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CHAPTER 1

"Sr?'

A hand reached toward Marcus Aurelius Hrecker from a shadowy acovein the painted tunnd wall.
Automatically, he raised awarding arm and shifted his step to stay out of reach. Olympia, burrowed into
the bulk of the grandest mountain in the Solar System, was as safe as any place, safer than any city on
Earth or the Moon. But you could never tell. Evenin acrowded tunnel.

"Sir? Please!”

The hand belonged to asmall woman, stooped and wrinkled and smelling of years. Her hair was so
gray it was practicaly white. Almost againgt hiswill, he stopped and faced her. Other pedestrians flowed
past behind him.



"Did you know I'm being evicted? | had such anice gpartment. And they say they need it for someone
else. They're putting me in ahome. Just one room and a cafeteriaand alounge full of old wrecks. Like
me”

"I'm sorry." He shook his head. "But thereésredly nothing | can do.” Why was she even telling him?
Hedidn't know her, and he could imagine no reason why shewould think he might change the housing
officés mind. Certainly he couldn't take her home with him. His own gpartment was barely large enough
for him.

"Of course you can't!" She nodded rapidly, her eyes bright, her mouth set in apursed line. "Not about
that. But..." She reached into the shadows behind her. Light glinted on polished metal whed-hubs and
basket wire. He recognized a cart of the sort many people used when shopping. "I haveto get rid of my
flowers, you know. | can't take them with me. They just won't allow it. Theré's no point in even asking.
But you look likeanicefelow.”

She swung back toward him, something in her hands. He shied away from her, stepping backward,
thumping into apasserby, lurching forward again, and she thrust that something againgt his chest. "Here."
Suddenly he was holding a smooth-sided cylinder and staring at a spray of fuzzy green and white-edged,
yedllow-centered violet.

Oh, no, he thought. Fear washed over him even as hisfingertips stroked the side of the cylinder and
told him it was made of some smooth ceramic. It was surely aloca product, made of Martian soil. No
one shipped raw clay or pottery between the worlds, not even in an erawhen Q drives tapped the raw
energy of spaceitself to power rockets.

No one made flowerpots ether, and here was the handle and now it made sense.

"Here," she said again, and her nod wasingstent, demanding, dogmatic. "Y ou can have an African
violet. All it needsislight and weter, and maybe alittlefertilizer."

But hewas not listening. "Nol!" hecried. "You keepiit! | can't!”

He pushed the mug full of greenery toward the old woman, but she seized hiswrists and with
surprising strength turned him toward the center of the tunnel. "No," shesaid. "l redly can't, you know.
They're evicting me. But | can't keep my flowers. And they're so pretty, aren't they? Y ou take good care
of it now."

"But-- "

"Goon. | havelots moreto give away." Therewas apush at his back. He staggered a step, and the
flow of traffic swept him up and on.

Fortunately the shirt he wore did not have time-consuming buttons, snaps, zips, or strips. It wrapped
diagonally across his chest, and he thought he got the flower out of sight before anyone could recognize it
for what it was. An African violet, she had cdled it. A plant, of dl things.

At least she had sense enough to stay away from the more brightly it portions of the tunnel.

Plants were most definitely not approved persond possessions. They were acceptable only in
agricultural domes and tunnels. House plants were primafacie evidence of Orbita/Gypsy sympathies at
best, of didoyalty and treason at worst.

If Security spotted the African violet, it would not matter abit that hisfather, his grandfather, and his
great-grandfather had al been Security agents. An uncle had even been chief of Security on the Munin
habitat until ablowout caught him without asuit.

Hetried to look innocent.

Hetried not to stare at hisfellow pedestrians. That just wasn't done. Only the very young and the
guilty failed to pretend they were alonein the tunnels, on the way to work or home or running errands.

Hetried not to search the tunnd walls and celling for Security cameras. But if he couldn't look at the
African violet and he couldn't look &t people, there was nothing else a which to aim hiseyes.

At least he could refrain from scanning, couldn't he? Then he wouldn't look like he was searching for
cameras. Hewouldn't look guilty.

Unless they watched for people who were obvioudy trying not to be noticed.

In which case he had better not keep looking away from shopping carts. It was quite natura to peek,
to see what people had found in their shopping, to learn what foods had come from the farms. Like that



purple globe of eggplant, red-skinned onions, blue-green potsters, green broccali, pale whitefish.

Heforgot the fish as his eyes jerked back to the green and away.

Hewished he had areader with him.

There! Watch those! [Iluminated signsthat advertised beer and pizza and minerds formed when Mars
had water abillion years ago. Crystds, the shop bragged. Mudstone marked with ripples. Wormtracks.
Sdls

There was a diskshop stocked with newsdisks, novels, textbooks, games, and more. Its entrance was
never clear, for people moved steadily in and ouit.

A tour shop, its entrance flanked by glass-cased, bright-lit posters showing the vast rise of Olympus
Mons, the gorge of Marinerisjust asvast, 1o spuming yellow, red, and black, the desolation of the lunar
highlands, cora reefs on Earth, fishlessand stark, Earth itsdlf viewed from orbit. Next door a clothing
dore, itsdisplay assuring everyoneit sold everything from the flimsest of nightwear to Martian hardsuits.

Marcus Aurelius Hrecker let his attention settle on atiny robot, legsflickering asit scurried dong the
floor, dodged feet, and raced up aramp attached to the tunnel wall. There was another robot on the shelf
that ran just above dl the doorways and display cases and neon signs and usualy kept the machines off
the floor and out from underfoot. Thefirst ignored the pull-outs, the ramps up and down, and the access
holes that led inside the walls. It met athird, and there was room to pass. It stopped. Its head rose,
antennae wiggled asit optimized the sgnd it was receiving, and it began to move again, faster, running
now, practically flying, taking the ramp that led to the next cross-path, arched riblike beneath the tunnd's
roof.

Thelittle robots removed dust and litter and debris, searched for defectsin tunnels and ducts, repaired
what they could, and signalled for human assistance when a problem was beyond their abilities. Marcus
Aurdius Hrecker shared his peopl€'s pride in the versatile machines even though he understood their
major shortcoming. They were atriumph of mechanical and eectronic technology, but they were no
nearer the ultimate god than they had been a century before. Only the sort of information storage one
found in genes could permit a self-reproducing von Neumann machineto exist.

Artificid intelligence? They had that, though hardly a a human level, not even at the level rumor hinted
had been achieved some time before the Engineers find victory. He had heard the robots compared to
cats and monkeys, and the reason for their limitation was once more that they were not organic. In some
ways, living things had digtinct design advantages.

But not this African violet. Not at this moment. Not now. Not ever.

It could Kill him.

He wished he dared to set the plant in its mug on one of those shelves, or on the floor. The machines
would dispose of it. That wasthelr job. They were everywhere. They cleaned clothes and floors,
polished shoes, mended and repaired, stripped paint and replaced it, found and fetched lost items, and
prepared food, tending Olympiaand all its people just asthey did in the cities of Mars and Earth, the
Moon and the habitats, everywhere the Engineers choseto live.

But no one did such things. If hedid, one of hisfellow pedestrians would surely notice and report his
suspicious behavior. Or the cameras, wherever they were, would pick him up.

Better he should leave the plant under his shirt.

* * *

The short sde-tunnd, filled with the pink-tinged light of Mars, opened into a concourse thirty meters
high. Itsfar wall was a curve of sted-ribbed glass. Beyond that was the red-rock lip of the scarp that
lifted Olympus Mons a kilometer above the lowlands beyond, and then those lowlands, softened and
smoothed into plains by distance. The only signs of human presence were a distant dome and acloud of
yellow fumes beside the concentric rings of an open-pit mine.

No one paid the spectacular view any attention at all. No one seemed disturbed by the far-off
industria stain on the landscape. Both were routine, backdrop, as accepted as the posters in the tour
shop'sdisplay cases.



Marcus Aurelius Hrecker was no exception. When he left the tunnel, his mind was on the plant tucked
within his shirt, on his destination, on the tasks that awaited him. He turned sharp left, stepped aboard the
escalator in front of him, rode to the next level up, and entered another tunnel marked by asmall brass
plague that said "Olympus University.” When Hrecker passed it, it repeated its message aoud.

Just within thistunnd was adirectory board that displayed amap of the university'stunnelsand alist of
departments, offices, and labs. Hrecker ignored thistoo. The Q-Drive Research Center where hewas a
junior researcher was straight ahead and right and right and | ft, past the administration's side-tunndl and
the dining hdl and the freshman dorms, just before the turn into the athletic complex, and late on any
afternoon the lab rocked with noise every time someone opened the main door to enter or leave.
Sometimes the din even penetrated the solid rock of Marsitsdf.

But the tunnelswere quiet now. The day'sfirst classeswere in session. He glanced through the entry to
the dining hal and found it empty except for afew stragglers. The creak of exercise machinery wasthe
only sgnthat anyonewasin theahleticsareaat al.

And here was the Research Center. He felt the flower mug with hiswrist. Would he be able to reach
his lab before someone spotted it? Would he be able to bury it in awastebasket? Should he flush the
plant and its soil down atoilet, wash its container, and pretend it had never held anything more
incriminating than awooden pencil?

Of course, as soon as the entrance door swung shut behind him, Eric Silber came out of the com
room, hishandsfull of paper. "What'sthat? A tumor?"

Silber was a mathematician, but his sharply angled, acne-scarred face and cawing voice had prompted
more than one to suspect out loud that he was redly a Security plant. Thereafter, no one quite dared to
trust him or to object to his bitter gibes. And of course he had seen the bulge in Hrecker's shirt.

"Just a..." He made a garbled noise, waved one hand, and turned quickly into the hal that led toward
hislab. When Eric did not follow him or say, "What?' he breathed asigh of rdlief.

But therelief did not last long.

When he reached histiny office safdly, he peered beneath the meta desk and behind the books and
knickknacks on the shelf. Once he was sure none of the tiny, insectoid robots were present, he set the
plant in its mug beside the keyboard of histerminal. Then he wondered what the gyp he could do with it.

He scratched his belly where the mug had pressed. He was carefully tucking in his shirt once more
when the doorlatch clicked behind him.

"Got amin-- ? What have you got there?'

He spun and flushed and said, "Sorry. But-- "

"That's dumb,” said Renard Saucier. "Suicidaly dumb.”

Hrecker did not think to ask why Saucier wasin his doorway, belly straining against histraditional
coverdl, hairline arching toward the celling. As usua, the man's upper eydidsfolded down at their outer
edges and he looked exhausted. He was in charge of this section of the lab, supervising severa
researchers and technicians, but he wasrarely seen until after lunch. Mornings he spent on hisown
research.

"A plant, of dl things," said Saucier. "Today, of dl times. | wasjust in amesting..."

"An African violet." Hrecker tried very hard to sound meek. "'l was going to throw it away."

"Then why did you bring it here? If Security spotted it..."

"l know."

"Y ou'd never run ancther probability shifter, would you?'

Hrecker shook his head. The lab had learned how to use the probability warp that made the Q drive
possible to achieve macroscopic tunneling a decade ago. Thetrick had proved to be the key to
faster-than-light travel, the heart of the tunnel drive the Gypsies had mastered before they fled the system
more than a century before. More recently, they had been trying to use a variation of the technique to
control the placement of ionsin semiconductors. They hoped to build e ectronic memories that would
match the capacity of biological ones.

A shelf onthewall to theleft of the doorway held aveedo set. Saucier turned toward it and touched
its switch. Then hereached past Hrecker and picked up the plant. "I'll dispose of it. Y ou check the



news."

Wasthat why he had appeared so early in the day? Was there something important happening in the
world outsde the lab? Something that might affect their work? Or...?

Obediently, Marcus Aurdlius Hrecker watched the screen asit cameto life. And when the image
proved to be that of afamiliar piece of Olympian tunnel, he reached blindly for hischair, rolled it away
from the desk, turned it, and sat.

A voice was saying: " Congdant vigilance isthe only way we can remain free of the green taint. Only haf
an hour ago, Security noticed thiswoman..." A small woman, elderly, silver-haired, her bent back against
ashadowed a cove. Hrecker recognized her, and a premonition of her fate shivered down his spine.
"Obvioudy a Gypsy sympathizer," the voice went on conversationally. " Perhgps even an actud agent.
Shewas digtributing emblems of that subversve movement.” The camera swung toward one of the
woman's hands, theimage enlarged, and the screen filled with aplump cactusrooted in asmal glassjar.
"Sheisin Security's custody now, being interrogated. Once she has divulged the names of everyone who
accepted one of her emblems, they too will be arrested and questioned. Then she will be-- "

"Executed.” Saucier was back. "So will they."

"She precticaly forced it on mel™

"Y ou should have screamed for help.”

"For what? Assault with adeadly flower?'

"It's deadly enough when Security iswatching."

Hrecker nodded. "Y eah. Is that what you wanted me to see?"

The other shook his head as the weathergirl came on to speak of dust ssorms and unusua cold
sweeping acrossthe face of Mars. "1 didn't even know about that one. Giveit another minute.”

"But why? The last time anybody saw a Gypsy was a century ago. That was when we conquered the
Orbitals and took over the whole system, not just Earth and the Moon.”

"Theremight be afew |eft.”

"Enough of them?" Hrecker asked. Histone wasinsstent. "Every time something goeswrong, every
blowout, every equipment failure, every... Enough to take dl the blame?

"They're useful that way, aren't they?"

"There can't possibly be ares stance movement!"

Saucier nodded. "Don't say that outside thelab.”

"Doyou think I'm suicidal?'

"Y ou had that flower."

Hefdl slent. So he had. He supposed he wouldn't have if he hadn't felt able to trust the lab. He would
have found some way to refuse the cursed gift, or to get rid of it. He might even have cried out for
Security to seize the treasonous old woman.

He had been quite astoundingly foolish to do what he had done. He loved the lab for its tolerance of
difference, for its atmosphere of intellectua independence, for its old-fashioned free speech. But talk was
onething. Doing was quite another.

"What did you want me to see?'

The weathergirl was done. The soccer report from Earth was nearly over.

"Thereitis." Saucier didn't redly need to point as the screen filled with a Q-ship, al swollen nose and
dender shaft jutting from abundle of cylindrica reaction-masstanks. "The Explorer.”

The newscagter, his voice urgent with professional emotion, was saying:

"...back from Tau Ceti, where they found aworld with inteligent life. It may bethe Gypses
First-Stop, according to Commander Dengh.”

Pictures flashed across the screen. Humanoid aliens, large-skulled, round-bellied, and blunt-muzzled,
standing erect but fur-covered, some with tails, some without. Cities and fields and roads, ships and
trucks, ahigh, high tower centered in anearly circular valey, ahandful of artificid satellites. A world with
two large continents separated by no more ocean than lay between Europe and Africa, each one
wreathed in arcs of idands.

"How long have they been back?" asked Hrecker.



"A month. They've kept it quiet.”

"Why? What's the secret?’

"The Gypsies. The best our people could tell, the age of the buildings, the size of the road network, the
amount of environmental damage, al indicate avery young civilization. And thet tower. The locas arent
quite advanced enough to build it. And they spesk akind of English. Our biologiststhink the Gypsies
must have gengineered them from animals.”

"I hope they spent the month arguing over what to do," said Hrecker.

Saucier nodded. "We're not our ancestors. But we do need to do something. If we don't, the
conservatives will gain power and we may turn as destructive as ever. Or the underground, if thereredly
isone, will sense weakness."

"Then--"

"That'swhat that meeting was about.” When Hrecker looked puzzled, he added, " Just before you got
here. That'swhy | camein hereinthefirst place, thingsto tel you, and then the rest. They're moving us."

"Why?"

"The Explorer's our only starship, and it's small. We need more and bigger if wereto send aforceto
Tau Ceti." He shook hishead. "It will study the placein detail. It will see whether the Gypsesredly did
do anything. And then it will do whatever it thinks appropriate.”

Hrecker closed his eyes and shuddered. " So they want more ships.”

"The government is drafting every Q-drive designer and engineer thereis."

"Whether they're in the spaceship business or not.”

"We used to be. We gave them the tunnel drive.”

"But we're not anymore. We're scientists, not engineers, and we've moved on.”

Saucier shrugged. "They want ustoo. We're what they've got.”

Marcus Aurdius Hrecker turned away from his supervisor. He looked at his desk, the keyboard with
the smudges where his hands touched most often, the corkboard with the photos of hisfather and ssters
on Earth, the... "And I'll bet the university isn't secure enough for them."

"We have therest of the week to pack.”

"Where?'

"A congtruction basein the Belt."

Hrecker made aface. "Maybe Security should have spotted that plant.”

"They'd havejailed you as agypsymp, a Gypsy sympathizer."

"More work for therest of you."

Saucier showed histeethin agrim amile. ™Y ou wouldn't be any better off yoursdlf.”

* * *

* * *
CHAPTER 2
* * *

Once upon atime, the valley had been abowl rimmed by steep bluffs, itsfloor purpled by acarpet of
low, mosdike plants and watered by asmall lake alittle to the west of center. In the woods atop the
bluffs had lived creatures about the size of German shepherds. They had eaten the plump white
mossberries and drunk from the shore of thelake. They had caught small amphibians and fish and the
larvae of the bird-like dumbos, dug for roots and grubs, raided the nests of egg-layers. Occasiondly one
group had met another, and then they had screeched and screamed and thrown things. Sometimes they
had fought, al tooth and claw, blood on the ground, tufts of fur on the shrubbery, even abody or two to



edt.

Strangers had fallen from the sky on tongues of flame, burning the moss away where the bluffs
flattened to the east, blackening the yelow soil with char. They had named the creatures Racs, studied
every detail of their structure, and in time decided to tweak the blueprints that made them what they
were. The new Racsthat resulted walked erect, had hands instead of paws, and had larger brains,

Thelakewas Hill there. Thelanding field was green again, covered with moss. The Racs picked
berries there, played games, and on suitable occasions gathered by the thousands to stare into the
heavens where their Remakers had gone.

There were legends of that day, when the night-sky spark that was their vehicle, the Gypsy, had
spouted flame and vanished.

The center of the valey was till dominated by the Worldtree the strangers had grown before they |eft.
Y et that Worldtree was no longer asimple spike that jutted from the ground, itstip swollen to hold the
srangers heritage. Its base was surrounded by a complex of stone buildings severd stories high. Beyond
the buildings the moss remained, broken now by gravel paths, stone benches, and thickets of alien vines.
It stretched dmost to the bluffs, where dormitories and homes and shops for those who served the
Worldtree formed awall of masonry and wood asimposing as the bluffs alone had ever been.

A Rac standing on one of the gravel pathsthat linked the valey's center to its rim could have glimpsed,
through arched passageways and dleys, the stream of traffic on the ring road that encircled the valey just
outsde thewadl of buildings. The road's tributaries led to the mouths of tunnels carved into the bluffsto
reach amaze of natural caverns where masons had leveled floors, built walls and ramps, and indtalled
reinforcing pillars. Roadways wound through the caverns, and the widest doped ever upward, findly
opening to other roads above the bluffs, outside the valley. Narrower ones led to warrens that had once
sheltered Racs from war. Now they were storehouses and parking garages for theloca citizenry's
vehicles

The forest atop the bluffs was gone. Once small villages had been scattered among the trees. Brush
and thatch construction had given way to wood and stone. Farms and workshops had appeared. The
population had grown, and the valey floor had remained empty, holy ground occupied only by the
Worldtree and the ruins of the first Temple, used only for worship, for picking mossberries, and for
battles between tribes and nations that craved possession of the Worldtree. Until...

Dotson Barbtail trembled in the honeysuckle thicket. His pelt kept him from noticing the chill of the
mid-autumn night, but his ears dternately pricked aert and flattened againgt his head. His voice sang with
tensonin histhroat. Quiet, he thought. Quiet. Don't move. Don't make the vines shake. Don't let anyone
seeyou. And thank your Gypsy Remakersthat it is not cold enough to turn your breeth to clouds of
geam.

The pedestrian whose presence on the gravel path had made him freeze passed by oblivioudy. No
otherswere in sight, which was asit should be. It was late at night, hafway between dusk and dawn, and
every good Rac in the valley should bein bed.

Except for late-working scholars.

He shifted just enough to watch the pedestrian grow distant on the path. Did he have atail? Washe a
scholar? Or atailless servant?

Those were the choices, weren't they? Everyone in bed but late workers, scholars and servants. And
rogues like Dotson Barbtail.

Was heredlly arogue?

One hand touched the traditiona leather harness that crossed his shoulders and chest and circled his
wais. It supported severa smal pouchesfor trinkets, money, tools. One held akey.

Rogue. When he had been smdll, they had called him that. His mother had cuffed him twice for every
one she gave his brothers and sisters. Teachers had scolded and punished. Neighbors had looked at him,
and their voices had changed from the roughness of contentment to the smooth song of anger.

Perhaps he had just had too much initiative. Been too ready to act, too dow to anticipate costs and
Consequences.

But he had aso been smart. He had known how to learn quickly and well, and he had qualified to be a



student at Worldtree Center. Now he tried to be as much a scholar as anyone. It was alife he loved.

Why, he didn't really have to hidein the honeysuckle, did he? He was a student, a scholar with
research assignmentsal hisown. He might be working late himsalf. He could walk the paths asfredly as
any other.

But he didn't want to be seen by anyone who might later recall his presence here on thisnight of al
nights, when...

Hewished it were darker. Thelights of the city that surrounded the valley made the sky glow. If
someone saw him hiding there, they would have little trouble making out the distinctive color pattern of
hisfur. That waswhat had given him hisname.

The Worldtree sood high ahead of him, its silhouette piercing the skyglow. The buildings of Worldtree
Center leaned againgt its shaft, holding up their peaked roofs, the crenellated walkways for the guards
that had not been needed for a generation, the single high turret from which a stout rope ladder rose and
rose and rose, vanishing from sight initsreach for the Worldtreg's distant, precioustip.

He wished he wore an ordinary, undistinguished, anonymous coat. Then, if he were seen, he might
have some hope of escaping unrecognized.

He would have another name too, wouldn't he? No barbtail markings. Just areputation for getting into
trouble.

He snorted gently, quietly, and eased forward among the honeysuckle vines. Severa of the cup-sized
bloomstipped and spilled their sticky nectar on hisfur. Their cloying odor filled the air. Hewrinkled his
nose and struggled not to sneeze. He promised himself abath and a brush. Perhaps, when he was done,
he would go by the lake.

Trouble, he thought. He was who he was, and surely that could not be changed. Not entirely. He had
behaved himsdf since coming to Worldtree Center. Most of thetime.

But he was who hewas. Just let him think of something that seemed agood ideato do. It did not
matter whether his elderswould approve or not. Better, perhaps, if they would sing with rage when they
found out, and knowing that, or thinking it, he had never been able to leave that good idea done.

Without his markings, he would surely be known as Dotson Eaten-by-Temptation. Or would he? Sly
Evader might do aswéll, for the elders caught him far less often than he deserved.

Would they catch him tonight?

Heredly hoped they would not. He had never before plotted such an awful crime that was theft and
sacrilege and blagphemy and heresy dl at once.

It had seemed like agood idea at thetime.

It il did.

He squeezed hisfingers more tightly about the lump of baked clay in his hand. He had been roaming
the streets of Worldtree City above the bluffs when he had found the potter's workshop. He had lingered
in the door to watch one rotund worker kneading red-brown clay, another making bowls on a spinning
whed, athird painting glazesin patterns onto dry clay surfaces. He had returned again, and again, and
one day he had found the shop empty. That was when he had stolen ahandful of clay. He had shaped it
later, making hislump, heating it in the oven of his gpartment stove, hoping that was hot enough, then
painting it with enamels. When he was finished, he was satisfied. It was not a perfect match for what he
had wished to imitate, but it was close. Close enough.

The only question then remaining was whether he would ever have a chanceto useit. Would there
ever beatime? Would he ever dare?

Every year the honeysuckle spread, pushing itsway into ground long held by the valey's native moss.
Gardeners pushed it back, but still it grew. It even grew outside the valley, spreading across the face of
First-Stop much as had the Racs themselves.

Some Racs thought the honeysuckle should be removed entirely, chopped and burned and dug up by
the roots. The space, they said, could be given back to moss. Or it could be used for more dormitories
or library space. Others said the vineswere ardlic of their Remakers, the alien strangers who had raised
them from the beasts. They should remain, as much aremembrance and a promise as the Worldtree that
dominated the valey and the Rac culture. So far, the traditionaists had awayswon.



Dotson was grateful. The honeysuckle hid him where he crouched. It let him move unseen closeto the
walls of Worldtree Center, that complex of buildings that surrounded and leaned againgt the Worldtree
the Remakers had |eft behind.

He looked upward, toward those walls, those buildings. They were built of stone and mortar, designed
to last forever. They were pierced by windows, many of them lit even so late at night. He saw shadows
moving, heard voice and music, smelled food.

Now there was awak ahead of him, an open zone that he would have to crossto reach the Great
Hall. Helet hisface ease gently through the screen of vines and peered first |eft, then right. No onewasin
sight. He could hear no crunch of gravel beneeth distant feet.

Still, someone might be watching from further off. From some high window, dark or lighted. He chose
adarker portion of the path, dipped sideways from the honeysuckle, and stepped forward adong the
grave as naturaly and normaly as he could manage. A few more steps, another shadow, and he dipped
into the honeysuckle on the other side of the path. With luck, he thought, no watcher would have seen
where he came from or where he went. There he was, following the path like any other stroller. They
would assume they had not noticed him, that he had been there, on the path, dl aong and was ill there
somewhere, lost from sight once more in darkness.

He bared histeeth in aRac grin. He certainly hoped he waslost from sight.

The honeysuckle on this sde of the path was athin screen, aruff of vegetation at the base of the stone
wall, afoundation for the vinesthat climbed the building's Sde and peeped in at the windows. He thought
the vineswere surely sturdy enough to bear hisweight. He was also happy that he did not have to trust
his estimate. Histarget was low, near the ground, and here it was, glinting in the skylight just enough to
see. He reached out one hand to touch the glass. It moved.

He had been in the Center that afternoon, working in hislab, studying the copies of the Worldtreg's
ceramic plaguesthat spelled out the basics of hisfield. A smudge had impelled him to seek out the
archive, to check the origina, and it was passing through the Great Hall on that errand that he had found
the key, set down and forgotten. Where he found it told him what it mugt fit.

His recognition of the moment he had long awaited had paralyzed him where he stood. But he had
unfrozen before anyone could think his odd posture worth a question. He had palmed the key. Then...

It had taken only minutes more to find thiswindow and set it gjar.

And no one had closed it.

Once that would have been unthinkable. Once there had been guards who patrolled al of Worldtree
Center, finding and closing off every route by which a stranger, an enemy, might invade.

He swung the window wide and clambered over the sill into asmall room. The dim skylight revealed a
toilet, adoor, and asink. Beside the sink was aroll of paper towels.

When hisfeet clung to thetile floor, he stopped. He wished he had had the foresight to know that
honeysuckle nectar would spill, that he would walk in the sticky stuff, that it would cover his hands. He
wished he had known he would leave such unmistakable signs of his presence.

But if he had no foresight, he had luck. The Remakers must have smiled upon his plan when they led
him to use the window in thisroom.

He dampened afistful of towels at the sink and scrubbed the worst of the stickiness from hisfur and
hands and feet. Only then did he dip through the door into the dim-lit corridors beyond.

A mounted suit of ancient warrior armor-- helm and breastplate and skirt of metd strips-- made him
start, but only for amoment. No one, no onereal and live and apt to question his presence there, seemed
to bein the building. There were no lines of light beneath office doors. No distant voices, no click of
clawsonfloor tiles, no echoes of closing doors.

Therewas no telling how long the silence would last. Surely there were till afew guardsto patrol the
building and protect its treasures. Surely they would come by soon, too soon.

He stopped. Wasthat... ? No. Some small animal, scurrying above the ceiling pandls. A creak of the
building'sfabric.

He hurried, and when the corridor he followed debouched into the building's central chamber, he
stopped again. Near one end of the vast room was the tenth-scale Worldtree, at itsfoot a small stepped



pyramid on which the priests held forth each week, new students dedicated their livesto learning, and
officials of Worldtree Center took their oaths of office.

There were more displays of armor and weapons and the inventions that marked the ascent of
Rackind from their raw beginnings. There wasthe great mura that covered thelong far wall with a
depiction of dl Rac history from the creation to the building of Worldtree Center. Though the light was
dim, it glowed with abrilliance of its own, or perhaps of memory. Every Rac knew this painting's every
detal asif it were the pattern of hisfur.

Therewasthe valey filled with opposing armies that trampled moss and honeysuckle dike. There
were the great box kites, anchored by wheeled winches, that had lifted observers above the battle. There
was that one observer who had caled for more rope and let the wind lift and lift and lift, until he could
drop from hiskite to the flange that ringed the Worldtreg's top. His deed had earned him anew name,
Kitewing, and made him ahero for dl of time.

When he looked at that portion of the mura, Dotson touched the side of hisflattened, chinless muzzle
in an abbreviated version of the Rac greeting gesture. Few ever denied Kitewing that token of respect,
for legend had dways said that the Remakers had left atrove of knowledge in the chamber atop the
Worldtree and that those Racs who possessed the valley and the Worldtree would, as soon asthey
could reach itstop, rule the world.

Not that war had stopped after Kitewing hoisted the first rope ladder up the Worldtree and brought
thefirgt few plagues down to be puzzled over and the kinship of their language to that spoken and written
by the Racs dowly recognized. Since then the Rac tongue had shifted closer to that of the plagues. Now
only the least educated and the primitives who did not live in the Land of the Worldtree could not
understand the Remakers gifts.

Nor had war ceased after the congtruction of Worldtree Center had begun. Nor after the dawn of
industry, the making of vehicles and other machines. The mura recorded it al, the bright sunlit notes of
triumph and progress, the somber, smoky, red-lit notes of further war, the tanks and fighters, gunsand
bombs, fleeing civilians, deeth, destruction.

And aways the opponents seemed to differ only in whether they did or did not havetails.

Dotson Barbtail snorted gently, quietly, careful not to produce any sound that might draw attention to a
room that should be empty at this hour. The historians said the battles for possession of the Worldtree
and its secrets had been battles between tribes, later between nations and regions, later still between
systems of belief, both palitical and religious, not between races of Racs. But the mura told its own story.
Hedid not think it quite coincidence that tailed and tailless mostly lived in different nations, different
regions, under different patterns of rule and religion. And the tensions remained. War could erupt anew at
any moment, just asit had so many timesin the century since the Remakers had left First-Stop and the
Racs story had begun.

Had it redly been only acentury, alittle more, snce Racs had lived in hutsin the forest? Since they
had been beasts without even the wit to build the crudest shelters? He turned to face the miniature of the
Worldtree. The priests said their progress had been so fast, faster even than that of the Remakers before
they had learned enough to become the gods of the Racs, because those gods had not only made them.
They had aso taught them... The lesson was inscribed on the shaft of the Worldtree icon at the head of
the room, on theimage of the Worldtree wherever it appeared in the mural, though he could not make it
out in the dimness. "Knowledge isthe road to heaven." Once the Racs|learned enough, they could climb
the Worldtree. Once they learned still more, said the priests, they could join the Remakersin the sky.

Perhapsthat final goa was not far off. Rac engineers and physicists had learned how to fill metal
towerslike hollow Worldtrees with liquid hydrogen and oxygen and put devicesinto orbit around their
world. The latest such thundertree was the largest; when it wasfinished, it would carry apod containing
three Racsinto space. In afew years, First-Stop would have what the Remakers records called a space
gation. Therewould be tripsto other planets of the Tau Ceti system. Eventually...

Dotson Barbtail shook himself. This Great Hall was designed to awe, to fill Racs with a sense of
history and destiny, to stop them in their headlong rush from task to task and awvaken reflection. It rarely
failed with him, not even when he knew he could not afford to give it the time it demanded.



That lump of clay he had prepared was hot and damp in his hand. He turned again, away from the
miniature Worldtree, awvay from the mura. There was what he sought. There, a the opposite end of the
chamber, aglass display casein which rested the seamless meta casket Kitewing himself had found atop
the Worlditree.

Legend said that the two dozen seeds within the casket were the seeds of the Remakers themsalves.

No one knew how awalking, thinking, talking creature could possibly sprout from a seed like aplant,
but that was what the legend said.

Once the Racs mastered every lesson the Remakers had recorded on the plaques the Worldtree had
aso held, they should plant the seeds. The Remakers children would then be with them to guide them to
wherethelr parents dwelt among the stars.

He unsnapped the flap of a pouch and removed the key he had found on top of the display case earlier
that day.

Would it fit?

Would hetrigger some silent darm that would bring Worldtree Center's guards running to seize him?

Heinserted it in the keyhole at the base of the caseg's wooden side pandl.

It turned easily, and the pandl swung down.

He chose a seed, just one, and replaced it with the lump of painted clay he had carried dll thistimein
his hand.

He closed and locked the panel once more,

He st the key on top of the case, precisaly where he had found it.

Then hefled.

The pot full of rich valey loam was dready waiting in his quarters.

* * *

CHAPTER 3

* * *

The new lab did not look much like the old. For one thing, Belt Center 83 had not been embedded in
avery largerock. Itsgravitational field was just barely strong enough to define avertical and so dight that
it took many seconds for a dropped tool to reach afloor. This meant that afew square centimeters of
velcro were dl it took to anchor cupboards, storage bins, display screens, and other gear against the
walls. A grid of narrow metal barswas dung ameter below the cellings. People pulled themsdaves from
bar to bar asthey traveled about the lab. The ubiquitouslittle robots ran atop the bars, though they could
and did go everywhere in search of dust and litter and pinholelesksin thetunnd lining. Many were
equipped with small propellers and stubby control surfaces that made them look like ancient biplanes so
they could move quickly despite the lack of weight. The same modifications aso equipped them for
zero-gee.

For another, except in that portion of the Center occupied by Security and Administration, there were
no individua offices or other rooms. There were only endless tunnels winding beneath the surface of the
rock. Elastic cords and plagtic sheets created walls and partial ceilings, but they only approximated
privacy. The sheets, no thicker than a sheet of paper, were both flimsy and tranducent, and Security
forbade complete callings even over toilet facilities. Always, overhead, the way was clear for passersby
to look in on whatever might be going on. An etiquette of averted eyes and hasty passage had quickly
developed, but even when people did not ook, they could only pretend to ignore smells and sounds.
Everyone knew that there could be no real secrets of work or toilet, Seep or sex.



The new lab differed in one other crucid feature aswell: Security was everywhere. Guards hovered a
every tunne intersection. They daily scanned the recordsin every computer and read mail before
addressees ever saw it. They peeped over every flimsy partition, and no one knew when they were
ligening.

No plants were visible, but that was nothing new to those who had come to Belt Center 83 from Mars
or the Moon where no scrap of green was permitted outside officialy approved greenhouses and
agricultura domes and tunnels. Y et in such places people at least had known the greenery wasthere. If
onewere careful, it could even bevisited.

Here, though, there were no such places. Those who craved a glimpse of green could only visit the
vatrooms near the lab's surface, where the light of adistant sun glowed through vast tanks of agae that
absorbed carbon dioxide and wastes and supplied the lab with oxygen and a pasty goo to be processed
into food.

There were more guards in the vatrooms than anywhere else, and it was no mystery why. Those who
craved green, those who had some sympathy for living things, could not be decent Engineers. They might
even be secret Orbitals or Gypsies, or their silent dlies. Certainly they could not be trusted.

Few of Belt Center 83'sworkers, not even those few from Earth who missed green the most, not even
those few who did indeed doubt the wisdom of their masters, thought it worth being seen staring into the
ageetanks.

What passed for Marcus Aurdlius Hrecker's private workspace looked much asit had at Olympus
University. There was adesk, ascreen, akeyboard. A veedo set and ashelf clung to the onewall that
was s0lid. Sdf-stick memos stuck to the plastic sheeting of the others. There was, of course, no African
violet. Nor was there adoor, not when he and al hisvisitors dropped in from overhead.

One frequent visitor was Tamiko Inoue. Half Hrecker's mass, she seemed to smile whenever she
looked at him with her deep black eyes. He knew he did the same.

"They can spareyou for awhile?

Shelaughed and sat on the end of his desk nearest the veedo set. "'I'm not that important.” Shewas
one of severd aidesto Sergel Lyapunov, the Estonian generd in charge of the Navy's expeditionary
force. The Navy wasthe Navy because it traveled in the sea of space; its commanders were generals
becauseits shipsflew.

"Or do they send you out to spy on the peons?’

She laughed again and shook her head. Her hair, as black as her eyes, was cut too short to swing and
bounce, but he could imagineit longer, given life by motion and gravity. She wore adeek coverdl that
brought every bulge and hollow to life. Hrecker did too, though his shape emphasized the outfit's
practicdity. Clothing that flapped and billowed did not belong where gravity was not enough to keep it
under control.

"Can't think why else you'd leave the cadtle.” The scientists and techniciansin the rest of Belt Center
83 envied their administrators, who shared one end of the asteroid with the Security forces. The tunnels
there opened into actua rooms, with doors and solid walls.

"It getslondy in there, even though therés alot of men would like to-- Uh!™

She jumped as the veedo set beside her turned itself on with aburst of sound.

"Security," said Hrecker.

"Of course.”

"Thismorning,” said avoice. "In Varroom 3."

The screen displayed asingle man, so skinny that his bones showed at every joint, maneuvering a
complex glass construction. With one hand he fended off walls and other obstacles. The other clutched a
glass pipe from which rose half adozen curving, curling, tapered shapesthat subdivided in anearly fractdl
way.

"That's Ozzie Gilpin," said Tamiko.

"He mugt have blown that himsdlf."

Gilpin was Belt Center 83's chief mechanic. He repaired what broke. He built shelving and cabinets
and tools. He machined meta into shapes caled for by physicists and engineers. He blew molten glass



into flasks and coils and tillsfor the chemids.

The vatroom's ceiling was a broad arch of metd interrupted by narrow viewports through which light
could stream. Benesth each glass stripe stood a green wall ahandsbreadth thick, atank full of algae
soup. Between the tanks were mounted fluorescent lights to supplement the distant sun. Buglike robots
clustered atop the tanks and ran up and down their Sides.

Dark flecks, threads of ungreen fluid, and streams of bubbles swirled in the narrow tanks. The veedo
carried the throbbing sound of the pumpsthat kept the algae well mixed with the Center's sewage and
ddeair.

Gilpin's eyes were intent on the nearest tank. He did not seem to notice as atrio of Security guards
swam into view. They were armed with short meta clubs whose grips were wrapped with black plastic
tape. Elsawherein thelab, the guards aso carried sdearms.

"What have you got there?' asked one of the guards.

"You'll see" sad Gilpin. Hisfree hand brought him to a gentle stop beside the tank's topmost harvest
tap, nearest the window and the light. He immediately connected the tap to the pipe at the base of his
intricate glassware congtruction.

"It'sasculpture,” said Hrecker.

The guards made no move to stop Gilpin.

When he opened the tap, rich green fluid flowed into the scul pture and filled its every ramifying corner.
"A fern," hesaid, and asit caught thelight it was. A cluster of sparkling, glass-sheathed fronds that shone
as brightly asany in an Earthly forest.

"Oh!" said Tamiko. "It's beautiful "

Hrecker nodded. His hand covered hers and squeezed.

The three guards reacted in no such appreciative way.

Asone, they unfastened their clubs from their belts and began to swing.

The glass shattered.

Gilpin screamed and bled and died.

The a gae soup continued to flow from the tap.

Hrecker thought it should cover the wreckage with green, but red blood made it muddy and low
gravity let it drift and twist and bubblein the air.

"Oh, no," said Tamiko. Her voice waslow, asif she could fed Gilpin's pain.

The screen went dark.

Thevoicethat had introduced the veedo tape had said nothing more after "In Vatroom 3."

The point had needed no discussion, no lecture, no sermon. No one needed to be told that Engineer
officiddom thought it heresy to vaueliving things, or that Security was dwayswatching for hints of
treason.

"He's not thefirst." They both nodded. Ten days before, Hrecker had been on hisway to work when
Security agents had made him stop and cling to the travel grid overhead. In the distance, he had been
able to see other agents pulling a struggling woman from aworkspace.

Later, he had told Tamiko and said, "I wonder who she was. | wonder what she did.” He had not said
how aware he was that the same thing might once have happened to him, might yet happen if Security
ever learned about the African violet.

Tamiko hadn't known the answers then, but by the next day she had been ableto tell him: The woman
had fastened a photo of her mother to the plastic wall of her workspace. Unfortunately, her mother
worked in alunar greenhouse tunnel, and she had been photographed against that background, al green
leaves, red and purplefruit, even afew flowers.

The next time Hrecker traveled down that tunnel he looked for the woman, her workspace, the photo.
But there was only an empty space, adesk, acomputer screen and keyboard, aveedo s, flimsy walls
with no sign that anyone had ever attached athing to them. Two dayslater, aman was Sitting at the desk
and there was a photo of the Explorer on thewall.

The woman had vanished.

"I never did learn what happened to her," said Tamiko now.



"They forget wereanimals," said Hrecker. "We need food and oxygen, so we need the plants.”

"Need is one thing. They recognize that." Her hand indicated the veedo set and the agae tanks they
had just seen. "But we shouldn't love them. We shouldn't see beauty in them.”

Not even if that beauty was shaped from glass, from hardness born of furnace melt, not seed or spore.
Not when it gained color and significance from lowly algae. Not when it glorified the living world.

He opened hismouth asif to say as much. But then he glanced at the ceiling and remained quiet except
for, "Or we might be tempted.”

"Yes," sad Tamiko. Their handswere till entwined. When she squeezed, he thought the message
clear. Therewas no tdlling who might pass or who might be hovering just out of sight, listening for any
didoyd word. And whatever they might now say could be dangerous for them both.

The Engineersthought of themsdaves as dlied to machinery, to mechanisms designed and built by
human hands. Their traditiona enemies, the Gypsies, had based their technology on living things, on
genetic engineering. And the closer the Engineers came to confronting their foes once more, asthey had
not in a century, the more they purified their stance.

Nor would it be safe to suggest out loud that the Engineers ideology could be less absolute and rigid
and unchanging, more flexible and lifdike, than one of their holy machines.

But of courseit was. |deology was a people thing, and people were not machines. Of course it
stiffened when opposed and relaxed when it was not.

Hrecker took a deep breath. It would be much safer to question action instead of belief. "Why do we
have to go back to Tau Ceti?"

Tamiko was shaking her head even before he finished. "We've exhausted Earth.”

"But we have everything we need out here. Don't even mention the Moon or Mars. We have habitats
and the Belt. Enough room and energy and minerasfor centuries. And no gravity wellsto fight. No
interstellar distances to make shipping expensive. Why can't we just let these creatures go on with their
lives?'

"You'reright," shesaid. "Of course you are. We don't need mines or farms or colonies.”

"But we're going anyway."

"ldiot. Y ou've forgotten the Gypses.”

"The Gypsy stain." He could not hel p the doubting tone of hisvoice.

She frowned at him. "First we have to be sureit'sthere. But once were sure-- "

"Well get out the scrub brushes."”

"WEell clean the place up. Get it polished and purified and ready for colonistslater on."

He knew how much of what he said he believed. But she? Her tone was definite, decisive, confident,
asif she could see beauty in green plants and glassfernsfilled with dgae but still believe the Gypsesevil.

How much of that, he wondered, was pretense for the sake of those who might be listening?

* * *

On Mars, alarge part of the lab's work had been directed toward focusing probability shifterson
gmaller and smaler volumes. Now that focus was turned outward as it had been when the shifter wasfirst
invented.

Marcus Aurelius Hrecker had seen old records that claimed the Engineers had invented the shifter and
the Orbitals and Gypsies had stolen it. He thought more recent historians made more sense when they
sad the Orhbitals had been thefirgt to learn how to warp probability and stimulate the vacuum to fountain
forth the energy needed to power a spaceship. The resulting Q-drive had made it possible for the genetic
engineersto escape the cleansing of Earth. Later the refugees had learned how to use the shifter to boost
theinfinitesmal probability that large objects such as spaceships would tunnel across gapsin space. The
distances the ships could legp in thisway had been microscopic at first, but when the legps were
repested millions of times per second, the ship's effective velocity rapidly grew impressive.

In time, the Engineers had duplicated the discovery. They had even increased the Size of the tunneling
leaps to meters and achieved faster-than-light travel. But the Explorer's voyages each took many months.



Longer legps and shorter travel timeswere essentia for amilitary expeditionary force.

"Wegot it!" said Renard Saucier. His ebullient tone and the wine bottle held doft in his hand suggested
acrucia announcement.

"Not us," said Hrecker. "We weren't even working on that." Histone wasflatter. The news had been
on the veedo the evening before. Each leap was now ten meters, and it took three nanoseconds. That
was about twenty times light-speed, aready agood ded better than the best the Explorer had ever been
ableto do.

"Hah!" Saucier laughed and squeezed wineinto trand ucent drinking bulbs. The wine was not
champagne. "So it was the Farsde team.”

"Gypping thieves," said Eric Silber in hisabrasive voice. "'l had to help them on the math, and do you
think they mentioned that?"

"The point is, we got it," said Miriam Panek quietly. Smooth, yellow-brown skin and an dmost hairless
scalp made her age impossible to estimate. Her specidty was the macroscopic quantum. “Thetrip will
only take five weeks, maybe six."

"Once we have the ships," said Silber.

"They'reamost ready,” said Saucier. "But they're bigger than the probability fields we can generate.
That's our job."

"I've been working on that math too," said Silber. Silence answered him, but it was not an attentive
slence and no onelooked hisway. "I..." He shrugged and stopped.

"We're getting there," said Hrecker. "It won't belong.”

Saucier lifted hisdrinking bulb in atoast. When the others had matched the gesture, he said, "It had
better not be."

* * *

Except for Security and Administration, Belt Center 83's personne lived in much the same sort of
quarters as they worked: open-topped, flimsy-sided, doorless cubicles. Sleeping sacs were velcroed to
solid floors and walls to keep the degpers movements from propelling them into traffic or neighboring
cubicles.

Marcus Aurdius Hrecker unfastened the dagtic cord that held his makeshift celling of wall materia in
place. It did not cover the entire cubicle, but it did serve to block vison and provide anillusion of
privacy. Tamiko let go of thetravel grid and dipped through the opening. A moment later, he had joined
her.

She touched the plastic overhead. "Y ou're supposed to |eave more space around the edges. Y ou
shouldn't haveto unfastenit to get in."

"You've said that before." He kicked arobot aside as he drew her toward the deepsac on the floor.
"The last time you were here.”

Their words were not loud, not much above awhisper. Peoplein nearby cubicles were just as careful
not to stand out above the background murmur of soft talk, shifting bodies, and quiet music, though a
laugh echoed from further down the tunnel. Some evenings there were fights. Sometimes there were
parties, though with those the neighbors joined in rather than protest. Sometimes they even took down
their wallsto make alarger space.

For amoment they said nothing more at all. But then he drew back from her just enough to see her
facein thelight that filtered through the plastic. "L ots of peopledoit,” he said.

"Security doesn't likeit. They think people don't want them watching.”

"They don't. We don't. You don't. Do you?'

She giggled. He murmured. She giggled again.

Later, hesaid, "You'regoing, aren't you?'

"Of coursel am. | work for the Generd, after al.” Therewasapause. "And | want to go. Here, the
only place you can live outdoorsis Earth. Everywhere e se..." She pointed at the poster he had taped to
oneflimsy wall. It seemed an abstract landscape until one recognized the many-sulfured huesof 10. "The



Moon, Mars, the habitats. Here. Y ou have to stay in abox. | want to see another living world. And the
diens sound fascinating.”

"Evenif you haveto destroy them?”

"If we haveto." He hoped the reluctance in her voice was genuine. "If they aren't natural. If the
Gypsies made them. If they're mongters. Y our work will help.”

Hrecker grunted. The Engineers had defeated the Orbitals a century before largely because they aone
had seen that the torrent of energy the probability shifters coaxed from the vacuum could become a
particle beam weagpon. And among his other tasks at Belt Center 83, he had worked on improving
particle flux, beam collimation, and range.

"Y ou're going back to Mars." It was not a question.

"Back to the university. Back to the routine. It's probably just aswell.”

"What about us?'

Her masswas not enough to keep him from shrugging. "I'm not agypsymp. But..." He pointed at the
flimsy ceiling, and she nodded. He could not, should not, say any more. There was no telling who was
ligening.

But they both knew what he wished he could say doud: He was no Gypsy sympathizer, but he was
not nearly as convinced as shethat it wasright to purge every trace of gengineering from the universe.

"Wewon thewar along time ago," he said instead. He meant that the old conflict between mechanica
and biologica technology was over. "In fact, they couldn't have fled without adopting our kind of
technology. Spaceships and Q-drives.”

"Potsters,”" she whispered in hisear. And yes, he thought, the Engineers had had to accept some
biologica technology in turn. Here they ate processed agae, but on Mars and e sawhere, much of the
food came from gengineered plants.

"They'regood," she added. "But | wouldn't est them if | had any choice. Lobsters and potatoes are
just as good and more mora. Purer, you know?"

"Naturd." That wasthe party line. Did sheredly believeit?

She nodded againgt his shoulder. "That's it. We should get rid of them. Udder trees, too. And oil trees,
hanky bushes, snackbushes..." She continued thelist.

"People like them too much. They're too tasty, or too useful "

"“Tough."

"Why can't we combine the two?" he asked quietly. "The way were already doing, redly. The best of
both?!

She shook her head. "We'retoo different.”

Thelights abovethetrave grid never dimmed, and the thin plastic of the cubicleswalls and partid
ceiling did nothing to exclude the brightness. But people had long since learned to deep without dark.
Tamiko was snoring gently, prettily, seconds after closing her eyes.

He remained awake, thinking: He had never accepted the ideology of hisworld as unquestioningly as
she. Asunquestioningly as dmost everyone, when no one dive today had ever seen aGypsy.

When he had first heard of the Explorer's discovery, he had said he hoped the government had argued
over what to do. That was not athought suitable for someone who thought the Gypsiesand dl their
workswere automatically, innately evil.

Somewhere dong the ling, sometimein hislife, even before he met Tamiko, he had become a
moderate.

Y et he kept silent about it. Or nearly so, though he thought Tamiko might think he was only playing
devil's advocate when he opposed her.

He sighed. If he opposed her less gently, if he said what he really thought, he would surely lose her. He
might dso lose hisjob, hisliberty, even hislife.

Meanwhile, he continued to work on the probability shiftersthat would permit the ships of the
Engineers expeditionary force to stutter their ways through space. The problem remained that the fields
generated by the probability shifter, the regions of warped probability that alone made macroscopic
quantum tunneling possible, were ill too small. They were more than large enough for the Explorer, but



the new shipswere larger Hill.

He did not doubt that they would lick the problem, just as other teams would eventualy reduce the
time needed for asingle leap to a single nanosecond.

It was only amatter of time.

* * *

* * *
CHAPTER 4

* * *

Dotson Barbtail |et the crowd sweep him through the high doorsinto the Great Hall of Worldtree
Center. The female beside him was nearly astdl as he, and everything around them glowed with dl the
warmth a springtime sun could carry. Even the armor and wegponry and ancient gadgetry displayed
aong thewalls gleamed asif freshly polished, despite thefilm of dust and the occasiona cobweb thelight
reveded.

"Theresanew shop out by the Field," shewas saying in hisear. "Basket lunches. Beer. The berries
areripe. Andit'sabeautiful day."

"Ah, Sunglow." He struggled to keep his voice ardlaxed snarl, not the high melody of tenson and
anger he suddenly felt. He patted the soft, golden fur of her hip. Y ou know | have work to do a home."

Her grip on his elbow tightened, and her voice smoothed with irritation. Y ou dways do.”

Thefemdeto ther left was staring at them, nudging her mate with an elbow, saying, "L ook a them!
Whét's he thinking of ? She's one of them!”

Others heard and joined her glare. Thetip of alashing tail brushed Dotson's ankles. He knew it could
not be Sunglow's, for "one of them" meant one of thetailless Racs.

"She shouldn't even be herel”

As Sunglow seemed to shrink beside him, he pressed againgt the flow, steering her with his hand on
her hip, hiswrist against her lower back, just above the swell of her buttocks. He could fed the bony nub
beneath her skin, al she had to mark her biologica originsand her kinship to him and dl therest,
twitching againgt hiswrist. From the corner of his eye, he noted the rotundity of her belly and its
Statement of maturity and health. He wished his own swelled out as much, but he did not eat the way he
should.

The crowd was so far thickest toward the front of the Hall. To theright, toward the rear, there was
gtill room, and that was where he directed their steps. He felt relief when the righteous comments faded
behind and the looks they drew began to seem more sympathetic. Here were avery few other tailless
Racs, amixed couple or two, a child whose short tail proclaimed its hybrid status.

"Remember,” he said. "Y ou're an exchange student from Farshore. Not a beast from the forest, not a
degenerate from the dums. Not whatever they say. Don't let them get to you."

"It'shard,” she said, and her voice was dtill high, higher, pained and suffering and more than alittle
mead.

"l know." Asthey passed the glass display case, his mind froze for amoment. How long had it been
snce heraided it for that seed? Months, though "month” was a meaningless term on aworld without a
moon. The word had come from the Remakers and meant aspan of thirty days. He raised himself on his
toes. The key was just where he had |eft it. No one had yet discovered the theft.

He remembered how empty the vast room had been that night, how quiet, how clean. Now it roared
with Racstalking, talking, talking. It smelled too, of fur both washed and unwashed, of soapsand
perfumes, of morning meals. Evenin therear of the Hall, it was now impossible to move.



