Space Opera

By Al an Dean Foster

The bi ggest drawback in the gl eam ng functional desk, Commander C eve
reflected, was its dammabl e inpervi-ousness. Since it was conposed of

di anondl i ke silicone plastic, his nails could only scrape futilely across the
snoot h surface, and at the nmonment, he was in the nood to mark sonet hing,

On the other side of the desk, Lieutenant Vander-
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meer shifted slightly in his seat. He recogni zed the comuander's nmpood and was
unconfortably aware of the convenient target he nade for any |ocalized mayhem
t he commander m ght choose to commit.

Cl eve stopped trying to make an inpression on the desk and | ooked up

"I won't let that pipsqueak do it. | refuse!" "Yes sir," said Vanderneer.
Vanderneer was a fine lieutenant. He always said just the right thing.
"Exceptional stupidity requires foresight, .planning, and careful preparation
to be properly effective. But this fellow Hnpel . . . Hurmal . . ." "Hinkel
sir."

"Yes, this Hinkel's talent for inmprovising really remarkabl e idiocy on the
spur of the nmonent is astonishing. And | fear the Council may support it!
Perhaps | shall sinply join his sphere of insanity. It may be the only
solution.” "Yes sir." "What?"

“I... | nean, no sir."

O eve sighed and slunped in his genuine starfox, red and silver hand-rubbed
mahogany swi vel chair. "It's not an unreasonable request, is it, Lieutenant?
After all, this is the third expedition to Titan. It's not as if anything
really newsworthy were happening. We're only here to set up a small
life-support station for the next three expeditions. And for the mners. A few
sinmpl e solidosem s, habitats, an oxy-conversion plant . . . stuff like that.
Why bring along a big newscast crew with a caster as big as Hurkel ?"

"Hi nkel, sir. As | understand it, the |ISA and Admral Howard thought it would
gi ve us sone excellent publicity, sir. What with the current furor over

funding and all, a few dramatic |ocation shots of exotic Titan and Saturn,
added to Hinkel's prestige, should produce ratings that—=

"Ratings!" Ceve roared, purpling. "I'mdeathly sick of hearing about Hickey's
goddamn, God-awful, got-verstunken, gder... gef...1"
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"Easy, sir. You know what Dr. Galeth said about your bl ood pressure
particularly in a |l owgrav environnent."

"Yes, Lieutenant, yes, yes. It's just that | cannot, | purely cannot, permt
this man to interfere in any way with the negotiations. The Mirrin are an
utterly unfamliar quantity. They could react in an infinitude of ways to
anyt hi ng we say, do, bint at, or even the way we wal k. | cannot risk
jeopardizing man's first nmeeting with an intelligent alien race for the sake
of ... of ratings." The |last word was given the accent usually reserved for
ultimate | oat hsoneness—ost often senators who voted agai nst | SA funding and
apricots, to which the commander was violently allergic.

Broni sl aw Hi nkel chose that nmonent to present hinself.

Vanderneer intercepted the dimnutive telecaster at the door, blocking him
fromthe conmander's view

"Ah, good norning, Peter! Is the conmander busy?"

"Actual ly, sir, regulation four-two-six-el-ay governi ng wat ches between

oh- ni ne- hundred and—

"Ch, let himin, Lieutenant! Could anyone nistake that dul cet warbling, the
pride of post-quickies, the cereal packed in total vacuum and Channel Three?"



"Thank you, Emmett." Hi nkel skipped adroitly past the lieutenant, who cl osed
the door and w shed for an attack of partial deafness.

Cl eve, however, appeared determined to remain civil. Perhaps, the |ieutenant
t hought hopefully, the conmander was rationing his daily quota of bile.
Broni sl aw Hi nkel was a famliar figure to nearly a billion telecast addicts.

An inmpressive figure who represented votes. Even now, off the air, every
strand of his famous wavy gray hair knew its proper place. The short, brush
nmust ache was trinmed and protruded just the correct distance above the strong
lips. The dark brown eyes under the heavy salt-and-pepper brows inparted at
once sincerity, know edge, and confort.
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"Well, what can | do for you this tine, M. H nkel?*" Ceve said pleasantly.

"As long as you brought the subject up, Emett, there really are one or two
t hi ngs about the upcom ng neeting that—=

Cleve interrupted, still calm "lIs there something wong with the plans for
t he upcomi ng nmeeting, M. Hinkel?"

"Not hi ng that can't be corrected easily enough," said Hinkel, cheerfully. "How
reassuring."

