Quofum
A Nove of the Commonwedth

Alan Dean Foster

BALLANTINE BOOKSNEW YORK

For Todd Lockwood,
who did this beautiful cover

PROLOGUE

It was easy to bdieve that Quofum did not exist because most of thetimeit didn’t. Lying dong the inner
edge of the Orion Arm and outside the boundaries of the Commonwedlth, the rest of the system as
apprised by the exploration robot seemed norma enough. The G-type sun burned dightly hotter than Sol
but was otherwise unremarkable. It was orbited by half a dozen proper planets: two outer gas giants,
ornamented by the usua regalia of variegated moons, and four inner rocky spheres. While dl of the latter
clung to atmospheres of varying density and composition, none supported life more complex than
elementary bacteria. There were also a couple of asteroid belts and attendant clouds of comets.

And then there was Quofum.

It was not there when the robot first arrived. 1ts abrupt, unexpected appearance put astrain not only on
the probe’ s scientific instruments but on the logic circuits of itsrudimentary Al. Though it wasarare
occurrence, even amachine intelligence could be startled. The sudden materidization of an entirely new
and previoudy unobserved planet in the spatia interstice between worlds two and three was an event of
sufficient magnitude and lack of precedence to unsettle even the most efficiently designed artificid

intelligence.

Confronted with an gpparent impossibility, and avery sizable one at that, the probe’ sfirst response was
to backscan its accumulated data. 1t did this severa times before concluding that the new observation
was not a consequence of some prior insrumental malfunction. All preceding observationswere
incontestable. Subsequent to itsarrival within the present system its instruments had observed and made
recordings of six planets, twenty-two moons, two asteroid belts, and assorted free-ranging comets,
meteors, and other characteristic planetary system debris. It had manifestly not overlooked an entire
world some twelve percent greeter in diameter than Earth.

While thisrather massive contradiction was distressing, it did not prevent the probe from continuing its



work. Resigning itsdlf to leaving the conundrum to be resolved at some future dete, it set about following
up on its most recent discovery. It promptly set acourse for the new world, assigning it anumber
according to built-in internal protocols, and embarked upon the usud round of standardized
observations. Likeits brethren, the previoudy unobserved planet had an atmosphere. Unlike them, this
conssted of nitrogen and oxygen in acombination sufficient to support terrestria-type life. The presence
of an unusud variety of largely inert gases was duly noted without comment—the probe’ stask wasto
observe and record, not evaluate.

There were pink skies. Beneath the pink skies, puddled oceans composed of liquid water, noble
sats—and approximately nine percent alcohol. Landmasses gave clear evidence of supporting life,
though the probe did not linger long enough or descend low enough to document specific examples. It
did note the important fact that there were no sgns of higher intelligence.

Having fulfilled its programming for the present system the probe prepared to ectivate itsintegrated
KK-drive and move on through space-plusto the next on itslist of designated systemsto be explored.
Therewerealot of uncharted, unstudied, un-recorded systems on the fringes of the ever-expanding
Commonwedlth. The larger the Commonwealth became, the more far-reaching its borders. Survey
probes were expendve and the time they could spend studying individud systemswas therefore limited.
If no sentient life was found, they were programmed to fill a prescribed portion of their data banks and
move orn—no matter how unusud a particular world or syslem might initialy appear.

Asthe probe was accelerating toward changeover, rearward-facing instruments duly recorded one last
interesting fact about the third planet of the new system. It had disappeared again—vanished asif it had
never been. But it had been. The probe' s records were proof of that.

The robot did not attempt to put forth an explanation for the phenomenon. It merely recorded the
relevant data. Like the rest of the facts and figuresit had accumulated, thiswould be reviewed,
discussed, and analyzed by the scientists who built and serviced theflotilla of deep-space probes.
Eventudly they might decide to do something about it.

It took yearsfor the probeto fill its storage facilities to capacity and findly head homeward. The datait
had acquired on the world that one bemused researcher promptly dubbed Quofum wasinitialy presumed
to be a consequence of equipment failure. When this was found not to be the case, agood bit of agitated
discussion ensued. Some shouting transpired among anumber of celebrated and knowledgesble
individuals more accustomed to quiet, if often energetic, dialogue. There was spirited debate about
throwing good money after what many felt must be evident nonsense.

In the end it was decided that the ramifications posed by the probe' s data concerning this particular new
world were worthy of amuch closer and more detailed look, if only to determine firsthand their validity.
A compromise was reached. Funding for afollow-up hands-on expedition was authorized, but at the
bottom end of the customary survey scae. If Quofum did indeed exist and was found to be worthy of a
full-scale study, that could and would be sanctioned to follow in due course. Therewas only one
problem. The approved expedition could not set course for aworld that long-range scrutiny insisted was
not present. The system in question was therefore subject to continuous monitoring.

When Quofum unexpectedly did resppesr, or at least when observation seemed to coincide with the
historicd record, things moved quickly.
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Like everyone else on the Dampier, Tellenberg was a volunteer and apolymath. With afull crew of only
half a dozen there was no room on the low-budget expedition for specidists. At least among the scientific
complement, everyone had been chosen for their ability to do work in severa disciplines. Tellenberg
hoped he would have the opportunity to exercise dl of his consderable range of knowledge. Likethe
others, his greatest fear had been that they would emerge from space-plusto find that the world they
were charged with surveying and exploring was nothing more than amyth.

If it accomplished nothing e se, the mission had aready put that particular worry to rest.

Quofum wasthere, athickly cloud-swathed world situated between the orbits of the system’ s second
and third planets, exactly where the much earlier robot probe had predicted. Asthe Dampier
decdlerated toward its destination, he hurried forward to catch afirst glimpse of the new world through
the sweeping port that dominated the bridge. Screensin his cabin and the lab could have provided much
more detailed representations. But experiencing anew world in the form of a projection as opposed to
viewing it in vivo was not the same thing. In this manner Tellenberg had previoudy been privileged to
experiencefirst contact with two newly discovered planets. Quofum would be histhird and, if the
preliminary survey turned out to be valid, the most unusud.

An unusua world fit for an unusua researcher. Twenty years ago Esra Tellenberg had suffered the loss of
both arms and both legsin alaboratory accident. Only the telltale darkening of his skin below the
shoulders and the knees marked him as amultiple regenerate. From research devoted to studying
echinoderms skilled gengineers and doctors had long ago learned how to manipulate genesto induce
severely damaged human beingsto regrow lost limbs. A far better and more naturd option than
mechanical prosthetics, these bioengineered replacements were indistinguishable from the appendages
they replaced—except for one unanticipated difference. No matter how hard the cosmetic biologists
worked at solving the problem, they dways had adifficult time matching melanin.

Tellenberg' s own body had regrown hisarms and legs, but from shoulder and knee down hisflesh was
noticesbly darker. Body makeup would have rendered hues the same. Being a scientist and not afashion
model, he disdained their use. Thus clearly and unashamedly colored as aregenerate, it wasto be
expected that he would be nicknamed “ starfish.” He wore the label amiably, and with pride.

Hewasthelast to arrive on the bridge. With afull complement of six, it was not crowded. Though its
intengity and size had been greetly diminished by changeover and the drop back into normal space, the
luminous violet of the posigravity field projected by the ship’s KK-drive till dominated the view ahead.
Asthe Dampier continued to decelerate, the fidd’ s strength steadily moderated, reveding the rest of the
view forward and dlowing them afirst glimpse of their destination.

“Pretty substantial-looking. Not like something that would go popping in and out of existence.”

While he was amagter of multiple skillswho could lay claim to severd specidized credentids, Salvador
Arazasmply preferred to be called amaintenance tech. Aswell asaway of showing deference toward
those from whom he had learned, it was a so an honest expression of modesty. Tdl, dender, and as dark
as Tellenberg’ sregenerated forearms, he tended to keep to himself. So much so that the xenologist was
surprised to hear the expedition’ s jack-of-all-trades venture an unsolicited opinion. More expressve
even than hisface, Araza shandswere by far hismost notable feature. Tellenberg had seen them loop
aloy hehimsdf could not even bend, and in the next moment exhibit the skill of a surgeon whileredigning
components under atechnician’s magnifying scope.



Arazawas standing just behind Boylan. In the case of the Dampier, the captain was the crew.
Appointed though hewas, he was till dmost afigurehead. Interstellar KK-drive vessas essentidly flew
themsdlves, their interna operations and requisite cal culations being far too byzantine for mere human
minds to manage. Still, on any expedition someone had to bein charge, if only nomindly. That
respongbility fell to the gruff-voiced Nicholai Boylan. With hisflaring black beard, deep-set eyes, stocky
build, and an occasionally distressing lack of persona hygiene, he struck Tellenberg as an eventua
candidate for brain aswell as body regeneration.

Contrastingly, the stunted and Neanderthd -looking captain was quite an accomplished amateur
microbiologi<.

Mosdastrom N’ kos (everybody caled him Maos) stood as close to the port as the sweeping instrument
consolewould alow. He al'so hovered as near as he dared to hisfellow xenologist Tiare Hawviti.
Telenberg didn’t blame him. When opportunity allowed, he endeavored to do the same. It was dways a
delicate dance when single men and women were compelled to share the limited, enclosed space on
board asmdl interstdllar vessel. Given the uncertain and potentialy risky nature of their destination, it was
an gpplication requirement that every potential crew member be unattached. All being mature adults,
everyone knew their limits. When afelow researcher was as dluring as Haviti, however, time tended to
produce an accelerated compression of those limits. Aware of her unavoidable attractiveness and as
adult and worldly as her male colleagues, she knew how to handle the inevitable attention. Proximity was
tolerated: indeed, within the limited space on the ship that was dlotted to living quartersit was
inescapable. But that wasdll.

Haviti, Tellenberg found himsdf reflecting, was not unlike plutonium. Though potentialy dangerousit was
also heavily shidded. With care, one could get quite close. Actud contact, however, might prove
physicaly injurious. Having previoudy lost and subsequently been obliged to regrow four mgjor
appendages, he had no intention of risking any others. There was dso the daunting and very red
possbility that she was smarter than any of them. Wielded by the right tongue, lips, and larynx, aword
could be as damaging as awhack.

Of the five males on board, shelet only Vanadireb get physicaly closeto her. Thisintimacy occasioned
no jealousy among Tellenberg and his colleagues. Not because Vanadireb was anything other than a
virileadult maein hisphysicd prime, but because their fellow xenologist was thranx. Though intelectudly
smpatico, Vanadireb and Haviti were as biologicaly incompatible as a chimp and amartis, the latter
being the Terran speciesto whom his kind’ s appearance was most often compared. A bit over ameter
tall when standing on all four trulegs and the front set of foothands, rising to ameter and ahaf when
gtanding on trulegs aone and utilizing both foothands and truhands for purposes of digital manipulation,
the insectoid Vanadireb completed the ship’s complement. Like the rest of the ship, the air on the bridge
was permesated by the delicate perfume that was the natura body odor of his species.

Surrounded by colorful hovering projections both statistical and representative, abusy Boylan grunted a
response to Araza s observation.

“It' sthere, dright. Every reading, sheis coming back norma. Iron core, stony outer shell, bresthable
atmosphere, tolerable gravity. Lots of liquid water she hasin her oceans. All norma.” For aningtant his
crusty demeanor gave way to atwinkle in both eye and voice. “ Except for that remarkable a cohol
content in the seas”

“Nine percent,” Mod reiterated unnecessarily. Unnecessarily because each of them had committed to



memory every known fact about their objective since long before their departure from Earth.

“Maybe the place was originaly discovered by awandering race of long-lost master didtillers,” a
deadpan Haviti commented. Though not unanticipated, the joke still generated afew chuckles on the
bridge.

Telenberg shared the captain’ s phlegmaticism. Gazing at the dowly rotating image of the solid globe
floating before them, it was next to impossible to imagine something so large and substantial suddenly not
being there. Hetried to imagine it winking out of existence in the blink of an eye. To further the metaphor,
he blinked. When he opened his eyes again, Quofum was il there.

Instrumentation mafunction, he told himsdlf confidently. There was no question about it, could be no
other explanation. All down the line that had been focused on thisworld, there had occurred asuccession
of ingrumenta mafunctions. As Boylan methodicaly recited doud one hard, cold, incontrovertible
reading after another, Tellenberg felt increasingly confident he would be able to set his regenerated feet
down on the target planet’ s surface without having to worry about them abruptly passing throughiit.

Having concluded the not-so-inggnificant business of confirming the world' s existence, he was now eager
to exploreits surface to study the profusion of life-formsthat theinitia survey probe had insgsted were
there. It was an anticipation and excitement he knew was shared by his colleagues. Thisbeing such a
small expedition there could well be ample discovery (and subsequent professiona kudos) to go around.

“I' will runafind prep on shuttle one.” As Arazaturned to go Boylan put up ahand to hat him.

“Not so fast, my friend. Y ou know the procedure.” He let his gaze touch on each of those present. “Y ou
al know the procedure.”

The captain’s declaration gave rise to achorus of groans that was more resigned than resentful. Everyone
knew you just didn’t settle into orbit around an entirely new, unexplored world and dash down for a
ramble. First, a prescribed number of observations and measurements would have to be made from

orbit. These would then have to be analyzed and their results gpproved by the ship’s Al, the latter not
being susceptible to complimentary words or physica blandishments by folksin ahurry to set foot on
unfamiliar ground. Boylan would then review the fina breakdown. If gpproved, only then would the
anxious scientists be permitted to crowd into the shuttle with their equipment and their expectations and
alowed to descend to the dien surface.

Though asimpatient as any of his colleagues, Tellenberg understood the need to follow procedure.
Especidly at anew site with as unusua abackground as Quofum. With every orbit, the world below
became more and more familiar to the team and to the ship, less and less potentidly bizarre.

With the exception of its unusual potent oceans and pink-tinged atmosphere, they saw nothing from orbit
to mark the globe as anything out of the ordinary. Viewed from high above, it boasted nothing as
dramatic asthe frozen seas of Tran-ky-ky or the endless metropolitan hive that was the thranx world of
Amropolous, both of which Tellenberg had visited. There were mountains and valleys, rivers and deserts,
idands and peninsulas, volcanoes and icecaps. A dightly larger pink-tinged Earth. Hopefully the floraand
faunawould offer abit more excitement than anything they were able to discern from orbit.

A week later the dways reluctant, ever-circumspect Boylan grudgingly allowed as how it might finaly be
safe to go down and have alook around.



Anxious as the scientists were to commence their research, everyone knew that the first order of business
was to choose an amenable location and establish abase camp. Lively argument ensued over whether to
do thison the edge of a desert, mountain, riverine, or oceanic zone. Using his vote, Boylan sttled the
matter by opting for atemperate zone set-down where a sizable river running through native forest
entered ashalow seg, aphysica location that hopefully addressed as many requests as possible at the
sametime. Not asingle member of the expedition’ s scientific team was entirdly pleased with this choice,
which showed that the captain had made the correct one.

Even though al the essentia equipment was prefabricated and compacted, it took severd round-tripsin
the shuttleto convey dl of it safdly to the surface. Arriving in amuch larger vessel than the Dampier, a
normal-sized expedition would have been equipped with aproper cargo shuttle. Still, the team managed.
Only when thelast tool, thelast wall pandl, the last section of roofing and sdlf-routing sealant had been
landed according to regulations, did Boylan give the go-ahead for construction to begin.

It was hard. Not because thetrio of largely self-erecting buildings proved difficult to put up, but because
as soon asthey set foot on Quofum, every one of the scientists was overwhelmed by theincredible
fecundity of their surroundings. It took an effort of will on the part of every member of the crew in
addition to continuous cgjoling by an exasperated Boylan to get them to attend to the business of putting
together aplace to deep, eat, and work. Everyone wanted to explore the dien forest or the alien beach
or thedienriver.

Therewaslife everywhere. Mos N'kos, who thought he had been on bountiful worlds, avowed as how
he had never seen anything like their new planetfdl. Haviti was visbly overcome by both the
opportunities that surrounded them as they worked to erect the camp and by its beauty. Being thranx,
Vanadireb had never lived on worlds that were anything other than tropical in nature, but even he had to
confessthat for sheer richness of biota Quofum surpassed any place up to and including the incredibly
lush thranx mother world of Hivehom. For its part, what the researchersinitialy took to be the more
advanced native life-forms appeared asinterested in the new arrivas asthey did in them.

It took less than aweek to set up the tripartite portable facility: living quartersin one extended rectangular
sructure, 1ab in another, equipment and gear storage in the third—all laid out like the spokes of an
incomplete wheel around the domed main entranceway and biolock. Each successive day they spent on
Quofum without succumbing to loca bacteria or other infectious microbiota, the less necessary the formal
double entrance became. Still, no one suggested doing away with the additional security. Just because
they had not yet encountered any hogtile life-forms did not mean they did not exist. As experienced
xenologigts, they knew better.

They dso knew that since there were only four of them in addition to Boylan and Araza, it was necessary
to stay and work closdly together until they had afar better conception of their surroundings. While
having four researchers go off on four different tangents might proveto beindividudly gratifying and
scientificaly productive, it could aso prove singularly fatal. So for the present they restrained themselves.

At least there were no arguments over what to do with the skimmer. None of the scientists requested its
use. With alifetime of work easily ble within walking distance of the camp, none of the
researchersfelt aneed to make use of thelong-range vehicle.

While Boylan and Araza stayed behind to finalize and set up the remainder of the camp’ sinterna
components, everything from the food processing gear to the research |ab, the energized scientists paired
off. Haviti and VVanadireb chose to focus on the life in and around the river while N’ kos and Tellenberg
€elected to study the trangition zone where forest met the coast.



Appropriately equipped and armed, the two men restrained themsel ves from stopping every meter to
spend an hour collecting samples of local vegetation. Had they chosen to so indulge themselves, they
could have spent weeks without passing beyond view of the camp. This exploratory conservatism would
have pleased the ever-cautious Boylan, but not so the sponsors of the expedition. So both men hiked a
graight line through the foliage to the beach, resolutely resisting the urge to stop and take samples of
blue-orange blossoms and e egantly coiled growths whose trunks glistened like pale green plastic beneath
acloud-scrimmed sun.

It did not take them long to reach the shore of the alien ocean. In the absence of amoon, there was
hardly any wave action. To theaarm of his shorter companion N'kos, the very firgt thing Tellenberg did
was wade into the shalows, dip asampling tube, and instead of sedling it and replacingitin his
backpack, take an experimenta sip of the liquid he had bottled. 1t was bad science. Still, the host of
expressionsthat played across Tellenberg’ s face showed that at least one portion of theinitial survey
probe’ sreport had been right on the mark.

“Nine percent seems about right.” Tellenberg grinned at his concerned colleague. “1 expect you could get
good and proper drunk on it. But you' d haveto like your drinks with agood dose of sdt.” Wading back
to the beach, the lower third of hisfield pants drying rapidly, he extended the tube toward his partner.

Raising ahand, N'kos demurred. “No thanks. If you don’t mind, I’ [l wait until we've had a chanceto
andyzethe contents. Seeif it contains anything interesting besides acohol. Svarms of paragitic dien
foraminifer, for example.”

Telenberg made aface as he dipped the tube into itswaiting receptacle dot. “Y ou' re no fun.”
“Alien parasitesare no fun. Horrible, painful desth isno fun,” N'kos countered.

“Likel sad, you'renofun.” A stirring at thefoot of the dlien growthsthat grew right up to the edge of the
beach drew Tdlenberg’ sattention. “ Are those worms?’ Disagreement immediately forgotten, the two
men climbed the dight dopein the direction of the movement.

Inland, Vanadireb dowed as he and Haviti approached theriver. Though not large or deep, it continued
to flow swiftly out of thefoothillsto the east. Like most of hiskind Vanadireb had an ingtinctive fear of
any water that rose higher than the breathing spiculeslocated on histhorax. Furthermore, lacking the
large expandable air sac/swim bladders their human friends called lungs, aflaling thranx would sink if
immersed over its head. Though some thranx were known to participate in water activities, they were
universally consdered worse than mad by their contemporaries.

So Vanadireb held back while Haviti walked down to theriver and took samples. At her urging and with
her encouragement he edged closer and closer, until he was standing just behind her and to one side.
There hewas ableto assist in storing and catal oguing the water samples she dipped from the shallows.
Theinvoluntary quivering and barely perceptible buzzing of hisvestigid wing caseswasthe only visble
evidence of hisunease. The chitinousthranx, of course, did not swest.

“I know that was difficult for you,” shetold him asthey moved away from the rushing water and back
toward the edge of the forest. While she was perfectly fluent in symbospeech, she did not hesitate to
gpeek in terranglo. Her thranx colleague was equally fluent in both, and certainly more at ease with her
language than she would have been attempting the clicks, whistles, and glotta stops of Low Thranx.



The va entine-shaped head with its golden-banded compound eyes swiveled around almost a hundred
eighty degreesto focus on her as she used both hands to adjust the pack that was dung across his upper
abdomen.

“Water isfor drinking and ablutions” he declared firmly. “1 can never watch humans voluntarily
submerging themsalves without incurring disiressto my digestive system.”

Grinning, she stepped away from him and adjusted her shirt. The air was pleasantly warm: abit cool for a
thranx, perfect for her kind. Abruptly, the grin vanished and she froze.

As sengtiveto flexible human expresson as he wasto the intricate multiple limb and hand movements of
hisown kind, Vanadireb ingtantly dropped atruhand toward the small pistol that resided in histhorax
holster.

“Y ou see something that provokes anxiety. Where?’

Raising one arm, the now wholly serious Haviti pointed. “To theright. Between those two large
red-orange growths.” She stood motionless and staring.

“I havenoideawhat it is” she concluded, “but I do know that it’slooking straight at us.”

2

Even though every part of the camp from the walls to the |aboratory equipment to the furniture was
designed to essentidly erect itself, acertain amount of supervision was still required to ensure that, for
example, the compressed bed erectors were placed in individual roomsinstead of the kitchen area.
Preprogrammed automeatics from the shuttle did the heavy lifting and set everything in place after which
Boylan and Araza activated the self-contained shipping crates. That done, al that was necessary wasfor
them to stand back and ensure that the self-powered ingtalations unfolded smoothly.

It took severd days of steady work with everyone pitching in to set up all three sections of the camp and
get them connected to the domed entrance lock. It waswhilethe first of these was being furnished and
equipped that the captain noticed Arazastaring at him.

“ Something wrong, Salvador?” Stepping back from thefirst of the expandable beds they wereingalling,
Boylan eyed the technician expectantly.

“No, nothing, sir. | was preoccupied, that’sall.”
“Time enough for that later. | want every ingtdlation doneright first time.” He grunted softly. “ Nobody

want their bed collapsing under them in middle of night, or food processor failing to deliver after hard
day’ swork.”

“We are ahead of schedule,” Arazaobserved mildly. The sultry heet of afternoon saw both of them
perspiring heavily.

“That'sway | likeit.” Something in thetech’svoice..."Y ou are maybe needing a bresk?”’



“No, | anfine. | wasjust wondering, that isdl....”
Boylan paused while the bed finished ingtaling itsdlf. “Whatever ison you mind, don't keep it to yousdif.”

Turning, Arazaindicated the rest of the longitudina chamber. By tomorrow it would be properly
sectioned off and the individua living quartersfilled with practica, solid gear aswell asitemsof a
persona nature. At present, except for the bed that was rapidly unfolding and positioning itsdlf, it was an
empty shell filled with sealed containers waiting to be activated.

“Did you ever stop to wonder why the government authorized such asmal expedition?’

Boylan snorted. “ Of course. There was no point in spending lots of money to send abig ship and big
team to a place that might not exist. Based on what we report, | would anticipate afollow-up
investigative team to be much larger.”

Arazanodded thoughtfully. “ Assuming we dl get off heredive”

Boylan' s heavy brows drew together. “We have been here less than day and dready you are
contemplating catastrophe?’

Thetechnician did not look in the captain’ sdirection. “1 just think maybe one reason the Commonwedth
sent such asmall team was so any losseswould be minimized. In the event of an unforeseeable disaster.”

Boylan was not pleased. Thiswas't the kind of talk he wanted to hear from ateam member so soon
after touchdown. “Y ou are maybe having something specific in mind?’

Shouldering an installer whose label declared that it contained a compacted chest of drawers, the tech
looked back at his superior. “While spotty, what records there are of thisworld show it not being here
much of thetime.”

Boylan let out ashort, derisive laugh. “Well, it sure ashdll here now!” Raising hisright leg, he somped
down with enough force to cause the tough integrated flooring to vibrate dightly underfoot. 1t my
persona conclusion after past severa daysworking herethat | don't think it or we have to worry about

disgppearing anywhere soon.”
“Maybe not soon,” aseemingly reluctant Araza muttered.

The other man squinted at the tech. “What was that?’

“Nothing, Sr.” He sat down the ingtaller he was carrying. “Y ou want this storage unit against thewall or
freestanding?’

Boylan shrugged indifferently. “I not an internal decorator. Just activate it. Whoever picksthisroom can
placeit wherever they like.”

Arazacomplied. Boylan might have found the technician’s current expression of more than passing
interest, but the bigger man was presently focused on the task at hand and as a consequence his face was
not vishle.



“What the hell wasthat?’ His attention focused on the tree line, N’ kos took a step backward. Behind
him, Tellenberg looked up from where he had been staring in fascination at something long, soft, and
multitentacled that was undulating itsway through ashalow pool of acohol-infused seawater.

“I don't see anything.” Reluctantly, he abandoned the promising tide pool and walked up the beach to
rgoin his colleague,

N’ kos was standing and staring at theriot of twisted, intertwined growths that formed awall of green,
orange, and russet vegetation above the highest berm. Every square meter of sand was atreasure trove
of smdl, dead dien life-forms. In the absence of strong tides the skeletd flotsam underfoot conssted
largely of what had been cast ashore by storm surge.

“Wel, 1 did.” Checking his gear to ensure that everything wasin place, the other xenologist started
inland. “It waswatching us.”

Telenberg was hestant to follow. “If you did see something and if it was watching us, I'm not sure
pushing into dense unknown forest is the appropriate procedure for preliminary follow-up. We just got
here and we know next to nothing about this place.”

Standing at the trangition zone where sand met soil, N’ kos looked back at him. “ Then here’ san
opportunity to add to our limited store of knowledge in ahurry.” Reaching up to make sure the recorder
clipped over hisright ear was working, he pushed aside alow-hanging branch of what looked like agiant
white rosebush and stepped into the verdure. With ardluctant sigh, Tellenberg moved to catch up.

Waking was easier once they had progressed alittle ways from the beach. Forced to compete for
available sunlight, plant growth diminished, leaving adequate room to step around or between the various
boles. Moist ground revesdled the tracks of whatever it was that had been spying on them.

“See?’ A crouching N'kos pointed out the path: two sets of dasheslike paralld dotted lines. Whatever
cresture had made them walked on avery narrow foot.

Looking down, Tellenberg nodded. “I suppose tracking unknown crestures through wild forest isatalent
you inherited from your ancestors?’

Staring straight ahead, N’ kos straightened. “ All my ancestors have been scientists or teachers, except for
onewho was an inventor of cheap kitchen appliances. At leadt, that’ s how it has beenin my family for the
past several generations. Further back than that, | couldn’t tell you.”

Who could? Tellenberg reflected. Like that of most people, his own personal ancestry waslogt in the
mists of time, buried in the ancient history of the homeworld when humankind had, difficult asit wasto
imagine, been restricted to asingle planet. Hetrailed N’ kos asthe other researcher led the way deeper
into the forest.

Therewas no risk of them becoming lost. Disoriented, yes, but aquick check of their individua
communits would guide them back to the camp. He checked the time. If everything was going according
to plan, Boylan and Arazawould have a |east the life-support basics up and running by the time the two
teams of xenologigts returned from their initid exploratory forays into the surrounding environment.

The fecundity they had detected from orbit was no illusion. In addition to the vigorous plant life, the forest
was dive with aremarkably dynamic fauna Serpentine shapes of varying length, color, and pattern



dithered dong the forest floor or burrowed into itsrich soil. Vertebrates with two, four, Sx, and more
legs scurried away from their gpproach. Such ingtinctive wariness suggested that they were hunted, or at
least harried. Long-armed, tentacled, and sucker-equipped arboreal residents made their way through
the branches, traveling from tree to tree. Splashed with the color of perpetua sunset, the pink sky was
awing with al manner of flying things. Quofumian taxonomy, he reflected as he stepped over an arching
root the color of burnt sennathat was spotted with mauve fungi, could easily be afull-time career.

Not theirs, however. Thiswas a preliminary survey. Ther job wasto observe, record, and wheretime
and gear permitted, collect. Thetask of classification would fall to scientists back home blessed with
more time and better-equipped labs.

The longer they waked the more troubled he became, though he could not identify the source of his
growing unease. Theforest was awonderful place. No xenologist could ask for more varied, exhilarating,
gimulating surroundings. Every minute it seemed asif hiseyesand hisrecorder saw something new and
exciting. Nothing had threatened them. The local life-forms appeared dternately curious and chary of
their presence. It was dmost asif, he reflected, the many and varied crestures had encountered humans
before. Or something like them. Morelikely, he decided, local predation was governed by a set of rules
yet to be reveded. Perhaps the resdent carnivores only hunted at certain times of the day, or according
to species-specific biocycles. So much to see, he mused. So much to learn. A whole new world,
wide-ranging and vad.

He ought to have been quietly ecstatic. Instead, an imperceptible something he could not define
continued to nag at him.

Heforgot about it when N’kos halted abruptly and gestured. Tellenberg did not have to squint to see
what his partner was pointing at. The subject of their search was staring right back at them.

There werefour of the natives. They wore no clothing. Tellenberg was not surprised by their nakedness.
How would you clothe something that looked like a stack of sticks encased in tranducent rubbery jelly?
Attached to aganglion of nerves, what must have been eyesfloated around in the top of the vertical
mounds. The shadows of other internal organs were clearly visible. Where the base of each mound had
Fplit, the gdatinous materia had hardened into a pair of flat-bottomed, hard-edged runners. Their method
of locomotion and the source of the peculiar dashed tracks N’ kos had found were reveaed when one of
the creatures retreated dightly. They did, rather than stepped.

Upper-body appendages curled to grip sharpened sticks. A couple of these were aimed in the direction
of the two explorers. One stick-widder used his primitive wegpon to make what could have been
construed as threstening or warning gesturesin the humans' direction.

“Thisistoo abrupt,” Telenberg found himsdlf arguing doud. “We tracked them down. That kind of
action leaves too much room for misinterpretation.” Keeping hishandsin plain view, he started to
backtrack. Not too rapidly, lest it suggest fear.

“I agree” An utterly enthralled N’kos lingered, reluctant to leave. “But just think of it! Contact with
intelligent indigenes, inthe first week.” Ashejoined hisfriend in retreating, his enthusiasm was matched
by that of his more cautious companion. “Physicaly, they’ re different from anything in the directory.”

“I"ve certainly never seen anything likethem.” When possibly hostile stick thrusts were not followed by
an atack, Tellenberg began to relax. Their ear-mounted recorders continued to document every aspect
of the encounter, from the natives physical gppearanceto internad heat and anything elsetheir bodies



might be emitting. “| suggest we leave now and try to reconnect tomorrow, after both sides have had time
to digest their reactionsto first contact.”

“Also, we can come back with the others, and with trade goods and other gear,” N’kos concurred.
“What afabulousfirg day!”

They continued to back up until they were out of what they guessed to be gtick-throwing range. At that
point the gelatinous natives turned and did away into the forest. Tellenberg noted that throughout the
course of the entire encounter the natives had not made a sound. It left him wondering if the indigenes
were not cagpable ether physicaly or intellectualy of verba communication. With luck, they would find
out tomorrow. He could not wait to share the discovery with Haviti, Vanadireb, and the others.

But as heand N'kos retraced their steps back toward the beach, he still could not escape the nagging,
irksome fedling that despite everything they had seen and accomplished in the course of asingle day,
something was not quiteright.

* % %

Vanadireb stood frozen hafway between the forest’ s periphery and theriver’ s edge, staring out of
gligtening, attentive compound eyes at the same sight that had caught his human colleagu€ s attention.
There were four—no, five—of the natives. Each was astdl as Tdllenberg, who was the biggest member
of the scienceteam. All five were dim of body and covered from head to foot in fine gray fur. Bipeda
and bisymmetricd, their attenuated torsos | eft little room for legs and necks. Proportionately short arms
terminated in hands that boasted opposing thumbs but no fingers. Aside from these limbs they had no
tails, horns, or other outstanding appendages. The eyes were smdl but with disproportionately large,
round pupils. Pencil-shaped tongues flicked rapidly in and out of small, round mouths. The function of an
ovd fur-rimmed crater that dominated the center of each forehead was not immediately quantifiable.
Ragged attire fashioned from various plant materias hung from high, bony shoulderswhile their twin-toed
feet were shod in thicker, tougher floral shavings.

Obsarving the two diens gazing back at them, one raised the stone-tipped club it was holding and shook
itin Haviti’ sdirection. This action ingpired a chorus of modulated squeals from the others.

“Primitive, but they cooperate.” Her voice was cam and composed as she panned her head from left to
right to ensure that the recorder clipped to her ear took in the entire display. “ Mastery of languageis
guestionable, but they have advanced asfar as clothing and tool-making.”

Vanadirely s equipment was aso recording the confrontation for posterity aswell asfor future study.
“Interesting sensory equipment. | recognize organs of Sight and hearing, possibly also of smell. Except for
the hole visble in the upper portion of the cranium one might almost classfy them as primates.”

She glanced over at her colleague. “ These are no relatives of mine, Va. Take away the bifurcation and
everything ese, from the shape of the earsto the limited number and size of digits, isradicaly different
from humankind.” Shetook a step back. “ Careful....”

Three of the natives were advancing toward the visitors. One of them hefted akind of rock-loaded ding
while the other two brandished stone-tipped clubs. Opening their mouthsto reved hard paates devoid of
teeth, they issued a series of louder, higher-pitched squeals. Vanadireb and Haviti had no way of
knowing if these congtituted challenges, insults, welcomes, or queries. In the absence of any specific
knowledge, they had no choice but to exercise caution. Both human and thranx unenthusiastically drew



their wegpons.

Instinct shouted at Haviti to flee. Education and experience countered by telling her to hold her ground.
The latter won out. Besides, the river was close behind them and while retreating into it might offer some
measure of protection to her, Vanadireb did not have that option. She edged alittle closer to her
companion, both for strategic reasons and to show the natives that despite radical differencesin
appearance, the two visitors were indeed together.

More squed s were forthcoming, accompanied by further flourishing of primitive wegpons. Refusing to be
cowed, human and thranx held their ground. Recognizing this, one of the indigenes who had held back
now ambled forward on too-short legs, g ected something from its mouth, and gibbered in low tones at
the trio who had advanced. Despite their greater size and superiority of numbers, they waddled
backward.

Among humans, the ddliberate discharging of spittle in another’ s direction was usualy taken for an insult
or achdlenge. Trained xenologist that she was, Haviti knew that on thisworld and among these natives it
might mean something entirely different. Clutching her pistal, she did not react. To her right, Vanadireb
raised both foothands and truhands to execute athranx gesture of friendship. Speaking forma High
Thranx, he directed whistles, words, and clicksin the direction of the indigenes.

It could have been something in the complex four-limbed gesture. Or perhaps the natives were put off by
the flow of strange sounds and syllables that issued from the thranx’ s mouth. Whatever the cause, their
paleova pupilsgot very wide. Squealing like a posse of panicked piglets, they whirled as one and
disappeared back into the forest asfast astheir sumpy legswould carry them. In their wake they left
behind apair of exhilarated, if somewhat bemused, xenologists.

“Not bad for afirst contact.” A relieved Haviti reholstered her unfired hand weapon.

Next to her Vanadireb turned away and back toward the swiftly flowing river. “They did not attack, and
we did not have to respond. Words—we may presume for now they were words—were exchanged.”
Bending his head, he reached up with atruhand and began to groom hiseft antenna. “1 do wonder why
my greeting caused them to flee so precipitoudy.”

Haviti grinned. “Maybe they werejust surprised to see abig bug talking back to them. If you remember
your history, something of the same reaction afflicted my kind when we first encountered your species.”

“The shock was no less among my kind when it finally had to be acknowledged that stinky soft-bodied
crestureswith interna skeletons had actudly developed intelligence.” Pivoting on four trulegs, he looked
back at theforest. “Quite an eventful afternoon.” Tilting back his head, he considered the dien sky. “We
should be getting back.”

Removing acollecting net of fine mesh from her backpack, Haviti headed for the water. “Not until I’ ve
taken some samples of aguatic life-forms. If the terrestria faunais any indication, they should be plentiful
and fascinating.” Reaching the water’ s edge and wading out into the cool liquid until it was hafway up to
her knees, she paused to look back. “Aren’t you going to help?’

“Very funny.” Extracting asoil sfter from hisown pack, Vanadireb commenced asearch for asuitable
patch of ground from which to take samples. “1I'll restrict my effortsto sensbly dry land, thank you.”

Asthey worked, this or that new discovery would occasion acry of delight from Haviti or awhistle of



pleasure from her colleague. Even asthey labored to satisfy their intellectua needs, however, they would
periodicaly engage safety and security equipment to scan thelooming wall of green and orange forest.

They werefocused on their science, but they were not stupid. Wielded skillfully and with strength, arock
onadtick could end alife as effectively as the most sophisticated pistol.

* * *

Wiping perspiration from his forehead as he consdered the rapidly darkening sky, Boylan struggled to
contain hisirritation. Here he and Araza and the autometics had worked their tails off to get the camp in
some kind of shapefor the science team and they did not even have the courtesy to return on time. Was
it going to belike this every day they went out into the field? he wondered. It could not be alowed.
Wordswould have to be spoken. As commander of the expedition both on board and off the ship,
security was ultimately hisresponghility.

He knew he shouldn’t be surprised. Having worked with scientists before, he was aware that when they
wereworking in thefield they believed that every day consisted of twice twenty-four hours—irrespective
of therate of revolution of the particular planet they happened to be on at the time. He understood, even
if hedid not sympathize, with their desire to accomplish as much as possible in the limited time alotted to
an expedition. But having seen on one unfortunate occasion that death had away of putting a serious
crimp in on€ sresearch, he knew he would have to be steedfast. Everyone back in camp at the
prearranged time and no night work until they had amuch better idea of their surroundings and any
potentid hazards.

Not that the prescribed hourly report-backs had revea ed anything other than excitement at each new
discovery. At least his current quartet of highly intelligent but frequently preoccupied charges had had the
courtesy to cdl in on schedule. Wholly engaged in supervising the camp’ sfitting-out, he'd had no timeto
listen to the detalils, replete as they were with often incomprehens ble scientific jargon. 1t was enough for
him to know that no one had suddenly dropped dead or been consumed by some fascinating new local
predator.

Tomorrow would be better, he told himsdf. With the camp now complete except for the find fill-insand
last adjustments, there would be timefor occasiond relaxation and the enjoyment of small luxuries. He
would lecture them sternly on the importance of returning to the camp on time. With luck he would not
haveto mention it again.

Movement off to hisleft drew his attention. “ Salvador—that type of processor isfor specimen andysis. It
goesin the laboratory module, not the kitchen.”

Thetechnician responded with an indifferent shrug. “Blend food, blend specimens—what isthe
difference?’ But he obediently turned the lifter on which the equipment in question was presently
balanced in the direction of the correct corner of the camp.

Arazawas a strange bird, Boylan thought. Excellent worker, never talked back, versatile as hell. Except
that when his expertise was not required he had kept largely to himsdlf throughout the entire voyage.
Which wasdright, snceit was dl too easy for such asmal number of travelersto get on one another’s
nerves when crammed together on acomparatively smal intersdlar craft. By removing himsdlf from the
socid equation at every opportunity, Arazareduced the potentia ingredient for intrasocia conflict by one.
Boylan might not praise the technician, but neither could he find any redl cause for complaint.



In addition to the man’ s natural reclusiveness, only one other persondlity trait of the technician stood out
in Boylan’smind. Araza showed absolutely no interest in Tiare Haviti. Even Boylan, who beingina
position of dominant authority had to be extra careful in such matters, could not keep his eyes off the
xenologigt or hismind from pondering highly unscientific possibilities. Thiswas perfectly natura. The
hormondly driven stance was smilarly evinced by Tellenberg and N’ kos. Whatever Vanadireb might
think or feel had no relevance, of course. But one would have expected at least the occasional glance or
comment from Araza. Nor had the tech, taking the topic to itslogical extreme, shown any inclination
toward or interest in any of the other xenologists, either. Where such matters were concerned, he
gppeared utterly indifferent.

Boylan shrugged inwardly. So long asit did not affect the technician’s job performance, it was not really
acaptain’s province to worry about the other.

As sunset gpproached, his discomfort increased aong with the gathering darkness. He did not fully relax
until thelast pair of researchers were safely back in camp. They hardly listened to the stern admonition he
had prepared that chided them for their respective late returns. They were too busy comparing notes on
the day’ s discoveries. Onein particular dominated the discussion over the dinner table as they took turns
caling up mealsfrom the camp food preparation equipment. Conversation was lightning-fast and
overlapping. Feding lost and left out, Boylan felt that if he could not participate he could at least referee.

“If you will dow down and let each other finish, you might actudly be able to communicate something,”
he bellowed reprovingly.

Theimmediate result of thisloudly voiced suggestion was an awkward moment of total quiet. Staring in
dead silence at one another after jabbering nonstop resulted in some salf-conscious laughter. It was [eft to
Haviti to restart the conversation. To Boylan'srelief, when it resumed it was at a more measured and
comprehensible pace. Off to one side and apparently indifferent to the generd excitement, atool-laden
Arazawas fine-tuning the camp’ s climate-control instrumentation. He would egt later, when everyone
else had finished. Boylan considered ordering the tech to join the evening med but finally decided againgt
it. If the man wanted to work through dinner, let him work.

“Aswe said viathe general comm channdl, we had a confrontation, afirst contact,” Haviti was
declaming breathlesdy. “ Definitely sentient, though of alow order. Simple tool-making skillsin evidence,
subgtantiation of interpersona communication, clear sgnsof internd hierarchy—one would assume they
have reached the tribal leved.”

N’kos and Tellenberg exchanged looks. “We aso encountered the natives, though we saw no evidence
of tool-making skills. Hierarchy perhaps, person-to-person communication certainly.”

Relaxing prone on his narrow horizontal lounge, Vanadireb provided confirmation aswell as explication.
Asthethranx spoke, his truhands described delicate arcs through the air that even the most
knowledgeable of his human colleagues could follow only imperfectly. In any case, thedigita punctuation
was more reflexive than necessary, asthe xenologist’ sterranglo was virtualy devoid of any accent.

“It was very interesting. Thefive of them watched usfor awhile. Then three, presumably the boldest of
the group, came toward us. When | addressed them, they turned and ran. My appearance startled them,
perhaps, or something in my voice. One of them expectorated in our direction and—"

N’kos interrupted, “ One of them spat a you?’



The thranx xenologist nodded. “Hard to tell if it was a gesture of defiance, an insult, an attempt to open
somekind of non-verba communication, or Smply anaturd reflex. Theforming of the mouth—"

Thistimeit was Tellenberg’ sturn to bregk in. “Mouth?” Glancing over at N’kos, he was met by equal
bewilderment. “What mouth? From whét little we were able to observe, the semifluid, geatinous nature
of the natives bodies would seem to preclude—"

“Semifluid? Gelatinous?’ Her appetite beset by her intellect, aconfused Haviti pushed the rest of her
medl asde. “ Are wetaking about the same natives here?’ Removing her communit from its belt pouch,
she thumbed open the tiny integrated tripod and set it on the dining table. Acrossfrom her, Vanadireb
did likewise.

“Of course we are talking about the same natives.” Vanadireb hestated. “ Aren't we?’

Responding to Haviti’ s directions, the compact device she had activated played back the recording it had
made earlier. Theimagery automatically synched with VVanadireb’ sfootage. Asyet unedited or modified,
the encounter at theriver was shown in full detail complete with sound. Asthree-dimensiond images
materidized above the center of thetable, it wasasdlent in the dining areaas it had been noisy and
excited only moments earlier. Everyone' s attention was focused on the pooled projection that now
dominated the room. Even Araza had paused in his never-ending work to glancein itsdirection.

Chosen by integrated Alware, the point of view dternated between thranx and human. In bright sunshine
was reveded the river, the forest, the taking of specimens. Then the appearance of the native quintet,
their brandishing of primitive wegpons, followed by advance and bluster and then retreat. When it was
over, the dimensiona projection winked out. Picking up and refolding her unit, Haviti looked first at
N’kod, then Telenberg.

“Wdl?Theonly thing that | can seein the entire combined recording deserving of the designation
‘semifluid’ would be the spittle that the one native spat in our direction.”

N’kos was dready setting up hiscommunit. Next to him Telenberg was doing the same. “Have alook
at this” Heflicked hisdeviceto life. The two playbacks combined.

Everyone seated at the table was treated to a hovering view of the dien seashore, the pink sky, and the
gpecimens the two xenologists were collecting. Then the scene shifted to the forest’ sedge. Thetrio of
gtick-jellies emerged. Confrontation was brief but unmistakable, leaving both men stunned by the
experience.

No more stunned than Vanadireb and Haviti as Tellenberg and N’ kos resecured their gear.

“I think the explanation is as clear and unavoidable asit is hard to believe.” Vanadireb’ struhands were
now very activeindeed. “Living in close proximity to one another and in asmal corner of thisworld, we
have encountered not one but two sentient species. Most remarkable.”

“That' s not the half of it.” N’'kos was checking his unit to make sureit had copied the information
previoudy displayed by his colleagues. “Not only are we presented with the prospect of two native
intelligences, physicaly they are as different as can beimagined. It' sasif worms on Earth achieved
sentience dongsde humans, and at the samerate.”

“Perhaps not the same rate,” argued Haviti. *Y our natives brandish more primitive wegpons and show no



sgnof clotheswearing.”
“Y ou saw them.” Tdlenberg eyed her chdlengingly. “Why would they need clothes?”

“They might aswell come from two entirdly different worlds.” N’'kos wasturning philosophicd. “ They’ ve
gpparently evolved here. It'snot a stuation like on Fluva, where you have two sentient speciesliving side
by side but one consigting of long-term immigrants.”

“Still, we can't be certain that both are native to thisworld until we have more information.” Haviti was
ingstent. “If such provesto bethe casg, it will be afascinating development.” Her gaze roved around the
table. “The next question is, which species do we first pursue contact with? | would vote for the fuzzies.”

“Why?" countered Vanadireb vigoroudy. “Because they most closely resemble primates? Who isto say
that the jelly-creatures are not more advanced? Or more amenabl e to further contact?’

Boylan put hisfoot down. “1t' sascientific decision to be made, but | don’'t want to see any of my team
grain their brains. Y ou will work out detailsand | will support you. Enough first contact for tonight. |
mysdlf would like hear what € se you found today.”

Arazaturned back to hiswork. Though reluctant to comply with the captain’ s directive, the scientific
quartet had enough common sense to recognize the wisdom of giving so contentious ametter arest. Talk
turned to methods of photosynthess, productiveness of acohol-blended seawater versusthat of fresh,
density of microfauna, and other less controversia discoveries. Eventually adrenaline grew drained, eyes
became heavy, and one by one the team stumbled off to deep. Not aone of them believed that the day’s
discoveries had been anything less than inestimable or ared-letter day for Commonwedth science. Given
what they had accomplished in asingle twenty-four-hour period, who knew what wonders waited to be
quantified and recorded over the forthcoming weeks? Only exhaustion finaly mitigated excitement and
alowed any of them to even think of deep.

No fool he, Boylan retired first, followed in close order by N'kos and Vanadireb. Even the seemingly
tireless Araza had disappeared into his persond cubicle by the time Tellenberg and Haviti found
themsalves walking together down the corridor. They had not so much resolved their disagreements as
run out of the physical and intellectua fud with which to power them.

Telenberg studied the door that opened into hisindividua space. “I’ ve stayed in prefab field roomslike
these before. They're pretty solid. They may look skeleta, but they’ re perfectly soundproofed.”

Haviti stepped easily around him. “Forget it, Esra. It stoo early in the expedition, too soon in our
relaionship, and I’ m too excited by what we al learned at dinner tonight.”

He smiled hepfully. “1 could assist you inrelaxing.”
Shesmiled back. “I don't recall requiring any assstance in relaxing on the journey out.”

He perssted. “ There are interesting variants on the concept of space-plusthat involve the utilization of
drives of the non-KuritarKinoshitavariety.”

“Soundslike pretty elementary physicsto me.” Reaching out, she gave him afriendly and (worst of al)
semimaternal pat on thearm. “1 aready know enough about aternate drive systems, thanks. For one
thing, when improperly engaged they have adisconcerting tendency to fal a critica moments. We



wouldn’t want that to happen, now would we?’

“Uh, no, | suppose not.” He blinked at his door. Recognizing the relevant visua and electrica patterns, it
clicked open. “I hopeyou deep well, Tiare”

“I dways deep well; on Earth, on other planets civilized and e sawise, on unexplored worlds” She
blinked at the door to her own room, which was next to Tellenberg's. “I1t’ sgood that our individua living
quarters are so well soundproofed. | wouldn’t want my snoring to keep you awake.” Asthe door did
aside, she stepped through. “Mysdlf, | deep like astone. After everything that’ s happened today, |
anticipate doing so with no trouble tonight.”

But she was wrong, and the cause of her umber interruptus had nothing to do with either her
occasionaly errant breathing or the salf-conscious desires of her captivated neighbor next door.

3

Telenberg had been only partly correct. The surface life-support modules were very well
soundproofed—abut their sound-dampening properties were not perfect. Certainly not when large, heavy
objects came banging and rattling against them in the middle of an otherwise peaceful, dead-silent night.

Sliding off hisinflatable degping platform, he sumbled to the hdlway door and opened it. Illumination
pand s emitting their own soft blueinternal glow alowed him to see both up and down the corridor
without having to touch either wall to intengfy the light. Nor did he need anything in the way of artificia
amplification to dlow him to hear an incensed Boylan roaring in the distance. The captain’ simpassioned
bellows soared even above the genera clamor that accompanied them, like abrass choir rising above the
rest of afully-engaged orchestra.