"There aren't many tailless Racshere,” she said.

"They'redmogt dl servants and laborers. Poor. Low-class. Unambitious."

"We're poor a home too. But not unambitious."

"You madeit here

"Sometimes| wish | hadn't. Y ou'rejust about my only friend."

He winced and looked away from her. He liked her, he did. He wished he dared to like her better.
But... He changed the subject. "The placeis packed." He could fed warm flesh and fur againgt his back,
hissides, hisfront. A cry of outrage el sewherein the Hall prompted him to clutch at that harness pouch
that held his money. Someone had joined those Racs who had lost everything they carried while they--
but somehow not their thieves-- were immobilized in the weekly crowd.

"It dwaysis," shesaid. "Every time. And most of them don't see me when they look at me.”

The room was filled with those who worked at Worldtree Center, students, teachers, scholars,
librarians, adminigtrators, and filled again with those who worked e sewherein thevaley or in the city
atop the surrounding bluffs. There were also those who came great distances to worship at the center of
the Rac civilization, in the valley where once the Remakers had created their kind. Therewere dso
pouchpickers and strapnips. And amost every one had atail.

"I'm surprised you come.”

"Just with you," she said. She patted hisarm. "I could help, you know. Then you'd be done sooner.
Wecould..."

"Uh-uh." He shook his head abruptly, and as abruptly wished he hadn'.

"You dways say that."

Few were paying much attention to the mural that recounted the history of the Racs, or to exhibits such
asthe glass case and its casket of seeds. All eyeswere focused on the front of the Hall, the miniature
Worldtree that reached dmost al the way to the Hall's high roof, the pyramid of steps at its base, the
High Priest emerging from asmall doorway on theright.

Theroar of the crowd died to the merest murmur as the High Priest mounted the steps and revedled
the purpose of the pyramid, to lift him high enough to be visible throughout the Hall. He wore alight
yellow cap and cape marked to recall the black ears and back-stripe of the Founder.

The High Priest faced the Worldtree's icon, head up, arms held high. He held the pose as he turned
toward hisaudience, scraiched the Side of his muzzle with swveeping gestures that could be seen
throughout the Hall, and bowed. "Welcome," he rumbled.

Asone, the crowd scratched the flanks of its myriad snouts and rumbled back, asound of immense
satisfaction at being where they were.

It wasthisway at the end of every week. The people of First-Stop filed into the Hall and stood
shoulder to shoulder, packed tighter than ever they were outside this shrine to the high Worldtree at the
center of their world, to the aliens who had Remade them from the beadts. Y et they did not fed awe.
Thelr religion was one of pride and determination and striving.

The High Priest's voice snarled and rumbled forth. "Our gods are gone," he cried. "But they have not
abandoned us. Before they |eft, they said, ‘Come to us when you are ready.™

The murmur of the crowd that filled the Great Hall swelled in response. Scent glands released
involuntary bursts of odor, nogtrils widened, bodies shifted.

"Areweready?' His pause was hardly long enough for any answer. "No."

The crowd's murmur shifted higher in pitch, expressing an anxiety asritud as the disgppointed High
Priest's sway of body and shake of head.

"We have not learned enough. Yed" he cried. "We have learned an enormous amount. We climbed
the Worldtree." He gestured toward Kitewing's portion of the Hall's mural. No one looked.

"We learned how much, much longer our Remakers took to learn as much. Then we learned to build
thundertrees and grasp the edge of space with our own claws.”

The murmur grew deeper, the crowd of Racs more pleased with itsalf. Dotson twisted to see where
the thundertrees were being added to the mura. The painters had begun their work only a month before.

"That too is not enough. Our Remakers are gone far beyond the edge of space. We have much to



learn, even with the aid they left us. But we will never give up. To do so would beto deny our destiny.

"Wewill continue. And someday wewill deserveto call our Remakerswhat they cdled themsalves.
Gypges.”

The rhetoric continued until it wastime to celebrate the progress that had been made in recent days. A
large door to the left of the High Priest's pyramid swung open, and three young Racswhedled in amass
of complicated |ooking machinery. It proved to be the latest version of the mechanica arm that would aid
the building of the space station Rac engineers planned to place in orbit above their world. The High
Priest’'s pride was clear when he gestured, the Hall darkened, and one wall wasilluminated with ascene
from space: Three congtruction capsules equipped with smaler arms were beginning to assemble a
framework of duminum girders. Behind them First-Stop floated, aloof and beautiful. Near the bottom of
the image swam several broad sheets of solar cdlls. In the distance were the flecks of light that were fuel
tanks and spent thundertrees. In time, they would be fastened to the framework, linked by tunnels,
powered by the solar cells, and staffed with Racs eager to take the next step outward, away from
First-Stop and toward reunion with the gods.

Next a scientist was saluted for discovering adrug that would increase Rac fertility and hencethe size
of the population that struggled to pursue the destiny the Remakers had assigned the Racs. The next
generation would learn more and faster, and there would be more farmers, miners, and factory workers
to support the drive beyond the edge of space.

Another was honored for learning that the larger dumbos, big-eared flying crestures with feathered
wings and furry bodies, could tell each other where to find nectar and water bodies suitable for
egg-laying. They uttered sounds pitched above the range Rac ears could hear and used the echoesto
navigate. To communicate, they played back the echoes they had encountered on their way to their find.

Findly it wastimeto leave. The High Priest scratched his face and bowed one last time, turned,
descended the steps of his pyramid, and vanished. The crowd began to seep from the Hall to the
pathways outside.

"Wel?' said Sunglow.

"Well, what?"

"A basket lunch? A beer or two? An afternoon picking berries on the Field?' She sounded less
dgjected than she had before the service had begun.

"l haveto..."

"Work. I know. Y ou work too much."

"I'm sorry. But..." He made the gesture that, for a Rac, was a shrug.

"It'snot good for you.”

Asthe Great Hall continued to empty, the crowd shifted. Space appeared between its members.
Dotson Barbtail could no longer fed the pressure of others againgt his pelt. Helet go of hismoney pouch
and smiled as he noted Sunglow doing just the same. Together they turned toward the Hall's high doors
and moved with the gaps among their neighbors.

"Dotson!"

Moss and honeysucklefilled the eye with purple and green, the nose with scent. Beyond the grounds
and the valey's encircling buildings, the bluffs lifted high to scattered trees and the wals of officesand
hotels and private homes. But they were not given the chance to admire the view.

"Dotson!"

They turned as one to find an older Rac approaching from one side. The hairs of his pelt were tipped
with slver-gray, giving him afrosted, grizzled appearance, and his whiskers were white. His claws rasped
agang hismuzzle. "Senior Hightail," said Dotson as both he and Sunglow returned the greeting gesture.
"The head of my department,” he added for Sunglow's benefit.

"I haven't seen many interim reports from you lately,” said the Senior. His tone was smooth and high
enough to indicate a degree of anger. Behind him, another scholar from the Center pretended not to hear
what he was saying. Dotson thought he recognized one of the astronomy section. Starsght? Wasthat his
name?

"Has there been any progress?’ asked Senior Hightail when Dotson did not reply immediately.



"Not as much as| would like," admitted the younger Rac.

"I know why."

Dotson hoped he did not look as surprised as hefdlt.

"Y ou haven't been spending enough time in the lab. Not for months.”

"I've been waiting for samples," said Dotson. "But they've been having trouble with the submergibles,
and..."

The Senior snorted so hard that droplets sprayed from his nogtrils. "More likely it'sthis pretty thing."
He pointed at Sunglow. "Shouldn't et yourself be distracted. Not if you wish to accomplish anything.”

"Yessr." What el se could he say? That even though the submersibles were not visiting the degp-sea
vents, he had dl the samples he needed in the lab's freezers? That he didn't spend nearly as much time
with Sunglow as she wished hewould?

"It'simportant, you know. All Rackind is counting on you."

"Yessr."

"l want areport,” said Senior Hightail. "Y ou've got aweek.” With that he turned and I eft.

When he was a safe distance off, Dotson told Sunglow, "Don't mind the old fart.” A moment later, he
squeezed her arm and added, "I like being distracted. At least by you."

She squeezed back. "But you won't go to the Field with me.”

"Y ou heard him. Now I've got to write areport for him."

"Y ou didn't have that excuse an hour ago.”

He said nothing as he led the way off the steps and onto agrave path that pointed toward his
apartment.

"Y ou've never had mein your place, you know. So I'll go home with you now. Y ou dictate. I'll type.
WEll be donein no time. And then..."

"Uh-uh," he said, and despite his best effort, his voice squeaked. "I work better alone.”

She stopped on the path and swung to face him. "Y ou'relying. Y ou're afraid of me. Or you have
something el se going on. Do you have amate there?”

"No!" But his voice squeaked even worse.

"l don't believe you!" she cried quite shrilly.

He could not possibly tell her the truth. But what else could he say? In silence, hetried to smile. Helet
the effort go when Sunglow's only response was wide open eyes, flaring nogtrils, one hand raised in fury,
its claws extended.

He backed a step. She froze and stared at her own hand, redlizing what shewas doing. Shelet it fall.
And then shewaked away from him.

* * *

Dotson Barbtail's apartment consisted of two alcoves and two rooms. One acove, its opening
shielded by acurtain, held ashower, asink, and atoilet. The other was atiny kitchen with ahotplate, a
coldbox, and three cupboards for food, dishes, and utensils. One of the rooms held atable, a desk, two
chairs, arack of shelvesfilled with books and stacks of paper. The other was equipped with adeeping
pad and another rack of shelvesthat held harnesses, extra pouches, two cloaks, three caps, and copies
of dl those Remaker plagues that pertained to hisresearch.

The deeping room a so had a broad, multipaned window that faced the morning sun. Before that
window was an oversized earthenware pot full of dirt. Inthat dirt sood what looked like alarge plant. A
broad rosette of green leaves|lay flat on the soil. From its center rose awaist-high stalk asfat as Dotson's
thigh. Itslower half was creased asif it would someday divide in two. Its upper haf was swollen and
misshapen. Thetop of the stalk bore afat termind bud.

Dotson tried to work when he got home. Just as he had told Sunglow, he had the work to do, and it
had gained urgency from Senior Hightail'swords. But...

He sat at hisdesk, staring at histyper and the piece of paper it had held for three days. It wasin fact
the first page of a progress report. Unfortunately, he did not have much progress to report.



Asthey had with so much, the Remakers had left full accounts of their own biology and of the
techniques by which they had manipulated the materia of heredity to create such things as Racs. Dotson
Barbtail's predecessors had established that Rac and Remaker biology werein al but details the same.
The cdlls of both stored information in genes built of DNA. The Remakers had used protein enzymes
found in bacteriato snip and splice the genes, and their plaques noted that the most useful such enzymes
came from bacteriathat lived in hot springs and volcanic cracks in the deep seabed. Unfortunately, they
had not been able to leave samples with their records. It was up to the Racsto find or make their own
toolsfor genetic engineering.

That is, it was up to Dotson Barbtail. He had been assigned to screen First-Stop's bacteriafor the
necessary enzymes. He had even found some, transferred their genesto bacteriahe could grow invatsin
the lab, and hoped soon to have restriction endonucl eases and hest-stable polymerasesin quarntity.
Unfortunately, the bacteriarefused to grow asthey should. It dmost seemed that the enzymes poisoned
the cdllsthat made them.

He had said al that before. He had told his superiors. He had requested more samples from hot
springs and the sea bed. He had put himsdlf at the mercy of other workers, and when the submersibles
had run into problems of their own, he had actually been pleased.

Could he have solved his problems by himsdlf? Perhaps, he thought.

If he had never raided the Great Hall for that Remaker seed.

If he had never planted it in his deeping room, there by the window.

If it had never sprouted.

If he had never spoken to it and watched in open-mouthed delight asits stalk bent away from the light
toward him, toward hisvoice.

If he had been ableto leave it long enough to try growing the enzymes he already had in other sorts of
bacteria. Surely there were some the enzymes would not poison. Surely there was away.

But.

He dammed one hand on the desktop and sang, high-pitched and angry, at the awkward, clumsy,
time-consuming typer. Would it help if he had acomputer, aword processor? No one had such things
yet, but the Remakers plaques described them in detall. Five years ago, the High Priest had cel ebrated
thefirst sngle-crysta silicon ingot. Now there were solar cells for space stations. A year ago, he had
celebrated the first Smpleintegrated circuit. Soon, soon.

No. The problem was not histools. It was him.

He abandoned his desk for the degping room. He stood over the plant and sang at it angrily. Once
more, asit awaysdid, it leaned toward him. It did not care about his mood. " Speak to me," its posture
said. He could almost see the stalk as abody, a Rac wrapped in agreen robe to blur its outlines, the
terminal bud a head tipped attentively in hisdirection. "Speak to me. Talk and tell and teach.”

Soon he wastelling it about the service that morning, about prejudice againg tailless Racs, about
Sunglow's courting of him and hisreluctance to let her into the gpartment, about hisfear of what she
would say or do when she saw the plant for thefirst time. Would she guesswhat it was? What he had
done? Would she denounce him? Would the High Priest himsdlf then come here to remove the pot and
plant? What would happen to him?

Would he be banished? That would mean the continent of Farshore, a backward place peopled
amost entirely by tailless Racs. There were minesthere, essentid for industry and progress, and there
was aneed for managers. Maybe hewould be volunteered for that duty, far from the Worldtree at the
center of hislife, at the nave of theworld.

Or... The Farshorns provided most of the miners, when they were not warring with each other or the
Land of the Worldtree. Tailed criminals provided therest.

Sunglow was atailless Farshorn hersdlf, aslovely and enticing as only the dien could be. She was not
backward, not primitive, not fit only to be aminer or aservant. Her mother was ateacher, her father a
bureaucrat. But no matter how much he craved her, no matter how much other males envied him when
shewaswith him, tail or no tail, he could not let her get too close.

Did it make a sound when he got up to find asausage for hislunch? How could it? That dightest of



sgueaks must have come from outdoors, or the apartment next door, or the halway. Y et now the plant
was |leaning toward the visoncaster on the table beside the window.

Heturned it on, and then he stood to watch the report of anewly discovered troop of Racs. They
lived in theforests of anidand far a sea, eating roots and fruits and shellfish. Living in huts. They had
talls, but they were more primitive even than the Farshorns outside their towns and cities.

The announcer's voice was saying how far these idanders showed the rest of Rackind had come since
the Remakersft.

Dotson got his sausage from the coldbox. When he looked again, the V C showed an outdoor scene, a
milling crowd, aminiature Worldtree with a basket of woven sted upon itstip, and atailless priest atop a
pyramid of wooden steps. He wore ayellow cloak and cap, marked with black, just as had the High
Priest of Worldtree Center's Great Hall.

This priest, however, never faced his congregation. Arms upthrust, head back, eyes closed, belly
protruding more than that of any priest Dotson had ever seen before, he appedled to his Worldtreeicon
and through it to the Remakersthemselves. "We have learned,” he cried. "We have learned so much!
Giveusasgn! Tdl uswe have donewdl! Tdl usthat you approve our sruggle! Tel usthat our progress
pleasesyou!"

A line of young Racsformed to one side of the step-pyramid. Each one held areplica of one of those
plagues the Remakers had |eft atop the Worldtree. When the priest gestured, they approached theicon
one by one, found the inconspicuous clawholdsin its surface, climbed, and carefully set their burdensin
the basket high above the congregation.

"Our offering! The lessons we have mastered! Tell usthey are enough!

"Or must we still struggleto unravel al the rest?'Y ou are the gods, perfect and unsurpassable! How
can we equd you?

"The heretics of Worldtree Center claim we must even go beyond. How can that be possible?

"Giveusasign! Returntoud!

"Or must wefirst destroy al Evil? All those who would destroy your works?'

The sausage was flavored with roasted mossberry seeds, pungent and sharp beneath the meat and
grease. It was aso far too quickly gone.

Dotson thought of his typer and the work that waited for him. That was not too quickly gone. On the
contrary, it loomed over him forever.

Helooked back at the VC, the visioncaster. Who was the heretic? It had been one of the taillesswho
hed first proclaimed the holiness of the quest for knowledge, the drive to match, exceed, rgoin the
Remakers. But it had been the tailed who listened and accepted and made that faith their own. The
tailless had chosen to pray to the Remakersfor gpprovd, intervention, return, and the restoration of their
own one-time dominance. They were the last of the Racs to be Remade, they claimed. They werethe
Fina Modéd, the best, the closest to godhood. And someday the Remakers would return to redress all
their favorites grievances.

Not that the tailed-- including Dotson Barbtail himself-- never prayed to the Remakers or wished for
their return. Not that the tailed did not also believe in the existence of evil forcesthat opposed the
Remakers or the quest for knowledge.

It did not surprise him that the beliefs of the two groups had influenced each other. Indeed, those who
studied the plaques that recorded the Remakers history said that such influences were common.

But the tailed remained closer to the Founder's vison. He had adways been sure of that.

* * *

CHAPTERS



Most of Belt Center 83 had no way to see out except through veedo screens. That had its advantages,
for it meant each resdentid cubicle, separated from its neighbors only by thinnest plastic, could
nevertheesslook out on Marss Vales Marineris, share the view from Olympias glass-walled concourse,
overlook an Earthly cityscape or mountain range, furrowed glacier or moving sea. Forests, jungles, cora
reefs, farms, and other living viewswere forbidden. A few seemed to overlook vast factoriesfull of
gleaming meta and busy machines.

Mogt peoplerarely used their veedo windows, seeming to prefer the quite traditional prints,
photographs, and holograms. They were no less artificia and much less proneto interruptions by veedo
cdlsand officia announcements, but the rea reason may have been something more akin to agoraphobia,
the fear of open spaces.

The Center had an entrance, a dome through which people could come and go and supplies could be
ddivered. The dome's surface was transparent, and standing beneeth its frameless curve, the floor
pushing dmost weightlessly againgt one'sfeet, was like floating in space, unsupported, insecure,
surrounded not by human structure but by vast emptiness and thronging stars and distant worlds.

Y et that dome was dmost dways empty. Few people visited to savor the view it offered. Few whose
businesstook them through it lingered there or lifted their eyes from the floor as they hastened on their
way. The human species was well established in the space environment, but those were rare who could
stand to stare into the infinite depths of space without the frame of ahelmet'svisor or aport'srim to
reassure them of their safety.

Those robots that scurried through clung to the angle between the floor and wall.

"l don't likethisplace," said Eric Silber.

"It'scold,” said Miriam Panek, and it was. The materia of the dome resisted hest flow far lesswell
than thewalls of the tunndls, and the chill of space penetrated to the staring humans.

"It'sthe gravity,” said Renard Saucier. "Not just the view. They've got even bigger domes on the
Moon. But your feet can hug the ground. Y ou don't fed like you're about to spin off to nowhere.”

"Greenshit," said Silber. "How long are you going to keep us here? We're done, aren't we?"

"Y ou want to go home, don't you, Eric?' Miriam'svoice waswistful. "Back to Marsand itstunnels.”
She was gtaring through the dome, into space, and Hrecker thought her face seemed softer, younger,
than usud. "l don't see much difference.”

"Therésweight. Therésaview. Y ou can go outside for awalk. Or you can be alone in aroom with
solidwadls"

"Ah, wel," said Miriam. "Then you'll be happy soon. We're dmost done. That's why Renard brought
us here, to thisdome.”

"Just to Stare at the gyppin' ships?'

Saucier said nothing, letting Miriam nod and smile sweetly and say, "l wish..." The probability shifters
had successfully been given larger fields. The drives had been designed and built and ingtaled. The ships
had been finished, and there they were.

"What do you wish?" Silber'stone was now asneer. "Y ou want to go with them?"

"Look at them," said Hrecker. He pointed through the wall of the dome, hafway between floor and
zenith, and spoke their names with relish: "Ajax, Bolivar, Bonami, Cascade, Drake, Gorbachev, Pizarro,
Sdadin, Toledo, Villa™

All except the largest, the flagship Ajax, even though they were built in space, were quite capable of
landing on aplanet. If al went well, they would, and soon. They were dmost ready for their cleansing
misson.

For now, they orbited the asteroid that was Belt Center 83 like remoras around ashark or aides
around agenerd. In form, they were huge mushrooms, their ten broad heads crowded with narrow
corridors, missle bays, beam generators, storerooms, and deeping quarters, cubicles equipped with
shelflike bunks. The stubby stemsthat contained the drives were shegthed in clustered podsfor the dust



the Q-drives used as reaction mass. The ships wore no armor, athough the mushroom heads were broad
enough to shield the dust pods from whatever debris combat or space itsalf might throw in their way. No
onewished aship to loseits power to move.

Among the shipswere severa of the huge fabric spheres the dust-mills had filled with pulverized
asteroids. More were on their way.

"| suppose you want to go too." Silber was glaring at Hrecker, refusing to look at the products of al
ther efforts.

Hrecker shook his head. "No, not redlly. But aren't they marvelous? Haven't we done agrand job?"

Silber snorted derisively. "It was ajob, and yes, we're done.”

"Almogt," said Saucier. " Soon enough, and you can go home."

"They're dready being loaded," said Miriam.

Food, spare parts, equipment, and weaponry were arriving daily from Earth, the Moon, and Mars.
With them came men and women from the Navy's bases on the Moon and Mars, Ganymede and Titan,
selected for competence, loydty, and experience with the old d ower-than-light, insystem Q-ships.
Genera Lyapunov had announced that their experience should hel p them adjust to the new ships.

Most were also volunteers. The worlds of the Solar System had been pacified for many decades, the
Engineers rule unquestioned except by isolated mal contents. It had been even longer since anyone had
seen aGypsy; it seemed unlikely that they would return just now. And no one took the possibility of an
dieninvasion serioudy. All the action would be at Tau Ceti.

As soon as Hrecker and his colleagues completed the fina adjustments to the Q-drives and the crews
had shaken down both themselves and their ships, the expeditionary force would be ableto leave. The
date of departure had aready been set for three months hence.

* * *

"I'm going to missyou," Hrecker said for the hundredth time. He spoke in the murmur that had
become second nature for al those who lived in the tunnels. He was barely aware of the sounds his
neighbors made: soft music, the click of gametiles and the whisk of playing cards, occasiond raised
voices or laughter. The louder noises of the starship crews, billeted by twos and threes wherever space
could be found or made, were more obtrusive.

"Y ou could cometoo," Tamiko Inoue answered as she always had. "Y ou don't have to go back to
Mars. We could stay together.”

"Y ou could stay here. Come with me." He had made it plain again and again how eager he wasto get
back to the university and hislab, to the work he had been doing before this project had drafted him. He
had come willingly enough. What choice had he had, after all”? He had worked hard, and unlike Eric
Silber he had taken satisfaction in the success he and his colleagues had achieved. Y et he was content to
let hisinvolvement with the mission end.

But she had been the one factor that most truly made life at Belt Center 83 bearable.

She shook her head furioudly. "No. | want to see Tau Ceti and First-Stop and the diens.”

"I'd like to see them too."

"Then come.”

"And | don't want to give you up."

"Then comewith me." A moment later, she added, "The Genera sayswe don't have enough techs.
He'sworried about maintaining the new drives and particle beams and repairing them if they break
down."

"They won't."

"He's il worried. There hasn't been timeto train any Navy technicians.”

" S0 that's why you want meto sign up.”

"No!" Thethought that he suspected her of being so manipulative seemed to shock her. "But... We
could useyou, and dl therest of your group. All you haveto doisfill out the gpplication. You'd bea
lieutenant right away. Y our bosswould be amgor.”



Now it was histurn to shake hishead. "Y ou could just wait awhile before leaving. The Navy'stechs
have been working with usdl aong. It wouldn't take many more weeksto finish training them."

"We can't do that."

"Why not?' said Hrecker. "The diens aren't going anywhere.”

"They have satellites. They might, if we taketoo long. They could escape, just like the Gypsies.™

"And you can't have that, can you?' His expression turned sad. ™Y ou want to be a Crusader and
destroy theinfidels.”

"The Crusaders were theinfidels. They were after the hesthen Moors.”

"Y ou know what | mean."

Shedidn't answer. She sat up in the deepsac, her arms crossed beneath her breasts, and stared
through the gap between his celling and the wall. A shadow swept across the plastic, a head flashed into
view and vanished. There was no telling whether the passerby had glanced in her direction.

When Hrecker tried to lift an edge of the deepsac to cover her, she brushed his hand aside. "Are you
advertisng?'

"I might aswell. I'll need to find someone dseif you're staying.”

"That won't be hard. Pretty thing like you."

She pushed his hand away again. "Hard enough. Well be busy. Not much timefor socidizing.”

"Not that busy. Welveimproved the drivesalot, but you'll still be on the way for weeks."

"Well useit dl for wegpons drills, defense, evasion. It'samilitary expedition, after al.”

"It doesn't have to be."

"We don't know what to expect.”

They were slent, listening to the sounds of other people: arhythmic dapping, thudding, grunting that
said a pretense of privacy could be enough; an ancient song about atruck that had logt its brakes on the
way down amountain road; atensaly whispered argument; aveedo report claiming, "...ses of samples
and tapes brought back by the Explorer. Thereisno sign of human or Earthly DNA, but the natives
there bear amarked resemblance to raccoons. We are now more confident that the Gypsy gengineers
were there. The coons are therefore |ab-made monsters, abominations, corruptions we must wipe from
the face of the planet.”

"Coons," someonein the distance laughed. "That's what they called my great-great-great grandfather.”

At last Hrecker said, "1 want to be with you. | want to see Tau Ceti too. But I'd miss Earth. Not that
I've ever spent much time there, but at least on Mars and the Moon there are farms and greenhouses. A
link. I missthat here. I'd missit worse there.”

"Thereslifethere" said Tamiko. "Y ou've seen the tapes. Green leaves and trees. Animals. And for all
our worries about the Gypsies, it looks alot more naturd than Earth has been for centuries.”

"Except for the coons.”

She nodded. "WEell have work to do when we get there.”

Neither of them said out loud what that work seemed likely to entall.

* * *

The Navy's uniform was alight blue coveral with darker blue shoulder pandls. The l€eft breast was
embroidered with agolden cogwhed of aszethat could be covered with apam. Indggniaof rank were
pinned to theright breast.

Marcus Aurelius Hrecker looked at hisreflection in the surface of the small screen that showed Belt
Center 83 shrinking to a distant speck behind the ship. His cogwhee was surrounded by a second, larger
oneto mark his position in the technician corps. A silver bar said that he was, just as Tamiko had
foretold, alieutenant. Below it, apair of dice said that his specidty was the probability shifters that made
Q-drives and macroscopic tunnding and faster-than-light travel dl possible.

The shiftersthemsdves were sllent. The energy that flowed from the quantum vacuum under their
influence was too. But as dust from the storage pods was fed into the reaction chamber to be vaporized
and thrust from the rear of the ship, awhisper grew to aroar and acceleration pressed hisfeet to the



deck.

The controls he had been set to watch showed no irregularities. The shifters worked flawlesdy, and
satisfaction in the development work he and his colleagues had done showed in the set of hislips.

"On our way," said Meyer Smith, the chief technician.

"No problems," said Hrecker.

Smith flipped a switch that would confirm what the crew on the bridge aready knew. "Happy?'

Hrecker nodded. Y es, he was happy. He had wanted to go back to the university and hislab, but he
had aso not wanted to part from Tamiko. She had refused to give up her place on the expedition.
Eventudly, he had givenin. And here hewas.

On the other hand, here he was. On the Sdladin. And she was on the flagship, the Ajax. After dl, that
was where General Lyapunov was, and she was one of the man's aides.

But he could talk to her occasionaly. He would see her when they arrived. And he would see anew
world, anew people, dien and strange, frightening and tempting.

The drive room was asmaller version of the bridge. It didn't have abig viewscreen, and it didn't have
in the center of the chamber a padded couch for the captain, but it did have al the controls needed to fly
the ship. It aso held enough room for the second and third shifts to gather near the entrance, thereto
watch asthe expedition took itsfirst stepsinto theinterstellar dark. He glanced in their direction. Saucier
was on the Gorbachev, Mgjor Saucier indeed. Miriam Panek was on the Cascade. But Eric Silber was
here, on the same ship as he, looking sour.

He could not help but wonder if he was here because rumor was right and he did indeed work for
Security. If they had assgned him here despite hiswishes...

"What are you staring at mefor?" he snarled.

Hrecker shrugged. "Just glad you decided to come."

"I had to when the rest of you signed up. Twiddling my gyppin' thumbstill you got back would have
driven menuts"

"Vacuum flux on the curve," said Bela B'Genda on the other side of the room. She was ashort,
stocky, dark woman who had left a husband on Ganymede. Her voice was warm and resonant.

"Dugt flow'sfine. The mills didn't leave any lumps." That was the German, a brush-cut blonde
everyone called the Baron because he once had mentioned aristocratic ancestors. He sounded like he
was giving orders, and in the center of his ornamental cogwhed he had pinned arobot the length of his
thumb. From timeto time it twitched and wiggled legs amd antennae.

Smith flipped two more switches. "Six weeks," he said. "And then-- "

"We need aplanet-buster,” said the Baron.

"What the gyp'sthat?"' asked Silber.

"Old stories," said the Baron. "They used to write about blowing up whole worlds, even ars.”

"Hah." That was Bela

"Truth. | had a great-great-something uncle, they say. Made donuts for aliving, but he dreamed up
some of the damnedest gadgets.”

"So what would we want a planet-buster for?" asked Hrecker.

"We wouldn't need awhole gyppin’ fleet. One ship, one big warhead, and the job's done. No more
First-Stop. No more coons.”

"Pretty dragtic,” said Smith. "Overkill."

"Nah," said the Baron. "Who cares about abunch of aien trees and bugs, aslong aswe get the
mongters? It ain't Earth, after al.”

"And that's the only place that counts, en?" asked Bela.

"Right." The Baron jerked his head in an affirmative that brooked no argument.

Hrecker glanced at Eric Silber. He was grinning. Belaand Smith were not. Their faces|ooked as iff
ashisown fdt. They too were struggling to contain their reactions to the Baron's bloodthirsty chauvinism.
They too, perhaps, feared that the Baron might really be an agent of Security, there as much to provoke
didoyd attitudes as to watch drive-room displays.

It was hard to imagine that anyone could serioudy wish to destroy an entire world.



* * *
CHAPTER 6
* * *

"Tell me, Dotson. Y ou look sad.”

Heignored her, saring past her out his bedroom window across the evening-shadowed valley, the
high Worldtree, the complex of buildings that huddled around its base. A flock of dumbos, lesthery wings
flapping, flexible proboscisestrailing from their round heads, swooped above nearby roofs. They were
aready gathering for their fall migrations. Behind him the VC muttered through its repertoire of dramas,
sermons, exhortations, and lessonsin history, cal culation, and the study of the plaquesfor al those
children and adults who did not choose to St in classrooms. He had not turned it off when he camein.

"Tel me, please." Thevoice wasreedy, thin, yet sweet and clear, young, still new to speech though its
owner was the size of a half-grown Rac. She had not been talking for very many weeks. "Tell me, do.
What happened to you?"

He sghed. He said nothing. Then he sighed again. "Senior Hightail. Asusud. He saysI'm notinthelab
enough. I'mignoring my work. Not making progress.”

"l keep you busy."

"l suppose you do. He thinksit's Sunglow. So do the other students. "'Too many late nights,' they say.
'Go to bed donefor achange.™

"You dwaysgo to bed done."

"Huh. | can't say that. They'd wonder what | was doing.”

"Tdkingto me."

"Lord Highass even said maybe | should see the career counsalor. Maybe | don't belong a Worldiree
Center."

"Stay here!l" The voice sounded suddenly worried. "Tak to me!”

"l wouldn't be able to take you with meif | left, would I?" He chuckled, his voice rougher now, more
relaxed, more affectionate. He reached out one hand to stroke the side of the head and ruffle the pale
blue petalsonits scalp. Helooked &t thefigure, till rooted in the large pot in which he had first planted
the seed. Leaves till fanned across the soil. But its stem was now a body no higher than his chest. Its
lower portion was divided into legs, its center swelled into hips, and alittle higher its chest wore two--
just two, and dready larger than a Rac femae's six-- mammary bumps. There were shoulders, arms,
hands. The skin was pae and covered with smdll, triangular, bright green leaves.

Therewas aface quite unlike any Rac's. Quite flat by comparison, with no projecting muzzle. More
triangular than round, broad-browed, narrow-chinned. Small teeth, gray eyesinstead of brown, athin,
furless skin-- leafless too-- that let the cheekbones show. A chin, so squarely shelflike that it might have
been designed to compensate for the missing shelves of bone above the eyes. Eyebrows thin and pale,
not bristling like some prickly hedge.

If aRac child had ever looked like that, its parents would have caled a physician, who surely would
have called it underdevel oped, weak, anemic, sickly, doomed to die an early death.

Y et the plant beside him did not seem strangeto him at dl. It was a Remaker in dl but onelittle thing:
Its- her-- feet were till rooted; she could not walk. "Y ou're abig girl now."

"Too big to move?'

He nodded. "Too big to hide." He could just imagine what the neighbors would say if he lugged her out
the door in her pot. They would seeright away that he had something unusual and illicit. They would call



the Center. She would be confiscated and examined, and as soon as someone realized what she truly
was, she would be ensconced in the Great Hall and worshipped endlesdly.

While he... Hedidn't think they would have much patience with him. Certainly they would not worship
him. Or honor him in any way. Most likely, they would take him to some small room deep beneeth the
Great Hdll, or even deegper within the cavernsin the bluff, and he would never seethe sun again. Or
Sunglow.

Nor would it help if she could walk. He thought she would. Any day now she would pull her feet from
the dirt and step out of the pot. Why else would her stalk have become legs? But even then... Well, she
was not the same shape as aRac. She couldn't possibly walk with the same gait. She didn't have the pelt.
Or therotund belly.

If shewalked out beside him, hewould till lose her. Hewould still bein trouble,

One hand rose to bring his mind back from wherever it had wandered. Two fingers rubbed the side of
her nose. She had learned to do that so well, aimost well enough to pass, if only she looked morelikea
Rac and lesslike agod. "Read me a story?"

He sighed once more. He scratched the side of hismuzzle. "Okay."

Almost as soon as she had opened her eyes and shown her ability to speak, he had redlized that she
had to be much like a child. She would need toys and stories and playmates.

He hadn't been able to do a thing about the playmates. He had to keep her secret, and besides, what
school would have her? She was far too strange, too aien, even without her obvious connection to
religion.

He had wandered Worldtree City for days before he had dared to go into atoy store. "Giftsfor my
gster'schildren,” he had said, and the bored clerk had not seemed to doubt him. He had chosen a pair of
dalls, one Rac, one Remaker, and awooden Worldtree with a set of brightly painted graduated rings.
Unfortunately, histalking plant had ignored them. The toys now rested on the windowsilI.

A bookstore had been both easier and more successful. He had brought home brightly illustrated
fantasies and nonsense, legends and histories, and those she had loved. Her current favorite wasthetae
of Kitewing, who had ridden a soaring box kite to observe the movements of ataillessarmy in one of the
many battlesfor possession of the valley and the Worldtree. He had seen how high he was and how
much higher the dumbaosflew, and he had cried out for his ground crew to let out moreline from the
winch. He had soared higher, and yet higher, and when the opposing army had sent its own kites doft to
forestal him, he had cut their cables with his sword. Only one enemy had avoided his attack, remaining
below him to saw at his own cable. Kitewing had managed to leap from hiskite at the last possible
moment and land upon the flange that encircled the top of the Worldtree. His enemy had followed him.
They had fought, and when Kitewing had thrust the other off the Worldtree, he had discovered the
chamber full of Remaker records.

"And the box full of seeds.

"And the box full of seeds," he agreed. "They kept it in the Great Hall, over there." He pointed through
the window. "Until | took one of them and planted it."

"That'sme."

"That'syou."

Her indeed. She had grown rapidly, from seed to sprout to sapling, a swollen stalk, afat terminal bud.
The stalk had swelled gill more and subdivided and taken the Remaker shape. The bud had enlarged,
leaflike scales had fallen away, and aface had appeared, eyes as closed as any newborn anima's. He
had touched her skin, felt anima warmth beneath the tiny leavesthat covered it, been surprised at the
way she bent toward his hand and an arm reached for him, gently clutching.

He had marveled. He still did. The Remakers had remade the plant speciesthat had been her ancestor
far more extensvely than they had remade his own precursor species. They had added, he guessed, their
own genes. Perhaps they had added genes from other plants and animals aswell. He could not tell, but
he recognized in her the flowering of the genetic engineer's art.

That waswhy...

"Why did you name me Gypsy Blossom?"



"That's what the Remakers called themselves. Gypsies. And they made you. Remade you. Just asthey
did us. But youre aplant. Y ou have leaves, and your head's aflower, ablossom." He had explained it all
to her before, but she liked to hear the words again and again, just like any child of Racs.

He had marveled anew three days later when she had opened her eyes and blinked and softly said,
"That'sthe Worldtree." She had been facing the window. When she turned, pivoting on her galk, she
added, "Y ou're Dotson.”

She had learned as he had talked to her, thinking her little more than aplant. And at that moment that
could only be considered her birth, she had dready known enough to identify the first things her eyes
saw.

A newborn, she had dready been able to speak smple sentences, express smple thoughts. How far
would she develop with time? he wondered. Had al Remakers been so precocious? Or had they differed
inthisasthe plagues said they did in other ways. Some, he knew, had been pink, brown, and green.
Some had had hair, not petas. Some had been borne in wombs, and some had grown from seed.

That was when he had begun to leavethe VC on dl day.

* * *

"Areyou going to see the career counselor?”

"No!"

"Maybe there is something that would suit you better."

"No!"

"But..." Sunglow sat beside him in the shade of abank of honeysuckle. In front of them two gravel
paths met at an angle, and asmall patch of moss was studded with white berries. Sunglow leaned
forward to accept the bounty their world offered, even here in the shadow of Worldtree Center's
buildings. She picked afew berries, touched two to either sde of her muzzle, and set them between his
lips. He chewed, blinked at sudden tart sweetness, and swallowed.

Hedid not respond as he should, even though, somewhere in hismind, he dimly recognized the
sgnificance of her gesture: courting and invitation and wel come. Even the ancestral Racs of the foredts,
unintelligent and wild, living in hollow trees and burrows, courted their mates with food. The Remakers
had not chosen-- or perhaps they had just not thought-- to remove the ingtinct from those genes that
dictated the autometic functions of the brain.

"l can't leave," Dotson Barbtall said. "There's too much to do. I'm not done. I--"

"You're not doing it. That'sthe problem, isn't it?"

He nodded jerkily.

"And it's not what people say." Her tone was mournful now. "Not me. | wish it was. But even
moments like this... We go to Great Hall worship every week. Were together often enough to keep
people thinking of usasapair. But we don't have any of thoselate nights. Y ou've never even let me past
your door. Or come past mine.”

He only looked at her and twitched the skin of his shoulder and whined nervoudy deep in histhroat.
He knew she wished. He understood. He even shared the same desire. But he dared not | et her find what
he grew in the privacy of hisapartment. If he had ever givenin, if he had ever goneto her place, he
would havefdt obliged to let her into his. And then...

"Y ou spend an awful lot of timein there.”

Hewhined again.

"Y ou've got something, haven't you? Something you don't want anyone to know about. Something that
takesup dl your time."

He wished he dared to get up and run, but al he could manage wasto turn his stare aside.

"Another female?’

"No!"

"What isit then?'

He shook his head.



"Don't | have aright to know? After dl-- "

"It's damaging your reputation? Then stay away from me."

"It's damaging yours too. Whatever you're doing, it's destroying your career. Y ou're not doing the
work you should be doing.”

He shrugged.

"It won't be long before they throw you out.”

There was along silence. Dotson picked afew mossherries himsdf. He stared at them asthey rolled
back and forth in the hollow of his hand. Helicked hislips, and when that reminded him of other berries,
just alittlewhile ago, he recdled the answer he should have given Sunglow then.

Automaticaly he chose two plump berries, touched them to his own face, and held them up. When she
leaned forward, he set them againgt her lips. Her tongue licked out to touch hisfingers, and they were
gone.

"l suppose | ought to go to the lab. Put in some time. Read reports. Run some tests. Though | wasn't
making that much progress beforex | got distracted.”

"By what?'

Hedidn't answer.

* * *

He stayed away from his apartment aslong as he could. He worked. He found signs that a polymerase
he had sought for months might liein cdlsthat had come from ahot spring just alittle to the west of
Worldtree City. He ate amed he barely tasted in one of the Center's cafeterias. He wrote a brief report
to Senior Hightail about the new enzyme. And not long after dark he could stay away no longer.

Blue-gray light flickered in the crack that rimmed his door, and the mutter of VC talk and music was
just loud enough to mask the steps behind him. He noticed nothing until his door was open and hewasin
and the door's swing back into its jamb was blocked.

"I've been waiting for you."

"Sunglow!" Shefilled the doorway when he spun, silhouetted againgt the dim hall light behind her, her
teeth gleaming in the VC flicker, her foot againgt the door.

"Someone'sin here"

"No!" hesad. "l just lft the VC on."

"Uh-uh. I've been listening. The channel changed." She set one hand againgt his chest and pushed. He
ressted. "Don't you think | have aright to know?"

The anxious whine was back in his chest, struggling to become audible once more. But he gave way
before her hand.

"Wheresthelight switch?"

He pointed helplesdy.

Sheflipped it on. "There's nothing here.”

He was defeated: "'In the deeping room."

Sunglow stepped past him. He followed her, watching past her shoulder when she stopped in the
doorway. The VC was near the foot of his deeping pad, but it faced the window and alarge plant pot
occupied by ashapeesspillar.

"There'sno one here. And | was sure I'd find her on your pad.” She pointed toward her |eft, where the
room's broad window made a corner with the wall and the shelves on which he kept his harnesses and
pouches, cloaks and caps, were mostly bare. "Tsk," she said, "but you'readob.” She bent to pick up a
harness. "There should be someone here."

Heflipped the deeping room's light switch and sighed. The pillar by the window waswrapped in his
second-best cloak, abrown cloth with pale green stripes.

"What is that?"

"Y ou can take it off now," said Dotson.

"Isthat Sunglow?' The muffled voice grew clearer asthe cloak unpegled.



Sunglow gasped and touched her own face asif shefaced amirror that told her she had changed in
some dreadful way. When she redlized what she was doing, that thiswas no mirror, that it wasred and
strange, shejerked her hands down and away from her cheeks.

"l heard her at the door. And | knew you wanted me to be a secret. So | grabbed the cloak.” Gypsy
Blossom held it out. "I'm sorry | knocked everything off the shelves.”

Sunglow took the cloak in her hands and automatically began to fold it.

"Yes" said Dotson Barbtail. He wanted to smooth the leaves the cloak had disarranged. "Thisis
Sunglow.”

"You're pretty,” said the plant. Slowly and ddliberately, she raised a hand to scratch at her cheek
beside her nose.

"What... 7" Sunglow's voice squeaked. "They called them bots, didn't they?

"Botanicas." Dotson nodded.

"And you swiped a seed.”

He nodded again.

"l don't blame you for keeping me out.”

He bent to start picking up the things the bot had knocked from the shelves when shetried to hide
within hiscloak. "l suppose| should be packing now."

"No," said Sunglow. She set hiscloak upon ashdf. "l won't say anything. Thisistoo marvelous.”

He grunted in surprise and relief.

"But thereisaprice." Before he could react, she added, "I want to come back here. | want to talk to
her."

He stood up, hisarmsfull. "Not me?’

"Oh! Of course! But..."

He understood. She still wanted him, as he wanted her. But the bot was foremost in her mind for
NOw.

"What's her name?"

"Gypsy Blossom.”

Sunglow faced the bot and belatedly returned the muzzle-scratching greeting. "Where did the
Remakers go, Gypsy Blossom?When will they return? Can you tell usanything at al?'

The bot raised her furlessarmsin a helpless gesture.

" She was only a seed when they left,” said Dotson.

"They never talked to me," said the bot. "They did not leave me any plaques. All their messages were
for you, and | think you havethem dl.”

* * *

* * *
CHAPTER7

* * *

"| thought things were cramped at 83, but..."

The laughter that issued from the grille in the panel before him was soft and warm, aready missed.
Tamiko's face occupied the small screen, and he amost felt that he could smell her hair. "Not here,
Mark. The Ajax islarger, and the Generd rates. | have aroom al my own."

"I've got walsanyway. But | haveto share.”

There wasthe briefest of hesitations-- was she wondering whether she should be jealous?-- before
Tamiko said, "l hope she'snice.”



"He. The Baron. Not my type at all, though he took the upper bunk.” The cubicle they occupied had
only the single pair of deegping shelves. Those for the lower ranks held s, three to awadll, with much less
headroom.

"Not your what? Type? That g... broken up. We must have... st our synch for a second there.”" Her
own words were suddenly choppy, asif they had been recorded by a voice-activated tape. Some were
amog entirely logt.

"It'l get worse."

"l know."

"We should be ableto talk for afew daysfirs."

"Gottag... being pa-ached.”

Marcus Aurdlius Hrecker touched the key that broke the connection and leaned back in his seat. He
sghed.

"Your girlfriend?" Eric Silber's bitter voice made him close hiseyes. Why did they have to sharethe
same shift?

"Think you'll get any favors, sucking up that way? How's she taste, anyway?"

Herefused to look at the other man. "Better than you would.”

"Shaddap,” said Meyer Smith. "Y ou're just working up to afight. Saveit for Firs-Stop.”

Silber settled back and stared once more at the controls and indicators he was supposed to mind.
Hrecker did the same and wished that there was more to do than smply wait and watch for some
malfunction or anomaly. But he and the others, including Eric, had done their work well. The ship, the
wholefleet, wasworking flawlesdy.

If only communication between the ships were not a problem. In two days, maybe three, he and
Tamiko would no longer be able to speak to each other. Then the boredom would set in.

The problem had itsrootsin the laws of physics, not somefailure of design. The ships Q-drives
provided thrust and vector and a sense of weight. They would be essentia for maneuvering once the fleet
reached Tau Ceti. But they were usdessfor bridging the light-years between Tau Ceti and Sol. That
needed the tunndl drives, which skipped through space, leaping afew more metersevery 1.4
nanoseconds. The intervals between leaps were so short that the net effect was faster-than-light travel,
even though between legps, when the ship existed in real space-time, speed was distinctly dower than
light.

It was those interval s between legps that made communication possible. Unfortunately, they grew
shorter and more frequent as "net" gpeed increased. Slight differencesin drive frequency and intiming
spread the fleet out and dictated that not all the ships occupied the same space-time smultaneoudy. Ship
could talk to ship only aslong as they were close enough together, aslong astheintervaswerelong
enough, aslong asthe ships computers could keep their quantum leaps synchronized. Thetrick was
getting asignd’s wave-front to coincide in space and time with the ship for which it was meant.

Thefirst Sgnasto become useless would be redl-time conversations such as he and Tamiko had just
concluded. Highly redundant, repetitive coding would remain able to get messages through for afew days
more. After that, tota silence would fal. Each ship would be asingletiny, enclosed, self-sufficient world
until it dowed on the gpproach to Tau Ceti. Then the signalswould return.

"I'm catching alittle drift in the shifter, Hrecker."
"Yessr." Hisfingers danced across the board before him, diagnosing, adjusting, trimming.

* *

Ten days|later, Hrecker wasin the Saladin's mess after his drive-room shift. Across the narrow
corridor that arched rimward of the storerooms, Bela B'Genda and the Baron shared one of the small
tablesthat folded with its pair of seatsfrom the wall. Hrecker shared another with Meyer Smith. Eric
Silber had just arrived with the tray of food he had picked up at the end of the corridor. He took the next
table past B'Genda and the Baron and sat so he could face Hrecker.

The Baron could not see the glare that passed his back. "I've been poking around,” he said.



"And you've found a planet-buster after dl,” said Bela

"Y ou know there's no such thing." But he was grinning. The robot on his shirtfront twitched.

"No, | don't. Besides, why not? It'sjust abig warhead.”

"Red big," said Silber. Hewas till glaring at Hrecker.

"What se?" asked their chief.

"Plenty of other stuff. Particle beams, of course.”

"I worked on those," said Hrecker. They were an adaptation of the Q drive.

"Weve got nukes," added the Baron. "For the missiles. One sizefitsal. And big enough. If we can't
blow First-Stop up, we can gerilizeit.”

"Freezeit," said Bela "We can't possibly be carrying enough of those warheadsto sterilize aplanet.
But it takesalot lessfor anuclear winter."

"Whatever," said the Baron. "Weve got what it takes."

"Do you?' asked Silber. "No more com, Marky," he added. "No more chitchat with the girlfriend.”

"Another month," said Hrecker. "That's dl.”

"No more sucking up." Silber's voice was taunting. "Can't keep her busy. Shelll find someone ese.”

"Cut it out," said Smith.

"He's dways been that way," said Hrecker. "But now..."

"I'm worse?'

"Too far from home," said Bela. "Y our own girl back in port.”

"Huh!" the Baron snorted. "If he has one. If onewould have him.”

Silber'sface reddened. He set both hands on the edge of histable and began to push himsdlf to his
feet.

"No com," said Bela. "No more sight of shore. Ascrazy asasailor lost at sea”

"Crazy, isit?' Theman'sglare wasrapidly turning dangerous. He was on hisfest, crouched asif he
were about to spring, shouldersraised, knuckles white. For amoment, the smells of sweat and something
more, an animal pungency, rose above the scents of food.

Then slence struck the mess and she added, "As crazy asthem.” She straightened in her seet, half
turned, and hooked athumb toward a sudden clash of plastic chinaand metd cutlery.

Hrecker kept one eye on the other man, but he too looked where she was pointing, past Silber, further
down the corridor.

Severa men and women were hurriedly abandoning their tables as two figures struggled to their feet
amid alitter of trays and dishes. They roared. One swung afist. The other dammed aknee into a crotch.
Oneroar turned into ascreech, but neither man went down. They grappled and lurched against the table
they had been using. It sagged onitshinges.

"It won't lagt,” said Meyer Smith, and he had hardly finished speaking when two burly Security guards
rushed past. Two more appeared in the distance, beyond the combatants.

Silber sat down once more.

The fight stopped. The combatants stared at the approaching guards asif at inevitable doom, and they
did not resst when they were led away.

A swarm of tiny robots appeared asif from nowhere to clean up spilled food and repair the table.

The bystanders resumed their seats but kept their heads down. The messwas silent.

"Wewon't seethem again,”" murmured BelaB'Genda.

Hrecker thought Silber looked as puzzled as he felt himsdlf, and when Meyer Smith looked from one
of them to the other and said, ™Y ou haven't heard,” he shook his head.

"Signed ontoo late," said Bela.

"Policy,” said Smith. "For mutineers, rebels, deserters, dissdents. There's no room for abrig on this
ship, and there's no way to ship troublemakers home. So... Out the airlock. Or use them for reaction
mess”

"] don't think ther€lll be much moretrouble,” said the Baron.

"It didn't look like they were asking who started it," said Hrecker.

Belalooked at Silber. Hewas il bristling with anger and defiance. " Then we should get out of here.”



When Hrecker ignored her raised eyebrow and inviting glance, she grabbed the Baron by the hand.
"Let'sgo."

"They'll be busy for awhile," said Smith to Hrecker. "Y ou come with me."

"Not for..."

"I'd rather play chess."

Behind them, Silber was | eft done, clenching hisfists. He did not look like he would surrender meekly
if Security camefor him.,

* *

When Hrecker reported for work the next morning, Silber was not in the drive room. "1 moved him,"
said Meyer Smith. "C shift, 11to 7."

"Just aswell," said BelaB'Gendafrom her station.

"He's got abright green hard-on for you,” said the Baron. "Any idea... 7'

Hrecker shook his head and took his seat. He powered up his console, checked the probability
shifters, and made two fine adjustments.

"Security didn't object when | changed his shift,” said Smith.

"So maybe he'snot aplant,” said Bela

"That'sonly arumor,” said Hrecker. A rumor with the strength to follow aman from Marsto Belt
Center 83 to the Saladin. To First-Stop.

"It wouldn't surprise meto learn it wastruth,” said the Baron.

"Morelike" said Bela. "He's just too standoffish. He can't let anybody get close, so nobody trusts him.
Hence the rumor.”

"How's the vacuum flux, Doctor Freud?'

"Jes fine, boss. Y ou think maybe he volunteered? Went for the game aslong as he had the name?”

"Who knows?" Smith touched keys and the screen above his console lit up with aflowchart. "The
captain sayswe should try to synchronize with the other ships.”

"l know oneway to doit,” said Bela. "Though it wouldn't be real bright.”

"What are you talkin' about?"

"And every ship would haveto be precisdly the samein timing.”

"Stay tightly packed?' asked the Baron.

"Inline. Spaced just so to tunnel into the next ship's wavefront.”

"Andif thetiming's off?'

"Bugger dl."

The Baron laughed.

Two hours later, after dl their effortsto adjust the timing of the tunnel drive had failed to raiseasingle
response from any other member of the fleet, Meyer Smith said, "There's another way. Stop tunndling
once aday."

"And if the ships arelight hours apart?’ asked Bela.

"They'd resynchronize every day, right?" asked Hrecker.

"That would still dow us down abit, eh?' said the Baron.

"You might aswell tell the cagptain helll haveto wait till wereach Tau Ceti."

"Another month."
* * *

... "Three weeks."
* * *

... "Eighteen days."



... "Two weeks."

