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Pr ol ogue

She was lank and lithe and startlingly fair of feature for her kind, and as she
ran her hair flung out in a blue splay. Her skin was blue, too, but |ight and
al nrost translucently delicate. By Capellan standards she was a beauty.

"Jess!" she called, as she intercepted the blue man. "Wat are you doi ng home?"
He grinned, his teeth bright against the blue lips. He was beardl ess and smal |,
as like her in size and feature as it was possible for a male to be. "I thought
you'd never ask! It's a saw, of course.”

She kissed himwith the barely platonic passion typical of this Solarian

subcul ture, her teeth nipping warningly into his lip. "Did you flip out fromthe
training exercise? If they catch you—=2" She paused, her features hardening
prettily. "Wiat saw?"

He stepped back, ran one thunbnail along the translucent wapping, and all owed
it to fall open, exposing the machine. "A genuine top-of-the-mll heavy-duty
sel f-powered | aser,"” he announced proudly. "Now we can hew our own tinbers for
the sumrer house. Bet we can carve the first ones this afternoon."

"Jess," she said, alarned. "You didn't— But she knew fromhis aura that he
suffered no abnormal guilt.

"OF course | didn't steal it," he said, flashing a nock glare at her. "I bought
it outright. It's nore legal that way. It's ours, Jess, all ours! Isn't it a
beaut y?"

"But Jess—we can't afford—

"Grl, the trouble with you is you have no confidence," he said with jubilant
sternness. But there was sonething in his aura, an excitenment that comruni cated
itself to her via their interaction of auras. "Wuld | waste noney?"

"Jess—you didn't renortgage the castle? You know we're on the verge of broke

al ready. W can hardly pay our retainer, Flowers, or finesse the taxes! Besides,
you need ny countersignature to—

"Renortgage, heavenhell!" he exclained. "I paid off the old nortgage, O ye of
little wit." Even his aura was teasing her with its strange excitenent.

"Conme on. | can only chew so nuch joke in one swallow. What's the real story,
Jess? Are the creditors on your tail?"

He settled into a serious expression, but still his aura belied it. "Wll, Jess,
you have to void the safety latch, like this, so the thing will operate. Then

you set it for the type of cutting you require, which we can skip because it's
al ready set at the standard setting. Then you switch it on and—

"Jess!" she exclained perenptorily. This tine her aura gave his a sharp nudge.
"Jess," he replied equably.

"Jess, pay attention to ne!"

"Jessica, don't | always? Wiat little | have to spare?" H s eyes were bl ue
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mirrors of malicious innocence.

"The noney, Jess—the noney."

"Now isn't that alnost just |like a woman," he chided her. "Here | have this
superl ative expensive |aser saw, quite fit for royalty, and all she cares about
is the norbid nundane detail of =

"Jess, do you want me to start being difficult?"

He shied away with a | ook of horror he could not maintain, dissolving into

| aughter. "Ch, no! Anything but that, Jess-ca! Anything you can do, | can do
better, except that! Ch, | can't stand you when you're difficult. That's what
the X chronosonme does, all right; it is jampacked with diffi—

"That's not true!"

"Ch, it's true! Too too true! You are the nost difficult creature in System
Capel | a! You—=

"I was referring to the other thing, Jess. That | can do better than you."

He gl anced at her, seeing her vibrant in her petulance. "That doesn't count,
Jess. That's inherent in the sex. To be fair we'd have to survey ny liaisons
agai nst yours, and conpare partner-ratings. |'d bet |—=

"I was tal king about the artistry," she said, fending off the baiting. "You
can't nmake a decent hol ograph freehand."

He held up his hands in the mllennia-old Solarian gesture of surrender
"Acqui escence, sis. Two things. Holograph and difficult. If |I'd been the female

aspect of the clone, |I'd have themtoo, though."

"If you'd been the fenal e aspect, Jess, you wouldn't have squandered credit we
don't have on a saw we can't afford, to build a sumer house we'll never use
because we' Il be evicted for debt fromthe estate. Now out with it, and don't

try to lie, because you know | can feel it in your aura."

"That's the one thing about a cloned aura," he conplained. "No decent secrets.
Not until one clone abdicates his heritage and deviates too far to—

"The noney, Jess," she prodded.

"Well, if you nust pry, in your feral e fashion—t's the advance on the mssion."
"What m ssion? You're still in training!"

"Not any nore. They needed an anonynous Sol arian with intrigue expertise, and
needed a quick infusion of credit, so—

"Who needed? For what? Were?"

"Thousandstar."

She stared rmutely at him

"Segnent Thousandstar," he repeated, enjoying her anazenent. "You've heard of
it? Farthest Segnment of the MIky Way Gal axy, twenty thousand parsecs from here,
give or take a few light seconds? Al those non-human sapients crowded into—=

"I took the sane geography courses you did. W have just as many sapi ent species
here in Segnment Etami n. Wat about Thousandstar?"

"So the advance is twenty thousand units of Galactic credit, and a simlar
anmount upon successful conpletion of the mssion. This saw was only five

t housand, and our ol d nortgage twel ve thousand, so we have three thousand |eft—
"I can handle the basic math," she said faintly. "But that fee—

"Well, | admit it's small, but—=

"Smal 11" she exploded. "WII| you get serious? It's a fortune! How could a nit
i ke you, Jess-nman—="

"But it's firm Jess-girl. Al | have to do is show So | don't even need to
conmpl ete the mssion successfully, though of course I'Il do that too. You won't

have to go out selling your favors anynore."

"I don't sell ny— She broke off, retrenching. "Don't try to divert me with your
spurious slights! Wiy would Segnent Thousandstar advance twenty thousand

Gal actic units to an anonynous Sol ari an cl one?"

"Hey!" he cried with nock affront. "Don't you think I"'mworth it, Jess?"

"You're worth a million, if you marry the right aristocratic clone girl and
preserve the estate," she said coldly. "That's why | don't want your head on the
royal execution block. You're no wild giant |ike Mrrow who can get away w th—=
"Ah, Mrrow," he said. "Wat | wouldn't give for his nmuscle, noney, and noxie,
not to nention his cute wife—=

"Now stop fooling around and cough it out!"

file:/lIF|/KaZaA%20Lite/My%20Shared%20Folder/Thousandstar%20by%20Piers%20Anthony.txt (2 of 144) [4/29/03 7:58:24 PM]



file:/lIF|/KaZaA%20L ite/My%20Shared%620Fol der/Thousandstar%20by%20Pi ers%20A nthony .txt

He coughed it out: "Jessica, | don't know. The nmission's secret. But it's |egal
It cane through Etam n and Sol ."
"Through the Inperial Systemand the nother world," she said softly. "It has to

be legitimte. Unless Androneda' s started hostagi ng again."

"I nmpossi bl e. Mel ody of Mntaka fixed that, renenber? For the past century
there's been no hostaging; the host controls the body, no natter what the aura
of the transferee may be, unless the host lets the visiting aura take over
Anyway, Androneda's no threat; the MIky Way controls all Androneda's Spheres.”
"True," she said uncertainly. "But it nust be a dangerous mission. Really
grotesque, to warrant such a fee." She turned to him and he felt the unrest in
her aura. "Jesse, you and | are closer than any two other people can be, except
the sane-sex clones, and sonetinmes | think we're actually closer than that,
because we have been forced to concentrate on our simlarity so constantly. If |
| ost you—

He taned his enjoynent nonmentarily, neeting her with equivalent candor. "That's
why | bought the saw, Jessica. | knew you'd go along. It's not a waste of
credit; it will pay itself back within a year, slicing out all the boards and
timbers we need. This is the break we've needed to put our famly back into its
aristocratic node. The seed of Good Queen Bess will flourish again."

"But the mission! Al that credit for a secret job! Wiy is it secret, Jess?
Because t hey know you'll die?"

"l asked about that. | have a cunning nmind, renmenber; that's part of ny
training. Mrtality expectation is five percent. That's not bad, Jess. One out
of twenty. So when | go on that mission, | have a ninety-five percent chance of

survival —probabl y ni nety-ei ght percent for soneone as smart as me—and a hundred
percent chance of keeping the advance credit. So naybe the chance of successfu
completion is small <+ don't knowbut at least |I'll be hone again, and we don't
need that matching paynent. The advance alone will solve our econom c problem
I"'mwilling to take that miniscule risk for the sake of our castle, our estate,
our famly line. Wthout that advance, we stand a thirty percent chance of a
forecl osure on the property. You know that. Royalty is no |onger divine. W nmay
derive from Queen Bess, but our famly power has been fading a thousand years,
because we've becone effete. System Sphere, and Segnent have waxed while we
have waned. The uni verse does not need aristocracy anynore. Now at a single
stroke | can restore our status—er at |least give us a fair chance to halt the
erosion. Isn't it worth the ganbl e?"

"I don't know," she said, biting her lip so that it turned a darker bl ue.
"There's sonething funny about this deal. You didn't get this assignnent through
merit, did you?"

He did not bother to inflate his wounded pride. "No, there are lots of qualified
candi dates. But two thirds of themwouldn't take a blind mission at any price,
and of the remainder | was the only one with royal blood. Royalty has pride,
nore pride than noney or sense; they know that. W won't | et them down when the
m ssion gets hard, because we are allergic to failure. It's bad for the image
So | was their best bet: a qualified, fool hardy royalist."

"Fool hardy—there's the operative term Jess, | don't like this at all!"

He | aughed, but his aura belied him "Come on, let's nmake the first beamwhile
we consider."

She sm | ed agreenent, troubl ed.

They took the saw to their nountain stand of purple pine. The old royal estate
possessed sone of the finest standing tinber on the planet. Sone of the pines
dated fromthe tine of Queen Bess, who as legend had it had taken jolly green
Flint of Qutworld as a |over, conceived by him and settled this estate on the
produce of that union. Regardless of the validity of this dubious historica
claim it was a fine estate. The castle still had the old dragon stalls and the
equal Iy inpressive giant bed, where the green nman was reputed to have perforned
so successfully. Unfortunately, that phenonenal two-hundred-intensity aura had
never manifested in Flint's successors, and with the passing of the fornal
nmonarchy the proprietors had becone virtual caretakers of the estate.

When the Second War of Energy burst upon the Cluster, a thousand Sol arian years
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after the first, there had been no high-aura hero fromthis Capellan realmto
save the M1l ky Way Gal axy. Instead Mel ody of M ntaka had cone, an alien, unhunman
creature transferred to a Sol arian host. She had done the job, and she was

i ndeed anot her di stant descendant of Flint of Qutworld via non-hunman |ine, but
the luster of Sphere Sol had di med, and System Capella had becone a virtua
backdust region.

That was part of what passed through the minds of the unique nal e-fenmale clones
Jess as they approached the stand of purple pine. To be an anonynmous remmant of
a once-proud System of a once-great Sphere—there was a certain dissatisfaction
gnawi ng through the generations. The nmal e wanted to achi eve sone sort of return
to notoriety, if not to greatness, and the fenale, though nore cautious about
the means, desired a sinmilar achi evenent.

Jess started the saw. The | aser bl ade | eaped out, a searing white rod

term nating at a preset distance. "Stand clear," he said, but his sister-self
needed no warning. She was afraid of that short, deadly beam

He approached a tree. Not one of the millennia trunks, for those were nonunents,
but a fine century individual. Its bark was as blue as his skin, its needles
deep purple. "Were's the | ean?" he inquired.

She surveyed it, wal king around the trunk, her breasts accentuating as she
craned her head back. She was highly conscious of her fenale attributes, because
only here in the seclusion of the estate could she ever allow themto nanifest.

No one outside knew her for what she was. "No |ean," she decided. "It's a

bal anced tree."

"I don't want a bal anced tree! | want one that will fall exactly where | know it
will fall!l™®

"Take another tree, then. One that suits your tenperanent."

"Unbal anced... tenperanent," he nmurnured. Then he lifted the saw. "I believe

I"I'l trimoff an excrescence or two here," he said, naking a playful feint at
her bosomwi th the | aser

She scooted backward. "You do, and I'Il trimoff a protuberance there," she
said, indicating his crotch. "Your bovine girl friend wouldn't like that."

He cocked his head. "Which bovine?"

"That cow Bessy, of course."

"Ch, that bovine." He shrugged. "How about your |echerous comoner buck, who
thinks you're a chanbernai d? Now there's a protuberance that needs trinmmng!"
"Don't be jealous. Nature grants to commoners' bodi es—

"What they lack in intellect,” he finished for her

"You have a tree to fell."

"Un" He set his saw against the trunk just where the tree began to broaden into
the root, and angled the | aser blade slowy across the wood.

"I't's not working," the girl said, concerned.

"That's what you think, you dunb female," he said with satisfaction. He angl ed
his cut back wi thout removing the beamfromthe tree. The bit of white visible
bet ween the saw and the tree turned red. "Qops, |'mgoing too fast; the blade's
dulling. Slowing, rather. It's nmolecule-thin; the visible bar is only to mark
the place. Still, there's work in burning through solid wood; you have to cut
slowy, give it tinme. There." The beam had converted back to white.

"But there isn't any cut," she said.

He ignored her, angling up. In a nmonment the beam energed. The tree stood

unt ouched. "Now take out the wedge," he told her

"Sure." Playing the gane, she put her hands on the trunk where the imaginary
wedge of wood had been sliced out, heaved with exaggerated effort—and fell over
backward as the wedge cane | oose

Her brother-self chuckled. "Now get your fat posterior off the grass and
straighten your skirt; |I'mnot your protuberant comoner-friend. |'mgoing to
drop the tree there."

She | ooked at the wedge in her hands, then at the gap in the trunk. The edge of
the cut wavered sonmewhat because of his unsteady control, and one section was
ragged where he had pushed it too fast. That was why the wedge had not fallen
out of its own accord. There was no doubt the | aser had done it. She hoisted her
sl ender derriere up. "That's sonme nmachine!" she remarked with involuntary
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respect.
"That's what this mission neans to us," he said smugly. "I've got three days
| eave before | report; | want to get that sumrer house built."

"In three days?" she asked incredulously. "W can't even set the foundations in
that tinme."

"True, the sawcan't do it all," he said, reconsidering as he started to cut
fromthe opposite side of the tree. "You nmay have to put the finishing touches
onit while I'maway. G ve you sonething to do when you're not polishing your
claws. The mission only lasts ten days or so. It's good paynent for that time."
"It certainly is," she agreed, involuntarily glancing at her neat, short,
unpol i shed nails. Her suspicion was reasserting itself. "There has to be a
catch."

"So maybe it's an unpleasant mission," he said, his eye on the progress of the
cut. "An obnoxious transfer host. A giant slug nade of vomt or sonething. | can
put up with it for ten days. And if the mission is successful, and | get the
conpl eti on paynent— He gl anced at her and the beamjerked, nessing up his cut.
"We could afford a marriage and reproduction permt for one of us, nonclone. No
nmore fooling around with sterile partners.”

"Yes..." she breathed. "To be free of this ruse at last. To have neani ngful sex,
a famly, security—

"Recogni tion, status," he added. "Tinber."

"Ti nber ?"

"That's what you say when the tree's falling."

"Ch." She skipped out of the way as the pine tilted grandly.

The crash was horrendous. Purple needl es showered down, and a | arge branch shook
| oose and bounced nearby. The sound echoed and reechoed fromthe near hills. The
base of the trunk bucked off the stunp and kicked back, as though trying to take
one of themwith it to destruction

Brot her and sister selves stood for a nmonent, half in awe of what they had
wrought. Even a conparatively small tree like this had a |ot of nmass! A large
one woul d shake the very nountain.

Jesse hefted the laser. "Now for the beans,
aura ani mat ed.

"Beans? How many does that saw have?"
"Idiot! | neant the beans of wood. Measure off a ten-neter length, and I'l|l hew
it now "

"Doesn't it need to season?" she asked. "Suppose it warps?"

"Don't you know anything, cell of my cell? Purple pine doesn't warp. It hardly
even woofs. O tweets. It nerely hardens in place. That's why it's such val uabl e
wood, that has to be protected by being included on grand ol d estates |ike ours.
So that only selective cutting is done, to thin the groves, no conmmercia
strip-cutting. We want to hewit now, while it's soft."

"Ch." She was of exactly the sane intelligence as he, and had had the sane
education, but that particular fact had slipped by her. Sonetines they had
substituted for each other during boring classes, so one could pick up sundry
facts the other m ssed. She was begi nning to diverge nore obviously from her
brother, and the mask of identical garb in public would not be effective nmuch

| onger.

She brought out her neasure, touched the little disk to the base of the trunk,
wal ked along the tree until the readout indicated ten neters, then touched the
trunk again. A red dot now marked the spot.

He trimed the base smooth, then severed the trunk at the ten-nmeter mark. The

|l og shifted and settled nore confortably into the spongy ground. Now he fiddled
with a special control, adjusting the saw. "Actually, I'mdoing this for you
I"l'l have to nmarry another aristocratic clone; you'll get to pick a real person
to famly with."

"Want to bet? There are nore mal es of our generation than fermal es. That's why

he said, his voice calmbut his

they operated on ne to turn ne fermale, hedging the bet. I'Il probably have to
marry the clone, while you get to graze anong the common herd."
"There is that," he agreed. "I nust adnmit, there are some commoners | woul dn't
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m nd hitching to. Conedomis seeming nore sterile these days; so few of our

ki nd have any real fire or anbition. They're nostly all socialites, forcing us
to play that ganme too. Stand back, doll. This can be tricky."

The | aser beam shot out way beyond its prior length. He aligned it with the

I ength of the log, then levered it slowy so that it nmade a burn in the bark
fromend to end. He noved the beam over and made a sinilar burn, a quarter of
the way around. Then he readjusted the saw and used the short cutting beamto
triman edge | engthwi se along one line. A neter on the saw showed hi m precisely
what orientation to nmaintain to keep the cut correctly angl ed.

"You know, someday the other clones will have to find out about you," he

remar ked as he worked. Jesse was never silent for very long. "W can't keep it
secret forever."

She knew it. She had ni ghtmares about prenmature, involuntary exposure. Yet she

responded bravely enough: "If you find an aristocratic spouse soon, we can. It
woul d be nice to save this hedge for another generation, protecting our line.
Once the other clones catch on, they'll all be doing it, and our line will have

no advant age."

He nodded soberly. Wth four cuts, he had a beamroughly square in cross
section, ten nmeters long. The irregularities of his triming only nade it seem
aut henti call y hand- hewn. "Were could we get a finer ridge-beamthan that?" he
asked rhetorically.

"Nowhere," she answered, inpressed.

"Still mad at ne for buying the saw?"

"No, of course not."

"Five thousand credits—you could buy a lot of silly perfune for that, to nmake
comoners think you' re sexy."

"I''"l'l take the saw. "

He grinned, pleased. "Make that literal. You hew the next beam Wy should |I do
all the work?"

"And the castle nortgage paid off," she said, liking the notion better. "That's
the first time our famly's been solvent in a generation."

"Still, considering the danger of the nission— he teased.
"Ch, shut up!"
"Now you know how to turn it on and off, Jess. The saw, | nean. It's not heavy,

just keep your arm steady and your dugs out of the way; don't let themdangle in
t he beam "

"l don't dangle, you do!" But she accepted the saw, eager to try her skill. She
had, of course, been raised in the nale tradition, and there were aspects of it
she rather enjoyed, such as hew ng beans.

"I don't dangle when |'mw th soneone interesting." He took the neasuring disk
and nmarked off another ten-neter section. "Sever it here."

She started toward him "The trunk, not me!l" he protested, stepping back with
hi s hands protectively in front of him

She shrugged as if di sappointed and set the saw at the nark. The |aser noved
into the woods. "I can't even feel it!"

"Right. There's no recoil, no snag with |laser. Just watch the beam nmnake sure it
stays white. Wth this tool we can saw boards, shape col ums, polish panels,
drill holes—anything! |I plan to cut wooden pegs to hold it together, along with

not ching. This saw has settings for carving out pegs, notches, and assorted
bevel s and curlicues; you just have to programit. W can build our whol e house
with this one saw"

"You're right," she said, no |longer even attenpting to be flip. "W need this
machine. It is worth the credit. You just be sure you report for that m ssion on
timel"

"Precious little short of death itself could keep nme away," he assured her. "And
the Society of Hosts insurance woul d cover the advance, if | died before
reporting, so even then you'd keep the noney. But it's not just the nmoney |'m
doing it for; I"'mtired of this dreary aristocratic life. | want real adventure
for a change! | want to go out anobng the stars, travel to the farthest places,
experience alien existence, see the universe!"

"Yes..." she breathed, envying himhis com ng adventure.
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"You just nmake sure | wake up in tine to report for transfer when—

The | og severed before she was aware of it. It dropped suddenly and rolled
toward them It was nmassive, half a neter thick at the cut: weight enough to
crush a leg. Jessica screaned in tenporary panic and swing the val uabl e saw out
of the way, her finger |ocked on the trigger. Jesse grabbed for her, trying to
draw her bodily out of harm s way.

The wildly shifting | aser beam passed across his spine. His shirt fell open,
cleanly cut, but for a nonment there was no blood. He fell, his arnms | ooped about
her thi ghs.

The rolling | og stopped short of his body, bal ked by the chance irregularity of
the ground. Jessica, acting with nunb relief, drew her finger fromthe trigger,
turned off the saw, set it down carefully, and caught her brother under the arns
as he slid slowy facefirst toward the turf. "COh, Jesse, are you hurt?"

But even as she spoke, she knew he was. His aura, which really nmerged with hers,
was fluctuating wildly. The beam set to cut wood, had touched himonly
briefly—not enough to cut his body in half or even to cut his backbone, but
sufficient to penetrate a centineter or so. Elsewhere it would have nade a nasty
gash in the flesh; across his spine it was critical

Hi s body was paral yzed, but he retai ned consci ousness and speech. "Jess— he
gasped as she rolled himover and tenderly brushed the dirt fromhis face. "MW
aura—+s it—=2"

"Jess, the beamcut into your spinal cord," she said, horrified. "Your aura is
irregular." She knew the extent if not the precise nature of the injury because
the synpathetic response in her own aura touched her spine, lending a
superficial nunbness to her legs. His aura irregular? It was an understatenent.
"I''"ll call an anbul ance."” She funbled for her communicator. The health wing
woul d arrive in mnutes.

"No, Jess!" he rasped. "I may |ive—but hospital'd take weeks! | have only two
days. "

"To hell with two days!" she cried, the tears overflowi ng. "You can't go on that
m ssion now Even if you weren't badly injured, your aura would never pass. It
reflects your physical condition. It has to be fully healthy to pass, you know
that! 1'll take care of you, | promse!"

"Kill me," he said. "Say it was part of the accident Just pass the |aser across
my chest, slowy, so as to intersect the heart—=

"No!" she screanmed. "Jess, what are you sayi ng?"

"The insurance—death benefit—enly if | die, it covers—=

"Jess!"

"Jess, | can't renege on that mssion. The advance would be forfeited, the
insurance invalid, and we'd | ose the whole estate and the fam |y reputation

Have Fl owers pick up the body; he'll cover for you. He's been in this business a
long tine, he's doctored famly skel etons before, you can bet on it, and he's
completely loyal to us. He'll do it. I'd rather die than—=

"Jess, | won't do it!" she cried. "I know Fl owers would cover for us. | don't
care. | love you, clone-brother! | don't care what—

But he was unconscious; she knew by the change in his aura. He had fought for
consci ousness until his nmessage was out, then |et go.

She brought the communi cator to her nouth—and paused, conprehending the position
they were in. The first flush of enotion was phasing into the broader reality of
their situation. She could save her brother's life—for what? For a remaining
life of poverty and shane? He had spoken truly! He was a joker, but never a
coward. He would prefer to die. Now, cleanly, painlessly, with a certain private
honor, leaving her to carry on the reputation of the fanmily and nmaintain the
mllenniumold estate. She knew this—for his aura was hers, his nmind was hers,
and she shared this preference. They were aristocrats! |If she had been injured
in such a way as to forfeit honor and fortune together, death would seema

wel cone alternative

She could do it. She had the nerve, bred into the royal |ine, and because she
was royal, she would not be interrogated. Her word and the visible evidence
woul d suffice. Flowers would enploy his professional touch to nake the case
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tight. She could kill her brother-self, and save the fanily honor and fortune.
It was feasible.

Yet she did love him as she |oved herself. How could she face a world w thout
hi n? Though he might later marry, and she also, with one being royal and the
ot her beconi ng a commner, they would always be cl osest to each other,

cl one-si blings.

She had to deci de—aow. Before his metabolismadapted to the injury, making a
bi ochemi cal / aural anal ysis possible that would show the separate nature of her
act. Now, this minute—er never.

Jessi ca picked up the saw and held it over Jesse's body. She knew t he expedi ent
course—yet her | ove opposed it with al nbst equal force. Was there no way out?

Chapter 1: Alien Encounter

Heem of Highfalls emerged fromthe transfer chanber and foll owed the HydrO ahead
of himtoward the acclimatization wi ng. Another HydrO host rolled into the
transfer chamber behind him The operation had to nove with precision; there
were nore than three hundred HydrOs to process as nearly simultaneously as
possi bl e.

Yet Heem noved wit hout vigor, hardly perceiving his surroundings. A squirt of
flavored water struck him "Thirty-nine! Are you consci ous?"

Heem yanked hinmself to a better senbl ance of awareness. "Yes, yes,'
"Merely adapting to my transfer-guest."

"Then get to your chanber. You have bypassed it."

So he had. He was up to forty-two. Heemreversed course and nmoved to
thirty-nine. He picked up the vapor taste of it and rolled into its aperture.
The chamber was smal |l and confortable. The air was fresh and neutral, wth

pl enty of free hydrogen. "You have three chronosprays before rel ease,” the room
informed him

Heem col | apsed. In his subconscious he dreanmed the forbidden nmenory. He was a
juvenil e again, anong his HydrO peers. In that secret time before he

met anor phosed into adult status. He was rolling with his siblings in the
beautiful ghetto of Hi ghfalls, bouncing across the rock faces, through the chil
rivulets, and around the huge soft domes of the trees. They were racing, their
jets growing warmw th the conpetitive effort.

Hoom was | eading at the nmonent. He had the strongest torque jets and usually
gained on direct-land terrain. Heem was second, closely followed by H im Haam
trailed; he had a clogged jet and it hanpered his progress.

Heem had been gaining jet strength recently and had al ways had finesse in
liquid. Today was especially good; his netabolismwas functioning better than
ever before. Now Hoomwas tiring, beconming too warm his conversion efficiency
was declining slightly. Heemremined relatively cool, yet was putting out nore
wat er; he was gaining. The feeling of victory was grow ng.

Hoom as |eader, chose the route. Hoping to inprove his position, he plunged
into the highfalls itself.

It was an effective tactic. Heemplunged in after him and suffered the
retardation his cooler body was liable to. He |ost position. But soon his liquid
finesse hel ped him enabling himto recover quickly, and he was gai ni ng again.
He caught up to Hoom then passed himas they energed fromthe water.

"Lout!" Hoom spurted. He fired a barrage of jets at Heemin an unsporting
maneuver. Sone of them were needlejets that stung. Heem alert for such fou

pl ay, fired one needl e back, scoring on Hoom s npbst proxi mate spout as Hoomni s
own jet faded.

"Cheat!" Hoom sprayed, enraged. He fired another barrage whi ch Heem countered
wi th anot her precise shot. Heem had the npbst accurate needl es of them all
Now t he ot hers caught up. "No fighting, no fighting!" they protested.

"He needled ne, trying to pass!" Hoom sprayed.

For a monent, the audacity of the Iie overwhel ned Heem and he was tasteless.
Thus it seemed he offered no refutation, and that was tantamunt to confession
But Haam was cautious about such judgment. "I did not taste the initiation of
this exchange," he sprayed. "But it was Hoom not Heem who needlejetted ne at
the outset of this race, clogging ny jet."

he sprayed.
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Perceiving the shift of opinion, Hoomtook the offensive again. "Wat use in
wi nning a race, anyway? W have raced every day, now one Ww nning, now another.
How does it profit us? Wiich of you has the nerve to roll up to a rea
chal | enge?"

"Way roll to any challenge?" Hiiminquired reasonably. "W have no needs we
cannot accommodate passively. So long as there is air, we are confortable."
"You may be confortable,” Hoomreplied. "I want to know what |ies beyond this
valley. Are there others of our own kind, or are we al one?"

"Whay not go, then, and report back to us?" H imasked him

"l do not wish to go alone. It is a long, hard roll over the nountain range,
per haps dangerous. If we all go together—=

"I find difficulty and danger no suitable challenge," Himsprayed. "It seens
foolish to me to risk my convenient life in such nanner."

But Heem found hinmself agreeing with Hoom "I do not entirely relish the roll up
the mountain slope or the prospect of drastic shift in environnment," he sprayed.
"Yet nmy nmind suffers dulling and tediumin the absence of challenge. | value ny

nm nd nore than ny conveni ence. Therefore | will undertake the roll up the
mountain with Hoom "
Hoom was uncommuni cati ve, caught in the awkwardness of being supported by the

party he had fouled. It was Haam who sprayed next. "I too am curious about the
wi der environnent, but disinclined to undertake the enornmous effort of such a
roll. | would go if |I could ascertain an easier node of travel."

"Make it really easy," Himscoffed. "Ride a flat-floater."

There was a general spray of mirth. The flatfloater was a nonster whose bi ol ogy
was simlar to their own. It drewits energy fromthe air, merging hydrogen with
oxygen, with a constant residue of water. But its application differed. |nstead
of using jets of waste-water to roll itself over land or through the river, it
used themto push itself up into the air a snall distance. This required a | ot
of energy; in fact the force of its jets was so strong, and the heat of its
conversion so great, that a |large proportion of its elimnation was gaseous.

Wat er expanded greatly when vaporized, so that the volune of exhaust was nuch

| arger than the volume of its intake. Hot water vapor blasted down fromit,
billow ng out in disgusting clouds, condensing as it cool ed, coating the
surroundi ngs. The sapient HydrGs stayed well clear of the flatfloaters!

Hoom however, was fool hardy. "Wy not?" he demanded. "The upper surface of the
floater is cool enough, where the air intakes are. It indents toward the center
We could ride safely there—

It mght just be possible! Their analytic ninds fastened on this notion. But

al nrost i medi atel y obj ections devel oped. "How woul d we gui de it?" Haam asked.
"How woul d we get on it—er off it?" Heem added.

Hoom found hinsel f under chall enge to defend a notion he had not originated, for
indeed if a flatfloater could be harnessed, it could surely take them anywhere
rapi dl y—even over the nmountain. |f he could establish the feasibility of the
flatfloater, he could make themall join the traveling. "The floater is stupid.
When it feels distress, it flees it. W could needle it on the side opposite the
direction we wish it to go, and it would flee—carrying us along."

They considered, realizing the possibility.

"And to board it," Hoom sprayed excitedly, "the fl oater descends to bathe
itself, for it has no jets on its upper surface and the sun dehydrates it.
Periodically it must imerse itself in water. W have only to lurk at its

bat h-regi on and roll aboard as it subnerges. To deboard we nust sinply force it
near a slope and roll off the higher side. Since the floater is always |evel,
the drop to ground will be slight."

They considered further, and it seenmed feasible. Hoom had surmounted the
chal | enge of method; now they were under onus to inplenment it. Since none cane
up with a reason to refute this course of action, they found thensel ves
conmi tt ed.

Heem was excited but not fully hydrogenated by the notion. He wanted to expl ore,
but feared the possible consequence. So he went along, as did the others. The
physi cal race had becone sonething el se, and Hoom had retained the initiative.
G ven the specific challenge, they set about neeting it wi thout inmediate
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enphasis on the |long-range goal. They located the spoor of the flatfloater, in
the formof taste lingering on vegetation and ground, diffuse but definite. They
traced it in the direction of freshness, locating the floater's favorite haunts.
It preferred open water, not too deep, with no | arge grow hs near enough to

di srupt the takeoff. That nmade approach nore difficult.

They decided to lay in wait underwater. It was nore difficult to breathe in
liquid, since it was in effect a bath of their own waste product, but there were
tiny bubbles of gas in it that sufficed for slow netabolism for a while. In
flowing water it was possible to remain subnmerged indefinitely, for new bubbles
were carried in to replace the used ones, and the non-hydrogenated water woul d
be carried away. However, flow ng water tended to be cool

The advant ages and di sadvant ages were ni xed. Their anbient taste would be

di m ni shed by the reduced rate of netabolismnecessitated by the limtation of
hydrogen, and the surrounding water would dilute that taste, and the sl ow
current would carry it away, until their precise |ocation was virtually

i ndi stinguishable. The danger was that if the wait were too |ong, they could be
cooled to the | evel of inadequate functioning. This had happened to a forner
peer; he had soaked hinself in chill water to abate a fever, had slept and never
awoken. He renmi ned there now, functioning on the level of a beast, his sapience
gone. It had been a cruel lesson for the rest of them one of many. Do not
suffer your body to cool too far, |lest the upkeep of your sapience deteriorate!
Heem renenbered a tinme when thirty or nore sapients had i nhabited H ghfalls; now
only the four of themrenained.

However, the season was warnmer now, and the river was nore confortable. Heem
wonder ed about that: what nmade the seasons change. The heat of the sun beat down
t hroughout the year, yet in the cold season it cane froma different angle and

| acked force. Cbviously the cold inhibited the sun, whose presence they knew of
only by the heat of its direct radiation against their skins, or possibly the
different course of the sun inhibited the season—but why was there a change?
Heem had pondered this riddle many tinmes, but conme to no certain conclusion. The
answer seened to lie elsewhere than in this valley, perhaps across the nmountain
range. The nore he considered the ramfications of this project, the nore he
liked it. Surely there was danger—but surely there was information, too. Since

i gnorance had caused nost of the deaths of his peers, especially the nmassive
early slaughter before the thirty he renmenbered had energed from anonymity,

know edge was worth considerable risk

They settled under the water at the site, hoping the nonster would cone soon
Heem required to be still and comunicative for an indefinite period in the
proximty of potential danger, found his thoughts turning to fundanenta

specul ations. Were had he and his siblings conme fron? How had they known how to
i nterconmuni cate? What was their destiny?

The third question had an obvious and ugly answer: they were destined to die.
Most had succunbed al ready. Perhaps escape fromthe valley was their only hope
of survival. Heemfelt his ow nortality, the incipience and inevitability of
death. Was there any point in opposing it? Wy, then, was he opposing it?

But he rebounded fromthis line of thinking. He nust be suffering the chill of
the water, of immobility. He raised his netabolic |evel slightly, hoping the

i ncreased flavor diffusing about hi mwould not be noticeable to his conpanions.
Maybe they were doing the sane.

Now he pursued the other questions. Comunication? Sonehow t hey had al ways known
how to spray and jet and needle flavor at each other, and quickly |l earned to
interpret the nuances of taste to obtain neaning. Certain flavors portended
certain things, as was natural. Sweetness denoted affirmation, bitterness
negation. Fromthat point, the shades of taste flowed naturally to ever-greater
definition. Wiy this was so seened inherent in the nature of the species.

VWhat was their origin? They had all appeared together in the valley, as nearly

as he could ascertain. Al had been physically small; he knew that because
| andmar ks, boul ders, and such things that had once seened | arge now seened
small, and it seened reasonable that it was the |iving things who had changed.

Al'l had been able to fend for thensel ves fromthe outset, lacking only the
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cautions of experience. Any could have saved thensel ves fromany of the denises
that had taken them had they possessed Heenm s present know edge then. Surely
they had cone, innocently, from somewhere—but where? There was no answer; that
was beyond the begi nni ng.

There had to be an origin, he decided. Sapient creatures did not appear from
nowhere. Ot herwi se nore creatures of his kind would have appeared. This had not
happened. So it seenmed they had all been spontaneously generated in one single
burst of creation. O they had all been placed here, and left to their own
survival. Heemfound the latter alternative nore convincing. That expl ai ned what
had happened, but not why. Wiy woul d anyone or anything do this?

No matter how he reasoned it out, Heemcould not roll up with an explanation he
i ked. Whatever had done this thing was evil. If he ever found opportunity to
fight back—

The nonster was com ng! Heemfelt the vibration in the water, separate fromthe
vibration in the air, as the thing settled | ow. The nassive jets blasted down
into the water, initiating turbulence that was unconfortably forceful. Only jets
of phenonenal power could create reaction of this magnitude, and it was grow ng
rapidly.

Heem was abruptly afraid. He had suppressed his nervousness before; now it burst
out into uncontrolled randomjetting. Al his small pores opened, and the
sphincter nmuscles of his body forced his reserves of water out. It was a panic
reaction, acconplishing nothing except the depletion of his i mediate notive
fluid.

Wth an effort he controlled hinself, and became aware of the diffusing taste of
the exudates of his conpani ons. They had wet down too, though that was anonal ous
here within water. That reassured hi mconsiderably. Al nost enough to make him
want to roll on, on through this wld schene.

The flatfloater was gliding in for its subnmergence nuch faster than any sapient
creature coul d. Before Heem could formul ate sone objection, sone reason to quit
this project, the huge disk cut into the water and planed down. The turbul ence
was suddenly terrible. Bubbles swirled by in such profusion as to nake froth of
the water. Heemwas rolled right out of his niche by the bubble current and
wafted upward a short distance. He drifted nonentarily in the eddy, perceiving
his conpanions in simlar straits, before stabilizing. But he realized that this
was fortunate, because otherw se he could have been stuck directly bel ow the
settling nonster. Its weight would not be oppressive, buoyed by the water; but
if it remained long, the four of them would have been trapped. The warnth of its
gross body m ght keep themfromcooling to the point of deterioration, which was
good, but the | ow hydrogen of its elimnation could stifle them

The floater drifted to the bottom The eddy drew Heemin toward the creature's
surface, and this was another excellent roll. Wth mnimal guidance, Heem was
able to sink onto the upper surface of the disk. H's conpanions did the sane.
They had in this surprisingly sinple fashion achieved the first stage of their
obj ecti ve.

Yet the remmi nder hardly seenmed promising. It was one thing to contenpl ate
riding a floater, but quite another to do it. The many uncertainties of the
venture | ooned rmuch |arger now. How would they stay on, if the nonster
maneuver ed viol ently? Suppose it did not respond to their gui dance?

The floater gave themlittle time to reflect. Its intakes were on the upper
side, and though it | acked the acute perception of the sapients, it could hardly
mss their presence in this case. Alarned, it jetted upward, its progress

sl anti ng because of the resistance of the water. The current across its surface
became fierce, but at the same tinme the suction of its large intakes held them
against it. They could not roll off-not while the floater's netabolismwas
active.

The flatfloater rose out of the water with a burst of neaningl ess spray.

Sapi ents sprayed only for conmunication, emitting nmultiple fine jets of water
flavored with the chem cal nuances that constituted neaning. It was an effective
nmode. |f the neighbor to be addressed was too far distant for spray, a specific
squirt could serve as well; in fact, such solitary jets were enpl oyed when the
conversation was private. Once the residue flowed off the receiving skin, it
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lost its neaning in the welter of background contam nants, |eaving news only
that there had been communication. Thus public and private dial ogues were
matters of focus. Especially pointed or private nmessages were needled, as with
insults during a fracas.

Heem had pondered whet her a better system coul d exist, and concluded that this
was unlikely. In fact, he suspected that intelligent dial ogue woul d be al nost

i mpossi bl e by any other neans. The fact that none of the animals or plants had
ei ther sapience or precise comunication mechani sns bol stered his view Sapience
and | anguage and refined taste went together.

But such conjectures were out of place amidst violent action! Airborne, the
floater was now fully aware of its burden, and did not seemto like it. Their
four bodies had to be hanpering its intake, though the majority of its pores
remai ned uncovered. The nonster cut its jets, then fired themall at once,
bucking with horrible force.

Haam nearest the rim |ost purchase and rolled off. Heem picked up the spray of
Haam s despairing exclamation, for they were now high up. The fall would surely
be fatal. The sapients of Highfalls were now abruptly reduced to three.

Agai n Heem experienced a wash of enotion, as though he had been doused with
burning liquid. (This had happened once, when he ventured too near a source of
hot water in the valley. Two conpani ons had perished then, but his burns had
been survivable. It had been just one nore episode in his education.) Wo had
been responsi ble for Haami s dem se? Not the floater, who only reacted to the
unfam liar burden on it. Not Hiimor Hoomor Heem hinself, who only tried to get
out of this dangerous valley. W but the nysterious entity who had deserted

t hem her e!

The floater, under the inpression it had dislodged its burden, snoothed its
flight and settled nearer to land. Even with its great strength of jet, it could
not maintain high elevation long. Its nost effective traveling node was cl ose
enough to the ground so that the backwash of its gaseous em ssion provided
addi ti onal buoyancy. That was why they had not anticipated the kind of hazard
Haam had experienced: fall froma height. Wat other surprises were com ng?
There was a spray on Heemis skin, distorted by the velocity of air passage.

"Qui dance," the spray comuni cated, once he nade it out. It bore Hoonms stigna.
Ah, yes. In the excitenment of this adventure, he had forgotten that they planned
to control the direction of notion of the nonster. Could it actually be done?
After a brief exchange, they decided to | et Hoom make the first try, since it
had been his idea. Hoom flattened hinsel f, overlapping nore intake area of the
floater, so that he was better anchored by suction, and let fly with what was
calculated to be a painful needle jet.

The reaction was i medi ate and form dable. The floater took off exactly as they
had surm sed, but nmuch nore powerfully than anticipated. H im caught
unprepared, ripped free of the suction and dropped off the back. He did not even
have tinme to nake his despairing spray, or if he did, it was lost in the w nd.
Woul d he survive? It was possible, depending on the terrain he struck and his
vel ocity of inpact. Possible, but not likely. HydrGs had soft bodies, easily
damaged by concussion. More than one of Heenmis forner siblings had destroyed
thensel ves by rolling accidentally into rocks and splattering thensel ves across
t he | andscape.

Now t hey were two. Heem and Hoom clung by staying flat agai nst a broad section
of suction. Soon the nonster slowed, satisfied that it had escaped its threat.
It was terribly stupid.

They rel axed slightly and surveyed the terrain. They were noving through the
merged tastes of the exudates of hillside plants, and the trace reduction of

at nospheric pressure verified the elevation. The mass of the noving floater
conpressed the air ahead of it, and waves of this conpression reflected fromthe
irregularities of the landscape. In short, they had an excell ent

vi bration-perception of the scene to buttress the typical taste of it.

Heem was sorry his friends had fallen off, but there was nothing he could do
about it. He was all too likely to be the next. He did not know how he coul d get
of f the back of the nonster safel y—and after what had happened, he didn't want
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to. If he desisted now, all their effort and | osses woul d have been in vain. He
had to go on, to taste the other side of the mountain. Hoom had conme to a
simlar conclusion. "W cannot guide this creature to any gentle halt," he
sprayed. "We have to go on until it tires."

Heem angl ed a noderately sharp jet into the hide of the floater. The nonster
veered, fleeing this newirritation. They had control, of a sort.

"Up, over the nountain," Heem sprayed. "W have to knowwhat |ies beyond."
Unwittingly responsive to their directives, the flat-floater jetted up the

sl ope.

Heem broke from his nmenory-dream sweating. H's body was soaked with the fluid
of his meaninglessly |leaking jets. Wy did he have to keep renenbering? Not only
was it illegal, it was quite awkward. He knew with a sick certainty that he
woul d soon experience the continuation of that nenory, and he hoped it woul dn't
happen at a bad tine.

Now he had a nmore imedi ate concern. Still semniconscious in the acclimtization
chanmber, Heemreviewed his situation. He had been fleeing the confinenent and
danger of his home valley, there in his nenory-dreant now he was still fleeing

it, in a nore conplicated fashion. He was in trouble with the | aw custom and had
to get off-planet soon. The technol ogical equivalent of a flatfloater was a
spaceshi p; instead of escaping one valley, he had to escape one planet. Only
through this specialized mssion could he get a ship. So he had volunteered for
host -duty, and qualified on the basis of his background, and entered the
transfer chanber to receive his transfer aura—

And instead had received a staggering aural blow. Only sheer deternination had
carried him here before consci ousness departed. Wat had happened?

He knew what had not happened. He had not received his transferee—and wi t hout
that alien aura, he would be disqualified for the m ssion, and be pl anet-bound.
That was doom

He had wasted half his private orientation time, just recovering fromthe shock
He had never tasted news of a transfer failure like this before. Nornmally a
transferee either arrived safely with the host, or it bounced, in which case the
host felt nothing. The days of warring between transfer and host were over;

Mel ody of M ntaka of far Segnent Etam n had arranged that. Today the host-entity
al ways had control. He could yield it to the transfer identity, but could take
it back at will. The transferee could not knock himout. Therefore how could the
act of transfer hit himlike that?

Could it have been a function of his mal ady? Anot her aspect of the thing that
had cost himhis conmbat ability? He had been one of the |eading conbat
specialists of his kind, owing to his superlatively sharp and accurate needl es.
He had become one of the few who could expect to overcone a healthy Squamin
fair encounter. Normally a HydrO could beat an Erb, and a Squam coul d beat a
Hydr O, and an Erb could beat a Squam making a vicious circle in this |ocal eddy
of the Segment. But exceptional individuals could break that circle, and Heem of
Hi ghfalls had been one. That was why he had qualified for this mssion

The nission was shrouded in secrecy, no faintest taste of its specific nature
seeping out. But it was runored that it involved Planet Ggoff, in a neutra

tract of Segmentary space. Fifty or nore of the thousand species of Thousandst ar
m ght survive and reproduce on Ggoff w thout technol ogical aids, but there were
only three within conveni ent access range, so those three were the obvious
hosts: Erb, Squam and HydrO

Logic filled in nmuch of the rest. There was something on Ggoff that virtually
every species in the Segnment desperately wanted, so by Segment custom nore

bi ndi ng than war, a conpetition was being held. It mght be a good Iridium m ne,
or a safe mutation-inducing chemcal, or a superior and useful species of
vegetation; protocol was the same. Conpetitions were the chief source of Segnent
entertai nnent and status, and the near presence of one caused waves of
excitenent to wash through | ocal Systens. It had been Heemis fortune that a
competition utilizing HydrO hosts had occurred at this time; wi thout this avenue
of f pl anet, he woul d have been sunk in a dire mre.

O course he had fashioned much of this luck hinmself. He had remrai ned in hiding
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whi | e keeping constantly alert for any nmeans of departure, and had nmade sure no
news of his disability reached the adninistration files. He had waited to file
for the conpetition until the last mni-chronospray, so that there would not be
time for the Conpetition Index to assinilate his |egal conprom se before
approving him

"Time to proceed to nmission orientation and transfer verification," the chanber
sprayed.

Al ready! That jolt had disrupted his tinme sense, too. Not only did he lack a
transferee, he had no notion how he was goi ng to proceed.

Only one thing was certain: he had to get into the conpetition. Because he had
to have a spaceship. He could not roll offplanet by his own jets!

The conpetition participants were noving toward the indoctrination rendezvous.
Heemrol | ed out of his chanber and joined the throng. The liquid of group notion
was washing over the floor as each person jet-rolled forward, confusing

i ndividual identities. That was good; Heem did not wi sh to neet anyone who knew
hi m

But such confusion would not help himget through the transfer recheck. There
woul d be no anonynity there! The nonment they di scovered he had no transferee, he
woul d be voided for the conpetition—and subject to the local law. He had to pass
this nountain, |lest he perish in the valley.

The passage debouched into an assenbly chanmber. The HydrO hosts spread out
across it and occupi ed depressions in the floor keyed by inpregnated taste. Heem
found niche 39 and settled into place exactly like a legitinmte host. He was
fortunate that the indoctrination cane before verification. Now he had a
mni-spray nore time to think. He had, in effect, to devise a way of riding the
floater out of this valley, bypassing transferee verification

The large ceiling public-spray system bl asted on. The nmechanically flavored
spunme wafted down like the effusion of a flatfloater, raucous and barely
intelligible.

Heem s i nmedi at e nei ghbor, nunber 38, jetted a sem -private groan at him "Wy
the rot can't they fix their churned-up nozzles? This is a pain in ny skin!"
Heem jetted back a needl e of agreenent, but his nmind was el sewhere. How coul d he
pass the checkpoint without a transfer aura? He might finesse it, for the
personality, claimng he was spraying for his visitor. But there could be no
fooling the aura-pattern anal ysis of the machine.

"YOU WLL BE (UNINTELLI G BLE) I N ORDER DURI NG THI' S (UNI NTELLI G BLE) BRI EFI NG "
the froth procl ai med.

"Shall | fill in the blanks?" 38 inquired acidly. "You will be disnenbered in
order during this disgusting briefing."

Heem squirted a polite chuckle. HydrOs did not have nenbers, so this was either
a peculiarly obscene inplication, or an inmage drawn fromthe nmind of 38's
transferee, who could indeed be a nenbered species. Regardl ess, the translation
was cl ever.

Coul d Heem profit by the confusion engendered by the poor public spray?
Unlikely; the machines didn't care about communication, just auras.

"The outline of the conpetition is this," the public spray continued, abating
its volume and gaining clarity in the process. There had been too nuch water in
the spray, before. Machines normally becane nore intelligible as they flowed,

cl eani ng out pockets of dead fluid and contanination. "Nominal three hundred
thirty-three host-transfer sets of three physical species will proceed
individually to spaceport where sixty-six single-entity space vessels await
arrival of entrants."

"Sixty-six!" 38 jetted. "That's only enough for one in five of us!"

One in five. So this was to be a stages conpetition, with established
elimnation points. That nade Heem s situation rougher yet. He had thought that
all qualified HydrO entrants woul d receive spaceshi ps, and woul d rendezvous at
Pl anet CGgoff for the conpetition proper. But it seened there was to be a contest
for the ships thensel ves.

He could not afford the slightest delay in processing, for only the first
entities to reach the ships woul d nake the cut. Once he got offplanet, it

woul dn't matter nuch if he didn't make the next cut; he would be on his own.
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Ri ght now he had to nove—fast. Sonehow. He could not sinply roll out early and
go for the spaceport; they would have safeguards against that sort of thing.
"This start is being duplicated at the selected sites in col onies Squam and
Erb," the public spittle continued. "The total nunber of ships is two hundred,
fairly divided between the three hosts. Those who acquire ships will jet off for
a pl anet preprogrammed in the guidance systens. The specific route can be

nodi fied marginally by the participants; some will arrive earlier than others.
At the landing site there will be fifty single-entity tractors progranmed for
the conpetition objective."

"One in four!" 38 squirted. "That reduces it to one in twenty, onsite."

"They have to reduce it to one in a thousand before it finishes," Heem needl ed
irritably. "That's the object.”

"Swish, that's right," 38 agreed, surprised.

But the public spray was still spuming. "Onplanet, you will proceed as rapidly
as possible to the site. The tractors will require one refueling en route; fue
is available in limted quantity at selected stations. W anticipate that only
ten tractors will achieve the objective, perhaps |ess, perhaps none."

"Then the conpetition intensifies," 38 needl ed.

"Way not let your transferee jet for a while?" Heem needl ed back. "Let him
stretch his linbs."

That taste-faded his | oquaci ous nei ghbor. None of the hosts were giving away the
identities of their transferees. If it were known who represented what Star, a
given contestant's liabilities could be fathoned, to his di sadvantage. For
exanple, the citizens of System Mebr were gl assy, easily shattered in their
natural state; they tended to shy away fromrocky terrain, even when occupying
hosts who were not shatterable, such as HydrGs. |If Heem had to conpete with a
Mebr, he would try to force it into a canyon. But if he thought it was a Mebr,
and went the rocky route, and it turned out to be a mineral-eating Tuvn, Heem
woul d be the one at a di sadvantage. Tuvns becane highly excited by the presence
of naked rock and put on their greatest energy in canyon situations. A conpeting
Hydr O coul d get hinself splattered, crowding such a creature. So this
conpetition would begin with the strategy of knowi ng one's rivals. And 38 had
al ready given away part of the nature of his transferee.

Heem hi msel f was secure in that sense. No one could fathomthe liabilities of
his transferee—because he had none. That was the greatest liability of all
"Swoon of Sweetswanp, report for verification," a taste drifted through. Heem
was irritated; private calls were supposed to dissipate wthout inpinging on
nei ghboring sites. The public spray descended on all, but spot needles were
strictly one-person efforts.

"Are there any questions?" the public spray inquired. Then, after a pause: "W
are in receipt of several questions, which we shall answer in order. First, what
is the object of this conpetition? Answer: that information is classified. You
will be infornmed when you are in flight to the target planet."

Now Heem got a squirt fromone side and a drift fromthe other: "Probably
hunting sapient flatfloaters in hostile wlderness." "Swoon of Sweetswanp,
nunber 40, report for verification. Second jet."

Way didn't Swoon of Sweetswanp answer? He was likely to find hinself washed out
of the contest before it even started. His transferee-Star wouldn't |ike that!
"Sweet swanp, roll your hulk over there!" Heemjetted at the errant nei ghbor
There was no response. Heemwas tenpted to | et Swoon wash out, but decided to
give himone nore chance. He jetted out of his niche and rolled the short

di stance across to nudge the inattentive HydrO-and found the spot enpty.

No wonder Swoon hadn't answered his sumobns! Swoon was absent from his assigned
pl ace. Probably he had gotten confused and settled out of place, in niche 4 or
400 instead of forty. That had been foolish. O course a foolish HydrO woul d be
a poor host, and woul d wash out of the conpetition rapidly, so perhaps it nade
no difference. Only one of the thousand would prevail, and the sooner the fools
were elimnated, the better it would be for the real contenders.

Except that Heem hinself, no fool, was just as likely to wash out now as was
Swoon. Because there seened to be no way to get past the transferee
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verification. How ironic that he, who for all they knew was the npbst able
entrant-host, should be elimnated by a transfer malfunction. Had he been in
Swoon' s situation, he would not have squandered his chance |ike this!

"Swoon of Sweetswanp. Third jet. Report for verification, or forfeit."

Suddenly Heemrolled rapidly fromthis region. He had a notion, a slimchance
hardly worth tasting, but if it worked—

He rolled up to the nearest open verification alcove. "Swoon of Sweetswanp
reporting as sunmoned," he squirted.

"Put your transferee on," the alcove jetted inpersonally.

"Transferee communi cating," Heemsquirted after a pause. He nmade the squirt
deliberately sloppy, as if an alien mnd were operating it.

"State your hone-Star, transferee."

"I will not!" Heem squirted, alnost missing the al cove receptor-surface in his
supposed clunsiness. "I will not give away ny nature to your government. Use
your progranmed aura cross-check; that is all that is permtted."

The beauty of it was that if the machi ne mal functi oned, Heem woul d be through
verification. But if, as was far nore likely, the nachine showed that only a
single aura occupied this body, it would be Swoon of Sweetswanp who was

di squal i fied, not Heemof H ghfalls. In this manner he could ganble and | ose

wi t hout paying the penalty. O course, he would still have to figure out sone
other way to fool the nachine, but he would worry about that in due course.
Maybe they didn't really have aura readouts here; they night be dependi ng on
self-identification. So if he could pretend that—

"You are Heem of Highfalls," the alcove jetted. "Wat are you attenpting?"

The taste of success dissipated. They had cross-checked his aura, and nabbed
him Now all he could do was ad lib. "Swoon's nane was called, and he was
absent, so | tried to cover the taste for himso he would not be unfairly
elimnated. "

"Swoon is a friend of yours?"

"Indubitably." He could hardly afford the truth. "Of course, we are conpeting
agai nst each other—that is, our transferees are—but here at the initial stage we
are cooperating. You know how it is." But he knew the machi ne woul d not know how
it was.

"You are lying, Heem You were not aware that Swoon is ferale."

This was no machine jetting! The anonynous interviewer was entirely too clever,
setting traps for him But Heem fought it through: "So | tried to get processed
before ny turn. My transferee wants to win this conpetition, for his Star."
The al cove sprayed out a rude profusion of nmirth. "For his Star? Not |ikely!"
Sonet hi ng was wong here. Al the HydrOs were nerely hosts for the
representatives of the Thousand Stars. Wy shoul d his endorsenent of the obvious
be so hunmorous—unl ess the interviewer knew he had no transferee? Yet why
continue this dialogue, in that case? They should just roll himout. So Heem
wai t ed without respondi ng, know ng they had caught hi m—and that they had
sonething el se in mnd. He knew there was heavy politicking in any Segnent
conpetition, and possibly he was about to get a taste of it here.

"You are aware that three species are serving as hosts for this engagenent," the
al cove jetted. "Roughly one third of the thousand are HydrO. Al are good,
heal t hy, apt specinens, approved by the Society of Hosts; there is no
foolishness there. But there is one exception. No entity with a crinminal record
is permitted in a conpetition.”

Oh, they really had him

"You, of course, are the exception," the alcove continued. "The |aw awaits you
outside. You lack Society of Hosts approval. Your entire career betrays an
unscrupul ous and | owcunni ng personality. You possess a conbat skill that is
suspi cious; you could not nmaintain it legally. You nade application to enter
this conpetition under fal se pretenses. In sunmation, you are a di sreputable
entity."

"You were aware of that when you admitted nme?" Heem i nquired, surprised.

"I't was your primary recomrendation."

The wrongness magnified. "I amnot certain | conprehend your direction."
"Alittle individual background, Heem You are aware that there are
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approxi mately one thousand entrants to this conpetition, utilizing three host
species, the Star of representation determ ned by the transfer entity."

"I amaware," Heemjetted nervously. Wiy were they repeating this basic
informati on? Had they nulled his transfer deliberately, punishing hinf

"But the three host speci es—what of their entrants?"

"Sanme applies," Heem sprayed. "Transfer in another entity of the same species,
to be the representative. Two mnds are still better than one, if their skills
are conpl enentary."

"Or use the host as the representative, and transfer in an alien expert."

Heem consi dered that. "Could be quite a conbination! If you transferred a
renegade Squaminto a domi nant HydrO host, he'd be a potent conpetitor against
bot h Squans and HydrGs."

"Precisely. Odds agai nst the success of that conbination would decline fromone
in a thousand to one in one hundred or so, perhaps ever lower, with the right
conbi nation."

"Still, one chance in a hundred is a |l ong one. Any one of the thousand could do
as well nmerely by cheating a little."

"Ch, there is no cheating in a Segnent conpetition,"” the interviewer squirted
hastily. "That would lead to voiding of any success achieved."

"Could be hard to watch every detail, though," Heem suggested, intrigued by the
theoretical situation. "This thing is basically a race, and |I've been in enough
| ocal races to know that the winner is seldomconpletely clean."” He renenbered
how Hoom had needl ed him back in the juvenile stage at Highfalls. H's
experience in subsequent |ife had shown himthis was typical; the scrupul ous
sel dom finished first.

"You are an excellent racer,'
salient in your profile.”
"Are you inplying | am uncl ean?"

"The Conpetition Authority does not accept unclean individuals. W nerely have
need of a conpletely conpetent representative, with the strongest notive to
succeed. Naturally we will tolerate no evidence of wong-rolling, but since it
woul d be an enbarrassnent to Star HydrOto have a winner with a soiled record, a
pardon for your past activities has been filed. You are conpletely clean."

Now Heem was catching on. "You are entering ne as the Star HydrO
representative?"

"I thought that was understood. Surely you realized that your transferee is
extra- Segnent, though you covered that infornmation beautifully."

Extra- Segnent ? Heem set that aside for the nonment. "And if | happen not to
overcone the odds—

"It is possible that a clerical error would be uncovered, voiding your pardon,
and you woul d again be subject to local Systemjustice."

The taste was coming through nore clearly. "And if | should, just by way of
farfetched exanpl e, be caught enpl oying unclean neans in the conpetition—

"The Conpetition Authority would deal with you in its own fashion. W certainly
woul d not support such behavior."

So he had been admitted to the conpetition because of his record, and was
expected to enploy his nefarious skills to win for Star HydrO, wi thout being
caught. They had certainly given himan incentive: glory, honor, and a clean
record if he won without fouling out; confinement or worse if he fail ed.

"I believe | conprehend the situation," he jetted, subdued.

"W rather thought you would, Heem™

"But a great deal depends on the transferee." There seened to be no reason now
not to advise themof the failure; they would nerely put himthrough the machine
again and be sure the transfer took, this tine.

"Do not underestimate your transferee," the alcove jetted. "He is a highly
trained and notivated Sol ari an of Segnent Etanmin, apt at riddles and conpetitive
strategy. We estinate that his presence will quadruple your chances for success.
As you sit, you should have one chance in twenty-five to wi n—and perhaps you
will be fortunate enough to inprove on that."

By cheating. Yes, he just might acconplish that; he did indeed know many little

the interviewer jetted in an aside. "This was
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trick rolls of the trade that could not be readily exposed as illicit. "There is
just one problem—=

"We realize that it is difficult at first to come to ternms with a conpletely
alien mnd, and the Solarians are as alien as any in the Gl axy," the al cove
jetted. "By the sane token taste, the strategy directed by this entity will be
virtual ly inconprehensible to your Segnent Thousandstar conpetitors. Learn to
enpl oy this alienness to your advantage, and—

"Verification is conplete except for those elininated by default,” the public
spray proclainmed. "Prepare for onset of conpetition."

"But for this first stage, your own expertise is best," the alcove finished
hurriedly. "Now return to your niche for the onset of the conpetition. Do not
fail us, and we shall not fail you."

A pretty direct reminder! "lI'mtrying to jet you that your alien Solarian
transfer never—

"If you miss the initial keying, you are unlikely to obtain a ship."
Heemrealized that an alien transferee would have little notion of |oca
conventions, so would be no help in the first stage of conpetition. What could a
Sol arian of Etanmin do in the Sphere of Star HydrO? He did not need the Solarian
expert. Not to get offplanet. Once he had a spaceship, he wouldn't need the

Sol arian anyway. |f he washed out of the conpetition, he could set down
sonmewher e el se, anywhere el se but here, and they woul d never bother to extradite
him So what did he care if his transfer had failed? Wth no visiting mnd to
prod him no inter-Segnment involvenment, he was on his own. That was the way he
preferred it.

But he was dawdl i ng, wasting invaluable tinme. Heemrolled swiftly back to his
assi gned ni che. He shoul d consider hinmself |ucky that they had been so concerned
with the cleverness of their hold over himthat they had forgotten to verify his
transferee aura. Maybe his attenpt to borrow Swoon of Sweetswanp's identity had
served himwell, even in its failure. The anonynous interviewer had outsnarted
hi nsel f. The authorities did not have a punishing hold on Heem they had the
illusion of a hold. Heemreached his niche and settled in. "Ascent is correct,”
the public spray announced. "Biim of Broadsea is granted the key to the sixth
ship."

There was a wi nner—evidently the sixth. Heem had mi ssed five successfu
responses, inthe little tinme he had del ayed, and had no idea of the pattern
that m ght be devel oping. That put himat a crucial disadvantage, |owering his
chances of success. He could wash out right here, before ever getting started.
The one thing he could not afford.

"So you are back," his neighbor jetted. Not the comunicative 38, who was now
concentrating on the conpetition, but the one who had been absent before. Nunber
40, Swoon of Sweetswanp. The fenale he had tried to inpersonate, who had never
answered her summons for verification.

"Descent is incorrect," the public spray proclained. "Maan of Makerain is
disqualified." There was a brief pause, then: "Hard is incorrect. Soft is
incorrect. Kreep of Kinglake and Toot of Tangspray are elimnated. Please depart
pronptly."

So Ascent was a winner, but Descent and Soft were |osers. Not enough infornation
yet for himto forma notion of the pattern. He had to get a listing of the
prior winners and | osers so he could conpete on an even basis. "Swoon, would you
provide me with a rehearsal of the prior—=

Her jet struck his skin before he finished. "You stole ny verification! Now |
can't conpete!"

"Bold is incorrect," the public spray announced. "Deeb of Deepocean is retired."
"I did not steal your verification!" Heem protested.

"Yes you did!'" she countered furiously, her jet warmwi th enption. There was a
special female flavor to her em ssions that woul d have been quite interesting in
anot her circunstance. "Fuun inforned ne you had rolled for my sumons."

