The cities of the Shkeen are old, older far than man's, and the great rust-red metropolis that rose
from their sacred hill country had proved to be the oldest of them al. The Shkeen city had no name. It
needed none. Though they built cities and towns by the hundreds and the thousands, the hill city had no
rivas. It wasthe largest in Sze and population, and it was donein the sacred hills. It wastheir Rome,
Mecca, Jerusalem; dl in one. It was the city, and al Shkeen cametoit at last, in thefind days before
Union.

That city had been ancient in the days before Rome fdll, had been huge and sprawling when Babylon
was dtill adream. But there was no fed of ageto it. The human eye saw only miles and miles of low,
red-brick domes; small hummocks of dried mud that covered therolling hillslike arash. Inside they were
dim and nearly airless. The roomswere smdl and the furniture crude.

Yet it wasnot agrim city. Day after day it squatted in those scrubby hills, broiling under ahot sun
that sat in the sky like aweary orange melon; but the city teemed with life: smells of cooking, the sounds
of laughter and talk and children running, the bustle and swest of brickmen repairing the domes, the bells
of the Joined ringing in the streets. The Shkeen were alusty and exuberant people, amost childlike.
Certainly there was nothing about them that told of great age or ancient wisdom. Thisisayoung race,
sadthedgns thisisacultureinitsinfancy.

But that infancy had lasted more than fourteen thousand years.

The human city wasthe redl infant, lessthan ten Earth years old. It was built on the edge of the hills,
between the Shkeen metropolis and the dusty brown plains where the spaceport had gone up. In human
terms, it was abeautiful city: open and airy, full of graceful archways and glistening fountains and wide
boulevards lined by trees. The buildings were wrought of metal and colored plastic and native woods,
and most of them werelow in deference to Shkeen architecture. Most of them... the Adminigtration
Tower was the exception, a polished blue stedl needle that split acrystal sky.

Y ou could seeit for milesin al directions. Lyanna spied it even before we landed, and we admired it
from the air. The gaunt skyscrapers of Old Earth and Baldur were taller, and the fantastic webbed cities
of Arachne were far more beautiful—but that dim blue Tower was ill imposing enough asit rose
unrivaled to itslonely dominance above the sacred hills.

The spaceport was in the shadow of the Tower, easy walking distance. But they met us anyway. A
low-dung scarlet aircar sat purring at the base of the ramp as we disembarked, with adriver lounging
againg the stick. Dino Vacarenghi stood next to it, leaning on the door and talking to an aide.

Va carenghi was the planetary administrator, the boy wonder of the sector. Y oung, of course, but I'd
known that. Short, and good-looking, in adark, intense way, with black hair that curled thickly against
his head and an easy, genid smile.

He flashed usthat smile then, when we stepped off the ramp, and reached to shake hands. "Hi," he
began, "I'm glad to see you." There was no nonsense with formal introductions. He knew who we were,
and we knew who hewas, and Vacarenghi wasn't the kind of man who put much stock inritua.

Lyannatook hishand lightly in hers, and gave him her vampire look: big, dark eyes opened wide and
garing, thin mouth lifted in atiny faint smile. Shesasmal girl, dmost waiflike, with short brown hair and
achild'sfigure. She can look very fragile, very helpless. When she wantsto. But she rattles people with
that look. If they know Lyas atelepath, they figure she's poking around amid their innermost secrets.
Actudly she's playing with them. When Lyannais really reading, her whole body goes siff and you can
amost see her tremble. And those big, soul-sucking eyes get narrow and hard and opague.

But not many people know that, so they squirm under her vampire eyes and look the other way and
hurry to release her hand. Not Va carenghi, though. He just smiled and stared back, then moved on to
me.

| was reading when | took his hand—my standard operating procedure. Also abad habit, | guess,
snceit's put some promising friendshipsinto an early grave. My tdent isn't equa to Lyas. But it'snot as
demanding, ether. | read emotions. Vacarenghi's genidity came through strong and genuine. With
nothing behind it, or a least nothing that was close enough to the surface for meto catch.



We dso shook hands with the aide, amiddle-aged blond stork named Nelson Gourlay. Then
Vacarenghi ushered everybody into the aircar and we took off. "l imagine you'retired,” he said after we
were airborne, "so well save the tour of the city and head Straight for the Tower. Nelse will show you
your quarters, then you can join usfor adrink, and well talk over the problem. Y ou've read the materias
| sent?"

"Yes" | said. Lyanodded. "Interesting background, but I'm not sure why we're here.”

"WEell get to that soon enough,” Vacarenghi replied. "1 ought to be letting you enjoy the scenery.” He
gestured toward the window, smiled, and fdll slent.

So Lyaand | enjoyed the scenery, or as much aswe could enjoy during the five-minute flight from
spaceport to tower. The aircar was whisking down the main street at treetop level, stirring up abreeze
that whipped the thin branches aswe went by. It was cool and dark in the interior of the car, but outsde
the Shkeen sun was riding toward noon, and you could see the heat waves shimmering from the
pavement. The population must have been insde huddled around their air-conditioners, becauise we saw
vay littletraffic.

We got out near the main entrance to the Tower and walked through a huge, sparkling-clean lobby.
Vacarenghi left usthen to talk to some underlings. Gourlay led usinto one of the tubes and we shot up
fifty floors. Then we waltzed past a secretary into another, private tube, and climbed some more.

Our rooms were lovely, carpeted in cool green, and paneled with wood. There was a complete
library there, mostly Earth classics bound in syntha eather, with afew novelsfrom Badur, our home
world. Somebody had been researching our tastes. One of the walls of the bedroom wastinted glass,
giving apanoramic view of the city far below us, with acontrol that could darken it for deeping.

Gourlay showed it to usdutifully, like adour bellhop. | read him briefly though, and found no
resentment. He was nervous, but only dightly. There was honest affection there for someone. Us?
Vdcarenghi?

Lyasat down on one of the twin beds. "Is someone bringing our luggage?’ she asked.

Gourlay nodded. "Y ou'll bewell taken care of," he said. " Anything you want, ask."

"Don't worry, wewill," | said. | dropped to the second bed, and gestured Gourlay to achair. "How
long you been here?"

"Six years," he sad, taking the chair gratefully and sorawling out al over it. "I'm one of the veterans.
I've worked under four administrators now. Dino, and Stuart before him, and Gustaffson before him. |
was even under Rockwood afew months."

Lya perked up, crossing her legs under her and leaning forward. "That was al Rockwood |asted,
wasnt it?'

"Right," Gourlay said. "He didn' like the planet, took aquick demotion to assstant administrator
someplace else. | didn't care much, to tell the truth. He was the nervous type, dways giving ordersto
prove who was boss."

"And Vacarenghi?' | asked.

Gourlay made asmilelook like ayawn. "Dino? Dino's OK, the best of the lot. He's good, knows
he's good. He's only been here two months, but he's gotten alot done, and he's made alot of friends. He
treats the staff like people, cals everybody by hisfirst name, dl that stuff. People like that.”

| was reading, and | read sincerity. It was Vacarenghi that Gourlay was affectionate toward, then.
He believed what he was saying.

| had more questions, but | didn't get to ask them. Gourlay got up suddenly. "1 redlly shouldn't Say,"
he said. "Y ou want to rest, right? Come up to the top in about two hours and welll go over things with
you. Y ou know where the tubeis?'

We nodded, and Gourlay left. | turned to Lyanna. "What do you think?"

She lay back on the bed and considered the ceiling. "I don't know," she said. "I wasn't reading. |
wonder why they've had so many administrators. And why they wanted us."

"We're Talented," | said, smiling. With the capital, yes. Lyannaand | have been tested and registered
asps Tdents, and we have the licensesto proveit.

"Uh-huh," she said, turning on her side and smiling back & me. Not her vampire haf-smilethistime.



Her sexy little girl smile.

"Vacarenghi wants usto get somerest,” | said. "It's probably not a bad idea."

Lya bounced out of bed. "OK," she said, "but these twins have got to go."

"We could push them together.”

She smiled again. We pushed them together.

And we did get some deep. Eventualy.

Our luggage was outside the door when we woke. We changed into fresh clothes, old casud stuff,
counting on Va carenghi's notorious lack of pomp. The tube took usto the top of the Tower.

The office of the planetary administrator was hardly an office. There was no desk, none of the usua
trappings. Just abar and lush blue carpets that swallowed us ankle high, and six or seven scattered
chairs. Pluslots of space and sunlight, with Shkealaid out at our feet beyond the tinted glass. All four
wadlsthistime.

Vacarenghi and Gourlay were waiting for us, and Vacarenghi did the bartending chores persondly. |
didn't recognize the beverage, but it was cool and spicy and aromatic, with ared stingtoit. | Spped it
gratefully. For somereason | felt | needed allift.

"Shkeen wine," Vacarenghi said, smiling, in answer to an unasked question. "They've got aname for
it, but I can't pronounceit yet. But give metime. I've only been here two months, and the languageis
rough.”

"You'relearning Shkeen?' Lyaasked, surprised. | knew why. Shkeen is rough on human tongues,
but the natives learned Terran with stunning ease. M ost people accepted that happily, and just forgot
about the difficulties of cracking the dien language.

"It givesme an indght into the way they think," Vacarenghi said. "At least that'sthe theory.” He
amiled.

| read him again, athough it was more difficult. Physical contact makesthings sharper. Again, | got a
smple emotion, close to the surface—pride thistime. With pleasure mixed in. | chalked that up to the
wine. Nothing beneath.

"However you pronounce the drink, I likeit," I said.

"The Shkeen produce awide variety of liquors and foodstuffs," Gourlay put in. "Weve cleared many
for export dready, and we're checking others. Market should be good.”

"Y ou'll have a chance to sample more of thelocal producethisevening,” Vacarenghi said. "I've set
up atour of the city, with astop or two in Shkeentown. For asettlement of our size, our night lifeisfairly
interesting. I'll be your guide.”

"Soundsgood,” | said. Lyawas smiling too. A tour was unusualy considerate. Most Normalsfed
uneasy around Taents, so they rush usin to do whatever they want done, then rush us out again as
quickly as possible. They certainly don't socidize with us.

"Now—the problem,” Vacarenghi said, lowering hisdrink and leaning forward in the chair. Y ou
read about the Cult of the Union?’

"A Shkeenrdigion," Lyasaid.

"The Shkeenreligion,” corrected Vacarenghi. "Every one of themisabdiever. Thisisaplanet
without heretics™

"Weread the materidsyou sent onit,” Lyasad. "Along with everything ese.”

"What do you think?'

| shrugged. "Grim. Primitive. But no more than any number of others|'ve read about. The Shkeen
aren't very advanced, after al. There wererdigions on Old Earth that included human sacrifice.”

Va carenghi shook his head, and looked toward Gourlay.

"No, you don't understand,” Gourlay started, putting his drink down on the carpet. "I've been
studying their rligion for six years. It'slike no other in history. Nothing on Old Earth likeit, no Sir. Nor in
any other race we've encountered.

"And Union, well, it'swrong to compareit to human sacrifice, just wrong. The Old Earth religions
sacrificed one or two unwilling victims to gppease their gods. Killed ahandful to get mercy for the
millions. And the handful generally protested. The Shkeen don't work it that way. The Greeshkatakes



everyone. And they go willingly. Like lemmingsthey march off to the cavesto be eaten dive by those
parasites. Every ShkeenisJoined at forty, and goesto Fina Union before he's fifty."

| was confused. "All right,” | said. "'l seethedistinction, | guess. But so what? Isthisthe problem? |
imagine that Union isrough on the Shkeen, but that's their business. Their religion is no worse than the
ritud cannibalism of the Hrangans, isit?"

Vacarenghi finished hisdrink and got up, heading for the bar. As he poured himsdf arefill, he said,
amogt caaudly, "Asfar as| know, Hrangan cannibalism has claimed no human converts.”

Lyalooked startled. | felt startled. | sat up and stared. "What?"

Vacarenghi headed back to his seet, glassin hand. "Human converts have been joining the Cult of
the Union. Dozens of them are dready Joined. None of them have achieved full Union yet, but that's only
aquestion of time." He sat down, and looked at Gourlay. So did we.

The gangling blond aide picked up the narrative. "The first convert was about seven years ago.
Nearly ayear before | got here, two and a half after Shkeawas discovered and the settlement built. Guy
named Magly. Psi-psych, worked closdly with the Shkeen. Hewasit for two years. Then another in '08,
more than next year. And the rate€'s been climbing every since. There was one big one. Phil Gustaffson.”

Lyablinked. "The planetary adminigtrator?'

"The same," said Gourlay. "Weve had alot of administrators. Gustaffson came in after Rockwood
couldn't stand it. He was abig, gruff old guy. Everybody loved him. Hed lost hiswife and kids on hislast
assgnment, but you'd never have known it. He was dways hearty, full of fun. Well, he got interested in
the Shkeen rdligion, Sarted talking to them. Talked to Magly and some of the other convertstoo. Even
went to see a Greeshka. That shook him up red bad for awhile. But findly he got over it, went back to
his researches. | worked with him, but | never guessed what he had in mind. A little over ayear ago, he
converted. He's Joined now. Nobody's ever been accepted that fast. | hear talk in Shkeentown that he
may even be admitted to Final Union, rushed right in. Well, Phil was adminigtrator here longer than
anybody el se. Peopleliked him, and when he went over, alot of hisfriendsfollowed. The ratesway up

"Not quite one percent, and rising,” Vacarenghi said. "That seems|ow, but remember what it means.
One percent of the peoplein my settlement are choosing areligion that includes a very unpleasant form of
suicide”

Lyalooked from him to Gourlay and back again. "Why hasn't this been reported?*

"It should have been," Va carenghi said. "But Stuart succeeded Gugtaffson, and he was scared gtiff of
ascandd. There's no law against humans adopting an dien religion, so Stuart defined it as anonproblem.
He reported the conversion rate routinely, and nobody higher up ever bothered to make the correlation
and remember just what all these people were converting to."

| finished my drink, set it down. "Goon,” | said to Vacarenghi.

"| define the Situation asaproblem,” he said. "I don't care how few people are involved, the idea that
human beings would alow the Greeshkato consume them darms me. I've had ateam of psychson it
since | took over, but they're getting nowhere. | needed Taent. | want you two to find out why these
people are converting. Then I'll be able to deal with the Situation.”

The problem was strange, but the assgnment seemed straightforward enough. | read Vacarenghi to
be sure. His emotions were a bit more complex thistime, but not much. Confidence above dl: hewas
sure we could handle the problem. There was honest concern there, but no fear, and not even ahint of
deception. Again, | couldn't Catch anything below the surface. Vacarenghi kept his hidden turmoil well
hidden, if he had any.

| glanced a Lyanna. She was Sitting awkwardly in her chair, and her fingers were wrapped very
tightly around her wine glass. Reading. Then sheloosened up and looked my way and nodded.

"All right," | said. "I think wecandoit."

