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Inthe shuttle, Xichen was babbling.
"Ramachandraiodv ond Muthusaumy will never live this down,
after I prove them wrong!"

"If yowprove themw wrong;" I said.

The inhabitonty of the planet below had taken the nine
membery of our landing pauty hostage and were threatening
to- kil them. One was the only mawv I had ever loved. Xichew
and I were flying down to-the surface ow av desperate rescue
migsion that might condemw ug to-the saume fate. And all
Xichew could talk about was the glovy that would be his when
he got to-say "I told yow so” to-all the scientisty who-had
disagreed withy hinm.

"I know they're wrong. Polowiged light from space! What theovy
they come up withv next for causing chivality? Eartivy magnetic
fleld?" Xichew's accent re-asserted itself when he got excited.

Chirality is o property hawing to-do-with the arrangement of
atoms inv v molecule. If v molecule iy chival, thew ity mivvor
image iy related to- it invthe way that youwr right hand is
related to-your left.

For no-obvious reason, all chiral substaumnces prodiuced by living
organisms o Eartivexist inv ondy one of the two-possible mivror
umage forms. The ovigin of this "biological chirality" is one of
the great mysteries of science. Theories runthe goumut from
polawiged light of astronomical ovigin to-weird quantum-
mechanical effecty of a Bose condersed phase early inthe solow
system's history, to- selective catalysis of amino-acid and
cavbohydrate-forming reactions in asymmelric microcavities
of rocks.

Xichen went on. "Why there has to-be causefor biological
chirality? Why it can't just happen? We believe Eawtiv just
happen. We believe solow system just happen. We believe entive
universe with billions of galaxies just happerv. Why can't we
believe that biological chirality onw Eawthv just happen? Maybe
wes should explore theory that God caused chirality!"

AW of w suddeny, he seemed to-realige whom he was speaking to-
He glanced at me; falling silent.

I really was going to-kill André. As soon as we got him back
safe and sound.

"I doubt that God has av preference for the L-form of amino
acids, Xichen."

"No; no!" He coughed. "Of course not." He looked around for o
way to-change the subject. "What's this do?"

"Donw't touch that!" I snapped.
His hand jerked away.

"Yow might be in charge of this mission, Xichen, but yowve
never landed o shuttle: Ay long as we're moving; I'mv inv charge:.
Donw't touch anything."

His eyes were wide open. "Yes, maam/!" he said at last.

Xichenw was my boss; so-1 probably shouldnw't have ravised my
voice. But I was o little edgy.

the positional read-out. We were just about ready to-push into-
owr re~entry ovbit.

I worried some more about André. He had been badly injured
inthe attock: And about five hours ago, their captors had
implants, so-we could no-longer monitor their vital signs.



For all I knew, André was aliready dead.

Just then, Captain Jaiwook Lee's voice sounded over the
speakers. "Tanais? We have av problem.”

Another one?
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It was o diplomatic mess. Three of Eantivy four space agencies
had beeww inv v race to- send av crewed mission to-Alpha
Centouwry, the only other stoaw systeam knowwn to-host intelligent
life. Huwmang and Centourions had been talking to-each other
for over eighty years. The Centouwians didn't have space travel,
but the large tribe that seemed the most technologically and
culturadly sophisticated had indicated that they woulds
welcome av visit from their neawest galactic neighbors.

The Chinese vessel had awrived first. The Chinese on that ship
weren't talking to- usy any more than the Centounrians were;, but
the one explanation we had received from the Centouwions
indicated that they believed the Chinese landing pawty had
caused the deativ of one of their leading citizens. They were
holding all humany resporsible for the incident, despite owr
nsistence that the United Nations Space Agency was
independent from the Chinese prograwm. Whes owr pauty of five
diplomats, two-linguists, and two- security staff stepped out of
the shuttle we sent down, they were met by over o hundred
armed Centounrions.

Xichew Zhao- (Chinese-born, but o citigen of Australia) believed
that the poisoning had been a terrible accident. He had joined
this mission, putting four Uight years and several years time
didation between himw and his wife and children,; to- inwestigate
whether the biological chirality of natuwral molecules on the
Alpha Centounr v systenmv's inhabrited planet was the same as that
onw Eauth; or opposite. He was hoping for opposite; because that
would be the end of the astronomical polariged light theory
beloved of Ramachandraiadv and Muthusamy. Sob and Alphov
Centouwri were too- close in space for polawiged light from the
Oriow Nebulow (the suggested culprit) to-have opposite effects o
bothv systems.

When we learned about the poisoning, Xichenw was conwinced
that here was further evidence that the planet below had
evolved chirality opposite to-that onw Eawtiv. Most molecules that
are mirvor images of those we normally covswme are passeds
along by our bodies unchanged. But some of the exceptions are
profoundly toxic. Xichew's theory was that Eawtihvfood must
containv small amounts of such materialy and this was why one
of the Centowwrions had died from eating it. Thus, by sending
himv doww to-the planet and allowing him to-carry out the
experimenty he had originally joined the mission to-perform,
he argued that he might also-be able to-prove to-the
Centouwrions that the poisoning had been unintentional.

Of course; thig still didn't explain why the Centounrioans had

been saumpling unanalyzed food from an alier ecosystesm. Or
why the Chinese ambassadors had offered it.
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"Yowll hawe to- abort the landing, " Jaiwook said. "The
Centourions finally answered our message informing themm
that yow were coming down.”

My heaut leaped. "They're letting the hostages go?"

"No: They've thweatened to-blow up yowr shuttle as soon as yow

k%%

Xichenw had applied for the UNSA interstellow mission because
he wanted to-gain new insighty into-the fundamentals of
molecudaw evolution. I had applied because I had failed to-
execute o permanent break-up with André by any other means:
I figured that four-plus Light years distance and thirteew years
apawt should do-the trick.

What I didn't know was that he had applied too, for the saume
reasovv.