"Yes. Now Bess—that's ny chief canmerawoman, you know*

"No, | didn't know "

"Uh. Well anyway, one thing she sinply insists on is that we |ocate at | east
one crew between the Reykjavik and the alien. It's necessary in order for us
to be able to properly docunment the full drama of your departure fromthe

ship, and all. ldeally, of course, we'd need another crew sinmlarly placed
with respect to the alien ship. I don't suppose you'd okay that?" He ended on
a hopeful note. "No, I'mafraid..."

"Well, don't let it trouble you, Commander! | have instructed nmy staff not to

get underfoot in any way—barring what needs to be done to performrequired
journalistic activity, of course.”

"That's certainly a considerable relief to me, M. Hnkel. It means that

you'll react favorably, quietly, when I-informyou that | cannot permt a crew
to be stationed between the Reykjavik and the alien vessel. No . " Cleve
raised a hand to still the incipient protest, " allow me to expl ain.

"I'f your crew assunes any position, at a respectable distance, between here
and the Murrin ship, it could conceivably cone into the line of fire fromthe
Reykj avi k' s weaponry. "

"The sane situation your greeting party will be in,

Conmmander . "
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"Quite true. Those gentlenen, however, will be present because they are
essential to the success of the operation." Ceve left the obvious correlation

unsai d.

"Shoul d you assume a position anywhere near the Reykjavik, any energency
maneuvering the ship would be inpelled to performwould incinerate your crew
instantly! As for newsnmen's risks, | amconpelled to rem nd you that you are
along on this mssion on sufferance. Your safety and well-being are solely ny
responsibility."”

"Bull! First, |I'malong because my reputation warrants it and Channel Three's
worl dwi de facilities wangled it. And as to newsnmen's risks, as you so quaintly
put it, nmy crews and | have indeed faced far greater risks than this!"
"Neverthel ess, |

"Ckay, okay! Spare nme the officialese. I'll have only two crews, both set up
at a good distance fromthe Reykjavik, They'll nanage with tel ephotos.”

H nkel reached into the |eather case on his lap and pulled out a thick stack
of brightly colored papers. "Now. Wn Hunter, ny chief witer, has cone up
with what | think are sone really socko suggestions for the actual cerenony of
contact. You know, greeting the mysterious aliens, and all. If you' d care to
peruse them |'msure ..."



Cleve's chair was displaying marked evidence of a highly localized seismc
di sturbance. Vandermeer noved quickly forward.

"Um ... Conmander, | was thinking ..."

"Rel ax, Lieutenant. I'mquite . . . quite all right,’
and gracefully accepting the proffered suggestions.
"One other thing, Emett," H nkel said. "Wien we filmthe actual nonment of
cont act "

Cl eve said, reaching out

The Conmander sighed. He knew this would come up. "Sir, | fear that once the
Murrin commander and his party |leave their ship, | cannot permnmit additional
filmng to take place.™
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It was Hinkel's turn to sit speechl ess. "Your equipnent, both the portables
and that ghastly heavy big job, bear an unfortunate |ikeness to ray
projectors. Which, in a sense, they are. The Murrin are no doubt as unfaniliar
with our technology as we are with theirs. Wtness that insane assenbl age of
angl es out on the plain. Yet it seems to carry themfromstar to star

"Qur exchange of |anguage has been hanpered by the | ack of experience and

trai ned people on our side. However, it is now sufficient to permt severa
things. One of these is this first official neeting, a big deal with the
Murrin. Among the details they suggested be inplenented was the obvi ous one of
neither group carrying or presenting weapons."

"If that's the case," said Hi nkel slyly, "then how do you expl ain your
objection to our shooting angles by conplaining that they'd interfere with

your 'line of fire ?"
"As stated, neither group will display weaponry. At no tinme will the
Reykj avik's lasers be in evidence. |1'd bet that the Murrin ship is far better

armed. The inportant thing is that no portabl e weapons be visible. For
psychol ogi cal and practical reasons."

"Granting all your reasoning, which | do not, isn't the inmport of this nonment,
the need to have everyone on earth a part of it, enough to outweigh a few

et hereal maybes on your part?" "There are other reasons." "Nane one!" Hi nke
snapped. Cleve allowed his voice a bit nore custonmary bark, and Vander neer

wi nced. "All right! Let's suppose—just suppose—that | permt you to tel ecast
t he whol e busi ness, fromstart to whatever finish, fromclose-in? W know
little of Murrin technol ogy. W know even | ess of their psychol ogy and
soci ol ogy, of what they might regard as proper and what they might interpret
as of fensive. Mght they not be curious as to your functioning on the

peri phery of the encounter?
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"Di sregarding, for the nonent, an infinitude of possibilities of alien
reactions ranging fromspirit-stealing, to unimagi nabl e phobias, let's say
that they perceive exactly what you and your crew are doing."

