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      Enter the SF Gateway …


      In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


      

      ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





      Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


      The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


      Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


      Welcome to the SF Gateway.






Chapter 1

 

 

Pov Janusz woke early in TriPower's morning and heard one of the twins fretting in the nearby nursery, a baby's pleasant babble that meant matters weren't too serious yet but Da had better get up soon. He slid out of bed, taking care to not wake Avi, then padded on bare feet into the apartment living room and on into the small adjoining kitchen. Above the kitchen sink, an exterior window looked out onto a star-strewn sky and the drifting gas veils of the Pleiades, the view moving slowly sideways with the space station's rotation. The window filtered to deep violet as the local sun came into view, its slanting light filling the kitchen with dusky golden shadows.

He blinked sleepily and yawned, then leaned over the sink to look down at his cloudship in her construction cradle below TriPower Station. He always checked every morning and Siduri's Isle was always there, but it was an easy habit he had enjoyed during the new cloudship's five months of construction. The golden sunlight gleamed on Isle's triangular prow and sail structures, with long shadows aft of the holds and lab modules, residential pods, and the large engine assembly. Siduri's Isle would be larger than her mothership, Siduri's Net, and built for strength and speed, strong enough to challenge the Orion Nebula itself. And she was his as shipmaster. His.

During Isle's construction, he and Avi had transferred from Net to TriPower Station, joined by Pov's gypsy family and several of Isle's key staffpeople as TriPower's shipwrights built two cloudships, Siduri's Isle and Diana's Mirror, a new class of cloudship that blended the best of Arrow's ship designs and Net's new engine technology. Two other cloudships, Net herself and Ishtar's Jewel, would join the Nebula venture; TriPower had earlier refitted the two older cloudships, strengthening the hull shielding, rebuilding the engines, and modifying computer systems and sails. A few more days, perhaps another week, once Net and Diana's Arrow had returned from T Tauri with a new harvest of the superheavy particles that would make such a journey possible, and four cloudships would launch across the gulf to Orion's Great Nebula. It would be the first attempt by any cloudship to reach the Nebula, the first ever.

They would go in search of a new future. Net's new ship-drive had given her a windfall in consortium fees from her partners, paying the cost of Isle's building and Net's refit, with enough left over for a capital reserve. But the drive secret could not be kept forever, and Earth was doing her damnedest to shorten the wait—by every means the mother planet had in her formidable powers. It was an uneven war, one lone ship's stubborn insistence on her rights of discovery against the combined industrial, political, and popular forces of collective humanity.

By long-established treaty, Net was entitled to a one percent franchise fee for her trade secrets, payable by every ship and colony that used the technology. When Net had suggested to Earth that Earth simply pay for the drive, Earth had added up one percent of the entire interstellar economy and sternly lectured Captain Andreos about Net's unseemly greed. Greed is good, Andreos had retorted, and one percent is one percent: read your laws. Ridiculous, Earth sputtered. One percent, Net replied, and so the assault had begun.

For months now, the Earth senate had tried to pass a law to force Net to reveal her secret, with its effort blocked only by EuroCom's shaky alliance with other interstellar corporations, each of which had its own secrets to protect but also lusted for the new drive. In the interim, half a dozen Earth ships had destroyed themselves at T Tauri while trying to repeat Net's discovery, an effort that would continue, ship after ship after ship, until it succeeded or Net handed over the drive. While the public and scientific assaults stalled, Earth opened another front in civil litigation, quietly encouraging public interest groups to file lawsuits against Net "in the interests of humanity," one lawsuit after another, each joining the dogged effort by Tania's Ring to bludgeon Net into submission, the more long-winded and expensive the legalities the better.

And all the while, egged on by government and corporations both, the News-Net on Earth had gone crazy, talking constantly about the drive and Net and cloudships and Pov the Gypsy and the dauntless Thaddeus Gray and the wise and canny Captain Andreos, breathless with excitement, open-mouthed with wonder, thrilled and awed and endlessly loud. Whenever another ship wasted itself at T Tauri, the News-Net gasped in horror and shock, blaming Net personally for each disaster, totting the names and numbers for each new death toll, lecturing, berating, pontificating, endlessly loud, loud, loud. The media frenzy simply would not stop, and indeed could not stop until Net surrendered and gave the drive to Earth for free. Earth would see to that.

Until then, Net chose to be stubborn, standing on contract and virtue and her property rights—in the hope that Net and her sister cloudships might find a better future at the Nebula, a venue that only cloudships could sail, a future that would last. If they could find it there, before time ran out on the secret. If.

If. Below his window, Siduri's Isle drifted in her cradle, gleaming brightly in the golden sunlight. You are lovely, Pov thought. No matter how often he looked at Isle these several months, his pleasure and joy and satisfaction in Isle remained ever fresh. Somehow his new cloudship made the other worries less demanding, just by the looking. Loving Avi was the same: they both seemed a part of each other, Isle and Avi, and all other things new.

I won't worry today, he decided firmly. I have work to do.

He washed his hands in the sink and yawned again, still trying to wake up properly, then got two small bottles of milk from the refrigerator and snapped the seals to let them warm. He waited, yawning, until the bottle caps beeped at him, then picked up the warm bottles and headed for the nursery.