* * *

"What | wouldn't give for agame of poker!"

"Bridgefor me."

"Billiards"

"Scrabble."

But the only games were chess and checkers and go, games with no element of chance the probability
shifters could influence however dightly. There was alibrary of old veedos, video games, and books
gtored in eectronic form. There was sex and bickering and speculation on what they would find when
they findly reached their detination.

Some wondered what they would do to what they found. The expedition's commander-- Genera
Lyapunov-- would decide that, aswas only right, but...

"What do you think, Mark?' asked BelaB'Genda. "Y ou'rein bed with hisaide. What does shetdll
you?’

"One of hisaides. And | haven't seen her for weeks."

“Sill..."

"Shedidnt talk about him much.”

"Doesn't matter," said the Baron. "We know what hell do.”

"Let usinonit, O Wise One," said Meyer Smith.

"He'san Engineer, isn't he? And if hewasalibera, he wouldn't be agenera. We're carrying guns and
troops. If the place is crawling with gengineered mongters, well wipethem out.” He hdd hisarms asif
sghting down the barrel of arifle. "Boom! If there are any Gypsiesthere, well wipe them out too."

"You'relooking forward to it,” said Hrecker.

"Sure. It'sgonnabe fun. Aren't you?"

Hrecker nodded. He did not dare do anything else.

* * *

Some studied the Explorer's records and discovered anew that First-Stop's popul ation was
remarkably smdl, its cities and roads and mines and fields notably few, itsindustry and technology
astonishingly advanced. "It's not much of aspace program,” they said. "Buit it isone. Look at those
satdllites. Camera platforms for watching the wesather. Communications relays. No space stations, but
gtill... How can they support the effort? They can't possibly have the economic surplus Earth needed to
do asmuch. Thereisn't the population, the industrial base, the..."

And if the Gypsies had made them hardly more than a century before? Then they hadn't had the time.
There must till be Gypsiesthere, hdping, building, waiting for the cleansing hands of the Engineers.

Were there no signs of Gypsies except that enigmatic tower? Then the locas had to have been there
much, much longer than acentury. But if that was so, why hadn't they |eft more scars upon the planet?
Ancient ruined cities. Chinese wals. Denuded and eroded landscapes. Played-out mines.

There were no such things? Then the dien civilization had to be young, too young to have
accomplished as much asit clearly had. Perhaps the Gypsies had made the coons. Y et how could even
the infamous Gypsies have simulated so much progressin o little time?

Just a century? That was how long it had been since the last Gypsy had returned to Earth's vicinity,
found the Engineers ascendant over al the system, and fled. More like acentury and ahalf sncethe
Gypsies had fled Earth itsdlf.

But even if they had created the coons the very moment they had arrived at First-Stop, there had not



been time enough for all the progress the Explorer's records showed.

Were there more diens than they could see? Did they live underground? Were there vast unseen
warrens, buried dums and ruins and mushroom farms? As many billions as Earth had had to haveto
mount itsfirst abortive space programs? Then, if that was S0, there was the possibility of defest.

"No," said the Baron loudly when the possibility wasraised a atable three down the messfrom his
own. "They thought of everything before they shipped us off. Don't you believe that? Werre armed to the
teeth, and | think we must have a planet-buster warhead with us. It's probably on the Ajax."

There was amoment of silence. The others had dismissed the idea of abomb that could destroy a
world when heraised it before. Now they felt obliged to entertain the possibility more serioudly.
Eventudly someone at that other table softly cheered. "Then well get the gyppers sure.™

* * *

Tau Ceti swelled from star to sunin the viewports, its light unshifted because the fleet's instantaneous
veocity was aways much lessthan that of light, even if the"net" was something €lse again. Weapons
systems were checked and readied, and people grew wire-tense as the time for action neared.

Hrecker was busy at his station, balancing the demands on the probability shifters asthe Saadin's
tunnel drive turned off. The Q-drive would continue to provide thrust and asense of weight until orbit
was achieved haf amillion kilometersfrom the planet, well beyond the limits of the coons ability to
detect them. At home, they would be heading for atrandunar orbit, but First-Stop had no moon.

Radio traffic was forbidden for fear the coons would not only detect their presence but also overhear
their plans. Y et there were a so narrow, line-of-sight laser beams, and it was no surprise when adiode
said hiscom was live with an intership call. A speaker crackled, and... "Mark?"

"Tamiko!" He could not resist glancing toward where Eric Silber had sat the last time he had talked to
her.

"I've only got amoment,” shesaid. "But | couldn't wait."

"I'd have called soon enough,” he said. His eyes and hands were still darting over hisboard. "Right
now-- "

"You'rebusy. | know. And well see each other soon. But | wanted to hear your voice, see your face.
Anddidyou... 7'

An officious voice interrupted her: " Security override. Y ou have ten secondsto clear this channd.”

"Acknowledged," said Hrecker.

"Command conference,” said Tamiko with the confidence of onewho knew Generd Lyapunov's
schedule. "Did you see? They're dready building aspace ga..."

Theword quickly spread.

Genera Lyapunov and his staff monopolized the laser com for dayswith their planning, but there were
moments when generd and captains were egting or deeping. Then others seized the chance to chat with
friends and share their responses to the latest discoveries about the world that waited below for their
subjugation.

The coons were indeed building a space station. It wasn't large, and it wasn't sophisticated. It was just
an unspinning framework of girdersto which were attached solar panels and gleaming cylindersin which
afew of the coonswould be ableto live and work for afew weeks or months until the lack of gravity or
centrifuga force weakened their bones too much to continue.

There were no signs of Q drives or orbiting weaponry.

The smdl launch center from which the coons operated their infant space age occupied flat land near
the equator, beside an ocean.

There were signsthat the coons knew what war was. Even from their great height above the planet,
the Engineers could see what could only be military bases, shipyards, and airfieds. There were even two
depots for armored vehicles, tanks.

The humanslaughed. They were centuries ahead. They had the high ground. And all the weight of
righteousnesswas on their sde.



The coons would be easy medt.

* * *

* * *
CHAPTER 8

* * *

"Have you read this?' Gypsy Blossom hefted the massive book she was reading. It had taken her only
afew weeks of children'stalesand VVC programsto pick up the skill. "Do you know what it says?"

"No," said Dotson Barbtail, hisvoice arelaxed and peaceful snarl. He sat cross-legged on hisdegping
pad. Beside him was ablock of paper on which he was drafting another report for Senior Hightail. "The
prieststel meal | need to hear about theology.”

The report would say that at last the samples had begun to comein, the cells had grown, the enzymes
were being found, all was going well. It would not say that the true reason why he was making progress
Was...

"Uh!" He jerked when the fine-toothed comb found a snag. Sunglow knelt behind him, working on his
fur.

"Higtory." Sunglow picked at thetangled fur. "Y ou should take it more serioudy.”

"l do takeit serioudy." Hetwisted to look over his shoulder, but neither histone nor hisexpression
suggested that he wanted to argue. Life had become so much simpler and less stressful since she had
pushed her way into his apartment. He no longer had to struggle to keep her at arm'slength, and that
meant he had time and energy enough for work once more.

"But The Book of the Founder isn't history," he added. "It's gossip and foggy memories, rumors and
dreams. Taestold by ancientsto children. Not history."

"It says..." The VC across the room was dark and silent, the window curtained against the night
outside. A gap between the drapery panelslet asingle doll look out upon theroom. A light angled a
beam across the bot's shoulder. Other tomes were piled on the floor beside her.

"It says, "'You are gods," said the Founder. "Or makers. And al gods have enemies who seek to undo
their works. The battle is ancient and eternd, and it has come to us."™

"He was supposed to be talking to the Remakers before they left,” said Dotson. "That much | know."

"To distant workers preparing the Worldtree," said Sunglow. "We know these tales at home. The
Founder was watching from across the valley when an enemy hidden among the Remakerstried to kill a
Remaker hero.”

"What did the Founder mean?' asked Gypsy Blossom. "Can gods have enemies?”’

""Y our ancient enemies remain.” Sunglow paused in her combing while she quoted. "'And they are
oursaswell. Wewill hold thisin our mindsand in our histories. Y ou will leave, and in your absence they
may try to destroy your works. We will not permit them to succeed.

"He meant thereisawar between good and evil, light and dark, knowledge and ignorance, making
and unmaking.”

Someone shouted in the street outside the building. Sunglow stopped talking and cocked her head
toward the curtained window. Dotson and Gypsy Blossom did the same.

More voices rang out in cries and shrieks and shouts. The din swelled asif the number of voiceswere
doubling with every bresth.

"What'sgoing on?"'

Dotson shook hishead. "I can't tell what they're saying.”

Gypsy Blossom sighed and squatted on bending knees and hipsto set her book on the pile beside her.



Shewas now astdl asany Rac, and her legs were deek with muscle. But her feet remained buried in the
soil from which she had grown, while aforest of dender roots sprang from her calves and shins.

"War?" asked Sunglow. "I didn't think we were closeto that."

Gypsy Blossom was reaching for the curtain as Dotson said, "It can't be. | hear no guns or bombs."

"That's what chased the Remakers from their own home," said the femae Rac. "It forced them to
come to our world and to raise us from the beasts. And when they I€ft, it rose between the tailed and
talllessasif the Remakers enemieswere indeed among us.”

"A generation of war," said Dotson. "Buit..." He had to raise his voice against the growing din outside.
What was going on out there? The night should be quiet and peaceful, not...

"Two generations. And two more of oppression. My people are till crushed, confined to Farshore,
gtill kept from the Worldtree." Her voice edged higher in pitch asif she could not suppress adeeply
embedded anger. She did not seem to be responding to the noise outside.

"Not if they accept the faith." His own tone smoothed and tightened-- she was contrary and
argumentative and wrong, and... Wasit that? Both knew that they could fight, but his muscleswere
tensing, hisfur rising, his pulse pounding in the greet arteries behind thejoints of hisjaws, far morethan
he had ever felt in asmple argument. The din outside must, he thought, be lowering histhreshold for
anger, for rage, or his body was responding to the elementa hysteria of the mob beyond the window.
Wasthiswhat it waslike to be a soldier among other soldiers, facing an enemy army, ready to kill or
die?

Sunglow's body matched his swollen tension as she sang, "We have our own faith.”

"Which isnot that of the Founder. His own people turned away from him. Ours did not, and we can
aready see aday when we will go in search of the Remakers.”

"We hardly need to! They will return when we deserve to see them once more.”

"Y ou help me more than you know," said Gypsy Blossom gently. Shelooked at the pair of dollson the
windows || and the miniature ringed tower beside them. She twitched the curtain until it did asde on its
ral, let it fal back against the window's edge, and turned toward them once more. "Y ou tell me and you
show me. If one says'Go," the other says'Stay.' It dmost seems that intelligence means opposition.”

"Even with your kind?" asked Dotson. He sighed rdlief, and some of the tension went out of hisback
and shoulders. They had needed the interruption.

"l do not know. | amintelligent, but thereis only one of me. But there's many more than onein the
sreets out there.” She gestured, and the two Racsfindly joined her at the window to watch the growing
crowd asit spilled from doorways and flowed around corners. Every face wastipped upward, every arm
was pointing, every voice was screeching in excitement.

"What arethey staring at?"

The direet lights went out.

Sunglow turned out the gpartment's lights. Dotson leaned close againgt the glass and craned his neck
to see upward. But the building's overhang blocked whatever was there to see.

Someone dammed afist againgt the gpartment door. "They're here! They're here! They've come back
alagt!"

"Who?"

But the question hardly needed an answer. There was only one " They" who had gone, one "They" who
could possibly return.

"Let'sgo."

In the dark and haste, neither noticed the agony on Gypsy Blossom's face. She too wished to see
whatever wasin the sky, but she could not leave her pot.

* * *

The night outside the building was no darker than it ever was or could be on amoonlessworld. Yet it
felt darker, for the lights that usualy glowed on streetcorners and in windows were off, the skyglow from
Worlditree City atop the bluffs was gone, and the Racs who milled and cried and emitted acrid scents of



excitement in the street created a sense of blindness and confinement. The din rose and fell, and when it
was at itslowest, one could hear more cries belling from the more crowded streets above the valey's
rim. Whatever it was that had brought every Rac out of doors had spread its influence much wider than
thevaley done.

"Look!" cried avoice as shrill asflight or murder.

Arms siretched high.

“Therel"

Fingers pointed.

"Therel"

Eyes gaped.

"“Therel"

"What isit?' whined Sunglow'svoicein Dotson'sear. Like al the other Racsin the Street, shewas
staring upward, pointing as she spoke.

High, high above the valley, off center to the south, the spark of the space station the Racs were
building floated in space.

A finger's width to one side glowed aragged double quincunx of brighter sparks.

Now it was histurn: "What are they?"

"They'removing."

And as the moments passed, she proved to be quite right. Dotson smelled the hint of coming warmth
intheair, of declining rain and damp, of life only lately roused for another season of growth. Spring was
only afew weeks old, another summer was just ahead, and yes, strange thingswerein the sky. Theten
spots of incandescent light were moving indeed, drawing nearer to the space station.

"Like mothsto acandle,” someone said.

Dotson's heart was in histhroat. He knew what he hoped the strange lights were. He knew what they
had to be. But where did they come from? Who did they bring?

He shook his head and looked at the fema e beside him. "They might not be that close to the station.
They could be farther out. Or closer." But he did not believe his own words. The coincidence wastoo
great.

"Arethey attacking?Or... 7'

A red-orange glow illumined the windows of one of the hotels that overlooked the valley and made it
visblein the dark. Murky shadows obscured the glass as the building began to shine from within.
Tongues of flame appeared.

Sirens screamed above the noises of Worldtree City's streets, but their sound did not seem to move.
Dotson thought they must be mired in the crowds, and he wondered how many more buildings would
burn.

Asif controlled by asingle switch, the strange lightsin the sky went ot.

The crowd noise stopped. A heartbesat later, so did the roar from atop the bluffs.

"Thundertrees," said Dotson. "That's what they have to be. They'rein orbit now."

"Near the station,” said Sunglow. "They're not moving now."

"It'shard to tell.”

"They're not ours,” someone said.

"They must be huge," said someone ese, “for ther flamesto be so visible."

The crowd was slent for amoment more, watching and waiting. When the lights did not reignite or
move, amurmur rose, asusurration likewind in the leaves of aforest.

In the distance, someone screeched, and then another, and another. Soon the din was as great asit
had ever been, and the streets reeked of panic and hysteria. More buildings were aflame on the valley's
rim, bonfiresto greet the gods. More sirens wailed, moving now.

Finally someone turned the Street lights on again.

* * *



No one dept that night.

People lingered in the streets, staring upward into the haze of urban skyglow, sniffing at the smoke of
the fires and the fading mob-reek, wondering together, saying, " Spaceships, yes. Starships. But could
they really be our Remakers, come to ingpect our space station and judge us for our suitability to join
them inthe stars? Or are they diens, utter diens, unlike both us and our Remakers? And if so, then what?
Arethey benign? Or not? Should we celebrate? Or mourn? Should we welcome them? Or flee?!

People went indoors to turn on their VC sets, though they found no answersthere. The wonder inthe
sky was on every channel, but none of the experts dragged before the cameras could at first do more
than ask the same questions people were already asking each other.

Y et it was not long before the experts had alittle more to offer. VC cameras were patched into the
astronomers tel escopes. Space-station workers were taken off their jobs to send more images
homeward. Soon every one of First-Stop's V C screens bore the resulting images of mushroom prows
and bundled pods, reminiscent of designs recorded on Remaker plaques though not quite the same.

"Not quite the same," said Sunglow. "But doesit look like-- "

"No!" cried Gypsy Blossom in clear frugtration. "1 told you before, | have no memories of the Gypsies.
| was only aseed. | know no more than you."

"All our attempts at communication arefutile," said the face on the VC screen. "We have tried every
radio and V C frequency. We have used lasers. We have even amed floodlights at the ships viewports.
And they do not respond.”

An off-cameravoice asked, "Are you sure there's anyone aboard? They're not just automatons?”

"We have detected ship-to-ship messages, so..."

* * *

All that day the mystery possessed the world.
The strange ships remained in orbit hard by the embryonic space station. They remained desf to dll

attemptsto contact them, silent except among themsdlves, doof. The diens identities and their intentions
remained unknown.

Many of First-Stop's people remained in the streets, staring into a sky where they knew the ships
hovered high above them, madeinvisible by day. Others stayed close to their radios and VV Cs, anxious
for any and every scrap of information that might ease the mystery. Others hosed down the coals that
lingered in the ruins of the buildings that had burned in the night and began the task of clearing away the
rubble.

Dotson Barbtail spent part of the day in his Worldtree Center office, trying to finish hisreport. When
the words kept blurring before his eyes and his thoughts could not stop chasing questions about the dliens
through his brain, he wandered the hallways and found no one e se, not even Senior Hightail, in the
building. He wound up in hislab, next door to his office. But his ability to concentrate was no better
there. When he dropped the second flask of cultured bacteria- neither broke, thank the Founder!-- he
set himself to other tasks. He washed dirty glassware and other tools. He dusted his bookshelves. He
organized his desk. He washed hiswindows. And when he ran out of choresto keep him busy, he went
home, where Gypsy Blossom and Sunglow had remained near the VC.

Not, he thought, that the bot had much choice.

* * *

Once moreit was dark outside the apartment window. Once more the streets were full of people and
the street lights were off. Thistime, however, the crowd was dmost slent asit stared into a sky where
wisps of cloud threatened to blot out the view of the alien starships. Most of the noise came from the
windows beside the street, where residents had set their VCswith their sound turned up asfar asit
would go.

Therewas view after view of great shipsrotating in space, spinning, twirling. "Centrifugd force" said a



Rac voice. "It givesthem a sense of weight inside those ships. Well need to do that ourselves when we
build bigger ations. And starships of our own, of course.”

Here was the rim of a mushroom prow and arow of round hatches, and an expert saying, "...much
smaller. Too smal for personnel scaled to fit the viewports and handholds we can see.” The view shifted
to show viewers what the speaker meant. "Are they for weapons? Missiles? Are they covered to protect
them from dust and debriswhile the ship ismoving? Or to keep us from seeing these dlien cregtures true
intentions?'

Here were rows of symbols painted upon the dien ships meta skins. "The characterslook like
distorted or decorative versons of those the Remakers wrote on their plagues. That tells usthese diens
arekin to our Remakers. They must come from the same world, spesk the same language, share the
same history." No one dared to speak out loud the obvioustruth: If the aienswere kin to the Remakers,
that did not mean they were necessarily friends to the Remakers and their makings.

"What do the characters say? They come in combinations we can pronounce, which saysthey spell
out words. Most of these ‘words are meaningless, but perhaps they are names such aswe paint on
watercraft. If so, thelargest of these shipsisthe Ajax. Therest are the Bolivar, Bonami, Cascade,
Drake, Gorbachev, Pizarro, Saladin, Toledo, and Villa"

Here was an interview viaV C with the spaceworkers who were building the space gation. The
spaceworkers were burly, their faces rounded by retained fluid, their fur spiky with low humidity and
datic. Their interviewer was a carefully, deekly groomed fema e whose face told anyone who didn't
know that kidneys worked much better with the aid of gravity. "How do you fed with these mysterious
beings so close?' she asked. "Are you nervous?'

"Morelike mad," wasthe high-pitched reply. "They're too short-tailed close” Sunglow snorted at the
adjective.

"Areyou worried?'

"Who wouldn't be? Aren't you? Aren't the folks down home?

"What will you doif--"

"Die. What lse?'

Andfindly, at long, long lagt, the suspense ended. Theimages on al the screens shattered into jagged
lines and colorful fuzz. The sound spat and hissed and sparked. And as soon as Dotson and Sunglow and
Gypsy Blossom, aswell asdl the Racsin every street in every city on al theworld of First-Stop, were
saring at the nearest VVC screen, the picture and the sound returned.

The picture wasfirst, and it was such that if there had been words, no Rac could possibly have heard
past their compulsively fixated focus on that image-- naked skin, fur only on top of the skull, ears on the
Sdes of the head, flat face.

"Remakers" rose the scream in the streets. "The gods are back! They are!l”

Dotson Barbtail stared at the bot by the window. The face on the screen was much like hers, though it
had hair where she had petals. He had a so seen faces of the same type, the same species, on the
Remakers plagues.

But were these truly Remakers?

The gods had enemies, didn't they?

And when the gods had | ft the Racs to develop on their own, once they were gone, absent, those
enemies would try to destroy their works. The Founder had said so.

Sunglow was looking at him asif she were sharing his thoughts despite his silence. He guessed they
showed on hisface,

Thedin outdoors said that hardly anyone else had similar reservations. The face on the VC screen was
aRemaker face, a Gypsy face, a human face, and al Rackind was about to be rewarded for its
obedienceto its creators.

The face spoke, and slencefell.

"Greetings,” it said, and though its accent was strange, the word was comprehensible. The language
the stranger spoke was the same as the language the Remakers had | eft their makings.

"We come from Earth,” said the face on the screen. "We bring gifts of peace and prosperity and purity



aswe haveto al theworlds of our sun. But before we may present those gifts, we must land on your
world. Confer among yourselves. When you have decided where you would like usto come down, cal
us Wewill beligening.”

The V C screens were once more filled with random e ectronic noise, instantly replaced by the Racs
own stations and talking heads.

* * *

The Worldtree towered high above the buildings of Worldtree Center. Itstop was higher even than the
crests of the bluffsthat were the valey'srim, and from it one could look down upon the environs all
around. There was Worldtree City and its streets, there the valley's [ake, there the ends of the bluffs,
tapering abruptly toward the valey's entrance and the ancient landing field just beyond.

Dotson Barbtail and Sunglow had found a place to stand on one of the many low hummocks that were
scattered in the gap between the arms of bluff. Not far to one sde was the small stream that drained the
lake and spoke of that long, long gone time when a meteorite had excavated the valey as acrater, the
crater had filled with water, and the water had found awegk point in the crater wall. Their hummock had
once been amass of rock the torrent had not swept away.

The only torrent there that day was one of bodies. The ground was damp. Gray cloudsrolled toward
the horizon, on their way to e sewhere. And every resdent of Worldtree City, the valley, and dl the
townswithin two hours travel seemed to be there. Racs covered the steeply doping tails of the bluffs.
They spilled into the mossfields on either sde of the road that linked field and valley. They sat on
rooftops. All faced the landing field.

The road was blocked by aflatbed truck on which stood a miniature Worldtree. By its side stood a
priest, amsraised, ritual cloak fluttering in alight breeze, voice dready hoarse with exhortation.
Worshippers surrounded the truck, their own armsraised in reply. Acolytes shook basketsin front of
every face and begged donations.

"They are s0 sure," said Dotson. "They have convinced themselves that these ships carry the Gypsies,
our Remakers. They forget that our gods had enemies. They forget that the enemies of our gods must be
our enemiesaswell."

"No!" cried Sunglow. "Y ou're too cautious. They haveto be the Remakers. And their arrival isa
agn.”

Dotson tried not to snort. He did not believein signs.

But others did. Beside them ayoung mae, astailless as Sunglow, raised afist. "Yes! Our timeis
coming! Wewerethelast of the Racsto be Remade. We are the most perfect of the Remakers
makings. Now they will throw down the tailed usurpers. We will have our due.”

A tailed mae shook his head. "1t makes no difference. If they mean usill, there is nothing we can do.
We have not had time enough.”

"They cannot mean usill," said Sunglow. "They are good. They haveto be. They are the gods.”

"Or devils," Dotson thought, but he kept the words to himsdlf. There was no need to argue or fight
when the answers even now were riding down from orbit and would soon stand before them al. He
thought most Racs must agree with Sunglow, for the faces dl around him were glowing with expectancy
and joy and worship. He wondered how many knew how uncertain the future truly was, how all Rackind
now walked in utter darkness on a path that at any moment might disappear in ayawning pit.

When the dien ship thundered out of the sky, Dotson and Sunglow and every other Rac covered their
earswith their hands and squinted and screamed great screams of neither joy nor dread. None gave a
thought to the moss that was being incinerated, the soft picnic ground being baked as hard as pavement,
the decades recovery would demand.

Their gods, thought most, were returning.

*



CHAPTER9

* * *

The spacesuit gave Marcus Aurdius Hrecker hardly more room than did his own skin. Worsg, it was
diff and unyielding, resisting every motion, and he had to play Tarzaninit.

At least, the orange cable that linked the airlocks in the unturning noses of the Saladin and the Bonami
looked like avine, twisting thisway, that way, never hanging in agravitationally defined catenary.
Fortunately, he wouldn't have to swing on it from ship to ship, or brachiate, or fight alion. Hewould only
haveto grip thetrolley that clung to the cableright in front of hisface. Histhumbswould turnits electric
motor on, and it would tow him away from his ship into the gulf of space between...

"Ready?' Thevoicerattled in his hemet. The crewman was beside him, holding with one hand to the
edge of thelock. "Then go." The gauntleted fist rgpped his helmet. He pushed againgt the ship's meta
with hisboots. And...

No. Not between the stars, for wasn't there astar, asun, just behind the Saladin? The ship had been
positioned to kegp him in shadow even though the visor of hishedmet would darken ingantly if sunlight hit
it. But that meant space seemed empty and he was dl aone on the edge of an impaossible precipice about
to fal forever and forever and...

He stared at the world beneath his feet, and that brought him back to himsalf. No. He could not
possibly fal forever. The worst he could do wasfdl out of orbit, spira down, burn to afiery streak of
ash, and sft to earth.

Not Earth. Nor Mars. Thiswas not hisworld, and even this space was dien, its shape defined by a
dtar that was not Sol. Light yearsfrom home. If the Bonami vanished, if the cable broke, if helet go, he
would die along, long way from the ground that held the bones of his ancestors. He would be more lost
than a human being, ahuman soul, had ever been before.

He clung tight asthe Sdadin fell behind him and the cable writhed ahead. He could fed the humming of
thetrolley's motor through the fabric of his gloves. Remembering hisingtructions-- "Don't go too fast!"'--
he flicked the motor off and coasted and wished he could fed awind of passage againgt his skin. But
there was only the pressure on hishands, theinitia inertid swing of hisbody, the €astic rebound of his
joints, thetug of theline that tethered his canister of persond belongingsto hiswast. Therewasdso the
stae odor of whoever had used the suit before him.

When the cable's solid orange showed stripes of black thirty meters from the Bonami, Hrecker turned
on thetrolley once more, reversed itstraction, and sowed. The nose of the ship loomed before him. The
trolley bumped the eyebolt at itsend, set just outside the airlock, and he swung. His knees dammed into
thewall, the canister bumped histail, and he was there.

While he reached for the edge of thelock and pulled himsdlf to what fdlt like better safety, the
Bonami's crewman unfastened the trolley, unlatched the eyebolt, and began to coil the cable, looping it
from hiselbow to the fork of his hand, over and over. Hrecker supposed that meant no more Engineers
weretransferring from ship to ship.

Thelock'sinner hatch had asmall window through which he could see Tamiko Inoue waiting for himin
the suiting chamber. He waved one hand, and the outer hatch closed, air hissed from storage tanks, and
ashissuit logt its stiffness, infrared lamps glowed just long enough to warm its surface.

As soon as he had the helmet off hishead, he said, "Renard didn't want the job?"

"Genera Lyapunov thought one of hisaides should go. Me." She was undoing the suit's fastenings.
"And | wanted you.”

He grinned. "Missed me, did you?"'

"Fathead. Didn't you?" She sidestepped as his arms came free of the suit. "Not here." One hand



indicated the security camera positioned to cover the entire room. Beside it perched a mouse-sized robot
biplane, its propeller ill. "Y ou know where the suit goes."

But he only dropped the suit to the deck. "They know how long we've been apart.” One hand caught
hers, and she did not resist histug.

A few minutes later, he found an empty locker, hung the suit on the rack insgde, and plugged the
umbilica into itslife support unit. The small amount of oxygen he had used on the trip between ships
would soon be replaced. The ubiquitous robots would scour the interior clean of nearly al hisbody odor
and dander. "Y ou'rein charge?'

"Uh-uh." She shook her head. "The captain will handle the high-leve stuff. We're just supposed to get
them to show usaround.”

"Spies" hesaid.

"Something like that. The Genera wantsto know if there are any signs of Q tech or gengineering.”

"We dready know the Gypsieswere here. The language...”

"But that doesn't say the coons are just as bad." She was opening the canister that had protected his
possessions from vacuum. Insdewas asmal duffel bag. "Let'sgo.”

"Where?'

"My place.”

"No cameras.”

"And we won't be interrupted.”

He grinned. "Shouldn't | report in?"

"They know how long we've been gpart, she quoted at him.

"Yourelaughing a me."

"Would | do that?"

He was not surprised to find her room much like the one he had occupied on the Saladin. It had two
narrow, fold-down bunks. But only one showed any sign of use.

"No roommete?"

" told you | had some perks.”

* * *

They needed both bunks when the Bonami lit its Q-drive to thrust itself out of orbit and down, into
atmogphere, through high, thin clouds, roaring, thundering, dowing toward the moment when the
Engineerswould firgt touch adien soil. Flat upon the mattresses, they groaned and sagged and waited for
the pain to end. Between burns, they talked and watched the veedo screen that displayed the expanding
view of their landing Site.

It was plain to see that the circular valley was a crater, either volcanic or meteoritic. Near its center
was a spearlike tower surrounded by stone buildings surrounded in turn by a parklike zone of paths and
vegetation, some purple-tinged, some as green as Earth's. The border of the valey was marked by a
road and more buildings and aringwall atop which spread more roads, more buildings, acity of diens.

The valey'sringwal was broken on one side, opening on a purple plain on which no one had built
roads or buildings. Low, dark clouds not far away suggested recent rain.

"That'swherewell land," said Tamiko. "Where the Gypsies did when they were building the tower
and..."

"Y ou sure?!

"They cdl the planet Firs-Stop themsaves. No doubt about it."

"No. Thefidd."

"Where dse? It's perfect. And besides, that'swhat the locads called it. The ‘landing field.™

"Thereésroomfor dl our ships."

"Jugt us, for now."

Asthey dropped further toward the ground, the screen began to show the waiting crowds, covering
the dopeswherethe crater's ringwall had long ago been breached, surrounding the landing field, staying



clear of the wide zone that would soon be sterilized by flame.
* * *

Thelanding field was still smoldering and steaming when the delegation of coons approached the ship.
They wore yelow capes or cloaks marked with black center stripes, yellow capswith black centers,
arrangements of belts and pouches, thick-soled boots. Their pelts were grey and brown and yellow and
olive, marked with stripes and patches and swirls. They stood erect, and if their faces had been flatter
and bader, they might have looked quite human.

"They don't look much like us," said Tamiko.

"They wouldn't haveto,” said Hrecker. "Even if the Gypsies made them from Earthly materia.” They
were squeezed together in her bunk, propped on pillows to see the veedo screen across the narrow
room. It would be another day before they could leave the ship.

"They don't look made at all. Not mixed, not hybridized, no seams and patches.”

"We think the gengineers were evil, but that doesn't mean they didn't know what they were doing.”

"l don't see boots on the ones out there." She indicated the spectators at the edge of the field.

"Theground's till hot."

The ship's officerswaited for the coons, standing stiff, unmoving, on the charred soil outside the ship.
The dtiffest of them all was Captain Quigg, whose face and body might have been assembled by achild.
His mouth turned down, his cheeks puffed round, his nose was an angled blade, and his head was twice
the szeto fit hisbony frame. The computer operator and navigator, Elspeth Keck, was younger and too
plump. The ship's security chief, Johnny Gatling, was thin and tense and his eyes peered at the world over
dark, haf-moon shadows. A machine pistol with an overszed magazine was dung from hisbelt. The
chief technician, Meyer Smith's stocky Bonami counterpart, was the fourth; her name was Ali Catrone,
and her hair was gray, her lipstight. All woretheir dress uniforms, complete with glittering cogwhesls.

"They dl look the same," said Gatling. "Fuzzy wuzziesin drag.”

He waswrong, Hrecker thought. The crestures fur coats were not al marked the same. Their faces
differed too-- here athicker brow ridge, there longer whiskers, here ashorter or more steeply doping
snout, there a canine that refused to tuck behind alip.

The coons approached dowly, their steps as measured and deliberate as those of humansin
procession. Their cloaks swelled in the breeze but did not billow; the hems were weighted. Asthey
neared the ship, they stroked the sides of their abbreviated snouts and lifted their arms high.

"That one," said Hrecker, pointing at the one in the lead. "He's the High Priest. We're about to get
worshipped.”

The Bonami's captain seemed to have the same impression, for he extended one arm and hand asif he
were apope giving ablessing.

"Oh, no," said Tamiko.

Two smaller coons emerged from the pack behind the High Priest. They carried between them a
pear-shaped wicker basket with openings on two sides. It was stuffed with what looked like books.

"Acolytes?' sheasked. "And an offering?'

It seemed that way, for the two coons set their burden down in front of the humans and retreated
hastily. The High Priest stopped when he reached the basket. He lowered hisarmsto chest height,
goread hishands, and said in agravelly voice, "We pray you will approve what we have done with what
you gaveus."

"Hethinkswe're Gypsies,” said Hrecker.

"The Generd thought they might. Captain Quigg has orders not to set them sraight.”

"We are pleased,” said the captain on the screen. He did not look pleased. " That you still speak our
tongue."

The High Priest showed histeeth in what might have been asmile. "What € se should we speak? We
never had another until you brought it." He bent to take abook from the basket and hold it toward the
captain. "Wewriteit too, asyou taught us."



Captain Quigg leafed through the book. Elspeth Keck looked over his shoulder. "A mathematicstext,”
shesad. "Not terribly advanced. Just calculus, though the notation isalittle strange.”

"For our young," said the High Priest. "We have agreat deal more to show you."

"Thereisagreat deal morewewish to see," said Captain Quigg.

* * *

"Where's your gun, Johnny?" Ali Catrone's expression-- nearly as dour as the captain's-- did not
match her cheerful voice. "Quigg teke it away after yesterday?"

"Just the big one. But they won't pull any tricks on us." Gatling touched a pocket to say he was not
helpless. The bags benesth his eyes were worse than ever.

Catrone shrugged. "There's not much to worry about. They think we're gods.”

"Or maybe sacrifices.”

The local spectators were gone. A multipassenger helicopter waited on the road, swinging lazy rotors
above afat body and a strangely tapered tail. In the distance, the tower in the center of the valley was
visible. A breeze from that direction carried the odor of honeysuckle blooms.

"They were here," said Marcus Aurelius Hrecker. There was no other explanation for the smell. "What
elsedid they plant?’

"Hush," said Tamiko Inoue. She gestured toward the four approaching coons, and Gatling and
Catrone fell quiet too. No one wanted the natives to overhear any hint of what might bein store.

Thistime, only one coon wore the yellow cloak of apriest. Therest were civilians, clad only in straps
and pouches. One had atail whose markings suggested chevrons or barbs. Another was the color of
sunlight on ripe grain; she had no tail. They were accompanied by the scents of spice and musk, exotic
and animal.

The priest scratched vigoroudy at the Side of hisnose. 'Y ou are ready,” he said. "Come."

"Not quite," said Ali Catrone. She stepped forward and named hersalf. Then she introduced the other
three humans.

The priest Sghed, and histail twitched. "I am Dreaming Tree." He pointed at his companions eachin
turn. "Dotson Barbtall."

That was the one with the chevroned tail, his posture what a human would call stiff, suspicious, wary.
He does not trust us, thought Hrecker. And that name. Had his father been polka-dotted?

"His mate Sunglow. And Scholar Starsight.” The last was a drab grayish brown except for a streak of
white that dashed across the muscle of hisright arm and part of his chest. Perhaps it marked the scar of
some youthful misadventure.

All three Racs scratched their muzzles just as had the priest. When Hrecker imitated the gesture, they
showed their teeth in what could only be theloca equivaent of ahuman grin. A moment later, the other
humans followed hislead.

When they were airborne, the priest directed the pilot to swing over the city atop the bluffs. Gatling
patted the wall and said, "Nice soundproofing. | didn't have abit of trouble understanding you. Why do
you call it Worldtree City?'

The priest seemed dightly puzzled as he pointed toward the center of the valley. "That isthe
Worldtree, which you grew before you left. Our ancestors thought it held up the sky. And Worldtree
Center, where we study the lessonsyou left.”

"Wh... 7' But the priest let Gatling ask no more questions. Instead he directed their attention through
the copter's windows to the city below, its streets and hotels and factories and warehouses. The pilot
swung wider of the valley, and there were fields and orchards and herds.

They think, Hrecker reminded himself, that we are the Gypsies. We made them from nothing, and not
that long ago. Guilt washed through him at the thought of the lie they were telling by not admitting that
they were not Gypsies but rather the Gypsies deadly enemies, but he knew better than to say aoud any
morethan, "Y ou've come along way."

The priest seemed quite righteoudly satisfied at that praise from one of hisgods.



"How did you do it?" asked Ali Catrone.

"Wewill show you when we get to Worldtree Center.”

The copter swung back toward the valley, rose high, higher than any human starship could stand, and
hovered beside the bulbous tip of the tower. Hrecker noted the arched openings and the chamber within,
and he caught a glimpse of walls covered with shelves. The shelves were packed with oblong bundles.

"What... 7'

"Thisiswhere we put our most honored dead.”

They sank through the valley's air and settled beside ahigh-roofed hall. The copter's door did open,
and they faced more of the purple-leafed vegetation they had scorched from the landing field. To the left,
abank of green and viny growth presented huge blossoms shaped like erect wine-glasses.

"The honeysuckle," said Gatling. He sounded suspicious, but Hrecker was not surprised. Obsessive
paranoia was the man's job.

"Do you drink the nectar?' asked Tamiko.

Dotson Barbtail made aface and shuddered. The blonde coon beside him, Sunglow, said, "We don't
careforit.”

"Thenwhy grow it?"

"You planted it before you left." The priest seemed to think that was al the answer needed, and
perhapsit was.

Insdethe Great Hall, they were met by the same High Priest who had led the wel coming party the day
before. He gestured, spotlights bloomed, and he said, "Here we have recorded all our history."

Hrecker was staring at the small version of the tower, the Worlditree, that dominated one end of the
Hall. With difficulty, hejerked hiseyesto thewalls. Then, like al the other humansthere, he could not
keep hisjaw from dropping. None of them had ever seen amura so vast and sweeping, though perhaps
they knew such things did exist on Earth.

There wasthe valley, carpeted only by the purple-leafed plant they had seen already. Scattered
quadrupeds stuffed themselves round on white berries. "Our ancestors,” said the High Priest.

There was no trace of honeysuckle, no sign of Gypsies, but there was a single tree growing tall and
taller, spreading vast branches. It became alimbless, barkless spear, polished smooth, hollow-tipped,
rising above seas of opposing amies. There was the greet box kite that had lifted Kitewing to the
Worldtregstip, the hanging of thefirst ladder, the building of Worldtree Center. There were the first
ships, trains, and cars, powerplants and rockets and communication satellites.

It was atale of progress, of discovery and invention, of the rapid spread of science and technology. Its
Spirit was as proud as that of any arch of triumph.

"Romans of the Round Table," said Ali Catrone. Hrecker followed her gaze to the the armor mounted
below the mural, and he saw her point. The hdmswere medieval. The breastplates and metal-strip skirts
might have come from an earlier millennium.

"Y ou coonsve had wars." Johnny Gatling was leaning forward on histoes asif hewished to dive into
the murd, into the midst of aswirl of flesh and blood so vivid Hrecker wondered for amoment why he
could not hear the dying scream.

"Of course," said Starsight, the scholar who had so far said nothing at al. He pointed here and here
and here on the muraled wall. From the very beginning, the Worldtree had been a prize, and the battles
had repeated every time the technology of war advanced. Thefirst had relied on swords and spears and
bows. Kitewing had flown above cannon. Then there had been tanks and rifles and bombs. In addition to
the armor on display, here were hand weapons, miniature catapults and tanks, the first small rocket,
battered from alanding ungentled by a parachute.

"Wecal ourselves Racs," he added, dmost as an afterthought. " That's what you named us before.”

"Thetalsadwayswon," said Tamiko.

"Same difference,” said Gatling dismissvely. He had settled back on his hedls. "Racs or coons.”



The High Priest said nothing, though his eyes were sharply watchful. Hrecker looked again, and yes,
Tamiko wasright. Every battle pitted coons with tails against coons without, and the former dwayswon.
Y et surely there had been setbacks. Surely the tailed coons had sometimes lost a battle, even if they had
won the wars and gained the right to record their version of locd history. Suddenly he felt these dien
beings might prove quite human if only there weretimeto get to know them.

"How can you be sure?' asked Ali Catrone. "Especialy the early days. That would just be myths.”

"It wasn't that long ago,” said Sunglow. Hrecker noticed at |ast that she was the only one without a
tail.

"We could write from the start,” said the High Priest. "And some of those who painted what you see
worked from memory.”

Hrecker scanned the mura once more. So much history, so much progress, so few years. "Wildfire,"
he murmured to Tamiko. "A wildfire civilization."

"It didn't take uslong," said Dotson Barbtail. "Y ou inssted that the holiest of activities was the pursuit
of knowledge. Many of ustook that serioudy.”

Hrecker grinned. He agreed, and he could see how such an attitude would lead to rapid progress even
for asmdl population.

But... Catrone looked uncomfortable. Gatling had ahand on his pocket.

Hrecker tried to change the subject: "Why did you give us that basket full of books?'

"To show you that we till remember our destiny. To give you atoken in return for what you gave us."
The High Priest faced the miniature Worldtree, and Hrecker suddenly realized that the basket containing
the books had repeated the shape of the pillar'stip. The folks on the Bonami were till examining the
books; not al were basic school texts.

"The plagues,” said thetailless blonde.

"In the next room," said the High Priest. When they reached it, they found two rows of glass display
casesfull of ceramic plates, each one engraved with text and pictures.

Catrone leaned over one case and positioned a hand to block the light that reflected from the glass. A
moment later, she said, "Epitaxia beam deposition. Integrated circuits. Doping.” She moved to a second
display case. "Quantum physics.”

"Not my field," said Dotson Barbtail.

"Y our lessons," said the High Priest. Y ou told us they were waiting for us, as soon aswe learned
enough by oursalves to reach the Worldtreg's top. Kitewing found the way, and ever since-- "

"My God," said Catrone.

Johnny Gatling's hand was aready in his pocket.

Hrecker sucked in hisbreath. If Gatling... They could not possibly kill every coon that stood between
them and thelanding fidd.

"Then that'swhat Worldtree Center isfor," he said. At the sametime, helet his elbow prod the
security chief in the back. "Hundreds of you. Thousands of you. All working to make sense of your
heritage.”

"And add toit," said Dotson Barbtail.

"It's no wonder that you've come so far so fast." Hrecker's voice bore more than a hint of awe. His
own species, he knew, had never done so well, never done so much so fast. Perhapsiit never could.

"Isthisal of them?' asked Gatling. His hand was ill in his pocket.

"Oh, no," said the High Priest. Was histone the least bit smoother, higher pitched? "We have many
morein storage, or in our scholars workrooms, or on loan to other universitiesand libraries. There are
copies, too."

Gatling's shoulders dumped. His hand withdrew dowly, empty, from his pocket.

* * *

"Treason!" said Johnny Gatling later, after they had returned to the Bonami.
"Not redly,” said Hrecker. "Or only if the Gypsieswere Engineerslike us.”



"They were human!"

Hrecker shook hishead again. "Even s0."

"Then heresy!"

"How s0?" Captain Quigg had just entered the conference room. Tamiko described the plaguesthe
Gypsies had left for the natives. When she was done, he grunted. "That's not theway wewould doiit, is
it?"

"We wouldn't make the buggersin thefirst placel" said Ali Catrone.

"Wasthereany sign... 7'

"Not really,” said Hrecker.

"But they did," said Gatling, while Tamiko nodded in agreement. "We know they did. They liked to
play god.”

"We haveto be sure,” said the Captain. "Any sign of ... ?

"Wedidn't see athing to do with biology," Tamiko admitted in avoice that said she thought that was
hardly necessary. They knew enough. Now they should get on with their mission.

"Qtech?

"| saw the basicson aplaque,” said Catrone. "Quantum theory, &t least.”

"Dedtroy them all," said Gatling.

"No," sad Hrecker. "Even if the Gypsies made them, their tech isclean. They'rejust victims.”

"Buit if they ever get loose!™

"At leagt," said Captain Quigg. His downturned mouth became a straight line, and his cheeks bulged
even more than usud. "Well have to destroy the plagues. And that tower. Whatever e se wefind the
Gypgesleft behind.”

"It'sup to the General," said Tamiko. "But | think you'reright."

* * *

CHAPTER 10

* * *

"It'san honor,” inssted Sunglow.

"It'sanuisance," said Dotson Barbtall just asinsstently. The pitch of his voice waswell abovethe
rumble of contentment. All hisworld was staring open-mouthed and panting at the alien humans, caling
them the Gypsies, the Remakers, the gods themsalves. Y et even if that was what they were, he was not
happy. They interrupted hisroutine, distracted him from hisworries. "1 have work to do." But he had to
look aside even as he said the words. How could anyone think of work when... ?

"| can water Gypsy Blossom."

"Oh, no!" He shook hishead furioudy. "Y ou think you're getting out of this?Y ou're coming with me."

"Just set abucket beside my pot,” said the bot. "I can water myself.”

"l wish the priestsweren't in charge.”

"What do you expect?' asked Sunglow. "They've been talking about Gypsies and Remakers for ages.
Now herethey are."

"I'm not sure that'swho they are."

Sunglow stiffened dightly, but Gypsy Blossom said very quietly, "Nor am [."

"What do you mean?"

"I watched on the VVC when you and everyone went to see them land. And there was something about
them that made mewish to hide”



"But who else could they be?" asked Sunglow.

Dotson shook his head. "They weren't supposed to come back. We were supposed to go to them."

"Maybethey got tired of waiting?' said the bot. "Or..."

Dotson snorted. "Then they don't have much patience. One of them, the one called Mark, even said
we were making fast progress.”

"But the priests said they would return,” said Sunglow.

"Some priests did,” said the bot.

"Oursdid."

"That's not what the Founder told us." Dotson stopped at that, for it suddenly struck him strange that
those priests who preached the return of the Remakers were not in charge now that the gods had indeed
come back. Instead, it was still the traditionalists, those who ran Worldtree Center and expected the
Remakersto be waiting somewhere beyond the sky for the Racsto attain their stature. Yet a very least
the arrival of the diensreinforced the belief that the Remakers werered, just as had, many years ago, the
discovery of the plaques atop the Worldtree.

"So what are you going to do?"

"We," he said. "The same thing we did when they caled us thismorning. Show up and show them
around. Maybe that'swhy they caled usthen. To see how we handled it, if we went al trembly and fell
down and started praying or kept our mind on pointing out the Sghts like good tour guides.”

"Dreaming Treedid that."

"And now it'sour turn." He sighed, aworld of resgnation in a puff of air. "Scholar Starsight too, |
suppose.”

*

The path Dotson and Sunglow were following toward the Worl dtree wound among banks of
honeysuckle and beds of moss. Other Racs were on the path aswell, most of them moving in the same
direction, talking as they moved toward their offices and labs in the buildings ahead.

"They werein the Great Hall yesterday.”

"They passed me so close | could smell them. Strange!™

"What will they do to us?"

"Do? Nothing! How could they?"

"But they're here. That's enough to change the world."

"Maybe coal it off abit." The day was aready warm for spring, and many of the Racs were panting,
their tongueslolling to let their sdlivaevaporate and cool their blood.

"I hear the Farshornsthink they'll put thetallessin charge.”

"Last-made and best," said Sunglow. She was panting too.

"But dumb enough not to listen to your own Founder," said Dotson. So was he.

Someone laughed.

No one suggested that the diens were not the Gypsies, the Remakers, the gods themsel ves returned
from heaven to see how their makings were getting along.

The path ahead bent to pass around a pile of tumbled, lichen-covered stonesthat was al that remained
of the Watching Place the Founder had built when he first redlized the Gypsieswere gods. Three Racs
vanished around the corner and immediately regppeared. "They're just ahead!”

By the time Dotson and Sunglow reached the corner, the path was completely blocked.

"Let usthrough?'

"Wait your turn! We want to see them too."

"We'retheir guides.”

That drew attention. In amoment, it even opened up anarrow path through the pack.

"One of each!"

"Fair enough."

As s00n as he saw the humans standing not far from the main entrance to the Great Hall, Dotson



recognized them. Marcus Hrecker and Tamiko Inoue, as bonded to each other, he thought, as he and
Sunglow, though they were much more dike. Neither had atail, both had black hair on the tops of their
heads, and their skinswere much the same in shade, she alittle yellower than he. There had been more
variety in the larger group that had emerged from the Bonami the day before, but nothing like the array of
patterns displayed by Racs.

Besde them the priest, Dreaming Tree, stared nervoudy at clumps of curious Racs and aong the paths
asif heknew how many more hovered just out of sight. Scholar Starsight watched the humans with a
look of distaste. He had not seemed to recognize Dotson the day before; nor did he now.

"| fed likeI'minazoo," the human male was saying as Dotson and Sunglow cameinto hearing. He
was about the same Size as Dotson, but histongue stayed within his mouth asif the warmth of the day did
not affect him. Hisface, however, glistened with moisture, and when Dotson grew closer, there was an
odor that nearly made him curl his upper lip even more blatantly than the scholar.

"What'sazoo?" asked Sunglow.

"A place where people go to see strange animals,” said thefemale.

"We have one of those," said Dreaming Tree. Helooked at Dotson. "Y ou're late. The rest have gone
aready. Why don't you start there? Then you can show them thelibrary.”

"We arefascinated,” said Hrecker, and Tamiko nodded her head. "We want to see everything.”

"Well vist the Court of Ancestorsfirgt,” said Scholar Starsight.

As soon asthe priest had, just as he had the day before, named Dotson Barbtail and Sunglow to their
guests, heleft. "Thisway," said Dotson, and he led the humans dong the path that circled Worldtree
Center. Racs stood aside before them, exposing just enough gravel for them to pass, and flowed in again
behind them. V oices buzzed, afew confident, contented growls dominated by more anxious pitches. A
few faled to restrain their fleers of offense at the human odor.

"They'refollowing us," said Sunglow. Her own voice squeaked and sang.

Dotson shrugged. There hadn't been that odor the day before, when it had been cooler. It was part of
their reponse to heet then, or a Sdeeffect. He glanced at Marcus Hrecker and thought the moisture on
hisface must evaporate like hisown sdiva

The human female looked back and then scanned the watchersto either side and ahead. Her body
tensed.

"No danger,” said Dotson. "They want to see you. They probably wish they dared to touch you."

"Where arewe going?' asked the male.

"Not far, Marcus Hrecker."

"Just Mark."

The doorway they wanted was just ahead, above aflight of stone steps paved with rubbernecking
Racs. Insde, the floor wastile, the walls polished wood interrupted by doorways onto rooms full of
bookshelves and tables.

"Thislookslikealibrary," said Tamiko.

"That'swhat itis," answered Sunglow.

The ceiling was arched glass beyond which the Worldtree and the higher roofs of Worldtree Center
werevisble. Mark was moving asif he could not help himself toward where aray of sun struck the wall.
He touched the spines of the books, pulled one free of itsfellows, examined its pages.

"A novd," hesad.

"Y ou must have lightsfor night,” said Tamiko.

"Of course.”" Dotson indicated a broad double door on the right. It was made of dark wood with
polished brassfittings. It opened easily upon abroad and roofless courtyard. Beds of moss were
separated by narrow gravel paths. A trickle of water linked two rock-lined pools above which adozen
smal dumbos flapped and swirled. A clump of trees provided shade for severa wooden lean-tos, and
boulders seemed clustered to serve as seats.

The courtyard appeared empty, but dmost immediately Tamiko was looking up and saying, "Don't
those damned coons have anything better to do?’

The otherslooked up too. A row of windows overhung the courtyard. Behind them was a solid wall of



spectators.

"They'd rather be called Racs,” said Hrecker.

"They're dtill coons" said Tamiko. "Big ones. But not as coony asthose" Something was moving in the
ground-level shadows, and then something else, and now a dozen knee-high quadrupeds surrounded
them, squatting on the gravel. Their ears stood up dertly, and their muzzles gaped, showing sharp teeth.
They werefat, and their tails were ringed.

"Our wild cousins," said Scholar Starsight. "Their grandparents were ours as well."

"We have biologists who study them," said Dotson. "Thisiswhere they keep them."

"No young?'

"Inthe dens." Tamiko pointed toward the trees. "Did they make those |ean-tos themselves?’

"Oh, no." Dotson shook his head.

"They look like they want something.”

"Food, Mark. But we didn't bring any.” The largest of the animals cocked its head at Dotson's words,
stuck out itstongue, and stalked off. The othersfollowed.

"He understood you?"

"They're quiteintdligent. Isthiswhat you cdl azoo?'

"Ours have many kinds of animals, and we keep them in cages or behind fences. Otherwise they might
harm each other or their vistors."

"Or the vigtors might harm them,” said Hrecker.

* * *

"Wedidn't see them very well yesterday," said Tamiko.

"They werein those cases, after dl," said Hrecker. Both humans held ceramic plaguesin their hands,
tilting them to catch the light and make their engraved inscriptions more visible. Some of the lineswere
darkened asif by pigment or dirt.

"These are copies,” said Dotson Barbtail. "We keep the originals tucked away so that no one can drop
them.”

"l understand.”