Vacarenghi smiled. "That | never doubted,” he said. "It was only aquestion of whether you would.
But enough of businessfor tonight. I've promised you a night on the town, and | dwaystry to deliver on
my promises. I'll meet you downgtairsin thelobby in ahaf-hour.”

Lyaand | changed into something more formal back in our room. | picked adark bluetunic, with



white dacks and a matching mesh scarf. Not the height of fashion, but | was hoping that Shkeawould be
severd months behind thetimes. Lyadipped into aslky white skintight with atracery of thin blue lines
that flowed over her in sensuous patterns in response to her body heet. The lineswere definitely
lecherous, accentuating her thin figure with a singleminded determination. A blue raincape completed the
outfit.

"Vdcarenghi'sfunny,” she said as she fagtenediit.

"Oh?" | was struggling with the sedl seam on my tunic, which refused to sedl. Y ou catch something
when you read him?"

"No," she said. She finished attaching the cape and admired herself in the mirror. Then she spun
toward me, the cape swirling behind her. "That'sit. He was thinking what he was saying. Oh, variaionsin
the wording, of course, but nothing important. His mind was on what we were discussing, and behind that
therewas only awall." She amiled. "Didn't get asingle one of hisdeep dark secrets.”

| findly conquered the seelseam. "T<K," | said. "Wadll, you get another chance tonight.”

That got meagrimace. "The hell | do. | don't read people on off-time. It isn't fair. Besides, it'ssuch a
grain. | wish | could catch thoughts as easily asyou do fedings.”

"Thepriceof Tdent," | said. "Y ou're more Taented, your priceishigher.” | rummaged in our luggage
for araincape, but | didn't find anything that went well, so | decided not to wear one. Capes were out,
anyway. "l didn't get much on Vacarenghi either. Y ou could have told as much by watching hisface. He
must be avery disciplined mind. But I'll forgive him. He serves good wine."

Lyanodded. "Right! That stuff did me good. Got rid of the headache | woke up with."

"Thedltitude," | suggested. We headed for the door.

The lobby was deserted, but Vacarenghi didn't keep uswaiting long. Thistime he drove hisown
aircar, abattered black job that had evidently been with him for awhile. Gourlay wasn't the sociable
type, but Vacarenghi had awoman with him, a stunning auburn-haired vison named Laurie Blackburn.
She was even younger than Va carenghi—mid-twenties, by the ook of her.

It was sunset when we took off. The whole far horizon was a gorgeous tapestry in red and orange,
and acool breeze was blowing in from the plains. Vacarenghi left the coolers off and opened the car
windows, and we watched the city darken into twilight aswe drove.

Dinner was at a plush restaurant with Baldurian decor—to make usfed comfortable, | guessed. The
food, however, was very cosmopolitan. The spices, the herbs, the style of cooking were dl Baldur. The
meats and vegetables were native. It made for an interesting combination. Vacarenghi ordered for all
four of us, and we wound up sampling about adozen different dishes. My favorite was atiny Shkeen bird
that they cooked in sourtang sauce. There wasn't very much of it, but what there was tasted great. We
a0 polished off three bottles of wine during the meal: more of the Shkeen stuff we'd sampled that
afternoon, aflask of chilled Vetaar from Baldur, and somered Old Earth Burgundy.

The tak warmed up quickly; Vacarenghi was a born storyteller and an equaly good listener.
Eventually, of course, the conversation got around to Shkea and the Shkeen. Laurieled it there. Sheld
been on Shkeafor about six months, working toward an advanced degree in extee anthropology. She
was trying to discover why the Shkeen civilization had remained frozen for so many millennia.

"They're older than we are, you know," shetold us. "They had cities before men were using tools. It
should have been space-traveling Shkeen that sumbled on primitive men, not the other way around.”

"Aren't there theories on that dready?' | asked.

"Y es, but none of them isuniversally accepted,” she said. "Cullen citesalack of heavy metds, for
example. A factor, but isit the whole answer? VVon Hamrin claims the Shkeen didn't get enough
competition. No big carnivores on the planet, so there was nothing to breed aggressiveness into the race.
But he'scome under alot of fire. Shkeaisn't dl that idyllic; if it were, the Shkeen never would have
reached their present level. Besides, what's the Greeshkalif not acarnivore? It eats them, doesn't it?

"What do you think?' Lyaasked.

"I think it had something to do with therdligion, but | haven't worked it al out yet. Dino's helping me
talk to people and the Shkeen are open enough, but research isn't easy.” She stopped suddenly and
looked a Lyahard. "For me, anyway. | imagineit'd be easier for you."



Wed heard that before. Normals often figure that Talents have unfair advantages, whichis perfectly
understandable. We do. But Laurie wasn't resentful. She ddlivered her statement in awistful, speculative
tone, instead of etching it in verba acid.

Vacarenghi leaned over and put an arm around her. "Hey," he said. "Enough shop talk. Robb and
Lya shouldn't be worrying about the Shkeen until tomorrow."

Laurielooked at him, and smiled tentatively. "OK," shesaid lightly. "I get carried away. Sorry.”

"That'sOK," | told her. "It'san interesting subject. Give usaday and well probably be getting
enthusastic too."

Lyanodded agreement, and added that Laurie would be the first to know if our work turned up
anything that would support her theory. | was hardly listening. | know it's not polite to read Normals
when you're out with them socidly, but there aretimes| can't resst. Vacarenghi had hisarm around
Laurie and had pulled her toward him gently. | was curious.

So | took aquick, guilty reading. He was very hign—dightly drunk, | guess, and fedling very
confident and protective. The master of the Situation. But Laurie was ajumble—uncertainty, repressed
anger, avague fading hint of fright. And love, confused but very strong. | doubted that it was for me or
Lya Sheloved Vacarenghi.

| reached under the table, searching for Lya's hand, and found her knee. | squeezed it gently and she
looked at me and smiled. She wasn't reading, which was good. It bothered methat Laurie loved
Vacarenghi, though | didn't know why, and | wasjust as glad that Lyadidn't see my discontent.

Wefinished off thelast of the winein short order, and Va carenghi took care of thewhole bill. Then
herose. "Onward!" he announced. "The night isfresh, and we've got viststo make."

So we made visits. No holoshows or anything that drab, athough the city had its share of theaters. A
casino was next on thelist. Gambling was legd on Shkea, of course, and Va carenghi would have
legdized it if it weren't. He supplied the chipsand | lost somefor him, asdid Laurie. Lyawas barred
from playing; her Tadent wastoo strong. Vacarenghi won big; he was a superb mindspin player, and
pretty good at the traditiona gamestoo.

Then cameabar. More drinks, plusloca entertainment which was better than | would have
expected.

It was pitch black when we got out, and | assumed that the expedition was nearing its end.
Vacarenghi surprised us. When we got back to the car, he reached under the controls, pulled out abox
of sober-ups, and passed them around.

"Hey," | said. "You'redriving. Why do | need this?1 just barely got up here.”

"I'm about to take you to a genuine Shkeen cultura event, Robb," he said. "1 don't want you making
rude comments or throwing up on the natives. Take your pill."

| took my pill, and the buzz in my head began to fade. Vacarenghi aready had the car airborne. |
leaned back and put my arm around Lya, and she rested her head on my shoulder. "Where are we
going?' | asked.

" Shkeentown," he replied, never looking back, "to their Great Hall. There's a Gathering tonight, and |
figured youd be interested.”

"It will bein Shkeen, of course" Laurie said, "but Dino can trandate for you. | know alittle of the
language too, and I'll fill in whatever he misses™

Lyalooked excited. We'd read about Gatherings, of course, but we hardly expected to go see one
on our first day of Shkea The Gatherings were aspecies of religious rite; amass confessiond of sortsfor
pilgrims who were about to be admitted to the ranks of the Joined. Rilgrims swelled the hill city daily, but
Gatherings were conducted only three or four times ayear when the numbers of
those-about-to-be-Joined climbed high enough.

Thearcar sresked dmost soundlesdy through the brightly lit settlement, passing huge fountains that
danced with a dozen colors and pretty ornamental archesthat flowed like liquid fire. A few other cars
were airborne, and here and there we flew above pedestrians strolling the city's broad malls. But most
people were ingde, and light and music flooded from many of the homes we passed.

Then, abruptly, the character of the city began to change. Thelevel ground began to roll and heave,



hills rose before us and then behind us, and the lights vanished. Below, the malls gave way to unlit roads
of crushed stone and dust, and the domes of glass and meta done in fashionable mock-Shkeen yielded
to their older brick brothers. The Shkeen city was quieter than its human counterpart; most of the houses
were darkly slent.

Then, ahead of us, ahummock appeared that was larger than the others—amost ahill initsdf, with a
big arched door and a series of ditlike windows. And light lesked from this one, and noise, and there
were Shkeen outside.

| suddenly redlized that, although I'd been on Shkeafor nearly aday, thiswasthefirst sght I'd caught
of the Shkeen. Not that | could seethem all that clearly from an aircar a night. But | did seethem. They
were smdler than men—the tallest was around five feet—with big eyesand long ams. That wasdl |
could tell from above.

Vacarenghi put the car down alongside the Great Hall, and we piled out. Shkeen weretrickling
through the arch from severd directions, but most of them were dready ingde. Wejoined thetrickle, and
nobody even looked twice at us, except for one character who hailed Vacarenghi in athin, squeaky
voice and cdled him Dino. He had friends even here.

Theinterior was one huge room, with agreat crude platform built in the center and an immense
crowd of Shkeen circling it. The only light was from torches that were stuck in grooves along the walls,
and on high poles surrounding the platform. Someone was speaking, and every one of those gredt,
bulging eyeswas turned hisway. We four were the only humansin the Hall.

The speaker, outlined brightly by the torches, was afat, middle-aged Shkeen who moved hisarms
dowly, dmost hypnoticaly, as he talked. His speech was a series of whistles, wheezes, and grunts, so |
didn't listen very closely. He was much too far away to read. | was reduced to studying his appearance,
and that of other Shkeen near me. All of them were hairless, asfar as| could see, with softish-looking
orange skin that was creased by a thousand tiny wrinkles. They wore Smple shifts of crude, multicolored
cloth, and | hed difficulty tdling malefrom femae.

Valcarenghi leaned over toward me and whispered, careful to keep hisvoicelow. "The spegker isa
fanner,” he said. "He'stdling the crowd how far he's come, and some of the hardships of hislife.”

| looked around. Va carenghi's whisper was the only sound in the place. Everyone else was dead
quiet, eyesriveted on the platform, scarcely breathing. "He's saying that he has four brothers,”
Vacarenghi told me. "Two have gone on to Fina Union, one isamong the Joined. The other isyounger
than himself, and now ownsthefarm." He frowned. "The speaker will never see hisfarm again,” he said,
more loudly, "but he's happy about it."

"Bad crops?' asked Lya, smiling irreverently. She'd been listening to the same whisper. | gave her a
stern look.

The Shkeen went on. Vacarenghi sumbled after him. "Now he'stelling hiscrimes, dl thethingshe's
done that he's ashamed of, his blackest soul-secrets. He's had a sharp tongue at times, he's vain, once he
actualy struck his younger brother. Now he speaks of hiswife, and the other women he has known. He
has betrayed her many times, copulating with others. Asaboy, he mated with animalsfor he feared
femaes. In recent years he has grown incapable, and his brother has serviced hiswife.”

Onand on and on it went, inincredible detail, detail that was both startling and frightening. No
intimacy went untold, no secret was left undisturbed. | stood and listened to Va carenghi's whispers,
shocked at first, findly growing bored with the squaor of it dl. | began to get restless. | wondered briefly
if I knew any human half sowell as| now knew this great fat Shkeen. Then | wondered whether Lyanna,
with her Taent, knew anyone half sowell. It wasadmost asif the speaker wanted al of usto live through
hislife right here and now.

His speech lasted for what seemed hours, but finaly it began to wind up. "He speaks now of Union,”
Vacarenghi whispered. "He will be Joined, heisjoyful about it, he has craved it for solong. Hismisery is
at an end, hisaonenesswill cease, soon he shal walk the Streets of the sacred city and ped hisjoy with
the bells. And then Final Union, in the yearsto come. He will be with hisbrothersin the afterlife.”

"No, Dino." Thiswhisper was Laurie. "Quit wrapping human phrases around what he says. He will
be hisbrothers, he says. The phrase dso impliesthey will be him.”



Vacarenghi smiled. "OK, Laurie. If you say s0..."

Suddenly the fat farmer was gone from the platform. The crowd rustled, and another figure took his
place: much shorter, wrinkled excessively, one eye agreat gaping hole. He began to speak, hdtingly at
fird, then with greater kill.

"This oneisabrickman, he has worked many domes, helivesin the sacred city. Hiseyewaslost
many years ago, when hefell from adome and a sharp stick poked into him. The pain was very grest,
but he returned to work within ayear, he did not beg for premature Union, he was very brave, heis
proud of his courage. He has awife, but they never had offspring, heis sad of that, he cannot talk to his
wife easly, they are gpart even when together and she weeps at night, heis sad of that too, but he has
never hurt her and..."

It went on for hours again. My restlessness tirred again, but | cracked down on it—thiswas too
important. | let myself get lost in Vacarenghi's narration, and the story of the one-eyed Shkeen. Before
long, | wasriveted as closely to the tde asthe diens around me. It was hot and stuffy and dl but airlessin
the dome, and my tunic was getting sooty and soaked by swest, some of it from the creatures who
pressed around me. But | hardly noticed.

The second speaker ended as had the first, with along praise of thejoy of being Joined and the
coming of Final Union. Toward theend, | hardly even needed Vacarenghi's trandation—I could hear the
happinessin the voice of the Shkeen, and seeit in histrembling figure. Or maybe | was reading,
unconscioudly. But | can't read at that distance—unlessthe target is emoting very hard.

A third speaker ascended the platform, and spoke in avoice louder than the others. Vacarenghi kept
pace. "A woman thistime," he said. " She has carried eight children for her man, she has four ssters and
three brothers, she hasfarmed al her life, she. . ."

Suddenly her speech seemed to peak, and she ended along sequence with several sharp, high
whistles. Then shefdl silent. The crowd, as one, began to respond with whistles of their own. An eerie,
echoing music filled the Great Hall, and the Shkeen around us dl began to sway and whistle. The woman
looked out at the scene from a bent and broken position.

Vacarenghi sarted to trandate, but he sumbled over something. Laurie cut in before he could
backtrack. " She has now told them of great tragedy,” she whispered. "They whistle to show their grief,
thelr onenesswith her pain.”

"Sympathy, yes," said Vacarenghi, taking over again. "When she was young, her brother grew ill,
and seemed to be dying. Her parentstold her to take him to the sacred hills, for they could not leave the
younger children. But she shattered awhed on her cart through careless driving, and her brother died
upon the plains. He perished without Union. She blames herself.”