"If they're half as clever as you seemto think they are, they ought to," said
Hi nkel

"So," said Ceve, leaning back and in his chair, "consider this. Tel ecasting
or otherw se recording or broadcasting such a nmeeting could violate any nunber
of formal taboos, rules of protocol, anbassadorial dignity. Need | go on? It's
happened on Earth, before. Wiy couldn't it happen here, worse?"

"You mean," said Hinkel, "our broadcasting the neeting mght insult them
sonehow?"

"I don't know, Hinkel. I don't know Look, for the last tine, please try to
understand my position—eur position." Vanderneer noticed that | ong grooves had
appeared in the soft wood of the pencil the commander was hol di ng.

"This is the first nmeeting between mankind and another intelligent race. From
what ny inprovised |inguist and philol ogi st and part-time amateur xenol ogi st
tell me, that's not the case with the Murrin. Apparently they have encountered
at least two other space-going races prior to finding us. You see? They have
an established procedure for this! W don't. We'll be judged not only



according to how we act, but how we act in conparison to at |east two other
intelligent species. W haven't the same basis for establishing comobn ground
that they have. If we only had one thing conpletely in conmon, everything el se
could proceed in | ogical sequence. But we don't. So we nust take care to do
the right thing at every second, until that first commonality is established.
The nost crucial nonment in the human race's history, sir!"

"Precisely why it nmust be sinulcast,"” said Hi nkel. "Precisely why | cannot
permt the risk of turning this into a circus!"”

H nkel was honestly shocked.
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"Circus! Do you have the infernal gall to sit there and call the 25th Hour—the
hi ghest-rated newscast for five consecutive years, w nner of over a hundred
prizes for journalistic excellence—a circusl?"

"Goddam it! | just said it, didn't I? Yes, and with a special vote for
exceptional cretinismto the | ead el ephant!™
H nkel rose with great dignity. "I see." H's voice approached a verba

equi val ent of zero Kelvin. "Thank you, Commander, for making your feelings in
this matter perfectly clear. Good day."

He left.

O eve snapped the abused pencil in tw and threw the hal ves at the ceiling.
"Well, that tears it!" he said.

"I could instruct engineering not to allow his people transfer facilities for
Eart hsi de beami ng, sir," offered Vandernmeer hopefully.

Cl eve rubbed both eyes, tiredly. "No, no ... let's not be so overt,

Li eutenant. Let himcontact his influential friends. If the idiots, dirtside,
thi nk he should be allowed to cover this neeting, they deserve whatever

results result. | pray the Murrin react favorably. No, better they don't react
at all! Now go away. Ch, here . " He handed Vanderneer the script H nke
had given him "1 can do one thing. Find a Disposall, Lieutenant, and file

this. Discreetly, of course.” "Yes, sir."

The Murrin, as the scranmbl ed vi deocasts reveal ed, were a |large, ursoid race,
clearly mammal i an. They resenbled the terran brown bear in a fortunate nunber
of respects. Fortunate, because it alleviated Hinkel's first fear. Nanely,
that the extrasolar visitors would turn out to be ten-foot-w de spiders with
slavering fangs and green eyes. Fuzzy aliens inspired little

xenophobi a.

The Murrin had been on the homeward | eg of a normal exploring trip. They'd
been exam ning the
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pl anets of the sol systemone by one. Wile circumavigating Saturn, they'd
passed close to Titan while the Reykjavik was passing information toward Mars
station. They had presented nothing but a friendly continence since the
initial contact.

Still, Ceve reflected, there was no m staking the cautious, defensive
approach the aliens had used, coming in |low over the horizon and with little
warni ng. A carefully developed mlitary tactic, using nountains as cover.
While they might be all for exchanging dirty stories over a beer, they weren't
quite ready to hail the terrans as |ong-Iost |odge brothers.

Per haps they were just naturally cautious. On the other hand, it was

concei vabl e that sonmeone had taken a potshot at one of them before. In any
case, they'd dropped in on the Rey before anyone could have | oaded even a

bl owgun. Wi ch was just as well.

So the two ships squatted across the narrow vall ey

fromeach other while the amateur |inguists on the

! Reykj avi k and t he professional ones on the alien ship

tried to talk turkey with the help of several miles of

el ectronic circuitry.

L > Bei ng prepared for the chance of happening onto an-.;.;e* ot her



intelligent race, the Miurrin acquired basic Eng-|. lish a good dea
faster than the terrans could pick up j guttural Myll, The aliens had
gi ven every indication of \ bei ng highly pleased at di scovering anot her
intelligent species (if a bit blase about the whole thing). Particularly in
such an ot herw se unprom sing system thought Ceve as he adjusted his
exoski n.