"We have paper copiestoo.” Sunglow reached amassive book down from alibrary shelf and spread
it on the table. "Photographs. They rubbed the plagues with ink to bring out the lines. Then they scrubbed
them cleanagain.”

"Thisbook." Hrecker tapped the open page with afinger. "It's a complete record?”

Sunglow nodded. "Part of it." She indicated three other volumes, each one equaly massive, on the
ghef.

"Could we borrow them?"

Dotson felt puzzled. "Why?Y ou dready have them. Y ou madethe..."

Tamiko's hesitation was just barely perceptible. "But we never kept arecord of what we left behind
for you."

A second later, Hrecker added, "It would save ustimeif we ever have to leave such agift again.”

"Then I'm sure we can find copiesfor you."

"Thank you." Hrecker and Tamiko studied the pages in the book for some time after that, amost
ignoring their hogts. Eventudly, Tamiko said, "They seem very complete.”

Dotson laughed. "Oh, yes. But they are still only summaries. A great dedl of what they say made no
sense until we had discovered amost dl the detailsfor ourselves. Y our gift was not science and
technology themsalves, but a goad and a direction and away to check our progress.”

"It seemsto have worked," said Tamiko.

* * *

Dotson Barbtail tapped the edges of the sheaf of papersthat was his report. Done at last. Despite the



timeit had taken to show the humansthe Court of Ancestors and the library and find a bookstore with a
set of dl four volumes of Leaves of the Worldtree. They had taken the books back to their ship early in
the afternoon. Sunglow had returned to the apartment. He had gone back to his own work.

And he had actualy been able to apply his mind to what he had to do.

It was strange, he thought. If the humans had arrived afew weeks before, when he was il trying to
protect his secret, to kegp anyone from learning that he had stolen a seed and grown abot in his
gpartment, to keep Sunglow out of hislife and his quarters, when he had had so little attention to spare
for hiswork that he had come far too near to being sent away, he would have had plenty of timeto guide
them al over Worldtree Center. But now... He shook his head. He actualy begrudged the time they
took.

He put the report in an envelope and dropped it in the bin attached to the wall outside Senior Hightail's
office. Hewould seeit in the morning. For now...

Hewas sure Sunglow had told Gypsy Blossom all about the morning. So he wouldn't have to do that
himsdlf. The three of them could talk about it al and what it meant and what must happen next. And
then...

But when he opened his apartment door, he heard more than two voices. Not just Gypsy Blossom.
Not just Sunglow. But both of them, and strangerstoo.

"They made ud" cried ashrill and angry voice. "They saw the mistakes they had made in their earlier
efforts. They perfected their design. No tails and better minds and fit heirsto what they left.”

They were in the bedroom, their backs to the door, their ears deaf to the sounds he could not help but
make. Only Gypsy Blossom was positioned to see him, and she was pretending to be as oblivious asall
therest.

All the Racsin the room weretailless. One, scraped clean of fur except on top of his head, was
gpeckled with scabs. "We have fur,” hewas saying. "They don't. We should dl shavelike me."

Gypsy Blassom laughed. "'If they were bots like me, would you plant flowersin your scap?’

The shaven Rac twitched with offense. Hisbelly jiggled.

"That's mere imitation,” said Sunglow. Dotson was pleased to hear the anger in her voice. She had
brought these strangers, surely Farshorn malcontents, into his apartment and revealed the secret that
would destroy him if it became known. Y et she did not sound entirely on their sde. "When awild Rac
holds abook and pretends to read, that does not make it one of us.”

“Then..."

"We should ask them," said the first angry speaker. "Ask them to help us throw down the usurpers.”

"Thethieves of our heritage.”

"Restore usto our rightful place."

"We could take Gypsy Blossom with us-- "

"And then, we would be the ones, the only ones, with an actua Gypsy, a Remaker-- "

"A Remaker'schild."

"Even better."

"That would prove that we were the rightful heirsto the Worldtree."

"No," said Gypsy Blossom.

"What?'

"I said no. Y ou could not succeed without my cooperation. And if you take me from here and the Rac
who sowed my seed and tended me, | will surely denounce you."

Sunglow was nodding.

"Y ou might not succeed even with my aid. We cannot be sure that these humans are true Gypsies, for
they have none of my kind among them.”

"That means nothing!"

"Nothing!"

Now Gypsy Blossom was staring deliberately at the room's doorway. Sunglow followed the bot's
gaze, and her eyes widened. She began to stand.

"Youtold me" said Gypsy Blossom. "Y ou gave me books that told me too. Many of them were bots



likeme"

Dotson cleared histhroat, and the others scrambled to their feet aswell. No one said aword, though
someone had released an involuntary hint of acrid scent from the glands every Rac carried beneeth its
tall.

He nodded at Gypsy Blossom in her pot. Helooked at Sunglow, his expression sad, betrayed. But
when he broke the silence, hisvoice rumbled and snarled as gently asamother's. "Do you forget?' he
asked. "The Founder told us. Our Remakers had enemies then, foeswho would destroy all they made.
Including us™

"No!" cried the shaven Rac. Seen front-on, he looked more like a newborn than an adult, for he had
even shaved hisgenitdia "They are gone. They have vanished. And if-- "

Gypsy Blossom laughed. "But you said they are our visitors. And if the Remakers il live and can
return, then their enemies surely live aswell and can find us. Perhapsthey have."

Dotson Barbtail did not laugh. Still keeping his voice gentle, he said, "We cannot know. We haveto
study them, watch them, do nothing foolish that might destroy us dl. Approach them as the Founder
might have."

"The Founder had no tail."

"Hewas one of us."

Gypsy Blossom pointed at the stack of books that still sat beside her pot. "My reading saysyou didn't
lisgen to him then.”

Sunglow broke the ensuing silence. "That's true. We chased the tailed Racs from the valley and tried to
keepitjust for us."

"But,” said Dotson, "not before they had heard the Founder say that learning and discovery were holy
tasks. They took that to heart, while the tailless Racs did not, and when they returned...”

"They were no better," said Sunglow.

"No," said Dotson. "Thetaillessinvited their own defeat by barring the way to the Worldtree. Then the
tailled did the same, in thelr own way, and guaranteed more wars.”

"Therewill be one more!" cried the shaven Rec.

"1 hope not. Things are better now. Tailled and taillessminglein the valey, in congregations, evenin
Worldtree Center."

"There aren't many of usthere," said afemale whose dark fur shaded to cream on her belly and hips.

"Therewill be" said Sunglow.

"Unless," said Dotson, "you start another war.”

"Wed get it dl then!" said the shaven Rec.

Another snorted. "Not likely. They've got the guns.”

"But the humans-- "

"No!" cried Gypsy Blossom. "I don't trust them.”

"And if she doesn't trust them..." said Dotson.

The rest were silent. Perhaps they were even thoughtful.

Not long after that, they €ft.

* * *

* * *
CHAPTER 11

* * *

The bluffsrose steeply from the valey'srim like the crater wallsthey were. Outsde the valley, they



doped gradudly outward and down to merge with level plain and rolling hills. Worldtree City gave way
to fields and forest. Highways snaked across the landscape, leading out of sight to other cities. One
ended on the plain, where grassland had been covered with strips of pavement. Beside those strips were
parked squadrons of jets whose wings and fusel ages bristled with armaments and antennae. There were
larger planes aswell, dender, wasplike helicopters, immense, half-buried hangars, and batteries of
ground-to-air missiles.

"Weve never had to use the missiles," ayoung priestess was saying with every air of pride. Her name
was Silverside, and indeed her fur shaded from gray back through silver flanks to white chest and belly.
Likethe priests, she wore ayellow cloak and cap marked with black. "But we have them, just in case the
Farshornsever get thisfar.”

"Y ou have used thefighters, then,” said Marcus Aurdlius Hrecker. He had never been asoldier,
despite his ancestry, but he was not impressed. He knew the human ships were vastly stronger.

"Of coursethey have," said Johnny Gatling. Today he wore ajacket beneath which Hrecker could
glimpse an arrangement of sirgps. There was a bulge beneath one armpit, and his arms were crossed,
putting one bony hand near whatever he carried. "Or they wouldn't have them in the open like this.
Hight-ready.”

"Maybe they just want to impress us.” Ali Catrone was as unarmed as Hrecker. "But | don't see any
propeller planes.” When their hosts seemed puzzled, she pointed at a helicopter and added, "Horizontd,
not vertica.”

"Children'stoys." The priestess mimed afinger winding up asmall plane powered by arubber band.
"The very firgt planes we built for carrying people werejets. Y ou helped with the plagues.”

Gatling's face twisted into a darker scowl.

"Do you use those fighters?* asked Hrecker.

"Of coursewe do," said Silverside. "The Farshornsinvade our airspace, attack afishing boat or a
freighter, try to overfly on spy missions.”

"Therésaskirmish every year or s0." Dotson Barbtail shrugged matter-of-factly, asif the others
doubtswereirrdevant, asif he knew the coons military prowess was so great that they need not fear
even the humans.

"Our planes are faster,” said the priestess. "They're better armed and longer ranged. The Farshorns
have no chance, but we have to keep reminding them.”

"That won't lagt," said Sunglow. Hrecker thought he was beginning to be able to read their voices.
Their words were clear enough, but their tones did not change on any human pattern. Y et the history
lesson of the day before seemed to be helping. Dotson and the priestess, both members of the dominant
race, the one with tails, were confident and even complacent. That scholar-- Starsight, strange name, but
they al had nameslike that-- was not with them this day.

Thetailless Sunglow, on the other hand, despite her obvious attachment to Dotson, seemed less
confident and even resentful.

"Farshorns?'

"Farshore. The other continent.”

"Isthat where the tailless coons live?' Hrecker asked.

"Most of them,” said the priestess.

Were they oppressed? Or just outclassed?

"My people's jets keep improving,” Sunglow added.

"And so do ours. Well aways be ableto win."

Half adozen unarmed observation planes were waiting on the runway. Filots and copilots were visble
behind cockpit windows. Coons wearing ear-protecting padded helmets and military badges were
whedling staircasesinto position, opening cabin doors, and gesturing the passengersto leave the
soundproof building for their tours of First-Stop.

Gatling and Catrone stayed together as they crossed the pavement. A pair of coon guides met them at
thefoot of the airs, and the plane absorbed them. The other planes absorbed smilar pairs and triplets of
humans, with equal numbers of local guides, and then it was Hrecker's and Tamiko Inoue's turn to follow



Dotson and Sunglow into acylindrical cabin dominated by broad strips of tinted glass or plagtic that gave
an unobstructed view of the runways and departing planes outside. Comfortably padded seats waited for
them. An array of six buttonsin each seat's right arm controlled swivd, tilt, and motion on the short track
that crossed the cabin.

"Ontheléeft,” said the pilot'samplified voice alittle later. "The Glistens.”

Motors whirred. The plane tipped as the weight of seats and passengers shifted to the lft. It adjusted.

"A fishing port,” said Sunglow.

"Named for mudflats?' asked Tamiko.

"No moon," said Hrecker. "No tides."

"There are cliffs" said Sunglow. "Flat and smooth and black after rain.”

The cliffswere not visible even when the plane descended to improve the view, but they could seethe
fishing boats, afew under sail, most with the boiling wakes that indicated engines.

"Therésafrigate" said Dotson. "Watching for floaters, illega immigrantsin smdl boats."

Hrecker could see no land in the distance except a scatter of small idands. "How far do they come?"

"You'll see. But now..."

The plane's path bent inland once more, over aforest that once had been a battlefield, atown built
around amassive fortification, an open-pit mine.

"That's Kitewing'stomb." A sepulcher of black stone set in an open fidld starred by paths. "He was
born here. There used to be avillage. His bones were moved to the Worldiree only later.”

"Thecapitd.” A plain, gray building in asmdl town fifty kilometersfrom the valey. "Wekeep it
Sseparate in case of war. It might be atarget, and we cannot risk the Worldtree."

Hrecker thought that humans would surely see the sanctity of such aholy icon in quite another way. If
no onewould attack initsvicinity for fear of damaging it, then it would be the ideal shdlter for rulersand
bureaucrats and military planners.

On the other hand, Earth's history madeit clear that war cared more for targets than for sanctity.
Perhaps the coons wereright.

"It keeps the priests and scholars and rulers out of each other'sway, too.”

"Who rules?'

A look of vast surprise. "We do, of course. Not like the Farshorns. Every other year, we choose
senators from each town, each professon. They meet here.”

"What do the Farshorns do?'

"They have priests and kings, and the children of priestsand kings."

"Wedon't!" protested Sunglow in shrill tones. She faced Hrecker and Tamiko. "Ther€'s just one nation
here. Acrossthe seg, there arefifty, only some of which areruled that way. My own landisjust as
democrétic asthis"

Tamiko patted her hand. "Earth used to be that way too."

"It'sall one now," said Hrecker.

"What's that?'

A complex of buildings not far from the capita, acenter of learning even larger than Worldtree
Center.

"Do they have any of those plagues here?!

"Of course," said Dotson. " Copies, anyway. A few originals on display. But here the focusis much
more on our own world. History and government, literature and art, the biology of First-Stop, the
astronomy of our own skies."

"Was Starsght from here?"

"l don't know. He didn't say.”

"I've seen him in the Center," said Sunglow.

Smoking power plants and titanic mills. "Sted," said Dotson. " Aluminum. Petrochemicals. Vehicles.
Aircraft.”

"Weve seen plenty of military hardware,” Tamiko had said before they joined their guides that
morning. "Watch for the factories. We need to know."



And now it was dmost impossible to believe that the coons had existed as an intelligent speciesless
than two centuries. Y et-- Hrecker forced himself to think of human history. It had not taken much longer
for Europeans to go from primitive agriculture and handwork to factories on just as grand ascale, not
oncetheindustria age had dawned. Not once the Renai ssance and the Enlightenment had liberated the
human mind from the prison of the Dark Ages and invention and discovery had begun to bloom. And the
coons had been given aboost at their very creation. They had been born enlightened. What they had
most lacked was the sheer numbersto build acivilization.

Hrecker paused to do alittle mental arithmetic. In one hundred years, humans could run through seven
generations. If each generation doubled the one before, that would be enough time for asingle couple to
become two hundred and fifty people. In two hundred years, they could become half amillion. If the
Gypsies had just produced afew hundred or thousand breeding couples... If the coons bred just alittle
faster...

Therewasno sgn of the facilities that had to exist to account for the tanks and fighters and missles
and ships. Hrecker wished he dared to ask, but Tamiko had aready warned him againgt that. "If we
show any specid interest,” she had said. "That could dert them. Not that it would do them any good. But
it might make our job more difficult.”

"Don't you worry about pollution?

"Our populationissmall. We can afford adirty technology. And besides...”

"The space station?' asked Tamiko.

Dotson nodded. "We were planning to leave as soon as we could."

"Everyonewasn't," said Sunglow. "Not the Farshorns. Not even al thetailed Racs."

"How will they live?'

"We were dready designing power satellites,”" said Dotson. " The space infrastructure would still be
here after we were gone, we thought. And we expected plenty of ore and oil and coal to remain.”

"Where were you going to go?"

A shrug. "Wewanted to find the Gypses."

"But now you're here," said Sunglow.

"You've done very well so far,” Tamiko said, and the coon's back stiffened proudly, her lips parted,
and she beamed at Dotson.

Hrecker winced at the effect Tamiko had. So far, he had |et the coons believe what his superiors and
Tamiko wished them to believe, that the Engineers were their gods returned. Now sympathy swelled in
him, and he recognized the tragedy he was helping to create. Even if the Engineers|eft them in peace, the
coonswould surrender their dream, believing it pointless.

He opened his mouth to speak, but Tamiko's chair suddenly spun to face his and her foot connected
with hisankle. "Unh."

Had the coons seen?

Perhaps not. They were side by side, staring out one of the plane's broad windows. The cabin was
tilting, the plane beginning its descent. The coastline was visible ahead, a scatter of smdl buildings, atiny
ardgrip.

"Thisiswhere we spend the night,” said Dotson Barbtail. "Edgewater. It's a base for researchers and
prospectors.”

The smdl crowd that met them held roughly equa numbers of tailed and tailless coons, mae and
female. Therewerefew children, but near one edge of the runway was aline of wild coons, squatting on
their haunches, watching their landing and reception.

The fattest coon Hrecker had seen so far met them at the foot of the plane's fold-down ramp. "They
cal me Sugarberry,” he said, introducing himsdf. "1 run the guesthouse.” He must be, thought Hrecker,
the closest thing Edgewater had to a mayor or a congtable.

Heturned and raised hisvoice. "Get back. Out of the way. Let 'em through.”

No one paid any attention. The onlookers pressed closer even asthey kept arespectful gap between
them and the humans. V oices murmured, "The Remakers. Come at last. They look just like the pictures.”
Someone reached out to touch Tamiko's chest. When no one protested, more hands made contact,



poked, pinched, tugged at cloth, and the murmur became, "They're real! But no fur. No straps. So

srange."
"Out of theway," growled Sugarberry. "Y ou can fed 'em up later, in the bar.”
* *

*

Hours later, when the humans were alone in aroom equipped with asingle broad deeping pad,
Tamiko said, "Therésadifference here"

Hrecker was flat on his back on the pad. He only grunted in reply.

"Back at Worldtree Center, there weren't as many tailless coons.”

"Gy

"And they were watchful, wary. While the tailed ones strutted.”

"Even Dotson. But not as much asthat priestess.”

"Even him,” sheingsted. "Rubbing in hiskind's superiority.”

"I didn't see anything strange about it."

"Y ouwouldnt." Shekicked the sde of hisleg gently. "Youreaman.”

Heblinked at her. "1 didn't know you were afeminist.”

"I'm not, not particularly. But | know alord-and-master type when | see one.”

"He's not that bad. She contradicts him, corrects him, argueswith him."

"Just like awoman? He lets her doit? That's my point.”

"Arewelikethat?'

"Not much. But humans are, in general. Back on Earth.”

"Not in the boonies?"

"That'swherewe are here, isn't it? A frontier mentaity. More equality.”

"No ideology, you mean. | didn't seeasingle priest.”

"Theideology isgetting dong, surviving, helping each other. Tails be damned.”

"What about Gypses?'

"That'sdifferent.”

"l hopeitis" Hegghed. "I like these guys.”

"They're not human, Mark. They'rediens.”

"l

"Animals. Or not even that."

"Gengineered, you mean. Just things."

She nodded.

He wished she hadn't.

* * *

The only witnessesto their departure the next morning were the wild coonslined up beside the
runway, their striped tails curled around their feet. Hrecker wondered briefly whether they were the same
ones he had noticed the day before.

"Whereis everybody?' asked Tamiko.

"Once was enough,” he said as the planetilted its nose up and climbed.

"At work," said Dotson Barbtail. "In the woods by now. Or in their [abs."

"Where are we going?"

"Farshore.”

An hour later, Hrecker understood how easy it must be for even small boats to crossthe sea. Astheir
plane climbed and its course put sea benesth it, land became visible on the horizon. The two continents
were separated by no more than afew hundred kilometers. Small boats could manage that in decent
wegther, if thewind wasright.

The coastline was sand and rock and forest. The citieswere smaller and farther apart. There were



more mines, shipping their ores by truck and train to ports where ships prepared to cross the sea. There
were military bases. The largest prompted Dotson to say, "That's ours. The Ste was part of the last
peace settlement.”

"You seized it," said Sunglow. "And when we tried to drive you off, to reclaim our own land, you
bombed the capital.”

"Y ou were arming frantically. We were only enforcing peece.”

"We..."

Hrecker looked at Tamiko and found her looking at him.

Hissmilefet strained, and he thought hers seemed dightly forced. Their own differences were
becoming clearer, stronger. Perhaps they would not last much longer asacouple. If the Generd...

The plane abruptly banked. The cabin speaker crackled into life and brought the pilot's shrill words:
"Tighten those belts. Werein ahurry.”

"Arewe being attacked?""

Dotson didn't answer Tamiko. Instead, he unstrapped and headed forward, lurching asthe plane
tipped down at the nose and accelerated.

When hereturned afew minutes|ater, he looked troubled. "Weve been recaled.”

"Why?" asked Sunglow.

He shook his head. Hisface, despite the alienness of its features, plainly said that he knew but would
not say.
* *

*

When their plane landed outside Worldtree City once more, the mood inside was tense, anxious. The
few words Dotson uttered were as shrill asthe pilot's, and he would barely 1ook at the humans. Sunglow,
even though she knew no more than Hrecker or Tamiko, did not take long to decide to imitate him. The
humans, baffled, choseto say nothing themselves.

Two other observation planes were dready on the runway. Outside one of them acircle of coons
surrounded asingle crouched human. Most held riflesin their hands and looked prepared to use them.

"That's Gatling," said Hrecker when they had taxied close.

"That gyppin' idiot,” said Tamiko. "He's got hisgun out.”

"What did he do?'

Dotson Barbtail only shook his head.

"Tel ud"

"He shot amechanic.”

"What for?" Tamiko sounded as bewildered as Hrecker felt.

"They were at Glenrock, aplace like Edgewater, ready to leave. The mechanic was running toward
the plane. And-- "

"Let metalk to him," said Tamiko.

The coon turned toward Hrecker, his expression plainly asking, "Would that help?* Hrecker nodded.
Hewasn't sureit would, but it couldn't hurt. After al, Gatling was an officer of just one ship. Tamiko was
an aideto the generd commanding the entire fleet.

When they |eft their plane, heat struck them like ablow, concentrated by the pavement al around.
Dotson and Sunglow both began to pant. Moisture instantly coated Mark's and Tamiko's faces.

The voices awaiting them were loud, shrill, and demanding: "Drop the gun... Like hell!... Y ou're under
arrest... Mechin' mongters... Comewith us... And get my throat cut? Think I'm crazy?... We're not
beadts... Hal Hal"

The armed coons opened a path for the new arrivals.

"What happened?' asked Tamiko.

"We had asqueak in the undercarriage,” said a nearby coon.

"He'sthe pilot,” said Dotson Barbtail.

"And this coon came chasin’ out of the hangar with agrease gun. A grease gun!” Gatling's eyes were



sunken, staring, pupils wide and black. Water ran from hisforehead into his eyes, forcing him to blink
again and again and again, and down his cheeks. Hislips were drawn back from histeeth. Tendons
showed taut even through the cloth of deeves and pants. He sounded on the verge of hysteria. "I thought
sure he was after us. A greasegun! So | shot him.”

There was silence until Tamiko sighed and said, "'I've read your dossier. Y ou're good at jumping to
conclusons”

He said nothing. He did not lower hisgun or look any less besieged.

"He made amistake," she said to no onein particular.

"It was till murder," said Dotson.

One of the coonssaid, "L et us have him."

Gatling screamed: "No!" The gun was aimed at Dotson now.

Tamiko shook her head and sighed and approached the man. "I'll take care of you," she said. "'l will.
Y ou know I'm close to the General ."

Gatling looked at her. He licked hislips. His gaze darted at and past the other humans, acrossthe
coons that surrounded him with weapons just as deadly as his own. He could not help but see that he had
no hope of shooting hisway to freedom.

She held out her hand, chest high, chin high. "Give me the gun.”

The crowd was deadly slent, waiting, expectant. Suddenly Hrecker knew what was about to happen.
He should have known Tamiko could do it, but...

Hewished he dared to close his eyes or turn away. He wished his father and grandfather did not
goring to mind with words al their own: " She has to do it. Y ou know she does. The Genera would if he
were here"

He wished he did not feel ashamed of who and what he was.
After along moment, Johnny Gatling laid his gun on her palm and took adeep bresath.
He too knew what was about to happen.
Tamiko closed her fingers on the handgun's grip and pulled the trigger.
Johnny Gatling's left eye disappeared.
* *

*

* * *
CHAPTER 12
* * *

The Racs had no difficulty with theidea of rapid, drastic punishment. They had officidswhosejob it
wasto investigate crimes and find criminals, but they came into play only when the miscreant was not
caught in the act or persuaded to confess. Thieves were turned over to the police who immediately
shipped them to labor camps; repeat offenders had their tails docked-- if they had tails-- and were
banished to Farshore. Rapists|ost more than their tails. Murderers were executed quickly and quietly.

Y et the Racs had always thought their gods more benign than they were themsalves. They were
creators, the Remakers who had raised Rackind from the animasin the forests and given them both
knowledge and the thirst for more. They were nurturers and teachers. They were asloving and forgiving
asonly amother could be.

"They left us only one myth that has anything at al to do with destruction,” said Gypsy Blossom. She
remained rooted in her pot, but every muscle, bone, and joint were clear beneath the thin leaves that
covered her furless skin. It wasimpossible to look at her and believe she was more plant than animd,
that she had grown from a seed.



"The one about the enemy among them,” said Sunglow. "The onewho tried to kill a..."

"Yes" sad the bot. "And they were victims, not actors. They did not even punish, for the enemy
legped to his own death.”

"We have no way to tell if that was how they handled such things dl thetime. There€s only that one
example, oneincident, one myth, if you like." Sunglow seemed to be groping for someway to say that
the humans now on their world were indeed the Gypsies of which al Rackind dreamed. "But Johnny
Gatling did that too. He handed her his gun, and he must have kn-- * She stopped abruptly, panting
lightly. The contradiction was too much. Y es, he had aided his own degth. But if they were Gypsies, he
could not have done what he had done before that. And Tamiko could not have...

"Could they have changed that much?' asked Dotson Barbtail. He stood by the window, hands
clasped behind his back, his muscles taut with tension, his mouth open. He too was panting. The heat had
penetrated indoors now.

"If they are even Gypsies.”

"They haveto bel" cried Sunglow. "Who e se could they be?"

"The enemy the Founder mentioned.”

"They must have changed," said Dotson. He looked at the bot. Her skin and leaves were dry despite
the heat. But of course, he thought. Plants transpire. They cool themsalves by |etting water evaporate
through pores. Bots were thus an improvement on the human or the Rac design. "It's been just aslong for
them asfor us”

"Time-dilation," said the bot.

"Okay." Henodded. "A little less, depending on how far and how fast they've traveled. But till... | can
imagine a Remaker making Johnny Gatling's error. Thinking he was under atack. Acting immediately,
reflexively, to protect himself and those around him. But what Tamiko Inoue did-- "

" She wanted to show usthat her people would not tolerate savagery.”

"She did not succeed.” When Racs executed amurderer, they did it discreetly, away from public
view.

"But they are Gypsies!" cried Sunglow. "Remakers! They said so!”

"Did they redlly?" asked Gypsy Blossom.

But neither Rac could recdl any human actudly saying, "We are the Gypsies. Y our Remakers. Y our
gods, come back to you."

"They arent dl like Tamiko," said Sunglow at lagt. "Or Johnny Gatling."

"Theres Mark," said Dotson.

"l likehim."

"Sodol."

"She'sasoldier, isn't she?' There was no note of surprisein Sunglow's voice, for the Racs madelittle
distinction between the sexesin their armies.

"And hesascholar.”

"How do you know that?" asked Gypsy Blossom.

"Hedidn't say. But it shows. He respects knowledge, he cares about books. It pleased him to hear
that the reason for our rapid development is our own love of knowledge.”

"That shouldn't have surprised him," said Sunglow.

"Then it's another reason to think they are not Gypsies.

"And the others?' persisted the bot.

"Huh?' Dotson had lost the threed.

"When they heard... 7'

"l think... I think it scared them."

All threefd| dlent.

All three stared out the window. The Worldtree was there, the emblem of the Gypsiesand al their
gifts. Beyond it, not visible but there, a presence in their minds, was the Bonami, the human ship. Above,
in orbit, wasthe rest of the human fleet.

How could the humans possibly be Gypsies?



If they were not, were they friends?

Or were they enemies? The enemies of which the Founder had warned, who would, if they could,
destroy al the Gypsies efforts, dl the Remakers makings. Who would therefore try to destroy the
Worldtree, the Racs, even First-Stop itself.

"They haveto be Gypses" indsted Sunglow. But her voice was plaintive and uncertain. "They do."

"It wouldn't do any good to ask them,” said Gypsy Blossom.

"Why not?' Dotson turned to face the plant.

"If they are Gypsies, they would say s0."

"Of course. They would,” said Sunglow.

"If they are not Gypsies but are friendly, they would say so0."

"Andif they arefoe," said Dotson. "If that's the case, they would not say so. They would say they are
Gypsies, or that they arefriends.”

"Or they would say nothing," said Gypsy Blossom. "They would let our own wishestell uslies™

"They have hinted,” said Dotson. "I think they have."

The petds on the bot's scalp trembled as she shook her head. " They have said nothing plain.”

"They could havelied."

"But thereisonly one possihility that says nothing.”

"Thosehints..."

"We cannot know," said Sunglow. "We cannot be sure.”

"Until..."

* * *

Those Worldtree Center priests and scholars and administrators of highest rank held the offices and
laboratories closest to the shaft of the Worldtree and highest above the floor of the valley. Those with the
highest ranks of al held rooms for which the Worldtree itself formed one gently curving wall. They could
lay their hands on rock that had once been wood as Remade astheir own flesh. Those highest in the
Center's buildings had windows and aview aswell, but what counted was the sense of athin, thin barrier
between one's hands and the heartbest of the gods. Some even swore they could fed a pulse, faint and
far away, or aquiver, atrembling of walled-off flesh.

Dotson Barbtail had windows in his office and |ab because he had hardly any rank &t all. If hewere
any further from the Worldtree, he would be outdoors among the moss and honeysuckle. Y et he did not
mind. Power and hierarchy were not what drove him. Curiosity and inquisitiveness were. Like many
Racs, hedid not fed that his gods had set him an unpleasant task when they said, "Go forth and learn.”

If he glanced through awindow, he would see long shadows that said the afternoon was nearly done.
Soon he could go home to Gypsy Blossom. Sunglow would be aready there, or she would arrive soon
after. She had had the humansto hersdlf this day, guiding them about the city and the Center.

Werethere limitsto that task of learning? He had known hewould bein trouble if anyone caught him
stedling a seed from the Great Hall, but he had felt that he was acting in perfect consonance with the
Gypsies prime directive. What would grow from those seeds? Plant one, and see. That was the soul of
the scientific method: Check it out. All €se was commentary.

Limits? There was no knowledge the Rac mind should not seek, no question too touchy to ask, no
topic too sacrosanct to study.

That was aso the officia philosophy of the culture centered on the Worldtree, although some things--
the Remakers themselves, the making of the Racs, the quest for knowledge the Racs believed they had
been set-- were givens, fundamentals of the Rac identity. They were not to be doubted, not to be
challenged, never to be changed.

What the priests debated was whether the quest for knowledge should end once the Worldtree had
been scaled, or once the first thundertrees had been launched, or once the first space station had been
built. Whether the Gypsies, the Remakers, would return to raise their makingsto their celestial heaven, or
whether they must be sought among the stars. Whether effort could be rewarded and, rewarded, end, or



whether it must go on and on and on, forever.

For Dotson, it was enough that there were unanswered questions such as the nature of a seed, or the
match between the Remakers own biology and the Racs. The records the Remakers had left behind,
describing the science and technology behind what they had done when they Remade the Racs, were
mostly accounts of the former. He needed the technology aswell and the equiva ence between science
and technology if the Racswere ever to become makers-- remakers-- in their own right.

Thefirst step was the enzymes he sought now. The restriction endonucl eases, ligases, and
polymerases. The tools which would allow Racsto cut and splice the materid of their genesjust asthe
Remakers had done so long before. The tools to make singing dumbos, mossherries as big as heads,
trees so filled with explosive liquids that they could be used as thundertrees indeed!

Hislab was shelves of bottles and jars, amicroscope, adevice for casting electrophoresis gels, an
ultraviolet spectrometer, a centrifuge, afreezer, apair of incubator chambers. He was bent over hiswork
counter, carefully removing three small ovasfrom agel, when the door opened.

He paid no attention. He could not take the risk of mixing the ovals up. Each onehad to gointo its
own labeled and stoppered tube, where the materia of the gel would dissolve and the purified protein the
electrophoresis process had concentrated in it would be released. Later, once he had accumulated
enough of these proteins, enzymes, molecular tools, he and others could use them to isolate the genes
behind them, to splice those genes one to another and stimulate their activity, to make thetoolsin ever
greater quantity. And then...

"Dotson?"

The voice was Sunglow's. Heignored it. Thisone, here. This, so. This, ah. Doublecheck the labels.
Add the reagent. Stoppers. In the rack. Stand and turn and open the nearest incubator.

"Dotson?’

Set it down carefully, carefully, quite paranoid about the possibility of dropping and bresking and
undoing all the work and having to wait for more deep-sea and hot-spring bacteriato grow and then to
harvest them once more.

And findly turn and smile at golden Sunglow, welcome now that he could spare attention, and say,
v

"They wanted to see what you did here.”

Marcus Aurdius Hrecker stood behind her shoulder, peering into the lab and looking as confused as
he surely would himsdlf if he visted aphyscist's lab. Tamiko Inoue was not with him, but another human
femaewas. Ali Catrone-- was that her name? But she was a colleague, not amate. Their stances held no
hint of attachment between her and Mark.

The three vistors pushed into the Iab. Behind them were two more strangers he did not recognize. The
man was muscular, relaxed, alittle shorter than Mark. The woman wore brown hair in atight coil above
apdeface.

"Larry Kentaba," said Mark. "He's Johnny Gatling's replacement. And Sarah Rosnik." The cogwheel
on her breast was pierced by astaff around which twined what seemed to be avine. He did not say what
the woman's job was, but Dotson thought she seemed to recogni ze the apparatus in the room.

"Wheré's Tamiko?'

"Back on the ship. Her bossis having a staff meeting, and she has to be there even though it's only
over the com." Mark glanced at the other humans. "Like Sunglow said. We wanted to see your lab.
What do you do?"

"He'sabiologigt,” said Sarah Rosnik. "That's obvious."

"That coversalot of ground.” Thear Mark blew through his nose seemed to say he did not like the
woman.

Dotson nodded. " The plaquestell us so much we cannot understand until we work it out for ourselves.
The Gypsiesrecorded their own biology. They left usabrief survey of what they had found here. But the
two accounts were not at the same level of detail. They expected usto study our own world'slifefor
oursalves.

"Which we have done, of course. But now we have to match what we have learned to what they told



us. Perhaps you could help.”

Rosnik lurched backward half a step and froze. That clear sgna saddened the Rac. These humans
might or might not be Gypsies, but the Racs had dready received dl the help they would ever get.

"What'sthis?'

Ali Catrone was touching the gpparatus that ran heavy voltage through his gels, forcing proteinsto
migrate, each one at a speed depending on its size and chemical properties. He explained that, added
that specia dyes could revea where the proteins wound up in the sheet of gdl, and then he held up one of
the tubes he had just filled. "Once | know where the proteins are, | can repest the separation without the
dyes and isolate them for further study.”

"What are you looking for?'

He crossed the room, forcing hisvisitorsto move aside. "Here," he said. Onthewall wasa
reproduction of aGypsy plague, thelines of itsengraving far darker than in redity. The humansleaned
closeto see.

"Jesud" said Sarah Rosnik. Dotson had no trouble reading her face despite the gulf between their
species. Her eyes and lips and nodtrils, the sudden paleness of her skin, they al said that she might just
have stubbed her toe and looked down to find a disemboweled child.

Mark looked puzzled. "Doctor?"

"I didn't seethis one in those booksyou got us," shetold him.

"They're big books. And you haven't had the time to study them thoroughly.”

"This should have bit mewhen | saw it. Plasmids.” She spoke theword asif it were the baptismal
name of the Anti-Chrigt himsdlf. "DNA polymerase. Vird transduction.”

"Genetic engineering. | know thosewords," said Larry Kentaba. Therewasagun in hishand. " Should
... 7"

Dotson Barbtail recoiled from the group. So did Sunglow. Their danger was beyond al possble
mistake, and asthe fur on their backs and shoulders rose they retreated side by side against the counter
where he had been working. Neither one had any doubt that this Kentaba was indeed Gatling's
replacement.

Nor could they any longer believe that these humans were Gypsies, their Remakers.

Remakers could not possibly react so violently againgt the sgns of their own technology.

The shattering of illusonswas amost audible.

"No!" cried Mark, though now his face too bore al the signs of shock and revulsion.

"Not yet," said Rosnik. "We haveto tell..."

"They'l talk!"

"Do you think that matters?’

* * *

CHAPTER 13

* * *

Just before the laboratory door dammed shut behind them, Marcus Aurelius Hrecker jerked his head
and saw the wreckage of the lab's com, the two coons staring after him, their mouths agape, their teeth
showing. They looked like animals, the thought struck him. Jumped-up animals with muzzles and fangs
and fur and upright ears. Their hands bound behind their backs and anchored to separate legs of the
counter. But...

His heart twisted in his chest. "They haven't got long," he said. "Not now."



"Shut up,” said Larry Kentaba. He was crouched, leaning forward, swiveling his head, searching the
corridor for sgns of danger. The gun was no longer in his hand, but apassing coon still gave him awide
berth. When it was far enough away, he hissed, "Don't give them any cluesto what were going to do."

"We can't!"

"That's what we're here for, asshole.”

Hrecker dumped. Of course they were. Pursuing the Gypsiesand dl their works. Rooting out al the
universe's unnatura, genetically engineered contaminants, wherever they might be found. Except for the
conveniences back home.

Ali Catrone made aspitting noise. "It was a bigger asshole who pulled hisgunin there. If we'd kept
our mouths shut-- "

"They'd never have suspected? We wouldn't have had to tie them up? We wouldn't be running now, in
case someone finds them?* She nodded, but his back wasto her. He didn't see. "It'stoo late now.
Wherée'sthe gyppin' staircase?"

"Over there," said Hrecker, pointing.

"Why they don't have elevators," said Sarah Rosnik.

"We're only on the second floor."

"Let's get out of here before they start to shout.”

"Should have gagged 'em.”

"The door's thick enough.”

No one spoke again until they were outdoors, in the car the coons had trustingly provided for their
use, and rolling back through air as honeysuckle-scented as that of any Earthly summer toward their ship.
Then Kentaba said, "1 should have shot the mongters, not the com. Y ou shouldn't have stopped me.”

"We'd never have made it back,” said Hrecker.

"That doesn't metter. They're monsters.”

"Of courseit matters,” said Sarah Rosnik. "We need to report.”

"We can't be sure,” said Ali Catrone in aplacating tone. "We only think the Gypsies made them.”

"Not that." Kentaba shuddered theatricaly. "That one€'s agengineer himsdf." He glared at Hrecker.

"Y ou should have spotted that dready. That wasyour job, wasn't it?"

Hrecker did not object that thiswasthe first time that he had visited Dotson Barbtail's lab to see any
clue or that the coon had said anything at al about his own work. Instead, he said, "No, heisn't. Hesa
biologit, abiochemist, amolecular biologist. He hasn't mixed any genes.”

"He'sworking onit," said Rosnik. The car hit abump in the pavement and the caduceus on her breast
flashed with sunlight. "He's collecting the tools."

"But heisn't one."

"Yet. Theintent isthere, and that is quite enough.”

Many millions of human beings belonged to rdigionsthat inssted the thought of asin wasjust as bad
asthesnitsdf, just asworthy of repentance and punishment. What she said did not seem strange to
Hrecker.

"WEell havetokill them all," said Kentaba.

And Hrecker knew no argument was possible. He was one man aone. He had no hope of convincing
the Engineersto stay their hand, no hope of gaining mercy for aworld, a species, afriend-- for that, he
redlized, was how he thought of Dotson Barbtail even though he had first met the coon only days before.

They themsdlves said the Gypsies had made them. They said the Gypsies had gengineered and grown
their Worldtree and filled its treasure chamber with al the secrets of athousand years of human striving.
Human driving, human secrets, secrets it was treason to share with unhuman aiens, made or not made.

Now had they reveded their dream of imitating their makers and becoming gengineers themselves just
as soon asthey could manageit.

It was no wonder that Engineerslike Kentaba and Rosnik and, he supposed, even Catrone had to see
them as anathema. 1t would be no wonder when Genera Lyapunov declared the pogrom, the jihad, the
crusade that would cleanse thisworld.

Why didn't he, Marcus Aurelius Hrecker, agree with them? They were expressing the beliefs by which



he had lived dl hislife. The officid, pervasive dogma of the Engineers. A dogmathat had somehow not
gripped him so tightly that he could not sympathi ze with old ladies holding out mugs of African violetsor
men seeking green beauty in frondlike tanks of agee.

Still... Should he have seen what Dotson Barbtail really was? Had there been clues? Asthe car leaned
into thelast curve before it left the valley's circle and hit the straightaway leading to the landing field, he
looked back over hismemories of the last few days.

No. No clues. No mention of the coon's work.

He should have asked sooner.

But he had been focusing e sewhere, and his own mind was tuned more to the physica, not the
biologica. Certainly not to gengineering.

Not that he had spotted the plaque with the quantum physics data, the seed of future Q-tech just as
surely as Dotson Barbtail's lab held the seeds of future gengineering. That had been Ali Catrone.

He hadn't been paying attention, had he? He had been playing touri<t.

He had smply never thought to ask the coon what he himsdlf did.

The smédll of charred ground rose around them. The ship loomed over them. The car's brakes
sgueaked as Kentaba leaned on them.

"Into the ship! They'll figure what's going on soon enough.”

Hrecker hurried with the rest. He had liked Dotson Barbtail. "Couldn't we stop them from developing
the gengineering? Teach them? Swing them our way?"

"Fat chance!" Tha was Rosnik. "They'reimitating their gods. If wetried that, they'd spot usright off as
the devil "

"If they haven't dready.” But Hrecker muttered the words softly, beneath the others hearing, asthey
moved through the ship's corridors.

"Missonaries!" said Ali Catrone. " Save the damned hesthend”

Hrecker did not even mutter hisfleeting thought that perhaps the coons did not need saving.

The control room door was shut. A pair of robots on the narrow ledge above it were immobile except
for their antennae. A guard stood before it and blocked their way when they approached. " Staff
meeting,” he said.

"Thisisurgent,”" Kentaba shouted. "Weve got the proof we need.”

The door opened, and Tamiko Inoue wasthere. "I could hear you through this." She patted the thick
sted of the door. Behind her Hrecker could see arow of veedo screens showing Genera Lyapunov, his
other aides, the fleet's captains. The only other person present in the flesh was Captain Quigg.

"What have they got?' asked the Generd's voice. Helooked very patient.
Larry Kentaba pushed past Tamiko. As soon as he was fully in the control room, he began to talk.

*

"We know enough,” said Captain Quigg. "They'retrying to become gengineersthemselves. It hardly
matters whether the Gypsies made them or not.”

"But they did," said one of the Generd's aides, aface Hrecker did not recognize. "Thisworld isso
polluted-- "

"Burnit," said another. "We brought warheads enough.”

General Lyapunov shook his head.

"How can wedo that?' asked Ali Catrone. "I'd fed guilty for the rest of my life."

Someone laughed.

Tamiko was quick to say, "That wouldn't leave much for usto use later on. And it'sa pretty world."

"Just the coons then.”

Hrecker made aface. "Our own history... We don't remember our Hitlersfondly."

"Because he waswrong," said a ship captain. "Hekilled innocents.”

No one had to say aloud that gengineers were ddliberate, cold-blooded, maicious evil, their products
damaged goods to be destroyed in the name of quality control.



"They might have evolved naturaly,” Hrecker added. "I've seen the animasthey camefrom.” He
looked at Tamiko. "Y ou too." She nodded. "They're as smart as chimps. Maybe smarter.”

"But they didn't evolve," said Tamiko.

He sighed, looked down. Why did she surprise him? He had known all dong that she wasmorein
tune with the Engineer ideology than he. If she were not, she would never have been picked asa
generd'sade. "They didn't have the chance" he said. "But the Gypsies didn't give them that much!™

"They gave them enough.”

"They only moved them afew millenniaahead.”

"That gyppin' tower full of plagues,” said Captain Quigg. "Knowledge. Science and technology.”

"We could take dl that away," said another captain. "We have the guns.”

"Aslong aswe leave them their lives" said Hrecker. "And their world. It wastheirs before the Gypsies
came, after dl.

"Hattenit dl," said the aide on the Generd'sright. "Every building, every road and mine, every factory
and school. Back to the stone age, and let them climb back &l on their own.”

"We could dways exterminate them later," said the aide on the Generd's |l eft. " If we decide we want
the place for oursalves. But it would surely serve us better to keep the coonsdive. Asbait. If the
Gypsies ever come back to check on them, we could have atrap waiting. And then..."

No one suggested that the coonswould still have their memories.

"The tower, yes" said Hrecker. He wished they could smply leave. "Hunt out the plaques and their
copies. Burn al the booksthat discuss what's on them. But leave them what they've done themsdlves.”

"Impossible" said Tamiko. "Books are too easy to hide."

"Y ou'd give them too much time to organize resstance.”

"Eager to-- "

"BUt-- "

"Enough.” Generd Lyapunov did not have to shout. The word and the tone of command weredl he
needed. "Thereis nothing to debate.”

Helooked through the screen of the com at Captain Quigg. "Are dl your people aboard?'

"Oneteamisat the university. Another islooking over thelaunch facilities.”

"Get them back. Immediately. Then sed the Bonami. There may be an attack.”

Captain Quigg wasted no timein tranamitting therecal sgnd. "Then..."

The General nodded. "The Ajax itsaf will take out the space station. Therest of the fleet will address
the coons military and indudtrid facilities. When no moreresstanceispossible...”

Thiswastheir mission. Hrecker knew it, had known it from the Start.

But now hiseyes burned. Histhroat clenched. His stomach twisted.

He hung his head to hide what some might see as Signs of treason and |eft the room.

* * *

* * *
CHAPTER 14
* * *

Sunglow's voice was pitched higher than Dotson Barbtail had ever heard it, keening, shrieking, grating
like too-hard chak on date. "We are dead!" she cried. "All dead! They are the enemy the Gypsiesfled,
the enemy they warned us of. They will destroy usdl, tailed and tailless gone, extinct, the Worldtree
felled." She sobbed betrayd, fear, and grief.

Her eyeswere shut, clamped tight, closing out the world that had turned on her.



When she paused for breath, she struggled.

Dotson Barbtail heard her tone but not-- or just barely-- her words. He was staring, watching her
hands and wrists twist against each other, the muscles of her arms bulging beneath the fur, the skin
tearing, the blood. The humans had bound their hands behind their backs, tied them to legs of hiswork
counter. Sunglow was fastened to the next leg over to hisright.

Hewished he could help her, free her, free them both. But his hands were useless. There was no way
he could reach her bonds with histeeth. There were no tools.

But...

There had been no rope, no cord. They had used the roll of packing tape he kept on top of the
freezer. That was plastic. And on the counter, there, in back, behind his back and toward hisleft, wasa
bottle of acetone.

He used the solvent for removing labels from glassware. But it could do more than that...

Some plagtics acetone would not touch. Some it would dissolve as quickly as asummer day would
melt asnowflake. The tape waslike that.

He got hisfeet beneath his butt, swore when he stepped on histail, twitched it aside, and pushed. His
bound wrists did up the counter leg until they were stopped hafway, where the drawers began.

They had checked, hadn't they? Nothing but paper and cloth within reach.

He gripped theleg tightly in his hands. He grunted, Strained, and twisted. His shoulders shrieked in
protest, but he did not give up. One leg was up. A hip. Over the edge of the counter.

The bottle he sought was still behind him, but hisfoot could reach it. Couldn't it?

No. Histoes reminded him that there was more than one bottle. There were several, and toes could
not read labels.

His shoulders creaked. His claws scrabbled on the countertop, against the wall behind, againgt the
bottles glass.

Sunglow's eyes were open now. Her voice was slent. She was crouching-- lucky she, no tail to step
on-- twidting, straining to see what he was doing.

Hedid not try to explain. Instead he closed his eyes and struggled to visudize his own workspace.
How many bottles?

"Four," said Sunglow asif she could read hismind.

But which was the one he wanted? He cursed. He thought he knew this countertop aswell as he knew
Gypsy Blossom's petas or Sunglow'sfur.

"Theoneontheendispink.”

There, he thought. Then it had to be one of the other three, didn't it? He hooked them with hisfoat,
careful not to tip and roll and smash-- though that might be just as useful-- and tugged them toward the
counter's edge.

"Ahh." Herolled off the counter and relieved the strain on his shoulders. He twisted to see the bottles,
and yes. That one. Onefoot could tug it to where histeeth could grip the top. He could set it on the floor.
And now his hands...

Fumes stung his nose and made his eyes water furioudy. Sunglow blinked and cried, "What are you
doing?' asfranticaly as she had shrieked, "All dead!”

Liquid doshed on his hands and wrists, cold, stinging where he had abraded the skin. More fumes
flooded the room and made him gasp. Tape loosened its grip. Hewasfree.

A moment later, so was Sunglow.

Thefirst thing he did was open the nearest window. Then he plugged his freezer and incubatorsin
once more. He did not think they had warmed or cooled enough to suffer any harm.

"Y ou think that matters? Therell be nothing here tomorrow. Or next month. Not you. Not me. Not
even the Worldtree!

"Maybe s0," he said. But he could not smply give up.

"Of course so!" she shrieked. She grabbed the cord he had just plugged in and yanked. He seized her
hands and pried her fingersloose, crying, "No!" as shrilly as she screamed and sobbed, "It's useless!
We'redead! They'll--"



Someone pounded a hand against the lab door and pushed it partway open. "What's going on?"

Sunglow tore hersdlf away from Dotson's hands and yanked the door. It boomed when it dammed the
wall. "They'renot Gypsies" she screamed &t the startled Racsin the hdl. The nearest, Kinky Thinson,
was a student who sometimes helped Dotson in hiswork; histail bent twice near itsroot. "They tied us
up and went away!"

And there was Senior Hightail, fur frosted gray, whiskerswhite, growly cam. "Who is she, Dotson?
What'sgoing on?"

Dotson ignored the first question. "The humanswerejust here. They saw what | do, and suddenly..."
He shrugged and gul ped and tried to smooth hisvoice. "They tied us up and fled.”

"They'relying," someonein the halway sad.

"Why?"

"The Farshorn insulted them.”

"They took offense.”

"She couldnt hdpit.”

"It wasn't that,” said Dotson. Why did so many people think the tailless were no better than children or
savages?

"He said, 'Genetic engineering.”™ Sunglow too sounded resentful. " Then he had a gun. He wanted to kill
us”

"Yes" said Dotson.

The murmur in the hall grew high and tense. "Not Gypsies" came aworried voice. That much was
now obvious.

"No!" Or wasit?

Silence, broken only when Kinky Thinson whispered, "What will they do?"

"They arethe enemy.”

"The Founder sad..."

Theair filled with the acrid, involuntary emissons of panic and arousd, flight and fight.

"Degtroy usal."

"Canthey doit?

"They'll try," said Senior Hightail. His voice too no longer growled, saying plainly that he thought it
plain enough, the possibility very red. "It doesn't matter whether they succeed. They'll destroy so much.”
Hefdl slent for amoment. Then he stepped forward and laid one hand on Dotson's shoulder. "I'll pass
the word. The government. The military. They'll know what to do, or what to try. Y ou go home."

"We're dead!" screamed Sunglow, and severa of the Racsin the hall echoed her cry.

Dotson closed the door once more.

"We're dead!"

"Not yet," he said, and his voice was somehow camer. "We can't just lie down for them. We haveto
do everything we can."

"We can't!"

"Shh. Easy. Easy." Hetried to cam her as he checked his éectric cords once more, wishing there
were more he could do for her, for him, for dl hiskind. But there wasn't.

Futility welled up in him, muffling every sense, every thought. All he could do was tug Sunglow by the
hand past the Racswho lingered il outsde his office, saying in answer to their ingstent, anxious
questions, "I don't know what they're going to do. Y es, I'm scared. Of course we haveto fight. | don't
know how."

He kept her hand in his. He tugged her across the darkening valley, past beds of moss and banks of
honeysuckle. He turned to look at the Worldtree, high against the purple sky, emblem of creation and
purpose and destiny.

Already their fellow Racs were spilling from apartment buildings into the street. Their voices sang, their
pelts smelled of interrupted baths and dinner preparations and outright fear, their heads bent skyward,
searching for sgnsthat the rumorsther friends had caled them with were true. Or not. Preferably not.

Surely crowds were dso in the streets of Worldtree City above the bluffs, and akindred din and reek



wererising. But Dotson could hear no hint of that. The growing crowds around him filled his earswith
their noise and blocked his path even, when he findly reached there, Sunglow ill in tow, on hisbuilding's
very stoop.

"What's going on?" The voice rang from the pot near the window even asthe lights flicked on to dispel
the advancing dark. "Arethey leaving? Are the real Gypsies heretoo? | can see the space station and the
fleet, and nothing's happening. What isit?'

When the bot ran down, Dotson crossed the room to crane his neck and peer upward himsalf. Yes,
the space station and the human fleet were visible, glinting sparksin the black sky. Just the other night,
they had been above the roof, visible only from outdoors. Even synchronous orbits, he knew, did not
look perfectly motionlessfrom the ground. They shifted north and south, drifting, oscillating. And there
they were tonight, clear of the roof's edge by afinger'swidth.

How interesting, he thought, and he was just beginning to realize how numb he was when Gypsy
Blossom spoke again: "What'sgoing on? Tell me!”

Obedient at last, he told the bot what had happened in his lab.

In the ensuing silence, the anxious, fearful cries of the crowds outside the window seemed very loud.

"We're overreacting,” said Sunglow. She both smelled and sounded desperate. "We have to be.
Jumping to conclusons. Misinterpreting what they said.”

"Thenwhy did they am agun at us? Why did they tie usup?' He grimaced asif in pain and watched
the bot do the same. How many Racs, like her now, would decide the truth was too painful to accept?
How many would deny the evidence?

