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Then | saw sonet hing odd, fuzzed with the sand glimrering in the cora
sunlight, and I began to slog nmy way toward it.

"Jhirinki, get back here!" Wlton ordered fromthe skiff. He was soundi ng
angrier by the mnute.

"There's something out— | tried to tell himbut Alnrid cut me off.

"Let him alone, Wilton. Your jurisdiction goes no farther than the skiff."
Then, with scarcely a change in tone, he said to ne, "You stay here until canp
is set up. | want to know where everyone is."

Wl ton gave hima sour smile and notioned me away. But it was inportant that
t hey know about that irregularity. | tried again. "I saw sonething out there.
It doesn't |ook—=

"Wait until the canp is set up. We need to get some nore definitive readings
before we go exploring. And"-Alnmrid added to Wl ton—we can't get those
wi t hout the prower."

Wl ton jerked the hatch of the skiff open. "All right. Here's the prow er. You
know that it can't get any better data fromthe surface than the nonitors
can."

"Look, Alnrid— | began

"Not now, Peter. W'll talk |ater. When we have nore accurate material to work
from" This |last was, of course, for Wlton

It was useless. | stepped back as Wlton reluctantly put the prower in
action, letting it scuttle out over the hazy sand, scanners clicking
contentedly to itself.

Sum ko Hyasu had barricaded hersel f behind her equiprment, preparing to run
soil tests. She and Langly, the biochem st, worked in silence, the renote
sounds of their breathing murmuring in ny earphones.

On the other side of the skiff |I knew Parnini and Goetz were furling the sails
of the weather unit. | could hear them swearing occasionally. They were busy.
Wlton and Alnrid were still arguing. My eyes were dragged back again to that
irregular spot in the sand that mght be what | wanted. That m ght be digs.
"I"'mcalling Captain Tanpshoe," Wl ton declared to anyone who would listen
"I"'mgoing to give hima status report."

"That is your responsibility,"” murnmured Alntid as he watched the prow er set
zig-zagging in a widening spiral. H's heavy head was even larger in the C ass
El even uniform H s hands hung |ike paws, wholly unlike what one expected in a
virologist. It was hard to think of himdoing the mnute manipul ati ons that
were the mark of his work—t was like trying to i magi ne Caliban or Quasi nodo
maki ng wat ches or mcrocircuitry.

A yawni ng breeze wound a bit of dust on its finger and then sank back, too
tired to hold it. That was the feel of the whole place—drowsi ness. The w nd
barely breathed. The plain was heavy with dreamnmi ng, the sky unmarred by cl ouds
where the greater of two suns hung about fifteen degrees above the horizon, a



pl atter of polished copper. Qur presence intruded on this somanbulistic

| andscape where even the rocks were softened and sonetinmes crunmbling and in
pl ace of dirt there was sand that was not sand flickering in the nonochrone
still ness.

Yet | wondered and hoped. There had been indications of structures fromthe
moni tors on the Nordenskjold. | knew ny digs were here to be found, if only I
knew where to | ook

"Jhirinki's been wandering around," Wlton was reporting and the sound of ny
nane brought ne back to the canp. He added in response to the captain's
garbl ed question, "It was Alnrid' s idea to bring along an archeol ogi st. Not
mne. Ask him"

In the slow heat of the opal escent afternoon work was sluggi sh. There was
nothing for me to do but stare at the one odd spot in the distance—and wi sh.

Coetz swore in ny earphone as his equi pnent toppled for the second tine,
victimto the treacherous shifting of the sand. "Need hel p?" | asked him not
reluctantly.

"What | need is a foundation,"” came his answer, the words bitten out in
frustration.

"According to the nonitors,” Alnrid said icily, directing the insult at
Wlton, "there's all kinds of rock around here. O, maybe not rock. Maybe it
once was buil dings."

"Look, Al nrid—= Wlton began

Then, unexpectedly, Sum ko Hyasu cut in. "Leave him al one, Franz," she said

softly to Alnrid. "W have work to do."
"It looks like you' ve wasted your trip, Peter," Alnrid said to ne, a certain
norose satisfaction in this statement. "Wy don't you ride up tonight and
forget it? There are other planets.”

I wondered if ny di sappoi nt nent showed so much.