Another door opened farther down the corridor and N’ kos stepped out. The xenologist was aready
dressed. Not only that, he gripped his standard-issuefidd pistal in one hand. Eyeing hisdert colleague, it
occurred to a still-awakening Telenberg that this was an eminently sensible reaction to unexpected
violent noise accompanied by theinitia inklings of mounting chaos. Asrelevant neurons responding to his
increased wakefulness began to fire with greater frequency, he consdered returning to his own room to
put on some clothes and pick up some gear. On the other hand, he told himself as he struggled toward
full awareness, the racket that had awoken him waslikely due to nothing more than an unusualy unruly
equipment malfunction. From the tone of the captain’ s voice, Boylan was dready on the case.

Asacautious N’kos came up beside him both men peered up the dim but adequately illuminated
corridor. “ Any ideawhat’ sgoing on?’

Tellenberg shook his head. “ Something banging on the outside wall woke me up. Now it soundslikeit's
moved indde.”

“Same here” The other xenologist gestured. “I think maybe that’ s Boylan coming thisway now.”

Since his eyesight was not as sharp asthat of his companions, N’'kos could be excused for his mistake.

Theerror rectified itsdlf asthe figure barrding toward them resolved itsdlf into a shape. Not only wasit
not the captain; it was not even remotely human.



Squat and thickset, it was shorter than either of the two gaping scientists; shorter even than Vanadireb.
Instead of moving in sequence like the limbs of aterrestrid quadruped, the creature s four legs appeared
to rotate from front to back in the style of atracked vehicle. Powerful but stubby armsterminated in
circular hands that were tipped with inward-curving talons. Additiona clawswere visble on the fegt
while the wide mouth set in the middle of the half-spherica skull was festooned with fangsthat arced in dll
directions; aVesuvius of dentition. Set in pairs at the top and bottom of the skull, a quartet of crimson
eyesflashed in the reflected light of the hdlway. Additiona sharp spinesjutted from joints, back, and
flanks

One arm cradled a bucketful of rounded stones. Letting out aroar, the creature reached in, selected a
rock the size of afist, and flung it in the xenologists direction. N’ kos ducked to one side and astartled
and nearly naked Tellenberg to the other as the rock sailed between them. The assault demonstrated
tool-using of the most primitive kind, but tool-using nevertheless. The actud degree of decision-making
brainpower being employed by the aien would have to remain aquestion for future study Since at that
moment neither man wasin an anaytica mood. Speedily shunting aside any hesitation about employing
advanced technology against indigenous primitives, N'kos fired. Asamarksman, he was an excellent
scientist. Hiswild shot blew aneat round holein the corridor’s outer wall.

Firing from behind him, Vanadireb put an explosve shell in the center of the onrushing entity’ svirtualy
nonexistent neck. Ableto grip hisweapon with four hands, the thranx had the advantage of a steadier
naturd firing platform than did his human companions. Emitting aloud noise halfway between abelch and
ablest, the spiny quadrupeda horror collapsed less than ameter from Tellenberg' sfeet. Deprived of its
head by Vanadirely stimely shot, the corpse proceeded to spew greenish-red blood dl over the tal
xenologist'slower legsand feet.

By now Haviti had come up aongside the thranx. She was half dressed and armed. If anyone had bet
Tellenberg that under such circumstances he would not have stared, he would have accepted the wager.
He aso would have lost money. Having aferocioudy hostile and violently decapitated dien primitive
gushing bodily fluidsdl over hislower body ingtantly reduced any incipient libido to lessthan zero.
Shaken, Tdlenberg rose from where he had been crouching. He began brushing weskly at hislegsina
futile attempt to wipe himsdf off.

Crashing, splintering sounds punctuated by echoing gunfire continued to reach them from the vicinity of
the camp’ s entrance dome. A grim-faced Haviti pushed past the three males.

“WEe d better get up there.”

N’kos and Vanadireb followed her lead. Tellenberg started to join them, remembered something,
rushed back into his room to get his own weapon. He had to run hard to catch back up to them.
Focused on recovering his gun, he had not bothered to take the time to get dressed, correctly assuming
that his relative nakedness made not the dightest difference elther to his colleagues or to the native
intruders.

The domed entry chamber was amess. Equipment and fixtures were scattered everywhere, much il
intact, some shattered and broken. Asthe scientists arrived Boylan and Araza were just stepping out
from behind aworktable they had overturned to form a makeshift bulwark. Enough aien body partsto
make up four or five of the spike-and-claw-equipped invaders lay scattered around the room or
Splattered against thewalls. A dull, swestish stink like milk left out too long in the sun permegted the air.
Boylan was unhurt while Araza paid no attention to the bloody parallel gashesthat creased hisright Sde
from beneeth hisarm dl the way down to hiship.



Boylan did not say hello. Gesturing with the pulserifle he held, he Sarted ddliberately toward the gaping
entrance. “ Quickly! The others have pulled back, but for all we know they re-forming for another try. If
30, we have to disrupt them before they can organi ze themselves!”

Thisisridiculous, Telenberg thought as he and the others followed the captain. | should be breaking
down and recording the microscopic structure of water-dwelling proteins, not running around in
my underwear waving a gun at belligerent natives. What had begun asanorma, pleasant evening
had degenerated into a seriocomic tridee episode.

Asit turned out he was not forced to engage in the unwelcome activity for very long. Contrary to
Boylan'sfears, aquick survey indicated that the camp’ s surviving attackers had fled. That they had taken
their wounded with them only confirmed their sentience. Rock-throwing animaswould have left any
serioudy injured behind. Compassion for the wounded was asurer indication of intelligence than any
amount of rock-throwing.

The scientists waited while an irate Boylan and the ever-phlegmatic Arazawalked the camp perimeter.
Once they were convinced no natives were lying in ambush, they moved on to ingpect the shuttle. Even
though the sealed craft possessed its own automated defensive devices, the captain was taking no
chances. Thisgave Tellenberg and his companionstimeto catch their bresth aswell asto reflect on the
extraordinary cacophony of nocturna noises from which they had initialy been insulated within the
buildings

“Quiteamazing.” N'kos was squinting up at atrio of multilimbed arbored s who were cavortingin a
nearby tree. Tellenberg could not tdll if his colleague was referring to the outrageous growth itself, which
resembled a cross between agiant spiny succulent and a cluster of amethyst crystals, or the softly hooting
animas cgpering aerobeticaly among its branches/thorns. As unclassifiable asthe growth in which they
were performing, the animas smoldered with aweird, interna green light. Seeing the watching scientists
edging closer to their tree, they fled into the forest depthslike atrio of overszed many-armed fireflies.

“Look there” Haviti was pointing excitedly. It was amogt asif the attack on the camp had never taken
place. Thisingtinctive displacement from redlity in the face of new knowledge, so characteristic of
scientigsinthefied, was shared by al of them. No exception to the rule, Tellenberg found himsdf gazing
a the dight bulge in the soil where his colleague was pointing.

The bulge was moving. It approached to within afew meters of them before hating. Dirt and ground
cover was pushed asde asadrill emerged from the earth. Made of some dark siliceous materia, the drill
lay inadot on the back of asmall, flaccid-skinned lump that showed only two front legs. Two more
heads popped out of the ground on either side of the drill-bearer. Vestigia eyes regarded the awestruck
researchers. Apparently seeing or smelling something they didn’t like, the two newcomers picked up the
drill-bearer in their front flippers and bodily turned it around. Following it back into the soil, the three
subterranean dwellers once again vanished underground.

The astonished researchers had observed anew speciesin the trees. They had encountered anew
speciesthat lived underground. Taxonomicaly, physologicaly, none bore the dightest resemblance to the
other. Then there was the matter of the natives who had attacked the camp. Heavyset and ponderous,
they possessed a unique method of locomotion. Quadrisymmetrica and belligerent, their bodies were
adorned with an armory of fangs, talons, and spikes. Telenberg's menta discomfort grew. He did not
likeit when the rules of science weretoyed with. This continuoudy surprising world might well have an
ace or two to show them, but so far the local planetary deck seemed to consist entirely of jokers.



Hewondered if anyone ese shared his growing unease. Without asking, there was no way of knowing.
He considered confiding in one of his colleagues. Haviti, perhaps.

No. A generd fedling of disquiet was not a scientific tenet. Before he could discussit with someone else
he needed to better codify hisdistress.

His attention and that of his companionswas disrupted by the return of Boylan and the sillent Araza. The
captain had shouldered hisrifle. A good sign, Tellenberg decided.

“Expeditions are rarely greeted with open hospitdity,” Boylan muttered, “but thisisfirst onel’ve been on
where | was attacked before contact was even offered.” Araza had walked over to a storage shed and
was unsedling the locks. “ Some of you might want gloves,” Boylan continued. With one hand he gestured
at agap in the perimeter wiring where the attackers had broken through. “We going to haveto put up a
full-charged barrier. Salvador and | can doiit, but it go alot fagter if dl of you pitchin. | not ordering any
of youto assst.” He mustered alopsided grin. “But the sooner main barrier is up and activated, the
better we dl of usdeep.”

Boylan waslying, Tellenberg knew. As captain, commander, and the man in charge of military affairsfor
the undersized expedition, he very well could have ordered them to hel p with the work. Sagely, he had
phrased the necessity as arequest instead of a command. Having been roughly roused from their rest and
frontaly attacked, the researchers wanted to see the charged barrier erected as quickly asdid their
leader.

With al sx of them contributing, one post after another was rapidly and efficiently put in place. Even o,
securing the camp’s perimeter required them al to work through most of the night. Boylan's prophecy
proved correct, though. As soon as the em-placed defensive system was completed and successfully
tested, every one of them promptly retired to their cubiclesto deep the deep of the exhausted. This
included Boylan and Araza. Utterly drained, the lot of them were compelled to rely on the automatics
they had set up to warn them if another attack by the natives wasimminent.

Fortunately, nothing came creeping out of the remainder of the night or the early morning to test the newly
erected defensve barrier. A couple of smal hopping thingsinadvertently impacted the crisscrossing
beams and were promptly flash-fried. The system’ sintegrated Al was sufficiently sophisticated to andyze
these encounters, determine that they did not represent a greater threat to the camp it was charged with
protecting, and leave the darmsinert.

The desirefor knowledge being amore powerful motivator even than caffeine and its synthetic
derivatives, thefollowing morning saw al four of the xenologists assembled in the camp’sliving area.
Lessdriven and perhaps more tired, Boylan and Araza did not join them. Around cups of reinvigorating
liquid and self-heating breskfast packs, the expedition’ s science team discussed the previous night's
ondaught and the afternoon’ s prospects. The two were now unavoidably entwined.

“| want to get back into that river.” Devoid of the makeup she did not need anyway, Haviti was shoveling
down food with energy and an appetite more suited to aburly heavy-lift operator. “ The sand and mud
shallows aone are swarming with the most incredible assortment of arthropoida wrigglersand bizarre
bivalves|’ve ever seen in one place. And that doesn’t even take into account the big stuff that keeps
swvimming, paddling, or jetting past.” She paused her rapid-fire peech and consumption long enough to
meet each of their gazesin turn. “ But we can’'t work under conditionslike last night.”



Sipping his breskfast through the spiraing sphon of adigtinctive thranx drinking vessdl, Vanadireb
readily concurred. “ The next attack, should there be one, could well occur inthe middle of theday inless
defensible surroundings.” He gestured in Haviti’ sdirection. “While one or two of us are working aone at
afield ste, for example. Under such conditions and given a sufficient disparity in numbers, even modern
wegponry might not suffice to hold off an assault by truly determined antagonistic natives.”

“| don’'t understand.” On the other side of the table, Tellenberg was shaking his head. “ There was no
attempt to communicate, nothing at al. | talked to Boylan. He confirmsit. It was astraightforward,
headlong charge by the spikers. Fortunately, the externd sensorsderted him and Arazaintime.” He
spped at his chosen brew. “Y ou' d think that when confronted by something as utterly beyond their
experience as this outpost, curious primitives would try to learn something abouit it before trying to
destroy it.”

N’kos shrugged. “Maybe it wasn't destruction on their minds. Perhaps it was smpleloot and pillage.”

Tdlenberg turned to his colleague. “How do you loot and pillage something the likes of which you've
never seen before? How do you know if it contains anything worth looting and pillaging? Or that you
could perhaps obtain everything you want from it just by asking? It doesn’t make sense. They were
clearly intelligent, but they didn't act intdligently.”

“Not to you,” Haviti pointed out. “Maybe a Quofumian native operates in accordance with a different
philosophy.”

Tdlenberg caught his bresth. “Y ou'reright, of course. But I'm not just addressing the events of last night
from ahuman perspective. The genera rule among newly contacted primitive racesisthat they don’t
attack outright. If nothing else, they take the timeto try and discern their new opponent’ s strengths and
weaknesses. Not these folk. Weland, set up camp, and afew days|ater they launch an all-out frontal
attack without even trying to establish the most rudimentary contact.”

“Soundslikeit could be ardigiousreaction.” Ashe spoke, N'kos was scrutinizing something on his
communit’ s readout. “Maybe we arrived on the day deemed locally most propitious for launching al-out
attacks on strangers from the sky. Right now we know as little about the locals as they do about us.”

Drink container in hands, Vanadireb dipped daintily off hisresting bench. “ A situation that clearly must
be rectified asrapidly as possible before we can pursue any additiond field studiesin our preferred
specidties. I, for one, have no intention of mucking about in these exceedingly fantagtic alien woods until |
can be reasonably certain | can do so without having to worry about getting a spear thrust into my
abdomen thefirg time turn my full attention to my work.”

“The next item on the program, then, is second contact.” Haviti wiped her lipswith the back of a
recyclable cloth. “The question is—who with? We re faced with the remarkable and, insofar asmy
recollection dlows, unprecedented Situation of having to dedl with not one but three distinct indigenous
sentient speciesinhabiting the same geographicaly limited area.”

N'’kos nodded. “I know of worlds where two different races were encountered living in close proximity
to one another, but asfar as| know thisisthefirst time asurvey team has made contact with three
exigting in such circumstances. And in thefirst week, no less.”

“The placeisaveritable metropolis.” Vanadireb had waked up to the table to be closer to his
colleagues. “We dready know what the spikersthink of us. It would be useful aswell asinteresting to



know what the stick-jellies and the fuzzies think of them aswell as of each other.”

Spikers, Tellenberg found himsdlf thinking. Stick-jellies and fuzzies. Taxonomically surred but
descriptively useful. The gpplication of proper scientific nomenclature could wait until, astheir thranx
colleague had colorfully put it, their backsdes were as safe astheir ship.

“We should proceed according to aplan,” he advised. “ Try contacting and studying one species a a
time.” He repested the recommendation he had made previoudy. “| propose that we initiate initial formal
contact with the gtick-jdllies”

Haviti looked a him sharply. “Why? Are you continuing to favor early contact with them because those
are the sentients you and N’kos happened to encounter?’

Hebridled dightly a theimplication. “'Y ou ought to know mewell enough by now, Tiare, to know that |
wouldn’t base a decision asimportant as this on something as inconsequentia asthat. We' re not
jockeying for an award here. It doesn’t matter which of us encountered which speciesfirst. | am
proposing we pursue contact with the stick-jellies because they are the group that has so far shown the
least hodtility toward us. The spikers aggressivenessis beyond dispute, and according to your own
report, the fuzzies approached you in amanner that was both armed and threatening.”

“I’d rather say ‘chdlenging.’”

“Fair enough. The nature of the fuzzies' confrontation remains open to interpretation. That of the
gick-jellieswas clearly less antagonistic.”

“Y ou reported that they waved sharpened sticksin your direction.”

“They gestured with sharpened pieces of wood, yes,” Telenberg admitted. “ They might have been hogtile
gestures. They might also have been smple acknowledgment of our presence, or even atype of sadute.”

Haviti tried another tack. “Y ou also reported that they made no sounds. If they communi cate by methods
other than speech it will be difficult to exchange complex concepts and idess.”

“It could be managed.” By way of emphasis Vanadireb executed an intricate gesture in High Thranx that
required the smultaneous use of al four of hishands.

The lively debate ate another hour. At the end of the discussion the decision was put to avote. Trying to
make contact with the spikers was obvioudy, for the moment anyway, out of the question. It wasfinaly
decided that they would make the forma attempt at second contact with the fuzzies. Not only because
the representatives of that species had demonstrated the ability to express themselves verbaly, but
because they were the only one of the three encountered whose possible |ocation could be guessed at.
The spikers and the stick-jellies had emerged from the depths of the forest and vanished back into it,
leaving no trails behind, whereas the fuzzies had made their gppearance on the riverbank and had
subsequently been observed by Haviti and Vanadireb retreating upstream. If not adirect path through
the woods, theriver at least offered aroute that could be followed.

Furthermore, traveling on the river in asmple inflatable meant they could move upstream in comparative
safety in acraft thet, if necessary, could provide ameans of rapid escape while smultaneously not
revealing the kind of advanced technology that use of the shuttle' s skimmer would necessarily entail.
When despite hisinnate fear of water Vanadireb bravely agreed to participate, Tellenberg felt he had no



choice but to go along with the mgjority decision. Attempts at further contact with the fascinating
stick-jelieswould have to wait.

Threebiologicdly diginct primitive native intelligences, he mused wonderingly to himself. If ever a
planetary survey caled for the personnd and resources of afull-scale expedition, thisone did. Inlieu of
returning straight home and turning their discoveries over to the administrators of Commonwedth Science
Centrd and the Xenology divison of the United Church, however, the four of them would just haveto
manage on their own.

At least, hereflected, there would be none of the usual back-biting and infighting for credit among the
scientific saff of the misson to the outlying system of Quofum. Already there were more than enough in
the way of exceptiona discoveriesto go around. Why, each xenologist could virtualy claim to have
discovered anew intdligent speciesdl by themsalves. That was not how further research would
progress, of course. Aswas only right and proper good science, they would continue to feed off one
another’ s sub-specidties.

He sighed. It was settled. They would begin by studying the fuzzies. He would duly make his
contribution. Examination of the slent stick-jdlies and the belligerent spikers would follow in due course.
Only one other individual had to be convinced that the proper decisions had been made before they
could get started.

Perhaps not unexpectedly, Boylan wasless than eager to grant hisimprimatur to their request. He looked
down from the roof where he and Araza were putting the finishing touches on along-range
communications array that would alow anyone at the camp to engage in s multaneous chat with every
other member of the team no matter where they were on the planet, so long as they were within range of
the main relay on the orbiting starship.

“Let me get thisstraight: despite what happen last night, you want to leave safety of camp and take an
inflatable upriver to study these club-wielding bipeds?’ Behind him, Arazawas spraying anetwork of
circuitry onto the parabola of the main antenna.

“To do proper fieldwork,” N'kos explained patiently and with a commendable absence of sarcasm,
“you haveto get out into the field.”

Boylan sat down, hislegs dangling over the edge of the completed |ab module. It had not been damaged
in the previous night’ s attack. “Isn’t thisenough ‘field’ for you?” With asweeping gesture hetook in the
swath of fantastic forest that surrounded the campsite.

Haviti stepped forward. “ Captain Boylan, when confronted by a previoudy uncontacted alien species
that risesto aminimum level of sentienceit isour primary duty as xenol ogists to open inter-humanx
dialogue with that species. We are confronted here with not one but three such potential species. Our
expeditionary mandateis limited both by charter and supplies. We have no time to waste and, having no
time to waste, cannot afford to be as circumspect as we oursel ves might wish to be. We have no choice
but to forge ahead with these multiple contacts as quickly as possible.”

Boylan responded with ahard stare. Thiswasfollowed by a husky laugh. “If you were running for
Commonwedth office, Ms. Tiare, | think | would take risk to vote for you twice. Y ou are human
mind-wiping machine that takes away al my common sense. All right, go and take your river cruise” His
gaze shifted to the figure standing next to her. “ Even the bug isgoing?’



Vanadireb made agesture none of his human companions could trandate, which was just aswell. “In the
event of a catastrophic capsizing, | know that | will be ableto utilize three bloated human sacsfor
flotation.”

Boylan roared louder than ever. Behind him, even Araza cracked asmile. The tech said little but missed
nothing, Tellenberg observed.

It helped that there were numerous preparations to be made. In addition to amassing extragear in case
necessity required that they be away from the camp overnight, it took severd of them to help with the
inflation of the boat. Suspended on its own lifters, the finished craft could be guided to theriver by one
person. But first apath had to be cut through the forest. Their carbonizing shafts sweeping back and forth
paralld to the ground, beam-cutters made quick work of most of the growth that blocked accessto the
water’ sedge. A small copse of narrow, silvery poles smply would not be cut down, however, and this
required asmall but delaying detour.

By the following evening, the expandable boat rested with its bow on the sandy shore and its stern in the
water. The atached compressing engine would power it effortlesdy upstream againgt the current and in
comparative dlence. Asfor the hull itsdlf, it was composed of reinforced aerogel froth that would shed
water and floating debriswith equd efficacy.

They would not load stores until the following morning. Boylan saw no reason to tempt marauding
spikersor curious fauna by leaving supplies out on the craft overnight. Asfor the boat itsdlf, the latter
were unlikely to bother the beached vessdl and the former had shown no interest in anything where the
crew was not present, including the shuttle that lay outside the camp’ s perimeter.

Later that night Tellenberg lay flat on hisback on hisbed, unable to deep. While the inbuilt soundproofing
of the camp’ s buildings provided peace and privacy, they aso shut out the splendid mel odious tumult
sung by the surrounding forest. Straining to hear beyond the silence he could not keep an endless stream
of questions from running through his head.

Had the natives mastered higher pursuits such asmusic, or art, or sorytelling? Had any of the three
sentient species the visitors had encountered learned the use of materials more advanced than wood and
stone and sinew? Hopefully, they would begin to answer such questions tomorrow. With luck they would
encounter not only the lanky indigenes that Haviti and Vanadireb had stumbled across, but perhaps
indications of embryonic civilization. Crude shdlters, perhaps, or maybe even avillage. Primitiveswho
had learned to utilize scraps of hide or plant materia to make clothing, however crude, could aso employ
them to fashion roofs and other itemsindicative of higher thought.

Ashelay on hisback staring a the smooth, seamless celling, he found himsdlf listening for the sounds of
rocks thudding against the modul€e’ s exterior wal. None were forthcoming. The spikerswere lying low
tonight, he mused. It was an encouraging sign. Maybe tomorrow he and his companionswould actualy
be able to spend an entire day doing nothing but science. It would be a change from their first few days
on Quofum.

Even better, the world benegth their feet had not winked out of existence. The planetary reality might be
outré, bemusing, evenimpressive, but it was dso thankfully agood deal more solid and stable than that
firgt robotic probe and subsequent singular astronomical conclusions might have led oneto believe.

With that comforting thought in mind he drifted off into a deep and restful deep.
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It did not take long to load the boat. Self-contained travel modulesfit negtly into larger containers that
were imperviousto the local floraand fauna Thermosenstive packaging would dternately cool or warm
food suppliesto maintain them at their optimal temperature and prevent spoilage. Armaments were
checked and charged. The presence of these weapons was necessary not only for defensein case of
another attack by the belligerent spikers but in the event they encountered dangerous carnivorous fauna.
Thelr brief time on Quofum had dready reveded an enormous variety of animd life. If experienceand
history held trueto biologica form, it was unlikely that al of it would be benign.

It began to rain when they pushed off, the sillent motor backing the smple but deek craft out into
navigable water. The drizzle freshened and cooled the air. Unlike the ocean, it did not smell or taste of
acohol.

That meant, Tellenberg mused, that the a coholic content of the local seas arose from a source other than
the clouds. Did it dissolve out of ancient deposits? Could one establish an acohol mine on Quofum?
How would oneidentify and label such aclam? A host of possibilities crossed hismind in rapid
succession, many of them more frivolous than scientific.

Off in the distance thunder boomed, hinting at heavier precipitation to come. A touch on aconsole
unfurled the boat’ s stiffened plastic roof. Seated at the controls, N’ kos swung the bow around and
headed the craft upstream, accelerating modestly as he did so. Erupting from the water in advance of the
boat’ s prow, aflurry of winged white worms scattered, asif the sllvery surface had suddenly been
embossed with ivory.

“Beautiful morning.” Haviti leaned out dightly to look at the sky, which had begun to weep more heavily.

Eyeing hisfelow scientist’ s supple form as she turned and twisted dightly to scan the clouds, Tellenberg
decided that he could not have agreed more. On the shore off to their left, something like a garbage heap
fashioned of fragments of dark blue glass hastened to flatten itself againg the earth, minimizing its
slhouette to potentia predators. Nearby, what &t first glance appeared to be half adozen tall narrow huts
abruptly rose up on lanky, poldike legs and ambled off into the brush.

What aworld, an energized Tellenberg found himself thinking. Not only did it flaunt life in tremendous
vaiety, but life-formsthat appeared to follow multiple patterns of development. Employing elementary
cladistics hetried to construct arelationship between the long-legged hut-things and the blue glass blob,
between the spikers and the stick-jellies, and failed. Even the makeup of the dense forest was suspect.
Some growths were clearly composed of familiar complex carbohydrates, but the appearance of others
suggested a slicate rather than a carbon base, while agreat dedl of the understory and brush was derived
from a.combination of sources, many of which defied casua visud identification. The placewasa
botanist’ s wonderland.

Asif that was not enough, they had not one but three native sentient species to study. Reputations were
going to be made here, he was confident. Quofum might have proven to be abit of a puzzleto
astronomers, but that peculiar conundrum had now been resolved. It might boast an unred ecosystem,
but there was nothing mysterious about the world itself. It was as solid and bonafide as any other world.
Privately he wondered at the unique astrophysical distortions that had so often hidden it from detection.
A particularly dense and localized dark nebula had to be responsible, he decided, or perhaps some new



kind of astronomical distortion yet to be determined.

Not his specidty. What mattered was that Quofum now stood revedled in dl itsfecund glory, just waiting
for afortunate few to unlock its apparent treasure trove of biologica secrets. Not even aweek had
elapsed and they had dready begun, had dready started to fill information files with reams of entirdly new
and unexpected data. Soon they would be able to add detail s about and descriptions of sentient species
to the explosively expanding compendium, Sarting with thefuzzies.

Boylan had not been happy to see them go. As expedition commander there was nothing to prevent him
from accompanying the scientific team, but he knew he would only have taken up space on the boat.
Someone had to remain and look after the camp. As he stated on more than one occasion he would have
preferred to see his colleagues conduct their studies close to camp, where they would have remained
under the protection of the camp and the shuttle€' s defenses. Undernegth his gruff exterior and behind his
curt personality the captain was an old mothering hen, asmiling Tellenberg reflected. He would never
dare voice such an analogy to the captain’sface, of course. Not if he wanted to retain hisown facia
featuresin their present familiar configuration.

Even Araza had cometo theriver' s edge to wish them well, in histerse, soft-gpoken way. Tellenberg
recaled watching both men standing side by side on the bank as they waved the science team on itsway.

“Sample all the biotayou want!” the captain had yelled after them as soon as N'kos had started the boat
upriver. “Just don't let it sample you!”

Better to have a competent, crotchety, irritating, unsociable leader and a skilled accomplice who hardly
ever spoke looking after things than a couple of cheerful, companionableidiots, Tellenberg knew.

While the excitement and sense of expectation on the boat was papable, it was not universal. Though the
current was lazy and there wasllittle or nothing in the way of white water, Vanadireb remained resolutely
in the center of the craft, asfar away from the sturdy gunwales as possible. Observing the thranx’s
discomfort, N'kos quietly edged over to port and began pushing back and forth on the side of the boat
in an attempt to impart alittle extrarocking motion. Only adirty look from Haviti stopped him. A little
sheepishly, he returned to overseeing the control pand. He wasn't having much luck rocking the highly
gableinflatable anyway.

Telenberg had to admit that their thranx colleague was doing an admirable job of dedling with agtate of
affairsthat would have reduced the less stoic and resolved among his kind to shrinking piles of quivering
chitin. Not only did Vanadireb stand upright (albeit on dl sixes) with his eyes surveying the opposng
shores, he even managed to make his share of field observations, taking notes on his recorder while
deliberately ignoring the occasiond splash that came over the bow.

The only time he evinced any visible fear was on the occasions when one of his counterparts hit acontrol
that turned the sides and bottom of the boat from opague to transparent, alowing for the study of the
riverine floraand faunadirectly beneath them. In the absence of visbleribs or aked, the transformation
made it appear asif they were standing or Sitting on a particular stiff piece of water. Conscious of their
companion’sdiscomfort at such moments, Tellenberg and the others minimized their use of the pertinent
option.

There was an abundance of biotato study anyway, without gazing down into the watery depths. Just asit
did in the vicinity of the camp, the dien forest grew down to the water’ s edge. Seasond flow must stay
relatively steady, Tellenberg decided, since the opposing banks showed little evidence of periodic



flooding. Much of thefloralining the shore waslarge and sturdy, evidence that it had been growingin
placefor along time.

If the vegetation was ariot of conflicting patterns, plans, and configurations, the faunathey observed as
the craft plowed smoothly upstream verged on the chaotic. As overwhelmed as his colleagues,
Telenberg tried to get ascientific rope around one smal part of theloca animd life by concentrating his
attention on the Quofumian inhabitants of the rose-hued sky.

There were what appeared to be many birdlike creatures, though even with his magnifying lenses flipped
down it was difficult to distinguish details among the profusion of fast-moving fliers. Some sported besks
and feathers. But even among these almost-familiar shapes there were discrepancies that spoke of
biologica bedlam. What did aseemingly skillful flier need with aleethery tail that wastwiceitsown
length? Why did somefliers soar on two wings while others boasted four, or six?While many had
developed bisymmetricaly, others were trisymmetrical, or quadri, or worse. Some displayed limbs and
appendages and appurtenances that appeared to have sprouted according to no discernible pattern
whatsoever, asif their maturation had been guided by cancer rather than genes.

There were wings with feathers, wings with hair, wings made of |eathery membrane, and wings of
digphanous trangparency. Propulsion was provided not only by flapping wings and gliding on wings but
by spird liftersand jetlike nozzles, by dtering internd temperatures between body parts, and by inflation
of others. The more he saw of the native faunathe more Telenberg found himself thinking of it not asan
ecosystem but asacircus.

A logica corollary would beto look for an externd influence as the source of rampant mutation. The only
problem was that preliminary observations had reveaed none. Quofum’ s star was comfortingly Sol-like.
It rained no surfeit of damaging radiation onto the planet’ s surface. Nor had instruments located any
identifiable interna source. What then, he found himself wondering, was the cause of what they were
seeing? Could they smply put Quofum down as one of the most biologicaly diverse worlds yet visited by
humanxkind and leaveit at that?

They could not, he knew, because it was not the planet’ s diversity that kept nagging at him. It wasthe
seeming lack of organic relationship between so many of the life-forms, both plant and animal, that they
continued to encounter. For example, it was not unreasonable to record severa dozen different species
of reedlike growths colonizing the river’ swatery shalows. What was unsettling was to discover that
some of them were built up of cdllulose, others of slicon, ill others of biosulfates. And this
developmenta disparity among the florawas nothing compared to what he had seen occupying the sky
and theland.

Dazzled by the unending parade of exatic life-forms, they passed the rest of the day wholly occupied in
making individua and collective observations. Having failed by sundown to resight the group of fuzzies
first encountered by Haviti and N'kos, they settled down to spend the night cruising the middle of the
river. While Tdlenberg reported back to Boylan, N’ kos turned the craft’ s controls over to its
unpretentious Al. The automatics would keep the boat properly positioned, keeping it away from shore
againg any shift in current or sudden rise in water level. They would thus be able to deep securein the
knowledge that they would not drift ashore and expose themsalves to any marauding terrestria
carnivores. Asfor anything that might rise out of the degp or come swimming toward them, the boat’s
integrated security systemswould either ded with any such threat on its own or wake them with ample
time to confront and andyze it themselves,

Inflatable deepers (flat and rectangular for the humans, narrow and dightly rounded for Vanadireb)



provided comfortable platformsfor anight’ srest. Despite these beckoning temptations, everyone was
reluctant to turn in for the night. With the disappearance of the sun and in the absence of amoon, avast
and varied multitude of night-dwellers soon took wing in the star-filled dien sky. They congtituted,
Tdlenberg immediately determined, an entirely new and astounding biotathat wasif anything even more
exceptiona and perplexing than the fauna he and his colleagues had studied during the day. As he busied
himsdlf with hisrecorder, which automaticaly adjusted for the greetly reduced light, hisfascination and
unease continued to expand in equa measure.

While his eyes were drawn to the fluorescent and phosphorescent creatures that darted along the
shoreline, or winked in and out among the trees, his mind was fascinated by the glowing growths
themsalves. Within the boundaries of the Commonwedth, plant life that fluoresced was hardly unknown,
but it usually restricted itsdlf to one class of flora. Fungi, for example, or the siliceous crystaline sprays of
Prism.

Not here. So much light emanated from the forest fringe that Tellenberg guessed it would be possibleto
wander those alien woodswithout any artificia light at al. The biological quandary he found himsdlf
confronting did not involve alack of naturaly generated light but rather asurfeit of it.

A thicket of ten-meter-high bamboolike shoots aternately flashed adeep red, then purple. Nearby, a
cluster of flowerswith weirdly twisted petasflared bright yelow, their interna luminescenceflashing in
sequence from petd to petal asif ther internd lights were chasing each other around the outside of the
flower. Gnarled scrub that during the day would have defined inconspicuousness pulsed with soft pink;
then green light. Thetips of grasdike ground cover twinkled like abillion blue stars. Some otherwise
florid flords remained perfectly dark, choosing to bask in the radiance of their neighbors.

Or perhapsto hide among it, he thought as he let his recorder run. Flashier plant life might draw the
attention of nocturna herbivores avay from tastier growths that did not phosphoresce a al. Maybe the
fluorescence was the luciferasdike equivaent of the bright colorsworn by certain toxic Terran fauna,
warning prospective predators that their potential prey was poisonous, treacherous, or both. For a
xenologigt, to see what amounted to the blanket application of luminous protective coloration was
gartling. Or possibly he was ruminating in the wrong direction. Perhgps all the rampant flord luminosity
had another purpose entirely, one that could only be properly divined by patient research in the lab. For
example, carnivorous plant life might use such internd lightsto attract prey.

Whatever the function, the shimmering forest certainly made for a spectacular journey upriver. Reflected
lights danced off the water as the boat cleaved asteady path to the northeast.

Flecks of deep crimson like windblown bloodstains swooped and darted through the night air just aft of
the stern, surfing the disturbed air that trailed in the boat’ s wake as they sought even smdller arboreal
prey. Onetime something like a blue blanket soared past, blocking out the stars asit glided slently
downriver. Anincreasingly drowsy Telenberg estimated that its wingspan was at least twice thet of the
shuttle’ slength. On shore, unseen animal life squedled and meeped, whistled and sang and hooted, the
gartling multiplicity of voicesforming aperfect chora counterpoint to the sea of dancing flora colors.

One by one even the most dedicated among them retired to their respective deeping platforms. When
N’ kos had findlly had enough, he too retired, after checking to make surethat the craft’ sinterna Al
understood itsingructions. It would wake them if the boat was threstened or if anything of exceptiona
merit manifested itsalf. Defining the latter meant radically expanding the Al’ s definition of “ exceptiond.”
Though they revised the definition severa times during the night, the Al till woke them on two different
occasions.



Tellenberg had aways been able to deegp soundly. In thishe was luckier than any of his colleagues. Much
to the Smultaneous admiration and consternation of his companions he even managed to deep through
the boat Al’ stwo uncertain and unnecessary darms.

So it was not surprising that he should finaly be awakened by haf acup of purified river water that
N’kosi, with great precision and considerable satisfaction, trickled onto hisface. He sat up sputtering.

“Hey, whet'sthe...?”’

Vanadireb cut him off with a suitable four-armed gesture. “1 have seen dead people more easily stirred.
Wearedl jedous. How do you do it?’

Sitting up on hisdeeping platform, Tellenberg wiped water from hisface and muttered, “ Do what?’

“Seep through anything. Sleep through forest screams, deep through lights that burn with the brilliance of
unwanted urban advertisements, deep through aderts sounded by the boat.”

Tdlenberg looked around unessily. “1 dept through an darm?

“Two.” N'kos was now preparing a hot drink in the same cup that had been used to douse his
colleague. “Remarkable.”

Tellenberg was gpologetic. “I’ ve dways been able to deegp anywhere, even out in thefield.” He grinned
shyly. “I have aclean conscience, | guess.”

“Or none.” Vanadireb turned away, pivoting on al four trulegs and both foothands. While Tellenberg
noted that the thranx’ s supporting limbs did not dig quite so deeply into the deck as when they had first
boarded the craft, neither were they completely relaxed. Not even the redoubtable Vanadireb could
completely ignore the fact that he till had water underfoot, even if he was separated from it by the
bottom of the boat.

It was less than an hour later that Haviti, perched attractively if professionaly in the observation seet in
the bow, called back to N'kos to reduce speed. Relaxing casudly in the command chair behind the
wesetherproof console, her fellow xenologist moved to comply as Telenberg and Vanadireb rushed to
the bow.

“Takeit dow,” she called back. Obedient to N'kos'’ stouch, the craft decelerated until it was barely
making heedway againg the current.

It took only amoment to share Haviti’ s vision and to see what had impelled her to direct N'kos to
reduce their speed. Actualy, Tellenberg heard it before he saw it. Vanadireb was standing so closeto
him that the thranx’ s naturd perfume was nearly overwheming. Insteed of being held verticaly, both of
the insectoid xenologist’ s antennae were inclined forward, in the direction of the nearest bank.

Off to starboard, the forest was thinning rapidly. Asthe boat came around abend in theriver, the level of
the noise they had been hearing suddenly rose tenfold in both volume and complexity. The sound was
terrible. It was asif some maniacal music maker had decided that instead of mixing rhythms and melodies
he would attempt to merge recordings of riots from half adozen worlds—none of them populated by
humans. The shrill, frantic cacophony threstened to give everyone on board including Vanadireb asevere



headache. That concern was forgotten as soon as they got their first ook at the source of the uproar.
There wasawar in progress.

It was alimited war; limited by the number of participants aswell asthe primitive nature of the weapons
they were employing. But awar nonetheless, with potentialy grave and letha consequencesfor al who
wereinvolved. A villagewas on fire. Actudly, that was too sophigticated a definition for the community
under siege, Tellenberg decided. It was more a cluster of dapdash huts crudely thrown together out of
falen leaves and scavenged wood. Still, it was home to those who were presently under attack.

Even from the center of theriver it was not difficult to sort out the combatants. The community was being
defended by stick-jellies acting in concert with groups of fuzzies. Assailing them werelines of spikers. As
if the odds did not already seem stacked againgt the defenders, the spikers had dlies of their own. To the
astonishment of the scientists, these comprised yet afourth sentient species, as unrelated to the previoudy
discovered three as the stick-jellies and the spikers were to humans and thranx.

Averaging about a meter in height and amost as broad, these hard-shelled newcomers advanced dowly
on twin muscular pseudopods. The stone axes they wielded at the ends of their short, stubby arms had
very little reach. On the other hand, their armored bodies were impervious to the spears of the
dick-jellies

The fuzzies had better luck against them. Rounded stones accel erated by throwing dings were capable of
cracking the outer carapaces of the hardshells. Stone-headed clubs were able to bash in less heavily
armored skulls. Meanwhile the stick-jdllies showed surprising determination and agility in battling the
spikers. Such confrontations looked uneven, until N’ kos pointed out that stones cast by the spikers
samply did off or lodged harmlesdy in the stick-jellies’ bodies while spear thrusts had to strike avital spot
to do any damage at dl. Relying on first impressonsin combat, Tellenberg redized, was as dangerous
and foolish asdoing so in science.

So preoccupied with the intense fighting were the combatants that they failed to notice the boatl oad of
diensthat had by now hated in the middle of the river. Meanwhile more and more of the primitive
shelterswere going up in flames. On board the boat each of the scientists looked on in fascination, their
recorders automatically preserving multiple accounts of the native confrontation. Except for an occasiond
whisper, no one on board said aword. Nor did they stop to wonder why they were whispering.

It looked bad for the defenders of the village. Then, just when it seemed asif one more push by the
attackers would overrun the community completely, the defenders counterattacked. From the woods to
the north, asmall horde of fuzzies erupted to pounce on the attackers' flank. Taken completely by
surprise and believing themselves on the verge of tota victory, the spikers and hardshells suddenly found
themselves assailed on two fronts. While stones rained down on the attackers, the stick-jelliesralied to
hold the ground in the middle of the village, using the surviving structuresto split and isolate their
attackers' lines.

For thefirgt time since they had come upon the battle, N’ kos raised hisvoice above amurmur. It
prompted a collective clearing of throats from al on board. “Our first evidence that at least one of the
species displaying sentience is capable of concocting advanced tactics.”

“I don't know that | would call them advanced.” Vanadireb was recording with ahandheld unit in
addition to the autometic that was mounted atop the right side of his b-thorax. “ Although hardly my
specidty, it would seem an obvious maneuver.”



“To someone devel oped enough to understand the concept of maneuvering, yes.” Haviti was il gttingin
the bow. Her legs hung over the side of the boat. Not one to tell others how to comport themsalves out
inthefied, Telenberg kept histhoughtsto himself while hoping that nothing lurking in the water found
those dangling offworld limbs worthy of anibble.

“Tactics and maneuvers might have nothing to do with it,” she continued. “ The newly arrived combatants
might be dlies arriving from another village off to the north, or members of areturning hunting party.
Advanced strategy and subterfuge might not enter into the present circumstances.” She gestured with her
own handheld. “What gppears premeditated on the battlefield might be nothing more than fortuitous
coincidence.”

Vanadireb gestured understandingly. “ There' s one way to find out. Talk to some of the natives and ask
them.”

“Ingood time,” Haviti replied. “First we have to see who survives.”

Thetide of battle had definitely turned in favor of the defenders. Assailed from two sSdes, whether by
design or accident, the spikers and the hardshdllsfell back. Unfortunately for them, that meant retresting
to theriver. Regrouping, they made a stand there, bunching together and packing themselvestight so that
their organic armor presented asolid wall to any attackers. Stonesfell on them like hall.

Three times the defenders of the village rushed their tormentors. Each time the assault was repelled with
loss of life on both sdes. On the third occasion, so ferocious and forceful wasthe charge of the
gtick-jellies and fuzzies that some of the spikers and hardshells were pushed off the sandy shore and into
thewater. This produced two new and interesting facts about sentient native life-forms. Hardshells could
float, if not exactly swim. Spikers could do neither.

No wonder they were defending themselves S0 vigoroudy, Tellenberg redlized as he continued to
observe the ongoing méée. Preliminary cursory observation reveded that a spiker sank faster than a
thranx wearing alead-lined backpack.

Just when it seemed asif the defense of the village was going to turn into a complete daughter of its
lants, the defenders backed off. Their number had also been considerably reduced and they
continued to suffer casudties. Both sideswere exhausted; physicaly, in numbers, and resource-wise.
With their origind stockpiles of throwing stones depleted, fuzzies and spikers alike were reduced to
scavenging suitable rocks from where they lay on the field of battle. Even the discordant sounds and
weird dien cries of battle had given way to an excess of heavy breathing interspersed with only
occasiona outbursts of passion or defiance.

Sowly and carefully the surviving spikers and hardshells began working their way southward, maintaining
arudimentary defensve formation asthey did so. A few of the most energetic defendersfollowed them,
dinging the intermittent stone, throwing the occasiona sharpened stick. Once the ongoing battle moved
back into the dense vegetation, the pursuing defenders advantage in numbers was reduced. The chase
broke off and the remaining attackers were alowed to disappear into the brush.

In their wake, noncombatant stick-jellies and fuzzies worked together in a cooperative effort to put out
the firesthat continued to consume the surviving huts. Water carried from theriver in crude pots and
tightly woven baskets was thrown on the crackling flames. Native intelligence had not risen to the point
where someone thought to organize asmple bucket brigade.



Limited in quantity though it was, there was fire-suppressant equipment on the boat that could have put
out the remaining blazesin acouple of minutes. Looking over at N'kod, Telenberg saw that his
colleague was thinking the same thing. He swallowed, histhroat unexpectedly dry.

“Wecan't,” he muttered. “We can’t interfere.”
“I' know.” N"kos summoned up awan smile. * Contact regulations. We can only observe.”

Fortunately, there was no fuzzy or stick-jelly equivdent of human children running screaming through the
flaming village, no limblessthranx larvae squirming helplesdy on the ground. Had that been the case, a
sympathetic Tellenberg might have found himsdf hard-pressed not to interferein the fight with
technologically advanced gear agood deal more proactive than just fire-suppressant equipment.

Take a step back, hetold himself. For al they knew the brutd assault that had been mounted by the
gpikers and the hardshells was payback for some earlier, even worse offense that had been committed by
the fuzzies and the stick-jdlies. For asecond time he found himsdlf reflecting on the unsuitability of relying
onfirg impressons.

Odd. The boat seemed to be pitching dightly under hisfeet. Cruising down the middle of theriver with
the current due aft there was no reason for asudden swing in stability. If any of his colleagues noticed the
subtle pitching they did not remark onit. A moment later he chanced to glance around. As soon ashe did
s0 the reason for the rocking became immediately apparent.

Having drifted downstream silent and unseen while fleeing the aftermath of the battle for the village, three
hardshells were struggling to clamber into the boat.

Scientific detachment tendsto fal rapidly by the wayside when a croaking, dark-eyed, angry dien
suddenly gppears within arm’ slength brandishing aletha wegpon in one' sface. To their credit, none of
the researchers panicked. All of them had spent time on other worlds, some inhabited by primitive
sentients, others not. Perhaps because hiskind lived under interminable threat of attack from their
traditiona enemiesthe AANN, Vanadireb wasfirst to draw hissdearm. Up on the bow, Haviti followed
him in close order despite the awkwardness of her position.

By thetime adightly rattled but responsive Tellenberg and N’ kos had joined them in taking aim at the
intruders, the latter had hated their attempt to climb aboard. Maybe they expected the strange floating
object to befull of loathsome stick-jellies and sone-wielding fuzzies. The Sght of three soft-bodied,
multicolored bipeds and one very large golden-eyed arthropod must have been as unsettling to them as
their sudden appearance was to the occupants of the boat. Whatever the reason, it was sufficient to halt
potentialy lethal stone axesin midswing. Following thisfirst confrontation, formal first contact between
the officid representatives of the Humanx Commonwed th and the indigenous hard-shelled natives of
Quofum progressed swiftly and not at al according to preferred protocol.

Emerging from the state of shock into which sight of the crestures on board the floating vehicle had sent
it, the hardshell nearest Tellenberg took one step forward and one roundhouse swipe with the axeiit
gripped initsright pseudopod. Stepping easily back out of range of the powerful but short-reached
swing, Tellenberg uttered astartled “Hey!” and promptly tripped over asupply canister that was lying on
the deck. Both actions set the other pair of hardshellsin motion.

Deciding that thiswas not the gppropriate time to consult the gpplicable portion of therelevant file,



N’kos proceeded to drill the advancing hardshell directly between its dark, pupil-less eyes. Toppling
forward and dropping the axe, it struck the deck with aresounding thump. Observing this, the other
hardshell s reconfirmed the principle that primitiveness was not equd to stupidity by turning and throwing
themsdlves (their physiology rendering them incgpable of jumping) overboard. Rushing to the dightly
flexible gunwale, Haviti and N'kos made sure the pair of would-be boarders continued to drift away as
Vanadireb rushed to help Tellenberg stand.

“I'mfine, I'mfine.” Embarrassed by his gaucherie, Tellenberg stepped away from the thranx.

Vanadireb looked hisfriend over. “Y ou sure? From where | was standing | couldn’t seeif it hit you or

Tellenberg gave anirritable shake of his head. “1t missed me. They have short swings. The only damage
istomy dignity.”

The thranx responded with awhistle of sympathy. “What scientist in the field holds on to that for more
than aday?’

“Well, thisisjust great.” Having seen off theintruders, Haviti returned to the center of the craft and
dumped down onto the top of ahaf-full storage purifier that was busily rendering river water safe for
humanx consumption. “Less than aweek we ve been here and not only have we managed to bungle
contact with al four native sentient species, but we may have made outright enemies of at least one.”

“Wedon't know that.” Vanadireb preferred to view the circumstances, aswell as the corpse of the dead
hardshell, in amore positive light. “Our initid contacts were brief and inconclusive, it istrue, but except
for that which occurred between mysdf, Tiare, and the fuzzies, nothing resembling open hogtility ensued.”
Both truhands indicated the dien body lying in the center of the boat. “Until now, of course. While
regrettable, thisincident may have no lagting effects. Even if the two hardshells who returned to the river
survive the attentions of patrolling fuzzies and stick-jellies, by the time they return to their own people
they may remember very little of thisparticular encounter. Eveniif they do, it isvery likely that their story
will not be believed. Such generalized aggression may be unexceptiona among their kind and innowisea
clarion cal to wider hodtilities. We know nothing of their culture.”

“We know that they liketo fight stick-jeliesand fuzzies,” N'kos countered. He gestured at the lumpy
form lying motionless on the deck. “If nothing else, we have acquired our first specimen of a second of
the four dominant socia species”

Having recovered fully from hisembarrassing fdl, Tellenberg had moved to the starboard gunwale and
was studying the efforts of the surviving fuzzies and stick-jdliesto put out the raging fires that had been
st by their assailants. Despite the fragmented nature of the attempt, sheer determination and persistence
found them having some success.

Y ou had to admire them, he mused. Y ou aso had to admire the ruthlessness and fighting abilities of the
pikers and the hardshells.

“What makesyou think there arefour?’ He put the question to the thranx without taking his gaze from
the dying conflagration on shore.

Pivoting on al six legs, Vanadireb came close. “We have encountered four. We have documented four.
Do you have some reason, Esra, to dispute these findings?’



“No, no.” Turning, helooked down into the thranx’ sjewd-like, gold-hued, crimson-banded compound
eyes. “What | meant was, how do we know there aren’'t more?’ Raising his gaze, he met the curious
gares of hisother colleagues.

Haviti wrinkled her nose. “How could there be more than four separate and distinct sentient specieson
oneworld?’