Fuun must be the | oquaci ous 38 on the other side. Infernal loudsquirt! "I nerely
tried to cover for you. But they fathonmed ny identity. Your qualification has
not been conpronised." Yet if she had m ssed verification, she had been
elimnated by default.
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"Joy is incorrect," the public spray wafted. "Haav of Healthjuice is disnssed."
"I don't believe you," Swoon jetted, but there was a tinge of doubt. "I was

del ayed by a mal functioning door on ny chanber, and only arrived here as the
concepts comenced. "

"Then you are not at fault. Go to the verification alcove," Heemurged. "It is
not yet too late." He hoped. "But first give ne the data."

"Dense is incorrect," the spray announced. "Poon of Puddl el ove has washed out."
She hesitated then decided. "I will give you the data—after | qualify. So if
you attenpt to betray nme agai n—

Heem di d not debate the point. "Advise them Heem of Hi ghfalls rolled you to
them Hurry."

She rolled out with dispatch, for she was as eager as he to win a spaceship.
There was a pause. Six entrants had been elinmnated in succession, so the others
were getting nore conservative. Once a contestant commtted hinmself to a guess,
he was either a winner or a loser; he had no second chance. It was evident that
the odds against a right answer by pure guess were at |east six to one, since
that was the ratio of failures to successes he had noted so far. But the odds
woul d be much better for a smart entity, or for a pair of entities (host and
transferee working in tanden), and Heem did not care to ganble that so many

ot hers woul d wash out that any ships would be I eft over for easy taking. Even if
there were ten ships remaining, and all entrants washed out except hinself, he
woul d still have to fathomthe key before he got a ship. If he took a day to do
it, he would be so far behind the other ships that he woul d never catch up
before the race was over. So he had to fathomthe pattern and get his ship
early.

"Grief is incorrect,"” the public spray sprayed. "Fuun of Flowjet is finished."
"May the nonstrous anorphous Deity spray poison acid on us all!" 38 sprayed

expl osively, and there was a nei ghborhood stir of shock at his obscenity. "Joy
was third, so | was sure the antonymhad to be sixth."

"But the concept at issue nowis the seventh," the HydrO behi nd Heem sprayed in
a stage whi sperjet.

"And the sixth was Ascent," another sprayed. "That was the antonymto none of
the prior concepts."

"Dry skin!" Fuun swore scatologically as he rolled away. "I m srenenbered and

m sfigured! What a dehydrant am|!"

"On that, at least, he is correct," another sprayed.

Nevertheless, it was valuable information for Heem Now he knew that Joy had
been third, and suspected that there had been at |east one pair of antonyns
anong the others. Joy third, Ascent sixth. Descent had been wong, so there
could not be adjacent antonyns. Probably the key |l ay el sewhere. If only he had
the full [list!

"Brittle is correct,"” the public spray came. "Mees of M stfog has Ship Seven."
Ascent followed by Brittle. Wiat did the two have in comopn? They were two
entirely different types of concept. Heemis mind | abored vainly to spot

sonet hing obvious. It couldn't be that successive concepts had to differ in

nat ure, because then several of the guesses foll owing Ascent woul d have been
correct. Hard, Soft, Bold, Joy, Dense, Gief—three were descriptions of physica
properties, three related to feelings or personality of |iving conscious
entities. Brittle clearly fit into the former category. Wiy, then, was Brittle
correct, while Hard, Soft, and Dense were incorrect? And how had Mees of M stfog
fathonmed the distinction? The guess had cone after a fair pause, as though Mees
had taken tinme to figure it out. What did Mees know that Heemdidn't?

Qoviously, the first correct and incorrect guesses: Mees knew them Heemdidn't.
Heem had to have them but did not want to betray his ignorance by inquiring of
anot her contestant. Any of themmght informhimincorrectly, so as to cause him
to elimnate hinself by a miscal cul ated guess, and perhaps nmake it easier for
them There was no rul e agai nst di scussion and cooperation, but ultimtely each
entrant had to be for hinself, and for his represented Star. No one could be
trust ed.

Where was Swoon of Sweet swanp? Could he trust her? He would have to! She
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obvi ously was not the brightest HydrO extant, or she would not have gotten | ost
comng to her niche. He was sure it had been confusion, not door nal function,
that had del ayed her. She woul d need help getting a good guess. He would give
her the correct sequence occurring during her absence, and she would give him
the correct original sequence. |f he could crack the code for hinself, he could
do it for her too; two answers were as easy as one. |f she gave himincorrect
information, it would only wash them both out. So she coul d probably be trusted.
"Power is incorrect," the spray announced. "Sheev of Shadyl ake is out."

This was awful! Heem ordinarily apt at this sort of thing, could not get a jet
onit. If he was too late getting the early sequence, too nany others woul d
solve the pattern before him

"Justice is incorrect. Food is incorrect. Descent is incorrect,’
sprayed, following with the nanes of the unsuccessful entrants.
"Hurmor is correct," the spray then cane. "Bloop of Blisswater has Ship Eight.
Direction is correct; Poos of Peacepond has Ship Nine. Sour is correct; Zaas of
Zoonj et has Ship Ten."

Three in a row Obviously one person had found the key, and given it to his
friends, so that all three had won together. Mich nore of that and all the ships
would go in a fewbig rolls! Yet these three would now find thensel ves racing
agai nst each other; their friendship would suffer rapid attrition. Since each
host had a different transferee, representing a different Star, there could be
no |l ong-termcoll usion.

"Ccean is incorrect," the spray announced. "Season is incorrect. Hate is
incorrect. Love is incorrect."

Four nore washouts in rapid order. That could be a group who had cooperated and
| ost. But the key renai ned opaque. Wth a sequence of ten w nners and severa
times that many | osers, Heem should be able to determine the pattern. If only he
had all the data!

There was anot her pause, a |long one. Evidently the other contestants were as
confused as Heem That was good; that woul d gi ve Swoon of Sweetswanp tine to get
verified and return to her niche. It was also bad; all the ships already
acquired were zooning off to the rendezvous, becomi ng nore and nore difficult to
cat ch.

Heem wai ted inmpatiently, making little restless jets that rolled hi mabout
within his niche, rotating his body in place. Baffled by the nystery of the
pattern, his searching mnd veered off, and he found hinself renenbering again.
He had been in a kind of conpetition before, as nystifying as this one, and
sonewhat nore final in its decisions. The conpetition of juvenile survival. He
renenbered how he and Hoom had ridden the back of the flatfloater as it jetted
powerfully up the slope of the nmountain range beside Highfalls. Their conpanions
Haam and Hiim had fallen off, and now the two of themwere the only sapients
remaining in the valley. They had to know whether they were al one, or whether
others |like them existed el sewhere.

The flatfloater wavered, not liking the trenendous effort of the clinb. Heem
needled in on the I ower edge of its disk, and it shot forward again, seeking to
escape the irritation. Again Heem appreciated the stupidity of the nonster,
which nade it so readily subject to manipul ation

Was it possible that the two sapients were al so stupid, being manipul ated by
sonme power beyond their conprehension? Surely the valley of Highfalls had not
been stocked with hundreds of their kind, nost of whomwould die at the outset,
only to have themall die out eventually! Yet it had al nost happened, and m ght
happen yet.

Wth amazing swiftness, the taste of the top of the range approached. It was
unconfortably dry up here, and the air pressure was | ow, causing his body to
fluff out. The anbient taste of vegetation was diffuse. Heemdid not like it,

but was determned to go on. He knew now that they could not have nmade it by
thensel ves; only the gross power of the floater sufficed. Even that would fai

if they did not surnmount the ridge soon, for the nonster was tiring. It too was
suffering fromthe rare air; fragnments of its body were falling off, propelled
by the uncontroll ed expansion of its gases. Heem and Hoom were both working hard
to keep it noving; soon even the sharpest needl es woul d not be enough

the spray
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The flatfloater bal ked. Now all their prodding was vain; the nonster's jets were
exhausted, its body overheated to the point of shutdown. It crashed into the

sl ope. Heem and Hoomrolled forward and off, jetting desperately to regain

equi libriumand avoid a conpeting collision

In due course Heemrolled to a stop, his body half-flattened against the tilt of
the ground. The wind was cold against his skin, the taste strange. Perhaps it
was sone breed of swanp vegetation, fuzzed by distance.

Swanp? This draft was conming down the nountain. WAs there swanp up there?
Hardl y! Were, then?

It had to be fromthe far side. A draft across the strange swanp, with its
different flavor, up over the nountain ridge, down this side. If he rolled into
the draft, he would find that swanp. All he had to do was keep rolling until he
got there; the wind would guide him

Besi de him Hoom was reviving. "Do you survive, HeenP" he sprayed weakly.

"Yes," Heemreplied. "W nust go on."

"We nust go back! This dimnished pressure is awful! The air is dry and cold."
"Because we are near the top of the ridge! Alittle farther, and we will crest
it. The flatfloater has done all it can; we nust not throw away what it has
given us."

"I'mtired," Hoom protested. "I cannot clinb anynore; | nust roll down."

"Then roll alone. | will cross the mountain."

"But suppose you never return? | would be alone in the valley!"

"Yes," Heemjetted forcefully, starting his roll uphill. He was bluffing; if
Hoom di d not core. ..

Rel uctantly, Hoomjoined him Heem nade a private jet of relief. He had not
wanted to risk this venture alone, yet had not wanted to give it up so close to
success. Now he had won; he had assuned the | eadership, and Hoom woul d have to
fol | ow.

They forged up the slope. Abruptly the ground | evel ed, then angl ed down. They
had crested the ridge! They had been virtually at the brink. Wiat irony if they
had gi ven up when the flatfloater did!

There was a lesson in this, Heemthought. One nust not give up an effort
prematurel y; success mght be incipient, though it seened otherw se.

VWhat a relief to roll downhill! The slope was steep, forcing themto brakejet
firmy, but progress was excellent.

"W nade it!" Hoom sprayed jubilantly. "W conquered!" He seened to have
forgotten his prior reticence. But that was the way Hoomwas; his attention span
was brief. He never brooded on the ultimte neani ngl essness of things the way
Heem di d.

For exanple, Hoom was now happy to be rolling dowhill. Heem was concerned what
they might encounter at the base of this slope. The valley of Highfalls had its
perils, enough to elimnate all but two of possibly two hundred original HydrGs
who had started there. Could this nanel ess new vall ey be any safer? Probably it
was worse, for them because they would not be famliar with its perils.

Yet this venture had to be nade. Whatever the neaning of |life mght be, this
expl oration would help himto discover it.

The sl ope | evel ed, but the ground was too high yet for this to be the base. A
variance in the nmountain, after which the descent shoul d resune.

Suddenly both of them blasted water violently forward, coning to a halt. There
was sonet hing strange, alien, and horrible ahead. Both of themknew instantly it
was an eneny. It exuded a taste of sheerest nenace. They al so knew they coul d
not fight it; the thing was too horrible to oppose. Their only choice was to
flee.

They tried. But progress up the steep slope was agonizingly slow. The thing
rolled up behind them+no, even nore horrible, it did not roll, its |oconpotion
was part of its alien quality. It did not jet, it—t slithered. Heem had never

i magi ned such a neans of transport, but the faint, awful taste of this thing's
presence evoked nenories buried in his evolution. This creature—t had been the
i npl acabl e foe of Heem's kind for an interm nable tine!

"Cease your struggle, HydrO prey," the jet of the alien cane. Even its
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conmmuni cati on was oddly sinister. There was a cold netallic flavor. The alien
did not use jets for communication; Heem knew this too. Therefore this comand
was i npossi bl e—yet it had cone.

Heem ignored it, naturally. He jetted so hard he practically flatfloated up the
sl ope. Hoom was right beside him Terror gave them strength.

"Cease, lest | destroy you," the alien jetted.

Hoom had enough attention left to loft a hurried spray at Heem "How can it jet?
It has no jets!"

"Wth ny nachine, HydrO prey!" the alien jetted. "Last warning: desist or die."
But Heem knew with the certainty of thousands of generations of his kind—+t was
amazi ng how self-realization came at a moment |ike this!—that there was no way
to trust this alien. "Divide!" he sprayed, warned by that instinct. He jetted at
right angles to his forner course and rolled to the side, separating from Hoom
Even as he did so, there was an expl osive spray from Hoom "Ch, it burns!" Then
not hi ng—and Heem knew his friend was dead.

Heem dodged agai n, changing his angle of escape with his strongest jet. Then the
alien's machine-jet grazed him just touching a small patch of his skin.

"Ch, it burns!" Heem sprayed and collapsed. It did burn, but his exclanation was
nmore cunning than pain, a ploy of desperation. Let the alien assune he was dead;
perhaps the killing shot would be withheld. It was his only chance.

He felt the slight vibration of the ground as the alien approached. It cane to
Heem first, its body enmitting its faint but awmful taste. It was difficult to
fathomthe nature of this dread creature, but as it came near the separate snall
i ndi cations of its nechani smevoked the instinctive menories in Heenmis nind. The
thing was |long and slender, an undul ating rope of flesh tapering into a rough
point at either extreme. There was arnor on it, mail formed from bone: the
hardened ti ssue enpl oyed by sone aninals to stiffen and shield their anatonies.
It nmoved by shoving its smooth, hard torso against irregularities in the ground,
and sliding its dry scales past these irregularities. It was, Heemrealized, a
bit like rolling; instead of enploying sensible jets of water to push its body
around and forward, it enployed natural objects. But it remained a horrifyingly
al i en node of propul sion.

The thing slithered up to Heem who dared not squirt even the tiniest jet. He
knew, again by instinct, that he would only remain alive if this nonster thought
him al ready dead. He had to stay dead to stay alive!

The thing lurked beside him a ghastly alien presence. Heem no | onger had
volition; even his hydrogen absorption was suspended. The nonster unfol ded three
gross linmbs, their nature shaped in Heemis nmind by sound, anbient taste, and
instinct nenory. Pincers extended, three sturdy netallic claws, grasping Heenis
vul nerabl e body, hauling one section of it into the air. Yet Heemdid not react.
For a nonent the nonster held himthere, pincers cutting cruelly into Heenis
tender flesh. The taste-anbi ence was nuch stronger now, evoking a vivid picture
of this creature's nature. The bone-plates were intricately overl apped and
interlocked so as to be highly flexible and invul nerable to any needl ejet. The
appendages were sensitive to vibration in rmuch the fashion Heem s own skin was,
so the thing coul d—<oul d-here anot her concept struggled and finally burst out: a
di screet new sense. The thing could hear. Hearing was nore than feeling,
operating at a greater distance. The creature could perceive its environnent by
hearing rather than tasting; its scales were inpervious to sapient
conmmuni cati on—Ao, that was confusing.

The thing had no jets, yet it had jetted. Instead it had a machi ne, which Heem
now realized was a construct of inaninmate substance that squirted intelligible
jets. Thus the nonster could talk despite its lack of natural means. By putting
acid in that machine, it could burn and kill. Heem s skin still hurt fiercely
fromthat glancing jet.

The nonster opened its pincers, letting Heemdrop. It slithered across to |ocate
Hoom Vibration commenced, and a terrible taste drifted across. The awfu

exudate of fresh wounds in HydrO fl esh

The thing was cutting up Hoomis body with its pincers! Hoomls natural juices
were squirting into the air, spreading the horrible taste of death. By vibration
and taste, Heemwas treated to the nost terrible experience of his career. The
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monster, not satisfied with killing his friend, was now destroyi ng the body!
The utter alienness of this action nade Heenis jet apertures |ose control, and
sone of his reserve water |eaked out. Still he could do nothing, not even nove.

Efficiently, the nonster reduced Hoom s body to juicy pieces. Then the nobst
sickening thing of all occurred. The thing extruded its own internal nenbrane
and spread it over Hoonmls pieces. Heemtasted the vile acids; their vapors
burned his skin anew. A poison jet was bad enough, but this conplete inundation
was appal |l ing. What possible purpose could there be init? Nothing in his
experience accounted for anything like this. His instinct-nmenory offered no
clue; whatever it was was too horrible even to conprehend.

Heem s disconfort was growing. He had to breathe or he woul d perish anyway.
Cautiously he took in air, circulating the nolecules of it through his system
Energy was harvested, and water flowed, restoring his power. But what good did
this do hinP The alien could shoot himdown again with that nechanical jet. Heem
stayed still.

The ghastly process of denolition continued. Heem found hinsel f becom ng inured
toit; it was inpossible to maintain a condition of total horror indefinitely.
Hoom was dead; he had accepted that, and with the flow of energy through his
system he was better able to tolerate it. The experience and nenory were awf ul
and woul d remain so, but Heemcould at |east function. He had, after all, tasted
the deaths of his conpanions nany tinmes before, frommany different causes.
Suddenly he realized that the alien was tenporarily restricted. How could it
nmove rapidly, while its insides were outside? Perhaps it could still use its
weapon, but it could not pursue a rolling object.

To wait here was to risk getting cut up and destroyed in the nmanner Hoom had
been. There was really no choice. The alien had thought Heem dead, since it

| acked proper taste; when Heemrenmained |inp, he had been set aside while the
other victimwas verified. The alien was not omiscient; it had to check things
physically. So Heem had fool ed it—and now m ght escape it.

Heem bl asted out his jets, initiating a violent roll down the slope. If the acid
did not strike himin the first nonent, he should escape it entirely. And—t did
not strike. He had fool ed the eneny and won his freedom

Now he was rolling down the steep incline, nuch faster than was confortable or
safe, yet he dared not brake. Better the risk of getting smashed agai nst a rock,
than of waiting for an acid bath!

But as he becane assured of escape, his concern about his high-velocity rol

grew. He had to slow, but his nonentumwas such that his jets seened to have no
effect.

Still the slope catapulted himdown. Heem bounced, his skin abrading. A welter
of tastes inpinged on his awareness: animals, plants, mnerals, not-quite
famliar. The tastes of this strange valley, only a little different from

Hi ghfalls, yet remarkabl e because it was the first foreign valley he had known.
A region he could live in, if he could only enter it safely.

He tried again, without effect. The slope was sinply too steep! Now he tasted
the spune of broken water. There was a river here, rocky, with falls, like that
in his owm valley; he would smash into it and die, for water could not
sufficiently cushion his present plunge.

Heemjetted with all his strength to one side. His plumet veered, and he rolled
on a slant down the nmountain. Now at |last he could gain a little purchase. He
veered further, beginning to catch the ground; in a nonent he would be rolling

back uphill, and gravity would help stay his notion. Wiy hadn't he thought of
this before? He sl owed, curved—
And dropped of f another |edge, one that ran parallel to his original |ine of

descent. He jetted wildly in all directions, acconplishing nothing, and spl ashed
into deep water.

Di zzy, exhausted, he struggled to the surface—and could not maintain the

el evation. Slowy he sank down into the depths, losing all control. There was
hydrogen here, plenty of it, but he |acked the energy to process it properly at
this depth. He was in danger of drowning.

Then sonet hi ng bunped him Dazedly he tasted its anbi ence—and di scovered the
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stigma of another of his kind. But Hoom was the one who renai ned, and Hoom was
dead!

The strange Hydr O shoved himout of the water. Heem cooperated feebly. There was
sonet hing very strange about this person. It was a stranger, certainly, probably
a HydrO of this valley. But al so—

As they energed fromthe water, Heemrealized what it was. H's rescuer was

femal e—the first Heem had ever encountered. Suddenly a new universe had opened
to him

Chapter 2: Triple Disaster

"Wake, Heem " the female jetted perenptorily.

Heem snapped alert. It was not the female of his nenory, but Swoon of Sweetswanp
of nowinme. "You qualified?" he jetted anxiously.

"I did. You squirted truth. Wen | invoked your name, they renoved ne from
forfeit and verified ne instantly."

"You took | ong enough to return,” Heemjetted irritably.

"How woul d you know? You were unconscious."

"Pain is incorrect,"” the public spray sprayed. "Zuum of Zestcloud is out. Plan
is incorrect. Baas of Basewater is through.”

"Gve ne that data," he sprayed.
"Three is incorrect," the public spray announced.
"Very well,"” Swoon agreed. "Here is the list of correct entries. Hard, Soft,

Joy, Dense, Tedium Ascent, Brittle, Hunor, Direction, Sour."

"Diffuse is correct,"” the public spray announced. "Diis of Delightfog possesses
Ship Eleven." There was a spray of sheer jubilation nearby as Diis vented his

j oy.

Heem consi dered the el enents of the puzzle, at last prepared with conplete

i nformati on—but was distracted by another announced wong guess. It was hard to
concentrate on the growing list while keeping up with all the wong guesses, yet
he knew he could not afford to ignore those errors. "Swoon, we have reconcil ed
our difference of the nonent," he jetted. "But we both have lost time. Suppose
we cooperate further?”

"This is sensible," she agreed. "For this stage of the competition only."
"Agreed. W work together to fathomthe key, then derive two answers. Once we
have our ships, our deal is over."

"Agreed," she jetted. "Are you apt at puzzles?"

"I am But | need a ready recall nmechanismfor the rejects.”

"l have an excellent nmenory. That makes ne an apt space pilot, but a poor
riddler. You cogitate; | will recall."”

Heemrolled into it. Obviously there was a pattern of concepts, no two of which
repeated. Hard, followed by Soft—+wo extremes of physical properties. Then a
shift to a new variety of concept, Joy, followed by—-Pense? Wy not Sadness, or
Gief, or Msery? If one pair of extrenes was correct, why not another?

Maybe no one had thought to guess the opposite of Joy, so a new concept had been
i ntroduced instead. He could check that now. "Swoon, what were the error-guesses
for Ship Four?" He hoped she was correct about her excellent nenory.

"Sorrow, Grief, Pleasure," she jetted i mediately.

She did i ndeed have a good nmenory! It probably did help her in piloting, for
there were many details of fuel econony, energy absorption, and trajectory that
were greatly facilitated by ready recall. Heemis own piloting was excellent, but
he depended on experience and intelligent exploitation of nonentary realities,
rather than on his nmerely ordinary menory. He could do with | ess nmenory yet,
since the illegal juvenile recollections were a constant liability for him

But he could not afford the liability of that distraction now H s theory had
just been disproven. Either Sorrow or Gief should have sufficed, but both had
been rej ect ed.

Could it be a nunmber sequence, with concept irrelevant? Every fourth guess was
accepted as correct, after three rejections? That would neatly elimnate three
quarters of the contestants, guaranteeing that a sufficient nunber would remain
to fill the avail able ships. A very sinple formul a—but there was no requirenent
of conplexity here. Any entity who caught on could win his ship, regardless.
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"What were the errors for Ship Three?" he jetted.

"Fear is correct for Ship Twelve," the public spray announced. Annoyed, Heem
blotted out the rest; he needed to fathomthe pattern of the early answers, then
verify it with the subsequent ones that Swoon would retain for him

"Fuzzy, Brittle, Bold," Swoon replied. Three errors. Good. He already knew there
had been three for Ship Four. "Wat errors for Ship Five?"

"Di ffuse, Hard, Soft."

Three nore! Hard and Soft had been specific repeats, automatically void. But
they counted as errors, setting up the next.

"Errors for Ship Six?"

"Joy, Hard, Soft, Thick."

Four errors. There went that theory! Unless it were progressive, the nunber
growi ng as the gane continued. "How many for Ship Two?"

"None," she jetted. "The first two guesses were correct."

So there had been zero errors, zero errors, three, three, three, four—not
hopeful. "Errors for Ship Seven?"

"Thi nk, Bold, Descent, Hard, Soft, Joy, Gief."

She had certainly been paying attention! Six errors, including three repeats of
prior winners. The stupid guessers kept trying those repeats, not catching on
But soon the stupid ones would be elimnated, and the repeats woul d stop. Except
that any guess before the assigned nunber would be wong, so it made no
difference. But how did six errors fit the pattern? This was not an even
progression. Was it that the wong guesses had to match or outnunber the prior
total s? Then why had six guesses occurred, when four or five should have
sufficed? Also, at that rate, all the contestants would be elim nated before al
the ships were taken. And—

"They are nmaking nore correct guesses now," Swoon advi sed himworriedly.
"Fifteen shi ps have been taken. Sixteen."

"I'mrolling on it!" Heem needl ed back, then picked up his thought. He had just
found two overwhelnming flaws in the error-count theory. He had hinself tasted a
run of several correct guesses in succession, so he should have known fromthe
outset that wasn't it. And even had that not been the case, that system would
not work. As soon as enough contestants caught on to it, no one would vol unt eer
the wong guesses. The conpetition would roll to a halt, as all waited for
others to elimnate thensel ves. There had to be sonme way to have many successive
correct guesses.

"Five nore correct ones," Swoon jetted. "Too many are catching on; haven't you
solved it yet? They'll roll out of ships!"

Heem suppressed an irate blast. "Two thirds of the ships remain." But he was
worried. Too nmany other contestants, able to work on the problemw th ful
informati on fromthe outset, were fathom ng the pattern and gai ning their ships.
Twenty nore ships nmight be taken suddenly.

Back to concepts: the identical ones did not repeat, but what about variants?
Hard and Soft were physical properties; so was Dense. But the sequence was

Har d- Sof t - Joy- Dense. |If Dense was right, why had anot her physical property,
Brittle, been ruled wong, while Joy had been accepted in its place? Followed by
Tedi um Ascent-Brittle. And Brittle had been rejected before. How was it that an
i nvalid concept had becone valid?

The key could not be in the nunber of rejections or in the particular concepts.
It had to be in the order of the concepts, so that any concept becane w ong when
out of place. Now what was that order?

"Seven nore ships!" Swoon jetted despairingly.

Heem washed her out of his perception, along with the public spray's
pronouncenents. He was beginning to get it; all he needed was uninterrupted
thought. First, he had to analyze and classify the concepts. Then he had to
fornmulate a theory of progression. Then he should verify it by predicting to

hi nsel f the nature of several forthcom ng correct guesses. Finally he had to
make his own guess—before the supply of ships was exhausted.

He worked it out, calling on the increasingly nervous Swoon for data on

occasi on. There were seven or eight categories of concept: physical Properties,
such as Hard, Soft, Dense, Brittle, and Diffuse; Sentient Feelings, such as Joy,
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Tedi um Hunor, Fear, and Courage; Special Mtion such as Direction, Aslant,

Pl unge, Rotation, and Arrival; Taste Sensation, such as Sour, Sweet, Pungent,
Savory, and Insipid; Fluid Matter, such as Rain, Sea, Mist, Dry (i.e., absence
of fluid), and Liquid; Nunber, such as One, Two, Three, Four, and Five; Sapient
Qualities, such as Wsdom Stupidity, Sanity, and Craziness; and several stray
concepts that could not yet be classified with assurance because there were too
many exanpl es of each. Concept categories tended to nerge at the edges, as did
tastes when the fluids bearing them m xed.

Now the order: the first two were Physical Properties, the third a Sentient
Feeling, the fourth another Physical Property, the fifth another Feeling, the
sixth a Direction, the Seventh another Physical Property. Did he have a pattern
here? It was hard to tell.

Analyze it mathematically, he thought. Let the first class of concepts be A the
second B, the third C. Use exponents to indicate repeat concepts.

Heem paused. Had he really thought that? That was not the way his mnd
ordinarily worked! He knew of the synbol-conventions of Galactic notation-A, B,
Chut did not think in them This pressure was having a strange effect on him
Neverthel ess, it was a good thought.

He made a nental |ist of the successful concepts, classifying each as a

mat hemati cal notation. Taste A taste B, taste C, and so on, elimnating for the
monent the actual concepts so that the pattern, unobscured by neaning, could
energe. That's it exactly.

There he was, tasting to hinself again, encouraging hinself. Perhaps this

atypi cal nannerismstenmed fromthe lingering disorientation of his failed
transfer-hosting. He hoped it would not interfere with his perfornmance.

Onwar d: Har d- Sof t - Joy- Dense- Tedi um became A-A-B-A-B. He did not bother with the
exponents after all; A Al-B-A2-Bl seened to be superfluous refinenent, so far.
He could taste the pattern quite well without it.

Now what about the next five concepts? Wuld they be a repeat of the initial
sequence, or a variant, or a continuation of a devel oping sequence? No tine to
conjecture; he would have to translate the raw data directly into the format and
see. The concepts were Ascent-Brittle-Hunor-Direction-Sour. Categories
C-A-B-CD. No repeat of the first five-concept pattern.

Well, there was no reason the sequence should be in fives; that was just for his
conveni ence in organi zing. Consider themall together: AABABCABCD.

Suddenly a repeating subsequence | eaped out at him ABC- ABC. Preceded by AAB,
foll owed by D. Wiat sense could be made of that?

It was pointless to struggle with it when so nmuch nore data was avail able. He
had Swoon jet himthe next ten concepts, and translated theminto taste
categories with increasing proficiency. D ffuse-A Fear-B Plunge-C, Sweet-D,

Rai n-E, Elastic-A, Courage-B, Rotation-C, Pungent-D, Sea-E. And there it was,
beautifully, stupidly sinple: a concept progression!

Reverifying, he worked it out. A-AB- ABC- ABCD- ABCDE- ABCDE. The next one the
twenty-first concept had to be F—a new category. A Sapient Process, or a Nunber,
or sonething el se—anything but a repeat category.

"G ve ne the concept for Ship Twenty-one," he jetted.

"Ni ne," Swoon answered pronptly.

Vi ctory! The category of Nunber, new to the progression. "Now feed ne the

remai ning ships, slowy," he jetted.

"Rare," she jetted back, and he translated that to A "Caution." He rendered
that B. As she continued, he hardly perceived the specific concepts, so readily
did they becone taste-designates. CGD-E-F-G and then a new sequence in the
progressi on: ABCDEFCH. And anot her: ABCD—

"Where's the next?" he needled irritably.

"That's it!" Swoon jetted. "Forty ships taken! Have you solved it?" Anxiety was
beginning to blur her communication, intruding irrelevant tastes.

"Yes. The next one will be an E concept, followed by—

"What ?" Her jet was pure confusion.

Qops—he had squirted her with his notational synbols. "A concept relating to
Fluid Matter, that has not been used before, |ike—=
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"Liquid is correct,"” the public spray sprayed.

"You've got it!" Swoon jetted jubilantly.

"I just lost it," he responded. "I didn't make that formal guess; another HydrO
did, and he got the ship. The others are catching on rapidly."

"Five is correct," the spray announced. "Stupidity is correct. Victory is
correct.”

"There went F, G and H," Heemjetted in alarm "W've got to grab our own ships
before the entire next sequence goes!"

"Yes!" Swoon agreed. "G ve ne a concept!”

"It has to be a new category. Maybe an Abstract Relation, |ike Strength—
"Virtue is correct," the public spray cane.
"That too; that's category |I," Heemjetted. "The next eight will be easy."

"I will settle for the next one," Swoon jetted.

"A Physical Property, but not one that's been used before."

"How about Light, the opposite of Heavy? Heavy has been used, but not Light."
"That should roll it," he agreed.

"I'f this is wong— She squirted with needl esone force into her niche-receptor
There was a pause.
"Light is correct,"’
Forty-six."

Swoon practically nmelted. "Thank you, Heem thank you! | will repay you for
this! Catch up to ne at the target planet—

But Heemhad little faith in such gratitude. "Only one can win the competition,"
he reni nded her.

"The competition is not yet over. Perhaps there will be occasion to cooperate
again." She doused himwith a jet of intensely erotic suggestion and rolled out
of her niche. She was off to collect her key and her ship.

Heem t ook a nonent to reorient. Swoon night not be the cleverest concepts-riddle
mani pul ator, but she certainly had sex appeal

He was now free to win his own ship. That should be no problem The next concept
shoul d be B—

"Humility is correct," the public spray announced. "Arrival is correct."

They were going rapidly! Forty-eight ships of out sixty-six total. The next
woul d be—

"Rich is correct. Czeep of Czeal ake has Ship Forty-nine."

He had better figure ahead several ships, so as to be ready when his chance cane
up. Right now he was guessing correctly, but |losing out to others who were
respondi ng nore quickly. He would try three ships ahead. Rich had been a D
concept; E-F-G-he needed a G G was—he paused, ransacking his nmenory—& was
Intellectual Faculties, |ike Wsdomand Stupidity. Had these specific concepts
been used? Probably. So he had to take sonmething different |ike Eccentricity.
That had an original feel. Eccentricity—his ticket to space!

"Streamis correct." There were now very few wong guesses; only those who knew
they had fathomed the pattern were expressing thensel ves. The ships were going
swiftly. "Six is correct.”

Now it was up to Ghis turn. Heemstarted his jet—

And bal ked. His jet clogged, the fluid dribbling dowm his skin meaningl essly.
What had happened? It wasn't like himto clog in the crisis!

It's a repeat, he thought suddenly. A void response!

"Sanity is correct," the public spray cane. "Prosperity is correct."

A repeat! Quite possible, for he had hardly assinilated the concepts thensel ves.
He had translated themto letter-tastes automatically, depending on Swoon of
Sweet swanp to recall the specifics—and now she was gone. He could not trust his
menory on any of the repeat concepts!

"Vice is correct. Knyfh is correct."

Two nore ships gone—the fifty-fourth and fifty-fifth. Only eleven | eft—and
though he had fathoned the pattern, his nmenory was suspect! He had perhaps two
chances in three of choosing correctly on any single one —but he hardly wanted
to stake his freedomon those odds! He wanted to be certain. Wat was he to do
now?

"Firmis correct. Maat of Mainstreamwi ns Ship Fifty-six."

the public spray sprayed. "Swoon of Sweetswanp has won Ship
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The fifty-fifth concept had been Knyfh—evidently the new category J, Custer
Geogr aphy. Segnment Knyfh had been at the heart of the MIky Way Gal axy defense,
during the Second War of Energy. Probably the next J concept could be any of the
other Gal actic Segnents—Qaval, Etamin, LoDo, Wew, even Thousandstar itself. But
this was too obvious; a nunber of contestants would fathomit, and be waiting
for J toroll around again, and it would be pure chance for himto get his
answer in first. He could not jet his answer in one nonent beforetime; an answer
out of place was a wong answer.

"Excitement is correct. Departure is correct. Spicy is correct.”

Three nore shi ps gone—and Heem coul d have taken any of them had he dared risk a
repetition. He still could not risk it! According to his understanding of the
pattern, the sixty-sixth ship would represent a conpletely new concept. Wile
the others were jetting over the second J concept, he should needle in with the
K concept.

The problemwas that K, sixty-six, was the last ship available to a HydrO host.
If he lost that one, he | ost everything.

"Exhilaration is incorrect. Seven is incorrect." Two bad guesses. Wat was
required was an E concept, relating to Water, while these related to Enoti on and
Nunber B and F. Other contestants were getting nervous, afraid they would | ose
out by failing even to try for the remaining ships in tine. Wll, good, the nore
fools who washed out, the fewer to interfere with his own guess at the end.

Heem was abruptly tenpted to take his chance on this next ship. Had Ocean been
used? Lake? Sea?
"Lake is correct,’
Sixty."

Six ships to go! He could have won Ship Sixty if he had only jetted Lake. But
supposing he had jetted Sea, and it turned out to be a repeat? In fact, he was
al nost sure now that Sea had been used, back in the first or second E. He had to
stick to his decision: a conpletely new concept-category for Ship Sixty-six.

That remai ned his | ast and best chance.

"Six is incorrect. Seven is correct."

Soneone had forgotten and reused a nunber—as Heem nmi ght have done. The next
guesser had quickly rectified the situation, and gotten the ship. The renaining
contestants were under pressure, as Heem hinself was; they were naking stupid

m st akes. But that was their problem he had to be concerned with his own. Wat
was a conpl etely new concept-category?

"Eight is incorrect. Crazy is correct. Success is correct.”

There went Ships Sixty-two and Sixty-three. Three ships | eft—and Heemis m nd was
bl ank. Where was his new category? He had to have it now

"Justice is correct. Potency is incorrect.”

Curses! Two ships left—and he could not force his stalled nmnd to come up with
the category! Should he take his roll at the next-to-last, since no one had—
"Etamin is correct. Jool of Jeweluster has Ship Sixty-five."

Now! Now!t O forever lost! Yet he could not—

Idiot! It's Potence!

But Potence was a repeat; he had tasted it used!

No! Use it now

"Novagl eamis incorrect.”

Pot ence. Now

Confused, Heemyielded. Better to wash out on a bad guess than to wash out

wi t hout even trying. But even as he jetted, he knew ot hers were doing the sane.
Al'l through the chanber, needl es were being fired.

Wth despairing certainty he tasted the concluding public spray. A group of
others had jetted before he had! One of themwas sure to have the answer.
"Frustration is incorrect. Jubilation is incorrect. Spray is incorrect.
Thousandstar is incorrect. Ten is incorrect. Sickness is incorrect. Sand is
incorrect. Potence is correct. Heemof Highfalls has won the final ship. A
others are disqualified."

Nunb, Heemrested in place. Potence was not a repeat; it was an advance guess,
the taste in his mnd jetted. Qut of place, therefore wong—before.

the public spray proclai ned. "Soop of Soulwet has won Ship
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Hardly believing it, Heemlurched out of his niche and rolled to pick up the key
to Ship Sixty-six.

The key was a sinple yet unguessable taste-code that would adnmit himto Ship

Si xty-six and no other. Heemrolled rapidly out toit, jetted the key, and
rolled up the ranp that opened out to him He entered the ship, squeezed into
the control chanber, and settled into the acceleration cup. No one but a HydrO
could use a HydrO ship; the bodies of other sapients differed too grossly. He
jetted the TAKEOFF button. The ship's accel eration panels closed in about him
sealing the chamber; water flooded the conmpartnent, and the huge gaseous jets

bl asted at the ground. Like a flatfloater, the ship hurled itself into the sky.
Heem coul d do nothing for the nmoment. The ship would remain on automatic pil ot
until it achieved escape velocity; only then would the controls be returned to
the passenger. Initial acceleration was always a conpression; fortunately the
Hydr O physi que, when properly supported, was ideally suited toit. Only a
creature who could survive in fluid could accelerate rapidly; other forns were
severely handi capped, | acking the ability to use hydraulic support for living

ti ssues. Yet sonmehow many ot her species had achi eved space.

That thought put Heeminto a nmuse: how had his kind really cone to space? The
Hydr O speci es could hardly have evolved for it—en the surface of a planet. Yet
this al nost perfect adaptation to the conditions of space could hardly be

coi nci dent al

No, of course it was not coincidental! The awareness of outer space had not cone
easily to the HydrO kind, because the radiation of stars was not directly
perceivable to HydrO senses. A star could not be tasted; it had no
characteristic vapor, no vibration; it could not be touched. The home-Star,
Hydr O, was perceived through its caloric anbience; it heated the |and and air by
day. This, of course, had been the key, though Heem had spent his juvenile state
on a colony world, and had never tasted the environs of Star HydrOitself. If a
thing that was too far away to be touched nade the di fference between confort
and disconfort, that thing was inportant enough to be studi ed. Suppose Star
HydrO were to depart or fade? It had been necessary for Heem s ancestors to rol
into a situation where this could not happen

So those ancestors had studied Star HydrO, and di scovered marvel ous qualities in
it. Generations were lost in the pursuit of this know edge, but in tine the
conceptual franmework was secure. Star HydrO not only related to day and ni ght
(i.e., the alternating periods of warnmth and cool), it bore on the seasons of
the year, and the larger cycles of climate. The perfection of this conprehension
was fraught with error, but at the end of that long roll, the nature of the
nmoder n uni verse had beconme quite clearly flavored

The HydrGs had realized that there had to be other life in the universe, just as
there are other Stars. Nothing appeared alone; like juveniles in a valley, there
were al ways one or two hundred. |ndeed, there were ancient ruins within System
Hydr O, unmi st akable remants of the onetine presence of a highly technol ogi ca
alien species. On a planet orbiting another star (a star was a great radiating
ball of gas; a Star was a star with an associated sapient life-form wthin
Sphere HydrO were the remmants of an entire |life-ecol ogy, once flourishing but
now conpl etely obliterated. Painstaking analysis of the traces indicated that
the aliens had utilized other perceptions than taste. They seemed to have been
able to perceive directly the reflected radiation of the stars. Since such

radi ation, according to HydrO research, propagated directly and rapidl y—far nore
so than the vapors and currents of taste—this had enabled the aliens to react
much nmore swiftly to stellar phenomena. In fact, this ability night be a

form dabl e asset to spacefaring creatures, and m ght even be of use on the
surface of planets. So the HydrOs had devel oped nachines to perceive this
radiation, and translated it to the nolecules of taste, coding it nmuch as Heem
had coded the concepts of the contest. This had led to an enornous increase in
astronom cal information.

"I can't see!' he thought despairingly.

VWhat ? OF course he couldn't see; that was the termfor the direct perception of
radi ati on of certain wavel engths, that only machi nes and aliens seened to have,
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as though to conpensate themfor their inadequate resources of taste. No HydrGs
could duplicate the feat, had they desired to; the instrunments were quite
satisfactory to make the effects of radiation conprehensible. If he were ever
deprived of his sense of taste, he would have reason to despair; but why benpan
the lack of an alien perception?

"I"'mblind!" he thought again.

Blind: a manufactured termrelating to that deficiency of radiation perception
It might, in a crude nmanner, resenble tastel essness—at |east to a species so
foolish as to depend on radiation perception for primary awareness. Such | oss

m ght be very disturbing. But not to Heem who had never had such ability, and
never desired it.

Maybe this was sonme anonaly of his thinking, spawned by the pressure of

accel eration. Heem had been to space before w thout any problemlike this, but
it was possible that his secret incapacity touched this too. Was he suffering a
| apse of sanity?

"I can feel, | can taste," he sprayed, though his spray could hardly be
effective in this water anbience of acceleration. He renenbered waiting for the
flatfloater, long ago as a juvenile, and feeling a sinmlar restriction. "That is
all | require.”

‘"Not you, idiot! I'"'mthe one who's blind!' Was he jetting to hinsel f? He had

al ways been full of thoughts, but seldomtried to spray themto hinself, before.
"I never realized it would be like this! No eyes, no ears—+'m |l ocked in a dark
and silent cell. I'mgoing crazy!'

"So | amjetting to nmyself," Heemjetted, answering hinself in the sane fashion
"I'f I amlosing ny sanity, as | suspect, at least | amdoing it in space instead
of in confinenent." Technically there was nothing quite so confining as space
travel ; no claustrophobic creature could pilot a spaceship. But beyond that
close and pressured netal lay the glorious vastness of space, the ultimate in
unconfi nement. "But why am | so concerned about-what were those organs of
radi ati on?"

'Eyes! Ears! To see and hear. How can you stand it, blind and deaf, w thout even
hands?'

"Hands! The only creature | have encountered with such awful appendages is—
"Al'l sapient creatures have hands! O opposed thunbs, or the equivalent. So they
can handl e tools, build buildings, operate nachines, so they can devel op
Cluster-1level technol ogy.

"This is not nmy thinking!" Heemjetted violently. "I may be losing ny taste
perspective, but not my common sense. HydrGs have no hands, yet we are anong the
nmost technol ogi cally advanced speci es of Segnent Thousandstar. Here | am
piloting a HydrO spaceshi p—ro- handed. "

"Cf course it's not your thinking. It's mine. | never thought it would be like
this!'

The taste of conprehension fl ooded across his surface. "The transferee! It
arrived after all!"

"It—+ nmean | —arrived al nbost dead. |'mhardly conscious now. |'m operating solely
on tenporary nerve; in a few hours, if I'mnot out of this nightmare, 1"l
collapse entirely. | can operate on nerve for a little while; | can endure

anything so long as | knowit's tenporary. But Once ny strength gives out—
"That's why | was not disqualified by the Conpetition Authority! | had another
aura!"

That's the way transfer works, isn't it? Wat did you expect?

"l expected a visiting personality. | received a near-knockout blow "

"Me too,' the transferee jetted. Except that it really was not a jet. It was an
i nternal comunication nost resenbling a thought.

"You' re—the Solarian? Trained in intrigue?"

'Have you had transferees before? Is it always |ike this?

"I have not hosted before. But none of the other hosts seened to have trouble.
thought | had received no aura. But you have not answered: are you the

Sol ari an?"

"I am Sol arian.' There was a conpl ex wash of thought and feeling,

i ndeci pher abl e.
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"Control your reactions!" Heem needl ed. "Wen you think a dozen alien thoughts
at once, | cannot deci pher any of them"

"Well, at least | have sone privacy.'

"You weren't transferred to nmy body for privacy! W have a conpetition to win!"
"Well, yes, | know about that. And |I've been hel ping, | think.

"Hel pi ng! By knocking ne out just before the opening challenge?"

" Knocking you out!' the alien responded indignantly. 'I barely fought back to
partial consciousness in time to solve the concept-pattern—and the effort made
me | ose consci ousness again. The horror of blindness—

"You solved the pattern? | analyzed it, and—=

"And tried to disqualify yourself with a repeat, then bal ked at the fina
concept as though you had a death wish. | don't have a death wish! | had to jam
the wi nning concept through your stalled alien brain, or whatever it is. Do you
have a brain?'

It was a serious question. "If by that you nmean an organizing intelligence, |
do. It is diffused through ny body, relating to every aspect, as it should. Are
Sol arians differently organi zed?"

"W certainly are!l W have a head, with npst of our specialized organs of
external perception there, next to the brain, up where they can be used nobst
effectively.'

"Up? You have a—a permanent upper side to your body?"

"Of course we do! Don't you?

"Of course not. How could anyone roll, if one side had to be al ways up?"

"Who would want to roll? Ch, don't answer that! What are you doi ng serving as
host, if you don't know the nature of your transferee?

"What are you doing transferring, not knowi ng you were entering a sightless

host ?"

"Touché,' the creature agreed. 'But | asked first.'

"The identities of the transferees were kept secret, so that no favoritismcould
be applied. | was not aware that | was to be the HydrO representative, until the
presentation. Al | know of Solarians is that they are a wild, undisciplined
species, given to lowcunning plotting and warfare." He paused. "No of fense

i ntended to you, Transferee."

The Sol ari an's burgeoni ng anger converted to mirth. 'No offense, slugball! It is
an apt synopsis.'

"We shall be some time in initial maneuvers. W nust acquai nt each other with
ourselves, so that we can integrate properly for the conpetition. The other
conpetitors had tinme back onplanet to do this, but we are late. Wen the ship
achi eves escape velocity and a stable trajectory, it will acquaint us with the

| ocation of the target planet and the nature of the quest. Then we shall be very
busy, for we are the last ship to take off. W shall have to pilot with
consunmmate skill so as to pass three quarters of the other ships and gain a
tractor on the planetary surface."”

"We? | know not hi ng of spaceship piloting!

Heem had feared that. "Then we nust conme to an understandi ng before then, so
that | will not be distracted. | aman excellent pilot, but there will be a
consi derabl e chal | enge. "

"Yes.' The alien paused. 'There is sonething you should know, and sonething
must know. '

"Make your statenent and query efficiently, then."

"l -am an inposter. I'mnot qualified for this m ssion.

"I nmpossi ble. You were transferred. That could not be a m stake. Segnment Etam n
woul d not cheat in a matter like this."

"Il +the real transferee was unable to perform So |—substituted.

"I nmpossi ble," Heemrepeated. "They don't accept unqualified substitutes."

They did not know. | used the identity of the proper person.

"The nmachi ne woul d not have transferred your aura. There is no way to deceive an
aura verification. | should know, | was trying to do it nyself, not |long ago."
"My aura is—very simlar to his. The nmachine couldn't tell the difference.'
"Sonmething's rolling very strangely here. Solarians nmay be backward, but not
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that clunsy. Obviously you are the entity selected and sent; it could hardly be
ot herw se, considering the verifications applied at your end and this end.

Unl ess you are a construct of nmy tortured inmagination. |Is that what you are
jetting? That you are not real ?"

‘I amreal. | amSolarian. | ama transferee. But | amnot the one trained for
this mssion. Not the one who was supposed to be sent here. I'msorry.’'

Heem pondered, becoming intrigued. "Now | can appreciate why | night choose to
imgine that | had a transferee; it night give nme val uable confidence to proceed
with this mssion. | can taste why such an invented visitor would try to
convince ne of his authenticity; the ruse would not be effective if | did not
believe. But | can not perceive why such an invention would attenpt to discredit
hi nsel f. That would only subvert—

" Hi nsel f?'

"Yes, hinmself. | amnot questioning your validity, you are. By insisting on an
obvious flaw in your story. So—

"Ch, figure of speech. Mal e-person singular, standard convention.'

Heeml et that roll by. The transferee was attenpting to divert himwth

qui bbl es, while the significant matter receded. He picked up the taste again.
"So | doubt you are fromny imagination; my nmind is too logical to account for
you. That means you nust be real ."

"What do you nean, too logical for ne? | amevery bit as |ogical as you are!’
"That is what we are in the process of ascertaining. | accept you as real, but
your logic is suspect. You claimthat you decei ved an undecei vabl e machi ne. "

"I did deceive it!'

"Are you not aware that no two auras are alike, and that the nachines type the
auras infallibly? Oherwi se they could not transfer them"

"Yes, of course |'maware. But this is a special case.

"I't would have to be extraordinarily special."

"It is.'

"In fact, you would have to be identical to the original subject. Wich neans—=
‘"Not me personally. My aura—that is what is identical.

Heem did a mental roll of equilibrium "No two auras are identical. Each aura
differs precisely as the entity with which it is associated differs. That is why
the entity can be recreated in a foreign host, because the truest identity lies
in the aura, not the body. You claimyou are not the original subject. You al so
clai myour aura, the source of your identity, is—=2"

"Yes. That is the uni que aspect.

"And you also claimto be |ogical?"

‘I ama clone!' the Sol arian exploded in a taste overl oad.

This roll ed Heem back sonewhat. "A clone! A person identical to another,

fashi oned fromthe sane genetic pattern. A split personality. | suppose that
coul d work, theoretically."

"And in practice.'

"You claimyou are cloned froman adult Sol ari an?"

"No, cloned at conception. W were born as siblings.

"But the aura is changed by experience. By the time you netanorphosed, you woul d
be too far apart to fool the machine."

"W were raised together, sharing all things. Qur auras constantly interacted,
eveni ng out any devel opi ng distinctions. W were not identical—far fromit!—but
machi nes aren't geared for clones.'

"Yet you lack the training and abilities of your clone-brother? | find it hard
to believe that you could be close enough to fool the machine, w thout being

cl ose enough to do the job."

"I possess the sane potential, but not the specific training, nmuch of which was
very recent. | don't think the machine was | ooking for differences in the area
where those differences existed. But it may have interfered with the actua
transfer.'

"So that you arrived slightly out of phase, and knocked us both out!" Heem
jetted, conprehending.

"I"'msorry.'

"You're sorry! You al nost w ped ne out of the conpetition!”
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"I really had no choice. My clone-brother had accepted the comm ssion, spent the
credit, then when he got hurt—

"You rolled in to cover his error—at |least until the technical situation was
met."

"I realize this is unfair to you. But we were desperate. Qur whol e way of

life—ny alternative was to kill my brother, to abate his comm tnent w thout
prej udi ce—

"l conprehend."

"So if you want to be angry—

"Sol arian, | would have done the sane in your situation. My own sibling died,

enabling ne to survive, but nmy dem se woul d not have hel ped him™"

"You are not enraged?

"I am here on false pretenses nyself. | had to get offplanet in a hurry, so
took the only route avail able. The conpetiti on—+though | knew | did not qualify."
The transferee was amazed. 'You did the sane thing | did!’

"I did. So | can hardly blanme you for that. You seemto be ny type of
personality, even though your body may differ drastically frommne." He
reflected on that, remenbering the various hints the Solarian had jetted about
those differences. "I really do not know what the physical formof a Solarian
is."

"Not |ike the HydrO form | assure you! W have nuscle and bone, and carry our
head hi gh, and have arns and | egs and hands and eyes and ears—

"AMul!" Heem sprayed. "You taste alnpbst |ike a— He hesitated, not wanting to
produce the repul sive concept.
"Li ke what?' the alien demanded. '| noted that note of revulsion. Like pickled

sewage sl udge—awful taste!’

"How do Sol arians derive their life-energy?" Heemtenpori zed.

"W eat food, of course, |ike any other creature.

"Not HydrGs. Not the Erbs. Not a hundred ot her Segnent species.”

"HydrGs don't eat?' the alien jetted incredul ously.

"W absorb hydrogen and oxygen fromthe atnosphere and conbine them with

rel ease of energy, on a controlled basis. That fuels our nmetabolism and the
residue is OH."

"Water, you nean? H2O? Your waste product is water?

"Hardly a waste. W use it for propul sion, conbat, comrunication, manipul ation
of objects, perception, cushioning of inpact—at this very nonment we are

cushi oned by—

"Fl avored water for speech!' the alien sprayed, amazed. '| never woul d have
thought it possible!’

"Not only possible, but practical. For comrunication and life-style. HydrGOs can
exi st and function on any planet where a suitable atnosphere and tenperature
exists."

"But | thought it took nore energy to separate the oxygen and hydrogen in water
than coul d be obtained rejoining them'

"W don't separate themfromwater. We draw the el enents we need fromthe air,
usi ng enzynes to process themefficiently. It is by far the readi est source of
energy, and the trace inpurities we utilize to build body nmass."

"I guess it works. You're here; that proves it. Maybe your atnosphere is
different fromours.

"Perhaps. Hydrogen is very comopn in the Cluster, but | can't vouch for strange
systens like Sol. We HydrGs are the elite of the Segnent Thousandstar sapients,
in contrast to—

"You're hiding sonething! | can feel it in your system'

"In contrast to the eating species,"” Heem continued unwillingly. "Wo are our
natural enemes."

There was a period of tastel essness. 'You nean it?

"I mean your kind as you describe it—the eyes, ears, appendages, eating
orifices, and other allied organs—nost nearly resenble the species we know as
the Squans. They | ack the eyes, but apart fromthat—

"Ch, | caught that awful enmption! You really do hate the Squans. Not only as a
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speci es. Personal | y!"'

"l have reason," Heem sprayed.

"You must have. | can feel the taste burning through your whol e body. But |
don't even know what a Squamis! Wiy don't you show ne a nental picture?

"A what ?"

"A picture. An inmage, so | can see— She rolled to a halt. 'Onh, | understand
You don't have eyes. You don't even think in ternms of sight. You only know of
that sense through the contacts your species has had with other Galactic
creatures. You can't nmake a picture!’

"I can nmake a taste pattern,"” Heem offered

"Very well. Try that. | amvery good at analyzing patterns. We call it art.
wor k in hol ographs, in three-dinmensional art. Art is a property centered in the
ri ght hemi sphere of the brain, conplenenting the logic of the left.

"Hem spheres? Your brain is in several parts?"

"Never mind that now. Just nake the pattern.'

Heem projected the taste of the dread Squamas it fed on his sibling-juvenile

Hoom The pattern of horror still revolted himand that was the origin of both
his success and his failure, as an adult.
"I"'msuffocating,' the alien sprayed. 'It's horrible! But | still can't see it!’

They had a probl em of conmmunication. The Sol ari an seemed not to conprehend

sonet hing unl ess he could visualize it, while Heemhad only taste to offer. They
di scussed the nmatter, going over the Squam nenory in detail, and finally the

Sol arian began to conprehend. 'I'mformng a mental picture now It's not a
direct translation of your nenory, but nore of a reconstruction fromwhat | am
grasping intellectually. That nonster is not at all like nme. It's a snake—a
snake with arnms, and no real head. | have legs, while it doesn't, and | don't
spew out ny stomach—Heem if you could see ne, you'd see how little | resenble
your Squam '

"Project a taste-pattern of your physical self," Heemjetted anmenably.

The alien tried, but all that cane through was a neél ange of peripheral flavors.
The alien had no nore mind for taste than Heem had for sight. '"It's lucky we can
even comruni cate,' the Solarian jetted at |ast.

"Meaning transm ssion is a separate function, integral to all sapients," Heem
jetted. "Transferees never have | anguage problens. | amnot certain why we are
havi ng any communi catory problenms; it is my understanding that even creatures
with grossly differing life-styles and nodes of perception nornmally nesh
perfectly in transfer. Your inpersonation of the original Solarian schedul ed for
this mssion may account for it."

"I't may,' the Solarian agreed. 'There is sonething el se, however.

"You are full of little surprise rolls! First you are unqualified, then you
resenbl e ny worst eneny. What now?"

' You—does your kind have sexes? Mal e and femal e?'

"Yes, we are a bisexual species."

" And you—you are of which sex?

"Mal e, naturally."

'That +s what | was afraid of.

"Afraid? Did you crave to have a neuter host?"

"No. You see, | amferale.'

"I npossi bl e!" Heem expl oded. "Cross-sexual transfers do not occur. It nust be a
confusion of nomenclature."

' Cross-sexual transfers are not supposed to happen,' she jetted. Actually, she
was probably sounding or lighting, but he perceived it a jetting. 'They even use
transfer as a definition of sex, in questionable cases. As when an individual of
a speci es changes back and forth at different stages of life, now nale, now
fermal e, like the Mntakans. If a given aura arrives in a nmale host, it's male.'
"Agreed. Therefore, what you termfenmale nust in fact be nmale."

'"Do nmal es bear offspring, anmong your kind?

"No. Females do that."

"l —do that.'

"You cl ai ned you were a clone of a nale!"

"I am One detail was changed, after the cloning."
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"Sonme detail! You could not consider yourself the sane person, after that!"
"I had little choice in the matter, since it happened when conception was only
hours past.'

Heem i gnored her strange tine-unit. "You would have grown conpletely apart from
your other half!"

"No. We were raised as siblings, as | said before. W were treated identically.

I was called nale, so there would not be any fuss—but Jesse and | knew, always.
When we matured, we lived apart from our peers, and anonynous to our neighbors.
Wi ch was not hard to arrange, since we were of the royalty. Qur auras changed
together, constantly interacting. Really a single aura with two bodies."'

There was an unconfortabl e pause. "The transfer should not have taken," Heem
jetted at last. "You should have arrived in a fenmal e host, or bounced.”

"That's what | assunmed woul d happen. If the transfer took, | would occupy a
femal e host, or at |east a neuter one, of Segnent Thousandstar, and ny brother's
onus woul d have been abated. He had only to report for transfer; no nore was
guaranteed. If | bounced, then it would signify that the Thousandstar host had
not been adequate, and the advance paynent would forfeit to Jesse. | expected to
bounce—and thereby save our famly fortune without actually undertaking a

m ssion for which I was not qualified."'

"They will knowthe Society of Hosts will know that your body is female, when
they exercise it."

"W prepared, just in case. Qur old estate retainer, Flowers, was to take the
body hone for care, so no one else saw it. Lucky thing we set that up,

suppose!"’

"But the fact that transfer did occur—+to a male host! This can not be
expl ai ned. "

"It seens unique, certainly. My arrival was painful to us both; | nust have cone
close to bouncing, but didn't quite make it. | still feel the effect; your
systemis basically hostile to ny aura. | think the clone-factor nust have nade

the difference. My aura was cl ose enough to fool the nachine, so it sent ne
through as a male, and your systemhad to accept ne as a mal e even though | was
not. Amnot! Since the original entity, before cloning, was male, | could be
considered as a male with an added X chronpbsone. Really, Jesse's aura is awfully
close to mine. In the circunstances—

"Your logic is fenmale. It nust be so," Heemjetted linply. "That woul d account
for the initial unconsciousness we both suffered, and for the trouble we now
have comunicating. It is not that you are alien; it is that you are female, and

therefore the nost alien creature of all. Your mnd does not operate in
conpr ehensi bl e fashion."
"In the circunstances, |I'mdisinclined to argue. | have brought three disasters

upon you, and | don't know howto mtigate any of them'

Heemrol |l ed those disasters around in his nmnd. First, an unqualified

i ndi vidual, thereby serving as a liability instead of an asset, when he
desperately needed an asset. Second, a creature of an anathemm-speci es: one that
consuned food. Third, a fermale. Three things in ascending order of m schief.

Yet was he bl anel ess? He too was unqualified for this conpetition, and to her he
was the anat hema alien without the organs of perception she required, and she
had no nore desire to occupy a male host than he had to have a fenale
transferee.

"That's kind of you to think that, but—

"I wonder," Heemjetted slowy. "I had a desperate need to get into space, and
knew | needed a transferee. | nust have enconpassed any aura that cane,
overriding the natural cautions of ny system It could be as nuch ny fault as
yours."

"I do prefer your logic to mine,' she admitted

"And you did acconplish what | required," he continued. "They nust have verified
my aura and yours, and approved nme for the conpetition while | was still trying
to devise a schene to slip through without a transferee. So | made it to space
after all. But now=*

"Now nmy presence is hanpering you,' she said. He now found it easier to stop
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attributing her communication to jets; she sinply did not jet or spray, even in
her m nd. She spoke. She seened to becone nore intelligible as he accepted this
alien reality.

"I really had little hope of winning the competition anyway. | amsatisfied to
be offplanet, with or without a transfer aura. But | do not know how you w ||
return to your natural body if we | eave the conpetition.”

"I have to return!' she cried. 'l couldn't stand to be blind and deaf all ny
lifel"

"To do that, we will have to win the conpetition. That will not be easy."

"But only one person can win. Don't all the transferees get to go home, after it
is over?'

"They should. But | personally do not dare return to ny home-planet for the
retransfer of nmy visitor. You would go home—but | woul d be perpetually confined.
I joined the conpetition to get away fromthat fate."

"But if we win the conpetition—

"Then I will return as a hero, ny crimnal record pardoned. They have given ne a
consi derabl e i ncentive."

"Then it's decided. W both have incentives. W win the conpetition!'
"Sol ari an—

‘Jessica. That's ny nane.’

"Jessica Sol arian—this conpetition may be nore hazardous than you appreciate. W
coul d both perish."

"l understood it was a | owrisk mnission!

"It is supposed to be. But | have had news of prior conpetitions. If the
objective is inportant, the participants get highly conpetitive. A certain
anmount of intrigue, even violence occurs. It is not supposed to, but it does."
"Ch,' she said faintly. 'But maybe this objective is not so inportant.

"Perhaps. W shall soon know. The ship is stabilizing; we have al nost achi eved
escape velocity."

"Um' she agreed nervously. 'So we may face real action. Look, Heem we should
get to know each other, so we know how to integrate. It could nmake a big

di fference. Exchange nenories, conpare notes, val ues—

He had had enough of this. "No!" he jetted. "Go away!"

"I can't go away. You know that. |'mstuck here in your body until we get to an
aura transfer nachine, besides which, | genuinely want to help. | fee
responsi bl e—

"I don't want your help!"

"Wll, ny help has been forced on you. You shouldn't have signed up for this
mssion, if you really didn't want—

Heem needl ed an intense negation at her

"Hey! That hurt!' she protested.

"Then be tasteless. Silent. | don't want to be aware of your presence when
begin piloting this ship."

"Wl l, you needed ny help before, and I think you'll need it again. Since ny own
wel fare is tied up in this just as much as yours—

Heem furious at her persistence, needl ed angry |oathing at her

Jessica bounced it back at him The inpul se washed through his mnd, disgusting
hi m

"See, | can do it too!' she said. 'l can nake your mnd just as m serable as you
make nmine. And | will, if |I have to. But | don't want to have to.'

"What do you want?" Heem denanded. A part of hi mwondered why he had turned so
negative, and another part of himdid not want the answer.

"Just to get to know you. So | know what |I'minvolved in. Really know, instead
of just that you' re—

"Nol

' Now | ook, Heem You're being unreasonable. Wat do you have agai nst nme? Maybe
can alleviate it.'

Heem fornul ated a savage needl ej et, thought better of it, and sprayed irately,

"You're alien! | don't want you poking into nmy mnd."
"I think we've been over that, Heem What either of us wants in that respect is
pretty well irrelevant. You knew there'd be an alien transferee—
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"Not a fenmle one!"

"Ch, now we have it, do we? It isn't just the shock of encountering a fenale
where you didn't expect one. You're a nale chauvinist!'

"Femal es are all right in their place."

"And what is that place? In the steanm ng kitchen, the nursery, the |aundry
room—

Heeminterrupted her with a spray of pure inconprehension. "Wiat is a kitchen? A
nursery? A laundry?"

"Ch, nmy. Maybe 1'd better find out nore about your fenmles! Let's start with the
basi ¢ common ground. Your fenales do bear children, don't they, so—

"They do produce litters." But he did not want to discuss that aspect. It was a
private femal e thing about which he knew no details. "Wat is this kitchen your
femal es belong in? This |aundry?"

They don't belong i n—eh, never nmind. It's where we fix our nmeals and cl ean our
cl ot hing.'

"Meal s? d ot hi ng?"

"You know. We just covered that. Food, to eat, and—

"You are not revolted?"