In the nursery off the bedroom, he glanced into Anushka's small crib, but his baby daughter was still fast asleep, her dark eyelashes shadowing her plump cheeks. In the other crib, his son Garridan was wide awake, old enough at four mouths to smile in recognition when Pov bent over him.

"Hullo, son," Pov said in Romany. "It's morning and a good road ahead. The sun's up. So are you."

Garridan waved his arms happily, ready for anything.

"That's the spirit," Pov approved.

He checked his son's comforts and repositioned the soft blanket that Garridan had kicked off, then offered one of the bottles. Garridan opened wide and fastened his mouth contentedly, his dark eyes watching Pov's face as he drank. Pov leaned an elbow on the crib railing and fingered the ribboned gypsy token that dangled over the crib, making it bounce and spin. Garridan's eyes tried to track on the dancing movement, not very deftly. Garridan was still learning how to connect to his environment, with uneven results: it was a problem that would lessen with age.

"Pretty?" Pov asked. The silvery token spun brightly over the crib, catching the sun's gleam from the window. His son kicked joyously. "I think so, too." Garridan kicked harder at the blanket, his lips curving upward as he sucked on the nipple. "That's the man."

The coin was a saint's protection against any jealous spirit of the night, part of the gypsy ritual that guarded Rom children in their earliest months, one that Avi had liked. Pov's Russki wife had found the other Rom rules for babies and new mothers less attractive, especially Avi's traditional seclusion from the other Rom during childbirth and the following six weeks. Avi had not expected Pov to be excluded from the twins' birth, and had wanted him there. Avi had wanted to show off the twins to Pov's gypsy family, proud and happy in her accomplishment, and a brief surreptitious visit by Pov's younger relatives had not satisfied her—nor the custom's implicit comment about new mothers and Avi's personal purity. Later, Avi had watched silently as Pov's mother threw away the possessions Avi had touched during her seclusion, including a silken baby blanket Avi had embroidered during the last few months of her pregnancy. Avi had forgotten and had touched the blanket and Patia had seen, and so the blanket was lost, "polluted" by Avi's ritual impurity. They were old rules dating back to the Rom's South Asian origins, and Avi found them hard to accept, however she had tried to adapt to a culture quite different from her own Russki heritage.

During those six weeks, Pov had taken her often to Isle and involved her in Tully Haralpos's work on Isle's Sail Deck—Avi would be Third Sail on Tully's staff—but Avi still felt she had missed something important, something more than a blanket or even Pov's sharing of the twins' birth. Likely she had, and it troubled Pov that Avi lost any wish because she had married him. He had given her his Rom family, a family connection she had always wanted, and he had given her the twins, a source of pride in herself that balanced much of her bleak life before she had joined Siduri's Net. It was something, but he always wanted everything, no exceptions, for Avi.

I should try harder, he thought. He scowled in frustration, worried for her. The same pressures that had created unexpected trouble for Net had affected the Siduri Rom as well, and his family could not currently be as flexible as it might have been for Avi's sake. For some unknown reason, the Earth News-Net had found itself utterly fascinated with Pov Janusz, Net's gypsy sailmaster, and had put his face and story across the airwaves for months. Gaje reporters had harassed Pov's relatives on Perikles, getting usually nowhere, and had published all kinds of nonsense about Pov and his family and their doings, most of which the Perikles Rom eventually heard. And so the family voivoide, the tribal chieftain, had sent a delegate to Tri-Power to inquire about the stories.

It had been a nasty visit, for the voivoide had sent Uncle Simen, his mother's sour and unpleasant elder brother who thought any digression from Rom law, however minor, disgraced the family and insulted the wider Rom as a race. He had scowled at Pov's Russki wife, large in her pregnancy, and then ignored Avi carefully, refusing to touch anything she had touched, refusing to eat anything she had helped prepare. Avi had fled to the other apartment in tears, and had refused to return until Simen left, a favor Margareta firmly granted. The second day of his visit, Simen had tried to persuade Karoly against accepting his ranking as Isle's Second Hold, and had advised Kate and Patia to give up their ship trades altogether, and had listened attentively to Bavol's whining complaints about the family's gaje attachments, and had disapproved, disapproved, disapproved.

Simen had looked especially hard at Kate's marriage to a gaje husband, a fact only rumored on Perikles and now unfortunately confirmed by himself. When he'd arrived, Simen had glanced once at Sergei, just once, then had never looked at him willingly again, an ostracism exceeding even his rudeness to Avi. Then, during the final loud argument, Simen had called Kate a whore in Margareta's hearing, and had threatened the entire family with explusion from the Rom if Margareta did not order immediate divorce—not that divorce, he added snidely, could ever repair Kate's honor. She was tainted beyond any forgiving, he declared, and her daughter Chavi with her. No self-respecting Rom would ever marry Chavi, a polluted gaje half-breed girl—better to give her to the gaje to raise, if they'd take her, of course. Personally, Simen doubted it.