The Shkeen had begun again. Laurie began to trandate, leaning close to us and using a soft whisper.
"Her brother died, sheis saying again. Shefaulted him, denied him Union, now heis sundered and alone
and gonewithout... without..."

"Afterlife" said Vdcarenghi. "Without efterlife

"I'm not surethat's entirely right,” Laurie said. "That concept is..."

Vacarenghi waved her silent. "Listen,” he said. He continued to trandate.

Welistened to her story, told in Va carenghi'sincreasingly hoarse whisper. She spoke longest of dll,
and her story was the grimmest of the three. When she finished, she too was replaced. But Va carenghi
put ahand on my shoulder and beckoned toward the exit.

The cool night air hit likeice water, and | suddenly redlized that | was drenched with swest.
Vacarenghi walked quickly toward the car. Behind us, the speaking was il in progress, and the Shkeen
showed no Sgnsof tiring.

"Gatherings go on for days, sometimesweeks," Laurietold us aswe climbed ingdethe aircar. "The
Shkeen ligten in shifts, more or less—they try terribly to hear every word, but exhaustion getsto them
sooner or later and they retire for brief rests, then return for more. It isagreat honor to last through an
entire Gathering without deep.”

Vacarenghi shot usdoft. "I'm going to try that someday,” he said. "I've never attended for more than
acoupleof hours, but | think | could makeit if | fortified mysalf with drugs. Well get more understanding



between human and Shkeen if we participate more fully in their rituas.”

"Oh," | sad. "Maybe Gugtaffson felt the sameway."

Vacarenghi laughed lightly. "Yes, wdll, | don't intend to participate that fully.”

Thetrip homewas atired sillence. I'd lost track of time but my body inssted that it was amost dawn.
Lya, curled up under my arm, looked drained and empty and only haf-awake. | felt the sameway.

Weleft theaircar in front of the Tower, and took the tubes up. | was past thinking. Sleep came very,
very quickly.

| dreamed that night. A good dream, | think, but it faded with the coming of the light, leaving me
empty and fedling cheated. | lay there, after waking, with my arm around Lyaand my eyes on the celling,
trying to recal what the dream had been about. But nothing came.

Ingtead, | found mysdlf thinking about the Gathering, running it through againin my head. Findly |
disentangled mysdlf and climbed out of bed. We'd darkened the glass, so the room was il pitch black.
But | found the controls easily enough, and let through atrickle of late morning light.

Lyamumbled some sort of deepy protest and rolled over, but made no effort to get up. | left her
aonein the bedroom and went out to our library, looking for a book on the Shkeen—something with a
little more detail than the material we'd been sent. No luck. Thelibrary was meant for recreetion, not
research.

| found aviewscreen and punched up to Vacarenghi's office. Gourlay answered. "Hdllo," he said.
"Dino figured you'd be calling. HE's not hereright now. He's out arbitrating atrade contract. What do
you need?'

"Books," | said, my voice dill alittle deegpy. " Something on the Shkeen."

"That | can't do,” Gourlay said. "Arenone, redly. Lots of papers and studies and monographs, but
no full-fledged books. I'm going to write one, but | haven't gotten to it yet. Dino figured | could be your
resource, | guess.”

"Oh"

"Got any questions?’

| searched for aquestion, found none. "Not redly,” | said, shrugging. "I just wanted genera
background, maybe some more information on Gatherings."

"I cantalk to you about that later,” Gourlay said. "Dino figured you'd want to get to work today. We
can bring people to the Tower, if you'd like, or you can get out to them.”

"WEell goout,”" | said quickly. Bringing subjectsin for interviews fouls up everything. They get dl
anxious, and that covers up any emotions| might want to read, and they think on different things, too, so
Lyannahastrouble.

"Fine" said Gourlay. "Dino put an aircar a your disposal. Pick it up down inthelobby. Also, they'll
have some keysfor you, so you can come straight up here to the office without bothering with the
secretariesand dl.”

"Thanks" | said. "Talk toyou later." | flicked off the view-screen and waked back to the bedroom.

Lyawas sitting up, the covers around her waist. | sat down next to her and kissed her. She smiled,
but didn't respond. "Hey," | said. "What's wrong?"

"Headache," shereplied. "1 thought sober-ups were supposed to get rid of hangovers.”

"That's the theory. Mine worked pretty well.” | went to the closet and began looking for something to
wear. "We should have headache pills around here someplace. I'm sure Dino wouldn't forget anything
that obvious."

"Umpf. Yes. Throw me some clothes.”

| grabbed one of her coverals and tossed it across the room. Lyastood up and dipped into it while |
dressed, then went off to the washroom.

"Better," shesad. "You'reright, hedidn't forget medicines.

"He's the thorough sort.”

She amiled. "I guess. Laurie knows the language better, though. | read her. Dino made a couple of
mistakesin that trandation last night.”

I'd guessed at something like that. No discredit to Va carenghi; he was working on afour-month



handicap, from what they'd said. | nodded. "Read anything else?"

"No. | tried to get those speakers, but the distance was too much." She came up and took my hand.
"Where are we going today?"

"Shkeentown,” | said. "Let'stry to find some of these Joined. | didn't notice any at the Gathering.”

"No. Those things are for Shkeen about-to-be-Joined.”

"So| hear. Let'sgo."

Wewent. We stopped at the fourth leve for alate breakfast in the Tower cafeteria, then got our
arcar pointed out to us by aman inthelobby. A sporty green four-seater, very common, very
incongpicuous.

| didn't takethe aircar dl the way into the Shkeen city, figuring we'd get more of the fed of the place
if we went through on foot. So | dropped down just beyond the first range of hills, and we walked.

The human city had seemed dmost empty, but Shkeentown lived. The crushed-rock streets were full
of diens, hustling back and forth busily, carrying loads of bricks and baskets of fruit and clothing. There
were children everywhere, most of them naked: fat balls of orange energy that ran around usin circles,
whigtling and grunting and grinning, tugging at us every oncein awhile. The kidslooked different from the
adults. They had afew patches of reddish hair, for one thing, and their skinswere still smooth and
unwrinkled. They were the only oneswho redly paid any attention to us. The adult Shkeen just went
about their business, and gave us an occasond friendly smile. Humans were obvioudy not dl that
uncommon in the sireets of Shkeentown.

Mogt of thetraffic was on foot, but smal wooden carts were aso common. The Shkeen draft animal
looked like abig green dog that was about to be sick. They were strapped to the cartsin pairs, and they
whined congtantly asthey pulled. So, naturaly, men called them whiners. In addition to whining, they aso
defecated congtantly. That, with odors from the food peddled in baskets and the Shkeen themselves,
gavethe city adefinite pungency.

There was noise too, acongtant clamor. Kidswhistling, Shkeen talking loudly with grunts and
whimpers and squesks, whinerswhining and their cartsrattling over therocks. Lyaand | walked through
it al slently, hand in hand, watching and listening and smdlling and.... reading.

| was wide open when | entered Shkeentown, letting everything wash over me as | walked,
unfocused but receptive. | wasthe center of asmall bubble of emotion—fedingsrushed up at meas
Shkeen approached, faded as they walked away, circled around and around with the dancing children. |
swamin aseaof impressons. And it startled me.

It startled me becauseit was all so familiar. I'd read diens before. Sometimesit was difficult,
sometimesit was easy, but it was never pleasant. The Hrangans have sour minds, rank with hate and
bitterness, and | feel unclean when | come out. The Fyndii fee emotions so paely that | can scarcely read
them at dl. The Damoosh are... different. | read them sirongly, but | can't find namesfor the fedings|
reed.

But the Shkeen—it waslike walking down a street on Baldur. No wait—more like one of the Lost
Colonies, when ahuman settlement hasfalen back into barbarism and forgotten its origins. Human
emotions rage there, primal and strong and redl, but less sophisticated than on Old Earth or Baldur. The
Shkeen were like that: primitive, maybe, but very understandable. | read joy and sorrow, envy, anger,
whimsy, bitterness, yearning, pain. The same heady mixture that engulfs me everywhere, when | open
mysdf toit.

Lyawasreading, too. | felt her hand tensein mine. After awhile, it softened again. | turned to her,
and she saw the question in my eyes.

"They're people,” shesaid. "They'relike us"

| nodded. "Pardld evolution, maybe. Shkea might be an older Earth, with afew minor differences.
But you're right. They're more human than any other race we've encountered in space.” | considered that.
"Doesthat answer Dino's question? If they'relike us, it follows that their rdigion would be more
gppedling than areally dien one™

"No, Robb," Lyasaid. "I don't think so. Just the reverse. If they'relike us, it doesn't make sense that
they'd go off sowillingly to die. See?'



Shewasright, of course. There was nothing suicida in the emotions I'd read, nothing unstable,
nothing redlly abnormd. Y et every one of the Shkeen went off to Final Union in theend.

"We should focus on somebody,” | said. "Thisblend of thought isn't getting us anywhere." | looked
around to find a subject, but just then | heard the bells begin.

They were off to the left somewhere, nearly lost in the city's gentle roar. | tugged Lyaby the hand,
and we ran down the street to find them, turning left at thefirst gap in the orderly row of domes.

The bellswere till ahead, and we kept running, cutting through what must have been somebody's
yard, and climbing over alow bush fence that bristled with sweethorns. Beyond that was another yard, a
dung pit, more domes, and findly a street. It was there we found the bell-ringers.

There were four of them, al Joined, wearing long gowns of bright red fabric that trailed in the dugt,
with great bronze bellsin ether hand. They rang the bells constantly, their long arms swinging back and
forth, the sharp, clanging notesfilling the street. All four were elderly, as Shkeen go—hairlessand
pinched up with amillion tiny wrinkles. But they smiled very widedly, and the younger Shkeen that passed
gmiled & them.

On their heads rode the Greeshka.

I'd expected to find the Sight hideous. | didn't. It wasfaintly disquieting, but only because | knew
what it meant. The parasites were bright blobs of crimson goo, ranging in size from a pulsing wart on the
back of one Shkeen skull to agreat sheet of dripping, moving red that covered the head and shoulders of
the smdlest like aliving cowl. The Greeshka lived by sharing the nutrientsin the Shkeen bloodstream, |
knew.

And aso by dowly—oh so dowly—consuming its host.

Lyaand | stopped afew yards from them, and watched them ring. Her face was solemn, and | think
minewas. All of the others were smiling, and the songs that the bells sang were songs of joy. | squeezed
Lyannashand tightly. "Reed,” | whispered.

Weread.

Me: | read bells. Not the sound of bells, no, no, but the feel of bells, the emotion of bdls, the bright
clanging joy, the hooting-shouting-ringing loudness, the song of the Joined, the togetherness and the
sharing of it al. | read what the Joined felt asthey pedled their bells, their happiness and anticipation, their
ecgtasy intdling others of their clamorous contentment. And | read love, coming from them in great hot
waves, passionate possessive love of aman and woman together, not the wesk watery affection of the
human who "loves' hisbrothers. Thiswas redl and fervent and it burned dmost asit washed over me and
surrounded me. They loved themselves, and they loved al Shkeen, and they loved the Greeshka, and
they loved each other, and they loved us. They loved us. They loved me, ashotly and wildly asLya
loved me. And with love | read belonging, and sharing. They four were dl apart, dl distinct, but they
thought as one dmost, and they belonged to the Greeshka, and they were all together and linked
athough each was gtill himself and none could read the others as | read them.

And Lyanna? | reded back from them, and shut myself off, and looked at Lya. She was white-faced,
but smiling. "They're beautiful," she said, her voice very small and soft and wondering. Drenched inlove, |
gill remembered how much | loved her, and how | was part of her and her of me.

"What—what did you read?" | asked, my voice fighting the continued clangor of the bells.

She shook her head, asif to clear it. "They love us,” she said. ™Y ou must know that, but oh, | felt it,
they do love us. And it's so deep. Below that love theres more love, and below that more, and on and
on forever. Their minds are so deep, so open. | don't think I've ever read a human that deeply.
Everything isright at the surface, right there, their whole livesand dl their dreams and fedings and
memories and oh—I just took it in, swept it up with areading, aglance. With men, with humans, it's so
much work. | haveto dig, | haveto fight, and even then | don't get down very far. Y ou know, Robb, you
know. Oh, Robb!" And she came to me and pressed tight against me, and | held her inmy arms. The
torrent of feding that had washed over me must have been atida wave for her. Her Talent was broader
and deeper than mine, and now she was shaken. | read her as she clutched me, and | read love, great
love, and wonder and happiness, but aso fear, nervousfear swirling throughiit al.

Around us, theringing suddenly stopped. The bells, one by one, ceased to swing, and the four Joined



stood in silence for abrief second. One of the other Shkeen nearby came up to them with ahuge,
cloth-covered basket. The smallest of the Joined threw back the cloth, and the aromaof hot mestrolls
rosein the street. Each of the Joined took several from the basket, and before long they were al
crunching away happily, and the owner of the rollswas grinning a them. Another Shkeen, asmal nude
girl, ran up and offered them aflask of water, and they passed it around without comment.

"What'sgoing on?' | asked Lya. Then, even before shetold me, | remembered. Something from the
literature that Vacarenghi had sent. The Joined did no work. Forty Earth-years they lived and toiled, but
from First Joining to Fina Union there was only joy and music, and they wandered the streets and rang
their bells and talked and sang, and other Shkeen gave them food and drink. It was an honor to feed a
Joined, and the Shkeen who had given up his meatrollswas radiating pride and pleasure. "Lya," |
whispered, "can you read them now?'

She nodded against my chest and pulled away and stared at the Joined, her eyes going hard and then
softening again. She looked back at me. "It's different,” she said, curious.

"How?"

She squinted in puzzlement. "I don't know. | mean, they ill love us, and dl. But now their thoughts
are, well, sort of more human. There arelevels, you know, and digging isn't easy, and there are hidden
things, things they hide even from themsdlves. It'snot al open likeit was. They're thinking about the food
now and how good it tastes. It'sall very vivid. | could taste the rolls mysdlf. But it's not the same.”

| had an ingpiration. "How many minds are there?'

"Four," she said. "Linked somehow, | think. But not redlly." She stopped, confused, and shook her
head. "1 mean, they sort of feel each other's emotions, like you do, | guess. But not thoughts, not the
detail. | can read them, but they don't read each other. Each oneisdistinct. They were closer before,
when they were ringing, but they were dwaysindividuas.”

| was dightly disgppointed. "Four minds then, not one?!

"Umpf, yes. Four."

"And the Greeshka?' My other bright idea. If the Greeshka had minds of their own...

"Nothing," Lyasaid. "Like reading aplant, or apiece of clothing. Not even yes-I-live.”

That was disturbing. Even lower animas had some vague consciousness of life—the feding Tdents
cdled yes|-live—usudly only adim spark that it took amgor Taent to see. But Lya was amgjor
Tdent.

"Let'stak to them," | said. She nodded, and we walked up to where the Joined were munching their
mestrolls. "Hdlo," | said awkwardly, wondering how to address them. "Can you spesk Terran?'

