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PART
ONE:

RYDRA
VWONG

. Here is the hub of anbiguity.
El ectric spectruns splash across the street.
Equi vocati on knots the shadowed features
of boys who are not boys; a quirk of darkness
shrivels a full nmouth to senility
or pares it to a razor-edge, pours acid
across the anber cheek . . -

or smashes in the pelvic arch
and wells a dark clot oozing on a chest
dispelled with nmotion or a flare of light
that swells the |ips and dribbles themw th bl ood
They say the same crowd surges up the street
and surges down again, like driftwood borne
ti dewi se ashore and sucked away w th backwash,
only to slap into the sand again,
only to be jerked out and spun away.
Driftwood; me narrow hips, and |iquid eyes,
the wi defiung shoul ders and the rough-cast hands,
the gray-faced jackals kneeling to their prey.
The col ors di sappear at break of day
when stragglers toward the west riverdocks neet
young sailors anbling shipward on the street

—from Prismand Lens, M-H,
ITS A PORT CITY.

Here funmes nst the sky, the' General thought. Indus-
trial gases flushed the evening with oranges, sal nons,
purples with too nuch red. West, ascending and de-
scendi ng transports, shuttling cargoes to stellarcenters
and satellites, lacerated the clouds. It's a rotten poor
city too, thought the General, turning the conmer by the
gar bage-strewn curb

Si nce the Invasion six ruinous enbargoes for nonths

api ece had strangled this city whose lifeline nust pulse
with interstellar commerce to survive. Sequestered,

how could this city exist? Six tinmes in twenty years he'd
asked hinmself that. Answer? It couldn't.

Pani cs, riots, burnings, tw ce cannibalism—

The General |ooked front the silhouetted | oading

towers that jutted behind the rickety nonorail to the
griny buildings. The streets were snaller here, clut-
tered with transport workers, |oaders, a few stellarnen
in green uniforns, and the hoard of pale, proper nen
and wonen who nmanaged the intricate sprawl of cus-

tons operations. They are quiet now, intent on hone or
wor k, the General thought. Yet all of these people have
lived for two decades under the Invasion. They've
starved during the enbargoes, broken w ndows,

| ooted, run scream ng before fire-hoses, torn flesh from
a corpse's armw th decalcified teeth.
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Wio is this animal man? He asked hinself the
abstract question to blur the lines of menory. It was
easier, being a general, to ask about the 'animl mn'

BABEL- 17

t han about the woman who had sat in the nmiddle of the
sidewal k during the | ast enbargo holding | "er skeleta
baby by one leg, or the three scrawny teen-age girls
who had attacked himon the street with razors (—she
had hi ssed through brown teeth, the bar of netal glis-
tening toward his chest, "Conme here. Beefsteak! Cone
getnme. Lunchneat- . ."He had used karate—orthe

blind man who had wal ked up the avenue screani ng. \

Pal e and proper nen and wonen now, who spoke
softly, who always hesitated before they |l et an expres-
sion fix their faces, with pale, proper patriotic ideas:

work for victory over the Invaders; Alona Star and Kip
Rhyak were great in "Stellar Holiday" but Ronald

Quar was the best serious actor around. They listened to
H Lite's nusic (or did they listen, wondered the Gen-
eral, during those sl ow dances where no one touched).

A position inCustons was a good secure job—working
directly in Transport was probably nore exciting and

fun to watch in the novies; but really, such strange

peopl e—

Those with nore intelligence and sophistication dis-
cussed Rydra Wong's poetry.

They spoke of the Invasion often, with some hundred
phrases consecrated by twenty years' repetition on
newscasts and in the papers. They referred to the em
bargoes seldom only by the one word.

Take any of them take any mllion. Wi arc they?
What do they want? What would they say if given a
chance to say anyt hing?

Rydra Wong has beconme this age's voice. The Gen-

eral recalled the glib line froma hyperbolic review
Paradoxical: a military leader with a nilitary goal, he
was going to neet Rydra Wng now.

The street lights came on and his inage gl azed sud-
oo ¥,
BABEL- 17

denly on the plate glass wi ndow of the bar. That's right,
I"mnot wearing ny uniformnow He saw a tall, nus-

cular man with the authority of half a century in his
craggy face. He was unconfortable in the gray civilian
suit. Till age thirty, the physical inmpression he had left
with people was 'big and bunbling' . Afterwards—the

change had coincided with the |Invasi on—+t was 'mas-

sive and authoritarian',

Had Rydra Wbng conme to see himat Adm nistrative
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Al'l'i ance Headquarters, he would have felt secure. But

he was in civvies, not in stellarman-green. The bar was
new to him And she was the nmost fanpus poet in.five
expl ored gal axies. For the first time in a long while he
felt bunbling again.

He went i nsi de.

And whi spered, "MyGod, she's beautiful, wthout
even having to pick her fromanong the few other
wonen. | didn't know she was so beautiful, not from
the pictures.

She turned to him (as the ~gure in the nmirror behind
the counter caught sight of himand turned away), stood
up fromthe stool, snled

He wal ked forward, took her hand, the words Good

eveni ng, Mss Wng tunmbling on his tongue till he
swal | owed t hem unspoken. And now she was about to
speak. She wore copper lipstick, and the pupils of her
eyes were |like beaten di sks of copper—

"Babel -17," she said. '"I haven't solved it yet,
General Forester."

A knitted indigo dress, and her hair |ike fast water at
ni ght spilling over one shoul der; he said, "That doesn't
really surprise me. Mss Wng."

Surprise, he thought. She puts her hand on the bar,
she | eans back on the stool, hip moving in knitted bl ue,

BABEL- 17

and with each novenent, 1 am anazed, surprised,
bewi | dered. Can | be this off guard, or can she really be

t hat —

"But |'ve gotten further than you people at Mlitary
have been able to." The gentle |ine of her nouth bowed
with gentler |aughter.

"Fromwhat |'ve been led to expect of you. Mss

Wong, that doesn't surprise ne either."” W is she? he
t hought. He had asked the question of the abstract
popul ati on. He had asked it of his own reflected inmage,
He asked it of her now, thinking. No one else matters,

but | rmust know about her- That's inportant. | have to
know.
"First of all. General," she was saying, '*Babel-17

isn't a code."

Hi s mnd skidded back to the subject and arrived
teetering. "Not a code? But | thought Cryptography
had at | east established— He stopped, because he
wasn't sure what Cryptography had established, and
because he needed another nmonent to haul hinself
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down fromthe | edges of her high cheekbones, to retreat
fromthe caves of her eyes. Tightening the nuscles of
his face, he marshal ed his thoughts to Babel -17. The

I nvasi on: Babel -17 mi ght be one key to ending this
twenty-year scourge. "You nean we've just been try-

ing to decipher a | ot of nonsense?"

"It's not a code," she repeated. "It's a | anguage."
The General frowned. "Well, whatever you call it,
code or language, we still have to figure out what it

says. As long as we don't understand it, we're a hell of
a way fromwhere we should be." The exhaustion and
pressure of the last nonths homed in his belly, a secret
beast to strike the back of his tongue, harshening his
wor ds.

BABEL- 17

Her smile had left, and both hands were on the
counter. He wanted to retract the harshness. She said,
"You're not directly connected with the Cryptography
Departnent." The voi ce was even, cal m ng.

He shook hi s head.

"Then let me tell you this. Basically .General Fores-
ter, there are two types of codes. In the first, letters, or
synmbol s that stand for letters, are shuffled and juggl ed
according to a pattern. In the second, letters, words, or
groups of words are replaced by other letters, synbols,
or words. A code can be one type or the other, or a

combi nation. But both have this in comobn: once you

find the key, you just plug it in and out come | ogica
sentences. A | anguage, however, has its own interna
logic, its own grammar, its own way of putting

thoughts together with words that span various spectra

of meaning. There is no key you can plug in to unlock
the exact meaning. At best you can get a cl ose approx-

i mation."

"Do you nean that Babel -17 decodes into sone
ot her | anguage?'

"Not at all. That's the first thing | checked. W can
take a probability scan on various elenments and see if
they are congruent with other |anguage patterns, even if
these elenents are in the wong order. No. Babel-17 is
a | anguage itself which we do not understand."

" 'l think''—General Forester tried to sm|e—What
you're trying to tell me is that because it isn't a code,
but rather an alien | anguage, we m ght as well give

up." If this were defeat, receiving it fromher was
al most relief.

But she shook her head. "lI'mafraid that's not what
I"msaying at all. Unknown | anguages have been de-

ci phered without translations. Linear B and Hittite for

BABEI - 17
exanple. But if I'"'mto get further with Babel -17, ']
have to know a great deal nore."
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The General raised his eyebrows. "Wat nore do
"you need to know? We've given you all our sanples.
When we get nmore, we'll certainly—=

"General, 1 have to know everything you know

about Babel -17 where you got it, when, under what
circunstances, anything that mght give ne a clue to
the subject matter."

"We're released all the informati on that we—

"You gave me ten pages of doubl e-spaced typewit-
ten garble with the code nanme Babel -17 and asked ne
what it neant. Wth just that | can't tell you. Wth
more, | might. It's that sinple.”

He thought: If it were that sinple, if it were only that
sinmple, we would never have called you in about it,
Rydra Wong.

She said: "If it were that sinple, if it were only that
sinmpl e, you would never have called nme in about it,
General Forester."

He started, for one absurd nonent convinced she
had read his mnd. But of course , she would know that.
Woul dn't she?

"General Forester, has your Cryptography Depart-
ment di scovered it's a | anguage?"

"If they have, they haven't told nme."

"I"'mfairly sure they don't know. |'ve nmade a few
structural inroads on the grammar. Have they done
t hat ?"
"No. "

"CGeneral, although they know a hell of a | ot about

codes, they know nothing of the nature of |anguage.

That sort of idiotic specialization is one of the reasons
haven't worked with themfor the past six years."

BABEL- 17

Who is she? he thought again. A security dossier had

been handed hi mthat norning, but he had passed it to

his aide and nerely noted, later, that it had been narked
"approved'. He heard hinself say, "Perhaps if you

could tell nme alittle about yourself. Mss Wng, | could
speak nore freely with you.'' Illogical, yet he'd spoken
it with neasured cal mand surety. Was her expression

qui zzi cal ?

"What do you want to know?"

"VWhat | already know is only this: your name, and

that some time ago you worked for Mlitary Cryptog-
raphy. | know that even though you |l eft when very

young, you had enough of a reputation so that, six years
| ater, the people who renenbered you said
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unani nousl y—after they had struggled with Babel-17
for a nonth—Send it to Rydra Wng.' " He paused
"And you tell ne you have gotten soneplace with it.
So they were right."

"Let's have drinks," she said.

The bartender drifted forward, drifted back, |eaving
two small gl asses of snoky green. She sipped, watch-
ing him Her eyes, he thought, slant up |like astounded
Wi ngs.

"I'"'mnot fromEarth," she said. "My father was a

Conmruni cati ons engi neer at Stellarcenter X-11-Bj ust
beyond Uranus. My nother was a translator for the

Court of Quter Worlds. Until | was seven | was the
spoiled brat of the Stellarcenter. There weren't many
children. We noved rockside to Uranus-XXVI| in '52

By the tinme | was twelve, | knew seven Earth | anguages
and coul d make mysel f understood in five extra-
terrestrial tongues. | pick up | anguages |ike nost people
pick up the lyrics to popular songs. 1 |ost both parents
during the second enbargo."

BABEL- 17
"You were on Uranus during the enbargo? *

"You know what happened?”
"I'l know the Quter Planets were hit a |ot harder than

the I nner."

"You don't know. But yes, they were." She drew a

breath as nenory surprised her. "One drink isn't
enough to nake me talk about it, though. Wen | cane
out of the hospital, there was a chance 1 nmay have had

brai n damage. "

"Brai n danage—=2"
"Mal nutrition you know about. Add neuro-sciatic

pl ague. "

"1 know about pl ague, too.

"Anyway, 1 cane to Earth to stay with an aunt and

uncl e here and receive neuro-therapy. Only | didn't

need it. And | don't know whether it was psychol ogi ca

or physiological, but | canme out of the whol e business
with total verbal recall. I'd been bordering on it all ny
life so it wasn't too odd. But 1 also had perfect pitch.”

"Doesn't that usually go along with Iightning cal cul a-
tion and eidetic nmenory? 1 can see how all of them

woul d be of use to a cryptographer.™

"I'"'ma fair mathematician, but no lightning cal-
culator. | test high on visual conception and spacia
relati ons—dreamin technicolor and all that—but the

file:/lIF|/rah/Samuel%20R.%20Delaney/Delany,%20Samuel%20R%20-%20Babel-17.txt (6 of 172) [8/27/03 11:43:50 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Samuel %20R.%20D el aney/Del any,%20Samuel %20R%20-%20Babel - 17.txt

total recall is strictly verbal. | had already begun writ-
ing. During the sumrer | got a job translating with the
governnent, and began to bone up on codes. In a little

while 1 discovered that | had a certai n—knack. |'m not

a good cryptographer. | don't have the patience to work
that hard on anything witten down that | didn't wite
nmysel f. Neurotic as hell; that's another reason | gave it

up for poetry. But the knack' was sort of frightening.
Sonmehow, when 1 had too nmuch work to do, and

10
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- sonewhere else | really wanted to be, and was scared
my supervisor would start getting on ny back, sud-

denly everything |I knew about communicati on woul d

come together in ny head, and it was easier to read the
thing in front of me and say what it said than to be that
scared and tired and mserable.”