Telenberg shrugged. “Eight is no more improbable a number to encounter than four. Or ten. Or twenty.
From an evolutionary standpoint, my friends, and asde from its astronomical peculiarities, thisworld is
serioudy out of whack. I’ll find away to render that in proper biologica terminology once we' re back in
camp.”

No one argued with him. It was possible, even likely, that smilar thoughts had occurred to them
independently. Tellenberg was just thefird to give voice to the scientificdly tantdizing. That did not stop
them, nor mitigate their eagerness, asthey set about dissecting the dead hardshell on the way
downriver—it having been mutualy agreed that for the immediate future formal second contact with the
fuzzies and the stick-jelies would best be deferred.

Among the many characteristics of sentient culture that the history of xenology had determined to be
universa wasthe axiom that irrespective of species, a people who had just suffered massive death and
destruction was rarely in the mood to sit down for afriendly chat no matter how benign or innocent the
intentions of progpective third-party visitors.

5

Though marred by the inescapable memories of the intra-indigenous carnage they had witnessed earlier in
the day, night on the river once again brought forth afarrago of aien beauty and diversty. If anything,
nocturnd life-forms gppeared in even greater variety than they had the night before.

Sweeping low over the glassy surface of the river, membranous-winged flierstrailed glowing tail-tipsin
the water. These fireflylike lights caught the attention of feeding water-dwellers, who were promptly
snapped up by the next flier in line. In this cooperative feeding frenzy, acarnivore s success depended
not only onitsown skills but equaly on those of the fellow flock member gliding and tail-fishing in front of
it. Asthe flock soared silently downriver, Tellenberg saw that apair of fliersin the lead would ascend,
dow down, and take up the position at the rear. By rotating leadersin this fashion the flock assured that
every member of the group got the opportunity to feed.

Lights shined over the side of the boat reveded a cluster of large bubbles rising from below. Each
contained asmall struggling arthropod or franticaly signding silicate life-form. Imprisoned on the surface
within their globular containers, they drifted with the current until the school of striped cephaopodian
creatures that had thus entrapped them ascended. One by one the caging bubbles were popped and their
wriggling contents consumed.

Theriver seemed to boast dmost as many new methods of predation as there were predators to
demondtrate them and prey to fulfill the necessary destinies. Occupying the sest in the bow, N'kos
occasiondly dipped a collecting net into the water. This straightforward method of securing specimens
was as effective asit was ancient. Working carefully so as not to damage them, the xenologist would



transfer the frequently fluorescing samples of loca aguetic life-formsinto the portable holding tank that
was secured just aft of his position. In the morning, they would transfer the tank to the [ab. There, the
hundreds of specimensthey had collected could be better preserved and studied.

Upon leaving the arena of aborigina conflict, Tellenberg had taken his own turn with net and siphon.
Now he sat on the port side of the boat, mulling strange stars and the el ectric panoply of lambent aien
life-formsthat filled the night sky and the surreal forest beneath. So preoccupied was he that he did not
even bother to check if his cap-mounted recorder was operating.

A shapeidled over dongside him. Itstone reflected concern.
“Still thinking about this afternoon’ s butchery?’

Given the evenness of her voice, Haviti might aswell have been describing the presentation of some dulll
academic paper at ascientific conference. Tellenberg felt her attitude stemmed from aneed to keep
hersdf emotiondly divorced from what after al had been fairly bloodthirsty proceedings. He completely
understood because he felt exactly the same way.

“Yesand no,” he murmured. Lit only by the distant faint light of starsthat pointed back to the familiar
gpatid ream of the Commonwedlth and by the nighttime running lights that were embedded in the fabric
of the boat, the rounded curves of her face reflected her Polynesian ancestry. Muted asit was, the craft’s
interior illumination till picked up the highlights of her amile.

“Wall, that' s settled,” she quipped.

He shifted his position on the bench that emerged from the inner wal, turning toward her and away from
the glittering alien caval cade parading through the forest beyond. “I was thinking about the natives, but
not especidly in relation to the internecine battle we witnessed. It's something else. The samething has
been bothering me ever since we set down and first began to make contact with them.”

“ Aspects of one particular speciestroubling you?’ sheinquired.

Quofum had no moon, he mused, until Tiare Haviti had arrived. He pushed the thought aside. “ Aspects
of dl four of them have been troubling me. Infact,” he went on, warming to the subject now that he had a
knowledgeable and responsive audience, “I’ d be surprised if the same conundrum hasn’t been bothering
you, too. And N’ kos, and Vanadireb aswell.”

“Maybeit has.” Sitting back, she drew up one leg and clasped both hands around her knee. “But | can't
confirm or deny it until you' ve told mewhat it isyou' re talking about.”

He sat up straighter. “ Alright, look. WEe ve been here less than aweek. In that time we' ve encountered
not one, not two, but four distinct sentient native speciesliving dmost sde by sde. My knowledge of
such thingsisn't absolute, but I'm pretty sure that’ s unprecedented.”

“I think it is, too. That’ swhat’ stroubling you?’

“Partly.” He glanced back out at the river as something the size of a crocodile briefly broke the surface
before submerging once more. Resembling akinked tree trunk; it displayed one eye on the back of each
of its segments. From the quick look he could not tell if it was asingle creature or severd that were
linked front to back.



“What' sredly troubling me, Tiare, what' s been bothering me ever snce we began stlandardized
exploration of thisplace, is not that thereistoo much of everything. Earth itsdlf isfamousfor its species
diversty. But everything on Earth isrelated in some way to everything else. Y ou can use evolutionary
principles, cladistics, and other means and methods to link wormsto whaes.” Raisng an arm, he waved
at the shimmering alien spectacle on shore,

“Instead of relationships here, | see chaos. Just when | think | might have confirmed two or three species
that rel ate to one another, something completely fantastic comes ambling or dithering or soaring or
swimming aong that bears absolutely no relationship to anything that’ s ambled or dithered or whatevered
beforeit. We have carbon-based life-formsliving longside silicate-based life-forms living next to
sulfate-based life-formsliving among organisms whose biology we haven't had timeto even guess at. It's
evolution gone amuck. Pure biologica anarchy.” He paused to catch his breath.

“And the natives only takeit to an extreme. It’ s absurd enough that we encounter four different intelligent
native speciesin lessthan aweek. But | think | could dedl with that, intellectualy, if they bore some
relation to one another.” He leaned toward her. “Y ou tell me, Tiare. Am | overwrought, or worse? Has
this place overwhelmed my ability to make rational scientific assessments? Do you see any biological,
evolutionary relationship between, say, the spikers and the fuzzies? Not to mention the stick-jelliesand
the semi-aguatic hardshells. Am | missing something here?’

His earnestness was pal pable. She was not taken aback, perhaps because, as he suspected, she had
considered smilar conclusionsindependently. As he waited, sheinhaled deeply and did her foot off the
bench.

“I’dbelying, Esra, if | said that something dong the same line hadn’t occurred to me.”

Herolled hiseyes skyward. “ Thanks be to Herschel. | was starting to question my ability to look at al
thisobjectively.”

Standing up, sheturned to look out at river and forest. “How could anyone with even alimited scientific
education not wonder how sentients like the stick-jdllies could evolve alongside and, presumably,
smultaneous with the spikers? The xenologica record is condgstent. One intelligent species evolves and
Spreads out to dominate aworld. On very rare occasions two may appear more or less smultaneoudy,
usually on opposite sdes of aplanet. In the case of aworld like Horseye, that the natives al cal
Tdamaina, you might get three.” She turned back to him.

“But the three native species that inhabit Horseye can al be traced back to a common ancestry. Anyone
can study the breakdown of a Tdaand seeitsbiologica relationship to the other species, the Ma and the
Na”

He nodded, idly brushing something like agilded snowflake off hisright forearm. It took wing and
fluttered off into the night, a golden speck adrift in the starlight. “I defy anyone to find aclose structurd
relationship between a spiker and astick-jely. Or even ahardshell and afuzzy.”

She considered. “Well, we have a dead hardshell to work with now, and spiker corpses aplenty back at
camp. If we can find an authorized way to obtain specimens of representatives of the other two sentient
gpecies, we can do some serious dissection and eva uation. Even with the inadequate equipment we
have, making acomparison on that level should prove reaively quick and easy.”



He offered athin smilein return. “And what if thereis no relationship to be found? How do we explain
the amultaneous evolution of four distinct, unrel ated dien species on one world?’

It was sillent on the boat. From his position behind the control console, Vanadireb’ s voice reached them.
“Mysdf, | regret that | have no brilliant explication to propose.”

Haviti turned toward him. “Y ou were ligening.”

Both the thranx’ s words and multiple arm gestures were un-gpologetic. “It' sasmall boat. Anyway, |
concur with everything you have both been saying. While | am as reluctant asyou to venture
generaizations based on less than aweek’ s observations, | have to agree with Esrathat according to
what we have seen thusfar, the biology of this planet makes no sense whatsoever. Based on preiminary
observations, the four sentient species we have encountered might aswell have come from four different
planets.”

Speaking from the seat in the bow, N'kos proceeded to contribute his unsolicited opinion. On such a
small craft it was clearly impossible to have a private conversation, Tellenberg concluded.

“Interesting notion, Va. Maybe one worth exploring further,” the forward-seated xenologist commented.

Leaning to her right, Haviti looked toward him and past Tellenberg. “Y ou’ re not suggesting that the loca
sentients did not evolve here, but were imported from el sewhere?”

Spinning in the seet, N’ kos brought hislegs around so that they were once again inside the boat. In the
dim light, he was amost a silhouette againgt the moonless night. “Why not? It makes as much sense as
anything dse. If initid, rationad explanationsfor anillogica phenomenaprove unsatisfactory, one hasto
consder contemplating secondary, irrationa ones.”

“Could what we are seeing represent some kind of experiment? One whose causes and rationde we
cannot yet begin to fathom?’ Vanadireb' sjewd-like eyes glistened. Twin sensory metronomes, his
feathery antennae bobbed dowly back and forth as he spoke. “Four primitive sentient species are
brought here from other locations and allowed to develop on their own, even to the point of engaging in
serious combat. To what purpose? Some kind of experiment? For research?’

“We can't amply disregard such possibilities out of hand just because they strain credulity.” N’kos was
warming to hishypothesis. “Especidly in light of abetter explanation.” Reaching up, he swatted at
something that blushed maroon. His palm struck it squardly, sending it fluttering broken-winged into the
water. Within seconds it had been gobbled up by what looked like atriangle of linked-together
transparent sphereslined with diamonds. The brief glimpseit dlowed wasinsufficient to identify the
predator as protein, glass, or gas-based. N'kos shook his head. Formal classification of Quofum’sfauna
demanded the interpretative skills not of avon Humboldt, a Darwin, or a Russell, but of Lewis Carroll
working in concert with Salvedor Ddli.

Straightening, Haviti rested both hands on the edge of the gunwale and stared at the dien forest diding
past. Organicaly generated lights of al colors and patterns blinked madly on and off, dancing among
trees and growths that were deserving of other names, some that the visitors would be forced to invent.
The sght put her in mind of acity whose nighttime energy sources and society had been completely
fractured. Though her tone was naturaly and unavoidably sultry, her speech wasfortified with confidence
that bespoke a scientist who had been awarded severa degrees from multiple sources.



“For the moment and for the purposes of discussion only, suppose we grant N’ kos’ s hyperfictiona
hypothesis amodicum of credibility. Where doesit take usif we dareto carry it toitslogica extreme?’

Vanadireb' s bare feet made scraping sounds on the deck as he shifted his stance, rising up on al four
trulegs. During the preceding days he had gained enough confidence to occasiondly let go of the deck
with hisfoothands.

“In that case, the inescapable conclusion is both striking and appalling. If the four sentient types we have
encountered are presumed to be introduced species, then it follows that they may not be done.”
Truhands and foothands joined in gesturing at the passing shore. “ There may be others, floral aswell as
faund.”

“Which means,” Haviti went on, “that agreat many of the life-forms we have observed and recorded,
and not just the sentients, may not be native to thisworld.”

“Or,” N'kos murmured as he took the premise to itsinexorable end, “ none of them are.” Hewaved a
hand at the water. “ As| suggested, we may be recording the results of an experiment.”

“Theinhabitants of azoo,” Vanadireb put in.
“Morelikeacircus” Telenberg finished.

Once again silence descended on the boat as each of the scientists sank back into his or her own
thoughts. Around them, the object of their intense meditation sang and swam, flew and squawked,
crawled and clashed, and sought cover from their fellow inhabitants.

I the biota.of Quofum was not natural but introduced, Tellenberg found himself thinking furioudy, had it
been done casually? Or, as N'kos proposed, with some purpose in mind? And if purpose, what? The
latter implied a higher intelligence that was amaster not only of biology but of improvisation. But if there
was a purpose to species introduction on such amassive and inexplicable scale, why alow so many and
such divergent life-formsto evolve and mature? Why not pursue asingle chosen line, to some unknown,
unimaginable end? The whole approach, exceedingly theoretica asit was, struck him as scattershot and
futile, awaste of time and considerable resources. It was asif God were having amental breakdown
while making theworld.

Perhaps more than one originating intellect was involved. Maybe N’ kos'’ simagined experiment was
more of acontest. He thought of the games he had played asa child and still engaged in, dbeit rarely.
Had he and his companionsinadvertently stepped into some kind of bio-evolutionary game being played
by unknown intelligences? If so, assuming they were monitoring their experiment or game or ongoing
work or whatever it might be, how would they react to the presence of uninvited eyewitnesses? Peering
up at the night sky and the dlien stars, he was suddenly even more uncomfortable than usual.

Of course, hereminded himself firmly, dl thiswas still nothing more than outrageous speculation. Like
any thoughtful scientist, N’kos had proffered aradica explanation in the absence of amore sengble one.
The latter, based on the drastic but not untenable notion of radica evolution occurring under
extraordinary and as yet undefined circumstances, was still the best extant explanation for everything they
had seen. They had only been on Quofum for afew days. Wild tangents such as direct offworld
intervention by an unknown intelligence might be proposed and discussed, but it wasfar too early inthe
game to accept them as anything more than impulsive conjecture.



Evidence. It wastime to amass some hard, cold evidence. To date they had spent nearly dl their time out
inthefield. Now it wastimeto sit down in the lab, to dissect a serious number of specimensin the search
for links between species and types, and to let the camp’s Al engage in some fundamenta extrapolation
and sequence-crunching. In short, it wastime to buckle down to the kind of time-intensive, repetitive,
methodical, frequently boring work that constituted the greater preponderance of real science,

Hisline of thought changed to something €l se entirely when Haviti moved closer to him. It changed again,
and not for the better thistime, when she pointed to the west.

“Isthat dloud moving?’

He squinted. His night vision had never been the best. Hipping down hisvisor, hejoined her in studying
the expanding phenomenon.

“It'smoving, but I'm not so sureit’sacloud.”

“Itisnot.” Vanadireb's huge compound eyes needed no artificia assstance to discern the true nature of
the star-muting shadow. “It’ sdive, and it iscoming thisway.”

More than the mood was broken as for the second time that day the four scientists unlimbered their
sdearms. There was nothing to indicate that the dark mass would prove to be hostile, but its sheer size
dictated caution. Better to be prepared than to be caught off guard and forced into making life-or-death
decisonsét the last moment.

Asit turned out, the decision to take up arms proved prudent.

The sound of the onrushing shadow was surprisng. A whispery hum, it was anything but threatening. That
did not prevent N’kosi, ever the enthusiagtic researcher, from letting out ayelp of surprise when the first
of the gently parachuting larvae spirded down to land on hisarm. Half again aslong asthe scientist’s
extended limb and nearly aswide, the larvawas dmost paper-thin. On contact with hisforearm it lay
therelight asaledf, dlowing him to examineit closdy. The pale, tranducent form weighed next to
nothing. A single black dot at one end hinted at the location of avery primitive eyespot.

“It' sliketissue.” Ashe addressed his colleagues, N’ kos raised hisarm dowly up and down. “1 don't see
any indication of ...”

He grunted in pain asthe larva contracted sharply around his forearm. Shrinking and tightening with
frightening speed, it was transformed from a ten-centimeter-wide strip of pae protein into aswiftly
shrinking tourniquet. Setting aside hispistol, N'kos used hisfree hand to try and pull it off. Not only did
the“flimsy” materid fail to break, it burned his clutching fingers on contact.

“Get it off!” heydled to hiscompanions. Already the now wirdlike strip was cutting off the flow of blood
to hisforearm and hand and threatening to dice right through his protective shirtdeeve into hisflesh.

Haviti and Tellenberg fumbled for the knives contained in thar field multitools. By thetime ether of them
could get ablade out, an dert Vanadireb had clipped the shrunken larvain half. Using both foothands
and truhands, he pulled it apart. The caudtic fluid the migrating aien maggot secreted might sear human
skin, but it bardly left amark on the thranx’ s much tougher chitinous exoskeleton.

“Thanks, Vd.” A grimacing N’ kos was rubbing hisarm, stimulating the flow of blood to histhrobbing



hand.

They had no time to commiserate or study the dead creature now lying on the deck, because asthe
dozen or S0 enormous soaring night fliers continued passing overhead, blotting out the sky, their teeming
progeny drifted downward like dow rain. Each of the nearly silent gliders released dozens, hundreds of
the deceptively innocuous larvae from aline of multiple ventral cloaca. These floated downward or were
carried off by gentle breezes like so much shredded tissue paper. The quartet of edgy scientists could
only look on and admire the highly efficient means the creatures employed for spreading their spawn.

Thelarvae strand ucence dlowed them to blend in with their surroundings, making it hard for potentia
hosts to separate them from forest and river surroundings. During the day, bright sunlight would have
reflected off the ghostly protoplasm. At night the larvae were nearly invisible. They made no reveding
noises, emitted no identifying sounds as they drifted downward. Their dow, gradual descent, disturbed
only by the occasiond draft, enhanced the stealth of the mass seeding. Outspread in parachute mode,
their insubgtantiaity assured that their landing on apotential host would usudly go unnoticed. Until they
began to contract, by which time it would be too late for the hapless host to do anything abouit it.

Soaring noisalesdy off to the east the adults continued on their migratory way, having sown the night
behind them with silent horror. The horde of twisting, fluttering parasites descending in their wake landed
everywhere: in the forest, on the water, on the glistening river-cast beaches. The researchers counted
their good fortune as they clustered together in the center of the boat. The folding roof that was designed
to protect them from the westher was a hundred percent effective in keeping the down-drifting larvae off
their heads. Whenever the wind threatened to blow one of the creatures underneath, it was quickly
knocked down with whatever heavy object was at hand.

At firg they tried crushing the writhing, crinkling brood underfoot. One such attempt by Tellenberg was
aufficient to show the inefficacy of that gpproach. The larvain question dodged his descending boot and
curled around his ankle with horrid speed. For asecond time, Vanadireb' s dexterous fingers were caled
upon to remove a condricting larvafrom one of his human associate’ s more vulnerable limbs. Theresfter
they took no more chances. Standing back-to-back and utilizing apair of beamers taken from stores and
set on low, they fried each successive gossamer intruder.

They did not relax or let down their guard even when it seemed that they had cruised clear of the last of
the paragitic cloud. Tellenberg found that he was swallowing repeatedly and unnecessarily. He kept
imagining what it would fed like to have one of the condtricting creatures land softly on the back of his
neck. Thiswas one species where dead specimens would have to suffice for sudy not out of necessity
but by choice and mutud agreement. Even with Vanadirely sassstance, the live larvae were too
treacherousto handle.

In the wake of the gliders’ passing, horrifying sounds began to resound from the forest. At first there
were only one or two. As more and more of the larvae touched down and found hosts, the cries and
ghrieks of those organisms who had been successfully parasitized rose shockingly abovethe familiar din
of otherwise healthy forest-dwellers. After awhile thistoo died out. For aquarter of an hour or so the
dien woodswere unnervingly silent. Then, gradualy, customary night sounds returned, until both sides of
the river once more echoed to the bleat and wail of the thousands of unknown crestures who had
managed to survive the ghastly seeding.

N’kos was dtting on abench studying the first larvathat had landed on the boat. Or rather, on him.
Ripped in haf by the helpful Vanadireb, it lay stretched out immobile between hishands, apair of thin
strands of dully glistening protoplasmic thread.



“What do you suppose the next stageis?’ Reaching down, Haviti ran an inquisitive forefinger dong the
middle part of thelifdlessyoung. Dead, it no longer secreted its protective caudtic liquid.

A nonscientist would have turned away or eyed the dender corpse uneasily. Despite having been
attacked, N'kos was dl curiosity. “Maybe once it has secured a purchase on the prospective hog, it
burrowsin and feeds.”

“Not too deeply, or too much,” Tellenberg commented astutely. “A smart parasite does't kill its host
right away. The successful ones are dways good stewards of their food supply.”

“Y ou saw how quickly and powerfully it contracts.” Haviti straightened. “Maybe the whole animal
burrowsin, the way an assassin uses piano wire.”

Tellenberg gaped at her. “What do you know about ns and piano wire?’

She smiled back a him. “When I’'m relaxing in my off-time, | watch alot of chegp tridee productions.
One does not live by assmilating scientific papers done, you know.”

He wanted to add something witty, but not in genera company. Instead, he rose. “Well, we may not
have any live specimens, but we' ve got plenty of fried ones.” He busied himsdlf helping Vanadireb gather
dead larvae from the deck. Those too badly burned by the beamers were dumped over the side, to the
great ddight of atrailing swarm of aquatic scavengers.

One of thelatter, he noted dmost absently, was some kind of floating plant with multiple orifices. He
shook his head. The variety of life-formsthriving on thisworld was exceeded only by the mystery of their
origins.

Despite everyone' s pretense at scientific detachment, therain of parasitic larvae had unsettled dl of them
to the point where it was decided that the boat’ s automatic defense mechanisms notwithstanding, awatch
would be mounted for the rest of the night. A lucky Tellenberg took the first. Settling himself behind the
control console, he watched while his companions bedded down for the night; the humans on their
traveling inflatable cots, Vanadireb on hissmpleraised pad. A flash of jealousy shot through Tellenberg
as he noted the proximity of N’kos’ s bed to Haviti’s.

Hewas being silly, he chided himself. No matter what he felt toward Tiare he had never expressed those
fedings. Such desire remained wholly private, and likely would continue to do so until they neared the
expedition’ send. Articulating his fedings here and now, while they were thrown together out in thefield
with no way of really avoiding one another, could impact the quality of her work aswell ashis. Worse,
she might respond negatively. He shuddered inwardly. She might even laugh.

Upon further consderation of the alternatives, he decided he would rather endure the attentions of one of
the parasitic larvee.

6

The wretched condenser was acting up again. It had to be the condenser, Boylan figured. Not only
because the system that delivered water to the different segments of the camp had aready failed once,



but because the supply was gravity-fed and there wasllittle e se that could go wrong with it. Spun like
spider slk from acentral slicate core, the smple and straightforward network of pipes had no seams,
joints, or connectors. All the components were brand-new. Since the pipe material hardened on contact
with air, it was unlikely there were any lesks.

It did not matter whether he activated dispensersin theliving area, the lab, or outside. They al came up
dry. Every timehe said “ cold water” or “hot water” to aspigot, it responded with an apology instead of
the requested liquid. A part designed and manufactured to be as trouble-free as awater spigot could not
be sdlf-analyticd. It could not provide abreakdown of the trouble. In the final anaysis, it appeared, there
were still some problems that required the attention of humans.

There was dso the fact that the condenser had aready failed once before, right after the science team
had departed on their expedition upriver. The brief reports Boylan had received suggested that this had
gone even better than expected, though in ways none had foreseen. While curiousto learn the detail s of
the outing, it was not his priority. As captain of the ship and nomina commander of the expedition, his
job was to expedite the work of the researchers without coddling them. That meant ensuring suitable
working conditions. The lack of ardiable water supply could hardly be counted among these.

Thefirst time the condenser had broken down Araza had fixed it immediately. Precedent suggested that
the latest problem, if it involved asimilar failure, would be smpleto fix. Thistime Boylan would supervise
the repair work himself. Arazawas a good workman and asolid technician, but he was not perfect. Even
with the hel p of automatons and integrated construction servors, whipping the newly erected camp into
working order and maintaining it was afull-timejob for two men. In his haste to move on to the next
project it was possible that Araza had overlooked something, had not quite finished the repair work
properly, or had smply Ieft it incomplete and had forgotten to return to complete the job.

Whatever the cause, thistime the condenser would be fixed permanently. Boylan would see to that.
Arazawas like alot of workmen the captain had known. Wholly competent but easily distracted. Y ou
had to keep on top of such people. For their own good. Every oncein awhile they needed to be chewed
out. It inspired them to better work. The trick was to admonish without generating resentment. Thiswas
something at which Boylan had had plenty of practice. Hewas very good at it.

Hedid not have to go looking for the technician. Arazaanswered promptly when the captain buzzed him.
The miniaturized communit clipped to Boylan’ sright ear served as both pickup and spesker.

“Water condenser again,” he snapped. “Got to be condenser. There' s nothing coming out of any of the
pipes.”

“Irrigation s0?’ Arazawas amader of the terse interrogatory.

“I haven't checked it for leaks, but | don’t see why that part of system should be any different. We know
it can’t be vapor problem.” On this part of Quofum, at least, the air was saturated with moisture. With
that kind of spongy atmosphere to draw upon, even a partidly functioning condenser should have been
ableto provide plenty of water to al parts of the camp.

“I will check Irrigation,” Arazareplied. “If itisdry aso, | will get right on the condenser.”

Boylan was not in the mood for delays. “1 told you, there no reason to check Irrigation. I’'m heading up
to theingalation. Meet methere”



There was a pause at the other end. “I would redly like to run asystem’s check on Irrigation first.”

“Condenser ingtdlation,” Boylan snapped in hisbest no-nonsense tone. “Now.” He shut down the
commlink.

Maybe he was being too rough on Araza, he mused as he headed for the life-support wing of the camp.
Give him his due: the tech did work hard. But he had on more than one occasion demonstrated a
proclivity for overanadyss, for wasting time on checking that which had aready been noted and
dismissed. Even if water was flowing to Irrigation, the condenser’ s condition till needed to be checked
and its status determined before they could rule it out as the cause of the shortage. He knew from
experience that every so often it wasimportant, even in smal ways, to remind otherswho wasin charge.
Perhaps the occasion of the loss of flow to the camp was not the best time to make the point, but it was
aready done. He amiled thinly to himsdlf. Arazawas tough. The man would survive another brief bout of
critidam.

When Boylan surmounted the roof of the third and southernmost wing of the camp he found the tech
aready hard at work on the condenser. Seeing the captain, Arazawaved. Boylan, who had ascended via
adifferent set of steps, responded with abrisk gesture of hisown. Whilerisng to little more than asingle
story in height, the top of the gently arching snap-together roof sections offered a pleasant change of view
from that available at ground level. As he made hisway across the dimpled gray-green surface toward
the roof-mounted condensing unit and the waiting technician, Boylan reflected on what the expedition had
accomplished thusfar.

Therewas reason to be proud. With minimal staff, they had erected asmall but complete camp.
Preliminary contact had been made with not one but with an unprecedented four species of native
sentients. The planet had proven to be both abiologica mine and an evolutionary minefield of new
genotypes. When the officia report of the expedition wasfiled upon their return home, the science team
would be showered with honors. Asfor himsdf, he could look forward to a significant promotion within
the civil serviceranks aswell asthe approva and admiration of his peers.

Assuming, of course, he and his people didn’t die of thirst first.

Despite the ongoing condenser problems, that likelihood was sufficiently improbable asto verge on the
impossible. After al, the pink-tinged sky gave up rain periodicaly and there was asizableriver nearby.
Both sources could be drawn upon in an emergency. However, purer, safer water for drinking, bathing,
and scientific work wasto be had by extracting it directly from the atmosphere, so it would be better to
fix the condenser.

Knedling on the rooftop, Araza had his repair kit spread out to one side and severa dissembled
components of the big, boxy condenser unit carefully placed elsawhere, well within reach and where they
would not be likely to dide off the roof.

“How it coming?’ In apinch, Boylan could probably have performed the necessary repairs himsdlf.
Modern scientific equipment was designed to self-diagnose. Repairs usudly involved smple module
replacement. But he would have been thefirst to admit that Araza could do the work better, and faster.

“Same problem aslast time,” the tech told him. “ Thisisthe second antibacterid third-stage purifier that
hasfailed on us.” Hisvoice was accompanied by adight reverb since he spoke while his head and upper
body were inside the condenser’ s protective shell. “I have run checks. The preiminary indication isthat
the module in question is overpowered. Asatemporary fix and until | can run tests on the remaining



replacements, | am putting in abypass viaareduction circuit. Thiswill lower the power to the third-stage
purifier while alowing it to continue to function normaly.” Scooting backward on hands and knees, he
straightened and used a cloth to wipe perspiration from hisforehead.

Arazawas congderably taler than the captain, dim and muscular as amarathon runner. His shirt and
shorts were soaked with swest. Working on the ground was hot, making repairs on the roof hotter till.
There was no breeze this morning.

“How long?’ Boylaninquired.
Thetechnician consgdered. “Five more minutes. Ten a the most.”
“Then we have water?’

Thetaler man smiled thinly. At timesit wasimpossibleto tell what the man was thinking, Boylan knew.
Not that he cared. All that mattered was that the tech did the necessary work.

“Then wewill have water,” Araza assured him. Knedling again, he picked up atool and thrust historso
into the open condenser housing.

Bending over to peer ingde, Boylan rested one hand on the lip of the opening. “Y ou know,” he essayed
conversationdly, “if you' d fixed thisright thefirgt time you wouldn’t be stuck up here now, sweseting
away themorning.”

“The problem could not be anticipated.” Araza spoke while continuing to work, hisvoice emerging
dightly distorted from the depths of the condenser. “It is very uncharacteristic for such smple modulesto
fal. An officid note of complaint to the manufacturer would not be out of order.”

“Record it,” Boylan replied testily. “I’ll second and Sgnit.” Raising his gaze, he squinted at the sky
through histinted visor. “Wejust lucky we set up camp in awet forest and not in adesert.” Shifting his
stance, he leaned back againgt the unit and folded his hands over hisbelly. “Of course, we set upin
desart, then air-con fails, or something similar. Isfirst unwritten rule of exploration.” He concluded the
observation by drawing the sidearm he dwayswore a hiswat. “ Another ruleisthat indigenous
life-formswill have no fear of humans or thranx. Like for example, the onesthat are having ago a me
right now.”

Arazaquickly scrambled backward out of the unit. His own weapon lay close a hand among the rest of
thetools. As Boylan crouched down nearby, using the square mass of the condenser unit for cover, both
men took aim at this latest manifestation of predatory Quofumian wildlife. It was not, the captain reflected
as he sighted carefully over the back of hispistol, that the outrageous diversity of netive lifewas atypically
hodtile. It was smply that with so many life-forms running amuck in the sky and river and forest where
they had chosen to set down, a certain proportion were bound to be carnivorous. Carnivores are
intringcaly curious. When presented with something entirely new, the only way for themtofind outif itis
good to et isto tasteiit.

Declining to betasted, he and Arazafired dmost s multaneoudy.
The nearest of the half dozen or so toothy arboreals diving toward the roof of the building flew apartina

shower of aien bone, guts, and what more than anything else resembled an exploded ball of yellow
twine. For aningtant, asmall portion of sky was stained darker than its usua pink. Now missing most of



the body to which they had formerly been attached, membranous wings flapped and fluttered to the
ground, coming to rest in the circular clearing that had been sheared around the camp’ sthree interlocking
livingmodules.

The explosve demongtration had a salubrious effect on the rest of the plummeting ferd flock. While they
had no ideawhat had caused the sudden disintegration of their leader, collective prudence declared that
hovering in theimmediate vicinity of the attacking matriarch’ snoisy and messy demise might prove
unheslthy. Banking sharply, they whirled and fled back toward the trees from which they had emerged.

Risng, asatisfied Boylan walked to the edge of the roof to stare down at the shattered corpse of the
aeria predator he had shot. Unraveling on impact, the peculiar cluster of stringy organic materia reached
halfway from the mangled body to the inner edge of the camp’s charged perimeter. Araza had come up
aongsde him. Despite his quiet, phlegmetic nature, the technician could be an inadvertently uneasy
presence. There were times when he seemed to gppear out of nowhere, making not asound. Haviti had
once stated that he didn’t walk—he floated. His tread could be as subdued as hisvoice.

The captain pointed. “ See dl that tringlike material? 1 wonder at itsfunction.”

“Not for meto say.” Nevertheless, acurious Arazaleaned forward and looked down to examine the
carcass. “ Some kind of interna support, perhaps. Sinewy integuments, tendons—N’kosi will know. Or
Haviti.”

“Yes, Haviti will know,” Boylan murmured. “Quite awoman, that.”

The tech shrugged hislean shoulders. “ Too smart for me. Sometimeswhen | listen to her it makes my
head hurt.”

While he could have continued the chat, Boylan decided not to. In the course of the journey out from the
Commonwedth he, like the rest of the team, had learned that pretty much any kind of conversation
seemed to make Araza s head hurt. Though he was not in any way overtly antisocia, the technician
managed to make it clear without having to come out and say so that he preferred the company of his
tools and manualsto that of other humans. Or thranx, for that matter. Thisinsght upset no one. Boylan
also cherished his privacy. And as he had just reiterated, there was little Araza had to contribute to casual
conversation among four experienced and knowledgeable researchers.

Anyway, it was not banter Boylan wanted from the team’ stechnician. It was water.

Arazawas as good as hisword. Discounting the time he had been forced to pause in hiswork to help
drive off the attacking aeria carnivores, find replacement of the failed filter unit had taken lessthan ten
minutes. It took only afew more to replace the exterior panel on the condenser and secureit in place.

“Finished,” he declared as he began to pack up histools.

“I hope s0.” Boylan grunted. “ The perimeter has been solid, but | want to get rest of the lab equipment
unpacked and shelled in. Be anice welcome back for our friends. With dl they have seen, they will be
wanting to diveright into follow-up studies, | think. It will be nicefor them to find al equipment online
and functioning when they return.”

“I will get right onit.” Araza started toward the steps he had used to climb up onto the roof. They were
embedded in the side of the building. “It iswhat | was doing when the water pressure went down.”



“Disgppeared, you mean. We don't want it happen again.”

“I think it will bedl right now.” As he started down the side of the building, the technician looked back
up a him. “I promise. If | haveto ask you to help mewith the condenser again, | will shoot mysdif first.”

Boylan was quietly startled. It wasthe tech’ sfirgt attempt to make ajoke that the captain could recall. A
good sign, certainly. Not that he expected the placidly dour Arazato suddenly metamorphose into the
expedition’scomic relief. The very ideawasitsdf amusing. No one, hetold himsdf asheretraced his
own steps across the roof while keeping awary eye out for the return of any winged predators,
gppreciated the hygienic benefits of shared merriment more than he did. Even if othersdid tend to say
that Nicholai Boylan was gpt to confuse disdain with humor. What nonsense! True, he could be stern, but
that was only out of concern for the safety of his companions, those whose well-being had been entrusted
to hiscare. There was that old joke about barbarian cream pie, for example, which he felt hetold aswell
asanyone,

He chuckled aoud to himsdf as he turned and made hisway down the steps that were integrated into the
sdeof the [aboratory building.

He did not need to retire to a central communications station to contact the scientific team. There was no
central communications station because it was unnecessary. Every member of the expedition carried with
them one or more compact communits that were capable of multiple functions. Besides the ability to
carry out complex field andysis, conduct full and detailed on-the-spot medica eval uation of aninjured
member, and perform various other tasks, each unit was capable of serving asafull-scale, fully festured
communications center. The camp had no need of a separate room, or even a separate console, devoted
to communications.

Out in thefield ateam member so equipped could even contact any developed world in the
Commonwesdlth. Of course, once the communication in question had been relayed from communit to
shuttle to mother ship and then vianarrow space-minus beam, the time delay involved would be
considerable. It would take far longer for the communication to reach itsintended destination than one
that was boosted by a planet-based beam. But it would get there, eventualy.

A gtriding Boylan placed the call while inspecting the inner border of the camp’ s defensive perimeter.
Though it had proven thankfully more reliable and trouble-free than the water condenser, he madeit a
point to personally examineit at least twice aday. He wanted no repest of the spikers' intrusion, nor any
surprises by other terrestria belligerents.

As he paced dong theinner barrier something blue, fi-szed, and active came tumbling out of the
nearest undergrowth. Taking an evasive, zigzag path, it approached the boundary. Contracting itsentire
body, it unexpectedly legped off the ground with the intention of entering the camp compound ameter or
s0 ahead of the captain.

Therewas abright flash of light and the singeing stink of ozone. Blackened and smoking, the smdl body
lay on the ground where it had been knocked backward, just outside the perimeter. Boylan paused in his
ingpection to study thetiny body. A viscous, greenish gunk was leaking from the cregture’ s cracked core.
In both directions al aong the perimeter could be seen the blackened, crumpled corpses of awide
assortment of unsusgpecting Quofumian faunathat had attempted to penetrate the camp perimeter, aswell
as severa examples of mobile native plant forms.



There was no sign that any of the confrontationa spikers, either sngly or in groups, had attempted to
penetrate the enhanced perimeter subsequent to thelr initid failed assault on the camp. One could have
tried and been fried, Boylan reflected, and the body hauled away by its surviving companions. But since
that firgt attack there had been no darms. Thelatter were programmed to aert the camp’ sinhabitants
only if the perimeter was breached. If they had been set to go off every time an attempt was made, just
based on what he was seeing now in the course of his casua ingpection, the ringing inside the buildings
would have been continuous.

Therewas an additional benefit to be gained from the lethd fence line. It was generating an abundance of
specimensfor the scientiststo study, a collection that required minima gathering activity. Admittedly,
most of the samples thus unintentionally acquired were not in the best of condition. But as a supplement
to theresearchers' fieldwork they would till be welcomed.

He lingered amoment to study something the size of alarge dog. It had six legs, though the shock of its
demise had splintered two of them. Lying on its Side he could not tell which was the front end, which the
back, or in the case of this particular woodland denizen if such regional designations even applied.

He was quite pleased. Every aspect of the fence line appeared to be in working order. One reason less
to chew out Araza. As Boylan resumed hiswalk, he acknowledged the del ayed response to hiscall.

“Tellenberg here, Nicholal.” The scientist knew it was Boylan caling back because every one of the
communitsin use by the team had its own signature. Besdes which, the researcher could see the captain
on hisown unit’s screen, just as Boylan could see Tellenberg. Neither man adjusted hisdeviceto
produce afull three-dimensional image. Each dready knew what the back of the other man’s head
looked like. Cdling forth full fidelity was an unnecessary waste of power. He might have chosen
differently, Boylan mused, if he weretaking with Hawiti.

“Everything isokay?’ Boylan inquired. “ Everything is good with you and the others?’

“Everything isgood, yes.” Of the four researchers, it was Tellenberg who could manage the best imitation
of the captain’ s gruff tone. “Mother,” hefinished.

“That sright, make fun of Nichola. I am only responsible for camp, for success of thismission, and for
your continued hedth and safety. | have no responsibilitiesand | can relax al day and watch bad tridee
recordings. Not like you, who have arduous respons bility of spending afew hours each day collecting
butterflies.”

“Some of the ‘butterflies around here bite,” Tellenberg told him.

Boylan’s concern was immediate and redl. “ Someone has been bitten? Already | seethat on thisworld it
could prove difficult to defend against S0 many possible dangers, small aswell aslarge”

“No, no.” The scientist hastened to correct him. “ As reported, we' ve had afew run-inswith some of the
sampler locd life-forms. Y ou know how it is. Very typica for aplanet where the predatory fauna has no
reason to fear offworlders. Such attacks just enable usto add to our collections.”

Striding dong the insde of the fence line, Boylan came across another hegp of dead wildlife. “Without
even being directed to do o, the camp isa so adding to your collections. Or to dinner. | will leaveto
your expertise the requisite categorizations.”



“Sounds appetizing,” Tellenberg riposted. The image on the captain’ s screen shifted as the scientist
turned his own communit away from hisface. “What do the rest of you think?’

With Telenberg' s vit pickup now pointed in their direction, Boylan could see the other members of the
group scattered throughout the boat. From the seat at the control console, N’ kos responded with arude
gesture. Nearby, Vanadireb aso responded with agesture. The thranx utilized al four hands, rendering
actions as complex asthey were unintdligible.

Sitting on the narrow bench that was an integral part of the hull and ran around the inside of the bot,
Haviti just smiled. “1 don’t mind egting afew specimens—after they’ ve been catadogued. Or if we have
duplicates. If the food prep’sandyzer says something isedible, I'm gametotry it. Loca forageisaways
anice change from dehydrates and synthetics. Y ou never know when you might bite into something
exceptiond.”

“Likeanew flavor,” commented N’ kos. “How often in one' slifetime do you get to experience anew
flavor?’

Upon reaching the gate, Boylan completed his circuit of the camp’ sinterior safety perimeter. More than
satisfied, he pivoted on his hedl and headed back toward the domed, climate-controlled entry module.

“A patentable discovery like that would repay dl costs of expedition,” he pointed out via his communit.

Tellenberg was apologetic. “I’'m afraid al we have so far are hundreds of unprecedented discoveries and
thousands of new speciesto be placed in an absurdly large number of Quofumspecific phyla Alas, no
new flavors”

Reaching the entrance to the outer lock, Boylan had to pause for a second while Security read his
bioprofile. The door then did asde to admit him. Aninvigorating blast of cool air greeted hisarrival.

“We must make do then with your pitiful vast scientific discoveries. When will | be able to see some of
them for mysdlf?” Waiting for areply, he could clearly hear Tellenberg consulting with N'kos and the
others.

“Even with occasiond stopsto collect, we should be back at the river landing sometime tomorrow
morning,” the scientist told him. “Before lunch, certainly. Assuming the boat doesn’t give usany trouble.”

“Boat issdf-maintaining.” Boylan stepped through the inner doorway and into the module that had been
fitted out asthe expedition’ sliving quarters. “Not like camp, where | have to do so much work by myself
with only persondity-deprived haf-mute technician to assst. See you tomorrow morning, then.”

“Don't eat anything wewouldn’t egt,” Tellenberg directed him by way of sgning off.

The captain clipped his communit back onto his service belt. He was pretty fortunate, he knew. On
previous expeditions he had found himsdlf forced to operate in the company of researchers whose notion
of uncontrolled hilarity wasto dter recordings of aien zygotes and pass the results off as genuine. All too
many of them could consider humor only in the abstract. To Boylan, anyone who could not laugh when
one of ateam’s members dipped and fell inapool of dien excrement was not worthy of the extrahelp
and companionship that were so vital to an expedition’ s success.

Who said he had no sense of humor?



* * %

Tdlenberg dipped his communit back into its weatherproof holder. The deviceitsdf was adso completely
westherproof, which meant that the holder was somewhat superfluous, but he was afirm believer inthe
efficacy of redundant systems—especialy out in thefield. He smiled to himsalf. Boylan' s atitude toward
the science team bordered on the schizophrenic. On the one hand the captain professed little interest in
the researchers so long as they did their jobs and did not violate accepted Commonweal th standards for
carrying out fieldwork. On the other, he could be as solicitous as a brooding hen. He would never admit
to such concern, of course. It would never square with the macho image he sought to project.

Something bumped the underside of the boat. Hard. Hard enough to jolt his attention aswell as his
backside. Thoughts of the captain were abandoned as he turned to look back at N’ kosi.

Having nearly been knocked out of his seat by the unexpected impact, the other xenologist had grabbed
the bar that ran around the control console. He hung on with one hand as he checked the instruments.
Nearby, Haviti was picking herself up off the deck. She appeared unhurt. Vanadireb helped her up. The
thranx had been standing on all six legs and had not falen. None of the four scientists felt the need to say
“What the hell?’

Anintent N'kos was studying readouts. “Hull integrity intact,” he announced immediately. Tellenberg
assumed he meant both hulls, since the boat had two. “ Systems status unchanged. Minor course
deviation corrected.” Glancing up, his gaze met Tdlenberg's. “What did we hit? Depth scannersindicate
we still have ten meters of water under us.”

Haviti wasleaning over the port side. A strange expression had come over her face as she looked back
at her colleagues. *Y ou mean ‘who.””

It was truly amazing, Tellenberg marveled as he rushed to the side of the boat, how one small world
could contain such avast wedth of implications.

There were two—no, three of the massive creatures. They lolled on their backs, or at least on their
dorsa sidessinceit wasimpossibleto truthfully identify afront or back, and lazily regarded the boat and
its occupants. More than alittle dazed, the four researchers gazed back at the beings who had come up
under the boat. There was no way of telling if the contact had been intentiona or accidental. None of the
alien trio appeared to be injured. Asthe scientists looked on, the three rolled and dipped in the water,
eadly keeping pace with the boat.

It occurred to the three humans that they ought to be operating their recorders. Fortunately, Vanadireb
had never taken his off. It had been monitoring the encounter from the moment of collision.

Ashewas fumbling to position his own ear-mounted unit, Tellenberg’ sfingers dropped away from the
device. He had been overcome by the sudden redlization of what they were seeing. A moment fraught
with implications as profound as they were unexpected. A glance would have shown that his companions
had been equally affected. One by one they checked their individua documenting instrumentation.

The nearest of the three aguatic organisms had disappeared, having submerged fully. The other two
continued to loll on the surface. It was evident they were as interested in the exotic creatures on board
the strange floating object asthose terrestria beings were in them.

Formed of lustrous, glassy protoplasm, each of the dien pair was agood four meterslong. Their central



bulges were approximately the same in diameter. Both fore and aft ends tapered to a stub, at the end of
which was an obvious eye. Two eyes, one a each end. Remarkable, Telenberg found himsdf thinking.
Not only could he and his colleagues not tell the creatures’ dorsal side from the ventrd, they could not tell
front from back. The organisms design was fantastic, absurd, outrageous. A biologica joke. He did not
rule out the possibility that each of them was actualy two individudsjoined tail to tail, perhgpsfor
purposes of ongoing reproduction.

But if that was the case, how to explain only one pair of waving appendages protruding from the centra
bulge? If each organism was comprised of two individuals joined together, would each separately be
equipped with only one limb? And why not? he chalenged himself. Each would have only one eye. One
limb, one eye—but that was not what was most astonishing about the trand ucent shapes. Mere
physiological aberrations were not what had him struck dumb.

What mattered was not whether the creature he was looking a was controlled by asingle brain or two.
What rendered him speechless was the unmistakable fact that both sets of waving limbswere
semaphoring an intricate series of gesturesin the direction of the boat. When Vanadireb responded by
attempting to mimic the pseudopodd signaling as best he could, the two aguatic beings promptly reacted
by gesturing in kind.

Standing at therailing, Haviti caled forth a series of ancestrd arm movements. Drawn from forma dance
moves handed down through her family, they were languorous and serpentine. The creaturesin the water
imitated them beautifully. They then proceeded to follow this display with asuccession of Smpletwists
and turns of their flexible limbs. Telenberg joined hisfriendsin trying hishand a mimicry. Thedien
gestures grew more complicated. When the humans and thranx’ s attempts a imitation failed, the water
dugs smplified their efforts and repeated them until those on board got the movements right.

This gesticulating exchange continued until dusk. At that point the river-dwellers gestured their farewdll
and dove. N'kos spotted all three of them swimming back upriver in the wake of the boat. Asthe
interior of the vessdl’ s hull began to glow softly, providing illumination in response to the fading daylight,
three of its passengers gathered near the stern. It being Hawviti’ sturn to handle the controls, she
participated from where she sat behind the console.

N’kos spoke up first, voicing the conclusion they had al aready reached independently.

“No mouths. No visble or audible means of modulating air. Instruments found nothing unusua in the way
of electrical discharge. No nonvocal vibrations of any kind were detected, subsonic or otherwise” Using
his right hand he brushed sweet from hisforehead. “ Communication was strictly viagestures.”

“A certain minima amount of body language may aso beinvolved,” Haviti declared from her pogtion
behind the console. “We can't say that dl that twisting and rolling was not involved.”

“Physica punctuation.” Tellenberg was shaking hishead in disbdief. “1 guess none of usought to be
surprised. We' d dready agreed that the biology of thisworld wasinsane.”

Inthe dim light Vanadireb' s feathery antennae bobbed forward. “ So now we are faced with the reality of
afifth indigenous sentient race. Asif intended to drive us mad, it bears even less evolutionary relationship
to the four other intelligence species we have previoudy encountered than any of them do to one
another.”

“They could be related to the stick-jdlies” N’kos’ s hadfhearted conjecture sounded feeble even to him.



Whether comprised of possibly mating pairs or bizarrely designed individuas, the dexteroudy
gesticulating water dugs were like nothing e se the team had encountered so far.

Tellenberg let out aquiet Sgh. “1 wonder what we' [| come acrosstomorrow. Artistic air bags? Literary
forminifera? Intelligent rocks?’

“Now you'rebeing silly,” Haviti chided him.

Helooked back sharply. “Am1? Am | the only one who thinks we' ve stumbled onto some vast cosmic
joke?’ Spreading hisarms, he gestured at the nearest shore, diding past in slhouette. The sounds that
emanated from its trees and bushes and other as yet undefined growing things were epidemic with aurd
abaurdities.

“The more we learn about this world, the more unarguable it becomes that what we' re encountering here
isnot naturd. Biology and evolution smply don’t work thisway. The Commonwealth consists of dozens
of habitable worlds whose biota have been studied, catalogued, and researched in depth, plus dozens of
othersthat have at least been cursorily surveyed. Some of them are home to flora and faunamore
outrageous than imaginable. But dl of it, everywhere, regardless of whether it’s carbon-or silicon-based,
regardless of whether it' s fueled by oxy-nitro or methane, liquid or dissolved sulfates, resctive organic
hydroxides or reverse protein €l ectrophoress, follows certain laws.” Rising, he moved to starboard and
leaned his hands on therail as he stared at the dark, raucous, unfathomable Quofumian forest.

“Mushrooms do not evolve from starfish. Gorillas do not arise from liverworts. Birds do not develop
from sequoias.”

“Thranx do not develop from tegath,” Vanadireb put in solemnly, to fully emphasize the point.

Tellenberg turned back to his colleagues. “ So what do we have here? Externd intervention for purposes
of amusement, as was suggested earlier? A globular zoo whose keepers we have yet to contact? The
hand of adeity, dbeit amighty capricious one? Or am | missing a conclusion that should be obvious?’