Three of them looked at me without comprehension. But the fourth one, the little one whose
Greeshkawas arippling red cape, bobbed his head up and down. "Yesh," he said, in a piping-thin voice.

| suddenly forgot what | was going to ask, but Lyanna cameto my rescue. Do you know of human
Joined?' shesaid.

Hegrinned. "All Joined areone," he said.

"Oh," I said. "Wéll, yes, but do you know any who look like us? Tal, you know, with hair and skin
that's pink or brown or something?' | came to another awkward hat, wondering just how much Terran
the old Shkeen knew, and eyeing his Greeshka alittle apprehensively.

His head bobbled from sideto side. "Joined are dl different, but al are one, dl are shame. Shome
look ash you. Would you Join?"

"No, thanks," | said. "Where can | find ahuman Joined?"

He bobbled his head some more. " Joined shing and ring and walk the shacred city.”

Lya had been reading. "He doesn't know," shetold me. "The Joined just wander and play their bells.
There's no pattern to it, nobody keepstrack. It'sal random. Sometravel in groups, some alone, and
new groups form every time two bunches meset."

"WEell haveto search,” | said.



"Eat," the Shkeen told us. He reached into the basket on the ground and his hands came out with two
steaming meatrolls. He pressed oneinto my hand, onein Lyas.

| looked at it dubioudy. "Thank you,” | told him. | pulled a Lyawith my free hand and we walked off
together. The Joined grinned at us aswe left, and started ringing once more before we were halfway
down the street.

The meatroll was gill in my hand, its crust burning my fingers. "Should | eat this?' | asked Lya

Shetook ahbite out of hers. "Why not? We had them last night in the restaurant, right? And I'm sure
Vacarenghi would've warned usif the native food was poisonous.”

That made sense, so | lifted the roll to my mouth and took a bite as | walked. It was hot, and also
hot, and it wasn't abit like the megatrolls we'd sampled the previous night. Those had been golden, flaky
things, seasoned gently with orangespice from Baldur. The Shkeen version was crunchy, and the mest
inside dripped grease and burned my mouth. But it was good, and | was hungry, and theroll didn't last
long.

"Get anything €lse when you read the smdl guy?' | asked Lyaaround amouthful of hot roll.

She swallowed, and nodded. "Yes, | did. He was happy, even more than the rest. He's older. He's
near Find Union, and hel's very thrilled about it." She spoke with her old easy manner; the after effects of
reading the Joined seemed to have faded.

"Why?" | was musing out loud. "Hes going to die. Why is he so happy about it?"

Lyashrugged. "He wasn't thinking in any great andytica detail, I'm afraid.”

I licked my fingersto get rid of thelast of the grease. We were at a crossroads, with Shkeen bustling
by usin dl directions, and now we could hear more bells on thewind. "More Joined,” | said. "Want to
look them up?'

"What would we find out? That we don't dready know? We need a human Joined."

"Maybe one of thisbatch will be human.”

| got Lyaswithering look, "Ha. What are the odds?"

"All right,” | conceded. It was now late afternoon. "Maybe we'd better head back. Get an earlier
dart tomorrow. Besides, Dino is probably expecting usfor dinner.”

Dinner, thistime, was served in Vacarenghi's office, after alittle additional furniture had been
dragged in. His quarters, it turned out, were on the level below, but he preferred to entertain upstairs
where his guests could enjoy the spectacular Tower view.

Therewerefive of us, dl told: meand Lya, Vacarenghi and Laurie, plus Gourlay. Laurie did the
cooking, supervised by master chef Vacarenghi. We had beefsteaks, bred on Shkeafrom Old Earth
stock, plus afascinating blend of vegetables that included mushrooms from Old Earth, groundpips from
Badur, and Shkeen sweethorns. Dino liked to experiment and the dish was one of hisinventions.

Lyaand | gave afull report on the day's adventures, interrupted only by Vacarenghi's sharp,
perceptive questioning. After dinner, we got rid of tables and dishes and sat around drinking Veltaar and
talking. Thistime Lyaand | asked the questions, with Gourlay supplying the biggest chunk of the
answers. Vacarenghi listened from a cushion on the floor, one arm around Laurie, the other holding his
wine glass. We were not thefirst Taentsto vist Shkea, hetold us. Nor thefirst to claim the Shkeen were
manlike

"Suppose that means something,” he said. "But | don't know. They're not men, you know. No, Sir.
They're much more socid, for onething. Grest little city builders from way back, awaysin towns, dways
surrounding themsalves with others. And they're more communal than man, too. Cooperatein al sorts of
things, and they're big on sharing. Trade, for instance—they see that as mutud sharing.”

Vacarenghi laughed. "Y ou can say that again. | just spent the whole day trying to work out atrade
contract with agroup of farmers who hadn't dealt with us before. 1t's not easy, believe me. They give us
asmuch of their stuff aswe ask for, if they don't need it themselves and no one else has asked for it
earlier. But then they want to get whatever they ask for in the future. They expect it, in fact. So every
time we ded we've got achoice; hand them ablank check, or go through an incredible round of talks
that ends with them convinced that were totaly sdifish.”



Lyawasn't satisfied. "What about sex?' she demanded. "From the stuff you were trandating last
night, | got the impression they're monogamous.”

"They're confused about sex relationships,” Gourlay said. "It's very strange. Sex is sharing, you see,
and it's good to share with everyone. But the sharing has to be real and meaningful. That creates
problems.”

Laurie sat up, attentive. "I've studied the point,” she said quickly. " Shkeen mordity indgststhey love
everybody. But they can't do it, they're too human, too possessive. They wind up in monogamous
relaionships, because aredly degp sex-sharing with one person is better than amillion shalow physical
things, inthelr culture. Theidea Shkeen would sex-share with everyone, with each of the unionsbeing
just as deep, but they can't achieve that ided.”

| frowned. "Wasn't somebody guilty last night over betraying hiswife?"

Laurie nodded eagerly. "Y es, but the guilt was because his other relationships caused his sharing with
hiswifeto diminish. That wasthe betrayd. If hed been able to manage it without hurting his older
relaionship, the sex would have been meaningless. And, if dl of the reationships have been red
love-sharing, it would have been aplus. Hiswife would have been proud of him. It'squite an
achievement for a Shkeen to bein amultiple union that works."

"And one of the greatest Shkeen crimesisto leave another done,” Gourlay said. "Emotionaly aone.
Without sharing.”

| mulled over that, while Gourlay went on. The Shkeen had little crime, hetold us. Especidly no
violent crime. No murders, no beatings, no prisons, no warsin their long, empty history.

"They're arace without murderers,” Vacarenghi said. "Which may explain something. On Old Earth,
the same cultures that had the highest suicide rates often had the lowest murder rates, too. And the
Shkeen suicide rate is one hundred percent.”

"They kill animas" | sad.

"Not part of the Union," Gourlay replied. "The Union embraces al that thinks, and its crestures may
not be killed. They do not kill Shkeen, or humans, or Greeshka."

Lyalooked a me, then a Gourlay. "The Greeshkadon't think," she said. "l tried to read them this
morning and got nothing but the minds of the Shkeen they rode. Not even ayes-I-live."

"Weve known that, but the point's always puzzled me," Vacarenghi said, climbing to hisfeet. He
went to the bar for more wine, brought out a bottle, and filled our glasses. "A truly mindless paradite, but
an intelligent race like the Shkeen are endaved by it. Why?*

The new wine was good and chilled, acold trail down my throat. | drank it, and nodded,
remembering the flood of euphoriathat had swept over us earlier that day. "Drugs,” | said, speculatively.
"The Greeshkamust produce an organic pleasure drug. The Shkeen submit to it willingly and die happy.
Thejoy isred, believe me. Wefdt it."

Lyannalooked doubtful, though, and Gourlay shook his head adamantly. “No, Robb. Not so. Weve
experimented on the Greeshka, and..."

He must have noticed my raised eyebrows. He stopped.

"How did the Shkeen feel about that?" | asked.

"Didnt tdl them. They wouldn't have liked it, not at al. Greeshkas just an animdl, but it'stheir God.
Don't fool around with God, you know. We refrained for along time, but when Gustaffson went over,
old Stuart had to know. His orders. We didn't get anywhere, though. No extracts that might be adrug,
no secretions, nothing. In fact, the Shkeen are the only nativelife that submits so easily. We caught a
whiner, you see, and strapped it down, and let a Greeshkallink up. Then, couple hours|ater, we yanked
the straps. Damn whiner was furious, screeching and yelping, attacking the thing on its head. Nearly
clawed its own skull to ribbons beforeit got it off."

"Maybe only the Shkeen are susceptible?’ | said. A feeble rescue attempt.

"Not quite," said Vacarenghi, with asmdl, thin smile. "Therésus.”

Lyawas strangely slent in the tube, dmost withdrawn. | assumed she was thinking about the
conversation. But the door to our suite had barely did shut behind us when she turned toward me and



wrapped her arms around me.

| reached up and stroked her soft brown hair, dightly startled by the hug. "Hey," | muttered, "what's
wrong?'

She gave me her vampire look, big-eyed and fragile. "Make love to me, Robb," she said with a soft
sudden urgency. "Please. Make love to me now."

| smiled, but it was a puzzled smile, not my usua lecherous bedroom grin. Lyagenerally comeson
impish and wicked when she's horny, but now shewas all troubled and vulnerable. | didn't quite get it.

But it wasn't atime for questions, and | didn't ask any. | just pulled her to mewordlesdy and kissed
her hard, and we walked together to the bedroom.

And we made love, really made love, more than poor Normas can do. We joined our bodies as
one, and | felt Lya gtiffen as her mind reached out to mine. And as we moved together | was opening
mysdlf to her, drowning mysdlf in the flood of love and need and fear that was pouring from her.

Then, quickly asit had begun, it ended. Her pleasure washed over mein araw red wave. And |
joined her on the crest, and Lya clutched metightly, her eyes shrunk up smal asshedrank it al in.

Afterwards, we lay there in the darkness and let the stars of Shkea pour their radiance through the
window. Lya huddled against me, her head on my chest, while| stroked her.

"That was good,” | said in adrowsy-dreamy voice, smiling in the star-filled darkness.

"Yes" shereplied. Her voice was soft and small, so smdl | bardly heard it. "I love you, Robb," she
whispered.

"Uh-huh,” 1 said. "And | loveyou.”

She pulled loose of my arm and rolled over, propping her head on ahand to stare at me and smile.
"Youdo," shesaid. "l read it. | know it. And you know how much | love you, too, don't you?'

| nodded, amiling. "Sure."

"We're lucky, you know. The Normals have only words. Poor little Normals. How can they tell, with
just words? How can they know? They're dways apart from each other, trying to reach each other and
falling. Even when they make love, even when they come, they're aways apart. They must be very
londly."

Therewas something... disturbing... inthat. | looked at Lya, into her bright happy eyes, and thought
about it. "Maybe," | said, findly. "But it's not that bad for them. They don't know any other way. And
they try, they love too. They bridge the gap sometimes.”

"Only alook and avoice, then darkness again and asilence." Lyaquoted, her voice sad and tender.
"We'reluckier, aren't we? We have so much more.”

"We'reluckier," | echoed. And | reached out to read her too. Her mind was a haze of satisfaction,
with agentle scent of wistful, londly longing. But there was something e se, way down, dmost gone now,
but till faintly detectable.

| sat up dowly. "Hey," | said. "Y ou're worried about something. And before, when we camein, you
were scared. What's the matter?”

"I don't know, redly,” she said. She sounded puzzled and she was puzzled; | read it there. "l was
scared, but | don't know why. The Joined, | think. I kept thinking about how much they loved me. They
didn't even know me, but they loved me so much, and they understood—it was dmost like what we
have. It—I don't know. It bothered me. | mean, | didn't think | could ever be loved that way, except by
you. And they were so close, s0 together. | felt kind of lonely, just holding hands and talking. | wanted to
be close to you that way. After the way they were dl sharing and everything, being aone just seemed
empty. And frightening. Y ou know?"

"I know," | said, touching her lightly again, with hand and mind. "I understand. We do understand
each other. We're together most asthey are, as Normals can't ever be."

Lyanodded, and smiled, and hugged me. We went to deep in each other'sarms.

Dreamsagain. But again, at dawn, the memory stole away from me. It was al very annoying. The
dream had been pleasant, comfortable. | wanted it back, and | couldn't even remember what it was. Our
bedroom, washed by harsh daylight, seemed drab compared to the splendors of my lost vision.



Lyawoke after me, with another headache. Thistime she had the pills on hand, by the bedstand. She
grimaced and took one.

"It must bethe Shkeenwine," | told her. " Something about it takesadim view of your metabolism.”

She pulled on afresh coveral and scowled at me. "Ha. We were drinking Veltaar last night,
remember? My father gave me my first glass of Vetaar when | wasnine. It never gave me headaches
before.”

"Afird!" | said, amiling.

"It'snot funny," shesad. "It hurts."

| quit kidding, and tried to read her. Shewasright. It did hurt. Her whole forehead throbbed with
pain. | withdrew quickly before | caught it too.

"All right,” | said. "I'm sorry. The pillswill take care of it, though. Meanwhile, we've got work to do.”

Lyanodded. Sheld never let anything interfere with work yet.

The second day was aday of manhunt. We got off to amuch earlier start, had aquick breakfast with
Gourlay, then picked up our aircar outside the Tower. Thistime we didn't drop down when we hit
Shkeentown. We wanted a human Joined, which meant we had to cover alot of ground. The city was
the biggest I'd ever seen, in area at any rate, and the thousand-odd human cultists were lost among
millions of Shkeen. And, of those humans, only about haf were actudly Joined yet.

So we kept the aircar low, and buzzed up and down the dome-dotted hillslike afloating
rollercoaster, causing quite astir in the streets below us. The Shkeen had seen aircars before, of course,
but it still had some novelty vaue, particularly to the kids, who tried to run after us whenever we flashed
by. We dso panicked awhiner, causing him to upset the cart full of fruit hewas dragging. | felt guilty
about that, so | kept the car higher afterwards.

We spotted Joined dl over the city, Singing, eating, walking—and ringing those bells, those eternd
bronze bells. But for the first three hours, al we found were Shkeen Joined. Lyaand | took turnsdriving
and watching. After the excitement of the previous day, the search was tedious and tiring.

Findly, however, we found something: alarge group of Joined, ten of them, clustered around a bread
cart behind one of the steeper hills. Two weretaller than the rest.

We landed on the other side of the hill and walked around to meet them, leaving our aircar
surrounded by acrowd of Shkeen children. The Joined were still eating when we arrived. Eight of them
were Shkeen of various sizes and hues, Greeshka pulsing atop their skulls. The other two were human.

They wore the same long red gowns as the Shkeen, and they carried the same bells. One of them
was abig man, with loose skin that hung in flaps, asif held lost alot of weight recently. Hishair waswhite
and curly, hisface marked by abroad smile and laugh wrinkles around his eyes. The other was athin,
dark weasdl of aman with abig hooked nose.