She gl anced at her drink.

"Eventual |y the knack got to where | could contro

it. By then | was nineteen and had a reputation as the
little girl who could crack anything. | guess it was
knowi ng sonet hi ng about |anguage that did it, being
nore facile at recognizing patterns—i ke distinguish-
ing grammmati cal order from random rearrangenent by
feel, which is what | did with Babel -17."

"Why did you | eave?"

"I'"ve given you two reasons. Athird is sinply that

when | mastered the knack, | wanted to use it for ny
own purposes. At nineteen, | quit the Mlitary and,
well, got . . . married, and started witing seriously.

Three years later nmy first book canme out." She shrug-
ged, smled. "For anything after that, read the poens.
" It's all there."

"And on the worlds of five gal axi es, now, people

del ve your imagery and neaning for the answers to the
riddl es of greatness, love, and isolation.” The three
words junped his sentence |ike vagabonds on a boxcar.
She was before him and was great; here, divorced from

the mlitary, he felt desperately isolated and he was
desperately i n—No!
That was inpossible and ridiculous and too sinple to

i - explain what coursed and pul sed behind his eyes, inside
hi s hands. "Another drink?" Automatic defense. But

she will take it for automatic politeness. WII she? The
bartender cane, left.

n
BABEL- 17

"The worlds of five gal axies," she repeated.
"That's so strange. I'monly twenty-six." Her eyes
fi xed sonewhere behind the mrror. She was only half
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through her first drink.

"By the tinme Keats was your age, he was dead."
She shrugged. * This is an odd epoch. It takes heroes

very suddenly, very young, then drops them as

qui ckly. "
He nodded, recalling half a dozen singers, actors,

even witers in their late teens or early twenties who had
been naned genius for a year, two, three, only to
di sappear. Her reputation was only a phenonenon of

three years duration.

"I"'mpart of ny times," she said. "I'd like to
transcend ny tinmes, but the times thensel ves have a
good deal to do with who I am" Her hand retreated
across the mahogany fromher glass.k '"You in Mlitary,
it nmust be nuch the sanme." She raised her head. "Have

I given you what you want ?"
He nodded. It was easier to lie with a gesture than a

wor d.
"Good. Now, Ceneral Forester, what's Babel -17?'

He | ooked around for the bartender, but a gl ow

brought his eyes back to her face—the glow was sinply

her smile, but fromthe conmer of his eye he had actually
mstaken it for a light. "Here," she said, pushing her
second drink, untouched, to him' *I won't finish this. *

He took it, sipped. "The Invasion, Mss Wng ,

it's got to be involved with the Invasion."

She | eaned on one arm listening with narrow ng
eyes.
"It started with a series of accidents—well, at first

they seened |ike accidents. Now we're sure it's sabo-
tage. They've occurred all over the Alliance regularly

12
-te BABEL- 17

since Decenber' 68. Sorme on warships, sonme in Space
Navy Yards, usually involving the failure of sone

i nportant equi pnent. Twi ce, expl osions have caused
the death of inmportant officials. Several tines these
"accidents' have happened in industrial plants produc-
ing essential war products.”

"What connects all these 'accidents,' other than that
they touched on the war? Wth our econony working
this way, it would be difficult for any major industria
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accident not to affect the war."

"The thing that connects themall. Mss Wng, is
Babel -17. "

He wat ched her finish her drink and set the gl ass
precisely on the wet circle.

"Just before, during, and imredi ately after each

accident, the area is flooded with radi o exchanges back

and forth fromindefinite sources; nmost of themonly

have a carrying power of a couple of hundred yards.

But there are occasional bursts through hyperstatic

,™ channel s that blanket a few lightyears. W have tran-

i: scribed the stuff during the last three 'accidents' and
7] - given it the working title Babel-17. Now Does that tel
N you anything you can use?"

-y. "Yes. There's a good chance you're receiving radio
Ninstructions for the sabotage back and forth between

N '"whatever is directing the 'accidents' —=

;-0 '1-But we can't find a thing!" Exasperation struck
"I'4 "There's nothing but that blasted gobbl edy-gook, pip-
1l]itng away at doubl e speed! Finally soneone noticed
||iEcertain repetitions in the pattern that suggested a code.
gprypt ography seened to think it was a good | ead but
couldn't crack it for a nonth; so they called you."

5 As he tal ked, he watched her think. Now she said,
"General Forester, 1'd like the original nonitors of

13
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these radi o exchanges, plus a thorough report, second
by second if it's available, of those accidents tinmed to

the tapes.”
"I don't know if-—=

"If you don't have such a report, make one during

the next'accident' that occurs. If this radio garbage is a
conversation, | have to be able to foll ow what's being

tal ked about. You may not have noticed, but, in the

copy Cryptography gave me, there was no distinction

as to which voice was which. In short, what |I'm work-

ing with nowis a transcription of a highly technica
exchange run toget her w thout punctuation, or even

word breaks, "
"l can probably get you everything you want except
the original recordings—'

"You have to. | nmust nmake ny own transcription,
carefully, and on ny own equi pnent."

"We'll make a new one to your specifications.”

She shook her head. "I have to do it nyself, or |
can't promise a thing. There's the whol e probl em of
phoneni ¢ and al | ophoni ¢ distinctions. Your people
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didn't even realize it was a |l anguage, so it didn't occur
to them+=

Now he interrupted her. "What sort of distinc-
tions?"

"You know the way some Orientals confuse the

sounds of R and L when they speak a Western | an-
"guage? That's because Rand L in many Eastern | an-
guages are all ophones, that is, considered the sane
sound, witten and even heard the same—ust |ike the
th at the beginning of they and at the begi nning of

theater.”

"What's different about the sound of heater and
f Aey?"

14
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"Say themagain and listen. One's voiced and the
other's unvoiced. They're as distinct as V and F;, only
they're all ophones in English and you're used to hear-
ing themas if they were the same phonene."

" G]. "

"But you see the problema 'foreigner' has transcrib-
ing a |l anguage he doesn't speak; he may cone out with
too many distinctions of sound, or not enough."

"How do you propose to do it?"

"By what | know about the sound systems of a |ot of
ot her | anguages and by feel."

"The ' knack' agai n?"
She sniled. "I suppose.™

She waited for himto grant approval. What woul dn't
he have granted her? For a monent he had been dis-
tracted by her voice through subtleties of sound. "Of
course, Mss Wng," he said, "you' re our expert.

Cone to Cryptography tonorrow and you can have
access to whatever you need."

"Thank you. General Forester. I'll bring ny officia
report in then."

He stood in the static beamof her smile. | nust go
now, he thought desperately. Oh, let nme say sonething
to her. "Fine, Mss Wng. |I'll speak to you then."

Somet hi ng nore, somet hi ng—

He wrenched his body away (I nust turn from her)

say one thing nore, thank you, be you, |ove you. He

wal ked to the door, his thoughts quieting: who is she?

N Ch, the things that should have been said. | have been
brusque, mlitary, efficient. But the |uxuriance of
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t hought and word | woul d have given her. The door
stayed open and eveni ng brushed blue fingers on his
eyes.

My god, he thought, as cool ness struck his face, all
15
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that inside nme and she doesn't know 1 didn't com

muni cate a thing! Sonewhere in the depths the words,

not a thing, you're still safe. But stronger on the surface
was the outrage at his own silence. Didn't conmuni -

cate a thing at all—

Rydra stood up, her hands on the edge of the counter,

| ooking at the mirror. The bartender came to renpve

the gl asses at her fingertips. As he reached for them he
f rowned.

"M ss Wbng?"
Her face was fi xed.
"M ss Wng, are you—

Her knuckles were white and as the bartender
wat ched, the whiteness crept along her hands till they
| ooked |i ke shaki ng wax.

"I's there sonething wong. Mss Wng?"

She snapped her face toward him "You noticed?"

Her voice was a hoarse whi sper, harsh, sarcastic,
strained. She whirled fromthe bar and started toward
the door, stopped once to cough, then hurried on

16
Il
" MOCKY, HELP ME'"

"Rydra?" Dr. Markus T mwar ba pushed hinsel f
fromthe pillowin the darkness. Her face sprung in
snoky |ight above the bed. "Were are you?"

"Downstairs, Mycky- Please, |1've got to talk to
you. "

Her agitated features noved right, left, trying to
avoi d his | ook. He squinched his eyes against the glare,
then opened themslowy. "Conme on up."

Her face di sappear ed.

He waved his hand across the control board and soft
light filled the sunptuous bedroom He shoved back

the gold quilt, stood on the fur rug, took a black silk
robe froma gnarled bronze colum, and as he swung it
across his back the automatic contour wres w apped

the panel s across his chest and straightened the shoul -
ders. He brushed the induction bank in the rococo
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frame again, and aluminumflaps fell back on the
si deboard. A steaning carafe and |iquor decanters
roll ed forward.

Anot her gesture started bubble chairs inflating from
the floor. As Dr. T mnarba turned to the entrance
cabinet, it creaked, mca wings slid out, and Rydra
caught her breath.

" Cof fee?" He pushed the carafe and the force-field
caught it and carried it gently toward her. "Wat've
you been doi ng?"

17
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"Mocky, it . . .1 . . .0?"
"Drink your coffee.”

She poured a cup, lifted it hal fway to her nouth.
"No sedatives?"

"Crene de cacao or crene de cafe?" He held up

two small gl asses. "Unless you think al cohol is cheat-
ing, too. Oh, and there's sone franks and beans |eft
over fromdinner. | had conpany."”

She shook her head. "Just cacao."

The tiny glass followed the coffee across the beam
"I'"ve had a perfectly dreadful day." He folded his
hands. "No work all afternoon, dinner guests who
wanted to argue, and then deluged with calls fromthe
monent they left. Just got to sleep ten mnutes ago."
He smiled. "How was your eveni ng?"

"Mocky, it . . .it was terrible.”

Dr. T mnarba sipped his |iqueur. "Good. O her-

wi se |'d never forgive you for waking nme up.”

In spite of herself she smled. "I can . . . can
al ways c-c-count on you for s-synpathy, Mcky."

"You can count on ne for good sense and cogent

psychi atric advice. Synpathy? |I'msorry, not after

el even-thirty. Sit down. What happened?" A fina

sweep of his hand brought a chair up behind her. The
edge tapped the back of her knees and she sat. "Now
stop stuttering and talk to nme. You got over that when

you were fifteen.'
and very sure.

Hi s voi ce had becone very gentle

She | ook another sip of coffee. "The code, you
renenber the code | was working on?"

Dr. T"mvarba | owered hinself to a w de | eat her

hanmmock and brushed back his white hair, still awy
fromsleep. "I remenber you were asked to work on
18
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~sonet hing for the governnent. You were rather scorn-
;lul of the business."

;. "Yes. And. . , well, it's not the code—which is a

| anguage, by the way—but just this evening, 1-+

talked to the General in charge. CGeneral Forester, and it
happened ... | nean again, it happened, and

knew "

"Knew what ?"
"Just like last tinme, knew what he was thinking!"
"You read his m nd?"

"No. No, it was just like last time! | could tell, from
what he was doi ng, what he was saying . . ,"

"You've tried to explain this to me before, but | stil
.don't understand, unless you're talking about sone sort
of telepathy."”

She shook her head, shook it again.

Dr. T mnarba | ocked his fingers and | eaned back,
Suddenly Rydra said in an even voice;' 'Now | do have
some idea of what you're trying to say, dear, but you'l
have to put it in words yourself. That's what you were
about to say, Mycky, wasn't it?' -'

T mnar ba rai sed the white hedges of his eyebrows.
"Yes. It was. You say you didn't read ny m nd?
You' ve denponstrated this to nme a dozen tinmes—

"I know what you're trying to say; and you don't
know what/"'mtrying to say. It's not fair!" She nearly
rose from her seat.

They said in unison: "That's why you're such a fine

poet," Rydra went on, "I know, Mocky. | have to

work things out carefully in ny head and put themin

my poens so people will understand. But that's not

what |'ve been doing for the past ten years. You know
what | do? | listen to other people, stunbling about with
19
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their half thoughts and half sentences and their clunsy
feelings that they can't express, and it hurts ne. So | go
honme and burnish it and polish it and weld it to a
rhythm c franme, make the dull colors gleam nute the
garish artificiality to pastels, so it doesn't hurt any
more: that's my poem | know what they want to say,

and | say it for them"

"The voice of your age,"” said T mnar ba

She said sonething unprintable. Wen she finished
there were tears starting on her |lower lids. "Wat /
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want to say, what/ want to express,/ just. . ."Again
she shook her head. "I can't say it."

"If you want to keep growi ng as a poet, you'll have
to."

She nodded. "Mocky, up till a year ago, 1 didn't
even realize 1 was just saying other people's ideas.
t hought they were ny own."

"Every young witer who's worth anything goes
through that. That's when you | eam your craft."

"And now | have things to say that are all ny own.
They' re not what other people have said before, put in
an original way. And they're not just violent contradic-
tions of what other people have said, which anpbunts to
the same thing. They're new, and |I' mscared to death."

A"Every young witer who becomes a mature witer
has to go through that."

"It's easy to repeat; it's hard to speak, Mocky."