O course, outward mani festations of friendliness $L were exhibited by
nunerous terran carnivores—prior £ to making the kill. The Murrin m ght play
buddy-| - buddy, but they weren't fool hardy, either. Besides their defensive
approach, the |ethal -1 ooking objects which projected toward the Rey fromthe
alien's mdship line were excellent proof of that. The Key's single big

i ndustrial |aser |ooked puny by conparison
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The human party was assenbled in the now airless lock, ready for surface EVA
They were conposed of a select group of scientists, officers, and engi neers.
For purposes of negotiation, Ceve had been granted what anounted to energency
anbassadori al status by

t he Council.

There were three other nmenbers in the party. One interpreter, one chaplain
(agai nst C eve's w shes), and one vol unteer ensign whose sol e assi gnnment was
to sl am both hands together should the Murrin exhibit obvious signs of
irrational bellicosity. Said action would trip several circuits, which would
speed both groups rapidly on to the next plane of existence.

As expected, Hinkel's broadcast clearance had conme through, along with a gruff
statement from Admiralty which stopped just syllables short of being a

repri mand.

The lieutenant at Ceve's side—not Vanderneer, who had been left in command of
the ship—+ecited for the last time the short list of names. Subdued replies of
"Here!" answered each. \Wen that was conpl eted, everything was conpl eted
Cleve tried to think of sonething appropriate to say, failed, and | ed the nen
down the ramp to the surface.

A few m ght have wi shed for trunpets and dancing girls, but the natural
setting was quite inspiring enough. Sharp hills rose on either side of the
narrow vale. At the far end of the valley, the awesone bul k of Saturn was just
rising. The acute angle at which they viewed the rings showed gold, speckled
wi th black gaps. The planet itself was all rose and swirling butter

cl ouds.

In the Saturnlight, the frozen atnosphere of Titan glittered ice-blue. Ceve
dimred his visor a grade. MIlions of nmiles fromhome was no place to go
snowbl i nd. Here and there, |lichens—ef as yet unclassified varieties—and a few
i ncredi bly tough | ow scrubs poked up through the powdered crystals.

Language difficulties and the |ack of proper struc-
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tures sinmplified the neeting arrangenents. \Wenever they felt ready (letting
us work up to it, Cdeve thought), the terrans were nerely to | eave their ship
and proceed en nasse to a point hal fway between ships. There they would be net
by a party fromthe alien craft.

Sooner than anyone expected, the hal fway point was reached. For nore than
several mnutes, nothing happened. For once, no one stared at the shining
gloryl of Saturn. All eyes were fixed on the alien craft. Curious, Ceve

swi tched over to the frequency Hinkel was using for his broadcast. He
hurriedly switched it off. The man's style was definitely hypnotic. It was
hard not to relax and pretend that he was an observer of what was about to
happen, and not a prime nover

The Murrin ship was bright yellow, twice as |ong as the Reykjavik, and bul ked
at least five times the mass. In sinmilar tense situations, Ceve would have
been noved to crack a joke, hoping to ease the tension. Now, he just
swal | owed. He doubted Col unbus had j oked, nor had Arnstrong, nor Mll ard.



Fear was not a factor. He was too consunmed with curiosity. What would it
actually be like to neet something that had matured under another sun? And
intelligent, besides. What woul d be his reaction those first few seconds?

Di sgust? Terror? Worshi p? And what would provide that first, all-inportant
conmonal ity?

A port opened in the side of the alien ship. A single figure detached itself
fromthe dark opening and noved rapidly toward themat a waddling gait.

Cl eve analyzed it and prayed that no one woul d be insane enough to |augh at
the com cal nmethod of |oconotion. Those same waddling feet m ght contain |ong,
needl e-sharp cl aws especially designed for chastising disrespectful inferiors.
He had a sudden, horrible thought that the Murrin might be tel epathic, but

di smissed it alnbpst as quickly. They'd given no indication
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of it, and, if they were, there was absolutely nothing that could be done
about it.

Soon the alien was standing in front of him He could have reached out and
touched the maroon netal suit. Surprisingly, the creature was nearly a foot
shorter than Cleve's six-two, but it was built far stockier. Frominside a
transparent plastic or glass helmet, two jet-black eyes stared up at him

No tinme |ike the present, he thought, and held out both hands pal mup. The
psychol ogists had told himthis ought to express trust, friendship, and a
hearty wel come. d eve hoped so.