Both of them had Greeshka sucking at their skulls. The parasite riding the weasd wasbarely a
pimple, but the older man had alordly specimen that dripped down beyond his shoulders and into the
back of the gown.

Somehow, thistime, it did look hideous.

Lyannaand | waked up to them, trying hard to smile, not reading—at least at first. They smiled at us
as we gpproached. Then they waved.

"Hello," the weasdl said cheerily when we got there. "I've never seen you. Are you new on Shkea?'

That took me dightly by surprise. I'd been expecting some sort of garbled mystic greeting, or maybe
no greeting at dl. | was assuming that somehow the human converts would have abandoned their
humanity to become mock-Shkeen. | waswrong.

"Moreor less" | replied. And | read the weasdl. He was genuindly pleased to see us, and just
bubbled with contentment and good cheer. "We've been hired to talk to people like you.” I'd decided to
be honest about it.

The weasdl stretched his grin farther than | thought it would go. "I am Joined, and happy,” he said.
"I'll be glad to talk to you. My nameis Lester Kamenz. What do you want to know, brother?"

Lya, next to me, was going tense. | decided I'd let her read in depth while | asked questions. "When
did you convert to the Cult?’



"Cult?' Kamenz said.

"TheUnion."

He nodded, and | was struck by the grotesque similarity of his bobbing head and that of the elderly
Shkeen we'd seen yesterday. "I have dways been inthe Union. Y ou arein the Union. All that thinksisin
theUnion."

"Some of usweren't told,” | said. "How about you? When did you redlize you were in the Union?"

"A year ago, Old Earth time. | was admitted to the ranks of the Joined only afew weeks ago. The
Firgt Joining isajoyful time. | am joyful. Now | will walk the streets and ring my bells until the Final
Union."

"What did you do before?”

"Before?' A short vague look. "1 ran machines once. | ran computers, in the Tower. But my lifewas
empty, brother. | did not know | wasin the Union, and | wasaone. | had only machines, cold machines.
Now | am Joined. Now | am"—again he searched—"not adone."

| reached into him, and found the happiness till there, with love. But now there was an achetoo, a
vague recollection of past pain, the stink of unwelcome memories. Did these fade? Maybe the gift the
Greeshkagaveits victims was oblivion, swveet mindless rest and end of stiruggle. Maybe.

| decided to try something. "That thing on your head,” | said, sharply. "It'sa parasite. It'sdrinking
your blood right now, feeding onit. Asit grows, it will take more and more of the things you need to live.
Findly it will start to eat your tissue. Understand? It will eat you. | don't know how painful it will be, but
however it feds, a the end you'll be dead. Unless you come back to the Tower now, and have the
surgeons remove it. Or maybe you could remove it yoursaf. Why don't you try? Just reach up and pull it
off. Go ahead."

I'd expected—what? Rage? Horror? Disgust? | got none of these. Kamenz just stuffed bread in his
mouth and smiled at me, and dl | read was hislove and joy and alittle pity.

"The Greeshkadoes not kill," he said findly. "The Greeshka givesjoy and happy Union. Only those
who have no Greeshkadie. They are... done. Oh, forever done." Something in hismind trembled with
sudden fear, but it faded quickly.

| glanced at Lya. She was stiff and hard-eyed, still reading. | looked back and began to phrase
another question. But suddenly the Joined began to ring. One of the Shkeen Started it off, swinging his
bell up and down to produce asingle sharp clang. Then his other hand swung, then the first again, then
the second, then another Joined began to ring, then till another, and then they were dl swinging and
clanging and the noise of their bells was smashing against my ears asthe joy and the love and the fed of
the bells assaulted my mind once again.

| lingered to savor it. The love there was breathtaking, awvesome, dmost frightening in its heat and
intengity, and there was so much sharing to frolic in and wonder at, such asoothing-calming-exhilarating
tapestry of good fedings. Something happened to the Joined when they rang, something touched them
and lifted them and gave them a glow, something strange and glorious that mere Normals could not hear
intheir harsh clanging music. | was no Normd, though. | could heer it.

| withdrew reluctantly, dowly. Kamenz and the other human were both ringing vigoroudy now, with
broad smiles and glowing twinkling eyesthat transfigured their faces. Lyannawas il tense, il reading.
Her mouth was dightly open, and she trembled where she stood.

| put an arm around her and waited, listening to the music, patient. Lya continued to read. Findly,
after minutes, | shook her gently. She turned and studied me with hard, distant eyes. Then blinked. And
her eyes widened and she came back, shaking her head and frowning.

Puzzled, | looked into her head. Strange and stranger. It was a swirling fog of emotion, adense
moving blend of more fedlings than I'd care to put a name to. No sooner had | entered than | waslogt,
lost and uneasy. Somewhere in the fog there was a bottomless abyss [urking to engulf me. At least it felt
that way.

"Lya" | said. "What'swrong?'

She shook her head again, and looked at the Joined with alook that was equal partsfear and
longing. | repeated my question.



"|—I don't know," she said. "Robb, let's not talk now. Let's go. | want timeto think."

"OK," | said. What was going on here? | took her hand and we walked dowly around the hill to the
dope whereweld left the car. Shkeen kidswere climbing dl over it. | chased them, laughing. Lyajust
stood there, her eyes gone dl faraway on me. | wanted to read her again, but somehow | felt it would be
aninvason of privecy.

Airborne, we streaked back toward the Tower, riding higher and faster thistime. | drove, whileLya
sat beside me and stared out into the distance.

"Did you get anything useful ?* | asked her, trying to get her mind back on the assgnment.

"Yes. No. Maybe." Her voice sounded distracted, asif only part of her wastalking to me. "I read
their lives, both of them. Kamenz was a computer programmer, as he said. But he wasn't very good. An
ugly little man with an ugly little persondity, no friends, no sex, no nothing. Lived by himsdlf, avoided the
Shkeen, didn't likethem at dl. Didn't even like people, redly. But Gustaffson got through to him,
somehow. Heignored Kamenz' coldness, his bitter little cuts, his crudl jokes. He didn't retdiate, you
know? After awhile, Kamenz cameto like Gudtaffson, to admire him. They were never redly friendsin
any norma sense, but gill Gustaffson was the nearest thing to a friend that Kamenz had.”

She stopped suddenly. " So he went over with Gustaffson?' | prompted, glancing at her quickly. Her
eyes gill wandered.

"No, not at first. He was still afraid, still scared of the Shkeen and terrified of the Greeshka. But later,
with Gustaffson gone, he began to redlize how empty hislife was. He worked al day with people who
despised him and machinesthat didn't care, then sat done at night reading and watching holoshows. Not
life, redly. He hardly touched the people around him. Findly he went to find Gustaffson, and wound up
converted. Now..."

"Now... ?'

She hesitated. "He's happy, Robb," she said. "Heredlly is. For thefirst timein hislife, he's happy.
Hed never known love before. Now it fillshim.”

"Yougotalot," | said.

"Yes" Still the distracted voice, thelost eyes. "He was open, sort of. There were levels, but digging
wasn't as hard asit usudly is—asif hisbarriers were weakening, coming down amost..."

"How about the other guy?'

She stroked the instrument panel, staring only at her hand. "Him? That was Gugtaffson. .."

And that, suddenly, seemed to wake her, to restore her to the Lyal knew and loved. She shook her
head and looked at me, and the aimless voice became an animated torrent of words. "Robb, listen, that
was Gustaffson, he's been Joined over ayear now, and he's going on to Final Union within aweek. The
Greeshka has accepted him, and he wantsiit, you know? He redlly does, and—and—oh Robb, he's
dying!"

"Within aweek, according to what you just said.”

"No. | mean yes, but that's not what | mean. Final Union isn't death, to him. He bdlievesit, al of it,
the whole religion. The Greeshkais hisgod, and he'sgoing to join it. But before, and now, he was dying.
He's got the Slow Plague, Robb. A termind case. It's been eating at him from inside for fifteen years
now. He got it back on Nightmare, in the swamps, when hisfamily died. That's no world for people, but
he was there, the administrator over aresearch base, a short-term thing. They lived on Thor; it was only
avigt, but the ship crashed. Gustaffson got al wild and tried to reach them before the end, but he
grabbed afaulty pair of skinthins, and the spores got through. And they were al dead when he got there.
He had an awful lot of pain, Robb. From the Slow Plague, but more from the loss. Heredlly loved them,
and it was never the same after. They gave him Shkeaas areward, kind of, to take his mind off the
crash, but he till thought of it dl thetime. | could see the picture, Robb. It wasvivid. He couldn't forget
it. The kids wereingde the ship, safe behind the walls, but the life system failed and choked them to
death. But his wife—oh, Robb—she took some skinthins and tried to go for help, and outside those
things, those big wrigglersthey have on Nightmare—?"

| swallowed hard, feding alittle sck. "The eater-worms,”" | said, dully. 1'd read about them, and seen
holos. | could imagine the picture that Lyad seen in Gustaffson's memory, and it wasn't at all pretty. |



wasglad | didn't have her Tdent.

"They were still—still—when Gustaffson got there. Y ou know. He killed them al with a screech
gun.”
| shook my head, "I didn't think things like that really went on."

"No," Lyasad. "Neither did Gustaffson. They'd been so—so happy before that, before the thing on
Nightmare. Heloved her, and they wereredlly close, and his career had been amost charmed. He didn't
have to go to Nightmare, you know. He took it because it was a challenge, because nobody e se could
handleit. That gnaws at him, too. And he remembers dl the time. He—they—" Her voice fdtered. "They
thought they were lucky," she said, beforefdling into silence.

Therewas nothing to say to that. | just kept quiet and drove, thinking, feeling ablurred,
watered-down version of what Gustaffson's pain must have been like. After awhile, Lyabegan to spesk
agan.

"It was dl there, Robb," she said, her voice softer and dower and more thoughtful once again. "But
he was a peace. He till remembered it al, and the way it had hurt, but it didn't bother him asit had.
Only now hewas sorry they weren't with him. He was sorry that they died without Final Union. Almost
like the Shkeen woman, remember? The one at the Gathering? With her brother?'

"l remember," | said.

"Likethat. And his mind was open, too. More than Kamenz, much more. When herang, the levelsdl
vanished, and everything wasright & the surface, dl the love and pain and everything. Hiswholelife,
Robb. | shared hiswholelife with him, in an ingant. And dl histhoughts, too... he's seen the caves of
Union... he went down once, before he converted. I..."

More silence, settling over us and darkening the car. We were close to the end of Shkeentown. The
Tower dashed the sky ahead of us, shining in the sun. And the lower domes and archways of the
glittering human city were coming into view.

"Robb," Lyasad. "Land here. | haveto think awhile, you know? Go back without me. | want to
walk among the Shkeen alittle.”

| glanced at her, frowning. "Walk? It'salong way back to the Tower, Lya."

"I'll bedl right. Please. Just let methink abit.”

| read her. The thought fog had returned, denser than ever, laced through with the colors of fear.
"Areyou sure?' | said. "Y ou're scared, Lyanna. Why? What'swrong? The ester-worms are along way
off."

Shejust looked at me, troubled. "Please, Robb," she repeated.

| didn't know what elseto do, so | landed.

And |, too, thought, as | guided the aircar home. Of what Lyanna had said, and read—of Kamenz
and Gugtaffson. | kept my mind on the problem we'd been assigned to crack. | tried to keep it off Lya,
and whatever was bothering her. That would solveitself, | thought.

Back at the Tower, | wasted no time. | went straight up to Vacarenghi's office. He was there, done,
dictating into amachine. He shut it off when | entered.

"Hi, Robb," he began. "Wheres Lya?"

"Out walking. She wanted to think. I've been thinking, too. And | believe I've got your answer."

He raised his eyebrows, waiting.

| sat down. "We found Gustaffson this afternoon, and Lyaread him. | think it's clear why he went
over. Hewas a broken man, inside, however much he smiled. The Greeshka gave him an end to hispain.
And there was another convert with him, aLester Kamenz. Hed been miserable, too, a pathetic londy
man with nothing to live for. Why shouldn't he convert? Check out the other converts, and | bet you'll
find apattern. The most lost and vulnerable, the failures, the isolated—those will be the ones that turned
toUnion."

Vacarenghi nodded. "OK, I'll buy that," he said. "But our psychs guessed that long ago, Robb. Only
it'sno answer, not redlly. Sure, the converts on the whole have been amessed-up crew, | won't dispute
that. But why turn to the Cult of the Union? The psychs can't answer that. Take Gustaffson now. Hewas
astrong man, believe me. | never knew him persondly, but | knew his career. He took some rough



assgnments, generdly for the hdll of it, and beat them. He could have had the cushy jobs, but he wasn't
interested. I've heard about the incident on Nightmare. It's famous, in awarped sort of way. But Phil
Gustaffson wasn't the sort of man to be beaten, even by something like that. He snapped out of it very
quickly, from what Nelse tellsme. He came to Shkea and redlly set the placein order, cleaning up the
mess that Rockwood had left. He pushed through the first real trade contract we ever got, and he made
the Shkeen understand what it meant, which isn't easy.

"So here heis, this competent, talented man, who's made a career of beating tough jobs and handling
men. He's gone through a persona nightmare, but it hasn't destroyed him. He's astough as ever. And
suddenly he turnsto the Cult of the Union, signs up for agrotesque suicide. Why? For an end to hispain,
you say? An interesting theory, but there are other waysto end pain. Gustaffson had years between
Nightmare and the Greeshka. He never ran away from pain then. He didn't turn to drink, or drugs, or any
of the usua outs. He didn't head back to Old Earth to have a psi-psych clean up his memories—and
believe me, he could've gotten it paid for, if hed wanted it. The colonid office would have done anything
for him, after Nightmare. He went on, swalowed his pain, rebuilt. Until suddenly he converts.

"His pain made him more vulnerable, yes, no doubt of it. But something €l se brought him
over—something that Union offered, something he couldn't get from wine or memory wipe. The same's
true of Kamenz, and the others. They had other outs, other waysto vote no on life. They passed them
up. But they chose Union. Y ou seewhat I'm getting at?'

| did, of course. My answer wasno answer at al, and | realized it. But Vacarenghi waswrong too,
in parts.

"Yes" | sad. "l guessweve dtill got somereading to do.” | smiled wanly. " One thing, though.
Gudtaffson hadn't redlly beaten his pain, not ever. Lyawas very clear on that. It wasingde him dl the
time, tormenting him. He just never let it come out.”

"That'svictory, isn'tit?' Vacarenghi said. "If you bury your hurts so degp that no one can tell you
have them?'

"I don't know. | don't think so. Buit... anyway, there was more. Gustaffson has the Slow Plague.
He's dying. He's been dying for years.”

