         finger. It had to be followed lightly, the way a goose touched the air, the way a petal touched the stream. Only her eyes
         could follow the line.
      

      
      So she began to trace the line, follow it carefully to the wall. A couple of times she moved so quickly that she lost the
         line, forgot which one it was; but soon she found it again, or thought she did, and followed it to the wall. Was it good enough?
         Were the gods satisfied?
      

      
      Almost, but not quite – she couldn’t be sure that when her gaze slipped from the line she had returned to the right one. Petals
         didn’t skip from stream to stream. She had to follow the right one, along its entire length. This time she started at the
         wall and bowed very low, so her eyes wouldn’t be distracted even by the movement of her own right hand. She inched her way
         along, never letting herself so much as blink, even when her eyes burned. She knew that if she lost the grain she was following
         she’d have to go back and start over again. It had to be done perfectly or it would lose all its power to cleanse her.
      

      
      It took forever. She did blink, but not haphazardly, by accident. When her eyes burned too much, she would bow down until her left eye was directly
         over the grain. Then she would close the other eye for a moment. Her right eye relieved, she would open it, then put that eye directly over the line in the wood and close the left. This way she was able to make it halfway across the room until
         the board ended, butting up against another.
      

      
      She wasn’t sure whether that was good enough, whether it was enough to finish the board or if she needed to find another woodgrain
         line to follow. She made as if to get up, testing the gods, to see if they were satisfied. She half-rose, felt nothing; she
         stood, and still she was at ease.
      

      
      Ah! they were satisfied, they were pleased with her. Now the grease on her skin felt like nothing more than a little oil.
         There was no need for washing, not at this moment, for she had found another way to cleanse herself, another way for the gods to discipline her. Slowly she lay back on the floor, smiling, weeping softly
         in joy. Li Qing-jao, my ancestor-of-the-heart, thank you for showing me the way. Now I have been joined to the gods; the separation
         is over. Mother, I am again connected to you, clean and worthy. White Tiger of the West, I am now pure enough to touch your
         fur and leave no mark of filthiness.
      

      
      Then hands touched her – Father’s hands, picking her up. Drops of water fell onto her face, the bare skin of her body – Father’s
         tears. ‘You’re alive,’ he said. ‘My godspoken one, my beloved, my daughter, my life. Gloriously Bright, you shine on.’
      

      
      Later she would learn that Father had had to be tied and gagged during her test, that when she climbed the statue and made
         as if to press her throat against the sword, he flung himself forward with such force that his chair fell and his head struck
         the floor. This was regarded as a great mercy, since it meant he didn’t see her terrible fall from the statue. He wept for
         her all the time she lay unconscious. And then, when she rose to her knees and began to trace the woodgrains on the floor,
         he was the one who realized what it meant. ‘Look,’ he whispered. ‘The gods have given her a task. The gods are speaking to
         her.’
      

      
      The others were slow to recognize it, because they had never seen anyone trace woodgrain lines before. It wasn’t in the Catalogue
         of Voices of the Gods: Door-Waiting, Counting-to-Multiples-of-Five, Object-Counting, Checking-for-Accidental-Murders, Fingernail-Tearing,
         Skin-Scraping, Pulling-Out-of-Hair, Gnawing-at-Stone, Bugging-Out-of-Eyes – all these were known to be penances that the gods
         demanded, rituals of obedience that cleansed the soul of the godspoken so that the gods could fill their minds with wisdom.
         No one had ever seen Woodgrain-Tracing. Yet Father saw what she was doing, named the ritual, and added it to the Catalogue
         of Voices. It would forever bear her name, Han Qing-jao, as the first to be commanded by the gods to perform this rite. It
         made her very special.
      

      
      So did her unusual resourcefulness in trying to find ways to cleanse her hands and, later, kill herself. Many had tried scraping
         their hands on walls, of course, and most attempted to wipe on clothes. But rubbing her hands to build up the heat of friction, that was regarded as rare and clever. And while head-beating was common, climbing
         a statue and jumping off and landing on her head was very rare. And none who had done it before had been strong enough to
         keep their hands behind their back so long. The temple was all a-buzz with it, and word soon spread to all the temples in Path.
      

      
      It was a great honor to Han Fei-tzu, of course, that his daughter was so powerfully possessed by the gods. And the story of
         his near-madness when she was trying to destroy herself spread just as quickly and touched many hearts. ‘He may be the greatest
         of the godspoken,’ they said of him, ‘but he loves his daughter more than life.’ This made them love him as much as they already
         revered him.
      

      
      It was then that people began whispering about the possible godhood of Han Fei-tzu. ‘He is great and strong enough that the
         gods will listen to him,’ said the people who favored him. ‘Yet he is so affectionate that he will always love the people
         of the planet Path, and try to do good for us. Isn’t this what the god of a world ought to be?’ Of course it was impossible
         to decide now – a man could not be chosen to be god of a village, let alone of a whole world, until he died. How could you
         judge what sort of god he’d be, until his whole life, from beginning to end, was known?
      