"Let's leave the ramfications for later. Wiat do you really have agai nst

femal es?'

"l do not—

"Yes you do. You are against nme not because |I'malien, but because |I'm fenale.
mean to get to the root of this. Wy don't you want to associate with a fenal e?
"Because you invade ny privacy! There are thoughts that are not neant to be
known to your kind."

" Thoughts? It's not as if | were parading nude in public! I—

"Nude?"

"Wthout clothing. Exposed.'

"W wear no such encunbrance. Qur bodies are al ways exposed. Wy shoul d any
creature not be exposed?”

"Wll, we Sol arians do have sone exposure. | nmeant in a sexual connection

Copul ating in public, that sort of thing.'

"What is private about copul ation?"

"Ch, ny! | think | see the problem To Sol arians, sexual activity is generally
private—even the necessary organs are called privates—while thoughts may be
di ssem nated freely to an audience of nillions. To you HydrGs, | gather—

"Thoughts are private!" Heem sprayed, shocked. "Anpbng conprehendi ng nal es,

t hought s may on occasi on be broadcast. But never in mxed conpany!"

"And |, as a fenale able to read many of your thoughts—+ guess that has a
certain effect on you, as it would on ne if | were thrown naked into the nen's
roomat a busy hour.'

"l do not conprehend your anal ogy, but your enotion seens equivalent."

"Uh, yes. And | nust admt your view nakes about as nmuch sense as m ne. Bodies
are not obscene, really; it's only the mnd that makes themso. 1'd hate to have
my thoughts advertised at certain tines.'

"You do not object to a male fathom ng your nost private thoughts?" Heem found
the notion incredible.

"Wll, you're alien. Your nmetabolismis conpletely different frommne. |

woul dn't object to wal king naked before a dog or a horse or a dragon of either
sex; they're different creatures. But the cynosure of nmy own kind would be
devastating. Now you—you're alien, but you're also sapient. That nakes it hard
to judge. But | think you would hardly care about ny human attributes, so it
wouldn't matter if you saw them I|f you coul d see.

Heem pondered that. She only m nded being perceived by those who conprehended
what they saw? She was certainly alien! Yet her rationale nade a certain devious
sense. She was so far renoved fromhimthat she had little conprehension of his
concerns. Wiat relevance, then, did her sex have? He began to feel easier

In a nonent the fluid cushion of the accel eration conpartnent drained, and Heem
found hinself in near-free-fall, in control of the ship. He jetted the M ssion
button. "Welconme to the conpetition,"” the ship's nozzle sprayed. "The target
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pl anet is Eccentric, in this System The three host species are HydrO FErb, and

Squam "
"Eccentric!" Heem expl oded. "I anticipated Ggoff!"
"I amnot famliar with your |ocal geography,' Jessica said. 'l presune this is

System HydrO, so Planet Eccentric must be fairly close to your hone-world. But
where is Ggof f?

"This is not System HydrO" Heem corrected her. "This is the col ony System of

Hol estar, shared by three species. My hone-world is Inpasse. Ggoff is in System
Erb, adjacent to us."

"I"'mgetting confused al ready!

"Cgoff really is as close to us as to the Erbs; closer, considering that we have
a better established sub-Sphere here. Ggoff is habitable by both Erbs and

Hydr Gs, so—

"Since we're not going to Cgoff, stop confusing me with irrel evanci es. Wat
about Eccentric?

"Eccentric is quite a different roll."

"The objective is an Ancient site," the ship's spray continued after its
reasonabl e pause. "Suspected of being in operable condition."

"An operative Ancient sitel' Jessica exclained. 'That's the most inportant thing
there is!' Then she realized: 'Which neans this is going to be the nost savagely
contested conpetition of the century....

"Agreed," Heemjetted glumy. "There will be nurder."

"W had better get noving right away, then.'

"No. | mean to roll along sedately at the end of the line, vying with no one for
position."

"l don't understand.'

"This ship is last anmong the HydrGs in a race that is guaranteed to be savage.
cannot win the race; therefore | must secure ny own survival. | can do this best
by conserving fuel, proceeding to Planet Eccentric, landing in a w | derness

regi on—which is not hard to do, since it is a wlderness planet—and preparing to
survive the winter. If | retain sufficient fuel, |I may be able to use the ship
to expedite my construction."

Her reaction was oddly constrained. 'You are aware that this means ny death?
cannot survive indefinitely in an alien host.'

"I amaware. But since | can save you only by w nning the conpetition, and

cannot win, | nust at |east save nyself."

There was a pause. Then: 'If you are proceeding to Eccentric anyway, why can't
you race there? You might do well enough to nmake the next cut, and get a
tractor. If not, you'd still be on the planet.'

"And under the control of the Conpetition Authority, who would return me to ny
own planet. Had the destination been Goff, which is further distant, | night
have had play to travel there fast enough; | have been there before. But the
route to Eccentric is so restricted it nust be buoyed, and | cannot gain
sufficiently. I will arrive too late, so prefer to nake it later yet, to avoid

the Conmpetition Authority."

"Ch.' She considered sone nore. 'You nentioned a hard winter on Eccentric. Are
there col onists there who m ght help you? | nmean, you wouldn't have to go hone?
You coul d volunteer to be a settler—

"No. No colonists. The winter is too difficult."

' Then why woul d you want to suffer that w nter al one?

"It is preferable to what awaits nme on | npasse, and winter is sonme tine distant.
At least | will have the |long sumer free."

'Fol |l owed by the long winter.'

"Short winter. Short but intense."

"l don't understand. Wnter doesn't conme to an entire planet; when it is winter
in one henisphere, it will be sumrer in the other. So you could travel —
"Wnter cones all over the planet, sinultaneously."

That doesn't—does Eccentric have an orbit that i s—oh, of course! Eccentric!

Li ke a conmet or planetoid. Wth a short, hot sunmer during the near approach to
the sun, and—but you said a short winter.'

"This is a double system" Heem expl ained wearily. "Holestar. One Star and one
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Hol e. Eccentric orbits—

"One hol e?' she inquired, perplexed.

"So designated. A collapsed star so dense that |ight cannot escape fromit."
'Ch, yes—what we call a black hole. | wouldn't want to get near one of those!
"Eccentric is near one. It orbits both Star and Hole, and periodically the Hole
eclipses the Star. Then—

Then all light is trapped by the hole! That would be one hell of a shadow'

"A distasteful winter," Heem agreed.

"What about Pl anet |npasse? Wnter should be just as—

"No. Inpasse orbits the binary at an angle. It is never eclipsed by the Hole, so
its winters are nornal ."

"Two different orbital planes,' Jessica murnured. 'A star and a black hole. This
is some systen'

"Correct. Eccentric is currently on the far side of the binary. The ships nust
skirt the Hole to reach it. Hence the buoys marking the nost direct course that
remains safe. The wise pilot will not stray far fromthe marked channel; he
woul d either |ose position or fall into the power of the Hole."

"Yes, | can appreciate the need for caution,' she agreed. '| suppose technically
an orbit about a black hole is no nore hazardous than one about a normal star.
But enotionally it's horrifying!'

"Not to nme," Heemjetted, relaxing. "I find it rather intriguing. | would be
interested to explore within the range of no return, except—
"Damm it, | don't want to die blind!' she screaned suddenly, jarring his nerves.

"You've got to win that conpetition!

"Way should I roll away ny chance for life, in a futile effort to pronote
yours?" Heem needled irritably. "You' re nothing but a Squamin alien guise."
"I"'mnot a Squam |'ma human being!’

"As | described. A fermale alien food-eating—

"Ch, so that's it again! You just can't stand the thought of an objective female
intellect in your sordid masculine brainless brain!'

This was usel ess, but he continued. "Feral es just don't belong in sapient

m nds. "

'Sapients don't belong in nmale m nds!’

"Flavor it as you w sh. You do not belong in ny mnd."

"That's what |'msaying! |'mdesperate to get out of your roly-poly m nd before
| go crazy!'

"You are already half there."

"Wll, I"'mnot going crazy alone! If you don't at least try to get ne
transferred home, I'mtaking you with ne wherever | do go. Right into insanity

if need be. See how you like that!’
"If you would rather be crazed than dead, roll on

"I"'mliable to get difficult. I'mvery good at that, Heem'
"Be as difficult as you want. | control ny body."
"Fair warning: 1'll scream'

"I don't even know what a screamis."

Jessica screaned. Her sound was transforned to his perception of taste, and it
was horrendous. The savage i npul ses scoured their paths along his nerves. Her
terror becane indistinguishable fromhis own enotion; he suffered increasing
appr ehension and fear, though he knew there was no proper basis for such
enotions. Her scream conpel | ed them

She really could roll himw th her! Because she was inside his mnd; he could
not close her out. Soon he would be as denented as she.

"Mute your taste!" he sprayed violently. "I will try the conpetition!"

The screamtaste abated instantly. 'How very sweet of you, Heem'

She resenbled a Squam all right.

Chapter 3: Space Race

Heem activated the space-taste spray. The flavor of System Hol estar was enitted
by the nmachine. There was the fleet of ships strung out ahead; his own was the
| ast. There to the side was—

"I don't understand!' Jessica cried, disrupting his perception. 'Wat do al
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those tastes nean? If only | could see!’

She was really rolled up about her |ost perception! "Wy don't you just try
tasting?" Heeminquired, irritated. "It is really quite sufficient."

"My systemis not oriented on taste,' she retorted. 'Except when | eat—

"Ugh!" Heem spat, repul sed.

"Well, if you find it hard to think of eating, | find it just as hard to see by
tasting. | naturally associate taste with eating.

"Taste is civilized! Eating is—eating!" He could think of no worse insult than
the termitself.

"Eating is fun, if you just had an open mind about it.

"Never!" How |like a Squam she was! "Then why don't you go dream of eating or
what ever ot her abomi nation pleases you, and |l et nme concentrate on the position
of the ships of the fleets? | can do it very well by taste."

"Because ny life is at stake! If you don't win this conpetition, my aura wll
fade and fade until it is gone, and I'Il be dead. | don't want to die blind!

Her enotion, verging on another scream threatened to overwhelmhis equilibrium
again. She was correct: she was very good at being difficult.

"I amwilling to nake the attenpt to win the contest. But two hundred entrants
remain, of which I amat or near the end. Chances are not at this noment good."
"Well, if I could see, | could help.'

Heem doubted that, but thought it better to placate this tenperanental alien if
he coul d. She really was no nore guilty in the arrangenment of this situation
than he was, and he did not want her denise on his conscience. Al so, she was
raising an intolerable taste in his nmnd. "Perhaps we could manage to transl ate
the taste into sight. The data are sinmlar—the ship's sensors actually utilize
radi ation, which they translate into taste. In interplanetary space, radiation
is superior to taste for transm ssion of information."

She fixed on that eagerly. 'Yes, maybe it could be done. After all, the human
eye nerely translates light into patterns of nerve inpulses for the brain to
interpret; it is really the brain that nmakes the conprehensive i mage. Just as
your brain does for taste. It isn't taste that has neaning for you, it is the
pattern that it dictates in your brain. So if we interpret your signals in terns
of sight rather than taste—

"It seens worth an attenpt. But at the nonent we have a race to roll."

"Arace to run!' she cried.

"As of what occasion do spaceshi ps run? That node is ungai nly enough when
executed by the species that do it, but no spaceship has |legs, or ground to
apply themto."

"No space ship rolls, either! Not the way you nean. You need ground to roll on,
too.'

"If we exhaust our tinme debating cultural figures of taste—
' Figures of speech!

"W shall never have a chance to conpete in this conpetition
She pondered nonentarily. 'You do nmake obnoxious sense. Al right, operate your
spaceshi p. For now. But tell nme what's happening.

It was a fair conpromi se. Heemreactivated the space-taste. "There are three
fleets conprising the roster of this conpetition. They—

"Three fleets?

"The sixty-six ships of the HydrGOs, sixty-six of the Erbs, and sixty-seven of
the Squans," Heem explained, irritated again. "This is a three-host mssion."
"Ch, | suppose that nakes sense. A variety of hosts offers nore—variety. But why
didn't we see any of the others before? They can't have cone fromdifferent

pl anets; that would take years at sublight velocities.

"No, many of the Stars of Thousandstar are closely set. Separated by a quarter
parsec or less. Ggoff could be reached in several nacro-chronosprays—

"I can't make head or tail of your units of tine.'

"There are several other planets in System Hol estar, and they are only—+ do have
sonme notion of your tine-scale—enly light hours distant. But you are correct;
these fleets all derive from Pl anet |npasse.”

"Three totally different sapient species couldn't have evolved on a single
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pl anet !

"They did not. This is a colony system occupied by three Stars under terns
arranged nmillennia ago. The Erbs have the tropic region, where there is the
strongest starlight; we HydrGs have the tenperate zone, and the Squans have the
polar regions. W are all able to survive simlar climte and at mosphere, but
prefer what we have chosen.”

' Three technol ogi cal | y sapi ent species sharing a planet? Watever for?

"It dates fromthe years of Sphere formation. The planet was within the
expansion area of all three, habitable by all three. Warfare threatened, for
this was before Segnent Thousandstar was firm Yet war between Stars woul d have
been disastrous; it would have weakened us all, allow ng other Spheres to
surpass us. We desired neither to fight nor to yield a val uabl e planet and
system It was an inpasse."

"There's its nane! |npasse!’

"Roll ed on. So the conproni se cane, and war was averted. But it put the three
species into direct physical contact with each other, rather than nerely
transfer-contact—and we did not get along well. The planetary boundaries have
been freely violated, and there have been periodi c outbreaks of |ocalized war
The inpasse has remained for many centuries, and we have come to know our
conpani on-species rather well, but it has not brought amity."

'So now your three species are the focus of a Segnent conpetition for a prize of
Cluster significance,' Jessica said.

"Yes. It will conme to personal conbat at the Ancient site. The HydrO authority
knew this, and this is the reason they selected nme to represent the hone

speci es. "

"You are good at conbat?'

"So they believe."

"Way woul d they believe it if it were not so?

"That becones conplex to explain. W had better get in the race at this tine."
"You can be the nost infuriating creature! Every tine something interesting
comes up, you get interested in the race.

"There will be occasion to review matters of interest. Now we are perhaps | ast
of two hundred ships, and nust pass a hundred and fifty of them before we reach
Eccentric."

" A hundred and ni nety-nine ships.'

"What ?"

"You said there are sixty-six HydrGs, sixty-six Erbs, and sixty-seven Squans.
That's a total of one hundred ninety-nine, not two hundred.'

"WIIl you stop quibbling while I"'mtrying to race? | should have jetted

si xty-seven Erb ships."

"Wll, nmaybe | can still help, sonehow. How do you do this race? | nean, are
there special tricks, or what?

"Amllion. But nost of the others in the race are well aware of them You can
be sure every transferee is a good pilot."

' Then how can we gain on then? How can we pass one hundred forty-ni ne conpetent
pilots piloting ships identical to ours?

"There are ways," he assured her. "But not all of themare strictly ethical."
"Which is another reason they selected you,' she said. 'They expect you to cone
out ahead w thout getting caught in any infractions.

"Correct. This is what | propose to do, since you conpel nme to conpete in an
unwi nnabl e race."

"But that's cheating! | won't countenance that!

"They expect you, as a typical Solarian, to apply the notorious cunning of your
kind to the sanme flavor."

"Are you inplying that Sol arians are unethical ?" she demanded, stanping one of
her inmaginary feet. Heemwas intrigued by the concept.

"Are they ethical ?" She hesitated.

'Sone are. | am'

"You consider it ethical to inpersonate another individual, assunm ng a m ssion
for which you are not qualified, for the sake of =

"Enough!' she cried. '|I withdraw the claim'
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"Li ke a Squam you slither away when challenged to justify your—

"W have a race to run!' she cried.

"Precisely. | would think the nost ethical thing you could do would be to nake
every effort to conplete the m ssion you undertook."

She was silent, and he proceeded to his business. He set the ship on the idea
course, as marked by space buoys that the ship's sensors read. He angled his
canopy for maxi mum absorption of radiation fromthe Star. And he waited.

The space-taste indicated one colum of ships rising fromthe equatorial zone of
Pl anet | npasse, the individual craft strung out |like floatpods along a succul ent
vine. These were the Erbs. Their vessels opened |like flowers toward the Star,
gathering extra energy. Another colum extended from near the north pol ar
region, its nenbers strewn into a serpentine array: the Squans. The third was
the HydrGs, fromthe tenperate latitude, Heemis own ship trailing.

"Way aren't you accel erating? Jessica denanded. 'W're way behind; if we don't
even try to catch up—

"Taste those two other columms; they will converge on us shortly, seeking the

i deal channel . "

"All the nore reason to hurry!' she cried. 'Can't this ship go any faster? W
can take nore than one g, can't we?

"W have a limted amount of fuel," Heem explained patiently. "If we squander it
with foolish acceleration, we will roll out prematurely."

"But how can we ever race, then? If only the first fifty have a chance for the
tractors—

"The race began with the concept-pattern riddle. The first to gain their ships
won a deci ded advantage. But it is possible to nmake up in this roll of the race
what we lost in the prior one. Careful managenent is the key, along with a
little bit of luck."

"You're planni ng sonet hing sneaky,' she said accusingly. '"I'mgetting to know
you, Heem You have a di sreputable mascul i ne n nd.

"If you prefer that | give up the race—=

" No! ’

Heem nade a nental flavor of mrth. He was |earning how to manage his
transferee, alien though she m ght be.

"That's what you think,' she nuttered irately. '"If it weren't a matter of life
and deat h—

Heem accel erated slightly, concentrating on the flavor of the spaceship pattern
A bunch was formng near the head of the line, as foolish pilots vied with each
other for the lead. Al ships were accelerating at close to one gravity—ene

Pl anet | npasse gravity, he clarified before the alien could interject a

remar k—ebvi ating the need for rotation; it was a fuel-inefficient way to travel,
but only a ship in full free-fall could be truly efficient, and free-fall was
not nuch good for a race. But those pilots who junped the acceleration rate were
consumng fuel too rapidly in proportion to their gain in velocity; they could
exhaust their tanks before the target planet was reached. Those who conserved
too nmuch fuel would finish too far back. It was a delicate judgnent, and the
pilots who were nost apt at rolling this |ine would gain position

"I'"mpicking up sonme of that,' Jessica said. 'Your conscious thoughts are open
to ne, as | suppose nmine are to you. But the background renmains opaque. |If the
nost efficient node, all things considered, is a straight-line acceleration and
decel eration, and all ships have the sane mass and fuel, how can anyone hope to
gain position? Skill in making the judgnment between velocity and fuel econony is
fine, but that can only nake a marginal difference, and we need a gross
difference. How can we gain? If we use extra fuel, we'll run out; if we don't,
we'll lose the race! So why should we even try to do anything special?

Heem concentrating on the pattern of ships, did not respond to her reiteration
of the problem He was studying the flux developing in the |ine ahead, shrewdly
judging at what point a winkle would manifest.

"But | suppose that's exactly what a lot of pilots will think,' Jessica
continued. 'So they won't try, especially the ones up front, assunming their
place is secure. So if soneone behind has a smart idea, |ike shooting ahead and
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messing up a | eading ship, so maybe a friend can pass themboth up and...'
Heem upped his acceleration a trifle more. 'Aren't you wasting fuel ?* Jessica
demanded. ' You're edging up past one g and closing on the next ship ahead.
Still he did not answer. He nudged the ship to the side of the buoyed route,
using nore fuel. Hi s velocity was now substantially greater than that of the
several ships imediately ahead of him but he was sonewhat outside the idea
route.

"This is crazy!' Jessica cried. 'I can pick up a vague picture from your
conprehensi on. You are deliberately putting this ship into a bad position. Too
fast, too soon, and out-of-channel. If you were the | eader, you' d be throw ng

away your chances; as it is—

The line of ships rippled. A clot devel oped near the end. Suddenly three ships
were flying side by side, formng a triangle, alnpbst touching hulls, blocking
the mai n channel. Four nore ships closed in on them becom ng part of the jam
The taste-blips that were the reproductions of these ships wavered and bl urred
as they canme too close together; their pilots jetted desperately to avoid near
collision. Several tried to accelerate out of the clot; others tried to

decel erate.

"Atraffic jam' Jessica exclained, finally seeing it. 'W have those in System
Capel | a, when too many ground-cars try to navigate an intersection.

Heem needl ed the control buttons. The ship surged forward, increasing its
acceleration to 1.5 g, and shot past the jam Three, four, five, six ships fel
behi nd. Then Heem eased back to a single g and angl ed snmoothly into the main
channel

"Very nice maneuver,' Jessica said. 'You bypassed the jam and passed six ships
for the price of one, and probably wasted no nore fuel in getting ahead than any
of themdid in getting behind. Perfect timng! But how did you know the jam was
com ng? You were creeping up on it before it ever happened.'

"Fl ow dynamics," Heemreplied. "Though each ship is separately piloted, the
channel for maxi mumefficiency is extrenely narrow, so the ships are forced into
a colum. They are thus subject to the flows of channelization. | happen to have
a talent for analyzing such flows."

‘"I can see that,' Jessica agreed. 'My own talent is art, but it is really nore
static. Once you conpl eted your maneuver, | could appreciate the precision and
beauty of it, but | could not have executed it mnyself. But will there be enough
jammi ng for you to pass another hundred and forty-four ships?

"Doubtful. The smart ones will stay out of clots and pull ahead; | cannot gain
on themunl ess they foul each other up."

"I was pessimstic a while ago,' she said. 'Now | have hope. You have rea
skill, Heem'

Heem suppressed a wash of pleasure. What did he care what this alien thought?
"That is why they selected me. | have skill in piloting and in conbat—skills
unusual in ny species.”

He perceived another clot-incipience, and positioned his ship accordingly. This
time he found a channel through the middle of the jamand blasted through with
precise tining. Ei ght nore ships were passed

"Beautiful, absolutely beautiful!' Jessica exclainmed. 'But suddenly | fee

di zzy! What is happeni ng?

"W got a taste of jet exhaust," Heem expl ai ned. "The backl ash of each ship is
flavored with chenical wastes, and the velocity of those gases also affects our
own propulsion. It is unpleasant to be directly in the exhaust of another ship.
The effect dissipates rapidly with distance, however, as the exhaust fans out
and soon departs the main channel. Gtherwise it would be difficult to nmaintain a
colum in space."

"Yes,' she agreed. 'No doubt tenpers get short when the ships get too crowded.'
"Tastes becone volatile," Heemjetted. "This causes errors. Errors lead to clots
that shoul d not otherwi se occur. There is an error now. " He made a nental
taste-blip to indicate the | ocation

One of the ships they had passed was accelerating at a good three gravities,
rapi dly overhauling the others. "Roll out of nmy way, you sours!" the ship's
spacespray sprayed
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"I didn't know the ships could communicate with each other!' Jessica renarked,
surprised.

"Of course they can; this is mandatory in space. These vessels are nornally
enpl oyed for courier duty, and on occasion get disabled or shy of fuel. They
must be able to spray interplanetary distances. But this requires energy, so few
are spraying during this race."

The speeding ship came up behind Heenis. "Move it, Hsixty-six!" its pilot
sprayed with the flavor of acute annoyance.

Heem obligingly jetted slightly to the side, giving the ship clearance. "I nove
it, Hsixty."

"Way did you | et that oaf through?' Jessica demanded. 'That was Soop of Soul wet,
who took the ship you were about to guess. You shoul d have given hima good
taste of exhaust! Isn't it his job to maneuver around the ships he passes,

i nstead of making themwaste fuel for his benefit?

"True. But he will gain us much nore ahead," Heem assured her. "Taste."

"All right, I'll watch. But it seens crazy to ne, and it galls nme to let that
particul ar nut through unscathed."

The speeding ship closed the gap on the two ships ahead. The spot-flavors
identified these as H54 and H55: Vice and Knyfh in his nenory, for the
concepts that had won them Heemordinarily did not have that precise a nenory,
but he had put extraordinary concentration into his pattern-analysis effort in
the | ater stages. These two ships had been taken al nbost together, and now were
traveling together: probably a cooperating pair. That could nean trouble for a
third party.

Indeed it did. H54 and H55 did not foll ow Heenmis polite exanple; they held
firmin their places, effectively bl ocking the channel

The irate H 60 was noving too fast to swerve around themin the room he had.
Maneuvers that could be readily acconplished at | ow velocity becane nore
difficult at higher velocities; this was one of the variables it was easy for an
i nexperienced pilot to forget—until too late. H60 did not even try to dodge
around; he shot right between the two. The aperture was so narrow that the three
bli ps merged on the space-taste as a single nass..

And fissioned in an awkward expl osion. One ship shot forward, one backward, and
the third skewed to the side

Smoot hl y Heem veered, for he had roomto naneuver. The backward-jetting ship,

H 55, shot past, creating an eddy current that shook Heem s vessel. 'Wat
happened?' Jessica cried.

Heem veered again, to avoid the sidewi se ship, H54, then accelerated fiercely.
"When two ships pass too close to each other under acceleration, their
cone-wakes interact. That speeding Hsixty abruptly put three ships together
within strong interaction range, since the other two were already at m ni num
safe separation. That, coupled with a fair velocity differential, fouled up al
three drives. One cut out entirely."

' The one going to the side,' she said.

"No. That one remmi ns under nornal acceleration; it nerely drifts to the side
fromthe lateral confusion. Probably its pilot is unconscious, unable to correct
course. "

"But the other two are both accelerating, one forward, one back. The one going
back is gaining speed—

"The one going back has lost its drive. Thus it is drifting at constant
velocity, directly on course. The rest of us are all accelerating at one g,

|l eaving it behind nore rapidly with every passing nonent."

"Ch—+ see. OF course you're right. | keep forgetting that we're constantly
speedi ng up, not just traveling.

"It is an easy thing to confuse, for one unfamliar with space," Heemjetted

charitably. He still felt the ebb-wash of pleasure fromher prior conplinent.
He recei ved another dose. '| can certainly see why they wanted you for this
m ssion. You're really expert!'

"Yes. But | deceived themnevertheless. | can pilot a ship as well as | ever

could, but I can no |onger defeat a Squamin single conbat."
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"I'f you could do it before, you can do it now, can't you?

Heem di d not respond. The driverless ship was disrupting the colum behind, but
he was nore concerned with the col um ahead. The speeder, H 60, had survived the
encounter with the other two ships, and had not inproved his nmanner. "Roll out,
noxi ous!" H 60 sprayed on the spacespray as he charged into the rear of a tight
line. Several ships tried to, realizing that it was better to give way, as Heem
had, than to suffer rear collision. H 60 was crazy, but dangerous. But they,
too, had been tasting ahead rather than behind, and perceived the speeder too
|ate. H60 shot up the Iine, extrenely close.

The effect was di sastrous. Ships were jerked out of their courses, drifting from
the channel in all directions. Sonme |ost power and fell back. One neandered
erratically, as though its pilot were crazed. Two retai ned control —but were
angry. They were H 45 and H41. "Let's put that nonster away!" H 45 sprayed.
"They are all fools," Heemjetted privately to Jessica. "They are not reacting
as they would on land. They can only put thensel ves away."

The two ships accelerated, junping to three g. Slowy they abated their rate of
| oss and began gai ning on the speeder. But now other ships were being disturbed,
and at three g the pilots were under heightened stress, and suffered dim nished
responsi veness. They cruised too close to the other ships, and angled out of the
channel, while H 60 zooned on ahead.

Heem analyzing the pattern of disarray, jetted carefully forward at one and a
quarter g, threading safely through the clutter. He nmanaged to pass seven nore
shi ps before another pilot tasted his technique.

"Where are you rolling, Sixty-six?" the other HydrO demanded, accelerating to
cut himoff. It was H 49.

That's Czeep of Czeal ake," Jessica comented. She seened to have a good nenory;
maybe that had enhanced Heemis own nenory.

Heem deftly maneuvered his ship to place it behind a third ship, H46. H 49
swerved to follow him

"H Forty-six—that's Swoon of Sweetswanp!' Jessica said. 'But she doesn't know
us, because she was gone before we got our ship.

"Let her remain in ignorance; we are not cooperating anynore," Heemjetted to
Jessica. "Must avoid rolling into a clot."

'Yes, indeed,' she agreed. 'These colum-dynamics are getting fierce.

But H 49 was determ ned. The ship jetted forward and across, seeking to bathe
Heem s ship in its exhaust. Heem avoided it adroitly, but this was costing him
fuel. Even though he used | ess fuel than 49 did, he could not win the race by
getting caught in this sort of thing.

He was saved by the first speeder, H60. The foolish pilot finally crashed into
anot her ship that was unable to nove aside in tinme. The resulting confusion
disrupted the entire line, sending so nmany ships into erratic maneuvers that
there was no point in individual conpetition. Heemis full attention was taken up
by the sudden chall enge of nerely staying clear of the ness.

'Look at H Forty-six go,' Jessica exclainmed. 'Swoon can really pilot, when she
sees her chance.’

Heem i gnored that. Ships Sixty and Forty-nine were derelicts, coursing back
along the line without power, their relative velocity seenming to grow as they
went. The ships coming up on themjetted violently out of the way, their pilots
pani cki ng. They shoul d have made ni nor course corrections to allow the derelicts
to slide by, as Heem was doi ng. Now Heem had to correct for the notions of the
reacting ships, and since he was close to the center colum, this was difficult.
They tended to fling out randonmly, posing a hazard to traffic.

But he was not so preoccupied that he neglected to take advantage of his
opportunities to pass a few nore ships. By the tinme the colum firned, he was
forty-fifth in the line of HydrGs. Swoon of Sweetswanp was far ahead.
Unfortunately, there were two other colums to contend with, and now they were
conver gi ng.

Heem anal yzed the pattern of convergence. There was pronise there. The ships had
to forma single colum for maxi num efficiency, and were vying for position as
they nmerged. "Wat has rolled before was the polite preparation,” Heemjetted.
"Now the real conpetition begins."

file:/lIF|/KaZzaA%20Lite/My%20Shared%20Folder/Thousandstar%20by%20Piers%20Anthony.txt (45 of 144) [4/29/03 7:58:24 PM]



file:/lIF|/KaZaA%20L ite/My%20Shared%620Fol der/Thousandstar%20by%20Pi ers%20A nthony .txt

"You' ve done very well so far,' Jessica commented. 'Wth all this new confusion,
you should be able to do better yet.

"I'"ve been conpeting with the less intelligent entries of nmy own species. Now
I"'mrolling up against the smarter ones toward the front of the line—and the
smarter ones of two other species. This will not be quite so nuch fun."

"I have confidence in you.

"Your confidence is desperation. | aman excellent pilot, and in an even race
could probably prevail, though it is evident that sone expert pilots have been
transferred in. Swoon of Sweetswanp, in H Forty-six, nust have been the top
pilot of the Star she represents; she was biding her tine, waiting for

di sruption, before showi ng her expertise. There are others like that. Starting
where | did, it will take a great deal nore than confidence to nake sufficient
progress.”

Jessica made a nental shrug—a distinctly odd experience for Heem She was
retaining her confidence.

Now that he was conmitted to the race, Heemintended to put his best effort into
it. He had not boasted idly about his skill; in a fundamental sense he lived for
space. All HydrGs had evolved for this destiny: to travel between planets. Al
Hydr Os hoped to pilgrinmage in space before they achi eved the second

met anor phosi s.

' Met anor phosi s?' Jessica inquired

"Get out of nmy mnd!'" Heem needl ed.

"I wish | could. Your body is a horror to ne!’

Heem concentrated his taste on the race. His ship was coming up to the nergence
of the three columms. "The sensible procedure is to give way to the Erb and
Squam ships that intersect our route," he jetted. "Unfortunately this will cause
our position to suffer, and we will have no chance to nake the cut."

"So the only safe course is unreasonabl e?

"No. The safe and reasonable course is not to race."

"Do you want me to scream agai n?' she inquired sweetly.

"The only thing worse than a Squamis a femal e Squam" Heem needl ed t he
controls, and the ship angled forward responsively, seeking an opening in the
threatening clot.

"Better than a blind nmale blob!' she retorted, but he had al ready forgotten what
she was respondi ng to.

The blips were taste-coded to show species as well as nunber. Heem experienced
involuntary constriction of his jet-apertures as he identified the Sguam shi ps.
He did not |ike Squans, even in the form of spaceships. Jessica's resenblance to
a Squam constituted a significant portion of his objection to her. He knew,
intellectually, that she was an alien of quite another type, but the fact that
her natural body had eyes and hands and consuned physi cal substance—appalli ng!
And to be, in additi on—

" Your thought processes are about as subtle as a clout on the head.

"l don't have a head."

"Which is part of your problem’

The nergence of columms | ooned. Heem knew that once he got |ocked into the

enl arged colum, he would have little opportunity to nove up wi thout prohibitive
waste of fuel. Yet to break out of the buoyed route would al so cost too nuch.
"There has got to be sonme way!' Jessica cried.

"There is, but not a way you will like."

To hell with what | like! Try ne and see. Anything's better than—this!'

"l take you at your taste," Heemjetted, and cut into the heart of the massing
pattern. The taste-blips of the conpetition suddenly surrounded his ship.

"I think I"mgoing to regret opening ny big nouth,' Jessica said. But then she
was distracted by the blip pattern. '"Ch, they're so close, so close! | think I'm
begi nni ng—beginning to see them a little. The nerest suggestion. Focus the

i mge, so | can—

Heem concentrated, not entirely to please the alien. For the kind of maneuvering
he contenpl ated, he needed to have acute spatial awareness. |If she wanted to
think of that as an "inmage" she was wel cone. Maybe it woul d keep her from
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pestering himso nuch.

"Ch, it is beginning to shape. Like a surrealist dream not quite clear but
significant—+ have to connect ny sight awareness to your taste inputs—tricky,
but with ny mnd s eye—

Heem i gnored her. He had a race to roll! The mergence of the three col ums
caused Squam and Erb ships to close in about him vying for position. The blips
were now so close to his own ship that they were nerging on his space-taste
Heem experi enced the nounting tension of conpetition; he liked this! To be in
space, mmneuvering agai nst others in space—-here was the essence of |iving!

' The essence of masculine foolishness,' Jessica said sourly. But again, she was
di stracted by what she perceived. 'The Erb ships—they are |ike opening fl owers—
only they're flying sidew se!

"Their energy-receptors orient on the Star, of course," Heem needl ed. "They need
to augnent their energy as nmuch as possible, to nmake the artificial power |ast.
It can readily make the difference between victory and defeat."

"Ch, of course. You've kept us in the sun right along, haven't youl

I di ot conment! Heem angled to put a hooded Squam blip, S-47, in shadow.

"And the Squam ships are |ike cobras!' Jessica continued blithely. 'Ch, you may
not know about them Heem They're original Solarian reptiles—here, 1'lIl project
a picture.' She forned a conposite taste that did vaguely resenble a Squam

The Squam ship reacted angrily to the shade. It twitched out of the way, trying
to get around Heemto cut off his Star radiation. But the Squam m sjudged Heeni s
accel eration and mi ssed. Heem nade a flavor of satisfaction: the Squam had
expended nore energy in the attenpted retribution than it ever could have gai ned
in Star radiation. It would exhaust its fuel that much sooner

Actually, there was little to be gained by interfering with ships here at the
merger. Few if any of themwould be in contention for the lead, and if he

all owed hinself to remain at this stage of the columm he would fail to make the
next cut. He had to pass these, get into the first fifty, and do it wthout
consuming too nuch fuel or gaining too much velocity.

'Too much velocity?' Jessica inquired. She had a way of accenting her concepts
that annoyed him 'Don't you want to go fast?
"Not so fast that | cannot decel erate on target,"
"Accelerating is only half the job."

"Ch, | see! Yes, of course! I"'mused to land, to the planetary surface, where
you wi Il always coast to a stop if you stop pushing. But in space, with the
conservation of angul ar nomentum—

"No. This is a powered trajectory, not an orbit."

" Anyway, you can't stop unless you decelerate, so you nust save half your fuel,
or—Heem what happens if you m scal cul ate?

"W nmay have occasion to taste that before the race is done."

She noved away fromthat aspect. 'The picture is coming in better, now Al the
ships—+t's |ike watching a hol ograph through a fog, but I"'mreally beginning to
see! Ch, Heem this nmakes it so nuch better! | don't feel so blind anynore!’
Heem intercepted the Star radiation of another ship, this one an Erb, E-38. He
was accelerating marginally faster than the ships of the main columm, but was
outside the ideal channel. His freedom of travel counterbal anced his |loss of the
best route, so the only way he could gain was by shading the others. This was
hardly enough by itself to enable himto wi n—but he had a strategy in m nd.

The Erb, |ike the Squam reacted angrily, trying to get out of the shadow. Heem
maneuvered to keep it shaded. Erbs, nore than nost creatures, were extrenely
sensitive to radiation, as it was their nmain source of body energy. Heem had
counted on that. The |l onger he shaded E-38, the nore irritated the Erb woul d
becone.

"Now there's all kinds of things wong with that!' Jessica protested. 'First,
why upset the Erb when you can't gain anything for yourself? Al you can do is
invite retribution that will cost you both energy. Second, the light-energy
involved is small, and the Erb knows that. The Erb can see, after all, just as
can in nmy own body; it knows exactly how much light is worth. It won't do

anyt hing foolish just because you shade it.'

"W shall taste," Heemjetted, feeling the thrill of incipient challenge.

Heem jetted gruffly.
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"All right. I'lIl watch. But | don't see what you hope to acconplish.'

E- 38 suddenly veered, trying to | eap out of the shadow. In the process it noved
into the path of a HydrO ship just overtaking it. The HydrO ship veered. "Get
your mass out of my way, E-Thirty-eight," the HydrO sprayed.

The ships were so congested here that the erratic notions of the two were now
interfering with several others. "Keep a straight course, fools!" S-47 sprayed.
"Do Squans spray too?' Jessica asked. 'I| thought you said they used sound.

"They do. The three-species conmunication grid renders their barbaric noise into
intelligible taste. The sanme is true for the radiation emtted by the Erbs.
HydrO taste is changed into their noise and radiation in their ships, too. No
doubt the tractors on the surface of Eccentric will have a simlar system"”

She subsi ded, and he concentrated on the race. The disruption he had started had
spread along a fair segnent of the columm. Ships were jerking in and out, and
there was a nedl ey of three-species cursing on the taste net. Heem renai ned
safely out of it.

Suddenly he angled in just ahead of the nelee, boosting his acceleration. "Look
what | did to you, you idiot pilots!" he sprayed into space. "Not one of you has
the wit to run a true course!"

"What are you doing!' Jessica cried, horrified. '"You're stirring up a hornets'
nest! They'l|l group agai nst you an w pe you out!

"That's HydrO Si xty-six," a Squam excl ained. "He started this!"

There was a snear of responses. Soon a minor fleet of irate ships cane after
Heem

Heem positioned hinself in the center of the buoyed channel. "You inposters
can't even catch ne! Wiat do you think you're trying to do? Turn about and go
honme before you get lost in space!"

"This is absolutely crazy!' Jessica cried. They'll kill us!'

"Lost in space!" a HydrO sprayed indignantly. "We'll |ose you in space,

foul spray!"”

' They have nothing to lose,' Jessica said. 'They know they're too far back to

wi n. They need a scapegoat. They'll use up their fuel going after you, instead!’
"So they will," Heem agreed. "I did advise you that you would not enjoy this

aspect of the race."

"You sure did,' she agreed glumy.

A Squam shi p shot out of the pack, accelerating at several gravities to catch
Heem But as it cane near, Heemangled his drive-jet to give it an unheal thy
taste of exhaust. "Eat that, fool!" he sprayed.

"A foul! A foul!" another Squamcried as the first Sguam | ost power and fel
back through the colum. "Did you perceive that? H Sixty-six deliberately
exhausted that ship!"

"What ?" Heem inquired with nock innocence. "I nerely adjusted course to avoid
collision. Nothing other than that can be proved."

' Qoooh!"' Jessica cried, half angry, half appl audi ng.

"This is foul!" the Squam excl ai ned.

"Squans are foul!" Heem sprayed. "What el se except the foul est would eat ani nal
ti ssue and excrete conpost?"

"A Solarian woul d!''" Jessica objected.
"H Sixty-six has a good roll on that,"
di sgusting."

"Look who's squirting!" another Squamretorted. "Any creature who slines
continuously and rolls about |like a | oose rock—

"The truth is obvious," an Erb glinted. "Both Squans and HydrGs are disgusting."”
"Especially inconpetent ones like all of you," Heem sprayed.

"First we nust dispatch this troubler,"” S-52 said. "Then we can debate
esthetics."

"You could not dispatch a dead plant, Squam " Heem sprayed.

"Way do you keep antagoni zi ng then?' Jessica demanded. 'Do you have a death

wi sh? You're starting a race riot!

"Angry creatures are not sensible creatures,
"That is ny point! They will destroy us!

a HydrO sprayed. "Squans are basically

Heem expl ai ned.
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Two nore ships shot out of the mass at high acceleration. They drew up parall el
to Heem then angl ed across. They were S-44 and E-49. "W'Ill knock you out of
space, H Sixty-six!" the Sgquam cri ed.

Heem juggl ed his ship precisely. The two attackers m ssed, closed on each other,
and rebounded apart, out of control

"What happened?' Jessica demanded. 'They didn't crash, they didn't foul up on
their own exhausts; they bounced apart without touching!'’

"Each ship has a repulser shield to ward off neteorites and prevent collisions.
This is necessary and standard wi th narrow channel interplanetary traffic. None
of these ships will crash into each other."

She sighed. 'These little details you assune | already know But they—sonething
happened to them nore than just bouncing.

"The repul sers can be harsh, especially when the effect is unanticipated. Those
two pilots are probably unconscious."

'So you knocked out two nore rivals who were already behind us! What does it
gain you?'

"The pattern will emerge.” Heemturned his attention to the other ships again.
"Real amateurs!" he sprayed derisively. "Unfit to clutter space."

There was a confusion of tastes, sounds, and glints on the comrunication net.
Then six ships were accelerating rapidly toward Heemi's ship. "Close himin,"
S-51 directed. "Do not |et himescape again!"

"Now you' ve done it!' Jessica said. 'You are positively suicidal! Just like a
mal e!’

"A nunber of these conpetitors are fenmale," Heem renmarked. He noted the om nous
convergence of ships, but did not attenpt evasive action

"You want to accel erate?" the Squam demanded. "W shall provide you

accel eration!" The six ships formed a tight ring around Heem s ship, battering
himwi th their nassed repul ser fields.

"What are they doing? Jessica cried, alarned.

"They're giving us a ride."

"Aride? That doesn't make sense!"

The six ships junped their acceleration. Heenis ship, shoved violently by the
repul sers, |eaped forward, pinned within their cone. The acceleration clinbed to
three g, then four g, then five g.

The ot her ships of the colum got hastily out of the way and fell behind.

Then the ring of ships contracted. The pressure becane intense. 'They're
crushing us to death!' Jessica cried.

"That is the intent," Heemresponded. "They are using the positioned repul sers
to conpact us, to put us under such pressure that we can not resist what they
will do next."

"Do next? There's worse com ng?

"They will hurl us out of the columm, into the Star or the Hole. Wth luck, we
will not recover intime to jet out of that well—er if we do, we will |ack
sufficient fuel to make it safely to planetfall. In any event, we wll be out of
the race."

‘Can't we do anything?

"Have no concern. | flavored the text on space maneuvers."

"You flavored—eh, you nmean you wrote the book on dirty tactics! Well, |
certainly hope you know what you're doing. All | can see is that your insults

are getting us further behind and deeper into trouble.'

Heem jetted a conplex pattern on the button controls. Water sw shed into the
conpart nent.

"But this is the acceleration protection!' Jessica cried. 'For takeoff and

| andi ng, when you have to withstand up to ten graviti es— She broke off her

t hought, reconsidering. 'Ch—+to withstand the repul ser pressure. How clever. But
then you can't maneuver the ship; it's on autonatic.

"I have just preprogranmed the ship to cut the nmain drive and stabilize with the
side jets after acceleration. After that it will return to pilot-control phase."
"But that won't stop themfrom hurling us out of the channel!’

"Their operation is based on the assunption that | will naintain nornal

accel eration, or raise it up several gravities in a vain attenpt to escape them
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The reactions of a pilotless, driveless ship are quite different."

"Quite helpless, it seens to ne!’

The pressure exerted by the six ships continued, but now Heemhardly felt it.
The fluid of the ship held himcushioned. The drive cut off abruptly, releasing
his body fromgravity. There was a jolt as the six ships took up the sl ack,
shoving his ship forward with the sanme accel eration

"What ' s happeni ng?' Jessica demanded. '|I was just beginning to see, but now
there is no input. Just the bl ank-ness of suspension.

"They are boosting us forward at about three gravities," Heem expl ai ned, basing
his judgnent on experience as he felt the dimnished i npact of the thrust. "They
aren't skilled enough to coordinate the package for a turn, so they're trusting
to randominbal ances in thrust to cause us to veer out of the channel. But ny
ship is stable and precisely on course, so we are progressing due forward. They
think that ny cutting off the main thrust neans that | have |ost control; now
they are shoving a derelict."

"Aren't they?'

The extrene inpetus continued for sonme time, then ceased with a jerk. "Now they
have turned us | oose. They are probably al nost out of fuel thenselves; pushing a
spaceship is immensely wasteful." The liquid drained, freeing himfor action
Heem activated the space-taste. "Taste where we are now" he jetted jubilantly,
pi cking up the pattern of blips.

Jessica | ooked. 'We're halfway up the |ine!’

Heemcut in the main jet. "And we have saved a fair margin of fuel. W can now
accelerate at a slightly greater rate w thout exhausting our available supply."”
"But that means those six ships really hel ped us, while using up their own
reserves!'’

"As | jetted before: they are fools. Had they boosted one of their own nunber
simlarly, they could have vaulted himback into contention. But they allowed ny
i mpertinence to befuddle their rational processes."”

"They certainly did! Imagine allow ng the quest for short-termvengeance to ruin
your own chances! | would not have believed it possible.' She paused. 'No, it is
possible. My own people are like that. Through history deeds are done that
shoul d not be, in the nane of vengeance, while positive and necessary things are
| eft undone. Billions for defense and not one cent for inprovenent. But it's
still a ridiculous way to operate!’

Heem found he agreed intellectually, but not enptionally. He had been notivated
to avenge what Slitherfear Squam had done, and this had profoundly influenced
his entire life. He could not claimthis was wong; there needed to be justice,
and without retribution there would be no justice.

"Ch, | don't agree with that!' Jessica protested.

"You hardly need to." Heem angl ed back into the line so that his blip would not
be so obvious to the others. There had been no reaction fromthe six ships who
had boosted him they had realized that they had been outnmaneuvered t he nonent
his main jet cane back on, and they were not eager to advertise the manner in
whi ch they had been f ool ed.

Heem accelerating at a steady 1.1 g, was passing ships steadily now. Here in
the midsection of the colum they were strung out nore evenly, and less given to
direct rivalries. In short, they were nore intelligent, disciplined conpetitors,
whi ch was one reason they were here, naking a fair roll for it.

It was a long, steady novenent. Heem tired, slept. Jessica, deprived of Heenm s
sensory input, slept also.

Heem |ike npbst sapients, dreaned. Dreaming was a kind of sifting and taggi ng of
recent experiences, identifying the inportant ones in key respects so they could
be cross-referenced and filed safely in nmenory. Often Heenli's dreans were

unpl easant, for his life had not been generally satisfactory to him Quite a
nunber of his dreans were of the illegal variety. This tine, however, his sleep
i magi ni ngs were strange and pl easant.

He found hinself riding a docile flatfloater, one that obeyed his every
needl ej et without quarrel. But he did not needle it; he let it take its
initiative. Together they sail ed over slopes and ridges, slid dow into a river
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val l ey, and across the river. The scenery was delicious, with the vegetation
spraying gentle wafts of delicate flavor in waves. He was back in his juvenile
phase, happy, careless of the future. His juvenile siblings were with him here
in the valley of Hi ghfalls.

"Make it go faster, Jess!" his conpanion jetted.

"It's already at its cruising velocity, Jess. It can't safely accelerate."
"Cruising velocity? Dragons have no cruising velocity! They just accelerate til
they can't go any faster!"

"Well, that's how fast | want to go, clone-brother!"

Cl one-brother? This is not ny dream Heem needled internally. But he did not
wake. His dreamshifted into another reality. He was rolling desperately toward
freedomin the recurrent nightmare reenactment of his escape fromcaptivity. Yet
the deepest el enent of that experience was not the physical escape, for that had
succeeded. It was the enotional escape that had fail ed.

He rolled up to a safecage and needl ed his signature-flavor into its lock. Its
mechani smtook a nonent to absorb this. Then the | ock rel eased and the gate fel
open. Heemrolled in, and his weight caused the gate to counterbal ance, sliding
back into position and rel ocking.

Now he was safe for the night. The cage was designhed to keep Squans out; Erbs of
course were no threat. He could rest and sleep, letting his guard relax. O
course the lock now had his flavor, and that would alert the authorities to his
| ocation, but the flavor-credits were collected only once a day, and by the tine
his flavor was fed into the credit conmputer, he would be gone. H's credit was
good; it was his citizen's status that was invalid.

Now for a good evening neal. He punched the food display, sunmoning a
pseudost eak and sparkl edrink, gray-flavored. He picked up the drink—

Eati ng? In absol ute shock and revul sion Heem voided all his jet-reserves. The
ship, responsive to random comands resulting fromthis explosion, danped its
main drive and veered. Suddenly he was in free-fall and fully awake.

He reacted with experienced proficiency, quickly restoring the drive and
stabilizing the ship. Then he turned i nward. "Sol arian, that was your dream was
it not?"

'Yes—at the end. I'msorry—+ did not realize—

"I't is not bad enough that your fernale alien presence intrudes on ny mnd, but
to have your Squam begotten dreans polluting ny sleep—eating! You nake ny

i magi nati on uncl ean!"

'l see that. I'msorry. But | do not control mny dreans.'

Heem s attention was already on the columm of ships. It had thinned out; now all
ships were single file and well spaced. "W are rolling to the mdpoint; now we
shal | di scover how we situate."”

Translating his taste, Jessica | ooked at the scene. 'W slept |onger than
supposed! We're hal fway there already?

"The time sense is distorted under constant accel eration. W have been half a
day in space, and now approach a velocity of one thirty-fifth Iight speed.”
"Hal f a day? Twel ve hours?

"As | recall the Solarian scale, correct. If a day on your hone-planet is
simlar to a day on ni ne—

"Il + can't tell, but fromyour feeling about it, it feels the sane. Let's assune
a day is a day the Galaxy over, and go fromthere.'

"W accelerate for half a day, and decelerate for half a day, our full course
bet ween pl anets bei ng about one seventy-second of a |ight day."

"Il —see,' she said uncertainly. 'W accelerate to only a fraction of |ight speed,
so it takes us much nore time to travel the distance light does. | think your

pl anets nust be about as far fromtheir primary as ours, and ours are only a few
light minutes from—

"Your distances are irrelevant,'
truth is upon us."

"But the course is only half run. You said—

"It is not yet half rolled. There will be a period of free-fall; ships who do
not utilize this will be short of fuel. But it is the point at which

approxi mately hal f our fuel has been expended. W can gain on the other ships

Heem needl ed in inpatiently. "The nonent of
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only if we have nore fuel. The initial bunching and col um-nerging is done, and
the fools have been elimnated. Fromthis point in, only power and nmargin
suffice."

"Ch, yes, | see that. But we're well up in the Iine, now, aren't we? W don't
need to win at this stage; all we have to do is finish in the top fifty.'

"Yes. Therefore we now assess ships to determ ne our place. This is nost
accurately done at the nonent of turnabout, for only then do the other ships
betray their situation. They nust turn on schedule.”

' Suppose they don't? | nean, suppose they coast a little |onger at top speed,
then brake nore suddenly at the end, gaining a few places?

"Some will try that, especially if they are just behind the fifty-cut position
But if they cannot decelerate to | anding vel ocity—

"Crash,' she said. 'That's a risky gane.'

"Extrenely. Most will roll it safely, not endangering their lives for the gain
of one or two places." He needled the buttons, establishing a conposite flavor
for the ships of the colum ahead and behind. He wanted every one of themin
mnd, for this critical survey.

‘"I see the ships!' she exclained. 'It's alnpbst |ike having eyes now But why are
you surveying the ones behind us al so? W don't have to worry about them do
we?'

"W do not yet know who is ahead and behind," he explained. "Their present
position in space is deceptive. Sone have too much velocity; they will not
finish."

"Ch, | begin to understand. If they're too fast at the turnover, they can't
decelerate in tinme to land. | nean, they m ght decelerate to | anding velocity,
but only sone distance beyond the planet, which would be no good. They won't
really crash, will they?

"They shoul d signal for a fuel recharge—after the cut has been nmade. They will
not crash, but they will be out of the race."

Heem and Jessica spotted the ships. Heemused the ship's conmputer to calcul ate
the velocity of each vessel as it turned over, while Jessica kept track of the
| eaders. It turned out that ten of the apparent |eaders were over-velocity and
were unlikely to finish; but fifteen ships behind Heem's own turned about on a
schedul e that would normally put themin the first fifty. Sonme of these nmight be
wi thin-velocity, but actually be scant on fuel —but others night be

bel ow-vel ocity and have reserves of fuel, enabling themto gain at the end.
Strategies varied, and it was necessary to make educated guesses. There coul d be
a lot of shifting of places at the end of the race, as all velocities were
reduced.

The best finish Heem coul d reasonably hope for was sixty-one. That represented
an excellent gain, fromhis start at or near two hundred—but not quite enough.
"But if you do sone nore clever maneuvering, antagonize a few nore pilots—
Jessi ca sai d.

"I mght gain four, five, possibly even six places, no nore," Heemjetted. "W
are not conpeting against fools and amateurs now, these are the natural spacers
like nmyself. They will not react, they will not be deceived; they know they have
the advantage, and they will maintain it. | used up ny surplus fuel getting to
this stage; this is nmy maxi num position. To push beyond this place in the colum
woul d be to disqualify nyself for inadequate fuel, or to crash."” He needled the
buttons, and the ship abruptly changed course wi thout turning about.

"I's something wong?' Jessica inquired worriedly. The ship doesn't seemto have
reversed. It's still accelerating forward, angling out of the colum.’

"The ship is responsive. It is on course for ny destination."

"But there is no habitable planet in that direction, is there?

"Correct. And if there were, | would not have the fuel to nmake a safe |anding,
after correcting for a non-buoyed and therefore inefficient course."

' Then where are you goi ng?'" Her alarmwas burgeoning, anticipating his answer.
"Into the Hole."

Chapter 4: Hol estar Abyss
She did not taste very nuch different than a male, in general flavor. But the
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distinction was instantly nmanifest. Every jet she made possessed the femal e
attribute, clear only to another HydrO but extrenely significant to that HydrQO
Heem had never before encountered a fermal e of his species, but fromthe outset
he had not the slightest doubt of her nature.

"Who are you, who preserves nme from denise?" Heeminquired as he recovered his
equi librium

"I am Moon of Morningmst," she responded with a jet so diffident he hardly felt
it. She, too, was acutely aware of the presence of the alternate sex.

"I am Heem of Hi ghfalls." He paused, absorbing further inpressions of her, and
di scovered an urge he had not felt before. "You are the first female | have
encountered in nmy life. Shall we indulge in sexual play?"

"OfF course," she agreed.

"I's this valley otherw se occupi ed?" He was not certain why he inquired, but
knew it was inportant.

"Four of ny sister-siblings remain." Therefore he knew that there would be no
reproduction. He needl ed a splash of purest lust at her, the product of a
lifetime of innocent abstinence, but did not include the key flavor of his
signature. She responded with a passionate spray that soaked himw th her
essence. The result was a pleasure so novel and intense that he gave hinself
entirely up to it. He knew that Mboon was reacting simlarly.

"You just nmet her, and you copul ated?' Had Heem needl ed that question to
hinsel f? Mentally he answered it. As a juvenile he had no reservations about

pl easure, and sexual gratification was the nost avail able and harm ess of

pl easures. It was practiced as a routine courtesy whenever nale and femal e
Hydr Os associated with each other on an individual or group basis. As an adult
he di scovered that many ot her sapient C uster species regarded sex in another
flavor. But alien ways were alien ways; why any creatures should choose to
restrict sonething as natural and necessary as this was not a thing he needed to
make the effort to understand. Alien species had a nunber of strange or

appal ling attitudes, such as eating or—

"Doesn't that |leave offspring littering the | andscape?' the internal needle cane
qui ckly.

Natural ly not! Sexual interplay was a prerequisite for procreation, but not
identical to it. Reproduction occurred only when the mal e included his unique
signature in the needlejet and when the fermal e accepted that flavor. Neither
woul d do this unless the habitat were suitable. Reproduction, unlike copulation,
was a serious matter.

"I suppose it really is the sane with us,' the nmental jet continued. 'W invoke
contraceptive neasures so that we can indulge in simlar play w thout conceiving
of fspring. Neverthel ess, we do have a certain discretion about the choice of
partners for such intimacies. Sex, to us, is not a casual nmatter, even w thout
procreation.'

Heem i gnored the alien taste and continued his forbidden nenory-dream After
sating hinself pleasantly with Moon, he rolled with her on a tour of the valley
of Morningmist. It resenbled Highfalls, but |acked the great central river;
instead small streans fed into a good-sized | ake, fromwhich mldly flavored
vapors rose in the early section of each day. Heem soon becane acclinmatized to
the variant tastes of this region, which were not far distinct fromthose of his
own vall ey.

The sapi ent inhabitants of Mrningm st were fenmale, as only one sex was littered
in any one site. Heemnet themsingly and needl ed each courteously with |ust,
and each responded with a spray of gratification nore passionate than his own
gesture. This was natural, for he was recently sated while they were not. In due
course all rolled together beside the | ake and Heem with a special effort,
sprayed all five sinultaneously with passion. They needl ed hi m back, al

together, and his pleasure was so strong that he rolled into the water and sank
to the bottom They shoved himback to | and cheerily. It had been a wonderfu
occasi on.

"Sinmul taneous group sex with five females? the interfering thought came. 'This
is beyond the capacity, if not the aspiration, of our nales.
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It woul d have been enbarrassing had it been beyond the capacity of Heem for the
femal es of Morningmist were all deserving. It would have been a shane to excl ude
any fromthe polite wel cone.

"Sone polite welcone!' the private needle came. Wiile they toured the valley, he
jetted conversationally with them |earning about their situation. It was
simlar to his own. They too had been seeded in their valley and left to devel op
i ndependently; they too had suffered crucial attrition fromhundreds to the
present five. In crossing the nountain range he had | earned only that the next
valley was different in detail, not nature. He had not solved the nystery of his
exi st ence.

"What of your valley?" Mon jetted delicately after they had satisfied

t hensel ves with another copul ation and settled for the night in her cave. "How
did you travel to ours?"

"Two of us rode a flatfloater up the nmountain slope," he jetted back. "The
floater |ost propul sion near the apex, and we nmanaged to roll on over the top

My sibling was slain by an alien nonster. | amthe last survivor of ny vall ey,
believe."

"Slitherfear!" she sprayed with horror. "The nenesis that—= She nerved herself
for the foul taste. "That eats."

"You know of hin? W did not know his nane."

"He has no nanme we can conceive. He is a dread Squam predator on our species.
We nanmed himfor his attributes. He has been preying on our nunber since he
appeared recently in our valley. Every several days he destroys another sister,
nmost horrendously."

"We tried to escape him but he was too strong for us. He had a thing he called
a machine that jetted burning fluid. He killed my sibling Hoom and—di d sonet hi ng
horrible."

"Yes," she sprayed. "W try to hide, but somehow the alien finds us, and
consunmes us. It is invulnerable to needles; we cannot oppose it or escape it."

"I know." The horror of Mbrningni st was worse than that of Highfalls. "I escaped
only by pretending to be dead, while it consuned nmy conpanion."

They were tasteless for a time, unwilling to dwell further on the horror. Then
Moon inquired with a diffident jet, "Did you spray that H ghfalls is vacant?"

"I believe it is. Only four of us survived before we boarded the flatfl oater;
then Haamfell froma height and Himfell when the floater noved away at sudden
speed. Hiim may have survived, but this is unlikely."

She emtted a cute spray of revelation. "A vacant valley, with no Squam nenace,
is suitable for a litter of HydrGs!"

Heemrealized that it was; his instinct told himso. Secure, sapient-devoid

pl aces existed only to be seeded with sapients. Part of the riddle of his own
origin had been answered. "But should Hiimsurvive—=

"We nust go there and verify this. He night have survived the fall but be
injured, then roll victimto a predator. Then we woul d seed the enpty valley and
depart. It is the HydrO way."

Heem recogni zed the validity of her point, but renmained reluctant. "This
mountain is high and steep, too difficult for us to cross."

"We could harness a flatfloater, as you and your siblings did."

"Hal f of us died in the effort—and another died on the nmountain."

"Yes, it is dangerous. But we nust do it."

She was correct; HydrOinstinct required this effort. Still, he bal ked. "No.

will not doit."

Genui nel y perpl exed, she sprayed her gentle query, tinged with her sex appeal

For the first time, Heem appreciated the subtle power the fenale could exert. He

felt cruel and guilty, opposing her. "Wy not, Heen? Are you ill, or of suspect
st ock?"

"I amnot physically ill," he jetted, working his rationale out as much for
hinself as for her. "I have no reason to question my stock; ny siblings perished
from external causes, not fromany internal malaise. But | have experienced the
horrors of growi ng up anong peers. O two hundred or nore, | alone remain. A

the others fell horribly to predators or acci dents—because there was no adult
sapient to care for them | have always hated the power that placed us in that
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situation, and now | cannot do the sanme thing to my own offspring.”

"But it is the HydrO way!" she jetted back, working out her own rationale. "Any
coupl e who discovers a suitable and vacant place nust repopul ate—=

"No!" he needled so sharply that she made a little spray of pain. "I will not
contribute to such an infernal system™

"It is—t is natural selection. You survived in the valley of H ghfalls because
you were—were the fittest in the region," she insisted, her jets overl apping
each other. "And |+ amanong the fittest also, for | amanong the few renmining
sisters of Mrningmst."

"l survived because | was lucky. | have no special nerit." Yet he renenbered
occasi ons when he had avoi ded sone threat that others had fallen prey to,
because he had been nore intelligent. And his needl es had al ways been anong the
nmost accurate. Luck could not account for all of it. "And | refuse to believe
that it has to be this way—the ignorant generating new litters of the helpless,
never staying to help, to teach— He danped his jet, thinking of another aspect.
"Way could we not remain in Hghfalls, to instruct—

"That is not the HydrO way!" she sprayed, shocked.

So it was an inpasse. "We will jet on this another tine," she jetted, neaning
that she would be trying again to change his nind. They settled down to sl eep,

i rreconcil ed.

Heem woke to the alarm of the ship. A quick savoring of the conposite flavor
assured himthat he was on course. H's course. The ship, naturally, assunmed he
was unintentionally drifting into danger

"H Sixty-six, are you in control?" It was H 46 on the taste net. Swoon of

Sweet swanp, the femal e he had hel ped get her ship. The one with sex-appea
flavor like no one since Moon of Mrningmst. He regretted he woul d never have
occasion to roll Swoon up on her offer of further cooperation; it would al nost
certainly have been fun.

"I amin control, Hforty-six," he responded. It was nice of her to express
concern for him She knew his identity because of his prior antics in the
columm; she woul d have tasted all the intership signals. But they were
conpetitors now, and she had turned out to be a superlative pilot.
"Congratul ati ons on advancing into the first fifty. You nmade the cut; | did not.
I wish you further success."”

"Just don't drift too far toward the Hole before the Conpetition Authority
rescues you," Swoon jetted. "W may yet neet again, after this is over."

It was a strongly flavored renmi nder. She renmi ned grateful. But Heem did not
answer, for he knew he woul d never be able to indulge hinself of that offer.

The ship was angling toward the Hole. The turnover point of the race was at the
cl osest buoyed approach to the primary pair, since the destination planet was at
the nonent across the System from I npasse. Accel eration had been aided by the
fall toward the prinmary, and decel erati on woul d be aided by the clinb away from
it. But it was not safe to pass too close, for within a certain radius the well
of the Hol e becane total: not even radiation could escape.