"Good, if you're learning that now. Wy don't you
start by telling ne exactly howthis . . . this business
of your understandi ng works?"

She was silent for five, stretching to ten seconds.

"All right. 1I'll try again. Just before |I left the bar, | was
standing there, looking in the norror, and the bartender

came up and asked nme what was wrong."

20
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"Coul d he sense you were upset?"

"Hedidn't 'sense' anything. He | ooked at my hands.
They were cl enched on the edge of the bar and they
were turning white. He didn't have to be a genius to
figure out sonething odd was going on in nmy head,"

"Bartenders are pretty sensitive to that sort of signal
It's part of their job." He finished his coffee- "Your
fingers were turning white? Al right, what was this
General saying to you, or not saying to you that he
wanted to say?"

A muscle in her cheek junped tw ce, and Dr.
T mnar ba t hought. Should | be able to interpret that
nmore specifically than just her nervousness?

"He was a brisk, ranrod efficient nman," she

expl ai ned, "probably unmarried, with a mlitary

career, and all the insecurity that inplies. He was in his
fifties, and feeling odd about it. He wal ked into the bar
where we were supposed to neet; his eyes narrowed,

t hen opened, his hand was resting against his |leg, and

the fingers suddenly curled, then strai ghtened, his pace
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sl owed as he canme in, but quickened by the tine he was -
three steps toward nme, and he shook nmy hand |ike he
was afraid it would break."

T mmvarba's snmile turned into laughter. "He fell in
|l ove with you!"

She nodded.

"But why in the world should that upset you? | think
you should be flattered."

"Ch, | was!" She |leaned forward. "I was flattered.

And | could follow the whole thing through his head.

Once, when he was trying to get his mind back on the
code, Babel-17, | said exactly what he was thinking,

just to et himknow | was so close to him | watched the
thought go by that perhaps | was reading his nind—=

21
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"WAit a minute. This is the part | don't understand.
How di d you know exactly what he was t hinking?"

She raised her hand to her jaw. "He told ne here. |

sai d sonet hi ng about needing nore information to

crack the language. He didn't want to give it to ne. |

said | had to have it or | couldn't get any farther, it was
that sinple. He raised his head just a fraction—to avoid
shaking it. If he had shaken his head, with a slight
pursing of the |lips, what do you think he would have

been sayi ng?"

Dr. T mnarba shrugged. "That it wasn't as sinple
as you thought ?"

"Yes. Now he made one gesture to avoi d making
that one. What does that nean?"

T mnar ba shook his head. .

"He avoi ded the gesture because he connected its
not being that sinple with ny being there. So he raised
hi s head instead."

"Something like: If it were that sinple, we wouldn't
need you," T mnarba suggest ed.

"Exactly. Now, while he raised his head, there was a
slight pause hal fway up. Don't you see what that
adds?"

"If it were that sinple—now the pause—f only it

were that sinmple, we wouldn't have called you in about
it." She turned her hands up in her lap. "And | said it
back to him then his jaw cl enched—

"In surprise?”

"—Yes. That's when he wondered for a second if |
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could read his mnd."

Dr. T mwarba shook his head. "It's too exact,
Rydra. What you're describing is nuscle-reading,
whi ch can be pretty accurate, especially if you know

22
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the | ogical area the person's thoughts are centered on
But it's still too exact. Get back to why you were upset
by the business. Your nodesty was of fended by the
attention of this . . . uncouth stellarmn?"

She cane back with somet hing neither nodest nor
cout h.

Dr. T'mnarba bit the inside ofhis-lip and wondered
if she saw.

"I'mnot alittle girl," she said. "Besides, he wasn't

t hi nki ng anything uncouth. As | said, | was flattered by
the whole thing. Wien | pulled ny little joke, |I was just
trying to l et himknow how much in key we were. |

t hought he was charmng. And if he had been able to

see as clearly as | could he would have known | had

not hing but good feeling for him Only when he left—

Dr. T mnarba heard roughness work back into her
voi ce.

"—when he left, the last thing he thought was, *She
doesn't know, | haven't comunicated a thing to
her.' "

Her eyes dar kened—no, she bent slightly forward

and hal f dropped her upper lids so that her eyes | ooked
darker. He had wat ched that happen thousands of ti nes
since the scrawny autistic twelve year old girl had been
sent to himfor neuro-therapy, which had devel oped

i nto psychotherapy, and then into friendship. This was
the first time he'd understood the nmechanics of the
effect. Her precision of observation had inspired him
before to ook nore closely at others. Only since
therapy had officially ended had it cone full circle and
made him | ook nore closely at her. Wat did the
darkening signify other than change? He knew there

were nyriad nmarks of personality about himthat she

read with a m croscope- Walthy, worldly, he had
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known many people equal to her in reputation. The
reputation did not awe him Oten she did. "

" '"He thought | didn't understand. He thought nothing
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had been comunicated. And 1 was angry. | was hurt.
Al'l the m sunderstandings that tie the world up and
keep people apart were quivering before nme at once,
waiting for me to untangle them explain them and 1
couldn't. 1 didn't know the words, the granmar, the
syntax. And—=

Sonet hi ng el se was happening in her Oiental face,
and he strained to catch it. "Yes?"

«t—Babel -17."
"The | anguage?"
"Yes. You know what | used to call ny 'knack'?"

"You nean you suddenly understood the | an-
guage?"

"Wl |, General Forester had just told ne what | had

was not a nonol ogue, but a dial ogue, which | hadn't

known before. That fit in with sone other things | had

in the back of ny mind. 1 realized | could tell where the
voi ces changed nyself. And t hen—

"Do you understand it?"

"1 understand sone of it better than | did this after-
noon. There's sonething about the | anguage itself that
scares nme even nore than General Forester."

Puzzl enment fixed itself to T'mmvarba's face. "About
t he | anguage itself?"

She nodded.
"What ?"

The nuscle in her cheek junped again. "For one
thing, 1 think | know where the next accident is going to
be. "

" Acci dent ?"

"Yes. The next sabotage that the Invaders are plan-
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ning, if it is the Invaders, which I' mnot sure of. But the
| anguage itself—+t's . . . it's strange."

n |_b\,\/?|l

"Small," she said. "Tight. C ose together—That

doesn't mean anything to you, does it? In a | anguage, |
mean?"

"Conpact ness?" asked Dr. T mnarba. "I would

think it's a good quality in a spoken tongue."

"Yes," and the sibilant became a breath. "Mbcky, |
am scared!"
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" W]y?ll

"Because I'mgoing to try to do sonething, and
don't knowif | can or not."

"If it's worth trying, you should be a little afraid.
What is it?"

"l decided it back in the bar, and I figured out 1'd
better talk to sonebody first. That usually neans you.'

"Gve."

"I'"'mgoing to solve this whol e Babel -17 busi ness
nmysel f."

T mnar ba | eaned his head to. the right-

"Because | have to find out who speaks this |an-
guage, where it cones from and what it's trying to
say."

H s head went |eft.

"Why? Well, nopst textbooks say | anguage is a

mechani sm for expressing thought, Mcky. But |an-

guage is thought. Thought is information given form

The formis | anguage. The formof this |language is
amazi ng. "

"What ammzes you?"

"Mocky, when you | eam anot her tongue, you | eam
the way anot her people see the world, the universe."

He nodded.
25
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"And as | see into this |anguage, | begin to see
too nuch."

"I't sounds very poetical."

She | aughed. "You always say that to ne to bring ne
back to earth.”

"Which 1 don't have to do too often. Good poets
tend to be practical and abhor nysticism?"”

"Sonet hing about trying to hit reality; you figure it
out," she said. "Only, as poetry tries to touch some-
thing real, maybe this is poetical."

"A'l right. | still don't understand. But how do you
propose to solve the Babel -17 nystery?"

"You really want to know?" Her hands fell to her
knees. "lI'mgoing to get a spaceship, get a crew to-
gether, and get to the scene of the next accident.”
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"That's right, you do have Interstellar Captain's
papers. Can you afford it?"

"The governnment's going to subsidize it."
"Ch, fine- But why?"

"I"'mfamliar with a hal f-dozen | anguages of the

I nvaders. Babel -17 isn't one of them It isn't a |anguage
of the Alliance. | want to find out who speaks this

| anguage—because | want to find out who, or what, in

the Universe thinks that way. Do you think | can,

Mocky?"

"Have anot her cup of coffee." He reached back

over his shoulder and sailed the carafe across to her
again. "That's a good question. There's a lot to con-
sider, You're not the nost stable person in the world-
Managi ng a spaceship crew takes a special sort of
psychol ogy whi ch—you have. Your papers, if | re-
menber, were the result of that odd—eh, marriage of
yours, a couple of years ago. But you only used an
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automatic crew. For a trip this length, won't you be
managi ng Transport peopl e?"

She nodded.

"Most of ny dealings have been with Custons per-
sons. You're nore or |less Custons."

"Both parents were Transport. | was Transport up
till the time of the Enmbargo."
"That's true. Suppose | say, 'yes, | think you can'?"

"I'"d say, 'thanks,' and | eave tonorrow. "

"Suppose | said I'd like a week to check over your
psychei ndices with a mcroscope, while you took a
vacation at my place, taught no classes, gave no public
readi ngs, avoi ded cocktail parties?”

"I'"d say, 'thanks.' And | eave tonorrow. "

He grinned. "Then why are you bothering me?"

"Because— She shrugged. "Because tonorrow

I"mgoing to be busy as the devil. . . and | won't have
time to say good-bye."

" '"Oh.'' The wy ness of his grin relaxed into a snile.
And he thought about the nmyna bird again.

Rydra, thin, thirteen, andl' gawky, had broken

through the triple doors of the conservatory with the
new thing called | aughter she had just discovered how
to nmake in her nmouth. And he was parental proud that
the near corpse, who had been given into his charge six
mont hs ago, was now a girl again, wth boy-cropped
hair and sul ks and tantrunms and questions and caresses
for the two guinea pigs she had naned Lunp and
Lunpkin. The air-conditioning pressed back the
shrubbery to the glass wall and sun struck through

the transparent roof. She had said, "Wuat's that,
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Mocky?"

And he, smiling at her, sun-spotted in white shorts

27
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and superfluous halter, said, "lIt's a nyna bird. It'll talk

to you. Say hello."

The bl ack eye was dead as a raisin with a pinhead of
live light jamred in the comer. The feathers glistened
and the needl e beak | azed over a thick tongue. She
cocked her head as the bird head cocked, and whis-
pered, "Hello?"

Dr. T"mmvarba had trained it for two weeks with

fresh-dug earthwornms to surprise her. The bird | ooked
over its left shoulder and droned,' 'Hello, Rydra. it's a
fine day out and |I'm happy."

Scr eani ng.
As unexpected as that.

He'd thought she'd started to |augh. But her face was
contorted, she began to beat at sonmething with her

arns, stagger backwards, fall. The screamrasped in

near collapsed |ungs, choked, rasped again. He ran to
gather up her flailing, hysterical figure, while the drone
of the bird's voice undercut her wailing:' 'It's a fine day
out and |'m happy."

He'd seen acute anxiety attacks before. But this
shook him When she could talk about it |ater, she
sinmply said—tensely, with white lips, "It frightened
me!"

Whi ch woul d have been it, had the damm bird not

gotten | oose three days later and flown up into the
antenna net he and Rydra had put up together for her

amat eur radi o stasis-crafter with which she-could listen
to the hyperstatic communi cations of the transport

ships in this armof the galaxy. A wing and a | eg got
caught, and it began to beat against one of the hot |ines
so that you could see the sparks even in the sunlight.
"We've got to get himout of there!" Rydra had cried.

Her fingertips were over her nouth, but as she | ooked at
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the bird, he could see the color draining fromunder her
tan. "1'll take care of it, honey," he said. "You just
forget about him?"

"If he hits that wire a couple of nore times he'll be
dead.

But he had already started inside for the | adder.
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When he canme out, he stopped. She had shinned four-
fifths up the guy wire on the | eaning catal pa tree that
shaded the corner of the house. Fifteen seconds |later he
was wat ching her reach out, draw back, reach out again
toward the wild feathers. He knew damm well she

wasn't afraid of the hot line, either; she'd strung it up
hersel f. Sparks again. So she made up her mind and
grabbed. A minute |later she was com ng across the

yard, holding the runpled bird at armis | ength. Her

face |l ooked as if it had been bl own across with pow
dered i ne.

"Take it, Mocky," she said, with no voice behind
her trenbling lips, "before it says something and 1 start
hol I eri ng again."

So now, thirteen years later, sonething el se was
speaking to her, and she said she was scared. He knew
how scared she coul d be; he al so knew with what
bravery she could face down her fears.

He said, "Good-bye. |'mglad you woke nme up. 1'd
be mad as a danp rooster if you hadn't cone."

"The thanks is yours, Mocky," she said. "I'mstil
frightened,"

29
ni

DANI L D. APPLEBY. who sel dom t hought of hinself by

hi s name—he was a Custons O ficer—stared at the

order through wire-franed gl asses and rubbed his hand
across his crewcut red hair, "Wll, it says you can, if
you want to."

" And—="

"And it is signed by Ceneral Forester."
"Then | expect you to cooperate.'*

"But | have to approve—-

"Then you'll come al ong and approve on the spot.
don't have tinme to send the reports in and wait for
processing."

"But there's no way—
"Yes, there is. Cone with nme."

"But Mss Wng, | don't wal k around Transport
town at night."