      
      These whispers came to Qing-jao’s ears many times as she grew older, and the knowledge that her father might well be chosen
         god of Path became one of the beacons of her life. But at the time, and forever in her memory, she remembered that his hands
         were the ones that carried her bruised and twisted body to the bed of healing, his eyes were the ones that dropped warm tears
         onto her cold skin, his voice was the one that whispered in the beautiful passionate tones of the old language, ‘My beloved,
         my Gloriously Bright, never take your light from my life. Whatever happens, never harm yourself or I will surely die.’
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      JANE

      
      

         <So many of your people are becoming Christians. Believing in the god these humans brought with them.>

         <You don’t believe in God?>

         <The question never came up. We have always remembered how we began.>

         <You evolved. We were created.>
         


<By a virus.>

         <By a virus that God created in order to create us.>

         <So you, too, are a believer.>

         <I understand belief.>

         <No – you desire belief.>

         <I desire it enough to act as if I believed. Maybe that’s what faith is.>

         <Or deliberate insanity.>

      



      
      It turned out not to be just Valentine and Jakt who came over to Miro’s ship. Plikt also came, without invitation, and installed
         herself in a miserable little cubicle where there wasn’t even room to stretch out completely. She was the anomaly on the voyage
         – not family, not crew, but a friend. Plikt had been a student of Ender’s when he was on Trondheim as a Speaker for the Dead.
         She had figured out, quite independently, that Andrew Wiggin was the Speaker for the Dead and that he was also the Ender Wiggin.
      

      
      Why this brilliant young woman should have become so fixed on Ender Wiggin, Valentine could not really understand. At times
         she thought, Perhaps this is how some religions start. The founder doesn’t ask for disciples; they come and force themselves
         upon him.
      

      
      In any event, Plikt had stayed with Valentine and her family for all the years since Ender left Trondheim, tutoring the children
         and helping in Valentine’s research, always waiting for the day that the family journeyed to be with Ender – a day that only
         Plikt had known would come.
      

      
      So during the last half of the voyage to Lusitania, it was the four of them who traveled in Miro’s ship: Valentine, Miro,
         Jakt, and Plikt. Or so Valentine thought at first. It was on the third day since the rendezvous that she learned of the fifth
         traveler who had been with them all along.
      

      
      That day, as always, the four of them were gathered on the bridge. There was nowhere else to go. This was a cargo ship – besides
         the bridge and the sleeping quarters, there was only a tiny galley and the toilet. All the other space was designed to hold
         cargo, not people – not in any kind of reasonable comfort.
      

      
      Valentine didn’t mind the loss of privacy, though. She was slacking off now on her output of subversive essays; it was more
         important, she felt, to get to know Miro – and, through him, Lusitania. The people there, the pequeninos, and, most particularly,
         Miro’s family – for Ender had married Novinha, Miro’s mother. Valentine did glean much of that kind of information, of course
         – she couldn’t have been a historian and biographer for all these years without learning how to extrapolate much from scant bits
         of evidence.
      

      
      The real prize for her had turned out to be Miro himself. He was bitter, angry, frustrated, and filled with loathing for his
         crippled body, but all that was understandable – his loss had happened only a few months before, and he was still trying to
         redefine himself. Valentine didn’t worry about his future – she could see that he was very strong-willed, the kind of man
         who didn’t easily fall apart. He would adapt and thrive.
      

      
      What interested her most was his thought. It was as if the confinement of his body had freed his mind. When he had first been
         injured his paralysis was almost total. He had had nothing to do but lie in one place and think. Of course, much of his time had been spent brooding about his losses, his mistakes, the future he couldn’t have. But he
         had also spent many hours thinking about the issues that busy people almost never think about. And on that third day together,
         that’s what Valentine was trying to draw out of him.
      

      
      ‘Most people don’t think about it, not seriously, and you have,’ said Valentine.

      
      ‘Just because I think about it doesn’t mean I know anything,’ said Miro. She really was used to his voice now, though sometimes
         his speech was maddeningly slow. It took a real effort of will at times to keep from showing any sign of inattention.
      

      
      ‘The nature of the universe,’ said Jakt.

      
      ‘The sources of life,’ said Valentine. ‘You said you had thought about what it means to be alive, and I want to know what
         you thought.’
      

      
      ‘How the universe works and why we all are in it.’ Miro laughed. ‘It’s pretty crazy stuff.’

      
      ‘I’ve been trapped alone in an ice floe in a fishing boat for two weeks in a blizzard with no heat,’ said Jakt. ‘I doubt you’ve
         come up with anything that’ll sound crazy to me.’
      