Margareta had thrown Simen bodily out of the apartment, and not a Rom soul had seen Uncle Simen off when he reboarded the Perikles freighter a few hours later. And so it sat, for now, with the ball in the voivoide's court.

Rom law was not as harsh as Simen wished, and Simen's threats far exceeded his authority as the voivoide's delegate, but the worry had lingered like a drifting odor after Simen's departure. Years ago the Perikles voivoide had approved Margareta's request to join Fan and had never complained since; the family had the value of the precedent. A Rom elder only reluctantly reversed a decision, and other Rom had made a few untraditional choices within Perikles society, though not as extreme. The matter was arguable, and even Kate's marriage was arguable. And the voivoide was a wiser and more tolerant man than Simen, very old now but still hale, and a man that his mother had known all her life and still trusted.

Even so, it was not a good time for the family to relax its traditions, not even for Avi. It was not a good time, yet it was a joyous time, an odd and uneasy blend of old and new, troubles and happiness. Ahead lay a bright possible future at the Nebula, if they could find it there, and a surer legacy for all of Net’s children. He looked down at Garridan in his crib, healthy and vigorous and growing fast. His son. Pov the Gypsy. Fame. They could keep their fame, all of it.

By the time Garridan finished his bottle, Anushka was awake and wanted hers, a courtesy in timing that the twins had recently worked out somehow. Pov picked her up in her blanket and sat down in Avi's nursing chair by the window, then cradled his daughter as he fed her the other bottle of milk. Anushka watched his face solemnly with Avi's dark eyes, her tiny hand patting softly at his arm. In the nearby crib Garridan burbled to himself, kicking vigorously at his blanket, full and dry and warm with a parent nearby, a baby's paradise.

Da's paradise, too, Pov thought happily, now that the routine with the twins had settled down. He had thought he knew what to expect when the twins were born, a fine event, surely, and a fatherhood he had delayed overlong for a Rom male. He had expected Avi's joy, the late-night wails, the anxieties of new parents. He had not expected his feelings when he held his child's small weight and saw that first smile made not at random, but at him.

You're a dote, Avi had told him, and claimed she'd known all along he would be. Suits, he thought happily and smiled at his solemn little daughter. So I'm a dote. "Baby girl," he murmured. "Pretty girl."

Anushka patted his arm softly, content, and they sighed in unison. Pov laughed softly and leaned back in the chair, Anushka cradled snugly in his arms as she nursed, then looked out the window.

Most of TriPower's exterior windows were set into the floor instead of the walls, a natural result of the station's ring design and gravity by rotation, but Pov found walking across an apparent open pit unnerving, especially when half-asleep late at night. Most of the station inhabitants agreed, and so TriPower put different window arrangements in the residential quarters, building a long lower edge of apartments with a single window per apartment on an exterior wall. Pov's apartment had an extra window in the nursery, courtesy of its vantage on a projecting extension from the station's inner ring. It gave him a view to watch without sitting in the sink, which he appreciated. During the past five months, he had missed a cloudship's many windows more than he had expected, but not enough to disrupt TriPower's busy traffic patterns by moving Isle into visual range of his morning routine.

Even a shipmaster has his pinches, he thought cheerfully, not minding at all.

Beyond the strong polymer barrier of the window, Ishtar's Jewel drifted out of TriPower's detached ship-dock, her engine refit completed and her shipmaster obviously restless for action. Captain Janofsi had no good reason to undock today, and Pov suspected his reasons for doing so. When Earth's siege had begun in earnest, Captain Andreos had been forced to withhold certain essentials of the drive secret from his consortium partners, not from concern about their principals, but because a secret available to several hundred more people had several hundred more chances to leak away. It took only one person to forget loyalty and listen to the bribes or threats or promises for Net to lose it all. Sigrid Thorsen, TriPower's stationmaster, had accepted the decision with grace, and Thaddeus Gray of Diana's Arrow had shrugged, knowing he would get it all in time. Jewel had chosen to feel insulted, and had remained insulted, quarrelsome and sour.

As Pov watched, Arrow's daughter ship, Diana's Moon, undocked from the ship-bay too, and began drifting away to nowhere particular. A few minutes later, Arrow's other daughter, Diana's Hound, also undocked and floated randomly away, joining the display. The three cloudships migrated around local space for a while, touring slowly, until Jewel drifted back toward the ship dock, followed reluctantly by Moon herself. One by one, the cloudships redocked, their tall prows just visible above the large metal structure of the docking bays.

And there was silence, Pov thought sourly.

Skyrider strut, Athena Mikelos called it. Pov hadn't decided if Janofsi's troublemaking was mere show, as Athena thought, or intentional politicking in the hope of nudging Net to Jewel's side of things. Whatever the truth of it, Athena had the perfect metaphor in her crew of rowdy skyrider pilots. Who needs adult behavior?

"Watch my jets," Pov murmured to Anushka. Anushka thought about it, and solemnly agreed.

When Anushka had drained the bottle empty, he set it on the table beside the chair. As he looked down at his daughter, Anushka curved her lips in one of her rare smiles, her dark eyes warming. Exuberant Garridan smiled at everyone who came near him, eager for contact with all the world and its parts, but Anushka's was the smile Pov always waited for. Avi's smile could be as shy, and perhaps Anushka would grow into the same quiet worries that Avi kept too much inside, her mother's daughter in several ways. For now, thankfully, Anushka's worries were few: Pov would see to that.