"I think I'Il stick around for a while," | said.
"I don't know, Sum ko," | was saying as we watched the second skiff settle
onto the sand. "I can't give up the thought that there's something here."

Absently she made sone answer.

"Don't you feel that?"
"I suppose so." She was only half-listening. This world was too unknown, too
conpelling for us to pay nmuch attention to each other. Every one of us saw it
t hrough his/her eyes only. "Is any of this real, Peter?" she asked. "O is the
pl anet hiding from us?"

| had felt that fromthe first. Something was hi dden here right under our
noses and we hadn't the sense to find it. But all | could do was shrug.



didn't know then what she wanted to find, what it was she had been searching
for with that terrible, fragile intensity that nmarked her nore than her
beauty.

"What do you want to find?" she asked ne.

"Ch, | don't know." It was a lie and, like a lot of lies, it felt ugly. But I
couldn't adnmit to her that | had | onged for the chance to find a | ost
civilization here, to be the first to decipher its |anguage. People could be
known and understood by the way they used words, and to be the first to
understand in that way had been an obsession with ne since before |I trained on
t he Probe Ship Magal haes.

"You're going to do sonme exploring later?" It wasn't really a question, it was
a di sm ssal

"Whenever Alnrid and Wolton get tired of fighting and give a general release,
then, yes, I'Il go exploring." Neither of themwas willing to stop feuding

| ong enough to let the expedition get moving and | was beconming riled at the
del ay. But Commander Markham woul d be in the next skiff and, know ng Josh, he
woul d put an end to the sparring that had taken up too rmuch tine already.

"Good luck," she nmurnured and went back to her equipnent. Then, as she started
adj usting the sanpl e breakdowns, her voice sounded again in ny earphones. "Wy
wai t ? Why not do what you want to do?"

By the time the base canp had been set up and the full conpl ement of
expedition staff had been ferried down the surface shelters were waiting.

had spent the | ong afternoon struggling with ring supports, enplacing the
doughnut - shaped foundations for the inflatable buildings, but nowit was

ni ght .

| wal ked away fromthe canp, watching the unfaniliar sky. There were nore and
brighter stars above ne and some el even dissinilar nmoons coursed overhead in a
bewi | dering tangl e.

In a while | found the irregular stone, although |I had not consciously been

| ooking for it—+ had been drawn to it as surely as fur draws static. | knew
that it would tell me what | wanted to know, if only | could puzzle it out

bef ore Captain Tanoshoe ordered us all back to the Nordenskjold. Yet, as |
stood over it, not knowi ng where to | ook or what | was |ooking for, | could
still nock nyself for being so obsessed with wanting to find a | anguage and a
culture that obviously had failed in all this desolation

So | paced the thing off nonchalantly. It was not too large, this oblong
section of rock, rather like one of the old headstones in the | andmark
ceneteri es.

| kneeled in the sand and rubbed at the side of the bl ock—and touched what |
thought at first was a flaw or chip in the surface. Curious, | bent closer
gently blowing the clinging dirt fromthe slab with ny sweat valve, brushing
the stone clear as | worked.

And then, there it was. Wthout any doubt, w thout any anbiguity, the glyphs
appeared under ny hands. | drew back to get a proper ook at them



For several minutes | sat and | ooked at them The stillness of the night was
suddenly alien. Eight low relief nmarks on a rock—and | felt for the first tine
that all | amwas justified.

| rose, wiping nore of the block free of the sand, but | could find nothing
nore. The inexorabl e novenment of the sand m ght have worn ot her narkings away,
or perhaps the stone reached deeper into the ground than | had thought at
first, with nore glyphs farther dowmn. Alnrid and Wl ton had said sonething
about erosion. Perhaps this had been high above the sand, once.

It seened like a long way back to the canp just to get a shovel and sone hel p.
| stood, rubbing nmy hands together to free them of the dust that was clinging
insidiously to themand to filmof nmy surface suit. Was it worth it, going al
the way back? | could do nore here tonight even without tools. And if | went
back, Alnrid or Wl ton would be sure to try to stop me from com ng back. In
the norning | could bring sone of the expedition with me, but then this find
woul d no | onger be mine. | finally accepted the rationalization that left ne
alone with ny particular dreamfor a little |onger

Setting to work, | scooped arm oads of the soil away fromthe bl ock, hoping to
di scover nore glyphs. | felt that | had found the key to a |larger discovery.