How many would smply turn numb and let come whatever came, even degth, disaster, the destruction
of dl their world?

After dl, the best any Rac could do wasto stand in the street and watch the sky. Or perhaps they
could go to the landing field and stare at the great spaceship there. Or go home and stare numbly from
the window.

She shrugged. She didn't know how many would react her way, hisway, any way at all. She didn't
care. "But they're nice people. Some of them, anyway. Why would they... 7'

"They are the enemies of our Remakers. They think Remaking isacrime.”

"I wasright,"” said Gypsy Blossom. "'l just was not suspicious enough.”

"I'm afraid s0," said Dotson siffly. What difference did it make?"But what will they do now?'

"Nothing," said Sunglow. "Why should they? We are not their enemy.”

That was when the voicesin the street outside began to scream.

Dotson leaned forward, hisforehead against the glass.

Sunglow was beside him, staring out at the crowd that stared upward and pointed and moaned and
sobbed.

Together they too craned their necks, looking for...

The human fleet, nine glints againgt the dark, was ill there.

Where the bright spark of the infant space station had been there was now aflare of light.

"Noooooo."

Dotson was not sure whether that was his voice or Sunglow's, indoors or out.

A faint click announced that Gypsy Blossom had just used the remote to turn on the VC.

"...Clear explosion,” said avoice that cracked and broke behind waves of satic. "There can be no
urvivors™

Dotson turned around and fdlt hisears go flat againgt his skull. The VC screen wasfilled with a
trembling, blinking face, itsfur disheveled by fingersthat pinched at cheeks and brow and chin, itsown
ears pressed back in areflex response to dire threat that went back to the wild Racs from which the
Gypsies had remade them.

"We thought-- " The newscaster shook his head abruptly, desperately, and stopped. Everyone knew
what everyone had thought. He took a deep, deep breath. Again. And again, hyperventilating. "They
destroyed the station. No warning. They fired anuclear missle”

The face was replaced by an image of the Cascade. A round port opened in its hull. Gases billowed.



A metd cylinder appeared, moving dowly, faster, faster yet, streaking invisibly toward itstarget.

"They saw it coming. We saw it coming, with our surveillance cameras. Therewas no warning.”

Theimage cut off in aburst of static. The screen was black.

Sunglow had turned away from the VC, back to the window. Now she said, "L ook."

Dotson looked first &t her. Yes, her ears were also flat, and the fur of her neck and shoulders and
back was beginning to rise, increasing her apparent bulk. The harness she wore now cut deep fissuresin
her outline.

Helooked out the window, out and up and deep into blackest night, and he could fed his own pelt
responding to her example, to the hormona surges of anger, fear, and panic, to the need for al-out
battle. A prickling beneath histail announced the discharge of scent amoment before his nose confirmed
the news. Hislips curled back involuntarily to expose histeeth. He gasped.

The glintsthat were the human flegt's nine ships were brighter, spouting incandescent flame, moving.

"They're moving now," said the VC'svoice. The picture was still absent. "Coming down, out of orbit.
We don't know what they plan.”

They were bringing doom. Bringing the doom the Gypsies themsdves had feared and fled. Bringing the
doom of which the Founder himself had warned.

"We can't run, can we?" asked Sunglow quietly. No one answered.

The image showed the Bonami a thelanding field.

"Wevetried to ask them. But they're not taking calls. Not in space. Not down here."

One ship cut its engines, and then another. Another. They kept on moving, diverging now. Another.
They had picked targets on the ground bel ow them, and they were coming, coming... Dotson wished he
could measure and compute their trgjectories. Different trgjectories, he was sure. Different targets.

Were any of them heading for the valey, the Worldtree? For him and Sunglow?

He could not tell, and if he could, there was nothing he could do.

One arm crept around Sunglow's back even as she clutched at his own chest. They leaned against
each other, ears till back, fur erect, breathing hard, their nogtrilsfilled with the scent of their fear, saring
at the crowd outside, at the sky, at moving sparks and course correction flames and distant stars.

That crowd outside was sllent now, silent except for the rhythmic sough of hyperventilation: *Huh!
Huh! Huh!" Hands clutched a hands and shoulders, contact, saying, "We are together." Every individua
in the street stared upward, teeth bared, ears back, fur pushing out their boundaries. Even the children,
their eyeswide with terror, bristled in the vain hope that they could bluff their foe into retreating, head
down, tail between itslegs, goneto seek some easier prey.

But humansdidn't havetails, did they?

And why did Dotson think they didn't bluff worth adamn?

The starship glints were gone, occluded by night and world, rooftops and bluffs. Even Worldiree and
Worldtree Center.

"Well fight, won't we?" said Gypsy Blossom.

Of course they would. The teeth and bristling pelts on every Rac in sight insisted there was no other
option. They could not flee asthe Gypsies had. They could not hide among the stars. And no truce was
possible with creatures who hated and feared and refused to talk.

"What with?" asked Sunglow.

Thewaiting Racs till did not move. The humanswere coming. It was only amatter of time.

The only question was, "What then?"

And every Rac thought he or she knew the answer.

Thefirst missles marched aline of fire across Worldtree City above the bluffs, through neighborhoods
of angle-family homes and apartment buildings, through parks and factories, through night-vacant
schools. Behind them came the thundering roar and shriek of spacecraft in atmosphere, rockets thrusting
to balance againgt the tug of gravity. More missiles struck in the valey, tearing craters where moss and
honeysuckle grew, stripping roofs from Worldtree Center'slibraries and laboratories and offices and hdls
of worship, crumbling wals, striking, striking, striking even inthe ring of buildings nearest the bluffs.

They could no longer hear any voice attempting to narrate the progress of catastrophe. The VC set



was slent, its screen dark. Every broadcast station on the planet had surely died in the first moments of
the bombardment. So had the power gtations, for the only lights now visiblein the night were the fires that
bloomed in gaudy flame and pungent smoke and noise and noise and noise. Rubble rained from the sky
and broken masonry flowed across the pavements. Shrapnel flew and struck and diced into both walls
and flesn. Sound was boom and crash and scream of pain and terror.

Few died in the collapsing buildings, for nearly every Rac who lived in the valey was out of doors,
watching the sky and wondering when the attack would come. Until the moment when they knew.

Thousands died in the streets, struck down by bricks and shingles and beams of wood and stedl. The
gutters ran red with their blood.

More thousands died from the blows of shock waves emanating from nearby explosions. Others died
of smple shock, unable to accept what their senses were telling them.

"It'sgone." Sunglow's voice was stunned. The window frame before her was empty, its glass shivered
and falen to the Street below asamillion dagger shards, but that was not what she meant. Beyond,
visible past the wreckage that had once been a street of homes and shops and dormitories, lit by flame
from the valey and the city, was the Worldtree. Around itsfeet were afew smal buildings. Old
structures. The oldest, built of massve stone, used now for little more than storage.

Almogt al the rest of Worldtree Center was rubble.

One end of the Great Hall was among the few exceptions.

Something flickered in the ky. A flash of light stunned their night vison. An explosion shook their
building. There were creaks and groans, the shrieks of tearing wood and sted!.

Thewadl before them fell away in dust and rubble.

Thefloor tilted.

The structure that had sheltered them so far snapped and popped and leaned.

Dotson swore and grabbed his mate, but there was nothing he could do but try to balance on the floor
beneath him asit thrust from the collgpsing building and rode awave of rubbleinto the street. But the
floor flexed and buckled and cracked, and when it struck the broken wall acrossthe street, its sudden
lurching hat threw them tumbling and diding across the shattered wood.

There was blood on his hands when Dotson rose to his knees. He studied his palms and wristsin the
fireglow. Splinters.

"Sunglow?' Where... ? There. Sobbing. Sitting on one haunch, the other dark and shiny-wet with her
own blood. Plucking fragments of flooring from her hide.

"I'mdl right."

There was no sign of Gypsy Blossom until he looked toward the pile of rubble that had stopped their
ride. Shewastumbled against ablock of masonry, but she was dive. One leg was bent, the other
draight. Her arms were groping for agrip on something, anything, solid and unmoving and trustworthy.

"No!" Dotson seized her hands and winced at the strength of her grip. "Don't move. Well carry you."

"No," shesad. "I'm okay."

"But your pot's broken." A few ceramic shards still clung to the dirt surrounding her feet. The rest were
scattered in the rubble ahead.

"I'm bleeding too. But that's just splinters, just like you." She pulled againgt his hands until she was
sitting up. Then she bent and began to paw the dirt from her feet, combing her fingers through her roots.
Asthe roots came free, they coiled and retracted to form a neat ruff around her calves. "It feesright,”
shesad. "Likeit wastime anyway."

Sunglow was on her feet now, stepping cautioudy toward them. "Can you walk?'

"I don't know." A dender spear of wood jutted from her upper arm. She tugged it free, and blood as
red as any animd's dripped from the wound.

"We can dill carry you.”

The bot shook her head. "I'd only dow you down."

"Where can we go?"'

Thelight was growing brighter, and waves of heat were beating down. Dotson looked up, shading his
eyes againg agreet roaring, thundering ball of incandescent fire descending toward them. One of the



human garshipswaslanding inthevaley.

They could not stay where they were, could they? An hour before, there had been buildings here. A
dreet filled with waiting, watching Racs. Now there was only rubble and bodies and screaming, wailing
UNVivors.

A sky filled with dien thunder and the distinctive scream of Rac fighters, inthe air at last, ready to
attack the enemy with their own cannons and missiles.

There would be ground-to-air missilestoo, erupting from buried emplacements prepared against
Farshorn attack. Finaly the humanswould fed the bite of their victims.

But the glare and roar continued, never fatering. Explosonslit the air above the bluffs, and the
screams of fighters died. More explosions marked the deaths of missiles. Theair reeked of dust and
blood and the chemistry of murder.

"Thetunnels," said Dotson Barbtail. "In the bluffs." Where natura caverns, worn as water seeped
through rock shattered by the impact that created the valey, had been shaped into passageways and
storerooms and parking garages.

"Let'sgo." He pointed toward the mouth of the nearest tunnel, Turnstone. A black ova rimmed by
polished dabs of stone, it was asvisble asif the sun were standing at high noon. "That way. Run.”

Gypsy Blossom took her first awkward steps, arms windmilling to keep her balance, going to one
knee when the broken floor sagged benegth her.

"Grab her arm,” said Sunglow, and they did. One of them supported the bot on each side. They lifted
her bodily across gapsin the rubble. They boosted her over obstacles.

Asthey neared the bluff, the ground smoothed out. They stumbled over a curb, and there was
pavement beneath their feet. They were on the road that entered the tunnd to carry traffic above the
bluff, to Worldtree City and beyond.

But Worldtree City was now asruined as the valley and Worldtree Center. The tunnel no longer led to
apassageway but to sheter, just asit had long ago, when the Racs themsel ves had warred over this
vdley.

The bot shook them free, staggered, and ran on her own. She was not asfast asthey, but she wasfast
enough.

It was only amoment more before al three reached the cavern and shelter.

Dotson was not surprised to see they were not alone.

He was surprised at how few Racs were gathered just within the tunnel mouth to watch the destruction
of their Jerusadlem.

Had so many died?
Or had they fled deeper within the sheltering rock?

*

* * *
CHAPTER 15
* * *

When Ali Catrone lifted her head from the screens and indicators of her drive room station, her eyes
looked haunted. Her lips were agrim line, her brows drawn together above dark shadows, her gestures
abrupt and jerky.

Marcus Aurelius Hrecker felt no more cheerful than she. Y et both kept their attention on the displays
before them, their fingers moving jerkily to keep the flow of power to the Bonami's wegpons systems
flowing smoothly and the ship itsdlf poised for immediate liftoff if the tide of battle should somehow turn.



Though "battle’ was hardly theright term. The destruction that raged outside the ship was amost
wholly one-sided. Human missiles rained down while the coons scrambled and fled and died like the
denizens of aMartian city cracked open by aquake. There was no resistance in the valley other than a
few brave foolswith rifles and shoul der-mounted missile launchers, asingle platoon of usdesstanks,
findly afirst squadron of military jets. Elsawhere the story might be different.

They were the only two in the drive room. She was here because the drives were her respongbility, he
because his only ship-based experience was on the shifter board. The rest of the drive crew were at
wespons stations, scanning the skies and ground for attackers and selecting targets both for defensive
particle beams and for offensve missiles.

The demand for power fluctuated from moment to moment, soaring when the ship's particle beams
werefired. They could destroy an incoming misslein milliseconds or attack nearby ground forces. They
could be used on distant targets only in space, where there was no air to ionize and absorb the beam.

The ship boomed and rocked and trembled as the Engineers own weapons shook the ground on
which it sat. It rang when shrapnel flew from exploded buildings and vehicles and struck itsskin. Y et no
adarmsrang or hooted to signal penetration of the hull. The Bonami and al her sister ships had been well
built.

Hrecker wished he were ardligious man, for then he could pray. But that wish did not distract his
attention from the shifter board. He smoothed response curves and adjusted controls, struggling to keep
the probability field confined within the ship, withinthefidd. If it swelled too much, he knew, it might
encourage amissileto strike more squarely or find the hull's weakest point. It might even permit amissile
to tunnd through the hull. Either way, the results would be catastrophic.

He a'so made sure the basic underpinning of the ship's power generator functioned efficiently and
reliably. Ali Catrone controlled power levels and was prepared to shunt every tergjouleto the drives
themsdlves the moment Captain Quigg demanded flight.

Tamiko wasin the main control room, in constant touch with Generd Lyapunov and the other aides
and captains, coordinating the attack on the coon civilization.

Did she too wish she could pray? He stole aglance at Catrone. She did, he thought. At least, there
was atiny cross held snug againgt the hollow of her throat by adender chain. But for what? Successin
their effort to destroy al the dreams of a people, aspecies? She was an Engineer, after dl. Anti-Gypsy.
Anti-gengineering. Y et he thought she might not be quite as vindictive and destructive as many others.

Or would she pray for survivd in the face of the coons violent resistance?

Or for absolution?

The screenstold the tale. The fleet's missiles pounded cities and mines, refineries and factories,
universties and hospitals. Mushroom clouds rose above military bases and airfields and ships at sea.
Smoke billowed, flame glowed and gouted, and when thewind blew vison clear, there wereruins,
rubble, destruction, death. Particle beams brought down every coon fighter that took the air and nearly
every missile that they launched. Hrecker felt quite awed by the scale of human power.

The destruction was hardly total, for most of the missiles warheads were not nuclear and the human
arsend was not unlimited. But it was vast enough for terror, vast enough to make resistance impossible,
vast enough to force the coons to accept new masters. Vast enough to make the coons hate everything
that smelled of human.

The ship shook once more. He dmost grinned at that proof that they had not yet quelled all
resistance.

But the ground was trembling less. The meters showed fewer power surges. The screens showed
smoke aready disspating.

The coons had lost. Of course they had.

Easy medt.

The humans had won. Of course they had.

It was over, and human ships were on the ground, the Cascade and Gorbachev beside the Bonami on
thelanding field, the Bolivar, Drake, Sdadin, and Toledo squatting in thevaley. The Ajax, too big and
fragileto land, was dtill in orbit.



A speaker crackled into life, and the voice of Genera Lyapunov said, "We have won. The coons no
longer have a space station or launch facilitiesfor their rockets. They have no factories or military bases.
Their ability to resst usisat an end. Soon they will be no thregt either to us or to our descendants.”

The General paused asif for breath. When he resumed, his voice was caugdtic. "'If any doubters remain
within our flegt, let me assure them. We cannot afford to leave these dlien creatures done. They arefar
too viciousto trust.”

The screen showed massive concrete dabs exploding from some farmer's field. Smoke gushed out of
the ground, and then apointed cylinder did into view, rising, acceerating, adjusting course, and findly
merging with ahuman starship in atitanic exploson that Ieft only an incandescent cloud.

The Generd sounded very satisfied when he said, "They actually used nuclear warheads against us.
But only two got past our defenses.” There was amoment of silence. "The Pizarro and the Villa We will
remember them forever, and we will have vengeance on their treacherouskillers.”

The screen now held adifferent image. A line of tiny print identified its source asthe Sdladin. It
showed the tower the coons called the Worldtree rising above a shattered Worl diree Center.

Hrecker did not fed victorious.

Helooked acrossthe room at Ali Catrone. She was rubbing her forehead with the fingers of one hand.
Shedid not ether.

Neither of them dared to put into words their guilt and shame, or the thought that the loss of the
Pizarro and the Villawasrichly deserved.

"Remember that treachery,” said Generd Lyapunov. "The coons undoubtedly have morein store.
They must have hidden weapons caches. They may even have more nuclear missles. We must therefore
remain congtantly aert.”

He paused once more. "For awhile. Soon enough they will tell uswhere everything is hidden. We can
be sure of that."

"They cannot win," said Catrone iffly. "They never had achance.”
Hrecker only nodded.

* *

The roof and onewall of the building were colorful fabric panels taken from afactory where the coons
had made sails and tents before the humans came. The other walls were thick masonry, the stone blocks
only crudely shaped but so fitted and mortared together that they had survived the explosions that
brought down nearly everything else.

Coons had |abored under the stern eyes of armed human overseersto clear the building of broken
furniture, crates of records, bad paintings and sculptures, and other detritus of civilization. Now they
labored outdoors, clearing rubble, exposing whatever rooms and hallways had not been crushed or
shattered, burrowing into the remnants of the Great Hall, seeking and setting aside the Gypsy plagues that
had been stored away or on display.

Marcus Aurelius Hrecker leaned on the handle of his dedgehammer and fished arag out of hiship
pocket. He wiped the swesat from his face and neck and chest. He stared up at the valley's rim, where
sometrees fill stood among the ruins. And there, where the bluffs fell toward the pass between the valley
and the landing field, were groves, remnants of the forest that must once have covered dl the area. A
place of shade and comfort.

The weather had turned hotter, and it was especidly hot here, among the shattered stones, benesth the
fabric that held in the stifling air even when a breeze made the roof and wall billow and flutter. He thought
that he deserved thisjob. So did every other Engineer on the eight remaining ships. Y et sheer
muscle-aching labor and hothouse sweat hardly seemed enough to expiate asin as enormous as the one
they had dready committed.

The plagues, both whole and broken, were brought into this building and dumped on the stone floor
before him. He smashed them, pulverized them, ensured that they could never again be used for anything
but sand and gravel. A number of the best specimens had aready been crated and |oaded onto the



Bolivar for return to Earth and display astrophies.

Againgt onewall of the room were six cages built of metal bars. Each one held a coon, three each of
tailed and tailless. They too would go to Earth. For now, they only watched the horror he was
committing. Their eyes glowed with anger. They said nothing.

Not far from the cages was ajumbled pile of battered armor and antique weaponry. That too was
destined to go home with them. More souvenirs.

"Shit." Eric Silber was squatting over the results of hislatest efforts, girring the fragments. He drew
severd aside. They werelarge enough to show fractions of what had once been inscribed upon them.
"Hit'emagain.”

Hrecker obliged.

Thistime Silber was more satisfied. He smirked and used a broom to sweep the pile of powdered
plagues under the edge of the canvasto join the ruins outside. The smoke of burning books and archives
pushed past the cloth and made both men cough.

"Gyppin' coons,”" said Silber. "They ought to let us have somefun.”

Hrecker knew what he meant. Shortly after the landing, Silber and several other Engineers had taken
guns and gone coon hunting.

"I mean,” said Silber. He touched the holster that till hung from his belt. "I1t's not like we really need to
do this. Kill 'em dl, and it doesn't matter adamn if we leave the goddam plagues intact.”

"We're knocking them back to the stone age," said Hrecker. "Turning them into daves. That's not
enough?'

Silber stared at him coldly. "Y ou're a sympathizer. | ought to report you."

He shrugged. "Go ahead.” He felt that there was nothing they could do to him that he did not deserve.
This place, this Worldtree Center, had been both university and temple, a center of tradition and learning
and worship dl at once, and hefdt that in aiding its destruction he was committing sacrilege as great as
any Vanda newly cometo Rome.

The canvas bulged where it met the wall, and a coon stepped into the room. He wore the
black-marked yellow cloak and cap of the priesthood, and the toes of one bare foot were crusted with
dried blood. His fur was gray marked with brown spots and swirls.

"Where did you come from?"' asked Silber.

The dien coon said nothing. He only stared at them, at the cages and the prisonersthey held, at the
dedgehammer standing on its head beside Hrecker's | eg, at the broom now propped againgt the wall, at
the stone floor stresked with the dusty legacy of creation and history.

"A basement someplace," guessed Hrecker. He couldn't possibly have come from beyond the ruins
that surrounded what the coons called the Worldtree. If he had walked acrossthe valey, the guards
would have promptly added him to the work gangs. Or the trenches full of bodies.

"Tak, goddammit.” Silber unsnapped the flap of his holster. "What do you want?"

The canvas bulged again, thistime to admit a naked coon with abasket of plagues. She wore not even
abdt, much lessthe straps that had been norma attire just days before. She froze when she saw the
priest.

"Right here, boy." Silber pointed. "Just like before.”

Her head jerked sideways. She stared, wide-eyed and trembling, at the priest. She did not obey until
he bowed his head asif in resgnation. Only then did the ceramic plaques crash onto the floor. Severa
brokein two or four or more.

"Hit 'em, Mark." Silber stared at the priest and licked hislipsavidly.

When Hrecker did not move, he drew his gun and pointed it a the human. "I said, hit 'em.”

Hrecker blinked. Tearsran down his cheeks. But helifted the dedgehammer into the air.

"No," said the priest. "Please. Don't destroy them dl."

Now the gun was amed at the coon. "Are you trying to tel uswhat we should do? Are you?'

"Please-- " Hisarms rose and spread, hands open, begging.

The dave-- there was no other word-- who had brought the plagues cringed.

Hrecker looked at his hammer. He looked at the back of the other man's head. He wished he dared



to...

"You'relikerot inapiece of fruit,” said Silber. "We haveto cut it out and throw it away beforeit spoils
dl therest.”

"The rest of what?' But Hrecker did not say that doud. He knew the answer.

Therest of the universe,

The gun barked.

The cages rattled. The prisoners coughed and keened and froze when the gun shifted in their
direction.

Silber poked the priest's body with one foot. He bent and picked up the yellow cap that had given the
coon the gppearance of black crown and ears. He put it on his own head.

He took the cloak aswell, made aface at the bullet hole and bloodstain that now marred it, and
draped it over one shoulder. Then he pointed his gun at the other coon, the dave. " Get that garbage out
of here”

* * *

He had known their room was small, but it had not felt too small until after he had been ableto step
outsde the ship. Belt Center 83 had been roomier. So had the tunnels of Mars. But both had surrounded
him with walls, and when he had walked on Marssred surface, he had remained hemmed in by a
protective suit.

He had lived in such placesamogt dl hislife. He had been used to them, comfortable in them,
uncomplaining and even happy. Here, on Tau Ceti 1V, the Gypsies First-Stop, the air was bounded only
by dirt and vacuum and held in place by gravity. The only walls were the horizons.

The same had been true of Earth, of course. But that world's air smelled far more used. Its population
wasimmensdly greater, itsindustry far more extensive, its smokes and fumes more pervasive. They had
been so since long before the Gypsies had ever dreamed of making coons. Or Racs. Since long before
anyone had even dreamed of Gypsies.

"Why?" he asked. He was sitting naked on the edge of the bunk, his elbows on hisknees, hischinin
his hands.

"Why what?' Tamiko was two feet away, dropping her shirt into the laundry drawer. Her skin was
golden, her breasts small and pointed, her buttocks tight, and those aspects of her now interested him not
aal.

"We're destroying so much,” he said. "Their space program and industry, the plaques and libraries. |
can understand that. But..." He shook his head and told her about Silber's shooting of the priest and
looting of the corpse.

"That'sjust murder,” he added. "Mindless violence. Why do we haveto belike that?"

She turned to face him. "What's the matter? Depressed?’

"Murder," he said again. He hated the thought of what he had helped to do, hated himself, hated...

"Maybe you should have gone back to Mars."

"Maybe s0." Her? Could he hate her too?

"It's necessary, you know. We can't leave them here, ready to move into space and attack us or
unleash more mongters.”

"We could have tried to make them friends and alies. That would keep us safe enough. And we could
have converted them, made them Engineers.”

Her laugh was a chopped-off bark. "Hah. When their gods are Gypsies? Besdes, thisis better for
them. When they rebuild, they'll have acivilization al their own, uncontaminated by those heretics”

Hrecker wondered. Surely they would remember. "They'll remember us." And want revenge.

"WEell keep an eye on them. Well come back. Well purify them again if we haveto.”

"Murder."

"Y ou shouldn't be so upset. It's not like what Silber did was unique. There have been alot more
desths"



He nodded.

"We don't even know how many died in thefirgt attack."

"Or the coon hunts."

She made aface. "Those redly weren't necessary, were they?!

Though they continued, he thought, in different form. General Lyapunov had despatched teamsto
scour both continents, searching out the diens remaining heavy industry and armories, whatever might
serveto revive too soon the space program or fuel adrive for vengeance. There would be more missiles,
more gunshots, more degths.

"Do you think Dotson and Sunglow are dill dive?' he asked. "They seemed like good people. Even if
they were coons.”

She shrugged. "They lived in the valey, didn't they? We pretty well shredded the place.”

"So they're probably dead. Do you approve of that?!

She hesitated before she nodded. "Not really. But if it's necessary. For the sake of our mission and our
destiny. Eventhat."

Hrecker got to hisfeet and opened the narrow cupboard in which he kept his own clothes.

She struck a pose beside the bunk. "Coming to bed?"

"No." Hedidn't look at her. He couldn't. All he could do was select fresh underwear and shirt and
pants and socks and begin once moreto dress.

"Maybe later?"

"Maybe."

But he thought that he might use the other bunk.

* * *

CHAPTER 16

* * *

Few Racs appreciated just how much empty space was concea ed within the bluffs surrounding the
valey. They knew of the parking areas where they kept their persond vehicles, and they knew of the
long switchbacking ramps that led up to Worldtree City. The naturd and artificia cavernsthat earlier
generations had used for granaries and armories and even dwelling places were largely forgotten despite
childhood schooal trips and occasiond "Did you know?' news stories.

Those caverns amounted to asmall city, now populated by refugees from both the valey and the city
that had stood above the bluffs. Fortunately, there was no great shortage of food and water. The water
came from reservoirs, deeper cavernsthat had first been sealed and filled not long after the Gypsies | eft
First-Stop. The food had been stored in those caverns that were still in use as warehouses. Therewas
not enough to keep dl the Racswho had lived in the valey and in Worldtree City divefor long. But the
local population was now much smaller than it had been afew days before. Used carefully, thefood on
hand would last for months.

"l can smdll rain." Dotson Barbtail stood on adab of rock human missiles had pried from the face of
the bluff. Before him was a mound of more rock and soil, fractured masonry and twisted steel, wooden
beams and tree limbs, that blocked the roadway and nearly plugged the Turnstone tunndl. A scrap of
bloody cloth wasimpaled on one of the branches. A hand curled around a piece of wood that must once
have been the arm of a chair. The space above the mound let in the scent of moisture and provided a
glimpse of clouds.

"Maybeit will be enough to douse thefires."



Theair also carried amix of stenchesthat spoke of spilled honeysuckle nectar, broken sewer pipes,
bodies dready rotting, vermin wastes accumul ated within now-tumbled walls, and dust. The vapors of
the human explosives provided an acrid grace note.

Behind him voices wailed and keened and sobbed. Grief and anger, rage and fury, indignation and
outrage had swept the refugeeslike an emotiond firestorm dl night.

Children huddled in silent twos and threes, eyes hugein the dim light of the tunnel. They were Staring a
Gypsy Blossom, and afew were pawing at their faces just as Sunglow had done when shefirst saw the
bot. A mother cradled the body of her infant in her arms. Her mate closed his eyes and amed his gaping
muzzle into the darkness overhead asif to howl, though he made no sound at al.

"They don't know we're here," said Sunglow. Her voice was higher and tighter than Dotson had ever
heard it, but that did not surprise him. Hiswas no camer, nor any other Rac's. He could not believe he or
any member of hiskind would ever again hear the growls and snarls of happiness.

"They don't care," said Gypsy Blossom. Her wounds already scabbed over and healing, she stood
beside Sunglow, in aclear zone surrounded by other Racs, and she did not seem out of place even
though many of the Racs around her could not seem to look away from her. Those who could showed a
tendency to stare at Dotson and Sunglow asif the magic of the strange being beside them weretheirs as
well. It was no secret who was responsible for the bot's appearance.

"Where did she come from?' Dotson turned, and there was Senior Hightail. His fur wasfilthy and
bedraggled, and his eyes were open wide, staring fixedly at Gypsy Blossom. "It'sabot. | know it'sabot.
But there aren't any bots. They dl went away with the Gypsies.”

"Yes, dr," said Dotson. Hefelt sorry for the older Rac, whose face said that his ability to cope had, at
least for now, been thoroughly exceeded. "Buit..."

Hefdt relieved when he was interrupted before he could say the Gypsies had left something besides
the plaques.

"What can we do?' The Rac who faced the bot belligerently, head thrust forward asif daring her to
say she had no answer, wasthat sametailed Rac Dotson had first met in his own gpartment, claiming that
Racs should try to imitate the humans by shaving off their fur. His own fur had begun to regrow since
then, until he now seemed covered in velvet.

"How can she know?" asked Sunglow. "She's not a Gypsy, Skin, not really. He..." She glanced up a
Dotson on hisrock. "Hejust grew her from a seed.”

"Wasthat it?" asked Senior Hightail. Hisvoicetailed off as he dumped againgt the tunnd wall. "I
remember those. | wondered once..."

The other Racs paid no more attention to him than they had before. Gypsy Blossom was a bot. Bots
were Gypsies, and if this one were not, she was still an emblem of the Racs Remakers, anicon, and all
they had for hope. Her sudden appearance was the sort of miracle that only witnessed to their gods
concern for their fate. Even if the hand of the gods was the hand of athief in the night.

Dotson looked away from his superior, toward the ruined valley beyond the tunnel mouth. To think
that he had worried about keeping her a secret. No onefailed to recognize her. No onefailed to
wel come her appearance, though surdly that welcome had more than alittle to do with the crisisthey dl
faced at the hands of their Remakers ancient enemies.

"What now? What can we do?'

Who had said that? It did not matter. Every Rac in the vicinity was watching him, him and Sunglow
and Gypsy Blossom. And why should they ask him? Did they expect him to produce a starship full of
rescuing Gypsies as easily as he had produced asingle bot? Or wasit just that having produced that bot,
he was now associated with the destiny of his entire world, the center of his species identity?

He sighed and, wishing that he could deflect their focus, said, "The Worldtreeis till there.”

But that was amost the only thing that remained the same as it had been the day before. Explosions
and shrapnel and the searing heet of landing starships had reduced moss and mossberries and
honeysuckle to tattered scraps clinging to the borders of scorched earth circles. One clump of
honeysuckle, haf its branches broken off, clung to life not far from the Turnstone entrance. A small
dumbo with ajagged tear in one wing clung to a stub, its movements jerky and fearful.



The dormitories and shops and homesthat had ringed the valley were gone, pounded into rubble from
which smoke still rose. Most of Worldtree Center was no better, though afew wallsremained, ascrap of
roof, the sturdy core from which the modern Center had grown.

The starships were there too, four of them, positioned to surround the ruins of Worldtree Center and
command thevalley.

"What are they doing?"

Armed humans directed captive Racs into the Center's ruins and set them to bending, lifting, sorting,
finding. That much was clear even from adistance. What was not clear was what they found.

Periodically aflurry of ringing blowstold of stedl striking stone.

"What are they smashing?”'

The silence that followed that question suggested that everyone knew what was being destroyed.

"Why?"

No one asked, "What have we done?' The Rac religion was not one that inssted disaster was divine
retribution for onessins.

"They don't even know what they're doing,” said Sunglow.

"Yes, they do," said Gypsy Blossom. "Make no mistake. What they have done so far was no
accident.”

"They arethe Enemy," said Dotson. It seemed so clear now. "The Enemy the Founder warned us of .
Destroying the Gypsies works. Destroying the Gypsiesthemsdlvesif they ever find them. That'swhy our
Remakersfled their own world."

"Isit why they left us?'

"Did they know thiswas coming?"

"How could they? So long ago!"

"We had to develop on our own," said ayoung priest. "If they had stayed, we would forever have
been as dependent aslittle children.”

"To learn and prove worthy of their return,” said a second, older priest.

Thefirg priest glared. "To go forth and find them.”

Dotson sighed. So many of the onlookers were watching him, not the priests, not Senior Hightail, not
any other elder, more experienced Rac. Did steding a seed and raising abot, aremnant of the Gypsies
who had Remade them dl, make him aleader? He hoped they would not expect that of him, for he felt
entirely inadequate.

But they did. He could not escape that truth. He said, "First we have to survive the Enemy.”

"We cant fight them off."

"They're too strong, too well armed, too powerful.”

"We're not defenseless.”

"Wetake out military targetsfirst. Y ou can bet they do too.”

"Then we should tell those humans," said avoice from behind the crowd. When Dotson tried to see
who spoke, he could not penetrate the darkness. "Go and speak to them, tell them we are not their
enemies, not to be feared or hated, not to be smashed like dumbosin ahail ssorm.”

"Yed" cried the velvet-pelted Skin. " Shame them with mord force, as when the Farshorn blackbrows
offered the daverstheir entiretribe.”

"The blackbrows are extinct," someone said. "The davers Serilized them."

"Thehumansarejust as shameess” said Gypsy Blossom. "They will not listen.”

"We should try anyway."

"What else can we do?'

"They'll destroy you. Or turn you into daveslike those." The bot gestured toward the Racs who were
picking through the rubble while humans stood aside, holding guns.

"We have totry!"

"Yesl" said Sunglow, and when Dotson grabbed her arm asif to keep her from leaving hisside for the
aunlit, cloud-rimmed valey outside, al ruination and degth, she twisted free. "I'll go!"

"No!" cried Dotson, his hand il stretched toward her, the fingers working asif he could bind her with



theair itsalf. How could he let her go outside and confront the daughterers? They had no tolerance, no
mercy, no compunction, no reason, no love for the strange and different.

"Youwill die)" said the bot.

"We have to take that chance," said the voice from therear.

Other voices sounded agreement, eagerness to grasp whatever hope they could, desperation, and yet
anote of resgned awarenessthat their chances of success or even survival were nearly nil.

Y et were their chances any better if they stayed within the caverns?

How could Dotson refuse to let his mate go forth? Her lifewould be at stake, yes. But it would be no
lessat stakeif she remained with him.

And how could anyone possibly consider him aleader when he could not sway them on this?

"The bot should go with ustoo.”

Dotson began to shake his head, but Gypsy Blossom was aready speaking. "No. That would only
inflamethem.”

* * *

By the next dawn, someone had positioned a smdll truck at the end of the Turnstone tunndl. Dotson
Barbtail stood onitsflat bed instead of the rock, and now there was room for othersto jostle beside him,
all eager to see what happened. Gypsy Blossom stood just before him, the perfume of her petals
swamped by the stench that rode that fraction of the valey's damp air that floated over the pile of rubble.

Many of those gathered in the tunnel were watching Dotson and the bot, some overtly, some more
cautioudy, pretending to stare into the valey but shifting their eyestoward the pair whenever they thought
they would not be noticed. One was the representative of their gods. The other was that representative's
foster parent. Perhaps he was an intercessor for them al. Certainly their minds equipped him with an aura
of potency.

The bot hardly seemed to notice. Dotson squirmed benegath the weight of al the attention and forced
his own mind outward, to where Sunglow, hismate, risked her life, his sanity, on areckless gamble.

The night had thinned the ranks of the demongtrators. Hours of reflection and talk and anxiety had
dimmed their hope that the humans could smply betold what evil they were doing, shown that Racs
were no threet to their lives or world, persuaded to depart what was left of thisworld. Y et enough
remained, and in the hour before dawn small groups of Racs had stepped or crawled from the mouths of
each of the many tunnelsthat pierced the bluffs, leaving the safety of the cavernsto protest in the only
way they thought they had.

Now they waked toward the center of the valey, picking their way through mist and drizzle and over
the rubble that had been their homes two days before, converging dowly on the four starships and the
ruins of Worldtree Center.

"Idiots," Dotson breathed. He wished he could have stopped them dll, certainly Sunglow but not just
her. All of them. For dl of them would...

The humans knew they were coming. The starships closed their entrance ports. Men appeared on the
edges of the ruinsthat had been the center of the Rac civilization. They wore broad-brimmed hats and
long coats from which the water dripped. In their arms were guns of unfamiliar shape.

"The sze of those magazines," someone said. No one objected that she had to be guessing what the
curved projections from the guns were. Function and form never went together more obvioudy than with
weapons.

When the Racs within the ruins paused in their 1abors to see what was going on, one of their guards
fired into the air. The daves obediently returned to sorting through the rubble. One crew seemed to be
clearing the floor of what had been the Great Hdll. To one sdewas a stack of wet-glistening metd, the
antique armor that had been on display there, more battered now than ever.

The rhythmic sound of sted on rock paused and resumed.

Wasthat Sunglow drawing near the humans and their guns? But there were severa golden blonds out
therein thevaley, some of them tailed, sometailless, and every pelt looked darker when it was wet. He



could not tell.

He squeezed Gypsy Blossom's shouldersin his hands until she squirmed in protest.

The demonstrators now formed athin, defenseless line just beyond the exposed foundations of
Worldtree Center. An even thinner line of humans, each one standing on some stub of wall or block of
falen masonry, faced them, their gunsleveled.

A Rac stepped forward from the line of demonstrators. Who wasit? Not Sunglow. Wrong color. But
who? The one called Skin? Someone else?

Was he spesking? Or she? Were the humans answering? Dotson could hear nothing. He wished he
had binoculars or atelescope. Then hewould at least be able to see moving lips and expressive faces.

The tableau did not hold long enough for anyone to fetch such things, even if they were avallable.

The speaker for the demonstrators jerked, flung up his hands, and toppled. An ingtant later, the
barking burst of gunfire reached the watchersin the tunnel. Most gasped. A few screamed. More guns
added to the noise. Gypsy Blossom said, "l warned..."

Now more of the demonstrators were falling.

Therest werefleging.

The humanswere leaning forward, raising their gunsto their shouldersto improvetheir am, running in
pursuit.

The sound of gunfire was constant, abrading the ears even asit brought down the Racs.

Few reached the safety of the tunnels.

None reached the Turnstone tunnel, where Dotson Barbtail waited for his Sunglow to return.

* * *

Dotson did not |leave the back of the parked truck &l the rest of that day. For hours he stood till,
gtaring through the narrow gap between the mound of rubble and the roof of the tunnel. His hands
remained on Gypsy Blossom's shoulders, astight as ever, tighter, and the bot no longer protested.

A few of hisfdlow Racsremained, saring dternately at the valey outsde the tunnel and the pair that
stood so ill.

The light rain had stopped. The clouds were il there, though they broke from timeto timeto let the
sun shine through. When that happened, the valley steamed.

What was he looking for? Dotson hardly knew. The dead Racs would never rise and walk again. The
humans were making sure of thet.

One of the fleeing protestors had nearly madeit to safety before hefell. Now he lay on ascrap of bare
pavement, legs twitching uselesdy, blood pooled around hiswa s, watching as two humans stalked
acrosstherubble.

One of the humanstrained hisrifle toward the nearest tunnel. The other kicked the dying Rac in the
head. When that drew no response, he put the muzzle of hisownrrifle to the Rac'sright eye and pulled
thetrigger.

When they were gone, asingle half-grown Rac dashed from the tunnel and fell on her knees beside the
body.

A moment later, she too was dead. Perhaps her scream of grief and pain had drawn the humans back,
or perhapsthey had smply been waiting out of sight.

What was Dotson looking for? Sunglow was out there somewhere, wasn't she?

He wished he dared go hunting for her, but there was no sense in that. He would only die aswell.

Some of those who shared hisvigil left and returned and left again. Someone brought him and Gypsy
Blossom food. He ate, and dimly he was aware that the bot needed sunlight as much asfood, sunlight
that was hardly to be had where they were forced to hide.

V oices murmured behind him and to the sdes.

"What can we do now?'

"It'shopeless.”

"We can't even get out of thishole.”



"Thetunnels are plugged even worse up top. Buildingsfell in them.”

"I heard someonetried to make it out past the landing field."

"Tried, huh."

"Y eah. They're as dead asthose idiots out there."

When Dotson stirred at that, Gypsy Blossom seemed to read the protest in hismind. " They were
idiots," she said. "So was she. Most people are smart enough, when they burn one hand, not to stick the
other inthe fire. And you cdled them that yourself.”

He knew he should fed something, anything. He should glower and grieve and rave. He should seize a
weapon and charge out of the tunnel, assault the humans single-handed, bare-handed even, and diein
raging honor. He should join Sunglow, wherever she now was, idiot or no, as soon as hewas able.

But hedidn't. He let himself subside at the touch of the bot's hand. He watched the valley floor as
tendrils of vapor rose and the ground dried. He wished that he could see the bodies more closaly. Was
that ablond? It was hard to tell, for it was shadowed by a piece of rubble. So was that one, and that
other was so stained by mud and gore that he could not tell.

That one? No. The color was right, but its abdomen was bloated by rot. It had been dead too long,
ever ancetheinitia bombardment.

"They've found aholein the city. Working on it now, clearing it, making it larger.”

"Arethere-- "

"Y eah. But they won't be able to see much after dark. And there's plenty of cover.”

A hand fell on his shoulder asfirmly ashisown ill lay on Gypsy Blossom's. Y ou're Dotson Barbtail ?
The guy with the bot? C'mon. Y ou're wanted.”

Hetried to ignore the hand, the voice, the tug away from the view of the valley where he had last seen
Sunglow, but then "Why?" sprang into hismind, and he turned.

"C'mon."

The other Rac's pelt was scorched bald in spots, and his eyes seemed as glazed as Dotson'sown. Y et
that did not keep him from leading Dotson and Gypsy Blossom down the tunnd at atrot. They rounded a
bend and passed through a blackout curtain to find bright eectric lights. The power came from the same
underground stream that filled the reservoirs. They turned | eft and entered a cavernous room packed with
refugees. Beyond that was anarrow corridor. They passed a chamber that ill retained curtains of
flowstone, and then they came to alow-ceilinged garage whose wallswere lined with emergency
vehicles

"Theinfirmary," said hisguide. "Where the medical suppliesaready were. Shel's over here.”

They rounded an ambulance whose polished surface was filmed with dust lofted by al the explosions
and fires outsde. Dotson let hisfingersfollow the trails someone else had | eft across the vehicle's
windows. When he reached their end, there was the storeroom, awalled-off portion of the room, an
open door, Racs moving efficiently in and out with bandages and intravenous bottles and fol ded
gtretchers.

"Where?'

"Not many madeit, you know. But she did. Got to Skyclaw, three tunnels over."

A few feet more. A row of unfolded stretchers on the floor, some of their occupants quite till, others
shifting in obvious pain, that one staring. Staring at him.

He dmost collgpsed asthe tension left hismuscles. Y ou madeit.”

"I'll leave you here." He hardly noticed the pat on his shoulder.

Sunglow held up an arm engulfed from wrist to shoulder in acast. She dso wore aheavy bandage,
stained red with blood, on one thigh. "1 waslucky."

"L uckier than you deserved,” said Gypsy Blossom.

Dotson only knélt in the narrow space between her stretcher and the next and seized her other hand.
He could say nothing more for many minutes.

* * *



"Whered they al go?'

Dotson Barbtail was once more on the bed of the truck, once more watching the valley and the
humans. But now Sunglow waswith him, perched on ahigh stool to take the sirain off her leg, her amin
ading. Gypsy Blossom paced behind them.

The sky was clear. There was no sign of the Racs who had been searching through the rubble. The
smashing clang of sted on rock had ceased.

Humans stood on high points of the ruins, riflesin their arms. Half adozen were clustered around a
boxy, yellow-painted machine near the base of the Worldtree. Two more were on the flange near the
Worldtreg's top, anchoring atriangular derrick from which dangled apair of cables.

They had aready pushed the bodies of First-Stop's heroes over the edge.

"Y esterday. While you were gone," said a Rac whose gray pelt was marked with swirls of brownish
green. He was pointing toward one of the starships, the one with Saladin painted onitsside. "They
herded them together benegth itstail. Then they fired the engines. Just aburp, redly, but..." Hisvoice
cracked.

Dotson shuddered.

"They must have found whatever they were looking for," said the other. "They didn't need them
anymore.”

"What are we going to do?' Sunglow's shoulders dumped, and she spoke in athready whine. She no
longer showed any sign that she doubted the humans were indeed the Enemy.

Dotson shook his head. He had no idea.

"We've got atunnel open to thetop,” said the other Rac. "We can escape.”

"Thereés nowhereto go," said Sunglow.

Gypsy Blossom stopped her pacing and leaned toward the opening at the end of the Turnstone tunnel.
"Outsde," she said, and her roots uncurled from the ruff around her shins. "Thereisn't any dirt in here."
She pointed at the pile of rubble between them and the light of day. "That'sdl, and it'sno good. It tastes
of blood."

"Theréslight," said Dotson.

"It's not the same. Not right."

"It hasto do."

"Couldn't | go out after dark?"

"They'd see you." Humans patrolled the valley at night now, watching for Racs who might be gathering
to attack, or merely to protest. Gunfire punctuated the darkness, and in the morning there were more
bodies. Some of the bodies were those of wild Racs. "And then-- "

“I'd hide!"

One of the humans at the top of the Worldiree grasped the cables hanging from the derrick and swung
off theflange. The derrick didn't twitch. He swung back, leaned over the edge, and waved and yelled at
those below. They grabbed their end of the cables and attached them to their machine.

"That'sapulley a thetop,” said Sunglow. "A cableloop. And that's the motor.”

A small truck appeared from behind the Toledo, its bed stacked with orange canisters. It approached
the Worldtree and the humans. It stopped, and the humans began to unload it. A few minutes later the
first of the canisters had been attached to the cable and wasrising into the air.

"That's one of our trucks."

"What are they doing?"

Dotson shook his head. He had no idea except for the certainty that the humans could be doing
nothing good. They were the Enemy.

* *

The blackout curtains kept every hint of light contained. There were no reflections off the tunnel walls,
no dim glow about the tunnel mouth, no hint that the bluffs hid within them ahost of Racs.
Nor did Dotson and Sunglow and Gypsy Blossom carry any light asthey groped toward the dim



skyglow at the mouth of Turnstone tunnel, banged her cast on atruck fender, shushed each other
urgently, crawled over the mound of rubble and through the narrow opening, and stared into the darkness
that engulfed the valey. The only lights came from the viewports of the starships and the windows of
those surviving buildings of Worldtree Center the humans had occupied. The sounds were a scrabble of
claws on stone, adistant footstep or cough, arattle of equipment.

"Over there,” whigpered the bot. "A clump of honeysuckle. I'll hidein themiddle of it. I'll beinvisble"

"We're going with you," said Sunglow.

"Y ou shouldn't!" Gypsy Blossom hissed. "That's too much chance of getting caught.”

"Then well dl dietogether,” said Dotson.

Silence. Then, "Y ouwant meto say I'll stay insde. The hel with you."

Sunglow stifled alaugh.

"Shh."

A single shot rang out perhaps a hundred meters off. A cry of pan.

"Now," said Dotson. "While they're al looking over there."

They ran. He tripped once and stumbled, and then he was on soft dirt. The scent of honeysuckle
engulfed him. He remembered that other night when he had crept through the vines toward the Great Hall
and adisplay casefull of antique seeds. Asthen, blossomstipped and spilled nectar on hisfur. Sunglow
hissed in disgust, reveding that she too was now wet and sticky.

"Here." Gypsy Blossom stopped in the smallest of open spaces, stood tall and till, and et down her
roots. "Ahhh," she sighed.

Dotson wondered what it must fedl like to have roots, to draw water and minerals from the sail, to
feed on sunlight, to be haf plant. But the closest he could come was to watch as the bot luxuriated in the
sensations the human attack had stripped her of, smashing her pot before she was ready to step away
from it on her own. She needed this, and he... He had let Sunglow go off on her own, and she had nearly
died. He didn't want to take the same chance of losing the bot, even if it meant his own deeth. It would
belikelosngachild.

He guessed that Sunglow must fed the same way, for she was with them, staying close, the cast on her
arm bumping his side, the bandage on her leg glowing white in the dark.

"It'staking to me!"

"What?'

"Shht"

The bot obediently whispered. "The honeysuckle! Our roots connected, and it remembers. Theré€'s
history here, and-- "

"It'saGypsy thing," said Dotson.

"Yesss. It haseyes, you know. And ears. | can seethewhole valley. | can hear the humans, the
Enemy. And yes, they are the Enemy. They wear the cogwhed. They are the Engineers. And-- "

"Shh!" Sunglow's hiss was desperate. " Someone's coming!™

Silence. Digtant footsteps, growing closer. A human voice growling, "I heard something over here.”

A second voice: "Another gyppin’ animal. The coons are gone, hiding in the deepest hole they've got.”

"Not dl of 'em.”

"All but one or two. They come lookin' for their kids, and..." The dap of abare hand on meta. "I'm
not worried about them.”

When they had |eft again, the bot whispered, "There'sawarning here: Watch out for humans-—-"

"We know," said Dotson.

"Theres more than that."

"Tell uslater. We can't stay here." He tugged at the bot's hand. "We've got to go.”

"No! It's hoursyet till dawn."

"Wevegot to tell the rest. That warning.”

"I'll tell you. Y ou go. There's so much more for meto learn here.”

"Later."

The answer was a shifting of weight as Gypsy Blossom freed her roots, an angry sigh. "'l have to come



back, though. It'slikealibrary. Theré's so much to learn.”
"Later."

CHAPTER 17

* * *

"Isit safe out here?’

"Are you worried about the coons?' Marcus Aurelius Hrecker made a bitter noise.

"They haven't surrendered. They put bombsin the cars and planeswe use. They minethelibrarieswe
raid. They ambushed a squad this afternoon.”

"But therearen't any in thisvaley. Y ou passed on that order yoursdlf. Don't let 'em get away to talk,
or they might stir up somered resistance. The only onesleft arein those cages.” Asif, he thought, that
made much difference. The coons could stand atop the bluffs and see the entire valley and everything the
humansdid withint.

"What about that?* Tamiko Inoue's gesture indicated not the bluffs, the ruins at their feet and beyond
their crests, or the forests ill further off in which armies could hide, but the tower in the valley's center,
lessthan akilometer away. It was amost invisible, no more than ablack silhouette againgt the near-black
of anight sky wrapped in clouds.

"I think it's safe," Hrecker added, but she had dready turned away from him. Eric Silber wasthere,
looking past her at him, one hand urging her to take one more step, one more, and then stop just on the
verge of hishearing.

He had first seen them together that very morning. He had climbed out of his bunk and found hers
aready empty, aready neatened. He did not see her until he had his breskfast on atray. She looked up
from the table she was sharing with Silber and nodded. But she made no moveto join him or to invite her
to join them. Not that he wanted to be anywhere near the other man.

When had he moved to the Bonami? Or had he? Was he only visiting?

He had had to pass three tables before he found a seat. But he had till been close enough to hear
Silber say, "He's atraitor, you know."

Tamiko had sounded doubtful when shereplied, "I know his heart'snot redly init."

"It'sworse than that. | swear, hel's only waiting for achanceto sell usall out. He..."

Why was he like that? Hrecker was sure the other man had not seen that African violet back on Mars,
and he didn't think his own hesitations and reluctances were so clear awindow on hisuncertain mind. All
they said was that he was not afanatic. He did not act from an automatic, unquestioning assumption of
his and his peopl€'s correctness.

Tamiko didn't either, did she? Y et her bias was obvioudy closer to Silber's than to Hrecker's. That
waswhy...

Hrecker shook his head and sipped deliberately at the glass of cloudy liquid in hishand. Gin and...
Something new. Spicy, tart, smoky. Swest, of course. Heliked it.

Hehdd uptheglass. "What isthis?'

"Gin and mossberry juice," said the crewman behind the drink table. It had been set up alittle nearer
to the ship, where asingle smal spot could provide the light to read the label's on the bottles and pluck
ice cubes from the dented meta chest in the table's center. It had been found in the ruins.

Why was he here if he was not like Silber? He had wanted to see First-Stop and the Racs. He had
wanted to see the results of hislabors on the starships drives and even the particle beam weapons. He



had wanted to be with Tamiko. All of those, and it had been far too easy to find himself here, assgtingin
deeds that would haunt his dreamsfor the rest of hislife.

He finished his drink and began to pay attention to the others once more. Captain Quigg and Ali
Catrone and the representatives of the other shipsin the valey stood alittle further out, just within the
circle the ship had charred into the ground. They too were watching the tower.

Did they dream?

Not far away, not far enough by half in the black of the First-Stop night, Eric Silber was saying to
Tamiko Inoue, "Wd|?'

Well, what? Well, could he movein with her, or shewith him?

To one sde stood Meyer Smith, Bela B'Genda, and the Baron from the Saladin. The Baron still wore
atwitching robot pinned within the circle of his cogwhed badge. He had amug of beer in one hand, and
he was saying to B'Genda, "Didn't have the faintest, did he? Not till we showed up and | said, 'Stuff it.
Make it go boom.™

Would that be enough to convince Tamiko that he was no traitor?