Once we bothv realiged what had happened, neither of us woulds
back out. What if the one who- followed thwough with the
screening process got rejected; and we were bothv stuck on Eawtiv

together?
Inhindsight, Eawtivis av Lot bigger thaw awnv interstellor
spaceship.

k%%

I felt o dull sickness in the pit of my stomach. André was going
to-die. There was nothing I could do-

"Tanais? Are yowthere?" Jaiwook asked.
Xichew also-looked hovrifited. My cynical side wondeved if it
was because nine people we had lived and worked with for over

fowr years were about to-die or because he wouldnw't be able to-
do-hig experiment after all.

"Yes, I'mhere."

I tried to-think quickly. It wasnw't one of my strengihs. I was one
"Taiwook," Xichew said. "The Centaunmriany have moawny countries,
Jjust like onwEautih. Only one country holding owr people

I caught my breativ. I knew what he was going to-suggest.
"Yes, Xichen," came the reply, "but we've tried to- communicate
withv other major tribes since the incident, and none of them
will talk to- us either.”

I stouted pulling up satellite mapy of the three tribes sharing
land boundaries with the one we had sent our ambassadors to-

"But none of them thweaten to-blow up owr shuttle: Right?"

There was ovlong pause: I looked for reasonably-siged cities
situated near appropriate tevrain. My heart was pounding.

"None of themv hawe landing strips;” Jaiwook said. Some
Centourion tribes had pretty sophisticated computing,
commumnications and weapony technology, but they didnw't
hove air travel. The only landing strip ow the planet was
within the territory of the tribe that both we and the Chinese
had planned to- make first contact with, built specifically for
humaown surfoce-to-orbit vessels.

I frowned. I had thwee possible sety of landing coovdinates. But
they were coming up fast. If we didnw't stout the re-entry
procedure inthe next few minutes, we would have to-wait o
additional two- howry for owr shuttle to- make another
revolution around the planet.

I didnwt want to-wait that long. Something inv me didnw't want
to- be cautious and caveful, not this time:.

"The shuttle doesn't need avlanding strip,” I said. "It's not like
it has wheels." The compressed air bed would work almost as
well o avfield; as long as I didwt hit any trees.

Another pause. "Tanais, I know yow received top scoves invyour
shuttle training module. But yowre not an experienced pilot.”

The solutions to-the landing calcudations were flashing on ny
screeny, telling me whewn to-engage the engines if I wanted to-
reach each spot onthe surface. The re-entry window for one
came and went.

I sent Jaiwook av set of coordinates. "We're landing here." There
was awv opev field neaw av major city invthe territory due novtiv
of that belonging to-the tribe holding owr crewmembers. "Try to-
contact this group and tell them we're. coming.”

"How s that going to-help?" Jaiwook demanded.

T donw't know," I said.



There was no- move time to-wait. I engaged the engines. We
dropped..

*%k%

André and I met briefly as teenagers, in cowrt. We had botiv
beew raised invfundamentalist Chwistion enclaves inv novtherv
Québec and had been called, withv several other children, to-
testify duwing a legal battle over owr custody. Should owr
parenty be allowed to-raise usy according to-their oww beliefs; or
did the consequent deprivation of modern medical technology,
lack of avproper scientific education and disconnection from
the outside world constitute a form of abuse?

Ouwr pawrenty won; nevertheless, Andvée and I bothvleft owr
respective communities as soov as we were old enough. We
reconnected inVancower and fell into-av stormy relationship
that neither of usy ever really wanted. He followed me to-Zurich
for my post-doc and Paris for my first job; never admitting that
he was doing it for me;, but never letting me forget what it had
cost him.

He was everything I wasnwt: chawming, impetuous; scornful of
authority. He had made a clean break with the faithv and
community of his past, which I couldnw't do- I still attended
churchv sometimes, and dutifully trekked home for Chwistmas
and Easter despite the disapproving looks I received frow my
pawenty friends once they knew I had gottenw ID implants.
André hadn't gone home since leaving, and he wouldn't go-to-
my home either. He wouldnwt evesv meet my parents whew they
left the security of their enclawve to-visit me.

I guess awpout of me exwied him for his ability to-leave
everything behind. I couldnw't leave it all behind wntil I had
aw interstellow mission to- use as anv excuse. I would have felt
too-guilty. And yet, paradorically, I clung to-André because he
way also- v connection to-my past. It wowld have beew awkwards
explaining my pawenty and their community to-arnyone else.
The enclave was too-weivd.

And we had o agreement. André was the one who- insisted o
it. We didn't reveal one another's backgrounds to-anyone else.

I shouwld hawe knoww that, acting ow av drunken whim, he
would be the one to-break that agreement.

XKk

The shuttle doory couldn't be opened until the exterior hads
cooled to- o safe temperature. Xichen,; restless, stoawted pacing.
But the grawvity wore himv out, and he collapsed back into-his
seat. It was only two-thirds Eauth-standowrd, but it felt about
ten times stronger. Owr year -long one gee decelevation had
ended three months ago-

I pinged the ship again.

"Ghovbani heve." I heawrd the calm, feminine voice of Jaiwook's

"Mirabel speaking;" I said. "Any developments?" Jaiwook was
negotiating ow another channel with the new tribe of
Centounrians.

"I do-not yet know, Dr. Mirabel," Commander Ghorbani replied.
"We will notify yow as soon as any agreement i reached. How is
the shuttle? Owr diagnostics suggest that yow did not incur

"The shuittle seems fine," I told her.

Xichew broke in. "The field we landed in does not look very
good. The heat of the shuittle set the grass o fire.”

I scauvmned the avea with the video- and weather sensovs. The
billowing wowves of grass I had caught o glimpse of duwring owr
landing were now av uniform charcoal black, and o ring of fire
surrounded us. Downwind, o wall of flavme was sweeping across
the plain. "That and the plasma streaumns coming out of the
landing jets.”



"I hope Captair iy o good negotiator," Xichew said. "I think
Centouwriany awen't very happy we set field on fire."

About half awv howr later, Xichenw made me call again.

"Yes, Dr. Mirabel?" Commander Ghorbani again, her voice as
patient as ever.

"Commander," Xichew said, before I had the chance to-answer
Commander Ghorboni, "there's large group of Centoumwrians

coming this way."