It was on the fifth armoad that | fell through into the room

Dust spread out around ne like a reverse hal o agai nst the shiny surface of the
floor. | tasted grit—the suit nust have ruptured somewhere. As | lay on the
floor I took stock. No bones broken, but some dandy bruises. | gathered ny
knees beneath me and carefully stood up. It was dark down here except for the
shine fromthe moons through the hole. There was no other |ight.

Wth uncertain fingers | grabbed for ny litepak and found it undanaged.
Thunbing it, | found that it could hardly reach beyond that sand on the fl oor
After a noment of thought | turned it off and began walking slowy in an
outward spiral

On the third round | bunped into a thing, apparently of stone, about the size
of a half-chair with a shoe-shaped projection. It felt smooth and solid.

"Curiouser and curiouser," | said aloud to the unechoi ng bl ackness.

Slow y | wandered back to the sand haze on the floor, the site of ny fall.

| ooked up at the rent in the roof. The realization rushed in on ne then that |
was truly cut off fromthe expedition. I had left nmy coomkit at the canp and
my litepak's trickle of beam could not have been seen by anyone at that

di stance. The sand filtered down through the hol e, whispering.

And the light was failing. Two of the npbons had set since | had fallen into ny



find and I could not get out w thout |ight.
Let's | eave that alone for the nmoment, Jhirinki, | told nyself for confort.

Then, as | watched, the great heavy stone | had | oosened by ny fall gave a

ki nd of sigh and, with deceptive |anguor, tunbled end over end to crash and
shatter on the floor. If it had fallen straight down, that woul d have been the
end of Peter Jhirinki.

Badly shaken, | went back to the object | had wal ked into earlier. My hands
shook when | reached out to steady nyself, and | drew t hem back

Per haps | shoul d touch nothing here until | knew what had nmade that great
stone fall. Were other stones still in the ceiling above ne?

Anxiously | pulled out ny litepak again and played its feeble beam over the
ceiling. But the fact that | saw no other bl ocks of stone was actually small
confort. This roomwas an inportant find and I was w thout nmeans to see it—and
now too isolated to get the help | needed. | also remenbered there was a tear
in m suit, which mght or nmight not nean anything on this planet.

Agai n | wandered back to the place beneath the hole, taking care not to get
near the gently falling sands.

"Peter!"
For a nonent, | didn't believe the sound in nmy suit phone. Then, as mnmy nane
was called again, | realized that | had been m ssed and that a party was

searching for me
"Yeo!" | yelled, full of relief.
The stream of dust into the hol e i ncreased.

"Peter Jhirinki— Now that the voices were closer | was able to pick out
Mar kham s anbng the others—a | arge resonant sound that no comrsystem coul d
properly handl e.

"Down here— More rivulets of the soft dust were pouring down now and
wonder ed how strong the roof was. "Be careful -+ don't know how | ong t he roof
here will hold."

"Thanks." Markham s voice. "We'|ll get you out of there. Dom nguiz went back
for the rig." After a nonment's silence Josh Markham asked, "And did you find
anyt hi ng down there, Pete?"

It took ne alittle time to answer him "I hope so," | said finally. Then, as
| 1 ooked around the dark, | didn't want to |l eave. "Drop ne a litepak, wll
you?"

"Right." And in a nonent Markhamis litepak in its crashcase thudded to the
floor. "Dominguiz will be back any time, Pete. Make it short."

But I knew that. | wenched the litepak fromits case and pressed the swtch



The beam stabbed into the darkness, showing ne the roomfor the first tinme.

It was large, lowceilinged and shiny save for the place where | had brought
in the sand. Two of the walls were a patchwork of designs, intricate enbossed
patterns on tilelike bricks. The other two walls ...

The other two walls were covered with gl yphs.

"Cet ready, Pete." Markhamcut into ny discovery like razor into flesh. "I
can't get this very steady. You'll have to guide it coming out."

There was a clank of the rig as the saddle hit the floor, then the purposeful
clicking of the pulleys set in notion

Quickly I straddl ed the saddl e, grabbing the upper sling so that | could help
control the lift.