"I enjoy it. Scared?"
"Not exactly. But—=

* 'l have to get a ship and a crew by the norning. And
it's General Forester's signature. Al right?"

"l suppose so."
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"Then come on. | have to get ny crew approved."

I nsistent and protesting respectively, Rydra and the
officer left the bronze and gl ass buil di ng.

They waited for the nonorail nearly six ninutes.
When they canme down, the streets were smaller, and a
conti nuous whine of transport ships fell across the sky.
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War ehouses and repair and supply shops, sandw ched
rickety apartnments and rooni ng houses. A larger street
cut past, runmbling with traffic, busy | oaders, stellar-
men. They passed neon entertainnents, restaurants of
many worlds, bars and brothels. In the crush the Cus-
toms Officer pulled his shoulders in, wal ked nore
quickly to keep up with Rydra's |ong-1egged stride.

"\Were do you intend to find . - . ?"

"My pilot?That's who | want to pick up first." She
st opped on the coner, shoved her hands into the
pockets of her |eather pants, and | ooked around.

"Do you have sonmeone in m nd?"

"I'"'mthinking of several people. This way." They
turned on a narrower street, nore cluttered, nore
brightly lit.

"Where are we going? Do you know this section?"

But she | aughed, slipped her armthrough his, and,
pke a dancer |eading w thout pressure, she turned him
toward an iron stairway.

"I n here?"

"Have you ever been to this place before?" she
asked with an innocent eagerness that nade himfeel for
a nonent he was escorting her

He shook hi s”i ead.

Up fromthe basenent cafe bl ack burst—a man,
ebony-skinned, with red and green jewels set into his
chest, face, arms and thighs. Mist menbranes, also
Jewel ed, fell fromhis arnms, billowi ng on slender tines
as he hurried up the steps.

Rydra caught his shoul der. "Hey, Lone!"

"Captain Wng!" The voice was high, the white

N teeth needle-filed. He whirled to her with extending
t sails. Pointed ears shifted forward. "Wat you here
i' for?"
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"Lome, Brass is westling tonight?"

"You want see hinP? Aye, Skipper, with the Silver
Dragon, and it's an even match. Hey, | |l ook for you on
Deneb. | buy your book too. Can't read nuch, but I

buy. And I no find you. Wiere you been a' six

nmont hs?"

"Eart hsi de, teaching at the University. "But |I'm
goi ng out again."

"You ask Brass for pilot? You headi ng out Specell
way ?"

"That's right."

Lome dropped his black arm around her shoul der and
the sail cloaked her, shimering.' 'You go out Caesar,
you call Lone for pilot, ever you do. Know Caesar—
He screwed his face and shook his head. "Nobody
know it better."

"When | do, | will. But nowit's Specelli."

"Then you do good with Brass. Work with him
bef ore?'

"We got drunk together when we were both quaran-
tined for a week on one of the Cygnet planetoids. He
seemed to know what he was tal king about."

"Tal k, talk, talk," Lone derided. "Yeah, | re-

menber you. Captain who tal k. You go watch that son
of a dog westle; then you know what sort of pilot he
make. "

"That's what | cane to do," nodded Rydra. She.

turned to the Custons Oficer, who shrank agai nst the
iron banister. God, he thought, she's going to introduce
me. But she cocked her head with a half smle and

turned back. "I'll see you again, Lome, when | get
hone. "

"Yeah, yeah, you say that and say that twi ce. But |

no in six nmonths see you." He laughed. "But | like
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you, lady Captain. Take ne toCaesar sonme day, | show
you. "

"Wen | go, you go, Lone."

A needle leer. "Go, go, you say. | got go now.
Bye- bye, |ady Captai n"—he bowed and touched his
head in sal ute—Captain Wng." And was gone.

"You shouldn't be afraid of him" Rydra told the
Oficer.

"But he's— During his search for a word, he
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wonder ed. How did she know? "Were in five hells
did he cone fronf"

"He's an Earthman. Though | believe he was born

en route fromArcturus to one of the Centauris. H's

mot her was a Slug. | think, if he wasn't |ying about that
too. Lome tells tall tales.'f

"You nean all that getup is cosneti surgery?"
"Un hm" Rydra started down the stairs.

"But why the devil do they do that to thensel ves?
They're all so weird- That's why decent people won't
have anything to do with them"

"Sailors used to get tattoos. Besides, Lonme has
nothing else to do. | doubt he's had a pilot's job in forty
years."

"He's not a good pilot? What was all that about the
Caesar nebul a?"

"I"'msure he knows it. But he's at |east a hundred

and twenty years old. After eighty, your reflexes start
to go, and that's the end of a pilot's career. He just
shuttle-bums fromport city to port city, knows every-
thing that happens to everybody, stays good for gossip
and advice."

They entered the cafe on a ranp that swerved above
me heads of the custonmers drinking at bar and table
thirty feet below. Above and to the side of them a
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fifty-foot sphere hovered |ike snoke, under spotlights.
Rydra | ooked fromthe globe to the Custons O ficer
"They haven't started the ganes yet."

"I's this where they hold those fights?"

"That's right."

"But that's supposed to be illegal!"

"Never passed the bill. After they debated, it got
shel ved. "

"oh "

As they descended anbng the jovial transport work-

ers, the Oficer blinked. Mdst were ordinary nmen and
worren, but the results of cosneti surgery were numer-
ous enough to keep his eyes leaping. "I've never been
in a place like this before!" he whi spered. Anphibians
or reptilian creatures argued and | aughed with griffins
and netal |l ic-skinned sphi nxes.

"Leave your clothing here?" smiled the check girl
Her naked skin was candy green, her inmense coi
piled like pink cotton. Her breasts, navel, and |lips
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fl ashed.

"*1 don't believe so," the Custons O ficer said

qui ckl y.

"At | east take your shoes and shirt off," Rydra said,
slipping off her blouse. "People will think you're
strange." She bent, rose and handed her sandal s over
the counter. She had begun to unbuckl e her waist cinch
when she caught his desperate | ook, sniled, and fas-
tened t he buckl e again.

Carefully he renoved jacket, vest, shirt, and under-
shirt. He was about to untie his shoes when soneone
grabbed his arm "Hey, Custons!"

He stood up before a huge, naked man with a frown
on his pocked face like a burst in rotten rind. Hs only
ornanents were mechani cal beetle lights that swarnmed
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in patterns over his chest, shoul ders, |egs and arns.
"Eh, pardon nme?"

"What you doi ng here. Custons?"
"Sir, | amnot bothering you."

"And |'m not bothering you. Have a drink, Cus-
toms. |'mbeing friendly."

"Thank you very much, but 1'd rather—

"I"'mbeing friendly. You're not. If you' re not gonna

be friendly. Custons, |'mnot gonna be friendly
either."

"Wll, I'"'mwith some— He | ooked hel pl essly at
Rydr a.

' Come on. Then you both have a drink. On ne. Rea
friendly, damm it." H s other hand fell toward Rydra's
shoul der, but she caught his wist. The fingers opened
fromthe many scaled stellarineter grafted onto his
pal m " Navi gat or ?"

He nodded, and she | et the hand go, which | anded.
"Way ore you so 'friendly' tonight?"

The i ntoxicated nan shook his head. Hs hair was

knotted in a stubby black braid over his left ear. "I'm
just friendly with Custons here. | like you."

"Thanks. Buy us that drink and I'Il buy you one

back. "

As he nodded heavily, his green eyes narrowed. He
reached between her breasts and fingered up the gold

; disk that hung fromthe chain around her neck. "Cap-
% tain Wng?"
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She nodded.

"Better not nmess with you, then." He | aughed.

"Come on. Captain, and I'Il buy you and Custons here

J; sonething to make you happy.'' They pushed their way

| to the bar.

What was green and cane in snmall gl asses at the
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nore respectabl e establishnments, here was served in
nmugs.

"Who you betting on in the Dragon-Brass skirm sh,
and if you say the Dragon, I'Il throwthis in your face.
Joking, of course. Captain."

"I"'mnot betting," Rydra said. "I'mhiring. You
know Brass?"

"WAs a navigator on his last trip. Got in a week
ago. "

"You're friendly for the sane reason he's wes-
tling?"

"You m ght say that."

The Custons O ficer scratched his collarbone and
| ooked puzzl ed.

"Last trip Brass nade went bust," Rydra expl ai ned

to him "The crewis out of work. Brass is on exhibit
tonight." She turned again to the Navigator. "WII
there be many captai ns bidding for hin®"

He put his tongue just under his upper lip, squinted
one eye and dropped his head. He shrugged.

"I"'mthe only one you' ve run into?"
A nod, a large swallow of Iiquor.
"What' s your name?"

"Call'i, Navigator-Two."

"Where are your One and Three?"

"Three's over there sonewhere getting drunk. One
was a sweet girl nanedCat hyO Hi ggi ns- She's dead. "
He finished the drink and reached over for another one.

"My treat," Rydra said. "Wy's she dead?"

"Ran into Invaders. Only people who ain't dead,

Brass, nme and Three, and our Eye. Lost the whole

pl at oon, our Slug. Damm good Slug too. Captain, that
was a bad trip. The Eye, he cracked up without the Ear
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and Nose. They'd been discorporate for ten years to-
gether. Ron, Cathy and ne, we'd only been tripled for a
couple of nonths. But even so . . ."He shook his

head. "It's bad."

"Call your Three over," Rydra said.
IIW]y?II
"I'"'mlooking for a full crew"”

Calli winkled his forehead. "W don't got no One
anynore."

"You're going to nope around here forever? Go to
the Morgue. ™

Calli hunphed. "You gonna see ny Three, you
cone on."

Rydra shrugged i n aqui escence, and the Custons
Oficer followed behind them

"Hey, stupid, sw ng around.”

The kid who turned on the bar stool was maybe
ni neteen. The Custons O ficer thought of a snarl of
metal bands. Calli was a |arge, confortable man—

"Captain Wng, this is Ron, best Three to cone out
of the Solar System™ N

—But Ron was small, thin, with uncannily sharp

muscul ar definition: pectorals |ike scored netal plates
beneat h drawn wax skin; stomach |ike ridged hosing,
"arms |ike braided cables. Even the facial mnuscles stood
at the back of the jaw and jammed agai nst the separate
colums of his neck. He was unkenpt and towheaded

and sapphire eyed, but the only cosneti surgery evident
was the bright rose growi ng on his shoulder. He flung
out a quick smle and touched his forehead with a
forefinger in salute. H's nails were nub-gnhawed on
fingers like knotted | engths of white rope.

"Captain Wng is looking for a crew. "
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Ron shifted on the stool, raising his head a little;

every other muscle in his body noved too. |ike snakes
under m |k,

The Custons O ficer saw Rydra's eyes wi den. Not
under st andi ng her reaction, he ignhored it.

"Don't got no One,'* Ron said. His smle was quick
and sad agai n.
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"Suppose | found a One for you?"
The Navi gators | ooked at each other

Calli turned to Rydra and rubbed the side of his nose
with his thunmb." 'You know the thing about a triple like

us—

Rydra's left hand caught her right. "Like this, you
have to be. My choice is subject to your approval, of

course. "
"Well, it's pretty difficult for soneone el se—
"I't's inpossible. But it's your choice. | just nake

suggestions. But ny suggestions are dann good ones.
What do you say?"

Calli's thumb nmoved fromhis nose to his earlobe. He
shrugged. "You can't make an offer nuch better than
that."

Rydra | ooked at Ron.

The kid put one foot up on the stool, hugged his
knee, and peered across his patella. "I say, let's see
who you suggest."

She nodded. "Fair."

"You know, jobs for broken triples aren't all that
common. " Calli put his hand on Ron's shoul der

"Yeah, but—=-
Rydra | ooked up. "Let's watch the westling."

Al ong the counter people raised their heads. At the
tabl es, patrons released the catch in their chair arns so
that the backs swung to half recline.
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Calli's mug clinked on the counter, and Ron raised

both feet to the stool and | eaned back agai nst the bar

"What are they | ooking at?" the Custonms Oficer
asked. "Where's everybody— Rydra put her hand on
the back of his neck and did sonething so that he

| aughed and swung his head up. Then he sucked a great
breath and let it out slowy.

The snoky gl obe, hung in the vault, was shot with
colored light. The room had gone dim Thousands of
watts of floodlights struck the plastic surface and
gl eaned on the faces bel ow as snoke in the bright
sphere faded.

"What's going to happen?" the Custons Oficer
asked. **Is that where they westle . . . ?"
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Rydra brushed her hand over his nouth and he nearly
swal | owed hi s tongue: but was quiet.

And the Silver Dragon cane, w ngs working in the

smoke, silver feathers |like clashed bl ades, scales on the
grand haunches shaki ng; she rippled her ten-foot body

and squirned in the antigravity [leld, green lips |eering,
silver lids batting over green orbs,. "lIt's a wonan!"
breathed the Custons O ficer

An appreciative tattoo of finger snapping scattered
t hrough the audi ence.

Smoke rolled in the gl obe—
"That's our Brass!" whispered Calli

—and Brass yawned and shook his head, ivory saber

teeth glistening with spittle, muscles hunped on shoul -
ders and armns; brass claws unsheat hed six inches from
yel | ow plush paws. Bunched bands on his belly bent
above them The barbed tail beat on the globe's wall.