Now, suddenly, the Hole seened much nore powerfully flavored. G ow ngly huge yet
tasteless, it | oonmed upon the ship: the region of No Return. Though Heemis ship
was now in free-fall, it was accel erati ng—toward the abyss.

The alien transferee within himtook one translated | ook and retreated in nunb
horror to her own nightmare. Heem found hinself drawmn into it, as it were into
an internal Hol e.

Cl oni ng was done to safeguard the ancient and dwi ndling |ineages of the
aristocracy of System Capella. It was not that these few scions were nore
subject to premature dem se, but rather that when such dem se occurred the
consequences were nore form dable. Wth cloning, there was always a repl acenent
with full status.

The problemwas that in the absence of demi se, there was a duplicate heir. The
purpose in preserving these lives was not to subdivide the estates. Therefore
the clones who nmarried were permitted only one offspring. That infant was cl oned
wel | before infancy. After that, both parents were sterilized. The line
continued—+igidly. Since only the clones who married other clones could carry
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the inheritance, the great old estates did not stray fromthe origina

bl oodl i nes. They shuttled back and forth within the aristocracy. The nanmes ni ght
change, but not the bl ood.

Sonetinmes only one clone married legitimately, releasing the other to take a
conmoner - spouse. Any taint of commoner blood negated the heritage; no issue of
that union could inherit. Yet it was noboted that those "adulterous" marriages
were often the happiest. Cones knew each other too well for there to be many
attractive nysteries.

There was an occasional hitch in the process. In the current generation there
were too many nmal es. The sex of the offspring could be controlled, but sone
didn't bother until an inbalance occurred; then the ratio shifted to conpensate.
But there could be one or two |left over —of either sex. If there were too many
femal es, it was not serious, since the estate nerged with that of the male, and
the clone of a male could not marry adulterously while any femal e estate

remai ned unattached. But in this case all the femal es would be taken, while sone
mal e or nmal es would have to narry adul terously—thereby forfeiting their estates.
That was very bad.

The progenitor of Jess had anticipated such a bind. He desired to retain the
estate within his own naned famly, as it was the choicest (though not the
richest) estate of themall: the original palace of Good Queen Bess. But to sire
a male offspring was to risk |osing both nane and bl ood. Thus the progenitor
hedged his bet by producing a male heir, with a female clone. If the male could
not find a clone-mate, the fenmal e woul d assune the office and nerge w th another
estate. There would be no forfeit.

It was an extrenely neat device, but there were certain practical problens. The
femal e split was secret, for too early a revelation could cause other famlies
to produce simlarly split clones, conplicating or nullifying the advantage.
Both clones were listed as nale, and both adopted the dress and manner of nml es.
In private it was otherw se, and anong commoners Jessi ca coul d adopt a pseudonym
and be fully female. This was encouraged, for if she ever had to assune the
burden of the blood, she would need to be a fully conversant wonan, desirable as
such and able to perform But when anong cl oned aristocracy, she was al ways

mal e.

Thi s becane awkward at tinmes, especially as Jess grewto maturity. Jesse and
Jessica were both on the sterility diet, of course; only in marriage could the
count eractant be prescribed. But she was expected to play the role of a nale in
the clone society. She had to defer to fermales with nock archaic gallantry, and
run her eyes over the girls' covert spots with evident lust, and pinch their
haunches just as her brother di d-because he did. Because to fail in the male
manneri smwas to betray her nature prematurely, perhaps hanpering her brother's
chance to nmake a suitable nmarriage

"You are fermal e—yet you acted in the manner of a male?

"I had to! At first it was a gane, but when | grew older | hated it, yet | stil
had to do it." She found herself reaching to the skepticismin the theoretica
questi on.

"Yet it was only a matter of role—a part in a drama, of no private consequence.
You would inevitably mate as a female, with a nale opposite, when that occasion
cane. No cause for distress.'

Was she baiting herself? No cause for distress! "Here's howit was!" she snapped
back, and opened a | ong-suppressed nenory of herself at fifteen. She and her
hal f attended a clone ball put on by Cyrus and Cyron, age sixteen. It was titled
Cyclone, naturally, and had a stormnotif.

Jesse and Jessica travel ed together, as was the fashion for clones, in a closed
dragon-drawn coach. Closed to conceal their doubled nature fromthe prying gaze
of commoners; dragon-drawn to show their aristocratic heritage and affluence. A
nmodern fl oat-car woul d have been nore confortable, nuch faster, and | ess
expensi ve, but Jessica had to admit the rented dragon had nore class. The coach
was of one-way foam fiber, insulating and reflective externally, pervious
internally, so that they could see wi thout being seen

The | andscape was | ovely. This was part of the Nature Reserve that had been set
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aside a mllenniumago when the rising popul ati on of System Capella had
threatened to spoil the planet. The huge ol d estates suffused the regi on, and
the aristocracy naintained the native w lderness as part of their system No one
hunted here, or mined, or built cities—o one except the cl ones thensel ves,
whose danmage was mininmal. Thus the nmountains were |argely unspoiled, the trees
enornous, the rivers clean. Jessica touched a section of the coach wall,
dilating it with the fingers of her hand so that a fresh gust of air came
through to caress her face. That breeze was redol ent of pinesap and
Capel | abl oom and for a nonment she closed her eyes and let it transport her.
Here, forever, swaying on the suspension of the coach, breathing sap and

bl oom . .

Then they rounded a turn, and she alnost fell into her brother, enbarrassingly.
Her eyes snhapped open, and she spied the head of the dragon, nornally hidden
beyond the nmass of its body. Its breath was jetting up and back, form ng diffuse
vapor-cl oudl ets that were dispersed by the beat of its vestigial wngs. The
dragon was not really a magical creature, of course; it was a native animal that
happened to resenble a creature of Solarian folklore, so naturally it had
assuned the appropriate nane.

Yet perhaps, she thought, reconsidering, there was magic init, for it was
|largely the nystique of the dragon that had created this pastoral reserve
Dragons required |arge foraging grounds; to intrude on this space with too nuch
civilization would have been to destroy the unique creatures. Man had al r eady
conmitted genoci de too many tines, inadvertently; there had to be a halt. Star
Capell a was the fabled Eye of the Charioteer—and what was a chariot w thout a
dragon to draw it? So it was a mark of System pride that the dragons fl ourish
and to ensure that, it had becone necessary to preserve a nmajor portion of the
pl anet's original ecol ogy. That was nagi ¢ sel dom seen in Sphere Sol

Now the site of Cyclone cane into view, one of the fine old castles, dating from
the age of Queen Bess. It had been decked out garishly with tattered
stormwarni ng flags, as though the eye of a hurricane had passed and left its
mar k. The enbrasures were crossed by crudely nail ed boards, nock protection for
nonexi stent gl ass.

"Cy and Cy have already had their ball," Jesse nmuttered. "Beyond a certain
point, a notif becones inane."

Jessica agreed, as was her wont; she was as close to her half as it was possible
for another person to be. She shoul d have been identical, but for that matter of
sex, and that was really the gift (curse?) of the laboratory. Genetic surgery,
addi ng one X chronpsone—that sort of thing had not been possible until recently,
and was no sinple procedure today. The waning fortune of this estate had been
further inpoverished to finance that operation

Knowi ng she had to conpensate for the sex-change, she had tried very hard to
emul ate her brother, and so was in certain respects closer to himthan nornal

mal e-mal e or fenal e-femal e clones were to their respective halves. As it was,
she was | ess enthusiastic about this party than her nmale half was. This was not
merely because she was fenal e, but because she was anonynously so. She coul d not
| et herself go; she had to guard her every reaction, |lest she betray the secret
of this cloning.

She was used to this, of course. She had played this role frominfancy. She
could emul ate her half's nmannerisns with such precision that not even other
clones could tell themapart. But nost of that experience had been before the
onset of sexual maturity.

Now Jesse and Jessica were past puberty, and the secret had becone enornously
nmore chal l enging to keep. She was slightly shorter than he, now, though for a
time she had been taller; special elevated shoes nmade up for that. She had

devel oped breasts, now, and other distinctly distaff attributes, as that X
chronosone did its relentless work. Jesse had playfully conplinmented her nore
than once in this connection. "Now | know how great | look in feme," he told
her. "But if | were you, which | alnost am |'d strap ny udders down with a belt
and put a bra on ny glutes..." She had hit himwith a pillow, of course; that
was pr ot ocol

They had had to nove to specially designed clothing to retain their symretry of
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appearance. She wore a body-sock girdle to flatten her breasts into a nal e-type
chest; he wore padding to anplify his hips and buttocks. Now they both resenbl ed
a slightly overweight nmale, and neither l|iked this—but the secret had to be
preserved until the pairing of clones was far enough along. If he failed to cone
toterns with a female, she would have to do so with a male. If they reveal ed
this option prematurely, the other clones mght force a clone-marriage on her,
preventing himfromcarrying the estate nanme to his heir. Jessica wanted himto
succeed; she liked none of the nale clones available. She actually preferred
nmore mature men, but the older clones were all committed. Thus she felt her best
course was to retire into anonynity with sone handsone conmoner.

The dragon steamed into the terminal and stopped. Attendants took over, |eading
it to pasture after the passengers disenbarked. Dragons were ommi vorous,
preferring to chase down the fat nonster caterpillars that stood the height of a
man, but also grazing on the plentiful pine needles. They preferred the needl es
fallen, and aged sonewhat, so the dragons never harned the trees. Their teeth
wer e phenonenal, for there was enornous difference between the soft flesh of
caterpillars and the toughness of dried pine needles. It seened the dragons had
evol ved as herbivores, but devel oped cutting teeth for conbat purposes, then

di scovered that those specialized teeth could be adapted for nasticating neat.
"Snap to, Half," Jesse said brightly. A necessary caution; she was becom ng
nmoody and introspective these days, while he retained his surface awareness. \Was
this a sexual difference, or did it derive fromher natural distaste for her
masquer ade?

The entrance passage was decorated with artfully placed fallen tinbers and

fl oodwat er stains. There was even an alluvial delta at one end. Then they had to
clinmb through the weckage of a ship to enter the main chanber.

Jesse paused just before taking the final step. He grasped a splintered pole and
used it to poke up into the ceiling. A plastic bucket of water tipped down,

spl ashing on the floor. "Saw the stain fromthe |ast splash,"” he renarked

wi sely, conpleting his entrance, and got soaked by the second bucket of water.
Jessica then stepped out. She had noted the splash too—such things were
ubi qui tous at clone balls—but still had residual caution. A soaking could have
interfered with her canmouflage clothing. Now, unfortunately, they were readily
di stingui shable: Jess-wet from Jess-dry. That coul d be awkward.

There was a stiff breeze inside, consistent with the notif. Jesse shivered as
his clothing evaporated, and hurried to the refreshnent alcove for a mildly

i ntoxicating Cyclomate beverage. Jessica had to acconpany hi mand take one al so,
but she inbibed it far nore cautiously. It was considered hunorous to spike
these drinks with hallucinogens or aphrodisiacs. She still felt nervous, afraid
soneone woul d see her flattened breasts sneaking some stray bul ge through her
mascul i ne shirt.

As Jesse consuned his drink he becanme nore sociable. Jessica grew alarned in
correspondi ng proportion. Her situation forced her to be less and less |like him
so that she could seemnore and nore like him If he got careless, tal ked too
much—

They circul ated, chatting with other clones. The ol der ones were narried, each
menber acconpanyi ng hi s/ her spouse; the child-level ones, already bored with the
i ntroductions, were playing noisy teamtag in the basenent. Jesse and Jessica
were anong the select mnority of adol escents; in self-defense they tended to
associate with these.

"Hey, Jess! Were were you, Screwball ?" a husky nmal e baw ed, cl apping Jessica
jarringly on the back. Her drink slopped onto the floor: no | oss. Her fear was
growi ng, as she noted her brother's unconscious fidgeting, that the juice really
had been spi ked.

"W were indisposed, Jules," she responded. Actually they had skipped the
Scrub-cl ones' party, titled Screwbal |, because of the maturation problem But
too many ski ps woul d becone suspicious, and the |ast thing they wanted was

suspi cion. Theoretically all the unmarried cl ones of any age were eagerly
mxing, trying to line up the best marital alliances early. It was a bit |ike
musi cal chairs, with the "nmusic"—.e., intense social and sexual interplay
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—eontinuous, and the conpetitors eager to be the first to drop out by pairing
of f. The ones who played too |long, or not enough, mght not nmake their necessary
connections. So the Jess-clones had had to nake Cyclone, ready or not. Jesse was
all too ready; Jessica was nhot.

Jul es | eaned down confidentially. "You m ssed sone real screw ng, Jess! But you
can make it up this tine, eh?" And he ai med anot her devastating smash at her
back. She ducked neatly to avoid it, dinking himin the stonmach with three
stiffened fingers. He thought his pun about "making it up" was terribly clever;
she thought it proved him a bore.

"Eh," she agreed, emul ating Jesse.

Privately, she was disgusted. Sex was not only fairly open, it was expected. How
el se, the theory went, could the clones find suitable partners for marriage?
Jesse was quite interested in the subject now, he hardly needed the stinulation
of an aphrodisiac drink to get himgoing. Jessica, even had she been overtly
femal e, would have preferred to wait. It was inherent in the Solarian species,
she decided: it was the nmale's prerogative to seed whatever furrow he could
find, and to do that all he needed was a wandering nature and a ready tool. It
was the fermale's duty to bear and raise the young; for that she needed to stay
at home and work. So the mal e craved sexual expression constantly, lest his tool
sag fromneglect, while the fenale could take it or leave it, as befitted the
situation. She hoped the situation never befitted a marriage with Jules; she
couldn't stand him

A wel | -devel oped pair sashayed up. "Jess! W' ve been | ooking for you!"

"And we for you, Bessy!" Jesse responded, his eyes ogling the left Bess with
nmore than nock appreciation. Jessica hurled another nental curse at that drink
The Bess clones took pride in their purported resenblance to their nanesake
ancestor, Good Queen Bess; possibly this was valid, assum ng the Queen had been
vol uptuous and stupid. Jessica, her annoyance verging on wath, painted an ogle
simlar to her brother's on her own face. The Bessies were only a few nonths

ol der than the Jesses, but their female attributes had mani fested expl osively.
They woul d never be able to pass for mal es!

The Bessies took a deep tandem breath, causing their four mamaries to overfl ow
their costunes dangerously. "Shall we try it out?" And they wi nked in broad

uni son, though that was hardly necessary.

Jessi ca wondered: what was it that she had been thinking about the woman's rol e?
The Bessies were comng on with disgusting directness. And Jesse, damm him was
raptly interested! She nudged himwarningly with her el bow, but he was so
absorbed by the quadruple revelation that he ignored her. He was nmal e, therefore
he chose a woman by shape, not intellect or personality. By shape! How foolish
was it possible to get?

The Bessies took firmhold of the Jesses and propelled themtoward the private
roons. Jessica could not resist effectively, since Jesse was eager enough to go.
But the thing was inpossible!

"What is inpossible? Sexual play is natural.

"Not between femal es!" Jessica retorted.

"Beg pardon?" Bessy inquired, already half disrobed. Jesse and the other Bessy
had vani shed to the adjacent chanber.

Even had it not been inpossible, it would have been undesirable. Bessy was a
cow, huge of haunch and udder (exactly as Jesse liked to pretend his sister was;
she was definitely not!), scant of intellect, basic of instinct. At |east Jesse
shoul d have evinced sone taste in bovines!

Shape. It was so damed stupid! As well to judge a drink by the contour of its
cont ai ner.

"Yes. Taste is the only criterion—

"Ch, shut up!" she snapped.

"But | wasn't speaking," Bessy protested, hurt.

"Uh, | mean shut off the light." Jessica lurched to wave her hand across the
illumnation control, and the |ight faded.

"Ch, in the dark," Bessy cried. "How quaint!"

"Yes. It's the newest fashion," Jessica said. "Gve nme a nonent to get ready."
She nmoved silently to the door between roonms. It was a privacy curtain,
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fortunately: opaque, but of no substance. She stepped through

And was nonentarily blinded by the Iight. Jesse, unclothed, was just rising from
his willing conquest. That drink had given himjet propulsion

"Your kind enploys jets?

"I'n a manner of speaking," she answered, this tine silently. "The male's

rol e—eh, never mnd!"

"And the fermale remains to care for the offspring. This is a desirable
procedure.’

"That depends." Jessica closed out the nagging thoughts and returned to her
dream though it horrified her.

Bessy's eyes were cl osed, her body open. Jessica suppressed anot her surge of
revul sion. She understood, to a certain extent, the nmale inperative; sex was an
i nherent hunger that he sought to gratify. But this type of fenmale, who surely
had no simlar incentive—why was she so eager for it? It had to be a perverse
pride of conquest: she bol stered her undeserving ego by proving that nmen found
her desirable. But she wasn't desirable; she was a great mass of incipiently
saggi ng flesh. A sow.

Jesse spied Jessica, his brows lifting questioningly, but alnost immediately he
under st ood. The abatenent of his lust allowed his mnd to function again, making
hi m aware of her predicanment. He rose from Bessy, gestured Jessica to take his
pl ace, picked up his clothes and tiptoed through the curtain to join the other
Bessy. How he woul d performthere Jessica could not say; presumably he woul d
stall until he was able to rise again to the occasion. Served himright.
Jessica sat beside Bessy, afraid to arouse suspicion by turning off this light.
She took her clothing partly off, to look as if it had been hastily donned, and
wai t ed.

Bessy stirred, eyes still closed. "Am| a good |ay, Jess?"

Jessica experienced the nental inmage of a nonstrous |aser beam destroying the
whol e castle. But her voice was controlled, artificially sincere. "As good as
any |1've had," she replied, biting her lip. Another wash of furious frustration
and j eal ousy suffused her—and the very existence of that reaction nade her nore
angry yet. No, she didn't want to be |like Bessy—did she? "How am| as a stud?"
"Ch, the best, the best! Sort of quick, though." Bessy opened her eyes. "How did
you get dressed so soon?"

"Part of the art," Jessica said with assunmed smugness. "If you'd kept your eyes
cl osed another nmonent, |'d have tucked in nmy shirt before you ever noticed." She
did so now.

"Some trick! You dress alnbst as fast as you perform" Bessy stretched

| anguorously. "If you were to marry ne, it would be Iike this every day. Mre
often if you wanted."

Age fifteen, so hot to get married to a clone! The artifice was so obvious it
was painful. "If | were to marry you, | couldn't have it with all the other
girls anynore," Jessica said with sinmulated regret. Wen she got hone, she

i ntended to wash her nouth out with detergent.

Bessy sighed. Her wit was not sufficient to cope with that rejoinder. Her
expertise hardly extended beyond di srobing and spreading her | egs. She cl osed
her eyes again. "Stroke me again, Jess, as you did before."

Jessica gritted her teeth. How far did she have to carry this infernal charade?
She knew where her half would have stroked this bovine. He would have mil ked
her .

Jessica closed her fist, aimng it—no. This was a tenptation to which she could
not afford to yield, |lest she betray her affinity. For Jessica was really

anot her fenmal e mamal .

She put out her hand. In her imagination it held a butcher's knife. Let ne carve
you, cowpig! Fromhere a fine juicy steak; fromthere a fat roast..

"Ch, Jess, you really know howto do it," Bessy said.

Jessica wenched her eyes open fromthe ni ght mare—and found she had no eyes.
She screaned—and had no voice. She had only touch and taste—raminly the latter
"WIIl you stop it?" Heem denmanded. "You are burning out ny nerves!"”

The horror subsided slowy. 'I was dream ng, reliving—
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"l perceived, sharing your horror. Inpersonating the alternate sex—+ conprehend
how revolting that would be, though it surely prepared you for your cross-sexua
transfer. But to imagine carving eating-chunks fromthe flesh of a sapient—

' Bessy was not very sapient.

"But the nobst remarkabl e thing—+ alnbst thought | could see.”

"COf course you can see—when you're snooping on my dreanml Because ny mnd is
oriented on seeing and hearing, and the inpul ses transl ate.

"Horrible," Heemjetted.

"You, blind and deaf, talk of horror? You, who diverted this ship into— But she
did not voice the concept.

"You are aware of ny rationale," he rem nded her. "Better to die cleanly and
honorably in space, than in confinenent."

"What could be nore conforting than a black hol e?” The screamwas forning again,
causing himto wince internally. She had a consi derabl e weapon, there!

"A thorough and honorabl e death is not confining," he informed her. "It is an
excellent liberation froman intolerable situation."

They oriented their attention on the Hole ahead. The Hole itself was blank to
the ship's instrunentation, because it was what it was; but there were
consi der abl e phenonena at its fringe that were percepti bl e.

"l don't resign nyself to this at all, you know,' Jessica said tersely, and

i ndeed there was an undercurrent of purpose in her being that was alarnmng in
its strength. 'There has to be sone escape. If only | could see it!' She
considered in her brief, Solarian, fenmnine way. 'Heem you have to devel op
sight. That's all there is to it. | absolutely refuse to die blind. | want to
see what |'mgetting into.'

"I am having difficulty maki ng you understand that | have no perception of
sight. In this conpetition, only Erbs see. Squans hear and HydrOs taste."

"Well, Solarians see, hear, and taste. And feel. W have senses bristling out
all over! And right now | want to see.'

"It is inmpossible!"

"I'l'l scream’

The ultimate argunent! "There are sonme things, |ike sexual identity and
fundanmental perception, that sinply cannot be changed. You may screamthe nerves
right out of my body, but you can't nake ne see. Why not at |east permit us to
die in dignity?"

She assunmed a pose of reasonabl eness, but that chill current remmi ned beneath.
"It is possible to alter sexual identity, because | aman exanple. It should be
possi ble to adapt the informational channels and inpul ses to a new
configuration. The brain does it. Al it needs is discipline. If you work with

me, | should be able to see—and so should you. W're doing it already sone in
our dreans. |If we work at it—

"Nol "

"Ch, cone on now, Heeml |'mnot trying to pry into your doubtless guilty
secrets. | don't care about your secrets. VWat difference do they nake, if we
are about to die? You want to die in space; | want to die with sight. Because

I"man artist at heart, visually oriented. The | east you can do is try to learn
to see.’

Heem did not follow all her alien logic, but there seened to be sone sense
there. "I will try to see," he sprayed with resignation. Cbviously she would not
allow himto die in peace if he did not make this effort.

'CGood. Let's start with that—that thing out there. The main ball of it can't be
seen or perceived at all, directly, because it is what it is, by definition
unpercei vabl e. But around the edge—what is there?

Heem tasted the inmpul ses the ship fetched in. He tried to suppress his taste
sensation, allowing information to remain just that: information without
perception. An increasing bulk of it was non-information, as the Hole nmade its
massi ve non-presence felt.

Around the fringe of that vast bl ankness were | esser phenonena. Matter was being
drawn fromthe Star to spiral into the Hole. It was a gradual process, for only
the substance erupted fromsolar flares escaped the Star's own gravitationa
wel | to be captured by the smaller but deeper well of the Hole. Ri bbons of gas
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formed concentric rings about it, adm xed with neteoric rock and ot her debris.
The radius of no-return was nuch larger for solid matter than for gas, and
smal l er for energy. They were now at the fringe of the solid limt for chemca
propul sion; a really powerful jet-drive mght enable H66 to break free. But
that was not what they had. They had barely enough fuel left to decelerate for a
pl anetary | andi ng, academ c as that had becone.

And—Heem al nost began to see it. He knew he was nerely picking up the feedback
fromJessica's effort of imagination, but she did know how to see, which was
sonet hing no Hydr O knew, and she did have a fine, focusing m nd. Wen not
distracting herself with pointless jealousy of nore lushly fleshed fenal es of
her Ki nd.

"l heard that!’
"You were snooping."
"Ch, | suppose | can't deny all the Bessies of this galaxy their right to use

what little they have to better their situation. It's just that | w sh other
things counted for nore.'

"Flavor counts for nore."

"Go to hell.'

She was determned to expire in her ow style, though what he grasped of her

i mage of hell was not far renpved fromthe Hole they were entering. She wanted
to distract herself fromthe reality of death. That was sonethi ng Heem shoul d be
doi ng too; his weakness was—

A planetoid | oomed near, its rocky surface cratered and ragged. The |ight of
Hol estar reflected fromit, making it sparkle. There nust be reflective

m neral s—

Shock ran through him He had seen it! He had seen glints of brightness, rather
than tasting nodul es of flavor. He-no, of course he hadn't. He had no—

"Ch, now you've spoiled it!' Jessica cried. 'Just when it was com ng clear!"’

So he had. "Seeing—t just is not natural," Heem sprayed apol ogetically.

' Maybe not to you. Wiy don't you just tune out for an hour or so while | play
with it? | promse I'll wake you in plenty of time for your demi se.' Now there
was a brittle-ness to her cleverness. She was angry about dying.

"I shall," he agreed. And relaxed into nenory. These recollections night be
forbi dden and unsocial and illegal —but what did such things matter now?

Moon of Morni ngm st woke himwith a fine-spraycaress that proceeded quickly to
further copulation. She tasted wonderful. Then they rolled out to interact again
with her siblings, Min, Man, Miun, and Meen. Heem fresher this morning than
he had been on the prior day, doused themall with a splendid sex spray, and
they needl ed hi mback delightedly. There was no joy in |life to natch that of
such a wel cone!

They toured the further aspects of the valley of Morningm st, paying specia
attention to the swanp that degenerated fromthe nether end of the | ake. There
were flatfloaters init, big, healthy ones, that took easy jaunts over the
surface of the water, swanp, and | and.

"Heem canme over the mountain on a flatfloater," Mon sprayed proudly. She had a
proprietary attachnment to him for he had encountered her first, and he chose to
copulate with her for pleasure rather than nere politeness. "The creatures can
be guided by jets. W can do it too, with courage—=

"My brothers died!'" Heeminterjected. She was spraying as though she had
entirely forgotten their dial ogue of the night.

"Femal es do that,' a thought needled him 'Be assured she has not forgotten a
thing.'

"Therefore your valley of Highfalls is enpty, and requires seeding," Mon
concluded firmy, denonstrating the accuracy of his thought-warning.

"No! We are not sure of that!" But they were not convinced; he could taste it
even without their sprays of dermurral. "And—+ amafraid to risk nmy life on
another flatfloater." That was a half-truth, but it would have to do.

"Yes, there is fear," Mon agreed.

They continued the tour of Mrningmst, visiting its pleasant seclusions,

pl ayi ng chal | engi ng ganmes, conparing personal histories. It was very like his
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prior life, with the added di nension of sexuality. Heemenjoyed it greatly. In
fact, tasting back later, he was to conclude that this was the happi est of his
for bi dden menori es.

Yet after the first full day he began to wonder: was this all there was to life?
Residing in one valley or another, sporting, while things like Slitherfear Squam
consuned them one by one? Wiere was the neaning in that? Maybe he was w ong
about repopulation. If he were to procreate, seeding his valley of H ghfalls,
then stay to protect and guide his offspri ng—he knew Moon woul d not agree to
that, for she had already jetted that it was not the HydrO way, but if he
deceived her into thinking that he was departing the valley, then secretly
returned—

No. Deception was not his way. He had to convince her, or not seed the valley at
all.

"That is an honorable sentinent, Heem'

There went his thought again. Still, the inpasse renmained. Suppose Mon coul d
not be convinced? He found hinself yielding, preparing to follow the HydrO way.
It was better than being idle.

Next day they came across the remains of Min. Slitherfear had descended to the
val | ey floor and caught her as she slept. The Squam had not been hungry enough
to consune her entirely, so had left half of her lying in her burrow. That was
how t hey knew what had happened. Usually nenbers of their nunber had just

di stasted, with no indication of the manner of their dem se.

They rolled rocks to block up Mni's burrow, sealing her in. Her body would
deconpose into its conmponents in the natural way. It was all they could do for
her. They sprayed about the nice things she had done in life, the sweet thoughts
she had jetted, how pleasant she had been to associate with, and their grief at
her loss. Then they tried to forget her. After all, alnobst two hundred of her
sisters had died before her; it was hard to keep track of themall, or to fee
prol onged sorrow for each individual

Heem s resol ve hardened. This was what unsupervi sed seedi ng neant! Never woul d
he contribute to this dread cycl e!

Moon i nportuned hi m between and during copulations. "If not with ne, with one of
my sisters," she pleaded. "Wth Maan, maybe. Ride a flatfloater over the
mountain. There is an even slope we can indicate for you, naking an easier
crossing. We could all go, and at |east |ook."

Grudgingly, he agreed. It was difficult tojet noto a fenale in the throes of
copul ati on.

" Uh- huh.'

They scouted the swanp, and | ocated a suitable floater, and nade arrangenents to
get aboard it. Heenis prior experience would help themdo it correctly. The
important thing was not to get careless; they would have to spread thensel ves
across as nmany of its intakes as possible, to that its suction held them secure.
Its reduced efficiency, because those covered intakes were inoperative, would

al so help themto stay on—+n sudden bursts of notion |ike those that had w ped
out two of Heenmis brothers.

Then Maan was di scovered, a quarter consunmed. Slitherfear, again.

"I amcoming to understand your intense aversion to eating.'

"W have the wong priority!"™ Heem needl ed the others. "First we nust deal wth
the Squam eneny, then go exploring. No seeding is worthwhile if it is only to be
prey to the Squam as your siblings have been.”

But the females were afraid. They sealed in Maan with cerenonial sorrow, and
resumed work on the flatfloater. Heem Meen, Miun, and Mon hid under the water
in the place the nonster nost often rested, ready to board it.

Experience did hel p. Heem knew exactly how to prod the nonster to keep it from
bolting. Their ride was successful. They cruised around the valley, then guided
it back to the water and rolled off. Success!

Next day they did it again with another flatfloater. The fermales |earned to
control it. It was really fairly easy, once the trick was mastered

"Now we have transportation over the nountain,"” Mon sprayed. "W can verify
that Highfalls is vacant."
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Wher eupon they woul d renew the cycle of innocence and grief. "W are dealing
with Slitherfear first," he rem nded them He sprayed themwth erotic flavor
he had | earned how to nmake a convi nci ng argunent!

"But we only have to verify it! Maybe your brother Himis alive."

"Then there is no present point in going to Highfalls; it remains occupied."
"No, one of us could join Him and seed that valley," Miun sprayed. "It is the
Hydr O way. "

"How do any of us really know the HydrO way?" he needl ed back. "W have never
encount ered any ot her HydrGs!"

"I't is inherent," Mon replied. "W know what is fit." It was hard to argue
agai nst absol ute know edge, but he tried. "You call it fit—to subject another
litter to the suffering we have had?"

"It is the HydrO way."

"Then maybe the HydrO way is wong!"

For that bl aspheny they had no answer except shock

"Maybe, " Moon sprayed at last, "we should deal with Slitherfear first Then the
valley will be safe for our kind."

Heem refrained fromreninding her that this was exactly the case he had been

ar gui ng.

"You're getting snarter, Heem'

But of course after the Squam was gone, Heem would be committed to the seeding.
He had won only a partial victory.

Al three fermales were terrified, and Heem hinself was afraid, but they did go
after the dread Squam Each rode on a flatfloater. Their plan was to crash the
flatfloaters into the Squam crushing himagain and again until he expired.
"That's sinplistic. | don't trust it.'

But Heem kept his private doubts tasteless fromhis conpanions, |est they |ose
nerve entirely. Taming the floaters had been easier than anticipated; naybe
killing Slitherfear would be the sane.

It was not hard to | ocate the Squam Never before had they actually | ooked for
him and he had no fear of them therefore no reason to hide. They found hi m by
a cave in the slope of the nountain, doing sonething with a structure nmade of
metal. There was a strange taste in the air not nerely of the netal; it was a
little like burning, yet of no fire they knew.

They charged in on their mounts, going for the freshest taste. Heemfelt a cold
fear of the nonster. Yet that fear was what had brought him here; better to
attack in a group than to wait for Slitherfear to nurder them singly.

The Squam stood still for a nonent, as if not believing what was happeni ng. Then
it fired out its nechanical spray. "Shy off, or | destroy!"

Heem suf fered an acute nenory of his brother Hoom shot down at a di stance by
this alien. Rage suffused him al nost abolishing his reasonable fear. He needl ed
his floater, directing it straight at the Sguam

Heat struck him This was no spray; it was |like concentrated Star-energy! Heem
experienced the taste of his own burning flesh—ot acid-burning this tinme, but
fire-burning. His floater swerved, dropped, and crashed into the ground, and
Heemrolled violently and hel plessly forward. That new weapon was potent!

He tasted Moon and Meen and Muun gliding past him orienting on the nonster
Then he fetched up against the entrance to the cave and | ay stunned. H's skin
was flanming with pain on the side that had been struck

The attack was being carried forward without him Heemfelt a surge of pleasure
in the courage of these females, for he knew how frightened they were. The three
swooped their beasts at Slitherfear. The Squam s weapon fl ashed—

FI ashed?

Radi ated. He felt the slight additional heat fromits operation, and then the
shudder in the ground as another flatfloater fell

Then came the awful taste of death and it bore the flavor of Mpon of

Mor ni ngmi st. The Squanmis terrible weapon had destroyed her

Meen's mount bolted. Heem picked up the lingering trace of its explosive jet,
and knew she had lost control. Only Miun renained to attack the Sguam

Miun crashed in, alnost striking Slitherfear. But the creature dropped |low to
the ground, letting the floater pass over, then fired the weapon again. The
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taste of scorching flesh drifted out; then that floater was gone from perception
range. Was Miuun alive or dead?

Heem was now al one with the dread Squam But Slitherfear was not paying
attention to him Laboriously, Heemrolled into the cave, trying to hide, his
burned skin hurting and | eaki ng.

There was nmachinery inside the cave. Heem had no notion what it was for or how
it operated, but it was all associated with Slitherfear, and therefore was cold
and hi deous.

Sonehow t he Squam used this equi pnent, as the HydrOs had | earned to use the
flatfloaters. Therefore, destroying this machinery mght be |ike shooting down a
floater. If he only had sonme way—

Heem f ought back the pain of his burn. H's jet-pores renained functional, and
his internal systemwas strong; his injury was after all superficial. He could
do sonething—f he could only figure out what. Before Slitherfear returned to
his cave, forcing Heemto fight for his life.

Heem jetted softly, rolling slowy, exploring the situation with the caution of
fear and ignorance. He knew so little about this stuff. Wuld a sharp needl gj et
in the right place have an effect? O would it be better sinply to push an item
over?

Experinmental |y he needl ed a crevice. Nothing happened.

He rolled to the side, found another crevice, and needl ed again. Still nothing.
There were irregularities all around the machine, but its cold netal was |ike
the Squam s overl appi ng scal es, proof against nere jets of water.

Then another taste wafted in to him He recognized it instantly, fromhis prior
experience with the Squam when Hoom died. Slitherfear was eating.

And the only body the nonster had to eat was Mon of Mrni ngm st.

Heem forgot his physical pain. He jetted forward with such force that he crashed
into the machi ne and knocked it over. It crashed on the ground, emtting sparks
of energy. But Heem was beyond it, caronming toward the Squam heedl ess of any
consequence.

Slitherfear had extruded his stomach to consunme Mon. He could not react with
his usual speed. Heemrolled in, oriented, and struck with his sharpest, hottest
needl e, right at that extruded tissue. There were no scales to protect this
organ! Again and again he lanced into that vulnerable material, holing it,
cooking it, cutting it to pieces.

Then, before the dread Squam coul d recover, Heemrolled away. Slitherfear was
not dead, only injured, as Heemwas. The weapon jetted its disaster at Heem but
scored only peripherally. It nmust be hard, Heemthought with a certain grim
satisfaction, to concentrate on a fleeing target when one's innards have been
shredded.

So he escaped. He rolled into the swanp, letting the water cool his burns. He
was fortunate; they were not serious. They woul d heal

A day later Meen found him "I amsorry, Heem" she jetted. "I tried to turn the
flatfloater, but—

"I know. The thing bolted. At least it carried you out of danger."

"I feared you were dead. | tasted your fall—=

"My floater took the brunt. | was only burned and stunned."

"My sister Mbon—

"Dead. | attacked Slitherfear while he was eating her. | did not kill him but

he will not eat soon again. Miun was al so hit; what becane of her?"

"I found her body this norning. The burn was too nmuch; she rolled off her
floater and died."

What devastation, fromthat brief encounter! The Squam had killed two, injured
one, and driven away the floater of the last. How could they kill it?

Meen suffered grief for her sisters. But soon the deeper inplication came to
her. "The valley of Mrningm st is now vacant," she sprayed. "W nust seed it."
Not again! "I will not seed after the msery | experienced in these two
val | eys," Heem needl ed. "My siblings dead, yours al so—=

"But it is the HydrO way!"

"It is not ny way! | have another m ssion: to abate the nenace of the Squam the
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evil thing who slew nmy brother, your sisters, and ny |ove."

"We tried to kill Slitherfear—and lost all but us two. He is too strong for us."
Probably true. Yet Heemcould not give up. "I shall find out howto kill him
Maybe he will die fromthe injury | did him If not, | will find another way."

"But first we nust seed the valley!" Meen was as single-m nded about this as
Moon had been.

"No! Not now, not ever!"

"Then | rmust go over the nountain into Hi ghfalls. Perhaps your brother survives,
and he and | can seed that valley." And she rolled away to find her flatfloater
She did not return, sonewhat to Heemis relief. Had he seeded with anyone, he
woul d have preferred Mon; her cruel death rendered hi mdesol ate. Now he

i ntended to achieve revenge. It was all that was left.

He studied Slitherfear fromthe conceal nent of the swanp. The Squam was
sound-oriented, not taste-oriented, so could not detect himif he renained quite
still. It was easy to stay still while his burns heal ed. Since Heem was
taste-oriented, the air brought himconstant news of his eneny's activity. So he
had an advant age—for the nonent.

Slitherfear had been wounded, no doubt about it. He noved awkwardly, and had not
eaten further of Mon's body. Even so, there was a certain sinister grace about
him H's nmetallic scales overlapped, allow ng his body to flex. He noved by
pressi ng agai nst objects and irregularities in the ground. He only unfol ded his
three Iimbs when he had use for themnoving some object, operating his

machi nery, clipping sections from pl ants.

Way woul d any creature want to clip sections fromplants and run themthrough
machi nes? Did the machi nes need to eat too? Strange, norbid nystery!

" Qbviously surveying the vegetation, anpong other things. Taking sanples,

anal yzing them classifying and storing the information. Environmental inpact
study, perhaps—

When t he Squam was novi ng, he was sealed in his scales, invulnerable. But when
he brought his |linbs out, the grooves where they had been | acked scal es. Wat
woul d a needle of water do right in one of those joints or crevices?

The Sgquam coul d hear when its |inbs were put away. Heem had some under st andi ng
of hearing; it was a refinenent of his own awareness of vibration. A shudder in
the ground or air that he could detect at close range, the Squam coul d detect at
di stant range. The sense seened quite crude when conpared to taste as a prinary
nmode of perception. How could the flavor of one individual of a species be

di stingui shed from anot her? How coul d nere vibration be adapted to

conmmuni cati on? No wonder the Squam depended on machi nes to generate taste!

Did it hear all over its body, as Heemdid, feeling the vibration in its skin?
But Heem s body was soft and sensitive, while the Squam s was hard. So probably
the creature had a specialized sensor, a point receptor. If Heemcould | ocate
that, and strike it with a needlejet, perhaps a hot one—

Here, Heem was forced to adnmit, the perception of taste was | ess than ideal
Through taste he coul d anal yze the nature of things carefully, even when the
things had departed fromthe locale. But it was extrenely difficult to pinpoint
sonet hing. For that, he would have to approach and bounce an anal ytic needl ej et
off it, reading the changes the subject wought. He hardly dared cone that close
to Slitherfear!

Yet there were indications. The Squam normal ly folded his arms for traveli ng—but
not always. Once when he traveled toward the cave, folded, a vibration had cone
fromthe swanp, as of a flatfloater dropping to the water. |nmrediately
Slitherfear had paused, lifted his foresegnent, unfolded all three arms—

"How did you know it was three, not two or one arnf? You could not see them'

He knew because of the variations in the taste pattern carried by the wind. A
single obstruction had a typical configuration of taste; two had another, and
three another. This had natched the three-configuration perfectly, and the
typical taste of the Squami s interior-space, stronger than the flavor of the
external scales had cone—

"You could deternmine that sort of detail fromtaste al one?

Yes, he coul d—ence he had thoroughly faniliarized hinself with the nature of the
Squam Heem had had nmany days in the swanp, lying quite still, healing his body,
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with no distraction save his study of that nonster. He had becone hi ghly attuned
to the nature of his eneny—an attunenent that had enabled himto deal with
Squans nuch better, later in life. Very few HydrOs ever had an opportunity to
study any Squamin such detail, and fewer yet ever availed thenselves of it when
that opportunity cane. Because HydrOs were afraid of Squans, and avoi ded them
whenever possi bl e.

So now he knew t he Squam coul d hear while folded and traveling, but not well.
For full definition it had to pause and open out its arns, becom ng vul nerabl e.
That was an inportant piece of information

So the organs of hearing were in the arns, or in the grooves the arns cover ed.
Those organs had to be vul nerabl e, otherw se they would have been situated nore
conveniently for use while traveling. A needlejet could probably damage them
And a deaf Squam would be |like a tasteless HydrGO virtually hel pl ess.
Slitherfear's typical taste had changed. There was the flavor of stomach about
him emanating fromthe aperture where he extruded his innards to digest his
prey. That aperture was at the end of his snout, his forenbst extremty;
normal ly closed, it now periodically emtted bursts of taste. Another aperture
at the rearnost extremty excreted deconposed materi al

How, then, should Heem attack? For there was no question of fleeing; he intended
to kill the foul Squam even if that effort cost Heemhis owm life. H's burned
skin had sl oughed of f and healed in these past days; soon he would be back in
full health. Then—

Then Slitherfear readied a machine that had the aspect of a flatfloater. It
jetted massively, clouds of nechanical gas tasting faintly of conbustion

A flatfloater machi ne? That nust nean the Squam pl anned to ride it—and depart
the valley. Because he had run out of HydrO prey, or his business here was
finished, or his injury in the stomach was causing himto starve. Watever his
reason, his departure would nean a reprieve from Heem s vengeance. Heem had to
roll now

The Squam was just sliding onto the floater. Heemrolled forward violently,
jetting as hard as he could, using the full accunul ati on of water he had amassed
whil e recuperating. He wanted to arrive before Slitherfear unfolded his three
arns. But the Squam heard him sound traveling faster than taste, and snapped
open as Heem arri ved.

They collided. They were of sinilar nmass, and Heenm s inpetus shoved the Sguam
partly off the floater. One tri-forned pincer closed on the surface of the
floater, another clanped on Heem s flesh, and the third waved about randomy.
Heem was fortunate: he had caught the nonster by surprise, wi thout his burning
weapon.

The floater took off. It had the sane brute power the living floater did, but it
was really a cold netal platform Heemjetted to maintain his orientation, |est
he roll off, but he was held in place also by the Squam s cruel claw- pincer
grip. He tried to needle the floater to establish control, but the metal was
unresponsi ve. They sailed up and away, across the valley of Morningnst.

Heemtried to orient to needle Slitherfear, but still that awful grip
interfered. Heemwas accustoned to rolling, to get his position, so he could aim
his needl ejets; now he could not roll. He becane dangerously hot trying. The

Squam was horribly strong, gripping himwi th devastating authority. How foolish
it had been to engage this nonster in direct physical conbat!

Then Heemrealized: Slitherfear's hold on himwas not the grip of authority, but
the clutch of desperation. The Squamwas afraid of falling off the floater, and
was hol ding Heem so that the two would fall together. Heemactually had the
advant age. He had caught the Squam weaponl ess, unbal anced, in the air; nowit
was body-to-body strife, elenental, with death to the one who first fell. A true
rol | down between them

Thi s gave Heem confidence. He was desperately afraid of the Squam and afraid of
falling, but he would be satisfied to die hinself, so long as he killed the
Squam too. Since Slitherfear obviously preferred to |live, Heem had a powerful
tactical advantage.

He jetted nore carefully, causing his body to exert rolling force in one
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direction and then another. The Squam s single claw hurt himas he put force
against it, but he felt it give. As he reversed his thrust again, the eneny was
forced to bring his free appendage down to grip the surface of the floater, |est
hi s whol e body be di sl odged. The floater had irregularities suitable for the
attachnent of three-digited appendages. Heem was pursuing an initiative, forcing
the Squamto react!

Now Heemi s taste informed himthat the groove fromwhich that arm unfol ded was
in range. He oriented carefully and fired his sharpest needle directly into that

cleft. The water was so hot it was starting to vaporize, like a jet froma
floater. The effect was instant: the Sguam snapped that linb back into its
groove.

Encouraged, Heemjetted into the groove of another linmb. This was an inperfect
shot, glancing, but the effect was sinmilar. He was not certain whether it was
the inpact, or the wetness, or the heat that was responsible, but he could

provi de plenty of each. The claw released himas the linb retracted. Now
Slitherfear was clinging only to the floater, not to Heem

Heem needl ed the third linb. But the position was wong; he could not reach the
groove fromwhich it fol ded. Nevertheless, that |inmb quivered. The Squam | ost
his remaining grip on the floater and began to slide off it. Heem acutely aware
of his advantage, jetted forcefully, rolling his body into that of the Squam
trying to shove it off the floater. The Squam was solid; a fall should hurt him
as much as it would hurt Heem Perhaps nore. But Slitherfear slithered forward
and hunched his body, and it was Heem who overbal anced and fell off. He tasted
the floater zoom ng ahead, while he angl ed down. He tasted vegetation bel ow-and
a streak of open water to one side. Heemjetted expl osively on one side, nudging
his body toward the water—and plunged into it with a terrific splash. Hs

consci ousness departed.

'So you survived,' the alien Jessica said. 'For a while there I wasn't sure!’

"I survived—but so did Slitherfear. | failed to kill him and he escaped the
val l ey." And Heem was savagely sorry.

"But you were young then, inexperienced! He was a representative of a
technol ogi cal | y devel oped species. It was not an equal contest.'

"I't was still failure. The penalty is—

"You take failure pretty seriously, don't you.'

"It is more than that. To fail in this conpetition is doomfor ne. To fail to
kill the Squam— He let his taste dilute into anorphous suggestion

"l don't see why,' she persisted annoyingly.

"It was not nerely personal failure. It was treason to ny species."

That's nonsense! How can it be treason, when you tried as hard as you coul d?
"Because no successful reseeding of Morningm st Valley could occur, while
Slitherfear was there—er while he could return."”

"Of course it couldn't. You were quite right about that. But you didn't want to
seed the valley anyway.

"Therefore, treason—and now at last | pay the penalty." He tasted ahead,
admring the looning blot of the Hole. "Soon, now, we will spiral into the range
of the killer tide, and be torn apart. Already | feel the first tw nges."

"This is ridiculous!' she cried. 'You can't equate the black hole to sonme prior
failure! You can't accept death just because you were unable to do the

i mpossi bl e!"’

"Equate it as you will. It is the end."

"But | didn't fail! Wiy should | die too? | have a right to fight for ny lifel’
Heem consi dered. "There is a certain alien justice in your view But how can you
save yourself, if | perish in the Hole?"

"I can't!' she admtted, suppressing waves of anger, frustration, and terror

"But at least if | nust die, | want to know why. You haven't said anything that
makes sense to ne.'

"I't is clear enough. | refused to reseed the valley. Then | failed to kill the
Squam "

"That is as clear as honopgeni zed nud!'’
"Any creature of ny culture would conprehend.”
"I amnot of your culture! I'man alien thing! Your rationale is insanity to
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me!"’

Agai n, she had sone justice. But there really was nothing he could do to

al l eviate her situation.

They wat ch-tasted the |ooning Hole. Already they were beyond the ship's

propul sive recovery; even if he turned the ship and expended all their renmining
fuel in ajet, going straight out fromthe Hole, it would not suffice. The doom
had been committed. Increasingly he felt the nag of the tide within his body.
"Do you know,' she said after a tinme, 'lI have had a recurring nightmare, |ike
yours, only mne isn't a bad nenory, it's a bad anticipation. You know how | ' ve
been masquerading as a nan, to match ny clone-brother, keeping our secret?

"I know," Heem agreed. At |east she wasn't scream ng.

"I hate that masquerade. Yet | understand it. | nmust nmaintain it, until the tine
is right. Yet | keep wishing | could end it, or have it ended for nme, so | would
not be guilty. So in this dream—

"A dream of ending it would be a good dream"”

'No. Because of the social situation. To end it at the wong tine, in the wong
manner —that woul d be di saster and shane. In ny dream |'m attendi ng one of these
damm clone balls, those masterworks of frivolity and waste, and this strange,
huge yet handsone man conmes up and rips off ny dress and exposes ny nakedness,
and everyone sees ne for a female, and they all laugh and I'mso nortified

want to die...'

"Ri di cul e before your peers,
cultural nores."

"But the strange thing is, now that ny nightmare wi sh is being granted and
know | amgoing to die, really going to die, that dream doesn't frighten ne

Heem agreed. "This | conprehend. Violation of

anynore. Here I've told it to you, and it doesn't bother ne at all. You could
| augh, and |I'd just |augh too. Because showi ng or not showing ny natural body is
a pretty silly thing to get tight about. Because | don't really want to die. I'd

be happy to suffer such shanme, if only I could live."

Then she was crying, and now Heem conprehended this too, and her alienness
dimnished in his perception. She seened |l ess |ike a Squam and nore |ike Mon of
Mor ni ngm st, whom he had wonged by his denial, until her death made it too

| ate. Now he wi shed he could spare this feeling female, even at the price of
shanme. But he could not. The abyss was absolute. Al he could hope to do was to
make her understand. Heem nmade a special effort. "My kind nust seed any suitable
habitat. This is how we propagate our kind. Any isolated region of sufficient
size is suitable—when it is vacant. Wien Meen and | were the only remaining
HydrOs in Mrningmst, we had to seed the valley and depart. She was ready. |
refused. "

"I've got that,' Jessica said.

"But there was an exoneration. The presence of Slitherfear nmade the valley
unsuitable. | had therefore to elimnate him Then the valley woul d be suitable.
But | failed. Thus | neither seeded the valley nor enabl ed anyone el se to seed
it innm stead.”

"But you tried! You risked your life attacking that nonster, twice. No one could
ask nore of you than that!

"I could."
" And anyway, you weren't going to reseed the valley, even before you fought the
Squam and there was no other male to do it, so your failure to kill Slitherfear

made no difference.'

"Therein lies ny treason. Had | been willing to seed, but found it necessary to
elimnate Slitherfear first, nmy failure would have been honest. But as it was—
"I begin to see. You failure may have been because you wanted to fail, just as
my nightmare was a reflection of ny desire to be exposed. So your failure becane
an extension of your treason.'

"Now you rol |l it."
"I wanted to roll it. To grasp it. It is like ny own shane. | amnot truly
afrai d of nakedness or exposure of ny nature; |I'mreally sort of proud of ny sex

and ny body. My true shane is in ny desire to abrogate ny responsibility to ny
estate.’
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"And if you so abrogated, then you mght truly wish to die."

"So | might. | know nmy brother wished to die, and he is me.' She was silent a
time, her thoughts too conplex for Heemto foll ow. Then she addressed hi m again.
"I"'mglad | understand, Heem Because now | can say w thout fear of successfu
contradi ction that your whole death wi sh is unfounded. You conmmitted no
treason.'

"An alien could hardly be expected to conprehend civilized rationale." Yet he
was di sappoi nted; he had wanted her to understand, and thought she did.

‘I ama civilized alien! You have to understand that the HydrO way is not the
way in the universe. Wat is treason to you could be honorable to ne. Honorable
to the majority of sapient creatures in the MIky Way Gal axy. Your horizons are
too limted.'

"You prevaricate charmngly. But this is my occasion for truth. Al ny
quasi-adult life |I have conceal ed the flavor of ny treason; nowin death | can
finally cleanse nyself with the truth. | should have seeded Mrning-mst."

"No, you're wong! | nmean you're right! Right not to seed Morningnist!
Heem i ssued a confused jet, thinking he had m sunderstood her. "Ri ght—to conmnt
treason?"

"It wasn't treason! You suffered terribly in your juvenile state, not know ng
where you canme fromor what your purpose was, all your brothers dying one by
one. That's a barbaric way to raise children! You resolved not to perpetuate
that horror—as any sapient creature would. | would never reproduce in such a
fashion. It is the standard of your society that is treasonable, not you.'

Amazi ng! "You-now that you know the truth—do not condemm ne?"

' Conderm you? Heem | applaud you! Despite all the urgings of your culture, you
held to what was right.'

"This cannot be true," he jetted disbelievingly. "You grasp—you roll the wong,
you have a simlar horror in your own experience—

"It cannot be false! How could | lie to you, being resident in your nmind? My own
horror is not simlar; it is a private wish to see ny own | ot inprove at the
expense of my estate. A selfish wish. You, in contrast, stood up for what was
right despite the pressures of convenience and social opprobrium You held to
what was proper despite personal sacrifice. There's a world of difference!’

She had to be right. She shared his brain, his nerves. He m ght not understand
her nature, but he knew her enpbtion. She was speaking truth, as she understood
it.

Still, it could hardly be. "Because of ne, neither Mrningm st nor H ghfalls was
seeded. | violated the cardinal rule of our species."

"You upheld a cardinal rule of our species, and of nmany others, perhaps the
majority of all sapient species: not to throw babies to the wolves. | think you
acted honorably. Maybe it is against your culture's |law or custom but it
remai ns a fundanental ly decent attitude. If | have to die, I'"'mglad |I am dying

in support of such an attitude.

She neant it. She was an alien sapient, and she endorsed his secret shame—as an
open virtue. She was not revolted.

"And did it ever occur to you, Heem that you were not really depriving those
valleys of HydrOlitters? Meen nmay have crossed over into Highfalls and found
Hi i mand seeded it; or two other HydrGs could have conme in from el sewhere and
seeded both valleys. The future of your species was not at stake; those valleys
were bound to be popul ated. The only question was, by whon? So you el ected not
to participate; that was the fortune of someone el se, not treason. Nothing was
changed, except your affirmation of your own norality.'

"This is stupid," Heemneedl ed hinmself. "What is it to nme, what one alien

t hi nks?"

But it was the first such affirmati on he had ever had. He cared.

Chapter 5: Threading the Needl e
"Now you don't have to die,' Jessica said. 'You have no guilt to expiate.'

Heem was still sifting through his gratified amazement, but he had not |ost the
taste of reality. "I may have no guilt to expiate. Therefore | can die
satisfied. "
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"You coul d save yourself, if you really wanted to. |I'msure of it.'
Foolish female! "The Hole can not be escaped—and if it could, there would remain
the problem of the conpetition, whose cut we have missed, and the incarceration

that awaits me at hone. | still prefer the Hole."
"lI've been thinking about that, Heem while | worked on the problem of vision,
whil e you fought the Squamin menory. | think we just might win that contest!’

"l have accepted the inevitable. You evince grandi ose hopes." Yet there was an
insidious lure to it. The fact that a single sapient creature believed in his
deci sion not to seed the valley—this had an extraordi nary effect on his will to
live. If one believed, wasn't it possible that others m ght al so believe?

This black hole—+t's really a shortcut to Planet Eccentric. W are cutting
across the Hol estar System di sk, instead of orbiting around it the way the other
ships are. And the conbined pull of Star and Hole is giving us trenendous
velocity. If we could just zip through and cone out the other side, we'd be
first there, wouldn't we?

"W are already within the point of no return for this spaceship. W cannot—=
"But we can | oop between Hole and Star! Don't you see, Heem-the point of no
return woul d be nuch closer to the Hole, when opposed by the Star, since the
Hole is really orbiting the Star. And if we go on through, all our present
velocity counts for us, not against us, and will translate into velocity away

fromthe Hole on the other side. W have not really been captured at all! W can
thread the needl e through!'
Heem was anazed at the audacity, sinplicity, and naivete of this proposal. "To

attenpt such a thing is alnost certain death!"

"You forget where we are. For us not to attenpt it is certain death!’

She was, of course, correct. At this stage there was absolutely nothing to | ose.
"Still, it is hopeless," he sprayed. "The interaction of tides and stellar w nd
and radi ation, velocity vectors—this is beyond ny power to assinilate and
control, in a ship of this sinplicity."

"You only think it is beyond your power. You have nore resources than you
appreciate. Think of it as a huge Squamto be challenged: you can beat it if you
only try hard enough.

"I am an experienced pilot, anong the best of my species," he sprayed. "I am not
nmodest about my abilities in this regard. | may no | onger be able to defeat a
Squamin fair conmbat, but my piloting ability is undimnished. No HydrO coul d
navi gate clear of the Hole fromthis point; therefore | cannot."

"Wll, a Solarian could!'' she retorted. '"And | think that your piloting is

di m ni shed, because if you lost talent in personal conbat, you nust have lost it
generally, if only inlittle ways you aren't aware of. And you know what you
lack? It is sight. Vision. If you could see what you're doing, you could pil ot
this ship right between the Hole and the Star, balancing their gravity wells
agai nst each other so we don't fall into either.

"For a species who sees, you evince little respect for radiation. To pass that
close to the Star would be to be blasted by intolerable levels. Even if the ship
were precisely on course, we would energe dead."

She pondered that. 'I'mnot so sure. There's a lot of gas and dust spiraling
between Star and Hole. It could act as a radiation shield, preventing the ship
fromgetting too hot or absorbing too much in the lethal ranges. It would not be
a long passage. Maybe a little key maneuvering. Al you' d need to do is watch
for suitable clouds, and go through them'

She was so foolishly determined! "It is theoretically possible. But | cannot
see, Sso—
"But | can! | can show you how. | can do it for you. |'myour transfer half of

the team together we can do it!

Her ridicul ous ent husi asm burgeoni ng al ong his nerves was contagi ous. H s new
urge to live caused himto consider even such an extrene. "Such a thing—+t would
be an extrenely long roll."

"Versus the short roll of dying w thout fighting!'

Heem yi el ded to her encouragenent. "W have nothing to | ose by making the
attenpt."

"Ch, Heem |'mso proud of you, | could kiss you!' And she sent an oddly
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stinmulating inpression of physical contact through his awareness.

"What was that?" he denmanded, astonished

Abruptly she was diffident. 'Just an expression of —ef encouragenent. About

navi gati ng the channel —

"Your nenory-dream" he persisted. "The copulation ritual of your species—there
was that action therein. Token contact of bodies—

"Li ke your needlejets of greeting between sexes. | suppose it is anal ogous to—+to
your nonreproductive sex.' There was a warm flush of taste in the background of
her thought, an enbarrassnent that was not unpleasant. 'I think |I'm bl ushing.

"What is that?"
"Never mind. Now | want to get us oriented on vision. Are you with ne?

Heem | et her carry it. "I amwth you, alien."
' Good. Now what we have to do is get your nerve-signals translated into
visibility. | amsight oriented. You have piloting ability. W have to nerge

your pilot reflexes with nmy sight reflexes, and navigate by sight. It is reflex,
not information, that is the key. The nbde of interpretation. Because the human
hand- eye coordi nation—well, this should greatly facilitate our maneuverability.'
"I ' will hunor you,' Heem sprayed. He did not want to adnmit that he now found
|ife appealing. And that Kkiss—

"Good. Now try to | ook through nmy perception. You' ve done it before, sone; this
is just a bigger dose. ldentify with ne; think the way | do. And | ook.'
Heemtried. He recalled the brief flashes he had had, seeing things. He wanted
to succeed. But it was quite fuzzy.

"Now | ook ahead to the space between Star and Hole,' she continued brightly.

' Maybe you'd better taste it first, and I'Il try to translate. Then you pick up
on ny perception.'

Heemtasted the jets of his perception net. Jessica funbled with them
struggling to refornmulate the information in her inmagery. 'See, the star tastes

bright, uh shines bright, Iight, beans, hurts eyes there on the left. GCh, you
roll, you don't have up or down or left or right so nmuch. Wll, | do; orient on
m ne. Hole is black nothingness, there to right, a gap in the optic. Like heaven
and hell, but they're both hell for us, two gross gravity wells and we have to

thread the needl e—do you know what a needle is? No, of course not It's a sliver
of metal or sonething that pokes through material, carrying a line along after
it, that's the thread, that's our lives in this case—we thread the needle
through right where the |ight inmpinges upon the night, that shade of gray.

Qmi gosh, that's not just light, that's a stormi Huge swirl of gas or dust or
sonet hing, marki ng the no-man' s-1and zone, and we've got to go through it, it

mar ks our channel, it is the material to be sewn, it will shield us fromthe
killing radiation | hope, | hope...'

Heemtasted it, trying to shunt through her interpolation. It didn't work.
"You're resisting, Heem | can feel it,' she said. 'Are you still upset because
I'mferal e?'

"Yes. | don't belong in your mind any nore than you belong in mne." But again,
that Kkiss...

"Look at it this way, Heem how would you rather die, as a private individual,
or with a snooping alien female in your mnd, know ng your nobst secret, fina
mascul i ne thoughts and guilts?

"I am already subject to the latter,"” Heemjetted tightly.

"But you haven't died yet. Whuldn't you prefer at |least to die clean, by

your sel f?

"I would." Yet though she had expressed it well, it was not as true as it had
been. He objected to her sex, but now he realized that there could be an
intriguing aspect to it.

"Then you'll have to share nmy mind in order to get rid of it. |I can't say | like
this any better than you do, but nmaybe fenmles are nore acclinmatized to male
intrusion of one sort or another. | want to live—and if that nmeans | have to

suffer my mind to be violated, then so it nmust be. Maybe | felt otherwi se,
before | actually faced death and sifted out ny realities. Now get in here and
use ny synapses, ny perceptions—er we'll both be stuck with the | east private of
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destructions.'

Heem coul d not refute her. He tried again, forcing his perception to mesh with
hers, allowing his taste to be distorted into alienness. H's whole system
revolted, yet the alternative of an unprivate death | oonmed worse, now that she
had pointed it out.

Yet, oddly, he suspected he would not have been able even to nake the effort, if
she had not endorsed his fundanental treason. She appalled hi mdess than before.
So he could strive to free hinself of her, because his alienation fromher had
dimi nished. It mght not be total anathena to die with conpany—

'Heem are you paying attention?

He oriented on that nebul osity between the extrenes of Star and Hole, for that
was i ndeed the region they had to traverse, where the two gravity wells bal anced
precariously and the stormbuffered the terrible radiation. It tasted turbul ent,
a tidal storm shifting as the swirling natter of the two nonstrous origins

shi fted.

"No, you're tasting it,' Jessica protested. 'You ve got to see it. Here, follow

me. | have two eyes, so | can see depth—at |least | could when | had eyes—never
mnd. |'mnot seeing too well nyself, yet, but | know it can be done. Wat
counts is that | have the mind for it, for visual perspective and detail. You

can see depth—fix that in your mind. What is further away | ooks snaller, though
you know it isn't. There's debris ringing the Hole, because there's no sol ar

wind to waft it out; a comet would have no tail, comng in here. So a |lot of gas
is pushed out fromthe Star, and clouds in around the Hole; it can't just fal
in, see, because of the angular nmomentum just as we can't fall in. W have to

spiral in—and therein lies our salvation, because if there's one thing that can
counter the power of a black hole, it's the power of a larger star. That Hole is
really quite small, only a few kiloneters across, |'msure, could we but see it
as it is, smaller than a nere planet, smaller than a noon, but intense, yes, oh,
yes, intense, while the star is thousands, maybe millions of tines as large. The
gravity well of the Star is bigger, much bigger, it actually surrounds that of
the Hole, in fact the whole Hole is in orbit about the Star, or at |east they
orbit a common center—am | repeating nysel f?—and we nust pass through that
center in a straight |ine—

"Not a straight line, babbling female," Heem corrected her. "A parabolic curve,
per haps, bal ancing the forces. See, the interstitial nebula curves partly about
the Hole, enclosing it in a—

"In a quarter noon—

"W have to navigate that curve at high velocity."

"You saw it!' she cried in a delayed reaction. 'You said "See"!

"Il saw it," Heem agreed dubiously. He had been distracted by her patter and he
had jetted carelessly. Yet he had used her node of communication

' Concentrate, Heenl Make it cone clear! You're so close—eh, | could kiss you
agai n!'

"Don't do that!" Heem sprayed. But not as forcefully as he night have.

She laughed. 'I'mteasing you. | wouldn't really do anything as awful as that.