"Pretty girl," he murmured and got up from the chair, patted Anushka's back until she burped softly, then laid her down in her crib. He turned to the other crib and pulled Garridan's blanket back up again. His son went right back to kicking. Pov left him to it, but he moved the thermostat up a fraction as he left the nursery.

Avi was still sleeping, her long dark hair tumbled over her face and moving with each long slow breath. One slender foot poked out from the bottom of the bedcovers, showing which parent had handed Garridan that bit of heredity. Pov glanced at the wall clock and considered mercy, then decided not. He bent to tickle Avi's bare foot. She stirred and jerked her foot out of range under the covers, then rolled over on her back and sighed, still fast asleep. Pov took hold of the bottom edge of the bedcover and yanked.

Avi's eyes flew open. "Hey! Stop that!" she said, and grabbed at the sliding coverlet.

"No," he said and tussled with her for the covers. "Up!"

With another yank, he jerked the bedcovers out of her hands, then grandly tossed the covers into the far corner of the bedroom. Avi came swarming off the bed, intent on mayhem, and Pov ran into the living room with Avi in quick pursuit. As Avi grabbed at him, he dodged around a chair.

"Maybe if you move faster," he said smugly, "you might catch me."

"You just watch what happens when I do," Avi warned, her dark hair swinging as she grabbed again. She missed badly, giggling too hard to get efficient. Pov danced sideways across her path, taunting her, then dodged behind the chair when she lunged at him.

"Move it, Avi," he told her severely as she circled to cut him off. "You have to do better than this."

She grabbed again, and he darted past her into the bedroom, not quite fast enough. A well-timed shove in the back sent him flying, and he landed hard, nose-down on the bed. He was trying to right himself when Avi pounced on him, flipped him neatly on the rebound, and pinned him flat.

"Umph," Pov said in surprise, then relaxed bonelessly as Avi kissed him. She chuckled against his mouth, then lifted her head.

He smiled back at her. "Good morning," he said.

"You lost," she boasted.

"I did not. I woke you up, didn't I?"

"I won't comment on that." Avi yawned and craned her neck to look at the clock, then wrinkled her nose. "I think they've got the gravity set too high here," she said irritably. "I'm still sleeping longer than I should, then go dragging around all day, one foot after the other." She rolled on her back and yawned again. "How do you file a complaint? I think I'll complain."

"I fed the twins," Pov said.

Avi had closed her eyes and smiled vaguely.

He poked her hip. "We can do the bedcover bit again," he warned.

"Don't you dare."

"And maybe next time," he added, "I'll let you catch me."

Avi opened her eyes and turned her head to look at him. "What d'you mean, 'next time'? I caught you this time."

"Did not." Pov stretched out his legs comfortably and took her hand into his. 

"Did too."

"Did not. I fed the twins. Did you hear that before?"

"Oh, you did? Good." Avi yawned again, then closed her mouth with a snap and sat up, fluffing her hair with her other hand as she yawned again. She turned her head to smile as he squeezed her fingers.

"Did too," she said. "You didn't used to play as much before," she added, tipping her head as she looked at him. "Serious Pov, dutiful Pov, and all that. I think I'm good for you."

"I decided you were good for me a long time ago."

Avi leaned back on an elbow and moved her hand slowly down his chest, caressing him, then stilted her fingers down his abdomen toward his pajama trousers.

"And dutiful Pov has to go over to Isle for a meeting," he said as her hand sneaked inside. "So do you." He firmly shifted her hand back to his chest, then tugged on her hair to bring her mouth down to his again. "Sorry, love."

"Meetings, meetings." Avi swung her legs off the bed to sit on the edge, then sighed dramatically.

"Endless meetings," he agreed. "That's the way it was when Net was new." He sat up and kissed Avi's shoulder, then her neck. When she raised her hands to untangle her long hair, he slipped his hands around her and cupped her heavy breasts.

"Really?" she asked drolly. "You keep this going, and I could make you late." He shifted his hands suggestively, not minding at all if he was late, though he shouldn't be, not two days in a row. On the other hand, he was the shipmaster, wasn't he? He could be late if he wanted to. Sort of.

"Ouch," Avi said as he pressed too hard. "Careful with those."

"Sorry. You made me late yesterday, you'll remember, and I got comments from Tully and Athena both. Let's space this out."

"Why?"

"There's probably some reason, but I haven't a clue." He slid his legs over the edge of the bed and stood up, then held out his hand. "Come take a shower with me. You can grope and I can grope and then I can sigh dutifully and tell you no way."

"That's a deal. And we'll see about 'no way,' Povinko."

Avi took his hand and came into his arms. He kissed her lingeringly, her body pressed warmly against his. As the kiss went onward, Avi leaned slowly backward, and laughed as Pov cooperated in sinking back onto the bed. "Shower later, maybe?" she asked.

"I think I'm going to be late again."

"Too bad," Avi murmured, with no sympathy. "You had your chance."