The alien reacted by renmpving a roll of paper-thin metal froma jacket pouch
and slapping it in Ceve's outstretched right hand. It spoke rapidly over the
preset wave-| ength.

"I amCrift, Apprentice-to-Talker." The conmander noticed that H nkel and one
of his canera crews were slowy edging closer fromthe left. He silently
damed Hi nkel, the inventor of the camera, the film the lens, and al
channel s two through sixty-eight.

The alien continued: "Captain O hine extends his regrets that he cannot join
you for as yet," the alien hesitated for a noment, then continued: "for
approximate tinmeparts yours, two, yes two. Crew and captain are absorbed
entirely whole in crucial broadcast from home planet now by way of
interstellar relay."

The ursoid then indicated the rolled nmetal, which C eve had gripped
unconsci ousl y.

"The Dryah. Oficial greeting, us-to-you, it is. Extends friendship, hello, et
ceteras. Al so explanation in depth for awkward del ay. Al so apologies, in
dept h, appended. Ckay? Must excuse | now, please, thank you, forgive."

The creature turned abruptly and headed at high speed back toward his ship.
They stared dunbly after the departed alien until the vast craft swallowed the
single dark opening inits
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side. One of the engineers, who had conpletely forgotten his assignnent (which
was to observe the details of the alien's suit), said, "Well!" He repeated it

several tines.

That was the signal for a mild explosion of intersuit comunication, nostly
i nane. C eve exanined the roU of metal, found its function anything but
esoteric. It was a sinple scroll, in clean English block lettering. He read.
"Excuse me ... nake way, please . . . pardon us, there..."

Leadi ng two sound nmen, a gaffer, and the canera, H nkel was making his way
toward Cleve. Now that the actual contact was conpleted the tel ecaster
apparently felt perfectly at ease cutting in on the heretofore forbidden
frequency.

He panted breathl essly, and needl essly, since his suit's self-regulating
respiratory apparatus would not permt himto get out of breath. It sounded
quite dramatic.

Halting in front of O eve, he made an indeci pherable gesture, in place of



havi ng a mi crophone to wave under the conmander's hel net.

"Commander Zachary S. Cleve, we are now both on intersystem hookup. Three
billion humans are awaiting your first words at this historic nonent. The
presidents of all nations as well as the entire nenbership of the Council are
awaiting the first results of mankind's initial face-to-face neeting with
another intelligent race!l™

Cleve finished the scroll and rolled it up. He | ooked absently at Hi nkel
Then, very nmuch to the surprise of the ship's officers in the party, he
grinned a dis-arningly boyish grin.

"Ladi es and gentlenen," he began. "As far as it has gone, the first contact
with the race that call thenselves the Miurrin has been successful. They
express then- hopes for long-termfriendly associati on between species to our
mutual benefit. Details will be ex-
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pl ained in a second neeting which will take place in about two hours. In

addition, a common basis for understanding has been transmtted." He started
to turn toward the Rey.

"Commander," said Hinkel. "W all saw that the Murrin sent only a single
representative to neet your party. Is this their accepted procedure?"

"Way no, it is not," replied Cleve, his grin widen-big. "There appear to have
been extenuating circunstances."”

"I's that what the ship's commander said?" pressed Hi nkel

"Sort of, and it wasn't the ship's commander. It was an interpreter. An
apprentice interpreter.” The grin was charm ng

H nkel feigned surprise, then concern

"That seens rather odd, Conmander Cleve. Did they—t—give a reason for
proceedi ng in such a manner?"

"Matter of fact, they did. One which you in particular, M. H nkel, ought to
understand and synpathize with. It seens they could not spare the time to neet
with us just now because the entire crew is absorbed in taking in a broadcast
fromtheir home planet."

"I'ncredi ble! Think of it, l|adies and gentlenen! A beantast across |ight-years!
Sonet hi ng i nportant enough to draw them into postponing this delicate nonment
bet ween speci es; inportant enough to be boosted at heaven knows what cost
across trillions of miles of naked vacuumi Conmander, did' the alien reveal the
nature of this broadcast to you? And if so, are you at libery to repeat it?"
"I don't see why they'd mind," said deve. He was watching H nkel, not the
three bilhon pairs of eyes the camera represented.

"As near as | can make out, the commander of the alien vessel, his entire
conpl ement, the contact team everyone, are deeply imrersed in the two

t housand four hundred and twenty-sixth episode, segment, or
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guadrant of something entitled 'At Nest Wth the Vorxes.'

"I't would appear, |adies and gentlenmen, that the human race has been
temporarily pre-enpted." And he turned and wal ked back to the ship.
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