Jaiwook answered instead of the commander. "This is Jaiwook.
I hawe some good news. The governing council of the nearest
city iy willing to-let yow cawrvy out your experiment. The
Centourions yow see should be their delegation coming to-
escovt yow."

"That's ovrelief," I said.

"I also-have some not-so-good news;" Jaiwook said. "First of all,
this Centounriow tribe and the one holding owr landing party
awre apparently inthe middle of a border dispute. And then
there's the fire yow stoawted. No-one was killed, but they haven't
managed to-put it out yet, and it ruined some good land.”

"Which means?" I coaxed.

"Well; I got the impressionthat if Xichew can prove that the
poisoning was o accident, then these Centourioans wil be able
to-gloat o the international scene that their rivals to-the
southv imprisoned innocent guests. That will make thew looks
good inv comparison, and they'W probably forgive yow for the
fire.”

"And if Xichew can't prove it?"
I tuwrned up the volume on the cabin speakers to-droww out

Xichew protesting how he was "one hundred percent sure’ hisg
theory was correct.

"I think v significant minority wanty to-trade yow to-the rival
tribe as a bawrgaining chip in the terrvitorial dispute. If Xichew's
experiment does not prove that the Chinese poisoned their hosty
accidentally, that faction may win."

"Owr odds donw't look very good," I said. "IFXichen's experiment
explaing why those other Centouwiony got sick; these ones will
probadly let us live, so-they can embawrass the ones who-have
owr landing party. None of this speaks to-actually getting owr
landing party back alive."

There was avlong pause: I realiged that it was Jaiwook trying
not to-savy, "I told yow 0"

I promised myself not to- make any more impetuows decisions:.

k%%

While waiting for the shuttle hull to- cool;, we watched the
Centouwrioans through the front viewscreew. Evesv my
grondpoarenty had grown up seeing pictures of Centounrians ovv
the net, so-I alveady knew that they were six-limbed, scaled,
egg-laying carnivores, about 150 to-200 centumeters long, and
that their colovation patterns differed by regionw much as
hwmawy skivv color didi. The ones outside owr shuttle were
predominantly reddish-brown withv patches of teal. Except for o
bit of jewelry, they tended not to-wear nmuch clothing; so- it was
difficult to-look at them without imagining that yow were
seeing trained ligowds driving land skimmers and corrying
weapons:. Ligawvds with eyestalks and too-many legs. I had to-
remind myself that the reason they didnwt cowry many visible
personal electronics was that they had developed divect newral
interfaces with implanted devices to-an extent that no-one on

Earthv had ever managed.

We knew frustratingly little about Centounrion technology.
Partly because all the interstellow communication beacons
back home were controlled by Eartivgovernmenty who-fileds
away most of what they received as classified information. Ow
the other hand, the Centauwrions really hadnw't shawed, all that



much about their knowledge of the natural world and how
they could manipulate it. Probably because of how little ouwr
governments would tell them. Ay av result, although finding out
which chivality biological molecules in the Alphaw Centowuri
systemv had should hawve beew av simple matter of sending ov
message and waiting nine years for o reply, it wasnw't. Xichew
had had o howrd enough time getting enoughv scientific
vocabulary declassified to-allow owr trawvslator devices to-be
programuwmed, with- wordy like "amino-acid’ and "enantiomer”.

Finally, the safety system released control of the shuttle doors.
We didnw't put on full protective geow before going out, but we
did use our oxygen breathers. The air o the planet way
human-breathable, but the oxygern was equivalent to-what yow
would find o Eawtiv 5000 meters above sea level.

"Nvhao!" Xichen called out brightly, as soonw as his feet touched
the ground. After a brief delay, the translator puug in my eaw
repeated what he had said in Englishi Greetings! Xichew spoke
English onboard the ship, but translation software wovked
better if yow spoke your native tongiie:

"Greetings;" one of the Centoauriany said. I wished he would stop
pointing his two-weapons at us. "Yow wil come with us to-the
city."

There were about fifty of them, all riding two-or three to-av
small land, skinumer. The skinumers didn't look anything like
ouwrs. The Cenfounrions had a completely different body shape.
"Okay!" Xichew agreed. "We'll. get owr land skimumers out of the

hold. We need to-get the equipment out too- For the
experiments.”

"That will not be possible;” the Centowwiony said. "Yow will come
with us now."

Xichew stoawred at him. "Yow mean we shouwld walk? How fowr is
the city?"

"Five point thwee six kilometers." The trawnuslation software ofterv
gowe move precision thawn was appropriate whew translating
uwnity.

I thought of pinging Xiches withyan "Urgent: Not Possible!"
message; but he was right ow it. "We can't walk five kilometers,"
he said. "We're not used to-gravity right now. Besides;, the
purpose of our coming to-the city is to-carry out certain
experimenty wsing equipment that I have developed and
brought along with me. If we go-to-the city without owr
equipment, we will hawve to-come back to-get it." The translator
prograw spoke better English thaw Xichen, but ity voice was
bland and generic. I missed the energy and enthusiosm of
Xichews English.

For afew eerie moments, none of the Centourians answered.
They were all very still. Centoauriany don't blink, so-there was

no-way for us to-know what they were thinking.

Finally, the one who-had beew speaking said; "We have
conferred.” They must howe been using their newral
conmnectiony to-talk privately among themselves. "We will allow
yowto use your land skimmers and bring your equipment. But
one of usy will ride withveach of you, to-ensure that yow do-not
use your skinmumers as weapons. If yowtry to-attack anyone irv
the city, we will shoot yow."

I expected the Centouwwiow riding in my skimumer jump seat to-
feel cold and clamumy, but whew ity skin briefly contacted mine;,
I was suwbrised by how wowrm it was.

It pulled away quickly and apologized for bumping me: It
seemed smaller thawv the others. Fortunately, it did not point
ity weapow straight at me; which made me feel o lot less
awkwowrd:. The one riding with Xiches kept the mugszle of ity
gu resting flushy against his back.