 

As the water streamed down on them in the shower stall, Avi pressed close to Pov, her arms wrapped around his waist, and stepped them around in a slow circle dance. He kissed her wet face, then tangled his fingers in her long hair and arranged the curls on her shoulders, taking care with the arrangement. She caressed him, stepping them slowly around, then laughed softly as she looked up at him.

"I never knew," she said, "what joy really was. Until you. Then I knew."

"I want you to be happy, Avi."

"I am happy, Pov—of course I am. You worry too much about that. Take it from a Russki: we know everything that counts. What we don't know isn't worth knowing."

"That's a nice reality." He let his hands wander down her back, then up again.

"I think so." She sighed and laid her head on his shoulder.

"We're late," he reminded her. She chuckled low in her throat. "Don't gloat. One of these days I'm going to get some moral spine and fend you off when I should."

"Oh, sure you will," Avi scoffed. "Ho, ho. You are nicely accommodating, Povinko, and I'll gloat all I want. It's my privilege."

Avi turned off the water and clicked open the shower door, then looked back and smiled before stepping on out. It was a moment he wanted to remember forever, he knew suddenly, when Avi had turned and smiled at him over her shoulder, all her love in her eyes. He leaned against the shower wall, willing himself never to forget. 

"Pov?" Avi said.

"I'm coming." He followed her out of the shower. Avi slipped on a robe and went out to check on the twins, then rejoined him in the bathroom.

"Your mother's talking at me again," she said. She nudged him sideways a step with her hip and ran water into the sink, then bent down to bathe her face. "Give up Sail Deck, be a proper mother, she says. Don't go to the Nebula with Pov, think of the children."

"Sergei says she's after Kate, too, same subject. I think she's been thinking about Uncle Simen and setting up a few preemptive moves."

"Good luck on that," Avi snorted. "Kate told me she's thmking of moving out again after the family moves aboard Isle. Patia keeps interfering with how she's raising Chavi, and asks these snide questions about why Chavi's a blond, as if that's all a mystery."

Pov sighed. "Patia is hardly an example of perfect wife."

"Oh, she thinks she is, and Bavol backs her up all the way. He's insufferable now, preening himself about how he's been right all along, blah, blah, blah. Pov darling, I have trouble liking one or two of my new relatives." Avi splashed her face vigorously.

"I can't promise it'll get better, Avi. It could get worse." He grimaced. "That's not a new comment, is it?"

"It's okay. I'll survive it, whatever it is."

"Want to move over to Isle today?" Pov asked. "Tawnie's been waiting for you to say the word."

Avi thought about it. "Yes, I think I would." Then she shrugged, looking tired, too wan. "Running away won't solve anything."

"Nuts to that. It's all going to follow you to Isle, right?"

Avi made a face. "I suppose." She sighed.

Pov opened the over-sink cabinet and rummaged for his beard depilatory, then started taking off his stubble, wondering if his Rom family would ever settle down into any real peace. Probably not. After the three-year fight about Kate's choice of a gaje outsider as husband and then Pov's own marriage to Avi, his family wanted a reprieve from the troubles that had plagued them for too long. Margareta Janusz had discovered limits to her power as puri dai, and now sometimes chose, instead of dehvering direct commands, to drift a few ideas and watch the family's reactions: it helped. For a similar reason, he and Avi had delayed moving aboard Isle, as they could have done by now, to give his family the extra time together on TriPower.

But Simen's visit had not helped; it had stirred up the old conflicts again that his mother had recently tried to settle, then added a new worry that the Perikles Rom, pressured by gaje reporters and newly alarmed by the gaje threat to the temptable young, might force the voivoide to make an example of Pov's family. It was not likely, not at all, but until now it hadn't even been a possibility.

Why are people so difficult? Pov thought in frustration as he toweled his face dry. It'd be much easier if I could say "do it" and they do, even Uncle Simen. I think I need to be a king, he decided. King Pov.

"She also wants us to move in with the other Rom on Isle," Avi was saying. "It's about the seventeenth time she's brought that up. She says I need training to be a proper bori. What's a bori, Pov?"

"Bottom-ranked daughter-in-law," Pov said. "You get to do all the housework while the other women loll on cushions."

"Indeed?" Avi turned her head and raised an eyebrow.

"That's the theory. Later, when the bori is older and has four or five kids, she can be more of an equal, do only most of the housework."

Avi straightened abruptly. "Are you suggesting we—?"

"Not at all." He clucked, chiding her gently. "There's a reason for Rom bori, Avi. Back when Rom girls married at twelve, that young a girl still had to learn almost everything about keeping a house and caring for her children, so her mother-in-law did the teaching. It's the same for youngest daughter. Tawnie genuinely likes keeping house for Damek and Narilla; ask her. It's her gift to them, younger to older: it's one of the strengths of the Rom, why we have the strong family ties that we have. So stop wiggling your eyebrows and thinking it's all social domination."

Avi pursed her lips and looked dubious. "Your balance again, I suppose."

"True. Somehow I don't think I'm persuading you."

"But why give up Sail Deck?" Avi said, frowning. "Why is that a rule? I can be a good mother and a sail officer."