“I hope s0,” muittered Haviti. “ Anarchy isbad for biology. It complicates the classfying of reports.”

“Something uniqueisgoing on here.” Pulling adrink tube from a storage container, N’ kos popped the
top, waited afew secondsfor the contentsto cool, and swallowed thirtily. Lightly smacking hislips, he
turned to study the dowly passing forest. “Maybe we aren’t coming up with the right explanation because
we smply don't possess the proper reference points. If what we' re encountering lies outs de the body of
accepted biologica knowledge, perhaps we have to find away to step outside existing wisdom in order
toexplanit.”

“A nesat trick.” Taking the tube from hisfriend, Tellenberg chugged down the rest of the contents. “When
you figure out how to do it, please let me know.”

“You'll beamong thefirst.” N'kos smiled.

“We could al get drunk,” Haviti suggested. “My ancestors recommended kava. | think the camp’s
synthesizer could manage the necessary molecular chains.”

“Comforting, if not enlightening.” Tellenberg tried to imagine the brilliant and ingghtful Haviti sumbling
around the camp dining area stone blotto. Half the vision was gppeding, the other half oddly unsettling.



Having no idea how he might cope with such aredlity he put it resolutely out of hismind. Faced with an
entireworld of unredlity, he redly had no timefor persond adjuncts.

Other drink tubes were brought out and their contents sipped or chugged after first being heated or
chilled, depending on individud thirst preferences. Food joined fluidsin being consumed as the boat
continued itsway downstream. Asthey proceeded they were serenaded by flanking forest and star-filled
sky and even gurgling, burbling river with a chorus of sounds as riotous and lunétic as the organisms that
must be generating them. Others might have found the nocturnd refrain vagudly disturbing. To the quartet
of dightly giddy researchers drunk on speculation it was an auditory carniva marred only by the lack of
time available for study and their inability to identify the source of each and every shriek, scream, squedl,
and screech.

There had to be an explanation, Tellenberg mused furioudy as he gnawed on his rehydrated food wrap.
There had to be aconjoining link. It couldn’t al be random. Nature was diverse. She could be
passionate, even wildly eccentric. But she was never, not ever, arbitrary. It was the same on every world
humanxkind had ever explored. Until now. Until Quofum.

Tilting back his head, he peered out from beneath the craft’ s protective canopy. The stars were different
from those viewable on the world of hishirth. But they were still stars. The spaces between them were
filled with alargely understood quotient of particles and energy. Natural lawswerein place, even if some
gtill remained to be discovered and quantified. The clock that was the universe ticked onward.

Where, in that vast panoply of organized matter, was the key to theirrationa world on which they had
landed?

7

It was no dight to Araza that Boylan was unwilling to take hisword for it that the condenser was once
again in full working order. The captain no more trusted his own observations than he did those of his
technician. For Boylan, proof of accomplishment resided in redlity, not words.

He had visited al three main modules plus checking on Irrigation and had spoken to dozens of separate
spigots before he was satisfied that the camp’ swater delivery system was functioning properly once
again. A casud observer might have deemed such behavior obsessive. Boylan would not have bridled at
the designation. Alone on an alien world parsecs from the nearest help, obsessiveness might prove
detrimental to socid interaction, but it might also save the lives of those who thought they were being
treated with condescension.

Better to have lots of running water, he felt, than afew cozy friendships.

The afternoon wound down without incident. That is, if one discounted the attacks made by three entirely
new and totally unrelated species of flying predators, the severa efforts by terrestria organisms of varying
sze and strength to frontally breach the charged perimeter, and at least one attempt to burrow benegth it.
The latter two did not escape the lethal effects of the fence. Asfor the agrid carnivores, their repeated
and misguided efforts to penetrate the convex plexaloy and nanofiber roof of the compound gained them
nothing more than broken teeth, split talons, and bruised egos. At itsworst, the banging and scratching
they caused was no more than distracting.



Have to get together with Araza to rig up some kind of motion-activated fright lights or
something, Boylan decided. It wouldn't do to have large predators continuoudy damming into and
banging off the roofs. If nothing e se, the constant clamor would disrupt work inside the lab module.

A mig-laden evening was clothing the surrounding forest in gray gossamer when hefindly found timeto
check the main storage bay for gear that might be used to improvise the crude equivaent of an dien
scarecrow. Located at the rear of the lab module, the large chamber contained equipment and supplies
that had been brought down viathe shuttle but had yet to be sorted out and put in its proper place. There
was no lock or security seal on the door. No one would steal suppliesto which they aready had
legitimate access, and no natives could get in. So Boylan was more than alittle surprised to find the small
room amess.

Everything should have been sorted by department, individua researcher, predetermined experiment, and
stacked neetly on the floor or placed on theintegrated shelving that protruded from the modul€ sinner
wall. What he found instead were opened cartons with their contents exposed to the air, smaller
containers piled haphazardly in one corner, boxes of suppliesthat had been accessed but not resedled, a
jumble of organic materials marked FRAGILE that ought not to have been stacked at dl, and loose bits
and pieces that should have been returned to their origina packing instead of being left where they had
been unpacked. There was no getting around it: the storage room was a disaster area. It had not been
one when the science team had departed upriver. Therefore the scientists could not be responsible for the
storeroom’ s current intolerable condition. And since he himsdlf had not visited it for days, the only
possibility remaining wes. ..

“ Araza_,”

Boylan could have raised the tech on his communit, could have located him in an instant, but he wanted
to confront his subordinate in person and without warning. How could someone charged with maintaining
the camp treet acritical portion of its supplies so cavdierly? While carrying out assigned tasks with
reasonable efficiency, Araza had dways been somewhat indifferent to orders. But until now there had
been no reason for Boylan to accuse him of abject carelessness. Handling vital materials and important
equipment in such adipshod fashion not only threatened to ruin important experiments before they could
be run, it posed adanger to far more significant stores such as medicina supplies.

Hefound the technician in the dining area, eting his evening med. Arazalooked up asthe captain
entered. If the tech noticed anything amiss, it did not affect his appetite. After an acknowledging glance
and nod, he looked away and returned to hisfood.

With exaggerated deliberation, Boylan sat down in the seat opposite, on the other side of the thin but
sturdy table. “ Enjoying your supper?’

Arazaforked up another mouthful, chewed, swallowed, shifted his attention to the side dish of
recongtituted pastawith itsimprovised afredo sauce. “ Y es, thanks.” When this reply produced no
response, he added politely, “Aren’'t you going to eat?’

“In due course.” Boylan leaned back in hischair. “I don't like eat until after I’ ve assured myself that
everything isdonefor the day and that camp isin optima run condition for following morning.”

The next forkload paused hafway to the technician’s mouth. “l1s't it?’

“Not quite. Not exactly.” The captain’ s stare was, if not exactly murderous, a least accusatory. “Therea



certain storage room whaose contents could use modicum of professiond attention. Infact, if | did not
know better, from looking at it just now | would think it had been vanddized.”

Arazaunhurriedly put down hisfork, picked up ahand wipe, cleaned hisfingers, and set the soiled wipe
asdefor recycling. “The camp perimeter isintact. Nothing has been insde that could do such athing.”

“I know.” Sarcasm and satisfaction in equa measure now poisoned Boylan’ stone. “ That redlity would
seem to lead us to an incontestable conclusion: that present condition of storeroom in question is
responsibility of someone dready ingde perimeter. Pardon if | exclude mysdlf.”

For the first time Araza appeared to show areaction beyond mere annoyance. “With the scientific team
away, the contents of the storeroom are not presently being utilized.” He hesitated. “| redizethat thereis
somedisarray.”

“‘Disarray’ ?" Boylan eyed the technician in mock disbelief. “Y ou mean, asif everything in room had been
sucked into ablack hole only to be spit out again?’

Pushing his plate asde, Araza tarted to rise. “ Since it upsets you so much, | will stack and organize
everything inthemorning.”

“St—down,” Boylan growled tersdly.

For an ingtant Araza appeared to freeze. His expression did not change. Only after anoticeable pause
did hefindly comply and resume his seat. Boylan was neither intimidated nor dowed. “1 want it fixed
now. | want everything back in its proper place, onitsindicated shelf, with appropriate |abels and

gpacing. Tonight.”

Unruffled as ever, Araza eyed his superior. “Why? 1 will have everything back in place before the
researchers return. Right now there is no one else to see the room except you and 1.”

“Wdl, ‘I" want it put right tonight.” Boylan smiled thinly. “I’ll degp alot better knowing that the necessary
work has aready been done. It benefits both of us. Y ou will have alighter workload tomorrow. We'l|
both need the rest. The team will have crates and bottles full of specimensto be unloaded, brought to
camp, and stored.”

“Tonight.” Arazachecked his chronometer.

“Tonight,” Boylan told him. “Now would be good timeto sart.” Again the smile. “ So that you don't
forget”

“All right. Y ou are correct, Captain Boylan. If | get everything that needs to be done out of the way
tonight, the workload tomorrow will belighter.”

“That' sthe spirit!” Pleased with the result of their little confrontation, Boylan rose. “Y ou don't haveto
rush off. Just get on it soon.”

“No.” Pushing back his chair, Arazastood and stepped away from the table. “1 have finished my medl.
Perhaps when | have performed the remainder of thisevening’swork | will pausefor adrink and
something else to eat, and to take timeto relax. Y ou know that | am not much of a dessert person.”



“Me, | love the sweetstoo much.” Patting his somach as he headed toward the food prep unit, Boylan
darted around thetable. “If I'm till up, I'll join you for that drink.”

“There should betime,” Arazamurmured as he walked away, heading in the direction of the lab module.

Boylan had finished his main courses and was scooping up last of the cupuragu sundae from asdlf-chilling
bowl when the technician returned. The captain frowned.

“That was quick. | know you can work fast when you want to, Salvador, but that was too fast. Surely
you haven't finished thejob yet?’

“No.” Araza svoice was even softer than usual. Not like that of aman dead, but like that of onefor
whom the other half of aconversation had little meaning. “| have only prepared mysdlf to do the work.”

“Wadll, damn it then—and damn you, too, man!” Boylan pushed the empty bowl toward the center of the
table and wiped his mouth with acloth. “Isthis some kind of joke? Did you think | wasn't being serious
when | told you to clean up the storeroom tonight ?’

“I do not think thisis somekind of joke,” the technician replied evenly. “Before | can think of doing the
work you specified, one other matter must be dedlt with first.”

Boylan'ssarcasm wasin full flower. “Wonderful! What isit thistime?'Y ou have dirty underwesr that
need emergency cleaning? Thereis chapter in abook you need to finish reading? Serious ear wax
buildup that desperately need attention, perhaps?’

Unexpectedly, Arazasmiled. Therewasno humor init. “Y ou have avoice, Nichola Boylan, that is
deserving of both respect and contempt. It servesyou well in your chosen profession. It isto be regretted
that your ability to manipulate timbre and wordsis not matched by an equa skill with numbers.”

What' s going on here? Boylan wondered to himsdlf. Something was not right. Most obvioudly,
something had gifted the normally taciturn technician with uncharacterigtic articulateness. What had
suddenly ingpired in him the power of speech? And not just minimally comprehensible speech, either.
Then there were his eyes. Normally distant or disinterested, they had acquired anew and disturbingly
intense focus that had not been there before. It was asif during the trangition from dinner to dessert the
tech had suddenly become a different person.

Or wasit possible, the captain mused, that thiswasthe red Araza, and the persona of shambling,
competent, minimally communicative technician they had known al dong wasthe fase one? If that was
the case, then what was he dedling with here? In the absence of information it was no disgrace to plead
ignorance.

“I don’t know what you talking about, Salvador. But | do know that | don't like you attitude.”

“Only the guilty find detachment threatening.” Araza s gaze bored into the captain’s.

In the course of along career Boylan had been compelled to stare down many men, some women, and
not afew diens. It wastherefore hard for him to admit to himself how badly the mechanic was unsettling
him.

“Doyourecdl,” Arazacontinued, “aloan of some sixty thousand credits, advanced to you by one



Char-pesh Hambilah-ah-Salaam, in the city of Barragath, on ThdiaMgor?’

The captain blinked. Corroded bits of memory bestirred themselves and linked together to form coherent
thoughts. “ Good God, that was twelve years ago!”

Arazanodded once. “ Y our recollection is correct. A ship captain and expedition commander is required
to have some smal command of figures. Therefore you should be able to roughly calculate the interest
that has accrued.”

Boylan gaped. He started to laugh, stopped when he saw that the technician was dead serious. “1 can’t
believethis. A minor but till important scientific expedition, with much a stake and dready agreat many
new discoveries made, and | am expected to take the time to explain a prehistoric persona fisca
misunderstanding to mission technician? | don’t know how you know about this or what mideading and
outright wrong tales you have been told, but is no concern of yours. Especially not now, not here, on this
world and inthis place.” Slowly, he pushed his chair back from the table. The last remnants of his sundae
formed a streaky puddlein the bottom of the serving bowl.

“Itisaconcern of mine, Nicholai Boylan, as| have been charged with extracting recompense.” Araza
dtared solemnly across at the captain.

Now Boylan did laugh. How could he not? The Situation was so preposterous, so outrageoudy absurd.
“A hill collector! Someone go to trouble of engaging ahighly competent, if often dothful technician to
collect an outdated credit advance while in the course of an expedition to anew and potential hazardous
habitable world. It beggar belief.”

It was plain that the man standing on the other side of the table did not see the same humor in the
gtuation. “Theloan is not outdated. Thereis no statute of limitations on the payback of monetary
advances from this particular source.”

Boylan took a deep breath. “Y ou have been misnformed, my friend. Misinformed and decelved. When it
was made, no time limit for repayment was placed on that old loan. Not by Hambilah-ah-Salaam nor by
his associates nor by their company. It will berepaid, | imagine, in due course.”

“Twelveyears.” Araza s gaze had not wavered. It occurred to Boylan that the technician seemed to have
stopped blinking. An unusua and curious skill. “ Plusinterest. Due on demand. Due now.” Thefaintest of
smilesregppeared to mar an otherwise fixed expression. “ Tonight.”

“Now?’ The captain had moved beyond laughter. He was starting to get angry. He had an expedition to
supervise, four eager and excited scientists returning to camp in the morning, hostile floraand faunato
ded with, severd species of belligerent native sentients to somehow smultaneoudy study and keep at
arm’slength, and—no timefor this.

“Therearedetalsinvolving thisfinancid transaction of which you are obvioudy ignorant. Maybe 'l
discussits history with you tomorrow. Or next week. When | can find the time. Thereis no time now.
We both have much to do.” Rising, he glared across the intervening table at his obdurate subordinate. “|
have aresponsbility to my team and to the Commonwedth.”

“Y ou have aresponshility to your creditors.” Arazawas quietly implacable.

Leaning forward, Boylan rested hisfists on the table. “Y ou not listening to me, Salvador. Pay attention. |



have no time for this now. Leaveit done. Get back to you real job. Clean up that storeroom.”
“Y ou refuse to settle your account?’

Straightening, the captain turned his hands pam upward and cast hiseyes cellingward. “Oh, sure, | settle
it. I send space-minus communication now, to Wolophon I11, which passes details to Cmkk, which
transfersinformation to maybe Bathazaar, which coordinates deposit of necessary credit on Thdia
Major.” Lowering his gaze, he glowered across at the placid technician. “Isno problem because | have
nothing elseto occupy my timeright now.” Histone changed from cantankerous to the kind one would
use when addressing achild.

“Firgly, no guarantee from this place and location that initial communication would successfully make
contact. Secondly, iswaste of expedition resources. Thirdly, isillegd to utilize misson equipment for
persona matters. And lastly, according to terms agreed upon when origina loan was made, timeto pay
back isincumbent on my ability to do so. That is presently inadequate.”

“Y ou should have saved your money,” Arazatold him. Unlike Boylan, there was not a hint of scorninthe
technician’svoice.

“Evenif | hadit, | would not be bothering with such athing now. Not here, not in this place. In case you
not noticed, | have other respongbilities.”

“Y our responsibility isto your long-patient creditors. Y ou have been in a position to make payback on
numerous occasions during the past twelve years.” Arazawas quietly implacable. “Y ou have not paid.”

The captain shrugged, unconcerned. “Time passes. Things happen. Theload will berepaid. Eventudly.”
“‘BEventudly’ isinsufficiently unambiguousfor my dlients. Y ou will pay now.”

Though hewas not redlly worried, Boylan casudly let hisright hand dip toward hiswaist. Along witha
varied assortment of other gear, it held his holstered sidearm. If he could not make the technician see
reason, he would haveto force it upon him. A week or two spent locked up in hisroom should give him
aufficient time for reflection. He had ddlivered his demand and found the response wanting. That would
be the end of it. When the expedition returned to Commonwed th space, Araza could communicate that
information to whoever had hired him. If his stubbornness proved to be unrelenting, the expedition would
smply haveto get dong without his abilities. Boylan didn’t think it would cometo that. The withholding
of food, for example, was usualy enough to convince the recalcitrant to cooperate.

“Evenif an effective means of doing so existed,” hetold the intent technician in an attempt to put an end
to the charade, “1 couldn’t pay off loan now. | don’'t have the credit.”

Digedting thisresponse, Araza nodded comprehendingly. “Very well. If that isyour concluding word on
the matter. | have been charged with extracting recompense. | will do so now.”

Boylan'sfingersfurtively undid the snap on his sdearm’ s holster. “Don’t threaten me, Salvador. Not to
my face. Not in my own camp.”

Reaching up, the technician fingered the top of the sedl that ran down the front of hisjumpsuit. The
captain tensed, but Arazawas only unsealing hisjumpsuit. No hidden weapon reveded itsdf asthetech
dipped the sedl al the way down to the crotch of his clothing. The green-and-beige camouflage



work-suit fell away from dender shoulders. Benegth, in place of the usud lightweight underwesr, the
technician was clad in alight-absorbing jet-black skinsuit of atype Boylan did not immediately recognize.
Encircling it a thewaist was a black belt festooned with gleaming, highly miniaturized gear whose
functions were unfamiliar and subject to multiple interpretation. The belt buckle. . .the buckle...

Boylan froze. His bresth caught in histhroat. Though it was pleasantly warm in the dining ares, achill ran
up and through his entire body asif his spine had suddenly been flash-frozen in adab of glacid ice. Only
hisright leg stayed warm, because it was down that limb the trickle of tepid urine from hisvoided bladder
curled.

The buckle that secured the black belt at the technician’ swaist had been faceted from asingle artificialy
enhanced, specidly treated crystal of vanadanite. The bright orange-red sone wasinset with agold skull
and crosshones. Asif that was not conclusive identification enough, the technician proceeded to doff his
work cap. Instead of his shaven skull, asecond head covering was reveded beneath the hat. Thiswasa
black skullcap inlaid with Signs, insignia, and cryptic script that had been laid in with crimson fail.

There was no longer any doubt asto Salvador Araza strue profession. The revelation was only further
confirmed when he reached up and camly peded off first one and then the other prosthetic eyebrow.

The Qwarm favored full-body depilation lest even asingle stray hair betray their presence or get inthe
way of their work. That work, asit had been practiced ever since the clan had been established hundreds
of years earlier, ran the gamut of agreat many disreputable but tolerated specidties. Bill collecting could
be counted among these. Assassnation was another.

Boylan was badly shaken by the disclosure, but he was not paralyzed. The hand that had been diding
toward his sdearm and had unlatched its holster now drew the weapon and fired. His stocky build
notwithstanding, the captain could move fast when he needed to. Deceptively fast. Thetiny but deadly
shells his weapon fired sped straight toward the somber-faced specter standing before him.
Unfortunatdly, by the time they reached the point of contact, their target was no longer there.

Boylan looked around wildly as smoke rose from the holes the double shot had blown in the modul€' s
interior wall. Araza had vanished. Asthe captain crouched next to the table, gripping the sdearm tightly,
the technician’ s voice drifted up to him from somewhere down the corridor.

“Thereisnaither need nor sensein making thisdifficult, Nicholai Boylan. | havetold you that | am
charged with exacting recompense. If my employer cannot have your money, then he must have your
life”

“I told you!” Boylan wastrying to look every which way at once. “1 don't have the money! | need more
time.” He was breathing faster than he had in years and his heart was pounding so hard it threatened to
punch itsway out his chest. “1 will have subgtantia credits waiting for me when this expedition returns.
Firg thing, | will transfer them to whatever account you specify.” Despite hisfear, hetried hisbest to
sound congpiratorialy convivia. “ That need not even be your bedamned employer’ s account.” Even as
he spoke he was edging sed thily toward the halway opposite the one from which Araza s cadm voice
emerged.

“I am Qwarm,” the unseen technician told him. The corridor imbued hisvoice with adight reverberation.
“A Qwarm cannot be bribed. In any event, | have some knowledge of what someonein your positionin
charge of an expedition on thisscaeislikely to be paid. The amount would not cover the interest owed,
much lessa satisfactory portion of the principa.”



“I told you.” Boylan's stressed response was half entreaty, half curse. “1 need moretime!”

“Y ou have had twelve years.” Had the tech’ s voice moved? Boylan couldn't tell. He was dmost to the
halway entrance. Araza continued patiently. “Not only my employer but any legitimate Commonwedlth
bank or credit monitoring facility would consider that you have aready been granted an excess of

leniency.”

“Banksdon’t hire nsto extract revenge. Not because they’ re any more compassi onate than the
people who are paying you, but because they know that adead creditor is acomplete write-off.” The
cgptain found himsaf with adear lineinto the halway.

“Y ou should have dedlt with abank,” Araza svoice informed him coldly. “I have been advised that my
client is prepared, abeit with due reluctance, to consder Nicholai Boylan fully amortized.”

Accompanied by abarely perceptible hum, aneat hole haf acentimeter in diameter appeared in thewall
dightly above and to the left of Boylan’s head. The edges of the puncture were perfectly smooth. No
smoke rose from the perforation, no heat radiated from its edges. It had been made by one of the
Qwarm' s preferred weapons: a sonic stiletto. Shaped sound had blown a hole in the tough nanofiber
materia. Boylan knew it would have no difficulty punching an equdly perfect holein hishead.

Pulling the communit from his duty belt, he made sureits|ocator was turned off. Then hewhirled and
raced down the corridor. As heran he did not look back. Doing so would only dow him, however
marginaly, and might result in his not seeing something on the floor and tripping over it. Looking back
under such circumstances was awaste of time. He would not see a sonic burst coming. Asfor Araza, if
he was near enough to observe the captain’ s desperate flight, then Boylan knew he was dready as good
asdead. Aslong as he could not see the Qwarm, could not hear him, and nothing spanged through his
skull or historso, the captain thought he had a chance.

A dim chance, to be sure, but he had survived near-death encounters on other worlds. Aslong ashis
brain functioned, there was hope. If he could just reach the shuttle he could safely lock himsdf ingde.
Then hewould be the one in aposition to make demands. Of course, Arazawould recognize that as
well. The shuttle was the one place where his quarry could find safety. That knowledge would persuade
the Qwarm to go therefirgt, to prevent the captain from engineering exactly that kind of escape. Redizing
this and knowing that he could not best or get past the professiona assassin in an open fight, Boylan had
opted for an dternative strategy.

If he could get outside before his pursuer brought him down, the captain planned on switching off the
security perimeter. The Quofumian forest would be his equaizer. Sdvador Arazamight be comfortably a
home within civilized surroundings and amaster of humanx culture, but he arguably knew even less about
thisworld than did Boylan. Out in the teeming, volatile, unpredictable dien jungle the Qwarm would find
himself only one more predator among hundreds. True, one of the latter might as easily decide to make a
casud med of thefleaing captain. In that event Boylan felt he would be no worse off than if hetried to
stand his ground ingde the camp. But there was a0 the possibility that Araza might become amed for
some wandering carnivorefirg.

Of course, the Qwarm could smply choose to remain insde the camp, comfortable within its confines
and a ease with its amenities. Boylan did not think Arazawould resort to such idleness. Such inaction
would be very un-Qwarm-like. Having held histrue identity in check for so long, the captain doubted a
professiond like the technician would be content to Sit back and wait for circumstancesto favor him.



Naturaly proactive, hewas unlikely to sit on his butt and wait for histarget to wander in and surrender.

Hemight also redlize, as Boylan had, that if the captain could get to theriver first he might through truth
or trickery be able to inveigle the members of the science team on his behalf. While the researchers were
untrained in matters of interhuman conflict, they knew how to conced themsalvesin theforest (in order to
better observe animals) and how to defend themsalves with the sdearms they carried as part of their
sandard field issue. A Qwarm was till a Qwarm; impressive, well trained, and thorough. But on
Quofum, Arazawas operating on unfamiliar ground, and five guns against one would be an improvement
inthe odds sufficient to give even aprofessond killer pause.

Once outside the last module Boylan could ingtruct his communit to disarm the perimeter fence. That way
he would not be confined to exiting viathe gate. He could vanish into the woods in any direction. Within
the forest he would have to ded with the fantastic array of locd life-forms. It was night outside, too.
Were the spikers active after sundown? Boylan hoped so. He was ready to take his chances with hostile
natives of any species so long as the cocksure Araza was forced to do the same. They would see which
man was better prepared, both mentaly and otherwise, to survive under such conditions.

He hestated at the module€' s emergency doorway, but only for an ingtant. Knowing how fast aQwarm
could move, he understood that the one currency he could not afford to squander wastime. Easing the
barrier open, he held hissidearm out in front of him as he emerged. In the abbsence of moon,
phosphorescent floraand fauna, stars, and the subdued perimeter lights provided just enough illumination
for him to make out his surroundings. His eyes struggled to adjust. There was movement visible, but only
on the far sde of the barrier, within the deep woods.

Putting hislips closeto his communit he hastily whispered the command for cutting power to the security
perimeter. Given that there were defense issuesinvolved, it took more than amoment to set up the
correct sequence. He was hafway across the flat open space that had been cleared between the camp
buildings and the fence line before he had the command string in place. After that, it was only amatter of
murmuring a code word to set everything in maotion.

Hewaited until the last possible moment. Once the security barrier went down Arazawould immediately
connect it with Boylan's absence. Unless the technician was a complete fool he would just as quickly
divine the fleeing captain’ s intentions—and the Qwarm did not train fools. But in the absence of alocator
sgnd from the cagptain’s communit the tech would have the entire perimeter to check, by which time
Boylan expected to be deep within the forest. Once inside he would follow an erratic, unpredictable,
zZigzag course toward the river. He did not for amoment doubt that Araza, like dl of hisclan, wasan
excellent tracker. But thiswas not a Commonwedth world. There would be arbitrary distractions. If
Boylan waslucky one of them might even provefatal to his pursuer, or a least dow him down.

He approached the nearest perimeter relay post. Crouching low, he muttered the word that would initiate
the disabling sequence. Seconds later the activation telltales on the inside of the post changed from red to
green. It meant that the power to the perimeter was down. It could mean nothing ese. Still...

Ahwel, hetold himsdf. If something was amiss and the barrier was ill active, hewould not live long
enough to wonder at the cause of his mistake. Straightening, he started forward. He was acrossthelinein
asecond.

And gl breething.

Thewall of low aien scrub that occupied the space between the perimeter and the forest proper wasless



than a meter wide. Once among the towering, twisted, frequently hallucinogenic growths, he had to force
himself to dow down, to move forward purposefully and steedily but under control. Having successfully
madeit thisfar, thelast thing he wanted was to make so much noise that it ended up drawing Araza s
attention.

As s00n as he had gone a hundred meters or so he promptly did something unthinkable. He put his
communit down on the ground, and lft it.

After hissdearm it was the most useful piece of gear he had with him. But he could not take the chance
that a professond as skilled and experienced as Araza might not have away of tracking such an
insrument, even with itslocator sgna turned off. If so, let him find it here, and then contemplate the
possihilities. The captain grinned mirthlesdy at the image of abemused Araza standing over the
abandoned communit, scanning the dense forest while trying to decide which way his quarry had gone.
Under such circumstances would the technician till come after him? Or might he have second thoughts?
It would al depend on his dedication to hisjob. Without actually seeing and recording a corpse, he could
not provide incontestable proof that he had fulfilled his assignment.

Made necessary by the need to leave aslittlein the way of atrail as possible, the erratic sumble through
the jungle took hours. How many, Boylan could not have said. His communit lay somewhere behind him
and histhoughts were focused €lsewhere. He only knew that eventualy he reached theriver, “eventualy”
being aunit of timethat wasfirmly nonspecific.

There was no sign yet of the boat and the scientific team. It was il pitch-dark out and too early. The
captain could tell that much even without his communit or awrist chronometer. He would find agood
spot; one where he could settle down in comparative comfort while till having agood view of theriver.
Already he was putting together the speech he would ddliver to the members of the team. It would be
smultaneoudy controlled and impassioned. He would not beg for their aid. He would describe the
Stuation in such away that they would conclude they had no choice but to help him. Then they would
caucus. Boylan was good at strategizing. Arazawas a Qwarm. But there would befive of them.

He was dmost rlaxed when something like agiant bee buzzed hisleft ear and tore it off.

Pain screaming through the side of hishead, he ill had enough presence of mind to roll and raise his
wegpon as hefdl. In the forest of the night, something shrieked. His shot had struck home.

Unfortunatdy, it had struck homein the heart of something plump, furry, and multilimbed. Inaming at
movement, he had neglected to pause long enough to evauate shape. A second, more subdued buzz
blew ahole completely through his gun arm, at the elbow. Whimpering, he dropped the wespon,
clutched at hisinjured arm, and started scrabbling desperately among the thick waterfront ground cover
for thefalen Sdearm.

A shape stepped out of the darkness. Clad asit wasdl in black, it was difficult to make out morethan a
dlhouette. A glimmer of starlight penetrated the forest canopy just enough to reflect dightly off the
enigmatic and intimidating designs embossed on the black skullcap.

“I have been waiting for you, Nichola Boylan. | knew you would come here, in search of alies”

Grimacing in pain, the captain sammered areply while surreptitioudy using only hiseyesto search for his
dropped weapon. “What—what if | had made for the shuttle?’



“| secured itsairlock with a persona security code before | came thisway. It was not difficult to find the
place where you had |eft the boundaries of the camp and entered the woods. Y ou are not a narrow man,
Boylan. You break awidetrail, and you make many tracks.”

Something metdlic lying on the moist earth picked up aglint of phosphorescent fungal light: hisweapon.
Could he get to it? And if he managed to snatch it up in hisgood hand would he have timeto aim and
fire? Or at least to fire? You’ re wasting time, he admonished himsdlf.

“I| am compelled to extract recompense.” Arazagestured in the direction of the captain’ sinjured arm.
“Condder that adown payment.” The hand gripping the phonic stiletto rose dowly. “Thisis principd.”

Boylan made awild dive for his sidearm. Hisfingers wrapped around it. Unfortunately, it was at that
same moment that neura connectivity between arm, hand, fingers, and brain was terminated.

8

It would have been a sincere understatement to say that the returning science team wasin good spirits.
Unbridled exuberance would have been nearer the mark. Every collection tank and container on the boat
was full. They would need the trangporters to move some of the heavier specimens, including the dead
hardshell, back to camp. Individual recording units contained hours and hours of cross-referenceable
tridee footage of native flora and fauna—not to mention the rough-and-rowdy battle for the village of the
fuzzies. They had encountered and recorded contact with afifth intelligent indigenous species. All thisin
the space of afew days.

Was ever afirst contact team blessed with such awedlth of discovery? Tellenberg mused as the boat
began to turn in toward shore. If they departed Quofum tomorrow, they would take back with them
samples and data enough to keep an entire block of a Commonwealth science center busy for years
samply dissecting, analyzing, and classifying. They had cometo thisworld in hopes of settling afew basic
astronomical, geologica, and biologica questions. Among the scientific staff it was hoped that afew
worthy papers might result from the low-key expedition. Now it appeared that reputations might be
mede.

His persona professiond prospects had been equally enhanced by the discoveries of the previous days.
He could hardly wait to get back to the camp and start working on the materia they had amassed. If they
never again went out into the field before the scheduled date for departure, none of them would be
lacking for work.

In hismind’ s eye he envisioned what they could reasonably look forward to: awards, promotions,
publishing opportunities, the approbation of their peers, perhaps even amodicum of socia notoriety. He
didn’t know about his colleagues, but asfor himsalf he was more than ready to cash in on apersona
appearance or two. It would make up for al the repetitive lectures he' d had to record or deliver in
person over the years during which time the greatest reward he had received had been occasiond polite
applause or the rare intdlligent question from someone standing out in a youthful audience.

Asthe sturdy vessel neared the bank there was no need for anyone to go into the bow, no ropesto be
cast ashoreto tieto trees. Accderating, Haviti drove the boat forward until the glutinous shoreline mud
gripped it firmly. A touch of another control sent apair of gripper units shooting outward at opposite

angles. As soon as these gained a purchase on sufficiently rooted riverine growths, a beep sounded on



the control consoleto indicate that the little vessal was secured to the shore.

Another control unfolded the ramp that was built into the bow. Extending forward and out over the mud,
it set down and locked into position on the same patch of relatively dry ground they had used for
disembarking days before. Tl lenberg recognized the spot from the presence of several empty food
containersthey had left behind that were only hafway through theinitia stages of accelerated
biodegradation.

They took only the lightest and most unique bits of their collection in their backpacks. They would return
later with Arazaand apair of transportersto recover the remainder. Hermeticaly sealed in tough
containers on board the boat, the rest of the specimens would be safe from any marauding scavengers.
Neverthdess, Tdlenberg knew he and his companions would worry about the well-being of what they
had accumulated until it was safely back ingde the camp’ slaboratory module. While scavengers could
not see or smell the carefully packed examples of loca life-forms, should they happen to come acrossthe
moored craft, curious indigenes such asthe stick-jellies or others might try to pry open the containers.

The team had shouldered their packs and were preparing to head inland when Valnadireb unexpectedly
blocked theway. “My apologies, al of you, but | detect avery digtinctive smdl that | fear demands
further investigation.”

“‘Demands 7’ A bemused expression came over N'kos’ sface. “That’ sa pretty strong way of putting it,
vd.

“Itisapretty strong odor. Onethat | wish | did not detect. | may be mistaken asto its nature. | hope that
| am.”

Even in the absence of the usual punctuating hand gestures there was a grimness to the thranx’ stone that
none of them could miss. Asthe xenologist from Willowane followed his antennae into the undergrowth,
his colleaguestrailed behind him. Away from the boat landing the rich, pungent panoply of exotic forest
smelsgrew thick; al moist loam and alien dung and ripely decomposing things. So too did the specific
odor that had attracted Vanadirel’ s attention.

They did not haveto go far. The body lay sprawled very closeto the landing. It waslying facedownina
meass of meter-wide growthsthat feastured pae red leaves dternating with nubby yellow tendrils. Coailing
tightly back upon themselves, the latter drew in protectively asthe vibrations generated by advancing
footsteps hinted at the gpproach of large, possibly herbivorousvistors.

Catching sight of the corpse N'kosi uttered an inarticulate sound from the back of histhroat.
Vanadireb’s mandibles clicked twice to express hisdismay. Haviti bent to push aside the broad, flat
leavesthat partialy concedled the captain. In the course of doing so she uncovered, among other things,
Boylan'sleft hand. As soon asthey were exposed to the light the small horde of trand ucent, disk-sized
arthropods that were swvarming the revealed flesh scattered into the undergrowth. They had eeten dl the
fleshupthewrigt.

Disdaining the use of advanced monitoring equipment Tellenberg knelt next to the motionless form and
checked it for a pulse. There was none. He checked for a heartbeat and was not rewarded. By thistime
N’kos had his communit out and set on Medicd. Holding it afew centimeters above the captain’ storso
he passed it dowly back and forth. A couple of minutes of thiswas sufficient to give him the answer he
didn’t want.



“He' s dead. Been dead for awhile, too.”

“Couldn’'t have been dead too long.” Haviti stared at the body that the Quofumian forest had aready
gtarted to claim. “We haven't been gone that long.” Sheindicated the hand that had been picked clean by
the siwvarm of tiny scavengers. The bones gleamed whitely in the diffuse light of the understory. “That's
horrible, but it's not afata wound.”

To Telenberg the skeletd appendage sticking out of the dead man’swrist looked unred, like agag toy
that had been temporarily attached to the captain’ sreal body. Despite the results of his perfunctory
examination and N'kos’ s scan, he haf expected the indefatigable captain to Sit up, detach the exposed
bones, and screw hisreal hand back into hiswrist. A fine joke that would be on dl of them.

Except no one was laughing. Boylan was not going to get up, and there was no other real hand lying in
wait in the bushes.

“We must try to determine the cause of fatdity.” Vanadireb was using both truhands to probe and prod
at the corpse’ s lower torso.

“Here, look at this.” Knedling on the opposite Side of the cadaver from Tellenberg, Haviti was pushing at
the hair on the back of the dead man’ s head. For once utterly indifferent to hisfellow xenologist’s
physica appearance, Telenberg joined her in searching.

What they found was asmall hole. Some of the captain’ s hair had fallen down to cover it. Y ears of
fieldwork had sharpened Haviti’ svison.

“Let’sturn him over,” she suggested solemnly.

Working together, they rolled the heavy body onto its back. Asthere wasno hair to cover it, they saw
the matching holein Boylan' sforehead immediately. Small and perfectly round, it went dl the way
through skin, brain, and bone. A lot of blood, and other things, had leaked out, staining the captain’ sface
and the upper portion of hisjumpsuit. Though Tellenberg was an experienced researcher who out in the
field had examined and collected a great many disagreeable dead and dismembered specimens, he till
found himsdlf glad that Boylan' s eyes were closed.

Raising his gaze, he scanned what he could see of the surrounding dien forest. “ Spikers? Or the
hardshells? Or maybe something €l se? First we encounter two wary indigenous intelligences, then four,
then five. Who'sto say there aren’t more?’

“Not me.” Bending low over Boylan, Haviti was using afield scope to ingpect thewound closdly. “1 can't
seetoo far in—need lab equipment for that—but from what | can tell the ossia perforation is perfectly
round and smooth-sided. Turn him again.” Tellenberg and N’kos helped her roll the body. A quick
evauation of the exit wound found her Sitting back and nodding.

“Front to back it's a perfect match. Pretty hard to envision a spiker making awound like that with a
crude spear.”

“We only know the native weapons we ve seen,” Tellenberg pointed out reasonably. “We know nothing
of those unknown to us.” He eyed the corpse. “Still, | tend to agree with your assessment, Tiare. To
cause an injury like that with primitive technology you' d dmost have to hold him down and driveameta
spike through hishead.” There was no heditation, no quaver in the xenologist’ s voice as he ddivered his



opinion. He was used to dissection. The captain, in his own involuntary way, had become a specimen. A
specimen of just what, they did not yet know.

Actively studying the surrounding foliage, Vanadireb opined, “ Perhaps Boylan was killed by somekind
of largeloca predator. The fauna of the Commonwed th includes many very large carnivores equipped

with teeth and jaws of sufficient penetrating power to make such a deep wound. My homeworld done

counts severa such among itsinhabitants.”

Haviti looked thoughtful. “ So does mine. Deadly mest-eaters even still roam parts of Earth itsdf—albeit
only in parks and reserves.” Sheindicated the body. “But if it was a predator, one would expect the
entrance wound to be larger than the exit, or vice versa, sincekilling teeth and talons usually taper to a
point. I’m not ruling out an exception, though.” She gestured at the surrounding undergrowth. “ Especialy
not on thisworld, where biologica exceptions seem to betherule”

Telenberg looked around uneasily, unable to keep from wondering what might be lurking just beyond
their range of vison and hearing while contemplating its next move. If something local, sentient or
otherwise, had killed Boylan and | &ft, there was no telling when it might come back.

“There s something e se to take into account.” With hisright foot, N'kos nudged the dead man’ sleft
boot. “Onewould think that a predator expending enough energy to make akill would &t least taste its
prey. Even an animad defending young islikely to take an exploratory bite out of something it hasdain.
Except for the hand that was gnawed away by those small scavenging arthropods, the corpseis
untouched.”

“WEe rethinking like biologists.” N'kos joined hisfellow humansin taking a close look at the deceased
captain. “ Maybe we should be thinking like psychologists.”

Telenberg blinked &t his colleague. “Y ou’ re saying that maybe Boylan killed himself?’
“That makesno sense,” Vanadireb injected.

N’kos looked back at him. “Maybe not to athranx. Captain Boylan dways struck me asalittle
high-strung. Like any expedition commander he was under alot of pressure.” He eyed his companions.
“Who'sto say how serioudy it affected him?We only knew the public man. He could have been under
gressfrom al kinds of private demons.”

“I dunno.” Straightening, Tellenberg found himsalf staring in the direction of the camp. “ Sure, he bitched
andydled alot. | even encountered him muttering to himsalf anumber of times. But those aren’t exactly
sgnsof asuicidd psychosis” Heeyed N'kos. “I know, | know—public versus private man. But ill,
did he ever strike you aslikely to go over the edge?’

N’kos chewed hislower lip. “No. He dways struck me aslogica and rationd, if abit proneto hysteria
at times. I'm just putting forward another hypothesis. The man’s dead and we don’t know how or why.
We have an event. I'm looking for acause.”

“I do not think we can count self-desth among the possibilities.” Vanadireb had settled back on hisfour
trulegs, hisfoothands and trunandsfolded in front of him. “The fata wound suffered by the captainis not
congstent with the type of wespon he favored. An explosive shell would not leave such anedt, clean
puncture. It would not leave ahead.”



“He could have taken another device from stores,” N’kos argued.

“There sone other possibility.” Haviti aso rose. * Maybe—maybe he and Savador had afight. They
were always arguing. At least, the captain was. Even when he answered back, Salvador was always
soft-voiced.”

“I wouldn't call it arguing,” Tellenberg corrected her. “Y ou need at |east two to have an argument.
Boylan was dways bawling him out for some reason or another. | never saw Arazayell back.”

She met hisgaze evenly. “ There you haveit. Potentid for repressed anger. Only strengthens my point.”

Telenberg spread hisarms. Histone reflected his dishdief. “Come on, Tiare. There sawaystension
between superiors and subordinates. And yes, sometimesit can build to the point where it leads to more
than verba confrontation. | can almost envision afrustrated Salvador taking aswing a Boylan. But
murder?’ Heindicated their surroundings. “ And if S0, even if we countenanceit just for purposes of
discussion, why here? If Arazawanted to kill Nichola, why not murder himin hisdegp?’

“I don’'t know,” she muttered, “sincel don’t spend any time mysdlf plotting imaginary homicides. What |
do know isthat Va makes agood point about weapons.” Crouching again, thistime near the captain’s
waist, Haviti checked the holster on his service belt. It took only amoment to learn what she wanted to
know. “Empty,” she declared, looking up at each of them in turn.

Telenberg' slipstightened. “ I rrespective of cause of death, that makes no sense at al. No matter what
the circumstances, Boylan wouldn't have eft camp without agun. Hell, he dways wore one when he
was insde the perimeter.” Turning, he started hunting through the undergrowth, shoving aside oversized
leaves and thinner strands of other organic materiad of uncertain compostion. His companionsjoined him.

His hunch proved correct. Vanadireb found the discarded sidearm lying in the mud. Pickingitupina
foothand, the thranx xenologist transferred the weapon to atruhand and showed it to his companions.
One chitinous digit tapped areadout on the side of the device.

“Thisholdsten rounds. Assuming it wasfully loaded as usual, severd are recorded as having been fired.”
He stowed the recovered weapon in his backpack. “1n camp we can access the weapon’ s recorder to
seewhat hewasfiring at.”

After fumbling through the dead man’ s service belt, Tellenberg let out a puzzled sgh and stood. “ There' s
no communit. I’d sooner be stuck out here without aweapon than without acommunit. Thisreally makes
no sense.”

“An active communit puts out alocator sgnal.” Haviti nodded in the direction of camp. “If Boylan was
afraid of being tracked, he might have left hisbehind.”

“You mean, if Arazawas after him?’ N'kos joined her in looking eastward. “If that’ sthe case, it didn't
do him any good.”

“We could find out dl the answers” Tellenberg put in, “if we could ask him.”
“Can't ask him.” Haviti withdrew her own unit. * Can ask someone €l se who might have some answvers.”

Telenberg put ahand on her am. “What if you'reright?’ he murmured.



She met hisgaze. “Y ou mean about Boylan and Araza having afight? Look, Esra—there are certain
things we can do. We can stand here hypothesizing 'til the end of time, or we can move forward with
this. The captain’ s death may have a depressing but perfectly reasonable explanation. | grant you that
murder might be one of them. But it’ s only one among several. One way or another, under one set of
conditions or another, we have to get back to camp. That means confronting Salvador—unless our initial
suspicions were correct and thisis somehow the work of one or more groups of natives or some as yet
unknown predator. If that' s the case, then Araza will be even more anxiousto hear from usthan we are
totak tohim.”

N’kos swdlowed. “ And if there was some kind of atercation and Savador followed Boylan out here
andkilled him?’

Her reply was as hard as her gaze. “Then we might be able to ascertain that by asking the right questions
and anadyzing Araza s answers, which would be ahell of alot better than walking right up to him and
putting the matter to hisface, don’t you think?”

They spent severd minutes debating their options. As these were limited, the discussion was concluded
fairly quickly. It was agreed that they should contact the technician viacommunit.

“Youtadk tohim,” Tellenberg told her.
Haviti blinked. “Me? Why me? Why not you, or even Va?’

Despite the seriousness of the Situation Tellenberg dmaost smiled. “When he replies he' |l be thinking of
you. Somehow | think that’ slikely to be more reassuring than if he' sthinking of me, or Mog, or Va.”

“That' snot avery scientific rationde, Esra”
It was definitely not theright place or timeto smile. “No, Tiare, it'snot. But it' sredigtic.”

She hesitated. Seeing that dl three of her colleagues were in agreement, she shook her head once and
addressed the communit, indtructing it to alert Araza.

Asit turned out it did not matter whether she was chosento try to talk to him, or Tellenberg, or even
Vanadireb. It did not matter because no matter what method she employed, whether verba or via
wholly eectronic input, the expedition’ stechnician did not answer.

“Maybe something’ s wrong with your unit,” Tellenberg suggested after severd attempts at contact had
faled.

She shook her head. “1t showsfull functionaity. Still...” She extended ahand.
Helent her hisdevice. Theresults were exactly the same.

“Thisisn't good. Not good at al.” N'kos had tried to reach Arazaon hisown unit. “I can't evenraise his
emergency locator. At least the camp’ s separate module beacons al respond.”

“Same here.” Haviti handed Tellenberg's device back to him. “It suggeststhat his unit has been knocked
out of action. Or turned off.”



“Why would heturn off hiscommunit?’

“Maybe he doesn’t want to be located,” a somber-faced N'kos ventured. “Or maybe he'sjust notina
talkative mood.”

None of the possible explanations were pleasant to contemplate, Tellenberg knew, dthough it was
encouraging that theindividual camp beacons were functioning. At thispoint, any Sgn of normaity was
welcome.

“Could the spikers have attacked the camp, chased Boylan out here, and killed Araza?” N’kos
wondered. “How would they get through the perimeter?’

“That ill wouldn't explain the precison of Boylan'sinjuries,” Haviti pointed out, “or how he cameto be
out here, thisfar away from camp, without his communit. Unless of course there' s till more to thisworld
than we can envision, and we' re being stalked by something unimaginable. Until we have some answers
we have to proceed with the utmost caution.” She took a deep breath. “But proceed we must. We can't
just stay here and wait for explanationsto cometo us.”

Tellenberg nodded agreement. “ All right—we go back to camp. But carefully. We scope things out as
best we can before trying to enter. Assuming we make it safely back inside the perimeter, welook for
Sdvador.” He caught Haviti staring at him. “ At the same time we don’t reject any worst-case scenarios
no matter how convivid any gregting we may receive.” He eyed the rest of his companions. “Tiare's
right. We can't risk making or disregarding any assumptions until we get some answers.” Reaching down,
he tapped the holster that was attached to his own service belt. “ And we go in with weagpons activated.”

“Activated—or activated and drawn?’ Vanadireb’s compound eyes and feathery antennae were aimed
in Tellenberg sdirection.

The xenologist looked a Haviti, who in turn eyed the thranx. “No,” she declared firmly. “1 don’t think
that’ sagood idea. We don’'t know Boylan's state of mind before he died. By the same token, we don't
know what kind of pressure Araza may be under. | agree with Esra. We have to be ready to defend
oursdlves from anything—or anyone. But we don’t want to be unnecessarily provocative, either. We
have no idea of the true nature of things.”

Tellenberg nodded agreement. “No matter what the circumstances we should be dright if we just keep
our heads and act sensibly. Something bad has happened. We don’t know the cause but we' re going to
find out. And if it should turn out that Arazaisin some way responsble for this blanket sllence from camp
and for the captain’ s death, well...” He met the gaze of each of his colleaguesin turn. “We re not military
people, but we' ve dl had to handle weaponsin the field. We know how to shoot to defend ourselves.
And therearefour of us.” Thistime he dapped instead of tapped his belt holster.

“If it comesto it, four experienced field operatives should be able to handle one disturbed repair
technician.”

9

There was no disagreement about leaving the body of the captain behind. Everyone was of the same



mind that it was too heavy and that under the circumstances, given the uncertainty with which they were
presently faced, it was a burden they could not safely manage. They could come back for it later, with a
trangporter, and bring it back to camp.

Besdes, Tdlenberg found himsdlf thinking gravely as he followed N’ kos back toward the waiting boet,
Boylan would not mind.

There was some discussion concerning the hard-won collection of specimens. “Look,” N'kos told his
colleagues, “if the captain waskilled by natives, or by some asyet unknown locd life-form, or if despite
theillogic of it he actualy did commit suicide, we re going to fed awfully foolish if we come back here
only to find that other natives or fauna have damaged or knocked overboard everything we ve worked
50 hard to accumulate.”

“Maybe I’mwrong, Mos,” Haviti retorted, “but right now | could care less about specimen preservation.
Cal my scientific dedication into question if you want, but the most important thing we haveto do right
now istry to find out what happened to Boylan—and what’ s going on at the camp. Should the
worst-case scenario you describe eventuate, we can aways acquire more specimens.” She turned from
him to Tellenberg and Vanadireb. “Our most pressing need isto find out why Araza s not answering his
communit.”