"We're under way," Markhamcalled as the rig hoisted me into the air.

| turned the beamof the litepak on the walls as | rose, letting the light
linger on the marks for as long as | coul d.

| got ny back scraped comi ng out of the hole, but | was too preoccupied to
notice it until Josh Markham said, "Holy Mama, where did you get that?"

| looked at my arm saw nothing and shrugged.

"Your back, man, your back."

As soon as he said it, the pain hit like a hammer. "Oh. That." For a nonent |
concentrated on the damage and decided that it wasn't that much. "Com ng out
of the hole, | think. Is it bad?"

Rel i eved, Josh said, "It's nessy. Have Sanderson | ook at it back at the base.
He'll want to check you for foreign bugs anyway. Wat the devil did you find
down t here?"

"Wirds," | said quietly. "A whole world of words."

"There are ruins down there?" He asked it incredulously, his big body slew ng
about in the sand. "A city?"

"I don't know about the city, but there sure as hell are words. Maybe a
conpl ete | anguage. |' m goi ng back down tonorrow and find out."

Mar kham eyed nme suspiciously. "Wat if Wlton says otherw se? Wat if | say
ot herw se?"

"It wouldn't matter." As | said it, | knew it could nmake no difference what
t hey sai d. Nothing anyone could say or do would keep me out of that hol e now
that | had seen the wall.

"Al'l right, Pete. But don't push your luck. This place is still terra
incognita as far as we're concerned."

| nodded. "That's just it. It won't be unknown if | can get a chance at that
wal | . There's the whol e puzzle, right down there. Conmplete with solution."

"Hey, won't nachines do as well?" Dom nguiz put in, having listened to us as
he stowed the gear in the crawler. "W got machines for that."



"No." | spoke harshly, but there was no way for me to say it kindly. "No
machi ne wote that, no machine is going to read it. That is what |'mtrained
for. That's why |I'mpart of the crew And it's what |I've wanted to do all ny
life."

"Sure. Sure. | don't care whether you get yourself ruined. | just want to
know. Academ cs!" He sat down in the driving cockpit. "You two can ride in the
back if you want." He didn't wait for an answer, preferring his machines to
our comnpany.

Josh Markham and | scranbl ed aboard as the crawl er began its |urching way off
t hrough the sand. Only it wasn't sand.

"Josh," | said uncertainly as we clung to the rear platformof the crawmer. "I
think I know what this stuff is.”

"The dirt? Dammed persistent, isn't it?"

"It isn't dirt," I told himslowy, avoiding his eyes. "I think it's ash."

"So this is where you disappeared to," Franz Alnrid said, wiping his hands in
a futile gesture to rid them of the ash

"Yes." | was beaming with pride. In the nmorning |light the hole was even better
than | had thought.

"What is it?" Alnrid s voice held open sarcasm as he | ooked at the figures on
the wall. "Looks |ike spermatozoa in formation with math synmbol s.”

"It does at that," | adnmitted, determ ned not to fight with Alnrid. The very
fact that there had been something worth di scovering on this planet had nmade
hi m furi ous.

"You really think you're going to get sense out of that?" He gave a derisive
[ augh. "You're kidding yourself, Jhirinki."

| was spared the problem of answering himby Josh Markham who was | owered
into the hole on the new cable rig.

"Looks good, Pete," Josh said, craning his corded neck, trying to see it al
wi t hout turning around. "Wat's next?"

"Well, that wall,” | told him pointing to the farthest one, "is probably not
worth much. It's too scarred and faded. But this"—+ |ooked at the | onger wall
with its bright surface and cl ear markings—is a treasure."

It was as if | had finally lured a nuch-sought m stress into ny bed. That
wall, with its thousands of glyphs in neatly horizontal |ines was nore than I
had ever hoped to have for nyself.

"You're a dammed romantic, that's what you are,"” Josh said with a chuckl e.
"Well, while you're busy down here, we'll just go along and dig up a few
square mles of ash, in case there mght be a city down there."