See—see that nmoonshell area, that sort of bow cupping the Hole—+f you can see
it, you can navigate it, because you are an expert pilot. Al you need are
informati on and reflexes. You can do it, | know you can!'

Heemtried, but the nmonentary flash he had had, had faded. "I am not certain
real | y-whatever it was, is gone."

"But you did have it, Heenl |'msure! Try again!'

He did, but got nowhere.

"Very well —we'l|l have to approach this obliquely,' she decided. 'Let's—+'Il tel
you what, we can exchange i nages. You were beginning to see in the nmenory
passages; you can take it further now'

"First allownme to orient the ship," Heemjetted. He maneuvered carefully,
aligning the ship with the nebul a-bow taste, then let it drift. He was
conserving fuel, now that he might have need of it.

"Now—+'11 visualize key scenes fromny past, and you taste scenes from yours,
and we'll try to get themboth aligned with sight,' she said. 'lI don't know if
this is scientific, but | have a gut feeling about it. Once you can see your own
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past, you should be able to see anything—and there's our key to survival. Mybe
I"l'l be able to taste ny own past too, and get sone idea what is entail ed.

"I't nust be acconplished before we reach that cup-nebula," Heemjetted. "Once
there, | shall have to guide this ship through, and prevent it fromfalling into
either gravity well. Snall adjustments will be critical. If I fail, all else is
for nothing."

"How nmuch time do we have?

Heem di d some translating. "I judge two chronosprays—about an hour, as you
reckon tinme. We have been approaching steadily, and are now accelerating in
free-fall; our approach will be extrenely rapid, conpared to our past velocity."
"An hour!' she exclainmed. "'Well, let's get right on it, then!'" She delved into
her first vision, rolling himalong.

Jessica faced her brother defiantly. "Jesse, | absolutely refuse to go through
that ever again! That awful cow-how could you?"

Her cl one-brother spread his hands placatingly. He was a slight but handsone
young nman, with dark blue hair falling in curls to his light blue neck, his eyes
a matching blue. Hs features were even, alnobst nondescript in their regularity.
There was nothing typically aggressive or masculine about him Which was, of
course, a blessing, for her facial features were identical. Yet when she donned
a femnine wig, she was fully fenale.

"That cow is quite a conquest, Jessica. If you were a nman, you'd understand. Not
the sort 1'd care to stay with, but hoo-hoo! Wat a place to visit!"

"Well, I'"'mnot a nan, and | don't understand! Wiy should | have to cover for
your slummng? |'ve got alife of ny owmn to | ead, you know "

"Not as ny clone, you don't."

"Dam you! You always bring that up! Suppose you had been ny clone? It's easier
to delete an X chronpsone than to add one."

He rai sed one eyebrow. "That depends, clone-sister dear, on the technology. In
this case they found it nore feasible to nmerge the X factor from another sperm
cell in the sane bank with the cloned enbryo, so—

"I don't see it,' Heemconplained. 'l taste the dialogue, but the color of
fur—ef hair—t isn't working.

"It's just the beginning," Jessica told him "Just the initial alignnment. Go
into your nmenory, and I'Il try to—to nmake it visible. W'Il keep switching back
and forth, until we connect."

The arena was in neutral territory: the tropic region of the Erbs. Erbs filled
the spectator section, their roots twining eagerly into the supportive soil

They enj oyed wat chi ng Squans battle Hydr GCs.

Heemroll ed out to encounter his opponent. The di spute concerned five valleys

al ong the boundary: were they to be controlled by HydrO or Squanf Squans had
been surveying the region, presumng they woul d possess it; Heem had experienced
part of that effort. Wich was why he was here; he had a very special notive
This match woul d deci de whether Slitherfear's |abor paid off for the Squans.

It was not, unfortunately, Slitherfear who was to fight this duel, but another
Squam chanpi on. The creature slithered forward with confidence, al nost disdain,
knowi ng that no HydrO could hurt a Squam But no Squam had encountered a HydrO
with the notive and experi ence Heem possessed. .

"No, not that nmenory; that's too nmuch action and not enough scenery. W need
strong visual immgery, color, texture. Go back to Hi ghfalls.

Heem went back to Highfalls, though he would have Iiked to show off his victory
over the Squam chanpi on—the event that had nade Heem a hero anobng his kind. For
a while.

He recalled the taste of his awakening under water, realizing that he had

survived his encounter with Slitherfear, but had failed to kill the Squam The
taste of the surrounding water was soured by his awareness of that failure.

"But water can be seen, too,' Jessica said. 'lIt's greenish, sonetinmes blue—
"Tastes green," Heemjetted.

"No, no! Looks green. Like this.' And she conjured the vision of the snall | ake
on her hunan estate. "Green." She made an annoyed nental headshake. "Ch, now
I'"ve taken over the nenory! This is supposed to be your vision. |'mjust the
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observer.'
this.'
That was an interesting effect, that shifting of taste nuance. "Like this? Heem
repeated, imtating her retreat.

'CGet back to your menory!' she snapped.

He rolled clear of the water, trying to taste its greenness or see its wetness.
He returned to Slitherfear's canp. As he had feared, the Squam was gone, al ong
with all his equi pnment except for the broken nmachi ne Heem had knocked over. The
cave was enpty.

But perhaps he could find the Squam again, and kill him Heem now knew ot her
val | eys existed, and knew how to nake flatfloaters carry himthere. And,

per haps, he knew how to fight a Squam Maneuver the creature to an awkward

pl ace, where a fall could occur, and disable his appendages, then shove—

The scenery, Heem-what does it | ook |ike?

Heem concentrated on the taste of the ground, water, and plants. Sone oil

subst ance had | eaked fromthe fallen nachine, flavoring the dirt.

"Look at it. Like this!' The taste of purple pines with green-scented needl es
came, superinposed over the valley of Morningmist. O purple needles with
green-fl avored wood.

But when he tried to see it, he nmerely slipped into that scene. Jessica and her
brot her were going through the forest of their estate, garbed as fenal es. Jesse
was honoring his deal with her, covering for her in the guise of a fenale.
However, it was evident that he was far fromappalled at the prospect; he
regarded the episode as a gane.

She concentrated. "Here, I'll retreat to the background—ah, I|ike

"No, | don't want to go into that!" Jessica protested.
"But | think | am beginning to see—
"No! "

"For one who needled ne to sacrifice ny nental privacy—

"Oh—+ suppose | deserved that. Al right, Heem if you can see it, you can watch
it. My first sexual tryst, as a female."

"I can't see it,' Heemadmtted. 'There are strong currents of taste, but—

"I't wasn't nuch, anyway," she said, relieved. "Jesse teased nme for nonths after
that about cows and bulls, geese and ganders, sauce and saucy. He had a point. |
didit, but I didn't enjoy it. Casual sex—t just isn't ny—+ nean, there should
be some depth of enmpti on—eh, you're a nmale, you woul dn't understand!"

"Correct.'

"Later on, he covered for ne at a clone's party. W got along better after that;
we understood each other better. You'd think that clones would understand each
other fromthe outset, but our experiences were diverging, and the sexua
difference..." She faded off.

"I wish | could see—you,' Heem sai d.

"Wy Heem " she exclained, flattered. "Even though you think of ne as a Squanf"
Heemrol l ed away fromthat. He now thought of her as a person; actual vision of
her woul d nerely confirm her alienness. He had thought to set her back, know ng
her aversion to being perceived w thout her apparel, but he had set hinself

back. He did want to see her, and not as a Squam He had little interest in
alien sex, so her episode was not inportant, but to perceive her nore clearly as
she was—why did the notion attract hinf

He retreated to his own nenory. As he left the valley of Mrningm st and cane up
over the nountain ridge to a broad hi ghland of distinctive flavors, and
perceived the traces of unfaniliar HydrGs, he suffered disorientation. He sl owed
the flatfloater, then rolled off it. Wat was wong? He was unable to
concentrate, to function, but it was an internal rather than external malaise.
He rolled to a halt.

For a long tine he |lay where he had stopped, his awareness fading in and out.
H s mind pul sed with strange concepts. Wat... why...? 'Heemwhat's the matter?
Are you ill?" He did not respond to the naggi ng thought. Hi s whol e past seened
to be swirling about him vaporizing and coal escing confusingly. H's youth in
the valley of High-falls, the deaths of his siblings, his entry to Mrningmn st,
Slitherfear...

'"Heem that nebula is getting awmfully close! If we don't achieve vision and put
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the ship under power soon—

Moon of Morningm st, the joyous di scovery of copul ation, tragedy, the canpaign
agai nst the dread Squam ..

"I can't do it nyself! I'"'mno pilot, Heem You' ve got to snap out of it!’
Heemtried to marshal his thoughts. Increasingly it seened to himthat he had
been operating on too inmedi ate a basis, dealing with the details instead of the
whol e. He had fought a single Squam physically, when he should have nullified
the entire framework that brought such an eneny to a HydrO valley. He had
refused to seed the valley, because that woul d have repeated the horror of his
own devel opnent; he shoul d have sought the origin of the Squam so as to halt
al |l such invasions. There could be sone parent-of-Squans sonewhere, sending the
creatures out in nyriads to decimte valleys; that was the place to strike! In
fact, immediate personal action seenmed generally futile; understanding had to
cone first. Had he understood the nature of the Squam at the outset..

At | ast he was discovered by other HydrOs. "This tastes |like a recent

met anor phosi s," one sprayed. "Verify it," the second jetted.

The first jetted directly at Heem "Wat is your identity?"

"Heem of Highfalls," Heemjetted weakly, renenbering a taste that had al nost
faded out.

"What is your purpose?"

Pur pose? Heem strove to renenber. There had been sonet hing about a deadly eneny,
killing—but it faded as he sought it. "My purpose— Sonehow, everything seened
irrelevant. Fornulate, formulate! "My purpose—s to facilitate understanding."”
Was that right? Sonehow he was unable to orient on anything specific. He
couldn't remenber. .

"Wl cone to adult status, Heem of Highfalls,"” the HydrO sprayed. "Roll with us,

and we shall introduce you to civilization."
' Met anor phosi s!'' Jessica exclai med. ' Yet—
"That's it!" Heem sprayed. "I nust netanorphose again. Into awareness of sight!"

"But | don't understand. In our Sphere, caterpillars netanorphose into—

"Al'l HydrGCs netanorphose into adult stage, forgetting the events of their
juvenil e stage. Thus no mature HydrO has any subjective awareness of youth or
age, of inception or destruction. At netanorphosis he enters a new universe:
civilization. Now | mnust enter the universe of sight."

"But you do renenber—

Abruptly, he was into her. His awareness coursed through her aura. She nade a
little screamof violation, but stifled it. For this was what she had been
urging himto do.

And he could see. The immediate tastes of the little ship becane i nmedi ate
sights. The control buttons had el evati ons and shadows and depths, highlighted
by the glow fromthe anbient-radi ati on-detection port, the glow of the |ight of
the Star. The walls had nozzles and irregularities and—

‘"Color, too. See it in color, Heenl'

And shades of gray, with patches of green, left by the receded accel eration

bat h.

"I meant outside. Look at the cup-nebul a.

Heem concentrated—and i n anot her vertigo of sensation he perceived the nebul a,
saw t he bow . The thing was opaque, cloudy, nebul ous—as of course it should

be! —but he perceived it with a clarity inpossible to taste. He saw depth; the
near side really did seemlarger than the far side, yet this distortion lent a
grandeur he coul d not otherw se have appreci ated. He saw convol uti ons of gas and
dust strewn out by the opposing forces of the gravity wells, ranged in parti al
orbits about the Star and Hole. Their Star sides were bright, their Hol e sides
dark, and they seened to be roiling like the bodies of nonstrous, deforned
Squans, their nmotion frozen in this nonent of his | ooking.

"l see it," Heemjetted. "It is a new dinension of perception, alien, horrible,
beautiful ."

"Now you can navigate it!' Jessica exclained. Her voice |acked the definition it
had once had, for he had taken over nuch of her aura, but her dim nished
presence was encouragi ng. 'Just as you navigated the concept-pattern to get this
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shi p! You can steer this vessel right through the twilight zone and out the

ot her side.'

Heem al nost believed he could. Certainly it was a worthy challenge! Still, he
had to caution her: "This will be an extrenmely difficult passage. It has never
bef ore been acconplished by ny kind."

' Because your kind never had sight before!' she said enthusiastically. 'Vision
is the | anguage of astronomy. Even when you're tasting the sprays of the ship's
instrunments, you're really seei ng—because the ship's sensors are optical. They
have to be. In ny own body | could see the stars directly. So now we're doing a
doubl e translation, fromsight to taste and back to sight. And we can do things
with sight you just can't do with taste, because it is virtually instant. So
know we can—

"Enough," Heem needl ed. "The odds renain unfavorable."

But now he had his chance and his challenge. Heem concentrated, using her
vision, making it his owm. He saw the glints of planetary fragnents orbiting
about the Hole; in fact there were great rings of it, illum nated on the Star
side, crystalline faces sparkling prettily. There were perceptible currents
within these rings, bands of discolor that reflected the stresses acting on
them Well out fromthe Hole, the rings were rough and bright, as of large
fragnments; in toward the horror-sphere of non-light, the rings were fine powder,
their rocks ground to mnute particles by the catastrophic force of the tide.
For the law of the tide dictated that the closer to the primary an object
orbited, the faster it had to nove, and in a gravity well as intense as this,
the near sides of rocks had to nove faster than the far sides, sundering the
whol e.

And the ship, too, would be sundered by that dread force, if the ship got
anywhere near that radius. Mght be torn apart anyway, it the conflict between
Star and Hole was too great. Unless they passed the critical zone rapidly.
Rapi dl y enough.

They were falling in toward the Hole, accelerating in a free-fall spiral. Heem
oriented his jets and put the ship under power. First, he had to correct the
direction of fall, so as to intercept the bow -nebula of the interaction zone.
Second, to pass as fast as possible. Even if the tide were not devastating, the
radi ati on would be. He could see it now, that intense, burning brightness from
the Star. This was no region for living creatures! Fortunately, a little power
went a long way, when the nerging gravity wells of two stellar objects were
drawi ng the ship in.

Now the great rings of matter began to shift, as the ship's notion changed the
angl e of view Perspective—the marvel of changing view, suddenly doubling the
reality of the sight. The rings wound about |ike nbnstrous pythons—Jessica's

i mge of a Squam i ke Sol ari an nonster—seening to take on life. Both Star and
Hol e expanded om nously. But so did the nebula-storm It was apparent that Heem
could score on it. Wth perception like this, guidance was no problem at all

But now t hat turbul ence seenmed nore form dable. Could they survive those awfu
forces of interaction?

"Of course we can!' Jessica replied to his doubt, her voice fault but hearty.
'CGoose it up to top speed and thread the needle, Heenl'

She certainly had confidence! This was flattering but foolish; that needl e was
needl i ng through col ossal opposition

The radi ati on was growi ng worse. Much of it, Jessica clarified, was not in the
visible spectrum so her awareness of it was no greater than Heemis. But it was
there, heating the ship, hurting his body. He would have to select a course that
put as nmuch dust and gas as possi bl e between the ship and the Star—and that
meant skirting perilously close to the Hole. The snallest m sjudgnment woul d | ock
theminto the Hole, where not even the proximity of the Star could cancel its
power .

As they approached the critical nexus, the view changed nore rapidly. The
turbul ence nebula, dwarfed by the monstrous blinding disk of the Star, in turn
dwarfed the tiny Hole. But it was the Hole that was their greatest danger. Heem
nudged the ship slightly toward it, to skirt it as closely as he dared, driven
by the intolerable radiation
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W sps of dust passed to the starward side, putting the ship in shadow, even so,
the heat was oppressive. H's body really had no adequate way to di ssipate that
heat, since it penetrated fromthe outside. The tide, too, half-neutralized by
the conflicting pulls, added its subtle disconfort. H s body was not being torn
apart, but he well knew that an intensification of this sort of stress could do
it. More likely, it would break the rigid ship apart, exposing Heem s soft body
to the rigors of unshielded space. That nmade the sensation nore unconfortable
than it was, objectively. Subjectively. The little ship was not designed to

wi t hstand stresses of this type.

The nebul a | ooned. Now Heem saw every detail of its om nous configuration. It
was virtually still, on this scale, but his notion helped himto perceive it as
if it were in notion on his own scale. Matter and energy were | eaking out from
the Star and swirling into the Hole; the nebula was nerely the region of

i ndecision, with material piling in on one side, but also falling back to the

Star. But nore of it fell into the Hole, |eaving the hollow of its |oss. Wat
was it like, inside that bow? 'Ch, the heat!' Jessica cried. 'Maybe it's coo
in there!'" Then they plunged inside the bow, still accelerating. Abruptly the

| ight was gone. Heem so recently introduced to vision, suffered nonentary
shock. "I can't see!"

"I know the feeling,' Jessica agreed. 'But you can still taste your other
indicators. It's just a cloud, blocking off the external radiation, but nothing
i nside the ship has changed. Meanwhile, the cloud is shielding the ship, letting
us cool, cutting off the deadly radiation.'

The ship shuddered and rocked. "A stormcloud!" Heem sprayed.

"W won't be in it long,' she said reassuringly. She was anmazingly cal m

And they were out. But not in light. They were in the great shadow of the cup
On one side the turbul ent clouds reigned; on the other side a ring of stars
showed. In the center of that ring the stars turned reddish, pale, fuzzy, and
finally disappeared. Their |ight could not pass closer than a certain range, so
there was nothing. Just a great black blot. The Hol e.

Heem drew his attention away fromthat dread well and focused on the stars. He
had never seen them before. Not this way, with direct vision. They scintillated
in their nyriads, nostly whitish, sonme bluish or reddish, sone bright, many dim
They filled the universe—

They were gone. The nebul a had closed in about the ship again, cutting off
everything, for his arc was broader than that of the bowl. Again a storm current
shook the ship, and Heemhad to look to his controls. The bal ance between Star
and Hol e remai ned precarious.

Then he becane aware of sonething el se. Sonething mssing. "Jessica?"

As from a di stance, she answered. '| am here, Heem'

"Are you well ? Your presence seens narginal."

"I +hink so. Wen you entered ny aura, |—there's nothing of me here except aura,
so—+ think "'msuffering sacrifice of identity.'

"Alien, | did not intend to destroy you! | understood you wanted ne to—
"Yes, yes, | did, Heem | urged you to use ny perception, all of it, right
through to the color. | just didn't realize—how thorough it would be.’

"I will withdraw "

"No! You nust see! You nust guide the ship out of here before the opposing
gravity wells and tides and radiation and stormcurrents destroy us!'’

The ship energed fromthe nebula. There was external sight again. "I will try,"
Heem agreed. "We renmi n under acceleration. Now | nmust maintain the bal ance, far
enough fromthe Star to avoid destruction by radiation, far enough fromthe Hol e
to retain escape velocity. If | do that accurately, and the fuel |asts—

"Ch, you can do it!' she cried. 'I know you can. |I'll just get out of your way
and let you pilot."'

"Agreed." This was renptely sinmlar to columm maneuvering, but the alternatives
were nore deadly. If he did not performw thin tolerance, one nenace or the

ot her woul d engul f them

The key, now, was fuel. He needed to win free of the well of the Hole and stil
be able to close and | and on a planet. It depended on the accuracy with which he

file:/lIF|/KaZzaA%20Lite/My%20Shared%20Folder/Thousandstar%20by%20Piers%20Anthony.txt (78 of 144) [4/29/03 7:58:25 PM]



file:/lIF|/KaZaA%20L ite/My%20Shared%620Fol der/Thousandstar%20by%20Pi ers%20A nthony .txt

had threaded the needle. There was no safe side; Star and Hole were waiting to
claimhim depending on the side he veered to. Now that he was no |onger driving
in, he would not fall in imrediately; there would be a decaying orbit about Star
or Hole, but the end would be inevitable.

Now he had to discover just how accurately he had navigated, utilizing his new
sense of sight. He cut the drive. The ship continued on in free-fall, noving
away fromthe nebula but [osing velocity. Soon his instrunments would indicate
devi ation, and the bad news woul d be in. The damage had al ready been done,
either by his m sjudgnment or by the turbul ence of the nebula. He was waiting for
the extent of it to manifest.

And-the signs | ooked good. The Star-Hol e conplex retreated, nore slowy each
monent, but he had considerabl e residual velocity. The radiation eased. The ties
subsided. It seened that his velocity was sufficient—f his direction were
correct.

As the ship noved on, the signs becane clearer. He was off to one side, toward
the Hole. But his new vision and its attendant judgnment showed himthat the
ship's trajectory would carry it far enough beyond the Hole so that the | arger
anbi ence of the Star woul d domi nate. He m ght even have to skirt the Hole nore
closely. Thus he had a conflict between his norrmal awareness and his

sight -awareness. It was not nmerely a different perception, but a different node
of conprehension. Jessica's human mnd had an alien systemof |ogic. Heem
decided to ganble on it

As he concentrated on the trajectory, watching for the opportune nonent to nake
a course correction, stray wi sps of nmenory fleeted past his consci ousness. The
death of the estate-holder, a grandiose funeral service, inheritance of the
title—yet these things meant nothing to him His kind had no subjective

awar eness of death, not in adult life, therefore no rituals of passage. HydrGCs
had no property, therefore no inheritance. These were nenories of the Sol ari an
m nd. He had infused it so thoroughly that Jessica's nmenories were |ike his own.
Very like his owmm—for his were forbidden. No true adult HydrO renenbered his
juvenile state. Heem s netanorphosis had been i nconplete, and that nmade hima
non-adult. Sinmilarly, the menories of a fermale alien should normally have been
forbi dden to him

Now her state nmerged with his and with the present problem In space there were
deadly forces exerted on the fragile ship; only by balancing them could the ship
pass safely. Heem had been drawn by the force of his cultural crine, balancing
it against his species' need for his special talents. Jessica and her
clone-brother, hiding the secret of their alternate-sexedness fromtheir

associ ates, had suffered | oss of material resources. The estate was bankrupt;
they had di scovered this upon inheritance. So Jesse had gotten a job—the entire
concept was devious for the HydrO mind, but equated roughly to Heem s own
assinilation of this present chall enge. Wen Jesse had been unable to conplete
his commitnent, Jessica had done it for him Bal ancing one set of needs and

ri sks against another. It all nerged into the present; it was all consistent.
And—hi s instrunents shifted slowy, at last conming into conformance with his
visual intuition. He had been correct to trust his new perception; the ship had
been on course. A prior correction would have thrown it off, wasting fuel,

per haps eventually sending it into the Star to be destroyed. Wth a surplus of
fuel, a second or third correction could have been nmade, but in this instance
the tol erance was too narrow, any wastage of fuel could be fatal. Only through
Jessica's perception, and the coordination of a mind to which that perception
was natural, could this guidance have been acconplished. He had needed vision to
verify that he needed to do not hing.

"W have won," he announced. "Vision enabled success. W shall be able to nake
pl anetfall."

There was no response fromthe alien

"Jessica," he needl ed, alarned. "Were are you?"

He felt a faint presence stirring, but there was no vigor in it. Ch, no! Had the
tide and radi ation and stress danaged her aura, fading it out before its tinme?
O had she yielded up what renai ned of her being to enable himto see, to nmake
his final judgnment? At what price had he acconplished his victory?
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"Alien fenale!" he sprayed. "W have our differences, but | did not nean to
abol i sh you! | —+ value your presence. How may | restore you to health?"

Still she did not respond. Heem checked the ship's course once nore, then turned
all his attention inward.

"Jessica, | took your sight; let me give it back. It is a fine perception, it
saved us, but it is yours. | took your aura; take it back. | affronted you; I

apol ogi ze. You are no Squam you are a valiant and feeling entity. Do not fade
out. | need your conpani onship."

At | ast she spoke, as from beyond the Star. 'I think |I—overextended nysel f, and
| ost consci ousness. Are we—-how is the—=2

"W are successful!" Heem sprayed joyfully. "W shall survive! Your vision did
it."

She was stronger now. 'Ch, | was so afraid."’

"But you were so certain | could do it! It was your confidence that kept ne

goi ng!"

' Thank God for that!'

"Do you nmean you thought | could not do it?"

"Ch, no, Heem But | did fear, foolishly—

She had feared strongly, and not foolishly, he realized now. Yet she had

bol stered himwith confidence, enabling himto do what he woul d ot herw se have
felt inpossible. That realization stirred sonmething strange in him Wen he

t hought her absent, he had experienced a sensation of |oss of surprising
intensity; now he experienced a gratitude that verged on—but the concept was
anor phous.

"I appreciate that feeling, though,' Jessica said. 'W have been through a
terrific experience, together.

But he was too tired now to explore that. He had expended consi derabl e energy of
his own, and with the let-down of effort the fatigue hit him He had to rest,
and so did she. He withdrew from her anbi ence, and the | ast of the

si ght -awareness faded fromhim "The ship is on course; we can rest for sone
time," he sprayed, and allowed hinself to roll to the stasis of conplete

rel axation.

"Yes,' she agreed, and there was sonething ineffable about her manner, and

pl easant .

He dreaned, and now the dreans were visual. He saw a hillside decorated with
pretty flowers and tall purple pines, and beside himwas a presence that

rem nded hi mof Moon of Morningm st. But he could not see her, quite

They intersected the columm of ships at an angle. Using their new vision, Heem
observed the tokens through the ship's perception. The situation was not good
for the HydrO hosts; the first three ships were Erbs, and the next six

al ternated Squanms and Erbs. Then, far back in the colum, the HydrOs becane nore
promi nent.

"Si ght makes a potent difference," Heem sprayed. "Erbs have sight, and they

domi nate the race. W& can only consider ourselves fortunate that the renai nder
of the race will be onplanet, where taste is an advantage."

"But they aren't really Erbs and Squans and HydrGs,' Jessica said. 'They are
only hosts for the other entrants of Thousandstar.

"Still, if HydrO hosts do not performwell, it will be a negation for our
species, and our influence in Thousandstar politics will dinmnish," Heemjetted.
"W can be sure the true Erb and Squam representatives are present in that |ead
colum. "

"And the true HydrO representative is about to be,' she said. 'Qur shortcut
really worked! Were will we place?

Heem surveyed the colum critically. "Twentieth. That is confortable."

"Not as confortable as first would be.'

"More confortable than first. The earliest arrivals will have to contend with
the vagaries of the equi pnent and the | andscape. There will be accidents,

foul -ups, delays. Those best qualified to race in space will not be best on
rough planetary terrain. | warrant that none of the first ten pilots will finish
inthe first ten to reach the Ancient site."
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'None but you, Heeml You have wil derness experience!

"I do. But | want to be lost in the pack, profiting fromthe | eading
contestants' follies. Then, at the later stage, | will exert nyself. There is
still a lot of racing to be done.™

"That's for sure!' she agreed.

Heem jetted a course correction so that the ship angled to nerge obliquely with
the colum. The ship remained in freefall, thus decelerating w thout the use of
fuel. But as it converged with the colum, fuel would have to be expended, for
the retreat fromthe Hol e was over

'"Do we have enough fuel left?" Jessica inquired worriedly. 'l know you said we
did, but now that we're at the point—

"W have plenty," he assured her. "Thanks to your vision, | judged the nebul a
passage so well that | used only half what | mght have. W coul d decel erate

| ate, and nove safely up to fifth or sixth place, but | prefer not to advertise
the extent of our success. So we will phase in with absol ute m ni mum

decel eration, sonmewhat shaky, obviously so battered from our pass between Star
and Hol e that we represent no serious conpetition.”

'Heem that's unscrupul ous!

"Yes. But legitimate. The longer we seemto be a mininmal threat, the better wll
be our chance of eventual success. This is not a polite social matter. This is a
savage conpetition for possession of an Ancient site."

"You have the mind of a Solarian.'

"l presunme you regard that as a conplinment."

"I do.'

"Then it nust be one." The enption he had experienced before, and put aside,
came back nore strongly. "I dreaned of you, but could not see you."

"I know.'

"Physically, you nost resenble a Squam with your |inbs and hearing and the
appal ling habit of eating. Squans are anathema to nme. In addition, you are
female."

"I am’

"Yet | find nyself—not sufficiently appalled. Your m nd—s nore |ike m ne,
despite the grotesqueries of your species. Wien | feared you had departed from
me, | suffered.”

She was silent, but he could tell fromher nood that she understood. It was
beyond reason for a HydrO to approve of anything renotely resenbling a Squam
but in this case sonmething less stringent than ennmity was in order. Maybe he
should regard her nore as he did the Erbs, alien but neutral, no real threat to
him She shared the perception of sight with them after all. Yet she was not
neutral. And not really alien, anynore. Wiy did he think of her now as he had
once thought of Mbon of Mdrningmst? It could not be sinply because she was
fermal e, because he was largely indifferent to nost fenales.

He had the feeling that she understood nore about this than he did, but was
hol di ng her reaction al oof. Wy?

Now Jessi ca spoke. 'The Erbs—you have thought very little about them But we'l
be encountering them personally, on Planet Eccentric, won't we? Along with the

Squans?'

"Correct. We have had the intellectual challenge, and the piloting challenge; on
pl anet we shall have the physical challenge. It will have its grim aspects."

"I believe it! | have sone notion what a Squamis, thanks to your fl ashbacks,

and | think I can help you there. Because | do, as you have so kindly pointed
out, have certain points of resenblance. But | know nothing at all about the
Erbs. If you could visualize one for me—

Heemtried. He juggled their new sight to formulate a vision of a single Erb: a
pl antli ke creature whose roots gathered water and mnerals, a nassive stem and
a splay of leaves that could fold into a dense cone.

"That's all? A sunflower with a folding flower? How does it live? | nean, it
can't live on just water and mnerals, can it?

"HydrGs live on just hydrogen," he rem nded her

"I still haven't quite accepted that, either,' she admtted. 'But if this Erb is
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a type of plant, it needs light too—

"It opens its leaf-disk to collect starlight.”

"Sunlight, you nean.'

"Asun is a star, yes. Wen there is wind, it catches this on the | eaves,

achi eving torque, and stores the energy for future use."

"Like a windm I, | guess,' she said uncertainly. 'Wat about self-defense? Say
a nasty Squam attacks it—

"It folds its disk into a wedge and drills into the Squamis arnor, splitting it
apart. It is a rare Squam who can withstand an Erb."

"But then HydrOs—you don't seemto fear the Erb—

"Hydr O bodi es are soft. The drill has no purchase. We nerely fire hot needlejets
into the Erb mechanism disrupting its operation, or holing its stem Erbs
represent no threat to us."

"l see,' she said dubiously.

They linped into mergence with the columm, in twentieth place.

"H Si xty-si x. Heem of Hi ghfalls—s that you?" the taste net inquired. "How did
you escape the Hol e? W thought you had suicided."

"Sal utation, H Forty-six, Swoon of Sweetswanp. | perceived | could not achieve
the first fifty, so | needled through the interstice between Star and Hol e."
Heem knew t he ot her ships were tuning in on the exchange, so he nade the npbst of
it. "I fear the radiation and the tide—= He let the taste fade out.

"Ch, that's sneaky!' Jessica said. 'They'|ll never worry about you now

"This is ny hope."

' Heem sonething about the way you say that—your attendant enoti on—you're not
doing this just as a tactic, are you. You're hiding!

"I knew it was disaster to have an alien fenmale in ny nind," Heemjetted.

"Ch, cone off it! We did just great together, even if I amstill alittle

weak- kneed. After the Hole, what is there to worry about, in a nere
conpetition?

Heem nade a nmental spray of resignation. "My liability is now of concern to you
It is proper to informyou of it before it manifests on the planet."”

"Ch-oh. There is sonmething | still don't know? Heem-does it relate to your
probl em fighting Squans?’
"It relates. | deceived the conpetition nmanagenent. | cannot defeat a Squamin

fair conbat. And | will surely have to, to remain in contention for the
victory."

‘I don't follow that. You | earned how to overcome a Squam before, didn't you?
You proved this, didn't you? Wnning those five valleys for HydrO hegenbny, one
of which was Morningm st? You proved you were correct; your litter would never
have survived in Mrningm st, had the Squans taken over that region.'

"I did all that," Heem agreed. "Yet this was a sign of ny ultimate failure. |
was able to use what | had |learned as a juvenile, to defeat that Squamin ritua
conbat, and | becane a hero of ny kind. But the nenory that enabled ne to
succeed was illegal. Wen sonmeone betrayed the guilty secret of ny past, | was
abruptly an outlaw. Yet no one had known my secret, not even ne—for all nenory
of the juvenile state is wiped clean in the netanorphosis to the adult stage."
"But you just said—ow wait a m nute—you do renenber! That's bothered nme before.
You're telling me all the things you aren't supposed to renenber!’

"Thi s—+s the other facet of my secret," Heemjetted reluctantly. "M

met anor phosis turned out to be inperfect. At first | remenbered nothing; then
the horrors of the Sgquam seeped through, and | knew | had to—+to master the
Squam | began to renenber how. To needle into the |inb-grooves with heat,
causing the linbs to retreat, preventing the creature fromattacking. Rolling it
off a height so it would be crushed in the fall. There was varied terrain in the
Erb arena, sinulating a natural environnent. | used it well. Thus | did what
hardly any other HydrO could do: | defeated the Squamin conbat. Only when | saw
it defeated, and the Erbs were drawing it hal f-drowned out of the water, did

realize that it was not skill and tactics so nuch as nmenory that had done it.
That | was not truly adult. Were this known, | would be banished frommy society
until my conpl ete net anorphosis occurred. "

"Illegal nmenories!' Jessica exclaimed. 'Qur kind thrives on menory! | remenber
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my chil dhood—

"You are not a HydrQ"

'So you becane a hero and qualified for the conpetition,' Jessica said. 'That
much | can see. And you did it by cheating, according to your culture's

definition, because you aren't supposed to renenber. But since you still do
renenber, you should still be able to handle a Squam shouldn't you?

"No. Wien the truth becane known about ny treason, nore nenories canme, until |
renenbered it all. And with full nenory of ny juvenile state came—

'Yes?' she pronpted eagerly.

" Awar eness of nortality."

"You nmean adult HydrGs really don't know they're going to die? That doesn't make
sense! Swoon of Sweetswanp, just now, nentioned suicidi ng—

"They know it objectively, not subjectively. It |acks personal force. W do not
fear death, or consider it anong our alternatives. Therefore Swoon remarked on
this as a misjudgnent of nmine, attenpting a tactic so risky as to be suicidal;
she did not really contenplate death as a termination. | did—but | amnot, amno
| onger, an adult; | amdeficient."

"Heem this is ridiculous! Every creature has to die sonetine, and—

" Awar eness of death as an i mmedi acy does not cone until the senile

met anor phosi s, when the concerns of a lifetime are put aside. Then the events of
the adult stage are forgotten, and the entity is equipped to contenpl ate

term nation."

"That's amazing! No concern about death, no awareness of youth or age!

Subj ectively. Like human beings always thinking the lightning will strike
sonmeone el se, not thensel ves. You nentioned sonething about that before, but |
didn't think it was literal!

"When ny adult netanorphosis becanme flawed, nmy awareness of dem se returned.
knew | could die. My power departed, because | becane a coward."

She was silent awhile. The ship decelerated, keeping its place in the col um.
Then she said, 'Heem | can't accept that. The way you handl ed that concepts
contest, and the first part of the spaceship race, and the Hol estar

navi gati on—you' ve got good nerve."

"These are all natural HydrOfacilities. Fighting Squans is not."

"Still, you could rise to the challenge, as you have in other cases.

"No. | tried to needle with the accuracy required, once, on a nock-up of a
Squam | could not do it. My needles |acked sufficient accuracy. My fear ruined
my aim"

"That's not so!' she cried. 'You can't fear the Squam nore than you fear the
Hol e. Fear didn't stop you when you were juvenile. |'ve been sharing your
nerves, your mnd. | know you are no coward!’

"I tested ny needlejets again before | entered the conpetition. They renai ned

i naccurate. My fear—

"You knew you couldn't navigate the Hole, too!' she said. 'But when the tine
came, you threaded the needl e perfectly!’

"Only because | borrowed your sight and your confidence. Your reflexes. No HydrO
coul d have done it wi thout those assets."

"And no HydrO can overcone a Squam' she exclainmed. 'But with sight you could do

that too, Heem | didn't have confidence; | nerely urged you on, while ny own
terror nearly w ped ne out, and you had to revive ne after the danger was over
You were the strong one, Heem not ne! | just told you you could do it, and you

were fool enough to believe ne, and then you could do it. Don't you see—t isn't
cowardi ce that stops you, it's lack of perception! You were lucky in your prior
encounters, but you were wounded too, and though your skin heal ed, your

needl ejets suffered | oss of accuracy. You were burned tw ce, Heem There nust be
scar tissue interfering with your aim or with your perception, so that you
aren't aimng where you think you are. Your skin just doesn't function as well
as it did before you were hurt. Once you | earned nore, you knew you coul d not
depend on luck, and your jets weren't fine-tuned, so you becane afraid. Your
fear was a natural response to your incapacity, not the other way around. Wth
sight, you could do it, applying your know edge of tactics, just as you did
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threadi ng the needl e of the Star-Hole. And you have sight now, Heenml For as |ong
as | amwith you. You can beat your Squam |'msure of that!'
"And you expect nme to be fool enough to believe you, again?"

"Yes! Because this is not something new, like skirting a black hole. You've
handl ed Squans before.
Amazed, Heemreflected. "This is possible. | amaware of nortality, but | did

navi gate the Hol e—with your help. Wiy should | not navigate a Squam-w th your
hel p? It just may be— He paused. "How is it that your kind renmenbers its
juvenile state? Al your mnetanorphoses can't be flawed!"

"We have no metanorphosis,' she said, surprised. 'Didn't | nake that clear

bef ore?'

"But how do you know when you're adult?"

"By your age! When we achieve the required nunber of years of life, we are by
definition adult. There is no break of continuity, no | oss of nenory."

"By your age! This is incredible."

"Sonetines it seens so,' she agreed wyly. 'Actually, there are also sone
physi ol ogi cal changes that signal maturity, but age is the legal criterion.

"But then you all remenber the horrors of your juvenile state! Al your siblings
dyi ng—

There are no horrors, Heem Qur parents take care of us, or sone other

responsi ble party. No human child is left to fend for hinmself, and few of us die
in childhood. In our case, our parents died before we were grown, and the fanily
retainer, Flowers, took over and saw to our security. It is like this in every
Solarian famly.'

"That cannot be so! In a few generations you woul d overrun your habitat. There
has to be a natural control of nunmbers, so that a given species neither

overpopul ates nor dies out. Every suitable |ocation nust be seeded, but there
must be no reseedi ng of popul ated regions."

"I can see the logic of your system Heem' she said. 'But it is a cruel one. W
produce only one or two offspring at a tine, and nake sure they survive. The end
result is the same—and we suffer no traumas requiring the oblivion of

met anor phosi s. For you, remenbering—Heem it's terrible! You really do have
horrors to forget! No wonder you have traumas. | would, too, if I'd been al one
with two hundred sisters, with no parents, in a valley filled with deadly
menaces, and watched ny sisters die, all but me, knowing that only |uck
accounted for ny survival —

"Your rationale and node of |life have their appeal," Heemjetted. "I believe
woul d prefer to propagate your way, rather than the HydrO way."

"Now don't start jetting treason,' she said, touched. Then she shifted the
topic. 'One thing still bothers ne. If you were the only survivor of your
val l ey, and in any event netanorphosis w ped out the nenory—how did anyone know
you had refused to reseed the valley of Mrningmst?

"That bothered nme al so," Heemadnmitted. "It fostered ny illegal exploration of
my own buried nmenories. The valley of Mrningm st was enpty, but that was no
necessary indication of the crine, for all HydrGs coul d have been killed before
a mal e cane across to assist the re-seeding. It had to be sonmeone who had been
there, and knew nme personally, who knew that nal e and fenal e had occupi ed the
val l ey together, and left it enpty."

' Meen of Morningmist!' Jessica exclainmed. 'She was not killed. She crossed to

H ghfalls, didn't she? She knew, and she could have—

"She woul d have had to incrimnate herself, for she too | eft Mrningmst wthout
reseedi ng. Even though she wanted to, her failure would have made her suspect."

"Yes, | have encountered that aspect of HydrO | ogic before.'
"l do not believe she woul d have exposed nme, even had she not | ost her nenory
t hrough met anor phosis. | amin fact sure she did not, for when they quested for

the truth of this matter, they |l ocated her, and she did not renenber."
"But there was no other person!

"There was one."

She was amazed. ' You don't nean—=?

"Slitherfear."

' The Squam But—
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"When | became known for ny success against a Squam Slitherfear becane aware of
my identity. He knew the geography of that region; after all, he had surveyed
it. The name Hi ghfalls sufficed. He thought he had killed nme in the valley, when
| dropped off the nmachine-floater. Now he knew | had survived. He suffered
internal illness because of the needling | had done to his stomach; though his
ki nd used their other machines to restore him somewhat, he suffered both
physical pain and the hunmiliation of being driven fromhis post by a HydrO He
was as angry with ne as | was with him He conmunicated with nmy people,
betraying nme. They had to verify or refute the charge—and it was true."

"So Slitherfear is twice your nenesis! He slew your |ove, then turned you from
hero to crimnal. You really have a score to settle with him'

"And he with nme. | understand he still manifests the faint odor of punctured
menbr ane, which causes himto be held in ill repute anong his kind and prevents
himfromnmating."

"Good for you!' she exclainmed, clapping nmental hands. Heemrealized that her
digits were not really Squam ike; they were soft-shelled rather than hard, and
possessed five extrenities rather than three.

"Slitherfear has notive to thrust for fame," Heem continued. "H s work was
undone by ny victory in the arena, so he too is a failure. | believe he has
entered this conpetition. He is an adventurer, with a liking for infiltrating

di stant regions and a dissatisfaction for remaining with his own kind. This
accounted for his original mssion to Mrningmst."

"Where he blithely ate the young HydrGs!'

"It is the Squam nature. So | suspect he will be anpbng the hosts on Eccentric,
vindi cating hinself and preying on the helpless. | hope he is; in this fashion
we nay neet again.”

"But if you were afraid to battle a Squam—

"I amafraid. But it is necessary to make the attenpt, to finish the business
started in Morningmst. Slitherfear nust be killed, and | wish to be the one to
kill him Somehow. "

"And you call yourself a coward!' she breathed in wonder.

Her attitude was rolling better with him Heemrealized that it was nerely the
result of her alien culture, but still it had its nerits. Perhaps he should have
been conceived an alien

Heem decel erated jerkily, nmanaging to | ose another place in the colum. There
wer e Squam shi ps near hinm he was sure they had satisfaction in perceiving his
difficult descent. Wen he oriented for the planetary set-down, he fouled it up
sonme nore. When the ship finally settled to the landing site, it was
twenty-third.

"That's playing it confortably close,' Jessica said. 'Let's go get our tractor,
and hope we don't lose the race by two pl aces.'

He was about to oblige, as the acceleration bath drained—+for, of course, he had
had to use it for the final push—when one nore comruni cation came fromthe space
net. "Do not hurry, Heemof H ghfalls," the cynical taste translation sprayed.
"1 thought you mght enter this conpetition, but doubted you would nmake it this
far. | think you will not get far beyond this point, weak as you are. Do not die
yet; allow ne the opportunity to conplete unfinished business."”

"Slitherfear!' Jessica exclained. 'You were right!"’

Heem abruptly faced with the conflict he had half sought, was unable to respond
to his nenesis.

"Do you dissolve in your ship, stupid HydrO?" the Squam demanded with sardonic
flavor. "Do not fade out conpletely until | land; | nmean to destroy you with ny
own pincers."

Jessica, finding Heemunable to answer, took over his communication system and

responded for him "Thank you for the good news, slayer of juveniles," she
sprayed. "It will be ny pleasure to destroy nore than your stommch, this tineg,
nmonster."

"What are you rolling? Heemprotested inside. 'l can't—

"I"'m psyching himout," she replied. "Mking himuncertain, so he'll be nervous,

make m stakes. It's good policy."
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"Wait for me at the landing site, and we shall discover what shall be
destroyed," Slitherfear replied.

"Qops," Jessica said privately to Heem "I don't think it worked. He's either
not scared, or he's a good bluffer.” Then, into the net, she sprayed, "Wy
should | delay my mission for the likes of you, Squan? Catch ne if you can."

"I shall, coward."

Heem suffered a surge of foul-tasting shame. Here, before all the contestants
remaining in | ocal space, he had been chall enged and branded a coward. 'W nust
wait for his ship!" he needl ed.

"Don't be ridiculous," Jessica said. "Obviously the Squam has sone reason for
his certainty for wanting the showdown here. Otherw se he woul dn't have tipped
hi s hand by broadcasting on the net. Maybe he has an acid-gun in his ship, or
maybe he wants it where there will be several nore Squans to help himout. W
have to avoid him or nmeet himin neutral territory, where we have an even
chance. Let's get out of here, Heem"

She was rolling along nost logically! OF course the Squam woul d not fi ght
fairly, if he had any neans to cheat.

Benunbed by the rapid roll of events, Heem noved out.

Chapter 6: Planet Eccentric

The surface of the planet was bright, with white washes of vapor against a bl ue
wel kin, a line of dark green at the horizon.

Heemrolled to a halt. "How can | see all that? | have no light-receptors! In
the ship we were transl ating nachi ne-input that derived froma visual source,
but now |l can only taste and feel. There can be no direct input fromthe sky."

"l confess, | cannot tell alie, this time,' Jessica said. 'I filled in the

i mgery fromm own awareness. | know what day on a planet |ooks like; | have
made hol ograph paintings of it many tines. | just don't feel confortable,
blind."

"But if your picture differs fromreality, and | am decei ved—

"That could be quite a probl em when you encounter Slitherfear,' she agreed. '
hadn't thought of that. Wen you fight the Squam you have to have an exact
notion of every detail. | think we can translate from your taste-input, but
we'll need nore work on it. So we'd better stay away from Slitherfear until we
have it down pat.'

Heem was relieved to agree. He had to fight the Squam but he wanted to do it in
the nost favorable situation for him

"Still, 1 do have sone direct input,' Jessica continued. 'l feel the sunlight on
your flesh and the heat of the air; it has to be mdday. So | know that whatever
is visible, is visible." And she strengthened the i mge.

Heem cont enpl ated the scenery. It was lovely. He |liked seeing, now that he had
di scovered how. His taste was uni npaired; he was aware of the pavenent, the
fumes of the ship's em ssions, the nearby alien vegetation, and the |ine of
tractors at the edge of the |landing area. There was no harmin the vision
Suddenly the tractors appeared, as Jessica caught his thought. Goss bl ack

machi nes with huge ballooning tires and nmetallic grills and conplicated

appurt enances.

"Ch, stop it!" he needled at her. "There is no taste of conposition wheels or
controls. The diffusion of taste indicates smaller sources than you show. "
"Qops." The ball oon wheel s were replaced by metal ones, and the tractors shrank
in size.

Heemrolled rapidly across to the nearest one. As he touched it, and picked up
the flavors of its immediate vicinity, the oil spots and fuel drops, the taste
and visual pictures nmerged. It was a treadl aying vehicle, with a single front
wheel , just |arge enough for a sapient body. The controls were nultiple, so that
Hydr O, Squam or Erb could operate it. Heemrolled up the sloping side ranp and
settled into the control chamber, famliarizing hinself with the details. It was
a standard nodel, with the jet-buttons organized in the normal HydrO node. He
coul d not deci pher the Squam or Erb controls, but did not need to.

The next ship was com ng down; Heemfelt its vibration. Jessica, indulging her
artistic propensity again, filled in the image: a sliver of bright neta
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bal anced on a thin colunm of orange fire against a deep bl ue backdrop—

The fire cut off.

Heemjetted at the tractor controls. Hi s engine wooshed into life. Fluid drove
i nto wheel -chanbers, and the vehicle lurched forward.

"What are you doi ng, Heen?' Jessica cried. 'Jackrabbit starts waste fuel!'
Heem di d not answer. He ainmed the tractor directly into the jungle at ful

accel eration. The vegetation |looned up, clarifying as Jessica interpreted the
taste emanations of it: green stens rising fromthe ground, flaring into
side-stens, which in turn flared into nore side-stenms. 'Watch out for those
ferns!' Jessica cried. 'Heem there's no need to careen off |ike this—

Then the concussion cane. The fern-trees swayed with the blast, and the tractor
junped monentarily fromthe ground.

"What was that ?'

"The descending ship. Didn't you see it run out of fuel? It had to crash."

"Ch. Soneone played it too close.' She was chastened. 'No wonder you got out of
the way in a hurry! W could have been—

"Destroyed," Heem finished. "As that contestant was."

"This conpetition—sn't supposed to be fatal, is it? | nmean, the | osers
shoul dn' t —

"Those who play it foolishly close can die. That pilot should have opted out,
merely orbiting the planet until picked up. But he elected to risk it, hoping he
woul d not crash too hard—and had he had nmonents nore fuel he m ght have
survived. It was a far | esser ganble than the one we took passing the Hole."
"Yes,' she agreed weakly. 'Do you suppose it could have been Slitherfear who
crashed?

"Hardly. Slitherfear is too canny for such a basic error. He was several ships
back, while this one was the next following us. Slitherfear will only die when
kill him" If Heemkilled him instead of getting killed hinself.

"Are you allowed to—to attack another contestant?

"No. It will have to seemlike an accident, or it could disqualify us if we win
the conpetition. If we do not win the site, it will not matter; there can be no
real enforcenent of regulations here."

"But after what | said in your nane on the space net, everyone will know that—
"They will assunme that was bluff. There are many such bluffs in such
conmpetitions, considered part of the byplay. Had | not been daunted by the
sudden presence of ny eneny, | should have acted as you did."

"Wll, I"'mstill not sure it's proper,' she said. 'Prom se ne you won't attack
Slitherfear.

"But you were baiting himyourself!"

"Well, | changed ny nmind. It's a fenale prerogative.'

Heem coul d not adnmit that he was afraid to attack the Squam anyway. Mybe his
new perception of sight would enable himto prevail, but he was hardly
confident. It was one thing to contenplate revenge fromthe safety of distance,
but another thing to roll it into practice. "I will, for your sake, try to avoid
Slitherfear." He felt mixed relief and frustration. If only he had the power to
destroy the Squam Secure power, not just a hope. It wouldn't matter if he | ost
the competition for the Ancient site, if he settled with the Squam He could die
sati sfi ed.

"Let's reverse those priorities. W will concentrate on winning the race. If we
lose it, and all is lost, and we know | will die and you will be inprisoned,
then we can go after your eneny. That would be the right tine.'

That made excellent sense. At tinmes the Solarian found channels of |ogic that
were quite val uabl e.

Heem concentrated on his driving, using the jet controls to guide the powerful
little machine through the jungle. These fern-trees differed fromthe plants of
hi s home-planet; they only had partial respiration, depending on a network of
roots to draw sustenance fromthe ground. He had studied this process and
understood its alien nature. The fact that Jessica's visualization enabled him
to perceive the plants with an alien sense only conplenented the effect. Already
he was getting used to vision, and even beginning to think visually.

There was a track in the jungle, circling the | anding area. Heem gui ded the
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machine to follow it, picking up speed. This was not so very different from
space piloting, in spirit.

"But how do we know where we're goi ng?' Jessica asked.

Heem needl ed the tractor's information bank, and it sprayed a display of
variegated flavors. "This is the pattern of the | andscape," he advised her. "The
keyed tastes mark fuel deposits, hazards, safe passages—

"Ch, a map!' she exclained. 'I'mgood at maps. Let ne visualize it—there.'" A

col ored picture-chart forned.

They contenplated it. The nmap indicated that they were on a large island girded
with vol canic nountains, long rivers, broad plains, and deep jungles. At the
center of the island was the destination, the object of the conpetition. The
Ancient site. Heemfelt a thrill of excitenent run through himas he saw'tasted
it, and was not certain whether it was his reaction or hers.

"Both,' Jessica said. 'The fascination of the Ancients appeals to all the

sapi ent species of the Cluster. Even if it wasn't a race, I'd have to hurry to
that site.'

"You know of the Ancients in your section of the Gal axy?" Heem inquired, teasing
her .

"COfF course we know of the Ancients! What do you think we are, savages? It was
the Solarian Flint of Qutworld who saved the MIky Way in the First War of
Energy by penetrating an Ancient site. And | am descended fromthat great man,
and ny hone is the castle where he |iaisoned with Good Queen Bess and started ny
famly line.’

"Roll cool, alien female! So a Solarian has tasted a site. Wo knows, sone
century the Sol ari ans may even achi eve sapi ence.”

She fired a mental needle-kick at him 'You bastard! Just |ike a mal e!

"You invite it. Just like a female."

She needl ed himagain, but this time it was a nore friendly jab, with a faint
and intriguing flavor of sex appeal. Alien she mght be, but she was rem nding
him nmore strongly of Mon of Mrningmst. He renenbered those first happy hours
in the new valley, of association and copul ation

"Just as though there is nothing in the universe except sex,' Jessica said
severely.

"I's there?"

"Ch, pay attention to your map! You're running into a nountain.

So he was, in a manner of tasting. Heem guided the tractor to the side, skirting
the ridge ahead. "According to the map, this is one trail of five threading
through the terrain to the site. The problemis, with fifty tractors and narrow
trails, it nmay beconme crowded."

"Crowded? It nmust be a thousand kil oneters to the site! That's one tractor per
fifty mles, average.'

Heem struggled with the alien neasurenents, unable to reconcile themw th each
other or with his own franme. He had know edge of Sol arian tine-scal es, but not

di stance-scales. "It is about two days' travel by machine, if there are not too
many interruptions. But the tractors will not be evenly spaced; they are
beginning clustered and will proceed at simlar rates, since all are set at the
sanme | evel of propulsion. There will be bl ockages at the difficult passes. If we
get trapped behind such a block, the tractors on all the other trails wll

proceed beyond us. Then we will |ose, regardl ess of what el se happens on our own
trail."
"Ch, | see. So we'd better pick a trail that isn't nuch used—er go

cross-country.'

"No cross-country. Taste these intense lines on the map? Those are | ava runnel s.
This planet is actively volcanic. W can cross only at the bridges."

"So there is still a good deal of luck involved,' she said. 'Those who happen to
be in the wong line, |ose out.

"W nust arrange not to be in the wong line. That way we mitigate chance."
'"CGotcha. Let's study that map nore closely.'

Heem pul l ed the tractor off the trail and parked it behind the | arge clunp of
ferns. "W dare not proceed too far on this trail until we are sure," he jetted.

file:/lIF|/KaZzaA%20Lite/My%20Shared%20Folder/Thousandstar%20by%20Piers%20Anthony.txt (88 of 144) [4/29/03 7:58:25 PM]



file:/lIF|/KaZaA%20L ite/My%20Shared%620Fol der/Thousandstar%20by%20Pi ers%20A nthony .txt

"I dislike delaying, but since the trails do not intersect again until after the
fuel depots—

' Fuel depots?

"W shall have to refuel once. Machines are not civilized; they nmust consune
physi cal chem cals constantly, |ike Squans."

"G ahead and needle it, chauvinist! Like Solarians too! Machines eat.

Yet her words were pleasant, in contrast to her thought. He liked that
counterpoint. In fact, despite what he knew of her nature, he liked her. She
seemed so nuch less |like a Sguam than she had, now that he was well| past the
superficial points. After all, there were quite a nunber of species in the
Cluster that consumed physical substance. Not all creatures who ate and had
Iimbs were inherently evil.

"l should hope not,' Jessica said.

He kept forgetting that she could taste his superficial thoughts. Not that it
mat t er ed, anynore.

"The nost direct route seens to be this one," Heemjetted, nmentally indicating a
line on the map. "Al npst |evel, no swanps, only two | ava bridges. Therefore a

di sproportionate nunber will followit."

"Which nakes it a bad route,' she said. 'Now here is the |ongest, w ndingest,

hilliest route, with six lava crossings. No one will take that one!
"Because anyone who does, will lose the race. Unless all four alternate routes
get clogged."

"Which they might, if all the traffic goes on them But what's to stop spaceship
arrival nunber one fromtaking the shortest tractor route, and zoom ng along it
wi t hout opposition, since no other tractor can catch up?'

"That is an excellent question. It sinply cannot be that sinple. These races are
not designed for that sort of victory. There has to be sonething that prevents a
rollaway victory for the first lander."

"I certainly don't see what—eh, do you nmean nonsters or sonething, lurking for
the first arrivals?

"No, this is supposed to be a | ow hazard conpetition, which nmeans the worst
hazards are the ones we bring with us, |ike other conpetitors. There are very
few animal s on Eccentric, because of its climte. There nmay be undi scovered
nmonsters in the wilds, but not on the marked trails."

"Then it seens to nme it's backward. Each tractor that passes will chew up the
ground sone nore, until it is virtually inpassable. So the first tractor wll
just keep gaining.'

"That depends on the nature of the soil and of the treads. Wth | aydown tracks
i ke these, that approxinmate the sensible | oconotion of HydrGs, the path may get
better and safer each time—=

"That's it!' she exclained. 'The caterpillar treads beat down the brush, press
down the rocks, make a bunpy trail beconme a highway! So the later tractors wll
gain on the first ones, and save fuel.'

"And guarantee pileups,"” Heem agreed. "Yet if we can only gain by being behind,
we can't w n—

"Yes we can! The key is the same as with the spaceships! It's not where you are,
it's how nuch fuel you conserve. If you run econonically, you'll pass the others
in the end. Look at those fuel depots on the map—they' re nearer the |anding
field than they are the Ancient site. How nuch you want to bet that every
tractor will run out of fuel before the end, on that last stretch? So any who
haven't caught on by then, and who continue to waste fuel by forging newtrails
or jamm ng into each other or sinply speedi ng—

"This verges on genius, alien creature! That is the key! Atrap for the stupid
or unthinking. What use to |ead the pack, if your tractor stalls out before the
others and you have to roll on your own power while the others pass you by in
their machi nes? The strategy is to use the nobst-used trail, proceeding slowy
and efficiently, then go ahead at the end."

"Unl ess we get hung up behind a two-day-long traffic jam' she amended. 'Better
to stay up near the front while the fuel depots are ahead, and— She paused.

' Qops—+ just thought, Heem |Is there enough fuel for all the tractors, no matter
when they cone?'
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Heem checked the coding on the map. "These deposits, in the aggregate, have
enough fuel to refill only half the tractors."”

"So there is the other shoe.

"The ot her what?"

"The other part of the trap. Go too fast, you run out of fuel early. Go too
slow, you can't refuel. So you're out either way.'

"This is the kind of maneuvering | understand! W nust proceed rapidly to the
depot, then econonize on the renmi nder."

"I wonder—eould that also be a trap? Everyone racing to the nearest depot—

"I't could be. Yet if we do not race—=~

"I"'mstill suspicious. There's sonething too pat about this. Howis that fue
distributed? | nmean, is there the same anpbunt at each depot—smybe enough for
five tractors? This vitally affects our strategy.

"It does indeed," Heem agreed. This alien was smart! "The map seens to indicate
that all depots are even. The sane anmobunt of fuel at each station.”

"So the depots on the nost popular route will run out first, and the | ateconers
won't be able to cross to sone other depot, will they! Because they're too far

apart. So we'll |ose about half our tractors at the first round, including sone
of the | eaders—and the smart contestants who arrive late will do best to go on
the | east popular trails, in the hope that a fuel refill remains that will put
them back into the race. The last could very well be first.

"Possi bl e. Except that a smart | eader should still be able to stay ahead of a
smart follower. Sonething nore is required.”

"This bad route,' she said. 'It's so very bad, no one in his right mnd would

take it unless he were already so far behind he knew it was the only one with
fuel. But | ook—there's a crossover strip here; you could start on the bad route,
then cross to a better one after the fuel depot.

"Yes. W& nust do that. This delay for reflection may have gai ned us rmuch nore
than we had hoped." Heem started up the tractor and directed it toward the bad
route.

"Still, I wonder,' she nused. 'Wy should they design a route that bad, then put
an escape trail? I'"mgetting paranoid again. Heem is there any way to take
extra fuel at the depot and store it for the end stretch?

"No. Doubtful. The depots deliver a set ampunt by closed connection. Qherw se
the first tractors would steal it all."

"So you can't store it up. You have only one tankful at the end, no matter which
route you're on?'

"True. Perhaps sone fuel fromthe initial tank can be conserved, to stretch the
second; that is all."

"Heem |ook at this bad route. It crosses several |lava runnels, then clinbs
right over a nountain!’

"Yes. Virtually all our fuel would be expended in that ascent."

"But fromthen on, it is all downhill. W could coast alnpbst to the site!’

Heem studied the route, surprised. "That is a better route than it seens. It
provi des el evation at the expense of fuel, but it conserves that elevation unti
the end, when the ride down is free. Provided the tractor achieves the fina

hei ght . "

"So let's stay on it, Heem It's a ganble, but there's a lot to gain. No
traffic, no fuel shortage, and we can take our tractor closer to the Ancient
site than any other way. Because the tractors on the other trails, going on the
|l evel, will have to continue under power, while we can turn off the notor
entirely between clinbs.'

"I agree. W will be anbng the first ten tractors, then, even if we nust trave
far and slow at the outset."

"Al'l because we paused to consider, instead of rushing blindly ahead.' She was
pl eased.

O her tractors were noving, as the spaced-out ships |anded. Here the trail was
wi de; Heem navi gated past two vehicles going in the opposite direction. One was
a sinister Squam the other an Erb. If they were surprised to note the tractor
goi ng the wong way, they did not showit. Probably they felt that every foo
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who |l ost his way was a net gain for the others.

Heem | ocated the bad trail. Sure enough, it was virtually unused; only one or
two tractors had gone before. The path was rough, but far better than straight
uncharted wi | derness. He noved along it at the maxi num speed he judged safe.
Jessica filled in the imagery with growing detail, until Heem al nost found

hi msel f thinking visually despite his know edge that it wasn't real. The clunps
of ferns had thickened into a dense jungle, their |eaves interlocking so that no
tractor could pass between the plants; there was no choice except to renmain on
the carved trail

"Yet no big trees,' Jessica remarked. 'These all |ook as though they just sprang
up this season.

"They did. The eclipse-winter w pes out everything. The air freezes and settles
to the planetary surface, and all organic structures shatter and are reduced to
powder. In the spring there is only nutrient dust, with the seeds of the new
life enbedded. "

"Al'l new, every year!' she said. 'But how can ani nmals grow from seed?

"Your ki nd does not grow from seed?"

"Not that way. We give live birth.'

"l do not conprehend."

"The offspring are born fromthe body of the nother. Sone other Sol arian species
| ay eggs, whil e—-how do HydrOs do it?'

"W seed.”

"You nmean |ike vegetable seeds? In that case why couldn't your seeds survive the
wi nter here, buried in frozen mulch the way the native seeds do. You could

col oni ze the planet.’

"Not like vegetable seeds. HydrGs are always ani mate, conscious, though we soon

forget our earliest nonments, even before nmetanorphosis. My illegal nenories go
back only until the time | was half grown, when the majority of my siblings had
al ready perished. Freezing would kill us. W nust have hydrogen to consune, and

be warm enough to process it."

'How do you draw energy fromgas? |'ve never been clear on that.

"It is a natural process requiring no intellect. | suppose it is no nore conpl ex
than the way you Sol ari ans process physical food. Sone heat is rel eased, which
we regulate to facilitate the process, and on occasi on when we require hot
weapon needl ej et s—

Anot her tractor was comi ng up on them from behi nd, gaining on themas they had
conj ectured woul d be the case.

"We should let it pass,' Jessica said. 'Then we can follow, saving fuel. If the
refueling is a set anpbunt, there nust be about twice that capacity in the
tractor, so that units will neither run out early nor overflow Anything we save
now wi || contribute that nuch to our progress at the end.

"True. But if we sinply draw aside and let the vehicle pass, that entity will be
suspi cious, and may decline to take the lead. We must yield the lead only with
seem ng rel uctance."

'Say, yes! You really are smart, Heenml' Flattered, Heem did not respond. She was
quite intelligent herself, once he allowed for the facts of her alienness and

f emal eness.

The pursuing tractor came close. Now Heem tasted the environnment of its
occupant. "That's an Erb," he jetted. "Nothing to worry about."

"An Erb could win this race, you know,' Jessica warned him 'An Erb in a tractor
could run you off the road just as easily as a Squam coul d.'