Tellenberg’ stone was gpologetic. “Tiare' sright, Mos. Nobody’ d miss the collection we' ve put together
over the last severa days morethan |, but that’ s not really important right now.”

N’kos turned to the sole nonhuman member of the expedition. “Va?’

“I must agree with Esraand Tiare. The specimens are al dead. Captain Boylan is dead. We, on the other
hand, are il dive. Ensure the latter first, deal with the deceased afterward.”

“All right then.” But asthey started off back toward camp aong the crude trail they had hacked out of
the alien forest severa daysearlier, N'kos could not keep from casting more than one regretful glance
back in the direction of the grounded boat and its unparaleled cargo of recently accumulated netive
lifeforms.

While making their way through the forest they stayed on maximum dert, though for what they did not
know. An attack by Quofumian aborigines, perhaps, or an assault by some previoudy unknown local
predator. A growing unease gnawed at the back of everyone' s mind at the continued silence from the
camp. Why wasn't Araza answering? Even if he chose slence, his communit would keep advisng him of
the repeated attempts by his colleagues to make contact. There was ill another possible explanation. He
might be dead, too.

“If therewas afight,” Telenberg murmured as he pushed aside a softly mewing knot of vines, “and
Savador killed Boylan, maybe the captain managed to shoot him. We know that Boylan got off three
rounds. Maybe he wounded Savador fatally.” He gestured over his shoulder. “ Arazamight be lying back
therein the bushes just like the captain. Maybe we didn’t look hard enough.”

N’ kos glanced up at hisfriend. “We have to come back to theriver for our specimens. If Salvador’ s not
in the camp, it would lend credence to that idea. Maybe we' Il find other indicators of what’ s happened.
Bloodstains, destruction of property.” He brightened. “The internal security system should have recorded
any trouble”



“Good thought, Mos.” Having been raised on and lived most of hislife ontypicaly tropica thranx
worlds, Vanadireb was more comfortable in their present surroundings than any of his human
companions. “ That’ sthefirst thing we should do.”

It was such agood ideg, in fact, that Tellenberg tried to access the camp’ s security system viahis
communit. Hefailed, but felt it was worth the few minutesit took to make the effort. While afair number
of the camp’ s systems could be remotely contacted and controlled, Security was not among them.
Allowing remote access to Security would open that security to the possibility of being breached or
otherwise compromised. Security that could be accessed externdly was by definition no longer secure.
Stll, pondering the possibility gave him something to do. For afew momentsit had the benefit of taking
hismind off their present gloomy Stuation.

Soon they were approaching the main gate at the camp’s perimeter and there was no more time to waste
on hopeful diversons.

From the edge of the forest fronting the barrier nothing appeared amiss. A quick check with acommunit
indicated that the defensive perimeter was active and fully charged. Beyond, the three completed
modules and the entrance dome stood as the team had | eft them; undamaged and apparently otherwise
untouched. Within the expangive cleared grounds enclosed by the perimeter fence, nothing moved.

Concealed in the undergrowth, Tellenberg leaned to hisleft and whispered to Haviti, “Try and raise
Arazaonemoretime.”

She proceeded to do o, both verbally and via a series of dectronic sgnas. None of them produced any
response. The xenologist considered her colleagues.

“He sdead, hiscommunit is broken, and he' s not near the central communications console; he' sdive but
choosing not to respond; he' s alive but not near aworking communit; he could be severdly injured and
unableto reply; or we re smply overlooking something.”

“Too many possihilities.” Having drawn his Sdearm in spite of hiscompanions concerns, Vanadireb
held the distinctively thranx wegpon securely with hisright foothand and truhand. “None of them fill me
with hope. Let us proceed cautioudy and be ready for anything—most especially that which we do not
expect and cannot predict.”

The main gate, at least, responded immediately and welcomingly to their verbal request for admission.
There was no solid barrier to push aside. The space between two designated relay posts smply
deactivated. Despite the indicators on both having switched from red to green, Tellenberg till found
himsalf stepping through the gap atouch more briskly than was necessary. He felt better once he and his
friendswere dl safely insde the perimeter.

With the gate reactivated behind them they headed quickly for the front entrance. The doorway there
responded as efficiently as had the perimeter gate. Inside the dome everything was as they remembered
having left it. Like discarded skins, bio-hazard suits hung neatly on the main clothes rack off to the right.
Supplies, some of them il haf unpacked, filled storage shelves off to the left while sedled containerslay
stacked on the floor where they had been unloaded. The absence of any indicators of violence was
amogt asdisturbing asif they had found blood on the floor and damageto the interior.

Theintegrity of their individua quarters had not been violated. Even the dining areawas unaffected, with
the exception of one overturned chair that hardly congtituted asignificant disturbance. In their haste no



one noticed the dightly blurred interior pand where part of onewall had automaticaly repaired itsdlf.

Finding themselvesin the galley area, they took abresk from their ingpection long enough to eat. Barely
heated food was downed quickly, with no thought given to proper digestion. Everyonewas still far too
nervous and uneeasy to relax, even at the dining table.

“What now?’ N’'kos’ swords filtered out around the edges of the sandwich that filled most of his mouth.
He was swallowing without hardly bothering to chew.

“Security.” Haviti was seated next to him. “| suggest starting with the morning we left and running back al
internal recordingsfirgt. If they don’t show anything we can move on to the tridee from the externa

pickups.”
“That may be premature.”

Both of them turned. Tellenberg looked acrossthe table. Behind N’ kos and Haviti, Vanadireb was
straddling his narrow bench. A truhand held food while afoothand clutched a spiral-spouted thranx
drinking vessdl. Another truhand was holding his communit. The xenologist was concentrating on the
instrument and not hisfood.

“I thought that while | was eating | would set my unit to run an activity scan. It picked up alot of the kind
of noise | expected: autosystems cycling, security monitoring, water purification in progress, lightsand
other proximity-activated equipment going on and off in response to our presence. Thereis one set of
readings, however, that demands more detailed scrutiny.”

Haviti put down her cup of kavaderivative. “Where sthe activity? In the |ab? Outside the perimeter?’

Slipping off hisbench, Vanadireb sat his unfinished food and drink aside. “ Indications are that multiple
sysems are being cycled within the shuttle.”

Therewas aflurry of movement asthe four scientists hurriedly finished or set aside the rest of their food.
Asthey raced back toward the main entrance N’ kos suggested anew that they draw their weapons.
Again he was voted down.

“Not agood idea. AsVad said, premature.” Haviti turned acorner. “If it's Salvador, and | can’'t imagine
that the shuttle is cycling the systemsin question by itself, we don’t know what kind of shape he'sin.
Physcdly or mentaly. He could be injured, he could be panicky, he could be frightened.” She glanced
over a Telenberg.

“Besides, as Esrapointed out, there are four of usand only one of him. When we get there, let’ s make
sure we stay spread out. Not so much that it looks like a deliberate tactic, but enough so that if Salvador
exhibits tendencies toward the homicidal he'll have to choose one of four separate directionsin which to
am”

“That’ sencouraging,” Tdlenberg commented dryly.

She threw him an unblinking, no-nonsense look. “ Just being careful, Esra. That’ swhat you do in the field
when you find yoursdlf confronting faunathat might present unknown dangers.”

He did not reply. Despite his sardonic comment, he had been thinking aong exactly the samelines.



Located well away from and behind the established camp, the shuttle had been hidden from view when
they had first stepped out of the forest. Their natural and proper inclination had been to investigate the
buildingsfirst. Now they found themselves dowing as they approached the craft. Though only afew
externd telltdeswere dight, they were sufficient to verify Vanadired' sfinding. A soft but powerful hum
emanating from deep within the vessd confirmed it.

Following Haviti’ s recommendation they spread out. There was no movement outside the craft. The
loading ramp was down and deserted. Advancing with caution, Tellenberg and N’ kos started toward it.
A voice stopped them.

“Y ou are looking for me, | suppose.”

From where they were sanding everyone whirled smultaneoudy to gazein the direction of the calm,
familiar accent. Emerging from the nearby portable workshed, Salvador Araza came toward them.
Though Tellenberg' sfingerstwitched anxioudy he did not reach for his sdearm. Not because heredlized
that the phonic dtiletto that hung loosdy from the fingers of the technician’ s right hand could be raised and
amed before the xenologist could draw his own wegpon. Instead, he was stunned into inaction and an
immediate response was forestalled by the unexpected spectacle of the tech’ s attire. The sight of the dark
garb had an equaly immobilizing effect on the xenologist’ s companions.

Recognition was asimmediate as it was disbelieving. What Arazawas wearing was as distinctive asthe
uniform of a Church peaceforcer, though inexpressibly lesswelcome. The foil-inscribed skullcap, the
black jumpsuit, the distinctive and unmistakably hostile belt buckle were aswell known to the four
xenologigs asto any casualy well-informed citizen of the Commonwedth. Clearly, Arazano longer felt
any need to hide histrue identity or principa occupation. One could study to become atechnician. To
become a Qwarm, one had to be born or adopted into the secretive clan. His present appearance not
only redefined him, it slently and smultaneoudy addressed most of their questions asto how the captain
came to meet hisuntimely and unexpected end.

Mogt, but not al.

Haviti’ sright hand kept fluttering back and forth, back and forth, like atimid bird unable to decide where
to perch, asit hovered indecisvely in the vicinity of the field sdearm she wore holstered at her waist.

“Wefound Boylan. You killed him.” It was not aquestion. “Why?’

As Araza approached the loading ramp Tellenberg and N’ kos dowly backed away. They did not take
their eyes off their fellow expedition member.

“Nicholai Boylan was agood captain and ahard worker.” The Qwarm’ swords were grudgingly
complimentary. “If he had worked as hard at paying off the debts he had accumulated as he did at
managing thismission, | would not be here. He would even now be safdly inside hisliving quarters,
probably raving and ranting about some perceived trivia oversight, and you would now be spesking to a
different specidist. Someone for whom technica repair and maintenance was his or her only profession.”

Off to hisleft, one of Vanadireb' s foothands had edged close to his own weapon. Araza barely |ooked
in hisdirection, but the brief narrow-eyed glance was enough to persuade the thranx to let his
four-fingered hand dide away from the gun.



“| was ableto obtain the tech position on this unpretentious expedition through means and manipulations
that need not concern you. My clan has many contacts. Had this been amgjor first contact voyageto an
important new world, personnd screening would doubtless have been more vigorous. The true nature of
my real occupation might have been discovered, or at least suspected. That it was not isa credit to those
among my peerswho have devoted themselves to the less visible but no lessimportant facets of our
profession.”

N’ kos’sfingers continued to fegther theair in the vicinity of hispistol. “If you were hired to kill
Boylar—"

Arazainterrupted the xenologist. “1 was hired to give him one last chance to pay what he owed. And
failing that, yes, to extract recompensein full. The only thing those who contracted for my services abhor
worse than nonpayment of adebt isthe flaunting of such nonpayment. It makes them look bad. It makes
them look stupid. It tends to encourage othersto default. Thisisbad for any business.”

“I didn’t see anything that would lead someone to believe Boylan was flaunting something like that,”
Haviti remarked. “He certainly never mentioned it.”

The Qwarm turned toward her. “Why should he? There was no reason for him to bring it up to any of
you, his crew. Be assured that he did alludeto it, repeatedly, in other places and timeswhere
circumstances assured that hisinjudicious loquacity would get back to those to whom he owed the
money. They fdt chafed. Laughter had been induced at their expense.” Araza straightened dightly, dmost
asif he was coming to attention in the presence of his unseen employers. “ Safer to shoot a such people,
better to beat them, than to make them the butt of cheap jokes. They do not take kindly to such
embarrassment.”

N'kos tried again. “If you were hired to kill Boylan, why did you wait aslong asyou did? Why didn’t
you just shoot him on the ship, while he dept? Or as soon aswe arrived on Quofum? Here, you could
have made it ook like an accident.”

Araza svoice never changed, never dtered, from its cool, cam, utterly collected tone. “1 did not kill him
on the ship because the vessel was new to me and | wished to be confident of its confines and securein
my knowledge of itsfunctions. | did not kill him as soon as we arrived because—as surprising asthis may
sound to you—I wasinitidly more interested in what might be learned here. Thereisdways profit to be
gained from new discoveries.” One hand gestured at the surrounding forest.

“Thereisclearly money to be made from this extremely strange world. A great dedl of vauable
information has aready been uploaded to storage on the ship. It will provide the clan with awelcome
bonus in addition to what they have aready been paid for the specific task | was assigned to carry out
here”

N’ kos stepped reflexivey forward. “ That information belongsto Science Centrd and to every citizen of
the Commonwedlth.”

“A noble sentiment, and one that does you proud.” Arazasmiled thinly at the protesting xenologist.
“Sadly, yet another government promise that must perforce go unfulfilled.”

Haviti went cold. They had to do something, to act, and quickly. Someone had to make the first move
while the opportunity to do so still presented itself. Moving dowly and carefully, she determined to draw
her wegpon and shoot. All those years spent buried in studies and academics, she mused gpprehensively.



If only she' d had some military training. Should shetry to pull her sdearm quickly and fire? Or would her
chances be improved by working as dowly and inconspicuoudly as possible? Perhaps one of her
colleagues would do something to draw more of Araza s atention. In trying to decide how best to
proceed and what to do next, she ended up doing nothing.

It wasto N'kos’ s credit that his voice did not crack as he asked the question that was on everyone's
mind. “Areyou going to kill us, now?’

“Not a al.” Thistimethe smile that accompanied the Qwarm’ s response was dightly wider. It was
amogt, but not quite, genuine. “I was hired to extract recompense from Nichola Boylan: not from any of
you. Through no fault of your own you have become unfortunate accessories to an awkward set of
circumstances.

“However, it must be obviousto each of you that | cannot alow you to return with me.” Heraised a
hand to forestall N'kos’ sreply. “ There are no promises that would suffice, no assurances you can
possibly givethat oneor al of you would not eventualy decide to convey to the authoritiesafull or
partid accounting of what hastranspired here, thereby placing mysdlf individualy and my clan collectively
at risk of prosecution.

“By the sametoken, | must take stepsto ensure that you are not rescued and thus placed in aposition to
give such damning information. This can be done without murder. Asintegrated identifying factors make it
virtudly impossibleto adequatdly disguise and therefore resdl a Commonwedth government starship,
once the Dampier has been stripped and gutted of al useful equipment and stores and its Al has been
suitably disabled, removed, or reprogrammed, the vessal’ s shell will be placed in a suitable orbit to be
discovered by the authorities. Finding it thus scavenged and abandoned, they will assumethat you, its
crew, either participated in its demise or were lost while defending it. With the craft being rediscovered
within the borders of the Commonwedlth, there will be no logica reason for the authorities to assume that
anyone remains here on Quofum. Therefore, no relief or rescue mission will be mounted.

“I am honestly sorry. Y ou have been redefined, for want of a better description, as collateral 10ss”

Tellenberg spoke up. “Do you redly think you can make it back to the Commonwedth and to a
habitable world dl by yoursdf?’

Arazaturned to confront the xenologist. “ Do you redly think | would have accepted this assgnment and
comedl thisway without confidencein my ability to do exactly that? While there are exceptiond
occasions on which a Qwarm will consent to asuicida misson, thisisnot one of them. Y ou know aswell
as| do, Esra Tellenberg, that a modern KK-drive vessd is operated and navigated by its Al, and that an
organic presence such as Captain Boylan isrequired only for supervisorid purposes. Interstellar
gpace-plus navigation being what it is, no human or thranx or representative of any other organic species
is cgpable of the mental contortions necessary to effectively fly such incredibly complex craft. Only a
machine can do that. | assure you that the one controlling the vessel that brought usto thisworld will
respond to my commands and requests asreadily asit did to those of the recently deceased Mr.
Boylan.” Hissmilevanished.

“It will be especidly responsive under “criss conditions. The crissin thisingtance being my need to
return to orbit around a certain world without being observed by Commonwealth Science Centra while
doing s0.” He turned back toward the boarding ramp.

“I would have left yesterday after concluding my work here, but there was some minor trouble with the



shuttle. | thought it better to make certain everything was working at maximum efficiency before
departing. | was just about to be on my way when you arrived, thereby avoiding any need for this present
discusson.” Heeyed them dl in turn, lizard-quick, without spending more than asecond or two
gopraisng each of them individualy.

“Perhapsthisway isbetter. |, of course, fee no remorse at carrying out my assignment, but | shall take
some satisfaction in knowing that | was not obliged to perform any unnecessary additiona murder. The
Qwarm pride themselves on efficiency and an absence of untidiness.”

““‘Untidiness 7’ N'kos gaped a him. “If you leave us here and alow the empty ship to be found back in
the Commonwesdlth then you' rekilling us as surely asif you put a hole through each of our heads, just like
you did to Boylan! What about the hostile natives? We ve barely been here aweek and they’ ve dready
succeeded in penetrating the compound once. Even if you leave us dive, sooner or later they'relikely to
daughter us”

Arazashrugged indifferently. “Maybe you can join the dliance of the stick-jdlies and fuzzies againgt the
spikers and the hardshells. That’ s assuming the stick-jellies and the fuzziesdon't try to kill you, too.”
Turning away from him, he started up the ramp.

Anincreasingly desperate Haviti took a couple of stepsforward. “Y ou can’'t do this, Salvador! Y ou
can't abandon us here with no means of getting back or expecting relief. It isn't civilized!”

Partway up the ramp he paused to look back at her. “Every civilization redefinesitsdf, Ms. Haviti. The
Greeksthought thetribes of the British Idesuncivilized. Later, the British thought the Hindus uncivilized.
The American tribe believed those of Idamic faith to be uncivilized. When the thranx first encountered
humans, they bdieved usto be uncivilized. Today we know that al the so-called nations of primitive
one-world Earth were nothing more than glorified tribes, as barbaric and uncivilized asdl the various
other smdler tribeswho preceded them. The only difference was that their huts were bigger. They fought
and warred among themsaves over such inconsequentidities as persona faith and combustible
hydrocarbons, over the accumulation of Smple metas, and even the percentage of melanin some people
carried within their skin. Every sentient being contains within themsdvestheir own individua standards
and definition of what it meansto be civilized. Frequently that definition excludes everyonein the universe
except themselves.” Once more he turned away.

“Many disagree with the standards held by the Qwarm—buit &t least we are consistent.”

As shelistened to him her hand continued to hover in the vicinity of her sdearm. For asplit second it
drew close, only to fal away. She dowly raised her fingerstoward the sedl, but despite her desperation
and determination she could not bring hersdlf to shift them the few final millimeters necessary to un-sedl it
and draw the waiting wesgpon within. She screamed slently, cursing hersdlf for drowning in amixture of
indecision and cowardice. She was convinced she could see him watching her out of the corner of one
eye as he mounted the ramp.

Similarly convinced that the Qwarm was concentrating on the only female member of the team,
Tellenberg reached down and drew hissdearm.

He was neither as dow nor as clumsy as one might have thought. It did not matter. A black blur, Araza
spun, raised his own compact weapon, and fired.

The coherent sonic burst struck Tellenberg above the bridge of his nose and directly between the eyes.



Such accuracy with such asmall weapon over such a distance was remarkable. None of thoseina
position to observe it ventured a comment, however—unless one discounted the flurry of shocked
obscenities and Haviti’ s scream.

As Tdlenberg sumbled backward a couple of steps, blood began to flow copioudy from the holein
front and the holein the rear of his skull. Unlike Boylan his eyes never closed, not even when the
xenologist toppled over onto his back.

From holding hisarm out straight as an arrow, Arazadowly lowered it back to hisside. “A pity. That
annuls aportion of the satisfaction that only amoment ago | said | was fedling about not having to kill any
of you outright.”

Having as thorough an awareness of what certain humans were capable of (and perhaps more than most
of them), Vanadireb had turned and sprinted on al six legsfor the protection of the camp’sentry
module. N’ kos was right behind him. More stunned by the shooting than either of her companions,
Haviti had retreated only a couple of steps. Almost asif she had forgotten Araza she kept staring at the
prone, profusdly bleeding body of her friend and fellow scientist Esra Tellenberg.

The Qwarm, however, had not forgotten her. Shifting his stlance dightly, he started to raise the iletto a
second time. He could have killed her effortlesdy, with one eye closed and the other half open. Asthe
members of his clan werewont to say, “A Qwarm hasno quams.” Instead he exhaed softly, pivoted,
and resumed his climb up the boarding ramp. He did not forget her entirely, but neither was he especialy
concerned that she might try to shoot him in the back. If she had possessed the guts, she would have
tried aready. By thistime he was reasonably certain she would not, could not, do it.

Hewas aprofessiond, and he knew the signs.

Haviti took a couple of stepstoward the body, then stopped. Esra Tellenberg was no more. However
brave and wdll intentioned he had been in life, he could not help them. Looking up at the shuttle entryway
she saw that the lock was aready beginning to cycle shut behind Araza. If they were going to stop him, if
they had any chance of surviving, wasting time keening over the body of afriend was not going to help.

For an ingtant she considered drawing her sidearm and firing on the shuttle. Designed for travel in both
space and atmosphere, resstant to extreme hest, cold, and violent changesin pressure, its hull would not
be easy for asmple biofield sdearm to penetrate. Such an assault might also prompt Arazato delay his
departure for the moment or two it would be required for him to deal with her.

It Struck her forcefully that in that event she would be confronting the certified naone. Turning,
sheran as hard as she could for the nearest modul es.

Vanadireb and N’ kos were where she expected to find them: in communications central. Though it
sounded impressive, CC wasllittle more than a couple of sdlf-contained consoles linked together. They
could not stop Araza, but maybe they could stop the shuttle. Idedlly, they would have taken control of
the mother ship’s Al. All communications with the main vessdl, however, had to be relayed through the
shuttle. In answer to her breathless query, N’kos announced glumly that the ever-efficient Araza had
aready blocked that channel of contact. That meant they had to find another way to somehow prevent
the shuttle from lifting off—and quickly.

“Can we interface with the shuttle' s A1”?” Shefought to dow her breathing.



“I don’'t know, | don’'t know.” A harried N’ kos was trying to make sense of the camp communications
syslem’ smore arcane possihilities. Like her and the equaly anxious Vanadireb, hewasafidd
xenologist. It was not necessary for him to understand the inner intricacies of such devices. Only how to
usethem.

Pushing past his clearly overwhelmed colleague, V anadireb addressed the console€ saura pickup.
“Shuttleisnot to lift off! Thisisan emergency override. Shuttle Hyla isnot to lift off. Confirm!”

It was aworthy effort. When in doubt as to which command to recite, an admiring and hopeful Hawiti
reflected, try shouting. The response from the console, however, was disheartening.

“I am under direct crew command. Preparations for orbital return have commenced. Emergency override
can only beinitiated from on board.”

That route was dso closed to them, Haviti redized with asinking dread. Araza had restricted all
commandsto crew adready on board. To himsalf. They could not verbaly countermand hisinstructions
from within the camp. Leaning forward and resting her hands on the lower edge of the console, shetried
to divine the purpose of each individua control, the meaning of every lambent telltde.

There had to be something they could do. Some switch that could be thrown, some order that could be
given, some override that could be engaged. There had to be!

Outsde, the escalating whine of the shuttle' s engine rose to ahowl, stimulating asymphony of shrieks
from the depths of the surrounding Quofumian forest. Flocks of flying things exploded from the treetops
while arbored hdlucinations and taxonomic nightmares hastened to fleein al directions. With ately
aerodynamic grace the shuttle rose vertically on itslanding pads, folded those mechanicd limbsinto its
belly, and accelerated into the pink sky. From within the camp’ s science module Tiare Haviti,
Mosdlstrom N’kos, and Vd of the hive Na, clan Dir, family Eb, could do nothing more than watch via
instruments as the shuttle vanished beyond the clouds.

It was gone. The Qwarm Salvador Arazawas gone. Their colleague Esra Tellenberg was dead.

And they were assuredly, unarguably, indisputably stuck.
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Arazafdt no remorse. Not atinge, not atouch, not aniota. If he regretted anything at al it wasthat asa
curious man hefdt it ashame that so much new scientific knowledge had to be left behind. It did not
have to be so. He could have remained, taken histime, and one by one terminated each of the three
remaning scientists, after which he could at hisleisure have stuffed the shuttle with even more recorded
information in addition to a choice assortment of carefully preserved specimens.

Personal penchant, however, was not the province of a Qwarm. He had not been taken into service to
participate in scientific research. Engaging him as amember of the crew had not been easy. More
experienced technicians with longer résumés had been available and had been nominated for the position.
It had taken agood dedl of work on the part of the clan’s administrative arm to secure the appointment
for him.



Hewas afully qudified tech, of course, or he would never have succeeded in concedling histrue nature
for the duration of the outbound voyage. No one on board had suspected that histrue specidty lay inan
areaas utterly dien to them asthe world for which they were headed.

No, that wasn't entirdly true, hetold himself as he relaxed in the shuttle’ s command chair and
occasiondly glanced at the instrumentation. There were times, instances, when Boylan had shown some
sugpicion. But the captain had put histech’s occasiond failings and downess to finish assgnments down
to thekind of individua imperfection often found in his subordinates. Araza s subterfuge had never been
challenged.

Inthe end, it was afailing of Boylan'sand not of Araza sthat was responsible for the man’ s death. The
Qwarm did not know the names of those to whom the recently demised captain owed money. It was not
necessary for him to know in order to carry out his assignment. All that he needed to know was
contained in theforma clan briefing that he had committed to memory long before he joined the Dampier
'screw.

Now it was over. He had completed histask successfully and in such away that it could not be traced
back to him. Asfor the Dampier, it would be stripped and then placed in a stable orbit around a suitable
planet. Eventualy it would be found, investigated, and discovered to be amissng Commonwedlth
Science vessd. Finding the empty survey vessd in orbit around a Commonwedl th world would lead
investigators to believe that she had either been scavenged and abandoned by arenegade crew or
diverted from her assgnment by others. There would be nothing explicit to implicate the Qwarm.

The absence of the crew would be remarked upon and for a short while would provide fodder for jaded
media. Perhaps areward would be announced for information leading to their exposure. The attention of
the greater Commonwed th public being always brief and forever submerged in a continuous,
never-ending stream of reportage of disasters, scandals, gossp, and actud straightforward news, the
matter would soon be forgotten. Commonwealth Science Centra would take charge of its recovered
vessdl, continue to muse on the fate of its crew, debate the aternatives of group desertion or disaster,
and move on. Aswould Salvador Araza. Aswould the Clan Qwarm.

All that remained was for him to report back in to his seniors. They would then convey the pertinent
information to those who had hired the clan’ s services. A find payment would be made. Though it was
not ameatter of great importance to him, Araza knew there would be a sizable bonus payable to him
persondly.

Hefdt quite cam and outright good about the outcome of his assgnment. The obligation had been
appropriately discharged, he had not been harmed, and he had been compelled to day only one potentia
witness. While unable ever to return to civilization, the remaining three he had managed to avoid killing
outright might till live out their modest remaining lifetimes on aworld that was, if not particularly
hospitable, at least supportive of humanx life. If they watched their collective step and rationed their
resources, they might not only survive but be able to continue their work—albeit in the knowledge that
the results were unlikely ever to be seen by another human or thranx until long after the last of them was
dead. Continuing with their research would give them something to focus on besides smply surviving.
Araza hoped s0. He was atechnician and a professional, not a sadist.

Of course, in the absence of any hope of rescue they might al'so go mad. It wasimmeteria to him.
Despite hissuperficid and caculated efforts at convividity whilein their company, now that hewas on his
way homeit was of no import to him whether the trio of scientists he had abandoned lived or died.

Genuine sociability was aluxury he could not afford. A Qwarm made friends with someone they had



been assgned to kill only if it would facilitate their work.

Once outside Quofum’ s atmosphere he could no longer locate by sight the river deltawhere the camp
had been established. He could not even tell for certain on which of severa continentsit waslocated. The
camp, like hisformer shipmates, had dready receded into memory. All that remained now wasfor him to
return home, make his report, and embark on awell-earned and richly deserved holiday. Thelife of a
clan member was not dl blood and death-dedling. It was perfectly possible for those whose businesswas
murder to relax and enjoy life—provided they were psychologicaly well adjusted. Arazawas securein
the knowledge that he fell into the latter category. Though amore complex mission to plan and organize
than most, the Quofumian assignment had been comparatively undemanding to carry out.

Hebusied himsdf in mentdly preparing for the journey homeward as the shuttle docked with the
Dampier. Once back on board, he took the time to enjoy amea and a shower before paying avidt to
the bridge. No darming telltales greeted hisarriva. Any last promises, pleading, cursing, screaming, or
other attempted communications from the surface would have had to be relayed through the shuttle' s
system. Since the shuttle was now hereinstead of there, such contact was no longer possible. Anyway,
he had shut off the shuttle€’' s ground receiver as soon as he had boarded the transfer craft. Hislast words
to hisformer shipmates had truly been hislast words.

Asasafety measure in the event that its designated captain became incapacitated (Araza alowed himsdlf
adight inward smile at the thought—despite their profession the Qwarm were not entirely devoid of
humor), the ship had been programmed to respond to any of its passengers. Araza now took it upon
himsdf to issue commands.

“You wish to return to point of origin?’ The Al was designed to query any ingtructionsit found equivocal.

“I do. Promptly and without detour, maintaining communications slence throughout.” Sitting back in the
command chair, Araza spoke easily and without hesitation. He had rehearsed this encounter and its
possible variations long before the ship had even left for Quofum. Anticipating the current exchange had
been asmuch apart of his preparationsfor the mission as planning how and where he might confront
Boylan.

The Al entered into a pause that might charitably have been described as contemplative. “I do not detect
the presence of Captain Boylan or any member of the officid scientific team.”

“They are presently engaged in active research on the surface below. Much of importance has been
discovered. | have been ingtructed to file areport in person and return with needed additiona personnd
and supplies”

“I could do that without you,” the ship responded.

“Alscan filereports, but they suffer when it comesto conveying emotion and other unquantifiable
components necessary to persuade.” Well rehearsed in the potentia objectionsan Al might raiseto a
request for departure, Arazadidn't missabeat in hisreplies.

“That istrue,” the ship conceded. “Why are you doing this and not Captain Boylan?’

“Captain Boylan' s organizationd expertiseisrequired below. Asthe camp is now up and running

smoothly, the presence of arepair and construction technician istemporarily expendable. Captain
Boylan's presenceisnot.”



A long pausefollowed. “1, of course, cannot confirm this assessment because | cannot at present raise
any member of the scientific team.”

Arazafound himsdf nodding in agreement. The ship would easly be ableto establish such individud
contacts and verify the veracity of the technician’s claims—so long as the shuttle and its advanced
communications system was present at the camp and in aposition to relay such requests onward. The
Hyla’ s present location within the mother ship’s cargo bay presented the main Al with adilemma It
could send the shuttle back down on automeatics and subsequently utilize itsintegrated systemsto contact
one or more members of the crew in an attempt to confirm Araza s tatements. But that would mean
countermanding adirective from an authorized member of that same team—Araza

Finding no reason to do this, encountering no objections from below, and determining from thelast time it
had the opportunity to do so that all components of the recently established surface camp were
functioning normaly, it findly replied, “ Departure as per request in five minutes.”

Arazaleaned back and smiled contentedly. It was al over now but the trip homeward, the filing of his
officid report, and the collecting of kudosfor ajob well done. Asthe ship readied itsdf around him he
retired to his cabin. Along the way he passed the entrances to those living quarters that had been
occupied by the members of the science team. Their silence did not in any way impinge upon or trouble
his conscience.

It took the ship the better part of aday to boost outsystem in normal space. It could have made the
changeover to space-plus much sooner, but Arazawasin no hurry and was curious to examine the
system’ s other worlds. Once beyond the last gas giant he issued the necessary final commands.

“Preparing for changeover,” the ship promptly responded.

Comfortably ensconced in hisown cabin, Arazatensed dightly. No matter how many times an individua
underwent the shift from space normal to space-plus, one could never be sure how one' sinnards would
react. He waited. It would all be over within aminute or two and then he would be on hisway homeward
at avelocity outside and beyond that availableto travelersin norma space. After afew minutes of
waiting, he relaxed. It had been the smoothest changeover he had ever experienced. He waited for the
expected corroboration from the ship.

It was soon forthcoming, but it was not at all what he expected to hear.

“Thereisaproblem.”

A frown drew Araza s brows downward. “A problem?What kind of problem?’

Though not programmed to overtly express confusion, the Al managed to convey it anyway. “I am
currently experiencing anavigationa quandary.” While that confession was unsettling, it was nothing
compared to the feding that shot through Araza s gut a the ship’ s next words. “Ancillary adviceisin
order and would be appreciated.”

What the hell? Using ahand to sweep aside the tridee play he had been viewing, the near-naked Araza
left hisroom and made hisway quickly back to the bridge.

There everything seemed normal enough. He untensed dightly. “What' sthe problem? Y ou said



something about ‘anavigational quandary’ ? Be specific.” Looking around, he could see nothing visibly
amiss. All ingruments gppeared to be functioning normaly. Tdltaes, projections, and readouts were
clear and sharp.

“Itisaquandary that is a once both smple and complex,” the Al informed him. “1 cannot retrace the
outward-bound route nor plot anew one because | do not know where | am. My reference points for
performing the necessary calculaions are gone.”

Gone? What the devil wasthe Al blabbering about? Araza found himsalf wondering. How could
navigationa reference pointsbe*gone’?

“What do you mean when you say your ‘reference points for navigation are ‘ gone ? Are you suffering an
unreported mechanicd infarction?” He spoke harshly, in the menacing tone of an angry Qwarm
addressing another organic sentient rather than amachine. It did not matter. Insensitive vocd inflections
had no effect on the ship-mind.

“No. All of my interna systems are functioning normally.”
Araza simpatience grew. “Then | don’t understand. What' swrong?’

“I can explain fully, though it will take sometime and require reference to certain highly advanced
mathematical and astrophysical terminology. In the interests of conciseness, | believeit would be useful to
beginwith amplevisuds”

It was asif theinterior of the control chamber abruptly turned transparent. That was not the case, of
course. What had happened was that Arazanow found himsdf standing in the center of afull spherical
projection. Thisinitsaf did not in any way upset him. It was acommon tool utilized for both professond
and entertainment purposes. The shock he experienced was a consequence of what he was seeing, not
how it was being shown.

The projection displayed what was outside the ship. Nearby should have been asmdl gas giant—the
lifeless, outermost world of the system he was in the process of leaving. A bright spot of light would have
marked the location of the now-distant local sun. Around thisand in dl other directions would have been
theregiond stars and nebulae. Approximatdly to hisright and in the generd direction of the galactic edge
abrighter, denser swath of starsindicating the position of the Commonwealth within the Orion Arm
would have beenvisble.

Therewas no smdl gas giant. Therewasno loca sun, around which orbited Quofum, half a dozen other
worlds, and at least two asteroid belts. Therewas no sign of theloca equivalent of a Kuiper Belt. All of
these astronomical absences and omissons were unsettling. But what redlly acceerated hisnormally
precisely controlled heart rate and caused his eyesto widen dightly was what he saw off to hisright. Or
rather, what he did not see.

The Commonwedlth had gone missing.

Oritwasat thevery least lost. Lost in aseaof starsthe likes of which he had seen only inimagesand
recordings. It was asif the ship he was on had in the blink of an eye been shifted nearer to the gdactic
center, where stars clustered far more closely together than they did out in any of the spiral arms.
Swallowing hard, he put the possibility to the ship’s Al. The response was cool and controlled, the tone
aseven asthat of abutler announcing that dinner was ready and would he care to attend.



“No. I canidentify no stellar configuration in any direction that corresponds to the Shapley Center.
Furthermore, my external sensors detect none of the extreme radiation that would be expected were we
anywhereinthat vicinity.”

Bad enough, Arazathought as he fought back rising panic, to have misplaced the Commonwesdlth. But to
lose track of the galactic center meant...

“Extend sensor range to maximum. Attempt correlation of present position using dl available charts.” The
ship needed to find a recogni zable reference point, he knew. Just one would be sufficient. No matter
where they were or how they had cometo find themsalves here, asingle identifiable waypoint that the
navigation program could lock on to would be enough to alow them to find their way back into familiar
gellar territory. The fact that it wastaking the Al long seconds to respond was not encouraging. When
the seconds stretched into minutes, Arazafound himsdlf on the verge of despair.

Wherein the name of O’ Morion’s matrix were they?

“Corrdation falure.” The ship’s voice was maddeningly impassve. “1 can locate nothing familiar. Not
only within our galaxy, but without and beyond. Thereisno correlation. | regret to confessthat for the
firgt time since my consciousness was activated, | am lost.”

Lost. Asinjurious afour-letter word as could be imagined, especialy under present circumstances. It
was absurd. It was crazy. The advanced Alsthat directed and controlled KK-drive starships did not,
could not, become lost. Within their complex e ectronic guts were buried multiple levels of backup. One
recognizable reference point was dl they needed to navigate by. Just one. Surdly, surdly, there had to be
an identifiable star, or nebula, or other stellar phenomenon within range of its preceptors. He refused to
accept the explanation. Or confession. He wracked his brain.

A thought. A possible out. Even asupposedly infalible Al could theoretically suffer from amomentary
blackout. “1f you cannot |locate a standard reference point, search for one that is nonstandard. What
about intercepting communications? Try aspace-minus scan.”

When the response came back in seconds, alittle of the fear that had begun to seep into him receded.

“I have detected multiple strata of stressed spectrum that indicate the presence of sentient
communication.”

Arazawas much relieved. Such encrypted transmissions could not be intercepted and read, he knew, but
their mere presence was reassuring. “ Can you gpproximate volume?” Thisfar out of the Commonwedlth,
space-minus resonance would likely be reduced to afew dozen energy strings. While they could not be
understood, they could be traced. Doing so might lead the Dampier home dong adifferent route than the
oneit had taken on its outbound journey, but that didn’t matter. Hewasin no hurry.

“Yes,” the ship responded. “One moment, please.” Reassured, Arazadid not begrudge the vessel the
inordinate amount of timeit wastaking to formulate itsreplies. “1 have recorded gpproximately Sx
million, two hundred thousand, four hundred five individud strings. Thisis preiminary. | am 4ill
compiling.” The Al promptly went slent again.

Insane. Arazawas beginning to think that was the most likely explanation for what had happened. The
ship’s Al had gone mad. That did not explain the explosively luminescent astrd display outsdethe



forward port, but it went along way toward illuminating the Dampier’ s other responses. With an effort,
he held hisanger in check.

“That is something like ten times the number of space-minus communications strings one would expect to
find in theimmediate stdllar neighborhood of Earth or Hivehom. It isinfinitely more than one would
expect to encounter anywhere within the Commonwesalth, much lessin the vicinity of an outlying outarm
world like Quofum.”

“I concur. Thelogica conclusion, therefore, isthat we are no longer in the vicinity of the Quofumian
system, or Earth or Hivehom, or the Commonwedlth.”

Gritting histeeth, the Qwarm hissed out the words:. “ Then—where—are—we?”’
“I don't know,” the ship replied with maddening and unvarying matter-of-factness. “I told you: | am logt.”

“But you just stated that you can detect, or think you can detect, more than six million lines of
Space-minus communications.”

“Yes. | have run every one of them through my system. Not one is recognizable.”

Araza svoice was now asflat asthat of the Al. “Track one. Any one. The nearest. Integrateit asa
temporary waypoint. Teke usthere.” If the Al could not find away home from their present position,
aurdly it could do so from the immediate vicinity of acommunicative hub.

“Complying.”

Full changeover, at least, proceeded normdly. Even the dight nausea he experienced was welcome as an
indication of normality. When the ship emerged back into norma space aday later, Arazaforced himsdlf
to hold hisemotionsin check. It wasjust aswdll.

They were il logt. The Commonwedth was till absent from the bowl of heaven. Quofum was il
missng.

Something € se had taken its place, however.

The new star system was as unfamiliar as the galactic surrounds into which the ship had emerged. It was
centered on abinary: anorma Sol-type star that was accompanied by ared dwarf companion. Orbiting
around the binary in surprisingly stable trgjectories were five closely spaced worlds. The innermost wasa
blackened charred cinder that tracked too closeto the larger star to support life. The outermost was an
exquigitely striped triple-ringed gas giant.

Theinner trio were synthetic.

Dark surfaces of unknown material soaked up the light and energy of both stars. Gaps of oceanic
proportions showed where star-going craft of unimaginable proportions entered and departed. Using its
preceptors to zoom in on the outermost artificial globe and peer through one such gap, the ship’sAl
revealed that within the center of the incredible congtruct was aminiature, bright yellow thermonuclear
glow: an artificid sun. It ought to have been too smdl to maintain its salf-sustaining interna reaction. It
defied known physics.



Known physics. Confronted with revelation after revelation, with engineering on ascale beyond dreams,
Arazadumped into the ship’s command chair. Where was he?

Quofum. The planet that only occasionaly appeared on roving astronomical sensors. The world that
seemed to wink in and out of existence. Where did it go when it was not detectable? Did it reside here, in
thisvast stdllar otherness? He had just come from there. And if it was till there, visble and visitable on
the edge of the Commonwealth, then did that mean it was no longer here? Wherever “here’ was? Or
could it exist in two planes of existence a the sametime?

He thought furioudy. If Quofum was not here now, then maybe it was presently near home, meaning the
Commonwedlth. In its place he was now here, perhaps where it ought to be. Where was this“wherever”
where Quofum normally floated, out of Sight and perception of Commonwealth astronomers? Though he
was no polymath, Araza consdered himself to be areasonably well-read and well-informed citizen. To
the best of his knowledge and experience, no known constructs came close to approaching the scale of
the science and engineering he was presently seeing.

Under magnification, lambent lines of force could be seen linking the three artificia worlds. Others lanced
out into emptiness, to vanish beyond range of even the ship’s deep-space preceptors. Directing the
Dampier to move closer to one such glistening filament, he saw that it resolved itself into a strand of
shimmering plasma. Energy readings of the materia of which it was composed were off the ship’scharts.
Occasondly, glowing green ovoids shot through the center of the strand at impossible speeds, luminous
emerald corpusclesin an dectric-bright capillary.

His presence so close to the plasma filament must have been observed. A ship approached his. At leaest,
he assumed it was a ship. So did the Dampier’ s Al, though it was unable to identify the sudden solid
manifestation. Another lacking reference point, adazed Arazatold himsdf. Eyeing the vessdl’ s advance,
he started to laugh. The craft was approximately half the size of Earth’smoon. Heknew it had to be a
vessel because hisown ship’s Al told him so. The amount of power necessary to move such animmense
artificia mass was beyond his comprehension. The thought that it might be able to generate energy
enough to achieve changeover suggested the ability to manipulate quantities of energy and matter that
were beyond his scaes of value.

Of course, such manipulation waslikely child's play for beingswho could congtruct artificid worlds
around artificia mini-gtarsto power them. No, he was most definitely not in the Commonwedlth
anymore, nor way out on itsfringesin the vicinity of amost peculiar world called Quofum. He had no
ideawhere he was. In that, he was one with hisship’sAl. That artificial mind had at least one easily
identifiable advantage over his, Arazareflected. It was not likely to go mad.

“Ship! Get away! Pick adedtination, any destination! Any waypoint! Just get awvay from herel”

“Complying.”

The colossal craft of unknown origin loomed close, blocking out most of the starfield. Time passed with
infuriating duggishness, like honey dripping from aladle. Then there was aphysica wrench, a
gastrointestind follow-up, and his ship entered changeover.

When it emerged, the giant vessel was nowhere to be seen. Araza breathed a sigh of relief. He had not
realized how frightened he had been. Frightened! Him, Salvador Araza, a second-degree Qwarm
n, frightened. It was scarce to be believed.



“Where arewe?’ he whispered, wondering even as he heard his own words why he was whispering.
“I don’'t know,” the Al informed him pleasantly.
Arazawas neither surprised nor upset. Thistime he was only numb.

Preceptors showed the triple star system on which the ship had randomly keyed. Light from two of the
garswas nearly overwhelmed by the unimaginably bright disc of the third, an immense red giant whose
diameter was on the order of Betelgeuse. Unsurprisingly, the system was devoid of planets. In response
to Araza s panicked command, the Al had keyed on the brightest system within range of its preceptors.
Therewas no life here, no habitable worlds natura or artificid, no impossibly gigantic starshipsto dwarf
him into inggnificance.

Heforced himsdlf to eat. A few hastily warmed packets, asmall meal. And to drink. When he returned

to the bridge and settled once more into the command chair, he discovered that his hands were shaking
dightly. He regarded thiswholly novel and unprecedented neural response with the same detachment asa
scientist sudying anew dien life-form.

Scientist. What hewould not have given at that moment to hear the voices and see the faces of the
researchers he had | eft behind. Of the two men and one woman he had not killed. But they were on
Quofum. And search asit might, the ship’s Al could not locate Quofum. That it was here, somewherein
thiswherever, Arazawas unaccountably certain. But its position had only been plotted from within the
Commonwedth. To find it, the ship’ s navigation system would need the stars of the Commonwesdlth as
reference points. As Arazareviewed his options he sank deeper and deeper into agathering, degpening
depression that threatened to swallow him entirely and drown him in darkness.

“Ship. Take us back to where we just were.” He would deal with artificial worlds and moon-sized
starships. He had no choice.

“I cannot.” Asever, the Al’ svoice was steady and unvarying. “My reference points for performing the
necessary caculations are gone.”

Araza svoice rose to a scream. The emphasis was wasted. Volume had no effect on the Al. “What do
you mean the reference points are gone? Just go back to where we just were! Run areverse route!”

“I cannot.” The ship was very apologetic. “ The reference pointsfor performing the necessary...”

Arazasank back into the command chair, not listening to the rest of the Al’ sgeneric and unforgiving
monotone. If the ship could not get back to whereit just was, then it could not possibly have any chance
of finding Quofum again. And if it could not find Quofum again. ..

Lost indeed.

The ship drifted, holding position in space, patiently awaiting its sole passenger’ s next command. Outside,
an immense ar and two much smdler companions blazed. Within the tiny composite speck of
atmosphere-holding matter nearby, asingle organic intelligence emitted minuscule mouth noiseswhile
generating liquid heavy with dissolved sodium chloride from its ocular orbits. Thiswent on for quite some
time. Then the being in question began to scream again. Thistime he did not stop.

There was no one around to hear.
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They waited out the rest of the day in camp. Haviti choseto cling to the possibility that Arazamight have
second thoughts about abandoning them and would return, if only to kill them one by one. At least that
would give them achanceto fight back and maybe regain control of the shuttle and thus ameans of
leaving Quofum. She knew it was an absurd thought, an irrational notion. In marooning them, Araza had
murdered them as effectively asif he had lined them up againgt awal and shot each of them through the
head. Come morning she had abandoned the halfhearted hope as thoroughly as the covert Qwarm had
abandoned them.

They would not dieimmediately. Aslong asthey kept up the camp’ sinfrastructure they would not die for
along time. The water purification system would keep them hydrated and itsfood synthesizer and
preparation gpparatus would provide them with nourishment. Sanity, she reflected as she strolled listlessly
toward the dining areaand lounge in search of an undesired but necessary breskfast, would be of greater
concern than sustenance.

While waiting out the long night she had tried hard not to think of Esra Tellenberg, and failed. She
recaled hismany kind words, hiscommon sense, hisvibrant intellectua curiosity. Most of dl shefound
hersdf remembering that to which she had previoudy paid the least attention. Little touches, ady turn of
phrase, the way she had sometimes caught him looking at her when he thought she was unaware of the
attention. It occurred to her now that hisinterest in her might have been something more than merely that
of arespectful fellow researcher.

If hefelt that way, he had never expressed such fedingsto her. Maybe he had been waiting for the right
moment, and that moment had never come. Maybe his occasiona comments, sometimes witty,
sometimesflat, had been acover for truer, deeper fedings. Maybe he had held off expressing himsdlf in
hopes of receiving some kind of encouraging sign from her. She wished she could ask him. Shewould
never know, now. Esra Tellenberg was dead. As dead as the specimens the team had |eft on the boat.
Swallowing hard, her throat al of a sudden atypically dry, she lengthened her tride. Inthelong run it
didn’'t redly matter. They weredl dead.

Her surviving companions were dready in the dining area. Thelook on N'kos’sface was distant and
preoccupied. Though their fixed exoskel etons rendered dl thranx more or lessincapable of facia
expression, Vanadireb' s dumping stance and the perceptible droop of his antennae were indication
enough that he shared his colleague sfataistic ennui.

She knew she ought to be fedling the same. Inescapable depression had been the rule dl yesterday
afternoon and on through the night. But now, as she regarded her surviving companions, shefelt her
mind-set changing. Standing in the dining area, recently unpacked and activated equipment humming
efficiently around her, it suddenly seemed gauche to be thinking only of desth. She forced confidenceinto
her voice.

“Mod, how are you coming with the micropreps?’
Waiting for the machinein front of him to finish filling a.cup with tea, her fellow xenologist turned to frown

at her. “Themicropreps? Tiare...” Hisvoicetrailed avay as he struggled to find gppropriate words to
articulate histhoughts. “We re marooned here. Esrais dead, the shuttle is gone, the ship isgone, and we



will never get off thisworld because as soon as the ship is discovered back home, everyone will assume
we're aready somewhere here, dead or dive, and no one will bother to come looking for us here.”

Bustling past him, she started punching her breakfast request into the food preparation unit. “ Then we'll
have plenty of time to complete our work.”

A hand reached over to gently touch her arm. Itsfour digits were as hard and dick as plagtic, two of
them serving the function of oppasable thumbs. Turning to her right, she looked down into Vanadireb's
jewel-like, red-banded, golden compound eyes.

“I believe divineyour intent, Tiare. It isto be commended. | will do my best to do likewise.”

Picking up his cup and its seaming contents, N’ kos added sweetener. “What are you two mumbling
about?’

Haviti had amoment before her breakfast was due to appear. “Okay, so we' re trapped here. Like the
ancient shipwrecked sailors of Earth’s seas. We can go fetal and become mentally and physicaly
comatose—or we can fight it. Stay active, immerse ourselvesin our work, act like humanx.”

N’kos sipped morosely at histea. “That might keep us dive awhile longer. It won't get us rescued.”