Vacarenghi's expression flickered briefly. "That | didn't know, but it just bolsters my point. I've read
that some elghty percent of Slow Plague victims opt for euthanasia, if they happen to be on a planet
whereit'slegd. Gustaffson was aplanetary administrator. He could have made it legd. If he passed up
suicidefor dl those years, why choose it now?"

| didn't have an answer for that. Lyanna hadn't given me one, if she had one. | didn't know wherewe
could find one, ether unless...

"The caves," | said suddenly. "The caves of Union. Weve got to witnessaFind Union. There must
be something about it, something that accounts for the conversions. Give us a chanceto find out what it
is"

Vacarenghi smiled. "All right,” hesaid. "'l can arrangeit. | expected it would cometo that. It's not
pleasant, though, I'll warn you. I've gone down mysdlf, so | know what I'm talking about.”

"That's OK," | told him. "If you think reading Gustaffson was any fun, you should have seen Lya
when she was through. She's out now trying to walk it off.” That, 1'd decided, must have been what was
bothering her. "Find Union won't be any worse than those memories of Nightmare, I'm sure.”

"Fine, then. I'll set it up for tomorrow. I'm going with you, of course. | don't want to take any chances
on anything happening to you."

| nodded. Vacarenghi rose. "Good enough,” he said. "Meanwhile, let's think about more interesting
things. Y ou have any plansfor dinner?’

We wound up egting at amock-Shkeen restaurant run by humans, in the company of Gourlay and
Laurie Blackburn. The talk was mostly social noises—sports, palitics, art, old jokes, that sort of thing. |
don't think there was amention of the Shkeen or the Greeshka dl evening.

Afterwards, when | got back to our suite, | found Lyannawaiting for me. Shewasin bed, reading
one of the handsome volumesfrom our library, abook of Old Earth poetry. Shelooked up when |



entered.

"Hi," | said. "How was your wak?'

"Long." A smile creased her pale, smdl face, then faded. "But | had timeto think. About this
afternoon, and yesterday, and about the Joined. And us.”

"

"Robb, do you love me?" The question was ddlivered dmost matter-of-factly, in avoicefull of
guestion. Asif shedidn't know. Asif sheredly didn't know.

| sat down on the bed and took her hand and tried to smile. "Sure," | said. ™Y ou know that, Lya."

"l did. | do. You love me, Robb, redly you do. As much as ahuman can love. But..." She stopped.
She shook her head and closed her book and sighed. "But were still apart, Robb. We're ill apart.”

"What are you talking about?"

"This afternoon. | was so confused afterwards, and scared. | wasn't sure why, but I've thought about
it. When | was reading, Robb—I wasin there, with the Joined, sharing them and their love. | redly was.
And | didn't want to come out. | didn't want to leave them, Robb. When | did, | felt so isolated, so cut
off."

"That'syour fault," | said. "l tried to talk to you. Y ou were too busy thinking."

"Taking? What good istaking? It's communication, | guess, but isit really? | used to think so,
before they trained my Talent. After that, reading seemed to be the real communication, the red way to
reach somebody el se, somebody like you. But now | don't know. The Joined—when they ring—they're
so0 together, Robb. All linked. Like us when we make love, dmost. And they love each other, too. And
they love us, so intensdly. | felt—I don't know. But Gustaffson loves me as much asyou do. No. He
lovesmemore”

Her face was white as she said that, her eyeswide, logt, lonely. And me, | felt asudden chill, likea
cold wind blowing through my soul. | didn't say anything. | only looked at her, and wet my lips. And
bled.

She saw the hurt in my eyes, | guess. Or read it. Her hand pulled at mine, caressed it. "Oh, Robb.
Please. | don't mean to hurt you. It'snot you. It'sdl of us. What do we have, compared to them?'

"I don't know what you're talking about, Lya." Half of me suddenly wanted to cry. The other half
wanted to shout. | stifled both halves, and kept my voice steady. But insde | wasn't steady, | wasn't
Steady at dl.

"Do you love me, Robb?' Again. Wondering.

"Yed" Fercdy. A chdlenge.

"What doesthat mean?' she said.

"Y ou know what it means" | said. "Dammit, Lya, think! Remember al we've had, al we've shared
together. That's love, Lya. Itis. Were the lucky ones, remember? Y ou said that yourself. The Normals
have only atouch and avoice, then back to their darkness. They can barely find each other. They're
aone. Always. Groping. Trying, over and over, to climb out of their isolation booths, and failing, over
and over. But not us, we found the way, we know each other as much as any human beings ever can.
Therésnothing | wouldn't tell you, or share with you. I've said that before, and you know it'strue, you
canreaditinme. That'slove, dammit. Isn't it?"

"l don't know," she said, in avoice so sadly baffled. Soundlessy, without even a sob, she began to
cry. And whilethetearsran in londly paths down her cheeks, shetaked. "Maybethat'slove. | dways
thought it was. But now | don't know. If what we haveislove, what wasit | felt this afternoon, what was
it I touched and shared in? Oh, Robb, | love you too. Y ou know that. | try to share with you. | want to
sharewhat | read, what it waslike. But | can't. We're cut off. | can't make you understand. I'm here and
you're there and we can touch and make love and talk, but we're still apart. Y ou see? Y ou see? I'm
aone. And thisafternoon, | wasn't."

"You're not lone, dammit,” | said suddenly. "I'm here." | clutched her hand tightly. "Fed? Hear?



You'renot aone!”

She shook her head, and the tears flowed on. "Y ou don't understand, see? And there'sno way | can
make you. Y ou said we know each other as much as any human beings ever can. Y ou're right. But how
much can human beings know each other? Arentt dl of them cut off, redly? Each donein abig, dark,
empty universe? We only trick oursalves when we think that someone eseisthere. Inthe end, in the cold
londly end, it'sonly us, by oursalves, in the blackness. Areyou there, Robb? How do | know? Will you
die with me, Robb? Will we be together then? Are we together now?Y ou say we're luckier than the
Normals. I've said it too. They have only atouch and voice, right? How many times have | quoted that?
But what do we have? A touch and two voices, maybe. It's not enough anymore. I'm scared. Suddenly
I'm scared.”

She began to sob. Instinctively | reached out to her, wrapped her in my arms, stroked her. Welay
back together, and she wept against my chest. | read her, briefly, and | read her pain, her sudden
loneliness, her hunger, dl aswirl in adarkening mind-storm of fear. And, though | touched her and
caressed her and whispered—over and over—that it would be dl right, that | was here, that she wasn't
aone, | knew that it would not be enough. Suddenly there was a gulf between us, agreat dark yawning
tiling that grew and grew, and | didn't know how to bridgeit. And Lya, my Lya, was crying, and she
needed me. And | needed her, but | couldn't get to her.

Then | redlized that | was crying too.

We held each other, in slent tears, for what must have been an hour. But findly the tearsran out. Lya
clutched her body to me so tightly | could hardly breathe, and | held her just astightly.

"Robb," she whispered. "Y ou said—you said we redly know each other. All thosetimesyou've said
it. And you say, sometimes, that I'm right for you, that I'm perfect.”

| nodded, wanting to believe. "Yes. You are.

"No," she said, choking out the word, forcing it into the air, fighting hersdlf to say it. "It'snot 0. |
read you, yes. | can hear the words rattling around in your head as you fit a sentence together before
sayingit. And | listen to you scold yoursalf when you've done something stupid. And | see memories,
some memories, and live through them with you. But it'sdl on the surface, Robb, dl on thetop. Below it,
there's more, more of you. Drifting haf-thoughts | don't quite catch. Fedlings | can't put anameto.
Passions you suppress, and memories even you don't know you have. Sometimes| can get to that level.
Sometimes. If | redly fight, if | drain mysdlf to exhaustion. But when | get there, | know—I know—that
there's another level below that. And more and more, on and on, down and down. | can't reach them,
Robb, though they're part of you. | don't know you. | can't know you. Y ou don't even know yourself,
see? And me, do you know me? No. Even less. Y ou know what | tell you, and | tell you the truth, but
maybe not al. And you read my fedlings, my surface fedings—the pain of a stubbed toe, aquick flash of
annoyance, the pleasure | get when you'rein me. Does that mean you know me? What of my levels, and
levels? What about the things | don't even know mysdalf? Do you know them? How, Robb, how?"

She shook her head again, with that funny little gesture she had whenever she was confused. "And
you say I'm perfect, and that you love me. I'm so right for you. But am I? Robb, | read your thoughts. |
know when you want me to be sexy, so I'm sexy. | seewhat turnsyou on, so | doit. | know when you
want me to be serious, and when you want meto joke. | know what kind of jokesto tell, too. Never the
cutting kind, you don't like that, to hurt or see people hurt. Y ou laugh with people not at them, and |
laugh with you, and love you for your tastes. | know when you want me to talk, and when to keep quiet.
I know when you want meto be your proud tigress, your tawny telepath, and when you want alittle girl
to shelter inyour arms. And | am those things, Robb, because you want me to be, because | love you,
because| canfed joy inyour mind a every right thing that | do. | never set out to do it that way, but it
happened. | didn't mind, | don't mind. Most of the time it wasn't even conscious. Y ou do the same thing,
too. | readitinyou. You can't read as| do, SO Sometimes you guess wrong—you come on witty when |
want slent understanding, or you act the strong man when | need aboy to mother. But you get it right
sometimes, too. And you try, you dwaystry.

"Butisitredly you?Isit redly me? What if | wasn't perfect, you see, if | wasjust mysdlf, with al my
faults and the things you don't like out in the open?Would you love me then? | don't know. But



Gustaffson would, and Kamenz. | know that, Robb. | saw it. | know them. Ther leves... vanished. |
KNOW them, and if | went back | could share with them, more than with you. And they know me, the
real me, dl of me, | think. And they love me. Y ou see? You see?'

Did | see?1 don't know. | was confused. Would | love Lyaif shewas "hersdf"? But what was
"hersdlf"? How wasit different from the Lyal knew?| thought | loved Lyaand would dwayslove
Lya—but what if thered Lyawasn't likemy Lya? What did | love? The strange abstract concept of a
human being, or the flesh and voice and persondity that | thought of asLya? | didn't know. | didn't know
who Lyawas, or who | was, or what the hell it all meant. And | was scared. Maybe | couldn't feel what
she had felt that afternoon. But | knew what she was fedling then. | was alone, and | needed someone.

"Lya" | cdled. "Lya, let'stry. We don't have to give up. We can reach each other. Therésaway,
our way. We've doneit before. Come, Lya, come with me, cometo me."

As| spoke, | undressed her, and she responded and her hands joined mine. When we were nude, |
began to stroke her, dowly, and she me. Our minds reached out to each other. Reached and probed as
never before. | could fedl her, insde my head, digging. Deeper and deeper. Down. And | opened myself
to her, | surrendered, al the petty little secrets | had kept even from her, or tried to, now | yielded up to
her everything | could remember, my triumphs and shames, the good moments and the pain, thetimesI'd
hurt someone, the times I'd been hurt, the long crying sessions by mysdlf, the fears | wouldn't admit, the
prgudices| fought, the vanities| battled when the time struck, the silly boyish sins. All. Everything. |
buried nothing. I hid nothing. | gave mysdlf to her, to Lya, to my Lya. She had to know me.

And S0, too, sheyielded. Her mind was aforest through which | roamed, hunting down wisps of
emotion, thefear and the need and the love a the top, the fainter things benegath, the half-formed whims
and passions still deeper into thewoods. | don't have Lyas Taent, | read only fedings, never thoughts.
But | read thoughts then, for the first and only time, thoughts she threw at me because I'd never seen
them before. I couldn't reach much, but some | got.

And as her mind opened to mine, so did her body. | entered her, and we moved together, bodies
one, minds entwined, as close as human beings can join. | fet pleasure washing over mein greet glorious
waves, my pleasure, her pleasure, both together building on each other, and | rode the crest for an
eternity asit approached afar distant shore. And findly asit smashed into that beach, we came together,
and for a second—for atiny, flegting second—I could not tell which orgasm was mine, and which was
hers.

But then it passed. We lay, bodies|ocked together, on the bed. In the sarlight. But it was not a bed.
It was the beach, the flat black beach, and there were no stars above. A thought touched me, avagrant
thought that was not mine. Lyas thought. We were on aplain, she wasthinking, and | saw that she was
right. The watersthat had carried us here were gone, receded. Therewas only avast flat blackness
gretching away in al directions, with dim ominous shgpes moving on ether horizon. We are hereason a
darkling plain, Lyathought. And suddenly | knew what those shapes were, and what poem she had
been reading.

We dept.

| woke, alone.

The room was dark. Lyalay on the other side of the bed, curled up, <till adeep. It waslate, near
dawn | thought. But | wasn't sure. | wasrestless.

| got up and dressed in silence. | needed to walk somewhere, to think, to work things out. Where,
though?

There was akey in my pocket. | touched it when | pulled on my tunic, and remembered.
Vacarenghi's office. It would be locked and deserted at thistime of night. And the view might help me
think.

| left, found the tubes, and shot up, up, up to the gpex of the Tower, the top of man's stedl challenge
to the Shkeen. The office was unlit, the furniture dark shapesin the shadows. There was only the
sarlight. Shkeais closer to the gdactic center than Old Earth, or Baldur. The stars are afiery canopy
acrossthe night sky. Some of them are very close, and they burn like red and blue-whitefiresin the



awesome blackness above. In Va carenghi's office, al thewallsare glass. | went to one, and looked out.
| wasn't thinking. Just feding. And | felt cold and lost and little.

Then there was a soft voice behind me saying hello. | barely heard it.

| turned away from the window, but other stars legped at me from the far walls. Laurie Blackburn sat
in one of the low chairs, conceded by the darkness.

"Hello," | said. "'l didn't mean to intrude. | thought no one would be here."

She amiled. A radiant smilein aradiant face, but there was no humor init. Her hair fell in sweeping
auburn waves past her shoulders, and she was dressed in something long and gauzy. | could see her
gentle curvesthrough its folds, and she made no effort to hide hersdlf.

"I comeup herealot,” shesaid. "At night, usualy. When Dino's adeep. It'sagood placeto think."

"Yes" | sad, smiling. "My thoughts, too."

"The sars are pretty, aren't they?"

"Yes"

"| think so. |—" Hegitation. Then sherose and cameto me. "Do you love Lya?' she said.

A hammer of aquestion. Timed terribly. But | handled it well, | think. My mind was till on my talk
withLya "Yes" | sad. "Very much. Why?'

She was standing close to me, looking a my face, and past me, out to the stars. "1 don't know. |
wonder about love, sometimes. | love Dino, you know. He came here two months ago, so we haven't
known each other long. But | love him dready. |'ve never known anybody like him. He'skind, and
consderate, and he does everything well. I've never seen himfail at anything hetried. Y et he doesn't
seem driven, like some men. Hewins so easily. He believesin himsdlf alot, and that's attractive. He's
given meanything | could ask for, everything.”

| read her, caught her love and worry and guessed. "Except himsdf," | said.