H s mane, sheared to prevent handholds, ran |ike wa-
ter.

Call'i grabbed the Custons O ficer's shoul der
39
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"Snap your fingers, man! That's our Brass!"

The Custons O ficer, who had never been able to,
nearly broke his hand.

The gl obe flared red. The two pilots turned to one

anot her across the sphere's dianeter. Voices quieted.

The Custons O ficer glanced fromthe ceiling to the
peopl e around him Every other face was up. The

Navi gator, Three, was hunched in a foetal knot on the

bar stool. Copper shifting; Rydra too dropped her eyes
to glance at the | ean bunched arns and striated thighs of
the rose-shoul dered boy.

Above, the opponents flexed and stretched, drifting.
A sudden novenent fromthe Dragon, and Brass drew
back, then | aunched fromthe wall

The Custons O ficer grabbed sonething.

The two forns struck, grappled, spun against a wall
and ricocheted. People began to stanp. Armover arm

| eg wapped around leg, till Brass whirled | oose from
her and was hurled to the upper wall of the arena.
Shaki ng his head, he righted. Below, alert, the Dragon
twisted and withed, anticipation jerking her w ngs.
Brass |l eapt fromthe ceiling, reversed suddenly, and
caught the Dragon with his hind feet. She staggered
back, flailing. Saber teeth cane together and ni ssed-

"What are they trying to do?" the Custons O ficer
whi spered. "How can you tell who's w nning?" He
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| ooked down agai n: what he'd grabbed was Calli's
shoul der.

"When one can throw the ot her against the wall and

only touch the far wall hinself with one Iinb on the
ricochet,” Calli explained, not |ooking down, "that's a
fall."

The Silver Dragon snapped her body |ike bent netal
rel eased, and Brass shot away and spread-eagl ed
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agai nst the globe. But as she floated back to take the
shock on one hind |l eg, she |ost her balance and the
second | eg touched, too.

The anticipatory breath | oosed in the audi ence. En-
cour agi ng snappi ng; Brass recovered, |eaped, pushed
her to the wall, but his rebound was too sharp and he,
too, staggered on three |inbs.

A twist in the center again. The Dragon snarl ed,
stretched, shook her scales. Brass gl owered, peering
with eyes like gold coins hooded, spun back quaki ng,
then forward

Silver whirled beneath his shoul der blow, hit the

gl obe. She | ooked for the world as if she were trying to
clinmb the side. Brass rebounded |ightly, caught hinself
on one paw, then pushed away.

The gl obe flashed green, and Calli pounded the bar
"Look at himshow that tinsel bitch!"

Grappling Iinbs brai ded one another, and cl aw

caught clawtill the stifled arms shook, broke apart.

Two nore falls that went to neither side; then the Silver
Dragon canme head first into Brass' chest, knocked him
back, and recovered on tail al one. Bel ow the crowd

st anped.

"That's a foul!" Calli exclainmed, shaking the Cus-
toms OFficer away. "Damm it, that's a foul!" But the
gl obe flashed green again. Oficially the second fal
was hers.

Warily now they swamin the sphere. Twi ce the
Dragon feinted, and Brass jerked aside his claws or
sucked in his belly to avoid her

"Wy don't she lay off hin?'' Calli demanded of the
sky.' 'She's nagging himto death. G apple and fight!"

As if in answer. Brass sprang, again sw ping her
shoul der; what woul d have been a perfect fall got
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messed up because the Dragon caught his arm and he
swerved of f, smashing clunsily against the plastic sur-
face.

"She can't do that!" This tinme it was the Custons
Oficer. He grabbed Calli again. "Can she do that?
don't think they should allow— * And he bit his tongue
because Brass swung back, haul ed her fromthe wall,
flipped her between his | egs, and as she scranbl ed off
the plastic, he bounced on his forearm and hovered

centrally, flexing for the crowd.
"That's it!" cried Calli. "Two out of three!"

The gl obe flashed green again. Shapping broke into
appl ause. "Did he wi n?" dermanded the Custons O -
ficer. "Did he win?"

"Listen! O course he won! Hey, let's go see him
Cone on. Captain!”

Rydra had already started through the crowd. Ron
sprang behind her, and Calli, dragging the Custons
Oficer, came after- A flight of black tile steps took
theminto a roomw th couches where a few groups of
men and wonen stood around Condor, a great gold and
crimson creature, who was being made ready to fight
Ebony who waited alone in the coner. The arena exit
opened and Brass cane in sweating.

"Hey," Calli called. "Hey, that was great, boy.
And the Captain here wants to talk to you."

Brass stretched, then dropped to all fours, a | ow

runble in his chest. He shook his mane, then his gold
eyes widened in recognition. "Ca'tain Wng!" The

mout h, di stended through cosneti surgically inplanted
fangs, could not deal with a plosive |abial unless it was
voi ced- "How you'd |ike ne tonight?"

"Wel | enough to want you to pilot ne through the
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Specel li." She roughed a tuft of yellow behind his ear
"You said sonetinme ago you'd like to show nme what
you could do."

"Yeah," Brass nodded. "I just think |I'm dream

ing." He pulled away his loin rag and swabbed his neck
and arns with the bunched cloth, then caught the Cus-
toms OFficer's anazed expression. "Just cos-
metisurgery." He kept on swabbi ng.

"Hand hi m your psyche-rating," Rydra said, "and
he' Il approve you."

"That neans we | eave tonorrow. Ca'tain?"

"At dawn."
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From his belt pouch Brass drew a thin netal card.
"Here you go. Custons."

The Custons O ficer scanned the runic marking. On

a metal tracing plate fromhis back pocket, he noted the
shift in stability index, but decided to integrate for the
exact sunmmation later on. Practice told himit was welt

above acceptable. "M ss Wng, | nean Captain
Wong, what about their cards?" He turned to Calli and
Ron.

Ron reached behind his neck and rubbed his scapul a.
"You don't worry about us till you get a Navigator-
One." The hard, adol escent face hel d an engagi ng
bel I'i gerence.

"We'l'l check themlater," Rydra said- "W've got
nmore people to find first."

"You're looking for a full crew?" asked Brass.

Rydra nodded. "What about the Eye that cane back
with you?"

Brass shook his head. "Lost his Ear and Nose, They
were a real close tri'le, Ca'tain. He hung around maybe
si X hours before he went back to the Mrgue."
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"l see. Can you recomend anyone?"

"No one in "articular. Just hang around the Dis-
cor'orate Sector and see what turns u'."

"If you want a crew by norning, we better start
now," said Calli.

"Let's go," sai dRydra.

As they wal ked to the ranp's foot, the Custons
O ficer asked, "The D scorporate Sector?"

1 '"What about it?'' Rydra was at the rear of the group
"That's so—well, 1 don't like the idea."

Rydra | aughed. "Because of the dead nen? They
won't hurt you."

"And | know that's illegal, for bodily persons to be
in the Discorporate Sector."

"In certain parts," Rydra corrected, and the other
men | aughed now. "We'll stay out of the illega
sections—+f we can."

"Wbul d you like your clothes back?" the check-girl
asked.

Peopl e had been stopping to congratul ate Brass,
pounding at his hip with appreciative fists and snappi ng
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their fingers. Now he swung his contour cape over his
head. It fell to his shoulders, clasped his neck, draped
under his arns and around his thick hans. Brass waved

to the crowd and started up the ranp.

"You can really judge a pilot by watching himwes-
tle?" the officer inquired of Rydra.

She nodded. "In the ship, the pilot's nervous system

is connected directly with the controls. The whol e
hyperstasis transit consists of himliterally westling the
stasis shifts. You judge by his reflexes, his ability to
control his artificial body. An experienced Transporter

can tell exactly how he'll work with hyperstasis cur-
rents.”
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"1'd heard about it, of course. But this was the first
time |'ve seen it- It was . . . exciting."

"Yes," Rydra said.

As they reached the ramp's head, |ights again
pi erced the gl obe. Ebony and Condor circled in the
fighting sphere.

On the sidewal k Brass dropped back, |oping on al
fours, to Rydra's side. "Wiat about a Slug and a
"l at oon?"

"I'"d like to get a one-trip platoon if | can."
"Wy so green?”

"I want to train themny way. The ol der groups tend
to be too set."

"A one-tri' grou' can be a hell of a 'roblemto dis-
ci'line. And inefficient as 'iss, so |I've heard. Never
been with one nyself."

"As long as there're no out and out nuts, | don't care.
Besides, if | want one now, | can be surer of getting one
by morning if | put ny order in at Navy."

Brass nodded. "Your request in yet?"

" 'l wanted to check with my pilot first and see if you
had any preferences.”

They were passing a street phone on the comer

| anppost. Rydra ducked beneath the plastic hood. A

m nute | ater she was saying, "—a platoon for a run
toward Specelli schedul ed at dawn tonmorrow. | know

that it's short notice, but I don't need a particularly
seasoned group. Even a one trip will do." She | ooked
fromunder the hood and winked at them "Fine. |'lI

call later to get their psyche-indices for custons ap-
proval. Yes, | have an Oficer with ne. Thank you."
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She came from under the hood. "C osest way to the
Di scorporate Sector is through there."
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The streets narrowed about them twi sting through i

one anot her, deserted. Then a stretch of concrete where
nmetal turrets rose, crossed, and recrossed. Wres
webbed them Pylons of bluish Iight dropped half
shadows.

"Isthis. . .?" the Custons O ficer began. Then he
was quiet. Wal king out, they slowed their steps.
Agai nst the darkness red |ight shot between towers.

"What . . . ?"

"Just a transfer. They go all night," Calli explained.
Green lightning crackled to their left.

"Transfer?"

"I't's a quick exchange of energies resulting fromthe
rel ocation of discorporate states," the Navigator-Two
vol unteered glibly.

"But | still don't . . ."

They had noved between the pylons now when a
glickering coal esced. Silver latticed with red fires
gli mered through industrial snbg. Three figures
formed: wonen, sequined skeletons glittered toward
them casting holl ow eyes.

Kittens clawed the Custonms Officer's back, for strut
wor k pyl ons gl eaned behind the apparitional bellies.

"The faces," he whispered. "As soon as you | ook

away, you can't remenber what they | ook |ike. Wen

you | ook at them they |ook |ike people, but when you
| ook away— He caught his breath as anot her passed.
"You can't renenber!" He stared after them

"Dead?" He shook his head. "You know |'ve been
approvi ng psyche-indi ces on Transport workers corpo-
rate and discorporate for ten years. And |'ve never been
cl ose enough to speak to a discorporate soul; GCh, |'ve
seen pictures and occasionally passed one of the |ess
fantastic on the street. But this . . ."

"There's sone jobs"--Calli's voice was as heavy
46
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with al cohol as his shoulders with nmuscl e—Sone
jobs on a Transport Ship you just can't give to a live
human bei ng."

"I know, | know," said the Custons Oficer. "So
you use dead ones."

"That's right." Calli nodded. "Like the Eye, Ear,
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and Nose, A live human scanning all that goes on in
those hyperstasis frequencies woul d—well, die first,
and go crazy second."

"l do know the theory," the Custonms O ficer stated
sharply.

Calli suddenly cupped the Oficer's cheek in his

hand and pulled himclose to his own pocked face.
"You don't know anything. Custons." The tone was

of their first exchange in the cafe. "Aw, you hide in
your Customs cage, cage hid in the safe gravity of
Earth, Earth held firmby the sun, sun fixed headl ong
toward Vega, all in the predicted tide of this spira
arm—' He gestured across night where the MIky Wy
woul d run over a less bright city. "And you never
break free!" Suddenly he pushed the little spectacled
red head away. "Ehhh! You have nothing to say to

ne! "

The bereaved navi gator caught a guy cable slanting
fromsupport to concrete. It twanged. The | ow note set
sonmet hing loose in the Oficer's throat which reached
his mouth with the netal taste of outrage

He woul d have spat it, but Rydra's copper eyes were
now as close to his face as the hostile, pitted visage had
been.

She said; "He was part," the words |ean, calm her
eyes intent on not losing his, "of atriple, a close,
precarious, enotional and sexual relation with two

ot her people. And one of them has just died."

The edge of her tone hued away the bul k of the
47
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Oficer's anger; but a sliver escaped him "Perverts!"

Ron put his head to the side, his nmuscul ature show
ing clear the double of hurt and bew | dernent.
"There're sone jobs," he echoed Calli's syntax,

"some jobs on a Transport Ship you just can't give to
two people alone. The jobs are too conplicated."

"I know." Then he thought, I've hurt the boy, too.
Calli leaned on a girder. Sonething else was working in
the O ficer's nouth,

"You have sonmething to say," Rydra said.

Surprise that she knew prized his lips. He | ooked

fromCalli to Ron, back. "I"'msorry for you."
Calli's brows raised, then returned, his expression
settling. "I"msorry for you too."

Brass reared. "There's a transfer concl ave about a
quarter of a mle down in the nedium energy states.
That would attract the sort of Eye, Ear and Nose you
want for Specelli." He grinned at the Oficer through
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his fangs. "That's one of your illegal sections. The
hal | uci nati on count goes way u', and sone cor'orate
egos can't handle it. But nobst sane 'eo'le don't have
any 'roblem™

"If it'sillegal, 1'd just as soon wait right here," the
Custonms O ficer said. "You can just cone back and

pick me up. I'lIl approve their indices then."