I'd told himthat there m ght be, late late last night after | had reported



the find. In the norning | wondered if 1'd been right, but let it go. The
chance was worth a | ook

"If you're sure this is a building, where is the door? O did they all tunble
in the way you did?" Almrid' s icy tone stopped both Josh and ne.

| hated to admit it, but Alnrid had a point. If this had been a building there
had to be a way in and out of it. And no matter what size or shape the
i nhabitants a door is a door is a door

"Maybe in the floor?" Josh suggested. "This is pretty high up, judging from
the few readi ngs we can get around here. Maybe this was an attic or sun room"
He | ooked at me hopefully, his big hands rubbing at the ash

"It's possible." Looking around the room| knew there was an answer. | just
had to be left alone to find it with ny instincts and ny pores.

"There's nothing for us peasants to do but dig," Alnrid said acidly. "Al
right, Professor. W'll do it your way." He went to the sling and was haul ed
out of the hole.

"Don't |et himbother you, Pete," Josh said with all the reassurance he could
nmuster. "He doesn't like the place and can't figure out why."

"1 know.
A short silence fell.

"Well, I'lIl leave you to your work. Call if you need help."
"I will,” | prom sed himas he rose through the hole.

When he was gone | circled the roomagain, looking at the wall with the

gl yphs. There was a key sonewhere. There had to be. | could find it if |

t hought about it. Again | cane to the bench-like affair. Again | studied the
surface of the shoe end. It was snooth and faintly |umnous. For a nonment it
seemed to be the reflection of one of the suns—and then | realized that
neither was shining down directly. This nade ne wonder.

| sat on the half-chair (which was a bit too low and too small for confort).
This mght be the clue | wanted. In ny annoyance | tapped the cool, faintly
gl owi ng sheet of —was it stone? The echo sounded unused. | went on tapping
absent-mindedly as | tried to take stock of the wall and the room

Bl i nk.

I was so startled that | raised ny hand. The light, if there had been a light,
st opped.

But now | had a hope. Gently | tapped the surface again. Then firnly.

BLI NK.

Then | put ny hands full and solidly onto the surface of the table, pressing
it, willing the light to continue. "Come on, light," | pleaded with it.
"Blink."

Al most ridiculously, it did. First there was a flicker, then a wavering
opacity and finally a bright glow



"What the bloody hell is this?" | asked of the air joyously. Since there was
no one but me to answer, | shook nmy head in ignorance.

The light in the table was increasing, growing brilliant. Synbols formed on
it:

"I think—= | said to the machine. Then | realized that | would have to stop
thinking and be willing to learn. "Machine, you and | have a little nutua
understanding to do."

The synbol s faded but the Iight stayed on, full and strong. | hesitated—then
taking my stylus, | nmade a small circle on the table and put nine dots | eading
out fromit, adding little points for the noons. When this was done, | drew a
box around Terra and waited.

The machi ne buzzed.

On a guess | wi ped the marks away.

In a noment the nachi ne showed two circles and a series of dots, putting a box
around the fourth one. This was the fourth planet, but the machine showed only
three noons. This bothered me, but there was no way to question the nachine
about it. | would have to wait.

But we were on the right track.

| duplicated the Sol system di agram and boxed Terra and |l abeled it.

The machi ne made the planets again, with the puzzling noons.

"Al'l right. Now that we're introduced, let's get down to |anguages."

The machi ne began to hum making periodic squeaks. | couldn't have it

mal function now. | funbled over the sides, |ooking for knobs or dials that

m ght hel p. The hum and the squeaks nmerged into a rising wail.

"Wt a bit," | told it.

I moved ny hands again, rubbing the sides firmy until a single dot appeared
on the screen in front of nme and | heard, very clearly the single word:

"Gei."

My hands began to shake. | sensed that this was a machine intended to teach,
to inform The concept was not unfamliar to human archeol ogi st s—aen of many
eras had left time capsules or other record of their passing for future
centuries to find. Whoever had left this artifact had known what he was about.
The inplications took a little tinme to sink in.

The machi ne formed another dot directly above the first and called it: "Shy."

It was giving ne the el enents of |anguage. Those two synbols were part of the
nane of the planet.



A vertical |line connected the two dots and the dots faded out. "Sti," said the
machine in its parody of a voice.

| took out ny scanner and trained it on the table top. The scanner would give
the Nordenskjold a record of all this in case something went wong down here.

Then | set to work, the machine reciting its |language to ne, showing it to ne,
bringing it to life.

"Pete! Pete! Answer ne!" The conmkit beside ne sounded put out. The voice was
Sum ko's, high and overcontrolled. | wondered if she had been calling for
long. | had been absorbed.

| stood up stiffly fromthe bench, nuscles protesting, and reached for the
kit.