“You'reright, the odds aren’t exactly the best,” she agreed. “But if something happensto us our work
will live on. And maybe one day afollow-up expedition will crass the camp’ s beacon, land here, and find
months, years, maybe even decades worth of important research already completed, catal ogued, and
stored, just waiting to be uploaded.”

“‘Decades.’” N'kos repeated the word asif it was a particularly evil curse. “Do you redly think we can
survive here for decades? We ve been here for about aweek and nearly found ourselves overrun by the
natives. A lapse in judgment, afailure of Security, and the spikers or the hardshells are likely to pick us
off. If not them, then somelocal parasite, or predator, or bad wesather, or contracted illness.”

She met hisgaze evenly. “There are il three of us, Mos. Three hedlthy, experienced, field-savvy
researchers. We have a skimmer and the boat available for local transport and study. We have ample
supplies, purifiers and synthes zers, multiple regenerative power, and secure living quarters. Not to
mention whatever we can scavenge from our surroundings. Aslong as we watch our step and look out
for each other there' s no reason why we can't last for along, long time. Who knows? Despite what that
bastard Qwarm thinks, maybe even until a second contact expedition arrives, even if it takes yearsand,
yes, decades for Science Central to decide to mount one. Meanwhile it would be awaste of a great
scientific opportunity if we choseto spend dl that time Stting around camp, doing nothing, and waiting to
die”

Valnadireb gestured assent. “We have much work to do. Specimensto prepare, recordings to index,
camp defensesto strengthen. However, | will not commence such work of my own until one other
pressing matter hasfirst been attended to.”

She eyed the thranx xenologist uncertainly. “What pressng meatter?’

He responded with the soft whistling that was an unmistakable indication of thranx amusement.
“Breakfast, of course.”



* * %

Initial concerns aside and despite having to pause periodically to raise the dgjected N'kos’ slagging
Spirits, the days at the camp gradudly fdll into aroutinethet at least initidly was comforting inits
repetitiveness. It certainly was productive. Sending out such asmall team demanded that it be comprised
of generdists. Though each of the xenologists had their favored specidty, their expertise necessarily

overlapped.

SowhileN’kos preferred observing hisfauna specimens through an assortment of magnification
devices, he was not above helping Vanadireb sort out the thranx’ s exploding collection of botanicals.
Similarly, Vanadireb spent time assisting Haviti in trying to bring some order (and Orders) to the
continualy expanding list of large animas. They dl shared in trying to come up with new waysto contact
thelocad sentients.

Where they threatened to have trouble was with the infrastructure of the camp itself. With the exception
of the scientific gpparatus, maintenance and upkeep had been the responsibility of Boylan and Araza.
With one dead and the other fled, the three scientists spent agood ded of time away from science while
devoting themsalves to such mundane tasks as making certain the automated waste and recycling gear
continued to operate in the efficient self-sanitizing manner promised by its assorted warranties. Equd if
not more time was allotted to daily checking and rechecking of the separate systems that supplied the
camp with fresh water, scrubbed air, cooled or heated internal atmosphere, food, and al the other
components necessary to maintaining aminima standard of semicivilized living.

While each system was designed to be as sdlf-sustaining as possible, periodic checks were ingtituted to
expose the dightest weak spot. It was critical that minor defects be detected as soon asthey occurred. If
alowed to become significant, none of the three xenol ogists possessed the knowledge or ability to fix
them.

On the other hand, Hawiti reflected one morning as she knelt on the roof of the living quarters module
sedling asmdl leak in one of the condensation collectors, they had plenty of time to get better a such
tasks.

Despite the drudgery imposed by having to devote time every day to ensure the continued functioning of
the camp’ slife-support systems, new discoveries were made with giddy frequency. As scientiststhey
found it terribly frustrating to be unable to share their findings with the rest of the Commonwedth and
especidly with their peers. Someday, Haviti ruminated as she carefully did yet another tray of unique
Quofumian samplesinto vacuum storage, another expedition would find what she and her friends left
behind. The newcomerswould marve at the range of discoveries, a the precison with which they had
been documented and logged, and at the skill with which they had been preserved. Her reputation and
that of VVanadireb and Moselstrom N’kos would be ensured.

Better posthumoudy, she reflected, than not at all.

As she climbed down from the roof, something large enough to cast asizable shadow momentarily
blocked out the sun. Twisting around, she peered upward, relying on the photosengtive lens of her work
visor to automatically protect her from the sudden surge in sunlight.

A gravent was passing overhead. N'kos had named the creature |ess than aweek ago. Another
treetop-feeding glider, the eminent gray had a gaping mouth and multiple, charcoal -hued wings. Despite
itsimpressve wingspan, itsfoamlike internal skeleton alowed it to soar effortlesdy on the dightest of



breezes. Dissecting adead one, she and VVanadireb had discovered its unique internal structure; semirigid
despite the absence of bones, tendons, or ligaments. Y oung gravents were neither born live nor hatched
from eggs and did not spring from spores or seeds. Extruded from a specia organ located on the
underside of the adults, they unfolded their wings and took to the pink skies of their inimitable homeworld
like so much drifting paste.

The soaring gravents were only one of thousands of unique and frequently unclassifiablelife-formsthat
she and her companions had encountered in the months since Tellenberg’ s desth and the Qwarm Araza's
departure. From ataxonomic standpoint they could hardly keep up with the new Orders, much less
classfy and give namesto every new plant and animd. To even begin to accomplish what was necessary
on aworld as diverse as Quofum would require the presence of not three but three thousand full-time
xenologigts.

Initidly it was hard to tell which of thetrio threw themselves into the necessary and beckoning scientific
work with the most enthusiasm. Freed from the need to think about rescue once they had accepted that
asaremote possibility, and aso to preserve their sanity, they focused on their efforts with an enthusiasm
that for atime was refreshing. As days became weeks and as weeks ran into months, thisinitia fervor
faded. They 4ill did their research, risng every morning to begin work in the lab module. But despite
intermittent efforts at celebration or to recognize Commonwesdlth holidays, none of them could avoid the
inevitable melancholy that had settled over the camp.

Even the communa measto which they had hewed religioudy for severa months had been abandoned in
favor of taking individua nourishment. Passing in the corridors, they hardly bothered to acknowledge one
another’ spresence. Inlieu of civilized conversation agrunt was now sufficient, or theflick of an eye.
Information was gill exchanged verbaly, but earlier sociability had gradualy been replaced by a
lackluster courtesy. There smply seemed no reason to spend time engaged inidle chitchat.

Asthe only two humans on the planet, it was inevitable that Haviti and N’ kos would enter into a
relationship. It lasted awhile, provided adiversion, and then did not so much break up as Ssmply perish of
itsown accord, guilty of the Sin of repetition. There was no shouting involved, no accusations, no yelling
and screaming. Given their present circumstances, such typica remonstrations would have seemed
childish aswdl asfutile. She and the other xenologist remained close friends, if no longer intimate ones.

For awhileit left poor Vanadireb londier than ever, though not jealous, of course. He took to making
unaccompanied collecting excursonsinto the forest that surrounded the camp. Despite carrying a
communit and sSidearm, these solo expeditions were inherently dangerous. On one such outing he was
attacked by what recordings suggested was a dow-moving carnivore but which on more detailed andys's
turned out to be a predatory mobile plant. It would have cost the thranx afoothand had not N’ kos and
Haviti worked tirdlesdy in tandem with the camp medunit to stanch the flow of blood and see the severed
limb properly resttached. After that, a camp rule was established that no one would work outside the
perimeter done. Like many such rules, it was soon broken and forgotten.

One dso had to take extra care while working on or conducting observations from the roof, Haviti
reflected as she reentered the living quarters module. Not al indigenous flierswere asinoffensve asthe
gravent. The atmosphere of Quofum was asfilled with predators aswas its surface. Her dlarm had
remained silent while she had been carrying out the necessary maintenance work, however. Though huge,
the gravent had posed no threst. It boasted neither fang nor claw and, despite its wingspan, weighed less
than she did. Had it cometoo close, she could have pushed it away easily with one hand.

The three survivors were drifting gpart. Knowing that, realizing that, did not make the problem any eesier



to solve. Perhapsit should not be looked at as a problem, she told herself as she strode into the food
prep areato get something cold to drink. Which was safer: seeing less and less of each other, or forcing
contact for purposes of sham socidization that might inadvertently lead to acrimony and conflict? They
spoke with one another when they wanted to, shared knowledge and new discoveries when they had to,
went their separate ways when they grew bored or tired of each other’s company.

N’kos was agood example. On the way to Quofum and for atime after landing, the two of them had
been colleagues and good friends. Abandoned, they had eventualy become more than just good friends.
Now they were friends again. With only three people comprising the totality of their little society, one of
them nonhuman, persond interaction was of necessty congtrained.

There had been many times when she just wanted to scream. There had been numerous occasions when,
locked in her quarters, she had broken down and cried. Neither |eft her feeling much better.
Nowadays...As the months continued to pass without any sign or hope of rescue, she was smply
becoming more and more numb. If not for the work that had taken on something of alife of itsown, she
knew there had been days when she would have chosen to Sit down on her bed or achair in the dining
areaand done her best to stop breathing.

N’ kos was aready in the dining area, having worked hisway through half ajoylessmed. Vanadireb
was just coming in. Thethranx entered from the opposite direction, from outside. Despite the forest’s
constant heat and humidity he was not covered in perspiration. For one thing, thranx thrived in heat and
humidity. For another, they did not swest. That did not mean that the insectoid xenologist was buoyant.
He was as subdued as both of his human colleagues.

No one said anything. No greetings were exchanged. They had moved beyond that. They had merged to
become three parts of asingle scientific organism whoseindividua € ements communicated only when it
was necessary to ensure mutud survival.

Haviti drew adrink from one of three available dispensing spigots. She did not bother to request the
device' snamefor today’ s synthesized juice. It was cold and wet, which was adl shewasinterested in.

“I"'m going out.” Her tone was muted, her words precise. “I’ m taking the skimmer. | thought I'd run up
the coast aways. Take afew days, see sometotaly new territory. I'll kegp the onboard monitors running
around the clock, of course.”

N’kos spoke without looking up from hismedl. Using hisfork he rearranged some recongtituted
julienned potatoes, to no particular end. “Want company?’

Shedid not look in hisdirection. Among the three of them eye contact was no longer necessary or
expected. “Not particularly. Y ou can comeif you like.”

N’kos heditated. “I' m findly getting the Order organized for those trees with the crystaline shoots. |
think I'll stay here”

Shedid not reply. There was no need to do s0. Having divested himsalf of his abdomen pack and other
field gear, Vanadireb was ambling toward the main food processor. His antennae did not inclinein her
direction.

“Kegpintouch,” thethranx told her. “ Oncein awhile, anyway.”



“Sure, why not?” shereplied impassvely. She finished the last of her juice. “I’d do thet, of course.”

“Of course,” he echoed as he punched in a sequence of requests specifying afavored range of
nourishment.

When she |ft the following morning neither of her colleagues cameto see her off. What would bethe
point? She knew they wished her wdll, just as she wished them well in their own daily research and
maintenance duties. That her abbsence for an unspecified length of time would mean that her portion of the
allotted upkeep work would have to be shared between those who remained behind caused no friction.
Such respongbilitieswere minimd. Except for the first of afew small equipment breskdownsthat were
expected and had been successfully dedlt with, the camp largely sustained itself. And if she perished
somewhere off to the north, beyond hope of timey help from her companions, well, the inevitability of
death was a consequence with which they had dl long since made their peace.

She had stocked the skimmer with supplies sufficient for acouple of weeks. That was about aslong asit
could travel without arecharge anyway. One week to explore, one week to return. She had no idea what
she might see, encounter, or learn. Prior to touchdown, survey from orbit had been pretty minima—just
enough to find alanding Ste that was safe and interesting. A larger origina or follow-up expedition would
have been equipped to place relay and reconnai ssance satellitesin orbit. She and her colleagues had no
such ancillary orbitd toolsto aid them in their work. A minima first contact team like theirs was designed
to get in, perform aquick preliminary survey, and get out. It was not designed to accommodate leisurely
or long-range investigations.

Themorning of her departure had dawned lightly overcast; awatercolorist’ s gray wash tinged with pink.
Based on what it had learned of local climatologica conditionsin the limited time sinceit had being
erected on the planet’ s surface, the camp’s meteorol ogical station predicted only adight chance of light
rain dong the coast, with the possibility of heavier afternoon showers soaking the interior. She planned
her route northward accordingly.

Responding to her commands, the compact, plexalloy-domed vehicle rose high enough to clear the
camp’s charged perimeter, angled west, and accelerated. As soon asit reached the seashe directed it to
turn north and follow the coastline. The low-flying craft’ s atmospheric scrubbers could not entirely
remove the sharp tang of oceanic acohol from the air insde the skimmer’ s passenger compartment. She
did not particularly mind.

Skimming along just above the wave-caressed beaches she encountered one new species after another.
Sherarely bothered to pause long enough for the craft’ s instruments to make proper recordings. Quofum
was a nonstop cornucopia of biologica riches, abottomless pit of often seemingly unrelated species that
was extens ve enough to populate not one but many worlds.

Her reaction to the unending parade was unexpected. Over the course of the preceding months
something had happened to her that she could never have predicted. Something that as ayoung,
enthusiastic xenologist she would have bet al she owned would never have cometo pass.

She had grown bored with discovery.

That did not mean sheignored the stream of new flora and fauna she encountered. She smply took note
of it, species by species, hoped the skimmer’ s automated recording equipment was doing itsjob, and
moved on. Just being away from the camp for more than aday was abreath of fresh air. The change was
mildly rguvending, if not exactly exciting.



Shelingered for amoment to have alook at the village of the fuzzies. Theinhabitants had restored many
of the smple structures that had been destroyed in the attack by the combined forces of the spikersand
the hardshdlls. Interestingly, there was no sign of the stick-jellies. It was possible that the latter only sided
with the fuzziesin times of warfare and that their dliance did not extend to the more mundane and more
time-consuming process of reconstruction. Once her presence was noted, afew clubs and spears were
flung in her direction. Those that reached the low-flying skimmer bounced off its composite sdes and did
no damage. This exhibition of unprovoked hostility did not cause her to judge the natives. Asboth a
scientist and ahuman being, she knew she did not have enough information to do so. She resumed her
journey northward.

Technically the unnecessary exposure of such advanced technology to primitive specieswasin
contravention of Commonwealth contact procedure. Haviti contented hersalf with the knowledge that the
violation was likely to go unremarked upon. Besides, Quofum had not been officialy classfied. You
couldn’t break regulations that were not yet in place.

Not that she gave adamn about such things anymore.

The dcohol-flavored seaon her |eft was dive with as wide-ranging an assortment of seemingly unrelated
life-forms asthe sky and the land. Quofum was nothing if not endlesdy fecund. She and her companions
did not lack for divertissements of the biologica kind. She would have traded every one of them for a
new tridee play, or anew book, or a current news report from even an unimportant outlying world. The
continued and likely permanent isolation threstened to drive her and her friends mad.

Take what she thought she was seeing now, for instance. Severd days travel north of the village of the
fuzzies and farther inland she began to see high verdant mounds interlaced with straight channelsthat
suggested ajungle-clad city. Directing the skimmer to divert toward them, she flew low and dow over
and around severd of the overgrown mounds. Shefelt asurge of excitement, thefirgt of itskind in many
weeks. Surdly the verdureclad towers she was circling could not be entirely natura? They were too
regular in shape, too severein silhouette. And there were too many of the channels, which were
themselvestoo straight and precise. While tributaries even on Earth had been known to enter mgjor
rivers a perfectly right angles dueto quirks of local geology, they tended to have atapering shapelike dl
good subsidiary streams. The diameter of those below her now were unvarying from one end to the
other.

Penetrating onboard instruments soon confirmed her suspicions. The forest-enveloped rises benegath the
skimmer were not natura in origin. They had been built, not eroded. In addition to stone there was
extengve use of composite paving materidsto make surface roads, decorations utilizing various kinds of
glass, structures of fabricated ceramic, and most telling of all, sparse but unmistakable use of refined
metdl.

Shecircled the area severd times. While consderablein size, it would only have qudified asalarge town
on adeveloped Commonwedth world. Still, there was no mistaking that it wasthe first bonafide
conurbation they had discovered on Quofum. In size, complexity, and development it was leaguesin
advance of the village of the fuzzies. In congtruction and design it was far beyond anything of which the
five native sentient speciesthus far encountered were capable.

Then—who had built it? The omnipresence of the invasive forest combined with the lack of any
detectible activity whatsoever suggested that it had been deserted and unused for avery long time.
Strapping on her utility belt and making certain itsfield Sdearm was fully charged, she directed the



skimmer to set down in the approximate center of the abandoned city.

Stepping out, she was greeted by the usud flush of moist, overheated, oxygen-rich air. Many of the
life-forms she observed flying, crawling, dithering, hopping, or walking through the edifice-clinging
undergrowth were by now familiar to her. Aswastypicd of excurdgons anywhere on Quofum, agreat
many more were not. For once, she did not pause to examine even the most interesting of them. Her
cap' sintegrated ingrumentation would automatically make note of them. The resultant recordings could
be studied | ater.

On this particular morning something more interesting than loca wildlife had piqued her
curiosty—artificia structuresthat hinted at the work of alife-form far more advanced than any the
expedition had encountered thus far. She did not automaticaly assumeit to beloca. The question of
how, why, and where Quofum’ s sentients had arisen remained as undetermined as when Tellenberg had
first voiced the conundrum. If anything, this new discovery only added another new pieceto an
ever-expanding puzzle ingtead of filling in one of its numerous blanks.

Using abeamer cutter modified for forest work, she cleared brush away from a section of street. That
portion of the offended undergrowth that was equipped to do so attempted to fight back, only to be
promptly carbonized for its efforts. The avenue her effortslaid bare revealed a surface composed of a
dark materia that had been lightly roughened. Preliminary andysis showed thet it was not
hydrocarbon-derived, but neither was it a sophisticated synthetic. A hasty rudimentary field breskdown
hinted at some kind of volcanic glassthat had been mixed with cdllulose,

Very strange blend for a paving materid, she thought as she reholstered her andyzer. Which madeit
perfectly suited to Quofum, where there was furious competition for thetitle of ultimate strangeness.

Depending on the varying density of the encumbering foliage, she dternately walked or fought her way
through the brush to the nearest building. Given the thick overgrowth, it wasimpossible just from looking
at the structure to divineits purpose. It might as easily have been atemple, a storehouse, or an apartment
building. Thefact that the sides tapered toward the top suggested ancient Terran places of worship. The
large holein the center of the structure, from which dripped the Quofumian equivaent of vinesand
creepers, did not. More than anything, the seemingly extraneous circular gap hinted at an advanced
aesthetic senghbility.

While studying the building she could not avoid imposing her own cultural and higtorical referenceson
everything from itslocation to its architecture. It might, she thought whimsically as she moved toward
what appeared to be a growth-barred entrance, be nothing more than an elaborate high-rise chicken
coop. On closer inspection the dark oval stain at the base of the structure did indeed appear to be an
entrance. The shadowy corridor that extended beyond the overgrowth reached far back into the building.
Alone and far from camp and assistance, she had no intention of trying to penetrate its unfathomable
depths on her own.

Asit turned out she did not have to. Though heavily overgrown, the entrance itsaf offered up revelations
of itsown.

The bas-rdliefs that covered both opposing walls and receded into the darkness were of exceptiona
qudity. It wasimmediately apparent that they had been created with tools far more sophisticated than
hammers and chisels. Severa depicted scenes of what she took to bethe daily life of the small city.
Others—others were unmistakabl e representations of incidents of warfare between the conurbation’s
builders and an invading horde. Perhapsit wasthe latter who were ultimately responsible for the fal of



the city and its burgeoning civilization.

The defenders of the city were squat bipeds with oversized heads, eyes, and other facial features.

Despite their short arms and stumpy legs, in the reiefs they were shown capable of consderable agility
and impressive feats of strength. Whether these were accurate depictions of physica ability or
exaggerations due to artistic flattery, she had no way of knowing. The wegpons they employed to defend
themsalves and their community were far more sophisticated than the smple spears and clubs she and her
colleagues had observed in use by the sentients living farther to the south. Even a cursory study of the
opposing wals revealed the use of explosives, something resembling a compact crossbow, various kinds
of flaming liquids, even a crude short-range device that made use of solar heat. That the city-builders had
achieved aleve of technology far beyond that of the more primitive southerly tribes was already apparent
from the Size and sophidtication of their community. It was only further confirmed by the depiction of
advanced weaponry.

Opposing the city’ s defenders were tightly packed masses of the oddest beings she had yet seen
represented on Quofum. They made the physiognomy of the stick-jellieslook almost normal. Each of the
invading creatures was composed of what appeared to be half a dozen pulpy, pale white balloons. Three
tiny black pupil-less eyeswere visiblein the centrd baloon. In the absence of arms, fingers, tentacles, or
other recognizable appendages, the outermost balloons held on to weapons and other devices by
partialy englobing them with elastic portions of their bodies. In the absence of legs and feet, the globular
creatures advanced not by walking but by bouncing aong the ground.

Larger scenes of battle were interspersed with ennobling portrayas of individua squat city folk (local
heroes, she presumed) single-handedly fending off attacks by multiple balloon-beings. When pierced or
otherwise wounded the urbanites bled blood while the invaders secreted athick mucus. Ingtinctively and
most unscientifically Haviti found herself sding with the city-dwellers. That wasthe human in her, inclined
in the absence of knowledge to favor battling bipeds againgt assailants who were as nonhuman as could
beimagined. Therationdist in her quickly assumed a neutra stance with regard to the ancient conflict.

She knew nothing of either defender or invader. For al she was aware the mucus-0ozing baloon-folk
were the righteous saviors of al that was good and noble while the bipeda urbanites were bloodsucking
dave-takers. Ever since contact with the thranx, the human-Pitar war, and the subsequent Amal gamation
that resulted in the forming of the Commonwed th, humans had learned never to judge an intelligent
species on the basis of appearance.

While aesthetically beguiling and of unarguable historical interest, the extensive depictions of fighting were
not what had drawn her to the panels depicting combat. It was the detailed portrayals of the combatants
themsalves. Here were two species that were not only far more advanced socialy and technologically
than those to the south, but utterly different from them. The squat urbanites were as unlike the stick-jdllies
asthe stick-jellieswereto the hardshells. The raiding balloon-beings bore no more relation to the fuzzies
than shedid to the lazy yet sentient river-dwellers.

Rather than adding any kind of clarification, her discovery only served to further magnify the mystery that
was Quofum. Seven sentient species. Seven, existing on ardatively tiny corner of one continent. What
would they find if they had the where-withal to explore the entire planet? Ten intelligent species? Dozens?
Hundreds? On Quofum the laws of evolution and biology were as muddled asthe surface of a
comet-struck moon. What was responsible? Or, she mused as she thought back to discussions she' d had
with her colleagues, who?

Magnifying the madness, it was the more advanced of the two new species who had gpparently died out



and left no local descendants. Though she lacked evidentiary proof, it was hard to imagine that the
superior urbanites and balloon-folk had somehow given riseto fuzzies and spikers and stick-jellies. It
was equally difficult to imagine the reverse. On Quofum it gppeared that the norma process of evolution
was as a bystander instead of amover. What would she find as she traveled farther north? Intelligent
arthropods? Cities of socid bivaves? Cephaopodsin spaceships? For a curious xenologist Quofum was
akind of nirvana

Or hell.

12

The village of the sedls offered arespite of sorts—if finding an eighth intelligent speciescould becaled a
respite. By thistime Haviti had resigned herself, asaperson if not asascientis, to the fact that Quofum
could be expected to yield up an entirely new sentient species or two every couple of hundred
kilometers. Having stepped through the scientific looking glass, she saw no point in driving hersdlf crazy
struggling to make sense of the biologica wonderland on the other Side of the fantastical pane.

The coastal |ocale was as pleasant and inviting avenue as she or her colleagues had come across since
their arrival. Compact homes and shops built of gathered stone and rough-hewn wood lined nestly
cobbled streets at the bottom of asmall canyon that swept gently down to the sea between heavily
forested hills. The cove at the terminus of the valey was picture-pretty. Smal single-masted fishing
vessls, their purpose defined by the netsthat draped them front and stern like discarded petticoats, rode
at anchor.

By now indifferent to any and al Commonwesalth regulations, she landed the skimmer right on the beach
infront of the town and just to the north of itssingle pier. Her first sight of the creatures who came loping
to greet her immediately reminded her of Terran pinnipeds who had forgone awater-dwelling existencein
favor of living on land. They had large eyes, narrow laid-back ears, small black nostrils, and expressions
she could only define as winsome. Except for their dark, dick-skinned faces, their heads, limbs, and the
parts of their bodies that were visible outsde their smple attire were covered by short brown, black, or
gray fur. They were the first Quofumian sentients she or any of her colleagues had encountered in person
who wore sawn clothing. Their legs were proportionately much longer than their ams. When they ran or
walked they did so by legping sSdeways with their heads turned in the direction they wanted to go, giving
them the look of puppies skipping on tilts.

As she emerged from behind the skimmer’ s canopy and started down the extended steps her right hand
automatically went to her sdearm. She did not have to draw it. Inherently friendly, the seals (as she chose
to cal them, following the team'’ s procedure of giving each new intelligent species apreliminary colloquid
name) dowed asthey drew near. While not complex, their language was agood deal more elaborate
than that of the cautious fuzzies, for example, or the raging spikers.

While ahandful of the aliens could look her in the eye, most stood no taller than her chest. Keeping her
hands at her sides, she let them gather around her. Instead of fingerstheir hands split into opposing
halves, like soft claws. While incapable of fine work, these were perfectly adequate for grasping and
lifting. Gaping round mouths revealed inner horny layers easily capable of masticating fish and probably a
wide variety of other Quofumian edibles. She quickly redized that she could identify and remember
individuas by noting distinctive patterns of coloration in their fur.



Behind her, severa of them had cautioudy begun to ingpect the skimmer. With the canopy closed they
could not get insde, but they could see through the transparency. Their babbling speech consisted
primarily of long rolling sentences devoid of consonantal harshness.

Thiswould be a good people to study in more depth, shetold hersdlf. If they would dlow it, of course.
How to open negotiations? She was saved the trouble when the seals did it for her.

The crowd that had gathered on the beach parted to alow othersto come forward. The advancing trio
was better dressed than any of the natives she had seen thusfar. They were neither especidly imposing
physicaly nor, insofar as she could tell, of advanced age, but it wasimmediately evident from the way the
crowd made room for them that they were held in high regard.

They halted an arm’ s length from Hawiti, closer than any of the other deek fisherfolk had dared to
gpproach. Sexua dimorphism was not immediately apparent. Up close, she thought they might bear
some superficia resemblance to the more primitive fuzzies. DNA and cell analysiswould be necessary to
reved any actua connection. For the moment, though, she was content Smply to stand and study the first
land-based intelligent native speciesthat did not greet strangers with undisguised suspicion and
brandished wegpons.

The difference in gpproach was more profound than she imagined. Lifting anecklace of perfectly
trangparent shells over its head, careful to avoid getting it hung on one of its narrow, extended ears, the
nearest of the respected threesome had to extend itsdlf to its maximum height in order to dip it over
Haviti’ shead. Sheinclined forward dightly to lessen the strain on the sedl’ s short arms. The gesture was
then repested by each of its companions, leaving her wearing three necklaces: one comprised of ddlicate
shell-like transparencies, a second of smdl flowers, and athird of roughly but undeniably artificialy
polished pebbles. Following the presentation, two of the trio stepped back. The third began to speak.

Their gpeech was gently musical, occasiondly rising and faling sharply in the middle of a sentence or
phrase. Even in the absence of forma morphological andysisit was evident that their language was far
more advanced than that of any previoudy contacted indigenous species. With the possible exception of
the vanished city-dwellers, these were clearly the most advanced inhabitants of Quofum yet discovered.

Though she could understand nothing of their speech, certain gestures are universal among limbed
intelligences. Chirping and beckoning for her to follow, they led her away from the pebbly beach and
toward the town. She complied, tolerating the hesitant touches of the bolder among the crowd. Placid in
lockdown, the skimmer would look after itself. Resistant asit was to penetration by many advanced
tools, she was confident these people had nothing in their possession that was capable of forcing an
entrance or doing damage to the parked craft.

Proper procedure demanded that she contact her companions and inform them of her latest finding. If she
was in the mood, she decided, she might do so later. One of the first things that had been dropped
following their abandonment on Quofum by the Qwarm Arazawas any concern for or interest in proper
procedure. Vanadireb went hisway according to hisinterests and desires, N'kos did pretty much as he
pleased, and s0 did she. Maybe she would tell them about the jungle-reclaimed city and the village of the
sedlstomorrow. Maybe she would wait until she returned to the camp. Maybe both would remain her
little secret. It was not asif she was exposing hersdlf to officia recrimination.

Strange, she thought as she found hersdlf treading the first of the town’ swell-maintained cobblestone
streets. One of thefirst consequences of the loss of hope was complete freedom.



Unlike contact with the stick-jellies and the fuzzies, the hardshells and the spikers, neither restrained nor
overt belligerence was manifested in her direction. Y oung and old, hedthy and infirm, the seals welcomed
her with open, highly modified flippers. She wondered how her dropping from the sky fit into their racia
mythology or religion, assuming they had either one.

An empty house was opened and presented to her. The inference was clear: it was hersto use. How
could she refuse such atouching gesture? Besides, studying the seds from within their community would
offer opportunities likely to be missed if sheisolated hersalf on board the skimmer.

Transferring gear from the craft alowed her to equip the smdl dwelling with adequate security. It was
acceptableto like the seal s—but not to trust them. The art of patient duplicity was not askill reserved
solely for humanxkind. Still, as the days passed, she grew progressively more comfortable in the
company of her hosts and in degping among them.

While the shdlow, wood-framed ovoid filled with dried and fluffed plant matter that was |ocated in the
rearmost room provided atolerably restful bed, she preferred the expandable she brought from the
skimmer. Though her own dwelling aswell as every one she visited displayed an admirable level of
hygiene, there was no telling what kind of parasites might inhabit the depths of such bedding. Insofar as
she could tell, her hosts did not take this preference for her own deeping platform asadight. Indeed,
they showed the samelevel of curiosity toward her tools and gear as she did to theirs.

Village society was as evolved asitstechnology. There were severa schoolsfor the young. Inthe
absence of books, knowledge was inscribed on bound sheets of alarge echinoderm that was collected
by divers. Dried and pounded flat and thin, this organic material had the consstency of flexible
cardboard. Paper, she had no doubt, would be the next step up in the advancement of sedl writing
technology. She did not show them the screen on her communit. Too much magic could overwhem
smple minds. Worse, the history of contact with less advanced species showed how such repeated
revelations could lead to suspicion and jeal ousy.

There were bakeries, facilities for processing the wondrous variety of creatures netted in the depths and
gathered from the shores of the cove and the deeper sea beyond, something akin to arestaurant, two
gathering places that might on another world have qualified as taverns (atavern on aworld whose oceans
were nine percent a cohol seemed decidedly superfluous), and shops for making and repairing clothing,
utendls, and other goods. As her knowledge of the local language increased, abetted by relevant
programs embedded in the skimmer’s Al, she was able to confirm that the villagers obtained the majority
of their needsfrom the sea

Most exciting of al was the information that there were other sedl villages scattered up and down the
coast and on offshore idands with whom her hosts engaged in regular trade and socid intercourse. Truly,
in the absence of the unknown species who had built the now deserted inland city, these congenia folk
represented the gpex of contemporary Quofumian society.

Occasiondly her studies would be interrupted by a perfunctory query from base camp. So as not to
unsettle or over-awe her hosts, she would reply only when by herself. Vanadireb informed her that he
was hard a work in the forest and staying close to camp. Utilizing one of the expedition’s four small
rechargeable scooters, N'kos had chosen to range farther afield. Their respective work was going well.
Each was making astonishing discoveries. Though their sporadic conversations were underscored by the
kind of calm and composure that attends the condemned, they were devoid of despair or self-pity.
Gloom had long since given way to resignation. While she could not spesk for her colleagues, Haviti felt
like someone who had contracted atermina disease yet felt no physica pain. Their condition was oneto



be regretted, but not dwelled upon.

On the morning of the day in the middle of the fifth week she had planned to St in on one of the local
school’ s most advanced study sessions in hopes of learning more about the history of the town. Instead,
when she emerged from what she had whimsically dubbed Cove Cottage, she found herself confronting
Bafd. Tdl for hiskind, the mae was one of severd villagers who had spent enough timein the presence
of the pae-fleshed aien to become comfortable with her. Though Haviti’s command of theloca language
was gtill crude, she could now make simple concepts understood. Taking seadl was easier than, for
example, trying to spesk High Thranx. Haviti likened the latter to gargling without liquid.

“Ti-ah-reh well morning today?’ Ba-fd inquired politely.

“Ti-ah-reh well yes.” Better to keep exchanges smple and comprehensible than to strive for e oquence
and fdl onone slinguidtic face, Haviti had dwaysfirmly believed. Besdes, there waslittle room for
eaborationinthe seds language. It was smple and straightforward and functiona, which suited her
mood just fine. High literacy could come later.

The native gestured. Not in the direction of the town and the school where Haviti was expected, but
toward the cove. “ Ti-ah-reh has ask often about other peoples. Ba-fd talk with friends. Believe
Ti-ah-reh good person.” The attenuated, backward-facing ears flapped lazily back and forth, serving to
pick up sounds while smultaneoudly cooling the speaker’ sbody. “Bafel and friends think time okay now
show Ti-ah-reh place other people leave behind.”

Haviti’ s heart skipped abegt. The chronicle of the town could wait. What the ingenuous Ba-fel seemed
to be offering was a history lesson of adifferent sort.

She closed the cottage door behind her. There was no way to lock it, and no need to. “Thisplace,” she
asked her friend and guide, “islocated in cove?’

“Not in cove.” Bafe’slong legs seemed to dip and dide over the cobblestones as they made their way
toward the pier. “Beyond.” A short arm rose to gesture northwestward. “ Other side Sharp Point. Must
take boat.”

Thiswould be afirgt, Haviti redized. Until now, dl her time had been spent inthe villageand its
immediate terrestria surrounds—except for on those occasions when she had gone swimming. Her
sporadic bathing excursionsinvariably drew acrowd, as curious about her method of aqueous
locomotion as they were about her unclad form. But no one had offered to take her out on one of the
double-prowed fishing craft. Having access to the skimmer, she had not thought to ask.

She had no compunction about making a short journey in one of the native boats. Though unbeautiful and
grictly utilitarian in design and purpose, they were broad-beamed and solid. She had seen them riding
storm waves, bobbing over big swells like corks as they ventured out in search of acatch or returned
heavily laden with water-dwellerswho were the equa in biological variety of anything she had
encountered on land. Sturdy masts held single or double sails made from dried and treated animal hides.
Asnone of the smple craft had sunk during the course of her vigit she felt reasonably safe in anticipating
that one would not sink while she was aboard.

Shedid detour to the shuttle to add afew additional itemsto her utility belt. Exiting and locking the
canopy behind her, sheindicated her readinessto the patient Ba-fel and followed him the rest of the way
to the pier. The fishing boat that was waiting for them had its nets neatly rolled and stored, ready for



deployment. Their presence caused her to smileto hersaf. While the seals clearly desired to show her
something they felt was of sgnificance, they were not about to waste the opportunity to do alittle fishing.

Her hosts had timed the departure to coincide with the morning winds that blew outward off the land.
Funneling by the narrow cove increased the strength of these warm gentle breezes so that departing boats
made good time outbound from the village. In the abasence of any moons, tidal action was minimd. There
wasvirtualy no surf to surmount.

She had no ideawhat to expect. Ba-fel had not elaborated and she saw no reason to press him for
details. Anything worth discussing would present itsalf soon enough. The panoramaasthey rounded
Sharp Point and set sail northward was something of aletdown. As near as she could see, the coastline
north of the village was identical to the coast south of it. Certainly nothing distinctive presented itsdlf. In
the absence of revelation she stretched out on the central deck and alowed the aien sun to warm her.

Severa hours passed before Ba-fel approached her and leaned over to declare, “Y ou might want stand
up now, Ti-ah-reh. We here.”

Asshe sat up, her visor immediately adjusted to the difference in brightness. Looking around she saw
more coastline, more sky, flat sea. The view was no different from the one to be had a Sharp Point.
Seeing her confusion, Ba-fel beckoned her to therail. Those seals not attending to shipboard duties were
watching her with interest.

Asthe morning heat intensified, she found hersalf growing irritable. Had she wasted aday because some
of the natives wanted her company on afishing outing?“| don’t see anything different, Ba-fel. What you
here bring mefor?’

“Come see, Ti-ah-reh. Here” Leaning over the side of the boat, the native pointed. Not toward the
shore, but downward. Stepping up alongside him Haviti peered into the sea—and caught her breath.

The water was clear as crystd. Just below the surface was the top of abuilding. Beyond, she could seea
good twenty metersinto the depths. The rest of the building was clearly visble—as were the structures
that surrounded it. She turned to her host.

“Who build this, Ba-fel? Not your people.”

“No, not mine. We not know. This place dways here, since beginning of memory. We come often.” He
made the sedl equivalent of asmile. “ Always much hereto catch. Is suitsyour interest, yes?’

“Yes. | amvery pleased, Ba-fd.” Turning away from him she sought the box where she had placed her
boots and service bet. “1 am going swim.”

“Here?’ Helooked surprised. “Water isdeep. Y ou go deep, Ti-ah-ren?’
“Asdeep as| can,” shetold him.

The mask she donned was self-equalizing. Its miniaturized built-in rebresthing system would vent CO2
and draw oxygen from the surrounding water, dlowing her to stay down aslong as she wished.
Powerfinswould alow her to descend and move around with ease. A liquidrive would have extended her
underwater range. The expedition had two of the powerful underwater propulsion units, but both were
back in camp. She would have to make do.



Bafed wasremoving hissmple clothing. So was one of the other sallors. “ Safer Ti-ah-reh go with
company. Are sometimes dangerous animas here.”

“I bedl right,” she assured him. Her beamer would work just aswell underwater as above. But she did
not object to the offer of an escort. In any case, it would have been impolite to turn it down.

Asusud, the water was warm and faintly aromatic. After hovering near the surface to make sure both the
mask’ s re-breather and the powerfins were working, she arched her back and headed downward.
Unable to draw oxygen from the water, Ba-fd and hisfriend remained near the surface, tracking her
progress through their smple glass eyeshades.

Despite the clarity of the water she could not see dl the way to the bottom. The structures that rose from
darkness and from depths unknown were profoundly unsettling. Touching the side of one, examining it
while hovering in the dight current, she could not identify the building materid. It was asfar in advance of
the cut stone of theinland city asthe lens of her mask was from the simple sand-glass goggles worn by
her hosts. She was amost certain the wall before her was made of metal. Seamless and devoid of rivets
or other imperfections, it plunged downward in asingle sheet, unmarred by windows or other openings.
There was not aspeck of rust.

Leaving it and dodging curious ocean-dwellers, she swam across the open space between the first
building and the next. Structuraly, the second edifice was utterly different from its neighbor. Where the
first boasted sides that were severe and straight, the second was ariot of entwined arcs and curls,
free-ranging, free-flying arches of metal and what appeared to be some kind of tranducent white
super-porcelain. Aesthetics aside, Haviti was unable to divine the purpose behind the radica architectura
motif.

It soon became apparent as she let the powerfins push her through the sunken city that such extreme
embd lishment was the norm. The building at whose summit she had been dropped turned out to be the
exception, the only one with smple, straight sides. No two submerged structures were alike and each
was more fantastic in design than the next. As she swam her survey, Ba-fel and one or two other seals
were dwayswith her, paradlding her progress and watching from above. The longer she spent exploring
the sunken metropoalis, the more comforting she found their presence. There were ghosts here, ina
metagphoricd if not tangible sense.

It had been apparent from thefirgt that whoever had built this city had achieved alevd of technological
sophistication that dwarfed anything else she or her companions had previoudy encountered on Quofum.
Parts of it appeared to have been spun instead of built, asif some mad cake decorator had been given
giant tubes of meta and glass and ceramic to work with instead of buttercream frosting. Touching the
smooth skin of severa structures she found hersdf wishing for more advanced andlytical equipment than
she had on the skimmer. In its absence she could only guess at the composition of some of the
congruction materias.

The powerfins drove her through and around edifices that gleamed golden in the bright light filtering down
through the clear water. A visitor from an earlier time might have been forgiven for thinking the towering
spires were constructed of polished brass. An enormous stadium whose purpose she was unable to
construe occupied the entire top of asmall seamount. Though increasing pressure at depth only alowed
her to swim through its uppermost reaches, the shafts of light that illuminated immense hallways and vast
gathering areas reminded her of images she had seen of ancient cathedrals.



While the sunken city wasrife with life, with one exception its present population elther avoided her
entirely or paused a a distance to consider the curious creature that darted through their midst. The
exception took the form of a saven-meter-long length of undulating ribbon, slver glazed with crimson,
that tried to fasten needlelike teeth on her Ieft arm. A burst from her beamer I€eft it writhing and twisting as
it drifted away, its narrow toothy skull seared and smoking. A host of attentive scavengers magically
materialized from every direction. They proceeded to quickly and efficiently reduce the writhing, coiling
corpseto shards of drifting flesh that filled the water like so much chrome confetti.

Though shelearned agreat deal in the course of her awestruck, hurried underwater survey, she found
nothing that allowed her to identify the creators of the oceanic Oz. Unlike the overgrown corridor she
had discovered in the inland city, there were no bas-reliefs, no engravings, no depictions whatsoever of
the community’ s builders. Nor were there any images that might have given a clue asto how the
metropolis came to subside beneath the waves. Likeits builders, the cause of itsfate remained a mystery.

Bafe and hisfriends were looking anxious by the time she surfaced and returned to the boat. She felt
guilty. She had not expected to be down so long. As she unsedled and pulled off her mask, shaking water
from her hair, she eyed him gpologeticaly.

“| sorry, Bafel.” She held out her mask for him to see. “With this, my kind can stay underwater long
time”

“Was concerned for Ti-ah-reh.” The sedl’ s ears quivered anxioudy. “Was worth see this place?’ he
added hopefully.

“Was much worth,” she assured him as she picked up adrying pad and began to pat hersalf down.
“Must come back again.” With more advanced equipment and the ability to go deeper while avoiding the
need for decompression, she added silently to herself.

Assail was raised and the boat turned back toward the village, she soaked up the warm sun and
wondered at the sunken metropolis and its origins. Who had built it? What had happened to sink it
beneath the waves? Some kind of natural geologic subsidence, perhaps. If the latter, it must have been
violent and rapid. Many of the buildings she had investigated looked as if they had been completed only
yesterday. Y et if an earthquake or some smilar phenomenon was responsible, why had she not found
any evidence of the kind of physica damage one would expect to see resulting from such a cataclysm?

More important, what had happened to the city’ sinhabitants? While her examination had been
necessarily brief, she had seen evidence of technology, or a least metdlurgy, that approached
Commonwedth norms. Certainly the city had not been built by the sedls, or for that matter by the fuzzies,
or the hardshdlls, or any of the other sentient species she and her colleagues had encountered thus far.
Why had such an advanced culture vanished without atrace? Or had it? She and her friends had spent
only acouple of months studying aminuscule portion of atiny part of alarge world. Who knew what
remained to be discovered in its other hemisphere? Or even afew kilometers distant in any randomly
chosen direction?

It seemed that the longer she and her colleagues remained on Quofum and the more they learned, the
greater grew the mystery that shrouded the whole planet in confusion and illogicality.

She could have spent the rest of the day pondering that greatest of al the questions posed by the world
on which she and her friends had been stranded. She should have been able to. Instead, the unexpected
intervened. Quofum intervened.



The risng agitation among the sallors manifested itself before anyone thought to explainit to her. Before
one of them could, she saw the explanation for herself.

Smoke wasrising from thevillage. Thefirst dark puffs, clouds of ash and smoke pushed out to sea by the
offshore breeze, were visible even before the sturdy craft rounded the Point. By the timeit did so her
hosts were breaking out spears and crude projectile wegpons. At full sail and working feverishly to tack
landward, they made their way back into the cove.

Haviti’ sspiritsfell as she saw the havoc that was being wreaked on shore. Severd of the village buildings
farthest inland and up the canyon were on fire, sending up streamers of furious smoke. The sounds of
battle, of the primitive but till deadly pop-pop of gunpowder-fueled weapons, of sedl's screaming and
shouting, of thefaint metalic ring of metal on metd, drifted out to seadong with the smoke.

She had no ideawho was attacking the village. As soon as the boat reached the single pier, everyone on
board |legped off. Long legs eating up the ground in grest, loping strides she could not match, they raced
up the beach and toward town. In the absence of pikes and swords and guns some of her companions,
including Ba-fd, brandished razor-sharp fishing gear. Others vanished into streets and buildingsin search
of better weapons. No one took the time to inform the visiting aien who wastheir guest asto the nature
of the attackers. She could hardly blame them.

Seeking clarification on her own, she ran toward the village. She was hafway through the town and
panting hard as she raced up afamiliar doping street when an apparition came hurtling toward her out of
addedley. Had it not paused inits charge it surdly would have crushed her skull with the blocky
wooden war hammer it wielded. The sight of her, however, made it hesitate. Clearly, she was no villager.

Thebeingwasastal asN’'kos and twice as broad. From the thick, cylindrica torso protruded atrio of
muscular arams that terminated in triple gripping digits. Thick strips of tanned and trested anima hide
crisscrossed the body to form clumsy but effective armor. Sustaining the trisymmetrical body plan, the
bulbous head sported three dightly ova eyes, atripartite nogtril, and amouth that was oddly triangular in
shape. The creature had no legs. It advanced by jerking its body acrossthe ground on asingle thick,
muscular pseudopod. In place of fur or hair, the perfectly smooth skull secreted akind of protective
rose-hued jely. In contrast to the sedls it was aggressive in attitude and loathsome in appearance.

Shefriedit.

Holding her beamer out in front of her she advanced uphill and farther into the village. The battle had
moved from the outskirts of town deegper into the community. There were severa public fountains.
Approaching the uppermost, she saw that the villagers had lured their hideous attackersinto an ambush.
Individualy, asinglefoot, as sheimmediately dubbed the invaders, was markedly stronger and more
powerful than any two sedls. The villagers, however, made up for their physical disadvantages with better
smarts. Caught out in the open square that centered on the fountain, the attackers were being picked off
by the arrows and primitive gunswielded by sedls concedled in the surrounding buildings.

Another intelligent native species, a dazed and exhausted Haviti realized as she stood back and observed
the carnage. Onethat shefdt pretty certain was not responsible for the magnificent city in the sea. How
many sentient species did that make now? She gave up trying to remember.

Pinned down and caught without cover, the singlefootstried to retreat, to no avail. The clever and dert
villagers had blocked off al avenues of escape. One by one the brawny but dower-witted invaders were



cut down. Looking on, Haviti saw apair drop their wegpons and spread their multiple arms. A dozen
armed sedsimmediately surrounded the two who had capitul ated.

They proceeded to hack them to pieces, displaying azeal and enthusiasm that turned her somach.

Backing up, she holstered her beamer. She had followed the sounds of combeat intending not only to
observe and record the conflict, but if necessary to assist her friends the sedls. Patently, they did not need
her help. Observing the daughter, she found hersdlf retreating in disgust. Intelligence, asever, wasa
relative term—and on Quofum there were gpparently no decent examplesto relate to. The singlefoots
might be unsightly, even repulsive in gppearance. They were hostile and warlike. But they were intelligent
beings till, and warranted being treated as such. They did not deserve to be butchered like the daily
catch the villagers hauled up onto the beach every evening.

To her surprise shefound that she was crying silently. She had cometo like the sedls, to favor them
above every other sentient species she and her colleagues had thus far encountered. The bloodthirsty
enthusiasm with which they were digpatching every last one of the singlefootsfilled her with adismay that
bordered on outright disgust. Thiswas the world on which she had been abandoned. These were the
beings among whom she was going to haveto live. Wasit dl endlessfighting and conflict? Was there no
peace to be found anywhere? No common sense, no respite from brutal competition?

Competition. Theword, the meaning, the potentia behind it triggered something in her mind. Multiple
biologicaly unrelated primitive races fighting for dominance over one another. Advanced civilizations that
had risen and fallen; not one, but two, and both within ageographicaly small area. Wasit dl nothing
more than feverish evolution at work? Or was there something €lse? Something they were overlooking.
Hadn't N’kos once proposed as much? It was a crazy idea. An insane notion.

With the entire village occupied in massacring the rest of the attackers, no one noticed her as she made
her way back to the beach. Secure and inviolate, the skimmer sat undisturbed where she had parked it
upon arriva that first day weeks ago. Upon boarding and resedling the canopy, internd instrumentation
responded as promptly and efficiently asif she had disembarked only yesterday.

Her idyllic sojourn among the sealswas over. Rudely interrupted, she made certain that the last of her
recordings had been properly stored before directing the compact craft to lift, pivot, and accelerate
southward.

Behind her sheleft the village and its affable popul ace engaged in exterminating the last of theindividualy
robust but collectively ill-prepared invaders. Aswas universdly the case, strategy and intelligence had
once again won out over sheer brawn. Did that mean anything on Quofum? She needed more information
to be certain of anything. Somehow, in the absence of shuttle, ship, or satdllite, shefelt that she and her
colleagues were going to have to greatly extend the reach of their knowledge if they wereto find any
answers.

Asthe shuttle hummed its way southward along the coast she could not escape the feding that things
happened unnaturally fast on thisworld. Species evolved, devel oped, advanced, and then went extinct a
arae unknown anywhere else. The city in the jungle. The more sophisticated city in the sea. The sedls
fighting off the Singlefoots. Stick-jdlies and fuzzies battling spikers and hardshdls. It was becoming clear
that biologica selection on Quofum did not proceed at a normal, measured pace: it sprinted and stumbled
and spilled madly forward, asif driven by natural forces as yet unidentified.

Or, she mused thoughtfully as sand and water and forest whipped past beneath the deek little craft, by



unnatural ones.

13

Vanadireb found it hard being done. More so even than humans, thranx were socia creatures.