      
      Valentine smiled. Jakt was no scholar, and his philosophy was generally confined to holding his crew together and catching
         a lot of fish. But he knew that Valentine wanted to draw Miro out, and so he helped put the young man at ease, helped him
         know that he’d be taken seriously.
      

      
      And it was important for Jakt to be the one who did that – because Valentine had seen, and so had Jakt, how Miro watched him.
         Jakt might be old, but his arms and legs and back were still those of a fisherman, and every movement revealed the suppleness of his body. Miro even commented on it once, obliquely, admiringly:
         ‘You’ve got the build of a twenty-year-old.’ Valentine heard the ironic corollary that must have been in Miro’s mind: While
         I, who am young, have the body of an arthritic ninety-year-old. So Jakt meant something to Miro – he represented the future that Miro
         could never have. Admiration and resentment; it would have been hard for Miro to speak openly in front of Jakt, if Jakt had
         not taken care to make sure Miro heard nothing but respect and interest from him.
      

      
      Plikt, of course, sat in her place, silent, withdrawn, effectively invisible.

      
      ‘All right,’ said Miro. ‘Speculations on the nature of reality and the soul.’

      
      ‘Theology or metaphysics?’ asked Valentine.

      
      ‘Metaphysics, mostly,’ said Miro. ‘And physics. Neither one is my specialty. And this isn’t the kind of story you said you
         needed me for.’
      

      
      ‘I don’t always know exactly what I’ll need.’

      
      ‘All right,’ said Miro. He took a couple of breaths, as if he were trying to decide where to begin. ‘You know about philotic
         twining.’
      

      
      ‘I know what everybody knows,’ said Valentine. ‘And I know that it hasn’t led anywhere in the last twenty-five hundred years
         because it can’t really be experimented with.’ It was an old discovery, from the days when scientists were struggling to catch
         up with technology. Teenage physics students memorized a few wise sayings: ‘Philotes are the fundamental building blocks of
         all matter and energy. Philotes have neither mass nor inertia. Philotes have only location, duration, and connection.’ And
         everybody knew that it was philotic connections – the twining of philotic rays – that made ansibles work, allowing instantaneous
         communication between worlds and starships many lightyears apart. But no one knew why it worked, and because philotes could not be ‘handled’, it was almost impossible to experiment with them. They could only
         be observed, and then only through their connections.
      

      
      ‘Philotics,’ said Jakt. ‘Ansibles?’

      
      ‘A by-product,’ said Miro.

      
      ‘What does it have to do with the soul?’ asked Valentine.

      
      Miro was about to answer, but he grew frustrated, apparently at the thought of trying to give a long speech through his sluggish,
         resisting mouth. His jaw was working, his lips moving slightly. Then he said aloud, ‘I can’t do it.’
      

      
      
      ‘We’ll listen,’ said Valentine. She understood his reluctance to try extended discourse with the limitations of his speech,
         but she also knew he had to do it anyway.
      

      
      ‘No,’ said Miro.

      
      Valentine would have tried further persuasion, but she saw his lips were still moving, though little sound came out. Was he
         muttering? Cursing?
      

      
      No – she knew it wasn’t that at all.

      
      It took a moment for her to realize why she was so sure. It was because she had seen Ender do exactly the same thing, moving
         his lips and jaw, when he was issuing subvocalized commands to the computer terminal built into the jewel he wore in his ear.
         Of course: Miro has the same computer hook-up Ender has, so he’ll speak to it the same way.
      

      
      In a moment it became clear what command Miro had given to his jewel. It must have been tied in to the ship’s computer, because
         immediately afterward one of the display screens cleared and then showed Miro’s face. Only there was none of the slackness
         that marred his face in person. Valentine realized: it was Miro’s face as it used to be. And when the computer image spoke,
         the sound coming from the speakers was surely Miro’s voice as it used to be – clear. Forceful. Intelligent. Quick.
      

      
      ‘You know that when philotes combine to make a durable structure – a meson, a neutron, an atom, a molecule, an organism, a
         planet – they twine up.’
      

      
      ‘What is this?’ demanded Jakt. He hadn’t yet figured out why the computer was doing the talking.

      
      The computer image of Miro froze on the screen and fell silent. Miro himself answered. ‘I’ve been playing with this,’ he said.
         ‘I tell it things, and it remembers and speaks for me.’
      

      
      Valentine tried to imagine Miro experimenting until the computer program got his face and voice just right. How exhilarating
         it must have been, to re-create himself as he ought to be. And also how agonizing, to see what he could have been and know
         that it could never be real. ‘What a clever idea,’ said Valentine. ‘Sort of a prosthesis for the personality.’
      

      
      Miro laughed – a single ‘Ha!’

      
      ‘Go ahead,’ said Valentine. ‘Whether you speak for yourself or the computer speaks for you, we’ll listen.’