"Of course you can. And it's not a rule, never has been. It's just my mother's idea of things she'd like—or Bavol's niggling. Just watch: Bavol will make Patia give up her ship job and stay at home as Judit does. Three down, you and Kate to go, Bavol thinks, though Tawnie won't stay stuck as he thinks she will. But, still, they've got Kate at home; now they're after you, I think."

"For sitting duck? Avi around all the time to criticize?" Avi was scowling seriously now. Ordinarily, Avi tried to hide her irritation with his family's not-so-subtle pressures, not wanting to worry him. He wondered what Patia had said the other morning to set this off, and could guess at a suitable comment or two.

"I admit the opportunity," he said dryly, "all those mistakes you can make, the raised eyebrows, the aghast comments when you goof on the purity rules. Don't listen to them. Rom women have always worked, just like the men, though at different things. And just because Mother says things doesn't mean she ought to get what she wants, elder or not." He frowned back at her distractedly.

"Should we take the twins to the Nebula?" Avi asked softly, voicing the worry that had troubled them both.

Pov sighed. "No, we probably shouldn't." He looked at her bleakly. "Infants are too vulnerable to x-ray radiation, and we're bound to catch some hard x-rays, especially if we attempt the Core. You know that. Kate should leave Chavi behind, too." His sister's baby daughter had just started to walk, getting into everything.

"Is Tully taking his kids?"

"Yes. So is Athena—but they're older, Avi, old enough to be safe in the shielded sections. A baby isn't. And that means the twins will have to stay here."

"With your mother, I suppose." Avi wrinkled her nose.

"Or Aunt Narilla. Somebody would have to stay behind. But I doubt either could turn their hearts and minds before we get back, true?" Pov found a comb in the cabinet for other straightening.

"True." Avi hesitated, watching his face. "Do you want me to give up Sail Deck?"

"No. How can you even ask that?" Pov turned to Avi and studied her expression. Avi hid so much from him, wanting to spare him, that sometimes he lacked a database on how hard she had to try. He saw his beloved's unhappy face and wished he had a magic wand, wished lots of things he somehow couldn't manage to give her. "Listen," he said softly, "anytime you want to back off on the culture adapting, it's okay. You want to be Russki, I'll love you as Russki. You want to keep trying to turn into Rom, I'll love you as Rom. It doesn't change what you are—and even if you do decide to change what you are, I'll still love you. Call it a constant, right?"

"So tell me what you want on this bori item."

"Why is what I want the main factor?" he asked her. "Why should you make all the changes? Why should you give up what feels comfortable to you, just so I can feel comfortable?"

"I want you to 'feel comfortable,'" Avi said stubbornly.

"We have a problem, I think. I want you to have everything, and you want me to have everything, and so we go toe-dancing around every time we have another of our culture-shock discussions. There's got to be a better way. How about trading off each time? First the Rom wins, then the Russki, then turnabout again. It'll average out."

"Humph."

"Indeed."

"I don't want to move in with your family," Avi said. "Not with Bavol and Patia there." 

"Neither do I."

"And I don't want to leave the twins behind." 

Pov sighed. "But—"

"It's part of being a cloudship, taking the twins wherever we go," Avi said in a low voice. "It's part of being a family, too, both Rom and cloudship. Kate says Rom children always travel with their parents, whatever the dangers. So it's part of our road together, Russki and Rom, of not being separated, ever. And it's part of me, never leaving my children." She firmed her jaw and looked at him squarely.

"They could be hurt, Avi," he protested. "It's too dangerous, especially at their age."

"You or I could be hurt at the Nebula. Everybody could be hurt. But that's part of our road, the road I want the twins to have and never to lose, not even now. So I'm telling you what I want, part of the everything." She quirked her mouth and looked away. "God, what a hard choice this is. But I don't think it's just my selfishness, wanting them by me. I think it's important for other reasons. Can you understand?"

"Yes, I do," he said slowly. "And I think you're right."

"Well, we still have a few days to decide."

"Haven't we decided already?" He saw her lift her chin, and she took a shaky breath.

"Yes," she said. They both gusted their breath at the same moment, then laughed softly at each other. "Love you," Avi said.

He leaned to kiss her. "Thank you for being patient, Avi," he said. "Thank you for trying."

"Surely, Pov. Though I'd thought it'd be easier by now."

"Bavol and Patia aren't helping, I agree. I suppose it's not much comfort to tell you my mother is actually being quite moderate, compared to what she could do."

"You're right. It's not." Avi plucked a towel from the rack and covered her head, then walked out of the bathroom, drying her hair.


Chapter 2

 

 

At TriPower's skyrider port, Josef Novak waited patiently in his skyrider's cabin, checking over his instruments. As Pov and Avi stepped through the hatch, he looked around and smiled.

"Morning, sir," he said cheerfully. Quick and lean, dark-haired like his Greek mother, Josef had his own version of Athena's pilot flair. Nothing daunted Josef, and he met everything head-on with the same good humor and determination. Those qualities had led Athena to choose Josef as Isle's chief pilot, a decision Pov had fully seconded. Josef was the best of Net's blending of Slav and Greek, an asset to their new ship.