"Never," Heem sprayed, unworried. "Erbs cannot conpete with HydrGs. They're only
plants. "

"Plants?' she demanded incredul ously. 'That's not the way | renenber it from our
| ast di scussion on the subject. You told ne they were sapient, with novable

| eaf -unbrellas they used to fetch in light energy, and that they coul d defeat
Squans in conbat. That's quite a bit for a plant!’

Now t he other tractor was right behind them Heem nmaneuvered to block its
forward progress, as though afraid it would pass them "They draw nutrients from
the ground, like other plants. These tractors have mul ch-beds bottoning the
occupation conpartnments, so as to be serviceable for the Erb's roots. That is

file:/lIF|/KaZzaA%20Lite/My%20Shared%20Folder/Thousandstar%20by%20Piers%20Anthony.txt (91 of 144) [4/29/03 7:58:25 PM]



file:/lIF|/KaZaA%20L ite/My%20Shared%620Fol der/Thousandstar%20by%20Pi ers%20A nthony .txt

al so why the conpartnments are open; the Erbs need access to light."

"I"'mstill grasping, Heem | understand all this intellectually, but | want to
forman image for us to ook at right now'

Heem concentrated, trying to convert his taste-inpression to a visual one. \Wen
Jessica was doing the inmagery it cane easily, if inaccurately. For himit was
much harder.

"Here, 1'lIl help you. Like this? She nmade a picture of a giant green fernlike
thing, its fronds waving gently in the breeze.
"No, not at all like that," Heem sprayed. "Erbs are not green. They don't wave.

They— He focused on the taste. Actually, since he had never seen an Erb-no
Hydr O had! —he coul d not be sure of the color, but knewit did not match that of
nost vegetati on.

The picture fuzzed and changed as they adjusted it. Suddenly the real Erb drew
al ongsi de; Heem had not paid proper attention to his nmaneuvering. He tried to
crowd, too |ate.

"Let it by,' Jessica nurnured. 'That's what we want, renenber?

Heem had al nost forgotten. He allowed his tractor to | ose ground slowy, and the
Erb westled the lead fromhim As Heemfell behind, he picked up a clear nedl ey
of tastes carried back on the wind, and suddenly Jessica's picture firned.

It was of a golden colum swelling into a splay of tendrils bel ow and a cone
openi ng out above, forned of overlapping netallic petals.

‘| see,' Jessica said. 'It gathers light by spreading its leaves into a ful
circle. But what about days when there is no direct sunlight? It can't store
enough energy fromthe sun to naintain an active life-style, can it?

Heem struggled with the picture, adjusting it. The Erb's cone opened into a
disk, the disk tilted to face the wind, and the petals angled separately to form
vanes. The wi nd caught them driving themin a circle about the axis; the force
of the wind was being transnmuted into torque that spun down into the body of the
plant. "Awindmll!' Jessica exclained. 'Now at last | see it! You tried to
explain it before, but—

The Erb's tractor was now ahead, and proceeding slightly nore slowy on the

| ess-beaten track. Heem edged off, allowing his own tractor to fall slowy
further behind, so that the Erb would not realize the truth. In the process,
Heem i ncreased his fuel econony significantly.

"But how does the Erb defend itself froma horror |like the Squan?' Jessica
asked. 'You said Erbs could beat Squans, didn't you? Somnething about drilling?
"The |l eaves mass into a drill-cone," Heem sprayed, nodifying the picture again.
He was getting better at this. The secret was to fornulate an extrenely detail ed
conception, then project that detail. Any aspect that was vague in his mnd, was
vague in the image. This was good discipline! "Visualize a Squam attacki ng the
Erb." Jessica obligingly conjured the inmage of a Squam It | ooked sonewhat

alien, as she was to a certain extent drawi ng on her own experience of fanged
reptiles, but it sufficed. The Squam slithered toward the Erb, its triple arns
ext ended, each triple pincers open

The inmage-Erb rotated to aimits wedged | eaves at the Squam The nmass spun on
its axle-stalk as the windm ||l had, but nowit was driven frominside. As the
Squam cane cl ose, the cone angled to point at the Squamis torso and drove
forward

The screwthread configuration bit into the body, catching under the scal es and
jamm ng themapart. In a nmonent the body of the Squamwas split open, its hard
scal es unable to resist the overpowering | everage of the spiraling wedge. The
Squam was badly injured and woul d soon die.

"Now at last | understand that too,' Jessica agreed, blanking out the vision
"Torque wins the day! And | see how the drill would not work agai nst the protean
body of a HydrO It really is scissors-paper-rock.

"It really is what?" Heem asked, confused by her flurry of concepts.

She explained, carefully illustrating with pictures. 'Scissors are closing sharp
edges that sheer through paper, defeating it. But paper waps rock, snothering
it. And rock smashes scissors. So each beats the other, in a vicious circle.
That's what it is with Squans, HydrGs, and Erbs. Squans have sci ssors-pincers
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that cut through the soft paper-flesh of HydrGs, but the rock-hard drill of an
Erb snmashes the scissors. And the Hydr Os—how do the HydrOs overcone Erbs? | know
you told nme before, but—

"W wrap them" Heemadmitted. "W surround themand jet themw th hot water
They can bl ock the pincers of the Squans, but not our liquid."

The tractor forged on, readily handling the curves and rises of the trail. 'You
know, the nore | learn of your way of life, the nore | appreciate it,' Jessica
observed. Then she corrected herself. '"No, | don't really like it; | much prefer

my human node. But yet your schenme of things has its appeal +et ne isolate

thi s—sonething attracts ne—

"Your Sol arian existence remains alien to me in nost respects,” Heemjetted.
"But in your node of raising offspring, and you yourself—+ find nyself w shing
that you were a HydrQO. "

"Wll, | ama HydrO for the nonce. |I'm occupying your body, aren't |7?

"A separate HydrO. One | could copulate with."

'One you coul d—what a thing to say!' she exclainmed, a sort of pleased anger
washi ng through her aspect of his mnd. 'Every tinme | think we are making
progress, you come up wth—

"I regret," Heemjetted quickly. "I forgot that your king regards copul ation as
i ndecent. | withdraw the thought."
'Heem you can't withdraw a thought! And ny kind doesn't regard—well, | don't,

anyway! |—you just caught ne by surprise. W Sol arians don't—+ mean such things
are not baldly stated, but | guess they are felt. In fact, my clone-brother,
who's really ne in male guise, a Y chronosone in place of an X+—+ guess what
you're really saying is a natural urge—

"I regret offending you. | feel toward you sonewhat as | felt toward Mon of
Mor ni ngmi st, and | now amnore fanmiliar with you than | was with her when she—=
"You only knew her a few days before she died,' Jessica agreed. '| have been

with you a simlar period, and we have solved a concepts-riddle and raced in
space and bypassed a bl ack hol e al ready. How coul d anything you say cause ne
offense? I"'m4+"'mclarifying ny owmn feelings to nmyself now, nmore than to you. I'm
surprised, but—deeply pleased, Heem |—+ do want your respect. Because | have
conme to respect you. You really are quite a man in your fashion.

"I ama HydrO not a man."

'Yes, yes of course, Heem | spoke figuratively. Wat | nmeant was, |—+-eh, God,
my culture nmakes this hard for ne, and | thought | was |liberated! But | want to
be honest I+ wish | were that lady HydrO. So | coul d+ know sex isn't serious
with you, but often it isn't with us, either. Not reproduction-serious.
Sonetinmes it's just a nmutual recognition of feeling, and—

"But we are of differing species," Heemprotested, intrigued. He had been
appal l ed by the presence of a female mind in his; now he preferred it.

"Are we really, Heen? |Is that so inportant? Qur physical bodies differ, but our
m nds agree on the fundanental things, |ike not |eaving babies alone to die. If

I could occupy the body of a separate HydrO a fenale, would it be wong—what we
m ght do?'

"No!" he sprayed explosively. "It would not be wong!"

"After all, creatures in transfer do all sorts of things. That's the nature of
transfer. It |leads to understandi ng, reduces alienophobia, spreads information.
When in Rome—

"When in what condition?"

" Condi tion?

"l did not recognize the condition of Rone."

"Ch. That's a city on ancient Earth, the Solarian home-world. My planet circling
Capella is just a colony, as your Planet Inpasse is. Wiat | nmeant was that when
one is in transfer, one does what the host does. Expresses oneself in the nmanner
of the host, though it differs from—I mean, when I'min HydrO host, it should
be right to—

"But you are in a nmale body."

"I wish |l weren't. | want a fermale body. Truth is, | nmight as well have been in
a mal e body back in System Capella, since | had to act rmal e anyway. This isn't
so much of a change after all! But | hate it. | wish | were female, so
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coul d—oul d at | east greet you in the HydrO nmanner. As Moon of Morningm st did
Before | went hone.'

Bef ore she went hone. Heem abruptly realized that his aversion to her intrusion
into his private nental space had not nerely dissipated; it had been replaced by
positive feeling. He liked her very well, and no | onger wanted her to go. Yes,
she was alien, and fermal e—but she alone did not condem his shanme of the valley
of Mbrningm st. She had provided himwi th the useful new perception of sight,
that would be | ost when she went. Only a mind geared to vision could nake it
wor k. She wanted to go, but he wanted her to stay.

"Way thank you, Heem'

Heem sprayed an expl osive epithet. That dammed un-privacy of thought... was al so
becom ng nore appealing. He was not al one.
'Look, Heem | feel the same. | was aware of your reactions when | Kkissed you,

and | didn't want to tease you, so | shut up. But | do—wi sh | could stay.
can't stay; we both know that. We have to win this conpetition and get ne

transferred back. Gtherwise you'll be injail, and | will perish as ny aura
fades. So there is absolutely no sense in—n our getting involved with each
ot her, because even if it were possible it would still be inpossible.’

She made a certain female sense. If they failed to win the conpetition, both
would die. Slowy, horribly, suffering stifling confinenent of one kind or
another. If they won, they would separate, and live half the Gal axy apart. Even
if Jessica could mattermit in her own physical body to his world, or he to hers,
they would be of two conpletely alien species. Meanwhile, they were together—-and
could do nothing, because they had between themonly a single body. So she was
exactly correct; even if it were possible, it would be inpossible. Therefore it
was poi ntless and foolish even to speculate on alternatives; it was a dead

i ssue.

Yet sonehow it did not feel dead. Suppose they failed in the conpetition, but
remai ned free on Planet Eccentric? At |east they would be together, and could
wait for the killing winter in conpany. He wanted her with him even on that
basis. It was an enotion he had not felt before, this willingness, even desire,
to sacrifice everything else for the nere sake of the conpany of another
creature.

' Maybe your species doesn't have that enotion,' Jessica said. 'Your couples
don't seemto stay together after reproducing. Anong our kind it is called

| ove.'

"l have never tasted that concept before,” Heemadmtted. "It nust be another
crossover fromyour being, like the ability to see. | do not know how to dea
withit."

"You shouldn't have to, Heem It is unfair to nake your kind react to an enotion
it doesn't possess naturally. I'Il try to blot it out—

"No! | do not conprehend it, but it relates to you and | nust keep it. It is a
torment that | like."

'Ch, damm, Heem' Yet she was pl eased.

Then he had another realization. "The conpetiti on—e do not have to win. | wll
yield nyself to the authorities, and they will transfer you back—

"And inmprison you. | will not have ny freedomthat way.

"But if | am dooned anyway—

"You are not doomed. You can have the rest of the summer season of Eccentric
free, then perish as you prefer, by the action of the Hole. Reaching to claim
you in the formof the eclipse. It is right for you, Heem and | would not deny
you that.'

"l do not want freedomif you die!"

"Heem if you go to prison, ny heart goes to prison with you, no matter where ny
body is, or ny aura. You try to turn yourself in, and | will paralyze you with
my screans. W are not going to separate that way. Only if we win, so that |
know you have a future—then |I can go hone.'

And she was not bluffing. She was as foolishly principled as he. "Then we nust
wn. "

"W won't win if we don't pay nore attention to where we're going. Wiy don't you
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stop trying to argue with femal es and get to work?' But she sent hima Kkiss.
According to the map, they were nearing the first bridge. The tractor energed
fromthe jungle, and there was an awful flavor of molten rock

"Flowing lava!' Jessica exclaimed with a thrill of horror. 'So it really is
true! The vol canoes really are active here!' Wrking fromhis taste, she made a
visual picture: a cleft in the ground, brinming with glowing red liquid rock
that sizzled its way downhill

A tractor ground up frombehind. Two tractors, three. The later arrivals were
taking to this "poor" route in greater nunbers, evidently reasoning that it was,
after all, the best prospect, just as Heem and Jessica had. Heem concentrat ed,
and picked up the tastes: the new contestants were a HydrO a Squam and an Erb.
They qui ckly spread out on the wi der path beside the |ava channel and raced
toward the bridge ahead.

"W'd better nmove, if we want to keep our place,' Jessica said.

"W know one Erb is ahead of us," Heem responded. "I judge fromthe nature of
the flavor of the trail that there were no nore than two tractors ahead of that
one. |If we assunme there is fuel at the depot for five tractors, we can | et one
of the follow ng machi nes pass us, no nore—and our path will be easier if we do
| et that one ahead."

That's cutting it close, Heem'

"W nust cut close to win. W nust conserve fuel, building up reserve. In the
final stage, those who have planned nost carefully will prevail—-and we nust be
anong the first five."

"First five? Wiy that nunber? There is no cutoff here, is there?

"I believe all tractors will exhaust their fuel before the finish, as we

surm sed. The | eaders will be strung out, perhaps widely. W shall have to
proceed w t hout machines. There should be a chance to pass a fewbut if we are
not near enough the | ead, we shall have no chance. | deemfive to be the only
ones having fair chance."

‘"Il see. You're right, of course. You thought it through better than | did. Very
well, we'll play it close now, so we'll have the edge when it counts.

The three tractors were not conserving fuel at all. Each was racing to be first.
It was now evident that there was no absolute linmt on tractor velocity,
contrary to Heemi s assunption. But the faster a given vehicle noved, the nore
wastefully it expended its fuel. Either these drivers had not cal cul ated as
preci sely as Heem had, or they did not know precisely where the limt was. Each
wanted to be sure of obtaining refueling.

No—they were not nerely racing, they were fighting. The Erb was in the center,
with the best track, but as it drew ahead the others closed in fromthe sides to
bang against it, disrupting its progress. Jessica patched together her picture
fromHeem s taste and vibration perceptions, showing the three tractors skew ng
al ong.

"I think we had better stay clear of that," Heemjetted, accelerating their own
tractor. "There is no fuel econony to be gained in that nelee."

But there was another clang of contact. Al three pursuers skewed, and the Erb
bounced ahead. Heem had to veer out of the path to prevent it from bunping him
That put himin front of the other HydrO and he had to steer on out to the
jungle to avoid it. The foliage entangled his treads, and he had to sl ow

Al'l three tractors shot past him In one mscal culation, he had |ost his place.
I nstead of crossing the bridge ahead of the three, he would cross behind.
"Food! " he swore.

Jessica, as tense as he, broke into hysterical nental |aughter. 'To you, the
foul est concept is food,' she gasped. 'To us, it is excrenent, or—

Heem angrily naneuvered the nachi ne back onto the center path. "Or what ?"

"Or copul ation.'

Now it was his turn to signify mirth. "You Solarians are truly, wondrously
alien! Copulation is your foul est concept?" The tractor resunmed speed, noving
wel |, gaining on the others—but Heem knew he woul d have to pass two of them
somewher e between the bridge and the fuel depot That would be difficult, and
cost himfuel. He should have crossed the bridge first, then allowed one tractor
to pass himwhen all were conveniently spaced out.
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"It is sort of silly,' Jessica admtted. 'We have good terns and bad terns for
the sane things. Things that are quite natural and necessary. Your way nakes
nore sense. Your expletive relates to a function alien to your netabolism'

Now the bridge canme into clear perception. It was, by the taste of its anbience
that Jessica translated into another picture, a narrow span of hardened | ava
archi ng over the channel, w de enough for one tractor at a tine. It seened to be
a natural span; easier for the Conpetition Authority to direct a path to it than
to build a bridge over flow ng stone.

The Erb charged up and onto it, lifting above the liquid |ava. The passage had
to be quick, because the air was quite hot in that vicinity. Both HydrO and
Squam skewed to a halt. "The weight of two tractors mght collapse it," Heem
expl ai ned, slowing his own vehicle. "No use to crowd past if it only neans
destruction; we have to let the Erb clear first."

"At least we know it's safe for one, because the first Erb crossed it.'

Then, as this Erb reached the apex, the bridge collapsed. Lava-rock and tractor
pl unged into the boiling river. The channel was narrow, blocked by this nass,
the lava foaned up and overflowed its bed. Hastily, the three remaining tractors
spun about and accelerated into the jungle, getting clear of the wdely
spreading liquid. The vegetation it touched burst into flane.

Soon the bl ockage nelted, and the | ava overflow receded, returning slowy to its
channel . Much of it renmined, cooling and hardening, unable to flow. A small new
| ava plain had been fornmed. But the bridge was gone. A small section of hardened
| ava had forned at the height of the overflow, and now represented the begi nning
of a new bridge. This denpnstrated how these things occurred, but it was hardly
safe to use now, it would have to cool for many days

"What do we do now?" Jessica asked dispiritedly.

"We followthe Erb into the flow," Heemresponded, his own hopes destroyed.

Her spirit revived abruptly. 'OCh no we don't! There's got to be a way to

conti nue!'

The Squam tractor noved slowy toward them Heem wondered whether it could be
Slitherfear, and prepared hinself for a battle in tractors, but soon the
taste-pattern showed it was a stranger. A peculiar rapping cane fromits
occupant: the sign-signal of truce

"Um let nme handle this,' Jessica said. 'I'mcloser to the Squamtype than you
are. We're all in the sane boat, now ' Heem acqui esced, not w shing to converse
with the nonster, and she used his body to needle a tractor control. The tractor
made a simlar knocking sound, agreeing to the truce.

The ot her HydrO echoed the sound, and cane cl ose.

"HydrO " the Squam sprayed, using its tractor's short-range conmuni cator. The
broadcast nessage energed fromHeemis unit in HydrO translation, since he had
been using HydrO controls. The Squam of course, had not really sprayed. "W are
conpetitors, but face a common problem Unless we can proceed, all have lost."
Extrenely true. "Agreed,"” Jessica jetted into their own tractor's unit, know ng
that the receiving Sqguamunit would translate it into the series of noises that
was its | anguage.

"Know you who passed |last this bridge?"

"An Erb was ahead of us," Jessica jetted.

"Coul d that Erb have sabotaged the bridge?"

"Trust a Squamto think of that!' Heem sprayed internally. 'O course that
happened! It nust have knocked out part of the rock fromthe far side, weakening
the structure. So that no one could overtake it.

"We believe it did," Jessica jetted to the Sguam Now that it was close, her
picture was clear. It reposed coiled in the conpartnent, both extremties bel ow,
its three Iinbs extended upward fromthe el evated center section. Three

pi ncer-fingers on each Iinb were spread. The creature's hue was dark, its scales
glinting netallically, and its nether portion was very like a serpent. There was
no Sol arian anal ogy for the rest, so the picture becane fuzzy.

"Qur map suggests another potential natural crossing, downstream where the |ava
spreads and cools," the Squam continued. "But the terrain is rugged, probably
too arduous for a single vehicle. WIIl you assist, so that one or two of us may
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reenter the race?"

"No!" Heem sprayed.

"Yes," Jessica agreed even as he objected.

' Cooperate with a Squanf?' Heem denanded. This is inpossible!

"Yes," cane the other HydrO s spray.

"I't is possible and necessary," Jessica told Heeminternally. "The Squamis
bei ng positive; we nust be the sane."

'No Squam can be trusted!'

"W are not sure of that. Surely Squanms differ, just as Erbs do. As HydrGs do.
We had not expected such vicious tactics froman Erb, had we? And the other
Hydr O does not seemto fear Squans the way you do. You have Sgquam phobi a, Heem
it may be unjustified.”

"Unjustified! A Squamkilled Mon of —

"A Squam yes; this Squam no."

"W shall have to use lines to anchor our vehicles to each other, to navigate
rough terrain," the Squam conmuni cated, "Shall we agree to resune the race in
the same order we reached the bridge, at such time as we achi eve crossing?"

That left Heemis tractor last. Still, it seenmed fair. "No, it isn't fair!' Heem
protested. "All three of us will be well behind the pace.

"That's not the Squanis fault," she remi nded him Then, to the Squam "Agreed."
There was a brief dialogue between the Squam and the other HydrQ, determ ning
who was first. Then the quest for the natural crossing commenced. They all knew
that speed was of the essence.

Of the path, progress was a challenge. The ferns crowded in as close to the

| ava channel as the heat pernmitted, leaving little roomfor the tractors. They
proceeded single file, slowy.

Then the channel becane shallow The |ava overfl owed in disciplined fashion,

t hi nning and sl owi ng and hardeni ng. Flood plains had forned and turned to solid
stone and been overrun by new fl oods, so that there were many step-I|ayers.
Several new channel s had been cut through this |andscape, but even the cool rock
was extremely irregular. The Squanmis tractor halted. "W nust survey," the Squam
conmuni cat ed

Al'l three occupants dismounted fromtheir tractors. The two HydrGs net the
Squam Now no linguistic comunication with the Squam was possible, but it
wasn't necessary. They knew what they had to do.

They spread out, surveying the |lava-beds. The rock was warmin places, hot in
others; they had to discover a route that was cool enough and stout enough to be
firmunder the weight of a tractor.

In one place the lava formed a veritable mountain, as though it had nade a vast
bubbl e when hot, which firnmed and was overlaid with subsequent | ava. The far
side of this dome was across the original channel; Heemcould taste the
veget ati on beyond. The burningly hot |ava flow plunged out of perception
somewher e beneath this done. This was a giant bridge!

They returned to their vehicles, consulted, and agreed: they would try to cross
this donme. It seenmed firm enough to support the weight. But its sides were

st eep.

"A winch," Jessica said. "One tractor here, pulling, the cable guided over the
curvature. The other tractor there, pushing the third. Once the third is over
the hunp, it can winch the others up the incline." She returned to their
tractor's comunicator so she could make this clear to the Squam

The Sguam agreed. Since Jessica had suggested it, she and Heem had the privilege
of making the first attenpt. Each tractor had a wi nch—they were nul ti-purpose
vehi cl es—but the reach was not |ong enough. They had to hook two cabl es together
end to end. Then the Squam parked as close to the hot-lava fl ow as possible, and
used his pincers to string the Iinked cables over the done, catching themin a
crevice so they would not slip off side-wise. The other HydrO a female, nosed
her vehicle forward to push

"If this does not work,' Heem sprayed norbidly, 'we shall be first into the
flow, after all.'

"Or stuck on top of this dome," Jessica said cheerfully.

Push and pull. Heem put his treads in notion. They skidded, for the incline here
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was al nost vertical. Then the cable carried the front end up. The tractor tilted
alarmingly and tried to skew to the side; then the treads caught and hel ped it
lift up the slope. The angle woul d have been inpossible without the w nch
Heem st opped at the top, where the bubble was | evel. The Squam the only
creature facile at this sort of thing, slithered up to disconnect the w nch.
Then Heem turned his vehicle around, on top of the done, while the Squam drove
around to the spot Heenmis tractor had started from They reconnected the

wi nches, and Heem backed his tractor down the far slope until the rear treads
struck the ground. He was across!

Now t he ot her HydrO nudged up to push the Squam while Heem started w nching in.
The Squam s tractor-nose cane up. The stiffest haul was while the vehicle's
treads were skidding, for the cable now went entirely over the done, with a fair
amount of friction. Alnost, it seened Heem's own tractor was about to be haul ed
up instead, though he had his treads | ocked. Yet the powerful w nches kept
drawing in. Heemworried about the fuel expenditure.

Then, abruptly, the cable went slack—and taut again, yanking Heemi's tractor
monentarily off its back threads. Then the cabl e snapped, and the tractor
dropped. Jessica screaned.

"Don't do that!" Heem sprayed, trying to danp down the searing enotion. He shut
off the nmotor and rolled out of the tractor. He found a channel and noved up the
sl ope of the dome with al nost the dispatch of a flatfloater. The Squanis tractor
had broken through a portion of the done and fallen below. Now it lay in what
Jessica's picture showed as a pool of light fromthe hole, overturned.

"One Squam departed,"” Heemremarked, not unduly disturbed.

"W don't know that!' Jessica said. 'Get down there and check. It's a living
creature who hel ped us; we nust help it.

"But it's hopeless. Even if the nonster lives, the tractor is defunct.
The other HydrO joined them "That crust was weaker than we thought," she
sprayed. "The changed angl e of draw—=

"Get down there, Heem' Jessica repeated warningly. Heemyiel ded. The notion of
hel ping a Squam was still new to him but he found it hard to protest what
Jessica really wanted. She was so beautifully righteous in her enotion. "W nust
verify the condition of the Squam" he sprayed to the HydrQO

"Why?" she asked reasonably.

Heem hesitated. 'If you don't answer, | will!"' Jessica told him

"The Squamis a sapient creature,"” Heem sprayed reluctantly. "He was hel pi ng us.
We were operating under truce. To neglect himnow would be to assune conplicity
in his destruction, violating that truce."

"Perhaps so," the HydrO agreed distastefully. The rubble of the coll apse
descended at a navi gable angle down fromthe HydrOs tractor. They rolled
careful ly down.

"Squam " Heem sprayed. "Do you survive?' In a nonent the other HydrO s tractor
sprayed the reply. It seened the Squam spoke into his own unit, which was stil
broadcasting. Thus the taste, a bit blurred by distance, wafted down from behi nd
them "I amcrushed, yet | survive. | shall not live |long w thout assistance."
Heem hesitated again, but Jessica needled him "Wat assistance may we proffer,
Squan?" As his jet reached the other HydrOs tractor, Heemfelt the harsh

vi brations of the Squams tractor-unit translating.

Then the indirect response canme back. "Only to notify the Conpetition Authority.
I require serious nedication."

"l doubt our radios will reach," Heem sprayed. "They are intended only for
short-range comruni cation, as now, and we are far off the charted route.

believe there is a call-in unit at the fueling depot. But only nmy tractor is
across; | would have to | eave you both here and go to it alone.”

"This is the luck of the situation,” the other HydrO sprayed. "I am out of the
race."

So she was. There was no way now to get her vehicle across. Heem addressed the
Squam again. "May we hel p renove you from your vehicle?"

"This woul d be appreciated,” the Squam agreed. "I amin sone pain, and greater
freedomwoul d enable ne to alleviate it somewhat."
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They used the other HydrO s winch to haul large fragnments of |ava-rock away,
then jetted the sand and dust clear. Jessica watched with interest; she adnitted
to wonderi ng how handl ess creatures noved things, and now saw t he techni que of
jetting out snall debris frombeneath so that the | arge pieces could roll

In due course they had excavated a tunnel under the inverted tractor. The Squam
dropped down and haul ed hinsel f al ong by nmeans of two |inbs. The third was
broken, and a section of his body was indeed crushed, with ichor |eaking slowy
fromit.

They hel ped the Squam get set up beside his tractor

"This is an unanticipated kindness, from your species," the Squam remarked.

"W operate under truce," Heemreninded him "You were assisting us; now we

assi st you."

"It is good that you are not like so many of your kind, who hate ny kind without
reason. "

Heem felt like needlejetting the nmonster's remaining |inbs, but Jessica
restrained him 'He is not Slitherfear! He has played straight with us! Don't
you forget that!'

"There is honor apart from species,
kind, but there is also your transferee to consider.'
savagel y at Jessica

"Then I will assist you," the Squamreplied. "My transferee is Trant of Trammel,
who has nade a study of the habitats of sapients. He inforns nme that this cave
has the aspect of a suitable breeding |locale for HydrGCs."

The female HydrO reacted. "I am Geel of Genflower. In what way is this cave
proof agai nst the ravage of w nter?"

"It is heated by the subterranean |ava-flow, " Trant of Trammel responded via the
Squam "Protected fromexterior storns, it nmaintains a survivable anbi ence even
in the depths of the eclipse. Note that fungoid growth exists here that is
several seasons' cul nmination. Your kind, independent of |ight and food, can
survive here—at least for the brief period of extrene cold on the surface."

"It is true!" Ceel sprayed. "By happenstance we have conme upon the neans to
colonize this plant! W nust seed it!"

"Brother!' Jessica remarked. 'Tal k about single-mnded femal es!’

Heem felt suddenly tight. Thus abruptly, the issue of reproducti on was upon him
again. "It is not a vacant region," he protested. "The Squamis here."

"W are aware of your concern," the Squam conmmuni cat ed. "Squans have been known
to prey on the young of your kind, though this is forbidden by the articles of

Heem sprayed. "I amnot partial to your
" And ny own! he thought

conprom se of Planet |npasse. | point out, however, that even were | an outlaw
individual, I amlargely imobile, probably incapable of catching a rolling
Hydr O of any size. In any event, if you notify the Conmpetition Authority of ny
presence here, | will be renoved, and the cave will then be secure."

How neatly the creature had refuted his objection! Heemwas forced to confront
again the issue that had destroyed himbefore. Should he allow hinself to
reproduce his kind, or remain firmin his negation? If he refused again, even
victory in the conpetition would not absolve him but if he acceded—

'"Ch, go ahead, Heem do it!' Jessica said.

That was a shock. "I thought you agreed with ny position!"

'l do agree. But this is a different situation. There are no natural predators
here. You can seal off this cave, and after the conpetition you can return to
rejoin the femal e and rai se your offspring yourself. Heem you have a chance to
do it right, this time—and in the process to nake a good life for yourself if
you don't win the contest. You won't have to die in the Eccentric wi nter!

This was a new flavor! She was correct. He could alleviate his major objection
to the HydrO node of reproduction, and exonerate his treason—w thout sacrificing

his chance in the conpetition. Still, he hesitated. "You cannot survive, if—=
"This makes no difference to nmy survival, Heem |f you win the conpetition, |
live; if you lose, | die. The only thing you can safeguard is your own surviva

and status.'

"I f anything happened, and | could not return—

"Ceel of Genflower will still be here, won't she? Her tractor is stuck on the
wong side of the bubble; she can't cross, and probably doesn't have enough fue
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to nmake it back to the spacefield. She has to stay—and what nother woul dn't?
"My nother wouldn't!" Heem needl ed. "Neither parent remained in H ghfalls—er in
Morni ngmi st. Adult HydrOs do not renmmin where they seed; they leave it enpty,
letting the offspring suffer without protection, without information. Geel will
depart with the Conpetition Authority when it cones to pick up Trant of Trammel
and his Squam host."

"Wl l, nmaybe so, for her. But this time it will still be different—because
you'll be in charge, Heem'
Sonething was still bothering him "You—-how can you, a female in nmy mnd, that I

supposed was interested i n—how can you favor—=2" H s thought becane inchoate.
"What do you think | am-a jeal ous bitch? Don't answer that! You want the truth,
you deserve the truth. | amjeal ous—but | amalso mghty curious about exactly
how the HydrOs reproduce. | can't learn it fromyour nmind, because you honestly
don't know all of it. | want to know, because— Here she paused, and a flavor of
defiant shane washed through them 'Because | nmight want to do it nyself,
soneday, if there were ever opportunity. | know that will never be, so it is
academc, a pipe dream but if | admt that, I'mreally admtting that |'m not
going to survive... hell, Heem maybe | just want a surrogate experience. It

m ght be better than nothing, which is what | face otherwise. O naybe | want to
see what it's like fromthe male view, watching you. I've had to fake the nale
view for so long, |+ don't claimny notives are all pure and i nnocent and
unconplicated. Maybe | ama voyeur at heart. Anyway, | really think you should
do it—then get on with the conpetition. Because |I'mnot forgetting for a nonent
that I'lIl never get home unless you win!'

Yet Heem could not conme to a decision. Something still bothered himabout this.
"We nust inspect the cave," he sprayed externally. "It may prove to be |ess
suitabl e than anticipated." The cave—er the situation?

He and Ceel rolled around the cave. It was large, with many bypasses and

al ternate chanbers, but there seemed to be no exits not bl ocked by hot |ava
rivulets except the one the tractor had made. The cold woul d undoubtedly enter
that hole, in winter, but there seenmed to be a nunber of al coves beside hot | ava
that would remain warmregardl ess. There would need to be a constant source of
hydrogen, and the hole would provide that; frozen gases would enter and
evaporate and suffuse the passages. Fungus grew profusely in nmany places, and
there were no predatory creatures. Then, in the spring, the great outdoors would
come to life, an entire world open to the energing juvenile HydrGs. It was, by
Hydr O definition, ideal

'So what's bothering you?' Jessica demanded. 'Still shy about letting ne snoop
on your act of procreation?

"Perhaps," he admitted.

"Wll, do it anyway. You can't let foolish foibles restrain you.

Then he had it. "They will all be of one sex. Were will any of themfind

mat es?"

"The first visiting HydrO of the right sex fromlInpasse will take care of
that—+f there is a suitable place,' she pointed out. '"If not, then it hardly
matters; HydrOs don't reproduce unless the |ocal e exists.

Heemtasted no alternative. Urged fromw thout and within by these two fenal es,
and pushed by his own nature, which did indeed feel the inperative to seed so
suitable a place, he had to do it. Yet he did not like being trapped by

circunstance. "If ever there is occasion for nme to needl e one of your
fundanental shames— Heem t hought viciously at Jessica.
"When that time comes, I'll take ny nedicine like a good girl. But it won't.

You'd have to catch me in human guise and rip nmy clothes off in public while
everyone | aughed, just as in ny nightmare, and there's really no way, let's face
it. Now you stop stalling and do what has to be done.’

She was baiting him and they both knew it. Still, there was a bitter taste of
wrongness in Heem He feared sone catastrophe, yet could not define it.
Gradual |y, as he explored the caves, Jessica's logic prevailed. H s objections
to his species' npde of reproduction had been alleviated. If he failed to win
the conpetition, he could still return here, secure fromhis own kind, and
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attend to the growing offspring. He could warn them about the com ng whiter, if
they did not know, so that none woul d be caught outside. He could alert themto
the threat of Squanms, and instruct them how best to defend thensel ves.

"And if you lose the conpetition, | will remain with you until ny aura fades,’
Jessica renminded him 'I will help you raise your juveniles.'

And how could he tell her no? If he sent her back to her own body, he would be
prisoner, and not be able to return to his litter. The trap was inevitably

cl osi ng.

They returned to the tractor, where the Squam waited. "You were correct, Squam"
Geel sprayed. "This region nmust be seeded; it will preserve our litter through
the winter, and in spring they can spread again across the planet."

"Only be sure that you have nme renoved," the Squamreplied. "Then you need have
no concern about the natural nenaces."

Smart Squanl He no |longer had to take the assistance of the HydrOs on faith; he
knew they woul d see to his rescue. Was that the real reason he had identified
this ideal habitat?

Heem found hinmself at the point of decision—and found that it had already
passed. He was ready to seed this cave. This readiness was a phenonenal reli ef
to him It had not been easy or confortable to oppose the tradition and urge of
his culture and ki nd.

Geel of Genflower rolled close to him spraying out her copulative flavor. It
was not as enticing as that of Mon of Mrningnmist, but it was quite adequate to
the occasion. 'So that's what fenales do to nmales,' Jessica remarked. '| always
t hought of the sexual cone-on as a gane, but the ganme is much nore serious from
the male view.'

Heem i gnored her. He responded to the overture by jetting a nore intense taste
at Ceel. She caught that taste and sprayed it back to him nodified to signha
receptivity. No conscious decisions were required; nature was well famliar with
t he mechani sm

"Way, it's beautiful!' Jessica said. 'The dial ogue of conplete conmitnent.'
Abruptly, involuntarily, Heem needled Geel with his signhature: the precise taste
of his being, fromwhich his individuality could be reproduced. In casua

copul ation this signhature was always withheld by the nale, or rejected by the
femal e. Geel accepted it, nerging it with her own essence throughout her body.
"This is just like human reproduction. The nal e essence joining the fenmal e
essence in the body of the female, spermneeting egg, fertilizing it—

CGeel expl oded. Fragnments of her splattered the tractor, the floor, the cave
roof, and flew far down the nain passage. Several struck the Squam and Heem

hi nsel f. Nothing of her original body renained.

The Sguam was astoni shed. "She is destroyed!"

"What happened?' Jessica demanded, horrifi ed.

For an instant Heem t hought sonme ot her Squam had corme upon themwi th a weapon.
But there was no such intrusion. Nunbly, he understood. "The parts of the

f emral e—becone the seeding. That is why no female HydrO remains to care for her
of fspring. And the mal e—nust becone part of civilization. That is why there are
nmore adult nmale HydrGOs than fenal es. Neither can remai n—est they betray the
truth to the new generation, and add yet one nore horror to the process."

"I regret | did not know," the Squam communi cated, still going through the unit
on Ceel's tractor. "I lacked intent to destroy the fenmale. Perhaps ny transferee
knew-yet we operate under truce."

"None of us knew," Heem sprayed. "Certainly Geel did not." Yet had he, Heem
suspected? That bitter taste that had restrai ned hi m before—had that been it?
"Heem |'msorry,' Jessica said, and her enmption was strong and real. 'It's ny
fault. | meddl ed when | shouldn't have, pushing you into it.

"You did not know, because | did not know," he jetted, trying to reassure her
But it was a weak effort, in the roll of this disastrous revelation. Geel's
transferee had perished too, unknowi ngly. Al the horror he had felt before had
been restored to him This tinme the Solarian and the Squam shared the guilt.

" Now we know that your sibling Hiimwas dead,' Jessica said in a femnine

irrel evance. 'Because Meen of Mrningm st would have mated, had she found

hi mand she survived to becone an adult. You saved her life, at |east, Heem'
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Yet this locale had been seeded, in the fashion of his kind. Heem now under st ood
anot her reason for netanorphosis: to erase the know edge of what was entailed in
seeding fromthe nenory of the nmale, so that the species would innocently
continue to propagate itself. Since it was always done in the absence of other
Hydr Gs, and only the nale survived, the secret was thus fairly safe.

He no longer felt the urge to return here to educate his offspring, who were now
pi cking thensel ves fromtheir falls and making their first uncertain rolls. He
woul d hel p as many as possible to get down fromthe ceiling safely and from any
crevices in which they had | odged, and set themrolling in the safest section of
the cave, but after that it was up to them What could he teach them that they
woul d want to know? Let them grow in innocence.

"In innocence,' Jessica repeated. She was crying.

Chapter 7: Nether Trio

They managed to transfer surplus fuel fromthe two other tractors to Heenis
machi ne, and proceeded at wasteful velocity to the depot. Heemreported the

| ocation and plight of the Squam and received assurance that the creature would
be sal vaged. Then they noved across nore | ava-bridges and on up the nountain,
following the trail.

They came to the place where the cutoff could be made to the better trail. But
the map had been deceptive: it was a steep bank. It would be possible for the
tractor to slide down it, but the risk of disaster was great, and no travel in
the opposite direction was possible. No one could cross to this path.
"I'"'msuspicious,' Jessica said. 'Wy should they nake it possible to get off
this bad trail, but not to get on it?

"Because others might realize, late, the significance of the el evation. No one
who has not selected this trail at the outset can achieve its benefit."

Wi ch neant there would be little conpetition here. There night be three
tractors ahead of them no nore, and none coming from behind. But this could be
deceptive, for the real conpetition could be on the four other paths.

They clinmbed. By the tinme they reached the top, their fuel was | ow. Heem had
sacrificed time in favor of fuel, adding to the reserve he had built up before,
but not much of that renmained. He hoped he had nore fuel now than the tractor
ahead of him He wanted very badly to pass the bridge-sabotagi ng Erb.

The downward sl ope of the hill enabled himto turn off the motor and coast for
fair stretches, conserving nore fuel. Now this choice of routes was paying off.
They had to be gaining on the tractors on the other trails, and he hoped al so on
the three ahead of himon this trail. Any traffic bl ockages occurring el sewhere
were to his advantage. But he had lost tine in the cavern-done; was his present
progress enough?

They glided up to a stalled tractor. 'Qut of fuel!' Jessica exclained. 'Stopped
by that little ridge ahead. It's working, Heem we're outlasting the others!’
So it seened. Heem caught the taste of Erb: the other driver. The one who had
bypassed him and set the trap of the bridge.

'Leave him alone!' Jessica warned. 'He's out of the race, harm ess to you now,
just let himstew. Don't risk your own tractor by trying to ramhim' She had
caught Heemi s thought, and sonmewhat guiltily he agreed to pass on by. That
shoul d be satisfaction enough. After all, this Erb had showed himthat these
creatures coul d be dangerous too; he had taken Erbs too lightly before.

But as they approached, the other tractor cane to life and lurched into their
pat h. Heem swerved, but so did the other. Jessica screanmed as the two collided,
si deswi pi ng each ot her

Suddenly angry, Heem accelerated his tractor, drawing on his skill in piloting.
He shoved the other vehicle back. 'Now don't get nale inpetuous!' Jessica cried
usel essly.

But the Erb was skilled too, and was not thrown out of control. Now they were
raci ng down the slope under power, side by side, the path barely w de enough.
"But why is the Erb doing this? Jessica demanded plaintively.
"He thinks to prevail by destroying all who follow him™"

"But that's crazy! He needs to gain on those ahead of him'
"Erbs are a crazy species. Vegetable synapses are not the best.'

Heem was t oo
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occupied by his driving to argue the point with nore precision. "W nust

di sengage before we both are destroyed; this is wasting precious fuel. But the
pattern of tastes ahead is unclear."

"I''"l'l help! This is a slope—feed that pattern to nme, for visua
adaptation—that's right! | can see it now The path curves ahead; there's a
sidewise slope to it that reverses—

"l see," Heem agreed. He accelerated again as they approached the first tilt,
shoving the other tractor, then braked suddenly as the Erb shoved back. The
shove and reversing tilt caused the other tractor to cut in front of Heem
monentarily. Then Heem banged its rear, forcing it into the vegetation at high

speed.
The Erb plowed into the ferns, |ost nmonentum and stalled. "He will not get out
of that soon," Heem sprayed with satisfaction. "He will waste nmuch fuel. |I'm

sorry | did not overturn him"

"Me too,' Jessica agreed. 'We tried to pass himby wi thout trouble, but he

woul dn't have it that way. He's responsible for killing one of his own kind,
injuring a Squam and— She did not rethink the seeding matter, quite; it was
just a flavor-col or of nunmbness. 'You know, Heem | don't dislike the Squans the
way you do. | nmean | amnore |ike a Squamthan you, but that one at the cave
seened basically decent. | think Squans differ just as other sapients do, and
there are sone good ones and sone bad ones. To judge the whole species by a
single individual, or by the nmere fact it can defeat your kind in—

"That's it!" Heem sprayed. "The Erbs hate HydrGs, as HydrOs hate Squans. Because
HydrGs can kill Erbs, and Squans can kill HydrGOs. That Squam had no ani nosity
toward us; it did not fear us, even when critically injured. But that Erb knew
we followed it, so it set traps for us—

"I believe you're right, Heenml A three-way psychosis of hate! Squans nust hate
Erbs, too!’

They had cone to a new understandi ng, but had wasted nore fuel. How were they to
gain on the tractors ahead, on this path and on the others?

"We'll nmake do, because we have to,' Jessica said.

Heem kept the tractor rolling downhill, notor off. It had a new vibration he did
not like: some result of the collisions with the Erb's tractor. This would
decrease its efficiency of rolling, and waste yet nore fuel on the ascents.

"Do we have to make do?" he inquired. "After the episode of the cave, | wonder
whether it would be worthwhile to rejoin ny society at all."

"Cf course it is, Heeml Your species' nobde of propagation may be brutal, but you
do have a high level of adult civilization, unfettered by the traumas of youth.
You don't want to throw that away. That woul d be destroying the good along with
the bad.'

"But the bad is inherent in our kind! Every living HydrO, in fact every HydrO
who ever |lived, has done so because of the destruction of a parent. | exist
because of that. | survive at the expense of ny parent and every sibling of

Hi ghfalls, and now | have propagated at the expense of ny mate. HydrO
civilization is predicated on this anat hema—

"No, Heeml | don't believe in Original Sin! You rmust join your society so that
you can nore effectively protest this node!'’

Again he was gratified by her support. But that support was unwarranted. "There
is no way to change the reproductive nature of our species. Better to let it die
out entirely."

"That's no answer, Heem It's not really so nuch different fromothers. In ny
own species, the Solarians, the male produces so many seeds they could
inpregnate virtually all the nubile fenales of a planet in one day, yet all but
one of these is wasted. And the fermal e produces eggs, one a nonth, enough for
maybe three hundred babies in her life, were they raised ex-utero. At nbst ten
of these will be used, and usually only a couple, and often none. Sonetines she
herself dies in childbirth. So the ratios really are simlar, with only a very
few of fspring surviving. At |east your way gives these offspring sone snall
chance to determne their own fate, while ours deternmines it al nost randonly at
conception. Adifferent route to a simlar end. And we do need different routes,
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because there are so many different worlds with different environnents—

"I think you are spraying nonsense," Heemjetted. "Yet you nmake nme feel |ike
continuing the struggle.”

"Ch, good, Heem | adnit | am selfish, because | want to survive nyself, but |
do think you have a lot to offer your culture, and—

"You alien thing, | think |—-what is that concept you have?

She was startled. 'What concept?

"As a nale for a fenale, beyond the term of convenience."

' Beyond the—eh, you nust nean | ove.

"Love, yes, as we discussed before. It is a concept limted in ny kind, because
it cannot be fully associated with propagation, since— He fl ooded out that
concept, but part of Ceel's explosion seeped through to awareness anyway. "But
just as | amcom ng to conprehend the alien perception of vision, now | am

com ng nore properly to feel =

‘"No, Heem no!' she protested. 'You can't love nme! I'malien—

"Does the concept now repul se you?"

"But when we discussed it before, we didn't know how-what happened to HydrO
femal es when—wae really are so different, Heem and not nerely physically!

"And your discussion just now of the wasted sperns and eggs of your kind—that
was not true?"

She capitulated. 'No, Heem it was true. | think naybe | |ove you too,
impossible as it is. | nean, even if we could physically neet—there's just no
way—and here we are stuck in just one body—eh, this is ridicul ous!'

"So we renmain at inpasse."

"As al ways.'

"Yet the enption is to an extent independent of the body. Your Solarian body
woul d be a horror to ne. But you, yourself-—=

"I know, Heem | feel the sane.'

That was as far as they could take it. Once nore, there was nothing to do except
drop the subject.

They nmoved on. The fuel dropped |lower in the machine's tank, until there was
enough only for very linmted maneuvers. "We are not going to travel a great dea
farther in this vehicle," Heem sprayed, disappointed. "W nay have gai ned on the
ot hers, but not enough."

"W're not out of it yet,' Jessica said reassuringly. 'According to the nap,
we're nine tenths there. Only one bad ridge to cross—

"W shall have to roll it alone—and that will be very slow " Heem ground the
tractor up over another elevation. As he crested it, the notor choked to a stop
The fuel was gone.

They coasted down until the path leveled. 'That's it,' Jessica said. 'One thing
in our favor: that ridge is not far ahead, and it crosses three of the routes.
doubt any tractor will have enough fuel to get over it. The other two routes are
bl ocked by a large river. Do Squans or Erbs sw n®'

"No. They will have difficulty crossing."

"So we're still in the gane. Let's roll!

They rolled. Heemjet-rolled up the next incline, then free-rolled down the next
decline. As he passed the |lowest point, he jetted to speed up, so as to continue
his roll on over the next crest with mniml effort. Since the route was
general ly declining, they nade good progress.

"This is really a pretty efficient node of travel,' Jessica admitted. 'You
conserve nonentum and really nove quite swiftly. As fast as the tractor did, |
bel i eve.'

"In terrain like this, HydrOs are anbng the fastest travel ers in Segnent
Thousandstar," Heemjetted with a certain pride-of-species. "But the tractor

hel ped in gaining nme the el evation necessary to roll efficiently on ny own. It
woul d be very slowif | had a prolonged uphill slant to traverse."

They passed a stalled tractor. It had the flavor of Squam but was enpty. The
Squam had slithered forward under its own power, and could not be too far ahead.
"I believe we are about to pass another contestant,' Jessica observed. 'Don't
pause to quarrel, now. W don't have your sight well enough coordinated, yet, to
handl e a Squam'
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"You assune | ama quarrel sone nale!"

"Cf course. The terns are virtually identical, aren't they?

He needl ed her with a nental jet that |acked nore than tickling force, and she
screaned a small screamthat shook no nerves. Things were back to nornal.

They continued along the trail. Soon they did overhaul the Squam who was
slithering with fair dispatch up the incline but could not nmatch Heenis

accunul ated velocity. True to Jessica's stricture, Heemdid not pause. He did
not even squirt an insulting needle at the creature as he rolled by. This was
not Slitherfear, after all, and there was a certain linmted nmerit in the

Sol ari an's opi nion about differences between individuals.

‘Limted nmerit?

But a short distance thereafter he had to stop. Another tractor was stalled in
the path—and the path itself ternm nated ahead of it. Heemtasted and Jessica

| ooked, and they could not perceive any trail beyond. It ended in a blank wall
of stone.

"That is nore of a ridge than the map suggests,” Heem sprayed.

An Erb stood beside the nachine, surveying the situation. It had a map, and Heem
could tell fromthe disturbance in the taste-pattern that it was playing its
gaze over this map. The Erb's light receptors were on little stalks at the
center of its flower; when it folded its petal-leaves to drill sonething, its
eye-patches were protected, though its sight was then limted. In this case its
petals were spread, and rotating slowy.

Heem had not brought his map al ong, of course, but retained a good nenory of it.
Hydr Os seldom had to carry things with them since they had no need of the food
or shelter other species required, and retained in nenory nost of what they had
use for. Only in special situations, such as the transfer of fuel between
tractors, did HydrOs ever need to transport objects—and in that recent case, the
tractor's winch had done the work. Heenls nenory-map indicated that the trai
proceeded strai ght ahead. Qobviously the Erb was simlarly baffled.

"It occurs to nme that soneone in the Conpetition Authority nmade quite certain
the tractors would not make it all the way to the Ancient site,' Jessica said.
They wanted this to be an all-around challenge, so they put little surprises in
the map.'

"I could clinb that nmountain," Heem sprayed. "But it would take so long | would
surely lose the race. It would have been better to choose a route that
termnated in a river."

'Had we but known,' Jessica agreed. 'HydrGs can roll under water, right? Draw ng
hydrogen from bubbles in the water? But that's the luck of the draw.'

Heem consi dered. "W cooperated with a Squam before, to cross the lava-flow |
wonder whether it is possible to cooperate with an Erb—er what we m ght gain
fromit?"

'Heem you are becom ng astonishingly liberal! But yes: they have true sight,
don't they? And they can drill things. | think we could benefit fromthose
talents.'

"But Erbs hate HydrGs."

"Easily solved. Let the transferees do the dealing. This is not supposed to be a
contest against Erbs and HydrOs, but of all the Thousand Stars agai nst each
other, using particular hosts.'

Dubi ousl y, Heem agreed. "You do the comunicating."

"Fine. W alien things nust stick together.' She paused. 'Oops, | forgot one
detail. | don't know the | anguage. WIIl the tractor transmtter transl ate?

"Not unless it receives a signal. The inpul ses are coded, and translated into
the operator's | anguage."

This is crazy. It will translate a broadcast, but not a direct dial ogue? Before,
we did okay.'

"At the lava-crossing we had two tractors, translating each other's broadcasts.
Here we have only one."

' Maybe we could use it to broadcast, then play back its own nmessage in
translation. Trick it into becom ng a translator.

"Doubtful. We had better try Thousandstar common code."
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Jessica probed his thought. 'Ch—ike that truce-knocking the Squam did before. A
smal | vocabul ary of set signhals for any species. So how do we proffer truce to
the Erb? It can't taste us and we can't see it, not directly.' She was, however,
form ng a picture of the creature.

"We roll in the truce-pattern," Heem sprayed. He initiated the roll

The Erb drew back, scuttling along on its little roots, its stout stem swaying.
"That needs no translation,' Jessica said. 'It's afraid of you.

"I amnot surprised. Erbs are skittery creatures."

"What about that one who tried to run us down?

"In atractor, it is a different matter. Your point about variation between

i ndi vi dual s—=

"Well, try again. Mwve slowy, so as not to alarmit. W need to nmake contact.
Heem started the truce-roll again, performng it slowy. This tinme the creature
held its ground.

But before the Erb could respond, the Squamarrived. "Is there difficulty in
communi cation?" a device sprayed

"You have a translation unit!" Heem sprayed back. "Three | anguages?"

"I try to be prepared," the Squamreplied. "I anticipated problens in this
conpetition. Are you anenable to a truce for the purpose of advanci ng nut ual
progress toward the site?"

"Yes," Heem agreed. "At the site itself it nust end. But if we do not mmke
progress now, none of us will be in contention for victory. | have been trying
to signal the Erb to this effect."”

The translation unit rendered his spray into flashes of light for the Erb. Now
the creature acceded. "However, | prefer not to associate too closely with the
HydrO " it amended. "That breed is not to be trusted."

"Not to be trusted!" Heem expl oded. "You hypocrite of a plant! Back there in the
trail —

"Truce, truce!" the Squaminterposed. "W have been in conpetition, but nust
abate that tenporarily."

"And | prefer not to associate with a Sqguam " Heem sprayed. "But we nust
associate with each other if we are to travel. Let us agree on this: if one of
us attacks another, the third will be obliged to attack the aggressor. That way

we are all protected; only peace will help us all."

'Say, that's a neat device!' Jessica exclainmed. 'Woever starts trouble will
regret it. I'mglad to see you are now able to view Squans rationally.
"Equitable," the Sguam agr eed.

"Shall we review options and assets? | am Sickh of Sleekline, an unmated fenal e
who—

"Femal e!" Heem i nterjected.

The Sguam swi vel ed to orient her pincers on him "You object?" her translator
needl| ed.

'Do you?' Jessica needled fromwthin.

Heemrol |l ed back. "Merely surprise. | had thought few fermal es would enter this
hi ghly conpetitive mission."

"A nunber of the species of Thousandstar have highly conpetitive females, and
their representatives reflect this, and require fenal e hosts," the Squam
responded. "You, a nale, have inadequate neans to appreciate the devi ous
qualities of the nystique."

"Ha!' Jessica excl ai nmed.

Heem was silent/tasteless externally. Internally, he sprayed, "This Sguam sounds
just like you."

Jessi ca was chagrined. 'Not really?

He had nmercy. "Not really. She believes she has a nental as well as physica
advantage over ne. It will be best not to disabuse her."

"You're learning, Heeml 1'Il watch her closely. W may nmake a better teamthan
we knew.'

The Squam resuned her introduction. "I ama specialist in geologica

mani f estations, and ny transferee is an archaeologist. | believe we can fathom

an excellent route to the site, recovering tinme, but it is apt to be hazardous
for a single entity."
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That was a potent conbination for a mission like this. Geol ogist and

ar chaeol ogi st woul d be extraordinarily quick to perceive signs of the Ancients
that others might miss. Theoretically this was a race to a narked site, but one
could never be certain, with the Ancients. Also, the prior Squam had nade quite
an accurate guess at the prospective hazards of |eaving the prepared path; this
one's warni ng of hazard could be well concei ved.

'Yes,' Jessica agreed. 'Awful smart girl, there.

The Erb flashed at the translator, and it emitted a spray for Heem and sounds
for Sickh Squam a versatile instrument. "I am Wndflower, also fenale at this
stage of ny growh. | ama student of the material and theory of the Ancients,
and ny transferee specializes in transfer technol ogy."

An even nore potent set! The Ancients were the past masters of transfer—ene
reason their sites were so eagerly sought. But how nuch did these specialized
fields help in the actual conpetition to reach the site? It seened the experts
had not been quite practical enough. This was, Heem understood, a conmon failing
of experts throughout the Custer

Heem's turn. "I am Heem of Highfalls, male, a specialist in space piloting and
conbat. My transferee is an anal yzer of patterns."”

"Excellent," the Squam said. "Now | et us consider how we nmay forward nutua
progress. The routing delineated by the map is suitable for tractors; it would
be possible to shape a ranp against the face of the cliff and enploy the w nch
to assist the steep ascent, but this would expend both fuel and tine.

W ndf |l ower's machi ne cannot have nuch fuel renaining."

"True," the Erb agreed. "lInsufficient for such purposes. W drove well and
carefully, but the nmap deceived us."

Well and carefully indeed, Heemthought. This tractor nust have cone farther and
faster than any other. These two creatures had to be anong the nost skilled and
clever in the conpetition: a fact not to be forgotten

"Therefore, we nust proceed i ndependently, either follow ng the marked route or
devi sing one of our own. The marked route curves sonewhat; a direct approach
could cut the travel distance to a third."

"The direct route is over the nbst extrene el evation of the ridge," the Erb

fl ashed.

"Therefore not feasible. But ny prelimnary anal ysis suggests that this ridge is
porous. There should be caves penetrating it, some of which could energe quite
close to our objective."

"This is one smart creature!' Jessica repeated.

"My kind depends on the anbience of light, except in quite close quarters,” the
Erb protested. "W have no liking for nether regions, and are not conpetent
therein."

"This is one reason you can benefit by cooperating with us," the Squam poi nt ed
out. "My kind is quite facile in subterranean situations, so long as they are
dry and reasonably firmin structure. We utilize sound to explore the reaches.
We are shaped conveniently to traverse snall passages. However, there may be
constrictions too narrow for ne to pass—

"My kind is adept at fracturing rock," the Erb fl ashed.

"My kind can squeeze through al nost any aperture, given tine," Heem sprayed.
"There may be sections flooded with water," the Squam continued. "I do not care
for water."

"No problem" Heem sprayed. "My kind can travel beneath water, so |ong as
hydrogen is associated with it, and this is usually the case."

"There may be steep el evations and descents, or channels of hot l|ava, that can
only be traversed by hauling over by neans of a |line, or other manual exerci se.
My own kind is apt at this sort of thing." The Squam paused, clicking a pincer
in a signal of decision. "I believe, acting together, we can surnount nost
obstacl es—+f we trust one another."

"l do not trust the HydrO" the Erb flashed.

"And | amnot entirely at ease with you," the Squamreplied. "And the HydrOis
wary of nme. Yet if we do not trust each other, none of us have a chance to win
through to the Ancient site in tine. We are not here to quarrel; we are here to
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bear our transferees to that site expeditiously. W would be reneging were we
not to pronote that interest first. | suggest that we need nore than a guarded
truce; we need confidence in each other. El se we dare not proceed together."
"I't may be academic," Heem sprayed. "You have specul ated caves in this ridge,
but | taste none."

"Then | must prove nyself. My study of the formation indicates a thin wal

here." The Squam slithered to a slight indentation and tapped it with one
pincer. "A smash by the tractor should break it open."

"l have enough fuel for several snashes," the Erb flashed. "I will try it."

She clinbed into her vehicle. Jessica assinlated a picture of the roots of the
plant twining up into crevices of the nachine, tendrils clinging, nmaneuvering
the creature up.

The tractor noved. It charged the wall, colliding. The stone face coll apsed, and
when the taste of dust cleared sonewhat, Heem perceived the flavor of confined
air escaping fromthe ground. There was indeed a cave there.

Still, Heem had doubts. "You have denonstrated your geol ogi cal expertise," he
sprayed. "But | have had bad experience with your kind before, and an Erb
sabotaged a bridge | was about to cross. How can | be certain either of you are
better than these?"

" Sabot age?" the Erb flashed. Jessica had finally fornulated an i mage of this:
the creature angled its | eaf-vanes at the primary source of light, reflecting
and concentrating beans to nake the nmeaningful patterns. It could direct a beam
at a specific receiver, such as the Squam s translator, or across an arc to

i nclude several entities. "Provide the identity of that individual, and he shal
be subject to retribution of [aw "

"He occupies the last tractor on this trail," Heemjetted.
"What was the nature of your experience with my kind?" Sickh inquired.
Now Heem coul d not describe this without revealing his illegal menmory. 'To hel

with that!' Jessica exclained. 'Squans don't care about HydrO net anorphosis!'
True. Squans were of the nore prinmtive species who did not netanorphose. "A
Squam canme to the valley where ny prospective nmate resided, and preyed on her
sisters, and slew her."

"Squans do not belong in your valleys!" Sickh protested. "The Covenant of

| npasse is nost specific."”

"This one cane—and is now a host in this conpetition. We call himSlitherfear."
"That designation does not register with me," she said. "But | assure you, if |
encounter that individual, | will seek a reckoning. W are civilized; we do not
viol ate the covenant, or tolerate those who do."

"I find this credible," the Erb flashed.

"So do I,' Jessica said. '|I vote to trust her, Heem'

"Because she is fenal e?" he asked her cynically.

"No, that is no recommendation. Not all fenale Squans are alike, you know. It's
just an intuition of nmne. It makes sense that a sapient, technol ogical species
has et hical values too. There will be outlaws, of course—you are one yourself,
and | amtoo, really—but nostly the individuals will be civilized, especially
the highly educated ones. For us, this is a much better ganble than it woul d be
not to cooperate, and wash out of the competition. So let's trust these |adies,
and treat themfairly, followi ng the golden rule.’

"Metallic | aw?" Heeminquired, not quite grasping the concept.

"Do unto others as you would have them do unto you.'

"l accept this," Heem sprayed externally.

"Then |l et us agree that we shall navigate this passage in conpany, and that no
one of us will seek access to the Ancient site until all three are through the
nmountai n ridge," the Squam sai d.

"Agreed," Heem sprayed and the Erb flashed. The Squam renoved a | ength of
metallic line fromthe Erb's tractor and wapped it about the central portion of
her body. Heem had to admit that this ability to grasp and carry things was a
great asset in a situation like this. The Squamslithered into the aperture
first. Heemwas aware of the vibrations she made, scouting the interior by sound
emanati ons and echoes. Heemfollowed, rolling down the slight incline, tasting
the air in nore detail. The Erb followed him scuttling on her roots.
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The air was noving. That neant the cave either had an exit el sewhere, or was so
extensive that the natural processes of heating and cooling caused expansi on and
contraction of the air inside, therefore notion. Heem could not be sure fromthe
flavor; it was all earth-interior taste, but with a certain strangeness.

The passage slanted alnpst directly into the ridge, then intersected another at
right angles. This was odd; caves nornally curved and changed w t hout such

pr eci si on.

The Squam hal ted. "Does the suspicion occur to you, conpanions?" she inquired,
the transl ator spraying and fl ashing.

"This is no cave," the Erb flashed back. The translator emtted a steady interim
gl ow that she could use for reflection, and this al so hel ped her to perceive the
cave. Heem knew this by the way she noved and reacted, and Jessica obligingly
filled in the picture this way. The techni cal absence of |ight made no
difference to Jessica's inages, since they were recreated from background
informati on and his taste-awareness. "It is artificial, but old, very old."
"Perhaps as old as the Ancients," Heem agr eed.

"Had the nap been accurate, | would have recognized its nature," the Squam sai d.
"When | approached it in person, | becane al nbst certain the ridge was
artificial. It is possible that this entire structure is a nonstrous earthwork
thrown up by the Ancients. Do you agree?"

"The Ancients were great earthnovers," Heem agreed.

"My geol ogi cal expertise becones suspect, here," Sickh said. "There could be
danger of collapse, in an unnatural structure."

"I't has remmined intact for three mllion years, it should remain a day |onger,"
Heem sprayed. "And if we have here access to the Ancient site—an access the
Conpetition Authority is not aware of —=

"I't would not be valid," the Erb flashed. "This is not a conpetition of

di scovery, but of dom nance. The Star who first reaches the designated site wll
assune | egal control of it. W nust strive for that spot." She paused. "In
addition, this is not a true Ancient site. The structure is not typical of
recorded exanples. | could detail this—=

"No need," Heem sprayed. "You are the expert on the Ancients."

"Then |l et us continue," the Squam deci ded. "We nmay have a nore ready access than
we had hoped. "

They continued. After a tine the passage |eveled out. Then it debouched into a
huge chanber, larger than the | ava-bubble, level on the floor and vaulted in the
ceiling.

"This place is considerable,” the Squamsaid. "But barren.”

Heem agreed. Hi s taste detected no boundaries to it other than the near one.
"Must have been a storage room' Jessica hazarded. 'Maybe a barracks for their
troops.'