Hedidn't redly care a this point whether she threw him out of her quarters. Even for Silber, hetold
himsdf, though he knew helied.

"It'sdark enough,” said Quigg. "Y ou can dart the fireworks anytime.”

Hrecker set hisdrink on the end of the table and fished the control box from his shirt pocket. It was
about the size and weight of adeck of cards, made of black plastic, and it looked like acalculator in all
but two respects. It had a numberpad and arectangular display, but it aso had asmall whip antennaand
abright red pushbutton centered in its upper rim. It was, he thought, just as much adedgehammer asthe
tool he had used to destroy al those plagues.

Hrecker drew the antenna from its recess and punched in the code that unlocked the device's
transmitter function. He poised his thumb above the pushbutton. He looked at the captain.

Quigg nodded. "Go ahead.”

It was darker now, and even thelittle light that spilled over the drink table was enough to spoil their
night vision. But the fact that no one could possibly see athing kept no one from facing the tower and
craning their necks asif they could indeed make out its bulboustip, the flange around it, the twin openings
initssdes,

Hrecker's thumb twitched.

Aningant later those openings vomited flame. The tower sprang into view, and the valey with itsruins,
the starships, the human watchers. The tower's bulb, the chamber that once had held awealth of
knowledge, cracked and cracked again, splitting, crazing, every sudden gap aline of fiery light. The sky
lit red and yellow and orange.

The bulb was gone. In its stead was only an expanding fireball.

They could just have put the plagues back where they had come from, couldn't they? Except that there
were too many to fit. Copies, and copies of copies. Better to smash and burn and--

The blast reached them, less sound than a blow, staggering them, forcing them to clap their hands over
their ears. Hrecker's mouth opened, his face contorted, and when he looked at the others, they too were
grimacing. He cried out, but he could not hear even his own pain, much lessthat of the others.

Someone fell, her shirt blooming dark and shiny with her blood. But when he leaned toward her,
staring desperately, she was not Tamiko, not Silber. Just a stranger he did not know.

Something stung his cheek. When heraised his hand, it came away wet.

They weretoo close.

Or they had packed the chamber with much, much more than would do the job.

A chunk of rock the size of his head struck one end of the drink table. Bottles, glasses, and chest of
ice catapulted to oblivion.

Why couldn't he hear anything?

The bang, of course. The sheer hellish gyppin' noise of it had stunned his ears. Perhaps...

He stuck afinger in one ear. It came away dry except for abit of wax.

At least hiseardrums were intact.



Thedigplay of flamewasfading. Asthelight diminished, he noticed Captain Quigg staring at the
Bonami. Its metal was streaked bright where bits of rock had struck it. There were dents. And there was
an actud tear, damage worse than anything the coons had managed to do, and he had done it himself. He
wished he could hide.

He bowed his head, and there, practically beside hisfoot, was a piece of rock that had not been there
before he pressed the button. He reached for it, but even as helifted it into the air he was swearing and
jerking his hands away. It was till blistering hot from the blast that had hurled it into the air.

Y et he had time to notice its finest details. It had rings, striations, stairstepped edges, structure. Just as
the coons had said, the tower had once been wood, atree. The Gypsies had grown it and petrified it,
and it had stood for dl the years.

Until he had packed itstip full of high explosives.

"Great show!" A hand clapped his back, and he glimpsed the captain of the Drake aready turned
toward Quigg. "Worth the trip from Earth." The words were just audible through theringing in hisears.

* *

The coons sacred tower was il taller than any of the human ships, till higher than the valley'srim,
but where it once had bulged smoothly to form astone-walled reliquary, it now wastipped by jagged
teeth. Cracks extended downward for twenty meters, growing narrower and fewer until they
disappeared, resisted and vanquished by the nature of the tower's substance.

Petrified wood, thought Hrecker. But not quite. Microscopes showed that the wood was il there, a
meass of interwoven cdllulose to strengthen and reinforce the minerd that had been crystalized in every
cdl and pore and crevice. Strong, resilient fibersin asturdy matrix, like rebar in concrete, like fiberglass.

They had set him to work smashing plagues. When that was done, they had told him to destroy the
tower. And when last night's pyrotechnic display proved to be no more than a glorious decapitation, they
had said, "Great show, but we want it all down. Fat."

Hisfingerswere dick with burn cream. He rubbed them together and told himsalf he was lucky the
burns weren't worse. He had dropped that rock very quickly.

The trouble was, he added, the tower had been atree once. It tapered, and at its base it was at |east
ten metersthrough.

"No problem,” said the Baron. A bandage covered one ear to show where a piece of flying tree had
hit him.

"That'swhat you said before." Bela B'Genda's voice snapped with frustration. One cheek was
peppered with tiny scabs. "Y ou said that charge would split it to the root.”

"I've seen lightning hit atree," said the Baron. "And that's just what happened.”

"Thisthing'srock," said Smith. He alone seemed untouched by the previous night's shrapnel storm.

" So we need rock-cutting tools."

"They built with rock. There's got to be aquarry around here somewhere."”

There was, and by noon a dozen pneumatic rock drills were boring into one flank of the tower, roaring
and hammering and spitting chips. Holesthe size of Hrecker'sfist grew benesth their bits. By evening,
those holes were degp enough to take hisfist hafway to the elbow.

The explosives came from the same quarry. The attempt of the night before had used amost dl the
humans own supply.

Tamiko and Silber arrived asthey were packing the last of the holes. "It's not going to hit anything, is
it?"

Hrecker showed her the arc of the tower's circumference they had mined. Then he turned around and
pointed. "It'slike cutting trees. Y ou notch them, and then they fall into the notch.”

"What do you know about cutting trees?'

He grinned sheepishly. It had been many years since he had last seen atree on Earth, and even then he
had hardly been awoodsman. "What I'veread. And it'll fal right between the Bolivar and the Toledo. A
cdeanmiss”



"Y ou hope.”

"You'd better beright,” said Silber. "Generd Lyapunov doesn't want to lose athird ship.”

Tamiko gave the man an irritated glance. She was the one who talked to the Generd, not he.

"Cross your fingers, then." He turned away from them. The others were standing back from the side of
the tower. "Are we ready?'

Once everyone was a safe distance away, he pressed the button once more.

Smoke and flame spouted from the holes they had drilled. Dust and grave flew. Flakes of stone astall
asaman spaled from the tower's surface. The tower itself neither trembled nor swayed.

The Engineers stared at the results of their labor in silence. Here the rings were more boldly defined.
They formed not just stripesin the rock or stairsteps along the broken edges but boundaries along which
the rock sometimes split in sheets.

Finaly Hrecker said, "That'sjust chipping away &t it."

The Baron sad, "Try the particle beams.”

"They'refinefor sheet meta. Or flesh. But not this. Too massive. It would take forever.”

"Then we need anuke."

BelaB'Genda shook her head. "We should have drilled deeper.”

"Next time," said Hrecker.

"But were out of explosves,” said Meyer Smith.

"Then well find some more.”

"There are other quarries,” said Tamiko. "And mines. Congruction Sites."

"If theré'sanything left," said BelaB'Genda.

"There was at the quarry,” said Hrecker.

"Or we can take their bombs apart.”

"Use one of our nukes and be done with it," said the Baron.

Hrecker snorted and waved an arm toward the nearest ship. "That wouldn't do us much good.”

"Doit last," said the Baron. " Set it up, and then trigger it from orbit. Just before we go home.™

And the valley would be usdlessfor years to come. Hrecker shuddered, and he was pleased to note
that BelaB'Gendadid not seem to like the idea any better than he.

But Silber was nodding quite happily.

"Better to have the coons get afactory going again,” said Tamiko.

"l wouldn't trust 'em," said the Baron.

"Don't worry abouit it," said BelaB'Genda. "We can keegp ‘em under control. But we flattened
everything that looked anything like indugtrid.”

"It wouldn't be that hard to set up something new,” said Smith.

"It might not be easy to persuade them to cooperate,” said Hrecker. "After what we've done already--

"Easy doesn't matter," said Silber. "They dug those plagues out of the rubble eagerly enough after we
shot afew.”

"And now the plagues are gone. The Gypsies might aswell never have been here.”

Tamiko glanced at Silber asif she were thinking that he were right. Y et somehow Hrecker could not
stop talking. "It'sawaste of time and effort. Sheer vandalism.”

Meyer Smith was nodding. "It would make more sense if we were rooting out the libraries. This?' He
shrugged. "It'sjust a piece of rock."

"You'rebothidiots" said Tamiko. "Well get thelibraries, but thisisten timesasimportant asal the
information the Gypsies left behind. 1t's so important that if we had to choose, we should leave the
plagues and destroy this.”

"It'sasymbol,” said the Baron. "Nukeit."

Silber grinned. "We're not in any rush, you know. And we've got the guns.”

"I till think it'swasted effort.” Hrecker kicked at aflake of petrified wood. "All that high explosive,
and dl wegetisthat.”

"Ask the Generd," suggested Bela B'Genda. " Send amemo.”



He nodded as Tamiko and Silber both laughed. "I'll do that.”
"But you'd better drill some more holes while you're waiting for the answer."
After amoment's hesitation, Hrecker nodded.

* * *

Hrecker rolled out of his bunk the next morning, stretched, and scratched. He was yawning when the
door opened and Tamiko held two sheets of paper toward him.

"What's this?' Hrecker was ill in his shorts. She was dressed, combed, and apparently aready fed.

"They were waiting for you." Shewas not looking at him. Instead, she was crossing the narrow room
to open the drawers and cupboards in which he kept histhings. All of them.

Helooked at the top sheet in his hand.

It was aroom assignment form.

He sighed.

"They had avacancy," she said. She had found his duffle and was aready putting his clothesin the
bag. "Unlessyou'd rather go back to the Sdadin.”

"What's the other?' When she said nothing else, he looked for himself.

It was acomprint. Its heading identified its origin first asthe Ajax and second as Generd Lyapunov's
gaff. Its message was smple: "We understand your fegling that destroying the tower is awasteful
diversion of resourcesfrom our true objectives. However, the tower is clearly the soul of thisworld.
Removing it will make any resstance impossible and greetly retard the day when the coons will pose any
threat to Earth. Y ou and your demolition crew should waste no timein ensuring itsfall.”

"At least they're polite," he said.

* * *

* * *
CHAPTER 18

* * *

Dotson Barbtail ran hisfingers over the smooth surfaces of the heavy gun in hislap. The stubby barrdl,
the horizontal clip that curved like a crossbow's bow, the massive, stabilizing stock. Warm where abit of
sunlight struck meta or wood. It held sixty-four rounds, each one ahigh-velocity bundle of meta divers
that would come gpart on impact. One was enough to kill, for if it penetrated the body-armor the humans
wore, its fragments would shred and tear beyond repair.

Not that he was likely to see ahuman on the ground. They flew overhead in stolen jets and helicopters
and landed only to burn and loot and then kill whatever they found dive.

He clicked the safety on, off, on, off.

Could he useit? He hadn't yet, bui...

The dab of concrete beneath which he squatted was the largest remaining piece of an apartment
building. Hiswater bottle sat on the stained and broken shell of what had been aVVC set. A doll, a
miniature Rac as blond as Sunglow but tailed, lay on apile of haf-burned clothing. He had put it there
himsdf after spotting itstiny hand under a piece of wood and thinking of the toys he had once bought for
aseedling bot.

Hewrinkled hisnose. The air was tainted with the musty sweetness of death. He thought the odor
would gtill be there when spring and summer came round again, though by then it would seem so normal
that no one would notice.



Sunglow had agun just like his, aswell asasack of mines, and she was out there somewhere, she and
five other Racs, vidting aneighborhood library the humans had not yet found and burned, though bombs
had opened it to the dements. If they were lucky, they would find a copy of Leaves of the Worldtree. If
they werent, they would till save what they could, and they would |leave the mines behind.

How did one salvage acivilization as it was being destroyed? Information was the key, of course.
Libraries. Museums, too. But it wasimpossible to rescue every record, every textbook, every work of
art. Every Remaker plaque, every replicaor copy. Nor was there the time to search through the shelves
and storerooms and select the most important, most valuable, most irreplaceable.

If they found a L eaves, they would take it. For the rest, they carried rolls of plastic sheeting. Inthe
time they had, they would lug everything they could into the library's basement, or into the basement of a
nearby building. Then they would wrap and cover it againgt the rain that would trickle through broken
roofs and tumbled walls overhead. With luck, the books would still be useful after the humans | eft.

If they ever did.

Gypsy Blossom was closer by, just over there, haf hidden in aclump of honeysuckle that had survived
intact the explosions and the fires.

Hisjob wasto protect her if any humans cameby. Tokill them all, and if hefailed, to die with her and
keep the secret of dl the Racs hidden beneath their feet. 1t was no accident that they could not see from
here the tunnd the Racs had opened.

Y et he wasn't worried. Gypsy Blossom had assured him that they could be discovered only from the
ar. The honeysuckle would tell her if any humans were gpproaching on the ground.

He shook his head. How could he believe that? But the bot did, and she hersalf was proof enough that
the Gypsies could make plantswith eyes and ears, or animalswith roots.

And even if hewas safe, what about the others? He heard distant shots, the boom of amine, amissile,
or abomb. He clenched hisfists around his gun, and he told himsdlf that even if Rac bombs and human
warheads made different sounds, he could not tell who was attacking whom. The humans had seized dl
the Rac planes and helicopters they had not destroyed. They were using Rac guns and Rac bombs, and...
Dotson told himsdlf it made sense. A starship had to be limited in what it could carry.

But it was like chopping off someone's arm so you could use it to beat them to death. Not fair. Not
fara al.

There were noises closer by aswell. The cresks of shifting, settling rubble. The chirpings of small
insects. The scraping noises made by vermin that did not care whether they found broken cans and
ruptured freezers or bodies, so long asit wasfood. The buzzings of flies hovering above anarrow cleft in
the rubble; the food wasthere.

Something hit the top of the dab above him. It banged and bounced, and sun-dried dust sifted onto his
head.

Heflinched and shuddered, bit back awhine of fear, and nearly pulled histrigger. Then helooked at
the bot, but she did not seem to be alarmed. In fact, her eyes were closed. Had the honeysuckle told her
thiswas nothing?

Footsteps, and he poised hisrifle. He stared upward, scanned the edge of the dab, looking for
shadows, legs, danger, targets. But... The sound was not that of the boots the humans wore. Nor was
there enough weight behind each step for...

Hewas not surprised when apair of wild Racs dropped off the edge of the dab, cocked their ringed
tallshigh, and stared at him, panting lightly againgt the heet of the summer day. His own mouth was open,
his breathing hard, his eyes wide. Hefdt like he waslooking into amirror that threw back a distorted,
doubleimage of himsdf, but he did not relax his grip on the gun until they had scurried out of Sght to the
|eft.

So they were coming out of the woods now. Were they curious about why so many of the buildings
were now ruins? About what the explosions and fires had done? Or were they taking the opportunity to
return to the lands their Remade descendants had seized and transformed and barred them from? They
wereintelligent enough, but was he imputing too much-- ?

"They madeit."



Hejumped. Gypsy Blossom was beside him, and he had not seen her move.

"Y ou were watching the animas. And | can be quiet.”

He snorted and showed histeeth in aRac grin. " Sunglow, you mean.”

"Her whole squad. They're on the way back already."

"Those shots?"

"Another group. They'real dead.”

He made a pained face and brushed dust from his fur. The humans were far too good at that. "I'm
glad." He reached for hiswater bottle and shook it. It was empty.

"Shall we go back?' She didn't say aword about his comment, for she understood that hewas glad
not that Racs had died but that Sunglow had not.

* * *

From any distance at all, the roadway seemed to be entirely buried by rubble, just asit had been after
the humans first atack. Y et there was a path that wound between overhanging sheets of floor and roof,
shadowed by asingle burned-out, windowless building. It was exposed only intermittently, when it
struggled over mounds of broken masonry or when the buildings had failed to collapse in away that
offered any cover.

"Let'swait up there."

Insde the building, astairway till reached the third floor. The wallsthat surrounded one corner were
intact enough to shield observers. The unburned litter said they had.

"It'll beawhile."

"l know." He stared only briefly from the window that overlooked the approach to the tunndl. Then he
moved to the one that faced the valley and the truncated, snag-topped Worldtree.

The Enemy. There had been legends. And when Gypsy Blossom had discovered what waited for her
in the honeysuckle, there had been amessage: "Watch out for humans,” it had passed from itsroots
through hersto her nervous system. "If they ever come here again, don't trust them. Don't mistake them
for Gypsies. Don't tell them more than you must.”

They had done that, hadn't they? And it had been his own lab, his own work, that had triggered the
disaster. He should have kept his mouth shut, been less eager to impress them with what good little
students the Racs had become, taken them to visit ahospital or aschool or amine.

Y et that would only have delayed the disaster. A few days. No more. Humans were humans.

"Gypsiestrave with bots," the honeysuckle had told Gypsy Blossom. "If the humans come from Earth,
if they don't have bots with them, they're Engineers, who hate and fear and destroy every hint of
biological technology. They are the ones who daughtered dl the genetic engineers except for those
refugees who became the Gypsies.”

And now... He stared at the remains of the Worldtree. It was damaged, yes, but it still stood though
Worldtree Center and Worldtree City lay inruinsal about it.

When the top of the Worldtree had exploded, many Racs had despaired. They had remembered their
temple lessons and a prophecy that the world would end when the Worldtree fell.

But it still stood.

Even though the humans nibbled at its base with drills and blasts.

"Someone's coming.”

He moved to the other window, but the Racs advancing toward the tunnel, gunsin hand, spread out
and wary, pelts stained with mud and blood, were not the ones he wanted to see.

He did not show himself. Neither did Gypsy Blossom. Both were waiting, watching the Racs below
disappear into shadows and atunnel, safety and what comfort remained on a devastated world, eying the
sky and adistant plane sketching interlocking circles like rings of condensation |eft on atabletop by cold
drinks. It was searching, scanning. Looking for Racs such as Sunglow's team, or for targets such asthe
library that team had | eft.

A line of smoke marked the launch of some small missile toward the plane. Its path never twitched, but



its crew must have responded in some way Racs could not match, for the missile exploded when it was
much too far from itstarget to do damage.

As soon asthe planes circling path aimed its nose roughly toward the origin of the missile, it fired
something of its own. The explosion on the ground was more than large enough to destroy an entire
squad.

"They weren't in that area,” said the bot.

His hands did not loosen their grip on the gun he held. He clicked the safety on and off again. If that
plane flew overhead, the temptation to fire a it would beimmense. Y et hewould have to refrain. Not
only would the rifle be impotent, but it would draw attention, reveal his position, perhaps unveil the
tunnel, perhaps betray Sunglow as she gpproached.

"Whereisshe?' Hadn't they had long enough to get from there to here?

"There's honeysuckle down there.” The bot was pointing to what had been ahouse with atiny yard.
The viny growth that had once been confined to a hedge was already extending over the wreckage. "
could--"

"No. It'stoo open.” The bot could put down her roots anywhere, commune with the honeysuckle
anywhere that honeysuckle grew, and in afew more weeks the vines would be so thick and tall she could
hidein the midst of any patch, wherever it grew. So far, however, it sill showed the influence of the
gardenerswho had striven to keep it in check. They had gone where they had gone because the vines
were thicker there, and walls ill loomed over that patch. It was more sheltered, safer, less exposed to
view. And besides, the plane was closer now. Any movement might betray them.

"l see" Gypsy Blossom was nodding, leaning past the edge of an empty window frame, searching the
blasted wasteland that had been a city. "Though it would be so easy... Did | tell you it was bots that
made the honeysuckle?'

Of course she had, as soon as she found out, within aday of that first contact root to root. But the
waiting slence demanded filling.

She continued softly: "Back when they were new and feared discovery would mean extermination, the
nerve-bearing roots of al the separate vines stretched out and met and merged together to form asingle
nervous system that permeated Earth's soil wherever honeysuckle grew. They used it as an extension of
their own nervous systems, a first just to communicate. Then they gaveit senses so they could seeand
hear and monitor events where no bots grew.

"That'swhat | was doing today," she added. "Watching Sunglow. But before they left thisworld, they
made it something more, combining it with the computers they aso grew, storing memory initsroots,
setting it towait for me”

"That sounds conceited." Hisvoice wasjust as soft as hers, his postion as watchful, his expression
twice astense with worry.

"Not just me. Y ou were supposed to plant those seeds as soon as you found them, you know. Not
enshrine them. Then you'd have had us for helpers. Y ou'd have had access to the information stored in
the honeysuckle.”

"lan't it the same?"

She nodded. "' Pretty much. More detailed in some aress, | think. More history.”

Would the Racs have been more advanced with the bot assi stance? Would they have been ableto
ward off the Engineers first blow? Might they even have been gone dready, departed in pursuit of their
gods?

"What-- ?' But the circling plane was now further off, and others were as aware of that as he. There
were noises not far away, a scratch of claws on rock, ametallic click as something bumped arifle barrel
or magazine, and asmal group of Racs, including onefamiliar form, dusty but golden.

“That'sher."

"Then let'sgo," he said.

* * *



"Mogt of it had dready burned.” Sunglow, Dotson, and Gypsy Blossom were deep insde the bluff, in
acul-de-sac so small it had never been used for more than rubbish disposal. A sheet of plagtic, its
underside beaded with moisture, covered the thick sponge of decayed paper, wood, and leather and less
identifiable wastes that was the floor. The wallswere sill untouched ropes and sheets of cacite. The only
light was the small |antern that sat on a stoneto one side.

She had aready made her officia report. Now it was the turn of her mate, the bot, and the refugees
who crowded the storeroom outside. The privacy of the cul-de-sac had been their neighbors idea of
doing honor to the bot.

"Just one wing was | eft pretty much intact.” She was Sitting near the cul-de-sac's narrow entrance,
facing outward. The bandaged leg extended straight ahead of her. The cast on her injured arm had been
replaced with one that held her elbow bent, her hand braced in front of her belly asif to hold agun. She
had asked for that deliberately.

Dotson squatted beside her, combing his claws gently through the pelt of her back and side, dropping
bits of unidentified debris on the plastic-covered floor. When he came to the edge of her cast, he
smoothed the ruffed-up fur.

"But we were lucky," she added. "The reference room was there, and the weather had only gotten to
the periodicas shelves.”

"No Leaves" said Gypsy Blossom.

"No Leaves." Sunglow shook her head.

There was a disgppointed murmur from the storeroom, where their neighbors also squatted in pairs,
picking through each others pelts, grooming and comforting. Hrecker noticed loose skin jerking beneath
thefingers, asign of short rations and lost weight. He thought it would get worse, perhaps even until the
digtinctive Rac paunch disappeared entirely.

"But there was a Book of the Founder, an encyclopedia, afew more good ones. They're dl safe
NOW.

"For how long?' someone whispered.

"Long enough,” said Gypsy Blossom. ™Y ou know about the honeysuckle. | can hear whatever they say
outside their ships, aslong asthey are near open ground. Even in what's left of Worldtree Center.”

"I've seen the honeysuckle growing there," said another voice.

The bot nodded. "Their commanders don't want to destroy us or our world. Just dl the influence of the
Gypsies, our Remakers. Just our civilization, our technology, our schools, our libraries.”

Sunglow was staring at the calling asif she could see beyond it to the ruins outside their shelter. "That's
why we-- "

"You'reatallless Farshorn." A brown Rac marked with darker swirls stood up. His voice was nasty,
and he had the heavy shoulders of someone who worked with...

"Shut up, Potwhed!" someone hissed.

"They're wrecking Farshore too," said Dotson.

"How do we know?"

"Thefirgt reports.”

"But ancethen... I'll bet they'redliesnow.” Severd voicesindicated agreement. Most did not, though
their murmur grew uneasily higher in pitch.

Dotson scowled and stood up. When he spoke, his voice was dmost shrill with anger. "We do have
word. There are dtill radios, and though the humans destroy the transmitters as soon asthey dareto
broadcast, we do hear alittle. Farshore's citiesare dso rubble. Their librariesare dso in flames.”

"Lies" ingsted Potwhed.

"No more than the Smilar reports from esewherein our own land. Citiesand libraries and universities.
The Worldtreeitsdf. We are dl under attack, dl victims, dl dliesinthiswar. There are no tailed and
tallless anymore. And we don't need your sort of attitude.”

His audience's tone was now abrightly gleaming knife-edge of anger. Potwhedl looked around the
storeroom, redized that he and his friends were a distinct minority, and sat down.

Dotson was sure he would not change his mind. When the humans were gone, when the Racs had



rebuilt their civilization as best they could atop the ruins, he would still be there. Whatever unity the crisis
forged between tailed and taillesswould not last. Certainly it would not meld the two groups like two
lumps of clay kneaded and spun and shaped and fired into mugs or bowls.

*

* *

Later that night, Dotson and Sunglow both accompanied Gypsy Blossom to the mouth of the
Foldstone tunndl. The valley's honeysuckle grew closest to the bluffs here, and one clump was high and
thick enough to fed safewithin.

The bot wore alight headset, and awire trailed from her hiding place to the tunnel, where Racs
listened to every word she murmured.

"There's no one near the Lakeview tunnd.”

More wires strung through the tunnels carried orders: A squad of Racs|eft the tunndl she had
mentioned. They would ambush humansif they could, lay minesin awd|-traveled path, or...

"Therésagap in theline across the pass.”

Or they would snesk out of the valley to mine paths nearer the landing field. They would leave, serving
as couriersto other cities, other centers of resistance. They would guide incoming couriers back to the
tunnelsto reinforce the picture of disaster that sporadic radio reports could not make convincing.

The sound of gunfire reminded them all that she was only one, she could not see everywhere at once,
and by the time a Rac squad reached a spot she had said was free of guards, it might be safe no longer.

And therewas the hissand crack of a particle beam striking through atmosphere. Fortunately that was
rare at night, for radar could not easily pick out a Rac's gun and other gear against ground echo, while
infrared detectors could not tell the difference between Racs and their ancestors. And, of course, in air
the beams had far lessrange and potency.

"Watch out for... Something new." She had seen a hundred hand-sized machines scuttling from one of
the humans starships. Tiny robots programmed to patrol the valey. Mobile sensorsto spot the Racsand
cdl infire. Shelaughed very softly. "They're everywhere, but not as everywhere asme. They'rehard to
spot at night, but no one suspects the honeysuckle evenif they do notice. | can ill tell you how to get
past them, but if they release many more... | wish they'd given the honeysuckle hands or tentacles” Her
own hands mimed grabbing, plucking, twisting.

Dotson grimaced as he watched her. Sunglow's claws dug gently into hiswrist. There was something
the bot had said earlier. Something about the seeds...

"What can you seein the Center?' he asked. "The Great Hall?"

"Yes, of course. The honeysuckleistouching the floor tiles now."

"Can you see that display case? The one with the seeds?"

"No. Wherewasit?'

Hetold her.

"Thereitis. But it's broken."

Its glass was smashed. Only one of the four legs upon which it had stood was intact.

"Didn't you say there was a casket?"

That was missing. But there was a scatter of dark lumps upon the floor.

"The seeds" said Sunglow.

Dotson nodded. "Can we get in there?”’

The bot said nothing for along moment. When she broke the silence at lagt, it was to whisper urgently,
"We haveto!"

"But can we?"'

"They have blind spots even here," said Gypsy Blossom. "There aren't many of those machinesthisfar
fromtheships"

"Can they il sprout?!

"Hersdid."

"They designed them to last,” said the bot. "A thousand years. More. Aslong asit took you to find



them and plant them. Then they would grow and multiply.”
"But welve only got you," said Sunglow.
"It'snot too late.”
"Not if the war drags on,” said Dotson. "It takes months to grow a bot, and more monthsto teach it.”
"Not now," said Gypsy Blossom. "Root-to-root isvery fagt."
"But would they be safer as seeds?" asked Sunglow. " The humans haven't even noticed them yet.”
"They'll be safer in the caves," said Dotson. "Under dectric lights."

* * *

Many Racs, both young and old, looked stricken by the destruction of the world they had known dl
their lives. Their petswere rough for lack of grooming. Loose hairs rubbed off on walls and doorframes
and seat backs. Their eyes were half closed, and the hairs of their brow ridges drooped. Their bellies
aready seemed less swollen than any could recall having seen before, though surely there had been
faminesin the past. Their voices shook and struggled not to keen.

Senior Hightail seemed even more distressed. His pelt'slayer of frosty white had soaked deeper. Half
his whiskers were broken. His eyes watered constantly.

But hisvoice was as strong as ever when he said, "No!™"

"We haveto." Asearnestly and respectfully as he could manage, Dotson Barbtail scraiched the side of
his muzzle once more. He looked at the Rac beside his one-time supervisor. Scholar Starsight, as
unkempt as any other, trembling, saying nothing at al. He had helped Dotson and Sunglow show Marcus
Hrecker and Tamiko Inoue thisworld. He had disappeared after Tamiko had executed Johnny Gatling.

Dotson had not even thought of him before this hour. He told himsdlf that if he had, he would have
assumed he was dead, along with so many other priests and scholars and other Rac elders who had been
in Worldtree Center when the humansfirst attacked.

His supervisor had survived, though he looked like he wished he had not. Now he was part of what
government the Racs il had.

"The seeds are there," Dotson said. "They're lying in the open, waiting for us. If we don't go get them,
some human will see them and recognize them for what they are. Or helll step on them. A wall will fall on
them. A bomb will destroy them. And they'll belost.”

"My kin," said Gypsy Blossom. Did her petasredly smel more pungently floral for amoment?"We
can't leavethem there”

"They'll hdp us," said Sunglow.

"Not right away, of course." Dotson had to be honest. "It takesawhile to grow them up.”

"lt'sasuicidemisson,” said Senior Hightail. "l won't dlow it. No one dsewill ether. Well tel the
tunnel guards not to let you out.”

"Wecandoit," said Dotson. "We have to. Our people move under the very noses of the humans.
They set minesand lay ambushes. They-- "

"Not without me, they don't," said the bot. "The honeysuckle tells me where it's safe, and-- *

"And shell tell us."

"Y ou're not going without me," said Sunglow. She dapped her cast with an open hand. "'l can
manage."

Scholar Starsight, still speechless, was nodding.

Dotson clamped his mouth shut for atense moment. He wished she would stay safein the caverns.

Y et he knew she surely wished the same of him.

Senior Hightail was watching them both asif he knew what they were thinking. Once helooked aside
at his nodding companion.

Dotson had to struggle with himsdlf to say thewords: "Thisis more important than either of us. Than
anyone. It hasto be done."

"We don't know how long the humanswill stay," said Gypsy Blossom. "If it'svery long, those seeds
could be your only hope of survival. They'll be able to use the honeysucklejust like me. They'll be spies



and guides.”
"And the loss of the plagueswon't matter," said Dotson. "The data are dl there in the honeysuckle.
Now, at last, Senior Hightail was nodding. He understood.
He sighed and blinked and turned away with water pooling in the corners of hiseyes. "l suppose
you'reright. But..."
"I'm coming with you," said Scholar Starsight.

* * *

* * *
CHAPTER 19

* * *

The air boomed. The room shook. Dust sifted from the cracks of the stonework overhead, smelling of
ancient, bone-dry vermin turds.

"The Baron'sright,” said BelaB'Genda. "We aren't going to get anywhere without a nuke."

"No," said Marcus Aurelius Hrecker, though his mouth was twisted sour. He turned, scanning the
nearly empty room. It was half of one of the old buildings that had survived the destruction of Worldtree
Center. Just beyond the low door, apair of insectile robots squatted on afragment of masonry. Each
waved apair of dender antennaein the air, reporting whatever it saw and heard to amonitor at some
Security console.

"Not very gyppin' fast." Eric Silber was watching Hrecker as he did every day now, his eyes haf
closed, hislipsdightly curved. A stranger might have thought he looked content, relaxed, even happy.
Hrecker thought his expression smug, smirking, superior. He had Hrecker's woman, after dll.

"Tough stuff,” said BelaB'Genda. "Céllulose-reinforced rock."

"But we are getting there," said Hrecker.

Unfortunately, one small carton was dl that remained of the high explosives the humans had brought
with them. It sat on a stone shelf beside an empty wooden crate that had come from aquarry not far
from the valey. The crate was stencilled with the coons danger symbol, which looked something likea
bright red numerd seven. It Sgnified adliff over which one should not walk.

There had been other crates with that same symbal, al of them full of cylinders wrapped in waxy
paper. All of them were gone now, packed into the holes they had drilled into the flank of the tower that
once had been atree, converted into noisy blizzards of chipsand dust.

The cylinders were not dynamite but something that served the same purpose and did it just aswell as
what the Engineers had brought with them from Earth.

It was a shame, thought Marcus Aurdius Hrecker, that the coons hadn't come up with something
better. Maybe, if they had, the dent in the side of the tower would be alittle bigger, alittle more
impressive, alittle closer to toppling the massive thing.

But it wasn't. And the building they had been using as a storeroom was empty. Empty of everything
except that one ydlow carton, and that was not enough to bother using.

"Wevefound amining areg,”" said Silber. "Not apit, but amountainsde full of adits. Tamiko said to
tel you."

Meyer Smith appeared in the room's doorway and stepped quickly to Bela B'Gendas side. They
touched each other very briefly ashe said, "A few more chips. Another foot. That'sal."

Hrecker tried hard to bury the pain of the dua reminders of what he had lost by asking himself when
Bela had shifted her attachment from the Baron to their chief.

"An overflight spotted a central equipment area,” Silber went on. "One building had abig seven on the



door."

Smith scowled. "The last time we raided one of those, they blew it up in our faces.

"We thought of that for you. The chopper will beready at eleven.” Silber laughed. "Tonight. Beside the
Sdadin.”

They waited till he was gone before they reacted. Then Hrecker swore. "A filthy waste of time."

"Therésadwaysthe nuke," said BelaB'Genda.

"Wed haveto wait till we were leaving. So we wouldn't have anything elseto do. They'd set usto
burning libraries. Hunting coons. Eric would like that."

Smith ostentatioudy leaned toward the door, pretending to check for eavesdroppers though al three
knew that if Silber was lingering outside the room, there was nothing they could do.

"I'd rether kegp at it like this" Hrecker felt disgusted with himsdlf, with the Engineers, with everything
they were doing on Firgt-Stop. "It may be acrucia symbol to the coons, but it's only a symbol, after al.”

Smith was nodding.

* * *

An darm was hooting.

Hrecker twisted to keep the rifle dung from his shoulder out of hisway. His body-armor vest thumped
againg the sde of the hdlicopter's hatch. Then he shoved the last box of ammunition under the nearest
seat and straightened. He remembered only at the last moment that he should not stand fully erect. This
coon copter was low and long and narrow, awaspish affair with double rotors and asingle line of sedts,
one behind the other. The landing gear-- heavily sprung legsthat could flex or straighten on command--
added grestly to the insectile impression. Stubby wings were there more as supports for missile racks and
cannonsthan asairfails. To hisright, afreshly painted cogwhee gleamed against the meta of the copter.

Meyer Smith swore and said, "We can't go yet. The Drake's on its way down.”

The darm stopped.

The sky began to rumble.

"It'sinair,” said Smith. "l canfed it."

Hrecker pointed at a cluster of robots scurrying for cover in the cleft beneath a chunk of falenwall.

"Greenshit,” said BelaB'Genda. "Let's get out of here.”

Hrecker looked up at the ship. "The lock's aready sedled.”

They did not daretry to fly the copter to some safer place, for the rocket blast of alanding starship
would gir the valey'sar with impossible turbulence. Nor could they smply stand and wait for quiet to
return. Unprotected ears could be deafened. And if aship wandered even dightly from its descent
path...

They wasted no timein discussion. They turned and ran straight toward the ruins around the coons
Worldtree tower. Five minutes later, they were huddled in what had been abasement corridor. The guns
intheir hands and againgt their backs were trembling in sympathy with the shaking ground and air. Swesat
pooled beneath Hrecker's body armor. The hole that had led them to their shelter was flooding with
bright light. More robots were visible now, clinging like lizards to the walls and celling of their burrow.

"He'd better keep his distance,” said Hrecker. He had to shout. "That chopper..."

"Don't worry." BelaB'Gendatook hisarm. "Y ou want your old bunk back? The Baron needstaking
down apeg.”

The Baron laughed. "They think only captains should have awhole room to themselves!™

"I've got aroommate dready."

"But not the one you had.”

"It's easy to come back. Y ou don't even need to suit up now."

Hrecker was tempted. But somehow he did not think that this was the moment to make the decision.
He still hoped...

The sound outside was now nearly deafening. "He soundsright on top of us," he screamed.

The Baron shook his head and shouted back, " Right where he oughta be.”



"Where's he been?' When he realized he could no longer hear hisown voice at all, he gestured.

The Baron gestured back, pointing skyward, drawing stars on his shoulders, indicating bars and
confinement, and he understood. The ship had been taking the coons they had caged to meet the
Generdl. Or at least the Generd's ship, the Ajax, which would carry them to Earth.

The sound cut off. The entrance to their shelter went black once more.

"He's down.”

"Let'sgo."

"Givethe dust achanceto settle.”

Hrecker wanted to check the helicopter. But he knew that Meyer Smith wasright. It would be alittle
while beforethe air had cleared enough to breathe comfortably. And the copter would surely be okay.
The Drake would have landed in the same charred circleit had made when it first cameto the valey, and
there was another ship-- or was it two?-- between that spot and the Saladin.

When they emerged from the ruins, a single spotlight was scanning the ground around the Drake,
searching for Sgnsof fire. But the ship had landed nearly in the center of the circle it had |eft. Therewas
smoke near one edge. Elsewhere there was nothing, not even steam, for the ship had baked the ground
quite dry when it took off earlier that day.

"The copter |ooks okay."

"Let'sgo, then."

* * *

They were nearly back to the copter when something rustled in the honeysuckle beside the path they
werefallowing.

"Down!" barked Meyer Smith.

All four obeyed. The Baron wasfiring into the vegetation even before he hit the ground.

Someone was shooting back.

Hrecker tugged his own gun into position and pulled the trigger. When nothing happened, he
remembered the safety. An ingtant later, he was contributing his shareto the din.

Beside him, Bela B'Genda made a grunting, sighing noise.

Was she dead?

"Back up! Back to theruing We're getting reinforcements! ™"

He began to snake his body backward aong the path, into grass, among honeysuckle stems, il
firing.

Belalay where she had falen.

He stopped. Was she dead? If she wasn't, how could they leave her behind?

He said nothing.

He smply set down hisrifle, raised himself to a crouch, and scuttled toward the body.

He heard someone ydling, "Hrecker!" just before he stopped hearing anything at all.

* * *

He could not have stayed unconscious long.

He woke when someone yanked his hands from under his chest and he lurched. Pain stabbed through
his skull. His shoulders protested when his arms were pulled behind his back.

"Unhh," he grunted. The | eft eye opened. The other struggled to pry open the dightest of gaps, and
then the sticky goo that sealed it tore gpart. Hisblood. Still wet. Clotting. Not dry.

Why couldn't he see anything?

Of course. It was night, wasn't it? It was dark out. The only light the dimly starlit sky, the wash of
starship spotlights directed el sewhere. That was dirt beneath his nose. It was shiny because hisown
blood covered it.

They werelashing hiswrigtstogether. Tight. Too tight. He tried to complain, but the words he could



manage were only grunts, and when they kicked him in the ear with abare foot, he wisely stopped trying
to speak.

A bare foot? Then they were coons, weren't they? They had to be. People wore shoes.

Why were they tying him up? Coons didn't take prisoners. People didn't either, not once they needed
no more dave laborers or caged samples.

A foot struck him, two feet, hip and shoulder, and herolled. He closed hiseyes asif that could
diminish the hammeringin hisskull.

He opened them again, and there was a coon standing over him.

He knew that coon. He knew he did, even though it was too dark to see the distinctive markings of his
pelt. There was a shape to the head and muzzle and ears. Therewas...

He managed to squeeze the name from his reluctant throat: "Dotson?”

Dotson Barbtail turned his back. Other coons hoisted Hrecker into the air and threw him over a
shoulder. Before he passed out once more, he glimpsed several furry bodies on the ground.

* * *

When he cameto again, hisright eye refused to open. Thelid felt grainy. He remembered blood and
knew that it had dried. There was pressure on hishead. A bandage?

Someone stepped in front of hisleft eye.

He blinked. His head hurt, and there were ha oes of light around everything he saw. He thought that
meant he had a concussion. How bad wasit?

There was an arched stone roof overhead. Solid rock cracked in natura, jagged, wandering patterns.
But not acave. Too regular for that. A tunne, then.

He blinked again. "'Hine, uh buff."

The coon nodded.

"Do'n?'

He nodded again, and Hrecker felt aflood of rdlief wash through him.

"You'reaprisoner of war." Thevoice was astight asaviolin string.

Hetried to smile. If anything, the relief felt even stronger now.

Behind him, athin and acrid voice said, "He's barely conscious.”

He shook his head. "Nnn-- D-i-nn wann-- " He stopped to swallow and take a deep breath and try
again. "D-i-n want, blup th' tower. Don' haff to, 'ny muh.”

Hewas out of it now, out of the war, and in hismind he saw a coffee mug filled with thick fuzzy leaves
and purple blossoms. It felt like abenediction.

He was no longer an Engineer, he realized. He was a prisoner of war.

He no longer had to destroy what he actualy admired.

Thistimehedid smile.

"He'sddirious," said the voice behind Hrecker.

"Wh..." He struggled with the words. "Whuh Sung'ow?"

"Y our people have her," said Dotson Barbtail. Now his voice was amost shrill. " She may be dead.”

"It's daytime now," said the other coon. "We can see them building a cage. They must have
prisoners.”

"l hope s0." But Dotson's voice was no less bleak. "Maybe we can trade you."

Hetried to shake his head, but suddenly the pain was too much. "No," he wanted to say. "Peez, no.
Kee me." But al he could do was close his eyes.

Dimly he heard the swack of something long and thin striking fur-covered flesh. The voice behind him,
so thin, so bitter, said, "Interrogation.”

* * *

Later, donein his segment of tunnel except for arow of bandaged coons who rarely budged, hetried



to imagine how Sunglow would be trested as a prisoner of war.

Would they put her in that cage they were building?

Would Tamiko recognize her? The color of her pelt and the tail she didn't have would help.

Was there anything else? Was her lower lip dightly fuller than that of other coons? He tried to picture
her in hismind but failed. A coon was a coon to human eyes. Only another coon would register atiny
bald spot on aleft brow, result of achildhood injury. Or an extra cluster of whiskers on theright.

Tamiko would not. Even if she choseto look at the prisoners.

He supposed she would do that. She would hear he was missing. She would be distraught. She would
visit the cage because that would be the closest she could come to him. The coon prisoners of the
humans would be proxies for the human prisoners of the coons.

He laughed at hisidiocy.

Human prisoner. He had seen no others.

She had dropped him. She was with Silber now. She wouldn't care about him.

But maybe... Would Generd Lyapunov tell her to see who they had? To seeif they had any coon
important enough to trade for him?

Not that he was that important.

And he hadn't seen any other prisoners.

Maybe the General wouldn't bother.

Then why build a cage? Why not just shoot the coons they had and be done with them?

Because they would want to interrogate them. Find out what they had been up tointhe valey last
night. Where they had been going. What the coons were planning.

Would she a'so ask what the coons might be doing to Hrecker?

When herolled his head from sideto sidein dow negation, the lump of his bandage pressed on his
head wound. The pain made him gasp.

No. Of course not. She was done with him. And there was dways a price for victory, even to the
righteous. Thistime, he was part of that price.

On the other hand, he did not fed like aprice. He felt more like he had received arefund on his
degtiny. Or atransfer to another line.

* * *

* * *
CHAPTER 20
* * *

When they pushed through the blackout curtains at the end of the Turnstone tunnel, Dotson Barbtall
showed histeeth and snorted. The truck on which he had stood to watch Sunglow's near death so few
days before was dtill there, intact, undamaged, and utterly useless. It could be driven within the tunnels
and caverns, but what for? It was meant for use outsde, where its exhaust could diss pate harmlessly.

Y et no tunnel was open enough for more than Racs on foot to pass. Certainly no tunnel opened on a
world or time without human foes, where one could move without fear of particle beams or gunsor
missles

The gap above the pile of rubble wasfilled with night. They could see only stars and the lighted ports
of the human starships. The buildingsin what wasleft of Worldtree Center were black.

"It'sdark enough.” Gypsy Blossom leaned forward, grasped the rubble with her one good hand, and
began to crawl toward the outside. "L et'sgo."

"Wait!" The Rac who seized her ankle had once run arestaurant caled the Saucepot. He had gone by



the same name. Now the harness that crossed his paunch sagged with clips of ammunition and grenades.
Theleft sde of hisface and neck had been shaved; alivid, puffy seam crossed the bare areg, the stitches
gill in place, black againgt the skin. "Can't you hear that?'

"What?'

He gestured, and every Rac in the tunnel fell sllent. Dotson lay one hand againgt the Side of the tunnel.
Therock vibrated. The air throbbed.

"Oh, no." Hisgutsfdt loosened. "M ore ships? More humans?'

No one answered him, and he began to tremble with the air and rock around him. Was the destruction
of dl the Racs had built about to intensify? The humans were foes of the Gypsies, their Remakers, but
they were destroying everything, even what the Racs had accomplished on their own, before they had
climbed the Worldtree. Would anything be left?

Not, he thought as his and the world's trembling grew ever worsg, if those humans could not be
stopped. If they ever left, the Racs would have an empty world. They would have to rebuild everything
from the barest of beginnings.

Y et that might not take long. The survivors held agreat deal of what the humans were atacking in
librariesin their heads. There was, Gypsy Blossom assured them dl, amemory in the honeysuckle that
she and the other bots they would soon be growing from Remaker seeds could read. If they ever met the
humans a second time, they would not be crippled so easily again. Indeed, he hoped, the outcome would
be quite the opposite.

If only Kitewing had planted those seeds when hefirgt found them!

Or if the priests had not chosen to treat them as holy relics.

The human starship, far too huge to be called a thundertree like those the Racs had just begun to use,
was now near the ground. The glare of its exhaust lit the valey like anoontime sun and flooded the
tunnel. Dotson clutched the sde of the truck'sflat bed with both hands.

Someone finally screamed an answer, audible only because the mass of rock around them muffled the
deafening roar outsde. "They sent one up this morning. Thismust beit, come back to itsrood."

Slence. Sllencethat |eft their earsringing, and dark that dazzled with afterimages. The ship was down.

"They'rejust as stunned,” said Sunglow. "And their attentionisall on the ship. If we hurry..."

Dotson led the way over the rubble mound and out of the tunndl. In astraggling line, they dashed
across the open ground outside toward the nearest honeysuckle clump. He could hear the thumps of bare
feet againg bits of wreckage, hissing intakes of breath, muttered exclamations. He hissed himsdf when
blossoms poured cold, sticky liquid down his back and side. But no one cried out in pain or swore
aoud.

Gypsy Blossom was beside him when he reached the greenery. As soon as they reached the bare spot
where she had stood once before, they stopped. She unfurled her ruffs of roots and probed the soil. "No
guards," shesad. "They had to take shelter from the ship too.”

"Therobots?' asked Scholar Starsight.

"They stay out of the honeysuckle." She pointed at a darker lump beside astem. Dotson knelt and
picked it up and let hisfingers explore its segmented shell and jointed legs. It was sticky.

"Nectar," said the bot. "I poured a blossom over this one the other day. There were sparks and now
they avoid the vines. So we can stay out of their way." She paused, and there was just enough light for
him to seethetip of her tongue between her lips. "But thereé's someonein theruins. Inahole. They must
have been caught outside. Well haveto wait."

"We can get closer.”

Asintheruined city above the bluffs, the valley's honeysuckle till showed the influence of pruning
shears and other restraints. Y et its powers of growth were asserting themsalves. It stood higher than it
ever had before, and each clump was putting out tendrils of vine and leaf and nectar-laden blossom asiif
it wished to merge with its neighbors and cover dl thevalley. Itscloying fragrancefilled the night air.

But there till remained agreat many open spaces-- the rubble-strewn road that had encircled the
valey, the flattened remnants of what had been homes and other buildings, gravel paths, and patches of

maossy lawn.



The Racs had to move from cover to cover, pausing only when honeysuckle vines surrounded them.
At each such moment, Gypsy Blossom put down her roots again to consult their shelter's senses.

The newly landed ship turned on a spotlight and swept the perimeter of itslanding zone. Human guards
began to emerge from the other ships and resume their patrols of the valley. The robots moved abott.

The bot deftly guided them around each hazard.

They passed a ship beside which sat a Rac helicopter, long and narrow. They crossed another path to
dip among the honeysuckle stems, and footsteps made them freeze.

The night was no less dark than it had been, but Dotson could see that the pelts of his companions
were as matted with spilled nectar as his own. The bot, on the other hand, seemed untouched.

Four humans were gpproaching on the path. He could see that they were armed. Three men, one
woman.

Someone shifted position. A vine branch moved. A blossom spilled. A twig snapped.

"Down!"

Dotson obeyed the shouted command as promptly as the humans for whom it had been meant. Bullets
whipped through the vegetation over his head. The Racs beside him fired back.

Grunts and cries of pain sgnalled that not every bullet was going overhead.

"Run! Go back!" That was Gypsy Blossom'svoice, as shrill asa panicked Rac's.

The humans had stopped firing. Were they dl dead? Or were they only faling back to await
reinforcements?

The Racs staggered into view, trampling the remnants of the honeysuckle vines. There were three
bodies on the ground. Someone was squatting over Scholar Starsight, fedling histhroat. "Dead.”

Saucepot had survived the encounter so far. Now his voice was saying, "We got one.”

"Let'sgo." But Dotson had taken no more than three steps before he sscumbled on abody. Covered
with cloth, said histoes, not fur. Human, then.

It groaned.

"Grab thisone," he said, and then he stood aside while others bound the man's hands and rolled him
over.

"What for?" asked Saucepot. "They're the Enemy. We should kill them all.” When he kicked the
bloody head, one eye blinked and opened and stared at Dotson. The mouth worked and croaked his
name.

He recogni zed the man. Hrecker. Marcus Aurdlius Hrecker. What was he doing here?

He refused to ask. He turned his back. But then he said, "Bring him."

It was not until the remains of the Rac squad were once more safe within the tunnd, their eyes
adjudting to the lights, that he redlized neither Sunglow nor Gypsy Blossom was with them.

* *

Where were they? Dotson dapped his hand against the smooth stone of the cul-de-sac that had been
their quarters, dl three of them.

Was this smal space now his aone?

Were they dead or captive?

He muttered shrilly to himsdlf. He pounded the walls. He kicked their meager possessions and paced
and spun and sworein the light of the lantern.

A brown Rac appeared in the opening to the larger storeroom outside the cul-de-sac. "Will you quiet
down and go to deep? Y ou're keeping us awake."

Dotson froze and glared and hunched his shoulders. He could fedl hisback hair raising, bristling with
aggression. He could not attack the humans. He could not rescue his mate or the bot. But... "Y ou're

"Right." The other curled alip and exposed teeth asif to say, "So what?"

"Youinsulted her."

Now the other was bristling too. Both males began to sSing deep in their throats. Dotson took in the



bulge of muscle in the potter's shoulders and knew that he had no chance of victory. Hewould be
immobilized as soon as those hands touched him, those arms wrapped around him, those teeth tore into
his ear or throat or shoulder. Y et he stepped forward anyway.

But before Potwhed could do more than lean toward the fight, an arm tugged him backward. "Get out
of here, idiot."

Potwhedl obeyed. Dotson did not know the ancient female who faced him now.

"Youreanidiot, too. You think you're the only one who'slost people?’

He hung his head. The other could not possibly be aphysicd threat to any adult mae, but her scorn
wasalash.

"Get out therein thetunnds,” she said. "Walk it off. Maybe by morning you'll know what to do.

"Where'sthe bot?' cried a scratchy voice behind her.

She jerked her head. "Better you should worry about her. She'sthe only one we've got. Now, git.”

He too obeyed, though he had no hope. If Sunglow was dead, there was nothing he could do. If she
was a prisoner, she would surely soon be dead.

Gypsy Blossom was gone aswell, and with her much of their hope of ever restoring what the humans
were destroying.

It wasdl hisfault. He had led them into atrap.

Why had they let him do that? What had made hisfellow Racsthink he was aleader? There were so
many who were better qualified. They had the age. They had the experience, gained in skirmisheswith
the Farshorns.

But none of them had stolen a bot seed and raised a bot and worn the aura of the Remakers,

And what would the humans do when they redlized what that corpse or prisoner was?

He could not st till. The hormones that had flooded his system in preparation for beattle left him
restless. So did sheer anxiety.

Hewalked endlesdy, until he blinked and yawned and staggered. He tried to rest, but hormones and
worry drove him to hisfeet once more, and again. Shortly after dawn filled the valey with light, he
reached the tunnel mouth. There were othersthere before him, holding powerful binocularsto their faces.
One heard his steps, looked, and held out his binoculars. He did not speak.

Dotson stepped up onto the truckbed and accepted the offer. The lenses brought the ruins of
Worldtree Center legping into view, and thewall of the Great Hall, abare floor, agrid of steel rods being
welded into alarge cage by human workers. Nearby, guards watched a dozen huddled prisoners.

"They flew mogt of them inthismorning.”

One of the prisoners was bedraggled and dirty, but her pelt was a distinctive gold. She had no tail.
Gray fabric dangled from her crooked arm; where it had been her cast shone white. The smilar
camouflage wrapped around the bandage on her thigh was intact.

Every time she goes anywhere near those humans, he thought. | should cage her mysdlf the next time
she wantsto do that.