Xichew hawrdly seemed to-notice:
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The Centounriowv city was like nothing I had ever seen. A wall of
red stone, about five meters high, encircled it. Almost every
square decimeter of the wall's suvface had beenw engraved withv
either the local Centauriowv script ov dlustrations of animal
and plant life. Neaw the ground, it was honeycombed withv
gates and windows.

We entered thwough the nearest gate, o ornate archway witiv
doors that looked like darkened cast bronge. Right after the
archway, o naurrow winding passage that had to-be negotiated
v single file rawn between stone walls alimost as high as those
swrrounding the city. The passage soow opened up onto-av large
plaga, ovoid in shape, paved inv move of the red stone. A huge
crowd of Centouwwrions had gathered; and all eyestalks were
pointed in owr direction as we came into-view.

Ay soon as my skimmer stopped, my Centounrion guawd hopped
out over the edge. It raised itself onto ity two-reaw legs,
lowering ity weapon, facing me. I had read that making
oneself taller signified o lack of hostility among Centouwions,
whereas crouching low to-the ground implied the opposite.

It spoke; and o moment later I heard my trowvuslation software
say, "Thank yow for the ride!"

"Yowre welcome;" I said.

"IT've always wanted to- meet o humany, " the Centouuwrion said.
"Whew I was v hatchling I had o big collection of humaouwv
trading discs. They hawve pictures of famous humans throughv
history."

One of the other Centouwians called out a phwrase that my
travuslator coulldnwt handle, followed by av comumand to-"Get
over here now!"

The one talking to- me pulled itself up to- ity full height, raising
bothv forelimbs as high as possible into-the air. "Byel!" it said.

"Good talking to-you!" And it dawted off to-join the others. The
one guowding Xichew followed.

I looked at the large crowd that had gathered to-watch us. I
wawved. None wawved back, except the small one that had been
guarding me. From o short distance away, my translator
device picked up ity words: "haunan greeting!”

I joined Xichew at the equipment pallet. "Does everything look
all right?" I asked.

"Yes; yes," he replied. "It's fine. We need to- do- some test injections
to- calibrate the system.” He didn't evesw look up at me;
preoccupied by connecting instruments to-their power supplies
and flipping switches. I felt like av thivd hand in awnv
incovwenient spot.

I glanced up. There was some conmmotion going ow aunong the
Cenlowmrions.

"Look over there," I said.

"Inv v minwite; " Xichew said absently. He tapped at o
touchscreen.

I looked up again. Suddenly, I saow several flashes; one after
the other, from the thickest paut of the crowd; low to-the
ground.

"Xichen!" I practically shwieked his naune.

"Inv v minuite, " he said again.

I edged around the apparatus, putting it betwees me ands
whatever was going ow. I wished I had a weapo.

The Centounrians werve all shouting at once: My translator
cowldnw't make anything out of it.

There were two- more flashes.



I glanced over my shoulder at the passageway that led back to-
the gate. No-one was over therve. I wondered what would
happew if I jumped on my skimumer and powered away.

But that wouldnwt do- muich for André' s chances.

I stepped out avound the apparatus again. Xichen was sl
tinkering. He didn't seem to- hawe noticed awvything.

A knot of Centouwrions detached themselves from the crowd and
stouwted loping towawds us. My stomach flipped over. But thew I
noticed that they were all walking on only their reawrmost legs,

Two- of them were carrying something between them. My
stomach protested whew I sow that it was av dead Centounrior.
Ity Limbs were contorted and about o quawter of ity body looked
like it had been rousted over av slow fire.

I instantly thought of Andvé. Way thatthe sovt of weapow that
had been used on him?

My legs felt weak. But I didnw't want to-sit doww if Centounrions
associated o lowered posture with hostility. I grabbed o edge
of one of Xichewy separvatiov devices.

"Don't touch that!" he exclaimed, trying to-shoo- me away withs
one hand.

"Xichew -"

"I meawv it! Yowre inv charge of the shuttle, but I'mv inv chawge of
the experimental apparatus. AW those party have to-fit together
Just so--" He raised his head to-better scold me;, and finally
seemed to- notice all the Centounrians who- had gathered
around us. "Oh. Hello-there."

"The disruption has beevw dealt with;" one of the Centouwions
said, "and the offenders are being apprehended.”

Over invthe crowd; several Centounrians were herding o lavger
group away. Many remained, but they seemed to-be moving as
for away as they could from where the flashing of weapons hads
occwrved.

"What was the cause of the disruption?” I asked. I tried not to-
look at the dead Centouwwrion. Two-others crouched over i,
slicing it operv and removing ity entrails.

They all staved at me; again without any expression that I
could discern. Finally, the one who-had spokew said; "It is v
Centouwrion matter.” He pointed to-the dead Centouwion. "Wes
were told that yow requived o sample of meat for your
experiments. There it is."

I tried to- quasihv my rising sense of racial superiority. I had
knowwn that the Centaurians practiced cannibalism. But I had
not expected to-be presented with such inescapable evidence.

"Thank you!" Xichew said. "Uh, would yow like us to-cut out owr
oww sample?”

Us? I wasnw't touching the corpse.

"No- We canv do-that." One of the two- Centouurions crouching
over the body extended a clow to-Xichen. Two-long; bloody
stripy of flesh hung fromv it. Centounriow blood looked

ndistinguishable from ours.
"Wl this be enough?” the Centouwriowy asked:

"Umy, winy, yes!" Xichen looked wildly arownd, perhaps hobing to-
find someone else to-take the offering. I took afew deliberate
steps away. After o moment, Xichew dropped the flesh into-one
of the blenders.

"We will leaves yow to- your wovk," said the Centowwriowm who-had,
beew speaking. It pointed to-thwee others standing off to-the
side: "These awe some of o oww scientisty. They will watch your
procedure; to-ensure that they can vouch for whatever
conclusions yow reach.”



The scientisty glided over with their long; graceful steps. One of
them seemed to-hawe had o smaldl mivvor swrgically implanted
nto- ity belly, around the level of ity middle pair of legs. I had

no-ideav why. I didwt think it could stretciv ity neck fow enougiv
to- see anything in the mivror.

"Welcome to-owr planet," said another.