Shelooked a me, startled. Then she smiled. "'l forgot. You'rea Taent. Of course you know. You're
right. I don't know what | worry about, but | do worry. Dino is so perfect, you know. I'vetold
him—wsll, everything. All about me and my life. And he listens and understands. He's dway's receptive,
he'stherewhen | need him. But—"

"It'sdl oneway," | said. It was astatement. | knew.

She nodded. "It's not that he keeps secrets. He doesn't. Hell answer any question | ask. But the
answers mean nothing. | ask him what he fears, and he says nothing, and makes me believeit. HES very
rationa, very cam. He never gets angry, he never has. | asked him. He doesn't hate people, he thinks
hate isbad. HE's never felt pain, either, or he says he hasn't. Emotiond pain, | mean. Y et he understands
mewhen | talk about my life. Once he said hisbiggest fault waslaziness. But he'snot lazy at al, | know
that. Isheredlly that perfect? He tells me he'sdways sure of himsdf, because he knows he's good, but
he smileswhen he saysit, so | can't even accuse him of being vain. He says he believesin God, but he
never talks about it. If you try to talk serioudy, hell listen patiently, or joke with you, or lead the
conversation awvay. He says he loves me, but—"

| nodded. | knew what was coming.

It came. She looked at me, eyesbegging. "You'reaTadent," she said. "Y ou've read him, haven't you?
Y ou know him?Tell me. Pleasetell me.”

| was reading her. | could see how much she needed to know, how much she worried and feared,
how much sheloved. | couldn't lieto her. Yet it was hard to give her the answer | had to.

"I'veread him," | said. Sowly. Carefully. Measuring out my words like preciousfluids. "And you,
you too. | saw your love, on that first night, when we ate together."

"And Din0?'

My words caught in my throat. "He's—funny, Lyasaid once. | can read his surface emotions easily
enough. Below that, nothing. HE's very self-contained, waled off. Almost asif hisonly emotions are the
ones he—allows himself to fed. I'vefdt his confidence, his pleasure. I've felt worry too, but never redl
fear. He's very affectionate toward you, very protective. He enjoysfeding protective.”

"Isthat dl?' So hopeful. It hurt.

"I'mafraditis. Heswadled off, Laurie. He needs himself, only himsdlf. If thereéslovein him, it's



behind that wall, hidden. | can't read it. Hethinks alot of you, Laurie. But love—wdll, it'sdifferent. It's
stronger and more unreasoning and it comesin crashing floods. And Dino's not like that, at least not out
wherel canread.”

"Closed," she said. "He's closed to me. | opened mysdlf to him, totally. But he didn't. | wasdways
afrald—even when he was with me, | felt sometimes that he wasn't there at all—"

She sighed. | read her despair, her welling londliness. | didn't know what to do. "Cry if you like," |
told her, inandly. "Sometimesit helps. | know. I've cried enough in my time."

Shedidn't cry. Shelooked up, and laughed lightly. "No," she said. "I can't. Dino taught me never to
cry. He said tears never solve anything.”

A sad philosophy. Tears don't solve anything, maybe, but they're part of being human. | wanted to
tell her so, but instead | just smiled &t her.

She smiled back, and cocked her head. "Y ou cry,” she said suddenly, in avoice strangely ddlighted.
"That's funny. That'smore of an admission than | ever heard from Dino, in away. Thank you, Robb.
Thank you."

And Laurie stood on her toes and looked up, expectant. And | could read what she expected. So |
took her and kissed her, and she pressed her body hard against mine. And al thewhile| thought of Lya,
telling mysdf that she wouldn't mind, that sheld be proud of me, that shed understand.

Afterwards, | stayed up in the office alone to watch the dawn come up. | was drained, but somehow
content. Thelight that crept over the horizon was chasing the shadows before it, and suddenly al the
fearsthat had seemed so threatening in the night were silly, unreasoning. Wed bridged it, | thought—Lya
and |. Whatever it was, we'd handled it, and today we'd handle the Greeshka with the same ease,
together.

When | got back to our room, Lyawas gone.

"Wefound the aircar in the middle of Shkeentown," Va carenghi was saying. He was codl, precise,
reassuring. Hisvoice told me, without words, that there was nothing to worry about. "'I've got men out
looking for her. But Shkeentown's abig place. Do you have any ideawhere she might have gone?'

"No," | said, dully. "Not redly. Maybe to see some more Joined. She seemed—well, almost
obsessed by them. | don't know."

"Well, welve got agood police force. Well find her, I'm certain of that. But it may take awhile. Did
you two have afight?"

"Yes. No. Sort of, but it wasn't aredl fight. It was strange.”

"l see" hesad. But hedidn'. "Laurie tells me you came up herelast night, lone.”

"Yes. | needed to think."

"All right," said Vacarenghi. "So let's say Lyawoke up, decided she wanted to think too. Y ou came
up here. Shetook aride. Maybe she just wants aday off to wander around Shkeentown. She did
something like that yesterday, didn't she?!

"y es"

"So she'sdoing it again. No problem. Shell probably be back well before dinner.” He smiled.

"Why did she go without telling me, then? Or leaving anote, or something?'

"I don't know. It's not important.”

Waant it, though? Wasn't it? | sat in the chair, head in my hands and ascowl on my face, and | was
sweating. Suddenly | was very much afraid, of what | didn't know. | should never have lft her alone, |
wastdling mysdlf. While | was up here with Laurie, Lyannawoke aone in a darkened room,
and—and—and what? And left.

"Meanwhile, though,” Vacarenghi said, "we've got work to do. Thetrip to the cavesisdl set.”

| looked up, disbelieving. "The caves?| can't go there, not now, not done.”

He gave asigh of exasperation, exaggerated for effect. "Oh, come now, Robb. It's not the end of the
world. Lyawill bedl right. She seemed to be a perfectly sensible girl, and I'm sure she can take care of
hersdf. Right?'

| nodded.



"Meanwhile, well cover the caves. | ill want to get to the bottom of this.”

"It won't do any good,” | protested. "Not without Lya. She'sthe mgor Tdent. |—I just read
emotions. | can't get down deep, as she can. | won't solve anything for you."

He shrugged. "Maybe not. But the trip is on, and we've got nothing to lose. We can dways make a
second run after Lya comes back. Besides, this should do you good, get your mind off this other
business. There's nothing you can do for Lyanow. I've got every available man out searching for her, and
if they don't find her you certainly won't. So there's no sense dweling on it. Just get back into action,
keep busy." Heturned, headed for the tube. "Come. There'san aircar waiting for us. Nelse will go too."

Reluctantly, | stood. | wasin no mood to consider the problems of the Shkeen, but VVa carenghi's
arguments made a certain amount of sense. Besides which, heéd hired Lyannaand me, and we still had
obligationsto him. | could try anyway, | thought.

Ontheride out, Vacarenghi sat in the front with the driver, ahulking police sergeant with aface
chisdled out of granite. He'd selected a police car thistime so we could keep posted on the search for
Lya Gourlay and | werein the back seat together. Gourlay had covered our laps with abig map, and he
wastdling me about the caves of Fina Union.

"Theory isthe caves arethe original home of the Greeshka," he said. "Probably true, makes sense.
Greeshkaare alot bigger there. You'l see. The caves are dl through the hills, away from our part of
Shkeentown, where the country getswilder. A regular little honeycomb. Greeshkain every one, too. Or
50 I've heard. Been in afew mysdlf, Greeshkain al of them. So | believe what they say about the rest.
The city, the sacred city, well, it was probably built because of the caves. Shkeen come herefrom all
over the continent, you know, for Final Union. Here, thisis the cave region." He took out apen, and
made abig circlein red near the center of the map. It was meaningless to me. The map was getting me
down. | hadn't realized that the Shkeen city was so huge. How the hell could they find anyone who didn't
want to be found?

Va carenghi looked back from the front seat. "The cave we're going to isabig one, as these places
go. I've been there before. There's no formality about Find Union, you understand. The Shkeen just pick
acave, and walk in, and lie down on top of the Greeshka. They'll use whatever entrance is most
convenient. Some of them are no bigger than sewer pipes, but if you went in far enough, theory says
you'd run into a Greeshka, setting back in the dark and pulsing away. The biggest caves are lighted with
torches, like the Great Hall, but that'sjust afrill. It doesn't play any red part in the Union.”

"| take it we're going to one of them?" | said.

Vacarenghi nodded. "Right. | figured you'd want to see what amature Greeshkaislike. It's not
pretty, but it's educationa. So we need lighting.”

Gourlay resumed his narrative then, but | tuned him out. | felt | knew quite enough about the Shkeen
and the Greeshka, and | was till worried about Lyanna. After awhile he wound down, and the rest of
thetrip wasin silence. We covered more ground than we ever had before. Even the Tower—our shining
gted landmark—had been swallowed by the hills behind us.

Theterrain got rougher, rockier, and more overgrown, and the hillsrose higher and wilder. But the
domes went on and on and on, and there were Shkeen everywhere. Lya could be down there. | thought,
lost among those teeming millions. Looking for what? Thinking what?

Findly welanded, in awooded valey between two massive, rock-studded hills. Even here there
were Shkeen, the red-brick domes rising from the undergrowth among the stubby trees. | had no trouble
spotting the cave. It was halfway up one of the dopes, adark yawn in the rock face, with adusty road
winding uptoit.

We st down in the valey and climbed that road. Gourlay ate up the distance with long, gawky
grides, while Vacarenghi moved with an easy, untiring grace, and the policeman plodded on stolidly. |
wasthe straggler. | dragged myself up, and | was half-winded by the time we got to the cave mouith.

If I'd expected cave paintings, or an atar, or some kind of nature temple, | was sadly disappointed. It
was an ordinary cave, with damp stonewalls and low ceilings and cold, wet air. Cooler than most of
Shkea, and less dusty, but that was about it. There was one long, winding passage through the rock,
wide enough for the four of usto walk abreast yet low enough so Gourlay had to stoop. Torcheswere



set dong thewals at regular intervals, but only every fourth one or so waslit. They burned with an oily
smoke that seemed to cling to the top of the cave and drift down into the depths before us. | wondered
what was sucking it in.

After about ten minutes of walking, most of it down abarely perceptibleincline, the passage led us
out into ahigh, brightly lit room, with avaulting stone roof that was stained sooty by torch smoke. Inthe
room, the Greeshka.

Its color was adull brownish red, like old blood, not the bright near-trand ucent crimson of the smdll
creatures that clung to the skulls of the Joined. There were spots of black, too, like burns or soot stains
on the vasty body. | could barely seethe far side of the cave; the Greeshka was too huge, it towered
above us s0 that there was only athin crack between it and the roof. But it doped down abruptly halfway
across the chamber, like animmensejelied hill, and ended agood twenty feet from where we stood.
Between us and the great bulk of the Greeshkawas aforest of hanging, dangling red strands, aliving
cobweb of Greeshka tissue that came almost to our faces.

And it pulsed. Asone organism. Even the strands kept time, widening and then contracting again,
moving to aslent beat that was one with the great Greeshka behind them.

My stomach churned, but my companions seemed unmoved. They'd seen this before. "Come,"
Vacarenghi said, switching on aflashlight held brought to augment the torchlight. Thelight, twisting
around the pulsing web, gave theilluson of some weird haunted forest. Vd carenghi stepped into that
foregt. Lightly. Swinging the light and brushing asde the Greeshka

Gourlay followed him, but | recoiled. Vacarenghi looked back and smiled. "Don't worry," he said.
"The Greeshka takes hoursto attach itself, and it's easily removed. It won't grab you if you sumble
agang it

| screwed up my courage, reached out, and touched one of theliving strands. It was soft and wet,
and therewasadimy fed toit. But that was dll. It broke easily enough. | walked through it, reaching
before me and bending and breaking the web to clear my path. The policeman waked slently behind me.

Then we stood on the far Side of the web, at the foot of the great Greeshka. Va carenghi studied it
for asecond, then pointed with hisflashlight. "Look," hesaid. "Find Union."

| looked. His beam had thrown apool of light around one of the dark spots, a blemish on the reddish
hulk. I looked closer. There was ahead in the blemish. Centered in the dark spot, with just the face
showing, and even that covered by athin reddish film. But the features were unmistakable. An elderly
Shkeen, wrinkled and big-eyed, his eyes closed now. But smiling. Smiling.

| moved closer. A little lower and to the right, afew fingertips hung out of the mass. But that was all.
Most of the body was already gone, sunken into the Greeshka, dissolved or dissolving. The old Shkeen
was dead, and the parasite was digesting his corpse.

"Every one of the dark spotsisarecent Union," Vacarenghi was saying, moving hislight around like
apointer. "The spotsfade in time, of course. The Greeshkais growing steadily. In another hundred years
it will fill thischamber, and start up the passageway.”

Then there was arustle of movement behind us. | looked back. Someone & se was coming through
the web.

She reached us soon, and smiled. A Shkeen woman, old, naked, breasts hanging past her wai<t.
Joined, of course. Her Greeshka covered most of her head and hung lower than her breasts. It was il
bright and trand ucent from itstime in the sun. Y ou could see through it, to where it was egting the skin of f
her back.

"A candidate for Find Union,” Gourlay said.

"Thisisapopular cave," Vacarenghi added in alow, sardonic voice.

The woman did not speak to us, nor we to her. Smiling, she walked past us. And lay down on the
Greeshka

Thelittle Greeshka, the one that rode her back, seemed almost to dissolve on contact, melting away
into the great cave creature, so the Shkeen woman and the great Greeshka were joined as one. After
that, nothing. Shejust closed her eyes, and lay peacefully, seemingly adeep.

"What's happening?' | asked.



"Union," said Vacarenghi. "It be an hour before you'd notice anything, but the Greeshkais closing
over her even now, swalowing her. A responseto her body hest, I'mtold. In aday shelll beburied iniit.
Intwo, like him—" Theflash found the half-dissolved face above us.

"Can you read her?' Gourlay suggested. "Maybe that'd tell us something.”

"All right,” | said, repelled but curious. | opened mysdf. And the mindstorm hit.

But it'swrong to cal it amindstorm. It was immense and awesome and intense, searing and blinding
and choking. But it was peaceful too, and gentle with agentleness that was more violent than human hate.
It shrieked soft shrieks and siren calls and pulled at me seductively, and it washed over mein crimson
waves of passion, and drew metoit. It filled me and emptied me al a once. And | heard the bells
somewhere, clanging a harsh bronze song, a song of love and surrender and togetherness, of joining and
union and never being done.

Storm, mindstorm, yes, it wasthat. But it was to an ordinary mindstorm as asupernovaisto a
hurricane, and its violence was the violence of love. It loved me, that mindstorm, and it wanted me, and
itsbells called to me, and sang itslove, and | reached to it and touched, wanting to be with it, wanting to
link, wanting never to be alone again. And suddenly | was on the crest of agreat wave once again, a
wave of firethat washed across the stars forever, and thistime | knew the wave would never end, this
time | would not be aone afterwards upon my darkling plain.