Rydra nodded. Calli threw one arm around the wai st

of the ten-foot pilot, the other around Ron's shoul der
"Conme on. Captain, if you want to get your crew by
nor ni ng. "

"I'f we don't find what we want in an hour, we'll be
back anyway," she said.

The Custons O ficer watched them nove away be-
tween the slimtowers -

48
Y,

—RECALL FROM br oken banks the col or of earth break-
ing into clear pool water her eyes; the figure blinking
her eyes and speaki ng.

He said: "An O ficer, ma'am A Custons O ficer."

Surprise at her witty return, at first hurt, then
anmusenent follow ng. He answered: "About ten
years. How | ong have you been di scorporate?"

And she noved closer to him her hair holding the
recal l ed odor of. And the sharp transparent features
rem nding himof. Mdre words fromher, now, nmaking
hi m | augh.

"Yes, this is all very newto ne. Doesn't the whole
vagueness with which everytning seens to happen get
you, too?"

Agai n her answer, both coaxing and witty.

"Well, yes," he snmiled. "For you | guess it
woul dn't be."

Her ease infected him and either she reached pl ay-

fully to take his hand or he amazed hinsel f by taking
hers, and the apparition as real beneath his fingers with
skin as snooth as.

"You' re so forward. | nean |I'mnot used to young
woren just coming up and ... behaving like this."

Her charming | ogic again explained it away, making
himfeel her near, nearer, nearing, and her banter made
musi ¢, a phrase from
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"Well, yes, you're discorporate, so it doesn't mat-
ter. But—

And her interruption was a word or a kiss or a frown

or a smle, sending not hunor through himnow, but

| um nous amazenent, fear, excitement; and the feel of

her shape against his conpletely new. He fought to

retain it, pattern of pressure and pressure, fading as the
pressure itself faded. She was goi ng away' She was

| aughi ng li ke, as though, as if. He stood, |osing her

| aughter, replaced by whirled bew | dernent in the tides

of his consciousness fadi ng—

50
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VWHEN THEY RETURNED, Brass called, ' 'Good news' W
got who we wanted."

"Crew s coming along," conmmented Calli

Rydra handed himthe three index cards. "They'l
report to the ship discorporate two hours before—
what's wong?"

Dani | D. Appl eby reached to take the cards. "I.
she . " and couldn't say anything el se.

"Who?" Rydra asked. The concern on her face was
driving away even his remaining nenories, and he
resented it, nmenories of, of.

Cal l'i laughed. "A succubus! Wile we were gone,
he got hustled by a succubus™"

"Yeah!" from Brass. "Look at him" Ron |aughed,

t 0o.
"It was a woman ... | think. | can renenber what
/| said—

"How nmuch did she take you for?" Brass asked.
"Take nme?"
Ron said, "I don't think he knows."

Calli grinned at the Navigator-Three and then at the
Oficer. "Take a look in your billfold."

"Huh?"
"Take a | ook."

I ncredul ously he reached in his pocket. The netallic
envel ope flipper apart in his hands. "Ten . . .twenty
But | had fifty in here when | left the cafe!"
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Cal l'i sl apped his thighs |aughing. He | oped over and
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encircled the Custons Oficer's shoulder. "You'll end
up a Transport nan after that happens a couple of nore

times."

"But she. . -1. . ." The enptiness of his thefted
recol |l ections was real as any love pain. The rifled
wal | et seened trivial. Tears banked his eyes. "But she

was— and confusion snarl ed the sentence's end.

"What was she, friend?" Calli asked.

"She . , . was." That was the sad entirety.

"Since discor'oration, you can take it with you,"
said Brass. "They try for it with some 'retty shady
met hods, too. |'d be enbarrassed to tell you how many
times that's ha* 'ened to nme."

"She left you enough to get hone with," Rydra
said. "I'll reinburse you."

"No, I ..."
"Conme on. Captain. He paid for it, and he got his

money' s worth, ay Custons?"

Choki ng on the enmbarrassnment, he nodded.

"Then check these ratings," Rydra said. "W stil
have a Slug to pick up, and a Navi gator-One."

At a public phone, Rydra called back toNavy. Yes, a

pl at oon had turned up. A Slug had been recomended
along with them "Fine," Rydra said, and handed the
phone to the officer. He took the psyche-indices from
the clerk and incorporated themfor final integration
with the Eye, Ear, and Nose cards that Rydra had given
him The Slug | ooked particularly favorable. "Seens

to be a tal ented coordinator," he ventured.

"Can't have too good a Slug. Es'ecially with a new
"latoon."” Brass shook his mane. "He's got to keep
those kids in line."
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"This one should do it. Hi ghest conpatibility index
I"ve seen in a long while."

"What's the hostility on hinP" asked Calli. "Com
patibility , hell! Can he give your butt a good kick when
you need it?

The O ficer shrugged.' 'He weighs two hundred and
seventy pounds and he's only five nine. Have you nmet a
fat person yet who wasn't nmean as a rat underneath it
all?"

"There you go!" Calli | aughed.

"Where do we go to fix the wound?" Brass asked

Rydr a.
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She rai sed her brows questioningly.

"To get a first navigator," he expl ai ned.

"To the Mborgue."

Ron frowned. Calli | ooked puzzled. The fl ashing

bugs collared his neck, then spilled his chest again,
scattering. "You know our first navigator's got to be a
girl who will—=

"She will be," Rydra said.

They left the Discorporate Sector and took the
nmonorai |l through the tortuous renai ns of Transport
Town, then along the edge of the space-field. Bl ack-
ness beyond the wi ndows was flung with blue signa
lights. Ships rose with a white flare, blued through
di stance, becane bloody stars in the rusted air.

They joked for the first twenty minutes over the

humr ng runners. The fluorescent ceiling dropped
greenish light on their faces, in their |laps. One by one,
the Custonms O ficer watched themgo silent while the
side-to-side inertia becane a headl ong drive. He had

not spoken at all, still trying to regain her face, her
words, her shape. But it stayed away, frustrating as the
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i nperative comrent that |eaves your nind as speech
begins, and the nouth is left enpty, a | ost reference to
| ove.

When they stepped onto the open platformat Thule
Station, warmwi nd flushed fromthe east. The cl ouds
had shattered under an ivory moon. Gavel and granite
silvered the broken edges. Behind was the city's red
m st. Before, on broken night, rose the blackMorgue.

They went down the steps and wal ked quietly
through the stone park. The garden of water and rock
was eerie in the dark. Nothing grew here.

At the door slabbed netal w thout external 1ight
blotted the darkness. "How do you get in?" the Ofi-
cer asked, as they clinbed the shall ow steps.

Rydra lifted theCaptain's pendant from her neck.and

pl aced it against a small disk. Something humred, and
I'ight divided the entrance as the doors slid back. Rydra
st epped through, the rest foll owed.

Calli stared at the metallic vaults overhead. "You
know t here's enough transport neat deep-frozen in this
pl ace to service a hundred stars and all their planets."

"And Custons people too," said the Oficer

"Does anybody ever bother to call back a Custons
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who decided to take a rest?" Ron asked with candid
i ngenuousness.

"Don't know what for," said Calli

"QCccasionally it's been known to happen," re-
sponded the O ficer dryly.

"More rarely than with Transport," Rydra said

" *As of yet, the Custons work involved in getting ships
fromstar to star is a science. The transport work ma-
neuvering through hyperstasis levels is still an art. In a
hundred years they may both be sciences. Fine. But
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today a person who leans the rules of art well is alittle
rarer than the person "who |l eans the rul es of science.

Al so, there's a tradition involved. Transport people are
used to dying and getting called back, working with

dead nmen or live. This is still alittle hard for Custons to
take. Over here to the Suicides."

They left the nmain | obby for the | abel ed corridor that

sl oped up through the storage chanber. It enptied them
onto a platformin an indirectly lighted room racked up
its hundred-foot height with glass cases, catwal ked and

| addered like a spider's den. In the coffins, dark shapes
were rigid beneath frost shot gl ass.

"What | don't understand about this whol e busi-

ness," theOficer whispered, "is the calling back. Can
anybody who di es be nmade corporate again? You're
right. Captain Wng, inCustons it's alnbst inpolite to
talk about things like . . . this."

"Any sui ci de who di scorporates through regul ar

Mor gue channel s can be cal |l ed back. But a viol ent

death where the Mdrgue just retrieves the body after-
wards, or the run of the mll senile ending that nost of
us hit at a hundred and fifty or so, then you' re dead
forever; although there, if you pass through regul ar
channel s, your brain pattern is recorded and your think-
ing ability can be tapped if anyone wants it, though
your consci ousness i s gone wherever consciousness

goes. "

Besi des them a twelve-foot filing crystal gl owed
like pin quartz. "Ron," said Rydra. "No, Ron and
Calli, too."

The Navi gators stepped up, puzzl ed.

"You know sone first navigator who suicided re-
cently that you think we night—=

Rydra shook her head. She passed her hand before
55
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the filing crystal. In the concaved screen at the base,
words flashed. She stilled her fingers. "Navigator-
Two. . . ." She turned her hand. "Navigator-One.

" She paused and ran her hand in a different
direction.". . . male, male, male, female. Now, you
talk to me, Calli, Ron."

"Huh? About what ?"

"About yoursel ves, about what you want."
Rydra's eyes noved back and forth between the
screen and the man and boy besi de her.

"Well, huh ... ?" Calli scratched his head.
"Pretty," said Ron. "I want her to be pretty." He
| eaned forward, an intense light in his blue eyes.

"Ch, yes," said Calli, "but she can't be a sweet,

plunp Irish girl with black hair and agate eyes and
freckles that cone out after four days of sun. She can't
have the slightest |lisp that makes you tingle even when
she reels off her cal culations qui cker and nore accurate
than a conmputer voice, yet still lisping, or nakes you
tingl e when she holds your head in her lap and tells you
about how nuch she needs to feel '

"Calli!"™ from Ron.
And the big man stopped with his fist against his

stomach, breathing hard.

Rydra wat ched, her hand drifting through centi ne-
ters over the crystal's face. The names on the screen

fl ashed back and forth.

"But pretty," Ron repeated. "And |ikes sports, to
westle, | think, when we're planet side. Cathy wasn't
very athletic. | always thought it would have been

better, for ne, if she was, see. 1 can talk better to people
1 can westle with. Serious though, 1 nmean about work-
ing. And quick like Cathy could think. Only . . ."
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Rydra's hand drifted down, then nmade a jerky no-
tion to the left.

"Only," said Calli, his hand falling fromhis belly,

his breath nore easy,' 'she's got to be a whole person, a
new person, not sonebody who is half what we re-

menber about sonebody el se.”

"Yes," saidRon. "I nean if she's agood navi gator,
and she | oves us."

, could love us," said Calli.

"If she was all you wanted and hersel f besides,"
asked Rydra, her hand shaki ng between two names on
the screen, "could you | ove her?"
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The hesitation, and nod slow fromthe big nman,
qui ck fromthe boy.

Rydra's hand cane down on the crystal face, and the
nane gl owed on the screen. ' 'Mllya Twa,

Navi gat or- One. " Her coordi nate nunbers fol | owed.
Rydra di aled them at the desk

Seventy-five feet overhead sonething glittered. One
anong hundreds of thousands of glass coffins was
tracking fromthe wall above them on an i nductor
beam

The recall-stage jutted up a pattern of lugs, the tips
gl owi ng. The coffin dropped, its contents obscured by
streaks and hexagonal bursts of frost inside the gl ass.
The lugs caught the tranplateon the coffin's base. It
rocked a nonent, settled, clicked.

The frost melted of a sudden, and the inside surface
fogged, then ran with droplets. They stepped forward
to see.

Dark band on dark. A novenent beneath the glaring
gl ass; then the glass parted, nelting back from her
deep, warm skin and beating, terrified eyes.
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"It's all right," Calli said, touching her shoul der
She raised her head to | ook at his hand, then dropped
back to the pillow. Ron crowded the Navi gator-Two.

"Hel | 0?"
"Eh . . . Mss Twa?" Calli said. "You're alive
now. WIIl you |ove us?"

"Ni nyini nani ?" Her face was puzzl ed. "N kowapi

hapa?"

Ron | ooked up amazed. "I don't think she speaks
English."

* * Yes. | know,'' Rydra grinned. " But other than that
she's perfect. This way you'll have tine to get to know

each other before you can say sonething really foolish.
She likes to westle, Ron."

Ron | ooked at the young wonman in the case. Her
graphite colored hair was boy short, her full |ips purple
with chill. "You westle?"

"Ninyi ni nani?" she asked agai n.

Calli lifted his hand from her shoul der and stepped
back. Ron scratched his head and frowned.

"Wel | ?" said Rydra.
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Calli shrugged. "Well, we don't know. "

"Navigation Instrunents are standard gear. There
won't be any trouble comunicating there."

"She is pretty,"” Ron said. "You are pretty. Don't
be frightened. You're alive now"

"N naogapa!" she seized Calli's hand. "Jee, ni
usi ku au nthana?" Her eyes were w de.

"Pl ease don't be frightened!"™ Ron took the wrist of
the hand that had seized Calli's.

"Sielewi lugha yenu." She shook her head, a ges-
ture contai ning no negation, only bew | dernent.
" Si kuj uweni ninyi nani. N naogapa."
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And wi t h bereavenent-bom urgency, both Ron and

Call'i nodded in affirmative reassurance.

Rydra stepped between them and spoke.