The other Centouwrions who-had come over stowted to-walk
away, followed by about half owr escort from the shuttle. The
other members of our escort remained, stonding at regulor
intervals betweenv us and the crowds with their two-reaw paivs of
legs onvthe ground.

"Thank yow!" said Xichew. "I o Dr. Xichew Zhao, and this is
my colleague, Dr. Tanaisy Mirabel." He thrust o hand out
towawds the Centouuwriony scientists.

The thwee of thew stawred, at his hand. Finally, one said, "That iy
o very nice hand. Dids yow grow it yourself, or was it grafted
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Xichew drew his hand back quickly. He glanced at it o if
suddenly uncertainthat it looked right.

"Um,;, I was born with this hand," he said.

"Ohy" said v Centounriow. Another said, "It iy very attractive.”

I knew from my reading that Centouwwiony didnw't shake hands.
I supposed that Xichen had been too-busy composing his Nobel
acceptance speech to-try and leoawrw anything about the
cultures we would be encountering. "We're very pleased to- meet
yow;" I said.

The Centounriany all looked at me.

"Did yow want to- show us one of your hands, too?" one asked.

"That's all right," I said. "Once yowve seexv one huuwnouwv hand,
yowve seew thew all."

There was o brief pause. Thew one of the Centowwians said; "I
think that was o joke."

They all made o strange, grating noise;, i unisow. Laughter?

It was reasswring to- see that they felt just as awkwawd as we
did.

"It s unfortunate that those troublemakers came to-the plaza,”
the Centouwriowy o the right said. This one was the tallest of the
thrree; and ity head was alimost entirely teal-colored, except for
a small stowr-shaped patch under ity left eyestalk. "The police
shouwld hawe kept them away."

"They awre religious fanatics,” said the shovt one onthe left, the
one with the mirror. "They believe that huwmans are messengers
of the Great Devowrer, because yow feed your young withy milk

I glanced at Xichew. I hoped he wouldnwt say awvvything. Not
long before we had left Eawth; one of the fundamentalist
Chwistiownv enclowves had made wovldwide news withv av shovt filimy
that explained how Centounrians were servanty of the devil,
apparently because they were connibalsy and bore a vague
resemblance to-reptiles. Ever since Andvé said what he had said
about my religious beliefs;, everyone owthe ship had beew
giving me av hawd tume about it, re-playing recovdings of the
fllim withv images of me shopped in, making animated
Centoumrioans withv devil tails dance across my workscree.

Fortunately, Xichen chose not to-go-there. "We eat other things
too;" he said. "Not just eggs.”

"Including milk produced by pawents of other species to-feed
their young," Stoawpatch said.

"Yes," I said. I was getting irritated. "Some of us do- But none of
us eat other hwmans. That's against the low everywhere."



For & moment, I regretted hawving said that. The three
Centoumrioans just stood there looking at me. It was creepy how
they didwt show any faomiliow facial cues.

Suddenly Mirvorbelly made the laughing noise again. "As o
scientist, I find it remoavkable that life on your planet evolved
so- similawly to-what we find here. And yet, as I continuie to-
leawrn about huumans, sometimes I feel that yow ave our exact
opposite.”

"Tust like our moleculow components,” said Stawpatch, "if Dr.
XichenwZhao's theory iy correct.”

k%%

Al thrree scientisty were male. They were suwvprised to-leawrn my
gender, and Mirrorbelly asked who- sat o my eggs while I was
working; before Stowpatch reminded him of the reproductive
differences between owr species.

This was one of the reasons we (and the Chinese; for that
matter) had not intended to- make a first contact with this
tribe. The ones who-werve holding owr first landing party had
females ivwolved inv all walks of life, and seemed to-have fewer
reactionawy religious elements.

Onthe other hand,; the sexist tribe was not holding us
responsible for what the Chinese group had done just because
we shawed their species.

I watched the crowds that still Lingered onthe plago. Some
were stl standing awround, watching us, but most had settled
doww inv small groups. "It's o good day for apicnic,” Stawpatch
told me:. Indeed, whew I squinted my eyes to-look move closely, I
sow that most of the groups had brought several dishes of food,
and mouwny were eating.

Owr scientist friends had also-brought snacks, which they
crouched near the ground to-enjoy. Fortunately, none showed
any inclination to-tuck into-the dead Centouwriow. I supposed

that they preferred their meat to-undergo- o bit more
prepavatiow. Infact, most of what they were eating looked and
smelled extremely appetizing. I might have asked for a touste, if
not for the fact that it probably would hawve poisoned me:

Xichenw oand I calibvated the system and prepared the saumples.
Thew Xichew explavined to-the Centounriow scientisty how the
apparatus worked while I rawv the control experiment onw av
sample of vat-groww chicken meat we had brought from the
ship. The thwee Centowians watched as the screen begoun to-
graph the mass spectrometer output for the chickew saumple.
Xichew geroed inv on the region where the individual amino-
acids showed up, and pointed out some of the most abundant:
leucine and isoleucine;, alanine; tryptophan. Ay his cursor
pawsed over av pawticulowr peak, av small box showing av line
drowing of the molecule’s most likely structure would pop up.

"Do- yow recognige these from proteiny on this planet?" Xichew
asked.

After & moment, Stawpatch said; "I commot say. I do-not
understond, the notation yow hwmans use for displaying
moleculor structure. What do-the lines represent?”

Xichew stouted trying to-explain our organic chemistry
drawing corwentions. After about five minutes;, with the
Centouwwiony everw morve confused than they had beew before he
stouted; I had had enoughv

"Xichen! Can we please just run the Centounriowy saumple? We
donw't have all week!"

"Okay, okay!" he said. He handed me the blender of nasty-
looking Centounriowv soup. "Would yow like to-do-the honors?"

To-my surprise, I found that my hands were shaking as I
dropped the end of the inlet tube into-the blender and switcheds
onthe pump. This was it. This was the first time anyone from
ouwr planet had ever cawried out a scientific inwestigation ow o
biological sample from another solar system. We were making
history.