"She'sdive" he breathed. Then he yawned, and hefelt for thefirst timethat night asif he might redlly
be able to deep.

"Looks like shelll stay that way too." The other Rac was holding out his hand for his binoculars. "For a
while. There's not much we can do.”

"But sheisdive"

* * *

"Why are you doing thisto us?' The voice wastaut aswire. It sounded like burning hair smdlled. It
grated on the nerves.

It belonged to the military interrogation officer who had been with Dotson when their prisoner first
woke up and claimed that he had not wanted to destroy the Worldtree, that he did not want to be traded
for Sunglow, that he wanted to stay with the Racs. He had not believed then. He did not now.

The back of adelivery van had been converted into an interrogation room. A stedl grid stretched



across its center. Shackled to its barswas Marcus Aurdlius Hrecker. He was naked, and his bare skin
glistened repulsively. Behind him, behind the grid, sood afemae Rac with alook of agony in her eyes. A
bright light hung from the ceiling, angled to srike the human'sface full on.

"Why?' Theinterrogator held awooden baton in one hand. He sat on atall stool to Hrecker'sright.
Dotson occupied the padded driver's seat, swiveled to face the back of the van.

Hrecker licked hislips. "I'm not. | didn't want this."

"But you're here. And she-- " Helifted his muzzle to indicate the femal e behind the prisoner. " She lost
her parents, her mate, her children, her home."

The femae reached through the grid and carefully stablbed one finger into the center of the bandage
that covered Hrecker's head wound. He gasped and whitened.

She smiled. A reedy chuckle escaped her throat.

The interrogator reached out with his baton and lifted Hrecker's limp penis. He jabbed at his scrotum.
"Want to keep that?"

Thefemale chuckled again. Her claws dimpled Hrecker's hip.

“Tell us™

"They hate the Gypsies.

"Werenot Gypsies.”

"But they made you, didn't they?' He gasped again. The femae€e's clawswere at his genitals now.

Theinterrogator tapped her wrist with hisbaton. "Not yet," he said.

"They only remade us, Mark," interrupted Dotson.

"That's enough,” said Hrecker. "The Engineers are holy because they don't change genes. They build
mechines”

"So dowe."

"But you're trying. Weretrying. Y ou showed us, in your lab."

"l was till along, long way from success.”

The interrogator poked him in the gut. He coughed painfully. "How do we destroy them?”

"You cant. You don't have the guns.”

"What about Sunglow?" When the human shook his head, confused, Dotson described the cage he
had seen being built. "How can we get her back?"

"They probably hopeyoull try."

The interrogator nodded asif that was atactic he knew.

"I'dliketo help-- "

A chuckle from the shadows behind his head, one furry hand poking and pricking down hisside,
another lifting the edge of the bandage on his head.

"Tell ushow to get into one of those ships.”

"Y ou'd need explosives."

The fema e was tugging the bandage from his head. The adhesive let go of his skin with ripping sounds.
The sméll of antiseptic flooded the van. When his wound was exposed, she began to pluck at the stitches
that held it closed.

"Stop her," said Dotson.

But it wastoo late. Hrecker's eyes were shut, tears leaking from their corners, and his body was
dumping onthegrid.

"Enough.”

"Y ou don't believe him, do you?'

"| think | do," said Dotson. "I got acquainted with him before the attack. Sunglow too. And he seemed
saner than the others.”

"Y ou know we can't let him free among us."

"You can't keep him tied up dl thetime, elther.”

The fema e behind the grid looked disappointed.

"We have cdls. They used them in the old days."

* * *



As soon as Dotson Barbtail saw the cell, he understood why atruck had been used for the
interrogation room. The only light came through a narrow space above the thick-planked door, there was
no sign of an eectricd outlet or light fixture, and there was barely room enough for one adult Rac or
human to lie down on thefloor.

Hrecker was awake when the electric cart stopped in the corridor and the driver got off to open the
cell door. He raised one hand to touch the bandage that had been replaced while he was out. Then he
said, "You don't trust me, do you?'

"l think | do, Mark," said Dotson. He hoped his use of the other's name would prove reassuring.
"But..."

"Yeah. | know." He peered into the dimness past the cdll's massive door. "Home, sweet home."

Dotson helped him to hisfeet and gripped his shoulder while he took two tottering stepsinto the
doorway. "One of thefirg thingsyou said was, 'Kee me." Why should we?'

Hrecker braced one hand on the frame. "Because you're the good guys. Because | never redlly
wanted... Because | hate the thought of what we've done." He swung his gaze from one end of the cell to
the other and shddered beneath Dotson's hand. "Not even any straw. I'll need a bucket, at least.”

"Later," said the cart'sdriver. "WEell bring what you need." Then, abruptly, he turned to face down the
corridor theway they had come. A voice was echoing. "What'sthat?"

The echo repeated, and thistimeit was barely understandable: "Dotson!™

"Here!" heydled just asafigure appeared around a corner in the distance.

"They told me you were in the dungeon.”

"Gypsy Blossom!"

"Did our Sde get some prisonerstoo?”

He thumped the bot on one arm as soon as she was within reach. "What happened to you? Where
wereyou? Why didn't you... 7'

"Who'sthat?"

"That's Mark. | told you about him."

"That'sabot!" cried Hrecker.

"Nothing ese," said Gypsy Blossom.

"I've only seen pictures. But that meansthe Gypsies are around!" He sounded fascinated, not
frightened or darmed.

"Uh-uh," said the bot. "Only their seeds.”

"Wheréd you go?' inasted Dotson. "And what's..." He reached for the small sack the bot held in one
hand, but she grinned and moved it out of hisreach.

More voices down the hall distracted his attention. More Racs appeared around the corner, and
Gypsy Blossom laughed. "'l wouldn't stop for them. | wouldn't tell them anything. Y ou firgt!"

“Then..."

She held the sack away and laughed again.

Senior Hightail wasthe first of the newcomersto reach them. "Isthat... 7' He was pointing at the sack
and panting. "Did you... 7'

The bot was nodding. "I hid after the fight. | buried mysdlf in that honeysuckle thicket, and | stayed
right there dl day. | didn't dare move, even when the vines showed me Sunglow being hauled off."

"She'sin acage now."

"Shell bedl right," said Hrecker, though he did not seem to believe his own words.

Someone snorted.

"I know," said the bot. "But | couldn't do athing. | just waited, and the next night | managed to reach
theruins”

"Y ou found them.”

"Right." Thistime Gypsy Blossom let Dotson take the sack from her hand.

He knelt and poured the contents of the sack onto the floor.



"They look like acorns or hickory nuts," said Hrecker.

"Careful!"

"Wh-- 7' Dotson's fingers flew over the scattered seeds. As soon as he touched the clay imitation he
had substituted for Gypsy Blssom's seed, he set another to rolling as adistraction. He then pamed the
fake, praying no one would notice, and tucked it into a harness pouch without aword.

But then Senior Hightail was on his knees aswell and pointing at two that showed dark cracks and
pale, creamy tendrils peeking out. "Ahh," they said together, and each Rac picked one up with areverent
touch.

"They're dready sprouting,” said the bot tenderly. "Mission accomplished.”

"What are they?"' asked Hrecker.

"Bot seeds,”" said Dotson. "The Gypsies|eft them with the plaques. We were supposed to plant them
long ago. For dlies, hdpers.”

"We need soil," said Senior Hightall. "Immediately!"

"We can grow them here," said Dotson. "'In the caves, under lights."

"Not dl of them," said Gypsy Blossom. "What if the humans discover us?'

"Then esewhere," said Senior Hightail. "Asfar from here as possible. Someplace in the foreststo the
south. Well send them with runnersright away."

There was silence as he and Dotson divided the seedsinto two piles. The two seeds that were aready
gprouting werein the same pile. "Plant these here," said Dotson. "We can't take any chances on their
drying out."

"How long?' asked Hrecker. "How long doesiit take a bot to grow up and become an ally? How long
did it take you to raise that one?' He nodded a Gypsy Blossom.

Dotson Barbtail had no chance to answer before Gypsy Blossom said, "It will go faster with these. We
know about the honeysuckle, and | can use that to teach them.”

"The honeysuckle?' Hrecker had known about bots. He had known they were part plant and grew
from seed. But now helooked confused.

No onetried to help.

Dotson said, "We haveto fight you off ourselves for now, if we can. But if the war drags on long
enough, or if you come back later, well have hep.”

"They won't fight you forever," said Hrecker. "They have enough nukesto obliterate thisvaley and
every city onthe planet. And they'll usethem if they haveto.”

Silence greeted that statement.

Findly, Gypsy Blossom said, "Then we should stop al resistance. Surrender totaly. Pretend to be
defeated utterly. Let them have the libraries and universities and factories and plagues.”

Hrecker nodded.

Senior Hightail said smply, "No."

The other Racs dl nodded. There could be no question of surrender to the Engineers. They would
continue to ress, though it cost them everything.

* * *

* * *
CHAPTER 21

* * *

The room-sized cage was aragged, jagged thing. Its crooked, corroded bars had been salvaged from
the ruins. Fragments of concrete still clung to them everywhere except where the humans had welded



metal to metal. Y et despite its jury-rigged appearance, it was sturdy enough to keep what it held, too
sturdy to let hope of freedom stay.

Most of the prisoners squatted in the center of the cage, asfar from the bars as possible. About half of
them had tails. All had been stripped of the harnesses and pouches that were their clothing, and most
refused to look at the humans. Few made even the dightest attempt to groom themselves or each other.
Their heads were bent, their eyes on the rock and their own scattered turds benesth their feet, their spirits
quenched.

The only exception was Sunglow. She wasjust as naked as the others except for her cast and
bandage, but she stood erect, fur bristling, one clawed hand wrapped around the rusty iron bars, and
glared a Tamiko Inoue and Eric Silber and Meyer Smith and the Baron. Sheignored the pair of guards
on the other side of the cage.

Smith and the Baron looked uncomfortable, asif they both felt responsible for Bela B'Gendas death,
they both mourned, and neither knew what to say to the other. Silber wore adight grin, asmirk,
supercilious and arrogant, that said of cour se the beasts were in the cage. How else could it be?

Tamiko's red-rimmed eyes gave her an advantage. Her glare was even fiercer than Sunglow's. "One
dead,” she growled, and both Smith and the Baron grimaced at the reminder.

"Y ou killed more of us." Sunglow's voice was shrill. How could they dareto take offense at the few
her people had claimed in recompense? " Thousands of us. Tens of thousands."

Silber waved ahand dismissively and grated, "Y ou're not human beings.”

"Whereishe?" asked Tamiko.

Sunglow added nothing at dl to her glare.

"Never mind," said Silber. He wrapped one arm around her shoulders asif he wished he could
comfort her. "He doesn't matter anymore. And besides, he's dead.” Then he looked at the other men.
"Shedidn't deep well last night, you know."

She jerked away from hisarm and rounded on him. "His body wasn't there," she hissed. "And thistime
don't you dare tell me they wanted a sample to dissect! Every human they have ever killed has been left
right where hefdl.”

He made a placating gesture. She dapped his hand away. "Y es, we split. We disagreed on too much
basic stuff. But don't think you're as good ashim."

The other men looked away. Sunglow blinked and showed her teeth.

"Look at her!" cried Silber. " She wants to tear our throats out!"

"That'sacoon'ssmile" said Tamiko. "She'slaughing a us.”

"I'm sure he'salive," said the coon. "And helll stay that way aslong as...”

"Aslong asthat Barbtail fellow knows you're okay?'

"No." Sunglow shook her head. "He doesn't make such decisons. HE's no chief.”

"All of you, then? If we leave you here where they can see you? That'swhy we put this cage
outdoors.”

"Lyapunov wants them upstairs.” Silber sounded pleased. Dotson Barbtail would then not know his
mate was safe. Hrecker would die. And he would have no more competition, close or distant, past or
present, for Tamiko's affections.

The moments stretched while Tamiko did not answer.

"Wdl?'

Still staring at Sunglow, she pointed toward the other prisoners. "Pick one” shesaid. "Tdl him to tell
Dotson you're okay."

"He knowsthat already. He can see.”

"I'll try to keep you that way when he can't.”

"But if we ever--" Silber began.

"Shut up.”

"You can't trust them.”

"More than some humans,” said Meyer Smith.

"How do you know he'seven dive?' asked Silber.



"l hope heis, and that will haveto do.”

"You'reupset," hesaid. "Tired. Overtired. Y ou need to go back to bed."

When he reached for her shoulder once more, she dapped him away. "Not with you!"

"What do you mean?"

"l mean you can get your stuff out of my quarters. Now!"

Both Meyer Smith and the Baron, despite their own loss, seemed embarrassed. They turned away.

Sunglow would have been just as embarrassed if she had seen Racs acting like that in public. Now,
however, she grinned and showed her teeth and dmost laughed out loud.

Eric Silber looked both astonished and annoyed.

Tamiko Inoue glared at him asfiercely as she had confronted Sunglow in her cage, and at last the tears
began to flow.

Sunglow contained her laughter. If she taunted them, she thought, she would surdly die. That one, the
one Tamiko hated, would shoot her just to vent the anger that filled him. Then he would kill therest, and
none would escape. Silently, she backed away from the bars and laid one hand on the head of a prisoner
whose back was bare skin, gtill black with char near one hip, brilliant red everywhere dse, crusted with
dried serum and pus.

Helooked up at her. "I heard."

"Y ou need to bein ahospitd "

"Therearen't any anymore.”

"Weve dill got doctors.” Shelifted her elbow to draw hiseyesto her cast. ™Y ou know where to go?'

He nodded.

By the time he had struggled to hisfeet and reached the cage's narrow door, Tamiko was there as
well, waiting for him, akey in her hand. Two guards stood behind her, weapons aimed at the injured
coon.

"What's your name?"

"l used to..." He stopped to gasp for breath. His pain was obvious. "Big white spot. Starback.”

"Itll grow inagain."

He shook hishead. Silber barked alaugh. "Hal Y ou're Scarback now."

Tamiko opened the door. "Tdl him."

"Hewill," said Sunglow, and then both women watched the injured coon hobble toward the pass
between the vdley and the landing fidd.

No one saw Sunglow's satisfied nod, but the Baron said, "Hell wait till he's out of sight before he
changes direction. That'swhat 1'd do.”

* * *

Tamiko watched the prisoners march from the cage to the waiting Drake. Their wrists were separated
by short lengths of pipe from whose ends emerged |oops of wire. The prisoners themselves were linked
by achain that ran over each one's left shoulder, between the arms, and under the pipe. A guard held
each end of the chain.

The cage was empty now. Usdess. A waste of metal and time and energy. The chainswould have
served just aswdll for the brief time the prisoners had had to be held.

But Genera Lyapunov had ordered her to bring them up to the Ajax.

She had been reporting on the nighttime skirmish. "We captured one," she had said. "And funny thing,
she and her mate were our guides thosefirst few days."

"We can't play favorites," the Generd had said. Hisiron-gray hair was a brush above a high forehead,
dark eyes, aflattened nose, and thin lipsthat she had rarely seen parted for alaugh or smile. "Or make
pets of them.”

"Of course not. But..."

"Don't waste my time. But what?'

"He's one of thetailed coons. She's not. And theré's alot of tension between those groups.”



"Explan.”

"If you have atail, you get mostly menid jobs. The othersthink you're dumb, your morals are suspect.
Thetailed coons countries on the other continent-- they call it Farshore-- are less advanced.”

The Generd had looked thoughtful for along moment. Findly he had said, "Bring them up here."

What did he think he could do with them? She had thought he dready had dl the zoo specimens he
needed. Did he think he could exploit the coons differences? Get them to war against each other and
thereby smplify hisjob?

"Yes," hewas saying now. "We might be ableto do just that."

"l don't think so, Sir. They're united now. They have acommon enemy."”

"Of course they do." He reached across his desk and pressed arow of pressure pads. Four veedo
screens cameto life on thewall to hisleft. They showed a single room that had been stripped of dl its
furnishings. Init sat or sprawled or paced the prisoners. They had dready tried dl the doors st into the
room'swalls, and several stood open, reveding empty cupboards. "But the conflicts do remain.” He
pointed at one cluster of coonswith tails, another of coons withouit.

Genera Lyapunov touched another pressure pad, and aspesker cameto life. They could hear the
coons, their voi ces pitched about the same as humans.

"They're nervous,” said Tamiko. She was standing giffly erect by the room's doorway, thankful for the
spin that gavethe Ajax anilluson of gravity. " Scared and mad and worried. If they were as cam asthey
look, they'd sound like bears or something.”

The Genera shushed her with agesture. "Ligten.”

"They'regoing to eat us," one was saying.

Someone snorted. "Then they'd've dressed us out aready.”

"That's Sunglow," said Tamiko.

"They want to hear the main course scream. | scream, you scream-- "

"Shut up.”

"Tortureus."

"Put usinazoo."

"We got the tailless ones from Farshore," said Tamiko. "Thetailed coons arelocad. But you wouldn't
know they're enemies, would you? They sound like old friends. Classmates. Neighbors. Their enemy is
us now, not each other."

The Generd grunted.

"A museum,” said one of thetailed coons.

"They dready had enough for that," said Sunglow.

"Dissection, then."

"They aren't about to let us go when they're done with us.”

"Not their syle."

One of the screens showed the room's door swinging open. Through it stumbled adim coon whose fur
was amost white. As soon as the door dammed shut behind her, she dumped against the wall.

"What happened?'

"Wheat did they do to you?"

"What..."

She shook her head. "Just... questions. And wires." She pointed weskly at her tongue, her crotch. Her
tall jerked convulsvely.

The Genera was not smiling, but hislips were parted. When he noticed Tamiko's stare, he said,
"Interrogation.”

"Did you learn anything?"

He shrugged. "I haven't seen the report yet. And | won't until they've processed the rest. But no, |
don't expect to learn athing.”



"Thenwhy... 7'

"Do the dectrodes bother you?' When she nodded jerkily, he went on. " Then why don't you take over
the job? Y ou've got one advantage. That one knows you." He was pointing at Sunglow.

"What do you want to know, Sir?’

"Where arethey hiding their guerrillas? They can't stop us. They can't even dow us down much. But
they've killed too many of us. | want to step on them.”

* * *

"Areyou going to use the wires on metoo?' The coon's voice was dmost shrill.

Tamiko shook her head and made aface. "I'm not a professiona interrogator. | don't want to be. But
the Generd told meto tak to you."

Sunglow did not answer as the guard shoved her onto the seat of awooden bench whose carvings
said it had come from Farshore. A heavy strap anchored it to the wall so that in zero gee it would not
float free.

"Y ou can take off the cuffs," said Tamiko, but the guard shook his head. "One hand," she added. The
coon's posture, the arm in the cast crooked across her front, the other elbow thrust backward and to the
sde, the shoulder hunched, dl to bring her wrists close enough to chain. "Fagten it to the leg of the
bench.”

The guard hesitated, but then he seemed to see that thiswould serve the purpose of preventing escape
just aswell. He obeyed.

When he was gone, Tamiko said, "I'm glad you survived. But what were you doing in the valley that
night? What were you after?'

Sunglow did not say aword.

"Not that it realy matters. Were winning, of course. But your people keep shooting a us. They set
traps and ambushes. We have to stop them."

Therewasonly silenceinreply.

"We have to stop them, you know." After amoment's pause, Tamiko said, "We know where your
people hide. In the jungle. But what about the coonswho lived in and around the valey? We didn't kill
them al. | hopewedidnt."

Did the coon lift her eyesin wary doubt?

"lt'strue.”

"Thenwhy... 7'

"We haveto. Were giving you back your naturd lives. Restoring your culture to something morelike
what it should be, what it would beif the Gypsies hadn't interfered.”

"Youwant tokill usdl."

Tamiko shook her head, but instead of saying, "No," she changed the subject. Y ou and Dotson
surprised me, you know."

There was no answer.

"You'reof different types, different races, tailed and tailless. Y et you're lovers, mates.” The human
leaned over her meta desk and stared intently at the coon. "They exploit you. They hold you down. They
refuse to admit that you're as good as them.”

There was gill no answer, but was that ahint of agreement in the coon's eyes?

"Doesn't that bother you? Of courseit does. That's why you coons have wars.”

"They won't share the Worldtree with other Racs." She emphasized the last word.

Tamiko did not missthe hint that the coons did not like that Iabel, but she refused to change her usage.
It was humans, not beasts, who named the universe and dl it held. And besides, shetold hersdlf silently,
the coons were in no position elther to make demands or to express preferences. Soon their Worldtree
would not be there to share, not even with other coons. "We could change that, you know. If your

people helped us."
Sunglow glared at her, and her claws clutched at the arm of the bench.



"Y ou tailless coons used to bein charge, didn't you? We could put you back on top."

* * *

"I thought we were starting to be friends. Mark and |, you and Dotson. Y ou were showing us your
world, and we were liking you. Y ou seemed to be liking us.”

"Not that much,” said Sunglow. She was on the bench once more, but this time the pipe-and-wire
handcuffs rested on Tamiko's desk.

The human woman seemed to be coming to trust her. She promised hersdf shewould say or do
nothing that might weaken that trugt, for without it she could have no hope at dl. Withit...

"And then we had to go and spail it, hmm?We could use some help.”

"Doing what?"

"Finding the rest of those Gypsy plagues. Getting their dien knowledge out of your books and
libraries”

Sunglow looked away from the human woman. What she wanted deserved no answer at dl. No Rac
could possibly give such help.

"Would you rather just fight the tailed coons? That would do."

"I wondered once," said Sunglow, "if you were Gypsies, or anything at dl like them. Would you give
us back what the tailed onestook away from us?"

Shefdl slent, lifted her arms and forced them down again, looked at her feet, looked at Tamiko
across the metal desk from the quaint wooden bench. Finaly, she added, "But no. Y ou want to take the
samething. You just want to takeit from us both."

Tamiko's brief laugh sounded strained. "At least werefair.”

"Yes." Sunglow sghed. "Theresthat.”

"Will you tel me now wherethey're hiding? The Generd's getting impatient.”

* * *

"The Generd said | should tell you that were pulling out of Farshore.”

Sunglow gave her along, appraising look. ™Y ou mean our libraries and universities are gone now."

"Oh, no. In fact, were quite sure your people still have copies of the plagques, or at least of books
based on them. But we want to show you we mean what we say. Help us defeat the tailed coons, and
when we go thisworld will al beyours."

Sunglow's expression was thoughtful . "How can wetrust you?'

Tamiko shrugged. "That's his point. He wants to convince you. He wants to show you that we can do
your people good, that we can be dlies againgt acommon enemy.”

Sunglow said nothing in reply. Shedid not even look at Tamiko but instead stared, her eyes haf
closed, at thewall above the human's head. It was aploy, shetold herself. Of courseit was. She did not
believe them for amoment. But she knew she had to act asif they had finally penetrated the doubt and
fear and migtrugt, asif shewerethinking it over, findly taking the Engineers offer serioudy.

Tamiko leaned forward. She wished she could read the coon's mind as she dumped in the grip of the
belt that held her in the wooden bench. Asit was she could only watch Sunglow sigh and blink and look
back at her quite asif she had finaly given up her intransigence. "What do | have to do?'

Tamiko grinned, giddy with relief. "Just say you'll work with us. Then well take you down to Farshore.
Y ou can speak with them. Get them to attack. Just-- " She paused. "I'd like to get Mark back first. Can
you tdl mewhere he'slikely to be?’

Sunglow only shook her head.

*

"They tried shooting at us yesterday,” said Tamiko. They were standing before an observation port.



An airlock was afew steps away, and aguard hovered there, watching the prisoner. The planet that filled
their view outsde, al brown land, blue sea, white swirls of cloud, seemed no farther off. "Such alovely
world, so much like Earth.”

Sunglow rapped the inner hull with her knuckles. The sound was all it took to say the ship's meta was
too thick for smdl-armsfire. "What with?"

"Riflesand machine guns. They were hiding in the ruins, shooting through narrow holes. They must
have thought it would be impaossible for usto hit them. But we used the particle beams."

"They knew about those."

"Then why... 7" Tamiko shook her head. "They didn't have a chance.”

"They won't quit until you're gone."

"Or they're dead." Now the human woman's face said she admired the coons persistence even
though-- or perhaps because-- it was such folly, doomed by the superiority of the humans and their
wegpons as well as by the damage done by the ferocity of the humans initial attack.

* *

Tamiko stood in the doorway to the prisoners room and summoned Sunglow with a peremptory wave
of her arm. Her face looked troubled. Two guards flanked her, their weapons ready to deal with any
attempt at resistance.

As soon asthe door closed behind Sunglow, Tamiko said, "Do you know what they did last night?”

Sunglow opened her mouth to say, "No, of course not, prisoners don't get newscasts or newspapers,”
but the human woman gave her no chanceto speak. "Last night,” she said, "they set abomb off right
under the Balivar. They didn't destroy it, but..."

A guard opened the door to Tamiko's small office. Sunglow sat down on the Farshorn bench without
waiting for orders. Tamiko opened a cupboard in the room's metd wall and revealed a screen. She
touched buttons, and there was the image of ahuman starship tilting far from the vertical, threstening to
topple, and aline of humans carrying boxes and duffle bags toward other ships.

"It never fly again.”

"Then you'l haveto leaveit behind when you go." Sunglow showed her teeth, grinning to show the
pleasure the scene on the screen gave her. Her people were far from conquered, and if they could strike
many more blowslikethisone...

"The Genera thought of that. That they plan to analyze the wreckage. Buit..." Thelast of the humans
had |eft the ship. The line marched on, faster now, amost running, and alight appeared within the ship,
glowing bright in the viewports and the still-open entrance lock.

Thelight grew quickly brighter, incandescent. Smoke gushed from the lock. The meta of the ship itself
began to glow and soften and run like wax.

The ship dumped in upon itsalf and collapsed to the ground. Molten metd ran across the charred
landing circleto burst purple moss and green honeysuckle into flame.

"Thedrive," said Tamiko. She sounded very satisfied. "The captain put it on maximum thrust but
supplied no reaction mass.”

Sunglow said nothing. She dumped, dejected, silent, wordless.

"Y ou can't win."

They were not doomed, the Rac told herself. The humans wanted to crush them, to drive them dl the
way back to using stone-tipped spears and living in caves and lean-to huts, to deprive them of al the help
the Gypsies had | ft for them. They wanted to be sure that the only way First-Stop's natives ever reached
gpace or visited Earth was as cattle on the way to Earthly zoos.

Y et they could not remove the Gypsy attitude toward learning or the Racs craving to find their gods.
And to that they added the motivations of hatred and blood-feud.

The Engineers very effortsto destroy the Rac civilization could only hasten the recovery and the legp
into space. No matter how thorough the destruction, so long as Racs il lived the Engineers themsalves
were doomed. It could only be amatter of time.



CHAPTER 22

* * *

“Kill him."

The tunnel was blocked by amass of Racs whose shrunken bellies tetified to the shortness of the
rationsin the caves. But hunger was not their complaint. Their eyes were hot with rage and hatred, their
fur bristled around their shoulders, and their hands were splayed to show their claws. Their voiceswere
gruff, snarling, joyousin anticipation of human blood, though there was a bright thread of anxiety behind
thejoy.

"The Enemy."

"Kill him!"

"Hewill tell them whereto find us"

Marcus Aurdius Hrecker and Dotson Barbtail could go no further. The crowd offered no way to
pass, and now it was surrounding them, preventing retreet. They were at its mercy.

"Tel them what we plan,” someone said.

"A spy."

"Prowling among us.”

"Choogng victims™"

"Kill him!"

"No," said Dotson Barbtail quietly. He glanced at Hrecker. His pupils were so widely dilated that his
irises did not show. Beads of water stood out on his forehead and soaked into the edge of his head
bandage. His hands, raised before his chest, were trembling. He understood the temper of the maob.

"He's our prisoner,” Dotson added.

"Thenkegphimin hiscdl.”

"Kill him!™

"He'sagpy."

"He doesn't want to go back, you know." Dotson ddliberately lowered the pitch of hisvoice to sound
as reasonable as he knew how. "He doesn't like what his people are doing. He doesn't want to help
them.”

"Kill him!"

"Not al humans are our foe. The Gypsies were humanstoo.”

"Not dl of them.”

"But many of them," inssted Dotson. "And just as they had enemies among them, so do those humans
inthevaley." He pointed down the tunndl.

But the valley was not visible. Instead, atrio of large Racs was approaching the rear of the mob. Their
erect posture and gleaming harnesses identified them as members of the military; their medalions said
they wereinfantry officers. Only onewastailless.

The noise subsided as they approached. Racs stepped back against the side of the tunndl.

The soldiers glared a Hrecker, but they neither stopped nor spoke. When they were past, the mob
once more blocked the passage. A smdl female pushed forward from the side of the tunndl. " Are you
their enemy?’

The slence dtretched, and even Dotson watched the human shake his head and blink before hefinally
said, "l don't know. But | am not yours. Not anymore.”



The Rac in front of them, aburly male in the scarred harness of aphysical |aborer, whined deep in his
throat and shifted to one side. A few minutes later, Dotson and Hrecker were pushing the blackout
curtainsout of their way.

"They wanted to kill me," said Hrecker. "To get even. I'm not surprised.”

"Y ou shouldn't be."

"Except that you could talk them out of it. Humans aren't so biddable.”

"Youdidit just asmuchasl."

The human made a strangled noise, but he said nothing in reply. Dotson pushed the heavy blackout
curtains aside, and there was daylight. The Worldtree still stood outside the tunnel, surrounded by three
of the humans starships. Where afourth should have been there was a sheet of slvery metal hummocked
by those portions of the ship that had not melted.

Dotson tipped his head in that direction. A bulldozer was piling rubble to block every path on which a
vehicle might gpproach. "Wewon't do that again. Gypsy Blossom saysthey've pulled in their patrol
robots, too. There's no way to get past them.”

"Why didn't you do them dl at once?’

"We only had enough explosivesto fill the back of one smal van.”

"Thedriver?'

"A volunteer." Dotson paused. How much could he redlly trust this human being? "Were bringing in
more. Smal trucks, driving a night, no lights. They stop in the forest. From there we carry it by hand.”

"I'd think they'd spot the trucks, at least. They're hot, and infrared is easy to see from orbit.”

"They do. But not dl of them." Dotson scanned the valley from the frozen silver puddle past piles of
rubble and standing starships and jag-edged Worldtree. The moss was growing despite the | ateness of
the summer and the approach of autumn, lapping purple foliage and white berries over the edges of the
scars the humans had inflicted. The honeysuckle, al green and cloying scent and sticky nectar, was
advancing even fagter. Gypsy Blossom was out there somewhere, communing with the databasesin the
roots while watching the humans and their little robots and their ships.

"What are they doing with Sunglow up there?" he asked.

Hrecker shrugged. "Asking questions.”

That much was obvious. They would hope she could hel p them forestall plans and root out hiding
places. "But how?"

The human hesitated. "They're not as gentle as you were with me.”

"Isthat what happened to Scarback?' The messenger Sunglow had chosen had accepted his new
name.

Hrecker heditated. "Were-- they'rel -- not that bad." Then hetold Dotson some of the techniques his
fellows could and did use to coax answers from unwilling subjects.

A long moment later, Dotson said, " Tamiko said she wouldn't let that happen. Sheld be safe aslong
as- "

"Safe from death, maybe. But not pain.” He laid one hand flat against the bandage on his head and
winced. "Not necessarily.”

Dotson ignored the hint that the human could use apainkiller. If he was suffering, well, he deserved it.
All the humansdid.

Hetipped his head back and looked upward, in the direction of the sky he dared not step outside to
seein daylight. "We can't do athing. Thereisn't asingle thundertree | eft. Except for missiles, and they
won't do.”

"Give her up." Hrecker sghed asif he had not really expected sympathy. "That'sdl you can do. It'sdl
| could do."

"Tamiko?"

A nod. "Another man. Our own differences.”

"But no onetook her. Stole her."

Hrecker nodded once more, though his face looked pained. "Not that way."

* * *



Gypsy Blossom did not return from the honeysuckle until after dark. By then Hrecker had been out of
hiscell for most of aday and the Racsin the tunndls hidden within the bluffs had stopped bristling and
sanging threats of mayhem at the sght of his human form. He was not yet accepted, for Racs would bend
their pathsto pass asfar from him asthey could, but Dotson thought that that might come.

Whether he could ever be more than a pet-- no stranger than the bot but far more dangerous and
untrusted-- he did not know.

"He'sloose," she said when she saw the human waiting just inside the tunnel entrance with her friend.

"Why not?' asked Hrecker. He gave her ahuman smile. "I'm not your enemy.”

Dotson gestured toward the chambers deeper in the bluffs, where food was stored and served.
"Hungry?"

The bot shook her head. "The sun was bright."

Hrecker leaned toward her, studying the small, scaelike leaves that covered her skin.

"Learn anything?" asked Dotson.

"Nothing new. They're till out there. Every timethey find alibrary now, though, they just bombit.
Then they drop afirebomb inthe middle.”

"Y ou've been shooting too many of us." Hrecker coughed. "Of them, rather."

"You did come with them."

He nodded. "But they don't have an endless supply of troops.”

"That's our only advantage." But Dotson did not seem to have hismind on what he was saying. He
wastilting one ear toward the tunndl's mouth, listening. The others noticed, and dl three stepped forward
intimeto see three Rac warplanes, flame shooting from their jets, tiny red lights glowing on their wingtips,
scream over the bluff's edge to the left, flying low and fast and intent on targets. They were not jets stolen
by the human invaders and turned againgt First-Stop's natives, but the planet's own war materiel in the
hands of its proper owners.

Two more gppeared above the landing field in the distance, and al five were releasing missiles, firing
their cannons, and arcing into tight turns around the snag-edged top of the Worldtree.

They never made a second pass. The human shipsfired their particle beams and launched their own
defending missiles. First one fighter disintegrated in the air, and then another, another, another. Thefifth
was climbing, clawing desperately at the air asit struggled to top the bluffs and escape, when it exploded.
Smdller explosions marked the desths of the warplanes missiles.

The explosonsthat peded hull plates from the Cascade on the landing field and the Toledo in the
valey were anticlimax.

"That's half their ships," said Dotson.

"And thelast of ours," said athready voice behind them. When Dotson turned, he saw thetailless
soldier who had passed them in the tunndl earlier in the day. He was scratching the Sde of hismuzzlein
greeting. "Call me Edge-of-Tears, though my mother named me Tailcraver when | wassmall.”

Dotson returned the greeting gesture. " Then we have no hope?’

"You never did," said Hrecker. "Y ou can't touch the Ajax, and even if you destroyed all the re<t, that
one would return to Earth and bring back more forces, more ships. Or it would just use the bombsit
carries.”

"All our fightersare gone," said the soldier. "Shot down in the air like those. Or destroyed on the
ground. Or seized and used againgt us. Our ships are sunk. Our missile siloes have been destroyed. We
have nothing left but riflesand mines.”

The others said nothing to break his silence. There was nothing they could say. All they could do was
watch floodlights come on around the human ships, the human crews evacuate the Cascade and Toledo
and st up tents among the ruins of Worldtree Center, and then the ships glow from overloaded drives
and melt.

Thelightsfindly turned off two hourslater. The only sign of what had happened was a hot breeze, a
scent of scorched earth and burned vegetation, and afading, sullen glow of molten metal in which no



more than arim of viewport, aline of rivets, acurve of hull plate was recognizable. Gypsy Blossom said,
"There must be more."

Dotson Barbtail shifted on hisfeet. "What do you mean?”

The bot looked at Edge-of-Tears. "Both Racs and humans plan ahead,” she said. "They think of
catastrophes that might interfere with their best-laid plans, and they do whatever they can to compensate.
There must be other wegpons hidden away somewhere.”

"l don't know of any," said the soldier. He touched a medallion attached to the strap that crossed his
right breast. "But I'm young. | am an officer, but not ahigh one. Not high enough to know of such thingsif
they indeed exid."

"Ask about them," said the bot. "The generals who were assigned to use the contingency reserves
might al be dead, but surely there must be someone who remembers. Or amap buried in some pile of
papers.”

The soldier nodded. Dotson said, "And whét is the humans contingency plan?'

"The Ajax," said Hrecker, and the others nodded.

"The honeysuckle," said Gypsy Blossom. "The Gypsies|eft it just in case something happened to the
Worldtree. Biologica memories are less constant than ones engraved in ceramic plaques, but they are
continually regenerated. That istheir advantage. They might lose detail, but they can remain aslong aslife
remainswithin thisvaley or onthisworld. Aslong asthe honeysuckle survives."

Now Edge-of-Tears was shaking his head. "I'd heard of you," he said. "But not of that."

"Yes" Sheindicated Dotson with ahand and added, "He was the only one with sense enough to...”

"Not sense,” said Dotson. "'l was dumb and greedy.”

"And the only one who did what was intended. Y ou were supposed to plant me and my sisterslong
ago." Very briefly, she unfurled her roots. Edge-of-Tears looked, and his eyes widened. "Were your
access to the honeysuckle.”

"What's there?'

"So much,” shesad. "So much. I've spent hours sorting through it dl, and there areimmense amounts|
haven't even touched. Somel never will. But let me see...”

Over the next hour shetold them al what she had learned as she let her nervous system merge with
that of the honeysuckle net, of the vast extensonsit gave her senses, of the reverberating hals of memory
that opened before her, their walls honeycombed by doorways leading her mind into categories of
knowledge she had barely suspected existed.

Once, shetold them, the honeysuckle had been asimple vine or shrub. Some varieties had grown wild
in amogt every clime. Others had been decorative, ornamentd. All had had thin-semmed flowers
containing sweet nectar.

The earliest bots had modified the plant. First they had madeits blossomslarger and added to their
nectar aeuphoric drug. They had given it agene-implanting vira vector. They had given it the ability to
carry messages from one Rac to another, and then to use primitive sound and light sensorsto spy upon a
world in which the Engineersforced them to struggle to survive.

At the sametime, they had been developing biologica computers whose specialized leaves could
serve as keyboards and screens. Brainlike tissue stored databanks in nodules among the roots. And not
long before the Gypsies | eft First-Stop, they had given the memory-bank genes to the honeysuckle and
|oaded the resulting nodules with duplicates of everything on the Worldtree's plagques.

"It was an afterthought,” said Gypsy Blossom. "But once they had thought it, its value was obvious.
They had to modify the honeysuckle and fill its memory banks. | think they did that smply by copying the
memoriesin bot brains, which iswhy there's so much there besides the plagues. I've seen...”

She described the first gropings toward the technology of genetic engineering, the creation of plants
with anima genes that made tuberstaste like mest, of plants whose sap one could not tell from milk, of
animalsthat could serve astrucks and tanks and airplanes.

She grinned when Dotson's eagerness to know more amost made him interrupt her. "But," she said
then, "there were people who feared the changes this new technology brought. Indeed, they feared any
change. They craved asis, thetraditiona, the comfort of the familiar, and when the old mechanica



technol ogies were supplanted, they became the Engineers. At first they were aminority that did no more
than cdl for areturn to the old ways. Then they began to attack the products of genetic engineering and
even the genetic engineers themsaves. Their numbers grew as change spread in their society and the jobs
of farmers and factory workers vanished. More people sympathized with them. And then...

"l see," said Dotson Barbtail. "It could happen with us, could it?"

"It could,” said Hrecker. "Y ou have differences among you too."

Dotson thought of the chief division in the Rac religion. One group believed that once the Racs had
learned enough, the Remakers would return to reward the faithful. The other said it was up to the Racsto
pursue and find their gods. Learning was an endless task.

Could the complacent ones become Engineers? He didn't think the others could, but... They wouldn't
be quite the same, but certainly the potential for intolerance and oppression was there. He nodded his
head.

"The differencesweren't absolute," said Gypsy Blossom. "The Gypsies used the old mechanica
technology too. They had to, if they wanted to survive or travel in space once they fled the Earth. And
the Engineersrelied on biologica technology for food and fud.”

"They 4till do, partly,” said Hrecker.

"How did they get away?' asked Edge-of-Tears.

There was a space program, she told them. Space stations and thundertrees and jets that could reach
gpaceitsaf. Some of the genetic engineers made it into space, where they found sympathizers. Then they
threw rocks- artificiad meteors-- at the planet to keep the Engineers from interfering as they rescued
more.

"It'stoo bad we can't do that,” said Edge-of-Tears. "But we don't have the high ground.”

"They do," said Dotson. "So why aren't they..."

"They would," said Hrecker. "If they had the equipment to fetch therocks. Or if you had amaoon they
couldmine.

Silencefdl. All four-- ahuman, abot, and two Racs, two jumped-up animals-- watched the valey.
The glow of overheated metd was gone now. The only light was starlight. The Worldtree, the human
garships, and the bluffs were black againgt the skyglow.

Eventudly, Dotson said thoughtfully, "We have some high ground ourselves. Perhapsit's even high
enough.”
* *

*

* * *
CHAPTER 23
* * *

The expressions of the Generd's aides and remaining captains were as grim as the Generd's own,
though where hisgray brush of hair and dark eyes made him seem sternly, militarily determined, their
faces seemed varioudy harried, depressed, discouraged, glum, grim, and desperate.

"We should pull out now," said one. "1 know we're not quite done, but the coonsl| be generations
rebuilding. Andif wegay..."

"Weve logt five ships so far,” said Tamiko Inoue. "The Cascade, Toledo, Bolivar, Pizarro, and the
Villa They can't touch the Ajax, but the others are on the ground and vulnerable.”

"They shouldn't have been able to do that. We're far ahead of them in weagpons.”

"A stone ax can kill you just as dead as a particle beam."”

Someone laughed. "They weren't throwing rocks.”



"They were lucky."

The Generd shook his head. " Spaceships are fragile things. We knew we might pay aprice.

"At least they don't have any more jetsor missles.”

"They can't even make them. We've destroyed their factories.”

"Dynamitewill do," said Tamiko.

"Usethe nukes."

Genera Lyapunov shook his head again. "It'stoo rich aworld for that. Wed like to colonize it
sometime soon.”

"1 wouldn't mind living here mysdlf. There's a place on the northeast coadt-- forest and cliffsand a bit
of beach. Beautiful view."

"I've got an eye on an idand, mysdlf,” said the captain of the melted-down Bolivar. The screen he
occupied showed a fabric backdrop, theinterior of atent inthevalley far below.

"If it wasn't for the coons.”

"They'll make good servants once they learn their place.”

"So no nukes."

"Of course not.”

"Then we should send someone back for reinforcements.”

"We can't spare anyoneyet," said Genera Lyapunov. "Though it won't be long before the opposition
isslenced.”

"Sendthe Ajax."

"We need to stay right here," said the Generdl.

"Supervisng,” said Tamiko with aglance at her chief.

The screen that showed the image of the Bonami's Captain Quigg emitted a snorting sound. "At least
until they get therest of us”

"They won't,” said Generd Lyapunov. "They cant."

"Fiveshipssofar."

"And fiveleft. That should be enough.”

"Just four down here.”

"We aren't about to cut and run,” said Tamiko. "We won't abandon you."

"Not until it'stoo late.”

"Captain!”

"Sorry." But Captain Quigg's face was glowering, dark with resentment.

"Yes," said the Generd. "It would be nice to have some reinforcements. But it would take weeksto go
home and come back. And they don't have the ships. It would take months more to build them. Maybe
years. Wereredly on our own. We have to do thejob by ourselves.”

"No matter what it costs," said Tamiko.

"I do wish we could land the Ajax. But..." The Genera shrugged. " Someone hasto stay out of reach.
If they somehow do manage to destroy the remaining ships, well take the word back to Earth. Well
have to, even though | would rather not go back at al without aclear-cut total victory. With no resistance
left to plague uslater.”

Many of the others were nodding in agreement with his sentiment, but their faces |ooked no more
cheerful or optimistic than they had when the meeting began.

* * *

"Stop grinning & me!l" Tamiko Inoue was scowling a Sunglow, who was once more chained to the
souvenir bench in the office the human had been given.

"I can't redly help it, you know. Y ou've done your best to destroy everything we've ever made or
done, like abulldozer in aplayroom. But we're fighting back.”

"Gyppin' coongd!"

"We're making you bleed for what you've doneto ud"



"You had it coming! Y ou're unnatura! A blight upon thisworld! It's our duty to destroy you!™

Sunglow tried to laugh, but the destruction on the world below was far too real and far too thorough.
She choked instead and beat her cast againgt her chest. When the spasm subsided, she managed to say,
"Therewas atime when | thought we could be friends."

Tamiko stared at her desktop, apparently unable to meet the Rac's eyes. "Metoo," she said at last.
"But..."

"But you've made that impossible.”

"We had to. Can't you see?’

Sunglow shook her head. No, she couldn't. She could not see any circumstances when one group had
to exterminate another or destroy the basis of itsidentity, not even when the groups weretailed and
tallless Recs.

Nor could her fellow prisoners, who glared at her every time she returned from one of these sessions
with the human woman and sang suspicion degp in thelr throats. ™Y ou carry no pain,” they said. "They do
not shock you or beat you. What do they do? What do you do? What are you telling them?”

She had tried to explain that she had met Tamiko before the human attack, that her mate, or her
one-time mate, was a prisoner on First-Stop, that she thought Tamiko felt some connection to him
through her even as she asked her endless questions about where the Racs were hiding.

But dl they said was, "What did you tdll her? Did you reved al our secrets? How long will our friends
and kin survive your treachery?"

"Wetold them secrets enough before, when we thought they were Gypsies. And when we told them
too much, they turned on us."

"Trator!"

“Traitor!"

"Tra.."

Now Tamiko was asking, "Would you like separate quarters?’

Sunglow could only stare. With dl their other marvelous abilities, could the humans also read minds?
Silly thought, shetold hersdlf. If they could do that, they would never need to ask questions. Secrets
could last no more than moments. Opposition would be destroyed asrapidly asit formed.

Then her face, gone vacant and reflective while she recalled the reactions of her fellows, had been as
transparent aswindow glass. Or e<e... "Y ou watch us, don't you?'

"Of course we do."

Hoping to overhear some clue to where the natives hid with their guns and bombs and last surviving
remnants of the Gypsy heritage.

"Then yes. Of course. Get me away from them."

"I'd hate to see them hurt you."

And I, thought Sunglow, would hate to have you hear what they might blurt out while attacking me.

* * *

The new room was a narrow chamber. From one wall a padded shelf folded down to be abed. There
were also straps to hold a deeper in place when the ship wasin zero gee. There were empty cupboards
and atoilet. And the door was locked, with aguard standing watch outsideit.

"My own gpartment is just three doors down the hall," said Tamiko. She sounded pleased, asif she
thought that Sunglow would make agood and friendly neighbor.

When she was gone, Sunglow pulled herself into the corner where the bed met the wall. She lay there
for hours, staring toward the door and through it and everywhere within the ship that she had seen.

Strangdly, she did not fedl that she hated the humans. They were mad. Of course they were mad. But
it was the madness of aforce of nature, singleminded and unsympathetic, unaware that the beingsin its
path had hopes and dreams or that they suffered pain and loss. She thought that any single human might
be as potentidly afriend as Mark or Tamiko. But in the massthey were atidal wave or forest fire, a
flood or volcanic eruption.



One could not hate such things. One could fear, yes. And flee. And suffer the blows that came one's
way.

And sometimes one could defend. Erect seawalls against waves and levees againgt flood. Bring water
againg fire. Erect earthen damsto divert alavaflow away from homes and loved ones.

But how could one defend againgt a plague of humans?

How could onefight back when one'swhole world lay in ruins?

* * *

* * *
CHAPTER 24
* * *

The Racs had never thought it essential to make the interior surfaces of the cavernswithin the bluffsas
flat and smooth asthose of the buildings outside. They had filled holesin the floor. They had removed
stalagmites and stalactites that posed hazards to toe and head and tire. They had carved away the largest
of the bulgesin thewal. But what remained was gtill more natura than artificid.

This meant that the map pinned to thewall of the briefing room rippled and swelled and dipped asif it
were trying to imitate the surface of the world outside in three dimensionsingtead of two. When
Edge-of-Tearstried to draw acircle on the paper, the stone threw hisline off. When he stabbed &t the
paper in frustration, the point of his pencil broke through.

Hethrew the pencil asde and used hisfinger instead. "There," he said. Hewasindicating an
intersection of two main roads. "The nearest cache. There's ahidden door in the bridge abutment.”

Marcus Aurdlius Hrecker stood near the back of the room, watching quietly. They were, he knew,
plotting alast desperate resistance. He thought the effort was doomed, but he knew better than to say so.
Many coonswould not even care to be reminded of his presence. It was better that he remain
inconspicuous.

"How long will it take usto get there?' asked Dotson Barbtail. He himself had brought Hrecker from
the cell he dtill occupied at night.

"If we could drive, full speed, two hours."

"We can't do that. They'd spot us.”

The burly soldier nodded. " So we hike. It'll take usthree nights. And then, if it's dtill there, if it's il
intact...”

"We drive back."

They would travel a night because then it would be allittle harder for the humansto spot them. They
would drive back because they could not possibly carry what they hoped to find. And they would hope
desperately to escagpe notice, knowing al the while that that was impossible. The humans had proved
themsdlves far too good at spotting the night-running trucks that brought supplies and amsto the
caverns. Sometimes only onein ten madeit dl theway.

"Maybewell get away withiit,” said Dotson.

"There are clouds coming,” someone said.

"That won't help. They're ahead of us, and we had infrared sensors on our satellites.”

"But astorm. That could keep them from flying.”

"If werelucky," said Edge-of-Tears. "But we can't tell thisfar ahead. We don't have weathersats
anymore.”

Hrecker knew he should say nothing, but he could not help himsdlf: "I want to go with you."

Thefirst response was silence. Then Edge-of-Tears asked, "Why? Do you think they'll spot you if you



can get outsde? Rescue you?'

"Or do you want to light afire and give usaway?" asked another Rac. Dotson did not know his name,
and his pelt was a nondescript gray.

He was shaking his head when Dotson gestured apol ogetically, sympatheticaly. "It doesn't matter.
You'renot fit anyway."

The others stopped protesting as if Dotson held much more experience and rank than he did. Briefly,
Hrecker wondered whence the other's authority had come. It could not be hisloss of Sunglow, for others
had lost loved onestoo, either to death or to captivity, and they had gained nothing for their sacrifices.
But then he redlized: Dotson had given them Gypsy Blossom, and he remained close to that emblem of
their gods.

He touched the bandage on his head. "It'samost hedled.”

Edge-of-Tears showed histeeth. "Almost won't do. Even if we could trust you.”

"When do we leave?' asked the gray Rac when Hrecker douched defeatedly against the wall.

"Now," said Edge-of-Tears.

"Why wait?" asked Dotson.

Within aday after Gypsy Blossom's suggestion that there must remain caches of hidden wegpons, the
soldier had found a survivor of the headquarters team that had overseen the caches maintenance. She
had had no maps or other documents, and she had not been able to recall where dl the hiding places
were. But she had remembered this one, and she had known the codes that would open it.

"What are we going to find there?'

Edge-of-Tears could only shrug. " She didn't know. They varied. But no nukes. No strange, new
superwegpons. Just ordinary stuff. Vehicles and guns and ammo. The sort of stuff you need when your
back's againg thewall."

* * *

Once they were beyond the boundaries of Worldtree City, the road was no longer blocked by piles of
rubble over which they had to clamber. Y et the pavement wasrarely as clear asit had been before the
human starships had appeared in First-Stop's sky. Homes and shops had been destroyed, and their
wreckage sometimes spilled into the roadway . V ehicles stood where warheads and cannon shells had
found them. Water stood in potholes that had never been before. Once they had to detour around a
fdlenwarplane,

The only hint that Racs had died was an occasiona whiff of rotting meat from benesth some ruined
building or curl of honeysuckle vine. The survivors had been able to remove and bury only bodiesin plain
view, and not al of those. Nor were they done, for here and there beside the road were small groups of
Racs with shovelsin their hands. Some stood beside one or two oblong, canvas-wrapped bundles.

They spent ther first day hiding in the forest beyond the city, listening as human pilots patrolled
Firs-Stop's own jets and helicopters above their heads, watching thin clouds grow thicker and spread
acrossthe sky, listening asfitful breezes strengthened and made the tree limbs lash. Few dept, even
though whenever two or three began to discuss the prospects of thislast desperate effort, Edge-of-Tears
hissed them quiet.

That night, the clouds thinned again and afew stars peeped through. Y et the wind continued to
strengthen, and when Dotson said, "No storm after al. They're sureto see us," Edge-of-Tears answered.
"Can'ttdl yet."

By thetimethat dawn was near, severd members of the party were complaining of sore feet. All were
happy when Edge-of-Tears pointed at asilhouette of bare girders and twisted metal roof-edge against
the cloud-racing sky beside the secondary road they were following. "They won't seeusin there," he
sad. "And tomorrow night, well have to hike for just three more hours."

Dotson Barbtail found awindless niche beside afalen girder, leaned hisback against the meta rough
with rust, and rubbed hisfeet. He sniffed honeysucklein the air and heard above the wind-noisein the
dark around him soft voices saying:



"Three more hours."

"Threetoo many."

"l can hardly wait. Even abulldozer would be aride.”

"Whatever they stashed for us.”

"I'd rather have anice, comfy command car.”

"A tank. Then | could shoot back when they spotted me."

"Y ou'd never have achance."

"Atleast I'd die comfortable.”

"Shh."

Sunlight struck himin the eyes. He blinked and pulled himsdf to agitting position. Had the sky
cleared? He stared upward. There were still clouds, thick and dark, but to the east there wasindeed an
open zone.