"Morning, Josef," Pov said. "Sorry we're late."

"No problem, sir."

Pov sat down by Avi and buckled himself in, then watched as Josef smoothly lifted them from dock and set course for Isle. As they crossed the several hundred meters of open space, Pov studied Isle's sleek lines, looking for any irregularity, any lack in her grace. Complete except for some interior finishing, some last computer checks, Isle gleamed in the sunlight, brand-new, with Arrow's own grace and size in her overall design, a dozen other ideas in the finer points added by Sailmaster Ceverny and Net's engineers. A thousand meters beyond her, now coming into view just under the other curve of TriPower's outer ring, her twin, Diana's Mirror, drifted inside her construction cradle, an inspection craft hovering above her sail assembly.

Avi clucked her tongue softly as Mirror reminded her. "Oh, I forgot, Pov. I invited Rachel to dinner tonight."

"Dinner is where you have it, right? Rachel won't mind. No reason not to move aboard Isle."

Avi shrugged humorously. "I suppose. I'll go back and start packing after alpha watch. I'll expect you to show up later to help," she added with a Rom wife's firm command.'

"Yes, Avi," he said patiently. Avi snickered at his tone. Pov had eight million other things to do on Isle and Avi knew it.

"You'd better show up," she warned. "No excuses. You're in trouble if you don't."

“I’ll show up.”

"Good."

The skyrider swept easily under Isle's starboard wing and climbed toward the skydeck port in the rear of the prow. As the clearance fights began flickering, the port ahead irised open into the outer airlock. Josef set the skyrider down neatly on the exterior landing platform, then rolled the ship into the lock. When the interior door opened, the skyrider continued onward across the skydeck into a small docking bay on the right.

"Safely delivered, sir," Josef said, when they had stopped.

"Thank you." Pov unbuckled his belts.

Pov handed Avi down the short skyrider ladder and got a nose wrinkling for his trouble—Avi always felt she could hand herself down just fine, thank you—then he thanked Josef again. The young man nodded and loped off toward Traveler in the adjoining skydeck bay, where a crew of TriPower technicians were working busily on the cutter's exterior hull plates, carefully fitting an array of sensors into the nose-assembly. The large skyrider, eight times the size of the standard pilot-ship, gleamed palely under the deck lights, smooth white and blue metal with a stepped-back raked profile.

Traveler was another design idea Net and Arrow had adopted for Isle's prototype class, one with good possibilities for the Nebula. With the cutter's jump capacity, the cloudships could extend their light-ranging baseline across several light-years, rather than limit themselves to a single point for data-gathering or a series of jumps along a baseline. As Isle's lead pilot, Josef had a say in assignments, and he had promptly assigned himself as Traveler's pilot, with Athena's amused indulgence. Pov smiled as he watched the young man vault up the cutter's steps, vanishing inside. If only he and Athena could somehow prod Josef into more interest in Helm Deck, an interest so far largely absent in favor of Josef's beloved piloting, Josef had good promise for the future.

Look at me, he thought, amused by his own plots. Thinking like a shipmaster. He smiled more widely, tempted to be far too pleased with himself, as he probably was already. Avi glanced at his face and tipped up the corners of her mouth, then slipped her hand into his. They strolled off skydeck into the connecting companionway to the elevators, taking their time. Late was late. What the hell.

He dropped Avi off at Sail Deck and rode the elevator upward another two levels to Admin level. As Pov stepped out of the elevator, a blond TriPower tech dressed in a utility coverall looked around and straightened from his work on an environmental duct. The man smiled and nodded pleasantly.

"How's it coming, Axel?" Pov asked, walking up to peer into the open control panel. Inside, a maze of crystalline chips and power rods gleamed in orderly disorder.

"We'll be done with this ducting tomorrow, sir—or at least we TriPower gnomes won't be quite as visible in corridors. Some of the interior wall systems still have to be brought online with the computers."

"Sounds good." Pov looked around at the pale white and pastel decor of walls and carpeting that Tri-Power's designers had borrowed so artfully from then-own station. Everything metal gleamed. "She's beautiful," he said enthusiastically.

"That she is, sir." They smiled at each other in total accord.

Axel Bergstrom, one of Sigrid's station engineers, had asked to transfer to Isle's engineering department, once the contract details could be arranged with Euro-Corn. Sigrid was still fighting gamely, not at all inclined to give up one of her best station techs, but she'd likely lose the argument for all her guile. Axel had that look.

Pov left Axel to his work and walked past two other techs farther down the hallway, each busy with final details, then turned into his office. A litter of data printouts from yesterday still spilled across his side table, and Irisa Haralpos was busily getting them into order. Tully's wife had decided to come out of her semiretirement, now that their youngest was four and old enough for day school, and had volunteered to work as Pov's admin aide. The offer had pleased Pov—he hadn't known that Irisa might be interested until she actually offered—and so far they'd enjoyed their different relationship. Irisa had a nimble mind and wasn't at all impressed by his shipmaster Joftiness, or so she had told him. She had promised Tully within Pov's hearing to keep him in line, which had led to other comments. She and Pov were still amicably debating the finer points.