But with that phrase | thought of Lya

And suddenly | was struggling, fighting it, battling back against the sea of sucking love. | ran, ran,
ran, RAN ... and closed my minddoor and hammered shut the latch and | et the storm flail and howl
againg it while| held it with all my strength, ressting. Y et the door began to buckle and crack.

| screamed. The door smashed open, and the storm whipped in and clutched a me, whirled me out
and around and around. | sailed up to the cold stars but they were cold no longer, and | grew bigger and
bigger until I was the stars and they were me, and | was Union, and for asingle solitary glittering instant |
wasthe universe.

Then nothing.

| woke up back in my room, with aheadache that was trying to tear my skull apart. Gourlay was
gtting oh achair reading one of our books. He looked up when | groaned.

Lya's headache pillswere still on the bedstand. | took one hastily, then struggled to sit up in bed.

"Youdl right?' Gourlay asked.

"Headache," | said, rubbing my forehead. It throbbed, asif it was about to burst. Worse than the
time I'd peered into Lyas pain. "What happened?’

He stood up. "Y ou scared the hell out of us. After you began to read, al of a sudden you started
trembling. Then you walked right into the goddamn Greeshka. And you screamed. Dino and the sergeant
had to drag you out. Y ou were stepping right in the thing, and it was up to your knees. Twitching, too.
Weird. Dino hit you, knocked you out."

He shook his heed, started for the door. "Where are you going?' | said.

"Todeep,” hesaid. "Y ou've been out for eight hours or so. Dino asked meto watch you till you
cameto. OK, you cameto. Now get somerest, and | will too. Well talk about it tomorrow."

"l want to talk about it now."

"It'slate," he said, as he closed the bedroom door. | listened to his footsteps on the way out. And I'm
sure| heard the outer door lock. Somebody was clearly afraid of Taentswho stedl away into the night. |
wasn't going anywhere.

| got up and went out for adrink. Therewas Vetaar chilling. | put away acouple of glasses quick,
and ate alight snack. The headache began to fade. Then | went back to the bedroom, turned off the light
and cleared the glass, so the starswould al shine through. Then back to deep.

But | didn't deep, not right away. Too much had happened. | had to think about it. The headache
firgt, the incredible headache that ripped at my skull. Like Lya's. But Lya hadn't been through what | had.
Or had she? Lyawas amgor Taent, much more senstive than | was, with agreater range. Could that
mindstorm have reached this far, over milesand miles? Late a night, when humans and Shkeen were



deegping and their thoughts dim? Maybe. And maybe my half-remembered dreams were pale reflections
of whatever she had felt the same nights. But my dreams had been pleasant. It was waking that bothered
me, waking and not remembering.

But again, had | had this headache when | dept? Or when | woke?

Wheat the hell had happened? What was that thing, that reached me there in the cave, and pulled me
toit? The Greeshka? It had to be. | hadn't even time to focus on the Shkeen woman, it had to be the
Greeshka. But Lyanna had said that Greeshka had no minds, not even ayes-I-live...

It al swirled around me, questions on questions on questions, and | had no answers. | began to think
of Lyathen, to wonder where she was and why sheld left me. Was thiswhat she had been going
through? Why hadn't | understood? | missed her then. | needed her beside me, and she wasn't there. |
was alone, and very aware of it.

| dept.

Long darkness then, but finaly adream, and findly | remembered. | was back on the plain again, the
infinite darkling plain with its starless sky and black shapesin the distance, the plain Lya had spoken of so
often. It wasfrom one of her favorite poems. | was aone, forever done, and | knew it. That wasthe
nature of things. | wasthe only redlity in the universe, and | was cold and hungry and frightened, and the
shapes were moving toward me, inhuman and inexorable. And there was no oneto cal to, no oneto turn
to, no oneto hear my cries. There never had been anyone. There never would be anyone.

Then Lyacameto me.

She floated down from the Starless sky, pae and thin and fragile, and stood beside me on the plain.
She brushed her hair back with her hand, and looked at me with glowing wide eyes, and smiled. And |
knew it was no dream. She was with me, somehow. We talked.

Hi, Robb.

Lya?Hi, Lya Whereare you? Y ou left me.

I'msorry. | had to. You understand, Robb. You haveto. | didn't want to be here anymore, ever,
in this place, this awful place. I would have been, Robb. Men are always here, but for brief
moments.

A touch and avoice?

Yes, Robb. Then darkness again, and a silence. And the darkling plain.

Y ou're mixing two poems, Lya. But it's OK. Y ou know them better than | do. But aren't you leaving
out something? The earlier part. "Ah love, let usbetrue..."”

Oh, Robb.

Where areyou?

I'm—everywhere. But mostly in a cave. | was ready, Robb. | was already more open than the
rest. | could skip the Gathering, and the Joining. My Talent made me used to sharing. It took me.

Find Union?

Yes

Oh, Lya

Robb. Please. Join us, join me. It's happiness, you know? Forever and forever, and belonging
and sharing and being together. I'min love, Robb, I'min love with a billion billion people, and |
know all of them better than | ever knew you, and they know me, all of me, and they love me. And
it will last forever. Me. Us. The Union. I'm still me, but I'm them too, you see? And they're me. The
Joined, the reading, opened me, and the Union called to me every night, because it loved me, you
see? Oh, Robb, join us, join us. | love you.

The Union. The Greeshka, you mean. | loveyou, Lya. Please come back. It can't have absorbed you
dready. Tdl mewhereyou are. I'll cometo you.

Yes, come to me. Come anywhere, Robb. The Greeshka is all one, the caves all connect under
the hills, the little Greeshka are all part of the Union. Come to me and join me. Love me as you
said you did. Join me. You're so far away, | can hardly reach you, even with the Union. Come and
be one with us.

No. | will not be eaten. Please, Lya, tell mewhereyou are.



Poor Robb. Don't worry, love. The body isn't important. The Greeshka needsit for
nourishment, and we need the Greeshka. But, oh Robb, the Union isn't just the Greeshka, you
see? The Greeshka isn't important, it doesn't even have a mind, it's just the link, the medium, the
Union isthe Shkeen. A million billion billion Shkeen, all the Shkeen that have lived and Joined in
fourteen thousand years, all together and loving and belonging, immortal. It's beautiful, Robb, it's
mor e than we had, much more, and we were the lucky ones, remember? We were! But thisis
better.

Lya My Lya | loved you. Thisisn't for you, thisisn't for humans. Come back to me.

Thisisn't for humans? Oh, it 1S It's what humans have always been looking for, searching for,
crying for on lonely nights. It's love, Robb, real love, and human loveis only a pale imitation. You
See?

No.

Come, Robb. Join. Or you'll be alone forever, alone on the plain, with only a voice and a touch
to keep you going. And in the end when your body dies, you won't even have that. Just an eternity
of empty blackness. The plain, Robb, forever and ever. And | won't be able to reach you, not ever.
But it doesn't have to be...

No.

Oh, Rabb. I'mfading. Please come.

No. Lya, don't go. | loveyou, Lya Don't leave me.

| love you, Robb. | did. | really did. . .

And then shewas gone. | was alone on the plain again. A wind was blowing from somewhere, and it
whipped her fading words away from me, out into the cold vastness of infinity.

In the cheerless morning, the outer door was unlocked. | ascended the tower and found Val carenghi
donein hisoffice. "Do you believein God?' | asked him.

Helooked up, smiled. "Sure." Said lightly. | was reading him. It was a subject hed never thought
about.

"l don't,” | said. "Neither did Lya. Most Tdents are atheists, you know. There was an experiment
tried back on Old Earth fifty years ago. It was organized by amagor Taent named Linnel, who was also
devoutly religious. He thought that by using drugs, and linking together the minds of the world's most
potent Talents, he could reach something he called the Universa Y es-I-Live. Also known as God. The
experiment wasadismd failure, but something happened. Linnd went mad, and the others came avay
with only avision of avadt, dark, uncaring nothingness, avoid without reason or form or meaning. Other
Tdents have felt the same way, and Normals too. Centuries ago there was a poet named Arnold, who
wrote of adarkling plain. The poem'sin one of the old languages, but it'sworth reading. It shows—fear,
| think. Something basic in man, some dread of being alone in the cosmos. Maybe it'sjust fear of death,
maybeit'smore. | don't know. But it's primal. All men areforever alone, but they don't want to be.
They're ways searching, trying to make contact, trying to reach others across the void. Some people
never succeed, some break through occasiondly. Lyaand | were lucky. But it's never permanent. In the
end you're alone again, back on the darkling plain. Y ou see, Dino? Do you see?'

He smiled an amused little smile. Not derisive—that waan't his style—just surprised and disbdieving.
"No," hesaid.

"Look again, then. Always people are reaching for something, for someone, searching. Talk, Taent,
love, sex, it'sdl part of the same thing, the same search. And gods, too. Man invents gods because he's
afraid of being done, scared of an empty universe, scared of the darkling plain. That'swhy your men are
converting, Dino, that'swhy people are going over. They've found God, or as much of aGod asthey're
ever likely to find. The Union isamass-mind, an immortal mass-mind, many in one, dl love. The Shkeen
don't die, dammit. No wonder they don't have the concept of an afterlife. They know there's a God.
Maybeit didn't create the universe, but it'slove, pure love, and they say that God islove, don't they? Or
maybe what we call loveisatiny piece of God. | don't care, whatever it is, the Unionisit. The end of the
search for the Shkeen, and for Man too. Were dike after al, we're so dlikeit hurts.”



Vacarenghi gave his exaggerated sigh. "Robb, you're overwrought. Y ou sound like one of the
Joined."

"Maybethat'sjust what | should be. Lyais. She's part of the Union now."

He blinked. "How do you know that?

"She cameto melast night in adream.”

"Oh. A dream.”

"It was true, dammit. It'sadl true.”

Vacarenghi stood, and smiled. "I believeyou," hesaid. "That is, | believe that the Greeshkausesa
psi-lure, alovelureif you will, to draw inits prey, something o powerful that it convinces men—even
you—that it's God. Dangerous, of course. I'll have to think about this before taking action. We could
guard the cavesto keep humans out, but there are too many caves. And sedling off the Greeshka
wouldn't help our relations with the Shkeen. But now it's my problem. Y ou've done your job."

| waited until hewasthrough. "Y ourewrong, Dino. Thisisred, notrick, noilluson. | felt it, and Lya
too. The Greeshka hasn't even ayes--live, let done apsi-lure strong enough to bring in Shkeen and
men.

"Y ou expect meto believe that God isan anima who livesin the caves of Shkea?'

"y es"

"Robb, that's absurd, and you know it. Y ou think the Shkeen have found the answer to the mysteries
of creation. But look at them. The oldest civilized race in known space, but they've been stuck in the
Bronze Age for fourteen thousand years. We came to them. Where are their spaceships? Where are
their towers?'

"Whereare our bells?' | said. "And our joy? They're happy, Dino. Are we? Maybe they've found
what we're il looking for. Why the hell is man so driven, anyway? Why is he out to conquer the galaxy,
the universe, whatever? Looking for God, maybe...? Maybe. He can't find him anywhere, though, so on
he goes, on and on, dwayslooking. But dways back to the same darkling plainin the end.”

"Compare the accomplishments. I'll take humanity's record.”

"Isit worth it?"

"I think s0." He went to the window, and looked out. "Weve got the only Tower on their world,” he
sad, smiling, as helooked down through the clouds.

"They've got theonly God in our universe,” | told him. But he only smiled.

"All right, Robb," he said, when hefindly turned from the window. "I'll keep al thisin mind. And well
find Lyannafor you."

My voice softened. "Lyaislog,” | said. "1 know that now. | will betoo, if | wait. I'm leaving tonight.
I'll book passage on thefirst ship out to Badur."

He nodded. "If you like. I'll have your money ready.” He grinned. "And well send Lya after you,
when wefind her. | imagine shell bealittle miffed, but that's your worry."

| didn't answer. Instead | shrugged, and headed for the tube. | was dmost there when he stopped
me

"Wait," he said. "How about dinner tonight? Y ou've done agood job for us. We're having afarewdll
party anyway, Laurie and me. She'sleaving too."

"I'm sorry,” | said.

Histurn to shrug. "What for? Laurie's abeautiful person, and I'll miss her. But it's no tragedy. There
are other beautiful people. I think she was getting restlesswith Shkea, anyway."

I'd dmogt forgotten my Taent, in my heat and the pain of my loss. | remembered it now. | read him.
There was no sorrow, no pain, just avague disappointment. And below that, hiswal. Alwaysthewall,
keeping him gpart, this man who was afirst-name friend to everyone and an intimate to none. And on it,
it wasamogt of if therewereasign that read, THISFAR YOU GO, AND NO FARTHER.

"Comeup," hesaid. "It should befun." | nodded.



| asked mysdlf, when my ship lifted off, why | wasleaving.

Maybe to return home. We have ahouse on Badur, away from the cities, on one of the undevel oped
continents with only wildernessfor aneighbor. It stands on a cliff, above ahigh waterfal that tumbles
endlesdy down into a shaded green pool. Lyaand | swam there often, in the sunlit days between
assgnments. And afterwards we'd lie down nude in the shade of the orangespice trees, and make love on
acarpet of Slver moss. Maybe I'm returning to that. But it won't be the same without Lya, lost Lya. ..

Lyawhom | could still have. Whom | could have now. It would be easy, so easy. A dow gtrall into a
darkened cave, ashort deegp. Then Lyawith mefor eternity, in me, sharing me, being me, and | her.
Loving and knowing more of each other than men can ever do. Union and joy, and no darkness again,
ever. God. If | believed that, what | told Vacarenghi, then why did | tell Lyano?

Maybe because I'm not sure. Maybe | still hope, for something still greeter and more loving than the
Union, for the God they told me of so long ago. Maybe I'm taking arisk, because part of me till
believes. But if I'mwrong... then the darkness, and the plain...

But maybeit's something ese, something | saw in Vacarenghi, something that made me doubt what |
had said. For man is more than Shkeen, somehow; there are men like Dino and Gourlay aswel asLya
and Gustaffson, men who fear love and Union as much asthey craveit. A dichotomy, then. Man hastwo
prima urges, and the Shkeen only one? If s, perhaps there is ahuman answer, to reach and join and not
be done, and yet to till be men.

| do not envy Vdcarenghi. He cries behind hiswall, | think, and no one knows, not even he. And no
onewill ever know, and in the end helll dways be aonein smiling pain. No, | do not envy Dino.

Y et thereis something of himin me, Lya, aswell asmuch of you. And that iswhy | ran, though |
loved you.

Laurie Blackburn was on the ship with me. | ate with her after liftoff, and we spent the evening talking
over wine. Not a happy conversation, maybe, but a human one. Both of us needed someone, and we
reached out.

Afterwards, | took her back to my cabin, and made loveto her asfiercely as| could. Then, the
darkness softened, we held each other and talked away the night.