After a long silence, the woman nodded sl owy.

"She says she'll go with you. She |lost two-thirds of

her triple seven years ago, also killed through the Inva-
sion. That's why she came to the Mdrgue and killed

hersel f. She says she will go with you. WIIl you take
her ?"

"She's still afraid,” Ron said. "Please don't be. |
won't hurt you. Calli won't hurt."

"If she'll come with us," Calli said, "we'll take
her."

The Custons O ficer coughed. "Were do | get her
psyche rating?"

"Ri ght on the screen under the filing crystal. That's
how they're arranged within the | arger categories."

The O ficer wal ked back to the crystal. "Well"—

He took out his pad and began to record the indices.
"I't's taken a while, but you' “ve got just about every-
body. "

"Integrate,” Rydra said.

He did, and | ooked up, surprised in spite of hinself.
"Captain Wng, | think you' ve got your crew"

59
Vi
Dear Mbcky,

When you get this I'lIl have taken off two hours ago.
It's a half hour before dawn and | want to talk to you,
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but I won't wake you up agai n.

I am nostal gically enough, taking out Fobo's old
ship, the R nbaud (the name was Miels' idea, re-

menber). At least, I'mfamliar with it: [ots of good
menories here. | leave in twenty m nutes.
Present location: I'msitting in a folding chair in the

freight lock |ooking over the field. The sky is star
specked to the west, and gray to the east. Bl ack needl es
of ships pattern around ne. Lines of blue signal lights
fade toward the east. It is cal mnow Subject of ny
thinking: a hectic night of crew hunting that took ne al
over Transport Town and out to the Mrgue, through

dives and glittering byways, etc. Loud and noisy at the
beginning, calmng to this at the end.

To get a good pilot you watch himwestle. A trained
captain can tell exactly what sort of a pilot a person wll
make by observing his reflexes in the arena. Only | am

not that well trained.

Renenber, what you said about rmnuscl e-readi ng?

Maybe you were righter than you thought. Last night |
ran into a kid, a Navigator, who | ooks |ike Brancusi's
graduation offering, or maybe what M chel angel o

wi shed the human body was. He was born in Transport
and knows pilot westling inside out, apparently. So
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wat ched hi mwatch ny pilot westle, and just |ooking at
his quivers and jerks | got a conplete anal ysis of what
was goi ng on over ny head.

You know DeFaure's theory that psychic indices

have their correspondi ng muscul ar tensions (a re-
statenent of the old WI hel mRei ch hypothesis of nus-
cular armature): |1 was thinking about it last night. The
kid | was telling you about was part of a broken triple,
two guys and a girl and the girl got it fromthe |nvaders.
The boys nade ne want to cry. But | didn't. Instead |
took themto the Morgue and found them a repl ace-

ment. Weird business. |'msure they'Il think it was

magi ¢ for the rest of their lives. The basic require-
ments, however, were all on file: a fenal e Navigator-

One who | acks two nmen. How to adjust the indices?

read Ron's and Calli'sfromwatching them nove while

they tal ked. The Corpses are filed under psyche-indices
so | just had to feel out when they were congruent. The
final choice was a stroke of genius, if | do say so. | had
it down to six young | adi es whoyould do. But it needed

to be nore precise than that, and | couldn' tplay it nore
precise, at |east not by ear. One young | ady was from

N gonda Province in Pan Africa. She'd suicided seven
years ago. Lost two husbands in an Invasion attack,

and returned to earth in the mddl e of an enbargo. You
renenber what the politics were |like then between Pan
Africa and Anericasia; | was sure she didn't speak
English. W woke her, and she didn't. Now, at this
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point, their indices may be a mte jarring. But. by the
time they fight through | earning to understand each

other—and they will, because they need to—they'l
graph out congruent afoot down the logarithm c grid.
Cl ever?

And Babel -17, the real reason for this letter. Told
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you | had deci phered it enough to know where the next
attack will be. The Alliance War Yards at Armsedge.
Wanted to let you know that's where |I'mgoing, just in
case. Talk and talk and tal k: what sort of mind can talk

i ke that | anguage tal ks? And why? Still scared-like a
kid at a spelling bee-but having fun. My platoon re-
ported an hour ago. Crazy, |azy lovable kids all. Injust
a fewmnutes I'lIl be going to see ny Slug (fat gal oof

with black eyes. hair, beard; moves slow and thinks
fast). You know, Mocky, getting this crew together

was interested in one thing (above conpetency, and
they are all conpetent): they had to be people |I could
talk to. And | can.

Love, Rydra.
62
VI |

LI GHT BUT NO SHADOW The General stood on the
saucer-sl ed, |ooking at the black ship, the paling sky.
At the base he stepped fromthe gliding fwo-foot diane-
ter disk, clinbed onto the lift, and rose a hundred feet
toward the | ock. She wasn't in the captain's cabin. He
ran into a fat bearded nan who directed himup the
condor to the freight lock. He clinbed to the top of the
| adder and took hold of his breath because it was about
to run away.

She dropped her feet fromthe wall, sat up in the
canvas chair and smled. "General Forester, | thought |
m ght see you this norning." She folded a piece of
message tissue and seal ed tl e edge.

"* | wanted to see you . and his breath was gone
and had to be caught once nore, "before you left."

"I wanted to see you, too

"You told me if | gave you |license to conduct this
expedi tion, you would informnme where you—

"My report, which you should find satisfactory, was
mail ed | ast night and is on your desk at Adm nistrative
Al li ance Headquarters—er will be in an hour."

"Ch. 1 see,"

She sniled. "You'll have to go shortly. W take off
inafewnmnutes."
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"Yes. Actually, I"'mtaking off the Adm nistrative
Al li ance Headquarters myself this norning, so | was
here at the field, and |I'd already gotten a synopsis of
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your report by stellarphone a few m nutes ago, and 1
just wanted to say— and he sai d not hi ng.

"General Forester, once | wote a poeml'mre-
m nded of. It was called 'Advice to Those Wio Wuld
Love Poets'."

The General opened his teeth without separating his
I'ips.

"It started sonething |ike:

Young man, she will gnaw out your tongue. Lady,

he will steal your hands

You can read the rest. It's in ny second book. If you're

not willing to | ose a poet seven tines a day, it's frustrat-
ing as hell."

He said sinply: "You knew |
"I knew and | know. And |I'mglad."

The | ost breath returned and an unfaniliar thing was
happening to his face: he sniled. "When | was a

private. Mss Wng, and we'd be confined to barracks,
we'd talk about girls and girls and girls. And sonebody
woul d say about one: she was so pretty she didn't have
to give ne any, just prom se ne sone." He let the

stiff ness | eave his shoulders a nonent, and though they
actually fell half an inch, the effect was that they
seemed broader by two. "That's what | was feeling."

"Thank you for telling me," she said, "I like you,
General. And | promise I'll still like you the next tine
see you."

"I. . . thank you. | guess that's all. Just thank you

for knowi ng and pronmising." Then he said, "I
have to go now, don't |?"

"We'll be taking off in ten minutes."
"Your letter," he said, "1*11 nmail it for you."
"Thanks." She handed it to him he took her hand,
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and for the slightest nonent with the slightest pressure,
hel d her. Then he turned, left. Mnutes |later she

wat ched his saucer-sled glide across the concrete, its
sun-side flaring suddenly as light blistered the east.
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ly..
PART TWO

VER
DORCO

If words are paranmount | amafraid that words are
all ny hands have ever seen . -

—from Quartet, MH.
67

THE RETRANSCRI BED MATERI AL passed on the sorting
screen. By the conputer console |ay the four pages of
definitions she had amassed and a cuaderno full of
grammati cal specul ati ons. Chewi ng her lower lip, she
ran through the frequency tabul ati on of depressed

di pht hongs. On the wall she had tacked three charts

| abel ed:

Possi bl e Phonem ¢ Structure
Probabl e Phonetic Structure
Siotic, Semantic, and Syntactic Anbiguities .

The | ast contained the problens to be solved. The
questions, formul ated and answered, were transferred
as certainties of the first two. 1-

" Capt ai n?"
She turned on the bubble seat.

Hanging fromthe entrance hatch by his knees was
Di aval o.

" YeSt)u

"What you want for dinner?" The little cook was a

boy of seventeen. Two cos met i surgical horns jutted
from shocked, albino hair. He was scratching one ear
with the tip of his tail.

Rydra shrugged. "No preferences. Check around
with the rest of the platoon.”

"Those guys' 11 eat liquified organic waste if | give it
to them No inmagination. Captain. Wat about pheas-

ant under gl ass, or maybe rock Cornish gane hen?"
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"You're in the mood for poultry?"

"Wl | —= He rel eased the bar with one knee and
ki cked the wall so he swung back and forth.' '1 could go
for sonething birdy."
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"If nobody objects, try coq au vin, baked |dahos,
and broil ed beefsteak tomatoes."

"Now you' re cookin'!"
"Strawberry shortcake for dessert?"

Di aval o snapped his fingers and swung up toward the
hat ch. Rydra | aughed and turned back to the consol e.

k "Reisling on the cogq, May wine with the nmealr'' The
pi nk-eyed face was gone.

Rydra had di scovered the third exanpl e of what

m ght have been syncope when the bubble chair sagged
back. The cuardenp sl ammed agai nst the ceiling. She

woul d have, too, had she not grabbed the edge of the
desk. Her shoul ders wenched. Behind her the skin of
the bubble chair split and showered suspended sili -

con.

The cabin stilled and she turned to see Diaval o spin
through the hatch and crack his hip as he grabbed at the
transparent wall

Jerk.

She slipped on the wet, deflated skin of the bubble
chair. The Slug's face jounced on the intercom "Cap-
tain!"

"What the hell . . .'"she demanded.

The blinker from Drive Mintenance was fl ashing.
Sonething jarred the ship again.

"Are we still breathing?"

"Just a . The Slug's face, heavy and ri med

with a thin black beard, got an unpl easant expression.
"Yes, Air; all right. Drive Miintenance has the prob-
lem™"
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"If those dam ki ds have - ." She clicked them

on.

Fl op, the Maintenance Forenan, said, "Jesus, Cap-
tain, sonething blew"

"What ?"

"I don't know." Flop's face appeared over his

shoul der.

"A and B shifters are all right. Cs glittering..! ike a
Fourth of July sparkler. \Where the hell are we, any-
way ?"

" '"On the first hour shift between Earth and Luna. W
haven't even got free of Stellarcenter-9. Navigation?"
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Anot her cli ck.
Mol I ya's dark face popped up.
"W e gehts?" demanded Rydra.

The first Navigator reeled off their probability curve
and | ocated them between two vague | ogarithmc spi-
rals- "We're orbiting Earth so far," Ron's voice cut
over. "Something knocked us way off course. W

don't have any drive power and we're just drifting."

"How hi gh up and how fast?
"Calli's trying to find out now "

"I"'mgoing to take a | ook around outside." She
called down to the Sensory Detail. "Nose, what does it
smel |l |ike out there?"

"It stinks. Nothing in this range. W've hit soup.”
"Can you hear anything. Ear?"

"Not a peep. Captain. Al the stasis currents in this
area are at a standstill. W're too near a large gravita-
tional mass. There's a faint ethric undertow about fifty
spectres K-ward. But | don't think it will take us any-
where except around in a circle. W're riding on
momentum fromthe last stiff wind fromEarth's nango
sphere. "

71
BABEL- 17
"What's it look like. Eyes?"

"Inside of a coal scuttle. \Watever happened to us,

we picked a dead spot to have it happen in. In ny range
that undertowis a little stronger and m ght nove us into
a good tide."

Brass cut in. "But 1'd |like to know where it's going
before | went junping off into it. That nmeans | gotta
know where we are, first."

"Navi gation?"

Silence for a monment. Then the three faces appeared.
Calli said, "W don't know. Captain."

The gravity field had stabilized a few degrees off.
The silicon suspension collected in one conmer. Little
Di aval o shook his head and blinked. Through the con-
tortion of pain on his face he whi spered, "Wat hap-
pened, Captain?"

*'Dammed if | know, "Rydra said. "But |I'mgoing to
find out."

D nner was eaten silently. The platoon, all kids
under twenty-one, made as little noise as possible. At
the officers' table the Navigators sat across fromthe

file:/lIF|/rah/Samuel%20R.%20Delaney/Delany,%20Samuel%20R%20-%20Babel-17.txt (49 of 172) [8/27/03 11:43:50 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Samuel %20R.%20D el aney/Del any,%20Samuel %20R%20-%20Babel - 17.txt

apparitional figures of the discorporate Sensory Chser-
vers, The hefty Slug at the table's head poured w ne for
the silent crew. Rydra dined with Brass.

"I don't know. " He shook his maned head, turning
his glass in gleaming claws. "It was smooth sailing
with nothing in the way. Whatever happened, hap-
pened inside the ship.”

Di aval o, hip in a pressure bandage, dourfully
brought in the shortcake, served Rydra and Brass, then
retired to his seat at the platoon table.

"So," Rydra said, "we're orbiting Earth with al
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our instrunents knocked out and can't even tell where
we are."

"The hyperstasis instruments are good," he re-
m nded her. "W just don't know where we are on this
side of the jum."

"And we can't junmp if we don't know where we're
junping from" She | ooked over the dining room "Do
you think they're expecting to get out of this. Brass?"

"They're ho'ing you can get themout, Ca'tain."