"Morning," he said absently as he sat down at his desk and shuffled some of the paper there. More computer reports. Somehow lately, his office paper had multiplied like rodents whenever he left his office untenanted. A new scientific principle, perhaps. Pov's version of spontaneous generation, like little animalcula springing to life in pond water. Or dark matter creating itself in deep space when telescopes weren't looking. Or gnome magic. TriPower had gnomes; Axil said so. "Where does all this stuff come from?" he complained.

"Don't you love paperwork?" Irisa asked, not looking around.

"No," he said, then grabbed hastily when a stack of reports started unzipping itself off the edge of his desk.

"I do, too." They both shuffled papers in silence for a time, then compared papers, trading this for that. "My sons' guinea pigs do this," she commented, handing him another report. "Each paper curl in its proper spot makes a pigly home."

"Pigly forever, I'm sure. Does Chief Putakin have to print out all this stuff?"

"Well, he says we'd better until he's sure the computer system works."

"Isn't it working?" Pov asked, alarmed, raising his head.

"Of course it's working. All of this is just in case." Irisa rolled her eyes, then leaned a hip against his desk and crossed her arms. She regarded the stacks on Pov's desk for a long moment, looked at the side table, then pursed her lips judiciously. "I feel secure, I think. Don't you feel secure?"

Pov shoved the tallest pile of reports toward her across the desk. "Co-opt a side room and pile most of it in there, will you? I can't think with all this stuff staring at me."

"It's going to get worse," Irisa warned. "Today he's running a total system download, and he wants you to have a copy of everything. I expect the stack will run a meter high." Irisa grinned as Pov pretended to clutch his head. "Maybe more," she added blithely, rubbing it in. "Maybe two meters high, maybe even three. When the first stack gets to the ceiling, we can start a new stack alongside. In fact—"

"Put it all in the other room," Pov told her firmly.

Chief Yuri Putakin, the brilliant computer specialist Net had lured away from the Russkis at Tania's Ring, was the chief architect of Isle's new computer systems, a genius at his trade, an unquestioned treasure to Siduri's Isle—but he carried caution too far.

"Yes, sir." Irisa gathered up the nearest stack of reports from the table and sauntered gracefully out of the room.

While Irisa finished clearing most of the paper out of his office, Pov turned on his computer and ran through a brief check of the various tech reports on screen, a medium he far preferred to paper. Isle's main systems were now fully installed, with only some minor hold installations left to complete. Tully had begun actual sail drills with Isle's sailset, and the engine chief had twice taken Isle out of her cradle to test-run her new engines. Soon. When Net returned from T Tauri in a few days, she would offship a third of her crew to Isle, filling up her new daughter ship's ranks with other transfers from Jewel and TriPower.

Even with the multiple transfers, Isle would still be somewhat undercrewed, but would compensate with increased computer control. Most of Athena's Helm Map programming, for instance, would be capable of piloting the ship by itself through a range of possible crises, and could continue that piloting for hours without actual human direction. Most of the sailset would be controlled by computer, too, and TriPower had lent several of its sorting programs from its own gas processors for Isle's Hold Deck programs. Net’s ship engineers had thought about such changes for several years, and one idea had contributed to another when Isle presented her blank slate. With the aid of her computers, Isle would function as a smooth machine, one entity.

Different to think of the ship as a whole, he mused. On Sail Deck, his preoccupation had always been his sails, and how they intersected with Athena's piloting through plasma. Elsewhere, he had known vaguely, Janina had been catching atoms, and still other places other ship people were experimenting in labs, teaching the children in schools, inventorying supplies near the holds, quietly disputing contract interpretations on chaffer's level. Now he saw Isle as an integrated ship, her many parts working together. It was a new way to look at a cloudship he already loved, a larger way that pleased him. As sailmaster, he had often watched Net’s exterior beauty through any available window, what part of her he could see: now he saw another beauty in Isle, the elegance of design and purpose that lay within, and within her the people who shared that purpose, made the ship theirs in her essential ways.

Irisa glanced at him as she carried the last stack toward the door. "Need me for anything?"

"Not especially," he said absently. "Go do whatever you want to do."

"Yes, sir," She sauntered out of his office.

As he did first every morning, Pov windowed into the extensive operations plan for the Nebula and clicked quickly through TriPower's latest observatory scans of the Nebula, checking the newest data.

Astronomers had studied the Orion Nebula for three centuries, and still did not understand its most fundamental processes. Perhaps controlled by galaxy-wide magnetics or density waves, the galaxy's ever-present hydrogen sometimes collected in massive dense clouds a hundred or more light-years in breadth, and the Orion Molecular Complex was one of the galaxy's largest, stretching from Orion's sword through his tri-starred jeweled belt, with a spray of older stars mounting his left shoulder, an accumulation of matter equal to the mass of half a million suns. At its heart, the multiple O-stars of the Trapezium illuminated a vast fan-shaped region of gas and dust twenty fight-years across, forming the visible Nebula, but an even larger collection of dark and cold hydrogen bulked behind it. The Nebula was a treasure trove in hydrogen and other molecules, if the cloudships could handle the conditions. If.
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