"Pete— it went in ny ear.
"Yeo. |'mhere. What is it?"
"This is Sumiko. |'ve finished the tests on the silt fromyour digs. You're

right. It is ash.”

"I know. Look," | said, rushing on, "I may be way off, but | think you m ght
find some evidence of vol canic or—+ don't know, earthquakes, maybe, a |ong
time ago. There'd be a lot of them occurring all at once or with little
war ni ng. The diagram|'ve found down here shows only three noons. Either we've
got the wong planet or things have changed upstairs—

"\What di agranP" she interrupted.

"There's a device down here that teaches the | anguage,” | admitted
reluctantly. "It seenms to be programred to conmuni cate with strangers—+ nean
bei ngs possibly alien to whoever or whatever nade it, which suggests that the
culture of which it was a part anticipated being w ped out. The device and
have just begun to cone together on basics—+ should get the rest in a few
days. "

"You'll let nme know?" This was said too quickly.

"Sure, Sum ko." Right then, |I wanted her to find what she was seeking, too.
There had to be sonmething here to conpensate for the terrible hunger at the
back of her eyes.

"You'll need tools," she said decisively.
"Maybe sone digging tools. Brushes for the walls. Levers and a coupl e of
files. There's a pack in ny shelter."

"I's that all? I'll bring them along."
"Thank you." There was jealousy in nme as | spoke. | was not yet ready to share
my hole, nmy wall. Not with anyone. Not even Sum ko, the one person who m ght
understand what | felt.



"I"ll be there as soon as the captain is ready to conme over."

In sone surprise | asked her, "lIs he down on the surface? | didn't think he
was pl anning to cone."

"He and Wl ton have been goi ng over the whole canmp for about the |last hour
He's had Alnrid and Donminguiz in. | gave themny report earlier."

A prickle ran along nmy spine, a feeling that gravity had shifted,

i measurably, under ny feet. The captain had gone to the soil chem st and a
bi ophysi ci st before the archeol ogi st on a planet with digs. Something wasn't
right.

" Pet e?"

"\What ?"

"I"ll see you later?"

"Yeah," | said. "It's going to be interesting." And with that | signed off.

Standing there in ny hole, with the | anguage of Shy-gei-ath waiting for me, |
frowned, wondering what had gone wong. No one had come in with a negative
report. There had been no warni ngs about the virology |evel or the functiona
radi ati on ratings that usually got the captain on the ground | ong enough to
get everyone back to the ship.

I remenbered ny scraped back fromthe evening before, but that couldn't figure
in anything. The injury itched unpl easantly under the thin surface suit and
there had been sone trouble getting it to scab over. But that was hardly
enough to worry about. Wat was Captain Tanbshoe doi ng down here, anyway? Wy
had he cone?

The machine was reciting "co-rel-sti-gei" , "sa-che-sti-gei"
"co-sa-che-sti-gei" when | finally heard the noise above ne. | tapped the
machi ne on what |'d conme to think of as the HOLD button and waited for
visitors.

They took their time. Once | heard Franz Almrid swear, use cold words with
venom | had never heard from hi mbefore

At last the sling came down, bearing Captain Nermeu Tanmobshoe, bl ack on bl ack
"Jhirinki," he said, turning his trademark grin on me, a display of |arge
white teeth in a face only slightly lighter than his black captain's uniform
And in that face, which dictated eyes of obsidian, Captain Tanoshoe's

snoul dered the inpossible blue of Aegean waters.

"What's wrong, Captain?"
But he didn't answer me, not right away. He got off the sling and began to
wal k around the hole. "Have you been able to deci pher this?" he asked ne,

pointing at ny wall.

| knew that there was sonething very wong then. "That section you're pointing



to reads fromright to left: '"Thir de-lomst-gei jhae enh bis |lomde-sti-gei.'
Second line: 'Thu shy-ens emh thu | omqua-fer-de-sti-gei sir-ath-gei."' "

"Whi ch neans?"

"That is what the wall says, sir. In fact, right now | can read out |oud every
word up there and make the synmbol for it if | hear it spoken. But | don't know

what it neans, because this machi ne does not have a way to tell me until it
has explained to nme all the elements of its |anguage. But the conmunications
center on the ship will have records of this so | can work fromthem if
necessary."