Liketherest of hiskind, he was not particular asto the species whose company he kept, so long asiit
was mature enough to engage in intelligent discourse. But where thranx were concerned, variety in
conversation was asimportant as content. Being restricted to repartee with just two companions, and
nonthranx at that, wasintellectudly debilitating. With Haviti awvay on her north coast excursion, it left only
N’kos to chat with. While the human did his best to be sociable, he had his own research to concentrate
on.

It was never expected that the origina six-member expedition would have to endure one another’s
company for more than amonth or two. Psychologica profiling had taken that into consideration when
the team was being assembled. With that number now cut in half and accorded permanent instead of
temporary status, it became more and more difficult to find matters of commondlity to discuss beyond
thoseimmediately germaneto issues of survival.

All of which was aroundabout way of redizing that N’ kos preferred to go his own way and Haviti to go
hers. Thisfound an increasingly introverted Vanadireb with little choice but to do likewise.

With Haviti having eected to travel northward, N'kos decided to begin fieldwork off to the south.
Utilizing one of the camp’ s rechargeabl e Single-person scooters he would take off in that direction nearly
every day, taking careto return well before sundown lest he find himsdlf outside the perimeter after
nightfal. The fact that the camp had not been attacked since it and its occupants had been abandoned by
the Qwarm Arazawas no reason for the three survivorsto let down their guard.

Finding themselves confronted by technology that must have seemed like magic to them, it was possible
that the spikers had decided to give the camp and its deadly perimeter awide berth. Alternately, the
extended assault on the village of the fuzzies might have weakened them to a point where additiona loca
depredations would have to await reinforcements, or perhaps another season. Whatever the reason,
Vanadireb and N'kos had been able to go about their work without interference. Not only had the
camp not been attacked anew, in the course of pursuing their respective fieldwork neither thranx nor
human had seen so much asasingle spiker or hardshell. Smilarly, on his scoots southward N'kos saw
nothing but smple floraand fauna.

While studying theforest in theimmediate vicinity of the camp, Vanadireb occasionaly surprised a party
of gtick-jellies or wandering fuzzies. Despite his atempts to make contact, they invariably fled at the Sght
of him. Hedid not think it had much, if anything, to do with his gppearance, which to the natives was no
more outré than that of his human colleagues. More likely was the possibility that both groups had seen
evidence of the camp’ s deadly defenses and had decided he and his friends were best avoided.

For the present, that suited VVanadireb just fine. Since he and his colleagues now had dl thetimein the
world to pursue ther individua interests, they could afford to lavish patience on the matter of indigenous
contact. Let thelocal natives come to them if they wanted to try and communicate, he and N’ kos had
decided in Haviti’ s absence, certain that upon her return to camp she would agree with the course of
action they had chosen. There was no hurry. Not anymore. They could Sit down and break bread with



the fuzzies and the stick-jelliesin the natives own good time.

Meanwhile, Vanadireb immersed himsdlf in the study of theforest. Asan areaof research it was as
frugtrating asit was rewarding. He did not try to persuade N’kos to join him in the fieldwork. By the
same token the human refrained from asking Vanadireb to accompany him on hisdaily trips south. It was
aperfectly sengble divison of labor. To athranx, hot and humid defined idea working conditions. While
he did not find the climate at the coast uncommonly unpleasant, unpredictable sea breezes could and
often did carry achill. The same temperate climatologica conditionsthat N'kos found bracing left
Vanadireb feding irritable and wont to gnaw on thetips of his antennae.

They had settled into aroutine. Every morning N'kos would depart to study the oceanic shallows,
narrow intertidal zone, and coagtal biotato the south. Va nadireb would walk out of camp to explore the
deep forest farther inland. In the afternoon the thranx xenologist would return to the camp’ slab module
to anayze, record, catalog, and give namesto each day’ s new discoveries. N'kos would invariably
meander in later, hisrecorder stuffed full of precise notes and fantastic imagery, his collection containers
brimming with new biological wonders.

What was the hurry? Vanadireb began to ask himself. Why the need, much less the rush, to record and
register and index? In dl likelihood no one would read his scrupulous notes until after he was dead—if
then. Why was he making the effort to maintain the fiction that his meticulous daily effortswerein any
way worthwhile?

As a consequence of such unavoidable thoughts something remarkabl e began to happen. The work of
Vanadireb, knowledgeable and skilled thranx scientist and field researcher, began to dide. He continued
to bring in gpecimens and recordings and discuss the findings of the day with his human counterpart. But
while his outward enthusiasm was little diminished, the care with which he had aways documented his
discoveries started to show signs of indifference. N'kos gave no indication that he saw anything amiss.
Perhaps it was because he had become too wrapped up in his own work. Or possibly it was because he
was experiencing some of the same symptoms of self-absorbed unconcern himsdlf.

Vanadirely' sfascination with the world on which they had been stranded grew with each new discovery
even as he spent less and less time documenting them for posterity. What particularly held himin thrall
was the seemingly endless parade of biological contradictions. So rich and diverse wastheforest’ sflora
and fauna that after awhile he gave up mapping them using the stlandard field recording grid and took to
just wandering through the woods that surrounded the camp.

“Not agood idea,” N'kos told him one night as the two were finishing up an evening medl together.

“Y ou should be using a scooter, like me. Even for going short distances. A scooter can carry heavier
weaponry than you can on your person, more specimen containers, more anaytica equipment, and if you
have to make arun from something you' ve got alot better chance of getting away clean on a scooter
than you do on foot.”

Sliding off his bench the thranx began to clean hismandibles, utilizing aspecia device for the purpose.
Sometimes he no longer bothered to search for the traditiona tool and improvised the necessary hygiene
using ahuman fork.

“Though the scooter is comparatively quiet, it does make somenoise,” he contended. “ And its presence
isdisturbing to many creatures. | thank you for your concern, Mosi, but | prefer to walk. | have not been
attacked, there has been no sign of hogtile behavior on the part of theloca natives, and | find that | am

more comfortable without the vehicle. It is one less thing to worry about. One less thing to worry about,”



he concluded, inclining his antennae in the human’ s direction, “ meansthat much moretime| can devoteto
my work, irr!lk. Now tell metrue: do you yoursalf aways stay so closeto your transport?’

N’kos shrugged and returned to his dessert. The main food preparation unit had become adept at
devisng dishes using locdly gathered ingredients. Thethick, cold paste the researcher was currently
gpooning into his mouth looked like blackberry pudding garnished with ground glass. The glistening
crystaline seeds contributed crunch, and while they added nothing in the way of nutrition to the dessert,
they dissolved harmlesdy in the human digestive tract.

“Unlessyou'reinvestigating or collecting macralife, you redly should move around morein order to get a
proper sample.”

“Exactly my point,” Vanadireb declared. “ The scooter’ s presenceisrestraining. | find it eesier to focus
on my surroundingsin its absence.”

N’kos shook hishead. “Y ou' re distorting my point to justify your own rashness. | make surethat I'm
never so far from the scooter that | can't get back to it in aone-breath sprint.”

Vanadireb gestured as he replied. “While thranx are not the sprinters that humans are, | assure you thét |
remain within an equivaently safe running distance from camp. So tel me then: which of usissafer out in
thefield? Y ou, who make adaily journey down the coast of up to severd kilometers? Or I, who stay
within running distiance of the camp itsdlf?’

Finishing the last of hisdessert, N’ kos put down the spoon and gazed across the table at hisinsectoid
counterpart. “1’m just concerned about your well-being, that'sall, Va. Because lately you don’t seem
overly worried about it yoursdlf. Records show you returning to camp after dark on more than one
occasion. Y ou know how dangerousthat is.”

Light glittered golden off the thranx’ s compound eyes. “I know how important it isthat we obtain
samples and recordings of local nocturna aswell asdiurnd life-forms.”

N’kos let out abitter [augh. “Important? Important to who?”

“To those who come after us,” the thranx replied quietly. “For those who will recover the records we will
leave behind.”

“If anyone comes after usl” N'kos was on the verge of shouting. * If anyone can find thislunatic world
ever agan.”

“Of courseit will befound again. What makesyou think it will not?’

“Oh, | don’'t know.” Rising from his seat, N’ kos was rambling wildly now, throwing hisarms around as
energetically as any thranx but with considerably less exactitude of meaning. “Maybethefact that it's
often recorded as being located at different coordinates? That it possibly blinksin and out of normal
space?’ He halted, staring at hisfriend and colleague. “Y ou stay out collecting and recording after dark.
Have you taken agood look at the night sky lately? It's not even just that some of the stars occupy
different pogtions. They’re not even the same sarsl”

The thranx xenologist remained unruffled, his speech as cdm as ever. It was one of theracia
characteristics that had first induced humansto overlook hiskind' s appearance. No matter the



seriousness of the circumstances, thranx rarely lost control of their emotions. It was not that they had
none. They smply managed them better than did their frequently overwrought human dlies. The
inflexibility of their faces and concurrent inability to expressfedings through facid expresson contributed
to theimpression that they had complete mastery of sentiment. The only clueto atruly emotionally upset
thranx was afrenetic waving of manipulative limbs.

“Commonwedlth Science Central was aware that Quofum is subject to peculiar astronomical distortions.
It may be that these are magnified by atmospheric or localized stellar peculiarities. | have confidence that
no matter what the manifold vagaries of loca conditions, our work here will not pass unacknowledged.
Otherwise, why continuewith it?’

Nodding vigoroudy, N'kos lowered his arms and turned away from his colleague. Histone was grim.
“That thought had occurred to me.”

“If it has, and you hold to it with some degree of sincerity, then why do you continue with your work?’
Antennae quivering like festhery tuning forks, Vanadireb folded both sets of fordimbs as he avaited his

companion’sreply.

Having given full vent to hisfrustration, N'kos now responded with aweary shrug. “Simple. Becauseif it
wasn't for thework, | think I’d go insane.”

It was Valnadireb' s turn to nod, a human gesture the thranx had long since adopted as one of their own.
“Anidle mind islike an unattended pupa. If ignored, it revertsto avegetative Sate. In one way humans
arefortunate. Though menta illnessis not unknown among my kind, we tend not to go mad. When the
illogicdlity of aStuation becomestoo overwheming, we usudly just kill ourselves”

Concerned and engaged once again, an darmed N’ kos looked back at hisfellow researcher. “Va,
you'renct...?’

“No, crriik. Do not mistake detachment for psychosis. Herelately it seemsthat | am smply preoccupied
much of thetime. With the very research we have been discussing, if not dwayswith documenting it.”

“Okay. Okay, then.” N'kos began to sweep the dirty dishes and utensilsinto the gap in the center of the
table where they would be received, cleaned, sterilized, and stacked on a bottom shdlf for useagainin
the morning. “I just—I worry about you, that’sal. Just like | worry about Tiare. | wish we' d hear from

“And | worry about the two of you.” Vanadireb clicked his concern. “I'm sure Tiareisfine. Sheisinthe
skimmer, after al. Even if she does not do so, the vehicle automaticaly reports on its status every day.
Each time | happen to check the relevant readout al itsinstruments are normal acrossthe board. | am
certain that when shefinaly returns the account of her travelswill befull of entrancing discoveries”
Pivoting on four trulegs, he sarted toward the right-hand corridor. “Right now, | have work of my own
to attend to.”

N'’'kos cdled after hisfriend as gleaming aquamarine-hued wing cases and abdomen receded out the
doorway. “Y ou’re going out into the forest after dark again, aren’t you?”

Hisfriend sreply echoed dightly. “I am more comfortable and a home in such surroundings than any
human, more aware of my environs, and | take ample care for my safety. When you sprout antennae of
your own, then you can passjudgment on the wisdom of my actions, colleague.”



Aloneinthedining area, N'kod’ s lipstightened. Was Vanadireb safer donein the forest but closeto
camp than he was far down the south coast with the scooter close at hand? The red truth was one the
xenologist preferred not to examine too closely, because it suggested that by going off and conducting
research by themselves, on their own, neither of them was exactly behaving in asensible and prudent
manner. He did not dwell on the contradictions.

He had work of his own to do tomorrow.

The moretime Vanadireb spent in the outlandish and unfathomable Quofumian forest, the more
comfortable hefdt initsaien surrounds. Thiswas understandable. Time spent on any fieldwork naturally
increases familiarity with aplace. But it went deeper than that. He knew the fedings he was experiencing
were not a consequence of having to work aone. Like many experienced field researchers he had grown
used to spending long amounts of time by himsdlf, evenif hewas't fully comfortablewithiit. The
emotionsthat welled through him in the forest were an odd mixture of anticipation, expectation,
exultation—and incipient revelation.

The latter sentiment was the most difficult to explain. Certainly every day, sometimes every hour he spent
collecting and recording, revealed new species of floraand fauna. Y e no matter how many discoveries
he made he could not escape the feding that he was missing something much greeter, something far more
important. That there was one momentous breakthrough teetering right on the tips of his antennag, and
every time heflicked oneinitsdirection it fluttered back just out of reach. It would have helped if he'd
had some ideawhat it was that he was seeking. But if he had known that much, then he would have
known it entire.

All he could do was keep to the daily schedule he had set for himsdlf. It was the same with his colleague
N’kos and, the thranx presumed, with Haviti. Perhaps one of them would make the syncretic
breakthrough he sensed lay waiting to be unveiled. Humans had away of making jumpsin logic and
reason that often eluded the more disciplined but lessintuitive thranx. That did not keep him from
continuing the search for aunifying rationale for what he wasfeding.

On certain daysit was hard even to contemplate something like an overarching theme, so rich wasthe
forest inindividua new discoveries. He had long since given up exclaiming over findings any one of which
would have supplied sufficient materia for an entire paper by one of his colleagues back home. It wasn't
enough, for example, that the funga spears he found growing out of awoody tree trunk were unlike
anything in the gpplicable scientific literature. Despite their undeniably pseudofunga form, they had to go
and sport tiny purple flowers. And the tree on which they were parasitic reproduced with cones that
contained sporicitesinstead of seeds.

Quofum was not an ecology, he told himself as he wandered through anew quadrant of forest a
kilometer or so from camp. It wasacircus. Not abiota, but ariota. Every day he encountered and
recorded contradictions bizarre enough to convince a senior researcher he was halucinating. It was good
that his studieswere vetted and confirmed by his human colleague aswdll asthe camp’s Al unit or he
would have begun to question his own sanity.

There was the ground-dwel ling forest quadruped that clearly scavenged meat but had neither teeth nor
beak. How then did it eat? An automated recording unit provided an explanation for the elusive

creature’ s seemingly paradoxical behavior. Coming upon achoice bit of carrion, it extruded its ssomach
through afronta gperture until it completely covered the rotting carcass. Secreting powerful gastric fluids,
it dissolved the flesh and digested it on the spot. The thranx suggested “ Insideouteater” for the common



name, which an equally amazed N’kos promptly placed in the records.

Theioe, to which the name was shortened, was by no means an extreme example of Quofumian fauna.
Consumption was often carried out by anatomical designs that seemed more fanciful than practical. What
was a sensble xenologist to make of alarge herbivore that had two legs on one Sde and five on the
other? How did perpetud lurching to the left enhance the animd’ s chances for surviva? Nor wasthe
forest-grazer the only example of what on any other world would have been classified as mutant
Sructural asymmetry. There was the flying cresture that boasted one wing shorter and stubbier than the
other, the river-dweler whose limbs constantly backfinned in what appeared to be an attempt to keep it
from moving itswriggling form forward, the arthropods who fought one another as often asthey
cooperated for the sake of the hive, and far too many more to mention.

N’kos proposed asimple explanation. Evolutionary principles on Quofum were not merely skewed; they
had gone insane. In the absence of damaging radiation from the planet’ssun, itsinterior, or highly
radioactive rocks, there was no immediate explanation for the phenomenon. The pink-tinged atmosphere
was more than substantial enough to block or filter out gene-atering cosmic radiation from deep space.
Vanadireb felt that if they could discover the answer to that question, they would aso gain the
explanation for the greater one he could not quite ducidate.

Thoughts of unifying biologica theories and judicious explanationsfor explosive mutation and
uncontrolled evolution went out the window on the evening he returned from atypica day of collecting
gpecimens only to have N'kos point out something strange on the side of hisfriend’ s abdomen.

A plant had taken root there. Or at leadt, it was making an effort to settlein. Asafield researcher
Vanadireb was used to working in the proximity of potentidly active parasites. With his chitinous
exoske eton he was safer from such incursions than his soft-skinned human companions, but he was by
no meansimmune. And humans had the advantage of an epidermisflush with sengitive nerve endings that
was more dert to such incursons.

Hefelt no pain asasolicitous N’ kos helped to treet the affected area. A dose of genera growth killer
followed by an antiseptic bath made short work of the would-be hitchhiker. Together they examined it
inddethe andyzer.

“Fascinating.” Ashe stared at the three-dimensional breakdown of the parasitic plant’ sinterior, N'kos
adjusted a sensor to give amore detailed reading.

“What on thisworld isnot?” Vanadireb' s exoskel eton was not entirely devoid of feding. The place
where they had removed the parasite continued to itch. “It' s just one more amazing example of how little
on thisworld makes biologica sense, yet continuesto thrive.”

Though the parasite looked whally plantlike and boasted long, attractive green leaves, itsinner structure
was unmistakably ossiferous. The connective tissue that enabled this ssemingly contradictory construction
was awondrous blend of plant and animdl, to the point where the two scientists studying it were unable
to agree on itstaxonomy. It was placed, as had been hundreds of previousinscrutable discoveries, in the
continuoudy expanding file reserved for the unclassifiable.

What would it have doneif it had succeeded in penetrating Vanadireb’ s exoskel eton and reaching the
soft tissue within? Would it have spread throughout his system and eventudly killed him? Or would it
have been content, like more sensible parasites, to stay smal and only draw from his body the minimal
amount of nourishment necessary to survive?



From then on he paid more attention to himself as he explored the forest. It was quite dl right for himto
collect from it; quite another for it to collect him. Attempts by alien forest speciesto co-opt intruders
were wdl| documented from many worlds. To such creatures he was merely another tantalizing,
wandering food source. Asascientist thoroughly versed in the relevant biology he took no umbrage at
the growth’ s effortsto infect him. Attempts at parasitization were wholly random and only athrest to the
inattentive or inexperienced.

If it wasrandom.

Now you' re thinking crazy thoughts, hetold himsdlf as he pushed through a thicket of tall,
sngle-leaved growths with coppery metallic skins. Parasitism was dways random, though certainly on
Quofum nothing could or should be taken for granted. It was not asif the grown-bone life-form had been
commanded to attach itsdlf to him by some unknown, unimaginable intelligence. That made lessthan no
sense.

But then, didn’t this entire world? Was it necessarily crazy to contemplate the preposterous on a planet
dominated by irrationa evolution? Of course, there was one way to find out. He could dlow himsdlf to
be parasitized. If not by the grown-bone, then by something even more persistent and advanced. He
would not be thefirgt dedicated scientist to study a parasitic life-form by deliberately dlowing himsdlf to
be infected.

Despite hisdesire to know and his exhaustive quest for answers, he was not sure he was quite that
dedicated.

His upsetting encounter notwithstanding, he continued to fed at easein theforest. The next time one of its
eager denizenstook a stab at making ahome for itsalf on his person he wasready for it and brushed it
effortlessdy away. On returning to camp he took especia care with his persona hygiene, making sureto
sanitize himsdf thoroughly to prevent any kind of infection. Occasionaly he was forced to ded with
active predators as opposed to dow-moving parasites. Falling to precison bursts from his sidearm, these
only added to the growing stock of specimens preserved in stasis at the camp.

But though the forest was unable to get agrip on hisbody, itswildly eccentric and diverse inhabitants and
al that they potentially represented continued to prey on hismind.

Strangedly, what appeared utterly outlandish during the day seemed to make more and more sense at
night. The cautious cacophony of anima sounds grew dmost familiar, an ever-changing aien concert he
began to look forward to not only recording for an unknown posterity, but whose weird harmonic beauty
often left him just standing and listening in admiration. The songs and squeals and hopeful hooted longings
of the night welcomed him and drew him close in away that more straightforward sight did not.

Though he worried about hisfriend and colleague’ s growing detachment, N’ kos said nothing. Absorbed
ashewasin hisown work and asinfrequently as he saw hisfellow xenologist nowadays, he had little
time to spare to play therapist to athranx. In the absence of facia expression, it was often impossibleto
tell what his counterpart was feding, much lesswhat he might be thinking. But by noting and interpreting
little hintsand small signs, it was becoming increasingly clear to N'kos that VVa nadireb was spending
atogether too much timein the great evolutionary experiment that was the Quofumian forest and not
enough dedling with the rudiments of daily lifein camp. Still, despite the suspicions that were growing in
his mind based on the informal observations he could not avoid making, he said nothing. Did not refer to
itatdl.



Until one night VVanadireb failed to come back.

Fearing the worst, N’kos set out to look for his colleague. Had the increasingly blasé thranx xenologist
let down his guard to the point where he had been overcome by another parasitic life-form? Had hefalen
prey to one of the forest’s numerous active and unpredictable carnivores? Or had an emboldened group
of aggressive pikers or hardshells caught him out after dark and insufficiently alert? The thought of losing
haf hisremaining company, eveniif it was thranx, frightened N’ kos more than any predator he had
encountered in the course of doing fieldwork down the coast.

Fortunately, whatever had prevented the thranx from returning to camp had not damaged his communit.
Tracking itssignal, N’ kos was able to home in on the beacon without difficulty. The fact that he reached
Vanadireb inless than an hour was dmost as unsettling as the thranx’ s overnight absence from camp. If
he was not injured or taken prisoner, then why had he failed to respond to N’ kos’ s persistent queries?
Something was not right.

Hefound Vanadireb sprawled across a surface root beneath atwisted nightmare of atree. The
branchless, upside-down growth thrust a single sap-coated bole skyward. In the absence of leaves, the
upper quarter of itslength was solid green. Looking like frozen fireworks, aspray of orange-hued surface
roots exploded in al directions from the base of the trunk before plunging deep into the rich soil.

Thethranx glanced up somnolently from where he was half adeep. “ Tchi!lk, Mos. Y ou should belying
on abeach somewhere to the south, indulging in your kind’ sinexplicable penchant for relaxing in close
proximity to water. What are you doing here?’

Still unsure whether to be relieved or concerned, N’kos gazed down at the recumbent scientist. “More
to the point, my friend, what are you doing here?’ He pointed back the way he had come. * Y ou didn’t
return to camp last night. Y ou didn’t answer my repeated cdls. | thought the spikers might findly have
picked you off.” With a sweeping gesture he took in the forest surrounding them. “ Or something else.”

“I amfine, Mos. Comfortable, even.” On hisleft Sde, both truhand and foothand rose to gesture. “In the
incomprehensible diversity of thisplace | have found solace.”

N’kos’ s gaze narrowed. “That’ s no excuse for not responding to acal. If | didn’t know better, I’d say
you were drunk.”

“Intoxicated on information, perhaps.” Using histrulegsto brace himsdalf and maintain his position onthe
smooth-surfaced loungdike root, the thranx did dightly to hisright. “I turned off my communit to ensure
that | was not disturbed. I'm sorry if thisupset you. All you had to do wasignore me. | have no difficulty
ignoring you.” Thetriangular-shaped head swiveled amost a hundred eighty degrees before returning to
face the staring human. “It is hard to believe that | was once afraid of this place. There are the known
dangers with which we are both familiar and the unknown yet to be reveded, but the forest itself does not
deserveto befeared.”

Anirritated N'kos chewed on hisupper lip. “Y ou’ re coming back to camp with me, VVa. | don't know if
you need medication, or food, or to immerse yourself in an hour or two of mindless, stupid vit
entertainment, but you can’'t stay here.”

Golden-lensed ovas peered up a him. Werethey dightly glazed? N’kos could not be sure. With
compound eyes, it was hard to tell.



“Why not?’ the xenologist asked his human colleague.

N’kos held histemper. “Becauseit’ s dangerous. Because the signs are becoming clear to me now.
There' san ancient human saying for what | think is happening to you, Va. Goes dl the way back to old
Earth. You'reat risk of going troppo. Y ou need to get abucketful of cold water in the face. Or that
entertainment vit.” He scrutini zed the dense vegetation that surrounded them. “I’' m glad you're
comfortable here, but | won't et you take root. Something’ s going on here that we don’t understand.
Maybeif we persst we Il find out what it is. We surely won't if we ‘free our minds,” as certain capricious
philosophers say. We re dedling with rogue biology here, not spiritua enlightenment.”

Vanadireb' s gaze had not shifted. “How can you be so certain, Mos?” Antennae flicked forward as
truhands gave an oquent flutter. “Humans are dways S0 certain of themsdlves.”

“I’'m not certain of mysdf at dl, Va. You know that. I'm ascientist. We re not alowed to be certain of
anything.” Advancing, he dipped both arms undernesth his colleague’ sthorax and strained to lift. “Come
on. Get up. Get off that root before you become onewith it. I’ m not leaving you here so | can come
back in aweek and find you covered in sprouted spores.”

“But I’'m comfortable,” Vanadireb protested.
“That,” N'kos informed him grimly, “iswhy I'mworried.”

The human was bigger and stronger. Had Vanadireb redly wished to resst he could have done o,
kicking and striking out with dl eight limbs. But his res stance was aslacklugter as hisattitude. N’ kos
soon had him on hisfeet. With one arm around the thranx’ s thorax the human xenologist haf guided, half
hauled his colleague back to camp.

Once ingde the habitation module Vanadireb seemed to come around. Emerging from adaze, ahuman
would have blinked repestedly. With athranx, N'kos had to resort to listening for subtle changesin pitch
in his colleague s voice while watching for more active movement of his antennae.

“I—I’'m sorry, Mos.” Vanadireb lay sprawled on hisloungeinthedining area. 1 was so relaxed, so a
ease, that returning to camp seemed pointless. Superfluous, even.”

Pacing back and forth next to hisfriend, N’ kos spoke while degp in thought. “If | didn’t know better I’ d
say you had been hypnotized.”

“By what?’ Vanadireb looked up a hisfriend. “Plants? Mutant fungi? Silicate pseudosuccul ents?
Wandering arboreds?’

“I don’t know. Maybe hypnotized isn't the right term. Maybe seduced is a better definition.”

“It won't happen again.” Rising from the bench the thranx walked over to the wall where dl thefood
service gpparatus was mounted and drew himself a spouted beaker full of dark, honey-colored liquid. “I
will continue my research, of course, but | will not stay out dl night.”

Coming up alongside him, N'kos put ahand on his colleague’ sthorax, careful not to cover any of the
gently pulsing breathing spicules. “How about not going out a night at al? Put nocturna research on hold.
At least for aweek or two.” He amiled. “It’ snot like you won't have adequate time to resume that



particular area of study.”

Vanadireb consdered. The gleaming, valentine-shaped head turned to regard the human xenologist. “My
memory isdigtressangly hazy. Was| redly that far gone?’

N’ kos’sreply was somber. “For aminute out there | thought I’ d lost you completely. | considered
stunning you and dragging you back.”

The thranx nodded dowly, gesturing s multaneoudy with the truhand that was not holding the beaker. “ So
dangerous. So subtle. Such an ingnuating environment. Very well. Y our caution iswell consdered, Mos.
No nocturnd research for awhile.” Inflexible mouthparts prevented athranx from smiling, but Vanadireb
shaped the equivaent expression with animated movements of his hands.

“Y ou promise? I’ ll be working down the coast as usua and | won't dways be able to keep an eye on
yw.”

Antennae stiffened. “1 am not alarva, Moselstrom N’ kos. | can guarantee control of mysdlf hereas
effectively asin aproper hive”

N’kos nodded his understanding, indicating that his colleague sterse pledge was sufficient assurance.

It would haveto be.

14

Despite the promise Vanadireb had given him, N’kos could not keep from worrying about the state of
his colleague’ s mind as he headed southward to continue his own work. So apprehensive was hethat if
not for one small matter on which he was most anxiousto follow up, he would have stayed at camp just
to watch over the thranx. That small matter, however, did more than draw him southward one moretime
down the coast.

Ital but compelled him.

Severd hours of travel on the scooter brought him to the temporary campsite he had established. He was
relieved to see it was exactly as he had left it. The campsite lay at the extreme southern edge of the
scooter’ sround-trip range. Neither native sentient nor animal had disturbed it in his absence. Not that
there was much to disturb. Cobbled together out of driftwood, drift slicates, and other natura materias
he had scavenged from the beach and the edge of the forest, the ramshackle lean-to resembled a shelter
from pre-technology old Earth. With its clipped-together plant-leaf roof flapping in thewind and its
unmortared rock-and-shell lower walls, its function would have been immediately familiar to one of his
own primitive ancestors.

Though not critical to hiswork, the shelter certainly added to his comfort while he conducted hislocal
surveys and processed the specimens he acquired for the main camp’ s burgeoning collection. The
impermanent walls of loose stone and harvested vegetable matter protected him from the occasionally
gusty ocean breezes and the hot, humid winds that blew outward from the depths of the forest. The
sandy-floored interior boasted a couple of crude workbenches and rough seats he had thrown together.
While inadequate to pass mugter a an artisan’ s gathering, they alowed him to work without having to Sit



on the damp sand or an exposed log. Used to relying on advanced technology to facilitate histoil, he was
inordinately proud of having knocked something together with his own hands and afew smpletools. Still,
he knew that his research would have progressed faster had he had the use of the skimmer.

On the other hand, if he had been the one utilizing that speedy, long-range transport, he might not have
found the entrance.

The entrance to what, he did not yet know. He fully intended to share his discovery with his colleagues.
But first he wanted to find out more about it. As yet there was little to describe scientifically beyond a
dark holein the ground. Well, not in the ground actudly, he reminded himself as he left scooter and
shelter behind and made hisway into the edge of the forest that bordered the beach. Morein ahillsde
than in the ground.

It was a short walk through the usua frantic Quofumian vegetation from the temporary shelter to the
discovery site. Smdl flying things darted at his face and buzzed his ears as he pushed hisway through the
brush. He waved at them and they dodged nimbly, whistling their outrage at his persistent refusdl to let
them land on and suck fluids from his exposed face. With half their ten-centimeter body lengths consisting
of long, sharp-pointed snouts, he had no desire to sudy their feeding method firsthand.

Ten minutes after leaving the shelter and the beach behind he found himsalf once more standing before
the opening. He had discovered it on his previoustrip. Searching for some of the exotic Quofumian
life-forms that absorbed, concentrated, and then secreted metallic compounds to form protective shells
or body armor, he had been startled when the handheld scanner he had been using had unexpectedly
gone borderline berserk. Hastily recdibrating the device and following its sgnd, he had pushed through
the forest until he found himsalf confronted by the holein the hillsde.

It was not dl that impressive. Approximately twice his height and width, the gap gave way rapidly to total
darkness. Shining alight within revealed only adark tunnel running straight into the hillsde.

Of moreimmediate interest and the find that had drawn him back was the wide ring of black metd that
framed the opening. It ought to have been overrun with vegetation. Instead, it was completely bare and
exposed, asif it had been ingtaled yesterday—or regularly maintained. As neither explanation made any
sense, he had come back in search of one. A gleaming, highly reflective charcod-gray, visualy the metdl
frame most nearly resembled a primitive ancient dloy called wrought iron. That it was something else
entirely was confirmed as soon as he passed hisfield analyzer over it. The result was areadout best
described as confused. As axenologist whose focus was biology it was not surprising that he was
unfamiliar with theinitia readings. An experienced astronomer would have been quicker to recognize
their sgnificance, though they would have left him even more bemused.

Thedloy of iron, chromium, and titanium was asignature indicative of araretype of binary systlem
known as an iron star. But the applicable reading for such stellar phenomenawere away's detected and
recorded asemissions, not asasolid. It was asif the metd ring that framed the opening in the hillside had
been forged from a particular type of stellar wind. Pure fantasy, N'kos thought as he read through the
anayzer' slayman’ s description of what he had stumbled across. Except—he was looking at it.

And then there were the deeply embossed hieroglyphs.
At least, he assumed they were glyphs. They appeared too el aborate and too diverse to be the letters of

an aphabet. There were hundreds of them, minute and perfectly slamped into the metd. If they were
letters or characters, they far exceeded in variety the components of ancient Terran languages such as



Chinese or ancient Egyptian. On his previous visit he had utilized his beam cutter in an attempt to excisea
sampl e to take back to camp and show Vanadireb, reasoning that it was asimportant for his colleague
to seethe materid itself aswell asjust arecording of theinscriptions. His advanced, high-tech tool would
not score much less cut the metd. It would not even warm it. That aso made no sense. The heat from the
cutter had to go somewhere. Either the gray dloy was aheat sink of unique molecular composition or
else there was another explanation that exceeded hislimited knowledge of metalurgy.

Unableto interpret the hieroglyphs or take a sample of the meta into which they were imprinted, he had
returned to the site with fully charged long-lasting lights. At least he could explore the tunnd. He had dso
made certain to bring not one but two sidearms with him, both abeamer and a pul sepopper. The tunnel
was too welcoming a potentia habitat for it to have been ignored by Quofum’ sfauna, and he fully
expected to encounter at least one imposing species as he explored its depths. He had no intention of
doing so unprepared in case any current residents took exception to histregpass.

Y et as he advanced deeper and deeper into the passageway he encountered nothing larger than afew
harmless, nonambulatory growths eking out a precarious existence on the walls and floor. Though
fashioned of the same singular metal asthering that framed the entryway, the latter were as smooth to the
touch as glass. Soil or decomposing organic compounds that might have been expected to have been
blown, drifted, or been dropped insde were utterly lacking. Clearly the impenetrable meta was not a
hospitable environment for hardy fungi, or even bacteria.

The sensors on his scanner stayed flat, indicating a complete absence of radiation, heet, or other
life-inhibiting factors. It was asif the tunnd walls themsdlves comprised a slf-gerilizing environment on
which nothing could grow. Nor did he encounter the hypothesized forest faunathat might have been
expected to lay claim to such a splendid uncolonized habitat. In addition to life-forms, the tunnel was
empty even of hieroglyphs.

Whether tired or not, he stopped every hour to ret, drink something, and eat asmall snack to keep his
energy level up. Thecircle of light that marked the tunnd entrance had long since shrunk into oblivion. At
least he did not have to worry about taking awrong turn. There were no Side passages, no dark
tributaries down which to sumble and lose hisway. The perfect straightness of the corridor was amost
asdartling asits compogtion.

That it was artificia in origin was a conclusion he had reached long ago. Asto who or what had created it
and for what purpose he had not the dightest idea. The dark aloy itsdlf corresponded to nothing in the
extensve reference archives contained in his andyzer and communit. He remained asignorant of its
nature as he did of the meaning of the extensive glyphsthat decorated the tunnel’ s entrance. Thusfar the
unmarked, unmarred corridor was nothing more than ahorizontal shaft leading deep into the rippling
range of low hillsthat congtituted this portion of the unbroken surface forest’ s most notable geologic
feature.

He had been hiking for alittle over four and ahaf hours when his eyes sensed light that was not being
given off by the glowbeam attached to his headgear. The faint radiance strengthened as he lengthened his
gride. Hisanayzer confirmed that the light was of artificid origin, so it was not coming from outside. So
he had not walked al the way through ahill or ridgdline. Soon it had brightened enough for his glowbeam
to shut down automaticaly in response. He dowed. Though he was unaware of it, hislips parted and |eft
him standing with hismouth dightly open.

Spread out before him was a subterranean panorama of tubes, conduits, relays, light-wave connectors,
transmitters, sphons, spigots, emitters, eectronic transposers, and ahost of variegated apparatus and



instrumentation he did not recognize. It appeared to go on forever. Trying to make sense of it dl and to
compare it to something identifiable, he found himself imagining al the pastathat had ever been produced
and consumed by humankind transmuted suddenly into chrome and gold, tossed with agoogolplex of
jewds, and then dumped in avat of soup the size of Cachdot’ sworld-girdling ocean. The technica
gpectacle sprawled out before him was smply incomprehensible.

He could see through the maze as far as his excdlent distance vison alowed. Pulling a scope from his
duty belt, hefound that even at maximum magnification he could not discern the end of the complex. One
unblocked lane alowed him an uninterrupted view through the serpentine maze dl the way to the horizon.
As near as he could tell, the tortuous byzantine meandering of cables and conduits and flashing lights
extended not only to that horizon but beyond. How far beyond he had no way of telling.

He resolved to leave and return with the scooter. It would alow him to explore far more of thistemple of
connectivity than he could ever hope to see on foot. Unfortunately, the tunnel was too narrow to admit
the skimmer. That restriction led him to ponder the lengthy but constricted corridor’s purpose. A
ventilation duct of somekind, perhaps. Knowing nothing of the size or shape of those who had bored the
shaft, he supposed it might be wide enough to admit lesser craft intended for beings smdler than himsdif.

Despite the unending display of activity that continued to flash and flare before his eyes, there wasno sgn
of whoever had built the visceralike network. Every time he saw motion, whether through the scope or
just with his eyes, the source of the activity proved to be automata. Their method of propulsion was as
enigmatic astheir shapes, and he recognized neither. Blobs of liquid meta or plastic glided through the
underground world as effortlesdy and slently asif eevated by hdium. Animated conduits and serpentine
tools dithered like snakes or waved back and forth like windblown plant sems until they completed their
own necessary connections and disconnects. Solid trangparencies drifted to and fro like so many
preprogrammed jelyfish, dipping low or ascending cellingward to execute designated tasks with bursts of
intensaly colored light.

Morethan Sze or Sght, it was the abounding silence that struck him most forcefully. So much activity, so
many things going on at once, and dl of it taking place in the absence of any noise louder than a puff of
displaced air or afleeting electronic whisper. The utter lack of clash and clamor bespoke a dearth of
friction, which in turn implied atechnology sophisticated beyond that achieved by any humanx science.
There was much going on here, hetold himsdlf, and not dl of it was visble. Theimplications of what he
was not seelng were more overawing than the shapes and actions his optic nerves were able to define.

Who had built this place, and why? What was the function of what appeared to be an endless
subterranean ganglion of tubes and e ectronics and devices he was unable to identify? Why did thousands
of lines and conduits and photonic tracks disappear into the perfectly smooth, eggshdl-white, highly
pearlized ceiling or into the equaly featureess floor? All manner of possible explanations raced through
his mind, running into one another, only to crash and burn on the bumpy, potholed field of logic.

Whatever its purpose, whoever had built it had arranged for it to be automatically maintained, cleaned,
serviced, and possibly upgraded. A sudden thought made him glance down at hiswrist chronometer. He
had been standing and staring in one place for nearly half an hour. A full hour remained to him before he
needed to art back up the tunnd in order to emerge from its entrance in time to return to his makeshift
beach camp before dark. Not that he couldn’t find his way back after dark—all he had to do when he
stepped out of the metal-framed exit was turn right and keep walking until he reached the ocean. But he
was mindful of the same advice and warnings he had forced on his colleague Va nadireb about roaming
around in theforest at night.



What he was looking a now left him even lessinclined than usua to engage in any nocturna rambling.

He could not smply stand where he was on the edge of the tunnel and stare. No scientist in his position
could do so and claim to be worthy of the name. In the absence of the scooter he would have to explore
what he could as best he could on foot. Tentatively extending hisright leg and putting a boot down on the
seamless cream-colored floor, he took a step forward.

A paeviolet luminescence immediately flared benesth the sole, spreading likeripplesin apond. Hadtily
he drew hisfoot back into the tunnd. Spreading outward in al directions, the ripples of embedded light
faded away. Hisfeathery imprint had generated no sound.

Bending his knee and bringing hisfoot up, he fet gingerly of the boot sole. It was perfectly cool to the
touch. Taking adeep breath, he stepped forward once again. Thistime when the radiating light appeared
beneath hisfoot he did not retrest. Bringing his other leg forward, helet al hisweight rest on the vitreous,
shining surface beyond the tunnd. It was as solid and unyielding beneath him asthe metd floor of the
corridor or theland outside.

Though the surface was solid enough, the ripples of light that flared outward in concentric circles of
energy every time he put afoot down made him fed asif he were walking on water. Or more accurately,
he corrected himself, on cream. And just because he heard nothing, he reminded himsdlf, did not mean he
was not making any noise. Hisfootsteps and the dynamic technology that now surrounded him could
very well have been generating frequencies beyond his plebeian human range of hearing. Returning to this
place with more sophigticated instruments for anayzing its surroundings would doubtless alow him to
answer many of the questions that were presently crowding his mindspace for attention.

He st out on ardatively sraight line through the hallucinogenic techno-tangle, relying on hiscommunit’'s
tracker to guide him safely back to the tunndl in the event helost sight of it. Looking over his shoulder,
the black circle that marked the corridor’ s location seemed as out of placein the dl-glistening
weird-wired whiteness as a hippo on aniceberg. Though he had heard virtually nothing since leaving the
tunnel mouth, his ears strained for sound.

Deep caves were like this, hetold himself. Deep and dry and dead, they were places where the silence
was so profound you could hear your own heart beating. But though the pulse of energy and activity was
al around him, he heard nothing beyond the occasiond tantalizing whisper of speeding eectrons.

He estimated that he had hiked about a kilometer from the end of the tunnel when the spheres confronted
him.

There were two. Globular in shape with edges that were in constant motion like the rim of asuninthe
process of setting, each was some two metersin diameter. They came rushing toward him from behind a
trio of enormous discontinuous cables that spirded upward to tie floor and ceiling together with flickering
bluefilaments. Strain ashe might, N’ kos could not see anything connecting the intermittent flashes of
azure. Somekind of energy field, he decided, was dl that was holding them together.

He started to turn and run, hesitated, then decided to hold his ground. For onething it was unlikely he
could outrun spheres composed of nothing but light. If the gpproaching shapes wanted to run him to
ground hefdt certain they could do so easily enough.

Instead of making contact they hated abody length away, hovering in the air, featureless and reful gent.
One was adeep pulsing purple, the other an intense throbbing orange. He could not escape the feding



that he was being scrutinized. Like everything esein the immense underground chamber they made no
sound.

The confrontation or standoff or examination or however one choseto think of it (N’kos considered all
three and more) continued for severa minutes, until the subject of the radiant ingpection swallowed and
sad, asclearly and composedly as the Stuation and his emotionswould alow, “Hello.”

There was no reaction from the shimmering spheres. He repested the salutation alittle louder, also to no
effect. Taking into consderation that an action should have an opposite if not necessary equal or even
comprehensble reaction, he moved to hisleft with the intention of going around the purple sphere.

It immediately did sdewaysto block his path.

Thistold the wary but fascinated scientist two things. First, the arriva of the sphereswas not a
coincidence but was directly related to and probably responsive to his presence, and second, hostility
was not an initid reaction to hisintrusion. His assumption was reconfirmed when he stepped back and
attempted to advance in the other direction by going around the orange orb. Replicating the reaction of its
darker companion, it too moved to block his path.

He pondered the possibilities. Was there something nearby that was explicitly off-limitsto intruders?
Something a nonmachine was not supposed to see? Or by advancing this deep into the complex had he
findly triggered somekind of automated response mechanism?

Studying the spheres, he doubted that they possessed the equivaent of high intelligence. They were pure
automatons, part and parce of hisimmediate engineered surroundings. No effort was made on their part
to communicate. They had materidized, confronted him, and blocked his advance, but without any
attempt at explanation. He was not being questioned and they exhibited nothing in the way of curiosity or
active sentience.

Intelligent beings composed of pure energy had been mooted, of course, ever since the KK-drive had
been devel oped and humankind had taken itsfirst baby steps beyond the bounds of Earth. But no
evidence for the actual existence of such crestures had ever been found.

That did not mean, he reminded himself, that their existence was an impossibility. It wasjust that nothing
he had seen thus far inclined him to place the twin spheresin that category. They were closer kin to the
other astoni shing mechanisms surrounding him than they were to cousin Joe.

It was at the conclusion of this rumination that the orange sphere drifted forward and bumped him.

Contact was soft and cushiony, asif he had been nudged with athick pillow. There was not enough
weight or forcein it to push him backward. This being the case and curious to see what would happen
next, N'kos held his ground. When he did not move, the orange orb advanced a second time. Impact
was as gentle as before, only thistimeit was accompanied by ablast of heet. Startled, N'kos stumbled
backward a couple of steps and hurriedly looked down at himself. It fet asif aflaming torch had been
jabbed againgt his solar plexus. There was no sign any such burning had occurred. Thetop of his
jumpsuit was not even scorched. When he cautioudly patted the fabric with hisfingersit was coal to the
touch.

Both spheres came toward him again. Indicating that he now understood their purpose and intent, he
retreated several steps. When the orbs maintained their steady forward motion, he turned and started



walking away from them. They followed, maintaining a congtant distance behind him.

Hewaswithin acouple of hundred meters of the tunnd entrance when he whirled sharply and tried an
end run around the purple sphere. Thistimeit did not move to block his path. Instead, a crackle of violet
lightning burst fromitsinterior to intersect his chosen route. Thefaint smell of ozonetickled N'kos’s
nostrils as he skidded to ahat and began to back up. Rapidly, thistime.

Theresdent instrumentation, it ppeared, was losing patience with the intruder. He decided it would not
be agood ideato try and repest the previous maneuver. Earlier intimations of mechanica pacifism
notwithstanding, next time the potent eectric discharge might be directed through him instead of merdly in
front of him.

By now he felt he had a pretty good handle on the events of the past hour. He had emerged from the
tunnel to marvel a the seemingly interminable underground complex of connectors, links, energy beams,
terminas, and Eingtein knew what else. Aslong as he had remained within the tunnel hisarrival had been
ignored. Once he had stepped out into the room, which for al he knew and could tell or measureran
around the entire ingde of theworld, his presence had been noted. Appropriate automated apparatus
had been digpatched to ded with him. That it had done so gently, if with increasing ingstency, bespoke
volumes for the conscientious nature of its builders. It would have been asmple matter to blast him to
powder the instant he had set foot in the radiant white chamber.

The purple and orange spheres were the highly advanced equivaent of a couple of brooms charged with
sweeping out debristhat might find itsway in from the outside. That they could probably have killed him,
if only by enveloping him and depriving him of air, was aredization he committed to memory as
decisively as anything he had seen in the endless subterranean chamber. That they would kill himif he
perssted in his attempts to bypass them was a hypothesi s he had no intention of testing further.

At least not by himsdlf, equipped as he was with nothing more powerful than apair of field sdearms.

Quofum’ s sun was just beginning to set when he emerged from the far end of the tunnel. He did not kiss
the ground when he at last stepped from metal surface onto soil, but hisrespiration did dow. On the way
out he had found himself looking back over his shoulder, half expecting to see amass of purple or orange
light coming up fast and angry behind him. The only danger the pair of patrolling orbs posed now,
however, wasto hisimagination. The last he had seen of them showed their glowing formsreceding in his
wake as he had hurried away up the tunnd.

Out of sight, out of mind, he told himself. Or in the case of the spheres, once he had | ft the underground
expanse behind, he had passed beyond their programmed awareness.

He reached hisimprovised beach camp before darkness could close in around him. There beneath the
makeshift canopy of harvested native vegetation he replayed and studied the visuals and associated
information hisinstruments had recorded. He had not dreamed it. It was all there: the perfectly smooth
metal tunnel, the long walk in darkness, the resplendent and inexplicable underground chamber replete
with incomprehens bly advanced technology engaged in unknown and possibly unknowable tasks, and
the impassable spherical guardians. He replayed it as often in hismind as he did viathe compact
projector. Except for the spheres whose actions were not in question, he could not make sense of nor
find reason or explanation for what he was viewing.

What were al those thousands upon thousands of energy beams, connectors, tubes, and transitsdoing in
the ground beneath them? What, if anything, were they doing to the surface of Quofum? If he could not



get past the patrolling orbs, how could such questions be answered? One thing he knew for certain, and
without having to ponder it at length. Therewasfar, far too much hereto beinterpreted or understood by
oneindividua. It needed, it demanded, the attention of afull complement of Commonwedlth researchers.
Of an entire department, if such could be transferred. With a softly voiced command he shut off the
recorder’ s projector.

Inlieu of such inaccessible resources he would haveto rely in addition to himsdf on theintelligence,
expertise, experience, and, yes, theimagination of one female human and one thranx xenologi<t.
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N’kos had hoped upon hisreturn to find areenergized Vanadireb hard at work within the camp’s
laboratory complex. His mixed disgppointment and concern at not encountering the thranx there was
more than mitigated by the cheery sdlutation he did receive.

“lorana, Mod.” Though she welcomed him with the ancient traditiona greeting of her ancestrd tribe, the
smile that accompanied it struck him as more world-weary than content. He was not surprised. Quofum
was aworld that could be more than wearying, even for those who did not happen to be marooned on its
chaotic, unnerving surface.

“How wasyour fidd trip?’ he asked her ashe drew himsdf aglass of cold digtilled water from the
nearby dispenser.

“Informative. Educationd. Exciting at the beginning, exhilarating in the grester part, dispiriting at the end.”
She shut off the scanner she had been studying. “1 found two more sentient species and spent time among
one of them. They’re as different from, say, the spikers and the fuzzies as we are from the stick-jellies. |
also came across and recorded evidence of not one but two far more advanced civilizations, also
different from anything we ve so far encountered.”

“Redly?’ He spped from the glass. The cold liquid was rguvenating. “How advanced?’

Shelooked at him uncertainly. Histone hinted at something unspoken. “ One inland. Overgrown by
forest. Probably pre-steam but making progressin that direction. The other on a spit of subsided land but
remarkably well preserved despite being completely submerged. Far more advanced than the other,
possibly totheleve of extraplanetary travel but likely pre-Amalgamation.”

He nodded, took another swallow, said nothing. Her expression narrowed.

“Pardon me, Mog, | know we' reall getting alittle bit jaded by new discoveries here, but don’t you find
any of thistheleedt little bit dectrifying?’

“‘Electrifying.”” Interesting corallary, he mused, remembering the purple bolt the amethyst-hued sphere
had spat to block hispath. “Yes, | suppose | do. Congratulations.”

“Gee, thanks.” She made no attempt to mute the sarcasm in her tone. “ And you’ ve been doing what here
while | was gone? | suppose you found acouple of logt civilizations, too?

“No.” He spoke quietly as he set the glass down on anearby workbench. “ Just one.”