It took about fifteenw minutes for liquid to- stout eluting from
the protease array chips into-the second collection flask; and
tenw move minutes for the amino- acid regiow to-come up onthe
output screen. It seemed like much longer. Witivthis method,
we woulds not be able to- determine the prevailing chivality of
the planet’s biological molecules unless some of the saume
amino-acids we had, o Eouwtihv had evolved independently heve
i the Alpha Centouwri systeam, so-we were bothv impatient.
Xichew kept tapping the froume of the screen withv av stylus. 1
tried not to-grind my teeth.

Ay soon as the amino- acids were out o the screen, Xichen
attacked it withvthe stylus, expanding the regiovw so-we coulds
see the individual peaks.

"Seventy-five point gero-thwee!" he cried out, loudly enough that
several of the guawds looked inv our divection. "Glycine!"

"Glycine won't prove avwthing;" I reminded him. Glycine was
the only nonchiral amino-acid. Ity mivror image was exactly
the saume:. Ay if yow had a thuml- inv place of your little finger, so-
that yow could weowr v left-handed glove equally well ow eitiher
hand.

"There's alanine; too- Eighty -nine point zero-five."

"Pawdon me," said Mirvorbelly, "but isn't your computer telling
us that owr amino- acids have the saune configuwration as yours?
The drawing that appears whew yow point to-a peak looks the
some a it did withvthe sample from your planet.”

"No; not!" Xichew said. "That's ondy the computer's suggestion.
This iy nothing but mass spectrometer output. The real dato is
the lines yow see onthe screen;, and for each line --" he pointed
with hig stylus, - - this nuumber here, and this molecudow
formudan. The nuumber tells us the mass of each molecule. Based
onthe mass; the computer conv calcudate how many atoms of
cawbony, hydrogen and nitrogen the molecule containg. The
picture is just v suggestion. I told the computer I was looking
for amino-acids, so-if & moleculow formula matches an amino-

acid knoww on Eawth, it shows the picture. Look.” He
highlighted the peak at one hundred thirty -one point zero-
nine atomic masy units. "This shows two- structures. Eawtiv
proteiny contain two-amino-acids having this molecular mass,
leucine and isoleucine. But the fact that we see two- structures
doesn't mean that yowr sample also-has both those amino-
acids. It just means that the computer can't tell us, based o
the information this output provides, which is present.”

"What next?" Mirvorbelly asked.

"Next we run each solution thwough the separator array chips.
We choose awnv amino- acid present in bothv kinds of protein. I sovy
we choose alanine: It's small. Some of the lawrger amino- acids
hawve movre possibilities for their structure, but if something hos
amino-acid regiow of the sepawationw graph, there's nothing
else it could be:

"We sepowrate out the pure alanine from each mixture, them rum
each alanine sample through the polarimeter. Alanine from
Eawrthv rotates polawiged light to-the right." He gestured with the
hand holding the stylus. "If your alanine has the opposite
configuration, as we expect, it will cause av beaun of polariged
light to- rotate to-the left."

The Centounrions said nothing. I wondered if their translator

I felt suddenly uncomfortable. These Centaunrians were
scientists, withv v good knowledge of chemistry. Surely they knew
which way the smallest of the chiral amino- acids, evew if they
didnw't know what we called it or recognige our notation. And
at least one of them should know whether their alanine
rotated polawiged light to-the right or to-the left. Their
scientific knowledge should have beew sufficient to-answer
Xichew's question, without owr hawing to-cowry out the final
phase of the experiment.

So-why didnw't they say awnything?



Xichenw didnt seemv uncomfortable, as he set up the separatiow
chips and row the Eawthv sample of hydrolyzed awmino- acids
and other organic molecules through the second awray. Whewv
he had o pure sample; he trawvuferred the solution into-the
polawimeter cell.

We all watched as he set the filled cell into-the polarimeter and
closed the top. Our eyes and eyestalks zeroed i ow the small

The sigw of rotation was positive, just as we had knoww it would
be

"That symbol means that the sample is rotating light to-the
right." Again, Xichen wsed his hand to-indicate the
directionality. "The symbol that shows rotation in the opposite
directiow i this." He used the stylus to-drow av minuis sigi.
"That's what we expect to-see for youwr sample. That will show
that Eawtiv foods awe poisonous to- Centounriany because of their
opposite chirality."

We all watched iv silence as Xiches rown the Centouwion somple

throughv the seporation awvay. A couple of guawds, perhaps
sensing owr excitement, came over and stood near us.

I held my breativas Xichew placed the polarimeter cell holding
the purified Centouwion alanine into-the holder. He closed the
cover.

I stawed, not believing my eyes. The sigw of rotation for
Centouwwriowv alanine was also-positive.

"No;" Xichen whispered:. "No- That canw't be." He stowted looking
around fraomtically. "I must hawve contaminated it with the
Earthv sample. We muust stowt again.” He moved arownd the
equipment to-the receptacle holding the waste solvent from
each sample. "We'll. concentrate this downw and re~-inject it. We'll
look for o different amino-acid. Leucine has o higher sigw of
rotation. That will give o better resudt."

"I do- not understand,” said Mirvorbelly. "If yow have
contuminated owr saumple with Eawtiv proteins, wonw't the solvent
waste also-be contouminated ?"

Xichew blinked, several times. He seemed to-recognize that this
was true. "We need o freshv sample of Centouriow food!” he said.
"We will repeat the entive experiment. I will weowr gloves this
time, to-prevent contamination.”

"Xichen!" I said. It was cleaw to- me;, as it must have been clear
to-all the other scientists, that that wasn't going to-help. Xichew
had tested his theovy. It had beew proven wrong.

"We awe sorvy," said Stawpatch. "We had looked forwoard to- many
fruitful scientific discussions withy our colleagues from Eawtiv
And I personally do-not believe that those hwunang intended to-
poison our neighbors to-the southi. But unfortunately, we live inv
a time whewv political manewvering too- oftenw trumps scientific
reseowch.”

The two- guards standing nearby began to- move closer, and
several of the guawds positioned fowther awoy also-begow to-
walk ivv ouwr dirvectio.