Capt ai n Tanbshoe | ooked at nme evenly for about a minute, an eternity. "I am

sorry, Jhirinki. The commtenter didn't pick up the relay. Alnrid and Wlton
were too busy wangling to center the channel.”

"l don't understand— and as | said it | did understand.

"Radi ol ogy reported a variance |last night. This place was hot. That little
machi ne of yours has been running al ong on plutoniumand the roomwas seal ed.
You fell into a vat of radon gas— He stopped. Then: "There's isn't much
danger on the surface of course, but we don't know how many of these things

there are. | amsorry, Jhirinki."

"Wait — Josh Markham appeared in the hole, hanging onto the sling too tightly,
his large face drawn and his eyes heavy. "Captain?"

"I have told himwhat | could. You can explain it nore thoroughly if
necessary. Are we ready to ferry up?"

"Al npst . "

Agai n Captain Tanoshoe: "It is a pity. This is surely the find of alifetinme."
He turned back to nme, blue eyes hooded. "Well, perhaps you will be able to
reconstruct much of this frommenory, do you think? There's isn't nuch tine
and it would be a shame to lose all of it."

"How do you nean, lose it?" |I was frightened then, not of the radiation that
had slid in through nmy respirator into ny bones, but of |eaving Shy-gei-ath.
had conme so far. | did not want to | eave

"Looks like this one was nore trouble than it was worth, Pete," Markham said,
trying to keep his tone light and failing.

"No. "
"Pet e—

"No," | told them again, stepping back to the teaching nachine. "I've al npost
got it all. I"'mso close to the meaning of it. It won't take too rmuch | onger

I'll be out of here in no tinme."

Josh shook his head. "Can't do it, Pete. You've been exposed. W shoul d have
brought you out before now, but | knew this was damed inportant to you."



"Wait— | said, licking my lips. "What is the treatnment for radon? Can't |
t ake decontani nation and then come back? It's gone now-and |I'd be safe.™

"I amsorry, but we'll have to put the place in quarantine until we know how
much potential danger remains,"” Captain Tanoshoe sai d apol ogetically. "You
understand the necessity, don't you? Wen all investigations have been made we
can cone back."

"But what about that?" | pointed to the wall, already hazing fromthe dust
filtering down. "How rmuch longer will that be here once the ash goes in? The
other wall is alnost useless. This one will be ruined."

"There may be others.”

"And maybe there aren't." | knew | was starting to sweat. "And the machi ne
will be ruined."

Capt ai n Tanbshoe shook his head. "I can recomend speed and cl ai m ener gency

status on the artifacts. The Navy is aware of the value of this sort of find.
W mght be able to have full Cass Nine suits authorized."

"You' ve got to | eave, Pete." Markham had taken a step toward ne. | stepped
back.

"Commander Markham " the captain said quietly.

"Take a | ook at your hands, Pete." Josh shot an angry | ook at Captain Tanpbshoe
as he spoke.

"\What about ny hands?" But as | | ooked down and saw what | ooked |ike varicose
veins in my palnms | closed the marks inside nmy fists.

"The skiff is waiting, Pete."
"Let it wait." And as Josh started toward ne | raised the commkit over ny
head. "Don't try it, Josh—+ wll use this."

It wasn't rmuch of a weapon, but it nade Josh stop. "You stupid kid," he said
di spassionately. "You're going to die."

"Am | ?" | asked Captain Tanpshoe.

"Al nost certainly,"” he answered ne.
Wthout moving fromthe place | stood | said, "Get out of here, Josh. | want
to talk to the captain.”

Josh | ooked at me with an expression | had once seen in ny father's eyes.
Then, with a nod to the captain, he let hinmself be hoisted out of the hole.

"He wants you to live, Jhirinki. And you were not assigned to ny ship to
die."

In the stillness that followed his words | realized that he and I were the
only people left here, that the others were back at the ferry, waiting to
| eave Shy-gei-ath. | felt an enornous |oneliness fall over ne, dark and
heavy.

"Why not come back?"



| shook ny head. "No. This is what I'mall about. |1've spent ny life |learning
to do what has to be done here. | can't |eave when I'mthis close."

"Have you a choice?"