"But if this is not of Ancient construction—=

"But there is an Ancient site nearby. Maybe the Ancients took over a building
built by a prior species.'

"A species prior to the Ancients?"

There were other creatures! W just call the highly technol ogical one the

Anci ents, for convenience.

They continued across, and in due course found a passage | eading away fromthe
opposite wall. But it slanted down, not up. "I distrust this," the Squam sai d.
So did Heem The conpetition objective would be on the surface. At this rate,
they could pass right under it—and | ose the conpetition

Yet where could they go, except on? To backroll and follow the tractor trail now
woul d be ruinously sl ow.

Then the passage sl ope increased, dropping abruptly into water. 'Ch, no!

Jessica nmoaned. 'The sewer system'

"This appears to be a drainage conduit,"” the Erb flashed. "The Ancients did not
enpl oy such devices."

"My transferee agrees," the Squam said. "Many ol der civilizations have enpl oyed
such systens, but the Ancients do not seemto have utilized liquids in
sufficient quantity to require any drai nage system However, this seens typica
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of a configuration we recognize, in which case there should be access vents on
bot h sides of a subnerged conduit."

"I will investigate," Heem sprayed. He rolled past the Squam and into the water
The taste was ol d, yet not stagnant; there was sonme circulation, and enough

di ssolved gas to sustain him This water had originated on the surface not |ong
ago; perhaps it was the residual drainoff of a recent storm Into what | ower
chamber it might flow he could not guess.

Then he encountered a network of nmetal. It was a grate, preventing access by

| arge objects. He shoved at it, but the thing was secure. No passage for

travel ers here! He hinself mght squeeze through it, slowy, reformng his
tissues on the far side, but neither Sqguam nor Erb could do that. 'And we are
not going to | eave them stranded,' Jessica renminded himfirmy.

He roll ed back, enmerging into the air passage. Jessica, filling in illumnation
in her nental inage where there was none, showed the Squam and Erb, waiting
expectantly for the news.

"The way is barred," Heemreported. "The flavor of the water indicates access to
other air passages beyond, but there is current and the taste of other grates. |
m ght pass, but you cannot."

"My sonar indicates no nore direct route toward the Ancient site than this,"
Sickh replied. "W nust force passage. Wndflower, are you able to function
beneath water?"

"I am" the Erb replied. "In fact, ny roots are dry, and in need of immrersion.
wi Il force passage through the gate."
"Then if you will acconpany Heemto that grate, he will |ead you beyond it to

the next exit to air."

" Know what ?' Jessica remarked. 'She is using our given nanmes, and that makes us
seemnore |ike people than like alien creatures. That Squamis really trying to
get us to work together.'

"l do not like being alone with the HydrQ " the Erb protested.

"Heem s needl es can not harmyou in water," the Squam poi nted out.

"True!" Wndfl ower flashed, surprised.

"If you will also carry the end of this cable, you can draw ne through to air,"
the Squam continued. "I amunable to function effectively or endure |ong
imersion. | must inhale oxygen and other gases to sustain ny |life processes.”
"In addition to eating?" Heeminquired.

"We all have our failings," the Erb flashed tolerantly.

The Squam accepted these remarks with excellent grace. "My life will be in your
care."

The Erb, encouraged, fastened a |oop of |ine about her main stem and noved to
the water. Heem fol | owed.

At the grating, the Erb twined her roots into the sedi nent bel ow, anchoring
hersel f nore securely than any aninal could, then closed her petals into the
form dabl e power-wedge. The drill rotated and shoved forward into the grate.
There was a skin-shocking vibration, and the bars ripped out of their noorings.
No wonder Squans were afraid of Erbs! Heem had known intellectually that the

pl ants had good torque, but had never inmagi ned the extent of it personally.

W ndf | ower dropped the twisted grate into the deeper water ahead. It sank down
into the crosschannel, and Heemtasted the flavors of the sedinent it stirred
up. Soon he had a clear picture—dessica' s i mge was hel pful again —ef the whole
| ocal section of this intersection. He rolled hinmself down into the other
conduit, flattening hinself against the current, and came up into the mouth of
the pipe on the opposite side. The grate here was firm too.

The Erb joined him But now there was a problem The gate was too high for her
to reach fromthe floor of the large conduit, when her drill was forned. Heem
could not conmunicate with her linguistically, in the absence of the translator,
but tasted the problemclearly. They were bal ked agai n.

'Coul d she stand on you?' Jessica inquired. There it was! Wi ght was not nmuch of
a factor, here in imersion. If the timd Erb would trust hi menough..

Heem nudged down besi de W ndfl ower's roots. She yanked them out of contact as if
burned. He flattened his base, fitting it to the caked floor of the conduit, and
hunped his body. And stayed there, notionless.
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The Erb was intelligent. Soon she realized what he was offering. Tentatively she
touched himwith a root. Heemrenained firm She brought another root. Finally
she clinbed on top of him anchoring her roots unconfortably in his soft skin.
He did not like this contact any better than she did! Yet there was an alien
delicacy in Wnd-flower's touch that had a strange appeal

"She's female,' Jessica said. 'Males like the fermal e touch, and you are a soft
touch for—+f | were only physical — She stopped, having reni nded herself of the
futility of such specul ation

"I'n Sol ari an host s—peopl e touch cl osel y?" Heeminquired. "Not nerely jetting
each other froma distance, but nmaking tight contact—ike this?"

"They do. Not precisely like this, as we don't have physical roots, but close,
yes. It is called an enbrace.

"Di sgusting!"™ Heemsaid involuntarily.

She | aughed. 'It really can be a |ot of fun, Heem you'd knowthat, if you could
ever try it.'
"Per haps," he agreed, becoming curious. After what he had | earned about the

al i en sense of sight, and about cooperation with assorted alien creatures, he
was becom ng nore liberal about alien val ues.

Suddenl y his whol e body was shaken. The Erb was starting her drill. Heem braced
hi nsel f despite the cruel grip of her roots in his flesh. There was a terrible
wench that half tore himfromthe floor. 'Hang on, Heem She's drilling the
grate!’

He knew t hat. Heem hung on. The wenching seened intol erable. Vegetable fibers
were really tough, to absorb this kind of punishment. Then, abruptly, it eased.
The grate was free!

W ndf |l ower cast the grate away. She extricated her roots fromHeem This, too,
was pai nful. But he had survived the worst, and his skin had not really been

damaged
They proceeded up the passage until they enmerged in air. They were through the
sewer system Wndflower still dragged the cable after her. Now she anchored

herself in the dirt of the new passage, but was unable to draw in the cable. Her
upper tendrils were adept at holding, but not at hauling.

"W can handle that,' Jessica said. 'Put the line on the floor, and roll along
it, drawing up the cord in a pulley action—know what | nean?

"No." Heem had not used such a cord before.

She forned a picture, and suddenly it was clear. Heem positioned hinself atop a
sl ack section of cord, then rolled it along until it entered the water. Here
there was a | oop where the weight was off it. He inserted his body into that

| oop, forned a crease the Iength of his topside, and let the | oose cord fal

into that groove

"Li ke a yo-yo,' Jessica said, flashing another image. 'Now curve around, hangi ng
on to that string, until you can draw it away fromthe water.

Fol | owi ng her image-instructions, Heemdid. He was able to turn, carrying the
cord along with himin the groove. Wen he rolled away fromthe water, the slack
was taken up. Now as he pushed forward, the taut line had to | oop over his body
getting pushed down to the floor, where his weight held it in place. He was,

i ndeed, like the pulley she visualized, drawing on the cord w thout ever truly
grasping it. O like the tread on a tractor, passing around the forward wheel
This was hard work, abrasive on his skin, but he knew it was necessary. He
heaved, and heaved agai n, and agai n.

Finally the Squam energed fromthe water beside the Erb. One set of pincers were
cl anped on the end of the rope; another grasped her translator. Her front and
rear extremties dragged behind. "My appreciation to you both," the unit sprayed
and flashed, none the worse for its dunking. "I could not have navi gated that
water alone. My sonic orientation is conpletely unreliable in fluid."

"Which is one reason your accurate needl es can ness up a Squam' Jessica
remarked. ' Squans depend heavily on hearing, and water in the wong place shorts
t hem out .

The Erb withdrew her roots fromthe floor and stretched her |inber stem

rel axi ng. She had been detectably nervous the whole tine she had been alone with
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Heem now the presence of the Squam gave her relief. The two of them Erb and
Hydr O, had worked well together, but without the translation unit and persona
reassurance of the Squam the Erb never woul d have done it.

" Conplinent her,' Jessica advised. 'Make her like you. Al fermales |ike to be
complinented. It will nake her easier to get along with.'

Heem deci ded to accept the advice of the |ocal expert on female nature.

"W ndfl ower was primarily responsible," he sprayed. "She tore out two grates and
anchored the line, despite hardships."

The Erb did not comment. 'She's paying attention, though,' Jessica assured him

' She knows you did a ot of work, and gave the credit to her.

Si ckh rewound the cord about her body, and they noved forward. The tunnel now
tended upward. \Were they near the end?

"I hear sonething," Sickh said. "There is a living presence in this passage."

' Ch-oh,' Jessica said.

Heem concentrated. Yes, the drift of air carried a sinister flavor. "Animal, not
plant," he agreed. "Yet | had understood there were no dangerous ani mals on
Eccentric."

"Oddities occur in the depths," the Squam remarked. "Small creatures, feeding
of f fungus, could exist here, their eggs protected sonewhat in winter."

The proof was not long in arriving. A swarmof furry-bodied little things cane
down the tunnel. Heemtasted the hairs of their torsos and the calluses of their
feet, spreading out before them

"They emt light," the Erb flashed. "They are vision oriented, but unlike ny own
ki nd these produce their own beans, though these are faint. There are nany of
the creatures, peranbulating on three appendages with a root behind that assists
i n bal ance. They appear to be an eating species.”

'Bad news,' Jessica said omnously. 'Those eating species are in bad repute in
this neck of the Galaxy.' Heem had no doubt the other transferees were renarking
to their hosts simlarly.

"Perhaps they nerely pass through, on their way to water," the Squam sai d.
Forlorn hope! In a nonent the horde was upon them "They have weapon-orifices,"
W ndf | ower reported. "Cutting edges forned of horn or bone."

"Teeth!' Jessica said. 'l believe these nost resenble what we call rats. We're
in trouble!’

There was a flash that translated into the taste of pure horror. Heem coul d not
perceive the Erb's reflections directly, but Jessica's inage made it seemreal
"They feed on ne!" the Erb screaned.

Sudden pain struck Heem "And on ne!" he sprayed. A rat had used its crude
toothed orifice to puncture Heem s flesh

"Don't just sit there hurting; needle it!' Jessica cried.

Heem needl ed it. The creature nade a vibration and drew back, wounded. Its
conpani ons pounced on it and tore it apart with their own teeth. Heemtasted the
tearing of flesh, the spilling of juices. "This is worse than what Squans do!"
he sprayed, forgetting the undiplomatic nature of the remark.

"They are consum ng undi gested flesh!" Wndfl ower flashed.

"Appal ling," Sickh said. "Digestion should always take place outside the body so
that the waste products can be elimnated."

Two nore rats came at Heem He needl ed both, destroying them Meanwhile, the
Squam slithered to join the Erb, who seened to be largely hel pl ess before this
attack. Sickh's pincers clicked; Heemfelt the vibration, tasted the squirting
rat-juices, and knew that the Squam was protecting the Erb's tender roots.

But there were nore rats charging down the hall. They were snall, but there was
somet hing peculiarly horrible about that footed travel. ' The comoti on has
attracted the whol e nei ghborhood of nonsters,' Jessica said. 'They'll never stop

com ng. W've got to get out of here before they overwhel mus.'

"They don't like water," Heem announced to the others. "They shy away from even
my glancing jets. W nust retreat to the sewer."

They retreated. Heem got nipped several nore tinmes; the creatures darted in so
swiftly it was hard to needl e each one in tinme. He was sure the Erb was having a
simlar problem Only the Squam was i mune—whi ch was fortunate, because the
Squam coul d not remain long in the protective water
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They reached the water and i mrersed thenselves. The rats lined up at the edge,
flashing their little beans, bal ked.

"I't seems we are secure for the nonent," Sickh flashed. "But how are we to
progress to our objective?"

"You can progress," Heemjetted fromthat part of himthat renai ned above the
wat er. "They cannot penetrate your arnor."

"I may not progress alone; this was our covenant. W nust free all of us—er none
of us."

"She nmeans it,' Jessica said. There's nothing holding her here but honor.'
"Honor in a Squam " he sprayed, marveling.

"It was not so funny in the lava-done! You're still trying to judge a whol e
species by a single individual.

"W can retreat the way we cane," the Erb fl ashed.

"And yield our chance in the conpetition,” Heemjetted.

"These vernmin are discouraged by water," Sickh said. "Qur friend the HydrO
fathoned that, nost astutely. Perhaps we can nmake further use of this."

"The nonster is seeking to conplinment ne," Heem sprayed internally to Jessica.
"Exactly as you had me do to the Erb."

"And you |ike being on the receiving end, don't you—even from a Squan®'

Heem nade a taste-wash sigh. "Yes. | aman easy wash for fermale fol k."

"As | have known for sone tine.' But her spirit was nonentarily light.
"Underneath all that gruff jetting, you're a pretty nice guy, Heem'

"Now you're doing it!"

"Well, Squans of a feather...

" Feat her ?"

"Never mnd.'

"Whuld it be possible to flood the passage?" Wndflower inquired. "This nm ght
elimnate the vermn."

"Excel l ent notion!" the Squam agreed. "Yet it could be difficult to do what the
eons have not done."

"W might enploy the grates we renoved, buttressed by other materials, to block
the main drain, forcing the water level to rise," the Erb continued. "It would
be difficult, perhaps hazardous. But for ne, too-long-continued confinenent in
darkness is al so hazardous and nost unpl easant."

"I know exactly how she feels!' Jessica said.

"There will also be a problem naking the water barrier tight,'
"Yet the alternative—

"I can make it tight," Heem sprayed. "Wth ny body, spread over a nesh.”

"Wth your body!" Sickh exclained. "W would not require such sacrifice!"

"I intend no sacrifice," Heem needled at the translator. "The HydrO body is
constructed to withstand sl ow pressure, and to adapt shape to need. Wre a
suitable framework in place, such as one of those grates, | could spread across
it, sealing it, cutting off the flow of water until such tine as it were

advi sable to rel ease the flow "

"How woul d you escape, when that tine cane? The pressure would hold you firm™
"No, the HydrO body can al so pass through a nesh, slowy. | have but to allow
hol es to open—-

"Then you could have proceeded wi thout us," the Erb flashed. "You did not need
to have the grates renoved."

"Not so," Heem sprayed, enbarrassed. "Qur covenant—

"Yes indeed,' Jessica said snugly.

t he Squam agr eed

"What | cannot do," Heemjetted, "is set the franework in place."
"I can do that," the Squamsaid. "But | could not remain to anchor it as the
water rose. | must have access to air."

Strange, Heem t hought, how he, who lived entirely on gas, could inmerse hinself
indefinitely in water; while the Sqguam who was only partially dependent on gas,
had to have it regularly. This was worth noting, should he find hinself in
conflict with a Squam near water. Even a brief imrersion mght seriously

handi cap the creature.

"l can anchor it," the Erb vol unteered.
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"Then | believe we have a feasible course of action,"” Sickh concluded. "If we
can flood this passage high enough to drive the vernin conpletely out, we nmay be
able to traverse it before they return. If we then cannot win through to the
surface near the site, we shall have to retreat to the tractor and await

assi stance by the Conpetition Authority, for we will be out of the race."

Heem noved down inside the main conduit, exploring by touch and taste. They were
in luck; the tube narrowed shortly below their crossing. There seened to be a
huge ol d valve, half buried by sedinent, whose operati on was beyond their power,
but whose constriction provided a certain lodging site for their grates. He

roll ed back and report ed.

"Two grates are sufficient?" the Squam i nquired

"One grate will cover it," Heem assured her. "But there are holes in the grates
W ndf | ower renoved, where her drill |odged. Better to use both grates,

overl apping, to cancel out the holes and nake it nore secure. They will have to
be held in place until pressure builds behind them™

"And when that occurs, pressure will dimnish in front of them" Sickh said.
"There will be air there, perhaps."”

"There is a pocket of air at the valve now," Heemjetted, renenbering. "Trapped
where the conduit bulges and narrows. It is usable; | tasted it."

They worked out the details quickly and went to work. Wndflower lifted and
carried the grates slowy to the valve and | eaned them beside it. Then she

haul ed Si ckh down on the cable—actually, the Erb anchored it, and the current
brought the Squam al ong. Sickh hel ped nove the two grates into precise place,
then fastened her pincers on themand held her air intake high so as to reach
the pocket of air. Wndflower set her roots firmy in the sedi nent bel ow and

twi ned her smaller upper tendrils into the grates, anchoring the netal upright.
And Heem spread hinmself flat, form ng a wide but shallow di sk across the face of
the grates-network, preventing the water from passing through

I medi ately the pressure rose. There had been a fair current here, signifying a
consi derable flow of water. Now this water was backing up, rising in the side
passages. Because the slant of those passages was slight, a small rise should
advance the water considerably along those tunnels. But how far would it have to
go to renove all the vernin? If it flooded in the direction of the large centra
hal | instead, they would never get their snaller passage cleared. They had to
hope that the snall passage ahead was at a | ower |evel than the one behind them
Heem t hought it was.

"It seens we nust wait a tine," the Squam said. "Shall we distract ourselves by
conversing? If you, Heem are able to spray fromyour dry side, and if you

W ndf | ower, can angle a vane through here—

They nmanaged it. The Erb poked a vane through a space between grate and curved
wal |, while Heem seal ed over the rest. They were in physical contact with each
ot her, but were accustomed to this now.

"I am curious, Heem how your kind devel oped space technol ogy," Sickh renarked
in what Heem presuned was a standard interspecies conversational ganbit. "W had
assuned, until experience with the sapients of other Stars showed otherwi se,
that it was necessary to possess an accurate vibration or radiation perception,
and to possess well-coordinated manipul ati ve extremities. Yet HydrOs have
neither. | realize you are quite conpetent with spaceships, tractors, and other
t ool s—but how were you able to construct these in the beginning?"

"This is not obvious?" Heem sprayed, surprised.

"Of course it's not obvious, dope!' Jessica said fromw thin. 'W Solarians

al ways made simlar assunptions. How can you grow, hunt, gather or prepare food,
for exanple, if you don't have—eops.'

However, this provided Heemwi th the key for his reply to the Squam "HydrGs are
not burdened with the liabilities of food consunption or need for shelter that
certain other creatures are," he sprayed delicately. "Consequently the whol e of
our attention may be freed for intellectual and tactical challenges. W can nove
obj ects of considerable size by pushing or rolling them but preferred to
devel op machines to do such brute work for us."

"Yet how di d— the Squam began.

Heem found hinmself enjoying this. "W taste-anal yzed a variety of substances,
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and found that sone possessed traits that would serve. Jetting certain stones
with certain force caused themto yield trace electrical currents we could
taste—

' Sem conduct or di odes!' Jessica exclainmed. "And certain metal s conducted
currents fromone region to another, with particular arrangenents causing this
flowto change its nature, dissipating itself in heat or causing an attractive
force for other substances—

"Wres, transforners, resistors, magnets,' Jessica continued. There you have the
basis for the electric notor!"’

"And the appropriate conbination of such substances and currents led to the
first crude electrical machines. It really was not difficult, since we could
taste the nature of each circuit and flow quite readily. Qur small nachines were
enpl oyed to construct our larger machines, in a progression extending ultimtely
to space itself. It has been a matter of conjecture to us how creatures
possessing no refined analytic taste, so as to be unable to conprehend the finer
properties of matter, could ever achieve a simlar |evel of technology."

"You are nmarvelously lucid," Sickh said. "I grasp now that you proceeded from
the nol ecul ar level to the macroscopic | evel —a sensible procedure. My kind went
the reverse route, utilizing the principles of gross |everage and exploitation
of conbusti bl e substances to fashion |arge, crude machi nes, which we then
refined to smaller, nore precise ones. W progressed nost rapidly in sonics, but
did in tine achi eve sone conpetence in other technical fields."

"As her nmulti-species translator attests,' Jessica remarked. 'That's a pretty
neat gadget, you know, considering its small size.

"And we Erbs," Wndflower flashed, "conmmenced with optics. W were aware of the
stars of the universe fromearliest tines; indeed our constant observation of

t hese nocturnal phenonena may have been the primary stinulus for our achi evenent
of nobile status. We desired to explore those lights nore closely, and early
realized that each was as bountiful a source of life-giving |ight as our own
near Star. We commenced with optics; fromsinple reflection, such as we do in
ordi nary comuni cation, we progressed to | aser technol ogy, then spread our

| eaves to intercept the illum nation of other disciplines. W were anazed to

di scover that sapience was possible without vision. Yet it would seem in
retrospect, that sapience can arise fromvirtually any form when conditions are
ot herw se appropriate.™

"Even anpbng species who are sighted, |inbed, and consunme food," Heem agreed.
"I"lIl get you for that!' Jessica said.

"W do seemto achieve the ultinmate unity in sapience, however divergent our
origins," Sickh agreed. "It is possible that not all of us will survive. In the
event | do not enmerge fromthis situation, | ask the survivors to let it be
known what happened to nme and ny transferee, who has of course supported our
effort and assumed identical risks. She is Hov of Star Salivar; her species, she
regrets, sonewhat resenbles the vermn of this passage, physically, but she is a
very pretty personality."”

"Physi cal substance means nothing," Wndflower flashed. "There are plants that
focus light indiscrimnately, burning everything about them and other plants
who are constructively sapient. W are glad to know you, Hov of Salivar."

" Appreci ati on, Wndflower of Erb."

"My transferee al so wi shes to be known,
Ffrob, a fungoid sapience."

They exchanged polite greetings with Wyv.

Heem s turn. "Should we informthen?" he asked Jessi ca.

the Erb continued. "She is Wyv of Star

'Ch, go ahead! | want to be known too—at least to these friends. Spill the
beans."
Heem was nonmentarily repul sed by her image of food, but proceeded. "I amthe

Hydr O speci es representative," he sprayed. "My transferee is not of
Thousandstar. She is Jessica of Star Sol of Segnent Etamin, simlar in biology
to the Squam but possessed of sight, and fermale."

There was a pause. "Do | m sconprehend?" Sickh inquired at last. "I know of
Segnent Etamin of the barely known Far Gal axy, and vaguely of Sphere Sol in the
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stellar wilderness. But | had understood you to be nmale."
"It is unusual, but we do have a fenmle transferee in a nale host," Heem

sprayed.

"Unusual !'" the Squam cried. "This is the understatenent of the—

"Way then," Wndflower flashed. "I should not fear you. A sighted fenale—=
"This is female illogic," Heemjetted. "Typical also of ny transferee."

"All right!' Jessica snapped. 'If it gives her confort, let it be.

Si ckh was nore serious. "Does this remarkabl e juxtaposition account for your
transition fromthe robust personality of Ship H Sixty-six to the thoughtfu

i ndi vi dual who summoned assi stance for one of ny kind? There would seemto be
the touch of the female there."

"I was not inclined to assist your kind," Heemadnitted. "She urged nme to it."
"Let her flash with us!" W ndfl ower pleaded.

Heem turned over the body to Jessica. |If these creatures supposed he had been
pretendi ng, and thought to trap him by nmeans of fenal e dial ogue, they would be
di sappoi nt ed.

"Hello, girls," Jessica said. And they proceeded to a nerry trial ogue whil e Heem
snoozed.

He was jolted back to awareness by a question addressed directly to him Jessica
had returned the body to him "Is the water [evel high enough?" the Sguam
inquired. "W cannot afford too nmuch passage of tinme, lest others reach the site
ahead of us and bring our entire effort to nothing."

Heem tasted the water. "The flavor of the drainage indicates that a considerable
expanse of fornerly dry passage has been covered, and sone vernin have peri shed.
But there seemto be nmore renaining."

"Let us wait a small delay |onger," Sickh decided. "The vernin nust all be
removed. "

"Not too much longer," Wndflower flashed. "I have been sone time out of light,
and have expended energy; | weaken."

"And | begin, pardon the expression, to hunger," the Squam agreed. "Yet there
will be inadequate tine to feed. Do you suppose, then, that it is safe nowto

| et the water ebb?"

"Safe, no," Heemopined. "But if the vermi n are sub-sapient, they nay not
realize when the flow reverses, and will remain clear for a tine."

"Let us ganble, then. We face a crisis of another kind if we delay too long."
The crisis of a hungry Squan? Heemdrew in his body, letting the water |eak
through the valve. He wanted to drain the reserve rapidly, to give the vernin
less tine to discover the change.

This turned out to be no gentle flow A fierce current mani fested, tearing at
their bodies. Heemtried to slow it by spreading hinself again, but was unabl e;
al ready the grates were being shoved sidew se, and he had to di sengage quickly
or be carried away hinself. He flattened hinmself against the wall of the valve

i nstead, half surrounding the Erb. Sonething clanmped painfully on his flesh,
giving hima taste-menory of his fight with Slitherfear on the Squan s

machi ne-fl oater so |l ong ago. He hung on as the turbulence tore at him Al their
tedi ous | abor, about to go for nothing, as they got carried down the conduit!
Because of a single error of judgnent on his part. 'Don't blanme yourself, Heem
Jessica said. 'Nobody anticipated this.'

"But | am accustoned to fluid dynamcs. | should have been careful!'"

'How of ten have you dealt with ninion-year-old sewer systens? W all nake

m st akes, especially when we're in a hurry. Just hang on!'

He hung on, as she put it At last the turbul ence eased. The water was returning
to its original level, though not to its original taste. The sedi nent had been
swirled up and resuspended, changing the flavor. Heem al so tasted the juices of
dead vermin, carried along by the current. At |east sonething had been
acconpl i shed

He di scovered that one of Sickh's pincers was clanped on his flesh. That was
what he had felt, in the nelee. The grip was painful —yet he knew it had been
desperation, for otherw se the Squam woul d have been carried away. The Erb noved
up toward the side tube. Heemstarted to foll ow—and was bal ked by the Sguam
'She is unconscious,' Jessica said. 'Maybe drowned. We've got to get her out of
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the water, Heenl'

Heemtried. The cabl e was gone, and the translation unit; he could not even ask
the Squamto let go—and if she did, she would be lost, for he could not carry
her. He rolled forward, jetting forcefully through the water, heaving her body
around and over him The water nade her light; he could do it. When she was
before him he rolled over her; no way to crush her arnored body! Then anot her
heave. This was excruciating, but he was making progress. He westled Sickh
around the corner and up the exit tube. At last they enmerged into air.

W ndf | omwer was there, but could not see themin the dark. Her tendrils ran over
themworriedly, finding the clanped pincers. Then she knew. Her drill forned,
the hard point nudging into the pincers, and suddenly they spread. Heem was
free.

The Erb picked up the Squanis body with an effort of convol ution, and shook it.
Water dripped out of its orifices. Sickh stirred, respondi ng weakly.

‘"She's alive,' Jessica said, relieved. 'It would have been terrible if she'd

dr owned. '

Heem had to agree. He woul d not have believed he woul d ever feel that way about
a Squam but of course he had never interacted with a | ady Squam before. This
one had conplinmented himw th obvious artifice, yet he had been swayed.

Now they were here in the verm n-passage, w thout cable or translator. They had
to go on. Heem hoped there woul d be no nore problens; the present ones were

al nost over whel m ng.

Si ckh recovered enough to slither. They noved forward as rapidly as they coul d.
Heem | ed the way, knowing that the Erb could no | onger see, while his own
perception was uni npaired; he could discover any hazard in tinme to bl ock her off
fromit. The Squam coul d perceive well too, but was not strong now.

The verm n were gone; the flow ng water had vanqui shed them The water had al so
cleared the floor of the passage sonewhat, facilitating travel

The passage inclined upward. They passed the water |ine and noved fromdanp to
dry pavenent, but no rats canme. Heemtasted their traces; nmany of them had
scranbl ed past here, but they seenmed to have been terrorized by the pursuing
wat er. A good sign.

They came to another great enpty chanber, nmuch like the first. They hurried
across it, confident that they were approachi ng another ternination. They found
the opposite passage, followed it past an intersecting tunnel, and came at | ast
to—

A chanber at the end, terminating in a blank wall. Just |ike the one they had
broken into, beginning this nether trek
"A barracks, for sure,' Jessica said. 'lIndividual sleeping quarters, and a

central nmess hall—+two units, for two battalions, mrror inmages of each other
with a common drai nage system Only problemis, how do we get out?'

"The Erb drills us a hole," Heemreplied.

'Have you been watching Wndfl ower |ately? She's been without |ight a |ong tineg;
she's wilting on her roots. | don't think she can do it."'

To make it worse, the rats were returning. Perhaps these were strangers who had
not encountered the rising water, so remained bold. Fortunately there were fewer
of them foraging nust be worse at this periphery. So far. But with the Erb
unable to see them and very tired, and the Squam not nuch better off, this was
bad.

The rats were getting bolder. There would be worse trouble than | osing the
conpetition if the three of themdid not get out of this |abyrinth soon

The Squam acted. She fastened a pincer on the Erb gently, and guided her to the
outer wall. She tapped against it nmeaningfully. The Erb would have to try to
break through, tired or not. Their lives depended on it.

A rat charged, sensing that Wndfl ower was the vulnerable target. Heemrolled to
intercept it, needling it accurately. The thing rolled over, its three |egs
kicking in air. Heem positioned hinself behind the Erb, guarding her from
further attack, while the Squam gui ded her drill.

They were cooperating efficiently—w thout the translator. Because they knew each
other, trusted each other, and because they had to.
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The drill started. Even Heemcould tell it was not going at proper strength. It

bit into the wall. The taste of rock dust sprayed out. Then chunks of rock were

split off and dislodged. The face of the wall cracked. She was doing it!

The drill stalled. Wndflower |eaned down. Heem surveyed her, alarned. There was

a taste of spoil age about her.

"She's wilting!' Jessica cried. 'Her last strength is gone! She's got to have
light, fast!'

The rats, aware of their advantage, scuttled in. Heem needl ed three at once,
amazed at his facility; few HydrOs could performthat well. '"It's the vision,'
Jessica said. 'Remenber how it hel ped you thread the needl e of Hol estar? Now you
can see the rats, and wipe themout. It's excellent practice.

So it was. Never had Heem had so precise a control, for nmore than a single
needle at a time. But he wanted to be sure of his new power.

More rats were pressing close. They had di scovered the fringe of his range, and
crowded just beyond it; even with enhanced accuracy, there were limts. Soon
they would charge, in too great a number for himto wthstand —unl ess he kept

t hem occupi ed by extending his range.

The Erb sank to the floor. The rats nudged near her extrenities. Heem spread

hi nsel f half over her, needling outward, protecting the length of her. It seened
futile, since they were trapped here and woul d inevitably perish, but he had to
fight to the end.

And—he rather enjoyed this target practice. He was getting better, scoring on

i ndividual rats at twice his normal distance, forcing the whol e horde back
uncertainly. He was decimating themfroma di stance, and might eventually
elimnate themall—+f nore were not constantly skulking in fromthe rear
passage

The Squam slithered to the side. Two rats attacked her, biting at her torso.
They could not hurt her, but she was evidently annoyed; she picked one up in
each pincer and crushed themso that their juices squirted, and hurled them

bl eeding into the mass of their kind. She was stronger now, she would survive
the rats. But she could not pass the sewer alone, so she too was dooned.

Si ckh tapped the wall with a pincer. She slithered farther and tapped again.
What was she doing? 'She's sounding it for the thinnest section, for fractures,'
Jessi ca explained. The Erb weakened it; if inpact at one place will break the
rest of the way through—

Satisfied, the Sqguamdid just that. She tapped harder, until she was snashing
all three pincers together at the wall. Bang-bang-bang—Heemfelt the small

vi bration of it, building.

There was a | arger shudder as sonething fractured. 'She's doing it!' Jessica
cried, with the sane excitement Heem had had before. 'She's found the fracture
point! Now if only she can exploit it.'

Sickh slithered out into the center of the chanber. Then she noved rapidly

toward the wall, hurling her arnored body at it. This time the inpact was nuch
greater. Again the wall shuddered, and chips of rock fell down. But there was no
breakt hrough. 'If only we had a tractor, as before,' Jessica said.

The rats were beconing alarned by the vibration. They were evidently very
sensitive to collapses of stone, as they were to flooding of passages. They
scuttled wildly about the chanber. The Squam paused.

"She can't get up proper speed with those rats in the way!' Jessica said. 'W'l
have to clear themout. Let's see what we can do, Heem' She fornmed a picture of
the creatures, and inmagined little concentric-ring targets on each body. 'Target
practi ce—final exam'

Heem oriented hinself, gathered his fluids, and fired an anmazing fusillade of
needl es in one salvo. Jessica had spotted seven of the rats, precisely, and he
needed all of his uncanny new accuracy now. Any he m ssed would get in the way
again while Sickh was noving. Long di stance, he scored on six rats. The seventh
was only wounded; quickly Heemreoriented, and this tinme he finished it. This
was not only his best effort to date, it was the nost accurate nultiple needling
he had ever tasted of any of his kind perform ng. He was a super-HydrQO

"Now don't get a swelled head,' Jessica cautioned him 'If you could jet through
that rock wall, then you'd have sonething to crow about.'
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He was getting used to her irrelevant vernacular. But she was right; he owed his
expertise to her vision, not to any nmerit of his own.

The way was clear. Sickh charged across, smashed into the wall, and fractured
it. Asection of the wall fell in. There was an abrupt if snmall change in
flavor. The rats retreated, frightened. 'That's the taste of light!' Jessica
cried. "Striking the dust, drying the water. She's broken through!' But now t he
Squam fell to the floor, inert. The collision had damaged her. She nobved one

pi ncer weakly, then folded herself together and lay still.

"So close, so close!' Jessica nobaned. 'Either of them just alittle nore—and we
who retain our strength can not exert it here. The irony!’

"Light!" Heem sprayed. "The Erb—she needs light. If we can get her init, she

m ght recover."

He tried. The rats were no nenace for the nonent. He devoted his full attention
to the task, shoving part of hinmself under Wndflower's body, then jetting as if

for an uphill roll. H's advancing surface shoved her forward before she slipped
beneath him Try it again, Heem' Jessica cried. 'Get her into that beam of
light!"

Heem shoved again, and again, each time noving her a small distance. She was not
firm like a rock; she was irregular and bendable, hard to get any purchase on
The job was tediously slow. But at |ast they canme up beside the Squam and
Wndflower's stemslid into the |ight.

The Erb stirred. Her |eaves noved as if blown by wi nd; the taste-anbience
shifted. She curved around, seeking that |ight, absorbing it.

The rats cane back, acclimatizing. They were, after all, visual creatures; they
made flashes to see. The nore forceful radiation fromoutside startled but did
not actually hurt them 'Keep themoff,' Jessica said. 'W' ve got to give

W ndflower tine to recover her strength. Maybe she has reserves she can draw on,
when she sees light at the end of the tunnel.'

"She can see it," Heem said, though he suspected Jessica had not nmeant precisely
what he had understood. He kept the rats off, still practicing his marksmanshi p.
But his own strength was waning. Hi s constant effort had heated his body; his
hot needl es were effective, but he needed to cool or he would start to destroy
his own tissues. His reservoir of fluid was dimnishing; he was using up the
free hydrogen in this region faster than the slowair circulation replaced it,
and every needl e used yet nore. Sone fresh air was comng in through the crack
in the wall, but not enough. He was noving into a hydrogen-deprivation stage,
and it was unconfortabl e.

"Don't give up, Heem' Jessica urged. 'Wndflower is recovering. Just keep the
rats clear a little | onger— And she washed hima kiss of encouragenent.

Heem kept them off a lot longer. He was | osing consciousness, focusing only on
the i medi ate nmenace. A rat would charge, he would needle it, it would fall

Anot her woul d charge, be needled, and fall. But the range of his needl es was
dim nishing, and the semcircle of rats was constricting. If the stupid
creatures ever realized how vul nerable he was now to a mass charge—

But every time Heem sank into a misery of inattention, Jessica roused himby her
pl eadi ng, threats of scream ng, and nurmurs of confidence and affection. After a
whil e these things becane nerged in his mnd |ike the conposite taste of a

crowd, but still he suffered hinself to be roused. He was vulnerable not only to
the rats, but also to the encouragenents and threats of the alien, and had to
perform

The Erb drew herself slowly to her roots. She was standi ng agai n! She forned her
wedge and put it to the crack in the rock. She applied her torque—and suddenly
the rock was wedged apart, sundered, blasted. Dust flew, and |arge fragnents of
stone dropped to the floor, half burying the Squam A huge, strong beam of
starlight came in, bathing themall in its warnth.

Heem col | apsed. Light nade little difference to him but the warnmth of it
brought his already overheated systemto the verge of ruin. He had done what he
could, and could do no nore. He had to sag down and take in hydrogen. The Erb,
at |l east, was free

But Wndflower did not go. She enlarged the hole, then clinbed awkwardly over
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the rubble toward the interior of the chanber. She found Sickh—for of course the
Erb could see, now—+nserted her drill in the pile, and hurled out the rocks. The
rats scattered yet again as the shower of material crushed down on them What
power there was in an Erb in |ight!

Si ckh stirred. She had been inert for some tinme, and was now reviving. She
slithered over the rocks toward Heem toward the hole in the wall. Two woul d
escape.

The Sguam cl anped a pincer on Heem s tender flesh and hauled. It hurt, but it
was good; she was drawi ng himtoward the hole.

Towar d—what ?

"lIdiot!" Jessica berated him 'Your crazed mnd is confusing the hole with the
Hol e. Rel ax!

Heem rel axed. This was not denise, it was rescue. Up and out they noved, into
the beautiful taste and fresh hydrogen of |iving day. Three had escaped!

Chapter 8: Site of Hope

The rich, cool air soon restored Heem and the intense light revived W ndfl ower
to full tumescence. The two rel axed, regaining strength, while Sickh returned to
the chanber to feed on the dead rats. Wndflower stretched out a root and
touched Heemis flesh in a gesture of trust: she knew how he had protected her
fromthe rats, and was signaling her gratitude. Natural enem es had become
friends.

In due course the three of themresuned their trek toward the Ancient site. How
much tine had they gained or |1ost? Wre they now anong the | eaders, or was the
competition over?

They did not have far to go. There was a valley beyond the ridge, then a | ow
hill. The fern-foliage had abated; only | ow brush hanpered progress. Fromthe
hei ght of the hill, which they all clinbed slowy, the Erb began fl ashing.
Wthout the translator, Heemwas only vaguely aware of the pattern of radiation
refl ected across his body, and assim|ated no neaning.

Then W ndfl ower nmoved | aboriously in the interspecies | anguage.
DESTI NATI ON-NEAR, she signal ed. OTHERS NEAR

Cl ear enough. The truce was over; they were at the verge of the site.
Heem wi shed he could bid proper farewell to his conpanions, but this would be

ti me-consuming in sign | anguage and superfluous. They all knew how they rel ated.
He set off toward the site at a swift roll.

The ground became rougher in the valley, forcing himto nove cautiously, so he

| acked sufficient velocity to crest the next rise. But it did not matter. A
Conpetition Authority checkline was there. As he crossed that spread flavor, a
machi ne spray challenged him "ldentify competitor.”
"Heem of Highfalls, HydrO host. Jess of Etanmin, transferee,"’
woul d cone: how far back were they?

An inspection beam played over him "No physical apparatus may be conveyed
across this line. Proceed, contestant; your legitimacy is verified. You are
fifth to cross.”

Heemrolled on. Fifth! Ri ght where he had to be! Their excursion under the ridge
had i ndeed gained themtinme, despite their problens and del ays. Now t hey had a
fighting chance to win. He tasted entities behind him and knew that Sickh the
Squam had arrived at the checkline, and would be the sixth to cross, with

W ndfl ower the Erb not far behind. They were in conpetition with each ot her now,
but Heem preferred to have them chall enging him rather than strangers.

"That's for sure,' Jessica agreed warmy. 'They're good peopl e.

The hill continued, and soon the Squam overhaul ed him making a swerve to

i ndi cate greeting, and noved on ahead. 'W are now sixth,' Jessica said. 'But
there nust be another slope to roll down, soon.

Heem checked the map, but it |acked detail within the checkline circle. Soon,
however, he verified it: a nice, clear, even slope. He tasted the anbience of a
body of water, overlaid by a faint flavor of alien netal. The Ancient
site—across a | ake.

Jessica conjured the map again, and was simlarly frustrated. 'They are being
del i berately obscure,' she conplained. 'They're not giving us any hints what to

he sprayed. Now it
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expect here. But | can nmake a reasonable guess or two. | think the site is on an
island in a small | ake, so that every contestant has to overcone the chall enge
of water. Seenms to me this whole region is a depression, a concavity—+t may al
be part of the site. A great circular excavation, with the entrance at the
center. The Ancients did things like that; npst of their known sites are pretty
massi ve. There's sonme coding in this circle on the map | can't quite nmake out—
"I't indicates a structure," Heem sprayed as his rolling gathered nmomentum Now
he tasted the anbi ence of two other entities ahead, besides Sickh: an Erb and a
HydrO. He woul d not be able to pass the HydrO who could roll as well as he
coul d, but was gaining on the Erb. "A building, and we nmust achieve its apex
first, to win the conpetition."

He roll ed past Sickh, giving her a swerve of greeting. Wth a | ake at the base,
he could afford to build up speed. Water was | ess bruising than |and.

"How wi | | Sickh cross?' Jessica inquired, worried.

"Fool fermle! W're racing against her now W do not want her to cross."

"l suppose. But it seenms unfair, since she can't traverse deep water.
Heemrolled by the Erb and splashed into the |ake. It was shallow, hardly
covering him "Squans can ford this, holding their air tubes above," he sprayed.
And dropped into a deep hole. "OfF course, they will have to negotiate it with a
certain care, to avoid problens."

"I think she can swima little, but she's too solid to float, so she's got to
have shall ow water within range. | guess she'll nmake it."

This concern for a rival struck Heem as al nost hunprous, yet it was a facet of
Jessica's personality that he found he |liked. She was a gentler creature than
he, despite her wild Sol ari an background; she had fewer hurts and savageri es.

"I suppose that's right,' she agreed. 'You could use an aneliorating influence,
and | could use an aggressive influence. W nake a good team— She broke off,
and her hurt washed through him

"What did | think this tinme?" Heem denanded. "I did not attenpt to sadden you."
"Not your fault, Heem' she said. 'It's that very soon nowit will be all over,
one way or another. Wn or |ose, we shall part—and | don't want to part.' And
her enotion fl ooded his being as thoroughly as the | ake fl ooded his environnent.
"Ch, God, | don't! | want to be with you forever!'

And it could not be. The grief saturated him and he knew it was not hers al one.
She was a difficult, alien, and disenbodied female, totally unlike anything he
had i nagi ned before she joined him and the perceptions and enotions she brought
were strange al nost beyond conprehension. But necessity had forced his

conpr ehensi on of vision, and the enotion had foll owed. He wanted her too, for
the nmonent and the eternity. And could not have her

At |east they could win the conpetition, and pronote his wel fare and hers,
though these things were no |longer as inportant as they had been. They woul d
retain their nmenories of their nutual experience, and that was a partial good.
"Yes,' she agreed. 'O was that nmy own thought?

"I don't know. Does it matter?"

"I don't know.'

Thus, inconclusively, their reflection ended. Heem was now forgi ng out the other
side of the lake. He tasted the other HydrO nore clearly now. A female, rolling
up fromthe opposite side of the island. It was Swoon of Sweetswanp!

"Add hone week,' Jessica nmurnured. 'She may not be nuch on riddles, but she
certainly rolls a good race.'

However, several creatures were already at the structure: two Erbs, a Squam and
a HydrO. The four who had preceded himinto the final circle.

"But we passed one of those,' Jessica protested. 'An Erb, just entering the

| ake. There should only be three here.

"Erbs can function in water. It nust have used its drill to draw itself through
the water extrenely rapidly, and pass us again."

She visualized an Erb with rotating propeller-leaves, noving so rapidly it |eft
a turbul ent wake in the water. 'Mist be.'

None of the early arrivals were trying to clinb the building; instead they were
fighting each other. This was a vicious circle; the Squam was pi nching the
Hydr O, the HydrO was needling the Erb, and the second Erb was drilling the
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Squam Since each had to keep out of the way of the creature who coul d destroy
it, there was nore notion than action. Heemrolled to a stop, tasting the
situation as well as he could froma distance. Swoon of Sweetswanp paused
simlarly, on the other side of the island.

"I don't understand this,' Jessica said. 'Wiy aren't they trying to clinb the
bui l di ng? This is supposed to be a race, not a battle!’

"The Hydr O managenent did not select a conbat specialist randomy,"” Heem
sprayed. "They anticipated this. If nmy practice with your vision and

si ght -needl e coordi nation suffices, | need give way to neither Squam nor Erb.
Still, | would prefer not to fight; there is really little to gain fromit.
Especially if we can ascend the structure while the others are preoccupied.”

" Agreed. Let's sneak through.'’

They rolled forward, cautiously, keeping a taste out for Swoon, who could reach
the building just as fast as they could. They al so kept track of the battle

ragi ng.

The Squamtore a piece out of the HydrO-but in the process got caught by the
Erb. In a nonment the Squam s arnor had been wedged apart, and the creature |ay
broken and dying. 'You nonsters don't fool around!' Jessica exclainmed, nmaking a
graphic picture of it. 'W Solarians take some tinme in our fights, as in our

| ove-maki ng, usually, having to strike repeatedly. Wl Il—no, in swordplay it can
be very quick. And ny clone-brother nakes love in a flash. So it depends.
Still—

The Hydr O, saved by one Erb, needled the other. The Erb wilted, its mechani sm
jammed and | eaking sap. 'That's gratitude for you!' Jessica said indignantly.
"That is free-for-all for you." But Heem was not pleased.

One Erb remained uninjured. It used stemand tendrils to shove the hel pl ess
creatures away fromthe structure, including the HydrO who had col |l apsed after
its final needle. But the Erb did not attenpt to ascend itself. Wiy? Heem was
wary, but Swoon was rolling up rapidly, so he had to accelerate hinself. The two
converged, and the Erb hastily noved away. '(Qdd,' Jessica said.

The structure turned out to be a tower, round and smooth. It stood sonewhat
taller than a fern-tree, with a spiral ranp ascending it. Sinple enough for any
of the contestants. But why had the Erb, obviously in a position to be first to
the top, backed off? 'There's not supposed to be danger here, is there? Jessica
asked.

"Not fromthe Site," Heemjetted grinmy. "But we cannot trust the other
conpetitors.™

Swoon reached the ranp first. She was an exceptionally swift roller, faster than
Heem—whi ch expl ai ned how she too had passed himon the approach within the
checkline circle. She nust have been selected for this quality, as well as for
her superior piloting. In vehicle or alone, she could nove. She rolled right up
the ranp—and slid down again, surprised

"Qur turn!' Jessica excl ai ned.

"No, wait," Heem sprayed. "There is sonething wong here." He rolled to the base
of the ranp and stopped.

Swoon recovered fromthe inpetus with which she had been ejected, and
approached. "It dunped ne!" she sprayed indignantly. "It's roller-surfaced,

i npossible to mount. | wondered why the Erb backed off." Then, in an aftertaste:
"Ch, greetings, Heemof Highfalls."

"Greetings," he sprayed noncommittally. He inspected the ranp, touching its
substance with his own, tasting it carefully. There were no perceptible rollers,
but there was certainly a roller effect.

The Ancients had been the Cluster's finest craftscreatures; they obviously had
wanted this ranp to be too slippery to ascend.

There woul d be no way to change that except by conform ng to whatever approach
the Ancients had desired. There was really no way to deal with any Ancient
artifact except by its own rules, which were usually obscure. The Ancients were
not nerely ariddle fromthe distant past; they were an exciting challenge in
every taste of the concept. Wich was why every Star of Thousandstar was
fascinated by this well-preserved site. It was not nere intellectual curiosity;
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there could be fantastic technol ogical wealth here. This was the site of hope.

"I don't know,' Jessica said, also highly intrigued. She |oved puzzles; Heem
could feel her being coalescing around this mystery. 'Generally the live sites
have aural keys, not physical ones. Could it be that this was a usable ramp for
t hen?'

"A snmall flatfloater could nount this readily," Heem agreed. "Or any of the jet
speci es. But why should the Conpetition Authority require us to ascend to the
top, if there is no way for any of the host species?"

"I think we have here another riddle,' Jessica said, delighted. 'One set up by
the Ancients, and used by the Conpetition Authority. To nmake this a rea
multi-level challenge, so that mere guessing at the outset, or racing ability in
space or on land or in water, is not enough. The w nner of this conpetition will
be lucky, swift, and smart. Deserving in every respect. The early arrivals here
merely have nore tinme to solve the final riddle, but if they are not snart
enough, they have no chance to win.'

"l do not taste it precisely that way," Heem sprayed. "A snart late arrival wll
never win through the stupid early ones, who will kill himrather than allow him
to prevail. W shall have to solve the riddl e before nore conpetitors arrive, or
we shall have to fight nmerely to hold our place in line. Recall what happened to
the first three arrivals."

Jessi ca retouched her image of the three wounded and dyi ng creatures. She needed
no rem nder. Lives were now at stake.

Al ready, Sickh was arriving, enmerging fromthe shall ow water.

"There is a gl obe or sonething at the base of the ranp,' Jessica said. 'Focus
your taste on it, Heem+ want to see it clearly.'

He was nore concerned with the ranp and the arriving conpetition, for he knew
how smart Sickh and Wndfl ower were. He did not want to needle either of them
whi ch neant he would sinply have to solve the riddle before they reached the
tower. But he obeyed Jessica's directive rather than argue.

She forned a picture of a small sphere, with a line hovering inside it, balled
on one end. Both globe and |ine gave off a faint radiation that nade it possible
for himto |ocate them accurately; he doubted it was taste, because if the
particles of their substance were being constantly emtted, they would have
eroded entirely away in the tine since the Ancients departed. Yet it seened like
taste. Synthetic stimulation of his perception? Another indication of the

sophi stication of Ancient construction. Even minor details were crafted to | ast
virtually forever, performng in nanners the technol ogy of noderns could hardly
mat ch.

Heem noved nearer the globe, touching it with a small section of his skin. The
line nmoved, its ball swinging to point at the place of tangency. He slid his
skin to the side, and the line foll owed.

That's a dial of some kind,' Jessica said. 'A three-dinensional indicator

See—t points to you where you touch the gl obe, then renai ns where put when you
retreat. You can set it where you want.'

Si ckh was near, and W ndfl ower was notoring through the | ake. Another Sguam was
comi ng within perceiving range, too. Already this place was getting crowded,
with two of each host-species in the nei ghborhood.

The nearest Erb set his drill, orienting on Sickh. 'Ch-oh,' Jessica said. 'That
Erb gave way to us, because it is afraid of HydrGs—but it is not afraid of
Squams! We'd better help Sickh.

"You keep forgetting she's conpetition too! She may solve the riddle before we
do!"

Jessi ca responded as he knew she would. 'Sickh is also a | ady—and a friend.

Remenber how she broke open the first crack in the wall, and how she haul ed you
out into the fresh air so you could recover. Wthout her, we would not be here
at all. If we have to | ose to sonebody, let's lose to a friend.

Heem acceded. Jessica had a nore sophisticated conscience than he did. "The
dangerous one is Wndflower; she's the specialist in Ancients. She will know how
to get up that ranp." He rolled toward the male Erb, who retreated expediently.
"You're letting a Squamin?" Swoon of Sweetswanp needl ed i ncredul ously. "At

| east facilitate your own kind!" And her concludi ng nessage was flavored with a
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strong savor of sex appeal. But she gave way to the Squam as she had to.

"Why that brazen vixen!' Jessica exclainmed. 'She's trying to seduce you into

gi ving her the advantage!'

"One female really resents tasting her techni que being enpl oyed by another,"
Heem sprayed with a certain resigned nmrth.

'So?' Jessica denmanded indignantly. 'Wen did | ever enploy—don't answer that!
"Too bad she's conpetition,” Heem continued. "She has a nost enticing flavor."
"All right! I'd have flavor too, if | were—never nmnd. Just get back to your

busi ness.'

Sickh slithered up, investigated the ranp, and exami ned the gl obe. She seened to
be able to fathomthe dial as readily as Heem coul d; the indicator probably gave
of f sonic vibration too. Remarkabl e devi ce!

After a nonment's experinmentation, Sickh ained the ball end of the Iine at the
Star. She slithered onto the ranp—and up it.

"The key!" Swoon sprayed, rolling close. She brushed agai nst the gl obe, causing
the line to change orientati on—and abruptly Sickh slid to the base of the ranmp.
"That's the key, all right!' Jessica exclaimed. 'I wish I'd fathoned it! Set the
poi nter on the sun, and the ranp freezes. Could be like a time clock, since the
position of the sun indicates tine of day. Mwve that indicator, and you roll
ready or not. Ch, do you roll!"’

Si ckh made a pass at Swoon with one pincer, and Swoon retreated in haste. Sickh
reset the pointer, started up the ranp—and Swoon rolled in toward the gl obe.

Si ckh halted, and Swoon halted. They were at an inpasse; if the Squam nounted
the ranp farther, the HydrO would arrange to dunp her down again

"Il begin to appreciate the dinension of the problem' Jessica said. 'No one can
make it to the top without the cooperation of those at the bottomwho will |ose
if they do cooperate. Very neat challenge!’

"So the early arrivals aggravated each other in exactly this fashion, and got
enbroiled in a fight, the conclusion of which we tasted," Heem agreed. "Only the
Erb survived—and he dared not betray the secret to us, so had to retreat wi thout
attenpting the ascent. Yet why didn't he nmerely set the dial and rush up before
we arrived? He was waiting for us."

"I don't think we've fathomed the whole nystery yet,' Jessica said. 'Maybe we
shoul d make anot her deal with Sickh.'

"Maybe so," Heem agreed reluctantly. "But we can't comunicate with her, without
translation. Not technically enough, fast enough."

' Ch, pooh! She will understand.'

Heem noved to the base of the ranp, blocking off Swoon. "Fair warning," he
jetted at her. "W are in conpetition, and ny transferee neans to conpete. Rol
back."

"But the Squamis on the ranp!" Swoon protested.

"You are perceptive."

"I refuse to sit still for this!" Swoon rolled toward him

Heem needl ed her with a | ong-di stance, accurate shot. She rolled back, surprised
at his proficiency; she was well beyond nornal needl e-range. Conversational jets
required little physical cohesion, as their flavor alone counted; needl es |ost
their force nuch sooner.

Si ckh, realizing that Heemwas guarding the dial, giving her a chance, slithered
rapi dly up.

"You are rolling away ny chance, and yours!" Swoon jetted. "You are betraying
the Star you represent. | can offer you so nmuch nore than any Squam can!" And
she sprayed himwi th sexual flavor

She certainly did have a tenpting taste! No doubt she had been selected for this
quality, too. Her offer would have been quite attractive, except for two things.
First, Jessica's cynical |aughter was echoing through his system —a strange
effect for one who could not hear. Second, he knew what happened to a HydrO
fermal e who reproduced. Swoon was suggesting copul ati on, not reproduction, but
still the nmenory disturbed him Heem stood firm preventing her from
interfering.

Suddenly Sickh cane sliding down the ranp. Yet no one had touched the dial. 'l
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begin to glimrer why the Erb did not race up,' Jessica said. 'The rul es change
hal fway up. This is no mnor, one-stage chall enge.
Sickh slithered up beside Heem her forepart ainmng away fromthe tower. 'She is

giving us our turn,' Jessica said. 'l told you she woul d understand. She wll
guard the dial for us, now'
Heemrolled to the dial. It was now m s-set—not a little, as might happen in

time as the radiation fromthe Star changed its angle, but a lot, as if jogged
entirely out of place. Yet no one had touched it. Sickh did not believe that he,
Heem had noved it either; her attitude suggested that she had failed, not he.
He reset the dial to point at the sun; Jessica's visual inmage hel ped. The ranp
firmed, and he rolled up it. 'W're on our way—smybe!' Jessica said.

Hal fway up the tower—ene | oop of the spiral —+there was another globe. 'Uh—+ don't
think we can safely ignore it,' Jessica said. 'Cbviously we have to set it too,
or the whol e thing bounces out of whack. But | doubt it ainms at the sun; someone
must have tried that already.'’

Heem agreed. "But what else should it orient on?"

"I've got it! Is there a noon for this planet?

"There are three. Only one is readily perceivable, however—-and none have taste
for me."

"Un You have a nental epheneris, don't you? A table of System bodies and tines?
You can cal cul ate where that nmoon is, even though you can't see it. The biggest,
cl osest one. Yes.' She delved into the epheneris Heemrenenbered. 'Let's see—t
shoul d be about there.' She added a gl owing nood to her vision of the sky. "It
should not glow like that by day, but who's going to know the difference? |I |ove
this nental painting. Is it correctly placed?

Heem verified it by his calculations. "Yes." They set the indicator to point to
t he moon. Not hi ng happened. Heemrolled on up—and the ranp turned to rollers,
dunpi ng hi m hel pl essly around the tower and down to the ground.

"So much for that,' Jessica said. The Ancients weren't nuch for |ooking at the
nmoon. Not much romance in their hearts.

"What has a noon got to do with romance in a bl ood- punpi ng organ?"

" Not hi ng."'

W ndf | omwer had arrived. Heemrolled out of the way, giving her a turn. Swoon
made a spray of nmuted fury, but kept her distance. "She's the expert on the
Ancients, isn't she?" he jetted rhetorically.

The Erb flashed at himinquiringly, Heemfelt the reflected starlight on his
skin, and Jessica formulated a momentarily blinding glint of light. These visua
constructs were intriguing! Heemnmade a little spray of acknow edgnent, but did
not nove. He and Sickh guarded the base of the ranp.

W ndfl ower tried the ranp, and got nowhere. She investigated the gl obe. She
oriented the indicator on the Star, and traveled up the spiral. 'Just I|ike
that!' Jessica marvel ed. 'She certainly does understand the Ancients!'

But in a nmoment W ndfl ower came down again. She was not rolling, but tw ning

al ong on her own power. Wiy had she changed her vegetable m nd?

The lady Erb came to stand beside them After a nonent Sickh went up the ramp
again. Then she returned, under her own power, as the Erb had.

"Must be our turn,' Jessica said. 'I'd really like to know what's goi ng on!
Heemrolled up the ranp. He reached the second gl obe and checked it. The

i ndi cator was oriented, but not on the noon, or anything else they could fathom
Heem noved beyond the dial—-and the ranmp was firm

"Wndflower set it correctly!' Jessica exclai ned.

"Then why shoul d she back down, instead of going on to the top?"

' Because she wasn't the first to arrive. W were asking her advice, so she gave
it. She showed us where to set the second dial. Now she has repaid us for the
chance we are giving her.'

"Where did she set it? It seens randomto ne."

"I't nust be sonething she could guess from her know edge of the Ancients.
Sonet hi ng obvious. |If the first dial points at the sun, the second—

"The Hol e!'" Heem sprayed.

'The Hol e!' she repeated. 'O course!' She considered nonentarily. 'We can't go
on up; she was only showi ng us. W have to give her first turn. It's only fair.
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Heem di d not argue with her. He rolled down the ranp.

Now W ndf | ower went up. She made it alnost to the top of the tower—then slid
down rapidly, barely staying on top of her roots. 'She nust have tripped a third
relay,' Jessica said. 'One that's nore difficult than the others.'

"Now we know how to approach it. The three of us will keep taking turns, unti
one of us scores. That gives us one chance in three to win—wth the assurance
that a friend will win if we do not. This seens worthwhile."

'Heem | | ove you.

The sinple statenent al nost dissolved him It was serious; there was no banter
in her enption, no teasing. They were now at the crisis point, within range of
success or ultimate failure, either of which neant separation

Heem nmade no overt response, because he was unwilling to reconcile hinself
either to victory or defeat when both neant the end. He nerely accepted her
statenent. That was enough

W ndf | omer set the bottomdial and noved clear. Sickh and Heem checked it,
noting the setting: the one the Erb had tried at the top. The wong one. This
was necessary informati on—but they could not tell what the dial pointed to. It
seened random and it assuredly was not.

Sickh reset the dial for the Star and nounted the ranp. She paused at the second
dial, then went on, approaching the top. And slid rapidly down. She set the
dial, allowing themto see her wong guess.

"Anot her noon," Heem deci ded, checki ng agai nst his epheneris. He was stil

bot hered by his inability to fathomthe rationale of Wndfl ower's guess, which
had surely been an educated one. A wong guess did not necessarily indicate
failure; it mght nerely be the elimnation of a viable but unapproved

al ternate.

It was Heemlis turn again. 'There's got to be sone rational setting,' Jessica
said. 'Sone pattern | can grasp. Wndfl ower understands the Ancients as well as
anyone can, but hasn't guessed this one. That neans it is either random which
don't believe, or relates to sonething we have not yet understood.'

"W need to grasp the purpose of this installation," Heem sprayed. "Then we

m ght know the correct direction.”

"Yes. But what is that purpose?’ They were at the third gl obe now, close to the
top of the tower, alnost directly above the base of the ranp. They had spiral ed
twice around the cylindrical structure, and were a fair hei ght above the ground.
So near to victory, yet so distant!

Heem t hought of rolling rapidly, gam ng nonmentum so as to achieve the top of
the tower regardless of the friction of the surface, but was sure that would not
wor k. The ascent was too steep and curved, and the Ancients surely had desi gned
their site to prevent so sinplistic a solution to the challenge. The | ow
retaining wall outside the ranp m ght dissolve, sending himhurtling fatally to
the ground... well, no, the Ancients weren't generally vicious in that nmanner
But they had their ways to enforce their alien directives.

"Can't take tine; the others nmust have their turns, before nore contestants
arrive." Indeed, fromthis el evati on Heem perceived the faint flavors of one,
perhaps two nore Squans, and another Erb. Two creatures could not protect the
ranp for long; the savage fighting would break out again. Because the only way
any contestant could be quite sure of his chance was to elinmnate all
conpetition.

' Maybe straight down,' Jessica suggested. 'Star—Hol e—Pl anet.’

Heem set the pointer accordingly. He essayed the ranp beyond—and was sent
sliding around and around to the bottom 'I'd enjoy the ride, if it weren't so
serious,' Jessica exclainmed.

He rolled back to the lowest dial and set it to point down: his failed guess.

W ndf | ower ascended again. 'Come on, we have to figure this out while we're
waiting, not while we're actually on the ranp,' Jessica said. 'Wat was this
site used for? It can't have been a nere canp, or a city, or even a spaceport;
the tower is set in the center of an island—

"There m ght not have been water here originally," Heem pointed out. "That nust
have filled in the depression |later, as drainage fromthe surrounding hills."
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The depressi on—yes, of course! It's all part of the site, as we thought before.
Wth the barracks further out. This could have been a major research station,
with a nonstrous reflecting tel escope—

"Tel escope?”

"A visual device, |like a huge—a huge eye. It gathers light or other radiation in
a big sort of cup and focuses it at a central point— She paused as the neaning
burst upon them both. 'Like the apex of this tower. Heem this is an
observatory!'

Heem grasped her picture. "Qur experts have used such devices to gather the
radi ation-taste of the wi der universe. But our collectors are nobile, so as to
orient on distant phenonena despite the eccentricities of local planetary
motions. This is fixed."

"Wll, sone big reflectors are fixed—but yes, | see your point. This is nore
suited to maybe sending a signal out, though why so big a di sk—

The two new Squanms were approaching. Heemfelt a roll of tension: one of them
was his nenmesis Slitherfear! He wanted to fight that nonster, yet he was al so
afraid, uncertain his needles were accurate enough. The Squam knew of Heeni s
prowess, and m ght be on guard against it.

W ndf | ower slid down. Quickly she reset the dial, and quickly Sickh and Heem
checked it. They all knew time was shortening. She had oriented this tinme on the
pl anet of Inpasse. That had been wrong.

Heem and W ndf |l ower stood at the base, orienting outward, while Sickh slithered
qui ckly up. 'Not the other habitable planet of this system' Jessica said. 'What
woul d an observatory orient on?