Xichew just stood there, holding the jug of solvent wouste: It wos

I had. I rowvfor it. Not away from the crowds. Towowds them.

The babble of Centaurian vocalizing rose all arouwnd me.
Weapons were pointed. But no-one fired.

A big Centouwrion lunged at me, clawy outstiretched.
With v cry, the small Centounrion who- collected huwmawny

trading discs hooked av clow awound one of the other's hind
legs. Both thudded to-the ground.

I kept running; straight at the picnicking Centounriony faomilies:
I didwt think I would make it. Grawvity was my enemy, holding



onto- my feet like I was in one of those dreams where yowre
runwing and your legs don't work.

Several individualy dawted oway, lawge adulty herding small
Jweniles. But most stood their ground, lowering into-ov
defensive posture.

I paused; then veered towards the group with the most food.
Before anyyone could stop me; I dropped to-my knees; ripped
away my oxygen breather, and stowted stuffing food into- my
mouti

I had never eatew so-quickly. But I needed to-make sure I ate
enoughy of food that cleawly was not toxic to-Centounrians, to-
make me sick:

Xichenw had beenw wrong: Food from Eawthv did not contain
molecules withv the opposite chivality to-those onw this planet.
But the ecosystems on the two-planety had still evolved inv
complete isolation from one another. Why should we expect all
owr biochemical pathways to-be compatible? There was plenty
of room for toxicity to-awise from other causes.

I looked up. Three guawds had awrrived; but none moved to-
avrest me: They were all just stawing at me, like the group of
picnickers I had interrupted.

One of the picnicking Centourions handed me av jug. It wos

half full of some liquid. I took avlong drink. It tosted like
water.

I stowted to-laugh. I couldn't help it.

A few of the Centoumriany joined in. I recogniged their laughter
now, evew if my translator didwt.

"That will be enough now," one of the guawdys said. He was not
launghing.

*%k%

Xichew caume to- see me six days later, once I had stoppeds
vomiting blood.

"This is Centouwriow hospital?" he asked; looking awround. The
roomw was opervto-the sky. Centouwrion buildings did not have

"Yeal." I sat up. I had been too-sick to-be moved back to-the
ship, so- o teaun of Centowwriowy doctors had worked tivelessly to-
stabilige my condition. Since then; Doctors Ferreiraw and Ghosh
had come down to-lend their expertise on humon physiology,
but it was the Centouwrions who-had soved my life.

"Thanks for coming back to-visit me;" I said. I was scheduled to-
returnto-the ship in fowr days' time; and I knew that the
shuttle taking me way supposed to-have landed that afternoow.
But I also-knew that the shuttle would have touched doww ow
the landing strip, inv "hostile’ territory several hundred miles
away, so-I hadn't expected anyone to-travel all this way just to-
see me.

And yet, perhapy things were changing between the two-
Centouwion tribes. Footage of my mad dash for the picnic food
and my ensuing diness had beesw cawrried by Centouwrionw newy
sevvices worldwide. The foct that o supposedly less tolevant tribe
of Centouwwrians had expended such great effort to-save the life
of their couwrageous humowy visitor, and the corresponding foct
that o tribe priding itself ow ity progressive values hads
wrongfully imprisoned members of an aliew diplomatic
mission, had caused covnsiderable embarrassment to-the
councilors of the tribe holding owr landing party. Especially
whew it caume out that the poisoned Centouniow politico-had
foolishly insisted on sampling food the Chinese had brought for
their own use; despite discouragement from both the Chinese
ambassadors and his oww scientists. The need to- save foce had
compelled that tribe to-announce the immediate release of
their hwmowy hostages, and to-eagerly offer the tribe treating
me whatever assistonce they could render ... I supposed that,
while biochemistry might howve evolved differently, politics were

universal.



"I'mv glad to-come; " Xichew said mowrnfully. He was speaking
English instead of using his translator.

"Yow don't sound glad," I said. He shrugged.

"Hove yow talked with Kiowow and Vinit?" I asked, nauming the
two- biochemisty who-had come down to-the planet’s surface.
They were working with Stawpatch, Mirrorbelly and Tongue-
tied to- compare and contrast the basic biochemical
mechanismy at work inv living things ow our two-planets.

Xichew sighed. His foce became everw more downcast. "I donwt
see then yet. But they talk to-ship. They tell me what they find."

I waited for himvto- continue. Kiowa and Vinit seemed to-think
I wa too- sick to-talk science. Or else they believed the half-
truths André had spread about my religious beliefs. I had been
excluded fromv av Lot of scientific discussions since his outburst.

He sighed again. "Amino-acids and sugars have saune chivality
as o Eawtiv. Everything else is different. No- sudfur ivv
Centoumrian biological systems. So-no- methionine; no-acetyl Co-
A ... their equivalent of citric acid cycle, glycolysis;, all those
other pathways; it's all diffevent. They use six-carbow sugows inv
genetic materiad, instead of ribose and deowyribose." Finally,
he said what I had been waiting to-hear. "They don't know
exact mechanisms of toxicity, but so- much biochemistry iy
different, it would be more suwprising if humow food weren't
toxic to-Centourions.” He glanced at me. "And Centounmriow
food to- hwumans.”

I felt badly for him. That experiment had been the
cldmination of his life's work, and he believed it had failed.
And yet, it hadwt failed. If all the technical details went
smoothly, it was impossible for a scientific experiment to-fail. It
Just might not give yow the answers yow wanted.

I wondered if he regretted hawving lost so-many years withy his
family, to-cowry out the one experiment that had turned out
not to-answer hisy one urgent question after all.

He wasn't looking at me at all now. "Whewn we left Eawth; there
was talk of o mission to-Etaw Cassiopeiae. I see about that whev
we get back to-Eartiv. Just one planet in this regiow of the
galaxy withv opposite chivality molecules to-those onw Eawthy, and
I cawv disprove astronomical theory. Just one will be.enough..”

I didn't say anything about that. Xichenw wasn't going to-live
long enough to-joinv v mission to-ttaw Cassiopeiae; unless the
next twenty years sow some remarkable developments inv anti-
aging trealment.