He blinked again. Who was that in front of him?

"Shh," again. A femalewith amirror in her hand. Y oung and well shaped, her barred auburn pelt deek
with recent grooming, no signs of injury or hunger.

He touched the sde of hismuzzle. "What-- 7'

"Shh. Y ou shouldn't be here."

"Why not?' He blinked again and craned his neck, and yes, someone stood over every one of his
companions.

"Y ou might attract attention. Y ou haveto go."

"Tonight," he heard Edge-of-Tears's voice protesting.

"Now," another voiceinssted.

"But why?" asked Dotson. "What's so important about aruined factory?' He scanned the framework
of what remained asif he hoped to see the answer. There were broken windows, high brickwork,
twisted beams like the one he leaned againgt, chains and pulleys and gpparatus he did not recognize.
Beyond an expanse of unbroken roof, green-tinged light suggested the out-of-doors.

"We can't tell you," said hisawakener.

"Why--" But before he could complete his question, voices arose from the direction of the light:

"Hey! C'mere! Youwon't be--"

"Stop!”

"Leggo!"

Dotson aimost laughed. Someone had risen early and gonein search of abush or water or perhapsa
fruit tree.

The other Rac dumped and shrugged and said, "l suppose we might aswell show you now."

A few minutes later the entire party was overlooking an oblong of dark, weedless soil. One of the
localswas gesturing them to remain beneeth the overhang of roof and explaining: "We wish you hadn't
come. If you attract any attention a al, werelost." A wave indicated the plot of soil. Three smal shoots
of green jutted from the dirt. Hard by the edge of the plot was abank of honeysuckle vines.

"What arethey?' asked Edge-of-Tears.

Dotson smiled. He had no trouble recognizing the young plants before him. He had first seen asimilar
shape in his own gpartment, many months before the humans had appeared in First-Stop's sky.

He shook his head and wished that Gypsy Blossom were with them. She would loveto seethis, even
though she could surdly see something very likeit deep ingde the caverns where he had left her.

Y et perhaps she could. He looked at the vines once more, and then, fegling like an idiot, he waved at
them. If the roots reached so far, if she were plugged into the network and watching over her kin...

"We had four of the seeds," an older Rac was saying. "But one was cracked. Someone stepped on
it

"Trowe!" said another. "It was that way when wefirst saw it. It was crushed when the Great Hall's
roof fel in."

"They'll grow very rapidly," said Dotson.

"That won't save them if the humans see you here. Stay back. Please.”



Dotson and his companions obeyed, retreating into shadow, leaving the seedlings and their caretakers
behind. Only Trowd, the senior gardener, remained with them, saying, "Better yet, leave. Get asfar avay
from here aspossible.”

"They'd surely see usif weleft right now," said Edge-of-Tears. "But tonight. We were planning to go
then anyway. Were dmost to our destination.”

"What's that?'

Hetold the gardener.

"Then you'll be coming back thisway?"

The soldier nodded.

"Y ou have to take another road!"

"Thereisn't one."

"But you're bound to draw firel"

"We know."

"They'll destroy you al!”

"We hope afew will makeit through.”

"They'll get ustoo!"

Edge-of-Tears shrugged asiif to say that was a price they might haveto pay. If he did not pursue his
mission, if the cache proved empty, if the humansindeed destroyed them dl and whatever they found on
their way home, it would hardly matter whether afew bot seedlingslived or died. There were others after
al.

Trowel Sghed heavily. "Then we have to move." He turned away and began to give decisive
instructions. Shovels and large buckets appeared. Soon the seedlings were ready to depart to what their
caretakers hoped would be a safer refuge.

The two groups of Racs then settled down together, talking quietly of times before the humans came,

watching the clouds thicken once more, waiting for dark to come again.
* * *

The remainder of the journey was uneventful. A few planes passed high overhead or to one sde of
their path. Three times helicopters chattered at the windy night and they dove for whatever cover there
was beside the road they followed. They threw themsalvesflat in ditches, huddled under bushesand in
tangles of honeysuckle vines, rolled under abandoned vehicles. Once Dotson felt cold and matted fur
beneath one hand, but before his ssomach could do more than roll within him, the helicopter was gone.
They got up and hurried on, eager to reach their destination.

They crested arise. Edge-of-Tears pointed ahead. "It should be the next overpass.”

Trowel, the gardener who seemed to be in charge of the seedling bots, shook his head. "It can't be
that one. If itis..."

"What do you mean?"'

Asthey drew closer, they saw and shared Trowel's doubts. A direct hit from ahuman missile or bomb
had dropped the overhead roadway in their path. The rear of atruck trailer jutted from beneath one
concrete dab. Other dabstilted and jutted like frozen storm waves. Beside the road were the broken
stumps of three utility poles.

Once, vertical concrete pillars had braced the upper roadbed. Now they too were shattered. But to
either sde remained stone drainage ramps that danted up from the ground to shelves that had supported
the upper road's stedl frame. The left-hand shelf bore asmall metal sign painted with a contractor's
name.

Edge-of-Tears climbed the ramp to pry at the metal square. It lifted on one edge, opening on well
oiled hingesto reveal apand of polished knobs and buttons. His fingers worked, turning, tapping.
Motors cameto life and labored. The stone ramp beneath hisfeet cracked. But the crack was no wider
than two fingers when the motors staled.

Dotson imitated the soldier's stare at the sky. Visible through arapidly closing gap in the cloudswas a



sngle spark of light. It wasjust south of the zenith, not far from where the Rac's embryonic space Sation
had been so short atime before. "Will they see usif we linger?"

"We can't stay with you anymore,” said the senior gardener. He waved at hisfellows, who promptly
seized and lifted the poles that supported their buckets of earth and bot seedlings. They headed up the
bank asif intending to follow the other road as quickly and asfar as possible.

"It can't be helped,” said Edge-of-Tears. His voice suggested that his name was more apt than ever.
"We need to clear that out of theway." He pointed at a single dab of roadway whose massive end rested
againgt the masonry that should have yawned before them.

The gardeners stopped. One turned and shouted down the bank, ™Y ou need alever. Here!"

Soon al the Racs of both groups were straining to fit the end of abroken-off utility pole under the
dab. They leaned into it, grunting, grunting harder when the dab trembled and lifted, cheering when
Edge-of-Tears worked the controls again, the hidden mechanism groaned, and the doorway now did
unimpeded into adot at itsbase.

Starlight showed them a shallow room and a second door that opened more easily, pivoting inward on
heavy hinges. Lights cameon, dim at first and then brighter as the door swung shut behind them.

Thisroom was as deep as the highway behind them had been wide. Thewalls and celling and floor
were unpainted concrete. Black wiresran from light fixturesto a generator that hummed asit drew fuel
from alarge, gold-painted propane tank. The smell was of oil and ozone and just ahint of mildew.

Immediately before them were three forklifts, their smaler propane tanks fat and round on their backs,
their forks facing the interior of the room and arow of six drab, squat vehicles on thick rubber tracks.
The windshidlds werelittle more than dits. A padded bench would hold adriver and two passengers.
The back was a high-walled truckbed shielded by an arch of heavy sted.

"APVs" said Edge-of-Tears. "All-purpose vehicles. Not enough armor to do much good, and the only
weapons are those in the crew's hands. But they're fast. And they don't mind rough roads.”

Againg thewallswere stacked crates of guns and ammunition, mines, field rations, and other supplies.
Edge-of-Tearswas aready climbing into the seet of aforklift. "We need as much..."

"What are those?' Dotson was pointing at adozen racks of cylindrical objects wrapped in protective
fabric.

"Missles," answered the soldier. He pointed at the shortest of the cylinders. "Antitank. Y ou fire them
from a shoulder-tube. Like that." The tubes rested atop the rack.

Dotson was more interested in another rack, whose contents were nearly aslong as he wastal and as
thick ashisthigh.

"Ground-to-air,” said Edge-of-Tears. He touched abundle of sturdy metal tubing strapped to the side
of one of themissles. "They launch from atripod. Lousy accuracy, though."

"What's the problem?"

"Moving targets. Weve got heat-seekerstoo, but not here. Thisisdl old stuff. Obsolete. Just-in-case
backup.”

"l want them anyway."

The soldier gave him an appraising look. Histhought was as plain asif he had spoken doud: Hewasin
charge of the expedition, but Dotson was the Rac who had grown the bot whose ideas had sparked it.
Hewore an auraof authority al hisown.

It did not take long to fill the APV swith as much obsol ete weaponry as they could hold, but by then it
wasfar too closeto dawn to leave. "They'll spot usanyway,” said Edge-of-Tears. "But it might take a
little longer a night. Especidly if those clouds stay thick or the storm begins. And we only need alittle
time"

"Before we |eft you said two hours, driving.”

"Makeit four." The soldier dapped atread. "These aren't asfast aswhedls."

* * *

When the next night finaly came and Dotson flipped the switch that opened the cache's broad door,



the sky was asblack asthe inside of acave. The wind was louder than it had been any night of their
quest, and occasiond drops of water struck hisface. He stared upward as if he could see the stars or the
bright spark of the humans flagship through the clouds. A long moment later, he redlized that someone
was beside him.

"Well stay here." Trowd scratched the side of his short muzzle gpologeticaly. He held arapid-firerifle
with amassive clip in hisother hand. "Theréslight, and the roof isthick.”

"Thelight won't last,” said Dotson. He pointed at the generator to one side. Its steady hum showed no
sgn of fatering. "As soon asthat tank isempty..."

"Long enough, I'm sure. Well turn out most of the lights and leave the door gar. It last until you win."
The gardener'sface said he did not think that likely. He lifted his weapon a handbreadth. " Or until the
humans go away."

"“That could ill beawhile”

"Then well need shelter for the winter, won't we?"

Edge-of-Tears snorted alaugh as he joined them in the doorway. "It's al yours, then.”

"Should we wait?'

The soldier shook hishead. "Do it now. Before welose our edge.”

"QOur nerve, you mean. They're going to see us. They dwaysdo.”

"It'l take timeto get planesin theair. Well split up. WEll be moving fast. And the wind will help us.”

"Four hours." Four hours of life asatarget.

"Maybethree."

* * *

The APV sroared out the door into pouring rain just before midnight. Edge-of-Tears had the lead
vehicle. Dotson was behind him. The othersfollowed, and in the back of each vehicle, crammed in
between the crates and cylinders, was a pair of Racs with shoulder-tubes and antitank missiles.

The storm quenched the glare of the APV'S headlights-- essential in the dark-- and surely therain
washed from the air much of the heat the vehicles generated. But they remained detectable from afar.
Shortly after they passed the ruined factory where they had found Trowe and the other gardeners
tending seedling bots, the firgt fighters appeared over the horizon. The Racs|eft the road, twisting and
turning among trees and ruined houses, hoping to evade the human fire.

Sugs from airborne cannons hammered the sides of the vehicles, but their armor was thick enough to
survive those blows. Fire sparkled in the air, marking the exhausts of air-to-ground missiles. Two of the
APVsvanished in titanic blasts of light and sound and smoke. The remaining four raced onward, jigging
in their paths, spurred by the explosionsthat rattled the landscape around them. One dove benesth a
highway bridge. A missile found it anyway, but not before the Racs among its cargo got off ashot of their
own. Thelarger explosion destroyed the bridge. The smaller turned the fighter into abal of flame.

The other planes sheered off. Dotson drove his APV franticaly, desperately, wishing that he knew
what he was doing, that he had ever handled more than an ordinary car. Where was Edge-of-Tears? Did
he ill live? Was he ahead? Behind? To one side or the other?

Was Dotson the only survivor? Then he could not last. Six of the hidden vehicles had started out.
Three were dready gone. He had seen them, heard them, felt them go. Had he missed the others
desths?

Why hadn't the humanskilled them all? The storm. Not the clouds. Not the rain. But the wind, that
shook the warplanesin the air and spoiled their am.

But now the fighters were back. The Rac beside him counted those he could see: "Four. Seven. Ten."

Dotson wished he knew who his companions were. But he knew only their names: Silvertouch and
Laughs-at-Locks. Had one been amusician once, before? The other, aburglar?

Two warplanes collided in the air, victims of thewind.

He had no ideawho was in the back, ready to fire what they had at their attackers.

Hewished he dared to close his eyeslong enough to ask the Remakers, Gypsies, gods of First-Stop,



to intervene once more. "Make them cautious!™ he keened out loud. " Too cautious!”

Another disappeared in flame.

So did another APV, too distant for Dotson to fed the air and ground shake with pain athough the
flash was visible through the storm.

Near misses made Dotson's vehicle lurch and grind its gears. But somehow he never took adirect hit,
and then there were the ruins of Worldtree City, hulks of brick and stone to shield him from the human
gunners and intercept their missiles. The ground shook. Masonry fell around him. But the tracks of his
vehicleroared over every heap of rubble that would have stopped acar or truck on wheels. He hardly
dowed as he spun around one corner, another, and here was the avenue he wanted, there the yawning
tunnel mouth.

He was diving deep into the interior of the bluffs around the valley. He was safe.

And there was another APV. One more. Wet tracks and puddles and two Racs lowering bodies from
the back. A third stlanding besideit, proudly erect even though fatigue wasvisblein the set of his
shoulders. A military bearing. Edge-of-Tears had madeit too.

The rest had not.

CHAPTER 25

* * *

Tamiko Inoue stared at the guard as she approached the door. He douched in the corridor, eyes half
closed. His cheekswere lean, his muscles cleanly limned under smooth cloth, the diver of pupil that
showed between his eyelids gleaming with an dert readiness his posture belied.

As she approached, those eyes opened wide and held her steadily, darting away only briefly to check
other approachesto the door. The guard wore a snug jumpsuit that left no cuffs or collars free for an
opponent to grab or an object to snag. He held a compressed-air gun that fired divers of glassthat would
shatter when they struck the ship's hull but would destroy a human target.

Tamiko knew he was not there to stop her from opening the door and entering the small room beyond.
But il she hesitated.

"Forget your key, maam?' His eyes were aswatchful as ever, but now he was smiling and holding his
own copy of the magnetic card that barred the door. He remembered her.

She shook her head. That wasn't the problem, though she was less sure that she knew what was.

Heignored her. He did his cardkey into the dot in the jamb. The door did open. "There you go."

She did not answer as she dipped her own cardkey back into her thigh pocket and entered the room.
The door did shut behind her.

Sunglow was Sitting on the edge of her bed. There was ill acast on her arm. The bandage on her
thigh was gone, leaving only alivid line of nearly hedled flesh. Already the fur was growing back.

"Do you think he's il dive?"

"Heisif Dotsonis" Sunglow was quite sure of that. He would honor the implicit agreement Tamiko
had offered by releasing one of her prisonersto pass the word that she hersdlf survived.

"l wish | knew."

"Atleas, if he's dead it'san accident.” The coon's fingers twined together, as expressive as any
human's of worry. "Y ou made sure Dotson wouldn't hurt him. But if Dotson's deed...”

"Y ou could help us sttle this"

"It'sal settled. You've destroyed us."



"Not entirely. You'l rebuild.”

"And you'll be back."

Tamiko nodded matter-of-factly. Indeed, that was the plan. "Y ou could save alot of lives."

"Wherever | told you, you'd attack. And Dotson..."

Tamiko did not need to hear the coon say that if hewas il aive, her words could kill him. Or that
once Dotson was no longer there, the remaining coons might well vent their anger, their need for
vengeance, on the one human in their grasp.

She shook her head. "A quick, surgica strike," she said. "A rescue mission. And then we can leave."
She reached across the narrow room to activate the veedo and call up dl the reasons why Sunglow
should want the humans gone as soon as possible: images of the world below-- airports and military
bases littered with wrecked equipment; ships awash in waves, citiesin ruins; aline of hotspotsracing
aong ahighway toward the valey of the Worldtree, diverging across the landscape, planes diving and
swooping and jigging, explosions on the ground and in the air.

But there were not as many ground explosions as there had been fleeing hotspots. Two of those frantic
vehicles had reached Worldtree City and sped through the rubbled streets while human-piloted planes
pursued and fired guns and missiles. Then they had vanished from the screen.

"There used to be more of those," said Tamiko. "We got them too. Most of them. And then you gave
up. Or ran out of trucks. We don't know why..."

"Food," said Sunglow. She knew better, for she knew the storerooms in the caverns had been full
enough to keep the refugees dive for months more. " They're running out of food. My friends are sarving.
So'syour Mark."

"Food shipments don't blow up like that. And they don't run so fast, so frantically, or shoot back.
These were wegpons smugglers.”

"They must have had something impressive." Sunglow was not surprised, but hearing the human say
the words made her both feel and sound hopeful. Her people had not yet given up.

"They were only desperate." The human'stone and gesture dismissed the hope as beneath contempit.
"And we got them all. Therés nothing left you coons can do.”

"You'rewrong." There had been no explosionsto mark the ends of the last two vehicles. They mugt,
Sunglow thought, have reached the tunnels and vanished from human sight.

"Don't you want to save him?"

"It'snot up to me."

"Inyour pogtion, I..." Tamiko sghed. "Don't you love him after al?

The coon only glared at her.

"Y ou're not very sentimentd.”

"I try-- we try-- to be sensible. To recognize redlity.” She paused. "We have our feglings, of course.
Our sentiments. But we know the world does not bend itself to suit mere wishes.”

Tamiko shook her head once more. "That's not very human.”

"It'sas human asthe Gypsies.”

"They were mongters, not..." She stopped. Shetold hersdf that calling Sunglow a monster was no way
to gain her cooperation. And, she knew, the coon was not amonster. Really, she was human enough
despite her fur and the shape of her head and her race's originsin agenetic engineer'stest tube. They
shared acommon worry, their males, their mates.

Shetried to change the subject. "The Generd thinksweretoo friendly."

Sunglow did not answer.

"He wants me to use the electrodes.”

Silence.

"He said that if you cooperate, you'll be well treated when we get home. No cage, but an apartment.
Bigger than thisone. Though I'll be there, too."

"Y ou can be her keeper." He had laughed when he said that.

Still sllence, though the coon had turned and now faced away, her shoulders shaking.

Her voice emerged, aquiet, wordless keen.



Tamiko said nothing more, though she asked hersalf why she bothered. She knew the answer, of
course. It was obvious. They had been two couples. They had known each other briefly, even liked each
other, and then...

Of course, the coon had not discarded her mate and then discovered that his replacement was no
better.

"You can't kill usdl,” Sunglow said at last.

"We don't want to."

"Some of them escaped, you know."

Shewaslooking at the lifeless veedo screen. "Not redly,” said Tamiko. Did the coon think they were
blind?"Underground garages or warehouses. We dropped afew bombs down the holes. They were
trapped. Now they're dead.”

Sunglow turned back to face the human woman, but she said nothing more for fear of what she might
revedl. Instead her eyes, hot and heavy, noted the lack of weapon, theflat outline of acardkey in the
pocket on the woman's thigh, and then she looked away once more.

"I'd like to get him back before we leave," said Tamiko. "Were amost done, you know."

"Then tell them that." Sunglow did not think Tamiko had noticed what had drawn her attention. She
shifted her gaze to the door behind her visitor, to the diding doors of empty cupboards, to the blank
screen, everywhere but that pocket and its contents. "Tdl them that you have findly destroyed everything
that'sworth destroying. Tell them the libraries and books and plagues are gone. The universities and
factories. Everything, and now we must rebuild it dl.”

"But now what you build will bedl yours. Pure native coon, uncontaminated by the Gypses."

"Tel them that too. And then, even then, if they-- if we-- redlly believe it will make you go away and
not come back, wewill give him back."

* * *

* * *
CHAPTER 26

* * *

Thetunnelsthat had led them to safety beneath the ruins of Worldtree City were now choked with
rubble. The warplanes overhead had dropped bombs and fired missiles. Dark tunnel maws had vomited
flame and smoke and roared with pain. Ceilings had collapsed. Shock waves had rumbled through the
deeper caverns. Dust had ridden agust of wind and sifted from the walls.

And the warplanes had gone, their human pilots surely grinning in their satisfaction at ajob well done.
They could not have known how deep the tunnels led, how extensive the network of caverns benesth the
surface, how numerous the refugee Racs who waited for atime when they could emerge to reclaim their
world and not just by ones and twos at night to bury their dead.

Theremnant stink of high explosives drifted even here, where the roadway widened to form a parking
area. Thetilesthat covered the walls were missing in spots, broken loose by the shaking of the rock.
Window glass sparkled on the pavement. Doorways and window openings were crowded with refugees
despite signsthat said they had once belonged to food shops and bookstores.

The chamber's bright lights seemed to pool near the edge of the roadway like the spotlights of a
theater stage. The eyes of every watcher were drawn inexorably to the two surviving APV's, gouged and
dented and torn, their metal gleaming where cannon shells and shrapnd had stripped away their drab
paint. Their crates of guns and ammunition had aready been removed, ddivered to the Racs who would
use them. The ground-to-air missileswere laid out on the pavement beside them in three rows of haf a



dozen each, dl that had survived the journey to the cavern.

The dust tirred up by the humans futile attack had mixed with the storm water that till clung to the
vehicles. The resulting mud had had time to dry. Now Dotson Barbtail stood beside the APV he had
driven so desperately. One hand brushed at aclot of dirt in front of the windshield, over and over, even
after the dirt had crumbled to dust again and fallen to the pavement below. Onefoot wasawashina
puddle of engine il or coolant, but he barely noticed that either. He was exhausted. He craved aquiet
corner inwhich to fall adeep. He wanted to see Gypsy Blossom and hear her latest discoveries. He
ached to get Sunglow out of the human clutch.

Lined up on the other side of the ranks of missileswere nine small trucks of the sort Racs who spent
their days behind desks had once used to pretend they were country folk. Their paint jobs were bright
and flashy, their transmissions provided power to al four whedls, and their tires had treads more suitable
for mountainsides than paved roads. In case of accidents, they had roll bars. Each truck bed waslarge
enough to hold two missiles.

Edge-of-Tears rounded the front of the APV and cocked his head. "Go to bed,” he said.

"I'd never wake up,” Dotson mumbled.

"Youll passout. You'll missthe excitement for surethen.” He pointed at the nearest truck. "The seat's
soft enough. And the driver'll have to push you out of the way."

Dotson knew the soldier wasright. He was swaying on hisfeet. "l am adriver."

"Not in that condition.”

"Where are the rest of them?”

"The drivers? In bed. We can't do athing till dark. Y ou know that."

"They'll fill seeus”

"By thenit'll betoo late."

* * *

"Dotson?'

He grunted. He tried to avoid the hand that tugged at his shoulder by rolling over, but something
stopped him. It pressed againgt his muzzle, rough fabric, siff but yidding, curved.

He opened his eyes. Stripes. Blue and mauve stripes. Above him alow roof and atiny light.

His bed lurched and rocked. Something made ametallic bang.

"We need the truck, Dotson."

The truck. Memory returned. Helet himsdlf fall flat on his back, and there was aface framed in the
open door of the cab. A human face but topped with petasinstead of hair. "Gypsy Blossom. Did you
see..?'

"Yes. | saw you wave. They're safe. So far. And we're ready to go.”

He pushed himself into asitting position. He peered groggily through the windshield. Thewalswere
lined with refugees, many more than had been leaning out of the shop doors and windows that morning.
The APVswere gone. Thetrucksin front of him each held apair of missiles, their noses pointing over the
downfolded tailgates. Technicians labored over them, making last-minute adjustments, readying them for
the task ahead. To one side was asingle pipework rack, danting nearly horizonta instead of verticd, a
launch-gtand for amissile.

"Not you," he said.

"Yes, me" said the bot. "Y ou know | have to come. The honeysuckle.”

He yawned and licked histeeth. They tasted vile. Gypsy Blossom passed him a bottle of fruit juice. He
twisted off the cap and drank.

"Better," hesaid. A moment later, he sighed. "You'reright." And shewas, of course. She and the
honeysuckle were their only hope of avoiding traps or knowing when the humans launched their
counterattack.

The technicians were done. Two collapsed the launch-stand into a compact bundle of pipes and
braces and tucked it between amissile and the side of atruck. Therewas asimilar bundle beside the



other missile. They wedged themsalves into the narrow spaces that were left, and then they cradled rifles
and antitank misslelaunchersintheir ams,

Engineswere starting.

He was awake enough now. He did beneath the whesd!.

"You'redriving?' She sounded surprised.

"Climbin and st down." Did she think he would want to missthis moment? It wastheir last hope. If it
failed, they were doomed. If it succeeded...

"Follow them."

"I know." They could not reach the surface by the same tunnelsthat had led them here. But there were
others, including some that reached the surface much closer to their targets. He remembered the briefing
that morning, before he had | et exhaustion claim him. He remembered the route. He remembered what
they planned to do.

Or try to do. There were no guarantees of success. But this was the last chance that they could seeto
clam any sort of victory.

They would have to get as close as possible. Or the humans would have too much time to respond.
Enough time to doom them dl.

Helet histeeth show and curled his upper lip in away that said he intended nothing resembling asmile.
Then he stepped on the throttle and steered the truck into its place in the procession.

The refugees who watched from the cavern's edges said nothing. They did not cheer or wave or wish
good luck doud. But they too, every one of them, showed teeth in asferal adisplay ashis.

If the humansin their shipscould only seeit...

One could. Therewas Marcus Aurelius Hrecker, standing near the dark opening where the road | eft
the wide parking area. Flanked by two burly guards, he was watching the trucks and the missiles,
absorbing the preparations for departure. He spotted Dotson and raised one stiff-bladed hand to the
leve of hischest. Thearm of the guard on that sde lifted briefly, tugged by the chain that bound Rac and
human together. The guard scowled and jerked hisarm. Mark's hand came down, and hisface |looked
pained.

The other humanswould only laugh, he thought.

Teeth were no thresat to them.

But he stared at the back of the truck ahead of him. The technicians grinned back at him, showing their
teeth too.

Marcus Aurdius Hrecker had been siddlined. So too would every other human be. For just amoment
Dotson thought that might even, someday, include the Gypsies, the Remakers, the gods of the Racs
themsdlves.

But then he snorted and shook his head and stared at the two missiles that pointed their noses at him.
He hoped their engineswould not ignite prematurely.

* * *

The opening from which they finally emerged was surrounded by jagged walls of masonry. The only
waly they could be seen was from directly overhead, and when Dotson looked up, he could see no gars.

"It's<till cloudy,”" said Gypsy Blossom. She shivered, and for amoment Dotson was aware despite his
pelt of thechill intheair. "But therainis past. Mot of it. It's pouring on the coast.”

"The honeysuckle, right?' He felt her nod in the flexing of the seet. "They'll see usanyway, as soon as
we can see them.”

Perhaps they could see dready, he thought. The Ajax wasin orbit, high above, looking down, and it
had sensors that would not be blocked by clouds. On the other hand, if the rain would only return, the
drops of faling water might confuse aradar image. It depended on the frequency they used.

Whether the Racs could see the Ajax or not, as soon as there was a line of unobstructed sight
between them and the ship, the humans might be derted.

Racs, like their wild predecessors, had good night vision. But this night was dark even so, too dark, as



much an obstacle to them as to the humans, and to proveit the truck lurched as atire sank into acrater in
the pavement. Dotson wished they dared to use headlights as they had the night before.

A small hand-held light bloomed in the back of the truck ahead of him. He glimpsed the missilesit
carried, the feet of two armed technicians, the road before him. He spun the whed to avoid another
pothole.

The other trucks now had lights aswell, and he could see that there were till walls between them and
that spot in the sky where the Ajax hung. Thelights ahead of him swung from sideto side asthe lead
truck stopped. Therewas no flare of brake lights; they had been disconnected.

"Thisiswhere| check the ground ahead." Gypsy Blossom was dready climbing from the truck's cab
and walking toward alarge bank of honeysuckle beside the road. Someone aimed alight ahead of her,
but she flapped an arm to say she did not need the help. Thefirst raindrops hit the windshield.

The bot did not push into the viny thicket. She stopped even before her feet touched the outlying
shoots. She unfurled the ruff around her shins and burrowed her rootsinto the soil. She stood till,
moving only when she dowly turned to face the way they had been going down the road.

A few minutes|ater, she was walking adong the line of trucks, saying, " There's no one ahead of us.
They'reinsde, out of the wegther."

"Therobots?’

"They don't leavethevdley. Y ou know that."

"Thenlet'smove."

"Useyour dimlights" said the bot. "It's safe enough.”

It was raining harder when she sat down again beside Dotson, smelling of wet and soil. He turned on
both the windshield wiper and the small lights set in the ends of hisfront bumper.

The trucks ahead began to move. They acce erated, Speeding up as much asthe improved visibility
permitted in the rain. Five of the trucks turned right, onto aroad that would |lead them to the edge of the
bluff overlooking the valey. The other four kept on straight, heading for an overlook that would give them
aclear view of the Gypsies old landing field.

There were only four of the human ships|eft on Firs-Stop. Two, the Drake and the Sdadin, werein
the valley. The other pair, the Gorbachev and the Bonami, sat on the landing field.

When Dotson and his companions reached the brink of the valley, they found the human ships standing
high but not quite so high as the bluff tops, sseming almost close enough to reach out and touch. They
quickly turned their vehiclesto face away. The technicians|egped from their nichesin the back and
hurriedly set up the launch-stands on the ground.

Dotson looked over his shoulder in time to see them heft the first missile into position. They had
debated firing them from the backs of the trucks. The effects of the missiles exhaust on truck cabsand
driversand chancesto get away dive had almost persuaded them against that option. But then
Edge-of-Tears had said, "We are expendable. We haveto be, for if we give them any chanceat dl to
anticipate our blow, wewill fall. They will be safe.”

"But," had said atechnician, "alaunch-stand is stabler. Well have a better chance of hitting them if we
takejust alittle more time.”

Therain grew gentler. Just above thefar rim of the valley, Dotson saw afew stars. It was clearing
then. Perhaps by the time they were done with this night'swork, the sky would be clear and the few
humans | ft dive would be able to look down and see what the Racs had done.

Thetwo shipsin the valey sparkled with lights. Dotson saw them as things of beauty and dread and
envy. "WEell have our own one day," he said, and he felt more than saw Gypsy Blossom nod beside him.

Something was happening in the valley. More lights were gleaming. Weapons ports were opening. A
spot high on the Saladin glowed hot, and the third truck to the left flashed into vapor and dag, missiles
andal.

But the other missileswere on their stands and ready. As one the remaining technicians punched the
launch buttons. The missiles enginesignited. Plumes of flame and smoke splashed againgt the ground and
therears of the trucks. Onefue tank exploded. Something metallic dammed against the Sde of Dotson's
truck, and hisleg went numb.



The humans particle beams caught two of the missleswhilethey were ill inthear. Two of the
remaining Sx missiles struck that remnant of Worldtree Center the humans had occupied for their own
purposes. The other four struck the ships, two apiece, and ripped gaping holesin their sides.

At the sametime, two dozen lines of fire reached from the ruinsin the valley below the bluffs as other
Racsfired antitank missiles. More explosions peppered the sides of the ships. They seemed puny beside
the earlier blagts, but they still gouged more deeply into the enemy fortresses.

Fire bloomed in the ships wounds. Alarms hooted. Particle beams and missiles and cannon sought
targets both on the bluff and inthevalley.

Y et their aim was not precise. Therain of fire hesitated oddly, beams|ost their focus, targets were
missed. The effect was of agiant who had lost hisonly eye and must blindly flail after ahorde of
tormentors.

Dotson felt the technicians legping into the back of the truck. He hit the throttle as hard as he could.
Whedl's spun and gripped. The truck beside him lurched ahead, and then he was behind it, accelerating,
leaving the overlook just as the ground where he had been turned into an expanding cloud of
incandescent vapor.

Neither Dotson nor the other surviving driverswent very far. As soon as there was amound of rubble
between them and the sight of war, they turned pardld to the valey. When they found another opening,
they stopped.

Dotson had to pedl hisleg from the seat. Hisfingers found the stickiness of blood and the open lips of
agash high on histhigh. Briefly he wondered why the wound did not hurt, but then he saw the others
were not waiting for him. They were dready slhouetted againg the glow of fire and the flash of ordnance
inthevdley, their legs moving dowly, cautioudy toward the valey'srim.

He hobbled after them until he too could see what was going on, and there they stood, together.
Dotson and the other drivers, Gypsy Blossom, the remaining technicians, watching as the humansfired
every weapon at their command. It was clear, however, that that defense could not be enough. The blow
Dotson and hisfelows had struck from atop the bluffs had crippled the ships, and the Racs below were
unleashing every gun and missle that remained to them.

They must know, Dotson thought, that their shipswill never fly again. We have done that much, and
now their deeths are only amatter of time. No one will want to take prisoners. We will kill them dl. Or
they will hidewithin their shipsuntil they sarve.

He hoped those who had gone to attack the ships on the landing field had fared aswell.

The battle below was as desperate as any battle could possibly be, yet the din of war seemed distant,
muted. When Gypsy Blossom touched hisarm and quietly said, "Therés il the Ajax," he had no trouble
hearing her.

"What can they do?'

"They can't land, but Mark said they have nuclear bombs and warheads.”

"They wouldn't use them." He hoped he wasright. "They wouldn't dare.”

But she was shaking her head. "I they are anything like the Engineers the honeysuckle remembers...”

* * *

* * *
CHAPTER 27
* * *

Tamiko Inoue hovered just within the door of the room that was Sunglow's prison chamber. Her
hands were behind her back, taut musclesin her arms and neck shouting that they were clenched in



desperation. Her face was frozen giff and pale, her mouth agrim line, her eyeswide and frightened. Her
forehead glistened.

Sunglow could only stare and replay the words the human had uttered as soon as the door had did
shut behind her.

"You'vewon," Tamiko had said.

"What do you mean?' What could she mean? Had Dotson somehow forced the Engineersto say they
would release her, set her back on her own world, send her back to him? How could he have done
that?

"Y ou've destroyed our ships.”

"The ones on the ground?' But there were no others, were there? Not here, not at First-Stop, except
for the one that held her. And that one was safe, out of reach from the ground, untouchable, impregnable.
Certainly she would have known if it were not.

Tamiko nodded jerkily. "Every one of them. All of them.”

"Then we're safel | can go back.”

The human head was shaking now, dmost trembling in its negation. "No. Theré's no way to take you
back. Thisship can't land. Just the others."

"You mean I'm stuck." A prisoner forevermore. Y et that thought did not strike her as she might have
feared it would. She was doomed, but her world was safe.

Or wasit? Tamiko was al nod and shake and tremble and then two ominous sentences. "Y ou'll be
better off with us. We have one last card to play. We can't leave them thinking they're better than us. Or
€lse, when we come back..."

Sunglow pushed off the bunk and hovered over the human woman. Tamiko shifted to one side, flicked
the veedo on, and said, "L ook at that."

The grainy, foreshortened view was enough by itsdlf to say the camera was attached to the orbiting
Ajax. The shipsstood in the valley and on the landing field. Smoke billowed in and around them. Rac
troops gathered on the ground at their feet. There was no sign of combat or of prisoners. Bodieswere
arranged in lineslike the pickets of flattened fences.

"Youkilled them al," said Tamiko. "Y ou didn't haveto do that."

Sunglow amost laughed. "What do you want them to do? Make pets out of them? Y ou said yoursdif,
theré's no way to send them home.”

"And you wrecked the drives. But just in case, well put some nukes right there. Then well..."

"Sterilize our world."

"No. No-no. We can't do that. We couldn't possibly, not with ten times the bombs we carry. But we
can make the soil and water toxic to you and raise clouds of dust that will block the sun for months. The
plantsthat feed you will die. If you don't freeze, you'll starve.”

Sunglow was close once more. "Then were dead anyway."

A trembling nod. "Most of you. But we won't be able to settle here for centuries.”

"And that's our victory."

"A Pyrrhic victory."

Sunglow could not possibly have recognized the reference, but she thought she understood its
meaning: the victory of the pyre. She a so understood she could no longer hope ever to see Dotson
Barbtall again. She would never bear his children. Shewould never...

"You'l be okay." Tamiko sounded placating, asif she thought the Rac's persond surviva wasal that
mattered to her. "Well take you with us, take care of you. Weve got some maestoo. Y ou can have
cubs, or whatever you cdl them. And..."

Sunglow blinked as tears flooded her eyes. There was only one chance of avoiding the fates her
captorsintended for her people and for her.

Ascalmly and as deftly asif she were spearing atasty-tail, an aquatic dumbo larva, for a snack, she
reached out her hand and extended a single finger and its claw.

The movement fdt like it took forever, but the eternity through which it stretched could not have lasted
half asecond.



Tamiko neither tried to flee nor closed her eyes as the claw approached her throat.

Nor did she scream when Sunglow ripped through her flesh. The only sound she made wasthe gurgle
of blood in her windpipe.

She was ho longer capable of protest when Sunglow reached into her thigh pocket and found not one
cardkey but two. The Rac took them both.

* * *

The guard in the corridor proved no more difficult to kill.

Sunglow dammed the wal with one hand, pulled herself to one side, activated the door, and asit
began to dide open grunted desperatdly asif she and Tamiko were struggling. The guard thrust himself
through the opening, hisgun in one hand, ready to intervene.

The sght of Tamiko stretched upon the room's narrow floor, blood extending sticky tendrils toward
the walls, froze him for just the instant Sunglow needed to use her claw once more.

* * *

She clutched Tamiko's cardkeysin the hand that jutted from her cast. The other held the gun she had
taken from the guard. The door of her prison was closed behind her.

The ship murmured with the sounds of humans. Occasiond soft, diding footsteps. The smal collisons
of solid objects. Voicesthat raged and soothed and rang with vengeful determination.

Wheat could she do now?

She wished she looked like ahuman. As a Rac, she would be recognized ingtantly. She would have to
shoot as soon as any human appeared in front of her.

But she could not possibly shoot them al. Sooner or later they would kill or capture her, and then the
remaining humanswould destroy dl that was|eft of her world.

A buzzing sound heralded one of the humans tiny robots. It rounded acorner, itswings folded against
itsback, its propeller ill, itsinsectile legsablur of motion. She poised her gun, but it gave no indication
that it even noticed her much less knew that she wasloose. Besides, it was electronic. If it was going to
cry darm, it would have done so areadly.

When it was gone, she stared at the cardkeysin her hand. She needed help. And there was only one
place where she could find it.

The gunin her free hand burped amost before she realized that a human had emerged from adoor just
three steps away.

"Hey!"

Someone else was in that room. Someone el se had seen the body jerk and go limp and fall while
blood pooled upon the floor.

She reached the door before the other human could do more than lay one hand on the room's
communications pand.

The gun burped again.

She caught herself against the door frame. She looked at her latest victim carefully. Y es, he was dead.
He could not possibly be dive, not with that much blood, not with his abdomen so ripped that the resdue
of hislast meal was mingling with the blood, not...

She dmost vomited.

Shetold hersdlf, "Don't linger. Someone else will come around a corner, and you may not be so lucky.
Or thegun'smagazinewill go dry."

She turned and ran. She fended off awall with one shoulder, wincing when the blow shook the hedling
bone within her cast. She shouldered another wall, zigged down the corridor, paused a open doors and
intersections to be sure no one would see her before she was ready.

Shekilled twice more before she heard two voices beyond a door that was not quite closed. She
stopped to listen:



"It'l teke alittlewhile, Sr."

"Why?" Thisvoice bore the crackle of eectronic transmission, but it was clear enough to tell her the
Speaker was older and used to giving orders. "They're racked right there in the missile bay."

"They were, sir. When we didn't know what we faced.”

A third voice butted in: " Standing orders, Generd. Safety procedures. As soon asit looked like we
wouldn't need them, we safed them again. Put them back in storage.”

The ensuing silence was broken only when the older, commanding voice said dowly, "I must have
approved that."

No one answered.

"How long?'

"An hour before we can launch the first ones."

Sunglow did not wait to hear any more. It was enough to know she had an hour. At most an hour.
Certainly not two, and maybe less, and then the humans would do exactly what Tamiko had promised
just before she died.

She hoped that was time enough.

Sheran again, searching, searching, through corridorsthat al looked much the same. Wasthisthe one
through which they had led her when they brought her here? Was that the corner they had turned? Y es!

Thisguard too died without a cry. Her first cardkey failed to work. The second was successful.

A heartbest |ater, her fellow prisoners were free.

* * *

Surprise had worked in their favor. So had contempt, for the humans had despite the evidence of a
civilized world below their ship seen them aslittle more than fuzzy animals, quite safe to have around as
long asthey were caged.

Generd Lyapunov himself had wasted one precious second gawping when Sunglow and three other
armed Racs appeared on the bridge. Then the ship boomed and shook and an entire panel of indicator
lights turned red and began to flash.

Sunglow herself shot the General.

The other humans winced and looked resigned to what they knew was about to happen to them al.
Tearsflowed from one young man's eyes.

Two burly Racs began to growl and snarl. Sunglow knew they were approving what she had done and
savoring the turning of the tables. For amoment she was aware that they had tails and she did not, and
shedmost growled hersdf.

"What wasthat noise? What are dl those lights? Are we going to blow up?’

The man who was weeping raised one hand, twitched convulsively when a Rac glared and pushed a
gun forward, and pointed toward the viewport.

"Jesus!" cried ahuman woman.

Sunglow recognized the shape that drifted acrossthe view, dwindling repidly asit grew farther and
farther from the ship. She stepped to the side of the port, and there was another, barely visibleto the
sde

"Y ou weren't fast enough.” The woman's tone was jeering now. "We jettisoned the tanks, and now
yourenat..."

A gun burped.

Sunglow gestured. "Let'sgo.”

"It won't do you any good. Y ou don't know how to work the ship, and there's no more reaction mass.
Y ou're not going anywhere. Y ou can't even land.”

"That doesn't matter." One raised hand forestalled another shooting. "Y ou aren't either.”

* * *



It was another day before Sunglow could settle hersalf in one of the bridge's seats and stare at the
controls of what had to be along-distance communicator. There was a screen and aspesker grille, a
didelabded "Volume" in the very same language the Racs had inherited from the Gypsies, saverd tiny
windows that displayed numbers when she turned knobs and pressed buttons, adigital time display.

The Rac behind her pointed at thetime. "A few more minutes. Helll be there. We told them you'd be
waiting."

She glanced over his shoulder. His name was Crumbcake, and the skin of his abdomen was |oose
from the weight he had lost in captivity. "Did it take long to figure this out?'

Crumbcake shrugged. "Not redly. A com'sacom.” He hesitated before adding, "It's a shame, you
know. Wethink so much dike. They could use our planes. We can usether...”

"We were made that way," she said abruptly.

"Yeah," he said asecond later. "The hardest part wasfinding a frequency they were listening on.” He
paused. "Arewe going to keep them long?'

"Aslong asthe food holds out.”

"Itdlast longer if..."

"Not long enough. It'll be years before...”

A light flickered on the panel before her. A familiar voiceissued from the spesker grille: " Sunglow?!

"Dotson!" Hisimage was forming on the screen. Behind him stood Marcus Aurelius Hrecker. Both
males|ooked tired, but where Dotson seemed to glow through hisfatigue, the human sagged with
exhaugtion. Gypsy Blossom watched from the Sde.

The delay before Dotson answered was noticesble. The Ajax was, after dl, in synchronous orbit, high
enough above the planet for light to need nearly athird of a second for the round trip.

"They told me you were okay."

But where his voice rumbled with pleasure and rdlief, hersdid not. It could not. It could only whine
with tenson and anxiety and afear that should have disappeared with the Rac victory. The flatness of her
words was astartling contrast: "But | can't come home. Not even in acrash landing. We don't have any
fud."

"Ah." Gypsy Blossom set agentle hand on Dotson's shoulder.

Hisface twisted. He reached toward the camera that sent his picture to the distant Ajax and the female
who should have become his mate. His rumble disappeared. "I'll missyou.”

Hrecker leaned forward, stroked the side of his nose with afinger in a passable imitation of the Rac
greeting gesture, and broke in behind hiswords: "They'll build monumentsto you, Sunglow. If you hadn't
freed yoursdf and captured the ship..."

"I'd rather she could come home," said Dotson.

"The humans can't do that either,” said his mate. "That's more important. But what will they do on
Earth when these ships never return?”

Hrecker sghed and shook hishead. "They'll build another fleet. A bigger one, better armed. Buit it will
be awhile. They'll haveto give up on waiting for thisfleet to return. Then they'll talk and plan for months,
perhaps even ayear. Maybe they'll concentrate on building defenses against a horde of ravening coons.”
He gave Dotson a brief, sidelong glance. "Or Racs. And when that doesn't come, they'll send the second
fleet. It may be years. It may be only months."

"You haveto act asif you have time enough,” said Gypsy Blossom. "Soon you'll have the other bots.
The recordsin the honeysuckle. Y ou can doit, rebuild, get back into space.”

"Well bewaiting," said Sunglow. Out of the corner of her eye she saw Crumbcake nodding. "It'sjust
another Worldtree to climb. And then you'll have this ship. That will help.”

Dotson was nodding, but Hrecker looked even more depressed. "Y ou have plenty of supplies, buit..."

"Too many mouthsto feed,” said Gypsy Blossom.

"WEell take care of that," said Sunglow. When Hrecker's mouth twisted with the pain of what he
thought she meant, she added, “"We don't know just how yet. We haveto talk about it."

"A ship of ghosts," said Hrecker. "That'sal that will be left." He sounded and looked asif the words
pained him terribly. "Wheres Tamiko? Isshe... 7'



Sunglow turned away from the com asif she could not bear to meet his eyes even in animage. Her
shoulders heaved as she took adeep breath. When she turned back again, her face was frozen siff. "'l
had to..."

Hrecker did not force her to finish the sentence. When she stopped, he said, "'l see.”

There was slence then, broken only when Sunglow findly said, "Where are you? That looks like..."

Dotson nodded. "We wrecked the drives, but not everything. One of the shipsjust needed power to
work..." He gestured asif a the equipment surrounding the screen that held hisimage. The Racsno
longer had facilities of their own that were cgpable of communicating with an orbiting starship. But they
did still have receivers, and it was one of those that had detected the ex-prisoners attempts at contact.
"When someone noticed you were cdling, weran acable.

* * *

* * *
CHAPTER 28

* * *

"| fed likeagpecimeninazoo,” said Marcus Aurdius Hrecker. "Or apet.”

"Yourenotinacage"

"No, but..." Hrecker glanced toward the pair of Racs who stood, their arms crossed, near the base of
what remained of the Saladin. They followed him everywhere. "I'm the only oneleft.”

"Youreadlive" sad Gypsy Blossom. And the others weren't. Not one of the humanswho had been on
Firg-Stop that night remained. If any who had ever landed on First-Stop were till dive, it was only
because they had returned to the Ajax. Some had died there. Some survived, at least for awhile.

"There'sthat," Hrecker agreed. Not far away he could see the cage that had held Sunglow and other
prisonersfor ashort while, before they had been lifted into orbit, to the Ajax and its own doom. He
remembered the smaler cagesthat had held single prisoners, specimensindeed, destined for Earthly
z00s. He paused before adding, "I'm glad wefailed.”

"Did you?' Dotson swept a hand to indicate the devastation that surrounded them. "It will take us
decades to rebuild, to reconstruct the records and libraries you destroyed, to remember the plagues.”

"But you will. Y ou know what | mean."

Not one of the other Racs nearby had any response to that, though they did look where he looked, at
the Saladin and the scarred, dented, punctured reaction mass tanks from which il trickled dust from the
adteroids of Earth'sdistant Solar System, at the cones of dust upon the ground, at the jagged edges that
marked where the missiles had torn through the sides of the ship and destroyed the drive.

Asnear as Dotson Barbtail could tell, the bare ground on which they stood was where he had once
trembled in abank of honeysuckle while a pedestrian strolled dong agravel path. Now the honeysuckle
was gone from this spot, scorched into ash and soot dthough it grew more vigoroudy than ever,
unpruned, untended, not far away. The path was till visible.

The Great Hall that had been histarget was gone. Nothing remained but a broken stone curtain that
had been awall, astretch of floor, piles of rubble.

The Worldtree that had been the center of hislife, hisworld, and dl his people till stood. But it was
shorter. Itstop, the chamber the Gypsies had stocked with carefully engraved summaries of their sacred
knowledge and in which the Racs had entombed their heroes, was gone. In its place was only jagged
stone.

Findly, hesaid, "Why did you even try?' His voice was much more asnarl than it had been for
weeks.



"Some of uswerejust following orders," said Hrecker. "Taking the path of least resistance. | was. But
that's not what you want to know."

"Who gave the orders?' Senior Hightail's voice cracked, interrupting the gruff sounds of rdlief with a
note of rage.

"No one," said Gypsy Blossom. "The hierarchy. The government. Theideology. The sheer momentum
of history. Thank goodness they could not destroy it al. Not even if they crushed every plague and
burned every paper copy and every book that used what the Gypsies taught you."

Dotson nodded. "We can writeit down again, can't we? They didn't kill usal. Enough of usremain.
Surely we remember what we have learned. And then there isthe honeysuckle.”

"Yes, theré'sthat," said the bot. "I can read that information. And so will all those other bots as soon
asthey leave their beds. But there's something even more valuable that you ill have.”

Dotson said nothing, but when he looked at Edge-of-Tears and Senior Hightail and the other Racs
nearby, he knew that he was not the only one who failed to understand.

"It'saway of thinking," said Gypsy Blossom. "Knowledge as a sacred god. That's something the
Engineers could take away from you only by exterminating al your kind."

There was sllence. Of course, the bot was right. The Gypsies, the Remakers, had given al Rackind the
pursuit of knowledge asaholy misson. And yes, if every library lay inruins, every ceramic plaguein
shards, every paper book in ashes, that would be enough to restore everything the humans had laid
waste. And then to advance beyond that level, into space, even to wherever their gods had gone.

"What do you think they'll do?"

No one thought Dotson meant the humans. He was staring too intently at the sky now, toward that
spot where the Ajax would be aspark at night, where Sunglow and the other one-time prisoners of the
humans debated the answer to just that question.

A long moment later, Edge-of-Tears said, "It will be years before we can get up there. Thereisjust
too much to rebuild. And they cannot last thet long.”

"Too many to feed," someone said.

"They should kill the humans,” said another. "They're outnumbered. If they dont, ther€lll be abattle, a
rebellion. They'll dl die, or the humanswill escape and take their ship home and bring more humans back
before we can possibly be ready for them.”

"But they need the humans" said Senior Hightall. "They can't maintain that ship without them. They
smply don't know how."

"Then sabotage."

"Could they survivelong enough if they could run the ship?*

Edge-of-Tears shook his head. "Not without amiracle. If we could rebuild the engines of one of
these..." Heindicated the nearby Sdadin. "But we mangled them all far too well."

"l wish | could help," said Hrecker. When someone snorted, he added, " That was my field, designing
drives”

"Then you can fix these?' The voice was eager.

He shook his head and pointed at the wreckage. "1 wish | could, but... Once you get your industries
working again, | can show you how to build adrive. Until then..." He shook hishead again.

"And there's onewaiting for usright up there." Edge-of-Tears pointed at the sky. "Intact.”

“It'l ill bethere.”

"Waiting," said Gypsy Blossom.

"Theresno hope," said Dotson. "It'll take years. I'll never see her again.”

"Probably not," said the bot.

He craned his neck to see the Sadladin's bulging top, which concedled its bridge and the com that was
their only contact with the Ajax. "l wish shed cdl again.”

"Theré'salot to say, isn't there?' said Hrecker. "I never had the chance.”

The ensuing silence lasted until Dotson said, "How long? A year? Or ten years?' Histone said he
knew the answer.

"Maybe twenty," said Senior Hightall. "In which case | won't seeit. But you will. And then what?



Y ou'l refurbish the ship and take off, but where? Will you go looking for the Gypsies?'
"l think," said Gypsy Blossom. "That's what they themsdves hoped you would do someday.”
Dotson made a chuffing sound with his bresth and turned around. "I'm going to call her."

* * *

But no matter how many times he tried, no one answered the Ajax's com until thefirst Rac Q-ship
boosted into orbit eight years|ater.

Dotson was not on that ship, but he was at the spaceport control center, waiting for the com to come
aive once more, at last, and tell him what he had expected for so long that the pain of confirmation
seemed no worse than the pain that still lingered in the hip of hisinjured leg.

Marcus Aurelius Hrecker was not with him. The human had helped the Racs build their Q-drive, and
then he had retreated, isolating himsalf in asmall house on the outskirts of the rebuilt Worldtree City.
Dotson thought he must have found it difficult to face the inevitable antipathies of the many Racswho had
lost everything they owned at human hands, but he never complained. Perhaps he thought he deserved
whatever glares and taunts came hisway. Perhaps he wished for amurderer or alynch mob that would
join himwith hisfellow Engineers. He never said.

Gypsy Blossom was supervising the education of the third generation of bots. Like their parents, many
would be intermediaries between the Racs and the data stores held by the honeysuckle. Many more
would, like the Racs, be builders and discoverers.

A bank of screens showed the Ajax's exterior. Enlarged in one, the ship'slock stood open asit had on
the Rac ship'sfirst approach. Another showed the ship's bridge, awithered body strapped into the
captain's seet, its blonde pdt identifying it unmistakably as Sunglow. The controls before her included an
override on the ship'smain entrance.

The Ajax hed noair, no living thing. Its storerooms still held al they needed for aone-way voyageto
Earth. All but two of its dust tanks, still holding much of the reaction massfor that sametrip, orbited not
far away. Nuclear-tipped missleslay ready for launch inits bays. Human bodiesfilled two locked
rooms.

Other Racslay where they had fallen when the airlock opened.

* *

THE END
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