      
      The computer image came back to life, and spoke again in Miro’s strong, imaginary voice. ‘Philotes are the smallest building
         blocks of matter and energy. They have no mass or dimension. Each philote connects itself to the rest of the universe along a single
         ray, a one-dimensional line that connects it to all the other philotes in its smallest immediate structure – a meson. All
         those strands from the philotes in that structure are twined into a single philotic thread that connects the meson to the
         next larger structure – a neutron, for instance. The threads in the neutron twine into a yarn connecting it to all the other
         particles of the atom, and then the yarns of the atom twine into the rope of the molecule. This has nothing to do with nuclear
         forces or gravity, nothing to do with chemical bonds. As far as we can tell, the philotic connections don’t do anything. They’re just there.’
      

      
      ‘But the individual rays are always there, present in the twines,’ said Valentine.

      
      ‘Yes, each ray goes on forever,’ answered the screen.

      
      It surprised her – and Jakt, too, judging from the way his eyes widened – that the computer was able to respond immediately
         to what Valentine said. It wasn’t just a preset lecture. This had to be a sophisticated program anyway, to simulate Miro’s
         face and voice so well; but now to have it responding as if it were simulating Miro’s personality …
      

      
      Or had Miro given some cue to the program? Had he subvocalized the response? Valentine didn’t know – she had been watching
         the screen. She would stop doing that now – she would watch Miro himself.
      

      
      ‘We don’t know if the ray is infinite,’ said Valentine. ‘We only know that we haven’t found where the ray ends.’
      

      
      ‘They twine together, a whole planetful, and each planet’s philotic twine reaches to its star, and each star to the center
         of the galaxy—’
      

      
      ‘And where does the galactic twine go?’ said Jakt. It was an old question – schoolchildren asked it when they first got into
         philotics in high school. Like the old speculation that maybe galaxies were really neutrons or mesons inside a far vaster
         universe, or the old question, If the universe isn’t infinite, what is beyond the edge?
      

      
      ‘Yes yes,’ said Miro. This time, though, he spoke from his own mouth. ‘But that’s not where I’m going. I want to talk about
         life.’
      

      
      The computerized voice – the voice of the brilliant young man – took over. ‘The philotic twines from substances like rock
         or sand all connect directly from each molecule to the center of the planet. But when a molecule is incorporated into a living
         organism, its ray shifts. Instead of reaching to the planet, it gets twined in with the individual cell, and the rays from the cells are all twined together so that each organism sends a single fiber of philotic connections
         to twine up with the central philotic rope of the planet.’
      

      
      ‘Which shows that individual lives have some meaning at the level of physics,’ said Valentine. She had written an essay about
         it once, trying to dispel some of the mysticism that had grown up about philotics while at the same time using it to suggest
         a view of community formation. ‘But there’s no practical effect from it, Miro. Nothing you can do with it. The philotic twining of living organisms simply is. Every philote is connected to something, and through that to something else, and through that to something else – living
         cells and organisms are simply two of the levels where those connections can be made.’
      

      
      ‘Yes,’ said Miro. ‘That which lives, twines.’

      
      Valentine shrugged, nodded. It probably couldn’t be proven, but if Miro wanted that as a premise in his speculations, that
         was fine.
      

      
      The computer-Miro took over again. ‘What I’ve been thinking about is the endurance of the twining. When a twined structure is broken – as when a molecule breaks apart – the old philotic twining remains for
         a time. Fragments that are no longer physically joined remain philotically connected for a while. And the smaller the particle,
         the longer that connection lasts after the breakup of the original structure, and the more slowly the fragments shift to new twinings.’
      

      
      Jakt frowned. ‘I thought the smaller things were, the faster things happened.’

      
      ‘It is counterintuitive,’ said Valentine.
      

      
      ‘After nuclear fission it takes hours for the philotic rays to sort themselves back out again,’ said the computer-Miro. ‘Split
         a smaller particle than an atom, and the philotic connection between the fragments will last much longer than that.’
      

      
      ‘Which is how the ansible works,’ said Miro.

      
      Valentine looked at him closely. Why was he talking sometimes in his own voice, sometimes through the computer? Was the program
         under his control or wasn’t it?
      

      
      ‘The principle of the ansible is that if you suspend a meson in a powerful magnetic field,’ said computer-Miro, ‘split it,
         and carry the two parts as far away as you want, the philotic twining will still connect them. And the connection is instantaneous.
         If one fragment spins or vibrates, the ray between them spins and vibrates, and the movement is detectable at the other end at exactly the same moment. It takes no time whatsoever for the movement to be transmitted
         along the entire length of the ray, even if the two fragments are carried lightyears away from each other. Nobody knows why
         it works, but we’re glad it does. Without the ansible, there’d be no possibility of meaningful communication between human
         worlds.’
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