"Or a beacon," Heem anended.

"A beacon! That's it! Like a lighthouse, shining a huge beamto warn ships
clear, so they won't founder. To warn spaceshi ps away fromthe Hole! The
rotation of the planet woul d nmake that huge bright beam flash around the sky, a
qui te obvious signal! Maybe it wasn't light, but sone special type of

radi ation—er, there are infinite possibilities. The pattern woul d spell danger,
and it might have operated for centuries, mllennia—

Heem consi dered. It did nake a certain alien sense. "Yet this does not tell us
where the third dial should point."

The two Squans, becom ng cogni zant of the situation, slithered in toward Heem
But Wndflower forned her drill, catching one Squamon the arnored body. One
scale was ripped out; the creature retreated, |eaking ichor

Slitherfear encountered Heem The Squam seened | ess forni dabl e without his
machi ne- weapon, and Heemfelt a spray of confidence. 'No—don't |et himknow what
you can do,' Jessica cried. 'He nmay think your prior victory over a Squam was a
fluke, and not be properly prepared. Wait till you can wi pe himout with one
shot, when he's not on guard.'

Heem heeded her advice. Surprise was inportant, and betrayal of his

power —assuning he really had it—ould cause himtrouble at this stage. He nust
seemto be a typical HydrO so the Sqguam would hold himin contenpt. For the
monent. ojectively, Slitherfear knew Heem was dangerous, but subjectively he
m ght not.

He needl ed ineffectively at the Squam s arnored torso. But the needle struck
preci sely where he had ained it. Thanks to Jessica's inage, he was ready; he
could neet Slitherfear on an even or nore than even basis. Wen it was tine.

W ndfl ower oriented on Slitherfear now, and the Squam retreated. But Swoon of
Sweet swanp rolled swiftly in fromthe side and needl ed the Erb through the stem
It was a devastatingly accurate shot, at close range. W ndfl ower whi pped back,
hurt.

Then Sickh slid down the ramp. She slithered with such force it was a virtua

| eap, her pincers reaching for the HydrO Swoon rolled hastily away.

Heem noved to Wndfl ower, wanting to hel p but unable. She had been punctured,
and there was the flavor of her sap on her stem It did not seemto be a fata
wound, but she was already wilting, unable to fight. Probably she had not fully
recovered fromthe |ight-deprivation of the tunnels, so was nore vul nerabl e now
to such injury. She would have to withdraw fromthe conpetition, retreating to
the | ake, where she might endure in sun and water until the Conpetition
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Authority canme to help. "Damm Swoon!" Heem sprayed angrily, borrow ng from
Jessica's vernacul ar. The concept "dam" as he understood it neant consi gnnent
to an unpl easant region.

W ndfl ower half fell across him Heemrenained still, not knowing what to do. It
was his turn to nount the ranp, but he could not sinply dunp his friend and

| eave her in this hostile group. Yet neither could he help her; he | acked the
resour ces

One of Wndflower's | eaves noved along his skin. It wthdrew and noved again,
slowy. Then a third tine, the same line. 'She's telling us sonething,' Jessica
excl aimed. ' Those are not randomlines. | think | understand! This is nobre than
a lighthouse—+t is a marker, a surveyed-in point, for general navigation. So
ships traveling the Galaxy can use it as a reference, know ng exactly where they
are. There nust be other survey markers —and we nust point to one of them to
show t hat we know what we're doing, before this one lets us in. Wndflower nust
know where such a site is, because she's studied the Ancients. She nay have
tried Planet |Inpasse just in case, but now she knows it's another site sonewhere
el se, and she's showi ng us where.'

"This is farfetched, even for your female-alien |ight-Ieaping mnd So many
unverified assunptions—

A fourth tine the Erb made the line on Heemis surface. Then she col | apsed.

'Got any better notion?' Jessica demanded, her nental voice chill.

"No, but still—=

"W've got to use it, Heem She gave it to us!'

That he could grasp, alnost as if he had her hands. The Erb's guess m ght be
wong, but it was her final gift, and had to be honored. Heemrolled carefully
fromunder Wndflower's body, letting her slide gently to the ground, and rolled
to the globe and set it. Sickh blocked Slitherfear. Another Erb was com ng near;
that would nean trouble for Sickh. He had to hurry, to win or return to help his
friend. 'Right,' Jessica agreed.

He paused, one spiral up, to set the second dial and taste the situation bel ow.
Slitherfear was trying to get at the globe, but Sickh balked him Then, as Heem
nmoved up the second spiral, the new Erb lunged his drill at Sickh, chipping off
a scale—and Slitherfear caught one of her flailing linbs in his pincers and cut
of f her pincer. Even Heemwas able to feel the vibration of her agony as nore of
her life-fluid welled out. Sickh, too, had not fully recovered fromthe ordea

of the tunnels, and coul d not defend herself adequately.

'That bastard!' Jessica exclained, furious. Her inmage was of a nenber of her
speci es generated w thout proper cultural sanction; this seened to be a gross
insult. 'He attacked his own ki nd!

"This is fair, in this conpetition,"” Heemreni nded her. But he was angry too.
Hi s worst eneny had unfairly wounded one of his friends.

Slitherfear nounted the ranp. 'We could dunp him' Jessica said. 'But we'd dunp
oursel ves too."'

They came to the third dial. Heemset it in the direction Wndfl ower had

i ndi cated. He knew of no significant systemor stellar object in that regi on of
space, but if the Erb did—

The upper ranp held. They had found the final key!

But Slitherfear was gaining on them He could really nove on this firmsurface,
pressing against the small retaining wall for additional |everage. Heem jetting
hard to roll up the steep incline, was sl ow.

He was tenpted to wait and fight the creature here, but yielded to Jessica's
inperative and rolled on up. He tasted the stranger-Erb pursuing the Squam and
Swoon was followi ng the Erb. How he wi shed it could have been Sickh and

W ndfl ower on the ranp instead of these enem es! But of course it nade no rea
difference; only the first could be the wi nner

He reached the top—victory!—and halted. He had won the Ancient site for Star
Hydr O—-and for Jessica's survival. But where was the Conpetition Authority
representative that was supposed to be here to verify the identity of the

wi nner? The top of the tower was a | evel platformsurrounded by a | ow ridge,
with a nmetallic dome raised above it. That was all
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Slitherfear charged up. 'Heemwith no entity here to keep score—no conpetition
nmoni t or —suppose the Squam doesn't stop?

Suppose? Cbviously Slitherfear woul d be governed by no | aw other than force. The
Squam i ntended to throw Heem of f the tower and claimthe site for his own

St ar—whi ch Heem was sure was Star Squamitself.

"Way, the utter freak!' Jessica exclained indignantly. 'He's going to cheat!’
"W have resources," Heem assured her. "I can hold himoff with nmy accurate
needl es, and there's an Erb behind him™"

"The thing to do is change the dial setting,' she said.

"Dunp themall at the bottom while we stay up here.

"He is already beside the top dial; we cannot reach it."

Heem braced hinself. Slitherfear canme forging to the top, |inbs folded.

Heem needl ed t he nost convenient extremity, but it was not extended and the
overl apping scal es protected every part of the Squamin this position. Fromthe
si de Heem m ght have been effective, but endw se there was no purchase for a
needl e.

"He has to breathe, doesn't he?" Jessica asked even as Heem needl ed.

Good notion! Heemjetted voluminously at the creature's air intake, which was a
smal | tube projecting fromthe top of the central hunp. The Squam choked. He
halted at the edge of the platform unfolding all three arns.

Heem jetted himagain, not with needle force, because the angle was still wong.
But the Squam defl ected the water with one pincer. 'W can't stop himon the
ranp,' Jessica said. '"His arnor is too strong. But if we et himup here, where
we have nore roomto maneuver for position—

"He's got his own problem That Erb is on his tail." Slitherfear realized this.
He pulled in his linbs and slithered rapidly forward. Heem could do nothing to
stop him The Squam nosed into the open chanber that was the apex of the tower,
under the done.

The Erb was right behind. As it arrived at the top of the ranp, its dril

formed. Now the Squam had to unfold his linbs again, lest the plant catch him
and destroy him For a nonent the three of them paused, dispersed in a triangle
about the encl osure.

"And it is atriangle, or a vicious circle, with each entity capabl e of
destroyi ng another,' Jessica said.

"I think we have an advantage," Heem sprayed. "W know how to fight the Squam"
"Still, Slitherfear is treacherous, unscrupul ous, and dangerous,' she said
darkly. '"And there's sonething funny about that Erb. Isn't his stemsort of

t hi ck?'

Heem checked. The taste of the stemwas strange. "He's wearing a protective
shield, so he can't be needled there!" Heemjetted. "That neans he will not be
easy to elimnate."

"It is not surprising that sone pretty tough characters are in this conpetition
I wonder how he smuggl ed that jacket in? Maybe tossed it over the line, then
picked it up...

"In addition to that—what use to clear off the others, if nore keep coning up
the ranp. W need to reverse the ranp, while we wait for the Conpetition
Authority to arrive and verify. But now the Erb stands near the dial, blocking
us of f."

"I"'mnot sure we can reach that dial anyway, w thout getting on the ranp—and
then we woul d get dunped.' Jessica raised a nental pair of hands to tug at
mental hair. 'Wiy, oh why isn't a representative of the Conpetition Authority
here to verify the winner? This whole thing is amazingly sl oppy.

Heem coul d only agree. Had the conpetition been properly organized, the present
predi canent woul d never have arisen

The three creatures renai ned poised, no one taking the initiative. It was clear
why: anyone who elininated another woul d be vulnerable to the third, since the
circle would then be broken. The Erb held the Squamin check; if the HydrO
needl ed the Erb, the Squam m ght then be the w nner. Except for Heeml s specia
talent: the ability to fight a Squam And the Erb's evident protection against a
Hydr O. That conplicated the issue.

"You're right, Heem first we'd better secure the top of this tower against
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further intrusions; then we can worry about the other two up here. W don't want
to weaken ourselves fighting these two, only to get wi ped out by the next one up
the ranp. Maybe if it remains a standoff |ong enough, the Conpetition Authority
representative will get off his lunch break and report back for duty.

Heem nmade an involuntary spray of mirth. What an insult she had dealt the errant
representative, inplying that he was a food-eater

And—the next conpetitor was already comng up the ranp. Swoon of Sweetswanp, who
had evi dently paused along the way to note and nenorize the dial settings. How
woul d her presence further conplicate this situation?

The Erb, feeling nost imediately threatened despite his shield, was first to
act. He lunged his drill at Swoon. The attack caught her by surprise; Erbs
hardly ever initiated hostilities against HydrOs, since the result was al nost
certainly disastrous for the Erbs. She didn't realize that this one was no
ordinary Erb. She paused at the top of the ranp.

The Erb | unged again. Swoon retreated. The gl obe was i medi ately behi nd her
Suddenly Heem recogni zed the Erb's strategy: to force Swoon into the globe, by
her contact changing the setting—and dunping her at the base of the tower. That
woul d elimnate one conpetitor for a tinme—perhaps a long tine, if she had
troubl e remounting because of conpetition bel ow.

Heem coul d have warned her, but held his jet. He did not want her conpetition
either. He wanted as few creatures up here as possible. In this he was in
agreenent with the Erb. Wth only three here, he could act against the Erb, then
turn his full attention to the Squam Swoon banged agai nst the gl obe.

The bottom dropped out of the platformthey stood on. HydrO Squam and Erb were

in free-fall, dropping down inside the tower.

' From above, it reverses!' Jessica exclainmed. 'Instead of down outside, down
inside!'" She had a nmental picture of her Sol arian body, blue hair floating
upward with the force of the fall, |egs kicking beneath the cone of materi al

that surrounded them Her dress, skirt, slip, clothing, apparel fenale Sol arians
wore was supposed to conceal the upper sections of her |ower |egs, |est
observing nmal es of her species becone unduly intrigued. Alien it was, but now
Heem found the i mage peculiarly attractive. She was probably a creature of
consi der abl e physical appeal to her own ki nd.

"I would be, if | ever had a chance to be nyself, instead of a fake man. But |
guess it was out of the frying pan and into the fire.' Now her inage was of the
falling Solarian femal e descending froma large rinmed disk into the | eaping
flanmes of sone nether conflagration. 'Frommale apparel to a nale host.'

The flames were consum ng her dress, exposing nore of her upper |egs. Heem found
those legs quite interesting. Now the upper section of her garnent was al so

di sintegrating, exposing—

"Heem " she cried, and he broke off his nental gaze. "Heemwe're still falling!"
So they were. But they were falling slowy. "This is not free-fall—t's
counter-gravity!" Heem sprayed.

"There is no such thing as anti-gravity!' But her protest |acked force, as they
floated down. Ancient science seened to nock the limtations of the noderns.
They came to rest in a cylindrical chanber beneath the base of the tower. Its
walls were of a material simlar to that of the dial-globes outside: they were
clearly perceptible to all senses. Five passages |led out fromthe central plaza.
There was no dust, and the air was pl easant.

Here it was—an entire, functional Ancient conplex to be explored. A treasure of
a magni tude found only once in a mllenniumin any given gal axy. But they could
not explore it; they had to settle which Star had the right to exploit this
site. For that Star would shortly be the dom nant one of this Segnent. The

vi cious triangle renained.

Not quite. There was another creature present. Its torso was vaguely like a
stem but thicker; at the base were several little feet, not roots; at the
center were several manipul ati ve appendages, not Squamlinbs; and the apex
termnated in a conplex spiral wre.

"An Anci ent?" Heem sprayed, startl ed.

cHardly! ¢ the creature jetted back at him ¢l amthe Conpetition Authority
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Representative, a native of Segnent Fa¢, selected as an objective arbiter for
your Segnent's activity. | was exam ning a decorative gl obe near the access
ranp, when | was precipitated here, and was unable to return. ¢

Heem rel axed. 'So that's what happened to the Representative!' Jessica
excl ai med. 'He must have been brought by floatercraft, and not realized the
significance of the dials.'

The creature carried a translator, fromwhich energed the jets and ot her nodes
of comunication. It was evident that the Squam and Erb understood hi m al so.
JWhich of you was first to achieve the apex of the towerg

"I was," Slitherfear answered i mediately.

"You falsify!" the Erb flashed indignantly. "I was first."

The representative oriented on Heem ¢You make a simlar clain®¢

"Brother!' Jessica exclained. Heemonly sprayed agreenent.

¢We shall then await arrival of the Conpetition Authority Vehicle, and convey
the three of you to an interrogation station, where the truth shall be

ascertai ned. Analysis of your aural printouts will inmediately—

The communi cation was cut off by Slitherfear's action. The Squam |l unged into the
Fa¢, knocking himdown. One linb reached for the apex-spiral, and the pincer
clamped on it and wenched it out of the body.

Both Heem and the Erb noved forward, but Slitherfear was already slithering
away. One pincer grasped the translator. "There will be no aural printouts," the
Squam said. "I have nullified the Fa¢."

"You have not nullified us!" Heemjetted, his shock at this horrendous deed
converting to cold anger. "W know the truth, not the Fa¢."

The Squam s body heaved. His stonmach extruded—and it was no |iving nmenbrane,

but a fiber sac. That neant that Heeml s action, there in the valley of

Mor ni ng-m st, had been effective; the Squam had had to have his stomach

anput ated. He probably lived on artificial infusions of chenicals.

Fromthe sac tunbled a cylindrical object. The fiber stomach was then sucked
back in, and Slitherfear picked up the object. It fitted neatly in one set of
pincers the three surfaces holding it without slippage. "So nice of you to all ow
me leisure to extract nmy tool. You, HydrO will nurder the Fa¢ by needling him
through the torso; he is only conatose while his spiral perceptor is

di sconnected. | will then have to kill you and the Erb in defense of self."
"This is so dastardly it's crazy!' Jessica exclained. 'Heem you're not about to
murder the Conpetition Authority Representative!'’

"l believe you are overly optinmstic," the Erb flashed at the Squam "I was not
first to the apex of the tower, but if you kill the HydrO he will be elimnated
by death and you by disqualification, and | will beconme the legitimte w nner

My aural printout will showthe validity of ny claim | believe you have already
di squalified yourself by your attack on the Fa¢."

Slitherfear aimed his cylinder at the prone creature. A needle of water shot

out, piercing the Fa;,. The torso hunped in agony, the linbs thrashing; then it
subsi ded. The taste of nortality suffused the air. "As you can perceive the
Representati ve has been needled to death," Slitherfear said. He put a second
pincer to his weapon, clanping on it and breaking it apart. He threwit to the
floor.

Abruptly the weapon burst into flane. The heat was fierce but brief; then
not hi ng remai ned but the dissipating taste of conbustion. It had been a

sel f-destruct item

"This remains unclear to nme," the Erb flashed. "You may frame the HydrO and kil
hi mbut you cannot also kill me. And if you could, you would still be subject to
the aural printout yourself."

"This is part of ny expertise for this mission," Slitherfear said. "I amthe
Star Squam representative; | have no transferee. Instead | have an aura
scranbler. No clear printout is possible. The truth can not be had fromne."

"An aural scranbler!" Heemjetted. "This would affect the scruples, even the
sanity of any entity who enployed it for any prol onged period."

"Like a pact with the devil,' Jessica agreed. 'The devil takes your soul in
return for material gain.

The inplication had not been lost on the Erb. He flashed at the translator, but
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his message was for Heem "HydrO we conpete with a mad creature. | think you
and | had better forma—*

The transl ator crashed to the floor. Its nmessage ceased. The Squam had destroyed
it, too, before Erb and HydrO could cone to an agreenent.

The Erb forned his drill and noved purposefully toward the Squam Slitherfear
retreated quickly into the passage behind him H's sanity was evidently not so
far eroded as to make himthat foolish. He had to kill the Erb, but could hardly
do so in a direct, fair encounter. He would avoid contact until he could obtain
sone illicit advantage. Perhaps he had anot her weapon hidden in his

pseudost onmach.

"Do you think we can trust the Erb?" Jessica asked worriedly. 'He can only win
by seeing us both killed."'

"True. He did try to falsify his order of arrival to the Conpetition Authority
Representative. He may bal k at nurder, but we can not safely assune so. He may
even be a decent sort, |ike Wndflower, but he's not here to be decent. W had
best stay clear of him W don't need to attack him even assunm ng we can
penetrate his protective shield. All we need do now is survive until Conpetition
Authority reinforcenents cone; then we shall be adjudged the victors."

"Maybe it would be snmartest sinply to retreat for the tinme being,' she said.

‘"Let the other two fight it out, while we wait for the Authority. You don't have
to kill Slitherfear directly, even if the Erb doesn't catch him just by
surviving, you will finish him because he is guilty of nurdering a neutra
sapient entity. You can be sure he won't get off this rap; it would make an
inter-Segnent incident. His scranbler will do himno good, if you are present to
testify.'

"True." Was he being sensible, or nerely yielding to his fear of the Squanf
"You're not afraid, Heenml You never were a coward, and now wi th your needl es
sharp you're as form dable as any HydrO can be. There's just no profit in
charging blindly into battle. Besides, we'll have a better chance if we
famliarize ourselves with the locale. W m ght even set an anbush for the
Squam since he has to cone to us if he wants to win.'

Good tactics! Slitherfear would i ndeed conme for them for to fail to do so would
be to |l ose. They could prepare a fitting reception

Heemrol | ed down the passage nbst nearly opposite the one the Squam had used. It
opened shortly on another chanber, also with five branching exits, including the
passage they had conme on. 'Uh, you know we could get lost in here, if the roons
are all the sane,' Jessica said nervously.

"If we are lost, the Squam cannot |ocate us," he rem nded her. "But we shall not
be lost; I will know the taste of my own trail when | cross it, and can follow
it back."

"Not hing here,' she said, reassured, formng the image of the bare chanber. ' The
Ancients really cleaned it out when they left. But if they knew they were

| eaving, why didn't they turn off the tower nechani sn®?'

"It is hard to fathomthe rationale of the Ancients! Perhaps they expected to
return—and were caught unawares by their abrupt dem se."

"But this is so clean! It's not just nothballed for later use, it's enpty. The
way you | eave a house when you're noving for good.

"A what ?"

"Ch, never mind! Just keep rolling al ong.

Heemrol |l ed al ong, down the opposite passage. They cane to another chanber, and
another. 'It's a labyrinth!' Jessica exclained. 'But what's its purpose? It just
doesn't seemto nmake nuch sense.

"If we were able to make sense of the Ancients, we mght achieve their |evel."

"I don't know that there's much here to exploit. The mechani snms of the tower,
that's all. Some sites have had inportant transfer technology, but if this was
just a survey nmarker station...' She |let her thought fade into tastel ess-ness.
Then, abruptly, a passage opened into a nuch |arger chanber. Al about the
perinmeter were point flavors, in the same nulti-sense technique as the tower

gl obes. 'The stars!' Jessica said. 'This is a planetariuml An astrotarium The
Ancients liked the stars; they had representati ons— Her inage replaced the
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taste-pattern, as it had when they threaded the needl e between Star and Hol e.
The stars becane bright constellations, scintillating on a black background.
They rolled to the center of the chanber, and it was as if the gal axy spread out
about them The stars were not mere dabs of taste or light, but tangibilities in
full dinmension. Depth, intensity, color—all were present, wonderfully.

"Why are sone stars keyed wong?'

Heem real i zed she was correct. He had considerable nmental awareness of the
configuration of |ocal space. This nulti-dinmensional map was far nore detail ed
than what his mnd could hold, and highly accurate. It was, of course,

Anci ent-ol d; but nmpost stars did not change very nuch in such a period. There was
a wrongness about their representation that the passage of tine could not
account for.

'Heemyou're fanmiliar with this galactic locale. |Is there—are the stars all
there, in the picture?

"There are nore stars than any mind can track," he jetted. "But all the
habi t abl e systens are keyed in, in a shade of color-taste, and all— He paused,
as the significance of the el enentary keying opened to him "All inhabited
systens are keyed in. Star HydrO Star Erb, Star Squam the other Stars of this
Segnment—all ny nmind can verify are present. But not Hol estar."

"COf course not. This is System Hol estar, and it had no sapient life-fornms three
mllion years ago. Except for the visiting Ancients, of course, and the
barracks-buil ders, who were probably al so of non-Systemorigin. The only native
Iife woul d have been plants and rmaybe | owgrade aninmals. Even the rats of the
tunnel s are probably inports, vermin who sneaked in on spaceshi ps and took over
after the premises were vacated. They coul d not have evol ved on Eccentric, since
there were no non-lava passages before the sapients colonized it.'

"A variant keying indicates other inhabited systens, as many as the ones we
know, but this is wong. | recognize a nunber of these. System Extirpate, where
a nova seens to have wiped clear all life—=

' Seenms to have?'

"Hydr O technicians explored it long ago. There were a few artifacts suggestive
of technol ogi cal sapience on the two planets there, but both planets had been so
badly burned by an anci ent nova—

Three mllion years ancient? she asked, catching on

"Yes. Only Star Extirpate is not a nova star, so could not have been the source
of obliteration. It does not seemlikely that another star coul d have been near
enough to do this, and then vanish entirely. It is one of the nysteries of
space. And other lifeless systems—

"Are listed on this Ancient map as supporting potentially sapient |ife?

"Unless | misinterpret the key."

"Heem this is horrible! Could there have been twice as many life-fornms three
mllion years ago as now, and half of themwere obliterated?

"This is nmy understanding. This nust have been a survey station too, accurately
mappi ng all sapience in this sector of our Galaxy. The other markers we

conj ectured may have mapped ot her sectors.”

"And then half of that sapience was brutally destroyed. Could it have been
war—war on a gal actic scale? And the present-day life-fornms are the survivors?
"But we | acked technology then! W HydrOs were pre-sapients, not yet evolved to
our full powers, lacking all know edge of the extra-planetary universe. The sane
was true of our neighbors in Thousandstar—and | believe it was true also of the
rest of this galaxy generally. None of the contenporary life-forms had entered
space then. We could not have defended ourselves fromtechnol ogi cal species such
as the Ancients."

"Nor could we Sol arians,' she agreed. 'W were barbarians, hardly nastering the
use of fire, then. Some anobng our kind mght conjecture that we rose to heights
| ong ago, then reverted to barbarism after sone col ossal catastrophe, but

ar chaeol ogy does not support this. W were prinitives. Yet we survived, and you
Hydr Gs survived, and all the others, while the civilized Ancients perished.

"And this station knew precisely which survived and which perished—for the
keying differs, and not coincidentally."

"But this station is part of the culture that perished! It could not have
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recorded its own dem se so neatly!

"Only if it saw it coming. The Ancients m ght have vacated, |eaving only the
tower and planetariumoperative, still surveying data for those who m ght
follow"

"And no one followed, for all civilization in the gal axy had col | apsed, |eaving
only verm n-species |ike oursel ves.

They contenplated the grimgal actic map, nystified and appall ed. The nystery of
the Ancients becane greater with each discovery relating to it!

There was a vibration, followed by the spreading taste of netal. "Sonething is
happeni ng!" Heem sprayed, alarned. "Perhaps the Conpetition Authority has
arrived!"

"Must be! The Fa¢ shoul d have signal ed them before he died, though why he didn't
have them conme to get himout of the depths—tet's get over there to stake our
claimbefore Slitherfear does sonething worse yet!

Heemrolled rapidly toward the source of the commbtion. He coul d guess why the
Fa¢ hadn't sunmoned hel p; he woul d have thus exposed his own inconpetence. It
was al so possible that the Ancient site shielded transm ssions, making externa
conmuni cati on i npossi bl e.

They passed t hrough several of the pentagonal chanbers and cane at last into
anot her |arger one. The Erb entered from anot her passage ahead of him and a
third presence mani fested: a HydrO Swoon of Sweetswanp had managed to fol |l ow
them down into this conpl ex

Slitherfear was in the center of the room his pincers gripping sone kind of
machi ne mounted there. It was fromthis device the vibration and taste emanated
It seenmed to be an Ancient artifact, operative but sonmewhat irregular after its
| ong hiatus. The Ancients had been the Cluster's finest builders, but the

i nordi nate period since their passing had nmade even their nmachines unreliable.

The Erb charged at the Squam his drill fornmed and turning. Slitherfear rotated
the machine until a lens pointed at the Erb, and struck a gl obe-control with one
pi ncer.

The taste of alien power jetted out fromthe machine. The Erb col | apsed.

'"It's a death-ray generator!' Jessica exclained. 'An Anci ent weapon! Mist have
been too awkward to nove, so they had to leave it."

"And Slitherfear found it, discovered its operation, and nade a commmption to
lure the rest of us here to be killed! W should have stayed hidden, instead of
succunbing to his trap!"

Heemrolled at the Squamfromthe side. Slitherfear, aware of him swing the
machi ne about on its nmounting, but Heem had the advantage of velocity, thanks to
the tinme it had taken to kill the Erb, and crashed into the Squam before the
machine could orient. Slitherfear was shoved away, half rolling on the floor. He
was up imredi ately, pincers extended—but now Swoon of Sweetswanp was there,

al nost colliding with himherself. She needled him rolling back

"His tough luck that we all arrived at once,' Jessica remarked w thout synpat hy.

'Had we been spaced out nore, he would have finished us all, just as he

pl anned. '

Slitherfear, enraged, slithered after Swoon. 'Heem he'll kill her!' Jessica
cried.

"He can't catch her," Heemjetted. He al so renenbered the way Swoon had needl| ed
W ndfl ower. That had pretty nmuch abated any synpathy he m ght have felt for the
HydrO. "We nust inspect this nmachine he found, because it represents the
greatest immediate threat to us."

"You're right,' she said reluctantly. 'At least let's check the Erb. Maybe he's
not actually dead. Stunned—

Her and her concern for living creatures! They checked the Erb, while the Squam
chased the HydrO i nto anot her passage. The Erb was not dead, but he was not
living either. "Hs aura," Heem sprayed, dismayed. "I believe his aura is gone."
"Aura! O course! The Ancients were the consunmate experts in aura! This nust be
a transfer device, noving his aura to sone other host, perhaps across the

Gal axy!"

Heemrol |l ed back to the machine. Its control-globe had the balled-Iine inside,
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simlar to the gl obes outside, but in addition there were three synbols on the
ball's surface. Jessica pieced themout, translating Heem s taste into vivid
pictures. One was an enpty circle, &#927;; another was a two-knobbed line, «—; and
the third was a circle with a dot inside, &#920;. That was all.

The only other controls seened to be the activator-globes: one opaque, which the
Squam nmust have used to turn the machine on, the other empty, but apparently
trigger for the transfer, since it was the one Slitherfear had banged to destroy
the Erb. 'We'd better not fool with either of these,' Jessica said nervously.

"W know so little about this thing, and it seens just about ready to bl ow

itself apart. W don't even dare try to turn it off, because we can't be sure
how t he off switch works.'

"But so long as it remains functional, we are threatened by it," Heem pointed
out. "If we leave it unattended, and Slitherfear returns—= He focused his taste
on the fallen Erb, meaningfully.

"Um you're right again, Heem' They studied the narked gl obe again. 'Maybe if
we changed the setting—what do you think these synbols nean?'

"It is set now on &#927;," Heem sprayed. "That could nean vacancy of host. A body
wi thout an aura. Like the Erb."
"Horri bl e—and probably correct. An aura-destruction setting. | don't think

cont enporary science has anything like that, and |I'mnot sure it shoul d. What
does that nmke the &#920; synbol ?'

"An aura-creating setting? No, even the Ancients could not have created an aura
fromnothing! But if they had an aura avail abl e—=

‘I think I've got it, Heeml This is no weapon—t's a research tool! This was a

| aboratory attached to the observatory or the beacon or whatever, with many
cubicles for researchers to occupy, like a big office building. They were

anal yzing auras, classifying them separating the sheep fromthe goats—

"The—=2"

"Never mind! And the sheep they keyed in one fashion, and the goats in another,
for their big map of the MIky WAy, or at |east this segnment of it. Now maybe it
was a very subtle thing they were studying, so they had to transfer a given
subject aura into a blank host, to maintain it while studying it in a controlled
environment. And sonetinmes they had to superinpose it on an occupi ed host, as ny
aura i s superinposed on yours. So they woul d have needed sone bl ank hosts, and
sonme occupi ed ones. So they used this nmachine to blank a given host, and the &#927;
is the setting for that. And—

"This is amul!" Heem protested. "To blank creatures, probably sapients—

"No worse than vivisection! If you want to know about sonething, you have to
work with it, take it apart, analyze it. The Ancients did not advance their

sci ence of auras to the pinnacle they did without doing a hell of a lot of lab
wor k, believe ne!l So the &#920; setting nust be to superinpose an aura on a given
host, maybe one that's already occupi ed, nmaybe not. The same thing we do today,
for travel and inter-Sphere conmunication. And the — setting—

"That m ght be neutral. Just an aural scan, no transfer, necessary to verify the
situation before acting."

' Maybe,' she agreed dubiously.

They had no nore tine to consider. Swoon was rolling back, still pursued by
Slitherfear. She was |eaking water froma wound; he had evidently caught her and
gouged out a small chunk of flesh with one pincer. "Help ne, Heem " she sprayed.
"He will kill ne, then you, unless we fight himtogether. |I can not roll rmuch
nore."

"Hel p her,' Jessica decided. 'She is no threat to us! He is!

"First this, just in case," Heem sprayed. He touched the nachine's
control -gl obe, moving the indicator to the neutral doubl e-knob-1ine position
Then he rolled out to intercept the Squam

Slitherfear imrediately turned his attention to Heem He knew where his nost
form dabl e opposition rolled. Swoon rolled around behind the nmachi ne and
settled, trying to stop her | eakage of fluid and recover strength. "Be alert for
him Heenml" she jetted. "He caught nme by noving slow, then |eaping suddenly
forward. He's invulnerable! | tried to |lead himover the edge of a drop | found,
but he was too cunning."
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"I thought we were going to fight the Squamtogether,' Jessica grunped. 'She's
turning the whole job over to us.'

"WII the machine abolish hinP" Swoon sprayed, nudging up to it. Her wound
seened to be closing nicely.

"That machine is too dangerous to use!" Heem sprayed, alarned. "It may react
agai nst the operator." But his keenest worry was that she would try to use it
agai nst the Squam-and catch the HydrO i nstead. Because he and the Squam woul d be
moving quite rapidly and erratically. Her "hel p" could be disastrous!
"Especially since we aren't sure about that setting we put it on,' Jessica
agreed. 'It may be neutral —but it could be sonething else. Like self-destruct.'
Slitherfear |eaped, his whole body flexing, propelling hinself fromthe fl oor
Al'l three appendages extended forward, pincers closing.

Heemrol |l ed adeptly to one side and fired his sharpest, hottest jet at the nost
accessi bl e juncture: the energence of linb fromtorso

He scored. The effect on the overconfident Squam was devastating. That |inb went
| ax, not even able to fold properly into its slot. "You thought you had an easy
mar k, did you." Heem sprayed, not caring that the creature could not understand
himw thout the translator. "Now we settle it, killer of juveniles!"

Slitherfear was wounded, but not stupid. He oriented on Heem nore careful ly now,
keeping his two remaining pincers close to his body, allowi ng Heema fair shot
only at the useless linb. Naturally Heem did not waste his effort on that. He
roll ed around, but the Squamturned with him on guard. It was necessary to get
close, to score a crippling shot—but then he would be within range of the

pi ncers.

Slitherfear lunged at him Heemrolled back, this time finding no opening. He
had beaten the other Squam so long ago in the arena, by forcing himto close up
conpletely, so that he could not fight, then nudging himinto deep water,
Slitherfear refused to be cowed, and in any event, there was no water here. The
nmonst er |unged again, cautiously, and Heemretreated again, seeking an opening
that did not materialize. This was no easy contest!

"The only easy contests are those in which Erb tears up Squam or Squamtears up
Hydr O, or HydrO needles Erb,' Jessica said. 'By devel oping your finesse with
needl es you have nerely achieved parity. You still nust find a way to defeat an
equi val ent adversary.'

Sone encouragenent! Again the Squam | unged, and agai n Heem dodged. ' Look out!
Jessica cried, as Heem banged into the base of the Ancient nachine. He had been
paying attention only to the Squam neglecting his environnent. He rebounded
fromthe metal —and Slitherfear | eaped twice as fast and far as before and caught
himwi th one pincer-set.

"That's what he did to ne!" Swoon sprayed, rolling back. She was not nuch help
ei ther.

The pain was terrible, but Heem focused on the necessary. Because the pincers
were anchored in his flesh, they could not be retracted or noved quickly. He
aimed carefully and slanted a single hard needle into the vul nerable juncture.
Again, the effect was gratifyingly i mediate. The pincers went slack. The Sguam
had | ost another extremty! One nore and he woul d be hel pl ess, and Heem woul d be

able to orient his needles at leisure, drilling in between the scales until he
punctured the vulnerable interior. He was not nerely a match for this nonster,
after all; he had an easy victory! H's visual accuracy and coordination were

devastatingly effective.

The Squam | unged—for the Ancient machine. That had been Slitherfear's objective!
He had been maneuvering for this approach, not really trying for Heemand now
all three linbs were back in action. 'Heem we've been suckered!' Jessica cried
wi th di smay.

Heem was conpletely unrolled. Al his practice, for nothing! All his confidence,
fal sel The Squam had known what Heem would try, and pretended it was worKking.
Heem had decei ved hinsel f, thinking he coul d—

"Heem we haven't lost!' Jessica screaned. 'W've just taken a small tactica
setback. He expects you to give up now, but you won't. Get back in there and
fight!" And she drove himforward with the i mage of a booted Sol ari an foot,
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swinging at him

Heemjetted so violently he virtually hurtled across the chanber. He smashed
into the Squam-but this time Slitherfear held firm braced for the inpact,
trying to mai ntain possession of the nachine. Heem needled at all three
extremities sinmultaneously, utilizing the salvo accuracy he had practiced

agai nst the rats.

And for once the Squamreally had underestimated him Slitherfear fell back in
pain. His linbs had not been nullified, but the needl es had obviously hurt. Heem
rolled after him needling again in the sanme places, deepening the hurts. He

al so shot a jet at the air-intake hole. The Squam choked agai n, but fastened one
set of pincers firmy on Heemi's flesh, near enough to the spot just injured to
prevent Heem from needling effectively. Heemtried to pull away, but could not
wi thout |eaving his flesh behind. This tine he was really caught.

He felt sonething awful. Not just the fact of his predicanent, but a kind of

si ckness suffusing him fuzzing his awareness, causing himto hate his very

exi stence. Al his civilized values seened neaningless; it was better to deal on
a purely selfish basis, to destroy all opposition ruthlessly, to—

"Heem it's the scranbler! It's scranbling your aura too, and m ne, where they
overlap his. It's driving us both crazy! W' ve got to get away!' But he couldn't
get away. The pincers were inexorable. They held too big a section of his flesh
If he ripped free, he would die. Yet if he did not—

" Renmenber Sickh!' Jessica cried. 'How you noved her out of the water!

What did Sickh have to do with this? Ch. Heemthought it inpossible, but he
tried. He jetted hinself into a violent roll, drawi ng the Sguam al ong after him
and the creature's body fell over his own and crashed to the floor beyond. It
was after all possible! But the triple clawretained its cruel grip.

Heemrol l ed on, over Slitherfear, needling himin passing, keeping him
distracted while velocity built up. He rolled beyond, drew the Sguam up agai n,
and sl ammed hi m over again, and needl ed himagain. Slitherfear night have been
able to stop it by shifting his weight at the appropriate nmonment to counter
Heem s effort, but did not understand what was happening. HydrOs always tried to
pul | away from Squans, not to roll over and under them

Heem found a | ooseness devel opi ng between scal es, where the Squam s body was
bei ng wenched about, and needl ed there repeatedly. Athird tine he haul ed the
Squam up, this tine slanmming himinto a wall. He needl ed the gap between scal es
again, using his hottest water.

' Heem— Jessica cri ed.

He heaved Slitherfear up yet again, to slam himagain.

"Heem | think you can stop. | think he's dead."'

He paused. He no longer felt the sickness of the scranbler; his mnd was
clearing. The claw still gripped, but it was a death grip; the aninmation was
fading fromthe body of the Squam The creature could only take a certain anmount
of shock, when its whole body was involved; its arnor becane a liability. Heem
had killed his eneny by beating himto death.

Heem shifted his body cautiously. Now he was able to draw hinself free. 'I think
he was weak, too,' Jessica said. 'Fromthe rigors of the race, and his unnatura
stomach, and that awful scranbler. He thought he could win by treachery and
brutality. Wen you showed that you really could fight him—

"You showed him" Heem sprayed. "You drove ne, you guided nme when | was
defeated. You saw clearly the paths | could not find, that nade victory
possi bl e. Wthout you—

‘I had faith in you,' she said. 'Because with all your alien foibles, such as
lack of linbs and sight, you're still a better man than any | know at hone. |—
"No, nmy turn! | love you, alien fermale! Wthout you | could not have won.
Wthout you | could not endure.”

"Heem of Highfalls!" It was Swoon of Sweetswanp, near the Ancient machine,
recovered enough to hail himwth a jet. She was of course unconscious of his
i nternal dialogue. "Do you survive?"

"l survive," he sprayed. "The Squamis dead."

"Then you are the winner of the Conpetition. Yet if | had not distracted the
Squam weakeni ng hi mby the chase—=
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"True," Heem agreed, feeling generous. "Your presence helped. It got himaway
fromthe machine, gave ne tine to study it."

"So you understand the operation of the Ancient device?"

"Sonmewhat, perhaps, thanks to your—

"Then would it not be fair to share the victory with ne? The honor to Star HydrO
woul d be unabated, and there is enough in this conplex for nore than a single
Star to exploit. The nmechani sns of the tower, the nmachi ne—there nust be other
things too, of simlar value."

"There are other treasures," Heem agreed, thinking of the planetarium "Yet the
rul es of the Conpetition specify—

"The rul es specify that the winner takes the site," she sprayed. "But who is the
wi nner when it has taken nore than a single entity to achieve it? This becones
in effect arelay race, and all who participated in the winning effort should
share in the profits of that victory."

' She does have a point,' Jessica agreed internally. 'l think you could afford to
agree. The agreenent mght not have force with the Conpetition Authority, but
that would not be your fault. O fer her a quarter share of the proceeds of the
site.'

"Wbul d you consider a quarter share for your Star?" Heem asked Swoon.

"I would prefer a half share,” Swoon sprayed. "I could be nost appreciative,
Heem in the nane of the Star | represent. My transferee can pronise you rather
substantial |ong-term personal reconpense—

"She's trying to bribe you, Heenml' Jessica exclained indignantly.
"And | nyself can offer you quite inmedi ate short-term pl easure, "
concluded. She jetted a suprenely evocative erotic flavor at him
"And now she's trying to seduce you again!’

"It is an attractive enough offer," he sprayed to her internally. "There is no
finer pleasure than—=

Swoon

"Damm it, don't tell me about that!' she cried angrily. 'l can't—eh, hell, I'm
just being a jealous female! | get so tired of participating in these things in
the mal e costume instead of the female.'

"Yes, of course," Heem sprayed, chastened. "I will decline her offer."

"No, don't do that. | have no right to— She couldn't finish the thought. "1'1lI
be | eaving you soon anyway. | |ove you, Heem whatever happens. | would not deny
you your pleasures. | would not be the dog in the nmanger.'

"The what? Where?"

She flashed hima picture of a four-legged, tooth-faced creature standing in
dehydrated vegetation, threatening another creature who evidently desired the
vegetation. Heemcould nmake little sense of it.

"What it neans is that | can't be the kind of femal e you need, but | don't want
to be a femmale canine either. There is a special word for that.'

But Swoon was spraying again. "Perhaps your offer is sufficient, Heem M/ Star
m ght be satisfied with no nore than this nmachine. Do you know what it is, how
it operates?”

"I believe it is a research tool set to banish auras from given hosts, or to
superinpose auras on occupi ed hosts. Be careful not to jog the activator-globe."
"Which globe is that?" she jetted, alarned.

"The clear, enpty one, | believe. That is the one the Squam touched, to banish
the Erb." He rolled closer. "Now if you'd |like to cel ebrate our agreenment in the
Hydr O fashion— It was not serious, in that he had no intent to reproduce-no,

never that!—yet he wished it could have been Jessica. It was the alien femal e he
was holding in his mnd and longing for, as he sprayed romance at Swoon.

But this time Swoon did not return that kind of spray. She was now behind the
Anci ent machine, orienting it on him "I believe we can dispense with that,

Heem | have what | need."

Al arm shocked t hrough Jessica. 'Heem |00k out!’

Heem froze, horrified. "Wat are you doing, Swoon?" But he already had a notion
Betrayal .

"I amtaking the entire site, Heem since you were foolish enough to yield to ne
the key to victory."
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"But | thought you wanted to share, to indulge in—

"Ha!' Jessica exclained bitterly. 'She only used her sex appeal to get what she
want ed fromyou: information about the operation of the machine, so she could
use it without killing herself. She's a conniving bitch—and | fell for it too,
because | wanted you to be happy. Men often make concessions for sex al one;
worren seldomdo. | only regret | allowed nmy own concern to interfere with ny
logic. | failed you, Heem+n the one thing | was really equipped to help you in.
Protecti on agai nst deceitful, cynical, excellent-tasting ferales.'

"I"'msorry about this, Heem | really am" Swoon sprayed. "You're a tough, apt
Hydr O who did help nme get ny ship, and 1'd love to copulate with you. But | have
so much nore to gain by winning the Ancient site for ny transferee's Star."
"But you can't win!'" he jetted at her. "The aural printout will show you were
not the first."

"I''"l'l take that chance. You were the first—but you kill ed another conpetitor,
the Squam That nmakes your victory suspect. W none of us are clean, Heem but
the Conpetition Authority will not be eager to roll to the enornous trouble and
energy to run this conpetition again. In the end, the race goes to the fittest,
and the fittest is the survivor—and | amthat survivor. It's certainly a better
chance than what 1'd have if you live. The Conpetition Authority woul d not have
honored our deal ."

"I think they would!" Heem sprayed. "The rationale of the relay race, of nore
than one contributor to the victory—+ believe such a conpronise is better than
the alternative of condoning nurder! | accepted your rational e—why can't you?"
"You are charming, Heem in your naivete." She extended a section of herself
toward the machi ne's gl obe

Heemrol l ed for her, but she was too fast. She banged the activator-gl obe. Power
lurched out fromthe I ens, bathing him but a flashback al so bathed Swoon. There
was a terrible wenching.

In a nonment —perhaps nore than that, for Heem coul d not judge how | ong he had
been unconscious, if indeed at all—-he recovered his orientation. He remai ned on
the floor, and Swoon renmined at the nachine. His aura had not been abolished!
The neutral setting—

Then he becane aware of sonething el se. He was whol e, yet there was an absence,
a | oss—

"Jessical" he sprayed desperately.

There was no answer. He felt for her presence in his being, and found not hing.
He was al one.

"Ch, alien fermale!" he sprayed. "That Ancient machine did function—weakly! It
did not abolish nme, it abolished the |ess-entrenched aura. It w ped you out!"
Yet self-preservation still notivated him No, not that; rather it was the need
for vengeance. Swoon had nurdered Jessica; Swoon nust pay the penalty, Heem
surveyed the physical situation. Swoon still hunched by the nmachine. A backl ash
of power had enconpassed her; she had evidently been stunned. He could kill her
now. He did not care about his own ultinmate fate. He intended to punish
Jessica's murderer. He woul d needle her at close range, without mercy.

He rolled in close. Swoon stirred. He readi ed his needl es—but had to orient
carefully, because now he | acked the visual coordination he had cone to depend
on. He was blind. H s needles would not have their forner accuracy and tim ng.
He must do this with extreme concentrati on—

"Heem " she sprayed weakly.

"Do not plead for nercy," he sprayed savagely. He knew he shoul d sinply needl e
her, but was conpelled by his nature to communicate, to justify hinself, even to
his eneny. "You killed ny love; | shall kill you. You took the light frommy

perception; | shall destroy your perception. You betrayed—

"Heemwait. | am Jessica."

"Do not seek to deceive ne again!" he raged, his spray so hot it vaporized cl ose
to his body. "I believed you once. | amnot twice a fool!" Then he froze. How

had she known of Jessica?

"Heem+ was retransferred," she sprayed. "The machi ne setting—the two-balled
i ne—t must have nmeant not neutral, but exchange."

He hardly dared believe, yet he so nuch wanted to. "Prove this to nme."
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"Your nightmare of the Squam-your illegal nenories—

"You coul d have guessed of those! You nay have suffered another inconplete

met anor phosi s! "

"Then ny nightmare, as a Sol ari an—l one nmasqueradi ng as a nal e—a strange man
tearing off nmy garb, betraying ny secret in public—=

Heem s doubt coll apsed. "No one el se could know of that! Yet how could you have
been exchanged, and not ne. And not the two femal e auras of Swoon's host? They
are not with ne."

"Because we are all fenales, Heem and you are nale. The two ot her auras
bounced; they remain here in this host, stunned by ny forced arrival. You al so
bounced, having no nmal e host available within the focus of the machine. Only I
was female, with a female host to transfer to. Only | was able to nobve when
conpel |l ed. You and | have been through something |ike this before; we recovered
fromthe shock nore quickly. |I have assumed control of this body."

A trenendous relief washed through him Jessica had survived! He had revenge on
Slitherfear. He had won the conpetition, and would be restored to favor anobng
his kind. Al his frustrations had abruptly been abated. Never had he felt so
good!

"Ch, Heem " Jessica continued. "Now at last | can spray love with you! Quickly,
before the Conpetition Authority arrives and transfers nme back to Capella. Cone,
my | ove—=

But Heem s awareness was fuzzing, the tastes overl appi ng each other. The Ancient
conpl ex seened to be rotating around him expanding and contracting, its strange
hal f-fl avors confusing him

"Heem—what's the matter?" Jessica sprayed, alarnmed. "Are you badly injured? Oh,

Heem |'msorry! | didn't nean to tax your energi es beyond—
He marshal ed hinself with a desperate effort. "It is the netanorphosis,” he
sprayed. "It was inconpl ete before, because | had unresol ved conpul si ons.

Slitherfear— He found hinself sagging into inconprehensibility, and tried
again. "Miurders not avenged, would not |let go, undermni ned the nmenory-bl ank of
maturity. Vengeance is immture, yet there is justice. | becane a juvenile
masquer adi ng as adult, nmuch as you masqueraded as nmale. Now all is resolved, and
I am whol e, and ny netanorphosis is becom ng conpl ete—

"But then you will forget all that has happened here!" she protested.

A third, fading effort. "l—will forget. The rigors and conpl exes of the juvenile
state are too strong to permt maturity, nust be cast aside. But you nust inform
t hem—=

"Ch, Heem | will, I will! I'"Il tell them how you won, for Star HydrO Swoon's
Star gets no share; she betrayed you, she forfeits. But Sickh and W ndfl ower
were true—the relay race hypothesis is valid, Heem |'msure of it. Do you m nd
if I include themfor shares? Heem can you hear ne. | nean, can you taste ne?"
Heem t asted her, and sweet she was indeed, but no | onger could he answer.

Consci ousness was departing, and with it his entire i mature exi stence. He was
about to be adult.

"Ch, Heem |[|'Ill never see you again! Not as | have known you! You won't even
renenber ne, and | can't rem nd you because that m ght undo your maturity." She
paused, in the far and fadi ng distance. "Yet nmaybe that is best. Qur |ove was
hopel ess from the begi nning. W should never have allowed it to happen. This way
you, at least, will not suffer, and I'"'mglad for that."

Then she was gone from his awareness, except for one especially strong
concl udi ng needl e of flavor that nonentarily banished his opacity: "I |ove you,
Heem of Highfalls. Farewell!"

Epi | ogue

Jessica, in male guise, greeted each clone-pair arrival at the entrance to the
mai n ballroom The notif was HydrO cl one, but as co-hosts the Jesses remmi ned
human. This ball was in nominal celebration of Jesse's successful mission to
Thousandst ar; no Capel |l a-cl one had ever before made such a coup. The financia
aspect was theoretically uninmportant; it was the notoriety that counted. (Yet
the conpl eti on paynment had been wel cone, buttressed as it was by appreciation
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bonuses from Stars Salivar and Ffrob, who had been granted partial shares in the
enterprise. )

A pair of mock-HydrGs arrived in bulky costume that al nost conceal ed the
extremities. A concealed bulb squirted Jessica in the face. "HydrO you do!" a

cl one excl ai med geni al ly.

Jessica made an insignificant gesture with her little finger. A torrent of warm

wat er shot out of a supposedly decorative nozzle set in the wall, thoroughly
dousi ng both jokers. "The warnmest, wettest welcone to you, HydrGs!" she said
calmy.

"To be sure." But their enthusiasmfor the hunmor seemed sonewhat danpened.

A pair of Squams arrived next, their tails carried over their third arms. They
had noted the foregoi ng exchange of pleasantries. They glanced with conceal ed
non- Sqguam eyes at the enornous decorative pincers also set in the wall, and

el ected not to attenpt a practical joke. Jessica smiled somewhat grimy as they
proceeded directly toward the nock-up of an Ancient site in the center, where
the refreshnents were being served. The old retainer, Flowers, was in charge
there, keeping a benign but discreet eye on the proceedings. He was garbed as a
dom nant sapient of Segment Fa¢, with nany little hands and feet, and a spira
wire rising fromhis head. He was, of course, the Conpetition Authority
Representative; who el se would be in charge of an Ancient site?

"Squans do like to eat, you know," the Squam cl ones expl ai ned as they noved on
"Di sgusting," Jessica agreed, snmiling. Yet there was a masked sadness. She did
not find quite the pleasure in food she once had.

Jessica turned her attention to the next arrivals, a set of pseudo-Erbs, waving
great |eaf-petals that could hardly be fornmed into an effective drill. She

t hought of W ndfl ower, and Sickh, of her pleasant girl-talk session with themin
the flooded conduit. How nmuch nore neani ngful that had seened than this enpty
clonish banter! Sickh had had a famly, back on Planet |npasse, with two active
young Squamns; she had undertaken this mnission because her mate was ill and in
need of expensive treatnent, and this had been the only way to afford it.

W ndf | ower had been conpel |l ed by the challenge—but it had turned out to be nore
chal I enge than she had anticipated. Jessica had shared both notives, and envied
Si ckh her family in courteous fashion, and the three had agreed that the

uni verse was, after all, growing smaller. She had had, however briefly, a
friendship she valued—a friendship that transcended the barrier of species. Wat
she had here in Cloneville was conparatively sterile.

Oh, Heeml she thought, inevitably orienting on her keenest |oss. You have
forgotten nme, and |'mglad of that, have to be glad of that, but | |ove you
yet—and am gl ad of that too. Even though it reopened the wound of her grief. Was
it really better to have | oved and | ost?

In due course the ballroomwas filled with the cel ebrating clones. Couples were
wandering to the adjacent roons in normal fashion, trying out new partners. The
Bessies had latched on to a new set of nales, and were punping up their bosons
to the bursting point. Jessica was as di sgusted as ever, but had to naintain the
front. She was Jesse, tonight; he had not yet recovered fromhis accident with
the |l aser saw, and was confined to a floating support: a flatfloater, of course.
Thi s made an obvi ous difference between them so they could not substitute for
each other at key nonments. Fortunately, as host, Jess was not required to mx in
the side roonms. Cothes nade the nan, and the clothes were not coning off. She
was safe.

Saf e—for what? The sex-ratio had not bal anced as the clones paired off in

marri ages. Two nore unions had been announced in the past week, and one fenal e
est at e- hol der had decl ared agai nst clone-marriage, forfeiting her estate. Three
younger clones had natured enough to enter the sexual lists—but two of those
sets were nmales. The constriction was tightening; it would be a decade before
the ratio shifted back. Too many of the senior clones had opted for nale

of fspring, and their children were paying the price.

Jesse, neither a hulking brute to attract the scant-witted fenal es, nor the
possessor of a rich estate, was faced with the likely choice of marrying a cow
|i ke Bessy, or waiting the better part of that decade for a younger clone. Even
then, there would be conpetition, for a nunber of the mature clones preferred
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juvenile females, and there was a rough hierarchy of seniority, and sone of the
youngsters were very pretty children. The best of the nynphs woul d be taken
before they becane available to Jesse.

Al of which neant, in this decadent situation, that Jessica woul d probably have
to carry the burden. She woul d have to expose her nature and suffer herself to
be chosen by an eligible male and nmake the best marriage she coul d—#for the sake
of the estate. Because though it was not a rich estate, it was a fine one that
had to be preserved. She could nake an excellent |iaison, she was sure, for the
sanme inbal ance that mlitated agai nst Jesse's success mlitated in favor of
hers: the scarcity of desirable fenales. She had everything to gai n—yet she was
fundanental | y di ssatisfied.

She did not want the estate; she wanted adventure. She did not want a good
marri age; she wanted | ove. For a brief period she had had both adventure and

| ove—and | ost them How could she renmain in an alien body across the MIky Wy
Gal axy? How could she love a creature who resenbled a squirting jellyfish? It
was all inpossible, and properly over—yet there was now little flavor to human
exi stence. Heem Heenml

The sound of one nore dragon-coach canme. Another guest, arriving | ate? Jessica
checked her tally; all the usual crowd were accounted for. She pushed anot her
button on her hand unit, rem nded poignantly of the way a HydrO woul d have
needl ed that button with a jet of water, and got the readout: Morrow

Morrow? He was an ol der clone, married, not given to attending the basically
juvenile functions of the young clones. If there were such a thing as

met anor phosi s anong human bei ngs, Morrow had passed it, and put aside childish
things. Also, his attractive clone-wi fe would not approve of his frolicking
anong the nynphs at this stage

The sound of the approach becane | oud enough for all to hear: not a

si ngl e-dragon coach, but a grandi ose four-dragon chariot. Only a man |i ke Mrrow
had either the noney or the nerve to use such an artifact; dragons could get
quarrel sone in teans. But Morrow-was Mrrow.

Jessica wal ked over and consulted with her brother. "Mrrow com ng; know what to
make of it?"

"Morrowl " he exclainmed. "So soon out of nourning!"

" Mour ni ng?"

"Where have you been the past fortnight? Across the Gl axy? Morrow s wi fe got
hit by a runaway dragon-et she thought was tame. They destroyed the animal, of
course, but she was too badly injured; she took euth.”

" Eut hanasi a? She di ed?"

"Successful euth usually is fatal, yes, brother," Jesse agreed. He never called
her "sister" in conpany. "Sone cl ones have considerati on enough to honor such a
request, instead of gallivanting off to far places on vacation."

"Sonme vacation!" she nmuttered, hitting himlightly on the shoul der in masculine
fashi on. She was gl ad she had saved her brother, and not been a nurderess, and
knew he was gl ad too; that |ightened her npbod. She had ganbled and won, in this
respect, at |east.

FIl owers noved across fromthe refreshment site as well as his several little
feet permtted. Flowers put up with a lot of indignity for the sake of his
charges. Wthout his discretion and hel p, Jessica could never have managed her
transfer ruse. Flowers had insisted on taking care of the vacant host at hone,
so that the Society of Hosts had no know edge of the exchange or of Jessica's
sex. Had the truth come out, Flowers could have been disbarred as a retainer,
but he had taken the risk—for the sake of the estate. Other clones had in the
past proffered very good terns for his service, but he had been loyal to this
estate, and to the Jess-clones.

"The Lord Morrow grieves for his cherished wi fe, but needs another," Flowers
said gravely. "H's estate is large, and his son is yet a child."

"He could hire a nurse,"” Jessica pointed out. "God knows he's rich enough! He
certainly doesn't need to preenpt another clone-female froman already
critically short supply.” She felt a genuine indignity.

"Lord Morrow is not a reasonable man," Flowers replied, in a typica
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understatement. There had been stories of Mdrrow in his younger days, tam ng
rogue dragons, substituting for a gladiator in a genuine contest and wi nning,
traveling the Cluster in transfer for the nere sake of adventure. Neither
caution nor finance had ever stopped himfromindul ging his nood of the nonent,
until his slip of a wife had twi ned hi mabout her finger. Mrrow s weakness had
at | ast been exposed: he could not deny the wonan he |loved. Now it seemed he had
been | oosed again, having been also unable to deny his wi fe her demand for

deat h.

Jessi ca renmenbered another mal e who had been that way, to a certain extent.
Tough to the point of foolishness, but weak agai nst femal es of any species.
Heem . .

"Actually, it will be a good deal for the one he chooses," Jesse renmarked. "Even
if he takes a child bride, he has a lot to offer, both physically and socially.

| understand he's very gentle, at hone."

"But an ogre in public," Jessica anended. She nerved herself, and glided to the
bal | room entrance to greet the w dower.

Morrow was a huge, dusky man, black of beard, with nuscles |ike those of the

gl adi ator he had inpersonated. It was runored that he still exerted hinmself with
archai c barbell weights by way of entertainnent or neditation. Certainly no
runaway baby dragon woul d have crushed him Jessica was daunted by his gruff
power that seened to radiate fromhis body.

"Wl cone to HydrO-clone Ball, ny Lord Morrow," she said formally, showi ng the
def erence due an elder clone. Actually, he was only a decade ol der than she, but
age was not the only distinction. "This is an unexpected pl easure."

The giant stared at her, his eyes narrowed appraisingly. "I like your costune
not," he said. "Renove it."
Jessica smled in her masculine node, though she felt an ugly chill. There was

sonet hing about this man, a barely | eashed viol ence. "My Lord?"

Morrow shot forward a nonstrous hand, catching her forearmw th a puni shing
grip. "Of with the mask, hypocrite!"

Jessica choked of f her scream for it would have betrayed her nature instantly.
She struggled ineffectively to free herself. "My Lord Morrow "

The entire ballroom quieted. The clones were watching the scene, smling,
assuning it was a programmed skit for their entertainnent. Only Flowers realized
that this was no skit, and knew t he possi bl e consequence. He started forward,
his extra feet bunping against his real ones.

Morrow grasped the | apel of Jessica's suit with his other hand and exerted his
horri bl e muscles. The flimsy material tore | engthwi se down the front, exposing
her strapped halter.

"What is this?" Mrrow demanded, as the sniles of the clones broke into

appreci ative |laughs. Nakedness was not hing, but involuntary nakedness was
exciting, even in a skit. "A bandage on the uninjured man?"

"Yes," Jessica cried, nunbed. "An injury— An injury to her spirit nore than to
her body.

Fl owers arrived. "My Lord, if you pl ease—

Morrow hooked two fingers in the strap and ripped down. The material tore, and
suddenly both Jessica's breasts were bared. Now she screaned.

"See what we have hiding here!" Mrrow bell owed, tearing away the remai nder of
her suit and turning her around for all the clones to view Flowers tried to
cover her with his jacket, which he had providently collected on the way, but
Morrow shoved himgently but forcefully away. "I would not hurt you, old nan; |
seek your service for ny own estate. But stand clear." And the retainer had to
wi t hdr aw.

"See!" Morrow repeated, half cupping one of Jessica's breasts with an open hand.
For a monent the clones stared in disbelief. Then one whistled. "Those are
real!" he exclainmed, |aughing. Jessica found herself too nunb to protest.

"Yes, it is funny, is it not?" Mrrowroared. Wth a bound and reach of
surprising swiftness he approached and caught the |aughing young man. "W | augh
as we strip away our pretenses, do we not?" And he tore the man's Squam cost une
| engt hwi se.

The young cl one, cowed, clutched his tattered costune to his body.
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"Laugh!" Morrow bel |l owed, ripping away nore of it.

The | ad | aughed, sonewhat hysterically, now standi ng naked.

Morrow |l urched to the side, catching a girl in a HydrO costune. He ripped it off
her. "Laugh!" he commanded. She shrieked her enbarrassed | aughter

The huge nman whirled on the rest of them "Of, off with it all! Laugh! Laugh

It is funny, is it not?"

And in nonments he had the whol e room naked, hinself included, everyone | aughing
nervously.

Morrow returned to Jessica, who had remai ned frozen. Her nightmare had finally
becone literal, and it was every bit as bad as she had ever feared. "You

claim" Mrrow announced, like a dragon roaring over a fresh kill. "I found you,
and you are female and you are fair, nost fair, and what shanme renmins to you
that these others do not share?"

"You think that's reason to marry a nonster?" Jessica denanded, flushing to the
wai st. How had this brute known her secret? Wiy had he cone for her, instead of
for one of the nynphs who woul d have been glad to have hinf Not that he was
unattractive, or his attention unflattering, but—

"Not entirely. Yet | promi sed you this needling of your fundanental shane, and
you promised to accept it in the proper spirit. Do you renege, alien fenale?"
"Alien fenale!" she repeated. "Wiat address is this?"

Morrow drew her inexorably in toward him "Do you forget so quickly,
creature-who-eats? Did you |ie when you clainmed your kind suffered no

met anor phosi s? After we solved the riddle of concepts, threaded Star and Hol e,
and fought the nonsters? You taught nme vision, you taught nme |ove, you addicted
me to these things, that | can never experience as a HydrO and now | cone to
spray with you—do you dare reject ne, inage-of-Squan?”

"Heem " she cried, belief and disbelief colliding. "But it can't be—you

met anor phosed—

"Alas, it reverted again. The first time the immturity of the need for
vengeance nullified it; the second tine, the alienness of love, | could not
yield that enpotion, and so it undermned ny maturity, and |I renenbered, and
knew what | had lost, and so | traveled in transfer to seek out ny second
nenesi s and conquer her."

She felt dizzy. "But what of Morrow?"

"You al so taught ne how truce could be nade, even with aliens, even with
creatures of anathema, who are no |onger evil when understood. | prom sed the
sufferer a good wife, one he would appreciate when his grief abated; he prom sed
me the first nonth. Thereafter we share. He is a good creature, though he eats;
but he is bereft of his love, as | am"

Fl owers drew near again. "Jess, is this man hurting you? | have fetched a | aser
weapon—

She faced her old retainer. She took a deep breath, for the first tinme unashaned
to show her bosomin public. "Flowers, don't ask questions. Just pick up the

| argest bowl of pseudofruit punch you can heft, bring it here, and dunp it over
our heads. Now "

Bewi | dered but loyal, Flowers did as he was told. As the other naked cl ones
stared, the sweetened fluid washed over their two heads and bodi es, soaking them
with its flavor.
"Now we spray together,"

Jessica said, kissing the creature she |oved.
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