She touched the rimof her glass to her |lower lip.

k k If sonebody doesn't, we' It sit here eating

Di aval o' s good food for six nonths, then suffocate. W
can't even get a signal out until after we lea' for

hy' erstasis with the regul ar comruni cator short ed.
asked the Navigators to see if they could inirovise
sonet hing, but no go. They just had tine to see that we
were |launched in a great circle."

We shoul d have wi ndows," Rydra said, "At |east
we could | ook out at the stars and tine our orbit. It can't
be nore than a couple of hours."

Brass nodded. "Shows you what nodern conve-

ni ences mean. A 'orthote and an ol d-fashi oned sextant
could get us right, but we're electronicized to the gills,
and here we sit, with a neatly insoluble 'roblem"

"Circling—Rydra put down her wi ne.
"What is it?"

"Der Kreis," said Rydra. She frowned
"What's that?" asked Brass.

"Ratas, orbis, Ucerchio." She put her palns flat on
the table top and pressed. "Circles," she said. "Cr-
cles in different |anguages!"

Brass' confusion was terrifying through his fangs.
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The glinting fleece above his eyes bristled.
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"Sphere," she said, "il gtobo, gum as." She stood
up. "Kule, kuglet, kring!"

"Does it matter what |anguage it's in? Acircle is a
cir—'

But she was | aughing, running fromthe dining room

In her cabin she grabbed up her translation. Her eyes
fl ed down the pages. She banged the button for the
Navi gat ors. Ron, wi ping whi pped-cream from his

mout h, said, "Yes, Captain? What do you want ?"

"A watch," saidRydra, "and a—bag of marbles!"
"Huh?" asked Calli.

"You can finish your shortcake later. Meet ne in
G center right now "

"Mar-bl es?" articulated MIllya wonderingly.
" Mar bl es?"

"One of the kids in the platoon nust have brought
along a bag of marbles. Get it and neet ne in
G center."

She junped over the ruined skin of the bubble seat

and | eapt up the hatchway, turned off at the radial shaft
seven, and | aunched down the cylindrical corridor to-
ward the holl ow spherical chanber of G center. The
cal cul ated center of gravity of the ship, it was a
chanmber thirty feet in dianmeter in constant free fal
where certain gravity-sensitive instrunments took their
readi ngs. A nonment |ater the three Navigators ap-
peared through the dianetric entrance- Ron held up a
mesh bag of glass balls. "Lizzy asks you to try and get
these back to her by tonorrow afternoon because she's
been chall enged by the kids in Drive and she wants to
keep her championship."

"If this works she can probably have them back
toni ght."

"Work?" Mol lya wanted to know. "Idea you?"
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"I do. Only it's not really ny idea."
"Whose is it, and what is it?" Ron asked.

"l suppose it belongs to sonebody who speaks

anot her | anguage- What we've got to do is arrange the
mar bl es around the wall of the roomin a perfect sphere,
and then sit back with the clock and keep tabs on the
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second hand."
"What for?" asked Calli

"To see where they go and how long it takes themto
get there."

"l don't get it," said Ron.

"Qur orbit tends toward a great circle about the

Earth, right? That means everything in the ship is also
tending to orbit in a great circle, and, if left free of
i nfluence, will automatically seek out such a path."

"Right. So what ?"

"Hel p ne get these nmarbles in place," Rydra said.

"These things have iron cores. Magnetize the walls,
will you, to hold themin place, so they can all be
rel eased at once." Ron, confused, went to power the

metal walls of the spherical chanmber. "You still don't
see? You' re mathenmaticians, tell nme about great cir-
cles.”

Calli took a handful of marbles and started to space
them+tiny click after click—ever the wall. "A great
circle is the largest circle you can cut through a
sphere. "

* *The dianeter of the great circle equals the dianeter
of the sphere,” from Ron, as he cane back fromthe
power switch.

"The summation of the angles of intersection of any
three great circles within one topol ogically contained
shape approaches five hundred and forty degrees. The
summati on of the angles of N great circles approaches
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N times one hundred and ei ghty degrees." Mllya

i ntoned the definitions, which she had begun nenori z-

ing in English with the help of a personafix that nmom
ing, with her nusically inflected voice. * 'Marbles here,
yes?"

"Al'l over, yes. Even as you can space them but they
don't have to be exact. Tell nme sone nore about the
i ntersections."

"Well," said Ron, "on any given sphere all great
circles intersect each other—er |ie congruent."

Rydra | aughed. "Just |ike that, hey? Are there any
other circles on a sphere that have to intersect no matter
how you nmaneuver thenP"

"I think you can push around any other circles so that
they're equidistant at all points and don't touch. Al
great circles have to have at |least two points in com
nmon. "
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' Thi nk about that for a minute and | ook at these
mar bl es, all being pulled along great circles.”

Mol | ya suddenly floated back fromthe wall with an
expression of recognition and brought her hands to-
gether. She blurted sonething in Kiswahili, and Rydra
| aughed. "That's right," she said. To Ron's and Cal -
li's bew | derment she translated: "They'll nove to-
ward each other and their paths'l| intersect."

Calli's eyes widened. "That's right, at exactly a
quarter of the way around our orbit, they should have
flattened out to a circular plane."

"Lying along the plane of our orbit," Ron finished.

Mol | ya frowned and nmade a stretching notion with
her hands. "Yeah," Ron said, "a distorted circular
plane with a tail at each end, from which we can
conmpute which way the earth lies."

"Cl ever, huh?" Rydra noved back into the corridor

76
BABEL- 17
opening. "I figure we can do this once, then fire our

rockets enough to blast us maybe seventy or eighty
nmtes either up or down without hurting anything. From
that we can get the length of our orbit, as well as our
speed. That'll be all the information we need to | ocate
ourselves in relation to the nearest mmjor gravitationa
i nfluence. Fromthere we can junp stasis- Al our
conmuni cations instrunents for stasis are in working
order. W can signal for help and pull in sonme repl ace-
ments froma stasis station."

The amazed Navi gators joined her in the corridor.
"Count down," Rydra said.

At zero Ron released the magnetic walls. Slowy the

spheres began to drift away, lining up slowy.
"Quess you | earn sonething every day," Calli said.
"I'f you'd asked nme, | would have said we were stuck

here forever. And knowing things like this is supposed
to be ny job. Were did you get the idea?"

"Fromthe word for 'great circle' in ... another
| anguage. "

' Language speaki ng tongue?'' Mollya asked.' 'You
mean?"

"Well," Rydra took out a netal tracing plate and a
stylus. "I"'msimplifying it alittle, but let ne show
you." She marked the plate. "Let's say the word for
circle is: 0. This |anguage has a nel ody systemto
illustrate conparatives. W'll represent this by the

diacritical marks: v - , respectively snmallest, ordi-
nary, and biggest. So what would O nean?"
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"Smal | est possible circle?" said Calli. "That's a
single point."

Rydra nodded.' 'Now, when referring to a circle on a
sphere, suppose the word for just an ordinary circle isO
foll owed by either of two synbols, one of which neans
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not touching anything else, the other of which neans
crossi ng—1 orX. Wat would OX nean?"

"Great circles that intersect,*' said Ron

"And because all great circles intersect, in this |an-
guage the word for great circle is always OX. It carries
the information right in the word. Just |ike busstop or
foxhole carry information in English that la gare or le
terri er—onparabl e words in French—tack. 'Geat

Circle' carries sonme information with it, but not”the
right information to get us out of the jamwe're in. W
have to go to another |anguage in order to think about
the problemclearly w thout going through all sorts of
roundabout paths for the proper aspects of what we

want to deal with."

"What | anguage is this?" asked Calli

"l don't knowits real name. For nowit's called

Babel -17. Fromwhat little |I know about it already,

nmost of its words carry nmore information about things
they refer to than any four or five | anguages | know put
together, and in | ess space." She gave a brief transla-
tion for Mdllya.

"Who speak?" Mbdllya asked, determined to stick to
her m ni mal Engli sh.

Rydra bit the inside of her lip. Wen she asked

hersel f that question, her stomach would tighten,

her hands start toward sonething and the yearning for

an answer grow nearly to pain in the back of her throat.

It happened now, it faded. "I don't know But | w sh |

did. That's what the main reason for this tripis, to find
out."

"Babel -17," Ron repeat ed.

One of the platoon tube-boys coughed behind them

"What is it, Carlos?"

Squat, taurine, with a lot of curly black hair, Carlos
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had bi g, |oose nuscles, and a slight hiss. "Captain,
could I show you sonethi ng?" He shifted fromside to
side in adol escent awkwardness, scuffing his bare
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sol es, heat-callused fromclinbing over the drive tubes,
agai nst the door sill. "Sonething down in the tubes.
think you should take a look at it yourself."

"Did Slug tell you to get nme?"

Carl os prodded behind his ear with a gnawed

thumbnail. "Umhm"

"You three can take care of this business, can't
you?"

"Sure, Captain." Calli |ooked at the closing nar-
bl es.

Rydra ducked after Carlos. They rode down the
| adderlift and hunched through the | ow ceilinged
causeway.

"Down here," Carlos said, hesitantly taking the

| ead beneath arched bus bars. At a nesh platform he
st opped and opened a conponent cabinet in the wall.
"See." He renoved a board of printed circuits.
"There." A thin crack ran across the plastic surface.
"I't's been broken."

"How?" Rydra asked.

"Like this." He took the plate in both hands and
made a bendi ng gesture.

"Sure it didn't crack by itsel f?"

"It can't," Carlos said. "When it's in place, it's
supported too well. You couldn't crack it with a sledge
hanmmrer. This panel carries all the comunication cir-
cuits."”

Rydra nodded.

"The gyroscopic field deflectors for all our regular

space maneuvering . . ."He opened anot her door and
took out another panel. "Here."
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Rydra ran her fingernail along the crack in the second

pl ate. "Soneone in the ship broke these," she said.

"Take themto the shop. Tell Lizzy when she finishes
reprinting themto bring themto ne and I'Il put themin.
1"l give her the marbles back then."
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DROP A GEMin thick oil. The brilliance yellows slowy,
anbers, goes red at last, dies. That was the leap into
hyperstatic space

At the computer console, Rydra pondered the charts
The dictionary had doubl ed since the trip began. Satis-
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faction filled one side of her mind |like a good neal.
Words, and their easy pattering, facile always on her
tongue, in her fingers, ordered thenselves for her,
reveal ing, defining, and revealing.

And there was a traitor. The question, a vacuum

where no information would cone to answer who or

what or why, nade an enptiness on the other side other
brain, agonizing to collapse. Soneone had deliberately
broken those plates. Lizzy said so, too. Wat words for
this? The nanmes of the entire crew, and by each, a
question nark.

Fling a jewel into a glut of jewels. This is the | eap out
of hyperstasis into the.area of the Alliance War Yards at
Ar msedge.

At the communication board, she put on the Sensory
Hel met. "Do you want to translate for nme?"

The indicator light blinked acceptance- Each discor-
porate observer perceived the details of the gravita-
tional and el ectro-magnetic flux of the stasis currents
for a certain frequency with all his senses, each in his
separate range. Those details were nyriad, and the
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pilot sailed the ship through those currents as sailing
ships winded the liquid ocean. But the hel net nade a
condensation that the captain could view for a genera
survey of the matrix, reduced to terns that woul d | eave
the corporate viewer sane

She opened the hel net, covering her eyes, ears, and
nose.

Flung through | oops of blue and wung with indigo
drifted the conplex of stations and pl anetoi ds naki ng

up the War Yards. A nusical hum punctuated with

bursts of static sounded over the earphones. The ol fac-
tory enmtters gave a confused odor of perfumes and hot
oil charged with the bitter snmell of burning citrus peel
Wth three of her senses filled, she was | oosed fromthe
reality of the cabin to drift through sensory abstrac-
tions. It took nearly a minute to collect her sensations,
to begin their interpretation

"Al'l right. What am| | ooking at?"

"The lights are the various planetoids and ring sta-

tions that nake up the War Yards," the Eye expl ai ned

to her. "That bluish color to the left is a radar net they
have spread out toward Stellarcenter Forty-two. Those

red flashes in the upper right hand coner are just a
reflection of Bellatrix fron) a half-glazed sol ar-di sk
rotating four degrees outside your field of vision.”

"What's that | ow humm ng?" Rydra asked.

* The ship's drive, the Ear explained.' 'Just ignore
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it. I"lI'l block it out if you want."

Rydra nodded, and the hum ceased.

"That clicking— the Ear began

"—+s norse code," Rydra finished. "I recognize
that. It nmust be two radio amateurs that went to keep off
the visual circuits.”

"That's right," the Ear confirned.
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"What stinks |ike that?"

"The overall snell is just Betlatrix's gravitationa

field. You can't receive the ol factory sensations in
stereo, but the burnt |enon peel is the power plant that's
| ocated in that green glare right ahead of you."

"Where do we dock?"

"I'n the sound of the E-nminor triad."

" In the hot oil you can snell bubbling to your left." *
"Home in on that white circle.™”

Rydra switched to the pilot. "O K, Brass, take her
in "

The saucer-disk slid dowmn the ranp as she bal anced
easily in the four-fifths gravity. A breeze through the
artificial twlight pushed her hair back from her shoul -
ders. Around her stretched the major arsenal of the

Al liance. Mnentarily she pondered the acci dent of
birth that had seated her 