The matter-of-factness of his response took her aback, but only for amoment. “Well?’ she prompted
him impatiently when he did not continue. “What was yours like? Could it be a southern offshoot of one
of thetwo | discovered?’

“Somehow | don't think s0.” Heran onefinger lazily around the interior rim of the empty glass, Saring at
the contents. “What | found lies underground. How far it reaches and how bigitis| can't say. The
devel opment extended beyond what the instruments | had with me could measure.”

“Redly?’ Inthe scientific spirit of the moment her initid displeasure a having her own findingsdl but
casudly dismissed was set aside. “Estimated leve of technological achievement?

Raising his gaze from the glass, helooked across at her. “ Beyond assessment.”

“Beyond...?" Shegaped back at him. When she saw that he was neither drunk, joking, or under the
influence of recrestiona pharmaceuticas, she pulled up anearby chair and sat down. “What are you
saying, Mos? What exactly does that mean, ‘ beyond assessment’ ? | don't recall that being listed on the
chart gpproved for determining the various levels of dien technosocid achievement.”

He responded with acasual shrug and cryptic smile. “What | sumbled across, Tiare, isat least according
to first impressions so far off the chart to which you are referring that anew one will be required to even
begin to make sense of it.”

She st for along moment, silent and thoughtful. Not unlike, he mused, much of the dien apparatus he
had encountered at the terminus of the tunndl.

“I'm not sure | believe what you'retdling me, Mog,” shedeclared findly.

Having anticipated this possible reaction, he nodded tiredly. “Come with me,” hetold her, “and I'll show
you.”

Later, after they had both watched the floating tridee presentation he had edited and put together in the
course of haf aday’ swork, shelooked over a him asthe find projection winked out and stated smply,
“I"'m sorry. | shouldn't have doubted you, Mos.”

He chuckled softly as he deactivated the projection unit. “Why not? | would have.”

Leaning back in thelab chair, she put her hands behind her head and gazed contemplatively at the
smooth pae curve of the celling. “ Even more than who congtructed it and how extengiveitis, | find
mysdf wondering what it sdl for.”

N’kos nodded agreement. “That’ swhy | didn’t take the scooter and try to penetrate farther. Not just
because those sweeper sphereswould probably have tried to stop me, but because | felt right away that
| would bein over my head if | tried to make sense of it al without someone else present to criticize
assumptions, make dternative suggestions, or evauate my hypotheses” Rising from his seat, he walked
over to hat infront of her. “1t was no place and no subject to try to define with hasty conjectures. |
needed intellectua backup. | needed you and VVal.”

She nodded, then frowned. Sitting up straight, she looked around the room. “ Speaking of Va...?’



N’kos sighed and gestured westward. “ These days he spends more time outside the perimeter and in the
forest than he does herein camp. One time while you were away | had to practicaly drag him back and
delouse him. Thething of it is, he knows he' s spending too much time out there.” The xenologist licked
hislipsfretfully. “I redly fed that if | didn’t keep after him and force him to check in regularly hewould
samply sit down on alog or one of those peculiar slicate growths and let the forest take him.”

Haviti blinked at her counterpart. “‘ Take him’?’

“He' d become one with the woods, let himsdlf be absorbed into it both physically and mentaly. Of
course, once he was absorbed physically that would be the end of him mentally. He keepslosing focus.”

Sherosefrom the chair. “Let’ s have something to eat. Can't think properly on an empty stomach.
Maybe he' sjudt tired.”

Fdling in step beside her, N'kos nodded agreement. “If anything will jolt him intellectually and wake him
up, it will bethis new discovery of mine. For onething, it'sal underground.” Gleaming white teeth, haf of
them artificidly regenerated, flashed abroad smile at her. “Being thranx, he should be ddighted to go
wandering around the place | found. Certainly he'll be more comfortable down there than you or 1. Who
knows? Maybe he can even persuade the guardian orbsto let us probe deeper.” Leaving the laboratory
module, they crossed through the entrance dome and entered the residence area.

“Tell me, Mosi: what do you think it' sdl for?” she asked him. “ Surely you' ve given it some thought. The
vast underground network, al those tubes and light-links and connectors? Even if you' ve been waiting for
my opinion and Va’syou must have done some speculating by now.” Reaching out, she put afriendly
hand on his shoulder. “1 know you well enough to know that you couldn’t avoid doing so.”

“Sure, I've given it some thought. Initialy | assumed it was ahabitat for yet another sentient Quofumian
species, only onethat was far in advance of anything we ve yet encountered. But even though my
progress was eventua ly halted by the spheres, | saw enough to soon redlize that what | waslooking at
had nothing to do with tenancy. It was asif someone had built an enormous wired house and then
removed the dwelling, leaving only the wiring behind.” He gazed off into the distance, remembering.

“There were hundreds of kilometers of ‘wiring,” probably thousands, but nothing for it to bewired to
except more of itsdf. A rat’snest without any rats.”

She was a step ahead of him asthey entered the dining area. “ The vit you made showed hundreds of
connections running from floor to ceiling, from subterranean sites toward the surface.” He nodded, and
she concluded, “Maybe that’ swhat dl that massive infrastructure isintended to link together.”

N'’kos frowned. “The ground and the surface? Or something in the ground to something on the surface?
Towhat end, Tiare?’

She shrugged. “Who knows? If we' re going to find out we' re going to have to examine at least some of
theindrumentation in detail. That'sif your colorful lightning-farting orbswill let us.” She glanced around
the deserted dining area. “All of us”

He nodded understandingly. “Y ou too hungry to go for awak?If | just cdl, Va may not answer. It
wouldn't bethefirst time.”

“Try,” she suggested. “If there’ s no response we' |l take the hike you' re proposing and shepherd him



back insde. He needsto see that vit you compiled.” She turned suddenly wistful. “ Science Central needs
to seethat vit, and every xenologist in the Commonwedlth, but that’s not likely to happen for along time.
If ever.”

“All we can doislivefor and focus on the here and now,” he reminded her. “The futureis going to have
to take care of itsdlf.”

A reluctant Vanadireb did not want to return to camp. Though he protested that he was only following
through on anormal day’ sfieldwork, N'kos could see that the thranx was backdiding again. Just ashe
had told Hawviti, it was plain that they could not leave him donefor severd daysat atime or their
increasingly indolent colleague waslikely to Smply vanish into the forest, never to return. The next time he
did so he might turn off or throw away his communit, making it impossibleto find him.

Thankfully and as hisfriends had hoped, the vit of the subterranean world N’kos had found seemed to
snap the thranx out of hislingering lethargy.

“Unbdievable.” Asthelast glimmer of the hovering presentation faded into the air of the lab, Vanadireb
did off thelounge on which he had been lying. Multiple lensesfixed on N’kod. “But what can bethe
purpose, the meaning of so much sophidticated infrastructure? And who built it?”

“That'swhat | am hoping the three of us, working together, can find out,” N'kos told him. “We may
have amore difficult time establishing the identity of the builders than the function of their insrumentation.
Whilel was only alowed alittle time for observation before | was eased out, | saw no signs of organic
life. It may be that the builders are long gone and that the whole undertaking, whatever itsintent, is
entirely automated. Function, maintenance, upgrading, expans on—everything.”

“Or,” proposed Haviti, “the builders themselves may smply be e sewhere. On another world of this
system, adifferent sellar location, or no more than a hundred kilometers distant from the place where
you gained entrance.”

He nodded energeticaly. “ All questions to which we need to find answers.”

“Tchllk.” A newly excited Vanadireb semaphored with dl four arms. “We won't learn them squatting
here on our abdomens and pushing air.” The thranx wastruly reenergized. He turned eagerly to Haviti.
“What isthe skimmer’ s condition?’

“It'sfine. All it needsis arecharge and a standard preflight check.” She smiled, an expresson asfamiliar
to the thranx as his own hand gestures. “Y ou’ Il come with us, then, and set your forest studies asidefor a
while?’

Truhands whisked through the air. “Mos has found awhole other world. Thisonewill wait.”

Despite their impatience to return to the Ste of N’kos’s monumental discovery, they took their time
stocking the skimmer. There was no telling what they might find or how long they would be away from
camp. Asfor thefacility that had become their home, it would maintain itself efficiently in the absence of
any human presence. Water would continue to be purified, specimens and food and living quarterswould
be looked after and maintained, and the perimeter fence would continue to keep out curious or hogtile
netives.

The journey southward in the skimmer was more simulating for Vanadireb than it wasfor his



companions, both of whom had spent much of the previous weeks traveling up or down the coast. In
deference to the thranx’ sinnate unease N’ kos piloted aroute that kept the craft inland and asfar away
from the sea as possible without wasting too much charge on the detour. Though well out of sight of the
coast he had no trouble zeroing in on his provisiona campsite, having equipped it with asmall locator
beacon on the day he had originally completed the crude shelter.

Though both of his companions were anxiousto set out for the tunnel, N’ kos inssted they pauselong
enough to eat aregular meal. Not knowing what awaited them underground, the opportunity to dine
might not present itself again for awhile. Back at main camp they had taken the time prior to departing to
ensure that the skimmer was fully charged. It would be irresponsible not to do the same for themselves.

“All right, Mog.” Haviti had risen from the peculiar twisted log that had served as abench. “I'm rested,
I’'m hydrated, and I’'m full.” She checked to make sure every insgrument wasin place on her utility belt
and that her cap recorder was on. “ Time to see this subterranean wonderland of yours.”

“Believeme,” hetold her ashe exited theinterim shelter and took the first stepsinland, “I’ m asanxiousto
seeit again asyou areto do so for thefirgt time.”

For once, none of them dowed or paused to study the multifarious life-forms of the captivating
Quofumian forest. While they did not entirely ignore novel sghts or sounds, colorful new floraor
outlandish dlien fauna, their thoughts were focused e sawhere. On something bigger, Haviti found hersdlf
thinking. On something of far greater import.

Basad on the vit she had watched of N'kos’ s discovery, an unknown intelligence had goneto an
enormous amount of trouble and effort to undermine a least aportion of the very forest through which
they were presently hiking with an immensdly intricate ganglion of €ectronics and automata. To what
purpose, she and her companions hoped to learn. Asthey strode deeper and deeper into the alien woods
shefound that her respiration was starting to come in shorter and shorter breeths, until she was amost
gasping for ar. The cause was excitement, not the gentle upward dope they were following.

Easy, shetold hersdf. Hyperventilation would exhaust her more quickly than dow and regular breething.

The tunnel entrance was exactly as N’ kos had described it and as hisvit had shown it. The dark metal
shaft pierced the solid rock of the hillside as neetly and cleanly as an antique hypodermic did into flesh.
Detecting and reacting to the darkness, two sets of cap lights and one thranx head flare winked to life
automaticaly when they entered.

Striding excitedly down the smooth-floored corridor, Haviti was struck by the perfection of their
surroundings. The soft padpad of their boots on the dien aloy underfoot contrasted melodioudy with the
percussve clicking of Vanadireb's unshod chitinousfeet.

When he had explored the tunnd by himsdf, N’kos had proceeded with understandabl e caution. Having
aknown destination in mind thistime, the three colleagues made much more rapid progress. Thefirst
glimpse of light at the end of the passageway impinged on their retinas barely two hours after they had
entered.

They dowed deliberately. Advancing with caution while trying to make aslittle noise as possible, they
approached the egress. N'kos looked on with satisfaction as an expression of awe and disbelief came
over Haviti. Vanadireb' s antennae inclined forward as the thranx strained for the utmost perception of
their immediate surroundings.



Everything was as N’ kos remembered it: the enormous underground chamber stretching off into the
unplumbed distance, the flashing and blinking channds of intense radiant light, the softly pulsing tubesand
conduits and cylindersthat linked ceiling to floor and to one another like some immense synthetic
Spiderweb.

Haviti swalowed. “’ E mea maitai roa,” shewhigpered in her family’ sancient language. “It’ sfantadtic.
Recorded images can give the appearance, but no way can they begin to convey the scale.”

Standing dongside her on four trulegs, Vanadireb gestured with afoothand. “ Thisisindeed vaster than |
imagined, despite Mos’ s Strenuous attempts to convey the expansiveness. The mere ght of it proclaims
it incredibly sophisticated, immeasurably advanced, and extraordinarily well maintained.” Hisleft antenna
flicked back over his head while the right dipped forward. “But the biggest question remains. What isit
dl for ? What doesit do?

N’kos started forward. “Let’ shave alook and seeif we can find out.”
As she paced him, Haviti found hersdlf looking around uneasily. “What about those guardian globes?”’

“All we can doistry to be as quiet and work as inconspicuoudy as possible.” He singled out adense
conduit conssting of layers of light pulses that sped in opposite directions between two glowing sheets of
foil-thin metdl. “Why don't we start by analyzing thissmdl energy flow here? Readings of strength,
speed, and compasition should tell us something.”

While Vanadireb and Haviti unpacked equipment, N’ kos kept watch. Having encountered the sweeper
spheresin person, hefelt he might be more attuned to their approach than his newly arrived companions.
At thefirst Sgn of the sentinel orbsthey would pack up their equipment and race back into the tunnel.

The more time that passed and the longer they were left done, the more accurate and detailed the
readings his companions were able to take. The only trouble was, they were not making any sense.

Rising from where they had been crouched around the conduit, Haviti and Vanadireb compared
readouts and persona notes. Her expression and tone reflected her confusion.

“These don’'t make any sense.” She was holding her analyzer up next to Vanadireb's. “For onething,
they’ reway too high.” She nodded in the direction of the energetic conduit whose continued existence
and ongoing functiondity blatantly belied her comment. “It’ s not possible to contain that much energy in
S0 confined a space.”

“There may be methods of compression of which we are unaware and are therefore incapable of
measuring with our instruments. Indeed, such appearsto be the case,” Vanadireb opined.

She eyed him dubioudly. “Y ou don’t compress energy in a coherent beam beyond what that beam is
capable of containing.” Once again she pointed toward the conduit. “ That’ s a perfectly ordinary, visble
flow, not a seep from the heart of aneutron star.”

“Stll,” Vanadireb sarted to argue, “it istheoreticaly possiblethat...”

Neither of them being physicidts, it was unlikely that the disagreement was going to be easily resolved to
their mutud satisfaction. It did not matter, N’kos knew. At leadt, it did not matter now. Having



materidized in the distance, the orbs he had just detected at the limit of hisvison were definitely coming
thair way.

Thistime there were five of them.

Two were purple, two orange, and one a bright, amost cheerful turquoise hue. Even as he spun to dert
his companions he found himsalf wondering at the significance of the different colors. Werethey
indicative of specidization? Individua powers? Rank? He had no intention of lingering to voice the
question.

Haviti and Vanadireb hurriedly reassembled their gear. Turning, the three visitors broke into a sprint
back the way they had come. Looking over his shoulder, N’ kos saw that the quintet of glowing globes
was not gaining on them. That in itself was odd. One would expect that should they desire to do o,
spheres composed of pure energy could accel erate at speeds no creature of flesh and blood could
match. On the other hand, he told himsdlf, there was no especia reason for the guardian orbsto hurry. It
was evident that within the complex nothing was beyond their ken, and therefore there was no place for
intrudersto hide.

He and his companions could run partway up the tunnel back into blackness, wait for the guardiansto
grow bored or move elsewhere, and then try to enter the complex again. It was a sensible, conservative
plan of action. One he and his colleagues had worked out prior to making their initia entrance. One that
took into account everything he had observed and recorded on his previous visit. One that he had
presumed would account for everything.

Unfortunately it did not take into account the possibility that the way out might be blocked.

The sentinel orb that hovered in front of the tunnel entrance pulsed a degp, ominous magenta. Its lambent
fringe extended beyond the edges of the tunnel aswell as below the base and above the celling. There
was no room, no space, to squeeze between it and the wall and into the metal shaft. Haviti looked back.
The five other sphereswere drawing close. They displayed no signs of impatience. There was no reason
why they should, sheredized. She and her friends were trapped.

Given the exigting options, she did not hesitate. Neither, she saw out of the corner of an eye, did
Vanadireb. Drawing their sdearms dmost smultaneoudy, they took am and fired at the center of the
dark reddish sphere that was blocking their only way out. While the thranx wielded a pul sepopper, she
employed a more conventiona beamer. From the muzzles of both wegpons, fire, asdiverse asit was
destructive, lanced out to strike the sphere.

A pair of smdl circles appeared on the lustrous curvilinear surface where their shots struck. These briefly
glowed amore intense color than the surrounding area. Then they faded.

N’kos had hiswegpon out and was now firing aso. The aggregate effect of their combined attack was
to produce three ephemeraly glowing circles on the surface of the sphere instead of two. Recognizing the
futility of the assault, Haviti holstered her weapon. Stepping forward, she attempted to squeeze herself
between the tunnd wall and hovering sphere. Making contact with the orb, shelet out ayelp of pain and
drew back sharply, grabbing at her left side. Looking down, she expected to see scorched fabric and
burnt skin benesth her clutching fingers. Instead, there was nothing. She and her clothing were both
unscathed.

Except for her exclamation of distress and the sound of her companions weapons repeatedly



discharging, the entire confrontation was played out in complete sllence.

Sowing to ahat behind them, the quintet of multicolored orbs had formed aline blocking any retreat in
that direction. The three scientists were now well and truly trapped between the five spheres they turned
to face and the larger one that continued to block the entrance to the only exit. Ingtinctively, they
crowded closer to one another. Vanadireb' s naturd perfume was stronger than ever. Haviti kept
glancing down at her sSde, still not quite able to accept the fact that her body and clothing showed no
evidence of the searing sensation she had experienced on contact with the shimmering magenta globe.

“Why aren't they crowding usout?’ Shefound herself whispering without knowing why. “Y ou said the
two that blocked your path before pushed you out.”

“I don’t know,” he muttered gpprehensively. “1 don’t know, but at the moment I’'m glad they’ re not.” He
indicated the five orbs that continued to hover in aglowing line before them. “If they were pushing, we'd
be squeezed between them and the one you touched.”

Vanadireb did not whisper. “You're certain, trr! Ik, they are not intelligent?’

“I'm not certain of anything.” N'kos shook hishead. “1 didn’t see any conclusve sgnsof it before, and |
don’t think I’'m seeing it now. They act more like devicesthan sentients.” Helooked to hisright as Haviti
let out asharp, nervous laugh.

“Toilet plungers. That' swhat they are. And if that’ sthe case, then we are smultaneoudy redefined.”

“Takeit easy.” Without thinking, he put an arm around her shoulders. Asagestureit was mildly
condescending, but she made no moveto shake it off. “They’ re not exhibiting aggression.”

“Perhaps trying to decide what to do next.” Skittering to hisleft, Vanadireb attempted to dart around the
outermost orange sphere. It did not move to block his path.

N’'kos frowned. “ That'sstrange.” Hisarm gtill around Haviti’ s shoulders, he tugged gently. Keeping a
careful eye on dl the guardian spheres but most especialy on the leftmost orange one, the two humans
mimicked the action of their thranx colleague. Aswith Vanadireb but unlike on N’ kos’ s previous vist,
the orbs did not move to intercept.

The three of them found themsdlves standing, untouched and unharmed, behind the six spheres. The way
into the depths of the incredible subterranean complex was open and unblocked. They could not redly
revel in their achievement for the smple reason that the only way back to the surface was till barred.

“What now?’ N'kos wondered aoud.

Slipping free of hisarm, Haviti studied the line of spheresfor along moment. Then sheturned to let her
gaze rove free among the fantastica technology that filled her line of Sght asfar as she could see.

“There' san old saying among my family. If the current istoo strong to paddle againg, go withiit. If you
arelucky, it will swing around and take you back to where you want to go.” She started off into the
complex. N'kos and Vanadireb were barely a step behind her.

Hardly amoment or two had passed when Vanadireb announced, “ They’refollowing.” A glance
backward reved ed that the half-dozen multihued spheres were indeed trailing the intruders. As she



recdled the pain of contact with the dark red orb, Haviti experienced asurge of anxiety. She worked to
muteit. They could do nothing about the spheres. Only do their best, by exerting consderable effort, to
ignore them.

“They’re not bothering us,” she noted apprehensively. “Maybe if we don't bother them, or damage
anything, they’ Il just observe and leave usaone.”

N’kos frowned, trying to make sense of it dl. “ Then why did they push me out before?”

Vanadireb made ajoke his pre-Amal gamation ancestors could never have imagined, so dien had they
originaly found human beings. “Maybe they’ re dl male guardian spheres, and they’ re moreinterested in
keeping Tiare around than they were you.”

It raised asmile on the faces of both humans, one that in the context of the moment wasinvigorating as
well aswelcome. “Well, it won't do them any good,” asomewhat |less uneasy Haviti declared. “1 don't
go out with radiant orbs.”

“Shame,” N’kos chided her, trying to join in the heartening spirit of the verba byplay. “ Shape prgudice
has no place in Commonwesdlth society.”

“All right then,” she corrected herself. “I don’t go out with nonsentient radiant orbs.”

Having succeeded in lightening the mood, however dightly, Vanadireb turned serious once more. “Do
you think they haveindividua Al, or are they controlled by acentral source?’

“Impossibleto say.” Hating, N'kos began fumbling with the equipment attached to his utility belt. “If

we' re lucky, maybe we can pick up something like arecognizable carrier wave. Onethat is passed from
sphere to sphere, or from sphere to somewhere else.” He indicated arow of what looked like clear glass
ovoids standing off to their left. Three metersin diameter, each massive egg shape pulsed with light. Their
interiors were furious, seething clouds of glassy multicolored shards speckled with fiery dots of dancing
plasma.

“Meanwhile, let’'s see if we make some sense of that display.” He glanced at the hovering sentindl orbs.
“It will be useful to seeif our guardians dlow usto proceed with our work.”

Vanadireb |ooked the nearest ovoid up and down, his vaentine-shaped head bobbing on his short neck.
“It could be some kind of energy pump. Or highly advanced composter. Or anything in between.”

Keeping awary eye on the six drifting orbs, they began to break out the instruments necessary to take
the measure of the pulsating alien ovoids. Clustering behind them, the spheres formed atight semicirclea
modest distance from the visitors. The space separating each from its neighbor, Haviti noted, could not
have varied by as much asamillimeter.

Eyeing them charily as she began to set up her own equipment and despite what N’ kos had said about

their perceived lack of independent intelligence, she could not escape the feding that the shimmering orbs
were engaged in an intendve examination of their own.
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Asthe day wore on, the two humans and one thranx accumulated a body of information and recordings a
smdl portion of which would have been sufficient to astound the most venerated gathering of scientists
the Commonwedlth could muster. No matter where they went, no matter what they did, the sillent glowing
orbsdid not interfere. They followed, and in their own singular eyeless way doubtless observed. But they
did not interfere.

However, when individua chronometersindicated thet it waswdl past nightfall on the surface outside
and thetrio of visitors attempted to |eave, they once more found their way blocked. Not at the tunnel
entrance thistime, but the very route leading toward it. Their freedom of movement to go forward wasin
no way restricted, but the energetic spheres resolutely refused to alow them to retrace their steps back
the way they had come for more than afew meters. When Vanadireb tried to make aquick dash around
the outermost orange orb, it swiftly darted into his path to cut him off. Flegting contact was made. Like
Haviti before him, the thranx was subjected to the same sharp burning sensation. And as had been the
case with the human female, heincurred no actud physica damage asaresult of the brief convergence,

“They’'re herding us,” Haviti mumbled unhappily as she sat down on the narrow path that ran straight as
an arrow between clugters and ranks of gleaming, incomprehensible instrumentation. “Forcing us farther
and farther away from the exit.”

Plumping his daypack into apillow, N’kos stretched out on the floor nearby. “It’ stoo early to be
jumping to those kinds of conclusions. We' ve only been here for part of aday. It'slight but it' slate.
Let'stry to get some deep.” He squinted at the omnipresent luminosity that filled every square meter of
the never-ending underground space. “Put a collection cloth or something over your eyes and try to turn
off your thoughts.” He forced asmile. “ At least the noise won't keep us avake.”

“Tch! |k,” Vanadireb concurred. “It has been an eventful day. We have accomplished much, learned
much. The mind needsrest aswdll as the body. When we reawaken we can turn our renewed energy to
devisng ameans of circumventing our persistent escort.”

Haviti was certain she would not be ableto fal adegp under such conditions and such stress. Her
fatigued body was equally certain she would have no trouble doing so. Somewhere between the two
extremes of certainty, truth emerged, so that she eventualy did fall asleep but tossed and turned while
doing so0. The hard, unyidding floor was probably as responsible for her uneasy dumber aswas any
mentd distress.

When they awoke, amost smultaneoudy, the Six sphereswere il there. Hovering, Haviti saw, and
watching, shewas sure.

Wordlesdy, the three scientists sat and consumed a quick breakfast, thankful for the technology that
made self-heating food and self-cooling drink easy and portable. The meal concluded, they roseto
resumetheir research. Thistime, instead of advancing deegper into the underground complex, they
restricted their sudiesto their immediate surroundings. The last thing they wanted wasto be pushed
farther into the facility so that they ran therisk of not being able to find their way back. The locator
sgnasfrom both N'kos'’ stemporary camp and the skimmer had been logt, though whether thiswas due
to direct interference by the guardian spheres or theinsulating properties of the complex itsdlf, they could
not say. It was vitd they travel no farther from the meta-lined tunnel than they aready had.

Thankfully, the attendant orbs showed no inclination to force them deeper into the underground world.
They were not being “herded,” then, despite Haviti’ s oversengitive remark of the previous day. They
were smply not being alowed to leave—yet. N'kos remained hopeful.



The seriousness of their Stuation did not begin to redly hit home until days later, when they started to run
out of food. Despite the low humidity within the complex, drink remained available viathe emergency
portable condenser N’ kos had brought with him. But unlike water, they could not conjure sustenance
out of thinair.

Already weakened from having spent the preceding day on reduced rations, Haviti chose amoment
when she thought the spheres were at their least attentive to try and dash around the attentive semicircle
of hovering incandescent globes. She might aswell have tried to outrun abeam of light. As soon as she
broke in the direction of the tunnel one of the purple globes darted sidewaysto block her path. Anger
and frustration contributed to poor decison-making. Thistime she did not brush the sphere but ran
draightintoit.

Thefiery shock of contact knocked her to the floor.

As shelay there on her back, crying, Vanadireb crouched at her side while aconcerned N’ kos helped
her to St up.

“WEe re not going to get out of here,” she sobbed softly. “Never. They're not going to let us go.
Whatever ‘they’ are”

Fumbling within his pack, N’kos pulled out a square of absorptive synthetic and handed it to her. She
used it to give her eyes and nose a couple of desultory wipes.

Asaspecies, Vanadireb' s kind were no more fataistic than humans. But he had started to prepare
himsdf.

“Itisapossbility wemust face.” Looking up, he shifted his gaze from his colleague to the hovering
gpheres. “If only we could establish somekind of contact, explain that we can’t survive on air done and
that we have to be dlowed to leave. We could even take them with us asinsurance against our return.”

If by voicing his anxious thoughts out loud the thranx hoped he might ingpire some reaction in the glowing
orbs he was mistaken. More than ever, their utter nonresponse to what amounted to a desperate plea
confirmed their nonsentient status.

After awhile N'kos and Vanadireb helped Haviti to her feet. They suggested finishing the last study they
had begun. She waved them off, no longer interested. In her own mind she and her companions, her
friends and colleagues, were aready dead.

Severd days|ater they nearly were—the key descriptive being “nearly.”

One by one each of them lay down and stretched out on the smooth, porcdain-white floor, ostensibly to
rest. Haviti and N'kos on their sides, Vanadireb on his abdomen. Nothing was said, no words were
spoken. None were necessary. As xenol ogists whose generd specialty was biology, abeit dien biology,
they each knew full well when their own bodies werefailing. Eyeswere closed. Breathing grew shallow.

For along while nothing happened. The only sound in that part of the whole unimaginably vast
underground complex was the increasingly feeble breathing of the three offworld visitors.

Then the glowing, gently pulsing spheres began to move.



* * %

When Haviti woke up the first thing she wanted to do was scream. Only when she redlized that the
hundreds of hair-thin tubes and lightwire filaments running in and out of various parts of her naked body
were causing her no pain was she able to tifle the rising panic that threstened to overwhelm her. And
there was a second factor that served to mitigate the initidly horrifying sight.

Shefdt wondeful.

Infact, shefet better than she had in weeks. Gone not only was the gnawing hunger that had overcome
her and rendered her unconscious, so too was the despair and the stress of fearing she would never again
seethelight of day. Asshe sat up sheredized that might still be the case, but somehow it no longer
bothered her nearly as much.

A sharp stridulation nearby announced Vanadireb’ s awakening. The noise stopped as he stilled hiswing
cases and glanced around. Looking at her colleague, Haviti was able to see how precisely hisbody had
been penetrated and pierced by the multitude of fixed lines and beams of coherent light. Therewasno
bleeding, no seepage of bodily fluids. Peering down at herself, she could see no marks or scars, no signs
of dien surgery. Tentatively, she reached down and pulled ever so gently at one of the hair-thin cables
that protruded from her ssomach. Shefelt only the mildest of tugging sensations, lessthan if she had
pulled on and popped the knuckle of onefinger. Bravely, she pulled harder on the strand. It would not
comeloose and the mild discomfort did not intengfy.

Shetried to grab one of the lightwires. As her hand passed through the pale yellow beam, she
experienced adight tingling sensation in her clutching fingers. At the sametime, nauseaflared in her gut.
Hadtily, she drew her hand back. Both the tingling and the nauseawent away.

Filaments disappeared into her belly and chest, her back and legs, arms and feet. Several sprouted from
opposite sides of her neck. Her head was unadorned, afact for which she was unreasonably grateful.
After dl, with therest of her body exhaustively and apparently irreversibly entangled, what mattered
another line or two running from her skull? But she was thankful for the omission nonethdess. She
thought she might try to stand up.

She was shocked when the exertion proved almost effortless. The hundreds of lightwiresand linesand
cables helped her up. With the intention of seeing how well her nutrition-starved muscles were working,
shetook alittlejump. A small gasp escaped her lips as sherose dl the way to the ceiling before dropping
back to the floor. Her bare feet made contact with the dick, lustrous surface aslightly asif she had been
no more than afeather.

Possibly it was at that point that she first became fully conscious of her nakedness. Or perhapsit was
immediately thereafter, when avoice complimented her on the comely and effortless leap.

“Nicely done.”

Looking to her right she saw Mosdstrom N’kos standing in front of the row of ovoidsthat were the last
component of the underground complex she and her companions had been investigating. Though he was
equally naked she neither blinked nor turned away. Asagenera rule scientists did not suffer from nudity
phobias. Vanadireb, of course, never wore anything more than utility belt and packs.

“Y ou look better without clothes,” N’kos added. Mastery of scientific detachment notwithstanding,



Haviti felt herself blushing dightly. But then, why shouldn’'t Mos be direct? They had nearly died of
garvation only to find themsel ves revived and—and what? Bound, experimented upon, entwined with
strange devices? What had happened to them? What had been done to them?

Vanadireb ambled toward her. Cables and linesfollowed him, trailing behind. Studying them, she found
hersdlf wondering how much range of movement she and her companionswould be alowed. Keeping his
trunands folded in front of him, the thranx gestured with both foothands.

“We have been given new life by these machines.” With atruhand he gently lifted one of thethin lines
running from histhorax. “| think thereis no question but that they have provided us with sustenance,
adequate hydration, and quite possibly agood deal more.”

N’kos proceeded to duplicate Haviti’ sten-meter vertica jump. “1 don’t think you'll get much argument
onthat, Va,” hemurmured when hisfeet hit thefloor. The xenologist looked down a himsdlf. “I’'m
assuming that our clothing wasin the way of the procedures that were performed.” One hand tugged on a
metallic thread that emerged from the vicinity of his spleen. “I'm starting to think that the dterations,
adjustments, and modifications necessary to save us are more than temporary.”

Haviti pursed her lips. “1 don't understand. Why bother with us? Why interfere? Why not just let us die?
We' reintrudersin thisplace.” Sheturned adow circle. Thelines and cables running from her body
adjusted themselves to turn with her. “ The guardian spheres are gone, but we' re still here.”

Vanadireb speculated doud. “ Perhaps we are no longer perceived as a potentia problem.”

“WEe I only find the answer if welook for it.” Starting forward, N’ kos resumed walking deeper into the
complex. No pulsating radiant orbs materidized to guide his path. Looking back at hisfriends, he smiled.

“Comeon. If we'relucky, maybe we |l get to see what' s on the other side of the proverbia mountain.”
The guardian spheres never showed themsalves again.

By that afternoon one of the questionsthat had been burning at Haviti had been unambiguoudy
answered. No matter how far they walked there aways seemed to be enough cable and line length to
alow them ample range of movement. Whether these were the origind threadlike connections or whether
they were being passed from one link to another, she could not tell. Looking back, the dender filaments
always appeared seamless and unbroken.

Having been stripped of their chronometers and gear and in the absence of daylight, they were unable to
tell with certainty how much time passed, but it was agreed among the three of them that the better part
of aday had gone by when they finally choseto cal ahalt.

“Notice anything?’ N'kos was grinning over histangle of threads.

Haviti and Vanadireb exchanged a glance. It was the thranx who replied, gesturing surprise as he did so.
“I'am not hungry or thirsty. | have not felt any such urgessince | awvakened.”

A look of amazement came over Haviti’ sfeatures. “Neither havel.” She looked down at her elaborately
wired sdif. “I don’t know how or with what, but we' re being fed.”

“And kept hedthy,” N’kos surmised. “ And who knows what else?’



“But to what purpose?’ Vanadireb marveled at the dien life-support system with which he had been
involuntarily integrated.

N’kos’ssmilefaded. “1 don’t know. Maybe we' ve been prepared to be the human equivalent of 1ab rats
and are to be subjected to study by an as yet unknown sentience—Quofumian, cybernetic, or otherwise.
Maybe keeping us dive is nothing more than untainted automated dtruism.” Lifting his gaze, he nodded a
the way forward. “Maybe if we just keep going, we'll find out.”

Haviti would have shuddered at severd of the prospects her friend’ s conjectures called to mind,
only—shefelt too good. Was whatever intelligence that was sustaining (she refused to think
“maintaining”) them supplying their bodies with more than just nourishment? A steady injection of
synthesi zed endorphinswould go along way toward explaining her persistent sense of extreme
well-being. But how would an dien intelligence, artificid or otherwise, know about human
endocrinology? For that matter, how did it know what kind of nutrients they needed and in what quantity
to supply them? It was clear she and her friends were dedling with a biotechnology knowledge base that
was easily the equd of the astounding physica engineering they had aready encountered. Wheredid it
come from? Had it originated on Quofum, or e sawhere? And most important of dl...

What did it want from them?

For days, then weeks, they explored the endless underground complex. Freely and without hindrance,
the hundreds of lines and cables and lightwires somehow roamed fredy with them. Haviti counted two
hundred forty-three entering or emerging from her own body. In the course of their wandering they stood
on the edges of immense chambers crowded with incomprehensibly advanced machinery and tried to
puzzle out their purpose. Once, they found themsaves wading wai t-deep through a shallow lake of
considerable extent. A smple check reveded that the liquid was not water but a soupy brew of glutinous
proteins and other organic matter existing in acontinual state of disintegrating and recombining. The tepid
fluid had no effect, detrimentd or otherwise, on their respective tangles of manifold connectors.

Later (weekslater, months later—Haviti could no longer tdll) they found themsalves standing on therim
of an enormous open space, an artificia underground valey crisscrossed with horizonta tubes and
conduits some of which exceeded in diameter that of the average starship. A multitude of brilliantly
refulgent geometric shapes darted and flashed throughout the colossal chamber, efficiently executing tasks
whose purpose was as unknown as the mechanisms they serviced. Standing on the barrier-free edge
looking out over incomprehensible vastness, Haviti found that she was till capable of being staggered by
the scale of the subterranean dien technology.

Out of the corner of her left eye she saw N'kos take along stride forward and deliberately step off into
emptiness.

“No!” Sheand Valnadireb rushed toward him, but they were aready too late. Then they both stopped,
and stared.

Pivoting gracefully in midair, asmiling N'kos looked back at them. “ Since nothing we have experienced
or seen So far leads meto believe that our own personal life-sustaining gpparatusis anything lessthan
flawless, | thought | would push the limitsalittle to see what, if any, restrictions there might be.” Turning,
he resumed his stroll out into emptiness, capably supported and held aoft by the hundreds of wires and
cablesthat pierced his gtill human body.



“Come back herel” an anxious Haviti yelled. Taking histime, asauntering N’ kos transcribed a gradud
circle before returning to the solid footing of the overlook.

“Don’t do that anymore,” she growled a him. “No more radical experiments—at least, not without
mutual discusson beforehand.”

“Why bother?” Grinning at her, he reached down to grab ahandful of the lines running into his body and
lift them dightly. “If there was a sudden and unexpected aien equipment failure while | waswalking on
air, I’d be the only oneto suffer the consequences.” His grin faded and his tone turned abruptly and
unexpectedly serious. “Would you missme, Tiare?’

Vanadireb had come close. “We would both missyou, Mos. As| would miss Haviti, and as | suspect
shewould missme.” Pivoting on four trulegs, the thranx xenologist gestured to indicate the immensity of
the chamber spread out before them. “I cannot vouch for your emotions or feelings on the matter, but |
believethat | am till thranx enough to know that | would not want to wander onward and onward
through this place—aone.”

Nothing more was said about N’ kos’ s stroll through emptiness, but he did not do it again.

The weeks rolled into months, the monthsinto years, and the yearsinto time without end. They never
grew hungry or thirsty, they never fdtill or fell Sck.

Throughout it dl they did not, as Vanadireb remarked on aday like the one that had gone just before
and would with absolute certainty be just like the one that would arrive tomorrow, age.

With timeto travel and explore and in the absence of noticeable fatigue, they covered great distances on
foot. In the course of their travel sthey were never able to determine whether the linkages that kept them
nourished and hedthy and young congtantly renewed themsdlves or were extensions that by now must
have been hundreds of kilometerslong. It did not matter. There was so much to see, so much to try and
absorb, that they never grew bored. Lonely, yes. Homesick, occasionally. But never bored.

There seemed no end to the extraordinary subterranean technological fantasy. For al they knew it might
run al the way around the inner rim of the entire planet. The location of the metal shaft that had provided
access to the surface had long since been forgotten. They encountered drifting blobs of purposeful energy
the size of cities, found their way around or through ranks of conduits large enough to channel small sees,
and crossed artificial gorgesthat consisted of hundreds of levelswhose foundationslay beyond their
range of vison. And still they never saw another guardian orb.

Their absence made perfect sense to Haviti. There was no need for the complex to be on guard againgt
wandering organic components that had by now become part of its own structure.

Then there came aday, quite unexpectedly, when certain things were reveded.

They were gralling, purposefully and without fatigue, through aforest of spirding crystas of varying color
and refractivity. Above the crystdline spiresfist-sized bals of energy were sparking briskly back and
forth. Theforest might have been amechanism for channeling power, an advanced apparatus for
andyzing the underlying nature of matter, or agame akin to chess. They had no way of knowing.

What they did know was that without warning or preamble, their surroundings suddenly went dark.



It was the first time—indeed, the only time—that the light had gone out since they had originaly entered
that long-forgotten, long-since-left-behind tunnd. Confused and bewildered, they used the sound of their
voicesto draw anxioudy close to one another.

“What now?’ an uneasy N'kos murmured.
“Patience.” Vdnadireb' sterranglo was cam and steady asadways. “ [llumination will return.”
“I wish | possessed your sense of certainty,” the other xenologist muttered.

“I have no choice but to be certain,” the thranx replied evenly. “ To beieve otherwise would, | think, lead
quickly to madness.”

Something had attracted Haviti’ s attention from the moment the light had died. Perhaps her vision had
become more sensitive than that of her companions. Or maybe she just happened to belooking in the
right direction &t theright time.

“I see something.”
“Where?’ N’kos asked. She sensed that her friend was very closeto her.

A moment more and he did not have to ask for directions, nor did Vanadireb. The burgeoning glow
became visbleto both of them.

From abright pinpoint in the distance the light expanded until it filled the space directly in front of them.
Images had begun to materialize within the darkness. No sound accompanied them. Their appearance
did not violate the interminable stillness and slence of the underground world.

No accompaniment was necessary. Astrained scientists they had no difficulty comprehending or
interpreting what they were seeing. It was an unmistakable panoply of biological progression. Not an
alegory, but aredigtic representation of the evolutionary modus asit was being played out on Quofum.

Firgt came the empty, waiting, open world that al but begged to be seeded with life. Single-celled
creatures gppeared, swiftly multiplied, advanced and fractured and fledged. Since the presentation was
not taking placein real time Haviti and her colleagues had no way of judging the pace of the process.
They did, however, appreciate theincredible variety of developing life-forms and the insane speed with
which they emerged, diverged, and speciated. Haviti let out alittle cry of recognition when the ancestors
of her sedlsfirst appeared. All three of them identified the progenitors of the fuzzies and the spikers, the
gtick-jelliesand the hardshdlls.

A cavadcade of other intelligent races rose and fell. Some, like those who had built the sunken city Haviti
had explored, achieved admirable levels of refinement before falling back, overcome by disease, war,
interna dissension, or their own lack of drive. Most never reached such heights.

The depiction of Quofum’ swildly diverse evolution abruptly vanished, to be replaced by aportraya of
one species. Individually they were smdl and physically unimpressve; multiarmed, soft-bodied crestures
who moved about on aquartet of sticky pseudopods. Their four eyes were horizonta in shape with
matching longitudina pupils. What they lacked in Sze and physica strength they made up for according to
their description with aferociousintelligence, curiogty, and intengity.



Representations of individua star systems gppeared, then entire galactic ams. The inoffensive but
dynamic beings were shown spreading from system to system. Their persstent inquistivenessled them to
explore ever farther outward in every direction. Then one of their earliest, most far-reaching probes
encountered something outside the Milky Way. Something immense, something inconceivably vast.
Something evil.

Something coming thisway.

The multiarms did not panic. That was not their nature. They deliberated, analyzed, eva uated, and
congdered. Reaching adecision, they then embarked on not one but on a pair of sophisticated and highly
structured schemes for degling with the unprecedented oncoming menace. These were now depicted in
more of the softly shimmering imagery. Haviti and her companions caught their breath a the scope of not
one but of both the contemplated solutions.

Thefirgt congsted of running away.

The multiarms accomplished this by ameans as direct asit was breathtaking in scope. Utilizing everything
from chaos theory to amastery of the hard science of multiple dimensionsto aknowledge of the true
physical makeup of the universe, they constructed machinesthat could generate folds between
dimengiona planes. They then proceeded to move their entire civilization of billions upon billions of souls
from the present universe into ancther. If the universe that contained the impending evil was eventudly
consumed by it, they would be immune from the resulting catasirophe.

But concurrently with the escape mechanism they employed, they aso constructed another device.
Accelerated through adimensiondly dtered variant of space-minus, it was sent a avelocity faster than
one that was even mathematicaly comprehensible toward a portion of the universe occupied by an
adtronomica phenomenon known asthe Gresat Attractor. This diffuse concentration of matter some four
hundred million light-years across was located two hundred fifty million light-years away from the
Commonwedth in the direction of the southern congtellation Centaurus, about seven degrees off the
plane of the Milky Way—allowing for red-shifting.

The device built by the multiarms arrived there safely, Situated itself at the center of the Attractor inthe
region known to humanxkind as the Norma supercluster—and waited. Waited to be directed at the
oncoming threat, and activated. Even though the multiarms had successfully escaped to another universe,
they il retained an interest in trying to stop the vast malevolence that threatened to annihilate al the
other less fortunate sentient species of the galaxy they had forsaken. In accordance with this desire they
had left behind warning devices and accessway's to enable them to be derted in the event of achangein
the course or behavior of the Great Evil. They had very recently been so alerted and so warned. In
response, they prepared to activate the device now waiting at the center of the Great Attractor.

Andfailed.

In congtructing it and carefully positioning it in the universe they had |eft behind, they had neglected to
gppend the find means necessary for its activation. In theimmengty of time that had subsequently
passed, information had been lost, mechanisms no longer required had been forgotten, and the need for
backups had been overlooked. Hurriedly (by their standards), they set about trying to reconstruct the
vital, indigpensable, fina component that was necessary for the activation of the galactic defense
mechanism they had built. They were il trying.

On Quofum.



Quofum, an unimportant planet that dipped in and out of Commonwedth notice. Quofum, an entire
world that was nothing but one long extended attempt to replicate a core eement of the solitary device
that had been drifting in the center of the Norma supercluster for the preceding four hundred million
years. Quofum, where even the incredibly advanced science of the multiarms had so far failed to
reproduce the problematical fina factor that would alow the haf-forgotten instrumentation to become
activated and respond to the incoming threet.

Quofum, where their lofty but imperfect science had failed to evalveit.

That, the presentation explained, was the driving force behind Quofum'’ s outrageous riotous biota,
behind its uncontrolled runaway speciation. The multiarms were trying to evolve something that was
essentid to the activation of their now incredibly ancient gpparatus. In the absence of critical
long-forgotten knowledge they had thusfar failed. In the meantime, the evil that was racing toward the
Milky Way had entered a state of steady, continuous acceleration. Given present projectionsit waslikely
to arrive before the determined but regretful multiarms could succeed in their work. The multiarms would
be safe in their other universe. Asfor the universe they had departed. ..

In the universe they had departed, the Commonwealth and everything in it would be destroyed. The
Gresat Evil would sweep through and continue on to the next galaxy, and the next, ever onward,
al-consuming, until the entire sum of the universeitself wasablack and dark and empty place. The
multiarms would sorrow for what they had left behind and could not save, and go on with ther lives. All
this, Haviti and N’ kos and Valnadireb saw, would come to pass.

Unless...

Unlessthe device the multiarms had left behind in the heart of the distant Norma supercluster could be
activated. It preserved its programming, it retained its functiondity, it was ready. All it needed wasto be
triggered.

But not by the three marooned visitors. They had been maintained, and helped, and even improved by
the machines of Quofum in the hope that they might provide, if not a solution to the greet ongoing
conundrum of the previous four hundred million years, a least ahint in the right direction. From their
digant and difficult and other-dimensond vantage point the multiarms had been studying both thranx and
humans, ong with every other intelligent speciesthat had arisen independently in or near the
Commonweslth. A few of the most hopeful among the otherwise pessmistic watchers thought they
detected the tiniest flicker, the briefest glimmer of promise among both alied species. To date, that was
al they had glimpsed. That hope, if little ese, remained dive.

Theimagesfaded. Thedl-pervasiveillumination returned. Around the three artificially enhanced friends
the machine world that underlay the naturd world of Quofum hummed silently; kindling devel opmert,
nudging progress, enhancing evolution among thousands of competing species. Not redizing that some
among their kind were dready aware of the oncoming Great Evil and were desperatdly trying to do
something about it, Haviti and N’kos and Vanadireb regretted that the destiny that had overtaken them
prevented them from conveying awarning.

“Why show usthat,” Haviti wondered in reference to the recently concluded presentation, “and continue
to keep us dive?’ Her expression was drawn and her tone had turned deeply cynical.

Vanadireb was less scornful, more philosophica. “Asyou saw. They hope that one day we may be able



to offer auseful suggestion.” Gesturing truhands conveyed mild humor. “Even if we cannot oursalves
evolveinto one.”

Both of them looked over at N’ kosi, who was being quiet. Such unusua reticence was enough to prompt
an acerbic comment from Haviti. “What' sthis, Mos? Nothing to say, not even on matters of cosmic
import?’ Bitter humor did not alow her to fully accept everything she had just seen—but it was a useful
temporary defense. And avery human one.

“I wasjust thinking,” her friend and colleague and companion for what was looking more and more like
an everlagting future replied, “that those cute little wiggly-limbed supermen are probably experimenting on
useven asthey’re keeping usdive and well.” Hiseyes met hers. They il looked plausibly human, asdid
the essence behind them. “My only regret isthat we can’t share what we' ve just seen with Science
Centrd.”

“Perhapsthey are better off not knowing,” Vanadireb observed, unaware that the peril in question had
aready been documented. “ There is nothing anyone could do about it. The Commonwedlth is prepared
and ableto defend itsdlf againgt externd threats such asthe AAnn. Coping effectively with a
maliciousnessthat isgdactic in Size and scope, | fear, will remain beyond the capability of both our kind.”

Turning, Haviti resumed walking. Asever, it required barely perceptible effort and no strain. She found
hersaf wishing that there was away she could hurt hersdlf, could feel red pain once again. It was not to
be. The mechanisms the multiarms had left behind would not alow it. She and her friends were too
vauableintact. Much of her adult life had been spent in collecting specimens for research and study.

She had never expected to become one herself.

Maybe they' Il get tired of working with us, she mused as she sirode along assertively between
Mosdstrom N’kos and Vanadireb. Maybe they' |l release us from this planetary laboratory of
theirs and let us find the tunnel again. But what good would that do? They would still be trapped,
marooned here on Quofum—aworld that much of the time could not even be found at the suggested
coordinatesin the Commonwedth gal ographics. Which was the better fate? To live on, nourished and
maintained by the multiarms machines? Or to dieadow and natura desth up on the frenzied, chaotic
surface?

Therewas athird possibility, she reminded hersdf. What if one of the multiarms’ multifarious ongoing
evolutionary experiments succeeded? What if the means necessary to trigger the device implanted deep
within the Great Attractor was found? If that eventuated, and if successful activation resulted, and if the
device worked and the vast onrushing menace was subsequently countered, there would be no more
need for them on Quofum. If despite being preoccupied with weightier matters the multiarms deigned to
remember their three inggnificant humanx experiments, might they not in their scientific brilliance and
mora munificence find away to send them home? Or at least to dert others of their kind to their
continued survival and existence on Quofum, thus prompting a possible rescue expedition?

That was the possihility, however remote, however unlikely, that convinced her it was worth staying dive.
That was what persuaded her companionsto do likewise. She was not particularly proud of her decision.
It was entirely sdlfish. She wanted someone to save the galaxy becausein doing so the action might also
save her and her friends. Whether that was likely to happen she did not know and had no way of
predicting.

She knew only that she and Vanadireb and Mosastrom N’ kos had best continue to get dong with one



another in their enhanced and transformed states because the wait to learn the fina answer waslikely to
bealong one.
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