"It is exciting though, isnw't it?" I ventured. "That the
biochemistry on this planet is so-different, and yet so-many of
the superficial featwres of life evolved the soune way ? Egg-laying
vertebrates; trees; grosses...."

"Yes," Xichew said dully. "It is exciting:”

Had I evwied himv once? He and I had been the first human
scientisty to-examine the moleculow basis of life o av planet
outside our solaw system, and all he could think about was the
fact that he had not beenv able to-find conclusive proof for his
pet theovy.

"It iy exciting;" said o new voice, fromthe doorway. "I o sovry
that I amv not av scientist, to- share in all the fun.”

I caught my breativ. It wasn't fair. How could his voice still do-
this to-me, after all he had put me thwrough?

"HiAndré," I said, speaking English. Andvé and I spoke Frenchv
when we were alone, but Xichenw didnwt understand it and
wasn't weawring his translator.

André walked over to-my bedside. He was Limping, and hig
bandaged left arm was held inv v sling across his chest.

He kissed each of my closed eyes in twrn, his lips bawely
touching my skiv. I shivered; trying to-remind myself how
angry I il was: He had trashed my credibility as ov scientist
among owr crewmembers. And that was only his most recent



"Merci," he said. "I heawr yow sowved owr Lives."

Xichew seemed to-have discovered something blocking his
thwoat. "I leave now," he armounced. "I see yow bothvlater.”

Somehow things were evenw more uncomfortable after Xichevw
left. André moved away from the edge of my bed: He didn't
seenm to- know what to-do-withv his free hand.

"Cava?" he asked; switching into-French. #How are yow doing?

I pulled myself up into- v sitting position. My stomach protested,
and I glanced doww to- reassuwe myself that the bosin I still
occasionally thwew up into-was ready and waiting.

"Donwt think yowre not il in trouble just because we botiv
almost died," I said;, also- inv French

His face took onthat hunted look that appeared whenever I
tried to- discuss owr relationship.

"Tanais, maybe this isn't the right time for us to-talk about

"It's never the right tume; is it? Well; we need to-talk about it
now, because there might not be another chance. I'm asking to-
stay here when the ship leaves for Eawtiv.”

It was enormously gratifying whenever I took him completely
by suwrprise. Perhaps because it happened so-rowely. He was the
impetuous one.

He had been the impetuous one: Running away fromw awmed
guards so-I could gulp doww o bunch of food that I believed
would make me deatily dl; without knowing whether it would
achieve my objective; had been av bit out of chawacter for me.

So-wag deciding that I wanted to-joirn the permanent
diplomatic mission to-the Centaumrians.

After o minute, André said, "Yowll miss your fomily."

Not as much as I would miss hinmu. "They'W missy me too. But I've
already beenw away from them for four years -- six for themw --
and it would be that long again before I got back to-Eawth." I
pawsed,; then looked him straight inthe eyes. "It feels right. It
feels move right than most things I've done since I left home:"
Including getting together with yowy I didnw't say. But I'wv suwe
he heard it.

He scratched his head. "I donw't know what to-say." I was silent,
letting the awkwardness of the moment stretch itself out
between us. "I shouldnw't hawe said what I did. During the poker

"No; yow shouldn't have." He hated that he couldn't tell whew I
was bluffing. He hated that every hand he held was written on
his face. So-he brought up the one thing that could still make

me lose my composure. My past.

"Yowre the one who-always wanty to-talk about it."

"With yow. Inprivate. André, I'mvav scientist. It would be bad
enouglv if yow just told them I believed that evolution had beevv
orchestrated and directed by God. At least that's true. But yow
outright lied; to- make me lose as much credibility as possible.
Yow know I don't believe the universe was created in six davys."

"Yow uwsed to-"

"Whew I was fouwteent And so-did yow. Yowre the one who-
wouldnwt get an ID implant wntil just before we left Eantiv. Why,
did yow €l think it was the Mok of the Beast?”

He had his arms crossed now. Any moment, he was going to-
walk out. Hig rebuttal to-any arguwment he couldnt win.

"Besides;" I said; "we had anw agreement. We didnw't tell anyone
where we came fromu. Yowwere the one who- insisted on that.
And yow were still the one to-break it. Why? Because I way
winning too- manvy of your entertainument credity invav poker
goune,



I glowed at him. He was pretending not to-care what I said.
"Plus," I said, "yow slept with Rosa.”

That did appeow to-wound him. I felt guilty for bringing it up
agaivn. But he had slept withv her, and not during one of the
many periods whenw we weve officially brokenw up. I had my
suspiciony about him and the Italion ambassador too; but I'd
never given voice to-those.

I felt sad, suddenly, remembering that André was the only
person within four Light years who-even understood the
fundamentalist poranoiow about implants.

T wasn't plavmning to-fight withv yow whes I sow yow next," I
said. "I was worried about yow. I didnw't know whether yow were
alive or dead."

"And yow were concerned about the state of my soul," he said.
But he way smiling as he said it. It was hawd to- sty angry withv
André when he smiled.

After he had gone; I used the control panel on my bed to- move
it out into-the center of the room so-I could see the stows. Bothv
sungy had set, and neither moon had risen above the level of the
walls: And this Centourion tribe kept their cities darker at

With- another button, I tuwrned off all the lighty in my roowu.

The covutellations here were so-similawr. Not quite o mirror of
Eantivsy night sky. A coby, perhaps; that someone had tweaked,
making subtle changes heve and there. Orion way different.
But the frosted belt of the Miky Way spaned. the sky, and the
faomidiow V of Tawwus; Pleiades marking his shoulder, stoods
dirvectly overhead. Cassiopeiav was just out of sight, beyond the
wall. I knew that whew it rose high enoughy I would see av
fourthvbend, and that the bright stow at ity tip would be the
one that I had called home:

I dosed my eyes. I would misy it. But I already felt the
excitement of the future, the chance to- leawrn about new
cultures; to-study the chemistry of o new ecosystem, to-meet new
people who- would never judge me based o which haunow sul-
sl sulb-culture I came frow.

For the first time inv longer thau I could remember, I felt that I
was invthe right place.

END