For just a nonent | knew panic. Then: "WIIl | last all that much | onger if
| eave?"

"No. Not that much | onger."
"Then 1'Il stay."

"But what will you do, Jhirinki?"

The strange part was that | knew the answer. "As long as | can, |'Il describe
the forms to you, the way the machine did for ne. You can | eave ne a skiff
relay, can't you?" Not waiting for an answer | hurried on. "I'Il try to

translate what |1've found and you can record it for the Margien Language
Institute.”

Capt ai n Tanbshoe consi dered this. ve always thought," he remarked absently,
"that a man's death should be as much in his hands as his life. You'll get the
relay."

"“And food?"

He didn't answer ne, so | knew. "Thank you, Captain.”

"Goodbye, Peter Jhirinki," he said as he left.

'Lomde-sti-gei ath dev limgei," " |I dictated fromthe wall to the comkit.
| listened for the relay sound that would tell me they had recorded the line
on board the Nordenskj ol d.

A hal f-dozen lines were left. Lines that wavered in front of me, mlky with
haze.

"Pete!"

But that wasn't ny nachine. It was someone | used to know. Wiy woul d Josh cal
me? VWhat did he want?

"Pete, for God's sake!"
"What ?"

That must have been what he wanted to hear. But | couldn't hold my commkit
steady. My hands had gone funny. Purple. The tendons were soft, spongy.

"...transl ati ons?"

That mattered to ne. That was inportant. Mre inportant than ny strange hands.
| had to tell them

"A few words—



"What wor ds?"

"Shy-gei-ath." Like Terra and Terrans.

The twin suns were hot above nme, but it was dark. | burned and burned and it
was dark. If | looked at the floor |I could see ny face. But | didn't do that.
"The wall, Pete. The wall."

From here on the floor | could watch ny wall as |I told themabout it. | knew

what it nmeant at | ast.

"Shy, infinitive verb. To be. Active sense. Cei, infinitive verb. To be.
Passi ve sense. Shy-sti-gei, to be alive. Sti-gei, to exist. Shy-sti, to
conceive. They build fromthere." Was that sound ne?

"But the wall, Pete."

It was an effort, but | began to read. But breathing hurt and I got slower and
slower. " '"In the tinme of the Fourth Moon, | sought out a high place and made
it safe against the end of Shy-gei-ath.' "

"Go on."

"Against the end ...it happened |I found this place and required a stronghold
to be built. The tinme was short for we could see in the night in the Fourth
Moon. Waters woul d soon rise, the nountains change and Rel -at h-gei woul d
consume all.' " That would quiet them the noisy ones above ne. | |ooked at
the wall through darkening eyes, turning on the floor to read the end of the
story.

"Peter! Answer ne!"

| kicked the commkit, |aughing.

"What about the place name. \What does that nmean? W've got npbst of what we
need to crack it, Peter. Wat does the name nmean?"

Reluctantly | pulled nyself across the floor, feeling like a slug, not a nan.
Just a bit nore and they'd | eave ne alone with my wall. |1'd earned that.

"The word?" | asked the commkit.
"Shy-gei-ath,"” the tinny voice pronpted.

"Shy-gei-ath. This place. Here." But that wasn't quite right, | thought as I

wat ched the ash sifting through the hole. "Shy-gei-ath. To be ...to ..
"Co on; tell us. Wat does it nean?"

So | told them "To be hone."

The End

About "The Meani ng of the Word"



Language has always interested me. How people say things influences how t hey

t hi nk. The obsessive desire to know has also interested nme. It was not ny
conscious intention to conbine those particular interests in a story, but they
seemto be there

Sonmewhere in a | arge box of background material in nmy office closet there are
two | egal -sized fool scap notebooks cramred full of shy-gei-an | anguage, wth
grammar and forns and usage as well as a very large vocabulary. One of these
years | may dig it out and do sonething nore with it.

When the story appeared in If magazine, there were a few "minor" changes: the
first word had been dropped and three short paragraphs had been added. Here
the story is returned to its original form

| don't usually wite in the first person—say characters are very definite,

very separate individuals in nmy mnd and, for the nost part, | give themthe
same third-person integrity that | give ny friends. But Peter was an
exception, and the story is, | think, stronger for the reader sharing Peter's

head.



